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      As Carina Lin returned to consciousness, she struggled. Her wrists and ankles were tied and a gag was wrapped tightly around her face.

      The hard floor she lay upon was vibrating ever so slightly, indicating she was aboard a starship. Wriggling around and pushing with her elbows and knees, she maneuvered herself to a sitting position. The room she found herself in wasn’t much larger than a clothes closet and it was entirely bare. The door was smooth and featureless with no way to open it from the inside. She’d clearly been put in some kind of holding cell for prisoners, so the vessel was a military craft. Was that preferable to a criminal outfit, like human traffickers? She didn’t think so.

      Though she hadn’t been able to get a good look at the attackers who had boarded the shuttle she’d stolen, she had a strong feeling they were the very last people she wanted to meet.

      The last people she ever wanted to see again were the Sherrerrs. After her mother’s experiences at the hands of those arrogant, aggressive meatheads, Carina was certain that if she encountered another Sherrerr before she died it would be far too soon. She doubted they would say the same about her. The clan would be very happy to have their shuttle back and a family of mages returned to their control. Yet there was another faction in that galactic sector that posed an even greater threat.

      She had no idea how much time had passed since she’d been stunned. Perhaps an hour or longer, judging by how stiff and sore she was from lying on the hard floor. She recalled a brief battle, during which she’d managed to wound three of the shuttle’s boarders. It was the last thing she remembered before waking up.

      She waited, leaning against the wall with her knees drawn up, reflecting that her captors’ decision to gag her seemed a particularly stupid move. What did they think she was going to do, shout her way to freedom? Then she recalled that time she’d bitten Stefan Sherrerr’s neck. If she’d only managed to sink her teeth a little deeper, she might have killed her mother’s rapist and torturer. She smiled grimly. Perhaps a gag was a good idea after all.

      She twisted her hands and feet, attempting to improve the blood flow to her extremities. When would her kidnappers come for her and what would they do? Her thoughts turned to her half-siblings. She’d managed to Transport them all to the planet surface, using up the last of the elixir. Little Darius would be safe with Parthenia, her oldest half-sister. The twins, Ferne and Oriana, were together too. And nasty Castiel, who was a couple of years younger than Parthenia, was with his sister-acolyte Nahla.

      She recalled Castiel’s claims that he possessed mage powers, and shuddered. Parthenia, Ferne, Oriana, and Darius could be trusted to uphold the mage philosophy of never intentionally hurting anyone, but Castiel could not. If he was telling the truth, she dreaded what he might do. He was as evil as his father had been.

      She’d been forced to Transport her friend, Bryce, alone to the surface, but he would be okay. He would find a way to return to his family on Ithiya. She was more worried about her mage brothers and sisters. They’d been brought up in sheltered luxury and hadn’t developed the skills required to survive in a harsh environment. Even more dangerous to them was the fact that they didn’t have any practice at concealing their mage skills. Ma had known all about the dangers of revealing her abilities to strangers, yet she’d still been captured and subjected to a life of enslavement and misery. What chance did the woman’s naive offspring have?

      If Carina escaped she had to protect them, but it would be hard to find them. Parthenia had given Carina one of her bracelets to help Locate her, but the kidnappers had taken it. Everything had been taken from her except her clothes. Parthenia had also given one of her bracelets to the twins, so at least they would be able to reunite with her. Maybe with the four of them working together they might remain safe.

      As well as worrying about them, Carina already missed her brothers and sisters. In the few weeks she’d spent with Parthenia and her other mage siblings, she’d grown to love them. Only a few months ago, she hadn’t even known she had a family.

      If they ever got the chance to be together again, she would take them on a journey to find Earth, the planet where mages were rumored to have originated. In that remote place they might create a sanctuary where all mages could live openly without fear of capture. For the moment, however, that was all a dream.

      Carina sighed and tried to clear her mind of gloomy thoughts. Escape was what she needed to focus on. There was a slim chance she was wrong about whose ship she was on. If she wasn’t wrong, there was an even slimmer chance her captors wouldn’t discover she’d crossed them in the past. She was in need of a lot of luck.

      A metallic click sounded, and the door slid open. A man in uniform entered. His head was shaved, making it difficult to tell his age, though from his bearing he appeared to be a high-ranking officer. As he stepped closer, she saw the starburst insignia on his collar. Her luck was all out. He was working for the Dirksens.

      The guard who entered behind him was carrying a chair. After she set the chair down, the officer waved her away. The door closed and the man sat, crossing his legs. As far as Carina could see, he wasn’t armed. He was alone with a prisoner but carried nothing to defend himself. That didn’t seem very smart, but before making a move, she waited to hear what he had to say.

