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Chapter One

	The warm October wind blew through the trees, rustling the leaves of the windbreak behind the mech-barn. An early morning squall had just washed the air, and everything felt alive with the smell of growing things.

	Conner Primm stood in the open garage door watching the breeze roll across the green and gold of the fields. He’d been working on one of the planter-mechs when the change in the air caught his attention.

	This summer had been tough, with so little rain that they’d had to irrigate the fields with water from the Ossipee Recycler Station. Fortunately, the corn was starting to tassel, and the soy wasn’t far behind. Another month and they’d begin pulling them in. Harvest should be good this year despite the bad start, but they were still running the air controllers in the growing sheds because it was too warm for the winter crops to go out. Next year might not be so kind.

	Shrugging, he turned to go back to work when a flash of light above the south field caught his eye. Squinting against the bright sun, he could just pick out three green and blue landers of the GeoEngineering Commission. They were hanging over the corn like luminous dragonflies.

	“What the hell are they doing back?” he grumbled, tossing the wrench he held into the tool caddy and wiping his hands with the rag hanging from its handle.

	“They?” Ishanna asked, glancing up from the massive farm-bot she was working on. She’d been replacing an actuator control box on the harvester and was wearing an augment arm over her shoulder. It continued to work autonomously while she looked in his direction.

	“GEC flyers over the field,” he said, tilting his head.

	“I don’t know, Pops,” she said. “They took the quarterly samples already, didn’t they?”

	He nodded. “The GEC scientists got the air and soil readings last week. They never come around for a second sample, so it has to be something else.”

	“What are they doing?” She climbed off the bot’s processor housing and bounced down beside him.

	“Don’t know,” he said, “but there are three of them. Seems a bit off to me.”

	She nodded, blinking her eyes several times before she shook her head. She had shined eyes, and he could tell she was ratcheting up her focus to take a better look. “Yah, something stinks. Those don’t look like Commission boats,” she said. “Right colors, but they look more like… enforcement gunners.”

	“What would enforcement want out here?” The corners of his mouth fell into a frown. “We’re not growing pharma.”

	His comm chirped, and he snatched it out of his pocket without taking his eyes off the aircraft.

	“Thaddeus are you still in the barn?” Thaddeus? Nobody called him that since he was a welp, especially not his wife. The only time she’d ever called him by his given name was on the day they got married. And not since. He hated it and she knew it.

	Ishanna shot him a sidewise eyeball and stepped back like she expected him to explode.

	If it hadn’t been so odd, he might have. Instead, he drew in a heavy breath and let it out.

	“Yah, Bernice,” he said, also using her given name. “What’s swinging?”

	He pointed at the equipment crib and then back at the flyers. Get the guns.

	She nodded, dashing for the tool room where they kept their arsenal in a locked cabinet.

	“If Ish is still with you, I need you both up to the house,” she said. “Make feet.”

	“Is a problem?” he asked as his daughter reappeared and tossed him a stunner and a pistol. He slipped them into his belt and untucked his flannel shirt to keep them out of sight.

	“Not yet, Thaddeus,” she said, leaning on his name to reinforce the fact that it was indeed a problem. “We’ve got some guests and they want to talk to you.”

	“GEC?”

	“From the smell of it I don’t think so, but I’ll let them explain the stink when you get here.”

	“On my way,” he said, punching out of the comm and flinging it onto the workbench in frustration.

	“What’s the plan?” Ish asked. She held a pistol in her augment arm and had a stunner rifle in her left hand.

	He sighed, glaring out at the flyers, and shaking his head. “No plan. You go in the backdoor, and I’ll take the front. If it all goes well, we’ll meet somewhere in the middle.”

	“What do you think’s going on?”

	“No clue, but if I read what she said right, at least one of them is a plusser.”

	“Well at least that might make it a fair fight,” she said, winking as she took off for the path that led to the back of the house.

	He watched after her until she disappeared into the trees. She’s just like her brother, always chasing after trouble, he thought, turning, and heading up the hill toward the front porch.

	But some days, trouble came looking for her.

	 


Chapter Two

	Ethan Walker had an apartment in NuProvidence, but most nights he still slept in his quarters on the Olympus Dawn. Although the community might be where he lived officially, it was the ship that he still considered home. He’d spent the last eight years on its decks, and even though he had another residence now, he had no other place he wanted to be.

