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      The Bathsheba hung in darkness, the light of every star surrounding her blocked. The ancient colony ship sat in a cloud of all-enveloping pervasive dust stretching hundreds of light years. She had been shrouded for days, her fuel tanks slowly but steadily emptying as the Black Dogs’ senior pilot, Hsiao, fought to free her from the inexorable pull of an unidentified gravity well.

      Something had to be done, but Carina had no idea what. “Can’t we catch a break for once?” she muttered to the void as scan data figures scrolled past on her interface.

      “What was that?” asked Hsiao. “Do you have an idea?” Her features had grown more tired and drawn over the long hours she’d spent at the helm, trying every trick in the manual and a few more she’d come up with to try to break the ship free from the mysterious drag.

      It was the quiet shift and they were the only two people on the bridge.

      “Just talking to myself.” Carina sat down and put her head in her hands. She’d barely begun to recover from her brush with death, courtesy of an anomalous star draining her life force, when the new problem had presented. She still felt weak but as de facto leader of the ship’s company, the pressure was on her to find a solution.

      “You know,” said Hsiao, “if we don’t do something soon, we won’t have enough fuel to reach the nearest inhabited system, according to the chart.”

      “I know!” Carina exclaimed.

      They’d dipped below the level of fuel needed to reach Earth three days ago. Once the Bathsheba had reached her top cruising speed and everyone was in Deep Sleep, they could have—and would have—coasted for decades on minimal power. But fighting the pull of gravity required constant fuel expenditure. The dream of the final leg of their long journey had become just that. Their new reality entailed yet another stop at a civilized planet to refill the tanks. That was assuming they managed to escape whatever was dragging them in.

      “Sorry,” Carina murmured, her head slumping into her hands again.

      “It’s okay. I know I’m only stating the obvious.”

      “We’re all repeating ourselves. We’ve run out of things to say.”

      The discussions and arguments had seemed endless. The situation made no sense. The gravitational effect on the ship should have also applied to the dust cloud. The particles should have been traveling toward the source too, yet they were not. The star charts showed no black hole, though they did mark the cloud. It was a vast area of cosmic dust of unknown origin. Nothing was known about what it contained either. Their course should have taken them past it, not through it.

      “What is there to say?” Hsiao asked sadly. “We don’t have any choices here. We’re going wherever that damned drag wants to take us.”

      The bridge door opened and Bryce walked in. “Hey, ladies. Any change?”

      “No,” Carina answered, not moving her downcast posture. “No change.”

      “Well, I have some good news to cheer you up.”

      She lifted her head. “You’ve thought of something we can do?”

      “No.”

      “Oh.” She slumped again.

      “You know our newest shipmate?”

      “Uh huh.”

      Ava, one of the Marchonish women who had recently joined the ship, had given birth about a week ago.

      “Her mother has decided what to call her. She’s naming her after you, Carina.”

      “That’s nice,” she said without enthusiasm.

      “It’s a great honor,” said Bryce. “You should be pleased.”

      “Should I?” All Carina could think was that another person was heading toward destruction and there wasn’t anything she could do about it. And somehow it was her fault.

      “Stars,” Hsiao said. “That’s terrible news!”

      Bryce frowned. “Why?”

      “It means we’ll have two of them to deal with. Can you imagine two Carinas?”

      “Very funny.” She hauled herself to her feet. “I wish Jace was here. He was no starship navigator but he had the wisdom to help us face whatever was coming. I don’t have a clue what to tell people.”

      Hsiao said, “The Black Dogs are all grown ups, with hairy bits, muscles, the lot. They don’t need you to tell them anything.”

      “All right, but what do I tell the kids?” She turned to Bryce. “And the Marchonish women Van Hasty so kindly invited to join us? They would have been better off if they’d stayed with their slave-driving men.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” said Bryce. “At least here they get treated like human beings and they’re free to do what they want, within reason.”

