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	FOREWORD

	by Bill McSciFi McCormick

	 

	Congratulations! You bought a book by Eric Michael Craig. Like most books you’ve bought, you expect to read it. Oh, my sweet summer child, I love your innocence. One does not read a book by Eric Michael Craig. One is grabbed by the face and slammed into a world that feels real and alien at the same time. Sure, the math maths, and the science sciences, but it’s the people he introduces you to that make it all work.

	Eric prides himself on being a hard science author, and he is. But that helm is heavy and limiting. Eric’s secret, the plastic wrap that holds it all together, is the characters. You don’t read their words, you hear them. You don’t think about their dilemmas, you feel them in your bones. You care deeply about people who don’t know you, but you truly would like to meet. 

	You may assume, when opening an Eric Michael Craig book, that the tightly written chapters will give you a chance to breathe. HA! Does being thrown off a cliff give you a chance to enjoy the breeze? No, each chapter demands you read the next, and when you run out of chapters, and close the book, you will have the sadz until you get your next one.

	 

	Bill “McSciFi” McCormick ~ Author Brittle Riders
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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.
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	Chapter One

	“At this point, it is my responsibility to say officially that Keira Smythe-Caldwell is dead.”

	The silence hung in the boardroom as everyone stared at Jefferson Cordwain while he delivered the edict. He sat stone still, reading his prepared statement into the official minutes of the Smythe Biomedical Technologies Director’s Meeting. Staring at the thinpad for several seconds, he paused and waited for his voice to return.

	“While it is my sincere hope that she is only missing, and will be found, FleetCom Investigations Division officially declared the crew of the Olympus Dawn lost yesterday afternoon, and the search for evidence into the disappearance of the ship has concluded.”

	Around the table several of the board members shifted in their seats, but no one interrupted him. It wasn’t a surprise to any of them, since they’d vanished more than a year ago, but making it formal was like burying an empty coffin. It was a symbol that it was time to lay hope to rest.

	“Therefore, effective at once, and pursuant to the instructions of Miss Smythe-Caldwell, her shares of SBT stock are to be liquidated at current market value. The proceeds from the sale of her equity position are to be placed in an irrevocable Shield Trust and held in case there are challenges to her estate at any point in the future.”

	He pushed the thinpad back and closed his eyes. He knew the next statement he had to make would be as disruptive to SBT’s future as the loss of the sole surviving heir to the company’s legacy had been.

	Clearing his throat, he reopened his eyes and looked around the table. He had known these people for more than a decade, although he had only been Chief of Operations since just after the Starlight Colony had vanished. Most of his job had been to reassure them that the company would survive, and that it was possible to recover, even from a loss as big as the ones they’d endured.

	In Kaycee’s absence, he had become the driving force of recovery for SBT, but it was time for him to step back and let someone else lead.

	“Before I close this meeting, I have one more announcement to make,” he said. “I have worked for SBT for most of my professional career. I have served as everything from legal clerk to Kaycee’s agent and guardian. Her grandfather favored me to become Operations Officer and I fulfilled even that destiny. I have been a dutiful Company Man since the first day I set foot in the lobby here. I have endured everything with, and beside, you all.” He stopped and drew in a deep breath to still the wave of swirling emotions that washed over him.

	He shook his head and cleared his throat again before he went on. “It is with an incredible sense of gratitude to this company and all of you, and with overwhelming sadness, that I feel it is time for me to move on.”

	Several of the board members gasped, and he fixed his eyes on the backs of his hands on the table in front of him rather than make eye contact and risk faltering.

	“Therefore, effective immediately, I relinquish all voting rights in Smythe Biomedical Technologies held on behalf of Miss Smythe-Caldwell and tender my resignation as Chief Operations Officer of Smythe Biomedical Technologies.”

	Jefferson pushed back in his chair and rose. “With that, I conclude this special meeting of the Directors.” He pivoted away from the table and headed through the door at the back of the board room before their shock let loose and anyone could form a rational argument against his decision.

	He had an office to clear out, and a future to figure out. And neither of those were challenges he’d ever expected to face.

	 


 

	Chapter Two

	Proxima was the largest colony in the Coalition. It was a thriving world. Growing, alive, and vibrant, much like Earth had been. The cities that lined the habitable sunset zone of the tidally locked planet were rapidly approaching overcrowded, and that was what made it the perfect place to hide. In plain sight.

	Unfortunately, hiding forever wasn’t possible. Sullivan O’Neil knew there were vigilantes who would lynch him, just because of what he was. Different.

	He also had a family to feed.

	Torn between his priorities, he was leery of taking a meeting with someone offering him a job, especially one who came at him from out of the black. He needed to do more to provide for his family since he was overqualified for the civil engineering job he held. The problem was, keeping them safe stood at odds with holding a position that suited his education. Or one that put enough food on the table.

	He’d decided to take the risk and explore the possibility, despite the danger that it could expose him to others outside his comfort zone.

	Sitting at a table in a carefully chosen diner almost fifty kilometers from home, he hoped to be just another anonymous face in the crowd, and nothing more. People like him owned the location, and that gave him a safety-line a stranger would never see. Hopefully, it would be enough to keep him safe from those looking in his direction with intent.

	He didn’t know the woman who’d approached him, but she’d checked out with several people he trusted. It wasn’t enough to make him relax, but it took the edge off his paranoia and at least allowed him to sit still while he waited for her to show up.

	Fortunately, he didn’t have long to wait.

	She was immediately recognizable from the Tri-vid comm image he’d seen, but more than anything she stood out because of what she wore. Or more correctly, because of what she didn’t wear. She was a striking woman with dark hair that hung in waves over her shoulders. She wore a thinskin and corset over a short skirt and walked with a degree of confidence that was offensive to his desire to remain unnoticed. Heads turned as she strutted across the room and took a seat in the booth with him.

	Too many heads.

	“Dr. O’Neill?” she asked, obviously knowing the answer. “I’m Tia Winslow.”

	“I recognize you,” he said, nodding. He’d done his diligence and knew it wasn’t her real name, but he didn’t let on. He glanced around the room to measure how many people were staring at them. Almost all of them.

