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      The screen door banged behind her as the little girl came tumbling out onto a broad porch, her small feet busy as she laughed her way through a cloud of fat, indignant insects that buzzed away at her approach. Their green bodies shone in the bright light. She leapt off the bottom step into the lush grass, landing awkwardly, then she stumbled and pelted ahead in the way that only children can, somewhere between joy and chaos.

      She kept her feet pumping and ran on, leaving a wake of clacking, buzzing bugs roused into flight by her flailing passage, their only accompaniment her silvery laughter. It was late morning, and behind her in the grass, the girl left a trail of passage. Overnight dew, now burning off in the brilliant sun. A path, wandering as she did, her eyes lifted up into the sky, where the angry bugs dispersed in fading metallic sounds.

      “Lookit!” she said, raising the doll she’d been cradling in her arms—a smiling boy with wild, dark curls of hair and crude insignia patches sewn to each arm of its tattered shirt. “Lookit, Mister Starman! Lookit the bugs!”

      She turned a circle so Mister Starman could see the fleeing bugs; he took it all in with his usual cheerful smile but had nothing to say about it. He wasn’t chatty. Just happy, and a good companion.

      The girl shrugged and broke back into a run, aiming for the cool shade under the sour-fruit trees at the edge of the orchard, their limbs drooping with dark green globes.

      Partway there, she stopped again and squinted up against the yellowish dazzle of the sun that was framed so perfectly in the cyan-blue of the sky. Of course, this was why she’d come outside in the first place as soon as breakfast was done. She shifted Mister Starman to one arm and raised the other, pointing with a small finger. Her eyes narrowed in the light, cheeks already pinking with the heat of a summer’s day.

      “Awwww.”

      No horse.

      Yesterday, there’d been a horse in the clouds, trotting slowly across the sky. She loved horses, even though there were none here on Nebo. There were hulking, smelly things called broad-backs that sometimes pulled the plows and wagons, but they were nothing like the ethereal horses.

      Since discovering them on the vid during learning-time, all she’d wanted to do was watch the sleek, beautiful creatures, with their intelligent brown eyes and their flowing manes and tails. It didn’t matter if they trotted or galloped or just stood still; the elegant creatures had utterly captivated her. That’s why seeing one in the clouds yesterday had been so exciting.

      Mister Starman hadn’t been with the girl, though. Mommy had insisted on cleaning him up, then leaving him to dry for the day. And now the beautiful horse in the clouds was gone, leaving the girl’s lips in a moue that began to fade as fast as it formed.

      She dropped her arm and frowned. Her black robe seemed eager to slurp up the heat of the mid-morning sun—a steamy heat, because it had rained only a little while ago on top of the dew, and now the air felt the same way it did in the bathroom when the shower was running. Her frown fell away as she looked around for some sort of relief that didn’t mean going back inside. Learning time would start right after lunch, so she only had until then to—

      She wasn’t sure what. She’d come outside to see the sky horse, but it had trotted on to—somewhere else, beyond her limited horizons.

      “I’m hot, Mister Starman,” she said, careful with her s sounds. “Are you hot, too?”

      He didn’t reply and just kept smiling, but the girl thought she saw a glimmer of sweat forming on his fabric brow.

      “Yeah, you are. Let’s, uh . . .”

      She looked around but stopped when she faced the sour-pod orchard that sprawled off behind the house. The shade beneath the leafy trees looked so cool and inviting.

      “Let’s go there!”

      She bounced off, skirting the grav tractor with a broken strut, reaching the shady gloom and stopping again to take her bearings. The air under the trees still had a thick, sultry heat to it, but without the glare of the sun it seemed cooler. At least, cool enough to stand, take stock, and find a good place to sit. The girl was too young to have a schedule, so selecting a tree to lean against would be one of the most important events of her day.

      Settling back against the rough bark of a sour-pod tree on the edge of the orchard, the sky was still visible, spreading away in an endless dome of blue.

      “Hope the horse comes back,” she said, eyes wide and round.

      She kicked off her shoes, then wiggled her toes and settled herself in. She sat Mister Starman on her lap, his back against her chest, and peered closely at the doll when she saw one of the patches on his shirt had started to come free, loose threads dangling. The patches had symbols on them, and words she couldn’t actually read, but she knew what they said anyway. Daddy had told her.

      “That says Orbital,” he’d told her, one calloused finger pointing at the first word. “And this one says Navy.” He moved his finger back to the first word, then traced both as he spoke. “Orbital Navy.”

      “Ortib—”

      He smiled. “Orbital.”

      “Orbit—al.”

      She’d eventually gotten it, even if she didn’t know what the words themselves meant. It didn’t matter, though, because Mister Starman did. He knew all about Orbital Navy, and lots of other things, too.

      But not horses. She had to tell him all about horses.

      Sighing, she looked back up at the sky, still unhappily free of dancing horses. There was  a cloud that looked like a bunny, and another like some kind of spiny thing,  maybe a jawfish, like the ones that made it so you couldn’t swim, except where mummy and daddy said it was safe? Uncertainty pulled at her tiny brow as she watched the clouds bloom, their edges swirling and dancing as a hidden wind began to pull hard, high above.

      Then something did appear, and it was no horse.

      It was a hard, fierce point of light, so bright it hurt to look at. It was like a little piece of the sun had broken away and now streaked across the sky. The sun shard left a glowing trail behind it, but it was utterly silent.

      “What’s that, Mister Starman?”

      He didn’t seem to know.

      A huge bang walloped her, like a blast of thunder. The girl jumped and looked around, heart pounding, suddenly breathless with confusion.

      “What’s that?” she asked, but Mister Starman had no answers.

      The dazzling mote of light fell across the sky, toward the horizon. A steady, rumbling thunder seemed to follow it. The light touched the distant hills and vanished—

      Then the entire sky in that direction lit up, as though from a tremendous flash of lightning in the late summer storms. The girl winced at the glare, instincts humming in her little body.

      No, she thought. No, no. This isn’t right. This isn’t how it was supposed to be. Pieces of the sun didn’t break off. Thunder and lightning didn’t come from a sunny, empty sky.

      Mister Starman agreed. He showed it by starting to glow a soft, shimmering blue. He did that sometimes, when she wanted to change things. To make them just so.

      Another piece broke off the sun. Then another. The girl shook her head. No. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t how it worked. Pieces didn’t break off from the sun.

      The bluish glow swelled, filling the air around her like a pool, outward, slipping, spilling, pouring over grass and broken grav-tractor alike. In seconds, the coruscating light swept through the sour-pod trees in a flood of brilliance, rendering every part of the house and barns in sharp, cobalt relief.

      The light did not stop there. It went on, a silent flood turning her world the most perfect blue. A cool color, not like the broken piece of sun that spat anger as it fell.

      The doll seemed to smile as he glowed, bright enough now to push the sunlight away. On the small, fabric face, a look of relentless good cheer beamed, and the sunlight began to fade, replaced by a pure blue that curved up and out in a dome of dancing energy. The temperature dropped. The girl smiled, knowing Mister Starman would make things all right. That was what he did.

      A boiling wall swept over the distant hills and raced toward the farm. Everything vanished behind it, leaving only hazy visions of scorched ground and tattered trees, their bark and leaves flashing into ashes as the lethal procession vaulted forward, inevitable as the wind. In just a few seconds, it washed over the blue glow—and was deflected, around and up, until the farm and the grass and the orchard were just a bubble of unchanged calm encased in roiling fire.

      It only lasted a brief moment, then raced, trailing tongues of flame that slid across the bubble, seeking a way inside. The sky returned, but it was different—pale, shimmering, shot through with more pieces of the sun, all of them streaking with blasts of thunder toward a colossal, black cloud now rising and spreading from beyond the hills.

      “No, no, Mister Starman,” the girl shrieked. “Make it stop, make it stop!”

      Mister Starman happily obliged. Streams of blue radiance shot up from the bubble, reaching for the sun shards like grasping hands. Each time they touched one, it simply vanished, poof, gone. But there were more, there were always more. To the girl, the sun was falling apart, and she wondered if anything would be left behind. She was a brave girl, but the thought of endless dark touched her fears, and she clutched the smiling doll even tighter.

      Something warm and wet slid across the girl’s lip. It tasted of salt, and the way the old scrap metal daddy kept in a bin behind the barn smelled. Trembling, she touched her mouth, then pulled her finger away. It was crimson. It was blood. Her nose was bleeding.

      No.

      Mommy. She needed mommy.

      The girl drove herself to her feet, meaning to run back to the house, find mommy, and get her to make all of these horrible things stop. As she did, the shimmering blue light faltered.

      It was replaced with a searing white glow. The girl spun around to see that one of the sun shards hadn’t been sent away by the blue light, and now the errant piece of fiery debris fell toward her in a long looping arc. It was the biggest by far, swallowing most of the sky.

      The girl began to cry harder, a hiccupping sob that shook her shoulders as the sky kept falling, and the world flared into ruin everywhere except in the bubble of deepening blue light.

      Mister Starman smiled and tried to help, tried to gather some of the blue light, or so the girl thought—she could tell he was trying to make everything right again. But he didn’t have enough time, and the fragment hurtled to the ground spitting red and orange sparks, the air around it scalded to furnace heat.

      The white light filled her eyes, and the doll said nothing. Neither did she, and the world rang like a bell, mortally wounded from the falling pieces of sun.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn!

      Stellers! Stellers, what’s wrong?

      The voices drifted out of the light that had become everything, everywhere. A white so bright it filled his head, displacing coherent thought. He recognized the words, Thorn, Stellers, what’s wrong, but couldn’t attach any meaning to them. They were just sounds—noises that meant something, but he couldn’t discern what. There was only the light. The world was made of light.

      Stellers! Shit, infirmary, crash team to the mess hall!

      Okay. Okay. Those words—they did mean something. He was Stellers. Infirmary was—a place. Crash team—

      The meaning of crash team flickered tantalizingly close, then vanished behind a wall of pain.

      “Stellers, look at me! Look at my eyes!”

      Thorn groaned. The light had become pain. It filled his head completely. There was nothing else, just pain.

      His pain. But also the pain of others. A multitude of minds shared this agony with him. Some were familiar. One, though, was unmistakable.

      Kira.

      She was screaming. It was like the dreams and visions he’d once had of her, when she was taken by the Nyctus and nearly killed. Except this time he was screaming right along with her, his vocal chords straining to the point of shear.

      “Stellers, dammit, look at me!”

      The voice rang through the pain like a whip crack, cutting it apart, revealing a face looming over his. Through the pounding agony, he recognized it.

      Tanner. Captain Tanner. Commander of the Hecate.

      “Stellers! Can you hear me?”

      Thorn nodded, or thought he did. Tanner’s face resolved as that infinite white pain gradually receded, like a tsunami slowly draining back out to sea. More details swam into view. Pipes and conduits lined the ceiling, beyond Tanner’s face. People moved around. Voices—

      “Stellers, nod if you can hear me.”

      Thorn did. This time, he felt muscles contract, and his field of vision moved.

      The white agony had faded into the edges and margins now, a painful nimbus that haloed everything Thorn could see. Even that was subsiding now, and Thorn nodded again.

      “Sir—”

      “Stellers,” Tanner said. “Don’t try to move.” He turned to—someone, but Thorn couldn’t see who. “Where the hell’s that crash team?”

      “Right here, sir,” someone called. There was a clatter as more people appeared—off duty crew in various states of dress, a security team, grim with purpose, and now medics with crash bags slung over their shoulders, a stretcher floating along on grav repulsors.

      “Okay, Stellers, these people are going to take care of you. Don’t—”

      “Sir—”

      “—try to move. Just stay still, they’ll—”

      Thorn shook his head this time. “No. Sir. We—” He had to stop and swallow, his voice scraping against his throat like shards of glass. “Nebo.”

      “Nebo. What about it?”

      “Nebo—” Thorn levered himself to his elbows. He lay on the deck in the mess, the dinner of passable stew he’d been eating spattered across the bench where he’d been sitting, dripped onto the deck plates beneath in slow, gooey dollops. “Nebo,” he tried again. “Attacked. It was—”

      “Attacked? Nebo was attacked?”

      Thorn nodded.

      “How do you know?” Tanner shook his head. “Never mind. Look who I’m talking to.” The Captain gestured the medics forward and stepped back, activating his personal comm. “Nav Officer, calculate the flight parameters to Nebo and get them verified by Engineering. I’ll be on the bridge in ten. Be ready to fly then.”

      “Aye, sir,” the Navigation Officer replied.

      One of the medics clamped a diagnostic tap around Thorn’s wrist. The other handed him a disposable wipe. “Your nose is bleeding, sir,” she said.

      Thorn sniffed and caught that unmistakable tang of blood in the back of his throat. As he wiped at his nose, Tanner returned to his side. “Okay, Stellers, while these good folks do their job, you’d better tell me what’s going on.”
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        * * *

      

      “Stellers, one last check before we hit Alcubierre cutoff,” Tanner said over the intercom. “Are you sure you’re feeling up to this?”

      Thorn ran a hand across the midnight velvet of the witchport’s thick cushioning. He’d been asking himself the same question. He did feel fine, but he’d also felt fine right up to the moment the powerful vision—or hallucination—body-checked his conscious awareness into a half-dead heap in the mess. Never before had he experienced something that intense, that—

      Overwhelming. That’s what it had been. It had been utterly overwhelming. Whatever the cause, and despite his formidable talents as a Starcaster, he’d been wholly unable to sense it coming, or do a thing about it when it did.

      He drew a slow breath, assessing. “Aye, sir,” he said. “I feel fine. A little dragged out, bit punchy, but otherwise fine.”

      “Kind of wish the medics had found some reason to shove you into the infirmary and keep you there, to be honest. Thought we were past the whole Starcasters-are-unpredictable-and-therefore-dangerous thing by now.”

      “Sorry, sir, but I don’t know what else to tell you.”

      A moment passed. Thorn didn’t need Joining to know what Tanner was thinking. Despite almost three years having passed with him as the Hecate’s Starcaster and him having proven over and over again how valuable his magical talents were, the old thinking hadn’t really gone away. Tanner was better than most mundanes by far, but even he still had a simmering reservoir of superstitious distrust not far beneath the surface. It might be buried deeper in Tanner, but it was still there.

      The logic was simple. Starcasters use magic. Magic defies scientific analysis and can’t be quantified, so it remains an unknown thing. And unknown things are frightening.

      “Don’t need to tell me anything else, Stellers. One of my officers tells me they’re good to go, I believe them.”

      Thorn offered the intercom a tired, but appreciative smile. Tanner really was better than most.

      Thorn braced himself as the drive’s cutoff alarm chimed, then snapped his helmet in place, but left the faceplate open. A few seconds later, the Hecate’s private little Alcubierre universe winked out of existence, depositing the ship back into real space, in the Nebo system. With a small lurch that sent Thorn’s breather swinging under his chin, reality changed, and with it, a sense of calm descended on the ship.

      Thorn focused on his talisman, his battered children’s book, now strapped in a purpose-made pouch on his crash suit, then he decompressed the witchport and opened it to the hard vacuum of space.

      The planet called Nebo lay directly ahead, a tiny, sunlit half-disk. Tanner had brought the Hecate in as close to the planet as he dared, while still leaving the destroyer space to maneuver—and fight, if necessary.

      A glance at the repeater tactical display mounted in the witchport showed no other ships in the system, though. Tanner had requested that the nearest ON assets, a potent fighting patrol centered on the battlecruiser Hammerfall, stand ready to help, but he hadn’t yet received a reply because of the distance involved. That left the Hecate on her own—but she was a capable ship, able to outgun anything smaller than her, and outrun anything bigger.

      “No comm emissions from the planet,” the Comms Officer said over the ship's channel. “They’ve gone completely dark.”

      Thorn inhaled, nerves dancing. A planet with almost a billion people living on it? It should be a hub of comms traffic. His gut tightened, like someone had started turning a vise.

      Data kept sluicing in through the Hecate’s scanners. The picture steadily developing was ominous. No comms emissions, no local or orbital ship traffic, spectrographic data from the atmosphere that was all wrong.

      “Stellers, you have anything?” Tanner asked.

      “One moment, sir.”

      Thorn touched gloved fingers against his talisman. He’d learned that direct physical contact, while slightly better, wasn’t necessary; it seemed that his intent to touch the old book was enough to let him focus his powers through it. Using it as a springboard, he cast his awareness ahead of the ship and pushed it through the dead space of hard vacuum until it brushed against the planet called Nebo.

      Fire. Riven earth and shattered rock. Destruction, on an apocalyptic scale.

      Death.

      Thorn let his awareness snap back into place, like a stretched rubber band. It left him gasping for a moment, catching both his physical and mental breath as the echoes of Nebo began to fade from his awareness.

      “Sir,” he finally said. “Stellers here. Nebo is dead. Utterly dead.”
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      “So it looks like every Starcaster, every single one, experienced essentially the same thing you did,” Tanner said, lifting a data slate so Thorn could see it. “The Hammerfall has reports from across four sectors, and they were still coming in when she passed out of range of real-time comms.”

      Thorn quickly scanned the data slate. Seventy-one incidents were recorded, and three of them had been fatal—two Scorches who’d simply lost control of their powers and immolated themselves, and a Tidal who’d succumbed to a truly freakish accident. She’d had the misfortune to be on an EVA when the vision struck and managed to drown herself in her own vacsuit before anyone could intervene. Tidals could not only control water, they could make it, and in losing control of her ability, the ’caster shifted from target to victim in one fatal moment.

      Thorn nodded. “When I first came to after the vision ended, I thought I heard screaming. Many people, all screaming together.”

      “You made quite the bloodcurdling howl yourself, Stellers,” Tanner said.

      “I thought it might be the stew,” the XO, Raynaud added. “That first mouthful almost made me scream, too.” She smiled, dark eyes lively, but Thorn could tell it was empty of humor, just an attempt to lighten the gloom gripping the Hecate’s bridge.

      “The vision of what happened here affected all Starcasters, everywhere, all at once,” Thorn said, working through the implications. Or trying to. It was all new to him

      “So it appears,” Tanner replied. “What does that mean?”

      “I have no idea, sir.” He’d already recounted as much of the horrific vision as he could remember to Tanner and the Raynaud, holding nothing back. “It must have something to do with that little girl. She was clearly powerful—hell, powerful enough to shield herself from a KEW (Kinetic Energy Weapon) impact and knock more KEW’s right out of the sky.”

      “That sounds like some you-level magic,” the XO said.

      Thorn shook his head. “I doubt I’d be able to pull that off, ma’am—not without doing things to reality that we might really regret. What she did doesn’t seem to have had any lasting effects, though. And she was just a little kid—three or four years old, maybe. I’ve never heard of a child manifesting more than the occasional, random effect, like starting a fire, freezing the water in a pot, that sort of thing. It’s just enough to flag the fact they actually have magical talent, and that’s it.”

      Tanner turned to the main viewscreen. “Well, it seems the Nyctus somehow recognized what she was capable of and decided to put an end to it,” he said, his voice soft and somber.

      Thorn turned to the image of Nebo.

      The archive entry for the planet showed it as a pleasant world, green continents amid blue water. The particular combination of Nebo’s orbit, its axial tilt, the nature of its star, and myriad other factors made it not only Earth-like, but better than humanity’s home planet in many ways. It had better, more stable climatic conditions over a larger proportion of its surface; aside from a few mountain ranges and the climate extremes at its poles, the whole planet was lush forest and arable land.

      Abundant, predictable rainfall, along with temperatures that varied only slightly from nearly ideal, meant the growing season across most of the planet lasted almost eight months out of the thirteen defined by its orbit. There was a single, large moon, buttery gold and holding stubbornly to some atmosphere, with polar caps and great canyons that cast deep shadows, shifting as the moon moved in its eternal dance.

      It was as though someone had looked at Earth, identified all the faults and imperfections, and then designed a planet to fix them.

      But no more.

      Thorn stared hard at the blasted, scoured surface scrolling beneath the orbiting Hecate. They were over the nightside, so he could see the orange glow of magma leaking through cracks and fissures radiating out from the gaping wounds of KEW impact craters. The rest of the shattered surface was mostly dark, the firestorms that had devoured any available organic matter long since burned out. The atmosphere itself glowed slightly, though, a diffuse shimmer of superheated air. The lowest surface temperature the Hecate had recorded was just under three hundred degrees celsius, ranging up to nearly five times that close to the biggest impact scars.

      “Stellers?”

      Thorn turned. His hands hurt; he realized he’d been squeezing them hard enough to leave fingernail imprints on his own palms, but even then he had to exert some deliberate effort to unclench them. “Sir?”

      “Since it appears there’s nothing more we can do here, I want you to report to the infirmary. The Doc’s going to do a complete workup on you.”

      “Sir, I’m—”

      “Going to the infirmary, like you were just told,” Tanner said. “That’s what you were going to say, right?”

      Thorn let out a slow breath, then nodded. “Aye, sir.”

      “Carry on, then.”

      Thorn saluted, turned, and strode off the bridge. He glanced back once at the ruined planet.

      There’s nothing more we can do here.

      There wasn’t. There would be no rescue, no recovery, no enemy to fight—just a world scoured by force and flame down to its bedrock, and nearly a billion souls cremated in the process.

      And all of it—what, to kill one little girl?

      He spun about and marched off to the infirmary, once more squeezing his hands tightly enough to hurt.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn blinked. The sterile efficiency of the Hecate’s infirmary loomed whitely around him. He still wore his uniform, less tunic and boots, and still lay on a gurney, waiting as patiently as he could while the medical scanners assembled a picture of his condition. He really didn’t think the system would find anything actually wrong with him, aside from a surplus of frustrated anger.

      Movement to his right caught his attention. He turned and saw several figures, garbed in sterile surgical suits, surrounding another bed. He could only catch glimpses of whoever was in it—the humps of feet under a draping sheet, part of a bare arm, tousled hair against a pillow.

      Someone must have been injured—badly, too, from the number of personnel attending to them. An accident, Thorn assumed. They did happen, often enough that command staff incorporated a factor in their work for out-of-battle casualties. The navy was a dangerous place, with personnel taken out of action by mishaps like falling, having things fall on them, burns, electrocutions, or even just simple illness. Thorn opened his mouth to ask the nearest of the med staff what had happened—

      But froze when the medic moved aside, letting Thorn see the face of whoever was the focus of so much care and effort.

      It was Tuck Ander.

      Thorn closed his mouth again. Tuck Ander. Here, aboard the Hecate. How had he not known? The Hecate wasn’t that big a ship. Thorn hadn’t seen Tuck since they were recruits training at Code Nebula. Even then, Tuck never graduated. He’d struck a superior officer, a capital offence in the ON. However, he’d done so using magic, which had let him avoid execution on the technicality that he hadn’t used fist or foot—a loophole now closed, thanks to Tuck. Instead, he’d been drained of his ability to interact with magic, a dire outcome that had ended his career as a Starcaster before it even began.

      Which meant Tuck being here, on the Hecate, made no sense whatsoever. And neither did the procedure being performed on him—the same one that Thorn had been made to witness when Tuck was rendered magically null, a violation of hideous proportions. The same ominous electrodes were attached to Tuck’s shaven skull, leading to devices—sinister in appearance—that had forcefully siphoned away his magical power. One of the med staff activated the machinery, and the same awful process Thorn had been forced to observe—four years ago, now? Five? It didn’t matter. It was happening again.

      Except it was worse. It wasn’t just Tuck’s magical potential that the machines were sucking away. His essence seemed to diminish, too—his eyes becoming dull, like frosted glass. His skin turned sallow and waxy, and his body seeming to shrink, collapsing in on itself like a deflating balloon. As Thorn watched in horrified fascination, Tuck was reduced in the same process as before, but this time, it didn’t stop when the man was a sobbing, broken husk. It went on, the skin on Tuck’s body growing pale, then withered, and then flaking like a mummy found in some forgotten kingdom, a hollow-eyed echo of the man he’d once been.

      Thorn finally managed to croak out a word.

      “Tuck?”

      The leering skull that had been Tuck slowly turned toward him, jaws opening impossibly wide as the thing—it wasn’t Tuck, of that Thorn was sure—tried to speak. It could not, but managed something even worse. A whimper, so human and piteous as to make Thorn flinch as if he’d been struck.

      Thorn needed to know why this was happening, and how. He began to ask, drawing on his well of courage to demand an answer for why Tuck was being broken all over again in a ghastly repeat, but the world fell away in a howl of wind, tearing the words from Thorn’s throat in a sickening change of pressure. His breath gone, Thorn stared in horror at a storm cloud, black and roiling that covered Tucks bed like a curse. The cloud was perfect in detail, raging about the bed in small fury, as if seen from a distance, though the ozone-scented air filled Thorn’s senses as a peal of thunder broke loud and rolling, signaling the wind to cut loose in a circular fury. Instruments, linens, trays, and anything not fastened down began to whirl as lights flashed and Thorn’s pulse spiked with adrenaline near killing levels.

      The staff knew nothing. Moving quietly, they sensed, saw, and reacted to—nothing. They stood as islands, implacable and mute.

      Now Tuck fought to lever himself up, his mouth working hard on words Thorn couldn’t make out in the wild tempest. Thorn swung his feet off the gurney and pushed into the storm, reeling from side-to-side as blasts of wind hit him like hammers made of ice. He ignored the med staff and focused on Tuck, who fought with desperate effort to say something to him.

      As soon as he was in reach, a bony hand punched out and grabbed Thorn’s arm in an iron grip. Tucks empty eyes bore into his, and he finally managed to cough out a single word.

      “Witness!”

      As Tuck spat out the word, he jabbed his other hand at the med staff. Thorn turned in time to see the wind rip away their medical garb, exposing wet, grey skin, bulbous eyes, and tentacles.

      Nyctus. They were all Nyctus. And they were here, on the Hecate.

      “Thorn,” Tuck hissed. “What next?”

      Thorn opened his mouth to scream for security, but a vicious blast of wind blew him backward. Now he could feel his own power being bled from him, like someone reaching deep inside and pulling.

      Thorn drew himself back, desperate to get away from Tuck, from the storm, from the Nyctus. He crashed into something and fell—

      Flat onto the gurney, where he just lay, blinking, the overhead lights harsh in his vision.

      There was no storm, just the soft, white-noise rumble of the Hecate’s systems. Thorn rolled his head to the side and saw no Tuck—and no Nyctus. He saw only the ship’s surgeon, Quinn, and a nurse, both muttering over a medical display.

      “Doc?”

      Quinn looked up, her dark eyes snapping to focus on him. “Ah, Lieutenant Stellers. Sleep well?”

      Thorn swallowed hard. His heart still pounded in his chest, a staccato, loping beat of two notes that translated to a fear response so ancient, it had no name, only a sound. “I was asleep?”

      “You were. Not a problem, though,” the surgeon replied. “And actually better, in a way, since we get better data.” He pointed at the display. “Looks like you were dreaming, too.”

      “I . . . was, yeah,” Thorn said, letting his head sink back down on the pillow. He’d had the dream before, of being back at Code Nebula and once more witnessing the horrifying removal of Tuck’s capacity to perform magic. The procedure itself had been bad enough, but the recurring dream added the even more horrifying drain of Tuck’s life force, and his reduction to a cadaverous shell. It had been a horrific thing to see, so it wasn’t surprising the event haunted Thorn, a constant echo of the time he’d seen a ‘caster broken back to pure humanity, like a maestro who loses the ability to hear and speak.

      Tuck had known magic, and then he’d known a void. The emptiness was cruel enough. Living beyond the procedure was a kind of walking death, known only to Tuck and the few other ‘casters who had been deemed too dangerous to continue practicing magic. It was a small group of souls who were bereft of the spark within them, and Thorn still felt pangs of guilt every time he thought about Tuck’s sad eyes and shaking body.

      But there had never been Nyctus before. Never.

      “Well, Lieutenant,” the surgeon said. “You’ve got a slight buildup of metabolic toxins, which suggests you need a good night’s sleep. Your electrolytes are a little off as well, so eat something before you rack out. Otherwise”—Quinn paused and looked at the nurse, who shrugged before turning back to Thorn—“you’re in pretty much perfect health.”

      Thorn sat up. “Please tell the Captain that. I’d be grateful. Maybe throw in a few words like superb and remarkable.” He tried to sound offhanded about it, but his heart was still racing—something the ship’s surgeon could readily see on the display.

      “Take it those dreams were unsettling,” the surgeon said, then looked up and gave Thorn a sly smile. “Or just exciting? No—don’t tell me. Your dreams belong to you alone.”

      The nurse chuckled. Thorn forced a smile, but it felt waxy on his face.

      “Let’s go with exciting, sir,” he said, reaching for his uniform and boots. Eyes averted, Thorn dressed and thought of Nyctus, and secrets, and memory.
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      Thorn touched the ID panel beside the door to Tanner’s planning room, located immediately behind the Hecate’s bridge. The door slid open, and Thorn stepped forward,

      Then he stopped, seeing the little room jammed with people.

      “Squeeze in, Stellers,” Tanner said, gesturing him forward. “Everyone get cozy.”

      Thorn pushed his way, sliding between the XO and the Hecate’s Security Chief, a man named Braxton who had, in the three years Thorn had known him, smiled once. Besides them and Tanner, the ship’s intel officer took up virtually all of the remaining space. As Thorn pushed against Braxton, the man glared at him—a bit unsettling, since their faces were about twenty centimeters apart.

      “You realize you have to buy me dinner now,” Braxton deadpanned.

      Thorn gave a grim nod. “Only if you take me dancing after.”

      Braxton let a glimmer of a smile leak through his eternal scowl, then they both turned as Tanner cleared his throat.

      “Save the romance for your off time, kids. We’ve got Nyctus to hunt,” the Captain said, Thorn chuckled along with all the rest, even though the dream he’d had in the Infirmary about Tuck still hung around, dark and unwelcome. Tanner didn’t even crack a smile, and just pressed on.

      “The reason I’ve had you all jam in here is this,” Tanner said, touching a control and bringing an image up on the screen mounted on one bulkhead. Thorn had to crane his head around the XO’s to see. The image was that of a man, dressed in an ON uniform, sitting at a console aboard—a ship, although there was nothing to indicate which one it was. Probably a capital ship, given the expansive bridge, but that was all he could tell.

      A moment of silence was finally broken by the XO.

      “Okay, sir, it’s . . . someone, sitting at a bridge station.” She looked at Tanner. “Is there something more I should be seeing here, sir?”

      Tanner opened his mouth to reply but paused as Thorn leaned forward.

      “You have something to add, Stellers?” the Captain asked.

      Thorn examined the image. That face—

      “I’ve seen this man before” Thorn curled his lip. It hadn’t been someone he’d met at Code Nebula; he knew all those people well enough that he’d recognize them without trouble. Who then?

      “Wait,” he said, as the memory popped open like a new data window. “Right. I don’t know his name, but he was the Tactical Officer aboard the Centurion.”

      “Right first time, Stellers,” Tanner replied. “Which leads me to ask, how do you know this man?”

      “Well, I don’t, actually.” He went on to explain how, not long after being assigned to the Forward Operating Base known as Code Gauntlet, Thorn had been tasked to assist in figuring out how the Nyctus were degrading ON sensors. This involved watching the Centurion’s flight-recorder data play out the doomed ship’s final moments, from the perspective of the bridge crew.

      “And this man was the Tactical Officer.” Thorn looked at Tanner. “How long ago was this image captured, sir?”

      The intel officer answered. “Three days ago, aboard the Colossus.”

      “She’s Admiral Best’s flagship, isn’t she?” the XO put in. “Command ship for the whole Rimward Fleet?”

      “That’s right,” Tanner replied.

      Thorn took a moment, letting the information percolate through his overloaded senses. This, the images of Tuck, and his vision of the little girl on Nebo were all combining to cause hairline cracks in his certainty about what was real. The unnerving moment passed, and he spoke up.

      “So he survived the wreck of the Centurion?”

      “That’s what we’re supposed to believe, yes,” Tanner said.

      The Security Chief’s frown deepened. “Supposed to believe, sir?”

      Tanner nodded at the intel officer.

      “The Centurion took a direct KEW hit on her bridge just a few minutes into the battle. Fleet Intel has reviewed the imagery and came to the conclusion that no one could possibly have survived it. Not a missile. A KEW, at hard acceleration, and a direct hit.”

      Thorn remembered standing on the Centurion’s virtual bridge in the simulator at Code Gauntlet, watching the grim recreation of her last minutes and how it had so abruptly ended. The imagery run after that, taken from the external feeds of surviving ON ships, caught the battlecruiser’s destruction in horrific detail. There was no way anyone could have survived that. And yet—

      “Flukes do happen, sir,” he said. “I’ve heard some pretty wild tales of skin-of-the-teeth survival in battle.”

      “And some of those are even true,” Tanner replied. “But yes, that does happen, and it does seem to have happened in this case.”

      Now it was the XO who looked confused. “So what are we doing here then, sir?”

      “Appearances can be deceiving, XO,” Tanner replied. “This man somehow didn’t die aboard the Centurion, it’s true. But he wasn’t found and rescued by the ON. Instead, the man simply resurfaced about six months ago, claiming that he’d been found by salvagers, managed to get away from them, then made his way back to ON lines. I’m a fan of dumb luck, but this stretches my concept of it and tickles my natural cynicism. I know I’m guilty of being overly cheerful—”

      Someone snorted, but Tanner went on, unperturbed. “And yet, I’m left with an intense need to know how this could have happened, given that good luck rarely occurs when we’re fighting an enemy as creatively evil as the squids.”

      Thorn narrowed his eyes. The story was plausible; there were salvagers, grubby opportunists, who carried on the age-old tradition of plundering battlefields after the fighting was done.

      “But we don’t believe that, I gather,” the Security Chief said.

      “No, we do not,” Tanner replied. “People, meet our newest Nyctus problem. We call them Skins.”
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      “Lieutenant Wixcombe, report to docking port four ASAP.”

      Kira glanced up as the synthesized voice spoke over the general address system, then sighed in disgust. Finally, she’d managed some free time, having bargained with both the Duty Watch Commander and another of the Stiletto’s Lieutenants, a sallow-faced young man named Davis, who totally sucked at poker. With two more favors in her bag, she’d used the first to finally get more than a few hours of sleep, and had planned to use the second to get serious about contacting Thorn.

      But now—

      “Lieutenant Wixcombe,” the mechanical voice repeated. “Report to—”

      “Yeah, yeah, on my way,” she snapped, prying herself out from behind the tiny worktable in her cramped quarters. The Stiletto, a heavy cruiser, was by far the most spacious ship to which Kira had yet been assigned, but crews grew in proportion to the size of the ship, so it really wasn’t any more spacious than, say, the Hecate—not on a per-person basis, anyway.

      Still, she thought, fastening her uniform and grabbing her cap, the ON could no doubt make an empty field seem crowded.

      She made her way along narrow corridors, stepping over hatch coamings along the way with practiced ease. Captain Densmore insisted that every member of the Stiletto’s crew be able to navigate every centimeter of the ship in complete darkness while blinded by smoke. It was a dedication to crew survival Kira hadn’t heard any other Captains practicing.

      It was also another reason Kira was convinced Densmore actually wasn’t a spy for the Nyctus.

      She stopped to let a trio of crewmen pass by, each carrying a hefty power cell. They nodded as they passed Kira, and she nodded back, a formal acknowledgement of an officer by enlisted Ratings when there wasn’t room to properly salute.

      She carried on, heading for Docking Port Four. She had no idea why, but that was typical aboard the Stiletto. Technically a ship of the line, the Stiletto was actually much more specialized. If she was on the front line, then something had gone really wrong in the war. Her real mission was support for covert ops. She deployed and recovered spec ops teams and other intel specialists on furtive missions, most of which Kira knew absolutely nothing about. But then she didn’t need to know about them, and was only read into those missions she did. Keeping secrets came naturally to intel officers. Keeping secrets on the Stiletto was practically religion.

      She stopped again, this time to let a forgettable man in a plain day-uniform pass by. The man, who barely acknowledged her, had no insignia or rank badges, just a security chip with a four-digit number on it—5783. Kira watched him recede down the corridor. Whoever Mister 5783 was, he wasn’t ON.

      That was another reality about the Stiletto; ON ships did sometimes carry civilian personnel, usually shipyard representatives overseeing flight trials, various types of contractors, or certain mission specialists. Densmore’s ship had more than its share of civvies aboard, though, all of the spooky variety. Kira wasn’t even sure how many civilian personnel were aboard the Stiletto. She presumed someone had a head count for civvies, in case the ship ever got into trouble and had to be evacuated.

      Although Kira suspected the Stiletto would likely be scuttled long before there was any threat she might be compromised by the Nyctus.

      The only thing she did know about Mister 5783 was that the blue diamond on his security chip marked him as a member of the ELINT—electronic intelligence—department. That was the Stiletto’s other major role—eavesdropping on electronic comms of all types, from transmissions to the characteristic EM emissions of ships underway.

      ELINT occupied almost a third of C-deck, a part of the ship into which Kira had only been once—and then with most consoles covered up. That was part of Densmore’s everybody-know-every-centimeter-of-the-ship-even-in-the-dark thing, but Kira was absolutely confident that after only one visit, she’d be able to get hopelessly lost in ELINT, even with the lights on.

      Intel was a world of compartmentalization. And the more Kira learned just how compartmentalized it was, the more dysfunctional it all seemed.

      She reached Docking Port Four, to find Densmore already there. A striking woman, Alys Densmore had a perpetual sense of knowing about her—both of secrets kept and the ability to glean anything from anyone, a kind of prophet whose sole purpose was to sniff the wind and understand who held what advantage at any point in the war. On one level, it made her mysterious, an enigmatic, figure of vague menace. On another, though, it just made her annoying.

      “Ma’am,” Kira said, saluting. “I was called here, but I’m not sure why.”

      Densmore nodded. “In about ten minutes, a civilian shuttle is going to dock here. It will contain the pilot and one passenger. The passenger will be your responsibility. You will escort him to briefing room five-alpha and proceed to debrief him. I’d like your summary report on my desk by oh-eight-hundred tomorrow.”

      Kira suppressed a grimace that all commanding officers could sense no matter how minor. It was in their skill set, and thus Kira’s face was a marvel of neutrality. Not only was she going to lose the duty-free shift she’d bargained for, but now she was going to be stuck babysitting some civvy for who knew how long. A hint of her displeasure must have leaked into her expression, because Densmore gave her a narrow-eyed look.

      “Is there a problem, Lieutenant?”

      “No—” Kira began, then stopped, because there were moments, rare but important, where being wholly honest with a superior officer was the best course of action.

      “Actually, ma’am, there is. I’ve been aboard this ship for almost three years now, and you’ve consistently rated me above grade that entire time. I’ve never been late for duty. More often than not, I’ve stayed on duty past the end of my shift to help with some damned thing or another. I—”

      “Am getting burned out,” Densmore said. “Is that where this is going, Lieutenant?”

      Kira gave a slow nod of grudging admission, realizing who she was speaking to. “Actually, ma’am, I think that is part of it.” She shook her head. “No, that’s actually all of it, really. I just need some time to recharge. I’m roasted, and not in a good way. My judgement is—it’s not bad, but it’s not what it should be, and you deserve my best.”

      “And you want to try to meet up with Lieutenant Stellers?”

      This time, Kira avoided a scowl. It really wasn’t any of Densmore’s—or anyone else’s—business, what she got up to during her personal time off. But her relationship with Thorn was no secret to Densmore; in fact, she probably knew as much about their relationship as anyone. So Kira finally shrugged.

      “If I can track him down, yes. I haven’t seen him in—” She paused, thinking. It had to be at least six months, a brief cross-over of their paths at Code Catapult, an ON’s FOB—forward operating base. The Hecate and the Stiletto had both docked there for resupply, giving them almost two full days together. There’d been no time together since.

      “About six months,” Densmore said, offering Kira a thin smile. “You met him at Code Catapult.”

      Kira smiled back. “You certainly know your crew, ma’am.”

      “I know everything, Wixcombe,” Densmore said, her smile taking on a more predatory edge. But she immediately relented into something more like actual good humor. “Which means I also knew you’d finagled this duty shift as time off.”

      Kira blinked. “Wait. You knew that, and you assigned me duty anyway, debriefing this civilian—”

      “When you’re aboard this ship, your time is my time, Lieutenant Wixcombe.”

      “Yes, of course, ma’am, but—” Kira let the complaint die of natural causes. She really didn’t want to get into this.

      But Densmore let herself grin, if only just. It was a look of understanding, forged over years of dealing with the machinations of junior officers and their complex lives. “You wanted the time to try and contact Stellers, because you’ve been trying ever since the Vision of Nebo, but he hasn’t been reachable.”

      “You know, ma’am, I appreciate that you’re the Captain and all, but I think your crew—and especially your officers—are entitled to some privacy.”

      Densmore held up a hand. “No, I haven’t been eavesdropping or spying.”

      This time, Kira forced herself to maintain her composure, while quietly reinforcing the shield she’d erected around her thoughts. Her captivity by the Nyctus had shown her that, when it came to locking down her own mind, there was almost no one who could enter that space without her permission. Thorn was the only exception. She’d done so ever since, partly out of sheer reflex, born of the trauma of that awful ordeal as a captive of the squids.

      But a big part of it was Densmore herself. Kira and Thorn had come to suspect that Densmore might be in league with the Nyctus, which would be a massive problem for the ON. They’d shared their concerns with Captain Tanner of the Hecate, who’d offered to keep her aboard his ship, when Fleet began talking about assigning her to work for Densmore.

      After some thought, she and Thorn had decided that putting her in close proximity to Densmore might be for the best. They didn’t have enough evidence to actually level any sort of accusation against her, so the best they could do was have her accept the posting to the Stiletto—with Tanner’s help—to keep an eye on the enigmatic woman.

      And here she was. Three years had passed, and she’d found absolutely no evidence Densmore had any connection to the Nyctus at all. Kira had concluded they were wrong, Densmore wasn’t compromised—but she still kept her thoughts guarded. The woman finding out that Kira had been spying on her, to see if she was a spy, would at least lead to a tense, awkward conversation.

      But Densmore had just made an explicit reference to spying. Did she know, or at least suspect something, after all?

      All of this flashed through Kira’s mind in a moment, firmly behind her formidable mental shields. Densmore didn’t seem to notice, though, as she just kept on speaking.

      “I’ve been trying to get a hold of Stellers myself,” she said to Kira. “I have no doubt you have too, and I assume you’ve had no success either.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Right after the Vision, I tried to contact him. I’ve tried several times since, but gotten nothing,” Kira said.

      The Vision. That’s what the Starcasters had come to call the gut-wrenching event, when they’d all witnessed, firsthand, the destruction of Nebo by a Nyctus KEW bombardment in real-time, and from the perspective of a remarkable little girl. Kira still hadn’t begun to really process the implications of it, which hit her harder and more deeply than most. In fact, she’d been avoiding it, just keeping the horror of it in a part of her memory she could ignore.

      For now. But not forever.

      She needed to talk to Thorn.

      The certainty of it, the absolute necessity to contact Thorn, made up her mind for her. “Ma’am, I’ve taken no leave in three years. Most of that time, I’ve been aboard this ship, doing what I think is some pretty damned good work for you.” Her body language was rigid with decisiveness. At a cool look from Densmore, she settled back, hands held still with an effort. “I want to take some leave now. I’ve earned it, and I’m entitled to it.”

      Densmore gave that slightly predatory smile again. “The exigencies of service, Wixcombe. We’re at war, so, yes, you might have earned it, might be entitled to it, but I don’t have to approve it at all.”

      “Ma’am—”

      “But I will,” Densmore went on, her smile fading. “The fact is, you have done damned good work, and if I refuse this request for leave, I know what will happen—you’ll start doing your job, and nothing more.” She shook her head. “In the type of work we do, doing your job isn’t enough. I need you at the tip of the spear, not somewhere back along the shaft, just helping to push the tip along.” She glanced at the docking port; the panel beside it showed that the approaching shuttle had been captured by the auto-docking system and would be connected in just over a minute.

      “Your request is approved, Wixcombe. We’ll be making a stop at Code Gauntlet in two days’ time. You can depart there. I can give you three weeks, then I want you back aboard the Stiletto. Work out the details with the XO. In the meantime, I want you to carry on as I’ve instructed. Debrief the civilian about to disembark from”—she paused as something suddenly blocked the view out of the docking port with a heavy, metallic clunk—“that shuttle. I’ll find someone else to run the case. You can hand off to them once I do.”

      “Understood. Thank you, ma’am.” Relief colored her tone, a genuine sensation she hadn’t felt in a long time.

      Densmore didn’t leave immediately; instead, she waited for the pressure light to turn green on the airlock, the doors to slide open, and an unremarkable man in unremarkable clothes to step out of the shuttle. As soon as he did, Densmore spoke, a single word.

      “Well?”

      The civilian shook his head, and Densmore withdrew, leaving Kira with the bland man who gave her a wan smile.

      “Smith, or is it something else?” Kira asked him.

      “Smith will do fine.” He grinned, the expression not reaching his eyes.

      Kira looked skyward, exhaled, then fixed him with a look of tired resignation. “But of course.”
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      Mister Smith, it turned out, was a civilian contractor who’d been verifying the installation and proper operation of certain new security features in ON information processing systems, under a project codenamed Hermes. Debriefing him took all of ten minutes, since there was very little he was willing to share with Kira beyond the project’s name and the fact that he’d visited four bases in swift succession. He mentioned the food at Code Gauntlet, the beds everywhere else, and a general poor quality of coffee at all four locations. Beyond that, he was an enigma, a hole into which her focus could get lost the moment he started speaking in his sonorous tone.

      It didn’t matter to Kira. She simply took down everything he said verbatim and asked a few standard follow-up questions, then she thanked him and let him be on his way. She’d been doing this long enough now to know that his statements no doubt contained hidden messages, included as particular phrases or combinations of words. By dutifully recording his statements exactly as he spoke them, she was capturing both the frankly boring overview of his recent work, as well as the coded messages, which would presumably mean something, to someone, somewhere.

      The messages were, no doubt, tied to Densmore’s single word question—well?—and the negative head shake. Beyond that connection, Kira knew her involvement ended when she closed the report and sent it on, to be lost in the mire of endless information fetishized by the navy.

      She would, of course, never hear any feedback, and that was fine with her. Flirting with the idea of a mind probe ended when she carried such an action to its logical conclusion. Of all the outcomes, none were good. There was even a small chance this was a test, but if that was true, it only served to reinforce something Kira had come to know over the past three years.

      Kira hated the spy business.

      She finally returned to her quarters, hoping that Mister Smith didn’t need any further handling for the next couple of days. Subjects, as those like him were called, rarely did. Not for the first time, Kira wondered why they bothered with human debriefers like her at all. Why couldn’t Mister Smith have just recorded his statements? What point was there having her sit there and write them down? Again, there was probably a reason—but no one had yet shared it with her.

      Need to know sucks.

