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Praise for the futuristic fantasy of Robin D. Owens

Heart Journey

“Unexpected tragedies, critical family issues, and a rash of unexplained thefts add gravity and suspense, while telepathic pets and sentient spaceships and houses offer a touch of familiar whimsy that series fans will enjoy. Verdict: Sexy, emotionally intense, and laced with humor, Owens’s ninth book in her Celta Heart series once again draws readers into one of the more imaginative otherworldly cultures.”

—Library Journal

 

“The suspense woven into the background of the passionate struggle between HeartMates is contrasted by the moments of light humor, balancing the book into a skillfully crafted read for any lover of futuristic or light paranormal romance.”

—Fresh Fiction

 

“A captivating fantasy filled with love, magic, and suspense. A delightful read.”

—Smexy Books

 

“What is a ten-letter word for Heart Journey? Phenomenal!! . . . If it is a Celta Heart story, you really can’t go wrong. Highly recommended, along with the rest of Robin Owens’s series.”

—CK2S Kwips and Kritiques

 

“[A] delight to read. I loved seeing more of the planet Celta. Seeing how wild and unsettled, how dangerous and uncertain life is firsthand was exhilarating and intriguing . . . If you love romance and adventure then I highly recommend you set your sights on the Heart series.”

—Night Owl Romance

 

Heart Fate

“A superb romantic fantasy filled with heart.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“A touching tale of learning to trust again . . . Even for readers unfamiliar with the Heart world, Owens makes it easily accessible and full of delightful conceits.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“[This] emotionally rich tale blends paranormal abilities, family dynamics, and politics; adds a serious dash of violence; and dusts it all with humor and whimsy . . . Intriguing.”

—Library Journal

 

Heart Dance

“The latest Heart fantasy is one of the best of this superior series . . . retaining the freshness of its heartfelt predecessors.”

—The Best Reviews

 

“I look forward to my yearly holiday in Celta, always a dangerous and fascinating trip.”

—Fresh Fiction

 

“The world of Celta is amazingly detailed, and readers will enjoy the bits of humor that the Fams provide. Sensual, riveting, and filled with the wonderful cast of characters from previous books, as well as some new ones, Heart Dance is exquisite in its presentation.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

Heart Choice

 

“The romance is passionate, the characters engaging, and the society and setting exquisitely crafted.”

—Booklist

 

“Character-driven story, brilliant dialogue . . . Terrific writing with a very realistic and sensual romance make Heart Choice a fantastic read.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

“Well written, humor-laced, intellectually and emotionally involving story which explores the true meaning of family and love.”

—Library Journal

 

Heart Duel

“[A] sexy story . . . Readers will enjoy revisiting this fantasy-like world filled with paranormal talents.”

—Booklist

 

“With engaging characters, Robin D. Owens takes readers back to the magical world of Celta . . . The characters are engaging, drawing the reader into the story and into their lives. They are multilayered and complex and grow into exceptional people.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

Heart Thief

“I loved Heart Thief! This is what futuristic romance is all about. Robin D. Owens writes the kind of futuristic romance we’ve all been waiting to read . . . She provides a wonderful, gripping mix of passion, exotic futuristic settings, and edgy suspense.”

—Jayne Castle

 

“The complex plot and rich characterizations, not to mention the sexy passion . . . make this a must-read.”

—The Romance Reader

 

“Owens spins an entrancing tale . . . A stunning futuristic tale that reads like fantasy and is sure to have crossover appeal to both SF and fantasy fans.”

—Library Journal

 

“Owens has crafted a fine romance that is also a successful science fantasy yarn with terrific world building.”

—Booklist

 

HeartMate

Winner of the 2002 RITA Award 
for Best Paranormal Romance 
by the Romance Writers of America

 

“Engaging characters, effortless world building, and a sizzling romance make this a novel that’s almost impossible to put down.”

—The Romance Reader

 

“Fantasy romance with a touch of mystery . . . Readers from the different genres will want Ms. Owens to return to Celta for more tales of HeartMates.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“HeartMate is a dazzling debut novel. Robin D. Owens paints a world filled with characters who sweep readers into an unforgettable adventure with every delicious word, every breath, every beat of their hearts. Brava!”

—Deb Stover, award-winning author of The Gift

 

“A gem of a story . . . Sure to tickle your fancy.”

—Anne Avery, author of The Bride’s Revenge

 

“It shines, and fans will soon clamor for more . . . A definite keeper!”

—The Bookdragon Review

 

“This story is magical . . . Doubly delicious as it will appeal to both lovers of fantasy and futuristic romance. Much room has been left for sequels.”

—ParaNormal Romance
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To my readers who’ve asked for these stories.
 I hope you enjoy them.
 And to Cindy and Deidre who gave me a chance
 to tell them all at once.
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Heart and Sword

To my critique buddies, without whom I would have been drifting through space without a life pod.

 

 

 

 

Note: The events of the discovery of Celta are sprinkled throughout the series but most notably appear in Heart Thief, Heart Journey, and Heart Search.




One

[image: 003]

ON BOARD NUADA’S SWORD 
GENERATIONAL COLONIST STARSHIP 
FROM EARTH
 Currently in Outer Space
 the Month of May/Oak

 

The mist of deathsleep cleared before Kelse Bountry’s eyes, and he saw a woman’s dark brown eyes set in a raisin-wrinkled face peering down with an anxious expression. His long-motionless chest compressed and he coughed.

“Wake up, Kelse!” the woman snapped. “I started your Awakening process this morning. Your indicators show the drugs have cleared enough for you to be conscious, so wake up!”

He blinked and blinked again. The foggy stuff in the cryonics tube was dissipating into the dimness of the starship’s bay. He flung out his hand, more muscle memory than true thought, the emotional need to feel his wife lying beside him. Of course his knuckles banged on the forceglass tube surrounding him, and pain was more than a dreamy memory; it was real.

