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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

	Mir’ah akCha’nee squatted on the low hill, staring down through the narrow pass toward the open grass covered ela’rah. She could see the girls of the Ar’ah tribe spreading the glowing zo’mar utel and she knew Ekan would soon slip his way up to their usual camp. Since they first met three seasons ago, he snuck out every night when his tribe reached the northern end of their migration. They loved each other, and now that they were old enough to lay claim to the right of coupling, they would be bound.

	She waited on the edge of her own zo’mar and stared into the darkening sky. Tonight, she changed her stars.

	Walking back over to the center of the ring, she sat down on the damp grass and pulled out her scribe-stick and a fresh piece of hide-sheet. She’d thought about what she would say to the Tuula. Not all children became Tuula, but her grandmother had always favored her as special. It had been a long tradition that the Tuula picked a chosen one to follow. To lead.

	Mir’ah was soon to be the Tuula of the Cha’nee.

	Except that she wasn’t.

	She planned to join the Ar’ah and would leave with them at the next dawn when they moved off to encamp at their next kana’shee. It would break her grandmother’s heart, but she could not bring herself to give up her love, as she must, to be the Tuula herself.

	Ekan’s tribe would welcome her, as all tribes welcome those who are lost from their homes. The world was full of enough dangers, and it was only together that they survived above the beasts of the sharrah. They had once forgotten this and almost vanished to dust. The tribes of Ut’ar lived in peace now because they knew they must, although the reason was long into the darkness.

	Before she could join her new tribe, she had to tell Tuula that she was never returning home. It would be hard for her to accept, since no chosen one had ever left the Cha’nee tribe in all the remembered generations.

	Moktoh, her wakat companion, shuffled up beside her and pressed his head under her arm, waiting for her to rub behind his ears. He knew she was leaving, and even though she would take him along, he needed reassurance. He was nervous about carrying the message back to her home and leaving it for Tuula to find in the morning.

	“Gramma no happy Mir’ah go,” he said.

	“Tuula no happy,” she said, speaking to the wakat in his language. “Mir’ah must.”

	“Mir’ah love Ekan more big than Tuula?”

	“No. Gramma first love,” she said.

	“Moktoh first love,” he said, pushing a big ear against her breast and listening to her heart beat. He was trying to hear the truth in her thoughts.

	“Moktoh more big love,” she said, laughing. “Always big love.”

	“Why you leave to Ekan?” he asked, still listening to her heart.” You stay. Make Gramma happy. Make Moktoh happy.”

	“Ekan makes Mir’ah happy,” she said. “Moktoh go too, we both happy.”

	He leaned away from her and held his eyes closed for a long time. I trust you.

	She ran her palm over his nose ridge, around behind his ear, and rubbed until he squirmed. “Moktoh good friend forever. Mir’ah make words on hide-sheet and Moktoh take and put on Mir’ah sleep-mat. Then Moktoh come back and we go with Ekan. Gramma find in day.”

	The wakat sat and stared at her as his simple mind sorted out the long instructions and then chittered a slow agreement.

	Mir’ah crushed the stain-bulb over the end of her scribe stick and scribbled a message on the hide-sheet while Moktoh watched her. When she was satisfied that she had said what she needed, she waved the note around to dry the message into the skin.

	“What words say?” he asked.

	“Words tell Gramma, Mir’ah love Tuula big,” she said. “Moktoh take now. Go fast. Ekan coming and Mir’ah wait.”

	He chittered again, snatching the hide-sheet out of her hand and pushing it deep into his pouch before he scampered up the nearest tree and swung off toward the Cha’nee village.

	It would take some time for the wakat to return. She settled in the grass and watched the stars. They would have plenty of time before Moktoh came back and so she luxuriated in the sensation of the wind whispering over her skin while she waited for Ekan to arrive. When he reached her, they could couple again, and she tingled inside at the thought.

	Tonight, both night-sisters were still below the edge of the world and the sky was dark. The New Star hung low over the trees and she wondered again what it was. Brighter than most of the other lights and colored so that it was not like any of the others, it hung where it always was.

	New Star appeared in the sky long before she was born but she knew that something in its presence held her destiny. She had always considered it to be a beacon, given to her by the Lights of Guidance. It showed her that her path was single and unwavering. Unlike the other stars that marched across the night, New Star never moved against the sky. It gave her confidence that her journey was set into the future. With a certainty, she would ascend the mount and lift the Arak Ut’ar.

	Yet tonight as she watched, a spark broke free from New Star like an ember from a fire. As she watched, it fell toward the sharrah and vanished over the mountains across the ala’rah beyond the Ar’ah camp.