	He was comfortable there, and the air was a lot less polluted with the pheromone fog that overwhelmed most of their main dome. Even the Takhu based life support technology had trouble removing the problem. In the open air, plussers were bad enough, but inside a sealed colony it was enough to drive him to the edge of distraction.

	Ammo frequently joined him on the Dawn, and occasionally they shared his room. When they did, that was distracting, but comfortable, too. Often though, she stayed on the ship to just be around if he wanted company.

	Ethan oversaw almost everything they were doing in NuProvidence and in unearthing the ancient technologies of the Shan Takhu Archive. He’d finally accepted that in order to keep track of their progress, he had to have an office, complete with a secretary and staff.

	This morning, as Ammo walked in with him from where the Dawn sat in the hangar, the realization that his world was profoundly different overwhelmed him again. It all felt more than a little surreal.

	“Do you think Jetaar feels like this?” he asked.

	“What?” He’d broadsided her with his disconnected thought.

	“Brendan Pierce was an engineer. Now he’s the Dread Pirate Jetaar, and the governor of Tortuga. How the hell did he adjust?”

	She shrugged. “I never thought about it. I guess it just happened.”

	He nodded, walking several steps in silence. “I didn’t expect to be doing this.”

	“I’m sure nobody ever does. It falls on them like a bag of boulders,” she said, slowing down as they approached the door to the private dining room in the admin building.

	They were on their way to his morning briefing. He preferred to talk over breakfast. In his mind, it made the whole ordeal of being in charge a little less formal.

	He let out a slow hissing sigh. “I don’t want these rocks on me. I’m just a freighter captain.”

	She shook her head. “No. The truth is, you’re not a freighter captain anymore. You just need to accept that.”

	He stopped, looking down at the floor. “The problem is, I don’t know what the hell I am.”

	“You’re the leader of our little rebellion,” she said.

	He snorted. “I’m not rebelling. I’m just trying to save people who need saving.”

	“Really? You want to call yourself Savior?” She winked and shook her head. “Rebel Leader sounds a bit less pretentious, don’t you think?”

	He made an obscene gesture as the door disappeared, and he followed her through.

	“Aren’t you in fine form this morning?” Rene said, glancing over and catching the display of fingers he’d aimed at Ammo. The engineer stood beside the buffet table, filling his plate with bacon and grits. He had become a fan of breakfast and he seldom missed a chance to attend the morning briefings since Quinn still tried to cook breakfast, at least for the crew.

	“Keep your opinions to yourself, Mister Pascale.” Ethan launched an assault level scowl in his direction before he shook it off and dropped into his place at the end of the table. He wasn’t particularly hungry, but the coffee smelled good.

	Ammo slid a cup in front of him and smiled. “We were just discussing Ethan’s role in the universe,” she said.

	“Ah. Fearless Leader?”

	“He was thinking Savior,” she said, leaning back to stay out of reach as he swung a hand halfheartedly in her direction.

	“Some people might be inclined—”

	“Shut up, Sully,” Ethan said, shaking his head and extending the reach of his glare in the scientist’s direction.

	Sullivan O’Neil ran the science portion of their community, while Rene oversaw the engineering, and Jefferson Cordwain managed the government.

	Ultimately, though, everyone still reported to Ethan.

	That meant he spent most of his time in meetings or scanning over the various reports and trying to keep up with the monumental progress that was going on as they dug through the resources of the Archive. 

	He was a lot better student now than before his inadvertent augmentation rewired his brain, but he still hated it. He’d have been just as happy getting out in the black and leaving them to their projects.

	Though he knew there were things he had to focus on before he could do that.

	They were working on applying the newly discovered Takhu technologies, and the Olympus Dawn had become the test chassis for most of them.

	That meant that although they’d patched the ship back together and it was space worthy, they needed to get the rest of their planned upgrades operating before they made a run to collect another group of plussers.

	“Where’s Jefferson?” Ammo asked.

	“The Magistrate is down in the Tacra Control room,” Emtoo said, as its holographic body walked in through the door. Its projected image was visually indistinguishable from an actual woman, and it was disturbing how real it looked. Most of them accepted the AA’s avatar as a person.

	Emtoo worked hard to support that illusion, from walking into a room rather than appearing, to strolling over to the buffet table and looking at the food before declining and walking away.