He convulsed, moaning. His muscles ached, required to move after the long sleep, his nerves twanging throughout his nude body. 

The tube opened and slid into the sides of the platform. He coughed as oddly scented air fired his lungs.

The old woman’s soft hand patted his chest. “Hurry!”

“What? Who?” he muttered.

“Chloe Hernandez, the Captain’s Executive Officer,” she said in a strange, clipped accent. Her thin shoulders wiggled. “Something bad’s coming, worse than what we already have. I can feel it. So I started your Awakening process this morning.”

He stared. Something must be wrong. She shouldn’t be so old.

She’d been slated to be Awakened during the last quarter-decade of the century starship journey to their new home planet.

He remembered her at twenty-three. Now she looked more like ninety.

And he wasn’t supposed to be Awakened until the ship had landed, when he’d walk out onto a new world hand in hand with his wife.

His heart pumped faster. He jackknifed up, suppressed another groan as his body swayed, then steadied above his pelvis. “What’s going on?”

“I had a bad feeling about the mutineers, so I woke you.”

“Mutineers!” He could barely think. His blood pounded excruciatingly in his head. He lifted his fingers and rubbed his temples, slid his fingers along the scar at his hairline.

Mutineers. The word rattled in his brain until he could put a meaning to it. Rebellion. He knew rebellion, had been inside that. Now he was outside of a mutiny.

Rebellion on a ship. Where there was no place to go.

Icy horror slid through his veins like sleet. He kept his face impassive, not hard to do; those muscles were stiff, too.

“Have mutineers taken over the ship? Who? What are their numbers? Where’s security?” He’d authorized and trained eighty top-notch fighters for the eight-hundred-head crew. “Where’s Captain Whitecloud?” The man wasn’t a fighter, like Kelse was, but he was an excellent leader.

Draping a thick robe over his shoulders, Chloe said, “Take this, first. I need you clearheaded.” She thrust a bottle of revital-izer in his hand. He wanted to throw it across the room.

“I’m surprised you can even sit after being so long in the cryonics process. You’re not supposed to be able to move much.” Her gaze locked on his. “Something bad’s happening. I’m sure of it, but I need your help to find out what it is and how to stop it,” Chloe said.

Through the mist in his head he recalled Chloe’s psi powers had included dead-on hunches.

When he tried to speak again, nothing came out so he glugged the damn liquid, hand shaking and spilling it down his chest. He racked a cough, sucked in a breath, spit out words. “Not going anywhere if the ship has been captured.”

Narrowing his eyes he considered the place as a defense headquarters, if he had to fight to regain control of the ship. Terrible.

He nearly heard his neck creak as he turned his head to see his beloved wife, his Fern, lying in the cylinder on the next dais. Her tube was filled with fog, showing occasional thin patches. One was at the curve of her hip. He longed to squeeze her there. He saw her cheek, the short ends of her black hair, but not her eyes. Of course her head wasn’t turned to look at him. Her violet eyes wouldn’t be open.

Some of the acid in his stomach subsided as he saw all her life-indicator lights were a bright green. She was fine. He managed another breath. His woman, the person he’d lived for instead of dying fighting the government troops or anti-psi mobs. The reason why he wanted peace and a family.

But it didn’t seem as if peace was here and now. No, this cryonics bay couldn’t be a headquarters.

He swayed. Get a grip. They couldn’t fight from here. Fern was here, all his friends.

Adrenaline surged through his body, as much from seeing his wife as the effects of the revitalizing agent. He felt woozy, but he had to think fast and sharp.

“Here’s what I know,” Chloe said. “The mutineers don’t hold the ship quite yet. They’re a cadre of young men who want to abort our plan to colonize another planet and take a wormhole that they think will lead back to civilized space and Earth. We don’t know their exact numbers. They’re agitating for people to  join them and have a lot of popular support, about seventy percent of the crew. I had this terrible feeling . . . so I woke you.”

Again he looked at the tubes. He and his wife were rebels back on Earth. If Chloe was so old, time had passed. Kelse wouldn’t know these mutineers, but he should be able to work with their parents. “We’re all dead if we return to Earth. The crew knew that when they signed on.” He set down the drink and slowly stretched out his right arm, stuck it into the robe sleeve. That hurt. He threaded his left arm through the robe. “So, as far as you know it’s just some kind of conspiracy.”

“I suppose that would be the word,” she snapped out.

He wasn’t relieved. Sounded like he was in the minority and having to fight mobs—again. Only this time on a ship. “Where’s Captain Whitecloud and our men?”

Her face folded into inscrutability. “Whitecloud is . . . gone. We don’t have as many men as you think.”

His head continued to ache. “How much violence?” That would give him clues, he knew all about violence, quantity and quality.

“Mostly against this chamber, the cryonics bay. Ramming the door to get to the sleepers. The mutineers know if we’re all gone, they can take over the ship.”

His ears cleared with a pop of pressure and he heard yelling and pounding at the door. His lungs squeezed tight. “We have control of the ship?”

“Yes, the nose bridge and the console in the Captain’s Quarters. Come on, Kelse.” She hopped down from the platform and scuttled away. That sent more anxiety coursing through his muscle fibers. Chloe was—had been—a tall, Amazonian woman, easily able to see into the tubes. She’d always moved with stately grace. Now . . .

She hadn’t told him everything. But he was better with action, himself. And the first thing he needed to do was secure this room his Fern and his helpless friends were in.

Every muscle shaking with effort, he rocked forward to hands and knees, biting the inside of his mouth to keep from crying out in pain.

On Earth, he’d lived and worked with the underground psi movement before they’d put the money together to buy their own starships. Before they left for a new home they would shape better than Earth.