	“The Lights of Guidance bind Mir’ah to this path,” she whispered. She felt joy, even stronger than the sense of loss from leaving her entire life behind. She wanted to jump up and dance, but held herself to sitting up and looking down the pass to see if she could see the glow from Ekan’s zo’mar arak.

	Mir’ah stared for several minutes before she spotted the faint bobbing motion of his arak as he held it above his head to ward off any korah that might lurk in the trees. He was still far down the trail and she thought about running to meet him, to tell him of the binding she had just seen. But again, she could be patient. They had their entire future to share.

	Behind her a sound like the rustling of the wind pulled her eyes away from watching Ekan in the distance. It was strange and she sniffed at the air. A korah never moved in silence, but it wasn’t the only predator in the sharrah. She reached into her pouch and pulled out her edge. She was well inside the ring of her zo’mar utel so she should be safe, but a beast driven mad by hunger might still try to cross the glowing stones. Mir’ah rolled over and pushed herself into a crouching position, facing the wind noise.

	Stretching her eyes, she brightened the dark and scanned the trees. Nothing moved.

	Beside her, a crashing in the brush like a charging boar korah and she spun, ready to launch herself toward the sound. She felt no fear, only sadness that if a korah came for her this night, Ekan would never know she had decided to couple with him. To bind to him. To nest and child for him.

	Instead of facing the wild beast and its thousand teeth, she saw the entire edge of the sharrah light up like a hundred zo’mar shattering at once. She hesitated, covering her eyes with her free hand and holding her edge forward while her vision returned.

	What demon is this? No creature on the world other than the Ut’ar used the zo’mar.

	A sound like a lightning flea’s scream pierced the night and she clutched at her naked breast in pain. Again the hissing sound, and another tear of agony on her leg as she staggered back. And a third time she felt the sizzle of lightning flash across her stomach. Gasping hard to swallow enough air to remain on her feet, she realized she was falling.

	Her eyes focused up on the stars and she blinked in rage. “How could you betray the Mir’ah ak’et Tuula akCha’nee? It is my path,” she whispered.

	A voice, strange, not wakat and not Ut’ar, spoke from the trees in words she could not understand. Another voice answered. Struggling with all her heart she turned her head and looked over into the sharrah.

	Three Ut’ar stood at the edge of the clearing. Their skin shining brighter than the zo’mar beneath their feet. Marat akUt’ar?

	One of them walked over to her and knelt, saying something else that she could not understand. He opened a pouch in his skin, pulled out a small flat stone, and placed it on her chest. He moved it and it grew warm, glowing faintly. He jerked his head up and down and spoke again.

	Another one walked over and bared his teeth at her. He didn’t look angry like he meant to attack, his eyes gazed at her with gentleness that confused her. He dropped to the ground on the other side of her. “Mir’ah ahhhkChaan’ney Tu’ullah,” he said, speaking slowly and with a strange tone to his words. She wanted to chitter at his funny voice but couldn’t move. He said other things in those words she did not understand, and bared his teeth again, but she wasn’t afraid of him even though she could not have moved to protect herself.

	The two Marat akUt’ar grabbed her arms and pulled her over face down onto her stomach on the grass. She could feel hands on her back and neck but could not stop them. One of them pulled her hair to the side and a sharp stab split her skin. She would have shrieked but couldn’t draw a swallow of air. Another stab followed the first and then the pain went away.

	Night settled over her like a warm cloud and she drifted into the darkness. “Sleep princess,” the one said. “Tomorrow you become queen.”

	She didn’t know how, but she understood his words.

	 

	Moktoh shook her awake, his face close and his breath warm on her face.

	“Mir’ah sleep bad,” he said, shaking her harder. “Ekan sleep bad, there.”

	Mir’ah opened her eyes and struggled to focus on the face of her wakat. She reached up to rub the back of her head and felt a bump. “Mir’ah night walking,” she said.

	“Mirah fall and sleep?” he asked.

	She sat up and looked around. Her pouch and edge were across the zo’mar and the light from Sister Tarah was bright in the sky.

	“Ekan sleep bad,” Moktoh said. “No wake little.”

	She looked over at the crumpled pile of Ekan’s body and stared at him for several seconds. She knew him and she knew he was important, but couldn’t remember why. Pushing herself up to a standing position, she stumbled over to her pouch and slipped the edge back inside. She stood there for a long while picking the lights of the New Star out of the glare of the bright moonlight.

	The wakat stood up, walked over to her, grabbed her hand, and pulled on it. “Mir’ah, Ekan no wake little. Sleep bad?” he pleaded.

	She turned her head to look at Ekan again and the feeling of something missing washed over her again. She stepped over to him and looked down, nudging him with a toe. He moaned but didn’t wake. She bumped him again, this time much harder and he groaned.

