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Chapter One

	The sirens had been screaming for over an hour before the first explosion rocked New Phoenix. Anyone who knew anything would be as far from a potential target as possible. Unfortunately, most people barely knew their neighbors’ names, let alone how many tasty tidbits might be just down the street, or up on the top floor of that chrome and glass skyscraper downtown.

	William Archangeli was not one of the blissfully ignorant, and because of this, he wasn’t even in the same city when the bombardment began. He’d seen the changes in the stars, and in this instance that was literally true.

	As a retired FleetCom intelligence officer, the company paid him exorbitant sums of money, not just for what he knew, but for who he knew as well. So, when the call came in, thirty-six hours ago from one of his contacts at the Proxima System Defense Network, Archangeli proved his worth. His employer, Overgaard Holdings, and its owner, Brendon Pierce, had too much to lose to get caught by something like this.

	Especially like this.

	When the defense net first detected the pirate armada on long range sensors, no one had believed it was on approach to Proxima, but as its sheer scale became apparent, panic took hold in the halls of power. Sixteen hundred ships were more than enough to overwhelm the system defenses, and the four FleetCom multicruisers stationed in Proxima Centauri.

	But Archangeli wasn’t prone to panic. Calmly, he went about his job, and that was why he had 500 of Overgaard Holdings’ most critical employees, and their families, report to a run-down hangar complex far into the sunward desert, rather than to their offices in the city.

	Once the sirens started, none of them asked why any longer. Now the question was, how?

	And, to that, his answer was always the same: “It’s my job.”

	Through the night, an army of cargo handlers had stripped the vital systems and hardware from their offices in New Phoenix, and now they were busy loading them into cargo containers. There were twenty-four containers, each with its own dropship loader, waiting for the sky to clear of pirates so they could make way. Hidden in the meager asteroid field of Proxima, six Percheron freighters and six Cassia deep space shuttles stood by to haul them all to safety.

	But only after the pirates moved on.

	They had accounted for every detail of their exodus months ago, clear down to their flight authorizations and duty tax paperwork. Save one. William’s wife, Samantha, was off world in Weir City, Mars, attending her mother’s eleventh wedding.

	At least she’s safe, he reminded himself, walking into the hangar where everyone waited anxiously. A small stage had been set up and a wall screen showed news wave coverage of the unfolding situation. A commentator was reading a report while video images showed a view of downtown New Phoenix.

	“In the largest ever pirate incursion into Zone One, a fleet of well over three-thousand rogue vessels overwhelmed Proxima System defenses and is laying waste to the Metro New Phoenix Downtown District. Although there are no official numbers yet, since the attack is still ongoing, estimates of the dayshift population for that area could put the casualty count in the tens of thousands. Expert sources believe that these forces may be under the command of Captain Ethan Walker. Viewers may remember that Walker is the same outlaw captain who murdered Chancellor Chei Lu late last year. Authorities have launched the largest manhunt in the history of the Coalition…”

	Archangeli jerked a finger across his throat, and someone cut the audio. Stepping onto the riser, he walked out to the middle of the stage and held his arms up until the talking subsided enough that he wouldn’t have to yell.

	“As you may have guessed by now, yes, I knew about this attack about a day and a half ago. And before anyone asks, I did not alert authorities, the authorities alerted me.

	“Some of you have probably assumed that Overgaard Holdings may be the target of this attack. And in that you would be correct.”

	A few heads nodded but the collective intake of air was audible clear to where he stood.

	“In the import-export business, sometimes you make enemies. In this case, those enemies clearly have no regard for human life.”

	“Walker is a terrorist!” someone yelled.

	“This is not Ethan Walker’s doing,” he said. “I have it on good authority that Captain Walker is dead, or will be dead, shortly.”

	“How do you know that, if Coalition Security doesn’t?” the man asked, standing up.

	“Caruthers, right?” Archangeli smiled at the accountant. The man nodded.

	“You know that on occasion, we ship goods through regions of space without FleetCom enforcement. Occasionally we make a contact with less than stellar credentials.”

	Caruthers nodded again.

	“Sometimes a contact turns into a source of information, and other times, it incenses another group.” He waved an arm toward the screen behind him.

	“But the authorities think it’s Walker—”

	“If you listen closely, that’s not what was said. The news anchor cited expert sources, not authorities.”

	He took a step toward the front of the stage. “Caruthers here would be an expert source on accounting principles, wouldn’t he?”

	Several people nodded.

	“Would he be an expert source on accounting principles of first century Roman Swordsmiths? I would venture he might not even be able to name the currency of the time. But the news would call him an expert.”

	“I see your point,” Caruthers admitted. “So, who would be an expert on pirates?”

	“Remember, I mentioned that we have contacts?” He held his arms out and shrugged.

	“Are you actually saying we do business with pirates?” Caruthers was clearly not ready to hear that. His idea of less than credible credentials was probably a captain who ran double logs.

	Outside, one of the Cassia shuttles was making its approach. Archangeli recognized the shrill whine of its field coils. Apparently, it was keeping them charged in case it had to bolt. They should have plenty of time, so a hot landing meant something wasn’t swinging in spec.

	Pulling his commset out of his pocket he plugged it into his ear and turned toward the back of the stage. “Cassia shuttle, this is Archangeli. What’s the situation?”

	“Cassia Shuttle Three. We got jumped by raiders. We lost shuttles 1 and 6 and freighter 2,” the pilot said “The Nashville ran them off, but I recommend we grab and go. There’s not much law left in the local zone.”

	“Copy that. Let me finish here and we’ll start loading,” he said, muting the comm and looking back out at the audience. Caruthers was still standing.

