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      Carina Lin was hanging upside down by her knees in the Duchess’s gym when she received a message via her ear comm that the scanners had picked up Lomang’s inter-sector vessel. She pulled herself up to grab the bar, crunching her aching gut one more time. After unhooking her legs she jumped down to the mat and then walked toward the exit, grabbing a towel to wipe the sweat from her neck.

      “Where are you going?” Atoi asked, hanging from the same bar. “Wimping out already? I thought you wanted to get into shape?”

      “After two months with you as my workout partner, I think I’m pretty much in shape. We can’t all be stronger than half the men aboard, you know.”

      “Yeah, whatever. Lightweight.”

      Carina smiled and stepped through the opening gym doorway. Then she turned back to her friend and called out, “You’d better make the most of your session. You’re gonna be on duty for the next few cycles.”

      Atoi’s eyes widened in her flushed, puffy, upside-down face. “We found the smuggler’s ship?” She gave a whoop, reached up to grab the bar and then kicked off from it, somersaulting onto the mat. “Earth, here we come!”

      Carina strode quickly toward the mission room, where Cadwallader was waiting, though her excitement was giving way to tension. Meeting with the lieutenant colonel was something she’d been avoiding whenever she could ever since the ‘incident’ involving Sable Dirksen. But now the Black Dogs and she had the opportunity to take over the Lomang’s ship, she would need to work closely with Cadwallader to coordinate the merc and mage attack.

      When she entered the mission room, Cadwallader was seated at the holo screen. He didn’t deign to look at her, let alone greet her.

      Two can play at that game. Carina strolled over to the holo.

      The Duchess’s computer was building a translucent hologram of the inter-sector ship from the arriving scanner data. The image increased in detail by the second, refining the ship’s lines and bringing the equipment on the hull into relief.

      She studied the interface display to discover the ship’s dimensions. What she saw caused her to draw in a breath. She’d heard the starships that traveled the unimaginable distances across and between galactic sectors were big, but she hadn’t realized just how big.

      Lomang’s ship was even larger than Nightfall, the Sherrerr’s former flagship. According to the display, it measured 2889 meters in diameter at its widest point and its longest dimension was 3523 meters. Colony ships were supposed to be this massive, and she guessed that was its original purpose.

      No thought had been put into making the ship pleasing to the eye. It was a mess of bumps and lumps, a bulky, hulking mass of dull metal resting motionless in the void. Most of the ship’s capacity would be taken up by fusion engines but that still left plenty of room for living facilities. The extra space would make a welcome change from the cramped, overcrowded Duchess. Then there were the Deep Sleep capsules…

      “It’s equipped with defensive weaponry,” Cadwallader said in his usual clipped tones. “It isn’t a warship, but we should be cautious when approaching it nevertheless.”

      She sat down and looked upward at their target. The holo of the ship had begun to spin while the computer continued to add detail. She saw the armaments Cadwallader had referred to: lasers aimed at the docking ports and airlocks—presumably to deter illegal boarding—and plasma cannons spaced in three rough rings encircling the ship. These were short-range weapons intended to protect against take-over attempts, but, as Cadwallader had said, the inter-sector ship wasn’t a military vessel. It wasn’t carrying any long-range weapons. Perhaps these kinds of ships couldn’t afford to expend the energy needed for their immense journeys on pulse cannons or particle beams.

      “Lomang will have put safeguards in place before leaving it,” she said. “If it’s entirely unmanned, he might have set booby traps and stars know what else. I’ll Enthrall him and see what I can find out.”

      Cadwallader nodded, maintaining his lack of eye contact. “Do that. The Duchess is already slowing down. I’ll wait to hear what he says before we proceed farther.”

      She stood up to leave, but she stopped. She’d endured Cadwallader’s behavior toward her for longer than she cared to. “Look, we’re going to have to work closely on this. Don’t you think it’s time that we put aside our differences and—”

      “Our differences?!” Cadwallader gaped, finally looking at her. He got to his feet and slammed his hands on the holo screen table. “You jeopardized the safety of my crew and effectively banished me and the Duchess from this entire galactic sector, and you think we have a difference of opinion?”