      “Fantastic,” Carina said bitterly. “I hope they enjoy their final three days of freedom.”

      “Is that as long as we’ve got?” Bryce asked, eyes widening.

      “We don’t know! We don’t know the mass of whatever it is that’s pulling us in. The scanners aren’t telling us a thing.”

      “Still nothing?”

      She gave him a look.

      “Okay, I’m the King of Stupid Questions. I just thought we should know something by now.”

      The bridge door opened again. Chi-tang had arrived. The former team leader of an underworld boss, he’d helped them destroy a planet that had been the excuse for an endless—and endlessly lucrative for some—war. In return, he’d earned passage on the ship. It was a decision he probably now regretted. He’d kept a low profile since Carina had recovered from her long sickness.

      “I, er…” he began. But he didn’t follow through. He looked at the three of them guiltily, as if something was weighing on his mind. “Things aren’t looking too great for us, right?”

      Carina replied, “You can say that again.” She hadn’t made an official announcement. The Bathsheba wasn’t that kind of ship. Most news traveled among the company via osmosis. The fact of their perilous predicament had spread out the usual way.

      “I thought so.” He toed the floor pensively.

      “If you’ve come to tell us something,” Carina said, “it’s best you get it off your chest. Because if things get any tenser around here I’m going to end up hitting someone.”

      “You got me,” said Chi-tang. “I never could keep a straight face. Lost so much money at cards.” He chuckled nervously. “I’m not sure it makes any difference, but I think I heard about this place.”

      “You knew about it?! Why didn’t you say something?”

      “I only just remembered.”

      Hsiao asked, “What do you know? Can you tell us how to escape it?”

      “I can’t, sorry. When I was a kid, I used to love studying history. Pre-war history, that is. Before the war started, the three systems around Lakshmi used to trade and travel extensively throughout the sector. Occasionally, ships would go missing. They were all in or near this region when it happened. Not all the time. Ships would pass near the cloud or even within its outskirts for years without incident, then suddenly one of them would vanish.”

      “Did any of them ever turn up again?” Hsiao asked.

      “Not that I know of. Then the war started. The systems turned inward and focused their economic and technological power on defending themselves and defeating the other planets. The debate on whether to risk a journey in the vicinity of the cloud, or expend additional fuel to avoid it, became moot.”

      “And you’re telling us this because…?” Carina asked icily.

      “I just wanted to let you know.”

      She turned to Bryce and glared.

      He held up his hands. “It was him who told you that. Not me. We’re different people.”

      She returned her attention to Chi-tang. “So you remembered about this dangerous area of the galaxy after we entered it and now you’re here to tell us it’s dangerous but you don’t know how to get out? Thank you so much. That’s very helpful.”

      “I felt bad,” said Chi-tang.

      “We all feel bad. All of us.” She looked down, clenching and unclenching her fists impotently. They’d come so far, through so many scrapes, surviving despite terrible odds. They’d lost friends and loved ones along the way, good people who hadn’t deserved to die. It couldn’t end here. She wouldn’t let it. She looked up. “Cut the engines.”

      “What?” Hsiao asked.

      “Fighting this thing is getting us nowhere. We’re wasting fuel in a battle that’s impossible to win. I said, cut the engines. Do it now.”

      The pilot blinked at her uncertainly but then lifted a hand to her console.

      A shudder ran through the Bathsheba as the ship adjusted to the change in her motion. Now, she was moving with the current, hurtling headlong toward her fate. After a few seconds of acceleration force her inertia dampeners kicked in and it felt as though they were standing still. Nothing much had changed, except the faint vibration from the engine had ceased.

      Comms began arriving at the absent communication officer’s console.

      Carina explained, “We might as well save the fuel we have left for whatever lies ahead.”
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      Odd scents emanated from the Marchonish woman’s room. Sweet, milky, and sharp, they were not like anything Carina had smelled before, probably because she’d never been around a newborn babe and its mother. She’d gone to see the latest addition to the ship’s company because it seemed polite considering the mother’s choice of name, and because there was nothing else to be done except monitor the scanners for new data. Others could do that. The visit would also be a welcome distraction now the ship’s fate was out of her hands.