      The officer leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. He said nothing, only gazed at her. She returned his gaze. She wasn’t cowed, if that was his intention. She had endured plenty of intimidation and beatings in her eighteen years. She could endure some more, and she would take her revenge if she got the chance.

      The officer held eye contact for a while, not blinking.

      “Eeeeennnnnoooor-e?” she asked through her gag.

      He got to his feet, took two steps over to her and pulled it off. He then returned to his seat. “What did you say?”

      “I said, is this a new torture method?” She worked her mouth to ease its dryness. “Because it isn’t very effective.”

      A corner of the man’s mouth lifted but then his eyes turned serious again. “I know your kind. We could go through the usual steps: I could ask you what you were doing aboard a Sherrerr shuttle, days from the site of a recent battle, yet not wearing a Sherrerr uniform. You’ll stoically refuse to answer me. I’ll tell the guard to rough you up a bit. You’ll still refuse to respond. I’ll threaten more pain and humiliation but after the guard does her job again, your lips will remain sealed. And so on and on. All very messy and distasteful and ultimately unlikely to bring either of us any satisfaction.”

      He tilted his head before continuing, “I know you. Where do I know you from?”

      Carina’s stomach clenched. This was it. She was going to be identified, and then everything would be over. It was a shame she wouldn’t see her family again.

      The officer leaned forward and peered at her. “I’m right, aren’t I? I do know you.”

      Damn. He’d read her reaction to his words in her face. Carina fought to calm herself and clear her mind as Nai Nai had taught her. This interrogation was turning out to be harder than she’d expected. Pain, she could withstand. This officer’s methods were subtler.

      “Hmm… Shut down your emotional response, have you?” he asked. “So you’ve been trained to do that. Perhaps you rank highly in the Sherrerr forces. Maybe you’re a spy. That might explain some anomalies.” His gaze roamed her features closely. “Yet you’re too young to be a high-ranking officer. You’re even younger than you look, I think.”

      Carina watched him defiantly yet didn’t trust herself to respond, not knowing what he might interpret from her words. She wasn’t going to hand answers to him on a plate.

      His dark eyes were thoughtful. “Don’t have anything to say? You were quite talkative a moment ago, trying to speak even though you were gagged. Do you find my observations unsettling? I’ve caught you unprepared, haven’t I? You were expecting something quite different, and I’ve shocked you into silence. Not so cocky now, huh?”

      The officer stood and straightened his pants. “You’re quite the enigma, but that’s fine. I enjoy a puzzle. I’ll figure you out.” He rapped the door with a knuckle and was let out.

      As the door closed she cursed. It was childish, she knew, but she wished she’d thought up a smart comeback to the smug bastard’s assertions. He’d been right about nearly everything. Though he hadn’t raised a hand to her, she felt defeated somehow. Even his lack of a weapon had been an attack, she realized, and he’d won. He’d been demonstrating that she posed no threat to him. He’d been right. His words had disarmed her.

      Had he seen a vid of the attack at Orrana? Was that how he knew her? It had to be. The Dirksens never forgave anyone who opposed them. Carina had known that when she’d agreed to take on the job with her merc band. Though she would never for a second regret what she’d done, her past was catching up to her.

      The Dirksen officer was clever. He would discover what she’d done sooner or later, though what would happen then depended on what else piqued his curiosity. He reminded her a little of Calvaley, a Sherrerr commander who had deluded himself into believing he was fighting an ethical war for the betterment of human civilization.

      The smart ones were the worst enemies, not those who were naturally aggressive, belligerent, and evil. People like Calvaley and the Dirksen officer were intelligent enough to weigh up the pros and cons of what they were doing, yet do it anyway.

      She shivered. She was sunk.
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      Hours of boredom took the edge off her tension, and eventually she dozed. Some time later—she didn’t know exactly how much time had passed—the door opened again. The shaven-headed, dark-eyed Dirksen officer came in carrying an interface and looking pleased with himself.

      She eyed the screen with dread. She knew exactly what he was about to show her. How should she respond? She had no idea how to react to make things go better for her. She didn’t think there was a reaction that might have that effect.

      “I knew I’d seen you before,” the officer said. “I have a good memory for faces, but even so, I wouldn’t have recognized you if you hadn’t taken off your helmet.”

      Taken off your helmet?

      “No need to fake looking puzzled,” said the officer. “Or maybe you aren’t faking. It doesn’t matter. The resemblance is unmistakable.”