	Ekan won’t understand. She heard the strange words of the Marat akUt’ar in her head like he was standing behind her. She spun, sending Moktoh back in surprise and nearly up into the trees.

	He will stop you Tuula Ut’ar.

	She swallowed a deep gulp of air and jerked her head up and down. “Ekan will not follow Mir’ah,” she said, looking down at the wakat and baring her teeth. It chittered and grabbed a low hanging vine.

	“Mir’ah angry at Moktoh?”

	“No,” she said, remembering her face might scare the wakat if she… smiled. “Moktoh first love. Moktoh follow me anywhere. Yes?”

	“Yes,” he said, turning loose of the vine. “Moktoh love Mir’ah forever.”

	“Good,” she said. She bent over to pick up the largest of the zo’mar utel, turned back to Ekan, and knelt down beside him.

	“You wouldn’t understand,” she said in the words of the Marat akUt’ar. She brought the heavy stone down repeatedly on his face until he swallowed no more air.

	She didn’t notice that her companion wakat had disappeared up the tree in screaming terror.

	From this time on, she controlled the stars. Those that would not follow her would serve.

	She would be the Tuula Ut’ar.

	Queen of all the tribes of the world.

	 


Chapter Two

	Captain Ethan Walker sat alone in a dining alcove on the main concourse of Armstrong Station staring out the window and trying to pick the insignificant speck of the Tacra Un out of the darkness. It was only a hundred kilometers across and almost ten-thousand klick away. And it was dark gray.

	But it gave him something to stare at while he was trying to do nothing.

	He’d already sent two servobots away, so was ready to scream at the next one as it walked up and stopped near the table. He glanced at it and realized it wasn’t another of the treaded carts with a brain.

	This one walked on two legs and bore a striking resemblance to a person by comparison. It had a vaguely female form and stood just over a meter and a half tall. It stared at him with glowing blue optic eyes above a display faceplate that presented a human looking digital face.

	After several seconds the face changed expression and smiled. “I am sorry for staring, Captain Walker. I am just getting used to my new body and the input channels are extremely sensitive for binocular vision.”

	“Marti?” he asked as he recognized the voice. The Olympus Dawn’s AA system had apparently decided it needed yet another automech body.

	“Yes, Captain,” it said, smiling even more realistically.

	Its mouth moved when it spoke in a flawless reproduction of natural human facial movements. The more Ethan studied it the more it looked like a woman inside an EVA suit with the visor open. He wanted to move his head from side to side and see if it was a three-dimensional representation, or a trick of optical presentation. Though he felt like it would be rude to stare.

	“I decided to acquire a new body while we were here at Armstrong Station,” Marti said. “After our unexpected windfall profit from the last run, I felt it was time to try Humanform Dynamics’ latest model. Because this is where their development lab is located, I was able to get several upgrades included in the negotiated price.” It pirouetted as gracefully as a dancer with its arms extended.

	“I have to say that’s impressive,” he said. “A bit short, but nice.”

	“I chose this height so that the body would be more efficient and useful for maintenance work in confined spaces.”

	“Of course,” Ethan said. “Logic rules.”

	“This hardware is an order of magnitude more sophisticated than the Gendyne 6000 unit I have aboard the ship. I studied the specifications before I made the acquisition, but the bandwidth transfer rate is exceptionally high. It also has advanced sensing capability that is a somewhat novel experience for me. The sensitivity and range of detection is impressive. When I am utilizing this automech, I have a sense of smell and touch at least equivalent to human capability.”

	“I’m sure you’ll regret that if we ever blow a recycler line,” he said.

	The face frowned. “I will have to learn to understand what you consider an unpleasant aroma,” it said. “At this time, it would be something I experience with no relational value.”

	“There are times I think that would be nice,” he said.

	“Would it be appropriate for me to sit?” Marti asked.

	Ethan nodded.

	“One major drawback to this smaller automech is that it has limited power capacity. Whenever possible it would be useful to conserve by curtailing lower body operations,” it said, bouncing as it jumped into the seat across the table from him. “I assume this is why humans sit?”

	“Close enough,” he said. “How long will your batteries last without recharge?

	“Eighteen to twenty-four hours under normal use loads,” it said.

	“That’s not too bad,” he said. “Roughly the equivalent of a human duty cycle.”

	“I purchased an external power pack for extended range, and it will provide an additional twelve hours if needed. It is just awkward to carry in some environments, as it mounts to my back with a separable rack.”

	“Sounds like standard hiking gear,” Ethan said, nodding.

	“I am detecting an odor I cannot identify.” Marti turned its head to look around the room.

	“Is this it?” The captain picked up his coffee mug and handed it over.