He was no stranger to pain, but his vision was blurry, his hands trembled, his muscles quivered. This, he was not used to.

“So many bad feelings.” Chloe rubbed her hands up and down her skinny arms. “The mutineers . . . conspirators . . . here aren’t our worst problem. They’ve been ramming the door every week, but it’s solid. We must go!” She pushed an anti-grav pallet to him. “Get on the cot and we’ll head to the Captain’s Quarters where we can plan. It’ll take a couple of days for you to adjust and be able to walk.”

Chloe glanced at the main door, still being battered. “That entrance should hold for another day or two. Come on! Something else is wrong. I feel it in my bones. That’s why I woke you.”

“No cot, and I’m not leaving yet.” He had to protect his wife and his friends from the conspirators. He slid, centimeter by painful centimeter, off the platform. Leaned on it and hauled in heavy breaths. He stood, hunched and hanging on, forcing his feet to take his weight, his blood to pump vertically and not horizontally. He refused to moan again.

The bay was lit dimly, as if only enough stingy power to keep the cryonics going was allowed. There were no techs. His nose twitched and he thought he scented the odd tang of cryonic nano machines working without supervision.

Chloe said, “We closed this room down for security reasons years ago to ensure there were no threats to the sleepers.”

Slowly, slowly he straightened, put his teeth in his cheek again, and let pain sharpen his eyes and stared at Fern’s tube. The roundness of her thigh was visible. He swallowed hard. How he loved her.

“Come on!” Chloe demanded. “The past is gone. We must see to the future.”

Turning away from Fern was a hard, hard thing to do. His eyes focused on red lights. The module next to the main security doors showed four red lights indicating failure of defenses and one green,  indicating good. He staggered toward the door, robe flapping. The room seemed kilometers long; each step he swayed, caught his balance, and moved on. He had to protect the sixty . . . fifty-nine . . . other sleepers. Fern. His friends.

“By the Lady and Lord, you’re walking! Eh, your reflexes were always good. Going in the wrong direction, though.” Chloe caught up with him, her bony fingers curved around his biceps. Throwing him off balance. He stumbled, plowed on.

“We can’t deal with the security door now!” she whispered.

“We will deal with the door’s defenses now,” he croaked.

His ears cleared enough to hear echoing voices outside the door. “Get the sleepers; they suck our energy. Us or them!” A wild laugh.

Shouts of agreement. Pounding.

Kelse fell against the door. Now he felt the punishing vibration. He had to protect. Somehow. Protect. He felt a small drain of energy, his head went muzzy. Blinking away the fog, he angled to straighten and saw that the security indicators had gone from four red lights and one green to three red lights and two green.

A harsh intake of breath from Chloe. “You augmented the shields with your psi power!” She passed her hand near the door and he could almost see forcefields—tech and psi. Which he couldn’t before. He didn’t understand it, but he’d felt it. Panting, he decided to think about that later.

When Chloe turned back to him, her face was grim. “Please, Kelse, we need to go. The doors will hold. You’ve given them enough energy for a week.” Staring into his eyes, she waited three beats and said, “You’re needed elsewhere for other problems. I feel it.”

Always the same, he was needed to fix problems.

He pivoted, reeled away. The pounding seemed to lessen on the door.

As he wove toward the emergency access hatch where Chloe stood, he saw her slump, shake her head. She leaned against the wall.

“What’s happened?” he asked. “What did you foresee?”

“Nothing. I’m not a prophet. Just follow hunches now and then, is all. I’m the ship’s Exec. The Captain’s Exec.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said. For a moment her phrasing tugged at his memory—ship, intelligence—then it was gone.

She stowed the anti-grav cot, gestured to the emergency hatch and the dark hole leading to the guts of the ship.

He hesitated, but there were no more blows against the door. Yells were fading. Staying here wouldn’t bring him the information he needed to counter any threats. He had to act. He wasn’t a sleeper now, someone helpless and at the mercy of a mob. Nothing he hated more than a mob hunting psis.

“The Captain’s Quarters is secure and runs the ship?” he asked. He could get answers there, check on the conspirators, wring info from a less distracted Chloe.

“Yes. We’d be there by now if you hadn’t lingered.”

His steps went thump, thump, thump. He wasn’t walking well, couldn’t summon the grace to prowl as he had in the alleys of greater NJNY when he lived off the grids.

Chloe slipped a strand of her short white hair behind her ear. Tear tracks silvered her cheeks. “Whatever’s happened has happened. Too late now,” she murmured. “We must focus on the future.”

Her narrowed gaze swung to him. “I was right to Wake you. I know it. You’re walking well. You always had good psi—Flair, we call it now. And we’ve found it increases while in cryogenic stasis. We all get a boost in personal psi.”

“Nice,” he croaked, but his mind was clearing and zooming in ten different directions. The adrenaline reaction to threat—kicking in too late as far as he was concerned. His physical reactions were off. Unsurprising but unwelcome. He’d always prided himself on his reflexes.

Though she pretended calm, anxiety tightened Chloe’s aged skin, sharpened her rounded features. She stood aside as he approached, whispered, “Now that they know they can’t break in, they’ll leave soon, probably to one of the entertainment lounges. Battering the door is just fun for most of them.”

He gritted his teeth against fury. Liking to wreck things was fun. Threatening helpless lives was fun.

There were thrumming footfalls near, running people—away  from the cryonics bay door, along the corridor beyond this space. Retreating!

With infinite, silent slowness he lifted one foot over the low bottom sill of the panel, drew in the other foot, slipped sideways behind a foam metal girder, around a huge tube that radiated heat. Chloe pulled the panel close, and Kelse angled, watching the faint shine-under-dust of the cryonics vanish, straining for the last sight of Fern. Then it was dark and the only sound was Chloe’s shallow breathing and his own less even breaths.

