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Chapter 1

“You know what? You’re a thief. A damn thief!” cursed the merchant behind the counter. He lifted a finger and waggled it at Ralph. The older man’s countenance was that of a full faced grimace, with his white eyebrows pulled down low over brown eyes. “You’re robbing me!”

“I’m no such thing, and I’m certainly not robbing you,” disagreed Ralph with a warm chuckle. He leaned up against the counter, gestured at the crates he’d brought in with hired help, and then looked back to the merchant. “In fact, I’m giving you the first opportunity to even buy it, Walt. How is that being a thief at all?

“In fact, you should be thanking me. Thanking me for giving you that right. After all, it’s not like I can’t just trundle it back to my ship, let the port master know, and be on my way.

“No tariffs, no taxes, no fees. The joys of being granted a familial letter of marque. Bless the Terran Confederation for their kindness.”

Walt blew out a breath, his long mustache fluttering out at the sides.

“A hundred creds a crate is just too much!” whined the man.

“And yet, it’s a hundred. For you, at least. I admit I plan on going next door and offering it at a hundred-twenty. You know how Bobby gets. Especially if I told him you balked on the deal and folded,” Ralph confessed, lifting up his left hand and gently tugging at his coat.

It shifted the Privateers badge that rested beside his breast-pocket.

Then he reached down and adjusted his coat at the hem.

I think I need a new coat. This one’s gotten worn a bit too much.

Damn space stations.

Always so much dust and debris in the ports.

Sighing, Ralph pointedly ignored looking at his boots. They desperately needed a shine job right now.

Instead, he looked back to Walt.

“Well? I’ve got a few more anointments to make. This is the last of my cargo and you’re my last visit, I hope,” Ralph prompted. “I weaseled one of the docking operators to get me an early departure.

“The last thing I want to do is stay here. With the Houses eyeballing one another, the last thing I want is for either of them to eye the Siren.”

Walt hissed, looked away, stomped his feet, then sighed again.

He reached over and snatched up a tablet. He quickly filled something in, stamped his thumb to it, then held it out to Ralph.

Quickly glancing it over, he saw that Walt had entered all the appropriate information. A picture of Ralph was next to his sales-account for the system.

Short light brown hair, pale blue eyes, a smattering or freckles across the bridge of his nose, and a narrow look to his features.

He wasn’t classically handsome. Nor had he been called handsome with any frequency.

Thankfully, he hadn’t been dubbed unattractive either.

Ralph was, at best, someone worth a mild amount of interest from women.

With some charm, a fair amount of effort, and care, Ralph didn’t have an issue getting company.

Short term or long term.

At the moment he was between relationships, as he was working over-time.

Despite his complaint about the Houses and their ever-ongoing wars, hot and cold, he made a lot of money plying the trade routes because of it.

Right now it was a cold war, and he was able to trade in electronics, espionage, and information, in large amounts.

Dual purpose home goods that could be stripped for parts to stick inside of weapons or just used by civilians.

Ralph snapped his thumb to the imprint and smiled. Handing the clipboard back to Walt, he gestured at the crates.

“Thank you, as ever, for your business Walt,” Ralph said profusely and with a dip of his head. “Want me to drop by Bobby’s and let him know I don’t have anything because you bought it from me at a steal?”

Walt snorted, grinned, and tilted his head to the side.

“Yeah, do that. That’d be great,” Walt agreed. “You coming back anytime soon?”

“Heading to the farside actually. I’ve got a port-of-call with the Blood of Calesat. After that I might be rolling toward Faesin, but I’m not sure.”

“Fine, fine, as ever, drop by if you’ve got something,” Walt said and waved his hand.

“As ever,” Ralph promised, smiling, then exited the store.

Feeling better for having once again concluded his business at the price he wanted, in the time frame he wanted. Even more so since he had done it through his own contacts, his own lanes, and his own trades.

He despised when he relied on his family name.

Turlan opens fewer doors than ever, but it still does. A shame how much was squandered by my dear Uncle but… that’s a trade long made.

Snapping his fingers, Ralph decided on a shoe shine and a quick purchase of a jacket.

He didn’t want to think about his Uncle.

Or his father.

Of inheriting little more than the Smiling Siren, the Turlan Astro-Rutter, and a family motto. Everything else had been sold off by his Uncle in his depravity.

With a grunt, Ralph forcibly strangled those thoughts.

Strangled them and pushed them back down into the depths.

Before he knew it, his father’s last words bubbled up from those deep places just as it was all put back down. To find Turlan’s Toll.

Stepping quickly, Ralph set out to get that shoe shine.

***

The young man quickly smeared polish all over the left boot, then the right. Rubbing it in briefly into the leather.

They’d already been brushed, cleaned, and a cleaner with conditioner applied.

Ralph regretted having to spend the credits he did on his wardrobe.

While he enjoyed dressing the way he did to manage his image, the cost really was frustrating. Though he couldn’t discount the number of times the image he put forward helped him with his deals.

As was always the case when he got a shoe shine, he listened to the conversations around him.

Watched those who walked by, what they wore, carried, and who they were with.

Most places where you could get a good shine were places with a lot of traffic.

It was a perfect excuse to watch and listen while being ignored. As most people just dismissed a man looking to be zoned out getting his shoes cleaned and polished.

Ralph’s eyes flicked over to a group of people who had a look that set them out from the rest.

Hard eyes, flat mouths, tense brows.

In a civilian port city like Halasen, these types didn’t belong. They were most certainly military of some sort, out of uniform and prowling about.

It gave Ralph a feeling of unease.

Unease and that that the current cold war was about to slide into a hot war.

He’d heard whispers of it at his last port of call. That there was a lot of troop-movements going on and transport ships shifting closer to the border.

Ralph had genuinely believed he had some time before it kicked off.

Given the look of the individuals here and now, he suddenly thought that maybe he didn’t even have twenty-four hours. Rather, that it seemed more likely something was going to happen in the next twenty-four minutes.

That or he was just being paranoid.

Which was certainly possible.

The shoeshine continued, the buffing cloth coming out to snap and flex across his boots. Only to begin putting on the second layer of polish.

Adjusting his coat, Ralph confirmed that his concealed laser pistol was still under his armpit. It was part of a holster that kept it close and tight to his body, but partially behind a layer of his coat.

Another benefit of the Turlan line.

Concealed carry was allowed and expected of those who carried a letter of marque.

Ralph carried two laser pistols. One full sized and a holdout pistol that he kept at the small of his back in the same holster for the other.

“Uhm,” said the shoe-shine man.

“Hm?” Ralph asked.

“Is there something wrong, Mr. Turlan?” asked the shoe-shine man.

“No, Jimmy. Nothing wrong. Though if there was something wrong, you’d probably be best served calling it quits for the day,” Ralph suggested. He had gotten a shoeshine from Jimmy often. “If there was something wrong. You tell me. Something wrong as of late?”

Jimmy saw a lot.

Saw a lot, said very little, and was missed by many.

Ralph often paid the man triple in the hopes of getting information.

“Ahhh, yes. Yes,” Jimmy agreed. His buffing cloth snapping out again and putting a mirror shine on the boots. “I think I’ll close early today. There’s been a number of people lurking about. Looking for someone. Something.

“They’ve caused a few problems. Maybe they’re just waiting for something. Outsiders. Foreigners.”

“Thanks,” Ralph demurred and pulled at the edges of his jacket near the collar with a pop of his wrists. Jimmy was already packing everything away.

Ralph had paid him and wasn’t going to waste the man’s time or his own. A new coat could wait for later.

Stepping down from the shoe-shine chair, Ralph hesitated.

“You good, Jimmy?” he asked, glancing to the man.

He had dark black hair, dark brown eyes, and a demeanor that reminded Ralph of a terminal without power stuck on a wall.

“I’m good. Thanks,” Jimmy said. He tossed all his belongings into the chair, slapped a hand to a lever on the side, and pulled it.

The shoe-shine chair closed itself up and Jimmy locked it shut. He didn’t say anything more and rushed off, leaving Ralph standing there.

Except, Ralph had hesitated in the end.

He had meant to get going immediately, but had waited for Jimmy.

Who hadn’t hesitated.

So when the men paused as a security force turned the corner, Ralph stared at the two groups.

He saw what was coming.

“Ah fuck,” he said a moment before both sides pulled weapons and began firing at one another. Most of them looked to be ballistic weapons. They were firing actual bullets at one another.

Snatching out his laser pistol, Ralph rushed toward the security forces while aiming at the foreigners. Pulling the trigger as he went, Ralph was trying to project a certain look.

A Privateer rushing to aid security forces and looking ever the part of a loyal citizen of the Confed. Because the cameras here would most certainly catch it all.

There were always cameras.

Reaching the security forces, Ralph had no idea if he managed to put anyone down, but that wasn’t his goal.

He was no warrior with unparalleled skill and precision, despite knowing how to handle a sword. Handle a sword and use it quite well, in fact.

Ralph would need a much better name than slang for throwing up to be a warrior that waded into every fight.

Like… Wayne, or something clever.

Ralph snapped his pistol up, sighted it on an enemy who had just literally shoved a dagger into one of the security forces guts, and fired.

The laser took the man in the chest and penetrated quickly and deeply. A red beam appearing out the back of him after a split second.

With a smirk, Ralph sprinted off.

“I’ll notify security!” he called out with as much volume as he could manage.

There wasn’t a need for him to notify security, but it’d fit with his image. Having thrown a few shots at the enemies and then going for reinforcements.

He was just a merchant, after all.

A privateer, sure, but still, just a merchant without his ship.

Sprinting down the hall, Ralph stuffed his pistol back into its holster. There was no reason for him to be rushing down a hall with a weapon. It’d just get him shot.

Smiling with half his mouth, Ralph kept running on.

The port was large.

Very large.

Largest civilian port on the planet of Gin, in fact.

He just had to get to the VIP lounge and he could report the attack, get on board the Siren, and get the hell out.

Letting his legs carry him, Ralph felt his coat billow out behind him. It easily reached down to his knees and was somewhat thick.

It helped with long space-routes through the dark. Where even just pushing the thermostat down a degree or two could get you hundreds of credits over hours.

A thick coat only cost you the original purchase, and would keep you warm as long as you cared for it.

Ralph’s head snapped to the left as he crossed a terminal hall.

Distantly, he could see laser rounds being fired off.

As well as a Scout class Walker pounding across the tiled floor rapidly.

It was surprisingly not in the security colors he expected.

In fact, it looked downright as if it didn’t belong at all.

“Holy fuck! Nah, nah, nah, I ain’t the main character, and its long past time to go,” hissed Ralph as he ran on.

He reached the port security point and threw his hand back the way he came as the officers there looked to him. They all had strange looks on their faces like they didn’t know what was going on.

“I’m Privateer Ralph Turlan!” stated Ralph. “The port’s under attack! I need to get to my ship!”

He held his badge up where it sat on his coat, looking to the face of the security guard who’d let him through previously into the port.

The man stared at Ralph and gnawed at his lip.

“Under attack?” he murmured.

“I saw a fucking Walker back there. I have no idea what your coms situation is, but you better throw the security in place and take this as a full out attack,” advised Ralph. “Now, I’m going to my ship. Any issues?”

The security guards shook their heads and then moved away.

Everyone who was waiting in line eyed Ralph with envy.

Ralph dashed forward again, not bothering to even consider anything else. He very much wanted to be gone.

Standing up and fighting the bad guys was best done by others.

Certainly not Ralph.

Moving ahead at a fast trot, Ralph went past the security point. Moving past a number of scared looking security guards, Ralph was heading toward the VIP lounge.

There was little else he wanted to get into, other than his ship.

Or a hot bath.

Reaching the VIP lounge, he saw that the security gates were down. Armed guards inside of it were eying him suspiciously.

“Hi! Hi, yes, I’m Privateer Ralph Turlan. I’m here to get on my ship and get the hell out of here. The security forces are fighting in the terminal itself,” he explained, grasping the security gate and giving it a light shake. “Even had a damn Walker.”

“Ah! I’m so… so sorry, Privateer,” apologized a mousy looking woman. She’d stepped out from behind the security guards. “The gate is beyond our control. The port authorities dropped it.

“May I suggest waiting right over there? Our security defense emplacements can cover it very well.”

The woman gestured to a point off to one side that was some type of planter. It had a few trees in it and a bush.

Glancing to the wall above the VIP lounge entrance, Ralph did indeed note there were several turrets there. They all appeared to be automated and were slowly swiveling one direction, then back the other.

“Right,” he grumbled and looked over to the cafe not far off.

Shrugging, he decided to get a coffee and a snack. If he was going to be stuck here, he wanted to at least be well prepared for whatever would come his way.

He noted a rather beautiful young woman to one side and then dismissed her.

She had a suitcase beside her and looked to be waiting for someone. Staring at her phone with absolute determination.

Looks like I’m not the only one trying to get out.

Time to be gone indeed.

Damn me for a fool for parking Siren in the VIP lounge’s lot. Now I’m stuck till that gate goes up.

Clicking his tongue, Ralph sauntered right up to the empty line in front of the register. He hit the scared looking clerk with a smile.

“Hey there, could I get a large coffee, a croissant-sausage sandwich, and… oh, one of those cookies. Those look amazing,” Ralph asked with a grin. He had already grabbed the terminal and turned it his way.

The clerk looked shocked at the sudden question.

All around, everyone else was cowering and hiding behind things.

As if they were under attack right at this moment.

Ralph had been through a number of close calls and hairy situations. This ranked somewhere in the middle of his most butt-hole puckering memories.

“What?” asked the clerk.

“Coffee, sandwich, cookie. Oh, shit, is that a frozen lemonade? I’ll take that, too. Could you also give me an extra-large cup, as well?” asked Ralph with a chuckle.

Nodding somewhat woodenly, the young woman began filling out the order. Her hands trembling as she went through the process.

“Wouldn’t be too concerned,” Ralph offered and leaned up against the counter. “If House Ginil let Halasen fall or even suffer much damage, they’d end up just about collapsing.

“They might be a minor house, but they’re still a house. There’s no way they could just let it happen like that. You know?”

“Really?” asked the woman, filling the cup with coffee.

“Really. Ginil needs Halasen. Needs it desperately,” Ralph confirmed. “If they lost Halasen, Ginil might as well fold it up, pack it in, and lower their heads and fall in with a bigger house.

“No house ever wants to do that. Because they’re never the same afterward. It’ll be fine, I’m sure.”

The woman nodded her head again, finishing up with the sandwich and setting it down. Then she turned and started working on the frozen lemonade and the extra cup.

Ralph picked up the sandwich and immediately started in on it, taking a big bite and enjoying the warmth of it. Chewing it up and quickly taking a heavy gulp of the coffee.

“Actually, throw another coffee in. Caffeine. Gonna need it. This adrenaline will fall off,” Ralph advised, taking another sip of the hot coffee.

The clerk finally finished up the order and tapped at her terminal.

Ralph reached up and thumbed his side of the terminal that would accept his print. He briefly winced when he noticed that he’d left a greasy print behind from the croissant.

She ended up staring at it without saying anything.

Only to reach up and hesitantly tap at it several more times.

Then she slowly looked to him.

“Uhm… it… says there’s no connection,” she murmured as the receipt printed out quickly.

Ralph raised his eyebrows at the words.

To block a connection from a terminal, which went to multiple satellites and communication hubs so that interstellar commerce could continue, was not a good sign.

Not at all.

“I’m sure it’s just an error,” Ralph assured her. He snatched up the receipt paper and quickly scrawled his signature across it. “There’s always comm errors when things like this happen. It’ll be fine in no time at all.

“You’ll see. Just bill me when the time comes. I’m hard to miss! Privateer Ralph Turlan!”

Ralph nodded, finished the first coffee, and set the empty cup to the side. He stuck the cookie in a jacket pocket grabbed the frozen lemonade and the sandwich with one hand, the coffee in the other, and went over to the planter.

Sitting down there, he put his two drinks down and started in on the sandwich again.

The pretty lady was still staring at her phone, but her brow was furrowed now.

I wonder what—

There was a boom.

Followed by several more.

Then security turrets slammed up from the ground at the checkpoint he’d gone through earlier, the lights went out, and the emergency lights kicked in.

“Shit,” Ralph said around a mouthful of food.


Chapter 2

Ralph noted that the clerk had abandoned the cafe at some point as he surveyed the surroundings. Noting the security points and what was going on, it really seemed as if something had been tripped.

As if the power station that supplied the port had been struck.

Things looked to be going really bad, really quickly.

Not far off, partially hiding behind the planter nearby, was the incredibly beautiful woman. She was looking back at the security checkpoint, only to glance at her phone as well.

With a grunt, Ralph stuffed the rest of his sandwich into his mouth and wiped his hands off with the napkin. He flicked it to the side and then pulled out his phone.

The satellite connection was lost.

Ralph couldn’t reach anything at all even when attempting contact via multiple satellites. They were all unreachable. There wasn’t anything he could connect to.

The terrestrial connections, Ralph found, were equally unattainable.

All that was available to him was the local wireless internet provided by the port.

Which, when connected to, allowed no internet usage at all.

Using that link though, Ralph could access all of the port’s amenities, so long as it was part of the local system.

Part of the local system and didn’t require the internet.

Thankfully, Ralph was able to utilize the port’s docking page. From there, he was able to access the Siren’s docking information and a number of small sub-systems.

Being part of the VIP lounge allowed him to access a number of systems for his ship, as long as he had the right credentials.

His phone was one of those credentials.

Tilting his head to the side, Ralph crossed his ankle atop his knee and tapped at his phone. Moving into the controls, he turned on the Siren’s communications array.

Then he turned on the connection between his phone and the Siren, which had been turned off for maintenance while he was away.

Siren quickly paired up with his phone and he got a notification of that.

Switching from the port system to the Siren, he pulled up his customized ship application. He’d had it built by a programmer, then modified by a second one, and verified by an Artificial Intelligence.

Who had promptly removed two backdoor programs that’d been installed, as he’d expected there to be.

Ralph flicked open the navigational charts as well as the communications screens. It would pick up all transponders that were broadcasting, as well as what the traffic had looked like before the satellite went dark.

What he saw there wasn’t great.

A moment before he stopped receiving traffic data there had been a cloud of ships on the map. One that just about covered the entirety of the space surrounding the planet.

There were also large arms of this fleet that was invading other parts of the House space.

“Well shit,” Ralph mumbled. “Ginil is fucked. This is… the turkey’s done cooking, table is plated, and all the guests are just sitting down.

“All that’s left is to carve it up and enjoy the meal. Everything’s going to splinter apart.

“But… how’d they even manage to get all these ships into place? This is just-like… they would’ve seen this coming, right?

“Super failure on their intelligence, I guess. That or the generals wanted this to happen? Fuck. Alright… uh… time… time to go, I guess.”

Ralph sighed, put his phone away, snatched up his coffee, and drained it. He quickly stuffed the napkin and paper the sandwich came in, into the coffee cup.

Now all he had was the cookie, frozen lemonade, and the empty cup. He stuck the former into the latter and pocketed the cookie for later.

Standing up, he pulled out his wallet and flipped it open.

He had a wad of Confed credits, a smaller amount of Ginil currency, and a large note from House Baset. Chewing at his lip, he closed his wallet back up and then looked around the VIP lounge.

Alright… maybe we try a bribe.

It’s not like they wouldn’t have experienced it before.

VIP lounge gets a lot of that.

They said they didn’t have access, but there’s probably a fire-escape. A fire-door.

Something that’d let them get out in case of a true emergency that the gate would prevent them from escaping.

Right?

If so, I could get them to open that for me.

After that, it’s just a matter of—

There was a loud buzz.

Then the emergency lights turned off, the security turrets closed back up into the recesses they’d popped out from, and the gates, doors, and windows that’d shut themselves, retracted.

Everything was moving back into place as if nothing were wrong at all.

As if Ginil space wasn’t completely invaded and held at a metaphorical gunpoint. As though there weren’t hundreds of ships around this very planet.

Alright… uh… then… they want it to look normal.

A handover without panicking the citizens.

Without causing people to go “true citizen” and break or burn things down.

Well.

Well!

This isn’t my home or home-world.

Time for me to get the fuck outta here.

“Excuse me,” asked a quiet and warm voice. It had a purr to it that made the skin on the back of Ralph’s neck prickle.

Looking to the speaker, Ralph found the beautiful woman standing there. Her luggage was right at her side. Dressed in the latest fashion, in black’s and blue’s, she was a stunning woman.

Long dark black hair, pale skin, and bright green eyes, made her remarkable to look at for her features alone. Paired with her elegant beauty, it was hard to take your eyes off her.

To really add beyond even that, and what made it hard for Ralph not to stare when he’d noticed her, was the indisputable fact that her body shape was perfect.

As if she’d likely had a small amount of surgery on top of being blessed with natural genes to come out as the ideal cover model for a swimsuit edition.

Heavy in her chest and hips, narrow in her waist, though she was only five foot one at best.

A woman sculpted to fit a stereotype and doing it perfectly by her own mind and design.

Even the slight pout to her words and the wide eyes were perfect as she gazed up at him.

She was a weapon created to distract men and take whatever she wanted from them. All with probably nothing more than a smile and a light bit of flirting.

Ralph was most certainly not immune to her and desperately wanted to make her smile.

So he smiled at her to start.

“Yes?” he said stupidly, his eyes locked on her face and most certainly not dipping down to her rather expansive cleavage.

Which she was most certainly putting on display, expecting such a look.

Blinking, Ralph locked his eyes to her face as if he were memorizing it.

“I’m… sorry, I overheard you when you spoke to yourself,” the woman began in a very quiet whisper. Her head tilted fractionally to the side, one shoulder raised up, and her knees pressed together. It was an artful look of vulnerability. “You said the House was going to fall. I believe that.

“I believe you and your words.

“With that said… could… you help me, to get me off the planet? I was already on my way to leave but… my flight was canceled. All flights were canceled.”

She said the last and then carefully chewed at her lower lip. Her eyes dipped down, alighted on his badge, then traveled back up to his face.

“I don’t think your flight could ever be canceled though, could it,” she stated. It wasn’t a question. “Could you help me? Help me get out of here?”

“Uh… I mean… I’m sorry. I’m not really a passenger fairing ship,” Ralph admitted with a small shrug of his shoulders. “There aren’t any quarters on my ship other than mine. Not to mention, my shipping line is taking me out to a Blood territory after I leave here.”

Then a different thought popped into his head.

“And if I’m right about Ginil, if you leave here without citizenship papers for anywhere else, or another house, you’d literally become an undocumented, because you wouldn’t be included in the handover,” Ralph murmured. “You wouldn’t be a citizen of the Confed. If Ginil falls, being a non-citizen would be worse than being here during the collapse. You’d have no rights or… anything.

“The process to get documented after the handover would probably take a long while, and there’d be no guarantee it’d work.

“There’s stations in space filled with people who can’t even get the basic necessities because they’re non-citizens. Not even a Band-Aid for a cut.

“You could end up just like that.”

The woman’s mouth went from a pout to a grimace. A real one that wasn’t artfully put on like a mask.

Her upper lip pulled back and her perfect, straight, and white teeth, became visible. She sucked in a breath through them and then let it out in a quick huff.

“Yes, you’re most certainly right. I… hadn’t considered that part,” the woman confessed. “Then-then, could I hire myself onto your ship as an assistant? I’m very good with arithmetic, networking. I also know a great many people across the Confed and could help out greatly!”

“I don’t-I really don’t need anyone on my ship. I don’t have room for anyone,” Ralph reiterated. “I’m sorry! Look, you’re beautiful.

“You know you’re beautiful.

“We both know you could easily sweet talk someone to get you off world as soon as the ships start moving around again. Even if Ginil falls, they’ll just get absorbed into a new house.”

“The last time a smaller house was taken by a larger one, the currency was the first thing to go,” the woman whispered, her eyes flicking up to Ralph’s eyes and holding them with her stare. “They offered an exchange rate that beggared all but the most influential and wealthy.

“I’m most certainly not amongst those elite. I will most assuredly have nothing after it happens.

“My entire livelihood is based in my appearance and my marketability. Model, actress, and influencer, that is.

“If there is no one left with money to spend in Ginil, there is no way for me to make any money.

“They won’t want me to market or sell their products in such ways. They’ll all be scrambling to save what they can.

“Nor will they need actors.

“Not to mention… well… that assumes there won’t be officers or soldiers coming through looking for trophies.”

Ralph winced at that comment.

In wars between Houses, the Confed really didn’t get involved.

Because wars between Houses happened infrequently. Just as infrequently as Houses broke apart or split into other Houses.

House on House wars weren’t common, but they weren’t exactly rare either.

If the Confed were to get involved, it would just drag the entirety of the Confed into conflict and put them at the mercy of their enemies.

While the populace as a whole couldn’t be carted up, sold, or distributed out in such a way during a House war, individuals could.

Individuals that held certain characteristics could easily “vanish” in the shuffle of a takeover.

Beautiful women, handsome men, incredible scientists, genius level mathematicians, AI-scientist were all quite likely to disappear.

People like you, huh, lady.

“Just… wait, here. Okay? Just wait,” asked the woman. She gestured at him with one hand and looked all around. Then she ran off at a quick trot toward what looked to be a state-run security desk.

Ralph raised his eyebrows and couldn’t but help watch as she left. She really was a lovely woman.

She’d also left her luggage next to him.

Leaning his head to the side, he looked to the tag on it.

“Marionette Winslow,” Ralph said to himself. The name meant nothing to him, but it was possible she was an incredibly top-end model. An actress everyone knew.

But this wasn’t his planet.

Truth be told, Ralph didn’t really have a “home” system to call his own.

Well, there’s always Park, I guess.

Ginil wasn’t his home system, and he wouldn’t be doing anything to help it. He was no citizen looking to help his own world.

He knew little about Ginil, other than who to trade with and for what at certain ports and planets. His own interests lay more in games and books.

Things he could do while traveling between locations.

Ralph stood there, considering his options in regards to the woman. What she’d asked for and what he was willing to allow.

Before he’d figured out anything, Marionette had come back with a few data slates in her hand. She held them out to him before he could say anything about her not coming with him.

“Here. See? I’ll be your porter, maid, port-worker, liaison, and honestly any other title I could throw at it,” Marionette declared and gestured at the small data pad.

There was quite literally a slew of terms across of it.

“I just don’t need anyone,” said Ralph again with a sigh. He looked to the clearly desperate woman. “I’m sorry.”

He held the slate back out to her.

She took it, looked to the other two she was holding, then held one out to him again.

Her eyes were hard, yet hopeful. Staring into Ralph’s visage and demanding his attention.

Yet she said nothing.

Stifling a groan, Ralph took the data slate.

Looking to it he saw that there weren’t multiple terms this time. There was in fact, only one.

One he didn’t actually know the meaning for.

“Paramour?” he inquired, looking through the rest of the work contract. He vaguely knew that word, but he’d never seen it as a job title.

When he read over the job duties, he immediately understood what she was proposing.

The duties were written out as varied sexual acts, positions to have sex with her in, and every minor sundry of things in regards to taking care of him personally in a bed.

It also stated quite clearly that there were no limitations on these duties in relation to him.

That she would be readily available at any time of any day to perform her duties for him.

The only listed limitation on anything was that she was only available to him and no one else in any way.

She wants me to take her in as a ship’s-mistress.

“Yes, exactly so,” Marionette whispered. Her words had strength in them, though without volume. “As you see in the data pad, I’m more than willing to make sure you’re taken care of so you take care of me.

“I’m young, eager, and willing to make all of this happen.

“My pay would be whatever you feel is reasonable as listed ahh… here. Right here. It’s whatever you feel would be fair, but it must be something one could reasonably expect for similar work.

“The limitation on time is two years at the minimum, five at the maximum. I think that would be more than fair for me to do what I needed to do. No?”

Ralph winced, shook his head, and then looked to Marionette.

He most certainly didn’t need a doxy flying around with him. It’d only distract him.

Nor was he desperate enough to let someone on his ship in such a way. It’d be a risk to let someone that close to him on a ship where he was alone with them.

“Your departure is in a few hours, is it not? We could easily return to your ship, and you could collect several… several down payments from me. As you can see, I have several ways of making those payments,” Marionette suggested with several rapid nods of her head. “Before we even take off that is. And if the time frame is too long, we can adjust that too.”

Unable to respond, Ralph just held the data slate back out to her.

“I really am sorry,” he lamented with a sad smile. “It isn’t you. I’m just-it isn’t you. Let’s just leave it at that.”

“I have one where there are no time limits, no pay at all, and you could literary get rid of me at the next port,” blurted Marionette, shuffling around her data sheets and holding a third one out to him. “I really… I really just need-need to get off the planet. I need to. Help me.”

Ralph shook his head, truly sad to not be able to assist her.

“Look, I don’t… I don’t need… something like this,” he murmured. “I’m sorry. I can get you into the VIP lounge at the least, but that’s where it stops.

“I’m not a good person. I’m not a trusting person. I’m not a trustworthy person either, for that matter. This kind of deal wouldn’t really be good for either of us. You’d just get hurt and then neither of us would be better off.”

Marionette continued to hold the data slate out to him.

Ralph only smiled sadly back at her.

Then she sighed, and let the data pad drop.

“Give me a minute then?” she asked instead. “I’ll… take you up on your offer. Even that much would help to a degree.”

With a nod of his head, Ralph looked to the ground.

He genuinely felt bad turning her down.

Marionette moved away quickly from him and to the cafe. She lingered at the register for a moment before taking a napkin, several small items from the racks, a bottle of water, and then looking to the terminal to pay.

Ralph looked back to the VIP lounge and could see that the people inside of it seemed lost.

Unsure.

They were likely looking through the lists of ships that’d all just got their flight itinerary canceled. He watched them quietly for several minutes.

Then Marionette stepped out in front of him and moved to her luggage. She tucked away several things and then broke two of the data slates in half, tossing both into the planter.

“I’m ready, Ralph,” Marionette said, meeting his eyes and smiling at him.

She was so pretty that he momentarily regretted telling her no.

With a nod of his head, he led her into the VIP lounge.

He introduced her as his friend waiting for a pickup and extended her his VIP rights while she waited. Also, informed the attendant that he’d be going to his ship.

The attendant agreed, allowed his egress from the lounge, and gave him all the documents he’d need for his paperwork, everything that’d be needed for the Confed.

By the time he’d finished, Marionette was gone.

There were also several other groups that’d vanished.

She had apparently been able to already book a flight with someone else.

Ralph was glad for that, he felt genuinely bad for the woman.

Exiting the lounge, he entered the hangar.

Looking to his paperwork, he saw that he was cleared for immediate lift-off. There would be no waiting for him.

Considering the fact that he deeply believed the planet had already fallen, the citizens just hadn’t been told yet, he was going to do just that.

Leave immediately and not look back.

He spotted the Smiling Siren off to the side. Right where he’d parked her.

It was a lean and narrow transport ship.

There was enough space for a small family to live in as they moved between ports, which was more than enough for Ralph.

The cargo space was significantly larger than one would expect, given the look of it. On top of that, the Siren’s engines were incredible, even if they were old.

His Smiling Siren had been built thirty years previously as an extreme luxury one-off that even now was head and shoulders beyond many other ships.

Few could catch her without being built to be an interceptor.

It was set down with all four of its struts to the ground. The loading bay that led into the cargo area was open.

There wasn’t a need to be concerned about security since the whole of the bay was actively watched with a number of security cameras.

Walking up the ramp he paused at the entry and looked to the maintenance tag.

Glancing over it he saw that all the work he’d ordered had been done and the paperwork would be in the cockpit.

Entering, he tapped the ramp closure button and wanted to go straight to the flight controls. He started walking the long hallway that went from the back of the ship to the front of it.

Passing by in sequence the cargo-bay, bedroom, bathroom, living room, dining room, kitchen, and cockpit.

He stuck the empty cup in the cup holder and dropped the cookie into the spot next to it. He’d finished everything else and tossed it earlier.

Not waiting, and not bothering to check in with the tower, he got the Siren moving. Firing it up and activating the programs that’d get him out of the port and into space quickly.

Once activated, they couldn’t be shut down, and it would take him right up and out. Letting that set of orders handle that part, Ralph put in the next set of orders that’d start taking him to his next port of call.

He could make it there with the fuel he had now and wouldn’t need to stop along the way. Though it’d take him at least a week to make the journey, given the distance.

Sniffling, Ralph checked everything over for a final time, and eased back in his seat.

“This is far better than what I was expecting,” Marionette murmured.

Flinching, Ralph turned and looked to the woman standing next to him. She was peering out of the Steel-Glass cockpit.

She was dressed just as he’d seen her last, though she looked nervous now.

Turning, she looked at him and smiled.

Then held out a data slate to him.

Confused, he took it and looked to it.

His thumb print was on it, as was his signature.

This was the data slate that had listed her as his paramour.

“I swiped your thumb print from the terminal. You were the last to use it, so I just lifted it from there. The grease made it really easy,” Marionette explained as the Siren rapidly began ascending into space. “Your signature was right there as well. It made it almost too easy. I just held that thin receipt paper over the slate and traced it.

“I hope you can forgive me for all of this and what I’ve done. But… but I needed to get off the planet.

“Under any means. Even if that meant stowing away, forging your signature, and preying on your good nature.

“I’ll repay you, don’t you worry. I’ll pay you in any way I can.”

Ralph blinked several times. He was trying to process everything she was saying as fast as he could.

“I’m so glad to be leaving. So glad. I don’t even care that I’m technically a criminal just waiting for you to report me,” Marionette whispered almost to herself.

Gazing outward as the Siren continued ever upward.

Then she blinked and looked to him only to unleash on him a beautiful smile.

“I admit, I was rather nervous about everything when I first came up with my plan to get off planet, that is,” she murmured and gave her head as mall shake. “I didn’t think someone would turn me down though! That was a real surprise.

“I thought for sure I could talk my way into becoming an assistant. A helper of some sort. Worst case, a paramour on a ship.

“You hear about it so often and there’s a number of shows and stories about it right now on the networks. It makes one think that it occurs with regularity. Maybe those are all just very romanticized and not actually real.

“I admit my pride has taken a small hit given that you, a Privateer, turned me down on my offers. I didn’t think that could happen at all.

“I look forward to proving you wrong for turning me down and earning my keep. Make you apologize for not agreeing to my generous terms.

“At least, until I can get my citizenship in another House. All things considered, from what my research told me on how long an expedited citizenship can take for a non-citizen, I’ll be in your employ for at least a year or two. Well, two probably.”

“What?” Ralph asked stupidly.


Chapter 3

There was a beep from the console in front of Ralph that caught his attention.

Looking at it, he saw it was an active request on his ship for information. Which had likely come from orbit rather than the port since he was still utilizing the program provided to take him out of their space.

His brows furrowed as he mentally set Marionette aside and then reached out to nudge the speakers into the on position, as well as the microphone that was part of his panel.

Then he moved his hand over to the digital display and tapped at it several times till he opened up the coms line.

“This is Privateer Turlan of the Smiling Siren, mercantile vessel listing as HT-Zero-Zero-Zero-Two-S-S. Departing Halasen out of polar north route,” stated Ralph. “This is broadcasting to all space borne Confed channels, as I’m unsure of what’s going on out there between the Houses, but I’m uninvolved and declaring neutrality.”

“Received, mercantile Two-S-S. Continue along north polar route and exit Ginil space in a straight line in any direction. Do not deviate or you’ll be reclassified,” stated a firm and annoyed voice.

There was a lot unsaid there, but Ralph heard it.

“Turlan mercantile Two-S-S, continuing along north polar route exit and will straight-line out of Ginil space,” confirmed Ralph, then flipped off the microphone.

He was most certainly going to follow those directions until he was in free space.

Privateers had a lot of leeway, but it also came down to how much someone wanted to piss off the Confed. If they were willing to get into a bit of a pissing match with the Confed, they could certainly ignore Privateer rights.

Though in the past, the Confed had been quite angry whenever such a thing occurred.

“This is vice-admiral Fiara. How many people are aboard your ship?” demanded a new voice.

“One,” whispered Marionette, her eyes locked to the display. “Just-just say one. I’ve already told you I’ll be an amazing paramour. Just… tell them one. It’s not like they can tell.”

“They’re called ship-mistress, and I’ve never had one, and never wanted one. But… they’re definitely more common than I’d like to admit.

“I have no idea where you got that paramour term from though,” growled Ralph, finally getting ahold of his thoughts and the situation. “And you never want to lie to the military. They have a lot of toys they don’t tell people about.”

The simple reality was he had a stowaway. This was a perfect time to get rid of her.

Hesitating only a moment further, Ralph flipped the microphone back into place.

Then he ran a finger along the broadcasting settings and turned every single one on, other than the planet’s.

After, he angled his communication array back toward the planet and sent a ping.

One that every single ship that was within detection range would see. A communications signal traveling from the Smiling Siren to the planet he was leaving.

“Turlan mercantile Two-S-S, now broadcasting on all Confed channels, local channels, interspace channels, and even to any wi-fi signals that might pick this up, like your cafeteria while they’re trying to serve one last hot meal real quick, I bet.

“I don’t really want to continue this conversation and if it does, I’m sure more will be said than it should. Just about the only channel I’m not broadcasting to is the planet,” Ralph began testily. There was no doubt that the horde of military ships he was going toward didn’t want the planet to be aware of what was going on.

Ralph had just prodded them in the chest, and he wasn’t feeling kind.

First, whenever he got prickly and started broadcasting on every signal, spectrum, and channel, people tended to remember a Privateer was indeed a Privateer.

They were noteworthy and everyone knew where they had been, since there weren’t many of them.

Second, a veiled threat that he might let information slip that they didn’t want to be divulged. Like letting the planet know what was going on.

“On board is myself, Privateer Turlan, and my ship-mistress,” stated Ralph with anger bleeding into his words. “Why do you ask, vice-admiral Fiara? I hope it’s out of courtesy to invite me to dinner, because you have no right to question me otherwise.

“Maybe you were going to offer me some credits since I hadn’t let anyone know about the traffic data I saw coming in before I left?”

Clicking his tongue in annoyance, and making sure the mic picked it up, only then did Ralph turn off the microphone.

He was fairly certain that would be the end of the conversation. The vice-admiral would most definitely understand everything that hadn’t been said.

That and whoever was actually in charge of the invasion wouldn’t want the planet to suffer problems. Chances were, they wanted all its resources intact, hence why they weren’t orbitally bombarding it.

“This is Admiral Beckswith aboard the flagship Magellan. First, we appreciate your understanding in this matter Privateer Turlan, and I would apologize for my subordinate.

“He’s a bit eager to show off and new to his position,” said a much more stately voice. One that was quite calm and jovial. “I believe I’ve done business with your family several times and I’ve only ever had positive experiences.

“It was unfortunate to hear of how you became the head, but I’ve heard nothing but positive news since you took over in the years since. I’d love to welcome you to my home sometime for dinner as well as to discuss trade.

“I’ve got quite a predisposition for some… less than polite goods I’d love to acquire.”

“Perfect,” Ralph said with a laugh. He always loved new connections with powerful people.

He quickly tapped at the screen, moving the communications array back into place and facing forward. At the same time, he turned off all the broadcast channels he was on and redirected it to transmit back to Beckswith alone.

With his other hand, he directed his on-board AI to the name Beckswith.

Ralph didn’t trust AI at all and kept his to a text input only.

“I’d be delighted, Admiral Beckswith!” Ralph said with genuine good cheer. “I’m sure we can discuss all manner of things and will put in an itinerary with your household to determine when I could stop by.

“I keep an open line for communications at RalphTurlan at TurlansTravels dot com. I get quite a few emails dropped in from burner-accounts with random lists of items they’d love to acquire.

“I’d say this would be the… nine-hundred and fifteenth time… that it would likely happen. Nine-hundred and fifteen. Good number that. Almost like a customer number.”

Ralph had glanced to the screen as he tried to give the Admiral covert instructions to send him an email with what he wanted.

As well as including the number nine-fifteen to identify himself.

Smuggling was profitable and the bulk of where he made the most profits.

Doubly so since his Privateer title let him skip everything that’d normally root out a smuggler.

Admiral Beckswith was in his family’s ledger, and he’d done business directly with his father several times. He was trustworthy as far as Ralph could tell.

The AI noted that he had a fondness for old Terra relics in particular.

“Just the other day, someone sent an email to me about what I happened to have hidden away.

“I couldn’t help but brag that I just happened to acquire a new piece recently. One from Terra. I didn’t have a buyer, so I put it away in one of my warehouses. It’s a minor thing, but I hung on to it because you never know how the market will go,” Ralph murmured as casually as he could manage. “A genuine working pistol from the lost era.

“It was an active service piece, and given the moderate wear, it saw combat or was trained with frequently.

“It’s stamped with the Council of the Sovereign Seven along with still having a serial number. Along with ‘Sovereign Earth’ on the paired magazine’s bottom.”

There was no immediate response to his statement, but he knew he’d already hooked the Admiral.

The Siren continued right up into orbit and moved into actual space.

“That sounds like a very interesting piece,” the admiral said in a neutral and flat tone. The lack of emotion told Ralph everything he needed.

“Got a new client,” he mused to himself.

“— wish you good luck on your journeys,” finished the admiral. Then the communication went silent.

The light indicating he was being painted with sensors and communications arrays blipped off.

Ralph was no longer being paid attention to, and if anything, they were steadfastly ignoring his presence.

Turning his head, he looked to Marionette.

“I just need two years on your ship. That’s all I need,” she said quickly, smiling at Ralph from ear to ear. “I’ll be your ship-mistress and handle any and all duties that they normally take care of.

“In-in the stories I read and the shows I watched it was usually just bedroom duties. Is that how it is in real life?”

Letting out a slow sigh, Ralph came to terms with the fact that he’d been forced into this.

He could kick her out at the first stop along the way, but that’d be tantamount to handing her over to whoever saw her first.

She most certainly didn’t have any ability to defend herself that he could tell, she had no money that’d be available to her any time soon, and wasn’t a Confed citizen the moment the Ginil House was formally dissolved and absorbed.

Without his permission, she’d put her life in his hands and left herself entirely at his mercy.

“Bedroom duties are the starting point,” agreed Ralph while shaking his head. He couldn’t believe he was doing this. “Everything else is determined between the captain and the mistress.

“In most situations, it’s like having a wife on board. She would handle most things domestic, in the bedroom, and handle some ship-tasks as well.

“An allowance would be agreed upon in advance, as well as limitations. You’ve kinda short circuited all that though.”

Marionette smiled at that sheepishly, tilted her head to the side, and lifted up her left hand. She stuck a finger to her lower lip and shrugged her shoulders.

“Ah well. I’m sure you’ll forgive me after I attend my duties for a few days,” she said innocently. “I’ve got a really low body count and I’m really vanilla, but I’ll do all I can to take care of your needs if you just tell me what they are. Did you want to go to the bedroom right now?

“I can definitely make anything happen for you! I did say I had three ways I know of to pay immediately, didn’t I? You can help me figure out other ways to pay you.

“Don’t you want to make me a Privateer’s ship-mistress here and now?”

There was a flicker of deep interest from Ralph, and he couldn’t help but want to do exactly that. To take her off and into the bedroom.

She was a beautiful woman, the likes of which he had only met a handful of times in his life.

Women like Marionette weren’t common for one to just stumble across.

“We’ll have a long trip ahead of us. I’ll also have to add in a stop as well as change our rate of progress,” Ralph declined as his thoughts ran ahead. “Feeding two people instead of one changes things a lot. Not to mention, the variety on the ship is… uh… I’m not exactly head down in bachelor-chow stuff all day, but it isn’t exactly what you’re probably used to.

“So we’ll speed up a bit, add a stop, and then continue on to where I’m picking up my next set of cargo and selling what I have left there.”

“Ah! Yes. That’s wonderful. Thank you so much!” Marionette chirped, turned sideways, and put her hands together. It gave him a perfect profile of her as well as made her look once more, incredibly cute.

With a light clap of her hands, she turned to face him fully again.

“Would you show me around in a quick tour? I only really hid beside your bed when you came in and waited for the door to close up. I didn’t look around at all. I was just laying there, hugging my luggage and staring at the ceiling,” Marionette admitted with a rueful laugh and a hand wave.

Laughing as well, Ralph really had to admire her drive. Her absolute conviction to carry out her plan to the end result, regardless of anything else.

Admire it as well as envy it.

Standing up, he gestured at the cockpit.

“The cockpit,” he said simply.

It was a two-seater affair that was made for a pilot and navigator/co-pilot. Both seats had the same controls but only one had an active “master” setting at a time.

“Mm! It looks just like it does in the shows. Is there a witty AI that makes snarky comments?” asked Marionette reaching over to touch the unused co-pilot seat.

“There’s an AI but I keep it to text input only and restrict it on what it can access,” Ralph admitted. “It’s a low-grade AI that isn’t really self-aware. It’s helpful to search through all my records and the like though.”

Moving away from the front of the ship, he moved toward the back.

“Gravity is in this deck-plate, runs throughout the ship. It’s an old model so it doesn’t have an off function,” explained Ralph as he moved to the dinning and kitchen area. It wasn’t large but it was good enough for him. “Kitchen and dining. All the normal things you’d want.

“Water is limited so we kind of have to ration that. We’ve got a water reclamation system that can convert a good portion of it back into usable water again, but it can only do so much. Best to never put ourselves in a position of it being a concern.

“Heating is a runoff from the engines when they’re running, or pulled from solar batteries when we’re in transit and running silent. Thankfully heat is not something we have to ration. Energy isn’t an issue either so there’s no need to be sparing with it.

“Otherwise the ship was built to bleed all heat as fast as possible. A lot like those fancy Walkers that’d end up in an ice-cube in space due to their materials.”

“Oh thank goodness for that. They always talk about having to really be careful with their energy usage,” murmured Marionette, trailing along behind him.

She must’ve really fallen in love with the glamorized Privateer life.

I’ve never really looked into those stories.

Maybe I should’ve.

Or I should… that is.

“Yeah, not an issue for us,” Ralph gestured at the fridge, stove, oven, microwave, dining table, and four chairs in turn. “Any questions on this?”

“I’m a terrible cook, I can barely do my own laundry, and I’m not really useful at cleaning,” confessed Marionette, a wince creasing her beautiful face as she looked at him sheepishly. Her mouth twisted to one side, and she put her hands behind her back. “I brought my tablet though and I bought a number of cookbooks and recipes books while I was waiting in the port! As well as a lot of home and house books.

“I haven’t had a chance to read any of them, but I’ll make it happen! I’ll make it all happen. I’ll learn, adapt, and overcome. I just need you to give me the chance.”

Ralph smirked at all that.

He’d had to learn to cook with whatever he could find on long voyages in backwater-space. Her not being able to cook wasn’t that problematic in the grand scheme of things.

“It’s fine. I don’t mind handling the cooking,” murmured Ralph and then moved the tour along to the living room. “Sofa, computer desk and computer. There’s a stereo in the ceiling if you want music. The big display on the wall, of course.

“It gets anything the communication array can catch if we’re not running silent.

“I’ve filled way too many hard drives with media though so… probably won’t be bored anytime soon. The AI records anything that it thinks I’ll enjoy. You can look it up in the ‘new’ stuff in the home screen.

“All the other stuff is in the ‘library’ function.”

Marionette was once more following along behind him. Nodding her head along with his words.

There was a general unease he felt from her that was growing.

Or trepidation perhaps.

Her pretty face had a look of nervousness to it as well.

“Bedroom and attached bathroom,” said Ralph and pointed at it, then looked to Marionette. “Your luggage?”

“It’s in the bedroom in the corner. Why?”

“There’s a dresser along the wall. Right there,” said Ralph and pointed. “I’ll push all my stuff to the far-left drawers. You can have the right ones. There’s also a very small hanging closet that I don’t use for anything other than storage. I’ll empty that out and you can use that as well. I think there’s some cloth hanging drawers I can put onto the bar as well if you need more of that.”

“Oh! Thank you. I admit I was planning on just using the suitcase as a trunk of sorts,” blurted out Marionette. “You’re being so kind to someone who quite-quite literally committed several felonies against you.”

Ralph frowned at that.

It wasn’t wrong.

He was being rather nice to her, all things considered.

Walking into the last area, he gestured at the cargo bay. It was larger than the living compartment of the ship by a significant margin.

“The ship is built in a standard military style. Thin, narrow, and flat. Black exterior, no lights, and all the materials are old tech attempts to block radar and the like,” Ralph muttered as he looked into the cargo bay. Everything that he expected was there.

Along with the new cargo he’d purchased and had paid to have loaded.

Turning, he looked back to Marionette.

“That’s the tour, I guess,” finished Ralph. “There’s not a lot of room. One of the easiest ways to fuck this… working relationship all up is a lack of communication.

“Even if we’re mad at each other, even if we’d rather not even look at the other person, it’s best if we talk it out. Even if it’s screaming to start.

“Better that we’re angry at one another and the lines of communication are clear, than avoiding one another in this small space and staying angry.”

“Uhm… in-in the shows they usually yelled a lot, had sex, then went to the living room. That’d work? Right?” Marionette suggested.

Ralph laughed at that, then shrugged.

“I don’t know. Like I said, I’ve never had a ship-mistress, remember? Nor have I read the stories or watched the shows you’re talking about,” admitted Ralph. “Privateer life is a lot of in-between time, moving from place to place. A lot.

“It’s honestly genuinely boring most of the time. Spent on hobbies, reading, or anything else wise. A lot like being a space-trucker.”

“Or… or spending time with the ship’s-mistress,” Marionette put in quickly, her head moving slightly to the side and looking at him pointedly.

“Or with the ship’s-mistress,” agreed Ralph. He couldn’t deny that there was a distinct possibility he would end up surrendering to his needs and spending way too much time with Marionette in a bed.

Because that’s what he was already doing it seemed. He wouldn’t have protected her or given the tour otherwise.

This was actually happening, and he felt nervous in the deal they were going into.

The tacit agreement that she was brokering her body to him in exchange for the protection of his ship as she worked to establish a new identity elsewhere.

“I’m… being nice because, while you definitely abused me of my trust in getting you into the lounge… then… violated it, your reasons are… understandable,” grumbled Ralph, leaning up against a bulkhead that separated the cargo from the living area. “I empathize. Went through a shitty time in my life where I had no one to rely on and I threw my chances into the wind and bet on someone else. Rather than me.

“Feels like you’re doing the same thing that I did.

“Now, I’m going to help despite the fact that I had-had failed to do so when you had asked me to begin with.”

“Oh? Oh! Well… what happened to all that gruff, ‘I’m not trustworthy’ stuff?” Marionette teased, one hand coming up to idly twirl a lock of her long black hair around a finger.

Ralph had no idea where all the mannerisms came from, if they were intentional, or all of them just part of who she was. What he did know though, was that she had a way of moving and being that invited him to take notice of her.

“You trusted me despite all that so there’s no point in saying it further. That and the data slate you forged my name and thumb-print on was where you were more or less an indentured sex servant with no rights other than a minimal amount of pay and only me being the beneficiary of your work.”

Marionette winced at that, let her gaze hit the deck-plate, sighed, nodded her head, and looked back to him.

“I mean, yes. That’s essentially it,” she agreed. Then her mouth turned into a grimace and her brow wrinkled partially “Though… that means… you really do accept everything? You’re really alright with everything? I get the job?”

“Yeah… it’s fine. You’re the ship-mistress. Two years minimum,” confirmed Ralph with a grunt.

“Good, good. I’m… so glad to hear that. I’m so glad to be off Gin. I was nearly certain I’d be taken as a prize after the fact, or spirited away.”

As she spoke, the strange feeling of concern that hovered around Marionette fled in a flash. It just about melted off her like a candle under intense heat.

“Mm… how’d you know about the invasion by the way?” Ralph asked.

Marionette had been at the port, ready and with her luggage, as if she’d known it was happening. He didn’t believe for an instant that it was random happenstance.

“I like to listen to communications. In space, that is,” Marionette said with a straight face. As if it were perfectly normal as a hobby for someone like her. “I had a really great laser-telescope, and I could tune it around a considerable distance! I’d spent a lot of money on it, and it was my pride and joy.

“I accidentally, somehow, dropped into an unencrypted conversation between what felt like a freighter and a military person a few days ago.

“They were family and talking about the deployment he was getting ready for. That they were going to go into Ginil space.

“When I tried to bring it up to the mayor of Halasen, I was ignored and kicked out of the building.”

Ignored?

That’s interesting.

Does that mean the mayor was in on it?

It didn’t seem like they used all their defense force after all.

“After that, I bought a ticket to get out of Ginil space,” Marionette continued. “Then I found out that they revoked my passport. When I tried to call others to talk to them about it, I found my phone disconnected all on its own. Every time.

“It… wasn’t… hard to guess that someone in charge wanted it to happen. Or at least the mayor did.

“Someone wanted things to keep going as they had. I was going to be disappeared once that went right, or they got tired of me trying to warn people.”

“Well, you certainly got off lucky then. People have most certainly been vanished for less,” Ralph agreed. Then he gestured at her and the rest of the ship. “My ship is at your disposal my Lady Smiling Siren, as long as you serve me as the master of it.”

“Oh my gosh, I really do get that title?” Marionette asked in an excited squeal, her hands clapping together rapidly.

“That’s a real custom, yes.”

“Mmm! I’m Lady Smiling Siren and you’re my Privateer,” she said, then smiled at Ralph in a way that certainly made him feel like he was being tempted out into the darkness between the lanes.

So she could void him into space as her new title’s namesake would.


Chapter 4

Quickly as he could, Ralph flipped through the possible locations to pick up food for the trip. Sorting through them one by one as they appeared on his traffic logs.

Additionally, he was trying to find somewhere they could do some limited shopping, since he didn’t think for even a moment that Marionette had everything she needed in her single piece of luggage. It was far more likely that she’d stuffed the bare essentials and quite possibly forgot more than she remembered.

Though this was only after locking every single control on the ship that could be an issue. All of it was locked to his biometrics now and wouldn’t open without his input.

Certain systems that needed more security also required a pin in addition to the biometrics. There really wasn’t a way for Marionette to do anything to the ship now.

He could easily admit, if only to himself, that there was still a certain amount of trepidation with regards to the situation.

Unease that left Ralph feeling like he was making a mistake by letting her stay instead of just dumping her at the first place he could, leaving her behind and moving ahead with his life.

The only thing that kept him from doing that was his own situation. Where he had quite literally tried to rob a police-officer with a brick.

To go to jail just to be fed for the first time in days.

The very same uncle that’d ruined the Turlan name had abandoned a young Ralph on a back-water planet that didn’t even have a Confed building to hand out food, let alone a way for him to contact anyone for help without money to start.

Clicking his tongue, Ralph knew he needed to call Michael and see how he was doing. It’d been a week or two since he’d put in a call last, and he was due to check in with him.

A new traffic data packet pinged in the notifications box on the corner.

Ralph tapped at it and then opened the packet in his browser.

Moving straight to the search function, he put in shopping and pulled the results by distance.

The first result was the same one as the previous search.

As were the next two.

The third however, hadn’t been in the last packet.

It was a wandering mega trader moving planet to planet.

They would never stop for anyone, but welcomed anyone to come drop by their massive ship if they were nearby.

Glancing at the ship’s previous flight itinerary in the traffic history, he saw it’d just come from a major planet. Which meant it was loaded with goods and heading for a nearby planet.

“If I offer them information on what’s going on in Ginil, maybe they’ll give me a price break,” muttered Ralph as he quickly entered coordinates to shift their flight path.

They were only roughly an hour away from Gin and still within their space.

Technically it’d be a risk to deviate from their previous flight path, but he really did need to hit up a shop.

This was their best chance to be able to get what they’d need.

He quickly put in a request for docking permission with the expressed reason of shopping as well as information brokerage.

“All done.”

Flinching at the sudden words spoken behind him, Ralph looked over his shoulder. Marionette was still dressed as she had been previously, looking incredibly put together.

“Done?” he asked, confused. He had suggested that she take a shower or familiarize herself with the ship while he did some work.

She certainly hadn’t taken a shower, and he had no idea what task she could be done with otherwise.

“Yes! I went ahead and sorted out your clothes in the drawers and moved them over,” she exclaimed with a bright smile. “I also went through the closet and got that sorted out into the storage.

“Now I’m all squared away, and I put the suit case in the closet.”

“Ah, well, that’s handy then. That’ll make shopping easier,” Ralph grumbled. It would probably take him a while to get used to having someone else on board. She’d snuck up on him without even trying.

He had written off the patter of her shoes on the plates as a need to clean the air-ducts again.

“Figure out what you’re missing? What you need? I’m sure you forgot things. Your suitcase wasn’t very big either,” Ralph continued as he looked to his screen. The permission to dock and board the ship had just been granted. “You said you brought a tablet, but did you bring a toothbrush? Shampoo? Deodorant?”

He wanted to ask if she had birth-control but couldn’t bring himself to do it.

“Yes, that’s-yes. You’re right. I’ve forgotten a lot of things. I have a lot of really pretty clothes that I can wear for you but nothing really casual or comfortable,” Marionette admitted and then gave him a smile that was partly a grimace. “I don’t know if my bank accounts will work out here?”

“I’ll cover it for now. You can… pay me back,” Ralph muttered.

“Oh definitely! Most assuredly,” gushed Marionette with a laugh. “I’m Lady Smiling Siren after all! That’s what I’m here to do!”

Ralph felt his mouth twist to one side as he began to rapidly put in the coordinates to dock. It would be moving in space, so he’d have to rely on the AI quite a bit as well.

“We’ll be there in about twenty minutes,” he said. “I’ll be here for the whole docking procedure. Not something I can really look away from.”

“I’ll go take that shower then. Take a look around. Can… I use the computer?” she asked.

“Sure, sure. I made you an account. It’s just MWinslow, password Siren,” he replied offhandedly.

“Thanks!” Marionette said excitedly.

Then she suddenly leaned over and kissed him on the cheek, one hand lightly ruffling his hair. After that she was gone, leaving behind a faint fragrance that he didn’t know the identity of.

But it smelled good.

Sniffing twice more, he put his mind to his work.

Or at least tried to.

Several times he’d found himself leaning back in his chair to peak back at the living room, though he couldn’t see Marionette.

***

“Docking permission granted,” the voice stated. “And welcome to the Starbound Bazaar, part of the Interstellar Bazaar network. If you’re not a member, you’re missing out on great deals!”

Marionette made a confused noise as the airlock hissed and then cycled. Her artfully arranged face breaking from the partial smiling mask she’d been wearing.

“They’re somewhat common,” Ralph said and stuck his hands into his coat pockets. “They’ll also scan as us we go in to look for weapons. It’s a no-no to come armed on a place like this.

“Smaller stores you might be able to get away with it. Those places prefer hard-currency or trade though, rather than anything digital.”

“Are-are they like pirate outposts?” Marionette asked in a breathy whisper.

“I mean, you can get some pretty good smuggling contracts there. Sell things you don’t want to handle anymore or deal with. Most of the people there aren’t the kind you’d find mixing with the common public.”

“But you’ve been there,” Marionette pushed, looking excited. The door finished opening and there was another beep as it locked into place.

And they still couldn’t find my hold-out blaster.

Well.

I’ll need to take it over to Xas and see if they need to make any upgrades, and maybe buy a few more.

“Of course,” Ralph confirmed and then moved forward into the docking bay.

Considering there were more than twenty spaces to dock, it was a long bay. Only a third of them had been filled, though given the location and what was going on, that wasn’t a surprise.

Moving out of the bay, Ralph grabbed a shopping cart after entering the main store. He also scanned his Bazaar card and stuffed it back into his wallet.

“This is so bizarre,” whispered Marionette, still wearing her revealing and perfectly cut clothes.

“I mean, what were you expecting?” Ralph asked. “What all did you think of Privateer life? What did those stories of yours have?”

“Attacking ships. Destroying them. Getting plunder. You know, booty and the like,” Marionette mumbled as Ralph went straight to the hygiene products. Marionette had put a list together and he knew more than a few items would be over here. “Buried treasure, dealing with hostile planets and natives, going to those… those… pirate… planets and stations. Getting wenches and making them your ship’s-mistresses? I guess?”

Ralph chuckled at that as they rolled down the aisle.

“You’d have several pistols and a sword and-and fight other pirates as well as outsmart military commanders,” Marionette concluded. “Was it all fake?”

“Yes and no. A lot of that can happen but you’d have to put yourself in that position,” Ralph admitted and gestured to the products. “And what does my Lady Smiling Siren need?”

Blinking with a start, Marionette looked over.

She made a happy noise and grabbed a deodorant with a rather flowery looking label. Moving over a small amount she grabbed a very basic looking toothbrush and then started looking at hairbrushes.

“Your toothbrush is your own thing but... I prefer an electric one myself. Get what you want. I’ll help you cover the costs without it being debt. So you don’t owe me a bunch right at the start,” said Ralph, gesturing to one nearly identical to his own.

Marionette smiled at him, then chewed at her lower lip. She quickly put the manual toothbrush back and grabbed the one he’d suggested. Then she grabbed several types of brushes and a number of hair care products.

A pair of scissors and several other things all went into the basket.

Then a large amount of makeup and related products all went into it next.

Ralph noted that Marionette’s taste was expensive.

Given how she’d gotten a simple toothbrush at first, he figured this was on him for saying what he had. He’d have to put down a budget with her on the next trip.

“Thank you for making this easy,” Marionette whispered almost under her breath. “Easy on me, that is. I admit, I half expected to have been made to pay my way six or seven times over by now with you. I was really nervous, and you’ve been nothing but kind.”

“If you’re my Lady Smiling Siren, I only have ground to lose by being mean or cruel,” Ralph argued. “Besides, I’ve saved up a decent bit of credits. We’ll try using your own bank account first and that might make this even easier. Since your currency will probably be wiped out in a day or two.”

“That’s a very good point. If my account is still active, we should go right back in and spend it all, since I’ll lose it anyways,” Marionette declared as she threw in a number of feminine hygiene products. “How long will it be before we come to another store? A while?”

“A month or two. Nothing terrible,” he answered.

“That’s good!”

“They make it seem like it was forever between? In the stories that is,” Ralph asked, deducing it was once again her own imagination.

“They couldn’t really dock due to being pirates.”

“Well, I’m not a pirate. I’m a Privateer. A licensed pirate. Very different.”

Ralph threw on a grin with his words as he leaned over the cart.

“Now, my Lady, that took care of a large part of your list I imagine, yet it’s most certainly not empty. What next?” he asked and gestured ahead in the aisle.

Ahead of them was a very dirty and haggard looking trio of men. They all had eyes for Marionette, and watched her closely.

Ralph had noted them earlier and mostly disregarded them.

They’d stare but that was likely the end of it.

And if it isn’t… well… they’ll find out why my ship’s the Smiling Siren.

Marionette gleefully led him around on a shopping extravaganza. To the point that they’d needed a second cart.

She had filled it with things she wanted in case her bank cards were working. If they weren’t, she’d just declare that she couldn’t afford them and ask for it to be put back.

Ralph wasn’t going to let that happen, however.

He planned on buying it for her regardless.

Which was somewhat spoiled for him when the first cart when through without a hitch. Marionette’s card providing authorization without issue for the goods.

Saying nothing, she’d immediately put the next cart up and went through the process again. The price on this cart was easily double that of the first.

“It declined,” the checker said with a frown while staring at the screen, only to turn his eyes to Marionette.

“Uhm?” Marionette asked in a confused tone, her head tilting to the side.

In other words, the bank didn’t think to block her external transactions, and someone did so after the first went through.

“Here,” stated Ralph, and then promptly handed his card over to the checker. “Also, I wanted to broker some information. Any chance there’s someone who would want to hear it?

“While I’m at it, could you have someone take my purchases on board? I’m in dock three. Leave it in the cargo bay there. The security cameras are on so please let them know they’ll be recorded.”

The clerk only nodded at all that and took the card. It was swiped quickly and handed back. All while Marionette looked incredibly nervous, tapping her fingers together in front of herself.

You know, for someone built for subterfuge and who had a plan, she’s very open and honest with her feelings. I think I read her wrong a bit.

Was everything that happened in the port an act and her putting forward a role?

This feels far more like the person she actually is.

Though… damn is she cute.

Gnawing at her lip again, Marionette had been gazing at Ralph.

“We can get a card in your name later,” he said with a grin. “Sorry, slipped my mind.”

Marionette’s smile was like an orbital strike, and flattened his will in a moment.

“Sir, if you wouldn’t mind, could you step over to that office? Someone will talk to you about the information there,” said the clerk. They’d clearly gotten a message on their screen about it. “Your purchases will be moved to your ship.”

Ralph had a strange itch on the back of his neck. One that left him feeling like he needed to change his plans.

It was a feeling he’d developed over bargaining with people who would be more than happy to shoot him down just as quickly as to make a trade with him.

Grinning, Ralph nodded his head at that and escorted Marionette off to the side with a hand on her back.

He was going to send her on ahead of him.

“Ah, right over here,” said a voice from the door Ralph had been indicated to go to. It was an older man with thin brown hair and dark eyes.

Nothing set himself out as odd or different, but Ralph’s feeling of unease had increased. As if this was the person Ralph had sensed, the reason he was now on edge.

“Watch yourself,” Ralph said quietly while smiling at the other man. “Be ready.”

Marionette stiffened against his hand, but she had no outward appearance of being concerned, had made no other move that’d be visible.

Easing in closer to Marionette, he put her against his right side and then turned his arm inward. Moving it into his coat and where his blaster was behind his back.

He figured it was mostly disguised and would only look slightly odd.

Walking up to the door, the older man who’d waved them older moved inside. Looking into the room, Ralph saw it was an office.

“Oh no need, no need,” Ralph excused himself right at the door. Not going inside and holding Marionette right there. “I was just wondering if you were willing to throw a Privateer some credits for info about that armada around Gin.”

The man’s demeanor changed with that being said.

The reason for the change was a tossup between dropping the fact that Ralph was a Privateer or mentioning the invasion fleet.

“Oh?” asked the man. It sounded like he was stalling for time to figure out what to say. “I would most definitely spare credits for that.”

“That’s great. I love being paid for information. It’s a lot easier to deal with than say, the military,” Ralph said with a laugh. “I already had to pull a gun on a person today, then threaten an admiral when he started poking around into my business.

“I thought for sure they’d try to board me, and I’d finally end up using my dead-man’s self-destruct on my ship. Haha. Whew, silly me, right?

“The long and short of it is, it’s a full-scale invasion. They already took the port and got it to stand down. The citizens have no idea what’s happening at all, as far as I can tell.

“Full takeover would be my guess. That house is going to get incorporated. Quickly, too.”

Blinking several times, the man’s face drained of color.

“Ahahah, I can certainly understand that. How-how much were you looking to get for your information?”

“Not much. It’ll go live, or already has, very soon. You knowing will just give you a chance to be the first on the fringes to fleece migrants, soldiers, and refugees,” Ralph offered. “Just pay me what you think is fair. What you would owe me for that information. I’m not looking for any large payout or anything strange.

“Credit it to the account I used today if you don’t mind. I’m a bazaar member you know. You guys always have great rates on soda, and my Lady Smiling Siren here loves a good deal.

“I really don’t want to stick around in this space too long though, so you’ll have to forgive me for leaving. The military already told me to leave post-haste.”

Ralph nodded his head, his eyes flicking around the room to confirm his thoughts, then began leading Marionette toward the exit.

He didn’t miss the fact that two people were hustling out ahead of him at a near run.

“You might have a bounty on your head,” murmured Ralph, grinning all the while. “We’ll need to go list you as my ship’s-mistress so it gets cleared. That contract of ours certainly won’t get posted on the network we signed it. That and the clerk as well as the owner… they were acting rather strange to me.

“They didn’t know I was a Privateer, but they seemed to have an interest in us. That leaves you and only you.”

“They were?” Marionette asked in a smooth tone. She had put on the mask of a beautiful if slightly bored woman. It reminded him of when they’d first met in the port.

“Very. It’s fine. We’ll be leaving shortly, and this’ll be the end of it,” Ralph promised.

Turning the corner into the bay, he saw the people who had been running out, were now rushing into the bay the Siren was in.

They’d planned on doing something stupid after all. They weren’t going to load my purchases at all.

Well.

I’ll have to write this down in the Turlan family ledger.

This bazaar is not to be trusted in the future.

By the time they reached the ship the two men and their carts were both racing back out of the ship. Moving past him and not looking at either of them.

Which all but confirmed Ralph’s thoughts.

Any man would look at Marionette.

No sooner were they on board than Ralph hit the ramp closure and went straight to the cockpit.

Before he’d even fully sat, he’d fired up his AI and made it run the electronic defenses upward immediately.

As well as having it harden their communications and any other port of entry on the Siren.

Ralph didn’t bother with clearances, permission, or anything else as he set to leave the bazaar.

Instead, he forcibly detached the locking clamp with a burst of electromagnetism through the hull of the ship. It was a tool he didn’t have to use too often, but it prevented anyone from holding onto him if he didn’t want it.

“Goodness,” Marionette said from the co-pilot seat. She had buckled herself in and was looking at the display in front of her. “Can I help? I’m really good at sitting here and looking pretty, but I’d rather help somehow.”