      The mother was called Ava, and she’d been the first to step forward when Van Hasty had invited the Marchonish women to switch sides. Her action had seemed to encourage the others to do the same, though sadly only five had made it under the Black Dogs’ protection before they were forced to return to the Bathsheba.

      One of Ava’s companions had let her in. “She’s through there,” she whispered, nodding in the direction of the suite’s bedroom.

      “Is she asleep?”

      “I don’t think so, but Little Carina is. Never wake a sleeping baby.”

      Little Carina.

      She smiled to herself, recalling Hsiao’s joke. She wouldn’t wish two Carinas on anyone either.

      Ava did seem to be asleep, curled up on her side facing away from the door, the swaddled baby slumbering in a bassinet next to the bed. Someone must have found a printing pattern for the specialized furniture. Carina was confident they’d had no bassinets aboard.

      She was stepping away, deciding to return later, when Ava turned over and smiled at her sleepily. “You must be Carina Lin. Come in.”

      “Hi,” she replied, feeling awkward. “Is this a bad time?”

      “No, I’m glad you’re here. You’re very welcome.” Ava hauled herself to a sitting position, wincing.

      Carina winced too, in sympathy.

      “I wanted to thank you for helping me and my friends. There was no way we could have escaped without your help.”

      “I appreciate it, but what the Black Dogs did was nothing to do with me. You should thank Van Hasty from what I’ve heard, and the mercs who were with her.”

      “But you’re the boss around here, aren’t you? Your friends wouldn’t have done what they did if they knew you wouldn’t approve.”

      “That’s debatable.” It was true that she approved of the decision. When she’d heard about the rescue attempt, her only wish was that the Dogs had been able to save more of the women. “I’m glad you and your friends made it out, but I’m not really the boss. No one else wants the responsibility. If the Black Dogs don’t like my orders they’ll let me know soon enough.”

      While she’d been talking, her attention had drifted to her namesake. Only the baby’s face showed, the rest of its body and head wrapped in a cloth. Red pimples stood out on the soft cheeks. “Is Little Carina sick?”

      “You mean her rash? The medic said it’s nothing to worry about, just her skin adjusting to being in air rather than water.”

      “Would you like me to fix it?”

      “I didn’t know you were a doctor too. Is there a cream you can give me?”

      “I’m no doctor, but I can make the rash go away if you want.”

      “That would be great. I’m worried it makes her uncomfortable.”

      Carina took her elixir canister from her belt and sipped a mouthful of liquid. Laying a hand on the sleeping baby, she closed her eyes and Cast Heal. When she opened her eyes Little Carina’s skin was free of blemish.

      Ava’s mouth had dropped open. “I heard you and your family could do magic but I didn’t really believe it.”

      “It isn’t magic, it’s…” In the rare times she’d tried to explain Casting to non-mages, she’d never found the right words. That was because she didn’t know herself how it worked and, she suspected, until scientists understood it, the words didn’t exist. “It isn’t magic,” she repeated. “And it’s a limited power, so don’t get your hopes up expecting miracles.”

      Like dragging this ship away from whatever has her in its grip.

      She had debated trying to keep her and her siblings’ abilities secret from the Marchonish women and Chi-tang, but it would be difficult within the confines of the ship. Sooner or later, Darius or one of the twins would slip up and the cat would be out of the bag. It was easier this way and, well, they all might only have a short while to live anyway.

      “I thought I might find you here,” said Bryce, appearing in the doorway. “It didn’t take long for your fame to go to your head.”

      Carina rolled her eyes and chose not to dignify his jibe with a reply.

      “She’s so cute,” he went on, moving to the side of the bassinet. “Isn’t she, Carina?”

