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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

	Peitre Rykova was a small cog in a large machine designed to deliver illicit cargo. He slipped in quietly in the night, unloaded a frak load of Keto-blue and then disappeared. He never touched the money or the cargo with his own hands, but the runs paid well for the risk. It wasn’t enough to own his own ship yet, but he knew his place. He also knew his future would hold ever bigger rewards as he moved up through the air supply in the Commonwealth of the Underground Market.

	Today he was delivering drugs. Soon it would be weapons. And then, someday he’d command a raider. It was his destiny. Even if reaching it meant he hauled recycler biscuits, he was determined to sit in a big seat. A much bigger seat.

	Tamilis Two was a mining colony. New and growing, and full of miners looking to forget the harsh reality of working on the rocks. Keto-blue was their drug of choice this week. Last week it was Blackroot Sniff, and next week it would be something else. It didn’t matter what they called it, it was slow-motion death and Peitre was willing to deliver it.

	He sat in the control pit staring at the sensor screens. It was his fourth run to Tamilis, and he knew there’d be nothing to see. They dropped down in a small clearing several klicks from one of the outlying communities and his two handlers shoved the skids out of the lower hold doors and into the dirt. He kept the coils hot and his eyes open because he was smart enough to know that, even though it was a low risk drop, it was when you got lazy that you got snapped.

	“Vas is das?” Gregor said. His voice sounded confused, and it sat Peitre up in his seat.

	“Is it moving?” Darsa asked. She sounded more annoyed than anything.

	“I got nothing on the screens. What are you seeing?” he asked.

	“A light to the north,” she said. “It looks like a fire maybe.”

	He leaned forward and looked out the side window. He could see the glow they were talking about over the trees. It was dancing like lightning, but oddly colored. The screens still showed nothing but the darkness and the infrared shapes of several animals lurking around the edge of the clearing.

	“Is brighter now,” Gregor said. “I should check, da?”

	“No. Shove the load and get back aboard,” he ordered. “Whatever it is, we don’t need to eyeball it.”

	He could hear Darsa grunt as she heaved against the next skid. “It’s getting closer,” she said as the thump told him another pallet was off his deck.

	“What is frakking that?” Gregor said.

	Peitre still couldn’t see anything on the screen, but when he looked back out the window the entire sky was alive with blue-green tendrils of light. “Screw this. Get inside and lock down!”

	He held his hand over the engine controls and watched the red light that told him the hatch was still open.

	“Gregor get back to the ship!” Darsa hollered. “He’s running for the trees gawdamn him. Should I get him?”

	The plasma seemed to be dropping toward the ground and Peitre swallowed hard. “No. Leave him. Are you inside?”

	“On the ramp,” she said.

	He flipped the control override and slammed the hatch. Hopefully, she was clear of the door and aboard. Otherwise he would have to answer for losing both his crewmembers.

	He pulled back on the control yoke and hit the drive.

	They leapt skyward, slicing through the plasma like a missile. Warning lights flashed in waves across his console, but he kept his eyes glued on the sky above him. Only one thought filled his mind. Getting away.

	As he gained altitude, he dared a glimpse to the side. He could see what looked like several shuttles leaping upward as distant sparks rising above a writhing ocean of green and blue. He knew if he could make it to space, he could get away. Unlike the other ships trying to escape, the Dragonfly Class courier ship he was piloting had big coils and lots of legs.

	He glanced down to check the charge on his cruise engines, relieved to see they were ready.

	He could feel the thinning air buffeting the hull as they climbed. Strangely it seemed to be rising around them and not letting him escape to the vacuum of space. They were at eighty klick and it still felt like he was in the low atmosphere. And in a typhoon.

	Ahead of him, a shuttle climbed, and he adjusted his heading to give himself a clear path around it.

	He leaned forward and glanced back at the planet as it fell behind. Swirling pools of incandescence rippled like molten craters across the surface. It looked like a glowing membrane of translucent energy holding back the vacuum of space. Where he could see through the fire, it seemed as if the surface of the world was dissolving into blackness.

	Almost like something was emptying the world from the inside.