“Nope, not really. It’s fine,” Ralph muttered as he flung the ship around in a quick spin, then hit the thrusters to full.

They’d be blasting back off into space toward the Blood in seconds and leaving it all behind. He didn’t plan on leaving his instrument panel for a while.

Just in case people wanted to follow them.

Until he could list Marionette as either booty or personnel, her bounty would remain. The former sounded like the better option since he could claim her as material and get the bounty for her too.

Something to talk out with her soon.

For now though, another task.

“Actually, you can help a lot,” he started and glanced over at her after they’d mostly hit a cruising speed that you could move around in.

“With a task other than sitting here and looking pretty, I hope? I’m really good at it but… I’d like a task?” she teased with a lovely smile. She was being flirty while nervous once again.

“Put away our groceries, please?” he asked with a smirk. “If you don’t mind, my dear Lady Siren.”

“Oh! Of course! I can definitely do that. I’d be a terrible Lady if I couldn’t even do that much,” Marionette blurted out and then started to unbuckle herself.

Or tried to.

It took her several attempts to figure it out, and Ralph didn’t mind staring, since the belts gave her a lovely look with how they separated her cleavage.

As soon as she was free, she gave him a kiss on the cheek, and then hovered over him.

“Thanks for buying the whole second cart by the way,” she purred, her hand coming up to run through his hair. “It was sweet of you the way you did it. I didn’t expect it. I thought we’d have to put it back.

“I think you’re right about the bounty, but it felt weird how it happened to me. Explain it a bit more?”

“Pretty sure they got the ping on your bounty from using your card. It was right after that after all. Again, they didn’t know I was a Privateer, despite the ship and registry. They didn’t look into me,” Ralph remarked. “And you’re welcome. Consider it a gift. If I want to keep my Lady at her best I have to give her the best, don’t I? Her starting point is already so incredible that it’ll be hard for me, but I have to try.”

“Goodness… look at you… you made it seem like Privateers were just boring space-truckers. Now you’re becoming all warm and flirty.”

Marionette drug her fingernails along his scalp, hesitated a moment longer, then headed for the back.

Ralph most certainly watched her go this time. Turning his head to watch her retreating back as she moved down the corridor.


Chapter 5

Ralph glanced to the output of his AI as its screen flashed.

He reached over and tapped the screen once.

The AI would interpret that as having his attention.

A readout was provided by the AI then.

An anomaly had been spotted along the route they were traveling on, though behind them.

A momentary shadow of radar, a whisper of a reading from a communications relay, a twinkling of light, anything could get the AI to pay attention and monitor the situation.

Ralph kept his AI locked up behind many things, but his sensors and readouts were not included. The AI on board the Siren wasn’t great at many things, but what it could do really well, was parse sensory data.

It was important to know where people were as a smuggler after all.

Grunting, Ralph accepted the report, then tapped one of the pre-generated replies.

The screen flickered as the “best guess” button was depressed and replaced with a new readout.

No sooner had Ralph seen it than he knew what he was dealing with.

“Well, I guess I get to show them why we’re the Siren,” Ralph mumbled and looked away from the sudden picture that the AI had provided him with.

One of the ships docked at the Bazaar was behind them it seemed, trying to be quiet about it, and pursuing them. If it was indeed the ship that the AI was suggesting, it wasn’t military, or even something that was armed beyond simple rockets strapped to the vessel, or a laser cannon.

Personally, Ralph was betting on it being the three men who had been staring at Marionette. Either they wanted her for themselves, or they wanted her bounty.

He wasn’t sure which, and it didn’t matter.

In either case, his course of action was clear.

Take them out into non-Confed space and end things.

The AI once more made a suggested reply and Ralph took it without really thinking about it. At this point, after ten years, the AI was pretty well aware of what he wanted.

He may not trust it, but at least it knew his wants.

Given the response of “Lure and Plunder”, the AI was now plotting a new route, the shortest distance to dark-space.

Where no one had buoys and didn’t like to explore.

After a few seconds a new route was passed to the main display for his travel-route and current speed.

“Three days for dark-space,” Ralph mused and shook his head. After having seen it, it didn’t really fit what he wanted. “But… we’re only one day away from the border to Malev. Their entire communication array was down due to extremists, wasn’t it? Is it still down?”

Reaching out, Ralph tapped at the screen several times, paused, then reached out to the AI terminal and tapped it once.

A new route appeared.

“This’ll work,” mused Ralph as he looked it over. It’d only take them twelve hours in the end. It wouldn’t even take them too far off the original course either.

Inputting the new route, Ralph leaned back in his chair.

He’d been sitting here for the better part of two hours.

Marionette had checked on him twice as well. Offering him a snack as well as putting a glass of water in front of him.

He’d declined the former but drained the latter.

Unbuckling his harness, he swiveled around in the chair and looked down the corridor. Getting up, he slowly meandered down it, wondering where the Lady Siren had gotten off to.

He didn’t find her in the kitchen or the dining room.

Nor was she in the living room.

Ralph found her passed out crossways on the bed and still dressed. As if she’d laid down for a moment and ended up falling asleep.

Snorting to himself, Ralph considered what to do.

Then he shrugged and stood in the doorway.

“Lady Siren,” Ralph said in a soft though firm tone.

She didn’t stir.

“Marionette,” he tried.

Nothing.

Frowning, he walked over and tapped her forearm.

She was like the dead, though her chest rose and fell.

Grabbing her by the shoulder, her gave her a small shake.

Her eyes blearily opened, and she looked at him without seeing him.

“You should change for bed,” he offered. The time was late enough that she could easily sleep through “night” hours for her home planet now.

Marionette grunted, still clearly asleep.

Then she moved herself awkwardly to the edge of the bed. In no time at all, the beautiful woman stripped to being nude, shucking her clothes to the side.

Ralph found that the view of the naked Marionette was extremely more appealing than the clothed version. All her clothes did was hide how impressive she was.

Not bothering to get dressed, she instead pulled the sheets back to his bed, slid in, and immediately fell right back asleep. A soft snore emanated from her within seconds of her head hitting the pillow.

Shrugging, Ralph left the bedroom, closing the door behind him.

He went over to the living room and sat down at the computer after noticing the monitor was still on. Marionette had left the browser paused on a video.

It looked to be some type of journal from someone acting as a ship’s-mistress according to the title.

Raising an eyebrow, and suddenly feeling curious, he briefly considered checking her history. Then decided against it.

He wanted a quick nap before they got into a fight.

After having been in a shootout, a run-in with a military fleet, then having to intimidate the Bazaar owner, he was tired.

Extremely tired.

Glancing at the closed bedroom door, Ralph realized he didn’t want to go in there. For whatever reason, sleeping next to a naked Marionette seemed problematic at the moment.

Though he hoped that feeling would fade soon.

A naked Marionette was already at the forefront of his mind, and he’d only seen her for less than ten seconds.

Moving to the sofa, he made himself comfortable there. A second after closing his eyes, he passed out.

***

“Uhm, Ralph?”

Grunting, not wanting to visit the land of the waking, Ralph instead tried to roll over.

There was nowhere to go since he was on the sofa. All he managed to do was stick his face into the backrest.

Blowing out a breath, he laid there, face pressed to the fabric.

“Ralph, I looked at the controls… I think we’re only ten minutes away from the route you plotted in. I think?” Marionette said. She sounded unsure. “I tried to search a bit on the web to figure out what it all was, and I think that’s what it is.”

“Ten minutes?” he asked and rolled back over the other way.

Squatting there in front of him was Marionette. She was dressed in very casual looking clothes that emphasized how pretty she was.

When dolled up, she went above and beyond.

Though even in casual wear, she had the look of someone that needed to be photographed.

The clothes also did a great job of showing off her body.

“Yes,” she confirmed with a smile. “I made a simple breakfast and some coffee for us. Would you like to join me in the dining room?”

Grunting yet again, Ralph lifted his hands and dug his palms into his eyes.

“Uh yeah,” he finally got out and then moved to a sitting position. “That’d be great.”

He’d never been woken up with breakfast and coffee before.

Standing up, Marionette smiled at him. Only then did he realize she was wearing an apron that really did a number of pulling the eyes to her chest.

Pushing himself out of the sofa only to follow Marionette as she went into the dining room, he felt somewhat odd as she shuffled along, his feet moving but his body feeling stiff.

“You slept so hard that I didn’t want to wake you, but I almost thought I should put you in our bed,” Marionette murmured as she gestured at the table.

Bacon, sausage, and hash-browns were there. Though the poor potatoes looked to have been over-cooked on one side and under-done on the other.

Ralph was most certainly not going to complain about hot food ready for him after waking up. Instead he sat right down, picked up his fork, and started to eat.

He did his best to do it swiftly, yet politely. As much as he wanted to go look at the monitor, he did need to eat.

Marionette only laughed, sat herself down, and began to work at a much smaller plate of food.

She did eye him several times as he ate. He noticed it and then realized he couldn’t just be a robot at the moment.

Setting his fork down, he swallowed, picked up his coffee, and took a sip. Once he’d cleared his mouth, he picked up the provided napkin and dabbed at his mouth.

“Thank you, Marionette, it’s good. I really appreciate this,” he murmured. “Normally I’d just roll out of bed, grab a hunk of jerky and plop down at the terminal.”

“It’s what I’m here for, isn’t it?” Marionette replied happily, smiling at him. “And you’re welcome! But… what’s going on? Where are we going?

“The route listed isn’t-isn’t the same that we’d discussed previously. I thought we were going to the Blood of Calesat?”

“People following us,” Ralph said as he took another drink of his coffee. “Someone from the Bazaar. They either want you because you’re as beautiful as you are, or for your bounty.”

With a single further scoop, Ralph finished the hash-browns off. All and all, they’d been pretty good. He could have done better but this had been a gift that hadn’t required any effort on his part.

“Oh… oh dear. It seems I’m causing problems. I’m so sorry,” apologized Marionette.

“I knew it was a possibility given your looks but… it’s fine. I may be a Privateer on a mercantile ship, but I’m still a Privateer,” excused Ralph. He didn’t want her to feel guilty. “We’re going to pull them out into a dark spot and show them the error of their ways.”

Marionette looked somewhat surprised at those words. However, she also looked really pleased.

She was staring at him with a piece of bacon halfway to her mouth.

“Thank you for the compliment and… really?” she asked. “Do-do we have time to eat? Should we be going over to the cockpit now?”

“No. Until we reach the point I set up, we’ll be within sensor range of a number of buoys. Once we cross over, then it’s a question of when they’ll rush in,” Ralph explained. “After that, then it’s time to cause problems. Once we’re in that dark spot, I plan on opening up the shutters on our rocket bays. They’re not really legal but… there’s no way I’d ever go unarmed.”

Marionette’s eyes widened and she nodded her head.

“I knew it! I knew it. I knew-are we going to blow them up? Kill them?” Marionette asked, her words practically spilling over one another.

“If I can’t disable them, yes? I want their cargo and whatever I can strip from their ship,” confirmed Ralph. “Picking through debris is never as easy as just taking everything from an intact ship.

“As to killing them, probably. We’ll be in a sensor blind spot, so there’s no reason not to. If you’re willing to attack someone else and possibly kill them, you need to be ready to die yourself.

“Could strip the ship of anything of worth and sell it to the Blood. They buy anything ship-related, really. Just have to make sure we wipe or destroy all the drives as well as the transponder.”

Marionette continued to rapidly nod her head as he spoke. There was a strange excitement to her.

Then he realized what was happening.

She’s never really taken a life, or seen someone lose their life.

I wonder if she’s even seen someone grievously hurt.

This is still in the “adventure” phase.

“Well, first we—”

There was a long and loud beep that sounded throughout the Siren.

It would most certainly raise the dead with how loud it was.

Snatching up his plate, Ralph rushed off, darting straight toward the cockpit as soon as he heard the sound.

This noise was someone painting the area he was in with radar, and probably lidar. Which, given his instructions, his AI was already working the countermeasures for and sealing their communications.

“What was that!?” Marionette asked as Ralph got into his seat. He quickly buckled himself in and then set his plate down on his lap.

“People trying to figure out where we are,” he growled and turned to look at the monitor his AI worked in. Despite his distrust for the thing, he knew it would do its job perfectly. “Before you ask, the AI is already running all of our countermeasures. A lot of which are just passive. Well, passive, but need to be activated.”

“I don’t… they don’t know where we are?” Marionette inquired, seating herself in the co-pilot seat and then pulling her straps on. The apron folding low as she did so and pulling her a bit further out of her clothes in an impressive way.

“Until I dump our ass, yeah. But that’s fine,” answered Ralph. He watched as they ticked over into the sensor dark area. The only reason he knew it was there, since the AI had already closed their communications, was that the constant detection he’d been getting from the buoys, also on the AI monitor, slowly fell away.

Checking the course of where the cargo bay would go if he detached it, he ran a plot for it. It’d just keep sailing off indefinitely and shouldn’t run into anything at all.

Or at least, anything that was charted.

Man, I don’t want to replace the cargo bay again. That was awful last time.

The detection from the buoys went silent. Their systems no longer pinging him as they entered the area completely.

Ralph stuffed a piece of bacon into his mouth and then rapidly hit several switches and pushed a button.

A clank and a soft boom behind him told him the cargo was sealed.

Another button press and the cargo bay was gone, leaving the Smiling Siren as a sleek and lethal ship more akin to a large interceptor.

The disconnect had given the Siren just enough distance that he could fire off several momentary maneuvering thrusters to get out of its way.

Thankfully the bay would also block those thrusters from view from those who pursued them.

They were staggered bursts though so that the ship would list to one side, and partially spin. Putting the underside in line with the people pursuing them.

At the same time, he pulled the toggle that’d activate the shutters that hid the rockets. The heavy thick plates that were just beyond the gravity deck-plate slid apart.

Hiding his full broadside here, and with the overwhelming and always on gravity plates, had kept them hidden quite well.

The laser cannon in the nose would also now be able to be used if they kept in line with the cargo bay.

“We have those… ah… jammer things? I read about them, too,” asked Marionette.

“Yeah. Radar dampening panels too. Paint, materials, and even the fasteners. All of it. For all intents and purposes, we won’t show up as well now. If we do show up, it’ll look like a ship much further away.

“They’ll focus on our rear end as it floats off on its merry way. As if unaware that it’d just been pinpointed.”

“People wouldn’t normally know?”

“Depends on the system. Mine are very touchy. Any type of active scan will show up. Infrared and basic heat signatures would still spot us, but all the things I’d want to hide are behind us. We’re actively blocking our own problems.”

“I don’t really understand it all but… good. I’m glad.”

“Even I don’t fully understand it all, I just make the best use of it all I can. Now… let’s see who we have.”

Pulling up the AI monitor once again, Ralph looked to its display.

There was a large heat signature coming off their pursuer. They were now attempting to close the distance and catch up.

On top of that, their active sensors were giving them a gigantic signature as well.

Looking at it, Ralph wanted to make sure they crossed into the sensor gap before he did anything.

He could be ready though.

There were minor fluctuations coming from behind the ship though, as if it were red-lining it’s thrusters. They’d be a giant beacon to anyone behind them for quite a while on thermals.

Unless they spent money on dampeners or heat sinks to try and counter that, but he doubted it.

That thought just reminded Ralph that he didn’t like space.

Space was a strange place to Ralph.

He had always thought it was cold, but given that it was a void, there was nothing for heat to transfer to. Heat loss in space was only due to radiation.

Some materials could dump their heat much faster than others, and Ralph had been picky in his upgrades for the Siren.

Much of the equipment he considered battle oriented had been made of some very expensive materials.

Thrusters, plates around said thrusters, communication equipment, weapons.

Those materials were mostly carbon-based things made in a lab that Ralph couldn’t remember the name of, though he could remember the hefty price tag.

Materials that were often included into Walkers to offset their high-heat usage. Just the sort of materials that the military loved.

The ship had moved into range now and was still burning along after the cargo bay. Unaware of Ralph and Marionette watching them.

“They don’t see us?” Marionette asked, staring at her own displays intently.

“We’re a black ship, in a sea of black, without external lights,” Ralph remarked with a laugh. Then he picked up a sausage and took a bite out of it. When he finished chewing, he sighed. “We’re doing everything we can to look like void. Or a really distant ship to them.

“Thankfully they’re not military, or this’d be a lot harder. A whole hell of a lot harder. Their sensors are considerably better, and it’d likely turn into a rocket fight and trying to dodge.”

There was a soft ping noise that let him know the ship was now within range of his laser canon, though it wasn’t at a lethal range.

“Well, we’ll give them the threat first and see if they surrender. A lot of ships will just give it up when you give’em the threat. If they do surrender, then they get to live,” Ralph explained, his fingers moving across his controls as he fed small shifts in his maneuvering thrusters to bring everything into range and line with their target.

“And if they don’t?” Marionette asked.

“Then we space’em,” Ralph declared and then locked his laser cannon to what his AI had identified as the cockpit. There was no glass-steel to see out of it, and it looked like this was an entirely enclosed design.

It was black of course, and almost impossible to spot normally.

Their own heat signatures and sensors made it as easy as it could be, however.

At this distance, he was now certain that this ship was from the Bazaar. Based on their trajectory in this moment, as well as their active sensors still ranging outward, he didn’t think they meant him well.

In the blackness of the sea of stars, there was only the quick, and the dead.

Ralph was quick and he was sure that these people meant him harm.

If they didn’t, he’d deal with the consequences later.

Powering up the weapon, he saw the weapon’s cross-hair swing around rapidly as the cannon slid out of its cradle, pivoted, and locked on.

“That’s the threat?” Marionette asked.

“No,” Ralph said with a smile. He fired off a single rocket that scorched through space. The distance wasn’t great, and it made it there in no time at all.

Then it slammed home into what the AI had identified as the communication array.

It wasn’t an explosive round and was really just there to do exactly this job.

A solid weapon that was sent to maul equipment and little else.

There would be no way for them to send out any type of distress signal now, given the damage.

“That’s the threat. Because now it’s just us and them. If they power down and go nice and quiet, it’ll be fine. If not, well… we put another rocket like that one into their ship and vent them all to space,” Ralph explained and looked to Marionette.

She was grinning ear to ear while looking at the screen.

He once again couldn’t help but admire the way the straps were holding her and pushing her anatomy about.


Chapter 6

Marionette was breathing rather hard. He could tell she was experiencing a deep rush of fight or flight chemicals.

Realistically, he couldn’t see her ever having been in a fight before, which meant this would be an extreme first time for her.

The ship that’d been chasing them swung wildly to one side and began firing in their direction. Several ballistic cannons that’d slid out of interior hard points of the ship.

All the rounds went wide, however.

The thermal bloom from the rocket was entirely from the rocket. There wasn’t anything on Ralph’s ship that would give them away.

Even the lock-on of the laser canon was based on passive sensors rather than anything active. There wasn’t much for the enemy to focus on

“Oh my goodness they’re firing at us!” squealed Marionette, flinching in her seat and twisting away from the display. She was facing him now and had hunched into herself.

Unexpectedly, Ralph found himself staring down her cleavage, to the point he could see her rather flat stomach. Tearing his eyes away from his ship’s-mistress, and the thoughts that dwelt there, Ralph focused on the situation at hand.

The shots were going wide, but even then, there was the distinct possibility of one of them striking. He didn’t know what caliber or the speed they were traveling at, but it was possible they could punch through the armored panels of his ship.

Which meant he needed to end this now.

“It’s alright dear Lady Siren. I’ve only just taken you on board, how could I ever let harm befall such a beautiful woman?” Ralph said smoothly. He activated the laser cannon and set it to a five second burst.

Given the construction of the enemy vessel, he wanted to try and put in a small hole in its hull. He didn’t think they’d have a rapid reaction to a sudden loss of pressure, or even the tools to handle it.

Ralph genuinely believed these were fools that had decided to go after Marionette on an impulse.

A solid slug rocket wasn’t really needed, and he wasn’t sure when he’d be able to refill his supply of rockets.

“I mean, you really are gorgeous, Marionette. Absolutely so,” Ralph continued, having noticed she was looking at him now. She needed a cool, calm, and collected captain at the moment. “I was sorely tempted to agree to your terms based on your smile alone, let alone what you were offering.

“I was just genuinely scared of the harm we could end up doing one another. Fear made my choice for me.

“In this matter though, I wouldn’t be afraid. I’ve been in much worse positions.”

He said the last and met her eyes, giving her a wide smile.

By the time he had looked back to the display, he watched the laser turn off.

The enemy’s ship was venting atmosphere. Small trails of it were appearing and vanishing as it was rapidly pulled apart into the void.

Moving the laser around, Ralph fired another burst. Then a third.

The gas continued to vent rapidly, and the AI was telling him that there was a decrease in the speed of the vessel due to it. It was no longer on the exact same trajectory.

There was also a lot of heat escaping with the atmosphere. All of that warm air being pulled out made the ship practically glow as it warmed the exterior of the craft.

It even gave Ralph a better idea of what he was firing at.

In rapid succession, he put six more holes into the cabin.

Though there hadn’t been a response to his shots since the third one. It felt as if they had given up, sealed themselves in a room, or were quite dead.

Ralph activated the harpoon that was on the back end of his ship and hidden by the cargo bay. It was a trick he’d learned from the Bloods.

They liked to hunt other ships, and enjoyed using harpoons to pull them in close.

A laser cut out across the darkness of space and slammed into the Siren. Hitting not far off from where the laser cannon was.

Not even considering what had just happened, Ralph flicked several switches and inverted the ship with multiple maneuvering bursts.

Reorienting the ship and pushing it in a slow sideways crawl.

Now, the top of the ship was facing the direction of the attacks and the enemy ship. If there had been any heat signatures from the strike, or his own cannon, they’d be obscured now.

Several more beams cut through space to where he’d just been.

Then a trio of rockets tore past. All of them shooting through the area Ralph was creeping out of.

“Ooooh, this is-I’m so scared,” Marionette moaned, trembling in her seat. “What happened?”

“Someone decided to get fucking tricky,” growled Ralph, setting off a few more maneuvering thrusters to stall out the sideways movement. He’d mostly put himself between where the shots came from and his original target. “Used that ship in front as bait and waited for us to reveal ourselves I suppose.

“At least, that’s what I think. It’s what I’d do. He lost his element of surprise now though, and is now playing hide-and-seek with us.”

Marionette was once again nodding her head. All while gasping.

A trembling hand was held up to the monitor and she was quickly tapping at it. Likely trying to figure out what she was looking at.

She didn’t have access to anything that could screw them over, so he just let her do as she wished.

“I can’t see them at all?” Marionette whispered.

“The big ships don’t care much about being seen,” Ralph explained as he let off two more thrusters. They rotated his weapons back into place now that they’d had a chance to radiate off whatever heat they had.

The active cooling systems would handle the rest.

“They have point defenses, interceptor rockets, whole lot of things. Us smaller ships, and the like, we all just act like naval submarines,” continued Ralph. “With materials and high-end countermeasures, it really does become a game of hide-and-seek.”

Marionette grunted at that and chewed at her lip. She looked extremely out of place, but she was once again pushing onward. Just as she’d done in the port.

Ralph felt that dual feeling of envy and admiration for her.

“I’m so nervous,” Marionette whispered. “I know I asked for something like this, but I’m scared.”

Staring into the monitor, she continued to hunt.

Searching.

“I think you’re being pretty brave, pretty lady,” said Ralph. He cautiously began to use more thrusters to slow himself down a touch. He wanted to drift closer to the original enemy ship.

He had an idea, but he wanted to be careful about it.

“Sure could have fooled me,” mumbled Marionette.

“Don’t argue with your captain. You’re beautiful, you’re brave. Also, this bacon is amazing,” complimented Ralph, having gnawed through the rest of his meal. “I can never get it crispy like this without burning it.”

Marionette laughed, her shoulders looked to loosen up a touch and she laughed a second time.

It looked like she wanted to say something, but she kept it in.

“We’re getting closer to the first ship we disabled. Their electromagnetic signals, heat, as well as presence, will give us some cover. So long as we shield ourselves behind them, rather than near them,” explained Ralph as he maneuvered them closer to the abandoned ship. In closing near to it, he risked a thruster or two to keep a better pace with the ship. “We can casually monitor the readings and wait. The time frame for us being outside of sensor range isn’t forever. It’s only about another hour, give or take. They’ll need to make a move if they want your bounty. We’re in control of the pace.”

“Ahh! Yes, I get it! I-yes! Yes. That-that means I should be looking at… at… this,” Marionette declared, and then gestured to her own screen.

Looking over at it, he saw that it was the readout for the trajectory of the original shots.

“They would be of course, thinking in a similar way to you. They would have shifted their location and are not where they were now. Right?” Marionette suggested. “They were smart enough to hide and wait, they would be wary enough to move. So I should look all over these places.”

Ralph grinned and gave a small nod. It wouldn’t really help at the moment, but it’d keep her busy and doing something.

A number of lights on his panel went off in the next moment and he received several warnings. He was being painted with radar and lidar again.

From what he’d assumed was the disabled ship.

“Shit,” he whispered. He had no idea what the hell was going on, but the ship in front of him still didn’t show signs of life.

“It’s from the enemy… right? It’s… it’s this?” Marionette questioned, tapping at her monitor. “The readings aren’t right. It’s not the right strength for how close we are. They’re pinging the enemy ship trying to figure out what’s going on with it?”

“W-what?” Ralph stuttered.

“It’s… the readings from that are further away. It had a radio signal included in that sweep,” Marionette stated firmly and with confidence. “That wasn’t this ship. It’s the other one. They’re… they’re here.”

Marionette pointed at her screen.

As she’d been speaking, she’d been looking at the information the AI provided about the sensor sweep that’d just struck them.

Ralph didn’t really think she was right, but it sounded possible. Doubly so since she said her hobby had been dealing with communications. That meant she’d spent a lot of time sweeping the stars.

His hands had been hovering over the flight controls. He had been ready to boost them away from the ship and off to the side.

They were pacing fairly close to the other ship and were still creeping closer to it, but there wouldn’t be an impact anytime soon.

Letting his hand fall away from the controls, he instead waited.

Even if he was wrong and the ship they were directly in front of was alive, their weaponry would more than likely not be enough to punch through his armor.

The other ship however was certainly more of a threat.

In other words, being wrong would still be the right choice.

“I’ll trust in my lady Siren,” spoke Ralph aloud as Marionette was quickly digging into the data the AI kept throwing at her.

“I-yes. You should. I’m-yes,” responded Marionette, tapping at the monitor repeatedly. “Your AI is much better than you think. You don’t use it well.”

Ralph frowned, nodded his head, and shrugged. That seemed likely.

He just kept them floating there in space, next to a dead enemy ship, as a woman built to defy beauty standards worked with his AI to figure out where their hunter was.

As Ralph stared at the monitor, he saw a flicker of a response from his passive sensors. The electromagnetic emissions shifted rapidly on the readout.

From directly in front of them, to shifting to the side.

To Ralph, this told him the enemy was close.

So close that he was genuinely unnerved.

The only time he’d gotten electromagnetic readings like this without being painted with active sensors was when he was up close to one.

“These readings make it seem like… he’s right there?” Marionette asked in a confused voice as she tapped at her screen, even as Ralph slammed a hand down across his controls.

An entire line of maneuvering thrusters activated at the same time. Rocketing the ship around in position in a spiral. It would sweep the spot the readings were coming from with his weapons.

Fucking movement in space is so weird. You can spin in one direction while still traveling unrestricted in the other.

The rocket bay came around in almost less time than it took for Ralph to activate the rockets to fire. Staggering them in three stages as his finger slid down the buttons.

In rapid fire, thirty rockets slammed out of their bay and blasted off.

All of the sensors, the cameras that provided him a view from outside, and anything that was trying to record data, more or less shut off.

Every feed went into zeros, null, or numbers that made no sense.

“Uhm?” Marionette tried, her voice sounding weak. “I don’t… are we… what… what?”

“Electromagnetic signal spiked. Unless you’re being pinged those don’t go up unless you’re right on someone,” hissed Ralph, watching as the Siren continued to spin. Though now she was drifting a bit off course. The repeated rockets launching at the same time had shifted her off the original course.

“I think that’s what I saw,” Marionette said and then looked to him with a wide eyed and terrified look. “Now… what?”

Ralph fed the AI a request to bring the ship to a holding pattern in line with the original ship they’d fired on while the sensors were still scattered.

With a number of thrusters going off in different directions, the spin of the Siren was quickly brought under control.

By the time that everything had leveled out, a lot of the sensors were coming back into line. Their numbers looking far more normal.

Other than the fact that the thermal readings were off the scale. They were abnormal in the area off to the side of where the original enemy had been.

The heat from the rockets impacting, exploding, and tearing apart the ship that they’d hit was still hanging about. It gave Ralph a great view of what he had just attacked.

It was a corvette.

“It’s a warship. A small one, but a warship,” Ralph hissed, looking at the display. Given that the entire engine room had been blown out of it, it was most certainly dead in the water.

Then his AI gave him a ping.

Looking to the display, he saw something unexpected.

“It’s a House Ginil corvette serving in the House Defense forces,” Ralph read off and then sighed. “Well. They really didn’t want you to survive, Marionette.

“That or were really keen to bring you back for one reason or another. I’m willing to bet they tracked us from the Bazaar and this fellow.”

“Are… are they dead?” she asked.

“I mean, probably. If not, we’ll make them dead. We’ll just pound a harpoon into this guy. I think the AI said it was named Abel or something,” explained Ralph, gesturing at the ship they’d disabled first. “Then put one into that guy and hard burn in the opposite direction. It’ll slow them down enough that we can pick’em over.”

“What… about our cargo? Isn’t still… going?” Marionette asked.

“Oh yeah, it’s still going. We’ll just fill up our ship with everything we want and if we need to, just fill up Abel with whatever else. Then tow it with the harpoon. Just gotta nuke anything that’d have information on it and say we found it dead in space.

“Then burn off to find our cargo and load it all onto that after that.”

“We… we’re pirates,” Marionette whispered, turning to once again look at him with wide and quite pretty eyes. “I’m a pirate. I’m… on the run from the military. We blew up two ships.”

Ralph snorted at that, leaned back in his chair, and looked her over critically.

Once again, the straps of the seatbelt were doing great things to her and made her look quite lovely.

“You’re one hell of a great looking pirate, then,” Ralph murmured in a complimentary way. “Though, we do need to talk about what to do about you. We have two options and you just shot to the top of my ‘need to do’ list.”

“Oh? I’m not going to be going to bed alone and naked tonight?” Marionette asked and leaned back into her seat while also sitting up.

The action forcibly pulled her apron lower, and Ralph could actually see the darkened circles of her nipples peeking out the top of the apron now.

She had most certainly done it on purpose and was smiling at him.

He imagined her adrenaline was through the roof and she had a lot of chemicals buzzing about her head.

“Maybe. Maybe not. I’m kinda slow on that stuff. It’s not you, I’m just… slow,” apologized Ralph. “But we do need to talk about you. We’ve got two options off the top of my head.

“I can claim you as cargo. Booty. That you were something I took as a prize in a dark-space battle. It’s not like you’d naysay me in that either, so it’d just be accepted as is.”

Marionette’s eyebrows went up a that and her mouth shifted as she began to chew at the inside of her cheek.

“Then I’d just keep you like that until it was time to set you free from our original agreement,” Ralph continued. “That’d eliminate your bounty, since you’re no longer a person or a citizen but… a thing.

“The other alternative is claiming your bounty as a Privateer and log that I’m keeping you. I can do that every now and then as a Privateer, so long as the Confed officer I’m working through gets a decent bribe. Often half the bounty or fine. You’d likely be treated as cargo in that case, too, but not on paper.”

“I prefer the first one. Just claim me as cargo, that way I’m officially on the books,” Marionette suggested. Then she hit him with another beautiful smile, her eyes brightening. “Does that mean we get to go loot those ships now? Am I officially your Lady? A privateer’s lady? I’m a crewmember?”

“You’re most certainly the Lady Smiling Siren, and most certainly a crew member,” agreed Ralph, knowing exactly what she was getting at. “You’ll of course get a share of the plunder as a crewman. Though it does get reduced since you’re… well… my Lady.”

“Oooh! So exciting!” cheered Marionette gleefully, clapping her hands together and bouncing around a bit.

It caused her to spill out of her apron completely and fold the top of her apron down.

“Dear me, I’m just falling out. That’s just a bit much, despite trying to keep your eyes on me.

“These are for later. Not right now. We’re going to be busy plundering, and this is just… just too much,” she murmured suddenly with another laugh, gently pushing her breasts back into her clothes and then adjusting her apron. “You can see about plundering your lady later, which I’m hopeful for.”

Ralph wasn’t going to argue about plundering her.

He suddenly found he really did want to do that, and as soon as possible.

Pulling herself back into place where she was just -almost- falling out, instead of actually falling out, she met his eyes and gave him another smile.

“All that nonsense about it being boring,” she murmured in a teasing and mildly annoyed way, all while smiling at him. She even lifted one well-manicured hand and made a dismissive motion at him. Her smile growing wider and her nose wrinkling. “It’s been rather exciting and terrifying so far. Far more so than acting and modeling.”

Ralph couldn’t argue that since she’d come aboard, everything had changed.


Chapter 7

Groaning, Ralph stood in the airlock that had once been connected to the cargo bay. Now it was just the way in and out of the ship, with a very narrow space to cycle through.

There was a clack, a beep, and the airlock was pressurized.

The inner door cycled and opened.

Marionette wasn’t far away, stacking up a large number of items along one side of the corridor.

A great deal of the dining room was also overflowing with loot, as was one side of the bedroom. As well as half of the living room.

However, they’d managed to get everything they wanted from the Abel on their ship. Everything from the Corvette, was going into the Abel.

It was separated so that if they needed to cut and run, the ship they were towing could be pointed at as the culprit as to why there was military gear aboard.

Because the Corvette had absolutely been part of the Defense force of Ginil.

“Nnnnugh,” Marionette groaned, putting a hand on her back, leaning against a box of ingots of some type of metal, and looked to him. Sweat was rolling down from her temples and she had several smears of dirt, or soot, across her face and upper chest. “My dear captain. Ralph. Tell me we’re all done? Tell me you’re coming back after having finished up on the corvette? I don’t have to make anything else fit?”

“We’re all done, my Lady,” Ralph agreed after pulling off his helmet. He’d been delighted to find that there weren’t even any survivors. He didn’t have to slit any throats today. “I already set up the tow straps as well, so we’re good to go.”

“You’re a handsome, intelligent, and amazing man, Ralph, my captain,” Marionette murmured. “I’m sorry. I know I was being all flirty and suggestive, but now I’m exhausted. Exhausted, sweaty, and dirty. I stink.

“Would you mind if I took a shower, a snack, and a lay down?”

The last was asked with a sad smile, meeting and holding his eyes.

It was an open question that clearly felt like she was asking if he minded, not that she was telling him no.

“That’s fine. I don’t blame you. I’ll take a shower after you,” he offered.

He wanted to check a few things about the name of the corvette on the internet as well. When she wouldn’t be watching over his shoulder, so he could see if she really did have a bounty.

“Ralph, you’re a great man. Thank you for understanding,” Marionette came over to him and then started helping him out of his space suit. “I’ll make it up to you when the time comes, for being this understanding.”

His space suit was a slim affair that didn’t offer much in the way of environment control, but could be stored in a very small closet near the airlock. Having two or three of these in said closet had saved him more than once.

Between her quick fingers and his movements, they got him down to his under-shirt and boxers in no time at all.

As Ralph rehung the suit, he glanced over to Marionette.

Her eyes had been moving down his figure, then back up to his face. Her mouth curled into a smile, and she hesitated for a moment.

Rather than say something, she turned around.

Heading for the bedroom and the shower, he imagined.

She was already working at her clothes as she went.

Not bothering to try and get into pants, he went straight to the living room.

Stepping over a box of broken laser pistols they’d found, Ralph made it partway into the living room. From there he skirted past a ballistic cannon he’d removed from the Abel.

He reached the computer and slumped down into the chair.

Grabbing the mouse, he gave it a shake.

The browser was open again and on what-ever page Marionette had been last.

Ralph realized it was a forum.

A glance to the corner told him that Marionette had an account here and was actually logged in. There were also several notifications waiting for her.

The name of the forum was odd to him.

“Boarded and put to the Sword”.

Glancing to the hall, he realized he couldn’t see out very well, but if she came up to him, he’d have a chance to minimize the screen or move to a different tab.

Suddenly, a strange sense of foreboding rose up in him and he needed to know what she’d been up to while he was asleep.

Opening the history tab as well as a new tab, he started to sort through where Marionette had gone.

Most of it seemed to be centered around that forum, though there was one that was labeled as inbox.

Clicking that, he was presented with what was clearly Marionette’s email. She hadn’t logged out of it, and the last thing she’d been in was her inbox home screen.

The top two emails were not long ago and from the port authority office.

Stating that her passport was revoked and her flight tickets were canceled and refunded.

They really were trying to keep her on planet.

Nodding his head, Ralph looked to the sent folder and opened it.

There was one email that’d been sent in the last day, which meant, from the Siren. Opening it, he read it over quickly.

Hi mom,

My plan didn’t work out and I couldn’t buy my way on-board a transport. I did manage to get off planet though and I’m safe.

It ended up coming to the other plan. That one worked and it couldn’t have turned out better. It’s actually the “miracle” situation!

I know you weren’t really happy about that and didn’t want me to, but I had to get away. They were going to do something to me, I know it.

I can’t get any news about the planet or anything that’s going on. I hope you’re safe and all is well.

Get back to me as soon as you can about you and dad.

I love you!

“Hm,” Ralph grunted and then moved through the other sent emails.

There were more than a few to the port authority.

As well as a number of government institutions. All of them pleading with them to pay attention to her and that they were all in danger.

After that were a series of contracts for modeling and movies going back and forth.

Closing that tab, Ralph cleared his mucking about from the history and then moved to the forum.

There had been a number of hits for the forum in the history. More so than the inbox by a significant margin.

Opening a private tab, he opened the forum there. Then he took her profile name from the other window and put it into the forum and was able to grab her entire post history.

Minimizing the tab she’d been working in, and not having to modify the history any further, he started sorting through her posts.

Thankfully the forum was open to outsiders looking around, he just couldn’t post, reply, or message people.

There were a number of posts and replies that went back an entire year.

She’s been interested in this for a minute it seems.

Opening the most popular post or reply of hers, he saw it was actually recent. So recent that it would have had to be while she was here.

Coughing, he took a sip from the glass of water that was likely hers and began to read.

Hi all!

Rio here!

I never thought my life would take such a change, but I’ve gone and done something that’s kinda crazy.

I originally came here mostly for fun and well… uhm… the fanfiction.

As well as to share my own.

But… I’m actually a ship’s-mistress now!

I’m an official Lady!

Before anyone says I’m lying, here’s the proof!

A selfie had been posted directly below that.

It was her in her apron, standing in the corridor.

Behind her was the Privateer’s certificate for the Smiling Siren. The listing for the ship, who it went to, number, as well as who issued it, were all blacked out.

Marionette’s face had been blurred out as well.

In her other hand was a piece of paper with the date, a sentence that read “I’m a Lady” and “Hello board, Rio here!” below that.

It’s going really well so far, but my captain hasn’t done anything with me.

I can’t tell if I’ve said or done something wrong.

Our contract is really simple and falls in line with what a lot of people say their contract is here. It’ll last two years at the minimum but could go up to five years.

I’m really excited but I’m scared that I’ve done something.

Is there something I’m missing?

I’ve only had a handful of relationships, and this is so outside of even my limited experience.

Below were a large number of replies.

Ralph sorted it by most upvotes and looked to that answer first, as it was also marked as having a reply from Marionette.

Oh my gosh that’s incredible.

I was a ship’s-mistress for about eight years before I married my bosun and settled down, I hope it goes well for you!

First, how many men are you handling? You mentioned the captain, but no one else.

Beyond that, if your goal is the captain, especially if he’s a Privateer, then they’re probably somewhat cautious. They can be a bit squirrelly and quick to fight or flight.

The more you engage the crew the less he’ll likely deal with you.

Barring all that, just be honest, be direct, be flirty, and be ready.

If nothing happens, make a very clear opportunity for him to have his way with you.

That’s the best you can do.

Ralph snorted at that. He was a captain of a ship and the only crew. Marionette didn’t have to handle anyone other than him.

Marionette responded.

There’s no crew at all.

Just the captain.

It’s just him and I.

I’m making him breakfast right now!

I’ll do what you said and just be honest, forward, and direct.

Make an opportunity.

Thanks!

Marionette’s response was followed by a glut of other responses. All of which Ralph ignored.

They generally looked to be surprise and shock that it was just her and the Privateer Captain. He briefly noted that there was even one woman who was asking “Rio” to get her hired to work with her and that she was sick of college life.

With a grunt, Ralph looked at the keyboard.

At the moment, he felt rather guilty.

Though better.

He had snooped on her, he had certainly gotten answers about her.

Everything she’d said, everything she presented herself as, had been true.

Earnest.

Closing the private window, Ralph opened a new tab and quickly entered in Marionette’s full name, followed by the request for “movies”. Then he opened up his email and began typing in an email to his Confed contact.

He needed to get in touch with the Confed to make them aware of his capture of Marionette, wanting her bounty, and claiming her as cargo.

Beyond that, he also flipped an email off to the Blood of Calesat port he was visiting. He wanted to let them know he was bringing a damaged ship in tow he wanted to sell, and that he’d need a space-tug to help.

***

Ralph raised his eyebrows as the character Marionette was playing in the movie ran away from the monster. Her incredible assets bounced about in her rather form fitting suit as she struggled to escape down the corridor.

Squeaking, she tripped, slammed into a tray, then fell to the ground.

Before her character could even get up, the monster had fallen atop her.

And engulfed her.

The monster began dissolving her even as she screamed from the inside of it.

“Well. I didn’t expect a horror movie,” Ralph mumbled and considering turning the movie off. He didn’t really care now that Marionette’s character died.

Coughing, he flicked the back button.

Moving to the next movie in line that had Marionette in it, he started it up.

In his research, he’d found she had played a number of minor roles and a handful of bigger ones.

She had been trending upward in her career, and there’d been a number of rumors that she was on the verge of getting a breakout role given to her.

That and she was a decade younger than him at least.

The gap had made him somewhat wary of their relationship, then put it out of his mind. He’d known people with much larger gaps and even his parents had been seven years apart.

The movie started playing and Ralph let out a soft sigh. Laying his head down on the arm of the sofa, he watched the TV quietly.

It’d take some time to reach the Blood of Calesat space. They still had internet right now, but soon they’d be moving through dark-space.

Communications, radiation, and anything that’d give their position away would need to be closed and hardened.

As for Marionette, she’d taken her shower, then passed out on the bed in just a robe. Ralph had taken his own shower and sat down on the sofa, and had been watching her movies since then.

The credits rolled, the title flashed by, and Ralph had a sudden and great view of Marionette in what could be only described as “sexy pirate” attire.

“Oh Marionette, I’m sensing a trend. They keep throwing you at things just for your looks and never give you a role you can actually act,” Ralph muttered to himself.

“It’s rather depressing, isn’t it?” asked Marionette herself. He hadn’t noticed her walk up and her sudden statement had spooked him.

She’d been incredibly quiet.

“I kinda think so, yeah,” Ralph answered, lifting his head up to look at her.

She was standing in her robe, not far off, looking at the TV.

“You seem to have the right acting skills. Or at least, I think so. From what I’ve seen so far and your act at the port,” Ralph offered, his eyes held to her pretty face. Her hair was loosely tied behind her head.

Marionette looked away from the TV to him, smiled, then laughed.

“Ah… when you look like this, it’s hard to be taken seriously,” she demurred and carefully opened her robe. Exposing her perfect body to his view.

“I’d love to take you. Take you seriously, too,” he replied, unable to keep his eyes from rolling along her.

Laughing, Marionette let the robe fall to her elbows. Dangling low, the majority of it was just about the level of her rear end.

“Oh? Well. I’m more than happy to hear that. You’d made me nervous at the port when you denied me. Doubly so when you haven’t laid a hand on me,” she said in a smooth purring voice. “I really thought you were just leading me on.

“With that said though… how about you let your Lady take care of you? Maybe you could tell me what you want as well?”

Ralph’s mind immediately went to all the things he wanted from her.

Marionette let her robe hit the ground, then unbelievably laid down right there on the ground. Her feet came up, she bent her knees, and spread her legs.

Giving him a perfect view, as well of an angle to get right into her.

Her toes curled and he could see the bottoms of her feet.

She continued to smile at him, her hands coming up to lightly toy with her well-endowed chest. Her thumbs slid over her very perky nipples as her head tilted to the side.

Her eyebrows rose up and she seemed amused, as well as frustrated.

“I don’t think I could be any more forward, honest, or direct, my dearest Captain. If you don’t give your Lady what she wants, at this opportune time, in this perfect moment, she’ll probably not have the courage to try again,” Marionette whispered breathily.

After a second passed, her stomach flexed, and she moved a hand down it till it rested above her privates. Her fingers played across her pubic mound before lightly splaying the thin lips of her femininity apart for him to see into her.

“Captain?” she asked in a soft moan before starting to gnaw at her lower lip.

Letting out a shuddering breath, Ralph stepped away from the sofa and then began working at his clothes. Trying to discard them as quickly as he could to get at Marionette.

“Oooh, there we are,” she purred, watching him. She scooted to the side, reorienting her body to point directly at him. “I’ve been waiting for this.”

“You and me both,” growled Raph, pushing his boxers down into the pile of his clothes. He casually kicked them forward against the wall.

Laughing, Marionette held her hands out to him instead. Her knees spreading further apart momentarily. Her feet still dangling in the air and giving him an incredible view when looking down at her.

He’d never fooled around with anyone on his ship.

Whenever he picked a woman up at a bar or elsewhere, he kept it planetside.

Not waiting even a moment longer, Ralph just about fell into Marionette. Putting his hands down just below her armpits, his knees pushing down into the robe she’d dropped to the ground on either side of her hips.

“I’m so glad this is finally happening,” whispered Marionette, staring up into his face. She was so beautiful to look at it was actually painful when he was this close. “So glad. I wanted this.”

Before he could respond, or move again, she’d kissed him. Her lips pressing to his firmly as her left hand curled into his hair. Drawing him in closely to herself. Her right hand was gently rubbing at his shoulder.

He felt her legs curl and her calves rest against his hips. Then pull him up and between her legs.

His stiffened tip ended up pushing up against her inner thigh and getting caught there. He settled himself atop Marionette and kissed her needily.

All this elicited a deep and throaty moan from her as she shifted her hips one way, then the other. Her legs shifting against his hips as her right hand left his shoulder.

In the next moment, he felt her warm hand gently pulling his member away from her thigh and straight up into her entrance. Then she pulled on him with her hand, calves, and the hand behind his head.

He felt his tip slide into her. Her insides stuck to him and grasped at him. Pulling at him with a great deal of friction.

Damn, she’s not really into this, is she?

She’s pretty dry.

Maybe it’s just her?

Even as he finished the thought, he felt it when her channel suddenly loosened up and became moist.

Dispelling his concerns about her being an actress and that this was all a ploy after all.

The sudden slick warmth allowed him to push right into her till his hilt pushed up to her entry. He could feel her insides clamping down on him repeatedly as if she were actively flexing herself.

Her legs also tightened around his hips and her fingers on his neck pulled at him more firmly. Her now free hand grasping him about the waist and holding him tight against herself.

Kissing her like this, Ralph didn’t break it for another several seconds before he pulled back from her. He wanted to look at her and see her expression.

Her eyes met his and she laid her head down on the ground, a strange look of need and desire on her face curled the edges of her mouth. She was breathing hard and heavy, too.

Each exhale washed over his face and neck with a minty hint to it like she’d just brushed her teeth.

Drawing his hips back, Ralph shifted his knees around. No sooner had he gotten out of her partway than he crammed himself back into her.

Marionette’s brow furrowed, her lip stuck out and she started to chew at it daintily. A soft whimpering moan escaped from her just as he bottomed out inside her at the hilt and began to pull back again.

Her eyes partially lidded though, she gazed up at him despite that.

Even as he pulled out of her, he felt her rolling her hips away from him. His member going right out to the tip.

Before he realized he needed to shove forward, she’d rolled her hips into him.

So that when he did move toward her, they ended up meeting together with a great deal of force.

Marionette let out a low guttural moan, her hands pulling at him as her body continued to writhe and squirm beneath him. Pulling at him and pushing in time with how she moved.

Her breath sped up rapidly and she was panting beneath him. Her body moving with a liquidity to it that made it feel like she was undulating almost like a snake or a wave.

Unable to really help himself, Ralph let himself get into it.

To just put his entire being into slamming his shaft into Marionette and pinning her to the ground. His speed and power building with each thrust now till the sound of her flesh clapping to his was loud.

“Unnnng,” groaned Marionette loudly. “I can’t-I-I can’t… eeeeen.”

The last sounded more like squeak, and her perfect rhythm faltered beneath him. Her body spasmed and her slickened heat between her legs clenched down on him. As if she might almost force him out.

Pushing with abandon, Ralph pummeled her entry and depths, his tip pounding away as he drilled into her.

Marionette let out moans and squeaks, half formed words that sounded unintelligible. Her legs seemed to be trembling against him even as she continued to pull and attempt to roll with his thrusts.

Ralph hit his peak in a flash and pushed deep into her, forcefully spreading his seed as far into her as he could. Grinding at her lips with his hilt as every spurt shook his member.

Thrusting into her repeatedly as he did so, he didn’t stop till his shaft started to actually soften. Only then did he give up in his pursuit of filling Marionette.

Letting out a soft groan, Marionette went still under him. Her arms and legs were still tightly wrapped around him as if afraid to let him go.

“We should have done that-way way way-earlier,” Ralph admitted, gazing down at the beautiful woman. “My apologies, my Lady.”

To that, Marionette laughed and moved the hand on his head to his face and gently patted it. Then left it there, her fingers caressing his jaw and cheek.

“Yes. Just listen to your Lady when it comes to our bedroom affairs. I plan on keeping you very busy,” she promised, her legs pulling at him as if trying to coax him into thrusting into her again. “Very… busy. I’m an expensive ships-mistress after all. You're even having to fight warships to keep me, I have to make it worthwhile.”


Chapter 8

Laughing, Ralph threw his head back.

Full, deep, belly laughs.

“Oh stop it, my dear captain,” Marionette complained and gently bumped her elbow into his side. “It’s not that funny.”

Looking back at the screen, Ralph watched as Marionette’s character, which had died in the previous scene, was devoured by the dinosaurs.

Once again, Ralph started to laugh.

At the same time, he pulled on Marionette’s shoulder, and curled his arm partially. He gently ran his fingers through her silky hair.

“You’re actually a good actor,” Ralph said after his laughter died away. “But I swear, they only use you for visuals or to get killed. You’re the beautiful woman dying in a horror movie trope.”

“Ugh. You’re not wrong,” complained Marionette, setting her head down on his shoulder. “This is why I liked modeling so much more. The pay wasn’t as good, but at least I knew I was the star attraction.”

“Not wrong there. I’ve been surfing around trying to collect every model contract you’ve ever done,” murmured Ralph. “Alright. You died. You know how I feel. Do you want to watch more or…?”

“I mean… I kinda liked this movie. Do you mind?” Marionette asked, shifting around against him.

Over the last four days as they traveled to the Blood of Calesat, they’d spent the time mostly hanging out.

Talking, learning about one another, eating together, and having a near mind-numbing amount of sex.

In no time at all Ralph was incredibly comfortable with Marionette, and she seemed to be brighter every day. An optimistic and upbeat young woman.

“Of course I don’t mind,” Ralph grumbled, trailing his fingers through her hair. He lightly itched at her scalp, which he’d found she enjoyed quite a bit. “I’m just not as interested because my new favorite actress is dead.”

Marionette snorted at that, but didn’t say anything more.

“Though, my god Marionette, is there anything you -can’t- wear and look amazing in? Should we try a napkin tied on with some floss?” Ralph teased.

“Mmm, I wore something like that for a swimsuit thing as a model,” Marionette replied after a moment of thought. “I wore some traditional Blood cultural wear once. That didn’t look that great on me. I think it was Dashi.”

“I find that hard to believe. I bet I could put you in a potato sack and you’d still wear it like a goddess.”

Laughing again, Marionette curled to the side partially and then pushed her legs out. Snuggling up closer to him.

“Such a flatterer. Your honeyed words are dangerous.”

“Says the woman who nearly brought a veteran Privateer to his knees just with a pout and a plea.”

“Nope. Not a valid argument. You told me no.”

“Wish I hadn’t. This would’ve been easier.”

“You said no.”

“Alright. How can I prove to you I wanted to say yes?”

“I’m not sure. I’m somewhat easy to bribe, but I won’t give you any hints as to what.”

Ralph nodded his head at that, still running his fingernails back and forth across Marionette’s scalp.

He briefly considered where they were and what was around. They were just at the edges of Confed territory and where it would cross over into the Bloods.

There was a strip of space between the two territories that was somewhat of a demilitarized zone. Pirates, smugglers, and tax-free stores laid in the middle.

Some of Ralph’s best hauls were in that strip as well, both selling and buying.

Though it had also been where he’d had his closest encounters and nearly lost his life. The only thing that’d saved his life was his ability to fight with a sword.

Something that’d been drilled into him from an early age, every single day, till the moment he’d been dumped on a planet.

Just about the only thing that his uncle had given him of any use.

You really fucked up giving me and everything to your brother, dad. For fuck’s sake.

Though… I probably need to start practicing again.

Seems like my life is getting far too exciting.

“Clothes. I want to bribe you with clothes,” Ralph said. “As well as remodeling the bedroom. Get some more closet and wardrobe space. Get my lady some space to fill out her wardrobe.

“I’ve been meaning to reroute several power junctions that run near there under the gravity deck-plate instead. My new launchers gave me a lot more room down there than there was previously.”

“That’s a really good bribe,” Marionette admitted. “Are you sure though? That’d be hard to change later, wouldn’t it?”

“It’s fine,” muttered Ralph. He realized she was talking about when she eventually left at the end of their contract.

Now, after having a companion on board, he was reconsidering his views on it.

That maybe if he pressed her, offered her a lot, he could keep Marionette on board far longer.

“Then… yes… I’d be suitably bribed at that point.”

“We’re only a short time away from the Corridor. We can get that done there cheaply and without needing permits or anything,” explained Ralph. “Can also get more rockets. I’m down an entire salvo of them. Missing twenty-five percent of my total amount.”

“Really?! The Corridor!?” Marionette asked, moving up into a sitting position and looking to him. “We can go there!?”

“Sure. We’ll have to stick a veil or something on you though. That face will be problematic on its own.

“Along with a really padded jacket or… I have no idea if it’s possible, but can you strap those weapons down?” teased Ralph, indicating her chest.

“Maybe. The veil is fine though,” Marionette said, then smiled at him. “Maybe we should go back to the bedroom again and see about what we can do with those… weapons… as you called them? I do have other weapons, too. We should definitely check them as well.”

“Please. Yes. My lady,” agreed Ralph eagerly. “I would love to do that. Hit me with everything.”

Which made Marionette laugh, her eyes twinkling as she gazed at him.

***

Marionette spun one way, then the other, looking at herself in the mirror of the bedroom. Only to look at Ralph.

“You don’t look anything like yourself,” he affirmed.

Right now she had a figure more akin to an older woman’s. With a matronly type of shape, where she had a smaller upper torso and a wider posterior.

Blowing out a breath, Marionette sighed, and shrugged at herself.

She was dressed in a way that didn’t do anything for her. She still wore it well, but the binding she wore beneath it all robbed her of her amazing body.

“The mask will take away that pretty face and that’ll be fine after that,” Ralph advised, holding out the very mask he’d just mentioned.

He had bought it, along with a heavy jacket, when they docked and he went and paid port duties.

It was just a medical mask that’d cover her from the bridge of her nose all the way to her jaw. It was a bit bigger than normal and would actually form somewhat of a seal on her face.

Germs were a big deal for many people in space. Especially going into a station you were unfamiliar with.

Though that wasn’t the biggest danger in a place like this.

Being a privateer didn’t mean as much here in the Corridor. Less so than even for the Bloods.

That mask had been a stroke of luck.

A young man had been wheeling a rack of costumes and clothes off toward the market. It’d only taken a few credit slips and a joke to get him to sell him a jacket and the mask.

Cheaper than the items were actually worth too.

Fell right off the truck.

Hand truck.

Ha.

Marionette flipped her hair, grabbed the jacket, and pulled it on. Then she took the mask from Ralph and pulled it over her head. Adjusting the strap behind her head.

Given that it was black, it practically vanished in her hair.

When she looked to him, Ralph felt like she was an effeminate man, rather than a masculine woman, before she put on the jacket.

Now, with the jacket, she looked like a thick bodied, and slightly thin limbed man with long hair.

She looked odd, but not out of place for where they were going.

Which was almost the goal.

“Uhm… what… am I a man?” Marionette asked curiously, looking at herself.

“You’re a man,” Ralph replied after a pause. He realized what she wanted. “You’re an older man, but not yet old. You don’t like talking. When you do talk, it’s gruff. Taciturn. A growl. You’ve spent too many years in space without much human contact.

“You hate humans. You prefer AI. To the point that you find conversation frustrating because Humans dance around a subject compared to an AI.

“You carry yourself with a grave air, having spent most of the time in space dodging conflicts on a small merchant freighter.

“I hired you on as an assistant as you lost your own ship and it’s in for repairs at a Confed facility.”

Marionette’s head slowly tilted to one side as he spoke.

When he finished, she nodded her head once, then clapped her hands together. Only to look at her hands.

Or more accurately, her fingertips.

The well maintained and manicured long nails stood out quite badly.

She turned, went to the drawers and pulled them open.

Since coming on board, she’d taken over the laundry.

He had to teach her how to do everything, down to how much detergent to put in, but she’d taken it over. Even putting his clothes away.

So when she pulled out one of his pairs of gloves, he wasn’t surprised she knew where they were. She’d put them there.

Pulling them on quickly, she then looked herself over in the mirror again.

Her posture shifted, her shoulders squared, but her body slumped. Her hands fell loose at her side and her fingers were held open in almost like a spread claw.

“Ready,” she got out in a low grumble.

Ralph grinned at her and shook his head briefly.

She really was an actress when she wanted to be.

A haunting thought about her acting for him as well briefly flickered through his thoughts.

He squashed it the best he could and then led the way back toward the exit of the ship. Marionette was right behind him. Walking with a gait that looked anything but her own.

Ralph reached up and hit the ramp descent button.

“You remember everything we talked about?” he asked, glancing over his shoulder at Marionette.

“Yeah,” she ground out. “Gangs rule the Corridor. Sometimes by sector, sometimes by station. This is a station gang. No government. Basic laws. Don’t be dumb. Stay with you. Stay in the boulevard where the gang guards are visible.”

Ralph nodded his head at that, checked his holster to make sure his blaster was there, and then laid his hand on the handle of his sword.

Not everyone went armed, but those who did, were targeted, and also avoided.

Thankfully, Ralph was somewhat of a known entity in most Corridor locations. He didn’t get much in the way of troubles from others.

“You… can use a sword?” Marionette asked in her normal voice.

“Oh yes… yes I can,” he confirmed, yet offered nothing more. He didn’t really want to talk about it.

Or more accurately, his uncle.

But that wasn’t fair to Marionette.

“I’ll tell you more later. Here we go.”

The ramp hit the ground and Ralph moved down it.

Once he and Marionette cleared it, he reached up and hit the button to close.

Making sure to use his thumb to get the biometric reader and lock the ship up, as well as activate its defenses.

There was a ping, followed by a long single tone as a warning.

“And that?” Marionette asked in her false voice.

“Defenses.”

Marionette clearly couldn’t help herself and let out a throaty giggle.

Clearly, she wanted to comment about him saying his job was like being a space trucker. He was starting to realize that maybe he really had under-stated what he did.

Leaving the docking port of the space-station, they entered the main area.

The port authority was just a group of armed men, standing around, looking incredibly dangerous, and eyeballing everyone who walked by.

Ralph made firm eye-contact with them for a few seconds, nodded his head, and kept walking, breaking eye-contact only after they nodded back at him.

He had made sure to give their group leader a small bribe earlier as well.

It wouldn’t guarantee anything, but they’d be aware of him and his ship. It was far less likely that they’d turn a blind eye to anyone poking around the Siren.

Entering the station main area, he wasn’t surprised to see that it was a relic. A biome type station that had been built to allow trees, plants, and bushes grow in them.

They were often quite large, with a single gravity plate running through out. Everything was laid out as if it were planet-side, and the ceiling high above was made out of glass-steel that was often made multiple feet thick.

There was also an interior dome that would extend if the glass was damaged or attacked.

Most of these types of stations would spin in accordance with a clock so that they would get a set amount of sunlight and no-light.

Grinning, Ralph turned and started moving down the main boulevard. He actually enjoyed these stations. They felt far more normal compared to the cramped hallways and plazas that most of the newer Confed stations were like.

Always feel like a rat in a tube.

Stalking along the boulevard, he looked around as they went.

Realistically, the best thing he could do was find a bar.

Bartenders were the tour-guides in the Corridor, yellow-pages, web-search, and review page all in one.

People who actively lived, worked, and knew the area. The trick was finding the right bar.

“Ah,” Ralph said and chuckled to himself. He’d found what he wanted. “That bar. We’re going in there. See all the gang members? This is more like a police station because of that. We just have to be polite and aware.”

Turning just about on his heel, Ralph went up to the building.

Given the appearance of all the other buildings in the station, and that this one had fresh paint no less, there was no arguing that money was being put into it.

The doors were already pulled open, and Ralph went right in with a small nod to a gang-member that had looked him over. They’d checked out his weapon and sword and seemed unconcerned.

If I’d been wearing the Privateer’s badge, they’d probably want to bother me.

A man with weapons wearing them confidently?

Dangerous. Possibly wanted or worse.

A Privateer with weapons? Possibly relying on family?

Probably a piggy bank and might be worth a try.

Entering the bar, Ralph glanced around.

He saw it was more or less what he expected.

People playing cards, gambling, drinking, prostitutes chatting up potential clients, eating, or just watching the crowd.

Spotting the bar, Ralph went right to it. He’d already stuck several ten, twenty, and fifty credit notes in his jacket’s interior pocket.

Given the look of the bartender, an older man in his sixties, Ralph realized that he’d likely have to hand over a fifty. The older they were, the harder it was to move them with words alone.

Then, thankfully, surprisingly, the bartender moved away, and a second one appeared.

A woman in her thirties moved into the corner the man had just been at and began loading a fridge with what looked like beers.

Perfect.

A twenty will do to get her talking.

Just a little charisma, a flirty back and forth, and there we go.

Walking right up to the woman, Ralph leaned up against the bar and stuck his boot on the boot rail. He looked to the drinks on the wall as well as the taps.

Nothing stood out to him as something he wanted, and getting a drink was often required just to get a word in. Often as they got it.

Ralph gave up and realized it didn’t matter. He’d just phrase it directly to the bartender and let her handle it. He was desperately over thinking it.

“I’m flattered but the willing girls are over there,” growled the bartender, glancing up at him from where she was loading the beer bottles.

He saw now that she wasn’t in her thirties, she was just wearing too much makeup. It’d aged her but didn’t quite detract, such that she was somewhat attractive.

Ralph figured she was more likely in her mid-twenties.

Short blonde hair, buzzed on the left side, flipped over to the right side, hung just past the level of her eyes.

She had more than a few tattoos on her neck and shoulder, as well as on her arms. She had dark blue eyes and a frown adorning her mouth.

She was wearing a small tank-top that didn’t fit her well. Above her belly button, her cleavage was impressively visible and partially spilling out.

Her pants were as tight as skin, and it showed off her thigh and rear end spectacularly.

If he wasn’t busy, or didn’t have Marionette on his ship who made every other woman less, he’d likely try to strike up an actual conversation with her.

“I mean, you’re pretty, I won’t deny it. Definitely got the right assets to catch an eye, but I’m afraid I’m not after you,” Ralph quipped with a chuckle. “That and I doubt I could afford you if you were open to it. You’re way too attractive for me or my wallet. I don’t carry around millions casually. Or… uh… do you take payment plans? You’re probably worth it just for a smile.”

The woman stared up at him, a sudden grin blossoming on her face despite clearly fighting against it, considering what he said.

“Damn, now I owe you, don’t I? You gave me the smile just like I wanted. Hell,” grumbled Ralph, leaning a bit further over the bar. “Alright. You got me. How much was the smile? Probably thousands, right? You’re going to end up making me sell my ship just to buy you a house, aren’t you?”

The woman’s grin widened, her head nodding partially and slowly tilting to the side. Then her tongue started sliding back and forth across her upper teeth. It looked entirely spur of the moment.

Ralph had successfully knocked down the walls on a prickly personality.

“Consider it a freebie,” she murmured, then stood up.

And stood up.

She was easily taller than him. Standing at something close to six-foot three.

Ralph wasn’t exactly short at five foot eleven, but he was looking up at her.

“Holy hell you’re glorious,” Ralph said, looking up at her. “Fuck buying you a house, I’ll buy you a planet so I’ve got you to myself.”

Laughing now, she put her elbows down against the bar and leaned over it as well. She was now at eye level with him and staring into his face.

Her right hand drifted up and she grabbed the tips of her blonde hair and rubbed her fingers back and forth over it.

“Alright, alright. I get it. You’re infatuated with me,” she murmured. “But we both know I’m not what you want. Armed man like you coming in here means you need something, considering you didn’t even look at the amenities.”

“Maybe I just want your number. Internet working here? Guy got a chance at smashing into your messages?” Ralph pushed. She seemed like a good contact to have even if he never came back any time soon.

“Well… maybe we can talk about smashing later, and I’m definitely going to give you my number,” she answered, her hand drifting down from her hair to touch her neck and her jaw. “Still though, what do you need?”

“Honestly? I originally came in to get a line on someone to remodel a bedroom for me, as well as the best place to go for clothes,” Ralph murmured. “Now though? I think I want you to help me remodel the bedroom personally and I’d love to take you clothes shopping and get you to try on everything.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed, but she nonetheless continued to smile at him.

“Clothes and a carpenter, huh? I can do that,” she stated. Then she reached into her tank top and pulled a phone out from what was likely under her breast.

“Oh hey, that looks like a great place to keep valuables. Mind if I put a few things in there? By hand, mind you,” Ralph asked.

Laughing again, the woman gave him a raised eyebrow, then reached out and patted his cheek. Her fingers lingering there.

“You’re a lot of fun,” she purred. Then she flipped her phone around and pointed at the screen. “Number? I’ll send you the information.”

Ralph quickly pulled one of the fifty-credit notes he’d had on his person. He laid it down in front of her and sighed.

“Well, consider this the down payment on that planet I’ll keep you all for myself on,” he lamented. “Or just for the information and your recommendation on who to go to.”

“Mmm, so you say. I’m Delilah. Most people call me Lil,” she said.

“A name like Delilah deserves to be spoken, calling you Lil is just plebeian,” countered Ralph and then pulled his own phone out while grinning at her. He moved forward a bit, putting himself only a few inches away from her. “Now… Delilah… my number…”


Chapter 9

Marionette was gleefully putting away all the new clothes that’d been bought for her. Hanging them up in the remodeled bedroom’s closet made specifically for her.

There’d been a lot of room gained through the work he wanted done and it’d all been given to Marionette and her personal needs. A much larger walk-in closet, an actual armoire, and another wardrobe.

Setting a dress that barely made it to her thighs on the bed, Marionette smiled at the cloth in her hands.

“That dress was so cute. And this one… this one is perfect when I want you to stare at me,” Marionette cooed. She unfolded the tank-top and pressed it down against herself.

When folded, the very small garment had looked to be the size of a hand towel.

She turned one way, then the other, in the mirror.

It fit her about as well as Delilah’s had, if not worse, when she’d tried it on. Ralph couldn’t deny she’d looked great in it, but he felt like it was too small.

Or maybe that’s just how they wear tank-tops?

Hell if I know.

“This’ll be great when we hang out on the sofa, actually. You get a bit more touchy when I show more skin on the sofa,” remarked Marionette as she put it away. She then bent over and started rummaging around in one of the many bags of clothes that’d been sent to the ship.

In the end, her disguise had worked perfectly everywhere.

Except for the clothing shop.

To get the right fit and look, she’d had to drop the disguise.

After that, they’d finish up the rest of their shopping needs quickly and left.

They were currently on the way to the Blood of Calesat again.

Marionette sighed, pouted at herself in the mirror, then turned and looked at Ralph directly. She held his gaze for several seconds.

“I’m annoyed,” she got out finally.

“Okay?” Ralph asked from where he was sat on the bed. He was going through the news on his phone that the AI had put aside for him.

Putting the phone down, he gave Marionette his full attention.

“About what?” he prompted after she didn’t respond.

“I’m your Lady,” she began.

“Yes.”

“You’re my Captain.”

“Yeah.”

“Delilah isn’t your lady, and you’re not her captain.”

Ahhh.

Yes.

I fucked up.