	As far as Ethan knew, photons had no need to eat, and he imagined it was a game the AA played with the real humans. Although if he’d asked, Emtoo probably would have claimed it served some logical purpose.

	“What’s Jefferson doing down there?” he asked, leaning back in his chair, and swiveling to face the AA.

	“We are tracking a small fleet inbound,” she said. “He is monitoring the situation but will join us shortly.”

	“I assume it isn’t Jetaar’s ships?” Ammo asked.

	“It does not appear to be,” Emtoo said. “There are five ships. Three appear to be modified freighters, but two are of an unknown configuration.”

	“They aren’t FleetCom are they?”

	“Unlikely,” the AA said. “They are running without transponders, and their coil wakes appear to be similar to Captain Jetaar’s design. We can assume he has distributed his coil architecture throughout the Commonwealth.”

	“Can we tell anything about them?” Ethan asked.

	Emtoo shook her head. “They are still over a parsec from the threshold. The reason we detected them is that we are using the Archive’s sensors.”

	“Alright keep me posted on that,” he said, swinging back toward the table. A huge plate of food had appeared in front of him and he glanced over at Quinn.

	The handler was scanning the ceiling panels in an affectation of innocence.

	“What’s this?”

	“Fuel,” he said. “Momma always told me you can’t think when your tanks are empty.”

	“Who am I to argue with Momma,” Ethan said, shaking his head but picking up a fork and poking a strip of bacon. Nobody could resist Quinn’s bacon.

	“What’s on the agenda?” he asked, turning toward Rene who was well into his food already.

	“Marti’s new body will be ready today,” he said, checking the Chrono on the thinpad beside his plate. “Within the hour, in fact.”

	“Why has it taken so long?” Ammo asked.

	“It was a lot more complex getting the outer shell powered up than we expected,” he said. “It’s not just a Takhu plate armored casing, it also has fully integrated projection capability and sensory input.”

	“What?”

	“It’s a bi-directional neural net that incorporates the ability to project an outer skin surface in whatever manner she wants,” he explained. “She can holographically project an image of skin over her entire body. Or a face. Or whatever else she wants. Basically, her shell will look as human as Emtoo if she wants, but because it’s made of Takhu plate, she can interact with her environment.”

	“Most of the holdup was because it takes a lot of power to do that,” Sully said. “We had to get the Quantum Inertial Conversion system working first.”

	“What’s that?” Ammo asked.

	“It’s like a quantum windmill,” Ethan said, grinning. “It converts some of the inertial energy from electron motion to usable power the same way a windmill converts mechanical wind energy to electricity.”

	Rene blinked in surprise at Ethan’s succinct explanation.

	“I do read everything you send me,” he said. “What should scare you is that I understand some of it.”

	“The QIC is the big breakthrough of the last month,” Sully said. “It’s easy to fabricate and we can scale it up or down to almost any size we need. The one in Marti’s body is the biggest we’ve built so far, but we’re putting them in almost all of our new toys.”

	“So how much power does Marti use?”

	“Almost half of what the backup antimatter reactor on the Dawn produces,” Rene said.

	Ethan let out a slow whistle and shook his head. “These Takhu technologies are power hungry monsters, aren’t they?”

	“When you can harness a black hole as the backbone of your power supplies, you don’t worry much about energy usage. To them the biggest challenge was getting the power where they needed it,” Sully said.

	“That’s still our problem, too,” Rene said. “Until we can crack the coding of the Broadcast Power System, we’re—”

	“Excuse me,” Emtoo interrupted, stepping up beside Ethan and leaning forward to whisper in his ear. Somehow her voice seemed to focus right where her projected avatar’s mouth was. Only he could hear her. “We are receiving a comm from Tortuga. It is Captain Jetaar.”

	“Jetaar?” he asked. “Put him through.” He swung his chair to face the wall as the pirate captain appeared.

	“Walker, I need to see you here in Tortuga.”

	“I have things—”

	“You need to cancel them.” His tone made it clear that he wasn’t making a request.

	“Why?”

	“Constantine is on approach to Tortuga and he’s requested a parley.”

	Ethan shook his head, glancing at Emtoo with a raised eyebrow.

	“A formal meeting. Usually considered a negotiation of truce or surrender,” it supplied.