	He shivered and tore his eyes away. Another minute and he’d be able to jump up to cruise.

	“Still with me down there?” he asked, remembering Darsa was on the ramp when he slammed the hatch.

	“Da. Broke my frakking nose with the door, you dimflatch fragwad,” she hissed.

	“You can thank me later,” he said. He knew she’d hand him his eggs in a bag once they were safe. At the moment he didn’t have time to think about anything except flying.

	Glancing ahead, he realized that somehow the shuttle was still in front of them. It jerked back and forth like it was dodging demons. He’d been closing on it, but now, trying to dodge its wild gyrations, it seemed that no matter how hard he jinked, it always tumbled back into his path.

	He jerked hard to the side as the shuttle veered in the same direction.

	There’s no way this idiot’s going to cost us our line out of here!

	He jammed down on the controls and spun hard over, twisting into a slicing corkscrew. “Out of the way flatbrain!” he snarled.

	He looked into the windows of the shuttle as it slipped by only meters from a collision. He would have flipped the other pilot a hand gesture, but a flash of light dancing across the shuttle’s hull caught his eye before he had a chance.

	Craning forward painfully against the acceleration, he tried to locate the source of the light. As he watched, bright sparks leapt up from one of the pits, consuming one of the fleeing shuttles in flames. Another wave of sparks shot up, and another shuttle vanished.

	“No fucking way!” he growled. The coils were still hot, and ignoring the proximity warning on his console, he slammed his hand down on the cruise drive icon just as the green fireflies wrapped around and across his window.

	When Peitre came awake, his ship was tumbling in space. G-forces smashed him back and forth in his seat. The gravity was off and only the emergency transceiver showed any sign of life. Its faint glow was enough to illuminate the inside of his control pit but nothing else. Blood splatters spread across most of the interior surfaces and, struggling to find strength, he brought a hand up and rubbed across his face confirming he was the source of the crimson mess.

	He pulled down on the yoke. Nothing happened.

	The damage had to be bad for the maneuvering thrusters to be offline. The groaning of metal as the ship spun violently sounded like it was on the verge of coming apart. He gripped the armrests of his seat and watched the stars streaking past.

	No planet, no moons.

	He’d gotten clear of whatever was happening on Tamilis, but he realized his situation wasn’t any better than it had been before. The tear of shearing hull plating punctuated his thoughts with a searing certainty.

	“Hold together baby,” he whispered, forcing his arm toward the emergency transceiver control panel. It was too far away to reach from his seat.

	Some idiot engineer must have designed it to go there.

	He knew the Astromere was only a few light-years away. It was an old cargo ship loaded heavy with Keto-blue, and not fast even if it was empty, but it would only take a couple hours to get to him. If he could just hold on until they got here.

	Taking a deep breath and heaving his body forward, he pulled himself out of his seat and lurched toward the emergency transceiver. The gyrations threw him sidewise as he tried to wedge into place and activate the distress signal. Finally, he managed to tap the right icon.

	Without thinking, he let his grip slip, and he slammed around the inside of the control pit, bouncing off edges of consoles and the top of his seat railing helplessly. As he hit the forward window, he caught a glimpse of a ship.

	An orbital shuttle? This far out?

	He crashed against the back bulkhead. The emergency hatch groaned as he smashed into it. Rebounding forward, he spun wildly in the center of the room before the motion of the ship hurled him once again rearward toward the door.

	Curling, he hit it with the flat of his back, knocking the air out of his lungs just before it gave way. He rolled as the atmosphere around him swept him out into the vacuum of space. Silently screaming out the nitrogen that boiled up in his lungs, his brain refused to accept the inevitability of his impending death.

	He opened his eyes and realized he was tumbling toward the shuttle.

	For a brief instant hope flickered as a spark in his mind. But in that moment, he knew he was traveling too fast to grab on. And even if he did, he’d never make it inside before the narcosis boiling in his blood made it impossible to move.

	This time though, he completed the obscene gesture before he slammed into the shuttle’s windshield.

	Mercifully, his skull took the blow, and he was dead before his blood finished boiling away in his lungs.