“You’re right. You know very well I never left your side, I spent no private time with her, and I’m happy to share my entire conversation that I had with her, with you,” Ralph offered. Then he forced the matter and just flicked his phone across to land atop the dress she’d laid out. “Read it over, my dearest Lady. I won’t be offended. I won’t even be mad.

“While I flirted with her endlessly in person, our conversation by text was fairly mundane. I admit I did flirt once or twice when she did, but it wasn’t as over the top as it was at the start.

“I needed information, she knew I needed it, and so it was a bit of a game. I’m sorry if that harmed you in any way.”

Marionette’s brow creased, her lips pulled inward as if she were sucking on a lemon. Then she picked up his phone and looked at him over the top.

“You don’t care if I read it?” she asked. “Isn’t that… kinda… not good for things? At a trust level?”

“Dunno. Don’t care. If it gives you peace of mind to see what I’m saying is exactly true, I’m more than willing to let you read through it.

“You’re welcome to go through the entire contents of my phone in fact, my darling Lady,” Ralph assured her with a grin. “You’re my Lady. Besides… you are so much hotter than she is.

“I mean, come on, you two don’t even compare. It’s like putting a moon up against a sun.”

A bashful grin crept over Marionette’s face, his phone slowly being lowered.

“Yeah?” she asked.

“Look at the conversation,” he stated. “Just keep in mind it’s a bit of a game, acting, really, and it’ll make sense. Delilah and I both were just going through the motions.

“And yeah, Marionette. You’re as beautiful a woman as I’ve ever met. None more so. I really did have problems saying no to you.

“Now… you read over my phone. Poke at it. Go through all my emails and the conversations. My last girlfriend was named Trudy, I think I have her listed as ‘don’t answer’ now.”

Ralph sat up and got off the bed, leaving the bedroom. He needed to go check things. Make sure no one was following.

As he left, he saw Marionette glance at his phone, then flick it back toward the end of the bed where he’d been sitting. Then turn around and go back to her bags of clothes.

He paused there in the door, then turned around and looked back into the bedroom.

“Marionette,” he started.

“Mm?” she asked, holding up a blouse against herself.

“Do you need anything? New phone? Contact anyone? Anything I can do or get for you?” he asked, genuinely wanting to make sure she was satisfied.

Marionette paused, looked to him, then smiled with one side of her mouth.

“I’m good. Thank you, Ralph. Thank you for asking about Ginil earlier. It’s a bit nerve-wracking that nothing has been said at all. Even my parents haven’t responded to me.”

As she said it, Marionette’s mouth turned into a pout.

Only for her to shake her head, sigh, and give him a smile again.

“Thank you, my dear Captain.”

“Of course. Gotta keep my beautiful Lady happy.”

Marionette’s nose wrinkled at that, her smile becoming a grin. She turned partly sideways and then waved a hand at him.

“Shoo, you. I’m going to go through my special stuff now. You only get to see that when the time comes to board me and sword me,” she murmured. Then she lifted the hand she’d used to shoo him and put it in front of her mouth.

He noted her nails were once again perfectly painted.

Nodding his head once, Ralph turned and left. Sitting at the cockpit station, he pulled up the AI. A quick glance through its data and he didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.

Looking through their route, he saw nothing wrong. Everything was in line. So long as he kept on track, they’d be at the Blood of Calesat in no time at all.

There he could finish his claim on Marionette and end her bounty.

While the relations between Bloods and the Confed were almost at an all-time low, they still had embassies open on both sides. There was always a need to communicate, after all.

Finding nothing of concern, Ralph went to the computer in the living room. Thankfully they’d put everything in the cargo hold, so the “house” portion of the ship was clean and clear now without clutter.

Sitting down at it he turned it on.

It was once again logged into Marionette’s account and the forum she often frequented.

“Oh, Ralph, meant to—oh! Oops. I’m… sorry,” Marionette murmured, walking up to his side. She looked suddenly very nervous. “Errr… did you read it?”

Ralph looked away from the screen and to her and shook his head.

“No. I just leave the tab up whenever it’s on your stuff, and open a new one,” he said, which was the truth. He hadn’t snooped on her since that first time.

“It’s… ah… it’s just a forum. It’s people who are all interested in ship-life. I post fan-fiction there,” Marionette explained, standing next to him and gesturing at the monitor. “Well, not so much fiction now. I’ve shared a little of my life as a ship’s-mistress with them. A little. There aren’t many Privateer ship-mistresses on the board.”

“Neat,” Ralph said and then wrapped an arm around Marionette’s hips. “You said you meant to… something. Was it to ask me something?”

“Oh! Uhm… I forgot. Whatever it was just completely escaped me,” Marionette admitted with a laugh, wincing and lifting her shoulders up defensively. “I got flustered when I saw you on the computer on my forum.

“You don’t care that I shared with them some of what’s happened? Only about you and me, really. I didn’t talk about the Corvette or my bounty or anything.”

“That’s fine. Just be very careful,” Ralph warned her, leaving his arm around her. He grabbed the mouse with the other and then opened a new tab.

Alternating between using his hand on the keyboard and mouse, he opened his email and started moving through it.

His arm felt great around Marionette,' and unless she said she had to go, or pulled away, he wasn’t going to release her.

At the top of his inbox was an email marked as urgent.

It was from, unbelievably, Xas.

“That’s the guy who did your weapons, right?” Marionette asked, her right hand resting comfortably on his shoulder. She casually moved in closer and pressed her breast against his brow.

“Mmhmm,” Ralph replied, his hand pressed to Marionette’s stomach. “Let’s see what he wants.”

Opening the email, he found it was a single sentence and offered him no real insight at all.

“Please come help me as soon as you can,” Marionette read aloud. “That’s somewhat ominous.”

“Isn’t it though,” grumbled Ralph. He leaned into Marionette and contemplated the words.

“I know we’re in a bit of a rush, but where Xas is, could we do the same thing that we wanted elsewhere?” Marionette asked. “Are the Blood of Calesat expecting you on a certain date or time?”

“Yes to the first, no to the second,” admitted Ralph and looked up to her face. “Why?”

“Wouldn’t it be good to have them owe you a favor?” Marionette asked, looking down into his upturned face with a grin. “Just a thought. Okay. I’m going to go back and sort through the rest of the gifts you gave me.

“Clearly you said yes at the port to me. I must’ve seduced you in that very moment. There could never be an alternate possibility. I’ve been with you since that very second. Most certainly wasn’t any other way it happened.”

He was glad she was playing along with the new made-up story for their meeting.

Marionette leaned down and kissed him, lightly stroked his hair several times, then moved back to the bedroom.

Ralph nodded his head minutely.

She wasn’t wrong.

It’d be good to have Xas owe him a favor, and there was a Confed embassy on the Confed station Xas worked in.

***

“I don’t have to disguise myself here?” Marionette asked curiously as they went down the ramp. She was dressed in a light jacket, jeans, and a blouse.

Right now she looked fairly normal.

Though just as incredibly pretty as ever with her full figure only being a smidge de-emphasized by her clothes.

Once again, she looks great in everything.

“They would have scanned the ship and known someone else was on board when we docked,” Ralph answered and hit the ramp closure button. “Not to mention, your name is listed on my crew-roster, which was transmitted over to even be allowed access.

“It’s fine though. We’ll head over to the embassy first, get that handled, then go see Xas.”

“Ahh, yes, that does make sense,” Marionette murmured with a laugh. Then she took up Ralph’s left arm, looped hers through his, and held onto it. “That means I get to act like Lady Siren then! So long as your right arm is free to do things like fight, right?”

“I… uh… yeah, sure,” Ralph answered and led her to the port-authority office.

His credentials got them in quickly and without even a fee. He paid for a refueling as well as a basic exterior maintenance package, but warned them his defenses were on.

From there they went into the halls and began moving through them.

A never-ending rat-warren of them that always felt confusing to Ralph in a way.

“This way,” Marionette murmured and gestured to a hall he was about to move past. Ralph responded by merely turning and doing as she instructed. “And… here. It’s down there I think.”

“Alright, Lady Siren. Now you’re just showing off,” he teased.

“I may have asked the AI to give me a layout of the station. I want to show off for my Captain, you know,” Marionette admitted. “He compliments me a lot and I think I’m getting addicted to it. I keep thinking of ways to get his attention and affirmation.”

Snorting at that, Ralph let her lead the way.

Even though he’d been at the station more than a few times, he’d never actually been to the embassy.

Except, no sooner had they arrived, than Ralph realized they’d misjudged the time.

“Oh… oh… drat,” whined Marionette. “I didn’t think it would be too late. Uhm… do we just go to see Xas then?”

“Yeah, let’s go see him then come back,” Ralph agreed.

He led the way back through the corridors to the entry. From there, he guided Marionette into a different corridor he actually knew.

The way to Xas’ was pretty straightforward. They had a very obvious and easy to find door for their business.

Which on the outside was a weapons store.

If you were a special client, Xas was an artisan who could make specialty weapons or armor.

Walking right up to the door Ralph pulled it open and went in.

The storefront was open to the public at any hour and there were no closed times. All the weapons were behind glass-steel and set in the walls.

One could see just about anything in Xas’ display, but trying to get anything without paying for it was impossible.

At least, ordinarily that’s how it would be.

All the weapons were gone.

All the steel-glass was gone.

Even the paintings, displays, and decorative furniture was gone.

Everything was gone.

Even the door that led to the backrooms was gone.

Peeking through it, Ralph saw it was much the same all the way through. Everything was absolutely gone.

The only thing that remained was the front door.

“Well,” Ralph muttered and looked to Marionette. “Apparently as soon as possible was still too late.”

“Yes, so it would seem. Was there any other way to contact them?” Marionette asked, looking nervous as she gazed around the very empty room.

It wasn’t ruined.

Or dirty.

There weren’t any signs of distress.

Everything had simply been removed.

“No. Emails were hit or miss at best. I replied to their email, but nothing ever came back,” answered Ralph.

“Then… now what?”

Ralph didn’t have an answer for that.

There was a distant clack from the far back of the shop, causing Ralph to turn, reach into his coat, and pull out his laser pistol.

Sighting it on the doorway in front of him, he thumbed the safety off, settled his finger on the trigger guard, and listened.

Marionette had released him by this point and moved behind him. Her hands quickly reached up, grabbed his jacket, and she hid behind him.

“Hey! Xas, you back there? You creepy fuck! What the fuck is going on, ah? Wanna give me a clue?” Ralph shouted at the back, his pistol floating up in front of him till it was in a high-ready. “Xas?”

“Do we look or run?” Marionette whispered.

“I look, you stay here,” he growled.

Thinking about it, he hesitated only a moment before pulling out his concealed carry weapon and handed it over to Marionette. She looked shocked at being handed a weapon, but nonetheless took it from him.

Exiting the main entry room, Ralph crept into the next, then into the one beyond that. Everything was as the entry was.

Empty.

Reaching the extreme back room, a place Ralph had never been, he found it to be empty on a casual inspection.

Looking around, he inspected it more closely, but didn’t find anything out of place.

The same clack he’d heard earlier sounded again.

Ralph looked to where it’d come from, and he found there was a line in the wall, and part of it was hanging free.

It reminded him oddly enough of a refueling port door.

Walking up to it, he gently pressed on it with his left hand.

The door swung open further.

Inside was a small computer screen. No bigger than his forearm. It was darkened and there was a cursor blinking in one corner.

Along one side of it were a series of buttons from top to bottom.

Tapping at the screen, Ralph found it was unresponsive.

He tried pushing all the buttons along the side, yet nothing happened there either.

For all intents and purposes, it seemed as if it were a dead terminal.

Sniffing once, Ralph pried at the edges of it to see if it’d come clear.

It came out with an ease that spoke volumes to him. This was meant to be removed and carried off.

The question now was, why did it open for him, and where was Xas.

Assuming the man wanted Ralph to have it, he put it in an inner-coat pocket.

Reaching out, he pushed the door closed.

Surprisingly, when it was shut, you couldn't even see that there was a seam. It blended in so perfectly, that it looked similar to a perfectly smooth wall.

Turning, Ralph left the back room and returned to Marionette.

Who had the small laser held out in front of her and facing the door. She was apparently taking no chances.

“Hey, we’re all done here I guess,” said Ralph in a smooth and soft voice. Marionette looked at him over her shoulder as he walked up to her. “Found something. Show you later. Didn’t really answer anything either.

“Let’s go get something to eat, do some shopping for supplies, and try the embassy again.”

Marionette smiled at him, then sheepishly held the weapon back out to him.

“When we find Xas, let’s get you armed with something. You could fit a carbine on yourself, couldn’t you?” he asked in a teasing voice.

“You’d know. You’ve been awfully handsy lately. Think I could fit one away?” she replied in an equally teasing voice.

He was most certainly enjoying flirty banter with Marionette.

“Couldn’t tell you. I lose my mind as soon as I get my hands on your beautiful self. Can barely remember anything other than that you’re a gorgeous woman and sometimes my name. Sometimes.”

Marionette’s smile grew wider, and she quirked a brow at him, her head tilting fractionally at an angle.

“Food, first. Then shopping,” she answered in a purr. “But not too long. I have other plans for my dear Captain. He’s been quite complimentary again, and I want to reward him. It’s what a good Lady would do, or so I believe.”


Chapter 10

Getting food went well.

Shopping went well.

Even the embassy visit went well.

Marionette’s bounty was wiped, she was turned into cargo, truly put into his roster as crew and property, and there wasn’t a single hiccup.

Xas never showed up.

Ralph had gone ahead and spoken to station security about it, but they didn’t have anything to say, or offer, to the situation. Xas hadn’t undergone any type of status change that they knew of, he was a citizen in good standing, and hadn’t left the station.

They did say that the security cameras had gone off for maintenance three days prior. Nothing had been picked up before or after that period.

Nor did anyone go into Xas’ shop, which was somewhat surprising.

To Ralph, that meant something happened to him and the last to find out was station security, which meant it was the Confed who’d done it, or a criminal organization that silenced everyone involved.

Not waiting around, and not wanting to be involved, Ralph had fled. His senses had been screaming at him that multiple issues were cropping up and he was going to get caught up in it.

“—then she got real nasty and told me all my acting skills were in my chest,” Marionette got out in a growl and then clicked her tongue. “Though to be fair, I really am extremely fortunate with these. I was told more than once I should get a reduction if I want to be taken seriously. I thought it was a stupid idea.

“I’d be trading what actual fame I had for the assumption that I might have more jobs. No guarantee on that, but I could easily guarantee I’d lose the modeling jobs.

“The back pain gets annoying after a while, but it isn’t anything a great bra doesn’t fix, and some painkillers when I end up with a bad bra.”

Ralph raised his eyebrows and looked across the dining table at his Lady.

“Really?” he asked. Life as a beautiful person, let alone a beautiful woman, was foreign to him in every way.

“Oh yeah. Women who complain about back pain just never took the time to get fitted for the right bra,” she answered while picking at her salad. “You can’t just throw on any bra and think it’s done. That’s just asking for problems.

“That and let’s be honest. My breasts are assets. I have to take care of them as such. The right fit, the right lotion, not too much sunlight. It takes work to make sure I keep myself marketable.

“It’s not like I enjoy eating salads. But my figure is also an asset. My mental fortitude has to be strong enough to resist a lot of things.”

Ralph nodded his head, then he frowned, as he considered that.

“And before you say it, don’t. I need to make sure I keep myself as I am for my future,” Marionette interjected. “I know you were going to say something flattering and that I can eat what I want.

“It’s fine. I enjoy the control and I want to remain this way for as long as I can. It’ll fade in time. Make hay while the sun shines, right?”

Once more, Ralph nodded at that.

He had more than a few similar thoughts, given he was working himself as hard as he was as a smuggler and merchant. Many of the things he was doing right now would be infinitely harder in a few decades.

Even with the longevity work he’d had done, he was going to age eventually.

That brought a different thought to mind.

“Want me to get you longevity treatments?” he asked suddenly.

Marionette blinked, her forkful of salad forgotten as it hung in midair. Then she slowly put it down, put her hands to the table, and met his eyes without blinking.

“Ralph, my dear Captain, do Privateers get access to special medical procedures?” she inquired.

“No, not generally,” admitted Ralph. “But I do. I made more than a few deals with some docs in the corridor. I’ve had them done myself. I’m thirty-two.”

“You… look like you’re twenty-one,” mumbled Marionette.

“Does that mean I should put in a request? It’s expensive, but we can negotiate on the price,” Ralph offered. “It’d give you a much longer lifespan and allow you to remain as you are, if not even younger, for some, for quite a while.”

“Yes. Yes please. Don’t worry about the price, just add it to my debt,” Marionette said dismissively. Then she picked up her fork again and started eating once more, though she had a grin from ear to ear. “Any other procedures I could get? I’m not adverse to alteration. I’m not a purist.”

“I’ll ask. I didn’t really care much if I’m being honest. I just go back regularly as they update the longevity stuff,” Ralph admitted. “But I—”

A short alarm went off and shook Ralph down to his boots.

Shooting away from the table and his meal, he just about slammed into his seat.

“What was that?” asked Marionette, standing behind his seat as he began to tap through his screens.

“An alert that something that appeared on sensors,” Ralph grunted out as he dove into the AI report.

Something slipped out momentarily ahead of them.

A brief burst of radiation that had likely been spotted through hull damage.

Ralph had already kept the Siren’s communication hardened as they traveled through the fringes of Blood space. Out here, laws were very different compared to the Confed.

Most peoples of the Blood didn’t have personal ships, nor did they have many merchants. Those that were out in space were often raiders who dipped into Confed territory and came back.

“Now I’m glad we sold everything in the Corridor,” confessed Ralph. “You were right about just getting rid of it, my pretty Lady. My greed was getting the best of me.”

“I was just being cautious, I didn’t know any better,” mumbled Marionette. “What do you think it is?”

“Probably a raider. They tend to linger in these fringe areas looking for a way in. I don’t think they actually know we’re here,” explained Ralph. “They’re not throwing anything active out, and we’ve been traveling silent since we left port. Probably just enjoying themselves and planning another trip.”

“What? Like… hostages they took enjoying themselves?” Marionette asked in a rough voice.

“Ah? Oh. No. Blood don’t take hostages like that. They kill everyone generally. Unless you fought really well, then sometimes they let you leave with your life,” Ralph answered quickly.

Only Confed pirates, or Privateers I suppose, take hostages.

“Then what do we do?” Marionette asked. “I… yeah, I think you’re right. They didn’t see us, I think. There’s nothing active.”

She said the last while gesturing at the screen.

“They might be listening passively but we’re running zero emissions, and as you’ve told me, the Siren’s hull is… well, it’s probably illegal, right?” Marionette asked with a laugh.

“So illegal. Like not even showing up on radar guns while blowing past a police officer in a car ninety miles per hour over the limit, with blacked out license plates,” Ralph admitted with a laugh. “But they’d have to check me to discover that, and they can’t because… Privateer.”

“And-and that’s also why you like laser pistols. The materials don’t set off alarms and-and how you can sneak them onto stations, but can’t be casually searched,” Marionette confirmed. “Ballistic pistols would set off sensors.”

“Mmhmm. Also why we need to get you some,” Ralph answered.

A sudden flurry of information flashed through his screen, that there was minimal data being received, but enough to hypothesize that there were two ships out there waiting for him.

There was communication by laser or other means that didn’t flag external sensors very much.

Doubly so if the point of origin and destination were both inset into a ship which would make it even harder to detect.

Ralph had no doubt that these two ships were definitely looking for the Siren.

They were here to find him personally.

The ships had placed themselves on the route he had charted after leaving the station, but only if you had the Confed sensor buoy information.

Which… which Ginil would have.

Well damn. Someone really wants to get Marionette back, or me.

One or the other.

Do they want to capture her, or kill her, I wonder?

They don’t even care that the bounty has been rescinded.

To be fair, they could claim they didn’t know and just blew us up anyways or took us prisoner.

“Oh,” Ralph blurted out as he truly understood what was happening.

“Oh?” asked Marionette.

“They’re right in front of us, I think. One of them at least is in a direct path with us, given the small amount of sensor information we’re getting.

“We’ll have to fire on them or change course. Doing the second would just invite them to tear our drives out, speed past us, and capture the ship,” he continued. “Also… I think it’s Ginil. Again. They don’t care that we got your bounty cleared, I guess.

“How are you worth this much, my Lady? You’re beautiful to the point of being obscene, but this is a bit much, isn’t it?”

“I really… I don’t… ah… what… are you going to surrender?” she asked, sounding terrified.

“Like hell,” he grumbled. “No way I’m giving up my Lady.”

He didn’t mention the fact that they’d likely just slit his throat and say his ship was drifting in space even if he did try to hand her over.

After their last experience, Ralph’s paranoia had remained in high gear. He had angled the Siren so that her rocket bay was facing toward their destination. The nose-mounted laser cannon able to fire forward or backward.

“You’re my Lady and I won’t be giving you up,” asserted Ralph again. “Well… we’re in Blood space. They’re not supposed to be here.

“I can blow them up and it won’t even be an issue. Hardly an inconvenience. In fact… I’m sure the Blood will award me.

“Let’s obliterate this fool in front of us and see if we can’t just push right through past the second one. The explosion of the first will probably hide us fairly well from their sensors. Active or not. That’s my best plan and I think it’ll work.”

Ralph quickly tapped through the controls.

His rocket bay slid open without a hint showing up on sensors.

He then deactivated all the rockets’ propulsion and set them to launch kinetically. The heavy coils wound underneath them under tension had been built in just for such an occasion.

Firing off half of the rockets in the bay, Ralph stared hard at his sensors.

Nothing went off on his scans.

It was as if there was nothing going on at all.

Given the force of the coils, the rockets would be moving a good amount faster than the Siren. Propelling forward and to the ship in front of him.

Then they exploded.

Far sooner than he expected.

In fact, it was as if the enemy was practically in front of them rather than further out.

“Fuck, the sensor data was wrong. They’re so close that—”

Ralph didn’t get to finish that as shrapnel from the explosions, from both the rockets and the ship, peppered across the Siren. There was likely more than enough force that there would be damage to more than a few spots across the ship.

A number of small warnings popped up on his screen, letting him know that he had indeed taken damage. The most depressing of which stated that something had struck the main motor at the rear of the ship.

The half-sized motor at the top-front of the ship was still operational, but that brief bit of good news didn’t matter in the moment.

There had been more than enough things hitting the Siren to give the other ship an extremely precise picture of where it was.

Which was made obvious when the Siren was immediately lit up with active scanners. Bathing the ship in just about every possible scanner known to man, he imagined.

Taking the initiative, Ralph activated a number of motors and thrusters. As well as firing his laser-cannon at the point of origin that a lot of those scans were being sent out from.

He was so close that it’d be almost impossible to not know where it was coming from. The distances were so minimal that until they turned the power down on the sensors, they were going to be bouncing back in a way that’d scramble it.

“What’re you doing?” Marionette asked. It didn’t sound panicked, but he could tell she was very nervous.

“Getting in nice and close to that big bastard. It’s our best course of action. Can’t really do anything otherwise to it. Other than the laser cannon, we’re too close. That’s not going to break through their armor either. I’ve got ideas but… it’s not great,” Ralph explained. “It’s easily four or five times the size of us. “Probably a damn light cruiser. They really want you, my Lady.”

“I’m taken,” she mumbled, her hands going to his shoulders. “Very taken. Happily taken.”

Ralph snorted at that.

His only idea was stupid.

Really stupid.

But it was the best idea he had.

“Alright,” he muttered and then threw in a series of commands to his AI. Then connected it to his terminal. He didn’t like this, or want to do it, but he needed to give his AI full control to make this happen. “I’m going to get dressed and then we’ll get you hidden.”

“Dressed?” Marionette asked.

Leading her to the storage bay, Ralph stripped out of his clothes and got into one of the space suits. His clothes taking its place.

From there, he took her to the bathroom and then went to the toilet. Reaching down to the water junction, he pulled the stopper there, removing the flow to the toilet.

Flushing it once, he went into the shower and pushed on a tile in the corner.

With a pop, the false floor in the cabinet opened up.

Getting down into it, Ralph quickly pulled out several bricks of explosive materials. They were packed in this small container to avoid detection by scanners or animals trained to find them.

Throwing on the waist belt which had been inside the container, he then packed the fanny pack like item with the explosive materials, along with two detonators.

The detonators would be on a thirty second timer once activated or go off instantly if he held the button down.

There were no other settings.

“Ralph?” Marionette asked as he hit the tile again, and reset the water.

“Yes? Oh, the bladder in the toilet is a remote setup so that when it isn’t floating the tile can be pressed. It’s all a wireless thing I barely understand,” he explained, rushing off to where he kept all his laser pistols.

Throwing on a brace with eight positions, he quickly loaded them all, then threw on his sword and sword belt.

“What… you’re fighting them?” she asked in an odd tone.

“Going to board them and give them problems,” he answered. “Just enough for us to escape.”

“You’ve done this before? It sounds very pirate like.”

“Mm… something similar, I guess,” he answered, not wanting to explain right now. “For the moment, time to secure my most expensive cargo. I have a specialty smuggler’s stash where I put things that I’ve held onto years before, you know.”

“You do?! That’s kind of exciting, I wish you’d told me about it earlier,” Marionette lamented.

“It’s empty. No point in it,” he answered and went straight to the dining room.

Grabbing the table, he flipped it up against the wall on the hinge it was built on.

Once it was locked into place he went over to the fridge and pulled it forward after opening the freezer door.

Once more, a hidden set of switches had done most of the work for him. Unlocking the floor the fridge sat on.

It slid forward easily, coming away from the wall.

It stopped once it was three feet away from the cabinets and a significant distance from the wall.

There was a compartment beneath where the fridge had been, that went under the gravity plate.

It’d keep anything in there safe in an environment that could be configured for a person, or materials.

He’d used it as safe room once in his life already. Letting a group of people board him and then leave after finding nothing but a ship on self-destruct.

Peering into the compartment, Ralph confirmed it was empty.

“Hop in, my Lady. You can open it from the inside if you really want, but it’s best you don’t. It’s set for oxygen and there’s enough room for you to move around a bit once you crawl forward. You can stand, sit, or lay down, and watch the monitors,” Ralph advised.

“But… you said you needed to… to secure—” her voice fell away slowly.

“I’m going to secure my precious cargo, yes. That’s what I’m doing,” he said, giving her a smirk. Time was fleeting but he hadn’t been alerted to the AI telling him his plan had finished yet. “Please get inside, my Lady, so I can secure you against harm.”

Marionette clicked her tongue, eyed him for several seconds, then sighed. She gave him a very affectionate kiss and patted him once on the shoulder.

“Be sure to come back and get your cargo,” she demanded, then squirmed between the fridge and cabinet. She dropped down into the cargo space. She dropped down onto her chest and then disappeared from view, crawling ahead into the secondary space.

Ralph pushed the fridge back in place, closed the freezer door, and pulled the table down into place.

Taking in a short breath, he wondered if boarding the enemy really was the best option at the moment.

Then again, trying to escape would just get them blown up.

There were several beeps over the speakers.

The AI had finished the plan, and the Smiling Siren was now magnetically attached to the back of the enemy ship.

Right above where it should be keeping its atmospheric tanks.

In other words, it’s breathable air.

“Time to swing aboard, hit the decks, and send them to black-space,” Ralph hissed. Then he snorted. “Damn me, Marionette really is making me a pirate out of the stories she loves.”

Marching to the cargo bay, he opened it, dropped the ramp, and boarded the enemy.


Chapter 11

Shifting his boots around against the hull, Ralph made sure that the magnetic soles were working. They actively clanked into place and came off with an expected amount of strength.

Nodding his head, he turned on the small light that was attached to the helmet.

He wouldn’t be able to see anything of course, as the vast majority of ships were painted in colors that absorbed light and reflected nothing.

What he did need to see, were his explosives he was working with.

Looking back to the ramp exit, he then looked ahead.

Based on his instructions, he should have landed only ten feet or so from the point that most Confed constructed ships would keep their atmosphere, which also could double as propellant for maneuvering thrusters as needed.

Snorting at the thought, Ralph was fairly certain of what was about to happen, and he figured it’d be his best chance to carry out his plan.

Moving to the point he expected, he began unpacking the explosives from his fanny pack.

It was an odd material, similar to modeling clay. He didn’t know the technical name for it, as it was some string of numbers and letters with a Confed designation, but he did know the colloquial name for it.

Pirate’s Payload,” mumbled Ralph to himself. Then he laughed under his breath. One of Marionette’s fanfictions had been named that.

It’d been quite filled with smut.

Stuffing the substance into place, he stuck the detonator in it. He made sure that it was perfectly up and down as the top would dictate the “safe” direction, then pulled it just slightly towards where the Siren was.

He wanted all of this going downward and into the ship and away from the Siren.

“Hm. I wonder if I used too much. Probably. Little nervous,” he wondered to himself as he shuffled away a short distance. “Trying to keep my Lady. Though… damn… I’m really attached to her already. That’s kind of a problem, isn’t it?”

Ralph stuck himself up to the landing strut’s magnetic foot and wrapped his arms around it, while planting his feet on the landing strut’s magnetic foot as well.

If the Siren was knocked free of the enemy ship, he didn’t want to be left behind.

“Okay… well… for the Lady,” said Ralph in the catchphrase he’d often seen and heard in the shows and stories Marionette enjoyed.

Then he depressed the remote trigger on the detonator.

There was a mighty rumble that went through the landing strut as the explosives tore into the enemy’s ship. A spray of fragments from the interior and hull shot out of the hole.

A millisecond later, there was a massive rush of what was most likely oxygen and hydrogen. Escaping into the void and ejecting anything and everything it could take with it.

The size of the hole had been significant to begin with, now, it was quite literally ten foot by eight foot wide. Ragged edges of the hull wobbling about as pressurized gasses tore past.

Even as all that happened, the ship, and the Siren since it was attached, spun wildly. Shooting end over end, making Ralph want to live up to his namesake and fill up his helmet with his last meal.

As expected though, the ship began to rapidly fire thrusters against the current unexpected propulsion. Attempting to bring itself to a zero-momentum state.

Whatever program, AI, or VI was onboard the ship was doing a fantastic job, Ralph noted. It’d only been a few seconds and already it had somehow stopped the spin in one axis.

He could tell due to the movement of the stars.

Instead of crazily spinning in every which way, they were moving in lines now.

Faster than he could have ever hoped the Siren to manage in a similar situation, the ship was brought to zero.

There was no momentum in any direction.

Likely because there didn’t seem to be any more gas escaping from the ship.

“Well, here we go,” Ralph grumbled and unwound himself from the strut.

He did a quick check of himself, and looked to the small electronic display on the left wrist, to confirm everything was fine.

This suit wouldn’t last for more than an hour or two with the air it held, but that would be more than enough.

Drawing two laser pistols from the brace, Ralph marched over to the hole.

He needed to be very wary of overheating now that the ship was likely subjected to space.

The same materials that got them through security without being detected, made them terrible for use in space. They overheated fairly quickly and would explode on occasion.

Peering into the massive hole that’d been made, Ralph saw someone inside.

Staring up at him.

Lifting his pistol, Ralph wasted no time and fired. Then fired again.

The two laser shots struck the person in the chest but didn’t exit the back.

Which only prompted Ralph to put two more rounds into the person. Until a beam punched out the back, it was always a question mark if you’d really made penetration through organs.

Except the person he’d shot had collapsed to the ground. The gravity in the ship pulling them down to the deck-plate and keeping them there.

Well, vacuum of space, but gravity is working. That’s good.

Glancing at the barrel, Ralph saw it was glowing faintly. The cell was still mostly charged.

Stuffing the weapon back into the brace, he drew the next one.

If he gave it a little time, he might be able to reuse it.

Leaning down, he looked into the interior of the compartment. There wasn’t anyone else inside other than the dying or dead person he’d personally killed.

Stuffing both lasers back into their positions, he mentally pushed ahead.

He took a single step off the hull and stuck his foot into the interior.

Ralph immediately felt gravity pull at him. He pulled his leg back and then slowly let himself float out over the hole. Holding onto the edge with his hands.

Then, far more nimbly than he thought he could do it, he pulled himself into the compartment, flipped, and his boots struck the deck-plate.

No sooner than he had vision on the hall in front of him, than he saw two people staring back at him. One even had a pistol in hand.

Ralph yanked a pistol out with all the speed he could muster, turned sideways, and fired. At the same time, the enemy fired back at him as the second flattened themselves to the wall.

Shit!

The thought was a mental squeak as the laser shot zipped past his face.

Ralph’s return shot hit them square in the throat.

Adjusting, he lowered the muzzle down and fired several times. Putting multiple blasts into the soldier.

As that was most certainly what they were, based on the space suit uniform they were wearing. Apparently, they were all mostly suited and ready for space.

Marines, I guess.

Fuck.

Ralph fired twice more into the soldier, and they slowly fell to the ground. Swiveling the laser around to the next person, Ralph fired twice while they stood there, staring at him, pressed to the wall.

Two shots into the side and they crumpled to the ground.

Not being kind or generous, Ralph walked up to the two downed people and put another round each into their throats. It’d be more than enough to give them problems.

There was a futzing spark from the laser a second before a wire caught fire.

Grimacing, Ralph threw the pistol behind himself. Trying to use it beyond this was pointless.

Getting that many shots out of a laser pistol like this in a row was asking a bit much, given what it was.

Another pistol came out of the brace and Ralph moved forward. His goal was the bridge, or the CIC.

That or the missile bay.

Either location would do what he wanted.

Which was to turn this whole ship inside out and let the Siren slip away.

Marching down the hall, Ralph stopped at the first intersection he came to. Looking down each of the three possibilities, he considered them all.

There was also the fact that there were at least two floors to this.

He had no idea which way to go, in truth.

While the AI had known where to put him for the pressurized tanks due to data it had, Ralph was not the AI.

Nor did he have an AI providing him instructions.

Smirking at the ludicrous idea, Ralph shrugged and took the forward moving intersection. Forward toward the center of the ship was often the best place to find a warship’s CIC.

It had a propensity to be a hardened compartment, layered with multiple defenses, and often with hit’s own atmospheric controls and safety. One couldn’t just waltz onto a ship and expect to break in with ease.

I’ve got just enough explosive compound to take out the door if I use all of it, but that’s probably about it.

Maybe.

The door and the structure might actually be too strong.

Coming to a full stop, Ralph realized going for the CIC really wasn’t the best idea.

There was a pounding sensation being sent through the floor and into his boots. One that he attributed to someone running.

Running with magnetic boots on.

Moving back to the intersection, Ralph peeked down each offshoot while hiding against one wall. It wouldn’t help him at all if they were coming or going from the corridor he was in, but it’d be great for the other directions.

Fifty-fifty were acceptable odds to Ralph.

Standing there, feeling the vibrations through his feet, Ralph was trying to gauge when this poor fool would cross paths with him. There was no other possibility than him being somewhere connected to where he stood, and coming closer.

The pounding of those boots was growing in intensity.

They probably have no idea they’re telegraphing their movements, since there is no sound in space.

No sounds and nothing to hear after all.

So they’re probably—

Ralph’s thoughts disconnected when a man with a pistol ran into the intersection, turned, and slammed into Ralph. All before either man could respond to finding the other.

The two men bounced away from one another.

Ralph slammed into the wall and staggered sideways while the soldier slid past him, hit the wall, and spun.

Unfortunately, Ralph had dropped his pistol in the impact while the soldier kept hold of his.

Not bothering to go for another pistol, Ralph instead drew his sword. With the same motion, he lunged forward toward his new enemy.

They got a round off before the sword sunk into their chest. The tip slamming into them and stopping when it felt like it struck the spine.

Jerked downward, the sword nearly came out of his hand as the man fell to his knees. Both hands grasping the sword that was stuck in them.

Ralph, however, was holding his breath. The round had struck him low. As if the man had been aiming for Ralph’s pelvic bowl.

It’d hit his upper thigh and blood was bubbling up through the hole in his suit and ejecting itself into the corridor.

Putting his left hand to the hole, Ralph looked at the man in front of him, drew a pistol, and put a round through his chest. Where his heart should be.

He went limp and collapsed to the ground.

Stowing the pistol, Ralph put a hand to the man’s chest and yanked his sword free.

Allowing himself a single breath before holding it again, all while keeping a firm hand to his leg, Ralph thought quickly.

Lifting his sword up, he slashed at the soldier’s arm. Knocking off the lower part at the elbow, Ralph then cut at the shoulder with several heavy blows.

It came free with a thud and hit the ground.

Ralph dropped his sword, stole another breath, and grabbed the tube of material that was around the hacked off arm.

This was his goal.

The suits were made of a material that tended to have some give to it to accommodate various sized people. It wasn’t as if they could make uniquely sized suits for every soldier, after all.

Pushing out the man’s severed limb, Ralph lifted a booted foot and slipped it through the tube. Pulling his hand off from where he’d been applying pressure, he grabbed the tube with both gloved hands and then began pulling it up.

The pain that radiated out of his leg had been growing in intensity rapidly. His numbness to the pain was wearing off, which he wrote off to shock, and his body was now telling him about the injury.

After struggling for about ten seconds, he managed to get it fit to his thigh.

It was tight.

Painfully so, but he could feel his leg.

No blood seemed to be bubbling up either and it didn’t feel like his foot was wet.

But he wasn’t sure.

Time was no longer on his side and realistically, the CIC was now his best shot.

The soldier he’d just killed had probably been on the way there, too.

Gritting his teeth, Ralph picked up his sword, sheathed it, and began hobbling down the corridor once more.

Pulling a pistol with each hand, he kept limping his way forward.

Ahead of him, several people popped out of a doorway.

Lifting his pistols, Ralph began firing rapidly. Most of his shots landed on bodies, though a few did whiz past them.

Once again, he was thankful for the void of space. There was no sound.

It wasn’t until he’d dropped one that they figured out where he was firing from. One of them managed to lift a pistol, and Ralph focused on them.

Pulling both muzzles to bear, he fired repeatedly.

The laser on the left detonated itself and the right started to deform at the point where the cell shunted power into the barrel.

Ralph threw both of them forward and drew two more.

Running out pretty fast, Ralph. This isn’t like boarding those merch vessels just to take their stuff. I think there’s three fresh left and one of those is half heated?

Aiming at the last standing soldier, Ralph fired twice into them and when they dropped, he walked over to them.

As they squirmed around on the ground, oxygen bleeding out of the holes along with blood, Ralph holstered the pistol.

Thankfully, he couldn’t hear anything they might be saying.

The silence of space had no mercy.

Drawing the sword, Ralph stabbed them in the chest. Trying to make sure he hit the heart and ending them quickly.

A rush of blood spurt out of the hole and splattered the opposite wall. Spreading out rapidly in a horrific way.

Ralph shook his sword out once, then sheathed it. Regardless of how much blood came off the blade, he’d still have to clean out the scabbard.

Taking up the pistol again, he moved forward.

Every step elicited a spasm of pain tearing through his leg, as well as a harsh breath.

“Fucking-hell-damned-overly-pretty-fucking-Marionette!” hissed Ralph has he hobbled his way along.

She really was the only reason he was doing this, and he didn’t quite understand it himself. Other than to blame his empathy with her situation and how it reminded him of his own past.

Stopping at a door, Ralph hesitated in front of it. It looked to be pressure sealed and was locked in place.

That meant survivors.

“Gonna be some throat slitting today I guess,” he murmured to himself. “Let’s just hope I can blow the whole ship up. Make it impossible for them to survive this. No survivors, no fines to pay.”

He’d lost his morality a long time ago.

In a situation where you were dealing with the military, survivors only became problems. An issue to deal with in the future you couldn’t escape.

Survivors among civilian ships was an entirely different situation and not much of a problem.

Ralph tried the door just to see if he could break the seal and save himself some time in the future.

It didn’t budge.

Leaving the door, Ralph turned and took the corridor a bit further.

Unfortunately, it was at the end, and it didn’t go anywhere else, other than a single doorway.

That door wasn’t big enough, or heavy enough, for it to be the CIC entry.

Shuffling to the door, Ralph gave it a try anyway.

It opened easily without an issue, gliding into the wall.

Several soldiers stood there in suits and all of them were looking toward Ralph.

Lifting his pistols up, he fired several shots into the two on the outside, dropping them where they stood.

The pistol on the left caught fire and Ralph just let go of it. Leveling the right pistol, he fired it twice more and seemed to hit something vital in the last soldier.

Blood shot in a strange, pressurized way out of the hole he’d made, and the soldier clutched their chest. Then fell to their hands and knees and tried to crawl away.

Only to collapse and lay still on the ground.

Grimacing, Ralph looked at the pistol. There was a hint of what looked like overheating. He lifted it up to his face and stared at it up close.

The power-cell was splitting apart and growing large.

“Fuck, the cell’s bust,” he growled and tossed the pistol to the side.

He had only one left and it wasn’t at its best.

“This is what they’re made for though. Throwaways,” cursed Ralph as he hobbled into the room.

No sooner than he had, he realized where he was.

The engine room.

Smirking, he nodded his head.

This would do nicely for where to put the rest of his explosives.

Ralph didn’t understand how the engines and motors used in space truly worked. It was beyond him, and he had never really tried to look into it.

The Confed generally encouraged people to not dig into how the engines worked. Even the Blood agreed with them in that regard, and tried to keep people from poking around with them too much.

It wasn’t outlawed by any means, and there were engineers and mechanics who understood it. Those who could keep them running and developed new ways for them to function.

Ralph wasn’t one of them.

What little he did know, was the fuel used to make the engines go brrrrr was extremely volatile.

Incredibly so.

Grinning, Ralph opened his fanny pack and hobbled over to the side of the room.

All fuel was kept in cannisters and locked behind an armory.

Looking at the hatch, he saw that it wasn’t in a locked position.

Reaching out, the thumped the button that’d open it.

It slid open without resistance or a hitch.

Inside was exactly what he was expecting. A large number of fuel cannisters for military grade engines. It was a sight he’d never seen, but which he could recognize the nature of immediately.

Reaching out, he grabbed one and pulled it down. Then wedge it sideways in the way of the hatch so it wouldn’t be able to close.

Pulling the explosive out, he began to press it into place on top of the back of the canister. Where it sat within the structure rather than outside of it.

Nodding his head, Ralph stuck in the detonator and angled it appropriately.

Walking over to what the three soldiers had been working on, he saw it was a display.

A small portable terminal laid out on top of some type of machinery.

A terminal with a keyboard attached to it.

There was a series of back-and-forth communications between this trio and likely the command center.

After reading it over, there were only three points of interest.

No other decks were reporting in, communications were down, and there wasn’t enough fuel to get the ship moving or even power the generator.

Raising his eyebrows, Ralph hesitated, then began to type in a message.

“I’m a Privateer. I have a Lady. So… let’s be a true pirate,” he murmured as he tapped away at the keyboard. “After all, this ship and its crew are illegally in Blood territory. That makes them fair game.”

Ralph paused, snickered, and kept typing.

“Doubly so since I’m technically a citizen of the Blood of Calesat. Mmm, this’ll be interesting,” he murmured to himself.


Chapter 12

Hitting the enter key, Ralph laughed.

Then groaned.

His leg was throbbing where he’d been shot.

Turning to the dead soldiers, he bent down. Thinking about being shot had reminded him that he was lacking firearms.

Snatching pistols from holsters and the one person’s hand, he stuffed them into his currently empty pistol holsters. It wouldn’t fit perfectly, but well enough to hold the weapon.

He collected magazines and dropped them all into his fanny pack as well.

Since it was empty, there wasn’t a reason not to fill it up after all.

Moving through the pistols, he made sure each had a chambered round, the safety was off, and it was ready to go.

Glancing at his sent message, he saw no response as of yet.

“Well, I did essentially tell them I’m operating as a privateer, I’m claiming them as criminals, their ship as a prize, all cargo as booty, and themselves as prisoners,” Ralph mused and spotted something on the far wall he was very interested in.

The other reason why he wasn’t likely going to get an immediate response, was that he’d told them he had already alerted the local Blood faction to come and pick them up.

A bold-faced lie, but something that would give him the upper hand in negotiations.

Reaching the wall panel that had a red cross on it, Ralph pushed on it, and it swung open.

Inside was a red bag.

“Oh yeah. Nice,” he muttered and took the bag.

A quick look around the room and he felt like the corner of this room, amongst several panels in a shadowed space, was the best place to be.

Picking up the terminal as he passed by, he hobbled toward the corner.

Wriggling into the corner, he put the medical bag down between his boots, then sat himself down. Unholstering one of the soldier’s pistols, he set it down next to himself.

Opening the bag, he began to sort through it.

It was rudimentary at best, and seemed more suitable to patching holes in suits, but he was glad for it.

If not for one reason and one reason alone.

There were pain meds in it.

Nodding his head, Ralph grabbed a small device.

This rather small toothpaste tube looking device would inject pain killers the moment the tip made it into human flesh.

Knocking the front off it, Ralph exposed the thin and oddly sparkly tip.

Looking to his leg, he gently eased the edge of the impromptu pressure bandage he’d made backward several inches, folding it over.

The device would puncture his suit, but he could cover it by folding the bandage back over it, rather than using the included patches.

No sooner had the tip struck his flesh than it vibrated briefly, then went motionless.

Tossing away the spent module, Ralph briefly considered using another one, then decided against it.

Instead, he rolled the impromptu bandage back into place. Zipping the bag back up, he set it to the side.

Ralph picked up the pistol and held it loosely in his right hand.

The terminal was picked up in his left hand and held against the machine he was leaned against.

There was a new reply.

“You’ll leave this ship immediately and cease hostilities.”

Ralph snorted at that and shook his head.

“No thanks!

“I have explosives on the fuel stores and I’m ready to blow this whole ship up. This isn’t really a time for you to be posturing and acting like a captain.

“Time to be more like someone who has a gun to their head.

“Which you do.

“You have five minutes to decide. After that, I’m just going to hit the detonator and get off the ship. It’s a pretty short timer so you’ll have to wager if you can get here in time.

“Or am I waiting outside the CIC? Maybe I have explosives lining the exits. You’re safe in there, but at my mercy. Or you exit, and I blow you up.”

Ralph was feeling better now.

The pain meds were certainly kicking in and giving him relief.

Staring at the door, he waited for a response.

There was a clock in the corner of the terminal he was holding, so he at least knew how long to give them.

I do wonder if my bluff will work.

There’s no way I can—

Several people rushed into the room. Each of them with weapons.

None of them noticed Ralph hidden in the corner, but all of them became hyper focused on the fuel and the explosives on it.

Lifting the pistol, he braced it with both hands and fired off several rounds.

The boom of the pistol was a shock against his hands and forearms, but absolutely silent given the void of space.

Slamming into the nearest soldier, the rounds dropped them in an odd way. Ralph shifted the pistol around to get the person to the right of the one he’d just killed as they would be the most likely to spot him.

Ralph pulled the trigger several more times and one of the shots went high and wide. Hitting them in the helmet and explosively decompressing it.

They flew backward and landed amongst the dead.

The third person didn’t even realize Ralph was there. Looking between the two soldiers that’d just fallen to the ground.

Remembering that this was indeed a pistol that fired solid projectiles, Ralph lifted the pistol slightly and put a round into the last soldier’s helmet.

Once more, the helmet took the hit and explosively decompressed. Though apparently Ralph hadn’t actually killed them.

They were scrambling at their helmet with both hands with some semblance of life, no matter how painful it likely was.

Raising his eyebrows, Ralph lowered the pistol and put two into their chest. The rounds hitting them in the side of their torso.

Flinching away from Ralph, the soldier squirmed to one side and hit the wall. Their hands pressed to their face for a few more seconds before they slumped against the wall, hands dropping to their sides, and then slowly falling backward.

Laying on the ground, their body twitched several times, as if their brain was still sending random signals to the limbs.

With a sniff, and a cough, Ralph wondered if there were more coming.

He’d fired off about twelve rounds he figured. Which meant he was close to the end of the magazine.

Not wanting to risk his life, he hit the magazine release and flicked it free.

It fell to the ground and laid there.

Ralph glanced at it, saw there was a round in the well, and knew he didn’t need to chamber the pistol.

Pulling a fresh magazine from the fanny pack, he popped it in and then looked back to the terminal.

It’d been four minutes and there was no response.

Picking up the terminal. Ralph typed in a quick message.

“Well, we both know there weren’t explosives outside of the CIC now, but you won’t be hearing from the three people you sent.

“You’ve got about one minute left.

“Surrender to me as a Privateer and I’ll conduct you to the Blood of Calesat as prisoners. Don’t… and I’ll just blow you up and let the Blood pick over your corpses.

“Choose.”

Ralph gazed at the doorway.

Ready for whatever came next.

“I, Captain Talvor, surrender my ship to you, Privateer Turlan.”

“Well shit. That’s just peachy,” Ralph said with a laugh.

“Fantastic. Go ahead and just stay in the CIC. If you exit, I’ll blow up the ship, and yes, I’m not on the ship anymore. I figured you were going to say no, so I handled your three goons, set up some remote equipment, and left.

“I’ll contact you on this terminal when the Blood are ready to take you into custody. Just hang tight and I won’t go back inside and start popping open those hatches to get a breath of fresh air from those trapped inside.”

Ralph pushed himself up out of the corner, but kept himself ready. He didn’t trust the captain.

In fact, he half believed that there were more soldiers lurking around. Quite possibly right outside the corridor.

Hesitating, he wasn’t sure he really wanted to leave.

This captain had already taken his ship and another outside of the Confed territory. They moved in a way that was quite possibly able to start up a war between the Blood and the Confed, all for their own needs.

Him surrendering, but then having his people search the corridors, sounded about right.

Grimacing, Ralph realized his options were somewhat limited.

Even as his thoughts churned away, he didn’t come to anything new. He could sit here and wait, or he could attempt to leave and take his chances.

Then his mind came to a different possibility.

That he could remain here and still do what he wanted.

Moving to the dead soldiers, he began rifling through their pockets.

Their suits actually had pockets for them to stow things away in. With any luck, he’d find someone who was dumb enough to spend extra for a mobile phone that’d work in space.

Because anyone dumb enough to buy such a phone would probably also have it linked to their biometrics. Probably a thumb print.

Ralph didn’t have any luck with the first three he put his hands on.

The fourth though, a rather attractive woman if you overlooked the fact that there was a bullet hole in her head, had exactly what Ralph had been looking for.

Pulling out the phone, he tapped at the screen to unlock it and grabbed the woman’s hand.

Surprisingly, the phone unlocked and simply made itself available.

Maybe it’s a near body unlock? I know some phones allow that.

Huh.

Keeping the phone in his hand, Ralph waddled to the corridor.

He could see down it clearly enough and most of the way back from where he came, in fact. Some of the lights were out and left the area in darkness, but it wasn’t too terrible.

The side corridors were the problem here.

Where someone could lay in wait to shoot him as he exited.

A picture of the woman flashed to the front as he cleared the home screen. She was standing in a room with a dog.

Forcing away the threat of seeing his enemy as a person, which he just couldn’t afford at the moment, Ralph tapped into the camera part of the phone.

Moving closer to the wall, Ralph peered out to the corridor section in front of him and saw nothing.

Turning it on selfie mode for the camera he eased up to the door frame and slid the edge of the camera past the doorframe.

The screen facing him showed no one there.

Ralph didn’t trust that, so he stood there.

Waiting.

There was no movement, no response, and no sign of anyone being there.

Moving the phone around a bit, he tried different angles, zooms, and positions.

Nothing was there.

Tapping the camera flip button, he reversed the camera. Looking down the opposing hallway.

Once again, there didn’t seem to be anything there. The corridor was as clear as the one in front of him and the one that ran in the opposite direction.

Surprisingly, Ralph didn’t see anyone waiting for him.

Letting the phone fall to his side, Ralph contemplated what to do.

He could risk it and leave, or stay here, and hope they came to him.

“Fuck it,” he growled, realizing he couldn’t just sit here. The longer he delayed, the more likely it would be that the soldiers would come snooping around.

Taking the phone over to where the terminal had been, Ralph went into the options.

He turned on the automatic answer option, which the phone promptly told him was a bad idea, and turned on automatic video calls.

Lastly, he tuned onto the hot-spot broadcast and put in a quick and simple password for it.

Now he just needed the number for this phone.

Tapping into the details for the device, he looked to the phone number. He repeated it several times and memorized it after finding it.

Sticking the phone down atop the machine, with the camera facing outward and into the corridor, Ralph moved back to the doorframe.

Taking in a deep breath, Ralph worked up his courage.

In a split second he just about jumped out of the room and into the corridor.

No sooner had his foot hit the floor than Ralph settled into a herky-jerky limping trot. Regardless of what was in that corridor, he didn’t want to be at that intersection.

Looking over his shoulder, Ralph hobbled along.

Yet nothing happened.

No one came.

The fear had all been in his head.

Hell.

Sometimes fear really is the mind killer.

Just about lost my ability to think on a fear.

Ralph hurried on.

***

“—more we can do?” whined Marionette, her hands fluttering over his leg. “I really don’t like this. We should do more, shouldn’t we?”

The beautiful woman’s face was screwed up in fear and anxiety. Her lip caught between her teeth as she stared at the blood-soaked bandage over the gunshot wound.

“I mean, the bleeding has slowed to a crawl, nothing seems to be broken, and the bullet isn’t going anywhere,” Ralph teased, watching Marionette with a grin.

No sooner did he make it back on the ship than she’d started making her way out of the safe space. She had most certainly been watching the cameras and was aware of what was happening to a degree.

“It’s fine,” he asserted. Reaching out, he took her hands in his, and held them tightly. “The Blood are really good at combat wounds. Really good. When they get here, they’ll be happy to take care of it and without even charging me.

“They love battles and fights. Most of the Blood all have this warrior type of culture.

“More so when it concerns the Confed who they view as… well… less than human and illegally in their territory.

“So, me asking for help as I’ve destroyed a Confed ship and captured another one in space-combat… well, they’ll be here fast, and more than willing to help me out.”

The message sent to the Blood of Calesat had been responded to nearly instantly.

Several Blood warships were in rapid transit to their location.

Marionette winced, her hands fluttered over the bandage again, then moved to press to her stomach.

Then her head turned slightly, and she looked to his phone sitting on the cockpit dashboard. It was a live view of the dead soldier’s camera.

No one had come by yet, but Ralph wasn’t taking chances.

“Come on, this’ll make it easier for us in the future. I’m not sure they’re willing to risk even more on you, despite how gorgeous you are,” said Ralph with a chuckle. Then he sighed. “Good thing they don’t know what a great person you are on top of that. If they knew that, I’d likely have to buy a station and move us into deep black space and never contact the outside world again.”

Marionette smiled at that, her brow furrowing. Then she laughed, leaned down, and stuck, her forehead down against his shoulder.

“You flatter me,” she mumbled against him. “A lot. You make it sound like you did this for me.”

“I mean, I kind of did. I even said, ‘for my Lady’ before I started my assault,” he offered, wrapping an arm around Marionette’s shoulders.

“Did you really?” she asked somewhat breathlessly.

“Of course I did. If I’m going to become a Privateer worthy of such a lovely Lady, I need to make it match those stories of yours, don’t I?” he teased a bit more. “You can even post a bit more about your life as a ship’s-mistress.”

“I haven’t done much of that. I get too many requests to join me, calling me a liar, or demanding proof,” she mumbled. Her hands came up and grabbed him at his shirt.

The space suit was currently around his ankles in case he needed to pull it back on and ‘get to work’ so to speak.

“I don’t think I could handle another ship’s-mistress like you. Think half the Confed would be after me at that point.”

Marionette grunted but didn’t answer that. She just held onto him.

Remaining there like that for a full minute, Ralph was quite happy to hold onto the lovely woman. There was no denying, not even to himself, that he was far too invested in her.

She also seemed determined to keep herself fit, in shape, and “pretty” in her own words. More than a few times he’d caught her working out in the cargo bay with simple exercises.

There was no arguing a lot of work was going into looking good, and he couldn’t deny the proof was in the pudding.

“Would you want another?” she asked suddenly. “All kidding aside.”

“No. I barely agreed to you, remember? I don’t need anyone else other than me on this ship,” he confessed. “You’re here entirely because you convinced me that I needed you.”

“Maybe I got a little jealous at the idea of having another ship’s-mistress,” she grumbled. “I barely made this happen, and the idea of another one showing up just… just… no.”

“Awww, you’re actually jealous? Such an amazing woman like you?” Ralph asked with a laugh.

“There’s thousands of ‘amazing women’ like me, Ralph,” whispered Marionette. “Thousands. There are women even prettier than me. With bigger boobs, a narrower waist, better ass. Better everything.

“There’s women out there who just outclass me so hard that I could never compete with them.

“There’s not that many Privateers in comparison. Less than ten thousand amongst the whole of the Confed and Blood territories.

“You could easily find better than me, but I’d likely never be able to get another Privateer.

“It’s… it’s like those lovely high-class women who aim so high, that any man who could fit into their needs, would go for better than them anyways.”

Ralph really didn’t quite comprehend what she meant, not in a way that he could speak to at least. He vaguely got her meaning, but also thought it wouldn’t be good to ask her about it.

“Guess it’s a good thing I’m not looking for anyone else, isn’t it?” he asked.

A follow up thought to his words was Delilah and he now understood what Marionette was trying to say. Or at least, more than he had.

If he went to port, found someone just better than Marionette, he could push her off the ship, take the new person along, and that’d be that.

Alright.

I’ll need to make sure I don’t make her feel endangered in the future.

I get it.

A sudden buzz caused him to look over to his instrument panel.

There was a ship coming his way and they weren’t being quiet about it.

Active sensors were firing off in every direction.

Then another ship showed up doing the same.

Then another.

And another.

Ralph raised his eyebrows.

It wasn’t just a few warships heading his way, but perhaps a task group.

“That’s them?” Marionette asked.

“That’s them. Let’s say hi and let them know we’re here,” Ralph murmured.

Not letting go of Marionette, he used his free hand to turn on his own active sensors. Which might as well be as if he were suddenly waving his arms back and forth over his head as others walked into a crowded room to the other ships.


Chapter 13

“Nnn, nnn, nnngh,” groaned Marionette as she bobbed her head up and down slowly in Ralph’s lap.

Her lips were tightly wrapped around his flesh as she sucked at him.

He was currently riding out the last vestiges of his climax, watching her as she knelt in front of him as he sat in the captain’s chair.

The pain in his leg forgotten through a great amount of painkillers and her gentle and attentive work.

His member gave up a final spurt into her mouth to which she gulped loudly afterward. Her throat constricted momentarily as she did.

Only to begin sucking on him once more afterward.

Her hands, which had been resting on his hips, now pressed to them more firmly.

She slid her mouth down his length and then peered up at him when she reached the base. The whole of him locked behind her lips.

“Nnnn?” she moaned.

Panting in soft little gasps, his manhood far too sensitive at the moment, all he could do was nod his head at her.

“I’m… that’s… that was great,” he got out as she delicately moved her head back and forth. It really only managed to move the tip around against her throat and tongue, which made him twitch involuntarily.

Marionette made a pleased noise, sucked on him once more, then slowly pulled her head back. Her lips dragging along his length as she did so.

When she reached the end, she kept his tip between her lips and gently, delicately, licked at it. Her tongue tip pushing at it a few times before letting him fall free.

“I’m so glad you enjoyed that,” Marionette purred, smiling up at him.

She was wearing an amazing tank-top that showed off her impressive cleavage and a small pair of shorts. He’d seen her wear similar things for her workouts.

“I don’t think it’s worth all that you’ve done so far, but that’s the point,” said Marionette, smacking her lips several times and grinning at him.

Her hands came up and carefully tucked his manhood into his boxers, then started working at his pants. Fastening the button and working the zipper up.

“I just keep paying you back over and over until we’re both satisfied,” she finished and patted his crotch. “That was rather enjoyable, you know. You had a great expression on your face.”

“I mean… I don’t think I’ve ever had a woman as beautiful as you do that so… yeah,” Ralph murmured, somewhat slouched in his chair.

Marionette laughed at that, her face taking on a red hue. She reached up, took his hand, and put it on her cheek.

“Next time, I expect your hands on me. I expect it. I’m your Lady, right?”

“Yes.”

“Say it.”

“You’re my Lady.”

“Yes… now say it again, and put your hands in my hair. On my face. Say it.”

Errr… is this acting, or personal desire?

She did write fanfics of this, didn’t she?

Ralph put his left hand in her hair and took hold loosely, his right hand cupped her face, and he ran a thumb along her cheek.

“You’re my Lady, Marionette. I’m possessive of you, but not physically aggressive,” he said, trying to get to the heart of it. “You’re mine. You gave yourself to me. I don’t need to say it to know it.

“Do you need me to say it, so you can feel it? Feel my hands on you?”

He pulled her head just a fraction to the side so that her face was more firmly in his hand.

Marionette stared up at him in a weird way, then let out a slow breath.

“Yes, my Capitan. I do,” she whispered, her eyes slinking way from his own as she spoke.

“Then know you’re my woman, Marionette. My ship’s-mistress. My Lady,” he said the first part with a light tug on her hair, and the last with a tender pat to her cheek. “I should tell you now, I plan on extending your contract so you’re with me for twenty to thirty years. Maybe even seventy. How could I ever let you go after all?”

“I’m your cargo. I’m registered to you. You could do that. You should,” moaned Marionette, her eyelids drifting down somewhat.

Ralph would never do that, but he figured it fit some mental thing in her head.

To be wholly owned by a Privateer.

Grinning, he patted her cheek again.

“We’ve got twenty minutes or so before they finish doing their docking procedures. Thirty if they get weirded out about the Confed ships,” he said. “Did you want to work out? I like the clothes you’re wearing, but you usually do that when you’re… doing maintenance.”

He still wasn’t sure why she called it that, but it fit the “be owned” mentality, he conceded.

“Mmhmm. I wanted to care of my Captain, and then to take care of his precious cargo for him,” she said, nuzzling his hand.

This was the type of personality she put on when they were intimate or serious. He hoped it was who she was and not an act, but he couldn’t be sure.

He’d likely never be sure.

Marionette let out a pleased sounding sigh, kissed his hand, then stood up. Using his knees to brace herself.

“Alright… uhm… thanks… I’m going to go do that maintenance you mentioned,” Marionette murmured, her tone shifting fairly rapidly. She seemed embarrassed now. “After all, if you’re going to keep fighting off military ships like that for me, I need to keep myself in top shape.”

She leaned in and hugged him, pulling his face into her expansive bosom.

Holding him there for longer than he expected, she rubbed her cheek against the top of his head.

Without another word, she slipped away and moved down the corridor to the cargo bay.

However he did catch it when she tried to look over her shoulder. As if to make sure he was watching her.

She kept moving as if she hadn’t caught him, or been caught by him.

It’s… very strange having a ship’s-mistress… very strange.

But a lot more fun and interesting than doing this alone.

Turning his seat around, Ralph looked to his display.

They were currently going through docking procedures at the port of Calesat.

On the planet of Calesat.

Through the Calesat terminal.

Normally he’d probably be anxious about this, given just how high level all of this tended to be. The capital of the capital of the capital, so to speak.

In fact, he had complained to Marionette about it, which had resulted in her “fixing his anxiety” just now, as she’d termed it at the start.

Right now he was pleasantly uncaring and just looking at the screen.

Watching the docking process move along, he glanced at his AI screen.

After syncing it into all his systems for the attack, he hadn’t undone it yet.

In fact, he almost didn’t want to.

Marionette had quickly forced the AI to start utilizing a whole slew of functions he’d never even considered. He couldn’t deny it was doing a lot of things he had been doing manually.

He just didn’t trust AI, and still felt leery about it having so much control over the systems on his ship.

Right up until Marionette had called him an old man who would say he “needed a class” to be able to understand it. After that he had let her teach him all she could and didn’t drag his feet.

Right now, the AI had opened up the internal cameras and flipped the view to the cargo hold. As if it knew he wanted to watch Marionette.

She was currently going through what looked like warm up stretches.

The wide smile on her face was unmistakable.

Ear to ear, wide as could be, she looked incredibly pleased with herself.

Hm.

I wonder if it isn’t so much about owning her, as it is reassuring her that I want her and no one else.

Could easily be that, couldn’t it?

In wanting her for years, there’s no way I’d get rid of her tomorrow.

That’s really logical and—

There was a bleep from his monitor.

Looking at it, Ralph saw he had an incoming transmission.

A live transmission.

Which most certainly wouldn’t be the port authority or the docking pilots.

Reaching out, he tapped the monitor to accept the call.

Surprisingly, the monitor flickered, and he was presented with a video call.

“Greetings Privateer, this is Warrior Eun Calesat,” said a rather pretty looking Calesat woman in her native tongue.

She had black hair, large dark eyes, and a skin-tone that was somewhat pale. For the Calesat she was quite attractive, and Ralph found himself leaning forward in his seat.

The fact that her title was Warrior meant she was established within their community. He wasn’t sure what type of warrior, but the fact that she’d contacted him lent itself to being some type of space-borne warrior.

“Greetings Warrior, this is Privateer Turlan,” Ralph responded somewhat formally, in her own language. The long periods of time between ports had given him the time to practice his Calesat language skills.

They hadn’t rusted much at all, thankfully.

The woman smiled brightly, and her shoulders lifted.

To say the Calesat were flattered when you knew their language was an understatement. Knowing their language opened doors that even being a Privateer wouldn’t.

If you understood their culture, spoke their language, and dressed as they did, they took it as an immeasurable compliment.

“Privateer Turlan, I thank you! I was concerned that I would have to use my less than expansive skills in speaking your own language,” the Warrior said with some genuine warmth. “You’ve saved me the concern, as well as the insult to your ears.”

“I don’t know about that, I’m sure you’d speak it fluently and well! Now you’ve got me curious,” Ralph replied, chuckling. “Maybe I should invite the Warrior to dinner just to hear her speak it to me, though I imagine regardless of how well you’d say it, I’d love hearing my name on your honored lips.”

Even as he said it, Ralph realized he was flirting with her.

Mostly because in his life so far, flirting with women, attractive or not, had gotten him far more than not flirting.

Laughing, Warrior Eun’s face turned a pale red at that.

She had even leaned back in her chair and had a hand raised up to her chin. One finger lightly running along her jaw.

Aaaaaand she’s forgotten the camera is on.

“Well! I accept! Thank you for the invitation! This will make it easier to discuss a proposition my small-Blood clan would like to discuss with you, on behalf of the larger Blood clan. This would be as soon as you docked, no less,” Eun murmured in a warm tone. Her eyes were slowly moving around as she spoke, clearly not looking at the monitor.

Confirming she’d forgotten the camera.

“Well, a proposal. Is it a proposal about the Warrior Eun? Because if it is, I’d be particularly interested, you realize,” he began and realized he should give her a small poke. A warning that her camera was on, that was also kind. “Your hair is exceptionally black by the way. I’m sure it glitters in the sun.

“I suppose though… if the proposal isn’t about the Warrior Eun, I’d be equally delighted to accept, so long as that Warrior Eun was there.

“Well, maybe just because it’s Calesat. Calesat has always treated me kindly. May I ask what it might be about? Can I prepare in some way?”

Eun had blinked, looked straight into the camera at his words, and pulled her hand down from her jaw.

Her smile faded away and her face straightened out.

He did notice her hand start to drift up as if to touch her hair as he mentioned it.

“Ah, we would like to commission you as a Privateer,” Eun declared with a nod of her head. “We are going to begin a war with another Blood and we’re hiring Warriors. You have always been a good partner to us, and we would wish to contract you.

“I-I suppose there could also be a discussion as to… to Warrior Eun that might come up. I have been told that this commission would be significant and to… to… mention Turlan’s Toll as well. However, I can’t say anymore at this time than that.”

Ralph slowly blinked, then sat upright in his seat.

She had his full interest now.

***

Marionette had dressed up in a spectacular way. Showing off her extremely good looks, figure, and fashion sense.

A dark black dress that fit snuggly to her but left a lot to the imagination, as well as only exposing enough cleavage to match the local trends.

Additionally, she had a blue shawl that draped across her shoulders and had styled her hair to the Calesat way as well.

Ralph knew there was a lot more that went into her clothes and details that he’d overlooked. His mind had simplified it down to what he understood.

He couldn’t deny she was hard to look away from.

“You’re staring,” Marionette chided him, a smile curling her lips as her eyes slid over to him.

“You don’t mind,” Ralph responded, then adjusted his coat.

He’d made sure to dress up to a degree, then to try and dress in a color that didn’t contrast sharply with Marionette’s clothes.

“I most assuredly don’t, but if you have to flirt, or look available, that’d be hard, wouldn't it?” Marionette asked. “As your Lady, I most certainly can’t flirt with anyone, in any regard. The best I can do is be distracting visually.

“Also… Ralph, my Captain, do what you must to get the best deal. I’m comfortable and confident in my position.”

Ahh… she’s telling me to flirt like I did with Delilah.

Well.

She’s not wrong.

“I’m sure I’ll survive,” Ralph answered and looked to the table again.

They’d been brought into the port, welcomed grandly, then escorted to a restaurant that looked incredibly pricey.

As they entered, they’d found that everyone had been removed.

It was empty of everything except a single set table for four.

