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      Ravenne has worked hard to see the launch of Horizon, the first light-drive, come to fruition.

      But her laser focus on the big day leads to tragedy when her daughter is caught in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      When Ravenne discovers the truth behind the “accident,” she seeks vengeance against the company at fault…

      And is given an impossible choice that leaves her on a year-long flight to deep space.

      Lonely. Despondent. Angry.

      Ravenne is lost…until she discovers a video that seems to show her daughter being saved by a mysterious figure on that fateful day.

      Confident the message she receives is from her future self, Ravenne sets out on a mission to invent time travel and go back to change the past.

      Only, messing with fate and time has unintended consequences…

      

      Renegades Rising is a five-book series, of which the first four books can stand alone. You do not need to have read the previous book to enjoy this one, but Ravenne’s full story will not be resolved until the final installment.
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        	Earth time: April 15, 2031

        	Kalecca time: Not discovered yet

        	Ravenne: 27 years old

        	Mouse: Not born yet

        	The Duchess: Not born yet

        	Lyra: Not born yet

      

      

      The frigid air burned Ravenne Margo's lips. She licked them anyway and held her breath. The next thirty minutes could prove to be the most monumental in her life, her daughter's life, CynGen's portfolio, and perhaps even all of mankind's history. If all her calculations were right and so many other pieces were in place, they would have a working light-drive, which would allow humans to explore other places in the universe.

      "Mama?" Horizon tugged on Ravenne's jacket. Horizon's glossy black curls bobbed. Her thumb was in her mouth now, and a few small lines creased her forehead.

      "What is it, darling?" The perennial ache swelled. She looked so much like her long-gone daddy. Why did he have to drive so fast and lose control of his car? Horizon was so much more. Horizon was hers like no other thing besides maybe this drive.

      Horizon’s thumb popped out of her mouth. "I lost my dolly."

      Annoyance flashed, and Ravenne clenched her hands. "That was supposed to stay in your room today. Remember, we had a deal."

      Horizon looked away, and her thumb crept toward her mouth again.

      "No." Ravenne pushed her daughter's hand down. "You are seven years old and do not need to suck your thumb."

      "Yes, Mommy." Her voice was soft and meek. She would not look Ravenne in the eyes.

      Ravenne knelt down and gently took her daughter's face and cradled it in her palms. "You are a big kid and can solve your problems. Okay?"

      The furrow reappeared, but Horizon nodded slowly.

      Her assistant Kathleen waved at her from where the prototype’s launch controls were located.

      Ravenne checked her watch. It was almost time. She glanced back at her daughter, who twisted her hair now instead of sucking her thumb. The furrow still creased her brow.

      "Are we good for a bit? Mama needs to do something and then we can go back and celebrate."

      Again, Horizon gave a reluctant nod.

      "Dr. Margo?"

      "Yes, I’m coming." Ravenne glanced back, and Horizon was gone. The girl was smart. She would be fine for the thirty minutes left before the launch. Ravenne would not have to make the rounds at the party. Part of her deal with the company was to minimize the time she spent with the sponsors. She was too dismissive of their concerns. At least that's what the company had told her in quite a few emails. She had responded that she was better at actually creating products for the company than talking to sponsors.

      She waved at the guests in the lab and walked by with her chin up and her shoulders back. The walk she'd learned in school. If you looked confident, the kids would leave you alone. Mostly. Her stomach, meanwhile, was not getting the message. It was knotted and tight, telling her something was not quite right. It was more than the normal performance queasiness.

      She cast her gaze around the room. The light-drive prototype was attached to a small rocket. Protective plexiglass surrounded the ship, which should be more than enough protection even if her calculations were off a bit. The biggest protector was the shaft built to shield CynGen research facility. The force and brutal heat would flow down into the under-chamber where it would be dealt with by special systems. Everything was fire resistant. The only way someone could get hurt was if the drive pivoted and missed the shaft or if someone climbed down the shaft during the launch. The bolts and backup systems were designed to prevent the ship's exhaust from missing the shaft, and the shaft was blocked off. There was only a small access tunnel, which was used for maintenance.