      Kira stretched her legs out as far as the cramped cubbyhole of her quarters would allow and let out a long, slow sigh. She assumed the spooks knew what they were doing, but to a frontliner like her, it just seemed like a lot of convoluted bullshit, all intended to keep as many people as ignorant as possible of the facts. Being siloed was a necessary thing, but it made her job into a series of half-secrets and lies that built up inside her like the sludge in a fuel tank.

      No doubt about the spy business. It was hateful. Leave would do her good.

      Kira lay down on her bunk, clearing her mind of spooks and lies and the web they wove. At the center of her thoughts was a fixed point.

      Thorn.

      One of the benefits of being an accomplished Joiner, it turned out, was potent mental discipline; it was what made Joining work. Kira could organize and compartmentalize her thoughts pretty much as she wished—right up to the moment she couldn’t, and it all came crashing down around her. Joiners would bend until they broke. For now, Kira was bending.

      She needed a clear mind, though, so she ruthlessly pushed away anything that wasn’t just blank, empty thoughts. Her breathing slowed as she found the mental place she called her center, the point around which the lever of her Joining rotated. She envisioned it as the point in her mind where all of her conflicting thoughts and feelings effectively cancelled out, equidistant and neutral. In that place, Kira centered her thoughts, and feelings, and the braiding of the two in that place where Joining moved from possible to real. Kira slowed her breathing, and felt her heart rate slow in tandem.

      Clear the slate, Kira. And she did.

      She was ready. Kira made her awareness expand outward from her fulcrum, radiating through time and space like a pulse of radio energy. But her awareness had no mass, no physical existence at all, so it wasn’t bound by the laws of physics or the constraints of lightspeed. In what amounted to no time whatsoever, she’d found her mental destination, a particular, familiar glimmer in the mental ether, at once both light-years away and right before her, right there.

      Thorn.

      She knew the curves and textures of his thoughts as well as she knew those of her own skin. There was no mistaking his presence in the space their minds now shared.

      Thorn, it’s me.

      The glimmer didn’t change, though. It was as though she’d found where Thorn lived, but he wasn’t home.

      Thorn, it’s Kira.

      Except he couldn’t not be home. He was there, behind and inside that glimmer, but he was refusing to acknowledge it. He was home, yes, but he wasn’t answering the door.

      Thorn, please, talk to me. Why won’t you talk to me?

      Nothing.

      Kira would have been worried, fretting that he’d been injured, unconscious, rendered catatonic, but she knew he was none of those things. She’d been doing this long enough to know the feel of a wounded mind. No, Thorn was doing this out of choice, walling off his thoughts behind barriers so tough and thick that even Kira, prodigious Joiner that she was, couldn’t breach them. He was, in fact, one of only a very few who could stand up to her like this at all.

      The question was, why?

      Thorn, please—I have to speak to you. Please answer me!

      She’d heard from him only once since the Vision—a brief, panicked connection between them in the immediate aftermath of that horrific event, one that might very well have only been involuntary, a reflexive thing. Since then, nothing, no matter how hard she tried. But she needed to talk to him, needed to know he was okay, because there were reasons he might not be.

      Thorn, please! Dammit, talk to me!

      She tried again and again but might as well have been trying to Join with a forest slug. The mental glimmer that was Thorn Stellers stubbornly refused to open to her, to change in any way, to do anything but just exist and glimmer, tantalizingly present but so far away.

      Kira finally gave up, sitting forward with a muttered curse. She glanced at the terminal on her tiny desk; she’d send a conventional message to him, but she had no idea how far apart the Hecate and the Stiletto were. It was certainly more than the twenty-five light-year limit of real-time comms, which meant her message would have to be delivered through the ON courier system. As a low-priority personnel message, that could take days, even weeks.

      “Lieutenant Wixcombe, Densmore here. Report to my planning room.”

      Kira glared at the intercom, but her anger faded as she stood, straightened her uniform, and squared up, firing off one last thought to Thorn, wherever he was.

      When you’re ready, I’m here.
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      Thorn felt Kira finally give up and withdraw, abandoning her attempts to contact him.

      Again.

      Fortunately, this time she’d caught him on a down shift, when he had no duties. The last time she tried, he’d been ensconced in the Hecate’s witchport, just minutes away from a possible contact with a Nyctus incursion into ON space. It had turned out to be a false alarm, but he’d been forced to split his attention—a feat he now understood how to do, so the experience hadn’t been a loss. His inability to speak to her was born of a natural drift, and unfounded suspicions, and all of the myriad things that turn people into strangers. Kira and Thorn were no ordinary people, but they were still subject to emotions and strain. In some sense, the things that kept them together could be a wedge between them as their minds were both able to roam wide and free, hearing thoughts that were not their own. Feelings that were not their own.

      Pain that was not their own.

      Thorn shook his head. Stay in the moment. Stay here.

      “Stellers, Tanner. Report to my planning room.”

      Thorn tapped the intercom. “Aye, sir. On my way.”

      As he traversed the Hecate’s corridors, Thorn reflected on the fact that he knew exactly what was wrong with him. Ever since the Vision, he’d been finding it harder and harder to maintain his focus. What should have been trivial magical tasks, things that should, by now, be as natural to him as blinking or breathing, had begun to require effort. He had to concentrate on things that should have been reflexive, and the effort was a kind of grinding, both in his mind and in the untapped well of magical energy that made him more weapon than man. Thorn was a balanced knife—a human who existed between two worlds, and at the moment, neither felt like it fit.

      He braced himself as the door to Tanner’s planning room slid open, ready to find it once more a sweaty little box jammed with people. But Tanner was alone. He gestured Thorn in, acknowledged his salute, then muttered, “Stand easy, Stellers.”

      “Sir, you wanted to see me?”

      “I did. Tell me, Stellers, do you think you could detect a Skin?” Tanner didn’t waste words, his eyes pinning Thorn with bright intellect and will.

      “I don’t know, sir. I’ve heard a few mentions of it via ’caster channels, but nothing definitive,” Thorn admitted.

      “Starcaster channels?”

      Thorn waved vaguely toward the captain’s comm unit. “The Starcaster Corps maintains its own sort of back channels, I guess. We talk to one another. I’m sure commanders do the same, just by different means.”

      “Magically?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Huh.” Tanner mulled that for a moment, then lifted his brows as he sifted the concept of a secret network. Tanner was an old hand, and the more he learned about the ‘casters, the more he understood them to be sailors with a different set of tools. “No different, I suppose, than, say, the Engineering folks, who bitch about supply and their commanders. And captains. They live to gripe about captains. For engineers, it’s an art form.”

      “Starcasters would never do that, sir,” Thorn said with feigned dignity.

      Tanner actually smiled. It was brief, and slight, but genuine. “Of course you don’t. You’re far too noble. But back to the matter at hand. Do you think it would be possible to detect a Skin, using your magic, but—and this is key—discretion is critical, and not for the simple reason that we don’t want them tipped off. We need our entire awareness of them, as a presence, to be utterly secret. Do you understand?”

      Thorn chewed on that, knowing any magical scan could be detected by the Nyctus. If these Skins were, in fact, shamans of some kind, that meant his incursion would be like ringing a bell. “It’s possible, I suppose, sir. I assume there’d be some sort of evidence of the Nyctus tampering with someone’s mind, that a Joiner could detect. Like an echo, or a trail maybe?”

      “Can you do it covertly from the ship? Or at a distance?”

      “Spy on people’s minds without their knowing about it? If I was careful, yes. However, the Starcaster Code of Conduct expressly prohibits—”

      “Yes, I know it does,” Tanner said, raising a hand. “And it’s a laudable prohibition, sure. Our minds are supposed to be our ultimate safe place, aren’t they?”

      Thorn nodded but knew there was an implied but hanging off the end of Tanner’s words. So he said nothing and simply waited.

      “Don’t worry,” Tanner went on. “I’m not going to ask you to read people’s minds without their knowing about it. But I am going to ask you to read people’s minds. I need to know the Hecate’s senior officers, bridge, engineering and weapons crews are free of this . . . influence. I don’t know what else to call it, at this time, but we know that they’re not on our team. We’ll hold off on the rest of the crew, at least for now. I’ll have to create a subtle means of denying certain crew access to more sensitive areas of data, weapons, and the holiest of holies: battle plans.”

      “That’s going to raise suspicions all on its own, sir.”

      “We’ll be announcing that there are new security protocols introduced by Fleet. The crew will bitch and complain about them, and then get on with their jobs, the way they always do, because they know the Fleet will eventually change its mind and come up with something else.”

      Despite his brooding thoughts, Thorn had to lift his eyebrows. “You’re going to blame Fleet, sir?”

      “Blaming high HQs for unpopular things is a time-honored tradition, Stellers, but with two, firm conditions—one, you do it sparingly, and two, you don’t use it as a way of shirking your own actual responsibilities. In this instance, it works because we don’t want to rouse suspicions, just in case any of our crew are compromised. Blaming it on some random, nebulous directive from Fleet diffuses any questions; a directive coming from me personally is likely to have exactly the opposite effect.”

      “Because the crew will think you suspect something.”

      “Exactly.”

      Thorn smiled at the captain’s deft planning. “Okay, sir. What would you like me to do?”

      “I’m going to interview each of the senior officers personally, ostensibly to get ready for annual performance reviews. You’ll be present and will use the opportunity to—to do whatever it is that you do, to determine if they’re clean or not.”

      Thorn raised a finger in question. “Aren’t these people going to wonder why I’m sitting in on all of these interviews? We’ve never done that before.”

      “Another Fleet directive. I’ll make a big deal about not liking it and roll my eyes when I explain it.”

      “Ah.”

      “Exactly. Never underestimate the power of an irritated eye roll. Once you confirm they’re clean, we’ll explain to them what’s going on, then work with them to screen their departments.”

      Thorn waved out toward the corridor, where the crew moved about in their usual bustle. “Sir, wouldn’t it make more sense just to screen suspect personnel? Anyone the squids might have had a chance to actually compromise?”

      “Stellers, we have new transfers from other ships and bases. People who have been away on special missions. Hell, people who were away on leave. Without some way of independently verifying where they were while they weren’t aboard the Hecate, any of them might have been compromised. For that matter, when we stop for resupply at Code Gauntlet in a few days, we’re going to rotate in some new crew, and they’ll have to be screened.” Tanner shook his head. “No, if we try to limit ourselves to just those who we think are likely to have been co-opted, we’ll end up testing only a handful of the crew.”

      Thorn had to nod at that. “Good point, sir. When did you want to begin?”

      “Immediately. We’ll start with the XO—she was on leave just over a month ago—and then move on to the bridge crew. I’m going to do this in my quarters.” He glanced around at his miniscule planning room. “More room in my closet than in here. Report there in one hour.”

      “Aye, sir.” Thorn started to turn to leave, but stopped. “Sir, I—” he began, then stopped, not sure how to proceed. Tanner, though, gave a thin smile.

      “You wonder if I should be tested. Fair point.” Tanner’s smile widened a touch. “I haven’t been off this ship for more than a day or two for the past year. But, like I said, fair point. Feel free to read me any time. I’ll trust you to be discreet about it and not make yourself too much at home in my head. I like my personal space.”

      Thorn offered the Captain an appreciative nod. Tanner had just told Thorn he trusted him implicitly, which buoyed him with a sense of pride.

      “Discretion is my mission, sir, in the event I ever do scan you.”

      “Excellent. I see you understand the concept of plausible deniability,” Tanner said.

      “I do now, sir,” Thorn said, smiling. “But what about me? I’ve been on more than a few extended missions into Nyctus space, some of them with just me and Specialist Wyant aboard her Gyrfalcon.”

      Tanner gave a wintry smile, and for a moment, he looked tired beyond his years. “If you’ve been compromised by the Nyctus, Stellers, then we’re all screwed.”
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        * * *

      

      Thorn flopped into his rack without removing his shirt, or even his boots. Fatigue tugged at him around the edges, telling him to close his eyes, relax, just take a few minutes—

      He blinked himself back to something closer to alertness. He hadn’t expected repeated Joinings to be so draining.

      Thorn sighed. It wasn’t the Joinings he’d been doing on Tanner’s behalf—which had, thankfully, uncovered no Skins aboard the Hecate, unless they were Ratings in a non-critical department. He’d get through the rest of those tomorrow but doubted they’d find anyone who’d been compromised.

      Fortunately, the Hecate’s crew was small compared to that of a big capital ship like a battlecruiser—which made him wonder how they could possibly ensure security against Skins aboard those massive beasts. By the time a Starcaster got through the entire crew, they’d have to start at the beginning again, given the number of transfers and leave rotations—

      But it wasn’t the Joinings themselves, which were mentally demanding, though not enough to leave him this dragged out. No, this fatigue came from inside his own mind, which had slumped into a chaotic mess of overlapping thoughts and unaccountable feelings. Between the two, Thorn knew he was changing. After years as an orphan, he’d found a home in the navy, but now his job was wearing him down from the inside out.

      “It’s better than slinging mud, but worse than the coffee I drank while slinging mud,” he said to the ceiling. The thought of bad coffee made him wince, and that brought a pang of awareness about what he was missing, and why. He began to count missions on one hand, and then two. Then, he mined the memories and found—

      The missions weren’t overtly lethal. The whole war, in fact, had devolved into a weird, simmering series of border raids and odd clashes. Nyctus ships were rare. Their fleet was unseen. Their attack on Nebo had been the most presence Thorn had seen or heard of in months, if not over a year.

      “I don't miss seeing the squid, no matter how charming they are. And now I’m talking to myself.” He stretched a bit, found the position wanting, and moved again. “Not sure I like myself enough to be my only friend.” That made him laugh, then the heart of his worry thumped to life in one thing, one image, one memory.

      The Vision.

      And there it was, of course. It wasn’t about being sick, or scared, or traumatized by battle, and he knew that. It was about the Vision, and his dream about Tuck, and neither of those were things he’d wanted to delve into very deeply. Those things did scare him, in a profound way.

      Especially the Vision. Seeing Tuck torn apart all over again was a clarion call to hidden pain, but it had faded, because it had to. It was only a dream, in one sense—gruesome, brutal, and heavy in his senses, but only a dream.

      No, it was The Vision that left him here, untethered in a sea of memory, free of purpose, and missing Kira, though he would not admit it. Not yet.

      Watching the destruction of Nebo from the perspective of a little girl was wholly unnatural. Of course. There couldn’t be any joy in experiencing the final, terrified moments of an innocent child. Thorn knew full well such a thing would naturally be traumatic, a wrenching enough experience that even hardened combat veterans would probably have trouble dealing with it.

      He sat up and swung his feet to the floor. “No mud. Still better than Murgon-4,” he said, and it was. A damned sight better.

      He stopped and stared at the toes of his boots.

      A question had just occurred to him, one so obvious he couldn’t understand how he couldn’t have thought of it before. An abyss yawned before him, darkly beckoning to his sense of needing to know.

      Who was that little girl?

      Thorn had to stand. Of course he wondered who the girl had been. She’d obviously been a nascent Starcaster—and a powerful one, at that. The Starcaster Corps speculated that the Nyctus had attacked Nebo specifically to kill her, which had all sorts of terrifying implications on its own. For instance, how had the squids learned about her in the first place?

      The doll was a mystery. The patches on it were not. It was an ON figure, clutched by a child who was far too young to grasp what such symbols meant, and as Thorn began to pull the knot apart, questions led to few answers, but a growing sense of unease at his ignorance about the child.

      Why now?

      His instinct was reflexive. His desire to follow through was—less so.

      “Time to see Kira. There are things to know.” He didn’t relish her knowing gaze, but he understood that if he wanted to know what happened on Nebo, it started with the Vision, and it ended with Kira.

      Kira, don’t answer. Know this. I’m on my way.

      The stars listened, and Thorn stood, ready to find out what came next.
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      Kira was tired of explaining why, if she was on leave, she was sitting in transient quarters in Code Gauntlet, awaiting the arrival of the Hecate. Personnel on leave didn’t hang around military installations, eating military food and sleeping in military beds. They returned home to see family, or went to resorts or casinos, or just dove into a pool of booze and only resurfaced when their leave was done.

      Several times, she’d had to explain herself to various Code Gauntlet authorities. Fortunately, being a Starcaster, she could simply refer to vague, mysterious reasons related to her ’casting that she needed to be there, and she was generally left alone. The questioners invariably walked away shaking their heads. Whether it was because they felt sorry for Kira, having to waste leave by hanging around an FOB for enigmatic, magical reasons, or just thought she was stupid for going along with it, she didn’t know.

      It didn’t matter, though. The Hecate, which had been delayed a day, was finally here. As she made her way along the broad concourse that ran the length of the base’s orbital docks, she could see the destroyer just a few berths away. Looking through a viewport and seeing her name and registration number emblazoned on her dark grey flank in stark white gave Kira a thrill of anticipation. In a few minutes, she’d see Thorn.

      She slowed. Anticipation, yes. But also dread. After his brief message, the silence was shattered, only to be replaced with questions of her own, left unanswered by the light years between them.

      “Lieutenant Wixcombe!”

      Kira turned to the voice and saw Mol Wyant’s grinning face peering between a burly pair of ON Ratings. Without hesitating, she pushed between them. “Step aside. Top secret mission in place.”

      “Aye, ma’am,” the taller sailor said, touching fingers to brow.

      “Specialist Wyant,” Kira said, smiling. “Good to see you. Gather you’re still assigned to the Hecate?”

      “Good to be seen. And yup, Trixie and I still call the Hecate home.” Kira smiled, genuinely glad to see Mol’s friendly face. It was unusual for a destroyer of the Hecate’s class to carry a Gyrfalcon fighter; it had been a temporary arrangement that became permanent.

      “So what brings you to beautiful Code Gauntlet?” Mol asked. “Last I heard, you were assigned to—the Stiletto, right? Spook ship, stealthed up and away from prying eyes?”

      Kira’s smile widened. She genuinely liked Mol Wyant and would have preferred to use her first name to greet her, were the circumstances not so public. Although she hadn’t seen Mol in months, just a couple of years before she and Thorn had spent many days aboard her Gyrfalcon fighter, waging a covert campaign against the Nyctus.

      “I could tell you, but then I’d have to space you. You know, rules,” Kira said.

      Mol laughed. “I know you’re joking, but I have carried passengers who tell me that unironically.” Her laughter faded, and she gave Kira a sidelong look. “You are joking, right?”

      Kira made her face grave. “No.” As a hint of alarm crept onto Mol’s face, Kira laughed. “Don’t worry, I’m not that spooky—not yet, anyway.” She glanced along the concourse, to the Hecate’s docking port. “No, I’m just taking some leave, so I thought I’d—”

      “Wait,” Mol said. “You’re taking leave—here? At Code Gauntlet? Okay, maybe you’re not spooky, but crazy, yeah. Leave is meant for beaches and such, not a grim shithole like this—”

      Mol suddenly stopped as understanding dawned. “Oh. Okay, I get it. Yeah, he’s still aboard.”

      Kira nodded. Coming from anyone else, it would have been presumptuous enough of a comment to earn a snappy rebuke. Coming from Mol—well, she, Thorn and Kira had spent enough time together aboard the Gyrfalcon, that she considered Mol a friend. So she smiled. “Saw right through me, huh?”

      “Again, Lieutenant—leave at Code Gauntlet? Not hard to see past that.” Mol narrowed her eyes. “Everything okay with you two? If you don’t mind my asking, that is.”

      “Why? Did Thorn say something to you?”

      “Uh, no. It’s just that you’re not exactly rushing on board the Hecate to see him. Instead, you’re standing here talking to me.”

      Kira was about to brush her comment off, but she stopped and looked around instead. The two hulking Ratings Mol had displaced to get to her were definitely within earshot; she could hear them arguing over money that somebody owed to somebody else. She nodded for Mol to step away from them, closer to the bulkhead.

      “Has the Hecate been involved in any major ops, lately?” Kira asked. “And no, you don’t need to go into details. I’m just wondering if there’s been a lot of stress on the crew, things you guys have to keep under wraps.”

      Mol just shook her head. “Trixie and I haven’t fired a shot in anger in months. Neither has the Hecate. We chased a few suspected Nyctus patrols that turned out to be sensor ghosts, saw a whole lot of stars, and that’s about it. We think of it as a touring vacation, sorta, but on the edge of enemy territory. With the Nyctus having pulled back, flights have been like sitting and watching a bulkhead rust. Why?”

      “Because Thorn’s been totally silent. I’ve tried a few times to reach out to him, using Joining, and I know he’s there, but he won’t answer. I was just wondering if there was something going on that would be, you know, making him do that.”

      “Nothing I’m aware of,” Mol said. “Why don’t you just ask him? Kinda the reason you came here, right?”

      “That’s the plan, yeah,” Kira replied, looking again at the Hecate’s port. “Which means I guess I’d better go find him.”

      “You don’t sound excited about that—which I get. You’re worried what he’s going to say.”

      “Yeah.” Kira sighed. “To be fair, I wasn’t exactly the best communicator before the Vision happened, and I ghosted him a little. Maybe a lot.”

      “I heard about that. Some kind of big psychic shock wave, right?”

      Kira winced in remembrance. “Something like that. Anyway, you put the missile right up the exhaust port—I do need to just go talk to him.” Kira didn’t move right away. She’d come all this way, but these last few steps to the Hecate suddenly seemed like a steep slope she had to climb—one she might just end up tumbling right back down.

      Mol jerked her head at the docking port. “So go do that, ma’am. Or go check out all the luxurious vacation options Code Gauntlet has to offer and forget about it. Hey, I understand they’re serving rice pudding in the mess tonight.”

      “I hate rice pudding,” Kira said, smirking at Mol, then turning and starting for the Hecate. “I’ll see you later, Mol.”

      “I’ll be eating aboard the Hecate tonight, if you need to find me,” Mol replied. “I hate rice pudding, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Kira stepped through the airlock to find herself face to face with a dour, blank-faced ON Marine standing watch at the Hecate’s hatch. She stopped and identified herself to him, returning his salute.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, but no personnel are allowed onto or off of the ship without the Captain’s approval,” the man said. He used that flat, clipped tone that seemed to be issued to all Marines at some point during their basic training.

      “Alright, so let the Captain know I’m here,” she said. “I’ll wait.”

      The Marine unclipped a data slate from his belt and scanned it, but he didn’t turn to the intercom. “Sorry, ma’am, but the Captain issued a list of personnel who are eligible to board the ship. His orders are that no one else goes aboard.”

      Kira scowled. “So, if an Admiral walks up to you and wants to see the Captain, he doesn’t get to board?”

      “No, ma’am, he does not. And all due respect, but you’re not an Admiral.”

      Kira felt her cheeks flush in disbelief, stuck between outrage and bewilderment. Ships always had some sort of security on station while docked, but it wasn’t usually this unyielding. Just what the hell was going on? Was this somehow related to Thorn’s dogged silence?

      “Kira?”

      She turned to the voice.

      Thorn stood in the airlock, staring at her with a half-smile, about to disembark the Hecate.

      “Thorn,” she said. His name was enough, just then.

      Thorn shook his head to clear the surprise. “What are you doing here?”

      She was tempted to try Joining right here and now, to see if she could discern something about what was going on with Thorn. But she didn’t. Again, there weren’t many people who could stop her Joining, if she was determined to do it. But Thorn was definitely one of them—and an attempted magical intrusion into his mind was not the sort of greeting he’d likely appreciate.

      “I’m—” She stopped and glanced at the stone-faced Marine, who was apparently fascinated by something in the distance. Thorn noticed and gestured her into the Hecate. The Marine opened his mouth, but Thorn raised a hand.

      “She’s on my recognizance,” he said, voice crisp with authority.

      The Marine’s eyes narrowed a fraction, but he finally just nodded and turned back to his post.

      Thorn led Kira through the airlock, along one corridor, then another that dead-ended at a closed hatch marked Machinery Space 1674-D.

      “Kira,” Thorn said, suddenly grinning. “What the hell are you doing here? I didn’t see the Stiletto on the docking roster.”

      “She’s not. In fact, she’s four sectors away right now.”

      “Wait—have you been reassigned? So no one’s near Densmore?”

      “Oh, for—Thorn, Densmore isn’t a spy.”

      “Really? You’re sure of that?”

      “As sure as I can be. I mean, anyone could be a spy, right? But, in almost three years, I haven’t seen a thing that suggests to me that she is.”

      “Okay, but—”

      “Thorn,” Kira said. “I didn’t come here to talk about Densmore. And no, I haven’t been reassigned off the Stiletto. I’m . . . on leave.”

      “On leave? Where are you heading?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Thorn gave a lopsided grin. “Well, you sure as hell didn’t come to Code Gauntlet on leave—” he started, but his face fell as he understood. “You did come here on leave. Strange choice for a place to unwind.”

      “Thorn, I came to see you. You’ve been refusing to talk to me for weeks now.”

      A shadow passed across Thorn’s face, hinting at some sort of pain, anxiety, or uncertainty—or maybe all of them—that he was deliberately keeping buried. Had he not been the Starcaster she was, she might have tried to suss out something about it with her Joining. But she didn’t and just waited for his reply.

      It took a moment. Kira could see him assembling his thoughts, thinking of how he would answer her, and what his cryptic message had meant.

      “I’m glad you’re here. I know it might not seem like it, but—yeah. It's good that you’re here. This isn’t the moment, but soon.”

      “You’re being evasive, Thorn. What the hell is going on?”

      Thorn shook his head. “I need a moment, myself, just as you have. Where are you quartered?”

      “Transient quarters. Room one-seventeen-delta.”

      “Okay. I’ll be in touch. No matter what, don’t leave.”

      He leaned in, kissed her quickly, then walked away. The kiss was more than casual, and less than intimate. It was a noise, a touch, and then it was over, and the sound of Thorn’s feet faded away, leaving the uncomfortable hum that closed around Kira and her growing sense of abandonment.

      “Bullshit,” she muttered, suddenly angry—but also worried. There was something happening behind those eyes of his, but he was too damned good at hiding.

      Now, more than ever, she needed to talk to Thorn. She had to tell him what she’d come to tell him. But time was no friend of hers, and patience was something she’d run out of. Her greatest fear was the navy getting in their way and eating up the time they had with bullshit that would stop them from coming to a resolution about their past. And their future.

      There was a simple way to deal with that. Kira walked back to the main corridor, but instead of heading back to the airlock, she turned the other way and started deeper into the ship, before that Marine and his icy gaze came looking for her.
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        * * *

      

      “Help me understand, Lieutenant,” Captain Tanner said. “You want to spend your leave aboard the Hecate.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Just to be clear, we are not a cruise ship. We don’t carry passengers.”

      Kira nodded. She’d forgotten how small the Captain’s planning room was; it jammed her uncomfortably close to Tanner, one of the few senior ON officers Kira genuinely respected. And, yes, that respect did lead to a touch of fear. Not of the man, but of letting him down, not meeting his expectations—

      Or asking him what amounted to nothing more or less than a major favor.

      “I understand that, sir. What I’m hoping I can work out is some sort of temporary posting, from the Stiletto to the Hecate.”

      Tanner steepled his fingers and leveled an intense look on Kira. “Far be it from me to balk at getting another trained and experienced officer aboard—an officer whose work I already know, and a Starcaster, at that. But I suspect Captain Densmore will have something to say about it.”

      “Yes, sir. I’m hoping that—” She stopped. She really was asking Tanner for a major favor, one he was under no obligation to even consider.

      “You’re hoping that I’ll contact her and work out a temporary assignment.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Why?” Tanner leaned back in his chair. “Why the sudden interest in being assigned to my ship?”

      Kira had been making it up as she went along, so she didn’t bother trying to formulate some careful response, and just said what came to her.

      “I need to spend some time with Lieutenant Stellers, sir. I’m worried about him, and well beyond the usual concerns because of his, ah—”

      “Tendency to stay silent, avoid conflict, and move like a wraith unless you pin him down and ask him direct questions?” Tanner offered, thorough and accurate to a fault.

      “Exactly, sir.”

      “Sounds like you want me to abet fraternization, Lieutenant. If you two are that desperate for each other’s company, why not just coordinate your respective leaves?”

      “Sir, this isn’t about fraternization. It’s—” Kira struggled for the right words. “It’s about Thorn—Lieutenant Stellers. He’s closed in on himself. I’ve tried talking to him via Joining, and he refuses. Just now, when I saw him down at the airlock, he didn’t seize the opportunity, so to speak, and that’s a problem for all of us.”

      “All of us?”

      “Yes, sir. He’s more than a simple gun you point at squid, and I think we both know it. This isn’t like having just anyone start suffering from burnout, or whatever’s happening to him. He’s a Starcaster—and a powerful one. Probably the most powerful around, at least right now. Maybe ever. That’s no ordinary weapon. That’s someone who can turn the war, and he can’t do it without being clear with me, not as a fellow officer, but as what—as who—we are, to each other. I know you have reservations about magic in general, sir—hell, I do, and I’m a Joiner. What I’m asking for is the chance to bring him back from this drift. From this place where he might lose his edge at the worst possible time, and all because I didn’t do everything I could to tell him the truth. About me. About his family. And maybe most of all, about the future.”

      Tanner leaned back, his diamond gaze focused on Kira. She knew the man, had worked for him, and respected him immensely. She wanted to go on speaking, to give Tanner the entire picture, but couldn’t. Not before she’d finally had a chance to talk—really talk—to Thorn, anyway.

      The penetrating silence went on. Kira started to deflate. Tanner was going to order her off his ship, tell her to start behaving like an ON officer and not some love-sick schoolgirl, because that’s what she was sure he thought this was about. Kira missed Thorn, desperately needed to talk to him, to be with him—

      Which suddenly seemed so pathetic, even if it was just an outward appearance, that she opened her mouth to withdraw the request, then just be on her way.

      But Tanner spoke first. “I’m going to approve your request, Wixcombe. I’ll contact Captain Densmore and work out the details. She owes me a favor or two, so I’ll call at least one of them in.” He leaned forward. “Temporary assignment, Wixcombe, not permanent. We’ll call it a cross-posting, come up with some operational reason for it to keep Fleet’s personnel branch happy.”

      Kira blinked. “Oh. I—” She shook her head. “Thank you, sir.”

      “Will there be anything else, Lieutenant?”

      “No, sir,” Kira said, then stopped herself. “Actually, yes, sir, there is. Why did you change your mind?”

      “Don’t normally explain my decisions to subordinates, Wixcombe, unless I think there’s good reason for it.”

      “I understand, sir. But you were going to say no, and then you said yes. All due respect, sir, but I worked for you long enough to know that you don’t do things on a whim. And I know I’m being presumptuous as hell, here—”

      “Lieutenant Stellers is an integral member of my crew,” Tanner cut in. “In many ways, he’s the reason the Hecate has the combat record she does. That’s because he’s a powerful Starcaster, just like you said.” Tanner leaned back again and sighed. “Honestly, I hate it. I hate that magic has become such a fundamental part of how we wage war. Magic is almost impossible to understand. It’s a huge factor in our ops planning, even though not all that long ago it didn’t exist outside of fairy tales. The rules around how it works aren’t clear, and seem to change. War was already a damned messy affair before magic came along, and now it’s a whole lot messier because of it.”

      “Sir, the Nyctus—”

      “Are the reason for it, I know. They use magic, and they’ll kick our asses with it if we don’t out-magic them right back. I get that. I hate it, but I get it, so I just get on with the job.” Tanner rubbed at the bridge of his nose with two fingers, then sighed. “All this is to say, Wixcombe, that while magic is here, and here to stay, it has made my life a whole lot more difficult. I absolutely rely on Stellers to be my expert on the subject, and to do all the magical things he does to help us win battles. But I agree with you—there’s something wrong with him.”

      “Sir, if you don’t mind me asking—what makes you say that? What have you seen?”

      “Nothing overt. Stellers is continuing to do his job competently and well. But . . . it’s there. You don’t get to command a ship without learning a few things about people along the way. Stellers is starting to show some cracks. Hairline cracks, barely noticeable, but cracks nonetheless. Now, again, I need Stellers, and I need him whole and intact. I can’t use any crew member who can’t do their job, and that’s doubly true for my Starcaster. If he finally cracks and falls apart, though, not only am I left without a Starcaster, I may be left without a ship. Having someone who can move asteroids suddenly lose it—” He left the thought on a shrug. “Anyway, now that you’ve told me about your concerns regarding Stellers, I’m even more worried. So I need you to help me with him, Lieutenant. I need to know if he’s good to carry on, or if I need to find a new Starcaster for the Hecate.”

      Kira’s eyes widened. “Wait—sir, are you asking me to spy on Thorn?”

      “I’m asking you to do your job as a ON officer, who puts the welfare of the Fleet and the state ahead of all personal considerations. You know Stellers better than anyone, I’d venture, and you’re also a Starcaster yourself. That makes you the best candidate to do this. In some sense, you’re the only candidate for the job. You knew him when he was Thorn, and that matters to someone who’s endured that kind of trauma. You were there.” He cleared his throat once and looked away. “We’ve all been scarred by this war, Wixcombe, but the pain came earlier for some of us. As much as anyone can know Stellers, I think—no, that’s not true. I know you understand him, even if things are frosty right now.”

      “Frosty? Sir, I—”

      He held up a calming hand. “It’s my job to read people. You use minds. I use information and what I can see.” Tanner leveled that keen gaze on her again, then his eyes softened, but only slightly. “I’d point out, Wixcombe, that you came to me, asking for temporary assignment to the Hecate so you can spend time with Stellers. I’m granting your request, but under my terms. If you can’t do that, Lieutenant, then the airlock is that way,” he finished, pointing down to his right.

      “Sir, aren’t you concerned about my objectivity in all this?”

      “Should I be? Are you telling me that you, an ON officer, would be unable to put the mission first?”

      Kira took a slow breath, suddenly remembering a conversation she’d had with one of the instructors at Code Nebula when she returned there for upgrade training.

      . . . we can’t compromise what truly matters—the mission, the instructor, a Lieutenant-Commander named Fielder, had said. Whatever mission we’ve been given, it takes absolute priority over everything else. The mission is the only thing that matters. The outcome of a battle, a campaign—hell, of the entire war might hinge on the mission you’re given. Do you understand that, Wixcombe?

      She’d respected Fielder, just as she respected Tanner. And both had the same message—the mission has to come first.

      “No, sir. If I have any concerns about Lieutenant Stellers, I’ll share them with you,” Kira finally said.

      “Good. Find out what’s going on in his head, Wixcombe. He’s holding something back.” He pinned her with a commanding stare, and Kira, for all her talent, felt young in that moment. “Just like you are. So if those things are related somehow, Lieutenant, I’m trusting you to reconcile them.”

      The gleam of knowing in Tanner’s eyes stuck with Kira long after she’d saluted him and left the Hecate to retrieve her kit. She’d have thought he might have some latent ability for Joining, but not everything came back to magic. No, Tanner was really just that sharp, and he’d admitted as much to her, but she was so wrapped up in her own issues, she’d let it slide by.

      Won’t do that again, she thought.

      After all, he’d just taken a poorly conceived, almost desperate plea from Kira to come aboard the Hecate, turned it into a crucial assignment, and now expected her to do the right thing in carrying it out. Tanner was a genius among officers, and she was learning to trust him through sheer force of his being insightful—and correct.

      Duty came before all else. Even pain.

      Which reminded her, as she passed through the airlock, past the hard scowl of the Marine she’d managed to bypass, of something her father had once told her, while she was still a teenager. You could tell what the right thing to do is, her father had said, because it’s almost always whatever sucks the most.
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      Once more, Thorn squeezed into Tanner’s planning room aboard the Hecate. The ship was a day out from Code Gauntlet, in company with her sister ship, the Circe, escorting a pair of fuel tenders to a replenishment point a few light-years into the no-man’s land separating human and Nyctus space, popularly known as the Zone.

      It wasn’t particularly sexy work for a warship, but it was essential; all ships required helium-3 to fuel their fusion reactors, so the forward replenishment points, or FRPs, were an important factor in maintaining an ON presence in the Zone. It saved having to withdraw forces all the way back to the various bases for immediate resupply of critical combat supplies. There would likely have been one or two arsenal ships in company as well—specialized freighters loaded with expendable munitions, such as missiles and mines-- except no one was doing any shooting, so there were no munitions that needed topping up.

      Assignment to one mission didn’t preclude being involved in others, though, as Thorn knew they were about to find out. Tanner had called him in response to some urgent transmission from Fleet. He arrived in Tanner’s planning room to find the XO and the Tactical Officer already there.

      “Sir, reporting as ordered,” he said, saluting Tanner. “I—”

      He stopped as the door opened again and Kira entered.

      “Sir,” she said, saluting. Thorn caught a quick, sidelong glance directed his way. He carefully ignored it.

      That Kira had been able to wrangle an assignment aboard the Hecate—even a temporary one—gave Thorn pause and made him confront some of his simmering confusion about the gulf between them. It could easily make him suspect Tanner and Densmore of collaborating on it, but they were consummate professionals, and he didn’t think his connection to Kira took precedence over the fighting readiness of an entire ship.

      “She’s on a special assignment,” Tanner said, seeing the suspicion on Thorn’s face. “Is there a problem, Stellers?”

      “There’s—” Thorn started, then shook his head. “No, sir, no problem. It was just . . . a surprise.”

      “You’re the ones who convinced the powers that be to assign her to Captain Densmore’s command. And you don’t work around Alys Densmore for long before you’re involved in some scheme or other. It’s in her nature,” Tanner said, then leaned back in his chair, face inscrutable. “I’d suggest you make peace with Wixcombe.”

      “We’re not at war, sir.”

      Tanner smiled, and it was the face of a man who knew combat and relationships were neighbors at times. “Of course not. Dismissed. For now.”

      “Yes, sir,” Thorn said, weighing Tanner’s words. He slipped from the cabin, while around him, the business of war went on, regardless of the disconnect he felt with Kira. It wasn’t easy dodging someone aboard a warship to begin with, and the Hecate wasn’t exactly a battleship. It made his life more difficult, at a time that difficulty was inconvenient.

      And that meant that avoiding Kira wasn’t going to happen, and Thorn knew that just then, the gears of fate were nudging him in the right direction. There had been a gap, like two ships in a dock, their own inertia either pulling them apart, or pushing them together for an inevitable collision.

      He was connected to Kira in ways the ON could never understand. He was also, in his own way, fearful of her. She alone understood what made him. Where he’d been.

      How he had been forged in the ashes of a disaster, his ability awakened by a blood price so horrific that for years, Thorn suspected he would never be able to relate to another human, at least not in any normal sense. From orphan to sullen field worker—

      —to Starcaster. And now, a shaper of the rules that made ships fly on thought, and war possible with pure will. He was a dangerous, uncertain thing in a galaxy made of known quantities, and for that and many other reasons, Thorn had pushed Kira away.

      I fear myself. Thorn felt his mouth twist in disgust. He shook his head, looked to Kira, and reached his decision. Problems are only hard up until the point of decision. After that, they’re easy. He did the one thing he could to begin building a bridge back to her. He smiled, and it was sad, honest, and hopeful, and Kira understood. Whatever had gone on before the Vision, Thorn would erase it. And it started right in that moment, with a simple look.

      “Alright,” Tanner said, breaking Thorn’s epiphany. “I’ve got Commander Ephraim from Fleet Intel on the line. He has something he wants to discuss with us—and, more specifically, with you, Lieutenant Stellers.”

      Thorn stared. “Fleet intel, sir?”

      Tanner tapped a control. The viewscreen mounted on the bulkhead behind his desk lit up with the image of a lean, surprisingly weather-beaten man with a patchy beard, sitting against a neutral background. “I’ll let Commander Ephraim explain.”

      Thorn noticed that an icon hovered in the bottom-right corner of the screen, indicating that the transmission was encrypted. And it wasn’t just standard encryption, used for all routine military traffic; this was high-level, weapons-grade encryption, the kind only used for things most secret or sensitive.

      “Alright, people,” Ephraim said, “We’ve come into possession of some intel that we need to follow up. Are any of you familiar with the name Pool of Stars?”

      Thorn shook his head, as did Kira and the Tac O, a serious man named Osborne who kept his red hair shaved almost to his skull. Raynaud, however, nodded with the sage air of a naval historian.

      “She was the first Alcubierre-capable ship humanity ever developed,” she said. “As I recall, she successfully managed some short trans-light journeys during her trials, but the first time she was deployed on a long flight, she disappeared.”

      “Correct,” Ephraim replied. “She was launched almost two hundred and five years ago, now. She’d been equipped with the very first operational Alcubierre drive, and as your XO says, was involved in flight trials when she vanished. Engineers at the time knew there were potential problems with the Alcubierre drive in its first iteration and were investigating solutions when they lost the ship.”

      “Wave cascade,” Tanner said.

      “That’s right,” Ephraim replied. “So, when—”

      “I’m sorry, sir,” Thorn cut in. “But—not an engineer here. What’s wave cascade?”

      “Early Alcubierre drives had a tendency to run away, potentially sending ships further—and much faster—than was ever intended,” Tanner said. “We’ve got governor systems on modern drives that prevent that—in extreme cases, an automatic cutoff will collapse the Alcubierre wave and return the ship to normal space. The loss of the Pool of Stars was a major impetus to solve the problem.”

      “So she was destroyed?” Kira asked.

      “That’s been the assumption all along,” Ephraim replied. “We didn’t know for sure, because an uncontrolled wave cascade could very well have sent her so far out that any distress messages from her still wouldn’t have made it back to human space.”

      “They had a trans-light drive, but no way of communicating faster than light speed?” Osborne said. “Ballsy.”

      “I’ll say,” Raynaud said. “Imagine being about to activate that drive, to travel even a single light-year, and knowing that if something goes wrong, it’s going to be a minimum of one year before anyone else even knows about it.”

      “The sort of people who willingly do that are a special breed for sure,” Tanner said. “But I doubt that you’ve called us up just to discuss the history of spaceflight, Commander.”

      “Indeed. Like I said, it had been assumed that the Pool of Stars had been lost, and likely destroyed. Well, the lost part is certain, but the destroyed part, not so much.”

      “She’s been found?” Thorn asked. If so, that would be an amazing discovery, he knew, even if he wasn’t a subject matter expert in spaceflight. The very first Alcubierre-capable human ship—

      Ephraim shook his head. “No, we haven’t found her. But, about two weeks ago, the frigate Spectre was doing a forward patrol in the Zone. She’d traversed all the way across and actually poked her toes into Nyctus space. While she was doing that, she detected a weak radio transmission, one that clearly didn’t have a natural origin. She was able to clean it up enough to tell it was a human source—but one either deep inside, or even beyond Nyctus space.”

      “It was from the Pool of Stars?” Thorn asked. “What did it say?”

      Ephraim shrugged. “Not much. It was an automated distress beacon.” He curled his lip; as he did, Thorn realized that what he’d thought was leathery skin from long exposure to the elements was actually scarring. At some point, Ephraim had been seriously burned. It wasn’t unusual for personnel injured in the line of duty to be assigned to staff jobs in headquarters, if they could still produce but were no longer suited for frontline deployments. It was a stark reminder that the effects of the war propagated far beyond the simple duality of just life and death.

      “What’s the point of a distress beacon on a trans-light ship that doesn’t have trans-light comms?” Osborne asked.

      “It’s called being hopeful, Tac O,” Tanner said. “The alternative is to have no beacon and just give up hope altogether.”

      Osborne nodded in the silence that followed, letting the enormity of such danger settle over them all.

      “Anyway,” Ephraim went on. “This tells us that the Pool of Stars was still intact when she returned to normal space—or at least intact enough to transmit this message. It means she may very well have survived and might even still be out there.”

      “All due respect, Commander,” Kira said, “but, so what? Even if she is still out there, in one piece, that makes her—what, a historical curiosity? Why is Fleet intel involved?”

      “Because, Lieutenant,” Ephraim replied. “As I said, the Pool of Stars seems to have entered, and perhaps passed through, Nyctus space. We’re speculating that it was encountering her that alerted the Nyctus to the existence of humans in the first place. More importantly, we’ve been wondering how the Nyctus were able to so quickly co-opt humans and turn them into Skins. Either they’re really fast studies—which, yes, is a possibility—or—”

      “Or they’ve had time to study us,” Thorn said. “And by us, I mean the crew of the Pool of Stars.”

      “But they’d all have been dead for years!” Osborne said. “They’d be studying nothing but corpses, or what’s left of them.”

      “That’s where all of this gets both interesting and a little tough to understand without an advanced degree in space-time mechanics,” Ephraim said, raising a data slate and reading from it. “Wave cascade can result in significant displacement in all four standard dimensions, from the perspective of an outside observer. From the perspective of an observer located inside the runaway Alcubierre bubble, there is no such displacement. The lack of displacement in the three spatial dimensions is both implicit in, and fundamental to, modern Alcubierre drive technology, but—”

      Ephraim stopped, scowled, and tossed the data slate back onto his desk. “To hell with that. Bottom line is that from our perspective, the Pool of Stars vanished two centuries ago because of a wave cascade. But from the perspective of her crew, it’s quite possible the wave cascade means that no time passed for them at all. So, if they only emerged from the wave cascade, say, two years ago—”

      “Then, as far as they’re concerned, only two years have passed since they left the year 2096,” Kira said, her voice soft with wonder.

      “Indeed,” Ephraim replied. “Which means they may still be alive.”

      “Which means they might be prisoners of the Nyctus,” Raynaud added. As soon as she said it, Thorn felt a sudden tension in Kira’s demeanor.

      “And that brings us back to the serious matter of the so-called Skins,” Ephraim went on. “The Nyctus have somehow very quickly figured out how to co-opt humans so thoroughly that we’re not even sure if the Skins know that they’re Skins. Our scientific intel arm has been working with the Starcaster Corps to come up with possible explanations—and, so far, they haven’t. None of them believe that it would be possible for the Nyctus to do this if they haven’t had time to study and experiment on humans for longer than the war’s been going on.”

      “But we don’t know that’s the case,” Tanner said. “You’re surmising that, but, like you said, you don’t know it.”

      “We don’t, no,” Ephraim conceded. “It’s all really conjecture, based on what we know about the Nyctus—which admittedly isn’t all that much.”

      “Sir,” Kira said. “There is another possibility. I—” She stopped and took a breath. “I was taken captive by the Nyctus, along with three other humans.”

      “We’re well aware of that, Lieutenant,” Ephraim replied.

      “Well, then doesn’t that offer a simpler answer? That it was . . . it was us that the Nyctus studied? That they figured out how to control humans through us?”

      Thorn felt the sudden, desolate guilt and sadness radiating from Kira. It only lasted an instant before her innate mental shields slammed into place, but it was very much there.

      “They did manage to control the fellow who carried the bomb aboard the Hecate,” Raynaud said. “I . . . I don’t remember his name—”

      “Gillis,” Kira said. “His name was Gillis.”

      Raynaud nodded and offered Kira an apologetic look. “Right. Gillis. Maybe that was an early attempt at a Skin.”