      Her stomach dropped as she remembered the moment she’d removed her helmet. This was looking worse than she’d hoped.

      The officer dragged his chair over and sat down before holding the screen in front of her face. “Does this look familiar?”

      The scene was indeed familiar. The interface showed the interior of the smelting plant on Orrana. Her merc band had been tasked with rescuing a kidnapping victim from there—the Dirksens had abducted a Sherrerr child.

      She had thought the Dirksens might have vids of the first attack on the plant, when her band had gone in through the reception, but this scene was from the second attack after the first had failed. She was looking at the room where the Dirksens had held the child, the boy she’d later come to know was her half-brother, Darius.

      A soldier burst in. It was herself, wearing merc armor.

      She watched calmly, trying not to betray any emotion. In the vid, the soldier squatted down, and as the camera tracked her movement the kidnapping victim came into view. Little Darius looked even more terrified than she remembered, and it was no wonder. The Dirksen thugs had tortured him to try to make him confess his mage powers—unsuccessfully. Her brother was a tough young man.

      But at that moment, he’d been frozen with fear. So to show him she wasn’t as scary as she looked, she’d… There it was. The soldier took off her helmet.

      The Dirksen officer paused the vid. He was smiling. “Those helmet visors make it impossible to identify faces. Thanks for making it easier for me. So you aren’t a Sherrerr. You’re a merc, though why you were aboard a Sherrerr shuttle remains to be revealed.”

      She didn’t reply. She couldn’t stand the man’s gloating, and she shrank from what was probably coming next along with all its repercussions.

      “But that isn’t all, is it?” said the officer. “You aren’t just a merc who took on a bad job. You know, that’s what I like about you. You’re so interesting. Right. I’ll show you what I mean. I won’t bore you with the slow bits.” He forwarded the vid, skipping over the part where Carina persuaded Darius to come with her and they left the room. “Here it is.” He slowed the vid to normal speed. “You carry the boy to a vent. Smart move. He would have been hurt if you’d tried to take him through the fire fight going on at the stairs. Your band’s shuttle was up on the roof, and you figured you could climb through the network to reach it, didn’t you? Only things were getting heated. You had a limited amount of time to reach the roof or your companions might have died waiting for you. One of them did die, in fact, I think.”

      Her heart ached. Poor Captain Speidel.

      “Sorry,” said the officer, “I didn’t mean to bring back bad memories.”

      “Get to the point,” she said between her teeth.

      “I’m getting there, my young conundrum. No need to rush me. So, let’s see. This is the time stamp for when you took the kid into the vent. Then here you are on the roof, only seconds later. You didn’t have time to climb through the vent tunnels, especially with a kid encumbering you. So how did you manage it?”

      She didn’t reply. She’d Cast Transport in order to get Darius and herself up to the roof before the shuttle left.

      “What a pity we didn’t have surveillance cameras inside the vent system, huh?” the officer asked. “I would have loved to see exactly what you did. We had the boy because we guessed the Sherrerrs were pulling some weird shit. It looks like we were right, and that whatever it is, you can do it too. Is that why you were running from the Sherrerrs? Did you get tired of meeting their demands?”

      When she remained silent, he went on, “Thanks for not insulting my intelligence by claiming ignorance. I appreciate it. I wish I could extend you some mercy in gratitude. Unfortunately, that isn’t going to be possible. We lost the Sherrerr boy, but now we have you instead. And after that attack on our shipyard, my superiors are keener than ever to find out what this strange ability is. I can assure you they’ll be expecting you to use it in their favor.”
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      The vibrations coming through the floor ceased. It had been several long hours since the Dirksen officer had left Carina’s holding cell, but it looked like something was about to happen, and probably to her.

      She wasn’t certain where the ship was. So much time had elapsed since she’d been captured that it might not be at Ostillon, where she’d Transported her siblings and Bryce. The Dirksen vessel could have traveled to another planet or even to another system. Or it might only have been in orbit all the time.

      What were the Dirksens even doing on Ostillon, if that was where the ship had stopped? According to the scant information she had managed to discover, the planet was one of two inhabited worlds in the Floria System, which was way off the main routes. As far as she’d been able to tell the system wasn’t under Dirksen or Sherrerr control. Neither clan had taken an interest in the place, so it was officially ‘disputed territory.’

      Whatever the reason was for Dirksens to be lurking there, she guessed she might soon find out. Once more, her powers had placed her in a dangerous position. After witnessing what had happened to her mother after her abilities were discovered, she was prepared to fight to the death to avoid the same fate.

