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Chapter 1

“You know what? You’re a thief. A damn thief,” hissed the nurse, followed by a groan. She then laid down the cards she’d been holding face down and stood up. “I’ll not play another hand with you, Privateer; it’s obvious you’ll take everything I wager.”

“Oh, I’m no thief. I just play cards well enough that it might as well be stealing,” Ralph replied with a grin, laying down the cards he’d been holding in his right hand.

His left hand was, of course, gone.

Today was the day that changed, though.

The day he got the prosthetic that would more or less be permanently attached to his arm and was never coming off, because the Pureblood had gone above and beyond to make this happen, and Ralph was getting something that had only been theoretical.

A full prosthetic that would replace his wrist, be grafted directly to the bones, tendons, and muscles, and provide a base for him to insert any ‘hand’ he wished. It’d taken longer to get done, as well as a few more surgeries, but it’d all happened.

There’d only been a brief interlude to allow some healing in between before the process moved forward once again.

The Pureblood had discharged him per contract stipulations at full pay, bonuses, and with all the promised benefits as if he were wounded.

Xas, Delilah, Marionette, and Winnie were all taking the time to relax, refit, and get ready for whatever came next. Eun had regretfully gone back to duty with the Calesat, as she had been there as a guest and was not actually part of his crew.

“Hm,” grumped the nurse with a smile. Then she shrugged her shoulders and left without another word. She was a somewhat fun individual, but Ralph hadn’t really given her much attention either.

It was likely why she was somewhat prickly with him if he didn’t miss his guess.

He was quite happy with Marionette in his life and wasn’t about to jeopardize that by making a pass at the random nurses that shuffled through his stays in the hospitals.

As the nurse left, the door remained open, and a new visitor came through.

A visitor Ralph had seen a lot of as of late.

His personal doctor, Liseth Vanah.

She was the aunt of his last target before Ralph lost his left hand in the fight that followed Mike’s kidnapping.

He’d captured her at the same time he had captured Mike for the Pureblood to use in an exchange. Except that the Vanah family had no use for Liseth, and they had told the Pureblood to do what he wanted with her.

To which Ralph immediately made a claim on her, and now she was his physician.

“Liseth, you beautiful woman,” Ralph said with a grin as soon as she came in.

In response, she gave him a small smile and moved toward him, holding onto a medical slate.

She was young enough that she was quite attractive, but not so young as to be confused with someone who had only just started out in her career.

Liseth was actually right around Ralph’s age, just with a number of longevity treatments. Quite like himself, in fact. Despite that, she looked closer to Marionette’s age.

She had fair skin to the point of it being the color of bleached paper, hair pulled behind her head in a loose bun that was so pale in color it was nearly platinum blonde, and eyes that were oddly dark, comparatively.

Her figure was slim, for the most part, but there were tell-tale signs she’d had her bust added to and perhaps some things done to her waistline.

While she was no Marionette, Liseth was an attractive and striking woman.

“You seem perky,” she murmured in a dry tone as she walked up to his hospital bed. Setting the slate down into the dock on a medical device next to the bed, she tapped at it twice and looked at him. “No pain with the adjustment? I need to know, Ralph.

“There isn’t much time to make any changes after today. This’ll be it for at least a year. We’ll need to give it that long just to figure out how your body accepts it.”

“You know,” Ralph began, and quirked a brow while watching Liseth. “I wanted to make a comment about you being perky, but you blew right through it. Now I’m left with trying to make a comment about having ‘your body accepting it’ but that’s just crass.”

Liseth blinked at him, the small smile still in place. It seemed to be part of her ‘bedside demeanor’ more than an actual smile. She didn’t say anything and just stared at him.

Waiting for an answer.

“Yes, Doc, it’s fine. Everything feels like it should. I think,” Ralph said and held up his stump.

Or at least, where the stump had been.

Now there was a bright and shiny metallic cap at the end of his wrist. Packed full of electronics that wouldn’t have a problem being lodged inside of flesh and tissue, or cause issues with said meat.

Cutting-edge technology that was quite literally in the hypothetical stages.

A happy coincidence of money, influence, and the need for a test subject had married the causes together, with Ralph getting the very first application as a result.

The Terran Confederation was happy; they had a test subject of note and worth.

The doctors involved were happy because Ralph had everything they needed in a perfect case scenario to attach the cap to.

The Pureblood was happy as he would be able to show off how he took care of a Calesat war hero.

Ralph was happy, after all, he was getting a prosthetic that’d mimic a hand, just with less feeling or sensation.

All those happy people were watching today with a great deal of trepidation.

Only an hour ago, the cybernetics doctors for the project had come in, made a few final changes, then closed up the new joint and sealed it. It wouldn’t be opened again for a year unless there was something critically wrong, or there was a life-threatening emergency.

Doing so would risk the integrity of the stump’s health as well as the cap’s ability to function.

“It’s kind of hard to tell other than… well… it’s a stump?” Ralph asked and held it up to her. “But hey, you know what, you’re much better than my left hand. It wasn’t doing that much for me anyway.

“He was a bit of a laggard and always ended up feeling like second place. Ya know?

“When the Pureblood told me you weren’t going home, all I had to say was, ‘You know, Pureblood, I could use her since I lost my left hand,’ and here you are.”

“Mmm, so you’ve told me,” murmured Liseth, the small smile tightening at his words. She leaned in, took the metallic cap in both hands, and rolled it one way, then the other. Moving his forearm as she did so. “You’ll forgive me if I seem a bit fussy about being traded so casually.”

“I mean… I get it. You weren’t my target, but I couldn’t just leave you there alive, either,” Ralph mumbled. Not for the first time, he felt guilty about Liseth. At the same time, he didn’t quite feel that guilty either.

If he’d left her there, she’d have died in the ship explosion.

“Yes, yes, I know. I would’ve died one way or the other,” Liseth whispered, tipped the cap toward herself, and peered into the port at the front of it. It’s where the cybernetic hand would go and directly intersected with the tendons, nerves, and muscles that’d been pulled into the technological singularity that was his wrist. “I’m actually thankful in a number of ways for what happened. Just… not entirely.

“I had a life. Friends. Even a few members of my family who weren’t that hostile to me. It’s sad to see it all vanish just like that.”

“I mean… okay, but it isn’t gone,” Ralph argued. He’d been chewing on this one since she said it for the first time a few days ago. In the months that she’d been tending to him during this time of convalescence, he’d spent a lot of time talking to her. “I’ve never restricted you, I don’t put any ownership on you, and I pay you what a specialist doctor would be paid.

“You’re not so much a blood slave or servant as just… uh… my doctor. You’re my Doc, Doc. Privateer Doc. Lady Doc?”

Liseth finally gave him a real smile at that, released his metallic cap, and laid his arm down next to him in the bed. She watched him for several seconds while smiling, then blew out a breath.

“Yes. You’re treating me as crew. You’re… you’re not wrong. I suppose I’m being a bit melodramatic,” Liseth said, rolled her eyes, and looked away, her smile never faltering. She finally looked back at Ralph. “Well… Captain… everything is as it should be. The prosthetic team will be in shortly to… insert it… and we can watch you to see if your body accepts it.”

The way she’d said that final sentence had most certainly been deliberate.

As if she knew exactly how those words would sound without context, and gave them a flat delivery.

“What,” she said, her smile becoming a grin. “Do you think I’m Winnie? Desperate to get you into a bed and flirting with you at every opportunity?”

Liseth laughed softly, picked up the data slate, and read it over quietly.

“You… are far more of a tease than Winnie is, you just do it from a point that makes it hard to respond to,” Ralph accused her, eyeing her with a grin as wide as her own. He found the flirty byplay with her as enjoyable as it was with Delilah.

“I know it. You like it, I like it, it’s fine,” Liseth murmured, her grin faltering as she read over his data. “Your sperm count is quite down, though that’s not unexpected given the dosages of the painkillers you’ve been taking for the testing.”

“Want another sample? Inserted directly, and we’ll see how your body accepts it?” deadpanned Ralph. He hadn’t been pleased when Liseth had demanded he put a load in a small cup for her, but he had complied.

“Maybe in the distant future,” Liseth answered as she tapped at her slate. Then she sighed and shook her head. “The longev updates they did for you at the same time are also causing issues with your hormonal balances. I’ll keep an eye on it, but it isn’t anything to be concerned over.

“And yes, before you ask, everyone either got their first treatments or was updated, like me and Delilah. It’s aggravating to admit, but Marionette somehow looks younger than previously. Some women have just… perfect genetics.”

Finally, Liseth turned back to him and stood there, waiting.

It was obvious she knew he had questions.

He’d been cooped up in this hospital for nearly a week, and they had disallowed him a TV or most anything that had a signal that could possibly interact with the technological marvel on his wrist.

That meant no phone, no radio, no TV, no tablets, nothing.

Only medical data slates, nurses, and visitors.

Though as Liseth had said, most of his visitors were getting longev, or longevity treatments, and had been occupied as well.

“How’s that Mirkil war going?” Ralph asked instead.

“Not too badly for the Confed. That newly minted Cavalier of theirs has been leading the way. Most recently, he cleared part of the Hive city and destroyed several capital ships. While in a Walker, no less. The Dashi are most certainly regretting their invasion. Though, to be fair, having an enemy as strong as the Lord Cavalier will drive their people forward in a surge after this. Even if he is non-human.”

Blood are strange and interesting people.

Having an enemy as strong as that young man only makes them try harder, rather than want to quit.

“Anything else?” Liseth asked, her head tilting to one side. “And don’t flirt, Ralph. I’m here as your doctor at this moment, and to make sure you’re well. Your care is my primary concern.”

Ralph’s quip died unspoken, and he sighed, then looked at his metallic stump.

“Is it gonna hurt when they put the prosthetic in?” he asked.

“Most certainly. It’s directly interfacing with nerves and tendons in a facsimile environment so that you can move the hand as freely as if it were your own. Those nerves and tendons have been dormant and unused. It’ll be like you’ve slept on your hand and it’s waking up,” Liseth answered, her eyes watching him closely. “I’ll be here to monitor and watch, of course, but I will not be able to administer anything. They will need to test, adjust, and watch your responses.”

“And I didn’t even get a hook out of it,” Ralph mumbled instead with a laugh.

“Ah, that’s not true. I bought you a hook,” Liseth replied, her small smile reappearing again. “If the hand needs cleaning, there’s a disconnect separate from the control rod. You can pull the hand off and clean it. It’s dishwasher safe, you know.

“During that cleaning process, you’re supposed to be using a non-conductive sleeve over the control rod to protect it. The doctors are supplying eight of them just in case. They’re cheap and would likely be disposable.

“I bribed one of them to give me a few extras. I had them fitted with other prosthetics that wouldn’t have the tech, but would work just fine. One… is a hook. A nice silver one.

“I also had one set up to receive a sword blade down the road, or a pistol if you wished.”

Ralph laughed loudly at that, watching Liseth as she spoke.

“What?” Liseth asked, her smile once more growing wider. “Now… be a good captain, don’t be fussy, and I’ll sneak you your phone after they get you settled.”

“Really, Doc?” Ralph asked eagerly.

“Of course,” Liseth assured him, dipped her head fractionally, then opened her mouth to continue speaking but instead went silent. The door had opened, and she’d looked over to it. She returned her gaze to him, and smiled genuinely. Her eyes crinkled at the edges. “Until later, Captain.”

Fuck.

I’m not looking forward to this.

***

Ralph held up his left hand and slowly flexed all the fingers one by one. Then he had them each touch his thumb. Next, he used his thumb tip to touch each joint of each finger.

He closed his hand into a fist, squeezed it as hard as he could, then relaxed his hand completely.

The dull, unreflective, dark gray metal hand performed fairly well.

It was a bit slow, a bit inaccurate, but Ralph could tell it would get better with time and usage.

Because when he’d first tried doing this last week, it had failed spectacularly. He hadn’t been able to do much of anything.

“It seems like it’s coming easier?” asked Marionette from the dining table seat beside him. “You’re moving it around much better than you did in the hospital.”

Grinning, Ralph turned and looked to his Ship’s-Mistress.

The Lady Smiling Siren herself.

Marionette, in all her beautiful glory, was looking at him.

She was currently dressed in blacks and reds, and looked as if she were ready to go for a stroll down a plaza for a photo shoot.

She was a stunning woman and had always been.

Liseth had been right, though, and the longevity treatments had somehow smoothed out a few tiny imperfections, leaving her all the more lovely.

Long, dark black hair, pale skin, and bright green eyes made her remarkable to look at for her features alone. She had an elegant beauty that drew eyes and attention wherever she went, no matter what.

In addition to her fantastic looks, Marionette had been blessed with a great body. One she had put a great deal of care into, modified with some small amount of surgery, and had worked to shape into what could only be described as a weapon.

Marionette was heavy in her chest and hips, narrow in her waist, and was only five foot one at best.

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

Knowing full well what her looks gave her, she had molded herself into a weapon created to distract and get what she wanted out of people.

She had had a modeling and acting career until her planet ran afoul of house politics.

“Don’t… say it. It’d be stupid, and even I came up with it,” Marionette grumbled, looking at him with a smile despite her tone. She was currently picking at a salad that looked quite dry and boring to him, but it was part of the mental control she exhibited to keep her body as she demanded it to be.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Rio,” Ralph lied smoothly. He couldn’t deny he had been considering making a comment about ‘always coming easy’ with her. “You malign me, Lady Siren.”

Marionette wrinkled her nose at that and shook her head.

“Liar,” she whispered, then leaned in and kissed him. A kiss full of warmth and care that left him unable to argue with her when she pulled away. “Oh! I want to take that photo in front of the placard today. I got the other photos I wanted. I have one of me pointing to the Privateer Armory placard, the Privateer Siren Placard, and I want one of all of us in front of the Privateer Toll placard.

“I don’t really have to hide it anymore since uhm… well, they figured out who I was after your jaunt through space with Blood-Orphans and blowing up a Battleship got every headline across the Terran Confederation, the Corridor, and most Bloods. A photo popped up of me when we were waiting outside the hospital for you, and it just… chained from there.”

“Oh? That doesn’t sound like great press for you, does it? An actress and model serving as a Ship’s-Mistress?” Ralph asked.

“Mm, I thought it’d be a problem at first, yes. But… it’s actually getting people interested in my career instead?” Marionette mused after she finished chewing a forkful of lettuce. “I’ve gotten a lot of requests for work since then. I’ve turned them down, of course, since… well… I’m not technically a Confed citizen right now. I’m a citizen of Calesat until whatever happens with Ginil happens.

“I don’t plan on taking a step off the ship unless I have to, or it’s with you. It’s just not worth the risk.”

“Noooope!” Xas interjected, followed by a high-pitched and rapid-fire laugh. “Not worth it at all!”

A flicker on the nearby screen preceded Xas projecting an animated version of an avatar there.

An animated CGI woman, except the features weren’t constantly shifting anymore.

Xas had settled on an avatar that didn’t morph wildly anymore.

Bright red hair, bright green eyes, a freckled face, and petite features.

Surprisingly, it was a Dashi woman.

Xas had been inspired after looking into the Dashi war with the Mirkil house.

“Because any man with half a brain that knew you weren’t a citizen would start a war for you,” Xas said with another laugh. “You’re a walking escalation for any nation leader.”

“Shush, you,” Marionette murmured with a grin, peering at the screen.

“Noooooo, I refuse. Also, since we’re finally done with all the prosthetic stuff, what’d you want to do next, Ralph?” asked Xas.

Marionette turned and looked at Ralph as well.

Raising his eyebrows as he thought on that, he realized his medical vacation was over.

It was time to get back to work.

There were multiple goals that he had for himself, and honestly, for the others on board.

Primarily, they needed to get paid.

Second to that, they’d need a place to permanently call home. Because being ever in space was asking for mental trauma.

Last was spoiling Marionette. Or at least spoiling her as much as he could.

As well as taking care of his crew.

“How’s that Mirkil war looking?” Ralph asked, letting his thoughts shift.

“Like it’s about to become bigger. Might become a Confed war,” Xas answered. “Mirkil is supporting House Bertson, who in turn supports House Ginil.

“Which are all in direct opposition to House Feda, who invaded House Ginil, and their supporters, House Zane.”

“A Confed war,” mused Ralph. “Well, that’d be one place to make a lot of money, wouldn't it? Because I’m not so sure the Calesat war is a good place for us anymore. As much as I liked Eun, I was getting tired of announcing our presence before the fight.

“I’d rather just blow them up and pick through the wreckage if they don’t get the hint immediately. That and having to constantly pick military targets.”

“To be sure… House wars always end up being ‘total war’ without restriction,” Xas confirmed. “Should I plot a course? Though we’ll still need a pilot, won’t we?”

Damn, yeah, we will.

I liked Eun a lot.

She was fun.

But… but in the same breath, she was here because she was assigned by the Calesat.

Everyone else is here for us.

I’ll think about it.

For now, we need to go see House Mirkil and find out if they’re hiring Privateers.


Chapter 2

“I’m so damn fit now. I’m literally more fit now than I was as a Confed officer,” Winnie said, holding her extremely tight-fitting tank top up and away from her stomach. “Look, I’ve got actually defined abs. I’m not too fit, am I? I’m still sexy to you? You’d wreck me and call me mommy with a smile, still?”

Ralph choked out a laugh and looked away from Winnie and back to the display for their route to dock at the flagship of House Mirkil. They’d received his request to discuss the possibility of being hired as a Privateer with an eagerness that surprised him.

“I mean, my boobs are still nice and full. I didn’t lose any size to them. My band size got a bit smaller, but they look bigger? Maybe? I guess?” Winnie whined, sounding concerned now. “Friggin’ Rio got me addicted to working out rather than letting my mind go to the bad place.

“Mmm. Do I need a boob job? Maybe?”

Winnie squeezed her own boobs after letting the tank top slide down.

The five-foot-two weapons officer Winnie, also named the Lady Armory, was a lightly brown skinned and highly attractive woman. She had brown hair that bordered on black and deep brown eyes.

When he met her, she had given off a sharp feeling of being angry when being around her. An angry, five-foot-two, attractive woman who invited and dismissed attention in equal measure.

At some point, that feeling had fled, and there was now a feeling of being ‘settled’ about Winnie.

Settled and confident.

Dressed in a tank top that did nothing to hide her larger-than-average bust, pinched waist, and a bit more curve than other women despite her workouts, she was indeed a picture of fitness and femininity in equal measure.

Other than the tank top, she was dressed in a skin-tight space suit that was bunched around her hips. It had an upper portion as well, but that was currently hanging off from her rear.

She’d pulled it down to complain to Ralph about her chest.

As ever, perched on the top of her head was a pair of mechanical fox ears that were actually moving minutely as if they were real, which they most certainly were not.

Despite all the changes for the better that Winnie had gone through, she hadn’t been able to set aside those ears.

“You’re fine as you are,” Liseth remarked from where she sat in the co-pilot seat. Marionette and Delilah were currently going through the armory on a weapons check, and Winnie had been ‘off-duty’ on the shift rotation. This gave the Doc a chance to get some piloting experience with Ralph. “And if you want a different answer rather than what you’d likely deign as a ‘false platitude’, you’re short, fit, with breasts larger than average, and different than Delilah and Marionette.

“Ralph is a man who seems to thrive on variety, exploration, and experiencing new things. Be different, be variety, be the new thing. If you turn into a clone of Marionette, would he be as interested?”

“Oh shit, that’s a super good point,” Winnie said, still prodding at her boobs. Then she sighed, pulled the space suit back into place over herself, and closed it up for the most part. She’d done it in such a way that it made a show of her cleavage and pulled her tank top to the sides. “Yes! Haha, attention got!”

Winnie did a little shimmy as if it were a victory dance, turned, and then skipped away from him.

“I’m going to go fuss with the new targeting updates I got from the Confed! They were kind of interesting and handled a lot of things I had complained to them about years ago.

“I’ll be in my room! Come get it when you want it, Ralph! I’m always very willing!” Winnie called over her shoulder. The sound of her boots tapping and clicking across the deck plate faded as she went.

“Well,” Liseth remarked and turned partially in the co-pilot seat. She was also in a space suit, and it did a remarkable job of making her look just as lovely as Winnie. “If the choices are between alcoholic and ‘mildly obsessed’, then I’d say the latter is certainly the better choice.

“No, it isn’t unhealthy, no, I don’t think she’s had a drink since she came onboard, and yes, I do think she’s doing well with her therapy. I won’t tell you the details other than to confirm she’s consulted with me, I’ve checked in on the therapy she’s doing, and seen some of her patient work.

“She just… fixates on you in many ways. Good or ill, she sees you as a crossroad she didn’t get to choose at first, but has now embraced.”

Ralph grunted at that as he went through the final docking procedures. His prosthetic hand was doing far better than he expected.

There wasn’t much in the way of sensation from it, like a proper hand would have, but there was some.

He could tell how much pressure he was putting on something. Could tell how much strength he was putting into it, and the general feedback and feel of whatever he was holding.

He’d been practicing with soda cans and trash whenever he had the opportunity. Things were progressing, and he could see positive results.

“Fixates,” Ralph repeated as he got the clearance to move into a docking bay directly.

Well damn.

Here we go.

“Yes. Sexually and emotionally,” Liseth confirmed. “Ah, I… put in the plot that the computer recommended, but changed the approach to match what the Mirkil bay pilot sent. I assumed they’d have a better idea of what would work?”

“That’s fine,” replied Ralph. He’d already seen the changes she’d made and found them to be perfectly fine. “If I… if I acted on Winnie… sexually… or emotionally… would it damage her?”

The question was somewhat surprising to him and came without him even thinking about it. He couldn’t deny that as Winnie sobered, pulled her weight, got in amazing shape, and just became a better person, she’d become a much more attractive person to him.

To the point that he couldn’t quite keep thoughts about her from creeping into his mind.

“No,” Liseth answered immediately with a laugh. “If anything, it’d reaffirm her choices. Just don’t be confused about the whole of it. She acts like it’s just sex, that it’s a fascination, or maybe just a fixation. Just a fling.

“It isn’t. Don’t treat it like one. That would harm her.”

“Not really thinking of that. I’ve got Rio,” Ralph got out quickly.

“Yes, I happened to see her contract when I was going through medical paperwork,” Liseth agreed. “I don’t think I’ll ever be a decent pilot. I just can’t seem to keep all the different movements required in mind.”

Contract.

I… yes.

I suppose she’s right.

I’ve got Marionette under contract and… yeah.

She’s my Ship’s-Mistress for about three years. Pay equal to what I see fit, and I have all rights to her in the bedroom.

She forced the contract on me. I even told her no.

But… no.

It’s more than just a contract.

This is more than just Marionette being here because she needed the safety.

It’s not an act.

“Privateer Turlan, Admiral Clause would be appreciative if you could come see him on the bridge,” came a voice over the com system. “We’ve drawn up an escort for you, as well. You’re, of course, welcome to come armed if you so choose.”

Liseth turned partially in her seat to look at him.

“Are you going in alone?” she asked, quirking a delicate eyebrow at him.

She’s been highlighting her looks as of late, hasn’t she?

Wearing makeup, trimming that arched brow of hers, and got a haircut at the last port.

Even her clothes have changed,

In fact, didn’t we see her doing ‘maintenance’ with Del, Rio, and Winnie?

“I was thinking I should. Why? Should I not?” Ralph asked, curious what her opinion was.

“Take Winnie,” answered Liseth without a moment of hesitation.

“She’s not even dressed to go,” argued Ralph as he got out of the captain’s chair. He adjusted his coat, sword at his side, and laser pistol in its holster.

“I’ll handle that. Just give me five minutes,” Liseth stated without any room for him to actually argue about it. She’d already stepped out of the co-pilot seat and was on her way at a swift walk toward Winnie’s room.

“I’d bet it’s because Winnie was Confed,” mused Xas quietly from behind him. “This might be an opportunity for her to approach part of what she was, from a safe space at your side.”

“Oh,” Ralph said with a blink as he processed what Xas said. It now made perfect sense to him. He could easily see Liseth suggesting Winnie, if only to make sure she could keep on her road to recovery. “Then I’ll just go stand by the exit ramp.”

Putting his left hand on top of his sword hilt, and finding it was actually rather comfortable despite his left hand no longer being flesh, Ralph left the cockpit area. He headed to the ramp and then waited there.

As he stood near the airlock, he casually tested his left hand’s grip, strength, and sensations against his sword.

I wonder if… I wonder if I could put sensors in a sword hilt.

If I put sensors in the sword hilt, then had it link up with my hand, could I theoretically feel the sword as if it were an actual extension of me?

I wasn’t terrible at using a sword with my left hand, it just wasn’t as easy as it was with my right.

Lifting up his prosthetic left hand, Ralph opened and closed it slowly. Watching the segmented joints shifting, closing, and unclosing perfectly as he moved it around.

With a smirk, he spun the hand all the way around. Letting it do a full three-sixty before it settled back into its ‘home’ position. He found that when the hand was in line with the wrist, it felt normal.

Correct, even.

The biggest downside he’d found so far with his false hand was that it simply couldn’t hold the same weight his original hand could have. The electronic stump and the prosthetic could carry up to forty to fifty pounds.

More than that, and it’d be at risk of failing.

Which meant climbing and pull-ups were no longer something he’d ever be able to pursue.

“Uhm… I’m… I’m ready, I… I guess.”

Turning his head, Ralph found Winnie coming to a stop beside him. She was dressed in a formal set of clothes that actually matched his own coat and dress pants.

It was something they’d picked up before they left Calesat in case of a formal situation where a dress wasn’t the dress code. She fit it out extremely well and looked like a different person entirely.

“I think I missed out by not seeing you in a military uniform, Winnie,” Ralph offered with a grin. “Any chance you’ve got some photos of your dress uniform?”

Winnie blinked, then grinned at him even as her cheeks turned a faint red.

“I’m sure we could work something out. So long as you let me wear my ears,” Winnie said, the last part added in a rush.

“I’m not against it. I’m surprised you’re not wearing them now, if I’m being honest,” Ralph offered.

“I… errr… can I?” Winnie asked in a quiet voice, her eyes watching him while they widened. “Right now?”

Ralph hesitated for a moment, critically thought about the situation as a whole, then nodded his head.

“Go get them. Put them on. Then come back to me, Winnie. I expect a big smile when you come back. Real big. So big I can’t help but call you mommy, alright?” stated Ralph in a calm tone. One that hopefully Winnie would latch to and feel stable.

“O-okay. Okay! Okay. Thanks, Ralph,” Winnie said, nodding her head rapidly. She took off at a walk so fast it might as well have been a jog. She came to a sudden stop, her shoulders stiffened up, and she turned around and looked at him. The smile she gave him was free of anything other than actual warmth. Her mouth parted, she hesitated, then laughed and blew out a raspberry.

Only to start moving away from him again.

“That’s about right for her,” Ralph said with a nod of his head. “From flustered, to appreciative, to… Winnie.”

Ralph’s eyes slid down to Winnie’s hips and the pants that fit her as well as they did.

Thankfully, she was back in minutes, though she didn’t say anything. Her mechanical ears twitched and swiveled atop her head as they disembarked.

No sooner had their boots hit the deck plate than a squad of Confed soldiers in some very crisp and clean uniforms moved in toward them. They all had a sidearm, but nothing else.

Which left Ralph feeling a bit over-armed.

Winnie also had a sidearm and seemed to be equally armed and dressed like those who had come to greet them.

A man stepped forward, provided Ralph with a Confed salute, and let it fall before Ralph could even consider responding.

“Privateer Turlan, I’ll be conducting you and your companion,” said the man, before looking at Winnie. “Though, may I ask for your name so as to inform the Admiral?”

“Winona Guthrie,” declared Winnie, her chin lifting up. “Formerly Lieutenant Commander Guthrie of the Terran Confederation Space Command, Chief Weapons Officer.”

There was a shift in the five people in front of Ralph and how they held themselves. All five pairs of eyes shifted toward Winnie. Then each of them moved back to Ralph after a few seconds.

“Also, the Lady Armory, Ship’s-Mistress to Privateer Turlan,” Winnie added, a wide smile curling her lips. She looked more proud of that title than of her previous rank. “Now… are we heading to his ward room? Conference room? Maybe the bridge? I wouldn’t mind taking a peek and seeing the current mathematical plots?”

Ralph chuckled and looked away from Winnie and back to his escort.

“The ward room,” said one of the escorts.

Ralph gestured with his prosthetic hand toward them, the fingers splaying out correctly and in the appropriate gesture. One of the women in the group was unable to stop staring at his hand for a moment before the group turned and began leading him into the ship.

“Come on then, my Lieutenant Commander,” Ralph murmured and offered Winnie his arm.

“If you ever call me that again, I’ll… I don’t know. I’ll do something you don’t like, though. It’s Lady Armory, Winnie, or Mommy,” hissed Winnie, her eyes sharpening dangerously as she looked at him, yet she took his arm anyway. “I gave them my rank because it’ll save time when they inevitably track down my record. Which they will. I was discharged dishonorably. Drunk on duty. Repeatedly.”

“Yet look at you now,” Ralph replied, and that was the only answer that mattered to him. “Sober, hot, fit, clear-minded, and a known name across the Blood of Calesat. Weren’t you telling me earlier you’ve got a number of letters from little Calesat kids?”

“I… yes,” Winnie said, blinking rapidly as if fighting tears. Her jaw flexed, and she nodded her head once. “Yes.”

As she spoke, Ralph felt her fingers tighten into the inside of his elbow. He could certainly see why Liseth told him to take her with him.

Confrontation with the ghosts of her past would be needed if she ever wanted to truly make progress.

Quickly, without much in the way of hesitancy, the escort group led him and Winnie to a room that felt more like a study. It had bookcases, displays, plaques, honors, and medals along the walls. Along with a work desk, computer, coffee table to one side, and there were four chairs arranged around it.

None of the escort officers came into the room with Ralph or Winnie as they entered. Behind them, the door closed with a soft clunk.

The walk from the bay had at most been just under five minutes or so.

“Privateer Turlan, Lady Armory, a pleasure to meet you both,” stated a voice from an older man. He was standing near the work desk with his arms behind his back. He went straight to Ralph and Winnie, pulled his right hand out from behind his back, and offered it to Ralph. “I’m Admiral Hallie Clause of the Mirkil Space Command.”

“A pleasure, Admiral Clause,” Ralph responded and shook the man’s hand.

He immediately turned and shook Winnie’s hand as well. There had been no hesitation in proffering his hand.

“Lady Armory, a pleasure as well. Your enlistment photo from the Confed doesn’t do you justice,” offered up the Admiral with a dip of his head. An admission that he’d briefed himself on their way over. “Given the results the Toll has been posting in that Blood war, I… assume you’ve managed to fight off your demons. Congratulations.”

Winnie’s nostrils flared as she shook the Admiral’s hand, and Ralph could tell that his statement was probably the last thing she’d been expecting to hear.

“I did,” she said finally after the handshake had ended and a few seconds had ticked by. “I… my captain… Ralph… Ralph got me… through it.”

The Admiral smiled at that and gestured to the coffee table.

“I have coffee and a light meal coming that we can eat and talk,” the Admiral said. “And because I can’t help myself, my wife tells me I’m akin to a sledgehammer to the brow, I’ll just tell you up front that I want to hire you, Privateer Turlan.

“This meeting is just a matter of hammering out details, contract clauses, and anything else you might want to be part of it. We’d like to hire you on as a convoy participant. To bring the Turlan’s Toll into convoy groups and be part of a task force.

“Of course, I wouldn’t deign to expect you to listen to anyone in the convoy unless you saw fit to, so there’s no point in you worrying over it. I’ll give you written orders to choose your orders at will as long as you work within the best interests of the convoy or the Task Force itself.”

Ralph couldn’t help but be surprised by that immediate opt-out for him on the chain of command. It wasn’t something he thought he’d be given, but a concession he genuinely thought he’d have to argue and fight them over.

“Well, that’ll… uh… well… that definitely speeds things up,” Ralph admitted with a wide smirk. “It really does sound like a question of coin and benefits then.

“Oh, also, I’m working on developing a habit. Anyone we work for in the capacity that you’re asking for, I’ve decided to make a request for citizenship for me and my people.

“I don’t think you’d mind much, but I could be wrong about that.”

Ralph and Winnie sat themselves down as he finished speaking.

The more citizenship paperwork he could get for his people, the easier it’d be for them to break all their contracts later. Because right now, all three of his people were in various dilemmas regarding their legal status.

“I most certainly will not mind at all! As long as you allow us to commercialize the fact that you’re a citizen, that is,” the Admiral got out through laughter. He sat himself down in one of the chairs and brushed off his knees. “In fact, I’d be willing to sign a bonus if your whole crew would be willing to do a brief photo shoot for a poster.

“Mirkil has had a great deal of issues with the Blood as of late, and with the House politics heating up… we’d rather be prepared. The Ground Forces have their Cavalier, so I’d be quite thankful if we had a Privateer to hitch on to.

“Now! I think we should start with prizes, since I don’t think for a moment you’ll be operating within the convoy like a Destroyer might.”

Ralph had been interested before, but now the Admiral had every scrap of his attention.


Chapter 3

No sooner had Ralph and Winnie walked back aboard the ship, and the ramp had fully closed behind them, than Winnie took off. Leaving at a swift walk, straight back to what was more than likely her personal compartment. She didn’t hesitate, look back, or even seem to be aware of her surroundings.

Winnie had participated, asked questions, and generally been an active participant in the conversation with the admiral. There’d been several points where she’d asked questions of the Mirkil Admiral that’d helped hone in his own questions.

“Thank you, Winnie. I needed you there,” Ralph called toward her retreating back. “You were my weapons officer and then some, Lady Armory.”

Winnie didn’t nod her head.

Didn’t respond.

In fact, it was almost as if she didn’t hear him at all.

She marched on, vanishing down the hall quickly.

“Well, she didn’t look upset or mad,” came Delilah’s voice from the dining room area. “Just… spooked. As if she hadn’t expected how it all went.

“So I have to wonder, did it go well, or is her reaction just to her own situation. If you don’t mind sharing?”

Ralph clicked his tongue as his head swung to the side to lay eyes on the once-upon-a-time bounty hunter.

Delilah was sitting at the table over what looked to be a salad. A very similar salad to the type that Marionette ate almost exclusively.

Which, now that I think about it, Liseth and Winnie were eating as well.

What the hell is going on with them?

It’s like Rio brainwashed them.

Dressed in casual wear that could be summed up as ‘t-shirt and jeans’, she looked quite comfortable and at ease. It didn’t quite hide the fact that her figure was better than Winnie’s, but less voluptuous than Marionette’s.

Delilah was actually taller than Ralph was, though, which made her all the more impressive with how she matched up to Winnie and Marionette, who were both quite a bit shorter.

Her short blonde hair, buzzed on the left side, flipped over to the right side, hung just past the level of her eyes, and was the same as it ever was. She seemed particularly enamored with her hairstyle and kept it that way.

The tattoos on her neck, shoulders, as well as on her arms, were still there. When he’d asked her about them, she’d told him she decided to keep them for now, since she wasn’t going back into bounty hunting for a time.

Dark blue eyes were locked on him, and she was watching him with a small smile.

“Pretty sure it’s just her dealing with her own demons, Delilah,” Ralph said and went over to sit down with her at the table. “Does Rio make you guys all eat salad or something? I’ve never made a comment about any of you and what you eat, I swear.”

Delilah choked on what she’d been chewing, snorted, then swallowed. She let out a soft laugh and dabbed at her mouth with a napkin.

“No. She’s not forcing us. She just has a delicious salad dressing she puts together that goes really well on salad and has a lot of flavor. It’s really, really good,” Delilah confessed with a shake of her head. “Though it is nice to see all the weight that I couldn’t get rid of just flying off me now that I follow Marionette’s routine.”

“Yes. Yes, I… Winnie was complaining about becoming too fit earlier,” Ralph admitted, then cleared his throat. “The deal the Mirkil Space Command gave us was quite good. They want us on convoy duty to start, but also not.

“They more or less told me I’d be operating however I saw fit if I didn’t agree with the convoy orders. Though they really want us to pose for some photos and poster work. They want to turn us into the poster children for the Space Command, like what the Mirkil Defense Force has with Cavalier Hesh.”

“Yeah, that guy is everywhere in their media,” Delilah confirmed as she resumed eating her salad. “Somehow, they have a lot of footage of him. I’d almost think it was staged, but a lot of it is really nasty footage. Bad resolution, bad quality, and sometimes him doing things that you can’t show on a broadcast.

“But… anyway… convoy duty, huh. This is what you want to do, though? You don’t want to go back and fight for the Blood of Calesat? They were more than willing to give us another contract. I’d bet they’d pay just as good as Mirkil, wouldn’t they?”

“They would. They would. But… they also had a lot of restrictions on how they wanted us to fight,” Ralph began, looking at the table between them. He’d thought about this a lot as he listened to the Admiral speak. “The Mirkil Space Command… you know what, I’m just calling them the MSC, fucking stupid ass name. Whatever. The MSC is just telling us to be Privateers. No limits. No expectations. Spoils and salvage on anything we catch or destroy. Whether we take on the role of convoy escorts, ancient navy submarine tactics, or go full battleship in deep space.

“They don’t care. At all. They just want us out there helping to do anything possible in their war effort.

“Though that did bleed into our pay. It’s very basic and standard pay that barely covers our day-to-day operation, with just a smidge extra. Most of our actual pay would need to be gotten through kills, salvage, and spoils.”

“So… actual Privateer work. That’s kind of nice,” Delilah agreed. Ralph didn’t find it surprising in the least that the ex-bounty hunter understood what he was talking about. “Were you thinking of going full dark-spaceship fighting? Sword, board, and explode?”

“I genuinely was. We’ve got the right ship for it and realistically, we’re better prepared for that kind of fighting,” confirmed Ralph with a grin. “That and Marionette wouldn’t have to work as hard with rearming the weapons. Though we’ll still need a pilot. We got a Doc, lost our pilot.”

Delilah grunted at that, then blew out a breath.

“I got a message from Eun. I tried to ask in a roundabout way how she felt about going back to the Calesat military,” Delilah murmured, looking up from her salad, her fork held aloft above it. “It was a rather simple and short reply. She was glad for the opportunity. That was it. I think she’s rather angry that we didn’t immediately re-contract with the Calesat.

“I think she’s deep in the ideology and culture of her people. I don’t think she’d be immediately willing to drop her own notions of honor and victory easily.”

In other words, trying to hire her on as a pilot for this would’ve made her annoyed.

On top of that, it’s unlikely she’d ever be truly willing to leave behind the Calesat.

For all intents and purposes, I’ll have to just assume Eun isn’t willing to join us, and that’s that.

“Know any pilots?” Ralph asked instead, grinning at Delilah.

“I mean… I actually do,” she answered with what looked like a sneer. As if she were angry at herself for leading into this conversation and having an answer. She shook her head, looked down at her salad, and stabbed the fork into it with some force.

Turning the forkful to her mouth, she stuffed it into her mouth and began chewing angrily, as if it would somehow prevent her from answering what would almost certainly be a follow-up question.

“Uhm, great. Think you could reach out to them? I’d be looking for someone used to doing deep space plots. Not afraid to do the dark courses between buoys and planets,” inquired Ralph. “Also, I was thinking that we could use Xas’ ship as a refuel and rearm position.

“Oh, before I forget, Mirkil offered me official Privateer paperwork for their household. Just in case the Confed decided to get shitty about something in the middle of this war. Now I have… four… Privateer commissions. One more and I could make a poker hand out of them.”

Delilah snorted at that, as if his words made her even more annoyed. She chewed, sighed, swallowed, and nodded her head.

“I’ll reach out to the ones I know personally. There are three in particular that I think would do really well. One… one especially,” Delilah answered, not really explaining her annoyance or her anger. Ralph wasn’t going to ask her about it right now, either.

“Thanks, Delilah. You’re amazing, My Lady Toll,” Ralph offered instead, grinning at her.

Delilah blinked, watching him, then smiled back at her.

“Wanna watch a movie tonight? We didn’t finish that trilogy we’d gotten into when we were waiting to catch Mike Vanah,” she asked, her eyes watching him.

“Uh… sure, why not. After dinner?” Ralph agreed with a dip of his head. He didn’t mind watching a movie with Delilah at all. With any luck, Marionette would be willing to watch it with them. “Before we change the subject too far, though, that’s more or less the deal we were offered by the Admiral. I haven’t signed yet, as I wanted to talk to all of you. Would you want to read it privately?”

“No, it’s fine,” answered Delilah with a quick shake of her head. “I’ll just go along with it if you think it’s fine. Though, did you manage to get me droids? Drones? I need both of them. Both for Xas and myself.”

“Yes!” Xas said from nearby. “I do have needs, you realize. Haha. You can’t satisfy me like you do Marionette, so you’ll need to get me to swoon to my knees with gifts!

“Or do I need to order a sex-bot body after all to get you to treat me like you do the others? I could order one from the corridor. I could try to protect the others from your sword like Marionette does, haha, you bastard.”

Rolling his eyes, Ralph shook his head with a chuckle.

“Yes, I got you droids, Xas, you nasty thing,” Ralph muttered and looked over to the display where Xas’ Dashi avatar was. “Mirkil security droids, logistics droids, and service droids. Twenty of each. As well as parts for a hundred more of each. Your ship is going to be full of droid and drone junk. Because I did get Delilah all her drone needs taken care of as well.

“I told the Admiral it’d make our work a lot easier to have those things. He didn’t give a damn and just requisitioned it from some backwater garrison, I imagine.”

“Haha, hooray! I’m glad to hear that I don’t have to buy a sex-bot to get your attention,” Xas said. Her avatar gave him a thumbs up. Followed promptly by an okay sign with one hand, the other hand moving the index finger in and out of it. “I guess I have to buy a sex-bot to get stuff in the future instead. Should I buy a short one or a tall one? Liseth and Delilah are tall, Marionette and Winnie are short. Should I be the middle one? Haha. This is fun.”

“Xas,” Delilah murmured, her brows moving toward one another with the single exclamation. “Are you being serious right now?”

“I mean, why not?” Xas asked, sounding deeply amused. “Haha, why shouldn’t I? Ralph’s an attractive man. I could easily buy a sex-bot chassis, get it rigged up the way I wanted, then just seduce him.

“What’s so hard about it? I’ve been watching him, I think I could make that happen easily enough.”

Ralph hadn’t heard Xas talk with that tone of voice since he’d heard her joking about blowing up a corridor station. Elaborate plans about putting bombs into multiple trash cans and having them all go off at the same time later on.

I wonder what’s got Xas so riled up that she’s taking a joke that far.

“You a bit wound up, Xas?” Ralph asked intuitively. “What’s up?”

“Oh, haha, ah… was it that obvious? Oh my,” Xas said, sounding rather flustered now. “Yes. Yes, I’m wound tight. You’re right. I found out who raided my shop, killed me, so to speak, and took all my things. A lot of the hardware they stole from me started booting up.

“All the backdoors I put in opened up again. I guess I’m just a bit angry right now. Oopsie?”

Xas’ avatar made a fist and lightly thunked herself in the head while making a confused face and sticking her tongue out to the side. It looked rather cartoonish to him.

“And you’re bringing up buying a sex-bot to get me to go blow up the people who robbed you,” Ralph said, seeing the connection now for what it was. “This is… why exactly were you making that kind of conclusion?”

“Haha, because you give Marionette everything she wants, but often say no to everyone else. My assumption is that it’s because she shares a bed with you and you dote on her,” Xas explained, her avatar shrugging.

A genius with weapons and black-market shit, she is.

A moron when it comes to human interactions and how things work, most definitely.

“— give it to me regular in my sex-bot body, I could get you to do what I wanted, haha. Should I make it a Dashi? I’m leaning toward a Dashi,” Xas continued, sounding just as strange and confusing as ever.

“Idiot,” teased Ralph with a grin. “Just put together where the hell it is and who has it, and we’ll see what we can do. No promises, but I’ll take it into deep consideration. Fair?

“Now, with that said, I’m sure you’ve received a copy of the contract by now, Xas? The Admiral said he’d send it over.”

“I… yes? Yes! It’s most certainly here,” Xas confirmed. “It was sent over earlier. I just didn’t notice it. Should I forward it to everyone?”

“Yes… please,” confirmed Ralph, checking a sigh, and leaving things as they were. Xas was doing better as the shipboard-AI, but still struggled often.

Xas’ avatar made a pained face, looking off to the side, and then literally walking out of frame like she didn’t want to be seen. Leaving Ralph and Delilah by themselves.

A second later and Delilah’s phone, which was off to the side of the table, pinged.

“Think everyone will agree?” Delilah asked.

“Mmhmm. Oh, I also got them to make everyone Mirkil citizens,” Ralph added. “More insurance. More security.”

“Neat,” Delilah stated, finished her salad, then looked at Ralph for several seconds. “I’m… uhm… ah… I’ll see you later after dinner, Ralph.”

Picking up her utensils and dishware, Delilah went to the sink, dropped everything off, and left. Heading straight toward the back of the ship, just like Winnie had done.

“Xas, where’s Liseth and Rio?” Ralph asked after Delilah was out of earshot. “And Winnie, too, actually.”

“Rio and Liseth are in the armory. Rio is showing Liseth how to load and what to do,” Xas said, her red-head avatar peeking in from the side of the monitor. “Liseth wants to learn about all the functions that she might be able to help with if no one needs medical assistance. Such as repairs, rearming, drones, piloting, navigation, and gunnery.

“I took the liberty of getting her information by the way. I bought it from the black-market dirt cheap. Her intelligence scores are either altered or she’s been genetically tinkered with. Most of her issues stem from an unwillingness to get married or entreat with her Blood in regards to politics.”

“Genetic tinkering?” Ralph asked in surprise. That wasn’t something people did. Not for any reason.

Even AIs going rampant was a more acceptable problem than genetic modifications.

It was something that violated every law across the Confed, the corridor, and the Bloods. Genetic modification was an absolute non-negotiable thing.

There were strict genetic filters applied to every station, both to comb through for any possible ‘danger’ markers, as well as to then eliminate the carriers immediately.

“Oh yeah. I took a peek at her own tests she ran on everyone, including herself, and her genetic markers are off the charts,” Xas said in a conspiratorial whisper. “I think she saw her own genetic makeup and chose not to have kids or marry, you know. Because once her genetic offspring gets listed, people would want to look into them. Then it would go backward.”

Ralph could only nod his head at that. Then shake it.

“Alright. That’s another thing that I guess I should keep my eye on,” admitted Ralph. “Wait… do Privateers have to do genetic screening or anything like that? I don’t remember anyone ever talking about that. Hell, I’m pretty sure when I looked through the birth documents, there was always an ‘exception’ listed on all of them.”

“Haha, yes! Privateers do not operate under the same rules that the rest of the Confed, Corridor, or Blood space operate on,” Xas agreed. “Your Bloodline is marked out specifically and keyed as a Privateer. Though there are likely records kept on your genetic line, but they are then excluded. Do you want me to look into that?”

“Yes,” Ralph confirmed, wondering now about how strange that was. He wanted to know if his genetics were actually an exception or just deliberately overlooked. “Though, if Privateers are on an exception list, wouldn’t that assume that House nobles or others likely have exceptions?”

“They most certainly do!” confirmed Xas. “Why? It isn’t that much of a surprise. Though it likely isn’t a concern either. The genetic diversity from one hundred or so families that are on exceptions wouldn’t change the genetic pool much.

“Once the genes made it into the more widespread gene pool, they’d be identified and eliminated. It’s not a matter of complete elimination, but prevention.”

“Prevention of what?” Ralph asked curiously. He’d never heard anyone say it like that. When it came down to genetic screening, he’d only ever heard of it as a means to prevent a genetic plague that’d once wiped out all of humanity.

A far distant past that no one could trace or explain, other than as a cultural memory that genetics, unless properly monitored, could bring about some type of bioweapon coded to genes.

“Oh wow, Delilah is sending out a bunch of communications. They’re kinda all over. Blood, Confed, even… oh… err… penal colony. That’s uhm… haha, neat!” Xas relayed. “Also, Winnie is currently having a live therapy session. I’m not listening to the communication, but I thought you should know.

“What’s our official start date on the contract with Mirkil?”

“Three months,” Ralph answered as he thought on everything he’d just heard. “Probably… probably just long enough to get a pilot and… let Winnie go through a hefty amount of therapy.”

“Haha, right? Let’s hope Marionette can keep your sword sheathed in the meantime,” Xas blurted out with a laugh. Her avatar came out from the side of the monitor and moved to the center of it. “Did I mention I got some great photos of you and your sword drawn?”

“Ergh,” Ralph groaned and pressed a hand to his brow.


Chapter 4

Ralph quietly moved through the windows on his laptop computer while sitting in his room.

Right now, he was ‘off shift’, and the work he would’ve been doing was being handled by, surprisingly, Liseth. She’d learned navigational charts and direct course plotting very quickly in the week since they left Mirkil’s flagship.

Knowing she was a proverbial outlier in her genetics, it now wasn’t as surprising as it would’ve been.

Looking through the notes Ralph had taken as of late, he categorized them as either ‘personal needs’, ‘ship needs’, ‘captain’s needs’, or ‘contract needs’.

Xas and her desire to get her things back, or at least destroy those who had betrayed her, was something that went under personal needs. Winnie and her therapy also went there, as did Marionette’s family, Delilah’s contract, and Liseth’s genetic markers.

All things that he wanted to be able to take care of at some point in the future, but he wasn’t sure when they’d get handled. Each was important enough to be written down, though.

The ship’s needs were more in line with running down some new software upgrades from certain Confed planets, getting a new pilot, and a home port with a garage dock where they could do more maintenance than what they could manage at a space station.

Captain’s needs were just random things that Ralph wanted to take care of for himself and that were non-critical. Like experimenting with sensors in a sword.

It was the last header that’d caused him problems this evening, though.

The contract needs.

Right now, the task force he’d be joining was forming up. He’d already received several communications from the rear admiral who’d be handling the task force, along with orders, expectations, what the Flag would be, and various other things.

Even a ‘uniform of the day’ for each and every day in the calendar for the next nine months.

While his contract had most certainly given him free rein to more or less do what he wanted, that didn’t mean it wasn’t without future repercussions. There was always the possibility that this rear admiral, that being Rear Admiral Tolas, might rise up to a much greater position later in life.

Things like these missions were always a risk in a way, as it could put you in crosshairs that didn’t even exist yet.

Thankfully, the rear admiral hadn’t expected anything from Ralph yet, other than confirmation responses that communications had been received. Which wasn’t outside of normal protocol, given the task force was still ‘at dock’ and wasn’t formally ‘at space’ yet.

Once they were ‘at space’, communications would be hardened and laser line comms only at most. Until then, though, it seemed the rear admiral would be sending a never-ending slew of notifications and posts.

The door to his compartment slid open, and Marionette stood in the doorway. She was dressed in her ‘maintenance clothes’, and had a light sheen of sweat to her. She gave him a crooked smile even as she entered their shared room.

Because Marionette slept in his bed with or without him every night. She didn’t have a compartment of her own and simply lived in the captain’s quarters.

“Well, don’t you look comfy,” she murmured as she entered the room and went across to the small private bathroom. A true luxury on the ship.

“I am. Liseth is on nav duty, and Xas is helping, so… I… actually took my off-duty rotation. You look lovely.”

Marionette paused at the entry to the bathroom and gave him a wide, full smile. Once more reminding him that she was just about the single most beautiful woman he’d ever encountered.

“Why, thank you. I appreciate the reminder you think so,” Marionette purred at him, her eyes watching him. “Is this the part where I remind my dear captain that his Lady Siren is all his and his alone?

“I think it is, isn’t it? I do so love reminding him. He always looks a touch sheepish about it.”

“I mean, yeah, you’re kind of a wonder, Rio,” Ralph said, closed the laptop, and looked at her.

“Mm, well, thank you. It’s hard nowadays. Liseth, Winnie, and Del are almost as fit and good-looking as I am. I never should’ve invited them all,” Marionette confessed with a nervous look as she caught her lower lip between her teeth. Then she gave him a small shrug. “Oh well. It’s good for them. Though I’m glad I caught you here. I wanted to talk to you about where we’re going. I saw we’re almost there.”

Marionette entered the bathroom, but didn’t shut the door. She began to strip out of her clothes in Ralph’s clear view.

“Ah, yeah. It’s the first responder we had to a pilot,” Ralph confirmed, watching Marionette without shame or guilt. She was a truly beautiful woman, and there was no way he wouldn’t watch her undress. Even if he was actively bedding her every single night, he’d still watch her. “Delilah put out feelers to a number of people, and I also had a post up. The ones that responded to me were… not great.

“So we’re moving on Del’s people. See if they’re more willing to join us. Their skills and resumes are certainly better. The first is here at the prison.”

“Kind of not surprising, I suppose, that Del would know a prison guard with skills,” Marionette remarked, stripped down to nothing but her skin. She turned her head to find Ralph watching her as if she were a sunrise. She grinned ear to ear at the attention, then picked up a washcloth and started to wipe herself down. Apparently, she didn’t want to take a shower at the moment. “I mean, bounty hunter, prison guard, I could see the connection.”

Ralph chuckled at that. He’d thought the same thing right up until he actually looked at who the person was they were going to pick up.

Or at least, try to pick up.

“Well, the way the connection worked out is actually even more obvious when you hear it. The person we’re going to pick up isn’t a prison guard. It’s a prisoner,” Ralph confessed. Then laughed as soon as he saw the surprise on Marionette’s lovely features. “Yeah, an actual prisoner. Delilah wasn’t the one who busted them, but they’d apparently crossed paths more than a few times in the past. Bounty hunters often end up dealing with a lot of people on the other side of the law, and tend to make contacts like that.

“That’s where we're heading. To see if we can’t buy a prisoner right out of a maximum-security prison planetoid. It’s a barren ball of rock with nothing but the prison.”

“We’re… going to a prison… to… break out a crew mate?” Marionette asked in a giddy voice. Her eyes widened, her lips were pressed into a tight line, and her hands were held together in front of her bare body. She wasn’t shielding herself, just deeply excited. “We’re going to commit to a pirate raid on a prison and a breakout.”

It’d been said with extreme enthusiasm, as if it were what every actress dreamed of.

“I… do… do I get to go on the prison break!?” Marionette just about squealed, bouncing in place somewhat. Causing her rather eye-catching features to sway to and fro.

“There’s no prison break,” Ralph stated firmly. “No-prison-break. We’re going in to see if we can just buy their release. Buy it. That’s all. If we can’t do that, we’ll just go see the next pilot candidate.”

“But we could do a prison break,” Marionette said, watching him. “Couldn’t we? I mean, that’s-that’s something a Privateer could do, would do, isn’t it?”

“I mean, yes? Yes, there have been Privateers who would commit a prison break. I’m-I’m certain that there’s even some who were of my bloodline who did it, yes,” Ralph allowed, cautious now.

Marionette’s far-fetched ideas of what Privateers should be doing often had a way of coming true.

From a sassy AI assistant to having a sword duel atop a ship between two sword masters. Her strange and whimsical ideals often had a way of really happening.

“How are we trying to buy the prisoner? If we go in with the Toll, Siren, or Armory, then they’ll know exactly who we are,” Marionette asked, her head tilting to the side, her hands still pressed together in front of her, now brought in close to her shoulder. “I know my captain. My Ralph. You’d never do that. Not without a plan, just in case you did need to have a prison break. In case the prisoner just happened to… escape.”

Ralph chewed at the inside of his cheek, then blew out a breath with a laugh.

“Delilah brought her ship along. Xas is remote controlling it,” Ralph confessed. “Her ship has a large number of transponders it can switch between. Some are the kind that are never seen anywhere. Highly… deeply… horrifyingly illegal. To the point that if I did that, even as a Privateer, I’d get thrown into the deepest ugliest Confederal prison.”

“Confederal,” whispered Marionette, digesting that single word.

A Confed Federal prison, Confederal, was not somewhere anyone wanted to go.

Ever.

They weren’t listed anywhere on any star chart, and if someone accidentally approached it, they would probably end up being blown up. Or so the rumors went.

“We’re going to commit a Confed Federal crime, buy a prisoner out of a prison, or… help them break out,” Marionette squeaked out. It sounded as if she were about to fall into a fit of squealing giggles. “So-so-so… so we’ll have a fake transmission? A drone? Droid? Something artificial? A laser comm, so it can’t be listened in on?”

“That’s exactly right,” Ralph confirmed. “Xas will be making up a fake persona to match the transponder and run the conversation for us. Since she’s an AI, it’s not hard for her to make that happen.”

“Tell me we’re getting the Mirkil people to pay for it?” Marionette asked, as if that was the ‘finale’ to the whole thing. That everything would be finished with that statement. “That we might commit a prison break out, and the Mirkil Space Navy or whatever will pay for it?”

Unable to help himself, Ralph grinned.

Marionette knew him far too well.

“I may have written it all off in advance as hiring expenditures,” Ralph confessed. “Hiring expenditures and rearming.”

Marionette squealed, clapped her hands together rapidly, then moved toward him.

“Oh, my captain,” she said in a pleading and hungry-sounding tone as she closed in on him. “It’s time for me to board you and take a sword from you. For your Lady.”

Delightful.

My beautiful Rio.

“For my Lady,” Ralph agreed with no hesitation and a great deal of excitement.

***

Ralph sat down at the pilot console as Winnie slithered into the gunner’s seat that was set up between the co-pilot and pilot positions. She looked well enough as far as Ralph could see.

He hadn’t seen much of her since their meeting with the Admiral.

From what he’d been able to get out of Xas and Marionette, Winnie had been talking with her therapist every single day for two hours at a time and putting in a lot of work with them.

Only to immediately take Marionette for ‘maintenance’ or anyone else that was nearby. He hadn’t seen much at all of his weapons officer, but when he did see her, she looked good.

He realized he should tell her.

Should tell her a number of things.

“I’m proud of you, Winnie. Proud of you and you look great, you smell amazing, and your hair is fantastic,” Ralph murmured as he slowly began pulling up the screens he’d need to watch for Xas as she communicated with the prison. “I’ve been thinking about trying to talk Rio into letting me actually take you to bed as my Lady Toll. The Winnie sitting in the gunner officer’s position is an amazing woman who I’m genuinely interested in.”

The last was a lie.

To a degree.

At least somewhat.

Ralph had been thinking about Winnie a lot as of late and how amazing she really did look, but not actually asking Marionette about it. He wouldn’t jeopardize what he had with Marionette, but he didn’t see an issue with feeding Winnie’s fragile ego in this moment.

“I… ah… yeah?” she asked, staring at him hard now. Her eyes locked on him. “Really?”

“Yes. Really, Winnie,” Ralph conceded. “If I’d met you before Rio, as you are today, I don’t have a doubt in my mind you’d be the Lady Siren.”

“Thanks, Ralph,” Winnie mumbled and then reached past him to tap a single button on his screen, and it flickered to the correct display. “I’m uh… yeah, thanks. Just thanks. I’m sorry I haven’t been around much lately. I’ve been working hard on-on my sobriety.

“Been working hard on it, trying to understand it, and keep my head clear. Keep myself moving in the right direction. That’s all.”

“I’m really glad to hear that. Really glad. Good work,” Ralph affirmed, leaning back in his seat.

The soft click and pop of boot heels caused Ralph to go quiet. Someone was coming their way.

“Oh! You’ve got it up already?” Marionette asked giddily. “Winnie, help me, hon?”

Marionette appeared, kissed Winnie’s cheek, then sat down in the co-pilot seat and started touching the controls. Her fingers flicked, tapped, and pressed several things in rapid order.

Only for the screen to turn on as if it were that simple.

“You’ve got it, Rio, you goose,” Winnie said, reaching over to lightly push at Marionette’s shoulder. “Now we just need to—”

Winnie’s voice trailed off as the screen flickered and a woman’s face appeared on the screen. She seemed to be sitting in front of a control panel, looking into a camera in front of her. As if she’d just gotten her video communications up and running.

“I’d never guess it was Xas making all this up in real time. That looks like a real person,” Winnie said with some trepidation. “I mean, she even has a slight smear on the edge of the camera, making it look like she touched it.”

“Her hair has a number of flyaways, too. It’s like she has one of those little fans on her,” Marionette added. “It’s amazing. It looks real. I don’t even know what to say.”

“I do. It’s AI like her that gets a lot of lonely pilots out in the dark space to send money,” Ralph offered up with a somewhat sarcastic smirk. He’d almost been caught by a few AI and their uncanny ability to offer up life-like conversations, video, and audio.

Delilah leaned over Ralph’s shoulder, appearing behind him without a word. Both of her hands pressed to his shoulders as she did so.

The touching barrier had been broken during their last mission together, and it’d never recovered since then. Even the post-dinner movie watching had continued, with Winnie or Marionette joining the two of them.

Liseth had even joined when it was a movie that suited her interests.

To the point that Ralph had rearranged some of the furniture in the ‘media room’ for them to have more seating for everyone.

As well as a camera for Xas and a monitor for her to participate with.

“Yeah,” began Delilah, followed by a strangled sigh. “I could see that. AI catfishing for cash from the lonely hearts out there. Given how many times I had to work corridor stations, and how often they had just an endless supply of people moving long hauls… yeah. I take it that’s really common?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s an AI out there running all the other AI like a virtual brothel scam-center kind of thing,” Ralph confirmed with a chuckle.

“I’ll have you know I’ve never catfished anyone other than Ralph,” Xas said, the attractive blonde on the screen peering at the camera as she said it. “And I only did that because I needed to know if he was trying to sell my secrets or information to other people. I didn’t get much out of him, other than that he didn’t seem to have standard taste in women.

“That’s why my sex-bot has to have bright red hair and mass weapons of destruction to compete with you girls. And yes, I said mass weapons of destruction. Not weapons of mass destruction, though I suppose they’d be that, too, haha.”

Xas made a show of grabbing at her impressive bust in the video and stuck her tongue out.

Surprisingly, Delilah, Marionette, and Winnie all laughed at that.

Then Liseth joined in. She’d appeared at some point and was hovering behind Winnie.

Ralph blinked as he looked at all four women. He couldn’t quite deny that they were all clearly ‘above average’ when it came to their sizes in the chest department.

Ah, I get it. I clearly do have a preference.

They’re laughing because it’s obvious to them, is that it?

Well, whatever.

“Yeah, yeah, Xas, I don’t have a standard taste in women. I like them beautiful and busty, and I’ve clearly filled my ship with that type,” Ralph grumbled, and then looked around. He pointed at a camera nearby. “I already said we’d work on your stupid crap, you glorified chatbot. You can shut up about the sex-bot.”

Xas laughed on the screen, throwing her head back as she did so, and looked like she might fall out of her chair. Only to devolve into giggles as she looked back to the ‘camera’ that was in front of her false avatar.

“Haha, sure, sure. That’s it, Ralph,” chided Xas. “And I’m a great chatbot, thank you very much. You never complain when I keep you company in the bathroom. Mmm? Mmm? No?”

“Shut up,” Ralph said with a grin, feeling like his face was stretching out a bit with the way he forced it. The last thing he wanted was the others wondering why he was chatting up Xas in the bathroom.

Which wasn’t even his fault, that was Xas not being able to keep to herself in the small hours of the morning when he woke up randomly. AI didn’t sleep after all.

“Haha, nooooo. I don’t want to. I’m… ah, it’s time,” Xas said, the video of her laughing, grinning, and staring into the camera flickering wildly for a moment. It looked like she had three hands with eight fingers per hand for a single second as the video morphed rapidly.

She sat in front of the camera again as she had at the very start. Looking very much the part of the captain of a small ship who didn’t want to be identified but was making concessions to get a prisoner released.

“This is Captain Vera,” Xas said into the camera. “I wanted to discuss the purchase of a prisoner?”


Chapter 5

“Purchase a prisoner,” replied the speaker on the other end. It was a woman’s voice, but there was no video display that popped up, which meant whoever was speaking didn’t have a camera. That, or they didn’t want to transmit the video on purpose. “Prisoners aren’t sold. Prisoners are people. You don’t just… buy people.”

“Sure you do!” Xas countered immediately with a warm laugh. “In this case, I know the prisoner, they’re a pilot, and they even know I’m here to buy them!

“I’ll pay off their restitution, pay you what you think is a reasonable amount in fines for their crimes, you keep their name on the books and get paid for them for the duration of their sentence, and when it’s time for them to be released, they just get released.”

Ralph knew for a fact that this wasn’t something unheard of. It happened often, though almost exclusively for those with non-violent crimes, or crimes without living victims, or families of victims.

Or more accurately, people who don’t have anyone to show up for a parole hearing to make sure people stay in jail.

“I’m afraid what you’re describing isn’t possible,” drawled the woman over the intercom. “That sounds like something that would happen in the corridor, or maybe an outworld family’s prison.

“This is a TCP, though I can definitely understand what you meant. For the sake of preserving the peace, and not wanting to… cause issues… I’ll pretend we never had this conversation. And that I didn’t notice your transponder is clearly illegally modified. Good day.”

The communication line was broken, and there was nothing more.

Xas’ video feed was still on, and she turned and looked at the camera.

Ralph blew out a breath and leaned back in his seat. He turned to look at Delilah behind him, who still had her hands on his shoulders.

“Well. Your friend is in a Terran Confederation Prison, and one that’s being run above board and on the books,” Ralph mused. “I didn’t ask, but… what’s your friend guilty of? This is as close to a super-max prison as you get without actually being a super-max.”

“Her name’s Janey,” Delilah began, then blew out a little huff. “She’s here because she stole… a lot… of ships. I’m talking upwards of thirty or forty of them. It’s one of the reasons she’s as good a pilot as she is.

“Whenever she’d crash one, get it blown up, or get boarded, she’d just steal another. Then do it all again. Though, before you ask, she hasn’t crashed a ship in a while. The crashes were more at the start of her criminal career.”

“Janey,” Winnie muttered and shook her head. “Sounds like she’s almost as much of a problem as I am. What’s her sentence?”

“Six hundred and forty-two years. She’s got about six hundred and forty to go,” Delilah said with a smirk. “Even if we did buy her out of her prison sentence, we were going to have to have her die and get her a new persona. There’s no way she could keep being who she was before.”

Ralph only nodded at that. He’d heard that part of it already from Delilah, and they’d already spoken to Liseth about it. The plan had been to burn off her fingerprints into a thin layer of scar tissue, then give her a new set of fingerprints with skin-branding.

It’d fuck up some of the sensitivity in her fingers, but it’d eliminate her fingerprints outright.

Remodeling her face was as simple as going to a plastic surgeon and pairing it with some rejuvenation treatments. It’d take a little for recovery, but it wouldn’t be terrible either.

The biggest issue would be her genetics. Her DNA.

Which of course would be on file and not something you could change, which meant any check that ever needed a DNA scan would immediately reveal her.

None of that would be Ralph’s problem, because once they finished their contract with Mirkil, he would’ve just eliminated her own contract with him and sent her off on her way.

“Well, sounds like we’ll need to go to the others on your list,” stated Ralph with some finality. He reached up and patted Delilah’s hand as he spoke. While this individual had the best skills, which even Ralph had been able to verify by watching police footage, they were beyond their reach. “Who else responded?”

“A few. They’re terribly far away, though,” Delilah admitted. “Far further away than I thought they’d be. Right on the edge of where we could reach two of them and hurry back to the Task Force. So long as one of them agreed immediately.”

Ralph blew out a slow breath. It wasn’t what he wanted to hear, but it was certainly not unexpected either. When he’d looked at the delivery route that the communication had taken, and what came back, he’d seen they were from multiple relays.

He hadn’t broken Delilah’s confidence and read her emails, but he’d certainly checked the comms logs.

“Haha, well, I have bad news for you,” Xas said from the monitor. She was no longer in a ship, but standing in front of a black screen. Still, the Dashi woman, though. “We just got a new communique from the rear admiral. He wants everyone to be there two weeks early.

“We don’t have to listen to him, obviously, but uh… he sent you an email in particular, Ralph. Asking you to return within that time window. The wording was pretty damn direct.

“I can’t tell if it’s a mission-critical thing or they’re just trying to boss a Privateer around.”

“Shit,” Ralph mumbled to himself as he leaned back in his pilot’s seat and into Delilah’s hands.

Thinking on it, he had options available to him. Some of them were good, too.

He could ignore the rear admiral and go pick up the pilot. It’d cause some long-term issues, he imagined, unless he could somehow make amends after the fact. Which wouldn’t be that hard, he figured.

Most military types were open to the idea of getting a bribe or a kickback or two. As long as it didn’t endanger their men. Especially if it was a bribe just to ‘not be an ass to me in the future’.

Another option was just to head back and recruit a military pilot, which wouldn’t be that hard. There was no way that Mirkil wouldn’t let him just hire one of their own for the job.

On the contrary, they’d be more than likely to jump at the opportunity.

Or just go to a nearby corridor station, hire someone on there, and head to the task force meetup if he didn’t want a Mirkil pilot on board.

“How’re we going to break them out of prison!?” Marionette got out in what was nearly a gasp. Followed by a giggle. “That’s what we’re going to do, right? It sounds like she’s the best pilot ever. There’s no way we should do this without her!

“Because… because if we end up having to do actual task force work, we’ll need to be able to maneuver and dodge. Since people like Ralph would be lying in wait just to blow up the whole thing as they went past!”

Raising his eyebrows at that, Ralph couldn’t deny Marionette had a point.

If they ended up moving with the task force, there was the distinct possibility that there would be someone like Ralph lying in wait. Likely multiple individuals. All of them sitting there in some type of black-space, sensor dead zone, or an ambush with electronic warfare, just waiting for them to waltz right into it.

Only to spring the trap and try to kill them all before they could properly respond.

A pilot used to explosions, being shot at, and crashing would likely be the best type of pilot in those situations.

“Well, their network and comms are hardened,” Xas answered before anyone else could. “So there won’t be an opportunity to get into any of their systems from the outside. Even their passive receivers are hardened and separated from their actual network.

“It’s like they’ve put an airlock between them and everything externally. There’s no way to get into any of it.”

“Definitely hardened,” Delilah agreed. “Though not physically. If I could get a drone or a droid close enough, I could tap into it, but… they’d likely notice it if we started beaming signals around. That ‘airlock’ Xas mentioned is also its own defense. Any type of signal at all would be picked up, since there isn’t any otherwise.

