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	Kylla Torrance is an Augment. Her mission? Establish a sanctuary where the genetically engineered can live in peace, beyond the reach of those who hunt them.

	 

	With the help of a rebellious starship officer, she has one chance to give her people a future, but to succeed they must risk everything to disappear into the deep.

	 

	Get your free copy of Scatter the Winds.

	 



Chapter One

	Chei Lu carried a miniature optical scrambler and a dozen other useful tools in a pocket hidden inside his vest, but he still worried about being seen and recognized as he stepped out of the narrow alley and onto the tree lined promenade that led to his destination. Pulling his hood up and glancing around to make sure no one was close enough to be an issue, he tilted his head down and put his feet in motion.

	It was only a hundred meters to the security gate. But it was also the one segment of his long journey where he was most exposed to an unconstrained variable. A person coming out of one of the adjacent private estates, or even a dog barking that might cause someone to glance at an optic feed as his scrambler disrupted the signal, could be enough to raise an alarm. Fortunately, it was deep enough into thirdshift that none of those possibilities jumped out to tangle his plan before he reached the entrance.

	Checking again to make sure he hadn’t aroused suspicion, he pulled one of the tools out and activated it. Several seconds later it chirped, announcing that it had discovered the access code Pressing it against his palm, his Urah Un simultaneously uploaded the information to his brain and triggered the latch. It swung open slightly and he slipped inside. Nudging it closed with a shoulder, he listened for the lock to reengage before he turned and headed down the access tunnel.

	Arika palms and red Martian ferns alternated in recessed pots along both sides of a double strip of polycon, tinted mars red, and inlaid with irregular stone patterning. The drive was new since last time Chei had been here. In fact, the freshly sprouting banana grass implied that it may have been a very recent addition.

	Making his way through the gently winding tunnel, he made mental notes of the security features embedded in the walls and floor around him. It might be something he’d need to know if things didn’t go as expected. He was certain, even among the ones he spotted, not all of them were passive. And, he knew he’d likely only recognized part of what was guarding the estate.

	From the looks of it, paranoia was alive and doing well for itself in the upper tier of Robinson’s elite society.

	But that was something he’d hoped to see. In fact, it would make what he wanted to do far easier to accomplish.

	Rounding the last curve before the inner access doors, he paused, glancing back to make sure he wasn’t visible from the promenade before he pulled out his optic scrambler and shut it off. If he was lucky, he wouldn’t run into any visually triggered alarms between here and the door, and hopefully, if he did, he’d have a chance to get inside before help arrived. It was a calculated risk, but probably safer than the alternative.

	Taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly, he tried to push down the adrenaline that had been rising steadily with every step he’d taken. Flashes of doubt danced around the edges of his mind, pushed up by the rising wave of fear that chewed away at his determination.

	“Keep moving,” he whispered, driving himself forward.

	“What was that?” Nathan asked, his voice reminding him he wasn’t alone, even if nobody else was here with him physically. Not yet, anyway.

	“Talking to my demon,” he muttered. “Almost there.”

	Stepping through the open outer airlock door he looked up, directly into the optic and flipped his hood back, knowing the house system would run an ID scan. Reaching out, he touched the door plate to activate the chime.

	It was late, so he was surprised when the house system announced his presence after only a few seconds. That meant someone was already approaching the other side of the door. Although muffled, he clearly understood what it said. “Visitor identity unconfirmed. Nearest match: Archival Image: Chei Walter Lu, Chancellor. Deceased.”

	The outer airlock door slammed behind him, trapping him inside. “The rumors of my death have been somewhat exaggerated,” he said, loudly enough to be heard through the door, even though he knew there had to be an audio pickup in the airlock.

	“Prove it.” a voice said. It was modulated to the point of being unrecognizable. “You have ten seconds before I flood the lock with flouresticine.”

	“Don’t make me laugh,” he said. Flouresticine gas was a bluff he’d run on a street riff that had once tried to jump him in Tsiolkovsky Freeport East.

	Turning serious, he nodded. She would want a real answer. “This is where I came to grieve the night Dutch shut down. I didn’t want anyone to know how much it hurt me.”

	“And what did I tell you?” the voice asked, softening even through the distortion.

	“That I would see him again someday,” he said. “We spent the rest of the night discussing the idea of whether an Artificial Awareness could have a real soul, and an afterlife.”

	After almost a minute, he was relieved when the outer door unlocked, followed several seconds later by the inner one clicking and swinging slowly open.

	“You look damned lively for a dead guy,” Saffia Drake said as she stepped out from behind the door with a double round rifle pointed at him.

	Staring at the gun, he slowly raised his hands. “Considering what I’ve been through since Sonchilde had me assassinated…” He shrugged. “I’m not impressed.”

	The gun barrels drooped downward slightly as she studied his face. “You look younger by half.”

	“And you haven’t aged a day,” he said, dropping his hands and raising an eyebrow. “Are you going to shoot me or what?”

	“I haven’t decided yet. It’s awfully late to be waking us up.” But she did sling the rifle into place behind her back. “You’ve got a lot of explaining ahead of you, before I’m ready to give you odds on getting back out that door in an upright orientation. And it better start with the part about Dr. Strangechilde having you assassinated.”

	Saffia Drake had never hidden her hostility toward Sonchilde, and from the sparks in her eyes, it was clearly as hot as ever.

	Glancing toward the house sitting in the center of the domed estate, he tilted his head. “How’s Tana doing?”