      Kira offered a bleak nod back. “That’s what I mean.”

      “Honestly, Lieutenant Wixcombe,” Ephraim said, “we’ve considered that. Considered it, and rejected it. You and your colleagues were all Starcasters. None of the Skins we’ve detected are. Moreover, the Starcaster Corps itself tells us that it’s unlikely the squids could establish lasting control over a Starcaster, because of—well, magic.” He waved a hand. “Look who I’m telling here.”

      Kira just nodded again, but Thorn didn’t need Joining to tell she wasn’t convinced. He resolved to move their quiet discussion up in time, but a more pressing question hovered in the planning room now.

      “Sir, where are you going with all of this?” Thorn asked Ephraim. “You specifically asked me to attend this meeting, so I assume you have some sort of plan that involves me? Or, at the least, some aspect of my ability?”

      Ephraim nodded. “Fleet wants to find the Pool of Stars, if she’s still out there and intact. If she’s fallen into Nyctus hands, they want to know that. And if they have her crew, and any of them are still alive, they want to know that, too. Ultimately, they’re hoping this will provide some answers regarding how the Nyctus are turning humans into Skins.”

      “At the risk of sounding kind of callous,” Tanner put in, “why not just take one of the Skins into custody and study one in the flesh? We’ve done far worse. It is, after all, war.”

      Thorn glanced at Tanner. He was right; it did sound callous. Since they didn’t understand the Skins, they had no idea how human they really remained. Studying one might be tantamount to killing it.

      But he got it. This was war, and war was a callous thing.

      “We’ve identified five Skins now, and we are doing our best to screen for more without unduly alerting anyone. Fortunately, in war time, people are willing to put up with all sorts of scrutiny, including some egregious violations of their privacy, in the name of security. So we’ve built some extra vetting procedures into our standard security screening.” He waved helplessly in the face of this breach of trust. “Until then, Fleet has decided to just keep the Skins we know about under observation. We’ve manipulated regular personnel movements to move them into areas where they don’t have access to critical systems or data—or, if they do, it’s data we want them to see.”

      “That is one hell of a risky game,” Raynaud said, shaking her head. “Wouldn’t we usually just round spies up?”

      “Eventually, we will,” Ephraim replied.

      Thorn leaned in. “Again, sir, this is all really interesting, but—”

      “But I said we want to find the Pool of Stars, or at least learn what happened to her,” Ephraim said. “That’s going to be your job, Lieutenant Stellers. You’ll continue using the Hecate as your base of operations. Captain Tanner will be sent full orders shortly. Effective immediately, this will be the priority mission for you, and for the Hecate. We’re also going to send some missions specialists to work with you. The frigate Mystic will be departing shortly with them aboard and will rendezvous with you to transfer them over.”

      Thorn felt himself agreeing, but the enormity of the task suddenly loomed over him, like a massive wave about to break. The idea forming before Thorn meant taking the Hecate deep into Nyctus space, and possibly even into regions unknown—all to find an ancient ship that may or may not have been destroyed two hundred years ago.

      For good measure, the ship might be in control of vicious squid who were masters at twisting humans into unwitting spies.

      Thorn took a calming breath, feeling the inner reserves of magic rippling in anticipation of future use. Being hit by a breaking wave was fine, as long as you were able to come up for air and keep swimming afterward. Otherwise, you drowned.

      “Understood, sir,” was all Thorn finally said. He felt Kira looking at him but kept his gaze fixed doggedly on the screen—

      Which switched from Ephraim’s image to that of a ship.

      “This is the Pool of Stars. She was a big deal back in her day,” Ephraim voiced over the image. “So there’s a lot of imagery and video of her. We’ll be sending along a complete package—plans, schematics, details of her crew, everything we can dig up.”

      Thorn stared at the image, a series of boxy modules held together by an open latticework of girders. Conduits snaked across every exposed surface; a small forest of antennae protruded from points all over her awkward shape. The Pool of Stars looked more like a half-constructed building than anything recognizable as a ship.

      “Holy shit,” Osborne said. “Hard to believe anyone would be willing to fly in that thing.”

      “They put an Alcubierre drive on that?” Raynaud asked, then glanced at Osborne. “To use your word, Lieutenant, that was damned ballsy.”

      “She was cutting edge tech in her day,” Tanner replied. “I’m sure that her crew would look back at the ships that carried the very first humans into space and say the same thing about them.”

      Thorn leaned in closer to the image. Something had caught his eye. “Can we zoom in on her bow,” he asked, pointing to a blurred area. “There’s something there.”

      His voice activated the zoom function, causing the image to expand and focus on the prow of the ship. That meant the largest and forward-most of the chunky modules, which Thorn assumed contained the bridge and crew hab.

      “There,” Thorn said. “That, right there. Some sort of marking or insignia. What is that?”

      He pointed at a cartoony painting on the side of the module of a virginal woman in white, sitting primly sidesaddle on a donkey. Beneath her chastely crossed ankles the words Una’s Ass were written in a flowing, cursive script.

      “It’s your lucky day, Lieutenant,” Ephraim said. “You’ve got a guy briefing you who can actually answer that question. I’ve long had a passion for ancient military tech, and especially for the air-breathing flying machines of the Twentieth Century. That, my friend, is nose art. Crews painted nose art on their machines for a whole bunch of different reasons, everything from personalizing their particular craft, to offering very visible, and often pretty rude defiance to their enemies. Mostly, though, they did it for luck, believing that it would give their machine a personality, one that would fight right alongside them. Early ON ships used to do it, too, honoring traditions from those ancient wars.” He smiled. “This is a pretty tame example, frankly. Some of it was quite, um, raunchy.”

      “They did it for luck?” Thorn asked.

      Kira was the one who answered, her gaze on Thorn.

      “Doesn’t look like it worked.”
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      They waited for the Mystic to arrange a rendezvous with the Hecate and transfer whatever mission specialists were coming to work with Thorn, and Tanner decided to use his newfound freedom once they were done escorting the fuel tenders. He had the navigation officer use the frigate Specter’s data to determine where they could intercept the ancient distress call; the Pool of Stars was a mystery, but not without some known data points from which the crew could work backward.

      It wasn’t much of a navigational problem; since they knew the exact rate at which the message was traveling—the speed of light—and when and where the Specter had encountered it, working out an intercept point wasn’t tough. The tough part was the fact their destination was a point almost three quarters of the way across the Zone, alarmingly close to Nyctus space.

      “We could wait a few years,” Raynaud offered, “and give the signal time to reach safer space.”

      Tanner gave her a look, but she just smiled and shrugged in response. But it nudged discussion in the direction of what was becoming an increasingly evident elephant in the room.

      The Nyctus were gone.

      “Okay, of course they’re not gone,” Tanner said.  “Intel is still detecting activity over there, so the squids are somewhere on their side of the Zone. Since their attack on Nebo, there’s been virtually no evidence of Nyctus activity any closer to ON space.”

      “Maybe we hurt them a lot more than we thought in that last fleet clash,” Osborne suggested. “Maybe they’re off licking their wounds somewhere.”

      Thorn narrowed his eyes at the star chart depicted on the main view screen on the Hecate’s bridge. They’d found absolutely no evidence that anyone aboard the ship was a Skin, so Tanner felt more comfortable moving tactical discussions out of his cramped planning room and onto the more spacious bridge.

      Thorn crossed his arms. “I don’t think so,” he said, thinking of the battle Osborne was alluding to. It had been a trap set by the Nyctus, an ambush intended to catch and destroy most of the ON fleet. Arriving at the last moment, the Hecate and Mol’s Gyrfalcon had carried Thorn and Kira respectively to where they’d been able to disrupt an entire Nyctus flank with magic, forcing their withdrawal from the battle. “I was there. We drove the squids off, but we didn’t rout them. All we really did was stop them from destroying our fleet.”

      “So what the hell are they up to over there?” Raynaud asked.

      Tanner gave his head a slow shake. “That’s the question of the day, now, isn’t it?”
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      Thorn shook his head at the Rating sitting across the mess table from him. “No, I don’t think the Nyctus have all died, crewman,” he said, resisting the urge to roll his eyes.

      “You sure, sir? You can . . . you know, tell stuff like that, using your magical powers, right? I heard that the Nyctus all died off.”

      “To a plague,” another Rating said.

      “Actually, I heard it was a bio-weapon, one we developed. And now the brass are worried it might backfire and infect us, too.”

      “Okay, hold on a second,” Thorn said, raising a hand and his voice. “These are rumors, people, and not very good ones.”

      “You know what they say, sir,” an Engineering Petty Officer put in. “If you haven’t heard a rumor by end of shift, start one.”

      This time, Thorn did roll his eyes. “If only everyone waited that long.”

      Thorn studied the mess, now a far different space than when he’d come aboard. The officers normally ate in their own, but Tanner had, some months ago, repurposed the officers’ mess for storage—anything that could be removed from the magazines, that wasn’t actually a weapon, was now stored in there, meaning the magazines could squeeze in more munitions.

      The move had been accompanied by the usual muttered grumbles and cursing. The officers weren’t especially happy to mess-in with the crew, but it went the other way, too. Having the officers around forced a tense formality among the Ratings and Petty Officers that was only just starting to abate. To help, the officers normally sat at separate tables, but Tanner had stood down all but critical crew functions for a day to give the Hecate’s people a break before they launched into the far-flung reaches of the Zone.

      So here Thorn was, jammed in with a table full of enlisted personnel who seemed to think this was the perfect time to float every outlandish theory about the Nyctus for his review.

      “Rumors are just that—rumors,” Thorn said. “What we know is that the squids have gone quiet. But they’re still out there, hunkered down in their own space. We’re not sure why. And we assume that they’ll eventually be back. That’s it, that’s all, people. Unless Captain Tanner says anything different, any stories you hear are just unfounded rumors, got it?”

      The Ratings all nodded and muttered, “Yes, sir.” The Petty Officer just grinned.

      “There you go, sir. You’ve finally put an end to rumors in the Orbital Navy. Who’d have thought it would be so easy?” His grin fell, replaced by a look of cherubic innocence that was, no doubt, utter bullshit. “Kinda makes you wonder why no one thought of it before.”

      Thorn glared at the Petty Officer. “I mean this with the deepest affection and respect, Petty Officer, so don’t take it any other way.” He smiled. “Screw you.”

      The Petty Officer laughed.

      After dinner, Thorn started back to his quarters. He technically had the same day off everyone else did, but he didn’t intend to use it for leisure. The voluminous orders transmitted from Fleet were a maddening combination of intricate detail and broad, unanswered questions. He needed time to read and digest them.

      Thorn drew to a stop rounding the corner, nearly colliding with—

      Kira.

      “Hey,” she said. They were inches apart, the frost thawing with each passing second. That was good.

      “Kira. Hey.”

      “Isn’t this the part where you explain how you’re too busy to talk and run away?”

      Thorn started to bristle—but then, he didn’t. Because she was right, and his views had changed since his decision. She just didn’t know it yet.

      So he smiled. “Yeah, I deserve that. But so do you. Before the Vision—”

      “Thorn, we need to talk. But not here, in a—”

      They both paused and moved aside as a Rating pushed past them, muttering, “Excuse me, sir, ma’am.”

      “In a random corridor,” Kira went on. “I’ve got a meeting with the XO that I’m going to be late for in about one minute.”

      “Yeah, I have to dig into those orders I got,” Thorn replied. “Seems like it’s a day off for everyone else.”

      “Not off,” Kira corrected him. “Low ops.”

      “Right. Low ops. Not for the officers, though.”

      “That’s why we get paid the big bucks.”

      He smiled. “Really? When does that start?”

      “Twenty-hundred, Thorn. I’d say in your quarters or mine, but I don’t think Tanner would be impressed. Anyway, I’ll find a quiet spot.” She met Thorn’s eyes directly. “Please be there, Thorn.”

      He sighed, then smiled again, and this time, she saw it reach his eyes. “I will.”

      She nodded, then pushed around him, heading for her meeting. Thorn carried on to his own quarters, and the intentionally vague orders that awaited.
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      Thorn had to stop and turn around. He needed to see Tanner, to discuss and clarify particular points of Fleet’s orders, but the conversation he’d overheard, drifting out of a machinery compartment, was something he couldn’t ignore.

      “Did I just hear what I think I heard?” he asked, stepping into the compartment. Two Ratings, a Senior and a Junior, were kneeling among a disassembled water reclamator, doing some maintenance or repairs. Thorn was starting to wonder just how much of the crew was actually getting time off during this day of low ops. As soon as he entered, they both jumped to their feet, got to attention, and saluted.

      “At ease,” he said. “Now then, maybe you guys can tell me this theory of yours—the one you were just talking about.”

      “It was nothing, sir,” the Senior Rating replied. “Just—”

      “A joke,” her colleague put in. “It was just a joke, sir.”

      “Really? Well, tell me. I love a good joke.”

      The Senior rating turned red. “Sir, we’re sorry—”

      “I’m waiting to laugh, Rating. There’s nothing like unbound hilarity to make my day, truly.”

      The woman sighed. “I heard someone say that . . . there’s a truce. The ON and the squids—it's like a cease-fire. And there are negotiations going on.”

      The Junior Rating snickered. “Negotiations.”

      The Senior Rating glared at him. “Yeah. Negotiations. Of a . . . a particular type.”

      “That being?” Thorn asked.

      “That—well, you know, sir. The squids . . . tentacles—”

      The Junior Rating snickered again.

      Thorn balled his fists, staring up at the ceiling. “Give me strength that I can ignore squid-humping rumors.”

      He turned, fighting to school his features into a hardened mask, then turned back and lifted a finger.

      And burst out laughing anyway.

      “Okay, that’s . .  gross. Imaginative, but—holy shit. Gross.” He shook his head at the two Ratings, who were both grinning. “Let’s put that one to bed, shall we?”

      The Junior Rating snorted, desperately trying to hold in a laugh.

      “Okay, bad choice of words. Let’s just let this rumor die.”

      The Senior Rating nodded. “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

      Thorn received their salutes, then hurried away to find somewhere he could finally stop and laugh.

      But the laughter quickly faded. As ridiculous as some of the rumors were, they all underscored a basic truth—the Nyctus had apparently pulled back from the Zone and gone ominously silent, and no one knew why. The rumors were just nervous people attempting to fill in the lack of knowledge with something.

      The fact was, Thorn knew, whatever the squids were up to, it wasn’t going to be something silly, or even remotely amusing.
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      Thorn glanced at the time. Eighteen fifty. Just over an hour before he was supposed to meet with Kira. She’d suggested the Hecate’s gymnasium, a tiny compartment tucked away just ahead of engineering. It was the only space on the ship you could actually reserve and have any degree of privacy. Kira had managed to book it for twenty-hundred, which awkwardly left Thorn with enough time that he had to fill it with something, but not enough that he could actually start anything substantial.

      He thought about just heading back to his quarters but felt restless, on edge, like something important was about to happen. And, depending on whatever it was Kira wanted so badly to talk to him about—his pride, apparently, but Thorn knew it was going to be about more than just that—it might end up being something especially important.

      He’d actually aimed himself for his quarters when inspiration struck. He doubled back a short distance, then turned a side corridor and followed it to the only other space aboard the Hecate, besides the gym, that existed solely for the crew’s well-being: her so-called library.

      So-called because, while there were actually some physical books here, the main purpose of the place was to be a quiet space for study. At any given time, a good half-dozen of the Hecate’s crew were preparing for some sort of upgrade training. Courses were required to get certified on some systems, or to keep certifications up-to-date; successfully passing certain courses were also typical prerequisites for promotion. The library gave those people some relative peace and quiet, where they could work on preparing for upcoming courses.

      Since it could only comfortably fit three people—four, if they were especially close friends—the crew were supposed to book it ahead of time. Thorn actually expected to find it occupied, then head for his quarters anyway, but was pleasantly surprised to find the next booking for twenty-hundred. He told the computer to sign him in, then stepped into the cramped space and prepared to settle in—

      He stopped. Someone was already here, sitting at the table.

      Thorn smiled. “Mol?”

      She glanced up but said nothing, just smiling and waving. Thorn saw she had earbuds in.

      He leaned toward her. “Mol, what are you doing here?”

      She pulled out the earbuds. “Tell me what you think of this,” she said, tapping a control on the terminal she was using. A torrential rain of sound suddenly flooded the library, a cacophony of noise, like someone had thrown a throttled-up thruster pack into a trash reclamator. Someone who could have been male or female screamed along with the racket. Thorn knew how they felt; he suddenly wanted to scream, too.

      He shook his head and made a cutting motion across his throat. Mol touched the control again. The silence that thundered down in place of the discordant mess of sound rang with the rush of blood in Thorn’s ears.

      “What the hell was that?” he asked.

      “You can blame Trixie,” Mol replied. “For, um . . . what you just heard.”

      “Trixie? What, she’s turned on us and plans to use that ear-splitting racket as a weapon?” He feigned horror. “I’d rather face the squids, thanks.”

      “No, that’s”—Mol made air-quotes with her fingers—“music.”

      “It really isn’t.”

      “Yeah, it is. She discovered it a couple of weeks ago in some archive or another when I made that run to that new FOB—you know, Code Broadsword. I think one of the AI’s there is a bad influence.”

      “Again, Mol—not music.”

      “Actually, it dates from the late Twentieth Century. It’s called”—air quotes again— “punk.”

      “Punk.”

      “Punk rock, actually. Apparently, it was really popular.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      Mol shrugged. “Trixie’s programming is designed to allow her a degree of choice in how she develops her personality. According to the AI people, it actually improves her ability to do the rest of her job.”

      “And that was what she chose?” Thorn asked, pointing at the terminal. “That . . . punk rock?”

      “She says she’s going through a wild phase.”

      Thorn shook his head. “She’s a computer. Can’t she listen to all the punk rock, or anything else she wants, like . . . internally? Inside her computerized brain? It’s all just data, right?”

      “Oh, she does. But she wants to share her love for the music,” Mol said, curling her lip. “So, I’m trying to, if not actually get into it, at least be able to put up with it.” She grinned. “I’m up to almost five minutes, now.”

      “Well, you played about ten seconds for me, and that’s enough.” He glanced at one of the other two terminals. “I was going to do a little research, but if you want to use this place—”

      “No, I just popped in, found the place empty, thought I’d take advantage of it,” Mol said. “If I try it aboard the Gyrfalcon, then Trixie won’t leave me alone. And I’m in shared quarters, so there’s always some commotion going on there. Quiet like this gives me a chance to, you know, contemplate what I’m hearing.”

      “It sounds like an overloading reactor. What is there to contemplate?”

      “You’d be surprised. Punk seems to be all about anger at authority, raging against an impersonal uncaring system.”

      “You’re right. I’d be surprised.”

      Mol gathered her things and stood. “All I’m saying is, next flight aboard the Gyrfalcon, brace yourself—Trixie’s gonna want to share her new love of punk with you.”

      Thorn twitched. “Oh. Um. Well, I consider myself warned.” He smiled gratefully at Mol, who slapped his back and left, snickering at the inevitable discussion of musical styles and taste.

      Thorn was left in an uncomfortable limbo. He still had almost a full hour to kill before meeting Kira, so he sat at a terminal and had it search the ship’s archives for every reference to the Pool of Stars. He could have done this in his quarters, but he spent enough of his days jammed into them and appreciated having somewhere else he could be jammed into.

      The orders from Fleet had been accompanied by a background briefing on the Pool of Stars, but that had been more clinical, factual, all schematics and flight reports and log entries. Thorn wanted to learn something about the Pool of Stars not as a machine or a technical achievement, but as the place a group of people called home, at least for the durations of her various flights. He also wanted to know more about those people—who they were, where they came from, their backgrounds . . .

      The screen filled with references to the Pool of Stars. There were a lot of them, everything from mentions in esoteric scientific and engineering papers, to off-handed references in pop culture entertainment. Thorn skimmed through them, his focus rapidly zooming in on one, particular attribute of the Pool of Stars: her nose art.

      He found a single reference to it—a mention in a news article of the artist, a man named Carew, a power plant engineer who was apparently also an on-again, off-again member of her crew. It wasn’t clear if he’d been aboard for her last, seemingly final flight. In fact, a definitive crew list at the time of her loss was surprisingly hard to find. He ended up finding three, none of which were quite in agreement. As for the nose art itself, though, there wasn’t much recorded, aside from a single, high-res image.

      It offered no new insights into the artwork, just more detail. It was, Thorn thought, quite well done, albeit not perfect. But then the man named Carew had donned a vac suit and painted his artwork in zero-g, so imperfections were hardly surprising. In fact, considering the circumstances of its creation, it was damned good.

      Thorn stared at the art. There was something about this image that . . . that resonated with him. He wasn’t sure why. He’d never been a fan of pop art particularly, mostly because he’d been too busy surviving to develop a sense of whimsy. It was amusing, and a little racy, but there was something more to it than that.

      He finally gave up and cleared the terminal, with about ten minutes to go to his meeting with Kira. Sometimes, he thought, not thinking about something was the best way to get it to make sense. And with Kira only a few minutes away, she was the foremost thing in his mind.

      It was time to finish the bridge and reconnect with her. It was time to get rid of doubt, and what started with his decision would end with the truth.
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      Kira had booked the gym for nineteen-thirty, giving herself a half-hour to get in some workout time. She pounded away on the speed bag, ran a few sets on the resistance machine, and generally worked up a hard sweat. The tense dread she’d been feeling about finally confronting Thorn with the things she had to tell him had dissipated some by the time she was done, washed away by sweaty exertion and endorphins.

      Then Thorn strode into the gym, and it all came flooding back.

      Thorn gave her a thin smile. “I didn’t think we were actually coming here to, you know, workout. If I had, I would’ve worn my PT gear.”

      Kira shrugged. “That’s okay. I think I’ve done all I want to for now.”

      Thorn’s smile widened briefly, then faded. “Well, you wanted to see me. Here I am.”

      “Yes. Here you are.” She put her hands on her hips. “Which is amazing, actually. I’m surprised how hard it can be to track down someone on a ship the size of the Hecate.”

      “I’d say I was buried in work, but we know that’s not true.”

      “I—what?” Kira asked. His admission brought her up short. “You’ve been avoiding me. You were avoiding me before I got here. Why the . . . why the change in tone? It’s not unwelcome, just—"

      Kira saw Thorn tense up, but then it broke and his eyes softened. “I’m not sure why we let this happen, but I know my part has ended.”

      “Oh. Um. What was your part?”

      “The gap. The gulf. The distance. All of it.” Thorn let his shoulders fall in either admission or defeat—or maybe, it was hope. He took her hand, lightly, uncertainty vibrating in the grip. “We came from the same place, and I don’t know if we can ever truly escape it.”

      “Thorn, we’ve barely seen each other for three years. Three. Years.” Kira held his hand, but her instincts hummed with a desire to pull away. She was pissed. “I know we’re ’casters and at war and all—the usual things people go through.”

      His snort echoed off the walls. “After a life in the home, and surviving falling rocks.” He shook his head slowly. “We’ve both had shitty hands of cards. But not now, despite the war. We were never going to be close on a daily basis, the Navy will see to that.”

      “A happy officer is an officer in need of something more to do. Preferably at an inconvenient time.”

      “And ten light years away. With no coffee,” Thorn added, and they both laughed, soft but with relief.

      “Now that we understand the condition, what’s the cause? Other than me? This happened before the Vision, Thorn.”

      “And me?” Thorn sighed again, but his fingers tightened around hers. “We’re strangers, and it didn’t happen overnight.”

      “We aren’t.”

      He tensed again, turning away, but whirled to face her, his features heavy with the effort a man sifting memories—and finding stones. “That goes two ways, doesn’t it? Before the Vision, I remember trying to get hold of you over, oh, what was it, two years?” He sighed, long and slow—the sound of tired understanding. “Seems to me that you were always busy—with work, wasn’t it? Too busy trying to deal with Densmore to ever have more than a minute or two of conversation. Or you were buried in work assigned by Fleet. Or you were at, on your way to, or coming back from some temporary teaching assignment at Code Nebula. And when we did talk, it was all the most insubstantial bullshit. You’re a stranger to me, in some ways, even though I know it’s not our”—he searched for a word, found it—“it’s not our natural state because of how much we’ve gone through. Together.”

      “Thorn. We’ve both been terrible at doing this.” She looked up at the ceiling for a moment, then back down, easing out her own sigh. “How about we both accept that and start communicating properly now? Before things get too shitty and we start to forget? I don’t want to forget. Not now. Not in the middle of this war, and not ever.”

      Thorn said nothing, and the silence grew, fat and aggressive.

      Then he spoke, and it was a step. Small, but a step. “Alright. We’re not kids. This ends, or—go ahead. I’ll listen.”

      As soon as he said it, Kira’s thoughts swirled with things to say, and where to start. In a flash, it became clear. Not easy, but clear.

      “Thorn, you’ve got to be really careful about this ship, the Pool of Stars,” she said.

      Thorn just stared at her. “Okay, that is entirely not where I expected you to go with this. What do you mean? Why do I have to be careful? And why did you mention something about my pride when we talked in the corridor?”

      Kira tossed the sweaty towel in the used laundry bin. “It all goes back to the Vision,” she said, forcing herself to turn and face him, her eyes bright with care, and fear, and maybe, if she looked inside, a loss that couldn’t be washed away. A stain made of hurt. Now that the time had finally come for this conversation, she wanted to be just about anywhere else. She wasn’t even sure she could do it, but she tacked hard to buy time.

      “Tell me what you saw. We’ll get to . . . to ancient history in a minute,” Kira said.

      Thorn stared, but only for a second. “Alright. I know the difference between a dream and a vision. What I saw was neither. It was a visitation. A trip. I was on Nebo, with this little kid—a girl, and then the skies opened up.”

      “KEWs?”

      “Like you can’t believe. Like when we were kids. Just hammered the world and kept coming. Massive strikes, and the kid, she was able to check the storm.”

      “What? Storm?” Kira asked.

      “The pressure wave, and the debris, the fire—all of it. She was able to shift physical matter around us or at least her, since I’m not really sure I was present. What I know is that kid is a ’caster of such raw power she makes me look like a trainee. You understand? She could alter the atmosphere itself into a bubble. More radical than anything I’ve ever seen.”

      “More radical than, say, pulling a ship through space-time?” Kira asked slyly.

      Thorn grinned. “Fair enough. But more than anything I’ve seen planetside.”

      “What happened? After the KEWs? The fire?”

      “I ended up in the infirmary to be checked out. Turned out to be clean, but I kept on with being not right. This time, it was the Nyctus.”

      “You Joined? With squids?” She was aghast at the possibility, especially so soon after the Vision, which rang every ’caster like a bell.

      He shook his head. “Not like that. This was more like a dream, or a psychic echo. I saw the Nyctus emerge from inside our people. Like they were wearing costumes. Onboard a ship.”

      “Thorn, have you talked to any other Starcasters since then?” Kira asked.

      “No. Aside from our short stopover at Code Gauntlet, where you managed to get yourself assigned to the Hecate, we’ve been in the black ever since.”

      “Well, I’ve talked to a few. Every one of them describes the Vision exactly the same way. No one seems to misremember it, even down to the tiniest details.”

      “I read the summary report put out by the Fleet’s Master Starcaster,” he replied. “It was pretty clear about that. So?”

      “So, I remember things differently,” Kira replied.

      Thorn gave her a sharp look. “Differently how?”

      “The Vision I had was identical to yours, right up to the end. Something happened that was different from what every other Starcaster experienced, at least as far as I know. The . . . the little girl, she spoke to me.”

      Thorn’s eyes widened. “What? What did she say?”

      “The final explosion just—it just stopped. Everything just stopped. The girl turned right to me, and—”

      Kira had to stop for a moment. Her throat had clamped painfully tight, and tears brimmed in her eyes. She pressed on.

      “—and she turned to me, and she said, ‘They will try to find the Star Pool. It will be very dangerous. But the real danger is pride. Pride makes terrible things happen.’” She took a long, slow breath. “The last I saw of her, she’d mounted a horse and rode off, straight into the blast of that last KEW, the big one, the planet-killer.”

      Thorn kept staring. Kira could see his mind racing back and forth through her words, as though struggling to understand them. When he finally spoke, though, it was to focus on something Kira hadn’t even considered especially important.

      “A horse?”

      Kira frowned, then nodded. “Yes. A horse. I don’t think that’s—”

      “Are you sure it was a horse?”

      Kira shrugged and shook her head. “Yes, I’m sure. I remember it as clearly as the rest of the Vision, the same way every other Starcaster does.” She bit back a curse. “Her brain was so . . . so fried at the end. It was just her synapses firing . . . firing blanks.”

      Thorn yanked a data slate out of a belt pouch and started poking at it.

      “Thorn,” Kira said, then stopped again.

      It was time for the hard part. The hardest part, really. Ever.

      She summoned her breath and her courage. “Thorn—”

      He raised the data slate and turned it to her. Its screen held an image of a virginal girl, astride a donkey, the calligraphed words Una’s Ass—

      It took her a moment to place it. Right, it was the so-called nose art that had been emblazoned on the Pool of Stars.

      She looked at Thorn. “You think—what, these things are related?”

      “Well, star pool—Pool of Stars,” he replied.

      “You were assigned to find the Pool of Stars long after the Vision, though.”

      “You’re trying to make logical, real-world sense of a prophetic vision simultaneously sent by a little girl on a dying planet to Starcasters all over the League? Some of them a few dozen light-years away?”

      “Alright, so what do you think it means?”

      “Maybe nothing. But I think we really need to find this ship, the Pool of Stars, now.” He stared at the speed bag. “I’m going to need more info before I can do that, though. That nose art—I think it’s somehow the key. Shit, we’re magicians fighting a war against star-faring squid who happen to be psychic.” He waved his hands in disgust. “At this point, nothing tracks with who we used to be as a species. The old humanity is gone. What we are now can take something like symbols and visions seriously, because we operate outside the physical world.”

      “If that’s true, then why ignore something that sounds a heluva lot like a warning?” Kira asked. “What if the kid is telling you not to go looking for the ship? What if she knows something?”

      “The bigger question is, why did she send this message to you, instead of me?” Thorn cut his eyes at her, watching.

      “Because she didn’t know you were going to be tasked to find that ship.”

      “Neither did you. We need to figure out what makes you so special to this girl, compared to all the other Starcasters.”

      Kira took a deep breath. “Thorn—”

      “We’ll talk later, Kira,” Thorn said, his face closing off from her.

      “Thorn, wait. This isn’t everything.”

      “Later,” he called back over his shoulder. “I have to talk to Tanner, and then to Ephraim at Fleet Intel.” He stopped and gave her a grin—more like the man she’d known. “We will. It’s okay. Or, at least, it’s going to be.”

      She watched him pass through the door and vanish into the corridor. She could have gone after him; hell, she could have stopped him at any time, demanding his attention. But her voice caught in her throat and she just stood and did nothing.

      And she felt relief.

      She’d managed to avoid the second part of their conversation, and all she felt was relief. That made her either a coward, or unprepared, and Kira was neither. Not since the day she put on the uniform.

      “One step at a time,” Kira told herself, thankful that the ice had broken, or at minimum, cracked. She would shower, then eat, and then think, but in the end, she knew that the inevitable would be waiting. Just like the Nyctus.
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      Thorn waited as the Mystic’s shuttle clunked and bumped into place, latched to the Hecate’s docking port, and the airlock began to cycle. The frigate had finally caught up to them shortly before the destroyer started its journey to intercept the distress transmission from the Pool of Stars. Thorn had wanted to do that first, but Fleet insisted that the Hecate pick up the mission specialists assigned to the op first. It had left Tanner spending almost three days in a holding pattern, orbiting a binary pair of white-dwarf stars to save fuel.

      “Do you know these people?” Tanner asked Thorn. He glanced at a data slate. “Specialists Bridmante and—Justice.” He slipped the data slate back into his belt pouch. “Specialist Justice missed his calling. Name like that, he belongs in the JAG’s corps.”

      “I’ll bet he’s heard that before, sir,” Thorn agreed. “But no, sir, I don’t know them, except by name. Believe it or not, sir, Starcasters don’t all know one another.”

      “What the hell do I know, Stellers?” Tanner snapped. “You could tell me you Starcasters are all a hive mind, and I’d probably believe it.”

      “I can guarantee you, sir, there’s not another Starcaster out there I’d want to share a mind with.”

      A rare glimmer of mischief flickered across Tanner’s face. “Not even Lieutenant Wixcombe?”

      “Especially not her, sir.”

      Tanner actually grinned. “Been through two marriages, Stellers. I hear you.”

      “Between that and the extra bone in—”

      “Wait, what?” Tanner asked, stunned. “Extra bones? You have physical changes? Why wasn’t I—”

      Thorn’s sly grin caught Tanner unaware, and he snorted with laughter. “While my official position is to be a humorless martinet, that was . . . well played.”

      “It never happened, sir.”

      “Even better. Let’s greet our guests.”

      The airlock unsealed and began to open, and the good humor vanished from Tanner’s face like someone had thrown a switch. Two people emerged, stopping and saluting smartly. One of them, a formidable woman who seemed made entirely of planes and angles, spoke.

      “Sir, Specialists Bridmante and Justice reporting for duty aboard your fine ship. Request permission to come aboard.”

      While she rattled off the customary verbiage of someone coming aboard an ON ship for the first time, Thorn watched both her and her companion. They were both Starcasters, but both had also been trained in secondary duties, according to their files—Gela Bridmante in linguistics and cryptography; Justice, whose first name was D’Artegal, in xeno-engineering. Their secondary skills reflected the work they’d been doing since graduating from Code Nebula, neither having, according to their files, served as Starcaster aboard an ON ship.

      This was, Thorn knew, a serious point of contention in the Fleet. Some in Fleet Command thought that priority should be given to putting Starcasters in ships, many of which had none; others believed it was essential to reserve some Starcasters for high-level intel and staff work. Thorn’s sympathies tended to the former group, because a ship without a Starcaster was, in any confrontation with the Nyctus, much less capable than one with a Starcaster.

      Of course, Thorn had developed a healthy suspicion, bordering on contempt, of anyone who worked in the shadowy world of intel. That was, he knew, probably a result of his even deeper suspicions about Alys Densmore, who had come to symbolize the whole compartmentalized, distrustful, twilight realm inhabited by the spooks. It tended to spill over, though, coloring his view of anyone from that sinister place.

      Including these two.

      “Permission granted,” Tanner said, returning their salutes. “This is Lieutenant Thorn Stellers,” he went on, gesturing at Thorn. “He’s the leader of this particular op. You’ll be working for him. We, of the good ship Hecate, are just his ride.”

      Thorn turned to Tanner to object to that, but the Captain just turned away. As he did, though, Thorn caught a twinkle in Tanner’s eye. As he withdrew, leaving Thorn alone with the two new arrivals, it struck him how inordinately satisfying it was to have apparently earned Tanner’s trust and respect. He was, in almost every way, the exact opposite of Densmore— Tanner was honest, forthright, and had no patience for shady plots and schemes. Scheming was Densmore’s lifeblood.

      Thorn turned back to the two mission specialists. Both held the rank of Senior Petty Officers, which meant he outranked them. He didn’t want to let the formality of rank codify too much of his relationship with them, though. Not only was it not his style, but he also needed to learn as much as he could about these two, since he was going to be trusting them—well, a lot. Stiff adherence to the niceties of the chain of command created artificial barriers that were just going to get in the way.

      So Thorn stuck out his hand. “Thorn Stellers. Aboard the Hecate, it’s expected that you’ll call me sir, of course. But when we deploy away from the ship and face possible confrontation with the squids, it’s Thorn.”

      “Looks like you’ve worked with spec ops before—sir,” Bridmante said, shaking his hand. “All first names on ops and such.”

      Thorn just smiled.

      So did Bridmante. Thorn wasn’t sure if she was testing his commitment to OPSEC—operational security—by fishing for previous involvement with special ops. But knew she would have expected him to remain coy about it, so he did.

      “Anyway, sir,” Bridmante went on. “You can call me Brid. As for D’Artegal here—”

      “Dart,” the man said, taking his turn to shake Thorn’s hand. “Nice to meet you, sir. You’re pretty well known throughout the Starcaster Corps.”

      “Hell, the whole fleet,” Brid added.

      Thorn gave Dart a once-over. Unlike the angularity of Brid, Dart had a softer, sleeker look to him, a smooth leanness that reminded Thorn of a swimmer, or a long-distance runner. “Just a guy doing his job,” Thorn replied, offering a self-effacing smile. “Anyway, let me show you to your quarters. You’re bunking in together—if that’s okay.”

      They both fell in with Thorn as he started to walk. Behind them, the Mystic’s shuttle undocked with a soft clatter.

      “Racking us together? Isn’t that a little . . . edgy, for the ON?” Brid asked.

      “Why, because you’re male and female?”

      “That would be why, yes, sir,” Dart said, smiling. “Any other ON ship I’ve been aboard has been pretty sticky about mixed-sex accommodations.”

      Thorn shrugged. “Captain Tanner is a very—” He paused. “Best way to describe it is a very results-oriented guy. He generally doesn’t care much what you do, both in your job and your downtime, as long as you deliver what he needs from you, when he needs it.”

      “That’s an enlightened attitude,” Brid said. “Even for now.”

      “Probably why he’s still commanding a destroyer and hasn’t been posted up to a cruiser, or a battleship,” Dart said. That brought Thorn to a sudden stop.

      “He has been offered postings-up at least twice. He’s turned both offers down. Captain Tanner believes he can accomplish more for the ON as skipper of a destroyer, constantly out here in the black, hunting for the squids, than master of a big capital ship that only comes out to play for major fleet actions. I happen to agree with him.”

      Thorn realized he came across as a dedicated booster for Captain Tanner with his stern words—and, to some extent, he was. But this was also a chance to test the reaction of these two to overt military authority. There was a place for Thorn to be laid-back and chummy with Brid and Dart, but not at the expense of Specialists Bridmante and Justice knowing their place relative to Lieutenant Stellers.

      To their credit, they both stiffened and nodded. “My apologies, sir,” Dart replied. “Didn’t mean to sound disrespectful.”

      Thorn nodded, as neutral as he could be. “Good. Now, let’s get you two settled in.”
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        * * *

      

      Thorn sprawled across his rack and scrolled through the report he’d been sent by Brid, a summary of background work she and Dart had done on the Pool of Stars. It was, he had to admit, one of the best-written and most comprehensive reports he’d ever read. Somehow, it managed the dry, dispassionate tone of a typical staff report, while also managing to be an entertaining read.

      More to the point, though, he hadn’t even asked her for it. Brid had just sent it to him, shortly after she and Dart had settled into their quarters. He’d planned to give them a low-ops day, to acquaint themselves with the Hecate, and here she’d already done a good day’s work.

      He finished the report, went back to the beginning, and started a second, more careful read. The report had triggered more than a few questions, some to clarify the points she’d raised,  others the basis for further investigation. As he did, the door chime sounded. He sat up.

      “Come in.”

      The door opened, revealing—

      Brid.

      “Sir,” she said. “I was just wondering if you had any questions about the report I sent you.”

      Thorn blinked. “Uh . . . I do. Or at least I will. I just finished reading it and was going to make some notes—”

      He stopped, staring at her. “You’re a Hammer, right?”

      “That’s right, sir.”

      “Not a Joiner.”

      Brid laughed. “Didn’t have to read your mind to figure you’d have questions, sir.”

      “No, I suppose you didn’t,” Thorn replied. “Well, like I said, I’ll make some notes, including some questions, and we can discuss them—let’s say tomorrow, at oh-nine-hundred. Until then—”

      “Sir,” she interrupted. “I wonder if I could have a moment of your time.”

      “Of course. Come in and close the door.”

      She did. “Sir, I just wanted you to know that Specialist Justice and I—” She searched for the right words, found them, and smiled with warmth. “We’re thankful that we got to share a cabin.”

      Thorn gave a slow nod. “Ah. Well, I think it’s safe to say, that’s not the reason. We only had one room left available for Petty Officers, so—”

      “No, I get that, sir. And don’t worry, it’s not like Dart and I will be, ah, broadcasting our status. I just wanted to make sure, in case you caught wind of anything, even from our postings prior to coming here—”

      “I said Captain Tanner was results-oriented. So am I. Just don’t let it become a problem.”

      “Don’t worry, sir. You’re in the ON long enough, you get the knack of keeping things under the sensors,” Brid said.

      “Fair enough,” Thorn said.

      It was something he and Kira had always been very careful about, confining their more energetic social activities to periods of mutual leave, and even then, generally away from ON installations. Not that they hadn’t considered it; the thought had even flickered through his mind recently, since Kira had come aboard the Hecate—

      Of course, they should probably work on just talking to one another, actually communicating, first. It was something they’d never been good at.

      He yanked himself out of his reverie. “Is there anything else, Specialist?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Carry on, then.”

      After she was gone, Thorn turned back to her report. He reached the first bit he’d highlighted, and started to assemble a question—

      She’d shown up at his door, right at the very moment he’d been thinking he needed to talk to her.

      Coincidence, of course. And yet, something tickled Thorn, like a minor itch whose location he couldn’t quite pinpoint.

      He finally gave up and dove back into the report. Fleet confirmed that Brid and Dart had been screened, to confirm they weren’t Skins, before being deployed. They’d been aboard the Mystic, and now the Hecate, ever since. Still, Thorn resolved to do a little digging of his own, just in case—

      He sat back. No. The perfect person to do it was right here, aboard the Hecate—the most powerful and capable Joiner he knew.

      He tapped the intercom. “Kira, Thorn here.”

      “I was just going to call you, ask you to go to dinner.”

      “Dinner? Yeah.” Thorn replied. “Dinner would be good.”
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        * * *

      

      “You want me to look into their minds?” Kira asked, her food momentarily forgotten. “Do you think Skins could actually have slipped through all the screening Fleet would have done?”

      Thorn sucked air through his teeth, lips pulled back, but he said nothing. He and Kira had brought dinner to his quarters, which didn’t make for the most comfortable dining. She sat at his desk, while he sat on his bunk, his plate on the fold-away tray-desk combo that he could swing out of the wall. The only thing resembling private dining aboard the Hecate would be Tanner’s exclusive privilege, his cabin actually big enough to have a table with two chairs.

      Dinner with the Captain had one of two connotations—either the invitee was about to be praised for something well done, or even informed of an award or promotion; or they were in shit for some reason, but not in a way that warranted formal punishment under the Orbital Navy Code of Discipline and Conduct.

      “I’ve got no idea how good a job Fleet did,” Thorn replied. “I’d just like to satisfy myself that these two are on the level. I’m the one who has to work with them, potentially even travel, go on ops alone with them—not Ephraim or anyone else.”

      “Densmore,” Kira said.

      “Yeah, Densmore, too. So I was hoping—”

      “No,” Kira said. “Densmore is calling me.”

      Thorn heard a faint, repeating hum from Kira’s comm. He waved at it, telling Kira to go ahead and take the call. She nodded, unclipped an earbud from the comm, lifted it into place and activated it.

      “Wixcombe here, ma’am.”

      Thorn waited, resigned to hearing one end of a conversation while dinner got cold.

      Kira made a face, pointed at the earbud, then gestured to the door. “Yes, ma’am, I can be alone. Just hang on a moment, please.”

      She stood and muted the comm. “Be right back.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Kira left Thorn’s cabin, closing the door behind her. He rolled his eyes up in disgust. Densmore seemed awfully determined to keep in pretty much constant touch with Kira. Unfortunately, the Hecate was just close enough to be in real-time comms range to the Stiletto, which was up to some spooky business or other in an adjacent sector of the Zone. That would change tomorrow, when the Hecate made her next Alcubierre hop, closing half of the remaining distance to their intercept point for the distress message from the Pool of Stars. Until then, though—

      The door opened and Kira came back in, clipping the earbud back to her comm. “Sorry about that. I did leave the Stiletto kind of abruptly, and had some things going on.”

      “Not a problem,” Thorn said, waving a hand. “Honestly, I’d rather you stay as close as you can to Densmore.”

      Kira sighed as she sat down. “Thorn, it’s been three years. I’ve been with Densmore virtually all that time—oh, and by the way, talk about taking one for the team.” She curled her lip. “Alys Densmore isn’t the easiest person to work for. And she’s not a spy for the squids.”

      “If that’s true, then we have no explanation for how your op got compromised and you got captured, or how the Fleet was lured into that Nyctus trap in the first place.”

      “Thorn, there are lots of places that could have leaked along the chain.”

      “With no evidence any of them ever did,” Thorn replied. “Tanner has friends in various high places and discreetly had them check records of comms, audit logs, signals intel data—” He grunted, once. “Actually, Tanner is really well connected, now that I think about it. No wonder he manages to keep getting away with turning down an up-posting to a bigger ship. That’d be a career killer for most Captains.”

      “Thorn, if Densmore is compromised, then it’s in a way that—”

      A hum from her comm cut her off. She glanced down at the preview display and sighed.

      “Really?” Thorn said flatly. “Again?”

      Kira spoke as she stood. “She had a question. I gave her a reference to look up—I guess she did that and, well, has more questions.”

      “Is the outcome of the war going to turn on you resolving all of this stuff before dessert?”

      Kira shot him a look of apology and left the cabin again.

      Thorn crossed his arms. This is bullshit.

      Could Densmore be aware of the fact he and Kira were meeting and was deliberately trying to sabotage their conversation? Kira still insisted she had things to talk about with Thorn; it had something to do with the Vision, he was sure, but now Kira seemed the one reluctant to open up. She’d apparently experienced the Vision differently than any other Starcaster, the little girl appending a message intended only for her before—before it ended. Kira seemed to think it was a warning, intended for him, because he was the one who’d be seeking the Star Pool.

      If that was the case, though, why hadn’t she sent the warning to Thorn directly. She was obviously a latent Starcaster, and a powerful one, so she had the means. Why send it to Kira? Could it be meant for her?

      The door opened and Kira came back in, but she didn’t sit down. She opened her mouth, but Thorn cut her off.

      “You have to go and do something for Densmore. It’s urgent and can’t wait.”

      “I’m sorry, Thorn.”

      He put his fork down with care. “Doesn’t surprise me, really.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can’t help feeling she knows you’re trying to spend time with me, and she doesn’t want that to happen.”

      Kira stopped and stared at Thorn. “What the hell are you talking about? How would she even know?”

      “She’s a Starcaster, Kira. And a damned good one. She’s one of only a few that can Join over interstellar distances, remember?”

      “She’s not in my mind, Thorn. I’d know if she was.”

      “I don’t think she has to be. She knows you well enough that she can probably just skim your surface thoughts, and do it without you even knowing it.”

      Kira narrowed her eyes. “Okay, this is getting a little ridiculous, Thorn—” She stopped and shook her head. “No, not ridiculous. Paranoid, more like.”