      “Uh, yeah.” In truth, the baby looked like…a baby. “She’s gorgeous,” she added to the mother.

      Ava beamed.

      “Can I speak to you outside?” Bryce asked.

      “Sure.” As she left, she said to Ava, “Good luck, and let us know if there’s anything we can do to help.”

      “You’ve already helped us more than you can imagine.”

      In the passageway, Bryce said, “What a beautiful baby. Ava picked the perfect name.”

      “You’re a big suck up…” she kissed his cheek “…but I appreciate it.”

      “What do you think?”

      “About what?”

      “We might have a baby like that one day.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “Are you insane? Have you forgotten we’re most likely about to be crushed against a high-grav planet or annihilated in a black hole?”

      “We’ve come this far. I have a feeling we’re fated to survive.”

      “I wish I had your faith. What do you want to speak to me about?”

      “Before that, I wanted to ask you, if we had kids, it would be a fifty-fifty chance they would be mages, right?”

      “Bryce, I’m nineteen! Or twenty. I’m not sure. I’ve lost track. But I’m far too young to be thinking about kids.”

      “But maybe, one day.”

      “Something’s messing with your head. Maybe the force that’s pulling on the ship has affected your brain, like the star at Lakshmi Station destroying my mage powers.”

      He said wistfully, “I liked helping my parents with my brothers and sisters when they were little.”

      Shit.

      She’d forgotten Bryce had abandoned his family forever when he’d decided to help her with her quest to reach Earth. “I’m not ruling it out. But—”

      “You need to come back to the bridge. Something’s come up. I don’t think there’s anything we can do about it, but you need to see it.”

      Hsiao had put the view outside the ship on holo. Van Hasty, Jackson, and Rees were on the bridge too.

      Space had split.

      The light-absorbing dust had disappeared and hanging in the void was a dark red, glowing chasm. It was a gash across the black, like someone had torn open the fabric of spacetime.

      “How big is it?” Carina breathed.

      “At its widest point,” Hsiao replied, “about twenty-eight light years.”

      “Light years?!” She turned to Bryce. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner? Why were you talking to me about having kids?”

      Smiles passed between the mercs.

      “What difference would it make?” Bryce replied. “What are you planning on doing about that?” He jabbed a finger at the holo.

      “We could…”

      “We don’t have a hope of avoiding it,” said Hsiao. “The pull on the ship is as strong as ever. We don’t have the power to break free and if we try by the time we reach the rift our tanks will be empty.”

      Jackson said, “We’re hoping we’ll go through it and not get crushed in it. But it’s just a hope. Hsiao’s right. Whatever’s gonna happen will happen, whether we like it or not.”

      “Do we have any idea what’s on the other side?” asked Carina. “What do the scanners say?”

      “They’re telling us that’s normal space,” Van Hasty replied.

      Whatever the tear in the galaxy was, normal it was not.
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      The rift seemed to occupy all space. To every side, above and below, the dark red expanse spread wide. Only a tiny sliver of regular vacuum and stars remained, far to the Bathsheba’s rear as she slipped deeper and deeper into the anomaly. The attraction pulling her in was as strong as ever and they were no closer to figuring out what was causing it. In the weeks they’d spent trapped by the relentless pull, the scanners had failed to detect any high-mass bodies. But if gravity wasn’t the cause of their predicament no one knew of any other explanation.

      Carina was taking stock of their supplies. The majority consisted of chemical nutrients to keep them alive during long years of Deep Sleep. They also had mixes for the printers, edible and non-edible, and real food: powders and pastes for reconstituting, dry staples like flour, rice, and beans, dried meats, fish, fruits, vegetables, algae, and fungi, ready-made rations in packets and foil and whole, frozen foods to be thawed and cooked into tasty dishes on special occasions. The latter made up the smallest proportion. Lakshmi Station had also supplied them with water and—she peered at the figures and shook her head—Jackson had considerably upped the budget she’d allocated for alcoholic drinks.

