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      Carina slung her Jensen 31 across her back and crawled beneath the remains of a desk. She had to bend low to avoid snagging the weapon on broken wood. The door to the room was slightly ajar, and from outside came the whispers and hisses of pulse slugs and the stamp of running, booted feet.

      She hated hiding in the middle of a firefight but if she didn’t do something soon, it would all be over for her and her merc band, the Black Dogs.

      Easing into a spot where she was hidden from view, she bit on the fingers of her silicon mesh glove, pulling it off. She dropped the glove and worked on the other until both her hands were free. Removing her protective gear was reckless, but she needed bare fingers to tell if the wood splinters from the desk were real. If they weren’t, the Cast would not work.

      Of course, casting brought its own risks. She faced slavery and torture if anyone found out what she was about to do. Not for the first time, she wondered whether being a mage was more of a curse than a blessing. On the other hand, saving her and her merc buddies’ lives would be a definite benefit.

      The door banged against the wall as it flew open and someone burst in. A pulse fizzed and a body hit the floor. She peeked from underneath the desk. A fellow merc was lying flat on his stomach and facing away from her, a smoking hole at the weak point where his helmet connected to his body armor. The man trembled once then was still.

      Though she couldn’t see his face, she recognized the dead man. It was the latest recruit, his new career cut short by the suicide mission they’d been sent on.

      Another figure ran in. Carina saw the calves and boots of one of the attackers. She shrank backward and lifted her Jensen, resting her finger on the trigger. If the soldier looked under the desk, he would receive a pulse round in his face. But the legs turned and left, and she heard footsteps running up the stairs to the next level. It was a lucky escape, but her luck wouldn’t last much longer.

      She picked up a splinter of wood from the desk and rubbed it between her fingertips. After peering closely at the fibrous strands, she closed her eyes to concentrate on their texture. The wood fibers were fine but not fine enough, and they were too smooth. The wood was fake. She threw down the splinter in disgust.

      Her canister of base elixir was missing only one essential element: wood. The real stuff had proven hard to find on this desert planet. Even if she found some natural wood to add to the elixir, it was no guarantee she would be successful. There had to be fifty or more enemy soldiers in the embassy. She’d never cast at so many, but she had to try.

      Crawling out from under the desk, Carina scanned the room. Before it had been blown apart, the place had been luxurious. Some kind of animal skin buffed to a fine sheen had covered the walls, though now it hung in tatters. A delicate translucent mineral, intricately carved, had supplied the window lattices. Broken pieces of it were sprayed over the floor.

      The room must have belonged to a high-up embassy official, maybe even the Matahman ambassador—the kind of official to own real wood artifacts.

      The sounds of the struggle for possession of the embassy were growing louder. Fighting was going on in the stories above and below. Skirting the body of the fallen recruit, Carina closed the door and went over to a cabinet. The door was secured, but a single pulse from her Jensen melted the lock. She levered the door open with the muzzle.

      Reaching inside, she riffled through bottles of the local liquor, beakers, hard copies of documents, expensive-looking jars of some kind of local food or ointment, and boxes of different sizes. She pulled out the boxes and tried to open them, but they were fastened shut in a way she couldn’t figure out—possibly DNA or electronic locks.

      She had no time for cracking fancy locks, neither through ingenuity nor casting. After a brief glance at the door, she stood and brought the butt of her Jensen down hard on one of the more fragile-looking cases, smashing it apart.

      Her luck seemed to be holding. Inside the case was an oblong object. From the complex design carved at one end, she guessed it was some kind of seal or stamp. More importantly, the artifact displayed the finely grained effect of wood. She drove down the butt of her Jensen again, the blow jarring her arms.

      She’d split the seal at one end. Squatting, she dug her fingers into the split and ripped the object apart. She extracted a thin splinter and rubbed it into fine strands.

      From outside came the sound of footsteps running downstairs. No time remained to figure out if the seal was natural wood and not another clever synthetic. She took out her canister of elixir, unscrewed it and dropped in the strands. She swirled the mixture once, brought it to her lips and swallowed a mouthful.

      The elixir was foul-tasting, as usual, but Carina barely registered the taste anymore. Her eyes were closed and she was already writing the ideogram in her mind, willing herself to ignore the steps drawing closer.

      Creating the character required the utmost concentration. The Cast was useless unless the strokes were completed perfectly and in the correct order. One after another they appeared in her mind’s eye.

      Just as she drew the final stroke, someone ran in. Her eyes flew open and she grabbed for her weapon, which was slung over her shoulder, but the newcomer was merc officer Lieutenant Torres.

      “Come with me, Lin,” the lieutenant said. “Up to the⁠—”

      Torres fell forward, the back of her helmet a ruined, burning mess. She squirmed at Carina’s feet. Behind her, framed by the door, was the enemy soldier who had shot the lieutenant at point blank range. His weapon was now aimed directly at Carina. She didn’t stand a chance. The soldier grinned.

      Then the Cast began to work.

      As always, the effect wasn’t immediate. If the soldier had ignored it and fired, Carina would have been dead, but he was distracted by its sensation. The man hesitated, his weapon still pointing at her, and looked down at his arms in disbelief as they began to disappear.

      He lifted his head to meet Carina’s gaze, his grin quickly giving way to a look of panic. The next moment, he was gone.

      And so were most of the rest of the enemy in the embassy, Carina hoped. She estimated the Cast’s radius to be around forty meters, which had to encompass most of the enemy within the building.

      She dropped to her knees at Torres’ side. The woman was no longer moving, and Carina’s stomach turned at the sight of gray matter oozing from the split in her helmet. Gently, she turned the lieutenant over. Her eyes were fixed and still.

      Mourning the lieutenant, the new recruit, and whoever else had died on the hopeless assignment would have to wait until later. It was time for the Black Dogs to retreat before enemy reinforcements arrived.

      Carina listened hard for sounds of fighting, but the embassy was quiet. Her Cast had given the mercs a little breathing space. She went to find the rest of her platoon. Speeding downstairs, she leapt over the corpse of a fallen attacker and empty steps before running into the embassy lobby. She skidded to a halt. Three Jensens were aimed at her.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Lin?” barked Captain Speidel, lowering his rifle, “I nearly shot you.”

      His rebuke stung, though Carina knew in his eyes she deserved it. She had a lot of respect for the captain and hated being the object of his disapproval.

      “Are we under attack, sir?” asked Staff Sergeant Brown. “The ones who had me and Halliday pinned down vanished. And I don’t hear any fighting. Did you see what happened to the enemy?”

      “I’m not sure what I saw,” Speidel replied.

      “Sir, Lieutenant Torres bought it,” Carina said. “And the new guy too.”

      “Shit.” Speidel turned away to speak into his helmet mic. As she listened in to his conversation with the mercs on the upper stories, Carina heard their confusion about the sudden disappearance of the attackers. The mercs on the roof reported more enemy forces approaching from every side.