	“I understand you’re a little uncomfortable meeting like this,” she said. “But you shouldn’t worry. I have a guardian angel keeping an eye over us.” She winked and tilted her head toward where a woman sat at a table near the back watching the two of them. She nodded when he looked at her.

	Sullivan was uncomfortable with the fact that she hadn’t come alone, but it meant she was aware of the chance he was taking as much as he was. “You have an offer you want to float?”

	“I do,” she said, grinning at his lack of pleasantries. “I understand you have some certain skills. Unique skills that we’re interested in putting to use.”

	“What skills would those be?” he asked, picking up his coffee cup and staring at her over the rim.

	“I understand you’re a gifted scientist,” she said.

	“I studied astrophysics at Juno, but that was a long time ago. Nobody’s been interested in me for my science degree in a long time.” There was something she wasn’t saying, and he fought down the desire to pull it from her mind. It was better if he didn’t expose that side of himself to a stranger.

	Taking a small sip of his coffee, he put the mug back down and drew in a slow deep breath. It caught in his throat. What the frak?

	“Yes, I’m sure you just noticed we have something in common,” she said grinning.

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he lied.

	“Please Sullivan,” she said, smiling and assuming a familiar tone. “I know a lot more about you than you might realize. I came a long way to meet you.”

	He glanced down at her outfit and noted again how openly she flaunted her appearance. He wore several layers of clothes in an effort to keep his pheromone signature from giving his enhancements away, but she wasn’t trying to hide anything.

	“You don’t care if they ID you?” he whispered. That made her foolish in a world where zealots had taken to hunting the genetically engineered.

	“I don’t know who ‘they’ are,” she said with a shrug. “I’m not from around here.”

	He pushed himself back into the seat cushion. Since he didn’t recognize her, and there were few plussers on Proxima he didn’t know, the idea that this was a trap had risen exponentially in his thinking. Any plusser who didn’t care about being caught alone, either had no clue about the way the winds blew or was working some kind of dangerous angle. Either way, it was clear he needed to get some distance before she drew down the lightning on both of them.

	“I understand it’s difficult to know who you can trust, but there are places where it doesn’t work that way,” she said. He hadn’t felt her try to read his mind, but she’d picked up on his feelings clear enough. “We shouldn’t have to hide who we are.”

	He snorted. “It works that way everywhere.”

	“On Proxima, but not everywhere,” she corrected. “I’m not surprised if the Red Wall has grown past its Zone One slime pits, but the job we want to offer you is safely beyond their reach.”

	“The Red Wall?” he asked as his blood froze. “We thought the problem here was just a loosely organized bunch of flatbrains.”

	Now it was her turn to snort. “Hardly.”

	He looked around the room and shook his head. “Despite that possibility, I think you might’ve read my situation wrong. I have a family, and a life. I even have friends here, and we can take care of ourselves. I don’t think I’m ready to consider leaving any part of that behind.”

	“Of course, your wife and children would be able to join you,” she said.

	He shook his head again. “I’m sorry you’ve wasted your time, Miss Winslow but you should take your long journey home, and call this a missed opportunity for both of us.”

	“How can you say that when you haven’t heard my offer yet?”

	“Look, I appreciate your time, but your openness about being an augment tells me you have a casual disregard for the reality we live in. I’m afraid I can’t share that. I have responsibilities that transcend financial compensation.”

	He was contemplating leaving and glanced over at the table where her guardian angel sat. If this were a trap, she’d be moving to stop him any second. He blinked when he realized a second person had joined her. Or more precisely, the new arrival was closer to a freakishly huge mountain of human flesh, but they sat talking while they both watched him.

	He’d chosen his position in the booth because it gave him a clear view of the front door. No one, other than the woman sitting across from him had come in since he arrived, but there were now two of them.

	“I’m not sure if I can explain this any better,” he said, studying her and hoping to find some reassurance that she hadn’t set him up. “I don’t know you and I don’t think I can afford to trust you since you don’t see the world the way I do. At this point, I think I need to decline and take my leave.”

	“What if we could guarantee your safety? Would you at least be willing to discuss the details of what we’re bringing to the table?” she asked.

	A third person sat down at the table across the room. He looked vaguely familiar. “Guarantee my safety?” he snorted. “I’m not sure what’s going on here.” He jerked his head pointedly to where they sat across the room.

	“They’re with me, because, in fact we do see the big picture very clearly.” She smiled. “Maybe I should just introduce you to the boss and let him explain things.”

	 


 

	Chapter Three

	Chief Erin Zaslow sat waiting for her overseers to log out and disappear from her wallscreen. She hated that they expected her to report her activities, but when she needed something from them, they were always too busy to give her what she needed. Even time enough to explain why she was still chasing a ghost.

	“What a drill in the ass that was,” she snarled once she was sure they’d disconnected. No one was in her office to hear her, but she still felt better for growling. She tapped the icon on her thinpad and the privacy light outside her door switched off. Parelli and Carlyle would be waiting for their briefing, so she left the windows opaque.

	She glanced at the chrono over the door as they entered and jerked her head toward the liquor cabinet. It was late enough in the day she could afford a drink without either of them raising an eyebrow, even though she was still on duty. Technically she was always on duty.

	“FleetCom has just closed the investigation into the loss of the Olympus Dawn,” she said as Nicco Parelli walked over and sat the bottle and glasses on the table in front of her. He was her lead investigator and one of the sharpest field operatives she’d ever known. It was a waste of his talent to keep him in the office, but she needed his insight more than she needed him on the concourse.

	“Does that mean they found evidence that Ethan Walker is dead?” Carlyle asked. Julee was her research assistant and information specialist. Where Parelli excelled in the real world, she was his equal in the virtual universe.

	“According to the report, they found no evidence of anything,” Zaslow said as she poured them all drinks and pushed their glasses toward them.

	“So, we don’t know categorically if he’s dead or not,” he said. “Just because they haven’t located his ship that doesn’t confirm he’s dead.”

	She nodded. “Not really. But an entire year without leaving a fingerprint anywhere in the Coalition is almost impossible.”