	 


Chapter Two

	Escabosa was a magical place. It was everything that anyone could want in a vacation destination. Perfect weather, that was not too warm or too cool. Trees, mountains, and warm sweet air that was easy to breathe. Even the gravity, at slightly less than one standard G, was gentle.

	Paradise surrounded him for as far as the eye could see, but Ethan Walker was restless. Unsettled thoughts ate at him from deep inside, where the warm sunshine and relaxing waves of the swaying ocean could not soothe them away.

	He stared up at the crimson-tinged sky and tried to think about nothing. To just feel the air on his skin and the water under him.

	It wasn’t working.

	I guess I enjoy being miserable, he sighed after another interminable interval of forced silence.

	Meditate, she said.

	It will help, she said.

	All it did was remind him that his own brain was new. Deep inside he felt it. Everything around him looked and smelled different. Voices sounded different. Even light looked funny to him. Ever since Qara had rewired his mind with her telepathic overload, nothing felt right.

	You’ll get used to it, she said.

	So far, that had been impossible, and lying on a raft a hundred meters from shore, he was certain that it wouldn’t get any easier, no matter how hard he tried to force himself to fit into his new reality.

	Get used to it.

	There was no doubt in his mind he wasn’t going to ‘get used to it.’ Not ever.

	He also knew he’d eventually learn to work around it. He had to. He had a starship to run and a business to build.

	Or maybe it was better to say rebuild.

	He’d lost four crewmembers and one entire ship in the last two years of command. It certainly wasn’t going according to plan, by any permutation of reality he could imagine.

	Rolling up on his side, he looked down into the crystal-clear water, watching an enormous fish slither snake-like across the sandy bottom several meters below. He slapped the flat of his palm against the surface of the water, startling it away.

	The flat of his palm.

	He pulled his hand up and looked at the thin film of his Urah Un, barely seeing it against his skin. Although almost invisible to his eyes, it made his hand look and feel different. Not like it was his own.

	Unfortunately, it wasn’t only his hand that felt alien. Everything else was different too.

	His mind, his body, the world around him. The Coalition. Even the universe. It had all changed somehow.

	“Ethan?” Someone hollered from the shore. It was Nuko, or Ammo. He couldn’t tell. He rolled off the raft and slipped into the water, dropping toward the bottom.

	Yet another thing that was different. He’d learned to swim.

	Why would anyone who lived in space need to know how to swim? he wondered as he luxuriated in the warm water slipping over his naked skin. It was a sensual experience, and almost enough to distract him. If only he could breathe in the depths and never have to come up into the real world again. But his lungs required air.

	He pulled hard against the water and breached the surface with a powerful lunge. He felt alive despite the strangeness of life.

	Below him, the snake-fish turned back in his direction and he reached out as it slid against him, brushing his hand… no, his Urah Un… against it.

	For a brief instant he knew the sensation of its heart beating, and what it was to fly through a thick, liquid sky. To breathe water, and to share life with a million other species, including the feeble creature that just now reached out to it. Then it darted away, breaking the connection, and heading back toward the bottom and the deeper world farther from shore.

	He longed to follow it.

	He smiled wistfully, bringing his head above water, and gulping in a lungful of human air before he kicked off toward the opalescent beach.

	Different isn’t all that bad, he decided.

	Walking up onto the sand, he took the towel Nuko held out to him. “You’ve taken to the water like a natural,” she said, watching as he dried his body. His first officer had no clue what had changed in him, but she didn’t seem to mind.

	“It feels so alive,” he said, shrugging. She was staring at him and he winked. It didn’t bother him for her to be so openly scanning his body. He’d become accustomed to the feel of the air across his skin. Even parts of it that seldom saw light. Especially sunlight.

	“You might want to put on some UV-block.” She glanced down below his waist and grinned. “I doubt you want to sunburn that.”

	“I’m done out here anyway,” he said, sitting down to dry his legs and feet.

	“You really are much more relaxed,” she said.

