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Chapter One

	Izador Kane sat with his feet up on his console in the operations center. Ostensibly, he was in charge of thirdshift, but nothing about the post was formal enough to require him to look like he cared. There was seldom anything happening in the little asteroid base tucked into the outer Oort debris field of 109 Taurus. It was an uninhabited system, and the only reason they were there at all was because nobody else had moved in. No traffic meant it was a perfect place to run an illicit pharma operation.

	It took one person to keep eyeballs on the operations center, and one more to monitor the sensors and approach control, plus a handful of engineers who worked with the manufacturing crew. It was a low-profile operation, with almost nothing to do.

	Most of the time.

	“Approach to Operations,” Jorje MacIver almost never used the comm, since he sat in the next workstation, separated by only ten meters of open tunnel. “We’ve got a FleetCom multicruiser that just entered the system.”

	“Say again, Jorje?” he said, dropping his feet and twisting to look over his shoulder at the other workstation.

	“Yah, big as my wife’s ass. It’s dropped off cruise,” he confirmed.

	“How did you not see it before it got here?”

	“It was on a flyby heading and did a buttonhook to drop less than a minute off the density limit.”

	“Where is it?” he asked, slapping his hand down on the console to open the screen for the surface optic system.

	“About ten megaklick out. In sector three.”

	At that range it would still be almost thirty seconds before the flash of the photon cascade gave him anything to lock onto with an optic. “What are they doing?”

	“Active scanning with multi-frequency G/I,” he said, throwing a targeting reticle up on the operations screen to show Izzy where to look for it. “So far.”

	Glancing at the chrono, he shook his head. They had a pickup scheduled to arrive in about four hours. “Cut our EM and warn off the inbound traffic,” he ordered. “Let’s go to alert and power down non-essential systems until we know what they’re doing. Maybe they’re on a survey run.”

	The lighting in the operations center shifted to red and a howling claxon echoed in the distance as they killed everything that might stand out on the multicruiser’s deep scans. It was all they could do to hide their presence.

	“Frak,” Jorje hissed. “They’re launching fighters.”

	“You’re sure they’re fighters?” Something that felt like a quivering ball of razor wire settled into the bottom of his stomach.

	“Yah. Looks like four squadrons,” he said. “I’m tracking forty-eight Saber-class interceptors.”

	“Maybe it’s a training exercise,” Izzy muttered, hoping to come up with any explanation that didn’t land headwise in a bloody mess.

	“Maybe, but it stinks like a blown recycler.”

	“Are we catching any comm chatter?”

	“Negative. They’re either dark or tight beam.”

	“They’re launching… Stand by,” Jorje said, his tone drifting up slightly as he obviously chewed through his own wave of gut vipers.

	The screen in front of Izzy switched to show the sensor readouts from the approach console. “Those look like troop carriers. Where are they headed?”

	“Nowhere yet,” he confirmed. “Four carriers total.”

	“I’m not feeling fuzzy about this.”

	“Nojo,” he said, pausing and then adding, “They’re all going hot. Including the multi.”

	“What the actual frak. Are they still sitting?”

	“So far… no, wait. They’re beaming us. They’re eyeballs on,” Jorje squeaked as the stress jumped his voice up almost another full octave.

	“Arm the perimeter defenses,” Izzy said, swallowing hard to keep the acid down in his already churning belly.

	“They’ll see us power up.”

	“You said they were locked on. They already know we’re here.”

	“Frak,” Jorje hissed.

	A blue-white flashing icon announced that the approach controller had also armed an emergency buoy.

	Assuming they didn’t survive, at least everything they did would be on the record.

	“Who’s in the docks?” Izzy asked

	“Winger and Ratchet.”

	“Are they on ship or down in the Bog?”

	“Ratchet says he’s ten minutes from launch ready,” he confirmed after a short pause. “You don’t expect them to face off against a multi do you?

	“Damn shit I do. Winger too.”

	“Winger said to frig yourself.”

	“Tell him to get his ass in the black now. We have to defend—”

	“Here they come. Inbound. Ninety seconds,” Jorje croaked. “How the hell did they know where to look?”

	“I don’t know but we’ve got to hold them off.” Izzy punched into the engineering comm channel. “Heat up the main guns. We’ve got incoming hostiles.”

	“Are you serious?” one of the engineers growled. He sounded like he’d been asleep, but the operations board showed their primary lasers powering up and swinging into position.

	“Have they hailed us?”

	“No comm,” Jorje whispered.

	“They’re not following protocol.” FleetCom played by the regs. They always offered a chance to surrender. “Something stinks.”

	“They’re spreading out, and the troop carriers are heading to the groundlocks.” A flashing alert told Izzy they had another problem even before the engineer cut back in on the comm.

	“They’re using command codes to open the bay doors,” the engineer said, sounding surprisingly calm. “We’re venting air, and I can’t override.”

	“Somebody frakking sold us out,” Izzy snarled, trying to lock the lasers on the streaking targets, but there were more of them than he had turrets, and they were moving too fast to get off a shot.

	“Those don’t look like troop carriers to me,” Jorje said. “They’re not braking.”

	“What the hell are they doing?”

	“They’re flattening out to make a close flyover. It looks more like a bombing run to me. They opened the outer blast doors and are going to blow the inside seals. We’ll be sucking vacuum if they hit.”