      She gritted her teeth. “I’ve already admitted I was too hasty in executing Sable Dirksen. I know I shouldn’t have taken the decision out of your hands, okay? What else do you want me to say? She deserved to die after what she’d done. Surely you’re not going to tell me you would have let her live after she tried to kill a child?”

      “There are more things to consider when defying the Dirksen clan than yourself and your family, Lin,” said Cadwallader tensely. “The Black Dogs was already on their hit list after it took on the Sherrerr assignment to rescue your brother. The Dirksens must have figured out by now that their leader’s dead and we had a hand in it. Our future in this sector is over.”

      He leaned over the table and glared at her. “You had no right to make yourself judge, jury, and executioner of Sable Dirksen, no matter what she’d done. I did not agree to allow you to decide the fate of our prisoners. You broke our contract and now we’re all suffering the consequences.”

      She couldn’t deny the lieutenant colonel made some good points. The encounter with the Dirksen corvette and Commander Kee as they left Ostillon had sealed the Black Dogs’ fate. They had finally escaped the corvette—thanks to Darius’s Cloaking of the Duchess—but Commander Kee would not forget them or their ship in a hurry.

      Cadwallader’s profile was too high to escape the Dirksens’ notice when they investigated their leader’s capture and disappearance, and the Duchess was an easily recognizable liability. The mercs who remained aboard her were also at risk.

      Those who hadn’t wanted to embark on the years-long journey to Earth had already resigned and disembarked on a backwater planet. Providing they made up convincing stories about their past that didn’t include the name ‘Black Dogs’ they should be fairly safe from reprisals.

      Yet, on the other hand, many of the mercs who had stayed seemed happy to come along. Atoi, Jackson, and Halliday had all signed up. Apparently, the prospect of not seeing their families for decades, or perhaps ever again, didn’t faze them. Perhaps for some, the Black Dogs was the closest thing they had to a family.

      It had been that way for her.

      Even sour-faced Chandu was sticking around, though she was less pleased about his presence, especially since the incident where he’d gotten fresh with Parthenia.

      The Duchess remained nearly at capacity in terms of its military contingent, which was fortunate. The Black Dogs were dead mercs walking as far as the Dirksens were concerned. There would be no new recruits.

      “Fine,” she said, meeting Cadwallader’s cold-eyed stare. “Hold onto your grudge. I’ve apologized and there’s nothing more I can say or do. I don’t regret what I did, if that’s what you want to hear. Not for a second. I would do the same in the same circumstances, and I will do the same to anyone who tries to kill a member of my family.”

      She stalked toward the door. “I’ll bring Lomang here, so you can question him with me. You probably know more about the potential hazards on his ship than I do.”

      “I do,” said Cadwallader, fixing her with his ice-blue gaze, “and the hazards aboard this ship, too.”
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      Lomang’s cell sat next door to Calvaley’s. The decision to bring the Sherrerr admiral along with them had been hard to make. It had been only after long discussion Carina had agreed with Cadwallader that they had no other option. The Black Dogs had taken the Sherrerr assignment to rescue Darius, so the band was not the clan’s enemy, but she and her siblings most definitely were. Or, at least, if not their enemies, strictly speaking, they were definitely on the Sherrerrs’ ‘most wanted’ list.

      The Sherrerrs would be extremely keen to have mages under their control again, and Calvaley would naturally divulge everything he knew about them. The clan would be very interested to hear all about her and her last-known whereabouts, as well as that of Stefan Sherrerr’s children.

      The fact that she had rescued the admiral from near death at the hands of the Dirksens wouldn’t make any difference. Gratitude wouldn’t influence his loyalty, or his belief that whatever heinous act it committed was excusable ‘for the greater good’, as she had once heard him say.

      She strode past Calvaley’s cell and only glanced inside. The old man seemed to have mostly recovered from his ordeal of captivity and starvation. He’d put on weight and was looking healthy. Perhaps, when they had traveled so far the possibility of him ever causing them any harm had faded to zero, they would release him.