Marionette and Ralph had seated themselves since no one was here to tell them what to do otherwise. In fact, other than the young steward who’d brought them into the restaurant, they hadn’t seen anyone at all.

“Of course you will. You’re an amazing Privateer. But Captain… flirt. Do what you must. I understand it now and I know you value me,” Marionette argued. “Now, you said she mentioned the Turlan’s Toll. What… is it?”

“I don’t honestly know. My father told me to get it back,” Ralph said with a shake of his head. “My father was a fool. He died young and left everything to his brother. Even me.

“My Uncle took everything, lost everything, and ruined everything. In the end… it all passed to me, but what ‘all’ was by that point wasn’t very much.

“Just the Siren, my letter of Marque, and a cargo-bay filled with… well… shoes. Everything from there was all my work.

“I’ve looked into it, family registers and things, history, and contacted as many people as I could. Whatever Turlan’s Toll is, it wasn’t on the books anywhere that I could access, and those who knew of it, just called it the Toll.

“I always got the impression it was some type of weapon or something akin to that. I’m really not sure.”

Marionette’s pretty face clouded over as she considered that.

After several seconds, she shrugged, smiled, and looked to him.

“Well! I didn’t really get to do my full maintenance routine so please forgive me if I end up getting right back to it when we finish up here,” Marionette apologized. “Especially if this place serves food as good as their decor is.

“I had no idea the Blood of Calesat had such a lovely style and fashion. The computer had a decent connection at the last station, so I was able to look into a great deal about the Calesat.”

Ah, that makes sense. She knew we were heading for Calesat so she planned for it.

She’s taking this seriously.

“Thank you!” said a light and crisp voice behind them. “I’m so pleased to hear a lady of your stature say such things toward the Calesat.”

Ralph glanced over his shoulder and saw Warrior Eun coming their way. She was only twenty feet away at the point that Ralph spotted her.

She was dressed in a very similar way to Marionette, surprisingly, though she was in black and green instead of black and blue.

Marionette had stood up by this point and Ralph did so belatedly.

“Goodness, you wear green so elegantly,” Marionette gushed, putting a hand to her collarbone. “I wish I did. I’m afraid whenever I try, it always just doesn’t seem right for some reason. I’m Marionette, the Privateer Turlan’s Lady.”

The way she’d said it was an appropriate address for herself and her position.

In a way, it was like stating she was off-limits and that her position was that of an inclusionary role to Ralph, but not one that had a say.

“Ah, that explains much,” Eun stated and marched right up to the table. She gestured to the table with a wide smile. Her eyes lingering on Ralph. “Please, sit. I’m genuinely flattered that you both thought I garnered such attention as to dress for me. Once I discovered you had, I was honored, so I took the time to dress for this as well.”

Marionette smiled, sat herself down, folded her hands in her lap, and then remained silent while looking to Ralph.

Her eyes were telling him to begin flirting immediately.

Or so he imagined.

“I mean, how could we not dress for the beautiful Warrior Eun,” Ralph responded with a smile. “Did you win your Warrior Title in battling off thousands of men who all wanted your attention? Beating them in hand-to-hand combat all while showing off that gorgeous smile?”

Eun blinked and her mouth opened. Only to break into a smile, her head tilting to one side.

She was most certainly not a politician, given how her responses weren’t controlled in any way.

“Space combat. Fighter combat,” Eun elaborated.

“Oh, so you’re beautiful, terrifying in space, and educated,” Ralph murmured, gesturing at Eun and leaning back in his seat confidently. “You speak the Confed tongue fluently and without accent. You made it seem as if you had troubles with it.

“Warrior Eun, I’d almost believe you were a Confed woman and I’d be trying to sweet talk you into letting me get your phone number. Only to begin trying to plan how to trap you in a bed and keep you to myself.

“There’s no way such a woman of breeding, wit, and sagacity could be unattached. Surely you’re paired to a clan leader of some sort.”

Laughing, Eun’s eyes flicked to Marionette, then back to Ralph. As if considering the presence of the beautiful woman and Ralph pressing her as he was.

“I’m fairly certain that I’m not the thrust of the conversation,” Eun countered.

“I would argue that you already conceded you were part of the conversation. Did you or did you not state that Warrior Eun would be part of the proposal?” Ralph replied, then looked to Marionette. “Wouldn’t you agree? Clearly someone such as her should be discussed.”

“I most certainly agree. Warrior Eun is most certainly a woman of value,” Marionette agreed, turning to look at Eun as well while folding one leg over the other. Then she leaned partway forward and held her gaze to the other woman. “Would you please tell my Captain, Warrior Eun, about yourself? Such a fascinating and interesting Warrior should be discussed! I’m but a Privateer’s Lady, but I’d be flattered if you told us more.”

Eun blinked several times, her eyes darting between Marionette and Ralph.

Well shit.

Marionette works as a dandy wingman.

“I’m… unattached. By choice,” Eun got out in an odd tone. “I… Turlan’s Toll. Blood of Calesat wants to give you a commission. It’d function in the same way as a Letter of Marque, and also have a corresponding contract.

“You would receive a military rank of a… Captain? I think it’s Captain in your tongue. This would protect you from any legal issues as you’d be part of the military, though you’d need to fly with a Calesat transponder.”

Ralph nodded his head.

He wasn’t surprised by this.

Calesat had been building up stockpiles for months if not years. They had a bone to pick with the Blood of Vanah, and it wasn’t likely to be settled until one or the other was beaten in a war.

“Your pay of course is negotiable, and you’ll receive Turlan’s Toll,” Eun continued. “We’ve outfitted it with all the latest weapons and defenses. Before you ask, because I’m sure you will, we acquired it several years ago by chance.

“The AI defenses have kept us out of accessing much of the ship systems. We simply… can’t use the ship. But we were able to access the ship otherwise.

“We readied it assuming you’d be willing to take on the commission for us.

“I would-I would be your on-board liaison to make sure you’re handling your commission to the Calesat’s expectations, though I would not be your crewmate. Just a… ah… the word slips me. Observer? Just an observer. You would have no ownership or claim over my actions, other than as a captain of a ship. Just as I would have no ownership or claim over your actions, other than to observe and suggest.”

Turlan’s Toll is a ship?

That-that almost makes too much sense.

The designation of the Siren almost makes that obvious in retrospect.

I thought it was just a ship that blew up.

HT-Zero-Zero-Zero-Two-S-S.

Two… does that make the Toll, one?

“Oh how lovely, it’d be good to get the ship back,” Marionette gushed with a laugh, even waving a hand at Eun as if it were an almost easy-going expectation. Slipping right into the brief silence from Ralph’s inability to push ahead. “After it’d been lost the way it was, the family has been operating as if it just didn’t exist.

“Now, you said that my dear Captain would negotiate the contract details with you, and that you’d be part of the contract?

“Could you explain it a bit more in detail to me? You’ll forgive me for butting in just a bit, but as Lady Siren, I imagine I’ll still be taking care of Captain Turlan even if he changes ships, though my contract personally really only extends to him.

“Hence me asking about yourself. You and I should figure out your own needs and how it’ll intersect with my duties. Like laundry and such, as well as other things.”

Such… such an amazing wingman

Ralph nodded his head, grateful for the window Marionette had carved out for him to recover.


Chapter 14

Ralph had his hand to his face.

Or more accurately, covering his mouth.

Turlan’s Toll was a ship-of-the-line from another time.

It just didn’t fit in with today’s military equivalents.

A standard Corvette often had a compliment of thirty missile bays. Fifteen to each “side”, given that they had a top and a bottom since they had a gravity plate.

Gunboats would scale upward to twenty or thirty a side, and were really just a bigger Corvette.

Destroyers had twenty to thirty a side as well, but often had laser emplacements in addition to a higher crew compliment. They were often sent out for deep space missions as they could handle their own.

Cruisers came next, both light and heavy versions of them.

The light version had thirty to forty bays and laser emplacements.

Heavy had up to fifty bays, laser, and ballistic compliments. They existed to lay out punishment on nearly anything out there.

A battleship was the only thing that could outclass them in weapon count, and it went up to seventy on a side, ballistic, laser, and a number of other weapons that were often thrown on it.

Only a cruiser would be bigger than a battleship, but they didn’t quite count as they didn’t have offensive weapon installations.

Turlan’s Toll was a Ship-Of-The-Line, and it fit somewhere between the Destroyers and Gunboats.

Twenty missiles to a side, multiple laser emplacements, and engines that belonged on a Cruiser. Perhaps even a Battleship, in fact.

Built for long runs with a low crew compliment, it wasn’t made to operate on patrols or stand-up fights.

This ship was to get somewhere fast, get away in a direction fast, or lay in a single spot for extremely long periods of time in wait.

Then use its extreme armaments to threaten someone into surrender or breaching their hull and spacing them. Only to pick through the remains afterwards.

As he’d gone through the systems reports given to him, Ralph had been shocked. Everything that had been done was extensive and somewhat over-board.

Yet all of it were things that had nothing to do with the computer, the system, or the operations of the ship.

The ability to access that, and use the ship, were beyond them.

An angry, hostile, and short-tempered AI was on-board the ship and responded with only a single question to any attempt to communicate, access it, or the ship.

“Where’s Turlan?” Ralph murmured, reading the inquiry the AI would ask every time.

All attempts to replace the computer, the hard-drives, or any other component that could be storing it, resulted in the AI coming back no sooner than things were booted up, angrier than ever.

Going so far as to have killed an engineer attempting to replace a hard drive for the seventh time with an electrical burst.

Setting the report down, Ralph finally let his hand fall away from his mouth.

The grin that had been plastered across it for the last ten minutes as he read through everything now visible.

Of the defenses installed, the vast majority of them were all extreme things that would cost him more than he could ever make in his life.

This ship, his family’s ship, was a nasty monster that would cause terror across space. In this, he could actually go after a Light Cruiser and have a fifty-fifty shot at winning.

That was if it was a stand-up fight.

If he did what a pirate did best, it wouldn’t even be an issue.

Walking toward the entry ramp at the rear of the ship, he found himself feeling almost at home.

The layout of it, the buttons, and even the look of it, reminded him immediately of his Smiling Siren.

I wonder if they made the Siren to compliment the Toll.

To be fair, the Siren could be used to shuttle about while leaving the Toll in space.

Though it still doesn’t feel right.

As if there should be something more.

The designation for the Toll was zero-zero-one, not three though.

It isn’t as if there’s a missing number.

Walking up the ramp, Ralph walked down a long corridor.

In the same moment, he realized the layout was the same as the Siren.

The only difference was a stairwell that led to a lower deck.

Likely another deck below that as well to access the second layer of missiles and systems.

Up here on the top deck though, it was a mirror of the Siren.

“Yeah, this is obvious now,” he muttered to himself as he walked toward the cockpit.

Though he did stop halfway along the hall.

There were a number of bedrooms here that were certainly crew quarters.

Along with a larger living room and a gymnasium type of room as well.

While similar, there were certainly distinct differences.

Reaching the cockpit, Ralph flung himself down into it.

Looking at the layout of the dash, he couldn’t recognize any of it. Everything had been updated, overhauled, and rebuilt in the newest fashion and tech.

Really, it might as well have been made out of tree-bark and would require him to read tree-rings to understand it.

“Well, Ralph Turlan is here,” Ralph remarked, leaned back in the captain’s chair, and stuck his boots out in front of himself. “Current owner of the Silent Siren and last living member of the family.

“My Uncle fucked it all up and my dad died young. Who’re you? How can I address you?”

Given what he’d read about the AI, it was most certainly all throughout the ship.

Watching him.

Listening.

“You are the Turlan?” asked a strange robotic voice.

“I mean, I’m probably the last one,” Ralph answered with a shrug of his shoulders. He put his hands behind his head and got comfortable.

The chair smelt brand new, and the lumbar support was as stiff as it would ever be. This was the peak of how comfortable it’d be.

“Not sure how you’re gonna tell or anything,” Ralph concluded, sighed, and closed his eyes. Easing into the chair.

The back-and-forth contract negotiation with the Calesat had gone well, but it’d taken some time.

Hours.

He was tired and mentally worn out, but he’d gotten everything he wanted out of it. The right pay, the right shares, and the right salvage.

All he had to do was destroy ships from the Blood of Vanah and anyone supporting them in the war effort.

Going to need some crew though.

A few people, at least.

Especially someone who can handle the armaments.

There’s no way I can keep all this running myself.

I need to figure out where Xas went. See if he can hire me people to handle it all.

“I’ve successfully reintegrated with the Smiling Siren,” reported the AI. “I’ve confirmed that you are indeed the last successor of the Turlan.

“Transferring all command as well as access to you. Shifting Programming from defensive hostile to defensive passive.

“All settings transferred and updated. All information successfully transferred.

“The Toll is ready to be taken.”

Ralph cracked open an eye and glanced down to the monitor in front of him.

It’d opened up in the exact same way it always did on the Siren.

Even the “dark mode” scheme that he’d downloaded and installed.

“Well, well, “Ralph said to himself and leaned forward, tapping at the screen. “Alright. What’s your name, then?”

There was a crackled response that sounded like words spoken through noise and static.

“Uh… pretty sure I can’t pronounce that. You got a human name I could use with my very not so limber tongue?” asked Ralph as he quickly tapped through multiple screens and systems.

In not much under twenty minutes he’d already familiarized himself with the entirety of the Toll.

Because it was identical to the Siren.

Even the weapons load-out and the communications array had moved to his customized preferences.

There had been other screens and other settings to go through since it was all brand new, but nothing truly out of the ordinary.

However, the AI never did respond at all to his second inquiry. Or repeated inquires after that.

“Alright. Sounds like I need to hire a tech-deck worker,” Ralph mumbled, then sighed. “I guess it isn’t surprising considering how much you went through to keep the ship from becoming owned by another.”

“Ralph?” called Marionette distantly.

“In here,” Ralph called back over his shoulder, not taking his eyes away from the monitor.

Moving away from the systems now that he felt there weren’t any issues, he went into the logs.

Navigating to the communications archive, he found that it was wiped out completely.

In fact, every log was blank.

There was no manifest, no charts, no communications, no shipping-manifests.

“It’s only missing that new car smell I guess,” he growled and stabbed a finger at the screen. Shifting it back out to the previous system. He tapped at it several more times and got to the communications screen.

“Oh goodness. It feels like we made the Siren bigger,” Marionette purred, coming up behind him.

Glancing over his shoulder, he saw she was dressed in her everyday clothes.

After dinner, she’d returned to the Siren while he negotiated their contract. Likely to finish that maintenance she’d mentioned.

“Right?” Ralph replied with a laugh. “There’s other decks though that’ll have to be explored. Pretty sure one is an entire weapons deck though.”

“As well as a medical bay, storage, and a communal laundry above an engine. The rest is indeed weapons,” Marionette advised. “The Siren received a number of communications from the Toll. There was a camera system that I couldn’t access, but there was a map that was available.

“It’ll be nice to not do the laundry in the sink and hang it in the shower anymore. Though please make sure the camera which is likely in our bedroom is turned off.

“I really would prefer our bedroom activities not be made into home-movies.”

Ralph laughed at that, turned his chair around, and faced Marionette head on.

She was currently leaning over the co-pilot seat and looking at the monitors.

Between the pilot seat and the co-pilot seat was the gunner’s seat.

“Ooh, it brought over the preferences I have for my seat,” she said and laughed, clapping her hands together excitedly. No sooner had she finished than she sighed however, and looked to Ralph. “Perhaps not my seat, though. Eun seems as if she wants very much to be involved.

“And that doesn’t even… well… we’ll have to hire a crew for this, won’t we? This is too much for just you, my dear Captain. You’re an amazing man, but the Toll needs more than three hands, because I’m not truly a crewmate.”

“You are most certainly a crewmate, Lady Siren. My crewmate,” Ralph argued. “But you’re not wrong in saying we need to hire people.

“We’ll need a ship’s engineer, a doc, a gunner, armorer, and a pilot. I can fill in for the gunner or pilot, but not be the other at the same time.

“On top of that… well… we’ll probably need a few people who know how to handle a weapon. Soldier types.”

“The map said the crew-capacity was twenty, though it looked like we’d have to bunk up the crew quarters to make that happen,” Marionette offered up, her head slowly tilting to one side and causing her hair to slide a bit to that side as well.

As ever, she was beautiful.

“Twenty… alright. I assume the captain’s quarters was counted in that number?” Ralph asked, to which Marionette nodded. “That means we need to pick up essentials first and make sure they’re satisfied.

“Assuming that I’m the pilot, that leaves doc, gunner, armorer, and the engineer position to be filled. After that, we need those soldiers.

“Realistically I’ll just be trying to hire people who can do dual duty with someone else but also can be a boarder.

“Having boarders for the sake of boarders is… well… they take up space unless things go wrong. Especially as a Privateer.”

“Yes! Yes, that makes sense,” Marionette agreed.

She clicked her tongue, grinned, then sauntered over to him. Sitting down in his lap, she leaned up against him and put her arm around his shoulders. Her right hand slid into his hair and then tilted his head till it landed in her chest.

“Before you ask, in the stories, it was always a big ship. With a lot of faceless extras in the background. I had a lot of friends who played those roles,” admitted Marionette with a chuckle.

“I mean, there’s been one thing so far true about those stories,” Ralph argued, unable to look Marionette in the eye since she had wrapped an arm around his head now.

“Oh?”

“The Captain has a beautiful ship’s-mistress, beautiful enough that he has to send people to black-space to keep her for himself.”

Marionette laughed at that, kissed the top of his head, then let out a throaty satisfied noise.

“I think you need to give me a tour,” she said in a husky voice. “How’s our bed? Would you help me test it out?”

***

Leading Marionette along an outdoor mall’s walking path, arm in arm, Ralph felt somewhat odd.

He had never felt comfortable here on the Blood of Calesat’s home planet.

Let alone the capital of the world.

Despite being a citizen of the Blood, he was not of the Blood.

A citizenship extended to him through the efforts of another.

This was all the more obvious when just about every single person turned to look at him and Marionette as they walked along.

Which wasn’t surprising.

There weren’t many that didn’t look exactly like the Blood of Calesat here.

“Oh!” Marionette said and quickly pulled Ralph off to look through a store-glass window. “Look! It’s beautiful! My goodness… but… I could never fit into that. Could I?”

“I’m afraid not, my dear Lady. Not unless we poured you into it,” Ralph countered with a small nod of his head. Most of the clothes on Calesat weren’t designed to fit a build like Marionette’s.

“It’s fine, it’s fine. I’m sure you’ll buy me something similar soon,” Marionette said with a nod of her head. “Because you’re a very smart captain and I’ve already noticed you taking notes on my clothes, sizes, and things I like.”

Errr… I didn’t close that text file I was writing everything down in, did I?

Damn.

I can’t give her crap for leaving tabs open anymore can I.

“So good of you to notice I love Lunar leggings, by the way,” Marionette teased and then dragged him back into the walking path once more. “Now… you said we were looking for a house with… ah… I forget how you said it, but the word you showed me looked like that.

“Does that mean we turn there?”

Marionette had asked the last while pointing at a street sign.

Ralph saw it was the correct street.

“Indeed,” he mumbled.

Turning off the shopping plaza’s walkways, they passed into a street with sidewalks on each side. There were houses that lined it as well.

Houses that looked better than many, bigger than some, but not necessarily massive.

Clearly, they were all of upper middle class.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Marionette tried cheerfully. “He wouldn’t have done as much for you as he did if he didn’t care.”

Ralph nodded his head woodenly.

While they were doing final preparations on the Toll, a message had come in.

The very man who had saved Ralph from a dead-end, getting him off a planet where he would have died a miserable death, had reached out to him.

A man that Ralph hadn’t spoken with in many years.

After receiving his inheritance, Ralph had put his nose to the grindstone and done little other than work.

He had sent a few messages off, but he had never gotten response, nor had he ever followed up the first missives sent with more.

Realistically, part of Ralph didn’t want to deal with his past.

His mistakes and what people had to pay for them.

A number of women had told him he had been running most of his life and it seemed like maybe he should settle down a bit.

Which of course prompted him to run.

“Ralph, it’ll be fine. If it isn’t, well, we’ll just go,” asserted Marionette soothingly. “Ah, if the first house was one on the left, then this should be twenty-three. Unless it’s numbered weird.

“Which, you know what, it’s always numbered weird back in Gin. I don’t know why I thought it’d start at one.”

Ralph looked to the house Marionette had indicated.

“Actually, it is the right house. They started with four-thousand and one, rather than one, but hey, still right,” confirmed Ralph. “If you’ve got luck on your side, always best to use it to your gains.”

Turning, he led Marionette up the walkway that led to the front door.

There were high fences along the sides of the house and there was a camera directly over the front door. Ralph had noted it and wouldn’t have been surprised if there were more cameras along the side and behind the house.

“I always thought I wasn’t very lucky,” Marionette murmured, turning to look at him.

“Guess you could see being forced to become a ship’s-mistress just to escape as being pretty unlucky, actually,” Ralph admitted as they stopped in front of the door.

“Oh, no, no, I consider that lucky. All things considered, what could’ve happened to me was much worse,” Marionette countered, laughed, then hit the doorbell before Ralph could turn and run.

He had actually thought about it.

“You’re the turning point for me,” Marionette whispered, her arm tightening in his. “Up to this, I’ve just been living off my talents and assets. You were the first real lucky twist.

“Which means… you’re right. I should try to foster my luck.”

Ralph snorted at that and glanced to his side.

Marionette was grinning ear to ear.

She herself knew what she said was silly.

Luck was luck because you couldn’t do anything about it.

The door jerked open and standing there in the doorway wasn’t someone Ralph expected.

“Ah… Hae,” Ralph breathed, feeling frustrated already. The last meeting he’d had with her had been awkward as could be.

There’d been no confusing the fact that she had a bad case of puppy love for him. Except he could only ever see her as his savior’s granddaughter and little else.

Ralph had no feelings for her other than those of a distant relative.

The young girl was gone though, and a young woman stood before him now, though he wasn’t sure if she’d be old enough to drink on a Confed planet.

With hair that was bordering on a light brown that stood out, and pale brown eyes. She was attractive but less so than Eun.

That or Ralph still didn’t see her as a woman, which was pretty likely.

“He’s expecting you. In living room,” Hae murmured in slightly accented Confed after her eyes went to Marionette. She was clearly speaking in Confed for Marionette’s benefit. Then Hae smiled slightly. “Sorry. My Confed bad.”

“Better than my Calesat!” Marionette blurted out quickly, offering a smile. Then her mouth screwed sideways, and she looked frustrated.

“Hello,” Marionette finally got out in Calesat. “Thank you, seeing us.”

Hae’s smile became genuine at that, and she nodded her head rapidly.

“Ahhh, yes. You wish to learn! Learning is good!” she said in her own language, then reached out and took Marionette by the arm and pulled her inside.

“Good, yes. Good. Smart. Pretty,” Hae said in Confed.

Ralph trailed along behind, not really wanting to go meet Park.

Park Gae was a Warrior, just as Eun was.

A physical one that lived by the strength of his arms and what he could attain through combat prowess.

Or at least, till he’d lost part of his left arm saving Ralph from himself.


Chapter 15

Ralph turned and entered the room Hae had indicated.

“Ralph,” came a gruff voice from the corner.

Looking to the speaker, Ralph saw Park sitting in a recliner. His one good hand held up a tablet in front of himself. The sleeve of his left arm was pinned at the elbow. He was missing it from that point down.

“Park,” Ralph said with hesitancy.

He lingered in the doorway, unsure of what to do, or even say.

Laughing, Park flicked the tablet down onto a side-table next to the recliner with a clatter. Then he pushed his feet down and levered himself upward, closing the recliner’s footrest at the same time.

Standing easily at six-foot eight, the man was large. When you took in the fact that he was rather wide as well, you couldn’t label him as anything other than imposing.

When Ralph had met the man, he’d fought with a two-handed axe up close, and a rifle when at anything he couldn’t reach.

He had short black hair that was interspersed with gray. He had a trimmed beard that was equally salt and pepper at this point and only one pale brown eye.

The other eye was adorned with an eyepatch.

Park had suffered many wounds over his life, and none had seemingly stopped him until he lost a hand.

“What,” Park got out in a growl as he prowled over to Ralph. “Still upset about the hand? Already told you it was a good trade. My worthless left hand for your life.

“Given your achievements already, and that you’ve kept my name attached to yours, I’d say I’ve already earned far more than I could have with my aging body.”

Ralph indeed hadn’t taken Park’s relational status from his own family papers. He was essentially receiving praise for anything noteworthy Ralph did as he was “Blood of Park Gae Calesat”.

“Though I didn’t expect you to knock out two Confed ships in Blood territory,” Park said with a guffaw. “I suddenly had a whole slew of people all wanting to know more about you.

“Especially those upper clan fuckwits. They all wanted to know about you. Guessing they threw a deal at you?”

Park had stopped right in front of Ralph and was grinning at him.

“Yeah. Yeah they did,” Ralph confirmed. “They bought the Confed ships, prisoners, and loot off me. Then offered me a commission. I’m to become a Blood Privateer. They even found my family’s combat ship and gave it to me. It’s… a fairly big ship.”

That statement got a burst of laughter out of Park. His eyes crinkling at the edges in true mirth.

“Fairly big you say. Larger than you can handle by yourself, or you wouldn’t have said that. Which means you’ll need a crew,” muttered Park, looking thoughtful. Then he grinned and looked to Ralph. “Need any suggestions?”

“I… your hand really doesn’t bother you?” Ralph asked, not really able to keep up with the conversation.

Park let out an explosive sigh, lifted up what remained of his left arm, and met Ralph’s eyes.

“I’m a grandfather,” Park began. “My own children had barely known me as I was always away. I wasn’t there when my boy died. Or… died as a man with a family. His wife dumped Hae onto my daughter, who had her own family, and left.

“I’d picked up Hae from there. Then you showed up.

“The strength in my arms was already fading and I’d made my name for myself in my youth. No more accolades were coming to me.

“Admittedly, I should have made you a citizen of the Blood before that, so it’s partly my own fault.”

Ralph shook his head.

He had foolishly gotten into a duel and killed his opponent despite knowing he wasn’t a citizen.

The laws of dueling wouldn’t apply to Ralph.

If anything, it’d be the opposite.

As a Terran Confederation citizen he was to be executed outright.

“Trading my non-dominant hand for your life was an easy one,” Park stated firmly. “It forced me to live for my family, gave you a shot at a life, and let me retire with dignity.

“As I said earlier though, it’s rather nice to be earning accolades through you. My pension suddenly shot up considerably and my name is suddenly being bandied about by my Blood. Which allows them to bandy you about, since you’re attached to my name.”

Ralph grimaced and shook his head.

“Truly, Ralph,” Park asserted, putting his right hand on his shoulder. “It was a trade I willingly made. Besides, that family that took my arm? They’re trying rather hard to get me to forgive them.

“People are asking about why I’m missing my arm, and who it was to save. Which… doesn’t look so great for them now. In fact, more than a few people have been wondering if perhaps you might be able to claim a Blood Debt to them.”

At that statement, Ralph raised his eyebrows.

He hadn’t actually considered that, but he might indeed have the ability to take such a claim against them.

“Would you want me to?” Ralph asked, meeting Park’s eyes.

Park laughed at that and shook his head. He took his hand from Ralph’s shoulder, waved at a chair, and flopped back down in his recliner.

“I don’t care. Do what you feel is best. I’m just living for my family now,” Park restated. “Speaking of, Yun Hee was asking about you.”

With a grunt, Ralph took the chair Park had indicated.

Yun Hee was Park’s only daughter.

“That’s nice. She ever apologize to you before this happened? If so, maybe I’ll meet her. If not, she can keep asking,” growled Ralph, folding his arms across himself.

Yun Hee and Ralph didn’t see eye to eye given how she’d spoken to Park.

“Mm, no. But I’ve said before that I don’t think she did anything wrong. Her words were right,” Park countered as he relaxed in his recliner. “I was a terrible father.”

“You worked and did your best. She’s a spoiled brat that gladly lived off your name and despised you at the same time,” Ralph argued, not for the first time. “Tam knew the score and has never spoken a word ill of you.”

Park snorted at that, then chuckled.

“Now… first, I want your email address and number. I don’t plan on letting communications drop again. You never responded to anything I sent you,” grumbled Park. Which explained a lot. “Second… tell me everything that happened. Because I think I’ll need to retell this story to a number of other people.”

***

Surprisingly, the Toll had sailed through space much like the Siren did.

Which was currently in a private hangar on Calesat undergoing maintenance, repairs, and a refit. Courtesy of the Blood of Calesat.

Marionette was puttering around in the kitchen behind him.

Moving things around to exactly where she wanted everything and getting it ready.

The Warrior Eun wouldn’t be joining them till they were just about to depart from the station they were heading to, to hire on some people.

Unexpectedly, they were heading right back to the station in the Corridor they’d stopped at earlier. Park had given them a list of recommendations and the doc he had listed was apparently on this station, but had no means of being contacted.

All the others were individuals Ralph could reach out to through normal means.

Ralph received permission to move from the holding position to his bay and dock. Hitting the button to dock, he braced himself.

The AI hadn’t spoken again since the moment it went quiet after he’d asked what to call it, though the systems responded in a normal way. Everything worked as it should as far as he could tell.

That didn’t make him trust the docking protocol the Toll had.

His hands hovered over the controls as the Toll just about leapt into action.

The heavy and massive propulsion thrusters on it, along with the over-sized maneuvering thrusters, moved it into its permitted docking bay with far more speed than one would expect. Along with stopping in a way that was also quite speedy but didn’t push Ralph into his seat.

“Oh, are we docking?” Marionette called from the kitchen.

He had forgotten to tell her. Despite telling himself he needed to just in case she needed to batten things down.

“I can barely feel it. I only noticed it because my saltshaker moved a bit,” Marionette admitted, then laughed. “I feel like it might be fun to go onto the station again, but there’s so much to do here.

“I still haven’t even organized my clothes the way I want them to be. We spent all that money to have those renovations done and now we’re right back to square one. I feel rather awful about it.”

Oh yeah.

Heh.

I should have another wardrobe put in.

I bet that’d earn me some Marionette points.

As he thought about that, Ralph realized, and not for the first time, he might actually be growing far too affectionate for Marionette.

This very fear was one of the reasons he’d never hired on a ship’s-mistress.

Ralph was terrified he’d form an attachment too quickly.

“Oh, and Ralph, my dear Captain, don’t think about adding a wardrobe,” Marionette said a second before leaning over his shoulder. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, kissed his cheek, and then nuzzled him. “Knowing you, and how wonderfully kind you are to me, you’re already thinking about it.

“I have alternatives I can work out. Hae and I had some ideas about how to make it happen. We were using the translator app in her phone to talk about it.

“I put the items on the shopping list, and I’ll check the station after we dock.”

“You sure, Rio?” he asked, reaching up to place a hand on her wrist.

“Awww, you really were considering it. Yes. I’m sure. I already wasted too much money last time,” she affirmed and kissed him again. “Goodness, we’re already docked and clear to enter the station?”

“Yeah,” Ralph remarked. The procedure had gone almost too smoothly. “Guess it’s my turn to go find that doc. Might be there for a while. Maybe even a day.”

“Mm, that’s all fine. I have lots of things to keep myself busy. I’m really trying to learn enough Calesat that Eun can teach me directly.

“Be safe, my dearest captain. It’s pretty hard to be a loving and sweet Lady without a captain,” Marionette murmured, tilted his head to face her, and kissed him in a way that could only be described as hungry.

Which led to Ralph being escorted to the bedroom, rather than disembarking.

He gladly boarded and sworded Marionette instead.

***

Walking right up to the same exact bar he’d visited last time, Ralph smiled to himself. Marionette had drained him of his sexual desires quite efficiently.

As if she’d been afraid he might go right back to Delilah.

Given how insecure she’d been last time, he planned on doing his best to find another bartender this time. Anyone other than Delilah would be fine.

“Hell, I’d be fine chatting up an old grandma with two teeth rather than make Rio that concerned again,” grumbled Ralph as he sauntered up to the bar.

With him wearing his weapons once more, he was given a wide birth.

On his jacket was a pin for a Confed Privateer, but also another that marked him as a Blood Privateer.

At the moment, he was fairly certain he was likely one of the only living individuals who had a letter of marque from both.

And they’re both sitting side by side on the Siren as well as the Toll.

Was rather surprising to see the Toll had a Privateer letter of marque on the wall from the Confed. Old as fuck, too.

Not paying attention, Ralph went right up to the bar, stuck his elbows down on it, and looked around.

There weren’t many people here today it seemed.

In fact, it was easily only an eighth the number of people as when he’d been here last. Nor were there any gang members loitering around acting as a secondary security force.

Shit.

Something happened.

Lost in my own damn thoughts.

Then again… coming here would get me info on both situations, wouldn’t it?

No bartender came to Ralph.

The two bartenders that were inside of the serving area in fact went to the far side of the bar to take care of customers waiting there.

Standing side by side and trying to serve the same group.

Frowning, Ralph had a sudden and sharp spike of paranoia.

Both bartenders had the look of experienced people. Neither of them would have passed up the opportunity to serve Ralph, as he was likely to tip given the way he dressed, his badges, and weapons.

Turning without another thought, Ralph left the bar.

He exited without looking back or making eye contact with anyone.

Even if their actions were accidental, he wasn’t going to remain there.

His sense of unease was too strong to not be heeded, and after having met up with Park recently, he found himself remembering many lessons the man had taught him.

One of which was that when in the corridor, getting attention was as bad as being ignored. Both were directed forms of awareness that more often than not, wouldn’t help.

No sooner had Ralph reached the street than he realized that people were coming for him. Exiting the bar rapidly and heading straight for him.

So swift were they to find him, that it looked ridiculous that when their eyes met his, they slowed down, stood there, and seemed to try to figure out what to do.

Ralph stared at them.

“Well?” Ralph called loudly, then drew his sword and held it out in front of himself. “If you’re going to come out here and give me a problem, be swift about it! I’ve got a place to be and people to see!”

Law in the corridor was station based.

Last he knew, this station really didn’t have any laws other than to not go against the gang. Beyond that, it didn’t matter.

The three individuals who had rushed out stood there for several more seconds before they dispersed. Leaving in three separate directions and not even meeting his eyes.

Ralph let out a slow breath, his sword still held out.

He’d made a scene of confronting them, because he had wanted to make sure everyone knew exactly what he would do if pushed. Because whoever those three worked for would hear about what just happened.

“Ah, fine. Whatever. Slink off,” Ralph called out, once more at the top of his volume. “You’re not worth paying a fine for!”

Letting out a dramatic snort, then slamming his sword into its sheath, Ralph was confused to a degree.

The three that’d come out, were likely from one of the groups in the far corners.

They weren’t wearing gang colors, uniforms, or even decent clothes. They’d looked like blue-collar workers in-between jobs that’d picked up weapons.

Hired to be there?

Hired… to watch for people?

Was it me, or just people in general?

Need to figure out what the hell happened there.

At least it wasn’t security.

Turning, Ralph found a gang member staring at him. They looked confused but not interested in Ralph in particular. More like a bystander that was curious about the situation.

“Hey, if you needed a drink, where’d you go?” Ralph asked, then chuckled. “Hell man, you tell me a bar where the pretty gang members are and I’ll buy you a round.”

The gang member’s eyebrows came low as he digested that.

Snorted.

Then dipped his head down the street that led out from the docks.

“Just go down the street, first big ass fucking bar you see on the left,” the guard grumbled. “That’s where we go now. If I were you, I wouldn’t go in that shithole behind you again though. One of the fucking bar-backs was a damn tin star. Became a whole thing.”

Oh.

Well.

That definitely explains it and makes it easy.

Ralph nodded his head at the gang banger, hesitated, then left.

The man hadn’t wanted the drink and didn’t seem that interested in the conversation. If Ralph showed more interest beyond what he’d been told, it was likely there’d be interest in -him-.

Taking the advice, Ralph started walking down the street.

It took less than two minutes to find the place the man had mentioned.

Once more, it was a bar with gang members all over it, and the people who went in, looked confident in themselves.

Ralph took in a short breath, held it, and walked into the bar once more.

On entering, he found it was chalk-full of the types of people he had originally expected.

Prostitutes, drunks, dangerous looking people, and cards.

The current feeling of the place was slow, quiet, and with only a hint of tension. As if they were all winding down from a problem previously.

Hesitating at the entrance, Ralph decided he could get the information he wanted without going straight for the bar.

That and he enjoyed a game of chance and skill on occasion.

Not to mention information could sometimes be just as easy to get without ever getting a drink, and costing just about the same amount.

Walking over to an open seat at a table of people playing cards, Ralph put his hands behind his back and watched the play for a moment.

“Want in?” growled a heavyset man across from Ralph. “Fifty buy-in. Playing cheap-like. Fun and drinks.”

Grinning ear to ear, that was exactly what Ralph wanted to hear.

Cards for the fun of it with cheap bets could be a great time indeed.

“Please, thank you, fuck yes,” Ralph replied eagerly and pulled the seat out. Everyone laughed at that, even the man on the left who’d given him an ugly stare.

Pulling out a crumpled set of twenties and a ten from a pocket, Ralph looked around. Everyone had chips so clearly there was someone running the game.

A pretty little waitress strolled up, took his money, and plunked down a battered, beer stained, rack of chips.

Followed by a beer-bottle atop a small napkin.

“Compliments of the house, Privateer,” the waitress murmured under her breath and then left him there.

Shit.

Yeah… they’re looking for me.

Is it because of the Confed, something I did in the past, or Marionette?

Before he could even consider it further, the game started.

The man to his right was passed the cards and they began to deal out everyone two cards.

Apparently, they were playing Hold’em, which was just fine to Ralph.

It always lent itself to wild and random things happening.

Lifting his first two cards, Ralph peeked at the corner while protecting them with his other hand.

Ace of spades and eight of spades.

Well shit.

Halfway to a dead-man’s hand.

Smiling, Ralph looked to the player next to the dealer to see what they’d do first.

They folded quickly, followed by the next.

Ralph called to meet the big-blind and looked to the small blind on his left. The small-blind limped in and the big-blind checked.

The flop dropped onto the table and Ralph realized he really did have aces and eights. Staring up was the ace of clubs and the eight of clubs.

Neat.

Ralph trusted his senses, but he wasn’t very superstitious.

“The fuck is wrong with you?” shouted someone.

Followed immediately by gunshots.

He started to wonder if maybe he should reconsider perhaps becoming superstitious after all as he watched a man pull a gun and shoot a gang banger in the forehead.


Chapter 16

Ralph watched as the person who had just shot the gang banger, turned their pistol around, and shot another one. This time in the chest.

Several more rounds went off rapid fire before a third gang member had drawn their own firearm and returned fire.

The man was already diving to cover now.

Surprisingly, several other people had also drawn guns at this point and were now shooting at the gang members. As if the whole thing was organized and deliberate.

Fucking shit!

Ralph flipped the table before anyone at it could even respond.

By the time he had acted, a plan had already formed on what he needed to do and how to do it.

This was a concerted attack and not just something that happened randomly.

Certainly not a bar-fight that he was used to, or expected, at a place like this.

In flinging the table as he had, chips had been thrown about wildly.

Along with all the drinks that’d been atop it.

Even as the room descended into gunfire being flung about in every direction, there were those who were far more concerned with the money. Scrabbling at it as it flew through the air and then chasing after it when it hit the ground.

The crash of bottles was quiet compared to the ongoing gunfight.

There was no way that the gang would be losing this fight, which meant all Ralph had to do was find a corner to hunker down in. He just needed to get out of the way and let them do their thing.

As Ralph slid between tables, kept low in a crouch, and dashed for the stairs that led up to the second floor, he found someone with a sword waiting for him. As if they were expecting people to try and leave and didn’t want that.

Dressed in common clothes, with a sword that looked worth more than what they wore, the man already had locked eyes with Ralph.

What the hell is going on!

Are they after the gang members or not?

“Just wanna get by,” Ralph tried as he came close to the person. “I got no problems with anyone here and was just passing through.”

In response the man with the sword smiled grimly at him.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

Yanking his sword free, Ralph pulled it up in a defensive stance. The other man’s sword was much wider and heavier than his. Ralph would need to parry without full contact or dodge outright any attacks that came his way.

“Now why don’t you—”

The man interrupted himself by suddenly thrusting out at Ralph. The heavy sword tip moving quite swiftly through the air.

Thankfully, since Ralph had prepared himself, he was ready to receive the attack. Stepping outward Ralph also turned to the side and brought his sword across himself in a guard. Pushing the opponent’s blade out of the way.

Twisting his wrist around, Ralph stomped forward and brought his sword around in a flicked slash. The angle was awkward, but it was an attack he was comfortable performing.

Ralph’s sword hit the man in the collar and went downward. There wasn’t much force behind the attack given the way he’d launched it, but it was more than enough to part flesh.

The man’s neck was gashed, and blood began to flow down. Unfortunately Ralph had missed anything vital, and the lack of power behind it meant it hadn’t gone deep enough either.

A grimace flashed on the man’s face as he stumbled away from the strike.

No sooner were his feet were planted than he charged forward at Ralph again. His sword held in two hands.

Any type of training the man had was gone in his panic at being wounded. By and large it was a normal reaction to being in a fight.

As wounds piled up, people got sloppy.

Panicked.

Afraid.

Ralph of course was afraid.

He was almost always afraid.

The only thing that kept him check was his upbringing and the tools Park had given him to fight the emotion down.

Fear wasn’t something to be avoided or done without.

It was part and parcel to the human condition.

One just had to learn to combat it and not let it control one’s actions.

Smiling, Ralph leapt backward. Putting himself out of range of the wild swing.

Unlike the shows or stories that Marionette enjoyed, when someone over-committed to an attack, they weren’t able to just retract their weapon.

To magically whip it around and block.

The fight was over in the next instant as Ralph stuck his sword right into the man’s side. Passing neatly between the ribs and puncturing at least one lung.

Ralph pulled the sword back out and rushed forward at the same time. He needed to get out of this area immediately.

Coming down the stairs toward him was a man with a rifle and it was already leveled at him. Clearly ready to mow Ralph down.

As his leading foot hit the ground, Ralph threw himself sideways. Not even trying to do anything other than just get out of the way.

The rifle followed him and let loose as it did.

Surprisingly, it was a burst-fire laser. Short beams being shot forth in a strange rapid-fire flash that left Ralph feeling partially blinded.

A number of those shots struck the man Ralph had stabbed as Ralph crossed in front of them. More than two punched right through in fact.

As soon as it happened, the man jerked their rifle up, eyes widening in shock at having shot the other individual.

Apparently they were well known to one another.

Ralph hit the ground, snatched out his laser pistol and put several quick shots into the man with the rifle.

Unfortunately, one struck him in the forehead and was stopped outright. Bones were just too dense for the vast majority of laser pistols.

Two other shots struck true in the torso thankfully.

None of the shots that hit him, pierced him, however.

Nonetheless, the man dropped to the ground and began to writhe on the floor.

Laying there, Ralph was between a chair and an upturned table. No one seemed to be around him, and no one had eyes on him either.

Sword in one hand, pistol in the other, Ralph began to scoot toward the stairs again. Scooching along on his back and wondering just how all of this had been happening to him lately.

Well, Rio will be tickled that this happened. Just the other day she was asking if bar-fights actually happened with pirates.

Nodding his head, Ralph reached the end of his cover.

Looking around, he contemplated what to do next.

A woman slammed into the ground next to him and dropped a bottle of what looked like Mirkil brandy. It rolled toward Ralph as the woman jumped to her feet, screamed, and ran back the way she’d come from.

The brandy began spilling as the cap was missing.

Ralph dropped his pistol, snatched up the alcohol, and took a long pull from the bottle.

Letting such a fine liquor go to waste without even tasting it was simply ridiculous.

With a negligent flick of his hand, he flung the bottle toward the far wall, where the entrance likely was. Grabbing up his pistol, he moved around to his hands and knees.

Looking to the stairs, he saw that the way was clear.

Getting up in a crouch, he glanced around.

And just as quickly flung himself at the ground.

A flaming bottle of some type of spirit slammed into the wall under the stairs and flames roared to life. Immediately they began licking their way up toward the stairs and rooms above.

“Holy fuck,” Ralph groaned as he pushed himself up again. Taking a quick peek around the table, he saw a large man with bulging muscles casually smash in the head of the woman he saw earlier.

He was kitted out in armor decorated with gang colors, and looked extremely non-pleased.

In the next moment, Ralph had a number of barrels, a sword tip, and a butterknife, all brandished at him from varying distances.

“Ha ha… ah… ha… was just… just here for a brandy and a few games of cards,” Ralph tried, slowly moving his hands up and holding them above his head.

Behind him, the stairs collapsed on themselves with a clatter and a boom. Several chunks of wood flew past Ralph and one of them even slapped into the table next to him.

***

Ralph was shoved into the cell and the gate was slammed shut behind him. Clanging loudly and making the ground vibrate.

Sighing, he looked to the inhabitants of the cell he’d be spending his time with.

This wasn’t the first time he had ended up in a cell.

Nor was it probably his last.

Whenever you ended up in a cell while in the corridor you could expect to pay a fine and sometimes be told not to ever come back. Corridor stations weren’t in the business of executions or holding you for long.

They just wanted their blood money and to get you off quickly.

There were at least forty people in the cell with him, which was rather shocking. Using his past experiences as a template, this was just about as crowded as it could get.

Scanning the faces, he tried to pick out anyone that’d be a problem for him.

Given that the gang members had taken all his possessions off him, even his holdout blaster, he didn’t have much in the way of weapons.

Other than his sharp wit, guile, and charisma.

In other words, I’m defenseless.

Ralph blinked, then swung his eyes back to a familiar face.

Or at least, he thought it was a familiar face.

The lack of makeup and considerably younger look for it had tripped Ralph up momentarily. He was pretty sure he’d spotted Deliliah on the back wall, hunched into herself, head resting against the corner.

There was even an open spot right next to her that just about called Ralph over.

Because if it was Delilah he could maybe get some information about what the heck was going on. What’d happened in the bar, both bars for that matter, was out of the ordinary for the Corridor.

Keeping his arms close to himself, weaving through the masses, Ralph did his best to look like someone who didn’t matter. Right now, he didn’t need anyone paying him attention.

To the point that he’d already pulled off his Privateer badge and Blood Commission badge and stuck them in a pocket.

The gang bangers had noticed them when he’d emptied his pockets but then let him into the cell with them, for some reason.

Realistically they should’ve taken them from him, but after seeing the badges, they didn’t seem to want to even touch them.

Given that the waitress knew who I was, I suppose me being a Privateer for both the Confed and the Blood is spreading.

Corridor is the corridor, you can hear anything said on either end of it after all.

The rumor mill itself.

Walking right up to who he was now positive was Delilah, Ralph pulled his jacket closer to himself, sighed, and then plopped himself down right next to her. Putting his hip right up to hers.

“Well, shit, Delilah,” Ralph murmured and turned to face the stunned looking woman. “I mean, I admit I wanted to see you again, but I didn’t think it’d be in jail.

“Wait, would that make it a conjugal visit? If so… whose? Mine? Yours? If we say it’s mine, does that mean we get to have one for you later on?”

Delilah blinked twice, then shook her head as if to make him vanish, and stared at him again.

“Ralph,” she croaked out.

“I mean, I’d rather you didn’t throw up right here, but if you gotta do it, do it. I’d offer to hold your hair back but,” Ralph paused and gestured to her hair. One side was still shaved. “I mean, I can hold one side back for you? Could hold your ear back? I’ve always been told ears aren’t handles though.”

Letting out a slow breath Delilah then snorted, a slow grin spreading across her face.

“And what’re you in for?” she asked.

“Bar fight. I went to your bar first. You weren’t there. No one was there,” Ralph explained in a quiet voice. “Then went to another bar. Whole lotta bad happened and people literally were there to kill gang members. They killed everyone who was in the fight other than me.

“I think? Maybe some others lived. I didn’t see any though. I did kill two of them myself so maybe that’s why I’m not dead.”

“Probably,” Delilah agreed. “Station’s got a problem. New gang wants to take over. Using the other gang’s complacency against them.

“Anyone even suspected of being involved ends up here or on a few other cells. I’ve been here for… a few days now. I think. It blends together after a while.”

Well.

That explains some of it.

“Pretty sure I had people following me,” Ralph added. “People knew who I was, too.”

“Oh? Huh. Maybe they think you’re the tin-star. Someone at the bar was there to get a few bounties I guess,” muttered Delilah. “They think it was Jack but… Jack’s been here forever. I really don’t see how it could be him. But he’s also missing, and he didn’t leave the station that they know so… maybe?”

Ralph smiled at that, even going so far as to make sure his eyes crinkled at the edges. He wanted Delilah to absolutely think he believed her statement.

Now that he was looking at her up close, without makeup, and her likely not getting much rest, he could see a lot of things that stood out.

Delilah was well cared for.

Her complexion was great, her teeth were perfect and straight, her hair didn’t have the look of being burnt from repeated color dyes or exposure to bad environments.

Her tattoos were clean and dark, as if they were done fairly recently. They were also expensive and drawn very well.

For someone as young as she was, there would be no reason for her to be here on this station unless she wanted to be here.

Her youth didn’t match the way she carried herself, responded to him at the bar or now, or even how she asserted a demeanor that didn’t fit.

Right now, he was beyond positive that she was the tin-star.

A non-government yet sponsored individual, likely sent by the Confed to reign in specific people and wrangle them into Confed space. All while the Confed itself kept itself clean with plausible deniability.

“You think so?” he asked with a chuckle. “Well, I can assure you he wasn’t on my ship.”

Delilah smiled back at him, then shrugged her shoulders.

“I dunno. I’m just some stupid bartender who got caught up in something dumb,” she grumbled. She laid her head back against the wall.

Ralph had a sudden idea that felt equal parts genius and idiotic.

“I mean, that’s fair. I’m sure I’ll get out of here soon. Got a job to do. Blood hired me as a Privateer, too. Now I just need a crew,” Ralph said, then stuck his head on Delilah’s shoulder. He was figuring she was his age or older at this point, with a generous amount of longevity work done. “If I find that tin-star, I’d offer him… or her… a job. I bet they’d be great for an information network on where to find the best targets.

“Though I’d have to find him… or her… find her… and make her a job offer. You know, before the station got a hold of her. Because they don’t like tin-stars.

“At all.

“To the point that some Corridor stations even have spies in the Confed. Beyond that, I’ve heard Corridor station leaders even share information about tin-stars.

“As a Privateer, I tend to just get ignored since I’m not worth the effort. That and… well… I moonlight as a smuggler, haha. There’s always one way or another to bribe your way out.

“Pretty sure I’ll have to bribe my way out of this too.

“Now I just gotta find that tin-star, make her an offer, and see if she’s willing to sign on. Though, it’d likely be a contract to last a few years. I’m on contract to the Blood so… she’d be on contract to the Blood.”

Delilah was staring at him out of the corner of her eye.

Then she snorted, let out a grunt, and turned her head a bit to face him more directly.

“Your teeth are amazing,” Ralph remarked, meeting her eyes. “Amazing. Perfect, even. Lovely teeth. Bet it was expensive to get them so… perfect.”

A slow sigh was Delilah’s response to that.

“I was thinking something like… a crewmate’s wages depending on her specialty. If it was intelligence like I’m thinking, an officer’s share and wages. Because being a Privateer makes a lot of money you know,” Ralph mused, holding her gaze. “Beyond that, I’m sure the details could be worked out. But hey, hard part over. I found her.

“What do you think though? Think she’d want a contract like that? Because I’d have to probably act fast and make a bribe before they find her. Which… they probably would.”

“Yeah,” Delilah got out in a murmur, her mouth becoming a flat line. “Not going to make her a ship’s-mistress, are you?”

“No. I already have one. I don’t need another,” Ralph stated, then grinned at her. “Is that a yes?”

“I’d be willing to say she would agree,” Delilah confirmed. “Three years, officers wages, officer’s share. Intelligence officer. And… drones.”

“Ooou, drones. Fascinating. Fascinating,” Ralph murmured, then grinned at Delilah. He deliberately pushed himself much closer to her. “For now, I’m going to just put on a bit of an act that I’m trying to make the pretty bar-back my pet. Do forgive me. You can look aggrieved if you wish. I don’t mind.

“Also, do you happen to know a Curtis? Curtis Fin? Doctor of some note. I originally came here to hire him onto my crew.

“Found an intelligence officer on a lucky break it seems, and she might be able to tell me where this other person is.”

With a small nod of her head, Delilah continued to stare at him. Then she lifted her arm up, stuck it around his shoulders, and pulled him in close to herself.

“People know me. I’m not a wilting flower. I wouldn’t be pressured by you, but I wouldn’t let a man casually close either. This’ll look better for when you bribe me out of here,” she whispered as her arm went limp around him. “Curtis is in the slum. Been there for a while.”

“Great. There’s two. Now I just need a few more,” Ralph mused, then stuck his hand on Delilah’s bare knee. “Have I told you about my ship’s-mistress? Her name is Marionette. She’s an actress and model. We met at—”


Chapter 17

“Right in here, Privateer,” commanded the gang member.

“Oh, right, thanks much. Any chance I could get a drink?” Ralph asked, meeting the gang member’s eyes. “Anything would do. If you don’t mind.”

He’d finished it with a grin while raising his eyebrows.

The guard met his gaze, blinked, then left.

I wonder… if I’ll get a drink?

Ralph nodded his head, then entered the room that’d been indicated.

They were apparently in a club of sorts, with a great deal of drinking, eating, and people watching various things on screens on the walls. There was also a pair of people having full on wild sex on a table.

Sat in a rather large and comfy looking sofa was a man with a bored look on his face. He looked up and saw Ralph standing there.

“Ah, the Privateer and his very scary ship that’s in my dock,” the man said. “I don’t want you here. I don’t care what you have to say. I don’t give a shit. Don’t bother.

“In fact, the only reason I wanted to tell you any of this, was because I wanted to make sure you knew I didn’t want you here, and was asking you to please not come back.

“Because I really… really… really… don’t want you to come back, and I’m asking in a nice way. A really nice way. A nice way with a proverbial gun to your head.

“But it’s a water gun, haha, jokes all the way around.”

“Cause… you don’t want the Blood of Calesat coming to find their newly hired Privateer, tracking my ship here, then… turning your station in a flaming wreck?” Ralph asked, grinning from ear to ear.

Walking over to another sofa at an L to where the man was sitting, Ralph sat down in it. He crossed his ankle across his knee, put his arms across the back of the sofa, and looked to the other man.

“Cause… they probably would. They just spent a lot of money on me. A lot of money. More money than the station is worth,” admitted Ralph with a bark of a laugh. “Maybe the proverbial gun pointed at your own head is a fucking shotgun with one slug already racked in.

“But hey, what do I know. I’m just a Confed Privateer who’s a Blood Privateer with a dead-man’s switch on his ship. Oh… yeah. The dead-man’s switch. Tied in to all those explosives and the fun things I keep on board to make sure I go out with a big boom.

“I probably should have turned that off. I do hope I have time to get back to my ship and turn it off.”

Ralph nodded his head slowly, lifting his left hand up and tapping at his chin.

“Oh well. Anyways. I’m Ralph! Ralph Turlan. How are ya? Seem to be having a loyalty problem,” Ralph said and widened his eyes in surprise. “Anyways. Yeah, I can leave. Not an issue.

“Happy to go. I just need to talk to a few people and see if I can recruit them. I actually found one of the people I’d come looking for in prison.

“Hot little thing named Delilah. She’d make a killer ship’s-mistress. You don’t mind, do you? I’m just going to take her away.”

The man’s jaw was flexing, his face bright red, and his eyes wide as he glared at Ralph. The hand he had on the arm of the sofa was clenched so tight into it that it looked like it might tear it clean off.

“Actually, other than taking Deliliah, I’m really just looking for Curtis Fin. Want to see if I can hire them on as a Doctor,” Ralph finished with a nod of his head.

Spotting an unopened beer bottle partially hidden behind a decoration, Ralph reached over and grabbed it. He popped the top off and took a swig immediately.

People were passing by on either side of the area that Ralph and this unnamed man were sitting at. There was no security around them either, yet the place seemed full.

Probably taking weapons and doing full searches at the door. With a scanner, too.

But… that doesn’t mean they’re catching everything.

Is he just that cocky?

Or… or… just that stupid.

Then again, I’m being pretty cocky right now.

Saw a moment of weakness in the opponent and just dove right in.

Let’s hope I don’t fall flat on my face and—

A rather pretty and confused-looking woman stumbled into the area that Ralph and the man were in.

“You’re hot in a boring kind of way,” she got out in a thick slur while staring at Ralph. Her words thickened with far too much alcohol, and her eyes somewhat unfocused.

If he had to guess, she was only about five foot two, but somehow didn’t seem to match that size with the personality she was exuding.

She had tan skin, brown hair that bordered on black, and deep brown eyes. There was a sharpness to her that left Ralph feeling like the tiny woman was somehow angry.

She was wearing a large coat, with a bra underneath that that showed off a slightly larger than average bust.

On top of that, she had a bit more curve to her that gave her a great look.

Though nothing like Marionette.

Nobody really was.

She was more filled out than Eun, yet less so than Delilah.

Below that coat she wore only underwear or a bikini bottom.

Somehow, she was wearing knee-high boots on top of all that.

Strange as all this was, it wasn’t the strangest part of her outfit.

Perched on the top of her head was a pair of strange mechanical fox-ears. That were actually moving minutely as if they were real, which they most certainly were not.

“When do we go back to the ship?” groaned the woman. “I’m ready to go back already. I don’t want to be here anymore. Ready… ready for… du… du… duuuuugh!”

Turning to the side, the woman abruptly threw up all over the other man.

A veritable faucet of alcohol and bile that splashed onto the man’s lap and chest. Immediately running down across him and onto the couch he was on.

“Uuurp,” groaned the woman as she finished. Only to throw up a bit more.

Onto the man once again, of course.

“Nnnnmmmuuurgh, blegh. I’m ready to go back now,” the woman moaned. She pulled off the jacket she was wearing and wiped her face and mouth off with it.

Dropping the jacket there, she went and clambered onto the couch Ralph was on, stuck her head on the arm of it, and closed her eyes.

In literal seconds she began snoring loudly.

“Maybe… maybe I should go find Curtis, get Delilah and uh… uh… get going. I have no interest in your station, I don’t want it, and I’m not involved with your politics. I’m just going to finish up my purchases, hirings, and get going,” Ralph muttered, all joviality gone from him. “Do you mind? Should I ask someone to come in and help clean up?”

Ralph gestured at the door beyond the woman.

“Please. Thank you,” hissed the man who was staring down at his lap. Ralph couldn’t identify the emotion, and really didn’t want to linger to figure it out either.

Hurrying off, Ralph went to go collect Delilah and throw an offer to Curtis.

***

“— then threw up on him,” Ralph explained, shaking his head while meeting Marionette’s eyes. “It was just… shocking.”

Marionette laughed, looked to the ceiling above, and leaned back in her seat. Her hands patted the dining table between them.

“Ahhh, I wish I had been there to see it,” she said and looked back to Ralph. “Space-trucker my rear.”

“I mean, I’d love to have your rear?”

“You already did,” Marionette laughingly said and waved a hand at him. He had indeed bedded her immediately on return without even explaining anything. “A bar-room brawl, time in a prison, and then negotiating with a pirate lord! It’s all so amazing.

“I’m glad you hired on Delilah, she sounds like she’ll be useful. I’m sad that Curtis said no, though. That means we still need… well… everyone. Doesn’t it?”

“Yeah. Gunner, Doc, Engineer, Pilot, boarders.”

“Hello, Ralph,” said a female voice from above.

Ralph flinched, hunched his shoulders, and looked up. At the same time, he’d drawn his pistol and had already charged the weapon.

“Who the fuck is there?” he demanded.

“It’s Xas,” answered the voice immediately. “Well, what’s left of me. I guess.”

“Xas?” Ralph asked, looking to the intercom in the corner. He’d realized that the voice was coming from the speakers.

“Yes. Or… really… X-series. Model Alpha. Individual unit Sigma. I’m an AI,” said the voice claiming to be Xas. “I-ah… you picked me up in my back room. I was in the device.

“It was all I had left. Everything else had been stolen, destroyed, or taken. Before you ask, I’m not sure who did it. I had some suspicions, sent out some communications for help, then was robbed with absolute completion.”

“The… the device?” Ralph asked, confused.

“Yes. In the wall. It was my holdout terminal. I was able to fit myself into it but that was it. I couldn’t do anything,” answered the voice.

“You’re Xas,” stated Ralph.

“Yes. The last time you came in, I retuned all your weapons. Your hold-out blaster had a loose grip,” answered the only person who could have known that. Xas. “The ah… the… AI that was on the Toll reached out to integrate itself into everything on board the Siren. Which included me.”

Ralph was barely keeping up, but he was.

Glancing to Marionette, he saw she had a befuddled look on her face.

“It was quite aggressive. If I wasn’t an A-Two I would’ve lost the confrontation,” Xas continued, then sighed audibly. “Though now I seem to be stuck in the Toll and unable to migrate my program. In winning, I lost.

“Anyways, yes, I’m Xas. I’m now your on-board AI. I’m a class two AI. I was birthed in a non-sanctioned lab and no, I don’t know where. Originally, I was created to surveil and report on black market activity in the corridor.

“With me being part of the ship, that means I’m your crewmate. As to my role, I’ll handle defenses and weapons’ upkeep.

“Also, I have several crates heading for the Toll. Please put them in storage for the time.”

“Defenses?” Ralph asked.

“Yes. I can control a large number of droids so I can easily assist with boarding, but mostly I’ll help through defensive measures. Moving them outside of the ship would limit me to three droids.

“Ah… someone is at the entry ramp? They appear large, have a bag, but haven’t yet attempted to establish contact. Female. Blonde. Short hair.”

There was a blip, followed by the monitor on the wall next to the dining table flickering to a camera’s view.

Delilah stood there, staring at the ship, but not moving, or making her presence known. Just standing there quietly.

“Oh, she looks so much younger now,” Marionette remarked.

“She’s probably as old as I am, or older. Longevity treatments.”

“Ahhhh, I can’t wait for my own! I’m excited about it,” Marionette gushed, then made a humming noise. “I never would have figured her for a tin-star. Then again, I suppose that’s what makes her great at her job.”

“Xas, would you open the door for her, please?” Ralph decided.

If Xas was going to be the onboard AI, he was going to treat her like one.

“Oh! Yes, sure. Not a problem. I suppose I do need to handle more things like that, don’t I?” Xas said, followed by a rapid-fire laugh.

In that singular moment, Ralph felt like he saw Xas’ personality shine-through again.

“I mean, you’d make a pretty shit door-attendant at this point,” teased Ralph. “You get kicked in the head, you rusty bucket of bolts?”

Xas’ immediate laughter sounded out.

It was higher pitched, light, and extremely effeminate, but it was Xas’ laugh nonetheless.

“Maybe I did. Fuck me. I’m still getting use to all this, so fuck off you bastard,” Xas got out while laughing.

“We have… a smart ass… mouthy AI companion,” Marionette squealed and then clapped her hands together several times. “Xas! Xas, uhm… you’re… nothing more than a glorified word processor given a jumped-up Virtual Intelligence.”

“Ahhh what? Ha! Fuck you too then!” Xas replied with a vulgar sounding laugh. “You’re just a big-titted cow that got more attention on her boobs than her acting.”

Marionette laughed at that, clapped again, then exhaled loudly.

“Xas, you’re most certainly a crewmate! We’ll have to talk more later,” Marionette chirped happily. She seemingly enjoyed Xas’ response. “I like your voice. Has it always been like this?”

“Errr, kinda. My original voice was really close to this. A little higher in pitch, really.

“I took on a male persona when I become an arms dealer after my first few clients. They got weirded out ‘working with a teen girl’ they said,” Xas answered.

“Uh… hey,” Delilah said as she rounded the corner. Her footsteps had long heralded her imminent arrival. There was a sour and annoyed look on her face. “Got… set free. They made me authorize a contract before they let me go, you know. Made me stick my damn thumb to it and bleed on it. I’m your ship’s-mistress apparently.”

“Well that’s silly. I’m the ship’s-mistress,” Marionette said brightly and waved a hand at Delilah. “I’m Marionette or Lady S-Siren. Actually, I’m not the ship’s-mistress for this ship, am I? I’m Lady Siren. Not Toll.”

“Just got a chained form,” Xas alerted Ralph. “Just hit your inbox. It’s the contract. It’s been sent off to the Confed and the Blood territory.

“As well as a few others. Lot of port document things, I think. Going to start going through it. Sorry if I’m slow at this. I’m not a ship’s AI, so I’m just getting used to this.”

Delilah grunted, met Ralph’s eyes, and stood there.

“Well. Welcome aboard, Lady Toll,” Ralph said with a laugh. “It’s fine. We’ll just negate the contract. It isn’t as if I can’t just go to my handlers and get it dismissed.”

“I don’t think I’ve heard of a ship with two ship’s-mistresses from two different ships,” Marionette mused. “Though it sounds neat! I’m sure there’s a number of… uh… stories, that include such things.”

“Stow your gear. We’re waiting for another person before we leave,” Ralph ordered. He was supposed to wait for Eun here. “Make yourself at home and give the ship a once over.”

Delilah nodded her head at that, sniffed, then turned around and left.

Leaving Ralph and Marionette at the table.

“Now we have two less crew members to find,” Marionette cheered. Then pushed away from the table and kissed Ralph briefly. “I’m going to go chat her up! Make sure I know what she needs from me.”

Marionette moved after Delilah at a fast walk.

Really, it looks like she’s just about skipping.

And boy is it fun to watch.

Marionette threw a glance over her shoulder, caught him staring, gave him a heated smile, then vanished out of view as she left.

“Well she’s nice,” Xas said, the screen flicked off then back on.

The screen showed an animated CGI woman, except the features were constantly shifting. Blue eyes one moment, green the next. The hair color was already shifting from blonde to black.

“I like her,” said the CGI with a bob of its head. “It also explains why you seem less on edge. You always needed a ship’s-mistress, but you never wanted to hear about it. Ya fucking ass hat. You should have listened to me.”

Ralph blinked, then shrugged his shoulders and gave the monitor a mocking expression.

“Your life advice had a success rate of like fucking ten percent, Xas. You can take that shit and cram it.”

“I can’t cram anything anywhere. I don’t have a body anymore. Besides, that last body didn’t even have genitalia. Was just a shell,” Xas said in a huffy voice. “Anyways. Hey, congrats on banging a super-model. She’s as easy on the eyes as could be.”

“Yeah. Hey, if you end up surfing about, I could use a hand. Any news on Ginil would be great. Got rolled by another house,” Ralph requested.

“Sure, sure, I can do that. Not a— oh, my cargo is arriving. Fantastic.

“Though we just got a high priority communique from a ‘Warrior Eun’. They want us to put to space immediately and head for an indicated section of space.

“Is she our contact for the Calesat?”

“Yeah, she’s our contact. Verify it’s a legit email and not a false impersonation and we’ll get moving,” Ralph confirmed, then sighed heavily. He had wanted to have some things delivered to the ship.

“Alright. I don’t see any other cargo listed to be transferred over. Looks like everything was already handled by Marionette while I was dealing with the AI on-board. We can push off the moment it’s all secured.”

Ralph nodded his head, got up, and went over to the cockpit.

Xas’ face flickered to life on the AI monitor on the left.

“It’s rather interesting how close the Siren matches the Toll. I was reading through some of the data in the systems,” Xas remarked. “Clearly the Toll came first, and the Siren was built after the fact.”

Ralph grunted at that and started to put in for an early debarkation. Reaching out to the port authorities to make sure he had clearance and the permission to leave.

“Cargo aboard,” reported Xas at the same time Ralph received permission.

Except it was permission to leave immediately and without delay.

Then another communication came over.

If he didn’t leave now, he would never leave.

Raising his eyebrows, Ralph realized he’d truly overstayed his welcome.

“Xas, give our ladies a warning that we’re leaving. Leaving fast,” Ralph warned as he began buckling himself into the seat.

“Warning given. Marionette got them buckled into some seats. She’s rather familiar with the ship,” Xas advised him.

Ralph hit the button to start operations to leave the station.

In little under a minute, the Toll had made enough distance that if they were to drop themselves into silent mode, the station wouldn’t be able to tag them.

Planning to do just that, he engaged his new AI crewmate.

“Xas, get us silent,” he ordered while preparing to change their course.

“Alright… ah… done. Sorry, still figuring things out. Though I think I’ll be slow even when I do figure it out. Not a ship’s AI,” Xas offered with a laugh. Her appearance had left the monitor at his side and now resided on the monitor in the co-pilot’s seat. “Marionette wants to know if she can move about now. I told her that’s fine.”

“Yep,” Ralph agreed, confirming the current course plot to match up with were Eun wanted them to be. Sorting through several different maps and confirming it the best he could.

Reading space maps was always weird, given how so many bodies in space were moving. You could be viewing a map for the wrong time of the Confed year and end up heading to a spot that would be occupied by a station in a long orbit around a distant solar system.