He was Awake and without his woman.

Fern was asleep, maybe dreaming of their life together, unknowing of danger.

He hurt. “What happened?” he asked. His words were barely a breath of sound.

Her smile was more a mouth-turned-up rictus. “You want to read the histories, they’re available. But I always thought you were a bottom-line guy.”

“I am. Give me the short version.”

“Something harmed the ships after we exited the second wormhole. We think either the hole vortices or space warped our fuel cells. Or our fuel might have been substandard.” Her smile was vicious. “We wouldn’t be around to complain to the seller, would we? We couldn’t make our original planet, and that section of space had been mapped. There were no Earthlike planets within reach of our drives. But there was a relatively close wormhole and our main astrophysicist had heard that the space beyond was very promising for colonization. And unpopulated by Earth assholes. We decided to risk it.”

Kelse frowned. “A wormhole screwed with the ships—we still have three ships?” They’d all been refurbished, all different designs. What the Colonists could find and afford.

Chloe nodded.

“Good. So a wormhole screwed with the ships and someone decides to go through another wormhole?”

“Kelse, you’ve been in situations of certain death and risk. That’s what we had then. That’s what we have now.”

Everything in him chilled. “And that’s why I was Awakened.”

“Yes!” Chloe said, as if she’d just realized that herself. “You never give up,” she said simply.

He’d believed with all his heart when he’d entered the ship hand in hand with Fern that they were on their way to a bright new future, a green planet where they wouldn’t have to fight other people, only nature.

He’d been wrong.

Fighting was his life. Why had he thought he’d ever escape that? Chill slithered through him. “How long has it been?”

She looked back over her shoulder. “Two hundred and fifty years.”

He lost his balance and bumped into girders. They gave off low, hollow sounds. Fear pitched in his gut like biting poison.

They’d planned for the journey to take, worst-case scenario, a century and a half. Had hoped for seventy-five years. With seventy-five years, even a century, they’d have had elders in the crew who’d lived on Earth.

Chloe said, “We’ve passed by ten star systems that had unviable or marginally habitable planets. No other spacefarers. Maybe because of the bad wormholes.” She shrugged. “Maybe not.”

He managed to weave around the next few girders. His muscles were warming, working, moving more smoothly than jerks. He was thankful. Chemicals and cryonics, psi and magic had kept him well. That had gone right, at least.

Finally Chloe and he reached another emergency access panel. It had security features, a keypad, DNA scan, retina scan. All looked clean and functional.

Chloe jerked her head at the setup. “I programmed it for you when I left the Captain’s Quarters.”

He swiped his finger, stared into a blank panel. “Kelse Bountry recognized,” said a flat metallic voice. Then the keypad lit.

“Code is the day you proposed to Fern.” Chloe gave an old woman’s cackle. “Not in any of our records, but you won’t forget the day.”

No one who’d fought the mob out for psi blood in NJNY would forget that day. He’d nearly lost Fern. Had decided that he must speak after all, though loving and marrying was crazy under  the circumstances. He’d never forget the bruise on her cheek, or the feel of blood running down his face from his scalp, when they finally reached safety and he asked her to marry him.

Yes, he remembered the day and he entered the date. The door panel glowed and Chloe pushed it. “Only you and I and the Captain are authorized.” She went into the room and gasped.

He stepped through the door and smelled blood and death.




Two
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Chloe rushed to a large red stain on the rug before the command center. Stooped and brushed the fibers, lifted bloody fingers, and began keening. “Kiet! The Captain!” she wept.

“Hang on for a minute and let me think,” Kelse said.

The main door of the Captain’s Quarters was slightly open. Memory clunked in Kelse’s mind. This door wasn’t a double metallic one that could be short-circuited or jammed. His glance went to the hinges. The reinforced shielding around them was still good. Someone inside had opened it.

Walking toward the door, he looked into the dim light of the corridor indicating night hours. No one. The security pad next to the door showed no forcing. Where were the cameras?

He shut the door and moved back to Chloe, who was rocking and whimpering. Again foul scent wrapped around Kelse, the first was the odor of poison, usually delivered by dart. Then he smelled the fragrance of a man he’d known. A tall, elegant man, beautiful in the way of so many mixed-race people. “Kiet Moungala.”

Chloe nodded, tears trailed down her creased cheeks. She shuddered, pulled a cloth from a hidden pocket, and wiped her fingers. She circled the command center, touched the surface panel, wheezed out a breath. “The console locked down.” Her fingers  flew across the glass. “I’ve opened it with my code.” She tapped the large screen. “Locating Captain Moungala immediately by his geo wristband.”

Kelse joined her to view the map on the console in time to see a human icon show up, colored black.

“Black! He’s dead!”

Kelse stepped close. Put an arm around her waist. “I’m sorry.”

Her hands fisted. “They did this. They killed him.” She trembled with rage. “Mutineers,” Chloe said stubbornly. “They may not have taken over the ship,” her voice broke. “But they killed the Captain.”

As they watched, the icon blinked out, leaving only a tiny orange glow.

“What does that mean?” Kelse asked.

Chloe hunched a shoulder. “They put his body in the decomposer. They couldn’t turn off or destroy the Captain’s wristband.”

“That’s the orange glow?”

“Yes.”

“Where’s the security force?” Kelse asked.

“Show Moncrief, Rye, and Beranik.” Nothing happened. Chloe paled. “They’re gone, too.”

“Gone?”

“Disappeared, probably also dead and composted.”

“What of their geo wristbands?”

“Show security wristbands,” she ordered the computer. The screen split in two, on one side there were two bands close together, the other showed a single one.