	Trying to ignore the accountant, he cleared his throat since a second shuttle made the whining into a scream. “As you can tell, our rides have arrived. I need you all to get aboard as quickly as possible.”

	“Where are we going?” a woman in the front row asked, standing up and gathering a small child into her arms.

	“Tortuga,” he said, trying to smile reassuringly. “We should be safe there.”

	She nodded. “Sounds exotic. Don’t we import rum from there?”

	“Indeed, we do.” He held an arm toward the door. “Please. Time is short.”

	As she moved away, he noticed Caruthers still standing at his seat. “You didn’t answer me. Do we do business with pirates?”

	Pushing through the first two rows of seats, Archangeli stopped right in front of the accountant. “No. We do not do business with pirates. We are pirates. And, if you have a problem with that, you can stay here.”

	Nodding, Caruthers made his choice to stay. What he failed to account for was the exceedingly sharp blade in Archangeli’s hand.

	Easing Caruthers back into his seat, he leaned down close to his face. “With having lost two shuttles, it’s commendable of you to give up your seat. You should be proud of yourself for the rest of your life. Your very short life.” Wiping his blade clean on the man’s pants leg, he spun and trotted over to help a woman carrying a child up the ramp. Smiling pleasantly at her, he nodded at the baby. “You know, children are the reason for everything we do. Without them, we have no future at all.”


Chapter Two

	Ethan Walker sat quietly, staring down at the state transducer on the table in front of him. In the end, it probably wouldn’t matter how everyone felt about what he’d done, because it was already an unalterable fact.

	He was dead.

	Whether those around him thought it was Ammo and Marti’s brilliant tactical maneuver, or his unforgivable cruelty, depended entirely upon whether they’d known about it beforehand. And who they had told, was determined by who needed to know to move the plan forward, and not by the emotional impact his death would have on them.

	Looking back on that decision from this end, he might have let more of them know, but it was all parsecs through the coils at this point. They would learn to deal with it, eventually. For now, he’d let them vent their frustration, their anger, and even their disappointment at him. So, he sat there, taking it, because he needed them to burn through whatever form of emotional outrage they had.

	“Alright, can we please quit beating on Ethan?” Ammo stood away from the table but spun and glared at the four of them that had been the most vocal. “It was my damned idea, and he’s the one you’re pounding.”

	“There’s plenty to go around if you want your share,” Rene said, returning her glare.

	“I don’t want any of it,” she said, coming in for a landing across the table from him. “I understand that you feel betrayed and hurt, but keep in mind that it’s Ethan who has lost his life. Everything. He may not be really dead, but he can’t ever be alive again, either.”

	“If anyone outside this room discovers the truth, everything his death will allow to happen will shred,” Jefferson said. “His death took the focus off him and put it back on stopping Constantine. And, if any of us want to survive, that has to happen.”

	Rene almost nodded. “I understand that, but—”

	“No buts,” Ammo snapped. “Just understand it. Sometimes we have to do things that hurt, and we have to accept that, because it’s right. When this pulls an alliance together to stop X, and save our home, then you’ll see the pain in this moment, was worth it.” She swung her gaze slowly around the table, finally locking it on Nuko. Of all of them, she had been the most destroyed by his death.

	She felt betrayed that they hadn’t trusted her with their plan, but it was her genuine anguish in front of the open jumpdoor that sold the reality to Jetaar and everyone else who had watched the drama play out. Without that, there might be doubts, and with doubts, there would be no hope of success.

	“It sounds so strange to say I’m sorry for not being dead,” Ethan said with a sardonic grin. “But I am. Sort of.”

	Looking over at him, Nuko’s face softened. “You should be!” She blew out a breath that made her cheeks billow out. “But I’m glad you’re not.”

	Reaching across the table, he squeezed her hand. Kaycee and Charleigh, seated beside her, added their hands on top of his. Rene was too far away to join in, but when Ammo held her hand out to him, he took it and nodded.

	“This is twice you’ve kept a secret like this from me,” Rene said. “But I swear to whatever is holy, if you ever do this to me again, I will kill you myself.” His face made it clear he wasn’t entirely joking.

	“So, if there are no more secrets,” Kaycee said, leaning back and grinning, “now would be a good time to tell everybody that you found the Chancellor’s missing consciousness.”

	“Pfft,” Quinn snorted. “We’ve had him over for dinner and made him part of the crew.”

	Nuko nodded. “Yah, we know he’s Ethan’s brain-buddy already.”

	This time Ammo and Jefferson were among the shocked faces around the table.

	Sully stared at Ethan for a second before he exploded into laughter. “Of course he is! You touched him, didn’t you?”

	“Actually, it was an encephalograph,” Ethan said, shrugging. “We think his implant downloaded into my brain since I have this brain elasticity thing going on.”

	“You’re carrying Chancellor Lu’s memories around in your head?” Charleigh asked, looking confused.

	“It’s a lot more than his memories. It is his actual awareness,” Ethan said. “Both of us are in here and we’re just sharing the meatbag.”

	“I guess I’ve had too much trauma for the morning,” Rene said. “Did you honestly just say that the Chancellor is alive inside Ethan?”

	Clearing his throat to reset his vocal cords, Chei answered “Yes, I am actually here.”

	“That’s the Chancellor’s voice,” Nuko said. “You get used to it after a while.”

	Sully nodded. “It really is him. I can feel Ethan is in the place where the Chancellor was.”

	“Ethan and I actually reside in different regions of his brain and have adapted so we can switch at will,” Chei explained. “We’ve learned a great deal from each other, and I do look forward to working with you all once we can get me back into my own body.”