	A flash of sadness edged Saf’s features for an instant. Tana had refused rejuvenation for the last several decades in spite of the fact that the Institute had made them available to her. He knew it was a tender issue between them. Especially since Saf’s plusser metabolism might give her 300 years even without a proxy-lift.

	“Getting old,” she said, looking down and stepping back to let him in. “She’s still sharp as ever, but the body betrays her more every day.”

	He nodded, following her along the path around the side of the house to their private quarters in the back wing. He’d been here often, so as they climbed the stairs he noticed both the ramp and the gradually reducing gravity as they approached the entrance.

	“I should have warned you about that,” she said, grinning, as he bounced a bit too high and almost smashed into the top of the door jamb. “We live at Mars Standard. It makes it easier for her to move around.”

	“I understand,” he said quietly as she opened the door. He followed her across the wide foyer and into the main sitting room.

	Tana Drake slowly rose from the chair she’d occupied, and Chei held his breath. For all that her physical body had become frail with age, there was a regal beauty in her presence that surrounded her and filled the room in a way he’d never seen before. She was only a few years older than the last time he’d been here, but somehow, she had become something greater than her flesh.

	He wasn’t sure how to react, but he fought down the urge to take a knee. “You look magnificent,” he managed to say, even though his voice trembled strangely.

	She smiled, shaking her head slowly and sending ripples through the waves of silver-white hair that hung loosely to her waist. “And you are as sweet as you ever were.” She gestured for him to come in and sit.

	Even up close, though her skin showed her age, her eyes sparkled and danced with the same mischievous fire that they showed on the first day they’d met. Easing herself back into her seat, she smoothed the edges of her emerald-green dressing gown and waited for him to sit. She stared through him for several seconds before she raised an eyebrow. “What brings you back from the dead, and why isn’t it all over the newswaves yet?”

	He smiled. She had never taken the oblique line of approach to anything. “I’m here to set things square with the one who assassinated me,” he said.

	“Sonchilde?” Saf asked.

	Chei nodded. “And to stop the rise of a tyrant.”

	“Also, Sonchilde,” Tana said, flatly accepting his potential dictatorship as truth.

	“As to why my resurrection isn’t yet known, I was wanting to let you both in on things before I storm the Chancellery when it opens the session tomorrow.”

	Saf snorted. “That’s a show I’d pay to watch.”

	“Why us?” Tana asked, winking at her wife.

	Leaning forward, he reached into his belt pouch, holding up a hand as Saf shifted to free her rifle in case she needed it. Moving slowly, he pulled out a Takhu data stack and set it on the table. “You two are the only people I would trust to keep that safe.”

	“That’s an Institute data stack,” Saf said. “What’s on it?”

	He nodded. “It’s Takhu, but it’s not Institute. It contains absolute proof that Sonchilde was in direct control of the pirates who helped him kill me, and who later attacked New Phoenix and Escabosa.”

	“Ethan Walker?” Tana asked.

	He shook his head. “Xavier Constantine, but Sonchilde wanted Walker blamed.”

	“I’ve never heard of Constantine,” Tana said.

	Saf nodded. “He’s a smaller pirate prince in Corvis Hydra.”

	“He’s dead now, and so is Ethan Walker, but it’s Sonchilde we need to stop. There are other things on that stack that are even more damning to him.”

	“Why give it to us?” Tana asked.

	“Insurance,” he said. “Tomorrow, I go at him directly, but because he’s already killed me once…”

	“You keep saying that like it’s something he succeeded in doing,” Saf said.

	Chei nodded. “He did, but he didn’t expect that anyone would be able to restore me from my implant. It takes Takhu tech to do that.”

	“Implant?” she asked.

	Tana looked off to the side for several seconds. “You have an engrammatic stasis implant, don’t you?”

	Saf looked at her wife blankly, “What the hell is that?”

	“We were experimenting with uploading human awareness 150 years ago,” she said. “The technology wasn’t sophisticated enough to get a complete awareness transferal. All we managed to achieve was broken minds, so we dropped it.”

	“But the Institute didn’t” Chei confirmed. “As far as I know, I have the only one that’s been used to restore someone after death.”

	“Fascinating,” Tana smiled. “I would love to see how it was done.”

	“I could get you the records,” he offered. “And access to the doctor who did it.”

	“Perhaps,” she said. “But I am a bit troubled by the fact that you keep differentiating between Institute tech and Takhu tech. Are they not the same?”

	He grinned in spite of himself. “All Institute technology is Takhu, but all Takhu Technology is not the Institute’s.”

	“Which implies there is another source of Takhu Technology?” Saf said, looking worried. “We fought a war to keep that kind of thing from happening.”

	“And if there is?” he asked.

	“That would be dangerous to us all,” she said firmly and without hesitation.

	“More dangerous than a sociopathic megalomaniac who wants to keep it all to himself?” he challenged, glancing at Tana.

	She smiled and nodded. “As long as we’re not taking it from one monster and handing it to another.”

	“I’d like to introduce you to the other one,” he said. “He’s not a monster at all. Would you be willing to drop your jumpdoor inhibitor for a moment?”

	Saffia shook her head in protest, but Tana winked. “Agatha, please drop the inhibitor grid for …ten seconds?”

	“Yes, Tana,” the house system said. “Grid offline now.”

	“Captain Nathaniel Grey and Thya Darvelle, I’d like you to meet Chancellors Emeritus Tana and Saffia Drake.”

	“I’m so honored to meet you both,” Nathan said, stepping forward and taking a knee to shake Tana’s hand gently. “My doctor was a student of yours when you taught at the Institute. I am sure she would be delighted to share her work on restoring awareness.”