      She waited tensely for what seemed an age before the door to her holding cell finally opened. This time, she didn’t see the dark-eyed Dirksen officer. Two guards had arrived. One of them unfastened her ankle restraints and pulled her roughly to her feet. He grabbed her upper arm and pushed her forward. A hard metal edge was pushed into her head from behind. It was the muzzle of the other guard’s gun.

      “I understand, you know, language,” she said as they forced her through the cell doorway. Her remark earned her a knock on her skull from the muzzle. It wasn’t hard enough to daze her but she felt a trickle of blood run down her neck. Before another smart remark could slip out, Carina bit her tongue. Bravado wasn’t going to help her escape and it wouldn’t ease her tension either.

      As the guard’s hand fastened tightly around her bicep, he urged her along a corridor so fast she was almost running. The vessel was, as she’d guessed, a modestly sized military craft. The interior was bare, featureless metal, and she could hear the tramp of booted feet. She was probably inside a patrol ship. The Dirksens had been surveying the system for unscheduled arrivals of suspicious spacecraft. The stolen Sherrerr shuttle had been an obvious target.

      A bright light shone ahead, and as they rounded a corner she saw it was daylight. They’d arrived at an exit ramp that led out onto the planet surface. The patrol ship was even smaller than she’d thought. Few space worthy ships could land and take off through a planet’s atmosphere. She must have paused in surprise because the guard grunted, “Move,” and pushed her down the ramp.

      She caught a glimpse of a spaceport and a city before she was forced into the back of a ground transport. The door slammed, leaving her in total darkness on the floor of the vehicle. It lifted off the ground and then accelerated fast. She had been half-crouching. The sudden movement made her stumble. Her wrists remained tied, preventing her from saving herself. She hit the floor.

      She was about to sit up when an idea occurred to her. It was a long shot but worth trying. Though she couldn’t see a thing, she remembered where the door was. Lying on her back, she lifted both her legs and drove them hard against it. The door held firm, however.

      Having nothing better to do as the journey progressed, she kicked the door again and again until a voice from the front of the vehicle growled, “Cut it out or I’ll come back there and stun you.”

      She gave the door a final, defiant kick but then lay still, panting with exertion. She was uncomfortable lying on her tied arms so she turned onto her front. Where was she being taken? What Dirksen figure of importance was she about to meet? Would he be like Stefan Sherrerr, more monster than human being? What would the Dirksens do to her when they attempted to force her to reveal her mage powers?

      She knew only one thing for sure: she would never admit to her ability to Cast. The minute she did that, her life would be over. The Dirksens would never rest until they compelled her to do what they wanted, by whatever means necessary. She recalled the time Stefan Sherrerr had forced her to raise a tidal wave against Dirksen troops, killing who knew how many of them. A clean fight was different. Mage powers were not supposed to be destructive.

      She refused to live a life of shame and dishonor.

      While waiting for the journey to end, she tried to recall what she’d seen of the city outside the spaceport before she’d been pushed into the transport. The metropolis had looked surprisingly high tech for a backwater place. Her home planet had also been in the middle of nowhere and life there had barely been above subsistence level. Other out-of-the-way locations she’d visited when working as a merc had been similar. Even the Sherrerr stronghold, Ithiya, had been provincial. She’d heard of highly developed places toward the center of the galactic sector, but she hadn’t ever visited one.

      Her glimpse of the cityscape had revealed tall blocks in many complex designs. Some had been decorated with vegetation and walkways linked the sections. She’d also seen small private transports flying between the blocks.

      The vehicle turned a corner quickly, throwing her across the floor, and then a short while later it halted. A door at the front opened and slammed. The one she’d been kicking also opened. She looked past her feet, squinting in the sudden light. A burly man stood outside. She guessed he was the owner of the growly voice. Beyond him hovered an expensively dressed woman. Her expression reminded Carina of a type of bug she used to keep as a child. The beady-eyed insects had always been ready to pounce on whatever prey happened by, and the woman looked the same. Carina didn’t relish the idea of being her prey.

      The burly man reached in and grabbed her tied wrists before pulling her out of the vehicle in one smooth motion. She landed on her knees on the dusty ground and blinked in the piercing sunlight.

      “Now then, Harmon,” the woman said. “Not so rough, please. Help the girl up.”

      Harmon gripped her elbow and yanked her to her feet. They were under a wide awning outside a large residence. The city she’d seen at the spaceport had gone. The house seemed to be in the middle of nowhere, in fact. She was disheartened. If she managed to escape, she would have plenty of country to cross to reach an urban area.

