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      Thorn Stellers knew that sometime in the next few minutes, this ship was going to die.

      Beside him, the Captain—a preternaturally tall, gangly, and long-limbed woman from some low-grav world—leaned forward in her command chair. “Helm, as soon as this jump is finished, I want you to”—she paused, consulting a screen built into the chair’s arm—“maneuver five degrees port, ten degrees up, and apply half thrust for a ten-second burn.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      “Weapons, status?”

      “All green, sir. Reactive armor is powered up; point defense systems switched to autonomous mode.”

      “Good. You’ll be looking for targets to starboard-low. Get that data link up to the flagship as soon as we’ve got comms back. I want our targeting solutions uploaded into the squadron fire plan before they need to ask us for them—you know, unlike the last time we did this.”

      The Weapons Officer answered the Captain’s admonishment with a tight nod. “Will do, sir.”

      “Alright, Engineering,” the Captain continued. “Order a ship-wide suit check.”

      The Engineering Officer tapped at the console, and an alarm buzzed through the ship. Every crew member ran through a quick checklist for their crash suits. Stripped down vac-suits, they offered about two hours of life support, enough to get to a life capsule or, in theory, to be rescued from a crippled ship.

      Another chime sounded, and the Engineering Officer called out, “Alcubierre Drive cutoff in thirty seconds, sir.”

      The Captain leaned back again. “Thirty whole seconds with nothing to do. Enjoy the time off, people.”

      Chuckles rose around the bridge but quickly cut off, replaced by the soft chatter of voices across the intercom as each Bridge Officer coordinated the work of their respective departments. Tension crackled in the air, intensifying by the second like an electrical field building toward sudden discharge. Thorn knew the stress of these last moments before battle only too well. To their credit, these people—the crew of the Orbital Navy battlecruiser Centurion—soldiered on through it, every movement and clipped syllable a study in the word professionalism.

      Another soft chime came from the Engineering station. “Drive cutoff in five seconds.”

      The Captain nodded and leaned forward again. “Stand by, everyone. Show’s about to start.”

      The 3-D viewscreen, filling the forward bulkhead of the bridge, abruptly flickered with a hint of dull crimson. The ship’s superluminal bow wave and intense Doppler shift released particles when the drive cut, the resulting scarlet ghost tinging the screen like diluted blood.

      “Hold simulation,” a gruff voice said. Everything around Thorn froze.

      Commodore Scoville, dour Operations Chief for the ON’s Third Fleet, stepped forward from his place near the rear of the bridge. “The next forty minutes or so of the log is the approach to the Nyctus fleet and the opening engagement. The part I want you to see starts at time index forty-two—”

      “Sir, with all due respect,” Thorn said. “I’d like to watch the entire log, if I could.”

      Scoville scowled and crossed his arms. “I’m looking for your expertise in Starcasting, Lieutenant, not tactical ops.”

      “Understood, sir. However, there could be any number of clues about how the Nyctus pulled off what they did in the meantime. I’d hate to miss them.”

      Scoville narrowed his eyes, then nodded. “Alright. Resume—”

      “Sir?”

      The Commodore paused.

      Thorn looked around. “Did the Centurion have a Starcaster aboard?”

      “No. There were only a half-dozen with the whole task force. Not enough of you people to go around.”

      The Commodore’s tone hovered somewhere between awe, fear, and contempt. Another old-school officer who viewed magic the same way he might a reactor with delicate safeties: potentially powerful, but also potentially dangerous to everyone around.

      Thorn was used to it, though. He just ignored it with a mental eye-roll, nodding as Scoville resumed the simulation.

      The Captain and her crew abruptly came back to life. Thorn watched them carefully as they worked to prepare the Centurion for the impending clash with the Nyctus. Now that they could see the enemy fleet, a sprawl of ships backlit by the dim glow of the white dwarf beyond them, their tense anticipation ratcheted up another couple of notches. But they did their jobs with confident competence, and for good reason. The ON had enjoyed a string of victories now, each won battle pushing the Nyctus further back, away from ON space.

      But the aliens had established a new defensive line, its center anchored on the white dwarf and a dusty nebula sprawling nearly a light-year around it. The ON had deployed the Third Fleet, the Centurion’s parent formation, to attack here; their specific objective was a large, fortified platform orbiting a white dwarf. Intel thought it might be a forward operating base, or FOB. While an important target on its own, more critically the Nyctus presence threatened the flank of the ON’s main effort, a major offensive by the combined First and Second fleets in the adjacent sector.

      The intel hadn’t had much more to say about the battlespace than that. It did acknowledge the potential for some “sensor degradation” thanks to the dust, the remains of what had been a red supergiant before it had puffed away its outer layers, leaving only the shriveled corpse of its exposed core, the white dwarf. There had been nothing else of much note in the intel briefing, aside from a somewhat petulant comment about a lack of reconnaissance prior to the deployment of the fleet.

      Thorn watched as the time and range to target both ticked down. Firing solutions were developed and refined until, at the twenty-five minute mark, the flagship transmitted the first command to shoot. Across the Third Fleet, salvoes of torpedoes rippled out of launchers and accelerated away. It was a coordinated barrage, intended to tie up the Nyctus while the ON task force closed to the effective range of their main batteries. A smaller fusillade of missiles erupted from the Nyctus, racing back toward the ON fleet. The Squids avoided reliance on long-ranged missile fire, but leaned heavily on purely kinetic weapons—basically, rocks hurled by the eldritch power of their shamans—a capability gap they either couldn’t close or simply chose not to. For the squid, a KEW rock was cheap, fast, and effective.

      As the weapons tracked, Thorn took a moment to watch the Centurion’s crew. He wanted to see if any of them showed signs of being remotely influenced by the telepathic shamans of the Nyctus. None of them did, though, nor had there been any suggestions of it in the after-action reports. Thorn had expected as much, but he watched them anyway, studying each of their faces in turn. As he wandered around the virtual bridge, he felt Scoville watching him, but ignored it and focused on these digital ghosts. Since he was spending their last moments alive with them, he paid close attention to every nuance, every gesture, in the hope that some helpful detail would emerge from the swan song of a dying ship and her crew.

      After all, someday he might be nothing more than a simulation derived from some combat log. In that case, he hoped someone took the same care watching him as he hurtled toward his end, because the idea of death without purpose angered him as much as the squids themselves.

      “Enemy torps forty seconds out,” the Weapons Officer said, his voice taut but still measured and clear. “It looks like the escorts will take down . . . 90 percent-plus. Fleet tactical predicts 5 percent minimum breaking through the screen.”

      The Captain nodded. “Leave them to point defense. Status on the rail guns?”

      “Rail gun range in fifteen seconds,” the Weapons Officer replied.

      “Good. Priority for firing solutions is the capital ships in that nearest—”

      “Hold simulation,” Scoville said. “So, Stellers, have you seen anything useful so far?”

      Thorn shook his head. “No, sir. Nothing out of the ordinary at all.”

      “Well, this is where things start to go wrong. Resume simulation.”

      “—enemy detachment. They look like they’re trying to flank us . . .”

      The Captain broke off, frowning at the summary tactical situation showing on the console built into her chair. “Engineering, what’s with these uncertainty values? They’re all going up.”

      Thorn leaned over the Captain, looking at her display. Sure enough, the icons representing the Nyctus ships were now each the apex of an expanding cone reflecting their possible range of maneuvers. That was normal at long ranges, where light-speed delays meant that the target ship had moved since the latest sensor return, so its current actions could only be estimated. But with the range down to just thousands of kilometers, there should be no such fuzz in the locations or trajectories of the Nyctus ships.

      “Not sure, sir,” the Engineering Officer replied. “Some sort of scanner degradation. It seems to be affecting . . . shit. It’s affecting all sensors, even visual.”

      Thorn looked at the viewscreen. It too depicted increasing uncertainty in the actual locations of the Nyctus ships; more fundamentally, the imagery was fading, as though some sort of diffuse fog coalesced between the Nyctus and ON fleets.

      “It’s affecting our firing solutions,” the Weapons Officer called out. “Confidence levels are dropping fast.”

      The Captain turned. “Engineering, this is not a good time for our sensors to crap out—”

      “Working on it, sir.” The Lieutenant’s fingers danced across the console. “Everything self-tests green.” His voice rose a notch in frustration, fear, maybe both. “It’s all working the way it should!”

      “I’ve got news for you, Lieutenant,” the Captain snapped. “No, it’s not.” She waved a hand at the big viewscreen.

      Thorn followed her gaze. The imagery had almost completely faded away.

      “Hold simulation,” Scoville said, then crossed his arms. “Okay, Stellers, time to earn your pay. Any ideas?”

      Thorn frowned. The Nyctus could have developed some sort of jamming effect that targeted the ON sensors—but he was no tech and didn’t doubt that the ON had already thrown their best engineering minds at that possibility. In fact, him being here probably meant that they had come up empty. So he bit his lip and stared at the blankness of the viewscreen.

      Something tickled his thoughts, but it was elusive, like a bug flying around the room—heard, but as yet unseen.

      “Stellers—?”

      “I’d like to see some more, sir, if I could,” he said.

      Scoville nodded. “Resume simulation.”

      The Captain turned back to the engineering station. “You and your people have one minute to get this sorted out, Lieutenant. If you can’t, I’m going to have to recommend to the flagship that we fall out of line, and I will not be happy about that.”

      The Engineering Lieutenant gave a quick nod. “I know, ma’am. We’re working on it.”

      “Work faster.”

      The Weapons Officer blew out an exasperated sigh. “Firing solutions have dropped below 50 percent.”

      “For which weapons?” the Captain asked.

      “All of them, ma’am.”

      A distant thud sounded, and the deck shuddered. Another followed, then two more, in rapid succession.

      “Incoming missiles!” the Weapons Officer said. “Point defense can’t track them!”

      “The reactive armor’s doing its job,” the Captain cut in. “For the moment, anyway. But we’re taking hits here, and we can’t even see them coming.” She turned again. “Engineering, last chance.”

      The Lieutenant offered the Captain a bleak look. “Sorry, ma’am, we’ve got nothing—no idea what’s happening.”

      “We’re getting calls from across the task force,” the Comms Officer put in. “It’s not just us. Sounds like—”

      Another ripple of thuds sounded, and then a heavy bang came from somewhere aft. Damage alerts flared across bridge consoles; warnings chimed and buzzed.

      The Captain turned to the now-blank viewscreen, and her eyes went wide. “Damn. It’s the Nyctus. Somehow, they’ve blinded us.”

      The simulation abruptly froze—this time, without an order from Scoville.

      “That’s where the log ends,” the Commodore said. “Based on what we’ve been able to piece together from all the logs we’ve recovered and accounts from the surviving ships, the Centurion took a catastrophic hit at this point. Run simulation Scoville-two.”

      The digital ghosts of the Centurion’s crew and bridge vanished, replaced by a tactical map giving an overview of the battle. A cadre of Nyctus ships near the rear of their battle line suddenly vanished, then reappeared in pulses of blue-shifted energy within a few tens of kilometers of the ON battle line.

      “I’m no expert,” Thorn said, “but isn’t using Alcubierre drives, or whatever the Nyctus version is, in such crowded space—”

      “Asking for disaster? Damned right it is,” Scoville replied. “But the Nyctus had it all pre-plotted, and we assume that includes nav. They were ready for us, the bastards, and we played right into whatever disgusting appendages pass for their hands.”

      The Centurion was, Thorn saw, the first of the ON capital ships to be hit and destroyed—and by nothing more than a massive chunk of rock unceremoniously dumped out of the hold of one of the Nyctus ships. There was no plasma flare from an engine, but the rock accelerated at a horrific rate until it slammed into the battlecruiser, virtually breaking her in two. She wasn’t the last, though. More ships staggered under titanic impacts, reeling out of line or just bursting into clouds of shattered debris.

      “The Centurion and all the rest of these ships were taken out by boulders, Stellers. Friggin’ boulders, that they couldn’t see coming.” Scoville’s scowl was ripe with disgust. “The Nyctus and their damned shamans. There’s no way those rocks could have been accelerated that hard conventionally, not without being pulverized into gravel.” Jaw muscles clenched, Scoville stared at the miniature scene of carnage.

      Thorn just stayed quiet. He didn’t need Joining to tell him that Scoville’s fury wasn’t just focused on the Nyctus, but on magic generally, a vast and unwelcome intrusion into their once-tidy vision of space combat.

      “In any case,” the Commodore finally said, “we’ve seen that capability before, so it’s not new to us.”

      Thorn nodded. “The Nyctus focus on Earth magic. At least the ones we’ve encountered do, although some of the squid target human beings. What we call Lifer magic.”

      Scoville’s gaze went flat, his body utterly still. There was a cloud of potential violence around the man that went against everything an officer was supposed to be: calm, controlled, reasoned. “Earth mages, Lifers, whatever. I don’t speak ’caster, and don’t especially want to. I deal in math. I want a war I can fight, not some childhood myth come alive out here in hard vacuum.”

      “Sorry, sir. Elemental magic is given by elements, so earth, air, fire, and water. It’s actually more complicated than that—electrical energy falls under fire. Think of them as cousins, not siblings. Anyway, Lifers are able to interact with living things directly, and Joiners are telepathic.” Thorn shrugged. “They’re not really official names, just terms born of necessity and habit. It’s all new to me as well, and . . . it’s a part of me. It’s a natural function of the universe, and for some reason it set up shop in my body when I was a kid. I’ve been carrying it with me ever since. Now I’m going to use it to kill Nyctus, and though I may be speaking out of turn—"

      “Careful, Stellers. It may surprise you to find that I’m no fan of this bullshit,” Scoville growled.

      Thorn gave a shrug that was neither apologetic nor indifferent. “Loud and clear. Since we’re being honest with each other, I’ll show you this.” He pulled out his talisman and handed it to Scoville, who took it with only a minor hesitation.

      “Yes? And?” Scoville said, dismissing the book as he handed it back to Thorn.

      “The ashes of my parents, my home, and my planet are on each page,” Thorn said.

      Scoville paused, then spoke in a softer voice. “I’m sorry for your loss—”

      “That’s not why I showed you, sir.”

      “Then why?” Scoville asked, curious.

      “You’re career Navy, sir?”

      “I am.”

      “Think back to the days of the blue-water Navy on earth. If you handed a rail gun to one of those captains, what would they think?”

      Scoville paused again. “Not much. They wouldn’t have any context or understanding for—”

      “Sir?” Thorn asked, his lips curling slightly.

      “Oh, shit.” Scoville waved a hand. “Point taken. You’re saying that this—book, and you are the rail gun, and we’re the old salty bastards trying to play catch-up?”

      “I am, sir.”

      Silence grew between them, fat and awkward.

      “I still have a question that goes beyond simply making things explode, or whatever else you can do—and full disclosure, I still don’t like any of this. But I’d be a damned fool if I didn’t use a knife put in my hand, so—” Scoville gathered himself, then spoke again. “The Nyctus throw rocks around, I get it. Like I said, we already knew that. What we don’t know is how they screwed with the task force’s sensors. We can’t find any technical reasons in the data we’ve got, and we can’t really head back into Nyctus space to retrieve any wreckage.” Scoville gave Thorn a questioning look. “You’re supposed to be one of the Starcaster Corps’ best, so if you’ve got any ideas, let’s hear them. I admit to being outside my area of expertise, and we don’t have time for me to reinvent the wheel. Our planets are dying.”

      “Yes, sir, I understand.” Thorn bit his lip and studied the frozen image of the shattered Centurion. Indeed, the Nyctus had, as Scoville put it, simply thrown rocks around. Big rocks, the size of shuttles, some even larger. But as he walked around the tactical snapshot, peering closely at it, he saw they’d employed smaller rocks as well. They’d literally just heaved them out of their ships, then used their potent earth magic to accelerate them far harder and faster than their structural integrity should allow.

      Scoville was right: the simple inertia of the big rocks should have caused such extreme accelerations so as to smash them into debris. The magic bypassed mundane physics, though, keeping them intact and turning them into cheap, kinetic missiles that were both difficult to destroy and incredibly deadly. It was a cumbersome tactic, only effective at relatively short ranges. The Nyctus had mastered it and used it a lot. As yet, they hadn’t built an entire battle strategy around setting up a situation like one. This time had been different. Why? Just to be unpredictable.

      No. There was more to it than that. Just getting close enough to make it viable pretty much demanded taking the targets’ sensors offline. Once, they would have used their formidable telepathic powers to manipulate their enemy’s perceptions, but the addition of ’casters to the ON arsenal made that much more problematic for them. That meant the aliens had come up with something else, something that made them damned certain they could confuse and blind their enemy.

      Thorn narrowed his eyes and thought of the night his life changed. The sound, the impact—the fire. He touched his talisman, rubbing idly at a smooth part of the cover. A hint of grit, still, after all these years.

      Thorn smiled as the memory hove into sight, a grim gesture of finality, not joy.

      “Stellers, I’ve got three other places I need to be,” Scoville said. “If you think of anything, call my aide.”

      “Dust.”

      Scoville blinked at Thorn’s single word. “Dust. What about it?”

      Thorn pointed at the frozen imagery. “This battle. It took place in a nebula—inside a big cloud of dust, blown off that star when it died.” Thorn struggled to recall what he’d learned about stellar evolution—which wasn’t much. “Sir, what would that dust be made out of?”

      “For a star of the mass this one was?” The Commodore frowned, recalling his own stellar-physics training. “Carbon, mostly. Probably some oxygen, magnesium, some silicon—why?”

      Thorn gave a slow nod. “All elements found in most rock,” he said, then nodded. “That’s how the Nyctus did it. They used their Earth magic to build up dust on our ships, especially on their sensor arrays. They blinded them with dust, then attacked them while they were helpless. And that’s why they chose to make their stand here, inside this nebula and close to the white dwarf, in the thickest part of it.”

      Scoville didn’t look away from Thorn. “Fleet Engineer, Ops O here.”

      A voice replied from the air. “Here, sir.”

      “I’m sending a Lieutenant to you, named Stellers. He’s a Starcaster, and he has an idea about what the Nyctus did to our ships. Once he’s done describing it to you, you tell me if it makes sense. If it does, then we’ve got a hell of a vulnerability to patch up . . . somehow.”

      “Aye, sir. Stellers—I’ll be expecting him.”

      Thorn nodded. “I’ll head there right now, sir.”

      “Do that.” He paused, then added grudgingly, “Good work, Stellers.” Scoville had briefly overcome his own reluctance to offer the complement. It left Thorn feeling like the ON might never truly be comfortable with ’casters.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Thorn saluted, then turned for the exit from the simulator.

      “Oh, Stellers?”

      He turned back to the Commodore. “Sir?”

      “I watched the log all the way through, too. Hard to do, but it’s only right. These people need to be remembered.”

      Thorn gave the Commodore a curious stare, wondering if the man was telepathic on some level. Thorn had never been a natural card player, so his face, unguarded, might be easy to read. When it came to cheating at cards, that was a different situation altogether.

      But Thorn just nodded, ceasing his trip into other, less dangerous times. “Yes, sir. It is.”
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        * * *

      

      Thorn spent barely an hour with the Fleet Engineer and her team. They’d crafted a simulation based on his supposition, to test the idea that a sufficient dust buildup could really inhibit sensors so thoroughly. The results were beyond striking. The first iteration they ran showed that even a few millimeters of dust would seriously degrade the effectiveness of sensors, electronic and optical. Two subsequent runs confirmed it.

      As for the Nyctus using magic to accomplish it, Thorn was able to confirm that, too. His talisman in hand—the battered storybook, all that remained of his long-gone childhood and family—he’d channeled his awareness into the flight recorder retrieved from the Centurion. Sure enough, like the faint tick of metal cooling after exposure to intense heat, he’d caught a flickering echo of magical effect. It told him nothing about what that effect was, only that it had imprinted itself on the Centurion, a ship that had no ’caster of her own aboard. And true to its name, the flight recorder still held a glimmer of it.

      The sheer volume of dust was impressive, considering the tenuous nature of the nebular dust cloud. But the Nyctus, those creative, vicious bastards, had managed it somehow, and that was bad news for the ON. Every nebular dust cloud—and there were lots of them—had suddenly become a no-go zone for the fleet.

      Thorn flopped back into his bunk aboard the Hecate. He hadn’t even bothered to pull off his boots. He’d done his usual, morning shit-shower-shave routine only a few hours before, but he already felt as wrung out as an old dishcloth, ready to just pull the covers over him again, boots and all. Turned out that watching the last minutes of peoples’ lives was an emotionally draining event.

      Thorn sniffed. Go figure. After his youth and years as a reclamation grunt, he expected emotional tolls to be the least of his worries.

      He closed his eyes, leaning into the idea that the morning would be better, and finding the cause of bad news had to be a victory, no matter how Scoville felt about magic.

      But his work was only partially done.

      Dust was simple. Manipulating it in the void of space was far from simple—if anything, it brought physical talents to bear that Thorn couldn’t even begin to fathom. Dust was small, susceptible to the vagaries of a big universe, and even more notably, it had little or no mass.

      “I don’t know how,” Thorn said. The ceiling had no answers, and the Nyctus weren’t about to spill their secrets. As he sifted memory, chances, and plans, Thorn kept returning to the same unsavory option: go back into enemy space, raid, and capture a shaman. Then, tear the secret from their slimy heads and hope that they could deliver the discovery safely.

      Not likely, he thought.

      “Thorn, Kira here.”

      Thorn opened his eyes. “Kira?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      He sat up and swung his feet to the floor. “Holy shit, this is real-time? You’re here, at Code Gauntlet?”

      “It is, and I am.”

      Thorn stood. Kira’s ship must have only just arrived at Code Gauntlet, the Third Fleet’s FOB just inside the ON defensive line that demarked this side of the no-man’s-space now separating them and the Nyctus. “Where are you right now?”

      “Just passing through in-clearance.”

      He glanced at the time. “Can you get away? You’re just in time for lunch.”

      “I need about an hour to tidy up a few things,” she replied. “How about I meet you in the mess in, say, an hour and a half?”

      Thorn smiled. “I’ve got a better idea.”
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        * * *

      

      Kira grinned as she ran her bare feet through the grass. “I haven’t felt anything but deck-plating under my feet for—” She shrugged. “Seriously, I don’t remember the last time.”

      Thorn grinned and gestured around. “I know, right? Whoever decided that the FOB needed an arboretum was a genius—and the ON doesn’t have many of those.”

      “You could have said none, and I’d have bought it.” She closed her eyes and pushed her toes into the turf. “Oh, wow, that feels good.”

      The arboretum, a single domed compartment flooded with light from broad-spectrum lamps high above them, was the brightest and airiest part of the FOB by far. In a rare concession to morale, the Fleet Admiral had authorized its construction, the official reason being that the sprawl of greenery helped maintain a clean atmosphere inside the FOB. And it did, because the host planet just had too much carbon dioxide for comfortable human breathing. Thorn knew it was about much more than that, though. It was, in fact, more about moments like this—a brief respite from the dreary grind of the ongoing war to enjoy a picnic lunch with a friend.

      They weren’t the only ones here, either. ON fleet personnel, from low-ranking Rates to at least one Captain, were lounging amid the greenery, taking a break from alloy bulkheads and deck plates and a war that had settled into a bleak grind of attrition.

      “So what brings you here to FOB Gauntlet, anyway,” Thorn asked.

      Kira opened her eyes. “No idea. The ship came here, and I came with it.”

      Thorn grinned again. “It’s something classified, isn’t it?”

      “I could tell you, but then we’d have to turn you into compost.”

      “Yeah, good luck with that.”

      A hint of a frown touched Kira’s face. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “What? Oh, nothing. Just that I’ve had a few face-to-face encounters with the Grim Reaper, and he hasn’t gotten me yet.”

      Kira closed her eyes and resumed luxuriating in the grass. “Sounds like famous last words. Pass me another sandwich.”

      “You want one with the pink stuff, or one with the brown stuff?”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “The Mess made one pink, the other brown. Otherwise, I can’t tell them apart.”

      She accepted the sandwich from him—one with pink filling. “You know, I’d have thought the food would be better at an FOB than it is shipboard.” She bit into it, gave an experimental chew, then made a yuck face. “I was wrong.”

      “Now you know the gastronomic disappointment I’ve been living with.”

      “Why do they have you stationed here anyway?” Kira asked. “Seems like a waste of one of our best Starcasters, hanging around an FOB.”

      Thorn shrugged. “It’s not likely we’re going to see ops spooling up again any time soon.”

      Kira swallowed. “Really? What have you heard?”

      Thorn hesitated. The whole dust-blocking-sensors thing was very definitely classified. And even though this was Kira, there were some things that even friends didn’t need to know.

      “Let’s just say we won’t likely be starting up any offensive ops for the foreseeable future, and leave it at that.”

      Kira sat up. “Thorn, what do you know?”

      “I . . . really can’t say, Kira. I’m sorry.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Fine. Need to know and all that, right?”

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      She cocked her head. “It’s something about the Third Fleet getting its ass kicked. You know something about that. Something the Nyctus did.” Her eyes nearly vanished, leaving only bright, suspicious crescents. “Something big—”

      Out of sheer instinct, Thorn closed his mind off like an airlock in a breach drill. It happened without thinking, leaving him bathing Kira in a hard stare. There were some things a ’caster did not do. “You shitting me, Kira? Trying to read me?”

      “Wasn’t just trying. You probably need to be a little more careful, Thorn. Another Joiner might not be quite so benign about it.”

      Thorn felt his features soften, then lowered his mental barrier. “Kira, we’ve been friends for a long time. You know better. Second point, and this is critical, so please remember: Joiners are the least of my worries.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because Joining’s less a science and more an art, I guess. It doesn’t have the hard edges of a castle, or a hammer. A castle defends a specific thing, a hammer uses a specific force, but Joining is—” He struggled, searching for a word that didn’t exist.

      “Soft?” Kira asked, a brow lifted. “Be careful, friend. I can peel away your secrets, if I’m given a chance.”

      “If?” Thorn said, then laughed. “You don’t need to peel them away. They’re freely given.” He bunched his shoulders, uncomfortable with the gap in his logic. “I think I can perform some degree of Joining. Doesn’t mean I grasp it. Not entirely.”

      “That’s fair. How about this—come to the gym,” Kira said.

      “Gym? Why?”

      Kira stood, then grinned down at Thorn, and there was conspiracy in her eyes. “Call it a hard lesson with soft edges. Tomorrow. Eleven-hundred. See you there.” She walked away, and Thorn fought the urge to peel her secrets away.

      Some things were better found out in the fullness of time.
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      Thorn strode into the gym he’d booked, ready for a fight. Or a lesson.

      Or both.

      He stopped as the door slid closed behind him. He’d been preparing what he intended to say for a couple of hours now . . .

      Kira, I respect you, he sent into the room, hoping she was listening. I hope you don’t intend to drop a beam on my head.

      Thorn made it a half-dozen paces into the cavernous gym, then stopped short. There was no sign of Kira, and he had no sense that his words had been received. They echoed flatly around him, a psychic remnant of his lukewarm apology.

      He checked his chrono. He was on time. In fact, he was a couple of minutes late, which was sloppy. It was a standard throughout the ON that if you were attending a meeting, you always showed up at least five minutes early to study any maps or other documents that had been prepared for it. Early was on time, and on time was late.

      Something flickered against the edge of Thorn’s vision. Acting on instinct, he turned, at the same time conjuring a fierce point of blue-white light over his outstretched palm; with a thought, he flung it out into an implacable shield against whatever he’d glimpsed—

      Kira slammed headlong into his barrier and rebounded with a bluish flash and a cry of pain—and landed firmly on her ass. In a blur, she sprang up, thanks to her superb conditioning.

      Thorn let the residual energy drain away and stepped toward her, again putting out a hand, but this time it was free of any sorcerous energy.

      “Kira?” He spoke out loud, and there was far more in the word than a simple question. “What’s the lesson?”

      After catching her breath and straightening her fatigues, she put her hands on her hips and waved vaguely at the space. “You didn’t even know I was here, did you?”

      “Well, not until you tried to throw yourself at me like some sort of mugger, no—”

      “We’re in a war for our survival, as a species, and sometimes the most talented people have blind spots. Like yours.”

      “If I’m blind, then—you mean after I felt you? Or before?” Thorn asked.

      She sighed, a gentle sound of acceptance, not anger. “You—we—grew up hard. You understand threats, whether or not they’re in front of you, right?”

      “I’m an expert in them. You are too,” Thorn said. The home had been brutal at times, cold at others, and never, ever truly safe. “Where are you going with this?”

      “It’s the Nyctus. They’re alien.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “Are you though? They’re not in front of you, but they also aren’t like some kid at the children’s home, laying in wait to kick your ass for no reason. Different kind of threat,” Kira said.

      Thorn rubbed his chin, then tilted his head in agreement. The memories she was dredging were sour, dead things—things he’d worked hard to bury. “If you’re comparing yourself to a lurking bully with designs on my food ration—”

      “I’m not. I’m nothing like the Nyctus, and never will be. You can see me, and feel my presence. I don’t know if that’s true with the squid, at least, I don’t think we can say for certain. This,” and she waved at their setting, dismissing it, “is just an attempt to get you to open your horizons to the Nyctus and what they really are.”

      “What do you—”

      Kira’s hand flickered forward in a blur, the small knife flashing lethal in the wan light. Thorn turned, barely, and slapped the blade away, raising his other hand to Kira in vibrating menace. The knife clattered against a console and fell still.  In the seconds of her attack, he never made a sound, and neither did she.

      “Would you have really stabbed me?” Thorn asked, his voice flat.

      “Damn right I would have. Three inch blade, wouldn’t be fatal but it would sure as hell get your attention. I couldn’t make an attempt on your life in public. Too open.”

      “Why?” Thorn asked, his eyes slits.

      Kira sighed again, and this time, she lifted her eyes upward, forming each word with care as she spoke, studiously avoiding eye contact with Thorn. “The Nyctus can turn that which we know against us, including our—our friends, and our own minds. Everything. Every person, object, even emotions, all turned against us by the squid because at their cold, double-heart, they’re the finest liars the universe has ever seen. We’re pretty good at bullshitting each other, us humans, but the squid are built to get inside and make the lies real. And when that happens, you have to be ready.” She paused, then let her eyes rest on his. He was smiling, slightly. “I take it you understand?”

      “Some of it. I—some of it,” he admitted. “What am I missing?”

      “That despite all your gifts, and the way you wield them, you can still be attacked. You’re not bulletproof, Thorn, and your natural ease is going to be pierced to the core one day if you don’t realize that inside that reservoir of magic is a body that can be killed, either by the Nyctus or by space itself. Likely, you’ll be in some distant shithole, so far out in the darkness that no one will ever know you’re dead. Unless one of us Joiners sends word, and your corpse is cooling in hard vacuum. Do you understand? There are threats you can feel—”

      “And those I can’t. Like just then,” Thorn said as the tumblers clicked into place. “This is a function of being a Joiner?”

      “It is. We sense and feel that which is beneath your psychic radar. Maybe it’s because we had to work so hard to get it—no, don’t give me that look, because I’m not judging you. I’m a little pissed that you’re so friggin’ gifted, but not angry at you. But I needed you to see this. To see me as Kira, and then see me as an enemy. The lie made real, and close enough to reach out and touch you.”

      “You mean smash your face against my Castling effort?”

      She made a face. “Well, now that you put it that way, yes. But my second attack--

      Thorn winced. “Yeah. That was better. And a better—illustration.”

      “Good. We get one shot with you, and then we’re back to fighting with a lot of gifted people who have one trick in their bag. You have all the tricks, Thorn, and beyond that, you’re all I have left from everything that used to be good. Before this war. Can you remember that far back, even?”

      “Sometimes, no. But I can now.”

      “Good. Because losing the feel for what we used to be is the easiest way for us to all get killed. You don’t have the option of walking into a safe, secure gym and being attacked. When the squiddies do it, they’ll be arrayed across a half-light year, hurling rocks and trying to crack your mind like a nut. And someday, they might do it,” Kira said.

      “It’s less likely now,” Thorn said quietly.

      Kira gave a sharp nod. “I’m glad to hear that. Remember—the quiet places between attacks can be dangerous too.” She looked to the door, then back at him. “Let’s see how good you are at defensive magic.”

      With that, she vanished.

      Thorn sighed and started for the door. Before he reached it, it slid open and a squat Petty Officer bearing an ON Security badge stormed in, a pair of armed and armored guards at his back.

      “Just what the hell is going on in here?” the man blurted, his expression as hard as deck-plating. “There’s a maintenance crew two compartments over reporting all kinds of weirdness. They practically shit themselves with fear for no good reason, and then I learn a Starcaster has booked this gym—”

      Thorn held up a hand. “Yes, Petty Officer, I know. I had a magical effect go a little wonky, I’m sorry.” In truth, his Castling had worked to perfection. It was the magnitude that was the problem.

      The Petty Officer’s unibrow wrinkled up like a frightened caterpillar. “I’m going to have to report this, sir.”

      “Yes, of course you will. Just please also put in your report that I now know practicing ’casting anywhere inside the FOB isn’t going to work, and I’ll have to find somewhere more remote to do it.”

      For a long moment, the PO kept his glare trained on Thorn. Finally, he spun around, muttering something about Starcaster freaks, and stormed away, his security backup in tow.

      Thorn sighed. Yes, he’d undoubtedly get chewed out for letting magical effects spill over into other parts of the FOB. At least he could keep that off Kira, though. Her lesson—and that’s what it had been—was good enough that he could handle a little heat.
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      Thorn walked into the arboretum, eager, but also wary. He hadn’t expected Kira to call him, waking him up, and ask him to join her here. He really didn’t think she’d make another stab at some sort of telepathic ambush—not in such a well-used, public part of the FOB. Even at this early hour, there had to be a least a dozen people here.

      But he couldn’t dismiss the idea entirely, either. What if, as he’d imagined during the night while lying in bed and staring into the darkness, she’d somehow been influenced by the Nyctus? Could she actually be a danger?

      Thorn walked around a stand of trees rising from a low group of bright pink bushes, their color almost alarming. Kira sat just ahead, staring at a flower that looked more like a small furred mammal than a plant.

      “What’s that?” he asked, easing to the ground.

      “Shh. It’s hunting,” Kira said.

      “It’s what?”

      “Watch.”

      The flower extended a thin brown tendril, which accelerated in a blur and pinched the bud from a nearby neighbor.

      “Shit. Vicious little thing,” Thorn said, impressed.

      “Mother Nature takes no prisoners.” Kira turned to him with an easy smile.

      “Okay, so is this smiling Kira just another Joiner projection, and you’re really about to pop out of the azaleas and shank me?”

      Her smile changed to something close to an apology. “No shank, and I prefer the term shiv. Much more dignified.”

      “Spoken like a true vagrant. Then let me adjust my inquiry. No shiv today?”

      “No, not today.” She shook her head, and the smile drained away. “I hope you took my demonstration to heart.”

      “I did.”

      She looked at him sharply. “That’s it?”

      “Sure. You had a point to make, and you needed it to happen in person, and in real time. You did so. End of story.”

      “Well then. I sort of thought there’d be more of a fight, or at least some quest for a second opinion,” Kira said.

      “No reason to, unless you have one.”

      Kira leaned back on her outstretched arms and sighed. “I’ve been reading reports about the Starcaster Corps. About the things Starcasters have accomplished—victory, for one thing, even in the face of us falling back across multiple fronts.” She glanced at him sidelong. “And not to be too specific, but what you’ve accomplished. Hell, I’ve been with you for a bunch of it.” She sighed again. “You’re not the kid I knew, or even the same as you were when we left Murgon with muck caking your boots. The war is changing all of us, but it’s shifting you most of all. I hope you’ll remember that when the time comes.”

      “When the time comes? For what? Our collective suicide charge into the bosom of the squiddies? Hell no.” He regarded her for a long moment, but she said nothing. “We’re not going away, Kira. Not even if the Nyctus get close enough to split my skull with a meteor. We’ll fight, and we’ll win. We’re Starcasters, not the scared recruits we used to be.”

      She held up a hand. “I know. And you’re right. But despite the glowing reports, ’casters are still looked at as freaks by most of the rest of the ON.”

      Thorn thought about the Security PO’s muttered words the night before, damned Starcaster freaks, and just nodded. “I know. They treat it like witchcraft.”

      “It is witchcraft, Thorn. For . . . hell, hundreds, maybe thousands of years, it’s been seen as something—” She shrugged. “I don’t know. Dangerous. Sinister. Evil, even.”

      Thorn stretched out his legs. “Yeah. Eye of newt and all that.”

      “What of what now?”

      He waved her off. “An old reference, and a bit niche. But you’re right. They used to hang and even burn people for what we now know is ’casting.”

      She nodded. “I know. And even though it’s helping us—well, if not actually win, then at least not lose this war, everyone’s trying to come to grips with it.” She sighed. “Anyway, if you think it’s bad for ’casters, it’s worse for Joiners. Seeing someone throw a fireball or whatever is scary, but it’s obvious, and it’s easy to see how that’s something we can use against the squids, like right here, right now. But knowing that someone can slip into your mind and screw with how you perceive reality itself is insidious and terrifying.”

      Thorn had to nod at that. “Fair point. I’d never really looked at it that way before.”

      “Neither had I, until it became known through the fleet I’m a Joiner. I had people I used to sit beside in the mess suddenly start moving away if I even made eye contact with them. Like I’m going to Join and screw around with people I consider—considered—friends.” Kira’s voice had gone hard, and she glared at a spot in the grass just beyond her feet. But she stopped and took a breath. “But I really didn’t ask to meet you just to vent, or even to confirm that you’ve seen the wisdom in my lesson.”

      He smiled. “Hope not, because I’ve got about ten minutes and then I’ve got duties starting up. I’m kind of hoping that we can—”

      “I asked you here to tell you two things, Thorn. One, to guard yourself at all times, even from the ON itself.”  She drew up her feet and hugged her knees. “You’re one of the few friends I’ve got left—mainly because you know I can’t hex you, or whatever.” She gave a rueful smile. “You kind of made that clear last night.”

      Thorn held up two fingers. “I’m not hex-proof, because I for one welcome the form of a frog. Always wanted to jump like that.”

      Her bark of laughter scared the attacking mouse-flower. “Good, serves you right, you little menace,” Thorn said. “The second thing? What is it?”

      “Yeah. I did a lot of thinking last night after I left the gym. Didn’t really sleep. Just wandered, came here, spent a lot of time thinking things over.” She looked squarely into Thorn’s eyes. “I really do believe Joining is powerful, that it has huge potential. And I can feel mine growing, getting stronger. But I’ve only ever had the most basic training when it comes to controlling it.” She plucked a blade of plant matter, gave it a cursory glance, then dropped it and turned to him. “So I’ve submitted a request to be transferred off active duty and reassigned for advanced Joiner training at Code Nebula.”

      Thorn gave a slow nod again, liking the direction she was going. “Sounds like a good plan. More important, though, it sounds like it might help make you happy—or happier, anyway—with how things are when it comes to Joining, and ’casting, and just generally serving the ON.” He made a point of meeting her eyes squarely. “I hope it works out for you, Kira, and that you do find what you’re looking for.”

      She nodded. “I hope so, too.”

      Thorn checked the time. “I really do have to go. How about I catch you later for dinner. The mess here might make shitty sandwiches, but the meals are actually decent. As long as it’s not pink food.”

      “I don’t trust pink food. Or blue, for that matter,” Kira said.

      “As usual, your instincts are above reproach. Come see me for dinner. I don’t want the war to steal everything from my past,” Thorn said.

      She favored Thorn with a smile that somehow seemed a little sad. “Same. See you there. I’ll call ahead and order.”

      “You can do that?” Thorn asked.

      “Sure. You do it by color. Anything but pink.” With that, she was gone, leaving him to stand in the fragrance of flowers that knew nothing of the war, or loss, or his wishes.
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      As soon as Thorn had finished the end-of-day briefing—which wasn’t much more than a succession of variations on, Situation stable, no change, from all the FOB departments—he left the HQ and headed off to find Kira.

      “I need a channel to Lieutenant Kira Wixcombe,” he said into the comm. He kept walking as he waited for the comm AI to establish a link to her, heading generally in the direction of the main Mess.

      “Wixcombe, Kira, Lieutenant is no longer at FOB Gauntlet,” the computer-synthesized voice came back. “She left a message for Stellers, Thorne, Lieutenant.”

      Thorn stopped just clear of a junction between busy corridors. Kira was no longer at FOB Gauntlet? What?

      “Go ahead, play her message.”

      “Hey, Thorn, if you’re hearing this instead of seeing me, I’m gone—not for good, just for now. I’ve got a long trip ahead of me, and a lot of time to think, but what I know right now is that you matter to me, and I’ll be damned if I don’t say it out loud at least once. I’m sorry we both know loss, and I’m sorry so many stars and miles are between us, because you’re a fixed point between me and the past. I need that past, and I hope you do too, even though it hurts like hell sometimes . . .” She trailed off into a moment of silence. “I can’t hear you right now, but I need to . . . to say it, to say that you’ll fight like a demon against them. Against the enemy and everyone who thinks your power is a bad thing. You’re not a bad thing, Thorn. You’re the best thing in a sea of hurt and loss and shit, I’m rambling.” She paused and took a long breath, and when she spoke again there was a richness to her voice that was far different from the girl Thorn knew all those years ago. “Thorn, come back to me when you can. Through all this emptiness is between us, fight. Survive. Win. Promise me, and . . . I hope this matters, but I’ll promise the same to you.”

      Thorn spat a curse. Kira was gone?

      She was gone, and yet, she wasn’t. She’d left a thread for him to follow, or for her to follow back to him, and maybe there was something in that. A thing worth nurturing beyond the simple act of surviving. An act of hope that spanned something longer than a single fight, or a running battle that left wreckage among the stars.

      “She’s out there,” he said, but no one heard.

      He knew, though, and for now, that was good enough.

      Thorn resolved to at least record a message to her, and even started to turn back to his quarters to do just that. But a voice over the comm system stopped him dead.

      “Specialist Stellers, report to the Hecate, docking bay sixteen-alpha,” the computer said. “Crash departure in thirty minutes. This is not a drill.”

      Again, shit.

      Thorn did hurry back to his quarters, but only to grab his go-bag, then get to the Hecate. Something urgent was happening, and that meant messages across the miles would have to wait.

      For now.
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      The Hecate’s Tactical Officer glanced back over her shoulder. “Captain, the Nyctus ships seem to be making a run for that nebula off to our starboard, low.”

      The Hecate’s Captain, a sturdy rock of a man named Galen Tanner, leaned forward as far as his crash suit and seat harness would allow. “Fascinating. They’re trying to lead us into a dust cloud. I wonder why.” He glanced at Thorn. “Stellers, is there anything you can do with your Starcasting to block or undo the Nyctus and their damned dust attacks?”

      Thorn shifted in his jump seat. The witchport, set on the ship’s prow, had been damaged in a previous skirmish with the Nyctus and hadn’t yet been repaired. For the time being, that left him consigned to a temporary station on the Hecate’s bridge, so casting meant finding a quiet space and letting his power go.

      It was an unusual sensation to hurl magic from a meeting room, or a glorified closet—neither of which had the sense of wonder that the ’port gave him when he stared out into the black. It left him and Captain Tanner as the only ones that weren’t sitting at workstations—the whole ship was Tanner’s workstation, while Thorn just didn’t need one. But while Tanner had a big, sophisticated g-seat, Thorn only had the piddly little jump seat—not even a permanent fixture, being folded up into a bulkhead while not in use.

      Thorn felt a lot like a kid when he wasn’t being treated as a questionable member of the ON. Like the jumpseat, Thorn could be put away when he wasn’t in use. The sensation left him bitter, but he said nothing, lost in his moment of reverie.

      “Stellers? The dust?” Tanner asked again, sharply.

      Thorn shook his head. “Sorry, sir, no. The Starcaster Corps is working on the problem, but no one’s come up with any solutions that actually work.”

      Tanner grunted and turned away. “Alright, then. Helm, bring us back to our original patrol course. We’ll just have to let these bastards go.”

      Someone on the bridge muttered, “Again,” and Tanner’s head snapped around.

      “Whoever said that,” he said, his eyes set firmly on the Tac O, “should feel free to add  their own solution to the Nyctus dust attacks—or else shut their damned mouths, because I won’t have editorial comments about my orders on my bridge. Do we all understand this?”

      A chorus of “aye, sir” rattled around the bridge. The Tac O glanced at the Captain once, then focused on her console, cheeks coloring in embarrassment. If she was innocent of the comment, she wasn’t doing a good job of defending herself.

      Thorn bottled up a sigh, staring ahead at the screens. Ever since the disastrous battle in the nebula that mauled the Centurion, this event had been a script for the war. Just a series of brief, inconclusive clashes between patrols, and pursuits broken off as one side or the other managed to get under the cover of the big guns. Fixed fortifications—bristling with those same big guns—were springing up along the fringes of no-man’s land, also known as the Zone.

      In the case of the Nyctus, they faded like water into sand, running hard for the protection of one of many, many voluminous clouds of dust and gas sprawling through and around the Zone.

      It was a frustrating, tedious kind of war, bleeding away personnel and resources in fits and starts but never yielding a decisive battle—or even a notable loss. Ships had to be constantly rotated out for overhauls and upgrades, as frequent patrols took a toll on their systems, especially the finicky Alcubierre drives. Thorn knew a growing sense of unease was permeating the ranks of the ON, right up to the most senior levels. If something wasn’t shaken free soon, and the ON was able to resume the strategic initiative, it would become ever more difficult to do so, and might eventually become impossible.

      “Stellers!”

      Thorn jumped when Tanner snapped out his name. “Sir?”

      “Are you asleep on my bridge?” the Captain asked, his tone the very definition of menace.

      “Oh . . . no, of course not, sir. I was just contemplating possible ways to get around the dust problem, like you asked.”

      Tanner narrowed his eyes at Thorn but eventually just nodded. “Fine. Just don’t let it switch off your situational awareness. I asked you if you could detect any of their damned—what the hell are they called, shamans? Anyway, any of the squiddie’s ’casters aboard their ships. You can do that, right?”

      Thorn strained against his harness, struggling to take in the tactical display. At this range, no conventional magical effect would likely be effective, not without enormous effort. He’d just be another long-range weapon, no better than a single torpedo launcher.

      And unlike a device made of metal, he would get spent. Exhausted, worn down, and prone to make mistakes. But Joining could work, since it seemed that physical distance between subjects was irrelevant. As long as Thorn could conceptualize his target, he could interact with it, and had several times already, remotely compelling Nyctus to attack one another or scuttle their own ships.

      But he’d been wary about it since. If he could do it to them, they could do it to him; in fact, he’d likely be of more value just trying to shield the crew of the Hecate from psychic influences by the squiddies—

      And yes, the irony of considering how useful Joining might be right now, when he’d pretty much blown Kira’s talents in the very same thing off just a couple of weeks prior, wasn’t lost on him. It just underscored how bad he felt about not being able to apologize to her. He’d been bugged out of Code Gauntlet too fast to get a message out before he left, and the Hecate had been deployed since then, which meant comms were secured and usable for official traffic only. He’d even considered trying to use telepathy, but given their proximity to the Nyctus, hadn’t wanted to chance it. Again, if the aliens managed to influence or, worse, take control of a Starcaster aboard an ON ship, the results might be disastrous.

      Which brought him full circle back to Tanner’s question.

      “I could try, sir,” Thorn replied. “But there’s a risk. If the Nyctus shamans are on the ball, they might be able to back-link through my own telepathy, and potentially gain some control over me. I mean, it’s not likely, but it is possible.”

      “All I need to hear, Stellers. If there’s any chance they could turn you against us, it’d be like giving them the security access codes to our reactor’s governor system.” He scowled at the Nyctus ships, now passing out of effective sensor range. “We’ll just accept these bastards as gone and move on. Tac O, file an entry in the log about this, our latest non-fight against the bad guys, for my review and approval. And let’s stand the ship down from action stations.” He glanced at his own armor, then raised both brows in mild irritation. “I don’t wanna sit marinating in this damned crash suit any longer than absolutely necessary, and the crew needs some grub.”

      Acknowledgements floated around the bridge, as the various stations went to work reducing the alert state and returning the Hecate to her standard flight configuration.

      For Thorn, that mainly meant staying out of the way, which was a skill he learned years ago at the orphanage.

      Some things never change.
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      Kira cracked open an eye but didn’t dare stir. The Trainees—and that was their official title at Code Nebula, regardless of rank—were expected to remain in their racks until reveille, whereupon their feet were expected to hit the floor. Even a few seconds before or after was grounds for a chewing-out, and probably extra duties on top of it.

      She heard the sudden clump of booted feet on the barracks floor, then saw Lieutenant Commander Narvez stride into view. The severe woman stopped, looked around in the wan, grey light of predawn, and did—nothing. She just stood there. Kira knew the woman was watching the time like the hawk she resembled, while waiting to see if anyone stirred before her wake

      up order.

      A week into training, they all knew better than that. Besides, none of them were actual recruits; all had spent time not just in the ON, but on operational duty, so they generally knew the score. It sucked that they had to go through all of the ridiculous, basic-training style crap contemptuously known as chickenshit again, but that was just the way Code Nebula worked.

      A dazzling blue flash was followed by a piercing crack like thunder, and then the overhead lights snapped on, garishly bright. Narvez varied how she did reveille every morning, another little head game. Kira shoved her feet out of the covers and planted them on the cold tile floor, then she lifted herself up. All the other trainees did exactly the same, almost in unison. As Kira stood, Narvez’s voice grated through the barracks.

      “Wakey wakey, people! It’s the start of another superb day at Code Nebula!”

      A ragged, sleepy chorus rose in response. “Ma’am, yes, ma’am!”

      Narvez stopped and looked around, hands clasped behind her back. “You people sound like you’re tired.” She spun on a Trainee—a lean, hairy young man named Riley. “Are you tired, Trainee Riley? Is the pace of Code Nebula proving too much for you?”

      Riley, a Scorch, blinked at her. It did look to Kira like he was genuinely having trouble waking up, but he blurted out the automatic response anyway.

      “Ma’am, no, ma’am!”

      Narvez kept her gaze on Riley for a few uncomfortable seconds—long enough to make him begin wondering if he should say something else. But she abruptly spun away and raised her voice again, shouting along the entire barracks. “Let’s hit it! Up and outta that rack!”

      Narvez rubbed her hands together, warming to her role as she did every morning. “This day is a gift. Code Nebula is a treasure chest of opportunity, and I’m here to assist you, in my own kind and personal way, to reach levels of expertise you’ve never imagined. A gift, each time you reach inside that cauldron of power you’ve been given. You’re all talented. But I assure you, I will make you better. Superior, even, if you only do one thing.” She paused her pacing, and rounded on Kira. “Do you know what that one thing is, Trainee?”

      “Ma’am, it is to do exactly as you order, ma’am,” Kira answered smoothly.

      Narvez allowed herself a small grin. “Perfect. Trainees, take note. This is how to become better in a hurry. With that in mind,  listen up. I want everyone turned out and formed up in PT strip in three minutes from my mark. Your beds had better be made.” She started for the door, then stopped. “Oh, and before I forget, the last one of you formed up gets extra duties tonight. Don’t bother thanking me; my heart’s already full.” She clumped her way to the doorway, stopped again, and shot a single word back over her shoulder.

      “Mark!”

      The Trainees exploded into action, yanking at bedding and pulling it back into order. Most of them had pinned it to the bottoms of their mattresses, meaning they only had to pull and straighten out the top of the bedding, flatten it, and get the pillow properly aligned, instead of having to remake the whole thing from scratch. It was one of a multitude of tricks that got passed down from generation to successive generation of Recruits and Trainees, intended to make life during training a little easier—a legacy of handy shortcuts through and around the chickenshit.