	Saf fired an assault level glare at Chei. “He’s been listening.”

	Standing up, he stepped over to Saf and offered a hand. She stared at it, so he left it parked in place. Considering the importance of stopping Sonchilde, and the security risks involved, I am sure you would have done the same,” he said calmly.

	After several seconds she nodded and accepted his hand.

	“Welcome to the revolution.”


Chapter Two

	After the NuProvidence counterattack had pushed Constantine’s army back through the jumpdoor and sealed them off from their leader, and their objectives, they had taken their rage out on Tortuga itself. Even the unconscious bodies of the militia forces had been removed from the battlefield, so their rampage had been limited to the structures alone.

	At first, they’d looted, but as they realized there were no transports for either them or their booty, they just burnt out their frustration by destroying everything in sight.

	Unfortunately, they were very good at it, so by the time the last of them had run out of air and had the decency to lie down and die, there was very little left of Tortuga to rebuild.

	“It’s pointless to argue with him,” Jefferson growled, as Archangeli stormed through the jumpdoor and disappeared. He had an apartment in NuProvidence Dome One, and it was fortunate it was in the opposite residential tower, otherwise Jefferson might have given him flying lessons from the upper level.

	And, Ammo might have helped.

	“I can’t believe he still blames you for not venting Constantine’s troops,” he said, pushing away from the table and disappearing to the liquor cabinet that Emtoo had added on the backside of the tactical viewscreen. “You were the one who suggested doing it.”

	“I didn’t understand why Jetaar stopped me,” Ammo said, pushing back in her chair and putting her feet up on one of the others. “But now I think, in the back of his brain, Jetaar wanted them to burn it down so he wouldn’t have to face the memories of Tanis.”

	“And all of the twist that comes with it.” He set a clear glass on the table for her and poured it half full of pale amber liquid. “That swings a fair bit of weight.”

	“I don’t know if the Captain’s put a boot on the deck over there since the fighting ended.” She reached out for her drink and sniffed it, raising an eyebrow. She didn’t recognize it, and the bottle had no label.

	“Ossipee Gold,” he said. “Charleigh brought ten cases on her last run from the colony.”

	Taking a sip, her other eyebrow shot up to match the first one. “I thought it took a long time to age a scotch-whiskey this smooth. It’s from Stronghold?”

	He nodded. “Apparently, somebody in the Primm clan has already set up a distillery. They’ve got another one they call Strongarm. She didn’t bring any this last time, but she says it’s even better, and twice as strong.”

	“At least we won’t go dry, since it’s going to be a long time before there’s any more Tortuga Rum,” she said sadly. It was just another casualty of Sonchilde’s war. It wasn’t even the Eastern Alliance that cost them that one.

	He nodded. Swirling his drink slowly in front of his face while he thought about something far beyond the glass or the alcohol. “Have you looked over the new designs for the capital city yet?”

	“It’s a city now?” she asked sarcastically.

	“Actually, it looks like a city on the outside of an enormous battle station.” Reaching across to where his thinpad sat on the table, he dragged it over and linked it to one of the displays in front of them. Opening the file, he nodded toward the screen.

	“Holy frakking hell,” she said nearly choking on her Ossipee Gold. “Whose idea is this?”

	“Emtoo and Rene,” he said. “Problem is, the more I look at it, the more I like it.”

	Pulling her feet off the chair, she swallowed the last of her drink and set the glass on the table. Standing up, she walked over to study the design. “Are they seriously proposing encasing the entire Archive in a hard shell?”

	“They are,” he confirmed. “Emtoo said the surface ice has to be melted off first, but even with that, the basic hull can be finished in a year.”

	“What are these?” She pointed at slots that bisected the sphere at ninety degree intervals from a flat plain that was covered in smaller domes. That was probably the capital city.

	“Those would be hangars and shipyards,” he explained. “Rather than have an exposed docking facility like Tortuga’s original stanchion, everything would be defensible and inside the new skin.”

	“I can’t say that’s a bad idea,” she said, coming back to the table. “It’s just staggeringly huge.” She watched as he refilled her glass. Picking it up, she went back to staring at the image. “How long will it take to finish it?”

	“Rene says ten years,” he said. “But Emtoo put it at six.”

	Either timeframe was amazingly short, but hearing a plan measured in years reminded her just how tightly focused on short term survival she had been for the last couple years. Somebody had called it the Tyranny of the Urgent and now she could see exactly how it had narrowed her vision.

	“Do you think any of us will still be here in ten years?” The question exploded out of her mouth before her brain realized it was a thought she was considering.

	Obviously, from the stunned silence, he hadn’t framed the idea that way either. Finally, he shrugged. “There’s no way to even guess on that.” He frowned. “My advice from a purely abstract perspective would be to ask myself, what if I am still here in a decade? Would I be kicking myself in the ass for not starting this ten years earlier?”

	“Or a week earlier,” she muttered, remembering Nathan saying exactly the same thing several times regarding the Morrigan and the Banshees.

	“Excuse me?” he asked.

	“Something Nathan said about the Morrigan. If only we’d started it three weeks earlier, we could have ended Constantine before he fired the first shot.” She smiled wistfully.

	“When you hang it that way, the decision is already made, isn’t it?” He refilled his glass, topping hers up as well.

	“If it were my decision alone…” She sighed. The problem was they needed to get Nathan and Jetaar to approve it. And, probably frakking Archangeli, too.