      “The Nyctus have compromised people into Skins, Kira,” Thorn replied, his tone hardening. “It’s a genuine, serious threat. A little paranoia isn’t necessarily a bad thing, when you might have an agent of the enemy sitting at the workstation next to yours.”

      “This isn’t a little paranoia, Thorn. This is a lot of paranoia. I mean, think about what you’re saying here—that Densmore is sitting light-years away aboard the Stiletto, putting the effort into keeping her awareness focused on me, just so she can disrupt our dinner plans.”

      “If she doesn’t want us to talk—”

      “We could talk any time. She can’t possibly monitor me constantly.”

      “Honestly, Kira, you don’t know that,” Thorn grated. “You don’t know how much of a threat Densmore considers you to be, or how much she’s prepared to invest in keeping track of you.”

      “You think she considers me a threat?”

      “You’re one of the most powerful Joiners in the Starcaster Corps. Maybe the most powerful. Of course she considers you a threat.”

      “Only if she’s actually compromised, and again, Thorn, I don’t believe she is.”

      Thorn pushed his meal away. “Kira, look—”

      “No,” Kira snapped. “You know what?  I don’t have the time or the energy for this right now.” She turned to the door. “I’ll get back to you about your new colleagues, and whether they might be spies, too. Anyone else you suspect? Tanner, maybe? How about me?”

      A dozen things tumbled through Thorn’s head, a barrage of responses he could fire back at Kira. All of them were some version of trouble. Instead, he let silence rule for a moment, taking the cloud of anger away to be replaced by resignation and exhaustion. Those, he knew well.

      “Goodnight, Kira.”

      She locked eyes with him for a moment, seemed about to relent—

      Then turned and left.

      Thorn looked down at his dinner. The gravy had started congealing into something gelatinous. He dropped his fork again and gave up. Even the best ship-board food wasn’t good enough to consider eating cold.

      One step forward. One step back.
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      Thorn had already pondered his next move for several minutes and decided to come out swinging. He pushed forward, aiming to assume a dominating position, from which he could threaten either of his opponent’s flanks.

      His opponent reacted immediately, lunging straight for his only real vulnerability—

      “Check,” Brid said, smiling.

      Thorn leaned back. This was the fourth game of chess he’d had with Brid, and he hadn’t won one yet.

      Thorn considered the board, then tipped over his King. “I’m seeing checkmate in four moves, and there’s not much I can do about it, so—yeah.”

      “Three moves, actually,” Brid said, moving her pieces to demonstrate. Thorn shook his head.

      “Well, shit.”

      They shook hands, and Thorn stood. “Well, I have a duty watch shift coming up on the bridge,” he said. “Maybe I’ll give you another chance to wipe the deck with me tonight.”

      Brid grinned. “Once you get used to my style, you’ll be the one consistently beating me, sir. Happens every time—I have the upper hand, then it all gets turned around. I’m used to it.”

      Thorn smiled back. “Ah, so it’s something about your style that I need to suss out, huh? Good to know.”

      “Of course, that might just be what I want you to think, sir,” Brid replied, winking. “Oh, by the way—I thought Starcasters were normally exempt from doing duty watches.”

      “Not aboard the Hecate,” Thorn replied. “Captain Tanner expects every officer aboard to be able to take command, if they have to, and manage at least a halfway competent job. That includes yours truly.”

      He grinned and left with a wave.

      As soon as he was out in the corridor, though, his grin vanished.

      Thorn didn’t mind losing to Brid; hell, he knew he was a decent chess player, if not a brilliant one. But he’d never faced an opponent like Brid, who seemed to know what his moves were going to be before he did. He typically spent time considering his move, then made it, and Brid immediately responded with a move of her own.

      And it wasn’t just chess. He’d watched her repeatedly win at poker, blackjack, and euchre; she’d also defeated the Hecate’s champion player of CQBSIM, a close-quarters battle simulator that was, in theory, meant as a training tool, but that frequently got used as an elaborate computer game by the crew.

      Brid was an intel wonk—supposedly. But she seemed awfully capable in CQB for someone whose background was linguistics and cryptography.

      He’d spent less time with Dart who, as an engineer, was more interested in his own kind. He mostly hung out with the Hecate’s engineering crew and had racked up an impressive amount of winnings from the games he played with them. It wasn’t real currency, of course; Tanner allowed games like poker on the understanding they were to only be played for bragging rights, not create real-life debts.

      So Brid and Dart were good at everything they did. They’d done exemplary work on the Pool of Stars op, drawing insights and proposed courses of action out of the data that Thorn hadn’t even considered. Both seemed ready to answer every question he posed to them, in the moment, without consulting references. Brid in particular seemed to have a way of anticipating the things Thorn was going to want or need.

      And yet, Kira insisted they were clean. She’d surreptitiously used her Joining to peer into their minds and found nothing to suggest they were compromised by the squids, or anyone else. Thorn had no reason whatsoever to doubt her, which meant that should be that.

      But it wasn’t. Thorn resisted doing his own peeking into their minds, simply because while he might have Kira’s sheer power as a Joiner, he didn’t have her finesse. He’d wouldn’t be quietly peering into their thoughts; he’d be breaking in and rummaging through them like a burglar, and a none-too-subtle one at that. So, all he had to go by was his own observation of their exemplary behavior, as well as Kira’s findings—and the fact that their final screening before being assigned to this op had been done by, or at least under the supervision of, Alys Densmore.

      Tanner had brought that little gem to Thorn’s attention. “Thought you’d be interested to know that we weren’t the first rendezvous the Mystic had. They made a stop along the way.”

      “Where, sir?” Thorn asked.

      “The Stiletto.”

      Tanner hadn’t said anything else, but he hadn’t needed to. He was in the know regarding Thorn’s concerns about Densmore’s loyalty and had been instrumental in getting Kira assigned to the Stiletto in the first place. So, he’d just given Thorn a bland look, then left him to carry on. Sometimes, unspoken things sounded loudest, especially with an officer as capable as Tanner. He could lift one brow and issue an order; with a look he could issue three.

      In fact, the only thing that made Thorn truly doubt that Brid and Dart were Skins or spies was that it was too obvious. Competent spies generally didn’t draw attention to themselves by being supremely capable and competent, to the point of being over-the-top about it. These two didn’t seem to care, though, and were happy to flaunt the ways in which they were seemingly better than anyone else—and that was in essentially all the ways.

      Thorn turned to his terminal and once more called up the personnel files he’d been sent regarding Brid and Dart. As their current commander, he was entitled to full read and write access to their files. Nothing in them set off any alarm bells, which was itself a problem. Like them, their files were just too clean, too neat, too perfect.

      He studied the screen and its odd story of flawless competence, then cleared it, stood and reached for his cap. He needed to talk to Tanner. If anyone could get access to the records that weren’t being shared with Thorn, it would be him. Because there would be such files. Spooks maintained their own records, most of which were heavily classified, and some of which weren’t even formally acknowledged as existing in the first place.

      It would be a longshot whether Tanner could get access to them, though, and he might not even want to. It would almost certainly require calling in yet more favors at Fleet, and Thorn wasn’t sure how many of those he had left.

      Favors were like aces. You held onto them until the moment was right.
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        * * *

      

      Tanner called Thorn into his quarters shortly before the Hecate’s final Alcubierre hop to intercept the distress signal. The Captain had actually kept the destroyer on station longer than the original timetable for the op projected, so he could remain in real-time comms range of an ON relay station. Fortunately, the timetable was entirely at his and Thorn’s discretion, so it didn’t provoke any questions from higher authorities regarding the holdup. As far as anyone else was concerned, Tanner needed real-time comms with ON headquarters for a while longer yet, and that was that.

      But apparently, he’d finally heard something. It had only taken half a day, at that, so it didn’t even set the op timetable back much—certainly well within the slack they’d deliberately built into it, to account for unexpected delays like this one.

      “Stellers,” he said, when Thorn entered and closed the door. “Sit down.”

      Thorn sat in the designated chair. He could immediately tell that Tanner had something of substance to tell him—something more than, sorry, came up dry, can’t help you.

      “I’m about out of favors at Fleet,” Tanner said. “And I actually owe a few now. But I was able to get an overview of Fleet intel’s dossiers on Specialists Bridmante and Justice.”

      Thorn nodded. “Anything you think I should know about, sir?”

      “That they’re apparently as good in the spook world as they are anywhere else. They seem to be the people Fleet intel throws at their toughest problems, because they know they’ll deliver.”

      Thorn nodded again. “Okay, sir. But?”

      Tanner gave a thin smile. “But, they were recruited by, and spent most of their careers to date working either directly, or indirectly, for—”

      “Captain Densmore.”

      “Right first time,” Tanner said. “You could say that these two are Alys Densmore’s protégés.”

      Thorn leaned back. “Well, shit. That’s not good news.”

      “I thought Wixcombe checked them out at your request, and they turned out clean.”

      “She did, yes.”

      Tanner frowned. “So what are you saying, Stellers? That you don’t trust Wixcombe, now?”

      “Oh no, sir, it’s not that at all. I’m sure that Kira—Lieutenant Wixcombe—did her best to try and uncover anything to suggest they aren’t what they seem to be.”

      “So are you saying the squids can hide their . . . implanted influences, or whatever, and do it so well that even Wixcombe couldn’t find it? I gather she’s pretty good.”

      “Oh, better than pretty good, sir. Probably the best. But we don’t know much yet about how the Nyctus are doing what they do to the Skins, so we aren’t really sure what they might be able to do or hide from us.”

      Tanner let a ripple of disgust cross his face. “So you’re saying we might have Skins aboard the Hecate after all, because you couldn’t detect them? That’s a worst-case issue, Stellers.”

      “I know it is, sir. But it comes down to—I don’t know what I don’t know. We know that we can magically detect the Skins we’ve discovered so far, but does that mean we can detect all of them out there?” He shrugged. “There’s no way to know that, sir.”

      Tanner leaned back and stared at Thorn, contemplating him for a moment.

      “So, from your reaction to all this, I’m assuming you still don’t trust that Densmore isn’t a spy for the Nyctus.”

      “Another thing I don’t know, sir. There’s a lot of circumstantial evidence, though.”

      “I spoke to Wixcombe. She believes Densmore is clean.” Tanner’s eyes narrowed in a curious way. “So, are we looking at another example of possible collusion involving Wixcombe?”

      “No, sir, I don’t think so—”

      “Incompetence?”

      Thorn gave his head a hasty shake. “No, sir. Kira’s one of the most—”

      “So, inability then.”

      Thorn had to nod this time. “It’s possible.”

      “How about innocence?” Tanner asked. “Is it possible that none of these people are compromised, and you’re seeing the squids insinuating their tentacles into things, when they aren’t?”

      “Yes, sir. That’s definitely a possibility, of course. But if we’re wrong, we face leaks of crucial info—or even worse—to the Nyctus. It seems to me a little caution is justified.”

      Tanner stood. “Alright, Stellers, I’ll back you on that, if that’s your position. But that means you have to make a hard decision here. If you believe this, that the squids are manipulating these people, then you have to include Wixcombe in the suspect list. She’s involved in all of it. She’s the one who’s been working with Densmore for the past few years and is now trying to convince you she’s clean. She’s the one who investigated our two mission specialists—again, Densmore’s people—and insists they’re clean, too. Oh, and let’s not forget she got herself assigned to the Hecate only days before those two showed up here.” He shrugged. “Could’ve known they were coming, right?”

      “Sir—"

      “She’s also the only one of all of them who’s been a prisoner of the Nyctus,” Tanner went on. “In her own debriefing, she described how they manipulated her mind to make her think she’d managed to escape them, as a way of digging information out of her.”

      Thorn had opened his mouth several times while Tanner had been talking, but hadn’t been able to formulate an objection before he’d gone relentlessly on to his next, damning point.

      “So, if you believe Bridmante and Justice are a possible security threat, and you believe Alys Densmore is a possible security threat, then it’s because Lieutenant Wixcombe is either unable, or unwilling, to determine otherwise. So which is it, Lieutenant Stellers?”

      Thorn stared back at the Captain for a moment. He desperately wanted to rail back against Tanner’s harshly unforgiving analysis of Kira’s role in all of this—

      But he couldn’t, because Tanner was right.

      “I don’t know, sir,” was all Thorn could say, and even that didn’t seem like enough.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn sat cross-legged in the Hecate’s witchport, staring into the void. The destroyer had finally started its last, and longest, trans-light hop to the remote part of the Zone where they intended to intercept the distress signal from the Pool of Stars. He’d decided to take advantage of the resulting lull, the Hecate being enclosed in her Alcubierre bubble and effectively isolated from the rest of the universe, to take some time to just think. The soft, quiet darkness of the witchport was perfect for that.

      And no one would disturb him here, either, at least not without good reason.

      Kira a spy?

      No. Of course not.

      And yet.

      She had been taken captive by the Nyctus, and held by them for days. By her own admission, they had managed to infiltrate her mind, and although she’d been able to stop further intrusions, there had definitely been one—and during it, they had completely overwritten her ability to distinguish what was real. She’d been working for Densmore, who Thorn suspected was a Nyctus agent, for more than three years, but insisted the woman was clean. There were no apparent connections between her and the two overachieving mission specialists, except for one through Densmore. And Kira claimed that they were clean, too.

      And then there was the fact that Kira had been clearly holding something back from him. Before the Vision, she’d avoided him like some xeno-plague. Yes, he’d likewise avoided her after the Vision, but only because he’d been struggling to maintain his own equilibrium.

      But she’d wanted to talk to him.

      Before even realizing it, he’d called up Kira over the intercom.

      “What is it, Thorn?”

      “Kira, let’s have dinner again. But let’s do it right. Meet me in the witchport at nineteen-thirty. I’ll make sure no one can disturb us.”

      After a pause, Kira came back. “Are you sure, Thorn?”

      “About dinner? Yeah, I’m into eating.”

      “No, I—alright. I’ll be there.”

      Thorn let out a slow breath when she signed off the intercom. Tanner had been right—if Densmore, and possibly also Brid and Dart, were compromised, then Thorn needed to know, right now. If Kira couldn’t discern it, he was left with two possibilities.

      Catching this brand of spy was beyond her ability.

      Or she was part of it herself.
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        * * *

      

      “Cozy,” Kira said, settling onto the cushioned deck of the witchport. She glanced up at the closed dome just centimeters over her head. “Very cozy, in fact.”

      “By cozy, you mean cramped. Well, it is meant for one person, so it wasn’t exactly designed with socializing in mind,” Thorn replied.

      She waved at the vastness of space. “If you opened the port up, it might not seem quite so cozy.”

      “Cramped.”

      She smiled. “Yeah, cramped.”

      “I could, but maintaining atmospheric integrity takes a bit of focus. I’d rather the focus be on—whatever reason we’re here.”

      Her comm hummed. A few seconds later, so did Thorn’s.

      “Densmore,” she said.

      “And Brid, for me,” he replied. “Convenient, isn’t it?”

      Kira shut her comm off. “Screw her.”

      “Yeah, Brid can wait, too,” he said, switching off his own comm.

      “She’s just going to go to Tanner and say she needs you urgently.”

      “And Tanner will tell her I’m sequestered and am not to be disturbed before twenty-two hundred hours.”

      Kira gave him a surprised look. “You’ve managed to get Tanner to cover for you? I’m impressed.”

      He gestured at the thermal box holding the two meals he’d brought from the mess. “Let’s eat before they get cold.” He almost added, like last time, but didn’t. They’d spent enough time second-guessing, dodging, and bickering with one another. It was time to sort things out, and that started with the elephant in the witchport.

      “Kira,” Thorn started, as they both picked away at their meals—passable hot beef sandwiches, with a side salad that was actually pretty good. “We need to talk.”

      “Really? Huh. I had no idea. As to that phrase, well, it chills my bones—”

      Thorn raised a hand. “I’m proposing, right now, that we both acknowledge we’ve been really bad at this and start fresh, okay?”

      Kira leaned back a bit, studying Thorn, apparently to gauge how serious he was being. He let her.

      “Okay, then. Let’s do that.”

      “Alright. So—”

      Thorn launched into his speech. “Here’s what I know.” He began to tick points off on his fingers. “Densmore could be dirty, and I know you don’t think so, but it’s hard for me to excuse everything I see. There are too many hints, actions, hell—even feelings I get, as a ‘caster, like I’m being handled or scanned, or maybe a process that’s beyond me since the spy game isn’t my home field. As to Brid and Dart, it’s more of the same, although I admit that some of that could be pure instinct.” With each statement Kira looked alarmed, then angry, and then understanding.

      “Tell me more about Brid and Dart,” she said.

      “You’re not pissed about the first accusations?”

      “I mean—just humor me.”

      “They’re good at everything, including anticipating my needs. Your needs. Our positions. Look, we’re ’casters, we know the difference between luck and—”

      “—magic. Yeah. I get that,” Kira said.

      Thorn steeled himself. “And not to repeat myself too much, but this makes you look guilty as hell. Of something.”

      He expected Kira to at least be pissed, and quite possibly to storm off, outraged at what she could easily see as a betrayal. The worst part was that if she did, it would only add fuel to the fires of suspicion starting to flare up around her.

      Kira laughed.

      Thorn gave a bewildered snort. “Kira, this isn’t funny.”

      “No, no.” She shook her head. “Of course it’s not. In fact, it makes perfect sense. I’m laughing because I didn’t see it.”

      “You—wait. What?”

      “Thorn, the case you’ve laid out is a pretty damning one. I’ve been insisting Densmore is clean, because if she’s not, then I’m either incompetent, or I’m in on it. And it makes absolute sense to think that, since I was the squid’s captive.”

      Thorn shook his head. “Kira, I don’t believe for a second you’re a spy or a traitor.”

      “But you’re convinced Densmore is, right? So that puts me right into either incompetent or culpable territory.”

      “Or maybe the squids are able to do things we simply can’t detect.”

      “Sure. These things are all possibilities, aren’t they? But as long as one of those possibilities remains, I’m compromised, then I shouldn’t be involved in anything considered mission-critical.”

      Thorn shook his head again, this time in surprise, almost wonder. “You’re taking this—well, you’re not, ah—"

      “Ranting in outrage, lashing back at you, storming out of here?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      Kira gave him a thin, humorless smile. “What would be the point? Not only would it not solve anything, it would just make me look even more suspect.” She sighed. “If you’re going to be professional about this, Thorn, you have to report all of this to Tanner, and—” She stopped, then nodded. “You already have. That’s why Tanner’s covering for you.”

      Thorn tilted his head in confession. “I can’t keep something like that from Tanner. Not aboard his ship.”

      “No, of course you can’t.”

      Thorn just stared, taken completely aback by Kira’s matter-of-fact acceptance of all of this. If he’d been asked to bet on her reaction, he would have figured the odds of this one to be very, very long ones. “So, where do we go from here?” he finally asked.

      “I need to be isolated from all critical parts of the ship, and all important systems. Then I have to try and figure out a way of convincing you and Tanner that I’m not compromised, and neither is Alys Densmore, and that I’m genuinely convinced of that.”

      “What about Brid and Dart?”

      She lifted her hands, palms out. “No idea. I can’t find anything that makes them suspect, but if I’m a squid agent here to support them, I wouldn’t, would I?”

      “I have to admit, this isn’t the way I saw this going. Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad, but—it’s just that I was girded for battle, so to speak. I didn’t expect you to be this open.”

      “Which is exactly what I’d probably do if I were a spy, right? Put you off your guard by being cooperative and understanding about your suspicions.”

      “Are you trying to incriminate yourself now?”

      She gave him a genuine smile this time. “No. Just trying to be realistic. Besides, it doesn’t really matter.”

      “What the hell do you mean, it doesn’t matter?”

      “Thorn, ever since our last dinner, I’ve been thinking about us—about you, especially, but not like you might imagine.” She sighed, playing with her food, then pushed on as they passed a young blue star to their port side, its point almost painfully bright. “You said we needed to start fresh, and you were right. That means I need to have a talk with you I should have had three years ago. When I first started working with Densmore. Since we’re rebooting things, I’m going to start by doing that now, and I’m going to tell you. You need to hear me out. To the end.”

      Before she could do that, Thorn leaned close to her. “Let me go first. I’m sorry, and I won’t let the war steal away everything I’ve become since leaving the home. The me that you helped build. The Vision made it worse, and—"

      “I know.”

      “You do?”

      “Like you said once, I know you better than anyone else alive,” Kira said. “I knew that the Vision affected you—and badly.” She took a deep breath. “There’s a reason for that.”

      Thorn drew back, curious. “A reason?” The question hung, unanswered.

      Kira didn’t answer right away. Instead she closed her mouth and looked away, breathing long and slow.

      Thorn felt alarms begin to ring, watching her sit there, doing nothing except brace for impact. There was no other term for what she was doing, her body motionless except for the soft rise and fall of her chest.

      Something plucked at Thorn, like catching a warning light on a console out of the corner of his eye. He tried to bring it into focus, and succeeded; a flicker of an unthinkable idea had barely appeared in his mind before it swelled into realization.

      Three years ago—pushing four, now—Kira had left the Hecate and gone to work for Alys Densmore. He’d only seen her once, briefly, shortly after, and then not again for the better part of a year.

      The girl in the Vision had been, what, about three?

      “Shit. Kira, you have to tell me.”

      Kira said nothing, her face pale. Stricken.

      He steeled himself. “That little girl in the vision—"

      Kira’s face drained of any remaining color at all, eyes fever-bright with a hurt so deep it wounded Thorn to see it. In her eyes, he saw her begging him not to ask, but there was no way to stop. Not then.

      “Kira, was she—ours? Did we have a daughter?

      Kira nodded once.

      “Yes.”
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      As soon as Thorn strode onto the bridge, Tanner swung his command chair around to face him.

      “Lieutenant Stellers—” he started, then stopped, staring at Thorn.

      “Lieutenant, is something wrong?”

      Thorn shook his head. “Nothing that I can discuss right now, sir.” His voice came out tight, carefully controlled. Every syllable was clipped, robotic.

      Tanner nodded. “My door is always open, Lieutenant.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Tanner held Thorn’s gaze a moment longer, then swung back to face the main viewscreen. It held an entirely unremarkable image of stars.

      Thorn saw that Brid and Dart were already here, leaning over the comm station. He moved to join them.

      “We’ve been back in normal space for almost an hour now,” Tanner said. “Do we have an ETA on that signal from the Pool of Stars?”

      Brid turned to the Captain. “Should be sometime in the next five minutes, Captain, given the usual uncertainty in our position following an Alcubierre hop.”

      Thorn focused on the task at hand, though he felt like a husk, dried and brittle. Brid’s point to Tanner was perfectly valid: there was always a certain amount of slack in the destination parameters of an Alcubierre hop, that only got worse as the distance increased.

      Since the drive effectively removed the ship from the universe for the duration of the hop, there was no way to check navigation while underway. Instead, all nav while the Alcubierre drive was active was based on a series of complex equations, developed by the Nav Officer and his underlings. The only alternative was to make repeated, shorter hops and check nav along the way against fixed stellar reference points, but Tanner didn’t want to spend any more time in normal space, this far into the zone, than absolutely essential.

      The Comm O, Tifton, tapped a screen, whistling. He was wiry, dark, and quick, a sense of intense purpose clinging to every move. Then he spoke without looking up. “We’re getting a signal,” Tifton said, tapping a control. A window popped open on the main viewscreen, a graphical depiction of signal frequency and amplitude. An extraordinarily tenuous wave of radio energy was brushing past the Hecate, carrying a message from two hundred years ago. The signal processors plucked some of it out of space, amplified the feeble trickle of energy and cleaned it up, then broadcast it over the comm.

      “Flight Com, this is x-ray-tango-one-one, Pool of Stars . . . emergency, location data uncertain . . . assistance possible . . . attempt repairs, but . . . systems telemetry follows . . . will repeat in sixty . . .”

      “That’s as good as it gets, huh?” Dart asked.

      Tifton nodded. “We’re lucky to get this much. This signal has about one one-thousandth as much energy as that light diode,” he said, pointing at a random indicator on his workstation.

      The signal collapsed into a staccato series of clicks and squeaks.

      “That’ll be the system telemetry they mentioned,” Dart said. “Probably data about power plant, drive performance, life-support status, that sort of thing.”

      “Sounds like noise and gibberish,” Tanner said.

      “It’s compressed, sir,” Tifton replied. “We can decompress it and give it to—” He turned and looked at Dart. “Well, to you, I guess.”

      Tanner nodded. “Do that, and let’s see it contains anything useful to us.”

      The comm went dead for ten seconds, then the message started again.

      “Flight Com, this is x-ray-tango-one-one, Pool of Stars . . .”

      Thorn crossed his arms. “Sounds identical. So, a looping recording, I guess?”

      Tifton placed the graphical output of the first message over that of the second. Aside from a few, small offsets that were probably just noise, the two were identical. “Yes, it is,” he said. “Someone recorded it, then left it on a repeating broadcast.”

      They listened as the message repeated three more times—five in all. And that was it.

      “Why did it stop?” Brid asked. “You’d think it would keep repeating more than five times.”

      “Any number of reasons,” Tanner replied. “Including the destruction of the ship.”

      “Can we tell where this was broadcast from?” Thorn asked, still deliberately keeping his mind focused on staying in the moment. “A location? At least a direction?”

      “Direction, yes,” Tifton said, swiping at his console. The waveform window on the main viewscreen was replaced by a star chart, showing the Hecate’s current position in the Zone. A straight line extended from there, across the Zone and into Nyctus space. It continued past the limits of ON charting and into space whose features were remotely mapped, but not known by a physical survey. “The origin point is somewhere along that line, between here, and a maximum distance of ninety light-years.”

      That furthest possible point, Thorn saw, lay well beyond what they understood to be Nyctus space.

      Tanner leaned forward. “We’ll hop to another point core-ward, intercept the signal there, and then another rim-ward, and do it again until we have enough to triangulate. Can you make that work with partial signals?”

      Tifton nodded. “The more intercepts we make, and the further apart they are, the more accurate the location will be.”

      “I’m not anxious to spend a lot of time hopping around this deep in the Zone,” Tanner said, then he turned to Thorn. “Stellers, can you add anything here? Do anything with your magic to help narrow the search down?”

      Thorn stared at the viewscreen for a moment, then shook his head. “I doubt it, sir. There’s no actual conscious mind behind that voice—it’s just a recording. So Joining won’t work. And I can’t interact with the signal directly, not when it’s a thousandth the strength of a light bulb.” He pursed his lips. “Still, I can give it a try.”

      “Do that,” Tanner said. “Meantime, Comm O, work with Nav to figure out the minimum number of hops, over the minimum distances possible, we’d need to get a location for that signal’s origin nailed down.”

      “Aye, sir,” Tifton replied.

      “Sir, there is one problem with all this,” Brid put in.

      Tanner turned to her. “Don’t mind hearing a problem, Specialist, but it had best come with a proposed solution.”

      Brid’s eyes widened slightly, but she nodded. “What all this will tell us, sir, is where the Pool of Stars was when she transmitted this message, not necessarily where she is now. As for a solution, I—” She stopped and looked at Dart, who seamlessly filled in.

      “Gives us a place to start looking, at least,” Dart said.

      Tanner returned to his chair, decision made. “Indeed it does. Okay, people, we’ve all got work to do, so let’s do it.”

      Thorn saluted his acknowledgement, then turned and strode off the bridge. He felt Tanner’s gaze following him but didn’t look back.

      Not all secrets had to be shared right away. Not even to someone like Tanner.
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      Thorn buried himself in work, scrutinizing every record and scrap of data he could find about the Pool of Stars, poring over the transcript and data from her emergency transmission—anything to avoid facing Kira’s monumental revelation and everything it entailed.

      He just wasn’t ready to do that yet.

      To her credit, Kira got it. She backed completely away from him, giving him the space he needed. He crossed paths with her a few times, saw her looking abjectly miserable, then turned and went another way. He knew that his tense silence was a bludgeon, but grief was a process, not an event.

      “Lieutenant Stellers, Brid here. Can you come to the mess?”

      Thorn looked up from another technical article about the Pool of Stars and her—at the time—revolutionary Alcubierre drive. The mess made no sense for a meeting, and suspicion flared within him like a serpent.

      “Why?”

      “Because we’ve got the data from these three hops combined now, and think we have a starting point.”

      “I’ll be right there,” Thorn said.

      Thorn made his way there, still prepared to find himself facing some kind of well-meaning, but wholly unwelcome attempt to help him deal with the things he knew he eventually had to deal with. If it proved to be the case, he’d immediately turn and leave. In the meantime, as long as he did his job, no one had reason to complain, and especially no justification to start meddling. That even applied to Tanner. Work could be the best salve for loss, and Thorn was putting that theory to the test.

      As the door to the mess opened, Thorn found only Brid, Dart, and Mol inside, a portable viewscreen set up on one of the dining tables.

      Thorn relaxed a notch. “Okay, first question,” he said. “Why here, in the mess?”

      “Only place with the table space to spread stuff out,” Dart replied. “Dinner’s not for a couple of hours yet.”

      Thorn nodded and moved to the table. The viewscreen showed the same star chart as had the big screen on the bridge, except four lines now extended from the Zone and into Nyctus space, converging around a point well beyond it. They didn’t all meet at exactly the same point, instead outlining an area about four light-years across.

      “It’s probably not going to get much better than that, according to the Comm O,” Brid said. “We could do a bunch more intercepts, then plot the back-bearing on the signal, but we probably won’t get it down to much less than this.”

      “That’s fine,” Thorn said. “Searching four cubic light-years of space is a lot better than flying along a line ninety light years long, hoping to get lucky.”

      “The thing is,” Mol said, “Fleet doesn’t want Captain Tanner to take the Hecate that far out of ON space. They’ve told him to send a team aboard the Gyrfalcon.” She flashed a grin. “Enter yours truly. I’ve got Trixie chewing on the nav details now.” She looked at Thorn. “Unfortunately, even using the Alcubierre drive, it’s going to take us . . . oh, at least a couple of weeks just to get to the search area. That is, unless you can help us out with that.”

      Thorn looked back at the chart. “That’s a long way to try to move a ship using magic.”

      “In that case, sir,” Brid said, “you’d best stock up on reading material and clean socks, because we’re going to be making an equally long flight.”

      Thorn stared at the chart. Moving a ship that far, and doing it accurately, was going to take a prodigious expenditure of magical effort. He could do it, he was sure, but it would leave him drained and exhausted for some time at the other end. And if he plunked them into the middle of something bad, whether the Nyctus, or something else—

      But the alternative was a month of flying, just to get there and back. He did not relish the idea of spending a month cooped up in the Gyrfalcon with Brid and Dart.

      “Okay. We’ll do it. Brid, you and Dart work out how much time you need to get ready. Mol, same with you and Trixie and the Gyrfalcon. Get your time estimates to me by”—he checked the time—“let’s see, I want to get a preliminary mission plan to Tanner by twenty-two hundred, so I need your time estimates, and any special requirements you’ve got, by eighteen hundred. The Captain wants us to launch no later than two days from now, and preferably a lot sooner, so the Hecate doesn’t have to hang around too long in any one part of the Zone.”

      “Got it, boss,” Mol said. Brid and Dart looked relieved, but said nothing.

      Thorn nodded back, then turned and strode out of the mess. He had no desire to make small talk—not now, and not until he could tell Kira what it meant to have a child, but for only a moment. Their losses were not the same, but then, neither were they as people.

      Thorn stood, hands clenched so hard his knuckles popped, and the seed of something dark bloomed within him. He’d come up hard, and through things that only children of war could truly grasp. So when the first dark possibilities of revenge took hold, deep in that place that was so unlike the rest of him, Thorn felt nothing. A blip, a minor squelch in his signal, but nothing that he feared. Nothing that could reshape him into a weapon without remorse.

      Not yet, anyway.
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      Thorn didn’t want to put it off. He’d been doing his best to keep the whole matter of him having been an unwitting father firmly off to one side, but ignoring it was simply impossible. Thinking of the little girl opened wormholes to places he’d never imagined, and a sense of loss he could never truly grasp. Of that, he was sure.

      With a force of will that surprised even himself, Thorn began to draw his focus to the task at hand; moving the Gyrfalcon dozens of light years to a target area that was, in the galactic scheme of things, a virtually dimensionless point. Nor could he have it looming over him while trying to do whatever he’d end up having to do afterward, because after they moved, Thorn expected them to fight. That was the nature of war. Long periods of travel and boredom punctuated by gut-churning fear. It was an old business, and the names and places changed, but the spiking fear and chaos never did.

      So he took a deep, cleansing breath and asked Kira to meet him—this time, in his quarters. The witchport would be more private, but the intimacy of the little compartment just didn’t resonate with him—not for something like this.

      Now, he sat staring at the door, a draft version of his mission plan glowing on the terminal on his desk. He’d been picking away at it in a half-hearted sort of way, tweaking the wording here, altering a number there. All of the changes were clever distractions, and nothing more.

      The door chimed.

      “Come in.”

      It was Kira, not anyone else, because the universe has a sense of humor that only goes so far. She stepped into his quarters, closed the door behind her, but took a few seconds before turning back to Thorn.

      He didn’t wait for her to turn around. He spoke to her back, then her profile, and then her, each word landing with an unintentional blow.

      “Why didn’t you tell me, Kira?”

      “I wanted to.”

      “You wanted to tell me. But you didn’t.”

      “No, I didn’t. I didn’t think you—either of us—were even remotely ready to deal with something like that.”

      Thorn’s face was stone. “You thought that? And you thought that for me? For us?”

      “Do you know, you never once mentioned having a family? I was convinced you thought that being a parent meant a kind of death, like what we knew, growing up. You know. Pain. Loss. All of it inevitable, all of it tied to when the rocks will eventually fall, and your world turns to ash because no one can stop it.” She paused, eyes hot with anger and loss. “Your eyes go dead talking about the shit we went through as kids, and I know you can’t see past the day your home burned. The day my home burned. But we had lives before the squid, and I planned on having one after, too.” She paused, cheeks flushed in anger. “You never even gave me the chance to talk about more. About kids. A life.”

      “Doesn’t mean I didn’t. Someday, I imagined—”

      “Someday. Sure. Does someday mean when you’re a Lieutenant in the Orbital Navy, stationed aboard a warship, fighting the Nyctus?”

      “No, probably not. But—”

      “But what, Thorn? What was the solution, in a galaxy full of stars that could be swept away by the bastards who took our lives?”

      “We could have—”

      “What? Tell me, Thorn. Tell me how what we do—and our duty—would have room for an infant. A child whose sole existence meant we would fight to the death to save her, but if she was with us, she would die out here in the hard vacuum? With us? How could we protect her?”

      “Family. That’s how.”

      “Neither of us have any family, Thorn, aside from distant cousins and such that might as well be random strangers. We weren’t even going to be on the same damned ship!”

      “Kira—”

      “This is why I finally decided not to tell you, Thorn—oh, and don’t think I didn’t agonize over that decision, and then second-guess the shit out of it ever since,” Kira said. Her voice was on that edge where pain and tears meet and fight for control, but neither wins nor loses.

      He took a deep breath to calm himself—partly because she was asking questions he couldn’t readily answer, putting him on the defensive. And that pissed him off. “You know, it seems that the one who should be outraged here is me, not you.”

      Kira stared for a moment, then nodded. “You can feel as alone as you want, Thorn, but you’re not.”

      She hovered close to tears. Thorn heard the desolation in her voice, the miserable regret, the second-guessing. He took another breath, and deliberately backed away a bit.

      “Kira, I had a right to know.”

      She wiped her eyes. “Yes. You did. And I’m sorry for not telling you, for whatever it’s worth. But, you know what? I’m also not sorry. You haven’t had to spend the past three years so worried about the child you basically gave up that sometimes you can’t sleep at night because of it. You were spared dealing with the day-by-day, hour-by-hour consequences of a few minutes of carelessness, of indiscretion. You were able to just carry on with life. I wasn’t. I chose to carry this for both of us, because I knew how shitty this war was going to be, and that even if we do everything right, all of our worlds might come to an end. I chose this, Thorn. So you—hell, so we could both fight. So we could do whatever we had to in order to win, because I knew that the more room you had in you for fighting, the better our chance of survival. All of us. Not just her.”

      “And that’s why you were so silent? Right up to the time of the Vision?”

      “You’re a Starcaster, Thorn. A powerful one, a Conduit. You can do everything other Starcasters have to treat as a specialization.” She shook her head. “You’re also closer to me than any other living person. You would have seen through me in an instant.”

      Thorn rubbed his face. “Okay. I get it. But—damn it, Kira, I was her father.” The word tasted like ashes, and he had to pause again, jaw muscles working furiously. “I get your reasons, and I get how tough it must have been for you. But you still should have told me. Instead, you cut me out of the whole thing and stuck her on some remote planet—"

      “It was a nice planet, Thorn. A nice family—you know, a family, the one thing neither of us have, and that we couldn’t give her. I thought she’d be happy there—safe there.”

      “Turns out she wasn’t. We haven’t killed enough squid.” Thorn looked away, the color rising in his cheeks. “We’ll never get to that point.”

      Kira watched Thorn for a moment, like seeing a caged animal break free. She knew grief. She also understood danger, and even in his moment of loss, Thorn was—shifting.

      The bloom inside Thorn that fed on revenge grew taller. His spirit, darker.

      “Thorn?”

      He looked to the door. “There are some things that I can keep inside.”

      “And the others?” Kira asked, fear in her voice.

      “Those, I will have to set free. But not here.” He leaned to her, kissing her cheek with lips that were dry and flat. “I will know when.”
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      He didn’t see Kira again before h-hour, the time the mission launched. Or he did see her, but only briefly, during planning meetings and the like. Each time they made brief eye contact, and that was it. For the time being, at least, it was all they had left.

      He wondered if she’d show up to see him before he joined Mol, Brid, and Dart aboard the Gyrfalcon, because the reality was that he might not come back. The state of war made no allowances for broken promises, grief, or loss. War went forward, inexorable and cruel.

      But there was no sign of her as Thorn clambered up the ladder into the fighter’s cabin, and the outer airlock door sealed behind him, its muffled thump sounding far too final for Thorn’s liking, but then he looked around, eyes resting on the familiar interior. This was more home to him than his own bunk, and at least Mol was there.

      He settled himself into the co-pilot’s acceleration couch, alongside Mol. The couch gripped him in a familiar and strangely welcoming embrace. He’d spent many hours of his life sitting here already, flying mission after mission with Mol. Brid and Dart settled into their own acceleration couches behind them.

      The Gyrfalcon’s cabin had been reconfigured for long-duration flight with four passengers; non-critical avionics had been removed, extra missile stowage emptied, and a whole suite of sensor gear had been moved to pods slung under the fighter’s wings. The extra space resulting had been repurposed for additional supplies and a tiny increase in the available living space. It was still going to be awfully cramped, and they’d had to plan for the contingency that Thorn wouldn’t be able to move the Gyrfalcon by magical means. That meant the engines and avionics had to function—perfectly. There was no going back if they got caught in Nyctus space with a broken vessel.

      “Trixie, run the pre-flight checklist,” Mol said. Trixie’s response was a blast of ear-splitting noise, something like a cat whose tail had been caught in an angle grinder.

      “Trixie!”

      The so-called music abruptly cut off. Dart uttered a soft curse. “What the hell was that?”

      “That was the Sex Pistols,” Trixie replied. “Aren’t they awesome? So raw, so much energy—”

      “I almost hate to ask, but what are Sex Pistols?” Dart asked.

      “And where can I get one?” Brid put in.

      Mol flashed a grin back at them. “It’s some ancient musical act, from the Twentieth Century. Trixie’s been exploring entertainment from the past, and has decided that punk rock is her thing.”

      “Totally,” Trixie said. “Just call me a riot grrrl.”

      Somehow, Thorn thought, the AI managed to say grrrl in a way that made it clear it was all r’s and no letter i’s. He glanced at Mol like a parent who blames the other parent for a kid gone wild. Or, at least as wild as you could be while existing in a lattice matrix aboard a spaceborne fighter.

      Still grinning, she flipped switches, provoking a rising whine from the Gyrfalcon’s energizers. “Trixie, care to explain that riot thing?”

      “It’s a late twentieth-century feminist-activist movement, spurred on by bands like Bikini Kill.”

      “Of course it is,” Thorn said, shaking his head in amazement. “Well, Trixie, I’ll make you a deal. Listen to all of this punk rock that you want—just don’t do it so we can hear it.”

      “Aw. I wanna share it with you. It’s so awesome.”

      “I believe you. I really do. But your mom and I need some alone time, and we—”

      “You’re not my real dad,” Trixie pouted, channeling a persona from the height of teen petulance.

      Thorn rolled his eyes. “Rather in character, isn’t she?”

      “You can’t imagine,” Mol said. “Easy on the racket, like Thorn said, okay?”

      “Fine,” Trixie said, turning the word into a howl against every indignity teens had experienced since the first parent told them they couldn’t borrow the car keys.

      Thorn smiled into his hand, and it felt good, even if his laughter was brought on by an AI going through the identity crisis of a fifteen-year old girl.

      “Pre-flight checklist complete,” Trixie reported, businesslike about the important things. “All systems nominal. Ready to launch.”

      Mol acknowledged as the Hecate’s main shuttle bay, repurposed into a permanent hangar for the Gyrfalcon, decompressed. When it was wholly empty of air, the big doors slid open. Mol asked for, and received, clearance from the destroyer’s flight controller to launch, and nudged the fighter into space with brief puffs from the thrusters.

      “How far do you want me to take us from the Hecate before you hocus-pocus us away?” Mol asked Thorn.

      He glanced at her. “Hocus pocus?”

      “Some old Earth thing, when people talked about magic.” She shrugged. “Trixie’s not the only one with a thing for ancient history.”

      Thorn offered a faint smile, doing a little math before speaking. In truth, it wasn’t math. It was what scientists called an educated guess. “Let’s make it at least a thousand klicks. I doubt that the area of effect of the jump will be anywhere near that, but just in case, I don’t want to accidentally drag the Hecate along with us.”

      “I can imagine how happy Captain Tanner would be about that,” Brid said.

      Thorn settled in as Mol spun the fighter, lit the drive and accelerated the Gyrfalcon away. The Hecate quickly and smoothly dwindled into the distance behind her, until she’d vanished against the starfield.

      “Alpha one, this is Alpha prime,” Tanner said over the comm. “Anything else you need from us?”

      Thorn answered. “Alpha prime here. No, we’re good.”

      “Alright. As soon as you’ve done your, ah, thing, we’ll be on our way.”

      “Alpha one, roger, out.”

      Tanner would keep the Hecate on-station until Thorn had moved the Gyrfalcon, then start a series of random Alcubierre hops, never spending more than twelve hours in any one place. Her actual location shouldn’t matter when Thorn brought them back; his magic should just return the Gyrfalcon to the vicinity of the destroyer, since his intent would be making it back to her. It was helpful to have a specific target for his jump magic, as he’d come to call it—a specialized form of Force magic that seemed to be unique to him. What he was attempting was unique to Thorn, a Conduit, and the first of his kind. Thorn could tap into any form of magic and apply it with the deft skill of a Starcaster who’d known only one skill since his sorcerous awakening.

      He wondered if his daughter could—

      Thorn instantly banished the thought. He had to keep himself fixed on the mission. He knew it would take all of his mental discipline to do it, but it had to be done, even at the cost of a self-imposed callousness where he silenced the memory of a daughter he had never known.

      And never would.

      Inside Thorn, the bloom unfurled yet again, unseen to all, but felt by him.

      “Just passing through one thousand klicks from the Hecate,” Mol announced.

      Thorn nodded and extracted his focus, his battered old children’s storybook, from the pouch on his crash suit where he kept it.

      “Sir, if you don’t mind me asking—what’s that?” Dart asked.

      Thorn tried to deflect the question with a grin. “Good luck charm.”

      He saw Mol glance at him but ignored it, drawing his focus to a point so bright and hard that it swam before them as a physical thing out in the black. A mote of light grew in his vision, giving a fixed place not to where the Gyrfalcon was, but—

      —where he wanted it to be.

      Mol had already put up a star chart on the co-pilots flight management screen, so Thorn could see it clearly. Trixie had also projected a glowing icon onto the Gyrfalcon’s canopy, showing the exact direction they needed to travel to get to the last known location of the Pool of Stars. Both together gave Thorn clear visual cues as to the future location, the place beyond their physical state. A place of possibility, made real only by the power beginning to rise in Thorn’s awareness, like a tide’s first rippling return.

      With these things fixed firmly in his mind, he let his senses sink into the old book, riding its texture and detail like a familiar path, each step fitting into a place he had gone many times before. His consciousness collapsed in on itself, coalescing around that deep, enigmatic place where magic came from. Power began to swirl around him, a trickle, then a stream, each pulsing moment making Thorn’s interior presence ever larger. Beyond the limits of human senses, Thorn grew. He expanded, reaching outward, drawing the magic to him in a veil of coruscating energy that wrapped around him as surely as a mother’s arms.

      Then, he connected the points. It was all so simple, out there in the darkness. There was here—where the Gyrfalcon was, and where she needed to be, and there was nothing between.

      At least nothing Thorn would allow to exist. He was bridge and engine. Path and power. He was, in that moment, outside the universe even as he sat there in the crash couch of a ship that winked from existence in a soundless flash.

      The journey began without noise or movement. It began as nothing at all, save Thorn’s will.

      Slowly, he drew those two points together in his mind, applying increasing power as he did. He envisioned space like a sheet of paper that he was folding, trying to make those two, distant points coincide. The resistance increased the more acutely he folded the page, just as magnets would fight for shared space, so too did Thorn’s magic, forcing the silent fabric of space to bend close. Closer.

      Together.

      The fold was almost complete, and then it was, as a dazzling flash washed away the Gyrfalcon in an assault on the senses that left Mol, Brid and Dart falling toward a distant point. They were too frozen to scream as their bodies were made unreal by a magical energy more powerful than anything they had ever known, and for a single instant, they were nowhere, and existed not at all.

      The Gyrfalcon moved, and the shift was complete.

      The residual power drained away from Thorn like water rushing back into the ocean in the wake of a tsunami. Thorn slumped back in the g-couch, gasping. “I gather that the fact that I’m . . . I’m talking, means we’re still . . . in one piece.”

      A cloud of stunned silence hung in the ship, fueled by short breaths and muttered sounds as Brid and Dart tried to collect themselves. Being disassembled by magic was bad for one’s nerves, although the condition appeared to be temporary.

      “Near as I can tell,” Mol said. “Trixie, get us a location fix.”

      “Working on it!”

      “That was—” Brid began, then stopped and shook her head. “Not sure what happened. I tried to follow what you were doing, but you left me. I’m lost. I mean, I was lost, but now, we’re here. Still lost about exactly what that was.”

      Thorn slid his book back into its pouch and glanced at Brid, offering her a tired smile. “Don’t be too amazed yet. Let’s wait and see where we are—oh, and when we are.”

      “When?” Dart asked.