	“Yes,” it said. “Is this what coffee smells like?” It raised an eyebrow as it looked down into the cup. It was easy to forget that the eyes were the glowing optics above the image of the face.

	“It varies, but that is one kind of coffee,” he said.

	“May I taste it?”

	“Excuse me?”

	“It would be a chemical analysis of the organic compounds, but the way this body processes and stores information, it would provide a holistic integrated reactive data set across the spectrum of chemicals involved.” A small tube slid out of an aperture below the faceplate and extended toward the cup. “I will only require a microgram for a taste.”

	“Help yourself,” Ethan said, watching in amusement as Marti took its first sip of coffee.

	Its eyes opened wide and it smiled again. “I am not sure how I am supposed to react to this flavor. Do you consider it pleasurable?”

	“I do,” he said. “That variety is Colorado Special Reserve. It is rather exceptional.”

	“Then I will log this sensation as pleasurable,” it said, handing the cup back. “From the conversations around the breakfast table on the ship, I am eager to experience the sensation of bacon. It must be extraordinary.”

	“It is,” Ammo said, walking up and landing in the chair beside the automech. “I assume, unless the boss has taken up cyber-sex with cute robot girls, this must be Marti in a new body?”

	“Well if it isn’t the often absent, Tiamorra Rayce,” Ethan said, staring at his load broker with a fair amount of frustration. She’d been working her contacts since they arrived at Armstrong, and after two days he hadn’t seen her aboard the ship once. He wasn’t sure if she was working or partying, or maybe both, but he would have appreciated a progress report. Or an invitation.

	“Sorry, Boss it takes time to dredge up boring work,” she said. “The challenging ones I can lay hand to almost instantly.”

	“Boring is good,” he said. The entire crew had threatened to go on strike unless they took an easy run this time. Facing down Captain Jetaar had given them all their fill of risk for a while, even if they had made an obscenely huge pile of profit for their trouble.

	“So, do we have anything?” He drained the rest of his coffee and set the cup on the table between them.

	She nodded. “It’s a short single-leg out, about forty parsecs, with a dead head return.”

	“Nothing deadly, or bent on killing things?” He grinned. “Or worth enough that people who enjoy killing things, might be looking to take it away from us?”

	“Nope. Just some medical gear and food type necessities for a sociology mission on a sib-civ,” she said.

	“A sibling civilization? Don’t they restrict access to those unless they’re on a par with us?”

	She nodded. “I didn’t catch the name of the planet but it’s a primitive tribal world. We’ll be delivering to an observation platform under the management of the Coalition Science Wing.

	“A government job sounds boring enough. That should keep the rest of the crew happy,” he said. “Being a Coalition job, I’m surprised they aren’t going through the big contractors.”

	“This one is so small it isn’t worth paying the commissions to Cochrane Space Logistics,” she said. “We’ll load up a single container of mixed goods, a civilian observer, and two or three scientists. Everything will be at the same transfer depot in Proxima so it will be a fast grab and go. Once we snag it, we scoot back across to our part of the galaxy.”

	Proxima was humanity’s largest extrasolar colony and only a little over a parsec from Earth, so even though it was in the Centaurus Sector it wasn’t far out of their usual area of operation.

	“That sounds perfect.” he said. “The Doctor wants us to stay in Cygnus as much as possible. Assuming she comes back from the Institute. She’s still pretty pissed at me.”

	“Kaycee’s fine,” she said, looking around the concourse for a servobot. “She’ll be touchy for a while, but she gets over things. Eventually. She knows you did the right thing even if she won’t admit it yet.”

	“I can call a servobot for you,” Marti offered, turning its head in her direction. After almost a second it made a funny expression that wasn’t quite curiosity. “May I ask you a question?”

	She glanced at the captain and shrugged. The expressions would take some time for everybody to get used to. “Sure. Go ahead.”

	“Is the smell I am currently detecting, human female pheromones?”

	The captain slapped a hand over his mouth to keep from laughing out loud.

	Ammo blinked. Several times.

	“Marti’s got a nose now,” Ethan reminded her.

	“And needs to figure out how to keep it where it belongs,” she added.

	“I did not mean to offend,” it said, lines appearing between the image-eyes as it tried to emulate an expression of consternation. “I am trying to catalog the various odors I encounter, and without some input from humans it is difficult to determine the source of the scent. It is a very imperfect sensory system.”

	“It might be pheromones,” Ammo said, looking down.

	She almost looked like she was embarrassed, and Ethan decided it was best if he looked out the window again in the hopes of avoiding a conversation on feminine hygiene.

	“I have detected similar smells as I traversed the concourse, although none as powerful as the one I am detecting now,” Marti said. “Yours seems to be substantially more potent.”