      As the platoon began pulling on their PT gear, Kira stepped out of the little embayment enclosing her bed space, basically a cubby hole containing her bed and a row of lockers. “Hey, everyone,” she shouted over the clamor of Trainees rushing to make this next timing. “I’ll be the last one out, so don’t kill yourselves.”

      Riley paused in the middle of pulling on a sock. He was more often than not the last one ready. “That’s solid, Kira, thanks.”

      Kira just shrugged, even when a chorus of thanks floated her way.

      “Eh, I have a feeling I’m in for a shitty day anyway,” she said, returning to her locker and extracting her neatly folded and stacked PT strip.

      As she yanked on her gear, Kira wondered how Narvez would be for the remainder of training, then she turned her thoughts to Joining. The desire to be a powerful Joiner wasn’t just lip service; Kira was all in and ready to work. How she could get better was a less certain concept, because magic—and Joining—were somewhere between art and intention.

      Kira squared her shoulders, eyes ahead, and strode out into the day, knowing exactly what awaited her on the other side.

      “Wixcombe,” Narvez snapped as Kira finally rushed into the cold light of dawn and took her place in the platoon. “You’re the last.”

      “Ma’am, I’ll clear my calendar for the evening, ma’am.”

      Narvez gave a single nod. “I’ve got just the activity to fill your free time. Now let’s get to work.”
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      “Tac O,” Captain Tanner said. “Talk to me. Talk to me especially about those two Nyctus ships that seem to be trying to flank us, starboard high.”

      “Two ships trying to flank us, starboard high, sir,” the Tactical Officer said, offering a sheepish smile. “It looks like they’re trying to hammer-and-anvil us.”

      Thorn shifted uncomfortably in the jump seat. He was starting to feel more at home in this cramped, folding seat than he did in the cabin he shared with two other junior officers. That is, if at home included sitting in a sweaty crash suit, jammed into a chair about a centimeter too narrow, just enough to prevent him from ever quite finding a comfortable position.

      “Concur,” Tanner said. “Hammer-and-anvil it is.” He tapped at the console set into the arm of his expansive—and no doubt plush, at least by comparison—command seat. “Helm, I’ve sent you a new heading. Tactical, coordinate our new trajectory with the Steadfast and the Gladius, and inform them to adopt Formation Tango during the approach to battle.”

      Thorn watched Tanner as he worked. The man exuded a quiet but formidable competence. He was, Thorn thought, a true leader: direct, assertive, and unforgiving of sloppy performance, but just as ready to make the correct way clear, then give the miscreant a chance to fix their mistake. He could be gruff or warm by turns, and the Hecate’s crew loved him for it.

      Which was no doubt why he’d been given command of this little task force—the Hecate and Steadfast, both destroyers, and the smaller, more nimble Gladius, a corvette. The Gladius’s primary job was courier duties, running dispatches between Tanner and the fleet HQ back at Code Gauntlet. Absent easy transluminal comms beyond twenty-five lights, Alcubierre drive-equipped ships were the only way to get messages moved around that would take years, centuries even, as they crawled along at light speed.

      But she could fight, too, and it was looking as though that was about to happen—that Task Force Tanner would finally come to grips with an enemy that seemed to suddenly want to engage in battle, rather than running off toward the nearest dust cloud.

      And that made Thorn suspicious. Why the sudden desire to fight, when the past few weeks had seen nothing but hit-and-run attacks, emphasis on the run part?

      Apparently, Captain Tanner had the same suspicions.

      “Stellers, we’ve got five enemy ships, frigates and corvettes, that are apparently looking for a scrap. They outgun us by a small margin, but not enough to be immediately decisive. This could go either way, and they know that. I want to know what they’re up to. Comments?”

      Thorn shifted in his uncomfortable seat again. He could see the subtext of Tanner’s words in his expression.

      Do something to earn your keep, Starcaster Stellers. Give me a reason to keep you on my bridge.

      “No idea, sir, but I’d like to find out myself. To do that, though, I’m going to have to ’cast.”

      Tanner nodded. “Do it. Find out what you can.” He glanced at his console. “And you’ve got three minutes, then we have to make a go/no-go decision about fighting today.”

      “Understood, sir.” Thorn began unhooking from the jump seat so he could move to the briefing room adjoining the bridge for some privacy.

      “Oh, and Stellers?”

      “Sir?”

      Tanner tapped his console. “I’m going to have a Rating watch over you, with a sidearm and orders to do whatever needs to be done if the squiddies get their mental tentacles around you.”

      Thorn looked at Tanner for a moment, then nodded. “Again, understood, sir. Just one favor?”

      Tanner’s eyebrow lifted. No one asked the Captain for favors on his own bridge, but he was obviously intrigued. “And what would that be, Stellers?”

      “Tell whoever’s going to watch over me that I owe you ten grand. That should ensure they’ll only pull the trigger if they absolutely have to.”

      Tanner just returned his no-nonsense stare for a moment.

      And then he laughed. The moment of humor flickered away from him, around the bridge, and Tanner gave him an appreciative look.

      “Carry on, Starcaster Stellers.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      Once he was settled in the briefing room, little more than a cubbyhole, and a dour Rating with a pistol had joined him, Thorn pulled his crash suit open. He extracted his talisman, the battered copy of The Hungry Trout, a book from his childhood on the now-devastated planet once called Cotswold. Before he began ’casting, he glanced up at the Rating.

      “You’d better draw that pistol and aim it at me.”

      The man frowned. “Why, sir?”

      “Because if you’re more than a trigger pull away from killing me, and if the Nyctus manage to grab control of me, you won’t get the chance.”

      The Rating swallowed. “Sir? Uh, really?”

      “Yes, really.” But Thorn smiled. “But don’t worry. The chances are slim. More likely I’m going to be the one making their day miserable.”

      The man took a breath and released it as he drew his sidearm and cocked it. “Hope so, sir. I mean, if I end up having to blow your head off, I’ll probably be the one stuck cleaning it up after.”

      Now it was Thorn’s turn to laugh. Riding the surge of good feeling from the humor, Thorn let his awareness shrink down to the point of contact between his fingers and the smooth, glossy cardboard of the book’s cover. Once he was entirely focused on the familiar touch, he let his awareness expand again, like a balloon filling with air, until he could feel every nerve ending in his body hum like a wire keening in the wind.

      Then his senses kept then keep going, encompassing the briefing room, the Rating and his intense nervousness, the purpose and confidence of Tanner and the bridge crew beyond, the yawning gulf of emptiness beyond that—

      —all the way out into the darkness yawning just beyond his fingertips.

      Now Thorn had to start pushing, crafting a wave of psychic force that would carry his awareness far beyond the Hecate’s hull, and into—

      Nothing. Literally nothing. Just vacuum and a few glimmers of matter, lone dust motes, and gas molecules too dispersed for even the Nyctus to craft into a viable weapon. He rode the wave through it, his focus diminishing even as the area of his awareness grew like a blooming thunderhead. Thorn gritted his teeth, squeezed his talisman, and continued to push.

      Still nothing. And—

      Alloy, tough and lifeless. Electro-mechanical systems, but he didn’t recognize them. They had no clear signatures, so there wasn’t anything he could know about them other than their utter unfamiliarity. But this told him nothing about the intentions of the Nyctus. He needed to touch a squid’s mind for that, so he let his awareness roam through the enemy ship, searching.

      And finding nothing of the sort.

      Thorn pushed a little harder and drained himself a little faster, bringing the enemy ships into even tighter, more complete focus. But it made no difference. There were no signs of life, no flickers of thought, aboard two of the Nyctus ships. Just electrical and mechanical signals, the fierce energy of reactors, and nothing else.

      Thorn made to release the ’casting, to return his awareness to the bridge of the Hecate. Before he could, though, he heard—or felt, or thought—a voice that rang in his mind like the booming of a gong, the scrape of heavy feet in gravel, the squeal of fingernails across slate.

      We

      See

      You

      We

      Know

      You

      Thorn yanked himself out of the ’casting, flicking his eyes open, gasping as he reoriented himself. He was still sitting in the Hecate’s briefing room.

      “Stellers!”

      He turned to the voice, but it wasn’t a gravelly screech. It was Captain Tanner over the comm.

      “Sir?”

      “We’ve got to make a call to either commit to battle or not in the next fifteen seconds, or we’re committed whether we want it or not—”

      “Two—” Thorn began, then licked dry lips with a dryer tongue. “Two of those ships . . . the two flanking us . . . they’re crewless.” He was already hurrying back to the bridge as he spoke, passing the Rating who gave him a relieved smile.

      “Glad I didn’t have to blow your head off, sir.”

      “Me too.”

      He stepped onto the bridge to find Tanner staring at him. “Drones?”

      “Aye, sir. There are no life-signs aboard those ships that I can detect.”

      Tanner kept staring.

      Then his eyes widened and he turned, stabbing a finger at the console attached to his command seat. “All ships, crash action Beta-Epsilon! Rendezvous at Point Tiger!”

      Tanner didn’t need to say anything else. The Hecate’s Helm Officer immediately fired the drive to full power, while Engineering started the countdown to activating the Alcubierre drive. Thirty seconds later, the Hecate and her consorts vanished from normal space, hurling themselves into warped bubbles of space-time within which they were, technically, motionless. It was the Alcubierre bubble that propagated through space at a transluminal rate, carrying the ship along with it. The logic of it twisted Thorn’s mind, the way magic probably did with people like Tanner and Scoville. It seemed like cheating around the limits of relativistic physics via a loophole—which it was, really.

      Tanner turned to Thorn. “Good work, Stellers. You probably just saved our collective asses.” A hint of a grateful smile played across Tanner’s face, a fact that seemed to annoy the man.

      Thorn shook his head, clearing away the last cobwebs of his ’casting. “I don’t understand, sir. What do you mean?”

      “Fire ships, Mister Stellers.”

      Thorn just kept staring. “Fire ships?”

      “An ancient weapon. Take some old ships, fill them with flammables and explosives, then suicide-run them into your enemy. Why else would the Nyctus have ghost ships so determined to close on us? Hammer-and-anvil means that they were trying to catch us in a ninety degree crossfire, so no matter which way we turned, we’d be flanked.” Tanner turned back to the main viewscreen, now rendered utterly blank, thanks to the Alcubierre bubble separating them from normal space. “A solid tactic—and a ruse. They would have run those fire ships of theirs in as fast as they could and then collided with us, detonated them, whatever. It would not have been a desirable outcome.”

      Thorn settled back in his seat, letting the residual effects of his magic trickle away. It was immensely gratifying to have been able to do something with ’casting that seemed, on the surface of it, anyway, to have been so valuable, even if it did end up with them running away. But his thoughts didn’t linger long on that and instead went back to that horrifying voice in his head. It had been unlike anything he’d previously experienced from the Nyctus minds he’d touched.

      We see you.

      We know you.

      I know you too, Thorn sent. And that’s going to be a bigger problem than you can ever know.

      We will know. You will understand.

      Thorn let his mental laugh ring harsh across the miles. Not in time to do anything.
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      It was a flat truism that not all ’casters were created equal. The battery of tests intended to determine a potential Caster’s aptitude wasn’t just pass or fail; it gauged the Caster’s capabilities and strength as well. Of course, it also became pretty evident in situations like this.

      Kira watched as a group of neophyte ’casters ran the obstacle track. They were members of a recruit course being run at Code Nebula at the same time as Kira’s upgrade course. This was the first day they were allowed to use ’casting to help them climb the walls, cross the ropes and beams, crawl over or under the razor-wire entanglements, and avoid the laser trip beams that would fire a barrage of painful darts if broken. The Recruits were given no guidance or constraints on how they used their ’casting—which is why a small cadre of experienced ’casters watched them warily, to reign in some magical effect gone awry.

      Kira couldn’t watch for long. She had a task of her own—running a tortuous cross-country route, without being briefed on the route. They had to use Joining to lift the specific turns and distances from the minds of their instructors, while trying to make the mental intrusions as unobtrusive as possible. It was, quite literally, a psychic navigation exercise. Kira had stopped at the top of a sandy slope overlooking the obstacle course to re-strap a loosening gym shoe, which gave her a moment to watch these brand new ’casters in action.

      She saw a girl of eighteen or nineteen years stop at the base of a four meter wall, concentrate, and then lift herself on a swirling column of air, up to the top, and then over the obstacle. Kira grunted in approval, but the mood was short-lived when the girl lost control of her Casting and plunged unceremoniously into the dirt, chin first.

      “Ouch,” Kira muttered. The girl had fallen three meters, but in true youthful spirit, bounced up, spat, and began moving again.

      The next member of the course behind her, a somewhat chunky young man drenched in sweat, stopped and tried to mimic what he’d just seen her do. He raised a strong wind, whipped up a bunch of dust and debris—and that was it.

      And that, Kira thought, was the difference between a natural talent and a latent one that had to be coaxed out of its bearer by training and practice.

      Trainee Wixcombe, are you enjoying your little vacation?

      The voice cracked in her mind like a whip. It wasn’t Narvez, though, as she’d expected it would be. This was Lieutenant Commander Fielder, a snappy, short-tempered man who oversaw most of their Joiner-specific training. He was a seasoned vet, but a replacement due to the depleted corps left behind from the Nyctus attacks.

      She finished strapping up her shoe, then stood and resumed running, leaving the little tableau of ’caster recruits behind. As she pounded along, she saw Rainer up ahead, jogging and glancing back. She was a young woman from a high-g world called Carpathia. Shorter than Kira by almost a head, her loss of height was offset by a corresponding increase in girth; Rainer was built like a barrel: round, squat, and sturdy. Kira knew the taciturn Hammer could probably arm wrestle any two other members of the course simultaneously and beat both. She paid for it, though, with legs like tree stumps that inevitably consigned her to last place in any sort of run or competition that involved speed. That explained how Rainer could have started this run in the first group to depart, and Kira could have time to lollygag around with her shoes and still catch up to her.

      Rainer glanced back as Kira pulled up behind her, then edged aside to let her by. Instead, Kira fell in beside her.

      “Don’t let me hold you up, Wixcombe,” Rainer said, her voice a bass rumble.

      Kira had to smile. Not a hint of breathlessness from Rainer. It wasn’t a case of her not being in shape; she could probably run like this all day. Her lagging was more a matter of her having to pound out two steps for every one of Kira’s.

      “You’re not holding me up,” Kira said, her own voice taut with exertion. “I just thought I’d drop by and say hi.”

      Rainer gave her a sharp look. “If you’re planning on being all noble and sacrificing and shit like you were last week at reveille, and deliberately come in last so I don’t have to, don’t bother. If I’m last, I’m last, and I’ll take my lumps.”

      Kira shot a glance back at Rainer, then shrugged. “Fair enough. Good running to you, ‘caster,” she said, then sped on, leaving Rainer behind with a jaunty wave.

      “Hey!”

      Kira looked back. Rainer was giving her a sheepish look.

      “Sorry, Wixcombe. Don’t mind me, I can sometimes be an asshole for no particular reason.”

      Kira slowed, letting Rainer catch up. “Yeah, I see that. And—” Kira paused to take a couple of breaths. The trail had started an incline, rising into a stand of looming frond trees. “And I wasn’t going to come in last place just to save your ass anyway. I’ve only got one noble sacrifice in me per course.”

      Kira watched Rainer sidelong as they ran. Instinct had told her that blunt and direct was the best way to talk to this woman. But she wasn’t sure; she’d never met another Carpathian before, so maybe they were all about convoluted, subtle, and nuanced conversation.

      “Good running to you too, Wix,” Rainer shot back, suddenly grinning.

      Blunt and direct it was, then.

      They labored up to the crest of the high ground, into a clearing among the frond trees. The afternoon sun crashed down on them as they emerged from the shade along the trail; bright, merciless, hot. Both of them jogged to a stop. Two trails left the clearing ahead of them, one continuing more or less straight ahead, the other taking off to the left, rising over some rock outcrop, and heading toward even higher ground.

      Kira shaded her eyes, then took a series of breaths, hands on her hips. She needed a pause to catch her breath before trying to read Fielder, or one of the other instructors, for the right way to proceed.

      “That way,” Rainer said, pointing straight ahead.

      Kira looked up from her doubled-over stance. “You’ve already . . . Joined an instructor and found that . . . out? Holy crap, that was . . . fast.” Kira’s breath hadn’t yet caught up with her.

      Rainer shrugged. “Nah. There was a map hanging on the wall of the company orderly room. I got sent there to drop off some papers by Narvez, and saw it.”

      Kira straightened, shaking her head. “Shameful. That’s cheating.”

      “Well, aren’t you honorable.”

      Kira smiled. “Nope. I’m actually impressed. That’s the kind of skullduggery I can admire.”

      “Skullduggery? Are we channeling those old Earth vids where the, you know—” Rainer mimed waving a sword around.

      “Pirates and shit like that? Yeah, sounds about the right era. Regardless, well done,” Kira said, then trailed off as a mental flicker, like a distant voice you could hear but not quite understand, tickled the edges of her awareness. It was an instructor, maybe Fielder, giving the training area a psychic scan to stay updated on his students’ progress. Kira’s own mental defenses had bristled at the touch, snapping into place to protect her from an intrusion—the mental equivalent of a gag reflex. She was going to let it go at that—

      But, instead, decided to try a little experiment.

      “You coming?” Rainer asked, taking a pace toward the trail ahead. “Or are you still catching your breath?”

      Kira raised a finger. “Just gimme a sec.”

      Using the emanation of Fielder’s thoughts like a beacon, Kira let her own awareness be drawn to it. The instructors had gone to great pains to point out that they’d deliberately not defend themselves against attempts by the students to lift the correct course layout from their minds. The point of the exercise was to test their ability to read remote thoughts while exerting themselves physically. No doubt a future incarnation would have them trying to slip by the instructor’s mental defenses, probably at night and in the rain, too.

      There. Sure enough, there it was, a conceptual understanding of the course, punctuated by memories of trails and junctions through the frond forest, like frozen images or brief, staccato bursts of video.

      The trail ahead that Rainer had seen marked on the map wasn’t the right way. She pointed up, to the left-hand path. “That’s the right direction.”

      Rainer put her hands on her hips and frowned. “Not what the map said.”

      “I know.”

      “Why would they have a map in the orderly room showing the wrong course?”

      “Maybe it was something else—” Kira began, then stopped, narrowing her eyes. “Wait. Have you ever seen a map hanging in the OR before?”

      “No, but I don’t make a habit of hanging out with the company brass.”

      Kira nodded. “Same, but . . . it’s just too convenient.”

      “What, you think it was a setup?”

      “Forcing us to choose between trusting a strange map or our own Joining?”

      Rainer nodded. “Damn good point, Wixcombe.”

      “It’s Kira.”

      “Okay, Kira. I’m still Rainer.”

      Kira chuckled. “Okay, so I guess we’re going that way,” she said, turning toward the left-hand trail. But it was Rainer who didn’t move this time.

      “You know, I’m not the only one who would have gone into that orderly room. In fact, now that I think about it, there were more than a few little errands to drop stuff off there. Remember, just yesterday Max got sent there to go pick up some papers that turned out not to be ready? So Narvez got pissed over it, then sent Wylie back—”

      “Yeah.” Kira nodded. “Yeah. I can think of at least two or three times the day before, too.”

      “Sneaky bastards, aren’t they?”

      Kira nodded again. “You know what this means, don’t you?”

      “That we’re going to stay here and make sure that anyone coming behind us doesn’t go the wrong way because they saw the map?”

      For a third time, Kira nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Means we’re definitely gonna be last,” Rainer said. “Or at least I am, because you can just take the lead right near the end.” She shrugged. “Whatever.”

      This time, Kira shook her head. “Nope. We’re crossing that finish line at exactly the same time.”

      “Up to you. I won’t say no to some company on the extra shit duties, though.”
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      Thorn clattered into the quarters he’d been assigned at Code Gauntlet, one of a bunch of rooms—although airless cubbyhole was probably more correct—reserved for transient personnel. The Hecate had finally been pulled back from patrol duties and was now stood down, starting a series of upgrades to her point-defense systems and sensor suite that would take her offline for at least a week. All non-essential personnel had been disembarked to keep them out of the way.

      And a Starcaster was, apparently, near the top of that non-essential list.

      Not that Thorn really minded. He might have had more expansive quarters aboard the Hecate, but he also shared them with two other junior officers. This might be a glorified closet, but as an officer he was entitled to better accommodations than the sprawling, dorm-style barracks that were home to all but the most senior enlisted personnel.

      So he had walls. And a door. And that meant privacy.

      He also had access to comms—the first such access that wasn’t locked down for operational security reasons, in fact, since about three weeks ago. Since Kira abruptly left Code Gauntlet, and then he’d been yanked onto active duty aboard the Hecate and couldn’t even contemplate sending a personal message.

      Until now.

      Thorn tossed his duffle bag on the bed, which was squeezed beside the terminal and the tiny, stool-like chair attached to it.

      “Small, but at least it’s charmless,” he said, then rolled his shoulders, feeling some tension begin to release. Having any sense of permanency at all was an improvement over the shiftless life of someone who’d lost everything at a young age.

      Clearing his mind, he drew in a breath and spoke to his terminal. “Open a comm message,” he said, and the terminal lit up.

      “Real-time or remote comms?” the terminal asked.

      The AI voice was curt and crisp; nothing like Trixie, the AI that oversaw Mol’s Gyrfalcon fighter aboard the Apollo. He let himself spend a moment wondering how Mol and Trixie were doing, then shook himself back into the moment. Thorn’s mind was drifting, and a glance at his bed suddenly looked told him why.

      “Remote only.”

      “State recipient name, location ID, and security classification.”

      “Lieutenant Kira Wixcombe, Code Nebula, station ID . . .” He couldn’t remember the specific comms ID, which was just a string of digits. He shrugged. “You’re supposed to be artificially intelligent. It’s Code Nebula.”

      “Location ID accepted.”

      “Good. Security classification is . . . unclassified but personal.”

      “Low priority assigned to message. Ready to record.”

      Unclassified, personal messages might be assigned low priority ratings automatically, but it struck Thorn that, for most people, personal messages to friends and family were probably the highest priority. Still, arguing with an AI was a losing game, so he let it go.

      “Kira, it’s Thorn. I’m here, in a jumped-up version of a shipping container, but I’ve got a bed and a place to think.” He exhaled, choosing his words carefully. “When you get this, things will have changed, and changed again. I think—I think that’s how our lives are going to be until we kick the last Nyctus back across their systems and remove their ability to ever harm us again. I don’t know when that will be, or even if that will be, but we’re not kids anymore. I’m not even sure I’m entirely human, sometimes, given how other ON personnel look at me. You know what I mean, given that you’re a Joiner and people can sense your ability, sometimes. Sense it and resent it. When you come back out into the stars to fight, I’ll be here, and I will need your Joining. So perfect it. Be as strong as you can, and bring that will—the will I saw you use when we were young? That kind of iron. Bring it with you, out here, to us, and to me and everyone else fighting our way across this bloody path.” He let a long breath out, rubbing his face with a hand. “I’ll be here. Be safe, and come help us win this fight. Even when you think you’re alone, you’re not. I’m here.” Again, he paused. “End message.”

      When he was done, Thorn reviewed it. It was hardly poetry, but it was from the heart and would have to do. He confirmed transmit, downloaded the transmission confirmation, and leaned back, eyes closing, if only for a moment.

      Transmit implied the message was now on its way at light speed to Kira. But a message from here to Code Nebula would take eight years to arrive, and Thorn didn’t have that kind of time. It would be downloaded into a data module with a multitude of other messages, then carried by courier ship beyond the twenty-five light-year soft barrier. He had no idea when Kira would actually receive it—days certainly, and possibly longer.

      “Time for the rack,” he said, sleep coming to him like a wave he couldn’t escape. His last thought was about learning to hover. It seemed like a skill that would come in handy.

      Sometimes, magic had uses other than making things go boom.
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      Kira was pretty damned sure the floor of the platoon office really didn’t need to be scrubbed with a toothbrush, but here she was, on her knees and doing just that long, long after the rest of the class had gone to bed.

      As she dug the bristles under the edge of the baseboard, Kira wondered how Rainer was getting along. Rainer’s particular critical task consisted of using a coffee mug to transfer all of the water from one 170 liter drum, to another. This task, which took punishment to new levels of tedium, absolutely had to be performed before either of them could even contemplate falling exhausted into their racks.

      “Trainee Wixcombe.”

      Kira jumped, turned quickly, and smacked her face on a table leg. Muttering a curse, she looked up, saw it was Lieutenant Commander Fielder, then immediately got up and snapped to attention.

      “Sir, yes, sir!”

      Fielder studied Kira for a moment, black eyes gleaming in the middle of his deep brown face, his cheekbones high and angled. The man came from some high-rad world—maybe Fremont, where Kira heard the population had to literally take shelter from the midday sun or risk serious UV burns.

      He kept studying her. Kira found herself wanting to shift and fidget under that uncompromising gaze, but Fielder finally relented and broke the tension.

      “At ease, Trainee.”

      Kira snapped herself to the at-ease stance, which, she’d long ago learned, was only slightly less taxing than standing at attention and had very little to do with ease at all.

      “Wixcombe,” Fielder said. “Tell me what happened today.”

      Kira squashed a frown. Fielder was probably referring to her little sojourn during the psychic navigation exercise with Rainer—unless he wasn’t, and it was an entirely different kind of mistake she’d made. She decided to stay noncommittal. “Sir?”

      “Playing dumb really pisses me off. You know damned well what I mean.”

      Okay, he must mean the incident with Rainer. “When Trainee Rainer and I determined that the correct path wasn’t the one she’d seen marked on a map in the company orderly room, we wanted to ensure no one else made the same error.”

      “Seven people did, though, and ended up in the Fire Swamp.”

      Kira winced. The Fire Swamp, a dismal stretch of sodden low ground along the river bordering Code Nebula, had nothing to do with heat or flames. The name came from the fact that everything that lived there, from plants to bugs, literally seemed to ooze powerful—and exceedingly painful—neurotoxins.

      “They were ahead of us, sir,” she said. “We weren’t in time to stop them.”

      Fielder nodded. “So some of what happened to these people was out of your control.”

      “It—yes, sir, it was.”

      Where was Fielder going with this? For that matter, what brought him to the platoon office at oh-dark-thirty in the first place?

      Fielder looked at a document on the clerk’s desk. He turned it slightly, examined it, then turned back to Kira.

      “Trainee Wixcombe, it is at this point in the course that we assign Trainee Squad Leaders. Platoons will be divided into three squads, with a Trainee leader responsible for each.” He moved slightly so he could look Kira in the eye. “You will be assuming command of Number One squad in our platoon, effective at reveille.” He picked up the document. “This shows the breakdown of personnel in each squad. You’ll need to review it so you know who’s in your squad and can get them turned out for morning PT in”—he glanced at the time—“four hours and eleven minutes.”

      Kira blinked in surprise. She could think of at least a half-dozen members of the platoon that had performed better than she had, almost across the board.

      But that didn’t matter. It wasn’t her place to question.

      “Thank you, sir. I’ll try not to let you down.”

      But Fielder’s face showed not even a hint of pleasure. “Do not thank me, Trainee Wixcombe. I have done you no favors here. If anything, you should be cursing me—and believe me, you will.”

      Kira stared for a moment. “Sir, I—” She shook her head. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”

      “Leadership is a burden, Wixcombe, not a reward. A privileged burden, but a burden nonetheless. I have just placed the lives of nine other individuals in your hands. You now have custody over the well-being of someone’s daughter. Someone’s sister. Someone’s son, or brother, or best friend—you get the idea.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And it gets worse, Wixcombe. Your instinct will be to protect these people. And that’s good. It’s a damned fine instinct.” His eyes lost focus for a second, then snapped back with a small turn of his head. There were memories nipping at his heels. “There are times when it’s going to be the wrong instinct.”

      His confession wasn’t kind, but it felt generous. “I’m sorry, sir, again—I don’t understand.”

      Fielder regarded her with a look of professional curiosity, and for a moment, his mental shield—a formidable construct, towering over and blocking access to his thoughts—faltered, as though a gate had been briefly cracked open. Kira sensed pain, and loss, and regret, and then the gate slammed shut again. Even Fielder was human, at his core.

      “We didn’t give you a timing for that nav course today. You finished when you finished. But what if we had? What if you had had just enough time to get from that clearing where you figured out our little ruse, to the completion line? What would you have done about the people coming along behind you then?”

      Kira hesitated. She wasn’t sure what the right answer was here, or if there even was one. She decided to go with the one that sounded the best, coming from a new squad leader.

      “I would have stayed anyway, sir, to make sure our people didn’t go the wrong way.”

      Fielder nodded. “I’m sure you would have. And that would have been the wrong instinct, the wrong thing to do.”

      That drew Kira into a direct gaze with Fielder, which trainees studiously tried to avoid out of sheer self-preservation. His stare had a weight to it. “Sir, but in the ON we don’t leave anyone behind."

      “Oh, that’s bullshit. Yeah, sure it sounds good, inspiring, comforting for our people.” He held up a hand. “And don’t get me wrong. We will do everything we possibly can to bring our people home, alive or—” He hesitated, and Kira thought she now sensed some of that pain she’d seen darken his face. Kira did the only thing she could in front of an open mental door where she was unwelcome, or undeserving. She withdrew and averted her eyes.

      Fielder squared himself again and repeated his admonition. “Alive, or dead,” he went on. “But we can’t compromise what truly matters: the objective. Whatever task we’ve been given, it takes absolute priority over everything else. The mission is the only thing that matters. The outcome of a battle, a campaign—hell, of the entire war might hinge on the mission you’re given. Do you understand that, Wixcombe?”

      Fielder’s sudden, febrile intensity surprised Kira, and in his words she sensed that he  needed her to accept it. So she nodded quickly, even though she wasn’t entirely convinced he was right. Some missions might need to be aborted, because they simply weren’t worth the cost in lives.

      “Sir, yes, sir,” she said.

      Fielder kept his gaze locked on hers for a moment, then turned away.

      “You now have four hours and seven minutes to prepare your squad for morning PT, Wixcombe.” He glanced down. “This floor will do as is, so you are dismissed. I suggest you rest and prepare so you can use the time remaining to you wisely.”

      Kira acknowledged, then quickly withdrew. As he hurried back to the barracks through the predawn chill, though, she kept coming back to Fielder’s final words.

      . . . so you can use the time remaining to you wisely.

      He’d obviously meant the four hours and change until reveille and PT. But then she saw that strange intensity in his dedication to the mission, that almost pleading note in his voice, and found herself wondering how much time she had left in the war. In her life.

      Maybe even with Thorn. But first, to victory, and that started with her squad. She glanced at her chrono. Four hours and three minutes to go.

      Up next: rack time, Kira mused, and for the first time in a day, she smiled.
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      The alarm rattled Thorn partly awake; he blinked, or thought he did, anyway, being caught halfway between a dream, in which an alarm had jangled, and—

      And what? He blinked again. He was dreaming, just dreaming about an alarm—

      His eyes flew open, leaving him staring into darkness. But the alarm didn’t stop.

      Reality intruded, unwelcome and harsh. Thorn flung the covers aside and exploded out of bed. Light immediately flooded the room, making him wince, and he blinked fast against the glare. He threw the door open and looked into the corridor; other junior officers, barefoot and rumpled, looked around at one another.

      But the stunned instant of surprise slammed to a halt as everyone began grabbing clothes and boots, and jamming the minimal amount of clothing on before rushing off to duty stations if they had them, or blast shelters if they didn’t.

      Thorn had joined them, pulling on socks, t-shirt, and pants, then grabbing his boots and the rest of his crash kit to get to his own assigned blast shelter. As he did, he nearly slammed headlong into another Lieutenant, a sallow-faced young man wearing only the lower half of his fatigues.

      “What’s going on?” the other man asked, his eyes wide as portholes as he bounced on one foot while pulling a boot onto the other. “This a drill, or the real thing?”

      Thorn shrugged. “No idea. This is a Forward Operating Base, though—”

      “Specialist Stellers, report to CIC,” an automated voice cut in. “Specialist Stellers, report to CIC.”

      Thorn glanced up at the ceiling, dawning realization on his face. “This is it.”

      The other officer stomped his foot firmly into his boot. “Well, good luck with whatever the hell’s going on,” he snapped, then hurried off, feet pounding with the desperation of oncoming battle.

      Thorn turned and rushed the other way, heading for the Combat Information Center. He had no idea why he was being summoned there; he had no assigned duty post at Code Gauntlet, which meant he was supposed to take station in a particular blast shelter and wait out the alert. His station was aboard the Hecate, but she was still in dry-dock, powered down, partly disassembled, and still at least three days from being ready to fly.

      He rushed along, just carrying his boots for now in the interest of speed. He dodged around and pushed past other personnel racing for their own duty stations or blast shelters, clad in everything from little more than underwear to full battle-rattle body armor. A tense purpose hummed in the air, telling Thorn this probably wasn’t a drill. Something very real—and maybe lethal—was happening, and he’d been summoned right into the very middle of it.
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      The electric tension thrumming through Code Gauntlet was only magnified in the CIC. Thorn entered, then paused to finally pull on his boots since it only seemed right to be properly dressed in the operational heart of the FOB.

      “Stellers, forget making yourself handsome and get your ass over here,” a voice snapped. Thorn followed the whip-crack voice through the bustle and hum of the CIC to find Commodore Scoville, the Ops O, waving him over. The man was, of course, impeccably dressed.

      Thorn did as instructed and padded across the CIC in his socks. He noted more than a few personnel in various states of undress rushing past him with data slates or sitting at workstations, chattering away into comm circuits. It made him feel a little less conspicuous, but also made him wonder at the number of personnel that had been caught asleep. Code Gauntlet, as he’d said to the Lieutenant he’d nearly run down in the corridor, was supposed to be a forward operating base, emphasis on the forward part.

      Based on the mild chaos around him, forward was exactly where he was.

      “Stellers,” Scoville said. “Turns out you’re one of only two Starcasters currently here at the FOB, and the other is shipboard, on the Aquila, getting underway. That puts you on the spot.”

      Thorn dropped his boots to the deck beneath a workstation. “On the spot for what, sir?”

      Scoville gestured at the primary situation display. “For that.”

      Thorn studied the display, a smear of tactical and operational information. He was still new enough that he had to take time to decipher it. He recognized Code Gauntlet at the center as well various icons scattered about, showing the locations and trajectories of ships and patrols, and—

      “Oh. Shit.” He pointed at an angry red icon representing enemy activity. There were a bunch of those scattered along the far left of the display, reflecting the Nyctus side of the Zone, the no-man’s-land between two combatants. This one, though, was far closer to Code Gauntlet and was closing fast. “That’s an enemy—something, I’m sorry sir, I’m still getting used to these tac symbols.”

      “Tell me about it,” Scoville said. “We’ve gone symbol crazy and need to winnow these down. But not right now.” The Commodore turned to Thorn. “Right now, that symbol is our problem. It’s a rock. A big one.”

      Thorn took two steps, avoiding a workstation, then studied the data portrayed alongside the icon. “That’s—wait. Is that its mass?”

      “It is. One-point-seven times ten to the tenth metric tons. That makes it the size of a small mountain.”

      Thorn just stared. A mass that big was unprecedented in terms of weaponized rock used as KEWs by the Nyctus. That led to a slew of questions, beginning with the rock’s origin point and just how the Nyctus had hidden something that big, and that fast.

      “Can we stop it?” Thorn asked, suddenly aware of why he’d likely been summoned to the CIC. “I mean, with our weapons, point-defense—?”

      “We just ran a simulation,” Scoville cut in. “Best case scenario is that, using every last bit of ordnance we can, we can chip away at it, spall off a bunch of debris, and reduce it to one big chunk surrounded by a bunch of smaller chunks. That’ll spread the destruction over a much larger area instead of making it a single, direct hit on the FOB.”

      Thorn considered the display. “Will that really make any difference?”

      “Instead of being entirely vaporized by the impact, we’ll be mostly vaporized.”

      Thorn had to marvel at the man’s aplomb in the face of impending obliteration. If anything, he sounded more annoyed than terrified.

      The Commodore turned to face him squarely. “In other words, conventional military force isn’t going to work. We’ve got just over seven hours until that thing hits somewhere inside the red circle.” He gestured at a secondary display that depicted the planet’s surface with potential impact area. Code Gauntlet was close to the center. “That means we can get the planetside part of the FOB about two-thirds evacuated before we lose it, along with at least four ships currently stuck in drydock—including your Hecate. The geostationary orbital part will survive, but by itself it’s not much more than a refueling station. So, Starcaster Stellers, any ideas?”

      Thorn stared at the display, trying to absorb the horrific information it was portraying in stark, dispassionate icons and data. A mountain-sized piece of rock, hitting in just over seven hours—

      “How did we not see them accelerating this thing at us?” Thorn asked.

      “We didn’t see it coming because it didn’t originate in this system,” Scoville replied. “As near as we can tell, the Nyctus accelerated it to that velocity, then somehow used something like an Alcubierre drive—a big one—to bring it here. They were able to conserve that original velocity, so when they returned it to sub-luminal flight, it was still moving like you now see it.” Scoville shook his head. “That’s something to worry about once we’ve dealt with the immediate problem, which is not having that thing come down on top of us. And that brings me back to my question. Stellers, do you have any idea what to do about this? Because if not, then you need to get to Transit Bay Delta, get your ass aboard the Janus, one of the evac ships, and haul it out of here.”

      “Sir, I’m not going to run away—”

      “You’ll do as you’re told,” Scoville said with iron authority. “Current orders are that we preserve Starcasters, if at all possible. And now I find myself asking the same question for a third time.” The Commodore’s face was set, jaw tight. “Don’t make it four.”

      Thorn turned back to the display.  “Is there any actual imagery of this thing?”

      “There is,” Scoville said, nodding to a Petty Officer at a workstation. The woman, her expression tense, nodded curtly and tapped at her console. A window popped open on the primary display, framing a jagged chunk of rock, starkly lit by sunlight that cast knife-edged, midnight-black shadows across its rugged surface. Without anything to give scale, it could have been a fist-sized piece of rock held at arm’s-length or a mountain-sized slab of rock traveling at high sub-light speed.

      “Does that help?” Scoville asked.

      Thorn stared at the image and offered an absent nod. He walked a few paces closer to the primary display, concentrating on the onrushing projectile.

      “I don’t know if I’ll be able to stop it, sir, even with the help of another Starcaster,” he said. “It’s just too big, has too much kinetic energy.”

      “Got to be honest, Stellers, I don’t care what you do to it, as long as it doesn’t hit this FOB.”

      On instinct, Thorn reached for the talisman in his shirt pocket. He touched nothing but t-shirt, which gave him a small jolt, but without a word, he turned, walked back to the tunic he’d dropped by his boots, and retrieved his book. Holding his talisman absently, he returned his attention to the display, eyes bright with interest.

      “Stellers, is that a children’s storybook you’re holding?” Scoville asked.

      Thorn shook his head. “No, sir. It’s a talisman, pulled from the ashes of the orbital strike that killed my family. It has . . . meaning. And power, in a sense.”

      “Fine. I don’t care if you have to strip naked to do what you do.” Scoville gave him a narrow-eyed look. “You don’t have to strip naked to do it, do you?”

      “No, sir. Not my style. I’m not even comfortable in socks on your bridge.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      A few taut chuckles floated from among the Ratings and Officers working around them. Thorn took note of it, another of those finer points of good leadership—make your people laugh, if you can.

      He turned back to the image. Taking a deep breath, he cleared his mind as much as he could, trying to let the background chatter and hum of the CIC fade into a pervasive smear of white noise. He then split his attention between the massive chunk of hurtling rock and the cool hardness of the old book. He tried to imagine what it would feel like to be touching the surface of the colossal projectile. It wouldn’t be smooth, like the old, well-handled cardboard. It would be—

      —rough, gritty, sharp angles and edges still almost as jagged as they were when first formed by some titanic collision uncountable ages ago. Searing hot where the system’s sun glared on it, and searing cold in the stark shadows—

      Thorn blinked, staggering slightly. The bustle of the CIC crashed back in around him. He found Scoville abruptly standing right at his side.

      “Stellers?”

      “I—” Thorn blinked again, then nodded. “I’m fine, sir. I was just trying to reach out to that rock, and . . . touch it is the best way to describe it.”

      “Again, fine, I don’t need the details. Did it work? What did you learn?”

      Thorn took a ragged breath, recovering from the effort it took to read the mountain’s frigid, airless surface.  “I’m sorry, sir. I can’t do it. I can’t stop it. No one can.”

      Scoville nodded, slowly. “Alright, then. We’ve just lost Code Gauntlet.”

      Thorn gave a desolate shrug. “Yes, sir. It looks like we have.”
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      Kira dreamed of fire and smoke.

      Maybe it was a result of her burgeoning facility with Joining; she’d always had vivid dreams, but lately they sometimes became almost lucid. Like now—she knew she was asleep, but that didn’t yank her out of the dream. Instead, it let her participate in it while recognizing it for what it was: an unreal place, filled with flames.

      She let the image run, like an ancient, grainy video, as desolate and scorched as the places where Nyctus KEWs fell from the sky, turning lives to ash. Unlike those craters, this fire grew, climbing higher, savage heat blistering the air around her until—

      Something caused the world to rattle and shake like a blast of thunder. She staggered and fought to keep her feet.

      Kira.

      And now someone was calling her name. Get to the point, she thought. It seemed she was impatient, even in her dreams.

      Kira!

      The dream world shook again, and the fire blazed higher, threatening to consume everything.

      No, wait—

      “Kira!”

      She blinked, flung her eyes open, and looked around.

      She was in her bunk. It was dark. But there was light, an inconstant, flickering, orange-yellow.

      “Kira, wake up!”

      She gasped and sat up, almost slamming her nose into Rainer’s forehead. “What? What’s going on?”

      “Fire,” Rainer snapped. “Next barracks over—”

      An explosion of klaxon cut her off as Code Gauntlet’s base-wide fire alarm started blaring.

      Kira jumped out of bed. She’d made Rainer second-in-command of the squad, her 2ic. Rainer had been exemplary, a fact she underscored with her next words, which she had to shout over the alarm.

      “I roused the squad, got them going around waking everyone up for a head count!”

      Kira nodded as she pulled on trousers and boots. “Good work!”

      Kira strode to the middle of the barracks and swept her gaze around, making sure everyone from her squad was either gone or in the process of forming up for the head count.

      “Get your shit together and move,” Kira bellowed, a refrain picked up by Rainer seconds later. They pushed and dragged and threatened the stragglers, then Kira swept her eyes over the barracks one last time, making sure everyone was out.

      Outside was chaos.

      Cast in the glare of a fire now roaring from the windows of the barracks next door, Building 2C, recruits and trainees milled about, their ranks disorganized as they mixed and mingled in the flame-lit darkness. Shouts rose from trainee squad leaders, their tones ranging from calmly assertive to almost hysterical.

      Kira strode into the mayhem, Rainer at her side. Her own squad had gathered on the edge of the nearby parade square; she did a quick head count—

      And came up one short.

      “Who’s missing?” she asked the whole squad, as much as Rainer. They all peered around at each other for a few seconds.

      “It’s Smiley, ma’am,” one of her squad members finally concluded. “No sign of him.”

      She began peering at faces in the slowly organizing crowd around them, looking for the lean, angular features of “Smiley” Riley, the Scorch she’d saved from extra duties by turning out last for PT. She didn’t see him.

      On impulse, Kira extended her awareness through the crowd—now more or less sorting itself out into squads and platoons—then beyond, into the surrounding night, her mind’s eye crawling like serpents as she marked each mind and moved on. She’d gotten to know her squad well enough to recognize the shape of their psionic profile, a picture as unique as their fingerprint and much more layered. Her thoughts touched a multitude of others, some bright with fear, others still dull and mired in the dregs of sleep, and almost every possible emotion between.

      But she didn’t let her attention linger because none of them were Riley.

      She pushed a little harder, forcing her psychic attention through the mental noise of the assembled trainees. Finally, she brushed a familiar mind.

      Yes. It was Riley. And he was—

      “Shit!”

      Rainer, who’d been getting the squad lined up, turned. “What’s wrong?”

      “Riley. He’s gone into that burning barracks.”

      “What? Why?”

      “No idea.” Kira glanced around for any of the instructors but saw none. Wait—was this another exercise?

      She shoved the thought away. Whether it was or wasn’t didn’t matter. “Rainer, you’re in command. Keep the squad here.”

      “Kira!”

      But she ignored Rainer and took off at a run, hurrying toward the conflagration.
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      Kira shielded her face from the wall of heat emanating from the burning barracks, the roar of flame tearing through holes seared in the roof. Around her, the fire came alive, leaping from windows and doors like a beast that could never be fed enough, a furnace glow suffusing everything from ground to sky. She reached the door at the end of the barracks not yet engulfed in fire; turning at an angle to deflect some of the painful heat, she peered inside. She saw fire, nothing else—

      No. There. Movement.

      Someone was walking out of the flames with ponderous, halting steps. Part of it was the weight of the body they carried, but there was more than that. Kira could see the flames dying around the trudging figure, then flaring up again in their wake.

      It was Riley. He was carrying someone out of the burning building, using his abilities as a Scorch to suppress the flames as he went. But Kira could tell he was struggling, faltering against the sheer wash of heat. She reached out with her mind, touching his, finding a grim, fatalistic determination.

      But it wasn’t going to be enough.

      Between wielding his talents as a Scorch, the effects of the fire, and the weight of the unconscious figure he lugged toward safety, Riley was going to fall short of making it back to the door. His stamina, both mental and physical, was going to fail, and he’d lose control of the magical effect he’d crafted around himself. When that happened, he too would be incinerated, just another victim of the pitiless flames.

      Kira sucked in a breath of cooler night air, then stepped into the barracks, her face a grim slate of determination. In silent resolve, she crouched, moved as far inside as she could without wilting, and began to Join with Riley, lending her power to him like a psychic buttress.

      Riley’s head, which had been starting to loll, snapped up. He made eye contact with Kira, gave her a grim nod, then plodded forward.

      Five meters. Stumble. Four. Stumble, cough, slouch—then two meters, Kira reached to him out of instinct—

      Without warning, the floor beneath Riley gave way in a spectacular holocaust of shattering lumber and roaring flame. His ability to suppress the fire, as impressive as it was, would not repair damaged structure or charred wood. Beneath the barracks was a crawlspace some three feet high; Riley plunged into it, somehow managing to keep his grip on the person he was carrying, and even kept up his containment of the fire. If Kira hadn’t been here mentally reinforcing him, that would have been it. And it might still be, because while Riley was able to heave the unconscious body up onto the still-intact floor, he remained stuck in the hole that had opened beneath him, unable to climb out.

      She could read his frantic thoughts, like hands beating at a locked door. Riley was on the edge of collapse himself, his power frayed to a thread.

      Kira, take her, get her out of here, go!

      Kira forced herself forward. It was like pushing against a gale of heat that was reddening her skin, searing her hair, and making her uniform smolder. She would be able to save the unconscious woman or Riley, but not both, because if she tried, then all three of them would likely die.

      And now it was her memory of Fielder’s voice that thundered through her mind.

      . . . we can’t compromise what truly matters: the mission. Whatever objective we’ve been given, it takes absolute priority over everything else. The mission is the only thing that matters . . .

      Kira suddenly understood that bleak place inside Fielder. It was a place where he’d had to face this very truth—that sometimes to accomplish something, people had to die, and there was nothing you could do about it.

      Kira grabbed the unconscious woman and dragged her back from the hole. As she did, all she could think was, I’m sorry, Riley, I’m so sorry.

      Between one heartbeat and the next, the fire vanished. Kira heard footsteps behind her and turned to see Narvez, wreathed in power, striding into the barracks. Narvez stopped a few paces away from Kira, and now more figures rushed around her. It was her own squad, led by Rainer. Strong hands grabbed her, grabbed the unconscious woman, grabbed Riley and dragged him out of the hole. There were shouts and more hands and a hopeful they’re alive, but then the heat faded, soon replaced by the soft cool of night as Kira was carried out of the fire ravaged barracks and into the care of waiting medics. She heard Riley whimper next to her but couldn’t turn to see him. There was a universe of pain in his simple noise. Animalistic. Raw. And yet, he fought to breathe, his single ragged inhalation marked with another bark of agony.

      As Kira began to cough, she felt tears streaking her face and told herself it was relief. Not fear. Not weakness. The fire had awakened a kind of primal fear that she never wanted to feel again, and as she turned her head and coughed in a violent spasm, Kira Wixcombe gave thanks to whoever was listening.

      It was not her time. And she was glad of it.
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      Thorn shuffled down the ramp, toward the forward airlock of the Janus. The angled corridor was jammed with people, the whole throng moving slowly forward in a thick silence he could only describe as defeated.

      He wondered if any of the other evacuees boarding the Janus felt as defeated as he did.

      Probably not. He’d been asked to save Code Gauntlet and had to admit he couldn’t. The taste of that admission stuck to his tongue like ashes, a constant reminder that for all his power, Thorn was a vessel that had limited resources. He could fail. Admitting as much felt like a betrayal of the boy who’d fought his way out of the orphanage, and the sensation was nothing Thorn wanted to know again.

      Glumly, Thorn took stock of the people around him. At least they were going to survive. The grim truth was that the available lift capacity fell far short of what was needed to evacuate the FOB. Even with the Janus and the other available ships jammed as full as their life-support systems would allow, some 500 personnel were going to die when that rock hit. They couldn’t even just try to find shelter on the planet’s surface; that large a mass, traveling that fast, would deliver enough energy to utterly devastate most of the near-side hemisphere.

      Commodore Scoville had summoned Thorn specifically to the CIC in the hopes that he could do something, anything, with his magic to stop or deflect the titanic, incoming projectile. But there’d been nothing. The hunk of rock was simply too massive. He’d played it out over and over and in his head; even if he could somehow dig deep enough to actually affect the rock’s trajectory, the force he’d have to apply to overcome its inertia in any meaningful way would probably just shatter it, making matters worse. The Nyctus apparently had some way to overcome that, being able to quickly accelerate masses to high velocities without destroying them. They’d shown it during their attack on the Centurion and her cohorts, but he had absolutely no idea how.

      “Hey, watch your feet—oh, um, sir.”

      Thorn snapped his awareness back to the moment, focusing on the voice. A Senior Rating just ahead of him turned to bathe him with an expression caught somewhere between pissed off and deferential. Thorn apologized. The downward slope of the ramp tended to push everyone forward, causing Thorn to step on the man’s foot.

      The Rating turned away and resumed his show shuffle downslope along with everyone else.

      Downslope. A ramp. They were on a ramp—

      Tumblers clicked, and Thorn felt the problems of mass and velocity and distance fall away, replaced by the elegance of possibility.

      Married, of course to his power, which flickered to life in him like a battery given a fresh charge.

      “Sir? You okay? The line’s moving.”

      This time, the voice came from behind him. Thorn once more came back to the here-and-now and looked back. A Petty Officer glared at him. Indeed, he was blocking traffic, a rock in the stream of humanity.

      Again, he muttered an apology. This time, he had to look up into the Petty Officer’s eyes, since she was standing upslope and, therefore, slightly above him—

      And there it was. This last thought, such a small detail, but then small details could be combined for large solutions.

      Thorn began pushing his way back uphill, into Code Gauntlet, apologizing to everyone he had to muscle by as he worked his way against the crowd. He reached a checkpoint manned by a pair of dour security personnel in imposing body armor.

      “Sir,” one of them said, holding up a hand. “I’m going to have to ask you to go the other way.”

      “I need to get back to the CIC,” Thorn said.

      The man shook his head. “No can do, sir. Orders are to keep the evac going.”

      Thorn stepped forward, flickers of power tickling the edges of his mind. He didn’t want to use magic to get past the checkpoint, but he would if he had to. “Listen,” he snapped, as other personnel shuffled past. “I might have a way of saving this place and everyone who’s going to die when that rock hits because we can’t evac them.”

      The man, a Senior Rating, exchanged a glance with his colleague, took in the Starcaster insignia on Thorn’s fatigues, then stepped aside.