      The lights flickered and dimmed. It was time. She walked to the podium and felt as if all eyes were on her. They were. This was her day.

      The cold air from the vent skittered up her back. She sent her gaze around the room. Shaggy-headed Paul something-or-another from propulsion stuffed his face at the snack table. Madelyn was schmoozing the suits from corporate.

      She cleared her throat gently to test the mic. They all turned to look at her.

      "Good evening. Tonight, we will be making history. You all know what it took to get here. The years of work, the setbacks, the triumphs."

      Low murmurs and nods greeted that statement.

      "But today, it will be worth all the sacrifices as the first light-drive takes off and goes a previously unimaginable 99.9% of light speed." She gestured to an overly large red button. “This button signifies the ceremonial christening of our new ship." When I press it, it will start the countdown sequence that will end in our triumph."

      Cheers roared through the room. She caught the eyes of as many of the people who had worked on it as she could. Someone was missing.

      Horizon was nowhere in sight. Worry pulled at Ravenne. Her daughter was extremely bright, but even she could get in trouble. Ravenne had expected her daughter would be by the front of the stage for this event. She covered the mic and turned to her assistant, Kathleen.

      "Can you find Horizon for me?" Ravenne kept her voice low and even.

      Kathleen made a small face and pushed her long dark hair behind her ear before she nodded and left, presumably to check Horizon's room.

      The crowd quieted.

      "Are you ready?" Ravenne asked. She slid the lever, which lowered the 3D projector that would make the countdown look like it was floating just above her head. She'd designed the projector to make 3D models.

      The crowd roared. People jumped up and down, waving their arms wildly.

      Ravenne pressed the button. The digits appeared in midair.

      "Countdown has started. We are committed to launch. There's no going back now. The system is so complex that it takes a supercomputer to align all of the parts."

      The crowd oohed.

      She had been told by the company that she needed to show the crowd some of the facility while they were waiting for the launch. She flipped some switches. People loved fire. She could show them a before and after in the shaft.

      The screen showed a tunnel. "This is the shaft." At the smothered laughter, she grinned and lifted an eyebrow. "This is where the drive will shoot super-heated air. We collect this heat and convert it to energy to run this facility and—"

      "What's a kid doing down there?" The horrified whisper cut through Ravenne's thoughts.

      Kid? It couldn't be. Her heart tried to beat its way out of her rib cage. The world slowed down. The faces of people she knew twisted into caricatures of horror.

      Movement at the back of the crowd caught her gaze. She turned so slowly her gaze landed on the pale face, the dilated eyes, and the open mouth of her assistant forcing her way through the crowd. She pushed through without Horizon.

      Ravenne brought up the cameras and panned to get a better view. Dangling from a ladder shelf was Horizon's favorite toy, an old fashioned doll with yellow, yarn hair.

      Ravenne's legs buckled, and her mind whirled. What could she do to save her daughter? It was ten minutes through the twisting corridors, five if you ran. Horizon did not have five minutes.

      Safety switch!

      There had been a safety switch in the plans. It should be right by where the countdown timer was but lower, located in a clear box.

      She knelt down and saw only empty wood. There wasn't even the protective box the switch should have been housed in. A flash of the meeting where the execs had said, "make the launch time or else," exploded in her mind. They had moved the building of the switch to after the launch.

      She slid to the floor. Everything blurred around the edges but the face of her determined daughter as she reached for her dolly.

      The 3D model of the timer flipped to her daughter's face. Thirty seconds.

      Maybe she could rip out the controls and short circuit the control mechanism. She knew the wiring for power was deeply embedded in the wall. The schematic for the machine swam in her head, and she searched her mind for something, anything that could be used to shut down the committed machine.

      There was nothing reachable in ten seconds.

      "Shut it off," her assistant screamed, just as the timer hit one second left.

      The screen went blank. The world shook as the pilot drive that would make them all rich and would have been her crowning glory rumbled up. The reinforced cage held the drive correctly on the tracks, funneling the exhaust down into the tunnel.

      Down to her unprotected daughter.

      The gauges for the moon's power cells swelled to full capacity. There was enough energy to run the facility for years.

