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Chapter One

	The Ptolemy hung on the edge of the target zone waiting for the Hermes to emerge from Nth space. It was mostly a formality since the small jump ship was supposed to arrive and spend only a few seconds confirming its location before it jumped back to the Nakamiru on the edge of Zone One.

	Unfortunately, the ship was late.

	“Where are they?” Captain Drexler asked over the commlink. The ship’s captain knew nothing about the details of the experiment and that made him irritable.

	“Calculating an Nth space displacement is exceedingly complex. I am sure they are confirming everything before they make the jump,” the chief scientist said without the slightest twitch of an eye. Dr. Keral Albaan was the head of the telemetry team and almost devoid of personality. To him, everything in the universe was a measurement and a calculation. There was nothing to get excited about when you were waiting on the data to arrive.

	The frustration was that if something held up the test, it would take longer for a deep-comm signal to arrive with an update, than it would for the jump ship to emerge and return to complete its mission.

	For now, they had nothing to do but sit and watch the chrono.

	“Chief, can you check sector-six?” Isaacs asked, cutting in on the commlink. The sensor specialist was young and prone to enthusiastic outbursts that annoyed Albaan, but this time, she sounded more restrained. “I’m picking up a distortion.”

	“Is it a system problem?” Paul Kanumba asked, walking across the science lab to look at her screen. The engineer had worked with Albaan on several science missions and tried to keep the other team members from annoying the Chief unless it truly required his attention.

	“I don’t think so,” she said, leaning back and letting him scan the system controls. “It wasn’t there a minute ago and I can’t get it to clear up. It’s emitting energy across all bandwidths.”

	“No natural phenomenon emits uniform multi-spectrum emissions. It has to be hardware,” Albaan said, without turning.

	“I copy that, Chief,” she said defensively. “The emission is biased toward the upper end of the G/I spectrum. Right at the temporospatial threshold. Range is twelve megaklick.”

	“Is it the Hermes emerging?” He swung his head a few degrees in her direction.

	“If it is, it’s taking its time,” Kanumba said, putting the sensor display up on the main screen. The spike in energy was visible and expanding. “The Tahrat pops out in under a hundredth of a nano-second.”

	“And it’s in the wrong place,” Isaacs added.

	That certainly doesn’t look like a normal Nth space emergence. Albaan raised an eyebrow several millimeters while he contemplated the possibilities.

	“What the hell is going on out there?” Drexler asked from the ConDeck. “Helm is reporting we’re losing our navigational fix.”

	“It’s like we’re being pushed sidewise,” the helmsman’s voice carried across the comm.

	“Hold position,” Drexler growled. Annoyance edged his tone toward outright frustration.

	“Are you detecting anything on your standard sensors?” Albaan asked. He doubted they’d be able to pick anything up, since the standard kit on a science vessel was limited in comparison to his team’s own gear.

	“Nothing,” the captain confirmed. “That’s why I’m asking if you have something?”

	“Possibly. Check sector-six,” the scientist said, swiveling in his seat to look at Isaacs.

	She nodded. It was still there.

	“We’re still moving,” the helmsman said.

	“Inertial controls say we’re stationary,” the ship’s engineer reported, cutting in on the conversation.

	“Sector-six is… wait… what the hell is that?” the captain said. The optical images from the ConDeck appeared on the main screen of the science lab.

	A vivid green glow rolled out like a flat disk against the background of space, and the stars seemed to spread out like reflections on the surface of a bubble.

	For an instant, it seemed like the fabric of the universe was stretching.

	“That might be an Nth Space rupture,” Albaan said quietly. An intrusion event was only a theoretical possibility, and no one had any idea what it would look like.

	Or, more importantly, if it would be possible to survive one… if it did happen.

	“It’s expanding exponentially,” Isaacs said. “The edge of the rupture—”

	“Captain, get us out of here!” Albaan said, his voice ratcheting up almost an octave. In his universe, that was his version of being apoplectic.

	“Helm, full cruise!” Drexler barked.

	“Heading?”

	“Away from sector-six.”

	“Two seconds to impact,” Isaacs announced.

	A wall of roiling green fire a half million klick high swept toward them like a tidal wave as the ship fought to climb up to cruise. The coils flashed several times in rapid bursts, but never established a field before the shockwave swallowed them.

	∞

	Dr. Albaan woke up in a crumpled heap against the forward viewscreen. The air felt stale and smelled of burnt metal. The power had clearly failed, although the artificial gravity remained operational.

	“Status report? Anyone?” he groaned.

	Pushing himself upright, he felt his arm twist in an unnatural direction. Sucking in a gasp of air, he swallowed hard against the stabbing agony.

	That’s not good.

	“We’ve got secondary power coming online to the sensors.” Kanumba’s voice rumbled out of the darkness. “Most of the Ptolemy’s systems are still down. I’m guessing life support is out, and the gravity plating only just came online.”