	“I can’t target the bombers,” Izzy swore under his breath. “They’re over the horizon.”

	“Swing up! Swing up!” Jorje almost screamed. “The multi is coming in square and locking on main power.”

	The deck lurched sideways as the multicruiser’s heavy particle-beams drilled through the asteroid’s hard crust toward their single antimatter reactor. It was only a half klick from ops and less than fifty meters down. The superheated nickel-iron shuddered and rang deafeningly under the onslaught.

	Hanging on to the edge of his console to keep from flying across the operations center, Izzy slammed his hand down on the buoy launch icon and shook his head. “When they breach—”

	In that moment, the bombers swept into sight, skimming the surface as they arced toward their targets. Their payloads dumped death through the open airlocks and against the lighter inner doors. The plasteel framework of the doors buckled with the first blow.

	It didn’t matter which wave of the attack landed the critical hit.

	The antimatter explosion from the reactor breaching, and the sudden decompression of the habitat, were equally final.

	 


Chapter Two

	Ethan Walker stumbled as he stepped through the jumpdoor and into the NuProvidence Medical Center. There was a definite gravity shelf between the base and the Olympus Dawn. It was startling, but not surprising, considering that it was a miracle the ship still had gravity at all.

	“Welcome home Captain Walker,” Emtoo said, sounding incongruous with her cheerful tone.

	“Are we alone?” he asked, glancing over in time to see the AA materialize beside him.

	“There is currently no one in the Medical Center. Should I summon assistance?”

	“No,” he said, shaking his head and reaching out to steady Kaycee as she almost tumbled backward into the room.

	“What the frak?” she hissed, looking back through the jumpdoor. “Watch the floor,” she warned.

	Dr. Forrester stood motionless staring at her through what, from his perspective, had just been a solid wall. They’d forgotten that the doctor had never seen a jumpdoor, or most of the rest of the tech that they took as a normal part of their world, so he was clearly shocked by the open hole.

	The Dawn had been so damaged, and he and Kaycee were so focused on keeping their patient alive, that there had been no time to explain his new reality to him. Kaycee tugged on the end of the bed. “It’s all right, just watch your footing as you come through.”

	Nodding uncertainly, he clutched the railing on the head of the gurney and let her pull it, and him, through the opening.

	Apparently detecting a change in the air pressure and the sound level in the room, he spun to look back at what was once again a wall. “That’s going to take some explaining,” he said.

	“Later,” Kaycee said. “First we need to get the chancellor into a proxy chamber so we can patch him back together.” Stepping to the side, she gestured toward the corridor across the room and nudged the bed into motion.

	“You need to not call him that,” Ethan warned, glancing over his shoulder with an exaggerated expression of concern. “We can’t let anyone know who he is. Nobody other than you two can see him.”

	“Yah, I get that he’s the hottest property in the universe,” she said.

	“I think we might need to post security in here,” Ethan suggested.

	“Respectfully Captain, nobody’s going to recognize him and he’s not going anywhere,” Forrester said.

	“For now,” Kaycee corrected.

	“As soon as the Dawn puts down, I’ll have Angel set it up with the Guardians who were with us. They already know who he is.” Ethan’s mind flashed to the ship. They’d stopped a half billion klick from NuProvidence, when they realized there were more than a dozen unknown ships on and around the Tortuga stanchion. Their invisibility was still working, but until Rene could fabricate a support cradle inside one of their hangers, there was no point in risking being seen.

	“It’ll take us most of the day to get him prepped, and at least another day to get his proxy generated, so there’s no urgency.” she said. “Until then, he’s just a lump of unrecognizable meat.”

	Forrester nodded. “To be honest, I don’t see how he’s ever going to be more than that.”

	Ethan looked down at the gurney. The Chancellor’s body was completely covered with a damp layer of something that almost resembled skin. The bumps and ridges under the covering barely seemed like a human body. It was asymmetric, and obviously missing parts where pieces of him had burned away. Somehow though, he was still alive, and that meant there was a chance Kaycee could rebuild him.

	At least in theory.

	“Let’s just put it out there, that a jumpdoor is one of our least impressive toys,” Ethan said, pausing as they wheeled the gurney through a door at the end of the corridor.

	The lights came up when they entered the room. A single bed stood in the center of the far wall. The wall itself was the transparent surface of the proxy chamber. The bed was the scanner and operating table. Ethan had been in this room, or the one just like it on the Dawn, several times before, but usually as a patient.

	He realized, as he stood there, he’d never actually seen one work.

	Kaycee pulled the gurney into position beside the scanner bed and spun it around so that the Chancellor’s head was toward the chamber wall. Grabbing the end of the skin cocoon she nodded for Forester to lift the other end. Together they swung him into place on the new bed.

	Peeling down the covering over what was left of the Chancellor’s face, Kaycee picked up a pair of black metal boxes. One of them looked like a power pack, but the other one had dancing lights on it and a bundle of wires that attached to various places on his head.

	“It’s an encephalograph,” Kaycee offered as she disconnected the power unit and handed it to Dr. Forrester. She tilted her head to indicate he should put it on the counter across the room.

	“A what?” Ethan asked, watching the lights on its face fade.