      It didn’t need to be said. If they didn’t get out of here soon, they were screwed.
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      The mercs crammed into the shuttle that would take them back to their starship, Duchess. They laid the bodies of the fallen in sections under the floor. Sleeping in the locker, it was called.

      No one said a thing while the shuttle lifted into the air and away from the embassy, which was now ripe for the taking. The atmosphere was tense as the mercs waited for ground-to-air fire while they made their escape, but nothing came. The enemy seemed to have lost interest now they’d retreated. Carina guessed it would be some time before the reinforcements realized their associates had disappeared. It would be still longer until the soldiers she’d transported returned from the spot where she’d sent them.

      She was mind-weary after such a large Cast. She was also worried about the questions that would inevitably be asked about the unusual events of the firefight. In the two years since she’d joined the Black Dogs, she’d kept her Casts small, personal, and easily concealed. It had been the first time she’d risked doing something so noticeable.

      After the shuttle left the danger zone, there was none of the banter and jibes that usually went on among the mercs at the end of an mission; none of the black humor they employed to deal with the loss of friends and even enemies within their band. They’d failed. They’d retreated, and ingrained into the men and women, who were mostly ex-military, was the shame that came along with that.

      The mysterious disappearance of their attackers hadn’t yet been mentioned, as if no one wanted to risk being thought mad or stupid. Carina was certainly not going to be first to bring it up.

      The merc sitting next to her, Smitz, reached into a pocket and pulled out a wad of the foul herb he was addicted to. He bit off a few centimeters of the brown substance and pushed it into his cheek with his tongue before beginning to chew. Carina immediately regretted her choice of seat. She shifted her boots sideways in case he targeted his spit near her feet.

      “Bastard lied to us,” Smitz finally said, breaking the silence.

      The Black Dogs’ assignment had been to act as back up for the government force that was supposed to be defending the embassy, only the government troops hadn’t shown.

      His comment was met with mutterings and grumbles. Captain Speidel, who was sitting next to the exit and gazing out of a small porthole, didn’t seem to have heard Smitz’s words.

      “Can’t fight a company with a platoon,” Smitz continued, drawing further murmured agreement.

      “Quieten down, soldier,” Speidel said, finally noticing the man’s complaints. The murmurs ceased, and the captain returned to his morose contemplation of the view.

      Carina felt for Speidel. He would be the one to take the blame if the top brass decided after debriefing he’d made the wrong call, despite the hopeless situation they’d found themselves in.

      He was a good man who didn’t deserve the shit thrown at him as the meat in the sandwich between Tarsalan, the company’s owner along with commanding officer Cadwallader, and grunts like Smitz. Carina was, and always would be, grateful to Speidel for saving her from persecution and squalor in the slums of a nowhere planet. Though she rarely admitted it to herself, the older man was the closest thing to a father she had. She hoped he wouldn’t suffer Tarsalan’s ire, though it was unlikely he would be so fortunate. The woman was notorious for her fixation on profits and disregard for the lives that were lost to achieve them.

      Still no one was mentioning what was on everyone’s mind—that all the attackers within the embassy building and compound had suddenly, inexplicably, vanished.

      In the end, it was Halliday who spoke. “Hey, did...er...did anyone see anything weird happen down there?”

      The uneasy shifting of bodies was the mercs’ only reply. Even Smitz, who was never slow to tell everyone and anyone exactly what he thought, was silent on the issue. From the corner of her eye, Carina could see Speidel shaking his head, no doubt wondering how he was going to explain to his superiors that the only reason most of them had gotten out alive was due to an impossible event.

      The micro-gravity of low orbit was taking hold, and Carina lifted from her seat and bobbed against the straps of her harness. They were nearly back at Duchess. Soon, she would be able to return to her cabin and safely stash her canister of elixir away from prying eyes.

      “Hey, Lin,” said Smitz. “You got any water? I’m all out.”

      Thinking that if he didn’t chew his disgusting herb he wouldn’t be so thirsty, Carina shook her head.

      “Come on, Lin. Don’t hold out on me. We’re nearly back at the ship.”

      “Then you can wait,” Carina replied.

      “Come on, give me some. I know you always bring extra. I can see your bottle sticking out like a third tit.” Smitz made a grab for the pouch that held the elixir canister. Carina deflected his arm with her elbow, following through and driving it into his gut. The blow had no effect other than pushing him away a little, due to the man’s armor. Smitz reached out with his other hand and Carina knocked that away too. She shoved him into the bulkhead for good measure.

      “Smitz. Lin,” barked Brown. “Cut it out, or you’re both on report.”

      Smitz relented. Carina’s racing heart slowed, and she was glad her face was hidden behind her tinted visor. Her skin was hot and moist with sweat.

      It was with relief she felt the shudder that rippled through the shuttle as it engaged with Duchess’ access hatch. After another few moments she was pulling herself through the short tunnel that led to the ship. As she went along, Duchess’ AG field took hold and Carina’s feet drifted to the floor. She let go of the bars she’d been grasping and walked.

      Now they were back at their ship, the chances of reprisals for the mission went down. Duchess didn’t live up to her name in terms of classy looks, being rather dumpy and squat, but she more than made up for the deficit with armaments. State-of-the-art pulse cannons fore and aft and fusion-rocket long-range missiles were supplemented by turret-mounted rail guns. As well as deterring space pirates with cocky ideas, Duchess’ artillery meant that retaliation from the opposing side after a mission was rare. When it came to Tarsalan’s own safety, she didn’t skimp.

      The same could not be said for the mercs. Carina and the others removed their armor and hung it up in the armory. The protection was flexible, light and tough, but it was showing signs of wear. At the embassy, their attacker’s weapons had been able to penetrate it at close range. One of the problems of working as a merc was that levels of technological advancement varied widely between worlds. New weapons were constantly being developed, and they were never quite sure what they would be up against next.

      Carina transferred her canister from its pouch into her shirt and went straight to the cabin she shared with three other mercs. It was empty. She slid the canister into the hole she’d dug in her mattress. Then, finally relaxing for the first time since she’d cast, she lay down on her bunk and put her hands behind her head. After around half an hour a comm woke her.

      “Corporal Lin,” came the message. “Report for debriefing immediately.”

      Her earlier tension returned. Why did they want to talk to her? Had someone seen what she’d done? Carina wondered how that might be possible, and her stomach dropped as she remembered Lieutenant Torres had been wearing a body cam like they all did. What if it had recorded her casting?

      She swung down from her bunk, wracking her brain for an explanation as to why she would have taken a drink and then stood still with her eyes closed in great concentration, just before a horde of enemy soldiers disappeared.