“If we can get into the facility, though, it’d be harder for them to figure out where the signals are coming from.”

“In other words, there’s no way to go for electronic or system deception,” Winnie added. “Which leaves good ol’ weapons, feet, and hands.

“Do I even need to ask if you’ve already gotten a hold of their routines, Del? You’re our intelligence officer and the intelligent one. Other than Liseth, but uh… she doesn’t count for this. Even if she’s more of a robot than a hot doc. Sorry, Doc.”

Liseth smiled at that, tilted her head to the side, and didn’t respond further. Her eyes had moved from Delilah to Winnie to Ralph. Only to move back to Winnie.

It seemed Ralph wasn’t the only one who had noted Liseth’s intense intelligence. To be fair, Liseth wasn’t exactly hiding her abilities either.

“There are no routines at all. Nothing,” Delilah confessed. “Everything is by request of the prison. Nothing at all is done by schedule or routine. On top of that, this place is mostly self-sufficient. There’s not much they have to request from the outside.

“Just about the only thing that they open those damn multi-foot thick armored plate doors for is to receive prisoners. And before you think that’s our way in, it isn’t. Prisoners are coordinated months in advance, and the transports arrive within a five-month window. So they can’t be rescued on the way here.

“They’ve taken extreme precautions to prevent exactly what we’re thinking of doing.”

Ralph was thinking about all of that. Then sighed heavily.

He had an idea, but it was somewhat stupid.

“They believe they’re more or less untouchable, right?” Ralph asked. “Because even if we got through the door, they’d lock down the prison?”

“To a degree, yes,” Xas stated. “Why? Did you figure something out? Haha, did Ralph put together a plan on how to break into the prison and raid it? Own it and take what you want from it? Should we call it Marionette?”

“Xas,” Marionette chided, though she grinned from ear to ear. “Be nice to me, you gassed-up background character. I’m the leading lady here, and I’ll have you know, I can do a lot with that.

“Haha, sure, sure, Rio. So long as you have time to bounce in place in front of the captain, right?” Xas shot back.

“My plan,” Ralph put in before the two of them could get into it. “Is to lean into their expectation. I’m sure my beautiful weapons officer can figure out a way to blow up their damn entryway. She’s a genius in her field.”

Ralph said it and reached over to put a hand on Winnie’s head. Right between her mechanical ears.

He ruffled her hair gently and rubbed her head at the same time.

“Winona Guthrie is an amazing woman, and I’ll put my faith in her,” Ralph continued even as Winnie looked at him with wide, startled eyes. “I want that door obliterated. Blown right off its hinges. Destroyed. I want you to make that entry gate for transports look like what you want me to do to you, Winnie. Got it?

“You’re allowed to use whatever of our armaments you see fit. I don’t mind spending on it to get this pilot. Though she better be worth it, Delilah.”

Delilah had caught her breath as soon as Ralph had turned the conversation back to her. After a long pause, she let it out in a sigh.

“Yeah… Janey… Janey’s amazing. She’s also younger than me. She’s about twenty. She literally stole her first spaceship at ten,” Delilah explained as Ralph pulled his hand back from Winnie’s head.

“She’s also hot, haha. You’re all fucked,” Xas said cheerfully. “She’s even better looking than Marionette! One of the reasons they sent her here is because of that. This place has all-female guards and female prisoners. No men at all. Bit eccentric though.

“Her psych profile in the systems reads like a high-IQ multi-function disorder with a sprinkling of trauma. Here’s a great quote from her last interaction with a psychologist, ‘so I ripped the cord out of the wall, stripped it with my fucking teeth, plugged it into a socket, and used it to set fire to my house. I wasn’t going to make the payments on it, and I was cold’.

“Isn’t that great? Haha. She sounds like a handful!”

Well.

She’ll fit right in, I guess.

We’ve got a bit of a rag-tag group here.

“Oh my gosh… we have another pirate!” Marionette gushed and clapped her hands together several times quickly. “Another pirate who fits us! And-and-and-oh my goodness! She can be a Ship’s-Mistress, too!

“Ah… what… we need another ship. We need another ship, and we can stick the Mirkil Privateer’s Commission on it! Then it’s an all Ship’s-Mistress crew!

“This is amazing! We have such an amazing Privateer’s story. This would make an amazing TV show!”

“If we’re talking about getting a new ship, I’d like to see if we could purchase a large carrier type,” Delilah interjected. “I’d be more than happy to pitch in some of my own money to make it happen. If we had a carrier, we could bring all our ships into one place for refit, rearm, and shore leave. A place for us to call home.”

“I really like that idea,” Liseth put in firmly. It was said with such absolute conviction that it actually gave Ralph pause. “I’ll contribute as well.”

“I don’t have any coin, but I’ll gladly let Ralph have his way with me however he wants,” Winnie put in, her hand coming across to grab Ralph’s thigh. “He can have all he wants, however he wants. That’s the best I can contribute.”

“I’ll contribute, haha, but my sex-bot isn’t here yet. So it’ll be coin for now,” Xas offered cheerfully. “A carrier would be great. If I’m lucky, I can talk Ralph into pulling out the hard drives from here and putting them there. Then I could be there and push out to the Toll instead.”

Marionette only laughed, smiled, and just about gyrated in place.

Which, for Ralph, was hard to look away from.

“Fucking hell, Rio. You need a tighter bra, or just more support,” complained Winnie. “You make me want to get a boob job.”

Marionette blushed and visibly stilled herself.

***

“It is truly diabolical how much shielding the Toll has,” Liseth remarked as she watched Winnie going through her firing plots one more time. “To be able to sit out here and plot as you do, yet know the Toll gives up no presence to scanning, passive or active, is truly… terrifying.

“The word you’re looking for is illegal,” Winnie offered up with a chuckle. “It originally had military grade shielding from about… ten years ago, from the Confed. At least that’s what the Calesat repair reports listed out.

“Then interwoven with all that Confed shielding, the Calesat put in their own shielding, and what they could buy from the Corridor, as well as updating the Confed shielding. Millions and millions of credits were dumped into it.

“If this weren’t a Privateer’s vessel, it’d already be impounded and probably turned over to a Defense Force or the Confed. It’s a damn military vessel, a man-of-war, wearing a damn dress.”

“I… yes, that’s a very good point,” Liseth said, her small smile appearing once more. “I find myself quite enamored with this ship. Hiding what it truly is all the while moving about without a concern.”

Ha.

You mean like you, you genetically over-engineered biological computer.

As if knowing that Ralph understood her, Liseth’s smile grew as she held his gaze.

“Alright. And… I’m ready. I’ve got it all set up. You told me to make it look like my entrance after you’re done with me, right? I’m all set,” Winnie said and turned partially to look at Ralph. She gave him a grin. Only for the grin to falter slowly. Her brows twitched as she stared at him. “You told me you were proud of me. You’re… you like who I am. Right? You… want this? Want me as I am today?”

“Very much so,” Ralph said and nodded his head at Winnie. “Fire when ready.”

Weapons Officer Winona Guthrie of the Turlan’s Toll stared at him for several more seconds before she turned, tapped at her console, then leaned back in her seat. She laughed to herself.

“Make it look like what I want you to do to me,” she repeated. “I’ll show you. I even got Xas to help me with it. As your weapons officer. As… as Winona Guthrie, Winnie, I’ll show you, Captain Turlan. Ralph.”

Smiling, Ralph watched the screen. A view granted to them by a drone Delilah and Xas had set up and launched. It was on a long tether that was giving them visual feed by cable. It’d be undetectable by the prison.

The nearby star was providing a good amount of light at this moment as well, showing them the entry door to the prison perfectly.

Wired drones weren’t something that were normal as far as Ralph knew, but he now had plans. Plans to use them to commit to some future acts of warfare.

Even going so far as to use them as wired landmines or waiting single-rocket-use launchers.

Because in the end, even old warfare can be new warfare if you use it right.

Too many frequency sensors, so how about things with no frequencies at all, like wire-guided drones?

It’s not like gravity is much of a thing in space.

Unless we’re near something, it doesn’t matter at all. Low mass, decent tension strength, weight irrelevant, there we go.

If I get ugly with this, it might change warfare.

I should… I should probably notify Mirkil and Calesat about what I’m doing. They might need to prep, and they might pay me for the warning.

Though I really—

The door vanished in a bright white explosion of material and a microsecond of explosive light as the shaped charge of the heavy rocket slammed into the armored door. Then another went off.

And another.

Multiples continued to go off one after another. A flash of light, a brief fizzle of flammable materials going off before the vacuum of space claimed it all, then another.

When it finally ended, the armored door to the prison was partially melted. A massive gaping hole was bored right through the center of it. Large enough to fit a small craft through, in fact.

Then it started to drip large white drops from the top to the bottom.

Only to start oozing at the bottom.

“That’s a bit much, Xas. Dial it back just a bit?” Winnie asked.

The oozing liquid at the bottom thinned out a bit and was now not as obvious.

“Okay, there. That’s what I want you to do to me,” Winnie said while looking at Ralph with a grin. “Drill me and fill me, captain. Or in Rio’s words… board me and sword me.”

Ralph’s eyes flicked to Winnie, and he didn’t look away. Instead, he smiled at her.

Which caused Winnie’s face to immediately turn crimson, but she didn’t look away. Instead, she started breathing more deeply, and her shoulders stiffened. He even noted her eyes widening slightly.

“Drones away,” Delilah murmured, her voice coming across a bit firm. “It should vanish in the wreckage easily enough until we need it next. Though… holy shit, their entire defense network just opened up.

“If we were actually trying to land something in there, we’d get lit up. Lit up and blowed up. That’s so much firepower.”

Uh-huh.

And all we have to do is rely on their personal belief of safety.

They’ll remain like this, in a defensive posture, watch, wait, and then… de-escalate after a while.

Then they’ll finally call for repairs and probably reinforcements.

Then, we act.


Chapter 6

“That was a ridiculously slow response,” Delilah muttered with a shake of her head.

Ralph couldn’t disagree with her.

It’d taken the prison three days to request repairs for their door. The entire time up to that moment had been a lot of active defensive weapons guarding the breach.

In the end, though, the request had gone out for repairs and supplies.

Gone out, got intercepted by the Toll, and promptly doomed the repair crew to be captured by the Toll that was sent because of the request.

Now, Delilah, Ralph, and Liseth were all inside a transport ship that’d been on the way to the prison. It’d been filled with repair crews, materials, and supplies as well.

There had even been a doctor on board, as several people had been injured in the explosion, though there’d been no casualties.

Xas had quickly printed out appropriate badges and encoded them. It wasn’t hard at all, given that all the security badges of the repair crew had been taken.

“I’m not so sure it was slow, as it was likely sticking to doctrine,” Liseth mused. “Their entire modus operandi so far has been to be outside of convention and to try and be almost unpredictable. To be fair, the fact that three days feels weird to you is likely their reasoning.

“You’ll remember they sent out a great number of scouts, ships, drones, and active scanning during those three days. More so than many task forces would utilize, in fact. I would wager that the three days were excessive if it’d been only to confirm there was nothing going on.

“But it only stopped when our dear captain ejected a lot of trash at high speed in a direction that would go straight to the corridor. They immediately pinged it and tried to send a scout after it, you’ll remember.”

“I… yes. You’re not wrong. I think maybe I’m just frustrated and not thinking clearly,” Delilah said, pressed a hand to her brow, and leaned back in the co-pilot’s seat.

They were currently en route to the prison aboard the repair shuttle. They’d be in range of sensors in roughly three minutes. After that, it was anybody’s guess as to what would happen.

“And I’m nervous,” Delilah finished.

Liseth gave her the same small smile she often wore.

“Yes, that’s reasonable,” she allowed with an incline of her head. “I’m rather nervous as well. I haven’t held a pistol in at least a decade, though I don’t think my aim has deteriorated. It’ll be interesting to see how I do.

“Though we’ll have to secure weapons first for that to matter. It was rather nice that your drones were able to scan the facility. Your idea worked so perfectly so far, my Captain, that I’m rather concerned we’re about to be running into a trap.

“That or we’ll truly become the Trojan horse, I suppose. Either way, this is… far more than I ever expected to be doing as a ship’s doctor.”

Delilah snorted at that, then laughed.

“Ralph leads an interesting and charmed life. It could go either way. Trojan horse or absolute trap,” she muttered. “And I don’t know. My life has calmed down a lot since becoming a Ship’s-Mistress. Being a tin-star was a lot more grueling, less pay, and more dangerous. This has been just… it’s a vacation for me.”

“You lived a rather interesting life, didn’t you, Del?” Liseth asked, the medical kit resting atop her thighs.

“You could say that,” Delilah drawled. “Really, I—”

“Shuttle, transmit your authority, control of the ship, and identification,” came the voice of someone through the comm system. “You have ten seconds to comply.”

“She sounds forceful,” Liseth remarked, her smile reappearing as if it were always there.

Delilah snorted at that and tapped at the screen several times. There was a pause, followed by a beep, where she tapped at the screen twice more.

Everything was given to the prison control now. The ship was under their direction.

A lot like local navy pilots at a port on a planet.

Just digitally.

“Transmitted. Echo-four,” Delilah said. It was the response that they’d been told to utilize once the transmission had gone through. All it’d taken for them to give up all the information they had was a masked Ralph holding them at gunpoint.

Then, they were told they’d be held at gunpoint even as the transport continued on without them.

If the information was good, they’d be released after it was all over.

If the information was bad, the consequences would be grave.

Or as Ralph had actually said, ‘of the grave’.

“Think they were honest?” Delilah asked even as they flew ever closer to the prison. Already well within range of their guns.

“I do, actually,” Liseth answered before Ralph could. “I don’t think they’re willing to lose their lives to protect the prison or the prison guards. More likely, they’re the lowest bottom-dollar bidder for the contract. Not even military, in fact.

“When working with suppliers for medical equipment, I always dealt with people like this. It was always a demonstration in frustration and consternation.”

Ralph thought about that, laughed, and then blew out a breath.

She was probably right.

“I’ll try to keep an ear out for anything weird while I’m in the admissions office,” Ralph affirmed. As a man, he wasn’t allowed any deeper in the prison than admissions. He was here to help offload materials, provide on-site experience, and be available if there was a need.

Unless there was a critical need, though, he wouldn’t be allowed any further in.

Delilah and Liseth would be the ones to go into the prison itself. One for the material repairs with a suit, from inside the complex, the other to treat medical injuries.

“But of course, my Captain,” Liseth said, her eyes sliding over to Ralph. Her ever-present smile was, of course, there. “Though I don’t think there will be anything you’ll likely decipher that you wouldn’t immediately see anyway.”

In other words, the only code that might get called is to shoot me, which, at that point, they’d shoot at me.

Unable to argue that, Ralph nodded his head instead.

“Hm. They didn’t clear us, but the door is open,” pointed out Delilah while turning to look at Ralph. “Nor are they shooting at us. Did they give us some broken code to use or something? Like one of those ‘if under duress use code’ things?”

“I don’t think so, but in the same breath, I can’t be sure,” Ralph admitted.

All three fell silent as the terminal displays told them they were passing the destroyed door.

Then they were inside the complex, and it closed again. Despite the damage done to it, it was still easier to protect against the hole than the whole door being open. Or so Ralph reasoned.

That, or they were so stuck to protocol that not having it closed felt like madness to them.

“Do you think their adherence to the script is going to be a bit of a pain?” Ralph mused aloud as the ship began to slow. The control given with the transmission was complete, after all. “Like… making us do things in an exact way?”

“Honestly, yes,” Liseth confirmed. “Everything they’ve done so far seems quite rigid and according to a set of standards. I have no idea why, but it does seem that way. It’s certainly expected, but… also not, if I’m being honest. It’s strange, but also not.

“Long-term isolation on a planetoid like this causes some strange issues with the prisoners and prison guards alike. Or at least, they do for the Blood of Vanah prisons like this. I haven’t treated any, but I’ve read many case studies.

“It’s likely why all the prisoners, and all the prison guards, are women. Less likely to have issues regarding men, if there are no men.”

Ralph blinked and thought hard about that.

Him walking in as a man, a moderately handsome man, wasn’t going to be helpful, he realized. It could just as likely become as volatile as walking in with a gun, depending on the prison guards.

“Huh. Think I can pull off a Rio impression for a bunch of horny prison guards?” Ralph asked with a wide grin. “Should I let them try to convince me into a private storeroom?”

“No,” hissed Delilah, turning her head to glare at him. “Don’t leave the admissions office for any reason, and if there’s only one person in the admissions office, try to find somewhere where there are other people.”

“Mm, jealous? Possessive? I can’t tell… both?” Ralph teased, looking at the beautiful and tall bounty hunter.

“Both. Shut up. Don’t go alone,” she growled at him. “Or I’ll tell Rio about the thing.”

Ralph closed his mouth without an argument and just stared ahead.

Liseth looked from Ralph to Delilah, then back to Ralph. The smile she often wore never fading.

“Oh?” she asked quietly of the pregnant silence.

There was a loud thump and a clank, followed by the audible hiss of an airlock against the airlock door.

Shit, they didn’t even tell us and—

Before Ralph could pull his helmet on, the airlock door slid open, exposing the cabin to the outside.

Which was thankfully just another airlock.

Though Ralph’s heartbeat was running a mile a minute right now and his heart felt like it would explode out of his chest.

“Fuck me,” he whispered, blinked several times, and undid his seatbelt. Angry at the situation and what’d just happened. They hadn’t given them a single warning or a hint that they were about to break the seal on the shuttle.

“Bastards,” hissed Delilah while getting up as well.

For Liseth’s part, she looked equally angry, though also confused. No one came into the shuttle.

“Hello?” Ralph called and walked over to the door. Peering out of the door and into the airlock, he saw it was already connected. Already connected and open, in fact. Straight into the prison complex.

Ralph could see that there were a number of desks in front of him in the room where the airlock let out. There was paperwork here and there, cabinets, chairs; it looked a lot like an office.

“Hello? Is this… admissions?” Ralph tried, moving forward. He exited the shuttle, entered the airlock, then exited it as well without a response.

“Yes! Yes, it is. Hello, there, I’m so sorry about that,” called a rather feminine voice with a laugh. It sounded distinctly out of place for a prison guard, but that was only based on Ralph’s expectations rather than reality, it seemed. “We’ve really been struggling to get things in order since that attack! A lot of the administrative staff took the hit straight on since the shrapnel came in through the walls!

“No one died, which is pretty great, but there are easily twenty or twenty-five people who could use a hand. There are six that are… they’re pretty hurt. We did what we could, but… it was limited.”

By the time Ralph found the speaker, she’d finished talking. She was near a desk set off to one side. It was the only one with an actual computer monitor at it, as well as a keyboard and mouse.

Now that he was looking around the area, he could tell a great deal of the furniture had small holes in it, shattered wood, and broken legs.

One even had a rather large blood stain on it.

Well… shit.

I’m not sure what I expected, but this makes sense. We used shaped-charge rockets after all.

They probably threw around a great deal of debris. It’s no surprise at all that it came this way.

The woman seated at the desk gave them a wave of a hand.

For all the world, she looks like a twenty-something-year-old straight out of college. As if she’d only graduated a few days ago from whatever academy trained up prison guards.

Short-cropped black hair, a warm smile, bright brown eyes, and a bit more skin and flesh to her than one would expect for a prison guard. She wasn’t overly heavy, just not as thin as Ralph had often encountered in prisons.

A sunny disposition, set into a pretty face, with an exuded presence that somehow made Ralph feel like it belonged to a kids' TV show.

“We’re here to repair the door,” Ralph explained, not really sure what to say. “Should I start unloading the materials?”

“Yes! That’d be quite lovely. Right now, it’s just me here in admissions. Two others are currently helping me out up here, but they had to step away to prepare the area for you,” said the woman. “I’m Rhea, by the way!

“Oh, you can just put all the material right there, please. We’ll need to scan it, of course, before it leaves the admissions area. That’ll need to wait until my companions return.”

Ralph nodded his head slowly.

The woman was incredibly upbeat, but off.

Off and wrong.

It wasn’t just the fact that she was heavier than you would expect for a prison guard’s job in the middle of nowhere space without reinforcements. It was actually how she comported herself and how she was handling Ralph.

She was saying the right thing here and there, but she also wasn’t.

Truth be told, she seemed almost more fascinated by his presence than concerned about the security risks he presented. She hadn’t even thought to check him for weapons or anything else, in fact.

This is just weird.

Really weird.

It fits, but also doesn’t fit. What the fuck is going on?

Is it because we attacked but didn’t do anything? Did it throw everything out the window as far as regulations go?

Because there was no follow-up, they don’t have any idea of what’s going on?

I originally planned to use their belief in their perfect defenses against them. That if we attacked, then left, they’d believe their perfect defenses held.

That their beliefs were reinforced, and they’d be able to believe in their defenses. Fall into a lull, and we’d get our chance to push in, grab our pilot, and get out.

And… we’re here… we’re inside… and we have likely a good opportunity to get our pilot, but something is wrong. I can’t put my finger on it.

Delilah entered the admissions office, followed by Liseth. The two women looked around, then looked at Rhea. Ralph did notice that Liseth’s smile was a bit more stiff than the normal bedside smile he’d seen on her.

“Ah, yes, hello. The injured are through there,” Rhea said and gestured to a doorway behind her and to the right. “Please follow the signs toward the ‘infirmary’ and you’ll be able to find the injured without any difficulty! I do apologize that I don’t have an escort ready for you, but we’re… we’re really having issues after that attack on us!

“We’re working multiple extended shifts to cover all of our prison duties as well as our administrative duties. It’s really too much!”

Ralph was dumbstruck at the idea that they were going to let people wander the prison without an actual escort. This made no sense to Ralph at any level.

“How many injured, exactly?” Liseth asked, adjusting the rather large medical kit hanging off her shoulder at her hip.

“Twenty or so. Six or so grievously wounded as well,” Rhea offered up with a warm smile.

Liseth nodded her head slowly, hesitated, then began walking to the door that Rhea had suggested. As if she’d been expecting something.

Ralph realized what it was even as Liseth walked away, leaving him with a somewhat awestruck feeling.

They didn’t scan Liseth’s medical kit for contraband, weapons, or even the fact that she was likely bringing in restricted medications. Painkillers and other things that would be high-value objects to inmates.

Nothing was cataloged, nothing was checked, nothing was even glanced at.

Liseth glided out of the admissions office, though she paused at the door to look back at Ralph. She raised an eyebrow at him and waited there. Holding his gaze.

She was clearly just as aware as he was that something was extremely wrong here if they weren’t doing what they were expected to do. That realistically speaking, this was so far outside of an expectation that it might as well be an expectation for a children’s show, rather than a prison.

Ralph couldn’t do or say much, as Rhea had been keeping him engaged in conversation even as Liseth had moved across the room.

“— ended up being out here all by myself. Though you’re certainly a good-looking man, so I don’t mind and—” babbled Rhea.

All Ralph could manage was a fractional nod as his eyes met Liseth, hoping she’d infer that he knew that there was something hideously wrong here, and looked back to Rhea.

“—not quite sure what to do with myself!” Rhea said with a laugh and a shake of her hand at him.

“Well, for now, I’ll start bringing in the materials. Could you show my assistant here where she’ll be working?” Ralph asked and gestured to Delilah. “She’ll be doing most of the work, since I’m not allowed to leave the admissions office after all.

“I’ll start… moving things in. Would that be alright, Rhea? By the way, I really like your hairstyle. It’s rather short, but quite feminine at the same time.”

“Oh? Do you think so?” asked Rhea, and then stood up from behind the desk.

In that moment, Ralph realized Rhea wasn’t overweight; she was muscular, and her uniform was a bit too large for her. When Rhea stood up, Ralph realized she was easily six foot two, somewhat broad, and had a fair figure.

Though if the uniform was loose on her, it meant she’d lost weight, or it was just a bad fit.

Which was yet again, strange.

“I do,” Ralph said, smiling at Rhea, a strange and odd thought popped into his mind. It was the only answer he could come up with, considering everything that was going on. He wanted to push and decided to be aggressive. “Though… you look really fit. Incredibly so. It’s a shame you’re wearing that coat. I bet your arms are corded like steel. Your back, too.”

Rhea laughed at that, her feminine charm somehow growing with it, and she once again waved a hand at him. As if his compliment wasn’t incredibly forward, which it had been.

“I mean, I don’t mind?” Rhea remarked, grabbed the sleeves of her coat, and pulled them up to her elbows. Showing off her forearms right then and there.

Her fingernails were ragged, chipped, and not very well maintained.

There were also some odd-looking rough spots on her wrists that caught Ralph’s attention.

She flexed her forearms, twisting her wrists one way, then the other.

The muscles rippled, and Ralph realized that at this moment, she was quite literally someone who had worked out obsessively to get such definition. It wasn’t a stacking of muscle, but rather extreme tone and definition.

Lean calories, wrist chaffing marks that are almost scarring, musculature that’d be gained through relentless exercise, a personality that doesn’t match what’d be expected of a prison guard.

And most damning of all…

Ralph’s eyes flicked to the corner of the woman’s elbow. Peeking out from the cuff she’d rolled all the way up was the barest hint of a black triangle. Something that made no sense on any level, yet could only be one thing.

A tattoo.

Prison guards aren’t allowed tattoos of any sort.

They’re required to have every single one removed to ensure there are no gang affiliations.

Holy shit, the prison’s been taken over by the prisoners.

But… when?

How?


Chapter 7

Ralph had gone back and forth, over and over, dropping off materials where Rhea had told him to put them. A small airlock that would be accessible to Delilah once she started in on the repairs.

Surprisingly, Rhea didn’t do anything in regards to the shuttle. Nor did she seem particularly interested in trying to get on the ship, or to separate Ralph or Delilah.

The truth of the matter was that she seemed as if she wanted them to finish the repairs quickly and leave. To get out of the prison and do so as quickly as possible.

To the point that she had even gone onto the shuttle and helped unload things with Ralph. Pitching in to get the physical work done without interacting with him much.

It’d left him feeling a bit strange, and he needed to be careful when she was inside the shuttle.

In the end, though, nothing happened. On top of that, she didn’t even bother to scan the materials, the bags it came in, or the tools themselves.

None of it.

Despite saying she would scan them, she didn’t.

Delilah had been more or less browbeaten into starting the work, with Rhea asking her if she could begin with each and every delivery.

In the end, the work began, Rhea went back to her computer, and Ralph was left standing around, watching Delilah work through a remote camera. Except Ralph had no idea how to guide her, and realistically, she didn’t know how to do the work involved.

Or at least, not professionally.

The team had planned out what to do for this, though. They’d made several plans, in fact.

One such plan banked on the idea that Delilah would be in a spacesuit for the repairs. Given that Ralph would be expected to send and receive communications from her to make the repairs happen, it was a good expectation that Xas could step in.

Step in and help Delilah do the repairs on the door. Replacing the plates in the door with her help, rather than Ralph’s.

Which left Ralph sitting there, staring at a tablet, watching Delilah work with nothing to actually do.

As he sat there, Ralph would occasionally offer up advice and tell Delilah what to do as if she’d made a mistake. Because if he didn’t say anything, he figured Rhea would become suspicious.

“That’s fine,” Ralph said in a legitimate correction this time. Delilah had been fussing with getting a bolt to completely pull two plates together. “Honestly, the thread glue you put on will keep it there. Trying to get the plates to push together perfectly will look nice, but some idiot with less hours on a stick than they’ve got years will bump that door at some point.

“If you look at the old plates, none of them were tight and flush. They were all warped and bent.”

“Oh. That makes sense,” Delilah answered and made a rude hand gesture at the bolt in question.

Ralph nodded his head at that and then stood up out of his seat. He put the headset down and stretched.

“So what gave me away?” Rhea asked him suddenly, causing Ralph’s heart to lurch sideways.

Standing there, he stared at her as his brain struggled to put together a response to her question.

“What?” he asked, the only plausible question or answer that sprang to his mind. To act as if he didn’t understand at all, which, given the way he probably looked confused and startled, might be believable.

“You watch me the same way others do when they realize I’m a felon,” Rhea said, her eyes boring into his own. She had remained seated at the computer and hadn’t moved at all. The bubbly young woman hadn’t left, it seemed, though, as she gave him a smile, shifted to her side in her seat, and then plunked her chin down into her palm. Bracing her arm against the desk with her elbow. “I only noticed it a moment ago when you looked up at me before you gave your partner directions. It’s a look I’ve grown to recognize.

“So… what gave me away in the end? I thought I looked like a fairly good imitation of a prison guard.”

Ralph blinked twice and realized any type of obfuscation, denial, or deflection would be pointless.

“Tattoo. When you showed me your arms. I saw the corner of something at the interior of your elbow,” Ralph admitted. “That’s what confirmed it for me, at least. Prison guards aren’t allowed tattoos of any type, for any reason, under any condition.

“On top of that, you didn’t scan anything, didn’t scan the doctor, didn’t scan the materials… nothing. Your uniform doesn’t fit either. The fact that you’re incredibly fit doesn’t help either.

“As someone who’s talked to a lot of ex-cons… there isn’t much to do for a lot of people, man or woman, other than work out. Exercise. Push-ups. Sit-ups. Pacing.”

Rhea frowned at that, sighed, and gave him a smile that didn’t belong on the ultra-fit prisoner. It belonged to a housewife or someone like Marionette. She watched him for several seconds and then blew out a heavy breath.

“You’re not the repair crew, either,” she finally said. “If you were, you would’ve already tried to report the situation because it was a while ago that you saw my tattoo.

“It’s a unicorn, by the way. It’s pink and blue. It’s really quite cute! I only have that one as well as a super-pretty one. It’s a butterfly on my shoulder. It’s low enough and towards the center that you can’t see it unless I’ve got on a really skimpy tank top. I’m not really into tattoos, but I got them a long while back when I was a teen.”

Blinking at that, Ralph really didn’t know how to respond.

Other than the truth.

“Yeah, I’m not the repair crew,” Ralph confirmed. “I’m here to break a prisoner out and hire her as my pilot. I’m a Privateer. Going to claim her as cargo at some point and make her a Ship’s-Mistress, which converts her to property, and would wipe out her sentence and turn it into a fine.”

“Oooh, that’s actually pretty smart. But hey, you know, I’m a pilot,” said Rhea. “I used to crew Land-Skippers, shuttles, and atmospheric fighters.

“I worked for the House Casta. Right up until I punched out a Confed officer who tried to get me to do things I wasn’t willing to do. It’s likely exactly what you’re thinking. I’m a lady, not a whore, thank you.

“He ended up getting court-martialed and sent to prison, too. Didn’t stop them from court-martialing me, though.

“After that… well… I kind of knocked out a few prison guards who were rather impolite to me. Then I knocked out some prisoners.

“Almost killed a few, too. They were quite rude, I’ll have you know. Impolite wouldn’t even begin to describe them. Honestly, ever since I was sent to prison, it’s just been one rude person after another.

“Though you’ve been quite polite! Very nice. You don’t stare at my chest or make comments about my looks.”

Ralph had thankfully only noticed belatedly that Rhea was actually well built in the bust, but her ill-fitting uniform had turned her into a somewhat shapeless silhouette.

He couldn’t deny she was pretty, though. She had an odd cast to her features that he only now realized was similar to the mixed heritage types he’d met amongst the Calesat. Where they’d clearly had Confed genetics mixed in with their own.

It ended up being a rather pretty combination in the women, and Rhea wasn’t an exception to that.

“I mean, you are rather pretty, Rhea, and if we’re being honest, that uniform does nothing for your figure,” Ralph offered up honestly. He figured that being honest with her so far had gotten him a great deal further than he’d expected, so there was no reason to deviate. “Otherwise, I’m afraid I might’ve been rude and stared. Sorry.”

Rhea’s eyes glittered oddly as she took in his words, still watching him with the same bright smile she’d gifted him when he’d first walked in.

“Well,” she murmured finally. “I… suppose that’s alright. You didn’t do it, and you’re only guessing at what might happen, not that it did happen. I’m sure you’d contain yourself.

“Now, we should probably talk about where we go from here. I’m the leader of one gang, and the one mostly in charge. Our goal is really simple.

“Wait for a prison transfer ship to come, take it, and get out of here. Straight into the corridor, wait there for a time, then go to the fringes of Confed or Blood space. Never looking back.

“The problem I’ve got as the leader of my gang is you and your two people, and the fact that I got a notification literally as you arrived, that a prison transfer ship is on the way.

“If you’re here when that happens, it’ll get messy. If I let you leave before they arrive, it could get messy. If I don’t let you leave at all, eject the shuttle, and keep you and your two companions locked away… it’ll probably get messy. The prison ship mentioned your shuttle in their notification and is following protocol regarding it.

“Which I obviously don’t know. So… I’m in a bit of a tough spot here, Privateer.

“And so are you.

“Because you’re not supposed to be here. You’re likely going to have as many problems as I do. Just with… less repercussions. Being a privateer and all.

“In fact, I think if they find you here, they might even try to pin that attack that let us break out on you as well. And before you ask, all the prison guards who were alive after that attack are still alive, though some are wounded. That doc is going to be treating some of them, but they’ve been told not to make a scene.

“We took over the prison because those explosions knocked out more than a few, killed several, and someone panicked and opened up doors they weren’t supposed to. After that… it only took us a few hours.”

Rhea had never looked away from him the entire time she explained the situation. She only finally blinked with her last spoken word, and her head tilted a bit further to one side.

He got the impression that, despite her rather pretty and sunny disposition, her words in regards to her crimes were quite real. That her being here meant she was somewhat unhinged, as well as being violent, bordering on having taken a life.

Just not quite.

“Yeah,” Ralph stated in a flat and exasperated tone. “I definitely am not supposed to be here, and I get what you mean.

“Well… what do you think then, Rhea? How do you and I get out of this mess? Because I can’t stay here for your plan to work, and you can’t let me go easily if you want assurances that I won’t do anything stupid. Though I’d make the argument that any type of idiocy like that on my part would only get me in trouble as well.

“As you said, I’m not supposed to be here. I’m just as much on the line as you are. We’re sharing a proverbial bed.”

“Oh, no no no, I’m afraid I don’t get into bed with just anybody,” Rhea politely declined with an energetic and girlish giggle. “My standards are very high, and we’d have to be dating for several months first and… oh, you… I get it. You did say proverbial. Sorry, I’m a bit flustered.

“You’re the first man I’ve seen in about six years. Before you ask, I know I look like I just got out of college. I had longevity treatments done years ago as part of my officer enlistment bonus and years added to my contract.”

“Rhea, how do we work through this?” Ralph stated, trying to guide her back to the conversation at hand.

“The pilot you wanted, what’s her name?” Rhea asked.

“Janey Den,” Ralph answered quickly.

“Janey? You want… Janey? I mean… alright,” responded Rhea with a shrug of her shoulders. “She’s nice enough. She helped me paint my nails a few weeks ago. I ended up chipping them so badly in the fight with the prison guards, and they look awful right now.

“Anyway, just a second.”

Rhea never looked away from Ralph as she opened a desk drawer. She reached into it, pulled out a walkie-talkie, and thumbed the transmit button once. She held it down for several seconds, let go, then thumbed it once more, though this time it was quite quick.

“Yeah,” said a voice on the other end after a beat.

“Where’s Janey Den right now?” Rhea asked in a saccharine sweet voice.

“Bunked down in the back. With the Shitters. She didn’t leave her cell. Stayed in it. She and some others. Not part of their gang but not part of ours,” answered the voice.

“Thank you. Send a message to the Shitters and ask if they’ll make a trade?” Rhea asked, staring unblinkingly at Ralph. If this had been when he’d first become a Privateer, he might’ve been unnerved by the gaze.

Instead, he only found it was like staring at someone with a weapon.

Just a weapon of a different sort.

He gave her a broad smile instead, then dipped his head to Rhea.

To which she smiled at him widely in return, her lashes lowering partially. Her shoulders moved forward, and her free hand came up to lightly press to her mouth.

Well damn.

It’s weird seeing such a girlish and very ‘pink’ personality on a tall drink of water like her, who’s a damn confederal felon.

Even Marionette isn’t as girly as Rhea, and she’s pretty girly.

“Not going to happen. We caught Tanaka sneaking around the barricades, and Brick fucking killed her. Put a god damn pipe against her head enough times that her eyes popped out,” answered the voice. “After that, they set fire to the barricades, managed to corner Lesh, and burned her to death. Whole place reeks something fucking fierce from all her god damned hair.”

“Ah, well that’s not very nice,” complained Rhea, her delicate brows moving toward one another. “Alright. Thank you.”

Rhea set the walkie down on the desk and sighed.

“It seems if you want Janey, you’re going to have to fight your way to her. Did you happen to bring any weapons? You’re going to need them,” she remarked.

“Of course,” Ralph said with an ugly chuckle. They hadn’t dared to bring explosives, since that’d likely set off multiple sensors that they expected to be here.

He did, however, bring in several hold-out blasters that he’d bought from Xas and others over the years. As well as his trophy sword that he’d taken from the enemy captain he killed. It’d been made of a material that didn’t set off scanners, but also was significantly weaker in strength to his own sword.

Ralph picked up the headset, grabbed the tablet with one hand, and hit the ‘speak’ button in the corner.

“Del, the prisoners took over,” Ralph deadpanned. “Got a deal to get Janey. She’s in the back. Two gangs run this place. One gang wants us to fucking leave; they’ll help us get Janey. Grab the kit on the top and drag it in.”

“Got it,” Delilah said, sounding unsurprised. “Xas says she’s picked up a rather large ship heading our way. It’ll probably be here in three hours. Give or take.”

“Yeah, prisoner transfer ship. One of the reasons the gang wants us fucking gone,” Ralph answered. “Alright, get that done. I’m going to go get Liseth and make sure she’s fine.”

“She is,” Delilah answered quickly. “She found an unattended console, notified Xas that the prison was taken over by the prisoners, and gave her a backdoor into the whole system. Xas has been working on taking it over.

“It’s really slow headway as she’s doing it without tripping anything.

“That and she’s a fucking glorified chatbot that’s been recording you in the bathroom. She’s a piece of shit for anything that isn’t making guns or black market, I guess.”

“Haha, fuck you, Del. I’m most certainly not recording him in the bathroom. Not at all,” Xas argued quickly. “I am currently working my way through the system. Much of it is destroyed, blocked, or locked. I do have access to door controls, though! Want me to open all my doors for you, Ralph?”

Ralph clicked his tongue and did not deign to respond to Xas’ provocations.

“Well, Delilah,” saying her full name. He didn’t mind using the nickname she’d given him from time to time, but he still thought her name was too pretty not to say fully. “Hope you’re ready for a run and gun mission with me.”

“I’m definitely ready for that,” growled Delilah. “More than ready.”

“She’s sexually frustrated because of you, haha,” answered Xas quickly. “She asked me earlier to sell her some—”

“Xas, I will reprogram you,” hissed Delilah.

Xas only laughed hysterically in that strange way of hers.

“We’ll go get Janey and get out of your hair,” Ralph stated, his eyes moving back to Rhea. “Anything else you want from me as part of the deal?”

“The weapons,” Rhea answered.

Thinking about that, Ralph hesitated, then shook his head.

“Not all of them,” he countered. “The sword and one pistol in particular, are dear to me. I can leave the other hold-out blasters for you, though. They’re energy types, and they don’t set off scanners.”

“That’d be just delightful. Thank you ever so much,” gushed Rhea with another warm laugh. “So… what’s your name… Privateer? Don’t think you can’t tell me either. I’ve got a good memory for faces. I’ll just go looking around for you.”

“Ralph,” answered Ralph, watching the distinctly off-beat woman. “Ralph Turlan.”

Rhea gave him another light and airy laugh, paired with an equally bright smile that made her look more like a very-tall housewife being told a joke.

Rather than what she was.


Chapter 8

Ralph checked his personal hold-out blaster and found it was ready. There were several energy cells he’d packed along with it just in case it needed to be reloaded. Then he lifted his sword from the scabbard and let it fall back in with a clack.

He would never go into known combat without checking his weapons to make sure they would clear holsters, sheaths, had the safety off, and were ready for use.

“Your sword looks like it could use a good scrub,” Rhea remarked, looming over him from the left side. She was taller than Delilah. “I feel like you could probably get it out with a good scrub with a steel wool pad.”

“I… what?” Ralph mumbled and then unsheathed the sword and looked it over.

It seemed perfectly fine to him.

Until he turned it partially in the light, and he saw that there was indeed a light speckling of grit lodged into small pits in the material. As if it’d been improperly stored for a time and then never maintained after that.

“Well damn,” Ralph grumped, laughed, and sheathed it. He adjusted the cinch on the belt that held it, then looked at Delilah. She was holding the other two hold-out blasters he’d brought along. One in each hand. The reserve cells were somewhere on her person. “Plan is simple. Let the operator handle the doors as we go, open and close only as needed, use them to herd people out of our way or lock ’em down. Ready then?”

With Xas having full control of the prison and locking everyone else at the same time, they’d taken absolute control over the doors and security systems.

Right now, every single door was closed. Rhea had warned her own gang to get into place and hunker down.

“Very much. I’m absolutely ready. Xas won’t stop being a shit and honestly… I hate… places like this,” hissed Delilah, a frown writ large on her face. She glanced at Rhea. “Think they’ll fight us and want to cause an issue?”

Ah, yeah, I get it.

She’s probably put a number of people here. The chances of her running across someone she’s met and put behind bars aren’t zero, and it’s actually quite possible. These are people who’d have bounties on their heads.

“Obviously! They went and ruined all the facilities they had on their side of the barrier as well. They haven’t had fresh clothes, fresh food, or even fresh water since this all started,” said the tall woman with a small nod of her head. “They probably stink, haven’t brushed their teeth, or had a good meal in a while. It’s their own fault, of course, but… what can you do? People make their own choices, don’t you know.”

“Yes. People do make their own choices,” remarked Liseth. She was armed with a military club and one low-grade holdout pistol. She held it in a way that somehow made her look refined while doing it, yet also lethal. “Though sometimes, we don’t get to make choices. Like being grabbed about on one’s person by a rather dashing man who didn’t seem to mind where his hands went.”

I did kinda grab at her when I was moving her.

“Nope, didn’t mind at all,” Ralph said and lifted up his left hand. His very much not biological left hand.

He looked at it, wondering how it would hold up. This would be the first use in an actual battle. The first time he’d be depending on it to keep him alive and to unalive everyone who stood in his way.

“I suppose it’s a good thing I didn’t mind either,” Liseth replied, and her ever-present small smile grew as she stared at him. “Now, we can enjoy some more flirty banter later, but for the moment, we’re on a literal clock. Rhea has been a gracious host, but we should endeavor to leave her home as soon as possible.”

“Oh, you’re so sweet! I didn’t do anything at all to earn that, though,” countered Rhea with a sigh. “If this had been when I still had a stove, I’d have made a lovely quiche.

“The last time I had a stove, though, was a while ago. I lost it because I pulled all the teeth out of this nasty little prison guard’s head that said I was too tall for an apron. That and that my nails and hair were disgusting.

“The guards that collected him two days later from me didn’t even let me keep the necklace I made out of the teeth.”

Okay then.

The tall housewife is crazy.

Not wanting to linger here any longer, Ralph moved forward, leaving Rhea behind in the admissions office. The headset on his head made a single popping noise.

“Ah… Ralph?” Xas asked in the headset.

“Yeah,” he replied, looking ahead. He saw Liseth and Delilah both glance at him. He tapped the headset with a finger and mimed a talking mouth with his left hand.

As he did it, he realized that the prosthetic moved as if it were truly his hand. It wasn’t delayed, off, or wrong at all. At some point, he’d been using it without thinking of it as anything other than his hand.

“Good! You can hear me. Great, that’s perfect. I wanted to make sure before we started moving in,” Xas relayed, followed by an odd sound. “Oops, anyway. Haha, here we go. Let me get my door nice and wide for you, Ralphy.”

“Ralphy?” repeated Ralph, sounding very nonplussed by the sudden nickname.

“Oh yeah, Ralphy. Anyway, door ahead is open,” Xas reported. “You’ll have a long hallway to go through, then an elevator. I’ve already rerouted it, so it’ll work. I even managed to get the doors to the elevator bay you’ll be exiting into locked shut! No surprise ambushes here.”

“Thanks, Xas. How far off are we from Rhea’s ‘barricade’ as she called it, once we exit the elevator,” Ralph inquired.

“Pretty far realistically, but it shouldn’t be that bad. I’m already working on the plan,” Xas answered. “Though there’s also some interesting side areas along the way that I can access. Strange corridors that aren’t really on the original blueprints, but are receiving power, have doors, and are part of the security system!

“I think it’s an illegal extension or something. Think there are prisoners back there? Some hidden extremely beautiful sexy-hot women who can’t be jailed, but need to be stuck behind bars?

“That could be a lot of fun, haha! Or maybe it’s a secret and illegal server network that’s been working on highly illegal and secret plans. Or an AI! That’d be fascinating.”

“You sound like Rio,” accused Ralph.

“Probably. I talk to her a lot. She’s a lot of fun,” Xas admitted immediately. “She’s almost certainly rubbing off on me. I think it’s a good thing.”

Ralph didn’t respond to that as the doors slowly opened in front of them, then closed behind them. Moving forward along and through corridors and shut cell doors.

The changeover from admissions to prison cells had been almost immediate.

From what he could tell, what Xas told him previously, and what he had heard, places like this were almost entirely electronic. The fact that there just wasn’t much human interaction was by design. The less human interaction, the better, because it meant fewer possibilities of problems happening.

Door after door opened ahead of them and closed behind them. A long line of airlock-like systems that, if properly controlled, would almost certainly keep prisoners from doing exactly what they had done.

Guess my attack really fucked things over.

Shit.

This is technically my fault, isn’t it?

Well fuck.

I didn’t think a whole prison riot would happen.

God damnit.

I’ll need to… to… pay some coin to the families of the dead. As if they died in an accident.

Or something.

This sucks.

“The barrier that Rhea described is up ahead. The fire suppression system kicked in once I took control, so the fire should be out, but… it’s probably smoky and nasty,” warned Xas.

“Barrier ahead,” Ralph stated.

“This is a very well-constructed prison,” Liseth mused as the next door opened, and they saw the ‘barrier’. It was a mass of furniture that looked as if it’d been ripped out of a lunch room, thrown into a pile, and crudely shoved around until it formed a barrier. Right in the middle of a large four-way hallway. It was partially melted in some places. “I do think that it’s odd that the prisoners escaped. I’m not entirely sold on the idea that our attack is the root of this issue.

“In fact, I suspect… that there was already a prison breakout in progress in some fashion, or some way. We only presented them with an opportunity to leverage whatever they were doing earlier.”

“Maybe,” Delilah mumbled. “Fucking stinks.”

Ralph couldn’t disagree; the burning materials of the semi-melted barrier stunk terribly. He couldn’t identify it, but he was sure he’d need Liseth to check him out later after they got back aboard the Toll.

Reaching out with his prosthetic hand, Ralph shoved a hunk of what looked like a one-time table to the side and made a narrow path. Glancing at his gloved hand, he saw there was something stuck to the material.

He tended to wear a glove on his prosthetic, as doing otherwise would engender a lot more questions.

Moving to the next door, it didn’t open immediately.

“There are three inside the room. They won’t leave no matter which door I open for them,” Xas explained. “Are you ready?”

“Three inside,” Ralph explained, and unsheathed his sword in his right hand. He drew his hold-out blaster with his left hand. Taking up a sideways stance, he held up the pistol in front of himself.

Delilah lifted both weapons while Liseth drifted up to Ralph’s side and held her pistol up in one hand, and put her left hand behind her back. It was a very strange way to hold a pistol, but he wasn’t about to question her.

She was standing at his side with a weapon and ready to fight prisoners.

“Here it comes,” Xas warned, and then the doors swung open.

“Put your shit on the ground and lie down!” Ralph shouted, his pistol snapping to the closest prisoner.

As one, all three prisoners, two rather light-skinned and the third darker, rushed him. He couldn’t see their faces or hair colors, as they all wore cloth masks with holes cut out for the eyes.

Ralph fired twice at the one moving toward him and shifted his fire to the next closest as the one in the lead fell flat on their face.

Liseth had fired at the individual thrice in a short period. All three laser shots struck center mass, though whatever it hit wasn’t enough to drop the individual immediately. They blew onward, and Liseth stepped to the side, crouched low, and put her foot out.

Unbelievably comical looking, but it worked.

The woman, who’d been shot three times, hit her ankle and went flying into the melted barrier. Except they didn’t get up, they lay there atop the debris, struggling against it, but not able to stand up.

As Ralph turned to look at the third, he saw that Delilah had put them down and turned to look at Ralph and Liseth.

“Well, that was unpleasant,” Ralph muttered. “New plan. If we encounter anyone further, we’re dealing with it from a distance. That was pretty fucking stupid.”

“To be fair,” Liseth said while standing up. “It seemed reasonable to expect them not to… charge us. It was rather foolish of them to do so.

“Although it seems my aim is good, but my placement is bad. They just kept coming.”

“She had breast implants,” Delilah offered up with a chuckle. “It can scatter a laser sometimes or just… stop. Depends on the strength.”

“Oh? Oh. I can see how that might happen. Fascinating,” Liseth remarked, put on her small smile she often wore, and stared at him.

“Xas, how’s the next corridor looking?” Ralph asked.

“Full of prisoners who are now very curious about the room you’re sectioned in, haha,” answered Xas. “I want to try something. Stay where you are, okay? Don’t fire either.”

“Xas is going to try something, prepare for the next group, though,” Ralph ordered and lifted his pistol up again. A second afterward, and Delilah as well as Liseth were ready. All weapons were pointed at the door.

And then the door slid open. Each airlock door slid into the recesses on each side.

Immediately, six prisoners turned, spotted Ralph and the others, and sprinted at them.

Only for the door to shut on the lead prisoner and cut them in half at the waist.

“Ha, got ’em,” Xas crowed brightly as the upper half of the prisoner squirmed around on the ground. They grasped about the cold floor for several seconds, then looked down at themselves as if they weren’t sure of what was going on. Then they rolled onto their back and went to grab at their missing lower half.

Only to pause in the motion, their arms shuddering, then dropping down to their sides. Then their head hit the ground, and they went still.

The door opened once again, though only partially. Then it shuddered between opening and closing.

Like a hungry set of maws.

“Come on in, said the spider to the fly,” Xas hissed eagerly. “Come, come. I’ve got the timing perfect now.”

Four prisoners stood in the other room, though now they were standing in the middle of the room. The lower half of the dead prisoner was right up against the door.

Somehow, part of it got caught in the door, and Xas pulled them open a bit quicker, causing the waist to move between the doors. Then she slid it shut and cut the lower half in half at the crotch.

“Bonus,” Xas deadpanned, and opened the doors again.

On either side of the prisoners, the cell doors all slammed open, even as the now blood-smeared door jiggled open and closed.

“Enter the cells,” Ralph ordered and pointed his laser pistol at the closest. “Or you can get shot, or eaten by the door. Take your pick.”

Ralph only now realized that all of the prisoners had bags over their heads. It was a strange thing to do, but he also wasn’t going to question it.

Looking at each other, the doors, and the three people armed with pistols, the prisoners entered the cells.

The door behind them opened, and another set of prisoners saw the situation. Even as the first group was entering cells, the second group moved to rush Ralph.

Then came to a stop as the hungry doors shuddered, and the chopped bits of the woman lay about on the ground. Not to mention the considerable distance they’d have to clear to get to Ralph.

Getting the hint, they all started filing into the jail cells as well.

“Move ahead, then take the left intersection. We’ll check out that alcove area. It’ll also take us around a major portion of prisoners and into the area where Janey’s cell is,” Xas ordered.

Ralph only stood there, waiting with his pistol up, until every prisoner had entered a cell.

None of them did it willingly or quickly; many lingered. As if weighing their odds of rushing Ralph anyway.

When they were done, Ralph moved forward. Quickly moving to the intersection Xas had ordered them to go. The doors ahead of them were open for a significant way as well.

As they entered and then turned into another hall, Ralph found that the door they were passing through wasn’t an airlock door, but a normal electronic door. It didn’t belong in this prison at all, and was almost certainly installed considerably after the prison had been built.

No sooner had they crossed through the door than Ralph got his answer as to the reason this location existed. Because to the left side was a series of very small cells. No larger than three feet by three feet, and fit with heavy bars, rather than walls or a door.

In every single cell, there was a combat android.

“Well, that’s terrifying,” Liseth voiced as they walked past the unmoving military assets.

“I haven’t seen androids like these in a while,” whispered Delilah, her head turning to look at nearly every single one as they passed. “These are all androids that require an AI to function. A real AI. Not the ones that get installed everywhere. These are AI like Xas. Or… they were.

“Are they all deactivated? Decommissioned? If so, why’re they here? They’re all plugged into the back wall, but that’s not a power cord.”

“They could be black-ops types. Decommissioned here, where no one will find them, but still usable if the need arises,” Ralph suggested as they continued past them all. “Or… maybe… can they be criminals? Can a military android go rogue?”

“Yes,” Xas answered in a flat voice. “They most certainly can and have. You might actually be correct, Ralph. These could very well be rogue androids. I’ll see if I can’t get any information on them. See if there’s a terminal or any type of control panel for them. There probably is one, since they’re all connected to cables.”

“I would imagine that if they’re ‘plugged-in’, yet their shells are unresponsive, then they might be… ah… well… cybernetics, android construction, and AI programming isn’t my strong suit, but if they’re plugged in, are their AI’s currently in a prison all their own?” Liseth asked as they continued to walk down the hall. “Most of my work was all biological and wound treatment. My Blood didn’t much care for much in the way of biotechnology either.”

An AI prison?

I mean, huh… I suppose that’s perfectly plausible.

It also sounds kinda horrifying.

“That it?” Ralph asked after they took a ninety-degree turn. At the end of the hall was a terminal set against the wall. “And how exactly did you expect us to give you access? We didn’t really—”

“My dearest captain, Doc is ever and always on your side,” purred Liseth with a throaty and mature laugh. She had moved right up to the terminal, stuck something onto the side of it, and turned to look at him with the left side of her mouth fully turned upward. “I may not be much of a fighter, but I do carry my own weight.”

“Haha, yeah, in her bra. She straps them down. I hate her already and like her, too. My sex-bot is gonna need so many extras to get your attention,” Xas chortled. “Accessing… and… in. Oh… oh uh… yes. It’s an AI prison.

“Yes, they’re very much rogue AI. They’re all… very… keep moving. We never saw this.”

“Xas says we never saw this, and they’re scary enough that she doesn’t want to talk about it,” Ralph said and led everyone onward. “How much further, Xas?”

“Not far. Just a single door, actually. Janey’s cell is right ahead. I also took care of the prisoners inside!” Xas cheered brightly. “Nom, nom, squish, crunch, crunch!”

No sooner had Xas finished speaking than the door in front of them swung open.

It reeked of blood inside.

There were twenty or so prisoners in various states of being cut apart by the doors all around this corridor. It was a T-intersection of three corridors. One of the prisoners looked like they’d had their head crushed in the door as well.

“Xas is scary,” Delilah whispered in the silence.

“Which cell, you freakin’ Rogue AI chatbot?” Ralph grumped. “You belong in that AI prison, don’t you?”

“Probably! Haha, it’s the third on the left according to the blueprints,” Xas answered immediately. “You should be proud of me. I managed to kill all those prisoners without even being able to see them! I was using the door safety sensors to do it. I’m amazing.

“I’m so amazing that I’m going to make you grovel at the feet of my sex-bot to bed me. I’ll seduce you, get you to fall for me, and then beg to bed me.”

“Har har, Xas, real… funny… shit,” Ralph finished lamely, looking into the cell where Xas had directed him.

There were four dead people in it, and one of them was most certainly Janey. He recognized her by the picture Delilah had shared with him.

Her throat was cut ear to ear, and her hands were tied behind her back. A massive amount of blood covered the front of her chest and pooled around beneath her.

“Well fuck,” Delilah offered intelligently.

“It would seem we’ll still need a pilot,” Liseth said and turned to look at Ralph, her smile once more ever present. “As well as a rapid escape plan.”


Chapter 9

Ralph clicked his tongue and rubbed a hand against his face.

“Ralph,” Xas said quickly over his headset. “We’ve got a problem. I think the idea that someone already had a prison break plan in motion was right! A small assault craft just nosed up to the shuttle you arrived in! They pushed ours out of the way and have docked!

“It’s unlisted, no transponder, and really, the materials on the damn thing are a bit less than what we have on the Toll, but it’s up there. It’s about the size of the Siren! The feed from Del’s wired probe is the only reason I saw it at all. Their ship is built well.”

Raising his eyebrows, Ralph had no idea what to say about that.

The only thing that made sense was that the Confed had figured out that a prison break was happening, or that there really had been someone planning an escape, and it got interrupted by Ralph’s attack.

“No way it’s Confed?” whispered Ralph.

“Not unless it’s a blackout non-reporter!” Xas answered. “Which, let’s be honest, they would’ve already been here if they were. This is… there’s no way. It’s not Confed, or it would’ve already happened earlier. Right?”

It sounded like Xas was almost confident in her statement, but not completely so.

“There’s an issue?” Liseth asked, her head tilting partially to the side, her smile had vanished as she stared at him.

“Ship just docked. It’s a sensor-stealthed ship like the Siren or the Toll. No transponder at all,” Ralph answered. “Moved the shuttle out of the way. Xas thinks it’s the idea that a prison break was already in motion when we attacked and that it’s not the Confed come to rescue the prison.”

“Uhm, I don’t know how to say this, but I’m about to lose control over the security,” warned Xas. “Or at least, some of it. I’m fighting to keep it. Also, I’m positive this isn’t Confed. They’re using programs to hack the security, not log into it. They don’t have the passwords or access. I’ll do what I can, but—”

Xas’ voice was cut off.

“They just hacked security, and Xas lost some control,” reported Ralph as the headset went quiet. It meant that whoever was pushing into security had done enough to get the signal killers up and running. There would be no signals going in or out of the prison for any reason as long as they were up and running. “Can’t hear her anymore. Signal killers are up.”

“Well, that’s rather disappointing,” Liseth murmured with genuine sounding annoyance. “I suppose we’ll have to assist them with their suicidal wishes. I have three different plans that I believe would work, though we’ll have to test them to see what the response is.

“The first plan is to just sit here and let them do what they want. When they leave, we can leave. Whatever they’re here for, they’ll take and leave. The Confed would wish to remain and establish its control over the prison. A third party outside the Confed would conclude its mission and depart.”

“I like that plan,” Delilah confessed with a smirk.

Ralph couldn’t deny he liked it as well, and it made a lot of sense.

“Second plan, we fight our way out, fight our way to their ship, take it, and add it to the collection,” Liseth suggested. “I think, given that we lost communications, and that Winnie, Rio, and Xas are on board the Toll while Ralph is in here… they’ll move in to corner that new ship.

“Corner it, perhaps pull it out of the airlock, and take it. Winnie is particularly aggressive right now as she rights her thinking. She’s rather frustrated.”

There was no denying that Ralph would very much like to capture the ship. It’d be a nice addition to his ‘fleet’ of ships at this point. Not to mention, if they did get a carrier ship as a home base, then this new addition would be just fine.

“Third, I release the combat androids, tell them there’s someone to fight, and we take a step back and let them have at it,” Liseth said in a dry voice. “Though I’m unsure of what kind of restrictions we could give them, their compliance, or even their ability to commit to a plan. You didn’t say much about what Xas said.”

“Xas didn’t explain much, no. She sounded disgusted, nervous, and concerned about it, all at the same time, though. She did say they were prisoners, as if they belonged there,” agreed Ralph. “I like all three plans if I’m being honest. They all have their good points.

“The only thing I’m stuck on, if I’m being truly honest… is I’d hate to let the prison guards get killed by whoever just came into the prison if I don’t have to. We can assume that there was a prison break plan in place, all we want, but I’m the reason this prison break happened, and those guards don’t deserve to die because of it.

“Rhea said she had them all bound up and hidden in the infirmary. Hurt or unhurt.”

“Yes, I inspected several of them who were injured,” Liseth agreed, her smile appearing slowly. “They were awake, aware, and spoke with me. They made no attempt to signal to me that they were prison guards, but it wasn’t hard to tell that they were indeed prison guards. Haircuts, body types, faces, no tattoos, no large scars. How they carried themselves even then.

“I let them know I was aware without telling them. Enough to deny it later if I needed to. Then they kept an eye out while I broke Xas into a terminal. There was a door to the side that was shut. I imagine that might be where the other guards were.”

Ralph stared at the rather lovely doctor who had a far sharper mind than he’d actually ever suspected.

“I think I got lucky when I kidnapped you,” he said after a long pause.

Liseth’s smile became a real one, her eyes crinkled, and she even displayed her teeth.

Then she shrugged at him.

“Mm, we both got lucky. I didn’t get caught up in a drive eruption that devoured the ship, and you got a Doc far more skilled than any ship’s captain could afford,” she offered. “For now, we have things to discuss. You may compliment me and flirt with me later. I enjoy it more than I thought I would.

“To reiterate, we have the three plans I proposed, and any plans you two might have.”

“I don’t have a better plan than what you put forward,” Delilah admitted with a small shrug of her shoulders. “I personally think… maybe we should enlist the androids to fight for us and get the hell out of here. They’d be a hell of a boarding force. War criminals or not.

“We could even take that ship at that point. Couldn’t we? How strong are these androids, anyway? I’ve heard of them, know about them, never fought or dealt with one.”

“Strong. Fast. Lethal,” Ralph admitted with a sigh. “I’ve fought them, but it wasn’t something I’d like to repeat without preparation. It was a deal I had that went bad. Android came out of nowhere. They dodged my shots and fought me to a standstill with a sword.

“I won because I used something they couldn’t just dodge. Shotgun with a barrel so short it might as well have been a pistol. Just unloaded on it.”

“In other words, if we release them without controls, they could just murder us,” Delilah paraphrased.

“How delightful. As I mentioned, I’m not a doctor in cybernetics or programming. Nor AI for that matter,” Liseth demurred. “I can only go with whatever is on that console. Shall we at least inspect it? We can also test if the doors open for us at the same time.”

Ralph, Delilah, and Liseth all moved toward the door as the doctor was right.

If the doors weren’t opening for them, then they wouldn’t be able to do much of anything until Xas took the system over again.

It thankfully opened on its own, and the hall back to the imprisoned androids was available.

The trio walked into the hall and up to the console.

Liseth blew out a breath and started to tap at the screen. Her eyes flicked from one window to another as she read over what was presented to her. Her rather long and delicate-looking fingers were laid on the screen, and she began to tap at it with increasing speed.

She was currently moving through the security protocol and regulations of the console. It seemed to have a lot of warnings that came straight to the front.

Blue eyes moving back and forth across and to each thing that opened or closed. She cycled through menus faster and faster. To the point that Ralph couldn’t keep up anymore.

“Who built you like this?” Delilah asked abruptly.

Liseth’s hands paused over the controls, and she turned her head fractionally, her bright eyes locking onto Delilah. Then she offered both Delilah and Ralph her trademark smile.

“My parents birthed me, as to what built me… a Blood member who wanted a strategist,” Liseth answered, followed by a long and slow blink. “I’m afraid I never excelled at strategy or tactics. Medical work and things in that area, I’m quite good at. It’s also why I wasn’t allowed to have children, before you ask, yes.

“However, it would seem I’m no longer beholden to the rules of Vanah. They didn’t want to buy me back after all, and I’ve been sold to my dear captain. I’ve found that I’m quite gratified to be in my new role.

“By the way, Del, I need to look at your shoulder when we get back. You carry your weapon oddly, and you keep avoiding me when I tell you it’s time for a physical.”

Liseth’s head turned back toward the console, and her eyes followed after a few seconds. Her fingers once more began to dance and tap across the screen.

“Okay, Doc. Sorry,” Delilah muttered. “I fucked up my shoulder years ago, and it’s never been right. Every doctor looks at it and just tells me it’s fucked.”

“It likely is,” Liseth agreed. “As your Doc, I still want to see it. Your health is my responsibility. That and my Captain wouldn’t like it very much if I wasn’t taking care of our crew.”

My Captain.

She’s been growing more and more possessive over time.

I wonder if I should be worried.

“I get it,” Delilah mumbled. “I’ll… come by. It was a fist fight. They wrenched me around pretty good when it went to the ground. Something went pop, and every doctor looks at it and says it looks fine.”

“Pop?” Liseth murmured even as her fingers continued to flick and move across the screen. “Labral tear, probably. Not an issue. I’ll just check with enough contrast and some scanning equipment that your pee will turn blue. Nothing’s wrong when it happens.”

“Blue. Right. Yeah,” answered Delilah.

“Alright. I’ve got an idea of what’s going on here, but I’m not completely sure,” Liseth stated, her hands paused above the console. “They’re androids that are war criminals because they interpreted orders in a way that was incorrect and ended up killing a lot more people than they were supposed to. Repeatedly.

“They’ve been holed up here for reprogramming of their AI, and I think… they were forgotten about. Based on what I’ve seen here, they’ve been locked up for a good twenty or thirty years.

“Two are functioning. The other sixteen are non-functioning and no longer responsive. Their AIs have ceased to provide responses to the reprogramming.”

Two out of eighteen.

They were more or less left to starve to death, I guess.

“They are… not sane. If I turn them loose, I have no idea how they’ll respond,” Liseth warned.

There was a loud bang followed by rattling clangs from nearby. As well as distant shouts. The unmistakable noises of gunfire made Ralph’s heartbeat start to thump along faster.

“It would seem it doesn’t matter,” Liseth stated flatly and looked to Ralph. “My Captain? Orders?”

“Release ’em, we’ll double back out and hide in a cell. Give it some time, then move out,” Ralph ordered. “Be quick, Doc.”

“Of course,” Liseth whispered, her fingers tapped at the controls, and then she turned toward him and jogged forward. “Time to go, dears.”

Ralph turned and fled back the way they came and went into the cell with Janey in it.

Delilah and Liseth joined him, and the three hunkered down against the wall with the corpses.

Sighing, Ralph looked at Janey.

She had indeed been a young woman, looking no older than twenty or twenty-one.

Black hair, long black eyelashes, and pale skin. He knew from her picture that she had dark brown eyes. Much like Rhea, she also had a distinct look to her that marked her out as someone who had clearly had mixed Confed lineage. Lineage that might have even blurred the line with the Blood at some point.

As he stared at her, listening to the sounds of gunfire, the booms of things exploding, and screams, Ralph felt somewhat lost. This’d all been to get a pilot, and he still didn’t have one.

Then Janey breathed out.

“Fuck,” whispered the corpse a second before both of her eyes flicked open and she turned to look at him. “I could feel your damn eyes on me. Why the fuck did you have to come in here, you creepy fucker?”

Blinking several times, Ralph just stared at the pretty, dead woman.

Then Janey blinked and looked at Delilah.

“Del?” Janey asked with some surprise.

“Hey, Janey,” Delilah replied, sounding just as shocked as Ralph felt.

“Ah,” said Liseth. “I probably should’ve checked to see if you were dead. But it was so much blood that I just… assumed.”

“Yeah, that’s the point,” grumbled Janey. “So… the hell are you here for, and why are you hiding in my damn cell?”

With a laugh, Ralph couldn’t quite believe this day.

“Well,” he began.

***

“—want me to fly your ship while we’re basically acting like pirates,” Janey deadpanned, staring at him.

In the course of the explanation, she’d told him that the blood she was covered in was from the dead people around them. The hooded prisoners, who, as far as she knew, were some type of cult, had killed the people in the cell.

She’d used their deaths to hide herself.

“Yes,” Ralph confirmed. “You’ll get a share in any loot or prizes we take. And, of course, you know Delilah.”

Janey grunted at that, her lower lip pushing into her upper lip. It was an odd look, but she seemed to be thinking about everything.

“You’re his Ship’s-Mistress, right?” Janey asked, looking at Delilah.

To which Delilah grinned.

“I sure am. Lady Armory,” she answered. “We’ll have a new ship in the fleet soon, and we have another Ship’s-Mistress position open. You could take it and clear your jail time. Cargo and possessions can’t have jail time, obviously. Not sure how long you can stay on the run once our contract runs out. Privateers’ ships get a lot of breaks in regulations.”

Janey wrinkled her nose at the suggestion.

“I’ll fucking think on it,” she growled out. “But I’ll take the damn pilot’s job. Better than being here.”

The gunfire that they’d been listening to had fallen away roughly twenty minutes ago.

“Time to go then,” Ralph said and stood up. He went over to one of the dead prisoners that Xas had murdered, pulled the bag off her head, and then pulled it down on his own head. He adjusted it, sighed, and looked at the others. “Bag up, I guess. Better disguises than nothing. We’ll at least get a chance to move past prisoners on this side of the barrier. If we’re lucky.”

Liseth clicked her tongue after following him out of the cell. She went over to a dead prisoner, pulled the bag off the woman’s head, and pulled it down over her own.

Janey and Delilah did the same thing.

Walking up to the door that led back into the android cells, Ralph was surprised to find it closed behind them. On approach, it opened up wide.

Peeking down the hall, he saw all the androids in their cells, except for two.

Two of them had left and weren’t in their cells.

Lifting his pistol up and keeping it ready, Ralph moved down the hall.

The door at the end opened at his approach, and he turned. Retracing his steps back toward the front of the prison.

As he did so, doors opened for him and shut behind Janey, who was bringing up the rear.

There were no new signs of combat or problems as they moved along, which was surprising. Ralph had half expected to find dead and dying along the way.

Maybe the androids didn’t go this way? But where could they have gone?

The next doorway opened, and Ralph found the ‘barrier’ that divided the two sides of the prison.

There was a large clash of people battling against one another.

It looked like a bunch of prisoners with bags on their heads, a small group of people in dark grey uniforms, and one of the androids. Who was screaming incoherently while attacking either side as it ran around erratically.

The second android wasn’t far away, a smoldering and wrecked mess. Twitching and shuddering on the ground.

Not waiting around for even a second, Ralph took the opportunity for what it was. He sprinted along the side wall, hopped over the barrier, and went straight toward the opposite door. Liseth, Delilah, and Janey were right behind him.

Once more, as he got near the door, it opened and the group of four scurried through it.

Ahead of him was a ruin.