	He laughed. If only she knew. He was anything but relaxed. It was just simpler to keep the little self-doubts from getting in the way than it used to be. The trivial things were easy to let go of, since he saw the world much more clearly now.

	He turned his mind away from the darkness inside and leaned back for a minute. Closing his eyes, he focused on the sand under his feet. The individual grains were sharp, but he knew the small edges were trivial too. He could walk across it and stay on top of it. He chose to not let the microscopic cuts tear him down and hold him rooted in place.

	“What did you need?” he asked, opening his eyes. She was still staring at him.

	“You are different,” she said.

	“Kaycee and Ammo have said that to me every day since we got here.” He shrugged. “I’m sure you didn’t come all the way out here to reinforce their opinions.”

	She shook her head. “I came to let you know that Charleigh and I want to take an underwater safari to the Altean Caverns. I invited Kaycee to come along and chaperone.”

	“Another safari? I figured after the last one you’d have had your fill of adventure in the wild.”

	“Light gravity and no exosuits,” she said.

	He laughed. “You and Charleigh seem to be becoming quite the item,” he said, raising an eyebrow. Charleigh Shepard had been Nuko’s first officer on the Elysium Sun and when they lost that ship, it was just easier to bring her into his crew. At least until insurance paid off the Elysium Sun and they bought a replacement.

	“It’s purely recreational,” she said.

	“If it makes you happy then that’s fuzzy for me,” he said. “I think it will do the doctor some good to get away too, even if it means the three of you might need to get a bigger bedroom.”

	Nuko blushed. He knew it was bad enough that he was right about her and their new pilot, but the thought of adding Kaycee into the mix obviously set her off in a visible way. “Stop it. You’re so bad,” she said. “But I’m worried about Kaycee. She’s been moping around and pretending to enjoy herself. But I know she’s not.”

	“She’s worried about me I think,” he said. “I keep telling her I’ll be fine. I just need to adjust.”

	“She hasn’t told me, what happened to you?”

	“Kaycee calls it Traumatic Stress Deformation. She says it’s from losing the Elysium Sun, and then almost losing you, too,” he said, taking the official line rather than telling her the truth. The less she knew…

	“I’ve heard of that,” Nuko said. “Is it serious?”

	He shook his head. “It’s nothing I can’t live with. It just means my brain is rewiring itself around an area of emotional burn out. I honestly feel better now than I have in years,” he said, holding his arms out and grinning.

	She looked down at him pointedly and laughed. “I can tell. You look better too.”

	He would have blushed, but he recognized that she was probably picking up on his pheromones. He didn’t know if he’d started kicking them out with his new circuitry, but he felt more alive in that way too.

	“When will you be back?” he asked, putting the conversation back on track with intent.

	“Three days,” she said. “That’s why I wanted to spec it out with you first. I don’t know when you’re thinking about jumping back in the seat and getting some black under us again.”

	“Not before then,” he said, standing up and flinging the towel over his shoulder. He turned toward the cabanas up along the tree line. “Nothing could convince me we need to leave before then.”

	But nothing could make him want to stay either.

	 


Chapter Three

	Tiamorra Rayce considered herself sane, for the most part. She tagged along with the two handlers from the Olympus Dawn to keep them out of trouble. Or more to the point, to keep them from dying as they both tried to prove to the other that they had less fear of leaving the mortal coil.

	“Quintan Primm, are you really going to do this?” She tried to put on her best ‘mother’s voice’ but she had trouble even imagining what it must have been like as a parent raising him.

	“Yah, why not?” he shrugged and sat down on the observation deck of the space elevator landing. He looked out of place, not just because he was a handler rubbing elbows with the financially elite, but because his elbows would have hit most of the other patrons somewhere near their earlobes.

	“Flaming reentry in a space suit. That’s even a bit much for Angel,” she said. “Where is she by the way?”

	“She’ll be here,” he said. “It’s safe. They give you a heat shield and most of the plasma stays far enough away that you barely feel it.”

	She raised both eyebrows and shook her head for good measure.

	“I did it in a shuttle with you,” he reminded her. “This is just a little more… intimate.”