	“I need to know if that was the Hermes,” Albaan asked, shaking his head, and trying to clear his thoughts. The fog refused to let go, although the faint glow from the console display gave the room enough light to pick out objects.

	“I can’t tell,” Isaacs said. “There might have been a ship and an escape pod near the rupture right after it formed. I was trying to clear up the readings, but we got hit before I could confirm it.”

	“An escape pod? The Hermes didn’t have an escape pod. It barely had maneuvering engines,” Kanumba said. Other than Albaan, he was the only person aboard who knew how rushed the construction of the Hermes had been.

	It was almost generous to call it a spaceship.

	“I’m trying to clear up an image, but there’s a lot of interference,” she said as the main screen flickered to life.

	“It definitely looks like an Nth space rupture,” Albaan said through clenched teeth, scooting himself away from the screen to look at the display.

	Isaacs made an odd squeaking sound as she tapped calculations into her console. “I’m measuring the area of the intrusion as well over a quarter light year in diameter, and it’s still expanding. The effect is—”

	“All hands, abandon ship,” Drexler’s voice cut her off before she could complete her report. “We have hull breaches below deck five. Use the upper hull escape pods only. All hands, abandon ship.”

	The shipwide comm clicked off and the local commlink pinged. “Dr. Albaan, or whoever is in charge down there, I need you to secure all data and jettison the recorder buoy.”

	“I’m on it,” Kanumba answered.

	“We are transferring the data now,” Albaan hissed. Breathing was almost impossible.

	An optic feed from somewhere outside the ship opened, and he blinked several times as he stared at the screen. The space around them seethed like a boiling sea of green acid.

	We’re inside the rupture.

	“What’s our status?” he asked, forcing his mind to remain calm.

	“We’re dead in space, and the antimatter containment destabilized the moment we tried to restart primary power. You have no time. Probably under five minutes before the backups fail.” Drexler sounded calm in spite of what they were facing.

	“Have you sent a distress call?”

	“Affirmative. There was a multicruiser in the area and they’re inbound.”

	Albaan coughed and sucked in a painful gasp. “We might have tracked an escape pod from the Hermes, you need to—”

	“The Hermes did this?” the captain asked.

	“We were tracking a ship and small object in the vicinity of the rupture,” he said, pulling in a sharp breath and feeling his ribs grinding against each other. The pain threatened to swallow him, but he forced his voice to work, anyway. “They will have to be careful deeper in the rupture since the—”

	“Put all that on the buoy and get to an escape pod,” Drexler said. “You need to be moving two minutes ago. I’m heading to main engineering to see if we can stabilize the containment, but I’m afraid all we can do is buy you a few more minutes. Good luck Doctor.”

	“Look, you don’t understand,” Albaan growled. “Chancellor Lu was aboard the Hermes. If he got to an escape pod…”

	“Frak! There isn’t anything we can do to help him. We can’t even hold our own asses together much longer,” Drexler said. “Get moving. You’re out of time.”

	Albaan shoved himself to a standing position with his legs. The room spun dizzily around him. With his good arm, he reached up and swept his face. It was wet and sticky. And a soft mass of flesh bulged painfully above his eyes.

	I’m not going anywhere, he realized as his knees refused to hold. He collapsed down against the wall.

	“Recorder buoy jettisoned,” Kanumba announced. “Everybody make feet for the pods.”

	“I can’t move, and I’m too broken for you to carry me,” Albaan said, his voice coming as a gurgling hiss. He knew he had to have other injuries, but fortunately, shock was keeping him wrapped in a dull blanket of uncertainty.

	“Ninety seconds.” Drexler’s voice sounded icy calm in the near dark.

	“Leave me,” he said as the engineer came up and tried to grab his arm. Biting back a scream, he slapped his hand away. “I’m not going to make it, so don’t waste the time. Save the rest of them.”

	“I’m sorry.” Kanumba stood up and hesitated for an instant before he ran for the door.

	“If I’m lucky, I’ll just sleep through this,” Dr. Albaan whispered as the bulkhead door slid closed and the darkness swallowed him.

	It will be easier.

	 


Chapter Two

	Ethan Walker sat alone on the mid-deck of the Olympus Dawn, staring into the bottom of his empty mug of Escabosa Bold and trying to divine the future. It wasn’t happening, but at least the quiet helped him push back against the chaos of the universe around him.

	In the six weeks since the battle over Dziban, they’d repaired the physical damage to the Dawn, but Ethan had yet to find the answers he needed to get back in the seat.

	The pit he’d fallen into was just too deep to see a way out.

	After he’d recovered from his immediate grief over Marti’s loss, he’d spent his time getting to know the families of his crew. For the most part, they were all likable sorts, although they were understandably confused by what had happened, and how they’d landed in the prison colony.