      She would have to remember to chide him about taking liberties while she lay dying in sick bay.

      Their supplies weren’t low yet but they couldn’t continue eating them for months. If the ship was going to be traveling in the rift for an unknown amount of time, it might make sense to put everyone in Deep Sleep. They could schedule periodic awakenings for checking if they’d returned to normal space. They would survive longer that way, though not indefinitely. Eventually the chemical nutrients would run out and they would slowly, unconsciously starve to death. Perhaps that would be a better death than the current endless nightmare.

      Their detour to Lakshmi Station had nearly been fatal, too, at least for her, Parthenia, Oriana, and Ferne. It had taken the life of their good friend, Jace. But in some ways the episode had been more fruitful than she’d expected. Lakshmi’s specialism was starship weaponry, the source of its great wealth as it met the escalating needs of three warring systems, but it had also offered a range of ship’s supplies. While she was out of action due to the deadly effect of the local star, her shipmates had taken full advantage.

      The Bathsheba now sported one of Lakshmi’s latest and most powerful weapons. Jutting from her bow was a device sufficiently powerful to blow apart a planetoid.

      That had been another reason she wanted to conserve their remaining fuel. The Obliterator, as Bryce had taken to calling it, required a huge amount of power to operate. The arms dealer who had sold it to them, or, rather, who they’d stolen it from, had given it a fancier name based on tech jargon, but Obliterator seemed to fit better.

      “What are you doing?”

      Darius was poking his head into the little office.

      “Hey, sweetheart. Just boring stuff. What have you been doing?”

      He grinned at this tacit permission to disturb her and skipped into the room. He’d grown too big to sit on her lap, though it had taken a while for him to stop trying, so he contented himself with leaning against her. “I’ve been trying to invent new Casts.”

      “Oh you have, have you? I hope you haven’t been doing anything dangerous.”

      “Not really dangerous,” he replied after a moment’s hesitation.

      “Darius? What have you been doing? What does this new Cast do?”

      Her Spirit Mage brother had invented two other Casts, Cloak and Guise. Cloak had proven very useful in the past, turning their ships and themselves undetectable and so helping them escape dangerous situations. He’d only used Guise for fun. The Cast enabled him to take on another’s appearance and he’d played many tricks pretending to be someone else, in a typical seven-year-old’s fashion.

      “Well, I call it Heat. I guess it might be dangerous if I wasn’t very, very careful. But I am so it’s okay.”

      “Heat? Not Fire?”

      “Fire makes things burn if they can burn, but Heat heats them up.”

      “So…” she looked around the room for something suitable ‘you could make that hot?’ She pointed at a metal-framed chair.

      “Uh huh. That’s easy.” He unscrewed his elixir bottle.

      “Just a little, okay?” she cautioned, worried the fabric seat might burst into flame.

      Moments later, she gingerly touched one of the metal legs. It was pleasantly warm. “You’re a smart boy. You know that?”

      He smiled with pride.

      “Strap in!” came Hsiao’s warning over the intercom. “If you can’t strap in, find something to hang onto.”

      “Darius,” Carina blurted, “sit here.” She leapt out of her seat, the only one in the room with a safety harness. After lifting him into the chair and fastening the straps, she comm’d Hsiao. “What’s going on? And why wasn’t I told about it?”

      “I can’t speak right now.” The pilot cut the comm.

      Cursing, Carina raced to the doorway and grabbed the bars on each side of it, handholds in case the ship lost gravity. The Bathsheba lurched violently, almost breaking her grip. Then the ship accelerated so fast she briefly became weightless. They came to an abrupt stop and a harsh shock juddered through everything, rattling her teeth.

      “Carina,” called Darius, “what’s happening?”

      “Don’t worry, it’s going to be okay.” It was probably the biggest lie she’d ever told him. She had no idea if things would be okay. The Bathsheba’s movements indicated they were far from it.

      The extreme motions seemed to have stopped. “Hsiao, can you talk to me now?”