	“It’s in the bylaws of the Commonwealth,” Jetaar said, nodding. “He wants to talk terms.”

	“Terms?”

	“Yah. He says he’s ready to start a war.”

	“With us?” Ethan knew there was a possibility that Constantine was planning to leave the Commonwealth. Jefferson had been keeping him informed on the political machinations to keep the Eastern Alliance from withdrawing, but leaving was a damn sight different than starting a war. Especially one where they had nothing to gain.

	“He said that was dependent upon us accepting his terms.”

	“He’s only bringing five ships,” Ethan said. “I was just told that we’ve been tracking them for a while.”

	“If you say so, but we can’t detect them yet,” Jetaar said, his eyes flashing as he swallowed his frustration. The fact that NuProvidence was sharing only some of their technology was a sore spot between the two leaders. “But he hasn’t said what he’s doing, just that he’ll be here in under two hours and he expects to meet.”

	“He wants me there?”

	“He didn’t say specifically, but you’re his primary pain point, so I think it’s important you’re on deck.”

	“Two hours… fine. I’ll be there.” He had Emtoo cut the comm, and he turned back to face the table. “Pass the word to Jefferson that I want him to attend this meeting with me.”

	“I think you need to take some physical protection too,” Ammo said.

	“You think he’s planning to settle the score in a physical way?”

	“Traditionally to parley was to lay down arms and talk under a flag of truce,” Emtoo said. “The Commonwealth charter does require a mutual guarantee of non-aggression.”

	“You think that matters a pile of recycler biscuits to Captain X?” she challenged.

	“Probably not,” he said, shrugging.

	“Then take some protection.”

	 


Chapter Three

	A cone of light illuminated three chairs in the center of the meeting hall. Ethan sat in one while Jetaar paced around the edge of the lit area. It was obvious he knew something about Captain Constantine’s purpose, that he wasn’t willing to share. That made Ethan more than a bit nervous, but he sat still and stared at his hands while they waited for the third captain to arrive.

	Tanis Magabi and Jefferson sat in chairs just outside the light and according to the terms of the parley were the only other ones allowed in the room. Each of them could bring one witness to the meeting, and none of them were allowed to carry sidearms. The rules of conduct were a fundamental part of the peacekeeping policies of the Commonwealth.

	“Walker, you’re lucky I don’t shoot you where you sit,” Captain Constantine’s voice rumbled out of the dark. “My business isn’t with you, it’s with Jetaar.”

	His prosthetic red eye caught a flash of light as he stepped forward and stood behind his chair. He was bigger than Ethan remembered, even though he had a few less centimeters where it counted, courtesy of their last encounter.

	He was still an imposing brute of flesh, though fortunately the holster strapped to his leg was empty. At least outwardly his words were a bluff, but nothing said he wasn’t concealing something deadly enough to do the job. Knuckles might have counted.

	“If it deals with Walker, he should be here,” Jetaar said, walking up and standing behind his own seat.

	“I don’t parley with him,” he said. “He isn’t one of us and isn’t bound by our code of conduct.”

	“That’s not true. The Council of Captains accepted him.”

	Constantine shook his head. “He had us all bent over a bulkhead. None of you voted him in. You gave in to his demands. He held every one of you for ransom and if it weren’t for that, he’d never have gotten in.”

	“Look, I know you don’t like me, and the feeling is mutual, but—”

	“I’m not talking to you, Walker,” he snarled, snapping his eyes in Ethan’s direction. “You find your way to the door or I’m done here. And you can expect the trouble to commence immediately.”

	He stood to leave, but Jetaar gestured for him to sit back down.

	“What trouble?” Jetaar said.

	“I’ve got 800 troops in my ships. If you want to talk to me, you send Walker away. Otherwise we’re done, and you’ve made your choice.”

	“Are you threatening to attack Tortuga?” Jetaar said, squaring his shoulders and nodding at Tanis. The Operations Manager got up and made a quiet exit.

	“No, I’m announcing my intent to take it from you. If you want to keep talking, you send Walker out now, and we can discuss how we remove him formally from the Commonwealth. If you let him remain in that chair, I send the orders and the fighting starts.”

	“I’ll leave,” Ethan said, getting up and nodding for Jefferson to follow. As he walked away, he more than half expected a bullet in the back. Fortunately, it was dark enough in the room that he wouldn’t have been an easy target.