      “Give ’em hell, sir.”

      Thorn made fist, feeling the energy building within him. “Hell is exactly what we’re going to deliver.”

      He pushed on, back toward the CIC.
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      Scoville leveled a fierce glare at Thorn as he strode back into the CIC. “Stellers, we don’t have time for this.” He turned to motion a pair of burly men over, their uniforms straining over muscles. “Turn around and get to the Janus—"

      “Sir,” Thorn said, picking his words carefully. “I can do it.”

      “Do what? Save the world?” Scoville asked, his voice a bass growl.

      The dozen people left in the CIC turned to look at Thorn with a mix of relief and suspicion. He suddenly felt vulnerable, as though he’d walked in naked waving a plan to save their lives, which he had, albeit while fully clothed.

      Scoville’s expression barely changed, but he nodded once. Being decisive was as natural to him as breathing. “Alright, you’ve got thirty seconds, and then I’m calling security to carry your ass back to that ship.”

      Thorn gave a terse nod. “Fair enough, sir.” He turned to the primary display, now showing the impactor noticeably closer to the FOB. “We can’t generate enough force to deflect that thing—at least not enough to make a difference without shattering it to pieces.”

      “We know that. Get on with it.”

      “Well, we’ve only been thinking about affecting the rock directly. But we can’t. So what if we affect the universe itself? Instead of trying to use brute force to push on the rock, what if we distort space-time in the path ahead? As far as the rock’s concerned, it would still be traveling in a straight line. But if we curve space, we’d be tricking it—the way an Alcubierre drive basically fools nature into letting ships bypass the speed-of-light limit.”

      “So, as far as the rock and rest of the universe is concerned, the rock is still obeying the laws of physics, even though it’s actually deflecting relative to us.”

      “And misses us. At least, that’s the hope.”

      Scoville narrowed his eyes. “Is this possible? I haven’t heard of Starcasters altering space-time itself. You must admit, the prospect of it sounds . . . exotic, at best, and dangerous no matter what.”

      “Well, sir, that’s really kind of what we do all the time. When we make, say, fire, we’re essentially creating it out of nothing, which means we’re adding energy to the universe, so we’re violating conservation laws.”

      “Yes, yes, I’ve been through the briefings.” Scoville shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. What does is, how would you do this?”

      “We put a ship with an Alcubierre drive out in front of the rock, activate the drive, and use that to curve space ahead of it. The rock follows the curve like a kid on a slide and misses the planet.”

      “There are probably a hundred problems with this, but I only need to give you one of them. That’s not how Alcubierre drives work, Stellers.”

      Thorn nodded. “I know, sir. And that’s where I come in.”
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        * * *

      

      Thorn had honestly expected Scoville to reject the idea. It was against any kind of naval doctrine, or even Starcaster practices, as far as Scoville was concerned, but he’d heard Thorn out, turned and looked at the CIC display for a moment, then turned back and simply said, “Do it.”

      Which is how Thorn now found himself ensconced in the snug darkness of the Hecate’s repaired witchport, rapidly closing on the impactor. Captain Tanner and the crew, working frantically, had been able to get her underway in just over an hour; fortunately, her refit hadn’t involved her propulsion systems or powerplant. She had no working point-defense, and her tactical sensor and fire-control systems were mostly offline, but she could fly. Tanner had been expecting the flight capability to revolve around evacuating the FOB, but Scoville had ordered him to help enact Thorn’s wildly improbable plan.

      Wildly improbable was all they had, though.

      “Stellers,” Tanner said over the intercom, his voice its usual, cool tenor. “We’re two minutes from reversing course. Once we flip over, Engineering is ready to fire up the Alcubierre drive like you’ve proposed, but I’ll warn you now, the Chief Engineer is having a conniption about what you plan to do to his ship.”

      “It’s not something I’d want to try out just for the hell of it, believe me, sir.”

      Thorn watched as the impactor swelled in the witchport’s transparent bubble. Ships normally avoided windows; they were a structural weakness that wasn’t justified when remote viewers were just as good—and actually better, because they could show images across the spectrum, and could be panned and tilted and zoomed. But ’casting worked better if Starcasters had a true and direct line-of-sight to whatever they were trying to affect, so the witchport was accepted as a necessary flaw in an otherwise smooth, unbroken hull.

      The impactor kept growing, filling more and more of the port. A hot flutter started in Thorn’s gut. The damned thing was so big—and his idea was so wildly unknown. The Hecate could probably have carried another hundred personnel to safety; the possibility that Thorn had condemned them to death was quite real.

      Thorn cleared that thought, as doubt was the enemy of all ‘casting. He focused instead on the glossy smoothness of his talisman, letting the familiar touch of cardboard against his fingertips ground him. Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath.

      An alarm sounded. The Hecate had started her reversal, flipping end-over-end. Thorn opened his eyes in time to see a looming wall of jagged rock filling his field of vision. A rugged horizon appeared, erratic against the stars, then it fell out of sight. And now it was Code Gauntlet that glided smoothly into view, a small, bright crescent, centered in the witchport as the Hecate finished her reversal. A thrumming vibration shook the deck under Thorn’s seat as her drive fired up, accelerating her back toward the FOB.

      Thorn could feel the massive rock now filling space just astern of the Hecate. The Helm had cut it close, but with a skill bordering on aplomb. The ship was exactly where Thorn wanted it to be, and with a lot less maneuvering than he’d expected. He had to remember to buy the Helm Officer a drink when this was all over.

      “Okay, Stellers,” Tanner said. “We’re working off your marks, now.”

      “Understood, sir. Stand by.”

      Thorn took another breath and let it trickle from his nose, centering himself on the union of flesh and talisman, fingers and book. He was about to try something he’d never attempted. Something that, as far as he knew, no one had ever attempted. He was essentially going to make up a whole new field of magic, and do it on the fly.

      But it was worth the risk, he told himself as he opened the witchport and let the raw nothing of space wash over him. The alternative was hundreds of ON personnel dying, and the loss of Code Gauntlet—the former a catastrophic tragedy, the latter a massive strategic setback for the ON, one that might set the war effort back to where it was before they’d pushed the Nyctus back.

      “Sir,” he said. “I’m ready.”

      “Engineering,” Tanner said over the intercom. “Stellers now has command.”

      There was enough hesitation in the reply to let Thorn know the Chief Engineer was not at all happy with what was about to be done to his ship.

      “Aye, sir. Ready when he is.”

      “Okay, Chief,” Thorn said. “Bring the Alcubierre drive online. On my mark, we’ll activate it as we discussed.”

      “Understood.”

      Scoville had been right. This was not how an Alcubierre drive was meant to work. The drive was supposed to warp space in a region around itself, turning it from a flat plain of space-time into a wave that would propagate in a direction determined by the ship’s nav inputs. The wave could then ripple along with no theoretical maximum speed; the fact that it carried a ship along with it was incidental. In its own frame of reference, the ship was entirely motionless and obeying the laws of relativistic physics. From an external frame of reference, though, the ship was whisked along at a speed only maxed out by the design, size, and power of the drive. Thorn didn’t get all the math and physics involved, but the fact that the ship was simultaneously both moving and not moving faster than light essentially somehow balanced, and the universe remained quite content, or at the minimum, permissive of their passing.

      Because of this, an Alcubierre drive was intended to essentially be either on or off, a fact made abundantly clear to him by the Hecate’s horrified Chief Engineer when he pitched the idea to Scoville and Tanner. In the end, though, the Chief had grudgingly admitted that the drive probably could be used to induce a much smaller distortion in space-time, albeit with unknown effects on the drive itself. Moreover, the conventional nav inputs wouldn’t work, meaning there would be no directional control.

      And that was where technology met magic.

      Thorn closed his eyes and let his awareness sink into his fingertips, where they pressed against his talisman.

      Awareness. That was the key. The Alcubierre drive was the means, but Thorn’s awareness was the intelligence that would guide it.

      His eyes still closed, Thorn simply said, “Okay, Chief.”

      He felt a slight, dislocating shudder and a brief flicker of nausea, the characteristic signature of the Alcubierre drive lighting up. But it abruptly vanished as the Chief locked the drive into its current state, distorting space to a far smaller degree that its design ever contemplated. It would—in theory, at least—cause the volume of space around the Hecate, and the massive impactor racing along just astern of her, to curve. Thorn could see the curvature. And he could see it clearly.

      The point of contact between his fingertips and his talisman swelled in his mind, becoming a firm anchor upon which he envisioned a particular version of reality where Alcubierre drives worked—

      Like this.

      Power began to emanate from that press of fingers on cardboard. The Alcubierre drive, powered up but given no nav inputs, began to twist and distort space randomly. But Thorn exerted his will, enforcing it through the power now pouring from his union with his talisman. The wild, random distortions suddenly converged into a smooth curve, a bend in space-time enabled by the drive and shaped by Thorn’s thoughts.

      But something was immediately wrong. Stress began building up in the impactor, force accumulating, straining its structure. The spatial distortion wasn’t big enough and didn’t entirely enclose the titanic rock, which meant part of it wanted to deflect, but other parts, protruding into normal, flat space, didn’t.

      “Chief,” he said. “You have to increase power to the drive.”

      “The drive’s unstable as it is,” the Chief Engineer shot back. “Applying more power’s going to—”

      “Chief . . . you have to.”

      “I’m not going to risk this ship,” the Chief said flatly. No emotion, no fear. Just a simple denial.

      “Do it,” Captain Tanner cut in. “Thorn has command. Follow his orders.”

      A reluctant “aye, sir” was the only response.

      The distortion expanded, fully encompassing the impactor. The accumulated stress dissipated. Thorn decided to let the sliver of awareness he’d kept on the impactor go, trusting that he’d done everything he could to get them here, and now just had to maintain it. He had to stay focused on the fact that Alcubierre drives distorted space only slightly, just enough to induce a curved path that the Hecate and the impactor would now follow.

      And they did.

      Ship and rock both sailed smoothly on, traveling—from their perspective—in a perfectly straight line. The inertia of the impactor was now undisturbed; it quite happily raced through space as it had been all along, in perfect accordance with the simple laws of Newtonian motion. The fact that space itself was curved didn’t matter to it any more than the bends and turns in that child’s slide mattered to the kid plunging down it.

      “Well, holy shit,” Tanner said, his voice quiet. “This is actually working. Keep it up, Stellers.”

      Thorn dug even deeper. A fierce pounding started in his head, ringing rhythmically in his ears in time with his racing heartbeat. He was depleting his psychic resources far faster than he ever had; the flesh-talisman contact was an imperfect focus for his power, and the strain began to bear down on him, like rapidly mounting mental g-forces.

      But he couldn’t let up yet. Code Gauntlet wasn’t yet out of the line of fire.

      “Automatic drive cutoff in ten seconds,” the Chief Engineer said. “The safeties are going to engage—”

      “No . . . Chief . . . keep it online,” Thorn hissed.

      “Sorry, can’t—”

      “Chief,” Tanner said. “Bypass the safeties. Do not let that drive scram.”

      “But, sir—”

      “That’s an order, Chief.”

      “Aye, sir,” came the answer, laden with an unspoken fear. The Chief’s primary task was keeping the drive alive, and he was being ordered to run the most complex feat of human engineering with a different power source—that could scram the reactor and kill everyone in a flash of brilliant light. They wouldn’t even have time to mark the failure if Thorn lost control, and based on the Chief’s raw tone, he knew it.

      Thorn felt the end of his power.

      It approached, from a distance, and then he was in it, a searing burst of pain blooming  through his head, caroming from eye to eye with an unearthly brilliance that made afterimages of red and black flicker behind the lids of his drooping eyes. His mouth flooded with saliva, and a wave of grey nausea swept over him. Desperately, he fought to keep the reality he’d shaped intact, to maintain the truth that this—not whatever came before, but now, in the moment, was how an Alcubierre drive worked.

      Thorn’s body buckled in a final spasm, and like that, he was done. There was no more left to give.

      “Stellers, you’ve done it. You can shut it all down,” Tanner said.

      Thorn opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He heard Tanner’s voice as though through a distant tunnel, the sounds distorted by distance and his own relentless pain.

      “Engineering, scram the drive. Helm, get us away from this rock. Medical, get to Stellers—”

      Thorn’s spine seized, arms out and hands drawn into claws. Every tendon howled, every muscle screamed, and he rose onto his toes as a long, unearthly roar of pain tore from his throat, spittle flying even as he collapsed.

      Limp, he slumped to the deck and knew nothing except the fading light of a place that existed only in his mind—and then the light faded, too, and behind it was only the dark.
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      Kira winced as she made her way along the infirmary ward. Her burns were mostly superficial and had been well-treated by the infirmary staff with sterile spray bandages. Still, they hurt like hell whenever she did anything to stretch or flex her seared skin.

      She shuffled around a partition curtain and reflected that, as bad as she’d been injured by the fire, she wasn’t as bad off as Riley. The poor guy had to suffer through recovering from much more severe burns, as well as lungs that had been inflamed by breathing hot smoke and gases. Still, he looked better by the day, his recovery remarkably fast, thanks to immediate medical attention that night and the diligent work of the infirmary staff since.

      He looked up Kira with bloodshot eyes. “Hey, squad leader,” he rasped. “How goes the healing?”

      Gillis sat with Riley, his young face knitted with concern for his best friend. Gillis was a Joiner, like Kira, and had buddied up with Riley on the first day, creating an inseparable friendship that the doctors thought would help in a long, painful recovery.

      Gillis nodded to Kira and smiled, the lines in his face softening, but only just.

      “You look better, Kira. Not as, um—well, sunburned,” Gillis said.

      She touched her hair, where a cowlick had formed when some of the strands burned away. “I’m just happy to breathe clean air. And I can live with the curl, for the time being.” She peered up at the offending hair, then smiled at Riley. “Base surgeon told me you’re good to head back for light duty in a few days. I never thought—I mean, he’s tough. Sorry to see him go back to duty so soon—"

      “There are light duties?” Riley asked, offering a watery grin.

      “There are. That’s what they’ve got me doing. Let’s see, I’ve shuffled a whole bunch of old papers around, folded about a thousand maps . . . oh, and straightened and re-bent about a million paper clips. It's an art form, but if you do it right, you can waste an entire day without leaving your chair.”

      “Really?” Riley asked.

      “I’m lying about the last one, but yeah, really. Light duties are boring. I can’t believe I’m actually saying this, but I miss training with Fielder and Narvez and the others.”

      Kira had been consigned to the netherworld of so-called light duties while she recovered from her own injuries. It had left Rainer in command of the squad until Kira was cleared to resume regular duties. Kira desperately hoped that would be soon, because hanging around the orderly room doing odd jobs was driving her crazy.

      “Come on, Kira,” Gillis said. “You’d rather be out humping your ass across the landscape doing environmental magic? Seriously?”

      Kira smirked. Environmental magic was the sterile, bureaucratic euphemism the syllabus used to describe crawling through mud at zero-dark-thirty, in the rain, with maybe an hour of fragmented sleep in the last twenty-four, all while trying to create or maintain some specified magical effect.

      In other words, it sucked.

      However, Kira missed it. Or, rather, she missed being with her squad—and especially with Rainer, who’d become her fast friend as well as her 2ic.

      “Hey, Kira?”

      She looked at Riley. His eyes shone back from a puffy, reddened face, and he too would be dealing with unruly hair for the next two months or so. His was growing back, but even his scalp showed signs of burns.

      “Thank you,” he said, face falling into a morose pose. “If you hadn’t been there and done what you did—”

      “Stop. I mean, I’m glad I was there, but I’m even happier you’re here. It’s okay. It’s a shitty war with bad things, and I hope you would do the same for anyone,” Kira said.

      Riley gave a single nod, then winced. “I would, and I will.” He tried to adjust himself in the bed, failed, and only succeeded in making Gillis look like a worried mother. “You hear about Jaska? She didn’t make it.”

      “She was the source? Of the fire?” Kira asked. She knew it but sensed that Riley needed to process what he’d endured.

      “Scorches can lose control, and she . . . she did. She didn’t just light the barracks, she set herself on fire. Doc said she was dead before I went back in to find her.”

      “You did the right thing, Riley. Your instincts are dumb, but heroic. Don’t even change that in you,” Kira said. “We need it. To survive, and maybe win this friggin’ war.”

      “I won’t. Not even sure I can,” he admitted.

      “Good,” Kira said, and the pause stretched as the lights hummed overhead. It was universally accepted that military hospitals will never have functioning lights, and if they don’t flicker or buzz, then you aren’t in a military hospital.

      “Hey, they got you sleeping in tents, I hear,” Riley said, breaking the gravid pause.

      Kira nodded. “Yeah. They had to put everyone who’d been in the barracks that burned down into tents, so they decided that everyone would have to go into tents until a prefab was put together.” She shrugged, then immediately regretted it, wincing again at the pain that flashed through her tender skin. “It’s not so bad. Well, as long as this decent weather holds, anyway.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Gillis shot back. “I’m stuck in a tent with Rainer.”

      “What, does she snore?”

      “No, but she runs the tent like a freakin’ dictator.” He changed his voice to a shrill falsetto. “Straighten out your sleeping bag. Keep your laundry out of sight. Kick the muck off your boots before you come in here. We’re not animals.”

      “So, sounds like she doesn’t want to live like a slob?”

      Gillis rolled his eyes. “It’s like living with my mother all over again. They’re both real bi—”

      “Think carefully before you finish that sentence, Gillis,” Rainer said, popping around the privacy curtain. “Your survival may depend on the next words out of your mouth.”

      “Busy people. Busy. Always working hard, never resting.”

      Rainer narrowed her eyes, but smirked. “Nice save.”

      He shrugged. “You get the knack when you live with someone like my really busy mother.”

      Even Riley snickered. Kira raised an eyebrow at Rainer. “Speaking of busy, how come you aren’t? For that matter, how come you’re here in the first place, Gillis? Don’t you guys have, you know, a ON career to be pursuing right now? Or has everyone just decided to go AWOL?” Kira pinned Rainer with a stare, then lifted one brow.

      “Squad’s been stood down until sixteen hundred,” Rainer replied. “I’d like to think it’s a well-deserved break, but I’m sure that by sixteen-oh-one, we’ll be neck deep in shit. Meantime, the powers that be want to see you,” she said to Kira. “Narvez, Fielder, and some spooky guy I’ve never seen before are waiting for you in the Orderly Room.”

      Gillis grinned. “Ooooh, Kira’s in trouble!” he said in a sing-song voice. “Getting called to the principal's office!”

      Kira flipped him off and everyone laughed. But as she followed Rainer out of the infirmary, she wondered just why she was suddenly being called in front of the brass, because the reasons that happened were almost never good.
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        * * *

      

      Kira swallowed hard, trying to quell the icy little fingers tickling her stomach. She stood at-ease just outside the company commander’s office, waiting to be called in by whoever’s voices she could hear murmuring behind the door. Narvez and Fielder, apparently, with someone else.

      The door opened. Fielder nodded at Kira. “Wixcombe, come in.”

      She came to attention, entered, and marched toward the big desk. At the last second, though, she saw everyone gathered around a conference table set off to one side and veered that way, then she halted and saluted.

      “At ease, Wixcombe,” Fielder said, then closed the door and took a seat at the table.

      She relaxed her body, but her mind raced, powered by suspicion and experience. Fielder and Narvez were there, with a man she’d never seen before. He was older, wearing the insignia of a Commander but no other identifying emblems. He watched Kira with a purposeful stare, one that carried a hint of knowing, of secrets that were important but couldn’t be shared.

      “Wixcombe,” Fielder said. “Lieutenant Commander Narvez tells me that your performance during your upgrade training has generally been good and, in a few subject areas, very good.”

      Kira resisted letting her mouth drop open in surprise. Narvez had been chilly at best and ruthless at her worst, always professional but never giving the slightest hint that Kira—a Joiner—was welcome under her command. For the formidable woman to be speaking well of her actually stunned Kira. She covered her surprise by simply nodding.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “There’s also the matter of your rescue of Trainee Riley, despite the extreme risk to yourself.” Fielder paused, giving Kira a hard stare.

      She swallowed again. Was this why she’d been called in here? Because not long after being lectured by Fielder on how saving everyone despite the risk could be the wrong thing to do, she’d gone ahead and done it anyway just a few days later?

      “Well done, Wixcombe,” Fielder said, giving her a firm nod.

      She blinked. Okay, so not that, either.

      “In two days, Wixcombe,” Narvez said, “there is going to be an exercise. It is going to pit you and several members of your squad against an enemy force.” She picked up a paper from the table and handed it to Kira. “This is a Warning Order, giving you enough information to get your planning and preparations started.”

      Kira looked at the page. Three names jumped out at her: Rainer, Riley, and Gillis. They were to be her team. There was more information—a thumbnail outline of the mission, which was apparently taking place on another planet, along with certain, key timings and specific things she needed to prepare. Receiving the Warning Order kick-started an entire process called battle procedure, which was a standardized way of getting ready for operations, whether by a single squad or an entire fleet. She’d digest the rest of Warning Order as soon as she was cut loose from here. In the meantime, though, she had one, looming question—

      “You’re wondering why we picked you, and those three, in particular,” Fielder said.

      Apparently he wasn’t the only one who let things leak out of her psyche, Kira thought, and nodded. “Yes, sir. Why not the rest of the squad as well?”

      “Not that you’re entitled to an explanation, Lieutenant,” Narvez remarked mildy, “but our personnel screening and other assessments have told us that the four of you are naturally complementary, in terms of skills, character traits, and personalities.”

      “But Riley is still in the infirmary—”

      “He will be sufficiently recovered in time for this mission,” Narvez said flatly.

      Kira just stared back. She didn’t see how that could possibly be true, even with the best healing tech available. But Narvez’s neutral gaze didn’t encourage further debate.

      “Do you have any other immediate questions, Wixcombe?” Fielder asked.

      Kira shook her head—which was a lie, because she actually had a mountain of questions, and more piling on by the second. But she wanted to extract herself from this really uncomfortable situation to read and ponder the Warning Order and digest what was going on.

      Besides, she wanted to get away from the penetrating gaze of the third man, the unnamed Commander who hadn’t said a thing.

      “No, no other questions, sir. At least, not at the moment.”

      “In that case, Lieutenant, your timings are now dictated by the Warning Order and your own planning. You are dismissed.”

      Kira came to attention, then turned and marched out of the office. She waited until she was well outside the Orderly Room before she voiced the two words she’d been holding in for a while now.

      “Holy shit!”
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        * * *

      

      Kira activated her suit’s heat sink and crept forward. The suit would now channel her body heat to reduce her infrared signature—as long as she kept the dispersal outlet pointed away from the enemy, that is. It gave her about five minutes of increased stealth, and then the sink would be saturated and she’d either have to pull back to dump the heat from it under cover, let her thermal signature poke through the suit again, or slowly cook in her own waste heat.

      She peered through a patch of sawblade grass at their objective. Lowlight imaging showed the mock-up of a crashed ship—actually, an old hull that had apparently been stuck here as a remote training site for Cold Nebula. She saw no one guarding it, though; thermal imaging showed a few flickers of heat, but nothing she could identify. If the signatures were decoys or enemy personnel, she didn’t have the resolution to say.

      Fortunately, she didn’t have to rely solely on her suit’s tech. She took a breath, let it out slowly, and felt the calming effects of five seconds, then ten, and twenty—of absolute stillness.

      Then she let her awareness expand the same way she had the night of the fire when she’d been looking for Riley. This time, she found him back in the patrol base they’d established, along with Rainer. Gillis hung back behind her, ready to give cover if she needed to extract. Other than that, though—

      No, wait. There. Stray thoughts. More. Minds. That meant people.

      Kira touched three—no, four sets of thoughts. She kept her own intrusion as superficial as possible, avoiding trying to glean any information. Yet. Right now, she just wanted to confirm enemy strength and locations. Intentions would have to wait, at least until she determined if there were Joiners among their opponents. If there were, then any deeper intrusion could be perilous.

      The fact was, they were supposed to avoid detection entirely. This was a reconnaissance and recovery mission. The scenario was a crashed Nyctus ship, which contained valuable intelligence that needed to be seized, brought back to an extraction point, and then evacuated along with Kira’s patrol. They’d been warned there would be an active enemy force playing the survivors of the crash.

      The plan Kira had developed saw her using her Joining powers to do a psychic reconnaissance of the wreck, while Gillis, also a Joiner, kept a mental lookout for other threats. Rainer, a Hammer, did double duty: patrol 2ic, as well as staying ready to use her formidable psychokinetic powers to deal with crash damage that might keep them from the intelligence they’d been tasked to retrieve. Of course, if Rainer started pushing and pulling debris away, that would certainly alert the enemy and turn this into a firefight. And that was plan B, in which Rainer and Riley would use their powers as weapons, while Kira and Gillis maintained psychic overwatch. All of them were ready to use conventional weapons, the handheld mass drivers called railers, and grenades, as necessary.

      Of course, if it came to that, the mission would be considered a borderline success, at best. When it came to seizing and recovering intelligence assets, it was always optimal if the enemy didn’t know you had their secrets—at least not until it was too late.

      Kira, satisfied that they faced four enemy, crept backward. Sweat beaded her brow and face behind her faceplate and began dampening her under-suit. When she was well back into the hole where Gillis waited, she shut off her suit’s heat-storage system and dumped her thermal waste into the cold ground. The soft, cool feeling gave her a new sense of purpose, and for the first time in what felt like hours, Kira exhaled freely.

      She pointed her helmet’s infrared emitter at Gillis’s. The pulsed infrared light would carry her comms to him, and his back to hers, while minimizing their audible footprint.

      “I make it four enemy. Two are amidships, one’s in the stern, and the other’s in or near the remains of the bow.”

      “Got it,” Gillis replied.

      “So we go with plan A. Bring Rainer and Riley forward, then you and Riley will go firm here, while Rainer and I move in on the objective. Once we’re in place—assuming the bad guys don’t intervene—we’ll take the next bound.”

      “Got it, boss.”

      Gillis turned and slipped back into the darkness. Kira again activated the heat sink and moved forward again. It was essential to keep eyes on the objective so they knew exactly what they were getting into when they started to push.

      A brief flash lit the eastern horizon, followed a few seconds later by a rolling boom.

      Kira frowned. Had there just been an accident? Had a copter or shuttle crashed? Or was this just a special effect for the benefit of the exercise? If it was the former, there’d be a general broadcast codeword standing down the exercise, with instructions to follow.

      Nothing. Just dead air.

      So it had to be part of the exercise. But what was the point—

      There was another flash, followed by an even louder boom. Then a ripping sound overhead, followed by a tremendous crack that made Kira wince. An instant later, a dazzling flash lit up the sky; after a second or two, the ground heaved, and a second or two after that, a colossal whump rolled across the landscape, air pushing hard in a concussive wave that flattened trees and lashed the ground. Dust and debris were torn up in an orgy of violence that appeared before Kira could even shout a warning.

      She immediately recognized it as the impact of a kinetic energy weapon, back in the direction of the exercise control station. They’d departed from there, a cluster of bunkers and huts that house the staff overseeing the training area.

      If this was part of the exercise, then it was one hell of a set of effects.

      “All stations!”

      The voice, its tone almost frantic, had started over the comm but abruptly cut off at the second impact, the channel dissolving into a hiss of static.

      Kira tensed. That didn’t sound like part of the exercise at all.

      It sounded like someone dying.

      Footsteps and the whisper of bodies moving through the foliage nearby pulled Kira’s alarmed attention, and the muzzle of her railer, that way. The hand cannon gave her a sense of security anywhere, anytime; one shot from it meant your opponent wasn’t just down, they were in pieces.

      A sleek, stealth-suited figure emerged from the nearby foliage, cradling a railer of his own.

      She relaxed. It was Gillis.

      He crouched a few paces away and linked his infrared emitter to hers.

      “Kira, what the hell’s going on?”

      Then came another distant boom, followed by what sounded like a pair of secondary explosions. Kira could again feel it in her feet, as shockwaves propagated through the ground.

      “No idea. But if I had to guess, I’d say we’re being attacked.”

      “Attacked—you mean, for real? By the squids?”

      She gave a grim nod. “Yeah. Turn around.”

      Gillis hesitated, then did. Kira snapped open a single pouch mounted high on the back of his tactical harness and extracted a magazine. Their rifles were loaded with simulation rounds, since this had been intended only as an exercise, after all. But SOP had them cart around a mag of live rounds, sealed in its own specific pouch, one that was essentially impossible to get at without deliberately removing the harness or getting help from a buddy. It was the last thing issued before training, the first thing collected afterward, and tested, via an embedded chip, to determine if it had been accessed in the interim. Kira found this particular bit of intense safety protocol to be kind of dumb, considering what any one of them could do with a mere flicker of thought.

      But Navy’s gotta Navy.

      She handed him the mag and he snapped it into his railer, then turned and retrieved her mag for her. There were no more blasts in the meantime, and a ponderous, ominous silence had settled over the dark forest.

      She seated her mag, stowing the one containing the practice rounds. Thirty railer shots. That was it. It was a powerful weapon, sure, but thirty shots didn’t seem like anywhere near enough if the Nyctus had chosen to drop by.

      She turned around and relinked her line-of-sight comms to Gillis. “Okay, let’s go find the others.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t make it back to them when this all started. Figured I’d come back to cover you.”

      “And I appreciate it. But right now—”

      Somewhere not far away, a man screamed.

      They both spun toward the nerve-rattling sound that abruptly cut off. It had come from the direction of the mock-up crash site.

      Kira turned back to Gillis, the anxious dread that had been starting to twist and turn her gut intensifying. “Shit. That must be the enemy force.”

      “They’re—what, under attack, too?”

      Kira hissed in frustration. Instinct told her to help the enemy force; they were enemy in name only, actually ON Ratings drafted into the role for the exercise. But she wanted to find Rainer and Riley, because—

      Something burst through the undergrowth a few meters away. It was big, round, and glittering in the wan light, surrounded by writhing tentacles that never stopped moving

      Which was all Kira and Gillis needed to see. They both aimed and fired on instinct, the hypersonic cracks of their railer shots snapping the stillness in half. Both rounds hit, blasting fragments from whatever the hell this was. It immediately fell back and vanished into the foliage.

      Kira switched to thermal and could see a faint heat signature shimmering through the tangled leaves and branches. But there was no psychic signature, none of the incidental mental mumbles and mutters that leaked from every mind she’d ever encountered. Who or whatever this was, it either had mental shields so formidable she couldn’t even detect them, much less penetrate them—

      Or it wasn’t alive.

      “Kira!”

      Gillis just shouted it through his faceplate. Kira rose, smacked his shoulder, and shouted back.

      “Come on, let’s find the others!”

      She raced off through the brush, Gillis taking her six and hanging three meters back. They both hurried, but with minimal noise and only the most economic movements. Fortunately, and per SOP, they’d dabbed otherwise invisible splotches of paint laced with small amounts of radioisotopes on trees as they’d come this way; the small amount of heat given off gave them a path to follow with their thermal imagers.

      They reached a clearing. Kira knew they had to cross it, then carry on through the brush on the far side downslope to where Riley and Rainer should be hunkered down in the patrol base. She raised a hand to Gillis and paused and crouched, taking a moment to just watch and listen. That thick, ominous silence had draped itself over the night again, broken only by her own breathing, the rhythmic rush of blood in her ears, the odd, incidental noise from Gillis behind her.

      And that was it.

      Still, she tentatively extended her awareness in the surrounding night. Again, she touched no other minds. That should mean they were alone and safe, but—

      “What was that thing?” Kira said, breath fogging her faceplate. Her heat sink was struggling to keep up after the raw chaos of close combat, and she took a series of long, calming breaths, returning both pulse and mindset to something closer to that of an ON officer.

      She turned back to Gillis, made a hand gesture that said turn on your heat sink, then waited as both of their thermal signatures faded. Then, Kira waved for Gillis to follow and resumed her way forward, straight across the clearing. She moved as she’d been taught without thinking about it, putting her foot down outer edge first, then rolling her weight inward, compressing the grass and twigs under her foot slowly, rather than simply brushing through the forest mast.

      Between them, she and Gillis made almost no noise, their suits reflected virtually no light, and with their body heat being dumped into the sink, they offered almost no infrared signature, either. Going around the clearing might have been more secure, but it would have taken them too long.

      Something smashed out of the bush to her left. It was another of the enemy spheres, whose body formed the hub for a series of radiating tentacles. Kira caught a metallic gleam, which suggested something mechanical but could also just be armor.

      And as she noticed this, her training had already kicked in, so she instinctively raised her railer and snapped out a shot. She didn’t bother aiming through the sight; she didn’t need to, because the thing was barely ten meters away. Her hyper-velocity round smacked into it dead-center, and it staggered. Gillis’s round hit a second later, and the thing dropped to the ground, levitation tech apparently failing. It landed with a gong-like boom, then lay there, tentacles flailing around it, thrashing through the brush and leaves in a serpentine dance of death.

      Another appeared right behind it. Then two more, and a third coming up the path they’d followed from behind them.

      “Gillis, let’s go!” Kira shouted, her racing mind telling her to break contact and get away to—wherever, it didn’t matter as long as it was somewhere they could defend. But the constructs—because she was now sure that’s what they were, just machines—raced in, closing on them from two directions.

      Kira cursed. One ahead of them was about to cut them off from the trail forward. She snapped out two more shots and missed with one, but the other struck home and made the thing stagger sideways. Gillis’s railer snapped behind her. This was, she realized, a road to nowhere; if they tried to make a stand here, in the open, they’d be overrun. She smacked Gillis’s shoulder and shouted again.

      “I said let’s go!” Kira bellowed, already lunging into motion.

      They’d have to run the only direction they could, perpendicular to their intended path, which meant down into lowland they hadn’t traversed yet. Kira could only desperately hope they could find something, some configuration of rocks or fallen trees or anything that would give them enough cover to go firm and defend themselves.

      They had less than one railer mag each.

      She ran, Gillis pounding along behind her. But she’d only taken three paces before another of the monstrous things erupted from the bush ahead of her.

      Kira spun around. “Back to back. We’re surrounded.” Her tone was calmer than she expected, years of training beginning to weigh despite their desperate straits.

      He turned and covered a one-eighty arc, Kira covering the rest of the circle. She knew it verged on hopeless; the only thing they had going for them was that none of these things had deployed ranged weapons yet and seemed determined just to get in close.

      Which was a whole different flavor of horrifying all on its own.

      Kira and Gillis pumped out deliberate shots, counting their rounds as they did.

      . . . eighteen . . . SNAP . . . seventeen . . . SNAP . . .

      Two more of the things went down, crippled. Others closed in. Kira cursed their machine nature; all of her fearsome powers as a Joiner were useless with no minds to influence. Thorn had been right; Joining just wasn’t in the same league as ’casting when it came to applying force.

      She drew her focus back to the battle at hand. There was still a chance, even without Joining. If they ran out of targets before they ran out of rounds, they might—

      . . . thirteen . . . SNAP . . .

      “Kira!”

      Gillis had cried out as one of the slithering tentacles closed around his leg. Kira turned, all too aware that yet another of the damned things was closing in on her, and shot the one clutching at Gillis. Two shots, and it flopped to the ground, expelling a spray of gases and fluid from one of the bullet holes. As Gillis fought to pull his leg free, Kira spun back around to find one of the constructs almost within reach, writhing tentacles about to wrap around and smother her.

      But the construct abruptly shot up into the air five meters, then plummeted down and slammed into the ground with a massive bang. At the same time, a fierce jet of flame, like a blowtorch, sliced into another of their attackers. A tentacle dropped off with a heavy clunk, the tip curling in spastic memory. Another came on, but Kira saw Rainer and Riley at the edge of the clearing. Rainer reached out a hand, made a fist, and, true to her powers as a Hammer, lifted and slammed the construct against the ground again with a ceaseless rhythm that rendered the alien weapon into so much scrap.

      Kira took advantage of the momentary confusion to pump railer shots into more of the things. It bought them a respite and, more importantly, a path out of the clearing. Gillis, now free, lunged to his feet and ran, Kira at his side. They made it to Rainer and Riley; together, the four of them plunged back into the undergrowth. Ten meters in, they stopped to catch their breath.

      “You guys okay?” Rainer asked.

      “Aside from being scared shitless, yeah,” Kira gasped. She glanced at her railer. “I’m down to—shit. Six rounds.”

      “Seven here,” Gillis put in.

      “We’ve each fired about a dozen,” Riley put in. “We’ve been ’casting otherwise.” She heard him suck in a breath behind his faceplate. She couldn’t see his eyes but could well imagine them, wide as portholes, probably just like hers. “But I’m nearly tapped out,” he went on.

      “Starting to feel it here, too,” Rainer said. “What the hell are these things? Where did they come from?”

      “Could this be part of the exercise?” Gillis asked. “I mean, making it as realistic as possible and all that?”

      “If it is, I’m going to personally kick asses—hell, Fielder, even Narvez, I don’t care.” But then she remembered that abbreviated comm message, the scream from the enemy force that was abruptly cut off, and shook her head. “But, no. This is the squids. There’s nothing like this in our tech, and sure as hell not in our training drones,” Rainer said.

      “Why, though? What are they doing here—?” Gillis started, but he never got to finish. An untold number of the tentacled constructs suddenly appeared all around them, quickly closing.

      The next few minutes, maybe seconds, were a blur of shouts, railer shots, and more of Riley’s flame and Rainer’s telekinesis. But it wasn’t enough. Kira saw the railer ripped out of Gillis’s hands; more tentacles swarmed and engulfed him. Riley went next, bursts of flame erupting in the bush around them as he was yanked off the ground. Rainer shouted something at her, about the same instant that the action on Kira’s railer locked in the open position, her mag empty. And then Rainer was gone.

      Kira lashed out with the railer, trying to pistol whip the thing that suddenly loomed over her, blotting out the stars. She felt a solid hit, metal on metal, then a sinuous pressure as the tentacles wrapped around her arms, her legs, her torso, and she was being lifted—

      Kira howled in rage as she was carried off into the night, head snapped back in a brutal movement as the construct holding her accelerated to wild speeds. She tried to scream and failed as a tentacle crushed her jaw together, and the landscape became nothing more than a smear of light.
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      Thorn strolled through the Arboretum, satisfaction humming through him that he’d been able to save it, and the rest of Code Gauntlet, from destruction. Touching leaves as he walked, each step sank into the long grass, cool under his bare feet. Unerring, he walked—ambled, really—to the place he’d last spoken to Kira, standing in the grass, admiring the park, and seeing her face in a fugitive memory that felt as real as if she’d been standing there.

      Day. Or—night. Because it was dark. Strangely dark, in fact. The Arboretum was normally kept lit, its day cycle specifically tailored to maximize its benefit for the many plant species it contained. During quiet hours, the lights were dimmed, but never to less than twilight levels of cozy gloom. The plants didn’t seem to mind, and it meant that people with odd duty-shifts could come here any time to enjoy the tranquility of the place.

      But this was dark. And darkness made him think of the witchport, and the war out there, so he stopped and looked around in mild confusion. A movement to his left drew his attention, and there was Kira, sitting in the grass, a picnic lunch laid out on a blue cloth. There was wine, and fruit, and the unimaginably expensive cheese made from actual milk, and even bread that didn’t look like it had been mixed with sawdust.

      “Kira?” he asked softly. “When did you get back?”

      She smiled at him but said nothing.

      Thorn walked toward her. He saw that Kira was wearing a stealth suit. With a tactical harness. What? Why?

      “Kira, what the hell’s going on? How long have you been here? And why are you dressed like that?”

      Kira, still smiling, opened her mouth to speak—

      And screamed, a shrill, piteous scream of endless pain, the sound vibrating in Thorn’s teeth and bones and even setting the hair on his neck at attention. It was an animal’s shriek of loss and fear, primal in every sense, and Thorn reeled back, feet slipping in the cool grass that was now slick with something—dew, he thought, then he smelled the tang of copper and knew it was blood, an ocean of it running wild through lawns. The blood stained Kira’s suit, her hand dripping as she continued to shriek, but she offered him an apple with her left hand, the fruit gripped so hard it began to weep in her pallid, tight fingers.

      He was frozen in place, the blood like glue and holding him to watch her as she howled forever, a sound that would not—could not—end because of the pain and rage

      Thorn thrashed around, trying to break free—

      “Lieutenant!”

      He turned toward the voice but kept flailing around.

      “Lieutenant Sellers, stop! Shit—can I get a hand over here?”

      His arms and legs were bound, immobile, and now something pressed him down, an oppressive weight, leaving him helpless.

      You need to wake up, Stellers. You’re dreaming.

      The voice, smooth and powerful, sliced through the panic chewing away at his reason. It made him hesitate.

      I’m—what?

      “I said you’re dreaming,” the same voice replied, but this time he heard it as it was speaking almost in his ear. “You were asleep. So you’re dreaming. But now it’s time to wake up. Open your eyes.”

      He did.

      Thorn lay in a bed, surrounded by white. Everything was a sterile white. Bedclothes, walls, ceiling, all white.

      A hospital.

      He turned to the nearest face, an uncertain oval of skin that began to gain details as he took shuddering breaths and fought, fought hard, to lean back in the sheets, now slick with his sweat. Other faces hovered around the bed. He recognized some. Maybe.

      “Where—”

      “Are you?” a different face said. “That’s always the first question, and good to hear. Means they’re probably on the mend.”

      The first face gained details, and he knew her.

      “Densmore?”

      She smiled wryly. “That’s Captain Densmore to you, Specialist.”

      One of the others—a doctor, and he recognized her, the Base Surgeon at Code Gauntlet—leaned closer, holding a small light. She flashed it into Thorn’s eyes, then away, apparently watching his pupils respond. As she did, she said, “What’s your name?”

      “Uh . . . Thorn.”

      “Rank?”

      “Specialist. Maybe Lieutenant?”

      “In?”

      “The ON. Orbital Navy.”

      “Service number?”

      “Uh—N83179—uh. Shit. I think it ends 24, but it might be 42.”

      “Who won the ON racquetball championship seven years ago?”

      Thorn blinked. “What?”

      The doctor grinned and straightened. “Just messing with you. For the record, it was me.” She stuck her hands in the pockets of her white smock. “The last big hurdle was him waking up with his cognitive facilities intact. He’s done that. All his other tests check out, so—” She shrugged. “We can discharge him by the end of the day.”

      The enigmatic woman named Densmore, who was a Starcaster herself and obviously an agent of whatever the most secretive, spooky part of the ON was called, nodded. “Thank you, doctor.”

      “Thank you for not letting him vaporize the infirmary.”

      Thorn looked from one to the other. “Ma’am—er, Ma’ams, I’m right here, you know. You don’t need to talk about me like I’m not.” He looked at Densmore. “What’s this about me vaporizing things?”

      “The good Doctor here asked me to help out, since your cortisol levels, or something like that, suggested you were starting the process of waking up. Everyone was afraid you might be disoriented when you did. And disoriented Starcasters can do a lot of damage.”

      Thorn glanced past her. “Is that why they’re here?”

      He looked at a pair of ON Security, standing with weapons drawn just a few meters away. One of them was the squat, unibrowed Petty Officer who’d confronted him in the gym after his magical altercation with Kira. Densmore gave a slight shrug.

      “Call them plan B, in case I couldn’t contain any unintended ’casting you might have done while waking up.” She nodded at the Security detail, and they holstered their weapons.

      “Would’ve been a shame to have to have blown your head off, sir,” the Petty Officer said, a twinkle in his eye.

      “Yeah, you seem really broken up at the prospect.”

      The man grinned and saluted, then they left. As they did, they dodged around someone Thorn recognized entering the infirmary.

      “Mol? Holy crap, did everyone I know come here to see me wake up?”

      Mol grinned. “Nope, I was her ride.” She jerked a thumb at Densmore.

      “I happened to be aboard your old ship, the Apollo, when word came in. About you, and your achievements, let’s say,” Densmore said. “Captain Samuels assigned her to fly me here to Code Gauntlet.” She lifted a brow, a smile playing at her lips. “We may have broken some, ah, suggested velocity limits in order to get here on time. Or in less time.”

      Thorn lay back on the pillow, flickers of puzzlement and holes in what he knew had begun coalescing into questions. Code Gauntlet obviously hadn’t been replaced by a glowing impact crater, so his deflection of the massive Nyctus rock had apparently worked. But he remembered nothing after that. What had happened? How long had he been out? Why had Densmore been aboard the Apollo, and close enough to the FOB that she could get word—

      “I was coming to see you anyway,” Densmore said, answering his question before he could say it. “The Apollo was already slated for a duty rotation here, so I hitched a ride. Wyant’s Gyrfalcon was just that much faster.”

      “Trixie wanted me to keep her updated on how you were doing,” Mol said. “She says hello, by the way.”

      Thorn smiled at that. Trixie, the AI that ran Mol’s Gyrfalcon fighter, had more personality than a lot of people he’d known, and seemingly a little more all the time. But he turned back to Densmore.

      “You once told me, ma’am, that if I intruded into your mind again, you’d kick my ass. All due respect, but that’s a two-way street.”

      Densmore chuckled. “I wasn’t intruding anywhere. I knew what you were thinking because it’s just what I’d be thinking—what the hell’s she doing here?”

      “Well, yeah. You were coming to see me. Why?”

      “Checking in.” She glanced back at Mol. “After you two waged your little magical campaign against the Nyctus a few months back, it became pretty clear that we really had to keep a close watch on you.”

      He gave a slow nod. After proving himself with three devastating magical attacks on the Nyctus, while flying with Mol and Kira, Densmore had given him an extensive target list and pretty much free reign to engage them however he chose. He’d gotten about halfway through the list, with results ranging from almost getting his butt kicked to yet more spectacular successes, but it had been enough to kickstart the ON’s campaign that drove the squids back to their current line.

      It had also given him and Mol a lot of war stories to tell, except they couldn’t tell any of them to anyone, because a thick onerous blanket of security classifications had been draped over it all.

      And then, with nothing but a few thank you messages from various Fleet Admirals, he’d been unceremoniously reassigned to the Hecate, and here he was.

      “It really is good to see you, Mol,” he said.

      “It’s good to be seen,” she replied, flashing her infectious grin as she shot back the hoary old one-liner. “It’s also good to be in the presence of an actual hero. Nice after so many losses.”

      Thorn sat up. “Me? Hell, no. I don’t want to die, and I really hate losing to the squids.”

      “You invented a new field of magic while you were at it,” Densmore said.

      Thorn gave her a puzzled look. “New? I don’t think so. It was always there, and—field?”

      “The reason you collapsed after you deflected that rock from Code Gauntlet.” Densmore looked back at the Doctor and other medical personnel hovering nearby. “May we have a moment, please?”

      The doctor gave a wry smile. “Not a problem. You’d be surprised how many classified conversations occur with bedridden patients in here.”

      Thorn raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

      “Nah, not really. But I know the score when it comes to security stuff,” she said, gesturing for the other medics to withdraw her. “Believe me, when I don’t need to know, I don’t want to know.” She pointed at a panel built into the bed. “You need me, just push the big red button.”

      When they were gone, Densmore turned back to Thorn. Mol hovered nearby, apparently cleared to listen on whatever was about to be said. Thorn also noticed she’d fallen into the role of lookout, keeping a wary gaze scanning around the infirmary for potential interlopers.

      “Tell me,” Densmore said. “What do you remember?”

      “Well, everything, right up until I don’t.”

      “So you remember everything you did, everything that led up to deflecting that rock? And everything you did to cause it to deflect?”

      Thorn noticed the humps of his feet under the bedclothes. They looked distant, and maybe a bit small. Finally, he spoke, sorting memory into something more cohesive than a collection of searing images. “I . . . remember my plan. My idea, and then the way we put it in play. There are a lot of moving parts, but it’s nothing new. I just assembled the tools we had, and—you saw, Captain. We have this skill. I think.”

      Densmore quirked her lip in a thin smile. “Granted. And that’s why, as soon as we can after you’re out of here, I want to do a deep dive into your mind and try to glean as much about what you did as possible. I need a list of these tools as you say. About the magical field, that’s something entirely different. And, to some people in the ON, scary as hell.”

      Thorn sat up a little more. “All due respect, ma’am, but what the hell is going on? What’s this about a new field of magic?”

      “As near as we can tell, you didn’t just curve space, or whatever it was you did. Or you did, but that’s not really the important part of it.” Her dark gaze suddenly bored into Thorn’s. “You actually altered reality. Somehow, some way, you disconnected the reality encompassing yourself, the Hecate, and that rock, from”—she gestured around— “well, this one. You created a new, temporary reality, where an Alcubierre drive works differently. Instead of warping space into a bubble for FTL travel, in this isolated little reality you created, an Alcubierre bends space-time.”

      “Sir. My mind is blown,” Mol said, crossing her arms and leaning against the wall. “Could you create a reality where I can get roaring drunk but never suffer a hangover?”

      Thorn grinned, but Densmore didn’t.

      “Actually, Wyant, he probably could. Or at least we have no reason to believe he couldn’t.”

      Mol’s smile faded. “So, wait. Does that mean he could just create a reality where we’ve won the war and the Nyctus are, like, gone?”

      “Maybe. Heluva jump, but maybe.”

      Thorn looked from one to the other. “Okay, wait a second. If you’re going to ask me to start changing reality—”

      “We’re not about to do any such thing,” Densmore said. “In fact, we don’t want you to make any more attempts to do that without express permission from Fleet Command. And that’s an order, from the Fleet Chief of Staff. I can get her on the comm and let her give it to you in person, if you’d like.”

      Thorn shook his head. “That won’t be necessary. Besides, I don’t know if I even could do it again. Safely, anyway.”

      “That’s something we eventually need to find out. For the time being, though, the potential ramifications are an undiscovered country, as it were. The Hecate’s Chief Engineer said that while you were doing your thing, the ship’s Alcubierre drive was absolutely functioning normally. He couldn’t get over the fact that once you changed reality, the drive was quite happily doing something it was never designed to do. Hell, no one’s even done the math or engineering needed to build a drive that could do that. And yet, it was perfectly content, just humming along.”

      “So what’s the problem?” Thorn asked.

      “Well, first, the Hecate’s Alcubierre drive now doesn’t function at all. There seems to be a residual magic effect that’s confusing it, for lack of a better word. It simultaneously works one way, but also the other. And the two just aren’t compatible.”

      “What about the rest of the ship’s systems?” Thorn asked, alarm in his tone. “And the crew?”

      “All perfectly fine,” Densmore replied, raising a hand. “In your alternative reality, the only thing that was different was the drive. Everything else remained the same.”

      “But if he had created a reality where, say, people didn’t get hung over—” Mol began, but Densmore cut her off.

      “We don’t know. We’re not even sure if we can know. So this particular type of magic is now forbidden and has been assigned the highest possible security classification. And that means both of you are bound by that. Are we understood?”

      Thorn and Mol both nodded and said, “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Anyway, the Hecate’s being refitted with a new Alcubierre drive. The old one is being pulled, so it can be studied. But that’s only part of what we want to do, and that brings me back to that deep reading of you we want to do.”

      Thorn narrowed his eyes. “Does this mean you’re pulling me off the front?” Although the idea of being pulled back to more civilized surroundings had a definite appeal, the idea of being taken away from the action to be “studied,” did not.

      Densmore shook her head. “We don’t have that luxury. Reality-bending aside, you’re just far too valuable an asset to tie up in being tested and scanned in some far-off research facility. We need you on the front lines, fighting the war. More so than ever, in fact.”

      Thorn titled his head, curious. “What does that mean?”

      “Just as I arrived here, I received intelligence that the Nyctus have started conducting raids into our territory. In some cases, pretty deep into our territory. They seem to be trying to return the favor of the forays you two made into their space. So, as soon as the Hecate is online, you’ll work aboard her on dealing with that little problem. Oh, and Wyant and her Gyrfalcon are being reassigned from the Apollo to the Hecate to help out, since you two seem to make such a damned fine team.”

      Mol straightened. “Ma’am? Does Captain Samuels know about this?”