	“He really does sound like the Chancellor," Rene said. “I have the complete lecture series he… I mean you… did at Vesta Tech on cruise field theory.”

	“Ah. Those are a bit dated now, I’m afraid,” he said, shaking his head. “We’ve… I mean the Institute has done a lot of research since then. I’d be delighted to share that with you.”

	Ethan reset his voice as he took control back. “You two can talk cascading field flow dynamics all you want. After we get you back into your own living space. But we have to solve that problem first.”

	“Can’t you just reload the Chancellor’s awareness into the implant?” Jefferson asked.

	“We were actually trying that when Kaycee found me,” Ethan said. “The problem is that the implant is triggered to upload only when his body is no longer viable.”

	“When he dies?”

	He nodded. “And then it would pull in whatever consciousness is in his body. But, even if I was physically in contact with him, it might not pull it from my brain unless I were to physically die at the same time.”

	“There will be no more dying from you!” Nuko scolded, wagging a finger in his direction.

	“It wouldn’t work anyway,” he said, grinning. “It would upload both of us and then if you brought him back, I’d be trapped in his brain.”

	“If you’d even make it that far,” Kaycee said. “If you are right about how your dual consciousness works, it’s your synaptic hyper-elasticity that allows it to function.”

	Ethan shrugged. “We hadn’t considered that in our thinking, but in any case, we have to figure out how to split us apart before we can get him home.”

	“And in the midtime, we still have to work out how we keep it secret that Ethan is still alive,” Ammo said.

	Rene shrugged. “Pirates all have aliases, and I’m sure with a proxy chamber it wouldn’t be hard to change your appearance.”

	Kaycee nodded slowly, considering how the process would work. “It wouldn’t be hard to do the cosmetic modifications, but we’d want to do some genetic resequencing to make sure he could pass a security level bioscan.”

	“Why would we need to do that much?” he asked. “All I need is a face nobody will recognize.”

	“Unless you ever walk into, or near, a commercial space facility,” Rene said. “They’ve used genetic biosecurity for at least the last twenty years.”

	“We live in a community of telepaths,” Ammo pointed out, turning toward Sully. “How does he address that?”

	“There are already a few of the sentinels who are aware of the situation,” he said. “I know them all, and I can make sure they all understand they need to forget it. Permanently.” Leaning back, he scratched his chin and stared at Ethan.

	He could feel Sully poking around in his brain, but he simply stayed back and watched him dig. Having had his experience with Chei, and their absolute inability to keep things private between them, he was a lot less guarded about the intrusion.

	Finally, he nodded. “Once he creates a new persona, I can implant a hypnopathic block that will trigger whenever his subconscious mind feels a telepathic contact. It will not affect his memories but will overlay his assumed identity on top of his original one.”

	“Will that work,” he asked.

	“Who are you?” Sully asked.

	“Ethan Walker.”

	“Who are you really?” he challenged.

	“Nathaniel Grey,” he answered.

	“Who are you?” Jefferson asked.

	“Ethan Walker,” he said, frustration showing in his voice.

	“Who is Nathaniel Grey,” Ammo asked.

	“That’s the name he wanted to use for his new identity,” Sully explained.

	“It’s my grandfather’s name and my grandmother’s family name. He actually used to smuggle people over the Red Wall. Sort of made him the first pirate in the family.” He paused and looked at Ammo. “But where did you hear it?

	“I guess it works then,” she winked at Sully.

	“It’ll need some clean up to make sure all instances where he heard his old name spoken in a memory also superimpose, but that won’t be too hard.”

	“So, Nathaniel Grey will need a legal identity to go with the new genetics and name,” Jefferson said. “It’s a good thing I’ve watched Tanis do that. I’ve learned everything we need to do to give you a clean new start anywhere you want to go?”

	Ethan looked puzzled. “Want to go?”

	“You can start over if you want.”

	Tempting as that possibility was, he shook his head. “I know way too much to ever go back. My home is here, on this side of the black.”


Chapter Three

	Even before they’d lost the three ships, Archangeli knew the trip to Tortuga would be tough. Packing almost a thousand bodies into six long range shuttles designed for 180 passengers, and then crew, was tight, but trying to do it with four, bordered on impossible.

	Especially when the run exceeded the safe range limit of a Cassia-class shuttle, and the two freighters with extra load slowed them down. Fortunately, one of the Cassia captains pointed out that they could tie off at X-04 since it was only a few light-years off their heading.

	A couple hour layover would let them shuffle some of the overloaded passengers into the Percheron passenger cabins and reset the shuttle’s logs. It would be just enough to keep them on the right side of the law.

	Not that being legal mattered much to Archangeli after what he’d done to Caruthers back home. He regretted the necessity of having to kill him, but he knew he would do it again to tie off a tattered end.

	“How much longer to X-04?” he asked from where he stood on the pilot deck. The fact that it was his charter bought him the right to be there.

	“About two minutes to the threshold and then four hours of slow walk to the passenger terminal,” the captain said.

	“Any sign of the pirate fleet?”

	“No sir,” the pilot said. “We lost sight of them a couple hours after we went to cruise. I bet Escabosa’s freaking the frak out. That was where they were headed.”

	Archangeli had already assumed that was their next target. Overgaard Holdings second largest operation was there. With any luck, Sinthya Darvelle and her key people were long gone.

	“Assuming a group of ships similar to ours left Escabosa this morning, at around 0800 standard, where along our flight path would be a good rendezvous point?” Archangeli leaned against the back of the captain’s seat and watched as he keyed in the parameters.

	Two arcs appeared on his display, one represented the range limit of Darvelle’s ships, and the other represented their potential deviation to make a rendezvous. “What are those?” he asked, pointing at two objects that were close to both curves.