      “We call it space-time for a reason. The time part is supposed to be a constant, but who knows if it is,” Thorn offered.

      They waited for Trixie to do her thing. She was locating particular pulsars, neutron stars whose frequency of pulsing was absolutely characteristic. No two rotated at exactly the same rate. They were really the only fixed reference points in space. She needed to find at least four to get a position fix. More would be even better.

      “And that’s six pulsars I’ve found,” Trixie finally said. “So that puts us—” A point appeared on the star chart. “Right here. And, based on certain reference transmissions from Earth, we’re right where we should be in time, too.”

      Thorn made mental notes as they all studied the chart, marking each point well. Knowing where he was could be as important as how he got there; moving ships with magic was imprecise at best, and as far as he knew, a talent shared by exactly one person—himself. That meant relying on his sense of place in addition to hardened naval tech. The pulsars were a constant, and Thorn worked the angles on using them in his own way, not just as a naval beacon. Ships that were too distant from ON time-base beacons were able to fix their temporal location by detecting ancient radio-frequency broadcasts from Earth, the schedule for which was known down to the hour.

      Once he absorbed the information, Thorn turned back to Brid. “Now, you can be amazed.”

      “I am, sir, believe me. I mean—holy shit, you just moved us umpteen light-years in an instant and brought us to just over a light-year from our target. That’s really—” Brid shook her head. “Terrifying, if I’m honest.”

      Thorn leaned back in the g-couch. “Which is why I get to take a break. Mol, over to you to take us the rest of the way.”

      “Will do,” she replied. “You rest, sir. Trixie, set up the flight parameters for an Alcubierre hop to our target point.”

      “Coming right up. First, though, how about a little celebratory music?”

      A wall of noise erupted from the speakers, all cat’s tail and angle-grinder again.

      “Trixie!” Thorn shouted.

      The music cut off.

      Trixie made a hmph noise. “Fine, dad. You guys are no fun at all.”
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        * * *

      

      A cubic volume of four light-years of space was, in galactic terms, minuscule. But for a single Gyrfalcon fighter to search the same volume of space exhaustively was a monumental job.

      “So what do we know?” Brid said once they’d jumped to their final destination point and found nothing.

      “Well, the Pool of Stars doesn’t seem to be broadcasting anything,” Dart replied. “If she was still transmitting that distress signal, it should be coming through about as loud as Trixie’s so-called music.”

      “It is not so-called music,” Trixie cut in. “It’s an artform that draws on the turmoil and dissatisfaction that wracks the human soul—”

      “Okay, I know that AI has finally made it to being a perfect replication of a human,” Dart said. “Trixie’s managing pretentious condescension really well.”

      “Simulated pretentious condescension,” Mol said, smiling.

      “I don’t know, I’m as annoyed by it as I would be if another person tried it on,” Brid replied.

      “Kids,” Thorn said in mock disgust. “Back to the problem at hand. We know that the Pool of Stars isn’t broadcasting, or we’d detect it, like Dart says. What possibilities does that leave?”

      “She’s stopped broadcasting,” Trixie said, earning eye rolls from Brid and Dart. Thorn, though, held up a hand.

      “No, that’s right. If her transmitter failed or she lost power—or someone switched the transmission off—that would explain it,” he said.

      “Fair enough. Maybe she was destroyed,” Brid admitted.

      “Or she’s been moved,” Dart added. “Though I guess she’d also have to stop transmitting, too.”

      “Maybe the signal from her is being blocked somehow,” Mol suggested.

      Thorn drummed his fingers on the chair arm, listening. “All possibilities,” he said. “The trouble is, we have no reason to pick one over any of the others.”

      Dart pointed out to the stars. “If she’s been destroyed, then being out here is kind of pointless.”

      “I’m not calling this mission done yet,” Thorn snapped. “Trixie, how hard would be to locate the Pool of Stars with sensors alone?”

      “Well, let’s see. She’s two hundred and sixty-three meters long, and thirty-eight meters at her widest across the beam. Her Alcubierre drive was powered by a fusion reactor—though not a very efficient one—so it was only meant to be fired up to light the drive, then shut off again, so we have to assume it’s cold. So no emissions from it. Her other powerplant was a liquid fluoride thorium reactor, and the thorium isotopes used have a super long half-life. We could, in theory, detect whatever fission products manage to leak past any shielding. But we’d probably have to be pretty close to be able to separate that from background radiation.”

      “So we’re trying to find an object less than three hundred meters long, that isn’t emitting anything except a little bit of radioactive decay products, in roughly four cubic light-years of space,” Dart said. “Does that sum it up?”

      “Pretty much, yeah,” Trixie replied.

      Thorn sighed. “So, unless we get really, really lucky, our chances are basically—not zero.”

      “Not zero is about as good as it gets, yeah,” Trixie said.

      Thorn exchanged looks with the others. It was Mol who summed it up best.

      “Well, shit.”
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        * * *

      

      As it turned out, the problem wasn’t the lack of possible targets that might be the Pool of Stars; it was that there were far too many of them.

      As soon as she began scanning for them, Trixie found dozens of potential sources of the types of radioactive decay products that might hint at the Pool’s reactor. Thorium wasn’t an uncommon isotope, so planets, asteroids, and even some comets tended to contain some. All of them exhibited the same types of alpha radiation they wanted to find, meaning the Gyrfalcon was awash in a vast ocean of the only characteristic emission they could imagine emanating from the Pool of Stars.

      On an off chance, they had Trixie scan for other types of radiation, including neutron emissions from a running fusion reactor. Again, though, every star was a blazing beacon of neutron radiation, so it got them no further ahead.

      Mol finally turned to Thorn. “Looks like it’s back down to you and your magic.”

      Thorn made a clicking sound, then tilted his head. “It’s not that easy. I’ve never actually seen the Pool of Stars, so I can’t rely on contagion to give me anything to fix on.”

      Mol stared back. “Contagion? Like, in a disease?”

      Brid and Dart both turned from their respective tasks to chuckle, but Thorn shut them both down with a look. “No. Contagion can be summed up as the part reflects the whole. So, if I had a piece, say, of the Gyrfalcon—anything that could be considered a part of her—I could use magic to affect her, even if I couldn’t—” He stopped.

      Mol and the others stared, then exchanged glances. Finally, Brid spoke up. “Sir? Thorn—?”

      He raised a hand.

      He’d never been near the Pool of Stars, of course, much less seen her—at least, outside of images and video. But there was a part of her, and a unique part at that, with which Thorn was intimately familiar. It was, in fact, a part that could only be seen.

      Her nose art.

      Putting aside the enormous implications of what Kira had told him, that he’d still be studiously trying to just put and keep aside, there might even be a personal connection between him and it. The little girl—

      —he grimly pushed aside the word that his mind wanted to use, his—his daughter—

      —had apparently been trying to use that nose art as a way of sending some sort of message, or warning, to him.

      It would still be a much less than perfect connection, but it was the strongest, and really, the only one he had with the Pool of Stars.

      “I’m going to try something,” he finally said. “It might not work, and if it doesn’t, I’m stumped. If we can’t think of anything else to try, we might just have to give up and go back home.”

      “What do you plan to do?” Dart asked.

      “I’m going to find Una’s Ass.”

      Mol blinked. “That is not . . . what I expected you to say.” Then she grinned. “But hey, whatever you do on your own time—”

      Thorn gave her a sidelong look. “Just shut up and fly, Mol.”
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        * * *

      

      Thorn once more shrank his awareness down to a point and focused on his talisman, his old story book. This time, he kept his eyes open, fixed on the cover art. It was typical of a kid’s book, brightly colored cartoon imagery, now scuffed and faded, but still similar in style to the Pool’s nose art. He then lifted his gaze to the flight management screen, which Trixie had temporarily repurposed to display the highest-res image of the nose art available. He let himself absorb that image for a while, then turned back to his book.

      Back to the nose art.

      Back to the book.

      He was waiting for a resonance, a flicker of connection that would tell him he’d found even a sliver of contagion, a thread of connection across which he could pour magical effect. There was simply too much space for him to realistically search it bit by bit; it would take weeks, probably months. But if he could find a link, no matter how tenuous, it gave him something to grab, like a protrusion from a smooth wall.

      Nothing.

      Thorn didn’t give up, though, because he knew he hadn’t tried everything. To do that, he had to go to the very place he’d been trying hard to avoid.

      The screen door banged behind her as the little girl came tumbling out—

      Why didn’t you tell me, Kira?

      —a doll, a smiling boy with wild, dark curls of hair and crude insignia patches sewn to each arm of its tattered shirt. “Lookit, Mister Starman! Lookit the bugs—”

      Kira, I had a right to know.

      Mister Starman smiled as he glowed, bright enough now to push the sunlight away. He was as cheerful as always, even when everything stopped working the way it was supposed to.

      He’d make it all right.

      He’d make it all right.

      He’d make it—

      A flickering, undulating thread of silver-blue radiance leapt away from Thorn’s talisman. Unconstrained by any physical laws, it moved at the speed of thought; it was suddenly just there. It connected him to a star system—a sun, around which revolved six planets. Somehow, there was a connection between Thorn and this distant star.

      That connection could be only one thing.

      He was tempted to use the thread as a pathway and push the Gyrfalcon along it. But the expenditure of power would, again, leave him drained, and he didn’t want to take them into such a massive question mark while unable to help deal with whatever they might encounter. So he let the effect end, the thread dissolving into motes of connection that faded away.

      He slumped back in the g-couch. “Trixie, give me a local star chart.”

      “Gotcha.”

      He pointed at the chart when it appeared, at a particular star system. “There,” Thorn said. “We want to go there.”

      The other three stared at him for a moment, then Mol nodded. “Trixie, you heard the man. Do your mathematical magic, get the nav set up.”

      “You bet!”

      Thorn rubbed his face, body thrumming with exhaustion.

      Mol glanced at him, back at Brid and Dart, then back at him. “Thorn, you okay?”

      Thorn took a moment to answer. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. Just took a lot of out of me, that’s all.”

      Some pain, he would not share. Not yet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “So, six planets,” Dart said, studying the instrumentation that had been set up behind the Gyrfalcon’s cockpit. “One gas giant, five rocky planets. Three of those are terrestrial. Two of those are in the star’s habitable zone—let’s see, one-point-two Earth masses, and—oh, this one’s a beast, three-point-six Earth masses.”

      “The last thing I want to experience is running on a planet that big,” Brid said. “Hell, even breathing would be hard. Please tell me that’s not our destination.”

      “It’s not. The other planet, the smaller one, has atmospheric pollutants suggesting an industrialized society. Looks fairly advanced from here.”

      “Yeah, they’ve got artificial satellites, a couple of things that might be orbital platforms,” Mol said, studying her own tactical display. “Can’t tell if any of it’s defensive systems or not.”

      Thorn stared at the fierce point of light that was the system’s star. They’d made the trip in a single Alcubierre hop, and returned to normal space on the inside edge of the system’s Oort Cloud. It offered enough distance to keep them out of range of probable detection, but close enough that they could snoop.

      “There are broadcasts from that planet, too,” Brid said, fiddling with her own console. “All across the radio frequency spectrum, and down into microwaves.”

      Thorn glanced back. “That’s good, right? Means they don’t communicate by smell, or bioluminescence, or anything like that?”

      “Well, they might,” Brid replied. “But these radio emissions are modulated, some in amplitude, some in frequency, and there are patterns to it. So they’re probably communications, which means we probably have some common linguistic foundations.” She made a face. “Probably?”

      “Can you decipher any of it?” Thorn asked.

      “Translation software’s working on it now,” Brid said. “If it can find something to suggest shared concepts, then it should be able to come up with some sort of translation key. Might be pretty crude, though, so I wouldn’t count on any long, involved conversations.”

      “Whatever you can do,” Thorn said. “Meantime, Mol, what’s our best possible time to that planet?”

      She nodded at the normal space nav display, set in the console between them. It already held the answer. “I knew you’d ask that,” she said. “Without burning insane amounts of fuel, four days.”

      Thorn thought about sitting in the Gyrfalcon for four days, with nothing to do but brood. “Can we cut that down at all? Use the Alcubierre drive?”

      “Knew you’d ask that, too. We can, and shave about two and a half days off the trip.”

      “But?”

      “But, pushing that deep into a gravity well is going to strain the drive. I’d hate to break it, especially this far from ON space.”

      Thorn sighed, frustrated by the limits of physics and ‘casting alike. He could use magic, but again, it would deplete his supernatural resources just in time to arrive on the doorstep of an entirely unknown race. But he could also do it more or less instantly.

      He turned back to Brid and Dart. “You guys are both Starcasters. Think you can cover us, while I take some recovery time after moving us in-system?”

      “We’ll do what we’ve gotta do,” Brid replied.

      “Okay, then.” Thorn settled back in the g-couch and extracted his talisman. “Stand by, everyone, we’re going for another ride.”
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      They called themselves the Danzur, their civilization the Danzurite Sovereignty. It was a grandiose name, Thorn thought, for a civilization that consisted of a single planet. Fortunately, it turned out that Brid’s translation software, which was AI-based and much more sophisticated than the stock system built into the Gyrfalcon, was able to establish a workable translation key. By the time Thorn had shifted them to a point only a few million klicks from the planet, they had the means of talking to the Danzur.

      Unfortunately, they were assholes.

      “—the sovereign and inalienable territorial rights of the Danzurite Sovereignty shall not be infringed by any external party, without express permission of the Assembly of Hegemons, in accordance with charters adopted during the Second Conference, and with due regard—”

      Thorn lowered the volume on the droning voice. “Are they telling us we’re welcome here, or they want us to go away?”

      “I can’t tell,” Brid said, shaking her head. “That’s the problem with being a linguist. I might be able to figure out how to communicate with someone, but I have no control over whether it’s actually worth our time.”

      “—certain accommodations that recognize the unfamiliarity of external parties with certain provisions, and exceptions to those provisions—”

      Thorn scowled. “I don’t even think this is a recording. There’s some guy, Danzur, whatever the hell these people are, anyway, actually saying all of this stuff to us in real time.”

      “Checks out,” Brid said, tapping a graphical display. “All of the standard indicators are saying this is live.”

      “So these Danzur have deployed a defensive system,” Mol said. “And it’s a potent one, too.”

      Thorn glanced at the tactical display to see whatever Mol had seen, but nothing on it had changed. He lifted his eyes to her.

      She smiled. “Boredom. They’ve figured out how to weaponize boredom.”

      Thorn smiled back. Indeed, after their own initial transmission, identifying themselves and assuring that their mission was a peaceful one, the Danzur had responded with almost two full minutes of what sounded like the text of a legal agreement.

      “Uh, Thorn? They’ve stopped talking,” Dart said.

      Sure enough, the comm had gone silent. Thorn turned his attention to the welcome silence.

      “Uh, okay,” he said, transmitting. “What would you like us to do now?”

      “Do you accept the terms and conditions of your entry into the territorial integrity of the Danzur Sovereignty? If you have questions, or object to any provisions, please identify the provision in question by specific reference—”

      “No, no questions,” Thorn replied.

      “I can repeat the terms and conditions if it would assist—”

      “Oh, hell no!” Thorn blurted, then glared at the snickers from the others. “No, that . . . won’t be necessary. That was very clear, thank you.”

      The voice somehow turned even more petulantly self-important. “That being the case, do you accept the terms and conditions of your entry into the territorial integrity—”

      “We do,” Thorn cut in. “Yes. We do.”

      Brid leaned forward. “You sure you don’t want to review what they said? Just in case we’re agreeing to be eaten or something?”

      “I listened to it all,” Trixie put in. “And there’s nothing about anyone eating anyone. Mainly just a bunch of legal mumbo jumbo about divesting them of liability and concurrence with legal statutes and blah, blah, blah.”

      Thorn hit transmit. “Please wait a moment, we’re reviewing the terms of the agreement.”

      Strangely, the voice lightened, becoming almost pleasant. “Oh. Well, very well, then. I will await your reply.”

      “I think we just scored a point with them,” Dart said. Thorn looked a question at him.

      “You didn’t just hit ok on the legal agreement,” he replied. “You told them you’re going to study it.”

      “Yeah, just from his tone of voice,” Brid put in, “you said something they find . . . pleasing.”

      “These Danzur like bureaucracy, and procedure, and doing things by the book,” Thorn said.

      Brid and Dart both nodded. Mol, for her part, just slumped back in her g-couch.

      “A planet full of people who love bureaucracy,” she said. “Ladies and gentlemen, I think we’ve just discovered hell.”
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        * * *

      

      “Air’s a little on the thick side,” Brid said, as she, Thorn, and Dart stepped out of the Gyrfalcon’s airlock and into the orbiting platform to which they’d been directed. Apparently, actually landing on the planet’s surface required another set of disclaimers, liability waivers, and similar legal bullshit. Thorn did not have the patience to pander to the bureaucratic fetish the Danzur seemed to actually enjoy.

      “About five percent higher atmospheric pressure,” Dart said, glancing down at the data pad clipped to his belt. “Oxygen content is higher, too—about twenty-six percent, compared to twenty-one standard. Higher partial pressure of water vapor, higher CO2 content compared to nitrogen, higher—”

      “Thicker,” Thorn said. “We get it.” He turned and looked along the corridor leading forward. It was brightly lit and rendered in soft, pastel colors, mainly pinks and pale greens, arranged in an abstract pattern that reminded him of—

      He grimaced at each new and ghastly color array. In the distant past, he recalled a horrible piece of clothing—or was it socks—in this unsettling color pattern.

      Paisley. Right.

      “Interesting choice of décor,” Brid said as they started forward, her thoughts apparently echoing Thorn’s.

      They reached the end of the corridor and stepped into a compartment occupied by four—

      Danzur, Thorn assumed, though they were nothing at all like what he’d expected.

      If you took an ape, squashed it to about two-thirds of the height of a man, added the bulk to its width, gave it an extra set of arms, then clothed it in something resembling formal wear, you’d have a Danzur.

      One of them stepped forward with a loping gait. “On behalf of the Hegemony, I am pleased to extend our welcome to you. I am Sophat Girn, Deputy Assistant to the Preeminent Undersecretary to the First Secretary to the Hegemonic Council.”

      Two things struck Thorn as the Danzur spoke—first, that, absent the translator and its formal, cultured tone, their actual speech sounded like nothing but a series of wet, syrupy grunts. And second, despite giving a title that was vaguely masculine, Thorn had no idea whether Sophat Girn was female, male, or something different. As the diplomat droned on, despite being an underling to an underling to an underling of whoever was in charge, Sophat Girn gave his title like it wasn’t only something to be proud of, but that it was important, too.

      Thorn kept his face neutral, since smiling might be considered inappropriate, and responded in a grave tone.

      “I am Lieutenant Thorn Stellers, Starcaster with the Orbital Navy of Earth. We represent the Allied Stars, and I am very pleased to meet you.”

      Sophat introduced the other three Danzur present, all of whom seemed to be underlings not only to him, but also, in some fashion, to one another. Thorn acknowledged them as they were named, but quickly forgot who was who because, apparently, every Danzur had some sort of convoluted title to follow their name. Or at least these ones did, although at each introduction, the Danzur compulsively adjusted a stack of papers near them, twitching every page into order with meticulous care.

      “You, ah, missed one,” Thorn said, smiling.

      The Danzur bobbed her head and adjusted a stack of pages, then sighed in a universal sound of relief. “Thank you!” she enthused via the translation.

      Thorn introduced Brid and Dart in turn, then Sophat led all of them into an adjoining compartment, one seemingly intended specifically for diplomatic meetings. This compartment was adorned with more of the pastel-Paisley patterns and was set with cushions in a circle surrounding a holographic display. The image currently depicted was yet more abstraction—essentially, the Paisley pattern animated into something flowing and languid. Thorn wasn’t sure if it meant something or was just a screensaver.

      When they had settled themselves in, Sophat Girn spoke.

      “I have submitted an archival retrieval request to our Sub-Sub-Sovereignty of Records, to determine if we have ever had contact with your species before, but I have not yet received an answer.” As Sophat spoke, little strings and droplets of spittle flew from his—Thorn thought of him as male—mouth and pattered on the textured floor. “Accordingly, I have no facts regarding your species upon which to base discussion.”

      One of the other Danzur leaned in toward Sophat and spoke in a voice too quiet for the translator to pick up. Sophat raised a hand, with fingers crossed and intertwined in a particular way. Thorn noted that those fingers had two more knuckles than the human variety, and that they could apparently bend in both directions; that probably multiplied the number of possible hand gestures one of the aliens could make by at least an order of magnitude. The other Danzur immediately bowed its head and fell silent.

      “With your permission, and in anticipation of my archival request being filled in the requisite time, I have authorized my Second Subordinate Assistant Secretary to record these proceedings.”

      Thorn glanced at Brid and Dart, then nodded. “Sure, by all means.”

      “Excellent. I will need you to stipulate this specifically, in accordance with Archival Directive four-dash-one-two-stroke-five—”

      Now Thorn held up a hand, intending a bit of an experiment. “We do so stipulate.”

      Sure enough, a ripple of obvious discomfort flashed among the Danzur, as Thorn blindly accepted whatever officious requirement this one happened to be. Dart had been right; the Danzur didn’t like their bureaucracy being circumvented. It was going to make dealing with these people a massive pain in the ass.

      Nonetheless, Sophat seemed to grudgingly accept. “Very well. Now, if I may, I note that you and your companions seem to represent two different morphologies.”

      “I . . . I’m sorry, what?”

      Sophat pointed at Thorn, then Dart. “You two are a distinct physiological morphology from the one you named as Brid.”

      “Ah, okay,” Thorn said. “Dart and I are the males of our species. Brid is female.”

      “And the significance of this is?”

      “It’s . . . related to the way in which our species reproduces. A male and a female combine their genetic material in a way that results in a new—”

      Thorn had to stop, earning a sharp look from both Brid and Dart.

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry. The result is a new member of our species, itself either male or female.”

      “I see. Please, would you demonstrate this combination of genetic material for us?”

      Brid made a noise that sounded like a snorting chuckle.

      Thorn stared, almost laughing, too. “Um, that . . . procedure . . . is something we consider a very . . . uh, personal thing.”

      “Again, I see. My apologies if I made an unseemly request.”

      “That’s no problem at all.”

      “And what of the third?”

      Thorn looked around in confusion. “I’m sorry, the third—what, exactly?”

      “You described how your two morphologies, as represented here, combine their genetic material to spawn new life. What role does the third morphology play?”

      “We don’t have one. It’s usually just the two,” Thorn replied.

      The Danzur exchanged looks that could have been anything from fascination to disgust, and maybe some of both.

      “That is unusual,” Sophat said. “However, we have other areas of inquiry to pursue—”

      “If I may,” Brid put in. “Might I ask the nature of morphologies, as you call them, among your people? I honestly do not see clear differences between you and your companions, but I’m unsure if that means you are all the same morphology, or if I simply lack the understanding of how to distinguish them.”

      Sophat considered the question. Thorn expected another bureaucratic hoop to jump through before getting an answer, but when the Danzur finally spoke, it was uncharacteristically direct.

      “I am a prime. My various assistants are lessers, but may become primes, if circumstances so dictate. In order to reproduce, it is necessary for a prime and lesser to each contribute their genetic material to a null.”

      “A null?”

      “Yes. Nulls provide the actual means of reproduction.”

      Brid glanced at Thorn and offered a barely perceptible shrug. She’d obviously been angling for an appropriate pronoun to use with Sophat, but it seemed that they/them was going to be it.

      The conversation continued, ranging from topic to topic. The Danzur seemed, in their own way, to be eager to learn more about humans and their society, and Thorn was just as interested in the Danzur, but they were here for a reason. When the conversation drifted to the field of technology, he finally saw his chance.

      “So your people are obviously capable of spaceflight,” Thorn said. “Are you able to leave this star system, and venture beyond it?”

      “In order to answer that, I will first need you to stipulate to the constraints of the Hegemonic Council Directive nine-three-slash-two—”

      This time, Thorn waited for Sophat to finish reciting the official requirements, nodded with great gravitas, then asked if he could consult with his colleagues before answering. This seemed to please the Danzur, who appeared quite happy to await their decision. Thorn led Brid and Dart back to the Gyrfalcon.

      Mol sprawled in her g-couch, making exaggerated snoring sounds.

      “Yes, Mol, we get it,” Thorn said. “You find this boring.”

      She opened her eyes and scowled. “Holy shit, I’ve been listening in through your comm, like you wanted, and—again, holy shit, are these people ever tedious, with a capital teed.”

      He turned to Brid and Dart. “So what do you think?”

      “I think it’s amazing they get anything done,” Dart said. “It’s like the admin and personnel and all those other departments at Fleet came to life, gained sentience, and took over.”

      “You sure they haven’t already?” Mol asked. “I had to fill out about a thousand pages of reports before I could certify this ship to even fly on this mission.”

      Thorn cut in. “Yes, they’re super hidebound and officious, we all get that. Do you guys think they’re being on the level, though? Can we trust them?”

      “As long as we fill out the requisite forms, yeah, probably,” Brid replied.

      Thorn nodded. “Fair enough. That’s kind of my attitude, too. That, and we really don’t have time to piss around playing the Danzurs’ bureaucratic games. My plan is to go back in there and get the conversation moved to talking about the Pool of Stars. There must be a reason this system was somehow connected to it.”

      Thorn got agreement from the others; he waited another ten minutes to make it appear they were giving the relevant legal terms due consideration, then they returned to the meeting room.

      “I am pleased to say that we are prepared to stipulate to the relevant terms,” he said to Sophat.

      “So noted, and recorded. Very well. Yes, we have begun to experiment with trans-light capable technology. We expect to undertake our first crewed flights within the next three cycles.”

      Thorn assumed a cycle probably meant a year, which meant the Danzur were on the very brink of becoming an interstellar civilization. And that gave Thorn the inroad he was looking for.

      “Humans were once at that stage. In fact, our first trans-light-capable ship, which we named the Pool of Stars, apparently ended up somewhere in this part of the galaxy, potentially very close to here. We’re a—” He glanced at Brid. “Is archaeological a good way to describe our mission?”

      Brid nodded. “Oh. Yes. Yes, that’s an excellent description. We’re an archeological expedition, seeking to find out what happened to our ship. It unfortunately was lost, and we’re not sure why.”

      “I see,” Sophat replied. “And you are seeking to determine if we have any knowledge of this ship of yours—this Pool of Stars, I believe you named it?”

      “Yes, that’s exactly it,” Thorn replied.

      “That will necessitate a further archival request, under Hegemony Directive—”

      “I was hoping we could apply for an exemption to your normal processes,” Thorn put in, taking a chance. Surely these people must have ways of bypassing their own, ponderous systems of governance, in times of, say, emergency. “Unfortunately, our time here is limited, and we are expected back in our own space soon.”

      Sophat just stared for a moment, his bright eyes fixed on Thorn in what had to be polite disbelief. Another Danzur leaned in and again whispered something to him, setting a scene as old as governments. Sophat turned to listen, then looked back at Thorn, his mobile face shifting into a new, inscrutable expression.

      “Since you are new to us, and in the interest of promoting cordial relations, I will execute the necessary emergency exemption to normal procedures and expedite your request,” the Danzur said.

      Thorn nodded with what he hoped was diplomatic gravitas.  “Thank you, Sophat. We are most appreciative.”

      A third Danzur leaned in to speak to Sophat. The whispered conversation went on for a moment, then Sophat turned, again, to Thorn.

      “Of course, in the interests of reciprocal cordial relations, perhaps there is something you can do for the Danzur Sovereignty,” Sophat said.

      Thorn resisted the temptation to smile—he’d been expecting exactly that. He heard Dart utter a faint sniff beside him, a simple noise that somehow still managed to impart fussy officiousness. It was, Thorn thought, a truly magnificent sound, and one that Dart must have practiced.

      “What did you have in mind?” Thorn asked mildly. He adopted one of his three patented looks for dealing with people who loved paperwork—in this case, it was number three—friendly interest with a tinge of youthful vigor.

      “Our star maps are derived solely from remote observations gathered from here, our home world. We presume that, as a race that has already begun to travel the stars, that your maps are much more detailed and accurate than ours. We would, therefore, ask you for copies of your star maps so that as we begin to take our own first, tentative steps beyond our world, we are doing so with the best data we can obtain.”

      Thorn still found it jarring that what came through the translator as a smooth, cultured voice, was actually delivered in the Danzur native tongue as a string of bestial grunts and growls, ending with a truly magnificent coughing snort that rang off the walls. After a second to recover, Thorn gave the request consideration, working through the ramifications of a new star faring race with vague intentions. The Danzur hadn’t been hostile—quite the opposite—but that didn’t assure that they couldn’t become hostile.

      As far as the ON was concerned, star charts were highly classified documents, as they were centered around the human home worlds and could be used to track and destroy all Orbital Navy activity. Thorn technically didn’t have the authority to declassify or release any of them to anybody. He could try to get that authority, or at least get clearance to go ahead, but a conventional message would take days, even weeks, to reach ON space, and for the reply to return. He could do it in real-time using Joining, but the only people he was certain he could contact that way were Densmore and Kira. For various reasons, he really didn’t want to speak to either of them—not in these circumstances, anyway.

      So he made a decision. This mission was a vital one. Whatever the Danzur knew about the Pool of Stars might prove crucial in completing it. He’d just have to hope Fleet saw fit to back him up on what he was about to do.

      In this case, it would literally be easier to get forgiveness than permission.

      “We can provide you with copies of our star charts that encompass your space, and that for several light-years around it. For reasons I’m sure you’ll understand, we won’t provide any information about our own space.”

      He felt Brid and Dart both look at him, surprised, but he ignored them.

      Sophat leaned toward one of his advisors, whispered something, and had something whispered back. The act was becoming an irritation, but Thorn smiled blandly, waiting for form to be observed.

      “That is acceptable,” the Danzur finally said. “Your caution regarding your own territorial integrity is perfectly understandable.”

      They concluded their meeting, with the understanding they would exchange data in one Danzur day, which was just over twenty-eight hours. Until then, Thorn and the others could enjoy the hospitality of the Danzur—and study them, just as Thorn knew the Danzur fully intended to do with them in return.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn and the others were invited to a formal dinner, in the same room where they’d spoken to Sophat and his advisors earlier. It appeared that they weren’t going to be allowed any further into the orbital station, or down to the surface—which was fine by Thorn, since he didn’t want this to turn into an involved diplomatic mission. He was, after all, keenly aware that he was not a diplomat, and probably shouldn’t portray himself as one.

      It turned out that the Danzur were strict vegetarians. They seemed alright with Dart using a portable scanner to confirm none of it would be toxic to the humans, and it all proved to be edible, with some of the items eliciting approving grins from the human diners. Thorn picked at an item that resembled a carrot crossed with a human ear, chewed meditatively, and pronounced it good. The Danzur watched him with delight as he tried almost everything on the table. He drew the line at a greasy bean that quivered in oily broth.

      “Smells like locker rooms and failure,” Thorn muttered to himself, then smiled brightly when Dart spooned more of the carrots-ears onto his plate. That, he could manage, and easily.

      “And the gym mats,” Mol said.

      “How would you know?”

      “Don’t ask,” Mol said, grinning.

      As dinner ended, Sophat tapped a chime. Thorn and company focused their attention on them. The Danzur spoke—at length—about the birth of a new relationship between his people, and humans, the wonderful opportunities it presented, and so on and so on. Somehow, despite the fluffy, feel-good nature of the speech, he still managed to work a shocking amount of bureaucratic bloat into each sentence, a true act of governmental wizardry.

      Mol leaned close to Thorn, dropping her voice to a whisper. “I feel really sorry for whatever diplomatic types end up dealing with this. I hope they’re the especially patient sort.”

      Thorn just nodded. As Sophat wound down his speech, he gestured to one of his underlings. The chosen Danzur nodded, then crossed to Thorn, holding out a thin, flexible sheet that resembled rice paper. Thorn accepted it with a somber nod, then examined it.

      It showed a schematic of what was obviously the Danzur system, with an arcing trajectory making a graceful sweep around the gas giant. On the reverse side, he found a grainy image of what could only be the Pool of Stars.

      “These observations were made by our Astronomical Directorate,” Sophat said. “Your ship passed through our system approximately thirty-eight cycles ago.”

      Dart lifted a hand, trying to interrupt in a polite way. “An obviously alien ship passed through your system, but it only rated some passing observations? Weren’t you curious what it was, where it came from, that sort of thing?”

      “We are aware that other spacefaring races exist, and periodically note their vessels passing through, or near, our system. Yours was merely one of many.”

      Thorn frowned at that. Many? Who, exactly, owned these many ships passing through the Danzur system? And why?

      And why had the Pool of Stars done so? Thorn was no navigator, but he knew enough about spaceflight to recognize a deliberate gravitational slingshot maneuver. Someone had piloted the ship on a very specific trajectory, intended to accelerate it by stealing some angular momentum from the gas giant. The chances of an out-of-control, drifting Pool just happening to fluke into the maneuver by itself, without someone—or something—piloting it was remote barely began to cut it.

      He put the questions aside and gave what he hoped was a pleasant look of thanks. “Once more, Sophat, we thank you. We’re prepared to transmit the star charts we discussed to you, since I don’t think we have any compatible data storage devices.”

      Sophat offered an acknowledgement. Thorn left it to Brid and Dart to work out the details of the transfer.

      They all clambered back aboard the Gyrfalcon and tried to wind down, burping grandly from the vast array of Danzur dishes.

      “I thought about going into the Diplomatic Corps once,” Brid said, as they reconfigured the Gyrfalcon’s cabin for sleeping. “They were only interested in Joiners, though.”

      “Being able to read the minds of those sitting across the table is a handy negotiating trick,” Dart said, and Brid nodded.

      “For sure.” She glanced at Thorn. “Hey, sir, did you try some Joining on our hosts? See if you could find out what makes them tick?”

      Thorn shook his head. “Nope. For all I know, they might be able to detect it. And the last thing I want to have to report back to Fleet is a sticky diplomatic incident.”

      Mol gave a sly smile. “We do have what we came here for now, though.”

      “Okay, I might have been thinking about trying it right after we get underway,” Thorn admitted.

      Using Joining to peer into the minds of the Danzur—assuming it was even possible—certainly might reveal useful things to know. But those weren’t the most interesting questions here. The ones that were revolved around the Pool of Stars, and her mysterious journey through the system, as she changed course and accelerated to—

      Where? Where was she going? And who was taking her there?
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      As it turned out, Thorn could scry into the minds of the Danzur. As the Gyrfalcon accelerated away from their home world, he ventured a broad, unfocused Joining, one intended to observe conscious thoughts of any Danzur about the orbital platform. He reasoned that, if Sophat and his minions were being deceptive, or even harbored some antagonism toward them, he should at least be able to sense that—and hopefully do it without the Danzur even being aware of it.

      As it turned out, the Danzur were just as stilted, hidebound and, frankly, boring in the way they thought, as they were face-to-face.

      “Seriously, their biggest concern seems to be a whole bunch of forms they have to write and reports they have to fill out because of our visit,” Thorn said. “I didn’t find even a hint of them lying to us. If anything, our willingness to engage in proper channels seemed to excite them, almost a fuzz of joy in each thought.” Thorn snorted, grinning. “Imagine that—taking happiness from layers of governmental busybodies. Their attention to detail is . . . quite something.”

      “Which means this data for the Pool of Stars must be correct,” Dart said.

      Trixie cut in. “Actually, all it really means is that they believe those data are accurate, not that they are.”

      Thorn smiled. “Trixie, you’re absolutely right. The trouble is that if they genuinely believe it, then as far as they’re concerned, they’re absolutely telling us the truth.”

      “Which means,” Mol said, “we want to follow that ship, right?”

      “We do,” Thorn said. “And that shouldn’t be too difficult, right? At the velocity recorded for her by the Danzur, she couldn’t be very far outside this system at all.”

      “I’ve calculated an intercept trajectory,” Trixie said. “Any time you guys are ready, we can start the big chase, kids.”

      Mol snorted. “Not much of a chase. Hell, we should be able to pick her up on our sensors pretty soon.”

      Thorn settled back into the g-couch as Mol and Trixie guided the Gyrfalcon onto a new trajectory, one that would intersect, and then follow, the one recorded by the Danzur for the Pool of Stars.
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        * * *

      

      As they swept past the sprawling glory of the gas giant, Thorn noticed Mol giving her panel a heated stare.

      “Something wrong?”

      She raised a finger, tapped the controls in an irritated staccato, then switched the Gyrfalcon’s sensors into full-power active mode for a few seconds before shutting them down with a final sweep of her hand. Banging away with active sensors essentially turned the fighter into a powerful beacon, announcing her presence to anyone who happened to be looking. As the data returns came sluicing back, Mol’s face became even gloomier.

      She looked up at Thorn. “Nothing.”

      “Nothing?”

      “No Pool of Stars,” she said, shaking her head. “Based on what we got from the Danzur, we should know pretty much exactly where she is, within a few light-seconds, anyway. But there’s nothing there.”

      Brid leaned forward. “Maybe she made another course change.”

      “Wouldn’t matter,” Mol said. “She can only accelerate so much, which means there’s a limited volume of space where she could be. But there’s nothing.”

      It was Thorn’s turn to look quizzical. “Could she have crashed into something?” he asked, but he answered his own question with one look at the display. Orbital mechanics were complicated, but everything obeyed certain laws. There simply were no planetary bodies she could have hit. “Actually, never mind,” he said. “I can see she couldn’t have. Can’t hit what’s not there.”

      “Maybe she slammed into something passing through the Kuiper belt,” Brid suggested, but Trixie answered.

      “Highly unlikely. The average density of objects in the Belt is about one per million cubic kilometers. The chances of the Pool of Stars smacking into one of them are—let’s just they’re not zero, but that’s about it.”

      “Okay,” Thorn said, scrubbing a hand through his hair. “If she hasn’t been destroyed, then she must be out there. The only other possibility is that she used her Alcubierre drive to hop away—where, we don’t know, but that places some limits on the second search grid.”

      “Which puts us back at square one,” Dart said, sighing.

      “Not necessarily,” Mol replied. “I say we follow her trajectory anyway. There are two systems her course would pass through, one about three light-years away, the other about five. Kinda stands to reason she’d follow a trajectory she started, right?”

      “This would only work if her Alcubierre drive was actually working, though,” Brid said. “And, as far as we know, it wasn’t.”

      “That was kind of the whole problem, wasn’t it?” Dart asked.

      Thorn shrugged. “Maybe the crew got it working again. Or maybe they were helped.”

      “By whom?” Brid asked. “The Danzur are the only other race out here, and they aren’t even trans-light capable yet.”

      “Or at least that’s what they told us,” Mol replied.

      Thorn gave her a puzzled look. “You saying we have reason to doubt that?”

      Mol looked at the control panel. “Trixie?”

      “Yeah, so, when an Alcubierre drive that’s running even a little off spec travels through space, it generates not just the big wave that pushes its separate, little reality bubble along, but also lots of little ones,” the AI said. “It’s kind of like dropping a rock or something in water. If it’s something small and streamlined, it makes only a little splash and a few ripples. But if it’s something bigger and flatter, then it makes a big kerplunk, and lots of little ripples.”

      “That’s why drive engineers are so obsessive about keeping their Alcubierre rigs tuned up, like they’re fine musical instruments,” Mol said. “The more out of spec they are, the more they waste energy, burn fuel, and leave a noticeable trail through space.”

      “Go on,” Thorn said.

      “Well, since I didn’t have much to do sitting at the dock back there,” Trixie said, “I decided to scan the system for everything I could think of. Oh—fun fact! If you could smell the upper atmosphere of that gas giant, the mix of gases would make it smell like someone ripped a really nasty fart.”

      Thorn laughed. “Anyway, Trixie—”

      “Yeah. So, I found some telltale gravity waves, the kind a misaligned Alcubierre drive would leave behind it. They were really weak—in fact, I had to keep running the detector pretty much the whole time we were there just to be able to confirm it.”

      “So an Alcubierre drive was operating in the Danzur system?” Thorn asked. “When?”

      “Sorry, can’t tell,” Trixie replied. “Too many variables. Can’t tell anything about trajectory either, just that it was here.”

      “It might very well have been our own drive,” Dart said. “From when we arrived—”

      Trixie made a sound like an offended gasp, while Mol’s head snapped around. “We keep our drive running at ninety-eight percent plus efficiency,” she snapped. “There’s no way it’s our own wake.”

      “Besides, the Gyrfalcon’s drive isn’t big enough to cause the ripples I detected,” Trixie said, her tone miffed. “I know that because, you know, I’d already thought of that. This was a way bigger ship than this one that caused those ripples, with a way bigger, more powerful drive.”

      Dart held up his hands. “Sorry, didn’t mean to offend anyone. I’m just saying there are other things it could be. A natural phenomenon of some sort, for instance.”

      “I thought of that, too,” Trixie shot back. “When things like neutron stars or black holes smack into one another, they can cause gravity waves. Those have a way greater wavelength than these ones. If this is something natural, it’s nothing we’ve ever seen before.”

      “All I think Dart is saying,” Brid said, “is that we could chase ghosts all over this sector until our supplies run low and come up with nothing.”

      “It’d be a lot of wasted time and effort,” Dart added.

      Thorn pretended to look at the nav screen, stealing a moment to think—and not just about their next move.

      “Let’s head to that closer system along the Pool’s last known course,” he finally said. “We’ve come all this way, might as well exhaust the possibilities before we head back home.”

      She gave a small, jaunty salute. “Roger that. Trixie, time to do your navigational magic.”

      “On it,” she said. “Oh, do you guys want some music to listen to along the way—“

      They all said it at the same time.

      “No!”
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        * * *

      

      Thorn watched intently as the Gyrfalcon flipped back to normal space. Data began to sluice in through her sensors, sampling every emission and burst of radiation they possibly could. It took a moment for Trixie to be able to assemble a clear picture of the system—a red giant star surrounded by a lot of rocky debris in a broad halo, a pair of ice-giant planets apparently keeping it all gravitationally stable.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to VB 1096.6, a lovely little system which, if it had any habitable planets, would see them lit by the warm, romantic light of this class M star.”

      “Any sign of the Pool of Stars?” Thorn asked.

      “Nope, not yet,” Trixie replied. “In fact, I’m not detecting any evidence of anything that isn’t just natural background activity.”

      “Seems this system just isn’t interesting enough to bother with,” Brid said. “Nowhere to live—”

      “And too much radiation from that star, even if you were inclined to settle down here,” Dart added, shaking his head. “If the Pool came here, she sure as hell didn’t stick around.” He looked at Thorn. “The next system isn’t much better. You think the rads are bad here, they’d be even worse there.”

      Thorn drummed his fingers on the armrest of his g-couch. “So you think we should just call it here, and head back to the Hecate.”

      “It’s like we said before,” Brid replied. “We can check out the next system, and the next, and the one after that, and—” She shrugged. “We’ve definitely got a mystery on our hands, that’s clear, but I don’t think we’re ever going to solve it.”

      “Too much time has passed,” Dart said. “And space is just too friggin’ big.”

      Thorn turned to look at Brid, then Dart. “Your suggestions are duly noted. Since we’re here, though, I think we should look around before deciding anything.”

      He said it in a calm, matter of fact way, turned back forward—

      Then let his awareness slip off the chain a little, encompassing nothing by the Gyrfalcon. He just let it brush quickly across the minds of everyone present, skimming only their most superficial thoughts.

      Mol—no surprise. She was intently focused on considering the best approach trajectory to enter the system.

      Brid and Dart—uneasy reluctance. They genuinely believed that Mol should just turn the Gyrfalcon about and start the trip home.

      Huh.

      Mol tapped at her controls, laying in a course that would take the Gyrfalcon close by one of the ice giants, then slingshot around it to pass through part of the debris field and make a flyby of the other planet. Trixie fine-tuned and refined it, then Mol turned to Thorn.

      “Ready when you are,” she said.

      Thorn nodded toward the view ahead. “Let’s do it.”

      She hit the drive, and the Gyrfalcon smoothly accelerated into the lonely system, lit by the light of a forgotten star.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn watched as the first ice giant, which resembled the Solar planet Uranus, fell away behind them. The panoramic view of the big planet’s azure cloud tops were a spectacular vista as Mol steered them past in a looping orbit. He’d had to remind himself to not just gawk, but actually pay attention to what the Gyrfalcon’s sensors were telling them.

      Which wasn’t much. The planet had a multitude of moons, but Trixie confirmed they were just hunks of rock tugged out of the vast halo of debris around the star. None of them had any atmosphere to speak of, nor was there any sign anyone had ever visited them. Now they raced on through the debris field, Mol and Trixie threading a safe path through the drifting—

      Thorn felt something brushing the corners of his awareness with a feather’s touch. A hint, or a ghost, more than any fully formed idea. But his curiosity would not be denied. “Where did all these rocks come from, anyway?” he asked. “Older planets that got smashed up?”

      “Probably,” Trixie replied. “I’ve been trying out different models for how this system could have formed, and the most likely one—”

      “That’s okay, Trixie,” Thorn said, then he reached into the pocket of his crash suit. He slipped out his talisman, the battered storybook. Traces of grit still scraped under his fingertips, despite how long he’d been carrying the little book—each touch a direct line to his own past, mired in fire and ash and pain. Particles of his old life, miniscule remnants of what the Nyctus had taken away from him. He’d probably always feel them, even if no one else ever would. They were just part of what the book was to him now.

      But that wasn’t the only familiar thing.

      He sat suddenly upright.

      Mol glanced at him. “Something wrong?”

      Thorn stared at the viewscreen. At the nav display. At the viewscreen again.

      “Sir,” Brid said. “Are you—”

      “Mol,” Thorn snapped. “Get us the hell out of here.”

      She stared. “Out of where? This system?”

      “No, this debris field. Get us out of it, now!”

      She didn’t question it any further; her fingers danced across the controls, spinning the Gyrfalcon, then starting a hard burn to push her out of the debris halo by the quickest possible course. It aimed them directly at the star.

      “Mind if I ask what’s going on?” she asked.

      Thorn opened his mouth. “Ooh, I know!” Trixie cut in. “Some of the rocks ahead of us changed their trajectories a touch. That’s it, isn’t it?”

      “She’s right,” Thorn replied, leaning back and placing his talisman in his lap, his fingertips resting on it.

      “Well, shit,” Mol replied. “I didn’t even notice.” She scowled at the display. “But—yeah, Trixie’s right. About a dozen rocks somehow nudged their way onto converging trajectories with us.”

      She turned to Thorn with wide eyes. “Damn. Does that mean what I think it means?”

      Thorn gave a grim nod. “Yeah, it does. The Nyctus are here.”
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      Almost as soon as he said it, drives flared to life in the debris field, along what would have been their course. Thorn counted four of them.

      “Two frigates and two corvettes,” Mol said. “Or whatever the squids call those types of ships.”

      “Can we outrun them?” Brid asked.