      “He does, and so does the Hecate’s Captain, Tanner.” She looked back at Thorn. “We were actually going to deploy you immediately, aboard the Janus, but Tanner put up one hell of a fight to keep you aboard his ship. You seem to have impressed him, and that’s no easy feat. Tanner has a reputation for chewing through subordinates like I eat bacon. Something about high standards, and you apparently meeting them, I guess.”

      Densmore stepped back from the bed. “Regardless, the Doctor wants to keep you for the rest of the day for observation and, if nothing changes, discharge you tonight. Your first stop when you get out of here will be aboard the Hecate. I’ll meet you in her witchport, and we’ll get to work on properly debriefing you.”

      “No rest for the wicked, ma’am?” Thorn said.

      “Or the dead,” she replied, then turned and started to walk away.

      “Ma’am? Dead?”

      She stopped. “Oh, did I forget to mention that you were clinically dead after your reality fiddling?”

      “I—what? Dead?”

      “No heartbeat, no brain activity. Dead. Finished. So, if you needed any more incentive to not try doing that again, well, there you go.” She smiled sweetly, then turned and walked away.

      Thorn looked at Mol. “Well, shit. So I was dead.”

      Mol just shrugged. “You got better.”
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      When Thorn first swung his feet out of bed, he expected to need time afterward to recover. After all, he’d been dead, a condition which he assumed came with some kind of hangover. Mol had been on hand with the medical staff to help him, all of them holding out ready hands to catch him if he fell.

      Except, he felt fine. Not a flicker of dizziness, a hint of watery weakness in his legs—nothing. He might as well have just gotten up after a normal night’s sleep.

      “I don’t know if I find that worrying or not,” Dr. Al-Nouri said, her dark eyes focused again on Thorn’s pupils as she swung her little flashlight back and forth. Finally, she shrugged, then snapped the light off and put it away. “You seem healthier than I am, which is pretty amazing for someone who was, ah, dead.”

      Mol smirked, again muttering, “But he got better.”

      Dr. Al-Nouri smiled. “He did. Completely.”

      “So I gather that’s unusual?” Thorn asked.

      Her smile faded a bit. “I’ve had lots of patients die. That’s the reality of being a military doctor during a war. I’ve had a few that we managed to pull back from the very brink, and one I can remember that entered a state of being clinically dead, but who we were able to revive. Those last few required weeks of care and therapy, and none of them were the same afterward.” Al-Nouri stuck her hands in the pockets of her white smock. “And then there’s you, Specialist. You’re”—she paused, hunting for a word, finally finding on—“different. That’s all I can say. You’re different.”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard that pretty much all my life, Doc,” Thorn said, smiling back at her. “So, am I clear to go?”

      Al-Nouri gestured to the door out of the ward. “Any time. Your uniform and personal effects are in that locker; it’s keyed to your thumbprint. I do want to see you back here at, let’s say, seventeen hundred for some follow-up. I want to make sure this isn’t all temporary and you’re really just going to keel over again.”

      Thorn thanked her, retrieved his clothes, then drew the curtain and kicked Mol out from behind it as he got dressed.

      “You never struck me as the bashful type, sir,” Mol said. Thorn could hear the grin in her voice.

      “The planet isn’t ready for my treasures, Mol. I’m doing this for your own good.”

      She laughed. “I was going to say whatever, I’ve showered with lots of guys. Doubt I’d see anything new. And if I did, I’d shoot it.”

      Thorn grinned as he fastened his uniform shirt. “Easy, big shooter.” He tapped the curtain. “And thank you for your service in protecting me from her aim.”

      When he’d gathered and stowed his effects and signed about 400 different discharge documents, he and Mol headed for their first stop—the CIC. She’d been instructed to bring him straight there.

      As they made their way through the FOB, Thorn was subjected to a barrage of smiles, offered handshakes, and general gratitude. On top of the routine salutes from the enlisted personnel, it all actually started to wear on him, but Mol leaned in and spoke to him in a low voice.

      “The war’s become a grind. Heroes are few and far between. I say enjoy it while it lasts.”

      She was right, of course. Thorn didn’t particularly crave personal glory, but he had elevated the profile of, and goodwill toward, Starcasters in general. So he kept his own smile in place and just returned the nods and handshakes, and acknowledged the well-wishes and gratitude. By the time they arrived at the CIC, his cheeks ached.

      “I feel like a Greek general,” he muttered.

      “No, you don’t. They’re all dead,” Mol said with a snort.

      He braced himself as the door slid open. He’d expected something surprise party-like, some massive outpouring of gratitude and acclaim from the CIC staff. Thorn wasn’t looking forward to it, he realized, but as Mol said, he should ride it while it carried him. So, taking a breath, he stepped into the CIC.

      A few faces turned away from consoles to look at him, and he got a few smiles and a thumbs-up. And that was it.

      “Get your ass over here,” a voice he recognized snapped. It was Commodore Scoville, standing in exactly the same place Thorn had last seen him before he’d departed on his desperate mission to save Code Gauntlet.

      He probably hasn’t even moved from there, Thorn thought. Wouldn’t surprise me if they’d installed him in the CIC when it was being built.

      “Yes, sir,” he said, wending his way through the consoles in the “snake pit,” which was the name given to the CIC’s lower level. Scoville stood in “the pulpit,” the higher command-level.

      He stopped and saluted Scoville. Mol hung a few paces back. Thorn noticed that Scoville wasn’t alone; Captain Tanner, CO of the Hecate, stood nearby.

      Scoville returned the salute, then shoved out his hand like it was a drill movement. Thorn took it, and the gruff Commodore shook it three times, then released it.

      “Well done.”

      And that was that.

      “The FOB Commander passes on his own sincere thanks. He’d be here himself, except he’s off-world—meetings back at Fleet Command.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      Tanner stepped forward. His attitude, likewise professional, was a little more relaxed than Scoville’s. “Echoing the Commodore, here.” He shook Thorn’s hand. “That was damned good work, Lieutenant.” He gave a thin smile. “Have to admit, had some misgivings about it all when we pulled up to that rock.”

      “You and me both, sir.”

      “You might want to go and speak to the Chief Engineer. I think he’s both pissed and grateful about what you did.”

      “Sir?” Thorn raised his brows, curious.

      “He’s pissed because you broke his Alcubierre drive. Grateful because he gets a new one, and a later model at that, that he can tinker with.”

      “A mixed message, I guess. I’ll proceed with care when I see the good engineer.”

      “Which brings us to the business at hand,” Scoville said, gesturing to the main tactical display. It was zoomed a long way out, depicting most of human space, the Zone, and the nearest edge of Nyctus-controlled space. The usual array of friendly blue icons and red enemy ones were spattered across it, but what caught Thorn’s eye were the smattering of red icons inside human space. Some of them had penetrated quite deep.

      “I heard that the squids were raiding us,” Thorn said. “I didn’t realize it was that volume of incursions, or that far inside our territory.” As he was speaking, a flicker of dread ignited in his gut and he sought out Code Nebula, where Kira was still undergoing her upgrade training. He found it free of red icons, causing the embers of anxiety to die again.

      Scoville crossed his arms. “Indeed. It appears that the Nyctus are trying to accomplish several things with these raids. They seem to be testing the integrity of our line to intrusion—a troubling ploy—so we’re taking some measures to deal with that. They’re also testing our response times, methods, and from where we send help. And, they seem to be trying to gather intel. A few of the raids have made off with equipment—a few worrisome items, but nothing really critical.” He narrowed his eyes. “Some people, too. We don’t have the full picture yet, and we’re still trying to confirm who they managed to grab, but we’ve got preliminary reports from these sites that people have gone missing.”

      He nodded to a Rating at a nearby console. The image changed, highlighting a half-dozen of the intruding enemy icons.

      “These are all locations with personnel missing after a raid. We haven’t yet confirmed if they were snatched or are just dead, and we simply haven’t recovered their remains—although, in some cases, we had KEW impacts, so there might not be any remains,” Scoville said.

      Thorn studied the map, and his dream returned: violent, intense, unwelcome.

      Kira, screaming for eternity—

      “Lieutenant?”

      Thorn jumped and turned to find Scoville, Tanner, and Mol all staring at him, brows furrowed in concern.

      He blinked. “Sir?”

      “You went stock still for about five seconds,” Scoville said. “Didn’t respond to me at all, like you were frozen or something. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Maybe you should be back in the infirmary—” Tanner started, but Thorn held up a hand.

      “Sorry, sir. I’m fine. I was just remembering a . . . a memory, or a dream, sort of, while I was out. Was having it when I came to, in fact.” Thorn winced at the term. Even to him, dream sounded like the exact opposite of what they needed—strategy and tactics.

      “Ordinarily, I wouldn’t give the tiniest shit about someone’s dreams,” Scoville replied, “but given the circumstances, and who you are, is it something we should be aware of?”

      “I—” Thorn started, then hesitated. He didn’t think it was important to the greater strategic picture, but the simple fact that he hesitated rang an alarm in the deepest part of his awareness.

      He shook his head. “I doubt it, sir. It’s more a personal matter.”

      Scoville scowled. “This is definitely a whole new ON, thanks to this magical—and don’t take this the wrong way, Lieutenant—bullshit. Can’t believe I was genuinely concerned about what someone was dreaming. We have to adapt or die off, I think.”

      “Who does, sir?” Thorn asked.

      Scoville pointed to himself. “People like me. There are two kinds of officers, or there will be—trained before magic was real, and after. The choice isn’t easy to accept, but it isn’t really a choice, either. I’d be a damned fool if I didn’t use what I’m given to win, and for now, that means you. That means magic, a word I considered to be mere fantasy a few years ago.”

      “I understand, sir,” Thorn said, and he did. He turned to regard the map and found his attention pulled to Code Nebula. The nearest Nyctus raid was almost seven light-years away, on a planet Thorn didn’t even recognize; the map simply referred to it as a navigation waypoint. So there must have been a nav beacon there. But Code Nebula itself—

      —a shrill, piercing scream of pain and terror—

      —was entirely in the clear.

      “Any observations, Lieutenant?” Scoville asked.

      Thorn shook his head. “Sorry, sir, none. If there’s a pattern to these Nyctus raids, I don’t see it.”

      “You, and the rest of our intel and ops people.”

      —piercing scream—

      A sudden flicker of—something. It was a thought, but an elusive one, like a dust mote drifting by and only caught out of the corner of his eye.

      Then it was gone.

      A surge of anger hit Thorn. The triumph he’d felt over saving Code Gauntlet drained away, leaving a hollow space inside him. Saving the FOB had been a tremendous achievement, but only in the sense that he’d stopped the Nyctus from gaining a huge, strategic advantage, at least in the nearby sectors. It hadn’t advanced the ON’s position, or helped the Fleet regain the operational initiative. It was just plugging a hole in a dam, without taking on the rising waters on the other side of it, which was the true problem.

      The Nyctus, on the other hand, were still bringing the war to them, in the form of these damned raids.

      “We need to strike back,” Thorn said. “Same method, same targets. No quarter given.”

      “Say again, Lieutenant?” Scoville said.

      Thorn spun around. “We need to raid the bastards in kind. Even if we can’t go for general fleet engagements—at least, not until we get that dust problem sorted out—we can still go back to doing what Mol and I were doing before I was reassigned to the Hecate.” He stabbed a finger back at the map. “They’ve taken some of the initiative back, sir. We can’t let them keep it.”

      Scoville actually smiled. Thorn wondered if it might damage his face.

      “You’re singing our song, Lieutenant. In fact, that’s why you’re here—well, aside from congratulating you for saving our collective asses. I’ve just informed Captain Tanner that the Hecate, once she’s back underway, is going to be detached from regular fleet duties and assigned to special ops. Wyant here is being transferred aboard her, with her Gyrfalcon, and then the whole lot of you are going to be dispatched into Nyctus space to, as you put it, raid them right back.”

      Thorn stared for a moment. For some reason, he’d expected resistance, a list of reasons why the ON couldn’t conduct raids against the Nyctus right now. He finally settled on a terse nod, but internally, he cheered.

      “Outstanding, sir. When do we leave?”

      “When the Hecate can go FTL again,” Tanner said. “Unless you want our grandchildren to celebrate the one and only raid we might manage, while we do a crawl between the stars.”

      “And that’s going to take a few days,” Scoville said. “In the meantime, you’re to report to the Infirmary twice a day for a check-up. And, when you’re done here, you’re to meet with Captain Densmore. She, incidentally, will be overseeing the Hecate’s mission, among others, as senior Spec Ops officer.”

      “We’re being turned into a spook ship,” Tanner said. “Mainly thanks to you. I reserve the right to be either happy or furious about that once we’ve got a few ops under our belts.”

      Thorn smiled. His frustration had faded against the bright promise of doing something proactive. “Well, in that case, sir, you’re welcome—or I’m sorry.”

      Scoville nodded. “Very well, then. All of you get the hell out of my CIC. I’ve got a war to run.”

      Tanner, Mol, and Thorn all saluted and started to leave, but Scoville said, “Oh.”

      Thorn stopped and turned back. “Sir?”

      The Commodore slid open a drawer on a nearby console and extracted a small box. “Fleet wanted you to have these—a Distinguished Service Star First Class, and a Wound Medal. There’s supposed to be a ceremony to present them to you.” He handed the box to Thorn. “Here. Ceremony’s done.”

      Thorn couldn’t help smiling. “Thank you, sir.”

      Scoville met his gaze, and for a brief moment he saw Thorn as a soldier, and not some incomprehensible wrinkle in military doctrine. “No, not this time. My thanks go to you.”

      Thorn took the Commodore’s hand who, this time, shook it warmly.

      “See to your duties, Lieutenant,” Scoville said.

      Thorn saluted again, making the sharpest, smartest salute he could. “Aye, sir.” He left the CIC with the new knowledge that respect earned was better than any parade or medal.

      The bridge between magic and war wasn’t complete in the ON, but it was getting stronger.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn worked his way along the narrow gap between the bulkhead delineating the starboard side of the Hecate’s tiny hangar and the flank of Mol’s Gyrfalcon. The fighter took up most of the volume of the space, displacing the pair of small shuttles that were normally stored here. A single shuttle had been moved to her repurposed cargo bay, an even smaller space located just ahead of her engineering section. A ship of the Hecate’s class had never been designed to act as what amounted to a carrier, but an unusual mission demanded unusual measures.

      “Hey, sir,” Mol called from somewhere off to Thorn’s left.

      He looked that way, saw nothing but Gyrfalcon hull, then ducked down. Mol knelt under the fighter, an access panel hanging open beside her. A set of tools were scattered on the deck around her knees, and she wore a small headlamp on a band over her forehead. She looked at Thorn as he crouched, glaring the light right into his face.

      He put a hand up. “Mol, we’ve got a launch window opening in, like, ten minutes. What the hell are you doing?”

      “Trixie says the port backup stabilizer is still lagging by about a tenth of a second.” She looked up again, into the open port, and stuck a tool inside. “May not sound like much, but when you’re doing forty or fifty klicks a second, it adds up.”

      “Isn’t that something your ground crew would usually fix?”

      “Yes, it is.” She frowned and tweaked the tool. “But the Hecate doesn’t have anyone qualified to work on a Gyrfalcon, and I didn’t bring any groundcrew with me. This was just supposed to be a ferry flight for that spooky Captain Densmore of yours, damn it. Trixie, did that make any difference at all?”

      “It sure did,” the AI replied through a comm hanging on Mol’s belt. “It made things worse. The lag’s increased by fifteen percent.”

      “Shit.”

      “The waste reclamation system is working just fine.”

      “That was an expletive, not—”

      “I know. Just trying to lighten the mood,” Trixie replied.

      Mol rolled her eyes, extracted the tool, and glared at whatever problem lurked inside the access panel. “I don’t have time for this,” she snapped. “Let’s just hope we don’t need the backup stab on this flight, I guess.”

      Thorn rubbed his jaw, staring at the fighter. He’d been so glad to see Mol that he hadn’t asked simple questions, like where the hell would they get parts. Or maintenance crew. “What happens if you need spare parts?” He feared the answer but asked the question anyway.

      Mol started sticking tools back into the bag beside her. “About ninety percent of this crate can be 3-D printed by the Hecate’s maintenance shop. I’ve uploaded all her schematics to them.”

      “What about the other ten percent?”

      “Well, they’re all pretty much stuff that’s critical to keep her flying, so”—she stuck the last tool in the bag, rolled it up, then snapped the access panel closed—“unless you can magic them up for me, you’d better hope none of them get busted.” She started crawling toward Thorn. “Can you magic them up for me?”

      Thorn hesitated, recalling his conversation with Densmore—and Mol was right, she was spooky as hell—after she’d done her deep reading of him.

      “Not without a special sacrifice,” Thorn said darkly.

      “Sacrifice? What the hell?” Mol asked, her eyes round with alarm. “Like, um, what kind?” She fell silent, expecting the worst.

      Thorn leaned forward. “Money. I’m going to need all of your money.”

      She lifted a finger and scratched her nose. “Riiiiight.”
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        * * *

      

      They’d met in the quarters she’d been assigned in Code Gauntlet; it didn’t surprise him at all that there was absolutely nothing to indicate she was actually living in them—not a trinket, not a dirty sock, nothing except for a closed duffle bag. She might have literally just moved in, instead of having spent at least two nights in them already.

      “You never fail to amaze,” Densmore said. “You truly did manage to change reality—and you made it look easy, at that. But even though I basically experienced you doing it in real time, experienced every thought and emotion that you did, I still have absolutely no idea how you managed it.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, ma’am, I was as surprised as anyone. Once it worked, that is.”

      “I know. And that’s what makes it so worrisome. Even if you never do that again—and, let me reiterate this, do not do that again—I’m still left wondering what else you might just do.”

      Thorn bristled. “Ma’am, if you’re telling me to stick to conventional magic, that’s fine, but if I’m in another situation like that one—”

      “Then you’ll do whatever you need to. I know that. And, short of yanking you off the front line and sticking you deep in some secure facility somewhere, there’s no way of stopping you.” She’d leaned toward him, the veil of mystery that permeated her aura suddenly gone. For a moment, he got to glimpse the actual person that was Alys Densmore.

      “What I’m saying is this. You are dangerous. Profoundly so. If this was peace time, you would be in some secure facility, being studied, and more importantly being controlled. And, yes, that would be whether you liked it or not.” A sinister glint hardened her gaze, reminding Thorn that, no matter how pleasant this woman might seem, she really was not a very nice person—because nice people didn’t do the sort of job she did. “But we’re fighting what amounts to an existential war against the Nyctus, so we need you out here, doing the things you do.”

      “I understand—”

      “No, you don’t,” Densmore cut in. “You don’t understand at all. And that’s the problem.” She narrowed her eyes. “Try putting yourself in our boots. We’re aboard a ship, and you’re the fusion reactor. All your safeties have failed, except one. And that last one, the one keeping us all from disaster, isn’t under our control. We need the reactor to keep running, though, so all we can do is desperately hope that that last safety doesn’t go and end us all. Think about how it would feel to be aboard that ship.”

      Thorn didn’t have to think very hard. He effectively had been aboard that ship, except it had been the Hecate, and instead of a fusion reactor on the brink of losing containment, it had been a rock the size of a mountain racing along just a few klicks behind him.

      He looked at Densmore and nodded. “I get it, ma’am. I really do. When you said I’d do what I needed to, you were right, I will. I mean, how could I not? But I do understand what you’re saying, that instead of making things better, I could make them a whole lot worse. So I’ll promise you this: I’ll keep my sights fixed on that word need. You can bet that before I do anything that’s outside the realm of conventional magic—as we understand it, anyway—I’ll make sure it truly needs to be done.”

      Densmore leaned back and nodded. “All I can really ask for, given the circumstances. But I want to make sure we both understand something. Let’s put orders and military discipline and all that aside for a moment. You just made me a promise.”

      It was a statement, but it was also a question.

      Thorn nodded. “I did. And it’s a promise I’ll keep.”

      He’d actually expected Densmore to come back with something doubtful or cynical, but she surprised him by simply nodding. “I believe you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, sir! You going into a trance or something? Doing something magical?”

      He blinked. Mol now crouched beside him, under the shadow of the Gyrfalcon. He’d been so deep in remembrance he’d actually lost a bit of time. The last time that had happened, he’d been thinking about his dream, and Kira.

      “Sorry, Mol, no. I was just thinking about something.”

      “Good, because if you’re going to do magical stuff, a little warning would be nice.”

      “I won’t do any magical stuff without letting you know first.”

      Unless I need to.

      She pushed past him. “Appreciate it.”

      “Oh, and Mol?”

      She turned back.

      “To answer your question about using magic to make spare parts for your ship—no, sorry, I can’t.”

      She shrugged. “No biggie. The Hecate’s slated to RV with a combat supply ship in a couple of days, and it’s supposed to have a full support suite for the Gyrfalcon, including a mechanic. So we should be good.”

      He followed her out from under the fighter, toward the open hatch. As he did, he reflected on how nice it would be if every problem he faced was solved so easily, and without using magic even he didn’t understand.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn watched as the Hecate fell astern. He was throwing his mind ahead, into the op, but couldn’t help but feel a bit of a pang at seeing the destroyer fade away behind the Gyrfalcon. He’d started to think of her as home, more than he’d thought of anywhere as home since the destruction of Cotswold that had, in a single instant, made him both orphan and refugee. Not Code Nebula, not the FOB, and certainly not the toxic mud-ball where he’d been working when Kira first came to him.

      “Theta-two-alpha, this is flight control,” a voice intoned over the comm. “You’re cleared to maneuver.”

      “Theta-two-alpha here,” Mol replied. “Roger that.”

      Thorn watched as Mol fired up the drive, now that they were far enough from the Hecate that the Gyrfalcon’s exhaust wouldn’t risk damaging her. The residual acceleration not offset by the fighter’s stabilizers pushed him back in his seat.

      “So I’ve got the flight plan ready to run,” Mol said. “You wanna check it out before I have Trixie implement it?”

      This was a little ritual that happened at the start of every op he flew with Mol. He’d long since learned, of course, that there was no need for such a check; he could absolutely trust her and Trixie to get him exactly where he wanted to go, and then bring him back home.

      Yeah, home.

      Still, he gave Mol a wicked grin. “What would you do if I said yes, I do want to review the flight plan?”

      Mol shrugged. “I’d let you review the flight plan,” she replied, then her face fell. “And then I’d be very, very hurt.”

      “Really?”

      “Nah, ’course not.”

      “I would,” Trixie put in. “I would be very, very hurt.”

      Thorn gave a jaunty salute, knowing Trixie would see it. “Don’t worry, Trixie, I trust you,” Thorn said.

      “That’s good, because if I make an error in even a single one of the several million calculations per second I perform just to keep the reactor stable—"

      Thorn held up a hand. “Is this a shakedown for affection? Do you need to discuss your feelings, Trixie?”

      “Actually, I do. I think my problems started when Mol refused my request for a sassier paintjob. Naturally, I—"

      A chime sounded from Mol’s flight management system. “We’re thirty seconds from our first jump,” she said, looking at Thorn. “That’ll bring us to waypoint alpha. From there, you need to decide which target you want to go after.”

      “Sorry, Trixie. We’ll work through your issues later,” Thorn said. Their primary target for the op was a Nyctus comm relay located by the ON’s ELINT—electronic intelligence—folks. It was definitely a high-value target, but to Thorn, kind of prosaic. Destroying it would gum up the squid’s comms for a while, and probably kill a few of them, but it came across more as a pain in the ass for their enemy, rather than something that would truly hurt. They had two alternate targets available, and one of them, a command and control node, was located in orbit around a water world. That implied squids planetside, maybe a lot of them, and causing a spectacular meteorite shower composed of fragments of their orbiting node stood to be a lot more demoralizing.

      “You want to go after alt-two, don’t you?” Mol said, more statement than question.

      “You’re getting to know how I think, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, which is a scary thought.”

      He made a rude gesture, and she laughed. A few seconds later, the countdown to the first jump shrilled through the Gyrfalcon’s cockpit.

      Thorn braced himself, feeling the anticipation building as the Gyrfalcon’s drive spun up.

      When the count hit zero, Trixie activated the Alcubierre drive. The universe briefly vanished, collapsing down to a bubble of warped space little bigger than the Gyrfalcon itself. During the jump, Thorn had a wild thought.

      What if I’d been more ambiguous and caused all Alcubierre drives everywhere to function the way the Hecate’s old one had? It would have turned humanity into a multitude of isolated worlds in an instant, perhaps never able to exceed lightspeed again.

      Densmore was right to worry.

      The universe reappeared. Thorn swallowed against that faint, pervasive wave of nausea that accompanied the transition.

      “Jump complete,” Mol said, waiting as Trixie confirmed their new location against a set of pulsars whose specific periods of rotation made them fixed beacons in space.

      “We’re confirmed as being at waypoint alpha,” Trixie said. “Now, where to from here?”

      Mol glanced at Thorn, who just smiled back.

      “Target alt-two, the command node over the water world.” He smiled back. “Hey, like I said, you guys have gotten to know me too well.”
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      Mol let out a whoop as the Nyctus command and control node started to break up, the fragments glowing with the fierce heat of their atmospheric re-entry. Meteorite shower was what Thorn had wanted, and meteorite shower is what he’d delivered.

      It hadn’t even been that difficult. He’d Shaded them from detection as they made their approach run, then brushed his own awareness against that of the squids aboard the node—a risky move, but a necessary one if he was going to find a weakness to exploit. One of the Nyctus had been a high-value shaman, and he detected him as soon as their minds touched; after a brief struggle for control, Thorn managed to have the squid step into an airlock and blow itself into space. Unfortunately, that alerted the node to the fact that something was up; fortunately, it also gave him the very weakness he was looking for.

      Attitude control for the node as it orbited was maintained by a series of massive flywheels spinning on each of the node’s three axes. When they all spun at the same rate, their mutual centrifugal effects cancelled out. By varying their spin, though, the unbalanced forces could be used to adjust the node’s orbit. It was a clever mechanism that required no fuel for reaction thrusters, but it was also easy to break.

      Even as the node began banging away with active sensors, searching for the Gyrfalcon, Thorn drew on his Scorch powers to apply the most intense heat possible to the bearings of one of the flywheels. He actually managed to cause one bearing to start melting; the flywheel wobbled, immediately tearing its mountings apart. Automatic safeties instantly started braking the other flywheels before the unbalanced forces threw the station out of control, but it’s not easy to bring something that weighs thousands of kilograms, and is spinning several thousand times a minute, to a quick halt. The station began to tumble, at the same time deflecting downward into an ever-lower orbit. When it brushed against the first wisps of atmosphere, it was all over. Escape pods rocketed away as whatever crew could abandon the dying station did.

      So, mission accomplished. Now, they just had to get the hell out of here, but not before a parting shot. Thorn felt a Nyctus shaman coming into the game, too late to help but close enough to exert some magical presence in his mind. The shaman reached out, a sorcerous hiss splitting Thorn’s mind and providing a clear path to the core of alien being, a seething place of anger and frustration.

      “Never lose your temper, squiddies,” Thorn muttered. “It’s only business.”

      “What’s that?” Mol asked, but Thorn waved her quiet with a gesture.

      “He’s a hardass, but—there. I’m in,” Thorn said. He pierced the Nyctus’ vision and saw a bulkhead shattered by some unseen impact. The alloy edge was a ragged knife, extending nearly a meter into the corridor. Thorn turned the Nyctus toward it feeling the mounting alien horror as his plan came into focus. With agonizing slowness, he walked the Nyctus forward into the razor-sharp wall section feeling—by proxy—as the metal slid quietly into the alien’s two hearts. Thorn grunted in satisfaction, looking through the squid’s eyes as it faded from existence.

      The Nyctus hung stone dead on the length of metal. The last sensation Thorn had before leaving the shaman’s cooling body was a sound—pattering body fluids on the alloy deck. The sound of defeat.

      Take that.

      Thorn slumped back in the Gyrfalcon’s acceleration couch. “Okay, Mol, I’ve done my part. We can leave any time you’re ready.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Thorn let his eyes flutter closed for a moment. The combined effects of his various ’castings—Shading the ship, using Joining to find the vulnerable flywheels while engaging a shaman in a psychic duel, then Scorching the flywheel until it failed, and finally ’jacking a squiddie—had drained him, leaving him feeling like butter scraped over too much toast. Once they were entirely clear, he’d probably take a nap.

      He opened an eye. Mol had wheeled the Gyrfalcon around and lit the main drive, powering the fighter away from the carnage they’d inflicted. Beyond her, through the canopy, he could see what had to be a spectacular light show blazing across the night-side hemisphere of the planet.

      “Uh, Mol? You planning on doing a victory orbit here?”

      “No. Stand by.”

      Her clipped tone made Thorn go rigid with alarm. “Mol, what’s wrong?”

      “Not sure.” She tapped at her console. Thorn saw things in red flash up on the flight management system. That made him sit forward, hands at the ready for an unseen threat. Things in red were rarely good news.

      “Mol?” Thorn asked, watching her tap the screen at a fevered pitch.

      “Trixie,” she said, cutting him off. “What’s up with the Alcubierre drive’s power manifold?”

      “I’m working on that now,” Trixie replied. “Please stand by.”

      Even Trixie’s normally lyrical tone had an edge to it. Thorn was now almost standing, his body rigid with concern.

      “Mol, talk to me.”

      She scowled at her flight management system. “The Alcubierre drive won’t come out of standby mode.”

      “Because of some power manifold thing?”

      Mol gave a curt nod, her eyes still on her instruments. “Power has to be delivered to the drive’s core in a particular way. There can’t be more than a few nanoseconds of difference between the power going to different parts of the core, or it won’t generate a stable bubble. That’s what the manifold does.”

      “And ours is—what, broken?”

      “That’s what Trixie and I are trying to—”

      A shrill alarm cut her off. She glanced at a new panel that had lit up.

      Thorn recognized it. They were threat warnings.

      “A squid frigate-class ship just broke orbit and, shit, it’s got two corvette-class ships following right behind,” Mol said.

      “Can we outrun them?”

      “For now.”

      “For now?”

      Mol turned to him. “Eventually, we run out of fuel. They’re bigger ships, fresh out of orbit, so they carry a whole bunch more than we do.”

      “So when we run out—”

      “We stop accelerating. And once that happens, well, Trixie?”

      “Depending on certain variables at the time our drive shuts down, they will overtake us in between ten and thirty minutes.”

      Thorn growled. “Science. It’s always breaking.”
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        * * *

      

      Between them, Mol and Trixie powered through their options regarding the Alcubierre drive. Most were very technical and not feasible. The only one that held any promise was letting Trixie try to manage the flow of power to the various parts of the drive’s core herself. In theory, she could do it, taking over from the dedicated processor that oversaw the manifold and ensure that the pulses of energy were delivered to where they needed to go within the nearly infinitesimal windows of time required to keep the whole thing stable. The trouble was that she’d never been designed to do that, wasn’t properly wired into the drive, so she’d be working from upstream of the manifold’s balky processor—meaning it stood in her way.

      “If we could access the drive,” Mol said, “we might be able to bypass the processor and connect her into the manifold on the downstream side of it.”

      “Is that possible?” Thorn asked.

      “Sure, if you’re talking about, say, the Hecate. The Chief Engineer can walk up to the Alcubierre drive and tinker with all he wants. Hell, he can drink coffee and listen to tunes while he does it. But if you’re talking about a Gyrfalcon, well, that means leaving the ship, opening up access from the outside, then digging around in a space the size of a closet, in an EVA suit. Oh, and with the drive running, taking a good-sized dose of neutron rads while doing it. I mean, someone might survive that, but—”

      “I get it. If we shut the drive down, the bad guys catch up to us,” Thorn said, rubbing his eyes. “Don’t suppose this is a fix you could do before they get in range, huh?”

      Mol just laughed.

      “Why the hell isn’t there a backup?” Thorn asked. “There seems to be redundant systems for everything else aboard this thing. Why not that?”

      “You would have to ask the manufacturer, who I assume was also the lowest bidder,” Mol said, then shrugged. “Besides, these things have a failure rate of . . . Trixie?”

      “About one in one million, five hundred thousand, which is why it’s not considered a high-priority system for a redundant.”

      “Because that would cost more money the ON doesn’t want to spend,” Mol said.

      “Great,” Thorn snapped. “Lucky us, being that one-in-a-million-and-a-half case.”

      Mol studied the tactical display for a moment, then looked at Thorn. “I am officially out of ideas, sir. How about you? Anything?”

      Thorn knew what she was getting at. Since there seemed to be no technological way of fixing this, could he do it using magic.

      He grimaced, then wiped it away with an effort. “I’ve been chewing on it. Worse comes to worst, I can probably take out one of those enemy ships, maybe two, but there’s no way I could possibly do all three before we get walloped by a KEW or missile or something. And even that assumes I don’t have to go brain-to-brain with some of the squiddies’ shaman while I’m at it.”

      “So let’s call that our backup plan. How about just getting us the hell out of here?”

      Thorn shook his head. He’d been thinking about that, too. No magical theory he was aware of allowed for a Starcaster to duplicate the effects of an Alcubierre drive.

      Except for one—one that he, alone, seemed to be capable of. But he’d not just been ordered to not attempt to rewrite reality again, he’d promised Densmore he wouldn’t. There was no way to predict what effect trying it might have, especially since there was no artificial constraint on it this time. When he’d deflected the impactor from Code Gauntlet, he only changed the nature of Alcubierre drives inside the confines of the little bubble of reality generated by the drive itself. It had effectively kept his fiddling with reality limited to a temporary pocket universe. In retrospect, had he done that without that being true, he might have precipitated a universe-spanning catastrophe.

      Which was a profoundly sobering thought, one that gave him a new and gut-wrenching insight into Densmore’s words.

      . . . you’re the fusion reactor. All your safeties have failed except one. And that last one, the one keeping us all from disaster, isn’t under our control. We need the reactor to keep running so all we can do is desperately hope that that last safety doesn’t go and end us all.

      He definitely got it, suddenly understanding how she felt. His ability to change reality effectively made Thorn the most potent weapon ever to exist. One so potent, in fact, that it could never be used, which meant he might as well not have the ability at all.

      “From all this silence, I take it your answer to my question is no, huh?” Mol said.

      “I’m thinking about it.”

      Mol fixed on the flight management system, a finger tapping the fuel indicator. “Suggest you think harder and faster, sir. We’ve got about two hours left, and then it’s reckoning time.”

      Thorn settled back in his acceleration couch. So fixing the drive was out of the question. Magic could help them, but probably not save them. A quick scan of surrounding space showed nothing of significance, mostly a whole bunch of black empty—

      Wait.

      “Mol, there’s one gas giant in this system, right?”

      “Uh, yeah. Long way out. I thought about using it for some sort of gravitational slingshot, but there’s really nothing we can do that our friends behind us can’t just duplicate.”

      “Sure. But that nav chart shows it’s got rings, right?”

      “It does. Two sets of them, in fact, inclined at about forty-five degrees to one another. Which is pretty cool, actually.” She shook her head. “Anyway, yes, rings. Why? So what? What are you thinking, sir?”

      “If I’m reading the nav right, we can get to those rings before we exhaust our fuel.”

      Mol nodded. “We can, sure. But if you’re thinking we can hide among all those rocks—well, again, we can. But even if the air recycler is able to keep us breathing and the squids somehow don’t manage to find us, we’re eventually going to run out of food and water.” She shrugged. “It could buy us time, but time to do what?”

      “Time, Mol, to call for help.”
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        * * *

      

      It turned out that they were being jammed, because of course they were. It meant that they couldn’t communicate with the Hecate, the nearest possible help, by conventional means.

      “And there’s no other Starcaster aboard her,” Thorn said, watching as the vast gas giant and its complex rings grew in the view ahead.

      “So you can only talk, or whatever you call it, with other Starcasters?”

      “That’s right. I can sense other minds, but so far, at least, if they’re not ’casters, I can’t communicate with them.”

      “Oh. So this is really just a waste of time then.”

      “Not necessarily. Just because I can’t contact the Hecate directly, doesn’t mean I can’t contact anyone.”

      Mol glanced from the flight management system to the tactical display. “Well, sir, whatever you’re going to do, you’d better do it soon. Those three Nyctus ships are still pretty determined to catch us—which means I’m going to have to do some fancy flying here. Better buckle in tight.”

      “There a problem?”

      “A problem?”

      Thorn actually smiled. “Okay, another problem?”

      “Well, in order to establish a stable orbit around that gas giant, I should flip and burn and decelerate us to about, oh, a third of our current velocity, give or take. But if I do that, those squids back there will be in missile range in about three minutes—and we’d be about thirty minutes away from the nearest edge of that bigger ring.”

      “I’m sensing bad news coming.”

      “You think?” Mol said, flashing a grin. “Anyway, instead of slowing us down with the drive, I’m going to take us right in to the planet, use the gas giant’s upper atmosphere to aerobrake us, then take us back out to the inner ring with just enough excess velocity to settle us into a stable orbit.”

      “That sounds dangerous. Alarming, even.”

      “Again, you think? It’s the sort of thing I might try in a simulator, just for kicks. But in real life—”

      “There’s a high probability of failure, you know,” Trixie said.

      “Thank you, dear. You’re really helping,” Mol replied, eyes lifted to the ceiling.

      “Would you like to know how high?”

      “I would not. How about you, sir?” Mol asked Thorn.

      “Oh, hell no. Ignorance is bliss, right?”

      While Mol went to work with Trixie on setting the right inputs on the flight management system, Thorn settled back and closed his eyes.

      He would contact Kira.

      He’d studiously avoided doing that while she was in training, notwithstanding his weird and disturbing dream about her. The temptation had definitely been there, but she was no doubt immersed deep in her upgrade training. He not only worried about interrupting her at an inopportune time, he didn’t want her to suspect he was somehow watching over her.

      But facing imminent death at the hands, tentacles, whatever of the Nyctus seemed like a good reason to give her a call. He could alert her and then get her to transmit a message to the Hecate via a priority comm channel. It would take several hours for the Hecate to receive a message, and then she had to respond, but it was better than waiting the twelve hours remaining before Captain Tanner considered them overdue and came looking for them.

      They just had to hope that hiding in the ring would buy them the time they needed.

      Thorn thought about Kira, visualizing her face, and then seeing her sitting beside him in the Gyrfalcon’s cockpit, close enough to touch, easily close enough to talk to. It wasn’t hard to do—not only did Kira’s image come more easily to him than just about anyone else’s, she’d actually once sat in this cockpit with him and Mol.

      Kira?

      He waited.

      Nothing.

      Kira? You there?

      Nothing but mental silence and the white-noise hum of his own background thoughts.

      Kira, I need you. Please answer.

      Nothing.

      Kira, this is a genuine emergency. I need your help.

      Silence.

      Thorn opened his eyes, then waited for his vision to clear from the effects of a long-range contact. His confusion was evident, even to Mol. It couldn’t be that Kira was just refusing to answer; he’d still have a sense of her being present. Of course, she might have learned how to thoroughly shield herself, but it was unlikely she’d close him out of her psychic loop.

      Unless the Nyctus could jam Joiners.

      That was also unlikely, because his mind had, indeed, reached out, with nothing inhibiting it. If it was blocked, it was blocked at Kira’s—

      —screamed, a shrill, piercing scream of pain and terror—

      —end.

      His gut twisted. Instinct alone told him something was wrong. Coupled with the vivid nature of her screams, her face, the pain—it was all too much to discount.

      Right now, he needed to contact someone for help, and he could think of only one other person. Mol was still immersed in calculating trajectories and the like, so Thorn closed his eyes again.

      Captain Densmore?

      A flicker, a stirring in the distance, and then Densmore’s mind began to take shape, distant but powerful.

      Stellers?

      Yes, ma’am. We need your help.

      He explained the situation to her. Even before he’d finished, she’d told him to wait out, then she’d gone to get a message to the Hecate. A few moments later, her thoughts reappeared in his.

      Word’s on its way to the Hecate. We also have a patrol in the adjacent sector, led by the Draco. We’re alerting them too, though it’ll take them longer to get to you.

      Much appreciated, ma’am.

      Actually, the appreciative one here is me.

      Sorry?

      I know you could have used other means for the sake of security, to get out of your current jam, and you didn’t. That makes me feel a lot better about you roaming around out there.

      Thank you, ma’am. I appreciate that.

      There’s one other thing.

      Ma’am?

      I just want to reinforce something from your pre-op briefing. The Nyctus cannot capture you, take you alive. It could be disastrous if they do. Do you know what I’m saying here?

      Thorn let himself just breathe for a moment. He absolutely knew what Densmore meant.

      Stellers—?

      I understand. That won’t happen.

      Won’t be an issue anyway, though. Help is on the way. You just hang on.

      That’s the plan, ma’am.

      Thorn flicked his eyes open to find the gas giant a solid wall of pastel stripes and swirls blotting out half the star scape.

      He glanced at Mol. “How long was I—?”

      “About an hour. I figured I’d just let you be and hope you came to again with good news.”

      “The Hecate’s on her way, with a patrol to back her up.”

      Mol nodded. “So now we just have to survive this aerobraking, then insertion into the ring, then the next thing, then the next thing after that . . .”

      Thorn offered her a smile. “That’s the plan.”
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        * * *

      

      Thorn had been through atmospheric entry more than a few times. Rushing through a planet’s atmosphere fast enough to turn it to ionized gas didn’t terrify him, but it wasn’t something he’d want to do any more than he had to.

      Or for longer than he had to, but that was what aerobraking was. Instead of a brief period of anxious incandescence, this just went on and on.

      The Gyrfalcon shuddered as it passed through pockets of thicker atmospheric gas alternating with wispy patches. The variations kept the ship in a constant state of vibration. The view ahead was nothing but searing flame hot enough to make a Scorch proud. Thorn just hung on, waiting for it to end and for space to go back to being space again, quiet and empty and not on fire.

      “Trixie,” Mol said, raising her voice over the rumble of abused atmosphere thundering past, “status!”

      “Very, very hot.”

      Mol rolled her eyes. “Can you be more specific?”

      “Everything’s currently green, as you can see on your panel.”

      “Sure, but you’re the one who can see trouble starting.”

      “Nothing to report. Hull temperature is near design limit. And if I may editorialize, duh, but all other systems are optimal.”

      “Okay,” Mol said. “We’re coming out of aerobraking in one minute. Once we do, we’ll be able to see what our friends out there are up to.”

      The envelope of ionized gas enclosing the Gyrfalcon blinded them, both physically and electronically. Thorn was tempted to cast out a mental ping and see if he could fix the squids’ locations, but he decided to save his magical resources until they were truly needed.

      “Ten seconds,” Mol said.

      Thorn braced himself. Wouldn’t it be a hell of a thing if they came out of this and found the Nyctus somehow right on top of them?

      The drive lit, shoving the Gyrfalcon back into a higher orbit. The bass rumble faded and the fierce glow around them dissipated.

      “Not on fire is good,” Thorn said.

      “Damned right, handsome,” Trixie agreed.

      Mol and Thorn both watched the tactical display intently as it came out of standby mode and began to fill with data again. Had this been worth it, a good idea, or had it just let the Nyctus catch up?

      “There,” Mol said. “The Nyctus ships are in a much higher orbit, way ahead of us.” She patted the bulkhead beside her. “We’re meant for atmo, they’re not. Even burning hard to decelerate, they just couldn’t slow down as fast as we did.”

      “So that’s it? We’ve lost them?” Thorn asked, hopeful.

      Mol shook her head. “They did just what I’d do. Instead of slowing down, they accelerated, staying in the fastest orbit they could. They’ll lap the planet in about four hours and be right back on top of us.”

      “And well within weapons range, I might add,” Trixie put in.

      “So we’ve got that much time. Hopefully we can gain a bit more time hiding inside that ring, but I doubt it’ll take them long to find us. What's the best possible arrival of the Hecate?”

      “A few hours,” Thorn replied.

      “Is a few more or less than four?”

      “No idea, sorry.”

      A speckled band of flickering lights was now centered in the view. It was the inner of the planet’s two rings, their destination.

      “Okay, well, we’re gonna have some time to kill,” Mol said, adjusting their course slightly. “You ever play Sex or Death?”

      Thorn blinked. “Have I—wait, what?”

      Mol grinned. “Card game. Guys on the Apollo picked it up somewhere.”

      “Oh, in that case, no,” Thorn replied, grinning back at her. “At least, not by choice.”

      Mol gave a sage nod and pulled a deck of cards out of a crash-suit pocket. “Well, sir, you’re gonna learn.”
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        * * *

      

      Pathetic creatures, aren’t you? Your first and only instinct is to run, and then hide, and then only after perpetrating an act of terrorism.

      Thorn cut off the Nyctus shaman with a thought, hardening his mental will to iron. Just as Mol had predicted, the squid ships had lapped the planet, rising over its bulk almost exactly four hours after vanishing behind it. And, sure enough, they’d slowed and fallen into a lower orbit, one that would take them well within weapons range of the Gyrfalcon.

      Thorn glanced at the nearby rocks, dark and jagged and rimed with ice that fitfully reflected both the light of the distant sun, as well as the paler light of the gas giant’s dayside. Mol’s flying had been truly superb; she’d matched the velocity and trajectory of the debris so closely that it only took a gentle puff of thrusters to bring them to a relative halt. Trixie had then rigged them for silent running, powering down everything she could.

      And they waited, and played Sex or Death—which, despite its lurid name, was a surprisingly sophisticated game.

      Still no sign of the Hecate, though.

      “That squid still trying to rant at you?” Mol asked.

      “Sure is. He knows I’m somewhere in here, but so far I’ve managed to keep him from actually getting a fix on me.”

      “Small mercies,” Mol replied, staring at the tactical display. “So far, seems the squids haven’t managed to—”

      “Something is happening off our port bow, high,” Trixie said.

      “Can you, uh, be more specific, Trix?” Mol started, but stopped and cursed before Trixie could answer. “I see it. That rock”—she pointed at the display—“is moving.”

      Thorn looked at tactical, then outside in the indicated direction. Sure enough, a chunk of rock about a third the size of the Gyrfalcon had started tumbling directly toward them.

      “Shit, the squids know where we are,” he snapped, extending his awareness beyond the fighter’s hull until it touched the rock. He felt the familiar tingle of magic, with that peculiar Nyctus edge to it. With great care, Thorn drew his awareness to a point, and then let the point extend, naturally, stretching across the darkness like a tide made of raw mental will.

      A shoving contest, Thorn realized, and another rock had started moving, accelerating toward them.

      This wasn’t going to work. Thorn changed magical tactics and reoriented the force he was applying to push the rock aside rather than stopping it. It deflected enough that it would miss the Gyrfalcon, but he didn’t have time to be satisfied. He had to immediately turn his attention to the second rock.

      And then a third. A fourth, then a fifth.

      He fought the urge to curse in frustration. Volume could kill them just as easily as a single impact, because each rock required effort—bleeding him dry of magical will. He’d only sensed one shaman, but there must be more of them aboard the Nyctus ships.

      Then the stones began to come alive in waves.

      Thorn was targeting multiple rocks at once, pushing, pulling, and using the stony missiles against each other as they hit together hard enough to shatter. It was a tide of rocks, not a stream, and in moments, their scans were filled with tiny ghostly outlines, each coming toward their ship at blazing speeds.

      “Uh, sir, hate to pile on bad news, but the squids have lit us up with targeting scanners,” Mol said. “And they’re firing actual missiles.”

      Thorn’s head began to pound. “Mol, get us out of here. I can’t do—” He stopped and began to rapidly shift his attention from one rock to another, sending both on different but converging trajectories. They crashed together less than fifty meters away from the fighter, showering them with fragments that rattled against the hull.

      “I can’t dilute my power any further,” Thorn growled. “Too many targets.”

      “Understood. Trixie, bring everything back online,” Mol said, her fingers tapping at the flight management system as systems came back to life. “Where are we going, sir?”

      “Anywhere. Doesn’t—” Thorn groaned as he deflected an especially big rock; it cast a deep shadow over them as it sailed past less than ten meters away.

      “—matter!”

      Mol said nothing, but lit the drive and accelerated the Gyrfalcon back into open space.

      Where the Nyctus were waiting for them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The Gyrfalcon powered out of the gas-giant’s ring, accelerating hard away from the Nyctus ships. It wasn’t going to be enough. The same clever maneuvers that had let them take up residence in the ring had left them with far less velocity than the Nyctus ships and the missiles now racing after them.

      “How the hell did they find us?” Mol snapped, switching the Gyrfalcon’s single point defense system, a rapid-fire cannon, to active mode and powering up the reactive armor.

      “Something new,” Thorn replied, giving himself a respite as they left the rocks behind. He had no doubt he’d be doing more frantic ’casting in just a few minutes and needed to catch his mental breath. “Just like we’re learning, so are they. Shoulda seen this coming. There was no way they were going to let us fight back and win without trying something else.”

      “We’ve been wrong about the squids a lot, lately,” Mol said.

      “Doing our best, Mol,” Thorn said, trying to keep any bitterness out of his voice—not because he was angry at Mol herself, but she was right. Every time he’d thought they had the Nyctus figured out, they came up with something new and unexpected. They adapted quickly, which meant they had to build that fact into their future assessments of them. In other words, they kept underestimating the enigmatic aliens, which was something they had to stop.

      If the Nyctus could change, so could Thorn.

      He turned. “Mol, let’s stop running away.”

      “And, instead—” She glanced at him. “Fight?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Gonna be kind of one-sided.”

      “If this is going to happen anyway, then I’d rather doing it facing the squids, not giving them a shot at our exhaust. We fight.”

      Mol glanced at him again, then grinned, tapped the flight controls, and spun the Gyrfalcon around. A deep thrum buzzed through her structural bones as the drive lit, slowing her down and reversing her course.

      “We’ll get one pass, I figure, if we can dodge those missiles,” Mol said, tightening her harness. “I’m pretty sure our rail gun will take out one of the squid ships for sure. The other two are up to you.” She inhaled sharply, triple tapping a screen. “If we can dodge those missiles, and that’s one hell of an if.”

      Thorn glanced at the tracks of the onrushing missiles and concluded they would be meeting the Gyrfalcon sooner than later.

      “Stop accelerating for a minute or so, Mol,” he said. “Keep us on this side of the ring.”

      Mol shrugged, punched a control, and killed the drive. “I’ll bite. Over to you, sir.”

      Thorn went still as a grave, his eyes closed as a cloud of gathering magic began to grow around him. Even Mol could feel it; a sensation like someone waving at her periphery, coupled with soft sounds and a presence.

      The presence of magic, not science, although maybe the two were on in the same at that point, there in the humming cabin. Mol watched, fascinated by the contact of nothing and everything flickering around Thorn, and then his fingers began to move, like he was touching something distant and unseen. Onscreen, Mol called up true color and saw something flash in the distance; a light not quite like the dawn, but warm, then cooling to a deep, radiant blue. The light broke apart as Thorn lifted his hands like a director of some delicate process, which he was—

      -- And a cloud of debris suddenly spalled away from the ring, rising into the path of the missiles.

      Thorn felt the sudden surge of resistance, as the Nyctus shamans tried to block his mastery of the whirling debris, their power homing in on his like a beacon.

      “Let them come,” he muttered, and Mol sat up, alarmed as his eyes became even more animated under closed kids.

      The debris split into groups, some fast, some slowed by the Nyctus shamans, their uneven power at war across a front some ten klicks across. There were many rocks, and Thorn’s magic was something new for them—a power that spanned schools, or houses, or whatever the Nytus called their sorcery.

      All that mattered was Thorn—muscles straining, breath coming shorter gasps- was winning. His tank was going dry but with a force of will wholly new to the Nyctus, he peeled their influence away in layers, stripping their minds away to reveal weaknesses that left them ripe for invasion.

      The rocks flew on, and Thorn split his spell, reaching to the mind of a shaman, where he wrested control of her eyes, her pulse, her concentration. She faltered, and Thorn’s rocks accelerated, leaping into the path of the enemy missiles in a blur.