	He had explained little bits of their new situation to them, but for their own safety, only as much as they absolutely needed to know.

	Although none of them were happy, they understood that until he came up with a long-term solution, they had to just suck up air.

	All of them except Ethan’s own family. Or, more specifically, his father. After trying repeatedly to get his old man on board with reality, he’d just given up and told him it didn’t matter what he thought.

	Facts were cold and hard in the black, and he just needed to swing with it. Otherwise, it was a long walk back to Mars.

	It didn’t help that he still had no plan about what to do with them, since they were stuck in the stink beside him. All he knew was that he had to get everyone on the same deck before anything could happen.

	And he needed to do it fast. Before the last of his patience blew out the airlock, or another crisis came to kick in their door.

	“It’s even odds as to which comes first,” he muttered under his breath.

	Ammo walked up and leaned against the back of a chair across the table from him. He recognized her assault level pheromones well enough to know who it was without looking up.

	She’d tracked him down even though he’d told Emtoo he didn’t want company. Of course, he wasn’t hiding. Anyone who knew him would have known where to look.

	“Still no love?” she asked, slipping around the chair to sit down, although his expression said he clearly wanted to be left alone.

	He let out a long, hissing breath. “It’s just not going to happen,” he said. “Every time I try to talk to him, I remember why I left Mars. And never went back.”

	“Is your father really that bad?”

	“Worse than I remember,” he said. “In his mind, I caused this whole frakwad to land on him, so he blames me. I’m the sole reason he can’t go home.”

	“He’ll get over it,” she said.

	“Not in this lifetime,” he said, hauling his eyes up from the cup and settling them on her face.

	“He might surprise you about that,” she said. She sounded offensively cheerful, especially for the middle of thirdshift.

	His eyebrow lurched for an instant toward mild curiosity before his brain dropped it back to its frown setting. “Not unless you’ve figured out the magic word combination to open his shut mind.”

	“Nah, but I think Quinn’s Momma is making inroads. Or maybe she’s just dragging him toward cooperating in spite of his resistance.” She slid a thinpad across the table to him and gestured for him to scan it.

	Bernice Primm might not be as physically intimidating as her son, but she had a way of assuming control so that the world around her complied.

	“What is it?”

	“A prospect claim for a site on the Newfoundland Colony in Cygnus Gamma-381,” she said.

	One side of his face crinkled up into a sarcastic scowl. “How are they going to swing that? The Management crashed their ID and bank accounts. They don’t exist, and even if they did, it takes a butt-load of money to fund a prospect.”

	“The Primm Clan has friends who would have an interest in staking them to a new holding.”

	“That’s good for them, but—”

	“But she offered to split the claim with all the relatives,” she said. “And she got them all to step up and imprint the deal.”

	“Even my father?”

	“He stuck his thumb to it this evening.”

	Ethan’s face danced somewhere between confusion and a grin as he chewed that into bits that fit in his reality. Finally, he just nodded and dragged the thinpad closer.

	Ossipee Stronghold Foundation, Limited Trust, he read. “Sounds like a bank.”

	“It will be an agro operation, but they’re applying for a landhold on a dormant volcanic island in the northern ocean. The grant includes a mineral rich mountain range and a fair amount of open water.”

	Angel’s family were asteroid miners, and he knew that Charleigh’s family had been colonists on the hydrosphere world of Century Six. “Something for all of them.” He shrugged, sliding the thinpad back in her direction.

	“They want you to sign off on the plan too,” she said.

	“What?” Both Ethan’s eyebrows popped up to full-on doubt. “My name on this would foob it out of existence.”

	“I don’t think she meant that literally, but she wants to know you support it.”

	“Sure, whatever,” he said, trying to drag his expression back from incredulity. “If it gets my family out of NuProvidence, I am 100% behind it. When do they leave?”

	“No. I think she wants your endorsement on the concept behind what’s in the official OSF Charter.”

	“And what exactly is that?”

	“She wants to set it up as a safehold for people like us.”

	“Pirates?”

	“Augments,” she said, rolling her eyes.

	He snorted. “That’s a guarantee of sucking in a lot of ugly stink.”

	“Have you looked at Quinn? And his family? Trouble probably doesn’t even wake them up from a good nap.”

	“The Red Wall and The Management won’t let them get their feet in the dirt before they’ll be putting them under it.”

	“They’ll be newly minted people. With new identities. On a new world. It’ll take a long time before anyone even notices what they’re doing. And it will take an even longer time for the Coalition security grids to extend to a new colony.”

	“Nothing guarantees they’ll be safe,” he said. Although he knew startup colonies always worked like the wild frontier for a long while.

	“The reason Momma Primm got the backing from her friends was to set up a pipeline to get plussers out of bad situations all over the Coalition.”