	“If I remember right, you nearly vented acid over that. Hurling in a space suit is a lot worse than in the shuttle. You were green for hours. I know because you were naked after that… and still green.”

	He laughed and several of the other people in the lounge glanced at him. It was strange to hear a mountain make that particular sound. “That was more those hairy monkey-spider things and you know it. And my green was better than your red.”

	Ammo made an obscene gesture. She hadn’t been embarrassed. She’d just resisted the idea of tracking the crew through a hostile jungle… naked. “I’m beginning to see a pattern here. You like dragging people along on your insanity. It’s like a twisted crusade isn’t it?”

	“Mostly it was because you were driving,” he said.

	She dropped one eyebrow and launched her best hairy eyeball in his direction.

	“Not because it was your driving. But because I wasn’t driving. You know, if I could have controlled it, I’d have kept lunch down without a problem.”

	“You don’t have a pilot’s license,” she said. “If you were driving, we’d have been dead.”

	“But I wouldn’t have nearly puked.”

	She smacked herself in the head with her palm several times. When she opened her eyes, Angel was standing over her watching her like she’d lost her mind. “Angel would you tell this dimflatch he’s crazy?”

	“Did you get the tickets?” he asked, looking at the other handler and grinning as she nodded.

	“We need to be boots-up on the launch deck in about eight minutes. We’re on the list to board already,” she said, smiling at Ammo’s obvious distress. Angelique Wolfe was a two-meter Amazon warrior herself, which made her feigned innocence ridiculous, except when she was sitting somewhere close to Quinn.

	“You’re really going to do this? With no special training? Both of you?”

	“It’s safe,” Angel said with a shrug as she sat down.

	Ammo looked at Marti and shook her head. “Would you please explain it to them? Gravity always wins.”

	“Gravity only wins sometimes,” Marti said as its Humanform automech smiled and shrugged. “In fact, the survival rate for this activity is over ninety-nine percent.”

	“That means for every 100 people that do this, one dies,” she said.

	“That is not entirely accurate, however it is an adequate approximation.” The diminutive AA body slid into a seat between the handlers. A full-size human would never have fit in the narrow slot.

	“How many tickets have they sold today?” Ammo challenged.

	Angel looked at her confirmation code on her thinpad. “I’m number 805.”

	“And how many have died today?”

	“I am unaware of any reported fatalities today,” Marti said.

	“So, that means you might each die four times today and still be within the realm of statistical probability.”

	“That’s not how it works,” Quinn said.

	“Quintan is correct.” the AA said, raising an eyebrow on its projected face. “The rules of statistical variance give them the same odds of surviving whether they are the first jumper of the day, or the one thousandth.”

	She let out an exasperated sigh. “Whose side are you on?”

	“I was unaware there was a side,” Marti said. Looking back and forth among them. “However, I am sitting on the same side of the room as they are, so perhaps that is indicative of my position?”

	Angel snickered and shook her head. She knew Ammo was teasing, and she winked.

	“Well, given a one percent chance of dying would you do it?” she asked, poking a finger in Marti’s direction.

	Marti’s head tilted to the side, and it drew its mouth over into a frown. “Probably not. Unless there were a compelling reason.”

	“There is. It’s a rush,” Quinn said. “Pure adrenaline.”

	“Given that, as a machine, I am incapable of experiencing an adrenaline rush, I doubt that I would participate in this activity purely for the sake of what for me would be a meaningless attempt at self-stimulation.”

	“Exactly!” Ammo said. “Me either.”

	“That proves it,” Angel said. “You’re a machine.”

	The finger flashed again.

	A computerized alert chime interrupted before she could load another retort. “Loading number 805 and 806 at gate four-alpha for a dual jump from LEO. Re-entry point, Larcossa Cove, Trinity Island, North Shore. Enjoy your Meteor Adventure Drop Experience.”

	“That’s us,” Angel said standing up.

	“Nice choice. We can drop in on the cap’n this way,” he said, standing up to check in.

	“Figured it would make for a grand entrance,” she said. “We can buy him a drink afterward.”