      “Come inside, dear,” the woman said. “I do hope the guards haven’t treated you too badly. They can be overzealous at times.” She turned toward the entrance but then glanced back and said, “Remove her restraints, Harmon. How ridiculous.”

      Carina blinked again, though this time it wasn’t due to the bright sunlight. The reception she was receiving wasn’t at all what she’d expected. Harmon unfastened her wrist ties and, now that his mistress’s back was turned, shoved Carina toward the door.

      After another glance around—noting she wouldn’t get five meters before Harmon could stun her—Carina followed the bug-like woman into the mansion. Harmon remained one step behind all the way to a lounge, where the woman invited Carina to sit. He hovered at her side until he was ordered, rather shrilly, to step back and “give the poor girl room to breathe.”

      “You must be exhausted,” the woman continued. “I’ll order some refreshments then Harmon will show you up to your apartment. I insist that you rest a while, for as long as you need. We can talk business later.”

      Carina was beginning to wonder if she was unconscious and dreaming. Perhaps she hadn’t come around yet from being stunned on the Sherrerr shuttle. Perhaps the dark-eyed officer didn’t exist. Or maybe she was still asleep on the Dirksen patrol ship.

      “You seem confused,” said the woman. “That’s entirely understandable. Let me introduce myself. I am Langley Dirksen.”

      Perhaps Carina wasn’t going mad after all.

      “And it’s my intention to make your life as comfortable as possible.”

      On the other hand…

      Langley Dirksen lifted a comm to her lips and spoke softly, ordering food and drinks. When she finished she looked up at Carina and said, “And you are…?”

      Carina was so taken aback at the situation, she almost gave her name as a reflex. But instead she clamped her lips shut.

      “Of course,” Langley Dirksen said, “I understand.” Her tone carried a hint of iciness that betrayed the politeness of her words. She folded her hands in her lap, resting them on the fine, pale-green, silky fabric of her dress. After a moment, she said, “Well, this is awkward, isn’t it? I hope that we can be friendlier over the coming days. I’m sure we will be. Oh, here we are.”

      A maid trolley had arrived carrying snacks and glasses of drink. It trundled to Carina first. While she was tempted to kick the thing over and make a run for it, she knew that was pointless. Besides, she was famished and thirsty. She seized several plates, piling them on her lap before grabbing two full glasses. After downing one glass of a syrupy but refreshing juice, she bit into a pink confection and swallowed it in two mouthfuls.

      Carina was dimly aware of Langley’s gaze upon her. The Dirksen woman probably disapproved of her lack of manners, but then from the look of her Langley hadn’t ever starved. Carina wasted little time with concerns about what impression she was giving. After quickly finishing the snacks on her lap, she retrieved the remaining ones from the trolley. Carina wasn’t waiting for Langley to help herself. She’d had her chance.

      The snacks were light and not intended to supply much energy, Carina guessed. Then she abruptly stopped eating. What if the food was drugged?

      “Aren’t you going to eat anything?” she asked Langley.

      “I’m not hungry,” Langley replied, looking gratified that Carina had finally spoken.

      “Eat something,” said Carina. “Or make him.” She looked at Harmon, who still hung around like a bad smell.

      Langley sighed. “Harmon, have a snack.”

      Harmon reached into the trolley and picked out a pale yellow cake in the shape of a flower. He popped the entire thing into his mouth and chewed solemnly. After observing him, Carina proceeded to eat the rest of the snacks. When she’d finished, she burped.

      “Well, you certainly were hungry, weren’t you?” said Langley.

      Carina drank her second drink and returned the empty glass to the trolley. “I don’t know why you’ve brought me here, but I take it if I try to leave, Harmon might have something to say about it.”

      “He might indeed, and so may the many other Harmons who patrol my estate. But we’re starting off on the wrong foot. As I see it, there’s no need for us to be on opposite sides. We can have a mutually beneficial relationship.”

      “If that’s the case,” Carina replied, “I suggest that, as a gesture of good faith, you allow me the freedom to leave.”

      “Hmm… Not just yet. You’re tired and you’ve been treated badly no doubt by those military types who picked you up. Please, rest for a while. When you’ve recovered, we can talk business. Harmon, show our friend to her apartment.”