      By the time she reached the debriefing room, she hadn’t thought of a logical explanation for her behavior.
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      “We don’t need to know everything,” said Lieutenant Colonel Cadwallader. “Only describe exactly what you saw toward the end of the engagement, Corporal. Don’t leave anything out.”

      Standing to attention in the mission room, Carina’s gaze flicked to Captain Speidel, who sat on one side, stroking his stubble and watching. Cadwallader and Tarsalan sat behind a desk.

      Cadwallader’s pale blue eyes seemed intent on piercing right through her, and Tarsalan’s full lips, coated in a purple sheen, were set in a line. Neither gave a hint of what they were expecting her to say. Carina didn’t know if she had to explain herself regarding Torres’s body cam footage or only report on the disappearance of the enemy.

      She hesitated.

      “We don’t have all day, Lin,” Tarsalan said, her heavy-lidded eyes drooping lower. The woman drummed fingers bearing thick, bejeweled rings on the desktop.

      “Around ten minutes before Captain Speidel gave the order to withdraw,” said Carina, “I was alone in a room. I think it might have been the ambassador’s office.”

      “What were you doing there?” Cadwallader asked.

      “Checking for insurgents, sir.”

      “Go on,” said Cadwallader.

      Carina explained how Lieutenant Torres died. “After the lieutenant fell, the enemy turned his weapon on me,” she went on. “He would have shot me too, except...”

      Her mouth was suddenly very dry. She swallowed.

      “Spit it out, Lin,” said Cadwallader, frowning.

      “Whatever you saw, or thought you saw,” said Speidel, “all you have to do is tell the truth.”

      Carina focused on the captain. “The soldier disappeared, sir. Right in front of me. One minute he was there and the next he was gone.”

      Tarsalan gave a huff of bitter frustration. “Just like the others. This is ridiculous.”

      “We have the body cam vids,” said Cadwallader. “They don’t lie.”

      “It was an optical illusion,” said Tarsalan.

      “All fourteen of them?” Cadwallader asked.

      “It makes no sense otherwise,” Tarsalan countered. “If someone’s invented cloaking technology for individuals, why didn’t they use it when they attacked? Why use it in order to retreat, especially when by all accounts they had the upper hand?”

      “I don’t think it was cloaking technology,” said Cadwallader. “I think it was something else.”

      “Like what?”

      The lieutenant colonel was about to reply but he noticed Carina was still there, standing to attention.

      “You’re dismissed, Corporal,” he said.

      Carina saluted and left. She guessed her story backed up the testimony given at earlier debriefings. She hadn’t been singled out for scrutiny, but Cadwallader’s comment that the soldiers’ disappearance had been something else had her stomach in knots again.

      The sound of fast-moving footsteps from behind made her stop and turn. It was Captain Speidel, striding quickly to catch up to her.

      “We’re going in the same direction,” he said. “Let’s walk together.”

      As a subordinate, Carina’s compliance was a given. The two continued on their way.

      “How are things going for you?” Speidel asked.

      “Pretty good, sir.”

      “You can drop the sir for the moment, Carina.”

      “Okay.” Speidel had talked with her in this friendly way fairly regularly since recruiting her to the merc company, and she enjoyed their amiable conversations.

      “I wanted to give you a heads up,” Speidel went on. He put a hand on her shoulder. “Stop a moment.”

      Carina turned to him.

      The man’s expression was serious and pained. “You can’t tell anyone else what I’m about to say to you. I can trust you, right?”

      She nodded.

      “Why am I even asking?” Speidel smiled. “You’re tighter than a drum.” He checked up and down the empty corridor. “I wanted to let you know, things might be over soon for the Black Dogs. We might be disbanding. So if you come across an opportunity to do something else, you should probably take it.”

      “Disbanding, s…?” She stopped herself just in time. “Why?”

      “Tarsalan’s been complaining for a while now she’s pouring creds into the company and making no profit. This last job we just did might be the final straw. The client’s refusing to pay the balance of the fee because the embassy was taken.”

      “But they lied,” Carina exclaimed. “We were on our own and totally outnumbered. We could never have defended the place. If we hadn’t withdrawn, we would have been slaughtered.”

      “That’s not what they’re saying at their end. But it doesn’t matter what they say. If they won’t pay, they won’t pay.”

      “Maybe Tarsalan should send us on a mission to persuade them,” Carina said bitterly. Working with the Black Dogs was her life. She didn’t know what else she could do. She was damned if she would join the military and get paid a pittance.

      Speidel gave a wry smile. “That might be effective one time, but as soon as word got out we’d never work again. It isn’t like merc bands are difficult to find these days.”

      “So you’re saying I should sign up with another company?”

      “I don’t know. Soldiering’s a tough life. Maybe you should try something different while you’re still young and it isn’t burned into your bones. The galaxy’s a big place. There has to be some way for a young woman to make a living that doesn’t put her life on the line. You aren’t dyed-in-the-wool military like most of the rest of us.”

      Carina shook her head. “Fighting’s all I know.”

      Speidel sighed and resumed walking. Carina went along with him.

      “I sometimes wonder if I did the right thing,” Speidel said, “breaking up that fight you were in and signing you up as a merc. You might have ended up doing something less dangerous and more worthwhile.”

      “No. I wasn’t gonna win that fight. I took two of them out, but I was five minutes from being beaten to a pulp. If you hadn’t stepped in...” Carina’s memory of the event was vivid. Though she’d learned her fighting skills the hard way over the previous six years since Nai Nai died, even she was no match for the five boys who had set upon her. Their motive was only to have some fun, it seemed, as she had nothing to give them. It was a heavily bruised, bleeding Carina Captain Speidel had brought back to Duchess and patched up. “Well, I wouldn’t be here now, that’s for sure.

      “If you take my advice,” Speidel said, “you won’t be here for much longer.” The captain’s comm button chirped. He checked the message. “Looks like my dinner will have to wait. Think over what I said, Carina. It might be time for a change.”

      As the captain turned to go back the way he’d come, Carina thought she saw a look in his eye that indicated he knew more than he was saying. She felt sick. Had the captain’s friendly advice been a cover for a deeper warning? Had he guessed her secret, and did he think that others were also drawing closer to the truth about what had really happened in the embassy fight?

      Perhaps it was indeed time for her to move on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

        

      

    

    
      None of Carina’s bunk mates had returned to the shared cabin, so she took advantage of the rare moment of solitude to meditate. Nai Nai had taught her the habit, telling her it preserved and strengthened one’s powers.

      The old woman had said that though mage abilities were genetically inherited, it wasn’t a fixed thing like hair or eye color. Casting was also a skill that had to be learned, refined, and maintained, and she’d explained that if Carina didn’t regularly perform mental exercises, her ability would lessen and perhaps fail. What was more, if she did lose her ability, there was no guarantee it would ever return once she was an adult, no matter how hard she worked.