	“A brainwave scanner,” she explained, handing the second box to him as she pulled the leads off the Chancellor’s head.” It’s how we know that he’s alive. Morris built it…”

	Ethan’s mind shut off as Kaycee explained what it was and how it worked. It wasn’t until she was trying to pull the box out of his hand that he realized he missed all of what she’d said.

	“Ethan are you alright?” she asked, staring at him like she was trying to read his mind.

	“Yah, sorry,” he said. “Just tired, I guess.” Clearly, she wasn’t buying his excuse and was reaching for her portable med scanner when his commandcomm chirped.

	Touching the stud on his earpiece, he held up a finger and stepped away. “Yah, you got me,” he said, watching as Kaycee turned back to her patient.

	“Boss, Captain Jetaar wants you for an eyeball session in Tortuga,” Nuko said over the comm.

	“Did he say why?”

	“Not specifically, just that he’s waiting outside the Council Meeting Hall and needs to have words. Urgent-like.”

	Ethan let out a slow hissing breath. “Wager on whether it’s those ships on the stanchion?”

	“Fair odds,” she agreed. “But none of them are flying EA colors or a flag of parley.”

	“Alright, I’m on my way,” he said.

	“Want me to send you some meso?” she offered.

	Ethan’s intuition screamed yes, but his brain overpowered his desire to show up with an army. “Let’s not look like we want to start a war quite yet.” He paused for several seconds as he fought down another wave of alarm bells. Finally, he added, “See if Ro can join me.”

	“Cando Boss,” she said, relief clear in her voice. “I’ll let him know you need him.”

	Cutting the comm and turning back to face Kaycee and Forrester, Ethan watched briefly as they pulled the rest of the covering off Chei Lu’s charred body. “I have pirate things to deal with,” he said, looking away toward the door rather than staring at the almost unrecognizable mass of flesh.

	“Wait, let me check you out.” Kaycee offered. She already had her scanner in her hand and was pointing it at him like a weapon.

	Why? Ethan wondered. “I’m fine and Jetaar said it was urgent. I’ll check on your patient when I get back,” he said over his shoulder as he headed toward the lobby.

	Leaning against the workstation just inside the Medical Center entrance for several minutes, his patience slowly eroded. Finally, he asked, “Where’s Ro?”

	“Apparently he was… otherwise involved,” the AA explained. “He indicated he will be approximately five to seven minutes.”

	“Frakking plussers,” Ethan said, shaking his head, but grinning in spite of his frustration. “Just give me a door and have him meet me there once he gets his jumpsuit back on.”

	“I’m just meeting Jetaar. I’m sure I’ll be fine until Ro gets there, and if not, help is only a comm away.”

	“As you wish,” the AA said, managing to express disapproval in her tone. A moment later a jumpdoor opened and Ethan disappeared through it.

	 


Chapter Three

	Ammo sat alone in the Archive’s new Command Bridge, staring up at the sensor dome. When the Olympus Dawn left for Barrenhold, there had been no real place where they could oversee the operations and defenses of the Archive. Fortunately, Emtoo recognized that the totally alien feel of the existing control center made it nearly impossible for humans to use comfortably.

	Since the original design was a 500-meter sphere, with control pits lining one entire hemisphere, and gravity always perpendicular to the inner surface, it had been difficult to even carry on a conversation without feeling disoriented. For some reason people still had a need to stand upright in parallel orientation, and without that psychological standardization, it was challenging to interpret body language when everyone felt like they were leaning forward aggressively. It was hard to keep from arguing over everything.

	Emtoo had come up with a simple solution to the problem by building a literal bridge that spanned through the middle of the spherical room. In the exact center of the new structure there was a conference area, surrounded by Takhu enhanced control consoles and transparent displays. Ten meters back from the command center, a single-step riser marked out a position for a standardized jumpdoor entrance.

	With the sensor dome sweeping from horizon to horizon above the deck, the effect was spectacular, and a little humbling, but at least it would make it easier to control the desire to end every conversation with a fist fight.

	“Emtoo should warn people about the view,” Nuko said, appearing on the jumpdoor platform. Walking forward slowly as she stared up at the sky, she found the table with her hand and took a seat. “What’re we watching?”

	Ammo shrugged. “Ship traffic over Tortuga.”

	“Anything interesting?”

	“Not overly. Just the usual in and out for Tortuga,” she said, pulling her feet down from the chair beside her and swiveling to face Nuko. “Where’s the rest of the crew?”

	“Rene is getting his first looksee of the outside of the Dawn and cursing Ethan’s ancestry for a hundred generations,” she offered.

	“I wager it’s going to take a while before he runs out of colorful metaphors.”

	Nuko nodded. “And Mama Primm hijacked Quinn and Charliegh as soon as we tied off. I think she’s been waiting for a pilot since we left.”

	“That’s actually good since I know Ethan wants to get Ossipee Stronghold and all the civilians out of here before the ugly starts.”

	“So, where is the boss?” Nuko asked. “I expected him to be here.”

	“So did I, but Emtoo told me he’s talking to Jetaar in Tortuga.”

	“Still? I know Jetaar asked to see him before we got to ground.” She glanced around looking for a chrono.

	“Six hours, seventeen minutes ago,” Emtoo supplied, anticipating her question.

	“Maybe he and Jetaar are binging rum at One Eye Jack’s. Wouldn’t be the first time, and it does help to be social with the neighbors.”