      Carina didn’t have much choice except to do as Langley Dirksen directed, though she distrusted the woman’s fine words. Even if Langley’s intentions were currently noble and she really did want to strike up a fair deal in exchange for Carina using her mage powers—which Carina doubted—the woman’s attitude would soon change. That was what knowledge of a mage’s abilities did to people. It turned them into envious, exploitative, evil monsters like Stefan Sherrerr.

      Whatever good treatment she received, Carina would never admit she was a mage. And when Langley Dirksen finally realized she wasn’t going to get anything, her reaction would show just how well-intentioned she really was.

      Meanwhile, Carina worried what would happen to Parthenia and the others. How were they going to survive? She hoped they would have the sense to never let anyone know they could Cast.
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      “Can we Cast Transport to bring us some food?” Darius asked.

      He’d asked the same question twice already, but Parthenia guessed her little brother didn’t remember. She couldn’t expect a six year old to have a good memory. And he was probably as hungry as she was, if not hungrier, and very tired. “Well, we don’t have any elixir, and we would need to see the food, or at least know exactly where it was. You know that. And it would be stealing.”

      She pushed aside a low branch of a tree that stood in their way and let Darius go ahead of her. They were following some kind of track through the forest. She wasn’t sure what had made the track, but she hoped it was human.

      “Would it be stealing?”

      “Yes, it would because it would be taking something that doesn’t belong to us. I know that when we went into town the store owners would let us take whatever we wanted, but that was because Father made them. Most people can’t do that. Most people have to pay for food with money. We don’t have any money.”

      “Oh. How do we get money?”

      “I don’t know yet. Maybe we can work. That’s how most people get money.” The truth was, Parthenia didn’t know what they were going to do. Somehow, they would have to make a new life and it would very different from the one they’d been used to. She didn’t even know how to begin. All she knew was that the first step was to reunite with their mage siblings since Carina had been forced to Transport them all separately from the shuttle to the planet surface. They had to find each other again.

      She’d been waiting for hours to hear from Carina or perhaps Ferne or Oriana. She’d given one of her bracelets to her older sister and another to her twin siblings. They should be able to use a bracelet of hers to Locate her and then Send a message. Then they could all meet up and together they could decide what to do. She guessed Oriana and Ferne were having the same difficulty as her with creating elixir in the middle of nowhere, but Carina was resourceful and smart. She would have made contact sooner.

      Darius hadn’t spoken for a while, which was unusual. He was looking worried. She gripped her youngest brother’s hand tighter. “Don’t fret. Carina will Cast Send soon. I’m sure she will. Until then, we’ll keep on walking and trying to find our way out of this place, okay? Carina wouldn’t want us to just sit around waiting to be rescued, would she?”

      Darius said, “No, I don’t think so. But what if she doesn’t Cast Send? What do we do then?”

      “Carina would never abandon us, Darius. I mean, she wouldn’t forget about us if she knew we needed her.”

      The little boy nodded. “When the bad men took me, she came and found me.”

      “That’s right. She’ll find us too, but it might take a while. So let’s see how brave we can be and find out all the things we can do without her help.” Her skirt caught on a thorn and ripped. “Oh, wait a minute.” As she carefully pulled the cloth away the back of her hand brushed another thorn, receiving a scratch. “Ow!” Parthenia sucked on the drops of blood oozing from the wound.

      “Does it hurt?” Darius asked, standing on his tiptoes to try to see her hand. “I could Cast Heal. Oh no, I can’t. Are you sure you don’t know how to make elixir?”

      “I do know. I just don’t know how to make it out here. I don’t know how to start a fire, for one thing.”

      Darius came down from his tiptoes and hung his head. “I miss Carina.”

      “I do too.” Parthenia took her brother’s hand again and they continued walking. The barely visible thread of worn ground wound through the undergrowth. Sunlight slanted through the tree branches. Parthenia guessed it would be several hours before the sun set. She hoped Carina would find them before then. She didn’t want to spend the night alone in the forest. They hadn’t seen or heard anything except bugs and some kind of arboreal creature that had swung away as they approached, and then climbed high and flew. Maybe animals that preyed on humans lived here.

      It had been hours since they’d arrived on the planet, and they’d been walking ever since. Parthenia’s legs were aching. Darius was probably even more tired, though he hadn’t mentioned anything except his empty stomach. Deciding it was time to call a halt and let her brother rest, she said, “Hey, let’s stop for a while. Let’s find somewhere to sit down.” She led Darius off the track and over to a gap between two tall trees where nothing else grew. She sat him down on a root that protruded from the ground.

      “I’m thirsty, Parthenia.” Darius squashed his little body into the scant remaining space on the root.