	“It would be tough, but it’s not unheard of,” Julee said, taking a small sip of the bourbon and setting her glass back down. She wasn’t much of a drinker, but she was polite.

	“Are we sure he’s not operating under an assumed identity?” Parelli suggested, shrugging.

	“Biometrics don’t spoof, even with major cosmetic reconstruction,” the chief said. “If he hasn’t tagged out anywhere on a major identity verification server, that would border on miraculous.”

	“He also hasn’t shown up with a different ship looking for work. None of his other crew members have popped a hit either,” Carlyle said. “To me that says they’re dead.”

	Parelli shook his head. “He could be operating out of a backwater. Not all of them are fully integrated into the intel grid.”

	“I suppose we could try to see where we have holes in our network and focus some extra attention there,” the Chief said.

	“That would sink manpower sidewise, and still might produce nothing,” he said. “If you’re set on proving he is still alive, we need to come up with a precise line that yields the best odds of producing a lead.”

	“I would still think that given the effectiveness of our overall operations, it’s got to be a matter of pirates got him and took his ship,” Julee said. “There aren’t any other logical options.”

	The Chief closed her eyes and rubbed her temples with both hands. She shook her head. “The last time we had a hard data point on him, he was in Zone One picking up a load for a company out of Proxima.”

	Parelli frowned and took a big swallow of his bourbon. He wasn’t sure why Walker mattered enough to burn resources at all and was only in for the sake of discussion. “What was the load?”

	Carlyle opened a screen on the table and looked up the information on their last load. “Pharmaceuticals and diagnostic equipment from Smythe Biomedical Technologies in Zone One.”

	“Smythe? Is that a coincidence?” he asked. Apparently, he remembered enough about the case that he recognized that Keira Smythe-Caldwell was part of the Olympus Dawn’s crew.

	“Probably,” Zaslow said. finishing her drink and pouring herself another. “Smythe may be struggling, but they’re still one of the biggest pharma companies in the Coalition. Lots of ships haul their freight, and not just ones where their medic happens to be a board member.”

	“Where was this load headed? Pharmaceuticals are lucrative products on the Underground. Prime piracy targets,” he said.

	“Hang on,” Julee said as she switched from one data grid to another. “It says the Olympus Dawn was headed to Cygnus Localus but the FleetCom report said that they disappeared somewhere between Zone One and Escabosa.”

	“Escabosa’s in the wrong direction.”

	“Yah,” she confirmed. “By several days at least. The only thing out there is a small Y-Class dwarf near where their transponder logged their position on the deep-tracking network.”

	“That sounds like a perfect place for an ambush,” Parelli said.

	“I’m sure that’s something FleetCom looked into,” Zaslow said.

	Carlyle nodded. “Their report says there’s nothing out there other than a few smaller planets and a waste of gas. There’s no evidence of anything having happened in the vicinity.”

	“You really don’t think he’s dead?” he asked as he leaned forward and poured another shot in his glass.

	She drummed her fingertips on the table and shook her head. “I don’t like to call it a hunch, but from the one encounter we had with Walker, he’s way too slick to get hammered in a trap. I know that’s hard to quantify, but my instincts tell me he’s still out there somewhere.”

	“Alright then, if you want to nail him, we need to find someone else who’s looking, and let them drain light into the situation for us,” he said. “It’s easy to get snow blind and miss the rabbit on the ice.”

	“About that—” Julee said, raising an eyebrow as she read something on her screen. “You do know that the legal advisor who ran SBT quit today?”

	Zaslow nodded. “This morning he declared Keira Smythe-Caldwell legally dead. He also stepped down from his position as Chief Operations Officer.”

	“There was a fight brewing over her proxy votes,” she said. “But it doesn’t look like it was anything he couldn’t have beaten. Especially given that Cordwain is known as one of the most tenacious advisors walking upright.”

	“Advisors walk upright?” Parelli joked, ignoring the glare that Zaslow shot him. He knew she had a law degree and had set it aside to take up Intelligence and Enforcement.

	Carlyle scrolled through the files and then nodded. “What caught my attention was that SBT announced that he stepped aside for the sake of the company. That might have been part of it, but when they liquidated her shares, he ended up on top of her entire fortune. He filed a Shield Trust in her name and then set himself up as the trust manager.”

	“Alright, what does that have to do with Nicco’s idea of finding someone else looking?”

	“The company issued a second newswave release that Jefferson Cordwain was planning a personal sabbatical,” she said. “He declares her dead, takes responsibility for her money, and then decides to take a walkabout.”

	Parelli raised an eyebrow. “If he’s decided to go looking on his own, that would be the kind of thing I was talking about.”

	“If that’s his intent,” the Chief agreed. “He’s now ridiculously wealthy, so maybe sabbatical is rich guy speak for spending the rest of his life getting his eggs scrambled by Escabosa sex workers?”

	He shrugged. “If it isn’t, maybe we could lean him in that direction? Plant a suggestion in his ear and see if he moves on it.”

	“He’d have the resources if he needs them,” Julee said. “Although it could be possible that he already knows something, and he’s following some kind of plan. He had everything packed into place when he dropped the bomb on the SBT board. Within hours he turned the entirety of her fixed holdings into easily transportable liquid assets.”

	“That’s possible too. He could be trying to get it to them without getting it flagged,” Parelli said. “Walker has a pattern of others pulling him out of the recycler. It seems like his friends always appear at the right moment.”

	“Yah, but he has a knack for dodging projectiles on his own too,” Zaslow said, finishing her second drink and shaking her head. “Lightning keeps burning the ground around him, and he’s never quite in the fry zone.”

	He nodded, picking up the bottle to pour her another, but she put her hand over her glass. “If Cordwain takes off, I’d wager you’re right and that he’s looking to pipeline her money to her. If he needs a nudge, then he’s lost and looking.”

	“We could tail him either way,” Carlyle said. “If we tag his biometrics preemptively, it means we won’t have to watch him that actively. He’ll leave footprints wherever he goes.”

	“A digital trail is passive. It leaves us a few steps behind all the time,” he said. “If we could get someone right on top of Cordwain, we’d never be behind the curve.”

	Zaslow nodded. “In a perfect universe.”

	“How big of an operation do you want to support?” he asked.