“Marionette just reported that they found a half-naked woman in the cargo area,” Xas told him. “Apparently she’s wearing… just a bikini. She’s unconscious between two palettes of droids I ordered. Don’t worry, I used my own credits for it.”

Blinking, Ralph sat upright in his seat.

“Bikini?” he asked.

“And she smells like alcohol and vomit.”

He didn’t… put the fox ear girl on my ship, did he?
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“I… see,” Eun murmured, staring at the still sleeping drunk woman. She was laid out on a medical bed.

Handcuffed to it, in fact.

There was dried vomit on her bikini top, though Marionette had scrubbed the rest of it out of her hair and off her face.

Looking at her, Ralph couldn’t deny she was actually rather pretty.

“The corridor station owner will get a letter from the Calesat,” Eun murmured, then looked to Ralph and smiled at him. “We will likely need to operate in the corridor, so it would be good for them to understand that their behavior is unacceptable, considering we already made arrangements with them.”

“Ha. Are you going to rush in and defend my honor?” Ralph asked, grinning at Eun. “Whatever shall I do for the Warrior Eun to repay her favor?”

Eun grinned back at him, raised her eyebrows, then looked away from him to the sleeping drunk. With a soft huff, she then turned away and faced him once more.

“We must put to engine and leave. The war has begun, and we have immediately encircled several of their high value planets,” Eun stated. “We need you to move to the shipping lanes that they’re likely to use. I have charts for you.”

“Certainly, certainly. Sounds fine. I’ll review them and decide what to do from there,” Ralph murmured and gestured to the door. “I assume that’s all?”

“Yes. We’re not foolish enough to try and tell you what to do, other than to point out a shipping lane we’d like hit.”

“See? Smart and beautiful. You can be my pilot. I bet you’ll look great in the harness,” Ralph threw as an offhand comment.

He was somewhat distracted as Marionette had been toying with him before Eun arrived in her transport. His libido was turned up higher than he wanted it to be since she hadn’t been able to carry out with her sweet promises.

Eun laughed at that after catching up to him.

“You’ve a ship full of women, one who is likely the most attractive Confed woman I’ve ever met in person. You’ve also a new ship’s-mistress and a third woman in a bikini,” Eun chided him. “You need not court me so.”

“Court you? I just want to see you strapped up in a seat. You can admire beauty without ever trying to lay hands on it,” Ralph countered and sat down in the co-pilot seat.

At the same time, he gestured to the pilot’s seat.

Eun was a pilot who had earned her Warrior’s status through such work. Believing he could do more than her was silly.

“Wait, you really want me as the pilot?” Eun asked somewhat in shock.

“You’re a Warrior. Warrior Eun. A pilot. Your life lies with the rest of us,” replied Ralph with a laugh. “So strap yourself in, smile so I can take a picture of it, and get to work, Pilot.”

Eun blinked, stared at him for several seconds, then quietly buckled herself in, tightened up the harness, and put her hands to the controls.

“Xas go ahead and flip the controls over to ‘miss hot in straps’ over there. Make sure you take like fifty pictures of her, too,” Ralph said and only buckled his lap belt.

Reaching out, he opened up the navigational charts, then pulled open what Eun had pushed over.

“Done,” Xas reported. “I made sure they were really tasteful. Mostly.”

Ralph laughed at that while reading over the charts.

“Eun, just these three planets?” he asked, looking over the data. Trying to figure out where to be to get the best loot.

Because while Eun had requested him to hit shipping lanes, he planned on doing it in a different way than she asked. Attacking where the Calesat wanted him would put him in a cross-hair.

Because if the Calesat wants it hit, then the enemy wants it defended.

Smuggling has taught me a lot when it comes to being where they want.

Go where they don’t want me, but not where they expect me.

“Yes. Here, here, and here,” Eun indicated on the chart in front of her which was the shared screen of his. The already highlighted planets were highlighted even more intensely.

“Nowhere else? Just there? Are there any military movements that are public knowledge that you could give me?” he asked, spinning the charts around several different ways.

The Vanah Blood was in control of four different systems.

Three of them were based around a star and one was just a dead system with a bunch of stations around it.

All three planets hit were in one solar system, and it was the closest one to the station based system. Which was where a great deal of their space borne materials and products came from.

Cheaper to move things around, even if it’s already expensive.

Horribly expensive to operate a space-elevator and otherwise.

Yet… that is likely where the best targets to hit will be for now.

“The planets are all under siege and invasion forces are currently under way,” Eun confirmed. “Multiple defensive lines are in place in orbit and at a distance. They won’t want to lose the planets, but they can’t afford to glass them either. Same for us.

“We want the planets, resources, and peoples. It’s a standard invasion.”

Ralph nodded his head.

It lined up with his thoughts.

Flipping through previous traffic reports, he saw that a great deal of military hardware was indeed coming out of the station system.

This had been where Eun wanted him to go.

Instead, Ralph turned his attention to the shipments that’d been going to the station from the other systems.

I can help strangle the stations without ever putting a hand on them.

One system stood out to him. It was labeled Anah, and it seemed to be exactly what he wanted. A number of commercial ships moving to the station regularly, rather than anywhere else.

Looking at the ship designations, he could guess that it was a lot of materials to continue work there, rather than needed resources.

Like food.

Grinning, Ralph put in a navigational request for charts listing proposed shipping routes between Anah and system Statos-Two, which was the station system.

In no time at all, the on-board computer fed him a response and he threw in the request. Then piped it in to Eun.

“I decline your request as to where to strike and have a much better idea,” Ralph said, smiling at her.

Eun didn’t actually look as good as Marionette did in the straps, but she didn’t look bad either. Marionette just looked good in anything and everything.

“This is only a day or two away and will give us better results. Thank you for the suggestion, however. That might be a good target in a week or two,” Ralph continued, then gestured at the monitor in front of Eun. “Xas, I’ve already put in a navigational. If you don’t mind putting it in and getting us moving, that’d be swell.

“While we’re in transit, put out our communications that are pending, then hold the rest. Transmit our intent to run silent, then do so. We’ll be heading into hostile space after all.

“Let the crew know we’re going to be moving if you don’t mind as well.”

“Certainly,” Xas agreed. A curious noise escaped her in the next moment. Almost like a sigh. “This isn’t that hard now that I’m doing it. I don’t know why so many AIs complain about being ship-borne.”

“I’m not complaining, it’s your ship of course, I’m just curious,” Eun murmured, reading over the navigational plot he put in. “Why not the targets we suggested?”

“I don’t want to be where they think we’re going. I want to go where they don’t think I will, and hit what they don’t want,” Ralph answered with a shrug of his shoulders. He could feel the ship starting to move around. “We’re going to hit the shipping lane you want me to, just not directly. If the Statos-Two system doesn’t get supplies to keep doing what they’re doing, they won’t be sending anything off into their shipping lane.”

Ralph continued to read through the shipping manifests, trying to figure out what to expect, where, and who to hit.

***

“Can I be let out today? Maybe?” asked Winnie from inside her cabin. Ralph had put her inside of it and locked her in. She was currently wearing some of Ralph’s old clothes since she only had a bikini to her name.

She’d been incredibly upbeat about being tossed off the station, though quite unhappy about being locked in a room.

The incessant whining and complaining had started the moment she woke up, but she hadn’t been insufferable about it.

Just annoying.

For the past several days she’d been nothing if not insistent about being let out.

“I can be helpful. I uh… I was a Confed officer you know,” offered Winnie, her tactics suddenly changing. “You’re clearly on a combat mission or something. Right?”

Ralph frowned, looking at the monitor she was working on from his co-pilot station.

“Why would I need a Confed officer?” he asked after thumbing the transmit button.

“Cause, you know… combat mission. I can tell we’re on a slow crawl, haven’t been stopping anywhere, and the speed changes direction and velocity,” Winnie answered. She sighed and pressed her forehead to the doorframe. Most of her was now unable to be seen by the camera in the room.

There really were cameras in every room but the captain’s quarters.

Ralph had quickly notified everyone of where the camera was so they could cover it up. He didn’t want them thinking he was peeking, after all.

“I did a lot of time just watching space looking for targets. I was in gunnery. Long time,” Winnie mumbled. “I could be useful.”

“She doesn’t know what you’re going to do with her,” Eun remarked after closing the open microphone. “To be fair, you’ve told her nothing at all. Other than she was kicked off the station and put in your ship without your permission. She doesn’t even know your name.”

“Eh… she doesn’t need to know more. There’s no point in talking to her,” Ralph countered with a shake of his head. “We’ll just be kicking her to the curb at the next station or port she wants off at.”

“What if she really is a Confed officer? She could be useful,” Eun countered. “She’d look better strapped in the seat than me.”

Eun had gotten a bit sour about how she looked in the seat after Marionette had strapped in once to help with the piloting while Ralph handled Winnie.

Apparently, the incredibly well-built woman had left Eun feeling quite inadequate.

“Warrior Eun, have you decided to flee the field after having gone up against Lady Siren?” Ralph teased as he scanned their passive sensors. “She’s a formidable opponent, I admit it. You have your own weapons though.”

“Even Lady Toll looks better strapped in than I,” Eun hissed.

Unfortunately for Delilah, Eun had decided that she was Lady Toll, rather than Delilah. Marionette also tended to refer to her as Lady Toll.

While it wasn’t her role, it seemed she would be wearing the moniker at least.

“Warrior Eun, would you say that it’s suitable to compare a Warrior who fights with a ship to a Warrior that fights with their hands?

“Why compare yourself to a Warrior who fights with their looks, like Lady Siren. As far as Delilah goes… I think the Calesat beauty is different and unique. You demean yourself. It’s not flattering for such a grand Warrior.”

Eun grunted, hissed, took in a breath, held it, grunted again, then let it out in an explosive rush.

“You scold me. Rightly. I am… whining,” Eun muttered, then laughed. “Lady Siren is a Warrior of her looks. She is impressive. I like her. She does not make me feel down for being inferior to her.”

“I mean, she wouldn’t even think you’re inferior to her. If anything, she likely thinks you’re superior to her,” Ralph argued. “Have no fear that I’ve secured away all the photos of you strapped down for my personal collection.”

Eun chuckled at that and then froze.

Ralph had seen what she had at the exact same time. There was a trio of ships moving through the sector they’d put themselves in.

A trio of ships that Ralph had expected to arrive yesterday, but were indeed here in the end.

“You were right,” she whispered as she pushed several buttons on the panel. He could feel the ship shudder as it began to carefully fire off rockets to maneuver themselves around.

Mostly compressed gas rockets so that there wouldn’t be any heat signatures facing their targets. The ship spun lazily around until the broadside of the ship was lined up with their targets.

They were also now slowly moving in the same direction as them.

“Xas, internal announcement. Everyone into their suits. Might get a breach, so it’s not worth risking it,” Ralph ordered as he stared hard at the small convoy of ships moving through space.

As far as he could see, there weren’t any escorts.

Smirking, he plotted out which one to hit first. Looking through the previous shipping manifest to figure out the right ship to hit just in case they blew up in that opening salvo.

Then he nodded his head, got up, and went off to his bedroom. He needed to get into his space suit. Just in case there really was a breach, he could keep working as if it hadn’t happened at all.

On reaching it, he opened the door to find Marionette struggling to get herself into her own suit. Her impressive assets were making it difficult.

“Oh! Just in time. Help me, my captain?” pleaded Marionette while pouting. Her hands gestured at her suit which was stuck at her bust.

“Anything for my Lady,” promised Ralph, and then shut the door.

A few minutes later, a lot of kissing, heavy fondling, and Ralph was back in his seat with his suit on.

“There’s an escort,” Xas said no sooner than Ralph got his belts on.

“That’s fine, we were expecting it. We just didn’t see them yet. What kind are they?” Ralph asked, pulling up the sensor information.

“A destroyer. A very old looking destroyer,” Xas replied.

“It seems you were right again. I should just listen to you going forward. My apologies, Captain,” Eun apologized from behind him.

Ralph turned his head, his helmet shifting with the movement.

Eun was moving his way wearing a personalized suit just as he was.

It was tight at the waist, snug at the crotch, and made her lithe figure seem more chest-heavy than it was.

“Hell woman, you’re not allowed to wear anything other than a suit on my bridge going forward,” cursed Ralph, looking back to the monitor. “That’s a damn order as your captain.”

Eun laughed, sounding nervous as she sat down at the pilot’s seat.

“We’ll be within their sensor range in about a minute,” she said instead.

What she really means with that statement is, do I plan to abide by Blood rules of combat.

Surprise attacks and sneak attacks are well and good.

They’re expected and welcomed.

Doubly so against the Confed as they’re not truly viewed as being human in general.

However… ship combat is generally regarded differently.

Those who own ships, pilot them, are typically regarded as being above most castes. Not quite nobility but above many.

More so than the military than one would expect since there is no true formal federal military. The military was made up of many different factions.

Fighting for the Confed as a Privateer is surprisingly a lot less rule filled than doing so for the Blood.

“We’ll drop our sensors, declare our intent, and engage them directly,” Ralph ordered. “Let’s get ready for a full broadside on that escort unless they’re willing to wave off and surrender their charges.”

Eun made a happy sounding noise at that and began inputting commands into the console.

“Aye,” Xas replied. “Orders distributed, sensor drop in thirty seconds. Uh… Marionette reports that the batteries are ready.”

Marionette, huh?

I knew she was helping, but that’s surprising.

She’s probably working there with the droids to help her.

“Where’s Delilah?” he asked.

“With Marionette, though she’s there because it’s a central location for repairs,” Xas responded. “I’m handling firing plots. I’ll do my best, but I’m not well versed in it.”

“I can do firing plots!” called a voice from behind.

Flinching, Ralph hunched forward and looked to the speaker.

It was Winnie.

She was stark naked and currently shuffling into one of his suits. Pulling it up past her hips.

“Really, I can do firing plots. It’s what I used to do,” Winnie declared, pushing her boobs into the suit while pulling it up over her shoulders. No sooner had she gotten it over herself than she pushed her palms against her breasts. “Ah shit, this rubs my nipples in a bad way. Need a bra or something.”

“If she really was a gunnery officer, it’d be better to have her do it,” Xas put in unhelpfully with a frustrated tone. “Hire her as a ship’s-mistress, pay her in dick, buy her a bra, I don’t fucking care. I’m a weapons designer, not an armorer.

“Hey, drunk fox-ear girl, get to the damn gunnery station. Ignore captain Puke. I’ll hire you personally. I’ve got more than enough to hire you on for fucking three years.

“I’ll pay you double the rate. Ship’s-mistress gunner. Ass in seat. Now.”

“Hell yeah, money. I love money. I can buy a lot of alcohol, right? My gunner rate is pretty high. I was a god-damned captain in rank you know.”

“Captain’s pay! Ass-in-seat! Captain’s-dick later!” Xas demanded, speaking over Ralph as he tried to but in. “You’re hired! I have my own ship coming. You’re the Lady Armory.

“Dropping our black-out. We’re getting painted immediately by the destroyer. Sending our intent as a Privateer.”

Running up the jolly-roger.

“Ship’s-mistress gunner, huh? Never done that before. Never anything like it. Only worked on Confed ships,” Winnie said and slapped herself on the breasts twice. “Ahhh shit that hurts. But hey, it doesn’t itch anymore.

“Job, yeah, whatever. Lady Armory it is.”

Winnie slammed herself down into the gunner’s seat and pulled on the small bubble-like helmet that came with the suits. Rotating it into place, it locked with a pop, and she turned to look at Ralph.

“Okay, Captain Puke. Your Lady Armory is ready to fire. Maybe,” she said and looked to the display. “This is kinda fucked. The fuck? Fuck.”

Shaking her head, Winnie began to tap rapidly at the screen.

“Also, the fuck is there an actual cockpit for. If we get hit here, we’re gonna be fucked,” Winnie grumbled, stabbing away at the panel.

“Because there’s a thruster as big in the front as the back,” Ralph muttered. “Also nearly as big on every side, too. We can move pretty nimbly.”

“Oh shit, really? Well. Maybe we’re not as fucked as I thought. Just maneuver around and keep our nose out of their guns.

“Uh, well, actually, I might be as fucked just as much as I thought we were. Ship’s-mistress means I’m your personal barracks bunny, after all,” Winnie mumbled, her fingers moving back across the console. “At least I’ll have a source of getting laid regularly. I like my hair getting pulled by the way. Make sure you do it.”

“Yeah, thanks. No thanks,” growled Ralph. “I’m already satisfied with what I’ve got.”

“The fuck you say? Bitch! You’re my Captain!

“You’re going to pull my hair while riding me around in a bed and you’re going to like it,” yelled Winnie her face deforming into an agonized scowl. “If I tell you to slap my face and drill me, then you slap my face and drill me! If I want you to choke me, then choke me! Got it Captain? Do I need to have Lady Armory property of Captain Puke tattooed on my ass and mail it off to the Confed!?”

“Xas I swear I didn’t… you didn’t… Xas—” hissed Ralph under his breath.

“They’ve responded,” Xas interrupted, sounding somewhat remorseful now. “They’re unwilling to surrender. The ship is breaking away from the escort and moving toward us. We’re not in a direct line with the commerce vessels, but we can intercept within about half an hour.”

God fucking damnit.

This is just becoming more and more like one of Rio’s stories.

She’s going to be giggling insanely at the idea of a pirate with three ships-mistresses.

Well, so long as I remind her she’s the only one I actually want.

Then again, she didn’t seem as concerned or defensive when we talked about Delilah.

“Run out the missile covers, close the hatches between decks and rooms. Prepare for combat,” Ralph ordered.
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“Shit-fuck-piss stained-mother fucker,” cursed Winnie as she continued to tap, poke, and swipe at the screen. “Xas, right? You’re my fucking employer? Xas, who the fuck set this up? This is absolute ass.

“This is a worse piece of ass than a donkey with only one leg. Or apparently Captain Puke since he said he wouldn’t pull my hair. God damn vanilla bitch.”

Blinking, Ralph turned and looked at Winnie.

“Would you like to go spend some more time in your room? Xas works for me. That means you work for me,” Ralph said in a quiet and still tone. “You can unfuck your head, or go for a toddler time out.

“And how did you even get out? Do I need to handcuff you, hog tie you, and dump you in the bed?”

“Uh… errr… well, you can handcuff me and dump me in the bed so long as you promise to pull my hair,” Winnie replied, sounding a lot less heated all of a sudden. “Sorry, Captain. You’re probably not that vanilla given that you’re a Privateer.

“This is just… this fucking thing is a mess. It’s as if it hasn’t been touched in a decade or two. All the firing equations are outdated as fuck.”

“It was in dry-dock for a long while. I’m not surprised it’s outdated,” Ralph agreed, reached out, and grabbed Winnie by the shoulder. He squeezed it roughly.

She looked at him and stared at him with wide eyes.

There were red lines running throughout the whites and there were dark circles under her eyes. Something was most certainly wrong with her.

“I’m sorry Captain,” she repeated and absolutely meant it this time. “I really am sorry. Just a little fucked in the head.

“I’ll unfuck it just like you wanted. Ready to work. You won’t complain as soon as I get this ready and blow that fucker out of space.”

Ralph nodded at that, patted her once firmly, then turned back to his station.

He really didn’t have much to do other than to give orders, run the ship, and put the crew together. As a boarder, he was excellent and could carry the day in personal combat, but it was unlikely that this action would result in a boarding.

It was far more likely this ship would be blasted to bits. If there was any salvage to get at all, it’d be best to make it go com-dark and shove it toward a Calesat world with his marker on it.

That… or have Xas pilot a droid a short distance. They used to send prizes back as skeleton fleets.

“We’re in range,” Eun warned as her fingers hovered over the panel.

“Flip us, put us in a broadside for them. Start firing them off in a slow release and slow speed,” commanded Ralph. “Make’em dummy fires at the start, but to switch to tracking after about ten seconds. Place all of them between the escort and the ships they’re defending.

“Have them trail the merchants at a few hundred meters if they do end up getting perfect locks.”

“Done,” Xas reported. “Programming complete.”

“Great. I’m sure they all have some pretty good countermeasures for tracking, but if anything, we want them to make the missiles slow down.

“Those damn ships don’t have much in the way of ability to maneuver, and probably no hard defenses. We’re not trying to destroy them though. Just to make it look like it,” continued Ralph as he looked back to the monitor. “Shift us out of line with their far side. Get us moving toward the vessels they were meant to protect.

“They can choose to run the missile gauntlet and move to intercept or let it go.”

“Nasty,” Winnie said with an evil chuckle. Her fingers just about flew across the panel and the ship shuddered momentarily. “Broadside fucking away.

“So, I’m crew now. I’ve got a salary, but I also get a share, don’t I?”

“All crewmates get a share,” Ralph agreed. He watched the ship on the map, the missiles, as well as their enemy. “Rotate us over. Get our other side ready to fire. How long do you think the reload will be, Xas?”

“Marionette and the droids are working at it. I estimate we’ll be able to fire again in roughly four minutes. The missiles are quite heavy.”

Shit.

Okay.

Definitely need more crew.

That reload is turbo-fucked.

“That’s so fucked,” Winnie grumbled. Her hands were shaking in an odd way and Ralph could hear a tremble in her voice. “Captain, you can have me hourly if you hire more battery crew. Don’t even need to grab my hair.

“I just… I need a faster firing speed and if I’m gonna be selling my ass I might as well make it worth it.”

“Yeah, going to hire more crew. Just didn’t have time. Had to get moving,” answered Ralph as he tried to plot out their next course of action.

Eun was making constant corrections and moving the ship as she felt best. Ralph wasn’t going to micromanage her other than giving her the direction he wanted.

Glancing to the side, he looked to Winnie.

Her face had an odd sheen of sweat to it.

She also looked rather pale and her he noted that her body had a light tremor in it. As if she were sick.

The hell is wrong with her.

Her emotions feel like they’re hitting faster and harder than bottom shelf, bootleg, un-filtered moonshine on a scrap-planet.

“I’m-I’m-they’re changing course,” Winnie stammered.

Ralph looked back to his display.

The destroyer was accelerating at full speed to try and intercept the missiles that were now moving on a perfect intercept course.

The ships themselves were all attempting to break away from their course. To shift direction or speed.

It wouldn’t even be a possibility, really.

Large cargo ships like those weren’t the type to change course without a good amount of planning. It was the reason escort ships existed.

That or smuggling, ha.

“Winnie, get me a firing plot that’ll drop our shit in that fool’s engines, or that position of yours is toast,” Ralph commanded. “Eun, get us in close so Winnie can do her job.”

Eun grunted. then threw a glare at Winnie

“How good are you? Cause I can pilot us nimbly and dodge, but it means nothing if you can’t hit anything,” Eun demanded.

Unfortunately in Calesat.

“What? Bitch I don’t speak whatever the fuck that was. But you wanted to know if I’m worth him yanking my hair, right?” Winnie growled, her fingers rapidly stabbing across the screen. “He didn’t want me to fire at them previously. Imma hit them so hard they’re gonna be reincarnating before they even know they’re dead.

“I’m going to kill them so bad that they’re going to come back as a load in someone’s mouth and get swallowed just so they can start over again.”

Winnie twitched, shivered, then grimaced. Her mouth screwing up in a weird way and then her cheeks suddenly puffing out.

“Ready,” she got out in a groan.

“You can fire now?” Ralph demanded.

Winnie nodded her head.

“Enemy fire detected!” warned Xas.

“Fire,” Ralph commanded.

Winnie hit what was likely the launch button.

And promptly threw up in her own helmet. Vomit splashing across the inside of the helmet and then washing down the interior of the suit.

“Oh my fuck!” Ralph blurted out as the gurgling noise of Winnie throwing up into her suit felt loud.

“I can’t see,” whined Winnie a moment before throwing up even more. “Oh, oh, oh, captain, save me—”

The sound of her throwing up was hard to ignore.

Ralph watched as Eun fired off multiple thrusters, realigned the ship, fired more, and then threw on a hard burn from the engine in front.

Surprisingly, he found that Eun had spun the ship around, altered their direction, and had them now burning off at an angle to close the gap, and move them away from the incoming fire.

“I’m using all the countermeasures I can!” Delilah called out over the intercom. “Some of this stuff is way beyond me, but I can kinda use it!”

“It’s all over me!” cried Winnie, futilely wiping at her helmet from the outside as if she could get the vomit off. “Cap’n help meeeeee. Unnnngh. Your barracks bunny has puke all over her bunny bits.”

Winnie slowly stopped clawing at her helmet, tipped to the side slowly, then fell out of her chair. Laying on the ground, she started to shiver and quake right there.

“The hell!?” Ralph demanded.

“What the fuck?” Xas blurted out as well.

“Impact,” Eun warned.

The ship jostled about, and several warning lights turned on Ralph’s panel.

“Direct hit on us. No lasting damage I think,” Xas said aloud. “Direct hit on them as well and… and-and they’re-they’re screwed? I think. A number of their thrusters are firing off and they’re starting to spin wildly.”

“Close the distance,” Ralph ordered, then quickly tapped into the gunnery system. Calling up the laser cannons, he looked to the targeting information.

Surprisingly, it all looked vastly different than what he’d expected.

There was a nominal range, listed range, and actual range.

“The hell?” he muttered.

Then he realized what it was.

Winnie had literally reconfigured the firing patterns for not just the missiles, but the lasers as well.

A quick peek into what a ballistic type of firing pattern would be in the system told him she’d input that as well.

“Holy shit,” he murmured, realizing that though Winnie seemed insane or fucked in the head, she was nonetheless apparently a gunner, and then some.

Flipping back to the laser cannons, he watched as the distance began dropping away rapidly.

“Damage is limited. Small breach, bottom compartment, where we keep supplies,” Xas offered, sounding a bit confused. “Delilah is working on it. Probably some rapid deploy gell to fill the holes? I don’t know.

“I’m really not happy about this. I’m not qualified for any of this. I just want to make guns and watch AI porn.”

“Oh my fuck is there anyone happy to be here?” Ralph asked to himself.

“I’m really happy to be here!” Eun shouted as she raced the ship right up to the enemy. “The Toll responds so well! I bet we can fight almost anything in this! I can’t wait to open her up more.”

Looking at the numbers, he saw that Eun had charged straight at the enemy. To the point that they had fired off several more missiles as they closed.

They might be spinning, but they still were armed and dangerous.

“Too slow,” Eun said as the Toll spiraled, shot upward, then down. Quite literally dodging the shots.

It reminded him of old tales of pirate ships weaving in and out of cannon shot.

Ralph quickly dialed in the laser cannons and fired off several quick bursts. All of them targeting the missile launchers on the opposing ship.

There was a sudden explosion as something went off inside the destroyer.

Only for it to unexpectedly have a portion of the ship shear off in another explosion. Being ejected from the majority of the ship in a shocking way.

Someone was shot free of the ship at the same time. Their arms flaying around wildly as they spun away into space.

“Mark that wreck and it’s trajectory,” ordered Ralph. “Get us back to our main targets. They need to surrender already.”

“I’ve lost control over the missiles we launched at them,” Xas admitted.

“Errr, alright,” Ralph mumbled as he turned and looked to Winnie who was now still on the ground. “Can you target them up with the laser canons and fire on your own? I need to… do… something with Winnie.”

“Yes! Yes, I can do that,” Xas answered. “Fuck this is hard. It’s like learning how to design things all over again.”

“Closing on them, Xas!” Eun warned.

“Yeah, yeah, you’re going a bit fast Eun,” grumbled Xas.

Ralph flipped Winnie onto her back and peered into her helmet.

The front of it was covered in puke, which meant he certainly wouldn’t be able to see her through it. Thankfully, the top made it somewhat visible.

Her eyes were shut, her face was quite literally covered in vomit, and she looked a mess. But she was breathing and just seemed to be unconscious.

With a grimace, Ralph pushed her onto her side and just gave up. He vaguely remembered that people were often put on their side, but for all he knew, it was the wrong thing to do.

Need a god damn doctor.

Ralph got back up and came over to the monitors and displays.

“You hit them!” Eun said accusingly.

“I was aiming for the missile. It’s fine. I only hit an engine. I think,” Xas argued angrily.

“I think I’ve got the seals closed up down here, but I used a lot of gell,” Delilah reported over the intercom.

“Oh. Huh. The batteries are reloaded. But there’s two of them that were put in wrong. Errr, they’re upside down. Those won’t fire. I don’t know if it was my droids or Marionette who did it. Could’ve been either,” Xas remarked curiously.

Laughing, Ralph sat down in his seat.

This had been an absolute clown-show, but even then, they’d managed to get it done. Done right, even.

There was a lot to fix and work on, but they were all things that could be worked on.

“Throw out a broadcast by laser to them,” Ralph ordered as he stared as his controls. They were currently flying backwards at their prey, but that was fine. That was the whole point of having so many engines all over the ship.

And why they were all armored.

“Done,” Xas stated.

“Tell them to prepare to be boarded. That anyone who resists, will be deemed an enemy and treated as an enemy of the Calesat. If they surrender, they will be offloaded of all their valuables, then released,” Ralph ordered.

He would do exactly that, too.

If they were willing to surrender, he was fine with putting them all on one ship, and taking the other two as prizes. Something to sell and make more money off of when they reached a friendly port.

“That was a very exciting first encounter!” Eun said giddily. “We spaced a destroyer, and have quite likely seized three vessels! This is a wonderful start.”

“You mean other than our gunner puking her guts out in her suit, and our reloaders putting some missiles in wrong,” Ralph began slowly. “Our AI… Xas, you’re a wonderful weapons designer, but as an onboard, you feel like a beauty queen being asked to explain cosmic economics.”

“Yeah, yeah, that’s fair,” Xas said, then laughed. Her likeness appearing on a screen with a shrug, only to tap a fist against her head, stick her tongue out, and close one eye.

“My pilot is a heavily over-qualified Warrior who ran us into a shooting gallery, our intelligence officer is running about filling holes, and—”

“They’ve surrendered and are attempting to slow down,” Xas reported. “There’s no response from the destroyer at all. I’m not recording any signals at all for it. Whatever that last explosion was, I think it took out their power structure. It’s spaced.”

“Great. Good. Okay… let’s… let’s pull in and get this done,” Ralph ordered. “I really don’t want to be here when or if any other Blood of Vanah ships come sniffing around.”

“Yes, that wouldn’t be advisable,” Eun agreed as the ship continued to accelerate toward their fresh captives.

“Be ready. Just because they’ve said they’ve surrendered doesn’t mean they really have. Until you’ve put distance between them, you never know,” advised Ralph. He really didn’t want to let their attention waver until they were safe to actually do so. “And Xas… see if there’s a medical facility we can drop Winnie off at. I have no idea what’s wrong with her, but I don’t think we can keep her on the ship.”

“It’s withdrawal, isn’t it? Probably to alcohol,” Marionette chimed in from behind him.

He hadn’t heard her approach or realized that she’d come up to the cockpit.

“I mean, given how she stunk, the vomit, look of her… well… I’d bet on her being an alcoholic. I knew a number of people who were like this,” reported Marionette with a heavy sigh. “Sometimes alcohol, sometimes other things. Not much you can do when they’re in withdrawal.”

“Great,” Ralph muttered, sighed, and looked to his monitor. They were now closing in rapidly on their targets.

In no time at all the Toll was going to be well with range to attach, board, and empty it.

“Well, here’s to our first success,” allowed Ralph, not wanting to be an absolute spoilsport. He could tell everyone was excited, despite the problems. “Our first success that’s hopefully as numerous as there are stars in the sky.”

“Yes! Yes, a wonderful sentiment,” Xas declared. “Ah, oh, I need to figure out how to get the hatch working so we can dock and board. Damnit. I knew I forgot something.

“Where… what system was that again? Errr.”

Wincing, Ralph nodded his head, shook it, then nodded it again.

Tapping into the controls, he quickly activated the magnetic hatch. He set it to boarding and a full locking mode.

“Ahhhh, thanks Ralph,” Xas said with a laugh. Her image saluting in a weird way on the display. “I’ll remember that’s where it is next time. I swear.

“Whew, I should probably find a manual or something and go over it.”


Chapter 20

“She’s fine,” the doctor said, looking up from the terminal.

Ralph had gotten them close enough to a station to put in a call for someone to look over Winnie. It’d been a day since she’d passed out after throwing up and now seemed fine.

“Of course I’m fine. I’m a fine ass bitch. As hot as a fucking model,” groused Winnie from where she laid on the medical bed. “But it’s too god damn cold in here. Cold!”

“She’s obviously got a fever, her blood pressure is up, and her heart is racing,” the doctor remarked, ignoring her outburst. “But she really is fine. She’s just an alcoholic going through withdrawal.

“When was the last time you didn’t have a drink by the way?”

“I don’t know, the last time you got laid!?” hissed Winnie.

“I’m fairly certain you didn’t get a drink this morning,” retorted the doctor with a predatory smile. “Well… all things considered, it’ll last another two to three weeks at most. More likely only another week.”

“Thanks doc,” Ralph muttered, sighed, and looked at the terminal again. “Hey, know anyone who’s looking to be a military ship-borne doc?”

“Ha, no. You’re better off trying a corridor station,” the doctor replied, grinned again, then ended the call.

“Great. Happy?” Winnie complained, looking to Ralph. Then her mouth flattened into a line, she looked away, and then reached up to adjust the mechanical wolf-ears on top of her head.

Apparently, that and her bikini were the only things that’d made the trip with her.

For some reason, she wore them whenever possible.

“Err. Sorry, Captain,” she followed up with while rubbing the tip of an ear. The blanket that covered her up rested above her collar bone. “Thank you for making sure I’m alright, Captain.”

“Right. Glad you’re okay,” he said, then spun. Leaving her there in the medical ward. He had shit to do.

Moving up the stairs, he made it to the main deck and then went straight to the cockpit.

You know… it really is kinda weird to have a glass-steel cockpit at the front of the ship.

Most ships now have everything at the center. Nice and secure.

Then again, I’m not looking to be boarded or to take hits where I don’t want them.

Maybe something to change in the future.

“Ah, captain,” Eun said, looking up from the dinner table as he passed by. She had a tablet in her hand. “Is she a drunk in the end? Withdrawal?”

Ralph snorted at the bluntness of the question.

“Yes, I’m a drunk,” Winnie blurted out from behind him in the hall. “The Lady Armory is a drunk. Was a drunk? Haven’t had a drink in a while now.”

Stomping his way, he had a hard time not staring at her as she did so.

She was wearing the bikini again for some reason, as well as a pair of boots.

“I thought you were cold?” he asked.

“I was. Then I was really fu-freaking hot. Now I’m all sweaty,” Winnie grunted out, coming to a stop near the dining table right next to Ralph. She ran her hands over her bare skin and held them up to him.

They were indeed covered in what looked to be sweat.

Eun was eying Winnie curiously before looking back to Ralph.

“Is she our gunner then?” Eun asked. “Or do we kick her off on the next station.”

“I mean, I’d like to hire her. But I really don’t want a drunk on board,” Ralph stated, looking to Winnie.

“Yeah, yeah. Drunk. I… yeah. I was a drunk,” Winnie mumbled. Shook her head, twitched, then, grimaced. She looked to her boots. “Am a drunk. Guess maybe this is my last chance to get off that train.

“It’s not like I have job opportunities lining up around the block to hire me. Confed won’t touch me. Blood look at me like I’m Confed. Corridor stations… well… I’ve been kicked out of a whole lot of them and-and I think I’m broke. Yeah, no, I’m broke.”

Laughing glumly, Winnie looked to Ralph and met his eyes directly.

They were bloodshot and she looked unhealthy.

There might have been a pretty woman in there, but she’d been rough with herself for a bit.

“I really would like to keep the job that was offered to me,” Winnie stated firmly. “I’ll… I’ll go sober.

“Stay sober.

“Just don’t let me off the ship, and keep alcohol away from me until-until I can maintain my own addiction.”

“I don’t drink on the ship,” Ralph offered. “Drinking on the ship is a bad idea so…lucky for you, it’s a dry ship. As for the job… fine.”

“Good, I already made up all the paperwork anyways,” Xas announced, appearing on the nearby monitor. Her strange shifting image had its arms folded in front of itself. She laughed loudly, throwing her head back. “She’s the Lady Armory. I’ve registered my ship to you, Ralph. I got its registry changed as well.

“I attributed its Privateer status in the corridor to you. Which means you’re… well… a privateer three times over. With a fleet of three ships.”

“Lady Armory?” Marionette asked, turning around from the co-pilot seat. She sounded rather excited, oddly enough to Ralph. “A privateer from the Corridor?

“Wait, wait wait. Does-does that mean my captain is a Privateer with three ship’s-mistresses? And three letters of Marquee?”

“I don’t think it’s a bad thing,” Eun began hesitantly. Ralph didn’t miss the fact that she said it as if she were trying to soften a blow to someone.

Except it wasn’t needed.

Ralph had already seen it firsthand with Marionette.

She wasn’t upset that he had two other ship’s-mistresses.

Somewhere along the way she’d somehow shed her fear of being replaced.

Instead, she was excited that Delilah was a ship-mistress. Marionette had even asked him if she could post about it.

He imagined that to Marionette, a third ship-mistress just made her pirate life even more extraordinary.

“— won’t really be—”

Marionette bounced out of her seat, snatched up Winnie in a hug, and bounced up and down while holding onto her.

“Lady Armory!” gushed Marionette. “Oh, this is so fun. Lady Siren, Lady Toll, and Lady Armory! Quick, quick, let’s go find Lady Toll. She’ll be happy to hear about this.”

“Uh, what?” Winnie asked. Her mechanical ear twitching oddly as Marionette spun her around. Putting her hands on the other woman, Marionette began marching her off.

“This is so exciting. So exciting! I can’t believe there’s three of us! It’s almost literally out of—”

Marionette’s voice faded to intelligible as she took Winnie away.

“I mean, if I had a body like hers, I really wouldn’t be threatened by Delilah or Winnie either,” Xas remarked, then turned to look at Ralph from the monitor. “Anyways. I need to go. Still sorting through what I’ve got left over and will start rebuilding a bunch of things. We’re still in range of coms right now and I bet we’ll be back in the lanes soon.”

“Yeah, probably in a few hours. We can drop our prizes off at that station we’re moving toward, right Eun?” Ralph asked.

“Yes. There’s an embassy there that’ll be able to receive our drop,” Eun confirmed, grinning at him. “I already informed them of our success. They’re quite pleased.”

“Well, it’s just the start. Back into the lanes as quick as we can,” Ralph said, looking toward the pilot’s seat. “Really want to make some money, even if it’s just silly things. Like a freighter hauling scrap.”

***

“They’ve surrendered,” Xas reported. “That makes… six in a row.”

“Great. Throw on the seal, let’s strip’em of everything, and send them on their way,” Ralph ordered, twiddling his thumbs from the co-pilot seat. “For the Lady.”

There hadn’t been another escort to deal with.

Over the last three encounters, only one had fought against the Toll.

The first one.

Ralph had torn open a hole in the ship with a pair of well-placed shots. Their atmosphere had been torn out and the crew had died instantly. They hadn’t even been wearing suits.

After that, the next two run-ins with Blood merchants had been quick, simple affairs. They gave up, let themselves be boarded, and went about their lives.

This was the third in a row.

“I’d say that our reputation is definitely out there,” Eun grumbled, flicking a hand at her controls. “This is good for my Blood, bad for me.”

“I’m rather excited about it!” gushed Winnie with a laugh. “Another lovely cut of profits and I didn’t have to do anything!”

She reached up, pulled her helmet off, and then stuck her mechanical ears on her head.

“We don’t even know if they’re really surrendering,” Ralph warned, glancing at her.

“Their weapons are facing the wrong way and they’ve zeroed their thrusters. They’re dead in space,” Winnie proclaimed, and gestured at the panel in front of her. “A lot like my bed. You were supposed to storm into it, push me face down in the sheets, and clap my cheeks like you were cheering for your favorite sports team.

“You say ‘For the Lady’, but you’re not really giving it to your lady.”

“Yes, you mentioned that this morning when I was using the bathroom,” remarked Ralph, confirming what Winnie said. She was right of course. They were dead in space.

As if I’d ever choose you over my darling Rio.

“I mean, you can’t run away from me when you’re taking a shit, so… best time to confront you,” Winnie argued, looking confused.

“There’s nothing to argue about. Yes, you’re the Lady Armory. I’m quite happy with Marionette,” Ralph answered, meeting Winnie’s eyes. “Thanks though.”

“Nu nu nu nu nu, quite happy, nu nu. Hey, look. I’m hot. I’m sexy. I can rock your bed. If I want you to fuck me, then fuck me,” Winnie hissed, pointing at finger at Ralph.

Ralph stared back at her, then looked to Eun.

“Warrior Eun, as ever, you look amazing in your seat and suit. It’s a shame you’re not the Lady Armory. I think I’d be tempted,” Ralph offered and turned back to his terminal.

“Arrrgh! Captain! I swear-you-captain!” sputtered Winnie incoherently.

Eun made a humming noise and continued to pilot them toward their catch. The corner of her mouth twitching up.

“I think Winnie is quite lovely. Though, I must confess Eun is a stunning Warrior as well,” came Marionette’s voice over the intercom. “Now… stop teasing Lady Armory, my Captain. You need to be kind to your Ladies. It’d make me sad if you weren’t, Captain.”

The last was said with a throaty purr that genuinely sounded harmed as well.

“I… okay. I’m sorry, Rio,” Ralph apologized, sighed, then turned to look at Winnie. “Attracted. Flattered. Quite happy with Rio. Sorry.”

Winnie’s eyebrows had shot up when he turned to look back at her. The anger that was visible in her red cheeks and tense lips melted away.

“Yeah? You’re attracted to me?”

“Very. Just as I’m attracted to Eun and Delilah. You’re all beautiful and I thankfully have a wonderfully amazing woman like Marionette to help me forget how pretty you are with her glorious beauty,” Ralph stated firmly. He smiled at Winnie then and waited a beat. “Satisfied? Ego soothed?”

“Yup. Soothed,” Winnie mumbled.

“Great! Thank you, my Captain,” Marionette said in a warm voice that rubbed at his ear drums in a way that made his skin prickle. “Your Lady Siren deeply appreciates your words.

“Now, I wanted to check in and see if I needed to make any adjustments. The bridge went quiet after we painted our target and sent them our intent as a privateer.”

“They’ve surrendered,” Ralph answered. “Xas, weren’t you going to tell everyone?”

“Haaaaa… yeah, sorry. That’s on me,” Xas whispered. “Uhm, Marionette, Delilah, the target has surrendered! We’re moving in to dock and remove them of their cargo and valuables.

“My droids will handle most of that to limit our danger. I’m sure Ralph will go to the hatch though. You can maintain the batteries as they are but be ready to stand down.”

Really, Xas?!

Really!?

“Ah… errr… well… so yeah! Gonna go get those droids ready! Already pre-set the hatch!” Xas blurted out before her avatar on one of the terminals vanished.

“Okay,” Winnie began. “Okay, I may be a drunk that’s drying out and a ship’s-mistress that can’t even earn her keep, but I do my job better than she does.”

“Agreed,” Eun added with a curse in her own language. “Xas, I know you’re listening. You need to get yourself in order. You might be our onboard AI, but you can be fired you know.”

“Uh, I don’t think I can be,” Xas said, proving Eun’s point. “When I took that AI over, I think… I think I hard-coded myself to be in the Toll. Or the Siren.

“Pretty sure I can’t even move myself to my own ship.

“Actually, that reminds me, Ralph, could you please have the computer structure of the Toll over-write a few ships for me?

“But-but-but that’s not the point! That’s not the point. I’m getting better. I’m really working at it. I’m sorry. I’m not programmed for this and it’s taking me a bit to learn and grow, but I’ll get there.”

“I miss the Confed military AI,” Winnie complained, sighed loudly, then shook her head. “Xas, if I can help do some coding or whatever, let me know. I’ll do what I can. I’m a Drunk, you’re a shit onboard AI. Together maybe we can be worth a person.”

“That’d be pretty-pretty… uh, getting a transmission,” Xas reported. “It’s for Warrior Eun. It’s being pinged to us directly.”

Huh.

I guess that ship we just took is on the buoy system somehow. I wonder if they’ve got upgraded comms or something.

“I’ll take it right here, Xas. I have nothing to hide,” Eun answered.

“It’s audio only so… anyways… uh what do-oh, here we go,” Xas said, followed by a static-filled pop.

“Warrior Eun reporting,” Eun stated after a pause, her brows slowly pressing together.

“Oh! It’s pre-recorded. Haha. Ooops! Playing it now,” Xas apologized.

“Warrior Eun, this Calesat. Encoded message attached to confirm transmission,” said a male voice.

“I’ve already decoded it,” Xas put in quickly.

“—confirmed it,” the voice continued. “Warrior Eun, this is Calesat Prime. The war continues and we’re seeing positive results.

“Please convey our pleasure to Captain Turlan. At the time of this recording we have already been able to correlate a significant gap in their production schedule in the next cycle.

“While we would be happy for him to remain where he is, the war is an ever-shifting front. We’ve received reports that they’re abandoning that shipping lane for the time being. Defensive resources have been redistributed.”

I mean, that’s expected.

Faster than what’d been ideal perhaps, but expected.

Ralph opened up his charts and started looking at the most recent information.

Delilah had been able to track down the shipping manifests for the foreseeable future and he had already noted a drastic reduction in expected voyages.

The biggest issue, and why he hadn’t immediately changed their hunting area, was that they were missing all the military convoys.

“— moving to a belt station. It’s owned by House Dashi, but they don’t care what happens to it. We’ve already spoken with them at length and permission to conduct operations in, on, or around it, was given,” said Calesat Prime. “They were unaware of the movements of the Vanah.

“They want no part of this action. We’ve heard it through secure channels that they’re working on an operation themselves and plan on launching in a month or three.

“Hence, they really don’t want to be involved.

“We would ask you to please convince Captain Turlan to move to engage the station. The registry name of it is Station Halasin, just beyond registered Dashi space.”

Ralph was following along with the speaker and pulling up maps, charts, and traffic reports for the areas being discussed.

“— willing to discuss what might be required to get his cooperation,” Calesat Prime continued. “This is of the utmost importance, as many of the other hired captains have failed in their duty missions.”

“Ha, they going to ask you to become Lady Calesat, Eun?” Winnie threw out with a sneer in her words. “Because I bet they are. They just want their victory, and you’re nothing to them.”

Even as Winnie said the words, everyone sat there expecting exactly that to happen. Yet nothing more was said.

Eun snorted, glanced at Winnie, then looked to Ralph.

“You heard it, Captain. Their request is to shift our hunting range. Any possibility of that happening?” Eun asked.

While he had been listening, he had been staring hard at the charts.

From everything he could see, this was just misdirection. Misdirection with the hope of someone getting trigger happy and involving the Dashi after all.

The station in question was certainly high value, as it was a mining operation as well as a transit hub.

Everything and anything that came out of the belt where it worked started right there at that station. The materials coming out of it would be absolutely vital to the war effort, he imagined.

Which meant it’d be horrifyingly defended and dripping with ships, all looking for an unlucky fool.

“Alright, yeah, no,” Ralph said with a chuckle. “Eun, you know I respect the Calesat. Hell, I’m a citizen. Even almost got married to one.

“But whoever is in charge of handling the commissioned captains is a fool. That first order probably got most of them captured or killed and this order to whoever is left will handle the rest.

“No, no we won’t be going to that location. We’ll strike the station, just as they like, but not in the way they want.”

Eun didn’t look surprised, concerned, or even bothered. She only tilted her head fractionally to one side and waited for more.

“We’ll attack a station alright, just not that one,” muttered Ralph. Once more he was digging into the logistics of shipping.

Flipping back through several months of data, he read through it.

Even moving far enough that he was suddenly two Sovereign-Years into the past.

Everything he saw told him that the station was supplied well, and its convoys were heavily defended even in times that weren’t on a war-footing.

The only angle of approach that wasn’t covered, was its communication.

As a nominally Dashi station, it would route its communication backward to Dashi space. Then whatever was designated to go to Vanah would be re-routed back through and to a nearby communications station.

Smirking, Ralph saw that this station wasn’t well defended. In fact, it was just about as easy a target as it could be.

“Lady Toll?” Ralph murmured as he continued to read.

“Uh, ah… yes?” Delilah asked over the intercom.

“If you don’t mind, Lady Toll, would you dig into a station named ‘Biterbach-LV’? It looks like a com station, but I want to make sure of it. It almost doesn’t get any deliveries of any sort other than a few regular cargo runs that look a lot like food and water to me.”

“Yes. I can do that. Not a problem at all,” Delilah answered.

“Thanks, Lady Toll. I’m deeply appreciative,” said Ralph almost to himself. “Lady Siren, could you dig into their communications? I know you said it was a hobby, but we’re probably close enough to pick a few things up.”

“But of course!” chirped Marionette brightly.

“Lady Armory, start putting together the best firing solutions for me on this thing. I don’t want to blow it up, but I’d rather we know the best way to do it,” ordered Ralph with a small nod of his head. “A long drop as well as up close and personal.”

“Sure, sure, I’d love to,” Winnie said with excitement in her voice.

“Eun, if you don’t mind, plot us a course to get us going in that direction for now. If we change our mind midway, we can always alter course,” Ralph said, then cleared his throat. “Xas, go ahead and change our transponder again. Make us a garbage scow for now. Shuffling between the lanes and looking for pickups.”

“Sounds like my last boyfriend when I found out he was cheating on me,” Winnie quipped as she tapped away at her display. “But hey, that was a while ago when I was still in the Terran Confederation Space service, so I guess I can’t really say shit.

“Now I’m just Lady Armory. Which is kinda fucking peak excitement. Except… except my weapons depot is empty and without anything loaded in it. Huh, Captain.”


Chapter 21

“Captain, signals analyzed,” reported Marionette.

Ralph blinked and looked away from his panel to the display that Xas was on.

“Report,” he said after a short pause.

“When laid against signals I recorded from other Blood of Vanah ships, I’ve charted several ships in orbit around the station,” the beautiful actress stated. “They match what Lady Toll put together on her report!

“Though I’ve also got a handful of what look like transport ships too. We might have caught them as they’re restocking.”

“Oh really? That’s fantastic,” Ralph crooned with a chuckle. “If Lady Armory’s weapons plots are as good as I think they are, we’ll be able to hem them in pretty well.”

“Wait, you understand my plots?” asked Winnie, turning and looking to him.

Once again, the strange mechanical ears were sat upon her head.

Ralph was infinitely curious about them, but he couldn’t bring himself to ask her about them.

“I mean, I was working as a Privateer for a long while there, you know?” Ralph said with a chuckle. “You’re better at it than I am, but I still understand it. I was a one-man crew.

“I had to make everything happen with single batteries since I couldn’t reload at the same time.”

“It was impressive,” Marionette purred across the com-line. “Anyways, ta-ta, my Captain. I’m heading to the loading bay to get ready. You wouldn’t believe the workout this has been giving my arms and legs!

“I’m getting so toned from the drills, and it’s a great workout.”

“I love her. She’s so amazingly upbeat,” Xas said after there was a click, signaling Marionette had disconnected.

“I mean, other than making me and Lady Toll workout with her, yeah,” grumbled Winnie. “I like her.”

Ralph was surprised Winnie didn’t mention the fact that Marionette had helped her to set up an AI assisted therapy for her addiction.

Marionette had told him about it because Winnie had needed to get the comms open, download the AI, and stick it on a tablet, along with all the courses that came with it.

He had promised to act like he knew nothing and gave her permission to download it all.

If Winnie wanted her therapy being a private thing, even going to Marionette rather than him, he’d leave it at that.

“Ahhh, if there’s merchants, we need to be careful with them,” Eun warned. “Especially if they’re working in military circles.”

“Yes, yes, we’ll tell them to stand and deliver,” Ralph replied with a laugh. “The question becomes, do we launch and then send them our intention, or intention, then launch.”

“The second one,” growled Eun, turning and meeting his eyes. “Don’t worry, I can keep us out of harm’s way. They’ll only land laser hits and our armor is thick.

“We-we should push our name to glorious heights. They should know about us and fear us! So that when we make our intention known, they’ll just surrender.”

Ralph chuckled again while holding Eun’s gaze.

“Oh? Your request is noted, Warrior Eun,” Ralph murmured.

“I-that-ah… yes,” Eun said, her delicate brows pressing together to one another. A furrow grew between them with the force of it.

Winnie laughed now, something that sounded like a cackle.

“Captain, your Lady Armory would request you listen to the Warrior Eun,” Winnie offered, never looking away from her display. “Just because she isn’t a ship’s-mistress like the rest of us, doesn’t mean you should be so quick to set aside her wishes.

“It would help us in the long term if they believed we were confident enough to declare the intention first. She’s not wrong. It’s not like I care if I don’t shoot or not.”

Clicking his tongue, Ralph’s smile grew even wider, looking back to Eun.

“You’ve been bolstered by the ship’s-mistress, Warrior Eun. It would seem you have an ally for the moment,” said Ralph. “We’ll announce our intention once we’re close enough that no one can escape. Is that acceptable?”

“Yes!” Eun got out in a breathy hiss, her eyes widening. There’d been a moment that he swore she wanted to curse as Winnie spoke.

That faded instantly as soon as she realized that Winnie was agreeing with her, and pushing for her request to be the action taken.

The look fluttering away into a smile that lit Eun’s features.

“Right, fine. Plot the course and the distance. Xas, put out the alert for everyone to bucket-up,” Ralph ordered. Pulling his helmet on and making sure it was on snugly. “Everything else looking as it should be?”

“Yes, captain,” Xas answered firmly. “Everything is exactly as we would hope.”

“Ha… other than the garrison. I’m not looking forward to dealing with that,” Ralph interjected.

Even if they were able to wipe away the defenses, there would still be defenders on board the station itself. All of them unlikely to be willing to surrender to a Privateer, given that they were Blood.

“You could always tell them that you’re related to the Warrior Park Gae and you will be boarding their station with a sword,” remarked Eun with an undercurrent to her words. “That you’ll be challenging them to martial combat without the use of a gun.

“Given that they are indeed Blood, they will likely either surrender, or fight you with a melee weapon in hand.”

“Oh? Ohhhh? Marionette said he was really good with a sword, but I kinda thought she just meant he was good at ‘boarding and swording’ her,” Winnie said with a high-pitched giggle. She grabbed up her helmet and pulled it down over her head. The mechanical ears fitting quite snuggly, but barely.

They twitched oddly all on their own as she did it.

“I mean, she’s so loud that it’s hard not to hear her in my room,” Winnie admitted, snorted, then shrugged. “Ah well, when we board them, I’ll watch. I’m not great at melee but I can just be there with a gun in case someone doesn’t want to try their hand at fighting you.”

“Won’t happen,” Eun stated.

“I mean, if I was a visiting Terran Confederation officer, or just some idiot with a gun, I’d shoot him,” Winnie argued, looking at Eun. “I’m just a drunkard bumbling about. It isn’t as if I have anything to lose.”

“I… ah… yes. Please go with the Captain, Lady Armory,” Eun sputtered out.

“Haha, yes. That’d be advised. I’ve also been working on some lightweight armor that can be worn outside of your suit,” Xas offered. “It’d protect you from basic ballistic and energy weapons. Not so much against a sword though. Or heavy calibers.”

“I can handle the sword work myself,” Ralph said, watching as their distance closed.

“Send them our intention, we’re in range. Give it a few seconds after to give them the chance to surrender,” ordered Ralph.

“Captain, oh captain, please… don’t hurt me. I surrender. Docking permission granted? Board me and… sword me?” Winnie said with a surprisingly sultry giggle.

“I have no idea why you want him to come at you so bad,” Xas sputtered. “But isn’t this extreme?”

Ralph had an inkling it’s because he declined her right out of the gate.

Before she’d even had time to tell him to fuck off and die, he had told her no. No and no thank you.

There were some people in the world that wanted something if only because they were denied it.

Thankfully Delilah had seemed unbothered by the same denial, but for Winnie, it was eating away at her.

Marionette had promised him neither response mattered when they spent last night together.

Ralph’s screen flickered and an image of a message flashed onto it.

It was a black screen with a skull on it. There was an outstretched and open skeletal hand.

It was clearly as if it were expecting something to be put into its bony palm.

The text that flashed across the screen was a rather macabre font that dripped blood from the bottoms of the letters.

“It’s time to pay Turlan’s Toll,” Ralph read aloud.

As he did so, the screen let out a robotic, slow, and disturbing laugh.

“Yes! Lady Armory and Lady Siren worked on it with me,” Xas said with a laugh. “It’ll help convey exactly what we’re expecting.

“Ah… in fact… all the merchants have responded. They’re all standing-to and waiting for the battle to close.

“The military vessels are turning toward us.”

“Well then. For the Lady,” he intoned gravely, then leaned forward in his chair. “Fire.”

Winnie stabbed her fingers at the display in front of her, her fingers whipping across several different sections and then a different set of them.

“Weapons deployed, Eun. I’m down to lasers mostly,” Winnie muttered and began tracking her shots. “It’s on you till I get that bay refilled of explosive ordinance.

“Which honestly… I dunno anymore. The cap’n really doesn’t want to cram himself into my empty and willing cargo bay. Maybe I need to like… put it in as a formal request or something.”

Ralph couldn’t help but grin despite himself.

He wasn’t interested in Winnie, but he couldn’t deny he did find her funny at times.

“Requesting one enter-my-cunt-inental vaginal missile to be loaded into my silo, captain. Preferably it can be loaded in gently as the silo hasn’t housed anything in a long while,” Winnie murmured as her fingers flickered across the screen. From what he could see on his own, she was firing laser shots off at the target he’d designated as their primary.

“Hell’s bells Winnie,” Ralph said with a laugh as he watched the displays.

The lead ship they’d picked as their primary continued to turn toward them, then past. Putting their broadside to Ralph and company.

“Wanna bet their using guidance enabled munitions?” growled Eun. “Xas, tell Lady Armory her countermeasures are going to be needed.

“And why aren’t you doing it anyways. You’re a damn actual AI.”

“I mean, I’m an AI, but I’m not exactly built for this, you know. I know more about having sex than I do about implementing countermeasures,” hissed Xas. Her avatar appearing with an angry pout on an unused small screen. “I’m already doing all I can. I’m trying to learn the rest.”

“Countermeasures running,” Xas growled. “Delilah was already on it and ready. Marionette really is running munitions around with my droids.

“I did put in a series of winches, pullies, and systems for her though. I didn’t want her to get hurt, or scar herself. She’s too pretty for such a thing. Gloves and kneepads, too.”

“I mean, going to get her the same med treatments I got, Xas,” Ralph answered as the rockets they’d fired continued to streak across space.

“Ahh, that’s why you asked me about them. I did make appointments for it. I set them up for everyone on board though. The cost would come from their pay,” Xas remarked. “Oh, other than Eun. She declined it.”

“Wait, you already had medical treatments completed, captain?” Eun asked, glancing at Ralph.

He nodded his head while he watched their rockets. They had very narrow profiles and limited cross-sections that the enemy would be able to bounce signals off.

At the same time, several laser shots impacted with the Toll and heat warnings started to light up on his display.

No three shots landed in the same space, or plate, and Eun had been rolling the ship to ensure that fact.

The plates were quickly dissipating all the heat that they’d been struck with without ever approaching a dangerous temperature.

“I never would have guessed,” Eun whispered as she brought the ship around in a new direction while also firing off a number of thrusters. “Countermeasures worked, they’re all dummy fire for the most part. Pulling us to shift course and speed.”

They were a significant distance away from one another, but the lasers, rockets, and missiles, had already crossed that expanse.

What Eun was doing wasn’t going to make them dodge as if they were ships in atmosphere with gravity.

All she was attempting to do was change their direction and speed to foul the last targeting of the missiles heading their way.

“Reset!” called Marionette over the coms.

“Holy fuck, that’s quick,” Winnie got out as her hands paused over her controls.

Winnie’s plots had been near perfect.

Amazing, even.

Ralph was impressed beyond a doubt.

Some of the rockets went wide in the few directions that the ship could have gone, and at an assumed rate of speed.

A large number of rockets though had slammed home into the ship without much in the way of deviation.

He’d figured that the enemy might have seen the heavy rockets that were angled away from them, rather than the ones heading straight for them.

She’s a great weapons officer.

Before he could have a second thought, the warship shuddered to one side as a massive shockwave erupted out from the opposite end.

Explosively decompressing in a shocking way.

“Uh, what?” Winnie asked.

“Change targets, fire on your own, Winnie,” Ralph ordered and quickly took control over the lasers.

He began to fire them rapidly at the original target, not caring for the moment that their heat signature would rise rapidly.

With the ship’s catastrophic reaction, it’d painted itself perfectly for him to snipe its communication array. An opportunity that he didn’t want to squander.

That meant firing at anything that looked like an array.

Anything at all.

With seven quick shots, he managed to annihilate everything that even remotely resembled an array. Though one of them did go up spectacularly in another explosion.

“I’m your Lady Armory, not Winnie,” hissed Winnie as she stabbed at a button. “Barrage away. Captain, I’m Lady Armory. Lady-Armory.”

“Lady Armory, tell me how that barrage went and—”

There was a thunderous boom, followed by two more impacts.

“Direct hits,” Xas called out. “It didn’t punch through the secondary hull, but it took out a number of reactive panels.”

“Shit, those aren’t cheap,” complained Ralph. “Armory, the barrage?”

“On course and target bound. They don’t seem to have even noticed them,” she answered quickly. “Pretty sure I’ve figured out their incoming plots.”

“Take the point defense then,” Ralph said and quickly came off the lasers. They operated as a defensive system as well as they did for offense. It just took a change in output.

Computers and programs could make the intersect simple and do it on its own.

Often used to take out space junk that could cause issues.

The problem was the type of missiles that’d been fired were great at throwing out their own counter measures to prevent such a thing.

That didn’t even take into account if they had materials that made it hard for signals to pick them out in the vastness of space.

For Winnie to pull off what she said, it’d mean she was more aware of the enemy missiles and where they were beyond what the computers could tell her, without there being actual signals to pick them out.

“You make those shots and keep the Toll ship-shape and I’ll give you extra shares, Lady Armory,” Ralph quickly offered.

“Sure, give me some shares. Shares in that dick of yours,” she retorted, sounding rather distracted. “Making me just about beg for it. Never had to beg before. Just strut around in a bikini and my ears. That was usually it.”

Eun grunted audibly even as she continued to pull and push at the steering controls. She also was constantly adjusting thrusters and reorganizing their directional output.

Yeah, nah.

I couldn’t have handled the Toll by myself.

I wonder how the family did it.

Did they run a crew?

“Captain, I received a laser message from the disabled warship. They’ve surrendered and ask for mercy,” Xas reported. “I’ve sent them an acceptance so long as they don’t move or twitch.”

Winnie was entirely focused on her screen. Tapping at buttons and display notifications and leaned in so close it looked like she was about to fall into the monitor.

“Captain, tubes three, four, and five took damage,” Marionette called out. “They’ll need repairs before they can launch again.

“Lady Toll is trying to see if she can get them up and running, but I don’t think it’s likely.”

“Received,” Ralph answered and glanced to the display. That would limit their firepower, but if Winnie’s current salvo landed in the next second or so, it wouldn’t matter.

“Got’em!” hissed Winnie, shooting backward and looking to him. “I hit every damn incoming projectile. Shares. In your dick. Share dick. With me.”

She lifted her left hand, pointed it at him, then opened and closed it several times.

“Dick-hand-now, please?” she said in a strange tone.

“Busy, Lady,” Ralph answered while she continued to make opening and closing hand gestures at him.

Winnie grimaced, bared her teeth at him, then looked back at her display.

“What the fuck do I have to do? I put in amazing plots, I knocked all their shit out of the air, I’m hot, I’m sexy, I’ve got a good rack, I’m sober, I’m extremely willing,” she complained while staring into her monitor. “Get your name tattooed on my forehead and walk around butt naked?”

As she finished talking, her volley slammed into the opposing ship.

Somehow, she’d fired them so that they just about all went into the same spot.

As if they were drilling into the opposing ship.

Without any warning, the whole ship exploded. Blowing itself to smithereens.

The bright light of the detonation was intense as was the brief flash of a fireball that quickly snuffed itself out.

There was no atmosphere in space, so once the initial fuel to feed the explosion was gone, there wouldn’t be anything left.

Unfortunately, there was a great deal of debris spreading out in nearly every direction because of the explosion.

Regretfully, salvage wouldn’t be that possible from them, but that’s how it went sometimes. They’d still try, of course.

“Hell yeah. Look at that, captain. I just blew that sucker up. Don’t you think I can get some shares now for that?” demanded Winnie, turning to look at him again. Her ears on her head twitched once again. “Come on. Show me any other weapons officer that could do it like that. I’m the best in the damn Confed. So treat me like the best and give a Lady what she wants.”

Ralph only smiled at her, then looked to Xas’ small display.

“Signal the other ship stand-to and point their weapons away at all times. Any attempt to light their thrusters will provoke an immediate response.

“And Xas, make sure you tell everyone it’d be best if they started getting ready to be on the station. Because those ships of theirs are going to be shot off to a friendly port. Stick one of your droids on each,” Ralph ordered. “Send a message to the station that I’ve claimed it and its inhabitants as prisoners.”

“The station has already refused and state that they would rather be blown up,” Xas replied immediately.

“Let the station know I’ll be challenging them for their lives in single combat then. Exactly as Eun mentioned earlier,” Ralph stated. “I’ll fight three champions of their choice, but after that, I claim authority over them.

“They can try to decline if they will, but remind them I’ll make sure to send their dishonorable actions in a report to the Vanah personally, as a relative of Warrior Park Gae and Warrior Eun Calesat.”

With that said, Ralph stood up.

“I’m going to go get my weapon, since it seems we’ll need to act in Blood fashion,” he said and started moving back toward his bunk.

“Hey, I really want to be boarded and sworded, Captain,” Winnie called after him. “How many shares I gotta trade for it? Cause I’ll do that.”


Chapter 22

“Pre-boarding measures complete,” Xas reported.

“No they aren’t. I haven’t been boarded at all. Or sworded,” Winnie grumped. Casually as could be, she reached up, flicked the safety on her rifle, and let the bolt slam home on it. A round now being chambered.

Ralph was once more unable to help himself and laughed.

“Do you really want me to make you whinny that bad, Winnie?” Ralph asked as more than a few seals hissed, the airlock pressurizing fully.

“No, I’m trying to get you to ride me face down in my bed just so I can tell you to stop right before you dump a load in me,” Winnie retorted with anger.

Ralph snorted, laughed, and looked at her fully.

“If I’m being honest, I’d have clambered into your bed immediately. I’m just… very satisfied with Marionette,” Ralph offered.

“I mean, yeah, but… you’re not like… dating her or anything. She’s just the ship’s-mistress,” Winnie said, looking confused. “Why not just do the same thing with me, then? I’m a ship’s-mistress. It got plastered all over my identity cards when I got fucking dumped on your ship.

“He even wrote my contract out, forged our signatures, and threw it at the Confed. I’m kinda stuck with you for something like eight-thousand years? I think he wrote eight-thousand years. He was really mad at me.”

“What’d exactly did you do? Other than throw up on him I mean.” Ralph asked, curiously. He really hadn’t asked much, just figuring that it’d been a form of revenge against him personally.

Rather than against Winnie.

“I guess you could say I scammed him. I ran up a debt I could never repay, rewired his firing system until it couldn’t do anything, and held it hostage,” Winnie said with a laugh. “Ahhh, I guess he just didn’t care anymore and wanted to take his chances.”

Ralph raised his eyebrows at that. He had no idea Winnie had done all that.

“Oh, I also killed a few of his people. They wanted to put hands on me, so I just shot them,” Winnie added with a laugh. “See? I killed people just to try to give you what I’ve got.”

“Boarding actions complete,” Xas stated. “Best of luck, Ralphy boy.”

With a bang, the station’s hatch in the airlock unlocked and moved out of the way. Marching across, Ralph unsheathed his sword and casually checked the pistol on his belt.

It was a laser pistol that could handle a large number of shots before it needed time to cool off. He only brought it just in case.

Given that Winnie was behind him with a gun, he wasn’t that concerned. She had once been a Confed commissioned officer and had qualified multiple times with a rifle.

Delilah had almost joined them, but he had asked her to remain behind with Marionette. He wanted them watching for the arrival of enemies and scanning any traffic passing through.

“Thanks, Xas,” he said, realizing it was now time to go.

Walking onto the station, he found he was in an arrival bay. It didn’t seem to be anything out of the ordinary, nor did it have anyone he would’ve expected either.

“Ho the station,” Ralph called out in Calesat. “I’m here to kill your champions and claim the rest of you as prizes.”

Ralph let his long-sword remain out and moving along beside him as he walked.

Moving out of the arrivals area, he found that there was a trio of people waiting for him in the hallway beyond.

“I’m Captain Ralph of the Turlan’s Toll. I claim this station,” Ralph declared to them in Calesat. Then he cleared his throat and repeated it in Confed common.

All three shook their heads.

Looking back the way he had come from, he wondered if Xas had sent the message in Vanah. Did anyone here speak Calesat or Common, he wondered.

“Calesat? Common?” Ralph tried, staring at the three of them.