	“Is that the one who took Kaycee?” Jefferson asked as they cleared the door out into the hall. Tanis stood outside waiting for them.

	“Xavier Constantine. Otherwise known as Captain X,” he said. “It might’ve been easier if she’d just shot a little higher.”

	“I hate to say it, Walker mon, but you speak truth there,” Tanis said. He was leaning against the wall, but his face said his attention was on something else. Probably arming their defenses on the chance that the parley went sidewise. Glancing over his shoulder at a group of people who were standing together, he made sure Ethan caught the significance of their presence.

	Constantine’s people.

	“You don’t think he will really attack, do you?” Jefferson asked.

	“When he brought two troop carriers, we suspected he might make the threat,” Tanis said, losing his patois like he always did when he was under stress or serious about something. “You might want to make sure your own people are on alert, too.”

	Ethan nodded at Angel, who was standing several meters down the hall, and clearly listening. She tapped into her commlink and whispered orders.

	Several seconds later a jumpdoor opened at the end of the hall and a half dozen of his plusser guardians appeared. The team was for personal protection and not assault since they didn’t look tooled for a heavy fight. Of course, they were body-mods, so without gear they were a match for any of Constantine’s crew. Even at a ten to one disadvantage.

	“Do we need to bring some reinforcements over?” she offered. “We’ve got two squads on standby.”

	“If he’s only got 800, we can hold them off far enough with our defense guns that they shouldn’t be able to get anybody to ground,” Tanis said. “We’ve got more range than anything they have on their ships. The only place we’ll have any fighting is on the stanchion if he brought troops on his shuttle with him.”

	“Have you been keeping his people on his ship?” she asked. “If he was planning to attack all along, it would only take a few minor strikes on key positions to take down your defenses.”

	“Frak. Probably not,” Magabi admitted. “We’ve never denied anyone in the Commonwealth access to facilities. It’s against our freeport declaration.”

	“Do you want us to bring a telepath over to snoop their intent?” Ethan suggested.

	The Ops Manager shook his head. “I’ll just post extra security on the critical infrastructure. Power and the turrets.”

	“If you think that’s enough,” Ethan offered. It almost bothered him how casually he could consider using a telepath to pry into the mind of someone, so he understood Tanis’s resistance to the idea.

	“Maybe we should just head back to NuProvidence and wait for Captain X to leave?” Jefferson suggested. “Not tempting trouble is always a good thing.”

	“Trouble chases us with blood in her eye,” Angel said with a snort.

	“I think Captain Jetaar will expect you to be here when he’s done with the parley,” Magabi said. “Why don’t you head over to One Eye Jack’s and we’ll meet you there as soon as he’s gone back up to his fleet.”

	“It’s early for rum, don’t you think?” Jefferson asked.

	“It’s never too early in Tortuga, yah mon?” Tanis said. “I got work to be about, and it be good for you to be outta eyeball range when X strolls, is true, yah?”

	“I’ve got to agree on the idea of being gone, Boss,” Angel said, nodding toward the front door.

	Ethan nodded. “I guess I can afford to lose a few hours waiting around and killing brain cells.”

	“Parley is always fast,” Magabi said. “I don’t think I’ve seen one go more than an hour. Not ever. It’s why we put it in the code.”

	“Alright, keep me in the feed if you can,” Ethan said, nodding toward the door. His security entourage fell into place around him as he headed out.

	“Can I ask, why didn’t Kaycee shoot him?” Jefferson asked once they were outside. “I read Marti’s records of what happened, and honestly I’m surprised she didn’t.”

	“I know that if she’d asked me to do it at that moment, I would’ve ended him without a second thought, but that was purely driven by my guts.” He let out a slow sigh as they crossed the open space to the concourse that led toward the main dome. “It’s not something that I hope we ever take casually, but fortunately we haven’t faced that kind of situation again.”

	“That time might be coming,” Angel said.

	Ethan nodded. “I know. But let’s not burn that bridge until somebody else is standing on it.”

	“How do you want to handle this if he makes good on his threat?” Jefferson asked.

	“We’re not pulling up and running if that’s what you mean. I think we have to stand and fight if it comes down to it. I just don’t want to get Jetaar caught between us and X. There are a lot of innocent people here in Tortuga who don’t need to end up in the crossfire.”