Kelse could read the map well enough. “Two are right down the hall.” He wanted to get them, do something active, but if there was any physical threat, he couldn’t handle it. Not yet. He had to get in shape. And get a weapon. And discover who his enemies were.

“I’ll send a cleaning bot to get all three.” Her fingers tapped and dragged on the console.

“Why are there only three security people? What happened to the other seventy-seven?”

Her face set in furious lines. “Until the latest trouble, we didn’t need many. We were a good community, not the psi barrio or NJNY. So as they died out, they weren’t replaced. We only needed three for decades.”

“How many crew do we have now?”

“We capped the birthrate at twelve hundred. That’s what we have.” Then her face went immobile. “No. We have eleven hundred and ninety-six.”

“And you don’t know the numbers of the core conspirators?”

“No. Like I said, the majority of folk trust them, born on the ship. Not us. And most don’t try to break into the cryonics bay. Don’t do that violence.”

“Can anyone locate anyone by their geo bands?”

“They have privacy settings. Only this computer and the nose bridge can locate security officers. Only this computer and my and Captain’s handhelds can locate the Captain.” She swallowed hard and her mouth tightened; she placed both palms on the console and closed her eyes. More tears dribbled down her face.

He held her close and she smelled of powdery old woman, and his image of her as young vanished. Not much he could say would make her feel better. “I never give up. I promise I won’t give up on justice for Kiet and the guards.”

His knees began to tremble. Up too long, too much drugs and psi spikes and natural adrenaline flowing in his bloodstream. He stepped away from Chloe, half fell into the chair behind the command console. It felt good.

Chloe nodded. “Thank you. We’ve had a little fighting. Not much; the morale is bad, but this goes beyond.”

“Killing always does.” He’d had to kill to defend himself and Fern, and a lot more than four people. It marked you. Marked and scarred an honorable man.

Chloe cleared her throat, opened her eyes, and her fingers danced across the console. “This is Exec Officer Hernandez. Note that Captain Moungala is dead and I am transferring command to the recently Awakened Kelse Bountry, who formerly occupied cryonics tube twenty-one. His stats are already coded.”

“Done,” the computer said.

His pulse leapt. Captain of a starship. Nothing he’d ever anticipated being. And if these were good times and Fern was with him, he’d like it, he supposed. But if these were good times, he wouldn’t have been Awakened.

“So as far as everyone knows, the Captain and the security force have disappeared,” he said.

“That’s right.”

“Will the conspirators claim responsibility for the deaths?” he asked.

Her forehead furrowed. “I don’t know.”

“Because violence has been rare. Wonder how much they’ve studied the past or if they’re making it up as they go along.” He grunted. “Attack on the cryonics bay.” He couldn’t think of that now, of Fern being helpless. Move on. “Killing Moungala. Pretty obvious that they don’t want the sleepers in power. Two hundred and fifty years.” He shook his head. “They’ve all grown up here. Who else alive now were sleepers?”

“On Nuada’s Sword, only you and me. You know the Captain of Arianrhod’s Wheel, the astrophysicist Julianna Ambroz. The Captain of Lugh’s Spear is Umar Clague, who ran a cell of the rebellion on Earth. Who else they woke, I don’t know. They don’t have a conspiracy on their ships.” Chloe whimpered, drew herself straight. “We can say Kiet’s heart failed,” she offered in a broken voice.

“I’m not lying to my people.” He remembered the continual lying of the USTATES government. No, he wouldn’t start down that road. “Too easy to be caught in a lie.” He considered the angles. “Best if the crew knew there were dangers. Better that I do some sort of address.”

“We’ll transmit it live for this shift, but also record it and send to individual computers, quarters, and handhelds as a special notice for people when they wake—it’s about midnight. We’ll send the speech to the other Captains.”

“All right. What do the conspirators want?”

Chloe rubbed the back of her neck. “We’re heading toward two systems with planets. Great potential according to our astrophysicist, Julianna Ambroz, but we’ll burn the last of our fuel to  get there. One of our young scientists, a genius—now co-opted by the mutineers—located a wormhole in a different direction. He extrapolated that it would shoot us back into civilized space. Where we could refuel—”

“No!” Immediate denial, then thought followed. “The government issued an order confiscating our ships for the good of the nations. We outran that. But I don’t see any government giving up something it wanted, even”—he swallowed—“centuries later.”

“It’s an option.” Her smile was a travesty, her eyes seemed to have sunk into her skull. “The crew doesn’t have the experience with the USTATES government and the mobs they directed against psis, like we do. They don’t believe in the mission. The mutineers think we’re liars.” She blinked rapidly.

Too much data for his fuzzy mind to sort. Kelse straightened. If he leaned back, he’d fall asleep.

“Let’s do this statement. It’ll be preliminary. With morale down, we’ll need to generate a sense of purpose, get the majority believing in the mission again.”

Chloe let out a quiet sigh that seemed to deflate her thin body, but this time her smile was real. “And I believe in you. If sheer determination can get us through, you’ll do it.”

“Damn right.”

She went to the closet and pulled out a long cape. It was red. With gold epaulettes.

Kelse stared.

“You must look authoritative.”

He supposed so, and the bathrobe and his hairy brown and gray chest wouldn’t do it. But he hated military trappings. Too many of them had tried to kill his friends, him, and Fern. He could do this for Fern.

Chloe draped the cape around him, showed him how to access the vid programs and recording. He’d recalled that vocal orders should have been available, but that was an extremely low-priority issue.

He tapped the console to record, stared a few seconds at his own grim and scarred face on the screen in front of him. His image was surrounded by the golden aura that resulted from the  mix of his psi and the cryonic drugs. “Greetings. I am Kelse Bountry, duly appointed by Exec Officer Hernandez as the new Captain of this ship. I am saddened to report that Captain Kiet Moungala was murdered and the security force is missing and presumed dead.