	“You said she got my father on board with this?”

	“Well, maybe not all of it,” she admitted. “But nobody refuses to play it her way once she gets her mind made up.”

	It’s probably built into the Primm Clan’s genetic code. Ethan chuckled. Resistance will get you pummeled. “Why does she want me to back this sidewise idea of hers?”

	“That was Quinn’s suggestion,” she said. “And based on what he said, I think it’s a valid consideration.”

	“Whyso?”

	“After Dziban, we all know things are going to escalate.”

	He nodded. That’s a given.

	“We’re going to need a lot of skilled labor to wage a war against—”

	“Nobody said we were going to start a war,” he protested. Unfortunately, he knew their universe was swinging in that direction, anyway. There was no possibility the Institute, or FleetCom, were going to let their losses go without a reckoning. In blood.

	“We might not want to admit it, but it’s already happening,” she said. “This war began the day we took Kai Wentworth’s people to the Veil Nebula. Hell, it probably started before I joined you.”

	“At Starlight?” he shook his head, but again, he didn’t think she was wrong.

	“In truth, I know you didn’t want to take a position until Zaslow forced it on us,” she said. “But now that we have, we need to get our shit lined up square if we want to survive.”

	“And you think this Stronghold idea fits into that?”

	“There’s pressure building on plussers all over the Coalition as the Red Wall gains traction outside of Zone One,” she said. “Unless we want to go square on with them every time a community faces a threat, building an underground pipeline to funnel them out is the only alternative.”

	“It might leave us free to do other things,” he conceded, leaning back and reaching out for his still empty coffee mug. He stared at it for a second before he sighed and set it back down. “As long as it doesn’t suck up too many resources setting it up.”

	“Jefferson told me that Captain Jetaar transferred us the title on two freighters as down payment on punch cannons he wants for some of his ships,” Ammo said. “We’ll need to put one of those into running food from Cygnus Localus to NuProvidence, but we could use the other one to set up the claim.”

	“We’ll have to do some upgrades to them before we can put them into service,” he said.

	“Which means we need crews,” she said. “With Takhu based upgrades we’ll need those to be Augments too.”

	“At least the engineers will need to be,” he said. “Rene’s been training people for the job already, so we have enough to get them up and running.”

	“Right, for two freighters. But I also know you’ve talked with him about building a fleet of ships,” she said.

	He nodded. He hadn’t discussed it with anyone else, but he wasn’t surprised she’d heard. NuProvidence was a tight community, and his crew was even tighter. That meant secrets weren’t possible, especially when you added telepaths to the mix.

	“A fleet’s going to need lots of crewmembers,” she said. “And that is where Ossipee Stronghold fits into the equation. Once they get things running, manpower won’t be a problem.”

	“Assuming any of them want to fight this war.”

	“Remember, we’re fighting it for them,” she pointed out.

	“I thought we were fighting to survive,” he said

	“And so are they.”

	 


Chapter Three

	Emtoo stepped into the conference room like a flesh and blood person, rather than the holographic avatar she was. It was a game the AA that inhabited the Archive played, because she needed to make everyone feel she was real, and a part of their team.

	For the most part, it was something they all accepted in the same way they’d accepted Marti’s fetish for mechanical bodies.

	“Excuse me for interrupting,” she said, stopping near the door and waiting for Ethan to turn in her direction. “We just received a newswave from Zone One and I flagged it because your name popped up.”

	“Another problem?” he asked. Of course, it’s a problem. It has my name attached to it.

	Nodding, she walked across the room and stopped near the head of the table. Opening a thinpad that was also part of her holographic simulation, she linked it to the wall.

	Ethan’s face and an image of the Olympus Dawn appeared on the screen.

	The head of a young commentator hung to the side of the images. She stared intensely into the optic as she read a prepared announcement.

	“Early this morning, Coalition authorities issued a statement regarding the loss of the Shan Takhu Institute Science Vessel, Ptolemy.” An image of the Ptolemy appeared on the bottom corner of the screen.

	“The Ptolemy was on a routine mission to map a small spatial anomaly less than three light-years from Earth when it was destroyed in an attack. So far, details of the incident are limited, but FleetCom has announced that it has recovered no escape pods or survivors.

	“Preliminary statements coming from authorities indicate this appears to be an unprovoked attack by the Pirate Captain Ethan Walker. If confirmed to be the actions of Walker, this would be the latest in a string of brazen terrorist actions he has carried out in several locations throughout Coalition Space. Officials are concerned because this is the first pirate attack in twenty-five years within the boundaries of Zone One and may represent an escalation of Walker’s activities.

	“Images of Ethan Walker and his ship are being circulated to security agencies throughout the Coalition. Coalition Central Security has also issued an authorization to use lethal force against the renegade captain if necessary to protect and preserve the peace.