	Ammo looked back up at the dome. “And with that sensor range, it’s not like trouble’s going to sneak up on us unannounced.”

	“What is the sensor range of the Archive anyway?”

	“At ship level resolution, more than twenty-five parsecs. For bigger things, like a fleet, it’s substantially more than that. I can actually detect power grid structures on the surface of Newfoundland Colony,” Emtoo added as the view overhead spun dizzyingly and centered on the planet where the Stronghold site was going to be established.

	Ammo blew out a chuff of air as a wave of nausea threatened to bring firstmeal back for a second visit. “Holy frak! Give us some warning next time.”

	“I am sorry there is an unpredictable physiological effect of reorienting the sensor system. I will endeavor to eliminate the cause and will give warning next time,” Emtoo said apologetically.

	Glancing at Nuko, who had her hand over her mouth, Ammo winked and turned her eyes toward the dome. “You can see that much detail at fifteen light years?”

	“The target location is four-point-seven parsecs distant. Resolution is at fifty percent, and the sensor system is displaying G/I calibrated, non-scalar field data in real time,” Emtoo explained. The view clearly showed several buildings and roads in the colony. There were several bright spots moving slowly along the surface of the planet that had to be pieces of heavy equipment.

	“Obviously, we don’t have to worry about keeping an eye on Stronghold then,” Nuko said.

	The view shifted slightly to a large island in a vast Southern Ocean. This time there was no accompanying need to blow chunks until the type of data the sensors displayed changed, and then Ammo only felt a slight urge to reverse her digestive order.

	“What are we looking at?”

	“Resource distribution scans for the Stronghold claim site,” Emtoo said as a color-coded readout appeared over the image.

	“And I thought the Takhu sensors on the Dawn were impressive,” Nuko said, shaking her head.

	“High-powered G/I systems like cruise coils and singularity power systems moderately degrade the sensor efficiency and resolution, but unless we are attempting to scan for individual life signs on a ship at greater than 10 light-years, this should not be a problem,” the AA said.

	Unexpectedly Kaycee’s face appeared on one of the displays near the end of the table. “Sorry to interrupt,” she said, pausing to look at the room behind them. “Where are you?”

	“The Archive Command Bridge,” Ammo said, grinning at her confusion.

	“We have one of those?”

	“We do now,” Nuko answered.

	Nodding, Kaycee focused her attention on Ammo again. “Do you know where Ethan’s hiding?”

	“I was told he’s in Tortuga, why?”

	“The chancellor’s implant has shut down. I think Ethan should know we’ve got him on full life support until we can finish his scan and proxy generation.”

	“That sounds serious,” Nuko said.

	“It is. That’s why I’m trying to find Ethan.”

	“He should answer his commandcomm,” Nuko said, tapping her own earpiece to connect to him. After trying a second time, she shook her head. “No response. I might go with the idea that he and Jetaar are drinking themselves stupid.”

	“Maybe. He was also going to send Angel to post a watch over our patient, and she never showed.”

	“I can cover that,” Nuko said, switching comm channels to send the security handler to Kaycee.

	“Emtoo can you locate Ethan’s commandcomm carrier signal?” Ammo asked.

	After almost a full second, the AA reported. “Negative, his comm is not operational in Tortuga or anywhere in local comm range.”

	“Ro was with him,” Nuko said. “Can you locate his personal comm set?”

	“Also negative,” Emtoo said.

	“Kaycee, standby. I’m going to see if Jetaar knows where he is,” Ammo walked over to one of the consoles and keyed in the captain’s command code to get on his personal secure channel.

	“Go,” Jetaar growled. Behind him, the sound of hissing water was obvious. “How did you get… nevermind. What the holy frak do you need? And this better be good.”

	“Is Ethan with you?”

	“Does it sound like he’s with me?”

	“Do you know where he went after you met with him this morning?” she asked.

	“I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” he snarled.” I haven’t seen Walker in person since we left Barrenhold.”

	“Captain Jetaar, this is Nuko Takata. Respectfully sir, you commed the Dawn this morning to ask him to meet you. He and one of our telepaths doored over to Tortuga within ten minutes.”

	The water shut off behind him. “I did not comm with you. I would have hit Walker directly.”

	“If it wasn’t you, then we have a problem,” Ammo said, glancing at the display where Kaycee was nodding vigorously.

	Jetaar made a low growling sound. “I’ll have Tanis start a search, but he’s probably sleeping it off somewhere and just shut off his comm.”

	“That doesn’t explain your comm—”

	“The one that didn’t happen. Yah, and that’s the only reason we’re still talking.”

	“We can send over a couple telepaths to help,” Ammo offered.

	“You search your own base, and we’ll take care of ours. There are a lot of places in Tortuga where somebody might have no signal.” He cut the comm from his end without warning.

	He’s scared of something, Ammo thought, turning to face the screen where Kaycee was studying her.

	“I have to stay with the chancellor, but I asked Sully to report to you. He’ll explain what he just told me.”

	“Thanks. Let’s keep each other updated,” Ammo said as the scientist appeared on the door platform.

	“I don’t feel Ethan in NuProvidence or Tortuga,” he said, even before he had taken his first step toward the command area.

	“Could he be stunned?” she asked.