      Sitting in her top bunk, Carina crossed her legs and faced the wall. The steps to achieve a trance state were always the same. She mentally recited and embraced the concepts of the five Elements: wood, fire, earth, metal, water. Following the Elements were the Seasons: spring, early summer, late summer, autumn, winter. This second part of the pre-trance task was not so familiar to Carina. Though she’d visited many worlds while working with the merc band, she’d never encountered a place where the climate followed the pattern laid out by Nai Nai with its types of weather, variations in temperature, and fluctuation of daylight hours.

      Next, she mentally wrote the Strokes. Each line had to be written perfectly, each taper and flourish correct. She wrote them separately and then together in the character that meant forever. Finally, she conjured up the Map in her mind. Nai Nai had made her draw the 3D image over and over again on her holoscribe while she was growing up. There were more than a hundred stars, and her grandmother would measure the angle and distance between each star carefully when she finished. If anything was incorrect, she had to draw it again.

      The Map showed the birthplace of their clan, Nai Nai had said. At the center of the Map was the star system their ancestors had been driven from, so long ago no one knew when.

      Carina had once asked her grandmother why they didn’t try to return to their original home.

      “No one knows where to go anymore, Mei Mei. No one remembers where we came from.”

      “But we have the Map,” Carina had persisted. “Why can’t we find it using that?”

      Nai Nai had laughed and dipped her hand into a jar of sand she used for polishing the beautiful stones she sold for a living. She scattered the sand across the floor where Carina sat.

      “Tell me, Mei Mei, how many grains do you see?”

      Carina frowned. Was it a test? “Ten thousand? No. Fifty thousand.”

      “Probably about five thousand. Look closely, child, and imagine these are stars. In our section of the galaxy alone there are ten times as many stars as there are grains of sand lying here. It would take several lifetimes to visit each and check if the surrounding pattern of stars matched the Map. One would need to look at the groupings from many orientations. And our galactic sector is only one of thousands.”

      The young Carina eyed her holoscribe drawing, which had taken her over two hours to create. “Then why bother remembering it at all? Why not give up on ever returning home?”

      “That is something every mage must answer for herself. But let me ask you, little one, do you feel as though this place where we live now is your home?”

      Carina considered their two-roomed house, which in truth was little more than a shack. She considered the dirty street outside with its open gutter that kept the local rats well fed. She considered how different she felt from the other children, who didn’t know the Elements or the Seasons or the Strokes or the Map, and who could not cast. She shook her head. “I don’t, Nai Nai.”

      The old woman sighed. “My great-grandparents told me once they’d heard it said our birthplace was the origin of humanity itself—the world where humans first evolved, invented space travel, and journeyed out to colonize new planets. If we could find that place again, it would truly be something very special.

      “But more important even than that, the Map gives us hope,” her grandmother continued. “we are exiles and our clan has been scattered to the stars. Nowhere are we accepted for being who we are. We live in secrecy, always. The Map holds the promise that one day we may live openly and together again in our homeland. Holding onto that possibility helps us to go on.”

      Remembering Nai Nai’s words calmed Carina’s anxiety, and she slipped into a deep meditative state.

      Some time later, the sound of the cabin door opening entered the edge of her consciousness. She brought herself out of her trance and turned to see Thyrna Atoi, her bunk mate, bend down to sit on the lower bunk. She began to take off her boots.

      “You missed dinner,” said Atoi. “Not that you missed much. Chef’s on a marine plant kick. Yeuuuch! It’s high in nutrients and protein, he said whenever anyone complained.”

      “I wasn’t that hungry anyway,” Carina said.

      Atoi threw a boot at the corner of the room. “Got it!”

      “What was it?” Carina asked. “A roach?”

      “Yep,” said Atoi as she went across the room to retrieve her boot. She picked up the squashed insect by a leg and carried it to the garbage disposal chute.

      “That’s not a roach,” Carina said. “That’s a scalobite.”

      “What difference does it make?”

      “Scalobites are good. They eat roaches.”

      “Whatever. Now it’s a dead scalobite.”

      Carina sighed and lay on her back. The bunk shuddered as Atoi shifted her position. She was a large, heavily muscled woman.

      “You missed the announcement too,” she said. “Got another mission. Hykara sector.”

      “Where’s that?”

      “Don’t know. A long way from here. We’re fast-burning through the quiet shift.”

      As Atoi mentioned the fast burn, Carina began to feel the vibration of Duchess’s engines powering up. She lay down and fastened the safety webbing over her bunk. Soon, the ship would lurch as they switched to FTL drive.

      “What’s the mission?” Carina asked, studying the rust patch in the corner of the ceiling above her bunk.

      “Search and rescue. Kidnap victim.”

      “Huh? Isn’t that one for a planetside control force?”

      “You’d think, wouldn’t you?” Atoi replied. “Word is, no one local will touch it. Other mercs won’t touch it. We’re only doing it because it’s that or disband. Tarsalan says she’ll pull the plug otherwise.”

      Unfastening her webbing temporarily, Carina leaned over the edge of her bunk to look at Atoi. The woman had the satisfied expression of someone spinning out a juicy piece of gossip.

      “What else does the word say?” Carina asked.

      Atoi smirked. “The boy who was kidnapped is a Sherrerr, and the kidnappers are⁠—”

      “Dirksens,” Carina finished for her. She threw herself onto her back. “We’ve bought it.”

      “Yeah. Everyone’s trying to bail but Tarsalan won’t let them. Says they have to work out their contracts. No negotiation. After the last mission, people were already pissed. Some chairs got thrown, tables broken. Tarsalan exited at the first sign of trouble and left Cadwallader and Speidel to calm things down.”

      Carina could imagine the scene. She was glad she’d skipped dinner. Merc bands were mostly made up of men and women who had left—or been discharged from—the military because they were unstable or lacked the discipline necessary for service in the forces. They could be aggressive, anti-social, impulsive, and belligerent.

      Her soldier buddies’ personality quirks had never bothered Carina much. Surviving alone on the streets from a young age had brought her into contact with many unsavory types. In fact, the mercs’ unpleasant characteristics made things easier for her. Superficial friendships and casual hookups were all she could risk in terms of relationships. In her time with the Black Dogs, she’d only ever contemplated something more with one man: Stevenson, the pilot, who was relatively sane. She’d avoided him ever since coming to the realization.

      No, mercs were not to be messed with, and Tarsalan, in her usual nonchalant, disinterested manner, had just told a room of them their next mission was to be even more suicidal than their last.
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      As Carina went to the armory to suit up before leaving on the mission to rescue the little Sherrerr boy, she was reconsidering her decision to go along. Speidel had advised her to move on from the merc band, and she had recently come dangerously close to revealing her ability. What was more, the assignment was highly risky. Even if they succeeded—which wasn’t likely—the chances were the Dirksens wouldn’t rest until they found and punished the people responsible for thwarting their plan. And in the list of possible punishments the Dirksens meted out, the best and rarest option was a quick death.