	“This one is a Y-class brown dwarf.” He pointed at what looked like a star. “And this is a dark nebula. Basically, a dust pocket.” It was a diffuse gray smudge on the screen. “It’s not very dense and isn’t even much of a navhaz unless you hit it at cruise.

	“Sure,” the pilot said. “I heard on the newswaves that Captain Jetaar used it to jump a science vessel a couple years back. But he had to power down everything to not be spotted.”

	“How far off our heading will it take us?” Archangeli straightened up and pulled out his thinpad.

	Shrugging, the captain looked over at his pilot. “It’ll add sixteen hours or so to our flight time.”

	“And how soon could the ships from Escabosa get there?”

	“They’d beat us by at least eight hours,” the pilot said.

	“When you set the calculations up, how much time did you allow for the X-04 layover?” he asked.

	The captain twisted around to look at Archangeli. “The minimum legal. Eight hours.”

	“We need to do it in two,” he said. When the pilot shook his head, Archangeli handed his thin pad to the captain. “I’ll pay that bonus to every crew if we make it in two.”

	The captain let out a low whistle and nodded. When the pilot opened his mouth to protest, he held up his hand. “Your cut of this would be more than you made flying right-seat in the last two years.”

	“Two hours it is,” the pilot said, shaking his head.

	“I’ll need the coordinates for that nebula and access to the deep-comm again,” he said, watching as the data appeared on his thinpad.

	“We just dropped from cruise,” the captain pointed out the window at the view of normal space. “That means the public deep-comm kiosk in the passenger cabin locked down. It’s automated, so I can’t override it. But if text only works, you can use ours.”

	“That’s probably preferable actually,” he said, glancing over at the comm station. It was newer, but not functionally different from the ones he’d used when he was in FleetCom. “May I?”

	“You know how to use a commercial DC Deck?”

	Archangeli laughed. “Probably since before you were old enough to dream of the black.” Dropping into the seat, he powered the unit up, running through the modulation checks, and flipping into the buffer queue to tap in his message:

	“Exodus-prime to Exodus-actual. Rendezvous determined. Instructions upon arrival. Confirm receipt.”

	He attached the coordinates and their ETA from his thinpad, adding his own authentication and encryption protocol. He dumped the buffer to the transmitter coil and clipped the tail before it appended their location to the file. Purging the short-term storage, he cut the power and swiveled the seat to his forward lock.

	The captain nodded and almost grinned. “Intel service?” he asked. “Tactical comms, probably fleet admin level.”

	Archangeli’s face froze. “I’d tell you, but…”

	“Yah. I scan. It would be bad for my retirement plans.”

	He could tell the captain probably really believed the implied threat to be a fact.

	Unfortunately, unless he fancied a late career change to piracy, his retirement plans had blown out the airlock the minute he took this charter.


Chapter Four

	Kaycee stared at the images of Ethan’s new brain architecture that the proxy-scanner had generated and shook her head. Glancing over at him, it was obvious that she was not happy with what she was seeing.

	I think we broke it. Ethan wanted to make his thought sound like he was teasing, but from how she’d glared at them, maybe he wasn’t.

	I wonder what we did? Chei felt like a kid waiting to be punished when he’d used permanent ink to draw happy faces on his dad’s best suit. I did that, you know.

	Ethan smiled. Mine was a hand embroidered wall tapestry. I thought it needed color.

	Oh no! 

	Ethan could feel his eyes roll even though he hadn’t opened them since he’d tried to avoid Kaycee’s glare. I didn’t know you had a father. Aren’t you augment number one?

	“That’s what they tell me,” he whispered. I was adopted by a scientist. It was his suit.

	“Wait!” Kaycee barked, almost running back to the proxy scanner bed. “Do that again.” She opened a screen on the datapad in her hand.

	“Do what again?” Ethan asked. Do you know what she’s talking about?

	“Not a clue,” Chei said out loud. “You need to be a bit—”

	“That’s it,” she said, nodding. “When you use Ethan’s voice it looks like a corona dancing all over your brain. It’s like it’s trying to find a path to your speech center by taking the scenic route.”

	Should we impress her by speaking in tongues? Ethan asked.

	“There are several things we were experimenting with when we were first trying to control this,” Chei said. “We could try some of that, if you would like to document what is happening. I personally would be fascinated to see what is really going on.”

	“You think you can do this at will?” she asked.

	“We do know we can trigger some things, but we have to guess at what is really happening.”

	“Go ahead, but don’t push too hard. You do have some things going on that appear to be leaving scar tissue.” She reached up and tapped the interface to put the scanner into record mode.

	“The first thing we learned was to control our transitions. Like this.” Chei pushed himself down and Ethan reasserted.

	Clearing his throat, he took over the voice. “It’s me now.”

	“The electrical… the wave forms… the regions, they’re all completely different.” She shook her head. “I’ve never seen anyone with that kind of synaptic control.”

	“So, for our next trick, I’m going to just talk, but starting now, Chei is going to translate into all four languages—”

	“Stop!” she said, smacking him on the arm repeatedly. “It looks like you’re driving two brains’ worth of signal into a single region.” She spun the datapad to show him the playback.

	At the moment he said the word translate, a large area turned vividly red. She froze the screen there and overlaid another image.

	“These are the areas that look like scarring,” she said.

	One of them lined up precisely with the red.

	“But what caused these other areas?” she asked.

	“Probably when we double team things” Ethan offered. “Maybe like this?” He grabbed one of the mathematical constructs that Chei had left cluttering their common brainspace. Shall we?