	“The supervisory committee is dead flat as far as enthusiasm goes, so we need to keep it small for now,” she said. “Do you have any contacts that could work tight until we get proof Walker’s not dead?”

	“Maybe,” he said. “I’ve got a couple ideas.”

	“Remember that whatever you do with Cordwain, has to be clean,” she said.

	“Because he’s a hardball advisor?” Julee asked.

	“No, because if we manage to get into Walker’s air supply, he’s good at picking up on stink.”

	 


 

	Chapter Four

	“Dr. O’Neil?” The smaller of the two men from the table across the room had walked up and was standing beside them. He hadn’t felt him approach, and that was profoundly disturbing. “I’d prefer to talk elsewhere, but if you’re worried about your safety, we can talk here for the moment,” he said.

	Tia Winslow slid over and he dropped into the seat beside her.

	Somewhat familiar solidified instantly in Sullivan’s mind. “I have to say, you’re not what I expected from your reputation.”

	“I have a reputation? Is that a good thing?” He glanced at her and shrugged. “I assume you know who I am?”

	“Yes. You’re Ethan Walker and you’re Tiamorra Rayce,” he said. “I asked around. We have some common friends. If you hadn’t checked as clean, I wouldn’t have gone this far. But even so, I’m afraid we probably aren’t going to line up.”

	“Is that just based on an opinion, or did you read my intentions?” Ethan asked, tilting his head to the side. “I didn’t feel you peek.”

	“I didn’t,” he said, looking down at the table. “How would you know if I had? You don’t feel like an augment.”

	“I took a good shower this morning,” he said, winking. “I’m not a telepath, but I’m sensitive to mental contact. How that happened is a long story that has to do with our common friends.”

	“Why don’t you think we can come to terms?” Ammo asked.

	“It’s complex,” he said. “Since you know what I am, you also know what kind of problems that can bring with it.”

	Ethan nodded. “We’ve had our share of those, too.”

	He raised a skeptical eyebrow and stared at Ammo. “Doubtful, but I won’t argue the point.”

	“You’re afraid of being exposed, and the violence that might come from it,” Ethan said.

	“Because of that real threat, augments have formed a tight knit community here to protect ourselves. I have a wife and children to consider, and I don’t think you understand what it means to know that I’ve got others around me that will help protect them.”

	“Like I said, what if we can guarantee their safety?” she asked.

	“I wish that were possible, but I don’t believe you can do any better than we can do it here.”

	“Suppose I can prove it?” Ethan said. “Just give me two minutes.”

	“How do you propose to do that?”

	“Take a walk with me.” He stood up and held out his hand toward the hall that went to the back. “It’s alright, I promise we won’t even go outside. Just around to the other dining room. I’m sure you agree that there might be some things best not shown in public.”

	Sullivan leaned back in his seat and probed the superficial layer of Walker’s thoughts. There was nothing in what he felt that indicated danger. Finally, he sighed. “Two minutes,” he said, standing up.

	“I promise it won’t take long,” he said, turning and heading toward the hallway. As he did, he glanced at the two who had been watching them and nodded. It was clear he wanted them to keep an eye on the door.

	Sullivan followed Walker down the narrow corridor with Ammo trailing close behind. He nodded at the waitress as he walked past. She smiled and winked. Even though it was so far from home, he knew the owner of the diner was an augment, and the waitress and most of the staff were too. If it came down to it, they’d have his back.

	The lights were off in the room and he glanced back at Ammo. “It’s alright. You really are with friends, even if you don’t know that yet.”

	She stepped up behind him and nudged him forward through the door. “Watch your footing,” she said, as he stumbled. The floor shifted like he stepped up a single riser.

	But not quite. It was more like gravity changed subtly.

	“I’m sorry we didn’t warn you, but it’s a bit of a gradient,” Captain Walker said.

	Something was wrong with the world around him, and he flashed out mentally trying to sense what it was. The pressure against his psychic walls had ceased to exist. The relentless presence of other minds around him was missing. There were only his thoughts and a very few others.

	A wave of terror gripped him and threatened to spin him into a wild panic. Then he realized the diner was gone.

	No. It was him. He wasn’t where he’d been. He knew that, even if he didn’t know what happened. “What’s going on here?” he whispered.

	“We needed to have this conversation in absolute privacy, and we figured this was a better location,” Walker said.

	“Where the hell are we?” he asked, scanning the surrounding environment. There were windows across the room, and outside them, only stars in the darkness.

	“I’ve brought you aboard my ship,” he said. He pulled out a chair from a nearby table and nodded.

	Sullivan took a step back and ran into a wall, literally. “Your ship?”

	“Exactly.” Walker held up his hands like he was trying to calm a wild animal. That was dangerously close to the truth. “We’re about eight billion klick from Proxima.”

	“That’s not possible,” he gasped, staring over his shoulder at the window. It did look like space, but it had to be an illusion. A hologram.

	“I assure you Dr. O’Neil, it’s very much possible,” another voice said. He turned and saw a short automech walking toward them. It had a friendly smile projected on a screen that pretended to be a face.

	“I asked Marti to join us in case you have any technical questions that I can’t handle,” Walker said, nodding again at the table. “Please sit and let me explain.”

	He instinctively felt for the minds around him. Two women and a man. Pilots, and an engineer. Plus, the captain, and Tiamorra Rayce. She was the only one who felt like an augment, although the automech might be a problem.

	“Are you kidnapping me?” he asked, trying to hold his voice steady and refusing to move.

	“Oh no, not at all,” he said. “We really are here to offer you a position,” he said, pulling out one of the other chairs and sitting down. “Please, if you aren’t at least intrigued by this point you’re free to go.”

	“I am?”

	“Marti, open a jumpdoor back to the surface,” he said, raising an eyebrow and looking behind him. When he turned, the solid wall had opened, and he could see the hallway of the diner he had just left.

	He stepped up and put his hand out, expecting it to be a projection. He was shocked as it passed through.

	“If you’re leaving us without hearing the rest of what I have to say, then be careful. The gravity on Proxima is lighter than ship standard, and the shelf will set you on your ass. The trick is to hop as you step through.”