      “Dammit. I tried my best. I’m sorry.”
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        * * *

      

      A starship had appeared, even larger than the Bathsheba. The scanners said it was roughly twice the size of the colony ship. According to Hsiao and the scan data, it had come from nowhere.

      The ship’s design was odd. Most of the structure consisted of a vast concave dish covered in spikes. That was all that was viewable from their present vantage point, but when it had appeared Hsiao had seen a pinnacle protruding from the opposite side. The new vessel’s entire hull was the exact same color as a blue-green desert slime mold Carina had only ever seen on the planet where she grew up.

      At the same time the ship had appeared, the source of the drag on the Bathsheba had also become visible, Hsiao had said. Their ship had been caught in a beam all along. The pilot had seen a cylinder of pale light stretching from the prow into the rift. As the strange ship had approached, the light had vanished, and that had been the moment Hsiao had tried to make their escape.

      She’d started the engine and slammed the ship into maximum acceleration, but almost immediately after the beam had disappeared, another had shot out from the new ship and fastened onto them. Now, the Bathsheba continued to be drawn deeper into the rift, this time pulled by another vessel. The new beam was undetectable but Carina guessed it was generated by the concave dish.

      “All this time,” she said, “something’s been taking us somewhere. This isn’t some weird astronomical event, it’s personal. Someone wants us.”

      “Maybe not us in particular,” the pilot replied, “but a starship. Chi-tang said vessels had randomly vanished over long periods of time. My guess is the dust cloud blocked comms. We don’t have anyone to send a Mayday to, so we never tried, but the other vessels would have. The dust prevents messages from reaching anyone.”

      “Whatever. It’s all by design. I don’t know what happened to the people on those other ships, but I bet whoever took them has never encountered mages. I hope they find they’ve bitten off more than they can chew.”
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      “There’s no point in trying to destroy it with the Obliterator,” said Jackson. “The weapon probably can put that ship out of action if not blow it to pieces, but what then? The original attraction beam will fasten on us again or maybe they’ll send another ship the same as the first, or a whole fleet to get their revenge. The point is, the civilization that constructed that thing can reach out across space and grab hold of a colony ship light years away. It’s like nothing we’ve ever encountered. And that’s speaking as a merc who’s lived far longer than I should have in this business and seen more human and alien societies than I can count or remember.”

      He paused and flexed his prosthetic fist. “If this was a regular situation where some asshole was messing with us, I’d be the first to show them where they can shove their attitude. You know that. But it isn’t. We can’t come out guns blazing here or we might find ourselves in even worse trouble. We’ve gotta feel things out. Take it step by step if we’re gonna get out alive and with our ship intact.”

      “Shit,” said Rees. “He’s channeling Cadwallader.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Van Hasty commented. “I’m with Jackson. Say we do break free and put their ship out of commission. We’ll be where we are now only with less fuel. Definitely not enough to get us out of this shithole we’ve been dragged into. Besides, a ship like that will have shields. Stands to reason. We might not take it out with the first or even fifth hit.”

      “So we just let them do whatever they want?” Carina asked. “Before the monster ship turned up I thought we were in the grip of some weird deviation from normal physics. Now we know it’s personal, we can’t let those people push us around. It gives them the wrong idea.”

      “I’m not saying we should let them push us around forever,” Jackson replied, “but we can’t go off half-cocked either. That would be dumb. We need to think this through.”

      “Jackson’s right,” Van Hasty reiterated. “We can’t let our pride get in the way. We need to think long-term.”

      “I’m not talking about pride,” Carina protested. “I’m talking about how they see us. So far, we’ve acted like prey, passively allowing ourselves to be towed. I wish I hadn’t told Hsiao to turn off the engine and stop fighting. We’ve acted like victims so that’s how we’re treated.”

      “Seems like they’re gonna do what they’re gonna do,” Rees said. “Doesn’t matter how they see us.”