“I will find those who killed Captain Moungala and Security Officers Moncrief, Rye, and Beranik and bring them to justice. I will not tolerate violence on my watch. Anyone who has information about the deaths of Captain Moungala and Security Officers Moncrief, Rye, and Beranik, please contact me. Investigations are under way and progressing.” He drew in a breath, had on his fighting face so was impassive. He hoped he looked scary. “Men and women wishing to apply for the posts of security officers should present themselves to me—”

“The day after tomorrow, MidAfternoonBell, Gym Two,” Chloe murmured. He didn’t want to wait that long, but saw no way around it, so he repeated what she said.

“I will brief you again within the day, and will be touring the ship.” He ignored Chloe’s noise of protest, struggled to find a good closing, recalled their new culture. Wiccan.

“We still Wiccan?” he whispered to Chloe.

She nodded.

“Blessed be,” he said, then cut the vid stream.

“You did very well, under the circumstances,” Chloe said. For a moment her face tightened, then her shoulders slumped. “We have to get back on mission, Kelse.” Walking over, she patted his shoulder. “I know you’ll get us out of this mess. We will find our planet and our future.”

Kelse nodded. It was the only thing he could think to do.

With a last wave that was partial salute, she pushed the door button. It opened and she stepped into the hall.

Then the door slid shut and he was alone.

Alone in a room he didn’t know, in a ship going nowhere he knew.

In a life he no longer understood. All he wanted was to go back to the cryonics bay and look at Fern. Wake her up and hold her in his arms.

But his muscles were stiffening into stone, he couldn’t sit for long. His whole body was . . . off. He’d been active all his life. He’d had to be, fighting the corrupt police of NJNY, fighting the mobs the government incited. But now his body wasn’t how it should be. Too much to think about. Too much to feel if he let his emotions out of the inner box he’d stuffed them into the last hour.

Some tendons made popping noises as he stood. The map on the black glassy console had shifted to a real-time map of the Captain’s Quarters and the hallway outside it. No one was around.

The conspirators had gotten Moungala to open the door, killed him, but there was no vacuum of power for them to fill. Thanks to Chloe, Kelse had already taken command. The conspirators’ plans must be trashed.

Leaning on the desk he studied the mainspace with enough room for visitors. There was a small bathroom. His shoulders were tense and he rolled them. Then he realized his legs were trembling, so he shook them out. He turned toward the bed. And stared at a large marmalade cat who sat on the mattress. The cat tilted its head and scrutinized him with light green eyes.

Greetyou. You are the new Captain, once a sleeper.

Kelse heard the words in his head and fell against the desk, propped himself up. Not many of their community could use telepathy. He’d never heard such a strong projection, and something in the tonal quality was odd.

There was no one around to speak with him. Was he overhearing someone? But who? Where?

He glanced at the cat. It had lifted its white forepaw and was grooming it. Before he could quite turn his head back, he heard another sentence.

You look like a tough man.

Kelse froze, stared at the cat. Are you talking to me?

Who else would I be talking to, Kelse Bountry? You have the psi power, the magic, the Flair to hear Me.

Flair?

The cat twitched his white-tipped tail. Psi power. Is too long to always say. Some call it magic, most call it Flair.

“Flair,” Kelse said aloud.

A ripple rolled down the cat’s body. We Cats have Flair, always have, but now We can talk to humans. We have changed in that way. You, who lived in the-then, are stronger than many who live in the-now.

This had to be the strangest thing that had ever happened to Kelse. He didn’t know how much the cat knew, how intelligent it was, but figured he’d need every ally he could get.

Though many humans in the-now are getting stronger in Flair.

“One of the best qualifications for crew members for the journey was psi power, or genetic indicators of psi power. Why are you here and what can you tell me about the conspiracy?”

I just wanted to see you. To see if you would talk to Me. Maybe we will talk again when I know you better.

“Yeah?” Kelse said. He was supposed to be flexible, able to think on his feet, even after being blindsided by fate or circumstances or a stick to the temple. But a telepathic cat?

We are Fam animals.

“Fam animals.”

Familiar Companions to humans.

Kelse still grappled with the telepathic part. “I see.” A good, common answer.

You don’t, but you may, said the cat. It sauntered toward the door.

Kelse noticed it was a male.

The cat looked back. Yes. I am as male as you. My name is Peaches.

Kelse nodded. Right.

At the entrance, Peaches’s ears flicked and rotated. You may open the door for Me. Quickly, there is no one in the hall now. I don’t want to be seen with you!

Kelse hesitated, needing more data. But when did a cat ever do anything a human wanted? He leaned over the desk, propping a shaking arm on the glassy surface and swiping the door control.

The cat shot from the room and was out of sight before Kelse thought to ask who Peaches was a companion to. Kelse’s gut told him it was important.

He staggered to bed, leaving the cape in his wake, flopped onto  a different surface than he’d experienced for two and a half centuries.

He didn’t want to sleep, struggled to marshal the facts of his new situation, but finally sleep sucked him into a hole of darkness and threatening dreams. Worse than the cryogenics tube.

He awoke to a shrieking alarm.




Three
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He leapt from bed. Stood a few shaking seconds getting his bearings. Warehouse? No. Wait, the tube . . . No! Ship. Captain of the ship. Hell. He ran to the console. “Ship, report on the alarm.” The noise sent pulsing knives to his ears. “Ship?” Hadn’t the ship answered before?

Two and a half centuries before, maybe. Slapping his hand on the console top, he ordered, “Pinpoint the alarm.” Nothing. Dammit. He banged his fist on the desk.

A flat, generated voice said, “Security breached in the cryonics bay.”

Adrenaline flooded him.

“Show all routes from here to the cryonics bay.”

Instead of the top clearing to show the map, a projection beam widened and focused beyond him.