	O’Neil shook his head and bounced into the hall, then paused and turned back. He could see the interior of the room he’d just left, with Walker looking at him bemusedly, but he couldn’t sense him anymore.

	However, he did feel the people in the diner pressing in against his mind again. He was back on Proxima. But that also meant he really had been out in space?

	He drew in a deep breath and stumbled back through the door.

	“Alright, Captain Walker, you’ve got my interest,” he said, walking over and taking the seat at the table. “But the first thing you have to explain to me is what the frak kind of magic makes that jumpdoor work.”

	He shrugged. “My engineer can explain it better than I can, but it has something to do with creating what he calls a boundary constrained dimensional bridge.”

	“And you can do that?”

	“No, well yes. But not really,” Walker drew his mouth sidewise into a frown. “We can use the tools that make it happen. It takes a huge amount of power and somehow folds space, and then we can walk through the door exactly the same way you would walk through any door in your house. It’s handy.”

	“That’s the understatement of this decade.”

	“The problem is, we’ve got several things we’re trying to figure out, and it’s safe to say the doors aren’t even the most interesting of them. We need someone with your skills to help us dig out how they work.”

	“Why me? I’m just a former experimental physicist trying to keep my head down.”

	Walker reached out and touched his arm. You are that, but you’re also a telepath, he said inside his mind. And that makes you uniquely qualified to head our research team.

	Suddenly he understood. “You’re with the Institute,” he said, jerking his arm away. “Sorry, but there’s a reason I didn’t register on their list.”

	Ammo snorted indignantly as she walked up with three glasses and a bottle of deep brown alcohol. “That’s a big miss,” she said, pouring three shots for them.

	Walker picked up one glass and handed it to Sullivan. “Let me back up and clarify,” he said. “I do need your help, and we are working on understanding Takhu based technology, but we’re about as far from the Institute as you can get and still live in Coalition Space.”

	“If not STI, then who are you working for?”

	“Ourselves,” he said.

	 


 

	Chapter Five

	Jefferson sat at his usual table at Badger Bob’s. Indirectly, he felt like family, even though it was only a tenuous connection through the crew of the Olympus Dawn. And in truth, even that probably no longer existed. Regardless, it was still enough that he got special treatment, and in some small way, a sense of belonging.

	Tonight, that was more important to him than almost anything else.

	He sat staring at the white linen tablecloth and the half-eaten meal on his plate, unaware of anything going on around him. He was in his own world, and at the same time he felt like he was in no world at all. He was adrift without a future, and now without a past to anchor him in place.

	Kaycee had been someone who had been a lynchpin in his universe, even as she threw herself from one challenge to another in her life. And now, although he couldn’t accept that she was really gone, he felt the emptiness of where she’d been, all around him. He’d fallen into her world when her father hired him, long before she’d gone away to college. Somehow, he’d attached his life, and his career with Smythe Biomedical, to the rising star that she had so easily become.

	Over the years, she’d confided in him the things that she could not tell her family. He may have worked for the company, but more than that, he had become her friend.

	He knew of the fear and anger she had with the decisions they’d made for her. When they sent her away to the Institute to study, he shared her rage. He also understood that rage was what had driven her and made her into the exceptional woman that she had become.

	Today he had no choice but to follow the last instructions she’d ever given him.

	He’d sold her legacy holdings in Smythe Biomedical Technologies and built a fortress for himself and for a future that may never happen. She’d wanted to make sure that because of his faithful service to her family, and to her personally, that he would never have to serve another. The Shield Trust that she’d instructed him to set up guaranteed his own personal wealth for the rest of his life.

	Even though SBT had been a shadow of its former magnitude, the shares of her stock in the company were sufficient to make him wealthy beyond what he would ever have earned on his own.

	For that, he was grateful, but he would willingly have continued his service if only she were still… alive. Yet, in spite of what he’d had to do today, he couldn’t accept that she was gone.

	As he stared at the empty white tablecloth, that was in many ways symbolic of his own future, he clung to the idea that somewhere out there in the black she was still chasing some new adventure.

	Two crystal glasses appeared in front of him and he glanced up to see Bob, the owner of the Badger, standing there staring at him. “Do you mind if I join you?” he asked, pulling out the empty chair across the table.

	Bobert Primm was the uncle of one of the security handlers on Kaycee’s crew. By now he’d most likely heard that FleetCom had ended their investigation, and it was obvious from his face that he needed company this evening, too.

	Jefferson nodded and put on a thin mask of a smile.

	“You don’t feel it, do you?” Bob asked as a real waiter poured something into their glasses.

	Drawing in a slow breath he thought about his answer. No, he didn’t feel it, but he knew he shouldn’t say that out loud. He shrugged and took the glass that Bob held out. “It doesn’t matter what I feel. Officially, it ended today.”

	Bob nodded. “I understand. Officially. But you know sometimes ghosts never leave us behind. All we have to do is stare into the darkness long enough to see them again.”

	“I’m not one for believing in ghosts,” Jefferson said. “Unfortunately, tonight I wish I was.”

	“You know that Ethan Walker is the luckiest man in the Coalition. And if anyone could keep his crew alive, he was the man. Quinn saw that in him. And I’ve never known that boy to be wrong.”

	“Sometimes it takes more than luck to make it through,” Jefferson said, realizing his words sounded more cynical than what is soul felt. Somewhere inside, there was a lingering spark that said she wasn’t gone. None of them were.

	It tore at him that his mind was trying to stomp out that little glimmer of hope.

	“Personally, I’d wager on any bet Ethan Walker made,” Bob said, grinning sidewise in his infectious way. “I’d also wager that you feel it too, if you’ll just admit it to yourself.”

	“Maybe,” he said with a shrug. “I’d like to believe, but I don’t know if I can without facts. I’m a legal advisor. Everything I have ever done with my life is based on the idea that proof is the one thing no one can do without.”

	“Proof. Explain to me then how it is that you’re willing to accept that they’re gone, without proof?”

	“The legal term is a preponderance of evidence.” Jefferson winked.

	“Yet, in this case, you would still have to say it’s the lack of evidence, which becomes the evidence of your conviction,” Bob said. “My understanding is that they found absolutely nothing to prove they’re dead.”

