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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

	 

	“All hands report to stations. Code Red. This is not a drill. ExO and Payload Steward report to Operations. All hands report to stations. Code Red.” Captain Valleri’s voice echoed across the mess hall.

	“What’s a Code Red?” Kylla Torrance asked, jumping up to follow the ExO out past stunned crew and passengers, who scrambled down the hallway as if the end of the universe was gnawing at their heels.

	Code Red? That can’t be good.

	The ExO hurled herself down the corridor. “Raiders,” she hissed over her shoulder.

	Tall, and built like an overly engineered wall of muscle, Ayanna Santore moved with surprising agility, rebounding off a bulkhead as she took the stairs, three at a time to reach the OpsDeck five flights above the Commons. By the time the two women leapt out onto the deck, Ayanna was a dozen strides ahead of Kylla.

	The floor plating lurched upward as the primary drive cut out and they were back in normal space. Even with her limited experience in interstellar travel, Kylla recognized the feel of the field collapsing.

	That obviously wasn’t a normal drop into sublight.

	Both women stumbled forward as emergency bulkheads clanged shut somewhere behind them.

	“We’re on backup power,” the ExO growled, catching herself on the edge of the hatch to the Operations Deck and waiting for the Cargo Steward to catch up. She held the door open with her back while the pneumatics fought her to a stalemate. Waving Kylla through, she jumped onto the OpsDeck at the same time. The hatch slammed shut behind her.

	Captain Valleri stood motionless on the command riser staring at the main viewscreen. “Is only one ship, and no match for Agamemnon. Da?”

	“What do they want?” Kylla asked.

	“Is obvious,” he said. “They are pirate. We have cargo.” He turned and stared at the optic protruding through her cheek orifice. “Is why I wanted you here.”

	She knew the extra hole in her face distracted people, and she usually tried to keep it from being annoying. Usually. But she gave it a little flick with the edge of her tongue, and it twitched as she winked at him. “Have they made any demands?”

	“Only that we stop. Demand was made with pulse mine.” He swung back to face the screen and shook his head.

	“Are they alone?” Santore asked. She’d taken up a position behind the helmsman and was looking over his shoulder.

	“We’ve got no one else for at least a light-year,” the sensor officer answered from the far side of the deck.

	“Seems arrogant for something the size of a science vessel to jump a ship this big, doesn’t it?” Kylla asked. The Agamemnon had a crew of 250 and was carrying almost a thousand passengers. “They’re thin on manpower to run a raid. You’ve got them two to one, even without my people.”

	“Da, but little science vessel has big pirate gun hidden in hold. And bigger reactor to feed it,” the captain said. He tapped the surface of his control pad and an EM scan overlaid the image on the main screen. It showed a lot of power going to a weapon mount in the belly of the ship.

	“Captain, we’re being hailed,” the comm officer announced.

	“Viper, to Colonial Freighter Agamemnon. Stand down and prepare to be boarded.”

	“He can’t be serious,” the ExO said. “He has to know we’ve got enough firepower to hold him off all day.”

	“It will depend on what is hiding in belly of little whale. Engineering, how long until main reactor is restored?” the captain asked.

	“Thirty seconds.”

	“Until then, is moot,” Valleri said. “No power, means no guns.”

	“And he’s putting a megawatt into that weapon, whatever it is,” the sensor officer said. She had to be pushing her words through a wall of acid, but in spite of that her voice sounded calm. “That could do a lot of damage, even if he doesn’t hit a critical system.”

	“Agamemnon, you have ten seconds to surrender or we will open fire.”

	“Open audio,” the captain said. “Captain Grigor Valleri of Agamemnon to pirate vessel. Answer is no. We will not surrender.” He slashed a finger across his throat to mute the comm.

	The doors opened on the Viper’s weapons bay and the gun swung up into sight.

	“Frak. That’s a particle cannon. If he’s pushing a megawatt into it, he’s going to feed us to the vacuum,” Santore said.

	“I assume that changes the playing field a little?” Kylla asked, nervously flicking the edge of her optic with her tongue. She stopped when the captain glared at it. It was a bad idea to be distracting him.

	Valleri crossed his arms over his chest and tapped his foot several times before he let out a slow hissing breath. Without main power, they couldn’t do much other than sit and wait to die. And staring down the emitter of a particle cannon made death a lot more relevant consideration.

	“What is range?” he asked.

	“Two thousand klick,” the helmsman said. “Out of reach for us, but easily in his.”