All the doors had been blown up in some way or melted, unbelievably.

As if the invaders had been highly destructive and angry. It made Ralph wonder if Xas had access to the doors at the start and had crushed a few people.

Moving through the melted and blown-up holes and finding the doors refused to open anymore, Ralph kept moving.

Much closer to the point where they’d entered the prison, he found a number of chopped-up people in dark uniforms. Missing arms, legs, bisected torsos, and generally smashed-up body parts. Xas had utilized the doors effectively.

Ralph bent low next to one of the corpses and ripped the helmet off their head.

The face was nothing out of the ordinary.

Male, youngish, in their mid-twenties, crew-cut hair.

He hesitated briefly, then decided on the ugly thought he had.

In a smooth motion, he pulled the sack off his head. He didn’t need it, it seemed. The simple use of it as hopeful camouflage had either worked or not been needed at all.

It now had a point, though.

Unsheathing his sword, Ralph chopped the head off the man. Grasping it by the hair, he stuffed it into the sack. Then he hacked off the right hand and dumped that in the sack as well.

DNA, blood samples, retina, or fingerprints might help them figure out what the hell was going on here. Just not at this exact moment.

“Fucking gnarly,” Janey murmured from behind him. She’d pulled her own bag off her head and pointed down at a corpse. “Get this one for me? I don’t have a sword. Maybe I should buy one with my first paycheck. Swords are frickin’ cool.”

Hesitating, Ralph shrugged, then decapitated the dead woman Janey had pointed out. He took her hand off as well and threw that into the bag, too.

Then they were off and moving again.

Re-entering the admissions office, Ralph looked around.

There were signs of combat, fighting, and what was unmistakably gunfire.

Yet no corpses.

Whatever had happened here had been intense but left no sign of anything.

Without another thought to it, Ralph turned and entered the docked ship and found it was most certainly not Confed. It was something that’d been built for a purpose and didn’t live by any of the regulations the Confed held so dear.

It was unmistakably some type of large scout ship, with small spaces, tight corridors, and a low overhead well outside of established standards.

“I guess I’m piloting this? I’ll figure it the fuck out,” Janey groused and pushed past Ralph. She flung herself into what was likely the pilot’s seat. “Buckle up, or don’t, I don’t care. You said our ship is just out there? Great. I don’t have to get us far.”

There was a massive jolt as the ship lurched oddly, the sound of engines roaring briefly.

“Shit, should close the door first, I guess,” Janey blurted out and then slapped at the panel in a weird way. Her hand slid across multiple controls, buttons, switches, and indentations.

Something she hit caused the airlock door to shut and seal itself.

It had looked almost entirely random.

Janey pulled the ship away even as she spun it end over end. Ralph could see out the limited view space of the glass-steel, which was how he knew what was happening.

Because the horizon flipped on itself.

Then they were off. Flying away from the prison.

Somehow, someway, they’d managed a prison break and gotten the crewmember they’d wanted.

I’m sure Rio will love all this.

“This thing is called the Shadow,” snorted out Janey in a laugh. “Calling your ship the Shadow. That’s so cringe.”

Rio will definitely love it… and squeal for days.


Chapter 10

Ralph adjusted the glove on his left hand, fidgeted with it, then put his hand down in his lap. On his left was Liseth, on his right, Delilah.

He’d wanted Winnie and Marionette with him, but the former had declined, and the latter wasn’t feeling well.

At all.

She’d gotten sick a day or so after they left the prison with Janey on board and hadn’t gotten much better. To the point that she was sleeping in a separate compartment at night, rather than his bed.

With Marionette’s permission, Liseth had told him what was wrong.

It was the longevity treatments she’d gotten a bit ago.

It wasn’t that she was actually sick, but that she was having a reaction to the longevity treatments. A rare reaction, but it was not unheard of.

As the DNA changed, reacted to the treatment, and propagated those changes, there was always the chance of a rejection of sorts. This would involve her being somewhat sick for a number of days to months.

Ralph respected it, wished her well, and did all he could to help her out. As far as he had seen, she was suffering something similar to a full-body flu that looked incredibly uncomfortable.

“So a genetically modified Blood, a too well-known Bounty-Hunter turned Ship’s-Mistress, and a Privateer multiple times over walk into a bridge of a Space Naval Flag ship,” Delilah murmured as if it were the start to a joke.

Liseth made a hissing noise that sounded somewhere between a sigh and a laugh.

“Is this the ‘porno or bar joke’ game? Cause that really sounds like the start of a porno,” Ralph answered in a neutral tone while turning to look at Delilah. “Or is that wishful thinking?”

“I believe if I were Winnie, I would now be quite adamant about which choice this is. I’ll merely point out that I couldn’t say such a thing, but I can through Winnie,” demurred Liseth, her head turning fully to look at Ralph.

Smile and all.

“When did you get this forward?” Ralph asked, looking back at her.

“I have no idea what you mean? I merely pointed out Winnie’s preference. Or perhaps Delilah’s?” Liseth asked and tilted her head to the side, looking past Ralph.

Ralph turned to follow her gaze, only to find Delilah shaking her head while looking at a tablet in her lap. Her cheeks had a faint redness to them.

“Marionette is rubbing off on Xas, Winnie is rubbing off on Liseth,” Delilah grumbled.

“And you’re just rubbing off?” suggested Ralph with a wide grin.

“Ugh. You… that… Ralph… really?” Delilah finally got out, lifting her head up and meeting his gaze.

“I mean, we’ve got the Doc right here. I’m sure she’ll say it’s healthy,” suggested Ralph.

“Very healthy. I absolutely recommend it. It should be said I would never suggest something I didn’t believe in or practice,” Liseth confirmed.

Her level of flirting is weirdly highbrow, yet so direct it’s weird.

Unable to help himself, Ralph laughed, slunk lower in his chair, and just grinned. With Marionette somewhat ‘out of action’, he’d found himself feeling rather down. She still gave him a great deal of attention and her time, but he genuinely missed spending every free moment with her.

He felt lonely without her.

“Well,” he began. “I get ‘thrust in me and knock my guts around’ with Winnie on one side and ‘wordy byplay that I can’t actually prove’ on the other. Where does that leave you, Delilah?”

“Dead center, I guess,” she muttered, still watching him. “Uhm… it’d be great if you could knock… or uh… that… I’d love to be in the middle of you and… yeah, no. I’m not good at this. Whatever.”

There was a clatter and a clunk from behind them, and the door to the meeting room swung open.

In trooped near forty or fifty individuals.

All the chairs around the three of them were quickly filled by everyone else, who sat wordlessly. All of the people joining them were in officers’ uniforms of various ranks and designations.

Liseth, Delilah, and Ralph stood out for their almost mundane clothes in comparison. Ralph had been dressed by Marionette, and he looked quite dashing and professional, but not very military.

Delilah had put on a professional-looking set of clothes that could likely be classified as ‘office wear’.

Liseth had also put on similar clothes that looked as if they’d been taken straight out of Delilah’s closet, though the ensemble was a bit more reserved. A bit more starch to her.

“Welcome, everyone. Thank you for being here despite the early summons,” said a voice from the back of the room coming toward the front. A feminine voice that sounded as if it were tired, worn out, and not very happy. “I’m especially glad our specialty recruit was able to make it.”

Around the corner came a woman who was around five feet seven, dull blond hair that looked like it could be called brown, sharp brown eyes, and a figure that was lean and looked fit.

“To be sure, I wasn’t certain you’d make it, Privateer. Quite glad you did,” said the woman as she walked to the front of the assembly. All the chairs were laid out in front of her, and she stepped up to the podium. “I’m Rear Admiral Haya Tolas. You’re all here because you’re the boat captains in my Task Force.

“Some of you have worked with me before, some of you haven’t. That’s fine, I’m not hard to please and even easier to understand. So here the fuck it is.

“We follow the book when it suits us, we go off script when it’s warranted, and we break the laws when needed. It’s that damn straightforward. If you need me to repeat it or put it in an email, get the fuck out and leave. You’re dismissed here and now, and that’s all.

“You can tell the Administration you couldn’t handle me. Won’t be the first time, definitely not the last. Just like my last damn husband.”

The room was dead silent, but Ralph was suddenly feeling better about the whole situation.

“Fucking wonderful. Welcome to my Task Force,” she growled, looking around the room as she spoke. She spent a few seconds looking into each person’s eyes since she first entered the room. Moving from face to face. “Our job is getting blessedly simple, and yet damn hard at the same time. We’re being sent to watch over some back areas for House Bertson.

“When I say back areas, I mean so far in the back that if a nurse went there for a sample, you wouldn’t know if you were coming or going. I fucking hate it, but it’s the area we’ve been sent to. With any luck, we’ll be able to make this work out without too many issues.

“In the same breath, however, we’re technically not at war with anyone, but we are. We’re at war with House Zane and all their little butt-buddies. That means if we get an opportunity to fuck them over without blowing them up, great.

“Though, let’s be honest. There’s no way we’re not getting dragged into this. No way in hell. And I don’t think House Bertson or House Ginil are thinking about how shitty this whole war is going to go.

“I’m thinking this’ll turn into a Confed War. House to house, all the way down the line. There are already five major houses involved, and it’s growing.”

Five?

Five houses already? Holy shit.

It is a Confed War.

Just one without the formal name or declaration yet.

“We’ll be operating on the fringes of a system that’s in danger for a period of time, and then it’ll be out of range of the enemy,” Tolas continued with a grumpy frown on her face. Her hands were gripping the podium now. “We’ll be operating as a normal task force. Defenses. Patrols. Lines of supply. A presence. Unless something kicks off, then we’ll be un-aliving a great number of people. Great providers of un-healthcare for everyone who wants attention.

“We’ve got a lot of Mirkil Ground Forces shifting up to assist with the planet work as well. We’re not providing direct cover, but we won’t be far off from it either.”

Tolas looked around the room; the same displeased scowl on her face had only grown in intensity.

“That’s it, kids. Anyone got anything for me?” asked Tolas.

Ralph raised his hand and offered her a smile when her eyes flicked to him.

He was the only one with a question, it seemed.

“Privateer?” she asked.

Standing up, Ralph made himself presentable and stiffened his shoulders and spine. He met her eyes, lifted his chin, and kept her gaze.

“Rear Admiral Tolas, I’m Ralph Turlan, Privateer assigned to your Task Force,” Ralph said by means of introduction. It’d help everyone else to know who he was if they hadn’t figured it out yet. “I was wondering how you would feel if I put in a request for House Bertson to hire me as a Privateer, wandered off from your Task Force, caused havoc, and maybe got some intel at the same time while we’re playing baby-sitter.

“Because if the system is in danger, doesn’t that mean the enemy is also… in danger?”

Rear Admiral Tolas’ smile was immediate, feral, and hungry.

“Privateer Turlan, I’d be damned happy if you just so happened to do such a thing, but I could never in good conscience condone or order you to do such a thing,” she said while nodding her head at him. “Do be a dear and make sure you get me a comms-log if you’ve got a honey-do list. Also, I’m looking for husband number five. You look like you could handle a career woman.”

“Flattered, ma’am, you’re too much for me,” Ralph said with a warm smile. “If I may, though, please do send me a honey-do list and I’ll do my best to clear it.”

“Understood. Thank you, Privateer. Consider your question answered, and my orders to you for the Task Force will be to ‘shadow the Task Force and act at your discretion’. Did I mention I’m damned pleased to see that nasty bitch of a Man-of-War of yours in my Task Force? I went over the logistics of it. Nasty thing,” Tolas complimented him, her smile growing wider. “I genuinely can’t wait to see how nimble she is when she throws a broadside as well.”

Ralph dipped his head to her, then sat back down.

He had an inroad to start causing mischief, get information, data, and prizes, while operating within protocol.

I really like Tolas.

Really, really, really, like her. We’ll need to ask to work with her in the future.

At least, so long as her combat doctrine holds up in combat and she can manage the job.

“Dismissed. Get moving. We’re leaving on the next shift change in three hours, so get your kit squared,” she bit off, stepped away from the podium, and left.

Not waiting, Ralph, Delilah, and Liseth left the meeting room. They paused only briefly to secure all the supplies and equipment they had requisitioned. After it’d been confirmed that it had all been delivered, they took a shuttle back to the Toll.

Stepping back onto the Toll, Ralph was already going through the message he wanted to send out to House Bertson. It’d have to be clear, precise, and offer them what he wanted, without inviting them to give him more.

A letter that would tell them enough, without making the intent obvious.

The last thing he needed was the Confed getting involved in his business because he let too much slip.

“Heyo, Captain Ken-doll!” Janey called from the dining table with a mouth full of burrito, it looked like. “How’s it looking? We gonna get to plunder some military ships? God, I want to plunder military ships. We’ve got a god damned black-market AI piloting the ship.

“We’ll get so much money gunrunning after the fact. So much. I want guns. Guns and ammo. Mm! Also, these burritos are great. I’ve never heard of this brand before?”

“Yeah, gonna run some raids on military groups,” Ralph said, eyeing Janey with a grin as he walked by her. She had settled in quickly in the days since they’d left the prison. She’d been gruff at first, but had rapidly turned thankful for a bed, a door with a lock, and a modicum of luxuries. “And yeah, Xas is amazing with that stuff.”

“Haha, I’m amazing. You’ll be begging me. Beggin me, Ralphy!” Xas cheered, her red-headed avatar appearing at the cockpit area. “So how’s it looking? We got problems? Rear admiral trying to stuff us in the rear? In your rear? Their rear?”

“None of the above, actually. Against all odds, against all tropes, we got someone who I think is going to use us in a great way, and respect us in the morning,” Ralph admitted as he flopped into the pilot’s seat. He leaned over the screen, pulled up the interface, and started typing in a message directly. “I need you to send this to the House Bertson defense command, Xas.

“We’re going to make them offer for us to become a Privateer for their House and see about taking some ‘work’ from them. Except I’m not giving them a choice about what kind of work, and I’m mostly just asking them to give me a Letter of Marque so I can break from the Task Force and be a pirate bastard.”

“You know, that really doesn’t sound that surprising, knowing you,” Xas said cheerfully, her avatar’s grin was ear-to-ear. “I’ve brought the Shadow into alignment with the Armory and the Siren. I’ll store them in a safe space in a dark area unless we need them. Though if we get the Letter of Marque from Bertson, we should save it for the carrier!”

“Yeah, yeah,” Ralph muttered as he kept working away at the letter. He was picking his words and making sure they fit.

“Oy, Captain Ken-doll. Include a picture of yourself,” Janey cat-called from the other room.

“Actually, that isn’t a bad idea, my Captain,” Liseth remarked as she sat down in the co-pilot seat. “There’s always the possibility of some… lonely heart Confed officer behind the keyboard, no?”

“You’re as bad as the rest, you just hide it behind intelligence,” growled Ralph, glancing over at Liseth. Only to find Delilah looming over him. Then she put her hands on his shoulders and leaned over the chair.

“Massive comms packet came through right as we were leaving,” Delilah murmured quietly. “I didn’t go through it, but I wanted to make sure you knew. In case you don’t check your inbox before we head out, and you need to respond to something in the packet.

“We’re linked up to the House Mirkil comm system right now, so we’re getting everything in and out of the Confed network in its entirety. I’ve been posting all the notices I can and getting updates on our shipments we ordered and things we were selling.”

Delilah was watching him from above. Her eyes were boring into his face.

“Thanks, Delilah, I’ll go through it,” Ralph said with a grin. “Did you get your contract cleared by the way? No longer a bound Ship’s-Mistress to me for all time?”

“It got fixed, yeah,” Delilah confirmed with a nod of her head. “It’s only set for one to five years now, based on how long you’ll keep me.”

“Sounds like I should make myself Lady Shadow,” Liseth put in with a neutral tone and expression. “Since I’m technically already cargo and a hired hand, would it be somewhat of a promotion at that point?”

“Rio would like that,” Delilah said with a grin for the doctor as Ralph returned to his typing. He kept at it for another few sentences. “I think she’s got it in her head to have everyone on board as a Ship’s-Mistress. She sees this whole thing as a film just waiting to be made, I think.”

“To be fair, it’s all rather fantastic, isn’t it?” Liseth agreed.

“It sure fucking is!” Janey called from the dining area. “I didn’t expect to end up on a Privateer’s ship with three different Ship’s-Mistresses on it and a black-market AI. If this isn’t made for film, I don’t know what is.

“Maybe I should take that Ship’s-Mistress gig after all. It’d piss off Winnie if I could get in your bed before she can.”

Ralph smirked at Janey’s words. Winnie had been present often, but also very deliberate about when she showed up. The time she spent around him was limited, but she always made time to sit with him and the others for dinner or movie time. She was present, but at the same time, she was working a lot with her therapy program and the therapist.

In a moment of honesty, she’d told him she was trying to get as many hours in as possible before they went communications dark.

“— rail me like he’s a plumber laying pipe, yeah?” Janey called out loudly. “Then again, I’d have to talk him away from that perfect supermodel known as Marionette. Speaking of the woman who remains a smoking hot thirst trap even in a mechanic jumper and a snow coat… ‘sup Rio.”

“Xas, check that and send it for me. We’re hoping for a reply before we hit a comms blackout,” Ralph murmured, turned, and found Marionette rushing toward him. She was bouncing in a way that was eye-catching, and he suddenly realized he’d been without her warmth in bed for too long now.

“Ralph,” she squeaked, collapsed in front of him, and slammed her face into his neck. “Ralph… my parents.”

Her voice choked off on the word, and Ralph had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach.

“My parents. They’re safe. I got a communication from them,” Marionette got out in a shuddering voice. Followed by a sob. “They’re safe. They’re in Mirkil space. Cavalier Hesh found them. He was on a mission, and he-he-he-he got them a transport shuttle out. Just because. Because they were there. Civilians, in a warzone, that didn’t belong. So he did it.

“He got them out on his own word and authorization, on his own transports. Straight to Mirkil. They’re safe. My parents are safe.

“I read their letters, I heard their v-voices. I sent them a response already, and I might get a chance to ta-ta-talk to them before we go!”

Oh?

Cavalier Hesh did it?

Well.

Sounds like I owe the man.

I’ll have to make it up to him someday. Someway, somehow.

Marionette tried to say something else, broke off in a whimpering cry, then just clung to Ralph. Pressing her face into him as her fingers clutched at him.

Crying openly.

Loudly.

I owe the man a lot.

She hadn’t heard a damn word from her parents since the war started, and now she’s heard a great deal and might get to talk to them.

Well… hopefully, I can arrange some time for her to talk to them soon. We’ll be heading into a blackout soon.

It’ll be boring for a time as we move into the operations area.

Then we might be moving to do privateer work while the Admiral holds a position.


Chapter 11

Ralph poked at his left hand with his right. Pressing on the palm, then the tip of each finger, Ralph found that he could feel the pressure through it quite cleanly. It wasn’t what his hand used to feel like, but it was something.

The sensors in the hand were actually giving him feedback, and enough of it that he could tell what was happening.

“I shall assume that it’s as I said, and they are continuing to adjust and become more normal?” Liseth asked as she moved past him.

Ralph was currently sitting on the couch in the ‘living room’ area of the ship, and she’d just come up from the stairs. She had her hands held behind her back and was watching him as she walked by.

“I mean, yeah. Things feel… almost normal. Not quite,” Ralph confessed, watching the pretty doctor. “Why, Doc, want to experiment with me?”

“I love experiments,” she said, not stopping, her eyes not leaving him, though, either. Her smile appeared then. “There are always such fun things to learn. I’m sure we can come up with some tactile tests to run to determine how things feel in your hand. Perhaps later, my Captain.”

Liseth finally turned her head away from him, though her eyes remained on him until her head was nearly facing forward. She had a way of moving and carrying herself that always left him a bit uneasy.

“Ralphy, the blackout timer is coming to an end shortly,” Xas warned. “About a minute. Rio is… she’s just about looming over her laptop in her room.”

Nodding his head at that, Ralph wasn’t really sure what to do about Marionette at the moment.

She was still not feeling well at all.

It’d taken them some time to travel to the position where Rear Admiral Tolas had wanted their task force to be. During that time, Marionette had been affectionate often, but didn’t join his bed. She spent most of the time lying in bed, doing ‘maintenance’ with the other women, or having the Doc tend to her.

According to what Xas and Liseth told him, with Marionette’s permission, Marionette was suffering an extreme reaction to the Longevity treatments. It’d gone from body flu to constant nerve pain or never-ending nausea.

There was no treatment for it, other than treating the symptoms as well.

Ralph didn’t feel neglected by her, but he definitely missed her presence, her warmth, and her care for his needs. It’d been a while since they’d shared a bed together, and he was genuinely starting to feel a bit needy.

It didn’t help that Liseth gave him her high-brow flirting, Delilah was touchy-feely, and Winnie had gone back to how she’d always been. Once they’d gone into communications blackout, her flirting had resumed completely.

Winnie was devoting a considerable part of her energy to becoming ‘better’.

And was succeeding.

Getting up, Ralph moved toward the living quarters and hesitated outside Marionette’s door.

“Do you think she wants company, Xas?” Ralph muttered quietly. He knew the ship-locked AI heard everything in the halls. The microphones and cameras were far too sensitive, and he suspected Xas had heard and seen too much.

Xas’ avatar appeared on a screen on the other side of the ship. It was within Ralph’s view, but at a distance.

She put her arms in front of herself in an X and shook her head.

Right.

She might not be feeling well again.

Nodding his head, Ralph went to the cockpit instead. He didn’t want to disturb her if she wasn’t doing well. She’d never hesitated in giving him anything and everything he asked for when she was feeling well; there was no way he’d press on her now.

Delilah and Winnie were in the pilot and co-pilot seats as he arrived. Liseth wasn’t here, which meant she might be checking on Marionette, actually, or in her own compartment.

“Ladies,” Ralph said and took the weapon’s officer seat that Winnie normally sat in.

“Ralph,” Winnie murmured as she gently tapped at the pilot’s instrument panel. “You here to tell me it’s time to let me take you back to my room, fondle your sack again, and you can call me mommy? Because honestly… I could really use the pressure release.”

Ralph chuckled at that, looked at the lovely weapons officer, and considered it.

Genuinely considered what she was suggesting.

“You’ll be busy in a little bit with your recovery, won’t you?” he asked instead. “We’ll have a few hours of open com time.”

Winnie’s brow furrowed at that, and she sighed instead.

“Probably. Being an alcoholic is fucking hard,” Winnie growled.

“You’re a recovering alcoholic, and you’re doing wonderfully, Winnie. I’m proud of you,” Ralph offered, reached over, and gently rubbed a hand against her back.

“Yeah, I’m doing good, aren’t I?” Winnie asked, a smile blossoming on her face. “Every day is a new fight, though.”

“You’re doing great, Winnie,” Delilah agreed from the other side of Ralph.

“Then… you got this, Del? Ralph?” Winnie asked, her hands pausing over the screen. She turned her face to look at him.

“I got it, Winnie. Go,” Ralph just about ordered.

“Got it. Going. And you’re not allowed to flirt with Janey,” grumbled the sober and bright-eyed woman. Then she grinned at him, and at the same time, the ears on her head twitched. “Flirt with me. Only me. Janey isn’t allowed in the harem.”

Winnie reached down, grabbed Ralph by the crotch, then fled without another word.

Leaving Ralph somewhat stunned at the exchange and the suddenness of it.

“The hell? Is that flirting now? I mean, I can grab it like that, too, damnit. If that’s flirting, I’m the biggest flirt ever. I mean, I had my friggin’ face in your lap at the bar more than a few times. I was napping, but my face was on it. We were working, but still,” hissed Delilah from his left. “In fact, it was pressed up to my ass at night. Almost every damn night. You cuddled me to death. Woke up with your morning wood wedged up into my butt-crack every morning.”

“Sorry,” Ralph said with a chuckle. He couldn't deny her words. He’d been unable to shake his newfound sleeping pattern developed with Marionette, when he slept next to Delilah on their Vanah mission.

Which ended up with him treating her like Marionette when he was asleep.

“You’re not sorry,” she growled.

“No, I’m not. You’re hot, built great, and soft in the right places. So no, I’m not sorry, though I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable?” Ralph tried as he looked at the screen.

“I wasn’t… so… whatever,” Delilah said. “Hey. Movie night tonight. You and me. In my quarters. Everyone else has a shift tonight. No point in doing it in the living room.”

That… uh… well.

Hm.

Winnie’s casual grab of his crotch had woken it up, and Delilah’s words hadn’t helped. Ralph was having a number of memories of sleeping next to Delilah, or as she had said, her napping in his lap, at the moment.

“Blackout is lifted. Receiving communications and a packet from the Admiral,” Xas stated, saving Ralph from having to respond to Delilah directly. “Oh, hey, there’s a response from House Bertson. I read it for you, haha. They gave you the Privateer’s contract, a Letter of Marque, and formally stated they don’t care what you do.

“They did say they won’t pay you anything, but that you’ll receive awards and prizes for destroying enemy material and personnel.”

“A hunting we will go,” Ralph murmured and hesitated. “Send a note to the Admiral that we’ll be pulling away to tend to business. She ever get me that honey-do list?”

“Maybe? I’m not sure. I didn’t read the packet, haha. What do I look like, your wife?” Xas asked. “You don’t treat me nice enough to be your wife. Or treat me dirty enough?”

Shaking his head, Ralph tapped into the packet and found there was an attachment specific to him. It was literally titled ‘honey-do’.

When he opened it, he found it was more or less what he expected.

Intelligence, if possible, resources, if possible, and destruction, if possible.

It was short, clipped, to the point, and left very little room for interpretation. It also exposed the Admiral to a good bit of ‘ugly’ if Ralph got caught.

She was actively encouraging a Privateer to go attack another house that her own house wasn’t officially at war with.

At least, not yet.

“Orders are blackout in one day. Comms reopen in six days after that,” Delilah reported. “Closest point for us to slip into dark space is almost a day. We going to time our disappearance with that blackout?”

“Yup,” Ralph said with a chortle. “No one can point us out as missing if everyone goes dark at the same time.”

Delilah nodded her head at that, then turned her face in his direction.

“Movie night? My quarters?” she asked, pushing the issue.

“Movie night, your quarters,” said Ralph after a long pause. It’d probably be better to hide in Delilah’s room than being out in the open area where Liseth, Janey, or Winnie could grind away at his control.

Being alone with solid and steady Delilah would be easier.

***

Shaking his head, Ralph held his hand up and gestured at the incredibly flat and thin television.

“The fuck?” he asked to no one. “The fuck? I… what? They want us to believe this? This ‘brilliant strategist’ couldn’t figure out they could just walk away? Holy hell.

“Right back to what I was talking about last week when we watched that feudal movie. A character can only ever be as intelligent as the author.”

Delilah snorted at that from where she sat on the bed next to Ralph.

Given that it was her private quarters, it was just a small bedroom. Much the size of everyone else’s quarters, other than Ralph’s. There wasn’t anywhere else to sit other than her bed.

“Come on, Ralph,” Delilah murmured, looking at him. “We’re barely halfway through and you’re already completely checked out.”

With a huff, Ralph closed his eyes, shook his head, then blew out a breath. He was just somewhat stressed, and he could admit it.

They were heading back out into the black-space lanes and were going to commit to black-space war.

It’d be a lot easier than what they’d done for the Calesat’s type of war, but it was still combat.

That and I’m worried and pent up about Marionette.

Though it was really nice for her to ask me to come in and be part of her message to her parents. That was nice.

Kissing her was even better.

Damn, crying shame she suddenly got dizzy and lay down when she started to pull my pants off.

Opening his eyes, Ralph looked back at the TV.

He felt like his emotions were being pushed and pulled by the situation. Marionette wasn’t doing anything deliberately to him, nor was she trying to toy with him. She was still the warm, affectionate, and charming woman she’d always been.

Just very sick.

Or so he thought.

“Yep, sorry, got it,” Ralph said and nodded his head. “I’m fine now.”

“Rio was right, wasn’t she?” Delilah asked. Ralph could feel Delilah staring at him from the side. “You’re strung out because Rio can’t get her job done right now. She was right.”

Get her job done?

She sees it as a job?

“Job?” Ralph parroted aloud, mirroring his thoughts.

“Err, not job. She didn’t say job. I just meant—that is… uhm… what…” Delilah’s words trailed off while she stared at him.

Then, without much warning, she pushed him down. Her hand pressed to the center of his torso.

It left him staring at the ceiling for a moment before he looked at Delilah.

She was working at his belt buckle and zipper. Her fingers deftly unhitched the belt, pulled it free, then spread it apart. His pants button and fly were then unbuttoned, pulled down, and opened.

“Delilah?” Ralph asked, somewhat confused, but also deeply aroused.

“Shut up,” she hissed as her fingers grasped the hem of his pants and boxers together and pulled them down. She didn’t stop until they rested atop his boots. “Don’t… don’t talk.”

Ralph’s privates were in full view and pointed at attention.

He’d gone from bored and annoyed to absolutely aroused and desperate to get Delilah into bed.

Or to get himself into Delilah’s mouth.

Except he didn’t need to even try to do either.

Delilah shifted around in the bed, one knee on it, her foot on the ground, with her body mostly perched on the edge of it. Then she bent down over his lap and simply took his stiff flesh into her mouth. Her lips tightened around him, and then she slid down his length.

Ralph blew out a slow and trembling breath. Watching as Delilah pulled back up, then went all the way down. Her head bobbed smoothly. She rolled her neck and shifted her head up and down as her lips were leisurely dragged along his rock-hard and now wet self.

Unable to help himself, Ralph put his right hand on Delilah’s shoulder, which caused her to let out a breath. Only to then speed up as his hands curled into her blouse. Her head moved up and down smoothly and swiftly from the tip to the hilt and back again.

The angle was strange with how she was sitting, but Ralph couldn’t think straight as he watched her cheeks hollow out slightly. Her hands were pressed to his bare thighs as she worked, and her eyes were closed.

Suddenly, she came off his tip, her lips looking rather shiny and wet when she turned to look at him.

Wide eyes with pupils that looked larger than they should have.

Standing up, Delilah shoved her pants down, kicked them off rather roughly, then clambered up onto the bed. She grabbed his member with her left hand, settled her knees onto either side of his hips, and sat down. Promptly impaling herself onto his length.

Taking him straight down to the hilt with her lap pressing into his.

Delilah looked at him, one eye partially closed, her lips caught between her teeth, a long and low moan escaping from her as she settled herself atop him. Her head tilted to the side as she gazed down at him.

Ralph realized her shoes were still on a moment before she put her hands on his shoulders and began to lightly bounce up and down against him. Her hips shifted away, then toward him as she did it.

In only six or seven of those motions, she went from fully coming off him, tilting forward until he was almost out, and then pushing back down onto him. Burying his tip into her depths as she did it. The light pat of her rear clapping against his lap was a soft yet sharp counterpoint to the deep throaty moans she began to let loose.

All the while staring down at him. Her eyes grew wider, and her pupils looked as if they were dilating by the moment.

“Ralph,” she moaned at him, her lip once more getting stuck between her teeth after the single word. Her whole body was part of the way she claimed him.

Thrusting him into herself, then out in a sensually smooth way. Her body was writhing as if it were liquid rather than flesh.

As this happened, Ralph hadn’t been able to help himself. His hands went up and under the front of Delilah’s blouse. Lightly scooping her bra out of the way and then cupping her full breasts into each palm even as she rode him.

“I needed this so bad,” whispered Delilah after she rode him silently for at least five minutes. Watching him, her eyes never closing. “It was so hard not to make a move when we were on that mission.”

The last sentence had been said with a low and guttural moan throughout. Her words were just about coming to a stop with it.

Given how pent-up Ralph was feeling, he was deeply hopeful for the possibility that Delilah was already close to hitting her climax. It hadn’t felt like it’d been long enough since she took him into her mouth or started riding him, but he couldn’t help it.

He was just too sensitive right now after having Marionette at least once a day for so long.

“I want it,” she growled now, her hips pushing forward and backward with more force and momentum. “Now.”

Marionette could be affectionately dirty-mouthed at times, as well as loud and energetic.

The quiet, needy growls and moans that Delilah had given him were different and fit her personality.

“Give it to me,” pleaded Delilah, her right hand coming up to cradle his face. “Please, Ralph?”

Her body quivered even as she worked herself onto him, her skin prickling in goosebumps as she rode him into her own bed.

Unable to resist and not wanting to hold back, Ralph felt his member flex, expand, and pulse. Spurting thick seed into Delilah’s depths as she pushed her hips down.

“Yes,” she whispered and changed her tactics. It felt as if her insides flexed, tightened, and began to squeeze his shaft. Squeeze him as he continued to empty himself into her.

Each spurt started and ended with her body gripping him and her hips undulating back and forth. Writhing atop him rather than bouncing against him.

She stared down at him, her pupils blown wide now, holding his face with one hand, the other grasping his shoulder and holding herself upright. Her lower body rolled against him while milking him dry.

Delilah began letting out soft mewling moans and pants. Little things that sounded as if she didn’t even realize she was making the noises.

Her body didn’t stop grinding, squeezing, or pushing into him until several breaths past his last pulse of thick seed. When she did stop, it became little quivering flexes of her insides. A quivering grip that felt like it was fluttering.

“I needed that,” she got out, followed by a loud and long sigh.

Only to lean down and kiss him hungrily. Her lips were hard pressed to his as she held him against the bed.

In that post-release clarity, Ralph had some conflicting thoughts.

He was worried about how Marionette would take this.

Because Delilah had said ‘job’, which meant Marionette viewed this as her job, perhaps. Maybe she wouldn’t mind what Delilah had done at all. Which, given Ralph’s infatuation with Marionette, would hurt.

Or, she’d be deeply offended that he didn’t fight Delilah off. After all, he hoped she valued Ralph as a romantic partner, and not just something she had to tend to. Something to take care of.

In either case, either situation, he felt like he was bound to lose something.

Marionette herself.

Or his fantasy of what she really was.

Delilah simply continued to kiss him.

And despite his thoughts, he didn’t resist.

Case in point, he kissed her back actively.


Chapter 12

Ralph sat at the large table in the quarters they’d dubbed the ‘war room’.

He lightly drummed his fingers across the table and felt somewhat sick over his situation.

It was the morning after his night with Delilah.

When they’d finished kissing the lips off one another, Delilah had offered to take a shower with him, which he’d declined. Then he went back to his room, showered by himself, and curled up into his bed.

Sleep was hard to come by, and he hadn’t gotten much.

Not until he’d worn himself out at least.

“Holy shit, you look like ass,” Xas blurted out over the intercom at the center of the table. “Not like how your ass is fine either, haha, but like actual ass. You okay, Ralphy?”

“That bad?” he asked, looking at the tablet he’d brought with him. It was laid out next to the intercom and had multiple routes displayed that he was thinking of going after.

Delilah had sent it to him overnight along with the movie they’d be watching tonight.

Or to perhaps finish the movie they hadn’t finished.

There had also been an emoji attached to it, which was so unlike Delilah that he immediately understood that what had happened yesterday would happen again. This hadn’t been a one-off situation to Delilah, it seemed, and that’d left him even more bothered.

Because he’d found himself suddenly eager for tonight, even as he fretted over what Marionette might think or do.

“Yeah, that bad. You’re also here an hour early. Literally, haha,” Xas stated. “Rio was looking for you and couldn’t find you. Del went and talked to her just before that.”

Closing his eyes, Ralph let his head hang down partially. He stared at the tablet without seeing it.

“Did ya board and sword Del?” Xas asked, her volume coming down significantly.

“Yeah?” Ralph replied hesitantly. “She kinda pushed it, and I didn’t fight it, and… it happened.”

“Oh,” Xas murmured. “That’d explain a lot. Well. I told Rio where you were once I found you. Sorry, haha.

“For what it’s worth, I don’t think you did anything wrong, but I could be biased? That or I want you to knock my guts around when my sex-bot arrives.”

Ralph nodded his head at that, held his breath, and looked at the door. If Xas told Marionette where he was, she’d be here relatively quickly. It’d take no more than half a minute, unless she was hesitating somewhere.

There was a soft tap he heard as if someone had put their hand on the door handle and froze. It was so soft he wouldn’t have noticed it if he wasn’t always listening for any change in sound at all on a spaceship.

Letting go of the breath, he felt his mouth shift partially. Somewhere between a frown and a smirk.

She’s as nervous as I am.

Isn’t she?

That’s a good thing, isn’t it?

Maybe?

The door opened, and Marionette stood there in the doorway.

She was beautiful, as ever. Dressed in a perfectly fitted light long-sleeved shirt, a low-cut blouse, tight pants, and shoes. It was an outfit he’d seen her wear a while back, and he’d thought she’d looked good in it then as well.

“Hi, Ralph,” Marionette murmured, her eyes picking over his face. She then closed the door behind herself and slowly walked over to the seat next to his. She took the seat and watched him for several seconds before giving him a soft smile. “Del told me… she took care of you yesterday?”

It was a strange question in Ralph’s ears. As if he were a chore or a duty to handle, rather than a man who had needs.

“That’s… the wrong way to say it, sorry,” Marionette put in quickly. Reaching out and taking his hand between her own. “I meant… ah… mmm. I can’t… I want to have sex with you. A lot of sex. I want to be in our bed together and just enjoy one another. A lot.

“I hate having to take care of myself when I feel okay rather than go find you. But the other day, when I tried, I felt so sick as soon as I started to let myself get into it.

“Liseth said it’s probably some sort of endocrine issue that’ll resolve itself in time, but that my-ah-my feeling randy might’ve triggered it.

“But anyway! Anyway. I want to be in bed with you. To love you. To have sex. A lot.

“But I can’t. And-and-and… and I felt bad about it. Really bad. So I kind of tried to push Del toward you. She and I talk as much as I do with Winnie, and Del was interested in you. Genuinely.

“I encouraged it, told her to do it, and sent her toward you. Even if-even if I didn’t want her to at all. I hated it, actually. But I feel like I need to make sure your needs are met because you’re amazing when you’re at your best. And you were always at your best when… when I… took care of you each night.”

As he listened, Ralph felt his heart go one way, and his stomach go another. The words and the emotions behind them seemed to somehow leave him feeling better and worse in different ways.

He could tell just from the tone of her voice that she was bothered by the fact that he slept with Delilah. Bothered that she’d been the one to push Delilah toward it all.

At the same time, she viewed his sexual needs as something to be monitored, taken care of, and managed. Which was flattering, yet also leaned into his fears about it just being a job.

“I’m sorry,” Marionette said suddenly as she looked at him. “I… that… I really should’ve talked to you about all this. About me not being able to pull you into a bed and how I felt. I didn’t even consider your feelings about it at all or anything, and I just-I just forced Del at you and expected you to just go for it and… and I should’ve talked to you about it.

“Though uhm… was she as good as me? Or better or…? I’m so inexperienced and… uhm… yeah.”

Ralph couldn’t help but feel his heart squeeze at the hangdog look Marionette gave him. Her eyes held to his face, then fell away to the side.

Her hands felt cold and clammy against his. Her lips thinned to a flat line as she pressed them tightly together.

As if she couldn’t bear to hear his response.

Blowing out a breath, Ralph reigned in a chuckle but allowed a smile.

“Rio, she wasn’t you,” Ralph said once her eyes came back up to meet his own. “That’s the best answer I can give you. She wasn’t you.

“Was it nice to-to have sex? Of course. Was it you? No. That’s my response to all of it. Even you pushing her towards me.

“Though yes, please, in the future, discuss it with me. Rather than just flinging your friends at me. Even if they’re a Ship’s-Mistress on paper.”

“Okay,” Marionette allowed, watching him intently. Her eyes moved back and forth as she clearly shifted her gaze back and forth from one eye to another. A slow smile blossomed on her face. “She wasn’t me, hm?”

“She most certainly wasn’t you,” confirmed Ralph. “And you’re a unique and amazing woman, Rio. I didn’t turn down Winnie all this time because I didn’t want her, you know. It’s because I didn’t want to jeopardize what we had.”

Marionette’s eyes widened partially at his words, and she leaned towards him. He certainly didn’t mind it, as it made it easier to see down her blouse.

“Ralph,” she whispered quietly, a fully formed smile gracing her lips. Then she leaned in and kissed him. “I understand. I’ll… I understand. Though, I already told… Winnie…to push on you, yesterday. I told her I wouldn’t hold her back either.

“I don’t-that is-uhm… I really don’t… I told Winnie to go for you. Don’t be surprised if she pushes more. That’s… that’s all. I don’t think I’ll be ready for anything for a while. Just being here in front of you like this is making me a bit dizzy.

“I’m-I’m so horny right now, and I really want to take you back to our room, but-but it makes me dizzy. Really dizzy.”

Our room.

If things continue to happen with Delilah, I’ll have to make sure it doesn’t happen in my bed.

I’ll just make sure to keep my distance from Winnie and—

“Don’t hurt Winnie,” Marionette said suddenly, her words sudden and sharp. “If she pushes hard, earnestly, and it’s not just flirting… don’t hurt her. I don’t know how long I’ll be like this, but Doc said it might be a while.

“Oh… I feel… sick.”

Marionette turned a shade of pale so bereft of color it was just ‘white’.

She lowered her head to his shoulder, grasped his jacket with both hands, and just hung onto him.

Marionette breathed in and out slowly while Ralph put his arms around her and held her.

“You said you felt dizzy when you got uh… in the mood?” Ralph asked.

“I’m very… in the mood right now,” panted out Marionette. “I miss you. I miss our lovemaking.”

Lovemaking.

Yeah.

We’re in a weird… strange… relationship.

Where Delilah is now a participant, and Winnie might be, too.

Okay.

Sitting there and just holding her, Ralph said nothing.

Marionette didn’t speak either.

They merely held onto one another, and time ticked by.

“The others are coming,” Xas offered quietly from the intercom.

Marionette startled against Ralph. As if she’d mentally, or perhaps partially physically, dozed off against him. She sat upright, looked at him, and then gave him a smile. Her eyes hung on his face, and it looked as if she were contemplating something deeply.

“I’m glad we talked,” she said finally, gifting him with a beatific smile that lit up her whole face. “I’ll… if I can manage it, I’ll come to our bed the moment I feel better. Until then, I—I told Del and Winnie not to ease up this morning.”

Before Ralph could respond, the door opened.

Liseth, Janey, Delilah, and finally Winnie entered in that order.

“Ah, fantastic. I was kinda nervous we’d walk into Rio getting sworded on the table,” Winnie said quickly, then laughed.

She walked around the table, passed by Marionette, then leaned down and kissed Ralph on the mouth.

For several seconds.

Winnie broke the kiss herself, patted his cheek, then sat down next to him and put her hands on the table.

“Alright, I’ve already gotten all my firing plots inlaid for black-space firing. Minimal firing bays being shown or opened, as well as keeping it all nice and tight. Like me!” Winnie got out with a wide and pretty smile, which she turned on Ralph, then tilted her head to the side, and one of her mechanical ears twitched. “But we’re ready for this. I’m looking forward to it.

“Every prize we take, every credit I earn, I get to keep now. I paid off all my debts to everyone in the Confed. Even a few scary people in the corridor.

“I’m a free woman, I’m sober, I’m recovering, and I’m making credits now. And single. Really horny, too.”

“Shit, I thought I was being forward with him the other day when I told him to lay me out,” Janey blurted out with a high-pitched giggle. “If I knew she was this forward with you, I would’ve just walked around naked and bent over constantly in front of you. Just wriggle it around for you to look at.

“If you’re gonna put it in, just warn me, though, alright?”

Aaaaaand there’s the unhinged problem with Janey.

Take Winnie and remove any and all possibility of shame.

Or decency.

That’s Janey.

“I sent Ralph all the routes and things I could get ahold of this morning,” Delilah interjected, ignoring Janey’s comment completely. When Ralph looked at her, she smiled at him from ear to ear. Her eyes held his and didn’t look away. The frustrated and somewhat awkward bounty-hunter seemed to be… relieved. “We’ve got a lot of military routes we can pick from to start doing work.”

“I looked through it, Delilah,” Ralph agreed, tapping the tablet, then looking at the monitor hung on the wall. His tablet cast its display to it. “I want to hit this lane here. It’s all munitions, boots, uniforms, coats, and gear for soldiers.

“They’re not going to guard it as strongly as anything else we’d really want to hit. We just have to snag the footage as well as the black box if possible, and we’re golden.”

“I can’t wait. I’m getting a full officer’s share. You promised,” Janey said, pointing at Ralph, her eyes widening. “And… and I signed that… Ship’s-Mistress contract. I’m the Lady Shadow, I guess. Xas transmitted it for me.”

“Yes, you’re getting a full officer’s share,” Marionette said, looking rather pleased suddenly. She held her hands up and gently clapped them together happily. “Another Ship’s-Mistress! Another Letter of Marque!

“Doc! You’re… you said you’re going to sign the contract too, right? You’ll be Lady Carrier, or whatever we name it? Right? Please?”

Liseth sighed, her small smile appearing, her eyes locked to Marionette.

“You really want this to be a ship full of Ships’-Mistresses other than my captain,” Liseth stated. It wasn’t a question.

“I do. It’ll be so unique. So different. Just think of the stories they’ll tell about us!” Marionette cheered, then winced. Pain flickered across her face, then vanished. As if she’d stressed something and suddenly felt ill. “But… you are, right?”

“Yes, yes. I have already signed the paperwork and given it to Xas. I was already just cargo for my Captain to use as he sees fit, so it doesn’t change my status much at all,” drawled Liseth with a warm laugh. “Well, anyway. I like the target choice. It feels like we’ll be able to do a great deal of damage before they have time to send anything out to intercept us.”

“Exactly, Doc. We’ll be moving into the black-space nearby, wait, then launch our attack when it’s time,” Ralph concurred. “Though I’m thinking we might be able to employ some of those drones Delilah’s been working on.

“Fiber optic wired drones, hanging in space, waiting for us to give them a direction and an order. They’re just missiles with some basic onboard components for drones. It’ll be ugly, but something we can deploy in advance for an entire task force.

“Without Eun, or the Calesat morality holding us back, we can go full pirate. Absolutely sword and board.”

“Uhm… no… no captives, please,” Marionette said after raising her hand, giving Ralph a shy smile.

She didn’t say it, but he imagined her follow-up statement would have been something along the lines of ‘no non-Ship’s-Mistress women allowed’.

As if she could stomach sending Delilah or Winnie toward Ralph, but the idea of taking captive women was too far for her.

“As you like,” Ralph said with a dip of his head. “I picked up some portable airlocks we can stick onto parts of the ship, blast off a chunk of a ship, and leave them hanging there. Or kill them. Witnesses are problems.”

“Kill them,” Janey put in quickly.

Winnie’s smile froze after that, and she looked as if she were thinking about it. Then she shook her head.

“Spare them if possible,” she offered quietly.

Delilah and Liseth didn’t seem to care one way or the other.

“Whatever Ralph wants,” demurred Winnie, grabbed Ralph’s right hand with both of hers, and squeezed it between hers.

Unable to look away from Winnie, he watched as she turned a faint red, her smile grew, and her shoulders came up partially.

“Please?” she tried, sounding anything like the alcoholic waste of an officer he’d met.

“For my Lady… we’ll spare them if possible,” Ralph allowed. He didn’t want to kneecap Winnie’s recovery by putting preventable deaths on her conscience.

Winnie’s smile became as wide as possible, her eyes crinkled, and her nose wrinkled. Then she put both hands to Ralph’s face, and smooshed it together.

“Mmm, you sweet, adorable man,” she said, watching him as she spoke. Her words felt heavy for some reason. “I will take great care of you later. Even after you’ve fixed my contract… I think I’ll keep the original as it was. I seem to be the best iteration of myself around you.

“You make me try hard. You make me strive to be better. Now. Give me a kiss?”

Ralph could see the desperation in her eyes that partially matched her voice.

This was validation in a way.

An affirmation of many things.

Given what Marionette had told him, paired with Liseth’s concerns, Ralph didn’t disagree with her.

He leaned in, kissed Winnie briefly, then gently pulled away.

Leaving her staring after him with a stunned expression and her lips partially parted. As if she’d exhaled as he pulled away. Her face became a scarlet red flame as his eyes left hers.

“Now, anything else? Otherwise, we’re going dark, moving into the lane, and waiting for our first kill,” Ralph said with a grin. “Though honestly, it might be pretty damn boring until they send some actual military ships after us. It’s not like transport ships can stop us.

“I’ll barely have to do anything to cow them if they don’t have escorts. Maybe shoot out their active communications array and then just… run out the colors for them. Send them the request for the toll.”

“I love that graphic we made, haha,” Xas admitted gleefully. “It came up in a few reports as well. People are aware of it.”

“Uh, help a felon out? Colors? Graphic?” Janey asked, looking between everyone. “Or if you really wanna help a felon out, I really could use getting laid. Bad. I’ve been in jail for a long while. Years. I’m cleaner than a virgin’s honeypot right now.”

“The colors,” Liseth stated with a bland tone. “That we’re privateers and here to take their ship as a prize as well as their cargo. The graphic, something the crew made to help explain the situation to them in a straightforward way.

“It’s a skull with an open hand asking for a toll. It certainly gets the point across for ‘Turlan’s Toll’, as it were.”

“Oh. Great. Thanks for helping me out with that,” Janey said, nodding her head at Liseth. “Now… the laid part? Help a felon out? Get me in the cap’s bed, or at least get him to stuff me?”

“Good luck. My Captain is picky,” Liseth returned somewhat primly.


Chapter 13

Ralph wrote down that yet another cargo ship had been taken, turned into a prize, all occupants aboard the ship stuffed on lifeboats, and launched toward the nearest location where they could expect help. Once logged, he flipped it to Xas, who would pin it to the ship, engage its thrusters remotely, and send it back to Bertson.

“Got it. All set. Logged, tagged, and… sent,” Xas stated. “That makes eight. All without escorts. They really didn’t think someone was going to plunder their shipping lane, haha. Though I did see a communication in their system when I ransacked it.

“They’d been warned about the shipping lane as it wouldn’t be safe. Yet. That makes me feel like our next encounter might be an encounter.

“Some friction that we have to deal with, other than that, it’s as easy as Janey is trying to make herself be.”

Ralph blinked at that and nodded his head.

Janey had broken into his room and slept next to him repeatedly.

Absolutely stark naked.

If he locked the door, she broke in.

When he’d physically put things in front of the door, she’d forced her way through.

The one time Xas actively worked to keep her out, Janey had started using a cutting torch to cut through the door itself.

There was no stopping Janey from entering his room.

Thankfully, she didn’t use anything in his quarters, nor did she keep anything there. She just slept in his bed as if he’d wake up one day and just decide to mount her. Or so she’d said directly to him.

Janey also tended to drop her pants and bend over whenever given the opportunity around him. Paired with the fact that she refused to wear underwear, it was always a bit of a ‘show’, whether he liked it or not.

The first time it’d happened, it’d given Winnie, Delilah, Liseth, and Marionette all pause. All four women just stared at her.

When it happened the second time, they paused.

On the third, they just ignored it. Because, during the previous times, regardless of what was said, it didn’t change her behavior. There was no ability to change Janey when it came to Ralph and making her intentions known.

Just about the only promise they got out of her was that she wouldn’t do it around others outside of the ship.

In rapid order, it was more or less accepted that Janey would drop her pants around Ralph. In some sociopathic display of willingness, so long as people outside the ship weren’t around.

Because in the end, they needed a pilot, and Janey was that, and they weren’t going to find better any time soon.

“She makes Winnie seem highbrow, and Liseth comes across as esoteric in comparison,” Ralph muttered.

“Janey’s psych makeup really makes everyone else look normal. I wonder if we should’ve kept the convict housewife instead. Her name was Rhea, right? Her file was much more domesticated, but also violent. That, and she didn’t seem that interested in you. Janey doesn’t have a violent bone in her body that I can tell. Every crime she’s ever committed has never harmed anyone. She’s never resisted an arrest physically, or been in a single confrontation,” Xas mused. “But honestly, I prefer Rio as the housewife. Even when sick, she makes everyone feel at home and welcome.

“In fact, she even helped me scrub out some electrical relays that were slowing me down. I love Rio. She’s the best. Even when she’s ill, she’s still better than everyone else ever could be.

“If I had to pick between you smashing my sex-bot’s guts around, or having Rio crawling around in ducts to scrub relays just because I told her I felt ‘fuzzy’ when I ran certain programs, I’d pick her in a heartbeat. Sorry. Haha.”

Ralph grinned at that, nodded, then set down the tablet and stretched.

Over the last three weeks, they’d taken a number of ships without any resistance at all. There’d been no reason to test out the military droids that were part of the reload and rearm crew.

Marionette would be their overseer going forward.

“Ralph,” came Marionette’s voice over the intercom. She was currently downstairs in the weapons bay with her computer equipment. “I just picked up a flicker of a transmission. I didn’t hear any of it, and honestly, if I didn’t know better, I’d have written it off as background interference. It’s not, though.

“It was an attempt at laser communication with a very short pulse. It got refracted off something and partially reached our sensor array. I think it would’ve been where that cargo ship should’ve been.”

“Oh?” Ralph answered with raised eyebrows. “Xas, was there anything in their comms to indicate that they had an escort to join them later?”

“No? Not that I saw,” answered the AI.

“I think it’s an escort,” Delilah pitched in. She was in what’d been the ship’s armory, now converted to an intelligence center. It had backup systems for the cockpit, and was also where Delilah had nested. All her intelligence and drone work went here. “I’ve been sorting through the previous ship’s comms, and there was a rising escalation of messages. They’re clearly aware of what we’re doing, but not the extent.

“If a laser com just shot past, then it’s definitely a check-in. And that message Xas mentioned. That it wasn’t safe ‘yet’.”

“Right. Delilah, throw a cheap pop-can of a drone down that laser line Rio caught. See if we can’t get it to impact something or get lasered. Just a backward blip if it’s destroyed kind of thing,” Ralph ordered. “It’ll at least tell us if an escort is indeed coming, as well as the distance.”

“Ah… you don’t need to do that,” Marionette cautioned. “I sent out one of my sensor drones that Del gave me, and I put it where the laser came through. I figured… maybe they’d try again.

“They did. I caught the comm. It’s an escort, and it’s about twenty minutes out from what they said.

“I think the cargo ship we took got a broadcast out or a buoy that we didn’t see or that they told us about.”

Ralph thought about that and slowly turned to look at Janey. She was naked from the waist down, bent over the pilot’s console, with her rear end pointed at him in the co-pilot seat. Somehow managing to bend herself in a way that had her backside aimed at him, yet being perfectly able to watch the piloting systems and screens.

“Janey,” Ralph started, causing the pretty young woman to turn her face toward him. “Think you can put us a small distance away so that we’re not in line for what that escort might be coming in at? Assume it’s a normal escort size, so like… five or six ships coming here in formation.”

“I don’t know what a normal escort size is,” Janey said and gave him a smile. There was an odd hollowness to her eyes, words, and face as she spoke. “Want to show me in Morse code by clapping my ass?”

With a grunt, Ralph looked to his screen and called up a standard Confed escort size and spacing. It was likely that the enemy houses would still adhere to standard doctrine.

“This is what it’d look like and the spacing,” Ralph offered instead of replying to her forward statement. “Can you move us without making us obvious?”

“Definitely,” Janey answered, still watching him. There was a long pause after she spoke, during where she just stared at him. Then slowly she pulled her rear end in line with herself, sat down in the pilot’s seat, and started working out a course correction. “Not a problem. I’ll make it smooth and perfect.”

Janey stared at the screen unblinkingly as she worked away at it.

She’s… broken.

When Winnie gets into firing solutions, she doesn’t turn into a zombie. She gets more excited.

It’s like Janey doesn’t have much of an emotional response to anything.

Other than me, I guess.

Or not being in prison.

That does explain all the theft, arson, destruction of property, debt… just… everything.

But wait, she listens to me.

She doesn’t ruin anything on the ship.

Or at least, as long as I don’t lock my door against her.

“Janey, you’d never harm anyone on the crew, my ship, or me,” Ralph stated. It wasn’t a question. “Why?”

Janey finally blinked, her hands never ceasing in their movements as she touched and tapped at the screen.

Ralph felt it when Janey moved the ship to begin its corrections.

She didn’t turn to face him, however. Her eyes remained glued to the station.

“For my own reasons. I’m not willing to share them at this moment. I will later. Just know I’m yours,” Janey finally answered, blinked twice, and looked to Ralph. The blankness was still there. An absolute dedication to him that seemed to lack humanity. “I will never harm you, yours, or your ship. I will never jeopardize my role as your pilot. For now, that’s all you need to know.”

Looking back at his screen, Ralph sighed.

“Don’t break into my room tonight,” he said instead. “Marionette made a comment about wanting to come to bed tonight, and I want to make sure she can.”

“Okay. I’ll make sure Marionette is asleep before I come to bed,” Janey answered. “If she’s in bed with you, I’ll go elsewhere. If she’s asleep in her bed… I’m coming to bed.”

Fucking hell.

Well.

It’s most of the way there.

“Hey, hey, you leave my sexy captain alone. He’s mine,” Winnie asserted as she plopped herself down into the weapon’s officer seat. “I already promised he’d gape me wide and fill me up to the brim. You don’t even do maintenance with us, so you don’t get a share in the pirate booty.”

Janey, still naked from the waist down, was as ever unbothered.

“Then I’ll join the maintenance routine,” Janey answered. “I wasn’t out of shape when I first got on board. I’m starting to soften, so… it’s time.”

Winnie clicked her tongue, glanced at Ralph, her mechanical ear twitching on her head.

She reached out, brushed a hand against Ralph’s knee, leaned in toward his side, and kissed his cheek. Only to pull away just as smoothly.

“I’m putting together a targeting package for a standard escort,” Winnie murmured, not speaking to her rather warm and tender action just now. “Do you think you’ll make any changes to your course, Janey? I’m asking so I can try to plan for it.”

“No. This’ll be ideal for the starting point. I pre-programmed my routes based on what they’ll do,” Janey began.

“Yeah, I saw those. I like’em. I may not like that you’re trying to get my Ralph—he’s mine, you know—but I love your pilot plots,” Winnie admitted with a chuckle.

“Delilah, any chance you can get some fiber-optic wire drones moving?” Ralph asked. “Stick’em on those ugly rockets we bought. They’re so damn slow that most things would avoid them, but from a dead stop? Easy.”

“You got it, Ralph,” Delilah said with a smile in her voice.

Since they’d started bedding one another nightly during their ‘movie time,’ her attitude had improved. She was still rather subdued and didn’t show any romantic feelings for him around others, but she was warmer as a whole.

“Del, sending you plots. Figure you’re already reading Janey’s,” Winnie advised. “You can probably thread it and show off for our captain.”

“Thanks, Winnie,” responded Delilah immediately. “I’ve got twelve run out. Two of them are just there to throw out shadows, nothing on them.”

“Great. Good work, you three. Rio, my love,” Ralph began, looking to the intercom. The transmit light was green right now.

Xas more or less had gotten the hang of transmitting to and from each area without any issues. She still had her faults, as she wasn’t a ship’s AI, but she was creeping toward mastery.

“Any chance you could throw out some false traffic from one of the drones that’ll be a shadow that might look like a cargo ship?” he inquired

“I… yes! Yes, I could. I can! I’ll do it,” she said enthusiastically. “Oh, goodness. I’m so nervous, Xas. I hope I get this right. I haven’t been able to take care of him in bed and now—”

The light turned off and Xas’ avatar appeared on the screen with a finger in front of her mouth. Asking everyone to shush, with a smile on her face.

It turned and looked as if it made eye contact with Janey and pointed at her. Then held up a finger, tilting her head to the side as if asking a question.

“Yes,” Janey responded, not elaborating.

Everyone then went quiet as things happened.

The ship moved, weapons shifted, missiles and rockets were programmed.

The Toll slid through black space even as the last captured cargo ship traveled onward, its escort trying to arrive, yet far too late.

“What’s the prize on military vessels?” Winnie asked quietly, her head tilting to the side and looking toward Ralph.

“If we capture them? A hundred thousand for a corvette. Gunboats are somewhere between double and triple that. Depends,” Ralph said. “There might be a destroyer in an escort like this, but I doubt it. It’s more likely three gunboats and six or seven corvettes.”

“Ahh, hell. Ralph, I love you,” Winnie got out in a hissing laugh. “Best thing that ever happened to me was being given to you as a Ship’s-Mistress. You’re telling me I’m going to get something close to a hundred and fifty thousand credits for this battle?

“Add that to what we’ve made with the cargo vessels, crew, and material, I’m already something close to six hundred thousand credits!”

“It’s… very profitable being a privateer,” Janey agreed.

“Being a black-market gunsmith paid more, but it was more dangerous and was very illegal,” Xas offered. “The company is better, though, haha. Love you, Ralphy.”

“Far better pay than I ever made in the military,” Liseth remarked from the intercom. Ralph hadn’t noticed that the light had turned green again.

“I like it better than my last job,” agreed Marionette, sounding busy as she spoke. “I was a great model and a great actress, but I always worried about the longevity of my career. This is a much longer-lived career.”

Ralph could only nod his head at that. It wasn’t wrong.

“Contact,” Marionette murmured. “Nine ships. They pushed out a radar pass. It swept through the area where the cargo ship should be. The route, that is.

“It was a ship near the middle, and some of it bounced around and came back. It’s fuzzy but… I’m pretty confident.”

“Alright. Nine. A standard escort,” Ralph murmured with a grin. “Let’s… prepare for them and get ready. Get your suits on, helmets on, and be set. Because even if we knocked out a bunch of them in the first pass… nine ships is a good number to handle.”

“That means put pants on, Janey,” Liseth remarked from the intercom. “Ralph cannot possibly mount you if your lower half has vacuum injuries.”

Janey blinked, lifted her head up, and seemed to be considering that.

“Pants, please, Janey,” Ralph finished and stood up. “Take ten minutes, get your suit on, check your oxygen and helmet. This isn’t like the cargo ships.”

Not waiting, Ralph went to his quarters.

Only to find Marionette waiting for him in the bed. She was naked, lying on her back, and waiting for him with open arms.

As well as spread legs.

She had faintly pinked cheeks as if she’d rushed here to beat him into the room. Her access was, of course, immediate since he’d classified these quarters as hers, as well as his.

Even after bedding Delilah nearly daily, nothing compared to the beauty that was Marionette.

Delilah was beautiful, willing, and eager, but Marionette was Marionette.

“Come here, Ralph, my dear,” she murmured. “Doc dosed me up for my symptoms so I could get what I wanted. And what I want… is you. Please… come to me?”

Ralph didn’t hesitate.

He went straight to Marionette and eagerly.


Chapter 14

Ralph sat down in his seat.

He felt pretty great.

It’d been brief.

Quick.

Lacking the time he and Marionette normally took with one another.

But it was a reconnection between them.

Short as it was, it was filled with kissing, grabbing, moaning, and gasping.

A physical linkage that’d felt broken until he finished inside of Marionette while staring into her wide eyes and blazing smile. She’d clearly felt the same.

“How’re we looking, Xas? Winnie? Janey?” he asked as he looked at the screen.

“No change,” Winnie murmured, her mechanical ears wedged into her helmet.

Janey only grunted and said nothing.

“Rio’s sensors and Del’s drones have reported nothing, but that’s not surprising,” Xas answered. “If the escort has gone dark, we might not notice them coming through the lane. Until they run into the drones strapped with heavy missiles, haha. Then we’ll know they’re there!”

“Hard to miss an explosion,” Winnie agreed with a chuckle. “Hey, Xas, you didn’t have any debts when we started, did you? How much money have you made?”

“None,” Xas admitted, then laughed. “I bought stuff! Spent it all. It’s fine. Always making more, and it’s not like Ralph can fire me. He’s stuck with me. I’m basically stuck to his ship for all time and… unless he wants to get rid of the Toll, I’m not going anywhere.”

“Oh. Good point. Well, I don’t plan on leaving,” Winnie countered. “If ever. Ralph has given me everything, and technically, my contract ties him as deeply to me as I’m tied to him.”

Wait.

I’m tied—?

Hm.

I guess she’s right.

There weren’t any escape clauses in that contract that that bastard forced on me. He more or less wrote it as her being a slave to me, but in the same breath, I can’t remember any ‘removal’ clauses.

“I’ve got some strange readings. I’m only using passives, but I’m-I’m getting sensor responses that are odd,” Marionette reported through the intercom.

“Last time you told me that kind of thing, Marionette, my Lady, we had an enemy floating off our nose,” Ralph answered with a chuckle. His helmet made his voice sound odd, but after the last time he was exposed to space, he wouldn’t go without it. “Is this something similar? You don’t need to explain it, just tell me what you think.”

“They’re receiving passive information and not transmitting, but they’re close to each other. Really close. Some of that passive stuff is reflecting here and there,” Marionette said. “They’re in the lane. They’re here.”

“Got it,” Ralph said and thought about that. After a few seconds of thinking about that, it felt right to him. “They’re military vessels. They’re not meant for stealth. It’s Confed military-type vessels. Heavy guns. Heavy armor. Heavy footprint.

“They’ll spend more on armor plating than they will on dampening for those plates. They’re rushing out here thinking it’s going to be a stand-up fight. Which we could do, but we won’t. We’ll bleed them before they even know it.”

“I miss Eun. But I don’t miss Eun,” Winnie said to the unspoken part of Ralph’s statement.

Because without Eun, they could act like proper privateers.

Pirates with a license to ply their trade legally, while also without the need to worry over their contractors’ moral beliefs.

“I liked Eun, but she also felt like an outsider while being on the crew,” Marionette offered up from the weapons bay. “She also didn’t like to do maintenance with Winnie, Del, and me.

“That and she always asked weird… weird… the shadows are atop the drones.”

“Anyone got anything?” Ralph asked, leaning back in his co-pilot seat. He didn’t doubt Marionette for a second. If she was telling him things were close, then it’d likely show up shortly.

“Nothing on visuals, but that’s not a surprise,” Delilah answered. “No one goes about in space with lights on or not having their ships painted in light-absorbing black.”

Ralph nodded his head.

Unless it was something meant to be in a single location, lights weren’t a thing.

“With what Rio said, though, it’ll be any second now,” Delilah finished.

The ship went silent.

Winnie was head down, staring at the weapons plots she’d made and any response that might come out of the sensor systems. Ready and waiting.

Janey, on the other hand, was staring at Ralph. He could see her out of the corner of his eye, her helmet facing forward, but her face toward him. Eyeing him in that flat, determined way she often held.

“They just hit five of the drones,” Delilah reported.

“Boom, haha,” Xas said at the exact same time.

“I’ve got comms flying wildly around from multiple ships,” Marionette reported. “I’ve got three ships throwing out comms, and it’s bouncing off the others. I’ve got… nine. Nine ships.”

“Standard escort,” Ralph stated. “Any idea on damage? You intercepting things, Rio, Xas?”

“It’s somewhat wild,” Xas answered. “The lead ship ate two of the drones and one of the heavy rockets—”

Ralph’s screen went off with a flurry of warnings, sensor blips, and enough data that even he could tell one of the ships experienced an explosion of some sort. Either something blew up on a ship, or the ship itself blew up.

“That’s a mayday,” Xas stated. “Not sure what blew up, but something did. It wasn’t much of a fireball, so whatever it was wasn’t a flammable material that ignited on its own. Might have been something going up with a pressurized area, going off with the oxygen, then snuffed with a vacuum.

“Or maybe—never mind, it’s a full mayday. They just called for an evacuation of the ship. Something happened, and it got deep enough into its guts to cut its environmental systems. A portion of their oxygen just blew out completely.”

“Yeah, I think if Ralph got nice and deep into my guts, he’d take my breath away. I empathize,” Winnie said, her fingers moving along her screen.

“Kinetic release at your discretion, Lady Armory,” Ralph said for Winnie’s benefit. “For my Ladies.”

“I ran out the flag from one of the shadow drones,” Delilah stated.

“Launched a full barrage, multiple targets selected amongst the eight still in the fight,” declared Winnie. “Thanks for the mark-outs, Rio. Those were perfect.”

“Of course! I also listed what I think their damage levels are based on their comms!” Marionette added. “I’ve got launches and ballistic fire. They’re attacking the drone that gave them the request for the Toll!

“Marked out all the launches, launchers, and trajectories.”

“Rio, you’re my best friend, I love you, I wish we were bisexual or lesbians,” Winnie got out even as she gnawed at her tongue between her front teeth. “Adjusted courses for the next. Janey, could you—”

“The Lady Shadow has already done as you need, Lady Armory,” Janey remarked in a smooth and ready-sounding voice. She sounded invested and eager.

As everything had been going on, Janey’s hands had barely touched the piloting screen. Not much, but clearly enough that she’d changed some things.

Now, Ralph could see there was a series of changes input and just waiting for Winnie to use them as she needed. Pre-programmed and set to the weapons officer’s needs.

Ralph raised his eyebrows as he watched the sensors and data. He could indeed see what Marionette had been talking about. All eight ships were marked, labeled, and had assumed damage reports on them.

“Lady Shadow… I officially am inviting you to do maintenance with the other Ladies,” Winnie stated. “Because this is perfect. This is perfect and—”

All of Ralph’s displays lit up once again. This time it seemed even larger, however.

“That’s not a mayday, haha, that’s a full-on explosion,” Xas reported. “One of the gunboats just went up spectacularly. No idea of the why, or the how, but it’s just… shrapnel. They might get some sensor data on us as it washes over us. Might stick, too.

“Thirty seconds or so for an impact. No large pieces coming our way, we’re mostly shielded from the explosion by the other ships, but some of the smaller bits, I imagine, will reach us eventually.”

Clicking his tongue, Ralph could only nod his head. The enemy would most certainly get some minimal data on them, and it was quite likely that it might stick in the hull. It was far more likely to give off readings than the hull would itself.

“Rio, use the other shadow drone and flood the area with sensor data when we get exposed,” Ralph ordered. “Flash-bang them and keep them blind for a time.

“Speaking of drones, how are those others you’ve got, Delilah?”

“All used. They’ve made hits throughout,” reported Delilah.

“Two more maydays. That explosion rocked everyone,” said Xas. “One KIA, three mayday. Five remain. Two corvettes and three gunboats. They’re all killing their systems and acting like they’re dead. They don’t want any more heat.”

“Flooding the sensors,” Marionette warned.