	“I’ll warn him to watch for two toasted corpses falling out of the sky,” Ammo said.

	“Four times each,” Quinn added with a wink.

	Once they disappeared through the door and up to the launch deck, Marti slid off the front of the sofa and reached out to touch her arm.

	“It’s alright, we were just teasing,” she said, assuming that it was trying to comfort her concerns. “I’m actually the one that pointed Angel at this adrenaline game.”

	Marti didn’t respond. Instead it turned her hand over and placed one finger in the middle of her Urah Un. She blinked in surprise. It was the first time the AA had given any indication it knew she had one.

	The sensation was a bit jarring as the powerful computer awareness adjusted speed to match her human brain. The nerves in her hand and arm responded like they were on fire before it fell into a link.

	A word formed in her mind.

	Trouble.

	Where? She felt her heart accelerate, and it momentarily knocked them out of sync.

	Being watched. An image of a woman’s face materialized in her visual cortex and she fought the urge to twist around and look. Whoever she was, she looked familiar, like she’d been on the edge of Ammo’s awareness for the last several days.

	Must tell Captain Walker. NOW, Marti thought to her.

	She nodded, and they broke the connection.

	On the way toward the door she caught the woman out of the corner of her eye. She was putting something in her pocket.

	It looked vaguely like an Urah Un.

	 


Chapter Four

	“Look at those idiots.” Rene Pascalle was plain-spoken. That was why Ethan liked using him as a sounding board. He was the one member of his crew who seemed to have no spin of his own to service.

	That made him a good engineer and an even better friend. He’d been beside Ethan through insane relationships, and a string of strange jobs, and even now, as he sat around in an expensive bar, on a vacation world that held absolutely no interest for him, he was still right up front with his thoughts.

	Ethan twisted around in his seat and squinted against the setting sun. It took him several seconds to find what had attracted the engineer’s ire. Two blazing sparks tore a pair of thin lines across the sky, arcing downward. “Someone doing a hot entry?”

	“Orbital base jumping,” he said. “A space suit, a heat shield, and atmosphere at 23,000 klicks.”

	“It can’t be that dangerous or they wouldn’t do it for fun.” He shrugged, turning back and putting it out of his mind. He stared down at the table and frowned.

	“Not enjoying paradise, are you?” Rene asked.

	“Not so much. But you’ve got room to talk. You haven’t been down to the planet more than a handful of times since we got here.”

	The engineer shrugged. “I came along because you all needed to untwist.”

	“You too,” he said, as the waitress put their drink order down and leaned over to ask Ethan if he wanted to run a tab. She’d made sure he got a serious view of the goods as she played for a bigger tip. Smiling, he winked and waved her away with a nod.

	“Lying around in the hot sun isn’t how I relax. It makes me insane even thinking about it,” he said. “I need to be mentally creative. Something has to be stimulating my brain for my body to let go.”

	“I’m like that, too. I get bored quick,” Ethan said. “That happened for me about two weeks ago.”

	Rene nodded. “They used to call it island fever. People would move to a small island looking for paradise and end up going crazy from the boredom. Some folks could adjust to it, but a lot of them exploded.”

	“That’s me. No matter how big this planet is, I’ve run in the black and nothing here can hold my interest for long.”

	Rene sat back and stared at Ethan for a couple minutes while they sipped their drinks. “There’s something else though isn’t there?”

	Ethan nodded, but didn’t expand on it.

	“You’re going to make me guess?”

	He shrugged. “Something happened to me on our last run, and if I tell you about it, that’ll lead to a lot of questions that would be better if you didn’t ask.”

	“Does it have anything to do with why Nuko and Charleigh are spending more time together than you and her?”

	“No. Well yah, maybe,” he said. “I want to tell you, but it’s best if you don’t know.”

	“That’s bullshit Ethan. You and I have been friends for a long time. There isn’t anything you can’t tell me.”

	“I know. But this time it’s different.”

	Fire flashed in the engineer’s eyes. “I don’t know what the stink is, but there are things that don’t add up square. I’ve smelled it since we got back from the last run. If you don’t trust me enough to tell me what’s broken here, then maybe we’re a lot farther out of spec than I thought.” He shook his head and pushed away from the table like he was going to walk off. “If that’s true, then maybe I’ve got some tough decisions to make.”