	Kaycee had pinned him down and was dialing an auto-syringe when he opened his eyes and smiled. “I take it that’s where they come from?”

	She nodded, standing back slowly. “You were having what looks like seizure activity all across your brain. All of those scars are probably burnt tissue,” she said. “I’ll have to figure out how to test for it, but I’d wager that you’ve lost your hyper-elasticity every place you have one of those scars.”

	“Is that permanent?” Not that he’d worry if he had a normal, non-stretchy brain again.

	Speak for yourself. Chei poked at his sensitivity over his “brain damage.”

	“Since we don’t really understand how it works, I don’t know,” she admitted, “But I’m concerned you could do enough damage to your neural pathways to lose access to critical brain functions.”

	Ethan sat up and swung his legs off the scanner bed. “For what it’s worth, I don’t feel any worse than I did before this happened.”

	She looked at him skeptically but nodded. “Just promise me you won’t do that again. We need to get you two back into your own bodies before you turn your brain into a cinder.”

	Slipping off the edge of the bed, he held up his hand. “I promise to do my best.” He added a wink for good measure.

	“That’s not what I said, and you know it.” She fired up her assault level glare and aimed it at him.

	You two sound like an old married couple.

	“I won’t tell her you said that,” Ethan said, laughing.

	“Said what?”

	“He said you sounded like a grumpy old lady.”

	That’s not what I said! He could feel Chei grabbing for control of his voice.

	She said you shouldn’t drive anymore because it’ll make my brain rust.

	Ha! That is not what she said, either.

	A jumpdoor opened across the room and Ethan tried making a dash for it. “Look. There’s my cue to escape.”

	Unfortunately, Marti stepped through and it shut before he’d made it two steps. Glancing at him as he stumbled to a stop, she turned toward Kaycee, hoisting a curious eyebrow.

	“I haven’t heard their side of the conversation, but I think Ethan is eating his foot again.” she said, grinning at his attempted expression of innocence.

	“He’s just putting words in my mouth,” Chei said, making an end run for the vocal cords.

	“I believe it works the other way around,” Marti said. “Literally speaking.”

	“True, but I did not call her a grumpy old lady,” he said. “I said they—”

	“You! Get back in your corner!” Ethan coughed, snagging his voice back.

	“I would’ve liked to see that exchange on the scanner,” Kaycee laughed.

	Ethan shook his head emphatically. “No, you wouldn’t.” He was visualizing holding his hand over Chei’s mouth. “It’s rather amazing the range of colorful vocabulary a person picks up with four languages and 150 years of practice.”

	You just wait. When I get my body back… Chei was teasing, but simultaneously they both realized that being separated would also leave them feeling somehow less complete. In the time they had shared Ethan’s brain, they had gained something more than either of them would have expected, and losing that to regain their independence would be a bittersweet victory.

	“I was unaware that a proficiency in expletive usage was language dependent,” Marti said, shrugging.

	“It adds variety, but targeting accuracy is probably a function of age.” Kaycee winked.

	Marti nodded thoughtfully. “While the lesson in colorful language is interesting, I actually have another reason for coming to see you.”

	Walking over to the proxy scanner, she reached out and laid her hand on the bed. “Do you mind if I access the data you acquired?” When Kaycee nodded, Marti closed her eyes while she concentrated on downloading the files. After several seconds, she turned around and smiled. “Your scans do support my theory about how their consciousnesses work. Based on what these show, I believe it will be possible to upload them to the Archive directly and separate them into their individual elements. After that is completed, we should be able to recompile their individual awarenesses and download them back to their own bodies.”

	“Recompile?” Ethan wasn’t sure he liked the sound of that. “Doesn’t that follow disassemble?”

	“Yes. The process I am proposing is functionally similar to how I create a new iteration of my distributed awareness,” Marti explained. “There will be organizational differences in the structure of an organic awareness, but until we have completed the upload to the Archive, we will not be able to ascertain what these are, and how to address them.”

	“How do you propose doing the upload, since we don’t know for sure how the implant did it?” Kaycee asked.

	“By interfacing with the implant itself,” she said. “Using a modified Takhu control pedestal, we should have sufficient data throughput to connect directly between their bodies and the implant. At that point we will use it to upload their conjoined awarenesses so that we can transfer them to the Archive’s main datanet and perform the separation.”

	Kaycee still looked doubtful. “I still see a lot of if in your procedure. If you can interface with the implant. If you can connect them through these pedestals. If you can transfer them from the implant to the Archive. If you can separate them. If you can redownload them into their bodies.

	“Once we have them connected, we can test all the communication channels prior to beginning. The only unknown is the separation itself,” Marti admitted. “I do believe we will be able to do it. However, I have no way to know how long it will take, because there is currently no comprehensive understanding of how complex organic awareness might be.”

	“In Ethan’s case, it probably won’t take long,” Kaycee winked. “Seriously, though, I don’t know if I’m in favor of this idea, but I don’t have any alternatives to put on the table. And, with that scarring likely to keep progressing, waiting for something better to come along might be worse than trying.”

	She and Marti both turned in his direction, waiting for him to make the decision.

	“Just to be sure, this whole operation starts with you killing both our bodies to trigger the upload?” Ethan asked.

	Marti glanced at Kaycee then nodded. “I believe that will be necessary to initiate the implant.”

	I can’t say I am fond of dying, Chei’s thought was more resigned than fearful.

	Don’t worry. I’ve done it before. After a while you get used to it.


Chapter Five

	On the morning of the fourth day after Ethan’s execution, Jetaar finally reached out to Ammo. Whether he waited that long to give her the traditional three days of mourning, or because it took him that long to work up enough courage to face her, didn’t matter. He had simmered long enough in silence, and there was still work to be done.