      The gauge blurred and the air around her solidified. Her lungs would not draw in air. It was her fault. If only she had paid attention to her daughter this morning. If only she had fought harder for a safety switch. If only she had not pressed the button before being sure her daughter was there and safe.

      Stars swirled in her vision. Darkness crept around the edges of her sight. Her lungs would not work. The last things she saw before darkness claimed her were the puppy dog eyes of Horizon asking her for help and the sadness that replaced that expression when Ravenne had said no.
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      A steady beeping woke Ravenne. Antiseptic burned her lungs. Her nose itched. She couldn't reach it. Her hands wouldn't move. Why wouldn’t her hands move?

      She studied the dull, gray room, looking for clues. The beeping machine must be monitoring her heart. The room had no window, not even a pretend one. That would align with designs from the Europa moon station.

      That's right, she and Horizon were on the moon on the company base about to launch the light-drive prototype.

      A noise from the door drew her gaze. Her neck and head felt as if weights had been tied to them.

      "Dr. Margo, how are you feeling?" Dr. Parvis stood by the door. His normally round, cheerful face was creased with more lines than she had ever seen. The dark bags under his eyes were new too. Strange. She had found him annoyingly optimistic during her company-required check-ups.

      "My nose itches." Her voice sounded scratchy. What was wrong with her?

      He twitched and then hesitated before walking into the room. She considered the times she had interacted with him. He had never been hesitant about a medical procedure or a patient. He paused, watching her face. The vein in his throat thrummed wildly. A bead of sweat slid down next to his ear and into one of four almost parallel scratches on his left cheek. The sight of them sent a strange thrill of satisfaction in her chest. One more step and he was at the side of her bed. He scratched her nose.

      "Why am I tied up?" Ravenne asked.

      He took a full step away from the bed and glanced back toward the door. "What do you remember?"

      The feeling that something terrible had happened overcame her for a moment, but she could not quite grasp what it was. The thoughts evaporated before they could fully form. "Something bad."

      "Yes. I have you on some sedation until you can learn to cope with your feelings." He took another step back. "Less violently."

      Violently? When had she ever been violent? She reached for any memories but came up blank. Logically, it made sense. If she were violent, they would sedate her and restrain her. Except she didn’t remember reacting violently. A distant unease settled on her chest.

      "Do you have any memory of what happened on launch day?" A look of profound sadness flashed across his face, making the creases by his eyes even deeper.

      What would happen that would cause him to react this way? Her mind turned it over like a logic puzzle. She wouldn’t have turned violent if the mission had gone badly. If this design was flawed, she would just continue with her experiments until she found one that worked.

      "Did the drive work?" The creak of her voice still startled her. Had it been so long since she had spoken? That answer felt wrong. The creak was not from disuse. It could have been caused by screaming. Something in her knew that was the correct cause. That must be another piece of the puzzle.

      "Yes, the drive worked and came back this morning. They are setting up a mission soon for the next phase of testing." He hesitated as if to say something else, but his mouth snapped shut.

      "Is the team okay?"

      The hesitation was longer this time as if he were choosing his words carefully. "They were all affected by what you are trying to remember, but they will be fine."

      "But you are worried about me. Me in particular." It wasn't really a question. Her being the center of whatever this was only made sense.

      "Yes." That simple word surprised her.

      A dark cloud hovered closer. Horizon was not here. Normally, children were not allowed in the hospital. Surely whatever had happened had nothing to do with her daughter.

      "Where is Horizon?" Perhaps if Ravenne was being violent, the doctor was trying to protect her daughter. The beeping picked up speed. Her stomach twisted, and she tried to curl into the fetal position. The only thing that would cause her to lose her composure would be if something had happened to Horizon.

      "My daughter is dead...isn't she?" The words forced out around the boulder lodged in her throat.

      He pressed his lips together and nodded.

      The raw edge of pain caught Ravenne in the chest. Horizon was dead. It must be Ravenne's fault. She knew it in her soul. The pain in her chest sharpened. She closed her eyes and let the darkness soothe her.

      When she opened them again, Dr. Parvis still stood nearby. "I will slowly reduce the amount of drugs I’m giving you." He glanced at her, then away, and seemed uncomfortable. "I have a suggestion."