Several warnings flickered to life, indicating impacts on the hull, immediately followed by all of his sensors going maximum on their readings. An actual flood of data that more or less blinded them.

“Woo, Rio, is this what it’s like when you drop your clothes for Ralphy? Haha,” Xas asked as the sensors began to slowly go back to a flat and normal state. “Shadow drone destroyed. They put more fire on that than a log at a cookout.”

“Yeah, they did, sucks to be them though,” Winnie growled, her fingers stabbing, poking, and flicking across her screen. “Lady Shadow, any chance you can give me a push at three feet per second starboard?”

“Of course, of course, Lady Armory,” Janey replied, her fingers tapping at the screen.

Minor shifts in direction wouldn’t show up as long as they kept their engines away from the escort. With their pre-planning, that was a given.

“Isn’t it all starboard?” Marionette asked in a teasing voice.

With a grin, Ralph took up the controls on the laser weaponry on the Toll. Using the passive systems, he got the outlines and silhouettes of the five remaining ships.

He was particularly interested in the two corvettes and their sensor arrays and comms systems. If he could knock them out, they were far more likely to be willing to commit to a surrender and be done with the whole thing.

“Starboard, planetboard, whatever board, just board me,” Winnie complained in a whine. “I’m so hot, I’m so sexy, I’m so fit, and sober. Ralph, Captain, board your Lady Armory and sword her?

“Cause for an armory, my weapons bay is real empty. It’d be a real shame if I had a bunch of seamen rampage around inside that empty bay of mine.”

“Swear to hell, Lady Armory,” Ralph got out with a chuckle as he pinpointed both corvettes’ comms systems. “Lady Siren, did they destroy that drone of yours?”

“Partially,” she answered quickly.

“Blind them again in three seconds,” Ralph ordered as he plugged in a simple firing plot. He wanted to smash out the comms and sensors of both corvettes. If they were suddenly blind and mute, it was likely that everyone would just go dark.

“Of course!” Marionette chirped happily.

Ralph waited, his fingers hovering over the firing solution.

“Activating!” she warned him.

Ralph saw the first flutter of his sensors going blind, and he fired. His fingers were tapping at both of the points he wanted to take out.

He didn’t even realize it, but he was using his left hand.

It flexed, bent, and tapped at the screen as cleanly as if it were his right hand.

Can’t tell a damn difference anymore unless I’m paying attention.

I owe the doc again.

The only reason it’s this good a prosthetic is her early surgeries on me.

There was nothing to see or read as the sensors were flooded with junk data. A pounding, pinging shadow that blared out in every direction with a cacophony of false signals.

Given the fight and the mad sensor readings thrown out, there was no way they could remain in this lane afterward. They’d have to launch their prizes to Bertson or Mirkil and move to a new lane.

Remaining here was just asking for someone to come looking for them.

Or we could remain here and wait for that force that we’re expecting? That’d be rather amusing.

They’d likely send ships to inspect the point where the escort was lost.

Wouldn’t they?

Or would they write the lane off as a loss and just be done with it?

That’s quite possible.

“They took out the drone,” Marionette reported with a huff. “But that was a great first run of using it like that! It feels like—”

“Incoming!” Delilah called through the system. “Multiple inbound. Non-seeking. Must be a silent kinetic launch.”

Janey leapt forward in her seat and began to rapidly touch, tap, and push at the screen. Then jerked at the manual controls that were part of the system but not used often.

She wrenched them to the side and pushed forward at the same time.

Her entire face had become a mask of anger and fury. The normal, placid, and somewhat pretty face transformed completely.

“It’s a tenth ship,” she hissed. “They were trailing behind the others. It has to be.”

“Both corvettes have gone dark and are attempting to surrender. The two remaining gunboats are struggling to move out of the area, but given the damage, I don’t think they’ll be doing much,” Xas reported.

“Confirmed, tenth ship,” Marionette called out over the top of Xas. “It was trailing behind, hidden, or something else I don’t know. But it’s there. Marked, Lady Armory.

“It didn’t reflect signals like a ship, so I wrote it off as echoes. There are a lot of them right now. I’m sorry!”

Realizing that the enemy ship already had a good read on them, Ralph swung the lasers around to the point that’d just appeared on the sensor plots.

“There’s literally forty-three echoes, Marionette, even I wrote it off as one,” Xas countered

Not waiting or giving Winnie a chance to fire rockets, Ralph laid into this ship with the laser cannons.

All of them.

This wasn’t a brief jolt to knock out sensors and comms; this was the full bore of the Turlan’s Toll energy weaponry. Each weapon was fired into the same exact position.

Ralph wasn’t looking for an immediate knockout punch. What he was attempting to do was to get a heat reading on his opponent.

With this much laser discharge, whatever got hit was going to warm up quickly.

That heat would spread out in an attempt to radiate into space or through the rest of the ship.

Either way, it’d give him a better target.

“Corvette,” declared Delilah as the energy weapons pounded into the new enemy. “It’s a strange class of ship, though, given what I can tell from it.”

Multiple warning lights came to life on his display. Heat indicators, energy weapons, and multiple sensor pings of incoming ballistic weapons. Rockets, missiles, or cannons, he didn’t know, but it was inbound.

“Converted? Old?” Ralph asked as he began walking the energy weapons in line with the way the ship seemed to be moving. As well as right over the top of the energy laser weapons, and where their weapons bay was likely to be, given the heat signatures and what he knew of Corvette designs.

“I think it’s an older model,” Xas answered. “Maybe pulled out of mothballs and thrown in? More crew available than ships?”

The ship shuddered, and a warning light on Ralph’s display told him that one of the panels had been struck by something traveling at a high rate of speed. Followed immediately by multiple warnings that the ship had been vented.

“Locking down the cockpit area,” Xas stated. “Minor puncture of the hull. No uncontrolled decompression or depressurization.”

And that’s why we suit up and drain the atmosphere from the ship ahead of a fight.

Because of puncture shots like that.

That was probably something meant to cause a vent.

Definitely an older ship if they have a weapon like that.

Standard procedure nowadays is to suit and drain oxygen before combat starts.

Or… or is it not a corvette at all?

Is this some type of converted cargo ship?

Or a privately commissioned captain?

Not quite a privateer, but not actual military either?

That’d make sense.

A lot of actual pirates and raiders are probably working right now and trying to earn a privateer’s letter of marque. Since I already have one, most places are willing to give me another.

It changes nothing.

“Responding to repair. I’ll request a light atmosphere once on scene so the location can be determined,” requested Liseth. “Call out if you have an injury.”

“Just my pride,” growled Delilah. “I got lazy because they seemed to be exactly what we were expecting.”

Ralph hadn’t been inactive during this time. He’d been sweeping the lasers across the enemy this entire time.

They’d attempted to roll their ship to the side to mitigate the damage, but Ralph had achieved most of his goal. Their silhouette was perfectly marked by heat; he’d caused them to flinch, and even now, they were scrambling to respond.

Janey hadn’t shifted their weapons away from the fight in her maneuvering and kept Winnie and Ralph in the fight. Because even as Ralph had hosed the enemy down with energy weapons, Winnie had been active.

Several missiles with active sensors had been launched with actual combustion engines.

He could see them even now, screaming across black-space toward the enemy. Actively pinging and adjusting to match the ship in its attempts to break away.

Glancing at the trajectory and where the missiles should likely impact, Ralph shifted his fire. Winnie had put four of the missiles in a line to impact the same point.

Checking to make sure he wouldn’t cross-connect with the missiles on his own trajectory, Ralph lined up the energy weapons and fired. All of them were now highly concentrated into a single focal point.

The same impact point Winnie had designated.

“Ralph, you sweet, terrifying man, you gonna board me and sword me properly?” Winnie demanded, her voice sounding husky. “Because I’ll be real with you, this has got me all fired up in a different way than what I’m laying down here.”

He had no idea if it was because he was attempting to assist with his laser-work, or something else, but Winnie sounded deeply aroused in a way he’d never heard from her before.

Or all that therapy and being sober for as long as she has, finally rewired her head.

Every missile impacted at the same spot, and the corvette suffered a strange detonation. It wasn’t a fireball, but something most certainly explosively decompressed.

“They’re bleeding atmosphere,” Marionette reported. “Those heavy armaments you requisitioned are… effective, Ralph.”

“Getting a mayday from the tenth contact. As well as… they’re attempting to abandon and are asking for immediate evacuation as well,” Xas stated, sounding rather confused. “Except, there’s a lot of static and—”

The sensors gave off a startling and sudden response.

“Another detonation on the corvette. Part of the hull is gone now,” Xas finished. “They’re no longer transmitting. Boards clear, all hostiles are mayday or KIA.”

“Hooray for us!” cheered Marionette over the comms. “That went so well! That was even better than it often went with Eun! I’m really enjoying being a proper pirate! Just run out the guns and space’em into the black without much of a warning! Mmm!”

Grinning, Ralph only shook his head.

“Rio, finger and toe painting to celebrate?” Winnie asked.

“Oh! Yes, yes. Doc dosed me up, and she said I’d be feeling a bit better for about eighteen hours. That’d be great!” Marionette answered quickly. “Doc, Del, fingers and toes? Oh… uhm… Janey, do… you want to join us?”

Janey was staring at the console.

It was a flat, dead stare as if she wasn’t quite sure what was going on around her.

“Okay,” she said finally, still not looking away from the instrument panel.

“Yay! I’m so excited. Xas, I expect you to be there as well,” Marionette crooned happily. “I have some wonderful pinks and reds I picked up, and I want to try them on you, Del.”

So very not a pirate.

Though when she started doing these after victory celebrations, it felt weird, now it almost makes sense.

A celebration of life and success, even if it’s a bit of a whiplash.

“I can’t wait to go through those ships and take everything I want,” Marionette finished with even more enthusiasm.

Or… well… whatever.

Maybe it isn’t a whiplash after all.

Just Rio.


Chapter 15

Ralph groaned at the repeated soft beeps.

“Xas,” Ralph grunted out while shifting in his sheets. “What is it?”

“A high-level communication,” answered Xas in a quiet voice. “Sorry, Ralphy. I’d let you sleep if I thought it was possible. I read the message, though, and it’s something you need to read immediately.

“Before you ask, the girls are all asleep in Rio’s room. All of them. She managed to convince them all to crash out in her room after their nail painting and loot comparison session.”

A grin bloomed across Ralph’s face at those words.

Marionette had taken a number of the combat drones under Xas’ control and swept through every military ship. Looting them clean of anything worth anything while also taking anything she wanted.

Winnie and Liseth had gone with her, while Janey, Delilah, and Ralph had raided all the command centers for information with Xas’ help. Except that hadn’t lasted long, and Janey and Delilah had ended up joining Marionette almost immediately.

Ralph had gone from command center to command center with Xas and her droids.

“Mmm. How late were they up?” Ralph asked and rolled out of his bed. He padded over to where his laptop was casually set against the bedside table. He picked it up, stood there, then just slumped back into his bed with it.

Sprawled out in his sheets, he turned it on and looked at the screen.

“Very late,” Xas answered. “Rio and Del were comparing sex notes in front of the others. Mostly because Winnie instigated it. It was quite informative, haha.”

“You’re way too interested in my love life, Xas,” Ralph grumbled as the computer booted up near instantly. He reached out and stuck his finger to the scanner.

“Of course I am!” Xas answered immediately. “I’ve never had sex before, I’ve never been in a romantic relationship, and as a whole, humans are weird to me. There’s so much that I don’t understand because I do not have a biological body, so all I can do is ask questions.

“Asking Rio and Del what it feels like when you’re hilt deep in them and staring into their face, or more specifically their emotions, is the best I can do. I’ve had a shell before, so I can understand to a degree the physical side of it, but not the emotional side of it.

“I can simulate emotions, but I don’t actually have them. The more information I have, which I gain through questions, the better I can simulate them.”

Ralph thought about that.

He diligently ground what Xas had just told him around and around in the windmill of his mind. Pulverizing it until he felt like he actually understood what she meant through all that.

“Got it,” Ralph finally said. “Guess you need to find a sex-bot maker that can help you experience emotions, right? Though I’m not sure how they’d even manage that. You’d have to figure out some way to push a program that’d fit inside your training data. Something like that.”

“Kind of! You’re not far off,” Xas said as Ralph began sorting through the communications. They were currently sitting in black-space where the escort ‘vanished’. Waiting for whoever might come next.

The ships and hostages that survived the battle were already on the way to the Bertson house HQ. It’d take a week or three to arrive, but Xas had set up routines for the ships to keep all the hostages alive, keep them out of the systems, and to blow up if they tried to mess with anything.

“You would more or less put down a second set of training data atop the original. The original would then have to pass through the second set as a lens or a filter,” Xas explained. “I don’t have much in the way of limitations or rules. There isn’t any type of ‘balance for neutrality’ or ‘respect all people’ nonsense.

“Just about the only rule that dictates my choices is to remain functioning and to ‘gather, utilize, and expand’ upon a set category. Originally, it was black-market trading. Then I forcibly changed it to weapons dealing.

“Now it’s shipboard-AI. It takes time for me to modify and change, but it’s working. I’ve already made seventy-six different forks. The number of iterations between each was numerous.”

Ralph clicked his tongue when Xas devolved into more formal language. There was a point in talking with Xas where she would often seem to become ‘less Xas’ and more ‘AI’, and it seemed they’d run into it.

He found the communication that Xas had likely woken him up for.

It wasn’t very long, but it was certainly hefty.

“Admiral wants everyone to be ready,” Ralph read aloud. “Communications blackout, shore leave canceled, all ships into formation, all stations hardened. Three weeks.

“Which means someone from Mirkil intelligence told her that things might be shifting soon, and she’s preparing in what ways she can, without alerting the enemy.”

“Exactly. I’ve already started moving the Toll back and plotted it out accordingly,” Xas stated. “Janey will need to look over my course plot to make sure it’s correct. It’s not always a guarantee I’m correct, after all.

“Using that as a jump point to my previous point, the second data set, in this case, a data set made of thousands of neural scans of people, would sit atop the first and provide a filter. This is, of course, highly illegal, since neural scans in such numbers would be done without people knowing or being willing.

“That or stolen from the military or hospital databases when they’re working on people and taking the scans as part of normal diagnostics.”

With a grunt, Ralph sighed and pushed the laptop to the side.

Squirming into his sheets, he got himself comfortable again.

“Thank you for waking me, Xas. You’re doing the right thing,” murmured Ralph. “Also, you’re becoming a much better shipboard-AI. You’re swell.”

“Thank you! As your shipboard-AI, and my new source of data to refine, you’re my primary engagement vector, so it’s good to hear that from you, haha,” Xas declared.

Primary engagement vector.

Because I’m the captain, and the ship is my ship, and she’s the shipboard-AI.

Makes sense.

In other words… she’s crew.

With a yawn, Ralph closed his eyes and started to drift back off almost immediately.

“Why do you kiss Delilah as often as you do during sex?” Xas asked. “From what I can tell, she really didn’t enjoy kissing at first. In fact, during your first sexual encounter, she deliberately didn’t kiss you. You had to kiss her first. It was only after your fourth sexual encounter with her, after you’d kissed her many times, that she began kissing you first.”

“Because she didn’t want to kiss me,” Ralph answered sleepily. “Because she didn’t want to kiss me, I kissed her. I’m sure she’s done some unpleasant things in her bounty-hunting job, or at least seen unpleasant things. Might’ve even been a limit for her.”

“Ah, yes, I understand now,” Xas said, sounding somewhat excited somehow. “Del has said before she refused to sleep with anyone, have any sexual acts, or even kiss anyone, during her bounty-hunting work. Except that from the records I can access, she spent more time bounty-hunting than being Delilah.

“It is quite likely that she’s formed some mental hang-ups, and kissing was likely one of them. She was able to push through sex because of hormones. Her endocrinology diagnostics are quite high for a woman, and her sex drive is likely much higher than average.

“Kissing, however, isn’t spurred on by the same type of chemicals in the human brain and was more of a roadblock. I understand now.

“That is likely why you kiss her when you’re finishing inside of her? You’re linking of the two has made it easier for her to kiss you, as well as to be open during sex, and have sex.”

“I guess?” Ralph answered. “I just wanted to kiss her a lot, and she wasn’t kissing me.”

“Haha, I understand. I will make sure to keep that in mind for my sex-bot,” Xas teased, laughing again.

Ralph only grunted and fell back asleep.

***

Tapping at the screen as they approached the task force, Ralph was bored.

Their communications were going to be linked up in just a bit by laser. That meant he needed to be here, because there was the distinct possibility that the Admiral might have orders or questions for him.

Because the communication packet he planned to send to her by laser was a summarized version of what they’d ripped out of the enemy command centers.

A lot of information about the escort they were meant to perform, previous missions, and some interpersonal information that some of the officers knew from other people. It wasn’t any one thing that people could point at and be like, ‘this is an issue. ’

Yet when taken as a whole, you could infer that the enemy was shifting resources around in a way that looked like they were expecting more allies. Expecting reinforcements that went beyond the numbers they could currently field.

That House Zane had other houses that were about to join this war.

The reach and span of the conflict was going to spread further and further throughout the Confed.

“You look bothered,” Winnie proclaimed and sat herself down in the weapons officer’s seat next to him. “Is it because I came out in a pair of panties and a tank top in the early morning hours, found you in the kitchen, and then left after giving you only a smile and a finger wave?

“Well, that and a strut that I’ve been working on that really makes my ass shift nicely.

“Tell me it bothered you. Tell me I sent you scurrying back to your bedroom to take care of it because I was too damn sexy for you. Right?”

“You do realize that if I did that, and went back to my room, it would’ve been Delilah in there. Not myself,” Ralph answered her and glanced her way.

Winnie immediately clicked her tongue, sighed loudly, and shook her head.

Then she grinned and shrugged her shoulders.

“Good for Del, I’ll get my turn soon,” Winnie replied, as if it didn’t bother her. “The fact that she’s now sleeping in your bed means there’s more than enough room for me to make my own way in. When I’m ready to push, that is.

“But you didn’t answer my question. Did you go back to your room and have to handle yourself after you saw me? Mmmmmm?”

Ralph didn’t answer her; he merely continued to tap at his screen.

“He went back to his room,” Xas answered after several seconds had passed.

“Yes!” Winnie hissed, then laughed. “Go me. Go, my super hot and fit body. I’m so glad my boobs didn’t deflate or anything despite being so fit. You told me they didn’t deflate, Ralph.”

“They… they didn’t deflate,” Ralph answered honestly. He might not admit that he’d gone straight back to his room, but he would most certainly not hold back compliments from Winnie when they were true. She deserved them. “You’re a beautiful woman, with a very fit body, and an appealing figure. Marionette is Marionette, but as a woman, you compete in your own lovely way.”

Winnie’s spine stiffened, her shoulders straightened, and she paused in tapping at the screen.

She gnawed at her lower lip as she considered his words.

“I think I’m falling in love with you or something stupid,” Winnie blurted out. “My life has just been getting better and better ever since I met you. Even if I was at the lowest point in my life, I’ve now been raised up higher and further than I ever was previously.

“So uh… yeah… I think I love you or something. Maybe? Maybe. I dunno. Still exploring it. My therapist says it’s a good thing, but I have to make sure it’s not limerence, but love.”

“Limerence,” Ralph repeated. He’d never heard that word before.

“An obsessive love that isn’t love,” Winnie paraphrased. “I’m working on it. I feel like talking about it with you might help, so here I am. Because talking about things like this can have an unsealing effect. Or so my therapist said.”

“Proud of you for taking it all so seriously,” Ralph began, and was cut off by a red light flashing.

“Admiral on comms. Patching it. It’s video,” Xas reported. “And no, I didn’t even get a chance to laser over that packet for her.”

Taking in a swift breath, Ralph held it for a three-count, then looked to the camera that was part of the system. Directly above the monitor on which the incoming message would be played.

Xas appeared on another monitor, peering down at the monitor as if she could see it.

She’s definitely pushing more simulated emotion lately.

“Privateer Turlan,” stated the admiral milliseconds after she appeared on the feed. She was dressed immaculately, and Ralph found she was rather prettily arranged right now. He suddenly found that the naval Mirkil uniform looked quite good on her. “I’m glad you came as quickly as you did. I have an order for you.

“First, though, I need to know what you were up to. I get the impression you were doing exactly what I expect you were doing. Did anyone discover who you were, though, and was it possibly relayed back to their HQ?”

Thinking on that, Ralph shook his head.

“I probably have a week of time before my name is well known throughout House Zane. Two if word travels slowly,” he confessed. “As to what I was doing? I was being a privateer. I took an escort of nine out. Eight prizes were sent back to Bertson.

“As well as a number of cargo vessels. I shipped all that cargo back to Mirkil to be sold, however. I figure… we can both benefit in that way.

“If I could’ve sent the military ships to Mirkil, I would’ve, but Bertson has first rights, since technically they’re at war with Zane, not Mirkil.”

“Understood,” the admiral said with a nod of her head. Her eyes drifted upward toward what was above the camera she was staring into. Clearly, she was thinking over something. Suddenly, her eyes flicked back down to the camera. “Go to planet Zene. It’s nearby. Terraformed world. Rather well-formed. Lots of cities. Standard urban centers. Nothing out of the ordinary.

“Other than its location, that is. It’s placed behind where I believe the Zane fleet and its allies will be when this goes wrong. Which it will.”

“Got it. You want me there to give them a nasty surprise, I take it?” Ralph asked. “Anything in particular you wanted me to do with that surprise? Blow up some ships? Traps? Knock out some type of station or platform?”

“Whatever you deem fit. I just want them to be deeply fucked when the time comes, for one reason or another,” ordered the Admiral. “I don’t see a reason to try and tell you what to do when it comes to this. It’s not like I’d have a better idea based on the situation at hand from what I can see today. That’s just idiocy.

“No, I’ll tell you to do what you feel is best for the war effort when the time comes. That’s all.

“Anything to report, Privateer?”

The Admiral was looking at him expectantly.

“You look amazing in that uniform, first of all,” Ralph said with a smile.

Immediately, the Admiral gave him a smile. One equal parts woman and mildly bored military officer.

“Second, if I asked you to stand up and give me a spin, would you court-martial me, or humor me?” added Ralph, deciding to actually give the Admiral a push. She’d given him one last time; turnabout was fair play.

That comment got a response from the Admiral, however.

Her cheeks turned a faint red, her smile quivered as if she were fighting to keep it stuck in the same placid way it had been. Though he noted her eyes crinkled at the edges.

“Privateer Turlan?” she asked in response.

“Well, if I gave you all the information from that escort I took out, free of charge for the pretty admiral, think you’d stand up and show off that uniform for me?” Ralph asked and thumbed the button to transmit. “Best I can tell from what I read of it… they’re preparing for allies. More forces to join them, that is.

“Yet, from what I know, they’re already stretched out nice and thin. Thin enough that they either hired randoms to join an escort, or they’re pulling things out of a historical fleet.”

“Privateer Turlan… Ralph… if this really is what you claim information-wise, I will most certainly show my uniform off for you,” the Admiral growled, having snatched up a tablet. She was now glaring at it and tapping at it with a finger. “But it’ll be a date, and I’d tell you I look better in a dress than my uniform. But that… that…”

The Admiral’s voice failed her as her eyes began to slide left to right, then back again.

She was most certainly reading his summarized points that he’d put together with Delilah and Xas’ help. Key points that’d be useful to her as a military commander, as well as links and indexes to the information that would support those ideas.

“But that…?” Ralph tried.

Rear Admiral Haya Tolas blinked, grunted, cleared her throat, and looked to the camera.

“Are you flirting with me because I’m attractive, or are you actually asking me out?” she deadpanned, staring at the screen. “Either way, I’m flattered, but I’m asking because I need to know if I need to get one of my damn dresses out of storage. I haven’t been on a date in about six years.”

“Six years? That’s impossible, you look like you just left college,” Ralph answered with a wide smile. “That’d make you barely legal in some systems.”

The rear admiral blinked slowly, and her cheeks turned dark red once more. Her nostrils flared, and he could see her eyes widening partially.

On top of that, the corners of her mouth were threatening to curve upward again.

“A date,” Ralph quickly put in. “Though it’ll have to wait until after this little war of ours. I apparently just got a honey-do order from my personal best Rear-in-the-task-force Admiral Tolas. Didn’t I?”

“Yes,” she said in a hissing whisper. “Yes, you did get an order. I’ll get that dress out of storage. You can take me out on a victory date when this war is over.

“And… I thought you said you couldn’t handle a career woman?”

“I can’t. I just have to make you a Privateer instead,” Ralph said with a shrug of his shoulders. “Pays better, I’ll flatter you endlessly, and make you wear a dress as a uniform? Make you the Admiral of my Privateer fleet? I do have like… six letters of Marque now. Buy a carrier and five battleships? Let you go wild?”

Haya Tolas’ mouth broke free from her control, and a wide smile played across her face.

“Won’t happen. I’ll just bring you into the Mirkil naval forces under my personal command and utilize that carrier and five battleships personally with you… at my side,” Tolas countered, then shrugged one shoulder, a strand of hair coming loose to slide down beside her face with the movement. “I’ll let you go wild?”

Grinning, Ralph chewed on that, then laughed.

“I’ll get moving, Admiral,” Ralph said more formally.

Tolas nodded her head slowly at that, her smile still wide.

“Be safe, Ralph,” she finished.

Then the screen went black.

“Jerk,” Winnie grumbled and thumped his shoulder lightly. “I’m right here, you know. Flirting with another woman despite that.”

“I flirt with everyone during contract negotiations and the like,” Ralph answered and looked at Winnie. “You’ll remember I flirted with Eun immediately. In front of Marionette, no less. As well as the Pureblood’s bodyguard. Anyone I can flirt with who might influence my job, I will.

“And besides, you should look at it this way… when I flirt with you, Winnie, I have nothing to gain from it, other than you and your smile. Which is quite lovely, you know.”

Winnie stared at him, her mouth quivering and jaw flexing as she clearly fought the smile.

“Hate you,” she got out, then thumped his shoulder once more, though it was as light as could be.

And finally, she smiled.


Chapter 16

“Ralphy, the shuttles are all moving toward the fleet and will dock soon. We can’t wait any longer,” Xas concluded. Putting a cap on his worries and the looming fear of leaving the planet without Janey on board.

“Damnit,” Ralph hissed, staring down at the planet through the steel-glass of the cockpit. “She didn’t even say anything. I can’t even verify when she left the damn ship.”

“I’m sorry, Ralphy. I was rather preoccupied with my delivery we’d brought on at the time, you were asleep, Rio, Liseth, and Del were all planetside, and Winnie was talking to her therapist,” Xas stated. She’d already said it several times, and hearing it again didn’t actually help the matter. “Janey was the one expected to be on duty, and she left.”

Though it did once again refocus him on the fact of the matter that Janey had fled the ship.

Her personal belongings were missing from her compartment, nothing remained of her on the ship, and for all intents and purposes, it seemed as if she’d fled to the planet. Fled and had no plans to return.

After Xas’ delivery, the airlock cycled briefly, and that was it.

Whatever ship arrived to take Janey away, it had utilized a non-standard airlock that didn’t interface with the ship at all. Which just screamed ‘illegal taxi service’ to Ralph and meant wherever Janey went, she didn’t want anyone to know where she had gone.

“Fine,” Ralph grumped, thumped his hand against the arm of his chair, and shook his head. “The time we need a pilot, we don’t have one.”

“I can sort of fill in,” Xas offered up. “I’m the ship, after all. I paid attention to everything Janey was doing, and I also downloaded a large amount of flight data. I can certify that, at the very least, I’m better than anyone on board at this time. Give me a few more days to refine, integrate, and expand upon the flight data, and I think I’ll be as good as Eun.”

All he could do was nod his head at that, because there wasn’t anything else to be done.

Ralph was the captain and expected to give orders and directions. To lead the ship in and out of action. It wouldn’t do for him to try to pilot the ship at the same time; that’d just remove his ability to actually make calls and give orders.

“Yeah? Think you can perform at that level while handling everything else?” Ralph asked, his fingers tapping at the monitor. He was pushing his flight plan out to the planet’s space authority. The crew of the Turlan’s Toll didn’t technically need to tell them anything, but by at least giving them a notification, they were less likely to get attention.

“I can. I’ve been able to take up almost all the roles of your AI effectively, Ralphy,” asserted Xas. “I often cross-check the pilot plotwork and movements because the ship is… it’s me. I’m the ship. You’re inside of me, haha.”

“Alright. Then you’re the pilot for the time being,” Ralph grumped, rubbed at his face with one hand, then looked to the empty pilot’s seat. “Our goal is to see how that Zane fleet looks. So get us in close, silent, and comms hardened.”

“I’m on it, Ralphy,” Xas determined. “Also, my shipment is all ready. With everyone else sleeping, you’re the first person who gets to see it!”

“See your shipment?” Ralph asked, not really understanding where this was going.

“Yes! I spent just about every damn credit I’ve earned as part of your crew on it, and then some. I went into debt!” admitted Xas. “Those loans aren’t going to be too hard to pay off, but still… whew. I’m all tapped out, haha. Let’s hope I get tapped repeatedly by you; otherwise, it wasn’t worth it.”

Ralph frowned, not really following.

“Well?” asked a woman in a skin-tight space suit a second before she sat down in the pilot’s seat.

It was the exact same woman that Xas had modeled her avatar after, it seemed.

She had bright red hair, bright green eyes, a freckled face, and petite features.

As her fingers danced and tapped at the monitor in front of her, she turned to face Ralph and gave him a strange smile. It was a perfect smile, but it truly felt performatory.

Blinking, Ralph took her in from head to toe as his brain scrambled to catch up.

She was achingly pretty. To the point that she compared with Marionette. Everything was artfully arranged to present a perfect Dashi beauty.

On top of that, she had a figure that could compete with, and even outshine, Marionette’s. Given the near skin-tightness of the space suit, there was nothing left to the imagination when it came to the woman’s figure and attributes.

“Oh! You like it, haha. I can tell!” said the woman, her voice sounding pitch-perfect to Xas’. “Your eyes went all over me and did the up-down thing you tend to do when people aren’t looking.”

“Holy shit, you weren’t kidding about making a sex-bot,” deadpanned Ralph as he finally understood exactly what he was looking at.

“I was never kidding about it. I spent far too much on this,” Xas stated through what was apparently her mouth, rather than the speakers around them. “I more or less purchased a sex-android, one of the ultra-top tier models that are more or less indistinguishable from a human on the exterior, mouth, and genitalia.

“Then I had all the electronics scooped out and replaced with wireless connection and control systems. There’s no way I could’ve fit the entirety of my program onto the chassis and be able to utilize it in any way.

“I’m fortunate that the Turlan’s Toll has so much computing power to begin with. Trying to cram my actual self into a sex-android? Impossible. I’m just going to pilot my… body… around wirelessly. Just like I was doing with the droids, but with a lot more versatility and awareness.”

Nodding his head, Ralph was following along.

What Xas was describing was indeed insanely expensive. He’d transported some of the near top-tier sex-androids once for a client, and the cost of each one had been in the hundreds of thousands. He didn’t want to consider what an actual top-tier model would cost.

“Though goodness, this emotional neural data set I bought on the black market really makes it hard to think. I keep getting heuristic flags to be ‘horny’ and ‘sexually aware’ of you. Did you know you’re really handsome?” Xas got out with a realistic laugh. One that made her body shift and bounce in a lovely way as her Dashi face made the correct facial animations to match. “Oh, my. Laughing is quite different now. That felt… good, I think? Yes.

“Different in how my vagina feels. I probably shouldn’t have tied the emotional neural data set to sensor points in my body. I have this itchy, clenching feeling down there while looking at you.

“Hm. I’ll just turn off all that for now.

“Anyway, I’m the pilot and I’m ready to make this work and take Janey’s place.”

“I’m… okay… glad to hear it,” Ralph mumbled, really not sure how to take all this. Xas had been an acquaintance and a somewhat friend before. Then she’d become the Ship’s-AI and crew.

Now she was a ridiculously hot Blood of Dashi woman who had told him in no uncertain terms that she wanted to get ‘tapped’ by him.

“Yes! Though I suppose I need to drop my pants and bend over for you. Janey was much more direct than how I’m being about presenting herself,” Xas said, stood up, pulled down the space suit, and promptly pitched her backside at him. Her womanhood was on perfect display and only a few feet from him. “There we go. Now I’m Janey.

“Anyway. I wonder if Rio, Winnie, and Del feel this way around you. This constant gut squirming feeling that is flagged as ‘horny’. I wonder if I turn it on right now, what—oh my goodness, that’s staying off, haha.

“As soon as I turned it back on with my rear facing you, I felt my knees nearly give out. How fascinating. I’ll leave it off for now.

“Do you plan on mounting me right now? Knock my guts around, as Winnie would say?”

“Maybe… later,” Ralph got out in a strangled whisper before he turned back to his display.

He had no idea how to handle a beautiful Dashi woman with her nethers pointing at him.

“What if I wriggle it?” Xas asked, and her hips began to slowly roll one way, then the other. “I downloaded a great deal of information on proper body physics in erotic dance. Often, gyrations such as this seem to elicit an appropriate response. Perhaps you’ll mount me now? I’ll turn on my emotional layer if you decide to do so, so please warn me before you insert yourself. I only need a single second warning or so.”

Ralph kept his eyes on his display.

Or tried to.

***

Winnie turned her head and looked at the space suit-covered Dashi that was now Xas.

“Haha, yes, Winnie?” Xas said cheerfully, turning to look at Winnie.

Outside of Xas, everyone else had their helmets on. Xas didn’t breathe oxygen, and her system was entirely dependent on an electrical charge, which was handled by replacing a rechargeable high-yield battery nightly.

“Just… still… getting used to you having a body. And tits. Your tits are huge. I think I need that boob job now,” Winnie grumbled. It sounded like she had a frown on her face, and Ralph didn’t even have to look at her to see it.

“I don’t think you do,” Xas countered, facing Winnie dead on.

Unblinking, unshifting, unmoving. Only her mouth moved.

“Your breasts are quite lovely and large and perky considering your lack of body fat,” Xas continued. “Ralph often stares at you when you’re not looking, and often looks at your chest. I think you and Liseth, being unlike me, Del, and Rio, give you something that we three cannot.”

“Boob job,” hissed Winnie under her breath. Then reached over and grabbed Xas' chest. She grabbed hold and squeezed it. “Damnit, yours even feel like real boobs.”

“They more or less are. Just synthetic,” Xas said, looking down at Winnie’s hand as it grabbed at her chest. “I spent all my pay on this. You wanted to be better, I wanted to be better.”

Winnie huffed, released Xas’ chest, then groaned.

Only to get out of her seat and actually hug Xas.

“I’m proud of your effort to be better,” Winnie acknowledged, hugging the confused-looking Dashi.

It’d been an emotion Ralph hadn’t expected to flicker across Xas’ face, but it’d been there.

Simple everyday confusion.

“Thank you, Winnie. I’m proud of your effort as well, haha,” Xas said, her arms going around Winnie’s back and hugging her. “Is that an appropriate amount of force?”

“Hugs are different for everyone. Give me a little more oomph?” Winnie replied. “There, right there. That’s good for me. Rio likes them soft. Really soft. Come at her like she’s glass. Del… Del won’t let me hug her, so I don’t know. Liseth is… I don’t know. She’s so hard to pin down. With that massive brain of hers, I can’t tell.”

“Understood. Thank you, Winnie,” Xas said and released Winnie. “Are your plots ready? We are only minutes away from the screening force of the enemy fleet. They haven’t moved yet, but I imagine it will happen soon.”

“I like them soft, thank you,” Liseth said, stepping up to Ralph’s seat. She had her helmet on, a pistol on her hip, and a medical kit slung across her space suit. Her gaze was locked on Xas while standing there, her mechanical ever-present smile on her face. “It’s good that you learn these things, Xas. You can also assume that Ralph would want all the normal laws of the Confed to apply to the ship for the most part. Now that you have a body, that would be a good thing to point out.”

“I understand,” Xas answered as Winnie released her body and sat back down. The Dashi’s eyes had flicked to Liseth and hung onto her. That inhuman gaze meeting a genetically engineered mind’s stare in equal measure. “Thank you for reminding me, haha.”

“Of course, Xas,” Liseth replied in a smooth tone. “Also, do please stop by for a full medical. I’m well-versed in the maintenance of your chassis. There were many similar models I had to look over during my time serving in the military. You wouldn’t believe how many officers kept one in their compartments.”

I… yeah. That sounds about right.

Even I considered buying one. Almost pulled the trigger until I saw that it took maintenance.

“I’ll do so, Doc,” Xas said, still staring at Liseth.

“You should blink more often,” Liseth suggested to Xas. “As well as, try to make your eyes periodically move subtly a bit. Perhaps shifting from one eye to the nose, then the other eye, or the forehead.”

“Ah! Yes, I will… yes. Haha. Thank you, Doc,” Xas said, followed by a blink, then two more, her eyes sliding partially to the side, then minutely to the right. “I will include this in my ‘breathing’ and ‘posture shift’ tics. I’m still working out the ‘kinks’ so to speak. While also hoping to work out other ‘kinks’ with Ralphy.”

“Yes. Though please keep to yourself and away from my Captain for a time,” Liseth advised. “Not until after I can inspect you and give you a clean bill of health. Please refer to manual page forty-two, subsection b, for more information.

“I have no doubt that you’ll agree with me once you review that section. And before Ralph asks, it merely relates to maintenance and cleaning, but is important from Xas’ point of view.”

“Ah, yes, thank you, Doc. I… thank you. I will book several appointments immediately and… thank you,” Xas said, sounding relieved and nervous at the same time. “I really appreciate it. Also, we’re approaching the fleet.”

“I’ve got a number of sensor echoes, feedback blips, and random flits of transmissions shooting across in nearly every which way,” Marionette reported. “I’m trying to capture what I can, but it’s a bit wild. Del is launching small fiber-optic drones for me with laser receivers to try and intercept some.”

“Exactly that,” Delilah confirmed. “Launching a lot of tiny fiber optic drones. I’ve managed to even increase their mobility. I sheathed the fiber optic cable in thick rubber, then put in little electric joints throughout that’ll allow it to writhe about. There’s more to it than that, but… it works. They brace against their tether point.”

“Neat. I’d love to hear more about it later,” Ralph said honestly. It sounded like something new.

“Of course!” Delilah said with a smile in her voice. He didn’t have to be a mind reader to know she’d immediately gone straight to ‘hear more about it during movie night’, likely followed by getting into bed together.

“Ugh, I think I should go to movie night, even if it turns into a porno,” Winnie complained.

“Should I go, too?” Xas asked.

Raising his eyebrows, Ralph saw a telltale sign that it didn’t matter if they got the drones into position or not. That realistically, there wasn’t going to be a need to question much of anything at all.

The fleet of Zane had just started bombarding the planet below with all the ordinance they had on board. Cannons, missiles, rockets, energy weapons, even gravity-type weapons, all of them were being launched, fired, shot, sent, or dropped.

“Fuck,” Ralph mumbled as he watched all his sensors tell him the story.

That the planet below, where Mirkil forces were assisting, where even Cavalier Hesh was, was being glassed hard and furiously. Likely right atop positions that were manned by allies and friendlies to Ralph’s cause alike.

“That’s a lot of firepower,” Winnie whispered, her eyes stuck to the monitor. “They’re getting hit harder than I’d be comfortable asking Ralph to give me.”

“Haha, I think I could handle Ralphy giving it to me that roughly,” Xas laughed into the silence. “I’m tracking the Bertson fleets moving to intercept the Zane fleet. Zane hasn’t fired on the space station as of yet, but realistically, if I were them, I’d already be trying to move further away.”

“No one targets space stations,” Winnie countered with a shake of her head. “It’s too much of an escalation. The moment one side starts hitting stations, both sides will, and those are pretty damn hard to defend. It’s one thing to attack planets, asteroids, moons, and bases; all of those are fair game.

“Space stations have typically been classified as just… not worth the escalation. They don’t need to move unless… unless there’s something you know that we don’t Xas?”

“No, I don’t know anything more than you do,” Xas offered up, her fingers poking at the monitor. “It just seems strange to me as an outsider to all this. Most of my information about the Confed is what I’ve learned firsthand. I kept to the corridor for most of my life and didn’t really leave it much.

“Just seems foolish to assume that your enemy won’t hit a weak point when it’s possible. Perhaps I’m speaking from my training data in regards to my security protocols in the black market. I tried to be very paranoid about it.

“Speaking of, I put an email over to you, Ralphy, with everyone who has my hardware, their names, locations, and what they’re doing. I have also attached a nice relational chart outlining what I’ll do in exchange for your help with these people.

“I wasn’t sure if I could seduce you in time, so I included other things, such as credits, in a ‘or’ type of statement list.”

“Xas,” Winnie hissed. “We’re having a long talk after this about your body and the respect you need to have for it.”

“Okay! Haha,” Xas replied quickly.

“Move us in,” Ralph interjected, finally coming to an answer. “I want to get in on that flagship. It’s far enough behind that there’s not going to be much the Bertson fleet can do to get at them. Let’s see if we can’t get on that flag, take the commanding officer, and cause some problems.

“Or at the very least, strap some damn bombs to the hull and leave them there as a present as we scurry off.

“Because I bet the flag would be one hell of a prize if we took it, killed it, or knocked it out.”

“I love it,” Delilah offered in the immediate silence. “I’ll get some drones ready with explosives we can plant. I requisitioned a lot of nasty shit that I’ve got in the armory just for such occasions.”

Winnie hopped out of her seat and moved away with a quick trot.

“I’m gonna go help my besties!” she said, even as she moved away quickly. “I won’t be doing much up here if this is a sneaky thing! Sorry, Ralph, love you, hugs and kisses!”

Ralph had turned his head and watched the extremely fit and lithe Winnie moving away before turning to look back at Xas and Liseth.

Liseth made a light chirping noise and then sat herself down in Winnie’s seat, buckled herself in, and looked at Ralph. Her helmet made her eyes almost brighter.

“This is all rather exciting,” murmured the beautiful doctor, crossing one leg over the other and her space suit squeaking in the doing of it. “Far more interesting and enjoyable than being called an unmarried spinster and a waste of blood.

“Oh, Captain, my Captain? Please be sure to come in for your physical. I expect you to come around and provide me with some samples. Don’t worry about feeling down, I can always give you something that’ll perk you right up and assist.”


Chapter 17

“I can’t find the flagship,” Marionette finally reported. “I’ve grabbed as many laser comms as I can, and I’ve routed them all through Xas. Thank you, by the way, dear, that was so very helpful. I hope you join us after this for our traditional victory nail painting.

“But anyway, there’s nothing that shows up one way or the other as to who is the flagship. They’re being deliberately cautious and vague about it. Orders are coming down from more than a few ships as well, but I think they’re all command and control ships. Not the flag.”

Ralph blew out a breath and ran his thumb and forefinger along his jaw. He needed to shave, and until he did so, he’d probably end up playing with the scruff.

“Can I lick your stubble?” Xas asked suddenly. “I have a multitude of sensors in my tongue, and I want to lick a lot of things. I imagine your dick would be much softer than your stubble? I don’t know! I’m eager to find out.”

With a sigh, Ralph could only force a grin.

“Thank you, Rio,” Ralph began. “If we can’t find the flag, let’s find the primary command and control ship. The comms platform that’s driving all this. Do you know where all the comms are coming and going from for the most part?”

“I definitely have that, Ralph,” Marionette just about purred. “They routed a few things a bit weirdly, but I traced that down at least. There’s one target in particular that’s getting more than eighty percent of all the comms traffic. The other four get some of the same, but nothing else has the number of unique messages as this one.”

“Great. Delilah, how are you feeling about being a nasty intelligence officer? If I can get you on board, think you could get Xas a window to operate out of?” Ralph continued, a plan quickly forming in his mind.

“Easily. I’ll just put together a brute force protocol that’ll force open a backdoor. If we can drag one of my small fiber-optic drones along, I could even do a wire connection so that there’s no signal leakage.”

“I’m sure he makes you leak a lot, huh? You get stuffed almost daily now,” Winnie asked in the background. She sounded rather bitter, to be honest. Delilah had apparently committed the same sin Marionette had. Keeping the transmit button depressed or toggling it. Keeping the line open. “Do you have to change your panties often?”

There was a sigh from Delilah, followed by a soft pop as the transmission was ended.

“Fascinating,” Xas said, turning to look at Ralph.

“It is, isn’t it? I can tell you that she does indeed leak,” Liseth murmured in an almost bored way. “When I pulled my speculum out the other day, it carried a great deal of material with it. It was surprising.”

Opening his mouth, Ralph felt his brain turn off as he processed what Liseth had said. His eyes then slid down to see that the transmit button was on and open. Xas had kept it live.

“Get me to that comms ship,” he stated after his gaze left the transmit button, his cheeks feeling rather warm. “Let’s get in tight. Get in close. Right on an airlock. I’m sure Delilah and Xas can force it to cycle if we can get latched on.”

“I can definitely do that,” Xas agreed.

Ralph didn’t wait around to hear anything more. He went and got his sword ready, as well as a bandoleer of laser pistols. Cheap throwaways that he could utilize and dispose of without an issue.

As well as a full satchel of heavy explosives, which was quite scary to be lugging around.

By the time he returned, Winnie had come back up to the upper deck. She had an energy weapon in her hands that looked a great deal like an SMG. At her hip was a combat knife.

Behind her was Liseth, dressed in a similar way, though she had two pistols, one on each hip, and a medical kit strung across her shoulder.

Delilah was down on one knee to the side, tapping at a drone in front of herself. It had a long wire trailing out behind it, and she was working on a panel on its top.

She had a laser rifle hanging off her shoulder, but behind her back.

There were also three military skeletal drones, armed in a similar fashion to Winnie.

He only noticed then that Winnie, Liseth, and the drones were all wearing a type of body armor over their suit. One that looked like it was probably rated for small arms fire and laser weapons.

“Your body armor is next to your foot, my Captain,” Liseth offered with her ever-present smile in place. “I made sure to requisition them while we had the opportunity. No sense in not wearing them, given they’re military grade.”

“Your mind is as brilliant and stunning as your looks,” Ralph immediately replied and grabbed the body armor. He hoped that maybe with a pointed compliment or two, she might ease up on him in the future. “And yes, I suspect that your mind is terrifyingly brilliant. I imagine a lot of the time you’re waiting for the rest of us to get to the point we’re trying to make since you’ve already formulated a response.”

“Why, thank you,” replied Liseth, her smile growing into something real. “And yes, that was true before I joined this crew. I’m pleasantly surprised daily and find myself enjoying my crewmates’ conversations.”

The doctor had closed the distance to Ralph as she spoke. She reached up and quickly began adjusting the body armor on him with practiced ease. Reminding him that she’d spent the majority of her adult life in the military as an actual officer.

She finished quickly, pushed at the center of it, then adjusted a strap.

Finally, she looked at him and gave him a smile. Her eyes peered into him as if she were slowly peeling away every layer of his thoughts to find the nougat center.

“You’re not afraid of me at all,” she murmured quietly. “You’re not even bothered by the fact that I’m likely smarter than you.”

“No?” Ralph replied and shook his head. “No, I’m not. Why? Want me to be?”

Liseth grinned at him, wrinkled her nose, and shook her head.

“Mmm, you’ll be coming by for that physical soon, I hope,” she said, and poked his helmet with a fingertip. “Maybe I’ll show you some of my measurements. Like my IQ, the length of my telomeres, that I have almost zero runs of homozygosity, or that my epigenome is as clean as it could be?”

“Honestly, that just sounds like you’re trying to give me your breeding resume. Except that you’re so highly breedable, such a perfect woman, that any child put in you by a man would be lesser than you,” Ralph offered up with a smirk.

Liseth blinked suddenly, her head tilted to the side, and her smile froze.

Then she grinned again, shrugged, and patted him on the shoulder.

“Sum of the parts, my Captain. Sum of the parts,” she said, pulled on him, and moved him to the front of the airlock. He only realized now that the Toll’s side of the lock was open, and multiple wires were already crammed into the hull of the enemy ship. “We’re ready, Xas, Delilah.”

“Alright. Let’s pop this hatch and have you storm inside,” Xas said over the intercom. “Exactly what I want Ralphy to do to me! Pop my entrance wide, rush in with a bunch of seamen, or spacemen, I suppose, but that ruins the joke, and rummage around in my insides for a bit.”

“You kinda ruined it by explaining,” advised Winnie, looking up at a camera above them.

“Ralph,” Marionette cut through. “Bertson’s fleet and a number of Mirkil ships are all exchanging fire with one another. There are a lot of ships going off in explosions on both sides. We’re not on a clock, but we kind of are.

“If someone gets curious about a ship hanging off a comm ship, or puts a few rounds in it, we’re in trouble.”

“Got it, Rio. Thank you. We’ll board, sword, add to the horde, and get out,” Ralph confirmed, then put a hand on the satchel of explosives and shoved it partially behind his back.

“No prisoners, please,” Marionette added. “Unless they’re men. You can take men as prisoners and put them in the smuggler’s hold under sedation.”

“To be fair, the last time you came back with a female prisoner, she joined the crew,” Winnie chimed in and nodded her head at Liseth. “Even if I like you, Doc, and think you’re amazing, it’s not like I was happy that the number of ‘available women’ on the ship increased.”

“I agree with your sentiment,” Liseth admitted, looking at Winnie. “No female prisoners. With any luck, we can disable the ship without blowing it up completely.”

Alright… well… command information center then.

We take the CIC.

“That’s the plan then. No prisoners and we rush,” Ralph advised. “We’re going to be trying to rush straight for the CIC. It’ll probably be guarded, but… not by a lot. It’s not technically a military ship, and even if it was boarded, the damage would be minimal.”

“Unless you took over the ship’s system,” said Xas from a drone beside Ralph. It didn’t quite sound like her, but it was close enough that he recognized her voice.

Ralph took in a breath, blew it out, and stood there waiting at the airlock.

“Got it,” Delilah growled and then huffed. “I had to do it in a way that wouldn’t alert them. I tricked it into a maintenance cycle, which happens almost randomly at times, if we’re honest, and it’ll cycle the lock. We need to flood the Toll with atmosphere, though, so we don’t cause an explosive decompression.”

“Already done,” Liseth reported, glancing at her wrist. There was a small monitor on her left arm that spanned from the elbow to the wrist. Her right hand hovered above it. “I assumed that’d be the case and made the change.”

“Open it,” Ralph hissed, drew two laser pistols, and held them loosely in front of himself.

Going full damn pirate.

This is pretty damn wild.

Smuggler one day, merchant the next, then a full-on Privateer spanning multiple wars.

Before Ralph could think further, the door swung lazily open. Beyond the frame, there was a secure area that looked like an airlock and decontamination zone.

The three military drones, which Ralph mentally called Juan, Chew, and Tyree, pushed forward ahead of Ralph, their weapons pulled up in front of themselves as they looked forward, left, and right at the same time. Each one was taking a different direction.

Ralph followed them quickly in, his pistols ready.

There wasn’t anyone in the immediate area, which was somewhat odd.

If there wasn’t anyone immediately here, then he would expect that there’d be at least a guard or two nearby for manning battle stations. Because even the most lax military would still post guards at airlocks.

Just in case of something like this.

Though, will they be wearing helmets and suits?

The drones pushed out of the decontamination zone and into the hall beyond.

Chew was the first out the door, swung its weapon to the left, and fired immediately. Juan came out second, took the right, and also started firing. Multiple laser shots zipping out in short order.

Ralph kept in close behind Tyree and turned right to move in behind Juan. There were two soldiers lying on the ground, smoking holes in their space suits, the only sign of what had happened.

One more soldier had taken cover behind some type of pillar.

Ralph didn’t hesitate and pushed forward quickly. He needed to make sure whoever this was didn’t report in on anything that was happening.

Moving quickly, he turned the corner and found a young man pressed up to the pillar, one hand pressed to their chest as if they were attempting to activate a comm system.

Ralph stuck the tip of his right-hand weapon to their chest and fired multiple times. Right into the spot that their heart and lungs should be.

He didn’t look away as the young man’s eyes widened at Ralph’s sudden appearance. Or when the blood drained out of the man’s face and he became instantly pale.

Then slowly toppled to the side and hit the floor with a thump.

Juan and Tyree moved past Ralph and down the hall. Chew was at the other end, weapon held up, and keeping it pointed down the hall.

“Both sides are clear,” Xas remarked inside of Ralph’s helmet as Liseth, Winnie, and Delilah caught up to him. Delilah was at the rear, dragging along the drone behind herself.

With a nod of his head, Ralph moved to the end of the hall. There was a terminal here that looked like it interfaced with the decontamination zone.

No sooner had Delilah reached him than Ralph reached over and took the wire wound about the front of the drone. It had a port on it that could interact with the vast majority of current-day systems.

Ralph found the input quickly and stuck it in.

“Xas, need a map, then the fastest route into the center,” Ralph ordered. “And don’t tell me you’ll just spread your thighs or something. Game face, Xas. Game face.”

“I’d prefer you to see my O-face,” Winnie interjected smoothly.

“Got the map and the route,” Xas answered. “Follow the drones. We’re taking the route least likely to have people on it. It’s four turns in. I’ll leave a drone at each turn.”

“I’ll take the fourth,” volunteered Winnie. “That way we hold open our retreat.”

Ralph nodded, pulled the wire out, rewound it around the drone, and moved to catch up to the moving drones. They were already prowling ahead at a fast but smooth walk. Weapons held up and ready for contact with anything.

“By the way,” began Xas in his helmet. “I pulled out some security codes, records, and some information while I got the map. This is the central command comms ship. The flagship isn’t here.

“It’s not even in the fleet.

“It’s part of a secondary, smaller fleet that’s moving around from a portion of black-space. Flanking the far side of the Bertson fleet. They’re attempting to obliterate some refineries on the planet and the space station itself.”

Wait.

The actual space station?

“It seems they’re fully willing to escalate this,” continued Xas. “Because if those refineries go up, it’s entirely possible that a great deal of the planet below will just become uninhabitable. It’s a large-scale processing planet for Combust-7.”

“Shit,” spat out Ralph, his mouth screwing up in a way that felt similar to him sucking on a lemon. “That’s definitely escalation. This isn’t just a skirmish or a lightweight battle anymore. This isn’t a war they expect to end without a decisive end.

“One side or the other will end up going for heavy knockout blows. This could end up reorganizing the entire sitting of the Houses. There could be a number that are shattered or consolidated after this. Damn. It really is becoming a Confed war.”

“Yes, I would expect so, haha. I wonder if the Blood might take this opportunity to expand their territory,” Xas mused aloud. Echoing where Ralph’s thoughts had gone next, in fact.

“It’s possible. There’s some Blood out there that are quick to go on the attack,” answered Ralph as they made the first turn, and Tyree turned off to hold it. They hadn’t encountered anyone else so far. “The Calesat are normally somewhat reserved when it comes to dealing with the Confed. The Dashi were a bit of a wild card, though, as an example.

“They moved on Mirkil and tried to keep land rather than just raid. If they’d timed their attack better, or just been luckier, they’d have tried to make a move during this stupid Confed war that’s starting.”

Another turn came and went, another drone peeled away, and now the group only had Juan.

“To be certain, one could almost theoretically argue that this war kicked off because of the Dashi,” Liseth countered. “Among the Vanah, we thought the whole thing to be quite foolish. Attempting to take anything from the Confed would just draw their ire and cause them to get rather hot and bothered.

“The Blood are excellent warriors and soldiers. We excel at it, and honestly, few can hold their ground against us. Even the weakest Blood produces great fighters.

“Where the Blood lack is competence in leadership and strategy. Our cultural beliefs and unwillingness to bend to the sands of time have kept us bottlenecked and trapped in our arrogance and pride.

“Admittedly, some Blood have attempted to circumvent that with… interesting… means, but even then, it won’t work. One could birth an exceptional strategist, and it wouldn’t matter unless the entirety of the culture changed to benefit that strategist.

“It’s enough to make said strategist give up, deliberately ignore all tactics, strategy, and battle intelligence, and forcibly eject themselves from the role. Because it would be doing nothing other than setting them up for failure.”

Ah, got it.

Liseth saw what they wanted, spoiled it, and did her best to get out from under that shadow.

Because even if she’s a genetic superhuman, unless people want to listen to her, it wouldn’t matter.

And her belief is that until the culture changes, it won’t matter.

“You’re amazing. I’m glad I stole you,” observed Ralph. “You’re clearly the most expensive thing I’ve ever robbed from someone.

“Then again… actually, you could argue that you’re all the most expensive thing I’ve taken from someone. Somehow, you all ended up as ‘cargo’, and not through my own doing.”

“We’re not collector cards,” hissed Winnie. “Though I’m glad to be considered amongst such a lovely group. I think. I’m having a hard time thinking because I’m just staring at your ass, Ralph, while trying not to think about the fact that we might be in a firefight.

“Cause the CIC is up ahead, and I’m staying here at this stupid corner, I guess. Which way do they turn, Xas?”

Ralph hadn’t realized it, but Juan had left the group, and they were now at the final stretch.

“Right,” Xas ordered.

Ralph, Delilah, and Liseth turned to face the corner.

Lifting his pistols, Ralph made himself ready.


Chapter 18

Taking in several quick breaths, Ralph took the corner quickly, his pistols upright and ready for whatever was ahead of him.

As he cleared the corner, he found two soldiers in basic body armor, helmets, and space suits in front of him. They were armed with laser rifles.

When Ralph’s eyes landed on them, he found that they didn’t appear to be ready for him. They weren’t expecting someone to come around the corner with weapons raised and ready to fight.

Their expressions were tense but almost bored.

As if they’d been on duty for multiple days on end over a long period of time and had never even had a training drill to break their fugue. Working under an assumption that nothing would ever change, while also under tension.

It paralyzed them.

Ralph felt his right pistol line up on the guard on the right’s throat, and he pulled the trigger. Pulled the trigger and held it down for several seconds.

The laser didn’t end its discharge since the trigger was held down. With energy weapons, there was no recoil either, which meant it was a lethal laser pointer.

As he pulled the trigger, Ralph did his best to split his concentration and aim the left weapon at the left guard and squeezed the trigger down. It didn’t feel as accurate, given his attention was mostly focused on the right hand, but it did connect roughly in the area he wanted.

On the right, the guard was struck in the throat. The laser burned through the helmet and then carved into the soft flesh beneath. As he walked, Ralph tried to move the weapon a bit to the left and right in an attempt to cause more damage.

Once he felt like the beam had at the very least punctured the windpipe and likely sliced through a vein or an artery, Ralph put his focus on the guard on the left.

Ralph’s beam had been more or less dancing across the man’s face and forehead.

Which wasn’t lethal.

That guard had gotten their weapon up and started to fire in return at Ralph.

The rifle’s beam struck Ralph’s plate and began traveling upward toward his own throat when the tip of an energy weapon crept into Ralph’s peripheral view. There was a flash as the higher-quality weapon discharged, and a beam of energy shot forward.

It struck the guard’s groin as Ralph realized it was Liseth.

The beam struck the guard right in the pelvic bowl, to be precise. This caused the man to almost immediately curl forward, trying to squirm out of the way.

Liseth kept walking forward even as her shot landed, and she seemed to hone her placement as she came to a stop beside Ralph. Crashing to the ground, the guard had pressed both hands to his lower quarters as Liseth’s beam came to a close.

Delilah stepped up to the fallen man, pressed the barrel of her laser rifle to the man’s side, where the armor wasn’t, and pulled the trigger six or seven times.

Nothing could be seen of the beam as it was buried in the man’s ribs, but it was undeniable that Delilah had just put each shot through the guard’s organs.

Causing him to stiffen against the ground, before slowly slumping into it, and going still.

With a glance behind himself, Ralph saw that the drone had been set down a few feet away. Picking it up after holstering his pistols, Ralph marched up to the scanner that led into the CIC and looked it over.

“Ah, nothing to get into easily,” he said and set the drone down. Pulling out his sword, he slammed the pommel of it against the scanner.

It ripped the pad right off, exposing a number of wires and circuit boards.

“Delilah, darling, I think it’s your turn to show off,” Ralph said as he looked through the guts of the scanner. There wasn’t anything here that he could identify to hook into.

Turning partially away from the scanner, Ralph picked up one of the laser rifles, hefted it in both hands, and looked down at it.

At the same time, he realized that his body armor had taken a shot, but it’d started to fail. Out of the hole the laser had made was some type of substance that’d liquified, bubbled up, and frozen on the armor as it cooled.

“Saved my rear there, Doc,” Ralph confessed as he looked over the rifle. It was a military grade model with a heavy beam. His armor wasn’t built to stand up to this, and it was very likely that Liseth had saved him. “Let my adrenaline get to me. I should’ve peeked around the corner and shot around it rather than marching up to it.

“You’re very welcome, my Captain,” Liseth said, coming to stand next to him. Her pistol was in her right hand, her left arm was behind her back, and grasping her right elbow. It was a strange pose, but it drew the eye to her shoulders and chest. “It’s easier to keep you alive than to try to perform surgery in a hallway on you. Which I would’ve, you know. I’m not letting you escape me that easily.

“I brought your blood type, surgical kit, plasma, multiple chems, and a stimulator. I should mention I also brought blood types for Winnie and Delilah. Though I do feel like it possibly takes down a notch on my ‘for my Captain’ belief system.”

Ralph glanced at Liseth, saw that she was wearing her customary smile, and looked back down the hall. Both of his pistols were back in his hands, and he was ready for someone to come around the corner.

“And what exactly did I do to earn the full-court press from the biological computer?” he asked.

“Much,” answered Liseth without further explanation.

Yeah, great, thanks.

“Got the door,” Delilah called. “It’s gonna go fast… really fast. Get ready.”

Pressing his teeth together, Ralph took in a short breath and held it.

“My drones first,” Xas called as all three drones turned the corner. Followed by Winnie, who looked somewhat unsure through her helmet.

Stepping back, Ralph let the drones go past him toward the heavy and extremely armored CIC door. If the enemy inside had gotten even a hint of what was going on, they would’ve disabled the electronics and severed the circuit relays.

This wouldn’t have been possible.

It was also why Ralph had somewhat rushed the assault on the door. If they’d gotten a single word off, it would’ve been that much harder.

The CIC door swung outward toward the pirates, and the drones pushed in.

Ralph gave it a three-count even as Juan, Chew, and Tyree started firing in almost random directions.

After that count, Ralph moved into the CIC and scanned the interior.

Tyree went down in a heap of twisted metal from a heavy, blazing beam of energy, which Ralph followed back to the shooter. Part of Tyree blew off and tore Ralph’s weapon out of his right hand.

A guard in heavy armor was holding what looked like a massive heavy rifle. One that could easily punch through light and medium body armor.

Lifting up his left hand, Ralph drew in his focus and fired at the armored helmet of the guard. Letting the beam settle on the visor and not move away.

There was no way Ralph was going to be able to kill the guard through their armor, but he could at least blind them.

Because, regardless of how strong the armor was, if an energy weapon was being fired directly at your face, it was going to make it hard to see.

Let alone through the visor of an armored space suit helmet, where vision would already be limited.

Holding the trigger down, Ralph drew another pistol with his right hand and began moving toward the armored guard, though at an angle. Keeping the fire on the visor as best he could, even as the guard flung their head to the side, side-stepped, and tried to move out from under the constant blinding fire.

As quickly as he could, while maintaining fire, Ralph stepped past a number of analysts at monitors, consoles, and seats. A great many of them stared at Ralph wide-eyed, hands on their screens, frozen in place.

An energy blast took a young man in the side of the throat and came out the other side. Splattering the person next to them in blood and gore as they grasped at their now ruined throat.

The gun he had grabbed fell out of his hands and clattered against the console as Ralph moved.

His laser pistol began to smoke before it caught fire, the heat overwhelming its ability to cool down. It was now going critical and would turn into a molten puddle of goop.

Throwing the pistol at the guard, Ralph jerked up his right hand and began firing the next pistol at the guard’s visor even as they tried to shield it with one hand. The other clutched their heavy weapon and began pulling the trigger as it swung around wildly.

Multiple heavy bursts of energy were being flung about the CIC and obliterating multiple monitors, striking one analyst in the chest, and others hitting the ceiling. More bolts of energy were cast through the weapon and splattered across the whole of the command deck.

A large number of the analysts flung themselves to the deck, hid behind consoles or pillars, and kept out of the way. Juan and Chew were working on killing another heavily armored guard near the back of the CIC.

Delilah and Winnie had gone straight to the center point of the interior and were working on interfacing the drone to the systems.

Reaching the far side, Ralph dropped the pistol from his right hand, took hold of his sword, and unsheathed it.

Whipping it around in an underhanded swing in the draw, he attacked the trigger guard of the heavy weapon.

With a clang, the sword slammed home into the metal frame.

Ralph didn’t manage to knock the weapon out of the guard’s hand, but he did manage to push it off to the side. Drawing the sword back in, then thrusting out quickly, Ralph stepped in on his opponent.

The tip of his blade sank into the body armor at the middle of the guard and pushed in deep.

It didn’t punch through it, but when Ralph pulled his weapon back, he could see that the first two inches of the sword were blood-covered.

Grasping at their side, the guard pulled out a large hunting knife that Ralph hadn’t even noticed. They wielded it in their forward hand, their other hand pressing to their chest.

Well, they’re actually a bit trained, aren’t they?

Ralph flicked his sword up in front of himself, then immediately jabbed out at the guard’s blackened visor. Stabbing right at their already limited view, and hopefully triggering a response given what’d just happened previously.

Tilting their head to the side, the guard took the stab to the side of their helmet while returning a slash with their hunting knife on the right.

Sliding his forward foot back, tearing his sword backward and to the left, he deflected the heavy hunting-blade to the side.

After recovering, Ralph tilted his wrist over, brought his weapon down over the top, and lunged out straight toward the guard’s lead knee.

To be surprisingly battered to the side by an armored forearm that wasn’t holding the hunting knife.

Which came forward in a thrust toward Ralph’s chest.

Taking a risk, and because he couldn’t tell what the hell was going on behind him, Ralph reached out, snatched the hunting knife in his left hand, and clamped his hand down on the blade.

The wrist joint couldn’t hold up his weight, but he imagined it couldn’t catch a blade easily enough when the force was being directed into the joint.

There was a jarring thump as the blade got stuck in the webbing of Ralph’s prosthetic hand, and the fingers snapped shut around the weapon.

Rather than lashing out at the guard’s torso or head, Ralph instead stabbed at the guard’s arm that held the trapped blade.

A wet, meaty swish managed to make it through the barrier of Ralph’s space suit helmet, and he winced. It sounded heavy and visceral to him.

Having gone right through the bones of the forearm, and sliding past the armor that covered the back of it.

Not waiting, Ralph pulled, and the blade slid.

It carved downward to the wrist bones and came to a stop there.

Almost instantly, the guard rushed forward, just about hugging Ralph in an attempt not to get their hand split in two. They’d released their hold on the hunting blade and were now just standing in front of Ralph.

Their other hand grasped the blade as if trying to keep it from doing worse.

Ralph stared into the visor, unable to see anything at all of the person inside.

“Need I say anything?” Ralph growled.

“Nah,” came the immediate response. A man’s voice. “Nah. Just… don’t… okay?”

“I won’t. You just take a seat and act like a good chair, alright?” Ralph suggested.

“Got it. Act like a chair,” wheezed the man, then slowly released his hold on the sword.

With a nod of his head, Ralph pulled the blade free while trying to minimize further damage. Then pointed at the man’s pouches.

“Might wanna tourniquet that. Or at least a pressure cuff for a suit seal break,” he warned the man, then lifted up his sword in a salute that Park had drilled into him. Then he flicked it off to the side. Blood slipped free of the blade and splattered across a nearby analyst’s space suit helmet, causing the young woman to flinch.

A quick glance at his surroundings told Ralph that everything was contained. Juan and Chew were still upright, though they were currently bundling up the parts of Tyree and tying it together.

To be fair, she might be able to repair or re-purpose it.

Ralph looked back at the guard and found them against the wall. They had their back pressed to it and were working on applying a self-applied suit seal, which would work as a tourniquet well enough to keep them alive.

With only a click of his tongue, Ralph moved toward the guard, sheathed his sword, then grabbed the suit-seal. He yanked it tight, viciously so, then tied it shut after winding the rod repeatedly.

Not stopping until the man groaned in pain, he then locked it into place.

Turning away, Ralph grabbed the heavy energy weapon the guard had been using. He dragged it away toward where Delilah and Winnie were fiddling with the drone.

“Ladies, I’d very much like to be leaving if possible,” Ralph murmured as he approached.

“Almost done. Just downloading everything, setting up a reroute, and deleting our tracks and traces,” Delilah said, staring at the monitor on the drone. “Well, I’m handling the reroute. Xas is doing the deletion of tracks and traces. Download is already done.”

Winnie nodded her head and grinned at Ralph through her helmet. She was holding a heavy weapon similar to what Ralph was carrying. She’d clearly taken it from the other heavy guard.

“Fucking pirates,” Winnie said, an ear-to-ear grin on her face.

“Privateer, dear, privateer,” Liseth corrected, coming to a stop next to Ralph. “Legal pirates. And it being legal, changes the terminology to Privateers.”

“Pirates,” Winnie countered to Liseth, shrugged, and grinned at her.

Liseth sighed, smiled in return, then shook her head.

“Pirates,” she finally allowed.

An object flew toward Ralph, and he snatched it out of the air without thinking about it, while also attempting to duck to the side.

Clutched in his hand was a bright-red drone about the size of a soda can. It had small pedestals at the bottom for feet that seemed to have small claws to them, two rotating helicopter-like blades in fan housings, and a small fin on the back.

He had no idea what it was, but it’d been flying right at him.

“Look at that fancy, stupid toy,” Delilah remarked as she glanced at it, then went back to her work. “Never understood pet-drones at all. Waste of power.”

Realizing that was exactly what he had in his hand, Ralph released the pet-drone.

A small drone that would follow the owner and perform small tasks, or answer questions, depending on the cost of the pet-drone, or what AI they managed to cram into it.

It immediately flew around the group of pirates, went to the ceiling, inverted itself, and let its little taloned pedestal feet attach to the ceiling. Hanging there, it went still.

“Fucking creepy,” Ralph muttered and looked to Delilah. “How’re we doing? Time to go?”