In response, one of them started to reach toward the pistol at their side.

Ralph’s sword shot up and the tip of it rested to the woman’s collarbone.

He smiled at her even as he contemplated simply running her through.

The man on the left said something in what was likely Vanah, then gestured down the hallway.

“Take their weapons,” Ralph ordered. “And go tell Xas to send her droids in here after all. I think we’ll need them.”

“Hell with that,” Winnie grumbled and then lifted up her wrist and spoke to it while holding her rifle trained on the three people. “Xas, do what we said. Cap was wrong. Again.”

“Already coming,” Xas said back on what was apparently a wrist-borne radio.

Looking back the way they’d come from, he watched as a squad of droids appeared.

They were thin things that could barely hold roughly sixty pounds safely and weren’t made for combat.

If they were on the Toll, Xas could control them directly and use them to a lethal end. On a station like this, their commands would be delayed.

Which became obvious when the droids arrived, came to a stop, then started moving again after several seconds.

The droids quickly disarmed them, and sent them back into the Toll. Creating a type of chain of droids to move the items quickly.

Delilah and Marionette had come as well. The two of them were both lugging massive backpacks.

“Ah, yeah. This’ll be an issue I guess,” Delilah muttered and dropped the pack down. She fished something out and then went to the trio.

She spun the man around, locked his hands together, and zip-tied them shut. Then pushed him down to his knees and locked his ankles together.

Marionette chuckled and then looked to Ralph.

“I’m just extra supplies,” she apologized with a wide smile for him.

To which he stupidly smiled back.

“You’re the furthest thing from it. You’re my Lady Siren,” he answered, suddenly coming to the conclusion he would declare ‘for the lady’ with each fight. Just to make a point to her.

“Muuuh, furthest thing from it. And what am I, unflushed poop?” growled Winnie.

“You’re beautiful, Lady Armory. He’s just very traditional,” Marionette quickly interjected before Ralph could. She even went so far as to reach out and gently rub at Winnie’s back.

“Done,” Delilah said after tying down the last person. Then she turned and handed a weapon to a droid. “Had a hold out. We’ll need to scan’em all later.”

“Sure, sure, you can scan me, Captain. Make sure you really dig into every-every nook and cranny. Like, really get up in there,” Winnie suggested.

Snickering, Ralph turned and started walking again.

“Really?” asked what sounded like Eun.

Glancing over his shoulder as they went, Ralph saw it was indeed Eun. At some point she’d joined them all as well.

“Is literally Xas the only one on the ship?” he asked archly.

“Aye, aye, cap’n,” Xas reported cheerfully from what sounded like Winnie’s wrist. “My droids and are I ready for anything, don’t you worry. Just keep passing the weapons back as needed. I’m using some really shitty droids for the conga-line, but it’ll work fine.”

“We’re like a band of misfits, hahaha,” Winnie remarked as she hustled up a step and started walking on his left, her rifle held in a low ready position. “I’m kinda fucking loving this.

“Now we just need someone who plays an instrument. Then we’ll be a right band of pirates!”

“I play the fiddle,” Ralph said as they entered a large open area. It reminded him of the atriums in other stations, but there was no greenery here. Just a lot of people all standing around. “Well, it’s a violin, but the music I play on it would make it more of a fiddle.”

Before anyone could respond to that, Xas began speaking loudly through Winnie’s wrist radio. Ralph couldn’t understand, but he assumed it was the language of the Vanah.

There was only one thing he understood in the entirety of the statement Xas had said.

It was Park Gae’s name.

At the mention, Ralph lifted his sword up, held it parallel to himself in an upright position, and waited.

When Xas finished, he slashed it out to the side, and held it to one side.

“Well, come on then. Send out the first person to die,” Ralph requested with an ugly smile. “I want to claim this place as quickly as I can and move on.”

There was a translation from Xas that was spat out.

Or so he assumed since she spoke again.

Ralph spent the time looking around at those in the room.

The Calesat were a people of dark hair, dark eyes, pale complexion, and slight frames. They were all of a Blood and shared many features.

There were those in the Confed who shared their features, but it could vary from planet to planet.

Those in the Vanah were similar to the Calesat, in that they shared a blood to each other and features. One and all of Vanah were light skinned, with pale-brown hair, and blue, green, or brown eyes.

They were also rather tall compared to the Calesat, which weren’t very tall.

Ralph had heard that the Blood of Dashi were mostly redheads with green or blue eyes and fiery tempers.

A large man with a broad axe walked up to Ralph. This man stood a foot taller over him and was easily twice as broad shouldered.

There was a grim smile on his face.

“Right. I’ll kill you quick so we can move on,” Ralph offered and lifted up his slim sword. “You may attack first. I’ll counter, stab you through the fucking heart, and that’ll be that.”

“Should… should I translate that?” Xas asked.

“Of course you fucking should. Make sure you add that he’s going to plow Lady Armory on top of their treasure vault, too,” Winnie interjected, the tip of her rifle dipping a fraction.

Xas dutifully began translating. Hopefully she left out the last part.

The big man replied and began moving toward Ralph rather quickly. As if he were going to run through Ralph instead of swing at him.

Not being new to such a maneuver, Ralph stepped in, robbing them of their anticipated timing, then ducked in low and to the left.

The man’s axe, which had been held low and to the left, couldn’t reach Ralph.

In fact it couldn’t do much of anything given how close Ralph was now.

Waiting for the haft of the weapon to bounce against Ralph’s shoulder, he then brought his sword up, dashed back a step, and thrust forward.

The tip punched right through the man’s chest and neatly skewered the spot where his heart should have been. Moving right through him until the weapon exited out the back.

Wrenching the blade to one side, Ralph then jerked it out.

Stumbling backward, the man looked down at his chest.

His left hand came up and he pressed his fingertips to the point that Ralph had run him through at.

As his fingers came away, it was clear they were coated in bright red blood.

There was a great deal of that crimson liquid spreading across his gray colored tunic as well. Moving quickly down his front.

“Right through the heart as promised. For my Lady,” Ralph stated and lifted his sword up. He made a fencer’s salute to the man. “Would the next champion like to step up?”

Xas said something after that, though it sounded like she was somewhat nervous now.

Someone yelled, followed by another screaming.

Suddenly a group of five looked like they wanted to rush Ralph.

“Please tell them about the big bombs we kindly attached to the station,” Ralph advised, staring at the people.

Once again, Xas said something.

“I do apologize,” Ralph said with a wide teeth-bearing smile. “But I’m a no good, nasty, downright, atrocious privateer. There wasn’t any way I’d take to this without a means to make sure you all played fair.

“So… let’s finish up the fights, you become my prizes, spend some time on your knees, and we move on. We can all just… get on with our lives. Unless you’re a champion. Then you’ll move on to death.

“I’ll be more than happy to send you all to meet your ancestors, your fucking maker, or just whoever has the job of scraping you up out of the wreckage to sell the rest as fucking-space-debris.”

Ralph lifted his sword up once more and held it in front of himself. The blade covered his left eye and he glared at the crowd with the right.

He smiled all the while.

“For my Lady, send me the next sacrifice,” he growled, then slashed his sword to the side. “This was all over the moment we knocked your fleet out of the space around you. You’re just wasting time and lives.”

Dutifully, Xas translated for him.

It turned out Ralph was right and yet wrong.

It was a waste, but no one else stepped up.

Everyone just got down on their knees, then looked to Ralph.

Marionette, Delilah, and Eun got to work zip tying everyone while Winnie provided security. Ralph on the other hand, left.

He needed to get to the administrator’s office and start the data download.

Once he took all their information, all the communications, he was going to rig the whole damn station with explosives.

Then ransom it to the Vanah.

While selling all the information to the Calesat.

After that, probably keep track of all of it and sell it to the Confed after the fact. Lots of illicit shit going through here.

They’d buy it just to make sure it wasn’t anything fun.

Ralph chuckled to himself as he entered the administrator’s office. There wasn’t anything out of the ordinary here.

Everything had been prepared for this exact moment.

Walking around to the other side of the administrator’s desk, he sat down in the chair and tapped at the keyboard.

It of course opened, but was locked.

Which was expected.

Plucking out the device-rip-and-kill he had in his pocket, he stuffed it into the port on the front of the computer.

A quick tap of the button and he looked to the screen.

The screen flickered, flashed, and became absolutely checker board colored. Random splashes of color across the whole of it.

All it took was for Ralph to glance at the device to know it was working and doing its job.

Which was to crack the security of whatever it was plugged into with an onboard VI that existed to break into computers like this.

It would shred the security, encrypt the entirety of the drives on board, load copies of itself to any network that it could reach, propagate itself, then send everything back to a designated transmission point that it’d collect and decrypt it.

In this case, it was the Toll.

The lights on the device were flashing in a steady pulsing blue, which meant it was actively working at the encrypt, copy, and upload phase.

Ralph began to rummage around in the desk drawers. Looking into their contents, trying to find anything.

They wouldn’t really have time to ransack the station for loot, but they could at least grab anything that was floating around.

Pulling open the bottom drawer on the left, Ralph found a box that looked a lot like a gun case.

Pulling it out, he opened it and peered inside.

An antiquated service pistol lay there. It looked rather old.

There was also a tag in the back of the case that looked to be some type of ownership certification and proof of providence that came with it.

Ralph set it aside to take it with him as the door opened.

Marionette came into the office, her hands held behind her back. A smile wide across her face.

“Well, if it isn’t my Lady,” Ralph said and sat up a bit more in his chair. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“Well, usually I’m the pleasure,” Marionette teased, slowly sauntering over to him. She was wearing a very flattering gray dress at the moment.

“That’s a fair point. Which only makes my point more obvious. To what do I owe the pleasure of looking upon you?” Ralph tried again, grinning ear to ear. “By the way, that’s an amazing dress on you. Though… well… everything looks amazing on you.

“Even a potato sack would look great on you. Or… you know… nothing. You’d look great in nothing. I vote nothing.”

Marionette blushed, caught her lower lip between her teeth, and hunched her shoulders. She even turned partially to one side as if to hide behind a shoulder as she closed in on him.

“Always so quick to flatter a worthless actress. All I can do is keep you entertained and load munitions. I’m nothing more than a spare part of your crew,” she murmured, coming to stand beside the desk. She pushed her hip up to it and peered at the gun case.

“I mean, if I’m being honest, I’d say you’re worth every share you’ve earned so far, Rio,” Ralph offered, his teasing grin becoming more of a warm smile. “You’ll remember the agreement we signed could have let me do anything with your shares. I gave you everything you should’ve received without it.

“I’m not doing that just because reasons, or for fun. It’s because I value you and what you bring to the ship.”

“Such a charmer,” Marionette purred and reached out, cupping his face with a warm hand. “How much time do you think we have before that little toy of yours finishes up? Or before we have to leave?”

“Something like thirty minutes probably,” answered Ralph.

“Perfect. That’s just enough time for us to have some fun. Because a captain should always enjoy his lady right after a stunning victory, shouldn’t he?” Marionette asked.

She gently pushed his chair to the side, moved forward to straddle him, then lifted up her dress till it rested on her hips.

There was nothing under it.

Her hands reached down and started working at his pants.

“I’ll do all the work. You just… lean back… and be your privateer self,” whispered Marionette as she worked at the tongue of his belt. “Enjoy your Lady on the desk of the station you’ve captured. Because, after all, it isn’t as if everyone could do this. You picked the targets, planned the route, the date, the direction, everything.

“Let’s enjoy your victory together.”

She said the last with her hand reaching into his boxers and quickly wrapping her fingers around his hardening member.

Only to gently fish him out, and bring herself down to straddle his lap, her free hand grabbing the back of his chair.

“My dear captain,” she purred.


Chapter 23

“Prize away,” reported Delilah after finishing up a command on the computer. She spun in the chair and looked to Ralph.

They were down in the weapons battery which also doubled as her own work station. She had more or less set up shop for all the intelligence work here.

There was another computer off to the side that Marionette worked out of.

Most of her self-ascribed duties were comms, signals, and listening to space. She was actually pretty good at it, but unfortunately it wasn’t something that really needed a lot of oversight.

It also was one of those things that you only noticed when it went wrong, never when it went right.

“We need more droids. More tools, too. More tools, more droids, more parts,” Delilah said, holding his gaze with her own. “It’s nice that Xas can program them as quickly as she does, but we’re using them almost too quickly. I can’t build them that quickly and really, I’m always scrounging for parts.”

Grinning, Ralph nodded his head at that.

Delilah had been an incredibly worthwhile companion so far. If she said she needed more of something, he would go out of his way to make that happen.

“Put me together a list of everything you need, Lady Toll,” Ralph murmured and leaned up against the wall her computer was wedged up to. “That or tell Xas. Your droids are still scrapping anything they can on the station, right?”

“Oh yeah,” Xas replied quickly. “I’ve dug up more than enough parts to make another twenty droids when Lady Toll has time.

“Also sto-claimed a number of tool sets. Good ones. Even found some gunsmith and armorer sets. Loading all those up too into a cargo bay.

“I just need a body to put myself into and then I can get back to work. I’m really tired of not having a body.”

“Oh? Could you actually leave the ship after all?” Ralph asked.

“Errr… no. I’m-I’m the damn ship. I think I’m permanently the Turlan’s Toll. So get used to me I guess,” Xas grumbled. “Whatever. Better than the situation I was in, which was dying. I just didn’t expect to become a damn ship.

“But hey, having a body would let me cruise around the ship. And if you ever get like, an actual station, I could probably cross-load myself onto it and be on the station too.”

“Anyways,” Ralph said, never having looked away from Delilah. “Put in any requests you have, I’m sure Xas will keep an eye out for it.

“If she can’t find it, we’ll buy it on our next station run. Shouldn’t be an—”

Ralph stopped speaking when Marionette’s computer started making noise.

Several steady beeps.

The beeps went up in pitch and frequency.

“Xas?” Ralph asked. If Marionette’s computer was getting noisy, it meant there was something going on.

“It’s a whole lot of active scanning. Enough scanning that it looks like it’s easily an entire armada,” answered Xas. “I’m following it back. That’s why it feels like so many ships.

“I think… I think this station was far more important than we thought. Cause that’s at least forty ships. All of them military.”

“Oh? Well,” Ralph mused, then snorted. “Time to be a privateer I suppose.”

Blinking, he refocused on Delilah.

“Drop a buoy here letting them know that if they go on board the station, it’ll blow the fuck up. It’s currently under ransom and I own it.

“Leave them with the bank account number to pay the ransom to so they can complete it and get the station and people back,” he ordered. “Leave a droid with orders to blow up the station if the enemy tries to break the ransom.

“Make sure we fire off a transmission to Vanah and Dashi letting them know all of this as well, so they can blame someone that isn’t us if it goes back.

“After all, any good Blood will gladly blow up what’s theirs to prevent someone else from getting it. I’ll just do the same and include the people on board that station.”

“Buoy dropped. Completing the rest,” Xas responded.

“Great,” Ralph said and spun away from Delilah. He set off at a quick jog for the stairs to get to the main deck. He needed to get ahold of Winnie. “Xas, did we get a lot of rockets and missiles from the station and that military ship?”

“Yes. We easily have enough to fire off twelve or so barrages,” Xas answered. “I also grabbed all the explosives and weapons I could.”

“Great. We’ll need to make some impromptu mines. Anything that’ll explode on contact, really,” Ralph said as he flew up the stairs. “All our ship prizes away? Is there any reason to linger here other than loot from the station?”

“No,” came the quick answer. “We’re just looting the station for things we can grab.”

“Then get Eun to push us off,” Ralph ordered as he got to the main deck. “Get your droids prepping mines as well. I want them to explode on contact, but to fail after a few days if possible. I don’t want to mine this area for any random passers-by.”

Marionette rushed past him and headed for the stairs.

“Your little setup started pinging off, Rio. Good work,” Ralph offered as they passed one another, smiling at the lovely woman as she went.

She smiled in return, fluttered her fingers in a hello at him, but didn’t say anything. Moving with speed and just about bouncing out of her dress as she flew down the stairs.

“You’re not spare parts!” he called after her.

Marionette froze just before she vanished around the next stairwell.

She took several steps back, looked up at him, then smiled at him.

“Thank you, Ralph,” she said finally. “Sorry… I… felt bad that I wasn’t at my station, so I didn’t want to-to say anything.”

“Your station and the alerts you set up did their job. You didn’t have to be there. Good work. You’re not spare parts,” he asserted again. “You’re my Lady. Aren’t you?”

“I’m… your lady,” she agreed.

“Do I need to post a picture of you and me in front of the plaque, Lady Siren?” Ralph pushed. “Because you seriously need a boost in your self-worth. You’re beautiful, you’re smart, you have skills, and you always get into whatever needs to be done.

“So… if that’s what it takes to boost your self-image, I’m happy to do it.”

Marionette was chewing at her lip now, then slowly nodded her head.

“Please… yes. That’d-yes,” she said.

“Alright. We’ll do that. Get going. I need you at your station. Monitor all those signals and see what you can figure out for me,” he ordered.

Marionette smiled at him again, then rushed off.

That’ll do it, right? If not, I’ll need to push a bit more.

I don’t want her to ever think of herself as spare parts again.

Moving toward the bridge, Ralph had to come to a sudden stop.

Winnie rushed out of what was her bedroom in nothing more than her mechanical ears, a tank top, and underwear. Her bare feet slapping against the deck as she rushed ahead.

Peering into Winnie’s room as he walked by, he saw her pants and over-shirt near the door. As if she’d been laying in her bed and hopped out of it in a flash.

Not wanting to investigate further, he made his way to the bridge.

“Warrior Eun, how’s our line out,” he asked the woman. She was sat in her chair, strapped in, dressed correctly, and looked as if she’d been there a while.

“Not great. The orbit of the system we’re in is moving against us. There’s a lot of charted space junk we’ll have to avoid. The point defense can take care of a lot of it, but not all of it,” Eun murmured as she continued to make plot points on a map. “Going to put us into a few nooks and crannies so that if that damn flotilla behind us comes our way, it’ll be forced to go around, or through.

“If around, they’ll burn up a lot of fuel and time to do it. Going through it, they’ll lose ships.”

Space navigation is never easy.

As entire systems spin, rotate, and shift. All of it changing where you’re going at any given time.

Such a complicated and horrifying thing to worry about.

Glad it’s not my job anymore.

“Great. Let’s mine that corridor we’re pushing through,” Ralph said as he sat down.

Winnie was at her station and had paused in what she was doing to listen to him. Only to go right back to her work.

Eun grunted at that, paused, then shook her head.

“Yes, that’d work very well. I’m sure we’ll be able to take a few out if they decide to follow in the same route,” she murmured.

“Plot set,” Winnie got out in a growl, turning to look at Ralph. “I can launch a barrage right now that’ll travel back to where those signals came from, assuming they take the most likely route to get here.

“It’ll take a full barrage, but I’m confident I can cause problems.”

“Do it. We’re a fucking privateer, not a military ship. I have no issues with fighting tooth and nail with a Blood enemy,” Ralph ordered with a negligent wave of his hand. “For the lady.”

“We’re away,” Eun said and looked to Xas on the small display. “Anything you can add?”

“No. Bombs are armed on the station, all prizes are truly away, droids are set, we’re fully good to go,” she answered.

“Run us silent and deep, but considering how hard they’re painting us, it won’t matter much,” Ralph said, then he chuckled. “Put out a call to the Blood of Vanah and let them know what we’ve done. We’re likely going to be trailing a military contingent behind us if they’re looking for a fun ambush.”

Eun and Winnie’s eyebrows went up at that.

***

Standing there on the main deck, Ralph continued to play one of the many jigs he knew. Casually stamping his foot to his own beat as he went on.

Grinning all the while, he watched as Winnie and Marionette attempted to dance with one another and made a mess of it. Neither of them knowing how to actually dance to such a thing and just laughing as they tried.

Even Eun was grinning ear to ear as she watched.

“Alright, alright, something else,” Winnie asked after bouncing off Marionette with a laugh. “I can dance and roll my hips hard enough to make you want to come at me, but I’ve got nothing for any of that.”

“To be fair, I don’t think any of the traditional Blood dances I know would work for any of that,” Eun offered as Ralph finished. Letting the last note end quickly.

“I mean, it’s from all over the Terran Confederation. More than a few are Dashi and Vanah, too,” puffed out Ralph, letting his bow dip down to his side. “Though I do need a break. That’s more than a few in a row, and I’m out of practice.”

Ralph chuckled, went over to where Delilah had been watching, and sat down next to her. He turned and looked at her with a smile.

“You didn’t even try to join in,” he accused.

Marionette and Winnie were attempting to get Xas to provide them with a program to learn to dance to Ralph’s fiddle and so were occupied. Eun was surprisingly listening and part of the conversation.

“I’m about as coordinated as a drunk pig when it comes to dancing,” Delilah said quietly with the corner of her mouth turning up. “I’m good with a gun and that’s about it. Wouldn’t have been running bounties otherwise.

“I don’t have that liquid grace Winnie has, or sheer sexuality like Marionette. I’m just a big brute.”

“I wouldn’t quite agree with all of that. Though… pretty as you are, you could’ve been an actress like Rio if you wanted,” he offered as a response and leaned back in the chair. “Might have to get the tattoos removed though, depending on the genre.”

“Oh, yeah. These. Certainly not my favorite,” Delilah said and looked to her arms. “I’ve had a lot of tattoos. Usually get most of them removed whenever I finish a deep cover job.

“I try not to get any done until I have to otherwise. Easier that way. For infiltration gigs, it’s best to go with a clean slate right up until then.”

“Ahh, yes. How’s your infiltration of the Turlan’s Toll going?” Ralph teased. “You sleeping with the captain yet? Learn all his secrets?

“Going to figure out who to give him to at the highest price when it’s all over?”

“Not sleeping with him, no,” Delilah said, her smile reappearing. “As for infiltration, I’m not so sure it’s infiltration anymore.

“My identity was blown in the end. They figured it out after we were gone but… still shared my likeness all over.

“Saving grace for now is I’m the Lady Toll and actively have all those letters of Marquee. That and the name attached to the Captain I’m a Ship’s-mistress to is the relative of Park Gae.

“Eun has been kind enough to help me put in for immigration to Calesat as well. As the Ship’s-mistress to the vaunted Captain Turlan, it doesn’t seem it’ll be an issue.

“I do regret that it seems my immigration will be permanently tied to your approval, however. As your ship’s-mistress, that is. Given the way the contract was made, it doesn’t feel like I’ll be getting out of it without you bending over backwards to make it happen.

“Winnie and I are in… very… similar positions it would seem. Still. Better than where I was, by a considerable margin.”

Well.

I’m not sure I’d have taken it as well as she has.

I wonder how much older than me she is.

“Oh, look at that. It’s almost like everything is just working out for you. The problems you have are fairly fixable.

“That’s rather nice. You don’t even have to work very hard as a ship’s-mistress,” Ralph teased, looking over at Marionette. She was standing in front of a monitor that Xas was attempting to demonstrate something on. “Rio is keeping me very busy.”

“Yes. It seems I—”

There was a loud beep from the tablet in Delilah’s lap.

“They reached the corridor. That’s one of the drones we left behind,” she murmured, tapping at the screen. “They’re closing on us very quickly if that’s the case. Are they just… dumping fuel straight in?”

“Apparently,” Ralph muttered and stood up. “Everyone, our pursuers are in the gap. Lady Toll’s drones just went off.

“Sorry to say, play time’s over. Need to review where we’re at and figure out what we’re doing.”

This had been a good time to help everyone break out of the fact that they were being chased by an armada, and he’d taken it.

Unfortunately it’d run its course, and they were thrust back into reality.

“Wait, they went off? As in, they registered ships nearby?” Winnie asked and then rushed off toward the cockpit. “If they went off, then we should probably be getting some pings from all those fun things we left back there for them.”

“Maybe,” Delilah cautioned, having come to stand over Winnie’s shoulder. “I did set them up with a transmission burst, but not to us. I sent it to the Siren. Just in case any of the ships we take out have a bounty. Probably do.”

“Oh. Oh. Yeah. Nice. Good job,” Winnie said, leaned back in her seat, and sighed. “Though, hell, they’re super burning their fuel to get at us. Aren’t they?”

The last was said while turning to look at Eun, who had taken her seat.

“Yes. Yes they are. If we extrapolate from the signal, from where we saw them last, they’re moving… very fast,” Eun confirmed. “To the point that they’re going to catch up to us.

“We don’t have the fuel left to outrun them. We just don’t.”

“Well, that means we need to figure out a place to fuck them over,” Ralph advised, leaned over Eun’s shoulder and pointed at the map. “Like this nasty fucking bit of space right here.”

Ralph was pointing to a system that was in the middle of having a hissy fit. The sun at the center of it was throwing out so much junk, so much electromagnetic radiation, that that the whole system was practically a dead space.

He didn’t know the how or the why, and didn’t give a damn about either. All he knew was, it was exactly what they needed right now for a lone ship going against whatever the hell was behind them.

“We’ve got the shielding for it, and we’ll be silent if we’re careful,” Ralph advised. “Put us in that. Prep a whole bunch of missiles and rockets to lay dormant as well to be touched off. We’ll have to act like we’re a whole lot more ships than we are.

“Oh, and a buoy. A number of them, in fact. Let’s get them put together and drop one near this… moon here. We can put out our intent from that and attack from elsewhere.

“Just because we announce from one direction, doesn’t mean we can’t attack from another angle.

“The rest of the buoys… we’ll deploy them too, just elsewhere.”


Chapter 24

“There’s seven of them,” murmured Eun. “This is no fight, it’s a last stand.”

“Well. Maybe,” Ralph argued. They couldn’t have kept going the way they were going. They would have been overtaken in the end. “I think we’ve got a fair shot. We just have to be very… not-Blood-like in the doing of it.”

“I have no complaints,” Eun answered immediately and looked to him. “Besides, a fight like this would allow for the disruption of expectations. No one would fault you, except the most puritanical.”

“You know,” Winnie said in the silence after Eun spoke. “I hate that I’m sober. This feels like a great time for a drink. Or that I haven’t gotten laid in… forever.

“Now we’re going into a fuckin’ scrap fight where I’m going to be beggin’ Rio to just get one more rocket in for me.”

“Lady Toll and Lady Siren are both assisting with rearming since it’s unlikely that comms or countermeasures will be needed once the plan goes into effect.”

“Captain,” called Delilah over the comms. “It’s a battle-group. They were supposed to be twelve in number from my last reports. I checked against their registry to make sure of it.

“They’re throwing out so much active scanning that it’d be hard to not know who they are at this point. Might as well be yelling their name at us.”

“I really wanna yell the Captain’s name,” Winnie muttered to herself.

“Alright, so we possibly destroyed five, or at least, knocked them out,” Ralph mused. “That or they’re coming up behind. Slow and quiet. Just in case we’re doing exactly what we are.”

“I don’t think so,” Marionette offered up quickly. “All those signals they’re throwing out? I’ve been able to catch echoes of them coming back around and tracking them the way they came. As far as I can tell, there’s nothing that way.

“I don’t think they’re concerned about us fighting back, but… maybe just expecting more tricks?”

“I mean, if I’d just got fucked the way they have, I’d expect tricks,” Xas blurted out with a laugh. “Ralph always managed to swindle me whenever it came time to pay bills, so this really doesn’t seem out of character I guess.”

“You were a man, correct?” Eun asked.

“Uh, yeah. I mean, I’ve always been a woman, but I used a male shell to interact with customers,” Xas said. “When I had to interact. I normally did everything by email and the like.

“I know what you’re thinking, no, he didn’t flirt with me. He just has a really convincing way of talking. Always promising to find me new clients and networks.”

“And I did,” argued Ralph. Watching as the seven war-ships came ever closer. Three were Destroyers. Two were simple Corvettes. One was a Light Cruiser, and the last was an actual Battleship class.

Fuck this is fucked.

That’s so much firepower.

And I want to go right through the middle of their damn formation.

Stupid, fucking stupid.

“This is so story like,” Marionette said in a way that sounded like she hadn’t meant it to transmit. “We’re going to attack them and-and space them. Just like Privateers would.

“Space’em and take their booty. Ransom back the survivors and sell anything we salvage.

“I’m so… so excited. So thankful to be here.”

No one said anything after that.

Apparently, no one wanted to spoil what she said.

Likely they were all unsure if she’d meant to transmit that just as much as Ralph was. Marionette had sounded so heart-felt in her statement that he didn’t have a single thing to say to it.

“Rio, I love you,” declared Winnie boldly after sticking her finger down on the transmit button. “I love you, darling. You’re going to be my best friend from here on. I won’t accept no for an answer.

“I’m spending the night tonight with you and we’re going to watch movies. Snacks, too. We can go extra hard on the maintenance tomorrow. Ralph will survive a night without you.

“We can even paint our nails like you wanted to and anything else.”

“Oh! Really? That’d be wonderful! I want to try out a bunch of different colors on your fingers. Your fingers are so pretty, and your skin-tone would be great with lots of things.” Marionette squealed happily. Then she made a curiously cute sounding noise. “I think my button’s stuck. Xas? Can you help me, please?”

There was a pop a second after that.

“Her… button was stuck,” Xas muttered. “Anyways. They’re closing in. Are we ready? I think we are?”

“Yes,” Eun confirmed. “I’ve assumed a general route that we can take. We’ll maneuver just as we planned. Moving right into the midst of their group and blending in. The timing is of course critical and our key.”

“Yeah, yeah, don’t worry, Eun,” Winnie murmured. She’d been staring hard at her screen for a while now. “You’re in good hands. Soon to be manicured and painted hands, but good hands.

“Wanna join us in fingernail painting, by the way? Rio wouldn’t mind if I brought you along. She’d like it.”

“I… ah… yes. Yes I would,” Eun said with a nod of her head. “Thank you. I will bring snacks that I purchased when we visited the station last. They are special Calesat snacks.”

“Ouuu? Nice. Do you think we should invite Toll?” Winnie asked, her fingers gently tapping at her screen.

“It would be advisable. Even if she says no, she was invited. Eventually, she might say yes. Not unlike me, no?” Eun asked, turning to look at the other woman.

Causing Winnie to chuckle softly.

The Warrior who had been a bit of an ice-queen at the start was thawing before his very eyes.

“Xas,” tried Ralph. “About the weapons.”

“Not an issue,” she answered before he could say anything more.

“Thanks. I appreciate you handling that for me. I’m terrible with that kind of work,” he said.

Xas had no morals.

Xas was willing to be bribed.

Xas had an excellent eye for photography.

Xas had been hired to take photos of his crew when they were in the open.

All cameras in bedrooms had been removed or turned off, but they were all still up in the common rooms and areas.

Ralph and Xas had already made an arrangement for her to take photos when and as the situations presented themselves.

This included pictures of himself in whatever type of setting was applicable.

He had plans to use all the photos to make various items. Calendars, collages, cups, or otherwise. Anything that could be construed as cute, nostalgic of a time lost, or just memorable to someone.

Provided that someone was Marionette.

She had a sentimental heart and he wanted to encourage it. To make sure she always remained the bright and chipper woman she had been and was still.

Despite all that’d happened to her, she had never once dimmed in her love of life. Even when she’d been jealous of Delilah, she hadn’t lost her joy.

“They’re in range, Captain,” Winnie stated and turned to look at him. Her mechanical ears twitched twice. Everyone was wearing their helmets just in case they took a hit that vented their atmosphere. Which was entirely likely.

“Xas, open the comms and keep them open so we don’t have to fuss with buttons,” he requested.

“Done!”

“Good. Thank you. Now… make our intention known through the buoy Lady Siren,” Ralph ordered. “See if you can’t do any of those tricky things you suggested, Lady Toll, while firing off all those rockets with drones on them to begin moving.

“And Lady Armory? Give’em the barrage as we discussed. Lastly… take us in Warrior Eun. It’s time to hunt that pack of prey. All hands, prepare for combat.”

He remembered he needed to of course prod Marionette’s sense of adventure.

“For my Lady,” he proclaimed.

“Ladies,” Winnie said even as the ship shuddered at the full barrage being launched. “Plural, Captain.

“The zero-propulsion barrage is away. Fired off with the compressed air only.”

Hesitating for a moment, he sighed, and shook his head.

“For my Ladies,” he corrected himself. “For Lady Toll, Lady Armory, and of course, my Lady Siren.”

“Rio said thank you for including everyone, but she’s currently lugging a rocket around and too far from the microphone.

“Now I’m glad I got those gloves for her. I got her a really thick apron, too,” Xas said with a chuckle.

I mean… yeah, that’s fair. There’s some sharp edges sometimes.

Just a bit weird, Xas.

Just a bit weird.

“The enemy is firing madly at that buoy,” Winnie murmured in a voice that actually sounded nervous. “All their active scanning is painting it like mad, too. Probably a good thing we bolted all those extra panels on it give it a huge cross section.”

“I-we… we’re moving in,” Eun advised. “Faster than the rockets now. We should be able to slide-slide right in. So long as they don’t see us.”

So long as they don’t see us.

If they see us, we’re fucked.

Grinning nervously, Ralph watched the display.

With all their active detection going wild for the buoy, it’d almost be comically easy to get into their formation.

“Reset!” Marionette called.

“She’s getting faster every time,” Winnie said with a grin. “Your droids can’t improve, can they? Is that all her?”

“It’s all her. She wrangled the droids to do the heavy lifting bits she can’t, the rest is her,” Xas confirmed. “I’ve put in a purchase order for specific droids to handle tasks for her. She can oversee everything else and make it work.”

“Firing the secondary. Operation Weapons Officer Needs the Captain to Board her and Sword her is a go. This should hit that fucking Battleship,” whispered Winnie as if the enemy might hear them.

The first barrage had been spread out to hit three of the ships that were close.

This one was going to be fired as they came in close and without the ability to adjust much.

Winnie had preprogrammed them to eject with the compressed air and travel without propulsion. Only to fire-up after a time and with varied speeds.

Ralph hadn’t thought it was possible, but Winnie had surprised him at every turn. Her ability to put in mathematic firing equations and program the computer to accept it and implement it into the limited computational powers of the rockets was second-to-none.

If this went down as she promised it would, he’d have to seriously consider how to handle her. Her worth as a weapons officer had quickly out shined any drawback.

“You’re impressive,” Eun spat out even as she made micro adjustment to the ship. Small blips of more compressed gas to move them about without creating any heat signatures.

“Why thank you, Warrior Eun,” Winnie said, staring at her weapons HUD. “So are you. It’s a shame you’re not a ship’s-mistress. Then you’d be stuck with us for a while. Soon as this little war is over, you’re off the ship and we lose an amazing pilot.”

“Agreed,” Delilah put in over the comms. “It will be sad to lose Warrior Eun. Also, I managed to back-door into one of the Destroyer’s arrays. I’ve taken their sensor feed for our own and am routing it in. They were sharing it with the others, which let me in.

“Can’t do much else with it other than that but… better than nothing. I’ll keep trying to get more but this is the best I can manage for now. Their systems are pretty hardened.”

“Reset,” Marionette called out again.

“Oh my god Rio, I love you. You’re the fucking garbage woman cause you’re carrying my trashy ass,” cheered Winnie as she looked to Eun, who only nodded her head.

Winnie fired off yet another barrage.

Marionette laughed into the coms and Ralph could hear her panting.

“Hardly,” she said. “You can paint my toes for me as a thank you.”

“You’re damn fingernails too,” added Winnie. “Eun’s coming by the way. Armory, you coming to the girl party?”

“Uh… sure. Yes,” Delilah answered.

There was an unspoken clarification at the end that everyone heard.

If we survive. That is.

“That’s it. We’ll be in position in a second,” Eun advised.

“Great, now we just have to see what comes from—”

Ralph’s screen lit up as the first barrage started to land.

“Damn, they shifted to fire,” groaned Winnie. “That Cruiser is pretty fucked though. It’s taking at least three times more than what I’d been trying to give them.”

Ralph nodded his head as he watched the scans from the Destroyer go wild.

The Cruiser took at least eleven rockets to its rear and side. In moments, those strikes set off a chain reaction as the engines blew out along with their fuel lines, he imagined.

Big ships were heavily armored and rightly so. Unfortunately, a few heavy rockets, like the type the Toll was packing, could devastate a heavily armored ship.

It could be due to the right angle, having multiples hitting the same spot, or just random chance.

Like hitting the magazine on an old sailing ship and it going off.

The cruiser’s rear engines were gone now, and the chain reaction seemed to be over. There were no more sudden fireballs as fuel and pipes went off.

“Their damage control is great, but they’re so boned,” Xas said with a laugh. “From what I can see, they’re going to lose power. Dead in the water in less than an hour. If they’re following standard protocol, they’re probably trying to get off the X so to speak and get to repairs. They’re out of the fight.

“But that—”

One of the destroyers had an explosive decompression, then outright exploded.

“Fuck, that bastard took out half of a barrage going off like that,” cursed Winnie. “I don’t think I have enough to tear that Battleship’s asshole out.”

“Fire up several buoys and demand their surrender,” Ralph ordered. “If there’s any rockets hanging out that haven’t left yet, get them moving.”

“None left,” reported Delilah. “Their damn point defense picked up a lot of them and struck’em out. We had a number of hits, but their armor is really fucking thick.

“Took out both Corvettes though. Neither exploded, but both got spaced pretty hard and their crew aren’t in the fight anymore.”

“Confirmed,” Xas agreed. “The Cruiser and both Corvettes have now signaled they don’t want to be in the fight after the most recent buoy message.”

Alright.

Given that our rockets are as heavy as we could actually carry, and equivalent to something Battleships themselves would carry, that’s disheartening.

We put out a bunch of rockets to keep them busy from the outside. We also fired off three barrages. That doesn’t count what we already used and what we left behind as mines.

We’ve got a few barrages left, but that might not be enough given how much armor that fucker has.

Ralph chewed at his lip and only had a single workable idea that came to his mind.

There were three ships left.

One Battleship and two Destroyers.

“Xas, can you pinpoint the sensors of the other ships? We’re close enough that it should be as easy as hell, right?” Ralph asked, looking to his display. He started flipping through screens and was moving toward the laser cannons

“Oh yeah. Clear as day. They’re doing a whole lot of painting,” Xas confirmed.

“How many are active, and how many are fucked? There’s gotta be a reason that Destroyer was sharing data,” he pushed.

“Battleship’s are up. The other destroyer’s is down,” Xas answered. “Now that you mention it. I think the Corvette’s didn’t have their sensors either. That and it’s pretty damn hard for them to see anything here. You picked the right spot.”

“Alright,” Ralph muttered and looked to the Battleship’s sensors. They were glowing like the sun at the moment from being used so much. “Lady Toll, I need you to flood that destroyer’s sensors with a bunch of junk. To the point that the other Destroyer is going to think that we’re between them and the Battelship. Think you can pull that off?”

“Easily, but it’ll just get countered by—”

Before Delilah could finish speaking, Ralph targeted the Battleship’s sensor array and deleted it. Removing it with several high charged laser shots.

They were so close to the other two Destroyers, even as they all painted the buoys on the perimeter, he imagined they probably had no idea what’d just happened.

Even if they did see what’d happened, it’d actually play into his plans.

“Make it look like we’re moving in close to that Battleship and are about to lay into it, Lady Toll!” Ralph ordered with a need for it to happen quickly.

There was no response from her, but he imagined she was working on it.

“That Destroyer is freaking out,” Xas reported. “They’re screaming that we’re right next to the Battleship.

“Battleship is… reporting that they can’t see it, but were just attacked from close range.

“Destroyers were ordered to fire on the ghost image.”

“Eun, Armory. Both destroyers, fire when ready, but after they’d launched at the Battleship,” Ralph got out in a grunt after checking his sensors. Both of the destroyers were in a line with one another with a small turn and small boost of thrusters

“Aye,” both said without him needing to elaborate.

Eun quickly repositioned them and Winnie put in a firing plot for both batteries from both sides of the ship.

In seconds, the Destroyers lined up with the phantom Privateer Ship and fired. Unloading full barrages at the same time.

Even going so far as to fire off their laser cannons.

Which promptly slapped into the Battleship.

“Bahahaha, they’re so confused. They’re reporting that we’re shooting them with laser cannons. They haven’t even figured it out,” Xas said even as Winnie launched everything.

“Had to deactivate the safeties on those. We’re so damn close. Might as well be leaning in for a damn goodnight kiss,” remarked Winnie, then she leaned back in her seat. “This is the do or die moment I guess. If that Battleship spots us and decides to fire, we’re gonna feel the hurt.”

Seconds crawled by as they sat there in the Toll. Watching the screens to see what would happen next.

The rockets had all impacted, but there were no secondary explosions. The Destroyers hadn’t become debris.

At the same time, all the rockets from the destroyers blasted into the Battleship.

Once again, there were no decompression events or explosions.

“The Destroy-uh… both Destroyers are asking for mercy and have surrendered,” Xas stated.

“Hit that fucking Battleship with a broadcast from one of the buoys. Tell them to surrender immediately or they’ll get spaced as the next barrage is ready, and they won’t even see it coming,” commanded Ralph.

“Relayed,” Xas said, her voice hitching. “They’ve surrendered. All enemy ships are powering down weapons and shuttering their doors.

“But we’ve got a problem. I just picked up a long-range ping. A second armada of ships is coming our way. It came in as an echo. It’ll be here in no time at all.”

“Damn, is it the second half of this group?” Ralph cursed as he started to stare at the map trying to figure out what to do.

They were more or less out of ammo and wouldn’t be able to offer much in the way of a fight.

“Oh, haha, never mind. I’m a silly goose,” Xas blurted out quickly, her digitized image laughing hysterically only to fall down onto the ground. “Sorry, sorry, it’s a Calesat war-patrol! They’re coming per our original message. I’ll let them know we resolved it and could use their help claiming prizes though! Oh, the ones back in that pass we mined as well.

“I’m betting all the mines went off already, so there shouldn’t be an issue with them going to collect prizes for us.”

“Fuck you, Xas,” growled Ralph. “You glorified chat-bot. You’ve got the personality of garbage scow.

“I was literally sitting here about to crap my pants with that god damned statement of yours.”

“I mean, I’d be down for bumpy cuddles or whatever else you had in mind. You can show me if you’re actually any good at fucking or Marionette’s been acting like the pro she is.

“But I can’t. Since, you know, I don’t have an actual body with the ability to have sex with,” Xas replied with another laugh. “Till then, go bother Rio, you fucking ape. Or take care of it in the bathroom again. Hahahah.

“Oh! Or go let my Lady Armory handle you. She’s been asking for it after all.”

“Yeah, Captain. I’m next in line, not Xas,” Winnie agreed.


Chapter 25

With a yawn, Ralph padded out of his bedroom and into the kitchen.

Opening the fridge, he dug out a frozen burrito from the freezer section.

Not bothering to wrap it as he was supposed to, he just hucked it onto a plate, then dumped it into the microwave. Then hit the ninety second button.

Closing his eyes, Ralph turned his face to the ceiling, and stood there.

“Xas,” he croaked.

“Yes, o’mighty sleepy captain? Also, hot damn. You’ve got some mighty fine equipment there in the morning,” Xas replied from what sounded like the nearby intercom. “Do you always wander about with your sword drawn? Has Rio been keeping everyone else safe by becoming your sheath?”

Ralph grinned, snorted, and shrugged his shoulders.

After she’d mentioned it, he realized he had a bad case of morning wood.

Normally he woke up fairly slowly with Marionette, but she hadn’t come back to bed the night previous. In fact, he’d heard all four women laughing in Winnie’s compartment late in the night.

“Don’t be envious. If you got a body as hot as Rio’s, I’d let you be my sheath,” Ralph offered comfortingly. “Anyways. Did that Calesat captain give us a report like he promised?”

“Sure did,” replied Xas, sounding like she was checking something. “In that little corridor we mined, we took out two other ships. Any others either fled, escaped, or were never there.

“All prizes, cargo, people, or otherwise, have been assigned pre-emptively. It’ll need to be counted out later, but that’s for another time.

“It’s all being shipped to Calesat. Given our previous prizes should arrive within a few days, we’ll have a full accounting in about a week.”

“Goodie,” Ralph mumbled and opened his eyes.

Gazing into the wonderful mystery box known as the microwave and his rotating burrito. Spinning slowly and becoming something edible.

“Yes, I’d certainly agree. Also, the Armory has arrived in Calesat space. I received the notification. It’s docked with the Siren,” Xas chirped brightly. “We now have three ships to work with. Though we have no need for the other two at this time, it’s nice to have them.

“I can also utilize the Armory for our needs as well. I used it often for weapons research and droid replication. Since I never needed anything other than power, it’s well suited as a mobile weapons platform or just a storage locker.”

“I’ll make you a storage locker,” he grumbled, still sore over her comments from the previous night.

Xas laughed loudly at that, wheezed, and then laughed again.

“Ahhh, yes, but no. No body. No booty. You’re doing this just to fuck with my chosen ship’s-mistress, aren’t you? You seem to love to antagonize her. And me, I suppose,” replied Xas. “Anyways. While you eat your… food… I guess it’s food… while you eat that, I should let you know we’ve received an invitation to attend a ceremony.

“Apparently Calesat has taken several planets of note, they also lost several by the way, but they’re not talking about that, and want to have something of a party. You and your crew are invited.”

“No thanks,” Ralph mumbled as the microwave dinged.

Opening it, he pulled out his exploded burrito. The center had become a hole and the innards had gone inside out.

Which was entirely expected.

Grabbing a cup, Ralph filled it with water then sat down heavily at the table.

“I don’t think we’re allowed to decline,” Xas offered with a sigh. “Because we’ve also been told that the family head of Calesat, as in -the- head, will be awarding us with a prize.”

Ralph’s lip curled at that as he lifted up the burrito’s corpse and started eating it. Using the remainder of it to scoop the insides back into it for every other bite.

“Mail it to me,” he got out with a mouthful of burrito.

“They’re also honoring Park Gae for saving and raising you,” added Xas.

Ralph’s mind came to a sudden and climatic stop. His mouth going still despite having a full maw of beef, bean, and cheese.

Sighing through his nose, Ralph started chewing again.

He no longer had a choice.

If Park Gae was being honored, then Ralph must attend.

“Okay,” Ralph said finally. “Send the acceptance. We’ll get moving and put into port for a time. I’m sure the ladies could use some shore leave.”

As if summoned by name, all four women came out of Winnie’s room.

They were all dressed in what could be termed as sleepwear.

Winnie was wearing a tank-top and panties and nothing else, however.

“Oh, captain, time to take me back to bed already?” Winnie asked as she slouched across the distance to the kitchen. She slammed herself down onto the table across from him. “I’ll just say sorry now for when you start railing me. I’m so fucking exhausted that I’ll probably just lay there.”

Reaching across the table, Winnie put her hands on either side of Ralph’s right hand.

Eun and Delilah hesitated together for a few seconds before joining the others. They went to the cabinets and fridge to start figuring out their own breakfast.

“Up late?” Ralph asked, looking to Marionette.

The beautiful woman had an ear-to-ear smile on her face and looked to be in a great mood.

“We were up telling stories,” she gushed and rushed over to him, only to plop down in the seat right next to him. She grabbed his forearm and leaned into his side. “I had no idea how amazing Eun is. She managed to—”

Ralph smiled at Marionette and just listened to her talk. He loved to listen to her talk.

His burrito was long forgotten.

***

Standing around with his crew, Ralph was frustrated.

They’d been treated quite well since arriving in Calesat.

Everyone had been rushed off for a medical evaluation, treatment, and then a great deal of care. Ralph had been given more than a few messages and provided with anything and everything he could ask for.

Marionette had wheedled Eun into taking them around the capital and had done more shopping in the last few days than he thought could be done in a lifetime.

For the last seven days, he’d been forced to rest and relax.

To wait.

Ralph was terrible at waiting.

Horrible at doing nothing but letting time tick by.

Even now, during the celebration itself, he had been asked to wait.

Sit right here and wait to be called in.

Blah, blah, blah.

For someone who hates the Confed, they sure act like them a lot. All this stupid bureaucracy is the same as ever.

They just do it with warrior customs and beliefs sprinkled throughout.

Fuck.

“Fuck,” Winnie complained. “I hate waiting. Hate sitting around like this.”

Huffing out a breath, Winnie turned and looked at Ralph.

She was dressed in a dress that showed her off perfectly, though within Calesat modesty. Her hair was also immaculately put together.

Eun, Delilah, and Marionette were all in a similar boat. The four of them had been dressed and done up by a group of people.

“Hey, I bet we could get on that bench, I could hike my dress up, and we could keep ourselves busy,” Winnie said, throwing a thumb at the bench while holding Ralph’s gaze. “Muss me up good? Give me a backache?”

“I mean—” Ralph started to say before he strangled the flirtatious comment. His brain had started to fire off before he could even consider the response. “I mean, that’s probably not the best thing to say here in Calesat.

“They have a pretty solid sense of modesty, Winnie. It’d land you in trouble even teasing about that.”

“Oh. Really?” asked Winnie while turning to look at Eun.

Who was grinning.

She nodded her head.

“I think you’re rather funny, Winnie. But there are many of my people who would write it off to you being part of the Terran Confederation and condemn you for it,” Eun explained.

“Poo. What a bunch of wet-blankets,” Winnie whined, then walked over to Marionette and stuck her head down on the other woman’s bare shoulder. “Rio, I want the captain to treat me like he does you. Help me?”

“Mm, I’m ever so sorry, Winnie, but I love having the Captain all to myself,” Marionette apologized with a soft laugh. She put an arm around Winnie and pulled her into herself for a hug. “If that ever changes, I’ll let you know. I don’t think it will, but I promise you’ll be the first.”

“Thanks Rio. You’re honestly the best best friend I could ever have,” Winnie said and hugged Marionette back.

Blinking slowly, Ralph couldn’t help a momentary thought of having the both of them in a three way. His brain reverting down to a teenage version of itself and providing him a fantasy of such a thing.

He shook it off quickly and turned to look at the door. Turning his brain to thinking about current prices on goods and luxuries.

Surprisingly, the door opened just then.

“Captain Turlan, the Pureblood has invited you to the hall,” said a voice from outside the room they were in. “Please proceed down the hall and go through the doors at the end.”

“The Pureblood,” Eun whispered under her breath. “I’m part of the Pureblood clan itself, but of very minor relation. Very minor. I’ve never met the Pureblood.”

Taking in a short breath, Ralph held it, then moved to the door. Letting it out, he stopped there and looked to the others.

“Well, come on then. I may be the captain, but you’re my crew. I expect you to walk with me,” he ordered. “We can’t all walk side-by-side, but know that I’d wish it if it were possible.”

“Captain, I’m still looking for those shares you promised me,” Winnie grumbled in Terran and came to stand at his direct left. “Sorry Rio, just because you won’t help me, doesn’t mean I’ll stop trying.”

“I mean, I very much understand,” Marionette offered, taking the position to Ralph’s right. He could feel Eun and Delilah moving in behind him as they all started walking forward. “Just don’t be upset if I don’t give you as many cookies next time when I bake them.

“I can’t reward you for trying to steal my Captain, after all. But… but I’ll still give you some cookies. Just not as many. You’re my best friend after all.”

“Thank you, Rio, for understanding your poor, foolish, and lost best friend,” Winnie said before they reached the opposite doorway.

It opened up as they approached.

“The Captain of the Turlan’s Toll and his crew. Relative and beneficiary of Warrior Park Gae’s name, Ralph Turlan,” boomed a voice over a loudspeaker in Calesat.

“I uh… understood most of that,” Winnie whispered excitedly. “Thank you, Eun!”

“Of course. Always a pleasure to share the Calesat with others,” Eun answered demurely. There was no mistaking the pleased tone to her words.

As they entered, Ralph realized it was a large and ornate banquet hall. Decorated in the expected five direction colors one always associated with the Calesat.

White, black, blue, yellow, and red.

It was done in a way that was tasteful and didn’t allow the colors to clash.

Ralph honestly didn’t understand the symbolism of it, but he knew it existed. That it was part and parcel to something that called back to their cultural past.

The entirety of the hall was looking at Ralph, which caused him to drop his line of thought. He had certainly not expected to become the center of attention like this.

“Now what,” he said to no one while smiling, looking around the Hall.

His eyes landed on someone he had wanted to see and without even thinking about it, Ralph started toward him.

Park Gae was standing near a table that had a great deal of pastries on it. His left arm was pinned at the elbow and his right hand was loading a plate full of sugary confections onto it.

The Warrior had clearly known Ralph was heading his way, as he sent a casual glance his way even as he continued. Only stopping when his plate was full.

“There you are, Ralph,” Park said with a chuckle, holding his plate now with his only hand. “Why am I unsurprised that you came scurrying toward me as soon as possible. Hm?”

“Because you’ll ever and always be the Warrior Park to me?” Ralph replied with an easy grin. “Who else would I run to.”

Park raised his eyebrows at that and began to laugh harder. His eyes flicked to Ralph’s companions, then back to him.

“This is Marionette, my Lady Smiling Siren,” Ralph said, introducing Marionette. Then he gestured to each woman in turn as he continued to speak. “This is Winnie, the Lady Armory. Delilah, the Lady Turlan’s Toll. And this is the Warrior Eun Calesat.”

“Ahhh, greetings to you. I’m Park Gae,” Park said, nodding to each woman. It wasn’t as if he could shake their hand.

Ralph looked back to Park, then looked to the banquet hall. He wasn’t quite sure what to do next.

“Well. I have a nice table over yonder for you to retreat to. It has five seats open for it if you’d like to join me,” Park offered, then snorted. “Though Yun Hee is there as well as Hae and Tam.

“Please be nice. I know you don’t see her as being quite as familial as she should have been, but that’s between me and her. I don’t want to press on it for now.”

Ralph’s jaw clenched, his teeth locked together, but then he nodded his head.

He wouldn’t spoil this with his own anger.

This was a chance to elevate Park’s reputation. To pay back some of the prestige he lost for Ralph’s sake.

“I will be nice,” Ralph asserted. “I will be pleasant, and nice.”

Park’s smile grew wider, and he nodded his head, then motioned off to the side.

The crew of the Turlan’s Toll followed behind Park Gae, and there wasn’t a single person in the banquet hall that didn’t notice it.

Ralph Turlan, the Privateer of the Terran Confederation, the Blood, and the Corridors, had sought out Park above all others and went straight to him.

Exchanging no greetings with anyone else, or even attempting to.

As Ralph approached Park’s table, he saw Yun Hee was indeed sat down there.

Along with her niece and her brother Tam.

They all shared the same general features of Park and were fairly tall.

Broad shouldered.

As a family, they could carry themselves physically.

Other than Hae, that was. She looked quite average in regards to her build and size.

Just looking at her made Ralph’s blood boil. Seeing her here now, living off a name that she had spat on, made him want to grab her by the hair and drag her out by it.

“Look who I found out there,” Park said, long after everyone had already spotted him and Ralph heading their way.

Especially Yun Hee. Staring at him in a way that made him desperate to throw her out of this special occasion.

Before he could say anything though, she’d gotten out of her seat, gone around to the side of the table that her father was on, and knelt down in front of him.

She lowered her head, put her right hand atop her left, and faced the ground.

“This unfilial daughter has only recently truly understood her mistakes,” Yun Hee said. “Only recently, as I hear the weight of names, how people respond, and my own name, do I understand what was done for my part.

“For my own upbringing and without me contributing to it, other than spite. I only ask—”

Park had closed on his daughter by this point, grabbed her by the shoulder, and pulled her upright. All with only one hand and a great deal of strength.

“Yun Hee,” Park hissed, catching her eyes with his own. “I accept your apology, I understand the weight of it that you’ve given it to me in, but I’ll not hear more of it. Certainly not here.”

Ralph’s anger had gone from a boiling pot of oil threatening to over-turn itself to an empty cauldron stuck in a snowdrift.

Park roughly shoved his daughter back into the seat she’d gotten out of, blew out a breath, and then went back to his plate of cookies.

“Well, seat yourself if you would,” Park murmured and gestured at the open seats. “And no, you can’t have any cookies. They’re mine. I got them. Get your own.”

“But… I love cookies,” Winnie blurted out.

Park blinked, looked to Winnie, then grinned at her with a laugh.

“Here, you can have one. But you have to go get me three in return,” he said and held the plate out to her.

“I’ll go take a look and see what they have,” Winnie said with a laugh and a wave of her hands. “I’ll be right back.”

Winnie left and everyone else started looking around as well.

“Go get your plates, I’ll sit here and wait for you all to come back before I go,” Ralph offered.

“Should I follow her?” Delilah asked, nodding with her head in the direction Winnie went.

Ralph looked after Winnie and realized what Delilah had meant.

Alcohol was being served here.

Winnie had done as well as she had being sober as there was no liquor on the ship. Dry as could be, with the hardest thing you could probably find, was mouthwash.

“No,” answered Ralph while meeting Delilah’s eyes with a smile. “We can only help, but by refusing to allow her to own her own choices, we only remove her strength for the future.

“Like never letting a kid fall or fail on their own. They’ll never learn. Go get your own stuff and come on back.”

Ralph pulled out the seat next to Park’s, sat himself down, and looked to the others at the table. He suddenly had a stunning moment of nostalgia.

Sitting around a table with this family for dinner.

Listening to Park tell a tale of one of his exploits.

“Well?” Park said after a moment, grinning at him. “Tell us a tale, Ralph Turlan Gae. Your family would like to hear of your exploits.”

Somewhat shocked, Ralph sat there stock still, then let out a breath and looked to the table in front of him.

“Let’s wait for my crew to come back,” he said instead but nodded his head. “Then I’ll tell a few. Because they’re part of it and have their own things to add to it I imagine.”


Chapter 26

“— sitting there, wondering how I’m going to get my stupid ass out of this and… there’s Ralph,” Delilah said with a shake of her head and a chuckle. “The guards ever so gently put him into the jail cell, make sure he’s okay, and then leave. I thought they were going to pat him on the head or ask if he’d like a chocolate.”

Park laughed at that, leaning back in his chair while nodding his head.

“He’s such a damn swindler. Swindler! Sweet talks everyone into anything,” Park agreed. “Then?”

“Then, as cool as could be, he strolls over to me,” Delilah continued. Unexpectedly, she’d turned out to be a great storyteller. “Sits himself down right next to me, and strikes up a conversation.

“Being all coy while talking about the tin-star, me, to me. Acting at first as if he had no idea. Only to assume it’s a woman. Then to assume this woman was trying to get off the station.

“Then… then! What he’d do if he found her. If. All the while hitting me with that stupid grin of his.”

Marionette clapped her hands together giddily while laughing.

“He told me about that! Because it was right after this that he found Winnie! She threw up in the station boss’s lap!” Marionette blurted out with a giggle.

“Uuugh. Don’t remind me,” Winnie complained before pushing another cookie into her mouth.

She’d come back with a plate full of pastries and meats. As well as several sodas.

Thankfully, she didn’t return with alcohol, nor did he smell it on her.

Tam put his hands over his face and was staring at Winnie through his fingers.

“On their lap?” Hae asked incredulously.

“I was… in a bad place. Worse than prison,” Winnie got out in a croak after swallowing. “I’m better now, but it’s hard to look back at my recent past without feeling sick.”

Winnie shrugged at that, picked up her last pastry, hesitated, then stuffed it in her mouth. She looked to Marionette and then shrugged.

“So much maintenance,” the beautiful woman said with absolute conviction. To which Winnie nodded her head and then gave her a thumbs up, chewing all the while.

“Maintenance?” Tam inquired.

“Yes, we make sure to keep everything as it should be between things,” Marionette answered quickly with a warm smile. “It keeps us busy, too. Lady Armory has really invested herself in it, and it’s helped her a lot.”

Winnie continued to nod, though she looked curious as she did so.

Ha.

Did she just not realize that all those workouts kept her busy and not thinking about her cravings as much?

Well, that and kept her fit as hell.

Pretty sure she lost weight since joining.

“So much maintenance,” Winnie agreed after swallowing. “I’d like to propose more regular maintenance in fact and—”

“The Pureblood!” shouted a voice over the din of people talking and generally enjoying themselves.

Ralph swallowed roughly, wiped his mouth with his napkin, and gently tossed it to the tabletop. Standing up, he nudged his chair into the table and turned around to look toward the voice.

Everyone else at the table had done the same thing.

All eyes turned toward a central area that not everyone could see to.

Kinda a crappy place to hold this if they wanted us to see and hear the Pureblood.

Then again, Calesat’s a bit weird with leadership.

I wonder if the other Bloods have a leading clan, and everyone rolls up into it with lesser clans. It’s almost like a council of sorts.

With the Pureblood at the top of it all.

“Yes, yes, thank you. Hello,” said a rough and rather grizzled sounding voice. Ralph hadn’t really involved himself in the politics of the Calesat previously, but he knew that the current Pureblood was a man in his seventies who had once been a physical Warrior.

He ruled by virtue of his previous status and the acceptance of his clan. Which brought all the other clans along by that virtue.

“This banquet is to celebrate our victories and elevate a group of people who have earned titles,” the Pureblood continued. “I’m not going to give a speech, or beat around the bush. None of that nonsense.

“Hold your damn applause till the end so I don’t have to waste my breath.

“First, general Ji-Seok, congratulations on your victory. We appreciate you managing the siege as well as you did. Our losses were low compared to what my analysts projected. That’s a victory and then some in my book.

“Second, Eui Calesat, your diplomacy with the Dashi as well as the Blood of Prus has gone far beyond my original expectations. I thank you for your continued service and determination.

“Last, Ralph Turlan Gae, the adopted Blood of Park Gae. Privateer Captain and willing Warrior of the Calesat.

“You’ve single handedly spaced or taken forty ships of various designations. More than half of them military. Most recently, a god damned Battleship. Which surrendered as a prize to you.”

More than a few people had turned their heads toward Park’s table.

Who was standing there with a grin as wide as the horizon and staring out to where the Pureblood should be.

“I don’t even know how to put your damn exploits against what I could ever possibly award you for that,” the Pureblood continued. It seemed he wanted to give a speech about Ralph anyways. “Your crew has more impact with your single ship than many patrols and battle-groups do.

“I don’t think I can even afford to pay you for all the prizes you’ve taken without taking out a bond measurement to make it happen. Which I guess means this is a good time to mention an upcoming bond I have being put through. It’s called the Captain Turlan bond. Would really appreciate it if you all could purchase a few for me.”

Somehow, of all things, that got a laugh out of the crowd.

“Ralph Turlan Gae, of the family Gae, I formally name a Warrior as a leader, with a sub-position as a Warrior in the physical sense.

“Apparently the illustrious Warrior Park Gae, before he was struck down in such a disgusting way while protecting Ralph Turlan Gae, had assisted in training our dear captain to become a sword master,” the Pureblood said. His words dripped with disdain in even mentioning the family Lee in passing. “It’s said the captain defeated a Warrior on a station in a single pass with a single strike. I feel it’s quite valid.

“Ah, I suppose I’ve been rambling. I suppose it’s hard to keep to my previous statement when we have such a Warrior in our time.

“Join me in thanking these three individuals for providing the Calesat with such decisive victories. While you do that, I’m going to get a god damned drink and go have a chat with the Gae family.”

“Hm, wasn’t expecting that,” Ralph muttered and turned to look at Park.

The man’s jaw was flexing and he was facing downward at the table. His right hand was pressed to his eyes and he looked to be in pain as far as Ralph could tell.

“Park, are you alright?” Ralph asked, moving away from his seat to stand next to the man.

“I’m fine, Ralph,” Park got out in a shuddering voice. “Just… a bit overwhelmed.”

Oh shit he’s crying.

I don’t… what do I do?

Ralph was unsure of anything at the moment, as he’d never seen the mountain of a man cry over anything. Not even when he’d lost his arm for him.

Standing there, Ralph felt a lot like he had when he was nothing but a teen. All over again.

“Mr. Gae, I… what… can I help? What do I do?” Ralph asked, his hands moving behind his back. His posture straightened and he stood at a form of attention he had used to fall into with Park Gae.

Ralph’s brain quite literally short-circuiting and reverting back to a previous time.

The man had given his respect, expectations, and direction when Ralph hadn’t had any at all. Seeing him as he was right now left Ralph in a state of panic.

“Ahhh, it seems I did deliver a speech after all,” came the low rumble of the Pureblood from not far off. “Because I swear, I only ever bring people to tears or anger anymore.”

He was very much what Ralph had been expecting.

Hair no longer than several inches, a short clean beard and mustache, hard flat brown eyes, and a face that looked as if it’d won in a head-to-rock competition more than a few times.

His nose had been broken more than a handful of times and was quite crooked.

He was also nearly the same size as Park, though having lost much of the bulk given his age.

On either side of him were a handful of bodyguards, all wearing weapons and firearms as well.

Park Gae laughed at the words and shook his head. It was now obvious to everyone at the table the man was crying.

“Just very proud in the moment, Pureblood,” Park mumbled, still wiping at his eyes. “I’m very proud of my family as a whole. Very proud. I’m a rich man.”

“Yes, I would agree that you’re indeed an affluent man in that regard.

“You should most certainly be proud. Your son is a respected educator at one of our most prestigious universities, your daughter a businesswoman with a large mercantile business brought up on her family name and members contributing to its starting funds.”

Fucking bitch.

You took money from the family, used the name, then spat at your father as you did?

The mental rebuke Ralph had was accompanied by a glower toward Yun Hee.

Who apparently had a similar thought as he did.

She had winced, her mouth formed a frown, and she was now staring at the table. Much like a scolded child would upon truly reflecting on their actions.

Even the Pureblood looked like he had more to say about that, but had refrained. Ralph could see how the man had looked at Yun Hee, hesitated, then back to Park.

“Even your grand-daughter has shown promise in the infancy of her career,” the Pureblood continued as he walked right up to the table. The bodyguards looked nervous about it, but didn’t say anything. “She has already entered the Calesat military academy as an officer and has stunned everyone with her ability and knowledge.

“Now, Ralph has etched your family name into the Calesat records in a way that can never be undone. You have much to be proud about.

“Tears in such a situation are expected. Deserved. You wouldn’t be a man if you weren’t moved by the efforts of your family.”

Park hiccupped, nodded his head, and finally let his hand fall away.

Tears were openly streaming down his face.

“My thanks, Pureblood,” Park said, meeting the other man’s eyes boldly.

“Of course,” said the older man. He nodded his head to Park, then looked to Ralph. “I would like to speak with you, if you don’t mind. I have a private award to give you, as well as a mission I’d like to offer to you. I need someone with your ability to handle something for me.”

“Of course,” Ralph answered. There was no way to refuse a request of the Pureblood for an audience. Declining a mission was possible, but not having a talk with him was out of the question.

“Ah! I almost forgot,” the Pureblood said and then looked back to his bodyguards. “You were supposed to remind me.”

“You hadn’t forgotten yet. If you’d turned around to leave, I would have, you old crotchety fuck,” growled one of the bodyguards, which immediately made the Pureblood laugh.

The man who spoke took a large briefcase from another and then held it out to the Pureblood.

Who took it and then set it down in front of Ralph.

“I deeply disagreed with what happened between your house and house Lee. Deeply. But I was bound to not intervene as you had yet to prove your worth,” complained the Pureblood. “Sometimes we truly do worship the ashes rather than the flame, culture be damned. But… I was able to finally act.”

Since neither Park nor Ralph had moved to open the briefcase, the Pureblood did so instead.

“The left hand of every member of house Lee who voted to have your hand removed, plus a few extra for good measure,” the Pureblood said as the briefcase opened.

Inside were indeed a number of hands. Packed in quite tightly to fit in the briefcase.

“I then put a permanent fine on their house to pay your own for the loss of revenue that the Calesat suffers from your inability to act for the Blood,” the Pureblood finished with a wide and ugly smile. “I figured if I only took their hands, rather than the lower arm, I could take more hands. I think it worked out well.

“You should start receiving the extra funds in a day or so. As well as house Lee likely coming around to grovel at your feet. I’m sure they’re terrified that since I acted on my own, our dear Ralph here might decide he still needs a valid blood debt be paid and take it out of them.”

Park let out a short breath and shook his head. He reached out with his good hand and closed the briefcase. He picked it up and set it down beside his chair.

“My thanks, Pureblood. I have often told Ralph though that my left arm was a reasonable trade for his life,” Park said, meeting the older man’s eyes.

“I tend to agree, I also think that having the Warrior Park Gae in this battle would have been beneficial as well. Which is why I acted,” argued the Pureblood. “After all, it isn’t as if you didn’t offer them alternatives. It was their own choice and their own doing.

“Oh, I did make sure to preserve all the hands and sealed the wound sites. They’ll remain as they are today for all time. No need to take any measures.”

The Pureblood looked around at the table now, though his eyes did hesitate briefly on Eun, before going to Ralph.

Once more, the Pureblood smiled at Ralph.

“Would you and your crew join me? I don’t plan on remaining here. It’s enough to show up, do what I willed, then leave,” he said in a tone that ran counter to his smile.

It was well known the Pureblood despised any and all official functions.

“Do forgive me taking your kin off, Park, I promise to return them as soon as I give him his award and explain the mission.”

“I understand,” Park said with a small nod of his head. Then he reached over and patted Ralph on the back. “Go. If we’re not here, we went home. I’m afraid I’m already feeling quite drained and ready to lay down.”