	“That’s true, as far as it goes. Unfortunately, the search for proof is over. And that’s the simple fact of the matter.”

	“FleetCom is the only agency charged with finding the facts. Is that a valid assessment?”

	Jefferson nodded.

	“Why do you accept their findings, and the absolute authority of FleetCom to be the sole investigating agency?”

	He wrinkled his forehead and frowned. “What are you getting at Bob?”

	“You’re now a man with means and opportunity. Why don’t you look into it yourself if you don’t believe it? You’re the one who said you need proof, though here you are without proof, accepting their edict as a fact. Isn’t there some irony in that?”

	“I’m not sure I see where you’re going,” he said, feeling his frown deepening.

	“You inherited a huge sum, today didn’t you?”

	“Inherited isn’t the correct term, but yes I have administrative discretion over some resources now that I didn’t.”

	“Why don’t you put those resources to work digging up the truth?” Bob suggested.

	“How would you propose I do that? FleetCom was thorough in their investigation.”

	He winked. “FleetCom is methodical. They do things by the book. Procedurally.”

	“Right, that makes them thorough,” Jefferson said, wrinkling his face and then shrugging.

	“It also means they lack the inspiration that strikes like lightning,” Bob said. “It seems to me if you were chasing a man who was known to draw down lightning and ride it, you’d want to have it working on your side.”

	“What?” “The wrinkles on his face slipped downward until he felt them pulling his face into a scowl.

	“FleetCom would never have seen the universe through Ethan Walker’s eyes. Maybe you should think about it from that perspective.”

	“How do you propose I do that?”

	“Find yourself a ship and get out there in the black. Learn to feel the pull of the stars and maybe you’ll find where they might be hiding.”

	“You do realize that sounds like poetry? And wishful thinking.”

	“The only way you can turn a wish into reality is if you think that way first.” Bob winked and pulled an identitag out of his pocket. He set it on the table and pushed his seat back.

	“What’s that?”

	“Belongs to a charter ship captain who comes in here sometimes. She was in here a couple hours ago and mentioned she’s looking to broaden her horizons,” he said. “It can’t hurt to sail the black for a while. It might rest your soul a bit and clear your mind.”

	“You realize that sounds a bubble wide of center.”

	“Beats swinging for the stars by sitting in a restaurant. Even one as nice as mine.”

	 


 

	Chapter Six

	“Word on the ground is that you’re one of the few people outside our own kind that we can trust,” Sullivan said. “Kai Wentworth mentioned you before she left.”

	“We spent a little time together a year or so ago,” Ethan said, grinning.

	He could see the scientist relaxing as he sat in his chair and reached out to pick up his drink.  Sniffing it before he took a hefty swallow, he hissed as it hit bottom. “She wanted me to go on that mission.”

	“That’s why we decided to come looking for you,” Ammo said. “Your name was on the passenger manifest, but you never boarded.”

	He nodded. “I left Mars just before they shipped out,” he said. “I almost went anyway, but it would have meant giving up my family for too long and I couldn’t make that commitment.”

	“That’s understandable,” Ethan said, topping up his drink. “It probably looked a lot like a one-way trip.”

	“A little,” he said, shrugging. “Do you know how they’re doing?”

	Ammo shook her head. “We haven’t had direct contact with them since we got them out there. Things were a lot more challenging than anyone expected, but when we offloaded them, they were safe.”

	“I assume you know what they’re doing out there?” Ethan asked.

	“Most of it,” he said.

	Ethan let out a slow hiss of air and glanced at Ammo. She nodded. “Alright, since we’ve come this far, I’m just going to go all in and lay my chips on the table. What we’re working on is similar to what they went out there to do, but with a lot shorter commute.”

	“You’re saying you’ve got a Tacra Un of your own?”

	“We’ve got the technological archive part of one,” Ammo confirmed.

	“I don’t follow.”

	“It had been opened up by some previous sibling civilization, since there were a lot of things missing,” Ethan said. “They had removed things like the Tahrat Class ship that was in the Zone One Archive.”

	“There’s still a lot there, but it is severely damaged. You could say it is dead,” she explained.

	“A Tacra Un is alive?” he asked.

	“It is a sentient life form, similar to my nature.” Marti managed to look, and sound, offended that the scientist would be so biocentric.

	“No offense,” he said, looking mortified at his social blunder.

	“The truth is it isn’t dead, as much as its higher cognitive functions are gone,” Ammo said, grinning at Sullivan’s reaction.

	“We figured out how to access the Shan Takhu data storage systems without having to deal with some of its problematic interface requirements,” Ethan explained.

	“How did you do that?” he asked. “Don’t take this wrong but aren’t you a freighter captain?”

	“I am, but I have an exceptionally talented crew. As a result of that, we’ve changed our line of work since we hauled Kai and her people,” he said. “We’re doing some… research work… now. We still plan to haul freight once we shake down the rest of the systems on the ship, but that’s just to keep us in the universe.”

	“This is a freighter?”

	“It used to be a Percheron Class, but we almost destroyed it getting into the Archive. We’ve done a lot of repairs and a few upgrades.”

	“Like the wormhole doors,” Sullivan said.

	Ethan laughed. “Right now, you could say it’s a work in progress. Eventually it will be a lot more of a specialty science ship.”

	“You’re really not working for the Institute?”

	He shook his head and held up a hand like he was swearing an oath. “We work freelance and are part of a Commonwealth organization that operates independently.”

	“A Commonwealth is a government?” He shook his head skeptically.

	“Historically that is true,” Marti said. “However, this is more of a mutual support organization that exists outside governmental framework.”

	“Outside governmental framework sounds like a euphemism for illegal.”

	Ethan glanced at Ammo and shrugged. That was something he hadn’t expected to address. “I can’t speak for some of the others in the Commonwealth, but we’re not involved in anything like that.”

	“Other than the fact that you’re exploiting a Tacra Un, which last time I heard was off limits.”

	“Technically that is not accurate,” Marti said. “We have discovered an artifact of an alien civilization and are exploring it. There is no indigenous civilization in the system, and none of the planets harbor life. A passing star destabilized this system thousands of years ago and we assume this somehow resulted in the Archive’s current condition.”