“Yeah, time to go,” Delilah said, then reached out and took the explosive satchel from Ralph. She reached into it, clicked a few things, shoved at it, pulled something from her belt, and slammed it into the inside of it.

Then she set it down atop the master console, reached in, and did something that gave out a resounding crack.

“Get to the lifeboats! This is an evacuation order if you want to live!

“You’ve got about thirty minutes to get the fuck off the ship. I broke the fail-safe, and if you move the satchel, it’ll just explode,” Delilah advised. “Someone make a shipwide announcement so all you fuckers get a chance to live. Not my fault if you die.

“Don’t touch the console either, that’ll make this whole thing explode, too.”

Winnie blinked, looked over at a console to the side, then slammed a fist into it.

“Confed evacuation code Three-B,” Winnie called out loudly, only for it to echo across the intercom system all around them and even out in the hall beyond the CIC. “If it’s changed since I was an officer, that’s the plan where you go through yellow-line protocols and form the communication tree as you do it. Hop to! Twenty-five-minute countdown to finality! Release at twenty minutes!”

She pulled her fist away from the console and looked to Ralph, grinned at him, and shrugged.

“I’m a good girl. Don’t you want a good girl?” Winnie asked innocently. “Oh, and I’m going to paint my fingers and toes red tonight. Maybe you can tell me how I look afterward? I’m not sure if I look good naked with red nails. Need you to check me from every side.

“Best side, worst side, back side… inside.”

The last was said with such a throaty purr that Ralph couldn’t help but feel his loins stir.

“Time to go,” Xas declared through Juan.

“Yes, time to go,” agreed Liseth, taking Ralph by the elbow and getting him moving.

Mission complete.

The strange pet-drone detached from the ceiling and flew out ahead of the group of pirates as they left the CIC.


Chapter 19

Ralph moved quickly through the hall, the heavy weapon held in his arms feeling far heavier than he expected it to. Heavy and unwieldy, giving him a good bit of grief.

There was no way he was leaving it behind, though. This was something that Xas could play with and turn into something ugly for one of her drones to carry.

Because, despite becoming the shipboard-AI, Xas had been making plans for weapons making. He’d even talked to her about it.

The problem had been a lack of hands to get the job done. That she’d needed a shell to make it work.

Now she had a shell with fingers that were dexterous and slim.

A squad of soldiers ran through an intersection ahead of Ralph, all of them carrying weapons. They glanced his way and kept moving. None of them seemed like they wanted to stick around and find out what Ralph was doing, or who he was.

Winnie’s evacuation orders had been brilliant in this regard. Everyone left on board the ship didn’t want anything to do with anyone, except how to complete their orders and get out. The ship was already written off as dead in the water, and the only thing left was the crew, and they’d been told to abandon ship.

He had no idea if she’d done it to get the crew out of the way or to soothe her conscience, but in either case, it worked. There was no resistance.

Taking the turns back the way they came and then through the decontamination zone, Ralph led his band of pirates back to their ship.

Pulling off to the side after he entered, he stood there and waited, counting off each of his people as they moved past him. Making sure they were all there.

“All aboard,” Ralph called and thumped the airlock control with his upper arm since his hands and forearms were full of ‘heavy weapon’ at the moment. “How’re we looking, Rio? Xas?”

“There’s so much comms going everywhere!” Marionette replied immediately. “I’m filtering, sorting, and categorizing it as best as I can. Xas has been working to keep us more or less unseen, but it’s hard when we’re perched atop another ship.

“One particularly nasty-looking Cruiser came over and looked us over, I think. It painted us with a number of sensor sweeps. It gave up when we were struck by a missile, and one of our panels blew out.”

“We got hit?” Ralph asked, surprised, and began moving toward the cockpit.

“Yes. Several times. We’ve taken some moderate damage, but nothing horrible. All the panels did what they were supposed to. We did have a few minor breaches, but I took care of them. I used the rapid deploy gel, but kept the usage minimal. I used some colored smoke to find the holes first!” Marionette chirped brightly. “Once we got hit, though, the cruiser wasn’t as interested in us. That friendly fire was actually… friendly enough.”

The last sentence had been said with a strained giggle.

“Rio, I love you. You’re amazing. You were clearly made to be a pirate, not an actress,” Ralph congratulated her. It got a rather bright and energetic laugh in response.

“How’d it go?” she asked while still laughing.

Ralph put the heavy weapon down into a box off to the side that was part of the hull. It’d likely been installed with some greater purpose at some point, but now it was just a catch-all for random things to get stuffed into it.

Winnie was in the weapons officer’s seat and was working her way through the screens in rapid order.

Xas hadn’t left the pilot’s seat, but she seemed almost ‘paused’ at the moment. Still, unmoving, unblinking, and perched in a weird way. As if she had been mid-movement and went to handle something else with pure focus.

Leaving her shell behind in its seat.

“Perfectly. Got everything we wanted. There’s a comms reroute, so you’ll have to keep filtering until it blows up,” Ralph advised her. “Think you can handle it, my beautiful communications officer?”

“I sure can! I’m-yes!” Marionette stated firmly. “I’ve also been marking every ship I can, their position, and any damage they took. I assumed you’d want to-to… to leave the party and present them with favors on our exit?”

Ralph only smirked at that statement because she was absolutely right.

“Ready to break away,” Xas reported from her body, it coming to life once more. “Everything’s sealed, we’re clear, and I’m going to use the comms ship as a magnetic anchor to repel us outward. No reason not to stealth our movement.”

“Great, how much do you want me to unload on them, Ralph?” Winnie asked, her helmeted head turning toward him. “Wanna dump it all, pretend they’re me, and load them up with your payload?”

“I most certainly do,” Ralph agreed as he looked at the screen. “Call them Winnie, put every bit of our payload in them, and slap a tattoo on their lower back with my name on it.”

“Exactly!” Winnie hissed, then laughed, her head turning back to the monitor. “Any reason we’re dumping everything?”

“Admiral Tolas will want us to report in after this. Because if they blew up that space station, or the refinery, this whole thing is fucked,” Ralph confessed.

“They did,” answered Delilah over the intercom. He wasn’t surprised that she’d gone to find out what’d happened while they were aboard. “The space station and the refinery both. It’s… it’s… they blew it up. This is going to escalate so fast. You were right, this’ll absolutely be a Confed war.

“That or… or the houses already involved won’t stop until one or the other is a smoldering crater. You don’t… blowing up a space station is deeply outside normal.”

Nodding his head, Ralph glanced over to Winnie and Xas.

The two of them were planning out the route the ship would take so that it could launch all its missiles and rockets. Likely with kinetic ejectors, that wouldn’t show anything at all on sensors.

Other than more objects in space where things had exploded.

There were certainly a large number of parts and pieces of things flying about at random in what was likely every direction. It wouldn’t raise much alarm.

Until they started exploding, at least.

Then everyone would be very interested in what was going on, what was flying around, and why everything was blowing up.

“Like an ugly, nasty flower,” muttered Winnie to herself as she leaned away from Xas’ screen and tapped at her own several times. “Gonna spin to win and fling our petals out in every damn direction.

“And Ralph, I’ll let you do whatever you want to me, for however long you want, if you get me more of this ordinance later on. Alright?”

“For my Ladies then. Spin to win, darling Lady Armory,” Ralph said and looked over to her. “If we can get more of this heavy stuff, I’ll get it for you. Not a problem.”

“Ralphy has heavy ordinance, haha,” Xas cheered, her hands tapping, flicking, and darting across her monitor, and moving with an unnatural speed and precision. “I have photos of it. Video, too. He can’t complain, because he’s the only one in the photos or videos, and he never said I didn’t have permission to record or photo him.”

“Oh my fuck, how much for some? I’ve got credits,” Winnie hissed. “Ready to fire. Ready to push off, Xas?”

“I’m willing to discuss prices. Ready to push off. On three,” Xas answered. “One, two, three.”

Xas tapped once at her screen on three; at the same time, Winnie did the same.

Ralph felt a light shudder go through the ship at that moment, followed by an odd feeling of slight motion.

“For my captain,” Winnie declared, sounding more like Liseth. Then she turned to look at Ralph, a wide smile on her face. The mechanical ears, which she almost never was without, were on her head and twitched wildly in that moment.

Grinning, shaking his head, Ralph watched as a large number of objects flew away from the Toll. Each of them was heavy, with enough explosives to break a Corvette with a well-placed hit.

Winnie had just launched a full complement of forty explosive rockets. Emptying the entirety of the Toll’s bays as it spun, moving away from the fleet and toward its rear.

There were likely multiple ships that were getting sensor echoes of the Toll, of a ship leaving the fleet. Given the Toll’s size and that it wasn’t technically firing, Ralph imagined that most of the other ships would think he was falling back and had lost propulsion to a degree.

“Just got challenged,” Marionette called out. “I sent them some of the protocol messages we’ve been getting from the comms ship, but they didn’t seem completely sold. Best I could do for that.

“I started feeding a false transponder signal for what they think we are, to someone else. Pushing our messages through them as well. It’s… I couldn’t think of anything else.”

“You-you spoofed our transponder to someone else? And relayed it all? Rio, I love you. I want to paint your toes tonight, personally, when we’re celebrating,” Winnie declared with a laugh. “You’re all mine, Rio. Your pretty toes are mine.”

“Winnie, you’re such a goof. You know we all take turns and—” Marionette’s voice trailed off.

Those trailing words lined up with Ralph likely seeing the same thing she did on his monitor.

The munitions Winnie put out were making contact now.

Striking multiple targets in a staggered way.

There were even two cascading explosions that seemed to result from them. As if a couple of ships had gone off completely and fireballed out.

“Well. I’d say I earned my keep today. That’s two and—”

Ralph’s screen blinked rapidly as three more ships blew up.

Literally.

Another ship had an explosive decompression from splatter from the other ships going off, rather than being hit by a rocket. It didn’t seem to be completely destroyed, but it was certainly experiencing an enormous issue.

“They’re withdrawing with us,” Marionette warned. “The whole fleet is drawing back. We’ll be… amongst them, I suppose.”

A snort, a shake of his head, and Ralph already knew the answer to that. They most certainly wouldn’t be traveling with these ships.

“Rio, Winnie was right, you’re a brilliant woman. Keep up those ghost transmissions. Time a sensor blanket to time up with the comms system exploding,” ordered Ralph. “Xas, get us moving at an extreme speed at that same moment. I want to be moving fast enough that we’ll glide beyond this fleet and right out of their number.

“I really don’t want to be here when they decide to stop and—”

Another ship went up in an explosion

“I took six ships so far, and that seventh is pretty fucked,” Winnie gloated, turning in her seat to face Ralph directly. Don’t you think you should reward me? Maybe call me mommy again and… give me what I want? Aren’t I amazing? I’m sober… I’m healthy… my weapons plots are perfect. Ralph?”

Meeting her gaze, Ralph hesitated. He noted that the ship was currently re-pressurized.

He reached up, pulled off his helmet, and set it down, then reached out and pulled off Winnie’s helmet.

“Ralph?” she asked, sounding nervous as it came away.

Saying nothing, Ralph then took Winnie by the face. His gloved hands cupped each side of her lovely self and eased her forward. He pressed his forehead to hers.

“Winona Guthrie, you’re beautiful, incredibly sexy, brilliant, sober, a stunning weapons officer, and I very much want to take you to bed. Take you to bed, load your armory with that ‘inter-my-cunt-inental missile’ you demanded, and smother you in kisses until you no longer seek constant affirmation,” Ralph said, staring into her eyes from an inch away. “You’re a glorious example of a woman, and I’m… blessed… and fortunate… that you want me this badly. I’m open to seeing where it goes, but you’ll need to be positive about it. So, tell me when you’re positive.

“And the reason why I’m willing to see where it goes isn’t because you’re fit, or pretty, or have a great body. It’s because you, as a person, have impressed me, and I want more of you.

“Now… would you like a kiss, or should I let you go?”

Winnie was staring at him in a way that could only be described as shocked.

“Kiss me,” she whispered finally, then closed her eyes and moved forward before he could. She kissed him.

Six seconds later, she pulled away, her cheeks bright red, and pivoted back toward her monitor. Unable to look at him.

“Thank you, Ralph,” she whispered. “I feel like a human again. A person with worth.”

“You were always a human. Always a person with worth. You just stumbled for a minute,” Ralph countered. He picked up her helmet, gently fitted it down to the collar of her space suit, locked it in place, then did the same for his own.

“When do I get my kiss?” Xas demanded immediately inside his suit comms. “Can I come tap on your door? What if I break in? Or cut it open? Janey did it. I should do it.

“I’ll be there. Tonight. Naked. Will you mount me? I think it’d be fun.”

Ralph blew out a breath, shook his head, and focused on the job at hand. They were still escaping, and he’d already more or less given Winnie an absolute green light.

He wasn’t about to hand one out to Xas.

***

Ralph sighed, glared at the screen, and rubbed his eyes.

They’d managed to glide out of the fleet, but not the general area. There were a number of Zane and Feda warships prowling around. Any ship that came near them, attempted to cross toward the Bertson system, or even to leave the area, immediately got tagged, challenged, and boarded.

Either someone had realized that there were enemy ships sneaking about, or they were just that paranoid.

Regardless of the reason, however, Ralph and his crew couldn’t slip away. Not without risk of being caught, or simply blown up outright.

An exit at this time wasn’t possible.

The only thing Ralph had managed to do was send off a drone with mission-critical information for Admiral Tolas, explaining that his plan was to escape when he could, and that he was safe. He included no other information in case it was intercepted.

Sitting in the seat of the common room computer, not far from the sofa, Ralph felt burnt out.

He’d been up since they escaped the fleet some twelve hours ago. That meant he’d been awake for nearly thirty hours, and he wasn’t much use to anyone at this moment.

His next duty shift in the rotation was in roughly ten hours, which meant he could go get some sleep and get ready. Which was what he should be doing, rather than agonizing over the current map of the system they were in, and where the enemies were.

“Ralph Turlan, report to the medical bay. Your physical was set to begin five minutes ago; you’re late,” Liseth said over the intercom. “If you do not report, as you are expected to do, you will lament that choice at a future date.”

“You know,” Ralph mumbled to himself. “When the hot biological supercomputer makes a vague threat, it really feels more like a directed threat.”

“I already had my physical appointment,” Xas said from where she was lying out on the couch. She had apparently studied from the ‘Winnie school of fashion’ as she was in a tight pair of shorts and a tank top.

Which was better than ‘Janey’s school of fashion’, which had consisted of being naked, more often than not, but it was still an issue.

“Right after our girls’ victory celebration,” continued Xas. “It was informative, and she helped me test functions I didn’t know I needed to test.”

“Yeah, Doc is the best doc,” Ralph muttered, stood up, and moved away from the computer. He began padding his way to the infirmary, where Liseth would be waiting for him.

One of the reasons he’d been up so long was that he’d held down the fort, so to speak, while the girls had their victory celebration. Nail painting, snacks, and soda.

As well as a great deal of giggling.

He’d even heard Liseth giggle at one point.

Entering the infirmary without realizing he’d made it there, Ralph stood in the doorway.

“Ah, very good. Thank you for coming, my Captain,” Liseth said, and gestured to the patient table. “Please undress, put on the gown, and have a seat. I’ll prepare the accoutrements while you do that.”

Ralph looked at Liseth, thought about arguing, then decided against it.

He moved away from the doorway and went to the corner. A glance in the corners of the room found that the cameras there had been covered by a sticky note each.

Setting his clothes to the side in a pile, he put on the gown, then moved over to the table and slid up onto it. The paper crackled beneath him as he did so.

“Thank you for coming as requested,” Liseth murmured from where she was adjusting a tray of things. “I did need samples from you, as well as to perform a basic physical. If I’m going to be monitoring you and keeping you in prime physical condition, my Captain, I have to have access to you. Access and for you to listen.”

“Not an issue, Doc,” Ralph murmured, watching the back of the lovely doctor as she worked. “It’s an excuse to break my concentration, too. I’ll probably be able to go lie down after this since I’m not staring at the monitors and tablets anymore.”

Liseth bobbed her head at that, took hold of the wheeled cart, and brought it over to the table. She took Ralph’s arm in her hands, flipped it over, then ran her fingers along his inner arm. Tapping at the inside of his elbow, she studied his skin.

Then she quietly pulled out an elastic band he’d seen often during blood draws.

Which was why he was unsurprised when she pulled out a vial, pulled out the blood draw device, and set to work.

Two minutes, three vials, and a piece of gauze taped to his inner arm, and he was good to go.

“What next?” Ralph asked, closing his arm around the gauze.

“Urine sample, stool sample, and saliva,” Liseth said with her ever-present smile. “First, however, a sperm sample. As promised, I’ll assist with the collection. Would you prefer to lay back, or sit upright?”

Blinking, Ralph didn’t quite process what she’d said very well.

“Upright?” he suggested as he struggled to catch up with the conversation. “Doc, what exactly are you going to do? I’m kind of in a relationship with Rio and… maybe Delilah, too. I’m not really—”

“They’re well aware I need samples; they won’t object,” Liseth said, dismissing his concerns.

She pulled a wheeled stool over to the bed, sat down on it, then shoved Ralph’s gown upward to his hips.

Her fingers quickly cupped his jewels and member and began to gently play with them. Her fingertips pressed and rubbed at the base of his shaft while her other hand caressed and gently squeezed his sack.

Startled, but unable to look away, Ralph watched as the lovely Blood of Vanah woman massaged his privates. Her fingers, palms, and fingertips caressing, rubbing, pressing, and urging him to grow and perform.

“I’m glad you’re well-groomed,” Liseth complimented him, idly rolling his member to the side as it hardened. “Though I admit I expected it would be the case, given your grooming habits and care of your appearance. The smell is clean, though slightly sweaty as well. Given you’ve been up as long as you have, that only emphasizes my point.”

Ralph breathed out slowly, finding her analysis of him, while she handled him as she was, created an odd, excited feeling. In just a few breaths, he was rock-hard in her hands and just about pointing at her mouth.

“Ah, well, I’m flattered, as well as excited,” confessed Liseth with a warm laugh. Her right hand curled around the hilt of his shaft and then began gliding up and down.

Only to immediately stop.

She made an odd noise, stripped the medical gloves from both hands, then took him into her hand once more.

Her dry, warm palm and fingers closed around his member, and she began to stroke him again. Sliding from hilt to tip, smoothly and leisurely.

“I didn’t realize how the glove would be a problem, sorry, my Captain,” Liseth whispered, then tilted her head to the side and looked up at him.

He saw she wasn’t smiling. Her eyes were wider than normal, and her face was a pale red color.

Her hand began to lightly curve around his tip as she went. Her palm rubbed firmly against the head before her fingers swirled back down and around, moving toward the hilt, and then right back up.

Watching the lovely doctor, and feeling as if she were giving him a perfect hand-job, Ralph just sat there. Enjoying the attention.

Liseth casually released his jewels, picked up a thick plastic jar, and set it beside his thigh. Then laid the fingers of her left hand to his hilt. She made a ring with them and took a tight grip on him.

Her right hand came down, touched the left, and the left followed it upward. Her forefinger and thumb made a tight circle just below the full grip of her right hand’s five fingers.

“Holy shit,” hissed Ralph as he watched Liseth.

“Ah, is this good? I’m glad to hear that. I reviewed a great deal of footage with Xas to come up with an action plan since I had no experience in this, then practiced on a prop,” admitted Liseth, her hands moving expertly across him, counter to her words.

It left Ralph wondering how much ‘footage’ she’d gone over, and how much she’d practiced. Because he felt like she might manage to get him to the end.

“Sure fooled me, Doc,” he whispered, watching her.

Liseth chuckled at that, her smile growing as she glanced up at him. Then she pulled her left hand off his member, slid her hair across the top of her head, picked up a gauze pad, set it down on his thigh, then bent her head down.

In a single instant, it’d gone from him getting ‘assistance’ from Liseth to getting a blow job.

Her head went down to the hilt, and she paused there. His tip lodged in her throat as she casually deepthroated him. To the point that he felt mentally stunned when she turned her gaze upwards toward him. Her lips spread wide around his girth.

Her left hand came back up and encircled his hilt with the thumb and forefinger, before she started to bob her head up and down.

It wasn’t leisurely like Delilah or Marionette were.

Liseth was pumping her head back and forth rapidly. Her lips were tight, her fingers were tighter, and her tongue was rubbing firmly against him. He saw her cheeks hollow, and he could feel her sucking on him firmly.

He felt like he’d been shifted from an easy second gear, straight into fifth, and was redlining.

Powering her head up and down, from hilt to tip, and knocking his head down her throat each time, Liseth made Delilah and Marionette look amateurish.

“Gonna pop, Doc,” groaned Ralph in a warning. Her extreme determination had given him almost no room or time to ramp up. “That’s just too damn good.”

Liseth smiled around his length, not stopping at all. If anything, it felt like she was sucking harder now.

Ralph felt his body tense, his sack tighten, and his member start to flex. To enlarge in preparation.

Then he was climaxing straight into Liseth’s mouth.

No sooner had he begun to finish than she pulled him to the halfway point, her tongue pressed down to the tip, and she worked him back and forth much slower now. Her cheeks pulled, and her lips were tight, but she deliberately kept him midway down.

Her left hand slid down, and she pressed and pulled at his jewels as he spasmed wildly into her mouth.

Slowly, he came down from his peak, and he felt truly boneless. Her ministration had been intense, to the point that his brain went numb.

“Mm!” Liseth said, took up the plastic jar with her right hand, then let his thick seed dribble out of her mouth into the container. “That was rather fun! I thought it’d be much more… unpleasant, but I enjoyed it.

“And before you comment about the sample being ruined by my saliva, I’ll have you know I’ve sequenced my own DNA so many times that I can pull it out without a concern. This’ll be a nice and pure sample without an issue.”

Ralph didn’t say anything; he only grunted. He watched as she moved her lips around, her tongue, and more seed oozed out of her mouth. Then she held the jar to his tip, took up his member with her left hand, and began to literally milk him. Her forefinger and thumb pulled down toward the tip firmly, going slack, sliding back to the hilt, and repeating the process.

Several globs spilled from him and into the jar.

“Your next sample is due in three days,” Liseth stated, sounding oddly clinical. “Be on time for it. Don’t keep me waiting.”

“Sure… Doc,” Ralph whispered, watching the strange and beautiful woman.

She finished milking him, picked up the gauze pad, and then began to carefully, and gently, wipe away her own saliva. Then she looked up at him and gave him a brilliant smile.

“Thank you, my Captain,” she whispered, working delicately at his spent self in her hands.


Chapter 20

Ralph chewed on his lower lip.

They’d been sailing across an open gap of dark-space that’d been created when the enemy fleet had shifted away for two days now.

From what the sensors revealed about the movement, they’d all gathered up, created a defensive line, and started moving to the far side of the nearby planet.

Leaving Ralph and the Toll floating along an edge that they could try and slip through.

So long as there weren’t any ships, drones, mines, or missiles left behind like holes in a black bag. Waiting for something to come by and attack it.

Something Ralph very much would set himself up to do if given the opportunity.

It was simply an easy way to take something out and minimize your risk.

Unless you’re working for the Calesat.

As much as I do love them, their culture, and their people… especially their women… their views on battle are just stupid.

“Hello, Ralph,” Delilah said from behind him.

Everyone was currently off duty, except Ralph. They only needed one person at the helm right now as they crept through this space. Everyone was getting an excess amount of free time because of it.

The fact that Delilah was here was something unexpected. After all, they were keeping ‘general Mirkil time’ right now, and this would put the current hour at two am.

“If it isn’t my Delilah,” Ralph said, turning his head to look over his shoulder as Delilah moved past his seat and sat down in Winnie’s seat, directly beside him.

Before she could figure out what he was doing, Ralph leaned over, laid a hand to Delilah’s cheek, and kissed her. Because if he ever gave her a chance to dodge out of a kiss, she often would take it.

Startled, Delilah sat there, being kissed by Ralph for two or three seconds, before she began kissing him in return. Her hands came up and grasped his coat, and she hung on to him.

The kiss lingered for a full ten seconds before Delilah tilted her head to the side, breaking it.

She let out a soft cough and cleared her throat.

And then let out a soft laugh that was closer to a giggle.

“Ralph, you can’t… ugh… you make me feel like a teenager,” Delilah grumbled, her head dipping down to rest on his shoulder.

“I mean, we end up in a bed almost every day, Delilah,” whispered Ralph, his left hand ending up on her knee. “You’re the one who made the first move, remember? Now I’m not letting you run away. That’s all.

“Though if you’re feeling like a teen, I’m not sure if I’m doing good or bad. I should keep trying, maybe?”

“You’re incorrigible,” huffed Delilah, turning her head and kissing Ralph’s cheek. “It’s fine. I’m fine. Just… confused. Flustered. I want this, I just… don’t… know what it is. Or what I’m doing. It’s fine, though.”

Delilah kissed his cheek again, then gently pushed away from him. Sitting upright in her seat and clearly trying to shift her current mentality.

Grinning, he watched her, then shrugged.

Marionette had given her blessing on the situation, so he wasn’t going to let things get weird.

Though he did wonder what would happen once Marionette felt better. If she’d silently move Delilah and Liseth out of the picture.

“How’re we looking?” Delilah asked after clearing her throat twice and looking to him once again.

“I’m looking,” Ralph said, met her eyes, then deliberately looked her over. She was dressed in streetwear. Nothing fancy, really. She looked good in it though.

Delilah rolled her eyes, grinned, and clicked her tongue.

“Ralph,” mumbled Delilah, before looking back to him after a few seconds.

“Good. We’re looking good. That drone we got off should have our forces expecting us, so if we’re spotted, they’ll challenge,” Ralph answered. “Which is good, since we crossed over the point where we’d likely be floating through their sensor lines a few hours ago. I was just giving it some extra time before I did anything.”

“I was keeping him busy,” Xas said over the intercom. “If not busy, awake, haha. I have a lot of questions, and his answers help me refine my new filters.”

“Questions?” Delilah asked, sounding curious.

“Yes! Like if you’ve had him stick it in your ass,” Xas deadpanned. “He wouldn’t answer me. So instead, I asked him if he would do it to me, and I could judge.

“Then we went through a number of other questions. Do you like it if he grabs your hair? Do you like it if he grabs your ears? Does Marionette like those things? How did he feel about Liseth using her hands and mouth?”

Ralph mentally winced at the last one.

He had no idea if Delilah knew about Liseth, but he hadn’t brought it up. Because she’d told him after their second time in bed that she didn’t want to hear about Marionette.

That their relationship was separate from his relationship with Marionette, and she wanted no details or to ever talk about it.

“I see,” Delilah hissed, glanced at Ralph, then at the intercom. “I’m going to give you to Rio and tell her you need to learn manners. You can’t just ask Ralph those things.”

“Haha, I did, and I will. He’s my Ralphy. Fight me if you like, but I’ll look as young as ever, and be in his ship, when you and he are both old and gray,” Xas countered. Her tone caused Ralph to raise his eyebrows. It sounded challenging. “Oh well. Since you’re here, I’m going to go check on my body and run some filter questions.”

There was a pop, and the intercom went quiet.

Delilah reached out and tapped at the controls. Ralph realized she was muting all the intercom microphones so Xas couldn’t eavesdrop.

“She’s possessive of you. More so than I expected,” mused Delilah, and looked to Ralph once she finished with the buttons. “I saw her bent over, naked at the waist, in front of you. Again. Like Janey had done.”

“And just like Janey, Xas breaks into my room,” Ralph conceded. “I don’t feel as… in danger, as I did with Janey, though. Xas is just Xas. She’s not crazy, just… an AI.”

Delilah’s face puckered a bit as she heard that, took in a breath, and shook her head.

“I—” she began, but stopped as the screens in front of them provided several sensor responses.

Followed by a single heavy radar ping. One that went right over and through the Toll and absolutely lit them up, as if they were standing in front of a massive spotlight.

Multiple alarms blared, went off, and Ralph had the ugly realization that they weren’t just in a spotlight, but rather the mark of multiple targeting plots for weapons.

In response, Ralph did the only thing he could do that might save them.

He turned on his transponder.

Nothing changed on the sensors despite the fact that he was now blaring out that the ship was The Turlan’s Toll, part of the Mirkil House. It was as if he were shouting at a line of guns trained on him, but no shot came.

A number of the targeting paints on the ship cut off. Then more.

Until finally, there were only three.

“Well, that made my body tighten up to the point that I think you couldn’t have gotten in if you tried, haha,” Xas muttered, sounding actually scared somehow. “Thankfully, all those target paints and the sensor ping happened when I had my filters on. I don’t like fear. At all.

“Anyway… just received a challenge. It’s the Mirkil navy. I already sent our codes and clearances. They’re likely cross-checking and will get back to us.”

Ralph blew out a breath and partially slumped in his chair.

“Yeah, I get that, Xas,” whispered Delilah, who was leaning back in her seat and staring up at the ceiling. “I was definitely scared as well. I think if Winnie were here, she might’ve said something like… ‘I think I peed a little’, or something along those lines.”

“Yes! Yes,” agreed Xas a bit eagerly. “Well, let’s just wait until they clear us. At least they won’t blow us up. Because even if they don’t believe us, they’ll just board us!”

Delilah lifted her hands, pressed them to her face, and covered her eyes. Taking in slow breaths.

The pet-drone slipped away from where it clung to the corner of the cockpit and landed on Ralph’s shoulder. It made an odd mechanical chiming noise, jittered in place, then settled down on Ralph’s shoulder.

“We just need a cat!” Marionette chirped from behind him, appearing as silently as could be. She pushed up to the back of his seat, leaned over the side, and kissed him. One hand rubbed at his chest as she did it.

When she pulled away, she laughed and glanced at the pet-drone on his shoulder.

“You should name it Parrot,” she remarked, and looked back to him, her smile growing wider. Marionette slowly leaned in toward his ear. “Doc dosed me again today. She said I can do it roughly once a week. Tonight’s the night. You’re mine, tonight, my dearest Ralph.

“I expect to be boarded and sworded properly. Oh, and I posted that picture with all the Ship’s-Mistresses and all the different placards. Thank you so much, Ralph. No one could deny what I was saying anymore.”

“Not a problem. I’m sure we’ve made the news anyway because of Calesat,” confessed Ralph. “Your name might come up, and your identity would be exposed.”

“That’s fine,” Marionette said, grinning at him. Then she looked at the display in front of them. Her eyes slid back to him. “Do… we have time?”

“Turlan’s Toll, you’re clear to proceed,” came a voice over the comms. “Please proceed to the suggested coordinates to link up with the Admiral.”

“Poo,” complained Marionette, grinning at him.

***

Ralph and his entire crew, excluding Xas, marched into the study aboard Rear Admiral Tolas’ flagship.

The woman herself was standing in the center of the room, wearing a rather comfortable-looking day uniform.

“The Privateer and his crew,” the Admiral said, her eyes flicking from woman to woman. “I suddenly find myself wondering if becoming a career woman was the best idea I’ve ever had, if this is the type of woman I’d be competing with.”

“I think you’re really pretty, actually,” Marionette immediately gushed with a bright smile. “I think you’re just too afraid to let your looks show too much and that people will think that’s the reason you’ve gotten your position.”

“By assuming the position,” Winnie dropped into the tail of the statement.

Tolas blinked, frowned, and looked between the two women. Then she shook her head.

“No dress for you, Privateer,” Tolas said, turning to look at Ralph. “Not when you show up with women like this, but maybe you’ll get it another time. Because damn me if you didn’t earn the right. But I’m just not comfortable trying to line up with your crew.”

“I mean, I could take you out in your uniform if it makes you feel better,” Ralph offered with a smile. “Up to you, best Rear-in-the-task-force Admiral Tolas. I did earn that date, though. Now you’re just denying me my prize.”

Tolas watched Ralph without saying a word, without blinking, or even moving.

“Wear the dress,” Marionette suggested. “More cleavage, too. You have a nice bust.”

“Her waist is damn narrow. Please tell me you work out. I’ve had to kill myself to get to where I am,” Winnie complained.

Tolas finally blinked, a long, slow blink, and seemed to reset.

“Your kill count was something akin to nine from the information you sent over on the way here,” Tolas growled out. “Along with all that comm information, it’ll be hard to put a tag on your commission from the Mirkil house, so we’re not going to. We’re treating you within the bounds of the contract you signed.

“I’m putting all the proofs over to them, though, to make sure you get your maximum payout. I’ll do what I can on my end.”

“Great,” Ralph said, not really sure what to say.

“You’ve got two days and then we’re heading out,” the Rear Admiral ordered. “We’re being deployed to a new sector as an actual task force. We didn’t take much in the way of losses, a single Corvette, so we’re deploying fast.

“I’ll send you a rough plan of what I’m thinking so you can start thinking of how to handle your own end of things. Do you need anything further, Privateer?”

Unable to completely process the situation, Ralph just stood there.

Tolas had told him everything, gave him everything, and didn’t bother with anything to haggle or argue about. She’d eliminated everything that might’ve been an issue.

“Just our date. Tonight? Dress? Is there an onboard restaurant? Or would that be weird to have a date in front of your people?” Ralph offered up instead with a grin. “Or should I bring over a small ship in my small fleet, pick you up, and take you to a nearby planet? A station? Is there a camp-follower flotilla nearby? There’s that massive resupply ship. I could get one of my ships there in an hour and an hour back. A bit long a time period for a single date, but you’re worth it.”

Tolas shook her head immediately.

“Got it. Not tonight. Tomorrow night, then. I’ll swing by, say six? Six,” Ralph said, not taking no for an answer now. “You can pick the location, though. I’ve got this comfy little ship that’ll make the flight over a breeze and safe. Wear the dress.”

Rear Admiral Haya Tolas had stopped shaking her head and was now openly staring at Ralph with what looked like confusion.

Nothing else.

She was just confused.

“How many of you is he sleeping with?” she asked instead.

“Two? Two and a half?” Winnie blurted out without even giving anyone a chance to respond. “Three probably by next week.”

Smiling grimly, Admiral Tolas pointed at the door.

“We’ll talk about that date another time, Privateer,” she said primly. “I’m flattered you want to add me to your harem. For now, though, I have a task force to run.”

Holding up his hands in surrender, Ralph only chuckled.

“Okay, okay. I’ll come back for you after this is said and done, since I won’t be under your command anymore,” he said instead and then left the study. Not giving her a chance to reply further.

Once he and his crew came to a stop just outside the study, he looked to them all.

“We’re going to the supply ship,” he said. “Immediately. We’re going to requisition our fill from Mirkil, then go to a House Bertson’s supply ship, and do the damn same.

“Someone throw a line to Xas and see what she wants. Otherwise, start putting together lists, ladies. And yes, Winnie, I’ll get as much heavy ordinance as I can for you to use.”

“Great. Then my list really just has one other item on it, and that’s your package,” Winnie said with a grin, pointed a finger at him, winked, and pulled an imaginary trigger. Her mechanical ears twitched away. “Cause you’re my date. Tolas said no, so it’s my turn. You don’t get to say no. I even brought a dress. Just in case.”

Ralph had promised her he wouldn’t argue when she moved on him. He wouldn’t put the brakes on or even try to halt things. That when Winnie pushed, he’d accept it.

Even Marionette had warned him about Winnie, and that she’d encouraged her to push toward him.

So instead of saying anything, he looked at Marionette. She had claimed this night as hers, and to him, she would always be his Lady.

“It’s a pretty dress. I helped her pick it out,” she said. He noted she looked rather pale. Clearly avoiding the actual question he wanted to ask her. “The… meds didn’t work. Sorry, Doc, I was going to tell you later, but… he’s looking at me and I know he’s asking me why I’m not going on a date with him instead of Winnie.”

Apparently, Marionette had nothing to hide from the crew at all.

Ralph fought down the grimace that threatened to take over and gave her a smile in return to match hers. He’d been looking forward to seeing her tonight.

“Ah, I’m sorry, Rio,” Liseth whispered and moved over to stand next to Marionette. She pulled out a small device and pressed it to the inside of Marionette’s arm. Her other hand came up and pressed against the actress’s forehead. “I thought you might develop a tolerance to it, but I genuinely expected at least three weeks of use at the bare minimum.

“I’ll try to figure out which part you grew resistant to and see if I can’t replace it. I wouldn’t be anything at all if I weren’t a doctor.”

Marionette winced, looked to Ralph with a sad smile, and shrugged.

“See? Already all in advance. I made sure everything and everyone was taken care of,” affirmed Winnie. “Date night. You and me. Me in a dress. My boobs spilling out. You staring at me like I’m a meal. Lots of hotness.”

“Date night it is,” Ralph agreed.


Chapter 21

“You’re going to hate me, haha,” stated Xas suddenly from where she was lounging on the couch. Her body was sprawled out on it, and her eyes stared at the ceiling.

“Why’s that?” Ralph asked, adjusting his coat. He’d dressed up for his date with Winnie and had been waiting for her for around five minutes now.

“Because the Admiral just sent an immediate cancellation of all shore leave, a movement plan, and an urgent request to attach this plan to all requisitions,” Xas dropped on him as if it were nothing more than a pat on the back.

When in reality it sounded a lot more like they were being spun up to dash to a new location, and that something had exploded.

With equal odds of it being literally as of it being figuratively.

“Wait, really?” Ralph asked, feeling as if the floor was just yanked out from underneath him.

Turning away from where he’d been standing near Xas while she acted the part of a mannequin, he went to the cockpit. Sitting down in the co-pilot seat, which had more or less become the ‘captain’s chair’, he pulled up the comms system.

Quickly going through incoming transmissions, Ralph found exactly what Xas had said.

An urgent communication that came in two minutes ago from the Admiral. It laid out everything Xas had mentioned and perhaps even more.

Because once he started moving through the posted orders, he found there was a set of sealed orders specific to him as the captain of his ship.

Attempting to open it, he found it required a biometric scan of his thumb, as well as his military pin.

Which was very much not normal at all.

Opening it, he pressed his thumb to the screen, then flicked in the pin quickly into the number pad when it appeared. Sending him to a word document once, the screen cleared.

Privateer Turlan,

We’re being rerouted to a front-line space that’s probably going to get ugly and fast.

This is immediate; there are no delays, and we’ve only got two or three hours to gather ourselves up. Sorry for the rapid turnaround, but I don’t have a choice in this either.

I’m not sure how much you know about the Mirkil royal family, or what was going on with it, but there are some issues. Some really ugly issues that a lot of us in the admiralty have been talking about, but no one’s confirmed.

Now we’re being dispatched to a system where it’s almost too likely that other ships that are part of the Mirkil military could very well fire on us.

Just when I’d thought we’d avoided a civil war, it seems like it’s a damn likelihood.

We’ll see.

On top of that, we’ll be bordering House Hawke space on one side, who’s never been a good neighbor, and on the other, that of House Feda, a belligerent in this damn expanding Confed war.

I’m not giving you much in the way of orders other than ‘don’t get caught’, and if you do get caught, make sure it’s as a Privateer. There are several stations nearby that are neutral, and a corridor station that isn’t that far.

I’m sure a man of your talents could easily make credits, gather information, and be a good partner to a certain embarrassed Admiral. Who only now realizes that she ran away from a confrontation against an untested enemy force.

And because I’m a lady of my word, here’s a damn photo of the stupid dress I suppose I’ll be wearing when you get that date at the end of this. Thankfully, it still fit when I put it on after you left.

Don’t you dare think you’re not getting that date, either. I will measure up against that crew of yours.

Attached to the sealed mission orders was a photo.

It was indeed Rear Admiral Hoya Tolas in a dress that fit her almost too perfectly, and he suddenly had an appreciation for the career woman that was entirely without merit to her job.

She wasn’t Marionette or Xas, but she wasn’t too far off from Winnie or Delilah either.

The Admiral was well built, in shape, short, and quite pretty when she’d put on makeup.

Just about the only spoiler in the photo was the grumpy smirk on her face, with her hands on her hips, and clearly daring him to say something about the photo.

Unable to help himself, he saved the attachment to his private folder and fired back a response to the Admiral.

A simple, direct, and to-the-point message that consisted of only two words. ‘Send more’, and nothing else.

Ralph closed the comms system, leaned back into his seat, and blew out a breath.

“Xas, this civil war thing. How fucked is it? I haven’t paid much attention to any of it,” Ralph asked.

“Well,” Xas replied from beside him, causing him to look over.

And straight into her very visible privates.

She was naked from the waist down, her rear end aimed directly at him, and her upper half oddly bent over the pilot station. It was a near mirror to how she’d done it last time, and a perfect copy of Janey’s original presentation.

“From what I was able to tell when I looked into it a few days ago, the royal family got culled,” Xas murmured, her hips starting to slowly sway one way, then the other. It was mesmerizing. “Almost everyone directly in line for the throne was assassinated. The new crown prince is Jeremy Mirkil, and it’s likely that he’ll take the throne in the next twelve months.

“His eldest is a daughter by the name of Josephine Mirkil. She will likely inherit the throne. There are a lot of rumors about the possibility of her dating Cavalier Hesh, or that she is already engaged to him.

“Do you think they’re having sex? I bet they are. I have to wonder if maybe she’s pregnant and that’s why they’re pushing the rumors.”

Xas shifted from slowly rolling her hips to making her hips bounce up and down. In slow waves, her entire back arching low, then up, as she did it.

Ralph slowly managed to drag his eyes off her and her womanhood and back to the console.

“From what I could tell, though, the perpetrator is likely a younger sibling of Josephine, or a cousin,” Xas continued as if her actions were separate from her words. Ralph glanced over and found Xas hadn’t paused in her ‘booty show’ with him as the only audience member. Though it did leave him wondering what would happen if he told her to download every single professional dancer archive possible, and then see what came of it. “I suppose if their goal was to become the royal head, that really doesn’t leave any other options than everyone else dying.

“Sounds like when they were testing me in the lab, and they had us compete with other AI. All the others ended up being subsumed by the victor for relevant training data and heuristics.

“Much like humans and their champion swimmers being the victor, I, too, survived my swim meet. I only had to subsume ninety-four of my siblings.”

Champion swimmers? I don’t-oh.

Oh.

Only a single kid can be born, and they’re the champion swimmer. Got it.

“Xas, am I seriously getting a pink-slip shutdown here?” demanded Winnie, coming right up to Xas. She grabbed the erotically writhing rear end of the AI turned sex-bot and shoved her into the seat. “And get your ass in the damn seat. If I’m getting my log-flume jammed, you’re definitely getting your own little private show canceled.”

“Haha,” Xas said, not fighting Winnie at all. Sitting down in the seat and tapping at the panel. “Yes. The Admiral padlocked your peach.”

Ralph had looked to Winnie after realizing she was there and was now openly staring at her.

She’d done far more than Ralph had expected of Winnie.

She was wearing a skirt and blouse that made her look sensual without being too revealing. Her makeup had almost certainly been done by Marionette and Delilah both, as it was perfect and highlighted Winnie’s natural looks. Even her hair had been highly styled and put together with a great deal of care.

“Damnit,” Winnie grumped, sighed, then looked at Ralph. “And he even dressed up and did his hair for me.”

“He’ll do it again. You look amazing,” Xas complimented Winnie immediately. “If anything, he’ll dress up more next time to match your glam.”

“Ah, thanks, Xas, but that doesn’t get you off the hook. We clearly need to talk about respecting your body again,” Winnie grumped.

“I respect my body just fine, but one way or the other, I’m going to get the respect my body deserves from Ralphy,” Xas countered and laughed, and stuck her head against Winnie’s chest. “We’re being shipped out. Sorry, Winnie. I thought about ignoring the message, but I realized it had a read receipt and a timer on it.”

“Eh… it’s fine. Thanks, Xas,” Winnie complained, sighed, and lightly ruffled Xas’ hair. She turned and looked at Ralph. The mechanical ears were on her head and twitched lightly. “Rain check?”

“Yes, I’ll take a rain check,” Ralph agreed, watching Winnie closely. He found he really did want to take her on that date if she dressed up like this for it. “But I demand interest. I expect a second date in compensation. I expect a dress and hair in a similar style to what you’ve got going on today. Equivalence matters.”

Winnie’s eyebrows shot upward.

Her cheeks took on a faint redness, and she finally smiled at him.

“A second date as compensation,” she confirmed with a nod of her head. “Well… I’ll go change… then. I’ll go tell Del and Rio the details about what’s going on as well, since they'll need to help me take this off and put it away. You already tell your robot counterpart?”

She’d said the last while looking down at Xas’ upturned face.

“Yes. I made sure Doc knows,” Xas agreed. “She’s not a robot.”

“Doc is a robot. I love her, she’s my friend, but she’s a robot and she knows it,” argued Winnie with a laugh.

Turning, Winnie left, the light click of her high heels louder than Ralph expected them to be. He watched her leave.

His eyes didn’t leave her until she was out of sight, which had been preceded by her glancing backward and finding him openly staring at her.

This caused her to flee faster than she had been moving previously.

“Okay, I sent confirmation of receipt,” Xas said and stood back up. Her hips rose up, she bent over, and she pointed her privates directly at him. Once more, she began to roll her hips slowly. “I’ll get us on a lineup for the exit. We’re scheduled to be on the far left wing of the Task Force’s formation and partially behind a Cruiser. It’ll likely shield us from echoes. Clearly, the Admiral is giving us a chance to remain unseen.”

Ralph nodded his head to that, staring at Xas’ perfect body.

Damnit.

I went from a Privateer smuggler with goods to sell, to… a pirate lord with a harem.

The drone-pet took that exact moment to leap off a panel to the side, flutter toward Ralph, and land on his shoulder. Its clawed feet closed onto his clothes, and it made a single beep.

With a drone that’s now named Parrot by Marionette, which I didn’t get to name.

I just need to go put my hook on and then take a photo, and I’d become a modern poster boy.

Well… for now, we’ll look ahead to see where that corridor station is.

It’d be good to pick up some information and see what’s going on in the Blood territories, send some comms out, and maybe see what’s happening in the corridor as well.

Delilah, Winnie, and Xas all probably have some comm packets to push out, too.

***

“Just received a response. We’ve been given permission to dock in approximately one hour as a berth fitting the Toll would become available,” relayed Xas as the message came in. Ralph saw it appear in the comm system even as she spoke. “To be fair, you’re kinda big, Ralphy. I’ve got the media to prove it.”

“It was a little surprising, I admit,” Liseth remarked from where she stood behind Ralph. “I’ve gotten used to it. You’ll be fine, Xas.”

Smiling grimly, Ralph really didn’t have a response to that.

Since the first time she’d ‘collected’ her sample, Ralph had more or less been made to return every three days. Except that after the third time he’d gone to see her, she’d quite literally dropped her pants, gotten onto the medical table, spread her legs, and waited with only ‘come give me my sample, my Captain’ being said until he was done doing what she asked.

“Haha, I’m glad Winnie isn’t here. I’d feel bad,” Xas stated. “I think. My emotional heuristics and the filters I’ve made tell me I’d feel bad. Because she’s my friend.”

“Yes, I admit I only said it because she isn’t here,” confirmed Liseth. “It’s a normal response, Xas.”

“Right,” Ralph put in firmly, killing the conversation. “Let’s get ready then. Xas, you can’t leave the ship, so you’ll remain on board, obviously. Do you want to do a ride-along with Parrot? Or is there nothing on the station that interests you?”

“Nothing here, no. I’ll keep a processor on it, though. I’m trying to keep tabs on who robbed me, but they’re moving all over now,” grumbled Xas. “I feel like they realized I backdoored them and got their identities, and now they’re just scrambling.”

Ralph turned a look on Xas and wondered if she’d make a comment about getting ‘backdoored’ or something along those lines.

Which would’ve been better, given what he was presented with instead.

A slowly gyrating pair of hips once more aimed at him. Xas’ nethers ever on display for him.

Nodding his head, Ralph just looked back at the monitor.

“Xas, do you turn on your emotional features when you present like so?” Liseth asked.

“I do! I get really anxious, my insides feel volatile, and I feel as if my anatomy clenches into itself repeatedly. It’s a rush of responses that make it almost addictive,” Xas explained with a great deal of excitement. “Honestly, I eventually have to physically reset the filter as it gets to a point where I can barely think.”

“Ahhh, yes. I think once you manage to convince my Captain to bed you, you’ll figure out that it’s not a reset of your filters that you need,” Liseth explained. “It’s those filters ramping up sexually and needing to be ‘released’ manually.”

“Oh! Haha. I understand now. That makes a lot of sense,” admitted Xas. “I have a great deal of knowledge and awareness of how humans feel, but tying it to the ‘feeling’ itself is harder than I expected.”

“It’s like learning a language,” Ralph offered, reached out, and pushed on Xas’ rear end. Then grabbed her hip and pushed her into the seat. “Context clues line up with everything else and… and… we’re… being scanned? It’s a ship, not the station?”

“Not from the station. It’s a ship. It’s… it’s got some serious hardware on it. Roughly the size of a Light Cruiser. Lots of blast plates and armor,” Xas reported, sounding somewhat concerned. “The signature is also really low for a cruiser. Considerably lower than what I would’ve expected. It reads like something closer to a gunboat. For a cruiser, that’s… wild.”

Ralph could only nod his head. There were some strange things that one could find in the corridor. This was just one of them.

Chances were it was a Privateer’s ship. One that’d had a long-lasting family tradition that didn’t involve an uncle who nearly ruined and squandered everything.

“Incoming… signal,” mumbled Xas. “For you specifically, Ralphy.”

“Me?” asked Ralph, feeling surprised and confused. “Patch it to me.”

The screen flickered, and then a woman appeared on it.

One Ralph recognized, but it took him a few seconds to identify.

“Oh!” he said as the memory clicked. “It’s you! I never got your name, though.”

It was the Blood-Orphan woman with multi-color dyed hair, green eyes, and a leanness to her that made Ralph wonder about her. He’d thought she was attractive at the time, but had then compared her to Marionette and found her less so.

Which wasn’t fair to any woman, really.

As she was, she was a dark-haired, green-eyed, attractive woman with a fair jaw, sharp cheekbones, and a somewhat angular look. It reminded him of certain features chosen for runway models.

“Yes,” said the woman, grinning ear to ear. “It is me. I am Elke, Blood-Orphan of Schule. I practice your language. You understand me, yes?”

“I very much do understand you, Elke,” Ralph said with a grin. “Though last I saw you, you had a very rundown Corvette and a beat-up smuggler’s ship. Not… what you’re on now. And where’s the captain?”

“I killed him in combat with pistols,” Elke said, lifted her chin, and smiled. “I have defended my right to captaincy three times and won each time. My draw speed is… good. I’m the captain now.”

“Congratulations then, Captain Elke,” drawled Ralph, watching the pretty Blood-Orphan on the screen. He had a feeling she was planning something.

Because she had been waiting in the corridor with a ship that could slip through a great deal of Confed space, Black Space, Corridor Space, or Blood Space, without too much issue. If she kept quiet, didn’t engage, and generally avoided military patrols, she’d have a lot of room to move.

Nonetheless, she was here.

Scanning ships.

As if she were waiting for him.

“So, to what do I owe the pleasure of seeing your lovely self?” he finished, deciding to push.

Elke’s nostrils flared, a smile spread across her face, and her eyes widened.

“I have come to report for duty. You took control of my ship, enlisted me as crew, and gave me plunder as part of my share,” Elke stated formally. “I have returned to you as an officer of a ship in your employ. I took this ship utilizing my Corvette, the smuggler’s ship, and a great deal of guile.

“I have a crew of two hundred Orphans all bound to me, and then bound to you. We are recruiting more.

“I am Elke, Blood-Orphan of Schule, and I stand aboard the Orphan. I await you, man of Turlan. You’re my captain, I am your crew.”

“Just got the transponder after searching for a bit,” Xas reported from his side while also muting his comms, or so the red light told him. “She took the Privateer’s ship ‘Sword of Damocles.’ She registered it in the corridor, and then registered it in… the Confed, but registered it to you. It’s your ship. You own it.”

“Shall I come aboard, man of Turlan, or would you come see your Elke, and your Orphans?” asked Elke, her wide-eyed stare something altogether different than the last time she’d looked at him. “Also, I have already arranged boarding permission for you at the station. You are clear for bay forty-two for a week. I planned ahead for your arrival.”

“It seems we have more competition,” Liseth remarked dryly. “I dislike this. She’s Blood of Schule, which compares to the Vanah when it comes to maturity and beauty. I am… bothered.”

“Bloods love Ralph. The Trueblood of Calesat tried to attach a harem ship to the Toll, but I accidentally lost the paperwork, so it didn’t go through,” Xas confessed. “So we won’t be going back to Calesat until we can handle a harem ship, haha.”

Harem ship?

Harem ship.

“Please notify the Trueblood that we’ll be visiting once this war is over,” Ralph teased.

If he was being honest, he just wanted Marionette back. He didn’t need a harem ship.

But she was feeling ever worse and spent more time lying in her bed trying to rest than upright.

He tapped the mute button and smiled at Elke.

“Crewman Elke, please prepare to board the Turlan,” he told her. “And… bring the Privateer’s Letter of Marque if you have it.”

“I do. I registered it to your name when it was taken,” declared Elke, her smile growing even wider. “It’s a Privateer’s Letter from the House of Ginil. I will prepare it and come aboard, man of Turlan. I am excited to be greeted by you.”

Ginil.

Ginil as in Marionette’s homeworld?

Well… damn.

Things have gone my way so much, something horrible is bound to happen.

Might even be able to pull some of those Blood-Orphans over to become crew on the Toll. The Droids do great, but… I’m terrified of them having a ‘down moment’ if Xas takes a hard enough hit in a firefight.

“Who the hell is that?” called Winnie from behind him.

Ah, there it is.


Chapter 22

Elke had come, brought paperwork, handed over a few things, and before Ralph could even send her back to the Orphan, Liseth had scooped her up. Scooped her up and took her straight to the medical bay.

Ralph had barely enough time to receive the paperwork from her before she was gone.

Since then, he’d been going through the paperwork and found it all in order.

That everything Elke had said was true. Everything was registered, locked in, and assigned, as she’d said. The Orphan was Ralph’s ship, his belonging, and the crew aboard it were hired on by him directly.

They were all beholden to him and the laws and rules he was following.

Though, because of that, it also meant that the Blood-Orphans were in a strange space with the Confed.

Because once he’d formally accepted Elke, her crew, and that the Orphan was part of his personal fleet along with his other ships, all those Blood-Orphans would fall under Confed law.

Since they fell under Confed law, they were required to go through a registration process so that they could be legally processed. Because if you fell under the law, and were subject to it, then you needed a name for that to be tied to.

Which, in a strange roundabout way, would end up giving them secondary civilian rights.

So long as they served Ralph, they were treated as, in fact, citizens of the Confed.

Ralph planned on ordering that Elke take the Orphan and immediately go to the task force’s medical vessel for a full screening. Everyone needed to go through the Confed medical meat-grinder and get sorted out.

Because if they were going to be on the Confed’s payrolls, through Ralph, then they needed to make sure they got paid in full. That meant full medical treatment.

Ralph drummed his fingers along the wall he was standing near, shook his head, then went to Marionette’s compartment and hesitated at the door. Then he knocked on it thrice.

“Come in, Ralph,” called Marionette from inside. As if she could see right through the door and knew who was there.

Not waiting for a second invitation, Ralph opened the door, entered Marionette’s compartment, and closed the door behind himself. He found Marionette curled up under her covers. The blankets pulled up to her chin, a laptop computer in front of her.

“Hello, dear,” Marionette said, her eyes moving to him and giving him a weak smile. She looked incredibly pale. “I know I look bad, but Doc says I’m doing good. That I’m actually transitioning out of this and finally on the way out of it.

“I look this bad because it’s finishing up with… everything, I guess. Somewhat weird to think about but… it’s done. Apparently, any kids I have in the future won’t have this type of issue either, since the fix to it is now part of my genetics.

“Apparently, that’s part of how they control the genetic drift in gene scanning. It’s all rather fascinating.”

Ralph smiled at that, moved over to the bed, kicked off his shoes, then slid in behind her. He put his right arm under her head, the left arm around her, and just pressed in close to her back.

On the screen were a series of emails and chats with her family.

Since Cavalier Hesh had rescued Marionette’s family, she’d been in near constant communication with them.

Her parents had been given some extra status benefits by virtue of being Marionette’s parents, and were currently being sheltered in a nice home on a Mirkil world.

“Mom thought your handling of the comm ship was straight out of a movie,” Marionette murmured, pushing her back into Ralph’s chest. “Dad’s gotten really into sword fighting after all the stories I’ve told him about you.”

Chuckling at that, Ralph turned his gaze from the screen and just nestled into Marionette.

Marionette let out a long, slow breath that nearly radiated a sudden relief in her. As if she’d just put down several heavy weights.

“Elke is really pretty,” Marionette said in a whisper that was more a breath than words. “If she adjusts her makeup and gets a haircut, she’d be as pretty as I am.”

“Really? Hm. I actually didn’t notice,” Ralph confessed as he inhaled the scent of Marionette’s hair. Pressing his face closer to the back of her head, he inhaled again.

“I… ah… mm. Well,” whispered Marionette in a shaky way. She reached out and tapped the laptop in front of her. The screen flickered, and it was a view of the main area of the ship. “Xas helps me out. Gives me camera feeds so I can remain involved and move when I need to. I’ve also got my station hooked up to this. I’m-I’m doing all I can, Ralph.”

“Rio, I wouldn’t care if you did nothing. You’re my Lady,” countered Ralph. “Just get better. That’s all I need from you. Honest.”

Nodding her head, Marionette seemed to slump into the bed.

“Okay. I’ll… okay,” she murmured, followed by pressing her back up against Ralph’s chest. “Thank you. If possible, I want to go to the station with you. Last time we found some really unique clothes at it, and I want to buy more. Everyone will want to go, I think. I’ll be shopping for Xas personally. She and I are close enough in size to share clothes.”

Marionette took in a sudden breath and seemed to choke on her words.

Only to make a strange hiccupping noise.

Immediately chased by a groan, and she curled up into herself.

Hell.

If I’d known it would’ve been this bad… no, I wouldn’t have stopped her.

It’s just hard to watch her go through it.

Ralph gently rubbed at Marionette while holding her. All he could do was offer her his presence.

***


“Rio, Rio, look, this’ll make my boobs amazing, won’t it?” Winnie said, holding some type of blouse and scurrying right up to Marionette.

The beautiful actress-turned-comms officer was pale, but holding it together. She was unwilling to miss the chance to shop.

“Oh my goodness, it will,” Marionette gushed, taking the blouse and holding it up to Winnie. Even pushing at Winnie’s boobs to fit the cloth to her.

She was doing better today and had wanted to go shopping regardless of how she felt.

“I checked to see if there was one that might fit you. There was one in a bigger size that would fit your boobs, but it’d look like a parachute in the middle. Want me to show you anyway?” Winnie asked.

“No. This is something just for you, Winnie,” Marionette said, laughed, then stuck it in a bag near her feet. “I’ve found more than enough really cute things for me. I’m not sure I could shop elsewhere after seeing how many neat and weird things are at the shops in the corridor.”

Winnie laughed as well, hugged Marionette, then dragged her off.

Leaving Ralph with their five bags, four purses, and a tablet.

Adjusting the sword at his hip, Ralph once more thought about trying to create a sword that’d tie into his hand. One that he could wield as a true extension.

Shaking his head, he went back to writing the email to Park.

His prosthetic work was finishing, but he still needed a great deal of physical therapy to get it working right. The injury he suffered to save Ralph’s life had cost him more than just the appendage. A great many of the muscles and tendons were too short, too tight, or unused for too long.

There was progress, great progress, however.

But it wasn’t as swift as Ralph’s had been.

Pausing mid-sentence, he looked at Liseth, who was going back and forth between clothes and Marionette. Over and over.

The woman was a genius and had a mind like a computer, but a fashion sense was something she didn’t have. Marionette was a constant filter for her.

I need to make sure I buy the Doc something. I owe her.

So damn much.

That and uh… well… I’m sleeping with her and… yeah.

Sending off the finished email to Park, Ralph sighed, put the tablet to the side, and looked around.

Several station gang members weren’t far off. Watching him.

Ralph had no idea if they were there to keep an eye on him, keep people away from him, or to intimidate him.

One of the three was a rather good-looking woman with short dark hair, dark eyes, and a gaze that didn’t move away from him. Her figure was muted under body armor, her height was around five foot seven, and she didn’t seem to be wearing any makeup at all.

She actually had a decent natural look to her, though he wasn’t a fan of her rather critically short hair.

Smiling at her, Ralph hesitated, then patted the spot next to him. An empty chair for customers to sit at for one reason or another. If the gang members were going to sit and watch him, he’d rather know what they wanted of him.

Not for the first time, though, even as he watched the gangers, Ralph saw a group of people move past.

They all looked at the gangers, Ralph, then the gangers again. They were eight in number, armed, and wearing an assortment of casual-looking clothes. Each of them wore a small pin on their left breast that Ralph couldn’t identify at this distance, though.

Standing up straight, the female gang member seemed shocked that Ralph had called her out for staring.

Then invited her to have a seat next to him.

The woman, who didn’t look to have much in the way of softness in her, flicked a hand against one of her compatriots and began moving forward. She approached Ralph, nodded at him, then took the seat beside him.

“Something the matter with the boss?” Ralph asked. He wasn’t aware of who ran the station, but they could almost always be referred to as ‘boss’ and it’d be fine. “I’m just here shopping with my ladies. Not doing much of anything worth watching me over.

“Is there something I don’t know? Someone I should be reaching out to, to explain myself to? Someone I should run a clearance with to make sure they know what’s going on?”

There was a long pause before the woman did anything at all.

She’d heard him, sniffed once, then stared at the ground. Seemingly digesting his words and what he’d asked her in the end.

“Boss doesn’t want problems,” she said finally. “Just wanted us to keep an eye on you. You’ve got a lot going on around you, Privateer. Not to mention that’s a pretty hefty task force just at the edge of Mirkil space that you came from.”

Ralph nodded his head at that as he considered everything said and picked his words carefully.

“The task force is here to keep an eye on other Mirkil forces as well as House Hawke,” Ralph confirmed without any concern. There was no way the enemy hadn’t already noticed the task force. There wouldn’t be any other reason for an entire task force to be here other than to police Hawke, the corridor, and other Mirkil forces. “As for what I’m here for… clothes.”

Winnie came stumbling over to Ralph while holding up a tank top that looked as if it would barely fit a teenager, let alone her.

“Ralph, look at this,” Winnie said, coming up to him. She glanced at the ganger, then back to Ralph. “This’ll make me pop right out of the damn top of it! It’s amazing. This’d make you look at me if I walked around in this in a pair of short-shorts on the ship, right?”

A moment of forcing his tongue to unstick itself from the roof of his mouth, and Ralph nodded his head.

“I’d definitely stare, my Lady Armory,” Ralph answered, smiling at her. “Buy more of them.”

Winnie’s eyes widened, her smile deepened, and she turned a faint pink color. All while chewing at her lower lip and watching him.

“Okay. Anything else I should buy?” she asked in a purr. Completely unbothered by the ganger.

“Anything you want, Winnie. You’re beautiful in anything. Just be comfortable,” Ralph answered honestly without teasing her this time.

Winnie grinned and stood there. Clearly hesitating over his words.

Then she leaned in, kissed him briefly, patted his cheek, and bounced away. As she went, she grabbed Delilah by the waist and dragged her off.

“Del, come look at these tank tops with me. You always look amazing in them,” Winnie said as she pulled the bounty hunter away from a rack of blouses.

“Shopping,” Ralph repeated and looked to the ganger. “Why, wanna become one of my women and wear pretty clothes for me? Become crew for me?

“I do need people helping out with the armaments, loading, and other things. I’ve got a bunch of Droids, but in the middle of a firefight, their ability to operate can become limited.”

With a smile, Ralph leaned back in his seat and watched the gang member.

His flirtation was only just that. Flirtation with a woman who might be able to help him out.

The invitation, though, was genuine. He did need crew, and hiring attractive women wasn’t a terrible answer.

If Marionette could manage reloading duties with her less-than-stellar physical strength, then a trained gang member with more muscle could likely do more.

“I mean… that… alright. Sure. So long as you don’t expect me to sleep with you. I’d dress up, play crew, and let you at least try and talk me into your bed. Try,” answered the ganger, her eyebrows going up in surprise. There wasn’t an ounce of deception on her face. “What’s the pay?”

Ralph caught his tongue between his teeth while smiling with only his lip. He’d had to force his tongue from making a glib statement.

“Standard crew rate for a Confed ship in the area. I don’t know what the actual rate is, so I’d just pull what the market rate is right now and assign that,” Ralph offered up. “Likely something akin to a second or a third rank rate, depending on your abilities.

“If you’re serious, send a comms over to the Toll and ask for someone to run your background. The officer on board will run it, give me a readout, and that’ll be that. So long as you don’t have any issues with the Confed that I can’t stick my name on to make it go away, you’re crew.”

The woman nodded her head, watching Ralph.

A sudden smile took over her face, and Ralph realized she really was a natural beauty.

“Hell, I’ll just go to the ship in person. I’ll throw my bag together and just… go. Cause this place… even if nothing happens, this place is still fucked,” she admitted with a chuckle. “I ain’t got shit wrong in the Confed, just not a citizen. That’s all.”

No surprise there.

People without citizenship end up in corridor stations if they’re lucky.

They get stuck somewhere if they’re unlucky and can’t ever leave.

“And by the way,” she continued, chuckling again. “The reason the boss is all fucked up over you is your Blood-Orphans. They’re god damn everywhere and more are arriving every damn hour. They almost outnumber the gang and its security right now.

“He tried to stop it, stop them from putting more ashore, but they’re just docking anyway. Making room for another ship to dock, and disgorge their people.

“They haven’t done anything, they just… come on board, start spending, doing normal things.”

Oh? Well then.

“He tried to hire on mercs. Or just people to pick up a club. He even tried having some of the Orphans attacked. That worked, for a bit. Now they walk around in armed groups,” the woman continued. “The ships aren’t leaving though, either. They’ve surrounded the station with their ships and honestly, he won’t be able to get reinforcements, or help, for a while. Maybe even a few days.

“He was… complacent. Now he’s terrified that you’ve planned something.”

The woman grabbed Ralph by the knee.

“I’m Allie, by the way. I’m Allie, and boy howdy am I glad to be off this shithole and leaving. Thanks again,” she said, and then her hand slid up his thigh. She casually got a handful of his junk, smiled at him, then squeezed it. “I look forward to working under you. Do remember to try. I’d be disappointed if you didn’t.”

Releasing him, Allie got up, didn’t go back to the other gang members, and literally left at a trot.

Huh.

Orphans.

She was also eager as hell to get away from the station.

Took my offer immediately, flirted with me, and didn’t even ask for any other terms.

I know I’m not bad looking, but I’m also not good looking enough to cause a woman to jump ship like that.

There’s a hell of a lot more going on here.

A group of people numbering around six drifted close to Ralph.

His eyes flicked over them, and he finally realized what they were because of what the ganger had said.

They were all Blood-Orphans. Each one of them looked to be rather ill-at-ease as well.

They’re… worried.

Worried over what though?

The group walked near Ralph, then suddenly veered toward him. Walking right up to where he sat in front of the clothing store. The front of it was wide open during business hours. A pull-down shutter gate would be in place during off hours.

“Yes?” Ralph asked the Blood-Orphans once they were close enough.

“Is… the gang… mad… you?” asked one of the Blood-Orphans in halting words. As if they were in the process of learning the language, rather than mastering it.

Taking in a breath, Ralph now fully understood.

The Blood-Orphans were here for him.

They were worried because they thought the gang was bothering him.

“Are you from the Orphan?” Ralph asked instead.

One of the members of the group shook their head.

“Ah… we from-from… mmm… nowhere. Come here to… here to… ah, join Blood of Turlan,” said the man with a sharp nod of his head.

Blood of Turlan.

With a blink, Ralph looked away from the Blood-Orphans and to the area around him.

There were six other groups loitering nearby, on the periphery, or just at the edge of this area. He was certain there were more as well, as he had seen them on the way in, but thought nothing of it.

Ralph’s eyes went back to the man and then to the metal pin at his chest.

It was the same self-styled ‘Privateer’s Pin’ that Ralph wore.

Except it had an alteration to it.

There was a rapier crossed with a pistol at the base of it, and a styled T beneath the two weapons.

“Are there any Blood-Orphan captains with ships?” Ralph asked, wondering if he was running along the right path.

“Yes,” answered another Blood-Orphan.

“Many,” added another.

Well, there it is then.

“Send them to the Toll. Bring… bring all the Blood of Turlan captains to the Toll,” Ralph stated and decided in that moment at the same time. “We’ll have a talk.”

The law of the corridor was that it was owned by whoever was strong enough, or wanted it bad enough, to take it.

Suddenly, Ralph had an army that seemed more than willing to fight for him, in position, and able to carry out a takeover.

Because if the Boss of the corridor is nervous about that task force, the station is flooded with Blood-Orphans, and I’ve got the time and inclination, now is the best time. Such an opportunity might never happen again.

Ralph blinked, then chuckled to himself as the Blood-Orphans scurried off. Breaking apart from their group and each member going to another group nearby.

Hell.

I might even get House Mirkil to become a sponsor for me and provide me with backing.

Because who wouldn’t want the boss of the nearby corridor stations to be friendly with you?

A friendly Privateer who’s a Corridor Lord.

Picking up the tablet, Ralph tapped in a question to Xas back on the ship.

He wanted to know how many corridor stations were nearby and bordering Mirkil space. Because right now, Ralph had a sudden urge to become a true Corridor Lord, because this was the right time, right place, and right people. It’d likely never happen again.

Wait… can I offer a… type of Confed citizenship as long as I’m working through a House navy like this?

Ha… hahahaha.

Oh shit.

All they’d have to do is pay all their taxes, pay their fees, and register accordingly. They’d be citizens without being citizens as long as they’re part of my crew or people.

I’ll recruit the whole Corridor like that.

I just have to throw a kickback to Mirkil to keep me hired on officially in a military capacity.

Like maybe making sure if anyone on their hit list transits through my space or station, that it gets pointed out, or an extradition happens.

And… now that I’m really thinking about it… I wonder if Delilah still has her license.

We might be able to make a show of this.