      Seconds later, the missiles began to scatter, uncertain, their seekers suddenly confronted by a multitude of targets. In an instant, explosions rippled through the debris as warheads detonated, their concussive effects sending shards of debris in an arc that made chaos form the orderly flight.

      Only two of the Nyctus projectiles managed to slip through. As the rushed toward the Gyrfalcon, the point-defense cannon opened up, spitting out a stream of slugs that shredded one, then the other. Their remnants pattered against the hull, a hard rain that had no effect.

      Thorn let the Earther effect dissipate and slumped back into his seat, gasping. Whatever he had left, he had to save for the final act.

      Mol lit the drive again, and the ship streaked through the cloud of debris, and then through the debris cloud, pulling hard at the stick to dodge the remaining rocks, their shapes glinting with malevolent shadows as they slid past, forgotten. When they emerged from the other side, the Nyctus ships were square in the middle of the view.

      Just where they were needed. If you were cheering for the Nyctus.

      “Hey, Trixie?” Mol said. “Do whatever you have to to keep us together for as long as you can. And it’s been nice working with you.” She glanced at Thorn. “You too, sir.”

      He returned a tired smile. “So the AI gets higher billing than I do, huh?”

      “Well, sir, all due respect, Trixie’s crew. You’re just a passenger.”

      “I’m hurt.”

      Mol’s grin faded. “Not for long, you won’t be. Got a firing solution for the rail gun and missiles. And... .go.”

      Panels opened on the Gyrfalcon’s flanks, exposing missiles that leapt off their rails and streaked away. At the same time, Mol tapped at the controls, opening up with the rail gun. Thorn saw one projectile slam into a corvette, blowing off chunks of debris. A second later, the Gyrfalcon’s reactive armor erupted, blasting an incoming shot hard enough that it struck only a glancing blow. The impact still slewed the fighter hard to one side, throwing them both against their harnesses.

      More missiles came powering in. The Gyrfalcon vibrated as the point-defense cannon opened up, glittering streams of tracers arcing across the star field.

      Thorn decided to ignore the missiles and concentrate on the enemy ships. The damaged corvette was his target, its crew distracted by the hit and now immersed in damage control. It gave him a brief window that the shaman would otherwise have blocked; he used it to insinuate himself into the mind of the squid at the helm. A male, of middling experience but high confidence, he was just the kind of mind that Thorn needed. Slipping into the Nytus awareness as an uninvited guest, Thorn left him a gift.

      The alien suddenly saw a barrage of missiles racing in from a flank. On instinct, the creature applied a hard lateral thrust, which shoved the ship directly into the path of its fellow corvette. A few seconds later, they collided, the impact sending the already damaged ship out of control and knocking the other one out of the fight—for the moment, anyway. The ghost missiles—a construct of Thorn’s Joining, faded away, their job complete.

      “Yes, well done, sir!” Mol shouted, jinking hard. “Don’t suppose you can take care of the big one, huh? That frigate?”

      Thorn took a deep breath, drew his awareness to the frigate—and crashed headlong into a magical barrier of rare depth and power

      “Multiples,” Thorn said, grunting with effort.

      “Sir?” Mol asked.

      “More than one. They’ve got a wall. Walls, maybe. Can’t get through.” Thorn began discarding plans as fast as they formed. His tank was low, his teeth ached, and the shamans weren’t second-rate crew. They were skilled, rested, and angry.

      If he hadn’t exerted himself so much as they sought to escape, he might have been able to bludgeon his way through with brute force, but—

      He couldn’t do that either.

      He slumped a bit, then gave Mol a rueful smile. “I’m about out of juice. And ideas.”

      Mol nodded and turned back to her controls, then glanced back at him. Thorn saw she was about to say something, but then seemed to think the better of it, her mouth closing with an audible click.

      “I know,” he said.

      She cut her eyes at him, brows lifted. “Reading my mind?”

      “Don’t need to. Not sure I can, um, change the rules of the universe again, but the thought did cross my mind. It’s us or the fleet, maybe.” He shrugged in resignation, then reached out and patted the console. “Trixie, it’s been a pleasure.”

      “Same to you, handsome. I’ve got some rounds in the chamber, for what it’s worth,” Trixie said.

      “I defer to the captain. I’m just a magician along for the ride.”

      Mol smiled as she wrenched the stick hard, the distant frigate coming closer. “Been good working with you.”

      Thorn nodded. “Same, Mol.” He looked at the frigate. “Okay, blaze of glory and all that, if we’ve still got some pop left?

      Mol nodded. “Trixie, if I lose control, stay on collision course with that frigate as long as you can.”

      “Understood,” was all the AI said.

      Thorn settled back, bracing himself as they raced toward the frigate. Mol’s amazing flying kept them clear of fire from the Nyctus ship; no matter how fast they tracked the Gyrfalcon, Mol was a little faster; a wizard in her own right.

      Thorn touched his temple. “Trying to break through. I can feel their fear. They think they’re going to win, but they still fear us. Or the mass of the ship, anyway.”  The shamans hammered at Thorn in a straightforward attack, free of subtlety or guile. They fought, but he was—resigned. Settled.

      Peaceful, if not a little pissed.

      In the last seconds, Thorn thought of Kira. He’d never managed to speak to her, even to say goodbye. On impulse, he reached out.

      Kira?

      —and sat up, gasping, as he heard that scream again.

      “Kira!”

      Mol shot him a glance, which caused her to miss a move. The Gyrfalcon shuddered and slewed hard to one side as a Nyctus railgun shot smashed into the little ship, shredding a lower panel that began streaming gases behind them, the purple flakes visible in their rear cams.

      Thorn gathered himself, and Kira screamed again. He bucked against the harness, each strap cutting into his muscles, their touch hot on his skin. She was out there. And the Gyrfalcon was coming apart. The frigate adjusted course, aiming with practiced ease.

      A missile, silent and silver, slammed into the frigate, cracking the ship open in a catastrophic outgassing of light and debris. Before Mol could react, a second missile hammered home, shattering the forward half of the frigate in a blinding radiance.

      Mol cursed and jammed the starboard thrusters to full power. The Gyrfalcon began to tumble, the starscape spinning wildly. The unbalanced accelerations flung Thorn from side-to-side, alternately hurling him against his seat or harness in a violence that made his teeth crack together like a railer shot. The shattered wreckage of the frigate swept past, seemingly close enough to touch.

      “Gyrfalcon, this is Hecate. Can you regain control, or do you need some help?”

      It was Captain Tanner, his voice its usual smooth, calm baritone. He could have been asking if they’d like a cup of coffee.

      Mol tapped at the thrusters, deftly bringing the Gyrfalcon back under control, despite her damage. “We got this, Hecate, thanks. Permission to come aboard, then get the hell out of here?”

      “Concur, and the sooner the better, if you please. We’ve got a half-dozen more squid ships inbound, including a battlecruiser. Rather not be here when they show up.”

      While Mol reoriented the fighter onto a closing trajectory with the Hecate, Tanner engaged the damaged corvettes, finishing both off with missile and rail gun fire. The Draco and her patrol arrived shortly after, her Captain bitching that they’d missed the fun.

      Thorn smiled, but it was a distant thing. While Mol brought them back aboard the Hecate, he could only think of Kira’s desolate scream.

      This time, it hadn’t been a dream.
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      Thorn sat in the Hecate’s witchport and watched the repeater showing the tactical display. The ship glided past a screen of scanner buoys and picket ships now standing well off from Code Gauntlet, forming an essentially impenetrable early warning network. There’d been no indication that the Nyctus would try to fling another enormous impactor at the FOB, or that they even could do it a second time, but the Commander and his senior staff were taking no chances. If the squids did try it again, they’d find the FOB’s QRF—quick reaction force—in their faces almost immediately.

      And with them would be the ’casters, their magical reserves full.

      After a few traffic control delays, the Hecate finally slid into her assigned berth in the orbital docking platform locked in geosynchronous orbit high above the ground-based FOB. She was capable of entering atmo, and there were facilities planet-side to handle a ship of her class, but the FOB Commander had decided to keep anything bigger than a corvette either docked at the orbital platform, or in a parking orbit. The skies above Code Gauntlet were crowded, with ships and traffic control engaged in a complex dance that never ended.

      But Thorn saw the wisdom in it; ships could get underway far more readily if they were already in space and didn’t have to claw their way out of a gravity well. In terms of reaction time, the rewards far outweighed any risks.

      As soon as he could depart the Hecate, Thorn headed for a common comm terminal, one not restricted to classified, military traffic. There was a bank of them in the main concourse of the orbital dockyard—and all of them were out of service. Thorn cursed. Possibly shitty maintenance but more likely there was an upcoming op and all non-essential comms had been shut down to prevent leaks, inadvertent or deliberate. There’d been much discussion about the latter; it seemed inconceivable that any human could ever help the squids, but who knew? Soldiers were people, and people were more than capable of doing stupid things, for even stupider reasons.

      Thorn activated his personal comm. “Captain Tanner, Lieutenant Stellers here.”

      “Go ahead, Stellers.”

      “Permission to go planetside, sir? I have to send an urgent personal message, and all the comms up here are shut down. I should be able to go to the comm center in the FOB and at least get something into the queue for transmission.”

      “Sorry, Stellers. Under ordinary circumstances, I’d say yes, you’ve certainly earned that kind of latitude. But I was just going to recall you to the Hecate. Captain Densmore is here, and she wants to meet with us—and last time I checked, us would include you.”

      Thorn deflated, angered by the dead comms before him. “Aye, sir. I’ll be back shortly.”

      “Make it quick, Lieutenant. Densmore seems to have something urgent to discuss.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      Kira, I’m still listening.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn settled into the crash couch at the Hecate’s helm. He had only the vaguest idea of how to pilot the destroyer, and absolutely no experience doing so, aside from a single, half-hour simulator run Tanner required of all of his officers. It was the most emergency of emergency training; if Thorn had to fly the Hecate, then things had already gone terribly wrong.

      Today, though, he just wanted a comfortable seat. Tanner had dismissed everyone from the bridge except for himself, Thorn, and Mol. Densmore stood at the main tactical viewer, which depicted a star chart encompassing the FOB on its far right edge, Nyctus space off to the left, and the Zone sprawled between.

      Without preamble, Densmore spoke. “We’ve lucked into what can only be described as a fantastic opportunity.” She tapped an icon about halfway into the Zone, and the view zoomed in to a single star, surrounded by five planets—a massive gas-giant, two smaller ice giants, and two rocky planets, one of which orbited in the star’s habitable zone.

      She pointed at the last. “We’ve learned that a Nyctus ship has crashed on this planet. It apparently had enough control on the way through atmo, though, to come down more or less intact.”

      “And how do we know that?” Tanner asked.

      Densmore zoomed in again, this time on the planet. The northern hemisphere was mostly water, with a few sprawling archipelagoes. The southern hemisphere was an entirely  different setting, covered by an enormous continent that was bisected by a massive mountain range. The rugged peaks soared to dizzying heights, and several mountains were volcanically active.  The continental interior stretched away, brown and parched, hidden from the rain shadow of the mountains, while the coastal regions were lush with belts of verdant forests. Here and there, a fan of delta announced the end of a wide, lazy river, and in one circular bay, a soaring volcano huddled, quiescent and slowly being eroded by the ocean currents.

      She pointed at another icon that had appeared near the landward edge of one of the rainforests—a green one, meaning something neutral. “There’s a commercial mining facility here. Evacuated not long after the war began, but the miners left the scanners and other automated systems running. Now, this isn’t military grade hardware by any means, but remote telemetry shows that it still detected the Nyctus ship as it came down.”

      She popped open a window, split between a blurred and grainy image of a delta-shaped ship framed between two mountain peaks; it trailed smoke and a few specks of debris. Beside it was the scanner track of the ship, from the moment it entered the mining facility’s view, to its disappearance in surface-clutter about thirty klicks to the north and west.

      “It seems to have crashed in this area, here,” Densmore said, gesturing to a circular area about two klicks across at the end of the track. “Now, the miners might not have had the greatest airspace scanners, but when it comes to ground sensors, seismic systems, that sort of thing, well, we’ve got nothing like it. They recorded very little energy from the touchdown—almost none at all, in fact. That suggests more of a controlled crash landing than an actual impact.”

      Tanner rested his elbows on the arms of his command seat and steepled his fingers. “Okay, so a more or less intact squid ship on the ground. Where did it come from? Do we know?”

      “There was a clash between a patrol led by the Fornax and a group of squid ships in that system a few weeks back. For once, we had the enemy entirely outgunned and a ’caster onboard to stop any psychic warfare. The Fornax reported that they managed to destroy all of the Nyctus vessels. It looks like one survived damaged, though, and managed to set down on this planet—which, incidentally, is called Ballard’s World, apparently after the prospector who first discovered the ore deposits there.”

      “Ted Rand took over the Fornax a few months ago, as Captain. Bastard keeps kicking my ass at racquetball. Looks like I can remind him—in a professional manner, of course, during a critical game point—that he let a squid ship get away,” Tanner said, smiling broadly.

      “By all means, Garret, taunt away. In the meantime, we seem to have a situation where the squids have lost track of one of their own ships. A golden opportunity, maybe,” Densmore said.

      Mol shrugged. “Damaged, comms out, drive out, the ships with it all destroyed, it makes sense they lost it. Probably assume it was destroyed, too.”

      “Which, as I said, gives us an opportunity. If we can seize that ship, we could get a treasure trove of intel—squid tech, propulsion, power, weapons—hell, maybe even some insight into their magic.”

      Thorn, who’d been simply listening with interest, spoke up. “Why do I sense there’s a but hanging on the end of all this, ma’am?”

      Densmore smiled, but it was entirely humorless. “Because there is. The original plan was to send a small recon team to check it out and report back as to whether there was anything worth recovering. For reasons even I don’t understand, that mission was scrubbed and the whole op fell off the must-do list and onto the should-do-if-we-can list. But then this happened.”

      She touched the screen, and another window opened. This one was a video feed from what seemed to be a security camera. It showed a compound of rough, industrial-looking buildings, with a high wall around it that was topped with wicked-looking razor wire.

      “That looks awfully secure for a mining setup,” Tanner said. “Something you’re not telling us here, Alys? Like, this wasn’t just a mining op? There might have been some of your spooky stuff going on there?”

      “Even if there was, Garret, do you really think I’d say?”

      “Need to know,” Mol muttered, and Densmore nodded.

      “Damned right. But, to be honest, no—it really is just a mining op. The wall is up because there are apparently things living in the surrounding forest that would happily chow down on miners.”

      “Or recon teams,” Thorn said.

      Densmore nodded again. “Anyway, just watch.”

      She advanced the footage. For a moment, there was nothing, and then movement. A figure appeared on the right side of the screen and moved slowly left. The strange, humped shape and sinuous, jerky movement made it immediately clear that it wasn’t human.

      Thorn sat forward, his gaze fixed on the image. “That’s a squid.”

      “Indeed it is, Lieutenant Stellers. There was apparently at least one survivor of the crash. But that’s not all.”

      Even as she said it, the Nyctus reached the wall surrounding the compound. It paused at the bottom for a moment, then lifted into the air, drifted over the razor wire, and vanished from sight.

      Thorn stood up.

      “It’s a shaman.”
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        * * *

      

      Densmore cleared the various windows on the tactical viewer and turned back to Thorn and the others. “Now you see why this matter has moved back from the should-do pile to the must-do. That security imagery is from only three days ago—which means that there’s a squid shaman trapped, possibly alone, on a planet with no way to get off and without the rest of the Nyctus even knowing about it.”

      “All due respect, ma’am,” Thorn said, “but how do we know the Nyctus can’t use long-distance telepathic contact the way we can?”

      “We don’t. But if they do, either this shaman can’t do it, or something else is going on. Regardless, the Nyctus obviously haven’t come to the rescue of this poor bastard, at least not yet.”

      “So this squid shaman traveled at least thirty klicks through hostile terrain—where scary carnivorous things are apparently lurking—to come to this mining facility,” Mol said. “Why?”

      “To try to use the mining station’s comms,” Thorn said. “To make a call for help the old-fashioned way, with tech.”

      Tanner lifted an eyebrow. “Tech is the old-fashioned way?”

      Thorn shrugged. “Sorry, sir. For a ’caster—and possibly a shaman—it kind of is the old-fashioned way. But that doesn’t mean it’s bad.”

      “Glad that anything labeled with the entirely not-specific term tech has your seal of approval, Stellers,” Tanner said, but with glint in his eye that hinted at him doing a bit of chain-yanking right now.

      “Anyway,” Densmore cut in, “the answer to that is, yes, Stellers is right. The squid broke into the comm-station and apparently tried to access the system to send out what we presume would be a distress message. It couldn’t bypass the security features, though—at least, so far. The mining station is also on the shore of a sizable lake; there were a hundred and twenty-five people living there, and that was their source of fresh water. And since the Nyctus are naturally aquatic—”

      “He’s moved right into the neighborhood,” Mol said.

      “Which means he’s going to keep trying to bust in the comm system,” Tanner added.

      Densmore nodded. “And we have to assume it will eventually succeed, which means we have a window of opportunity here, one that’s potentially pretty limited.”

      “I assume, ma’am, that this isn’t just a courtesy briefing you’re giving us here,” Thorn said.

      “You figured that out all on your own, Stellers?” She smiled again, with a little actual humor this time. “Formal orders will be delivered to Captain Tanner shortly. In summary, though, the Hecate is going to travel to Ballard’s World and deliver you to the surface. Your primary mission will be taking this shaman alive. The secondary mission is recovering as much intel as possible from the crashed Nyctus ship.”

      Thorn let his eyes close, briefly, as he processed the mission. “I appreciate how much faith you have in me, ma’am. I’m unsure about it doing this alone. Even one on one, a shaman might clip me if we’re fighting in a hostile landscape.”

      “Oh, I’m aware of that. That’s why you’ll be accompanied by a spec ops team. They’ll be arriving here at Code Gauntlet tomorrow.” Densmore turned to Tanner. “As soon as they’re aboard, you’re to launch. The details of the op are otherwise up to you. I assume you’ll probably want Wyant here to take Stellers and the spec ops team down the surface.” She turned to Mol. “Your Gyrfalcon can carry extra passengers if it has to, right?”

      “Yes, ma’am, up to eight, for short periods of time, and as long as everyone doesn’t mind getting really friendly.”

      “The spec ops team is six, and you’d only be carrying them down from orbit, so that works out perfectly.”

      “Uh, just one point,” Mol said. “The Gyrfalcon’s Alcubierre drive is still offline. We need to replace the power manifold, which we can’t properly do without a full workshop and probably two days of work. I haven’t even tried to book her into the FOB’s maintenance roster yet, since we just got here.”

      “Will she fly?”

      Mol nodded. “Well sure. She just can’t warp.”

      “Good enough,” Densmore said. “Like I said, formal orders will be transmitted shortly. So, if there aren’t any other immediate questions, I’ll let you all get to it.”

      She started to walk off the bridge, but on impulse, Thorn followed her. “Ma’am? A moment?”

      Densmore stopped, slowed, and waved him forward. “Walk and talk, Stellers. There’s somewhere I have to be.”

      “Thanks, ma’am.” He fell in beside Densmore as she made her way off the ship. “I’m hoping you can do me a favor.”

      She lifted an eyebrow at Thorn. “Favors imply a quid pro quo. Are you really sure you want to owe me something, Stellers?”

      Thorn surprised himself with an actual laugh. “Coming from anyone else, ma’am, that would sound strange. Coming from you, it’s a perfectly sensible question.”

      Densmore snorted, and it made her younger—for an instant. “I suspect there’s an insult buried in there somewhere, Stellers.” She ducked aside as a Rating struggled past, loaded with a stack of boxes. The Hecate would normally have taken at least two or three days to rearm, refuel, and resupply, but now they had less than a day, and Tanner seemed to already be getting his crew on top of the compressed timeline.

      Densmore moved back into place beside Thorn. “What would you like me to do, Specialist?”

      “Honestly, it’s a personal matter, ma’am. I’ve been trying to contact Kira, Lieutenant Wixcombe, at Code Nebula. She’s there—”

      “On upgrade training, I know. Doing pretty well from what I understand, too. Made leader of her squad.”

      “Oh.” Thorn, hesitated, digesting that. In a few words, he’d learned more about Kira than any inquiries of his own could ever manage. “Good. I—just, good. To my point, though, been trying to contact her, with no success. Regular comms are on lockdown.”

      “Security protocols are getting pretty tight, yes,” she said. “There are reasons for that”—she glanced at Thorn, a sly grin on her face—“that you don’t need to know.”

      Thorn bit back a curse of raw frustration. “Don’t you ever get tired of that, ma’am?”

      “Absolutely not. If I don’t need to know something, then I don’t want to know it. That way, if there’s a leak or something gets compromised, it ain’t going to be me in the hotseat.”

      “Fair point,” Thorn replied. “Alright, I’ll get to it then. She’s not answering a telepathic contact. From me. There are two massive issues here, one being that Kira’s never frozen me out, and the second being that it isn’t just a lack of an answer. It’s dead air. Silence. As in, a black hole where her mental presence would be.”

      “Maybe she doesn’t want to talk to you. Understand you and she didn’t part on the happiest of terms when she left here.”

      They reached the airlock and stepped off the Hecate, into the FOB’s orbital station. The scenery changed, but the sense of bustle around them did not. Thorn stayed with Densmore as she walked along the main concourse. “Aside from the things you explicitly don’t need to know, ma’am, is there anything you don’t?”

      “As far as you’re concerned, Stellers, no, there isn’t.” But Densmore shrugged as she went on. “What’s the real issue here, Specialist? You and your friend were split up, and now she’s gone quiet, and, I might add, in the middle of intense training—"

      “It’s not just that, ma’am,” Thorn cut in, stopping mid-step. Densmore did the same, turning to face him, her face peering up with a febrile intensity that would make most people look away.

      Thorn did not.

      He lifted a hand and began making points, marking them on his fingers. “You might not place any value in dreams—hell, I’m not sure I do, or did, but I’m seeing Kira.”

      “Seeing?”

      “Yes. Vividly. In color. She’s screaming, and she’s in pain. Her voice echoes through my bones and it’s not because of some—look, I know I’m a ‘caster but I’m grounded in facts. I don’t think this is my psyche expressing some bullshit schoolboy crush because we were separated. It’s something else,” Thorn said.

      Densmore remained absolutely still, listening. “Okay, that is unusual. And I have to admit, a little disturbing.” They’d reached another airlock, one opening into the shuttle about to depart for the FOB’s surface facility. “I’ll do some digging and see what I can find out. Oh, and forget about owing me anything for this. Hell, you could have probably saved your ass and Wyant’s by fiddling with reality again, but you didn’t, and were ready to die for it. I think that should be worth something.”

      “I really appreciate that, ma’am.”

      She stepped into the airlock. “Tell me if you hear her again. No hesitation—report immediately.”

      “Understood, ma’am.”

      She stepped into the shuttle, which had apparently been holding for her. A few seconds later, the two sets of airlock doors slid closed, as did the shuttle’s hatch, then it separated with a puff of frozen water vapor and began to thrust away, starting its long fall to the surface.

      Thorn watched it for a moment, then turned back for the Hecate. Just like the ship itself, he had a lot to do, and not much time to do it.
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      The original plan had been for Thorn to Shade the Hecate, protecting her from detection, as she cruised into the star system hosting Ballard’s World. When the Alcubierre drive cut out and the ship returned to normal, flat space, he saw no sign of any other traffic. The only power emanations detectable were whatever radiated from the mining facility on the planet’s surface—which wasn’t surprising, given that it was never meant to be a stealthy operation. The Hecate’s tactical computer filtered out every other emission and radiation source as something natural.

      “Sir,” Thorn said into the intercom. “Not really sure we need to Shade the ship. I’d recommend not, so I can keep myself relatively fresh for whatever’s coming up.”

      “Do it anyway, Stellers,” Tanner replied. “Just in case this is all some elaborate squid trap, I’d rather find that out before they see us coming.”

      “Aye, sir.” Closing his eyes, he touched the talisman, he let his awareness radiate away from, passing through the ship, her hull, and into the vacuum beyond. When he was ‘casting Thorn did the opposite of everything he’d known as a child. Instead of being small, he became big, reaching across the black with tendrils of will that carried him on winds made of his own ability.

      Gathering power from the well within himself, he began to weave. A simple act, it was a simple result- a net, made of magical will, opaque and tough, and keeping the Hecate in shadows, never directly in the enemy view.

      To an external observer more than a few hundred meters away, the ship simply no longer existed. It reflected no light, emitted no heat or radiation. Ordinarily, this would create a crucial, and catastrophic problem; while warships like the Hecate were designed to minimize their emissions, their life support and other systems were intended to radiate away a certain amount of heat. Prevent that heat from escaping, though, and the ship’s heat sinks would eventually be saturated, and the crew would quickly be broiled alive.

      But magic, in its enigmatic and paradoxical way, did an end-run around normal physics here, too. Thorn was able to simultaneously block the Hecate’s emissions, while not actually interfering with them at all. It was just another thing Starcasters knew how to do, without knowing why it worked.

      Time passed. Thorn maintained the Shade as the Hecate fell sunward, her trajectory aligned to drop her into orbit around Ballard’s World. He kept part of his awareness on the intercom chatter between the Helm, Tactical and Engineering stations, and the occasional interjection by Tanner. Even distracted by the need to concentrate and maintain the Shade, he could hear the tension putting sharp points and angles on their words, and understandably so; the Hecate was deep in the Zone, alone and unsupported, and far from help. This had been part of the plan; the brass running the op had decided that its best protection was keeping as low-key and stealthy a footprint as possible. Even keeping a squadron on-hand to come and bail the Hecate out of trouble risked attracting the attention. Attention was bad. Stealth was good.

      Not that they could even call for help easily, being well beyond the twenty-five light year range of real-time comms. Only Thorn could reach back across the gulf of space and converse with anyone. But not only would that cost more of his strength, it also assumed he was conscious—or alive.
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      The Hecate had slid neatly and quietly into her orbit, a low one to maximize the concealing effect of the various background emissions of Ballard’s World. She was rigged for silent running, taking everything off-line that wasn’t absolutely essential: life support, maneuvering thrusters, and passive sensors. Tanner even had her fusion plant shut down, preferring to risk having to take the fifteen minutes or so it took to fire it back up rather than let it keep spitting heat and radiation into space. It left the Hecate running on her power cells, supplemented by emergency solar power arrays she extended from her hull.

      “Alright, Stellers,” Tanner said over the intercom. “We’ve done our part and settled into waiting-and-bored mode. Over to you and your team.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      Thorn turned and looked at the others jammed into the Hecate’s tiny hangar. He’d thought it was crowded in her with just him and Mol trying to work their way around the Gyrfalcon, but adding six more people, all heavily armed and armored, made it truly claustrophobic.

      He took a moment to look over the spec ops team, codenamed Tiger Team Three—four men and two women, all with the alert demeanor of predators on the hunt. A cloud of competence surrounded them, and on the rare occasions they spoke at all, it was in an easy tone that was completely at odds with their appearance. Simply stated, they looked dangerous, and Thorn found himself thankful they were on his side.

      The leader of Tiger Team Three, a short, dusky woman with brush-cut dark hair, turned from her squad and faced Thorn. “You care to inspect the squad, sir, before we mount up?”

      Thorn shook his head. “I’m sure that won’t be necessary,  Master Petty Officer Brand. You know your trade, I know mine. We’re about to see how much they cross over.”

      Brand gave a professional smile. “Understood, sir. We always offer the courtesy.”

      “And I appreciate it, Master Petty—”

      “’scuse me, sir, but we don’t use ranks when we address one another. You can call me Alix.”

      Thorn blinked. “First name? Isn’t that a little informal for the ON?”

      “Maybe for the line, sir, but we’re spec ops. Security is what we do. Enemy hears Master Petty Officer Brand, that tells them things. They hear Alix, it tells them a lot less.”

      “I’ll remember that. I like mitigating danger. Alright, Alix, I’m Thorn.”

      “Understood. From now on, I’ll refer to you as Thorn, and we’ll lose the sir part as well. That way, we’re all equally likely to get killed,” Alix said.

      “An admirable goal. I’ve always been a fan of shared responsibility,” Thorn said. “Even if it is the possibility of getting our brainpan cooked off by a squid.”

      “That’s the spirit. Doom all ‘round,” Alix said, with a genuine laugh. She sobered, leaning forward. “Can you really—cook them off, as you say? Can they do that to us at close range?”

      “Not on my watch, and, yeah. I can. I see a squid, I’m prying his head apart and using them against themselves, their squad, whatever. If I go rigid, I’m not ignoring you. One of two things has happened—I’ve ‘jacked a squid, or they’ve ‘jacked me,” Thorn said.

      “How will we know the difference?” Alix asked.

      “Simple. If I’m killing squid, we’re good. If I’m not, put a round in me. Somewhere survivable, if you don’t mind,” Thorn said.

      Alix grinned. “Hear that, team? We’ve got permission to shoot an officer in the leg.”

      “Calf muscle, trooper. Not leg. I plan on walking to the bar later,” Thorn said.

      The squad laughed as one. Alix pointed at Thorn, grinning. “We’ll make a soldier of you yet.”
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      Mol’s fingers hovered over the Gyrfalcon’s flight management system. “Okay, we’re clear of the Hecate. Trixie’s got all the numbers crunched, so we can start deorbiting at any time,” she said, glancing at Thorn.

      He nodded, while trying to avoid banging his knees into the console. He’d had to slide the co-pilot’s crash couch as far forward as possible to make a little more room for the Tiger Team. The Gyrfalcon hadn’t been designed as a shuttle or troop-carrier; the space behind the cockpit was intended for extra supplies during long range patrols or mission-specific equipment. The six spec ops soldiers jammed into it probably counted as the latter, Thorn thought, but this equipment was breathing and giving off body heat, making the cockpit close and steamy.

      “Go ahead, Mol,” he said.

      Her fingers moved, and a dull thrum of thrusters rattled the Gyrfalcon’s hull. She slowed, her orbit dropping, until she began falling out of orbit and into the atmosphere of Ballard’s World.

      The ride down was reminiscent of Mol’s aerobraking maneuver around the gas giant, but nowhere near as intense or protracted. Tongues of flame erupted from the Gyrfalcon’s nose as it plowed through the thickening atmosphere, washed over her hull, and trailed behind her in a long, glowing wake. It also announced to Thorn that it was time for his next part in the op.

      He extracted his talisman from a pocket, placed it in his lap, and let his fingers rest on the smooth, scuffed cardboard. Using the sensation of fingertips on book as a point of focus, he again let his awareness expand, until it encompassed the Gyrfalcon. Just as he’d done with the Hecate, he wove a web of concealment around the fighter, blocking its incandescent passage through the atmosphere from view.

      And now we eat the sound, he thought, weaving magic around the supersonic shockwaves that followed their entry. Silent was best. Silent and invisible was even better.

      The fiery light show faded as the Gyrfalcon slowed. Mol switched her flight management system to atmospheric mode, using aerodynamic forces to maneuver, only supplementing them with bursts from the thrusters. Thorn glanced back to see how Tiger Team was doing.

      Most of them were asleep.

      Brand—or rather Alix—was the only one clearly awake. She was reading a data-slate and idly tapping her fingers, the slow rhythm neither hurried nor frantic. When she looked up and saw him, she grinned, then went back to reading with a casual air.

      Lush rainforest scrolled by beneath them, wreathed in restless tendrils of mist. Far off, on the edge of sight, a drab, grey-brown line demarcated where the coastal rainforests ended at what Thorn knew was a colossal mountain range, with nothing but the continental interior’s trackless desert for thousands upon thousands of kilometers. The thought made the Gyrfalcon, and all of them aboard it, suddenly seem very, very small.

      “LZ ahead,” Mol announced. A flashing icon appeared in the view, superimposed over a clearing about two klicks away from the mining operation. The Gyrfalcon slowly veered, until the icon was centered in the screen. Thorn used it as a starting point, then let his gaze slide leftward, until he saw the tops of the towers and headframes of the mining facility poking above the trees. Beyond it sprawled a lake that stretched off into the haze of distance.

      “Thirty seconds,” Mol called out.

      Tiger Team Three instantly switched from relaxed to fully alert. Magazines were snapped into railers, visors dropped over faces, belts and straps cinched and tightened. Thorn touched his own weapon, a railer strapped to the bulkhead beside him, then released his helmet from its clamps and maneuvered it onto his head. He still maintained the Shade around the fighter, and would do so until they were down.

      The clearing loomed ahead. Mol flared the Gyrfalcon, applied vertical thrust as the landing gear extended, then deftly dropped the ship onto the ground.

      “Trixie, shutdown checklist,” she said.

      Things began to scroll across the flight management system’s panel, and the Gyrfalcon began powering down. As soon as Trixie switched the engines to idle, Thorn let the Shade dissipate.

      Everyone was looking at him.

      His fingertips still rested on his talisman, connecting him to the power that lay between reality and his own mind—a place where magic bloomed, neither physics nor fantasy, but real in more ways than humans could perceive.

      Thorn reached.

      The forest drew near, becoming close, deep, and lush. Mol sat with her hand on the stick, radiating tension as she watched Thorn for any sign of stress of attack.

      Life, Thorn sensed. A lot of it. But all primitive, the glacially slow growth of plants, the skittish awareness of small creatures. Fear and living and dying. The path of nature.

      That was all.

      He shook his head. “Nothing close.”

      Alix nodded. “Okay, Tigers, as soon as the hatch opens, box formation, oriented on the ship’s six.”

      Five thumbs up.

      Mol studied a display. “Trixie, air quality?”

      It was just a formality; humans had already been living and breathing on this planet. But regs required it.

      “Decent,” Trixie replied. “I’d happily breathe it, you know, if I needed to breathe.”

      Thorn rolled his eyes and Mol chuckled, but Tiger Team Three was already in motion, moving to the hatch, then spilling outside the instant it opened. There were no shouted commands, no displays of aggression—just quiet, methodical purpose, broken only by the thunk of boots and the sharp snaps of railers being cocked. In a way, Thorn found the silent professionalism far more intimidating than a bunch of noise and shouting.

      Alix poked her head back inside. “Any time, Thorn.”

      He’d already clambered out of the crash couch and was waiting for Alix’s all-clear. He glanced at Mol as he moved to the hatch.

      “Here goes nothing,” he said, smiling, despite a sudden tension balling up his gut. He hadn’t done anything in what could be called wilderness since basic, at Code Nebula.

      Where Kira was.

      Thorn muttered a curse at himself. Focus, Stellers . . . focus.

      “I’ll keep the motor running,” Mol replied, offering an encouraging grin.

      Thorn stepped through the hatch onto Ballard’s World, and let his senses run.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn watched the Spec Ops with a mixture of awed jealousy. He knew how to be quiet, but they took silent moving to levels he had never seen. Moving like spirits, they glided through the dense growth, disturbing nothing and seeing all.

      Every hundred paces or so, the Tiger Team would stop, go to ground, and just listen. Since they’d left the Gyrfalcon behind, he’d heard nothing but the whisper of leaves rustling in a fitful breeze, the occasional, thin, piping of some sort of creature that seemed to lurk in the treetops—and his own pulse, steady and true. The halts gave him a chance to let his awareness drift farther out, using his own form of stealth to prowl for hints of any higher intellect too sloppy to cover their own thoughts.

      But there was still nothing. The forest remained green and verdant and impenetrable.

      Alix appeared in front of him, and he twitched. He hadn’t even seen her approaching, much less heard her.

      “We’re about a klick from the objective, Thorn. Anything?”

      He lifted his gaze, focusing on the heads-up display, where it depicted a map with their current location. The locator used a periodic burst signal from the Gyrfalcon to keep them oriented. He saw the icon indicating their objective, the mining facility, and one representing him. They had a little over one thousand meters to go, all of it downhill from here to the lakeshore.

      But there was still nothing to suggest any higher life-forms anywhere nearby.

      Thorn shook his head. “Nothing.”

      Alix’s eyes narrowed as she glanced around, suspicious. “Could the squid be hiding himself from your magic, or whatever it’s called?”

      “Magic is fine,” Thorn said, then considered the question. “The shaman might be shading—that’s what we call it—but that chews away at psychic resources. Eventually, every mask falls, and remember that we really want to take this bastard alive.”

      Alix clapped him on the shoulder. “Appreciate the honesty, sir. Usually, when we do an op with a SME along, they go out of their way to make it seem they’re always on top of everything.”

      “SME?” he asked, repeating her pronunciation—smee.

      “Sorry, Subject Matter Expert. That’s what you are.”

      He waved at himself. “You sure baggage that you have to lug along and babysit wouldn’t be more correct?”

      “That’s only what we call you behind your back.” She said it without cracking her deadpan expression.

      Thorn smiled, and it felt good. He’d trusted Alix before; now he believed in her, based on her easy attention to detail. “Okay, then. Anyway, if I had to guess, I’d say that the squid—or squids, if there’s more than one—are going to stick close to that lake, and the mining op. They don’t really have much reason to come wandering into the bush.”

      “Unless they’ve detected us.”

      But Thorn shook his head. “Not likely he could have done that with magic, unless he was specifically looking for us. And I’ve felt absolutely nothing. Of course, he could be so powerful he can completely conceal himself from, but if that’s the case—”

      “We’re screwed,” Alix said flatly.

      Thorn had to nod. “Yeah, pretty much.”

      Alix hefted her railer. “I love my job. Really,” she said, then slipped away.

      Ahead, the team began moving again, silent as ghosts.
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        * * *

      

      They stopped again about six hundred meters short of the mining compound. Thorn could see the lake through the trees now, a dark, purple-blue expanse of water under a sky seemingly veiled with a high, permanent yellowish haze. The pre-op briefing had summarized Ballard’s World as terrestrial, but with an inordinate amount of active volcanism, so the air was high in carbon dioxide; this could have led to a spiraling greenhouse effect, except that stratospheric haze of volcanic dust and gas ate up sunlight, so the two forces balanced out. That was good, because a little unbalance either way and Ballard’s World would either be a steamy hellhole or a frozen hellhole.

      Thorn opened his awareness again, but cautiously. He didn’t want to tweak the squid shaman’s senses at all, if he could avoid it. They’d brought several measures with them to incapacitate a Nyctus, everything from physical restraints to a drug that, based on tests on squid corpses, should be neurotoxic enough to render one helpless. It was all speculative though, and really depended on getting to their target while it was unaware.

      Thorn was crushed by something that erupted from the underbrush, slamming into his ribs like an orbital strike. His breath left in a surprised whoof as dank moss filled his mouth with an earthy, mineral taste. Claws raked him, and he rolled, striking back in animal desperation as he unleashed a furious flurry of punches, kicks, even biting at something that might have been a small, scaly ear, tearing and spitting and gouging all while growling with a sound that was far in his evolutionary past.

      An acrid stink filled his nose and pain bloomed again with each breath; the creature levered two legs up underneath him, preparing to kick his guts out with claws that flashed black in the wan light. Thorn sank a thumb into something that felt a heluva lot like an eye; he was rewarded with a gelatinous squirt of warm fluid, then he pushed on and tore at the animal with both hands even as it rhythmically kicked and kicked, shredding his armor and finally touching skin with a talon that felt like a sword.

      Thorn drew in his power, feeling a sear of heat as he began to cut loose with the fatal blast—

      —A crack sent his ears to ringing, and the weight on him shifted, then shifted again in a liquid tumble.

      Alix stared down at him, searching his eyes. “Thorn? Thorn, can you hear me?”

      “Yeah . . . I . . .” Thorn began, then took a moment to just suck in air. Adrenaline kept his heart hammering away, loud enough that he was sure even the squid shaman must be able to hear it without magic.

      Alix kept her gaze locked on his. “Thorn, just look at me. Toff here is going to patch up that wound, okay?”

      He nodded. Alix’s brusque confidence kept him steadied. The other soldier, Toff, did something that made a hissing sound, then the pain in his shoulder, which had gone from keen flame to deep, diffuse ache, faded.

      With their help, Thorn sat up. He looked at whatever attacked him, which was now sprawled off to his left.

      “Holy shit.”

      Alix nodded, then poked the beast with a toe. “Right? Nasty little critter. Meet one of the local carnivores. Carnivore, meet Thorn. He’s the one who took your eye.” She prodded the creature again, eliciting a stream of fluid from the mouth. “And your life.”

      The beast was almost three meters long, quadrupedal, but with an extra pair of prehensile arms ending in claws that looked even more lethal, now that Thorn could see them clearly, than they had in the chaotic moment of attack. It had a tough, leathery hide sprouting coarse, wiry fur in patches, and its mouth bristled with teeth.

      Teeth. Many, many teeth. Hundreds of them, it seemed, each a serrated horror seemingly purpose-made to shred the flesh of someone named Stellers.

      “And I thought Murgon sucked,” Thorn managed.

      He took one more breath that tasted of wet moss and a lingering hint of primal fear, then pulled his eyes away from the nightmarish corpse. He was able to stand, and although a deep, dull ache remained in his shoulder, he could mostly use his right arm.

      “You’re lucky,” Toff said.

      Thorn shot a glance at the creature. “You have a strange definition of what constitutes luck.”

      Toff smiled, shaking a can of wound sealant.  “Single puncture wound, in and out, into muscle. Doesn’t seem to have hit anything vital, nerves or blood vessels.” Now it was Toff’s turn to regard the monster. “Considering what could have happened, yeah, I’d call that luck.”

      Thorn had to concede that. Toff handed him a canister of first-aid spray, a combination of dressing, antitoxin, antiseptic, and anesthetic all in one, and told him to apply it to the wound as he needed to.

      Alix ran a finger along a rough furrow plowed through Thorn’s body armor. “Did you say something about not wanting to wear this? That it might get in the way of your cosmic casting, or whatever it’s called?” She tapped his armor, then whistled. “Worth everything we paid for it.” A smile quirked her lips, and she crouched easily next to Thorn, railer still at the ready.

      “It’s Starcasting, thank you very much,” Thorn said, breathing more easily now as his heart finally slowed from racing, to merely pounding. “And, yes ma’am, you were right about the armor. Oh, by the way, here’s a new hand signal for you and your team to use.” He lifted his finger in a rude gesture.

      Alix didn’t even blink. “Already use that one all the time—a few times since we landed, actually, while your back was turned.”

      Thorn managed a weak smile, then patted the air. “I’m fine with that. You mind taking the next one before it, ah—”

      “Kicks your guts out?” Alix said cheerfully.

      “Yes. Well put,” Thorn said.

      “Consider it done. Don’t like the smell of them, let alone the damned teeth. We’ll double down. Can you stand?” Alix asked him, extending a hand.

      “Damn right I can. I’m not sitting around with those things out there.” Thorn grunted as she pulled him to his feet, then stood swaying as he got his bearings. The wound spray was nothing short of miraculous, and he couldn’t feel a thing. “Let’s go. And thanks.”

      “Haven’t lost a SME yet,” Alix replied. “Not going to break our winning streak for you.” She offered a glimmer of genuine smile, though, then slipped off through the undergrowth.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn caught movement near the compound wall and tensed. But it was Alix and her fireteam partner on their way back from their recon jaunt. The rest of Tiger Team Three had “gone firm,” forming a protective ring around Thorn while he carefully explored the ether around them for any hint of the Nyctus shaman.

      He shook his head as Alix crouched beside him. “Nothing,” he whispered. “For whatever reason, that shaman seems to be entirely off the air.”

      “No physical signs in the compound, either,” she replied, then narrowed her eyes. “Correction. We found some tracks that definitely aren’t native fauna, but we already know the squid was here. We can’t find anything fresh, since the last time it rained a day or so ago, anyway.” She shrugged. “Maybe it's dead. Could have been injured, sick, whatever.”

      “Unfortunately, I can’t really add anything,” Thorn replied. “So you might be right. I just don’t know.”

      “All due respect, but you didn’t sense, or detect or whatever, that critter that almost ate you,” Toff said. “And it was very much there.”

      Thorn waved a hand around him. “It’s not like I’m always on. Sensing other conscious minds is something I have to do, with intent. It takes some concentration, separate from trying to be silent in the brush.”

      “Well, you get to make the call, Thorn,” Alix said. “We either stay here and keep trying to find the primary objective, or we suck back, return to the ship, and go after the secondary.”

      Thorn whistled through his teeth, thinking. The orders had been clear; this was his call. If the shaman was dead or had returned to his own crashed ship, then they could just end up wasting a lot of time here—keeping Mol on the ground and the Hecate in orbit while doing it. On the other hand, if he had gone back to the crash site, then—

      Thorn froze.

      Something had just brushed against the edge of his mind.

      Alix tensed, sensing the change in Thorn’s demeanor. “Thorn? Talk to me.”

      “He’s here, somewhere nearby. The Nyctus shaman is here. I just felt him.”

      Toff cursed. “Shit, did it detect us?”

      Thorn considered the question, then shook his head. “I don’t think so. I’ve been keeping us Shaded, basically hiding us from psychic searches.”

      “Thought you said you had to concentrate to do this stuff.”

      “The Shade is a fire and forget. As long as I have power and set the intention, it exists. It’s in place, and whole,” Thorn explained.

      “So can you tell where it is?” Alix asked.

      “Not without actually searching for him—and that’s where this is more like shooting a weapon. There’s a good chance he’ll see me at the same time I see him.”

      “Let’s make that plan B,” Alix said. “We’ll try to do this the old-fashioned way first. As long as you can prevent that squid from seeing us, we’ll do the rest.” She tapped a tranq-pistol holstered on her tactical harness. They each had one of the single-shot weapons, loaded with one projectile containing the untested neurotoxin that they hoped would subdue a Nyctus, plus two more shots each. She gave Thorn a searching look. “But if this doesn’t work—”

      “Then it’s one of these,” Thorn replied, lifting his railer. “I know.”

      Alix nodded and passed quick orders around the Team, then they set off to make a circuit of the compound. Thorn now put extra effort into his Shade effect, making it as secure and yet as transparent as possible. It was more complicated than just erecting a mental barrier to block the squid magic; if the shaman just slammed headlong into a psychic wall, it would obviously know the wall was there and was being produced by someone of talent and power. Thorn had to be more subtle, focusing on refracting the squid’s magical probes around them, and into blank ether, rather than just stopping them outright.

      They reached the far side of the compound, then stopped. Thorn used the pause to refresh the spray dressing on his wound. It got complicated here, because the two hundred meters or so between the facility’s nearest wall and the rocky lakeshore was most clear of undergrowth and covered instead by some sort of fluffy, tangled grass. A well-worn trail led from a gate in the wall down to a shed propped over the water on pilings. A pipe led back to the compound. It must be a pumping station, sending fresh water back for storage.

      The hint—a whisper, really—of the shamanic mind touched him again, less shy than before. It was stronger this time, and more deliberate.

      “I think he’s getting suspicious,” Thorn whispered, as Alix plotted with Toff for the best route across the stretch of mostly open ground.

      “Meaning?” Alix asked.

      “He’s ’casting around more, and being a little more aggressive about it.”

      “Can you clarify? We’re in your playground now, not mine,” Alix said.

      “If he were a ship, he’s put more power into his sensors. I’m able to deflect him, but if he keeps amping himself up like this, he’s eventually going to notice he’s being deflected.”

      “So we’re on a clock here.”

      “Yeah, we are.”

      “Okay, then.”

      “Mol here,” a voice said over their comm net. “Just got a message from the Hecate.”

      Alix looked at Thorn, who nodded and replied. “Go ahead, Mol.”

      “Tanner says he just got a burst transmission from Fleet. The squids here must have managed to get a message out. Some asset our intel people have in the Zone just detected a squadron of Nyctus ships on a trajectory to bring them straight here. Estimate was twelve hours ETA when the message was sent, which puts it down to six to eight hours with transmission delay.”

      “You were saying something about a clock?” Thorn said.

      Alix shrugged. “I hate being right about that.”

      “Okay, well, we’re doing our best here, but we’re having trouble finding them.”

      “Might be able to help with that. According to Tanner, someone’s transmitting from inside the compound while we speak.”

      Thorn stiffened, his eyes drawn to the wall with unerring aim. “That’s where he is,” Thorn said. “He’s inside there, right now.”

      Alix made a hand signal to the squad, and the team moved like a school of fish—one direction, one purpose, no wasted motion.

      Alix turned back to Thorn. “Ready to move?”

      “As much as I’ll ever be.”

      She nodded and made a move out gesture, then they started toward the compound, railers at the ready. Half of the team kept their attention focused on the gate and the wall around it. So did Thorn.

      Fortunately, two of the team kept their focus swiveling around, covering everywhere else, which is why they weren’t completely surprised when the world exploded into chaos.
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      Kira snapped her eyes open. Impact noises, she thought. And heavy.

      She blinked. She had been surrounded by thick forest filled by tentacled monstrosities. She remembered seeing Gillis taken by them, and Riley, and Rainer. A mass of boiling, writhing tentacles and panicked retreat, all under the canopy of an uncaring forest.

      Gasping, she sat up. She wasn’t in a forest anymore. She was in a room. A small room, the walls, floor, and ceiling made of metal. There was a door, a single, dim light source set in the ceiling, and something bucket-like in a corner.

      Wait—so the horror on the planet had just been a nightmare of some sort—

      Another heavy crash, and the room shuddered, tossing her to one side in a stagger. She still didn’t understand what was happening. She tried standing, but her legs wobbled like springs. Instead she crawled on her hands and knees to the door.

      “Hey!”

      Her voice was just a croak. She sucked in a breath to shout again—

      But her cry was truncated by a third impact, more massive than the last two. Everything tilted hard to one side, and Kira slid into the wall.

      She shook her head, trying to clear away a fuzz like stubborn cobwebs. She was aboard a ship? Locked in a brig of some sort?

      Realization flooded her, with raw, panicked terror thundering in right behind it. She’d been taken. A prisoner.

      Of the Nyctus.

      “No!” She threw herself at the door. “NO!”

      The door slid open, dumping her into a dark corridor. She saw legs. Feet.

      Gasping with fear so extreme it was almost physically painful, she looked up.

      It was Rainer. Riley and Gillis were right behind her. Gillis gripped a snub-nosed weapon like a submachine gun. Like her, they were all were grimed with dirt and sweat, their fatigues torn and stained, bruises and cuts dark against their skin. But each also radiated a grim, fatalistic resolve.

      “Kira!” Rainer shouted. “On your feet! We have to get out of here!”

      “Wait, what?” She shook her head. “What’s happening?”

      Another heavy crash and a sudden burst of acceleration flung them all into the bulkhead. The lights, already dim, flickered, died, then came back on.

      “We’re escaping the squids!” Rainer shouted back, grabbing Kira’s arm and urging her along the corridor. “Let’s go!”

      Kira stumbled along a few paces, as though she was plowing through the molasses-thick unreality of a dream. Another bang, another flicker of lights. She slammed hard into the bulkhead again, the shock seeming to shake her sluggish thoughts free.

      She spun on Rainer, a torrent of questions on her tongue, but only one came to the front. “Where are we going?”

      “Escape pod, shuttle, any way of getting off this squid bucket!”

      “In case you hadn’t noticed, this ship is under attack.” Gillis spun and looked back the way they came. As he did, something stumbled into view at a far bend in the corridor. Pale, tentacles, less than two meters tall—

      A squid. A Nyctus, in the flesh. Kira had only ever seen imagery.

      Gillis raised his weapon and sprayed the corridor with a hail of wicked darts. A barrage of flashes and sparks erupted around the alien, and it toppled back in looping arcs of viscous fluids, their wet impacts streaking the walls, the floor. Droplets landed on Kira’s skin, obscenely warm.

      Rainer shoved at Kira again. “Discuss later. Fight now. As of this instant, we need to find some way off this ship so we can be rescued!”

      Kira gaped for a second. Rescued, but also under attack. That meant one possibility—

      The Orbital Navy. Somewhere nearby, there was at least one ON ship.