	“Maybe we can come up with an excuse to send Archangeli to manage the refugees on Makhbar’s world?” he suggested, landing in the same place she’d crashed.

	She almost laughed at the thought of Archangeli and Makhbar exploding when they had to deal with each other. “I don’t know which one of them I’d wager on, but no matter who came out on top, the universe would be blessed with one less shit gasket. That would be a good thing, right?”

	He clinked his glass against hers. “I would drink to that. Heavily.”

	“I wonder if there’s any possibility we can force him to give up on the idea of trying to rebuild Tortuga?” she wondered. That was the subject of the latest tantrum he’d flung in their way. It felt like he was being obstructionist for the sake of it, but they both knew that he was trying to redirect attention away from his abject failure in defending Tortuga. They’d all moved past it, but he couldn’t.

	“I don’t have any idea,” he said.

	“I have a suggestion,” Emtoo offered, jumping into the conversation unexpectedly.

	“If it shuts him down, I’m listening,” she said.

	“With regard to his latest area of resistance, it would,” she said as her body materialized by the image of the new NuProvidence. “It would, however, involve a slight distortion of the facts. A white lie, if you will.”

	Ammo looked at Jefferson and they both shrugged. “In service of the greater good.” She winked.

	Emtoo nodded. “After the loss of Tortuga’s Old Main Dome, the rest of its mass floats on the Archive’s ice shell. If the defrosting process were to spontaneously commence, the structural support for the remaining portions would destabilize.”

	“Spontaneously commence?” Jefferson grinned.

	“Anyone familiar with the history regarding the discovery of the Zone One Tacra Un, would recognize the possibility of such an event occurring,” Emtoo said, adding a shrug to deliver her explanation with the right amount of sincerity.

	“That would make most of Archangeli’s agenda irrelevant,” Ammo said. “I’d do almost anything to shut his ass down.”

	“And it would be taking the first step in the construction of the battle station?” he pointed out, even though is tone made it sound decidedly more like a question.

	“That would be another benefit,” Emtoo admitted.

	“So, this would be our little conspiracy,” she said, nodding.

	“I’m in,” he agreed.

	“Oh, look! Is that a brontosaurus?” Emtoo gestured over Ammo’s shoulder at the imaginary dinosaur.

	They both glanced in the direction she’d indicated, in spite of it being an absurd assertion. When she swung back around, Emtoo was staring off into space and trying to whistle innocently.

	“What was that about?” Ammo asked, in confusion.

	Jefferson laughed. “Plausible deniability.”


Chapter Three

	Although Chei Lu had been in the Executive Chamber of the Chancellery Hall more times than almost anyone alive, everything around him felt strangely alien. The room itself was fundamentally unchanged since the last time he’d been here, but in some tangible way, the atmosphere was just different.

	Dooring in immediately after the Chancellors vacated the chambers, he knew he’d have three to five minutes between their departure and when the President asked the Prime Minister of the People to call the session to order.

	He had no time to fret over what had changed if he was to make his entrance before the gavel dropped. And it was essential he do that to maximize the chances of the news services capturing his entrance. After the session formally came to order, the optical recorders focused on the upper deck.

	Pressing his ear to the door, he listened for several seconds to make sure the lower access hall was empty. The Master and Chief at Arms always waited until all the Chancellors had ascended the stairs to both sides, before they took their places outside the doors to the presentation gallery floor.

	There were no voices, so he pulled the door open slightly to peek into the hall. It was empty, but he could hear voices coming down from both stairwells and the continuous murmur of the crowd in the observation gallery. Darting across the open space, he tucked himself into the corner between the stairs and the gallery doors and flipped the edges of his cloak back to reveal the red inner liner. He wore blue and red with gold trim, since those were the colors of the formal robes worn by the Chancellor of the Institute.

	He figured it would make it easier for the news services to identify him. And, at the same time, it would fire a warning shot directly into the center of Sonchilde’s universe.

	Suddenly, the voices from the stairwells died down, followed several seconds later by a gradual fading of the crowd. It was time.

	Taking a deep breath, he stepped to the middle of the double doors and set both hands gently on the latch handles. Adrenaline surged through him like a wave of pure energy. He hadn’t been this nervous entering the public chamber since the day he ascended to the chancellery, over a century ago.

	Listening for the noise to settle enough to gavel the session to order, he waited a few long seconds… “And… Now!”

	Jerking both doors open, he was three long strides past the men at arms before either thought to react. He pressed forward without looking back and made it half-way to the presenter’s dais before the first bang of the gavel. It didn’t strike a second time before the two formal chamber guards were beside him. Glancing at them, they both recognized who they were about to apprehend. Confusion, and quite possibly some fear, froze them instantly in place.

	Chei kept moving.

	Looking around, he realized the crowd was on its feet and a sound, like a steady rising wind, rolled down from above, as two thousand voices whispered in a chorus of disbelief.

	“It’s the Chancellor... He’s alive…  Is that Chancellor Lu?”

	Relieved when he’d reached the podium, he stood there for several seconds as the wave of chaos from the balconies filled the chamber with rumbling thunder.

	Turning his attention toward the Chief and Master at Arms, he realized that, though they had both recovered, they were having to fight their way through a solid wall of journalists that had escaped from the media pit.

	Stepping into place at the podium, he leaned toward the microphone, holding up his arms to quiet the crowd. Clearing his throat noisily, he waited for the roaring to die down. Finally, after most of a minute, he tilted his head forward and announced, “I am Chei Walter Lu, Chancellor Emeritus of the Institute for Shan Takhu Studies, and I have business before the Chancellery that must be addressed prior to the opening of this session.” He looked toward the balconies and then slowly ran his gaze across the stunned faces of the chancellors, finishing with his eyes locked on Sonchilde.