	Ammo cleared her throat struggling for what to say. Finally she nodded. “Probably is. Suddenly I feel like I need a shower.”

	“Marti, just don’t ask to taste it,” Ethan said, glancing over and instantly regretting his words as Ammo shot him dead with a glare.

	The automech’s face turned toward him and leveled a matching expression in his direction. Obviously understanding emotional response was a matter of emulation, but it was decidedly odd being glared at by a machine. Even a sentient one. “Captain, I understand human physiology well enough to know that to taste the source of the pheromone emanation would require a less public location.”

	“Thank god!” Ammo gasped. “What the frak brought that thought out of your mouth?”

	“Lack of restraint,” he said, shrugging. “But along with smell, Marti now has a sense of taste. She sampled my coffee already, so it was logical—”

	“No it isn’t,” Ammo said. “At least not here. Although, for the interests of scientific curiosity…”

	Now it was Ethan’s turn to blink, and Ammo winked at him as she pushed up from her seat. “I guess I need to find the servobot myself.”

	“I summoned one for you,” Marti said. “It is approaching. ETA forty-five seconds.”

	“I hope it’s carrying something stronger than coffee,” she said.

	 


Chapter Three

	The mid-deck of the Olympus Dawn was where everyone lived. Because the ship could haul forty passengers in addition to ten crew, most of the time the mid-deck was an empty room. Tables and chairs for more than fifty spread out across a room that resembled a comfortable dining lounge on a small cruise liner.

	The ship felt almost luxurious, but it was a workhorse at heart. Since the crew was small, most days they sat together to eat firstmeal but otherwise spread out and read or watched tri-vid on the main view screen to pass the time. Passengers gravitated to the panoramic windows on either side to stare off into space. Especially the ones with limited experience in space travel.

	Maybe that was what caught the doctor’s eye as she sat watching the four new guests they picked up at Proxima. Keira Caldwell was an observer of the universe by nature and from the frown on her face, it appeared she thought something didn’t swing like she expected.

	Ethan and Nuko had just finished standing the ship up on cruise, and he’d left the pilot on the ConDeck while he came down to get a snack and introduce himself to the passengers. “What’s got you thinking?” he asked as he walked by Kaycee’s table. She glanced up at him, her expression saying he still had less than a fifty-fifty chance of her engaging in actual words with him.

	She sighed and tossed her head in the direction of the passengers. “One of these things is not like the others,” she said, apparently thinking whatever it was might be worthy of stepping over the wall she held between them.

	Three of their guests stood staring out the window at the distorted view of space, while the other sat focused on his hands where he had them sitting on the table.

	“Maybe he doesn’t like space travel,” the captain suggested.

	“He also doesn’t like food, or conversation, or even smiling,” she said. “They’ve all been having a wonderful time watching the pretty lights out the window, and he’s not even looked up except when one of them asks him something.”

	“Maybe he’s the observer?” he suggested. “Ammo said one of them is some kind of overseer and not part of the team.”

	“I hope not,” she said. “The only thing I’ve seen him observe is his knuckles.”

	He shrugged. “It’s not our problem. They’ll be aboard for about six days and as long as he doesn’t go psychopath on us, we don’t need him to join the debate team,” he said. “You’re not worried about that happening, are you?”

	“I’ll get back to you on that,” she said, her eyes telling him she was almost serious.

	“Have you introduced yourself?” Ethan asked. “Maybe he only seems strange from across the room.”

	She shook her head. “Not my job. I just thought it was a good idea to point it out to the captain, since it is a bit odd,” she said, stepping back over the wall to her side.

	“I was going to introduce myself anyway,” he said. “I’ll let you know if he’s strange after I talk to him.”

	She nodded but said nothing more. Ethan noted the irony of her complaining about someone refusing to engage as he walked toward the galley.

	“Morning, Cap’n,” Quinn said, jumping up from where he sat cross-legged in the middle of the galley floor with Marti. The human form automech stood in front of him and its head turned 180 degrees to face Ethan as he came through the door. Its taste sample tube retracted as it smiled at him.

	“Quintan Primm is attempting to educate me on the various flavors of breakfast,” it said. “The chemical interactions and their interdependence are very subtle.”

	“I’m sure they are,” he said, looking up at the handler and winking. He towered over Marti’s body, but he towered over everyone.

	“I’m still trying to teach her to call me Quinn,” he said.

	“I think it’s part of her core code to not use casual names. Or contractions,” he said. I guess it is easier to think of Marti as female now that it has a face to match its voice.

	“I am perfectly capable of contracted colloquial speech,” Marti said. “However, I feel it invites a lack of precision in thought, so I avoid it by choice.”

	“Yah, us humans is sloppy that way,” Quinn said. “We’re just a gooey mess of imprecision, ya know.”