      All they had to do to get to it was get away from the Nyctus, find a way of negotiating who-knew-how-much hard vacuum, through an ongoing battle, then somehow signal to the ON who they were and—

      And it didn’t matter. They’d most likely die long before they got anywhere near actually being rescued, but it was still vastly better than remaining prisoners of the Nyctus.
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        * * *

      

      “It has to be an escape pod,” Riley snapped.

      Kira peered into the small compartment. It was a dead end, on the other side of a single means of ingress, an unguarded airlock. While her mind raced, Kira heard Riley continue firing, muttered curses punctuating each ringing metallic impact of his gun.

      “I think that’s it. Whatever passes for a mag on this thing is empty.”

      “Kira, we’ve got to—” Rainer began.

      Whatever she was going to say was cut off by the heaviest impact yet. Kira was slammed hard into the hatch coaming, igniting a deep flare of pain in her shoulder. Somewhere behind them rose the clamor and shriek of tearing metal. An instant later, a wind gusted around Kira as the atmosphere was pulled toward a hull breach in a hissing shriek. It wasn’t an explosive decompression, but a decompression, nonetheless.

      “Kira, it’s now or never!” Riley shouted.

      Pass through the airlock, into a dead end—or don’t, and just end up dead.

      “Let’s go, inside!” Kira shouted, pushing Rainer through the hatch, then Riley, then Gillis. She entered last, just as another squid appeared only a few meters away. It raised something like a pistol—

      “Take cover!” Kira barked. She was alert and ready.

      —and snapped out a shot that clanged off the coaming and ricocheted into the compartment, missing Rainer’s head by centimeters. Kira braced herself to charge the squid, maybe get to it before it could kill them all, maybe save the others—

      But the outer hatch abruptly slid closed. Kira dove into the compartment as the inner hatch followed suit. A sudden, thick silence engulfed them.

      “Hang on!” Riley shouted over his shoulder. “I’m not sure what this is going to do—”

      There was a loud clang, followed by a surge of acceleration. Through a small viewport, Kira saw the outer airlock hatch suddenly begin receding amid a sudden cloud of vapor, then dwindle away into the flank of a squid cruiser.

      Kira spun around. “Holy shit, Riley, you know how to fly this damned thing?”

      “Hell no. But if it’s an escape pod, it’s probably meant to be used by anyone, not just a pro pilot, right?” He gestured at a panel. “I just pushed that big flashing control right there. One button, one function. Just like ours.”

      Kira nodded, taking a moment to catch her breath. Rainer slumped into what was probably meant to be a crash couch, but it was far too small for her, and not shaped for a human body at all. She looked at Kira.

      “I can’t believe this shit is real.”

      Kira perched on the next couch beside her, every muscle in her body singing with tension and residual fear. There were twelve seats, plus one at the lone control panel. She glanced back at the cruiser. Gaping rents in its hull were pouring out atmosphere in shimmering clouds; a few of them belched tongues of flame that briefly turned into incandescent spheres before dissipating into vacuum.

      Thirteen crash couches. That meant thirteen squids that wouldn’t be getting off that ship—at least, not on this lifeboat.

      Kira slumped back again, muttering.

      “What’s good?” Rainer asked.

      “What?”

      “You just said ‘good.’”

      Kira didn’t realize she’d spoken out loud. She gave a weary shrug. “Squids dying.”

      Rainer agreed, shaking his head lazily. “That is good, yeah.”
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        * * *

      

      Well, this sucks, Kira mused, summing up their situation. They’d survived an array of attacks, imprisonment, battle, and outright hand-to-hand combat, followed by the most daring escape she could imagine.

      Only to die of thirst, starvation, or asphyxia in space, aboard a squid escape pod whose tech they knew next to nothing about.

      “Sorry, guys,” Gillis said from where he drifted above the control panel. The pod was far too small to have any sort of induced gravity, so they all floated in no-g. “I don’t see anything here that might be a comm.” He tapped at the control panel, irritated. “Just a launch button and a few basic attitude controls.”

      Kira pointed at one of the small features, the movement making her begin edging toward one side of the little craft. “It’s probably broadcasting an automated distress beacon, like our life pods do.”

      “Great,” Rainer said. “So we can get rescued by the squids and start this all over again.”

      Kira looked out the viewport. The cruiser was now barely visible, just a speck against the starfield, detectable only because of the inconstant flicker of—

      It suddenly vanished in a dazzling flash. Kira blinked away the purplish afterimage and turned back to the others. “Well, they won’t be rescuing us now.”

      Rainer crossed her arms and closed her eyes. “Good. Hope it hurt like hell, too.”

      Gillis hissed in frustration. “There are a few other controls here, but I can’t tell what they do. I mean, I can’t even bring up a nav display, so I can’t tell if we’re in open space, or about to start falling into some star like orbital slag.”

      Something occluded the viewport. Kira tensed and pulled herself back to look out into what should have been deep space, her brows lifting in alarm when she realized there was no more starfield.

      Outside, there was a blank wall of something metallic.

      Kira murmured a curse, then turned from the viewport, her face grim. “Think we can probably drop worrying about crashing into stars or planets or anything else and start worrying about this.”

      Something made contact with their craft, and then the entire pod shuddered as it began a gentle acceleration. It went on for about ten minutes, with a few abrupt changes in the direction they were traveling. Painfully bright light flooded the ’port, followed by a final, hard bump, and gravity returned with a stomach-churning lurch. Choking back a frisson of alarm, Kira steeled herself and looked outside.

      A face stared back at her.

      A human face.

      She even recognized him—Carter, or Carson, she couldn’t recall which, other than that he was Security Chief aboard the Andraste, the ship she’d once, and briefly, commanded.

      Kira put her hand on her hips, sucked air through her teeth, and then said, “Well, I’ll be damned.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kira felt like she was dreaming again.

      She stepped out of the ground car that had brought her from the airfield and spent a moment taking in Code Nebula.

      Riley grinned, a guileless expression of relief and joy. “You know, I think I’m happy to be back.”

      “Happy. Huh. Well—yeah. Happy,” Rainer added.

      Kira tried a grin. “Thank you, Commander Redundant.” She felt a moment of sheer dislocation—a few days ago, she’d been in the same spot, preparing for a mission. She was here again, but the space between was filled with nightmares.

      She shook away the memory. “What I don’t get is why they brought us back here to be debriefed. You’d think that Fleet would bring us somewhere like Code Gauntlet, or a spook shop hidden away on some planet somewhere—”

      Her voice trailed off. “Hm.”

      Rainer, who was heaving her duffle bag out of the ground car, glanced up at Kira. “What?”

      “They managed to rebuild—” Kira began, but broke off. She’d just seen the barracks that had burned down, killing one poor Scorch, and almost killing Riley and herself, intact. Somehow, she’d thought, in the few days she’d been away, they’d completely rebuilt it. But no, there was just a blank foundation, cleared of debris and wreckage, which made a lot more sense.

      “I’m seeing shit,” Kira said. “Although I wouldn’t mind seeing more food. And a cot. And then more food.”

      “Damned right,” Riley agreed.

      “But first, HQ and check in. Then, we see what we’ve missed,” Kira said.

      They made their way around the edge of the parade ground, past the barracks where she and the others had been living while at Code Nebula, to the HQ building. Inside, they found Narvez and Fielder waiting for them, along with the expected spook, a Commander who somehow managed to be the most nondescript man Kira had ever seen. She doubted she could even remember his face a few seconds after looking away from him, so forgettable was the cloud surrounding his presence.

      Narvez and Fielder looked different, setting alarms off in Kira’s mind when she placed their expressions.

      They weren’t angry, or blank, or even bemused. Both officers looked pleased to see her, like she was the missing piece of a puzzle. Then someone new spoke, and the room got small in a hurry.

      “Hello, Kira.”

      She turned to the voice.

      It was Thorn.
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        * * *

      

      “Thorn—” she began, then shook her head. “What are you doing here?” She moved to embrace him but made it only a quick hug, given the professional setting. Her body vibrated with unspoken relief—at his voice, his face, and knowing he was alright—that they, the survivors, were alright.

      “The powers that be decided that I could help debrief you. Anything you learned about the squids can be useful, but anything about their magic in particular could be vital.” He shrugged. “In a departure from my usual duties, I’ll be the detail guy. Since we know each other, command thinks that—”

      “I’ll spill more. Got it,” Kira said, but she wasn’t even mad. The decision made sense, and she was still immensely happy that Thorn was there, in the flesh.

      “I hate to break up this touching reunion,” Narvez snapped, “but we’re here for a purpose. Wixcombe, come in.” She turned to Rainer, Gillis, and Riley. “The rest of you will be debriefed in turn. You are not to discuss anything you experienced, in order to avoid contaminating one another’s accounts any more than they are already. Is that understood?”

      A chorus of “yes, ma’am” followed as the three made themselves comfortable to wait—or, more like, to engage in the time-honored military tradition of sleeping when you didn’t have to specifically do anything else.

      Kira stepped into the Training Company Commander’s office, the same place she’d been first introduced to the op that had gone so disastrously wrong. Narvez, Fielder, and the spooky Commander sat on one side of the conference table, Thorn on the other, and Kira at the end.

      “Alright, Specialist Wixcombe,” Fielder said. “In your own time and words, tell us what happened from the moment you started the op rehearsal.”

      Kira hesitated a moment. It seemed strange, now that she thought about it, to be debriefed by Narvez and Fielder; they were training officers, not part of the intel cadre. Yes, the mysterious Commander was here, but he seemed content to leave the debriefing to the others, remaining a gray presence at the periphery of her awareness.

      After taking a breath, Kira began to speak. “We were ambushed.”

      “Ambushed?” Narvez asked.

      “Yes ma’am. And by . . . things. Constructs, unlike anything I’ve seen, or even imagined. Mobile, tentacled, armored, and deadly. They came in force, attacked us during our exercise, and overwhelmed us. We were taken, one by one, and after we’d exhausted our ammo. The fight could only end one way, and it ended badly.”

      “Taken to where?” Fielder asked, his tone bland. There was something suspicious lurking behind his eyes. It made Kira angry, then she stilled herself.

      “I don’t know, sir. I know less than you think, and probably more than I can imagine. We were prisoners, and we’d still be prisoners if not for some damned lucky shooting on the part of the Navy. We ’jacked an escape pod, took a couple excellent guesses as to what the controls were, and managed to get somewhere that we could be picked up by the Andraste. The truth is, nothing of our actions was anything other than dumb luck, and the squid kept security so tight I couldn’t—I mean, none of us could Join with them and peel away any useful intel. Most of our, ah, stay is just a damned blank. It’s like they suppressed my memories as we left, or maybe I’m just having recall issues,” Kira said.

      Thorn leaned forward, his face kind. “What can you tell us about the squid’s magic? Anything beyond our knowledge of it from where we sit?”

      “Not much, unfortunately. This was all about firefights and physical action.  There really weren’t many opportunities to use magic.”

      He smiled. “It was a massive screwup that you got taken, and frankly, the fact you’re alive and can remember anything at all is a victory.”

      Kira wanted to argue that she didn’t see her situation as a victory at all, but she just smiled, because Thorn looked so earnest.

      “In any case, Wixcombe,” Narvez cut in, “you’ll be delivering a briefing to some new officers here at Code Nebula. It’s why you’ve been brought here.”

      “Sorry—a briefing, ma’am? About what?”

      “About everything. You’ve been out there, done more than most. We want you to recount everything, brief these new officers on every piece of knowledge and experience you have. Any of it could prove useful to them.”

      Kira blinked. “That’s it? That’s all?”

      “We’d like you to begin that immediately, Wixcombe,” Fielder said. “We can have the class assembled and—”

      “Excuse me, sir, but I really need a bit of time to, well, finish recovering. Can we take a day or so?”

      Narvez, Wixcombe, and the silent Commander all exchanged looks, which made Kira even more curious. It wasn’t an unreasonable request. The checkup she’d received from the ship’s surgeon aboard the Andraste had been surprisingly cursory; basically, he’d looked Kira over, listened to her heart, took her pulse, then declared her fit.

      “I don’t think that’s an unreasonable request,” Thorn put in. “Sirs, ma’am, it would give me a chance to do a little more work with Wixcombe, maybe glean a little more about the squids’ magic.”

      Kira said nothing, just kept her eyes on the superior officers arrayed across from her on the smooth, empty table.

      Narvez scowled. Fielder, though, finally nodded. “Alright. When you’re dismissed from here, Wixcombe, you’re on free time until tomorrow at zero-eight-hundred, at which time you are to report to classroom twelve-A to address a class of trainees. You’re not to leave Code Nebula in the meantime. We want to ensure these new officers are as ready as possible when they head out to meet the squids for the first time, so your briefing is to be complete and comprehensive.”

      “You are not in possession of any information that would be considered sensitive enough to be protected from them, so you’re cleared to present and discuss essentially everything you know, and answer whatever questions they may pose to you,” the voice said. It was mild, new, and belonged to the Commander who blended into the walls. Like his utterly forgettable appearance, his speech left no impression in her mind whatsoever. She was left with the memory of what he’d said, but no sense of how it had sounded. The man took plain to a whole new level; Kira suspected some sort of magical psychic effect.

      As for what he’d said—

      “Sir, if I may,” Kira replied to him. “The op I was recently involved in—the one we were preparing for when we were attacked by the squids—was classified Secret-Three. That means I can’t reveal anything about it, Commander?”

      “Yes, I am a Commander.” A hint of smile appeared and vanished, the only thing resembling an emotion she’d seen from the man. “It is no longer classified Secret-3. The op itself never occurred, and never will.”

      Kira looked at Fielder and Narvez. She seemed to disapprove; he simply nodded.

      “If you need this to be ordered in writing, Specialist,” the Commander said, “that can be arranged.”

      “No, that won’t be necessary, sir. I’ll be ready to brief the trainees at oh-eight hundred.”

      She was curtly dismissed. Kira stood, while Thorn excused himself and followed her out. Rainer and the others were still sitting in the outer office and gave her curious looks as she walked past. She simply shrugged and offered a reassuring smile.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “They’re being very gentle.”

      “Narvez and Fielder, gentle?” Rainer chuckled. “This I gotta see—”

      “Lieutenant Rainer,” Narvez’s voice snapped from the inner office. “You’re up.”

      Rainer’s smile vanished; she stood and headed for the door. Kira continued in the opposite direction and stepped outside into the warm afternoon sun.

      “You done well in spite of the shitstorm, Kira,” he said, smiling.

      Kira began to walk, Thorn in step beside her. “Wasn’t hard, since there was no actual debriefing—just me telling them what happened, then getting out. As to the aftereffects, I can’t even begin to process this. We lost, Thorn. We got our asses handed to us, were taken as POWs, and then somehow disgorged into the middle of a transit lane that let us find the Andraste. Or they found us. You get it, but—what happened back in there? Felt like an afterthought.”

      Thorn shrugged. “That’s how it works. The first session is, to use your word, gentle. You’ll have another couple of sessions coming up that’ll drill down into more details.”

      Kira returned a nod. It made sense, actually. Still, though, something about it had seemed slightly off. It was as though there was more going on here, like she was seeing the surface of a pond, but not into its depths.

      “Anyway, I was hoping we could take some time this evening together,” Thorn said.

      Kira smirked. “Fraternizing—and doing it here, right in Code Nebula?”

      Thorn laughed. “No, I actually meant in a professional capacity. While you’re going to be answering their questions, I’d like to get a closer look at the source material for them and do some Joining with you.”

      Kira started to nod, but stopped herself and just said something that popped into her mind. “I didn’t think you had much use for Joining,” she said, remembering every nuance of their discussion back at Code Gauntlet. Finding common ground about the value of Joining was one of the moments that saved Kira, because she knew he understood her—and valued her as well.

      Thorn shrugged. “It has uses. This happens to be one of them.”

      “It has uses.”

      “Many uses, and in some circumstances, it can be critical. I mean, we can’t really base a war on it—”

      “The squids sure seem to think you can. They’ve done some of their most devastating stuff to us with Joining—probably their worst attacks, in fact,” she added, glancing at Thorn sidelong.

      He shrugged again. “You can’t really compare them to us. They’re different.”

      She smiled. “That’s true. Anyway, I’ll let you know if I’m up to it tonight. I have to prepare for that briefing in the morning, and I’d really like a little down time.”

      “Fair enough. I’ll come and check in on you later—say, around twenty-hundred in your barracks.”

      “Thorn?”

      “Yeah?” He paused, coming back to her, if only a half-step.

      “I’m glad you were here. For the first—just, glad you were her for me, is what I meant to say.”

      “I wasn’t there when you needed it, but I am now,” Thorn said. “Go burn up some miles. Get a hard sweat going, and get your head right. Then, see me later. We can keep talking then. I know it’s not over for you, not in your head and not here.” He pointed past her, to a squad of trainees ranked up in PT gear. “How about them?”

      She looked over her shoulder, catching their complaints on the wind, then smiled. “They’ll do.”
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        * * *

      

      Kira stopped in the clearing where she and Rainer broke away from the stolen map image.

      This is where it happened. The decision.

      The early evening sun slanted through the trees; it was still pleasantly warm, but no longer hot. She turned to the uphill trail, the one that led the correct way, to the end of the route. Then she turned ninety degrees and started down the other one, the one that apparently headed into the dreaded Fire Swamps.

      She’d never been this way before. She doubted that few people not tricked by the exercise map had, either. The Fire Swamps had a sinister reputation among the population of Code Nebula, pretty much to the point of dark folklore. The Swamps were grim. Sodden. Thick and trackless. Almost everything was neurotoxic, plant and animal venoms causing searing pain, even just with an incidental touch, that gave the vile place its name.

      Kira wanted to see the feared and hated swamps for herself.

      The trail descended steeply at first, weaving like a switchback among jagged rocks outcropping from the hillside. Eventually, though, it flattened out, still maintaining a downward grade, but a gentle one.

      As she ran, the air became thicker, warmer, more humid. Pools of blackish, scummy water appeared among the trees and brush lining either side of the trail. A damp stink of growth and decay filled her nostrils as she breathed.

      She pushed on.

      Now the light began to fail. A mist rose among the trees, which had become larger and taller, but also unhealthier—they were increasingly barren of leaves, their bark peeling and grey. Moss hung in thick skeins from their skeletal branches. Everywhere that wasn’t trail was now water, slimy black muck, reeds, ferns, or thin, whip-like plants that would make any passage through them a nightmare of tangled, woody stems.

      It was now twilight. Moss-shrouded trees marched off to the edge of visibility, before being lost in the mist. The air had become so hot and dank that sweat rolled down Kira’s face. Her feet were splashing through puddles of water on the path, now little more than a muddy track. It would, she saw, soon meander off into a few diffuse openings through the undergrowth, then vanish completely. A sudden, ear-scraping buzz announced the arrival of an insect as long as her thumb, something like a vile cross between a spider and a hornet. It zoomed in and she swatted at it, knocking it away; just that fleeting instant of contact left her fingers tingling and itchy.

      Kira stopped. All around her now was a dreary hellscape of massive, skeletal trees, sucking black mud, pools of foul water, undergrowth with jutting thorns glistening with slimy venom—and mist. Mist shrouded all of it, leaving Kira the center of a tiny island of awareness.

      As soon as she thought it, she heard a heavy snapping and wet sounds, as though something big prowled the swamps just out of sight to her right. To her left, something else uttered a long, mournful cry, rising and falling like a siren before it abruptly cut off. More of the big spider-wasps hummed around her.

      Kira waved away the bugs.

      This is the bleakest, most miserable, desolate place I’ve ever seen.

      And then she barked out a laugh, turned, and started back the way she’d come. At least swamps had atmo, unlike hard vacuum.

      Little truths, she thought, and began to run.
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        * * *

      

      Kira heard footsteps approaching, booted feet clunking against the barracks floor. She opened her eyes and saw Thorn, smiling, standing over her. After her run, she’d come back and caught some rack time, luxuriating in the sensation of gravity, clean sheets, and the kind of tired feeling you earn.

      “Wakey, sleeping beauty. Duty calls.”

      Kira wiped at her eyes, then yawned, hugely. “Duty? Thought we were just talking?”

      “Talking, sure. Or Joining, if you’d like.” There was an eagerness to Thorn in words and pose. He leaned forward, a tilt so small she almost missed it.

      She stood. “Nah. I don’t think so.”

      Thorn’s grin faltered. “You okay, Kira? The doctors cleared you, but—”

      “Oh, I’m fine. Felt well enough to go for a run, in fact. Decided to take a jaunt into the Fire Swamps.”

      The rest of Thorn’s grin drained away. “The Fire Swamps? Why? Why the hell would you want to go there?”

      “I know, right? The place is awful. As bad as I imagined it. Worse, even.”

      “Okay, well, I guess you got that box ticked then, huh? Nothing you ever have to do again.”

      “Nope, I don’t need to go back there, you’re right. Once was enough. It showed me how ridiculous the Fire Swamps are.”

      “I . . . don’t get it. Kira, what are you—”

      “I’d never seen the Fire Swamps before, Thorn. I only had what I imagined about them to go on, and that was really bad. You start hearing about them on day one as a Trainee here, about how horrible they are, about how Trainees have gotten lost in them, never to be seen again, or only found as bones, or blah, blah. It’s great Code Nebula mythology—but that’s all it is, mythology.”

      Thorn frowned at her. “Kira, I think we need to get you—”

      “To a doctor? Why bother? I don’t expect he’ll actually know anything about medicine, after all.”

      “Kira—”

      “Thorn, everything is exactly how I know, or at least expect it to be. I expected the Fire Swamps to be awful, and they were—so much that they came across like a cartoon, or a description of evil swamps in some fantasy novel. I’m sure the real Fire Swamps are actually just a mundane wetland, serving as a cautionary tale for the trainees.”

      Thorn said nothing, his eyes flat.

      “Doctors can take my pulse and stuff, but they don’t know anything more than that, because I don’t. Narvez is a complete bitch, for no reason, because that’s what I think of her. Commander Spooky was a total blank, the perfect image of what I imagine a covert ops type, or a spy to be. And you—you keep being a touch condescending but friendly, just like you were back at Code Gauntlet before we—before we understood each other. And I mean just like it, because that’s my last memory of you, the one that’s been stuck in my mind since I left there.”

      “Kira—”

      But she didn’t relent. “Our escape from that squid cruiser was the dumbest of dumb luck, every step of the way. We were picked up the Andraste, because that’s the first ship that comes to mind when I think of an ON warship.” She turned to the window, looking across the barren foundation of the burned-down barracks in the distance. “And what started me thinking this way? That damned barracks. When I first looked at it, I saw it there, completely intact—and then I remembered it had burned down and, what do you know, it suddenly was.”

      She wheeled back on Thorn.

      “So all of this is exactly what I expect it to be,” she snapped, gesturing around. “We all see the world through our own eyes, filtered through our own memories and experiences, Thorn. But this all makes it literally true. This world is what I see. It is my memories and experiences.” She pushed her gaze into his. “So just what the hell is going on here?”

      Deep inside, Kira knew the answer, and it started acrid, boiling panic and fear to churn in her gut. But something else kept it clamped down, kept it from bubbling up and consuming her. It was anger. Rage, even.

      Thorn finally sighed. “It’s unfortunate this didn’t work. We had our doubts but thought it was worth a try.” He smiled. “We’re really not a cruel people, Kira Wixcombe. But there are things locked away behind your mental defenses—which really are quite formidable, by the way—that we need to know. So, now we have to do this the much harder and more unpleasant way.”

      As Thorn spoke, everything around Kira—the barracks, Code Nebula, the world itself—turned grey and colorless, then vanished like the mist in the Fire Swamps. When the last of it cleared, Kira lay on a hard table, strapped in place. Thorn stood over her.

      “We’re sorry for this, Kira Wixcombe. We really are.”

      The voice changed first, switching from Thorn’s mild baritone to a liquid burble, yet she understood. Screaming inside, Kira understood every word of the apology, even as Thorn vanished, but not all at once. His blonde hair faded, features blurring, shifting, rippling in a noisome pattern until all that was left were the tentacles. The bulbous eyes. Nubby teeth. Flashing colors on the damp skin, and the Nyctus wrapped her in a repulsive touch, arms closing over her until she could do nothing but scream until the light, like her mind, began to fade.
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      Projectiles hummed through the air, slashing through the grass around Thorn, neatly truncating the tough stalks. He had the impression of spinning blades, like shuriken, only traveling far faster than they could ever be thrown. He saw one of the Tiger Team soldiers go down in a spray of blood, but the others immediately returned fire and dashed for cover. Thorn did the same, double-tapping out railer shots as he’d been trained, then diving for a covered fire position—

      And realizing that the incoming fire was originating from the lake, not from the compound.

      Alix snapped out orders. Two of the Tiger Team members, with underslung grenade launchers on their railers, coughed out a pair of projectiles that sailed back toward the lakeshore, each detonating with an ear-splitting crack. She then ordered the Team back into the bush line they’d just emerged from, dragging their wounded comrade with them.

      Thorn’s world had been reduced to a few square meters; all he could see was grass. The bizarre blade rounds still buzzed overhead, slicing off greens stalks that bled sap onto Thorn’s body armor.

      “Thorn,” Alix shouted. “Pull back to the bush line!”

      “Will do!” he called back, “Just as soon—"

      He trailed off. Against the snap of railers, the buzz of the fearsome blades, and the occasional blast of a grenade near the lakeshore, Thorn didn’t hear something else, but he experienced it.

      From the compound, to his right and behind him, rose a psychic clamor—a shaman gathering power, prior to releasing it in some sort of eldritch working. But something similar, if a little less distinct, simmered down near the lakeshore.

      There were two shamans here.

      And now, the whole expedition teetered on the brink of disaster. Alix and her Tiger Team were good, but they were no match for a pair of squid shamans.

      Thorn wasn’t sure he was, either. If he wasn’t, then this was all going to go to shit pretty fast.

      Which meant he had to Shade himself and the Tiger Team from the psychic influence of the squids, while also fending off any magical attacks, and through it all look for an opportunity to take one of the shamans alive.

      One. That was the key.

      Something rose into Thorn’s view by the lake, over the grass and silhouetted against the sky—a shimmering, silvery column of water. At the same time, a wave of psychic force slammed into Thorn from the direction of the compound, brutal, hard, and raw.

      He had to equalize this battle, and fast.

      “Alix, pull back!” he shouted, yanking the mag from his railer and tossing the weapon away.

      “Not gonna leave you—”

      “Do it! Not far, stand ready to come back!”

      “Will do.”

      Thorn turned back just in time to crash headlong into chaos.

      The Nyctus were making an all-out effort to blitz them and win fast, without giving Thorn and Tiger Team Three a meaningful chance to respond. Thorn drew in power with the speed born of desperation, then hurled it back out as a shield against the mental assault from the shaman in the compound. He winced as some of the powerful attack leaked through, like light around a closed door. Compulsions clawed at his mind, trying to find purchase and turn him on his companions. He recrafted his defense into a slippery morass, like grease, against which the squid’s attack slid and deflected.

      At the same time, the column of water bent toward him, about to become a battering ram. The logical thing to do was block it, but that would use up whatever capacity Thorn had left—and he knew that playing defense was a losing strategy. Instead, with his remaining strength, Thorn sent out a psychic pulse, gritting his teeth through a suddenly pounding headache, looking for—

      There. Not the shaman by the lake, but one of the squid soldiers with him. He buried his will, his awareness, into the squid’s mind, ruthlessly brushing aside the creature’s identity and turning it into an extension of his own will—practically his own body.

      Gripping the blade gun, he turned and opened fire, the shuriken-like projectiles spitting out of the weapon directly toward the shaman.

      With the last of his own volition, Thorn leapt hard through the grass, toward—nothing, just a random direction. A second later, the water-hammer slammed like a battering ram into the spot he’d been a second before; the impact flattened grass and blasted a muddy crater into the ground. The impact did catch his left foot, making his ankle flare with incandescent pain.

      The agony almost broke his already fractured concentration. In a few seconds, the shaman in the compound would batter through his defenses, which would be the end of things. But Thorn focused on the soldier he’d co-opted; the shaman by the lake had already started a frantic ’casting to try to wrest control back, but just a fraction too late.

      Whirling blades bit into the pale flesh, vivisecting the alien and dropping it into chunks that wriggled and fell still.

      Thorn thudded hard into the grass, finishing his leap. The combined shock of landing, and the white flash of pain in his ankle conspired to make his psychic redoubt falter and crack. The shaman in the compound pounced, driving its consciousness into his, shoving it away into the far regions of mental oblivion, and Thorn couldn’t stop it. For an instant, he lost control, the shaman a sudden and darkly triumphant compulsion manipulating him like a puppet.

      Except he had no weapon, and his own magic was, for the moment, all but exhausted. With a burst of frustration, the shaman realized he’d taken control of what amounted to an ordinary, unarmed man. But that wouldn’t last, as the shaman fought for complete and lasting control, forcing Thorn to roll in the grass, digging deep in a desperate struggle to fight off the attack, to fight to even remain who he was—

      And then it was all just gone, the effect vanishing, like an intense fever suddenly breaking. It was as though the shaman had just given up and stopped his own magical attack.

      For a moment, Thorn just lay there, gasping. Then something buzzed overhead. Shit. The remaining squid soldiers, including the one he’d taken control of, were still near the lake, and were now closing on him. He might have fended off the squids’ magic, but their wicked blade guns would chop him to pieces as effectively as they had the shaman.

      “So friggin’ tired of knives,” Thorn muttered, watching a stream of whirling blade rounds hiss overhead. He tried to get back to his feet, but his ankle failed in a blast of pain, and he pitched back into the grass with a groan. The squids’ fire intensified, rapidly coming closer. Above him, their glittering rounds sang a song of merciless intent, cutting the air with keening whistles.

      A massive shadow swept overhead. Thorn found himself gaping up at the belly of the Gyrfalcon as it thundered over him. A second later, the point-defense cannon roared, churning the ground between Thorn and the lake into geysers of mud and gory fragments of Nyctus organs.

      Thorn rolled over, levered himself to his knees, and scrabbled around for his railer. It took a moment in the tall grass, but he finally found it, snapped a new mag into it, sucked in a breath that tasted like mud and looked around bleary-eyed, in pain, and happier than he’d been in years.

      “Alive,” he said, then held his railer out in a hand that wavered from sheer exhaustion. “Alive.”

      The Gyrfalcon completed a tight, graceful turn over the lake and zoomed back toward the mining compound. Thorn saw no more squids down near the lake shore; instead, starting about ten meters away from him, a swathe of ground had been battered into muddy craters by the point-defense cannon firing in ground attack mode. He spun back toward the compound, railer raised, sucking in both a real breath and a magical one, ready to block, or at least blunt, another attack from the squid shaman.

      The gate swung partway open. Thorn braced himself, wincing around his wounded shoulder and ankle, lined up a shot, then lowered the railer. Alix had poked her head through the gate, giving a thumbs up.

      Mumbling dire threats at the Nyctus in general, Thorn dragged himself to his feet—or actually foot, because his injured one would bear almost no weight without sending a blast of pain rocketing up his leg. After unloading his railer, he turned it into a makeshift crutch and hobbled his way toward the gate.
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        * * *

      

      “Think you broke it, sir,” Toff said, eyeing Thorn’s swollen ankle.

      “I didn’t break anything. It was the damned squid with its water hammer,” he shot back. Waves of pain radiated from his purpling ankle. Toff held Thorn’s boot, which suddenly looked far too small to fit back onto the swollen joint.

      Thorn lay in the shadow of one of the buildings in the compound, watching as the Tiger Team hefted a litter holding the second, more powerful squid shaman. Alix pointed at the gate, and the Gyrfalcon squatting in the grass beyond it, its idling engines rumbling away. She watched as it was loaded aboard the fighter, then moved to join Thorn and Toff.

      Thorn squinted up at her. “How’s your teammate?” He was referring to the Tiger Team soldier who’d been gunned down at the outset of the firefight, their only casualty, thankfully.

      Well, aside from Thorn himself, with his punctured shoulder and smashed ankle.

      “Stable. That squid blade glanced off his thigh armor, right up into the joint at his waist. One-in-a-million fluke, but there you go.”

      Toff had finished applying a liberal coating of first-aid spray on Thorn’s ankle, mainly to dull the pain, and was readying a bandage. “Odds don’t matter in combat,” he said. “Things happen or they don’t.”

      “Interesting way of looking at probabilities,” Thorn said. “But you’re right.” He turned back to Alix. “So, just how the hell did you manage to get inside here and incapacitate that shaman? That whole battle was, what, maybe thirty seconds?”

      Alix grinned. “More like almost four minutes from first contact.”

      Thorn blinked. “No.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Time doesn’t matter in combat either,” Toff put in, carefully wrapping the bandage around Thorn’s ankle and foot.

      “Let me guess, it’s either fast or slow,” Thorn said.

      “Pretty much.”

      He smiled and looked back at Alix. “Could’ve sworn it was way less than that.”

      “Enough time to get to the wall, climb it, and get off some tranq shots off on the squid shaman who was standing right about here,” she said. “I was kind of hoping he’d be tied up dealing with you, and he was.” She narrowed her eyes. “Lesson in that for you, Thorn. You ’casters are freakin’ incredible, but when you’re in the middle of doing what you do, you’re really vulnerable.”

      “Yeah, point taken. Facing two of the bastards kind of took everything I had.”

      “Anyway, I figured the only way to make sure you didn’t get whacked by the other squids was to call Mol for help. Fortunately, she’s pretty damned smart and had already lifted and gone into a holding pattern when we said we’d reached the compound, just in case we needed her.”

      “Huh. Using the—ouch!” He shot a glance at Toff, who shrugged.

      “Sorry. You want gentle, find a cuter nurse with small hands.” He’d finished with Thorn’s ankle. “You should be able to walk, more or less. But that foot’s gonna stay bare for now, because there’s no way you’re getting a boot back on it.”

      Thorn tilted his head to one side, conflicted by the diagnosis. “Thanks, Toff. Oh, and who says you’re not cute?”

      The gruff, bearded soldier grinned back. “Sorry, you’re not my type. I would never date an officer—I got standards.”

      Thorn laughed and turned back to Alix. “Using the Gyrfalcon for air support was never part of the plan.”

      She shrugged, placid with her facts. “The plan gets you to the battle. Once the shooting starts, you just make it up and hope it works out. Friction of war and all that.”

      Thorn nodded, then winced as Toff helped him to his feet. With the man’s help, he hobbled to the Gyrfalcon and awkwardly clambered aboard her. The litter holding the squid shaman had been clamped down to the deck, with the rest of Tiger Team Three squeezing in around it. Thorn gave the creature a grave look, then reached out with a tentative mental touch, testing the shaman’s level of consciousness. He touched a chaotic morass of thoughts and memories and emotions that came together in a pool of otherness, alien and harsh. The neurotoxin obviously worked, preventing the creature from forming any sort of coherent mental actions or responses.

      Mol grinned at Thorn as he slumped into the crash couch beside her. “Hey, sir, you’re getting my ship all dirty. Oh, and you stink.”

      “Good to see you too, Mol.”

      Her grin widened, and she turned back. “Everyone . . . and everything,” she added, looking at the Nyctus, “aboard?”

      “Good to go,” Alix called back.

      Mol looked at Thorn as she tapped at the controls, then she closed the hatch and spooled up the engines. “Tanner wants the enemy taken back to the Hecate before we do anything else, so we’re headed back up into orbit. He’s going to give us a two-hour window to come back down to the wrecked squid ship and do whatever salvage we can, then we’re getting the hell out of here before the Nyctus show up in force. Oh, and by we, he doesn’t mean you. You’re staying on board the Hecate to babysit our new friend back there.”

      Thorn sank back in the couch. “Sounds good to me. I’ve done my planetside thing for this trip.” He closed his eyes as the Gyrfalcon lifted, but opened them again and looked at Mol.

      “By the way, thanks for saving my ass down there. Kind of last minute, though.”

      “Gotta keep it exciting.”

      Thorn laughed and closed his eyes again. By the time they were climbing through the stratosphere, he’d drifted off to sleep.
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      The Hecate’s infirmary proved more than up to the task of getting Thorn back on his feet—both of them—but couldn’t completely undo the damage from his wounds. His shoulder and ankle both still ached, but he could live with it. Had to live with it, because Tanner wasn’t giving him any time to relax. He wanted Thorn on top of the security around the Nyctus shaman, who was being kept drugged with the neurotoxin, securely bound, and kept in an airlock. Tanner made it clear he was going to be taking no chances.

      “If you have even a glimmer of suspicion that squid is getting out of control, you sound off, Stellers,” he said. “No heroic attempts to save the day.”

      Thorn had been getting himself dressed again in the infirmary. “Understood, sir. I’d only suggest that we hold onto blowing that shaman out of the airlock as an absolute last resort—”

      “Last resort? Yes. Absolute? No. If I think it needs to be done, it will be done.”

      “Who’s got their finger on the button, sir?”

      Tanner had returned a thin smile. “I’m not going to tell you who, or even how many are ready to open that outer door.”

      Thorn stared.

      “The mind the squid’s most likely to encounter is yours, Stellers. And if you don’t know—”

      “Then it can’t find out,” Thorn finished, nodding. “Good idea, sir.”

      “Every idea I have aboard this ship is a good one,” Tanner said equably. “The best one aboard, in fact.”

      That took Thorn aback, but he caught a rare glimmer of actual humor in the Captain’s eyes.

      Mol had returned to the surface, taking Tiger Team Three and an engineering detachment down to the crashed Nyctus ship. Thorn had had to watch on a tactical repeater from the bridge, while keeping close company with their “guest.” It was unlikely that there were any squids, much less more shaman, in or around the crash site; Thorn had reached out and found no signs of life in the area that weren’t indigenous. That, it turned out, was a problem all on its own.

      “The Nyctus haven’t destroyed their ship,” Alix said over the comm, as voice-over and imagery from the Gyrfalcon scrolled through a window on the tactical display. Mol was orbiting the fighter over the wreck, keeping a prudent distance. “The rear two thirds of it still look pretty much intact.”

      “Maybe they had no way to destroy it,” Thorn said, but Tanner, Mol, and Alix tripped over one another answering. The latter two immediately deferred to Tanner, whose reply was characteristically curt.

      “It’s a warship, full of things intended to go boom. The wonder is that it didn’t explode when it hit. That means they chose to not destroy it.”

      “Which means it’s probably rigged to explode if we try to enter and recover anything,” Alix said.

      “Roger that,” Tanner replied. “And we don’t have time to screw around finding and disarming traps. Wyant, you stay aloft, let your passengers gather as much info as possible remotely. Thirty minutes, then I want you back aboard.”

      “Roger, sir,” Mol answered.

      Thorn gave a relieved sigh. The whole idea of Alix and her people entering the crashed squid ship, without any clear knowledge about what dangers they might face—including the possibility of more squids—had made him decidedly uncomfortable. He’d become quite attached to Alix, Toff, and the others—not to mention Mol herself, of course—and would have found it tough to deal with losing any of them, especially without being in a position to even try to save them.

      Besides, he thought, staring at the unconscious shaman strapped into the airlock, I’ve got this guy to deal with. He—or maybe it was she, if that sort of thing even universally applied to the Nyctus at all—stood to be a far greater intelligence coup than any number of bits and pieces of their technology.

      As long as they could keep him alive and under control until they returned to friendly space, that is.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn blinked slowly, paused outside the bridge, and yawned. He wasn’t sure why he’d been summoned, especially from the brief period of sleep he’d been allocated, before having to settle in again to monitor their prisoner.

      He stepped onto the bridge. He’d managed to make himself presentable, uniform and all, just as Captain Samuels of the Apollo would have demanded. Tanner seemed a little more lax, obviously having come from his own rack time, and now dressed in what amounted to PT strip. He hadn’t reclaimed his command seat from the Watch Officer, though, and stood near the comm station, reading something on the display.

      “Stellers, over here.”

      He crossed the bridge to join Tanner. The XO was also present, a woman of forty named Raynaud. With short dark hair, black eyes, and carved cheekbones, she had a natural air of command. She also looked like she’d just tumbled out of bed.

      “Sir? Something wrong?”

      Tanner shrugged. “Wrong? Don’t know.” He gestured at the screen.

      
        
        PRIORITY PRIORITY PRIORITY

        MESSAGE BEGINS – ON HECATE ACTION RED – CHANGE COURSE TO INTERCEPT ENEMY VESSEL ON SPECIFIED TRAJECTORY. ENEMY VESSEL IS SUB-CORVETTE CLASS AND IS BROADCASTING DISTRESS BEACON IN CLEAR. YOU ARE CLOSEST SHIP. INVESTIGATE AND REPORT – MESSAGE ENDS. NAV DATA FOLLOWS.

        

      

      Thorn skimmed over the details of locations, trajectories, and velocities, which mostly meant nothing to him without a star chart to reference. Then he turned to Tanner.

      “A squid ship in trouble? Seems pretty suspicious, sir.”

      “To put it mildly, no shit, Stellers. But there it is. The sensor telemetry that came appended to this message—which we’ve authenticated, by the way—confirms it. A squid ship, about the tonnage of what we’d consider a sloop, returned to normal space here”—he tapped the display to switch to a star chart depicting the data and pointed at the beginning of a red trajectory track—“and is now traveling this way at high sub-light. On its present course, it’ll make planetfall at Rubicon . . . in about eighty-five years.”

      “And broadcasting a distress beacon? In the clear, unscrambled?” Raynaud said. “A defector, maybe?”

      “Wouldn’t that be a hell of a thing,” Tanner replied, rubbing his chin. “Stellers, thoughts?”

      Thorn blinked eyes that still felt full of sand. “A question, actually. Why us? We’re en route back to friendly space with a high-value prisoner. Shouldn’t that take priority? Especially with a squid task force only a few hours behind us—at least, in theory.”

      “All very good points,” Tanner replied. “We still can’t confirm if the squids coming to ruin our day at Ballard’s World actually decided to come after us, but we have to assume they have. However, you’ll notice that phrase ACTION RED, along with the fact we’re the closest ON ship. The next closest, the Fury and her patrol, is another full day and a half away. We can be there in about eight hours. That RED doesn’t give me much latitude to question this—as in, none at all.”

      “It’s damned lucky that we happened to be the closest ON asset,” Raynaud said. “Maybe too good.”

      Tanner nodded. “Exactly. I can’t help but feel that maybe we’re being set up for something here.”

      Thorn’s eyes lost focus as he sifted possibilities. “You mean some squid plot to rescue their shaman? Is that even feasible, sir? I’m not a navigator, but isn’t this data saying this sloop would have to have gotten underway about two days ago?”

      “That is almost a full day before we even arrived at Ballard’s World,” Raynaud said.

      “Sure,” Tanner replied. “And not that long ago, I would have agreed with you, that these things couldn’t be related.” His wintry grin was almost playful. “But that was then, and this is now. I can’t discount the fact that the enemy might have somehow known this was going to happen—that they saw into the future, saw we were going to capture their shaman, and this is their way of getting him back.” His eyes narrowed. “Is that possible, Stellers? Could the squids be able to see into the future?”

      Thorn shrugged, palms up. “Doubtful, sir. Magic seems to be constrained by time as much as anything else.”

      “Doubtful doesn’t mean no.”

      “No. Sorry, sir. It doesn’t,” Thorn admitted. “So probably not?”

      “That is absolutely no better.” Tanner rubbed his chin again. “Well, investigating this is going to cost us about a day, but it is still going to get us closer to friendly space.”

      “And it’s an order from Fleet,” Raynaud said.

      “And it’s an order from Fleet.” Tanner looked at the Rating manning comms, who’d just been trying to stay out of the way while they talked. “Send my acknowledgement back to Fleet, then send this nav data to the Helm.” Tanner turned to the Watch Officer. “As soon as the Helm has the new course data plugged in, go ahead and implement it. I intend to get the remaining sleep I have coming to me.”

      The Watch Officer nodded. “Aye, sir.”

      Thorn followed Tanner and Raynaud off the bridge, heading for his own bunk.

      Time travel?

      No.

      But they really didn’t know much about what the Nyctus could do.

      Thorn let that thought fade, but as he lay in his bunk and stared into nothing, he couldn’t shake a faint, persistent feeling of dread about what they were going to find aboard that rogue Nyctus ship.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn once more sat cross-legged in the Hecate’s witchport, his attention shifting between his awareness of the drugged shaman in the airlock, the tactical display repeater from the bridge, and his immediate surroundings. Sleep had done him a world of good; he hadn’t realized just how much the foray down to the surface of Ballard’s World had depleted him, body and mind. He felt far more in control, and that was despite the aches in his shoulder and ankle. The treatment he’d received from the Hecate’s infirmary had done wonders for both wounds, although he still couldn’t get a boot on his injured foot and had to settle for PT shoes.

      “Alcubierre drive cut-off in fifteen seconds,” the Nav Officer said over the intercom.

      Tanner immediately spoke up. “All stations, make sure your toes are right on the start line, here. If this looks anything even remotely like a setup, I want to be back underway at plus-light before the Alcubierre cores even had time to cool off.”

      Acknowledgements rattled in, crisp and decisive. Everyone was already tensed right to the edge of readiness; Tanner had made his expectations clear during his pre-op briefing an hour earlier, right after an early and abbreviated breakfast. Thorn didn’t need magic to know the man was not happy about this detour, and couldn’t really blame him. The Hecate was alone in the hostile space of the Zone, still a good distance away from friendly space, and had a valuable and potentially dangerous enemy shaman aboard. He’d used the phrase “an abundance of caution” at least a half-dozen times during the twenty minute briefing.

      The alarm warning of Alcubierre drive cut-off sounded; a few seconds later, Thorn was hit by that slight, dislocating wrench as the Hecate’s miniature universe vanished and she slid back into the real one.

      Thorn watched the repeater. Data immediately began to sluice into the ship’s sensors, the computers rendering it down to an instantly digestible tactical picture.

      There it was, about 10,000 klicks distant—a small ship, about a third the size of the Hecate, of definite enemy design. It radiated an entirely unremarkable set of emissions, exactly what would be expected of a small ship underway, coasting on momentum alone, on a fixed trajectory and velocity.

      There was nothing else. To the limits of the Hecate’s sensor range, space was utterly empty.

      “Stellers,” Tanner said. “You’re on. Talk to me.”

      “Aye, sir. Stand by.”

      Thorn, his talisman in hand, closed his eyes, surrounded himself with an airtight bubble of identity, and opened the witchport. The curved hatches slid smoothly aside, exposing Thorn to the full weight of hard vacuum and radiation that was space.

      Hello again, he thought, as the yawning black filled his sight.

      He only felt the hostile environment as a faintly cold sensation, the rest of his awareness expanding as a wave that radiated away. Directionless and powerful, his focus split in two; a small, intense point of magic remaining with the captive shaman. This bit of magical dexterity cost him time, but not much—he was still strong enough to continue questing through the dark for bright points. Each light was the signature of a shaman, their power impossible to hide, entirely, and so Thorn kept on, seeking and drawing near to the flickering lights of alien souls bent on his destruction. As to resolution, there was little, but he didn’t need it. The lights were fuzzed but present, and that was good enough for a ‘caster of Thorn’s range and ability.

      Despite Tanner’s abundance of caution, Thorn opened his power wider still, like the cowl of an ancient lamp spilling light across a darkened room. There, he saw the Hecate, then the little Nyctus ship, and no other sources close enough to matter.

      Yes. There.

      Thorn opened mental eyes wider, his vision piercing the dark with the fury of his stored magic. He took a moment to confirm what he’d found, then ended his psychic foray into space and opened his actual eyes, blinking them at the abrupt transition.

      “Captain, Stellers here.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Sir, I’m only sensing one living being aboard that squid ship.”

      Tanner must have caught the tension in Thorn’s voice. “More information sooner, if you please, Stellers.”

      Thorn looked at the image of the Nyctus ship locked into the middle of the tactical display.

      “Whoever’s aboard that ship, sir, it’s not a squid. They’re human.”
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        * * *

      

      Thorn settled himself into the Gyrfalcon’s cockpit, a much more unwieldy process this time, thanks to the bulk of the assault EVA suit. A combination of vac-suit and armor, he’d only donned the cumbersome suit—better known as vac-armor—three or four times in his career. Once for orientation training, with every other instance being a refresher session to keep him current. He’d never actually worn the suit into battle, or for anything that wasn’t strictly controlled training, in fact, and never really expected he would. Boarding actions were complicated, high-risk affairs, rarely launched and then only by dedicated marines trained and equipped to fight in airless no-g.

      He took a breath and rested his bulky helmet in his lap. First time for everything.

      “Everyone comfy,” Mol called out once she and Trixie had finished the Gyrfalcon’s pre-flight checklist.

      Thorn gave a thumbs up. Alix banged the back of Mol’s crash couch.

      “Tiger Team Three’s good to go,” she said.

      That made Thorn feel better, at least. He felt an affinity for Alix’s tough little outfit, having developed that cohesive bond of trust and respect that turned a group of soldiers into a team. It didn’t surprise Thorn at all that Alix and her people were fully vac-armor qualified; Tanner had decided to send them to the squid ship and keep the Hecate’s single squad of marines back in reserve. If they were needed, they’d cross the gap in the destroyer’s shuttle.

      But there was only a single life-form aboard the squid ship, apparently human. That should be well within the capabilities of the ON’s most potent Starcaster, and one of its more skilled and accomplished spec ops teams, to deal with.

      That diffuse feeling of dread had only intensified, like someone slowly turning up the power on a weapon getting ever closer to an explosive discharge.

      “Gyrfalcon, Hecate flight control. You’re clear to launch.”

      Mol acknowledged. Once the hangar doors were fully open, she applied a puff of thrusters, and eased the fighter into space.

      When they were clear to maneuver, Mol accelerated the Gyrfalcon toward the distant Nyctus ship. It would be nearly a half-hour flight; Tanner had kept the Hecate well clear of the enigmatic craft, much further away than was normal for a boarding action. That was his abundance of caution once more at work.

      “Stellers,” came Tanner’s voice. “I’m on privately with you. Got a question for you, and I want you to take your time answering.”

      “Aye, sir,” Thorn mumbled into his suit mic.

      “When you left, you didn’t make eye contact with me. I’ve been around for a year or two, and that means one of two things. You’re guilty of something, or you suspect something. Which is it? Because I have some thoughts,” Tanner said.

      “I—you’re right, sir. The latter. Call it my magical cynicism,” Thorn said.

      “Anything to do with Wixcombe?”

      “She’s a part of it, certainly, but it’s more a state of being on high alert. I don’t like what I’m seeing, and I really don’t like what I’m not seeing,” Thorn admitted.

      “Same here. I trust a good firefight. I don’t enjoy surprises, which is why this war is making me lose my youthful enthusiasm. Anything you can do beyond going into that ship?”

      “No, sir. That’s the solution.”

      “Then keep your head on a swivel, and me in the loop. Tanner out.”

      “Okay,” Mol said, cutting into Thorn’s silent moment, “we’re here. All non-revenue passengers disembark, please!”

      Alix gave yet another thumbs up, then she and the Tiger Team Three, enclosed in their clumsy vac-armor, exited through the Gyrfalcon’s airlock in pairs. A true assault shuttle would allow a whole platoon to disembark at once, but the fighter was just that—a fighter. Dismounting in pairs during a boarding action would normally be suicide.

      Thorn gave Mol a cheery smile as he picked up his helmet. “Wish me luck out there in that hard, cold, life-destroying vacuum.”

      “You’ll be fine,” Mol said, but her own smile suddenly faded. “But be careful, okay? Got a funny feeling about this one.”

      Thorn paused, his helmet lifted partway to his head. Mol wasn’t a talent, but that didn’t mean she was free of instincts. Rather than add to her alarm, he chose to smile and suit up. “Bet on it.”

      “Good.” She clapped him on the chest and turned back to her station, but her eyes were troubled. The look didn’t fit her face.