	He shook his head. “Drugged, maybe, but even a punch pistol leaves a residual awareness.”

	“So, he’s drugged, dead, or not in your telepathic range,” Nuko summarized.

	“On the good side, I do feel Ro,” Sully offered with a shrug. “He feels like he has been stunned, but he might also be injured. I feel a lot of pain coming from him.”

	“That’s good news?” Nuko asked. She was suddenly on her feet and orbiting the end of the table like she was looking for a trajectory to launch.

	“It means they didn’t use lethal force on him,” Quinn said as he came through another door behind Sully. “No guns, means the Cap’n might still be alive, too.”

	Ammo knew it was a weak argument, but any hope was better than the alternative.

	 


Chapter Four

	Within ten minutes, everything in NuProvidence had shut down as word spread that Ethan and Ro were missing. And within another twenty, every cubic meter of the base had been physically searched.

	It hadn’t been necessary, since every jumpdoor system in the Archive was under Emtoo’s direct control, and the only other ones were on the Dawn and the Wraith, which sat unpowered in a hangar waiting to launch for the first time.

	That made it impossible that either Ethan or Ro had returned from Tortuga.

	Everyone knew it, and the pent-up frustration hung like a malevolence in the air of NuProvidence. But nowhere was that presence stronger than on the Command Bridge, where the entire inner circle had gathered. Only Kaycee was absent, although there wouldn’t have been room for her, even if she had shown up.

	Ammo sat at the end of the table staring up at the ships above Tortuga. Several of them had left since they’d discovered Ethan was missing, but every telepath in NuProvidence had made certain that he was not aboard. Not a single crewmember, on any ship, was left unscanned. And no one had any knowledge of their missing people.

	But there were still three ships that had departed between the time when they went missing and anyone had realized there was a problem. The farthest any of them had traveled put them thirty hours before they got beyond the Archive’s sensors. They still had time before they had to worry, but it was hard to wait on Jetaar’s people to confirm that Ethan wasn’t in Tortuga.

	Before everyone had descended on the Command Bridge, Ammo had commed Jetaar again to discuss going after the three ships, just to be sure. He had laid out, in no indecisive terms, and with ample expletives, that if they tried to search those ships, they would end all hope of keeping any allies against the Eastern Alliance.

	So, she’d agreed to wait, but her patience was reaching its limit. “How long would it take to get the Dawn back into the black?” she asked, suddenly swiveling her seat to face where Rene orbited near the jumpdoor riser.

	“To chase down those ships?” He swung a hand wildly toward the sensor dome. “Maybe never. I don’t know if she’ll ever fly again.”

	He was being melodramatic, and she knew it, but his emotions were as frayed as everyone else’s.

	“What about the Wraith?” Nuko asked, stopping him from going on.

	“Six to eight hours if we move Olly’s core over.” He paused, tilting his head like he was listening to some inner voice. “Maybe less,” he added, finally.

	“Would it be able to run them down?” she pressed.

	“Easily,” he said, nodding. “At least in theory, but it is an untrialed design.”

	“Nothing like trial by fire,” Quinn said. “I volunteer to crew.” Angel’s face showed that she was with him.

	“The problem is, we don’t know who we’re chasing, and it wasn’t designed to be a brawler,” Rene said.

	“Maybe it would be advisable to start prepping it to fly,” Ammo said. “That way—”

	“Tanis found a body,” Sully interrupted. Silence crashed over everyone as they waited for him to continue.

	“Is it…” Ammo swallowed hard but couldn’t finish the sentence.

	“Confirmed, but it doesn’t appear to be him,” Emtoo announced. “Tanis Magabi just called for security and is currently telling Captain Jetaar that it looks like there was a firefight.”

	“Where are they?” Ammo asked, jumping up and launching herself toward the door platform.

	As quick as she was, Quinn and Angel both got there before her.

	“The incident occurred on a catwalk above a solid waste recycler vat in Tortuga’s main treatment facility,” Emtoo said. “There are at least six individuals on site and space is limited.”

	“Just get us as close as you can,” Angel said. “We’ll try not to shove anybody into the stew pot.”

	An instant later a jumpdoor opened, and a wave of hot sulfur washed over them.

	“Holy frak! It smells like an elephant fart.” Quinn hissed.

	“I don’t even know what that means,” Ammo gasped. “And I’m sure I don’t want to either.”

	Blinking several times, he shook his head and stepped through the door. Angel followed him a second later. Realizing it wasn’t going to get better, Ammo sucked in one last breath of the marginally toxic air on their side of the door and forced herself forward.

	Emtoo had been right. The catwalk was crowded, but that gave them a moment to survey the terrain of the deck. The grated walkway ran from what looked like a rover hanger, across over a half dozen open-top vats, and disappeared through several human-sized doors on the opposite wall. The catwalk itself was two meters wide with handrails on both sides.

	Quinn had leaned out over one railing and was looking down at the piping below. “Careful,” Angel warned, thumping him hard enough on the back that the entire walkway swung underneath them.

	“Easy, mon!” Tanis barked. “The railings be old, true beans.” He seemed only mildly surprised to see them.

	Jetaar, on the other hand, seemed more than a little burnt. “How is it you people have your nose in my shit even before I know where it’s piled?”

	“Lucky, I guess,” Angel said.