	“Citizens are advised to report any contact with Walker, or his crew, to authorities. Authorities further advise that no one should engage with him in any manner. Walker is extremely dangerous and is in command of a heavily armed vessel. All civilian transport should be on the watch—”

	Ethan drew a finger across his throat and Emtoo paused the playback. “When did this come out?”

	“With propagation delay, this story is over ninety-three hours old,” she said.

	“We knew Dziban wouldn’t end it,” Rene said, sounding like boulders were crashing down on him.

	“Of course not, but this is a relatively small blowout, considering,” Ammo said. “I’d have expected a lot worse from Zaslow.”

	“If it is Zaslow,” Nuko said, shaking her head. “All the stink on Escabosa was the Shan Takhu Institute.”

	“My wager would be it’s her,” Ethan said. “Hanging us on false pretense is right out of her playbook.”

	“And after Dziban, we know FleetCom has to be in on the party too,” Quinn pointed out, drumming his fingers on the arm of his chair.

	“Maybe that’s truth, but she’s the only face we’ve seen,” Ethan said. “We need to shut her down. First.”

	“How do you suggest we do that?” Jana asked.

	“We could go right at her,” Angel said, shrugging.

	“You can’t bomb 65 Cybele just to get one person,” Kaycee said, firing off an assault level glare. “There are a lot of people in Phrygian Center who aren’t her, but also suck air from the same recyclers.”

	Ethan swallowed his first response. And his second one. She was right, but that didn’t do anything to slow down his simmering rage. “I’m tired of being reactive. I want to get in front of her,” he said, pushing himself up from the table.

	He started a slow orbit in front of the virtual window and stopped to stare at the view of the fabrication hangar. The epitaxy printers were laying the keel of a small stealth ship. The first of what he hoped to be their new fleet. It was only a spy vessel, but it was still several months from ready.

	“I don’t like not knowing what she’s up to until she’s already beating us to death with it,” he said, turning to face the table again. “She keeps coming at us sidewise, and we can’t get any footing to stage a counterstrike.”

	“Counterstrike? You really think this is a war?” Kaycee asked, her face pulling down into a frown. She was clearly not ready to pursue that line of thought.

	“It is,” he said. “How many plussers has she killed? How many of our people? For frak sake, she would have killed our families if we hadn’t gotten them out of Dziban.”

	“But you can’t make this into an actual war,” she said, her tone edging with ice as she shook her head. “We don’t even know who the enemy really is, and it’s not realistic to start blowing everybody up until you figure it out.”

	Even if that is what she did to us? he thought, biting down on his lip to hold back his words.

	“He knows that,” Ammo said, reaching out and laying a hand on Kaycee’s arm. She shot Ethan a glance that told him to dial down his anger. “We can tell there’s something stinking in the ventilators. And the idea that we might know what it is scares Zaslow and whoever else is in the bunk with her.”

	“We’ve got to figure that out first,” Rene said. “I mean, I believe the shooting has only started. Unfortunately. That’s why I agreed with us building more heavily armed ships, but we’re just not ready to escalate things yet.”

	“We should have some answers first,” Nuko said.

	“Zaslow is the answer,” Quinn growled, leaning forward and pressing his hands into the tabletop. He appeared to be fighting the same demons as Ethan.

	“Probably not,” Ammo said, winking at the handler as she tried to dial down the tension in the room with her tone. “But you can count on the fact that she’s going to be close enough to know the source of things.”

	“We can start near Zaslow and work outward,” he said. “Eventually we’ll figure out who’s behind her.”

	Angel nodded. She clearly agreed with Quinn’s thinking. “That would give us a real target, and once we know where the problem is hiding, we can go after it. We need to control the terms of the war.”

	“It’s not a war,” Kaycee insisted.

	She shrugged. “Not yet maybe, but it’s coming.”

	“I hope not, but I don’t think we can change how Zaslow sees it,” Ethan said, dropping back into his seat. “If she keeps coming at us like this, we’ve got no choice but to gear up for it.”

	“Once you start planning for war, everything starts looking like a reason to start one,” Kaycee said.

	“I don’t want this to go ugly,” he said, holding up his hand like he was swearing an oath. “For now, we just need to dig out more information. We don’t know what her plan is, and until we do, we have to stay ready for anything. All the time.”

	She shook her head. “Jetaar has survived for a long time without real warships.”

	“He’s a pirate,” Angel said. “I’d be comfortable saying any of Jetaar’s raiders are frakking close to being a warship.”

	“Does that mean we’re going full pirate now?” Kaycee asked.

	Ethan hauled in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “When they keep killing the light, it might be time to embrace the darkness.”

	 


Chapter Four

	Ethan spent the day in his quarters on the Olympus Dawn. It wasn’t that his place in NuProvidence was less comfortable, it was more that he wanted to be alone.