      Despite Tarsalan’s threats, there wasn’t much the company owner could do to the mercs who refused to take part in the assignment other than fire them. Being let go was a problem that paled in comparison to the potential consequences of defying the Dirksens.

      The Sherrerr/Dirksen feud was notorious. It had gone on for so long, the inciting event was lost in time, but the reason for their mutual hatred and constant clashes didn’t matter. The Sherrerrs and Dirksens were equally wealthy, powerful, and corrupt, which meant their rivalry to be the ruling clan in that sector of the galaxy was inevitable.

      Anyone with any sense had nothing to do with either family if they could help it. It was true that when you were on the inside, you had access to all the luxury and privilege the connection provided, but there was a large drawback: you could never leave. Once you were in, you were in for life and that was that. If you left, you were an unacceptable liability, and you would spend the rest of your prematurely shortened life looking over your shoulder, wondering where and when the blow would fall.

      Carina guessed the Sherrerrs had promised Tarsalan rich rewards and lifelong protection for her and her loved ones to persuade her to take the deal. The same recompense and safeguarding wouldn’t apply to the grunts who did the actual work.

      The mercs who had refused the job were dumped on a remote planet, unpaid. The rumor was that Speidel had threatened to resign, though for some reason he was now coming along. Perhaps his motivation was similar to Carina’s. She certainly had no interest in the clan feud or in incurring the vengeful spite of the Dirksens, but she had thought more than once about the little boy they had taken.

      According to the information the Sherrerrs had given, he was only six. Carina had been but four years older when she had also found herself alone with no one to protect her, and she hated to think how the ruthless Dirksens might treat a Sherrerr they had in their clutches. No ransom note had been issued, and no other explanation had been given for the kidnapping, so what they were planning to do was unclear.

      Someone had to get the boy out. Carina had done some morally questionable things during her time as a merc. If rescuing an innocent child was to be her last mission, it would be a fitting finale to her career.

      The armory was already busy with the rest of the mission squad. She took down the legs of her armor and stepped into them, tightening the fit before slotting the torso into place and sealing it. The arms came next. She slipped the canister of elixir into its pouch and adjusted its position so that it wasn’t in the way. From the edge of her vision she noticed Smitz watching. She gave him the stink eye and bent down to pick up her helmet.

      “Hey, what are you doing, you bunch of useless grunts?” asked Captain Speidel as he appeared at the door. “Didn’t you hear the directive? If we go in there dressed like soldiers, we’ll be blown to bits before we get within five klicks of the target. You’re in civvies for this. And no guns. We don’t want to draw any attention when we disembark. We’ll buy weapons planetside. Get changed and get to the shuttle. We’re leaving at eleven hundred and fifteen.”

      Half an hour later, Speidel gave them a final briefing as they descended to the planet.

      “Listen up,” he said to the eight mercs seated on each side of the shuttle, looking uncomfortable in normal clothes. “Orrana’s a young world, geologically speaking. Too young to be settled, in my opinion. It’s highly volcanic, and while that makes for lucrative mining operations, the effects are pretty much what you would expect on a relatively new planet: regular eruptions, earthquakes, tsunamis, geysers, boiling volcanic springs, and so on.

      “The biggest settlement is on one of the most stable landmasses, and it’s a pretty lawless place from what I can gather, which suits our purposes perfectly. That sword cuts both ways, however. If anyone gets into trouble, they only have themselves or us to rely on to get them out of it. There is a local civil control force but it’s probably either ineffective or crooked. It’s unlikely to interfere in any fights and we might find ourselves on the wrong side of it if it becomes known why we’re there. If they don’t already know what the Dirksens are doing, they probably aren’t going to do anything if they find out.

      “You’re likely wondering how we know where the Dirksens are holding the victim. The simple answer is the boy’s been fitted with a transmitter. It’s embedded in him, so we have his exact coordinates. We only have to break or sneak through the Dirksens’ guard, rescue the lad, and escape with him. Duchess will be ready to run the moment we have him aboard.”

      Smitz said, “You left something out, Captain.”

      “What’s that, Private?”

      “What’s our cut and when do we get it?”

      “What?”

      “The Sherrers must be paying a fortune to rescue their kid. What I want to know is, how much of that cred are we seeing? What’s our bonus?”

      “No one’s mentioned a bonus, Smitz.”

      “We’re taking all this risk so Tarsalan can buy another pretty ring?”

      “You’ll get what you’re paid,” said Speidel. “Now be quiet.”

      “Right,” Smitz said. “I’ll remember that when the Dirksens have me cornered in a dark alley. I’ll be sure to give them her home address.” He spat into the gully that ran down the center of the small ship.

      Speidel grimaced in disgust. “What the hell are you chewing, man? Hand it over.”

      His face set in anger, Smitz pulled out his packet of herb and gave it to Speidel, who put it in his pocket.

      “Take these,” Speidel said, handing out breathing masks. “Wear them at all times and never breathe the local air. The atmosphere has enough oxygen, but the CO2 level will kill you. I’m hoping we won’t have to stay the night there, but if we do, change the filter every day. Everyone take one of these too.” He opened a drawstring bag containing small electronic devices. “They’re comms with high level encryption, as you won’t be wearing your helmets.”

      Carina took one of the small gadgets and pushed it into her right ear. She pulled her hair forward to cover it. When Speidel spoke again, she heard his voice loud and clear.

      “Now I know we don’t do much plain clothes work,” the captain continued, “so some of you might not feel comfortable with it. What you have to try to remember is that, until we’re inside the place where they’re keeping the kid, you’re to try to forget you’re soldiers. Whoever’s guarding the child will be on the lookout for anyone who seems like they could be ex-military.”

      Pondering the captain’s words, Carina’s gaze roved over her fellow operatives. Smitz was the largest of the bunch. He was built like a heavyweight fistfighter and wore a permanent scowl. Brown was as tall as Smitz but more supple and lithe. He moved like a predator. Next to Brown was Atoi, who loved to work on her upper body strength. Her bull neck and biceps were stretching the material of her shirt.

      On Carina’s left sat Carver. She had a scar that ran diagonally across her cheek and under her nose, permanently lifting her top lip. It wouldn’t have been expensive to get the scar fixed, but Carver seemed to like the look. Halliday sat on Carina’s right. He had the gaze of someone who had seen enough horror for several lifetimes. Further on from Halliday were Jackson with his prosthetic arm and Lee, who had a nervous tic that made him blink excessively.

      They were gonna buy it for sure.
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      They set up at a hostel for transient workers while Captain Speidel went out to procure some weapons. Firearms of any kind were prohibited on the planet according to the signs at the arrivals section of the spaceport, but it seemed as though no one paid much attention to the rule. Carina had seen guns and rifles carried openly as they rode the transport to the hostel.