	“What happened here?” Ammo asked, shooting Angel her best, stow your mouth glare and hoping Jetaar would focus on her instead of shooting the handler dead.

	It looked like a fair wager either way.

	“A maintenance worker got shot and one is missing,” he said, pointing down at the body. “Nothing says this has to do with Walker.”

	“Nothing says it doesn’t either,” Angel said, obviously ignoring Ammo’s warning.

	“She’s right,” Ammo said with a shrug. “Since we’re here, do you mind if we look around?”

	He shook his head. “Since when do you care? Just don’t get in the way.”

	In fact, Quinn had already gotten himself in the way by walking up and kneeling to look at the dead worker. “It wasn’t a fight. He was shot because he was a witness.”

	“Why so, mon?” Tanis asked.

	“He was already down when they shot him,” he said, rolling the body up to show where the bullet had exited the shoulder and torn through the catwalk grating. “He was probably already unconscious, too. His eyes were closed when he died.”

	Standing up, he stepped over the corpse and back to the railing. Leaning out again, he was careful not to touch the handrail itself. “It’s bent here and here,” he said, pointing at two spots where the rail was clearly bowed out and down.

	“Maybe he fought with them,” one of the security team suggested.

	Quinn shrugged and then shook his head. “Nah, I think they chucked a couple bodies over the side.”

	“Only one. Crews here work in deuces, yah,” Tanis said.

	“That was going to be my next question.” Leaning dangerously far over the edge, he glanced back at the body. “Crews down here all wear the same color coverall?”

	“True beans. Shitmuckle brown fits, no?”

	“Then we’ve got somebody else down there,” Quinn said, swinging his legs over the rail and dropping eight meters to land on a connecting feed line between two of the vats. From there, he scrambled down a tangle of piping to the main floor.

	Ammo’s earpiece chirped as she watched Angel launch herself down to the pipes below. Quinn had already disappeared into the maze of hardware. Her earpiece chirped again. “Yah, go,” she said.

	It was Sully. “Ro is semi-conscious and thinks somebody is close to him. He can’t focus enough to tell.”

	“Standby,” she said, muting the comm. Leaning out, she could still see Angel on the top of the feed line. “Sully says it might be Ro,” she hollered down.

	Angel glanced up. “I can see him, maybe. He’s wedged in there tight.” She looked down and back up. “Anybody know if he was wearing red?”

	Ammo cut back into the comm. “Anybody know if Ro was wearing red?” She could hear Sully ask and then he came back with, “Shayne says he was. With tan boots.”

	“Then I think we found him,” she said, gesturing affirmatively to Angel.

	“Should we send help?”

	Glancing over at Jetaar, she realized he was at the end of his tolerance. “The atmosphere stinks enough already. Standby for now.”

	“Understood,” he said. Then she heard his thought when he added, Completely.

	Looking back over the railing, she saw that Quinn had reappeared. “I can see his arm, but I can’t get to him. It’s way too tight.” He’d stripped his coverall down to the waist and red welts covered his skin.

	“Will I fit?” Angel asked. She’d obviously been trying to get to him from the top and was laying on the feed line with both arms jammed into a gap.

	“Not even close,” he said.

	“Can do a pipe crew but need to drain the vats. Two hours, maybe four,” Tanis said, tapping into his comm to call for help.

	Realizing what she had to do, Ammo flipped herself over the side, bounced once off the feed line, and landed on the hard polycon floor with a graceful roll back to her feet.

	“Showing off for the audience,” Quinn said with a chuckle.

	She winked but said, “Nah, just not willing to sit on my thumbs while they take four hours to cut their way through the shit.”

	“Literally,” he said as another wave of elephant flatulence wafted over them.

	“So where is he?” she asked, looking at the tangle of pipes. It was amazing Quinn had threaded himself into it at all.

	“All the way back against the vat. There’s a lateral branch that tees off the main feed.”

	She shook her head, pulling her body up and into the gap he indicated. “Just point.”

	“He’s wedged about two meters past the crosswise heater line. You can’t miss that. It’ll burn your ass off if you can get under it,” he explained. “That’s as far as I could get.”

	“Other side of the hot pipe. Got it,” she said, sliding forward until her fingertips grazed a smooth surface. It had to be twice as hot as anything else around it.

	Rolling over and twisting her neck to get a better view, she realized why that was as far as Quinn could go. The heater line perfectly bisected the area, leaving barely more than thirty centimeters between it and the pipes supporting her. She could see where he’d tried to bend the line upward to squeeze through.

	Glancing down at the front of her jumpsuit, she realized there were at least a couple of parts of her that were not going to clear either. Fortunately, they were squishy enough not to keep her from fitting.

	Beyond that one obstacle, the area seemed to open enough that she’d be able to reach to where she could see Ro’s hand hanging down. “I’m at the pipe,” she hollered toward her feet. She hadn’t noticed that Quinn had crawled in behind her.

	“I’m just here to pull you out if you get stuck,” he said.

	She nodded, shoving against his arms with her legs to drive her upper body under the scalding heater line. Gritting her teeth, she swore as the pipe scorched her squishy bits on the way by. But she was right. They didn’t keep her from fitting. The rest of her eased through without an issue.