	“I would like to state, on the official record…” He paused to let the room fall silent.

	“I am not dead.”

	Even with extra security, it was impossible to restore order, so after sitting in the harsh glare of the media’s attention for as long as they could endure, the chancellors elected to reschedule the opening session and retire to the Executive Chamber.

	It took another ten minutes to pry the press corps back far enough that a security squad could escort him out of the gallery and into the private chamber. A chair and table sat in the center of the room.

	“Please have a seat, Chancellor,” Ankala Tandau said, gesturing toward the table. The President was a tall angular woman with harsh features and a reputation to match. But she was fair and even-handed in her management of statecraft. Which was why she was well on her way to a second term in the Presidency.

	“We don’t seriously believe that this person is actually Chancellor Lu, do we?” Admiral Maku asked, as he paced nervously behind his desk. The Admiral had assumed the FleetCom Chancellor position temporarily, until the investigation into Parada’s failure to defend Proxima was over. He was likely to be one of those working with Sonchilde.

	Chei stood behind his chair and looked calmly at Maku. “I know your children—”

	“Is that some kind of threat?” he snapped, riveting Chei with an assault level glare.

	“Not at all,” he said evenly. “I was going to mention that I remember sitting with you at your daughter’s college graduation.”

	“Anyone could know that,” he said, snorting.

	“Would you like me to share what you said while you wept as she was handed her certificate?”

	His eyes widened slightly at the memory and most of the fire was gone from his voice. “That still would not prove you are who you claim to be. That is going to take evidence.”

	“I quite agree,” Chei said. “I am willing to submit to any medical tests required to prove my identity.”

	President Tandau finally sat, so Chei took his seat. She raised an eyebrow in recognition of his old-fashioned rules of etiquette.

	He had once told her in a private conversation that it didn’t matter what others thought or did, tradition and respect matter. Especially in uncertain times. “Would these times qualify?” he asked quietly, making sure she knew he was speaking to her.

	She gave him a half chuckle. “Some days more than others. Today is aiming to swing that way.”

	He nodded, turning his attention to Sonchilde who had leaned forward to watch the exchange with an abstract curiosity. “I would be willing to have the Institute do a thorough workup on this person to prove his identity. Though as the admiral says, I am skeptical that his claim will withstand close scrutiny.”

	“Which is exactly why any testing should be done by an independent biolab,” Torre Chase said flatly. She was new to the Chancellery, and though Chei had never met her, Tana had claimed the doctor was destined to be the best Chancellor the Health Services Wing of the Coalition had ever elected.

	Sonchilde made an indignant noise that sounded like a methane bubble working its way loose. “Are you implying something about—”

	“I’m not implying anything,” Dr. Chase said levelly. “I’m saying it straight out. You have a personal stake in discrediting this man, since it is your position that is at risk—”

	“There’s no precedent for overturning a chancellorship based on previous status,” Maku said. He had taken his seat and was glaring at Chase.

	“Not yet,” President Tandau warned.

	“It could be a dangerous one to set,” the Prime Minister advised. “If a Declaration of Death is not an end to a claim, then there could be absurd legal consequences.”

	“If it matters to the discussion,” Chei said, cutting in, “at this point, I am not seeking to challenge Dr. Sonchilde’s position.”

	“Then what do you want?” the President asked.

	“To return to my academic work.” He turned to face Sonchilde. “I want access to my previous research files, and to be allowed to continue my studies without interference.”

	He shook his head slightly as his eyes darted toward Maku for an instant. Clearing his throat, he said, “That would not be unreasonable, providing you are who you say you are.”

	“And can prove you aren’t under the control of an outside influence,” Maku added quickly.

	Chei laughed, swiveling to face the Admiral and fixing him with a knowing smile. “I am no more under the management of an outside influence than is President Tandau.”

	Glancing at her, he noticed that she was startled by his intentionally odd usage of her name in his comment.

	Or maybe she wasn’t startled at all.

	 


Chapter Four

	Nathan stood at the front of the bridge, staring out at the stars as they slipped smoothly past. Unlike traveling on cruise engines, the Morrigan’s translation drive didn’t distort the view of space into a doppler shifted abstraction. Instead, because it sat nearly motionless in real space for a brief instant between each segment of translation, the stars were normal points of light. The appearance of motion was the result of a hundred motionless layovers per second, each separated by a jump of several light hours.

	After decades flying through space via cruise engines, it was disturbing not to see the familiar collar of stars, but it was also fascinating. He had easily tracked individual stars as they slid from in front, to the side, and then fell behind. Without ever losing them in the kaleidoscopic ring of the collar.

	And now, forty-three minutes after leaving the vicinity of Earth, he watched as CG-670 grew steadily brighter in front of him. At first, it had been just one star among the multitudes, but as they closed in on the system, it had separated into a brighter binary pair, and then the faint red dwarf gradually appeared.

	He knew NuProvidence hung in the Oort cloud band between the stars, but approaching in cruise had never given him a sense of perspective the way this did. He could see, and understand, where in the visible haze of the Oort cloud, they were headed.

	Yet, even though he had watched the entire trip from the bridge, nothing had prepared him for the moment it ended. In one instant, the Morrigan had been streaking through space at an unimaginable speed, and in the next, it was sitting stationary one hundred klick above home. There was no deceleration. There was no photon cascade to visually mark the transition to sublight.