	This was not coming down anywhere near where Ethan expected the conversation to land. “Are you saying you’re thinking of leaving the Dawn?”

	“No. I wasn’t, but more than anyone else, I have to be able to count on you. If I can’t…”

	“Then you might?”

	“I hadn’t thought about it.” He shrugged. “It’s not what I want, but sometimes things get too twisted to unbend.”

	Ethan stared at the engineer, reading the thousand expressions that danced along the edges of his eyes. Curiosity. Frustration. Doubt. All in equal measure. He saw them because of what had happened to him, but he recognized them because he’d felt them, too. “You can’t leave,” he said. “I need you now more than ever.”

	“Then just tell me what’s swinging in the background.”

	He nodded. “I’ll probably regret this but you’re right.” He leaned back and chewed his lip while he tried to figure out how to explain the truth.

	“How much of our last run do you remember?” he asked.

	Rene raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

	“Just what I asked. How much of our last run do you remember?”

	“All of it. Why?”

	He shook his head. “No. You really don’t.”

	“Of course, I do. I was there, right beside everyone else. I remember getting our asses jumped by raiders and losing the cargo. I remember rescuing Nuko and her crew from their shuttles after the Elysium Sun blew up. I remember them leaving us for dead and repairing the Dawn with my own hands. I remember that. All of it.

	Ethan glanced around the patio. Most of the people nearby were watching the sky. Probably tracking the base jumpers. He patted the table in an effort to get Rene to pull his seat back. He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Do you remember the first two attacks on the ship? Or the sabotage?”

	“What attacks? Sabotage?” He looked confused.

	“What about pulling the passengers out of their sleepers and sending half of them to the Sun?”

	“You’re full of crap. That never happened.” The confusion on Rene’s face was shifting toward frustration, with a rapidly building dose of anger.

	“Do you remember the singularity bomb we dropped?”

	“Singularity what?” He blinked several times and wrinkled up the corner of one eye into a doubting squint.

	“I’m sure you don’t recall anything about packing all two hundred of us into the Dawn so we could complete the run either.”

	“On one ship? We’d never be able to keep that many alive on the Dawn.”

	“It was only for eight days.”

	He shook his head. “This isn’t funny Ethan.”

	“No. It’s not,” he said. “I’ll bet you haven’t got many memories of the entire run that are outside of engineering.”

	Rene looked down at the table as he dug back into his memories.

	“Probably the first thing you remember that’s real, is when Coldwater boarded the ship and interrogated us.”

	“I remember that. His people tossed everything.”

	“Do you remember seeing the Tahrat after he let us go?” Ethan asked.

	“The Tahrat? What the hell is that?” He cocked his head to the side and then his eyes lit up with recognition. “Wait, I know that word. From history.”

	Ethan nodded. “That’s right. We had an encounter with one, right after he left. But you weren’t on the ConDeck, so you didn’t see it.”

	“The only Tahrat belongs to the Shan Takhu Institute. Why would they be involved? What the frak game are you playing?”

	“I’m sure you don’t remember me getting my brain messed with either?”

	He shook his head. “Is that what this is? Some kind of delusion because you’ve got a problem?”

	“No, it all happened. Just not like you remember it.”

	Rene looked down at his drink, grabbing it and pitching the exotic flower out onto the table and slamming the contents down. It might have been fruity, but it packed enough kick that he hissed as it hit bottom. “I don’t believe you,” he said once his lungs managed to get air again.

	“That’s alright,” Ethan said, looking down at his own drink. “It’s better if you don’t.” A wave of sadness washed over him, and he realized he would have been better off not saying anything. He wanted to rewind this conversation and remove it from the engineer’s memory, too.

	Rene leaned back in his chair and ran both hands through his short hair, scratching at his scalp like his brain was on fire. “Are you honestly telling me we finished the mission, but something went wrong, and I can’t remember it?”