On the glassy wall that was a porthole he hadn’t looked out, he saw a map of the ship. The drawing showed a fast trail with two turns down the main corridor, a snaking path the way he and Chloe had come last night.

“Status of security of cryonics bay.”

Numbers flickered on. All sleepers’ health indicators were fine. A frisson of a hunch skittered between his shoulder blades.

Kelse yanked on a pair of pants he’d found in a drawer and exited by the emergency access hatch, locked it behind him. Running lightly along the path he and Chloe had taken the night before, he reached the emergency door to the cryonics bay and keyed himself in. Again he locked the panel behind him.

There was no banging against the door, and the security lights looked just the way he’d left them. Two green and three red. He strode to the security station on one side of the room. That was familiar, something he’d worked with before. He checked everything. All seemed secure. Which meant the alarm in his room was fake, the voice sent to his quarters false . . . to lure him out? Maybe.

His blood was slowing. He walked to the main doors. Still no sound outside them. Rolling his shoulders, he stretched, then set his hands against the doors, braced himself, and sent his psi energy into the shields. Once again he noticed they weren’t only tech, but also psi, and the psi had layers . . . from the very first Captain to himself. He spared as much energy as he could, then staggered back. The door lights now showed four green and one red.

Good enough.

Panting, he scanned the room, dimmer and cooler than his first memories. A few of the sixty tubes were empty. Some of those would have been the previous Captains. He needed to study the history of the ship, its current culture. There was only so much he could do relying on his own memories of a past time and society.

His feet took him to his old tube, and Fern’s. His tube was dark, decommissioned, giving him a gut jolt. He couldn’t go back. What the hell, he wouldn’t trust anyone to put him back into the cryogenic stasis.

For one year or another century, he was stuck. Unless he died.

He’d make sure the ships got back on track. He could focus on only the future, holding the image he planned on making come true; he’d learned that a long time ago. If he considered failure, he was already lost. Sweat dried on his chest and back, itching.

Turning to Fern, he watched the fog swirl in her tube. This time he was allowed a glimpse of her lips and her neck, and he couldn’t stop from remembering their kisses, the scent of her as he  nibbled along her jaw. How she smiled. He waited to see her eyes but it didn’t happen.

There was a creak, he dove for a tool cart where he’d noted a long steel wrench. Rolled, came up with it in his hand.

To see Chloe entering the room. Her frown eased at the sight of him. “I went to your quarters. Heard the alarm.” Her lips tightened. “The mutineers grow more bold and clever.”

Kelse put down the wrench where he’d found it. “Did you have any trouble on the way?”

“No. I am seen as an ineffective flunky.”

Grunting, Kelse said, “Seems to me that you’re the real Captain. You run the ship.”

Her mouth quirked in amusement at the compliment. “We gained some time; most Awakened need at least a full seventy-two hours before they can function well. You should still be in your bed.”

He considered that. “I don’t think I looked too well in that speech to the ship—”

“You looked like hell. You could have been propped up in your bed with Moungala’s cape around you.”

“Or I could have been sitting in the command chair, having walked from here to the Captain’s Quarters, as I did. Maybe the alarm was a test to see how recovered I am. Easy to guess that one of my main priorities would be protecting the cryonics bay.” He thought of the cat, wondered how discreet Fam animals were. Did Peaches let something slip? Lady and Lord, another subject he’d have to learn about.

Chloe’s gaze went to the security hatch, then returned to him. Her glance held reproof and her eyes narrowed as she noted his weariness. “I’m sure the mutineers have a tech who is monitoring the status of this door.”

“Well, now they know it’s been reinforced.”

“You need food,” Chloe said. “The other Captains have been notified of Moungala’s death and want an inter-ship conference in half an hour.” She turned and stepped back into the dark hole.

The other Captains, Julianna Ambroz and Umar Clague. Kelse’s pulse picked up again. He’d probably be junior to both of  them now. Julianna had been younger than he, Umar a few years older. Strange times.

Kelse walked by Fern’s tube. Once again mist parted and showed him her lips, her unsmiling mouth. He ached to kiss her.

Too many things prevented him.

He touched the forceglass surrounding her. “I wish you were with me, Fern Bountry, able to give me your advice. I’ll always need you.”

Her lips parted, and he thought they formed, Kelse, then love. Fog enshrouded her face again, and he knew he’d imagined her words because it was what his heart wanted.

 

 

When the ship-to-ship video revealed the faces of his compatriots, Kelse kept the surprise of seeing their aged faces behind an impassive mask. Every hour a new shock.

Julianna Ambroz of Arianrhod’s Wheel smiled at him. She was wearing a dress of natural fabric with an embroidered front. He envied her. He was dressed in some slick material. Couldn’t find any nice-feeling shirt in the closet. Most of them had insignia, and he wouldn’t wear that.

Clague appeared sour.

“Good morning, Julianna, Umar,” Kelse said.

“Greetyou, Kelse.” Julianna’s smile became wider. Inside Kelse, a sliver of hope began to bloom under a pile of detritus that they might be able to pull off the mission.

“Greetyou, Kelse,” Umar Clague said.

“How close are we to finding a planet?”

“We’re close. I’m hopeful about the two systems with fourteen good-looking habitable-type planets,” Julianna said. “Good odds.”

Kelse didn’t think so. “And we can definitely make these with the fuel we have?” he asked.

Julianna hesitated.

Umar grunted.

Julianna’s gaze dropped, then lifted. “We on Arianrhod’s Wheel have modified our solar sails and have deployed them. We have the power.”

He should have felt good knowing that at least one ship would make it. But it wasn’t the ship that Fern and he were on.

“Umar?” Kelse asked.

“We need food and energy. We are on strict rationing and our solar sails were damaged in the wormholes. We repaired them, but the repairs are failing.”