	“We’ve got a lot of innocent people in NuProvidence too,” Jefferson said. “Almost a third of our people are dependents.”

	“But our defenses are a lot better than theirs,” one of the security entourage said. Ethan glanced at the woman and didn’t recognize her, but the voice was Marti’s. He shot her a puzzled expression, and she winked. 

	“The ships Constantine has in orbit don’t represent a threat to the safety of either of our bases at the moment. The problem is that once we get the Dawn back out into the black, keeping things safe here is a lot less of a sure thing.”

	“So how do you want to handle it?” he asked.

	“I think until he leaves, you need to jump back to NuProvidence and focus on getting the engineers working on standing up some active defenses,” Ethan said, crossing his arms as he thought it through. “Our dome is made of Takhu plate, so it’s stronger than anything he can throw at us. But if X tries to make a run on Tortuga, we’ll have to take him down. Hard. We can’t let him get close enough to do them any damage.”

	“And if he doesn’t?”

	“Then we leave him alone,” he said. “Unfortunately, I think no matter how well Jetaar swings this parley, there’s no way we don’t need to walk lighter when we’re out there.

	“That’s just what we need, another set of hammers pounding on us,” Angel said.

	 


Chapter Four

	The transportation center in Ossipee was small. Fortunately, it had a particular customer that it serviced regularly, and that was how she hoped they could get away.

	Teylara Primm knew something was frakked in the world. Something big. It didn’t make sense, but it was clear that she needed to keep herself and her sister below the grid. At least until they could figure out what had happened and get help.

	It didn’t help that Ish was unconscious. She’d given up on trying to revive her, and now she was dragging her along. If it was some kind of drug they’d given her, she hoped it would wear off soon. In the meantime, she’d shoved her sister into the jump seat of a huge farm crawler and strapped her into place.

	Keep moving. Don’t attract attention.

	Uncle Bob will know how to figure out what’s going on.

	If she could just get them to Cochrane Station.

	Pulling up to the gate of the transportation center, she leaned out to punch in her access code, heaving a sigh when the steel grating rolled back with a squeaking rumble. “At least that’s still working,” she said, glancing over at her sister.

	She didn’t know why she thought someone might have canceled her code, since it had been valid earlier this morning.

	Just after sunrise, she’d made a delivery of fresh produce and milk to the loading dock. That’s why she hadn’t been home when the attack came. It was lucky for her she’d been away from the farm since they left no one behind.

	When she’d gotten back, they were gone. All of them except Ish.

	Glancing at the chrono on the instrument cluster, she realized it had only been a few hours.

	She bit down on her guilt, tromping on the crawler’s accelerator, and lurching forward on its huge balloon tires. It wasn’t a glamorous way to travel, or even fast, but she knew it wouldn’t attract attention as it moved along the farm service roads and into the transportation center.

	It also would have been almost unstoppable if they’d run into trouble. Fortunately, that didn’t happen.

	All she knew was that she needed to get help. And that she didn’t dare stick her head up until family had her back.

	She’d watched the house optic files as she downloaded them to her thinpad, and knew whatever was going on had something to do with her brother. He’d gone missing over a year ago, but even though they’d heard rumors he’d resurfaced, none of them had heard from him.

	Now, it looked like someone was hunting him down.

	But she didn’t know who. Or why?

	She pulled up across from the dock and shut down the crawler. Ordinarily, the transportation center’s automated controls would have backed them up to the dock and the robot handlers would have unloaded the containers of fresh foodstuffs. However, she’d dropped off everything this morning, so the cargo bed was empty, and the sensors could tell she was empty.

	Fresh vegetables couldn’t sit on the docks for long. They’d harvested a load from the growing sheds yesterday and shipped it today. It would pack onto the service shuttle midday and be on its way to Cochrane Station before evening.

	The pressurized food supply shuttles shipped daily. All she had to do was find where the bots had pushed the containers from the farm and figure out how to get inside one of them.

	Parking the crawler out of place would run up a flag, so she hoped she could persuade the manager on duty to look the other way. It was a small town, and she knew everybody who worked the station.

	“Come on Ish,” she said, standing up in the cab and unbuckling her sister.

	“Primm-One is that you back with another load?” a voice said over the comm. Thankfully, it was friendly. If luck moved her way, maybe it was friendly enough she didn’t have to waste time explaining things.