	Fortunately, she and Ethan had just finished their morning exercises. They had been more stimulating than usual with a third person involved, even if he didn’t have his own body. As a result, she was in a particularly good mood when she dropped, nearly naked, in front of her console and opened the comm.

	“I expected to hear from you today,” she said, as Ethan walked into the room. He was careful to stay out of range of the optic. “Though perhaps not this early,” she added as an afterthought.

	Obviously trying not to let her appearance distract him, he looked off to the side politely. “I see that.”

	“We do need to talk,” she offered, trying hard to sound like she was still angry. “That is why you commed, isn’t it?”

	“In spite of what happened, we still have things we need to deal with together.” He was apparently trying to be gentle. She wondered how many times he had rehearsed this conversation before this morning. Gentle was not one of his normal modes.

	Nodding, she leaned back, flipping her hair back over her shoulder. The motion pulled his attention back to her, and this time he didn’t avert his eyes. She let him look for several seconds before she pulled her robe closed. Barely. “Buy me firstmeal somewhere and we can talk.”

	“Margalai has a diner at the end of the Row,” he suggested. “It’s not Bobby’s, but it’s not bad. And I assume I’m probably not entirely welcome over there.”

	She laughed, standing up slowly and giving him the scenic view before she leaned back into the screen. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.” she tapped the icon to close the comm and turned toward Ethan.

	“It’s a good thing I’m not insecure,” he said, with a chuckle. “But you do seem to enjoy doing that.”

	“I’d be lying if I said I didn’t,” she admitted, “But I do it because it always works. If I can control where a person’s attention is centered, I can get away with anything.”

	“What are you planning to get from him?”

	“I want his attention right here,” she said, putting his hands where she meant for Jetaar to focus. “Because I’m taking a telepath with me, and he’s just sensitive enough to feel it.”

	Ethan nodded, turning loose reluctantly. “You told him fifteen minutes.” He sighed.

	“I’m sure he’ll wait,” she said, looking down and grinning. “But it doesn’t look like you will.”

	* * * * *

	Ammo was forty-five minutes late, but she had commed to let him know she’d had something come up that needed her attention, and she’d just be a little long getting there. She wasn’t surprised that he said he’d wait.

	The extra time also gave Geena, her telepath, a chance to get there and into position without the two of them arriving suspiciously close together.

	When she came through the door, she was surprised the food smelled not at all bad. But what she paid attention to was that Jetaar’s weren’t the only eyes turned her way. Although she had dressed to get a reaction, in a flesh-toned thinskin with a pale blue translucent wrap that slung low off one shoulder. It wasn’t quite Escabosa daring, but it might have gotten her arrested in some colonies.

	Standing in front of the table briefly, she decided to take the seat across the corner rather than opposite to where he sat. It would make it easier to keep his mind leashed without trying, especially because it put him half a meter deeper into her pheromone fog.

	Grabbing the coffee mug from where he’d obviously expected her to land, she held it up and let him pour. It smelled surprisingly good.

	“It’s Red Rock,” he said. “It’s why I come here. I like it better than most of the Escabosan roasts. Just don’t tell any of my legit businesspeople that.”

	She raised an eyebrow.

	Shrugging, he pulled his mouth to the side. “We own several coffee plantations on the side of Mount Ughar, just out of Capital City on Escabosa, but I always thought those beans were too oily to make a smooth bold brew. Although that’s just my opinion. If people buy it, we’ll supply it.”

	“I had no idea you were into coffee,” she said, leaning back and slightly to the side. “You surprise me.”

	“So do you, honestly.” He glanced briefly at her bare shoulder and the almost exposed skin below it. “I would have expected… I mean, I assumed, after what happened, that you wouldn’t be so…”

	She let her face fall slightly, but then shrugged, which allowed her wrap to slip a little further off her shoulder. He noticed but tried to keep his eyes on hers. “We all have our own ways of working through something like this. For me, and maybe this is an Augment thing, I try to honor the dead by being alive. It’s hard sometimes. But doing something intensely distracting helps.”

	“I’m sure it does,” he said quietly, leaning back as the waitress delivered their food.

	“There ya go. We got Soya milk and butter inna cooler. Help yerself, if you want it.”

	“The menu here is a different item every day. If you sit, you eat. But it’s always good enough to pass as food,” he explained.

	It looked like one of the farm breakfasts Quinn would have made, except for a lack of bacon, and it smelled more than passable, but the previous night had left her ravenous, so it wouldn’t have mattered if it weren’t.

	Leaning forward to start eating, she smiled as his eyes tracked her body’s movement. Exactly as she wanted. “This is good,” she said, swallowing her first bite, and stretching to reach across the table for the urn. Of course, her movement gave him a much better view, if only for a moment.

	“What did we need to talk about?” She picked up a spice dispenser and shook it vigorously over her food while she gave him a chance to regroup his thoughts. She knew the further he had to go to collect them, the more transient thought Geena could pick up undetected.

	At this point she was pretty sure she’d scattered him across half of a light-year.

	Finally, he pulled his eyes up to her face and tried to smile, but obviously he knew that wasn’t the right expression, so he settled on something closer to anguish. “I wasn’t going to kill Ethan.” He let out a puff of air. “One of my guards would have clipped a harness… We just didn’t expect someone to shoot him. I really regret that it played out like it did.”

	“Setting her utensil down, she picked up her coffee mug with both hands. “I think that’s the first time I’ve heard you call him by his given name.” She leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table and staring into space. Coincidentally, space occupied by Geena, who nodded slightly to confirm she was reading him.