	“Alright, that may be a semantic dodge of the law, but I’m flexible. To a point,” the scientist said. “Where is it?”

	“We’ve established an operations base at the Archive. It’s in Cygnus,” Ethan said. “I’m sure you could get the exact location of NuProvidence from my mind, but the less you know about it, the safer it is for all of us. You included.”

	“And that’s where you come in,” Ammo said. “We need a chief scientist we know we can trust to make sure we don’t accidentally blow up the universe.”

	Sullivan stared at her for several seconds and then shook his head. “That was a joke, wasn’t it?”

	“Hopefully,” Ethan said. He steepled his fingers in front of his face and frowned. “The truth is, everything we’ve pulled out of there is so far above our air supply that most days I feel like a chimpanzee trying to decipher inertial mechanics.”

	“You’ve obviously got enough of an understanding to make this stuff work,” he said.

	“It doesn’t take understanding to use the tools. Our problem is we don’t know how to make some of them work because we don’t have the right background to figure them out,” she said.

	“We’ve smoked half the subsystems on this ship as we tested some of the most basic of the Takhu technologies,” the Captain said. “We’ve got a bunch of black boxes strung together with human interfaces, but we’ve got a long way to go. There are things in there that scare the frak right out of our chief engineer.”

	“You should have heard him swearing as we installed the singularity power plant,” Ammo said, grinning. “It burned up every power conduit in the ship.”

	“Twice,” Ethan added.

	Sullivan blinked several times. “A singularity power plant? Seriously?”

	“Yah, our older antimatter reactor didn’t produce enough power to run the doors. Let alone any of the other stuff.” She shrugged.

	“Other stuff.” He picked up his drink and downed another swallow. “I’m afraid to ask what that means.”

	“We’ve only installed a few things on the Dawn so far because of limitations to our internal power grid,” Ethan explained. “We’ve got the doors and a light bending system that supposedly can make us invisible, but we haven’t tested it yet.”

	“We’ll be adding a proxy chamber and Takhu based sensors after we get back to NuProvidence,” she said. “Assuming we can figure out how the Takhu power broadcast system works.”

	“Our problem is a matter of having enough power but being unable to get it to all the systems at once,” Ethan explained. “We can power the coils, or the door, or be invisible, but only one miracle at a time.”

	Sullivan laughed. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

	He nodded. “We need a good scientist, or ten. There’s so much more yet to be figured out.”

	“Like what?”

	Ethan leaned back in his chair and shrugged. “Would you be willing to let us show you? It would only take a week round trip.”

	“I couldn’t leave my family that long,” he said, shaking his head.

	“They can come along if that would make you more comfortable.”

	“Not really. At least not until I know you better.”

	“We can post extra security to keep them safe until we get back,” Ammo suggested.

	“That might help.” Sullivan leaned forward putting his elbows on the table and rubbing his nose as he thought about it. Finally, he nodded and reached out to finish his drink. “I’ll go. I don’t think I can pass on this without knowing for sure what you’re doing. It’s just too much of an opportunity.”

	“I assume you’ll want to let your wife know you’re taking a business trip?” Ethan asked.

	He nodded.

	“Marti, open a door and let Quinn and Angel know that they’ll be on duty for a week protecting Sullivan’s family.” Ethan smiled and stood up. “I’ll have you picked up in one of our shuttles at Central City spaceport. That’ll give you about eight hours to make whatever arrangements you need. Will that be enough time?”

	“It should be,” he said. “Why a shuttle?”

	“To leave a trail,” Ammo said. “If you walked out of the back room of the Eastern Sky Diner and disappeared for a week, it would beg for people to come looking.”

	“Alright, one last question. If you aren’t STI, why haven’t they shut you down?”

	“Because they think we’re dead,” Ethan said.

	“That will only get you so far,” he pointed out with a grin.

	 


 

	Chapter Seven

	In person, Captain Selena Jankovic was even more unusual than she’d been over the comm. Jefferson struck a deal to charter her ship with an open-ended timeframe, and although he didn’t explain why he couldn’t tell her where they’d be going, she didn’t seem to care as long as he paid the bills and laughed at her odd jokes.

	When he reported to the loading ramp for the Innova, he wasn’t sure what to expect, but the ship was sturdy and clean, and appeared more than comfortable enough for him to use it as a base of operations.

	Jankovic was a small woman, only a meter and a half tall but with the bearing of a giant. Jefferson stood just over two meters tall, and she barely reached his rib cage. She was visually pleasant and charged into life in an engaging and gregarious way.

	Within minutes of coming aboard, he could tell she was enormously strong willed. It came through in everything she did. Usually as bluntness. But despite her brashness, he took an immediate liking to her, and if he was accurately reading the cues she was broadcasting, she had to him as well.

	“Where to first, my overly tall comrade?” she asked as she stood beside him on the observation deck staring out at the distant Earth. “Escobosa? Terra Nova? Someplace more exotic?”

	“Proxima,” he said, crushing her idea of a fantasy outing.

	“Da?” she said with an expression of shock. “Proxima is a dump. It’s barely habitable. Are you sure?”

	He nodded. “I’ve been there.”

	“Then why go back? Adventure deserves a new venue.”

	He let out a slow long breath and turned away from the window. “If it were an adventure, I’d let you pick. The reality is, I’m looking for someone.”

	“And this person’s on Proxima? Obviously, you shouldn’t worry about them, unless you are trying to save them from their own bad judgment.”

	He smiled. “I doubt that she’s there, but that’s where the trail has to begin,” he said, shrugging.

	“She? A girlfriend, no? A smart man like you, chasing a lover across the cosmos?” She cackled. “This will be like a Russian tragedy. Ironic, sad, and wonderful all at once. Only for true love would a man like you go to Proxima.”

	“No!” He snorted, shaking his head in amusement. “She’s a former boss of mine.”

	“Ah. She owes you money, and this is about you collecting on a debt by a boss that took advantage of your kindness. I will hurt her for you when we find her,” she said, nodding.