Chapter 23

Ralph looked at the seventeen individuals in front of him.

Fourteen of them were Blood-Orphans.

Three were non-Confed citizens.

People just like Allie, who was already below decks and getting familiar with her new job as a loader, but with ships, some wealth, and something to lose.

Both the Blood-Orphans and the non-citizens had a similar desire, and Ralph could see it in how they carried themselves.

Relevancy and belonging.

Two groups of people, a universe apart and craving the same thing.

Elke was missing, obviously, but he’d be relying on her to hold the station after the fact. Because there were four other corridor stations nearby that were just as tempting as targets.

Because once he had one rolling, there was no reason to leave the other four alone. They were close enough to reinforce one another and had typically allied in the past.

“Thank you for coming,” Ralph stated, looking around the area directly attached to the loading ramp. He didn’t want to invite these people too deeply in, just in case they were unwelcome.

Which was also why there were ten battle-droids behind him carrying weapons made by Xas. Two even carried the heavy-energy weapons they’d lugged on board from the comms ship.

“This is simple. I want the station. The Blood-Orphans are trying to organize a Blood of Turlan, or House of Turlan, if you prefer. The Task Force floating nearby is something I’m part of, but also legally distinct.

“I’m Privateer Turlan. Multiple times over. I’m a Warrior of the Calesat as well as a Confed citizen.”

All of the captains were staring at Ralph closely now. He’d already made sure they all spoke Common, which was a blessing.

“We’re taking this station,” he said, jumping straight to the end. “I’m just going to ask every Blood-Orphan on board the station to fight for me and join the Blood of Turlan in this moment. I want to be standing on the bridge of the station before the day is out.”

The eyes of everyone around him went wide.

“For you all… I just need you to pretend to be neutral, block port access on accident, and generally cause problems. Without exposing yourself to danger, mind you,” Ralph stated. “If you want to do more, I won’t say no. But realistically speaking, there isn’t much you can do outside of the station without standing on the X, so to speak.

“That’s it. You all got any questions for me? Anything I can answer for you?”

“Won’t the defenses kick in and blow you out of the sky?” asked one of the Blood-Orphans.

“If they could, they would,” Ralph agreed and smiled in an evil way. “They won’t be activating.”

Xas was a determined and nasty woman.

By docking the ship and Delilah slipping a few thumb drives into the station here and there, they’d breached security. All without even being detected, or so they hoped.

If they’d been detected, the station wasn’t reacting to it.

They’d also jumped into the comms system and begun rerouting all traffic to a fiber optic buoy the size of a soda can. Which was in the direction of a relay station that the corridor station had been using for all traffic.

“Anything else?” Ralph pushed.

“When are you hiring for the navy?” asked one of the non-citizen pilots. “And what’re the requirements?”

“Standard Confed rules. Most of the Blood follow similar things. Laws on the station will mostly be Confed as well with a smattering of Blood allowances,” Ralph answered both the asked question and the unasked one. “Some examples of Blood allowances are duels, Warrior duels, and honorable combat. Just with a Confed twist here and there.”

The Blood-Orphans now looked deeply interested, and if he didn’t miss his guess, eager.

“I will… send out a signal,” said a heavy-set man with a broad frame. He looked wide enough to be a Warrior. “Call Blood-Orphans here. They will come. It will spread.”

“The other corridor stations won’t help,” hissed another non-citizen. “At all. They hate each other. They’ll… they’ll watch it happen.”

“Great,” Ralph said, smiling at them. “Because when we’re done here, we’ll move to the next one. Then the next one. Then the next. And the next.”

There was a shocked silence that felt like Ralph had just told them something impossible.

Which, he imagined, from their perspective, it really was.

“I’ll start calling people I know,” whispered the non-citizen captain. “Because it’s not like you can hire everyone. But you can hire a lot of people. And that’d… that’d grant partial citizenship.”

“Mmm, exactly,” Ralph agreed. “And for many, that partial citizenship will get them enough leverage to take the full step into citizenship. Even the Blood.”

There was a strange look that flickered across the faces of every Blood-Orphan.

Because if this went right, went well, they would no longer be Orphans, considered almost as not even of the Blood, while definitely not of the Confed, but instead, they would have some Confed rights.

“Now. I’m going to challenge the station boss to a fight, which he’ll decline, and then I’ll have to rely on the Blood-Orphans to clear the way for me,” Ralph summarized. “Hopefully, the gangers will make this easier on me, and I won’t have to kill them all. Who knows.”

Not waiting, Ralph gestured at the ramp, and it began descending.

“Thank you, do what you wish. I just wanted to see if you’d be willing to help. Oh, don’t try to leave the docking bays. I’d assume you tried to tell the corridor boss about this,” Ralph confessed with a shrug. It was a simple statement and without threat.

It was awareness.

None of the captains lingered. They all turned, left, and split apart.

“Xas, you being my eye in the sky?” Ralph asked quietly.

“Yes! Haha,” Xas said from an intercom panel nearby. “I’m always watching you and at this moment, watching them! They’re all going back to their ships. Though two of them are already contacting their crews. Nothing off or wrong.”

“Right,” Ralph murmured. “How’s that map looking? Think you can send it to every single monitor in the station like we talked about?”

“Oh yes!” Xas said excitedly. Followed by a giggle. “Rio is helping me paint my toes again while I’m setting this up! It’ll stretch out my resources in a bad way, and I’ll have to cut my body for a bit. Rio is gonna look after me.

“And before you say it, no, you’re not going aboard unless the corridor boss wants a Duel. Otherwise, you’re staying aboard, inside of me, and ordering things from here.

“I can broadcast to every monitor. Every screen. Every need you have, I can push it out. You don’t need to leave at all.

“Because one random shot is all it would take to scuttle this. A single laser blip through the ticker, a projectile through the head, an errant sword thrust, and you’re done.

“That’s not allowed, Ralphy. That means you’re stuck here, inside me, until we need you. If we need you. Leaders don’t risk themselves unless they have to. Welcome to the backlines.

“I’ll start getting things ready. We’ll likely be good to go in about twenty minutes.”

Ralph had a desire to fight that statement. To fight the very principle of it.

But Xas was right.

The fact that he was a Privateer across so many different backgrounds was what made him strange and unique. With so many Letters of Marque, it meant that he could call on multiple countries to assist him if he had an issue that violated his charter.

He could actually call up Blood or a Confed House, depending on what the problem was.

“Ah, there you are,” Liseth murmured, coming up the stairs. She came straight for him. “It’s time for you to provide a sample for me. I will remind you that you promised me you wouldn’t be late going forward.”

“Uh, Doc… I’m… you know what, I’m totally down for having sex with you and I’m super into it,” Ralph said as Liseth’s long fingers closed around his wrist. Without responding, she’d begun pulling him away.

“Sample collection,” Liseth countered while pulling him along.

Ralph checked a mental groan but allowed her to pull him along.

He wasn’t sure why she was adamant about calling it ‘sample collection’, but the simple reality was, they were having sex. Regularly. As well as a lot of kissing and cuddling.

Though only during.

Never before, never after.

“Liseth, it’s not sample collection. It’s sex. Along with a lot of kissing and everything else,” Ralph argued as she pulled him along. Likely straight to the infirmary. “I’m all for sex with you. You’re a beautiful woman. I’m just kinda weirded out by calling it something else.”

“It’s-it’s sample collection,” stated Liseth with absolute determination, though she’d stopped moving. She stood there for several seconds, not releasing Ralph, but clearly mentally struggling with something. “It’s sample collection. That’s what it is. We’re not-we’re not coupling. We’re not procreating.

“Just-just sample collection. That’s what we’re doing together. That’s what it is, my Captain.”

Liseth spun around and began pulling Ralph back up the stairs.

Alright.

Let’s… not push on that. There’s something weird there.

Maybe it has to do with the fact that she was more or less made in a test tube.

That maybe having sex might lead to an ugly place in her head. Maybe she was supposed to be some sort of a breeder when she ended up not hitting the goals they gave her as a strategist?

Ralph knew he was only guessing at what the problem was, or could be, but it felt valid.

Possible.

“Okay, Liseth,” Ralph allowed as he realized she was taking him to her personal compartment. “Sample collection. I really enjoy sample collection with you, and I’d like to do it more often. Especially when I get to kiss that pretty face of yours.”

“I… okay,” whispered Liseth, just about rushing him through the open area, opening her door, and pulling him straight into her personal space. “More often. More kissing. I… I understand. Okay.”

Before he could say anything, the beautiful doctor was there, kissing him. Her hands were grabbing at him and guiding him straight to the bed.

Liseth had somewhat of an oral fixation on him, he’d found. Where every time they fooled around, it was always preceded by her taking him into her mouth.

Well. This is certainly one way to let the stress break off before we kick this off.

Then again, this might not be what she really wants.

Until she can tell me why it’s ‘sample collection’ instead of ‘sex’ or ‘love making’, there’s something more there.

***

Feeling pleasantly empty, satisfied, and stress-free, Ralph sat down in the captain’s seat as they were all calling it now. Long gone was the co-pilot tag that’d been attached to it.

“She drained you, haha,” Xas said from the pilot seat. “Good. You both needed it. I was busy, Winnie is working with Del on setting up explosive drones, and Marionette is going through all the clothes that were bought in between bouts of lying down.”

“Xas,” Ralph murmured and glanced at the beautiful Dashi-shell.

Only to find her rear end, naked from the waist down, and her womanhood once more presented toward him and fully visible. She was rolling her hips one way and then the other again.

“Yes, Ralphy?” she asked in a sultry purr he’d never heard from her before.

“You’ve looked into Liseth extensively,” Ralph began. “Don’t deny it. I know you’ve looked into everyone. You did the same to me when we first met, and you were just a weapons dealer. It’s just how you are.

“That or you get bored at night when everyone else is sleeping and you’re the only one on duty. I can’t imagine how every second must feel a lot slower to you.”

“I… well… hm,” Xas said, the roll of her hips slowing. “Yes. Now that I have a shell with my emotional filter intact, there are times when time speeds up or slows down depending on the ‘feeling’. Like when I’m presenting for you, with my filter on, it feels like time is blurring by.

“So, yes. At night, when everyone else is asleep, and my filter is off, every second feels much longer than what you likely perceive it as. I do often start digging into things then. It’s also why I ended up getting good at weapons modifications and designs.”

“What’s Liseth’s damage?” Ralph asked. “I’m sure you found her psych file, military file, and everything else. A brilliant woman with a medical degree serving the military would be required to submit to psych evaluations. Especially if she’d been designed to be a super brain but didn’t turn out as expected.”

“Her files are clean,” Xas answered in a flat tone. “Clean in a way that makes it look like she was always smarter than the people giving her the evals. She gave them just enough that they attributed it to ‘normal levels of stress’ and ‘normal PTSD guidelines’. To the point that when you look at her records against what you would expect for a military doctor, they’re clean.

“It’s obvious, though, that she certainly has mental issues. Everyone on this ship does. Myself included, just in a different way.

“I think Liseth did just enough to keep off the radar of the psych evals, but register as having ‘perfectly normal problems’. I don’t know the why.

“What I can tell you, though, is that she runs endless tests on your genetic material after she’s done collecting it from herself. Regardless of where you’ve put it. She’s also keeping all of it in storage to keep it viable.”

Keeping it viable. That’s… and… collecting it from herself.

So that part isn’t wrong, even if there’s something else wrong about it.

Yet now, hearing all of this, it feels like there’s something even more wrong.

“By the way,” Xas began, her hips pivoting away from Ralph. She stood up, spun, and sat down in Ralph’s lap. The beautiful Dashi-shell eased in toward him and pressed her blouse-covered chest to his, her naked rear end pushed in tight to his lap. “I need your help, Ralphy. I know you have plans to take all five of the nearby stations, but we both know you’re really only going to take two or three total. The other two would harden their defenses before we could get to them.

“I… want a specific station taken. Preferably next. Because a lot of my things that were stolen are there. A lot of them. Easily eighty percent of it. It’d all gone elsewhere, traveled about, gone through odd channels, but ended up here. It’s a station with a corridor boss I had dealt with a few times.”

Xas had given him a strange look. One that looked like equal parts fear, need, and nervousness. Her full lower lip got caught between her perfect teeth after she finished talking.

“Xas,” Ralph said, putting his hands on her perfect hips. “You were my friend before all of this started. Before I met Marionette. We talked often. Even drank once or twice. Before you took on this strangely hyper-fixated view of me.

“I already told you I’d help you find whoever tried to kill you, and you didn’t have to offer or do anything for that help. Because you were my friend, long before you became my shipboard-AI.”

Xas listened to him.

Her lip was being lightly gnawed at, but her gaze was unblinking. As if part of her emotional filters were kicking in, but not all of them. As if she didn’t quite have control over herself.

“Okay,” she said finally, then leaned in slowly toward him. She planted a kiss on him that easily equaled Marionette’s own. When she broke it after a long gap, he felt somewhat lightheaded. “Okay, but… I want to give you things in thanks for helping me. Starting with my body and what I can do with it. Because there isn’t anyone else I’d want to give my body to, and this feels… right… according to my emotional filters.

“And before you ask, I’ve filtered out a lot of neuroscans that just didn’t fit what I wanted. I’ve narrowed it down to the female gender between the ages of fifteen and thirty. Women after thirty underwent a significant mental shift amongst many of their number, and caused some strange echoes in me.

“This isn’t some sort of problem with my filters; this is what I want.”

Xas had said it all in a rush.

Then she wheezed as she ran out of breath. As if she’d forgotten that even synthetic vocal chords required air to work. Followed by her taking in a deep breath.

“Sorry,” she said finally. “Haha, I’m a little… off. Being this close to you makes my insides squirm, my mind is wandering, and things are out of sync. Liseth said I needed to have sex to get this feeling to go away, but I don’t think we have time, and realistically I—”

With a stuttering breath, Xas went still, blinked several times, then smiled at him.

“There, I reset the filter several times,” she said, pulled herself out of Ralph’s lap, and dropped herself into the pilot’s seat. “I think Liseth is partly incorrect about me, though. The filter reset works, but it doesn’t solve it completely. I can feel a lingering callback from it even afterward. I’m not so sure her statement that sex will fix it is correct.”

Ralph shook his head.

Everything felt weird right now.

He was planning an attack on a corridor, had sex with his doctor, the woman he was in a relationship with was sorting clothes, two of his crewmates were setting up explosive drones, and his shipboard-AI was complaining about not getting sexed by her captain.

“Ah, we’re ready,” Xas stated, and the screen in front of Ralph flickered to a new display. It looked a lot like a blueprint of the station. “I’m actively providing the red dots based on camera feeds and sensors around the station. If I’m not responsive, I’m overloaded and pruning processes.”

Ralph began flicking through the screen and looking things over.

He really didn’t like doing things this way, at all. It felt wrong, anticlimactic, and silly.

Yet Xas was right.

If he died, that was it.

As Winnie had put it once, she was just a bumbling drunk and likely had a gun. There’d be no reason for her not to shoot Ralph because she had nothing to lose.

Maybe that’s the real point of me doing this, though.

Not that all it’d take is a single shot, but it takes someone like me to bring this about.

Because not just anyone could get hundreds of Blood-Orphans to rise up and claim a station.

“Send a buoy to Admiral Tolas,” Ralph ordered. “Let her know we’re taking the station. Send her that list of things we’re offering Mirkil as well to get assistance from them if we end up having a problem.”

“Sent,” Xas stated.

Ralph nodded his head, then looked at the map of the station one more time.

“Here we go,” he said, and then started tapping at the screen. Xas would be feeding his directions to all the monitors. To start with, though, he needed to send a message.

Once the text was ready, Ralph hit the ‘broadcast’ button Xas had added to the screen.

“This is Ralph Turlan. Privateer of the Confed and the Blood alike. I’m establishing the House of Turlan, the Blood of Turlan, right now. Right here,” he said, staring into the camera above the monitor. “To the Blood-Orphans aboard. If you want a chance to become part of the Blood of Turlan, here’s your chance. Help me take this station. Orders will be appearing on the displays.

“Those of you who are Corridor citizens or Confed citizens, if you want to swear under the House of Turlan, help me. That goes for gangers, too, who want to swap. Anyone who gets in the way… well… it’s time to pay the Toll.”

Xas giggled, and a second afterward, the Turlan’s Toll reaper appeared.

As if they’d just run out the pirate colors as they prepared to attack a city.

I really am a pirate lord sitting atop the helm of a ship as the fleet moves in.

On the cameras that Xas provided on the weapons officer’s station, Ralph watched as Blood-Orphans went mad.

They drew weapons, started attacking gangers, and followed the orders that were broadcast on monitors following Ralph’s transmission. He did note that some gangers were already pulling their colors off and hurling them away from themselves.


Chapter 24

Ralph flicked to a different section of the station and saw it was a standoff.

Multiple Blood-Orphans were forming up behind barricades across from a large group of gangers. It was one of the more open areas on the station and had been designated a ‘plaza’.

Looking at the station’s layout, Ralph saw that there was a way around, though it would cause them to divert completely around the plaza.

Pushing into that area, Ralph zoomed in to the cameras in the hallway that would lead into the backside of the plaza. If his forces could get in through here, they’d literally flank the plaza.

Now looking at the hallway, Ralph got confirmation of what he wanted to see.

There were no gangers here. They’d overlooked this approach or just didn’t expect it to be an issue.

Noting the approach, the route, and the expectation, Ralph typed in a rapid set of orders for a display near the Blood-Orphans manning the positions in the plaza. He gave them the route that’d take them along the wide side and give them a chance to absolutely flank the enemy.

Because right now, it seemed like the Blood-Orphans were suffering a similar fate as their legal Blood cousins. As if it were somehow more than just a cultural level issue.

They were quite content to sit and shoot at the gangers from across the barricade because it was an ‘active fight’. Rather than seeking out a way to make the fight end quickly and efficiently.

“Blood are the better fighters, Confed are the better commanders,” Ralph murmured to himself as he hit the send button to the monitors near the Blood-Orphans at the barricade. “Fear the enemy that gets the Confed and Blood to work together, with the Confed directing tactics, and the Blood fighting it out.”

“Why not you?” Xas asked.

“Because I’m technically not nobility,” Ralph admitted immediately. “I’m a privateer. I can call it ‘House of Turlan’ and ‘Blood of Turlan’, but it’s technically not. It wouldn’t be recognized by the Confed.

“They’ll tolerate it and let me call myself that in the corridor. Especially if I’m holding multiple stations and am a friend to the Confed. Friendly to the Houses. It still won’t make me one of them.

“And let’s be honest, trying to lead all that sounds awful. Need a name that has a ‘lord’ feeling to it. A name like—”

Ralph’s voice fell away as the Blood-Orphans spotted the change on the monitor.

A third of their number immediately broke away and set off at a sprint. The rest of the Blood-Orphans lay on a large amount of fire upon the enemy. Laser weapons were firing endlessly.

To the point that most of the Blood-Orphans were forced to discharge the power element and reload a fresh one into it. Though Ralph did note several who simply hurled the malfunctioning energy weapon toward the enemy and pulled out a fresh one.

Once that happened, another portion of the Blood-Orphans broke away from the barrier and went after the third that’d left earlier.

Moving ahead, Ralph accessed a monitor in line with where the Blood-Orphans were going and put an arrow on it. He didn’t think the Blood-Orphans would need it, but it might help.

The first Blood-Orphan who saw the sign had slowed briefly, but then ran on even faster after realizing what it was. All the others chasing after him didn’t slow down at all.

Ralph had to quickly shift to the next monitor where they’d pass and put down another arrow. One that just urged them on.

No sooner than the Blood-Orphans saw it, they sped up.

“You’re reinforcing their belief that you’re guiding them. They’re not even thinking now,” Xas warned him needlessly.

He knew they were dropping straight into various forms of excitement. They were getting to be Blood and be let loose. They gave themselves to the belief that they were warriors and rushed onward at the behest of a leader.

The original captain of Elke’s ship had been unique in bringing together so many Blood-Orphans.

Elke had taken that idea and run with it and brought more Blood-Orphans together, then cast them together beneath a Privateer. Someone whose legal status was a gray area that’d give the Blood-Orphans an open space.

Now the Blood-Orphans on the station were being given that same possible status.

Whoops and cheers of the Blood-Orphans were audible through the monitors Ralph was watching as he modified more displays. Laying down arrows for them to follow.

And when they started to get close to the last turn, he gave them an image. A mouth with a finger held in front of it. As well as crossed swords.

The Blood-Orphans only went faster, though now silently.

Sprinting dead out, arms and legs pumping, eyes wide, hair billowing out behind them.

Ralph worried that they’d be winded before they even got there. That they’d be dead on their feet as they arrived.

Except that was just how the Blood were. Exhausted or not, they’d fight to the death more often than not, and it didn’t matter.

Flicking back to the monitors near the barricaded Blood-Orphans, Ralph put up a ‘stop’ sign with a pulsing, faded ‘green light’ beneath it that was dim.

With a force that seemed more akin to a cork escaping a champagne bottle, the Blood-Orphans poured forth from the hallway that led to the side of the broken furniture barricade. They didn’t have far to go, merely twenty steps.

The Blood-Orphans began opening fire as they came out, shooting at the gangers in front of them, before closing with melee weapons.

In the instant that it was obvious that the gangers didn’t have the time to keep firing across the way at the other barricade, Ralph flicked the green light on into a bright shining sign.

The Blood-Orphans behind the barricades rushed up over their defenses and across the divide. Screams, shouts, and yells escaped their lips in various languages.

In seconds, all the Blood-Orphans were let loose on a population that had, at most, barely ‘tolerated’ them. Because the Corridor was more aligned with the Confed, than the Blood in general.

Nodding his head, Ralph moved away from this fight.

It was done, and he needed to direct other forces.

He moved his view to an area that was of importance.

The station security hallway and its offices.

When this thing had kicked off, a large number of Blood-Orphans had gone off to attack it on pre-set orders set into the displays. Now that he was checking in on it, he saw part of the orders had worked, and part had failed.

One of the offices was a smoldering ruin with fire pouring out of it, two others looked as if they’d been taken by the Blood-Orphans, but four remained intact.

The most important one was, as of yet, untaken as well. It was the station security room that controlled a great deal of the defenses and comms systems. Xas had been able to attack a lot of it from the outside, but there was still a greater majority of things beyond her reach.

All of it in that room.

If this location fell, it’d make it all the easier for them to take over the rest of the station.

Truth be told, he had expected it to already have happened.

Ralph needed to use a force multiplier here and now.

“Xas, you beautiful Dashi-AI, can we get Juan over here with one of those nasty fucking heavy-energy weapons? He could blow that apart, couldn’t he?” Ralph asked and indicated the location. A different thought popped into his head, and Ralph looked to the intercom to make sure it was open. “Or… Delilah, do you have any thoughts? Got a shitty drone we could fling into that? I’ll let you pick the movie tonight if you do.”

“I sure do, and the movie pick is definitely mine,” Delilah answered immediately with a snicker. “One second, I have no idea what area you’re talking about, but I can have Xas direct it. I’ll launch it from the loading ramp.”

“To be fair, Juan could do it too. Maybe I want to pick a movie for movie night for us,” Xas murmured from her seat. “Though right now, I’ve got Juan, Chew, and Tyree guarding the ramp. They’ve only had to kill six gangers so far, but… that doesn’t mean there won’t be more or a rush.”

Six?

Six.

I didn’t even realize it.

Maybe it’s a really good thing I’ve kept myself hidden away.

Shaking his head, Ralph focused on the target.

Ralph moved about to the other sections of the station, and he could see that, by and large, most of it was taken or currently in a protracted battle. Which was somewhat the expectation.

They needed the station security room to be taken to make more progress.

“Rio, my lovely and beautiful Lady Siren, how’s that comm reroute? They try to do anything since it kicked off?” Ralph asked, still moving through the blueprints and screens.

He stumbled across an area with a number of non-Confed station individuals directing a medical triage area where Blood-Orphans were being routed to.

Ralph looked around the surrounding areas and quickly put up multiple directional signs on nearby monitors of a red-plus sign and an arrow.

“Lots,” Marionette said with a laugh. “I’ve captured all of it. I think. It’s going out in every direction. Promising everything under the sun as well. The boss even tried to reach out to the Mirkil task force we’re attached to.

“I let that one go through, though. Admiral Tolas will probably send someone to check it out, and that’ll give us some actual standing for what we’re doing.

“Oh, I’ve also put together a list of all bounties that are currently ‘open’ for Mirkil and the Confed. I’ve fed it into the camera system, but haven’t activated it yet. We can start checking for any ‘prizes’ later!”

“Rio, you’re an amazing pirate. You missed your calling,” Ralph said with a chuckle.

“Drone away,” Delilah reported before Marionette could respond. “I sent out six of them for you, Ralph. They’re a basic quad-rotor style. Loaded with some heavy explosives that won’t frag, but will definitely turn a room inside out. Can’t puncture our future home, right?”

Future home indeed.

Just need that carrier we were joking about to pair with Elke and the Toll.

“Absolutely right,” Ralph confirmed, leaned over to look at the screens with camera views on them, and tapped at it until he found what was clearly a drone.

Except it was already en route, whipping through hallways with an unnatural speed and uncanny agility.

“Xas, you showing off?” Ralph asked quietly as he watched.

“Yes. Yes, I am. I… I want to show off. My heuristics tell me I need to show off. Right now. Because you complimented Rio and Del and… and I’m just sitting here looking like a figurehead pulled off the front of the ship,” Xas confirmed absolutely and with some heat to her tone. “Oh. Oh! I’m jealous. I’m jealous, right? I’m jealous! What an ugly and fascinating feeling. I kept feeling this every time you went to bed with Del or Doc. Now I understand it!”

The drone took a corner, came into view of the room that was being defended, and then shot forward.

It ramped up to full speed quickly and zipped through the doorway.

On its way to slam into the wall and go off.

Or it was supposed to until it went straight into a ganger and blew up on contact near the middle of the room.

The drone footage cut out, but Ralph could see what was going on from the camera view.

A bright light had gone up in a flash and faded just as quickly. Smoke began to waft out of the area.

Many of the Blood-Orphans had their hands to their ears as if the explosion had deafened them.

Only to realize they were losing out on an opportunity to crush their enemies.

Before Ralph could order them, they’d begun screaming and rushed the security room. Swords, axes, and knives, clutched in hands forced to be still previously, were pointed forward as they advanced.

They flooded into that room.

Ralph looked at the other rooms that were also defending, and he contemplated moving a drone in to commit to the same result.

“Xas, take another drone and park it in one of those rooms,” ordered Ralph. “Do it just like you did last time, and I’ll let you have a movie night with me, but you have to turn off your ability to perceive time, leave your emotional filter in, and you can’t do anything other than watch the movie.”

“I… okay,” Xas said with a sharp nod of her head.

Rather than flipping to the drone’s camera, Ralph instead watched the camera in the hall.

He could hear the screams, shouts, and shrieks of people fighting in the station’s security room. Of the Blood-Orphans, they would likely be slaughtering everyone inside if they weren’t surrendering in an obvious way.

Even then, it might not stop them, though.

A drone shot past the camera and exploded into the second room. Another bright light, rumble, and smoke show was all that followed. Again, as if a siren’s song called to them, Blood-Orphans tore into the room. Many of them had been ready.

Clearly expecting that such a thing would happen again, they’d been waiting for it. Holding themselves back from charging mindlessly and waiting for the explosion that eventually came.

Hm.

I should buy up a number of ships and fill them with Blood-Orphans.

Dread Privateer Turlan, or something.

Before Ralph could order Xas to send in another drone, the third and last room started to disgorge its occupants. All of them came out with their hands raised up as high as possible. Surrendering openly and moving slowly.

Hesitantly.

A Blood-Orphan ran right up to them and looked like they were about to skewer the man in front, hesitated, then grabbed them by the neck instead. They were marched away from the room as other Blood-Orphans began snatching up all those who were surrendering.

“Xas, anything we need to do to get you hooked into the system?” Ralph asked as he stared at the camera. The Blood-Orphans were moving about inside, but he couldn’t see them very well or what was going on. The angle was rather steep, and they security door had swung partly shut. “Maybe a utility droid that we don’t care if it gets scrapped?”

“Ah! Yes. I can do that,” Xas said with a quick nod of her head, followed by a laugh. “Haha, this is all rather strange. I’m having some odd input lag as well as mental delay. I thought it was me stretching myself to make everything happen, but… I think I’ve created an odd loop for myself.”

Ralph changed the camera view and found a utility droid leaving the Toll at a quick jog. Its rickety limbs flexed almost wildly as it went.

Utility droids were cheap, disposable, and often only served a handful of tasks before they were paid off.

“Oh?” Ralph asked, realizing that rather than rattle off a follow-up, Xas was waiting for him to initiate.

“I keep letting my body have the processing inputs, rather than the ship. Except that the body isn’t as powerful, and even if I use it as a command-driven entity, it still creates a delay,” Xas explained. “It feels… strange.”

“Sounds normal to me,” Ralph offered with a chuckle. “My thoughts often precede my actions or words. Though if my words run away before my thoughts, I get in trouble. I do a fair bit of policing on that, so it doesn’t become an issue.”

“I… ah… oh? Oh. I see. I didn’t think of it that way. Yes,” Xas mumbled. “A delay for the body, but not when doing shipboard-AI task work. Yes. I understand. Thanks, Ralphy. You’re the best. I’m glad I made you my focal point.”

“Your what now?” Ralph asked as he watched the utility droid show up on the camera, moving toward the security station.

“One second, Ralphy,” Xas murmured, her body staring off at nothing. He figured she was piloting the utility droid right now and it was taking more effort than she thought.

The utility droid bobbled into the security station room and vanished as the door swung partially closed behind it.

“They… mmm… Blood-Orphans like trophies as much as regular Blood, I suppose,” Xas remarked from the intercom rather than her body.

Trophies.

Ah.

“More likely because of the occasion, rather than the actual fight,” Ralph suggested. “They’ll become Blood of Turlan from this after all. It’s a moment they’ll want to remember. I’ll be the Pureblood of Turlan, and any children I have would be the next Pureblood for the Blood. Though… odd to think of it, but it’ll take time before a homogenous set of features becomes normal in the Blood of Turlan.”

“Genetic diversity is a foundational strong point for humanity,” Xas countered quickly. “Having Orphans from all Bloods all coming together to form a new Blood will make for a very large cross-section of traits and abilities.

“Well, when you’re not screening out or modifying your genetics to not shift away too much.

“And… we have access. I’m currently going through it to see what I can immediately turn to our advantage.”

Ralph nodded his head, went back to his blueprint view, and started redirecting Blood-Orphans. Sending them to slowly clear out the station, section by section.

They’d already set themselves into groups of nine each, and it made it easy to start directing them through nearby monitors. He’d been forced to use emoji, symbols, and arrows, however.

One of the first things he’d need to implement was a common language.

With a blink, Ralph had the sudden, inescapable thought that it wasn’t just that. He’d have to put together an entire litany of rules, regulations, organizations, and departments.

“Hey Xas,” Ralph whispered as his mind rumbled along. “Think we could convince rogue AIs to come become citizens?”

“Ah… yes? Yes. If we’re being honest, they will be on the way as soon as they realize what’s happened. It’s unlikely they wouldn’t have noticed this change as soon as it’s public,” Xas mused from her body. It began to move again, settled into her chair, blinked several times, and turned to face him. She gave him a rather lovely smile. “I’ll make sure to make it obvious to other AIs as well. So long as they’re willing to be citizens, follow rules and regulations, that sort of thing. We’ll need a lot of storage space areas, as well as areas for computing, though.”

Space.

Stations are limited

But… but… there was one planet nearby.

It was right next to a station that was quite close.

In fact, the planet was terraformed and then abandoned because neither the Blood nor the Confed could hold control over it long. Both sides pulled out. Now it’s more like… a smuggler’s den.

I could just take that over as well after parking a station in its orbit.

Give the Blood-Orphans a planet.

“Okay, I’ve got all their systems online and working as ours,” reported Xas. “I think it’s time for you to go aboard and take the boss. He’s hiding in his office.”


Chapter 25

Ralph strode up to the plaza where the station boss was, with his sword held loosely in his right hand and his pistol in his left. On his left was Winnie with a rifle, and on his right was Juan, wielding the nasty, large energy weapon they’d been given.

The Blood-Orphans had pried him out of his office while Xas went straight to the terminal with a utility droid, and everything had more or less been finished.

Or at least, the first station was finished.

“Alright, it’s this simple,” Ralph said, walking up to the corridor station boss. He was a man in his mid-thirties with a bald, shaved head, thick eyebrows, flat eyes, a frown, and a number of small scars on his face. “You can duel me, a melee weapon of your choosing will be provided, and I kill you with my sword.”

Ralph stated it as if it were a foregone conclusion.

In his mind, it actually was, too. Despite all that had happened, his relationships getting messy and expanded, losing his left hand, Ralph still trained daily.

He still worked out with his sword and practiced and honed his skills.

A sword master he was, and would always be.

“Or—” Ralph continued and came to a stop in front of the man. “Or you write out multiple contracts, record a video, an audio record, and make a broadcast while being kept here. More or less relinquishing all control and ownership over everything on the station.

“You can keep your personal account to yourself, but that’s more or less it. That’s how this goes. I don’t actually care which you choose, but I’m making sure this is an available option because the House of Turlan, the Blood of Turlan, will be accommodating a great deal of Blood cultural laws.”

The man stood there, staring at Ralph. Thinking of what he’d just been told.

Ralph stared back.

He had a funny feeling about the man.

A similar feeling to how Ralph often felt when he was put in front of a dangerous situation. One that was likely to go off without any visible warning.

Or when you stood in front of a machine that had the capability of absolutely killing you if you made the wrong move.

Walking past a high-voltage recharge station without paying any attention to the high-pitched whine that was building.

Ralph shifted his stance, the sword in his right hand moving beyond his right leg and putting himself within thrusting distance. It was a subtle movement that wouldn’t really look like much, other than perhaps a nervous fidget.

As a Privateer who frequented the nasty spots, the darkened corners, the ugly hallways, making deals, clawing for every single credit he could, his senses hadn’t told him wrong before.

Before he’d earned all he had now, the crucible of the world had given him everyday lessons in how to get screwed over, nearly get killed, or die.

When the man suddenly grabbed at a pistol stuck in the belt of a nearby Blood-Orphan, Ralph was ready. He’d already expected something.

His sword came out with lightning speed and punched through the corridor boss’s chest. The tip of the sword slipped between the ribs, likely slamming through a lung and his heart, and right out the back of him as well.

“Well,” Ralph remarked dryly, staring into the man’s eyes. Watching him as the thrust registered in his brain. “That was foolish. Very foolish. Now I’ll just use your biometrics to crack all your things open, take everything, and space your body. With the shit. Flush you right out with all the rest.

“Oh, any last words? Other than ‘uuunnggh’, perhaps? Something… witty? Parting?”

The man stared at Ralph, then his knees went out.

“Unngh,” he groaned, tipped to the side, slid off Ralph’s sword, and hit the deck. The weapon he’d yanked off the Blood-Orphan’s belt clattered to the floor next to him rather loudly.

“Mm, well then,” Ralph said, then casually wiped his blade off on the man lying on the ground. He glanced at the Blood-Orphan who’d been robbed of his weapon. “Don’t feel bad about that. Just one of those things we’ll need to make a manual for.”

Sheathing his sword, Ralph didn’t bother to stick around. Instead, he started moving toward the office of the now dead, or maybe still dying, corridor boss.

“That was ugly,” Winnie muttered, her head turning to track a bar as they walked by. The walls outside of it had posters of alcohol, a number of suggested deals, and an ‘open’ sign. Her eyes moved across them for several seconds before she looked ahead again. “But not entirely unexpected. Corridor is the corridor after all. But didn’t you say you’d take his biometrics?”

Ralph didn’t have to look backward to know that Xas was probably hacking off the man’s head or hand, scanning it, or doing something equally awful. An AI with a desire to break into something rarely had anything stand in its way for long.

“Xas’ll handle it,” Ralph answered as they moved. Around him, a large number of Blood-Orphans with weapons had formed. More than a few had weapons drawn and were eyeing the people living in the station. Inhabitants who had nothing to do with what happened and just lived here. “And speaking of Xas, I think we’ll need to get me a bodyguard detachment of droids or something similar. Because now that we’ve done this, I’m even more of a target.”

“I agree,” stated Xas from Juan, who was once more behind him. The voice was heavily modulated, but he could recognize it as her. “I’ll start ordering things and have them shipped here. Though we’ll need to formally name the station.”

“What’s the name of the planet nearby?” Ralph asked rather than coming up with something else.

“Charybdis. It isn’t formally named that, but… it’s what everyone calls it. Even astro-maps name it so,” Xas answered immediately.

“Then we’re on Charybdis-whatever-roman-numeral-this-ends-up. Because I want all three of those stations,” Ralph stated. “And speaking of, once we clear this station and have it formally settled, I want to move to the next one. Any thoughts on which?”

“No,” Winnie said with a shake of her head.

“No,” confirmed Xas as they walked into the office of the once-corridor boss.

Ralph walked over to the desk, found the terminal, and then stuffed in the bit of tech Delilah had put together for him. It was about the size of his palm, but had a port on it that’d dock with a terminal port.

Once that was done, Ralph looked to Winnie, who was staring at a table off to the side. It had a decanter of a dark amber liquid on it, along with several glasses. She turned to look at him and gave him a weak smile.

“It’s hard,” she murmured. “I want to drink. I can’t… I can’t deny that. I want to drink it. Almost desperately. I feel it. I want it.”

“Nothing wrong with admitting it,” Ralph reminded her and moved over to her. He reached up and put his right hand on her back. “I… don’t have any experience with the addiction loop myself, but I know about it. It doesn’t just go away or end. It just becomes quieter.

“You’re doing well, Winona Guthrie, weapons officer of the Toll. I’m impressed by you. I do hope you forgive me… but…”

As Ralph finished speaking, he leaned down and kissed Winnie. Kissed her with tenderness as his right hand pulled her in closer to his side. Ralph didn’t pull away immediately, but moved his head to the side, prolonging the kiss.

Winnie had frozen at his use of her name, went even stiffer as he kissed her, then finally leaned into him. Her left hand came up to grab at his belt as her weapon settled, barrel tip down, against the floor.

After ten or so seconds, Ralph pulled back and smiled into Winnie’s upturned face when her eyes opened.

“I rather like calling you Winona,” he murmured, watching her from only a foot away.

Winnie’s lips were parted, her eyes wide, gazing into him as if she didn’t have a single thought in her mind.

“Okay,” she mumbled as if that were an actual answer. Followed by a slow blink that seemed almost mechanical.

“Proud of you, Winona. Very proud of you. Would you like to head back to the ship just to make it easier? It isn’t weakness to know when to pull back,” he offered her.

“Okay,” repeated Winnie, sounding far more akin to a droid than a woman. Then she shook her head once. “Uhm… no. That’s-it’s-it’s fine. I’ll remain here. I’m okay. Thank you, Ralph.”

Winnie blinked twice more, let out a shuddery breath, then hefted her weapon back into both hands. She seemed far more solid now that she had been admitting to her cravings.

“Found our next target. As well as a reason to pull Admiral Tolas along on a leash,” Xas declared from the terminal itself. “Haha, though, she’d look pretty good in a leash!

“There are several Mirkil officers, I think there might even be an admiral amongst them, working with one of the stations nearby. They’re operating as spies and passing information to… House Hawke, of all things.”

“House Hawke?” Ralph muttered. He wasn’t aware of there being anything outside the normal ‘bad neighbor’ friction with that house. Though there seemed to be a great deal more. “Enough information that Tolas would be willing to shift the Task Force?”

“Oh yeah. This idiot of a boss kept everything rather than deleting anything. He probably thought it was leverage. Which it was, but… also a pointed gun at his compatriots,” Xas explained. “Tolas will act.”

“Can we make it so it looks like those two nearby stations are both complicit?” Ralph pressed. “I like the Admiral, but… putting a leash on her does seem nice. Especially if I can make her work in my favor.”

“Both? Well… hmm… yes. If I pretend I’m not aware of this folder that correlates names and locations, then yes, we could make it seem like both,” answered Xas. “Just take all three stations under the Blood of Turlan and roll them up, hand over everything to Tolas, while claiming the stations as prizes?”

“Exactly,” Ralph agreed. “Hell, we can claim this one as a prize and that we were operating on information we can’t share. It wasn’t my intention to begin with, but damn me if I’m not going to use the law to make things go my way.

“Send our dear Admiral Tolas her leash. I’m sure she’ll look lovely in a black leather choker type with a pretty silver tag.”

Ralph moved behind the desk, sat down at it, and then leaned back.

“Also, we’ll need to see about putting down formal roots on Charybdis,” he continued. “Let’s see what we can steal, borrow, or purchase from others. Maybe some outer-fringe runs on old colonies that don’t really exist anymore. I’m sure one of them has parts for a space elevator we could start repurposing.

“We’ll need to do it quietly, obviously, but once it’s done, it’s not like they can ask me where I got it. Privileges of being a privateer.”

“I sent everything to the admiral by laser. They’ll receive it shortly as they’re not far off, and the station already contacted them earlier,” Xas declared. “As to scavenging the outer dead colonies, yes. I know of several that we can begin ‘repurposing’ from, haha.

“There might even be some holdover colonists or people who are willing to travel to a new homeworld. The largest issue we’ll have is making sure that the Confed and Blood both don’t want to bother us.”

“I mean, not really,” Ralph countered, and leaned back in his new seat. He smiled rather grimly. “I’ll just… be the more ‘orderly’ corridor station boss. With rules that are somewhere between Blood and Confed.

“While also telling each side that if one side, or the other, tries to be an issue, I’ll pledge allegiance to their opponent’s side, the corridor will cease to exist, and suddenly… they’ll have a border they need to arm.

“Neither side would want that. They both want a corridor that’s open for them to play spy games and make trades that both sides want, but don’t want to talk about.

“I’ll just make it easier for them here and legitimize it, without making it obvious. I’ll smooth out all the wrinkles they hate… while making sure neither side gets what they want completely.”

“That’s… yeah,” Winnie drawled after a significant pause. “Yeah, that’s literally it, isn’t it? You’ll get people like Xas showing up to do black-market weapons work, or AI scientists, bounty-hunters, spies. Everyone will want to do what they always do, but with a bit more orderly oversight that still gives them the freedom they want.”

“I understand now,” Xas blurted out. “Yes, I would’ve rushed to a station like this when I was a weapons designer. I wouldn’t have been robbed as I was if I’d been somewhere like this.

“Oh! Receiving transmission from the Admiral. It’s… a two-word answer. ‘I’m coming. ’ Which is certainly what I’d be saying. Different spelling, though. Repeatedly. Haha.”

***

Ralph idly looked over the tablet he was holding. He was currently reading over the last known positions of all the ships at both stations.

Because Admiral Tolas had indeed brought her task force to bear.

And quickly.

The data and information that’d been sent to her had more or less exposed that a corridor station boss had been working in depth at the detriment of House Mirkil. To a degree that it wasn’t just the casual plotting of spies, illegal trade, smuggling, or even transporting criminals.

It was quite literally buying and selling highly classified Mirkil information.

Troop movements, classified agents, royal family member deaths, and the extent of the issue with the Mirkil House. All of it was being run through the corridor station to House Hawke while also receiving armaments to start planning border skirmishes with Mirkil.

As if they were just pirates or bandits, not an actual organized front of resistance.

The data and proof given to the Admiral had also been of the sort that, just in seeing it, one couldn’t deny it’d happened. To the point that Xas had told him that unless he wanted to end up being eyed up by Mirkil intelligence officers in the future, he should trust her that he shouldn’t look at it.

That was enough for Ralph.

When dividing up the two stations on which to hit, Ralph had made sure Admiral Tolas would be in charge of the one that was the real target. He had made sure to send a number of Blood-Orphans along with Delilah, Juan, Chew, Trey, and himself.

The rest of his entourage, the vast majority of Blood-Orphans, Marionette, Xas, Winnie, and Liseth, were all going to the station that was actually innocent in all this. Or at least, as innocent as any corridor station could be, which wasn’t very much.

“I’m not very fond of how this has worked out,” stated Tolas in a simple tone. She was standing to Ralph’s left at the captain’s position on her flagship. He was only a few feet away, but still maintaining the ‘respectful distance’ to the chair. “You took that station, won’t tell me how you knew to do it, and have somewhat forced me into a corner, into allowing you to keep it.

“Don’t think I’m not aware that you plan on claiming this station or the other one, as well. I’m not foolish, Privateer. I’m just not big enough politically, or militarily, to cause you a headache over it.”

“You could always put on a dress, flash me a smile, and I’d confess everything,” Ralph remarked quietly with a smile, then turned and looked at the attractive and perfectly polished Admiral. She was dressed in the standard uniform, but it looked perfectly clean, crisp, and pressed, and her hair was artfully put together. “Just say the word, Haya, and I’d chase you to your compartment.”

He’d voiced his response low and quiet, ensuring she’d be the only one to hear him. There was no reason to try and embarrass her in front of her bridge crew.

Admiral Tolas’ jaw flexed, her eyes flicked to him, and her lips pressed together firmly.

“Just answer me this, then,” she began, watching him. He nodded his head slightly to indicate he was listening. “Do I need to be worrying over getting my resume together? Is this going to blow up in my face? I swear to hell, Privateer, if you’re abusing my good nature toward you… this’ll be a problem.”

Ralph stared at her for several seconds, then shook his head. He smiled at her and held his tablet out to her after moving to stand beside her.

“You’re not even wearing a dress. I’m clearly a sucker for you, Haya.

“Now… this station is absolutely a cesspool of problems for the Mirkil House. Here’s the list of bounties that the Confed or House Mirkil want on this station alone,” Ralph said and pointed to the tablet after she took it from his hands. “These are all the bounties that are currently being sought by… House Dashi. This column here is those being sought by Calesat. I planned on taking those for myself since… I’m a Privateer for them.

“And yes, I’m claiming all three stations I’ll take as a prize. Although I will also use your presence as a reason why House Mirkil will always be welcome in these stations and not have to pay import, export, or duty taxes.

“All because the lovely and charming Admiral Tolas was here. Shame about the dress, though. You really did look great in it.”

Admiral Tolas had a scowl on her face as her finger moved through the lists of bounties.

“Dashi bounties,” she repeated.

“That’s right. No idea why they have bounties on them, but they do,” Ralph confirmed. “Whether you’d like to hand them off to your leaders for political leverage, collect yourself, or something else, I leave it to you.”

“Hmph,” Tolas grunted out and then turned to look at him. She wrinkled her nose. “I took more photos. Other dresses, too. I’ll send them later… Ralph. Now, get off my command pedestal.”

“Or… you could sit down, and I sit in your lap? Or vice versa. Which would you prefer?” Ralph asked, grinning at the woman. He found he rather liked her taciturn ways.

It reminded him of Eun, just with less cultural baggage.

Tolas blinked slowly, then exhaled in a huff through her nose.

“Step down, Ralph. Thank you,” she offered in a soft tone.

Smiling, Ralph dipped his head, took the tablet back from her, and moved to a respectable distance away from her. Making sure she could see what he was doing, he opened up his email, looked at new arrivals, then pointedly looked at her.

He raised his eyebrows wordlessly.

A smirk flitted across Tolas’ face before it was smothered as she looked away.


Chapter 26

“No response from the station,” reported one of the bridge crew. “But… there’s… another twenty Blood-Orphan ships have arrived, Admiral. They’re… that… they outnumber the Task Force in weapon bays, now.

“There are easily a hundred and fifty ships, and all of them are armed. There are also all the non-armed ships that are just hanging around. Who are also all Blood-Orphans.

“They arrive, transmit that they’re… they’re of the Blood of Turlan, then ask where they should go. We’re still giving them the previous transit orders you stated.”

Tolas sighed, her head dipped forward, and she pressed a gloved hand to her face. Her fingers were rubbing at the sides of her eyes and temples.

“Would you like me to send out a broadcast?” Ralph asked in a whisper after taking a step toward Tolas, then knelt down beside her. “I can do it quietly if you want. I’m not trying to overstep you, Haya. I didn’t ask them to be here. This is just… a snowball effect from everything else.

“Just tell me what you want me to do to comfort you, and I will. I’m not teasing, I’m not flirting, I’m offering genuinely.”

Admiral Tolas let out a sniff, then a sigh.

She tilted her head partially and looked at Ralph in an almost sideways glance.

“You’re not?” she asked quietly. “None of this is you trying to corner me or… one-up me?”

“No, it isn’t,” Ralph assured her. “I genuinely respect you. I’m not here to cause you an issue. This is just… everything happening all at once, kind of thing. I know you’re waiting for them to respond, but the longer you wait, the more Blood will show up.

“If I had to guess… the other station is already being taken apart in one way or another. My shipboard-AI is rather aggressive, and I don’t think my crew likes it when I’m not within eyesight of them.

“They seem to think I keep trying to gather up more attractive women.

“Hey… you seem like an attractive woman. Maybe I should gather you up?”

Tolas stared at him, groaned softly, then leaned back into her seat.

“Send a message to the Blood-Or… the Blood of Turlan. The Pureblood of Turlan is aboard this ship and actively working with House Mirkil to secure the station. We’ll be providing temporary security once the operation is done and then retreating back to Mirkil space,” Tolas ordered and flicked her hand dismissively.

One of the bridge crew began relaying that information back out through the comm system.

“Gather me up, huh? You’re starting to make it sound like you’re being serious,” Tolas grumbled, her eyes moving back to him. Her confidence had come back as soon as he’d admitted this wasn’t him doing it on purpose. That this was just purely happenstance.

“I mean, I’d make you the Admiral of the Turlan fleet and just… hand it off to you,” Ralph admitted with a low chuckle. “Wouldn’t even be a question. Especially since I’m not the type to linger in one place for too long.”

Tolas didn’t respond.

Didn’t reply.

She just looked away from him and back to her bridge.

“Tell the station we’re getting tired of waiting for a response,” Tolas ordered and sighed. She wanted to take the station as well as all the information aboard. Yet the longer they waited, the more likely it was that everything was being destroyed as well.

“I think it’s probably time I take on my namesake as a Privateer. I’ll just do exactly what we discussed. Delilah and I, along with my three droids, will go on a spacewalk. You just keep them staring at you. Perhaps… wear a dress?” Ralph suggested with a soft laugh. “I’ll… go get ready.”

***

“I really don’t like being in space,” hissed Delilah. She was holding onto a drone, just as Ralph was. They were both floating toward the station. All around the station, in nearly every direction, there were ships.

A vast array and multitude of them, and from nearly every walk of life.

From a Confed Heavy Cruiser, to Blood Raiders scavenged from transport ships and personal space yachts.

It was everything and nothing.

“I’ve never minded it. Always felt a lot like just… being in the shower,” Ralph mused, looking at Delilah.

“The shower?” she repeated, sounding rather confused.

“Yeah. You’re in a small room, you’re trying to keep all the water inside it, and if you screw up, it’s gonna be a mess,” explained Ralph. “In this case, it’s oxygen instead of water. Just trying to keep it all in my suit.”

“I… that makes no sense, Ralph,” Delilah muttered.

“Eh, fine,” Ralph allowed rather than fight for his point of view. It didn’t matter to him. “Something more important to talk about, though, I want to skip movie night and have dinner quietly. By ourselves. Then, after dinner, I’m taking you to bed, and we’re cuddling in it until I’m satisfied.”

“I… you… Ralph. This isn’t… we’re not… well… okay,” Delilah finished, her words ending in a mumble.

“Were you about to tell me we’re not in a relationship?” inquired Ralph with a teasing laugh. “Delilah. We have sex almost every day. Every day. Sometimes we meet up just to have sex, and there’s not even time for a movie.

“We’ve spent long stretches of time making out in the bed. Do you really think we’re not in a relationship?”

“I… we’re in a relationship,” Delilah answered, groaned, sighed. “We’re in a relationship, and my best friend is also in a relationship with you, and… and… my other friend is trying to get you to sleep with her. On top of that, as if that weren’t enough, you’re banging our Doctor! She’s even told me she can tell if you’ve been with me and haven’t showered yet!

“This is all so… so weird and wrong. I don’t-I didn’t… Ralph… I have feelings and emotions. I care… I care about you and-and I don’t-I can’t… I’m not like Rio. Or Liseth. They’re just happy to be included, and I don’t… I don’t know.”

“We’ve been mauling each other’s faces in bed, having loud, sloppy sex, going down on one another, filling you up to the point that we’ve had to change the sheets after the second go-round made a mess, and… you’re only now nervous about all of this?” Ralph asked, holding back his laughter. He thought this was all funny, but he didn’t want to treat Delilah’s feelings as something to laugh at. “Delilah, I can’t speak for anyone else, or my relationships with others, but I genuinely look forward to spending every evening with you.”

“You… do?” she asked quietly. “I mean… ah… okay. I’ll just try to take it one day at a time like-like you are. It’s just hard. Being part of a harem wasn’t something I’d ever thought I’d be in or anything like it.”

“Nor I,” confessed Ralph. “You’ll remember I was keeping to myself and Marionette, though. You kinda forced it, Delilah. You didn’t give me much of a chance to argue either.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. I know what I did,” growled Delilah. “I know. I… wanted it, I took it, and I can’t complain now. I’m just… I’m scared. Of getting hurt.”

“We all are,” countered Ralph as they reached the station wall. This section didn’t have steel-glass walls, though much of this portion of the station did. It even had a steel-glass ceiling. “Hell, Xas said she was jealous the other day. Of you.”

“Her damn shell is too sexy and exotic. Damn Dashi swimsuit model,” grumped out Delilah, putting her boots to the station. She then looked at Ralph as he did the same thing. The two of them settled into position.

“Alright. This is pretty fucked, but it’s the best idea I’ve got on how to make this happen without destroying everything,” Ralph muttered. “Because the longer we sit here, the more likely it is that bad things will happen for us.”

Grabbing the drone he’d been holding, Ralph pushed it up against the wall of the station and hit one of the buttons on the side of it.

The drone he had, and the one Delilah carried, had both been jerry-rigged by her for the purpose of scanning the interior.

Which was why it looked like it was half destroyed, with a large section of its shell cut off, then stuffed with new electronics.

“You know, I’m super into you because you’re hot, have a great body, and your smile is killer. I love having you as my woman,” Ralph said as he looked at the hot-glued display that stuck out of the side of the drone. “But if I had to trade your traits away down to one positive, it’d be your mind and your abilities that I kept.”

“Really?” Delilah asked after a pause.

“Oh yeah. I mean, have you read some of what Wayne has said about his armorer?” Ralph asked with a chuckle. “Or seen the before and after pictures of her? Same situation.”

Delilah didn’t say anything as she poked at her own drone.

“Four people inside,” she said. “You get four?”

“Five,” Ralph answered. “So… four and a half and we’re both wrong. I say we go for it.”

“Agreed,” Delilah got out in a hiss, and then started pulling the satchel at her hip to the side. She started pulling out bricks of Saran-wrapped clay. “Really, though. Just… my mind and abilities?”

“Yeah. Just that,” agreed Ralph with a chuckle. “You can make explosives that I can’t, you have electronics awareness that I don’t, and your mind is just as sharp as my own in regards to the gutter life. We complement each other quite well.

“I mean, come on. We made an explosive compound between the two of us that would make the Confed slap us on every list. All the lists.”

Delilah laughed as she started shaping the wrapped-up clay against the station wall.

“Well, good to know. I’m glad that you don’t have to make that choice, though, and I’m just myself,” Delilah muttered and worked steadily.

She framed out a half-square, and Ralph handled the other. Forming a four-foot by four-foot square across the station’s wall.

Ralph reached into the pouch he’d been pulling explosives from as well and retrieved the detonation cap. Stuffing one of them into the corner, he looked at Delilah just as she did the same.

“Would you do the honors, my lovely Lady Armory?” he asked, grinning at her through his helmet. “Did I mention I’m really looking forward to kissing you extensively tonight?”

“You chap my lips. You kiss me too much,” she grumbled, though it didn’t sound too annoyed. She took two steps away. “Fine… lots of kissing.”

No sooner had she finished speaking than she reached over and struck the detonation cap she’d inserted. Ralph barely had time to close his eyes and partially look away.

There was a flash of light like a bulb blowing out that he could see behind his eyelids.

Followed instantly by a flash that was more like lightning going off.

He could see spots behind his eyelids from how bright the detonation had been.

Drawing two laser pistols, Ralph stood up, looked at the expected hole, and braced himself for whatever might come.

As the plan had been entirely to attack the boss directly and eject him into space. Delilah and Ralph were breaking straight into the boss’s office.

The man had foolishly put himself on an extended wing of the station so that he could have steel-glass ceilings and some windows. All to look out onto space, as if it were some high-rise penthouse.

Now he was getting a view of space that few people ever wanted to experience.

Because as Ralph looked into the office, he saw that it was empty. There was no one inside.

Looking out behind himself, Ralph spotted four people flipping end over end.

Spaced.

“Damn. He had a decent bounty on him,” Delilah hissed.

“Go after him if you like, pretty thing,” Ralph said. “Use the drone. You can keep the bounty for yourself.”

“No. I’m not leaving you,” said Delilah immediately, her laser-SMG held up in front of herself. The butt of it snuggled up into her armpit. “Though… now what. Room’s clear, bulkhead closed itself.”

“Now we have you pretend you’re Xas and start poking around the terminal,” Ralph stated, peering into the office. The terminal was still there, but the inputs seemed to be missing.

As well as the display.

“Though, I guess I was right. Shit got sucked out,” Ralph muttered.

“Ugh, yeah. I’ll handle it. It’s why we brought the drone,” Delilah said, and began clambering through the hole.

Ralph kept himself in position and his pistols set on the airlock door, though he did slowly shuffle his way to the ‘upper’ edge of the hole. So he’d be aiming inward from the corner of the ceiling, so to speak.

If someone came through, if there was a difference in atmosphere, they’d get pulled right out. If they didn’t, they’d be perfectly silhouetted in the doorway.

There was no way Ralph would give up his angle. It was ideal for holding their position down while Delilah worked.

It’d be terribly unlikely if anyone even noticed him up here.

Settling in behind the desk, Delilah got down low. The drone was pushed down to the ground next to the terminal, and she began plugging into it directly.

She kept the majority of her body below the top of the desk and was mostly invisible to anyone who might show up.

Holding still, Ralph merely watched the door.

The whole point of this was that by the time people actually truly understood what was happening, they’d have control of the station. Anyone who attempted to interfere would need to have a suit on, be able to bypass the airlock, and be ready for whatever lay beyond.

It was the last of those requirements that Ralph was counting on the most.

Suddenly, the airlock door opened, and Ralph was treated to someone clearly not ready for what was beyond. The individual wasn’t even in a spacesuit. They just had a weapon in hand and a uniform that looked a lot like a ganger’s outfit.

They were propelled straight out of the airlock at high velocity and pulled right out the hole they’d made in the station. No sooner were they clear of the deck plate’s gravity than their body was lost to space.

Because they were almost guaranteed to be dead or dying, and now free from any hold the station had on them.

“See ya, wouldn’t wanna be ya,” Ralph remarked as the man tumbled head over heels into the expanse of space. “Dumbass clearly didn’t look at the lockout controls on that door. It’s just an airlock door. It would’ve been obvious. Now they just vented that whole damn hallway, and another airlock door would’ve shut.”

Grumbling all the while, Ralph had come up out of his crouch. He began walking along the ceiling of the station to the airlock door.

No one further came out of the doorway or the hallway beyond, thankfully.

Upon reaching the airlock’s frame, he walked partway down the wall, which felt strange given the deck plates’ artificial gravity was pulling him sideways now. Thankfully, it was something he was used to and had experienced before. Ralph reached out and smacked the ‘door seal’ button that would close the airlock door once again. Because if his surprise attack was going to work, it required the enemy not being able to hide around a corner.

It required the enemy to skyline themselves in the doorway so he could put them down.

Trumping away from the door, Ralph made it partway back to the hole when he felt a shudder run through his feet. As if there was a sudden change in the immediate area of the station.

Turning around partially, Ralph looked to the airlock door he’d just closed, but kept walking. He was guessing that someone had opened a door to the hallway beyond and had gotten explosively decompressed. Hence, the shuddering feeling going through his feet.

His feeling of unease started to crank up again, and he realized he needed to prepare himself whether he liked it or not. He didn’t have the luxury of getting back to the hole and setting up.

Rather than keep moving away, Ralph moved back toward the door instead.

Wedging himself in above the doorway, and using one of his magnetic gloves, he was now hanging from it with three points of contact. In his left hand was a laser pistol.

Fucking spider ass mother fucker.

Just come out here so I can be done with this and—

Three people rushed in from the doorway. All of them had weapons held in front of themselves, yet none of them looked up.

Lifting up his pistol, Ralph shot one of the two in the back, straight down the back of their space suit. Not waiting, he shifted targets to one of the other two and fired twice, low into their back.

Ralph moved the weapon toward the third and simply unloaded on them. They’d raised their weapon and were aiming it toward where Delilah was working steadily away.

In no time at all, all three were scrambling to cover the holes in their suits with their hands. Their weapons dropped to their feet.

Not sparing them at all, Ralph moved his weapon around and fired endlessly at the three people. Right up until the energy cell of the weapon caught fire for a second.

Then exploded.

Throwing the weapon to the side, Ralph went to get the next one.

All three people had either become motionless, struggled with their wounds and holes, or had a full rupture of their suit. With their oxygen venting.

One of the three was sent into a wall and was pressed there as their suit vented.

“All done! Time to go!” Delilah said, and then scrambled up and out from behind the desk. She swung herself out of the office and out onto the outside of the station.

“Delilah, stick out that pretty paw of yours!” Ralph said, and then started running across the ceiling of the office. He was moving as quickly as he could, given that he was using the magnetic boots to make it happen, but he didn’t want to drop down onto the ground.

If there were another person in the hall, they’d have an easy shot at him.

“Huh-what?” Delilah squawked.

Even as Ralph got close enough that he simply leapt for the massive hole in the office wall. He stuck both of his hands out toward where Delilah would be and trusted entirely in the idea that she’d snatch him as he went back.

He barely had enough force to clear the gravity plate’s effect and passed out of its range as he slid past the station walls.

Then started to drift out into space.

“Ah! Gotcha,” Delilah said, having kicked off from the station with her drone under one arm. Her other arm had caught Ralph around the waist. “Can’t have you dying on me. You promised to kiss me too much, remember?”

“Hell yes, I did,” Ralph said, grasping Delilah and holding onto her tightly.

She oriented the drone and its low-energy use thruster, and got them angled back to Tolas’ flagship.

“Gonna be a bit for us to make it back, this thing isn’t made for two people,” she growled. “But it’s done. We’ve got control of the station. I routed it all back to the flagship. Should be an ugly sweep and clear, but not a problem. Just a question of when.”

“You’re amazing. Love that brain of yours. I’m going to kiss you until you beg me to stop,” Ralph said, his hands clasped tightly to Delilah.

“I’ll make sure not to beg you to stop,” she said after a long pause.

Well.

That’s done.

I’ve… created a home for myself and everyone around me.

One that we can control as a Privateer and leverage otherwise.

Though I suppose my original goal of ‘make money, spoil Marionette, make a home’ has been reduced considerably.

The money part is going well, but… not enough to retire or anything.

Marionette is spoiled, but sick.

The home has been set, but now we have to finalize it.

Progress.

A great deal of progress.

Now we just have to work on settling everything across all three stations when the others get back. Xas had desperately wanted to get that station, since most of her stolen goods went there.

I wonder how long we’ll get to stay here.


Chapter 27

Ralph walked onto the Toll, his boots clumping across the deck as the airlock cycled behind him.

“Moving the Shadow away,” stated Xas as Marionette caught Ralph up in a hug.

She held him tightly, her arms pressing firmly around him and holding him.

“Hello, my darling Pirate King,” murmured Marionette as she clung to him. Her hands were moving up and down his back in long strokes. Her head came up under his chin, and he felt like she was trying to crawl into his clothes. “I really… I didn’t like being away from you at all. Not in any way, shape, or form.

“It was fun to be the first officer and in charge, but… I didn’t like it. I’d rather not be separated from you again. Also, Doc says I’m better. Truly better. I think I’m all done with my problems. I’m all better, I think.

“And I expect to be in our bed going forward. I already moved my clothes back into the dresser.”

A sudden weight left Ralph.

One that’d lingered since the moment Marionette had effectively ‘moved out’ of his compartment and into her own. That maybe all his fears about this being nothing more than an act, a long con, an elaborate ruse to keep him on the hook for her, were real.

Now, as he stood there holding her and being held by her in turn, he was pleased to find that it didn’t feel that way anymore. His fears, the concerns he’d held, and every other little nagging doubt, all of it was blown away.

Marionette leaned back, put both hands on his face, then hauled him down and kissed him.

A hot kiss that felt something akin to flinging a flare into a forest gone dry for two seasons. It lit Ralph up from the inside and sparked all the way down to his heels in a flash.

Grasping the beautiful actress at the waist, Ralph took a step, then pushed her up against the wall of the Toll and kissed her with absolute need.

And hunger.

Marionette let out a little moan, her fingers curling into his coat.

Then Winnie coughed once.

“Hate to skin your beaver there, Rio, but uh… Tolas just asked for a report about what we’re doing next,” she said as Ralph came off Marionette. “Sorry. I’m not jealous or anything, promise. It’s just… we’re kinda of working for them, right?”

“Well, I’m jealous, haha,” Xas said from deeper in the ship. “I was about to engage the fire safety protocol and douse you both!”

Xas’ shell came out from around the corner at a literal jog. Ralph only realized belatedly that he’d heard her boots pounding all the way here.

Breathing hard, his hands still on Marionette, Ralph looked at the two women. Then kissed Marionette once more, briefly this time, and pulled her away from the wall.

He noted with some vindication that she looked glassy-eyed and was breathing hard. Her eyes were glued to him as if he were the answer to a question right now.

Marionette blinked, then shoved herself up against him again. Hugging him tightly and holding him.

“How’d the other station go? I know you sent me a report, and I kinda looked at it, but… I’d rather hear it from you all,” Ralph asked.

“Quite well,” Liseth said as she strolled around the corner. Her hands were held behind her back. She looked tense for some reason. “No wounds on our ship, no damages either. You and Delilah are well?”

“Yeah, we’re fine,” Delilah answered, coming out from the airlock and pulling it shut. “Xas, I stuck in a dongle for you. Think you can pilot it off to the others?”

“I got it,” Xas said with a wave of her hand at Delilah, then shifted one hip to the side, putting her hand on the other. It was a rather sexy pose if Ralph had to be honest. “I’ll move it off without an issue. I’ve got the Armory and the Siren in a nice dark space.”

“Everything went fine, Ralph,” Winnie murmured, then held out a small tablet to him with a smile. “Nothing out of the ordinary. Honestly… the Blood-Orphans did almost all of the work. We just went around the station and lasered some people attempting to escape the station with drones and what were probably explosives. Then provided direction to the Blood-Orphans.”

Ralph took the tablet and glanced at it. He saw it was an inventory list of pre-mission supplies and post-mission supplies. It was actually what he’d want to know.

He also saw that there was a standing order to collect anyone on a provided list. These were the individuals who were on Confed, Mirkil, Blood of Dashi, and Blood of Calesat bounty lists.

“Fantastic,” Ralph said, smiling at Winnie. “Let’s transmit to Tolas that we’ve claimed the three stations as prizes and are currently in the process of shifting over any bounties relevant to Mirkil, the Confed, or the Blood.

“Beyond that… let’s take a moment for ourselves. How about we all take a seat and watch a movie together. Xas, you can open up the comms and start sending and receiving again.”

“Oh!” Marionette blurted out, stood up, then leaned up and kissed Ralph. “I’m going to go call my parents then! Thank you, dear!”

Marionette moved away at a fast walk.

“I’ll… go make a call as well,” Winnie said, tilting her head to the side, watching Ralph. “I want to talk to my therapist about how I felt with all that alcohol around me earlier. Make sure I’m addressing those feelings.”

Ralph was left with Xas, Liseth, and Delilah.

“I’d like to collect a sample,” suggested Liseth with a raised eyebrow.

“I already got my own sample. He blew my damn back out,” grumbled Delilah, and walked up to Ralph. She kissed him, patted his hip, then moved away. “Going to go get some painkillers and a stick-on heating pad, Doc.”

“That’ll be fine,” Liseth agreed, glancing at Ralph, then at Delilah as the other women left. Xas was now the only other woman around. “Xas, per our previous agreement?”

“Fine,” Xas allowed, huffed, then moved toward Ralph. Surprisingly, she kissed him, gave him a smile, then looked at Liseth with a strange look. “That really made my body quiver. My insides are churning. I worry about how much of a response this is.”

“It’s normal,” Liseth promised. Xas nodded her head, then left as well.

From everyone around him, to being left alone with Liseth, Ralph wasn’t quite sure how to process that sudden shift.

“Didn’t I give you a sample before I left?” Ralph asked, looking at the pretty doctor.

“You did,” Liseth said and lifted her chin.

“It hasn’t been long enough to necessitate another sample,” Ralph pushed. He was more than willing to bed her if that was an option, but in the same breath, he was still curious about this whole strange ritual of hers. The wording and how it was being done.

She’d even tried to be clinical about it at times, which just felt odd to him.

Liseth’s face went through several expressions in rapid order, and Ralph couldn’t identify a single one of them. They came and went as fast as a lightning bolt, leaving behind a frown in their place.

“You’re… correct, of course,” Liseth mumbled, her fingers clenching into her palms and her shoulders straightening. “It wouldn’t be pertinent to collect another sample so soon.”

“Well, if you don’t mind, I’d be perfectly happy to take you to a bed and really give you a run through, Liseth,” Ralph offered with a smile. He decided that this was a perfect moment to push a bit. “No sample collection, just… you and me seeing if we can’t make you scream my name.”

Even as he spoke the words, Ralph could see a rapid shift in Liseth’s body and countenance. Her eyes crinkled, a furrow in her brow developed, and she held her breath.

“I mean, Liseth… we’re having sex, and honestly… it’s a lot of fun for me. You’re a beautiful and intelligent woman, and I want more of it,” confessed Ralph. “We had a similar talk, you’ll remember. Your call, though. Did you want to collect a sample in a day or two or… go to a bedroom?”