      She nodded, not willing to talk. Her cracked voice reminded her of Horizon.

      "They are looking for a volunteer to go on the first mission. There is room for one. The person they had chosen broke his leg and will not be able to go. No one is very interested."

      "You think I should go?" The surprise forced the words out.

      "You are an introvert at heart. You need some time to process and come to terms with everything." He made a vague hand motion. "There's more."

      There was always more.

      "You have all of the right skills, and I think 'people' right now are not high on your like-list," Dr. Parvis said. She sensed there was more that he wasn’t saying. Perhaps like the execs wanted her gone in a nice way, in a way that made it a good story instead of one that dwelled on what had happened.

      "Do I have a choice?" Was that her voice that sounded so flat and defeated?

      "Of course." He picked up her chart, but would not meet her eyes.

      "I will not like the other options, will I?"

      He sighed. "You seem to have an aversion to anyone you remember being there. A violent aversion."

      The rage was still there, distanced by drugs, but it pulsed just beneath the surface of her mind. Was there much choice? They would keep her drugged and tied here until she proved herself fit. Would she ever be fit? Perhaps all it would take is time. "How long have I been here?"

      Dr. Parvis pursed his lips. "Months. You are not getting better. This would not be a shortcut. It would put you in the best environment for your healing." He said it as if he could see where her mind was going. Or perhaps she had woken up before and had violently disagreed.

      "And that option allows the company to save face."

      "That is an added bonus." He dipped his head in acknowledgement. "But you should focus on the benefits for you."

      "I am assuming that as soon as you give the all clear they will be in here trying to convince me this is for the best?"

      He paused. "I will say that the last…episode…was provoked by them doing just that."

      The anger receded. "I hope I gave at least one a black eye." The words came out as a mutter.

      "Indeed. And one may have to get plastic surgery to fix the damage to his face," Dr. Parvis said drolly. She could almost see the satisfying splatter of blood as she pummeled the man who had voted down the safety switch.

      The strands of the drugs that only held the anger and grief back thinned. The doctor took a step back. "This may be your only chance to get away from them and regroup."

      She sighed. Dr. Parvis left her the impression that he wanted her to thrive. This was the least bad of bad options. He seemed to be doing extra despite the scratches she'd given him. "Why?"

      He glanced around as if making sure they were alone. "I understand losing someone…" His face tightened. "And this is no way to live." He gestured to where she was tied to the bed.

      A laugh caught in her throat. Live. Even with the drugs clouding her, that concept seemed so hopeless. She couldn't imagine having a life, but she couldn't stay here drugged up and at the mercy of the company. Freedom, even if on a ship alone, would be better than being here. "I agree. Perhaps it is for the best."

      "I will take care of it. You won't have to see any of them if you don't want to."

      "I don't." She just wanted to be alone.

      "My condolences to you for your daughter. While you are alone, make sure to find purpose in your life," he said gently, his face softening.

      "Thank you," was all she could get out. The wave of grief and anger thickened around her, squeezing her chest.

      "I am going to give you a bit more. And talk to the execs." He pressed the button and stepped to the door. "This is not going to be easy. You know the five stages of grief? Denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance?"

      The words fuzzed, and his face blurred. "You skipped right to anger."
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      Nine months later…

      The ship shuddered, jolting Ravenne awake. The sheets tangled around her ankles. The faint ammonia of fear and sweat stank up the small sleeping pod.

      Six months into her year-long mission, she could still only fall asleep if she was exhausted. She ran the circular track five miles every day. The run left her legs like jelly. She did sit-ups, push-ups, and lifted weights in the gravity room. All the exercise did was take the edge off.

      The rest of the time she poured over the data being sent back on the drive's processing. There were no fluctuations that were not within the norm. Nothing distracted her. She needed a distraction.

      Even after all this time, she woke up each and every morning slick with sweat, her mind filled with echoes of the last day she had seen her daughter alive. The anger, regret, and sadness still swamped her, leaving her stomach knotted. She didn't seem to be getting any better.