      Orrana was a dark place in climate and mood. Thick haze generated by frequent volcanic eruptions blocked much of the sunlight. As a result, vegetation was minimal. Deep gray-green, straggly stems covered the black soil to the horizon. Speidel had told them that animal life was at the microorganism stage, so they had nothing to fear from the indigenous species. Carina doubted the same could be said for the Dirksens or their employees.

      The locals she’d seen at the spaceport wore sour or suspicious or desperate looks, judging by what she could see of their faces. Their breathing masks covered the nose and mouth and were fastened by a strap on each side of the face and one over the top of the head. The clothes the locals wore were basic and utilitarian and their hair was plainly cut. Fashion was not of any importance on Orrana. Survival was.

      The mercs’ story was that they were a team of smelting workers. It was a subterfuge intended to account for their rough, burly appearance. If asked, they were to say they were looking for work and were not interested in setting up their own operation. Conflicts over land, mining rights, and raw materials were rife, and the mercs were to expect scrutiny in that regard.

      As she stood in the shared hostel room and pulled tight the wide belt she wore, she hoped no one would ask her any awkward questions. She didn’t have a clue about smelting.

      Atoi stepped into the room. “Come downstairs,” she said. Her voice was muffled by her mask, but the comm Carina was wearing conveyed the woman’s words. “Speidel’s back. We’re leaving soon.”

      Carina caught her reflection in a mirror as she left. She so rarely looked at herself in a mirror, let alone saw herself in civvies, that she paused a moment to take in the sight. She was wearing narrow pants that went down to her calves, boots that fastened with interlacing straps and a plain, open-necked hemp blouse. Speidel had told them to stick to dark colors.

      Her figure was athletic but not bulky, and she didn’t—yet—have that hard, intense expression that a life of killing had given so many of the others. Of all the squad members on the mission she thought she looked the least like a soldier. Perhaps she could find another way in life after rescuing the little boy.

      Did she look anything like a smelting worker? She didn’t think so, but her outfit would have to do.

      She followed Atoi downstairs to the hostel bar, where the others were hanging out. Speidel wasn’t there, and they were drinking the local brew. When Carina sat down at the table, someone pushed a beaker of frothy liquid in front of her. The smell of it told her the drink was some kind of alcohol. When she hesitated to try it, Jackson leaned over and said, “Speidel said it’s okay. Just one drink.”

      For the benefit of eavesdroppers, they weren’t to use the word ‘captain’ in public, nor any other terms that might identify them.

      Carina sipped the deep green liquid. It tasted like someone had fermented the local vegetation, which was probably the case. “I think I’ll pass,” she said, pushing the beaker away.

      Smitz laughed. He grabbed her cup and drained it.

      Speidel came into the bar carrying a bulging bag. He set it down on the table and handed out weapons. Though the bar was full of the hostel’s patrons, no one took any notice. It was as though on Orrana not carrying a weapon would be strange behavior.

      Jackson held up his gun to examine it. “Where are these from? The last century?”

      Smitz snickered and poured himself another drink from the pitcher.

      “That’s what’s available at short notice on the street.” Speidel held out his hand to take the gun back. “Unless you’d rather go without?”

      “No, no. Not complaining,” Jackson replied, pushing the weapon into the back of his pants under his shirt. “No way. Just asking.”

      After quickly checking it over, Carina tucked hers into her belt.

      Speidel said quietly, “I picked up some explosives too. C8 with delay fuses. They weren’t difficult to find and they’ll probably prove useful. They have thirty-second and two-minute delays. Okay, let’s pay a visit to a smelting plant. I’ve hired one of the local transports. We’ll talk more about the job on the way.”

      He clearly didn’t want to risk their conversation being overheard at the bar. The eight mercs rose and left with the captain, making their way outside. As they went to where the transport was parked, Carina got her first close-up look at the settlement. She wasn’t impressed. The place reminded her of where she’d grown up.

      Like HER birth planet, Orrana was far from the center of the action and way off trade routes, and it showed. No one was planning to settle here, so no one had made any effort to create a proper infrastructure, like good roads or basic public services. From the flimsy pre-fabricated buildings to the dim street lights hung on makeshift poles, everything was temporary.

      She pondered the advisability of building a smelting plant on a planet that was prone to earthquakes, but the financial savings of refining the ore planetside probably offset the costs of rebuilding after a shock. The risk to the workers was undoubtedly low on the list of priorities, as it always was in ass-end-of-the-galaxy places.

      Carina climbed aboard the multi-person transport Speidel had rented. The heavy vibration when he started it up signaled that the vehicle ran on some kind of organic fuel. Orrana really was about the most backward place she’d ever been. She slid into a window seat and rubbed a clear patch in the grimy window with the edge of her sleeve. Speidel input the destination and the transport pulled into the road.

      “The smelting plant where the Dirksens are holding the kid is at the edge of town,” Speidel said once they were on their way down the potholed street. “We’re going to pretend we’re looking for work. Gangs of transients looking for labor are common. The guards shouldn’t be too suspicious at first. Don’t forget you’re supposed to be contract laborers. Low-skilled, boneheaded grunts.”

      “Sounds about right,” Carver said, her scarred top lip rising in a gruesome grin.

      “That way, no one’s going to expect us to answer any difficult questions,” Speidel continued. “All we need is enough of a cover story to get inside the plant. Here are the plans.”

      He handed out thin, transparent sheets.

      “The red dot is the kid.”

      Carina studied the blueprint of the plant. It felt weird to not see the image on a visor overlay and not to be able to interact with it. The smelting plant was large and complex, and the Dirksens had secreted the boy on a basement level at its heart. As she saw the scale of the complex, the desperate nature of their attempt began to hit home.

      The Dirksens had chosen the place to hold their hostage well. Not only was the boy in the least accessible part of the complex, the place was full of people working for Dirksens: tough men and women who had led hard lives. They wouldn’t be averse to using their fists or whatever weapon came to hand to do their boss’s bidding, and there had to be hundreds of them.

      “You’ve gotta be joking, sir,” said Lee, staring at the blueprint. His nervous tic had started up. Normally quiet, the man’s outburst signaled the dismay the rest of the troop was no doubt also feeling.

      “Lee’s right,” said Smitz. “They aren’t gonna let a bunch of strangers in even if they believe our story, and if we try to fight our way in, we’re dead. With our regular armor and weapons, we might stand a chance, but with these antiques, we’ll never make it. Stop the transport and let me out. I’m going back to the ship.”

      “You’ll stay right where you are, soldier,” Speidel said.

      Smitz spat a brown, greasy ball of spittle at Speidel’s feet and got up to leave. The captain rose and roughly pushed the man back down into his seat. The soldier scowled and was about to stand again when Carina said, “Wait. What if we try something different?”