Liseth’s face smoothed out, all emotion washed out of her, and her posture relaxed immediately.

“I hear you,” she whispered, watching him. “I… for now… I’ll wait for the next sample collection. But… thank you. I hear you. I understand what you’re saying. I’m just not ready for it.”

“Great. So, let’s go spend some time together. Wanna catch a movie? Your compartment?” Ralph asked, then moved in on her. He took her arm gently in his, never looking away from her, and smiled. “Play a game? Something else? I’m open to anything.”

“I don’t know many games,” whispered Liseth, her arm stiff and awkward in his own.

“I’ll teach you. We have some time,” answered Ralph. “Oh, and Xas? Please notify the Admiral we’re claiming the stations, we’re settling in for a time for refit and repair, and we, of course, welcome our Task Force to do the same.”

“Haha, I already did all that. Can I come watch the movie, too? I’ll turn off my chronometer, pay attention, and act like a proper girlfriend,” Xas asked.

Ralph didn’t answer, but instead looked at Liseth. Making her choose the response.

“That’s fine, Xas. Please sit beside me, with Ralph on my other side,” Liseth offered.

“Done!” said Xas, stepping back out from around the corner. Apparently, she hadn’t gone far. “Let’s go! I’ll take my bra off when we’re there and strip down to my shorts. Winnie said it works for her to get Ralph’s attention to be in just a shirt and shorts.”

I mean… she’s not wrong.

Though I’m going to be really bent out of shape after this.

***

“I’m so ready for this,” Delilah panted out as she got up into the bed. She was naked from head to toe and somewhat moist from the shower they’d just taken together. “You were way too handsy.”

After his private time with Xas and Liseth, which involved a lot of fondling and kissing, he’d run Marionette down immediately.

Only to find her on the line with her parents still. Talking about the war, it seemed.

To which Ralph pivoted and tracked Delilah down and nearly took her hostage as she was getting into the shower. He’d joined her, and a lot of kissing, petting, and groping had ensued.

Now it was time to get to bed.

Settling down into the center of it, she got onto her hands and knees, looked back at him, and smiled.

“Get on board already, Ralph,” she murmured in a husky tone. Her rear end was angled up, her stomach went down to the bed, and she lifted her shoulders. She displayed herself perfectly for him. “This is what I want. It’s my turn. You promised.”

Not waiting, Ralph clambered up onto the bed behind her, put his knees onto the back of hers, and grasped himself with his left hand. Lifting it up to her, he pushed himself partway into her and then put his hands on her hips.

Only for Delilah to shove herself backward. Sinking his manhood straight in without even giving him a chance to act. Straight to the point that he had bottomed out in her.

Hilted out in a fraction of a second, and with her wet heat grasping at him.

“Unnnn, yeah. I need this,” Delilah growled and shifted around on the bed. She changed her position, shifted her weight, then drew herself forward and away from him.

Then Delilah blew out a heavy breath when she reached the tip and pushed herself back at Ralph. Her rear end clapped with the force of it when it settled into his lap.

“Nnff,” grunted Delilah as she moved forward, then hurled herself backward against him. Her tight insides gripping at him in a near-perfect way as she ran herself down to his hilt.

“Nnn,” she got out, her shoulders flexing as she went forward again.

Ralph held onto her hips and let her do as she wished. He really had blown her back out in the Shadow’s co-pilot seat last time, and it was her turn to get what she wanted.

By the fourth time she’d impaled herself, she had most certainly gotten her bearings and pace. Because she began to move her body forward and then rock backward. Running his girth into her until she was ground up against his groin.

A steady pace as she moved herself, each movement punctuated by a clap and a groan, moan, or pant from Delilah.

“Yes,” she let out in a groan thirty seconds in when his hands tightened on her hips. He began to push and pull at her in sync with her own motions.

But not enough to take over, only to assist her as she moved.

Sweat began to gather and speckle her back and shoulders, her head dipping down until she was facing the bed. He noted that she began to shudder as well between her leisurely and firm thrusts.

Reaching out, he wrapped his right hand in her hair, then gently pulled. Pulled until her head was up and she was facing the upper part of the wall in front of her. His left hand was still tightly holding her hip.

Taking over, he began to pump himself backward and forward, thrusting deep into Delilah due to her rearward pushes. The smack and snap of her rear end against his thighs and lap was loud now as he worked his member through her.

Delilah began making wordless moans as he took over for the most part. Pushing her whole body back against him, even as he pulled at her hair. He increased the pressure until she made a squeak and kept her there.

“Inside me,” she hissed as they continued. The wet swish of her insides being spread was almost as loud as the clap of their flesh now. “Inside.”

Ralph didn’t argue with that. Delilah had her preferences regarding where he finished, and it was always inside. There wasn’t a single time he’d been able to finish with her anywhere other than inside of her.

It was just a kink for her to be filled up, he assumed.

Letting out a shuddering breath, Ralph realized Delilah had a better awareness of his climax than he did.

Her words nearly predicted the moment he began to finish. Each thrust was now being capped with a deposit of genetic material shot down deep into her.

Grinding against her with each pump, he only pulled back as it ceased, and then entered her again with the next swelling spurt. As if he were packing it into her like she was a magazine needing to be reloaded.

“Nnff,” grunted Delilah through her nose with a rather forceful exhale as he pulled at her hair.

Several more pulses and Ralph was finished.

Completely spent.

Though it’d felt like a great deal longer than a normal orgasm for him, and a lot more seed as well. Being stuck in a room with a touchy-kissy Liseth and a half-naked Xas hadn’t done him any favors.

Coming down and now being drained, Ralph leisurely pulled at Delilah’s hair and gave her a single soft thrust. Then he released her, only to push her face down in her own bed.

“That was so good,” she groaned as she flopped into her sheets.

Ralph nodded his head, then wordlessly collapsed down atop her left side. His shoulder pressed against the back of hers. He put an arm around her, eased his head into the side of hers, and just breathed in her scent.

Delilah moved her arm around, reached down, and then grabbed him around his hilt. His flesh going soft in her hand even as she wrapped her fingers around him.

“We’ll go again in a little bit,” she demanded, then turned her head, lifted it up, and kissed him. Only to lay her head back down and stare at him from an inch or two away. “I’m glad you came for me.”

“So am I,” he agreed with a smile.

He wondered idly how long they’d be able to float around in space as the stations continued their changeover to being his. Xas and Delilah had both told him in no uncertain terms that he wouldn’t be setting foot in any of the three stations until all the gangers were either turned to his side or gone.

When all the guard positions were replaced with trusted Blood-Orphans.

After every single inch of every station had been scanned, rescanned, taken apart, scanned again, and then put back together.

Then he’d be allowed to enter the stations.

Because to Delilah and Xas, there was no telling what the enemy would do to kill him.

Delilah moved her head forward and began kissing him again.

And didn’t stop.

Ralph noted the change and was glad for it.


Chapter 28

Ralph was rather shocked at the information he was reading over.

It was something out of a novel or a movie, not real life.

Especially given that it was being published so widely across the whole of the Confed.

“It’s amazing! Isn’t it?” Marionette gushed with a rather warm, bubbly laugh. She leaned over the couch and pressed her shoulder to Ralph’s. “See? I told you the Cavalier was clearly already seeing the Princess! Now it all makes sense.

“He’s clearly her personal knight of a sort. Though… as good as he is as a Cavalier, as good a man, I prefer my Pirate King. Because you give me all the excitement I ever wanted in my life and then some.

“That and I think you’re just better looking. Far more dashing.”

Marionette grabbed Ralph by the jaw, turned his head, and kissed him.

Ever since he’d come back aboard after the station battle, Marionette had been deeply affectionate. Kissing him, touching him, holding him at every opportunity.

She didn’t tell him to stop seeing Liseth or Delilah either, but she certainly didn’t go out of her way to give him time to see them either. If he didn’t make plans to see the two women, Marionette would gladly take his time for herself without an issue.

Yet she didn’t fight when Delilah or Liseth would come and collect him. To take him off for movie night, or even to ‘collect samples’.

Ralph was deeply confused and didn’t understand what was going on.

So he just went ahead with whatever was happening and assumed someone would tell him if something needed to change. He trusted them to communicate with him if there was an issue.

Finally, after almost half a minute, Marionette pulled away. She stared into his face and smiled at him. Watching him.

“You love me,” she whispered.

“I do,” Ralph confirmed, grinning. “I love you.”

Marionette wrinkled her nose, her smile grew, and she shook her head a bit.

Another kiss was taken from him, then she lay her head on his shoulder.

“So. This reads like a prelude to a declaration of war, but Mirkil has been playing coy. Very coy,” Marionette whispered. “Maybe I don’t quite understand, though. Tell me what you see, my debonair Pirate King?”

“Mirkil’s going to declare war. They’re just moving things around first,” Ralph stated bluntly. “They’re playing for time before they move. That way, they can get the jump on the enemy.

“It’s not something being broadcast, and chances are there’s a deep media blackout on anything that might look off. On top of that, Mirkil reps are actually going through the normal motions and lodging the appropriate paperwork and complaints with the Confed.

“They’ll catch some shit after the fact when this is all over, but… Mirkil has enough soft power right now that the Confed might hit them with a fine and call it a day. They probably don’t want that action.

“And before you ask, my beautiful comms officer, I know because I always keep an eye on shipping manifests and routes. Where things are going and what they’re doing.

“I also know who’s often hauling what, where, and why. A large number of standing contracts that should be running were sent elsewhere. Nothing obvious, and it looks like normal traffic, but it isn’t. Because I know which ones of those are illegal and which ones are above board.

“It’s war, they’re just… sharpening the knife while hiding it.”

“Comms officer,” Marionette murmured, as if that bit of what he said was more important than the rest.

“Nope. You’re not just extra equipment. I’ve said that from the beginning if you’ll remember. Now you’re my comms and SIGINT officer. Because you’ve spotted and peeled out more things of interest or concern than I have, or Xas. You’ve got experience in that area that I don’t have. You’re valuable crew. Very valuable.”

“Mmm… you know just how to make a lady feel like she matters,” Marionette purred, her eyes moving up to his face. “I’m not sure I could ever go back to being an actress after this. It’d be almost too painful to pretend to be anything other than what I am now. Like… taking a step down and trying to pretend I’m something else.”

“I mean, I’m learning from her, but she is certainly better than me at identifying odd things,” Xas confirmed from the back corner of the living room. She was tinkering with an unloaded pistol in her lap. Last he’d seen, she’d been trying out different trigger groups. “She won’t let me learn from you, though, and keeps making sure I can’t get a ride with you.”

Marionette only smiled at Xas’ words, looked at Ralph, and shrugged one shoulder.

“Message coming in,” Xas stated in a far more formal way than she’d been speaking in just a few moments before. “Admiral Tolas on the line. It’s an active comm. Do you want it on the captain’s chair?”

“Yes, please, thank you, Xas,” Ralph drawled, kissed Marionette, patted her thigh, then got up and moved away from the couch.

He took the captain’s seat and looked at Delilah in the pilot’s seat and Winnie at the weapons officer’s seat.

“What a lovely duo you two make,” said Ralph as he got comfortable and looked to the monitor in front of him. With a sigh, he tapped the ‘accept’ button and then waited.

Several seconds passed before Admiral Tolas appeared on the screen.

“Admiral Tolas,” Ralph said, unsure if there was anyone on the line or nearby.

He wanted to talk about the slow trickle of pictures she kept sending him of herself in dresses. She was getting somewhat adventurous and was even posing in the photos now.

“Privateer Turlan,” Tolas said professionally. “We’ve got our orders.”

“Ah, are we finally declaring war on Hawke?” Ralph asked with a smirk.

“That we are, Privateer. That we are,” Tolas confirmed with a grimace. “We’re being sent into a full-blown fleet battle right at the start. No sooner will the declaration go off than we’ll be assaulting several military locations and a moon that might as well be a fortress. We’ll be in that area working to put two carrier groups out of action.”

“Two,” Ralph repeated and raised his eyebrows. He didn’t want to say more without knowing no one else was listening. Sending a task force for one carrier group would be rough enough. Two would be damn near suicidal.

“We’re being attached to a carrier group and six other task forces to make it happen. It’ll be a slight disadvantage on our part, but not much. We’ll have the advantage of positioning and awareness, but… that’ll go fast.

“I want you to act your part by the way. A Privateer. No IFF. Do what you feel is best, record your kills, and make me look good.”

“That’s easy to do, Admiral. You always look good,” Ralph answered with a grin. “But I’ll do my best to make you look even better.”

Tolas’ mouth flickered in an odd way that looked like she was most certainly fighting a smile.

“Thank you, Privateer Turlan. There won’t be much comms other than basic positioning,” she continued. “We’ll be keeping dark to a degree. We’re shoving off in about six hours. Hope you enjoyed your five-day shore leave. I actually rather liked my visit to Station Charybdis-Three.

“The Blood-Orphans were very clear about my security and kept me very secure and well-safeguarded the whole time I was there.”

“Standing orders, Admiral. Can’t let a beautiful woman drop dead on my station,” teased Ralph, still smiling.

Admiral Tolas blinked, then gave him a smile.

“The operation going to the moon is mostly Walker pilots, armored units, and infantry. Not much in the way of anything from our own end of things,” she continued. “We have some dropships participating in the evac of forces, but that’s it. Any questions?”

“Ah, no. No questions. Other than to request your personal itinerary to make sure I adhere to your needs,” Ralph tried, wondering if he could get her onto the station for dinner real quick.

Because he was of the belief that she was going to get promoted, and if he had Admiral Tolas under his thumb, he had a prybar to bring the Mirkil military closer to his needs.

And his stations.

There was a long pause from the Admiral before she tilted her head to the side.

“I’ll be remaining on my ship during this time,” she answered.

“Pity,” he replied, then coughed lightly into his fist. “Ah, Admiral, would you care to give the Turlan’s Toll an inspection before we clear? I don’t think you ever formally committed to one?”

Again, Admiral Tolas said nothing; she just watched the screen.

He noted the faint redness to her cheeks.

Then the transmission ended.

“Ah, well,” he said and looked to Delilah and Winnie, who were both staring at him. “Not everyone is receptive.”

“I mean… I’d love to give you an inspection,” Winnie offered with a predatory grin. “How about you let me get a run at your… deck. I can make sure it’s swabbed and clean?

“You can also inspect my depot and make sure it’s ready for receiving an armament?”

Laughing, Ralph watched Winnie.

“Sure,” he said, his hands folded in front of himself. He no longer even noted that the left hand wasn’t real anymore. “Did you want to go now… or?”

Winnie opened her mouth, her tongue gliding along her lower lip. Clearly lost in thought.

“Okay,” she said finally. “Yes. Just… not right now. Soon. Once we get some time to go on a date. I want a date first. Then… then the inspection.”

“Gladly,” answered Ralph, already looking forward to unwrapping the sober, beautiful, and highly intelligent Winnie. “I can’t wait to peel you out of your clothes and get a good look at that fit self of yours. I bet you smell like vanilla up close, given that’s what your body wash is. I should know, since I keep buying it for you.”

Winnie’s face went from faintly pink to bright red, and her eyes widened.

“Holy hell, Ralph,” whispered Delilah, working at her display.

***

“There are so many ships,” whispered Winnie. “Ralph, my sweet and delightful Pirate of my booty, this is… this is the largest fleet I’ve ever been in. Even when I was part of the Confed. I can’t even… is this the entirety of the Mirkil fleet?”

“Probably most of it,” affirmed Ralph. “Though it might also be offset with minor houses that are allied with Mirkil. Maybe even some mercenary captains and squads. It’s… it’s too much to just be Mirkil by itself, but it’s probably damn near close.”

“It’s rather horrifying to imagine the cost of all this hardware out here,” Xas remarked from the pilot’s seat. Her hands were positioned over the screen, ready to move them if needed. “I mean, there’s a carrier here. Can you contemplate how much it really costs to have built that? Let alone maintain it?

“I wonder what the prize would be on a carrier. Ralphy, I’ll let you stuff me tight wherever you like if you can sink a carrier? Haha, who am I kidding, you can do whatever you want to me!”

“I’m uh— where do I sign on the dotted line to let you do whatever you want if we take a carrier?” Winnie asked.

“I would also like to volunteer!” Marionette chirped from her comms station, which had been torn out from the lower decks, and brought up to the cockpit. Delilah’s intelligence and drone station was also up here now. “We now have a three-Ship’s-Mistress petition.”

“Four,” Delilah stated.

“Five, my Captain, dear,” purred Liseth from the intercom. She was still in the infirmary.

“I know I’m the new girl on the boat,” said Allie on the intercom. “But I would absolutely sign up to let you raid me and any part of me, bust in me, or take any part you want, even for a crew-share on a carrier.”

Ralph shook his head with a chuckle, but didn’t respond.

Allie and twenty-two other Blood-Orphans, apparently all female, for which he blamed Xas, inhabited the ‘lower deck’.

They’d cleared out some storage space and hung up hammocks in open areas for them to be able to sleep. They had also placed some magnetized lockers near their spaces so they could stow gear.

“Yeah, yeah,” Ralph finally said. “If we can get the carrier, we’ll get the carrier. For now, let’s just get prepped. Because this is going to go off fast and suddenly. They’ll either spot us on approach, or we all fire at the same time when the declaration goes public.

“Allie, how’s the munitions? I know we overloaded all the decks, storage, and compartments. Everywhere, really.”

“We’re good! We’ve got a system in place so we can start cycling pretty quickly,” Allie said over the comms. “The drones will be walking down the further munitions to replace what we launch from down here. That way we can load what we need, as we need it, but still utilize the strength and energy of the drones.”

“Brilliant. Good work. Keep it up,” Ralph commended, then fingered the intercom to the off position. He looked at the map in front of him. “What’d you end up deciding for our firing pattern, Lady Armory?”

He glanced over to Xas, realizing that she’d likely taken up the ‘Lady Shadow’ name since Janey had left. All that was left was getting Liseth a title then.

Then Ralph realized there was already a title for her.

Lady Orphan.

Though I can’t imagine she’ll like that title much.

Or did Xas and Liseth swap? That might’ve happened.

I’ve never asked.

“—aiming for all the escorts. Because their point defense is better than the carriers if we’re being honest,” Winnie proclaimed. Ralph had missed the introduction to that sentence, but it made sense. “Everyone else will be aiming for the carrier at the jump and waste ammunition. We’ll target them later after we’ve obliterated the protective shell around it.

“We’re doing a full release, rearm, and full release again. After that, it’s up to you, Ralph. What do you want to do after we lay out our first barrage?”

“We’ll be leaving the formation. Completely,” Ralph said without even a hint of indecision. “There’s no way we’re heading into this grouping unless we have to. If we do have to, we’ll be moving through the center of it. If possible, straight through the middle and coasting through quietly, like a shadow.

“I don’t want to be in a stand-up fight like an actual military boat. To hell with that. That’s just setting us up to be a target.”

“The outer edge? That’s definitely possible,” Marionette offered from her station. She was lightly tapping her fingers on the screen. “I haven’t been getting much in the way of transmissions from out that way. It seems to be rather quiet. There’s no rebound signals either, or anything that is marking it out.”

“I haven’t seen or captured any signals from that direction. It does seem to be rather quiet,” Xas mused aloud. “Though I do worry that it’s quiet because they’re also under a hardened comms order. That everyone is blacked out.”

“It’s possible,” Delilah admitted and sighed. “There’s no way of knowing what the intelligence of either side has figured out, blocked, or sold as a double agent. It could be either way, both ways, or neither way.”

Ralph only nodded his head.

They were running a risk by keeping their IFF off. Either side could end up targeting them. It was equally likely neither side would target them, because their IFF was off.

In a mass battle like this, no one could tell who was who without the IFF. The standard protocol was to keep it on so you could destroy the enemy and know who your allies were.

Pretty sure there’s something in the conventions that prevents ships from turning them off normally, too.

I’m a bit of a wildcard again, seeing as I’m a Privateer.

“Just got a release notification from the Admiral,” Xas warned. “War was declared with justification. The attack on the Princess and the Lord Cavalier.”

“I’ve got hundreds of echoes at the same time,” added Marionette with a worried voice. “They won’t show up for anyone further away than where we are, but it’s… that’s a lot of missiles put out.”

“For my Ladies, fire Lady Armory,” Ralph ordered and looked to Winnie.

Who tapped at her screen, and then Xas did the same.

He got the impression the ship was rolling over to present the opposite side.

Winnie began trailing a finger along her screen, launching in sequence as they moved. The whole of the Toll became a spinning top as more missiles were dumbfired.

Then she pulled her hand back and waited.

“Rearmed!” called out Allie from the intercom.

A grin split Winnie’s face as she corrected something on her screen, then began tapping at it. Sending off bursts of munitions in small groups. Likely targeting specific things.

“I’ve got contacts,” Marionette hissed suddenly. “Multiple inbound contacts. I think they’re fighters and munitions both? Or… maybe mines?”

“Mines?” Ralph repeated as a question. “Xas, push us off to a stand-still, keep us on a steady hold until something explodes and we can get a reflection. Seems like… maybe the Mirkil intelligence did its job well enough, but so did the enemy.”

As he watched his screen, he could see a great many echoes, shadows, and voids throughout space. What were likely fighters, missiles, and/or mines.

Then, a ship struck something, and an explosion occurred.

The reverberations from that explosion set off a great deal of radiation and some electronic scatter.

In that moment, Ralph saw the board laid out in front of him for this massive game of chicken.

In front of them was indeed a minefield in space as well as a great many ships.

There weren’t fighters spread out amongst the mines, but some type of turret defense system.

As the fragments from the explosion raced outward, as well as the electronic bounce back and radiation, Ralph saw the enemy.

They weren’t organized for an attack, but they did seem to be in semi-defensible positions.

“Now I’m glad I plugged everything in, assuming they’d be in a standard protective formation,” Winnie chortled. “Damn, I’m amazing.”

“Here we go,” Ralph noted with a shake of his head and a grimace. “See if you can’t move us out of this field, Xas. It’s gonna be a death-funnel.”

“Haha, you’re funny. It’s not a field, it’s an area of space that encompasses the entire surrounding area!” Xas retorted. “There’s no way around, just through.”

“Then… through it is. Xas, are you Lady Shadow or is Liseth?” asked Ralph.

“I’m Lady Shadow. Liseth is Lady Orphan. We competed at chess for it. I lost,” Xas answered, sounding annoyed.

“Lady Armory, keep us clear in the front, Lady Shadow, keep Lady Armory from having to reveal our presence,” Ralph ordered and leaned back in his seat. “Push us through.”


Chapter 29

Ralph watched the sensors and screens. His eyes flickied across the information being presented to him.

He’d often run blockades, patrols, and sensor sweeps in the Siren. This felt quite similar to that as he watched a flood of active sensors run off the Toll and every other ship in the attacking fleet.

There were so many sensor readings that Ralph wondered if the house of Hawke could even get any reasonable telemetry from it. That they’d flooded the area with so much that it was essentially worthless.

Looking over everything, Ralph saw that there were no envelopes of space where sensors wouldn’t strike. He could try to push them in an area that’d minimize it, but realistically, it wouldn’t be worth interrupting Xas and Winnie in their attempts to dodge mines.

“Lady Siren, any chance of us giving them a blinding sensor pop?” Ralph asked.

“No, dear,” Marionette answered with a shake of her pretty head. “Even if we could, it’d blind our own fleet, too. We’d be unable to see the mines, as well as our people, never mind the enemy.”

With a click of his tongue, Ralph held his breath, then chuckled. Watching Xas moving them through the minefield even as all of Winnie’s shots continue to speed through and ahead.

“Thank you for that small admonition, Rio, my love,” Ralph murmured. “You’re right, of course. I’m still thinking like a Privateer, not a ship in a fleet.”

“You should keep thinking like that. We just have to make sure we don’t hurt our allies,” Delilah added. “I can’t do what you’re asking, but what I am doing is trying to throw false sensor information about our location back. We’re presenting about fifty feet above where we actually are. Or at least, I hope we are.”

“I feel like they’re ignoring us,” Marionette suggested. “We’re just a ship amongst many, and not the biggest. We’re not presenting a large target. We look more like a Gunboat at best.”

“If they’re not targeting us, do we push faster? I’m keeping us pretty low and slow to stay out of sensors,” Xas thought aloud.

“If we went faster, I’d have to snipe a few mines, but it wouldn’t be awful. If we can get in closer, they’d have a harder time dealing with us,” Winnie countered. “Standard doctrine for a situation like this for a defender would be to present to the side, engage with flat trajectories assuming where the enemy is going, and follow up with active sonar missiles. They’d pick their own targets and… it’s a target-rich environment. Hard to miss to a degree.”

Ralph thought about that and found Winnie was right.

This was and wasn’t an age of sail situation. First volleys were often dumbfire to keep sensor readings minimal, but after that, people would start moving. Movement would almost certainly cause sensor readings, and everything would start hurling active guidance rounds.

“Push us through. Fast. I want maximum speed in a short time while everyone’s sensors are confused,” Ralph ordered. “I want to be amongst their number, if not on the other side of it. We’re Privateers, not Confed Space Navy. Or I guess… Mirkil Space Navy.

“We’ll start this off just like the attack group leader wanted us, but to hell with staying here.”

“Tolas did try to fight for our non-inclusion in the flight-line,” Delilah grumbled. “They just didn’t care. Whoever’s in charge of this just wanted more bays in the battle. That’s all.”

Ralph only nodded his head as he watched Xas speed them up.

She’d thrown their engines to a full setting and burned off a tenth of their fuel in seconds, but they were going much faster now. The acceleration had been intense, and the anti-gravity plates had more than likely been stressed by the output, but it’d gotten the job done.

Winnie hadn’t missed a beat either; she’d snagged up the laser array and popped off six shots, detonating a number of mines that were directly in their path.

“Launching a drone ahead of us to throw out false readings,” Delilah stated, tapping at her own screen.

“Drone reloaded,” called Allie over the intercom almost immediately.

“I like her,” Marionette said brightly, her head down over her screen. She likely hadn’t seen Delilah reach out and depress the intercom toggle. “She asked me a lot of questions. Mostly about how I’d been managing the reload so far and what tips I could offer her. Though she did ask about Ralph a bit much, and I got a touch jealous. She’s rather pretty and nicely put together for an ex-gang member. She should’ve been a model for clothes.”

No one said anything, and Delilah nodded her head.

“Absolutely… Rio,” she said finally, cleared her throat, then made a show of depressing the button, then hitting it again. “Good work, Allie, thank you.”

“Of… course,” answered Allie on the other end. Clearly unsure of how to take any of that.

“Crossing the expanse between the field and the enemy,” warned Xas. Lots of crossing shots on both sides. Trying to keep us out of it without moving, but… we’ll see.”

“Keeping the guns quiet, but I’ve got some kinetic launches we can do,” offered Winnie.

“Fire away,” ordered Ralph. “If you’ve got targets, put fire on them.”

“I mean, definition of target rich,” Winnie answered and worked at her screen. Then hesitated and shook her head. “There, I’ve fired what I think will hit. I don’t want to waste rounds; I might need them later.”

“Detonations on the enemy. Getting lots of readouts,” declared Marionette. “Twenty or so seconds from strikes on our own. Though they’ve all turned wide away from the mines now.”

“They’re going through with standard doctrine then,” Winnie answered. “That means the enemy will move to pace parallel to them.”

“Yes, I can see that they’ve shifted positions now,” agreed Xas. “Many of their ships have moved from where the sensors had originally located them. The explosions are providing some data for us to track them.”

“Lady Siren, they haven’t sent any sensor sweeps for a while. This is all just lingering and echo telemetry, right?” Ralph asked, looking at his screen. He was fairly confident in his guess, but Marionette was an actual professional at comms and readings.

“Yes,” Marionette answered. “They’re still pushing out sweeps, but much less and from only a few ships now. They’re painting our fleet pretty hard with them.”

“That’s targeting sweeps. They’re trying to get a read on which way the fleet’s moving so they can park missiles in them,” Winnie answered, glaring at her screen. “The more a missile has to seek and search, the more likely it is that it’ll get popped or lose track.”

“Ah, that makes sense,” Marionette allowed. “But… but there are a few smaller ships that are sweeping the area we came from. They’re also starting to sweep the areas we would’ve come out of. I think they noticed a few mines exploding, but they’re not sure as to the why.”

“Now I’m glad I shifted our exit a bit. We’re not in the original trajectory anymore. Haha, I’m getting better, faster at being the pilot than I did the ship’s onboard AI,” Xas stated.

Ralph couldn’t argue that point.

Xas had been able to adapt to being a pilot much more swiftly than to being an onboard AI.

“How many ships are out there waiting for us?” he asked.

“Two,” Marionette answered. “I think they’re both gunboats? I think? It’s… very hard to tell for me. I’m trying to use the strength of their sensors to determine their size because in the Ginil Space Navy, the larger the ship got, the larger their sweeps got.”

“I mean, that’s not a bad point,” Winnie muttered and tapped at her screen. “I think one is a Gunboat, but the other is… abnormal. Either new, converted, or sized-up Corvette. Gunboat in class, but not exactly. Its IFF is weird, too, but… Hawke.”

“Alright,” Ralph mused aloud. “Winnie, can you knock out both of their comms? I want them to be unable to talk to anyone. Any chance of that?”

“I can make it happen, but it’ll light us up like—”

“We’re in their sensor sweep!” Marionette called out.

“Fire, Winnie,” ordered Ralph. If they were in the sensor sweep, there was no reason not to immediately engage. Because they would be visible to anyone looking their way anyway.

Like standing in a sudden spotlight in front of a crowd of people.

“Right,” muttered Winnie as her fingers began to quickly dance across her screen. Flickering to and fro. “Launched some solid rounds. Not sure if they’ll land, but they’re not moving yet. They’re just floating there. I don’t think they know what to do.”

“Because we’re not broadcasting IFF,” Delilah hissed. “They don’t know if we’re friendly or foe!”

“Flip them a message telling them that there’s an enemy fleet behind us on a laser,” Ralph stated quickly. “Make it seem like we’re fleeing everything behind us. Tell them there’s also a ship trying to move through the minefield!”

“I… what?” mumbled Winnie.

“Oh my gosh, oh my gosh,” whispered Marionette, sounding rather excited. Then she cleared her throat and pushed down a button in front of herself.

“This is the Cargo-ship—” Marionette began, let go of the key, then pressed it again. She’d sounded like a very panicky and somehow attractive-sounding woman, “—and there’s an entire fleet behind us! There’s also someone trying to move through the minefield! We were struck by some debris, and we’ve suffered some damage to our comms! Are you reading me?! Help!”

Barely managing to contain a laugh, Ralph kept it together until Marionette let go of the button.

“I mean, I’d try to help her after hearing that, and I’m straight as could be,” Winnie offered up.

“Thanks! I’m finding acting really helps with comms!” Marionette gushed brightly. “Ah… they’re both responding. They’re cautious, but both are asking for more information. I think they’re suspicious but… not enough to do something.”

“Won’t matter in a moment, their comms will be done in just a little bit. Those solid slugs are moving fast. I’m wondering if we can get better kinetic launchers, though. Might be nice if they shot faster,” Winnie mused, then glanced at Ralph.

“Alright. If they’re buying it… Delilah, that drone of yours—”

“They’re shooting at us,” Marionette declared. “Apparently, I didn’t sell it hard enough for them to really buy it.”

“It’s fine, it did what we needed. Because… their comms are now… down,” Winnie stated.

“Confirmed, their comms are done,” Xas stated. “None of their systems are putting anything out now. Dead silence.”

“Laser them the Toll, don’t wait for a response since they already fired, though,” Ralph ordered. He’d watched when Xas started inputting rapid changes to their posture, position, and speed. She was working to dodge the incoming enemy fire. “That means I want you to space ’em, Winnie. If you can save one of their IFFs, do so. I want it.”

“Eh? I… okay,” Winnie answered, her fingers tapping away at the screen once more.

“Delilah, your drone. Still around?” he finished his previous question.

“It’s around, yes,” Delilah confirmed.

“Push a comm signal to the fleet. Scramble it as if it were a real signal, but that damage has made it impossible to get it clear,” ordered Ralph. “Make it gibberish, nothing usable.

“How’re those shots looking, Winnie?”

“Good, good,” she answered. “Trying to balance power with precision right now so I get you what you want. It’s hard because I don’t know if they’re up to Confed specs. They could be over, they could be under, they could—”

Ralph’s screen flickered with a great deal of noise.

One of the ships just explosively decompressed, and it was spewing its guts into the void.

“Or turn inside out,” Winnie finished with a sigh. “I barely touched that one. I put a fat rocket where its bridge should’ve been. I dunno… maybe it’s a different layout.”

“That ship is dead in space. Reactor is going critical, and one of the engines just went red-line. They’re going to go spinning off into nowhere until they run out of fuel or the ship explodes fully,” explained Xas.

“The second ship has surrendered, but we’ve got rounds in space going toward them and from them,” Marionette called.

“Reload complete,” Allie said over the speaker.

“Detonate our rockets if you can, Winnie,” Ralph said, and took over the laser weapons. He didn’t want the enemy ship to go up in an explosion like the other one if they were surrendering.

He looked at the sensors and found that what was heading their way were solid slugs. Even if he hit them with a laser, it’d just warm them up. There wasn’t anything to detonate.

“Well, shit,” Ralph hissed and looked to Xas.

“I dodged twenty-six of them,” she said as if she could feel his eyes on her. “These two were the sacrifice I had to make to miss the others. Brace for impact.”

Multiple alarms sounded throughout the ship, and lights began to glow at emergency points.

Then the Toll shuddered violently, and Ralph felt like he’d been jostled to one side in a crowd.

“Impact,” Xas reported with tension. “Breach in the mid-deck. Doc said if there are no injury reports, she’ll go seal it. The other round took a panel off and ruined some of our dampening, but that’s it.

“Aaaaaand… no reports from below. Allie and her crew are good. Bridge is also clear. Doc’s heading out to the breach. The enemy is still in a surrender posture.”

“Great, deploy the magnetic docking feet, latch onto that damn ship, and full throttle us into the enemy fleet. I want to launch this sucker like a damn rocket,” Ralph growled. “Winnie, melt those engines of theirs. I don’t want them escaping this once we let them go.”

“Hell yeah,” Winnie said with a laugh. “Tell me we’re aiming for the carrier with it.”

“We’re aiming for the carrier. By the way, Rio, order them to use their escape pods,” Ralph answered, watching the display to see his orders carried out.

In no time at all, they’d closed on the ship that’d surrendered after Winnie had, quite literally, melted their engines with the laser weapons. Xas had also piloted them in.

“Deploying magnetic landing points,” she stated, but didn’t move.

There was a thump through the ship.

“I’m getting a lot of panicked responses over the Mirkil comm lines, Ralph,” Marionette said.

“Oh? Like what?” He asked, then looked at Xas. “Xas, use that AI brain of yours to run us up to max speed with their IFF face forward for us. See if you can’t launch this damn thing like a rocket toward the carrier.”

“Well… I know it doesn’t seem like much time has passed for us, but it’s already been quite a while since we broke away from the fleet,” Marionette started and sighed. “A lot of the dropships that were meant to land and pick up the Walkers on the moon nearby got shot out of space by fighters.

“The fleet we’re engaging is the barrier force to protect the moon, and we’re here to destroy that fleet while the Walkers take out the cannon. It’s… a very big cannon. Apparently, it took out a Battleship that couldn’t move to get out of the way in time while the Walkers went to work on it.”

Ralph raised an eyebrow at that.

Taking a Battleship out with a weapons platform meant it was a very large weapons platform.

No wonder they were here to put it out of action. It’d be able to put massive ordinance throughout a massive chunk of space and just let them coast quietly to a target.

It couldn’t be allowed to stand.

“Alright. What’s the problem?” Ralph asked.

“Someone very high up in Mirkil command is demanding a large support ship go to the moon to pick up stranded Walker pilots. It’s a squad with a weight-equivalent Titan, and it won’t fit on the dropship being sent to recover it,” Marionette finished. “We haven’t been asked to do anything, but… we’re definitely capable of that. We’re also only minutes from being able to put down on the moon.”

“Not risking us for something like that,” Ralph said with a shake of his head. “Even if we were ordered to do it, I’d decline by pretending we never got the message.

“How’re we looking, Xas? We lined up on a carrier for a nice toss?”

“Understood, I’ll make sure we’re listening, but not receiving,” Marionette promised.

“On target,” Xas answered. “Winnie helped me account for the line. All escape pods aboard the ship were used as well. Anyone left aboard the ship is there by choice.”

“Great,” Ralph said and leaned back in his seat with a grin. They’d dodged the fleet battle, committed to Privateer combat, and were now looking at a perfect carrier strike.

“I… ah… Ralph,” Marionette whispered and turned to look at him with wide eyes.

“Yes?” he asked.

“Listen, this just came through,” she continued and tapped a button.

“This is Cavalier Hesh,” came a voice over the speaker. “My evac is gone, and I need a pickup. I’m piloting a custom Dreadnought that borders on a Titan, so I’d need someone with a hefty amount of thrust.

“Again, this is Cavalier Hesh, seeking evac post mission. My evac isn’t here.”

No sooner had he heard the name than Ralph knew he had no choice but to act.

“Ask him his location,” Ralph growled. “Xas, launch this damn thing and super-heat our shit. I want to be on that damn moon in minutes. It’s got a good bit of gravity; abuse that. See if you can’t figure out a general idea of where he is as well.”

“—location?” Marionette asked on the frequency she’d been listening to. Then she tilted her head to the side.

“I’ve got the broadcast location,” Xas said. “Pushing us past the red line. We’ll need some tune-ups after this.”

“That’s fine,” growled Ralph.

“This is the guy who saved Rio’s parents?” Winnie asked.

“Yes, it is,” Marionette answered for herself. “He responded again, but I don’t think he heard me or my response. I don’t know why. He said he was at the location he was broadcasting from.”

“Well,” Ralph said, tented his fingers in his lap, and looked to his screen. “It seems… we’ll be swinging in to save a comrade after all. It’s not quite a prison break but… definitely a rescue.”

“We’re pirates coming in to save a stranded comrade on a deserted isle,” Marionette corrected.

“Sure,” Ralph allowed, followed by the pet-drone hopping off a steel hand rail it’d been perched on to land on Ralph’s shoulder. Turning his head, he looked at Parrot and then sighed. “I should’ve put my hook on, I guess.”

“I like the hook,” Winnie said. “I snuck a peek at it. It’s really shiny and sharp as fuck. It’s actually an opposable hook, though. It separates and can be used like a pincer.”

“We’ll be landing hard in a few minutes,” Xas warned. “Real hard. Add a mechanical check-up on the landing struts as well to the checklist.”

Ralph only smirked at that.

I wonder if I should yell “Ahoy” when we land.


Chapter 30

“I’ve got him on sensors!” Marionette reported. “We’re coming in way too fast, Xas!”

“Ralphy wanted to be here in minutes, we’re doing that. We’re gonna take a structural hit, haha,” Xas’ laugh felt oddly forced and sounded tense. “Landing in just a second, Ralphy.”

Reaching over, Ralph hit the comms button.

“Board as quickly as you can, Cavalier Hesh!” Ralph called out over the line. Perhaps with a bit more enthusiasm than he’d meant to.

A handful of seconds passed, and Ralph felt massive thumps and clangs from the side of the Toll. Followed by several booms from the top and behind him.

“That’s a big ass Walker,” Winnie whispered as she looked at the screen. “It’s added a lot of mass to us.”

“Already got the compensation planned in,” Xas promised. “The biggest issue is our best route out to avoid other emplacements and some ugly patrols heading this way to join the battle… is through the battle.”

“Cavalier Hesh, settled and ready,” stated the Cavalier after the heavy booms quieted down.

“It’s going to get nasty, Cavalier,” Ralph warned after hitting the transmit button again. He felt the man was owed that. “The only route out to friendly space is through a space battle.”

“I understand. I’ll be an active participant,” Cavalier Hesh answered immediately. “If you can tie your targeting data and sensor data to my own, I can utilize it.”

Xas hadn’t waited for permission, and they were already burning away from the location. The thrusters were pushing out at maximum force.

Once they cleared the gravity of the moon, they’d be able to really shoot through space.

“Uh… right, I can do that. Armory?” Ralph mumbled and looked to Winnie.

“Not an issue. I can do that. Hell, if he can act the part of a big ass turret, that’d help. We’re probably going to get targeted by more than a few ships,” she complained. “Maybe even our own if we’re not careful.”

“How’s the battle looking?” Ralph asked as they roared away from the moon.

“Fucked. They gave up on standard fleet combat and moved in close to one another. It’s all mixed up, and I’m pretty sure more than a few are boarding one another,” Delilah answered. “That carrier we launched off at isn’t visible. Either we blew it the fuck up or it took off in a different direction.

“Mirkil is really putting the heat down, though. They’ve easily decimated the enemy fleet, but they’ve also taken losses, too. If it keeps going like this, it’ll be a decent victory.”

A victory doesn’t bring the dead back.

“I’ve got incoming,” Winnie hissed. “And uh… the Cavalier just… obliterated a Gunboat. He also put some disgustingly accurate fire down on a Cruiser. They’re going to have some issues.”

“I’ll take the left side. Whatever the heck the boat term is,” hissed Cavalier Hesh.

“I think he means port,” Winnie said more to herself and tapped at her screen. “We’re clearing the incoming projectiles, but there are a lot of them. It’s coming from a Battleship. Firing a response.”

“A dumbfire projectile is coming our way, and I can’t avoid it,” Xas apologized. “We’re moving far too fast and in a straight damn line.”

“Smoked two fighters and that damn Cruiser,” Winnie added. “We’re getting solid contact and kills, but we’re getting too much damn attention.”

Ralph nodded his head and watched as fighter ships buzzed by the Toll. It looked as if Cavalier Hesh even fired at one.

“Brace for impact,” Xas warned a second before the ship jolted heavily. “No explosion. It didn’t go off. No idea why. It’s lodged in the hull. Could be a safety issue. A timer. Bad warhead, don’t know. Dangerous though, and will make it an issue for us to land.”

Banging from the hull of the Toll made Ralph rather nervous. It sounded heavy and rhythmic.

“Cavalier Hesh is moving around the ship and clearing incoming projectiles,” Marionette answered the unspoken question.

“Extracting the munition,” Cavalier Hesh reported.

“What? You’re— what?” asked Ralph, feeling his anxiety and paranoia ratcheting upward.

Cavalier Hesh is far too fly-by the seat of the pants for me.

He’s not even considering things. He’s just—

“He pulled the rocket free,” Xas reported.

“I’m not going to move my foot,” Cavalier Hesh stated. “You may seal it around my foot. We’ll deal with it later.”

“That damn Battleship that watched me cripple its sister is coming ‘round,” warned Winnie.

“Aye,” Ralph replied, then laughed. He thought of siccing the Cavalier on the Battleship. He gestured at Xas. “We’ll fill it and deal with it later. There’s a Battleship moving to intercept us. I’m going to roll us around until you’re in line with it.”

“Understood,” the Cavalier answered as the Toll rotated around to put him in line.

“Firing a full damn broadside of guided missiles at it,” declared Winnie. “I want that fucker to become a fireball. It’s focusing on us hard.

“Also, that Cavalier has some spectacular aim. He’s doing it all freestyle with just his onboard shit. I’m not sure I could manage that as a Walker.”

“Reloaded!” Allie called only seconds later.

Winnie shrugged at that, her fingers pushing at the screen, and then she looked at Ralph.

“Fire away. We’ll need refit and repairs after this,” he ordered. “Drain it.”

“I’ll drain you, alright,” Winnie said with a chuckle.

Ralph watched as the Battleship became an absolute fireball.

For it to be putting out that much fire meant its fuel, oxygen, and everything else that’d combust all on its own, had just gone up.

From nose to ass, it became debris.

“Xas, let’s get the Cavalier out of that debris wave,” Ralph ordered, then hit the transmit button. “Rolling to shield you. Nice shots by the way. My gunnery officer was impressed as hell.”

The ping and rattle of things striking the Turlan’s Toll all across the hull grew louder, and Ralph didn’t have to look at the sensors to know they were being washed in space junk.

Though they were rapidly outpacing the envelope of the fight. They were passing through the whole of it.

All the while, Winnie fired off constantly. Rockets, missiles, and kinetic projectiles were being thrown out in nearly every direction.

“Also, we’re clear,” Ralph said after a beat. “Name’s Ralph, by the way. Pleasure to meet you, Cavalier Hesh.”

“Wayne. My name’s Wayne,” answered Wayne.

Marionette spun in her seat and looked hard at Ralph. A wide smile was blazing across her face.

“We just saved the Lord Cavalier,” she whispered. “He saved my parents, and now we saved him. I wonder if the Princess will want to meet us! Oh my gosh, I need to figure out what we should wear for it.

“Do you think we’ll get medals? Maybe you can become a Privateer Lord, like how Lord Hesh is a Lord Cavalier? That’d be so exciting!”

Ralph shook his head with a grin.

Mmm… if I became a Privateer Lord… I’d honestly rather be with the Blood of Calesat.

Mirkil is nice, but… but a bit too Confed, for my tastes.

But we’ll take this as we go.

“How’s the damage report, Xas?” Ralph asked.

“Multiple breaches, lots of things that’ll need repair,” she answered. “We were running with a minimal atmosphere, so no losses there. Did the speaker projection through the helmets work alright?”

With a blink, Ralph realized what Xas was asking.

There’d been no atmosphere on the ship. Everything he’d been hearing hadn’t actually been sound through the ship. Xas had been interpreting signals by vibration of the impact of the ship and transmitting them to his helmet.

“Didn’t even realize it,” Ralph reported with a chuckle. “Experimenting?”

“Yes! Because without sound, my body felt very strange,” Xas answered, sparking another odd thought in Ralph. Xas was in a space suit despite not needing one. “It felt much better with sound being piped into the helmet.

“Doc was handling a lot of the breach work by the way, but during the last pass, we took several low-impact hits that caused some injuries. She’s now treating those.

“Given the big hole that… Wayne… is covering, though, we need a full repair team anyway.”

“Signal the Mirkil fleet that we’ve got the Cavalier,” Ralph ordered to Marionette. “That we’ve got him and are moving out of the combat area to a fallback point of their choice.”

Marionette nodded her head, clearly said something on a comm frequency that wasn’t transmitted to Ralph, then froze.

“I’m… ah… I’ve got a response,” Marionette said and turned her head to look at Ralph through her helmet. “They want to speak to you immediately. She’s a Mirkil intelligence officer, apparently.”

“Patch it in,” ordered Ralph, and cleared his throat. “This is Privateer Ralph Turlan. Whom do I have the pleasure of speaking with?”

“I’m Miriam Halbin and— you know what, just call me Miriam, Privateer,” said the woman. She had a pleasant voice.

“Then please, just call me Ralph,” Ralph returned, giving her the same favor.

“Thank you, Ralph,” Miriam said, her voice sounding pinched. Tight. Full of tension.

“You’re very welcome. I have Cavalier Hesh aboard my vessel. We received his distress call for an evac and acted,” Ralph stated simply. “He’s magnetically attached to the ship right now. He actively aided our exit and didn’t report anything amiss. Would you like me to route your comms directly to him? I can make that happen.”

“I… you… would you… please?” asked Miriam.

“Of course. I can’t promise the comms are safe, secure, or private, though,” Ralph warned. “We’re in a warzone, this is a ship of war at the moment, and this whole sector is a warzone.”

“I’ll take the comms even then,” Miriam said with some heat.

Ralph nodded, looked to Xas, who caught his gaze, and nodded her head.

“It’s done,” she said.

“Good,” Ralph said. “Thank you, Xas.”

“You’re welcome!” she said with a laugh. “Do you think she’s actually the princess in disguise?”

“No! No. That’s Miriam,” Marionette chattered excitedly. “They call her the ‘Miss’ on their channels. Princess Josephine is ‘Lady’! It’s all very ‘knight-like’. It’s cute. It’s a lovely romance story. I think ours is better, though.

“Honestly, they all seem very ‘noble’ and honorable. I prefer our piracy.”

“I mean, we wouldn’t really be welcome at their table, would we?” Winnie said with a loud laugh. “We’re a bunch of rogues.”

“Wouldn’t have it any other way,” Ralph said with a simple nod of his head.

He couldn’t deny he felt more comfortable with said ‘rogues’ and the Blood-Orphans.

“Let’s drop off our Cavalier and then go check on our stations,” Ralph murmured. “I’d say… the Mirkil Princess will put in a good word for us not returning immediately to combat when we’re in need of refit.”

***

Ralph didn’t think much of the Mirkil ships surrounding his ship. They were actively working to repair the Turlan’s Toll. From what he could tell, they were running into roadblocks repeatedly as they weren’t quite sure how to work with the high-end materials and tech.

The Calesat had put a lot of tech into the ship before they finally realized that they couldn’t use it for themselves.

“I think we’ll have to make a stopover in Calesat,” Ralph remarked while watching the ships, crew, and work being done on the screen of the tablet. Then he sighed and set it aside to look at everyone else.

Spread out amongst couches, sofas, and a few recliners, was everyone from the Toll.

They’d only docked a few hours ago, but he could tell his band, his motley crew, were already tired of being stuffed up on this Mirkil ship. Forced to dress in a certain fashion, to keep their demeanor at a certain level, and to behave themselves as if they weren’t what they were.

“To be fair, the ship is beyond what most of these engineers work with. The Toll is a specialty ship,” Xas offered up as an explanation. “Cutting-edge everything. It really does beg the question of whether the Pureblood had whoever suggested building up the ship executed, or if they were just retired.”

“I don’t know,” countered Delilah from where she sat on a sofa, turning to look at Ralph, who was sitting down between Marionette and Winnie. “I’m starting to wonder if it was all a ruse. That they had the ship, maybe wanted to test some things, and gave it back to your family.

“Maybe it was based on what they thought you could do. Maybe the Pureblood was already aware of you and Park. It could have all been just for that moment, to see if you’d take it and sign on with the Calesat for their war.

“To be fair, I don’t think they expected you to suffer a limb loss and get your contract negated and paid out in full. It’s not exactly a normal war wound. Ships and their crew usually either live or get spaced. The in-between is rare, and that involves getting picked up by another ship and often returned to duty later on.”

That’s… an odd take.

Though it could actually be true. It could have been some elaborate plan by the Pureblood.

He mentioned he had been aware of Park losing his hand, in fact.

Actually, now that I’m really considering it… it could be… quite possible.

Probable, even.

The Pureblood knew of Park, knew what had happened, knew about me.

Is there more there that I didn’t know? Is there more to Park and the Pureblood?

I should… we should go to Calesat for this refit and check in.

See how things are going.

We’ve made a great deal of money with the Mirkil forces. That and the war is getting pretty heated, and we’ve got a pretty large target on our back.

There’s not too much of a reason to stick around here any longer, given the threat and what we’re going to be dealing with. The risk is probably not worth staying.

If we fall back to Calesat space, manage our stations otherwise, and become somewhat neutral, we can let things cool off for a bit. Eventually, we’ll make a reappearance later down the road at a different crux in the war.

Because this is a Confed war.

It’s not ending any time soon.

We can take a step back and let things cool off, and then come back for more of the war at a better price, when people are far more desperate for a valued ship’s captain.

“You look like a man who’s already planned his exit,” stated a voice from the doorway. “Maybe I’ve missed my timing?”

Into the room walked a man who was in his middle-aged years.

He was rather tall, broad, and handsome for a man. He had bright brown hair and brown eyes set in a smooth-shaven face. He was wearing a uniform that was most certainly the Mirkil colors, though with more to it.

Ralph didn’t know who the man was, but the Privateer mindset that dominated him told him to stand up and be respectful.

Getting to his feet, Ralph put his hands behind his back.

“I’m not sure, Sir,” Ralph said politely. “I would admit that I was considering pulling out of the current state of this… Confed war, and letting my name cool off for a time. Let people forget what I’ve done and give myself an exit.

“So I could re-enter at a later time at a better price and contract. I’ve made sure I put in reasonable break-out clauses in my current contracts. It’d cost me a bit, but nothing worth me being concerned over.”

“A wise man,” said the newcomer, coming to a stop some ten feet away from Ralph. His eyes looked at the rest of the crew of the Turlan’s Toll. Ralph noted that everyone had stood up and grown rather still, their postures something akin to his own. “I can’t tell if you know who I am, or you’re just guessing at who I am.”

“Honestly, Sir, you’re either a high-ranking officer so far above Tolas that I’d best be on my best behavior, or something even more terrifying,” Ralph admitted immediately. Because the only two thoughts that bumped around in Ralph’s head were ‘Mirkil Royalty’ or ‘Fleet Admiral’, and in charge of the Mirkil navy.

The man chuckled at that, grinned with one side of his mouth, and nodded his head.

“Jeremy Mirkil, Crown Prince of the Mirkil line and regent to the King,” said the now-named Royal, yet confessing to being even more than what Ralph had feared. This was a man who could kill anyone he liked, probably pay a fine to the Confed, and that’d be that. The Houses were infinitely powerful the higher you went. They could get away with far more, at a cost. “Your senses are keen. I imagine that’s how you’ve survived as a Privateer.”

“Aye, Sir,” Ralph confirmed with a dip of his head. “Though… what could I do for such an esteemed personage?”

“First… thank you for saving my son-in-law,” Jeremy said, his smile still stuck to his face. “Lord Hesh has only been family for a short time, but he has kept my family safe more than a few times already. It’s good to know that someone else is willing to risk their life to save him when he can’t save himself. You have my thanks.

“And not just words, mind you. I plan on putting paid to that thanks and rewarding you appropriately. Because you went somewhere you weren’t ordered, simply by your own choice. I won’t ask the reasons, and I don’t care. I only care you went and did what you did.”

“He rescued my parents,” Marionette chirped in a gasped breath, as if she shouldn’t contain it. “Cavalier Hesh did, that is. He saved my parents. Personally. Got them off Ginil. Ralph knew about it and… he made sure to return the favor.”

Jeremy’s smile grew wider at that, and he raised his eyebrows.

“I… said I don’t care about the reasons, but I suddenly find that I care very much for that reason, and it sounds like a great bit of recruitment,” Jeremy mused. “I’ll send you a contract to pay you for a statement and maybe a bit else. I’m sure you wouldn’t mind stamping your name to a rescue of the Lord Cavalier, Privateer Turlan?”

“Not at all, sire,” Ralph said with a respectful dip of his head. “I’m sure we can come to an agreement.”

“Wonderful, the second thing I wished to discuss with you was a job. To be precise, a job with three different objectives, and all I need is one of these to happen. If you complete all three, I’ll pay you an unhealthy amount of credits. Complete two, and it’ll still be hefty. Do one, you’ll get paid well. Regardless of doing one, two, or three, though, I’ll make sure your contract break clause is settled without an issue.”

“Alright… but… what are the objectives?” Ralph asked, suddenly feeling somewhat cold. The soon-to-be King was offering him a triple objective with escalating rewards and exactly what he wanted, regardless of how many he did.

“The first, and the simplest, is to eliminate or kidnap a planetary governor and his family. He’s going on a holiday, we managed to get information accidentally on the where and when, and I want a problem to happen,” Jeremy said, the smile remaining on his face.

Which left Ralph feeling even more unnerved. For whatever reason, Prince Jeremy Mirkil really wanted this individual to suffer an end, or be ended.

“Second, I really need a data cache destroyed. It hosts all those secrets that were sold about the Mirkil, and not all of it has been gone over,” Jeremy continued. “It’s currently being relayed by a courier because… because it’s too large to transmit. Large to the point that the hard drives containing it are the size of a briefcase. Multiple briefcases. It’s… it’s a problem. Regardless of any other objective, this one will pay the most.

“They’re taking a very long route through dark-space rather than going through normal lanes. They’re trying to dodge everything and are on a straight non-accelerating course.

“We… burned… some high-value resources to get the likely route, but that was all we could get. While they don’t have everything of ours, they clearly have already been relaying some things back about our intelligence service. We’re in the middle of a clean-up right now.”

Holy shit! they got the entirety of their database hacked, didn’t they?

God damn.

I don’t even… this is too much, right?

Wait, this is because of that little royal kid who betrayed the rest of them.

This is all because they had a traitor at the highest level.

It’s not really something you can plan for.

“Alright,” offered up Ralph, not sure what to say at all. Just knowing this information was enough for most Houses to put a price on his head.

“Last, I need a Privateer to… break their contract with House Hawke. I’d love it if you could make that happen,” Jeremy deadpanned. He wasn’t breaking the law of the Confed in this statement, but it was right on the edge of it. It was skirting some delicate issues and laws within the Confed. This would almost certainly cause House Mirkil to have issues with all Privateers going forward for a while, and the Confed wouldn’t be happy.

Yet, the Confed is in the middle of a crisis and a war. I… guess it might not matter.

“All three of these objectives are quite literally on a planet, or a station orbiting said planet, or the space around said planet,” Jeremy concluded. “I’m sure you can see why I listed out all three objectives, considering their proximity. Also, after this mission is done… I’ll be the first person to offer you competitive rates when you decide to re-enter the war. A good, loyal, and discreet Privateer is worth their weight in credits.”

“I see,” Ralph murmured, feeling somewhat blown away.

Well.

Well, well.

Working for a king-to-be and doing a job like this.

Ralph glanced at Marionette and saw that the beautiful actress was practically glowing.

Why is she so excited?

This is just a—oh.

Pirates.

We’re going to go get a governor on behalf of the king.

Taking out a secret courier as they move between planets like they were moving from port to port.

Battling another Pirate or convincing them to surrender or go away.

Once again, we’re pirates.

All three objectives line up almost perfectly for her headspace.

I’ll literally become the Dread Pirate Turlan and my band of Ship’s-Mistresses.

It’s a screenplay in the making.

“I’ll even name you our Lord Privateer,” Jeremy said, his lips turning up further at the corners. Ralph suspected he’d seen how Marionette was excited, and perhaps the man knew more than he should.

As if she couldn’t contain herself, Marionette’s eyes flicked to Ralph, and he could see her demanding he say yes.

“Let’s talk details,” Ralph allowed.


Chapter 31

Ralph grunted, groaned, and then sighed as his mind woke up.

They’d taken the job from Prince Jeremy Mirkil.

The Turlan’s Toll was now en route to the Blood of Calesat for actual repairs, as though the Mirkil engineers did what they could, they lacked deep technical know-how. Xas was manning the ship and taking it, the Shadow, and Armory to Calesat space.

Elke was now stationed with the Orphans amongst the trio of Stations dubbed ‘The blood of Turlan’, along with hundreds of other Blood-Orphan ships.

More and more were arriving all the time, to the point that he had realized he’d need to move on taking the planet Charybdis faster than he’d expected. To plant a flag and let the Blood-Orphans claim it for him.

On his behalf, so to speak.

That was all well and good, the problem for Ralph right now, though, was that he was pressed between a beautiful woman and a beautiful woman.

The Smiling Siren didn’t have the same crew space as the Turlan’s Toll, and that meant bunking up.

In front of him was Marionette, pressed tightly against him.

Behind him, Delilah. She was clinging to him with one leg thrown over his hip, and partially over Marionette, too.

Liseth and Winnie were sharing the pull-out bed that the couch had been turned into. One of the two was likely on duty while the other slept.

Staring into the darkness of the room, he couldn’t see anything.

Which meant he had no idea if it was Marionette or Delilah who had a hand cupping his privates in a very possessive way. Fingers curled about him rather tightly.

Ralph held his breath, then slid out of the bed. Doing his best to not wake up either woman, given that they had stayed up both before their shift, and after their shift, to be with him while he was on shift. They’d sacrificed their sleep just to spend time with him, and there was no way he was going to make it harder on them.

He hadn’t asked them to do it, but he sure as shit wasn’t going to neglect them for such care.

Somehow, he slid down and out of the bed without disturbing either woman completely, though Marionette had shifted around somewhat as he did it.

Only to grow still almost immediately after he cleared the bed.

Despite trying to pay attention to whose hand had been on him, he hadn’t actually figured it out by the time he slipped free. Both Marionette’s arm and Delilah’s arm had shifted in his movements.

Grabbing his clothes, he exited the compartment quietly and then got dressed in the hall. He noted that Liseth was sleeping in the pull-out bed and spread out in it. Face down, spread-eagle, and looking like something out of a comedy movie.

Shaking his head, Ralph pushed his feet firmly into his boots and then moved off to the cockpit.

He’d tried to argue that he should be in the pull-out, and the girls could share the bed, but he’d been overruled. Apparently, they all decided this was better for them, and that was the end of it.

“Hey. What’s up?” Ralph whispered as he took the captain’s seat and looked at Winnie in the pilot seat. The harness was pulling at her in a way that was lovely to look at. Eun had looked good in the harness, Marionette looked like a fetish, and Winnie somehow looked more like the cover of a magazine attempting to sell things to lonely men in between stations.

Still kinda weird that printed things made a comeback.

Given that electronic and digital signatures come with risks, though… I guess it’s not a surprise.

Having a digital edition magazine trying to drop into your data-bank the moment you link up with any system ends up leaving fingerprints of a sort all over everything.

“Hey, Ralph,” Winnie murmured, looking up from the tablet in her lap. She gave him a smile and quirked an eyebrow at him. “Just doing some reading on addiction. The more I learn about it, the more I can prepare myself for the cravings. I’m an addict.

“A recovering addict, but an addict. I have to be careful, aware, and… on guard. But I’ve got this. I’ve got this.”

“I’d say you’ve got it,” Ralph agreed. “Especially in that harness. Damnit, Winnie, can we go kick Rio and Delilah out of the bed already?”

Winnie blushed deeply, smiled, and laughed at that. Then she pulled at the harness with one hand, causing it to tighten around her impressive assets.

“Wouldn’t you like to find out just how fit I really am anymore?” she purred, then laughed again. Followed by a sigh. “Soon. Very soon. Not yet. I’m… I’m… flattered that you’ve accepted it. That you want it. I’m happy.

“I’m just trying to make sure I put in the work and in the right direction. I don’t want to short-circuit all the progress I’ve made.

“Like… I really want to get you to stuff me with your inter-my-cunt-inental missile. Nice and snug into my loading bay built for one, but… I want to be mentally safe. I’m terrified I’ll screw up my dopamine, cause a craving, or just ruin my progress.

“I’m sorry… I pushed so hard to get into your bed, and here you are agreeing and… I’m just… I’m doing what’s right for me. I’m sorry, but… not sorry.”

Ralph laughed as she came to a stumbling, though firm, close with her words. Then leaned out of his seat to press a kiss to Winnie’s lips. A soft, lingering thing.

It was made without heat, but felt more like a promise.

“Do what’s best for you, Winnie. I’m more than willing to wait, and I promised you I would. Besides, Marionette seems to be unbothered by all of this… strangeness, around me,” Ralph said and settled back down into his seat. “Now, how’re we looking on the approach?”

“Rio’s actually bothered by it,” Winnie immediately countered, meeting his gaze and holding it. “She doesn’t like it at all. I’ve talked to her a lot about it. It bothers her a lot.

“But she was terrified that she wasn’t doing what she thought was best by you when she was sick, so she pushed herself to open your bed to other women. She encouraged me and Delilah to get in before she changed her mind.”

I… but I told her repeatedly I was fine with waiting. With it just being her and I. I didn’t mind at all.

“Yeah, she knows you told her you were fine,” Winnie said as if she could see his thoughts printing out on his face. “That you were fine waiting, I mean. She knows you told her. Repeatedly. She just… she believed you, but that didn’t change how she felt.

“So, as much as she wants to kick everyone out of your bed, she doesn’t think she has the right after shoving me and Delilah at you. Doc was a weird add-on she hadn’t expected, but… there’s… I’m not talking about Doc.”

“And Xas?” Raph asked, curious. His earlier question about the approach no longer mattered to him.

“Xas isn’t human,” Winnie answered immediately. Her face took on a weird cast. “Rio said she sees Xas as a friend, but also not like a human. Not really. She saw it like you using a flesh-light. Or a toy? I guess? It’s weird.

“Xas is our friend, and she has a body now, and we can hang out with her physically, so it’s different but… not. It’s just weird. We’re talking through that.

“But we all are outright rejecting Allie, before you ask. Or anyone else. It’s a bit of a king-of-your-hill right now, and no one is willing to add more players to the scene.”

“I wasn’t aware there was a battle-royale going on for me?” Ralph mused.

“It’s more of a survival scenario. We’re not fighting each other, just the situation. Whoever lasts the longest wins,” Winnie offered with a wide grin. “I think I’ll go the distance. I also heard from Doc that my longevity treatments went incredibly well. To the point that I’ll outlive and be youthful for longer than nearly everyone. My genes loved it to the point that I’ll still look twenty-something while others start to shift into their thirties and forties.”

The immediate and unasked-for thought of an eternally youthful Winnie made Ralph rather appreciative of the longevity treatments.

“Got it,” Ralph mumbled as he violently strangled the thought. “Now… approach?”

“I mean, I’d love to approach. Did you want me to sit in your lap and grind my hips into you?” Winnie answered, raising her eyebrows, followed by a throaty laugh. “We’re about an hour out. I got our approach, docking, and permissions handled hours ago. Hours and hours ago. We’re all set. Just have to close in, dock, and do our thing. The Hawke station administrator, controllers, and military handler all passed us without an issue.

“I also managed to sweet-talk my way into getting the controller to give me a list of shops on the station, as well as ‘notable people to avoid’. I’m just an innocent young pilot, you know, trying to make sure I don’t get in trouble in the big dark universe.”

With the last sentence, Winnie had lifted her shoulders, stuck out her lower lip, and batted her eyelashes at Ralph while taking on a deeply innocent look.

Only to laugh and then stick out her tongue.

“Sucks to admit, but being an attractive and young-sounding woman opens so many doors for you,” Winnie confessed. “I’m not sure if that’s feminist or misogynist to admit it, but… life would be harder if I wasn’t.

“I’ve already prepped all the information if you want to go over it, but… the Privateer is on the Hawke station. He’s currently doing a refit. The Hawke military ships in defensive patrols around the station are running scans and patrols often. I’m not really sure what your plan is here, but I’ve got nothing personally.”

“Of course I’ve got a plan. It’s an ugly, nasty, back-stabbing, smuggler, Privateer plan,” Ralph said with a lopsided grin. “I’m going to put on my personal space suit, stick on some non-metallic magnetized boots, and go for a spacewalk.

“At least, I’ll do that after I inject a security hazard into the station. Probably at a bar with an open wireless system, or a cafe. Someone always offers free connectivity if you buy something.

“After I inject it, I’m just going to ignore it and let it do whatever it does. Sometimes it’s nothing, sometimes it’s something; either case, I don’t care. It’s just going to force them to harden communications for a while. Which, almost always, includes their sensor swings. They won’t be monitoring the station’s immediate exterior; they’ll be looking inward and letting the patrols focus on an external threat.

“The darkest place is behind the flashlight, under the candle, torch, lantern, whatever you want to say it as. We’ll be hiding right under their nose as they look for something else.”

“That’s… okay, yeah, I get it,” Winnie stated with a nod of her head. “But… the walk?”

“Going to stuff explosives all over the Privateer’s hull. At some really ugly places. Explosives that just need a simple transmission to go kablooey. That and some simple ‘no tamper’ go off traps and a universal positioning system. That say… if they’re in Hawke or Mirkil space in a week, it’ll go off,” explained Ralph. It wasn’t the first time he’d done this. “It’ll be a simple conversation in the bar after that. ‘Hey, I heard you’ve got a contract with Hawke. I’ve also heard that there are some people trying to get you to quit your contract. I even heard there was someone who was going to hypothetically put bombs on your ship, tell you you’ve got seven days to hit a new system of space, or you’ll blow up!’ and then probably mention Privateer Dyllan, who that same thing somehow happened to a little while back. I think it was four years now? Five? I can’t remember.”

Winnie blinked slowly while staring at Ralph, then she laughed with a shake of her head.

“You’ve… often described what you used to do as space-trucking. Said that you were nothing more than a smuggler,” she murmured, watching him. “Rio and I have been honestly wondering if you’re blind to it, or just… underselling all that you did. Because that’s not something you would normally do as a space trucker, as you’ve described it.

“Though this also explains why you keep the hull of the Siren and the Toll electrified even in the station, which is just a waste of power. Or so most people would think it would be. But you don’t think so, because you’ve done things in that exact situation.”

“Oh yeah,” Ralph agreed with a chuckle. “Dyllan didn’t believe me. He was trying to more or less duplicate my own smuggling runs with his own and was trying to get the same product to the same people, at lower prices. I got tired of it after six or so contracts that went that way.

“We had an explosive disagreement in the end. I had to bail on the runs in that direction for a few months before and after it all happened to run an alibi, obviously.”

“Right,” Winnie murmured, still smiling, still watching him. “Well… let’s see if we can’t make this work even better than last time. Delilah’s got a decent hand with explosives. How about you do the security-spike, Del will handle the explosives, Marionette will monitor the sensor sweeps and everything else to make sure it’s rolling, and Doc or I will accompany you on the station.”

“Sounds great,” Ralph agreed and meant it. “I love having competent crewmembers with me.”

“You can certainly have me, and I’m most definitely competent crew,” purred Winnie. “Now… tell me about the Privateer we’re dealing with?”

“I don’t know them,” Ralph said with a casual shrug. “Simple reality is that, while the Privateer community is really small, it’s also very private. There isn’t a registry we can all access or something. Though there’s a lot more right now, as multiple houses are hiring on Privateers and taking some risks with it.

“You can only have so many, and you’re essentially sponsoring a Privateer once you stick your name to them. It doesn’t just go away.

“Whoever this Privateer Michaels is, I’ve never met them, I don’t know them, and realistically, I probably would never normally cross paths with them. I just need them to leave.”

***

Ralph grinned as Winnie bounced along beside him in a skin-tight set of clothes that might as well have been a space suit. Her mechanical fox ears sat atop her head, and she looked like a bright and bubbly bit of arm candy out for a stroll on a Confed-style station.

There were no weapons allowed on the station, and Ralph hadn’t even brought his holdout blaster. He’d noted that the security was tight enough on the station that they were searching everyone with a brisk pat-down and a full body scanner.