“Julianna, can you ferry something over to Umar?”

She shook her head. “I’m sorry, we don’t have shuttles. Both our crews have tried to figure something out, but it would burn more energy than provide.”

“Nuada’s Sword has shuttles.” Kelse was sure of that.

“Nuada’s Sword has life pods and fighter dagger ships,” Umar said. “But if you’re like us, you don’t have the energy to spare for them or trained Pilots.”

Kelse glanced at Chloe. Face set into a melancholy expression, she shook her head.

“Do we have any solar sails?” he asked her. “Any food we can dropload?”

Her fingers swept over her computer console. She frowned, but when she looked up, hope glittered in her eyes. “Nuada’s Sword doesn’t use solar sails, but we have some in storage, and they can be fitted to Lugh’s Spear. That was the reason we bought them. We also have grain and seeds we can send.” She made a face. “And two tons of subsistence sticks, guaranteed to last for three hundred years.”

“Better than nothing,” Umar snapped.

“Our relative coordinates are such that we could drop cargo that you can intercept,” Chloe said.

“Can I check those figures, please?” Julianna asked.

“Transmitted to you both,” Chloe said.

Julianna opened her hand to show a shiny pink square. “They look good. What do you think, Umar?”

His eyes flickered as he scanned the data. He swallowed hard enough that Kelse noted it. “Looks good.” His voice cracked. “I’ll shoot you the specs needed for our ag sector.”

“We’ll get something to you, Umar,” Kelse said. “Chloe will coordinate with you.”

Umar stared at him. Then his video went black. He said in a choked voice, “Thank you. You think you can?”

“Good chance.”

“Best drop time is in a couple of hours,” Chloe said. “I’ll oversee it. We have enough loyals to stock and pack the dropcube.”

Umar’s video came on. His face appeared damp, he was blinking spiky lashes. “You know, Kelse, I don’t think I ever appreciated you before.”

“Thanks.” He looked back at Julianna. “Is there anything closer than those two systems?”

“The wormhole,” Umar said.

“You want to take our chances with another wormhole.” Kelse kept his voice expressionless.

“No!” Umar and Julianna said at the same time.

“No!” Umar’s face contorted. “If we reached civilized space again, they would take my ship. They would take my wife and the other sleepers for who knows what. Experimentation. They’d shoot me.” He reached for his glass with a trembling hand, and Kelse knew it was from fury.

When he glanced at Julianna, her face was hard. Her words were crisp and bitten off like the professor she once was. “If you will recall, I was declared a treasure of the USTATES. Which meant I was kept under lock and key. I don’t see the government we left progressing into a higher morality toward individuals. Not their own citizens and definitely not anyone they perceive as different.”

“Mutants,” Umar said. “That’s what we psis were considered and we still would be.”

“We’re agreed that we don’t take the wormhole,” Kelse said.

“It hasn’t been charted, none of this space has, since Earth liked keeping all its resources on planet. Our starfaring years were a very short time period,” Julianna said.

“We know that,” Kelse pointed out.

She drew in a breath. “As I said, this area is not charted, the wormhole could go to anywhere.” She hesitated. “The energy emanating from it does appear like that near the last Earth outpost. But that doesn’t mean—”

“Understood,” Kelse said. “I’m asking if there’s anything more viable for us. A planet to colonize.”

“There’s a little system closer, but I don’t like the looks of it. White sun, two planets that might possibly support life. My calculations put them slightly too far from the sun.” She shrugged. “As well as other considerations that indicate a poor choice for colonization.”

“Launch probes to the near system,” Kelse ordered.

“We only have a limited number of probes, and fourteen potential planets we’ll need to scan in the future,” Julianna said. “Arianrhod’s Wheel has five probes and no labs.”

“Lugh’s Spear has two probes. We had a planetary laboratory station, but it was dismantled before my time for parts,” Umar said.

Chloe said, “Nuada’s Sword has two probes and one lab.” She cleared her throat. “We don’t have a trained scientist to deploy the lab and analyze the data. Chung was Awakened on time and died of old age.” She looked down at her handheld. “Fern Bountry was trained as backup.”

“Fern is not being Awakened, under any circumstances, until we land,” Kelse said, rising. She could die in her sleep.

The thought that she’d die, they’d never have that future they’d fought for, made him wild inside; panic slid on his nerves. He could not let that out. He’d known fear and panic and loss before and withstood it. “That’s my price for handling this conspiracy for you.” He’d said the word they’d all been avoiding.

Julianna’s face tightened. “It’s a bad situation, but Moungala wasn’t you.” Trained in craftiness and fighting, she meant. “You have a small violent minority. Just infuse the majority with purpose, Kelse. You were always good at that.”

“Or cull out the youngsters and build an army,” Umar said cynically. “You’re leader enough to do that.”

Kelse realized that was exactly what Umar had done. It had worked for him.

“I intend to improve morale first.” A side of his mouth lifted in a half smile. “Then they will be infused with purpose. Before I  sign off, Julianna, what are our real odds of finding a habitable planet and making it there considering all our problems?”

She stared aside. “Arianrhod’s Wheel has a sixty percent chance of making landfall if an acceptable planet is found. Our survival after that will be in question if the other ships, particularly Nuada’s Sword, does not survive. Currently Lugh’s Spear has a twenty percent chance of landing. If the drop goes as expected, Lugh’s Spear also has a sixty percent chance of reaching a planet.”

“And Nuada’s Sword?” Kelse pressed.

Julianna’s stare met his. “That’s why I am glad you are Awakened, Kelse. Currently, not taking into consideration your talents—”

“Bottom line, Julianna,” Kelse said.

“Thirty percent chance of reaching a planet.” She smiled brightly. “But we’re sure you can improve that.”
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