	She rolled over and up onto her hands and knees to crawl the last two meters. Reaching out, she touched his hand, hoping to link telepathically. Instead, a wave of panic and pain washed over her.

	Ammo’s earpiece chirped again. “He knows you’re touching him, but he is unconscious,” Sully said.

	“Yah, he’s wedged in there so tight it’s a miracle he’s breathing,” she confirmed. “His entire upper body is pinned between the vat and a main feed line.”

	“Would it be possible to door him out?” Emtoo suggested, cutting in on the comm.

	“Not unless you want to take out the side of a sewage tank and at least one high pressure pipe,” she said. “We need to get him unstuck first. Standby though, a door still might be our only option.”

	“Understood,” Emtoo agreed, returning the comm to Sully.

	“I’ll stay on the channel to keep you updated if he floats back into awareness,” he said.

	“Tanis says they’re draining the vat. Ten minutes until it’s empty,” Quinn hollered.

	The sound from through the wall had changed, but she hadn’t noticed until he said something. “What do you think this is made of?” she asked, thumping the surface with her fist.

	“Fiber reinforced plasteel,” he said. “Looks like a half megaliter farm tank to me.”

	“Can we bend it?” She pushed herself up until her shoulders were wedged into place and braced her feet against a fitting. She heaved against it and although she could hear it creak, it didn’t feel like it moved.

	He shook his head. “You got to let them get it drained before it’ll flex. You’re trying to shove all that shit in the tank out of the way, too.”

	“But once it gets below here, then maybe?”

	“Yah, but I don’t know if you’ve got the squirrels to swing it alone,” he said.

	“Quinn honey, I need you to speak English and not talk to me about farm animals, unless you have some squirrels you can loan me.”

	“They’re not farm animals but…” his voice trailed off. Holding up a finger, he started scooting away.

	“Did you do something to try to move him?” Sully asked. “He feels like he’s going hypoxic.”

	“I don’t think so,” she said, reaching for his hand again. This time there was no panic or pain, just a numb tingling. “He feels different to me, too.”

	“He feels like he’s shutting off. Do we need to get him with a door?”

	She was about to tell him yes, when Quinn nudged her foot with a section of pipe.

	“See if you can wedge this in beside him and pry the tank back,” he said. “Angel is on top with another one.”

	She took the pipe and slid it into place. Twisting around, she braced both feet against the vat and pulled. The side creaked loudly this time and she felt it give way, but only slightly. It was enough that Ro’s hand moved, and she could hear him gasp. Leaning forward, she got a better grip on the pipe and threw her entire body into pulling.

	“Now!” Quinn bellowed.

	From above she heard Angel roar as the wall folded back with a tearing crack and Ro dropped onto the pipes beside her feet.

	Fortunately, Emtoo was paying attention and opened a jumpdoor before the ragged tear they made in the side of the tank buried them alive.

	Having to clean 3,000 liters of sewage out of the medical center was a small cost to pay.

	All things considered.

	 


Chapter Five

	After Kaycee had certified her as decontaminated and released her from medical, Ammo had still spent almost an hour in her sonic shower before she felt clean enough to be out in public.

	Barely.

	The entire event had left her with a mood that matched the foul odor that lingered in the back of her sinuses.

	Now, standing at the end of the Command Bridge waiting for Jetaar and Tanis to arrive, she chewed down the acid that had built in her belly like a fire. It was only made worse by the fact that the pirate captain had twice refused her invitation to talk regarding the three ships that might have taken Ethan. She’d wanted to do this the straight way, but he’d left her no choice other than to send a personal message to him, in the form of Quinn and Angel with orders to escort him to a meeting.

	“Jetaar is considering violence,” Sully announced. “And he is armed.”

	“Do you really think he’d do that?” Nuko asked, swinging her eyes back and forth between the telepath and Ammo.

	“Not yet, but he could be pushed to it,” Ammo said.

	Sully nodded. “They’re bringing Tanis too, and he tends to be a moderating influence.”

	“Tanis is also fiercely loyal to Jetaar, so a lot will depend on how the conversation goes,” Jefferson added.

	Ammo nodded, uncrossing her arms and trying to strike a more casual pose. She’d already cleared the Command Bridge of anyone not essential to the discussion in the hope of keeping the conversation focused on what they needed to know.

	It would have been so much easier if Jetaar had just come when she asked politely.

	“I am about to open the jumpdoor,” Emtoo announced.

	A second later, a visibly outraged Jetaar barreled onto the platform. “How dare you…” His thoughts ground to a stumbling halt as he took in their surroundings. “Where the hell are we?”

	“Welcome to the Command Bridge, Captain Jetaar,” Ammo said, setting her tone to friendly by choice. She gestured for him to take the seat beside where she stood at the end of the table.

	He stepped off the platform carefully, but by the time he reached where she was waiting, he was back to a boiling rage. “You do not have the right—”

	“What I do not have is the time to waste waiting for protocol, when whoever took Ethan is getting away.” Ammo pointed again at the empty chairs to her right as she took the one at the end of the table.

	“You don’t know that he’s been taken,” he said, standing for several seconds before he dropped into the further of the two seats she’d offered. Tanis took the closer one.

	“Actually, we do,” Ammo said. “Ro was not with Ethan when they grabbed him. He was a few minutes late and was able to scan them before he got dumped in the recycler.”