	“Fifteen seconds,” the engineer announced.

	“We need to take advantage away from him,” he said, nodding as he leapt over to the helm control and leaned forward to punch in a string of commands.

	“Understood?” he asked as his helmsman watched curiously.

	“Aye, Captain,” he said, grinning.

	“Open audio to Viper,” he ordered, turning toward the comm officer.

	“Channel open.”

	“Is Captain Valleri. State your terms for surrender.”

	“Valleri, there are no terms. Surrender is unconditional.”

	“We are carrying passengers—”

	“Do you not understand the word unconditional?” the pirate asked.

	“I do,” he said. “I am offering passengers in exchange for—”

	“What?” Kylla gasped, fighting down a sudden scalding rage. He wouldn’t dare.

	He snapped a finger up to silence her outburst. “Da, we carry important passengers who would swing big chit.”

	“We will have your passengers anyway,” the captain of the Viper said.

	“They are worth more alive, no?”

	“You’re threatening to vent them? You haven’t got the eggs.”

	“If you attack, particle cannon will vent much. Our emergency systems are not in such good repair. It would be shame if no one survives. Da?”

	The lights on the Operations Deck flickered as main power came back up, and she realized what was going on.

	Valleri had been stalling.

	He slashed across his throat again and grabbed the back of the helmsman’s chair. “Now, Mr. Klinestrom!”

	The officer slapped his hand down on the console and the Aggie lunged toward the Viper. At least as much as a thousand-meter-long barge could lunge at anything. It certainly wasn’t fast.

	But it was unexpected. And probably more than a little intimidating.

	Obviously, that was what the captain had counted on.

	The Viper twisted away to avoid the charging bulk, opening it up to a strafing run across the top of its hull with the belly lasers of the Agamemnon.

	The repelling guns of the colonial freighter weren’t powerful, but at close range they were enough. And there were dozens of them.

	Most of the beams did minimal damage, but the sheer number meant that there were bound to be some critical hits.

	A power coupling on the particle cannon’s mounting cradle was one of the first casualties. Spinning wildly, the crippled support hardware bought them several precious seconds as they drove forward across the enemy ship.

	Another laser split a cooling line to the primary reactor, spewing a spectacular cloud of vapor over their targeting sensors and the cannon’s aperture. Unfortunately for the crew of the Viper, that happened in the same instant that its weapons officer fired. The heat of the dense fog turning to plasma, fused the end of the cannon and sent a feedback surge through their systems.

	It was pure luck. But it worked, and the Agamemnon accelerated to cruise and away before the pirate raider’s power grid overloaded and slagged their primary transfer manifold.

	“Are they pursuing?” Santore barked as she spun to face the sensor station.

	“Negative, it looks like they took heavy collateral damage,” she said. “They’re dead in space.”

	“Once they make repairs, they’ll be in pursuit.”

	“Da,” the captain said. “Set course for Kentaurus Colony.”

	“We aren’t going to Kentaurus,” Kylla said quietly, shaking her head. It was a fact that only she and the captain shared for the moment.

	“No, we are not,” he confirmed, turning to face her, and matching her tone. “But they do not know that, and we must appear to be running for safety.”

	His expression reminded her of her first husband Edison when he was trying to teach her something that she thought she already knew. She shook off his memory and cocked her head to the side, flicking at her optic and watching as his gaze locked onto it.

	He nodded, closing his eyes, and letting out a breath before he explained himself. “We cannot outrun pirate vessel, but while they make repairs, we can possibly get sufficient distance to exceed their sensors. Then we will correct course and be about our business. Is good plan, no?”

	Not really, she thought to herself as she stared at the distorted ring of stars through the viewscreen.

	But it’s probably our only option.

	 


Chapter Two

	“Valleri is not bad, as captains go,” Kylla said as she came through the door.

	“He shouldn’t be, he’s an old man,” Dorran said, glancing up at her as she tossed her thinpad on the table. They shared one of the few semi-private quarters in Passenger Ward One. Privacy didn’t matter much, since the Ward was just a huge cargo hold with modular walls and mesh decks. Fortunately, it had ventilation for the most part. It wasn’t enough to keep the pheromone fog down, but at least the air was breathable, despite the intense human funk.

	“Mr. James, I should put you over my knee,” she said, rolling her best hairy eyeball in his direction. “I’m old enough to have grandkids Valleri’s age.”