      Smitz hesitated then buckled under the captain’s glare.

      “Like what, Corporal?” Speidel asked.

      Carina outlined her plan. It would spread the mercs thin, and they would have to sacrifice force of arms to diversionary tactics and speed, but she couldn’t see how they could retrieve the boy otherwise.

      Speidel listened, his face betraying neither approbation nor disapproval.

      “I’ll go in to do the rescue,” Carina added. “The kid’s only six, and I think I’m the least scary of all of us. We don’t want to frighten him into trying to get away. I’ll need just one other person to come with me.”

      Atoi said, “I’ll do it.”

      “Okay,” said Speidel after a moment’s pause, “we’ll do it your way, Lin. It sounds like it might work.”
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      Speidel stopped the transport two klicks from their destination and spent some time studying the smelting plant from afar. One of his eyes was an implant that had around ten times the capabilities of its biological equivalent.

      While the captain was studying the processes of the plant and the movements of its workers, Carina checked her weapon over again. It was fully powered, but that was about all it had going for it. Jackson’s earlier estimation that their guns were from the previous century seemed optimistic.

      Her firearm was single pulse only, and the gauge on its side indicated that it had to build power between each discharge. Great. She hoped it didn’t take long. What wouldn’t she give for her trusty Jensen 31. Consulting with Atoi, she was relieved to find that the woman had received a better model. Hers didn’t require time to recharge unless after rapid fire.

      “Okay.” Speidel turned around in his seat to face them. “The heap of ore on the right side is fed by a conveyor belt into a press to crush the rocks. Another belt takes the crushed rock inside—I’m guessing to furnaces to smelt it. We need to get some explosives onto the belt that enters the plant. That should mess the place up pretty good. Our second target is a pile of smoking waste on the far side of the complex. Nothing like falling red-hot ashes to rain on someone’s parade.

      “Another possible target is one of the chimneys. They’re wide and they aren’t that tall. Seems like concern for the environment is a concept that hasn’t arrived on Orrana just yet. Someone with a good aim might get lucky. Anyone want to try?”

      “I’ll do it, sir,” said Jackson. Lee and Halliday slapped the man on the back. With his prosthetic arm, Jackson was the obvious candidate.

      “Good,” Speidel said. “They’ve just turned on the lights, but their coverage isn’t good. Should be plenty of shadows for cover. Brown and Carver, you’re on target one. Halliday and Lee, you’re on target two. Smitz, you’re with us.”

      Smitz gave Speidel a surly glance but said nothing.

      It was nearing twilight as the transport drew close to the plant. The emissions of its chimneys were dark gray against the deepening sky, leading from a dim glow at their bases. The mercs were well beyond the edge of town, driving down an empty road.

      At a dip where the transport was briefly out of sight of the complex, Speidel stopped the vehicle again, and the five mercs who were to provide the diversions got out. They immediately stooped to grab handfuls of dirt. After mixing the dirt with a little water from their canteens, they would rub the resulting mud on their faces and exposed skin, helping them to melt into the encroaching darkness.

      Speidel held out his weapon to Carina. “Take this and give me yours.”

      Carina pulled her pulse gun from her belt. “Why, sir?”

      “Never mind why, Corporal, just do as you’re ordered.”

      She took the captain’s gun and briefly studied it before slipping it into her belt. His weapon was a better model than hers. He was swapping with her relic so that she could protect herself better.

      A few moments later, the transport was on its way again, leaving the five disembarked mercs behind and slowly heading toward the light that glared from the guards’ office at the main gate.

      The figure of a tall woman could be seen sitting at a desk behind translucent, scratched plexiglas as they drew up. Carina glanced at the gates to the facility, which were large, heavy, and well-secured. There was no way they would be getting through them. Their only way inside was via the guards’ office. She could see a shadowy exit at the back, blurred by the degraded glass of the window.

      The guard was alone in the small room, her head turned toward a bank of roving holos that showed the activity inside the plant. She looked over as Speidel leaned out and spoke into the intercom. “We’re here to see the manager about some jobs.”

      The woman’s brow furrowed. “What’s your name? I don’t have any record of an appointment.”

      “You wouldn’t,” Speidel said. “We’re only here to ask.”

      “The manager’s busy,” the woman said. “Check the job updates in the town news or make an appointment.” She returned her attention to the holos.

      “It would only take a minute to comm, ma’am,” said Speidel. “We’ve got plenty of experience between us. Been working⁠—”

      “Get out of here,” exclaimed the woman.

      While Speidel dragged out the conversation with the guard, Atoi, Carina, and Smitz slowly opened the door on the side of the transport facing away from the guards’ office and slipped out. Bent low, they crept around the vehicle and took up positions on either side of the window, just below its sill. All three had their gazes fixed on Speidel, waiting for his signal.

      The captain raised his pulse gun, and they stood as one and fired at the plexiglas, cracking and melting the panes. Smitz drove his booted foot through the remains of the window on his side and Atoi elbowed out the rest. Carina followed them as they leapt into the room. The tall woman backed into a corner, her face pasty. The weapon she held was shaking. Clearly, she was just an ordinary guard and not one of the Dirksens’ hired goons.

      Speidel had also jumped inside. He took pity on her and fired a stunning shot. The guard slid to the floor as more appeared through the doorway at the back of the room. These men and women were professionals. They came out firing aggressively, but they weren’t suited up. Carina, Smitz, and Atoi picked them off with accuracy, showing none of Speidel’s mercy.

      The mercs’ position was dangerous. They had to avoid being pinned down in the outer office, trading shots with the Dirksen thugs while the local security force made its way over. They had to force their way inside, but stepping through the door wearing no armor would be suicide.

      Still, they probably only had to wait a few more moments…

      A boom split the air and the floor shook. Klaxons sounded. Someone had succeeded in placing a diversionary explosive.

      Smitz and Atoi ran into the rear room, spraying pulses as they went. Carina and Speidel were hard on their heels. Two Dirksen hands were on their backs in the further office, their chests smoking. Speidel hit the arm of another who reached out from behind a cabinet to take a shot and Smitz finished her off. A fourth ran down the corridor leading from the room. Atoi shot him in the back.

      They sped out and into the interior of the complex. The klaxons were still blaring, the sound penetrating Carina’s skull. Another boom shook the plant. The general employees would be well-occupied at least.

      Speidel took the lead as they ran deeper into the building. They fired at anyone who approached. Most of them ran away. The mission seemed to be progressing well, but Carina began to feel a nagging doubt about what was happening.

      The captain took them down a set of stairs, along a corridor, and then downstairs once more. The sound of the klaxons grew quieter as they moved away from the busier sections of the complex.