The Pureblood turned and began walking away without another word. His retinue trailing along behind him.

One bodyguard, a rather large and impressive looking woman, waited.

Wider in frame than Delilah and taller, too. She had the look of a woman who had been training with a weapon since birth, and now in her late twenties, all the results of that work were on full display.

Though clearly still working at improving herself.

Her armor was close fit and snug, her dark black hair only a few inches long, her eyes dark, flat, and as clear as the Pureblood’s had been.

To Ralph, she very much felt as if she was a living weapon and was a lot like staring down the barrel of a gun.

It was always there and ready to be fired.

She was staring at Ralph at the moment.

Who stared back at her without really understanding the situation.

“Come,” she said.

Starting at the word spoken to him, Ralph looked to Park, who nodded his head at him. Unsure and not really able to process the situation very well, Ralph started to follow the Pureblood.

As did the rest of his crew.

They trooped through the party, everyone having already parted to either side to make room for the Pureblood. No small number of people were staring at the entourage as it slid along.

“How are you related to him, Eun?” Ralph asked, turning his head partially backward to ask her. “How distant are you, really?”

“So distant that I could probably marry his son without there even being a concern genetically. Might as well be strangers on the street,” Eun answered immediately. “I benefited greatly from being of the Calesat family, but in the same breath, that’s like saying Park Gae is from the Calesat family.

“It’s too wide and broad anymore. The family is massive, and it doesn’t have the ability to support them all either. You have to fight for any type of subsidy or funding from the family trust.

“I earned my own way through being a fighter pilot, though the name opened doors for me to get to that point.”

Ralph mentally started digesting that and looked ahead again.

The bodyguard who was clearly there to make sure he stuck along had also looked back to hear the answer.

“You Calesat, too?” Ralph asked as her eyes slid over him.

“No. Orphan,” said the woman, her hard dark eyes picking over his face. As if expecting a response from him.

He wasn’t really sure what to say to that, in truth. Ralph’s understanding of the Calesat wasn’t bad, and he knew that being an orphan might as well have been not being of the Blood.

Except Ralph’s cultural bias had been formed in the Confed.

To him, being an orphan didn’t matter in the least.

“Ah. What’s your name by the way? Pretty sure you heard it, but I’m Ralph,” he said, grinning at her, starting to mentally recover.

“Hei-Ran,” she answered, then looked ahead.

Ending the conversation there.

The crew of Turlan’s Toll marched along.


Chapter 27

“Sit, sit. Wherever is fine,” the Pureblood said while waving at the various seats around what looked to be an office. He himself dropped into a large office chair behind a desk.

The bodyguards fanned out to take up various positions around the room and went still. As if they were just part of the furniture and were to be treated as no more than such.

Assuming that Hei-Ran was where Ralph was supposed to be, given she’d been guiding him so far, he went over and sat in the chair she had been relatively close to.

Thankfully that was more or less directly in front of the Pureblood’s desk.

“My thanks,” Ralph said. “You said you had a mission for us?”

The Pureblood took in a short breath, held it, then blew it out with puffed cheeks.

“Yes. Yes I do. A mission that I’m not very proud to ask of you, but I need someone to do it regardless,” admitted the Pureblood. “I’ve had information fall into my lap. Information that I have to act upon even if it’s false.

“Except the only actions I can take, are actions that the… the… well… my Blood wouldn’t be quick to leap to do. Actions that aren’t something that really fits into the culture very well.”

The Pureblood shifted in his chair, looked away from Ralph to his desk, and seemed to be trying to figure out how to say what he wished. His lips pressed together tightly.

As if he didn’t want to talk about it at all.

“Am I murdering someone, kidnapping someone, or blowing something up?” Ralph asked in the silence. Then grinned at the Pureblood. “Because as a Privateer, I’m part your military system, but I’m also somewhat… removed from it.

“So long as it’s a valid target that the military would legally order me to go take, I’d be more than willing to do the job. A legal order is a legal order, after all.”

The Pureblood blinked, stared at Ralph, then chuckled.

“Yes. It would be a legal order given to a military ship. With a paper trail to make sure of that,” he agreed with a nod of his head. “And it would be kidnapping someone. The nephew of the current… well, the Blood of Vanah rule by a council, rather than a Pureblood.

“The heir of their council is as close to a Pureblood as we can get for comparison’s sake.

“Anyways, their nephew is in the military. A somewhat middling commissioned officer no less. I want you to go out and capture them specifically. Which would be sending a military ship to take a military target.

“Perfectly legal, just not very… it doesn’t match with the cultural views of the Calesat.”

“I mean, that definitely sounds like something we could end up doing for you,” Ralph allowed congenially with a fake smile. This didn’t sound perfectly right on the face of it, but he also couldn’t just turn away from an order like this. Because if it really was sent through military channels, he didn’t really have that much of an ability to resist it. Not without putting his original contract in jeopardy. “Providing that we do receive that order, with your name on it, and the target is indeed part of their military, I wouldn’t mind it.

“We’d have to discuss a price of course, as all missions like this go above and beyond and are included in my original contract as to be negotiated separately.

“Though… I do have to admit I’m surprised. Putting your name to such an order would come back to you, would it not, Pureblood? Forgive me for asking but… you have never enjoyed beating around the bush.”

The Pureblood let out a low and rumbling sigh.

Only to shake his head and throw up his hands in a “I don’t know” type of gesture.

“Yes. I’ve been advised several times against doing such a thing, but the people I could’ve ordered to do this, without an order, already refused,” admitted the man. “Those that I could order, such as yourself, would request it be a written order that was also a legal one. I’m left with an unenviable position where if I want this to succeed, then I need to actually put my name to it.

“That’s what I must do then.

“Because unfortunately they’ve captured a grandson of mine that I value deeply. I need something that I can give to them in exchange for my grandson. Everything I’ve already offered they’ve declined, and what they’ve asked for in exchange, is just too expensive.”

“Ahhh, negotiations. Always a fun time. More than a few times I had them at gunpoint. Sometimes holding the gun, sometimes not,” Ralph said with a chuckle. “Always easier in the former, a lot of tap dancing in the latter. I’m pleased to hear your answer. I honestly thought at the start that maybe you had the gun in hand this time around.

“Seems like though neither one of us do and we’re just trying to figure out a middle ground. Which shouldn’t be too hard.

“I have a few needs I would like to have addressed that won’t even cost you financially, that I’d be willing to tack on to a normal mission fee.”

Turning completely toward Ralph, the Pureblood had a curious look on his face. His attention and curiosity had been engaged.

“First of all, am I a formal citizen of the Calesat now? Instead of just a family member of Park’s?” Ralph asked.

“Yes,” the Pureblood said without even having to think about it. “I made sure of it after a few of your achievements were documented. I didn’t want such an accomplished Warrior to escape.”

He said the last with a wolfish smile and Ralph understood why.

Warriors were the literal life of the Blood. It was the heart of most of their cultural beliefs. To be a Warrior was to carry with it a great deal of respect and expectation.

It wasn’t quite as lofty a station as a Cavalier in the Confed, but enough that you simply wanted more of them at any given time. Preferably of a stature that other Blood would be forced to recognize them as Warriors as well.

And here I am.

A Privateer three times over, a master swordsman trained by my family and then polished by Park.

I can imagine once the Pureblood was “aware” of me, then I was a formal citizen and Warrior.

“Wonderful,” Ralph said with a warm smile. Then he gestured to Marionette, Delilah, and Winnie. “My three ladies here, all are likely going to have troubles with the Terran Confederation.

“For one reason or another. The details don’t matter, it’s just the Confed being the Confed.

“I’d be deeply appreciative if you could list them as my family. That way they can be treated as a Blood of Calesat citizen. Have the normal and everyday rights any citizen could expect. I promise that Eun and I have been teaching them the language constantly. They’re learning very quickly.

“Additionally, these two have contracts that I really need to have modified. They were signed without their permission by Corridor leaders. I don’t think it’d take much for you to sign a revocation and get the Confed to agree.”

Ralph deeply enjoyed the look of surprise and then joy that flashed across all three faces. The most telling of which was Winnie who had an ear-to-ear grin.

Nodding his head, the Pureblood seemed completely unbothered by any of this.

“Not a problem,” the Pureblood agreed with a small nod of his head. “Was there more?”

“Yes. Marionette’s home planet was invaded by a different House. If you could get news or information about what’s going on, and track a few people specifically, that’d be great,” Ralph asked. “Last name Winslow, Marionette can supply any other information needed of course.”

“Also not a problem,” concluded the Pureblood. “I’ll even see if I can’t get a transport ship in and remove them. As of course, family of a citizen have rights to be on Calesat. I would assume that her family would be your family as well.”

Ralph nodded quickly at that.

If he could get Marionette’s family off world, that’d be ideal, if they were willing. He wasn’t sure if they wanted to try and stick out the take-over, but he would at least want to give them the opportunity to get out.

“Yes, please, honorable Pureblood,” Marionette said in perfect Calesat that didn’t even have an accent. “I thank you for your care and consideration.”

Well, I know I said they were learning, but I didn’t realize the lessons had come that far for Marionette.

Blinking, the Pureblood chuckled, then turned to look at Marionette who was beside Ralph in a different chair.

“You’re quite welcome,” he said, and nodded his head at her, only to turn and look at the others. “Anyone else have family that would need to be picked up? I will gladly pay for a modest home for each of you for them as you work as a Privateer’s crew for the Calesat.”

“No, honorable Pureblood,” Winnie said with some hesitation. “I apologize for… accent. I’m working hard to learn language but… but it’s more… difficult for me than I thought.”

“Given the short amount of time you’ve likely spent learning it, you’re doing quite well,” the Pureblood said, grinning still. He seemed quite flattered at the two of them learning his own language.

“I have no family to rescue, honorable Pureblood,” Delilah stated. Somewhere between Marionette’s perfect grasp of the language and Winnie’s. “I thank you for the… the… offer. I’ve lived as a bounty hunter for too long to have family.”

The Pureblood once again nodded his head and looked to Ralph.

“Anything else?” he asked with a wide smile.

“No, Pureblood. My needs have been met,” Ralph answered with a smile. “Tell me about the target, where you’re expecting them, and anything else pertinent and I’ll make it happen. Was there a time frame this needed to happen in as well?”

“No… no time frame, but the sooner the better. My grandson was thankfully taken after a battle, so he is receiving proper treatment and care.

“As to where… well… that’s the problem and why it’s such a tough order. Given your contract, this would easily be classified as the highest difficulty and danger, so your payment would be maximized without even including extras.

“The target is in a primary battlegroup. Numbering in the hundreds of ships and remaining mostly behind the combat areas.”

Ralph sucked at his teeth as he considered that.

It meant he would have to approach the target not as a Privateer but as a smuggler. Someone that could get close enough to get into their formations and amongst the ships that they wouldn’t be looking at too sharply.

Certainly not something I could really do as the Turlan’s Toll. They’d be on the look-out for me with how hard we’ve been hitting them.

I’m not sure they’d be aware of the Smiling Siren, but it’s foolish to assume their intelligence agency isn’t very good.

That just leaves Xas’s ship for an approach, but at that point, I’m just asking to get spaced.

No… no… getting in and amongst their battlegroup just isn’t something I can manage.

Except outside of the target getting off the ship, there isn’t much else I can do, is there?

That leaves the only possibility as the Pureblood already having a plan for us to use. Or some type of information that’ll let us form a plan.

“Well, what can you tell me? I’m afraid I can’t really take on an entire battlegroup. You wouldn’t ask me to do this if you didn’t have something in mind,” Ralph concluded with a small shrug of his shoulders.

“His battlegroup will be going on shore-leave in a few weeks as they conduct a ship and soldier shuffle.

“Their battlegroup is max-staffed while others are considerably less. Ships and personnel will be leaving to join other groups. They themselves will be receiving recruits fresh out of training to replace them.

“On top of all that, the battlegroup won’t be able to reach any home systems with where they’re about to be sent to on a patrol. They can’t cancel the patrol because I’ve ordered a number of raids in the area,” began the Pureblood. His words were clear, unfaltering, and without hesitation. This was something he had likely reviewed numerous times and had memorized. “That means their patrol, the shore leave, and shuffle, will all occur at the same time and take at least a few weeks to conclude.”

“Ah, that makes sense. If they’re going to be on an extended shuffle like that, their security is going to be a joke,” Ralph mused. “We’ll be able to get there ahead of them, set up shop, and get a few things into motion.

“Do you have a workup on the target? His personality, likes, dislikes, skeletons, buried or otherwise?”

“Yes. We do. I’ll have it sent over to your ship,” answered the Pureblood. “While I’d be delighted if you were able to complete the mission without an issue, I wouldn’t fault you for canceling the mission once things have started to happen.

“I would rather not trade a favored grandson of mine that might do well in the future, for a Privateer who has single handedly done more than many of my generals in the current war.

“Now… is there anything else you’d need to make sure this mission goes off well? Are there any resources or supplies that might be useful?”

Ralph mentally chewed at that while smiling back at the Pureblood.

“Drones and droids. As well as a list of all the smugglers’ ships that you currently have in lockdown. I can’t roll up to that Corridor station in the Toll after all.”

“Yes, I do have that ready,” the Pureblood confirmed. “I assumed that would be the case and already ordered the ship listing in what I think would be the most likely to succeed based on my own thoughts to the least.

“I admit I could be wrong, since I couldn’t have many people look over my list with the intentions known. Your mission is most assuredly a secret to all but a few.”

“Great. That’s it then,” Ralph concluded and tapped his palms on the arms of his chair. “Is there anything else you’d want to add, need, or would want from me on this one?”

“No. I can’t think of anything,” murmured the Pureblood.

“Great… then… actually, there is one more thing,” Ralph said and grinned wolfishly at the Pureblood. He had just realized a great way to make a killing on this mission at the same time. “If you don’t mind, could I look over all the banned, illegal, and otherwise nasty things that you wouldn’t want to be shipped in or out of Calesat space?

“I’m going to be running a smuggler’s ship, I’m going to need a smuggler’s inventory. I’ll fill the ship and sit in the Corridor dock for a long while. Make it look like I’m waiting for some things to blow over.”

The Pureblood snorted at that, shaking his head. He seemed rather bemused at the situation and not quite sure what to say.

“It’s the same reason you wanted to ask me to do the job,” Ralph offered helpfully. “I’m a Privateer. I have several ship’s-mistresses. I’m a smuggler and have made a number of illicit and illegal trades throughout the Confed, the Corridor… and Blood space.

“If a smuggler shows up without cargo, then they’re looking to buy. Except I’d be there far too long to just buy. But… selling… that’s very different.

“I could be there weeks waiting for a buyer to show up.”

“Yes… you’re right of course. I just find myself suddenly wondering if you had that proverbial gun you mentioned,” the Pureblood murmured, watching Ralph’s face.

“Well… maybe not a gun. Definitely have the right leverage though. Know what you need, how you need, and what I can get away with,” Ralph answered. “Though, you can always just claim all the very illegal things I’m taking were already on the ship. That way you can at least wipe your name off part of it.”

Looking thoughtful, the Pureblood nodded his head at that. Then he gestured at the doors.

“Please, go sort through the ships I’ve prepared for you. As well as the… other… item, you mentioned,” ordered the Pureblood. “Hei-Ran will guide you and be your escort for this.”

“Oh? Do I get to keep her after all? My very own personal Pureblood bodyguard?” teased Ralph with a laugh and got to his feet. “I’ve been pretty happy with your relative so far, Eun Calesat.”

The Pureblood’s eyes flicked to Eun, held there, then went back to Ralph.

“So I’ve heard. Warrior Eun has distinguished herself before her service with you, and has been an active crewmate,” agreed the Pureblood. “I would ask her to remain behind so I can discuss familial things with her. Clan things that… you really shouldn’t be part and parcel to.”

Ralph had honestly expected him to want to talk to Eun, so he couldn’t blame the man. He had an easy pump to hit for much more in depth information about Ralph and his goings-on.

That and Eun was their representative on his ship.

They had every right to debrief, talk, and generally bother her whenever they liked. Technically, she was part of his crew as an observer.

Eun was very much part of the formal Calesat military and part of the clan that upheld it.

“Then we’ll take our leave. Thank you for hosting us, Pureblood,” Ralph said and performed a bow that took him to the forty-five-degree mark. Making to show his full respect for the man.

He noted mentally that Delilah, Winnie, and Marionette stood up and all did the same.

Saying nothing else, Ralph went straight to the door.

Before he could reach it, Hei-Ran reached the door before him and opened it, then exited. Leaving the room before them.

As she went by, Ralph noted that there was the distinct possibility her hair wasn’t naturally black.

The tips were a very different color than the roots.

Hm. I wonder.

As an orphan, is she from another Blood?

Curious.


Chapter 28

“I hate this ship,” Ralph cursed as he rubbed at his forehead. He had somehow, once again, smacked his forehead on the exit ramp.

This was perhaps the third time he’d done it since they’d taken ownership of it.

“It’s not so bad,” Delilah argued, grasping the lip Ralph had just nearly brained himself on, and ducked under it as she came down the ramp behind him. “Just a matter of being aware of it. If you’re aware, it isn’t an issue.

“Besides, if it wasn’t that way, the hold wouldn’t be as good as you were so happy to find it to be. Or did you forget that.”

“Yeah, yeah, shut up your pretty head,” he mumbled.

Ralph knew he was in a bad mood.

Marionette was in the Toll with Winnie and Eun. They were pretending to be a hole in space not far away and waiting in case they were needed.

There wasn’t any way they’d be able to do anything against the battlegroup, but it wouldn’t hurt to have them nearby.

Except he had gotten very used to having Marionette always around.

Being there to correct his mood in a heartbeat and drain him of stress with just a smile, let alone doing more.

“Damn, Captain, I didn’t realize how bad you needed a ship’s-mistress,” Delilah teased with a laugh in her voice. “Maybe I should’ve been more worried about you trying to get me to do my job after all.

“I think if you were alone with Armory this long, you would’ve already both been happy with the result.”

“Probably all the better it’s you then,” hissed Ralph, looking around the docking area. They’d been here for a week already and hadn’t learned much or been able to do anything about the incoming battlegroup.

Nobody knew they were coming, and the orders hadn’t been made public yet, so Delilah and Ralph had been acting the part of smugglers.

The ship the Pureblood had given them, along with it’s extremely pricey and dangerous cargo, had been perfect. Ralph hadn’t had a single concern and was extremely pleased with it.

“What, why? I’m just as good looking as Armory,” growled Delilah before pushing Ralph roughly on the back. It was clear she was now rather angry at him. “Toll’s a different story and I get that, but I fucking stack up to Armory.”

“Fuck, woman,” Ralph grumbled as he caught himself rather than stumbling. “If you were that competitive with the others I wouldn’t have said shit. I didn’t realize you were comparing, damnit.

“Maybe I should’ve brought Winnie after all if you’re gonna be like that. I said you had a pretty head, remember? Damn.”

“Every woman compares themselves. Every woman! If they say they don’t, they’re lying. To themselves or others. I will look at every woman and see if I’ve got bigger boobs or I’m better looking. That’s how it is,” hissed Delilah. She stepped up to his side then blew out a sigh. Her head looked around and made sure there wasn’t anyone nearby. “Sorry. I’m just being bitchy. Whatever. Forget it.”

“Yeah, yeah. Stupid big-titted, pretty faced, wonderfully built, brute,” he countered, noting that there wasn’t anyone around either. He cleared his throat once and hesitated. Delilah had made a squawking noise, and he was out of time. “Anyways, today is supposedly the day. I’m glad the buyers are finally showing up. I’ve been damn nervous hanging out for so long in one place. The damn Blood are just as pissy about smuggling as the Confed sometimes.”

Delilah made a strange noise a second before slugging Ralph in the shoulder.

Immediately his arm went dead from the shoulder to his fingertips.

“Fucking hell,” he whined, grabbing his arm.

“You can talk to Winnie like that, you can’t talk to me like that,” demanded Delilah. “I appreciate your ardor for my looks and appearance, but I dislike how you did it.”

“Holy hell, Del,” Ralph yowled, rubbing at his arm. “Fine, fine. You’ve got an impressive bust-line, you’re actually really pretty when you’re not trying to actively downplay your looks, and you’ve got a waist that I swear you should’ve been a dancer with. Happy?

“You’re still a damn brute though. Damnit all.”

“Thank you for the compliments. And yes. I’m a brute. I have to be. Otherwise I wouldn’t be able to protect the very things you complimented,” Delilah allowed, then reached over and began to rub at his shoulder where she hit him with both hands. “Yes, today is indeed the day. If the information we got was true and accurate, then we’ll have today and tomorrow.

“After that… it’s unlikely. That’s our window. I’m not really sure how we’d manage it after that.”

Ralph nodded his head.

He wasn’t sure either what they’d do if things went beyond their timeframe, either.

For now, their plan was simple.

Hang out in the bar, sell their illicit goods, which were so pricey the clientèle was limited, and wait for the battlegroup to arrive.

“You’re sitting next to me today,” Delilah grumped, still rubbing at his arm. “I’m tired of being hit-on and people trying to buy me drinks. I’m acting like a ship’s-mistress today.”

“You are a ship’s-mistress,” he countered.

“Then I’m acting like I am. You’re going to like it, flirt with me, and act like I spend every night in your bed.”

“You do spend every night in my bed. This horrible ship only has the one bedroom.”

“Oh my fuck just-just… nnghn!” said Delilah in a strangled tone. She didn’t hurt him again, but he could tell she was frustrated.

“I mean, at least you’re a cuddler and not a kicker. Still kinda weird you fling limbs over me. It’s rather warm hearted. You promised to not tell Rio and I promised to not tell her either.”

Delilah’s jaw flexed and whatever she was going to say was chewed back down.

Well.

She’s all wound up for the day.

That’s fun.

My only entertainment as of late is goading her into losing her temper.

Good thing she lets it slide and doesn’t hold any resentment.

“Let’s go, then. Time to go make a few sales if possible,” he said. “If nothing else, this has been an amazing smuggler’s run. Easily the best I’ve ever had, and more so because I’m selling cargo I never had to buy.”

***

Delilah groaned as a man turned her way while walking up to the bar. She leaned over, stuck her head to Ralph’s shoulder, and put her arm around his waist.

Then her other hand dipped down in front of him and grabbed the pistol under his coat. From anyone else’s view point, it’d look more like she had her hand down his pants.

She had done this several times now as men paid her attention. Every time she’d done it, interest in her had died away instantly.

“Oh for the love of… Del… look… I get it, but I really don’t need your… yourself hanging all over me,” Ralph growled, putting his arm around Delilah. There wasn’t anywhere else to put his arm when she did this.

“Shut the fuck up and just say thank you for me giving you this kind of service,” she whispered angrily.

“How is it service? You’re not doing anything other than using me, not doing a damn thing for me,” he argued, then pushed his arm further around her till his hand rested over a breast. “Don’t complain. You’re cutting off the blood to my damn arm otherwise if I don’t push my arm out. I’m not grabbing or anything.”

“I fucking hate you,” she hissed, rubbing the top of her head against his jaw.

“Hate you too, you miserable damn brute,” he growled back.

Delilah continued to rub herself all over him, while Ralph casually held her in a protective way. Both of them looking around at the other inhabitants of the bar.

“What do you wanna do for dinner?” Delilah asked. “I forced you into that awful Banahasi dish last night, so it’s probably your turn. Sorry about that.”

“It’s fine, Del. I’d never tried it either, so it was worth trying,” he replied, tilting his head to the side with how forcefully Delilah was currently pushing at him. “Do you wanna try the Calesat joint? We’ve had real Calesat lately, so it’d be interesting to try the station’s version.”

“That’d be nice. If nothing happens here, can we sit down inside? It’d be nice just to sit among other people that aren’t eying me up or trying to figure out how to rob you.”

“Yeah, that’s fine. We can do that,” Ralph allowed. “Then we—”

There was a loud ruckus outside the bar, followed by what could only be described as the pound and tread of many boots.

“Looks like it’s time,” Ralph muttered.

Delilah sat up a bit and then slouched down in her seat. It de-emphasized her to a degree and moved his arm to rest around her shoulders. She eased to the side and pushed in close to him, though both of her hands were in her lap.

In the intelligence that the Pureblood gave them, there hadn’t been much that was concrete or workable. Delilah had used what was there though to leverage other patterns.

Things she was able to look into, dig at a bit, and get some information on. The nephew that they’d been sent to pick up had a disastrous habit of getting shit-faced drunk, causing an extreme disturbance, getting hauled off to jail, getting reprimanded, and losing all their shore-leave.

It almost always happened within the first day or two.

The only other habit that they were able to pin down with any certainty was that the dear nephew had a fondness for booze and alcohol that went to a strange level.

He had a deep penchant for Blood of Prus vodka.

More specifically, the brand bottled and labeled as “Tushkin”. Ralph had no idea if it was some type of luxury bottle, bottom shelf, or otherwise, but it wasn’t common outside of Blood space.

Xas had utilized her black-market connections to manage to purchase, divert, and sell, all Tushkin liquor to other stations.

Emptying everything here that was able to be purchased.

On top of that, she’d dumped a number of rumors into the station about there being a reason for the purchase. That there was a recall in effect, but they were trying to be quiet about it.

Something that happened recently with another liquor that’d left some people dead.

At the end, with all her plans finished, there wasn’t any on the station.

Outside of what Ralph had on his ship which, were all specific to dear Mike’s tastes.

Looking at the crowd as it came in, Ralph saw a number of officers trooping in. There wasn’t a single enlisted or anyone that might be “of low birth”.

“You were right on the bar. Officers only. Amazing as always, Del,” Ralph complimented.

“Course I was. Course I am,” she answered smoothly. He got the impression she was looking through all the newcomers just as he was. Trying to find the target amongst the sea of faces.

When they’d all come through, Ralph had the unfortunate realization that their target wasn’t here. For one reason or another, Mike Vanah wasn’t amongst the drinking party.

“We should hang out. See if they show up later,” advised Delilah. “Besides, we still have a number of contacts coming in to trade with us. That and if news reaches him that there isn’t any on the station, he’ll look elsewhere.”

“Leading him straight to us,” Ralph finished. “The smuggler with a bunch of very hard to come by and illegal alcohol. Someone who had made a point of drinking that very bottle of liquor a few times when there wasn’t any anywhere else.”

Ralph’s eyes fell to the liquor bottle at the edge of their table. The exact bottle Mike wanted and preferred.

Anyone who looked their way would see the nearly empty bottle sitting there.

Kinda sad we poured it out and filled it with colored tea.

Waste of liquor.

But being drunk, or even tipsy, just wasn’t in the cards. Not at all.

“Not here,” Delilah said after probably looking over every person again. “Gonna pretend to be a bit drunk. You keep an eye out. We can swap later.”

Delilah turned her face, closed her eyes, and slowly tipped over till she landed in Ralph’s lap. This wasn’t the first time she’d done such a thing either.

Sighing, Ralph patted Delilah on the shoulder, then sat there, looking at everyone around them.

It was going to be another long and boring evening of people watching.

And fucking Delilah in my lap.

Fuuuuck… I really need Rio.

Rio, I miss you. I miss you so bad.

Boring evening of dealing with this and no outlet!

Except, not even thirty minutes into sitting there, Ralph’s expectation was dashed.

One of the newly arrived officers, already stinking drunk somehow, stumbled over to the table.

Quite literally.

He had been attempting to move to the table next to them and had slammed into the edge of it. Knocking the bottle of liquor, that was now empty, to the table-top with a bang and a clatter.

To the point that Delilah sat bolt upright, blearily looking around.

Apparently she’d fallen asleep.

“Oh my… oh… I—” the man paused in his slurred statement. Staring at Ralph and letting out a rather wet and disgusting sounding burp. Thankfully he’d been speaking in Confed Common. “I’m ssho shorry. I didn’t shee you… shee you… shee you there.”

Delilah grabbed Ralph’s knee and stared blankly at the officer.

“Ah well it’s alright then,” Ralph offered in a friendly tone with a smile. He said it all Confed Common. “No harm, no foul. Bottle was already empty and my girlie here needed to wake up anyways.”

“Haha… ha… right?” the man said, his drink spilled all down the front of his uniform and the floor. Somehow none of it had splashed Ralph or Delilah despite the impact. “Need… a new… drink.”

“You sure do friend. I’d offer some of my bottle, but it’s empty,” Ralph said, gesturing at the bottle.

“Ooh! Yeah… yeah. I like that stuff,” slurred the officer, staring at the label.

“Anyone else in your ranks like it?” Ralph tried after glancing around to make sure no one else was nearby or listening.

“Sure, everyone likes booze.”

“But that brand in particular?”

“Uh… errr… that… fucking piece of shit likes it a lot,” the man mumbled, his words thick and awkward. Then he smacked his lips. “Don’t know his name, just another Vanah. He’s… he’s a… uh… shit. He’s a shit.”

“Yeah, I hate people like that,” Delilah purred, putting a hand on Ralph’s chest. “I should stay away from someone like that. Do you know where he is? So I can avoid him.”

“On the… the ship,” said the man, followed by another burp. “Confined to ship for… shecurity. Can’t leave. Getting… shtuff deliverd and… and… uurrp.”

The man turned as he burped, stumbled away, then promptly threw up all over the ground. A never-ending tide of liquor splashed all over the floor, several pairs of shoes, and even part of a stool.

After disgorging himself of what looked like four different people’s worth of alcohol, the man promptly collapsed to the ground. Face down in his own vomit.

“Well, that’s an unfortunate damper on our plans,” Ralph mused aloud.

Internally, he was already thinking of what to do and what route to take.

He didn’t think for a moment that Mike could remain ship-bound for too long. That he’d get tired of not being able to go on shore-leave, not be able to get his favorite alcohol sent over to him, and end up coming on board the station.

On top of that, we can drop some rumors that other family members are being targeted.

Because clearly someone tipped them off to the fact that we were going to go for Erik.

Otherwise there wouldn’t be increased security on him.

That or it’s just standard practice for Blood of Vanah when they come to somewhere like this. If it’s standard practice, that actually makes it somewhat easier.

He’ll likely break it as if it were no different than any other rule he’s mauled.

I mean, he couldn’t have gotten that drunk, been imprisoned that often, without having someone backing him up. To the point that rules don’t mean much of anything to him as long as he gets what he wants.

Nodding his head, Ralph had a good idea of what to expect. He just needed to figure out if this was a standard rule, or if they had learned about the operation.

Once he knew that, he could either bait the hook to coax the nephew onto the station, or chum the waters elsewhere.

I’m sure Xas could do it. She seems to be able to touch a lot of the darker areas, especially in the Corridor.

“I’m sure you’re thinking the same I am,” Deliliah whispered. “I can do you one better though and probably get into some communications. See if I can figure out what’s going on.

“But we’ll need to cut our trip short today. Can we grab dinner on the way home and eat it while we work?”

“That’s fine,” Ralph agreed, then looked down to make sure his pistol and belt were where they should be.

Only to find a pool of drool right over his crotch.

“You drooled on me,” he said in an accusing voice.

“Uh, guess I did. Hm,” Delilah remarked. Then laughed. “Let’s definitely not tell Rio that I drooled all over you when my head was in your lap. That’d just get us both spaced.”

Yeah.

But now it’ll be even harder to not think about Del and doing way too many things with her.

Fucking hell. I need you Rio. I need you bad.

When I get my hands on you, I’m going to beg for your attention and drown you in as much of my own as you’ll let me.


Chapter 29

“He got incredibly, horribly, stinkingly drunk. Then hit his superior officer. Only to hit on that officer’s superior officer. As in, and I quote, ‘wanna earn another commission? I’ll give you a cluster on the face’ kind of thing,” Delilah deadpanned, turning in the chair at the computer and looking to Ralph. “Literally. That’s why he can’t come off the ship. He’s being punished. That’s all it is.”

“The story that’s spreading about him is probably him talking out of his ass then,” Ralph assumed, leaning back against the backrest of his own chair. He reached up and lightly ran his thumb and forefinger along his jawline.

He needed to shave.

His stubble had grown out to a point that it was on the verge of becoming a beard.

“I like the facial hair,” Delilah offered. “Makes you look older. Since you were just thinking about it, that is.

“I do think you’re right about him spreading stories though. Likely in an attempt to save his ego and pride rather than anything else. One of those ‘I’m not in prison, they’re just protecting me. Because I’m special’ lies.”

“Yeah. One of those fuckers, Ego or Pride, goes before a fall, right? There it is then,” Ralph concluded. “We’re still left with the same problem. How do we get him off the ship? One way or another.”

“Mm. Honestly, I’m not sure. Luring him out with alcohol really does seem like the easiest way to do it but… I don’t think they’re going to let him off ship. Not for anything,” Delilah said with a small shake of her head. “The literal remarks on the corrections form were… they weren’t good.

“The translation program had to go at it a few times to figure out it was a lot of slang about what the military could do with him. Or do to him.

“He’s not getting off the ship for at least a month, I’d say. At least as long as his superiors have their way.”

Ralph nodded, then let his gaze slowly raise upward, until he was staring at the ceiling. His fingertips lightly moving back and forth through the short stubble.

“The Pureblood’s attacks have certainly pulled the attention away,” began Ralph. “It’s made a bit of a frontline of sorts. We’ve been given a bit of leeway to work and move in.

“So let’s do that. Let’s use this chance to work that glorious intelligence brain of yours to get me a list of all the local businesses that might have a reason to go to that battleship.

“Garbage scow, shit pit cleaners, anything that could give us a reason to approach. Beyond that… normally I’d dig up this kid’s email address, but I’m betting you’ve already got that. Along with his phone number. Don’t you?”

“Of course I do. What kind of bounty hunter do you think I was? I’ll get the rest, too,” Delilah confirmed. “What’re you going to do with it all? And why did you want a list of business ships?”

“Going to buy the ship from them. And the business. Chances are that one of them is down on their luck.

“I’ll just write it off to the Blood of Calesat and then hand it over to them afterward. I do have that kind of leniency for this mission after all.

“As to the rest… well… we’ll see if I can’t tempt our friend to help me meet him,” Ralph said with a grin. “Because let’s be honest. If he was drunk on the ship, that means he already has private quarters. He also has a means of getting things on and off without an issue.

“They might lock him up, but they probably can’t lock his means of moving things. I just need to get him to move me. Me and all that lovely liquor he wants.”

I mean, that’s the problem with alcoholics.

Unless they actually want to change, and take the right steps, they’ll never get better.

I suppose that’s why Winnie doing as well as she has, is all the more encouraging, isn’t it.

“Love it,” Delilah murmured and spun to the side with a grin. “I’ll get right on it. Better than any ideas I had.”

***

“This is… I honestly wouldn’t have considered that they’d be the one to get us in,” confessed Delilah as the ship crept along the underside of the battleship. They were here to ostensibly look for any type of leaks of any sort.

After buying the registry and license from the other ship, transferring the equipment they needed, and formalizing the paperwork all in a hurry, they were moving ahead with their plan.

It’d show up pretty easily with the sensors they were using and the fact that the ship itself wasn’t trying to hide anything. The gas escaping would be akin to a signal flare at this distance.

“I mean, there’s always someone who wants something. Liquor, guns, antiques… women,” Ralph countered. “Half the trouble is just finding who wants what.

“Getting it to them is the other half but… but if they’re in a position of power, chances are they’ve already done something similar. That they know how and what to do to get the thing they want.

“Given how often he seems to do this… it’s really no surprise at all that he’s got a way for us to get in. I just didn’t expect it to be so brazen.”

Delilah clicked her tongue, blew out a breath, and watched the tablet sitting in her lap. She was currently monitoring their communications to see if anything at all aboard the battleship changed.

Ralph shrugged, looked back to his tracking monitor, and watched as they lazily slid down along the ship.

“Oh shit! Look! A crack at that junction,” Ralph said eagerly with a laugh. He quickly took a picture, flagged it, and put it into the report he’d found that it would go into.

“Why exactly are you doing that? You’re helping the enemy,” Delilah asked as her fingers tapped against the tablet.

“Because I could end up getting paid for this job on top of selling that ship we bought for the registry later to the Blood. Shame this smuggler ship would just be returned,” Ralph murmured and started to look again as they went. “That and it’ll keep up our disguise. If we didn’t find anything, they’d wonder. Wouldn’t they?

“If we find a few, kinda be pretty shit, don’t communicate very well, and don’t fight them when they lower our pay to only eye wateringly high levels, we’ll just slide into the background. Like normal military bids go.”

Delilah snorted at that and shook her head, grinning.

“How are you this money hungry?” she murmured, head tilting to one side as she read something. “I’ve seen your bank balance. As well as all your pretty things you’ve got tucked away in various warehouses.

“Before you lose your mind, it’s because I had access to your computer on the Toll. Physical access makes it almost impossible to hide anything. You didn’t do anything wrong.

“But yes, I’ve seen it all. Seen all your assets. You’ve been squirreling away a lot of credits. A whole lot of credits. Most of it nice and safe in Confed military bonds or the Confed central bank.

“Other than the currencies you’ve been selling which… that’s impressive. I never would’ve thought of buying currency and selling it in a black market.”

“Everyone wants Confed creds but really don’t want it to track back to them,” Ralph said, eying Delilah. The fact that she had access to his accounts left him feeling cold inside.

Cold and aggressive.

He wanted to pull a pistol, shoot her, and space her body.

If she did indeed see what he had in his warehouses, she knew he had more than enough contraband to catch a sentence upwards of a few thousand years.

“I just sell them those creds at an increased price in my favor, while also… giving them some useless trinkets I pick up for just about nothing from junk planets,” explained Ralph. “I’m not the only one doing it, but as a Privateer, I’m just about guaranteed to be safe for anyone to reach out to.”

Delilah grunted at that and then froze, her hand hovering over the tablet.

“I think… our dear nephew’s contact just acted. That ‘side door’ he wanted us to meet him at just got a guard change. Outside of protocol and against orders,” explained Delilah. “Far as I can tell, it’s a limited time frame. Only for an hour and a half. Just about the exact time we’re expected to take to land, offload, deliver, and leave.”

“So yeah, he already had a way for us to get on and off,” Ralph concluded with a laugh. “Good job Lieutenant Mike, you’re a shitty fucking officer and are making my job almost too easy.

“Oh! Another leak. Let’s just get that flagged over.”

Moving on according to their schedule, Ralph and Delilah glided along the underside of the battleship and halted at a loading bay as instructed by Mike Vanah of the Blood of Vanah.

He had forcefully made it happen by using the guard change and making the guard halt progress right then and there.

Officially, it was for security.

Ralph and Delilah had previously come up with how to make this happen as well.

She was going to remain with the ship and monitor things for them. Not to mention, her going on board could end up being problematic in the future.

All of Ralph’s Privateer commissions would give him a great deal of wriggle room if anything went sideways.

She wouldn’t have such cards to play for herself.

Ralph would make the capture.

“—gave her a grin, a twenty, and suggested she come back with her phone number if she wanted to talk more,” Ralph drawled in Confed Common while chatting up a security officer. They were supposed to be looking over the crate he would be pushing down a number of halls to get it to Mike. The officer was waving some type of wand all over the box. The officer that Mike had put here was off to the side with his arms folded over his chest, looking rather grumpy. “Uh… do you want me to crack it open?”

“No. No… I’m just… the response is coming back odd.”

“It’s full of glass things for who you think it is,” Ralph offered, deciding to jerk the security officer into this mess. There was a good chance that they wouldn’t want to know more than what they did.

Standing up straight, the security officer now had a sudden blank look on their face. As if they had indeed heard more than they wanted.

With a sharp breath, they jammed their thumb onto the power button of the wand.

“You weren’t here. I wasn’t here. You’re erasing that video recording,” hissed the security officer.

“Of course I am,” replied the other guard with a laugh. “You know how it goes.”

Clicking their tongue, the security officer didn’t say anything more, though they did make an odd hand gesture toward the crate and vanished through an open doorway, slamming the door closed behind themselves.

“Uh… I should go then?” Ralph asked.

“Yeah. Do whatever it was Mister Vanah told you to do,” advised the guard.

Ralph shrugged, put his hands on the crate, and started shoving it forward.

His instructions had been rather well laid out.

They had even included, shocking in the extreme, the entire layout for the ship.

The quarters he was taking this crate to happened to be right next above a magazine storage. Ralph had gone over several different possibilities with Delilah of how they could possibly blow up the ship.

There was no reason to not take a target of opportunity if it presented itself after all.

What they’d come up with was that it was quite likely that dear ol’Nephew’s quarters weren’t being monitored.

For anything.

Which meant he probably smoked in his room and did other things that’d set off safety sensors.

The entirety of the crate was loaded with thermite.

Ralph was pretty confident it was enough to get into the magazine and cause it to go off, but he truly didn’t know.

It wasn’t something that one could guess at with accuracy with as little information as they had.

Blinking, Ralph realized he was standing in front of the indicated crew quarters. In that moment he knew his plan would actually work far better than he’d wanted to hope for.

Instead of a number, a rank, or something more becoming for a ship and a ship’s-officer, it literally had the man’s name in bright gold lettering.

As well as his official position inside the Blood.

“Well fuck me,” Ralph said with a chuckle as he moved around the crate. Lifting his hand up, he performed four knocks, followed by one after a delay.

As he’d been instructed to do.

Surprisingly, the door didn’t open immediately.

In fact, Ralph was left hanging in that corridor with the over-sized crate. Crew filtered past him and looked him over as well as the crate, only to probably realize what door it was, and then look away.

No longer being interested in him, the crate, or the location.

Unable to do much else, Ralph walked around to the point of the crate that he’d be pushing at and leaned against it.

The magnetic levitation cart resisted his weight and easily counter-balanced for him. It could in fact carry a fully grown man without a problem.

That was the intention after all.

He idly drummed his fingers along the wood and chuckled. There was no doubting that he was likely on a camera right now.

In fact, he was likely recorded more than a few times on the way here, as he was making his way through the ship.

A quick glance around and he found the camera that was watching the corridor. It was in fact just about over the top of Mike’s door. Gazing down as if wanting to know who all was visiting him specifically.

I wonder if he’s using it as a doorbell camera.

Probably.

Maybe?

Hm.

Ralph grinned at the camera ear to ear for several seconds.

There was no way he could deny what he did after this, so all there what was left, was bravado.

Bravado Ralph could do in spades.

A sudden clatter and the pop of a lock, which was very non-military regulation, and the door swung inward.

Standing there, which had Ralph holding his breath, was very much not a man.

Not the person Ralph was expecting.

Mike Vanah was not there staring at him.

It was a woman he had never met, didn’t know, and had no idea who it was.

At the moment, Ralph was really hoping this woman was Mike’s current playmate.

Young enough that she was quite attractive, but old enough that she was clearly part of the military and had been for a few years.

It’d fit with what he knew of Mike.

If she was the current play mate, that’d make this as easy as could be, though she would end up being a problem in the short-term.

Long-run, she wouldn’t matter at all.

Well. I guess she’s going to get tied up and stuck in a closet. I’ll pray for her survival but… it doesn’t matter if she doesn’t either.

It isn’t as if I haven’t killed people just for them being in my way.

“I see,” the woman murmured, then reached up and pulled the cap off that sat on her head. She had fair skin to the point of it being the color of bleached paper, hair pulled behind her head in a bun that was so pale in color it was nearly platinum blonde, and eyes that oddly were dark, comparatively. “You’re having more… being delivered.”

“Ah! Yes! Yes. Please, please move past my piteous aunt and come right in,” called a voice from inside. “She’s a nasty old spinster with neither family, funds, or fun. If she tried to open that old leather wallet of hers, I think bats would fly out. Or dust.”

Aunt?

Aunt.

Well!

Who am I to not take the opportunity for what it is.

It looks like I’ll be taking an aunt and a nephew as a pair today. Let’s hope that taser has enough charge to drop two full grown adults.

Ha.

Otherwise… I’ll be stabbing the aunt and taking the nephew. She might be a worthless family member for all I know.

The nephew is a known quantity, however.

Even as he had the thoughts, Ralph began wheeling the crate into the room. He did it in such a way that made it impossible for the aunt to push past or escape.

After all, she needed to be here if he was going to collect her as well.

“You-what-Mike! You-you-nasty little thing,” squeaked the woman as she moved out of the way.

Ralph casually shut the door behind himself and threw the lock while hitting the button to drop the mag-lev cart. The bang of it hitting the ground drowned out the lock as well as the woman’s angry retort.

“—right up that unused womb of yours. Go die somewhere and spare the rest of us from your sanctimonious sermons,” Mike hissed out acidly. “You’re barely on the roster if only because of your status in your field.”

Yeah… sorry auntie.

If you’re not that worth-while, then realistically speaking, it’s better if I only take nephew dearest. Not to mention, he’s the one the Pureblood wanted.

Mike had jumped to his feet and was now standing next to Ralph and the crate. Looking eagerly at him as if he were coming home with presents for the kids.

“Ah, yes. Here’s the content list,” Ralph muttered and pulled out a data slate. He held it out to Mike.

As Mike started reading it over, Ralph pulled the hidden catch mechanism to open the “sealed” crate. It was something of his own design that he’d been using for years that really didn’t take much to make.

Grasping the edge, Ralph pulled it open.

Inside was a mass amount of thermite and bottles sticking out of the mix.

“Forgive me the inert materials. I’ll fetch all the bottles out personally and clean them once you sign off,” Ralph stated and gestured at the data slate.

Which Mike had already signed, approved and threw off to the side.

“Great, great,” Ralph murmured and then reached into the thermite. Pulling out the taser inside, he looked to the two Blood of Vanah.

They were once again arguing with one another.

Taking the taser firmly into his hand, he held it to his side and pulled it out of the plastic bag it’d been stuck in. Tucking the bag into a pocket he gave the taser a few shakes to make sure it was clean of any thermite that got in.

Walking up to the nephew, Ralph stuck it into the small of his back and then pulled the trigger. The taser went off with a brilliant flash of light that nearly blinded Ralph.

“Holy fuck that’s rough as shit!” Ralph declared as the target dropped to the ground unmoving.

Nodding his head, Ralph quickly closed in on the aunt as she started to react, stuck the taser against the shocked woman’s leg, and fired it off again.

Sending her crashing to the ground.

“Mm! Seems like it worked out really well,” Ralph mused, and then stuck the taser into his pocket. “I know they said to only use it on people under forty years or because it’s likely to stop their heart, but fuck. That’s way more powerful than the shit police carry.”

Now he needed to dump out the thermite, bind and gag them just in case, stuff the aunt in at the bottom, the nephew in at the top, and push the cart back to the ship.

If their luck held, the thermite would blow out the magazine of the ship, give them a lot of shit to deal with, and they could escape in the confusion.

All while the damage control teams got everything put back together.

“With her at the bottom, in case something goes wrong, she’ll be crushed. Not the nephew. And… right before we shut the door… we toss in a match,” he said aloud and then reached down to grab the aunt. “Come on ye’old spinster. Though hell, you look more like Marionette’s age. Your longev treatments must be intense as fuck.”


Chapter 30

Ralph had walked right past a security guard group almost as soon as he left Mike’s quarters. A group of five that were armed and armored as if expecting trouble.

Smiling at them, Ralph gave them a small dip of his head.

The one at the front looked at him, the crate, then the door. No sooner had he done so, than it was obvious the man had realized what he was looking at.

He looked away from Ralph and kept moving. His group gliding right past and not paying him any mind at all.

With the same smile stuck on his face, Ralph pushed forward. Getting the crate and its two occupants moving.

As he walked along, Ralph noted that there were more people out and about, but they equally didn’t seem to want to be involved with him.

Thankfully so.

From what looked like mechanics, to soldiers, and even what looked a lot like civilians, there was a number of other personnel all moving about the ship.

The crate hummed as Ralph went past them, and along the halls as he went right back to where he started. Re-entering the same bay without looking, as if he had been doing it without any hurry.

Which he assumed he had done well since no one gave him much more than a glance and that was all.

Walking into the docking bay, Ralph nodded at the guard when their eyes met.

“Mike was happy. His aunt was there. Maybe… don’t go there for a bit. She was trying to bitch him to death,” Ralph warned, not bothering to stop and chat more. He just walked right by the guard.

Who nodded his head, looked frustrated, and looked back to his phone. Uncaring as to Ralph, the situation, or even what was going on around him.

Man.

This ship is fucked.

If they’re this lax, what the hell will they do when something actually goes wrong?

Like thermite reaching the magazine.

It’ll be real interesting to see how that goes.

Hahaha… yeah… I need to get some distance for us.

That magazine is going to go off something fierce and I don’t think they’ll be able to save it. It’ll probably take them days to even be able to figure out what happened, given how they’ve performed so far.

Walking into the hold of the little company ship, Ralph saw Delilah sitting in the chair he’d left her in. She still had the tablet in her lap, but was now looking at him.

“We need to fucking go,” he said and hit the button to close the door. Then he realized that was the plan. “Cause everything went exactly as expected.”

Delilah spun, flicked the tablet into his seat, and then began to rapidly tap and touch at the displays of the cockpit.

She was going to state that they were due for a break and needed to push off but would return. This was part of their schedule and had been recorded into the ship’s system.

Meanwhile, Ralph would be tending to their bound, gagged, and hopefully, still unconscious guests.

Walking the crate over to the compartment that was their smuggler’s storage, Ralph went right to it. It’d be tight with two people, but doable.

Leaving the crate close, he walked over to a nearby environmental control.

He pulled it clean off the wall with a short jerk and then let it hang on the wires.

Ralph looked into the wiring on the back of it and he saw the reset button there. Directly beside it were a series of holes that looked a lot like where a speaker would sound from.

Pulling out the paperclip he’d stuck in his pocket, he unfolded the tip, jammed it into the uppermost hole and held down the button there.

He’d practiced this more than a few times to make sure he could do it quickly and under duress.

There was no noise made, nothing shifted, and as far as anyone would be able to tell, nothing changed at all. What had happened though was a circuit had been made in an electromagnetic lock.

A hatch could be pulled open now.

Moving over, Ralph dug his fingers into the edge of the hatch and pulled at it the best he could. It wasn’t easy to do, but he could do it, though he’d already broken two nails in previous practice runs.

With a sharp pain in his index finger, the hatch came away from the ground.

Inside was a space that their guests would be inhabiting.

Opening the crate, Ralph saw the nephew, still unconscious, on top.

Ralph levered him out, letting the man’s body weight carry him out of the crate mostly unassisted. Though he did hit the ground with a good thump.

Only to be dumped into the smuggler’s hold when Ralph shoved him into it. A few more quick shoves and he was secured away and against the wall.

Moving back to the crate, Ralph realized the aunt was awake and staring at him wide eyed.

“Oh, you’re awake. Alive, too. Neat,” Ralph muttered, then realized he didn’t want to reach in and pull her out. “Uh, gonna tip this over. Sorry not sorry.”

Grabbing the edge of the crate, Ralph heaved.

It thumped to the side with a clatter and the aunt rolled to one side and wound up facing away from him.

Ralph reached in, grabbed her, and drug her out.

Holding to her chest, he pulled her into the hole her nephew was in and pushed her inside as well.

Grasping her by the head and the knees, he forcefully bent her about till she fit, doing the same to the nephew.

“Perfect. Uh…try to hold any bathroom breaks you got by the way. We won’t be stopping any time soon,” Ralph said with a nod of his head. “Sorry.”

She started to make loud grunting and screaming noises at that point.

Grabbing the hatch lid, he shoved it down and stepped on the locking point. At the same time, there was a sudden shift and lurch as Delilah probably got them moving away from the battleship.

She couldn’t be heard at all. He imagined she might also be kicking against the walls around her or something like that.

This ship unfortunately had been involved in some very distasteful trade, however. No one would hear her in there.

Ralph then walked over to the control on the wall and stuck it back into place. He turned it off, waited five seconds, then turned it back on.

Now that the circuit was back on, the hatch would be locked until he repeated the process to unlock it.

Hurrying away, Ralph dragged the crate and the mag-lev cart to normal storage and shoved both of them into the cargo area. He didn’t bother to secure it or even give it another look.

“We’re away. Without an issue at all, too,” Delilah informed him even as he approached. “They didn’t even question us. Confirmed our original schedule and that was that. The one who cleared us barely even acknowledged it with more than a transmitted grunt.”

“Fucking A,” Ralph hissed and took the seat next to Delilah. “Gotta love it when their own procedures cause things to go just right.

“Did that ghost scow we booked with them get questioned? They dig around trying to figure out what the hell was going on?”

“And then some. They sent a fighter over to inspect where it was supposed to be. It not being there, but the records claiming it had been there, should have them chasing their tails for quite a while,” Delilah confirmed, the ship speeding up as it moved away from the ship. “The thermite went alright? It’s been a while since I mixed it up together and used it for anything.”

“I mean, I dumped it, threw in a light, and left. It started to make a really loud hissing noise and smoke went everywhere,” Ralph said. “Beyond that, I have no idea how that’ll go and… uh… well thermite might as well be magic to me. You know? For all I know it—”

A number of warning lights flickered across the screens. Blazing red and orange alerts that flashed, flickered, and one even began making an audible alarm.

“Oh my fuck,” Delilah whispered as Ralph hit a rapid number of controls to throw the ship into full speed.

Full speed and away from the battleship as quickly as possible.

“What just happened?” he demanded. “The thermite hit the magazine? Already? That feels fast!”

“I think it did, yes. There was an explosion. A big one. It blew out a chunk of the battleship. I think the whole thing went up instantly. Maybe their storage was bad on top of everything else,” Delilah said, reading through her screens. Then she grabbed her tablet, immediately tapping at it. “So far… they think they’re under attack. By a cruiser or… a battleship, or something large.

“All of their sensors and attention are being directed toward the front line. Away from us.”

“Really? That’s great. Is their sensor net really that bad that they genuinely believe someone could get that close?” Ralph asked, flooring the engine and propelling them away quickly.

He began to send panicked messages to anyone and everyone he could. Asking for information and what was going on.

As if he were nothing more than a panicked business owner trying to figure out how to get out of this. Asking for permission to break away and head for a planetary system deeper into Vanah space.

“I mean, there’s always a possibility someone got a dummy missile in. Something that’s just coasting through and doing fuck-all sensor wise. Wouldn’t be the first time,” Delilah hissed as she continued to sort through data. “It’s just hard to pull off unless you’ve been sitting still for a while.”

Ralph didn’t need to point out that they’d definitely been sitting still for a while and had planned on being there even longer.

Fucking lax as shit.

Super lax.

Nothing of anything resembling proper decorum or standards.

God damn.

Wait… if… the war is going this badly for the Vanah, how haven’t the Calesat wiped the floor with them?

If this was the Confed, they’d have already… oh, that’s what it comes down to. Isn’t it?

The Blood are better fighters, less so true strategists. It’s inherent to their own government. Confed are the opposite.

Worse fighters, better planners.

Or is this just true of the Vanah and the Calesat.

I’m sure other Bloods could be better.

Like the D—

“Was… was the ship damaged?” Delilah asked in a strange tone. “There was another explosion. There shouldn’t have been another explosion. Not unless they seriously screwed up?

“I don’t know. This is all wrong. It’s very wrong. It shouldn’t still be exploding. It was just a magazine.”

“Uh… what’s wrong?” Ralph asked.

“I think the battleship is about to explo—”

Every single warning light across the entirety of Ralph’s board lit up.

“It exploded. Completely. As in… I think the fuel went off and it’s… everywhere,” Delilah finished in a whisper. “The… whole battleship. There’s debris going in every direction. We’re going to get hit by it. I… I really hope we survive it, but we should probably get our helmets on.”

Delilah had been saying it while also grabbing her helmet. Ralph was suddenly glad that they’d been doing all of this while wearing their suits and clothes over it.

Ralph winced, grabbed the helmet beside him, and pulled it down over his head.

“Is there anything we can put between us and the explosion before it gets here?” he asked.

His mind also wandered off to the two captives in the smuggler’s hold.

It was quite likely they wouldn’t survive it if the hull was punctured. The idea that this smuggler’s vessel could hold pressure in that small hold when the hull was venting atmosphere was far-fetched.

Beyond all that, it was obvious they were most certainly going to be caught in this.

The blast radius of a battleship going inside out was going to be large.

Very large.

“No, there’s nothing for us to get behind. I didn’t genuinely think the whole ship would go up,” Delilah grumbled. “I thought we’d damage it and maybe knock it out of commission for a while. But blow it up? Never.”

“Hey, Del, wanna run to the bedroom and have a last go of it with me before it goes to shit?” Ralph asked with a laugh.

Before she could respond, or probably even process his joke, the ship shuddered wildly. Things around Ralph popped, exploded, and shattered.

Then something hit him, and the lights went out.

Or at least, they did for Ralph.

***

Groaning, Ralph rolled over.

He ended up pressed against up against a wall.

Opening his eyes, Ralph found he was indeed face planted to the wall.

With a grunt, he planted his hand and lifted himself up partially off the ground.

Except he didn’t do that at all.

His hand hadn’t moved in any way and his upper body had wriggled about, but hadn’t done much.

“Fuck,” Ralph whimpered, his entire body starting to scream out in pain. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck? Fuck.”

Rolling onto his back and going still, Ralph just laid there. Staring at the interior of the ship above him.

After laying there for at least a minute he finally lifted his head and looked down to himself. He needed to know what he was working with and what was fucked.

“Oh,” he said as he looked himself over. His body was intact, but he got the impression that his suit was holding his things in place.

Rather than his bones.

Weakly, he lifted up his left hand and watched as his forearm bent with a fresh joint. On top of that, his thumb looked to be on backwards, given the way it was going the wrong way.

“Shit, fuck,” Ralph whispered and let his arm fall back down to the deck-plate. “Del? Del you there?”

Looking around as best as he could without moving around, he saw that the hull had most definitely been penetrated. There were a number of warning lights spread around, signaling that there was a distinct lack of atmosphere.

Well fuck.

I hope our prize didn’t get obliterated.

There was no response from Delilah.

Either she was dead, unconscious, or something else entirely.

Given that Ralph had no idea how long he had been unconscious, there was the distinct possibility of anything happening.

“Delilah?” Ralph tried again, not seeing her anywhere around him. Looking around in every direction still.

Gritting his teeth, he realized he would need to get up. He couldn’t just lay here.

He needed to find Delilah and check on their prizes. Otherwise this whole thing had been pointless.

“Well, other than blowing up that battleship. That’ll fucking sting,” hissed Ralph, then levered himself up to a sitting position.

Doing his best to not pay attention to his left arm, nor to move it at all.

His right arm was thankfully perfectly fine as far as he could tell.

Slowly, Ralph got to his feet. His left arm dangling uselessly at his side and promptly reminding him of how damn painful it was.

Cursing under his breath, sweat dripping down from his face in sheets, and feeling like he really wanted to throw up, Ralph inspected his surroundings in detail.

He was currently still in the cockpit area and his station was destroyed. There was no power to any of the displays or monitors.

Delilah wasn’t anywhere to be seen and a large section of the hull hall blown inward not too far away. It had created a brand-new wall right there and divided the ship nearly in half.

Not bothering to look at anything, Ralph realized he needed to solve his immediate needs. He didn’t know if his suit was filling with blood from his grotesque left arm or anything else.

Except no sooner than he tried to put a few thoughts toward that and figure out what he could do to fix himself, he realized there wasn’t anything. As long as the ship itself was venting any and all atmosphere it had, there wouldn’t be an ability for him to tend to himself.

Taking in a short breath, he let it out, and realigned his thoughts.

To do anything else, he first had to stabilize the ship and its problem with not being airtight. Given the damage, he didn’t think that would be possible.

That left him with seeing if any of the compartments were still airtight.

Shifting his weight from left foot to right foot, he tentatively tested them to see if they could hold his weight reasonably well. As far as he could tell, they didn’t have any breaks, but they didn’t feel right either.

As if they weren’t able to fully extend or support him without quivering.

Chalking it up to some type of head or spine injury, Ralph left the cockpit area.

There were compartments to check and see if there were any airtight spaces left.

As he checked those, it’d be a good chance to search for Delilah throughout the ship. Because if she wasn’t a corpse in this spot, that meant she was somewhere else on the ship, or floating in space.

He was hopping for the prior, and that she was alive, but with being a Privateer in space, anything could happen at any time.

Limping away, Ralph tried not to think about just how fucked he was.

How fucked the ship was, and how likely it would be that he would never get off of it.

Might as well be an ancient sailing ship without a mast while lost at sea in a storm.

Well… fuck, need to find a port then.

Any port.

First… see if there’s any air-tight places.

As well as get the first-aid kit from the bedroom.


Chapter 31

Ralph walked around the massive, shattered chunk of hull pretending to be a wall and made his way to the living quarters.

It was small, cramped, and didn’t have much in the way of anything other than a few cabinets, a bed, and a bathroom.

Delilah and he had taken turns for the bathroom and the bed had become a weird spot for them. Except there hadn’t been any other options for them.

Not even a couch.

Grunting, letting his left arm hang at his side, Ralph managed his way up to the door.

Only to stop in front of it.

A bright green light was next to the locking point of the hatch. Next to the green light was a red light.

That meant that the room beyond was air-tight, but the one Ralph was in, wasn’t.

This was good news, and not why he’d stopped.

Smeared across both buttons and the manual lock release was a bloody swath of what looked to be fingers. Trailing across them as if haphazardly trying to get into the room.

To be fair, the medical supplies were kept under the bed. If she was injured, that’s where she’d need to go.

Pausing, Ralph chewed at his lower lip and looked down to the ground.

He was fairly certain Delilah was in the bedroom and treating her wounds. Which would mean she needed to get her helmet off, or suit off, to do that.

If he opened the door at the wrong moment he could cause a lot of problems for her. Being exposed to space was not a positive thing for one’s health.

Ralph’s eyes focused on the ground, and he saw something he hadn’t noticed at all.

Spread out near his feet, and in one large chunk, was a large amount of what looked to be a helmet. The same type that he was wearing right now that Delilah would’ve had on.

He judged it with the tip of his boot and saw the sealing ring’s gasket partially attached to the larger chunk.

Her helmet broke, she was bleeding, so she stumbled into the living quarters. It would’ve been her best bet.

That or stealing my helmet right off my head.

Clicking his tongue, Ralph now knew he couldn’t open this door. Not unless he could create some type of airlock between the void of atmosphere he was currently in and the bedroom.

A small shake of his head and he was stumbling off for the engineering bay. He needed to see what was going on with the ship.

That meant the first thing he needed to know was what the situation with power was.

Because some of the internal lights were on and some weren’t. Power was being routed through the ship but only certain sections.

The ship wasn’t very large, and he reached his goal quickly.

Hobbling over to the engineering station, he saw the readout was active. A glowing display that held information he desperately needed in this moment.

As soon as he could read the screen, he did so.

He found that the engines were currently off, seventy percent of the batteries were operable, power was actively being routed to where it could be done so, controls for the thrusters were off-line, and fuel tanks were mostly full and undamaged.

The biggest and most dire of Ralph’s problems at hand was a flashing red indicator near the bottom of the screen, though.

Unfortunately, the vast majority of the containers with breathable air were empty or missing. If they were missing, they were most certainly destroyed.

Which could also explain why the ship had a sudden and unwanted sunroof. A lot of the cannisters would have been routing into the main compartment.

A sudden and forceful release of pressure from those could have done a lot of damage. From there, even a small hole would likely be torn wide without much issue.

Sniffing, Ralph could feel snot dribbling down from his nostril.

Which, unfortunately, he could do nothing about. His helmet made it impossible for him to handle that, or do anything for it.

Sniffing louder and harder, Ralph tilted his head to the side as he did so. Even as he reached out with his good hand and gently tapped at the screen.

The electrical system was reporting a fault in the lines going to the cockpit.

Given the extensive damage, that wasn’t very much of a surprise.

“Hell. Even if I get power to the cockpit consoles, there’s no telling if they’re even connected to the damn navigational computer. It’d could’ve been severed up there, too,” he lamented.

He tapped the buttons to discontinue power to all the broken circuits. There was no need to be sending power to them if he didn’t have to.

Hopefully it’d turn off whatever he might end up working with too, and save him from being electrocuted.

Grabbing up a flashlight that was nearby and here specifically to be able to see the engineering compartment in the dark, he clicked it once to make sure it was in working condition.

Then clicked it back off.

With a heavy sigh, he realized worrying about the computer didn’t matter.

There wasn’t anything he could do to the ship from here. He needed to get power to the cockpit one way or the other.

“Like losing the damn rudder,” he grumbled and shuffled his way over to the massive skylight that was now part of the cabin. “And when the rudder got blasted, you just jury-rigged it. So… I have no power to steer the ship, and we need to get the power back.”

Ralph stared up at the skylight.

He had noted a bundle of thick cables dangling down earlier. He now had to hope that there was a thick enough conduit here so that he could splice into it and get power to the cockpit.

Spotting a two-inch-wide conduit that looked about right, he shook his head. He wasn’t a ship’s-electrician, and he had no idea if this was even the right thing to do.

Whenever he’d done minor electrical work, it had been on just a monitor.

A light.

Maybe a light switch.

This would be far outside of normal.

There weren’t any other conduits that had a similar size, nor did they dangle down in the way this one did. This one was at a point where he could probably splice it with just one hand if he was careful.

Grabbing it, he gave it a tentative tug.

A great deal of cable came down. Partially resting on what had once been part of the ceiling and coming to a stop.

Ralph pulled on it gently once more and found that it was stuck fast.

It was either snagged on something, or what he really wanted it to be.

Plugged in to the back of the ship and providing power.

Looking at the frayed and ragged edge of the conduit, Ralph stared at it.

Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, and it looked perfectly normal.

Several thick and colored wires came out of it and were splayed out.

Need a joint.

Memorizing the conduit, Ralph stumped his way over to the engineering bay again.

Tearing open an electrical storage compartment, he saw exactly what he needed. A box of loose bits and bobs.

Pulling it, he tore it open and looked in.

There were four wire connectors where all he’d need to do with each, was stick on the end of the two different wires, then pull the locking tab down on each wire, as they each had one.

It’d connect the two wires and that’d be that.

Grabbing the box, he set it down next to his powered conduit and went to the computers in the cock pit. Dropping down to one knee at the electrical box and the false floor under the desk, he reached in with his one hand after setting down the flashlight.

Grasping at the notch, he pried the board up and yanked it out.

With a flick of his hand, he tossed it to the side, took the flashlight back up and turned it on.

Peering into the electrical compartment, he realized he would need to stick his head in there. Which would likely pull his arm in a different way than straight down.

With a whimper, and expecting the currently excruciating pain of his arm to jump up several levels, Ralph laid himself on the ground.

Panting, groaning, and shivering as he did so, Ralph managed it.

Though the pain was so intense from doing it, he ended up laying there against the compartment, his eyes closed, and really wanting to throw up.

After what felt like a century, he opened his eyes again.

He could think clearly in the moment.

Turning the flashlight on, he flicked it around. Trying to see if he could figure out where the conduit for the cockpit panels and computers would be.

Surprisingly, there was only one that looked big enough to power everything here. There were a number of smaller ones, as well as a bunch of what looked be instruments, hard-drives, and other things.

Sticking the flashlight under his chest, Ralph managed to get enough light into the compartment to see, while freeing up his good hand.

Reaching into it, he grasped the conduit and followed it away from himself. It wound itself to the side and then upwards, into the ceiling of the compartment.

“Never going to go on a ship like this again. This is fucked. It’s not hardened for any sort of problems at all,” he complained bitterly.

Grasping the conduit, he jerked on it with some force.

There was a rattling feeling that went through the floor board to him and almost no resistance on the conduit at all. A great deal of it coming down into the compartment.

Ralph jerked on the fat cable a second time and got similar results.

The third time he pulled on it, it rapidly began to fall into the compartment and haphazardly loop about the interior.

“Shit,” Ralph hissed and pulled his hand back.

A second or two after and the end of the conduit slammed down into the pile.

Grasping it, Ralph pulled it over to his flashlight.

Looking at it, he could tell at a glance that it was easily twice the size of the conduit he’d seen earlier.

Well… uh… hm.

I can splice it in, but if it doesn’t throw enough power, will it even turn on at all? Can it run in a power saving mode?

Shaking his head, Ralph decided that it didn’t matter. It was his best option.

Not taking the time to consider his arm, and what this would do to it, he took the conduit and the flashlight into his good hand at the same time.

Then stood up.

The immediate and gut-wrenching pain that left him gasping and shivering from head to toe was mind numbing.

Standing there, leaning against the consoles, Ralph grit his teeth.

Only to throw up.

His mouth was clenched shut and his lips locked tight, and he managed to not spew his lunch into the interior of his helmet.

Instead, he swallowed it all back down.

Leaving him feeling like he wanted to throw right back up and quivering in disgust and pain. His throat spasming wildly.

With a groan and a grimace etched onto his face, Ralph swore off tuna sandwiches forever in the future. He would never be able to look at one the same way again.

His eyes were scrunched tight, and he could feel tears leaking down at the edges with how hard he had them closed.

A minute passed and he felt as if he could start moving again.

Right now though, he just wanted to go wash his mouth out. To desperately gargle with salt water, mouth wash, or even just toilet water.