      Lomang, on the other hand, had continued to lose weight over the months he’d been incarcerated. She hadn’t seen him for several weeks, and now he was almost down to the size of an average adult male. Next to his giant brother he looked positively shrunken. The cheeks that had once been round and full now hung loose, sagging around his jaw, making his large white teeth look as if they belonged to a gnawing animal.

      Not that Lomang had allowed his predicament to dampen his confidence or aplomb. He greeted her with a wide grin. He sported his iridescent blue hat at an angle as if it were the latest fashion, though in truth the headgear was beginning to look worn and dull. From what she’d heard, he passed a lot of his time telling stories to Pappu. The brothers would also play cards their guards had given them as a gesture of kindness.

      The smuggler’s apparent sanguinity in the face of adverse circumstances provoked a grudging respect. Lomang seemed to return the sentiment, bowing low when she arrived outside his cell. Was his attitude sparked by the fact he’d witnessed her Transport Sable Dirksen to her death in the airless void? Carina didn’t dwell long on the question. All she needed from him was information.

      “Ah, the mage queen has come to pay us a visit, Pappu,” said the smuggler. “Stand up, stand up. Don’t slouch in the presence of greatness.”

      Pappu was sitting on the cell floor, resting an arm on Lomang’s bunk, one of his long, brawny legs outstretched. He climbed smoothly to his feet. For all the time the giant had spent in captivity, he didn’t seem to have lost an ounce of muscle or tone. From the look of his abs under his thin shirt, she imagined that punching him would be like punching a wall.

      Ignoring Lomang’s attempt at flattery, she lifted her flask of elixir from its pouch in her belt.

      “Oh, no, no, no,” Lomang exclaimed. “Not the bewitching again. Please don’t do that, sweet madam. I dislike the sensation intensely. It is most unpleasant. Just ask me whatever you want to know. I promise I will tell you whatever you like. I am an unsecured data base.”

      While Lomang babbled, she swallowed a large mouthful of elixir. She wanted to Enthrall both the men at once. The guards would have to remove Lomang in Pappu’s presence and she didn’t want the latter to try to escape.

      She made the Cast. When she opened her eyes, the gazes of the smuggler and his brother had become vacant.

      She asked the guard to open the cell and bring Lomang out. The smuggler didn’t resist as he was escorted by his arm to her side. She told him to follow her and led him through the Duchess’s passageways. Before she reached the mission room, however, she saw Bryce approaching from the opposite direction.

      “Hey,” he said,.“I heard we found the ship.” Then, glancing at the smuggler, he asked, “Another interrogation?”

      “I prefer to think of it as an interview,” she replied innocently.

      He chuckled. “Just as long as you never do that to me. I don’t want you finding out all my secrets.”

      “I already know them all.”

      “That’s what I want you to think.” He gave her a peck on the lips. “I hope you find out what you want to know. I’ll catch up with you later. I also have some exciting news.”

      Wondering what ‘news’ Bryce could have heard within that region of rarely traveled, uninhabited space, she continued taking Lomang to Cadwallader.

      When she arrived, Enthralled smuggler in tow, Cadwallader’s temper hadn’t improved. He didn’t say a word as she walked in. He was standing with his hands clasped behind his back, peering at the holo of the inter-sector ship. Details and definition were no longer being added to the model. The ship’s scan was complete.

      “Sit down,” she instructed Lomang.

      The man mechanically obeyed.

      She set her ear comm to record.

      “Right,” said Cadwallader, also taking a seat. “Lomang, what is the name of this ship?” He pointed at the holo.

      “It is called the Bathsheba,” the man replied in a monotone.

      “And what defensive measures have you taken to prevent the Bathsheba from being stolen?”

      When Lomang struggled to answer, Carina advised, “You should probably be more specific.”

      The lieutenant colonel threw her a sour look. “List all the traps you have set aboard your ship, the Bathsheba.”