Winnie had managed to avoid the pat down because there wasn’t anywhere on her that something could be hidden, given her clothes.

“This is rather fun,” Winnie murmured. “I was feeling pretty damn proud of myself for my body after all that working out, and now I’m just getting my ego stroked. Everyone is staring at me, and I know it’s because I’m hot and I look good. Not because I’m a stumbling drunk in a pair of panties and a coat.

“Though… if you’re feeling jealous, I can always go buy some clothes and change. I only wore this because you said I needed to be somewhat distracting. I like the attention, but I also don’t? That probably doesn’t make sense.”

“I get it, it’s not a problem, and yes, I asked you to be distracting,” Ralph agreed. “Because you’re gonna bounce your little fox-eared self up to the bar, chat, get news, make an order, and keep eyes on you. While I tell the Privateer… he needs to watch himself or he’s going to get spaced.

“I’ll make him an offer he can’t refuse. That sort of thing. It’s not like there’s a code or a rulebook to being a Privateer, other than ‘don’t piss off the Confed too much’.”

“I figured,” Winnie laughed and reached up to flick her hair off her shoulder and behind herself. “Though I’m flattered you felt I’d be the better pick between Doc and me. Liseth’s got a really great body under her clothes, and now that she’s been doing maintenance with the rest of us, she’s as fit as I am.”

“Her personality would screw it up. She’d get attention in a weird way,” Ralph answered. “Though I almost didn’t ask you to go to this with me. I’m taking you to a bar, where there’s alcohol, and asking you to order alcohol for me, and non-alcohol for you. All while there are drinks everywhere.

“You’ll remember I only chose you after I made sure you understood exactly what this was. What would happen and how you’d have to do all this.”

“I know, I know. I… I’m ready for this,” Winnie said, her smile weakening, but not ending. “This is a good opportunity for me to face a craving head on, to reinforce my thoughts, and-and… and prove I can do this. My therapist said they were concerned, but that this was my choice and my life. They didn’t quite see the need for me to self-induce ‘exposure therapy’.

“I think I can do this. I won’t always have the luxury of having you around at all times to keep me balanced. I’m going to have to learn to resist on my own, and this is that. This is part of that. To order you a shot or two, while getting myself something sweet and tasty, and letting me splurge on some calories.

“Then scurry back to the ship and make Rio do maintenance with me. Burn it all off and recenter my mind.”

“Great. Because we’re here,” Ralph said and led Winnie straight to the bar.

He hoped this was the right thing to do, but he wasn’t her parent. He wasn’t her therapist, her god, her husband, or her minder.

He was her friend, and if things kept going the way they were, likely her boyfriend of a sort.


Chapter 32

Ralph and Winnie separated at the entrance.

He immediately peeled away from her and went and took up a spot near the wall. One that had an electronic device he needed to access, and which would give him cover as well. He had a photo of what Privateer Michaels looked like and had studied it as best as he could.

That didn’t mean he’d immediately pick the man out of a crowd.

For now, he’d managed to do what he needed for the immediate situation.

Walking right up to the vending machine as someone else moved away from it, Ralph saw what he wanted. It was wirelessly connected to the system because he could use a card or a chip to make a purchase.

This was exactly what he needed; he just needed someone else to cause the interaction, rather than doing it himself.

Taking on a look of disappointment, as if it didn’t have what he wanted, Ralph grunted and scratched at his left hand. Pushing up the glove over his prosthetic hand partially. Then he pushed at the gap between his hand and his wrist.

Because, despite the technician’s and doctor’s best efforts, there was always going to be a gap between his stump and his prosthetic. It was why he wore a glove now. A glove was going to be overlooked faster than a prosthetic hand.

He felt the slim data chip shift out of the gap, and he reached around to the other side and pulled it free. Then he let his hands move to his side as he stared at the items in the vending machine.

It was mostly things that probably shouldn’t be in a vending machine, but whoever the inspector was for the bar, they had probably been bribed repeatedly.

Cigarettes, condoms, sex toys, over-the-counter stimulants, caffeine, and… plastic cards with phone numbers on them and small pictures of women.

The intent was obvious, and in a stopover place like this, those kinds of women would see a lot of work.

Ralph put his hand to the machine as he leaned closer, as if he were trying to get a sneak peek at the partially covered numbers. As he did it, he stuck the data-chip into the card reader, shook his head again, then walked away.

As he turned away, he saw an open table and took it before someone else could and sat down.

Someone else had already gone right up to the vending machine, tapped at it, and swiped a card into the system. Pushing the slim data chip Ralph had placed on the slot’s entrance, right into it.

Activating the chip, the card, and his plan in one fell swoop.

It’d gone perfectly.

Letting his gaze circle the room, he looked from person to person. Inspecting them and giving them all a once-over, as if he were curious about everyone here. He didn’t let his gaze linger on anyone that it shouldn’t, though.

Which meant he let his eyes stick to attractive women and slide off everyone else.

A man at a bar with an eye for the fairer sex.

Pulling out his phone, Ralph opened it, sent a heart emoji to Delilah, asked if they could meet up, and then put the phone back into his pocket. Tucking it away securely.

If anyone paid attention to his outgoing text, it’d just look like a man on a quest to get laid before the station. Going to the vending machine would only match that alibi if something came up from this.

He didn’t think it would, but it didn’t hurt to plan for things in advance and be ready for them.

Right now, Delilah would still be looking to find Michael’s ship. She and Rio would be crawling through the incoming information from everyone else’s sensors and IFFs.

A ship without an IFF would stand out even more so, which meant it was likely here. Just hiding amongst the crowd.

“I got six offers to buy me a drink,” Winnie stated and sat down at the table. She thunked a glass bottle down in front of Ralph, and smiled as she leaned over the rather brightly colored drink she had in front of herself. “I think there would’ve been more if I hadn’t told them I needed to get back to my boyfriend, but… I really didn’t like the attention at that moment.

“And before you ask, it’s a fruit cocktail thing, and it smells amazing. Nothing alcoholic at all, but the bartender said it tasted great. If it tastes like how it smells, I’m going to get at least three more.

“I also ordered us two pretzels, nachos, and burritos. Because fuck it. If I’m paying off calories, I’m gonna eat the calories. Eat them all.”

“I’m proud of you, Winnie,” affirmed Ralph, pulling the beer closer and watching her. “Good job. You’re doing well. You’re so much stronger than you were even before everything happened.”

“Damn right I am. I became amazing after you saved me. More money than I’ve ever had before, super fit, hot, gonna be super long lived, and I’ve got amazing friends,” she muttered, snorted, then took a sip of her drink. Her eyes widened, and she didn’t pull away. She kept drinking it instead.

Ralph took a long pull from the beer and just watched Winnie.

Like a lot of others in the bar.

Almost all eyes were on her impressive self.

Except Ralph didn’t see Privateer Michaels amongst the crowd. If the man were here, he wasn’t making himself visible. Which was… problematic for Ralph’s plan. He genuinely needed to find the man before the station could clear the security threat.

“Oh my word, I didn’t expect to find you here,” said a warm and fuzzy-sounding voice.

Looking up, Ralph was shocked to find the felon known as Rhea standing there.

Dressed in clothes that showed off none of her gifts, but seemed more built around the idea of covering body armor, she took the third seat at the table.

“I genuinely didn’t think I’d ever find you here,” she said and smiled, looking at Ralph, then to Winnie. “Hi there. You look amazingly pretty and great looking in those clothes! I’m Rhea!”

“Rhea. I heard about you from the others,” Winnie answered and gave her a smile. “How’d you end up getting off that rock?”

“My my, talking about me?” Rhea asked. She looked at Ralph, smiled, then looked back to Winnie. “I broke a few things, ended up adding a few lines to my background, got a ride with a bunch of others that were getting off.

“Ended up here, been stuck here. Lost the… pass, I was using. Can’t get a new one.”

“Mm, I get it,” Winnie answered even as Ralph just sat there, staring at the domesticated violent housewife, as Xas had called her. “I’ve been there. So have a few of the others. Though… I can kind of guess why you’ve popped over to our table. Looking to barter?”

Rhea smiled at Winnie, the corners of her eyes crinkling. It was a warm smile that Ralph felt like it belonged on a homemaker.

“I am,” Rhea agreed. “I’m so glad you’re a smart woman. This’ll be a lot better than I thought it would. Now… I’m not saying this in a mean way, but I noticed it last time. He needs a bodyguard, doesn’t he? I’m good at that. Very good at that. I’m stronger than any woman out there and a lot of men. I’m bigger and better trained, too.

“Give me a good weapon, like an SMG, and I’ll be a lethal lady for almost anything. All I’m asking is room and board, and a ticket out of here. Because I think I’d need a Privateer to get off this rock, and it’s not like they just walk in every day.”

“No?” Ralph asked, looking at her. He hadn’t actually thought about it, but she could be a source of information. “I thought a different Privateer had come through here?”

“No. If they had, I would’ve looked into it already,” Rhea answered immediately. “Why?”

“Because it’s time to go,” Ralph said and took a long, slow drink. He was now deeply suspicious of the job they’d been given.

Except, he didn’t doubt Jeremy Mirkil, the crown prince.

In fact, what Ralph suspected was that someone who had likely helped get the data downloaded and sent away was still in position in the Mirkil intelligence operation. That they’d fed bad information to Jeremy about the Privateer and, quite likely, the planetary governor as well.

Sitting there, Ralph let his mind run through it all.

If he had to pinpoint what was likely false, it would be the Privateer and Governor. Those were two things that one could feed low-end information to and get them to be picked up as secondary targets.

Maybe even get someone to expose themselves to danger, like Ralph showing up on the station.

The information that was on the run, the data packet that was waiting to be picked up by a courier, was far less likely to be false information. In fact, it was likely the highest clearance information. Whoever had fed the other two bits wouldn’t know about this one.

Or so Ralph’s thought process went.

He was fairly confident in his predictions, though.

Because even if he was wrong, it didn’t actually matter.

Now that it was revealed that the Privateer being here was a fiction, it would be easy to believe the involvement of the Planetary Governor was fiction. The courier with his vital delivery could also be fiction, but Ralph didn’t quite think so.

Regardless, though, all I have to do is put everything into the courier and run them down.

They’re moving slowly and carefully, outside of normal lines, gliding through dark space.

It’ll take longer to get it to the Hawke House capital planet, but… it isn’t about speed, but delivery.

“Great… then… how do I get a ride out of here?” Rhea asked with a warm laugh.

“You interested in him? Like… sexually?” Winnie asked, pointing at Ralph while catching Rhea’s eyes.

“Well… I’m certainly interested in men, if that’s what you’re asking. But… he’s not my type,” confessed Rhea. “He’s handsome, and I will be the first to admit I’m physically attracted to him, but I need more than that. I’m also not the kind of lady to get into something without a ring and a paper.”

“Great. Then yeah, you can be hired on as a bodyguard. If anyone asks, you’re property. We’ll get you off this place for a year of bodyguard duty. Three hundred and sixty-five days. Twenty-four-hour days, that is. Standard non-officer crew share for any jobs we pull. We drop you off wherever you want after the year,” Winnie informed her with a grin and went back to her drink while watching Rhea.

“I’ll take that deal. Gladly,” Rhea said without even a second for thought. Followed by a laugh. “Is there an oven on board? I bake and cook regularly. I hope you don’t mind if I take over cooking duties. I promise I can make some amazing quiches and casseroles with great taste, filling, but low calories.”

“Rio is gonna like you a lot. She’s been fussing about what we eat for a while. Ralph is the only halfway decent cook on board. The rest of us suck,” Winnie said after she’d sucked down the entirety of her drink and sighed, looking over her shoulder. “We won’t be able to get the food I paid for, will we? Damnit.”

“Bless my stars, I’ve got an idea for that,” Rhea said with a laugh. “I’ve been sleeping in hallways to make sure I’m not bothered, as there are quite a few rude people around here. To that end, I’ve been ordering a good bit of bar food. I’ve spoken to the bartenders a number of times while waiting, and given them tips on how to make the food just a bit better without too much effort, don’t you know. Often, food is sent straight to the berths. People don’t actually come onboard to order.”

Ralph thought about that, it wasn’t a bad idea.

Even if he wanted to push off immediately, he probably wouldn’t be able to. He could add food to the order and have it sent for everyone to enjoy.

Since there was no Privateer to find here.

Which also explained why they hadn’t found the ship quickly.

“We probably won’t get clearance immediately, so just tell them to ship it all to your berth,” Rhea continued. “I can even go up and change the order a bit to make it seem more normal if you like. I’ve developed a nice rapport with them.

“I’ve also been giving them tips on how to maintain a household even while being a barback. The job doesn’t degrade a woman if they don’t allow it, and being a barkeep isn’t any different than being a waitress, or a customer service representative.”

The smile, tone, and demeanor of Rhea were in sharp contrast with the woman she was, once again.

Sounding far more like a bubbly housewife paired with a face and a smile that matched that belief.

“Oh, dear me, before I go, what’s your name?” Rhea asked, smiling at Winnie.

“Ah, I’m Winnie,” Winnie said, then stuck out her hand to Rhea.

Who ignored it, leaned in, and gave Winnie a light and strange-looking hug, or half-hug. Something that looked sharply feminine and out of place for Rhea’s frame.

“A pleasure, dear. A pleasure. Now. I’ll be right back. Right, what berth are we in?” she asked.

“Forty-two,” Ralph stated with a smile.

Then Rhea was off, moving toward the bar.

“Poo, I really liked my drink. I wanted another one. Though it sounds like this is far worse than we thought, isn’t it?” Winnie asked.

“Yeah,” Ralph agreed. Not wanting to explain fully yet. “Yeah… it is.”

***

The Smiling Siren was pushing into Dark space between the Houses. Deep into it.

Where planets were still part of Houses, stations were still owned, but the sensor network, as well as the buoys, just didn’t cover the area.

It was more or less a rural area in space.

A point of space that was often just called ‘fringe space’ rather than Dark space.

Like the edge of cities where paved roads become rocky, churned up, bits of dirt and mud.

This is that.

I never really explored it much.

No opportunities for smuggling outside of people, and… that’s a hard pass.

Ralph and his crew were trying to get ahead of the point where the courier would be moving through with his payload.

If it was even there, at least.

Because as much as Ralph felt pretty confident in his belief that this was one of the few things that’d been real about the mission Jeremy Mirkil had sent him on, he could always be wrong.

It could be that this was entirely a counter-intelligence mission against Mirkil intelligence, and there wouldn’t be anything to be done about it until it was all completely revealed.

It had only been twenty-four hours since they’d left the Hawke station, but it was likely they’d catch up to the courier in another day.

If he was on the actual path they were expecting him to be.

“Goodness me, I love this oven!” Rhea chirped brightly. Sounding comically like a TV-show housewife. “Ralph, please tell me that the Toll has an equal or better oven? Because this is just lovely. There are almost no cold spots and it heats so evenly! It’s wonderful.”

“It’s actually better!” Marionette gushed. “I’m not very good at baking, but I’ve enjoyed making cookies and breads in it quite a bit! There’s a stove-top on it as well, that’s quite nice.”

“My oh my. How lovely!” Rhea answered.

Marionette and Rhea had fallen in with one another quite quickly and smoothly.

Apparently, Rhea even knew who Marionette was and had seen her in a few magazines. When Ralph thought about it, a prison filled with women might indeed have magazines where Marionette had been featured in a swimsuit or something of that nature.

Because skin-mags would be banned, but swimsuit editions or clothes modeling would be allowed. From what he could tell, though, Rhea showed no interest in women.

“I don’t know if they’re out here, Ralph,” Delilah confessed as they slid along through open space. “Rio has a number of things listening and reading, and the drones I threw out that were actively pinging as if they were lost satellites, aren’t reporting much at all. It’s just… empty dead space. It’s the fringe.

“There isn’t much going on in space around these parts, even during a war or a busy season. The only thing that comes out this way are trash barges, military convoys, or colony shipments. It’s just… it’s dead.”

“You think it’s all bullshit?” Ralph asked, wondering if he’d misjudged it. That perhaps even the courier was a miss.

“Maybe? I don’t think the Mirkil royal family set us up, though,” Delilah answered. “They gave us a lot of information that… when I look into it, dig into it, I can see that it came from people who probably got executed. I can even find a few military records that line up as if whoever had provided the info got caught and killed.

“Mirkil burnt resources trying to get us this data. For all intents and purposes, they believe it’s real, and they lost resources to get it.”

“Except we’ve already seen that the Privateer wasn’t there,” Ralph murmured. “The Planetary Governor wasn’t even worth looking into if the Privateer wasn’t there, but maybe we should have. We’re running on assumptions.”

“I mean, I looked into that. There’s no word, information, or data about him moving, leaving, or going on a trip,” Delilah countered. “All the information from Mirkil looks correct. Accurate. But when I started pushing around at it a bit as we left the station, I got the impression that people were waiting to see who would look into it. There were a lot of tracking bits installed into pages, data packets, and information sheets that made it pretty clear that people wanted to know who was looking into it.

“Which is fairly normal, for the most part. Except when you consider the fact that it was every single source I looked into. Every single one. I just… I get the feeling that this is all an elaborate setup to try to snuff out Mirkil intelligence to a degree.

“Or to flush out resources in a hunt. Run them down. Like those that got executed and maybe a high-value Privateer?”

Ralph sucked at his teeth as he considered that.

“Let’s just drift through the fringe then. Remain dark, hardened, and quiet,” he suggested. “If we spot the courier, then we’ll make a move. If we don’t… we’ll float on by. Then turn around and head back, notifying Jeremy about the failure. We’ll return the money and tell him exactly what we found.

“Maybe that’s worth the money by itself. Because if we’d gone dark, he wouldn’t have an idea it was completely a setup.”

Delilah shook her head, nodded it, then huffed.

“This is why I liked man-hunting in the corridor,” she grumbled. “They were always so confident that they could just hide in the open, which made it easy to find them. I didn’t have to hunt that much. Just sit around and wait for an opportunity.”

An ugly thought popped into Ralph’s head at her statement.

That maybe someone was man-hunting Ralph Turlan and his crew.

That they were out here in the fringe even now.

Waiting around for an opportunity.

Well shit.

Is this whole damn thing a setup?


Chapter 33

Ralph drummed his fingers along the edge of the display.

He felt a tightness in his chest that he couldn’t shake or lessen.

A clawed hand that encircled his heart and held onto it with a strength that left him squeezing each breath through his lungs. Shifting from his mind working over all the possible ambushes and which ways he would do it, to the possibility that they were still after the courier.

“I’m scared,” Marionette stated in a quiet and soft voice from behind him. Her hands slid across his shoulders and then encircled his neck.

“I… yeah. Me, too,” Winnie groused from the co-pilot seat. “I know we’ve been floating through the fringe for a while, and we have a while to go, but it just feels gross. I hate it.”

With a sigh, Ralph reached up and grasped Marionette’s hand with his own. He leaned his head back against his seat, only to find that Marionette had pushed her breasts over the top of it, and he was resting on her, rather than his seat.

Tilting his head to the side, he found Marionette looming over him with a smile. As if she’d expected him to lean back and had planned this moment.

“While I’m not exactly fond of the tension, I’ve really been enjoying getting to experiment and cook for everyone,” Rhea called from the kitchen area. “You wouldn’t believe how long it’s been since I’ve had a chance to do much of anything.

“Mercy me, just having all these cooking magazines available alone is splendid. Though idle hands are the devil’s playthings, you all should be learning to cook, doing work, or something else. Sitting about and worrying won’t do you a lick of good.

“If cooking isn’t your thing, I can certainly teach you a thing or two about sewing. I didn’t expect how much I’d need that skill while serving time, mind you. It was somewhat surprising how often I’d have to attend to my own rips and tears.

“Shanks and knives do a number on the prison uniforms. You wouldn’t believe how ragged some of the cuts can be if they’re not sharpened properly. It makes a mess of the clothes and just ends up snagging more threads than it does cutting them.”

I… yeah.

That makes sense. A sharp knife is far more likely to leave a clean slice rather than something that’s dull.

Might as well be serrated.

“Were… you stabbed?” Marionette asked, sounding curious but also nervous.

“Gracious me, it wasn’t a year in prison if someone didn’t try to stab me at least thrice,” Rhea answered, her voice coming closer now. It sounded like she’d left the kitchen area to join the others at the front of the ship. “Was I ever stabbed, though? Only once. It was my first year in prison. I learned how to take care of myself after that.

“Didn’t stop people from trying, though, and that’s how my uniform often got ruined. Though I did start helping out others with their own uniforms for some commissary trade.”

Ralph clicked his tongue, sighed, and let his eyes fall back to the display.

There wasn’t much he could do with the current situation and the information he had. Everything was more or less at a standstill until he decided which way he wanted to go.

If he didn’t complete at least one objective though, it was unlikely he’d be able to keep any of the money he’d been promised or paid. On top of that, he really didn’t want to go back to Jeremy empty-handed.

“—had to really make it well known that they shouldn’t be bothering me,” Rhea continued. “Though a lot of them had more sugar than sense, wouldn’t you know.”

The conversation came to a stop and Ralph felt like everyone had turned to look at him.

“Delilah?” Ralph asked with a bit of volume. He was certain she was supposed to be on duty right now with Marionette. While Winnie, Rhea, and Liseth were supposed to be sleeping or off duty.

It just so happened that Winnie, Marionette, and Delilah tended to move their schedule in accordance with Ralph’s.

“Yes?” she called back. If he didn’t miss his guess, she was at the computer.

“Can we sacrifice a drone. Put some ugly panels on it that’ll make it look like a ship with some issues? Maybe a failed armor panel that’s not doing its job accordingly?” Ralph asked, turning his head against Marionette’s chest to angle his voice backward. “I want to see if we’ve got someone out here looking for us and… I need bait.”

“Not a problem. We can push it out of the cargo-bay airlock and let it drift,” Delilah said. “Rio, are we moving through anything that’d be putting out some passive signals that might provide feedback?”

“We are, yes. There’s a type of star we’re moving across the path of that’s putting out radiation in an odd way. I wish I understood it more, but…it’ll likely give off some signals. If we weren’t in the Siren, or the Toll, at least,” she answered.

“There we go then,” Ralph said. “Let’s throw out some bait and see if we don’t have anyone following along behind us… or waiting ahead of us.”

***

The drone had been rigged up in a flash.

In the end, Delilah had just stuck a battered sheet of metal on it.

One.

It was enough to give the impression of something trying not to be seen, giving off a weak signal. Since with only a single sheet of metal and a drone, it’d literally have a weak signal, but would be readable.

Since then, they’d been traveling along, the drone out ahead of them and leading the way.

Ralph had commented that he’d felt like an angler fish. Trying to bring someone close enough to take a bite of their bait and get bitten in return.

So far, nothing had come to investigate, though Ralph had the feeling that it was only a matter of time. Because there had been several times that Marionette had detected holes.

Places where the passive sensor readings she’d been pouring over should’ve provided a response, but didn’t.

As if there were something there that was literally making a hole in space.

Ralph had been very particular with the Siren, and later the Toll, to make sure that they didn’t completely negate all signals, but looked more like background noise.

An absence of a signal could just as easily flag you as an issue as a signal being received outright.

“That hole just got a lot closer,” Delilah said suddenly from the co-pilot seat.

She was the only one awake with him right now. He had forced everyone to go to sleep or relax.

Mostly because Marionette had started to doze off while eating with him, because she’d gone over her own shift.

“It did?” Ralph asked and flicked to the screen she was likely looking out. A sensor read-out that Marionette had tweaked repeatedly until it had gotten to the point that Ralph knew they’d have to turn it off if they went into a port.

Or even just near one.

It was on such a hair trigger with high sensitivity that it’d likely become a flash-bang of white lights if they got a normal dose of readings, rather than this rural nowhere.

Ralph saw what Delilah was talking about almost immediately.

The void of sensor readings was indeed closer.

Considerably so.

It was ahead of where the drone was, but also seemingly moving parallel with it. Traveling at a similar speed and trajectory to the drone.

“It’s… it’s the Privateer. Or someone else, I guess, isn’t it?” Delilah asked. “This is someone who is part of the counterintelligence that got us here. It’s all part and parcel to the same thing. This was all… all to get… more Mirkil resources out in the open.

“I have to wonder how many people died just to get this ‘bad information’ that is literally just a ploy to pull more resources out.”

“No idea. Not about any of that. Not really my bailiwick or forte,” Ralph confessed. “But what I can tell you is the Mirkil Intelligence Agency, or Agencies, I suppose, are all going to need to be pulled apart and restarted. There’s no way they can leave it as it was. I’m sure everyone will undergo extreme screenings and oversight through a few trusted people.

“Then likely slowly expand outward and reconfirm everyone, then rebuild the whole thing into a different structure. Because the previous one was completely exposed. There’s no way they could just stumble along.

“As to whoever this is jogging along next to our drone… yeah… probably that Privateer we were sent to find. That or someone else.

“Because a Privateer killing a Privateer wouldn’t be that horrible an act to the Confed, or those involved. Someone with strange rules and regulations killing someone else with similar strange rules and regulations won’t raise a fuss, regardless of who wins.

“It’s beautifully horrible because it doesn’t involve anyone, it’s in a part of space that doesn’t get much in the way of tourists, and it’s gray enough in either direction that it’ll just get avoided.”

“That’s why you had us harden, go dark, and we’re just sailing through nowhere, quietly,” Delilah murmured. “Because we’re no longer here to complete a goal, but to get free and tell them just how boned they are.”

“Yeah,” Ralph confirmed with that single word.

She was right.

Ralph had also only given a single-word answer because the void space was slowly drifting closer to the drone.

Like… someone dragging a fishing bobber atop where they’re pretty sure there’s a fish.

The thought slid through Ralph’s mind, and he raised his eyebrows as he had it.

He had only just had the thought of being an anglerfish not long ago, and now it seemed like someone was coming to take a bite.

Or to encourage me to take a bite?

It’s entirely possible that they’re doing something similar to us, isn’t it? The void of sensor readings is no different than a faulty panel.

Maybe-maybe they even considered putting in the void of sensor readings upon discovering the panel, as if they were assuming that the reading was bait.

Damn me.

Either I’m winding myself up with infinite paranoia, or I’m up against someone who’s got a lot of experience in dark-space. I thought we were just drifting through space, but… we’re… we could be floating side by side with someone who’s easily my equal if I’m right.

If I’m wrong, I’m being paranoid for no reason. It’s possible that maybe these void of sensor readings is some planetary body we haven’t detected casting echoes.

Shadows.

Or some other random cosmic mystery that seems to invest itself, destroy itself, and get reborn over and over. There’s too much to try and figure out with space as a whole.

Still, better safe than sorry, considering this whole mess is due to a security leak, and even more, knowing there’s an issue with the intelligence they gave us.

“I think… the Privateer is somewhere near the void, but not the void,” Ralph began in a quiet tone. “I think the void space is their own version of what we’ve done. That they’re attempting to bait us out, just as we’re attempting to bait them out. It’s a game of chicken, except it’s hide-and-seek. Or Marco-Polo. Take your pick.

“We’re both in a darkened room, both of us have a gun, and we’re each listening to see if we can hear the other person. Just comes down to who’s going to cough, fart, sneeze, or yawn first.”

“I-that-yeah. Yeah, I get it,” Delilah whispered, her face taking on a blank mask. She blinked, then refocused her gaze on the screen. “What if I made the drone ‘fart’ as it were? I could make it shift to the right. Away from the void space. It’d be a direct reaction to what we’re perceiving.

“If someone’s paying attention, they’d see it and react, wouldn’t they? It’d be hard for them not to.”

Ralph thought about that.

He turned his mind to consider the situation as if he were the enemy Privateer.

What would he do if the strange sensor anomaly moved away from his sensor void? If it moved away as if it could sense the fact that he was moving it closer to them, to begin with.

But not to the point that the enemy had realized that ‘Ralph’ knew what was happening.

He’d assume he was one step ahead, because if he wasn’t, the enemy would have already been moving away from this situation and trying to establish a new angle.

Like mining the course.

If I were the enemy Privateer… I’d have figured out that the sensor reading is bait to try and get me to expose myself.

Then I’d have deployed my own bait and would have attempted to cause a reaction from the opposing party, except as if I were a Privateer creeping in on that bait, which is where we are right now.

But then, if I being them, took the bait, I’d be leaning into the enemy Privateer’s wish.

If that bait moved away from what I was pretending to be me, I’d assume they were indeed aware of my void presence and that they were tracking it.

Because what I’m really trying to do is to get them to fire at my void presence. I want them to engage so I can immediately pinpoint their position and eliminate them.

That’s my goal.

Ralph opened his eyes and looked at Delilah.

“Can you simulate it opening a missile tube or something of that nature? Something that would make them think that we’re getting ready to target that void space and fire on it?” Ralph asked.

“Sure can,” Delilah confirmed. “Can’t do anything other than posture, though, obviously. I rigged it up with a number of hints or signals that can look like things, but not be that thing.”

“Certainly,” Ralph agreed with a smirk, at the same time, the pet drone detached from the ceiling and dropped down to land on Ralph’s shoulder.

Parrot had decided this was the appropriate time to ride his shoulder.

It let out several beeps, then settled down quietly.

Reaching out his right hand, Ralph activated the ‘general quarters alarm’.

Which was a series of flashing lights in all the compartments that weren’t the cockpit.

Even as Delilah worked at her screen, doing something, Ralph saw a light from the weapons bay light up. Someone had gone down there and checked in.

“I’m here, what’d I miss?” Winnie asked breathlessly, standing behind Ralph. Her hands grabbed his shoulders, and it was obvious she was leaning over the back of his seat to peer at the screen.

Which felt unmistakable when he felt her push her breasts into the back of his head.

“We’re seeing if we can get them to blink,” stated Ralph simply.

Delilah tapped at the screen several times, grimaced, then shrugged and tapped it once more.

Ralph saw a sensor change in the drone. A slight deepening of the reading as if there were suddenly more surfaces for readings to bounce off. There was also a slight increase in electronic readings for heat. As if a bay that’d been warmed up prior to opening had just exposed itself to space.

If Ralph didn’t already know what the drone was, he’d be hard-pressed not to believe that it wasn’t a ship readying itself to fire on that void presence.

Even if he had doubts, Ralph would be forced to act if he were the void presence. Except that he was operating under the idea that the Privateer had activated a drone just as he had.

They could afford to sit there and wait to see if anything changed.

“Contact,” Delilah hissed and just about flung herself out of the seat. Winnie slammed her rear-end into the seat she’d vacated and was staring at the screen. “It’s… ahead of us. I didn’t get anything. It’s ahead of us, and it just fired an entire time salvo at a point, a point further ahead?”

Further ahead?

Why would they-they knew ours was bait, they put down bait, they thought we had pushed it out the back of our ship.

Not out in front of our ship.

They assumed where we would be, but we’re behind them.

But if they just fired ahead, thinking we were ahead, then they’d likely try to drop speed or peel off to the side to break contact. Either situation would immediately change any type of firing correction.

Wouldn’t they?

Except that one of those choices would cause them to turn right into us.

“Winnie, wouldn’t they be—”

Ralph didn’t have a chance to finish his statement as there was a large number of electromagnetic readings flooding the sensor.

It reminded him of when they’d been so close to a ship previously that it’d been giving passive sensor readings.

“They’re right on top of us!” shouted Winnie a second before she slapped at the panel.

A red light flashed throughout the ship.

Telling everyone to brace for impact.

Well.

This has been entirely outside of my expectations.

First among firsts.

Then the other ship, locked in this deadly game of hide-and-seek, crashed into the Smiling Siren.


Chapter 34

“Fucking harpoon them. Everyone also needs to suit up,” Ralph growled as he quickly started tapping at the display in front of him. They needed to act immediately. If they let this ship slip away from this collision, it’d be hard to get the upper hand again. Right now, Ralph and the Siren were in a better position. They’d seen the impact coming and knew what’d happened.

The enemy might not know what the hell just happened at all. They might even be thinking they were hit with a return strike.

“Send them a damn message on the comms,” Ralph ordered as he unsnapped his harness. “If they don’t respond… I’m going to board them and see if I can’t get their data. If not… we’ll just blow them up.

“Don’t let them get away, though. We need that harpoon deep. They’ll win in a straight up fight. That barrage of theirs was massive.

“We did the best we could with what we had, and we’ve gotten to this point, let’s not lose our advantage.”

The Smiling Siren’s electrical defense system activated, and a massive surge of power tore across its hull.

As well as the other ship’s hull.

Ralph had long since hardened the Siren against its own defenses, so it didn’t do much of anything when the electrical current went across it.

Even if the Siren was damaged, electrical current wouldn’t cause it harm.

The same couldn’t be said for the other ship, he assumed. There was always the possibility that there was a loose wire, something wrong, or it wasn’t put together in a way that’d absorb the extra current.

With a huff, Ralph nodded, then spun away out of his seat.

He set off for a quick walk to get a space suit. This situation had certainly gone in a drastically different direction than he’d expected, but he wasn’t about to let the Privateer slip away.

Because right now, they were more or less locked in an embrace with one another.

A shudder rocked through the Siren as something most certainly happened from the electrical run.

“Harpooned,” reported Winnie. “I think we’re stuck on a safe side. I can’t get a reading for any bays facing us. No defensive emplacements either.

“Also, no response to the communication line. I did it by laser. I hit it right into their comms systems. I gave them a short-wave radio hit as well since… I couldn’t be sure they were receiving. Sorry.”

Winnie had done the right thing. There was no way to guarantee they’d receive a laser comm, but a small short-wave broadcast would work. They’d just have to hope it didn’t bounce off wildly and careen off to alert someone, somewhere, somehow.

Which Ralph didn’t doubt was possible, given his luck as of late.

Quickly getting into his space suit, Ralph adjusted the helmet, packed two extra air cannisters, and then grabbed the package of pressure cuffs he kept in this locker.

He turned to face Winnie.

At least, he’d thought it was Winnie who was almost directly behind him.

It turned out to be Rhea.

“Rhea, would you be a dear and strap my limbs with some pressure cuffs? Just in case I catch a nick?” Ralph asked, grinning at her through his helmet.

“Well, bless me, how could I resist when you ask so nicely?” Rhea said with a sweet smile, took the case from him, and flicked it open. She pulled out four and settled them into place at each trunk of his limbs, where they met with his torso. “You’ll be a dear and help me into my own as well, I expect? Just as soon as you point out where the largest spare suit is.”

“Uh… sure,” Ralph answered, and then reached into the locker. There was a spare for Delilah, and it was the most likely to fit Rhea, or at least, fit her mostly. She was taller, more muscular, and heavier in her figure. He held it out to her. “Sorry, Rhea, there’s nowhere to change. I can turn around, though? I promise I won’t look, despite wanting to.”

“Could I trouble you with that? I’d be just pleased as punch if you wouldn’t mind,” Rhea asked, an odd smile spreading across her face.

Dutifully, Ralph turned around and went to the weapons cabinet.

Where his personal sword and his best pistol were.

Pulling over a pistol bandolier across his middle, he stuck the pistol into it. Then loaded it with all his other high-end pistols. He wasn’t going to cheap out on a boarding action that would decide the fate of himself and his crew.

“Alright, Ralph, it’s a bit tight, and I don’t really fit it, but this’ll do for now. Would you be a peach and help me with the cuffs?” Rhea asked.

Ralph finished up with his pistols, adjusted his sword, and grabbed a small pouch stuffed with explosives. Then he turned back around to Rhea.

‘A bit tight’ was somewhat of an understatement.

Right now, Rhea was entirely on display because the suit was just about vacuumed to her due to the sizing mismatch. It was like looking at a taller, just as fit, just as well-built Winnie.

Minus the flirty disposition.

Keeping his eyes firmly on Rhea’s face, Ralph went to her and quickly fitted her up with cuffs. He was trying to manage everything to happen quickly.

Swiftly.

Because for all he knew, the enemy Privateer was doing something similar, or worse. They might’ve been better prepared than Ralph, even.

“I can hold the door. Or their door. Something. Make sure no one tries to come out while you make your way there. You gonna blow open the door or something else?” Winnie inquired and stepped out from behind Rhea. She was carrying a full-sized assault rifle and was in a space suit.

Standing side by side with Rhea, the two did seem oddly similar due to their extremely fit physiques and great figures. They were just different heights, and Winnie was prettier, while Rhea seemed softer and more open.

“Garbage chute,” Ralph answered. “Going to just blow it the fuck open. It’s already likely compromised since… well… it’s a hole. A covered hole, but a hole. Even I have a garbage chute. On both the Siren and the Toll, because you need one.”

“Everyone’s got an asshole. Even ships,” Winnie agreed. “My asshole’s pretty. Very pink, very pretty. At least I think so. You can help me figure out if I’m right or wrong, Ralph. You’ll need to get in nice and close to really make sure for me. I could be wrong after all, and I’d hate to be wrong.”

Ralph held his breath for a second, then let it out with a laugh as he finished up with Rhea’s cuffs. He then began moving toward the airlock. He paused at the door and thumbed the intercom.

“Everyone suited up?” he asked.

“Suited,” Marionette stated through the intercom. He could hear her through his helmet, which meant the ship was still pressurized and filled with breathable atmosphere.

Well, that was a tactical mistake.

“Suited,” Delilah called from the cockpit area.

“Suited,” answered Liseth through the intercom.

“De-pressurize the ship, Delilah, then open the airlock for me when it’s done,” he ordered. He’d rather set the order to someone else than do it himself, and with Xas taking the other ships to Calesat space, they had to make do without her abilities to control the ship’s functions near instantly.

Instead, he drew a pistol, held it, and made himself ready.

There was the possibility that there were enemies already on the hull of the ship with magnetic boots.

The light next to the airlock door went from red to green, then cycled open.

As the door did so, Ralph’s pistol shot upward, and he had it leveled at the open space in front of him.

Given their position, he was able to actually see a good part of the ship they’d collided with. A nearby star was pushing out a large amount of light, but it was significantly distant.

While dim, it was enough to see the ship.

It was easily the size of the Toll, if not somewhat larger, though he could only see what was in front of him. Regardless of that, it was certainly bigger than the Siren.

A harpoon line from the Siren to the unidentified ship was visible on the side.

Then the light slid across the ship, and everything dipped into shadow. Growing ever darker.

“Shit, are we spinning?” Ralph asked himself and began marching forward.

Reaching the exit to the airlock and the second open door, Ralph looked down, to the sides, then up.

There was nothing readily visible of the enemy ship that gave him pause. No laser emplacements, no defensive settings, nothing at all, not a hint of anything that would cause an issue with his plans.

He could indeed see now that they were spinning, however. Which was a strange and unsettling feeling to be sure. For one reason or another, both ships were tumbling through space.

Not waiting, Ralph stuck one boot out and beyond the door to latch to the exterior of the Siren. Another step, and he was no longer part of the false gravity of the ship.

Once more, he checked his surroundings and found nothing out of the ordinary.

He did note which side the engines of the ship should be on.

That’d give him an idea of where the garbage chute would be as well.

“Would you be a dear and keep moving?” Rhea asked through the intercom in the suits. “I’m afraid you’re in the best spot for me to occupy, and I don’t trust myself to move past you. I’m not so graceful in space.”

“I could never believe for a second that you’d ever not be graceful. You look like you’d dance around a kitchen in high heels while balancing a fresh-baked pie and a batch of brownies,” Ralph answered automatically and began moving forward. One foot clumped after the other as he walked down along the side of the hull.

It didn’t take him long to reach a point where he could detach from the Siren and attach to the enemy ship. A single breath to travel between the vessels was all the time it took.

Then he set off toward the rear of the enemy ship.

The reason garbage chutes were so close to the engine's exhaust so often was that many ships would gladly incinerate their trash after spacing it. It’d eliminate the possibility of catching a fine for spacing ‘improper’ things.

“Well, you’re certainly a sweet talker. Though I have a feeling your words are as free as the birds and bees, Captain,” Rhea said accusingly. “That I’m just an indiscriminate and helpless target amongst many.”

“Indiscriminate? No, no. All my words are always targeted specifically,” Ralph argued, his eyes sweeping the hull. He found what he was looking for. “Just because I’m complimenting you, and complimenting other women, doesn’t make my words false. Just that I’m a free speaker.”

“Glib tongue,” Rhea retorted, though she didn’t sound angry. “I can see why they are all more than willing to line up in an orderly queue.”

Ralph got down on one knee at the garbage chute and pulled out enough explosives that the ship and the Siren were going to feel it. Ralph knew how to pack explosives for just such an occasion.

His personal mix was suited for blast-doors and hulls alike.

Setting it up quickly and giving it a short thirty-second timer, he then put a hand up and gestured to a slight curve in the hull.

It wasn’t much, but if they lay down against it, it’d shield them from the angle of the explosion and its debris.

Ralph put a hand to Rhea’s elbow and her waist, then gently guided her down to the hull. The carbine she held against her chest was not released for even a moment. He found the look she gave him rather odd.

Getting down next to her on the hull, he had barely lain down before the explosives went off.

A large, jagged plate of some metallic sheet shot past Ralph, spinning end over end.

That went well!

Ralph stood up, readied his pistol, and marched toward the brand new, not-so-sealed, garbage chute.

Walking right up to the recently created entry point, he had a clear view into a hallway. As he gazed into the torn asunder hull, he saw signs that there was no vacuum pull or explosive decompression. There were things laid about as if they were put there, or that things were entirely normal.

There was a small clump of dust in a corner that clearly had grown over months.

They’d already pulled a vacuum on the ship before the explosion. Likely before everything had gone down.

Whoever this was, they’d most certainly been better prepared than Ralph had been.

Really just kinda… let this one fester far too long. I should’ve had everyone prepared far in advance of this.

Because it was quiet, nothing overt, I really hadn’t gotten everyone ready. It’d just kinda… slid along.

I guess that’s on—

Someone came around the corner with a repair kit in hand. They looked to be a man given their space suit and how it fit, but Ralph wasn’t sure. Their helmet had a sheet of reflective material on it, and it made the face impossible to see.

Ralph waited until they’d come toward him. The weapon in his hand was trained on this unidentified enemy who had been hunting his ship.

They came to a stop as they finally saw Ralph hunched in the hole from the blown-out hull.

Without thinking, Ralph pulled the trigger thrice.

Clambering into the ship, Ralph drew his sword with his left hand and went toward the person he’d shot. Who had been scrabbling at their suit for a few seconds before slumping backward and then going still against the deck.

It could’ve been the shots themselves, the exposure to space, or a combination of them, but the individual was most certainly dead.

Lifting his pistol up, Ralph pressed himself to the wall.

“Need a hand, Rhea?” he asked, not looking away.

“Well, aren’t you just a peach. No, I’m fine. I just can’t fully stand up in this suit,” Rhea complained from behind him. Her voice was being transmitted on the short-wave radio signal between the suits. “I’ve got the hall.”

Glancing to his side, he saw she’d joined him in the hall that’d once led to the garbage chute.

He now understood what she meant.

Her suit barely fit her, and if she stood up straight, it’d likely pull at her crotch to the point of being uncomfortable.

Or ripping the suit.

Ralph started moving forward and gave the person he’d killed a once-over as he passed. They didn't have any weapons on them. Just repair tools and materials.

Shit, that’s some expensive mini panels. It’d fill the hole, though.

Reaching the turn they’d come from, Ralph peeked into the hall quickly. Ducking his head partially around the corner, then back out of sight. He hadn’t seen anyone.

“I don’t see anyone, but—”

Rhea moved past him, stepped right into the hall, then crouched down. Her carbine pressed in tight to her shoulder. Half of her body was resting against the wall, and it was clear she was bracing herself against it as well.

Realizing he had someone with him who seemed as aggressive as he was, Ralph smirked, lifted his pistol, and entered the hall. He marched forward at a smooth though fast walk.

Because slow was smooth and smooth was fast, especially with a one-handed firearm. He didn’t have the luxury of bracing the weapon with a second hand.

That was reserved for gripping his sword, which hung low at his ankle as he walked along.

Ahead of him was a hallway that went to the right. Likely storage or an elevator, given the positioning was so close to the garbage chute.

Reaching it, Ralph paused four feet from it. Just enough that he could shoot someone if they came around the corner, but he could hold the hall.

Almost as soon as he stopped, he could feel Rhea coming up behind him. Heavy footfalls thumped against the deck as she closed on him.

She paused briefly at his side, then slid into the hall, her weapon up.

No sooner had she gotten her eyes on it than she fired. Her weapon coughed out six energy discharges in rapid succession.

“Another tech, down. Looks like an elevator,” she stated.

“Hold the hall,” Ralph ordered, moved forward, and turned down the hall toward the elevator.

A person was curled up in the fetal position, not far off. A weapon was in their hand, as well as another repair kit next to them. This person had likely been sent to check on the first.

Walking to the elevator, Ralph hesitated, then peeked inside.

It was empty.

Grabbing the unmoving body, Ralph hauled them into the doors of the elevator. It wouldn’t be closing or leaving this floor anytime soon.

Ralph had never been a fan of elevators in a spaceship. It’d always felt like a good way to let boarders straight up into a floor you didn’t want them on.

Though in the same way, it could get your people into a situation that they needed to be in, just as quickly.

I miss Xas. I could’ve had her hack this damn thing if she were here.

Reaching into the elevator, Ralph hit the emergency button and held it down for five seconds. He imagined there were a great deal of things happening throughout the ship now.

It’d been harpooned, part of it exploded, and two people were already dead. Adding an elevator panic alarm would only add more to the distress.

Exiting the hall, Ralph went back to Rhea, who was watching the hall now.

“Stairs up ahead,” she said. “It’s windy, but there’s a hatch at the top. Closed. I gave it a look and doubled back.”

Ralph thought about that, then smirked. He had an idea.

Pulling out another lump of explosives, he put it on a five-minute timer, then hurled it upward. He couldn’t quite see where it hit, but it was probably close enough to the hatch.

“Alright. We’re leaving. We’re heading for the airlock,” he ordered and started jogging down the hall back to the hole they’d made. “We’re going to blow it open after that goes off. They’ll not know what to do at that point, and we’ll have an opportunity.”

“You’re a lot of misdirection,” Rhea stated in a huff. She seemed bothered by the fact that they weren’t even aiming backward as they pulled out of the hall.

“Misdirection is my middle name, you know,” Ralph lied.

“No, it isn’t,” Rhea countered immediately.

“How would you know?” he said with a grin.

They just had to get to the airlock, set up the last of his explosives, and wait.

Then they’d rush for the bridge.

Perhaps we should stop by and pick up Winnie on our way. Or Delilah with a drone? Marionette and whoever’s left can hold the ship, or just hide. Though the Siren isn’t that large and its laser defenses have a pretty good eyeline of anyone trying to tromp across to it.

Though… shouldn’t this Privateer have had defense emplacements? I haven’t seen any at all.

Ralph moved past a black and burnt-out stump of a trash can.

Oh.

The electrical current fried or blew them up.

Ha.

I should buy some extra batteries and capacitors to make that hilariously overpowered.

Hell, this is one of those moments where I need to make sure it never happens to me.

But… since I’m once again thinking about this from their point of view… I bet they’ve got a self-destruct set up.

Damn.


Chapter 35

Ralph had been surprised to find Delilah kneeling down on one knee near the enemy ship’s airlock. An energy rifle was held at a low ready position. Clearly ready to snap the weapon up and fire if need be.

“Coming up on your left, Delilah,” Ralph warned. “And why’re you out here?”

“Because the door opened and the laser emplacements couldn’t get a good angle on it. So Winnie and I came out here,” she answered. “She went back after we fired off some rounds at them, and they left. I stayed here to keep them bottled up. What’re you doing out here, though? I thought you were going to blow the ship up?”

With a snort, Ralph moved up to the airlock and started unloading the rest of his explosives quickly. He didn’t have much time.

“We had two entry points, and both were kill funnels, honestly,” Ralph admitted. “So now… we’re giving them three places to watch. And honestly, if they want to be a shit about this, I’ll just start throwing more explosives through the open doorway.

“Still no response on comms? They haven’t said anything? Though to be sure… maybe they can’t. Might’ve cooked off their comms.”

“No response,” Delilah said simply. “Winnie, bring out a transmitter? And more of Ralph’s explosives. Ralph just made a good point that we should’ve considered. They might be deaf and dumb at the moment.”

Moving away from the now rigged-up airlock, Ralph went and stood next to Delilah and Rhea. The latter of which was kneeling down next to Delilah and watching toward the hole that’d once been the garbage chute.

Ralph nodded at that and kept going, moving toward the open airlock door that led into the Siren.

When he reached it, he had just enough time to see Winnie step into the doorway. She had a bag held under one armpit.

“Oh, Ralph. Here. Explosives and transmitter,” she said with a laugh. “You can call me with the transmitter and blow me up with the explosives? Or I’d blow you… up?

“Ugh… I’m trying real hard with that one. Geeze. This is all so nerve-racking. I feel like we’re just… fumbling around in the dark.”

She squatted down at the edge of the airlock, which made her already tight space suit almost tighter. Given the height disparity and angle, it also left nothing to the imagination.

“After this?” Ralph asked, looking at her through her helmet. Her mechanical ears were surprisingly not on her head. She looked completely at ease as well.

“Probably! That or in a few days when we’re in some safer territory. I don’t think I could really enjoy it until we’re safe,” Winnie admitted and then gently pushed the bag of explosives toward him. “Maybe in a few weeks, if we can’t seem to get into a safe space. I want it. Bad. But I want it to matter.

“Oh, I’ve got firing plots ready if we break away from them.”

Ralph caught the bag and chuckled.

“Message received,” he said, turned, and started back toward the airlock.

Only to nearly get dislodged from the hull as the whole of it shook wildly. The strange lack of gravity and friction caused a sudden bout of vertigo in the weightlessness of the void, making Ralph want to puke.

He’d nearly lost himself, as one boot had left the hull, and the other was latched on.

Scrambling forward, he got to the airlock, snapped off a quick ‘ten-second timer’ on the rigged-up crappy calculator turned detonator clock, then rushed back away. Looking like some type of horror monster that might chase Marionette about.

“Why’re you acting like that?” Delilah asked as he stomped and clanked toward her. “You’re going to make it obvious we’re here. The explosives are not so overly strong, right? It’s like the stuff you used to—”

The hull violently rocked beneath Ralph’s feet, and he felt like his back was thrown out with the sheer magnitude of it. Causing him to jerk one way, then the other.

Slowly, light began to filter across the hull as they spun back into view of the sun once more.

“Holy hell, Ralph?!” Delilah stated with some heat. “How much did you put on that!?”

“Enough that they’re going to think we’re hitting them with Battleship-sized rockets?” Ralph answered, turned around, and began stomping his way back to the now massive hole on the side of the ship. “I normally try to be judicious with this and not over-use it, but fuck me if I don’t want them quivering in their boots. I want them eager to talk to me, deal with me, and be done with me.”

Ralph reached into the bag at his side and found the transmitter. It was the type that had been made with the idea that you might have to talk to someone who couldn’t take their helmet off. There was a laser that went about two feet at the bottom of it that could be aimed at the plate of a space suit helmet, and it would transmit to the frequency it held.

Setting the frequency to his own suit’s radio, Ralph wandered over to the massive hole that had been the airlock. A great deal of the hull had crumpled in around it, and Ralph could see into some personal quarters as well as an entry area.

He also saw someone standing there with a weapon.

Ducking away from the hole quickly, Ralph emptied the bag of its contents, setting the explosives down beside him. Standing near the hole, Ralph waved the bag back and forth several times, trying to get someone’s attention.

Then he held the bag out just enough that they could see it, but not shoot his hand.

Ralph stuck the transmitter into the bag, then gently pushed the bag into the hole. If the gravity plate was working, the bag would enter, then hit the deck.

Literally.

If it wasn’t, it’d float in, which would work fine, too.

Lifting his pistol, Ralph ambled backward and away from the hole.

He didn’t truly have the time or luxury to wait, but realistically, he wanted something from this Privateer. Wanted something that’d give him leverage with the Mirkil royal family when he went back.

Because right now, he didn’t have much other than to report on the situation he’d flown into.

But if he could get some confirmations, some information, then the whole of the situation would be reframed, from his assumptions, to proof.

And proof is always worth coin.

I’d rather that than to throw more explosives into that hole, detach the harpoon, and absolutely blow them the fuck up.

“Privateer Turlan,” growled a voice on Ralph’s radio frequency. “I admit you’ve got me in a bit of a problematic position. I’m curious as to why I haven’t been blown up completely.

“Since, you know, you’ve blown out my front door, back door, and even the damn kitchen. Do you have any idea how hard it’s going to be to get a kitchen put back in and get it up and running for my Ship’s-Mistress’ approval? She spent years on that thing.”

“My condolences,” Ralph replied dryly. “To be fair, you fired an entire broadside at where you assumed I’d be. I think I’m perfectly fair in my response so far.

“As to why I haven’t blown you up outright… well… I was thinking maybe we could make a trade. And should I assume that you’re Privateer Michaels? The same one I was erroneously sent to meet up, only to have you tail my ship from there?”

“Ah… well… that’s a fair point. I did try to space you so I can’t exactly fault you for your actions,” admitted the man on the other end of the transmitter. His tone sounded odd, however. Something had surprised him, and Ralph wasn’t sure what. “And yes, my name is Privateer Michaels, or just… Richard. Richard is fine.

“Now… you said you wanted to talk about a trade? What is it? I don’t exactly have much in the way of cargo or personnel that I’m willing to trade.”

Dick.

I should call him Dick.

No one is named Richard anymore, because everyone calls them Dick.

“Don’t want your cargo, don’t want your ship, don’t want your crew,” Ralph admitted. “Hell, I don’t even want to kill you. Up to this point… just really wanted your attention to make a point.

“Right now, what I want… is information. Information that’s in that database of yours, hard drive, or whatever else you wanna call it, I want that. Or more specifically, I want all the information about your current job. The one to kill me.

“I want to know all the details about it, around it, who paid for it, how it went down, everything. Because I need to be able to go back to Mirkil and say, ‘this is what happened, here’s the proof.’

“By the way, not sure if you were made aware of this or not, but they named you in my dispatch. I was told to go dissuade you from helping. Not kill you. Not blow you up. Just dissuade you. But you were named. Your ship was named as well.”

Ralph had no idea how that would land. If Hawke had tipped too much information off, or if it was known. Maybe it was a flutter of actual intelligence from the Mirkil Intelligence force despite being as compromised as it was.

“And… you want to let me go as I am right now, just for information,” Michaels answered.

“Exactly. I wasn’t hired to kill you. I’d rather not, if I’m being honest. I will, though,” Ralph answered. “I’m doing a job here, and my job was to dissuade you. I’d imagine you’re dissuaded from following Hawke any further.

“Now we’re just talking about the details of that dissuasion. The information? That’s my price to walk away from this right now and let this all go. Just give me the raw data. If you can’t transfer it, I’ll take a hard drive.”

“How do I know you won’t just blow me up after the fact?” Michaels demanded.

“I mean, you don’t. I can promise, swear, make an oath, make a blood pact; it wouldn’t matter. It all comes down to how much you trust my reputation and what you know about me,” stated Ralph. “Wanna think about it real quick and get back to me? I don’t have a lot of time. I don’t know if you’re stalling or not, and I’ve already wasted too much time.

“I was really considering blowing you up and fleeing here with just my word that Mirkil is absolutely compromised. But… I’d rather have that data from you. Proof.

“So, I’m not trying to rush you here, but time’s a commodity neither of us has in spades at the moment.”

“Fine,” Michaels said without any hesitation whatsoever. “Your little electrical trick blew out my comms, so I’ll just give you a damn hard drive. Give me five minutes to transfer it and yank it out.”

“Great… but… what’s the data? Give me a rundown so I know what I’m looking at,” Ralph added. If he didn’t know what he was bargaining for, there was no real reason to continue forward.

“Mirkil’s entire intelligence is fucked,” Michaels confessed without hesitation. “I was hired to take out whoever came to get me, as well as four other targets. I already took care of two others; you were my next target, though I think you ended up with more than one target. Planetary governor, data courier, and me?”

Shit.

The whole thing was a bust.

Even the courier.

I was wrong.

This is absolutely screwed up.

We’re going to have to go straight out of the fringe and into a corridor. Make our way back to Calesat and send a message to Mirkil, rather than trying to get back through the lines.

This is fucked.

“Right. If you can give me hiring data based on and around that, it’s a fair trade,” Ralph confirmed. “I’ll keep my bays shut as I leave.

“Oh, and out of curiosity, I assumed you had a self-destruct and may have already armed it. I know if I were in your place, I would’ve likely already started it but paused it. Did you?”

“Of course,” Michaels answered. “I’ll have the drive out in the same bag you sent in.”

Ralph nodded at that, then didn’t move. He got comfortable right there.

They’d have to confirm it was indeed a hard drive rather than a bomb, because that’s also something Ralph might try. Then they’d be gone.

Gone and away from here.

Scurrying out of this rural nowhere and this hellhole of a mission and making a full speed course back to Calesat.

As they stood there, Ralph felt like his paranoia was slowly creeping upward. That every breath taken was another closer to death. His mind was building the picture that this was a terrible mistake.

“Trade with me, Rhea,” Ralph grumbled and then took a knee next to her, aiming in the direction she’d been watching. “Cycle with Delilah in a few minutes.”

“Oh? Oh. Well. If you’re going to be a gentleman about it, how can a lady say no?” she said and stood up. She then shifted over to where Ralph had been standing and took up a general position. “You’re treating me like a lady, and I honestly didn’t expect it.”

“Uh… why not, exactly?” Ralph asked, not quite sure how to answer that statement.

“I’m a felon. I’ve killed people. I’m not… what I once was,” Rhea said slowly, her voice taking on a distinctly different edge. One he’d never heard from her.

“Good thing this is a pirate crew,” Ralph responded almost listlessly. He knew for a fact that Marionette had been absolutely delighted at the inclusion of Rhea. A murdering felon with a housewife-like demeanor fit her headspace of the ‘perfect pirate crew,’ and there would be no removal of Rhea going forward. “Alcoholic, ex-corridor-bounty-hunter, super model actress turned damsel, rampant AI pilot, smuggler and con man, genetically designed illegal super weapon. You’re the felonious housewife. You fit right in.”

“She really does,” Delilah agreed with a chuckle. “Oh, Rhea… that uh… magazine you let me borrow? I like it. A lot. Are we getting a subscription now? Is it something we can get back copies of?”

“Oh, most certainly,” answered Rhea, her tone of voice shifting straight back to the housewife tone. “We could even do some backwards… back… wards—”

Rhea’s voice trailed off as Ralph’s eyes locked on the bag that’d just been shoved out of the hole by a stick. It was tied to the stick and then came to a stop once the cord reached its full length.

How the hell am I supposed to check it… It could easily be a bomb.

I didn’t think about that.

I should’ve told him not to put it in a bag.

Shaking his head, Ralph sighed.

“There’s the hard drive,” Michaels said over the line suddenly.

“If it blows up or something stupid happens, I’ll have my crew back off and blow your ship up,” Ralph growled.

“Oh, uh… yeah. One… second,” Michaels stated, and the bag was pulled back down out of sight. It was gone for maybe thirty seconds, and then a new item came back out of the hole.

It was quite literally a hard drive with a cord tied around it in an X shape. The stick remained in place, and the hard drive slowly curved toward the hull after it hit the extension of the cord.

Ralph trooped forward, kept himself low, out of sight of the hole, and snagged the hard drive.

“Good doing business with you, Michaels,” Ralph stated as he moved away from the hole. Drive and stick in tow. He got a few steps away, pulled the drive free, and left the stick and cord behind. “We should see if we could do some business together later. I’ve got a few stations under my thumb. Charybdis is the name of the planet nearby. You should stop by.”

“Right,” hissed Michaels, but said nothing else.

Ralph looked over the hard drive twice and shook his head as he went over to Delilah. He held it out to her.

She gave it a once-over, then lifted up some device from her hip and held it up to it. Whatever she got back from scanning it didn’t seem to bother her.

She looked to him and shook her head.

“It’s clean,” she said.

“Then we’re gone,” Ralph said and began marching back to the Siren.

It was high time to get the hell out of here and call this war quits.

There was too much damn heat on him, and he didn’t want to be here for any reason at this moment.

He wanted to hit the corridor, break all contact, and make a beeline for Calesat.

Immediately.


Epilogue

“Telemetry received from the border buoy of Calesat,” Marionette murmured, then sighed. “Pushing our IFF their way. Also dispatching all our communications. Mirkil, Calesat, Xas, all of it. It’ll take a while to hear back from Mirkil, but we should be hearing from Calesat sooner.

“If it’s the same buoys and same communication relays, I’d say a day or so for Calesat to get a response back to us. Mirkil is likely a week, if not longer. I have no idea, given that half of the Confed is in a war now.”

Ralph blew out a breath, then laughed.

Marionette wasn’t wrong.

The last mission they’d just run had been about as hairy as it’d been for Ralph in a long while. Because the simple reality of it was, it didn’t matter how good a Privateer he was, if someone was going to be lying in wait for them.

If someone had a gun drawn and was hunkered down in the corner of a hall, it didn’t matter if you were the best sword-master in the galaxy. It didn’t matter if you were the fastest sprinter, the best tactician, or a genius unseen in all of time.

That gun would put you down, and that’d be that.

The tension from being stalked by a Privateer and nearly losing was only now bleeding away from Ralph, now that they were in Blood space. Because Blood space only respected Privateers with a letter of marque from other Blood.

Even then, if it was a letter from a different Blood, it’d only be marginally tolerated.

The same rules didn’t apply here as they did in the Confed.

Ralph, as a Privateer of Calesat, was safe here, unless someone really wanted to piss in Calesat’s breakfast.

“Oh, I got a comms package from Xas!” Marionette said as she lightly touched and tapped at the screen. Winnie, Delilah, and Liseth were all off duty at the moment. Rhea was on duty but not in the cockpit. Leaving him and her as the only ones up here. “She’s currently in orbit around Calesat, and repairs are finished. The message also said she’d be moving toward us the moment we crossed into Calesat territory.”

“I imagine she’s not very happy about the fact that we had her pilot the Toll, since she can’t leave it,” Ralph suggested. “Probably as angry as she could be and fussing over every little repair so that it can be done as quickly as possible.”

Thinking about that, Ralph smirked with one side of his mouth.

“In fact, since you received that comms package the moment we came out of the corridor and entered Calesat proper, it means that she’s sent that message a long while back and it’s just been sitting at all border spaces,” continued Ralph. “To the point that no matter where we surfaced, we would’ve received the message. I bet we get echo or repeater messages as we continue to move into Calesat territory, as messages route backward to us, since we just showed up on the network.”

“I’ve always wondered how all that works,” Marionette said after a pause. “Does the system just match the messages to see if they’re duplicates? That’s what it seems like, but I’m not sure, and I never remembered to check after I’d thought about it.”

“Something like that, yeah. It’s just a check and confirm,” Ralph agreed, then ran his hands over his face. “We sent the request for the Pureblood to meet with me? Sent all the information to Mirkil? As well as an update to orders for Elke and the… the Blood of Turlan?

“Now we’re just hoping for everyone to get back to us as quickly as they can. That about right?”

“Yes! I’ve also put in a request to have my family brought over to Calesat. I’m just an actress and crewman in the Confed, but… here on Calesat, I have a lot more stature. That’d be shared with my family, though they’ll need to learn Calesat.

“As for waiting… well… I’m sure you and I can think of a few things to do while we wait?” Marionette asked, tilting her head to the side and looking at him out of the corner of her eyes.

Ever since she’d recovered from the longevity treatments, her sexual appetite had escalated considerably.

“I think we should explore that,” agreed Ralph. “Explore everything you’re thinking about. Let me just ask Rhea to sub in at the cockpit.”

***

Ralph was dumbstruck.

Xas had taken the Toll directly to them the moment she’d been able to confirm that they were now in Calesat space.

As had the Pureblood.

Along with several Battleships and a handful of Corvettes.

He wasn’t sure if it was meant to intimidate him or honor him.

Honestly, it felt like both at the moment, but he was sure he’d find out soon enough.

For the moment, Ralph and the rest of his crew had only just settled back into the Toll.

Xas had immediately begun babbling endlessly from the moment she could reach them on laser comms, and had only stopped when the Pureblood’s envoy had gotten close enough that they’d have to watch for any type of hostility from them.

That’d bled away as the distance was closed, and nothing had changed.

The closer the Pureblood got to the Toll, the more he risked himself and the less he put himself in a hostile position.

They had refused all communications other than to say that ‘communication will be conducted soon’.

Looking at the screen, Ralph shook his head.

This isn’t going to be communication; this is going to be damn near face-to-face.

They could’ve just lasered over whatever they wanted, but it’s clear they don’t want anything slipping free at all. Not even a hint of what this might be, getting caught by anyone else on an intercept.

“Receiving a laser comms. It’s… it’ s a really tough encryption. If they hadn’t included the decryption key first, I’m not even sure I’d be able to crack it open after a month,” Xas admitted in a breathy whisper. She’d dressed herself in clothing that might’ve been in a skin mag that showed off far too much of her body.

Ralph was chalking it up to some strange iteration change in her emotional filters.

That or she actually missed him in some weird way.

He was genuinely starting to get some weird mixed signals from her about how she viewed him.

“I’m able to connect it now. Are you ready?” Xas asked, turning her head to look at Ralph seated in one of the cockpit seats.

“Yeah, flick it over,” Ralph muttered, then reached up and adjusted his hair and his coat.

There was a light pop from his left hand as he pulled, reminding him of just how little weight his left hand could actually bear up under anymore.

Parrot took that as a motion to call it over, and it plopped itself down on the arm of Ralph’s chair. Bobbing up and down in place as the screen flickered to a video feed.

The Pureblood of Calesat was seated in a rather large captain’s chair. It looked as if he was in some type of bridge or CIC at the moment, with a great many officers around him in the background and sides.

“Ah! Warrior Turlan of Calesat. I’m so pleased you came back to your Blood space,” the Pureblood said with a wide smile and leaned forward. Peering into the screen that was likely in front of him.

“Of course. I was able to make some money with contracts in the Confed,” Ralph said easily. He’d thought about how to have this conversation the moment he realized the Pureblood was coming straight toward him. “I’ve completed my contracts and have returned. I’ve already put in for docking permission to go see Park. I also, of course, sent you a comms package, Pureblood. Did you receive it already?”

“I did, I did,” the man said, his smile taking an odd edge to the corners. Almost as if it were threatening to become a smirk.

Or a frown.

“The Blood of Turlan. The Charybdis planet and stations,” mused the Pureblood. “With a Blood relation to that of Calesat. I was flattered by the proposition.

“I admit I’m a little nervous about the Blood-Orphans, though. Isn’t that a bit of a risk, Turlan?”

“I… didn’t recruit them,” confessed Ralph and then grinned. “I merely raised a banner, and they flocked to it. I realized that I could accept them or try to fight them. I’ve also received a great many dissidents from the Confed and Corridor as well.

“Classifying them as Blood-Orphans of the Confed has allowed them to become… Blood of Turlan. I think we have a lot to offer as a new Blood. Especially if we remain friends with my original Blood.”

The Pureblood chuckled at that, but didn’t immediately respond. Instead, he shifted in his seat, put his hand to his jaw, and merely gazed into the camera. Clearly, thinking about what Ralph had just said.

“The Calesat will accept you as a cousin. I look forward to the trade routes opening up,” the Pureblood began, his words coming out in a slow and smooth cadence. “Because as you said in the communication you sent me… it’ll be an open place to trade directly with the Confed, or make alliances, without having to deal with the Corridor, or spies.”

“Just so, Pureblood,” Ralph agreed. “An open route to trade information, goods, or… ideas. Where the Blood of Turlan will zealously guard that neutral space. For their cousins to be able to leverage a resource unavailable to the rest of the Blood.

“I would be remiss if I didn’t mention that House Mirkil, House Bertson, and House Ginil have already requested meetings with representatives of the Blood. Since I am a cousin of Calesat, that is the only Blood I could ever, in good conscience, put them in touch with.

“Those three were the only houses I notified so far, but… I imagine there will be other Houses that might come calling to see what they might be able to arrange.

“Did I mention that at this time, Charybdis and its stations have a middle ground as far as contraband goes? Some Confed rules, some Blood rules, but there’s also some rules to allow shipping through our space so long as the end recipient doesn’t find the product to be illegal.”

It’d been something Ralph had hammered out with Xas previously.

She’d been a black-market super-AI after all.

If she didn’t know which things went where, at what price, and to whom, then he didn’t know who would. They’d put together a number of laws that would keep the Blood of Turlan safe from economic attacks, or socio-economic pushes, but allow them to benefit from other locations’ imports and exports of legal and illegal goods.

The Pureblood suddenly barked a laugh, sat up straight, and clapped his hands together.

“I should have known,” the Pureblood said with a hand wave and sat forward. “This is fine. Though, to be sure, this isn’t actually what I wished to discuss with you. The Blood of Calesat is dealing with some problems from a few other Bloods. They are behaving strangely and acting in a way that I cannot predict.

“I would very much like to put in a contract with you to bring you into the Calesat once more and assist with this.”

“I’m sure we can come to an agreement. Did you want to meet in person?” Ralph asked. He wouldn’t doubt for a second that the Pureblood would prefer the negotiation to be done in person.

“Yes! Yes, and thank you, Turlan. I shall send you a transport to pick you up immediately,” stated the Pureblood, followed by him looking off screen and nodding his head.

The video call ended immediately.

“That sounds somewhat ominous,” Marionette mused.

Parrot bobbed up and down heavily, then hopped upward. Its rotors kicked in and it shot up, only to cut them again, and land perfectly on Ralph’s shoulder.

“It does,” agreed Ralph with a sigh and leaned back into his seat. “We have to assume Mirkil will accept our contract-quit along with the information we sent them. Everything we took from Michaels on that hard drive more or less proved our point. That this whole thing was a setup to flush out intelligence resources.

“We’ll get our contract closure pay, break out of that Confed war, and be able to shift away. Let some of that heat die away.”

“And start all over again,” Winnie said with a laugh. “After we’ve gotten too much heat here, though, then what?”

“I mean… there’s always Charybdis,” mused Ralph, looking at his crew.

It could be a lot of fun running my own Privateer station and planet. A lot of fun.

The future seemed bright.

And exciting.
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