      There was no window for her to stare out of. She wished she could look out of the ship and see the hyperdrive view so popular from old sci-fi shows. Logically, she knew she was in space, hurtling through it at 99.9% of light speed. A ship traveling that fast couldn't have a window because it couldn't be shielded enough to protect the pilot. At this speed and in most normal ships, she would have been pulverized by interstellar gas, high-energy cosmic rays, and dust.

      But not on this ship. In this ship, she was safe. Safe from the radiation, safe from the particles flying in space, but not safe from herself.

      The company had supplied her with entertainment. Since it was a last-minute change and she was replacing the man who had broken his leg, there was a lot of porn on the ship.

      She guessed a man alone needed copious amounts of porn. After the first month, she decided porn was better than nothing. She quickly sorted the videos into piles. Stuff she would never watch, stuff she would watch and laugh her ass off, and stuff she would watch as fodder for a paper on how stupid porn was. She had one last video to review before she started on the paper.

      She popped it in the player and sat down with her notepad. This was one of the Debby Does series from the 1980s that had never quite died. This was in her stupid pile.

      The video started up with cheesy credits and named people who were obviously using fake names. Really, who named their kids Kandy or Big John? The setup was the same bedroom furniture from the last fourteen porn movies made by this producer. Men really were simple creatures.

      The screen blanked, then there was static, and the picture quality sharpened. The first trickle of unease hit the back of her neck. The screen cleared and displayed a new room. It was a room that almost seemed familiar. White walls and floor. Clean. It looked as if you could eat a meal off the floor. Was this a twist on fetish she had never seen before? Then, before she could identify the room, Horizon walked by.

      Ravenne's heart thumped, and her stomach dropped. What the heck was this? She hit pause on the remote and took her own vitals. They were off the charts. Her heartbeat was erratic and her breathing elevated. She wrote it all down and noted the time. Then she pinched herself, hard. Shit, that hurts. So, she was conscious and not dreaming. Alone on the ship, there was no one for her to ask if they, too, saw her daughter in the white room on the video.

      Rationally, she had a choice for her next action. This could be a hallucination and a sign that she was not, in fact, getting any better. Watching this video could cause a whole series of additional emotional and mental issues. She snorted. Was she stable without watching? Seeing her daughter would hurt, but not seeing her already hurt. Would it really hurt more to see Horizon? The fierce ache of longing was her answer. She would watch and deal with the consequences later.

      Ravenne restarted the video and played it again at faster speed. She saw the same sequence, and she took notes to the point where her daughter walked by. Ravenne stopped and restarted, confirming the time stamp on the pad and what was happening on the video. If she were hallucinating, would the timestamps match?

      She paused it again. The image of her daughter froze on the screen. A tangled mix of longing, grief, and anger swirled in her throat and chest. She leaned closer to the screen and then registered the date from the stamp. This was the day her daughter died. Was her mind trying to tell her something?

      Misery rose, but she brutally shoved it down. She had no patience for that. If this was not a hallucination, then this tape was new data. She embraced anger, the second stage of grief. Her anger seared back the anguish and she took a deep breath. Her hands shook, and her heart took off again.

      She was going to assume this video was real. Perhaps this was a joke by some corporate jackass who thought it would be funny. Even as she thought it, she knew that was not what was going on. No one had known how to deal with her strong emotional response. They had all been shocked at how she had lashed out during the months it had taken to get off the meds for her to be well enough to fly this ship. This was something else. Something she didn't understand. Understanding was part of who she was.

      She took the video out again and examined it closely. On the inside, taped so it was almost invisible, was a piece of paper. Her fingers brushed the edge. She picked at it until the whole piece came out.

      The sheet read "So you know the truth." in loopy handwriting that looked familiar.

      What truth? That her daughter had died? She was already well aware of that fact. Guilt and remorse heated her chest. Was this video meant to punish her? But the words were not about punishment, they were about truth. They implied she did not know the full situation, that the video was intended to supply some piece of information she’d been unaware of. She had not been allowed to, and, quite frankly, had not been in any condition to investigate her daughter's death. It was possible it had been more than an accident. Strangely, that thought gave her hope.
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