	“Exactly,” Marti said as its projection face delivered a perfect human eye roll.

	Ethan laughed. “It’s going to take some time to get used to you being so… expressive.”

	“There are a range of facial sub-routines included in the new automech system,” Marti said. “I detected sarcasm in Quinn’s comment, and the local processor offered several appropriate expressive choices. I have always had an awareness of human emotional response but was unable to manifest this additional channel of communication until I acquired this body. It is adept at providing accurate interpretive value to the human interactive methodology.”

	“So, you’ve always had a heart in there, but had no way to let it show,” Quinn said.

	The face tilted to the side and it twisted its mouth as it thought. Finally, it nodded. “That is an adequate metaphoric representation.”

	Ethan shrugged. “Marti 2.0”

	“Marti 12.9.0 would be more accurate.”

	“Why?” Quinn asked.

	“I am a twelfth-generation quantum hybrid AA. This body is my ninth automech variant and it is the base level of this particular model. Thus, 12.9.0,” Marti said.

	“You have nine bodies you keep stored in a locker somewhere?” the handler asked.

	“Actually, they are stored at various locations throughout the ship,” it said.

	“Maybe we should give you a room of your own,” Ethan suggested. “We’ve still got three empty crew positions so it might be worth it to have all your bodies in one place.”

	“I had contemplated asking for a room, but it is a low priority since it would also require modifications for installation of support hardware,” Marti said.

	“We’ve got a no-stress, six-day leg to Cygnus 344,” he suggested. “Why don’t you and Rene get your heads together on it and get it set up.”

	“It is not necessary for us to place our heads in proximity to figure it out,” it said. “We are capable of working on this from a more convenient position.” It stood there for several seconds with a deadpan expression before it winked.

	“Thank you, Captain. I will get right on it,” she said as she turned and angled toward the door.

	“Strange how much difference a face makes in understanding,” Quinn said.

	“I’m almost embarrassed to admit that I always thought sarcasm was over Marti’s head,” he said as he stared after her. “Now it’s easy to think of it as a person.”

	“So, Cap’n I assume you’re standing around in my galley for a reason?”

	Quintan’s official job aboard ship might be security and cargo handling, but he loved cooking, so they’d all taken to letting him manage the galley. It was also convenient to just ask and have food delivered to a table without having to run the synthesizers.

	“Yah, sorry. I missed breakfast. Is there any chance I can get one of those yeastcake-egg-things you made the other day? And a cup of coffee?” he asked.

	“A megamuffin sammich?” Quinn offered. “Ham or bacon?”

	“Surprise me,” Ethan said.

	“Cando, Cap’n,” he said, grinning. “Five minutes.”

	“Good, I’ll go introduce myself to the guests and you’ll give me an excuse to get away before I get sucked into a long conversation.”

	“Understood,” the handler said as Ethan spun and headed out the door.

	Angling across the lounge toward their guests, he caught Kaycee watching him. She appeared to want to see how his interaction with Mr. Strange played out. As he approached, he decided maybe she wasn’t too far off target with her assessment.

	The man eyed him warily until he got to within a couple meters, and then he jumped up, almost knocking the table over in front of him. He was shorter up close than he looked from across the room, but his shoulders and neck seemed almost as wide as he was tall. Ethan recognized the clumsiness as something he’d seen many times before.

	He’s not in his native gravity.

	“You are the captain?” the man asked. His voice rumbled from deep inside a barrel chest.

	“I am. Ethan Walker,” he said, offering his hand.

	The man stared at his hand for almost a second before he said, “I am Marcus ... Elarah.” He had a strange slurred accent with a noticeable clicking sound in the middle of his words. It wasn’t enough to be overwhelming, but it was an odd speech pattern.

	After several more seconds, Ethan dropped his hand and smiled instead. Marcus’ eyes widened for an instant and then he looked down at the table in front of him.

	“Where are you from Marcus?” he asked, trying not to invest too deeply in his obvious strangeness, but he wasn’t making it easy to ignore.

	“I am the observer from Quantum Science,” he said, without looking up. “In Proxima.”

	Marcus said the name of the planet like it was two words. Prock-zhima?

	“Of course,” Ethan said. “I’m pleased to meet you. I hope you enjoy your trip.”

	“Yes, Captain Ethan,” he said, sitting back down and placing his hands back on the table so he could stare at them.

	Glancing over his shoulder at Kaycee, he nodded. She was right about him. He was more than a little out of spec.

	“Captain Walker?” one of the other passengers said, coming over and smiling as she snatched his hand and pumped it vigorously. “I’m Tashina Daniels. I’m totally honored to meet you.”