	The Morrigan was moving. And then it was not.

	Nathan gasped, stumbling backward as his mind wrestled with his body and the psychological sense of motion that had suddenly vanished. It was an effect that was made worse by the fact that the black of space was replaced by a glaring bright wall of ice, in less than the blink of an eye.

	“It’s easier if you’re sitting.” Nuko laughed, watching him shake his head. “I thought about programming a deceleration curve into our approach but decided it wasn’t worth the wasted time.”

	“Especially when it’s so much fun to watch the captain fall on his ass?” he said, winking.

	“There is that, too,” she agreed. “But you did better than I did when we got to Mars. Charleigh brought us in hot, and it dumped me right on my butt.”

	“I’m sorry I missed that,” he said.

	“I’m not.” She grinned as she rolled out of the control seat and stood up to stretch. She yawned like she’d been on duty for days.

	“Tired?” he asked, as he walked away from the forward window. He was, but he hadn’t slept since before they left to deliver Chei to Zone One. She and Charleigh had split the time on duty.

	She nodded. “Actually, I am. I guess it must be a function of light years traveled and not time in the seat.”

	“Then we’d better get to work posting for crew and getting them trained,” he said as she followed him into the command gallery. The area was currently set up as a ready room and a seating lounge.

	‘I was wondering what you wanted as a standard compliment,” she said. “It doesn’t really take that many to fly the Morrigan, but when I walked the crew deck, there are quarters for close to a thousand.”

	Marti rapped lightly on the door jamb to announce her presence. It was mostly a way of politely asking to join the conversation. She could easily have participated without needing a body. It was a courtesy that she and Emtoo had both begun to show lately.

	When Nathan nodded for her to come in, she walked up and took a seat beside Nuko. “I couldn’t help but overhear you discussing crew requirements.”

	“I’m sure.” He rolled his eyes around the room. There wasn’t anywhere on the ship where she couldn’t listen in on a conversation.

	Since, in a very real way, she was the Morrigan.

	“As a matter of information,” she said, “the ship is designed for a standard roster of 867.”

	“Then why so many crew quarters?” she asked.

	“To provide for troop command staff. Those types of operations are of indeterminate nature, with mission-specific requirements,” she said. “There is also a troop deck, and five decks of passenger staterooms. The maximum nominal human capacity is 7000 to 8000, but in an emergency, the cargo bays can be outfitted, through the use of transient state matter, to provide comfortably for at least another 2000 occupants.”

	“I thought the Moskva was a flying city,” she said, letting out a low hissing whistle.

	“It does make posting for 867 sound trivial by comparison,” he said, dropping into a seat.

	“Do you want me to start recruiting now?” Nuko looked re-energized by the idea.

	“I take it you don’t want to keep your current command?” he asked, but he’d already assumed she’d want to post to the Morrigan.

	“I’d rather be a pilot on this ship than in command of the Moskva,” she said flatly. “After flying this, I’m ruined for anything else.”

	“What about the Banshee?” he offered. “I was planning to give you command of the class flagship and the destroyer fleet.”

	“It’s functionally identical to the Morrigan, except for the passenger and cargo capacity,” Marti added. “It also has somewhat smaller troop and landing bay capacity.”

	“And almost all the firepower.” Nuko said. “It’s a destroyer gunship that was designed for war. Although I’ve proven that I won’t run from a fight, that’s not what I’m out here to do. Give it to someone who will use it the way it was meant to be used.”

	She was right. He expected that the Banshees would see a lot more combat than the Morrigan. At least he hoped that would be how it worked, but knowing how life ran, trouble would chase him down no matter how fast he could fly.

	“Here’s a thought,” he said, tossing out a compromise that just occurred to him. “What if we turn the Banshee into a training command, and put it under you as the first officer of the Morrigan? Then, you deploy with us but are out in the black with the Banshee between missions.”

	“A dual posting?” she nodded slowly as his idea gained traction. “A training cruise usually wouldn’t involve real combat, and it would give me first access to potential recruits for the Morrigan.”

	And it meant he could offer the executive officer position to Ammo without trampling her toes.

	Marti suddenly tilted her head to the side like she was listening to an inner voice. “I am detecting an unusual thermal build up beneath the ice shell and adjacent to the exterior nodes of the Archive.”

	“What is it?” Nathan asked, as he tried to run through any possible explanation. Nothing leapt up as being reasonable.

	“Emtoo says it is an automatic defrost cycle,” Marti offered, looking puzzled by the explanation. “She said it was an accident, and if you want a better explanation you should contact Ammo.”

	“Does that sound like you just got dusted?” Nuko grinned.

	“Indeed,” Marti said. “Children can be difficult. It’s no wonder some species eat them.”

	Nathan snickered but tapped into his commandcomm. “Ammo, what’s up with the heat around the archive?”

	“You’re back?” she sounded surprised, but also relieved. “It’s nothing to worry about. Every million years or so, the Archive burns off its ice shell. It’s a routine process.”

	“Burns off? As in all of it?” he asked, shaking his head.

	“Yah. Every bit of it,” she confirmed. “It’ll take a few months, and we’ll have some pretty sunsets for a while, but then we’ll just be sitting here naked.”

	“What about Tortuga? It’s floating on ice, isn’t it?”

	“That’s a bit of an issue.” She sounded like she was on the edge of giggling. “Archangeli went apoplectic, but Kaycee offered him some drugs, and I haven’t seen him since. And it’s not like we won’t have time to salvage what’s left over there. It’s going to take months.”