      “Okay,” said Speidel, drawing to a stop at the top of a third set of stairs and panting. “We’re here. Lin, Atoi, don’t take too long. We can’t hold off a sustained attack.”

      Carina and Atoi were to retrieve the Sherrerr child while Speidel and Smitz protected their rear. The two women ran quietly down the stairs. Though the klaxons were fainter here, Carina guessed the noise was sufficient to cover the sound of their footsteps. They were heading for a small room—not much bigger than a closet—in the corner of a large basement at the bottom of the stairs.

      What they might expect to find, she didn’t know. She hoped the child didn’t have a large, round-the-clock guard, but it seemed unlikely the Dirksens would station lots of thugs right outside the kid’s door.

      At the top of the final flight of stairs, Carina and Atoi stopped. They checked their weapons, looked each other in the eye, nodded once, and bounded down the final steps, firing into the basement as they went.

      The wide, low room was full of old, dusty, broken bits and pieces of equipment, lit up by the pulse flashes from the women’s weapons. Carina couldn’t detect any returning fire. The two split up and ran for cover behind separate hulking pieces of machinery.

      Carina sat with her back to a machine and waited, listening. The room was dark, but she could see Atoi’s position from the glowing dial of her pulse gun. The faint light shining from the stairs to the next level was the only other source of illumination.

      No movement nor sound of any guards could be heard. Carina reached out and took a wild shot. No response.

      “Atoi,” she whispered into her comm. “I think the place may be empty.”

      “I was thinking that too,” came the woman’s response.

      “Let’s head round to the room where they have the kid,” Carina said.

      “You got it.”

      Carina crawled cautiously around the edge of the dark room, making her way to the door in the corner. Atoi approached it from the other direction. Carina arrived first. She reached upward, feeling for the door handle. She found it and pulled it down.

      The door was unlocked. It swung open easily. Something was very, very wrong.

      The smaller room was also dark. Carina stood and brushed the wall next to the door until she found the light switch. As it activated, Atoi arrived.

      “What the hell?” the woman said as she saw the room. Aside from a few pieces of furniture, it was empty.

      “What is it?” Speidel said over her comm. “Report, Lin.”

      “The kid isn’t here, sir,” Carina replied. “I think we’re in the wrong room.”

      “If you’re in the small room off the basement,” said Speidel, “that’s definitely where the child should be. I’m receiving the signal from the transmitter. Are you sure you’re in the right place?”

      “Yes, sir,” Carina said. “But the whole basement is empty. Not even any guards.”

      Atoi had moved into the room. A couple of overturned chairs and a small, low table were its only furnishings. “I guess it’s possible the kid was here but they moved him when we burst into the plant.”

      “The captain’s receiving the signal from here,” said Carina. “The kid has to be around somewhere. But where?”

      Atoi was crouching down, looking at something she’d spotted on a stained part of the floor. “Aw, fuck.” She stood and backed away, the color draining from her face.

      “What?” Carina asked.

      Atoi raised a hand to her eyes and shook her head. She didn’t answer.

      Carina went over to see for herself. She picked up the object for a closer look. Her stomach lurched and her legs turned weak.

      It was a tiny chip, around the size of a baby’s fingernail. Like the floor where it was lying, the chip was stained brown. The stains were dried blood, and the chip was the Sherrerr child’s transmitter.
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      Carina forced down the bile rising in her throat. She’d seen plenty of blood and death in her time, but she couldn’t imagine how anyone could harm a small, innocent boy.

      As she gazed at the tiny chip in her hand, other things started to add up until finally it all made sense. The whole mission has been too easy. They should never have made it that far with their shitty weapons and no armor. “Sir, we found the boy’s transmitter. I think it was put here to lure us in. It’s a trap. The Dirksens want to capture us.”

      She waited for Speidel’s reply, but none came. Perhaps he was distracted.

      “Captain?”

      Nothing.

      “Sir?”

      A loud crunch.

      Carina turned to Atoi, her eyes wide. “We have to get back to them.”

      They flew out of the room and across the large basement, steering around the shadowy shapes of discarded machinery. Atoi gave a cry as she ran into a piece of equipment low down on the floor. She tumbled over it and landed on her face. Carina ran back and helped the woman to her feet. Blood was flowing from her nose and dripping off her upper lip, dark in the dim room.

      She drew her sleeve across her face and spat. “I’m okay.”

      They climbed the stairs together, slowly. Carina hadn’t heard a sound from the captain since his most recent words to her, and there had been no sounds of fighting from the next level. But then, pulse fire wasn’t noisy and she wouldn’t have expected to hear it above the continuing noise of the emergency klaxons.

      They crept around a corner in the stairwell and found themselves staring down the muzzles of guns.

      The two guards who were waiting for them were kitted out more like Carina would have expected from employees of the Dirksens. They were dressed in full armor and bearing gleaming new weapons of a kind she’d never seen before.

      Their order didn’t need to be verbalized. Both Carina and Atoi put down their guns in one slow, measured movement. One guard led the way while the other went around behind them. The group climbed the stairs to the corridor, where Carina was relieved to see Speidel was still alive. She even felt a mild satisfaction that Smitz also wasn’t dead.

      He was facing the wall next to the captain. Two of the Dirksens’ thugs were holding weapons to their heads. Carina and Atoi were pushed against the wall next to them.

      “Which one of you was it?” Atoi asked between her teeth.

      “Shut up,” said a guard.

      “Which one of you held the kid down?”

      Speidel looked from Atoi to Carina, a curious expression on his face.

      The guard raised his voice. “I said, shut up.”

      “Who was it that dug it out of him?” Atoi yelled.

      The guard fired, and Atoi screamed as a thread of light shot from the weapon and made contact with her back. She fell to the ground, writhing and jerking in agony. The guard kept his finger on the trigger, seeming to enjoy the spectacle. When he finally stopped firing, Atoi lay motionless, barely conscious and covered in sweat. Next to her was the captain’s comm, which had been ground to pieces.

      “We have orders to try to deliver you all alive,” the guard said to her, “but the Dirksens won’t mind if we slip up once or twice along the way. I was just playing with you then. Don’t make me use the lethal setting.”

      He nodded at another couple of guards, and they hauled Atoi to her feet and pushed her against the wall once more. She swayed and staggered as she struggled to stand upright, gripping the wall with both hands.

      The Dirksen thugs seemed to be waiting for something. From the corner of her eye, Carina saw the one who had tortured Atoi murmuring into his helmet mic.

      Tense seconds ticked past. Carina wondered what the new weapons were the Dirksens had. Pulse guns fired bolts of concentrated energy that burned the target or, at a lower setting, shocked him into temporary unconsciousness. The Dirksen guns seemed to emit a continuous flow of power that kept the victim in constant pain. Perhaps the lethal setting would stop the heart. She wondered what range the weapons had.

      The men and women guarding the mercs were growing agitated and
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