	To think.

	It also helped to be out of the land of the hyperactive hormones.

	Even after his continuous exposure to the pheromone fogbank, he still got sidetracked by the overt sexuality of the plussers. He knew it came with the Augment physiology, but it distracted him more than he needed when he had other things to decide.

	At least on his ship, the air was a little less… charged.

	But even in the relative silence of the Dawn, clarity hadn’t come easily to him. He’d paced, then orbited, and finally he’d given up and brewed himself a pot of coffee. He’d tapped the special stash of Boa Vista Black that Quinn kept behind the cabinet in the back of the galley. It was a secret the handler had shared with him, and although it was a wonderful indulgence, it hadn’t helped him wade through the decisions facing him.

	He sat at his usual table on the mid-deck, with his feet up on the windowsill, staring out at the frozen sheet of the Archive’s battered ice shell. The distant red sun glared uselessly across the brittle methane ice, and the nearness of the surface reminded him he was sitting still.

	Stationary.

	An easy target.

	“Captain Jetaar is on approach,” Olly said, interrupting his thoughts. The AA’s masculine voice grated on his sensibilities. As did the name that Quinn had given the Third Iteration of Marti that now inhabited the body of the Olympus Dawn.

	“Why didn’t he just door over?” They weren’t keeping an open door between Tortuga and NuProvidence, but Jetaar knew all he needed to do was ask and they’d open one for him.

	“Unknown,” Olly said. “Perhaps he did not wish anyone to be aware he was coming to visit. He did ask to speak to you in private.”

	“Fine, direct him to the pad outside this berth and once he touches down, door him in. I think I have enough coffee left.”

	Ethan got up and walked to the galley to grab another mug for Jetaar.

	Returning to his seat, he watched the methane vapor spray up from the surface as the warm hull of Jetaar’s shuttle sublimated the ice below the side of the Dawn.

	He obviously came in hot.

	Something’s wrong.

	A jumpdoor opened and Jetaar bounced through. “What the hell have you done, Walker?”

	“Made a pot of coffee?” He held out the cup and Jetaar glared at it for several seconds before he snatched it and dropped into the seat across from where Ethan had been sitting.

	“No, I mean you hit a political target. We don’t hit high profiles for a reason. It’s the fastest way to draw down the wrath of the universe.”

	“What?” Ethan slipped into his place at the table and shook his head in confusion.

	“That science vessel you hit.”

	“I see you caught the newswave. You should know better than to believe everything you see in—”

	“I didn’t get this from the newswaves,” he growled.

	“Wherever you got it, I didn’t hit any science vessel. We haven’t left dock since we got back from Dziban. And it seems to me you were the one with a passion for science vessels.”

	“Don’t be smart with me, Walker,” he snapped. “Chancellor Lu was on that ship. The Institute is in chaos. You have to—”

	“Wait a frakking second. Chei Lu was on the science vessel they’re saying I attacked?” Ethan blinked several times.

	“They are more than saying it.” He pitched a thinpad across the table and Ethan linked it to the virtual window along the front wall of the lounge.

	As the file played out, Ethan shook his head. It showed what appeared to be the Dawn tearing a science vessel to shreds. And then firing on the escape pods as they rocketed away from the mangled hull.

	“That isn’t me and that isn’t the Dawn.”

	“It sure as hell looks like your ship.”

	“Those look like beam weapons. Other than repelling lasers, we don’t swing anything that would do that kind of damage.” Ethan backed the file up to play it again. “You can check your approach control records. We haven’t moved. The only ship to tie off here since we got back was one of your own cargo haulers with a load of food from Localus.”

	“Would I even know?” he challenged. “It seems to me you’re rather open about that invisibility superpower of yours.”

	“Seriously, it wasn’t me. I have someone else I’m pointing my guns at, and the chancellor isn’t one of them.”

	“And I am supposed to feel better about that, because of your word?”

	Ethan shrugged, crossing his arms as he waited for the file to end. “Where did you get that video?” he asked, reversing the file with his fingertip and frowning. “It wasn’t on the newswave broadcast I saw.”

	“William Archangeli sent it to me,” he said.

	“Who?”

	“He runs my security operations for Proxima Overgaard,” he said. “He’s former Coalition Intel, and he confirmed the identity of the ship through his contacts in Zone One.”

	Ethan paused the playback with the attacker hanging above the wreckage. It did appear to be the Dawn, but the identification panels were shut down, so it was only the structure of the ship that gave any indication who it might be. “I seem to remember that Constantine’s ship looked a lot like the Dawn too.”

	“The Shadowhawk,” Jetaar supplied. “I doubt that it’s his ship since I seem to remember it raining down in pieces all over my base.”

	Ethan almost grinned. “Maybe they built another one?”