	“Yah, it’s me,” she said. “I’ve got a favor to ask, Jass. Can you look away from your screen a few?”

	“Why? Are you naked?” he asked. He wasn’t quite her age, and she knew he favored her and her sister, although he was a little too fragile to play in their fields.

	“If you want to see my tatties all you got to do is ask, but is nojo. I need you to ignore me,” she said as she pulled her sister’s nearly lifeless body up over her shoulder. It was tight maneuvering in the crawler’s small control cabin, but she managed to get her into position to carry her with minimal banging into things. “You don’t see me, understand?”

	“You got problems, Lara?” His voice sounded serious. Jass was from another old family in the farming community, so she knew she could count on him if she asked.

	“You know me, Jass. I’m always in trouble. This time, maybe is real.”

	There was a long silence before he came back. “Damn. I’m having problems with the dock optics again. I hate it when that happens.”

	“Thanks, I owe you one,” she said. Turning around and opening the hatch.

	“You’ll owe me an explanation at least, but not over the comm,” he said. “Swing up to the control tower and let’s confer, yah?”

	“No time, I’m carrying baggage. Has the shuttle left for Cochrane One yet?” she asked.

	“You’ve got a couple hours,” he said. “Why?”

	“Where’s the load holding that I dropped this morning?”

	He paused again. “Bay three. About an hour from shoving onto the conveyor.”

	“Can you bring a two-meter roller box and meet me there?”

	“I’m not sure I’m liking how this sounds,” he said.

	“I’m sure, but meet me there and I’ll explain what I can. Please?”

	There was another long silence, and she could hear him breathing over the comm. Finally, he sighed. “Cando.”

	She turned around and climbed down the steps to the concrete apron. As she hit the ground, she shifted her sister and surveyed the trees along the edge of the transportation center. Nothing seemed out of place, but she reached back with her free hand and pulled out the stunner she had tucked into the back of her belt. She chambered a pellet and then pushed it into her front pocket where she could grab it on the run.

	Taking a deep breath, she dashed across the hundred meters of open space, relieved when she got to the stairs up onto the warehouse loading platform. The door opened as she approached, and she let out a blast of breath as the frigid air from inside slammed into her.

	Jass stood inside the door staring at her as she flopped Ish down on the top of the roller box he’d brought with him. “What the frak happened? Is she alright?”

	“I don’t know,” she said. “Someone attacked the farm and I think they drugged her, but I’m not sure.”

	“Attacked the farm? Like…” His face ratcheted through several layers of confusion as his brain refused to fit her statement into his reality. “What?

	“Yah, exactly that.” She nodded. “Someone came in and snaked the whole family. The only reason I’m not gone is because I was still on the road and they left before I got home.”

	“You need to call enforcement,” he said, staring at Ish strangely as he backed across the room toward an emergency station. Glancing up at the cabinet, he reached up like he was going to hit the call button.

	“Please Jass, don’t,” she said, slipping her hand into her pocket and grabbing the stunner in case he was determined. She didn’t pull it out, but he understood what she intended and lowered his arm.

	“I think it was Coalition Security that did it. I watched the files from the home optics, and they looked like it.”

	“What are you saying?” He shook his head.

	“I don’t know, I just need to keep below the grid until I can get out of here,” she said. “My uncle will know what to do if I can get to Cochrane.”

	“You’re thinking to stow on a shuttle?”

	“I don’t have a lot of choices if I don’t want to buy a ticket,” she said. “If it is the law, I can’t take a chance on them flagging me using chit.”

	He nodded. “The shuttle’s biosensors will spot you unless we can get you packed into a box and wrapped up in enough layers of insulation. That will also keep you from freezing to death since they ship out fresh produce at under three degrees. They pump the hold to nitrogen for storage too, so you’ll also need oxygen bottles.”

	“Frak, I never thought about that.”

	“We’ve got emergency tanks by the bay doors,” he said. “We keep them in case we have to go into a hold after load’s prepped.”

	“Can we borrow a couple?”

	“We’ve only got four, but you’ll need all of them,” he said, puffing out his cheeks as he let out a slow hissing breath. “I’ll have to explain where they disappeared to, but that should give you about twenty hours of air. As long as you don’t end up swinging somewhere, that should be plenty.”

	“What about blankets?”

	He nodded. “You two get in the box, and I’ll be right back.”