	He scanned her physique as she shimmied her over-vest off her shoulders. “I’m not usually into that, but I could be convinced in your case,” he said, winking.

	She might have been that old, but she also knew there was no way to tell by looking at her. She almost shivered as the cool air washed over her thinskin undersuit.

	He tried to fight back a smile but failed. “Best genes on the market, chit for chit,” he said, nodding appreciatively.

	She turned to the VAT and filled a bottle of gojuice for herself. “You forget, I’m not like you. I was born and then rebuilt. You came out of the box engineered.”

	“Even so, you don’t look a day over 110 standard.”

	She tapped the mounting loose from her bicuspid and rolled the optic implant out of her mouth. She stuck her tongue out through the hole in her cheek and wagged it at him. “You are such a brat.”

	“Did I say something wrong?” He grinned in a mockery of innocence. “You know you still make the mundanes crazy.”

	Fortunately, that much was still true. At 141, she could pass for thirty-ish. She turned more eyeballs than average, despite her actual age. But she always thought her appeal was the result of experience. Lots of it.

	Walking across the small room, she set her bottle down on the shelf beside her bed. Peeling off her waist wrap, she tossed it on the chair and crashed down on the end of her bunk. “So that Code Red was almost a bad thing,” she said, leaning forward and resting her elbows on her knees.

	“I scanned that much,” he said, suddenly getting serious to match her change in tone. “Someone said it was pirates?”

	She nodded. “It felt like amateurs to me. They overreached a long way trying to jump a colonial freighter, but they might have just been a poke to see what we tasted like.”

	“You think they’ll be back?”

	“I’d count on it,” she said with a snort. “Valleri stuffed their ego in a bag this time, but that probably made for a general foul mood on their ship.”

	“I understand pirates tend to be the grudgy sort,” he said.

	“I know I was,” she said, pulling her lips sidewise into a grin.

	He obviously didn’t know if he should take her at her word. At her age, anything was possible. Even a stint at piracy.

	Instead of asking, he tipped an eyebrow to its inquisitive setting and waited for her to explain. Or not.

	She chose not.

	“What happened?” he asked, after almost a minute of hanging silence.

	“A small raider dropped a pulse mine in our path and we ran over it. It knocked us out of cruise long enough for this puny-ass, former science vessel, to waggle his little penis in our face. He was carrying a big enough gun to be respectable but didn’t have the eggs to go with it.”

	He nodded. “A pulse mine. That explains the power bounce in the Creche Sequencer and Incubators.”

	“That’s where I wanted to lean with this conversation,” she admitted. “Did it do any damage to the systems?”

	“Not to the Creche or the reactor, but it knocked Solo into the hole,” he said. “I was running a diagnostic on the code controller interface when he burped.”

	Dorran was their lead engineer, so it was fortunate he was on duty when it happened. If anything had gone wrong, they could have lost the whole Creche run. “Did you get everything back online?”

	“It didn’t even all go down before the resets kicked, so I’d wager none of the neural-classes even noticed. They were in a cool-down session when it happened.”

	“What about Solo?”

	He lowered his voice and nodded. “It only took a peripheral reload since the quantum core didn’t reboot. It might have been a few milliseconds for the awareness processor to reestablish comm. This distributed awareness code is a lot more resilient than the older AA core codes.”

	“It’s also still illegal,” she said, glaring at him for even bringing it up. Because the Odysseus Awareness nearly destroyed humanity trying to save it, the Coalition had made the creation of distributed artificial awareness a capital crime. It was one of the few offenses the Charter set out as automatically punishable by execution.

	He shrugged her reaction off. But since she’d been on the bleeding edge of things when the Odysseus War started, it wasn’t something she took lightly.

	That experience was why Welcor put her in charge of the Novus Division of the Augment Program.

	“What about our reactor? The Aggie’s went down.”

	“When it hit, we were working through the systems diagnostic. We had the secondary antimatter injectors online and ready to test, but even if we hadn’t, the antimatter containment on our reactor would only have needed to re-init,” he said. “As it worked out, I think the end-to-end blink was under ten seconds.”

	“It took the ship’s engineers over a minute to restart,” she said.

	“That’s frakking miraculous for a barge like this,” he said, his face showing his surprise. “If it took them under an hour to get the coils recharged, I’d be impressed. The Agamemnon has a huge power grid, and it’s all antique hardware.”

	She was well into her sixth decade before the Coalition launched the first interstellar colonial transports. She stared at him for several seconds before he realized he’d stepped into the recycler again.