	“That could be possible, but even Xavier Constantine wouldn’t have had the eggs to go after Chancellor Lu. Especially not that close to Zone One.”

	“If it’s not mistaken identity, then the video has to be a forgery.”

	Jetaar shook his head. “You’re welcome to try to prove that, but Archangeli had his people go over it and they couldn’t find any evidence of it being a fake.”

	“Like I said, it has to be. That is not how the Dawn’s guns work. I’ll have Emtoo analyze it,” he said.

	“Assuming you’re on the level, who do you think is behind this?”

	Ethan shot him a sarcastic eyebrow. “I’ve got a short-list of candidates.”

	“For your sake, I hope you can prove what you’re saying,” he said. “You made a lot of friends when you popped Dziban, but it’ll not go down easy with any of them if you can’t. Just as quickly as they jumped to your side, they will swing off.”

	“So that’s how much air an oath carries in the Commonwealth?” Ethan snorted.

	Jetaar clenched his jaw as he forced down a wave of indignation. “Nothing between us has changed. The difference between me and the rest of them is that we share a home base. Not everyone smells the same blow in the ducts. Especially since…”

	“Since what?”

	He looked down and cleared his throat. “Word out of the Eastern Alliance is that you took Constantine down. We don’t kill our own.”

	Ethan shrugged. “He fired on me, so I left him sleeping. He wasn’t alone and there were only two multicruisers. What happened from there, depended on how he played his chips.”

	“I get that. He deserved what he got. Problem is not everybody sees that as a square deal.”

	“Let me take the file and I’ll see what we can figure out,” he said, sighing as his plans solidified in his mind. “I think I know where I have to start looking.”

	Jetaar nodded. “The sooner you have something to show, the sooner you can keep it from coming back to sink you.”

	“I’ll have an answer before the questions start coming in,” he said as Jetaar stood and Olly opened a door to send him back to his ship.

	“Olly, transfer this file to Emtoo and tell her to keep the results down low until I get my thinking firmed up and moving,” Ethan said, snagging the thinpad off the table and glaring at it. “And find Ammo. I need her to recruit some volunteers to help me cross names off that list.”

	 


Chapter Five

	Ethan had been staring at the analysis of the recording that Jetaar had given him for several hours. It only confirmed what he’d already known. It was a forgery. But, according to Emtoo, it appeared to be based on an actual recording of the incident. There had been another ship in the image file that someone had completely removed, and then they had superimposed the Olympus Dawn over the hole left in the original recording.

	There was no way to reconstruct even a fragment of the original ship, nor was there any way to track the source of the file other than determining that it was recorded at a range of fifteen kiloklicks from the science vessel by a data buoy. For that to be true, the Ptolemy must have already been dead when it was attacked.

	Whoever actually did it was covering their tracks.

	Emtoo had promised to continue mining more information out of the file but had warned him it might take days to find anything else useful.

	“Kaycee and Rene both said no,” Ammo announced, surprising him as she slid into the seat across his desk. She set a small bottle of Tortuga Rum and two glasses between them.

	“Considering who Jetaar said was on the Ptolemy, I’m surprised,” he said, pouring them both a shot.

	“I wasn’t overly direct when I fished, but I think they understood what you had in mind after the meeting this morning,” she said. “They backed away before I even got to the point of asking, and I’m sure that given how the possibility of it being the chancellor bumps the wager sidewise, neither of them would like the new odds enough to swing around.”

	“Can’t say that I do either. That’s why I want it to be all volunteer,” he said.

	“Quinn and Angel came to me before I asked,” she said, nudging his glass toward him. He’d poured, but not picked it up. “They’re onboard with settling the score, no matter how big the move we have to make to do it. But I was a little surprised when Jana and Rogan volunteered, too.”

	“The Redemption attack is still an open wound for them,” he said, glancing down at the desk and shrugging. It was for him, too.

	Getting Sullivan and his family out of there was the first time he’d stared into the face of the fight up close. He picked up his glass and pitched the rum back in a single swallow as he tried to bury the memory.

	“That leaves us without an engineer and a pilot,” he hissed as it hit bottom and exploded. “I can fill either seat, but not both.”

	“Nuko is out since she’s taking one freighter to Cygnus Localus as soon as it’s outfitted,” she said. “She said you wanted to shake them down before we handed them over to anybody else.”

	He nodded.

	“I can pilot the Dawn,” she offered.

	“I need you on sensors for this,” he said. “This will be dangerous enough and we don’t dare miss something or we’re not coming home.”

	“I assumed you’d say that, so I tapped Charleigh since she’s got some blood in the game. She’s holding a serious desire to square things. She said she’s willing as long as we get back before the families ship out to Newfoundland. I think she wants the top seat for that mission.”

	“That shouldn’t be a problem,” he said. Although he knew that if things went sidewise, none of them would make it back. Pushing that thought from his mind, he cleared his throat. “I guess that leaves me in the engine room.”