	“Really?” he asked. Her enthusiasm seemed the polar opposite to Marcus’ detachment. It set his instincts on high alert, though he couldn’t figure out why.

	“Oh yes,” she said, reaching out and grabbing his elbow with her other hand. “You’re the captain responsible for rescuing those children on Starlight, aren’t you?”

	“I was there, but it wasn’t much of a rescue,” he said, looking down at the deck and shrugging. It still stung to think about it. “It cost me two of my crew.”

	“I’m sorry, I didn’t know,” she said, looking embarrassed but still clinging to his arm and hand. “They never said anything about that on the newswaves.”

	He shook his head. “Cochrane Space thought it would be bad for business to mention that part.”

	She looked at him sidewise for a couple seconds and then her smile erupted over her face again. “Saving kids still makes you a hero in my mind. Please, let me introduce you to my traveling companions. I know they’re eager to meet you. Like I said you’re famous, and well, that makes you exciting.”

	She towed him over to the window by his arm. “Captain Walker, I’d like you to meet Dr. Morgan Blake and his senior assistant, Alessandria Chang,” she said. “Doctor Blake is the lead cultural anthropologist on the Watchtower project.”

	The Doctor nodded, studying Ethan in a way that made him feel a little like a sample in a lab.

	Chang stepped forward and grinned. She looked down at where Tashina was still clutching his arm. Ethan pulled it free with some effort. “Apparently she thinks I’m famous or something,” he said as he shook her hand.

	“But you are, Captain Walker. Quite famous in fact,” Dr. Blake said. “Sandi and Tash were just intimately discussing the desirability of your company in fact.”

	Ethan’s mouth fell open while both women blushed furiously. “Morgan you need to be nice,” Alessandria said.

	“I am teasing,” he said. “I figure that it’s always best from a sociological perspective to put everyone on an equally awkward footing from the outset. Then we can build from there.” 

	“Strange way to say hello, but I can live with it,” the captain said, recovering his composure enough to smile.

	Tashina looked like she wanted to melt through the deck. “Sorry he’s an ass to everybody,” she whispered, leaning in close and hanging on his arm again.

	“It’s alright,” Ethan said. “I just wanted to come over and introduce myself and let you know that if you have anything you need on the way out, please don’t hesitate to let me know.”

	“How long is the trip going to take?” the doctor asked.

	“Five and a half days, threshold to threshold,” the captain said. “Then about twelve hours at sublight to planetfall.”

	“There’s no way we can get there any sooner?”

	“Not really,” Ethan said. “The laws of physics make hauling freight a boring business. We have a full exercise room, but other than staring out the window and watching tri-vids there isn’t much to do.”

	“Morgan gets homesick when he’s away for one of these oversight meetings,” Sandi said. “Unfortunately, our work is at a critical point and the Regents of the University of Proxima want to keep a close eye on us.”

	“I’m sure having an observer hanging over you doesn’t help matters much,” he said.

	“Observer?” Tash asked. “What makes—”

	“Yes Captain. That is the purpose of an observer,” Dr. Blake interrupted, glaring her into instant silence. “They are an unfortunate reality of academic life.”

	“Cap’n your breakfast is ready,” Quinn hollered from across the room.

	Good timing! These three are almost as strange as Mister Personality, he thought, glancing over at Marcus, who was still studying his hands, oblivious to the world around him.

	“If you’ll excuse me, I need to eat and then get back on duty,” he said. “We do serve a sit-down style breakfast at 0700 every morning, and the rest of the time Quinn is usually on duty and can fix up a meal for you on short notice. He is quite the extraordinary cook.”

	“You have galley staff on a freighter?” Dr. Blake asked.

	“He’s one of our security and cargo handlers, so his skills in the galley are a bonus,” he said, gently removing Tashina’s hand from his forearm. “If you make it up here before breakfast is over, I’m sure you’ll agree we’re lucky to have him.”

	“I am sure you are,” Dr. Blake said. “I have not had traditionally cooked food in quite a while.”

	“Good, then I’ll make sure Quinn knows to set four extra plates for you.”

	“Oh, I doubt that Mister, uhm, Elarah will be joining us,” he said, glancing over at the man where he sat. “I believe I overheard him say he had some digestive issues and he was on a special diet of some sort. But we will be there in the morning, thank you.”

	Without further comment or explanation, he turned and walked over to join Marcus at his table with Sandi following a half step behind.

	Ethan watched them for several seconds before he shrugged and winked at Tashina. “If you’ll excuse me my breakfast is getting cold,” he said.

	A strange cloud settled over her face as she nodded and turned toward the window without saying anything else.

	Kaycee was right, but it wasn’t just Marcus who was odd.

	These are all some seriously strange passengers.