      She listened carefully to the smuggler’s reply, which included explosive devices set to go off in the airlocks if particular codes were not keyed in, and the requirement to input his bio signatures to the ship’s computer before initiating the engine start-up sequence, to avoid triggering a self-destruct.

      Cadwallader asked more detailed questions about each trap, noting down the codes and other information, but she was listening for signs he was fighting the effects of the Enthrall and omitting something significant. She didn’t get the impression he was. He explained each trap fully.

      As Lomang himself was at risk of death when boarding the inter-sector ship, she guessed he would have spilled the beans about them anyway. She was interested in other potential risks the Black Dogs would face. “Lomang, what other dangers are there if we board the ship?”

      “Lasers are aimed at the ports and airlocks.”

      “We know about those,” said Cadwallader. “What else is there to prevent us from assuming control of the Bathsheba?”

      Lomang’s lips remained closed and he stared directly ahead. She gazed into the man’s eyes. He appeared to remain entirely Enthralled.

      “There doesn’t seem to be anything else,” said Cadwallader.

      “No, there doesn’t,” she said, but hesitantly.

      She couldn’t help feeling they were missing something.

      For the next half an hour or so, she and Cadwallader continued to probe Lomang, but they learned little more than they’d gleaned in the first five minutes. Then the smuggler began to show signs of throwing off the effects of the Enthrall. He blinked and appeared to try to focus his eyes.

      “Hmpf,” said Cadwallader. “Time for him to go back to his cell.”

      “Yes,” Carina agreed. “I’ll take him.”

      She told Lomang to go with her.

      As she walked with him en route to the brig, she asked softly, “Are you hiding something, you old crook?”

      Lomang only blinked.
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      After returning Lomang to his cell, Carina encountered Bryce again.

      “Are you stalking me?” she asked teasingly.

      He smiled. “You’re an irresistible attraction.”

      “So, what’s this news you want to tell me? You clearly can’t wait.”

      “Well…” He put his hands on her waist. “Mmm. You really are irresistible, you know.” He pulled her toward him and they kissed.

      She utterly relaxed in his arms. She loved these moments they stole together, which were too few and far between. Some time later, she heard Atoi say, “Ewww. For stars’ sake, get a cabin.”

      She was watching them, hands on hips, shaking her head.

      Laughing, they broke their embrace.

      “We have a cabin,” Bryce protested. “It’s full of kids.”

      “Then do it in the mission room during the quiet shift like any other self-respecting crew member.” Atoi strode away, still shaking her head.

      Pulling Carina close again, Bryce said, “As soon as we’re aboard the inter-sector ship we’ll be able to have our own cabin, right? I’ve seen how big it is. The living quarters must be huge.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure they are.” She added, with regret, “But I guess Darius and Nahla are still going to want to sleep with us.”

      Ever since escaping the Nightfall and their mother dying, Darius had always preferred to sleep near her. She’d never had the heart to discourage him. He was so young and he’d been through so much, it felt wrong to force him to sleep in his own bed.

      And poor Nahla had been a mess of anxiety ever since witnessing Stevenson’s death and being trapped in the pilot’s cabin with his dead body. The little girl had lost all the bright cheerfulness she’d developed since escaping the control of her eldest brother, Castiel.

      Bryce heaved a sigh. “I guess so. Still, we should be able to get some privacy sometimes, right?”

      “Yeah, we should.” She added, with concern, “Do you think Atoi was serious about the crew using the mission room for their trysts?” She’d begun to feel icky.

      “You would have a better idea about that than me,” said Bryce, pointedly.

      A flicker of tension passed between them.

      Was he going to bring up her history with the Black Dogs again? She thought he’d gotten over his jealousy.

      “Anyway,” he continued, “with all that space available, we should manage to finally get some time together. Just you and me.”

      “Yes, we should.”

      The corridor was empty.

      She leaned in for a kiss.

      “We’ll need to after we get married, after all,” he murmured.

      She froze. “What?”

      “That was my news.” His face was centimeters from hers. His eyes were warm and happy. “I talked to Jace about it. He says he can perform the ceremony. He can marry us, mage-style. Isn’t that great?”