	At least, he had the grace to look embarrassed when he caught her glare.

	“Is there any way we can protect against this kind of problem if it happens again?” she asked, winking, and letting him off the hook.

	“I don’t know, but our gear is all top tier. A cold start-up from scratch would only take a few minutes. The Incubators might go into shut down before then, but we still wouldn’t be looking at damage to the system, or the Creche run. At least as far as I know.”

	“If we have to pull the run, we’d have to renormalize their maturation rate,” she said. “I know back in the dark ages, they used to do that step manually, but now it’s all part of the main-sequence programming.”

	“Even at a twenty to one maturation rate, I think they’d do fine for a short stretch, but you might want to talk it over with the medical team. I’m not an expert on how long they can be out of the tube before it’s a situation to worry over.”

	She glared at the deck plating under her feet.

	“And… you think this might be a problem we’ll face?” he asked, leaning forward, and trying to make eye contact.

	She didn’t look up but let out a long hissing breath before she nodded. “Once we were moving again, and out of immediate danger, I talked it over with Ayanna Santore. She wasted no air in saying we were lucky it was only a single mine this time. It was an amateur mistake on their part.”

	“The ExO would know, but I don’t scan,” he said, shaking his head.

	“Pirates usually spread pulse mines in what she called a field-array. If we’d gotten into one of those we wouldn’t have gotten out.”

	“Did she explain how that swings?”

	“An arrayed mine field delays the first pulse until the target is deep inside it,” she said. “Once they snag a ship, then the mines go into a regular cycle of discharging EM pulses. Every minute or so another wave goes off. Apparently, a network of mines working together can keep a ship from being able to restore primary power indefinitely.”

	“Yah, that would do it,” he said, grinding at an eye with his knuckle.

	“Is there any way we can protect our systems against it?”

	“Not run into it?” He pushed himself back in his chair and sucked a lip between his teeth to chew on it. “There are too many variables to constrain to give you an effective answer.”

	“What variables?” she asked. “Maybe I can get some data for you to work with.”

	“How many mines? The discharge interval? The amplitude? The frequency? The spacing of the field?”

	“Without that, we’re whiffing?”

	He shrugged. “We can leave the secondaries in test mode and shorten our reset time, but even with that, I’d wager hard that if we get caught in a web of linked mines, we’re hammered right along with the Aggie.”

	 


Chapter Three

	It had been a long shift, on the butt-side of another long shift. With no sleep the night before either. Ayanna Santore had just hit the corridor to the officer’s quarters when her commlink chirped. Frak.

	“ExO,” she said, stopping to lean her forehead against a structural bulkhead.

	“Commander, report to my quarters,” the captain said. His voice sounded almost as tired as she felt.

	“Yes, Sir,” she said, tapping out of the comm and thumping her head against the steel beam several times. “He probably wants me to feed his fricking monkey,” she muttered as she pushed herself away

	“Is that what they call it now?” Jason Willis teased as he passed her on the way to his quarters. The Chief Engineer had been on duty at least as long as she had, and the set of his shoulders said he was aiming for a long hot shower and nothing was going to get in his way.

	Except the chirp of his own commlink.

	He coasted to a stop and dropped his head with a heavy sigh as he smacked his link. “I’m in bed,” he lied.

	“Is not true,” Valleri said. “Report to my quarters immediately.”

	“Aye, Captain,” he said, spinning to follow her.

	Dropping into step with her, he sighed again. “‘In his quarters’ means it’s not urgent. Why can’t it wait until firstshift?”

	“Because he’s the boss,” she said. “And he probably likes the idea of both of us double-teaming his monkey.” She rolled an eye in his direction as he groaned at the thought.

	It didn’t help that when they got to the door to the captain’s quarters, Kroshka opened it. Valleri was a peculiar man, even without his bizarre taste in animal companions. The brown spider monkey had been his pet for most of his adult life, and he often let it do things for him. Like answer the door and serve drinks.

	Being a cloned reproduction of a once extinct animal was strange enough, but this creature liked no one, and often barked and screamed when it encountered any human other than the captain. This time was no exception, as the ear-piercing screech threatened to send both officers running back down the hall.

	“Kroshka! Quiet!” the captain bellowed, pointing to her sleep cage and glaring.

	The foul tempered primate spun and waved its backside and hairy tail at them obscenely before it darted off to sulk. To both their dismay, the sound it made before departing left no doubt that it had also deployed an ugly cloud like a gaseous force field.