	“I know Ethan considered you a friend,” she added, shaking her head and twisting in his direction. “Even if it was an accident, we knew what he was risking, so we just have to make it count.”

	“I considered him a friend, too.” She could see that it was a hard admission for him. He sat there holding his lower lip between his teeth. Finally, he let it loose. “I feel like I failed him and all of us.”

	She laid a hand on his forearm and was surprised when he didn’t pull away immediately. “All we can do is move forward and build the alliance to save Tortuga and the Archive. His death gave us a chance, but if we don’t, that will be letting him down.”

	He opened his eyes and nodded. “It’s starting to come together,” he said. “Slowly. But it’s only been four days since you broadcast those log files.”

	“What about those ships still over Tortuga?”

	“We’re still a freeport,” he said.

	“Then we can’t reopen the jumpdoor,” she said flatly. “That is what you wanted to ask, isn’t it?”

	Nodding, he looked down at the table, and then just slightly past the table’s edge at her.

	Leaning forward, she made sure he got a clear view of most of what she could show without being overtly obvious. “That’s too bad. I really wanted to open up for you.”

	Across the room, Geena choked back a laugh, as she stood up, and paid her tab. That was the signal that she’d gotten what they came for.

	Now Ammo could dial it down and sit back and enjoy the rest of her breakfast.


Chapter Six

	As the absolute top resort destination for the obscenely wealthy elite of the Coalition, Escabosa’s government took planetary security seriously. And, because those top tier tourists fed their economy well, they had credits to burn on system defenses.

	In fact, one of the reasons Escabosa had thrived was because they could rightfully boast that their tropical paradise was the safest Coalition system this side of Earth.

	So, when the pirate armada that had just run down the Proxima defenses turned their sights toward Escabosa, few in the halls of power worried. At least not publicly.

	But those who knew facts over opinion, and hard data over hyperbole, were somewhat less confident that they could turn back the rogue fleet. Their best strategic analysis projected that they would prevail, narrowly, but both sides would undoubtedly suffer heavy losses. And even then, the odds of success were within the assessment’s margin of error.

	When the top commander of the United Escabosan Planetary Guard was accidentally caught on a live audio pickup, stating exactly that fact, the reaction was instantaneous and disastrous.

	Tourism hates terror, even more than it hates cancelled flights. So, by the following morning both were in abundance, as every available ship was pressed into service.

	Fortunately, Sinthya Darvelle had received word from Archangeli the day before the attack on New Phoenix. By the time the chaos had erupted, the fifteen ships she’d chartered were already up on cruise and headed deep into Cygnus.

	When the newswave announced that FleetCom reinforcements had arrived in Escabosa before the pirates, the captain of her ship called her to the ConDeck. Although she had already seen the report on the screen in the mid-deck lounge.

	She let him play it again. When it finished, he looked at her expectantly. Obviously anticipating that she’d want to turn around and go home.

	Trust nothing you see or hear. Archangeli had said. Shaking her head, she leaned back against the bulkhead door. “I doubt the crisis is over. A single multicruiser may make a difference, but until we see how this swings, we keep pushing forward.”

	He sighed. “Respectfully, Miss Darvelle, the other captains and I are a bit uncomfortable not having a destination. ‘Deep in Cygnus’ is a lot of pirate-filled territory.”

	“I understand your concerns, Captain,” she said, turning on her most disarming smile. “Unfortunately, until we receive an update from my associates, those are my instructions, and therefore, yours as well.”

	Beside him, the pilot shook his head, but kept his eyes glued to his screens. 

	“The hardship here,” the captain said, “is that most of us have family back on E-world. Knowing what’s happening, even if the pirates don’t make landfall, is a bit nervy.”

	“E-world? You must be native,” she said, turning up the heat on her smile. “Where from?”

	“Easterly Bay, uptop in the grassy flats,” he said.

	She nodded. “Feedstock ranching?”

	“I’ve got 8000 grid-units. Wife calls it a hobby farm, but we’d hate to lose it.”

	“Is she still there?” she asked.

	He nodded. “There’s nothing around clear to the skysil.”

	“She’ll be safe there. Easterly District is a long way from where the stink is going to crash,” she offered, trying to sound as reassuring as she could. Keeping him from worrying about home would make him a stronger ally if the other captains pushed to turn around.

	“Where is the stink going to hit?” the pilot turned enough to see her out of the corner of his eye.

	Sucking in a deep breath, she held it while she considered whether she should share any of what she knew. It wasn’t like any of it would get back to Escabosa in time to change anything. “It’s likely to center in north-central Capital City and on the east slope of Mount Ughar near Sunrise.”

	The color drained from the pilot’s face, and he let out a burst of air like he’d been gut punched. “You’re sure?” he said unsteadily.

	“You have family there?” she asked, suddenly regretting her decision.

	He nodded. “One of my wives is a transport admin supervisor for Overgaard Express Export. She runs all the coffee transport operations. Her sister-wife is in security there. We have a house on Old Plantation Road in Sunrise.” He glanced around at all the screens in front of him in a panic. He finally settled his eyes on one and opened a display where he could load a newswave.

	Before he could start the feed, Sinthya stepped up beside him and knelt, pulling a thinpad out of a carefully contoured pocket in her suit. She grabbed his arm, applying enough force to focus his attention away from the display. “What’s your wife’s name?” she asked, opening a screen with her thumb.

	“Angica,” he said. “Perez.”

	She set the display spinning and then stopped it. Reading down the list, she smiled, tapping a name. A file opened and she turned the screen so he could see it. “Is that her?”

	His mouth dropped open and he nodded.