	She shrugged. “Ro suggested I talk to Shayne, but I wanted to swing that by you first. I know you can run engineering if we need it, but I think she might be a smart idea since she’s Rene’s chief apprentice.”

	“Why would she go?”

	“She and Ro are both from Proxima. It’s a raw wound for them. Plus, they’re part time bunk buddies,” she said. “In truth, I think he volunteered because he likes the adventure. He didn’t hesitate to go with us to Mars either.”

	“This won’t be much of an adventure. We just need to get in and get it done. It’s going to be fast and dirty.”

	“Let’s hope it’s fast and clean,” she corrected, as she gulped her shot and poured them another round.

	After almost a minute of silence, she apparently decided it was time to address the gorilla in the room. “I need to know. Where are you wanting to draw the line?”

	“I’m not sure,” he admitted. “Will it change how you feel about it?”

	She shook her head then shrugged. “I can look at myself in the mirror after we get back and say I was following your lead. I don’t have to agree with how you play it, but you have to live with whatever decision you make.”

	That didn’t help, but he knew it was true. “If I was made like Jetaar, it’d be easy.”

	“He wasn’t made like that. He was made into that,” she said. “When he was just an engineer working for the Institute, I doubt he’d have ever considered ending someone just because they needed killing.”

	“Needed killing?” He snorted. “Do you think Zaslow needs it?”

	She shrugged. “She probably deserves it. I know she’d not hesitate to put you down if she had the shot.”

	“So, it’s kill or be killed?” he asked, realizing that putting it that way didn’t make the decision any easier.

	“Here is how I’d call it,” she said. “We’ve got the ability to play this anywhichway it has to go down. It won’t change our tactical planning in either case, and you can make the choicer once you’re in that position and can weigh the facts.”

	“What I want is answers,” he said.

	She shook her head. “What you really want is for the frakwad to end. But answers will get us closer to that.”

	She was right, but he hadn’t thought about it that bluntly. He nodded. “I want to not be in this position. Getting out of it with the least complication is what I need.”

	“I get that, and as long as you’re focused on that objective, and not simple vengeance, I don’t think her being alive, or not, when this mission ends will have a bearing on how your crew sees you.”

	“With one or two notable exceptions,” he said.

	She shrugged. “And both of them are realistic enough to let go of it, eventually.”

	“I don’t know that I am cut out to go in and assassinate her in cold blood,” he said, looking down at his hands on the desk. “Even with what she’s done.”

	“Look Ethan, you’ll chew on this until the last minute, and then you’ll make the right decision. Whatever that is. We question her, and then we bring her home, or we don’t. It’s as simple as that.”

	He nodded. “Then get everyone moving before I overthink this.”

	“Too late,” she laughed, glancing at the chrono on his console display. “Everybody but Shayne and Ro are already aboard.”

	Pulling out a thinpad, she tapped in a message for the telepath and waited for an answer.

	“He said Shayne is good to go, and they’ll door aboard as soon as they get dressed.”

	 “As soon as they’re on deck, let’s stand up and get moving,” he said.

	“You don’t intend to let anyone else know we’re doing this?” she asked, obviously not expecting him to send out an announcement, but asking anyway. “Just in case things go sidewise.”

	“And give them a chance to change my mind?” he said, letting out a hissing sigh. “Not today, I think.”

	 


Chapter Six

	“Have you seen Ethan this morning?” Jefferson Cordwain asked, appearing beside Kaycee’s table on the commons. She was eating firstmeal alone and reading a report before she headed to the Medical Center to check on the progress the engineers had made overnight on calibrating a new set of Proxy Chamber scanners.

	“What?” She glanced up in confusion before she shook her head. “I haven’t seen him since the crew meeting yesterday.” She nodded to the chair across from her.

	“I’m having trouble tracking him down,” he said, dropping into the seat. “Tanis Magabi dropped something disturbing on me when I met with him this morning, and I wanted to find out if Ethan knew anything about it. It might be important.”

	“Have Emtoo find him,” she said, shrugging.

	“I tried that,” he said, his mouth turning down in a frown. 

	“Emtoo doesn’t know where he is?”

	“Not exactly,” he said. “You try to see if you can get her to cooperate.”

	Tapping into her collarcomm, she felt her face matching his frown. “Emtoo, where is Ethan?”

	“He is not in NuProvidence,” it said, offering no other information.

	“Where is he?”

	“I cannot disclose that information.”

	“You’re telling me you won’t tell me where he is?” she asked.

	“That is correct,” it said, almost sounding apologetic.

	“Why not?”

	“Captain Walker instructed me not to provide that information.”

	The wrinkles between her eyebrows scrunched closer together as she watched Jefferson nod. He’d already been down
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