	“He said you will find your other worker in the bottom of the vat he was pinned against,” Sully added.

	“Yah, mon,” Tanis said. “The grinder got him. Was a mess for real.”

	“If he scanned them, he knows who has him,” Jetaar said.

	“All he got was ‘the boss’ but almost all crews use that for their captains,” Ammo said.

	“Ain’t been an EA crew in Tortuga in months,” Tanis offered, looking at Jetaar and shrugging.

	“Nobody said there was,” Ammo agreed, “but there’s a lot of credits hanging on Ethan’s head. Maybe enough to turn a friendly?”

	“Any pirate that would take Coalition bounty wouldn’t survive a week on this side of the black.” Jetaar shook his head in disgust.

	“What about Constantine?”

	“Not even him,” Tanis said.

	Ammo sighed and pushed her hands against the table edge firmly. “Alright. We know the EA put a price on Ethan. Enough to buy a small planet. I also know that you know it too.”

	Jetaar shrugged. “And your point is?”

	“Fine. My point is you’re being evasive. Why?”

	Tanis grabbed Jetaar’s arm and anchored him to the table. “Are you implying something?” he asked, his patois vanishing as his anger visibly rose.

	“Not at all,” Jefferson offered, correctly reading that Ammo was close to doing more than implying. “What we’re trying to do is determine which of the three captains who had the opportunity, would have been willing to take him.”

	Jetaar sat stone still, but Tanis let go of his arm. “Which ships they be?”

	Nuko slid three thinpads across the table with her fingertip. “They all left before we knew he was missing and after you… er… somebody pretending to be you… summoned Ethan to Tortuga.”

	“After we knew he was gone, we scanned every other ship and crew for him,” Ammo added.

	“You scanned them?” Jetaar asked, glaring at Sully.

	“Yes,” he admitted. “We had to be sure.”

	Tanis spread the thinpads out to look at them. “Not thinking it be any of them. They are all friendly.”

	“We thought that might be the case,” Ammo said. “The crew that took him knew the door code to the recycler deck. Had to be someone with them who’d worked in Tortuga before.”

	“Or the door was broken,” Jetaar suggested.

	Sully shook his head. “Ro had to get the code from one of them to get through the door.”

	Jetaar glanced down at the thinpads, his eyes lingering briefly on one of the ships. “You’re asking me to give over one oath for the sake of another,” he said finally.

	Ammo leaned back in her chair and let out a long slow breath. “Right now, Ethan is the fulcrum of the situation here. If X has Ethan, it won’t change whether he comes for the Archive or not. What it will do is give him what he needs to get inside.”

	Tanis nodded. “Is true beans.”

	Jetaar stood up and turned away from the table. “You tell them,” he said as he walked toward the platform in silence. Emtoo opened the jumpdoor to Tortuga and closed it behind him.

	After several seconds, Tanis slid the thinpad that Jetaar had focused on away from the others. “The Insidious is the one you want. Audra Vero be more twisty than a bag of vipers, nojo?”

	“That’s the ship that just jumped up on tall legs,” Nuko said, pointing up at the sensor dome.

	“Assumed she’d cleared the sensors, I’d wager,” he said.” Her engineer used to live in Tortuga. Worked in the recyclers.”

	“And somehow Jetaar has an oath with this Captain?” Jefferson asked.

	“Yah, you could call it that.” He looked down at the back of his hands and chewed on his lower lip for almost a minute before he went on. “Audra Vero is his other wife.”

	Ammo looked at Sully, who nodded confirmation.

	“After STI erased most of the captain’s brain, he had no memories of his first marriage, but he had a burning hole inside. She filled it for him.” He paused again. “More to it than that, but it’s still real for him.”

	He pushed back from the table too. “One more thing you need to cogitate hard over. That oath you hung in Captain Jetaar’s face was to Walker. Fair odds that he’s weighing whether it extends to the rest of you right about now.”

	Standing, he turned his attention to Jefferson. “You and I be good,” he said, “but maybe it would be smart for the rest of you all to walk gentle if you want to keep things cozy between us. Nojo.”

	Jefferson stood and locked forearms with Tanis. It was a handshake Ammo had seen between pirates who shared a deeper bond, and she was not surprised the two of them had reached that point. It was probably fortunate that they had.

	After he cleared the jumpdoor, Angel and Quinn took the seats their visitors had vacated at the table. “That’s a plot twist,” Angel said.

	“But it does explain why Jetaar’s been acting like a bag of chapped assholes,” Quinn added.

	“I wonder if he knew beforehand?” Nuko asked. “If he did…”

	Sully shook his head. “No. He didn’t suspect until Tanis told him about the situation in the recycler. At that point he almost went after her himself.”

	“Why didn’t he?” she asked.

	“Because he didn’t think he could take her.”

	Angel growled. “I won’t hesitate.” Beside her Quinn nodded slowly.

	“That’s not what I meant,” Sully said. “He didn’t think the Jack Sparrow could take her ship down.”

	“And you want to go after her with a scout ship?” Jefferson’s doubt was clear in his tone.

	Nuko shrugged. “Like Ethan says, ‘you work with what you got’.”

	“I’ve never heard him say that,” Ammo challenged, even though she knew it was exactly how he operated.

	Hopefully, they’d have enough to work with when the time came to get it done.
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