      Thorn moved to the airlock. As the inner door cycled closed behind him, he could see through the small viewport that Alix’s team had already strung a tether between the Gyrfalcon and the squid ship, and were now working on getting its airlock open. Toff, who was accompanying Thorn across, smacked Thorn’s arm to get his attention and said, “Buddy check.”

      They each examined the other’s vac-armor as the airlock depressurized. This was SOP; any telltale puffs of vapor might indicate a leak that could take time to register on the suit’s own pressure gauges. Everything seemed good, though.

      Toff looked through the visor, straight into Thorn’s eyes. “Okay, sir. I’m with you all the way across. You start to run into trouble, you just sing out and I’ll be there for ya.”

      Thorn estimated the distance and pointed. “Glad to hear it. Do I have permission to accelerate you using magic?”

      “I—uh—”

      “Kidding. I appreciate the backup. We’ll be fine,” Thorn said.

      “Oh. Heh. Ah, you’re kidding. Good,” Toff said, looking like anything but a highly trained killer. Then Thorn grinned, the door opened—

      —Thorn stepped into nothing, and flew.
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      The crossing had been far easier than Thorn had expected; with a carabiner hooked onto the tether and Toff right there, he was really in no danger. Mol had put the Gyrfalcon into station keeping, Trixie periodically shooting a brief stream of exhaust from a thruster to maintain their position, but the two ships could have been parked on a tarmac.

      Thorn reached the enemy ship. He’d kept his eyes fixed on the far end of the tether, not trusting himself to look around, into the big black, for fear of a surge of vertigo that often afflicted those not used to it. He was surprised, and pleased, to find that the Tiger Team had already opened up the squid ship, so he was able to step right into the airlock at the other end.

      He found Alix and her people just inside, weapons raised, the barrels trained up and down a short corridor. The stubby jet guns were specifically made for no-g work, soft-launching their projectiles, which then accelerated by means of a built-in booster motor. They were short range weapons, meant for close fighting. Each round used a small shaped charge warhead, rather than kinetic energy, to deliver their punch. Thorn noticed that the squid ship indeed lacked artificial gravity but, based on his suit’s heads-up data, had a breathable atmosphere. Still, Alix insisted they stay sealed in their suits, probably a sensible precaution.

      “Any insights, Thorn?” Alix asked.

      He touched the suit pocket containing his talisman. It was a less perfect way of interacting with the old book than actual, physical contact, but even such a ‘virtual’ touch gave him a sense of focus. Once more, he extended his senses, and felt nothing. There was nothing living aboard—

      There.

      He pointed forward. “The life sign is that way.”

      “Then that’s the way we go.” She sent a SITREP back to Mol, who relayed it to the Hecate, then led the way forward.

      Thorn followed the Tiger Team, with only Toff behind him, bringing up the rear. They passed through a compartment, then along another corridor. Something immediately jumped out as they progressed.

      “This ship has been stripped,” Toff said.

      Thorn ran a hand along exposed conduits, truncated power distribution nodes, and dangling skeins of what appeared to be optical cable. It quickly became clear that the ship was essentially an empty shell, devoid of anything even resembling an intact system.

      Thorn’s unease only grew.

      They reached the forwardmost compartment, the bridge. The human life-sign emanated from here.

      Alix gestured a couple of men from her team forward. They paused at the door, breaching charges ready.

      “Hang on,” Thorn said. “Just try to use the door control.”

      One of the pair looked at Alix, who gave a thumbs up. The vac-armored figure returned the signal, then turned back and tapped at the door control.

      The door slid open.

      “Just like the airlock,” Alix said. “Nothing on this ship has been locked down.”

      “Yeah,” Thorn said. “That’s because this isn’t a defector or anything like that. This is deliberate. This is a delivery.”

      “A delivery of what?” Alix asked.

      Thorn pointed, suddenly certain. “Whoever’s in there.”

      He saw Alix stare back at him through her faceplate for a moment, then transmit another SITREP. Mol acknowledged, and Tiger Team Three entered the bridge.

      “Clear!” Alix called.

      Toff tapped Thorn; he rose from his crouch and followed the team in. He immediately saw that the bridge, like the rest of the ship, was entirely stripped of anything but a single console, which had been cabled into several stations. Thorn didn’t need to be an engineer to know it was nav, helm, propulsion, and probably life-support. Nothing else was needed for what the squids had done here.

      Alix gestured forward to the command seat. Thorn saw a figure strapped into it—a man, unconscious but alive.

      “Any idea who this is?” Alix asked.

      Thorn looked at the face but didn’t recognize him. He was clad in a tattered stealth suit, garb meant for ground combat on a planetary surface. That was it.

      Thorn shook his head, and his sense of dread lifted another notch, convincing him that he was now part of something bigger, and too close to see it in its entirety.

      “No idea,” Thorn said, slowly, letting his eyes linger on the man’s features.

      Alix looked around. “Let’s get him out of here and back to the Hecate. They should be able to ID him back there.”

      Thorn nodded but said nothing. There was ’casting, and then there was instinct. Right now, both were telling him something wasn’t right.
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      “Facial recognition IDs him as Jack Gillis,” Tanner said, arms crossed. Specialist, Orbital Navy, service number 24786-A.” He glanced sidelong at Thorn. “He’s apparently one of your people, a Starcaster. You sure you don’t know him?”

      Thorn stared at the face behind the glass of the quarantine booth. The man—Gillis, apparently—had been brought aboard via a sealed litter, then placed in the booth, against the possibility of contagion. He was still unconscious; the Hecate’s med staff were trying to figure out why.

      “Sorry, sir. There aren’t a lot of Starcasters I know. Maybe a few hundred now in all. But that’s still a lot more than I’ve met personally.”

      “Well, unfortunately we don’t have any other info about him,” Tanner went on. “For obvious security reasons, we don’t carry data about individual personnel who aren’t actually assigned to the Hecate. Any other personnel data we have is solely for ID purposes.” He glanced at Thorn again. “Mainly to ID bodies.”

      Thorn nodded. “Aye, sir. I kinda got that.”

      “Well,” Tanner said, “our Chief Engineer has gone over that squid ship. It’s just a hulk. Its trans-light drive was destroyed, apparently by an explosive charge, when it went sub-light, so even if we wanted to pilot it back to friendly space, we can’t. We’re going to destroy it, then get underway. Unless you can think of any reason we should hang around here—and it would have to be a damned compelling reason for me to say yes.”

      Thorn shook his head. “No, sir. I—”

      Tanner raised a brow. “Something wrong, Stellers? Something I should know about?”

      He shook his head again. “No. Or—I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

      “That’s three answers to my question, Lieutenant.”

      “Sorry, sir. I just can’t shake the feeling that there’s something else going on here. Something bigger than what we’re seeing.”

      Tanner sighed. “Don’t suppose you could be even a little more specific.”

      “Sir, in a word, no.”

      “Well, if you do—”

      “Captain Tanner?” a voice cut in. It was a med tech who was inside the quarantine booth and bundled up in a hermetic suit. “There’s something here.”

      Tanner waited, but the tech just kept working with deliberate slowness, extracting something from a pocket on Gillis’s stealth suit.

      “Don’t like being kept waiting,” Tanner snapped, but he froze as the tech turned, holding a small object in the jaws of forceps.

      Tanner cursed. Thorn went rigid with anger, hands curling into fists.

      It was a severed human finger.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn tried to make himself comfortable in the Hecate’s witchport, sitting cross-legged on the cushioned deck and letting the quiet of the stars wash over him. But his mind was in turmoil. Time and patience were in short supply when waiting on a squid plot to develop, and Thorn was convinced that was exactly what he was asking himself to do: wait and see.

      For a ’caster, neither were good options. For a Navy, the same.

      “All stations, stand by,” Tanner said. “Tactical, you are weapons-free.”

      Thorn fixed his attention on the squid ship. Tanner intended to destroy it, but the squid wouldn’t care. The hulk had served their purpose, delivering the man named Gillis to them, along with his horrific cargo.

      Not one severed human finger, but three.

      And none of them were his. That suggested that the Nyctus had three more people in captivity. There were no records of captives being taken in any intel reports, but the Hecate’s database was several days out of date now, failing to update as they were outside real-time comms range of the nearest ON installation. Alix also pointed out that if Gillis had been involved in something spooky, an op run by spec ops, there’d be no open record of it anyway. That said, when Tanner had asked her if she knew Gillis, she’d shaken her head.

      “No, sorry sir. But we’re so compartmentalized, I could step on the toes of someone from another Tiger Team and never recognize them.”

      Thorn had wanted to see if he could sense any lingering residue of identity in the severed digits, but the Hecate’s surgeon insisted they, like Gillis, stay in quarantine. But Thorn needed direct contact with them to be able to detect anything useful, and Tanner wanted him at his station, in the witchport, so they could haul ass, as the Captain had put it, to friendlier space. Experiments would have to wait, in favor of completing the Hecate’s mission.

      So Thorn once more had to shove his feelings of dreadful anticipation aside, at least until they got close to Code Gauntlet and the risk of contact with the Nyctus was no longer high.

      The Hecate shuddered as her railguns opened up. A brief burst of fire was enough to smash the squid ship to shattered debris.

      “Confirm target destroyed,” the Tactical Officer announced.

      “Alright. Nav, let’s be on our way,” Tanner said. At once, the stars began to wheel around the witchport as the Hecate aligned herself, prior to lighting up the Alcubierre drive.

      Once that was done, the Hecate would warp her way back to Code Gauntlet. When they arrived, Thorn resolved to contact Kira—conventionally or telepathically, it didn’t matter. He’d find her, reach her, and put the distant screams to rest. He would purge the psychic baggage of his visions, and he’d do it on Code Gauntlet. The sheer depth and reality of his visions troubled him in ways magic had never done before, and Kira’s ensuing silence was like throwing fuel on the fire.

      One word, and I’ll know. And then I can cleanse this feeling, he thought. Beyond, the stars and universe hissed and popped in their eternal song, soft and ever-changing in his senses.

      The starfield stopped rotating. In a moment, the Alcubierre drive would twist the space around Hecate into her own little pocket universe, a faster-than-light ripple in reality itself—

      Stellers.

      He jumped at the single word. It cracked like a whip in his mind, Densmore’s psychic voice ringing with urgent authority.

      I’m here, ma’am. Did you find out anything about Specialist Wixcombe?

      A pause. A long one, leaving Thorn expectant and edgy.

      Yes. However, I have security concerns about discussing this, even this way. We should wait until you return to Code Gauntlet.

      Ma’am, we’ve never had any indication anyone could eavesdrop on this sort of communication. Why now? What’s going on?

      Stellers, I really think—

      Ma’am. You’re the one contacting me. The only reason you’d be hesitating after doing that is because you’re having second thoughts. And you wouldn’t be having second thoughts unless there wasn’t something wrong. It might be against the nature of this business, but I’m asking you for the truth. In as few words as possible.

      Thorn braced himself as the stars sang into the quiet.

      Stellers, look. There are aspects to this that you just aren’t cleared to know.

      Bullshit. The curse rang out across the darkness before Thorn could stop it.

      Stow that, Specialist. You’re not—

      I know what I am, and I know when I’m being lied to. You forget, ma’am, I was a castoff. A forgotten kid, leftover and worthless. I know bullshit when I hear it, so spare us both the indignity of your lying.

      Silence.

      Tell me what you can about Kira. I don’t give a shit about any of your other secrets. I kept my promise to you about operational methods. I’m asking you to keep yours, Thorn said.

      What promise?

      The one you made when you took your commission. To protect the Navy and all of us. Remember?

      A sigh echoed across the miles, long and frustrated. Thorn could feel her roiling emotions leaking through even though she tried to contain them.

      An opportunity presented itself to us.

      I’m listening, ma’am, Thorn prompted.

      We judged Wixcombe and several of the ’casters training with her to be perfect for this op. So, we tasked her to command a team of three other ’casters. She did it.

      Thorn shook his head. A special op—ma’am, Kira’s a line officer, like me. She’s not trained in special ops—

      Stellers, you’ve been doing almost nothing but special ops since you finished basic training at Code Nebula. And it’s not like we’re talking about recruits here. Wixcombe was already a serving Lieutenant when she brought you into the ON.

      He took a breath. Okay, all fair points. Thinking of Kira as somehow unready was childish. She was an officer. She was tough.

      In any case, Densmore went on, she was given the tasking she was given. We’re fighting a war here, Stellers, so we all do what we have to do.

      So what happened?

      Then it hit him like a rail gun shot. Kira had gone on this op with three other people. A total of four.

      And Gillis had three severed fingers jammed into his pockets.

      Wixcombe and her detachment were engaged in conducting a rehearsal for their op. I won’t go into details, but suffice to say that the Nyctus conducted a raid in the middle of things. It was very targeted and very deliberate, to the extent that we can’t rule out the possibility that it was the actual objective of a whole series of raids that happened about the same time. The squids might have been trying to confuse us as to their true purpose, by launching—

      Ma’am, to repeat. What happened? Thorn asked her, but all of that strange, diffuse dread was suddenly beginning to coalesce. That menacing figure looming behind him was stepping into view.

      The Nyctus arrived in force. They knocked aside a pair of frigates that had been assigned as cover, then used surgical KEW strikes to take out command and support for the rehearsal exercise.

      Thorn sagged, trying to catch his breath. KEWs had killed his family and ended his childhood, and now they’d taken Kira from him, too.

      Except, no. This would be worse than death, in its own special, terrible way.

      Then, Densmore went on, they landed and, as near as we can tell, took Wixcombe and her detachment prisoner. Then they left. That’s all we know.

      There it was. That sinister presence that had been his lurking shadow now stood before him, revealed in all of its terrible truth.

      A long moment passed with Thorn as empty and cold as space.

      The nav alarm sounded. The Hecate was about to fire up her Alcubierre drive.

      Thorn ignored it. He ignored everything.

      Until he didn’t, and a vast swell of emotion erupted like a supernova, filling that cold void inside him with incandescent heat.

      Rage. Fear. Frustration.

      Guilt.

      Thorn had to get to Kira. He had to save her, rescue her from the Nyctus, who could be doing anything to her.

      Thorn threw his consciousness out into the cosmos, desperately seeking Kira, even a flicker of her as he howled into the dark, his rage taking shape, twisting, pitching, and tearing at the fabric that carried the Hecate forward on her great engines. Thorn’s rage caught their speed, passed it, rendered it silent, and seized the ship in a cocoon of his anger, flawed and dark and moving.

      The Hecate’s Alcubierre drive activated, but instead of warping herself toward Code Gauntlet, the drive and the ship rode on Thorn’s cataclysmic power, and the stars changed in a smear of wan light, leaving concepts like speed and location far behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Kira dragged herself to a sitting position, propped against the cold alloy bulkhead of her cell. She took a moment just to breathe.

      Then she spit blood and laughed, smearing the repulsive gobbet with a foot.

      There was no humor in it. There wasn’t even an elementary particle of humor in any of this. But she still found it funny.

      The Nyctus couldn’t break her.

      Or, more specifically, they couldn’t break through her psychic defenses, which rose around her titanic, unmoving—implacable. They were an extension of the power blooming in a magical center, a place that had always been there, but never truly tapped. A new place. A dangerous place, for the Nyctus.

      Physical torture hadn’t worked. If anything, it forced her inside, to explore the halls of power that continued to rise, running into the deepest recesses of her mind even as nerve endings shut down, refusing to play their part any longer.

      The squids gave up on that and tried shifting tactics. They began torturing Rainer and Riley in front of her.

      In desperation, Kira tried offering them information, something to get them to stop abusing her friends. But she really didn’t know much of any value—nothing that seemed to satisfy the squids, anyway. She begged and pleaded with them to find out just what it was they did want to know, but they remained mute. And still that psychic barrier endured, an unbreakable wall sealing off her mind.

      Then the Nyctus abruptly changed tactics again, encircling her with several powerful shamans who bathed her mind in raw destructive force—unfocused, savage energy far different than the carefully crafted attacks that tried to invade any cracks in her defenses. The air hummed with a discharge as their massed attack rose and fell in waves, each subsequent attack spiraling to new heights of punishing fury.

      They failed.

      And that was what was so humorlessly funny about this. Kira had been able to hold out against the most extreme suffering of both body and mind—and she wasn’t even sure how she did it. It was as though there was another presence deep inside her, one unfazed by her horrifying situation.

      She let her head slump against the wall. For a while, she just sat like that, knees drawn up, eyes closed, trying to think of nothing, nothing at all—

      Kira’s eyes blinked open. Wait. There was a cloud of silence around her.

      Mental silence.

      For days, she’d been pummeled with attacks of every kind—frontal, mass incursions by more than one shaman, sly, sideways attempts, prying at the edges of her mind, but always an attack. Always a need to defend.

      But now, there was nothing. Her mind was blessedly empty of strife and turmoil. It was just her, Kira Wixcombe, inside her own head.

      They’d tried to use Rainer and Riley—but not Gillis, for some reason—against her. Or, more correctly, use her fondness for friendship with them as a lever to break her. But they hadn’t similarly tried to use her against them, for one simple reason.

      The squids weren’t interested in using her to apply pressure to Rainer or Riley because they weren’t really interested in them. A Hammer and a Scorch were potent in their own ways, but the Nyctus seemed to be more than capable of producing inordinately powerful elemental and physical effects with magic already. They were also potent Joiners.

      But so was Kira. Her Joining was a similar kind of magic to their variety. She sat up, her stomach growling impolitely, reminding her that she was hungry and thirsty. Other than a repulsive nutrient paste that tasted of salt and dirty laundry, she’d had nothing. Licking her lips, she settled herself, reinforcing one thought, one purpose.

      One truth.

      Everything the Nyctus tried had failed.

      She remained unbroken. Hungry, sore, angry, and wounded, but unbroken—and retaining enough of her facilities to begin piecing things together. Hints. Shadows. Whispers, in a tongue she didn’t need to understand to use, gaining mental traction as she worked carefully toward a conclusion she knew the squid wanted hidden from her mind’s eye.

      Kira had one resource at her disposal, and it was something so dangerous even considering it made a chill climb her spine, unwelcome but energizing.

      Lots to lose, she thought. Squaring her shoulders, she tried to regain some measure of comfort, breathing carefully for every part of her body. In great, gusty sighs, she filled her lungs to bursting, fizzing her mind with an energy born of desperation.

      She took a final deep breath. Only one way to find out.
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      Kira almost toppled into disaster.

      While experimenting with what seemed to be far more psychic potential than she’d realized, trying to consciously shape it into something other than a wall, the squids tried probing her thoughts.

      As soon as she felt the first brush of an alien mind against hers, she panicked and almost prevented her psyche from properly erecting its own defenses. Only on the very edge of being too late did she surrender control to her mind’s construction, a soaring power that grew naturally from within, as easily as her earlier deep breaths. She had the measure of it now, a fine-tuned strength that expanded with each push of her mind, flowing outward in fits and starts.

      In seconds, she faced her first test.

      The incoming probe crashed headlong into the barrier as soon as it was in place. Nerves humming, she sat still, her mind as quiet as it could be, wondering if the squid detected her efforts—

      —or it was a standing attempt to infiltrate her mind. Feeling her way, she decided that yes, it was merely a barrier left in place by the Nyctus, no doubt maintained by junior shamans who were tired, distracted, or both.

      She let her nerves settle, growing confident enough to try again with great care. Drawing from the deep pool of her own power, she deliberately weakened her defenses to try sending out a tendril of thought, seeing if she could scry anything about her surroundings. A crack in her armor through which she sent a thought, nebulous, wandering, and thin.

      Wispy, her presence drifted, and Kira began to touch other minds, squids elsewhere in this complex, or station, or wherever she was. And maybe that was a good first goal, finding out exactly where the Nyctus had brought her. First, she would find a where. Then, she could craft an escape, or at minimum, an attack of her own. She vowed that no matter what her fate, it would not be without a high cost to the squid. Of that, she was certain.

      It took hours of slow, methodical effort, her touch lighter than a whisper, and with the motion of a shadow. Any time she felt her awareness brush against something she thought might be a shaman, she hastily withdrew, as though touching something hot. Eventually, she began to get a feel for what she was trying to do and started probing a little more vigorously, moving her mental presence from a zephyr to a soft wind, shifting, fleeing, never in one place for too long.

      Clever. Fleeting. Watchful.

      She became much better at detecting countervailing attempts by the squids to probe her in return. It proved to be as simple as just stopping whatever she was trying to do. Her mind, driven by primal instinct, simply and instantly slammed those impenetrable shields into place, a gray wall of nothing that the squid saw, in their mind, as empty space

      Exhausted, she reached her limit and had to rest, arms slicked with sweat, her brow aching from being furrowed with effort. She leaned back, thinking to sleep—

      —the world became a blur of hissing, oppressive weight, an acrid, bestial stink, jagged claws striking again and again—

      Kira gasped herself from the twilight of near-sleep she’d entered. No surprise she’d drifted off—utter exhaustion tended to do that. And given the circumstances, she could probably forgive herself for having nightmares. But this had been so clear, more like a memory recalled in vivid detail, right down to the alien odor of a predator beyond her memory or understanding.

      Her brow creased again, anger suffusing her cheeks. It had felt real—but also detached, as though it hadn’t been happening to her, but to someone else. Violence once removed.

      She exhaled, hard, and simply lapsed back into half-consciousness. The arrival of more nutrient paste and water roused her; the paste tasted like wet cardboard, but she made herself eat every molecule of it to keep her strength at something more than collapsed in a heap.

      Then she resumed her psychic experimentation. She had miles to go in her mind before she could make the Nyctus pay. With her eyes half-closed, Kira drew her intentions to a point and began to wander again, ghost steps through a land littered with the bright, hateful minds of her captors.
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      A breakthrough.

      It had turned out to be deceptively easy. Kira was finding it laborious to the point of exhaustion to cajole her newly empowered Joining to accomplish what she wanted. It was, she thought, like chiseling marble, trying to craft a statue—slow, demanding, and frustrating. Exasperated and ready to give up, at least for now, Kira essentially just wished to realize what she was trying to do and enter the mind of a squid that wasn’t a shaman.

      So she did.

      It was a moment of stunning revelation. She’d been focusing on the process when she should have been focusing on the result. Just as her mind knew how to protect itself in a reflexive way, like jerking that burnt hand back from that hot surface, it knew what it needed to do to give her the result she wanted. She just had to concentrate on what that result was.

      Results first, and her mind would follow.

      “Huh,” she murmured. An officer who dealt with naval matters for most of her career, the idea that magic could craft reality was still nearly as alien to her as the Nyctus. And yet, the realization moved her much further ahead than all her previous work. In a moment of unalloyed joy, she found herself in a Nyctus mind, riding along like a passenger peering out through the alien’s senses.

      The squid knew nothing.

      Kira withdrew, then waited and stared at the door. She needed to know if the Nyctus had somehow detected this inaugural use of her new powers.

      Nothing.

      She let herself mentally roam again, jumping from one alien to another. As she did, she started to build up a picture of where she was—an orbital platform over a world that seemed to be mostly water, frozen into colossal ice fields at the poles. More importantly, though, she was able to start assembling bits and pieces of knowledge gleaned from the blissfully unaware squids into a growing intelligence picture.

      One squid had arrived on a cruiser that was redeploying to another sector.

      Another was awaiting a ship that would bring it to that same location.

      A third squid was engaged in the Nyctus equivalent of logistics planning, seeing to the movement of helium-3 fuel to—again, that same place.

      Something significant was happening in that sector that seemed to be preoccupying a lot of the squids’ attention.

      Busy squid. Think I’ll keep looking.

      Kira was pondering this when the door to her cell slid open and a procession of Nyctus entered. She started to stand, but two of the creatures shoved her back to the floor, one of them striking her with a truncheon that also delivered a powerful electric shock in a dazzling blue flash. Her legs and right arm went instantly numb, and a thin, shrill whine filled her head. Her right arm was pinned, her hand splayed out. Then some sort of blade, glowing like the exhaust cone of a fusion drive, fell. Kira screamed, or tried to—

      But all that came out was a strangle cry as the blade neatly severed her middle finger and cauterized the wound with a whiff of burned flesh. A blast of exquisite pain flashed up her arm, despite the numbness, and turned her mind dark and blank.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Thorn blinked and found himself looking up into sterile, white light. He wondered if he was dead? But wasn’t death supposed to be all about white lights?

      “Specialist Stellers?”

      Apparently, death also sounded like the Hecate’s ship surgeon, Quinn.

      He turned his head and found the doc looking down at him. “Specialist Stellers? Tell me your first name.” Her cherubic face was lined with worry.

      “Uh, Thorn, last time I checked.”

      The doc nodded, then raised his voice. “Captain Tanner? Stellers is awake.”

      The reply was curt. “On my way.”

      Thorn sat up and stared around blankly. “What happened? How did I get here?”

      “Some damned magical thing I don’t pretend to understand,” Quinn replied. “What do you remember?”

      Thorn’s eyes lost focus as he tried to reclaim memories that were faded, or outright fragments. “I was in the witchport. The Hecate was just about to get underway—”

      Tumblers clicked in his mind. And remembering became surging panic.

      “Kira!”

      Quinn grabbed Thorn’s shoulders and locked gazes with him. “Stellers. Focus. I have orders from Captain Tanner that if you start to show any signs of instability, I’m to pump a shot of sedative into that IV in your arm.”

      Thorn stared for a moment, breath caught in his chest. “Kira. Wixcombe. The squids have her.”

      “I don’t know anything about that. All I know is that Orderly Verdin there has her finger on the sedative button and is a heartbeat away from pressing it.”

      Thorn turned to where Quinn had gestured. Sure enough, a medical Rating stood with her finger literally resting on the IV’s controller, her face a mask of cool professionalism.

      Thorn paused, licked his lips. “Okay. Yeah. I get it.” He looked up, eyes regaining some semblance of focus. “Look, I’m not going to lose control—”

      “A little late for that,” a new voice snapped. Tanner strode into the infirmary, his face tinged red with anger.

      Thorn blinked at him. “Sir, I—”

      “Don’t talk, Stellers,” Tanner said. “Listen. I don’t know what you did, but somehow you moved us.”

      Thorn blinked again. “Moved?”

      “Moved. We activated the Alcubierre drive at about the same instant you had some kind of magical meltdown. So, instead of a relatively sedate, trans-light flight back to friendly space, we’re somewhere else entirely.”

      “I don’t understand. Where are we?”

      “That’s a damned good question. Nav is trying to find reference pulsars so we can fix our location. So far, we’ve located two, which is enough to tell us we’re somewhere spinward and closer to the galactic core than we were. That narrows it down to an area the size of we’re screwed.” Tanner leaned closer, his glare intensifying. “So you tell me, Stellers. You answer your own question. Where are we?”

      Thorn just stared back. “I’m sorry, sir, but I don’t know.”

      “Okay, how about this? What the hell happened?”

      Thorn thought back to those last moments in the witchport. “I was in the ’port, reaching out—”

      “Where?” Tanner asked. “I need details, not this vague bullshit. Understood?”

      “Yes, sir. I . . . I was reaching out, using my awareness, and I detected Kira Wixcombe. I know it was her, and I know she was in grave danger. If you ask me for evidence, I can’t produce it, no more than I can show you magic as a material. I can only show you results,” Thorn said.

      “You’re shitting me,” Tanner said flatly.

      “No, sir. I heard her, and—”

      Tanner rubbed the bridge of his nose, eyes closed in furious frustration. “And you reached out and dragged us through space-time with this friggin’ magic you use like an unshielded bomb.”

      “I did, sir. I heard her, and I knew she was—"

      “Stellers!”

      The single word cut through Thorn’s reverie like a knife.

      “Sir?” Thorn found it hard to meet Tanner’s eyes. Kira was out there, and he had the means to find her. To save her, and to kill Nyctus while doing it, if only he could be let off the leash.

      “Listen to me, Specialist. You will not lose it on me. Not again!” Tanner  stepped forward, his presence a growing storm. “You are responsible for what has happened. As one of her crew and an officer, you are responsible for this ship, for the welfare of it and its crew, and for its ability to wage war against our enemies. That is your duty. Do you understand?”

      “I—” Thorn finally nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “Bullshit. I don’t think you do. You’ve become target-locked on your friend. You’ve lost situational awareness. Ask Wyant about that. She’s a fighter pilot, she lives and dies by knowing or not knowing what’s going on around her. And right now, you don’t.” Tanner drove on, implacable, not giving Thorn an instant to react. “That’s when soldiers die, Stellers. And that’s when they get other soldiers killed. Now, I don’t give a shit if it’s a friend fallen in battle, or captured, or a loved one dead, or someone who’s been dumped by their partner. It all comes down to the same thing once you step through that airlock, onto my ship. You have a job to do, and you do it, and you don’t get target-locked on anything that will get in the way of that.”

      Thorn nodded once, looking the captain in the eye.

      But Tanner wasn’t done.

      “Now, it’s bad enough when a Rating, or a systems engineer, or someone like that loses it. But you, Stellers—you’re a special case. You can bend and twist reality. You can steer asteroids with your mind. You lose it, and we end up catapulted who knows where. So, I need to know, Stellers, right now—can you guarantee me, one hundred percent, that you will focus on your job? And I mean one hundred percent, so you’d better be honest, not just with me, but with yourself. Because if you can’t, then we face a really serious decision—what to do with you.”

      Thorn lifted his gaze back to Tanner’s. The man said no more, but Thorn knew what he meant. It was an unspoken promise, not a threat.

      Thorn took a deep breath. “Sir, you’re right.”

      “No argument here.”

      “I am still affected by what’s happened to Kira. But I won’t let that get in the way of doing my job.”

      Thorn spoke as honestly as he could. Tanner and the ship deserved it, and he truly did not want to let this man down again.

      Tanner maintained his stare for a gravid moment, then nodded. “If you’d tried to tell me you were over what’s happened to your friend and you’d just get on with the job, I’d have relieved you of your duties and put you under guard right then.” The man’s face softened. “War is a horrible, miserable experience for us all, Stellers. It leaves us all dragging ghosts along behind us. But while we’re out here, in the shit, that’s where they have to stay—behind us. Not forgotten, always in our thoughts—but out of sight. Got it?”

      “Yes, sir. I do.”

      “This time, I believe you. Okay, so now that that’s done, we can move onto the next problem. We could be anything from days, to weeks, to months away from home. We won’t know for sure until we get a decent fix on our present location. I can live with days if I have to. Weeks or months are a no-go. Not only do I not want to keep the Hecate out of action that long, I don’t want to try and keep that squid under wraps the whole time.”

      Quinn, who’d been trying to look like she was busy and not overhearing their entire conversation, cut in, her dark eyes hooded with concern.

      “We don’t have anywhere near enough of that tranq we’re using on it to last more than a few days anyway, sir. And the thing seems stable, but keeping it drugged up like that much longer is probably going to have long-term health effects.”

      “Not that I especially care about its health,” Tanner spat. “But I’d rather not deliver a corpse to the ON spooks. That doesn’t really matter, anyway, because we’ve got about thirty days of food and potable water aboard, so that’s the clock we’re on. So, Stellers, since you got us into this, can you get us back out?”

      Thorn glanced once at the man named Gillis, thought about the severed fingers he’d been carrying, then knew he had no answer—at that moment. “I don’t know, sir. I’m going to have to take some time to work that out.”

      “Then get started, Lieutenant. Keeping an eye on that squid and getting us back home, that’s your job. Everything else takes a back seat—well, except for one thing, first. You say you talked to Captain Densmore. And you did it live, despite us being well outside the twenty-five light-year range of normal, real-time comms. Can you do that again, and let her know what’s happened?”

      “I’ll get right on that, sir.”

      Tanner nodded again. “Very well. Get to work, Specialist. Dismissed.”

      Thorn hesitated, then offered his Captain the sharpest salute he could manage.
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      Five weeks.

      That was how long the Hecate, using her Alcubierre drive, would take to return to ON space. The Nav Officer had finally pinned down four reference pulsars, confirming their identity by their unique and very specific rotational periods, giving them their current location to within a light-year. Since the speed at which an Alcubierre wave propagated through space-time was a function of the power used to generate it, the Chief Engineer figured he might be able to get that closer to four, if Tanner was willing to shut down everything not considered absolutely essential to getting the crew home alive.

      Except there was a problem. Thorn’s uncontrolled release of magic had apparently dumped far more power into the Hecate’s drive than its components were ever meant to take. For a moment, the destroyer had become the fastest thing in the observable universe, and perhaps the fastest thing there had ever been. She had covered thousands of light-years in an instant. But the resulting damage to her drive left it dead, and it was going to take at least several days to repair and bring back online.

      It got worse. Thorn was just as off-line as the drive. Whatever he’d done in his wild instant of expansive power had drained him of his ability to ’cast. At best, with effort, he could maintain watch over the Nyctus shaman. But that was all, which meant he couldn’t contact Densmore.

      “Is it permanent?” Tanner asked, looking up from the tiny desk in his briefing room. “Because if it is, then there is no way we’re getting all of this ship’s crew home.”

      The phrase all of brought Thorn up short. It was appalling to think that Tanner was already considering contingencies, which could include somehow reducing the size of the Hecate’s crew. But if she didn’t have enough supplies for all of them, she would have sufficient for some of them.

      That would be one hell of a ghost for Thorn to drag around.

      But he’d resolved to be honest with Tanner, so all he could do was shrug. “I don’t think it’s permanent, sir, but honestly, I don’t know. It’s not like we have a manual about how Starcasting works.”

      Tanner looked at Thorn for a moment, then simply said, “Keep me posted.”

      Thorn now rattled around the Hecate with not much to do. Until he was able to resume ’casting, he was little more than an underemployed officer with few useful skills. He’d finally settled on just trying to stay out of the way—and that included out of the way of the crew, as much as he could, to avoid the scathing bitterness of the looks being shot his way.

      He finally returned to the infirmary, struck by the fact that he might be able to accomplish something useful there.

      “How long does he need to stay in quarantine?” Thorn asked Quinn, while looking at Gillis through the transparent wall of the booth.

      “Protocol demands another three days. Why, Lieutenant?” Quinn asked. She pulled at her bottom lip, not looking away from Gillis.

      “I’d like to try doing a Joining with him. I can’t do much else right now, but I might at least be able to glean something useful from him. I mean, the squids went to a lot of trouble to send him back to us. The question is, why?”

      “Is that something you can do from out here? Those protocols I mentioned a minute ago say that no one but essential medical personnel are supposed to enter an active booth.”

      “Ordinarily, I could, yeah. Right now, though, I need direct contact with him if this is going to work.”

      Quinn gave Thorn a doubtful look and contacted Tanner, who, to the surprise of both of them, gave his go-ahead. Thorn got bundled into a hermetic suit, passed through the tiny airlock, and moved to Gillis’s side. He couldn’t help noticing the three severed fingers each sitting in a jar of preservative fluid nearby.

      The spoils of war, Thorn concluded, then turned his attention back to Gillis. Quinn had already warned Thorn that skin-to-skin contact was out of the question—unless he wanted to spend the next few days as Gillis’s roommate—so he had to settle on a less-than-perfect contact through the suit’s glove.

      Taking a deep breath, Thorn pushed his awareness through the join of his gloved fingers and Gillis’s wrist seeking a connection, no matter how tenuous. He wasn’t used to having to expend so much effort to do this; by the time he was able to finally Join with the unconscious man, Thorn’s heart raced and sweat beaded his skin under the suit.

      Darkness. Pounding fear. Running. Something monstrous, something with tentacles right behind. And now ahead as well, and all around—

      Thorn relaxed and let the Joining end. The man seemed to be trapped in a nightmare, probably at the moment of his capture. Everything afterward collapsed into an incoherent smear, just fragments of images, a slurry of disjointed thoughts and feelings and emotions.

      “You okay?” Quinn, monitoring from outside the booth, called over the intercom.

      “I—yeah. I’m fine.” Thorn noticed that the doc wasn’t alone; a Rating named Onoda had joined him. Thorn immediately noticed he was armed, serious, and alert.

      “I get why you’re here,” Thorn said, offering a grim smile. “But are you really going to shoot me right through the booth?”

      “Yes, sir. Loaded armor-piercing for that very reason.”

      Thorn titled his head respectfully. “Fair enough. If you’ll excuse me, then.” He Joined Gillis and was swept away in the terror and turmoil.

      Darkness. Pounding fear. Running—

      Thorn started to relax again to let the Joining end. This man required far more care and intervention than he could offer him. As he did, though, something snagged at him, like catching a chipped fingernail on fabric.

      Someone else was here. Someone was standing in that darkness filling Gillis’s mind, and watching.

      We

      See

      You

      Thorn tore himself out of the Joining. As he did, the full realization of what was going on hit him like a particle-cannon blast.

      The Nyctus were using Gillis as a conduit. They were hiding themselves in the shadow of his identity and using his mind as a place from which to observe—to spy.

      And now that Thorn had discovered that, he was of no further use to them.

      Gritting his teeth, Thorn Joined Gillis again, drawing in every last fiber of magical strength he had to drop a barrier around the man’s mind. Then he let go of Gillis’s wrist, slapped at the airlock control, and stumbled into the tiny booth. As he did, on pure instinct, he grabbed one of the jars containing a severed finger.

      Onoda drew and raised his sidearm.

      “No!” Thorn snapped. “No. Evacuate. All around. There’s a bomb!”

      Quinn gaped. Onoda hesitated, then aimed.

      “A bomb! I can keep it from detonating, but not for long!” Thorn pounded at the airlock door, then plunged through when it opened. He stayed on his feet, only to find himself staring into the muzzle of Onoda’s pistol.

      “Kill me, you die. Run!”

      Onoda locked eyes with Thorn for an instant, then dropped his pistol, grabbed him, and heaved him away from the quarantine booth. Quinn hit the intercom panel, triggering an alarm that would send the crew to general quarters.

      “All hands!” he shouted. “Evacuate zone five-alpha now!”

      Thorn was able to maintain his Joining until they reached the corridor, then it faltered in a shimmering curtain of mental energy, diaphanous and torn.

      The world turned white.
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        * * *

      

      “Nothing is ever boring with you on board, is it, Stellers?”

      Thorn blinked up at the voice. Tanner loomed over him, his face a mix of deep concern and even deeper anger.

      “Sir, what?” Thorn licked his lips. “What happened?”

      “Well, we lost most of zone five-alpha, which means three decks amidships are now open to hard vacuum.”

      Thorn struggled to raise himself on his elbows. He felt like he’d been punched all over, and repeatedly. Spray bandages dotted his flesh, covering minor wounds, while a large dressing was wound around his right arm. That was all on top of the wounds he’d taken on Ballard’s World.

      Do I feel like shit.

      Finished inspecting himself, he blinked and looked around. He lay on a litter in the mess, which had been repurposed into a makeshift infirmary. There were other litters, other casualties sprawled to his left and right. “How many?”

      “Four dead. Six wounded, including you. It would have been more like fourteen dead if you hadn’t managed to keep a lid on things until Quinn hit the alarm and got the evac order out,” Tanner said, his voice rich with disgust.

      Thorn slumped. “Sir, I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. You did exactly what I wanted from you: your job.”

      Thorn stared. So Tanner’s tone wasn’t directed at him, but at the squids who’d just attacked his ship.

      “I’m sick of being on the back foot here, Stellers. Please tell me that that explosion knocked some of your powers back into you.”

      Thorn stared. “Sorry, sir, but what?”

      Tanner waved a hand. “Some old comedy thing—guy gets hit on the head, loses his memory, gets hit again and gets it back.”

      “I don’t think that’s how it works, sir.”

      “It—hell, it doesn’t matter! I’m reaching for stardust here, Stellers. We need a break, and you’re what I’ve got to get one.”

      Thorn considered Tanner’s question. That dry wellspring of magical potential did seem to have refilled a little. It wasn’t his full potential by any means, but it was much more than he’d had. Experimentally, Thorn raised a hand and conjured a bluish point of light.

      “I—yeah, I do seem to have gained some of it back. It was probably the—” He glanced at the ship-time on the mess chrono. “Holy shit, almost twelve hours I was passed out?”

      “Whatever works,” Tanner said mildly. “Now, what happened?”

      “He wasn’t Gillis, sir, and I knew it almost immediately. Wait, that’s not—he was Gillis, but his trauma was so close I could taste it. I felt his fear, his lingering pain, and underneath it all, I sensed them.”

      “The squids?” Tanner prompted.

      “Yes, sir. Their hand—tentacle, whatever—was all over his mental bruising, and then I peeled away the memory and could see. I mean, I could actually see his damage, what they’d done to him. It was as lurid as a bruise on his face, and in that instant I knew. They broke him, saddled him like a beast, and wired him to kill,” Thorn said. “They were hidden in his mind. Like parasites.”

      “And they had a failsafe,” Tanner finished, shaking his head in anger at their devious, repulsive invasion. “They’d implanted a bomb in him, some sort of organic explosive that didn’t immediately show up in the doc’s assessment of him. Apparently, all he could see with the equipment in that damned quarantine booth was an unidentified mass, which he thought was a tumor or something.” He spat a curse, making a fist so hard his knuckles cracked. The captain was pissed.

      “Sir, the squids were able to maintain a standing Joining with Gillis, something that should take a lot of ongoing effort. When I Join with Captain Densmore, it’s something we can only maintain for short periods of time.”

      Tanner narrowed his eyes. “So? Maybe the squids are just much better at it then we are.”

      “I don’t think so. See, they screwed up. They couldn’t resist gloating. And when they did, I could see how they maintained the link. They’d taken a small piece of flesh off his body, somewhere where it wouldn’t be obvious. Now, there’s a Starcaster theory called contagion—and no, I don’t mean disease. Basically, a piece of something continues to act as though it’s part of that something, even if it's physically separated from it.”

      “So?”

      “So, the squids used that bit of Gillis to keep their Joining with him going. Now, as I was getting my ass out of that quarantine booth, I grabbed one of those severed fingers. It was just on a whim—on instinct. But I’d just been in Gillis’s mind. He was captured along with Kira—Lieutenant Wixcombe. She’s . . . obviously very close to me. That finger just seemed to be the right one to grab.”

      “So what? You think you can link up with Wixcombe, using—can’t believe I’m saying this—her severed finger?”

      “Yes, sir. It’s worth a try.”

      “Well, that finger was put away somewhere secure—didn’t seem right to leave it sitting out in plain view.” Tanner waved a hand, questioning the squid tactic. “What would be the point? Besides reassuring yourself that Wixcombe’s alive, that is?”

      “Don’t deny that’s part of it, sir. But if she is alive and has learned anything about the squids—”

      Tanner’s eyes went flat, but he finally gave a single nod. “Alcubierre drive’s still out, we’re further from ON space than anyone’s ever been, I’ve got a hole in my ship and dead crew—right now, I’ll take anything I can get. Do whatever you have to do, Stellers.”

      Thorn worked himself to his feet, wincing as he did. Fortunately, the blast from the implanted bomb had been diminished by the tough, plasticized glass of the quarantine booth and the intervening bulkheads; most of what had hit Thorn, and those with him, had been a concussive effect. It left him feeling more than a little tenderized but still on his feet.

      “On my way, sir,” he said to Tanner. “If you need me, I’ll be in the Witchport.”
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        * * *

      

      Kira had almost finished a dark plunge into a bottomless abyss of despair. She could hold out against the squids and their intrusions into her mind pretty much forever, but that was it. All the information she’d managed to gain was, in the end, useless. She was going to die, and it was going to die with her.

      Kira?

      She blinked, then dragged her head up from her chest and looked around. Just her cell. She’d heard nothing, least of all Thorn’s voice—

      Kira!

      She laboriously sat up. It sounded like he’d been right there.

      But he wasn’t, of course. “Hallucinating,” she whispered. “That comes . . . just before the end . . . right?”

      Dammit, Kira, I can feel you there. Answer me!

      Kira’s head snapped up this time.

      Okay, that was not a hallucination.

      It really was Thorn.
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      Thorn? Is that really you?

      He could feel the fear, anguish, and despair flowing across the Joining between them, flooding the witchport around him like stale, suffocating air. Thorn shouldered his way through the emotions and focused on Kira.

      It’s me. I’d ask how you are, but—

      Definitely don’t recommend this as a vacation experience.

      He smiled. Kira, look, I just want to—

      Wait. Stop. How do I know it’s really you?

      How? His jaw went tight with frustration. It’s me, Kira, believe me.

      I really want to. But the squids have tricked me before. They lifted my own memories from my mind, then used them against me. That included you.

      Thorn frowned. If she couldn’t simply feel from the Joining that it was him, how could he possibly prove it to her?

      Thorn, tell me the name of the pilot and the AI we flew with.

      What? Mol and Trixie?

      After a moment of hesitation, a flood of relief poured across the Joining. Okay, that’s something I’ve been able to keep from the squids. They’d have no way of knowing that.

      Doubt flickered in Thorn. Could the squids be pulling a fast one on him? Was this really Kira? Even using her severed finger as a focus—which was, he had to admit, supremely weird and grisly—could they be manipulating this whole situation?

      But he dismissed the idea. The Nyctus might be able to use facts, memories of experiences, against them, but he couldn’t believe they could so thoroughly mimic the emotions he felt wafting across the Joining from Kira. Those were just too real.

      Told you, it’s really me.

      There was a long pause. Thorn could tell she was crying. He hesitated to intervene, but this wasn’t just about confirming she was alive.

      He was about to say so, but Kira’s presence suddenly hardened with resolve. Sorry, I’m just— She paused. This has been really bad, Thorn. But how the hell did you even find me?

      Thorn looked at her severed finger, immersed in preservative in a jar. Okay, this is going to sound pretty grim, but I’m looking at your finger right now.

      My—

      Kira?

      Okay, hang on. Just . . . give me a second.

      Thorn waited.

      Alright. Okay. How? How did you—no, wait, never mind. Don’t tell me anything I don’t need to know. Although, how the hell did that happen? What were the odds that you’d end up with it?

      Maybe our fates are intertwined and it was the actions of an invisible hand of destiny drawing us together.

      What? Really?

      No, of course not. Absolutely just a coincidence, Thorn said. Still kind of improbable, but improbable things do happen. For that matter, considering where the Hecate was at the time, the odds probably weren’t even that bad—

      Already told you, don’t tell me anything I don’t absolutely need to know, Thorn. I might have been able to hold the squids out of my mind so far, but I don’t know if I can do it forever.

      Thorn had to nod at the wisdom of that. Moreover, he’d been agonizing over what to tell her about Gillis, since he and Kira had obviously been comrades, part of the same team, but this gave him an out, at least for now.

      There are some things you need to know, Thorn, so just listen.

      Listening.

      Good. He felt her take a deep breath across the miles, then she spoke in his mind, her voice clear, calm—measured. I learned something about my ability. It’s . . . more than I ever imagined. It’s an ocean where I thought it was a pool, and in order to find it, I had to be under duress.

      I’d say this qualifies, Thorn said.

      Kira laughed, a brash sound in Thorn’s mind. You have no idea. I found my power, Thorn. I had to go slow, like crawling, but then it seemed to be more natural. Like I’d always known how, but had to find my path again. Once I did, I could touch the squid minds and jump away, leaving them unaware. They tried to break me, Thorn. They tried and failed. They can’t break me, and they know it.

      Kira, look, I have to get this info to the people who need it. That means I’ve got to leave you for a while.

      I know you do.

      I don’t want to.

      I know you don’t. I don’t want you to, either.

      But—

      You have to. Go. Do what you need to do. I’m not going anywhere. Just make sure of one thing.

      Name it, Thorn said.

      Come back to me.

      I will, he vowed.

      I know that, too.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner put his hands on his hips and stared at the tactical display that currently depicted a portion of the Zone, straddled by ON space on one side and Nyctus territory on the other. It had been painted with icons representing the situation that Kira had described to Thorn; one cluster of icons, in particular, held the Captain’s attention.

      “How sure are you that this is right?” Tanner asked, eyes still fixed on the chart.

      “Well, Kira—Lieutenant Wixcombe—lifted this from the minds of the squids on the orbital platform where she’s being held and pieced it together,” Thorn replied. “It’s probably not complete, of course, and also probably full of errors about the specifics, but she’s sure that this is what the squids are planning.”

      Tanner rubbed his chin. “Massing a fleet here, apparently to attack across the widest and most open part of the Zone. Doesn’t seem to make sense.” Over his shoulder, he said, “XO, what do you think?”

      Raynaud stepped closer to the screen. “It doesn’t make sense, sir, you’re right. That makes it pretty much the last thing we’d expect them to do.”

      “Yeah, I get that,” Tanner replied. “Just because something isn’t obvious, though, doesn’t make it a good idea.”

      While the others had been speaking, Thorn had been studying the chart, looking for some reason the Nyctus would choose such a risky operation.

      Wait. Risky to them, but they were humans—

      “Sir,” he said. “We need to look at this like the squids would.”

      Tanner gave him a sharp glance. “Squid or human, the basics of military ops are pretty much the same,” he said, but as he finished, his face had already started to show a hint of doubt. “Aren’t they? What are you getting at, Stellers?”

      Thorn stepped up beside the XO. “It’s a long way across the Zone, yes. And if it was us, planning a conventional military op, we’d look at all that empty space as empty space. But it’s not.” He touched a label on the map, expanding it.

      Thunderstorm Nebula.

      “This nebula isn’t very big, but based on these data, it’s pretty dense.” He turned and looked at Tanner. “Lots of dust.”

      That made Tanner take a step forward. “Use the nebula as a staging point, maybe even a sort of FOB. That would put them within a short trans-light flight of . . . what, two of our own FOBs, including Code Gauntlet and a half-dozen heavily populated worlds.”

      “Because they know we’re steering well clear of dust clouds,” Raynaud finished.

      “Or we used to, last time we weren’t a ridiculous amount of light-years from friendly space,” Tanner said. A glimmer of humor colored his tone. “But there’d been nothing to hint at us having a solution to them blinding us with dust, so it’s probably safe to assume we don’t—and that’s what the squids are counting on.”

      “Well, this is amazing information,” Raynaud said. “But we can’t do a damned thing with it. We need to get it to Fleet.”

      She and Tanner both turned to Thorn.

      “Now that I seem to be getting my full powers back, I think I can make that happen, sir, ma’am, yes,” Thorn said, answering the unasked questions.

      “Now how about getting us closer to home?” Tanner asked. “The novelty of being the furthest-traveled ship in history has pretty much worn off.”

      “That’s next on my to-do list, sir, for sure.”
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        * * *

      

      Stellers, Densmore said, you’re telling me that you’re thousands of light-years away right now?

      Yes, ma’am.

      And that was your doing?

      Yes, ma’am. But I don’t think that’s the most important thing right now—

      No, of course not. The squids and their offensive is. How certain are you that Wixcombe’s info is correct?

      Thorn’s immediate thought was, I trust Kira, of course it’s correct. But that was a purely emotional response. The fact was, he really had no objective way of knowing how accurate the things she’d learned were.

      I don’t know, ma’am. I’m only relaying what Kira told me. I get it, you’re going to want to corroborate this—

      I think we already have.

      Sorry?

      I won’t go into details, but I just attended a briefing that described an unusual increase in signals traffic from that same sector. Fleet intelligence is trying to make sense of it. This new info seems to do just that.

      So, what do you intend to do about it, ma’am?

      I’m not prepared to share detailed plans with you, Stellers, for obvious reasons. But let’s put it this way—if this works out the way I’m starting to think it might, it could change the course of the entire war.

      Thorn turned a strange new thought around in his mind, feeling its unfamiliar shape.

      The war, being over.

      If there’s anything else I can do, ma’am—

      There is, Stellers.

      What’s that?

      Come home. Oh, and try to do it with that shaman you captured still alive. If nothing else, I’d like to finally look one in the face—maybe punch it a few times.