      She put her hands on his chest and moved her head back. “You talked to Jace about us getting married?”

      “The subject kind of came up.” He chuckled and turned a little pink. “To be honest, I brought it up. That was what the Matching was for, after all, wasn’t it? To find romantic partners. I thought to myself, mage tradition has to include a next step after the Matching. It turns out a mage wedding ceremony is pretty much the same as a regular one. You make promises to each other and then do some other stuff Jace said he would explain later. The best part is, he can officiate. He said he’d be happy to. Who would have thought, huh?”

      “Yeah, who would have thought?”

      Bryce was studying her. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” She forced a smile. “I’m just a bit surprised. I hadn’t really thought about us getting married yet.”

      “You hadn’t?” His arms fell to his sides and he took a step back. His happy expression had faded to unease. “Hadn’t the idea even crossed your mind? I mean, I don’t understand why not. We love each other. It’s only natural we should get married.”

      “I do love you, but…”

      His eyes grew serious as she struggled to complete her sentence.

      Eventually, he said, “I thought we were on the same wavelength but clearly I was wrong. I’ve sprung this on you, haven’t I? But I don’t understand. What is there to think about?”

      She didn’t have an answer. She didn’t know if her reluctance was due to the days she’d spent as a merc, when no one got too close to anyone else, knowing the dangerous lives they were leading. Or perhaps it was Nai Nai’s warning never to get involved with non-mages, which the old lady had drummed into her from as far back as she could remember. Or maybe it was a fear of what Bryce would be getting into, that he would be snatched from her and murdered, like Ba. She didn’t know what exactly was holding her back.

      “I guess there’s a lot to think about,” Bryce said, his expression a mixture of sadness, hurt, and disappointment.

      She tried to think of something to say to reassure him, but nothing suitable sprang to her lips.

      She felt like shit. After all Bryce had done and given up for her, she wanted to make him happy, but she also couldn’t lie to him. The thought of the two of them getting married filled her with anxiety.

      He went to say something, but an alert suddenly blared from the shipwide comm.

      The Duchess was under attack.

      “Crew to battle stations,” ordered Cadwallader, his voice resounding along the passage. “The destroyer that severed us from the Zenobia is approaching. Prepare to engage.”

      They stared at each other. She wanted to hug him before they parted to perform their duties. If the Duchess didn’t survive the battle, they might never see each other again. But she hesitated. Their brief conversation had thrown up a barrier between them.

      She saw the same indecision in his eyes. Abruptly, he turned and strode away, heading for his station.

      Hurt seared her chest. She swallowed.

      However, like Bryce, she also had a station she had to get to. Unfortunately, it was on the other side of the ship. She set off, jogging toward the docking port, where she had to prepare to repel boarders.

      Damn Lomang’s wife!

      She’d been the danger the smuggler had managed to avoid mentioning. His wife had known the coordinates of his inter-sector ship, and she been waiting in the vicinity in case Lomang managed to make it here, or in case the Duchess turned up.

      Cadwallader had asked him, What else is there to prevent us from assuming control of the Bathsheba?

      Not who else.
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      Carina had almost reached the docking port, when—

      “Brace for acceleration,” ordered a voice over the shipwide comm.

      It took her a moment to recognize the speaker: it was the former co-pilot, Hsiao, who had taken over from Stevenson. She scanned her surroundings for a place to prop herself against or something to hold onto before the Duchess sped up. Only the hand bars lining the passageway just above head height—for use if the ship lost a-grav—were available.

      She reached up, but just as her hand touched a bar the full acceleration force hit, flinging her into a bulkhead. Her skull and back smacked into the hard surface and air whooshed from her lungs.

      The ship continued to move so fast she didn’t slide to the deck but remained pressed against the bulkhead.

      Hsiao was really gunning it.

      Struggling to breathe and trying to ignore the pain radiating from her head and spine, Carina hoped neither the kids nor Bryce had been hurt.

      What was Cadwallader’s reasoning behind the massive acceleration?