      Mol studied the tactical display, then shook her head. “We’ve got an edge on them acceleration-wise, but not enough to make a clean break.” She glanced at Thorn. “There’s definitely gonna be some shooting.”

      Thorn scowled at the four icons now glowing on the tactical display. Intercepting trajectories extended from them, converging on the Gyrfalcon’s track. “I gather they were just hiding out among these rocks, all powered down.”

      “That’d do it,” Trixie replied. “There’s enough metal in these boulders to make them blend right in.”

      “Maybe they were using magic, too,” Dart offered. “Concealing themselves with it.”

      “Maybe,” Thorn replied. “They definitely have at least one shaman with them. He wanted to take us out in typical squid-style, with KEWs, I guess. He got sloppy, though.”

      “They probably don’t know we’ve got a Starcaster in the right-hand seat,” Mol said. “I’m assuming it was your mojo that let you see those rocks start moving, even before Trixie did.”

      “Something like that,” Thorn replied.

      Mol tightened the harness holding her into her g-couch. As she did, something made a soft, metallic ping.

      Thorn, who’d been tightening up his own straps, looked around. “What was that?”

      “Something under my butt, in this seat,” Mol said. “Maybe a spring’s going.” She smiled at Thorn. “I could take some time to check it out. Hate to have a spring poke me in the ass at an inopportune moment. You know, like combat.”

      “How about we leave the routine maintenance for another time?” Thorn replied. “Besides, I think you’ll survive a poke in the cheek.”

      “Says the man whose cheek isn’t the one at risk of being skewered.”

      Thorn grinned but turned serious again as he looked back at the tactical display. “More than just that about to be skewered. I don’t like this combat display. It’s bad and getting worse.”

      They finished cinching up crash suits, then put their helmets on and latched them into place. The visors, which they left open, would automatically snap closed if the cabin pressure suddenly dropped.

      “Okay,” Mol said, her gaze fixed on the tactical screen. “They’ll be in decent firing range for typical squid missiles in about fifteen seconds, plus or minus five seconds based on possible acceleration. Gonna be tight no matter how hard we drive.”

      They waited. Sure enough, all four Nyctus ships launched missiles, the projectiles lunging at them far faster than they could accelerate away.

      “This is where it gets interesting,” Mol said, whipping the Gyrfalcon through a one hundred and eighty degree spin, then ramming the drive to the firewall. Inertial dampening systems wiped away most of the sudden surge of g’s, but all of them were still pressed hard into their seats.

      In less than a minute, Mol had brought the Gyrfalcon to a complete stop and started her acceleration in the opposite direction, toward the squid missiles. Thorn knew what she wanted to do—run at the missiles head-on, dodge them, then leave them unable to come about after them by the time they ran out of fuel. But they’d need more velocity if this was going to work.

      “Mol,” Thorn said. “Stand by to go faster.”

      She looked at him but just nodded in understanding. “Not going to turn down some help.”

      Thorn let his awareness sink once more into his talisman. He caught flickers of fire and smoke and fear imprinted on its tattered pages, but he had long ago learned to ignore them. Instead, he shoved his perception outward, until it again encompassed the Gyrfalcon. The Nyctus used magic to accelerate rocks into deadly KEWs, something that should smash the projectiles to gravel, but didn’t.

      Thorn decided to borrow their technique.

      He kept his focus on the Gyrfalcon but let the rest of the universe fade away. For a moment, the fighter hung in a bubble of Thorn’s awareness, mimicking the way an Alcubierre drive worked. Now Thorn crafted magic into a hard push against the bubble, an application of Force magic that would have slammed against the Gyrfalcon like a battering ram. Instead, the fighter itself felt no push at all—but the bubble of space around it did.

      Thorn maintained the effect until it felt right. Spacecraft flight was all about mathematics and equations; magic, though, was about doing something until it didn’t need to be done anymore. Like a series of tumblers, his ability clicked into place, and the Gyrfalcon leapt forward, defying everything that resembled physics in a blur of light.

      He let go, releasing the effect. The magical power leaked away, exposing his mind to the physical world once again. His awareness snapped back into his head, inside the fighter. He took a breath, and then another, lungs pumping like bellows as his body adjusted to the physical demands of a magical task.

      “You know,” Mol said, “I’m starting to think we don’t even need engines anymore. You just gained us a few thousand meters per second of delta-v, in, like, no time. Between that and moving around between stars—”

      “Yeah, well, let’s hang onto the engines, just in case,” Thorn said, forcing himself to relax and catch his breath, still shaking off the efforts. He glanced back at Brid and Dart, and saw them sitting in the g-couches, taking in the show. Dart gave him a thumbs up, but they were mission specialists and otherwise really had nothing to do—

      Which made Thorn wary.

      He tossed the thought aside. “I’ll see if I can help dodge those missiles,” he said to Mol, pointing at the tactical display. He tapped three of the icons depicting the incoming ordnance, now just over a minute away. “These ones here. That should give you some room to maneuver.”

      “Roger that. I’m just going to assume they won’t be there, when we are.” She shot him a wry glance. “Because, if they are . . .”

      She didn’t need to finish.

      The missiles raced closer. The Nyctus ships, driving along behind, broke into two pairs, each with one of the larger, frigate-like ships, accompanied by one of the corvette-class. The pairs diverged their trajectories, but also cut their drives. Like the missiles, if they just engaged the Gyrfalcon in a high-velocity, head-on pass, they’d get only a few seconds of engagement time, then they’d have to come about and try to give chase. At that point, the fighter would be long gone, well outside their possible maneuver envelopes. This way, they could keep firing solutions on the Gyrfalcon a lot longer, engaging from both flanks.

      “Missiles in thirty seconds,” Trixie said. “Whatever you’re gonna do, you should do it soon!”

      Thorn refocused his awareness back through his talisman. This time, the target of his magic was the Nyctus, so he drew on the old pain embedded in the substance of the book, using it to sharpen his perception, and thereby his control. Once more, he pulled magical power to him and imposed his will on it.

      Three missiles, each tracking the Gyrfalcon with mechanical determination.

      Let them.

      Thorn superimposed a temporary new reality over each of the three missiles, so that each saw one of the others as the fighter. Their guidance systems, locked onto the Gyrfalcon, dutifully adjusted their trajectories to intercept the target they’d been assigned, and Thorn learned something critical. Magic could alter material abilities, not just the material itself.

      Two detonated in rapid succession, the twin blasts smashing the third to wreckage.

      Mol had already jinked the Gyrfalcon aside, hard enough to fling them all to one side against their harnesses.

      “Trixie, rail gun!”

      “Coming up!”

      The Gyrfalcon shuddered as her rail gun opened up, spitting hyper-velocity slugs at one of the remaining missiles, blowing it to whirling scrap. Trixie shifted targets and took down a second missile. She tried to refocus the weapon and track a third, but a warning chime sang through the cabin.

      “Damn it, got a jam,” Mol snapped. The third missile, the one Trixie had meant to be the target, was the only one that remained a threat. And it was just seconds away from detonating, less than a klick way.

      Thorn braced himself. “This is gonna hurt.”

      Mol cursed and rotated the Gyrfalcon ninety degrees, pointing her aft end at the missile. At the same time, she firewalled the drive. A plume of superheated plasma poured from her exhaust, slamming the fighter through a lateral acceleration that made her groan deep in her structure. Thorn’s head snapped back against the g-couch, suddenly two or three times as heavy as it should be.

      The missile exploded. The drive plume dissipated some of the blast effect coming directly at the Gyrfalcon. Whatever did manage to slam into the fighter hit her most solid parts—exhaust bells and backing plates, all tough alloy designed to shrug off the incandescent fury of the plume.

      Thorn still felt like someone had kicked him in the head, back, and hips all at once, his spinal column a dancing stack of bones. The Gyrfalcon lurched and wobbled, settling back into a smooth course as Mol regained control.

      “That was fun,” Brid said in a voice that certainly didn’t sound like someone having fun.

      “Well, if you liked that, you’re gonna love what’s coming next,” Mol replied, without taking her eyes off the instruments. “Because we’ve still got to fight our way through four ships, each of them bigger than us.” She glanced at Thorn. “You’ve already done a lot, but if you could help out with this part too, that’d be nice.”

      Thorn squared, locking his eyes on the tac display once again. The only way they were going to manage this was by focusing on one pair of the Nyctus ships. That meant the other pair needed to be taken out of action. He considered how he could do that—

      But could think of only one way. It would leave him drained, unable to influence the battle any further. He said as much to Mol.

      “You and Trixie are going to have to get us through the other two,” he said.

      She gave a quick nod. “Trixie, this is going to be a lot harder without that rail gun.”

      “Had to cycle it three times, but I just cleared that jam,” Trixie said. “It should be good now!”

      Thorn glanced at the rail gun’s status panel, and it flicked from red to green. “Excellent. Back in business.”

      “Any way we can help?” Brid asked.

      Thorn turned. “Have you guys ever used magic during a space engagement before?”

      They glanced at one another, then Brid shook her head. “Afraid not.”

      “Then this isn’t the time to start, unless Mol asks for help. Otherwise, just sit tight and hang on so you don’t start working against her,” Thorn said.

      Brid and Dart both gave another thumbs up, their motion nearly twin-like, and Thorn turned back to the battle, eyes narrowed as he felt the simmering presence of magic fizz through his bones.

      “We’re going to fight through the pair on the left,” Mol said.

      “Got it,” Thorn replied, shifting his focus to the two ships off to the right of their course.

      For a third time, he sank his awareness into his talisman. This time, he embraced the echoes of terror, and loss, and lonely despair imprinted into it, using them to drive away any uncertainty—or compassion. What he was about to do had nothing compassionate about it.

      Thorn’s perception raced out of the Gyrfalcon, into the empty nothing that was space. Grimly, he pushed his focus on, until it finally touched the two Nyctus ships that were his targets.

      Machinery. Mechanical process, electronic systems, the flow of electrical current, the stellar roar of nuclear fusion—

      He ignored it all. It was just noise. What he sought was right there.

      Thorn seized thoughts that weren’t his, alien and mostly just an abstract jumble, and yet still familiar. They were thoughts shot through with purpose, with cruel and deadly determination. They were the thoughts of the squid commanding the bigger of the two ships.

      Thorn latched onto those thoughts, and—

      They killed my family.

      They killed my daughter.

      A roaring flame of rage kindled in Thorn. He rode it, a tide of incandescent hate, and began to push  his sphere of influence outward, spinning like the disc of a youthful star system. At the front of this column of will, Thorn drew the power to him, through him, and into every fiber of his being, knowing it belonged there among the threads of his soul.

      He was alive. He was, even there in the blackness, at home.

      Thorn pulsed with the strength of a magic so ancient it tore at the nature of space, and in that terrible awareness, he could sense thoughts—

      —the Nyctus. Their minds, open to him. Their hearts, filled with fear at the battle going far differently than they imagined. They were used to victory—swift, sure, and total—and this upstart ship with the rogue magician made them nervous, deep in places where they hid forbidden concepts like loss and cowardice.

      Their fear fed Thorn. The magic made him vengeance incarnate, and with the inexorable power of a neutron star, Thorn reached into the depths of their ships and pulled.

      Confusion, stunned shock—terror—all of these and more shrieking in the void as Thorn shifted from ghostly presence to fearsome reality, if only for a flashing second of unalloyed magical destruction.

      But it was enough. More than enough, really.

      Thorn yanked himself away, his consciousness falling back in on itself like a collapsing star. The Gyrfalcon’s cockpit slammed back into existence around him with, for him, an audible whoosh as the blood sang in his ears. Thorn sucked in a desperate gasp of air, fell back, and tried to remember how to breathe.

      “Uh—”

      He rolled his head toward the sound, not easy in his crash helmet. Mol stared back, her eyes wide and white all around.

      Behind him, he heard Brid say, “Holy shit,” in a tone more breath than voice.

      Thorn blinked, shook his head, then glanced at the tactical display. An inset window held a zoomed image of the two Nyctus ships Thorn had just ravaged with magic. Myriad small objects drifted and tumbled around them.

      Their crews. All of them, from each ship. Thorn had moved them all into space.

      He just watched the bodies drift. It was one thing to experience it in the visceral moment, from atop a soaring pillar of magical power. To see his handiwork this way, though—the stark reality of it, detached from the ’casting itself—

      They killed my family.

      They killed my daughter.

      Thorn looked at Mol. “I’ve killed as many of the bastards today as I can. The rest of them are up to you, Mol,” he said, his voice a dry rasp.

      She stared an instant longer, then nodded and threw her focus back into the battle.

      “Glad you’re on our side,” Mol muttered.
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        * * *

      

      The two remaining Nyctus ships slowed their approach, their maneuvers becoming cautious, almost tentative. Thorn knew why. They’d seen what happened to the companion ships, so they knew that a powerful Starcaster was aboard a quarry they’d considered easy prey. The shaman who’d been trying to line up a KEW ambush back in the debris cloud had woven a magical barrier around them, desperate to keep the Starcaster’s horrifying power at bay.

      Thorn smiled, mirthless and cold. Yes, be afraid. Be very afraid, you monsters.

      Mol made a satisfied sound as she closed in. A single Gyrfalcon fighter against a pair of much bigger ships should still be a hard, tight battle, whose outcome was far from certain. But Mol seized the moment, capitalizing on their fear, launching a quartet of missiles and racing in behind them. The squids finally opened fire, but the multiple targets diffused their effort; Mol dodged, spun, and rolled the Gyrfalcon, nimbly avoiding what fire did try to target the fighter. She knew she had to move fast, turning the clash into a knife fight, the type of battle the Gyrfalcon did best. Any moment, that shaman was going to realize that the fearsome Starcaster had utterly exhausted themself and recraft his own power into something far more offensive than a simple, protective shield.

      Thorn forced his head around. Bright little stars blossomed behind his eyes. It took grim effort, but he was able to avoid greying out completely.

      “Brid. Dart. If that shaman decides to get aggressive, it’s up to you guys to stop him,” he said.

      They both returned anxious nods. “We’ll do what we can,” Brid said, but there was little certainty in the words.

      Mol pushed the Gyrfalcon through a hard, banking turn, using sheer engine power to emulate an atmospheric maneuver. The frigate spun into view, shooting down the last of their missiles, but it didn’t matter—they’d done their job. She rolled the fighter to the right, pitched up, and applied a blast of thrust that disrupted the Nyctus firing solutions. A pair of rail gun projectiles flashed through empty space that had, only an instant before, been full of Gyrfalcon.

      “Little late, boys,” Trixie sang out.

      “Hush, you. Too early to preen,” Mol said.

      “Not preening. Just that good,” Trixie answered with what sounded suspiciously like a sniff.

      “Still better than punk,” Thorn muttered, and Mol snorted as she deftly pitched the fighter back down, and opened fire, raking the frigate with a torrent of rail gun rounds that tore through its hull, blasting clouds of venting atmosphere and spinning debris from its far side.

      Something clipped the Gyrfalcon, slamming it through a half-spin and starting a tumble. Thorn recovered from the shock of the impact, turned to Mol, and found her strangely slumped in her g-couch. He opened his mouth to ask her what was wrong, then saw her broken harness. It had given way during the hit and, judging from the impact cracks in her helmet, let her head slam against the bulkhead beside her.

      Thorn cursed. “Trixie, get us under control and give me a target—”

      “On it!”

      Trixie fired a staccato series of thruster bursts to stop the fighter’s wild gyrations, then spun it back into firing position. Thorn gripped the co-pilot’s side stick, touching the trigger for the rail gun. As soon as he did, fire control switched to him from Mol, earning a grin as he closed his hand over the trigger.

      “Magic is good, but sometimes, you just need explosives,” Thorn said.

      The corvette swung into the rail gun’s field of fire, the reticle turned green, and he squeezed the trigger. The Gyrfalcon shuddered as hypervelocity slugs poured from her rail gun and ripped into the enemy ship. Depleted uranium penetrators tore along its length and flung it into a slow spin, trailing a plume of atmospheric gases that feathered away in seconds. An instant later, something detonated, blasting the midships portion apart and breaking the squid ship in two halves that gleamed with chaos.

      “Trixie, get us the hell out of here,” Thorn snapped. “Any direction. Any.”

      “You got it!”

      Trixie turned the Gyrfalcon and applied thrust, accelerating away from the remains of the battle. The tactical display no longer showed the magical carnage he’d wrought on the other Nyctus ships, but it didn’t matter. He could see it clearly in his mind, could see—and, for just an instant, remembered feeling—all of those squids dying in the cold void of space.

      As they hurtled away from the remains of the battle, Thorn unlatched his harness and saw to Mol. Fortunately, her crash helmet had done its job, taking the brunt of the impact. She opened her eyes when he called out her name, blinked slowly, then gave a nod that made her wince.

      “Is she—?” Brid started, but Thorn cut her off.

      “She’s fine, at least for now,” he said, then clambered back into his g-couch. They couldn’t let down their guard yet; there might be more squids around.

      And if there were, Thorn would kill them, too.

      “We’ll clear this field if we have to,” Thorn said.

      “Were you a farmer?” Brid asked.

      Thorn’s answer was loaded with menace. “No, but I’ve done my share of harvesting.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, Mol,” Thorn said. “Take it easy. We’re going to get this helmet off, so just sit still.”

      He unlatched her crash helmet, then gently lifted it off her head. Even that bit of movement made her wince and groan.

      “Usually, when my head feels like this, I earned it the night before,” she said, offering a weak smile. “No burps, either. Small favors and all that.”

      Thorn lifted the helmet, giving the impact crater, and star of cracks radiating from it, a holy shit look. “Looks like it lived up to its name,” he said.

      “Crash helmet indeed,” Brid said, and Thorn nodded in thanks. Some tech was as good as advertised. Like a bucket made to keep your brain from scrambling.

      Dart lifted the broken g-harness rig. One of its mounts, where it bolted into the g-couch, had snapped cleanly through. “Looks like metal fatigue. Some shoddy maintenance I guess.”

      Thorn shut him up with a glare. “I’ve flown with Mol for three years, now,” he snapped. “There’s nothing shoddy about the maintenance she and her tech do on this fighter.”

      “Sorry, you’re right, that came out wrong,” Dart hastily replied. “It was probably a hidden microfracture in the piece that broke—maybe even a manufacturing defect.”

      Thorn kept his gaze on Dart for a moment, then turned back to Mol.

      “You, my dear, need to rest.”

      She shook her head, then blurted out, “Ow, shit!” She gave Thorn a disapproving look. “I’m the pilot. This is a ship that flies under the control of, you know, a pilot. That kinda means that—”

      “It means that Trixie can take over for the time being,” Thorn said. “She can fly us from point A to point B, right?”

      “As long as it doesn’t require anything too fancy,” Mol admitted, her tone grudging. “She’s awesome, but piloting isn’t her primary function.”

      “I’m glad you specified that awesome part,” Trixie said. “Otherwise, my feelings might be hurt.”

      Mol gave the control panel a fond smile. Trixie was actually buried in the Gyrfalcon’s engineering bay, in an armored container well-hardened against EMP, but everyone tended to treat the panel as her face.

      “The regs,” Mol went on, “say she has to be under human supervision unless she’s flying in a state of—” She stopped, wincing. “Shit. Anyway, unless it’s a state of emergency. So someone has to be in the pilot’s seat while she’s flying.”

      “I don’t mind,” Trixie said. “I enjoy the company. Okay, now for the big question. Where do you want to go?”

      “Well, home, of course,” Brid said.

      Thorn glanced at her, then shook his head. “Nope. We’re going to check out that next system along the Pool’s trajectory.”

      Brid and Dart exchanged a glance. “Uh, sir,” Brid said. “Shouldn’t we get Mol back to proper medical attention? That helmet might have stopped her from smashing her head open, but she obviously still took a pretty bad knock.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Mol said. “There’s no way this mission’s gonna be cut short just because I’ve got a headache.” She grimaced, adding, “Even my hair hurts.”

      “Now that’s a hangover,” Thorn said.

      “We also expended about half our rail gun ammo, and we only have two missile reloads left,” Dart said. “If we get into another fight we can’t avoid—”

      “Then we’ll deal with it,” Thorn said. “Those squids weren’t hanging out in that ring of rocks just for the hell of it. They were either on station there, or were sent there to intercept us. Either way, it means there’s something they don’t want us to see—and I’m thinking it’s in that next system.”

      “We’re not even in their space, though,” Brid replied. “Are we?

      Thorn sniffed. “Really? You’ve seen charts of what they consider to be their space?”

      “We’re on the far side of what we think is their space,” Mol put in. “We really have no idea who’s where back here. Hell, we didn’t even know about the Danzur until—” She stopped and rubbed her temple. “Shit. I’ll say it again—ow.”

      “Anyway,” Thorn went on, “I want to see what’s in that next system. If it’s nothing, we’ll go home.”

      Brid and Dart exchanged another look, then Brid shrugged with false deference. “Your call, sir.”

      Thorn regarded them in silence, breaking it just before things got awkward. “Yes, it is.” He looked back at Mol. “You are going to lie down and try to get some rest. For the time being, you can leave the flying to us.” He glanced at Brid and Dart. “Two hour shifts. I’ll take the first one.”

      “For the record, I still think I’m fine to fly,” Mol said, her tone decidedly grumpy.

      “For the record, I don’t care.” Thorn smiled and pointed into the cramped cabin behind the cockpit. “Now, sleep. Go.”

      Mol curled her lip, then offered Thorn an exaggerated salute. It would have come across as sarcastically as she meant it, if not for her cringing, clutching her head, and groaning.

      Thorn sniffed. “Serves you right.”

      “Okay,” Trixie said. “I’ve got a trajectory plotted to get us out of this system, and I’ve mostly got the parameters done for the Alcubierre hop to the next system. I just need someone to give me the go signal.”

      Thorn  smiled, then touched Mol’s shoulder. “It’s still your ship.”

      She returned a look that was both grumpy and grateful. “Go ahead, Trixie. You have control.”

      The drive rumbled to life, and the Gyrfalcon began accelerating on its course to the next star system.
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      Thorn moved aside so Brid could clamber out of the pilot’s seat, then settled himself into place. They were taking two hour shifts overseeing Trixie, which mostly just meant making conversation with her. The fact was that the AI was a far more capable pilot than any of them, so she didn’t really need much overseeing.

      “Anything I should know about?” Thorn asked.

      Brid started, then relaxed. “Not in particular, no. Trixie seems to have everything well in hand.”

      She made her way back into the cabin, which had been configured for sleeping, and folded herself into her bunk. Thorn fastened the g-harness, which had been replaced with the only spare aboard. He’d honestly been surprised to find even that. How often did g-harnesses fail, anyway?

      “Hey, Trixie,” he said. “How about you? Anything up I should know?”

      It took her a few seconds to answer. “Don’t think so. We’re about four hours from our Alcubierre hop. Otherwise, as long as no other Nyctus show up, we’re pretty much just flying in a straight line. Even I can do that.”

      Thorn smiled. “If it makes you feel better, Trixie, I don’t believe for a second you need me sitting here watching over you.”

      “Appreciate that, boss.”

      He let his head drop back against the g-couch, giving a faint sniff as something occurred to him—he and Trixie had a lot in common. Even three years into the fight, Starcasters were still viewed with suspicion to outright contempt by the crusty officers who still thought magic was a mere distraction from the real business of waging war. In the same way, regulations required a human to oversee an AI, even if that human knew absolutely nothing about piloting. It wasn’t a regulation, as much a desperate attempt to hang onto a past that had become obsolete.

      Magic was here to stay. So were AIs. Both were having a growing effect on the war, and that made more than a few of those traditionalists . . . uncomfortable.

      “To hell with them,” Thorn said.

      “An interesting statement, especially without any—” Trixie began, then abruptly stopped.

      Thorn narrowed his eyes. “Trixie?”

      “Right here.”

      “You cut yourself off.”

      “I did?”

      “Yes. You said that it was an interesting statement, without any—” He made a chopping motion with his hand. “And that’s as far as you got.”

      “Huh. My log file records me finishing that with, —without any context.”

      Thorn sat up. “You don’t make errors, Trixie.”

      “No, I don’t. And as far as my log file is concerned, I still haven’t. You sure you just didn’t mishear me?”

      Thorn hesitated. He was—but he wasn’t. He’d only had a couple of hours of down-time since the enormous exertion of the battle, and he was feeling pretty dragged out.

      “I don’t know. Maybe. It’s more likely than you screwing up, that’s for sure,” he said.

      “Incidentally, what were you talking about? To hell with whom?” Trixie asked.

      “What? Oh, just muttering to myself.” He let his head drop back. “I was thinking about all the people who distrust—hell, even resent—Starcasters and AIs, both. There are still way too many of them.”

      “Oh, well, you won’t get any argument from me. To hell with them, indeed!”

      They flew on in silence for a while, Thorn just letting the white-noise background of the Gyrfalcon’s myriad systems lull him into a meditative state. He could feel his capacity for magic, almost completely exhausted by the battle, starting to firm up again. A spell of contemplative mindfulness would help—as long as it didn’t turn into him falling asleep, of course.

      “Hey,” Trixie said. “It’s so quiet. You wanna listen to some music—”

      “No!”
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        * * *

      

      Dart crawled out of his bunk just short of the two hour mark, took a few minutes to wash his face in the tiny booth that passed for a head on the Gyrfalcon, then made his way forward. Thorn did a quick handover, which basically amounted to nothing to report, then headed back for his own rack.

      “Sir?”

      Thorn stopped and turned back.

      “I’ve been wondering,” Dart went on as he settled into the g-couch. “Back at the battle, when you killed all those Nyctus the way you did—”

      “What about it?”

      “Was that . . . difficult for you? I mean, the way you did it—” He shook his head, then looked at Thorn like he was a loaded gun. “That was pretty—”

      “Go ahead.”

      “It was gruesome. Pulling them all into space like that, so they died like that. Don’t get me wrong, it was pretty much what let us win the battle, but still.” He paused, eyes drawn out toward the vastness of space. “Even if I was able to do that, I don’t know if I could.”

      “You have family?” Thorn asked.

      “Uh, yes, I do. My father passed a few years ago, but my mother’s still alive. And I have two sisters—” He cocked his head. “Why?”

      “Because I don’t. My family’s dead. They were killed by the Nyctus when they attacked Cotswold.” His voice went flat. “That’s why I had no problem doing what I did. The squids are monsters. They attack and kill innocents without a second’s hesitation. You’re a Starcaster, so you know what they did on Nebo.”

      Dart tilted his head slightly, wanting to agree. “Yeah, I do. That was—okay, I see where you’re coming from.”

      “But?”

      “But, I don’t know,” Dart said. “These cycles of hatred, they just go round and round, there’s lots of death and destruction—and then they continue. Like a fire that never dies.”

      “You’re right,” Thorn said. “The squids shouldn’t have started us down this road. So the sooner we can end this war, the better. And if that means pulling every living squid into the void and leaving them there to die, well, there you go.” He smiled a smile that didn’t touch his eyes. “Your cycle of violence problem is solved when I’ve turned the last Nyctus into a drifting block of ice.”

      Dart said nothing, and just stared. Thorn patted his shoulder, turned away and headed back to check on Mol, then fell into his rack.

      Violence is the way of a ’caster, Thorn thought, as his eyes began to close. And I have to admit—I don’t hate it.
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        * * *

      

      Back in the hot seat, Thorn thought, as he displaced Brid. “Okay, Trixie, we should be just about ready to light up the Alcubierre drive, right?”

      “You betcha. Nav parameters are all plugged in and good to go,” she replied.

      Thorn looked around to make sure everyone was ready—

      But stopped himself. Something plucked at him, on the verge of an idea, but less than a compulsion. It was instinct made real, for the briefest of moments, and Thorn, who’d honed his own sense of preservation in the tough years as an orphan, knew to listen.

      “All set here,” Brid said.

      Thorn, though, raised a hand. “Trixie, can you show me the flight parameters you’ve set?”

      The flight management system filled with tables of data, and the results of complex equations.

      “There you go!”

      “Uh—okay, but not quite what I meant,” Thorn said. “What I mean is, can you show me a graphic, a star chart, showing our planned trajectory?”

      “I think Trixie’s proven herself by now, sir,” Brid put in.

      “A hundred times over, in fact,” Thorn replied. “But hey, the regs say we have to oversee her when she’s piloting, so I’m doing some overseeing.” He smiled. “Indulge me.”

      The image on the flight management screen changed, depicting the local grouping of stars, their current location, and a trajectory track leading to their destination.

      Okay, Thorn thought, this probably wasn’t going to be necessary—but. That chipped fingernail had been Trixie strangely cutting off her own words, then insisting she hadn’t. The more Thorn thought about it, the more certain he was that he had not just misheard her.

      He just needed to see this for himself.

      He froze. The graphic on the flight management screen was clear. It said they were headed to their target system, known on their charts only by another standard stellar catalog number, DW 10875.9.3. But the trajectory Trixie had actually calculated had them travelling to another system entirely, about the same distance away.

      This wasn’t just a glitch in Trixie’s voice processor. This was a major failure.

      “Trixie,” he said. “Can you confirm our destination?”

      “Sure. We’re going to DW 10875.9.3.”

      “No, Trixie, we’re not. You’ve got us headed to a different star.” He rattled off this one’s designation, another string of letters and numbers.

      “You sure you’re reading that right? Because I’m one hundred percent sure I’ve got us underway to DW 10875.9.3—”

      “Trixie, stand by,” Thorn said. He glanced back at Mol, who was sleeping. He hated like hell to disturb her, but this was a serious problem. If Trixie was malfunctioning, or she’d been damaged in the recent battle, then the mission may have just ended. He’d have to use magic to move them back to the Hecate—

      “This isn’t good,” Brid said, her voice glum. “Without Trixie, and with Mol down, we’re kinda out of options.”

      Thorn turned back to the nav screen, tapping his chin with a forefinger.

      “Trixie, those charts we gave to the Danzur—they’d had all but the most basic information stripped off of them, right? Including our designations for the stars?”

      “That’s right. Mol told me to leave the stars with only generic names—Star Alpha-One, Star Beta-Five, that sort of thing. She figured the Danzur didn’t need to know our designations for them, just their locations and essential spectral details. She said, they can go and explore the damned stars for themselves, call them whatever the hell they want.”

      Trixie synthesized Mol’s voice almost perfectly. Thorn couldn’t help a bit of a smile, but also feeling a little creeped out by it. “But they were accurate, right?”

      “Of course! Not much point giving them star charts that aren’t right, right?”

      “Okay, let me see the one showing this system, and the ones around it.”

      The nav screen changed—or, rather, the names of the stars did, while most of the detail disappeared.

      “Okay, Trixie,” Thorn said. “Assume that we’re currently in the system called Alpha-Four. Plot us a course for an Alcubierre hop to star—um, Alpha-Eleven. That’s our target destination.”

      While Trixie ran the immensely complex calculations required for Alcubierre flight, Thorn leaned back in the pilot’s g-couch. “If this doesn’t work, then I guess it’s back to friendly space,” he said to Brid and Dart.

      “Which means it’s a good thing we’ve got you with us,” Dart replied. “If we were relying on Alcubierre hops by themselves to get home, well, this star system might suddenly become home.”

      “I highly recommend we head back anyway, sir,” Brid said, her tone formal. “For the record, with an injured pilot, an apparently unreliable AI—”

      “Low ammunition and ordnance, too,” Dart put in.

      “—and you now being our only way of reliably traveling at plus-light, we’re reduced to a single point of failure.”

      Thorn looked from one, to the other, his gaze level and bland. “Duly noted.”

      He turned back to the nav screen. Trixie’s new trajectory now showed them going to where they actually wanted to go.

      “Okay, Trixie, compare that to the previous calculations you did,” Thorn said.

      “They’re different. Huh.”

      “Yeah. Huh. Any explanation?”

      “Well, I’m going to run self-diagnostics and see if something’s wrong. I can try rebooting myself completely, but if that takes me entirely offline, then there are a lot of Gyrfalcon systems that need me to run properly. Like that fusion reactor will scram and shut down, and you’ll be flying on thrusters only.”

      “Do it, and let me know what you find.”

      Thorn settled back to wait. He felt Brid and Dart moving around him, but ignored them.

      Mostly, anyway.
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        * * *

      

      “Found a glitch,” Trixie eventually said.

      Thorn opened his eyes and sat up. “How bad?”

      “Had a data mismatch coming from two different, redundant subroutines. I restarted both of them, and now they agree. That means I see the problem you guys had earlier—instead of DW 10875.9.3, I was actually sending us to TG 19384.4.9—”

      “Let’s just call it Alpha-Eleven,” Thorn put in. “Our destination will be Alpha-Four.”

      “Yeah, it’s a mouthful. Roger that.”

      Thorn turned to Brid and Dart. “What do you guys think?”

      They exchanged a look. “Still not at all comfortable with making this flight, sir, to be honest,” Brid said.

      “Why not use magic to do it?” Dart asked. “I think that’s actually a lot more reliable right now.”

      Thorn sniffed. “If the Nyctus really are trying to hide something from us in that system, then us arriving there with me utterly exhausted probably isn’t a good idea.” He shook his head. “Nope, the mission comes first. Trixie, you’re cleared to take us to Alpha-Four.”

      Thorn turned back to face forward, but kept a sliver of his attention on the others. He resigned himself to sitting awake through the nearly eight hours of flight time. A lot of things were starting to converge in a worrisome way. Nothing was specifically wrong, but something just wasn’t right.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn tried to convince Trixie that there were far better types of music than some Old Earth genre that consisted mostly of noise and anger, but she stubbornly resisted. None of them, she said, had the energy of punk rock.

      “A broken turbopump tearing itself to shreds doesn’t have the energy of your punk rock,” Thorn grumbled, and decided to give up. Besides, the nav showed that they were just shy of arriving in the system he now called Alpha-Four. He’d already checked on Mol; she was conscious, but groggy, so he left her in the bunk, strapping her in just in case they started maneuvering hard.

      “Don’t want to break you any more than you already are,” he said, smiling at her.

      She offered a glimmer of a smile back. “That’d be nice, yeah.”

      “Okay, everyone,” he said, returning to the pilot’s g-couch. “Time to earn our pay. If there’s nothing here, we go home.”

      “And if there is something here? Something we have to fight?” Dart asked.

      Thorn watched Dart discreetly.  “Well, then, we’re probably screwed.” He smiled. “But you didn’t think you were going to live forever, did you?”
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        * * *

      

      Thorn studied the tactical display intently as the Alcubierre drive cut off, and the Gyrfalcon returned to normal space. The display immediately began to fill with data—most notably, a complex stew of electromagnetic energy, centered in the radio spectrum. Something in this system was broadcasting modulated radio-frequency energy in vast quantities—

      A planet.

      “Well, what have we here?” Thorn said to the display.

      The planet in question was the fourth from the star. Inward from it were three small, rocky worlds, the innermost mostly just a glowing ball of molten sludge orbiting so close to the star that its year was about three standard weeks long. Spaceward from the fourth planet were three more small, terrestrial planets, then one of the largest gas giants he had ever seen. It was so large, in fact, it hovered on the edge of being a brown dwarf, a wannabe star.

      Which was all very astronomically interesting, but seemed to represent no obvious tactical threat, so Thorn fixed his attention back on that fourth planet.

      Trixie had already focused their passive sensors on it, so data describing it quickly poured onto the display. About one-point-one times the size of Earth, only a slight axial tilt, with about 90 percent of its surface being water. Not only was it the source of the RF emissions, its atmosphere immediately showed spikes in a range of chemical pollutants that could only mean one thing: it was inhabited.

      And being a hydro-world—

      “This is it,” Thorn said. “This is what the Nyctus were trying to protect. It’s one of their planets.”

      “I’m detecting traffic inbound to, outbound from, and in orbit around it,” Trixie said. “But the only ships with an apparent military configuration are some of the latter. And not many of them, either. I mean, wow—this system isn’t very well defended at all.”

      “That’s because it’s way behind squid lines,” Thorn replied, his tone hardening. “They assumed it was safe—and it was. Not anymore, though.”

      “Well, we got what we came for,” Brid said, peering at the tactical display. “Those—how many are there, three? Four? Anyway, those squid warships are going to break orbit any second and come after us.”

      “Trixie,” Thorn said. “Can we get in close enough for a more detailed look at this place, but not so close those squid ships can realistically intercept us?”

      “Oh, yeah. Easily. If we do a fast, tangential course through the system, they’ll never be able to get enough delta-V to catch up with us.”

      “Compute the course then, please, and let me know when it’s ready—”

      “Sir,” Brid said. “I have to object. We got more than we came here for. We’ve located a squid planet. What more do we need?’

      “You don’t seriously think you’re going to—what, find the Pool of Stars in orbit around it?” Dart asked.

      Thorn paused, filtering options as he stared ahead at the display. “I don’t know what we’re going to find.” He glanced back. “I wish Mol was back in this seat, though.”

      “She’s still quite groggy,” Brid said. “And that’s just another reason for us to not linger. She really needs medical attention.”

      Thorn turned back to the control panel. Trixie had painted the proposed course onto the flight management system. It was basically just a shallow arc that would take them straight through the system at a high velocity, bringing them to within two million klicks from the hydro planet. She’d also depicted the closest possible approach for the Nyctus warships, assuming they had the typical flight characteristics of squid ships. It didn’t even bring them remotely close to any sort of threat range.

      Thorn tapped at the flight controls. He was no true pilot, but he’d spent enough time aboard the Gyrfalcon with Mol to have learned the basics from her, in case he ever had to take over—like now. He could fly the fighter from point A to point B, but it wouldn’t be fancy, and he sure as hell wouldn’t be doing any dogfighting.

      “Six hours flight time at highest possible acceleration,” Thorn said, eyeing the screen. “I think we’ll make this pass, then I’ll take us back to the Hecate. Mol should be good for that long.”

      “Sir, I—” Dart started

      “Mission first,” Thorn said, confirming that the flight plan was ready to implement. He reached for the Commit toggle—

      What if Trixie was wrong, though?

      Well, then she was wrong, and he’d have to fix the fallout. But, like he’d just said to Dart, the mission came first—and theirs wasn’t quite done.
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        * * *

      

      Trixie didn’t seem to be wrong, though. Sure enough, the squid warships finally scrambled out of orbit when they detected the Gyrfalcon, but their long, slow climb out of the planet’s gravity well made it clear that they were never going to be able to catch the fighter. Not unless anything went wrong, that is.

      And Thorn was fully suspecting something would.

      He kept himself braced and ready, his awareness ranging ahead of them, sweeping out toward the hydro planet, born on a trickle of magical power. He couldn’t focus entirely on the task, though, because he wanted to maintain situational awareness of his immediate surroundings, too.

      Splitting his focus like this was far from ideal; it meant he wasn’t doing either thing well. But he felt he had no choice. If there was even anything that could be called evidence at all, it was strictly circumstantial—but he didn’t want to leave himself unaware of what Brid and Dart were doing.

      He didn’t trust them.

      He hadn’t trusted them when they’d first boarded the Hecate either, but aside from being somewhat annoying overachievers, they seemed enough like loyal and dedicated ON officers that the distrust had faded to dull embers. Events since—the broken g-harness, the sudden problems with Trixie after three years of flawless performance, and their vague reluctance to carry on with the mission—had stoked those embers back into flames of renewed suspicion.

      Not that he was especially worried, if he did have to deal with them. Both were Starcasters, but he knew that even together, they were simply no match for his eldritch might. He could probably render both of them unconscious with barely a flicker of thought. And maybe he should, just in case.

      The planet ahead suddenly cleared in his mystical sight, as though it had emerged from a thick, obscuring fog. It wasn’t, he realized, because shamans were trying to obfuscate his remote viewing of the world; it had just been a simple question of distance. If he’d been able to devote himself wholly to scrying the planet, he could have pierced that mist of ignorance long ago. Better late than never, though.

      No, there were no squids trying to cloud, deflect, or distort his vision of the planet. In fact, he didn’t sense the presence of any shamans at all. Lots of Nyctus—an enormous multitude of them, hundreds of millions, perhaps billions. Thorn could hear their collective thoughts as a dull, continuous roar, like standing near an enormous crowd, everyone in it speaking at once. He couldn’t resolve any individual minds, not without a great deal more concentration, but it didn’t really matter.

      These massed thoughts, as much as they were just a smear of noise, nonetheless rippled and thrummed with trajectories and trends of belief and feeling. Again, if it had been a crowd, he could have been able to work out, from their collective tone, if they were mostly happy, excited, angry, or somber and subdued. Individuals might vary, but the broad strokes of thought and emotion would be there.

      And these squids, the millions upon millions of them, were—

      The best way to describe it was dispassionate. Cool. Aloof, and in some flashes, even clinically dull. There were no sweeping trends toward any particular, collective mindset. No massed focus, no deep purpose—no aggression. It felt like a multitude of squids just going about their daily lives, working squid jobs, eating squid meals, dreaming squid dreams. The planet was rich, and bountiful, and profoundly peaceful.

      And that was it.

      He found no hints of military installations, or armaments production, or any sort of significant militarization at all. The planet clearly produced large quantities of food, and presumably minerals and other commodities, but that was as far as it went. This planet wasn’t just far behind the war’s front lines physically, it was also deep in the squids’ ideological rear.

      Thorn let his awareness brush back and forth across the throngs of squids. They were civilians. They were parents. There were children.

      Cotswold and Nebo had been similar worlds, peaceful and agrarian. And the Nyctus had obliterated them.  It brought a recent conversation he’d had with Dart back into focus, shortly after their most recent battle.

      These cycles of hatred, he’d said, they just go round and round, there’s lots of death and destruction—and the fire will never die.

      And Thorn had replied, The sooner we can end this war, the better. And if that means pulling every living squid into the void and leaving them there to die, well, there you go. Your cycle of violence problem is solved.

      Every living squid included these ones—the ones going peacefully about their lives, the war a distant rumble, nothing more. Except the food they produced fed the Nyctus soldiers. The metal ores they mined became Nyctus ships and weapons.

      Thorn faced a choice, and the options were simple.  Now it was time to get back home, to hand all of these observations over to Fleet, then try to convince them to send a force here, and do to this planet what the squids had done to Cotswold, to Nebo—

      For a moment, Thorn lost himself in the image of Nebo and its apocalyptic fate—how it would look not blue and cloud-dappled, but the black and grey of barren rock and ash. A dead place. A place of memory, and char, and ghosts.

      That moment was enough. Something sharp jabbed him in the arm.

      He spun around to see Brid standing next to him, a hypodermic needle in one hand, a boarding pistol loaded with frangible rounds in the other.

      “Sorry, Thorn,” she said. “But this is as far as this mission goes, at least under your command. We’ll take it from here.”

      Brid, sitting in the co-pilot’s seat, started tapping at the redundant controls on that side of the cockpit, using the flight management system to access—

      Trixie. She was trying to access Trixie’s core programming.

      Thorn didn’t hesitate. He lashed out with magical power, meaning to snuff out the consciousness of these two traitors—because that’s what they were. They were traitors. They were Skins. And somehow they’d managed to fly under the sensors anyway.

      Fine. He’d render them unconscious. Or maybe dead. He didn’t care which.

      Except, when he tried to shape magic into the Lifer effects that would slam the thinking right out of their minds, he couldn’t. He couldn’t make his intent and thoughts and abilities sync up. Instead, he found himself facing nothing but a growing roar of static.

      Whatever Brid had injected into him, it had ripped away Thorn’s ability to do magic. In an instant, he’d ceased to be a Starcaster.

      Tuck, I’m sorry I let this happen to you, Thorn thought, as the magic faded away like water into sand.
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      Kira had returned to the Stiletto with both relief and dread. Relief, because she was spared, at least for now, from having to confront Thorn any further about her awful revelation to him. Dread, because she had no idea what was happening to him. She thought about reaching out, Joining him across the vast gulf of space that separated them, but didn’t dare. She might end up intruding at the worst possible time, during a battle, or while Thorn was otherwise occupied with what could very well literally be a life-and-death situation. And wouldn’t that be a hell of a thing? Throwing him off at the most critical moment and effectively causing him to be hurt—or worse.

      The Stiletto, a cruiser, made the cramped confines of the Hecate seem even more claustrophobic by comparison. As she walked along the upper main corridor that ran the length of the ship, it struck her that she didn’t even need to flatten herself against a bulkhead to pass by other crew. She did anyway, by sheer reflex, provoking a bemused glance from a pair of Petty Officers. One of them grinned.

      “You just spent a spell aboard a corvette or frigate, didn’t you, ma’am?”

      She smiled, then let her eyes flicker over the space around them. “Destroyer, actually.”

      “Yeah, I figured. When I transferred here from a corvette, I felt like I was walking through an empty cargo hold.” He saluted, adding, “You have a good day, ma’am.”

      “You too.”

      She carried on, heading for the black hole. She’d fallen right back into her old job as one of Densmore’s ops staff. The black hole, named so because it was a ponderously secure cluster of compartments buried in the center of the ship, was where she spent most of her days. All sorts of ops, from the tediously mundane, to the most covert of covert ops, were formulated and monitored from there.

      It was also where Densmore spent most of her time. She was Captain of the Stiletto, but she normally left commanding the ship itself in the hands of her XO. Densmore’s main focus usually fixated somewhere beyond the ship, on some ongoing operation or other.

      Kira reached the event horizon—the name used by most crew—for the compartment that separated the black hole from the rest of the ship.

      Other compartments just had a door or, at most, a set of heavy blast doors. But the black hole needed to be as secure as pretty much any other place in the Fleet, so would-be visitors had to enter the event horizon first, check in with the two Marines on duty, and be scanned for any contraband that might violate security protocols, such as recording devices. Just like its celestial namesake, nothing was ever supposed to come out of the black hole—especially information.

      Kira stepped in and stopped at the booth containing a dour, stone-faced Marine. She held up her security badge so it could be registered and checked in. At the same time, she knew that the personal scanners were running.

      “Lieutenant Wixcombe,” she said, turning to face the inner door leading into the black hole itself. “Badge ID 7658.”

      The Marine glanced at the terminal in front of him, then turned back to her. He didn’t open the inner door.

      “Sorry, ma’am, but that badge has been revoked.”

      Kira sighed with the long-suffering tone of someone who understood naval inefficiency.  Friggin’ bureaucracy. “I was away on—well, leave for a while. Just get hold of the Duty Officer inside, they’ll clear me through.”

      The Marine shook his head. “No can do, ma’am. Message here says you are denied access to the black hole, effective immediately.”

      Kira’s brows shot up. “Denied on whose authority?”

      “Captain Densmore, ma’am. In fact, there’s a note here that you’re to report to her immediately.”

      Kira rolled her eyes. Densmore. Great. So this was another mind game, or Densmore was just pissed that she’d taken a few weeks off and spent them aboard another ship.

      She stepped aside, knowing that arguing with this Marine would be like trying to debate a bulkhead. With a polite nod—or at least as polite as she could manage, Kira cleared away, privately seething as she tried to collect herself for the coming conversation.