      Gotcha, ma’am. I know exactly how you feel.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn strode along the detour corridor because of the gaping hole where the infirmary and compartments around it used to be. He’d never really appreciated the clever design that went into warships, and especially the redundancy—the forward crew mess was specifically intended to function as an alternate or supplementary infirmary; there were three parallel corridors running the length of the ship, with abrupt right angles built into them to diminish blast effects that would otherwise propagate along them; power was distributed along four main bus conduits, port and starboard, keel and spine, with all critical systems cabled into at least three of them. It meant that, despite her grievous wound, the Hecate was still essentially ready for battle.

      Unfortunately, that battle was happening a long way away. Thorn could tell that deeply frustrated Tanner. Here it seemed that the ON was about to deliver what could be a knockout blow to a major part of the Nyctus fleet, but his ship was so far from the action they might as well be in a whole separate universe.

      Thorn stopped at a cross corridor and waited as a pair of Ratings wheeled a cart laden with rations, based on the writing on the crates. That was the downside of having the forward mess repurposed into the infirmary; all meals now had to be served in the aft.

      Thorn!

      The psychic shout made him reel back, where he slumped against the bulkhead. He shook his head. One of the Ratings looked at him as they passed, then stopped.

      “Sir, are you alright?”

      Thorn!

      He waved the Rating off.

      Kira?

      Thorn, they found out!

      They what? What’s going on? I was just heading to the witchport to try and contact you. How the hell are you doing this?

      Doesn’t matter! The squids have found out we’ve been talking like this! They’re coming!

      Thorn stiffened, acrid dread surging through him like bile. What do you mean? he asked, a ridiculous question, but he had nothing else.

      The squids—I was probing them again, and I saw it. Somehow, they know we’ve been talking like this. They’re coming to— shit. This . . . this is it, Thorn. They’re going to kill me to stop this.

      Thorn stared at the floor, his body rigid with anger. He was about to experience Kira’s awful, violent death and couldn’t do a damned thing about it.

      He shook his head. No. That wasn’t going to happen.

      “Sir, do you need help?”

      His head snapped up. “Get away from me!”

      The other Rating hit the intercom and shouted for Security. Thorn didn’t have time for that and focused his attention back on Kira.

      Thorn, I—oh. Oh. Okay. I just want to say this. Thorn—

      What?

      Just shut up and hang on.

      I don’t understand! Thorn, they’re almost here.

      Quiet. I need a moment to—just, stay quiet. Stay small. Make your thoughts small, and keep them on me, okay?

      Thorn—!

      He ripped his talisman out of his tunic pocket, squeezed the smooth, worn book, and focused every particle of himself on that union of flesh and cardboard.

      A sudden memory erupted from the point of focus.

      There was a dazzling glare as the KEW thundered out of the sky of Cotswold, about to lay waste to everything that mattered.

      No, Thorn thought. Not again. You don’t get to take Kira from me, too.

      Because—

      Because this is how the universe works.

      Another searing flash enveloped him, just like the impact of that KEW on Cotswold, and once again Thorn was hurled into endless night.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn blinked. Saw nothing but a smear of wan light.

      Blinked again. That time, there was a shape, blurred but gaining detail. Okay. This is something new.

      He forced his eyes open. The blur resolved into a face. Grimy, bloody, bruised—

      But he recognized it instantly.

      “Kira?”

      It came out as just a hoarse croak, but it was enough to make her eyes flicker open and look into his.

      For a moment, they both just stayed that way, looking into each other’s eyes and trying to make sense of it all.

      Finally, she said, “Thorn?” Her voice was as weak and raspy as his.

      He opened his mouth, but this time nothing came out. He tried to find his voice, but before he could, another one cut him off.

      “Stellers,” Tanner said. “You know the rules about bringing companions aboard my ship without permission.”

      He turned and found himself looking up at the Captain, who was flanked by a pair of ship’s Security. He was still lying in the corridor, flat on the deck; the two Ratings who’d been lugging supplies along the cross corridor just stood, eyes as wide as full moons.

      “Thorn?”

      He turned back to the hoarse whisper.

      “Kira, are you really here?”

      “You tell me,” she said, then swayed with shock and exhaustion. A tear rolled down her cheek, and it could have been from joy or pain. Maybe both.

      “I know exactly how you feel, Lieutenant—Wixcombe, I assume,” Tanner said. “Dealing with Stellers makes me want to cry, too.”

      Kira’s lips curled up, making her wince from a cut. “I’ll cry later. For now, let’s talk about chow.”
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        * * *

      

      Kira proved to be malnourished and suffering from many injuries from her ordeal, but she was otherwise in surprisingly good shape. Quinn declared her fit enough for light duties, then discharged her into an immediate face-to-face meeting with Tanner, Thorn, and the XO in a compartment used for spare-parts storage.

      “Sorry, Wixcombe,” Tanner said, “but until you’re cleared of any security risk at all, you’re banned from the bridge, engineering, fire control—for that matter, most of the ship.”

      She nodded. “Understood, sir.”

      Tanner turned to Thorn. “Okay, Stellers, you have some explaining to do.”

      Thorn nodded, wincing as he did. His extravagant expenditure of magical power had, once more, left him feeling utterly drained. This time, though, he was sure he’d eventually recover.

      “I—” Thorn began, then shook his head and sighed. He owed Tanner the whole truth. “I did something similar to what I did to deflect that rock from Code Gauntlet. I rewrote reality, to make it possible for me to pull Kira—Lieutenant Wixcombe—out of danger. The squids were about to execute her. As to how I did it, I have an idea. I can remember the shape of my spell, sir.”

      Tanner looked at Kira. “That true, Lieutenant? Execution? Imminent?”

      “Yes, sir. The squids somehow figured out I had managed to start eavesdropping on them psychically and were coming to put a stop to it.”

      “What that means, sir,” Thorn went on, “is that I disobeyed a direct order from Captain Densmore to not attempt that again.”

      Tanner turned to Raynaud. “Fetch Captain Densmore for me, would you?”

      The Xo gave him a blank look, her dark eyes inscrutable. “Oh, that’s right, isn’t it?” Tanner said. “She’s not here.” His lip quirked upward. “You don’t work for Captain Densmore, Stellers. You work for me.”

      “I also promised her I wouldn’t do this again.”

      “Okay, that is between you and her,” Tanner said, then narrowed his gaze. “Although, I’m getting the sense there’s more to this than you’re letting on. Is there some sort of implication to what you’ve done here, Stellers? Something that might be bad for this ship?”

      “That’s the trouble, sir,” Thorn replied. “I honestly don’t know. When I deflected that rock, we got very, very lucky. Since everything I did was inside an Alcubierre bubble, it was isolated from the rest of the universe. But this wasn’t. So I don’t know what sort of effects this might have had.”

      Tanner rubbed his chin, giving the possibilities a moment to sink in. “Well, that’s well above my pay grade, especially right now. As of this moment, my concern is the ship. Although”—he looked at Kira, then back to Thorn—“you rescued a comrade from the grip of the enemy,” he said. “No matter what else that leads to, there is that, Stellers.”

      Thorn smiled at Kira. “Honestly, sir, I’d do it again, too.”

      Kira smiled back, but it quickly faded. “I only wish we could have rescued Rainer and Riley, too.”

      She didn’t say Gillis, because Thorn had already explained to her what had happened. It drew his attention to the bandage on her missing finger. Kira was being strong about all of this, but Thorn knew there’d be a reckoning coming when she had to confront and deal with everything she’d been through.

      For now, they all had immediate matters to face, the first of which was getting back to friendly space. And that led to the question that Thorn knew Tanner was going to ask next.

      “So, Stellers, you moved us out here, to the middle of galactic nowhere, and now you’ve moved Wixcombe across who knows how many light-years to join us. Can you do it a third time and move us back?”

      “For that matter,” Raynaud put in, “are you sure moving Wixcombe, or whatever the right word is for it, could cause these long-term effects you’re worried about, or was it only possible because you moved the Hecate in what seems like pretty much the same way first and already caused them?”

      Thorn hesitated. It was a good insight from Raynaud, but one to which he had no answer.

      “My only answer can be—maybe, but I’ll try like hell to make it a definitive yes.”

      Tanner gave a single nod. “Well, then your priority is now to find an answer to that question, Stellers. Wixcombe, you obviously need to be debriefed, but we have no one on this ship qualified to do it properly. The XO is going to take a statement from you. I need you to give as much detail as possible about your captivity with the Nyctus. That’s priority, after which you’re going to help Stellers out any way you can. You’re still restricted from critical areas of the Hecate, though.”

      Raynaud answered quickly. “Understood, sir.”

      “In the meantime, the life of this ship goes on. The Chief Engineer informs me that the Alcubierre drive is about a day away from being operational again. We’ve revised our ration schedule, which should give us enough to get back to ON space the old-fashioned way, but we’ll have to keep an eye out for fresh water sources along the way. Comets are handy like that. So, ladies and gentlemen, with that, to your duties.”

      Thorn walked with Kira as they left. They made inconsequential small talk, which fell absolutely flat; Thorn finally rolled his eyes and pulled Kira into a stores compartment.

      “I think we need to talk,” he said, “and I don’t mean about how good the food is aboard the Hecate compared to the shit the squids were giving you.”

      She returned a faint smile. “It was pretty bad. Almost as bad as that sandwich paste you tried to pass off as edible back on Code Gauntlet.” Her smile vanished. “But you’re right, I think we do.”

      “So let me start—”

      “Thorn, look,” she cut in, “when I started to, um, confess—”

      He shook his head, once. “That’s not what I meant. That’s . . . for another time.”

      “Seriously? It was a touch dramatic, even for wartime, Thorn.”

      “Uh, yeah, I was there, remember?” He smiled. “Let’s stow that for the moment. Right now, I just wanted to tell you how sorry I am.”

      She just stared. “About what, exactly?”

      “About doubting you. About doubting your abilities as a Joiner. I was wrong. Not only are you a skilled Joiner, Kira, you’re also powerful. I don’t know if you realize how powerful.”

      “I—well, know that I gained some power while the squids had me. I put it off to something like . . . like adrenaline, I guess. A surge, in the moment.”

      “Yeah, except that surge never went away. Kira, the only reason I was able to pull you back here was because you opened the conduit. You called me. In fact, you’ve been calling me for a while now, but in my dreams. I guess that’s when my mind was most receptive to it.”

      She looked askance, then shook her head. “I don’t remember trying to contact you—”

      “Maybe not, but you were. Your mind was. To me, it was—you were screaming. It was awful. Soul-killing. I put it down to stress. But you were broadcasting even then, even if you didn’t know it.” He shrugged. “As far as I know, the only others who can do that, over any distance, are me and Captain Densmore.”

      “Where are you going with this, Thorn?”

      “Right now, right back to where I started this. By apologizing to you. I underestimated you, because I was being cocky and arrogant.”

      “As far as I know, you’re the strongest Starcaster we know of, Thorn, at least so far. I let that start making me resentful.” She smiled, a little more genuinely this time. Thorn wondered how long it would be before her true, warm smile was back—or if it would ever be.

      “Anyway, that’s my way of saying I was part of the problem, back on Code Gauntlet,” she said. “So, I’m sorry, too.”

      “I think two sorrys cancel out, meaning we’re good,” he said.

      “I think that’s how it works, sure.”

      Thorn gathered Kira in his arms, an embrace that was apology and comfort and affirmation, all in one.

      They stayed that way until the door slid open and a surprised Rating with a data-pad stopped, one foot over the coaming.

      “Oh, uh . . . sir, ma’am. I, uh—”

      “Don’t mind us,” Thorn said. “We’re just in here fraternizing like hell.”

      The man chuckled. “Don’t blame you a bit, sir. I probably would if I could, too. Meantime, though, I need to scan ID codes on all these crates. I can work around you, if you’d like.”

      Kira stepped back from Thorn. “Nah, that’s okay. I think we’re done fraternizing. For now.” Her smile was filled with possibility.
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        * * *

      

      The squids were coming, she could feel them, they were coming to kill here, they didn’t need her anymore—

      Kira bolted upright in bed, gasping as the images faded from her mind, her heart pounding like she’d been miles deep in a punishing run. Acrid sweat drenched her and dampened the sheets. She swung her gaze around in the darkness, panicking—Thorn, Captain Tanner, the Hecate, all of that was just a dream, and she was still really mired in the nightmare of her captivity—

      But a dull rumble filtered through her racing thoughts. It was the pervasive sound of ventilation, air exchangers, a power plant, a running Alcubierre drive.

      “Oh, shit,” she muttered, and swung her feet out of bed. Of course, she was aboard the Hecate. Death had been close, but she was safe. Or as safe as she could be thousands of lightyears from home on a warship.

      “Lights.”

      She crossed to the tiny sink in the closet-sized quarters she’d been assigned and hit the valve, but nothing happened. Oh. Right. Water rationing. She had to settle for scrubbing her face with a dry towel. As she did, she forced away the last dregs of that panic. That had been the dream. The squids weren’t coming for her. It didn’t matter that they didn’t need her anymore, because she was safe—

      She lowered the towel.

      Wait.

      Something wasn’t right.

      For a moment, that dreadful panic started to bubble up again, but she once more shoved it back down. Whatever was wrong wasn’t about what was happening now. It was about something that had happened before. Kira had always been a methodical thinker—it was how she survived in the orphanage, always thinking ahead, moving quickly, and seizing on details.

      Raynaud’s face hove into view, a memory. A clear memory, of questions during the debriefing, all of it recorded as she methodically catalogued her ordeal, each horrific memory saved to be examined. Considered.

      Shared.

      She thought again about the nightmare that had just awakened her—

      And there it was. She was being chased, but not by the squid.

      Kira tumbled out of her quarters and hurried to find Thorn.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn just blinked, fighting through the woolen fugue of his first deep sleep in days. Kira stood before him, thrumming with frantic energy. That look cleared his mind in a flash, and he waved her in.

      “Tell me,” he said.

      She stood, moving silently as she finished working out the details in her mind. When she was done, her gaze landed on Thorn, bright with triumph.

      “It was all a lie. Complex and devious, but a lie nonetheless.,” Kira said.

      “What was?”

      “Everything. Everything I learned from the squids.” She cursed. “They were a step ahead of me the whole time. Shit, I should have seen it—”

      Thorn took her hands. “Walk me through it. I see the value in sending you with bad intel, but . . . how do you know?”

      “I already said it. Everything. All the ship movements, all the supply and logistical activity, command and control measures—all of it was a lie. They were feeding me that information, Thorn.” She looked into his eyes. “They were setting a trap for the Fleet and using me as a trigger for it.”

      “Okay,” he said slowly. “Sell me on it. What’s the proof? Remember, we’ve got to sell this to Fleet. And Tanner.”

      “It’s because of something I remembered while giving the XO my statement. I hadn’t even realized I’d remembered it until just a few minutes ago.” She took a shuddering breath. “They were done with me, Thorn. They didn’t need me anymore. I could tell. I saw it in their minds while they were coming for me. They didn’t need me anymore.”

      Thorn stared, lips pressed in a line. He didn’t see—

      And then he did.

      “They were using you for something. And that something was done, so they were going to kill you.” His voice trailed off as he panned through the implications.

      “Yeah. Exactly. They were using me to set a trap for the Fleet. If the ON moves to pre-empt that supposed offensive, they’re going to be ambushed.” She sifted details, hints—every nuance of her ordeal, coming back to the same conclusion. “They’re not human. They’re utterly, wholly alien, so this bullshit? Using me? It’s exactly what we should have suspected.”

      Thorn looked dubious. “How could they possibly have known that you’d read their minds then talk to me and give me that info?”

      Kira wiped her face with one hand, fighting a sudden wave of exhausted despair. “I was wondering that, too. But then it hit me. How did they know to attack that rehearsal exercise I was doing with Gillis and the others? How did they know where we were so they could take out everything else, then send a bunch of damned robots—which are immune to Joining—down to the surface to capture us?”

      “Shit.” The pieces clicked for him all at once. “A spy.”

      She nodded. “Somewhere in the ON, yes. Somewhere pretty high up, too. High enough that they knew about the op I was assigned with my team. High enough that they know that you can contact others telepathically, over long distances, in real-time. And someone who knows that we’re close, so you’d try to contact me when you thought I was missing.”

      As Kira talked, Thorn looked over her shoulder at a spot on the wall.

      Only one person fit all those criteria. Only one person he could think of, anyway.

      “Densmore,” he said.

      Kira stared, then nodded. “It would fit.”

      He looked at Kira. “If that’s true, then she used both of us.”

      “She did, yeah.”

      Thorn hit the intercom to call Tanner.

      The voice that came back was slurred from sleep. “Is this really urgent, Stellers?”

      “The Fleet’s heading into a trap, sir.”

      This time, Tanner’s voice cracked like a whip. “My briefing room, now.”
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        * * *

      

      “Alys Densmore?” Tanner said, crossing his arms. “Hard to believe.”

      “Yes, sir,” Thorn replied. “But it fits.”

      “Can you contact anyone back at Fleet besides her?”

      “No. And if she’s compromised—”

      “Then even if you contact her with this, she won’t do a damned thing to stop it.”

      “It’s worse than that, sir,” Kira put in. “If Thorn contacts her, she might just double down and try to get even more of the Fleet committed.”

      “But she doesn’t know what we know,” Raynaud said. “Or at least what we suspect. She doesn’t even know that you managed to retrieve Wixcombe.”

      “Unless she’s in contact with the squids and they’ve let her know,” Kira replied.

      The XO nodded at that, but Tanner shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter. She knows we’re out of the picture, and that the only one Stellers seems to be able to contact is her. So she’s gambling that we’ll stay out of the picture until it’s too late to do anything about it.”

      “Pretty good gamble,” Raynaud muttered.

      Tanner nodded. “It is.” He turned to Thorn. “Unless you can figure out a way to get us back into the picture, Stellers.”

      While the others had been talking, Thorn had been letting his thoughts roam. Several disconnected things were starting to come together. He looked at Tanner.

      “Sir, I’m assuming the order for me to not, ah, alter reality no longer applies?”

      “The one Densmore gave you? What do you think? Besides, I already told you, you work for me.”

      “In that case, sir, I’m going to ask you something you’re going to hate,” Thorn said.

      Tanner sniffed. “Stellers, you just described the life of an ON officer.” He leaned forward. “I’m assuming this is something to do with magic, a complex plan, and the utilization of tactics that make my skin crawl?”

      “Naturally, sir.”

      Tanner smiled, long suffering but resigned to whatever happened next. “But of course. So, Starcaster, what do we do?”
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      “We’re ready, Stellers,” Tanner said. “All stations, Lieutenant Stellers has command. From this point on, you work off his marks.”

      Thorn made himself as comfortable as he could, then grabbed his talisman in both hands, rested it on his crossed legs, and opened the witchport. A last waft of air lingering after depressurization puffed away as vapor against the stars.

      “Kira,” he said. “How about you? Are you ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be.”

      “Okay.” Thorn filled his lungs, let it out. He repeated the process, but even slower, with a deliberation he’d come to know as the sharpening of his power. Let his full awareness sink into the press of his fingertips against his talisman, feeling the whorls of each finger like a familiar story.

      “Nav, Engineering, stand by.”

      “Alcubierre drive ready to engage,” Fulbright said. To his credit, there wasn’t even any reluctance in his voice. He was obviously as ready as anyone to return home.

      “Nav confirms,” another voice said. “Never entered data like this before, but it’s ready when you are, Lieutenant.”

      Thorn’s awareness now expanded from his fingertips, swelling to encompass the Hecate, and especially her Alcubierre drive. He could feel it as a locus of potential, a beacon of possibility, waiting to come to life. All it needed was a flow of certainty, and that’s what Thorn was about to give it.

      “Activate the drive.”

      There was a distant thrum as the Alcubierre drive lit up. The universe shrank until it was a space and time barely larger than the Hecate herself. True to its nature, the resulting ripple in reality tried to collapse as creation tried to restore its naturally flat character. The collapse went on and on, a wave continuously trying to break, but at superluminal speed. As it did, it carried the Hecate—which was, from the internal perspective of its miniature, isolated universe, entirely motionless—along with it.

      It was how an Alcubierre drive worked. But Thorn was about to change that.

      Now that he’d touched the boundaries of the Hecate’s tiny universe, he pulled his awareness back, collapsing his sense of self until he was focused on the drive. Only the amount of power being fed into the drive limited the speed at which it could propagate the Alcubierre wave through space-time. That was as much a constraint of the drive’s engineering as it was the power that could be fed into it; a given drive could only handle so much input without being damaged. That’s what had happened when Thorn had, in a wild, uncontrolled burst, swept the drive and the ship up in his outpouring of raw emotion. He now did much the same thing, but in a methodical, controlled way.

      Thorn fed magical might into the drive, because that’s how it worked. The more he fed in, the faster the Hecate’s bubble of reality tore through the firmament of the greater universe. What would have been weeks of travel had become days.

      But that wasn’t enough. He felt his muscle seize and pushed harder. Space warped to an ever-greater degree, shoving the Hecate’s bubble along even faster. The distortion bent around, straining to break free until reality and unlimited travel met in one point—at a place where the Hecate streaked through space.

      In another moment, the two points would coalesce, and a wormhole through creation would open, yawning away into impossibility. It was probably something like this that had flung the Hecate so far in the first place. The Chief Engineer, when Tanner had asked him about the possibility of this and its implications, could only shrug. The math said it could be done but offered nothing about whether it should be.

      Thorn was tempted; it would reduce what was now hours of flight time to essentially no time at all. But he didn’t, and fought just to keep the drive running on the edge of tearing space apart. His head began to pound, his pulse throbbing behind his eyes like bursts of lightning, red crackles that surged to life and died, all in the curtain of his vision. He pressed down hard on his talisman, keeping his focus fixed on it, ignoring his racing heart, the way pressure was mounting in his head—just a bit longer—

      An alarm chimed faintly through the rushing in his ears, as though from far away. The drive was about to cut off.

      Thorn slowly let his extravagant expenditure of power slow from a flood, to a rush, to a trickle. The drive spooled down, the distortion looming behind the Hecate and driving her forward receding. Now she raced along at no more than a normal pace for a drive of the type she carried.

      Another chime, and the drive cut off. What had been a featureless and dimensionless darkness around the witchport became a starfield.

      Thorn slumped back, gasping, soaked in sweat, his muscles howling with residual anguish and his teeth clenched so tightly, he had to work his jaw open in fits and starts. Controlling his expenditure of power in a deliberate way prevented him from simply passing out, as he had before. But it left him feeling no less drained.

      Still, he roused himself. Everything depended on the next message from the Nav O, who would be finding pulsars and using them to fix their position.

      “Nav here. We’re inside the envelope. We’re home.”

      Thorn pulled in, then released, a deep breath. Sweat stung his eyes, and he wiped at a drop of it clinging to the end of his nose.

      Tanner spoke. “Well done, crew. All stations, I am resuming command. Tactical, I need a picture of what’s going on.”

      “Got it, sir,” the Tac O said. “And it’s not pretty.”
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        * * *

      

      Kira snugged her harness, cinching herself more tightly into the Gyrfalcon’s co-pilot’s station. Mol had finished the pre-flight checklist, and now they just waited for the short Alcubierre hop into what seemed to be a ferocious battle—and one that the ON was losing.

      She glanced back. The Nyctus shaman was strapped to the litter tighter than the spec ops squad leader, Alix, was belted alongside on her own crash couch. She had two more of her people with her, but had only caught the name of one, Toff. The three of them all had weapons ready, trained on the squid, in case it tried to resist or hit back. None of them smiled, and none of the weapons wavered. At all.

      “Gyrfalcon, Tanner here. Alcubierre cutoff in thirty seconds. Based on those last sensor returns, it’s going to be one hell of a shitstorm out there once we’re back in normal space, so haul your asses out of the Hecate asap so we can start maneuvering.”

      “Roger that, sir,” Mol said, nodding as the hangar doors slid open. Nothing but a colorless distortion greeted them, the twisted space of an Alcubierre bubble.

      Kira braced herself. She’d unwittingly doomed the ON fleet. Now, it was time to save it.

      The drive cut off sounded, and the view abruptly switched from nothing to, as Tanner had so aptly put it, a shitstorm.

      Mol called, “Here we go!” Then she powered the Gyrfalcon out of the Hecate’s hangar. She didn’t wait for clearance to maneuver from the destroyer and immediately began to dodge with furious purpose. Their first hop, the one enabled by Thorn, had brought them close to the sector where the ON had been lured into a trap; two more hops, far shorter and more conventional, had plunged them almost into the middle of the fight. Now, flashes rippled through space around them as the two massive fleets slammed headlong into one another, filling the void with energy and violence.

      Or, rather, the ON fleet had slammed headlong into the Nyctus. The squids, in turn, had sprung their trap, and now the ON task force was hemmed in, surrounded on three sides and taking both raking and flanking fire. As Mol jinked and swung the Gyrfalcon through the raging battle, Kira watched the battered ON ships. They raced past a destroyer that had been torn in two by a KEW, dodging debris she carefully avoided looking at too closely. Beyond that, glowing plasma streamed from a battlecruiser, her drive section laid open to hard vacuum. All around them, shredded chunks of hull plate and buckled structural members tumbled amid clouds of smaller wreckage and thin arcs of vented atmosphere.

      Mol fired the thrusters hard, dodging around the nose of a corvette. The rest of the ship was simply gone. “Where are we going, Kira?” she called.

      Kira forced herself to concentrate. She needed to find—

      “There!” she shouted, pointing out the canopy in a vague direction that encompassed half the universe. “Check that, there,” she said, jamming a finger at the tactical display. “That point. A big squid battleship. Move us toward it without us dying, if you please. Hate to be late for this rendezvous.”

      “On time and alive. It’s practically my motto,” Mol chirped, punching commands into the Gyrfalcon’s controls. As she did, they were burst-transmitted back to the Hecate, which had swung to place her bulk between the thick of the battle and the fighter.

      “Okay, they’re acknowledging,” Mol said. She looked from the implacable array of Nyctus ships ahead, to Kira. “You’re sure about this, huh?”

      Kira nodded. She knew the slightly greasy feel of squid minds far better than she ever wanted to, and the dark thoughts of their shamans in particular. “Yeah, if we’re going to do this, there’s our best shot.”

      As Mol applied thrust and the Gyrfalcon swept off toward the target Kira had selected, the Hecate sailing alongside, Kira glanced back at Alix, Toff, and the drugged squid. Incredibly, Toff’s eyes were closed.

      “Is he asleep?” Kira asked.

      “Nope,” Toff said without opening his eyes. “Just resting. This way, if we go boom, I don’t see it coming.”

      Alix grinned. Both of the spec ops soldiers seemed entirely relaxed, which was a pretty incredible thing, given the circumstances. But Kira couldn’t help noticing a restrained menace under the casual exterior, like springs coiled up and about to be released.

      She met Alix’s eyes. “You’re clear on what you need to do, right?”

      Alix nodded. “Hopefully nothing. But if it looks like things are going wrong”—she gestured at the squid with the toe of her boot—“he’s the first one to die.”

      Kira nodded and turned back to find the Nyctus ships looming far closer than they’d seemed just a few seconds ago. Mol jinked around an ON battlecruiser, her hull scarred by blast marks and a gaping hole in her side. But she was still fighting, her rail guns and missile launchers still defiantly landing hits on the Nyctus.

      She made a promise to the unseen crew as they swept past.

      I got you into this, so now I’m going to get you out.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn wished he’d had more time to recover from bringing the Hecate back into known space. But the two subsequent Alcubierre hops that had brought them here, to the battlespace itself, lasted barely an hour. He still felt leached, like something had drained his blood and will, leaving him an echo. Or a husk.

      He opened his eyes and looked out the open witchport at the vast and violent chaos of the fleet battle raging all around the Hecate now. As he watched, rail gun shot from a trio of ON ships tore into a massive squid carrier-class, shredding hull plates in a glittering arc of plasma and debris. Before the ON ships could turn, a second Nyctus ship rolled between them, firing at what was essentially point-blank range. A titanic flare of light signaled the end of one ON cruiser, even as the other two began to pour a hail of fire on the fleeing squid ship. At every point in his field of vision, there were ships, and death, and the lights of unlimited space warfare as sailors fought and died without ever seeing the enemy up close.

      Thorn shook himself with an effort, leaving the reverie behind. He didn’t have the luxury of time. What he had was a task. A goal.

      That, he could understand.

      He clutched his talisman with the ferocity of an unbreakable promise. “Sir, I’m ready,” he said to the air.

      “Understood,” Tanner replied. “We’re keeping station on the Gyrfalcon, per the plan. We’ll do all we can to protect it, but we’re just one ship, so this mostly comes down to you, Stellers.”

      Thorn could hear the grudging acknowledgement in the Captain’s voice. Destroyers like the Hecate weren’t designed for frontal line action; they were meant to prowl the edges of battles like this one, covering the flanks of the capital ships, giving fire support and looking for targets of opportunity. If she were to come under sustained fire from the battleship ahead, she’d be reduced to scrap in minutes.

      “Got it, sir,” Thorn said. “I’m ready.”

      “Signaling the Gyrfalcon now.”

      Mol’s voice came back, muffled and clipped by the high compression of the burst transmissions. They had to keep the squids thinking the Hecate and the Gyrfalcon were unrelated, just two more ON ships caught up in a fight for their lives. Even if the Nyctus caught their encrypted burst transmissions, there’d be nothing to indicate what they were about.

      “Roger, Hecate,” Mol said. “Stand by.”

      Thorn closed his eyes, summoned and gathered what power he could find, and shaped it into a shield, a protective cocoon of magical force enclosing the Hecate.

      Kira’s voice followed Mol’s.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m going in . . . now,” Kira said, drawing on that enormous reservoir of potential she’d discovered in herself, shaping it into a Joining she’d been practicing in her mind since Thorn first came up with this, and hurling it—

      Into the back of the Gyrfalcon, into the mind of the unconscious shaman.

      In a few seconds, they’d know if this was going to work, or if all of this had been futile, a lost cause from the start. It all came down to one thing Kira thought she’d learned about the Nyctus.

      That they weren’t some sort of hive mind.

      There were dozens of Starcasters in the ON, but Kira only knew a few of them. Most were utter strangers to her. They’d had no idea if the situation was the same for the Nyctus shaman. For all the ON knew, their shaman might be some sort of collective, sharing thoughts like the individual cells in a brain. But Kira had been given a unique opportunity—she’d been able to touch the minds of her squid captors, lifting not just information—which had proved to be mostly false—but also a diffuse understanding of the creatures themselves. Like humans, they were individuals, not some sort of shared consciousness. That in itself was an important piece of knowledge, but more immediately, it gave her an opportunity—or, at least, she was almost certain it would. Of course, she could be wrong, and squids, or at least their shaman, did share thoughts on some level.

      Well, let’s find out, Kira thought, and set about turning herself into a squid.

      She reshaped the incoherent thoughts of the drugged shaman, draping them like a veil over her own. On some deep, instinctual level, the creature’s mind rebelled, trying to expel her the way someone just punched in the face might spit blood. Kira pushed on, shoving through this primitive, hind-brain defense, and immersing herself in the shaman’s chemically induced swirl of fractured consciousness. Ruthlessly, she suppressed the creature’s identity, crushing it down into a dark, dim place, and substituted her own.

      Kira tried something simple, like opening her eyes. At least that’s what she intended to do, but the squid eyes didn’t so much open as they did reshape themselves, losing opacity as lenses slid and fluid drained away to reveal—

      —Alix and Toff looming over her, their faces radiating potential violence.

      Glad they’re on my side, Kira thought, then twitched. Oh. Shit.

      Kira was now a Nyctus shaman. Or she was shaman-ish; it was more like piloting the alien creature than actually being it. But it was close enough, and that meant step one was complete. Now for step two.

      As she reached, mentally, toward the massive enemy battleship, it struck Kira how dependent she was on Mol and Toff to keep her alive. She no longer had anything but a distant, vague awareness of her own body; it was effectively just cargo aboard the Gyrfalcon.

      Didn’t matter. Kira pushed her consciousness toward the enemy battleship—

      And was greeted with a wall of psychic iron.
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        * * *

      

      As the Hecate emerged from the ON battle line, she started to draw fire. Not much; most of the KEW’s and missiles swept past her, racing toward the capital ships. But the Nyctus made enough note of the destroyer to begin lobbing violence her way.

      Tanner rattled off orders to the Helm over the intercom, then to Tactical. The Hecate slewed and swung about, putting on bursts of sudden acceleration, then abruptly slowed again. He handled the destroyer like a fighter, dodging and weaving her through the Nyctus fire, closing on their own battle line.

      More and more incoming fire began to converge on her. A missile detonated against her reactive armor with a heavy thud. Then another. Her point-defense batteries poured streams of tracer-bright rounds in glittering arcs, tracking incoming projectiles. It was an amazing effort, made even more brilliant by the fact it was mostly working. The Hecate raced on, as though making a determined death ride straight at the Nyctus line.

      Which was exactly the point. She made herself the most obvious target in the battle. That meant the Nyctus concentrated ever-increasing fire on her, enough to saturate her defenses and then overwhelm them. That should have been enough to guarantee her fate.

      And that was where Thorn came in.

      He tensed and solidified the shield he’d created around the destroyer, becoming a living conduit for raw magical power. He shaped it into an implacable barrier, against which the savagery of the Nyctus flared, and then died.

      Wreathed in a nimbus of impacts and explosions, but otherwise unharmed, the Hecate sailed on, flying straight into hornet’s nest.

      Now the Nyctus were fixated on putting an end to this upstart destroyer, whose wild charge had begun to pull in more ON ships. The Hecate was becoming the tip of a massive wedge, aimed at the heart of the Nyctus battle line making up the right flank of their surprise attack on the Fleet.

      In the vast confusion, a lone Gyrfalcon attracted almost no attention at all. A single fighter just wasn’t important enough; it couldn’t, after all, swing the battle by itself.
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        * * *

      

      Kira met the barrier the enemy shamans had erected around the battleship and her consorts, a solid wall of denial intended to keep any psychic intrusions by their enemy at bay.

      But Kira wasn’t an enemy. She was a Nyctus. The barrier barely registered her awareness as it passed through. There were, after all, many good reasons to allow the shamans to commune among themselves, and she was just one of the gang.

      Kira’s mind entered the bridge of the massive Nyctus ship, and with the grace of a dancer, she brushed against the minds of the crew, including three shamans imperiously watching the battle unfold. One of them spared her a thought, its tentacles waving in lazy, unconcerned arcs.

      Bored. The bastard is bored, Kira thought, a spike of hate searing her mind. She iced it and moved on, returning to her diamond focus. Like fog rolling downhill, Kira continued her quest, tasting the moment and finding it to her liking. This is it, she knew. This was the moment. If the squid recognized her as one of its fellows that shouldn’t be here, who’d been lost days ago in a minor skirmish in the Zone, then the deception would fall apart. Kira braced herself, mind flowing, shimmering—invading.

      Do you have a purpose for this contact, or are you simply here to share in the glory, brother?

      Kira resisted a surge of relief. She spoke with the nerves of a junior officer, unsure but opportunistic.

      I’m concerned, she replied. The enemy seems to be making a determined counterattack.

      The speaker was imperious and brusque. It matters not. This battle is won. The humans are already all dead. They just haven’t realized it yet.

      The shaman’s attention wandered off to the battle, to the apparent death ride of the ON fleet. As it did, and he lost focus on Kira, she pounced.

      She ruthlessly tore the squid’s thoughts apart, leaving it reeling. It gave her the moment she needed; she’d planned to have it psychically attack the bridge crew, hoping she had enough power to overcome them and seize control of the ship, at least briefly. But she saw a better way.

      Near the shaman stood a warrior, a guard on-station against the admittedly remote possibility of an enemy boarding action. While the shaman staggered, she flicked out a tendril of thought, punching it into the warrior’s relatively weak mind.

      Now, let’s see how much power I’ve actually got.

      Kira now controlled three squids: the drugged shaman aboard the Gyrfalcon, the second shaman aboard the battleship, and the warrior. Her power waned, but she tapped the last of it as a drunk tips bottle, feeling the satisfying lurch in her pool of magic.

      I have enough for this.

      She raised the warrior’s blade gun, pumped two rounds into the second warrior on the bridge, then proceeded to gun down the shamans and the rest of the bridge crew, sparing only two—the ones she’d recognized from their thoughts as the helm and gunnery officers.

      I’ll be needing you in a moment, friends.

      The tidy discipline of the bridge collapsed into chaos and gore. But Kira wasn’t done. She turned the blade gun on the warrior, remorselessly forcing it to kill itself, then poured the rest of her power into seizing control of the two remaining squids.

      The battleship’s massive batteries smoothly reoriented, slewing away from the approaching ON ships. Their massive barrels now pointed at—

      —their own ships.

      Alarms immediately began to sound, automated safety systems activating to prevent a friendly fire disaster, but the gunnery officer knew how to override them—and so, therefore, did Kira.

      The alarms went silent. A few seconds later, the battleship opened up again, pouring broadsides into the Nyctus ships around it even as Kira commanded the helm to start the huge ship swinging. The engines howled to full burn as well, driving it toward a flanking battlecruiser.

      That’s good. All ahead full, Kira said, and the Nyctus she controlled gave a squeak of fear.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn grunted as enemy fire slammed into his shield, an endless tsunami of psychic impacts as real as if they were striking his flesh. His grip on The Hungry Trout was so tight the cardboard bent inside his palm. He couldn’t endure this much longer, was almost spent—

      The Hecate shuddered as a KEW—rock with some ice and iron, a lethal mix—struck her a glancing blow. Distant alarms sounded; he heard Tanner, his voice as flat and calm as ever, order damage control to respond. A few seconds later, another missile struck, the reactive armor deflecting most of its blast; but another followed, slamming into much the same place as the spent armor and gouging a hole into the destroyer’s flank. More alarms sounded, their relentless howl adding to the unlimited chaos erupting across the big ship.

      Thorn teetered on the edge. He simply had no more power to spare—his reservoir running dry, waves of nausea began contorting his psyche. His physical body was twisted as well, sweat sluicing in his uniform from a silent war being fought inside him.

      His shield began to falter—

      And silence. Blissful, perfect silence as the alarms died with a startled squawk over the ship-wide channel.

      There were no more impacts. His power had faded, rendering the shield a ghost of its former self, but the Nyctus fire had slackened dramatically. When he opened his eyes, he saw why.

      A massive battleship looming just ahead of the Hecate had suddenly gone rogue, pouring torrents of fire into unsuspecting and unprepared Nyctus battlecruisers, heavy cruisers, and destroyers. The powerful ship quickly crippled a swathe of the squid battle line, throwing the entire Nyctus flank into confusion.

      In quick succession, three salvos of KEW shots tore into the Nyctus cruisers, each impact sending a plume of atmo, plasma, and dead enemy into the black in a cone of destruction some hundred meters wide. One cruiser detonated in a white-hot cloud, leaving nothing but an afterimage. The second Nyctus ship hit by friendly fire was a battlewagon hundreds of meters long; it too was raked by KEW but with a different result. In a silent howl, the ship cracked in two halves, each spinning wildly and crashing into yet another wounded Nyctus ship of the line—the space between the ships was filled with crew, and debris, and flashing lights from systems flaring into raw energy.

      Dozens of Nyctus wriggled as they died, the hard vacuum freezing them to their twin hearts even as the fleet came apart around them.

      Now the entire ON fleet was in range, and the big rail guns spoke with silent lethality. Ten meter rods tore into Nyctus ships, each impact shearing through the reactive armor like it was a paper toy. As holes opened in the targets, ON gunnery locked on with massive lasers, frying the interiors of Nyctus ships, leaving seared, molten decking and destruction along the way.

      Thorn sensed death.

      Not ordinary death, but the death of ships. The death of a fleet. The end of things for an entire battle group, each Nyctus mind shrieking into the void, their voices heavy with pain, rage, disbelief—music to Thorn’s ears.

      And now, at that nexus of battle where will becomes reality, the battleship swung its ponderous bulk hard, locking itself on a collision course with a wounded battlecruiser, trying fitfully to leave on the power a handful of shamans could manage.

      It would not be enough.

      Thorn smiled. Kira had, it seemed, played her part perfectly.

      But the battle was far from done. The center and far flank of the Nyctus force were still mostly intact, sending unshielded thoughts of panic and horror at the dramatic reversal they witnessed. Thorn measured every bit of mental data he could glean, stitching an image of the battlespace that he could use to help the fleet render every squid ship into drifting scrap.

      The Nyctus were losing, but not lost—at least not in their cold minds, where failure at the hands of humanity had never been given a place to take root.

      Taking a deep breath, Thorn readied himself to start ’casting again, using whatever strength he had left to help turn the battle—if not to a complete rout, then to a victory for the ON that would echo through the ages.

      He lifted his hands, closed his eyes, and pushed.
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        * * *

      

      More automated systems kicked in, while squids in other parts of the battleship frantically worked to reassert control. Kira saw the bridge consoles go dead as they were locked out, which meant she’d done all she could here. She began to withdraw but hesitated, then flicked her consciousness toward a shaman she recognized as an elder of its caste. It was still alive, but dying, its guts shredded by the warrior’s blade gun.

      Looks like you lose, she said.

      The creature’s awareness flickered, then solidified, focusing on her.

      You’ve won nothing.

      Kira’s mood shifted to feral glee.

      I think you’re all going to die, and we’re going to see it happen. Thorn is coming for you. We are all coming for you.

      As she spoke, she remembered those awful seconds when she felt the squid approaching, murder in their alien minds because she had outlived her usefulness. If it hadn’t been for Thorn, she would have been this squid, about to die and helpless to do anything but know it.

      The squid’s thoughts remained defiant, but Kira could feel the mounting terror behind them. Its arrogance was now a façade.

      There it is, she said. There’s the fear. Yeah, that’s all I wanted. Your fear is a perfect betrayal, here at the end.

      She started to break the Joining, but spared another moment.

      Can you hear me still? Kira asked.

      I hear an upstart—a race destined for slavery and death at our touch. A servile animal who has taught itself tricks—

      Kira laughed across the miles, and the Nyctus fell silent.

      You will only serve as debris. Die badly, coward, she sent.

      The Nyctus said nothing, but Kira sensed its life draining away. She watched the battleship crash into the cruiser, both ships ringing with the tortured impact as mass and velocity came to bear on things that were not built to last forever.

      Kira let the Joining end, saying nothing else as the lingering flame of Nyctus spirit was snuffed out. Extracting herself from the shaman was complicated. The squid was dead, she was not, and as she emerged from her place between their minds, she blinked, bewildered but smiling.

      With alarm, her smile faded. Mol was maneuvering hard to avoid a squid missile.

      “Mol?”

      Mol glanced at her. “We done? Because if so, the Flag’s ordered a general engagement, Hecate at the point. This whole squid flank is falling apart, and it looks like the rest of their fleet is starting to pull back.”

      “They probably don’t know what happened, exactly, and don’t want it to happen again,” Alix said.

      Kira sagged. “I’m done. Just a passenger now,” she said, her voice thick with fatigue.

      “Roger that,” Mol replied, her fingers dancing over the controls as she powered the Gyrfalcon toward the thick of the fight.

      Kira looked back at Alix. “How’s our friend?”

      The leader of Tiger Team Three shrugged at the Nyctus shaman. “As dormant as ever. This has actually been a pretty boring trip for us.”

      Kira looked at Toff. The man’s eyes were still closed, and—was he snoring?

      “Unbelievable,” Kira muttered, chuckling.

      Alix looked at Kira. “So, I know these bastards had you, Kira. I know that had to be rough.” She glanced at the shaman. “Do you want this damned thing to survive? Or should we, you know, lose control of it and have to put it down?”

      Kira gave a tired smile. “I’ve had my fill of killing squids today. Let’s bring this one back and see if we can figure out what makes them tick.”

      To herself, Kira thought, You won’t like the new me, friend. Or Thorn, for that matter. Gonna be a long day for you . . . soon.

      The shaman remained quiet, though Kira thought one of its tentacles twitched.
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        * * *

      

      Perched in the witchport on the Hecate’s prow, Thorn realized he was further forward than anyone else aboard the destroyer, which was itself leading the Fleet on a charge that was breaking the Nyctus battle line.

      He was literally the tip of the spear.

      Inside him, his reservoir began to fill, energized by the collected victories around him. Sailors shouted, cursed, and prayed—all of their hopes and thoughts pouring across space in a storm of will that lit a fire in the place where Thorn’s magic bloomed, like new shoots under the soft rains of spring.

      He was renewed. Rousing himself, Thorn gathered his power and began to ’cast, laying destruction about him as the spear plunged deep into their enemy.

      He drew focus on a massive airlock amidships on a Nyctus ship, rolling hard to port. With a thought, he opened a crack—small, but then small cracks are just as lethal in the hard vacuum of space. Then he shorted the electrical systems along a bulkhead, sent the Nyctus against each other in an orgy of violence, and watched, placidly, as the enemy vessel began to spit fire before collapsing in a nova of white light.

      “Next,” he muttered, bringing his attention to an enemy ship nearly five hundred meters long. A planetkiller, he thought, feeling the shamans aboard as they put up a wall of defensive magic against his incursion.

      But they were distracted by the battle.

      One junior officer faltered—just a wobble, really, and Thorn was there, piercing the defenses like a javelin as he made a crewman send the power system into overload with the touch of a single tentacle. In seconds, the spike cooked off wires and conduits, sending flames and searing chemicals through the air, into the water of their tanks and through their bodies.

      The ship died in a series of explosions along the flank, each section venting to hard vacuum before the hull shattered in three uneven pieces, whirling like the edge of a demented knife.

      Railgun rounds, lasers, and a lone missile launched from an ON destroyer flared around Thorn in a symphony of silent, lethal violence.

      And then there were no more Nyctus ships to target with fire or force.

      The Hecate, battered but still flying, had broken completely through the squid force, scattering it. The rest of their fleet lost its nerve, their resolve broken by an attack they couldn’t understand, by a magical manipulation that had turned what had seemed to be decisive victory into a suddenly uncertain outcome. Thorn didn’t need Joining to know their thinking.

      The risk was too great. There would be other fights.

      One by one, the Nyctus ships began to vanish as their trans-light drives lit. In moments, the surviving ON fleet was alone, left with only a few, crippled enemy ships to mop up.

      Thorn?

      It was Kira, her voice wafting through his exhausted mind. He smiled. She was still alive.

      I’m here.

      Guess it worked, huh?

      Guess it did.

      Mol’s on her way back. We should be aboard soon.

      Good. Oh, and Kira?

      Hmm?

      You’re definitely top ten Joiners. Top ten?

      In this engagement? Easy.

      He felt her laughing. I am so going to kick your ass, Stellers.

      He closed his eyes, slumped back, and smiled.

      Bring it, Wixcombe.
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      Thorn stood with Kira, Tanner, and Mol, watching as the Nyctus shaman was unloaded from the Hecate for transfer to a shuttle down to Code Gauntlet. He had no idea what would happen to the creature after that, but he didn’t need to know—at least until somebody decided he did. The docking concourse of the orbital component of Code Gauntlet was strangely quiet, emptied out by the security detachment escorting the Nyctus prisoner.

      “Surprised the thing made it back aboard alive,” Tanner said, glancing at Kira sidelong. “Figured it would probably end up dead. You know, a casualty of the battle.”

      Kira shrugged. “Who knows, sir? We might learn something useful from it yet. If its brains haven’t been entirely scrambled by all this time being drugged, that is.”

      Thorn understood. His gaze slid away from the shaman, and he regarded Kira, watching her with mixed admiration and concern.

      Tanner turned to Thorn and Kira. “Between the two of you, you’ve nearly wrecked my ship and flung it halfway across the galaxy. I’ve got every right to be pissed at you about that—and I am.”

      Thorn and Kira both nodded. “Understood, sir,” Thorn said. Was this a preamble to having him reassigned somewhere else? Had Tanner had enough Starcasting aboard his ship?

      “Between the two of you, you also almost got the Fleet wiped out, and then made the Hecate instrumental in turning that around, taking what would have been a huge defeat and turning it into a not-too-bad victory. So there’s that, too.”

      Thorn looked at Kira, who gave a slight shrug. “Sorry, sir, but is there something you’re trying to tell us here?”

      “Fleet wants you moved to a capital ship,” Tanner said. “Both of you, in fact. But being Captain of the ship that turned a major battle gives me some clout. I can use a chunk of it to keep you aboard the Hecate, at least for now. But I’m not going to do that if you want to move up, Stellers. Not going to stand in the way of that.”

      Thorn saw the squid shaman loaded through an airlock farther up the corridor, its inert body strapped to a rolling gurney pushed by a pair of armed personnel. He shook his head. “I’ve only just got the cushions in the Hecate’s witchport arranged how I like them, sir. I’d hate to give that up.”

      Tanner gave him a wintry smile. “Not sure whether to feel dread that you want to stay aboard my ship, or be happy about it. Maybe some of both.” He turned to Kira.

      “Can’t say where you’re going next, Wixcombe. I know you were given an on-the-fly debriefing on our way back here, but Fleet wants you for a detailed session once you’ve had a couple days of leave. You’ll be given a new assignment after that.” His eyes narrowed slightly. “Rumor is that you might be assigned to work directly under Captain Densmore.”

      Kira frowned. “Oh.”

      “Oh, indeed. You ever need a bunk, though, Wixcombe, there’s one aboard the Hecate for you. After you . . . observe Densmore for a while.

      “Observe, sir?” Kira asked.

      “Let’s call it that. For the moment,” Tanner replied, his face giving nothing away.

      “Thank you, sir. I might just take you up on that, and I’m in the mood for some observation, given my recent history,” Kira said, matching his bland tone. They were saying little, but each understood what was happening. Densmore would be rooted out, but it would be done outside channels. Quietly, until the need for stealth was past, and then Alys Densmore would be dealt with in a manner befitting her status.

      “I’ll help,” Thorn said, earning a small grin from Tanner.

      “I welcome the assistance. Travel safely. Oh, and Stellers?”

      “Sir?”

      “Don’t lose your temper. Every time you do, I end up on the other side of the galaxy.” Tanner tapped Thorn on the chest and walked away, whistling. His task was huge—fixing the Hecate and rejoining the fight.

      “Observe. Interesting term,” Thorn murmured.

      “And chosen for a reason. Let’s keep this quiet,” Kira said.

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      “Consider me dumb on this one. I don’t do spy shit,” Mol said brightly. “Happy to space a spy for you, though. Now about the next two days—you guys looking for a ride?” I’m heading planetside. The Gyrfalcon still doesn’t have a working Alcubierre drive, so I’ve got some shop time lined up for her down in Code Gauntlet.”

      Thorn looked at Kira. “I’ve got a couple of days of leave. Think you do, too?”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “Got room for us?” Thorn asked.

      “Sure, but crowded, mind you,” Mol went on, turning to start back into the Hecate, to her hangar and the waiting fighter. “Bringing Tiger Team Three down, too. Apparently they have a post-op ritual of getting wildly drunk and . . . well, let’s leave it at that.” She grinned. “Alix says she can drink me under the proverbial table. Isn’t that adorable?”

      Thorn laughed. “She doesn’t know what she’s getting herself into.” He turned back to Kira. “Care to spend our first day of leave hungover with me, hating the sun and life in general?”

      Kira grinned back. “First you yank me out of trouble, and now you’re going to lead me right back into it.”

      Her grin faded, though. Thorn knew she was suddenly remembering the ones that had been left behind—Rainer and Riley.

      It was quick, Thorn told her silently.

      You think?

      I know. I don’t feel them. Doesn’t make it hurt less.

      I—yeah, Kira said, a plastic grin on her face so Mol wouldn’t sense their grief.

      Together, they followed Mol back into the Hecate. Behind them, the docking concourse, now released by ON security, was starting to come back to life.

      Thorn walked slowly, reaching out to the shaman as he did. It took a moment, but then he sensed its mind—fuzzed, but present.

      I’d get used to this if I were you, Thorn sent.

      Moments went by, then an answer, dripping with arrogance.

      Used to what, you larva?

      Thorn felt his lips curl, then sent a final word. Losing.
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