	 


Chapter Four

	Cygnus 344 was a nondescript midrange K-class star, a little dimmer and a billion years older than the Earth’s sun. Their destination was a small observation platform above the fourth planet in the system.

	The planet’s official designation was Dawn on the navigational charts and was what most people called a super-earth. It was close to 30,000 kilometers in diameter and had just over twice standard surface gravity. It was a warm wet world, covered with dense jungles and open grasslands in equal measure, with a massive single ocean that spanned most of the southern hemisphere.

	Other than its raw beauty, what made this world unique was that it was home to one of the first sibling civilizations discovered by the Coalition. Within a few years of discovering the inhabitants, scientists confirmed they carried a genetic combination that later became known as the Progenitor String. The natives of Dawn were undeniably from seeds planted by the original Shan Takhu.

	They were also one of the least known of the sibling civilizations, because their world made contact difficult. Their primitive tribal culture was not equipped for visitors that required extensive support suits simply to walk around and keep their blood moving in the correct direction.

	Cygnus 344-IV was therefore restricted space and only scientists, and an occasional freighter crew, ever visited.

	Ethan stood behind his seat on the ConDeck and stared out the window at the cloud tops and the lush landscape that peeked through below. He had nothing to do but stand there while Nuko Takata sat beside him and frowned. She’d been forced to make a manual approach to the upper docking arm of the platform because the automated system was offline. Watchtower Station was an older observation outpost, but as far as she was concerned, there was no reason for it not to have a working approach controller.

	The captain tried to ignore her grumbling, but the only other distraction on the ConDeck was Kaycee sitting behind him on one of the jump seats. For the last six days she’d been beating the same one-trick-wonder to death. He knew he shouldn’t complain, since at least she was back to talking to him. For the most part.

	“I’ll admit he’s not an ordinary passenger,” he said, turning to face the doctor and shrugging. “The only thing I can say is he’ll be getting off here, and if he goes psychotic, it won’t be our problem.”

	“He’s not human,” she said. “He can’t be. Nothing about him works right.”

	“You’ve said that before,” he said.

	“Did you know he hasn’t eaten a bite of food from the galley in the whole time he’s been aboard?”

	“Dr. Blake said he has some kind of dietary issue,” he said, shrugging.

	“I know,” she said. “He does eat every five hours, without exception. At least I think that’s what he’s doing in the cargo container when he goes in there.”

	“Every five hours?” the captain asked. He didn’t see the idea that someone had brought their own meals along as enough evidence to be an issue.

	“Regularly,” she said. “You could set a chrono by it. He never sleeps through a mealtime either.”

	“So? Some people have strange eating habits,” he said.

	“He’s not human,” she repeated.

	“I get that you think so but, unless you scanned him, that’s just a wild-ass assumption,” Ethan said. “You didn’t scan him, did you?”

	“No, I couldn’t get a chance,” she admitted. “At least one of the others was with him every time I got close enough.”

	“You tried?” he asked.

	“Damn sure I did,” she said.

	“You do know that doing a bioscan without consent is—”

	“Yah I do, but you’ve got no room to lecture me on ethics and law,” she snapped. “I know there’s something going on. Even you have to admit he’s not normal.”

	“But ‘not normal’ is still not a reason for violating his rights,” he said.

	“If he’s not human, it might be questionable if he has rights at all,” she said.

	Nuko shot him a disapproving side eye but didn’t speak up. She was in the process of flipping the ship to line the cargo container up on the docking arm, so couldn’t spare any time arguing with Kaycee.

	“Alright I’ll ignore the legal side of this because you said you didn’t get the scan, but you have to have a reason to say he’s not human. That’s a hell of a claim to make with no evidence other than his strange feeding habits.”

	“Most of the sibling civilizations are humanoid to some degree. The one down there is one that could pass outwardly as human,” she said, waving her arm in the planet’s direction. “In fact, when I looked it up, it was one of the closest to a perfect match to us that we’ve discovered.”

	“You think he’s from Dawn?”

	“I don’t know, because I couldn’t scan him,” she said.

	“They are a preindustrial civilization,” Nuko said, without turning to look at the doctor. “We’re supposed to have no contact at all with them.”

	“Exactly my point,” Kaycee said. “If he is from Dawn, then he shouldn’t have been taken off world at all. The bigger crime would be that he has been, and not that I tried to violate his rights by snooping.”

	“I’ll give you that, but it takes more than oddness to prove something like that,” he said. “And honestly in another ten minutes it doesn’t matter.”

	A slight vibration in the deck plates told Ethan that they’d made hard dock to the station. “As soon as Marcus Elarah walks through the lock, it’s over in my mind. We’ll be out of here and on our way home in an hour and you
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