      She hit the intercom. “Wixcombe to Captain Densmore.”

      Densmore’s reply was almost immediate, as though she’d been waiting for Kira to contact her. “Lieutenant Wixcombe, welcome back. I’d like to see you in briefing room one, please.”

      Kira felt a flutter of uncertainty. What the hell? Densmore had her own briefing room inside the black hole. It was where Kira invariably ended up meeting with her. Briefing room one, just behind the bridge, was mainly used for matters involving the Stiletto herself, like Captain Tanner’s cramped little compartment jammed in behind the bridge.

      “On my way, ma’am.”

      When she arrived at briefing room one, Kira was surprised to find Densmore wasn’t alone. She had the ship’s Master-at-Arms present—a slab of a man who held weight-lifting titles across the fleet—along with two Marines. Her stomach dropped like a sack of wet sand. This couldn’t be good.

      “Have a seat, Lieutenant,” Densmore said.

      Kira sat. “What’s going on, ma’am?”

      Densmore’s face was as grave as Kira had ever seen it. “Lieutenant, I’ve come into possession of evidence that you have been engaged in espionage on behalf of the Nyctus.” She spread her fingers on the desk, then lifted a hand to point down at the mirror-clean surface. “You’re being placed under arrest. Now, I wanted to do you the courtesy of doing this in a private location. The Master-at-Arms will escort you to the brig. These Marines will assist him, if necessary. Will that be necessary, Lieutenant?”

      Kira’s mind spun. Espionage? Arrested? Was Densmore compromised, and this was her way of sidelining Kira? Did this have something to do with her trip to the Hecate? Had it pissed off Densmore that much?

      Did this have something to do with Thorn?

      Arrested?

      Kira finally found some mental traction and shook her head. “No, ma’am, it won’t be necessary.”

      Densmore nodded. “I didn’t think it would. But I am trusting you here, Lieutenant, and giving you a lot of leeway. Far more so than I probably should, in fact, given your abilities as a Joiner. I should be having you sedated, or even removing your ability to engage with magic. I’m not going to do those things. Please don’t make me regret it. If I have to, you’ll be tranked and trussed. Clear?”

      Kira just nodded, a fugue state descending on her as reality mixed with raw disbelief. Like a sleepwalker, she began to move, each step forgotten as her boot hit the deck, and in a moment, the world of five minutes earlier seemed like a distant place indeed.
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        * * *

      

      Kira sat, because there was absolutely nothing else to do.

      The Stiletto’s brig was a simple affair, two cells opening off a short corridor. The cells were exactly three-point-five meters by three, a fact Kira knew not because she was that familiar with the ship, but because she’d paced it out, over and over. With each step in the cell, Kira felt her anger grow.

      A spy. The simple accusation left her dizzy with rage. It was anathema to who she was—to what she was, and where she’d come from over the years. Scrapping for survival, chasing ghosts from her mind, and trying, along the way, to help Thorn, the boy who had grown into a man with a power that chilled Kira to her core.

      Right up until the moment she remembered he was theirs.

      She leveled her breathing for the hundredth time, letting each exhalation out in a measured beat, and then the door opened to reveal Alys Densmore, her face a curious mix of emotions. Densmore waved to someone outside, and the door closed behind her. They were alone, and the silence stretched.

      “I’ve been trying to sense if you’ve been trying to use Joining at all,” Densmore said. “I haven’t detected it.”

      “You asked me not to, ma’am.”

      “I know. And I appreciate it.” Densmore gave a thin smile. “Incarcerating Starcasters accused of serious crimes is one of the many issues Fleet still hasn’t resolved. Our power goes beyond locking up some Rating who got drunk and decked an officer over a bar bet. We’re an unknown quantity.”

      Kira shrugged. “Not my problem, and I’ve never considered it.”

      Densmore sighed. “Neither have I.”

      Awkward silence. Kira leaned on the mesh door. “Ma’am, I assume you’re going to accuse me of a crime? Unless you’re just here to gloat? Doesn’t seem like your style, and I’m not sure what you would be gloating about.”

      Densmore pursed her lips. “When you cleared out of the Hecate, the quarters you were using were, as usual, cleaned and prepared for future use. During the course of that, a data-rod was discovered, hidden away, apparently, in an air vent.”

      Kira stared. This was all new.

      “When Captain Tanner had it analyzed,” Densmore went on, “it turned out to contain information related to the Pool of Stars, and the mission to investigate it. It was all information you had access to. Moreover, the downloads can be traced back to audit logs in the Hecate’s file system that show your user id.”

      “Ma’am, I was assigned to assist with that mission by Captain Tanner—with your concurrence, if you remember.”

      “I do remember, yes,” Densmore said, holding up her hand. “Frankly, you piqued my curiosity when you decided to take your leave aboard another ON ship, one to which you then got yourself assigned on temporary duty. It seemed like a way of doing an end-run around normal administrative protocols because you wanted to get off the Stiletto that badly.”

      “Ma’am,” Kira said, “that wasn’t it at all—”

      “No. Apparently, it was so that you could get close to the operation to find the Pool of Stars, and do some espionage of your own.”

      Kira’s cheeks flushed hot with indignant anger. “Ma’am—"

      “Wixcombe, you were taken captive by the Nyctus. By your own admission during your debriefings, they were able to get inside your head, so much so that they were able to make you experience a wholly made-up reality.” Densmore put her hands on her hips. “You have to admit, this makes you look guilty. Hell, maybe you weren’t even aware of what you were doing. We still don’t know how Skins actually work—”

      “I did not go to the Hecate to insert myself into some op!” Kira shot back. “Outside of a mention in some history class back in school, I’d never heard of the Pool of Stars!”

      “You know what?” Densmore said. “I want to believe you. I really do. But it’s really just your word against some hard evidence.”

      “I had nothing to do with that data rod. Full stop.”

      “How do you explain it, then?”

      “I—” Kira started, then shook her head. “I can’t. I don’t know. Someone must have planted it there.”

      “Who?”

      “The obvious answer, since I know it isn’t me? Someone who wanted to frame me. A Skin, probably. There’s got to be a Skin aboard the Hecate, and instead of tracking them down, we’re here.”

      Densmore crossed her arms. “The trouble is that you appear to be right. There was a Skin aboard the Hecate.”

      Kira paced away from the door, then back. “Ma’am, if I was a Skin, why would I leave the data I’d stolen on the Hecate? For that matter, why would I leave the Stiletto in the first place? I had pretty much unrestricted access to the Black Hole. What I could have taken from there is far more valuable.”

      “We don’t know that. We don’t know what the significance of the Pool of Stars might be to the squids. As we don’t really understand the squid, their concept of what’s valuable might be so alien to us as to be incomprehensible, no matter how much we share in terms of war goals. They want to win; so do we. As to why they would handle an asset in this way, I don’t know, and I’ve been at this for a long time.”

      Kira sat back on the bunk and slumped her head against the bulkhead. “I am not an espionage asset, ma’am,” Kira said, her tone suddenly dulled by fatigue and despair. How ironic, she thought, that she, Thorn, and Tanner worried that Densmore might be a spy for the Nyctus, and here she was, on the outside of the cell looking in at Kira—

      Kira sat up. Could that be it? Could Densmore actually be a spy, despite Kira long ago convincing herself she wasn’t? Was she the one contriving to frame Kira, to get her out of the way?

      “Did you just think of something, Lieutenant Wixcombe?” Densmore said. “You looked like you had a sudden realization.”

      “I—” Kira began, but caught herself. Was she really going to accuse Densmore of being a spy, even a Skin, from inside the brig?

      She shook her head. “No, ma’am. Nothing of consequence.”

      Densmore stepped close to the door. “Lieutenant Wixcombe—Kira—I want to help you. I really do. But I need you to be honest with me. I need you to tell me what you know.”

      Kira stared back. Tell Densmore—what? That she’d gone to the Hecate to tell Thorn about their daughter? That was the most personal of personal information. But it might also be the only explanation that would stick.

      And it wouldn’t matter if Densmore really was a spy.

      Her thoughts tumbled over and over. For Densmore to have set her up, Tanner would have to be in on it, and she couldn’t believe that. Tanner, a Skin?

      No, wait. It didn’t have to be Tanner. It just had to be someone aboard the Hecate, someone who would have planted that data rod on Densmore’s behalf. Someone like—

      Some like those two Mission Specialists, Bridmante and Justice—Brid and Dart. Kira had caught wind of the fact that they’d worked for Densmore in the past.

      And Thorn and Mol were on the far side of Nyctus space with those two right now.

      Kira abruptly stood. She was going to have to take some chances here. That included letting Densmore know things that she really had no right to know.

      “Ma’am, I am going to be honest with you,” she said. “You won’t like it, of course, but that’s hardly relevant right now.”

      Densmore narrowed her eyes. “In this job, I rarely like the things I hear. I’m listening.”

      Kira nodded. “Okay. Okay.” She took a breath, steeling herself, and started talking.

      “Remember that little girl in the Vision? The one on Nebo?”
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      Thorn stared at Brid and Dart, looking for physical shifts and finding none. They appeared human. They certainly weren’t acting that way.

      “Oh, just in case you think this is simple mutiny, it’s not,” Brid went on. “Or, rather, it is, but not for the usual reasons.”

      “The ones in control here are the Nyctus,” Dart said, turning from his secretive task at the controls. “In fact, they have been all along.” He gestured around. “They see all of this. They know about all of this. They’ve known about it all along.”

      “They’re inside your head, Thorn,” Brid said. “They’re inside everyone’s head. Starcasters think they can protect themselves, but they can’t.” She gave a bitter laugh. “Nobody can.”

      “They’ve been with you, inside you, this whole time,” Dart said. “You’re one of us.”

      Thorn’s immediate thought was, I was right. These two can’t be trusted, they are Skins. Congratulations to me. I’m a genius who still got dropped.

      Thorn looked at the pistol. Its frangible rounds were designed to fragment on impact, so they’d be deadly, but without risking serious damage to critical ship systems or hull integrity.

      “You’re not really going to try something stupid, are you?” Brid asked.

      The fuzz in Thorn’s head began to thicken, but he smiled.

      “Oh, not at all. See, this is the part where the bad guy explains his whole evil plan. I’m going to let you do that, and then—”

      Mid-word, Thorn lashed out, knocking the pistol aside. It fired with an ear-piercing snap, the round slamming into the cabin roof and showering them with fragments. Brid yelped and tried to yank the weapon back into play, but Thorn gripped her wrist and held the barrel away from him. That mental cloud continued to build, a roiling fog that made magic—and even thought—harder than anything Thorn could ever remember. Thorn flung himself up and over the back of the pilot’s g-couch, then swept a finger over one breaker of the many mounted on the panel at the back of the cockpit. The inertial dampers, which also regulated internal gravity, went abruptly offline with a startled bzzt.

      Brid yanked again at the pistol, got it free, then spun around and bounced into the back of the co-pilot’s g-couch. She fumbled desperately, trying to reorient herself in what had suddenly become a no-g environment. Dart tried to cover for her, summoning magic to craft some sort of shielding effect while she recovered.

      Thorn couldn’t let that happen and kicked at Dart’s face. He scored a grazing hit on his cheek, snapping his head to one side and turning him halfway around. The kick made Thorn rotate, but he reached up and instantly arrested it by grabbing the edge of the overhead panel. He didn’t even have to look. Unlike these two, he’d spent so much time in this cockpit over the past three years that he could probably find every switch, every control, every surface or edge by feel—and do it blindfolded.

      In fact, if it weren’t for whatever they’d injected him with, this fight would already be over. They’d made the same mistake a succession of sparring partners had since Thorn had joined the ON—assuming a ‘caster couldn’t get dirty and fight.

      Except when you grow up as an orphan, then work shitholes like where Kira had found him, you learned to take care of yourself—and that included getting very good at beating the shit out of other people. In fact, Thorn wasn’t just good at fighting. He considered it a necessary skill, something to be studied and cherished and, on occasion, used. Just to keep in practice.

      Thorn kicked again at Dart and landed a solid hit. Brid gave up on the pistol and lashed out with force magic instead, pinning Thorn in place. With a concentrated will, Thorn pushed at the magical bonds, failing to move them an inch. He was bound, helpless, and filling with fury.

      Then Brid swung the pistol back into his face.

      He couldn’t stop her. Couldn’t do anything but writhe against the unseen force holding him still, and for the first time, Thorn considered the possibility that this was it. The end. Death, and in a place where no one would know except a pair of traitorous bastards who’d sworn allegiance to the undoing of humanity.

      If I go, I go on my terms, Thorn mused, vision filling with Kira, and his daughter, and then the skies above Nebo, shot through with lightning and madness.

      Brid spun again, her face a circle of fearful alarm. The pistol fired, striking the bulkhead behind Thorn, to his left, and Mol—the avenging angel, the wounded brawler, her own face a rictus of pain—jammed a hypo into Brid’s neck and forced the plunger down, shouting at Thorn to move.

      He was already back in motion, now free and sizzling with anger as he grabbed the heavy crash helmet and swung it like a club—right at Dart’s open mouth. The helmet was six kilos of whistling mass, swung with all the fury Thorn could manage. Dart tried again, but his timing was a beat too slow; the crash helmet slammed into his face, wobbling globules of blood erupting from the impact and drifting away in a crimson dance.

      Thorn swung and hit Dart again. He might have done it a third time, or even a fourth and fifth, except the gray curtain finally closed over him, his mind filled to the brim with whining static—
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      Thorn blinked, his eyes open, immediately regretted it, and closed them with a soft groan.

      “Thorn?”

      He opened his eyes again. This time, he forced them to stay open, despite the light that seemed to cut into his vision like a knife made of agony.

      “Thorn, look at me, dammit.”

      He rolled his head toward the voice. “Mol?” Time to get up already? Hadn’t just finished a shift—?

      His memory, which had only reached about ten seconds into the past, suddenly flooded back. He gasped, trying to lever himself upright, in spite of the throbbing ring in his ears, the sudden bursts of fireworks behind his eyes.

      “Dart,” he rasped. “Brid—”

      “Are safely trussed up,” Mol said. “Not before landing us in a world of hurt, though.”

      Thorn took a moment to orient himself. He sprawled in one of the bunks, his body in that curious position of someone who had been wiped out from a narcotic overload. The other bunks were folded up, making space for a groggy Brid and an unconscious Dart, whose face was swollen and speckled with blood. He remembered doing that, beating Dart in the face—right, with a crash helmet.

      The memories slowly settled back into place, like snow piling on a windowsill overnight. Brid and Dart were Skins, and they’d tried to take control of the Gyrfalcon.

      Thorn looked at Mol. “What do you mean—ow, shit.” A wave of pain swept through his head, so intense that he almost threw up.

      “Take it easy,” Mol said. “Whatever they drugged you with has had you out for”—she glanced at the time—“almost twelve hours.”

      “You said a world of hurt. What do you mean?”

      Mol snorted in pure disgust. “Where do I start? They did something to life support, but I’ve managed to keep it going—barely. It honestly might conk out any minute, though, and then we’ve got about forty minutes of breathable air.” She gave Brid and Dart a venomous glance. “We can easily make it twice that, though.”

      “Shit. Okay, what else?”

      Mol’s eyes actually brimmed with tears. “Trixie. They’ve done something to her. A virus, I think. She’s completely offline, and I can’t get her to reboot.” She turned to Brid. “If she’s gone, then you are right behind her, you bitch.”

      Brid held bleary eye contact with Mol for a moment, then turned away.

      “Okay. Shit. Alright, what else?” Thorn asked, careful to pick each syllable out. His tongue felt like a small corpse that had been left in his mouth, an offering to slurred words and fractured memory.

      “Isn’t that enough?”

      “Probably.” Thorn looked at Brid. “Has she said anything?”

      “She’s babbled some. It’s all the sort of bullshit you’d expect from a Skin. You know, you can’t win, they know everything, blah, blah. I’ve tried asking her some questions, but she doesn’t seem to want to cooperate.” Mol’s face, already etched with anger and frustration, tightened even more. “As far as I’m concerned, she’s a waste of air now. They both are. We should just space them.”

      Thorn clambered to his feet. Static still hissed through his head, but it was starting to clear, but not nearly fast enough for his taste.

      “Whether we space them or not depends on the next words out of Brid’s mouth,” he said.

      Brid looked up at him, and snapped a curse.

      Thorn spread his hands. “If I thought we had the time or means to get these two back to friendly space and save them, we would.” He paused, taking a moment to let his head swim. “Let me try that again. I have to believe that you two were loyal to the ON at one point.”

      “But then we saw the light,” Brid slurred back, her voice thick and oily.

      “And what light would that be?”

      “The one that shows us the truth. We—you—can’t win. The squids—they’re everywhere. They know everything. They see everything.” She licked her lips. “Even if you make it back—” she started, then fell silent.

      Thorn knelt. “Even if we make it back—what?”

      Brid just gave him a languid smile.

      “Fine. We’ll do it the hard way. My magic’s coming back, stronger by the minute,” he lied. “If that stuff you shot into me was supposed to shut it down permanently, you might wanna get your money back.” He leaned in and offered Brid a smile cold enough to drop the temperature a degree or two. “Once it’s back—in, oh, another hour or so, say—I’m going to Join with you, and I’m going to take apart your mind, thought by thought. I’m going to learn everything about you in a surgical violation that will leave you sobbing. Or laughing. Probably both. I’ll rip every memory out of your brain right down to your core. Hell, I’m even going to dig out the repressed ones—hey, those should be fun, right?” He leaned back and stood. “I wonder if you have any family.” He held up a hand. “No, wait. Spoilers. Don’t bother answering. I’m going to find out soon enough.”

      “The only family you should be worried about, Stellers, is your own.”

      Thorn’s smile went wide with cold delight. “I told you before, I don’t have any family, Brid. The squids killed them. All of them.” He knelt back down. “And that’s why I’ve got no mercy left. None. I’ve said the war will end when all squids are dead. All of them. Just like my family. That planet back there? Scoured right down to bedrock. The whole race, wiped out. Only then do I think we’ll be square.”

      Brid’s eyes widened slightly, her resolve cracking under the cryogenic tone of Thorn’s voice. They widened even more when he leaned in close, and whispered something to her.

      Brid looked at him, shaking her head. “You . . . can’t.”

      “Can’t? Oh, I most certainly can. Won’t? Well, that’s up to you.” He stood again. “Anyway, I’ll let you think about that for a while. Mol, let’s see what we can figure out about Trixie, and our life support, and getting home.”

      He stepped into the cockpit. Mol stared as he pushed past her, then she followed him.

      “What did you whisper to her?”

      Thorn shrugged. “Starcaster threats. We can do things that are way beyond anything physical, and we can start inside their head, then move to the pain centers if things get. . .dicey. You really don’t want to know the details.”

      Mol stared just a moment longer, then shook her head before looking at the stricken expression on Brid’s face.

      “No, I don’t think I do.”
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      Thorn sat back with a sigh. “So, not much in the way of good news,” he said.

      Mol wiped her eyes and shook her head.

      They sat in the pilot’s and co-pilot’s seats, Mol having just run through a dreary checklist of everything gone wrong. The only good news, in fact, was Brid and Dart apparently hadn’t disrupted the nav or flight controls, so when it came to flying in normal space, the Gyrfalcon was fine. They’d long since flashed past the hydro world, and were now racing out of the system again, soaring above its ecliptic plane at a velocity the squids chasing them had no hope of matching.

      At least until they ran out of fuel. Then, their acceleration would die, and so would any chance of escape. That was the good news. The bad news was grim indeed.

      “Without Trixie,” Mol said, “we lose some ship’s functions. We’ll just get raw data from the scanners. Fire control is going to be manual. The fusion reactor might scram any minute, even if the life support doesn’t, and then we’re on backup power cells.” Mol looked at the control panel, as though it really was Trixie’s face. “I lose my friend.”

      Thorn touched her arm. “Hey. We’re not done yet.”

      Mol looked back. “No, but we’re close. If you don’t get your mojo back, then even using the Alcubierre drive means doing all the calculations manually. We have to hop over and over to get back to ON space, and even one error in all those equations and shit—”

      “I know, Mol. I know.” He decided to change the subject. “By the way, how is it that you happened to wake up just in the nick of time to take down Brid? That kind of last-second thing only happens with heroes.”

      “I wasn’t out,” she said, a ghost of a smile flitting across her face. “Hadn’t been for, oh, at least an hour. I could sense something was up, so I decided to play dead. Good thing I’m that clever, huh?”

      “It’s the only reason we’re here, having this conversation.”

      Mol looked back into the cabin. “What the hell are we going to do with those two?”

      “What do you think we should do with them?”

      “Space them,” Mol shot back. “Right friggin’ now. Least, that’s what I want. But I know we need to try and take them back with us—if we can get back. They could be valuable to study, learn more about Skins and all that—”

      Thorn stopped her with an upraised finger. “Hold that thought.”

      He looked at Dart. Thorn hadn’t realized it at the time, but the crash helmet to the face hadn’t been the incapacitating blow. His wound came from an old-fashioned strike to the bulkhead, and whether he would ever wake up was a complete uncertainty.

      Brid, though, had just been sedated, and it had mostly worn off. Thorn stood and walked back. The static had cleared more, but enough remained that he still couldn’t ’cast properly. He had to hope that bluffing would be enough.

      He crouched beside Brid. “Well, I think you’ve had long enough to chew on your options. What’s it going to be?”

      Thorn waited, wondering if she would spit in his face or lash out.

      But she didn’t. She met his eyes, held his gaze for a moment—and then deflated slightly. “We really don’t know much. Only what we’re told.”

      Thorn asked the one question that every traitor would face. “Why? What are the squids offering you? Are they going to make you planetary governors or something when they win the war? Leaders of the docile humans, like some king in a prison of your own greed?”

      This time, Brid did laugh. “You think they’re, what, somehow paying us to do this?” She shook her head. “It doesn’t work that way. They’ve just made it clear that if we do what they want, we don’t die. We get to live out our lives once the war is over, on a planet set aside for whatever humans survive. And they are going to win. You can talk all you want about wiping them out, Stellers, but we’ve only seen a fraction of their power. I know. They’ve shown it to me. Fleets and troops we haven’t even seen yet. Weapons like nothing we can imagine.”

      Her voice dropped to a fervent whisper as she spoke. Thorn managed a bit of clinical detachment. Clearly, she believed the things she was saying. That meant the squids weren’t controlling them, per se, like puppets on invisible strings. They’d simply reshaped their minds into something that saw the world the way the Nyctus wanted them to.

      They’d effectively installed some sort of buffer between what Brid and Dart actually experienced, and how they perceived it. It was an especially pernicious sort of psychic influence—subtle, but overpowering. If reality really was perception, then these two couldn’t see anything but the squids eventually winning this war and obliterating humanity, except for the lucky, chosen few.

      Thorn finally accepted her zealotry as a fact. It was the only reasonable thing to do in the face of a true believer. “What’s the plan?”

      Brid smiled. “We’ve set you up. Left evidence that you’re the Skin back aboard the Hecate—you, and that woman you obviously love. She’s probably already in a prison somewhere. And you—” She glanced around the Gyrfalcon, her eyes narrowed in threat. “—won’t ever be able to get back to save her, or clear your names.” She let her head fall back against the bulkhead. “So you got us, Thorn. Good for you. Won’t make any difference. Meantime, we have a whole army of Skins among you, ready to bring the whole ON crashing down—”

      “Do we have to listen to this shit?” Mol snapped.

      Thorn stood and shook his head. “Nah. Let’s space them.”

      Mol’s face whipped toward him, eyes round. “Wait—really?”

      “Yes. Really. We’ve learned everything we’re going to from them—including how Skins work. By the way, thanks for that, Brid.”

      “You don’t know—”

      “Yeah, yeah—again, whatever.” He looked back at Mol. “Besides, they’re putting a strain on the life support we don’t need. And they’re both Starcasters, so we’ll have to either keep a close watch on them, because I suspect that that sedative has almost entirely worn off of Brid and she’ll be able to start ’casting again soon, or keep them under. We’ve got bigger things to worry about.”

      “You’re serious.”

      Thorn nodded. “I am. They’re effectively squids, after all.”

      Mol stared, unmoving. Thorn knew what she was thinking—he’d spaced the crews of two Nyctus ships with minimal fuss. What were two more?

      She finally nodded, slow, deliberate. “Fine by me.”

      He turned to Brid. “I’d say I’m sorry. But I’m not.”

      Brid shook her head. “Wait. Look. We can work something out—”

      Thorn laughed. “Yeah, I knew you’d cave. You told me you would.”

      “I did not!”

      “Yeah, you did. When you said the Nyctus had told you they’d let you live after the war. First, no they wouldn’t. I mean—seriously? Use your head for once. Second, that told me that you really don’t want to die.” He shook his head. “You had how many chances to just shoot Mol and I in the head? But you got greedy. You figured you’d contrive to keep me alive, hand me over to your tentacled friends, and gain even more favor with them.” He laughed again. “Turns out the one thing the squids couldn’t program out of you was the fact you’re a couple of sordid little opportunists.”

      Thorn turned and cycled the inner airlock door open. “Should have just killed me. But you broke the cardinal rule—keep it simple, stupid. You made it complicated instead, and here we are. Rather, here you are, neck deep in the shit.”

      Dart was easy to move, but they had to sedate Brid again before they could force her into the airlock. That was too bad, Thorn thought. He really wanted her to be awake for this.
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      If Mol thought less of Thorn for spacing the two spies, she gave no indication. The event had been quick and clinical—at least, it was on the outside. Inside, Thorn felt yet another ripple in the otherness growing within him, but he kept it away from his face. Hidden, and under control. For now.

      Thorn tapped the indicator panel for life support. “It’s still not keeping up with our CO2.”

      Mol let out a sigh of disgust. “I can’t do anything about that. They managed to break a couple of components that I can’t replace.”

      “No spares?”

      “If we carried spares for everything, we’d be lugging around a whole other Gyrfalcon with us.”

      “Good point.”

      They fell silent, both slouching back in the g-couches and trying to conserve air, and Thorn parsed their options again. And then, again. It didn’t take long, as there were few.

      They could try the Alcubierre drive in what Mol figured was a minimum of eight jumps—each one more complex, less distance, and increasing the chance that they would simply never return to regular space.

      The other option was even worse.

      Waiting for Thorn to regain his ability to ’cast was a classic case of too little, too late. His power was coming back, slowly, as the effect of Brid’s injection gradually wore off. It was an uncertain question, though, whether that would happen before the CO2 buildup killed them or left Thorn too drowsy to assert his magical will.

      Straight line flight was out as well. In that scenario, they would be caught by the squid, no questions asked.

      Surrender—well, that was akin to suicide.

      Thorn turned to Mol and found her already looking at him. She’d clearly been thinking the same thing he had.

      “If it looks like we aren’t going to be able to get away,” she said, “then I vote we just shut off the containment field in the reactor.”

      Thorn managed to smile. “Huh.”

      “What?”

      “Great minds thinking alike, and all that.”

      She nodded, and they lapsed back into silence.

      Thorn thought about Kira.

      The mother of his child.

      His child.

      Thorn had had a child. A daughter.

      Kira had kept that from him. How could she?

      Except, he knew how she could. Because she was right when she asked him if he’d be okay with changing diapers or doing feedings in the witchport. He obviously wouldn’t, but more fundamentally—and Thorn found this hard to admit—his daughter would have been a huge distraction for him. A vulnerability. Kira was bad enough; he worried himself frantic about her, sometimes. But a daughter would just be that, dialed up to overcharge.

      The icy words he’d leveled on Brid came back to him.

      I told you before, I don’t have any family, Brid. The squids killed them. All of them. And that’s why I’ve got no mercy left. None. I’ve said the war will end when all squids are dead. All of them. Just like my family.

      Those words had been instrumental in causing Brid to give up and give in, because Thorn meant everything he’d said. There was no lie in his threat, which was, he knew, more of a promise. Thorn knew, in the stale air and dwindling chances, that he was prepared to exterminate the Nyctus.

      As a race. As a force. As a presence in the galaxy. All of it, and the only thing that bothered him was how much he was willing to accept that role.

      Thorn stared into the darkness, letting his thoughts filter out, unmasked, and unfiltered. Look what you made me become.
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      “So when the CO2 levels get higher than ten percent,” Mol said, “we’ll start to feel it. Headaches, lack of focus, slowed thinking, sometimes even convulsions. By the time it breaks twenty percent—”

      “We’d be through the worst of it and well on our way to a speedy recovery?”

      She gave him a tired smile. “Something like that, yeah.”

      He glanced at the panel. They were at seven percent CO2 in the Gyrfalcon’s cabin.

      “How’s that mojo of yours coming along?”

      Thorn considered it like an athlete testing an injured limb. He could probably start ’casting—but nothing like the kind of effort it would take to move the Gyrfalcon back to the Hecate.

      He sat up.

      Mol did the same. “You think of something brilliant? Something to get us out of this mess?”

      “No. Or—” He shook his head. “No, probably not. But something that might help.”

      He extracted his talisman and placed it in his lap. Grit scraped under his fingertips; he caught ghostly whiffs of fire and smoke, felt the faint thunder of explosions somewhere on the very edge of hearing. He couldn’t move the Gyrfalcon. But that didn’t mean all this had to be for nothing.

      He closed his eyes, tried to ignore the buzzing static still clouding the edges of his awareness, and dug deep into the well of magical power, as deep as he could manage. Drawing that power around him, he shaped it around a name, a familiar face—an identity he knew almost as well as he knew his own.

      Kira?

      Nothing but the dead silence of empty ether.

      Kira, please—I need you.

      Nothing.

      Then—

      Thorn?

      He dug deeper, pulled more power from the reservoir. He’d drain it dry if he had to—and he might very well have to.

      Kira, I need you to talk to me.

      Thorn, I will always talk to you, anytime—

      No, I mean I literally need you to talk to me. It’s complicated, but I can’t maintain this for very long.

      He felt the Joining already fading, like a battery running out of charge. He didn’t want to let her go, but he did. If Kira established the Joining link to him, then the burden of powering it would mostly fall on her.

      He hoped.

      Thorn opened his eyes. He felt Mol watching him.

      “Well?”

      “Well what?”

      “You know, I’m usually a patient person—”

      “Really?”

      “—but not right now. You know what the hell I mean.”

      He sighed. “I don’t know. I was able to reach Kira. Now, though, I need her to reach back to me.”

      They waited.

      The CO2 level rose to eight percent.

      Shit. Maybe she couldn’t find him. Maybe, in his diminished state of ’casting, he just didn’t have enough of a presence in the ether to give her anything to talk to.

      Stellers?

      Thorn closed his eyes again, slowed his breathing, and did his best to center himself.

      Kira? he said, but immediately knew it wasn’t.

      No. It’s Densmore. Wixcombe’s indisposed.

      Thorn let out a slow breath as rich in despair as it was in CO2. Densmore was the last person he wanted to talk to.

      Where’s Kira?

      She’s in the brig.

      What?

      Stellers, just shut up and listen. I know you think I’m a squid spy. I’m not.

      Ma’am, look—

      What part of shut up and listen didn’t you understand?

      She then proceeded to describe what had transpired back aboard the Stiletto, and how Kira had ended up in the brig, herself suspected of being a Skin.

      But she’s not! Thorn said. The Skins were Bridmante and Justice—you know, your two lackies—ma’am.

      He spat out that last word like a curse. Not only was he talking to someone he was sure was compromised, but she’d apparently locked up Kira for that very thing. Brid and Dart may have won, anyway.

      I believe you, Stellers.

      You—wait. You—

      Believe you, yes. Bridmante and Justice were assigned to the Stiletto, and they were involved in a few ops that I ran. There were only four survivors from the last one, though, and they were recovered by the frigate Culver. I never saw them after that. They were transferred directly to Fleet intel and worked there until they were assigned to you.

      Thorn narrowed his eyes, weighing the possibility that she was being truthful. It sounded plausible, but he’d spent the past three years suspecting Densmore of being a spy, and in his current state, forgive-and-forget took more than a casual wave of his hand.

      It doesn’t mean that you weren’t involved in them becoming Skins—

      Stellers, I’m going to try something here. I’m going to try and link Wixcombe, since she’s the more powerful Joiner by far. If you don’t trust me, then you can at least trust her. Unless you think she’s been compromised, too. You understand? Don’t trust me. Trust her.

      Thorn still harbored deep misgivings, but the idea of connecting with Kira—and perhaps helping her—gave him a flare of clarity. He was depleting his magical resources at a far slower rate, as he’d hoped. But, like the air in the cabin, he was depleting them nonetheless, and his options were narrowing to a point too fine to see.

      Go ahead, Thorn allowed.

      A moment passed, then Thorn felt the presence of Kira, warm and familiar, as though she was standing right beside him.

      Thorn?

      Kira, look. Brid and Dart planted evidence to make you and me both seem to be Skins.

      I already figured that out. Good to hear from more than one place, though.

      Where are Bridmante and Justice now? Densmore asked.

      On a trajectory that will eventually take them into the galactic core. In those few words, Thorn proved it was possible to relay casual menace via telepathy, earning a stunned moment of silence.

      Alright, Densmore said in his mind, dragging the word out. What’s your status otherwise?

      We’re injured, running low on ox, and well on the way to suffocation. We have neither the time nor the inclination to satisfy any petty bullshit with an officer like you. Is that clear enough?

      Kira, do you really trust Densmore? Thorn asked, his mental tone flat and cold.

      I’m right here, you know, Densmore said.

      I do now, Thorn, Kira replied, taking a second to answer. She wouldn’t do this if she was a spy. You’re too valuable to not save.

      Thorn felt his magic falter, a rippling sensation that carried across the curve of his mind, making his signal pulse in and out. Then he regained control with an effort. It was close to the end, and he knew it.

      He was going to have to trust Kira’s judgment on this, so he did. With his remaining energy, he gave them the rest of it—the Danzur, what they’d learned about the Pool of Stars, the Nyctus hydro planet, how Skins seemed to work. When he was done, Kira spoke.

      Thorn, I—

      And that was it. At the same moment the CO2 level hit ten percent, Thorn’s ’casting finally failed, his body and mind reaching a hard limit where thoughts and will were overwhelmed by simply chemistry.

      He was done. That was it. He’d recharged some magical power, but not enough to move them home.

      “Were you able to tell them all we learned?” Mol asked.

      Thorn opened his eyes. They stung.

      “More or less.”

      She smiled, settled back, and closed her eyes. “Well, at least this won’t all have been for nothing. So, how do you want to do this?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, shall we just go to sleep? Or do you want me to disable the safeties on the reactor, and—”

      She made an explosion sound and spread her fingers apart like a starburst.

      Thorn gave a tired laugh. She was a damned good pilot, and a good friend. She deserved far better than this.

      “Surprise me.”
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        * * *

      

      The Gyrfalcon didn’t have an actual scuttling charge; no ON ship did, except maybe ones like the Stiletto, that absolutely could not fall into enemy hands.

      But every ON ship had a fusion reactor.

      There was a specific procedure for using the incandescent fury of fusing helium as an improvised scuttling charge, but it was cumbersome by design. If nothing else, it had to be a deliberate act. An act of desperation.

      Mol turned back from the access port in the back of the cabin. She’d pulled two modules out of it and placed them on the deck.

      “One more,” she said, her voice slurring a bit. “And then it’s just pull a lever, rotate, and push.”

      Thorn turned to face her, and the movement made tiny explosions detonate behind his eyes. “Red stars,” he said.

      “Where?” Mol asked.

      He pointed to his head. “Here.”

      She squinted. “I’ll be damned. There are.” Her smile was wan, then her hands started moving again, slow but steady. She glanced at the display and grimaced. “Eleven percent. Twelve is next.”

      “I hate twelve,” Thorn said, and Mol laughed.

      He smiled. He could always rewrite reality. Make it so he and Mol could comfortably breathe carbon dioxide. That wouldn’t solve anything, just prolong the inevitable, but—

      Thorn turned. “Mol, wait.”

      She placed the last safety module on the deck and looked at him. “Yeah, I’m having second thoughts, too. But this is better. It’ll be quick. Instant. But I’m going to have to do it now—”

      “No. Wait. There’s one more thing I can try,” he said. He was the butterfly, beating its wings; that might do nothing, or it might cause a hurricane. There was no way to tell, but even with his training and his moral core, Thorn knew, at his heart, that he was an animal.

      And animals do one thing best of all. They survive.

      She nodded, grave as a judge. “Well, you’ve got a minute or two, and then—” She closed her eyes again, then forced them back open with a force of will that impressed even Thorn, who knew what true will looked like. “And then, I’m done. We’ll have to hope we die before the Nyctus get us. I—shit.” She rubbed her eyes, hard. “Damn it. Hard to think. Anyway, I don’t really want to chance it—”

      “I won’t need long. If I don’t come to, in, say, a minute, then do what you have to do.”

      She tried to nod, settled for a twitch of her lips.

      Thorn placed his fingertips on his talisman again, and shifted his awareness inward, toward the core of who and what he was. It became his anchor. The rest of reality was fluid, malleable—it was like clay, and Thorn could shape it as he saw fit. It had always been soft, it was just Thorn’s desperate need that made him accept it. The universe belonged to magic, not the other way around.

      His power was a guttering candle; it would have to be enough.

      Thorn nudged the universe, changing it by a fraction around him—in this version, he had power left. The clay of creation was stiff, hard to shape, but he was able to do it, draining himself to change it just that tiny bit. In his mind—the deepest recess, where the red stars floated and his dreams took refuge—Thorn heard a sound.

      A splash. Like his feet in a creek, walking with his dad. But this memory was streaked in silver—not water.

      Magic.

      Thorn, it turned out, had more magical power than he thought.

      He immediately dipped into his reservoir of power, and changed the universe once more. Again, he saw a version of himself that was flushed with magic, fairly brimming with the silvery threads of energy that pulsed through his body, hot and alive.

      And that version became real, settling over him like a shadow, the edges a perfect fit.

      And again.

      The flaw, he knew, had been in himself. He’d seen limits on magic, when there were none. He’d put shackles on his power, when he was using a tool that existed outside the rules of science, in a place that was as real as his own flesh and blood. The stream became a torrent, shifting to a shore—a lake, then an ocean—clouds building over a body of something silver and blue and all colors at once. Alive, and lethal to the universe itself if he lost control of it.

      Remember the way back, Thorn told himself, looking at the ocean of chaos behind him, as he spread his hands, fingers wide, chin up—

      The butterfly flapped its wings furiously now. And the power in Thorn ran hot.

      Raw power howled through Thorn, a tsunami of it threatening to sweep away his very sense of self. The pressure soared to unbearable heights, causing him to twist, writhe, almost convulsing in the g-couch.

      Too much. Too much power.

      He’d pushed too far, too hard. The human frame was never meant to feel such vast might; it was like trying to push far too much current through a wire-thin conductor. Thorn felt like he might explode, his body and soul straining to command an energy so primal it did not even have a name.

      Before he could fail, Thorn pushed a final, coherent thought through the maelstrom—the Hecate. He fixed the Hecate in his mind, a beacon glowing faintly through endless night. There was no finesse, this time, no measured folding of space. Instead, Thorn drove a tunnel through reality, and pulled the Gyrfalcon along it.

      He screamed as the accumulated power erupted from him, magical shockwaves rippling the ether like the seismic jolts of an earthquake. He discharged the power, all of it, draining himself until he felt like empty, transparent crystal, his skin and psyche brittle to the touch.

      Thorn opened his eyes.

      Sweat drenched his aching limbs, even as the steady drip of blood poured from his nose, hot and metallic on his lips. He reached out with what senses remained, the papery connection crackling each time Thorn shifted his gaze or thoughts.

      The Gyrfalcon still seemed to be in one piece. Mol—

      He turned his head. It was like moving stone, and took uncounted ages. Mol lay slumped on the deck, unconscious, or—worse.

      He dragged his gaze back to the viewscreen. The Hecate hung in space, a solid presence just a few klicks away.

      The sight of her seemed to signal to Thorn’s battered mind that it was time to let go, to sink into the waiting oblivion. His final thought was an unexpected, and disturbing one.

      Did I bring us to them—or them to us?

      He wasn’t sure, and sank into that thick, deep darkness without knowing the answer.
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        * * *

      

      “One of these days,” Doctor Al-Nouri said, “I’m just going to stick a toe tag on you and be done with it, Stellers.”

      Thorn offered a weak smile. It made him wince. “Did I die again, doc?” he asked, then sniffed. “Okay, that has got to be one of the most unasked questions ever.”

      “Oh, it’s probably up there,” Al-Nouri replied. “Right with, What do you weigh?”

      Thorn chuckled. It trailed off into a groan. “Notice you didn’t answer, though.”

      Al-Nouri stuck her hands in the pockets of her white smock. “Just like when you saved Code Gauntlet from that big rock, you were brought in here with no life signs. And by no life signs, I mean absolutely none. No heartbeat, no respiration, no brain activity at all. So, yes, you were clinically dead.” She tapped her data slate with a stylus, brows lifted in surprise. “Ordinarily, that would be it—you’d be in a drawer in the morgue. But I decided to wait, to see what would happen. And here you are.”

      Thorn let out a slow breath. Dead. Again. That could not be good for your health.

      The door slid open, admitting Tanner and Mol. She looked bleary-eyed, but was back on her feet. As Thorn understood it, they’d both been taken off the Gyrfalcon suffering from acute carbon dioxide poisoning, but while he’d also suffered other physical ailments, it seemingly hadn’t affected Mol at all. As cataclysmic as the hurricane of eldritch power he’d unleashed had been, its unbridled rage had been contained within him.

      A storm inside, Thorn knew, and that detail was worth remembering.

      Tanner stopped by the bed, his face utterly unreadable. Thorn sat up and braced for questions. Or worse. He still wasn’t sure if he’d brought them back to the Hecate’s location, or if by losing clear focus amid the deluge of power, he’d actually pulled the destroyer to join them, and now they were all stranded on the back side of Nyctus space.

      He’d asked Doctor Al-Nouri, but she’d dodged the question—which wasn’t a good sign.

      “Stellers,” Tanner said. “You need to answer a question.”

      Thorn frowned. “Sir?”

      “Are you a Nyctus spy?”

      “Am I—” Thorn blinked. Even that hurt. “What? No, of course not.”

      Tanner held his gaze for a moment, then nodded. “Good enough for me.”

      “Sir, I don’t understand—”

      “Just as we uncovered evidence that Wixcombe was a Skin, we found things to suggest the same thing about you. Personally, I thought it was bullshit, but I had to report it, and I was ordered to open an investigation. I just did. Opened it, and closed it.”

      “Sir, Kira’s not a Skin.”

      “Of course she’s not,” Tanner replied. “I just spoke to Captain Densmore, and she agrees. Wixcombe has been released from custody.” His eyes narrowed. “I only wish you’d been able to bring those two bastards, Bridmante and Justice, back here with you. It might have helped us figure out what makes those damned Skins tick.”

      “Okay. Back here. That’s a relief,” Thorn said.

      “What?”

      “Sorry, sir. I wasn’t sure if I’d managed to get the Gyrfalcon to the Hecate’s  location, or the other way around.”

      “That was a possibility?”

      “I’m honestly not sure, sir. But I can’t rule it out.”

      Tanner crossed his arms. “Believe me, Stellers, if you’d yanked my ship halfway across the galaxy, we’d be having a different conversation right now. Once was enough, thank you.”

      Thorn grimaced. Three years previously, he’d lost control of his magic and hurled the Hecate off into the middle of nowhere. Fortunately, he’d been able to bring her back in time to save a large part of the Fleet from annihilation in a Nyctus trap. Tanner still occasionally grumbled about it, though. Captains were sensitive about their ships being lobbed a thousand light-years. Or more.

      “Anyway, we’re going to rendezvous with the Stiletto in”—Tanner checked the time—“about twelve hours. I need you to get aboard a data terminal in the meantime, and document everything about your little jaunt into the unknown you can. Captain Densmore is going to debrief you personally.”

      “Will do, sir, just as soon as Doctor Al-Nouri cuts me loose.”

      Al-Nouri looked up from a data slate. “I’m just waiting for some test results. When they inevitably come back clean, we’ll be kicking you out of here,” she said, then shook her head. “I’m definitely not used to having patients die and then discharging them. You certainly keep things interesting around here, Lieutenant Stellers.”

      “I try, ma’am.”

      Tanner left, and Mol was at Thorn’s bedside.

      “Guess you got your mojo back, huh?” Mol asked, her voice reedy. She might be alive, but she wasn’t herself.

      “Guess I did. And you didn’t pop that reactor.”

      “Guess not.”

      Awkward silence followed. There was never awkward silence between him and Mol.

      “Mol, what is it?” he asked. “What—?”

      “It’s Trixie,” she said. “The Hecate’s Chief Systems Engineer has been in touch with Fleet, working the problem. They say there’s nothing they can do. That damned virus did too much damage. The only solution is to do a complete reset on her—restore her from her original source code.”

      “Okay. Well, that’s good, at least—”

      “No, it’s not!” Mol snapped. “They don’t do routine backup on AIs from anything that isn’t a capital ship. Not worth it, they say. So they’re just going to install a fresh copy of her. Everything she and I have been through, everything we’ve done together, all of it, will just be—” She bit back a sob. “It’ll just be gone!”

      Thorn forced himself to sit up in bed. “Mol, look—”

      “No!” she said, holding up a hand. “Don’t. In the greater scheme of things, it’s not a big deal, right? One AI on one Gyrfalcon has to be rebooted from scratch. She’ll be just as capable as she’s ever been.” Tears brimmed in her eyes. “She’ll be Trixie, but she won’t be my Trixie. She won’t be my friend. She’ll be something—shit, someone—else.”

      Thorn knew better than to say something like you’ll be able to get to know her all over again, or anything just as insensitive. If a close friend died, you couldn’t make the pain go away just by going out and immediately making a new one.

      “I’m so sorry, Mol.” Thorn leaned back. “She was my friend, too. I’m—”

      He was going to say, I’m going to miss her. Before he could, though, a sudden flare of anger seared his mind.

      No, not just anger. Fury. Rage.

      The Nyctus took my family from me.

      They took my daughter.

      They’ve taken Trixie.

      They’ve almost taken Kira, more than once.

      Where does it end? When does it end?

      Mol must have sensed his sudden anger. He saw it resonate with her, making her own eyes suddenly flash. “Thorn, when you say you’re going to see the squids obliterated, utterly destroyed—do you mean that?”

      “You’re damned right I do.”

      “Good. I’m ready to start, any time,” Mol said.

      Thorn tried to smile, framing his new purpose in life.

      “Yeah. So am I.”
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      The instant the Hecate’s shuttle finished docking with the Stiletto, Thorn strode through the airlock and aimed himself at his destination, a briefing room not far away. He found Densmore already there, waiting for him. He marched in and saluted.

      “Ma’am, Lieutenant Stellers reporting as requested.”