	She sounded entirely too pleased, but it was clear there was more to the situation than she was willing to share. He sighed.

	“If you’re not busy, can you door down here?” she asked, her tone flipping completely in the opposite direction. “I need your help with something. Please?”

	“Yah. Where are you?”

	“I’m at my place. Meet me out front, if you can.” She cut the comm without explaining further.

	Shrugging, he stood up. “I’ve got to go, I guess.”

	“Do you need backup?” Nuko offered, apparently reading his confusion as worry.

	“I don’t think so,” he said. “If I do, I’ll let you know. In the meantime, the ship is yours.”

	Heading out, he palmed the sensor pad and thought about the balcony in front of Ammo’s apartment. The door sill plate blinked blue and the jumpdoor opened. Stepping through, he looked around as Ammo came out of her place. She wasn’t happy.

	“What’s wrong?” he asked.

	Instead of answering, she stepped up and put her hand on his forearm. It’s Rap, she said across the telepathic link that opened between them.

	Rapscallion? The noodle dog? He looked at her, trying to puzzle out what was going on. Then, looking past her, he saw Aggie standing in the door with an expression on her face that matched Ammo’s.

	Both Rap’s people were in Ghost Team Three, she explained. Neither of them made it home from Tortuga.

	“Oh,” he said, quietly.

	Aggie said he’s eaten almost nothing for weeks. She suggested that maybe you could talk to him. Ammo’s eyes were almost pleading.

	Why me? He asked.

	Aggie had ambled over and leaned against his leg to join the conversation. Rap like Nathan-friend. Now Rap alone. Need Nathan-friend. Yes? He could feel the worry and compassion pouring off her.

	Reaching down he scrunched his fingers into her fur. Of course. I don’t know what I can do for him, but I’ll try.

	She raised her tail and swished it once. Rap need friend. His people in forever time, but he no forget.

	I understand. Breaking contact with both of them, he stepped past Ammo and into her apartment.

	Looking around, he spotted Rap under her console, curled up in a tight little ball on his bed. An uneaten meal and a bowl of water sat within easy reach. “How are you doing, little buddy?” he asked, sitting down on the floor in front of his bed.

	Rap raised his head and gazed at Nathan for several seconds before he laid it down on one of his paws. He let out a little whimper.

	Sliding his hand toward rap, he stopped slightly in front of his long nose. “Aggie tells me you’re a sad puppy. Want to tell me about it?”

	He stared at Nathan’s fingers for almost a minute before he stretched out his nose and scooted forward enough to make contact.

	A wall of pure grief suddenly crushed Nathan to the point it was all he could do not to break down and cry with the odd little dog.

	They go forever time, Rap thought, letting out a whistling sigh like a big dog. Rap no sniff my people now, but they no go from Rap inside.

	“I wish I could make the hurt go away for you,” he whispered, gently picking him up and putting him in his lap. Running his thumb slowly across the bridge of his nose and along the top of his head, he could feel Rap trembling.

	Rap sad he no go to forever time with them.

	Nathan gasped at the depth of grief this little dog felt. There was a power and purity to it that was profound beyond words and left his heart aching.

	It took hours of sharing the pain, but Nathan finally got him to take some of his food. Watching him while he ate, Nathan suddenly realized what he had to do. He wasn’t necessarily the kind of dog he would have chosen, but Rap was exactly the kind he needed.


Chapter Five

	Aleksander Sonchilde would have preferred to work from his office at the Institute, but since the President had asked for the Chancellery, and especially him, to remain available, he was forced to stay in the government complex at Galileo. It was far less secure, and unfortunately, it also meant he was obliged to receive guests. Even those he otherwise would have avoided.

	Admiral Elichi Maku was on the list of those he would have turned away. At least until he’d managed to sort signal from noise.

	Even though the Admiral was his closest ally in the Chancellery, and his working partner in several covert operations, his propensity to speculate wildly was difficult to deal with when the situation required distilling rumor into fact.

	That was exactly what he and Nayelle Andala, his director of covert intelligence, had just begun to do when the Admiral overran his office staff and stormed in without warning.

	“It can’t really be Chancellor Lu,” he blurted out before he realized they weren’t alone.

	“It can be, and probably is,” he said as Nayelle stood and turned to face Maku. “You remember Dr. Andala? She now chairs the Institute’s Intelligence Department.”

	He shook her hand and dropped into the other seat in front of Sonchilde’s desk.

	“How can it be him?” he asked, watching in annoyance as Nayelle sat back down. Obviously, he’d expected her to leave. “He was dead. You told me he was dead.”

	She nodded. “His body was taken by Walker.”

	Maku looked at her out of the side of his eyes but didn’t turn to face her. “That would mean he’s a clone? The tests would show that wouldn’t they?”

	Sonchilde shrugged. “They should, but…”

	The Admiral’s expression drifted toward astonishment. “You think Chancellor Chase won’t tell us if that’s what the results show.”

	Frustrated, Sonchilde let out a slow breath. “Unless Torre has an agenda we don’t see, I don’t think she would falsify the results, but I expect she won’t need to. I’m fairly certain it’s him.”

	He glanced nervously at Nayelle, clearly unsure if it was safe to discuss more sensitive issues in her presence. “What do we do if it is Chei Lu?”

	“The first thing we do is figure out how he got home,” he said, shrugging.

	“How he got home?” Maku snorted. “I’d be far more concerned with where he was.”