      “Yeah,” Jackson agreed. “I get your point, Lin, but just because they think they’ve got us over a barrel, doesn’t mean we can’t hit back when the time’s right. We have to think ahead and wait for our chance. They’re not going to bring us all the way here just to kill us. They have something else in mind.”

      Exasperated, Carina turned to Hsiao. “What do you think?”

      The pilot raised her hands. “I just fly starships. I let you guys figure out the hard stuff.”

      Bryce also didn’t seem to want to contribute an opinion.

      Carina gave up. “Looks like I’m outvoted.”

      “Hey,” said Rees. “What about some mage stuff? Could your family do something?”

      “I thought about it, but if we’re planning on playing the long game like it seems we are, I think it’s better if we keep our powers secret. Don’t you?”

      “Absolutely,” said Jackson.
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        * * *

      

      Carina tightened her grip on her pulse rifle, silently cursing the decision not to try to take out the vast vessel. It felt like giving up control, despite Jackson’s assurance they were doing no such thing.

      That was before the rest of the enemy ships arrived. Fifteen of them. Fifteen! They’d come at them all at once, their arrival masked by the giant ship, and spread out in all directions, making the question about firing the Obliterator moot. That was the disadvantage of the weapon. It was only effective against one target moving predictably. Against many targets moving along on differing trajectories, it was useless.

      She waited. True to Jackson’s theory, the enemy hadn’t attacked, yet. But as with their mothership all attempts to hail them had fallen on deaf ears. They either wanted the Bathsheba or her crew or both. Four of their vessels had moved into position alongside, preparing for a face-to-face fight. What would the boarders be like? Would they even be human? She recalled the Regians and gave a shudder. They had barely escaped from the insectoid, time-shifting aliens. Some of them had not.

      A dull thud hit the hull and reverberated through the deck. They were at the airlock. Another thud, rattling her teeth. She winced. She’d grown fond of the old ship and hated the thought of more damage being inflicted on her. The Regians had torn open the airlocks too.

      A third thud.

      “Weapons ready,” she unnecessarily reminded the mercs in her team. Also with her were Viggo Justus, the Lotacryllan, and Chi-tang. The latter had been reluctant to join the defenders, saying his specialty was large weapons tech, not small arms. But Van Hasty had unceremoniously thrust a pulse rifle into his hands. The message was clear: as an adult, he had a duty to protect the ship.

      Carina hadn’t felt much sympathy for him. All the Marchonish women except for Ava had volunteered without being asked, lending a hand though they had never even held a gun.

      The fourth thud did it. A terrible screech of wrenched metal parts came from the airlock. The attackers had breached the outer hatch. She activated the magnetic soles of her boots and reminded Chi-tang to do the same. He clutched his rifle nervously. She prayed he didn’t kill someone on his own team. Then she ordered the ship’s computer to close the emergency seals at each end of the passageway.

      Movement could be seen through the tiny window in the inner hatch and, beyond the figures, the blackness of space. They had taken the outer door off completely. These guys were not messing around.

      “What’s happening where you are?” Rees comm’d. “Our uninvited visitors have nearly opened the door.”

      “Same here.”

      “Bryce’s team too,” said Rees. “In case you were wondering.”

      Something thunked against the inner hatch. The view of space disappeared, replaced by steel.

      “See you on the other side,” she said and cut the comm.

      Wisps of smoke drifted from the bulkhead surrounding the inner hatch.

      The hostiles were using a different method to break through the smaller portal. Some kind of machine was burning through the inner layer of hull. A red, glowing line in the shape of an oblong appeared. Smoke poured from it, sending the atmosphere filters whining with effort to clear it and Carina’s HUD readings haywire. The line turned white. Molten metal dripped onto the deck, melting holes in the tile.

      “Back up,” she commanded.

      The team split into two, moving down the passageway.

      They waited.

      All nervous shuffling ceased. Attention was on the hatch.

      After agonized seconds of anticipation, a tremor ran
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