      She sighed. “Me too.” If only Carina would Send soon. Perhaps she might even Transport herself here and then take them both to a safe place. Her talk about showing her sister how brave they could be had been just that—talk. She didn’t feel at all brave. She’d begun to realize how ill-prepared they were to live an ordinary life in the real world.

      As she’d been growing up, Parthenia had gradually come to understand she led an unusual life. It was only through reading books and during brief visits to the local town and even briefer visits to the capital she’d realized other people didn’t live in large estates and have everything they needed given to them. Although her father had been very controlling and had treated her mother worse than an animal, Parthenia had never been hungry or deprived of material things. She’d slept in a comfortable bed every night and the only work she’d had to do was schoolwork, making elixir, and Casting.

      If she was ever sick a splicer would come to the house to treat her, and she’d always worn expensive dresses and had all the toys, paints, interfaces, and other playthings she wanted. She’d even had her own pet. Thinking back to the tarsul she’d left behind on Ithiya, Parthenia suddenly felt so sad she wanted to cry. But she didn’t want to upset Darius with her tears so she swallowed and bit her lip.

      “What’s wrong?” her brother asked. He climbed into her lap, though he barely fit there anymore.

      “Nothing. I’m all right,” Parthenia replied.

      Darius wrapped his arms around her neck and rested his head on her shoulder. “No, you aren’t.”

      There had never been much point in trying to hide emotions from Darius, Parthenia reflected. He always knew what you were feeling, whether you admitted it or not.

      Now they’d stopped walking for a while, she was growing cold. They were wearing the thin clothes they’d worn aboard the battleship, and they’d left the shuttle so quickly Parthenia hadn’t even thought to grab the emergency blankets they’d been using to stay warm on the chilly ship.

      “It’s time we started walking again,” Parthenia said. “Have you rested enough?”

      “I guess so,” Darius replied, getting up, though Parthenia heard the tiredness in his voice. “But where are we going? Are we nearly there?” They set off again.

      “I was hoping we might find a way out of these woods,” said Parthenia. “If we can find a house or a small town, maybe someone will give us some money for my bracelet.” She hadn’t thought of the idea until she said it. She’d only been intending to make something up to distract Darius from his hunger and thirst for a while. But it was actually a good plan.

      Carina might take a long time to find them. They might even have to wait until tomorrow. Parthenia had one bracelet left. She wasn’t sure how much it was worth, but she guessed it might be a lot of money. Father had always insisted his family had the finest of everything.

      If they found other people, maybe she could sell them her bracelet for enough money to last them for days. But then the idea of encountering other people got her worrying. “Darius, if we do see anybody, we must remember what Mother told us.”

      “I know,” her brother replied. “I won’t tell them about Casting. I won’t tell them we’re—oh!” His foot had caught on a vine lying across the path. He fell hard into a patch of thorny plants and squealed as he tried to get up.

      “Don’t move,” Parthenia exclaimed, fearing he was going to scratch himself some more.

      Darius obediently stopped wriggling and lay still, looking up at his sister with tears running down his face.

      “Keep still and I’ll untangle you.”

      It took Parthenia several minutes to detach the thorns from Darius’s clothes and skin, and she received plenty of scratches during the process. Eventually, however, she could finally stand the boy on his feet. His mouth was turned down and his chin trembled, though he’d finally stopped crying. He looked like he was at the end of his strength, yet he’d walked for hours with Parthenia without complaint.

      “Would you like me to carry you?” she asked him.

      Darius gave two firm nods and a small smile.

      “Okay.” Parthenia turned around and squatted down. “Climb aboard.”

      With her brother’s legs tucked under her arms she continued down the track. She could feel him resting his head on her back and guessed he might soon fall asleep. She was tempted to stop so they could both lie down, but fear of what might happen while they were sleeping would probably keep her awake.

      Parthenia pushed on through the undergrowth. She was beginning to think the track must have been made by animals. What would be the point of people walking so far in the forest? With her gaze focused on the vegetation ahead, she desperately hoped to see some sign of an end to it, but there was nothing visible except leaves, branches, and vines.

      In fact, that part of the forest looked familiar. Had they come this way before? It was so hard to tell. Surely the track led somewhere, or had they been going in circles?

      “Parthenia,” said Darius, “what if Carina didn’t Transport out of the shuttle? What if the people who were coming aboard caught her?”