      The last time the Duchess had faced Lomang’s wife’s ship, the fate of the battle had seemed sealed before it had even begun. The destroyer carried a particle lance, a weapon the mercs’ vessel had little defense against. Pulse cannon fire could disrupt the beam somewhat, and a well-aimed shot could take out the lance, but at close quarters and unimpeded, a particle lance was deadly. A single direct hit, or rather ‘slice’, of a lance’s beam would breach most ships’ hulls.

      Decompression would be fast and fatal to anyone unlucky enough to be caught in the path of the escaping air. Unlike the last time the Duchess had been hit by the lance, her occupants were not wearing EVA suits.

      Had Cadwallader ordered Hsiao to try to outrun the destroyer? The mercs’ vessel didn’t have the capability.

      Then it hit her. The lieutenant colonel was trying to reach the Bathsheba. If the Duchess moved between the destroyer and the inter-sector ship, Lomang’s wife might hesitate to fire, reluctant to risk damaging the larger vessel.

      It was a smart move. In the circumstances, it was the only move.

      Carina also had an idea what Cadwallader’s end game was. If she was right, he would need her at her station.

      She was pressed against the point where the passageway turned a corner. Grimacing at the effort, she twisted herself around and reached for the nearest handhold. Her fingers closed around the bar and she pulled herself against the force of acceleration, in the direction of the docking port. She gave out a grunt as she reached for the next bar, and the next, hauling herself hand over hand.

      At the far end of the passage, another merc appeared. He was also crawling along the vertical surface toward the port.

      Cadwallader’s voice barked from her ear comm, “Where are you, Lin? Why aren’t you at your station?”

      “On my way,” she replied with some effort. “I’m trying, but—”

      The lieutenant colonel cut her off. “Never mind. I need you there ASAP. I want you to lead a boarding party.”

      “A party to board the Bathsheba?”

      “Unless you had somewhere else in mind?” His tone was sharp and sarcastic. “We’ve taken out the lasers defending one of the airlocks. ETA four minutes. Make it.”

      The comm went dead.

      Shit.

      Why her? Why not Atoi? As a captain, her friend was the obvious choice for the job.

      She hoped Atoi hadn’t been hurt, and Cadwallader had another task in mind for her.

      She grasped the next rung and pulled with all her strength. To run the distance to the port from her current position would have only taken thirty seconds in normal conditions, but at the Duchess’s present acceleration she would be lucky to reach it in ten minutes.

      Cadwallader had said she only had four. It was an impossible task.

      She groaned as she dragged her body forward. By pushing her toes into the bars behind her she could propel herself onward a little and lessen the strain on her arms, which were already in agony. The sweat oozing from her hands also made gripping the handholds difficult.

      The ship shuddered. They’d taken a hit.

      Yelling echoed down the passageway. Someone was issuing orders, but she couldn’t make out what they were saying. The Duchess must have received some damage.

      How long had it been since Cadwallader had comm’d her? It had to be thirty seconds or even a whole minute.

      The docking port remained frustratingly far away.

      The merc ahead of her seemed to be barely moving too.

      Another problem popped into her mind: she wasn’t in armor or carrying a weapon. According to Lomang’s responses while Enthralled, the Bathsheba carried no crew, but his wife would probably also attempt to board the ship. If that happened the fight for control was a given.

      An armory was situated near the port but reaching it would take additional time—time she didn’t have. Then she realized the flaw in her thinking. She’d been imagining the acceleration would continue, but if the Duchess sped up, that meant the ship also had to—

      “Brace for braking,” instructed Hsiao.

      She clutched two bars with all her might and scrabbled her feet around, trying to hook her toes under another bar.

      The deceleration hit—hard.

      When the reversal in forces came, her slippery hands couldn’t hold on. She flew down the passage, lifting an arm to try to protect her head.

      Her elbow took the full force of the impact.

      She screamed as bones shattered.

      The deceleration was pushing her into the bulkhead but it wasn’t sufficient to hold her upright. She slid to the deck. Her right arm was strangely bent and blood soaked into her sleeve.

      The other merc also trying to get to the port had hit the wall beside her, but he was wearing armor.