	Jefferson stared at her with his mouth hanging open for several seconds. He couldn’t tell if she was serious or not. “Actually, she disappeared a year ago, along with the crew of the ship she was on. This was the last place that I know of where she was.”

	“Ah, almost as good, although it lacks the elements of love, or revenge, it expands into a mystery,” she said with an exaggerated wink. “A universe full of possibilities is ahead of us then.”

	“Alright a mystery adventure it is,” he said. He gave up without trying to convince her it would probably be boring investigation work.

	“We will make way at once,” she said. “When we have cleared port, you must come tell me all the details of this juicy story.”

	“I’m afraid I don’t know much yet, but once we get to Proxima, we can start digging into it and hopefully something will give us a lead. Maybe we’ll get lucky and it will take us to someplace more exotic, like Escabosa.”

	“That would be wonderful,” she said, letting her eyes wander over his body with serious intent. “You know they wear paint for clothes there? I understand that helping each other get dressed can be quite an interesting experience.”

	“So I’ve heard,” he said, tugging at his collar.

	She spun and walked away, leaving him to stare after her as she headed up the stairs to the command deck. After several seconds, the lingering fog of her presence cleared, and he shook his head.

	“Mr. Cordwain?” a crewman said, walking up from the other direction. “The Mistress has assigned you the executive suite on the foredeck and asked me to make sure you get settled in comfortably.” He held out an arm to show the corridor that led in the right direction.

	“The Mistress?”

	“She says it is less presuming than Captain,” he said, shrugging as they headed toward his room.

	“That would depend on what social circles you run in,” Jefferson said, regretting his comment when he saw that the man understood exactly what he meant.

	“Yes, well, that is indeed true,” he said. They stopped outside a door at the end of the hall and the crewman opened it for him. “The Mistress has asked your preferred time to dine?”

	“Evening meal? Around 7:00 PM.”

	“Very good sir, I will tell the chef to plan for dinner at 1900 hours,” he said. “She also has asked me to express her invitation for you to join her for the meal. She has a private dining room in her suite and says, since you are traveling alone, you should consider this to be an open invitation for the duration of your time with us.”

	Jefferson smiled, not sure how he felt about eating alone with her. “Does she invite all her guests to dine with her?”

	“She finds some passengers are more interesting than others,” he said, looking down and almost blushing. “On occasion.”

	Obviously, she was angling for personal time that might have the potential to take an intimate trajectory. He glanced down the corridor in the direction they’d come and realized that the thought wasn’t beyond contemplation.

	“How long will it take to get to Proxima?” Jefferson asked, pulling his mind back to the man who stood in front of him. He knew it was a short run, so he’d let future runs, and the possibility of playing things out with her, stay in the background for now.

	The crewman blinked. “Proxima is not known as a vacation spot.”

	“Yes, the captain… er… mistress… said as much.”

	“It will take longer to climb out to the threshold, than the time at cruise. Under thirty hours total.”

	“I was thinking five or six hours,” he said.

	“The Innova is a fast ship but there will always be a lot of wasted time getting from the edge of the system to planetfall,” he said. “Should I tell the Mistress you will be joining her tonight?”

	He needed to keep his attention on his objective, but he nodded. “Do I need to dress for it?”

	“Unless you prefer to be naked to start your evening,” the crewman said, spinning and heading back down the corridor without further comment.

	Stepping into his suite, he looked out through a wide window at space and realized they were already under way. He dropped into a plush chair and stared at the stars for several minutes trying to focus on nothing but the emptiness in front of him. He knew that if he were ever going to find out what happened to the Olympus Dawn, he would have to figure out how to think like Ethan Walker.

	Although, he realized that if this was how things ran on the Innova, it might be a challenge to think at all.

	 


 

	Chapter Eight

	Rene Pascalle spoke scientist well for an engineer. Dr. O’Neil also spoke engineer well for a scientist. The two of them spent the four days outbound to Cygnus Gamma 670-III sequestered in the engine room and looking at the other upgraded hardware they’d added to the Olympus Dawn.

	That meant Ethan only had to entertain the scientist at mealtimes, but that was probably best since if he took their offer, he would work with Rene and Kaycee, anyway. It didn’t matter that he got to know him because he trusted their judgment and he’d go with their recommendation.

	Sullivan walked onto the upper ConDeck and stared at the screens for several seconds. Ethan didn’t turn but felt him standing behind him. They’d given him free rein of the ship and encouraged him to look around and ask questions, so he occasionally walked around and just looked at things. They were all on a first name basis and he felt almost like he belonged aboard by the time they dropped out of cruise at CG-670.

	“Are we there yet?” he asked.

	“We’re about to pull into our hangar at NuProvidence,” Ethan said.

	“I know you don’t want me to know exactly, but how far from home am I?”

	Ethan chuckled. “A lot further than you’d think given the time it took us to get here. Somewhere over ninety-five parsecs.”

	Sullivan let out a slow hissing whistle. “I thought a freighter would be lucky to make a light-year per hour. We’re only four days from home.”

	“Good thing we’re not a freighter then.” He glanced at the chrono on his console. “Ninety-seven hours and twenty minutes. We wanted to give the coils a workout, so you gave us an excuse to run hot.”

	“Are these also Takhu designs?”

	He shook his head. “Velocity is a function of the inertial coil efficiency and the amount of power we can push through it. We wound these ourselves, based on some work done by someone else in the Commonwealth.”

	“You built your own cruise engines?”

	“We’ve been down for a year to do it,” he said, “We destroyed our old inertial coils getting into the Archive, but they’re pretty straight up science. These are just standard short-throw inertial field layers, with multiple interlocked windings. We wanted to have a drive that left a limited wake signature in case we ever needed to be stealthy. Turns out that they’re a lot more efficient than we expected, so we can pour the power to them.”

	“Graviton radiation is 32,600 times light velocity,” he said. “That would have taken almost as long to cover ninety parsecs.”

	Ethan shrugged. “I guess we set a speed record for a manned ship. I think we averaged 26kC.”

	“And you can say that casually,” Sullivan said, shaking his head in near disbelief.

	“The coils are still human level engineering. We just made bigger plasma conduits to handle
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