	“I owe you one,” she said.

	“You will for sure,” he said, as he dashed off to get the supplies. “I just hope we’re doing the right thing.”

	By the time he returned with the oxygen tanks and the blankets, Lara was shivering. She was wearing her work jumpsuit, and the warehouse was cold enough to make her wonder if they’d survive twenty hours at near freezing. When he wheeled up a load of blankets piled high enough to have left them no room in the box, she sighed in relief. She climbed in and sat down beside her sister while he started loading the gear in with them.

	“You’re sure you want to do this?”

	“No, but I don’t think we’ve got much of a choice,” she said.

	“What about your farm?”

	“Once we’re safely away, can you contact the co-op for me? They’ll send someone out to look after things until we get back.”

	“You think you’re coming back?” he asked. His eyes said he doubted he’d ever see them again.

	For some reason, she knew he was right.

	 


Chapter Five

	Ethan sat at a table in the back of One Eye Jack’s, waiting. Angel and Marti sat at the table with him while the rest of his security entourage had scattered around the room. If someone didn’t know who belonged in Tortuga, or who might have been part of their NuProvidence population, it would have been impossible to pick them out of the regular patronage. Most looked like thirdshifters working their way home. Or trying to avoid going home.

	It took almost two hours for Jetaar to finish the parley and Ethan was about to give up and leave when the captain appeared at the door.

	“Well, this is not going to go away,” he announced, walking up, and waving a waitress over so he could order a bottle. Ethan had been barely drinking since it was still early in his day. His first glass was still half full.

	“We knew he wanted me out,” Ethan said.

	“Yah, but I didn’t think he’d go to war to make it happen,” he said, sitting down.

	“I don’t hear the bombardment,” Angel said. Ethan shot her a glare, and she looked down at the table and swallowed the rest of what she might have been planning to say.

	Jetaar liked to keep captain’s confidence and glancing at the unknown face at the table raised a questioning eyebrow.

	Ethan nodded but didn’t bother to let him know it was Marti. “She’s good.”

	“He’s given me a month to call a session of the Council of Captains,” Jetaar said. “He’s demanding that we vote you out. After you’ve lost the support of the Commonwealth, you’re a fair target for him and anyone else who wants your skin as a trophy.”

	Ethan nodded. “And if you don’t call the session?”

	“He says he’s got eight other captains behind him and they’ll take Tortuga,” he said, glancing around to make sure none of the other patrons were close enough to overhear.

	“They can’t touch us.”

	He snorted. “Maybe they can’t touch you, but they can take me down.”

	Ethan shook his head. “We have plenty of reach. They can’t get close enough to take either of us. I can guarantee that much.”

	“What you forget is that our survival here depends on what we do out there in the black,” he said, pouring them both a tall rum. “Even if he doesn’t initially come at our bases, he can attack our operations everywhere else and starve us out. You may have a stupid fast ship, but the rest of us are still waiting for our super ships. He’ll just pick off my operations across the sector every time he finds me exposed.”

	“We’re sharing with you as soon as we—”

	“All we’ve seen from your efforts are better coils and sensors. And the coils are based off my design and the sensors aren’t even Takhu technology. They’re just a trick you learned with the antenna configuration.” He gulped down almost half of his rum and shook his head. “What we need is real firepower and something we can share with the other captains that proves we’re doing something other than screwing them over and holding out.”

	“But there’s nothing in the Archive that we’ve seen that even remotely looks like a weapon.”

	“You’ve got weapons on your ship,” he challenged.

	Ethan didn’t want to admit that he hadn’t planned to arm the Olympus Dawn until after he got back from their mission to Proxima, but it was true for the most part. “Yah, we’re working on arming the ship, but anything that’s not conventional hardware is dependent on the jumpdoors,” he said, shrugging. “The problem is those require more power than a mobile antimatter reactor can produce, and we don’t know how to build a singularity power plant of our own. So far we’ve only found one that we could cannibalize from the Archive.”

	“That’s a damned convenient excuse.”

	“It’s the truth,” he said. “As it is, every time we turn on some piece of Takhu technology, we’re on the edge of burning the grid out on the Dawn. It’s all monkeyed together, and we can’t make most of what we’ve installed work simultaneously.”

	Jetaar slammed the rest of his drink. “Here’s the problem as
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