	“He’s been with Ethan Walker,” Nayelle supplied.

	The Admiral didn’t look at her. “You told me Walker’s dead. Is he really?”

	“Very,” Sonchilde said, pulling a thinpad out of his desk and loading a file to it before he handed it to Maku. He watched as a video of Walker’s execution played out on the screen.

	Stopping the file right after the bullet tore through Ethan’s head, he nodded. “That does look damn dead. Where was this video taken?”

	“Tortuga,” he said, taking the thinpad back and deleting the file. “We had agents there to make sure the execution happened. There was some doubt that Jetaar intended to follow through, so one of ours stepped in and took the shot.”

	Maku frowned. “I thought Jetaar and Walker were allies.”

	“They were,” Nayelle leaned forward. “Operation Wardog’s disinformation campaign was so effective that Jetaar’s own people had no choice but to give him up to appease a rival faction.”

	Sonchilde nodded. “The objective of Wardog was to start a war between pirate alliances.”

	“Did it succeed?” he asked.

	He nodded again. “Tortuga was destroyed, and the combined ship losses totaled over 2500. As far as we can tell the fighting is still ongoing.”

	A grin tugged at the corner of the Admiral’s mouth. “That does explain the reports fleet command has been getting about intra-pirate fighting. We’ve had a dozen or so multicruisers encounter battle debris fields in Taurus and Corvis-Hydra. All pirate raiders and no survivors.”

	“You’re welcome,” Sonchilde said, leaning back and lacing his fingers behind his head.

	“So, how does any of this relate to Chancellor Lu?” he asked.

	“Former Chancellor Lu,” he corrected, letting his annoyance fill his tone with acid. “I’m not sure if it does, but we have to consider every possibility. If he was being held in Tortuga as a prisoner, he might have escaped in the confusion of the battle, or it’s possible they let him go for some reason.”

	“Do you think he knows…” He hesitated, still uncomfortable with Nayelle’s presence.

	“If he got away on his own, then there’s no way to guess, but if they set him free, I’d be far more concerned. I’m sure they would have given him anything they had on our involvement.”

	Maku cringed at Sonchilde’s casual admission of responsibility.

	“That’s why it’s imperative you determine how he got here,” he said, ignoring the Admiral’s reaction. “He didn’t just appear in the Chancellery Hall this morning. Somehow, he got into Zone One without being recognized.”

	“Didn’t Walker have a cloaking capable ship?” he asked.

	“And we have ways to detect that. We would have seen a cloaked vessel enter the system,” she said.

	“The photon deflection sensors,” Maku said. “But those have limited range, don’t they?”

	“We have others,” Sonchilde said without supplying more. “It’s more likely he slipped in with a freighter, or on a private ship.”

	“And that’s why you think it’s my job to figure out how he did it,” he said.

	“Smuggling, and border policing are FleetCom’s jurisdiction,” Nayelle said.

	The Admiral refused to look at her but nodded. “It would help to know when he arrived, and where.”

	“It’s probably safe to assume he hadn’t been in the Zone for more than a day. He’s one of the most recognizable faces in history. He can’t just hang around in the back of a café somewhere.”

	“You do realize there are thousands of ships a day flying into the system?” Maku said, closing his eyes as he obviously tried to figure out how to cast a net that wide.

	“Focus on ships inbound from Cygnus Sector operations,” Sonchilde offered, standing up. “But you need to get started immediately.”

	The Admiral stood “What are you going to be doing?”

	“He will be under constant and intensive surveillance from the moment he leaves the biolab,” he said. “We will be trying to determine what he knows and what he intends to do.”

	“Like perhaps what he knows about the Management?” he asked. “I shit myself when he dropped that one in my lap.”

	Sonchilde grinned in spite of the gravity of that potential problem. “And that wasn’t even aimed at you. It exploded in your airspace, but he was using it to echo-locate President Tandau’s position.”

	He looked startled. “She’s not…”

	Stepping around the desk and toward the door, he shook his head. “But, if Chei Lu is on a mission, he’s mapping the deck.” He pulled the door open and held it.

	Maku almost made it through to the other room, but he stopped and looked back at Nayelle. “It would help if you could find out what port of entry the ch… Chei Lu came through. It would be good to narrow things down.”

	She nodded. “I will do what I can for you.” Standing up, she smiled. “Good afternoon, Admiral.”

	Sonchilde pushed the door closed, nearly shoving Maku out with it. Once the latch closed he hissed out a slow heavy breath before he came back and perched on the front of his desk.

	“How the hell did we not know Chei Lu was alive?” He crossed his arms and glared at her.

	She sat back down and shrugged. “The way Walker’s operation worked, we hadn’t managed to successfully place an operative inside.”

	“With Walker dead, do we know who is running things?” He pushed up onto the desktop to sit more comfortably. “Maybe it will be easier now.”

	There are two women who were on his crew and might have taken over,’ she said. “Of those, only Tiamorra Rayce has been seen since he died. And only in Tortuga.”

	“Not Jetaar?”

	“I don’t think so.” She shook her head. “There was a lot of hostility between Jetaar and Walker’s people, but with Tortuga destroyed, we’ve lost contact with all the operatives we had placed so we can’t be sure.”

	“There were no survivors?”

	“There had to be,” she said. “But we have no clue where they went. As far as we know the NuProvidence base would have been too small to take in the refugees from Tortuga.”

	He shook his head. “Are we sure of that?”

	“Not at all,” she admitted. “But if there had been a lot of survivors, at least some of our agents should
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