      He lifted his visor and pulled a face when he peered closer at her wound. He slipped a knife from a sheath on his thigh and slit her sleeve open.

      Bone shards were poking through her skin at her elbow.

      “I’ll comm for a medic.”

      “No,” she gasped. “It’s okay. Just…” she ground her jaw to prevent herself from crying out, “…just take the flask from my hip and pour some of the liquid into my mouth.” She finished through clenched teeth.

      The merc’s eyebrows lifted but he did as she instructed.

      The flavor of elixir was usually disgusting, but at that moment she didn’t think she’d tasted anything more delicious.  She closed her eyes, forcing away the agony that threatened to consume her. She wrote the Heal Character in her mind’s eye, and sent it out.

      A second or two later, the pain began to fade.

      She opened her eyes and looked at her elbow.

      The bone shards had withdrawn into her skin, and the wound was closing up. Within a few beats her arm resumed a regular shape. Soon, all that remained of her injury was rapidly drying blood.

      “Stars,” breathed the watching merc. “I knew you could do magic but I didn’t know you could do that.”

      “It isn’t magic,” she said irritably. “Shit.” She recalled Cadwallader’s command. “We have to get to the docking port.” She screwed the lid onto her elixir canister, replaced it in its holster, and leapt to her feet.

      The Duchess had continued to slow with brutal force while she’d been Healing herself, and the braking continued. Good. It meant they still had time before they attempted to dock.

      She began to run, pressing her hand against the bulkhead to counteract the rapid deceleration. The armory appeared ahead, the doorway open. She ran inside, snatched one of the few remaining suits, and hastily put it on. Only two rifles remained. She grabbed one from its cradle.

      As she’d been suiting up, the deceleration had eased.

      “Lin,” blurted Cadwallader from her ear comm, “where the hell are you?”

      It was a rhetorical question. The lieutenant colonel knew exactly where she was. Her armor would have identified her from her bio signatures and logged her position in the ship’s system.

      “Nearly there, sir.”

      Sir? Where had that come from?

      She’d automatically slotted back into merc mode, but there was no time to ponder it.

      She sprinted out of the armory and headed for the port. As she was running, the Duchess jerked violently, throwing her to her knees. Had the ship taken another hit?

      Or maybe they hadn’t been hit—maybe they’d clamped onto the Bathsheba.

      She rounded the final corner and ran directly into a bunch of ten or more armored mercs. The men and women were checking their weapons and lowering their visors.

      Names appeared on her HUD, identifying the soldiers. Bryce was not among them, which wasn’t surprising—his battle station was at the Duchess’s airlock. Yet she found herself wishing he was here.

      The mercs turned to face her, awaiting orders.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Parthenia opened the door to her cabin and peeked out. Mercenaries in full armor holding pulse rifles across their chests were running past, all heading in one direction.

      “What’s happening?” Oriana asked, peering over her shoulder. “Oh!” She drew back as she caught sight of the soldiers. “Where are they going?”

      “To the docking port, I think,” Parthenia replied, annoyed. She pressed the button to close the door. “No one’s told us anything. They’ve forgotten we exist.”

      “They have better things to do than give battle updates to a bunch of kids,” said Ferne. He was lying on the bunk he shared with Oriana, his hands behind his head and his legs splayed out, taking advantage of having the entire bed to himself. “I’m just glad all that horrible accelerating and braking is over.”

      “We aren’t just a bunch of kids,” said Parthenia. “If there’s a fight going on, why didn’t they ask if we could help, like we did at the mages’ mountain castle on Ostillon? It’s as if Carina and the rest of the adults have forgotten all about everything we did.”

      “That was pretty awesome.” Ferne grinned and sat up. “I reckon I Transported at least five Dirksen soldiers.” He mimed a throw. “Pow!” And then another. “Kerpow!”

      “It was exciting,” Oriana said, “until Darius got hurt.”

      “Oh, yeah.” Ferne’s face fell. “I forgot about that.”

      He looked at his little brother, who was sitting on the bunk
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