	“Lots went wrong. We lost a ship and two crewmembers, but we did finish the run.”

	“Why don’t I remember that?” The engineer looked down into his glass and shook his head.

	Ethan cleared his throat and looked back up. “Everybody on board had their memory wiped. We all agreed to it.”

	“Except you?”

	He shrugged. “That brain problem I mentioned kept the block from sticking in my case. The memories came back to me right after we got to Cygnus Deep Four.”

	“I cannot buy this. I’ve known you for a lot of years, and although I don’t always agree with your decisions, you’ve never lied to me before.”

	“I’m not lying now.” Ethan held his hand up like he was swearing an oath.

	“This is just too incredible to be true. I mean the STI and plussers and—”

	“I never mentioned plussers,” he said.

	A puzzled expression flashed over his face in several rapid-fire waves before it settled into a solid scowl. “Then where did I come up with that?”

	Ethan was about to answer, when his thinpad chirped. He’d taken to not wearing his collarcomm as a concession to the social norms of Escabosa, but he hated to be out of contact. It just wasn’t his nature.

	Holding up a finger to pause their conversation, he pulled the thinpad out and slipped his earpiece over his lobe, holding his hand over it to keep from offending the sensibilities of the high-born patrons of the bar.

	“Boss, where are you?” Ammo asked.

	“In the terrace bar above our cabana suites.”

	“Are you alone?”

	“I’m with Rene,” he said. “We’re having that conversation.”

	“That conversation?”

	“Yah, he remembered something, so I’m helping him put it back together.” He didn’t think it was advisable to tell her he’d prodded enough that it was no surprise the engineer was breaking through the block.

	“That’s not good, but we can deal with that later. We might have a problem.”

	“What’s swinging?”

	“Marti and I are on our way down from LEO station. We were here to help send Angel and Quinn off on their base jump. You probably can see them by now.”

	He twisted to look over his shoulder toward the sky. The fiery descent had ended and two bright yellow parafoils were visible far out and above the open ocean. “Ammo says our adrenaline-fueled handlers are the idiots,” he whispered, jerking his thumb in their direction.

	Rene just shook his head. He was still stuck in processing mode.

	“Assuming they survive, make sure they stay anchored until we get there. Something stinks like a raw turd.” She clicked off the comm without further explanation.

	Glancing over, he realized his engineer wasn’t liking how things were digesting.

	“Ammo wasn’t blocked either?” he asked.

	Ethan sighed. “Neither was Kaycee.”

	“Why?”

	“Because of what’s going on in here,” he said, banging the side of his head with a fist. “Somebody needed to help me adjust to my new brain.”

	“Just… No,” he said, pushing back from the table again.

	“Look, I’ll lift the inhibition lock we put on Marti, and you can confirm all of it,” Ethan offered, reaching out and grabbing Rene’s arm. “It probably won’t help you remember, but at least it will prove I’m telling you the truth.”


Chapter Five

	Rene stared out across the cove in silence watching the sun creep down over the horizon. Ethan had pulled his chair around so he could admire the brilliant orange waves as they streaked the crystal waters with liquid fire. It almost felt like the times they sat together on the mid-deck staring out the observation windows at the collar of stars. Except this time, he could feel the turmoil in his friend’s mind and heart.

	He knew there wasn’t anything he could say to help until Rene confirmed what Ethan had said and then worked through the aftermath. So instead of talking, he just sat and waited with him. A companion and a friend was all he could be.

	“Ethan Walker?” A woman appeared between them. She’d walked up unnoticed and until her voice startled him, she’d not existed in his universe.

	“Yesterday I was. Today I’m still working on it.” He shrugged but pushed his chair around to widen the view. It was worth getting in wide-angle too. She wore a professional blazer, and where the light overcoat ended, the skin began. Real skin and not a layer of thinskin pretending to be flesh. Escabosan fashion was something that Ethan could appreciate. It helped to combat the island fever with a dose of distraction.

	“You are the registered owner of the freighter docked at Tijeras Lunar Two? The Olympus Dawn isn’t it?” she asked, smiling as she let him scan her once over
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