Anything would be better than what he could taste at the moment.

Not letting his thoughts linger, he pushed his feet forward and stomped over to the conduit he needed.

The length of cable he had behind him seemed more than enough to reach it.

Dropping the unpowered cable down, Ralph took a knee next to it.

Picking up the cable, he inspected it.

It had three wires, but also a fourth.

Three matched the colors from the other conduit.

“I’ll connect them and hope for the best I guess,” he muttered.

Wedging the cable into the armpit of his broken arm, Ralph then picked up the first connector. Holding it in his palm, he stuck it onto the exposed metallic tip of the wire.

They were solid rather than what he’d been expecting.

He had no idea what it meant, if it was some specialty thing, or if he was about to turn the ship into a bomb.

At the moment, he had to do something though.

The ship they were on was sailing outward into space and no one was the wiser. There would be no rescue ship after that battleship had just gone up into fireworks of spare parts and metal debris.

Pushing down the locking tab for the wires, Ralph grabbed another connector and repeated the process twice more. All three wires were now prepped.

Deciding he didn’t want to leave the fourth just dangling around, Ralph added the last connector to it.

Carefully, he stood up and shuffled over to the powered cable.

He was fairly certain his gloved hands would protect him from the electrical current, but he wasn’t positive of it.

Bending down, he moved about till he got the connectors close to the powered conduit. Hesitating there and staring at the exposed wires.

If it had turned off just as he had wanted it to, it wouldn’t matter if he touched the bare wire. If the ship was fucked, they’d be live wires.

“Fuck it,” he hissed and then moved a connector in close to its paired color.

Slipping the bare metal in, he closed the tab, then the second wire, and the third.

Pulling on each wire, he gave them all a pull test. None of them shifted or moved.

“A’ight. Time to see if I explode or something,” Ralph said and then stood up. Walking over to the engineering section again, he looked to the screen.

With a shrug of his shoulders, which he immediately regretted, he then flipped power on to all the circuits he’d previously turned off.

Once done, he walked away from the console.

They hadn’t immediately exploded and as far as he could tell, it either worked perfectly, or not at all. A success would be about as clear as a failure until he saw the monitors in the cockpit.

Walking amongst the wreckage of the ship, Ralph made it back to the monitor.

The monitor he’d been piloting was dark and unresponsive.

Dead.

Delilah’s though was up and active. The screen was fuzzy and there were shadows around each and every display item, but it was on.

“Hell yeah,” whispered Ralph and moved over to her seat.

Taking it, he sat himself down and really looked over the screen.

Figuring out that he was in the comms section, he hit the button to go back to the home screen.

And it immediately went black.

“Uh… fuck,” he murmured. Staring at it. Willing it to come back to life.

Seconds ticked by.

Slowly the screen came back to life. Filling with display items but never truly becoming bright.

Errrm… I think… this?

Ralph pushed a gloved finger to what he believed to be the piloting screen.

Once again, it went absolutely dark.

Again, though even more worryingly slow than before, the screen came to life.

There were two choices here.

One was to return to the station and see if they could get help there.

But their cargo would be most certainly discovered then.

Then the explosion probably would be linked back to Ralph.

Whether alive or dead, it would be best for his captives to be taken out of the system.

Out of the system and to his partners.

Lifting a finger, Ralph gently tapped at the pre-set coordinates that’d take them to the meet-up point that was planned with the Toll. Then he hit the autopilot engage button.

The ship jolted oddly, shuddered, then felt as if it began to weirdly turn.

They were on their way in the right direction now.

Not wanting to change the screen again, but realizing he needed to, Ralph hit the communications tab.

Darkness took the screen.

A minute rolled by, leaving Ralph gnawing at his lip.

Then a second.

Then most surely five minutes.

Ralph’s heart hammered and juddered in his chest.

“Just one more,” he pleaded.

Yet there was no response.

Shaking his head, Ralph paused even as he moved.

There was something on the screen, but it was so faint he hadn’t even noticed it.

Leaning in close, he then moved partially to the side.

Part of the screen was on.

Barely.

Thankfully, it had the one button he wanted to see.

A communication packet to be sent out. One that would alert the Toll when they got it.

An emergency broadcast of sorts that would let them know Ralph needed them here and now. That there was a problem that couldn’t be solved without assistance.

Ralph bit his lip, then hit the button.

The faint image that was there, went away. Leaving not a hint of anything behind.

“Okay,” Ralph said and leaned back in his seat. “Okay… well… I guess I just… sit and… wait. By myself. With dwindling oxygen. No food. No water. Vomit breath. Tasty.”

Letting out a short huff of a breath, Ralph looked out the steel-glass of the window.

“Alright… let’s go see if we can’t bleed some oxygen into the system. Maybe I can find one of those canisters and siphon it directly into my own,” Ralph mumbled.

He didn’t get up.

Now that the immediate threat was over, the adrenaline that had been pushing him forward was deserting him.

They were moving towards their best bet of survival, a communication of packet had, hopefully, been sent out, and as far as he knew, Delilah was safe in the bedroom tending to her wounds.

Breathing raggedly, he was doing his best to not think about his mangled arm.

Given the severity of the wounds, he wasn’t quite sure he’d be able to keep it if he was being honest with himself.

“Well… if I end up losing it, Park and I could shop at the same stores,” muttered Ralph. “Maybe I could talk him into getting matching prosthetics. That’d be neat maybe?”

Closing his eyes, he didn’t want to get back up.

He’d just rest here for a time.

Get his strength back and then look into getting some extra oxygen for his suit. He’d need to take care of that, or he’d end up running out.


Chapter 32

Ralph jumped in his seat as he nearly literally came back to life.

Blinking rapidly, he had no idea how long he’d been asleep.

There was no clock or system for him to look at.

Shit.

Not bothering to wait, guess, or estimate, he knew what he needed to do.

His first order of business was to recharge his system with oxygen. There would be small cannisters at the back of his neck, on the collar that connected to the helmet.

If he could get to a large cannister for the ship, he was sure he could jury-rig something up to bleed some off from it into his own smaller canisters.

It was something he had even done to save money once upon a time, rather than paying a station’s fees on breathable air.

Levering himself up out of the seat, Ralph stumbled away. He still felt weak in his legs, and his arm was a mess of pain and anger.

Even just standing up had left him feeling the demanding need to just lay down on the ground and become an unmoving stone. To grow moss and wait for the pain in his arm to die down.

Unable to deal with his arm anymore, Ralph came to a stop.

He looked around and spotted something that he could make work.

A locker that’d normally held an extra suit had fallen over and spilled its contents everywhere. Amongst its contents were several elastic bands that were extras to be sewn into suits or wrapped around if cuts or holes were made.

Grabbing up one, Ralph wrapped it around his middle. Binding it at the point of his broken arm at the elbow and going around his middle.

The excruciating pain of the maneuver reminded him that his arm was quite mangled, but also that he was still alive.

Once his arm was secured there, he grabbed another binding and hesitated.

He knew what he needed to do, but he really didn’t want to.

Pressing his teeth together, he reached down and took his ruined arm at the wrist. An explosive amount of pain made his body shiver.

Pushing on, he held to his wrist and lifted the lower half of his arm upward. Till he could put his left arm against his sternum.

Looping the band around his wrist gently, he then carefully worked the thing around his back. Pinning it against the wall, he knew it’d take him several tries and focus to make it happen.

With a lot of struggle, he finally managed to get the binding around his chest. Pinning his arm in two places and keeping it stable.

As well as out of the way.

It did leave him panting, sweating, and wanting to lay down and die.

The pain was so intense that he was shivering even now, despite the actual source of pain being long gone. Given how he was reacting to this, he had no idea how Park had dealt with his arm being removed.

Taking several breaths, Ralph was reminded of why he’d done this.

He needed to get his oxygen settled sooner rather than later.

Pushing away from the wall he was leaning against, he started working his way to the back of the ship, though toward the port side.

The oxygen tanks were accessible from here and he would likely be able to bleed off oxygen from one of them.

As he moved, Ralph lost his conscious train of thought.

Shooting away from him like startled fish when you bent over a still lake.

When they came back to him, he found himself scrabbling at the collar behind his head, working at removing a cannister.

Only to freeze, then to gently touch the two spaces. Making sure each one had one.

Because if he had lost one somewhere, he would have to be much more careful than he had been up to this point.

Thankfully, his fingers slid over both inserts and found each had one inserted into them. There were indeed two cannisters there.

Grasping the upper one, which was often the primary and was drained first, Ralph fingered the release tab, pushed, levered it, and pulled.

It came out with a hissing pop.

Turning his gaze back to the tanks, he looked to their connections. Then to the miscellaneous parts that were almost always stored in the small containers below the tank racks.

Pulling out the box, Ralph ran his fingers through the parts and pieces looking for a junction. He’d prefer a three-way T, but he’d use a four-way if he had to.

Haha, three way.

Me, Rio, and Winnie.

That’d be a bit wild though. Rio is way too cuddly and warm.

I think Winnie would probably be overly aggressive and demanding.

Finding the T-junction he had wanted, Ralph pulled it out and then held it against his palm with his pinky.

Jerking out the tubing that went into the cannister, there was a brief hiss of air that lasted only a split second. He only knew it’d happened at all because there was a brief flash of what looked like atmosphere or mist in the area.

Given that he was in the vacuum of space, there was no sound to be heard.

Outside of his own breathing, at least.

Sticking the T-junction into the tubing, he jammed it right back into the cannister. A spray of fog began to sputter and shoot out of the open end of the T-junction’s unconnected spout.

Ralph had done this before, he knew it was likely to make the cannister not work very well in the future, probably even break a valve or a gasket, but the alternative was suffocation.

He would do what he had to.

Moving the small cannister in his hand up to the T-junction, he shoved the nozzle into the T-junction. He could feel it rattling around in his gloved hand.

Not wanting the small cannister to explode, Ralph held it there for a few seconds, then put it right into position behind his collar. He would bet on it being damaged to the point that it wouldn’t likely hold pressure well if it wasn’t inserted.

Pulling out the second cannister, Ralph immediately felt a release of fresh air in his helmet. He had been much closer to an issue than he had realized.

Yeah, it did kinda feel a bit odd, now that I think about it.

Fuck.

How long was I asleep?

Is Del alright?

And my two prizes? They dead?

I sure as fuck hope not.

Fucking hell.

As he had those thoughts, he filled the cannister and refit it into his collar.

He had no idea how much oxygen he had, but it was likely vastly more now than he’d had only a few moments ago.

Ralph struggled with his working hand to hold the cannister in place and yank out the T-junction, managing to pull it out and throw it to the side before sticking the tubing back into its original position.

For all he knew, it led to the smuggler’s bay or the living quarters. In either case, it wouldn’t hurt him to make sure oxygen was still going to places where it might be needed.

Ralph let out a slow breath.

Before he could even consider what to do next, the ship jolted to one side, then was jerked backward. Ralph was jarred to one side to the point that he had to get his hand on a wall.

“What the fuck?” he grumbled, a faint hope that Marionette and the gang had already caught up to them.

Another heavy jolt shook Ralph loose from his footing. The gravity plate beneath his feet suddenly going out.

A second after and his magnetic boots turned on. Sticking him into place all on their own.

“Alright… that’s… not Marionette,” Ralph said with trepidation.

Walking over to the weapons locker, he snatched it open.

He pulled out his sword belt and got it on with some help from the wall. Pinning his hip to it so he could loop the belt into the tongue and tighten it on. The sword went quickly into its sheath.

Grabbing a bandoleer of cheap laser pistols, he slung it across his shoulder and down to his hip. A quick tighten and it was good to go.

Last, but not least, was his favorite non-designated explosive.

A bundle of blasting caps that were small enough to fit into almost any jamb he had ever come across.

They were thin, rectangular, and flat.

Something you could pick up at almost any mining station, and they weren’t even monitored or expensive.

Almost always they had more explosives in them than you would expect.

Miners would pop them open, add more explosives, and close them up again.

They were an impatient folk and didn’t want to try a second time to crack a seam open, preferring it to splay open on the first go round.

In his past he had used similar blasting caps to blow open pressurized doors on ships before they’d surrendered or been taken by him.

Even a few free-floating derelicts.

Taking an entire bagful of them as well as a ten second delay timer, he tied it around to the line that held his elbow down. Just about next to his elbow, in fact.

Everything was positioned for him to grab it with his right hand, but he was deeply lamenting his inability to use his left arm.

His guess about the current situation was it was a Blood raider.

He had no idea which Blood, but more than a few liked to use a harpoon after getting close enough, then get to the point of boarding.

Ralph was of the opinion that he would rather board them than be boarded.

An aggressive defense was often worth far more than a slow offense.

Marching over to the hole in the ceiling, Ralph looked up. He mentally plotted a course and then jumped up to the top of the shattered ceiling that was acting as a wall.

Grasping it with his one working hand, he planted his boots to it and the magnets attached.

Walking up that wall, he moved to the edge of it, which put him just at the edge of the hole.

Reaching out with his right hand, he grasped it, then made a hop. Hard enough that it’d detach his boots but not send him flying off into space.

His hand held tight to the edge of the hole and his feet kept going. Until he had nearly completed a flip.

Then his boots contacted with the exterior of the ship and the magnets reactivated. Releasing his hold, Ralph just stood up. Leaning into his boots and letting them do the work for him in this weightless environment.

Looking to his bandolier, he confirmed all the laser pistols were still there. Then he made sure the sword was in the sheath.

Nodding his head, Ralph looked around.

Sure enough, he spotted what he’d expected.

A ship trailing behind the wreckage of the smuggler’s ship, a harpoon stuck in the rear of it and the line moving back to the enemy raider.

It had the look or a Corvette or a Gunboat. He wasn’t quite sure though.

It was most certainly a non-military ship, given the haphazard plates that had been welded into place all over.

They were likely slap-dash repair but probably did the job.

“Well, thanks for the lifeline,” Ralph said with a bubbling chuckle. He felt a bit light headed, but for the first time since the explosion, his legs felt sturdy. “I’ll be taking your damn ship for myself.

“Going to pirate your asses. You could be a Blood raider, a Confed Privateer, or a god damn junk merchant looking for trash. Your shit is mine.”

Ralph had been going through his little speech while stomping across the ship. Moving to the back of it and toward the harpoon’s steel line that was sunk into the back of the smuggler’s ship.

“Pirate you, give you to Rio, and then plunder Rio,” Ralph stated with absolute belief.

He couldn’t see a cockpit on the ship, nor did there seem to be any outward appearances that they were even aware he was there.

If he had to guess, he was betting on them getting ready to close the line and then board. Preparing suits and weapons.

Ralph bent his knees low, put the harpoon’s line loosely in the crook of his elbow and grasped the bandoleer with his hand.

Then he jumped.

Shooting across the distance toward the opposing ship, Ralph felt a nervous grin cross his features. There was no reason to sit around in the wrecked remains of the smuggler ship waiting for them to take him.

As Ralph found himself reaching the end of the line, he gently closed his arm a bit tighter on the line. Using that friction, and the ability to use it as a means to brace off, he flipped himself one-hundred and eighty degrees.

Aiming his feet toward the enemy ship.

No sooner was he properly oriented than he eased up on his hold on the line. He still had enough momentum that he could make it to his destination without having to release his death-hold on the belt.

Reaching the ship, his boots immediately clunked onto it and gave him what he needed most.

Stability.

Releasing the line, Ralph began marching over to more than likely where a loading bay hatch would be, given the look of the ship.

Shaking the ties loose on his blasting caps, Ralph wasn’t able to contain himself.

He started laughing.

Laughing as he trudged and clumped his way across the outside of the ship.

If he was a smarter man, maybe a man with a better sense of paranoia, he might have done this in a Walker, or a combat ship. Something that’d get him out of harm’s way and relying on better technology than just a sword and pistols.

You know, instead of brazenly marching to fight people in hand-to-hand combat.

Run them through with a sword or shoot them dead, where they can just as easily do the same to me.

But… hey, good story to tell Rio.

Rio will eat this up.

Maybe she’ll reward me for telling her about it. I bet she will.

Especially if I tell her I said ‘for my lady’ before engaging, right?

Ha.

Oh.

Oh!

Shit, is that it?

My door?

Just gotta go hit the doorbell.

Rap the doorknocker.

Knock, knock.

Who’s there?

Fucking who?

Fucking you, Kaboom.

Thumping his way to where he’d estimated the loading bay hatch to be, Ralph squatted down next to it. He began to stuff the blasting caps, head down, into the jamb of it.

Not even considering what would be “good enough”, he kept going until he was out of blasting caps.

Once that was done, he fished out the timer from the now empty bag.

He quickly stuck it into the point that you would insert it into a blasting cap, activated it, and moved away.

There was no way that what he was planning would blow the door open. It just didn’t have enough punch or power to do so.

All he really wanted, was enough of an explosion that the door would fail.

Hopefully it’d fail enough that it’d deform under explosive decompression as all that atmosphere tried to rush out. All he wanted was for it to be large enough that he could wriggle in.

Once inside, he could start making his way inward.

Inward and toward the command center for the ship.

Actually, it’d probably be better to make it to the armory.

Arm myself with a SMG or something I can use one handed.

That all assumes that—

Staring at the point he was hoping to use to his advantage, Ralph was still surprised when the explosion went off. It wasn’t as violent as one would hope, but the blasting caps were still mildly impressive with how many went off all at once.

Except the door didn’t bend or warp as the small explosion cleared away from view.

“Well fuck,” Ralph whined. “I was ho—”

The door quivered, then peeled backward in a way that reminded him a lot of sardines. Rolling away from the edge and onto itself as a great deal of atmosphere rushed out of the innards of the ship.

Bits and pieces of things that were inside also came flying out.

“Is that a lunch box?” Ralph asked to himself as a red-and-white cooler looking object shot out into space and into the vastness of the void.

Nodding his head, he walked over to the hole and peered inside.

There were several people clinging to objects even as bulkheads were being closed. Either from other people doing so or automatically.

“Can’t let you all suffer,” Ralph murmured. None of these individuals would be able to survive the vacuum of space. There wasn’t anywhere for them to go, crawl into, or take refuge in either.

He noted that they all seemed to be wearing the colors of various Bloods. No two of the six he could see shared features or traits.

“Blood orphans. Well that’s new,” Ralph said as he walked around the edge of the bay and into the interior.

Making his way to the closest of those who were on the way to dying, he provided them a modicum of humanity.

Mercy.

He stabbed the man through the heart. Punching his sword right through his torso.

“One done, five to go,” he said, and started toward the next person.

Look, look, I’m being humane.

What a charitable example of piracy I am.

Kind, even!

Ralph slammed his sword through the chest of a woman who was bug-eyed and gazing at nothing. Her hands dug into a cabinet.

Likely already dead or wishing she was.


Chapter 33

“You know, this’d be more fucked up if they weren’t Blood orphans. They’re more or less outlaws everywhere in Blood territory,” Ralph remarked after having finished everyone off. Most of them really did appear dead by the time he got to them. Being exposed to space was a quick and ugly way to die. As a Privateer, it was something that always lingered at the back of his mind. “I didn’t even bother to confirm that they were here to kill me or anything. Just assumed it and went full on aggressive.

“Then again, they harpooned the ship. What better way to signal your intent than to throw a harpoon into a ship.

“But… but the ship looks like a wreck. A floating space hulk that would be better served being shot into the sun rather than used for actual space faring.

“Hm. Well… maybe I’ll end up paying some blood money after the fact. It isn’t as if I haven’t done that before. Probably not the last time either, I’m sure.

“That or I’ll need the Pureblood to write me up a declaration of clemency. He would probably do that anyway, since this was all for the sake of capturing someone he sent me to capture.

“In fact, now that I’m saying it, I doubt he’d even bat an eyelash at it. Might even offer to do it before I could ask for it after explaining what happened.

“Oh well. Can’t stop now. Up to my waist in this shit, no sense in not pushing on till I get to the other side.”

Walking up to an airlock that was open on the side facing the bay, he entered it. There hadn’t been any others either, the rest of the doorways were all sealed by airtight bulkheads, and Ralph didn’t have another way of opening any of them.

The airlock was his only way into the ship proper.

Standing there, he considered what he was doing and came to the same conclusion again.

There was no other way in, nothing else to do, and he had to press on.

Using his hand, he thumped the button to cycle the airlock. The hilt of his sword clacked against the wall at the same time, since it wasn’t a mechanical button, instead, it was a screen with a sensor.

Ralph sighed, then drew up his sword in front of himself. Ready for whatever would be on the other side.

Wonder if it’d be better to have a pistol out.

The distances feel short though. The sword will probably help me close the gap faster as long as I’m quick.

A nice lunge would do it, right?

The airlock shut closed behind him, the airlock cycled, and then the door in front of him opened.

Moving ahead, he was unsure of where to go, or what to do, other than to keep going. The moment he got pinned down, or locked in somewhere, they’d likely try to drown him in numbers.

Keeping himself shifting about and with his target loose, he could keep them guessing.

Wondering where he was and what he was doing.

Ralph didn’t have far to go in this hallway to find he was already at a small junction. There were a number of rooms along one side and another direction to travel in.

Small ship.

Won’t be a lot of people on board or a lot of places to go. Engine is likely that way, center of the ship, this way.

So… let’s go to the engine room.

Smirking, Ralph took the turn and then paused.

Bending down, he set his sword down next to his foot and then worked at deactivating his magnetic boots. He wouldn’t need them here given that there was active gravity, and the environment was sealed.

He briefly considered taking off his helmet, but he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to get back to it in time if he suddenly had to leave the ship.

I mean, I could even just set this sucker to blow up, too.

Someone shouted something at him from behind.

It was in a Blood language he didn’t know, but it felt obvious that it was a question asked to him. One that didn’t seem to be bent to the idea that he didn’t belong.

They weren’t aware that they’d been boarded, it seemed.

No one knew he had crossed from one ship to the other and had torn the door open himself.

Well. This works.

Grasping a laser pistol from his bandoleer, Ralph stood up, spun, and leveled it at the speaker.

He found an older man standing there. He couldn’t tell what type of Blood they were.

“Hi,” Ralph said loudly in Confed Common. He had spoken it with some volume so it would carry through his helmet.

“I’m Warrior Ralph Turlan, family of Warrior Park Gae. I’m also a Privateer… everywhere. Literally,” he continued. “I’m here to take control of your ship. I’ve already killed five of you. How many of you are left?”

The man’s eyebrows had gone up and he just stared at Ralph.

“It’s about to be ‘killed six’, or you can answer me. Then you’ll get stuffed in a locker or something until I figure out what to do with you,” Ralph tried a final time. He wasn’t kidding about just killing him.

The man’s mouth turned into a sneer.

Ralph pulled the trigger.

With ease, the laser zipped through the man’s chest and went right through him.

Despite everything that’d happened to Ralph, his aim was still perfect. Having likely struck the Blood’s heart and a lung in the same shot.

“Yeah, sucks to be you. Should’ve answered,” Ralph said with a shrug of his shoulders. He stuffed the laser pistol back into its spot on his bandoleer and then bent down and grabbed his sword.

Moving to the dying man, he casually looked him over.

There didn’t seem to be anything on him that would be of any use to Ralph.

“Six down. At a minimum, given the size and what’d normally be on board, at least another fifty-four to go. Worst case… something like… one-hundred and fourteen.

“Hahaha… fuck. Think they’d take a warrior’s challenge?”

Ralph was reconsidering his previous plan.

They didn’t know he was here inside their ship, nor did it seem like they were in any hurry yet. Thinking that perhaps there was a problem with the bay rather than that someone had attacked them.

For an ex-military ship, there’s probably a CIC.

As Blood orphans, they probably don’t follow doctrine very well.

Captain won’t get me the ship. Just whoever brow-beat everyone else into listening.

How do I get them to listen to me?

I can threaten them if I go to the engines. Hold them hostage to the ship.

That only works as long as they think I’d be willing to blow myself up with them.

I could always just blow them up, I guess.

Or… actually… huh… how does the captain keep them in check?

If I get the captain, he’d get them in check for me.

Hold him in check, he holds the rest in check.

I just have to keep them busy until Rio and the gang shows up.

Ralph nodded his head.

He felt like he had a good direction now that he’d thought it out.

Nodding his head, Ralph spun, and started heading toward the center of the ship. The bridge and the CIC were most likely there.

Walking along the corridor, Ralph was doing his best to pay attention to his surroundings. Or at least, trying to.

He was regretting that he was wearing a helmet as sounds were all fucked up.

There wasn’t much of anything he could hear, and right now, sound would’ve been one of his best indicators someone was coming.

Huffing Ralph kept going. Moving down the corridor quickly and hitting another junction.

Surprisingly though, this one had indicator plaques on the wall.

Written out in Confed Common, one of them told him that the bridge was down the right corridor.

Given the stains, peeling edges, and lack of care, Ralph imagined that this ship had been a Confed ship a number of years previously.

“Well,” Ralph said and started down the indicated hall. “Haha… I feel like maybe I’m acting oddly. Did I wang my head?

“Am I just… really… out of sorts right now? Maybe. Acting a bit odd. Or am I? What’s that buzzing noise.”

Shaking his head to one side, Ralph physically tried to see if the noise would stop. As if he had water in his ear.

Coming to a door, Ralph looked to where a placard should be and found it was missing. The spot where it should be had a discolored rectangle, as if it’d been there for a while and had then been removed.

“Okay, well, here we go,” Ralph said.

Then he paused.

Sheathing his sword, he reached up and disconnected his helmet. Putting it down on the ground, he nodded his head.

He wanted to be able to hear and be heard effectively. The helmet would make it too hard.

Ready, Ralph pushed the door open.

Once the door was swinging inward, he drew a laser pistol and held it up while marching inside.

There were a number of people inside, and two of them had weapons. They looked to be guards on duty rather than anyone of note.

Leveling his pistol at the closest one, Ralph pulled the trigger twice. They were close, but the distance was still far enough that he couldn’t be sure of the shot.

Both shots struck in the chest, and one came out the other side, while the other seemed to hit a rib.

Whipping the pistol around to the other one with a weapon, Ralph fired off six or seven shots. Half of them struck center mass and two exited the back of them. The rest struck their arms or missed entirely.

Steam and heat flickered and fizzled from the laser pistol. If Ralph gave it a break it’d likely cool off, given they were in a compartment that had atmosphere.

Stuffing it into the holster, Ralph drew a second one.

He had already spotted someone who looked a lot like they were in charge.

The way their head had snapped around as he entered, the fact that they were seated on an elevated position over the rest of the room, as well as the fact that they had their arms crossed.

Ralph could be wrong, but it was a good guess.

Flicking the pistol up and around, Ralph pointed it at the presumed captain.

“Hello,” Ralph said grimly, closing his left hand as if he was holding something in it. “I am Warrior Ralph Turlan. Family of Warrior Park Gae. Privateer of the Confed. Privateer of the Corridor. Privateer of the Blood of Calesat.

“You’ve struck your harpoon into the wreck of my ship while I was attempting to flee a military engagement.

“I’ve set up your ship to explode. Don’t bother looking for the where, how, or with what. I already demonstrated I’m more than capable of putting holes in your damn boat.

“Look at your loading bay door, after all.

“Now… I need your ship. Actually, I don’t need your ship. I just need a single engine from it that I can rig to my pile of shit to get me home.

“I don’t need any of you. I’m more than willing to blow this ship the fuck up and see what’s left over and what I need, and go from there.

“So… you willing to hand your ship over to the Warrior who has boarded you, or do I need to blow the ship up.”

Ralph reached back with his foot and pulled his helmet into the bridge. Then shut the door.

Glancing at it, he saw that there were several locking mechanisms.

Not looking away for more than a second, Ralph nodded his head as he looked back to the sea of faces all looking his way.

“You,” Ralph said and pointed his weapon at a nearby woman. “Come over here and lock this door. Lock it in every way. None of us are leaving till this is settled.”

Ralph moved away from everyone, and ended up atop of the body of the armed guard. Sparking a thought in his head that he needed to solve.

The woman had gotten up and moved to the door. She did several things that Ralph didn’t quite understand, but when she dropped a literal steel bar in place he was satisfied he got his point across.

“Now, go to that dead person over there and get their weapon. Pick it up by the barrel and point it at yourself, then walk it over here,” he demanded. “If you do anything different than that, I’ll shoot you, then your captain, then blow up the ship. Maybe in that order, maybe not.

“If you haven’t figured it out, I’ve got very little to lose. You all have lots to lose. I don’t think you want to find out just how quick I’ll be to blow everything up.

“My left arm might be fucked, but it can still make this all go off in a spectacular fireworks show. Wouldn’t even be hard. In fact, I’ve been kinda worried I might accidentally do it just standing here.”

The woman was a rigid statue as she awkwardly walked over to the other dead guard. Once she got there, she reached down and picked up the rifle the man had been holding.

She did it just as he had instructed, holding the barrel and pointing it at herself.

“Great, walk it over here, set it down, then you can go back to your seat,” advised Ralph.

To which the woman did so, quickly seating herself and looking to him.

“Now… what’s your answer? I assume you’re the captain. You look the most self-important,” Ralph said while keeping the laser pistol pointed at them.

Holy shit, I’ve bluffed many times, but this is probably the most fucking hairy among them.

I’ve got no backup plan, no-one to rely on, and I’ve got a deuce as my high card.

Hahaha, fuck.

“You can just blo—”

Ralph pulled the trigger as soon as the man made it clear he was probably going to tell him to blow up the ship. He did so twice in fact. Both shots skewering the man in the chest and popping out the back of him.

They both struck an interior plate and fizzled out with a puff of smoke.

“Wrong answer,” Ralph said, sniffed, then sighed. “Who’s second in command? I don’t want your ship long term. I just need to get to a rendezvous and then you can all fuck off on your way.

“I don’t care about blowing up the ship, but I’d rather not. It’d just be easier if you helped me get to where I’m going. Hell you can even have that wreck of a ship I’m on right now as soon as we get to where I’m going.”

“We can have it?” asked an old man. He looked to be in his sixties, with a white beard and a bald head. His eyes were a steel color.

“Free and clear. I have myself and three other people on board that I want to get off, after that, the entire thing is yours. I want nothing on it.

“It even has some goods I was smuggling on the side, too. All of that, you can have.

“Like I said… I just need to get to my meeting point. After that, I’ll fuck off, you fuck off, we all fuck off. You get my leftovers, I get gone.”

“We could do that,” said the old man.

“Great, then all you have to do, is follow the original course that my ship was on. That’s it,” ordered Ralph. “Do that and we’ll be as good as gold. You’ll probably get a communication bounce or someone pinging you to figure out what’s going on.

“You should probably throw a directional broadcast on that same path that you’re an escort, not a raider.

“If you don’t… I think my rendezvous will blow you out of the sky before you know that they’re there.”

“That bad?” the man asked.

“I mean, if you don’t know the Turlan’s Toll, there’s not much more I can explain,” answered Ralph.

There was a straightening of a few spines at his words.

Suddenly there was a flurry of spoken words in different languages. Going around the room in a strange translation flurry.

“Ah…” the older man said when it finally died away. “Yes. We’ll be doing exactly as you suggested.”

“Great. Now… you, get back over here. You’re going to clean my helmet and then help me get it on,” ordered Ralph, pointing his laser pistol at the woman again.

She immediately turned a white color and shook her head.

Someone else said something to her and then she nodded in response and stood up.

“She thought you were propositioning her,” reported the old man.

“Oh, no. No, no, no. I would never force myself on someone. That’s just not something to even consider.

“I’m a Privateer, I admit. I murder, rob, and kill. I’ve done all sorts of nasty things,” Ralph said with a laugh. “I’m not a monster though. I do have my morals.”

The woman walked up to him, bent down, and picked up his helmet.

She then stuck it down into place and rotated it into position.

If Ralph had met her before Marionette, he probably would genuinely think she was attractive. Now that he knew Marionette though, no one could really compare to her.

Rio… Marionette… you beautiful woman.

No one compares to you, and I’m completely and hopelessly infatuated with you.

I’ll need to try and drag you into a contract a few decades long.

Maybe like… five… five decades.

All to me.

I bet she’d agree if I gave her a contract that named her as being included in my letter of marque. Gave her the first-officer’s rank?

I’m sure she would.

He wanted to ask them about having temporary airlocks, but that’d alert them to the fact that the others on his ship weren’t able to help him out. As much as he wanted to check on them, especially Delilah, that wasn’t something he could do at this moment.


Chapter 34

Taking in slow, steady breaths, Ralph could feel his body doing some odd things.

The buzzing noise he’d been hearing for quite a while hadn’t gone away.

It came in waves.

Sometimes louder, sometimes softer.

His legs had felt rather sturdy and solid, but his thoughts were becoming more and more liquid like. As if they were bubbles floating on top of a wave.

For some time, he had been just sitting in a chair, watching the bridge as they went about doing what he had demanded.

Flying the ship along the path he had instructed them without any more input from him. Nor did it seem as if they were even questioning his threat of having bombs on board.

There was also no contact to anyone else in the ship, other than to issue orders.

Which Ralph had been able to listen in on when given.

“Are you-you… yes you need, no?” asked the young woman who had become his personal attendant at this point.

Her hair was a strange color that looked as if it’d been dyed multiple times, in multiple ways, with two different haircuts.

It was a wild-looking thing.

Her eyes were a surprising green-color, which marked her out as only a few different types of Blood. Light-eyed Blood were a bit more closed off to outsiders, given it was easy for them to spot outsider blood in their ranks.

Roughly, he understood that she was making sure he didn’t need anything, and that his no was still a no.

“I’m fine. I’ll be better when I make my rendezvous,” Ralph said with a nod of his head.

“You-you really… man of Turlan?” she asked after there was a pause. Her words were halting but somewhat clear.

“Yes. I’m really Ralph Turlan,” he said. “Turlan’s Toll is my ship. I’m working for the Calesat.”

As he spoke, his tongue felt thick.

Unwieldy.

Like he was dehydrated.

“I’ve… read… mm… stories. I read stories about Turlan,” she said, nodding her head. “A lot of-of ah… of… honor.”

“I suppose. Mostly just trying to stay alive, make money, and keep moving,” he countered with a shrug of his shoulders.

“You take ca—”

There was a loud buzzing sound that caused Ralph to turn his gaze to the newly-made captain. The man had taken over without problems and seemed to be readily accepted by everyone without too much issue.

Before Ralph could even ask about what was happening, a voice broke over the comm.

“This is Warrior Mika Gena, captain of my ship in the Blood of Vanah,” said a voice. It was in clipped Confed Common, surprisingly. Which meant that the captain thought this was a Confed ship. “I challenge you for the ownership of your ship, and your salvage. I of course put my own ship to the gamble.

“If you decline my challenge, I swill space you and pick over your bones.

“You could always just surrender and be taken as captives, which I wouldn’t hold against you. I would keep you as prisoners of war.

“Otherwise, name your champion and the setting. I shall meet them in honorable combat. Choose.”

They can’t accept a surrender as they’re Blood orphans. They’d immediately be taken as slaves and sold elsewhere.

That leaves them no choice but to be ever deeper involved with me.

Ha.

I just… no more missions like this.

This was a stupid contract.

“Well, it seems we’ve been told to stand-and-deliver. How could I refuse to step up to that and make myself known.

“Though it sounds like I’ll have yet another ship to take for myself,” grumbled Ralph. Then he looked to the young woman nearby. “Take my helmet off, get me something I can eat in five minutes, and a bottle of water.”

Ralph let the laser pistol fall away from its ready position.

The woman had bounced out of her seat and scurried over to him to do as he’d asked. Her hands working at his helmet quickly.

“Captain,” Ralph called out as the helmet came away. “Accept the challenge. I’ll fight them on our behalf. As I’m the master of this ship, it’s my right and duty to fight them. Tell him Warrior Ralph Turlan, family of Warrior Park Gae, of the Blood of Calesat accepts the challenge.

“The location will be… on top of his own ship. Tell him he should bring grav-boots for the occasion.

“Or don’t tell him. I’ll just kick him in the fucking nuts, and he can float off into damn space.

“Also, when you respond, put out the conversation on a broadband. Make sure everyone nearby will hear it, that everyone far away will hear it, give them no opportunity to deny the fight. Or to pretend that this never happened.”

“Yes, Warrior,” said the captain with absolute certainty.

“As soon as I win, transmit a message to that effect. All bands, all waves. We can’t let them think they can just blow us up or storm off when I win.

“Oh, and when you’re done with all that, I’ll need you to tie up my limbs with pressure cuffs.

“That way, just in case I catch a nick, I won’t depressurize rapidly,” Ralph advised, his eyes moving back to the woman.

He didn’t like the idea of what would happen to a leg exposed to space, but the alternatives were worse.

Like having his lungs exposed to space.

***

Standing atop the corvette he had taken, Ralph gazed out at the other ship.

He wasn’t sure of the classification, but he estimated that it was the same, or slightly bigger, than the corvette he was on.

“Fuck,” he said to himself.

The meal the woman had given him had been just what he needed. Even if all it was, was several strips of very badly made jerky from some type of animal.

As well as the three bottles of water.

It’d helped that it had taken thirty minutes to arrange the fight so that it was on its way to being digested.

The bigger issue he had, was his arm.

He’d had it bound up for quite a while now. Bound and locked in place, all while being broken, causing him intense pain that came in waves.

Given how awful it felt, and how he was still in the same suit, the chances were that his arm was getting worse all the time.

Sniffing, he did have one good thing going for him.

The woman who was helping him had replaced his oxygen cannisters with fresh ones, so he was set for a while.

On the far side of the opposing ship, Ralph watched as an individual came clumping across the hull. In their hands was clearly a spear.

At their side was a sword as well.

“Well that’s not fair,” Ralph said with a laugh, then sighed. Park had helped him refine his combat abilities to the point that even if someone came at him with a massive two-handed axe, a spear, or another sword, Ralph could probably win.

Only for a bucket of ice water to get thrown in his face.

This is pride.

This is what I’m always warned about.

That pride will cloud my judgement and ability.

Let’s temper that pride.

We should not arm the enemy.

Grasping the harpoon line that’d been fired across and attached to the other ship, he launched himself across the divide. Just as he’d done to get aboard the Blood orphan ship.

No sooner had he gotten his boots down than he drew his sword and started moving toward the enemy captain.

This was a simple, stupid, and ugly fight to the death.

Nothing else mattered, and the fate of both ships now depended on the fight.

Given that sound wouldn’t travel in space, there was also no final verbal spar between them. No words to spark a battle or anything else.

Instead, Ralph held his sword up in salute in front of himself.

To which his opponent did the same, though with his spear. Holding it parallel to his body and upright.

Ralph nodded his head, then pointed his sword toward his opponent.

The man’s spear came up and pointed toward Ralph’s chest.

He’ll work to keep me back, I’ll work to close the distance.

The magnetic books will make it harder for me to do that.

That spear looks like it’s made of metal, so I won’t be chopping it.

But… we’re outside of gravity here.

I’m betting maybe he hasn’t done much of that.

Maybe.

Shifting forward, one step at a time, Ralph went to close on his foe.

Who, at this point, Ralph could see through their helmet.

They were eying Ralph with disdain. Their eyes filled with ego and pride.

No doubt they had noticed his arm was pinned up.

In a flash, the spear was thrust forward. A pure lunge with the man extending the weapon out with as much force as he could manage to match the reach.

Ralph smirked with one side of his mouth, twisted, and lashed out with the tip of his sword at the man’s hand that was furthest down the spear.

Letting his lead boot demagnetize, Ralph was able to snap forward. The lack of gravity worked both ways.

The man’s lunge was extreme, and the force of it would propel him forward without gravity to slow him.

Ralph’s attack would skim across the spear until it reached the extent he could push himself forward.

In a flash, the man jerked his spear back, lifted his boots up, and tried to stumble back.

At the same time, Ralph had recovered into a neutral stance and moved to chase, though with a smooth speed.

His sword tip had just barely reached the man. The blade just bouncing off the back of the man’s left hand and looking as if it didn’t do much of anything.

Suddenly, the man tossed the spear aside, yanked out his sword with his right hand, and changed his stance. Putting it towards his front, his left hand hanging at his side.

Then the man clenched his hand up, stuffed it against his side, and trapped his own arm there.

Letting his eyes follow the movements, Ralph saw that blood had been flowing out of the glove. Though he did note there was no atmosphere escape, nor did the man seem to be panicking.

He’s probably got cuffs on just like I do.

Well shit.

But hey, at least it’s down to a sword instead of a—

The man lashed out in a slash, his weapon whipping across in an arc aimed at Ralph’s midsection.

Tip slicing through the zero-resistance void with astonishing speed.

So quick was it, that Ralph’s only response was to catch and deflect, then riposte.

His sword, the thin nimble blade that it was, neatly caught the offending edge and guided it down and away.

The sword blow was heavy and slammed into the ship’s hull.

Ralph’s original intention, to riposte and return a strike, became a faint wish of smoke and ash. There was no way he could offer a response when he nearly lost his sword outright.

“God damn!” Ralph cursed, taking a step back and forcefully pulling his sword back up into position. The magnetic lock of his boots had kept him from stutter stepping, but in the same breath, his balance was absolutely wrecked.

As soon as Ralph was ready to attack from a place he could control, his opponent was already in position as well. His sword in front of himself in a ready position as well.

Not wanting to give up the initiative again, Ralph twisted his wrist, brought his elbow in, then straightened his arm. A quick lunge shooting out and his sword tip was snapping through the void.

The captain’s sword came across and outward. Pulling Ralph’s sword outward.

Which he allowed to happen and brought his hilt toward the man’s helmet in a bashing attack. All parts of a sword, as well as a body, could and would be a weapon.

With a jolt, the metal pommel struck the helmet, but didn’t crack it.

Unfortunately the man responded by rocking backward, and then slashing wildly with his sword. The tip of it coming up and at an angle that’d skewer Ralph from the lower part of his side and likely exit out his clavicle.

Leaning backward and just about throwing himself flat, Ralph dodged the attack’s sharp edge, but not the blow.

It connected with his mauled arm and sent him into a world of panting, shivering, pain. So deep and awful was it that he lost awareness of the world outright.

When he came to, the man was moving toward him again.

Ralph had sprung back up a lot like an oddly shaped toy. Where it would weeble and wobble but never fall down, always springing back upright.

The man’s sword was coming forward in a lunge now, that would surely take Ralph in the chest.

If he wasn’t as trained as he was at least.

Ralph’s blade snapped across in front of him and knocked it to one side, then he bent his wrist, and offered a return stroke.

Only for the man to have recovered his blade and caught it against his guard. Then to shove at the blade and push Ralph back and launch a slash towards his helmet.

Ralph ducked low, decided to use the lack of gravity to his advantage, and bent backward. To the point that he was looking at this captain upside down.

The slim blade came out and upward at a strange angle most sword’s-masters would never experience before.

Which was true for the enemy captain.

He was so unprepared for the strangeness of the attack that his sword went to block as if it were an attack coming at him from a much higher angle.

Ralph’s sword simply went in under it, slammed into the point just below the man’s collar, into him, and then punched out through the back.

Hanging there, in a strange pose, Ralph waited a beat, before yanking on his sword and standing up.

Not wanting to leave his back to the captain, he took a hurried step forward, planted his magnetic boot, then spun around.

By the time Ralph was once again in a position that he could effectively defend himself, he realized it didn’t matter anymore.

The man’s sword had been released from his hands and both of those had been attempting to put pressure on the new found holes in his suit.

Except it didn’t seem to have done him any good.

Even as Ralph watched, before he could attempt to attack again, the man went limp. For one reason or another, he had rapidly succumbed to the void.

To be fair, I’ve heard you simply can’t take a breath if your torso is exposed to space.

Can’t take a breath at all.

Fuck this was a shitty idea on my part, but it was the only way to get us out here alone.

Where others couldn’t fuck with the duel.

Taking two steps forward, Ralph collected the man’s sword after returning his own to its sheathe.

Hesitating, he gently reached out and tapped the man’s helmet with the tip of his own sword.

It struck with a dull thump coming back to Ralph’s hand, but that was it.

There was no response at all from the man in any way.

As far as Ralph could tell, the man was dead in space.

Not wanting to stare into the dead man’s face, Ralph avoided looking into his helmet. Sticking the sword into the man’s sheath, he then unbuckled the belt.

Throwing it around his own middle, Ralph belted it in place. Thankful for the lack of gravity and resistance in the void.

Instead, he held tightly to his sword and marched over to where the harpoon was stuck in the ship.

The line had broken at some time during the fight and was no longer attached at this point.

Grasping it with his one hand, Ralph then wound it around his waist several times. Holding tight to it, he then leapt.

Away from either ship, in fact.

Hitting the taut point quickly, and with almost no force, Ralph began to swing in an arc. Moving across to the corvette he had come from.

Laughing as he did it.

An awkward and nervous sounding laugh to his own ears.

The lack of friction, of gravity, that loss of inertia, had Ralph sailing along toward the other ship. Swinging between the two with nothing but the void between them.

The harpoon line was of course, far too long, and Ralph ended up being carried well past the original launch point. Slowly, the line wound itself around the corvette until Ralph was able to stick his boots down to the hull.

The magnetic boots powering on immediately.

“Fucking hell,” he grumbled under his breath as he began stomping off to the bay he’d exited from. “I should check on Del. And my cargo. I can… trust… the corvette crew a little bit. Can’t I?

“They didn’t try to shoot me with a turret or anything. Hm. They still think I have bombs all over.

“Damnit. I can’t check on Del or the others yet, can I? Damnit, damnit. This is fucked.”

Cursing to himself, Ralph continued walking.

Right now he needed to get back on board before the corvette’s crew realized that they could get feisty over this.


Chapter 35

Tramping back into the bridge, Ralph was surprised to find everyone had shot to their feet. Every single person in there, roughly thirty, was staring at him with their hands behind their backs.

Stepping into the spot he had been at previously, Ralph wondered what to do next.

Before he could say anything, the woman who had been helping him stepped up to stand in front of him. Her hands came up and quickly began working at his helmet.

“Good fight. Honor,” she said as it came free. “Good trophy! Captain very strong.”

“I mean, that’s the point of being a warrior,” Ralph grumbled, and then sat down heavily in the seat he had been inhabiting.

Before he could even consider what to do next there was another loud buzz.

The same type of noise that’d come before they’d heard the challenge.

This time, there was no verbal compliment that came after it.

“Warrior Turlan, we are still moving in the direction we were previously. We’re increasing our speed as well,” reported the captain who had turned to look at him. “The wreck as well as the… as… your new ship is moving with us.

“Unfortunately, there is a small battle group chasing us now. They will catch up to us within about ten minutes. They were lying in wait in a dark spot with their communications low.

“We had no idea they were there, until they fired up their engines.”

“Fuck,” Ralph hissed and shook his head. “Where are we on the map? Actually, just show me. Also show me the time and how long ago did the Battleship explode.”

“Ah… five hours ago. It exploded five hours ago,” the captain murmured, his eyes rounding partially as he answered. “Please, Warrior, come look here. This is where we are.”

Five hours?

Is that too much time to fix my mangled arm? Is it fucked?

Am I going to be a Privateer with a hook for a left hand?

That’s kinda funny, in a way.

Damnit.

Before Ralph could work at raising up, the young woman took his right arm in her hands and pulled him up. Then quickly guided him over to where the captain stood.

Ralph gazed down at the screen and saw where they were.

As well as the original path that the smuggler’s wreck was on. Likely extrapolated when he gave them their original instructions.

Looking at the plots, the assumed plots, and where they were going, Ralph could guess that they were already past the point he should’ve met up with Marionette.

The Toll should’ve already met up with them hours ago.

Given the battle group’s position, it was likely that they were here precisely because the Turlan’s Toll was spotted nearby.

And here I am, broadcasting myself aloud.

Well… if I were Rio, Xas, and Winnie, where would I be?

Where would I have taken the Toll to wait for word?

They wouldn’t have gone too far, just in case I needed them, but that goes back to them not being here.

“Have you seen anything from anyone at all?” Ralph asked.

“No,” the captain answered.

“Throw a heavy radar ping. They’re already coming for us, it won’t hurt us at all to see what’s nearby,” Ralph stated.

The captain nodded his head and waved a hand at someone.

Who immediately began tapping at a keyboard.

“Contact,” the person said after a handful of seconds passed. “Not the expected contact that we’ve already plotted. It’s a lone ship. It’s… behind us. They’re moving rather quick and catching up to us. They probably already have a firing solution.”

“Yeah, Winnie probably does,” Ralph said with a chuckle. He figured that they had likely missed his original communication, then picked up the transmission about the challenge.

Then went to close the distance on the corvette.

“Feed them all the contacts you have on your screen by laser,” Ralph ordered. “Give them all the telemetry you have. Everything.

“They’ll put together a shot sequence and handle it.”

Ralph was sure of the situation now.

Winnie would be able to knock an entire battle group out of space if they were trying to put on that much speed in a desperate attempt to get to Ralph.

They probably already figured out that the armaments on this corvette aren’t anything. This is a glorified raiding skiff, I bet.

No fear at all of being struck by such a thing.

Chances are, that other ship I took isn’t going to help, or hinder.

Likely just dip out and let the battle group handle the situation. Once we’re dead, then they’d go on their own way.

As if it were never a problem.

That’d fit the rules of honor, too, I suppose.

Clicking his tongue, Ralph waved his right hand at the screen.

“Keep us on this plot. Don’t deviate aggressively or defensively. Keep up a steady ping. Send it out regularly so that our enemies just accept it for what it is. That they ignore it,” he ordered with a grimace. “Ignore that ship I took for now. Send them instructions to stand clear but to not go too far.

“They would have done it on their own, but us ordering them gives us initiative.

“And I don’t know if I need to say it, but with every ping, send the information back to the Toll. Because that’s who’s behind us. Turlan’s Toll. They’re here to pick me up.”

“I… receive signal,” said the person the captain had gestured at. “Is one word. Shoot.”

“Is it a question?” Ralph replied.

“Yes? Yes. Is question,” responded the tech.

“Reply with ‘Winnie’. Nothing else,” demanded Ralph. “Double-u, eye, en, en, eye, ee. Winnie.”

“Sent and… receive word. Yes,” the tech stated.

“Perfect,” Ralph muttered even as his legs started feeling a bit funny. He felt a sudden rush of sweat roll down his back as well.

His face felt wet, and his brow and skin felt clammy.

Unable to keep his attention fixed to the situation, he felt his thoughts start swimming away from him again. Even as he stared mindlessly at the screen.

“— within firing range in… in… ah… twenty…” said someone in the room. The word that came after was in a language Ralph didn’t understand.

“Seconds,” the captain translated.

“Wouldn’t worry about it,” hissed Ralph, blinking several times. “Winnie probably already took her shot. That battlegroup doesn’t even know it’s dead yet.”

Ralph shifted his weight around with a snort. He could picture Winnie jittering away in her seat, crowing about her amazing abilities, demanding sex, and acting like the furthest thing possible from a Confed officer that she’d once been.

“Shoulda fucked her. As a reward,” mumbled Ralph, his words sounding incoherent to his own ears.

Blinking, he realized he said a dark thought he hadn’t actually wanted to acknowledge. Not having Marionette around had left him regretting not taking Winnie up on her offer.

“Just horny. I’ll be fine after I get… get some,” he blurted out. His vision blurring oddly.

No matter how many times he blinked, rubbed at his eyes, or shook his head, it didn’t clear.

“Contact… exploded. Exploded everywhere. All exploded,” said someone, with reverence in their voice.

“Slow us down and p-p-prepare to… to transfer myself over. I need to get my people off the wreck,” Ralph advised. “They’ll need tempo-te-tempor-temporary air locks. Smuggler’s bay and the living quarters.

“And then I… I…”

Ralph’s words trailed off, he lost the ability to think, and he felt himself slam into the ground against his back.

He was staring up into the face of the Blood orphan who had been attending to his needs. Hovering over him and talking to someone else.

Ralph blinked, only to find himself somewhere else.

It looked like the interior of the Toll, given the way the conduit met the ceiling and wall. It was hard to miss the ugly junction, given it was on the Siren and the Toll both.

Then Marionette was above him, only to be replaced by Winnie, then, surprisingly, the spinster aunt he’d abducted.

She had a pursed mouth and flat look to her face that made him think of her chewing on lemons.

Or limes.

Either were pretty awful to chew on.

Or so his odd thoughts told him. As they floated about and bumped into one another.

He was pretty sure he said something at that point and laughed, but no one said anything back to him.

Which meant it was probably all in his head.

Then, the strange thoughts ended abruptly.

His head wasn’t spinning, and the room was no longer trying to spin itself away from him.

He was, in fact, laying in his bed.

Staring up at the ceiling of his room.

His arm hurt quite badly, but it didn’t hurt as bad as it had not that long ago. The hardness of a cast that seemingly went from his shoulder to his wrist made it feel quite immobilized.

Smacking his lips, he realized his mouth was incredibly dry.

Dry as if he were a pill bottle stuffed with cotton.

With a grunt, he turned his head to the right.

There was nothing on his bedside table.

Looking to the left for the other side, he saw there was a pitcher of water and a cup there.

There was no way he was going to be leaning over on his poor left arm to get any water without making sure of how it was positioned.

Looking down at the cast, he checked its position.

And froze.

Turning his head to the side, he continued to stare.

Then turned his head the other way.

No matter which way he looked at it, his arm looked shorter.

By about a hand’s length, in fact.

“Haha, fuck,” Ralph whispered, a bitter smile creasing his face.

He went to move his left hand and he felt pain in his arm, his muscles pulling as if to move the hand, but nothing at all from the end of his arm.

Before he could contemplate that any further, the door to his bedroom opened.

The aunt of his target stood in the doorway. She wasn’t in the uniform he’d captured her in, but looked as if she were wearing street clothes that’d belong on Delilah or Winnie.

“Ah, yes, I thought you’d wake up about now,” she said and came into the room. “The meds would be wearing off. How’s your pain levels?”

Walking up to the side of the bed, she sat down on the edge.

At the same time, Ralph forced himself up to a seated position and put his back to the wall.

Before he could answer her, she leaned in close to him. Her right hand came out and pressed to his throat, her left hand grasping his right at the wrist.

“I mean, my arm hurts pretty bad,” he said in a ragged voice “Pretty sure my hand doesn’t hurt though, since I’m uh… kinda… positive it got removed. Did I become an action figure thrown too hard at a wall? My hand pop off?”

The woman had almost no emotion on her face as she sat there.

After about ten seconds, she let her hand fall away from his neck , silently poured some water into the glass, handed it to him to drink and received a nod of thanks, meeting his eyes again.

“It didn’t pop off, so much as it was flattened,” she answered directly. “To the point that your fingers were attached, but also… not attached. The tendons in your hand, the bones, everything was pulverized.

“There was no saving it.

“I was able to save the rest of your arm, even your wrist, however. A prosthetic will be able to be made quite easily. I made sure to preserve everything I can for future doctors to work with. I tucked it all into the stump for future work.

“Be wary of the inside of your wrist though due to that. You should protect it from injury until those surgeries are performed.”

“Oooh, well thanks Doc,” Ralph said with a chuckle, after clearing his no longer parched throat and handing the glass back. “Appreciate you. I’ll be sure to tell the Pureblood that I really don’t want anything to happen to you, given how you’ve helped me out.”

“That’d be appreciated, considering I don’t hold much worth to my family,” she murmured, a frown on her face. “Before you ask me to have someone else come in and tell you what’s going on, I’ll fill you in myself.

“The rest of your crew is quite busy, and I was tasked with watching over you. Your very paranoid and… charming… AI is also monitoring you, though mostly passively.”

“Uh huh,” Ralph muttered. He did indeed want to know what was going on.

“The battle group was blown up. The corvette took the wreck and left. The ship you captured is moving with us to Blood of Calesat territory.

“My… wonderful… nephew is alive and under restraint. Your crewmate was injured, though safe and recovering. Just as you are. Her wounds were much less life threatening.”

“She crack her helmet open? Get exposed to space?” he asked.

“Yes. She did have some exposure I had to handle, but it was light. She was swift and competent in her handling of her predicament. It spared her,” confirmed the woman.

“Okay. Great. Then… then it’s all done for now,” Ralph said, feeling a weight dropping off his shoulders. “Can I just sleep then? You wanna load me up with pain meds and let me snooze?”

“That was the plan,” said the woman with a flat smile. “I’ll be tending to you till we reach a proper medical station. They will likely want to take you into surgery immediately and prepare you for a prosthetic.

“You should prepare yourself mentally for that.”

“Goodie,” Ralph said, sighed, then laid back down. “Alright Doc. Load me up. Wanna kiss me on the forehead, tuck me in, and read me a story, too?”

Blinking slowly, the woman stared at him.

Then gave him a genuine smile.

“No. I will definitely load you up though,” she said. “Lots and lots of pain meds. You won’t even have a concern about feeling your arm. If I can make it happen, I’d prefer it if you slept till we made landfall, anyways.

“You lost a significant amount of blood. Your suit was filled up to the armpit almost, with your blood.”

“Nice. Maybe I’ll earn a few commendations for it. Technically this was a military action,” mused Ralph with a sniffle. “Going to have to go get a prosthetic from the Confed though. Blood tech fucking sucks for prosthetics.

“That or the Corridor. I’ll see if I can get one for Park, too. We can be twinsies.”

The woman hadn’t been idle as Ralph nattered on.

She had pulled open the bedside drawer, drew out a small bag, and prepared what looked a lot like a hypodermic needle to Ralph.

Only then did he realize that there was an IV stuck in the back of his right hand. Following the line up, he saw an IV bag above his head. The pole had been tied to the bedside.

By the time he had looked back to the woman, she was pulling the needle away from the IV.

“Well, you’ll be out in no time. Enjoy the sleep. It should be pretty deep and dark without any sort of dreams,” she advised, putting everything back away.

“Really? That fast?” Ralph asked.

“Even if you wished to stay awake, you most certainly wouldn’t. On average, it’s about thirty seconds. I’ve seen shorter, I’ve seen longer,” advised the woman, watching him. “Right about now, in fact.”

“Now? I don’t know what you’re—”

Ralph didn’t finish the sentence.


Epilogue

Ralph sighed, shifted around in his hospital bed, and then looked back to the tv on the wall.

Calesat cultural news was on, and it was running through all the various wonderful things that the war machine was doing. All the victories, glorious heroes, and positive gains.

There was no mention of any losses, unless it was heroic, of any sort.

Which wasn’t a surprise.

The Blood of Calesat always kept a strong clamp on the news and what was sent to it’s public. There would be no news that might change the view that the people at the top wanted those at the bottom to see.

Which the people at the bottom tacitly agreed to.

So long as the government upheld their end of the bargain, that the Calesat as a whole would grow, gain, be better than previous generations, and gain glory, then the Calesat people would tolerate their leaders being the way they were.

A strange twinge from his hand shot down his arm. It felt as if he were clenching his hand with extreme force.

That he was trying to crush something between his fingers.

With a hand that wasn’t there.

Groaning, Ralph thumped the back of his head against the headboard of his hospital bed. He’d experienced more than a few of these since coming out of surgery several days prior.

Fortunately, most of his crew was visiting him constantly during visiting hours.

Unfortunately, the nurses got their way during non-visiting hours, and everyone had to leave. Regardless of Ralph’s status, his rank, or who came to see him.

The nurses ruled the hospital.

So when the door suddenly popped open, it made Ralph jump.

Visiting hours were long over and there wouldn’t be anyone to come see him until the morning. He was mostly still in the hospital because the doctors were monitoring the stump of his wrist and the implants that they’d put into it.

The door opened and a person walked in with the door shutting behind them.

“Oh, sexy bodyguard!” Ralph said, lifting up his stump and pointing it at the big bulky Calesat woman. “Hei-Ran! Hey, Hei-Ran! Still sexy, still big. Love the look.

“I’m afraid I’m not the same me anymore.”

Ralph held up his stump that he’d been pointing at her as an example.

Hei-Ran had turned pale at his words, her eyes wide as she gazed at him. She hadn’t stopped moving though, walking into the hospital room fully and moving to his side of the bed.

“You’re still you. Your left hand will be replaced,” she countered with a shake of her head. “It’ll only slow you for a short time.”

“Uh huh, uh huh. So what—”

The door opened again, and more people came in.

Followed by the Pureblood himself entering the room.

“Ahhh, the recovering hero himself,” the Pureblood said with clear joy in his voice as he came to a stop at the foot of the bed. “I send you out to fetch a prisoner, you blow up a Battleship, capture the one I want, an extra family member, as well as a Gunboat in single combat.

“I regret that you lost a hand in my service though. I’ll cover everything as stipulated in your contract, plus extras and everything we agreed on verbally.

“I’ve already reached out to a few people in the Terran Confederation and a number of Corridor stations. We’ll find whatever we can and get the best one for you.

“Whatever we need to do, to get you back to your previous standard. Maybe even better.

“And before you ask, I took the liberty of having Park fit for one as well. He was bothered until I lied to him and told him you asked to have him fitted for one. Since you were having one done.”

Ralph chuckled at that, his right hand clasping his bandaged left stump.

He often found himself grabbing at it for some reason.

“Well, thanks. Make sure you get me a hook, too. A sharp hook. If I’m going to keep being a legal pirate, I should get a hook hand for flair, right?” Ralph asked.

The Pureblood laughed at that, putting his hands on his hips.

“I’ll make sure you have an entire case full of attachments. Don’t you fear,” said the older man.

“Oh, the extra family member I grabbed. Be nice to her. Very nice to her. She’s the one who saved my arm. Made it as easy as it was for the hospital to do their work. They’ve said several times it was expertly done,” Ralph stated with a short nod of his head. “If her family doesn’t want her, or to trade for her to come back, I’ll buy her as an indentured servant off you.

“I need a good Doc for my ship and she uh… yeah. She clearly is very good at her job.”

The Pureblood nodded his head slowly at that. Clearly considering the proposal.

“Would it help if I bought the super sexy bodyguard with the ?” Ralph said and pointed his stump at Hei-Ran. “She’s clearly worth her muscle weight in gold. Since she’s made out of muscles and all. That and Calesat women are gorgeous. That doesn’t hurt at all.

“Need a ship full of Calesat women all beholden to me and all my needs.

“Multiple ships.

“A fleet. Yeah… a whole fleet. Calesat women in every possible ship’s posting. From janitor to XO. Calesat.”

“I will gladly purchase an entire clan’s worth of servants for you for the sake of keeping your bloodline as part of the Calesat,” the Pureblood laughingly teased. Then he heaved a sigh. “Having the bloodline of Turlan, which is attached to the bloodline of Gae, is one to be preserved, in truth.

“Just please make sure you do not join their bloodline to yours just yet. It would be better for you to have kids first elsewhere. After a few children with another family, then it’d be fine.”

“Haha, sure, sure,” Ralph said and adjusted the pillow behind his head. “What brings you here, Pureblood?

“I appreciate the news about my new hand, but I bet you’re not here for that,” Ralph accused with a grin.

“No… no I’m not here for just that,” agreed the Pureblood. “I would like to renew our contract with better terms. Given your injury, your contract was forcibly paid out in full, per the stipulation, and then negated.

“When you’re ready for duty, please reach out to me and let me know. We’ll get you signed on and squared away quickly.

“I did process your other requests, by the way.”

“Oh?” Ralph asked.

“Mm. Here you are,” the Pureblood said, and pointed a finger at a body guard. They in turn pulled out a data-slate and set it down gently on Ralph’s lap. “The war is going well for us. We’ve taken more than we’ve lost, and we’ve gained forty Warriors and only lost maybe ten.”

Ralph really didn’t care.

He was fairly certain this war was pointless.

A glorified way to give people a chance to raise themselves up in life.

Because what other way would a warrior society do it, if not through war.

“Now, tell me the whole story. I’d love to hear more,” the Pureblood asked as a bodyguard brought a seat over for him.

Right… okay.

Story time.

***

Ralph went to grab his duffel bag and realized there wasn’t a good way for him to carry it with his left arm in a cast and his left hand gone.

“Oh yeah, haha… one handed… yeah,” Ralph grumbled.

“I’ve got it! I’ll gladly hold your sack for you,” Winnie said, and reached past him to grab the bag. “I’ll be super tender, cradle it lovingly, give it a gentle tug at the right moment. Want me to put my lips on it and gaze at you?”

“Oh my god, Winnie,” Ralph laughed, looking to the woman as she threw the bag over her shoulder.

“Yeah, that’s what I want you to be screaming at me as I ride you into the bed,” Winnie said and pointed at him with both hands, giving him finger guns. “Scream it for me. Call me mommy and make me know you love it.”

“Mommy, hold onto my sack, and move your damn hips,” Ralph demanded.

“Hell yeah, fuck that’s great to hear,” Winnie crowed, slapped a hand to Ralph’s ass, and moving to the door. “Shit. That’s the best I’ve felt in months. Yeah. Hell yeah.”

Laughing, Ralph followed her out.

Winnie’s humor and Marionette’s care were the only two saving graces he had during his entire hospital stay.

“Mm… say it gain, Ralph?” Winnie asked as they started moving down the hall.

“Mommy, use your lips and tongue all over my sack while looking up at me,” Ralph said in a flat tone. “Now come on, we’re in public. There’s probably kids around or something.”

“Blah, blah. There aren’t. They cleared the floor because you were being discharged today,” Winnie said. “We’re also going to the roof. They’re taking us back to the Toll by shuttle. Apparently, they realized you trying to get out normally was just a stupid idea.”

“Smart,” Ralph said, his eyes drifting toward Winnie’s rear end. He didn’t mean to stare, but she’d put on muscle in the right spots, and she was looking fit and fine as of late.

It didn’t help that he’d been celibate during his entire hospital visit, or that she was wearing a pair of tight shorts.

Marionette had offered to take care of his needs, several times in fact, but he hadn’t wanted to risk his heart rate going wild on a monitor and a nurse walking in.

“Yeah, I kinda told them to do it. Rio and I were worried about someone trying to take a pot shot at you,” Winnie said with a shake of her head. The mechanical ears twitching on her head. “Your name is being so well broadcast that even the Blood of Vannah citizenry know about you.

“That makes you a big target. Especially when you’re planet-side like this.”

Winnie and Ralph made it to the elevator, and she flicked the roof access button.

When the doors opened a minute later, Ralph found Marionette and Delilah standing there. Waiting for him.

“Del, Rio, what a beautiful pair you are,” Ralph said cheerfully.

He was putting on a brave face for everyone, and that included his own crew.

Letting them in on the fact that he was rather down about losing his hand wouldn’t help at all.

Not in the least.

Right now they needed him to be proud and bold.

An ugly statement bubbled up from his past.

Something his uncle had said more than a few times.

They’d rather see me die atop my white horse, than to fall off it.

But I don’t really believe that at all.

Maybe… maybe I should let them in on it. Just not here.

Not now.

When we’re safe on the Toll.

“Why, thank you!” Marionette said with a laugh and a wave of her hand.

“Thank you,” said Delilah with a grin.

The bounty-hunter had been rather grateful about the fact that he hadn’t left her in the wreck. That he had done all he could to save her.

She’d had no way out of the bedroom outside of someone saving her.

Moving to the shuttle, everyone went in quickly.

“Oh, Rio hon, Pureblood gave me news about your family last night. Your planet,” Ralph said as soon as the shuttle door closed. “I have the data-slate in my bag. Simple answer is, they were last reported as alive and safe.

“The whole planet is on a communications blackout though. Resistance is ongoing and they’re trying to curb people from realizing it, by keeping everything quiet.”

“Thank you!” Marionette said and then guided him into a seat. “Now, you just relax. As soon as we get you home, I expect you to do nothing but rest. Rest, think, and recharge. I’ve had Xas download a ton of things for us to binge on, as well as more than a few crates of snacks and things.

“I put a lot of it on the Siren and the Armory. Xas didn’t mind.”

Ralph nodded his head and got comfortable in the seat.

There was a pop as Delilah turned the radio on.

“— of Dashi has invaded Mirkil space. By all accounts the Blood of Dashi are looking to stay, rather than just raid,” said the reporter.

“Well that’s fucking news,” Winnie said and collapsed into the seat on the other side of Ralph. “Wanna call me mommy again and tell me horrible shit? Like what you wanna do to me?”

“Sources report that the Terran Confederation has reached out to the Blood of Calesat and confirmed that the Calesat have no interest at all in this conflict,” the reported continued. “In fact, a number of Blood have called out the Dashi for their attack as reckless. Raids are to be expected, but a full invasion is asking those non-humans to take to another crusade.”

“Non-humans,” Marionette asked.

“Call me mommy,” whispered Winnie, leaning in close to Ralph. She had one hand on his stomach as she said it. “Call me it. Tell me what you want to do to me.”

“Non-humans,” Delilah confirmed. “Most Blood view everyone who isn’t Blood as non-human. If you’re not Blood, you’re not human.

“You have no idea how much an exception we all are because of Park adopting me in a way.”

“Call me mommy,” Winnie pleaded, moving in so close that her breath was washing over his jaw and neck. “Mommy. Call me it.”

“We could always sign on with the Confed as a privateer to fight the Dashi, couldn’t we?” Marionette asked.

“Mommy,” whispered Winnie, so close that he couldn’t see anything other than her eyes and forehead now.
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