      “Don’t be silly,” Parthenia replied. “Of course that didn’t happen. Carina wouldn’t let them capture her.” It was a possibility Parthenia wasn’t willing to entertain. The idea they might have to survive without their oldest sister’s help on a world where they knew no one was horrifying. Even if Ferne and Oriana managed to find them, the four of them wouldn’t be much better off together than apart.

      How would they get money? After she sold her bracelet, Parthenia didn’t know what else she could do. She didn’t know how to work at a job. Everything she’d learned in her classes had been academic or oratorical. She didn’t have any simple skills like cooking or cleaning or fixing broken tech. All she could do was Cast, and doing that would extremely risky. From what she could understand, that was why Father had treated Mother so badly. He’d used her because she was a mage. She hadn’t wanted to marry him. Mother must have been married before because Carina had a different father. Parthenia had never found out what had happened to him.

      “Are you sure Carina Transported off the shuttle?” Darius asked. “She wasn’t caught?”

      “I’m sure. I don’t know how long it’ll take her to find us, but she will. So don’t worry about it, okay?”

      “Okay. I won’t.”

      Parthenia pushed the prospect of trying to survive without Carina’s help far from her mind. Her sister would come. She had to. Parthenia couldn’t look after Darius all by herself. She couldn’t keep them both safe on her own.

      Darius said, “I wish we could Cast Transport to bring some food.”
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      Carina waited five minutes before trying to open the door from the suite in the Dirksen mansion. Predictably, it was locked. Harmon was probably outside too, she guessed. She was standing in the lounge of the suite, which also contained a bedroom and a bathroom. The first thing she’d done was to quickly search the rooms for ingredients to make elixir, but she was out of luck. Though there was plenty of wood and metal and she could get water by pretending she wanted a drink, there was no earth in the rooms or any way for her to make a fire.

      She went to the lounge window. It was also locked and the square frames that held the panes were too small for her to squeeze through, assuming she could break the glass without someone hearing it. Outside, the grounds of the estate stretched to the horizon. No fences or walls broke the wide, flat parkland landscape. If she tried to cross it in daylight she would be spotted easily, and at night infrared sensors would pick up her body heat.

      Carina wasn’t about to let those facts stop her from trying to escape. The estate probably had a shuttle pad and a few private shuttles, or perhaps she could steal one of the hover vehicles used for transportation on this world. Turning from the window, she skimmed the room with her gaze.

      She walked over to an internal wall and touched it, running her hands over the surface to find out how it was constructed. If the wall was only made of board, she might be able to break through it, though then she would have the problem of getting out of the house. On the other hand, she was only on the second floor. Perhaps she could make a hole in the external wall? Or maybe she could remove the entire window frame?

      She peeled back the fabric wall covering and found plaster underneath. Using the metal base of an ornament to dig through plaster, she discovered the internal walls were made of bricks. She could chip away the mortar and remove the bricks, but it would take time. And she would have to choose a wall that didn’t adjoin the main corridor or her efforts might be noticed. Perhaps she could make a hole into the room next to her bedroom. That room’s window might be unlocked.

      Carina continued through the suite, trying to figure out how she could slip away. But after half an hour’s investigation she hadn’t managed to find a quick escape route, though she’d thought up several plans. All of them would take time to execute, however. After her long confinement on the patrol ship and the journey to the Dirksen estate, she was exhausted. Carina lay down on the sumptuous bed. Worrying about her mage sisters and brothers, she fell asleep.
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      She woke to the sensation of someone gripping her shoulder. Reflexively, she punched where she guessed the person’s head might be. Her fist connected with a skull. As she opened her eyes, she rose up and grabbed for the person’s throat. It was muscly and thick—too thick for a proper grip with one hand. She grabbed it with her other hand too, though it ached from the punch.

      Harmon’s very surprised face swam into focus. He brought up his arms between hers and broke her grip before shoving her onto the bed. “Calm down, huh? I just wanted to wake you for dinner. You didn’t answer when I knocked.” As he turned away, he rubbed his head where she’d punched him. “I’ll wait for you outside.” He walked out of the bedroom, still rubbing his head.

      Carina nursed her sore knuckles. She’d been deeply asleep and dreaming when Harmon had woken her. The threads of the dream were already slipping from her mind, but she recalled a large monster leaning over Darius. Somehow, she’d known the monster was her brother’s father, Stefan Sherrerr, and he was taking him to whatever dark place he’d gone after he died.

      She rubbed her upper arms, chilled even though the room was warm. Stefan Sherrerr had died a terrible death, and though he would never hurt Darius again she was concerned about how the little boy was faring. Parthenia would do her best to look after him but Carina still worried. None of her mage brothers
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