	Turning the thinpad back, she read the rest of the file. “She’s registered along with Karinna and three dependent children as being aboard the Carolina Sun.”

	He looked out the window in the direction where the Carolina Sun flew in formation with them. Even as large as the passenger liner was, it was far too distant to see. But at least he knew they were there.

	The only family member not accounted for is Antonio Perez,” she said, “but I’d wager that’s you?”

	“Tony,” he said, blinking back a tsunami of tangled emotions.

	Clearing his throat, the captain reached across and opened the audio channel of the newswave.

	“We have breaking news out of Capital City this evening that may affect local residents of Northern Cap City and the area surrounding the community of Sunrise.

	“The FleetCom multicruiser Coronado has announced that it will be conducting extensive anti-pharmaceutical-smuggling operations throughout the area. The comm officer of the Coronado advises residents of the area to stay inside until the airspace and ground forces have completed their job.

	“We’re just getting some images from a newsdrone, from the area along Old Plantation Road east of Mount Ughar.”

	The screen showed an image of the Overgaard Express Office building silhouetted against massive fields of fire.

	“Clearly here, we can see that the operation appears to be in full swing; with the FleetCom authorities setting fire to the illicit pharmaceutical growing—”

	The captain killed the audio and turned his eyes slowly in her direction. “Two Questions come to mind. How did you know?”

	“I was warned before Proxima, by our head of security,” she said, standing up and stepping back onto the riser.

	He nodded, accepting the truth of her words.

	“And who do we work for?”

	“My law firm.” She considered whether to go further. “And we are retained by Overgaard Holdings of Proxima.”

	The pilot pulled his eyes away from the display and shook his head. “Something doesn’t stack square. Why is FleetCom attacking OEE?”

	“Because that’s not really FleetCom.” She wasn’t sure but she knew that explanation was likely to sit better than the other thing she could have told them.

	Because we are the pirates?


Chapter Seven

	As Ethan stepped through the jumpdoor and into the room they had set up for the separation experiment, an icy finger began a slow walk down his spine.

	Does this look like they’re planning for an execution to you? Chei’s thought rippled across the understory of their awareness.

	Technically, they are, he reminded. Two of them. But that was exactly what Ethan had thought when he looked at how they had put it together.

	Two beds sat end to end in the center of the room, Chei’s body rested in one, with his head on a cradle that they’d added to the top of a Takhu control panel. The other bed was obviously meant for him and was configured the same way. Hanging from the ceiling above both beds was a massive array of medical sensing scanners.

	“Do you really need all this?” he asked, glancing over at Kaycee. She and Marti were working intensely at a diagnostic console and apparently hadn’t seen him come in.

	Bouncing back, she blinked several times at him before her brain switched back to human mode. “Good. You’re here. Get undressed.”

	“No foreplay?” he teased, pulling his jumpsuit open and shrugging it off. He pitched it over on one of the chairs sitting along the wall. “For afterward,” he whispered, trying to reassure himself there would be an afterward.

	“Probably not,” Kaycee said. She had slipped over beside his bed and nodded. “All of it.”

	Peeling his thinskin off, he kicked it on top of the jumpsuit and hopped onto the bed. “Where do you want us?”

	“Just like him,” she tilted her head toward Chei’s body.

	Swinging his feet up, he dropped back into the cradle.

	And it felt like his brain exploded.

	“Holy frak!” he hissed, jerking his head up and breaking contact. “Is it supposed to do that?”

	“It is operating within expected parameters,” Marti said. “Was it uncomfortable?”

	“Yah, uncomfortable, but not like pain exactly.” He scrunched his face sidewise while he struggled for the right way to describe the sensation.

	Like when we do the superbraining, but not quite that either, Chei offered.

	Ethan nodded. “It resembled the way our double-team brain thing feels, but a lot more energetic.”

	“I could reduce the buffer throughput, but I am afraid of losing connection between Ethan’s awareness and the implant if the data speed drops too low.”  Marti looked frustrated, but he felt insulted.

	“Let me try again,” he offered. “Maybe it was just that I didn’t expect it. Now it won’t be so shocking. Easing his head back to the cradle, Marti and Kaycee both dove for the console.

	We can do this, can’t we? Chei asked as his head made contact again.

	Closing his eyes and gritting his teeth, he refused to pull away. “It’s frequency,” he hissed “But I’m trying to reach for it.”

	After what felt like an eternity, but was probably only a few seconds, the sensation that wasn’t quite pain began to fall away, and he started to recognize new things in his world. Things he could not identify, but he knew had purpose.

	“That’s better,” he said, startled when his voice sounded odd, almost like there was an echo that he heard with his ears. But it wasn’t his own voice. “Well, maybe not.”

	Opening his eyes, he couldn’t focus them. There was an odd, blurry second image he couldn’t quite figure out. “My eyes are broken, too,” he said, trying to lock his attention on Kaycee. She had returned to his bedside.

	“Lift your hand,” she said, staring at Chei’s body.

	Surprised that it took actual effort, he lifted his hand and waved it slightly. “What’s wrong?”

	“It appears the interface is working,” Marti said, as her face appeared in his blurry secondary field of view. “Perhaps not quite as we anticipated, but I would consider this a positive discovery.”

	“Do you see Marti?” Kaycee asked.

	“Yah,” he said. “There’s a ghost image in my vision. It’s fuzzy, but I can tell it’s her. Why?”

	“Because she’s standing beside Chei.” She shook her head. “When you connected to the pedestal, you took control of his body, too.”

	“I take it that’s not supposed to happen?”

	The echo does sound like my voice. Chei’s thought was accompanied by a faint mumbling sound coming from his own body. Oh
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