	Obviously, it had been saving whatever it was for days.

	Jason gasped, blinking several times in shock, and wiping tears from his face with the back of his hand. “Shit, that’s worse than a blown recycler line.”

	“There’s a reason I call that bitch Kakashka,” Santore whispered, holding her breath, and pushing past the evil stench.

	“Kash… what?” he asked, choking as he braved the toxic wall and followed her into the room.

	The captain laughed. “Da is good name. I did not know you spoke Russkiy.”

	“I don’t, but I figured it would be polite to be able to swear at your girlfriend in a language she understands,” she said with a shrug.

	“What’s it mean?” the engineer asked.

	“Turd,” the captain supplied with an approving nod.

	“In polite company,” she added.

	Valleri gestured toward the sitting area and grabbed a bottle and glasses from his liquor cabinet before he walked over to join them.

	She shook her head. At least he wasn’t making the hairy turd-slinger bring the drinks.

	“Vodka? I’m not going to like this, am I?” she asked, sitting down, and watching while he poured three tall shots. She’d served with the captain long enough to know that when he brought out the bottle before he started talking, it wasn’t a good sign.

	“Is good Vodka,” he said, managing to look offended that she wouldn’t like his preferred alcohol.

	“That’s not what I meant, and you know it,” she said. “Anesthetic for what you called us here to discuss?”

	He rocked his head back and forth several times before he reached down and picked up his glass. He waited for them to follow his lead.

	“Na zdorov'ye,” he said, pitching back his glass.

	“Yah, to your health too.” She took a respectable swallow, but Jason just wet his lips. He wasn’t much of a social drinker.

	“Now, what’s swinging that you need to numb the pain?” she asked once her voice returned. Vodka wasn’t her favorite intoxicant, especially at this combustibility level.

	“Da, is true. You will not approve, I think.” he said, leaning forward and setting his glass on the table between them. He didn’t refill it, but he pushed the bottle in her direction. “We are off original flight plan.”

	“What do you mean we are off the flight plan?”

	“Exactly as I said. We are diverting to 127 G Centauri.”

	Jason slipped a thinpad out of his pocket and called up the navigation chart data to scan the file on their new destination. “That’s almost twenty light-years out of our way,” he said, handing it to the ExO after he’d skimmed the info.

	“Eighteen,” Valleri corrected.

	“It’s past Kentaurus no matter how you shove it,” she said, putting the thinpad down beside her glass and topping up its contents. “This says it’s an unsurveyed binary system.”

	“Is listed as unsuitable for colonization,” he said. “Is different, no?”

	“We’re not a survey ship,” Jason said.

	She glanced at the engineer and nodded. “Jace is right. What the hell are we doing?”

	“Following orders. We are to deliver passengers to seventh planet and provide unloading support for hardware.”

	She let out a blast of air and picked up her glass. It didn’t help as she slammed it back. “Why?”

	“Is not my place to question.”

	“I thought they were going to one of the moons of Kentaurus,” she said. “It was supposed to be a drop and run. We’re light on cargo handlers for a deployment.”

	He waved his hand dismissively. “Is small outpost. Science equipment and habitat only.”

	“A thousand people and two cargo bays of gear is not a small outpost,” Jason said. In truth, as colony start-ups went, it was on the light side, but it didn’t change the fact that they were thin-staffed for that kind of operation.

	“Will only require layover of one week.”

	“Not unless they have their own dropship pilots,” he said.

	She nodded. “He’s right, we’re way skinny on those, too.”

	“Da, they do,” he said. “They will drive our loaders.”

	“Who authorized that?”

	The captain refilled his glass. “Is in mission charter.”

	“Somebody’s melted a chip,” she said, shaking her head.

	“I have to agree with her,” the engineer added. “We sure don’t need club fingered grounders smashing our hardware. I can barely keep it all running as it stands.”

	He shrugged, handing her the bottle, and letting her load another shot.

	“Why wasn’t this in the flight plan?” she asked. “Frak, why wasn’t this in the officer’s briefing?”

	“I do not know. Charter ordered captain-level confidentiality on mission until time to deviate from course.”

	“This stinks like your monkey’s ass,” she growled. Alcohol-fueled anger boiled up through her.

	He shook

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
k.






images/image.png
A WINGS OF EARTH PREQUEL
ERIC MICHAEL CRAIG| 4winesoreartHpregueL

ERIC MICHAEL CRAIG