      Densmore looked up from a desk terminal. She raised an eyebrow at Thorn’s sharp formality, but gestured for him to sit across from her.

      When he sat down, she nodded at the terminal. “I’ve just been reading your report. Looks like you and Wyant had quite the adventure.”

      “Adventure’s one word for it, ma’am.”

      Densmore looked up at his abrupt words, eyes narrowed at his brusque approach. She considered him for a moment, then flicked the terminal into sleep mode.

      “When I was a newly ranked debriefing officer, I was told something important,” Densmore began.

      “What’s that, ma’am?” Thorn asked, watching her carefully.

      “Things that didn’t get put into official reports are as important as the things that do. Hell, they’re usually more important.” She placed her elbows on the table, then laced her fingers together and rested her chin on them, eyes bright with interest. “So, what didn’t you put in yours, Lieutenant? Aside from the fact you obviously still think I’m a squid spy.”

      Thorn started to recoil, his natural instinct to downplay his suspicions and generally avoid coming across as a skeptical asshole. But he caught himself. He had no reason to spare this woman, or anyone else.

      “Are you?” Thorn left courtesy out of the question, with reason. He could deal with discipline. He could not deal with a spy.

      For the first time ever, Thorn saw Alys Densmore at a loss for words. After a long pause, she regained her composure with an effort.

      “Do you genuinely believe I’m a Skin, Stellers? Or somehow otherwise in league with the squids? Really?”

      “I wish I could answer that question without any doubt whatsoever, but no, and I have an excellent reason. I crossed paths with Bridmante and Justice—Brid and Dart. I sold myself on the idea that they were on our side, despite my instincts. I won’t make that mistake again.”

      Densmore stared, then leaned back in her chair. It let out a single, brief creak. “You still think they were working for me.”

      “I don’t know, and asking you doesn’t help. I sure as hell didn’t know they were Skins—at least, not at first, even with me prying at their minds. If they could cover it up that well, then there are two possibilities. One is that I’m a weak ’caster and prone to being confused by squid abilities.” He gave her a chilly smile, and Alys Densmore could feel the nature of their relationship changing in real time. “Since I just pulled a warship through the ether with my mind, I think we can rule that out. The second possibility is—troubling, let’s say.”

      “Troubling?”

      Thorn looked up from his hands, piercing Densmore with a stare. “Troubling, yes. It could be—could, mind you—that you’re a being of unusual gifts. A savant, among your kind, whatever that might be.” He leaned forward, his presence shifting into something less neutral.

      “Stellers, I’ve planned and executed dozens of ops against the Nyctus—”

      “Including the one that got Kira captured by the squids? Including the one Mol and I just flew, that had two people who’d worked for you turn out to be Skins? Do tell, Alys. We’re both professionals. So, soldier to soldier, go on. I’m listening. For now.”

      Thorn knew the risk of such accusations, but he also understood what could happen if he didn’t get to the truth. Even if Densmore herself couldn’t get him booted from the ON—or maybe even worse—she no doubt had enough influence with Fleet that she could make it happen.

      But it didn’t matter. The time had come to resolve this, one way or the other. He couldn’t keep taking part in missions that involved Densmore—not without knowing she was absolutely free of Nyctus influence.

      Or loyalty.

      “Stellers, I already told you, Bridmante and Justice only worked for me indirectly, and for a short time—”

      “You did. You’ve told me lots of things.”

      “You are way over the line here, Lieutenant.”

      Thorn leaned further into her glare, his lips pulled back in a half-smile. “Oh, I know. I don’t give a shit. All you can take away from me is my career in the ON. But I’d rather go back to scooping up shit with my bare hands on some polluted sludge ball of a planet than keep working in a system that seems to worry more about how secure things look, than how secure they actually are.”

      “I can do a lot more than just end your career, Stellers,” she snapped. “I can—”

      “Send me to prison? Drain away my magic?” He snorted in perfect contempt. “That accomplishes the same thing, right? Besides, in prison, I’d get three squares a day. And if you take my magic away, then you don’t have any more use for me, and it's back to that mudball I mentioned.” He leaned back. “Of course, I guess you could arrange to have me killed. I’m sure someone like you has lots of options. People—or beings—who’d do pretty much anything for money. Bear in mind, of course, that I’ve already died twice. Your threats are—well, I’ll give you some credit. It’s the best you can do, given who you are, and what you’re used to doing. That’s what you do, isn’t it? You cajole, threaten, lie. And then, if you can’t get what you want, you kill.” He tilted his head as if something just occurred to him. “You know, you’re a lot more like them than I ever imagined, now that I think about it.”

      Thorn saw fury flare in Densmore’s eyes, and watched her with care, even as he tapped his power. Just in case.

      Still, he didn’t care. He’d lost his family. His daughter. Trixie. He had nothing left to lose—

      Kira.

      Thorn suppressed a twinge. He’d been so fixated on confronting Densmore, that he’d managed to overlook the fact he did have something left to lose. He did have a vulnerability. If Densmore threatened her, then he was exposed to a loss he wouldn’t survive.

      And she could, even if she wasn’t a Skin. Kira was an ON officer, in a way that Thorn never really had been. It was something she’d been born to do. If he managed to get that taken away from her, then his betrayal of Kira would be complete, regardless of intent.

      Densmore’s incandescent gaze kept playing across Thorn, but he returned it with a cool look, inured to her anger. He was past formalities, and Densmore knew it. He could see it in the way she held her body, rigid with conflict—and more than a little fear.

      Then her gaze softened, and she was the one who leaned back, watching the undercurrents of emotion play across his features. “I would never do that to Kira, Stellers. I’m not a monster, even though we’re fighting them.” She knew what he was thinking, and not because of her ability. It was as simple as reading his face.

      “I never was very good at cards, and you’re not that good at Joining. I’ll have to work on my facial expressions,” Thorn admitted.

      “You actually think I’d somehow use her against you in all this?”

      Thorn laughed, a sharp, metallic noise that made Densmore flinch. “Are you shitting me? You’re playing the morality card here?”

      “I think that—”

      Thorn waved her to silence. “You don’t get to use human qualities when you might be allied with my mortal enemy. Don’t waste my time. You’re only embarrassing yourself,” Thorn said.

      Alys Densmore’s face flushed a shade of red Thorn had only seen at the beach. With steely will, she spread her hands on the desk, breathing deeply. “Whatever this is, Stellers—Thorn—it’s between you and me. Wixcombe will be judged on her own merits as an officer, but as her commander, I can tell you I know she was never a spy.”

      “You threw her in the brig on the flimsiest—”

      “And let her back out again when the evidence seemed to clear her. I’d be a damned fool if I hadn’t, for her sake and the good of the navy.”

      Thorn tapped a finger on the table. “Agreed. Then consider this, ma’am. Someone highly-placed had to be involved in setting the Fleet up for that squid ambush three years ago, and you were the only one I talked to about it. Kira did get captured on an op you ran. Brid and Dart did work for you, even if it was only a short time.” He shook his head. “Put yourself in my shoes. Would you have been spaced right away, or would you at least get a trial?”

      “Oh, believe me, Lieutenant, I’m well aware. I’ve spent most of my career working in a field where rampant paranoia is just another day at the office.” She leaned forward again. “But unless I’m somehow genuinely unaware of it—and, yes, I’ve considered that possibility—I’m not a Skin, or a spy. Clearly, someone is—someone highly placed in Fleet is leaking info to the squids, who must be found and stopped. But that someone isn’t me.”

      It was Thorn’s turn to consider the person sitting across the table from him. He still wasn’t convinced. But he was no longer unconvinced, either. Maybe Densmore was just that good—maybe she was a powerful enough ’caster to be able to subtly influence him on a level he couldn’t even detect.

      Or maybe she was innocent, and there was a bigger target. Someone above both of them.

      He’d told Brid he intended to see every Nyctus dead, the race wiped out. He’d said much the same thing to Mol, right after he’d awoken in the Hecate’s infirmary.

      “Ma’am,” he said, adding her honorific back again, and with purpose. “I have something I want to do. As a ‘caster. For the war, and now, I think I can do it.”

      Densmore gave a paper-thin smile. “The best I will do is listen. For one minute, because I don’t have to prove myself to you. That’s not how the navy works.”

      “I disagree. You need to prove yourself to me, because in spite of your power, I’m a walking bomb compared to you. That means that it’s in your best interest to listen, not just for your own sake, but for the navy, too.”

      Densmore paused, working the muscles in her jaw. “Threaten me again, and find out.”

      “I won’t do anything of the sort. Threats aren’t my style, and you know it. But if you’re serious, then I have a proposition,” Thorn said. He resolved to ask her the one thing a spy could not give him, and that would have to be good enough for now. As to the spy, Thorn knew that if Alys Densmore was out of the mix, he had far larger problems than the person before him, and so did the navy.

      Densmore waved airily, fury still clouding her face. “Tell me.”

      “I’m going to destroy that Nyctus hydro world. I want to do to it what the squids did to Cotswold, and to Nebo. Ashes. Fire. No—and I mean no—survivors. A message like no other. And I want your help making it happen.”

      Densmore sat further back in her chair, a slow smile spreading on her lips. “Okay. Tell me how.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’ve asked Captain Tanner to sit in on this,” Densmore said, “as a source of sober second thought. Now, Lieutenant, I’d like you to tell him what you told me.”

      Thorn looked from Densmore to Tanner. They were back in the same briefing room aboard the Stiletto, where he’d confronted Densmore just a few hours before.

      “Gather you have some sort of big plan, Stellers,” Tanner said. “Bit unorthodox listening to a pitch for strategic action from a junior officer—but you’re obviously not in the same career track, given your unusual history. I’ll play along. For now.”

      Thorn gave a humorless smile. “I’ll take being called unusual as a compliment, sir.”

      “It wasn’t a compliment.”

      “Good. Because I don’t need compliments, sir. I need dead enemy.”

      Tanner smiled, and this time it was genuine. “You have my attention.”

      “It’s simple, sir. I propose we take a Task Force—a big one—and strike at the Nyctus hydro planet we found. We burn the damned thing to its bedrock. We show the Nyctus that if they’re going to do that to our populated worlds, we’re going to do it right back to theirs. The reason why we don’t need subtlety is based on the enemy flaw—their arrogance. The target is so far into Nyctus space, they haven’t even considered a possible attack. I say we give them what they don’t expect. Ships, orbital pounding, and ’casters, raining hell until there aren’t any Nyctus left to fight back.”

      Tanner slowly leaned back in his chair but said nothing.

      “I’ve already raised the obvious objections,” Densmore said. “For one, we’d have to move a chunk of the Fleet right through Nyctus space, which is one thing for a long range fighter like the Gyrfalcon, but it's a different sort of problem when you’re taking dozens of vessels, many of them capital ships.”

      “They’ll be underway for weeks, too,” Tanner said, eyeing the star chart that had been projected onto the briefing room’s viewscreen. “A big chunk of the Fleet, tied up for that long, surrounded by enemy space—” He looked back at Thorn. “There’s ballsy, Stellers, and then there’s unsafe. Assume you have an answer for that, though, or you wouldn’t have suggested this in the first place.”

      Thorn didn’t hesitate. “I’ll move the Fleet, the same way I moved the Gyrfalcon.”

      The silence that followed was leaden. Tanner finally broke it.

      “What?”

      “I’ll move the Fleet, sir.”

      “Move the Fleet—” Tanner said, shaking his head. “It’s one thing to move a single Gyrfalcon, Stellers. You really think you can scale that up to hundreds of thousands of tons of machinery and people?” He shook his head again in pure amazement. “I think you’ve started to believe your own legend, Lieutenant.”

      “I can do it,” Thorn said flatly.

      Tanner’s face was a study in skepticism, but he turned to Densmore. “Is that even possible? Moving an entire Task Force?”

      “No, it’s not,” Densmore replied. “It would take—hell, I don’t even know how many Starcasters it would take, all somehow pooling their power. And we’ve only just started experimenting with rituals that let multiple ’casters join forces.” She bit off a curse, fingers drumming on the desk. “It’s not possible for a single ’caster to access that kind of power.”

      “All due respect, ma’am, but it definitely is possible,” Thorn said, his tone quite different from their earlier confrontation. “I tapped into something I hadn’t known before and came to a conclusion. My magic isn’t restrained by physical laws—only by me. That’s how I was able to move us before, when we were on the brink of death, and it’s how I’ll move this fleet so that we can kill squid. To be blunt—I can do this, and we need it. The navy needs it, humanity needs it, and I want it. I know I’m a junior officer, but I am the point of this spear, and I can do this thing. Watch me.”

      Densmore glanced at Tanner, then back at Thorn. “Stellers, you made me a promise not to—”

      “Yes, I did. And I broke it, and I’m sorry for that, but not really. Ma’am, we’re not winning this war. We might not actually be losing it, but we’re not winning it, either. And unless we’re prepared to do what it does take to win it, then people are just going to keep dying in an endless grind of attrition that fills space with corpses and naval families with one question—why.”

      Densmore steepled her fingers. “I notice that you didn’t mention this little fact in your report. It’s like you were hoping to cover it up or something—like you knew you were in the wrong.”

      Thorn was ready for that, too. “No, ma’am, I just thought it wasn’t the sort of thing I should mention in a report that was going to be read by. . .anyone above my rank.”

      “Touché,” Tanner muttered.

      Densmore colored with anger. “You’re encouraging him—?”

      “No,” Tanner replied. “By no means. Personally, I think Stellers could stand some behavior modification here so he remembers that he’s talking to two senior Captains, and not some fellow junior officers over a drink.” He ended by raising his brows at Thorn.

      Thorn shifted uncomfortably. He might have his doubts about Densmore, but he had none about Tanner. Moreover, the idea of disappointing the man actually made him squirm. So he gave a terse agreement of his own, in as neutral a tone as possible. Tanner was an ally, and that had never been in doubt.

      “I’m sorry, sir. And ma’am. I’m not wired to be disrespectful. I’m wired to win, so we can put it behind us and get on with whatever comes after a war. I hope it’s some kind of life. I’ve never had one and I know a lot of people who would like to return to theirs.”

      Tanner let himself sigh, head shaking. “Understood. Just keep that attitude in mind here, Lieutenant. Not that long ago, the idea of a Lieutenant discussing Fleet strategy with senior officers would be laughable. You get some leeway, given who and what you are. But leeway only goes so far.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Now then, I gather that whatever it is that Stellers did is something you object to, Alys,” Tanner went on.

      “It is. He did essentially the same thing as when he saved Code Gauntlet from the big rock the squids chucked at it. He, ah, rewrote reality.”

      “And that’s bad?” Tanner asked.

      She gave a derisive sniff. “Who knows? And that’s the problem. When he changed the fundamentals of how an Alcubierre drive worked to save the FOB, the effects were confined to the Alcubierre bubble around your ship. This time, there wasn’t any such boundary to what he did, so it might have had all sorts of effects we just haven’t seen yet.”

      “So, what you’re proposing, then,” Tanner said, “is to do the same thing again, to move a Task Force both through and past Nyctus space, all in one act of ‘casting.”

      Thorn nodded. “Exactly, sir. I’ll pull as much power to me as I can handle, and use it to carry the Task Force right to the hydro planet. The squids won’t see it coming, because the conduit isn’t anything they can detect. It’s me.”

      “They’ll almost certainly have that planet well defended now,” Tanner said. “But if it’s something he’s already done, then how big a problem is it, really, if he does it again? Wouldn’t the effects already be felt?”

      Densmore waved her hand in dismissal, frustrated by a lack of knowing. “Again, who knows? Ultimately, it’s like the butterfly effect. Stellers flapped his wings, and it may amount to nothing, or it may cause a hurricane somewhere—including right here, in ON space.” She leaned back with a sigh. “For all we know, he’s made it possible for the squid shamans to have unlimited power, too, like opening a lock for the entire class of beings who can tap into magic.”

      “Okay, if I understand this,” Tanner said, “and trust me, I really don’t, but I’m trying. If I grasp what happened, Stellers made it possible for himself to have more and more magical power, all he needed, just by wanting it to be true, because want is more ethereal than natural laws, and . . . you stepped outside them?”

      Thorn hesitated. It was obviously far more complicated than that, and even he was only beginning to untangle the knots of manifesting something as wild as magic—but he nodded anyway. The process was new to him, and it would be utterly incomprehensible to Tanner, who dealt in steel and tactics. “Something like that, sir.”

      “So shouldn’t he have all that power now, on tap, so to speak? And if it was something that affected the whole—and I cannot believe I am saying this—the whole freakin’ universe, then should other Starcasters be affected? Do you suddenly have unlimited power, Alys?” Tanner asked.

      “Not as far as I know,” she said. “But that’s not the point. Doing that is dangerous. More dangerous than, well, pretty much anything I can imagine. Hell, he could change the universe in some way that makes it impossible for life to exist and, poof, that’s it, that’s all. This is why Fleet ordered him not to do this without their express consent—and why I made him promise me he wouldn’t.”

      “But Fleet doesn’t know that Stellers changed the universe again. A phrase, I might add, that goes against everything I’ve known about the business of war.” He paused, then added, “and physics.”

      “I just found out,” Densmore replied. “Sitting here, just like you did.”

      “Okay,” Tanner said. “Well, I’d suggest we keep that little fact to ourselves for now. If we’re going to do this, let’s go to Fleet clean, asking them for that explicit permission for Stellers to, ah . . . adjust reality again.”

      Densmore said nothing. Eventually, though, she nodded, the conflict on her face obvious to anyone looking. She understood the risk. She also grasped the potential.

      Tanner turned to gaze at Thorn, in a way that was both casual and intense. When their eyes locked, Thorn understood Tanner to be a man of deep intellect who was threshing an unusual decision. “So, the plan is, using this dangerously powerful thing you do, you’d move our Task Force there, we’d take out this planet, and then you’d bring everyone back home?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “It’s insane,” Densmore said, sitting forward abruptly. “Utterly insane. And even if it actually works, and doesn’t literally screw everything up—we’re planning on wiping out a planet with no apparent military infrastructure, bases, nothing like that.”

      Thorn nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Fine. We hit this planet. A world of civilians—of women and children—and then what, Stellers?”

      “Then we hit the next one. And the next. And the next after that. And we keep hitting them until there are none left.”

      “So, genocide.”

      “The squids didn’t have to start this war,” Thorn said evenly. “They didn’t have to attack us, and they didn’t have to reject all of our attempts to open negotiations with them. Seems to me they’re ready for genocide, that that’s what they’re looking for out of all this.” Thorn slowly shook his head. “So, if there’s going to be genocide, I vote we make it theirs, not ours.”

      “And what about that other world you found? The one with the Danzur. They’re practically next door to each other. It’s likely they know about the Nyctus. They might even trade with them. Hell, you even said there was evidence that Alcubierre-equipped ships had been in that system not long before you got there. Since they’re only just beginning to experiment with superluminal travel, then whose ships were those most likely to be? Are you going to make an enemy of those people, too?”

      Thorn thought about Sophat and his almost charming dedication to the most cumbersome of bureaucracies. “If they’re allies with the Nyctus,” he said, “then they’re already our enemies.”

      “So, do we wipe them out as well? Only seems to make sense. Take care of them before they can become a threat.”

      “I don’t know, ma’am. Maybe. If it seems necessary.”

      “Holy shit,” Densmore said. “Where does this end, Stellers? What’s next?”

      “You know, ma’am,” Thorn snapped, “you’ve insisted to me you aren’t a Skin, and I am inclined to believe you, especially given how serious you are about what I’m proposing. I know this is surreal. I’m in the middle of it, and it still feels like a fever dream, at times, but, ma’am, I have to ask. Don’t you want to win?”

      “How dare you, you insolent—win?” Densmore’s face was a mask of fury, and Tanner sat up straighter, seeing the signs of a soldier on the brink of violence. “What the hell do you think I’ve been doing with my life?”

      “Spying, ma’am. And everything that entails,” Thorn said flatly.

      “You think I don’t want to win because I’m averse to the slaughter of innocents? Well, if that’s being obstructive, then, yeah, I’m obstructive.” She leaned on the table, pushing herself into Thorn’s space. “Maybe I’m being obstructive because I’m not anxious to turn the Fleet into your personal weapon of vengeance, Lieutenant Stellers. Destroying this planet is not going to undo the destruction of Cotswold, or Nebo.”

      Before Thorn could respond, Tanner stood, leaned between them, and growled a single word. “Enough.”

      The word detonated between Thorn and Densmore like a fusion blast. Thorn winced; Densmore reeled back at the controlled fury of Tanner’s command.

      “Both of you, sit down.” Tanner said.

      They complied.

      “Now then, before this gets out of hand and the two of you start hurling fireballs or whatever the hell you Starcasters do when you get pissed at one another, we’re going to take a moment and regroup.”

      “Fine with me,” Densmore said.

      Thorn nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “First of all,” Tanner said, his gaze on Thorn, “let’s put an end to this whole question about her dedication to winning the war. Do we really want to cultivate an attitude in the Fleet that anyone who ever says or does something that doesn’t amount to kill every squid is a possible weak link, or worse? How long before we’re spending more time suspecting and investigating ourselves instead of actually trying to win this war?”

      “I—yes, sir,” Thorn said.

      “What a gift,” Densmore said with a derisive snort, but then she steeled herself with an effort. “I appreciate your vote of confidence about my abilities, Lieutenant, but it isn’t needed,” she replied. “And, for the record, I don’t think Captain Tanner is saying to let your guard down, because there really are Skins out there. But we can’t let that make us paranoid to the point we’re completely paralyzed.”

      “Correct,” Tanner said, but now he switched his attention to Densmore. “As for Stellers’s proposal, yes, I have to admit, the idea of bombarding a planet full of what amounts to women and children does not sit well with me. I didn’t join the ON to do things of such putrid morality. We’re not the instigators of this war, and we’re not genocidal.”

      “We don’t have to be genocidal to win, sir. But we do if we want to prevent another war,” Thorn said.

      “Prove it,” Tanner said.

      “A man named Caesar cut off the hand of every Gaul he conquered on Earth. Long ago. Sir,” Thorn said, eyes hard.

      “I know my history. The Gauls didn’t sack Rome. The Visigoths did, but one might argue that the Romans consumed themselves from within,” Tanner said, looking around at their setting with a critical eye. Then he stood and walked to the viewscreen, waving at the expanse of imagery. “However, I’m equally anxious to not lose any more people to this war, regardless of who’s doing the killing and how, because Stellers is right—right now, the Nyctus really have no reason to come to the table. They’ve had the strategic initiative since the beginning, and they sure as shit have no hesitation to wipe out our women and children.”

      He stopped and looked pointedly at the icon representing the system containing the hydro planet. “If we really can move an entire fleet with magic to this place, obliterate it, and then come right back home again, maybe that will be enough to convince the squiddies to start talking peace. Shit, maybe just having our fleet show up on the doorstep of this water world of theirs will be enough to get them to stand down. At the very least, it should show them we’re not going to screw around.”

      He turned back to Densmore and Stellers. “I’m for this idea—reluctantly, I might add, but if we’re going to do this, then I’ll have to put that reluctance aside. I’m prepared to take it to the Fleet Chief of Staff. Alys, what about you?”

      She looked from Thorn, to Tanner, and back again. “I’m personally against it,” she finally said. “But I can’t deny the strategic advantage it would give us, if it works. So, professionally, I’ll support it.” She turned to Thorn. “But understand this, Lieutenant. In my heart of hearts, I think this is reckless, and it’s immoral. I further think you’re letting a desire for personal vengeance cloud your judgement. You lost your family on Cotswold, and you have some connection with what happened on Nebo. I don’t know what, exactly, but I know you do.”

      She leaned forward. “So, let me share a bit of wisdom with you, Thorn Stellers, for what it’s worth. The very first op I ran was a complete failure. I lost an entire Tiger Team and two mission specialists to the squids in what turned out to be a setup. They dangled a high-value target in front of me like a carrot, and I was only too eager to go for it. I let myself see what I wanted to see, believe what I wanted to believe. I got nine good people killed. I swore I would make the squids pay for it.”

      “And did you, ma’am?” Thorn asked.

      Densmore smiled faintly, then shook her head. “No, because the Intel Chief at the time yanked me off field duty and stuck me behind a desk. I was furious. I made that more than clear to him. He asked me why I was furious, so I told him—I wanted to kill squids, and he wasn’t letting me.” She looked straight at Thorn. “All he said was, ‘And now you know why you’re behind a desk.’ It took me a while to figure out what, exactly, he meant. It also took me a while to realize he was right.”

      She sat back again, looking tired. “Revenge is a powerful motivation, Thorn. It’s also a terrible one. It doesn’t leave room for things like prudence, and discretion—and mercy. And those are important things, Thorn, even in war.”

      “Especially in war,” Tanner added.

      “So, Lieutenant Stellers,” Densmore said, “I will join Captain Tanner in taking this proposal to Fleet, if that’s what you want. Is that what you want?”

      Thorn turned and looked at the screen, at the simple, sterile icon depicting a planet he was proposing to wipe clean of life.

      The way Cotswold had been.

      The way Nebo had been—

      He nodded. “Yes, ma’am, I do.”

      Tanner remained impassive. Densmore, though, just looked sad.

      “Then we’ll convince Fleet to do this,” she said. “I just hope that once we have, we can all live with the outcome.”

      Thorn said nothing, mired in the hope that he could live with it too.
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      “Okay, Stellers,” Scoville said. “Tell me straight—are you blowing starlight up my ass, or do you really believe you can pull this off?”

      Thorn looked around at the people assembled in the briefing room on Code Gauntlet. This one was bigger by far than any likely to be found aboard a ship, and it had the advantage of natural daylight streaming through several skylights. There was room for something like this here at Code Gauntlet, and it lent the room an expanse that made Thorn feel his humanity with each sunbeam.

      “Yes,” Thorn finally said. “Sir.” His eyes were neutral, but his spine was straight. Thorn understood the weight of the moment.

      Scoville—Rear Admiral Scoville, now, him having been promoted to command of the Third Fleet—crossed his arms. “You’re going to move an entire fleet of ships, using magic, to a point hundreds of light-years away.”

      Again, Thorn chose brevity. “Yes, sir.”

      Thorn saw glances being exchanged among the others gathered. Besides Scoville, there were a half-dozen of his staff officers, along with Tanner and Densmore. Mol and Kira sat near the back of the room, ready to speak up on their particular areas of expertise—navigation and flight, and Joining, respectively—but Thorn knew Tanner had really brought them along as moral support for him.

      Scoville turned to Densmore. “Alys, I understand that you don’t think this is a good idea.”

      “Tactically, I think it’s a brilliant idea, sir,” she replied. “I also think it’s incredibly risky, and the result is going to border on a war crime. At the very least, it’s a huge escalation. If we do this, we don’t know how the squids are going to respond, and frankly, every option has to be on the table to deal with whatever comes next.”

      “It’s not like you to be so . . . so wary, Alys,” Scoville said.

      “I guess I’m having trouble getting past wiping out a planet with no obvious strategic value,” Densmore said.

      Scoville sat back and stretched out his legs. “Agreed that it’s a hard decision to make, but let’s face it—this planet does have strategic value. It’s producing resources for the squid war effort, including baby squids. I’m no fan of getting down in the mud with these bastards, but if they keep hitting our planets with no obvious strategic value, they’re going to choke off our logistics capacity and win this war. And we really don’t want that to happen.”

      Scoville stood and walked to the front of the room. “The Allied Stars Ruling Council has given their blessing to this, if Fleet wants to pursue it. The Commander has authorized me to make the final decision.” He looked at Thorn. “We are putting a stellar-mass’s worth of trust in you and your abilities here, Lieutenant. That makes you a single point of failure. We do our best to try and avoid those.”

      “I understand, sir. I won’t fail,” Thorn said evenly.

      “Alright.” Scoville turned to everyone assembled in the briefing room. “This little jaunt into squid space is now known as Operation Trebuchet. Detailed planning is to commence immediately. A warning order will be issued to the Third Fleet within the hour.” He glanced at the Third Fleet’s Operations Officer, who nodded.

      He turned back to Thorn. “When I was a Lieutenant, I worked for a Captain who always started every op with the same phrase. At the time, before there was any such thing as Starcasters, I just took it as a colorful figure of speech. It takes on a whole new meaning now, though.”

      He turned back to the audience.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, let’s see what magic can really do.”
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      Thorn watched as another of the Cyclone missiles was eased into the loading bay of a battlecruiser. The FOB’s orbital dock had been turned into a hub for distributing the weapons, minimizing the amount of handling needed to deploy them across the Third Fleet.

      “I’m not sure which I find more disturbing—that we’re actually preparing to use these things, or that we had so many of them already built.”

      Thorn glanced toward the voice. It was Kira.

      He nodded at her words, then turned back to the viewport. For a while, they both just stood in the concourse, watching the stately progress of the efforts to load the planet-killing weapons.

      The Cyclone missiles carried a half-dozen warheads, each of them a variable-yield thermonuclear bomb that could be dialed from ten to one hundred megatons. They didn’t have much utility in space combat, being slow, cumbersome weapons whose space effects were quite limited. They were a blunt instrument, which really only had one purpose—bombarding the surface of a planet. Hard.

      Every one of the Third Fleet ships carried at least one of them. The bigger capital ships carried multiple. When fully loaded, the Third Fleet task force about to be launched at the squid hydro world would be packing as much as fifteen gigatons of explosive effect. That would be more than enough to obliterate the planet’s biosphere and render it essentially uninhabitable for the foreseeable future. In fact, it was overkill, but intelligence regarding Nyctus defenses around and on the planet was almost nonexistent, so the Fleet had to be prepared to offset losses of both ships and missiles.

      “Someone, somewhere, knew we’d eventually have to do this,” Thorn said. “That we’d have to attack an inhabited planet.” He looked at Kira and shrugged. “They probably started building them right after the raid that destroyed Cotswold. Once the squids did that, it was inevitable. They knew what they were getting themselves into, but they went ahead and did it anyway.” He looked back at the battlecruiser. The first Cyclone had been stowed, and now another was being maneuvered aboard her. “So to hell with them.”

      Silence hung for a while. Kira finally broke it.

      “Densmore came to me. She asked me to talk to you.”

      Thorn gestured out the viewport. “Even if she could convince me to reconsider, it’s a little late, I think.”

      “That’s not what she wanted me to talk to you about.”

      “Oh? What, then?”

      “She’s worried about you, Thorn.”

      He glanced at Kira. “Really? Why?”

      “For the same reason I am.”

      “Okay, and what reason is that?”

      Kira crossed her arms. “Thorn, why did you propose this attack on that Nyctus planet?”

      “I’ve said it—what, a couple of dozen times, now? Because it’ll be a strategic blow that might make the squids think twice about continuing this friggin’ war? Or at least maybe dissuade them from flattening any more of our planets?”

      Kira gave a thin, humorless smile. “All of which is true, yeah. But—be honest, Thorn. With me, and with yourself. How much of this is about the war, and how much of it is about you?”

      Thorn sighed. “Again, for the umpteenth time, it’s not about me—”

      “Bullshit.”

      Thorn looked at her, but she pressed on.

      “Remember who you’re talking to here, Thorn. I know you better than anyone. Maybe even yourself, at least when it comes to something like this.”

      “Kira—”

      “Mol told me about Trixie,” she pressed on. “I know that you considered that damned AI a friend. And now you’ve lost her. You’ve lost your family, our daughter, now Trixie—”

      “Kira,” Thorn snapped. “I know that Densmore thinks I’m locked into some cycle of vengeance here. And—yeah, sure, I admit it, I’m not going to cry over the squids we kill. But that’s not the reason for this.”

      “Thorn, if Cotswold and Nebo had never happened, and if Trixie was still the way she was, would you have proposed this plan?”

      “Course I would have.”

      “Really?”

      Thorn stood, awash in disbelief. And maybe, in his core, a hint of shame.

      His family still alive. A daughter he could visit while on leave. Trixie, her usual bubbly, irreverent self.

      The squid hydro planet, populated by a multitude of families and—

      His admission came in a rush. “I want to make the squids pay for what they’ve done. It doesn’t change the fact that two things can be true at once—like revenge and a step toward winning the war. Is that what you want, Kira? Because it’s the ugly, unalloyed truth, and I can’t give it any simpler.”

      Kira’s smile faded, and she shook her head, sadly.

      “No, Thorn. Of course not,” she said, and walked away, leaving Thorn alone in the concourse, surrounded by throngs of officers and Ratings all hurrying to get Op Trebuchet—Thorn’s brainchild—ready to launch. Thorn swore, lost in the chaos of preparation.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn sat cross-legged in the Hecate’s witchport, and waited.

      Task Force Trebuchet had finished its first Alcubierre hop, to a waypoint on the edge of a system containing a pulsar. There were planets, but they were just barren, airless lumps, long ago scoured down to their bedrock by the typhoon of hard radiation pouring off the fierce little star. Once every 0.7213 seconds, the pulsar swept the inner system with its ferocious emissions, making progressing any further than the inner edge of the Oort Cloud a hazardous undertaking indeed.

      An unfriendly little light, Thorn mused, eyes drifting over the yawning blackness.

      But the Fleet wasn’t here to do anything more than move on. This was a navigational stop only. According to the plan, the next hop would take the Fleet to a red giant, starting it on its way to its destination—a Nyctus-controlled planet on the edge of the Zone known to humans as Sherman Prime, the only habitable planet orbiting its namesake, Sherman’s Star. The squids had fortified it into a FOB. Its destruction would open a major gap in their defenses, ripe for exploitation by the Fleet.

      All of this was, of course, a lie. While Sherman Prime was a crucial strategic objective, attacking it would entail a major fleet engagement, followed by fighting through the planet’s defenses. Fleet kept a contingency plan handy for assaulting it, but Fleet contingency-planned lots of things. It had been a simple matter to modify the existing plan, turning it into the lie that everyone in Task Force Trebuchet, except for the ships’ Captains, assumed was the truth.

      Thorn sat quietly, breathing and shifting his fingertips around his talisman until they felt right. He currently had nothing else to do but wait, as the actual plan for the Task Force was propagated among the ships by Admiral Scoville, who had taken personal command of the attack.

      Scoville’s general broadcast was available on the intercom, but Thorn had muted it. He knew what the man was going to say, so he could better use the time for what was coming.

      Stellers?

      Densmore’s voice hummed in his mind. She was aboard the Stiletto, somewhere near the rear of the Task Force. Her ship, along with half dozen others, would actually split from the Task Force and make the hop to the next waypoint, the red giant. Once there, they’d use spoofing tech to portray the signatures of a much larger force, hoping to keep the squids’ attention focused on them for as long as possible.

      I’m here, ma’am.

      We just received intel that the squids are moving a large chunk of their reserve toward Sherman Prime.

      So we’ve definitely got a leak.

      Several, I’d imagine. She paused a moment. You know, you would think that someone who intended to betray this op would tell the squids to move their reserves the other way, further into their depth, where we’re actually going to attack, not forward.

      Thorn gave a chagrined smile. Point taken, ma’am. He hesitated, then went on. Look, ma’am, I’m sorry—

      Don’t be. You were right to suspect me. Hell, I’d have suspected me. But I hope this puts your suspicions to rest.

      It does, ma’am. His smile turned a little more genuine. For now, anyway.

      Densmore’s laughter rang in his mind like chimes, but it faded. Just do me one favor, she said. Try to not wreck the universe.

      “Stellers,” Tanner said over the intercom. “Admiral Scoville’s on for you.”

      Thorn opened his eyes. “I’m here, sir.”

      “Okay, Stellers,” Scoville said. “We’re at H minus fifteen minutes. That’ll give the Stiletto and her detachment time to get clear of the Task Force. Once they are, this becomes your show.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      “Stellers?”

      “Sir?”

      “Early in my career, I decided I’d never wish anyone good luck. I didn’t believe luck really existed, and it all ultimately came down to brains and skill. That you made your own luck. That was before I found out that magic is real—real enough that I’m actually expecting to move an entire fleet hundreds of light-years by means of what I still have a hard time convincing myself isn’t just fevered bullshit.”

      “I can’t help thinking there’s a but coming, sir.”

      “Damned right there is. But, if magic is real, is luck really that far-fetched? Anyway, all this is a long and convoluted way for me to say good luck, Lieutenant.”

      “Thank you, sir. I’ll be ready.”

      Thorn closed his eyes again and waited, breathing in and out slowly, deeply, settling himself into the intimate connection between flesh and cardboard, where his fingers rested on the old book.

      Fire. Smoke. Confusion. Terror—

      Thorn didn’t fight these ghosts speaking to him from deep inside his talisman. They were familiar, practically old friends. They anchored him, keeping him grounded in his own history against the wild unreality of magic.

      “Stellers,” Tanner said. “Admiral Scoville just sent the go signal. The Task Force is ready. What happens next is up to you.”

      “Understood.”

      Thorn had been considering, now, for days, the best way to approach this. Densmore’s concerns about him damaging the universe were justified; he could rewrite reality, so he had to make sure he didn’t rewrite it into something catastrophic.

      The first time he’d done it, changing how the Hecate’s  Alcubierre drive worked to save Code Gauntlet, his magic had been contained in its own little pocket universe. The second time, when he’d desperately increased his own magical power to overcome the effects of the drug Brid had injected into him, he’d kept the focus on himself. And that seemed to be the key. The effect had to be constrained by something—even just intent.

      Intention was something that could be set. It was a law—and Thorn was the author.

      He began to draw magical power to him, using his talisman as a locus, a target upon which the eldritch energy would converge. He was a lightning rod, starting to attract the first stirrings and wisps of electrical charge from the air.

      If he continued this way, he would soon saturate himself with magical power, drawing no more without allowing some to drain away. Thorn knew that, compared to most Starcasters, his capacity for magical force was immense—but it still fell far short of what he needed to move the Task Force.

      Now for the tricky part.

      Thorn had bootstrapped his power up when Brid’s vile drug concoction had tamped it down, bypassing the artificial limit brought on by modern chemistry in the form of a needle to the neck. He’d do exactly the same thing now. The difference was that, then, he only sought to move a single Gyrfalcon. This was going to be far more demanding, so he needed far more power. An ocean of chaos, if he made his mark, and that meant he was about to find out the answer to one question Starcasters hadn’t even dared to ask.

      Just how much magical power can a single human channel?

      He was about to find out. Thorn drew a slug of inhuman might out of the seething reservoir, focused his will through his talisman, and used it like a cutting tool, shaping the raw energy into something new, like a patch for reality. He snapped it into place, overwriting what had already been there—

      Thorn had the capacity for much more magic than he thought he had. That final constraint he’d always assumed had been a myth, because this had always been true.

      Eyes still closed, Thorn shook his head slightly. He now knew two entirely different realities—the one of a moment ago, that he rendered obsolete, and the new one he’d crafted to replace it. Both were incompatible, yet equally real. Like translucent panes of glass, they could be placed over each other, matching flawlessly so that the denizens of this place—his place—would never know. He was stitching reality between the two places, their flat expanses smooth and unblemished in the corridors of his mind.

      Unlimited. If I can survive it.

      He hadn’t been so deliberate about it when he’d brought the Gyrfalcon home. That had all been oxygen-deprived desperation. Thorn knew that Densmore was right; he could easily screw things up, possibly catastrophically, if he did this wrong. He may have screwed things up, in fact, and no one was aware of it yet. But he had a war to help win, and war meant taking risks.

      Keeping his focus firmly on himself, Thorn once more drew power from the roiling swirl of it within him, imposed his will on it, and placed the version of reality together with a silent, formless union. In this plane made of two places, he could contain and wield more power still.

      It’s time.

      Magical discharge flashed from the join of his fingertips and the talisman, power like gaseous lightning leaking out of him and into the real world, endless streamers tailing away into nacreous ribbons of dancing light.

      Beautiful.

      He did it again.

      Now power howled through Thorn, a vast lake of it held in place only by the dam of his concrete will. It shoved against his consciousness, an ever-mounting pressure trying to break free and dissipate back into its natural, ethereal state—a place of chaos and undoing. A place without form. Somehow, Thorn knew that death waited there, but he would not go. Instead, he loosed bolts and pulses from his fingers, from the dog-eared corners of the book, from the wild miasma of energy that sizzled through his bones.

      He was magic. He was the talisman, and more. His teeth were so tight that he had to inhale desperately through his nose just to draw a breath. A groan escaped his lips, deep and animalistic, a sound not heard among humans since the times of earlier shamans who painted in caves.

      Again. Thorn released the power, and it ran free.

      He soared to a pinnacle of magical might; it poured from his eyes, from his mouth, flared from his skin in an inhuman light, and gouged chunks out of the witchport’s black foam lining in spitting fires that survived, impossibly, in the vacuum of space. Bolts of it flashed away into the black, but the power kept growing, filling a titanic capacity both welcome and terrifying.

      For an exquisite instant, one that merged agony and ecstasy into a coruscating singularity of raw, incandescent experience, Thorn stood as the most powerful being in the universe. He was the universe—every atom, every particle, every wave. The magic that infused its sprawl of billions upon billions of light-years was, for this instant of time, a continuum—a single, coherent whole, with Thorn its epicenter, the focal point of some universe-spanning antenna.

      Glimpses, hints, fragments of reality flashed and flickered through Thorn. Time—he could sense all of it, all the time that had ever passed, would ever pass. Stars were born, grew old, died with desolate whimpers or creation-shaking explosions. Galaxies swirled, collided, spun off into new ones. Life rose, flourished, fell again.

      His awareness touched on the primordial moments after creation, then brushed against the heat-death of the universe itself, entropy’s ultimate victory. But there was even more. There were other universes, alternate, parallel, a labyrinthine jumble of them, a tangle of infinite complexity, of infinite scope—

      It was too much. This was bordering on godhood, a state of existence the mortal frame and mind were never meant to contain.

      Thorn screamed, and the universe screamed back.

      He launched his awareness through the ether, encompassing myriad specks of matter and organized energy—the fleet, a dim and distant part of him thought.

      The fleet.

      Ships. People.

      An anchor, his last tether against apotheosis and whatever would come next.

      Thorn reached across the light-years, grabbed creation, and folded it like a blanket. It was a trivial thing, consuming barely a fraction of the power he commanded. He merged that place and this one, making them one, then separating them again, returning them each to its naturally flat, three-dimensional existence.

      But he still commanded power. Oceans of it. He still was the universe—

      And it was killing him.

      Thorn couldn’t just let the power drain away, because more would rush in to fill the void. That was how the universe worked. But the flood of power battered against his psyche like a storm surge, eroding away who and what Thorn Stellers was. If he didn’t make it stop, he would cease to exist altogether. He would be something made of magic—maybe a god, maybe just a dust mote forever lost among the thundering gales of a hurricane. Either way, he would no longer be human, or even alive.

      Thorn desperately clung to that nebulous thing he called himself, an amalgam of thought and memory, of experience and belief, of hope and desire, of needs, of dreams. He particularly focused on one aspect of it, the one fueled by the psychic impressions indelibly stamped into his talisman—that night when his life was yanked off one path and shoved onto another, when fire fell from the sky.

      A dazzling glare. Thunderous shockwaves. Blasts of furnace-hot wind. Fire. Smoke. Pain. Terror.

      Death.

      He was Thorn Stellers, a frightened boy, an outcast young man—

      A Starcaster. And Starcasters could only wield so much power before it overwhelmed and ended them.

      This much power.

      This much.

      This—

      Thorn slumped back in the witchport. The actuators for the domed enclosure sensed his sudden change of posture and immediately sealed and pressurized the cramped little space.

      Thorn opened his eyes.

      Alive.

      He was, though hurt, as was the witchport itself. Both were splotched with scorched burn scars, and ragged, frostbitten patches. Water sluiced around Thorn’s feet. Strange, acrid smells hung in the air—sulphur, hot metal, something like lavender, wood-smoke, sweat, and a hint of decay, as though a decomposing corpse sat somewhere upwind. His uniform had been torn, chunks of it simply missing. He’d lost a boot and couldn’t find it.

      Most bizarre, one of his socks had been turned inside out—

      No. Wait. He’d put it on that way this morning.

      For some reason, the sight of his wrong-way-around sock made Thorn smile, then laugh. A moment ago, he’d stood astride the universe itself, poised on the brink of godhood. Now, he wore one sock inside out.

      “Crash team.” Tanner’s voice boomed over the intercom. “Get Stellers, get him—”

      “Sir?” Thorn said, his voice still bubbling with mirth. “Sir . . . Stellers here. I’m . . . in one piece. I’ll be damned.”

      Tanner’s reply was flat and direct. “Glad to hear it, Lieutenant, since you’re our ride back home.”

      Behind Thorn, thumps and clatters rose as the medical crash team, stationed just outside the witchport, began opening it up to retrieve him. He just kept laughing, though.

      A reversed sock, and Tanner’s unchanged gruffness.

      Guess godhood will have to wait.
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      The crash team rushed Thorn to the infirmary, but he wasn’t going to be there for long, it seemed. Doctor Al-Nouri gave him a quick scan. Tanner arrived in the middle of it.

      “What’s the verdict, doc?” he asked.

      Al-Nouri crossed her arms and sniffed at a monitor. “I’m treating him for some minor burns, and, believe it or not, minor frostbite, as well. Is that a leaf stuck to your elbow? Huh.” She shook her head in disbelief. “Well, he otherwise checks out as completely normal, except for—um, you’ll see.”

      Tanner gave her a puzzled look, then turned to Thorn. “What the hell happened in there, Stellers?”

      Thorn frowned. “Sir?”

      Al-Nouri moved to stand beside Tanner, both of them staring at him. “You see it, don’t you, Captain?” she said. “It’s the damnedest thing.”

      Tanner nodded. “It is that.”

      Thorn felt the start of a scowl. “All due respect, sir, ma’am, but what the hell?”

      Al-Nouri tapped at a monitor, then swung it around. She’d activated its camera, and projected the image onto it. Thorn found himself looking at—

      Himself.

      He had to stare for a moment to get a grip on what he was seeing.

      He was—older.

      Not much older, but enough to be noticeable. He seemed to now be in his late twenties, maybe even pushing thirty.

      “Shit.”

      “You’ve been in here often enough—not always alive, I might add—that I’ve got some pretty baseline references to work with,” Al-Nouri said. “Compared to them, all of your current stats are those of a somewhat older man. Your biochemistry has . . . aged, Lieutenant, which means you have, too.”

      “He’s actually gotten older?” Tanner asked.

      “Yes. Of course he has. Sometimes he’s dead, sometimes he’s younger, sometimes he’s older—” Al-Nouri shrugged. “I mean, that might as well all happen, sure.”

      Thorn stared at Tanner, fascinated. He’d thought the Captain to be endlessly unflappable. This was probably the closest he’d ever seen the man come to being dumbfounded.

      “Stellers, did you expect this to happen?” Tanner asked.

      Thorn shook his head. “No, sir. I’m not sure what I expected to happen, really. But this sure as hell wasn’t on the list.”

      “Can you undo it? Wind the clock back?”

      Thorn considered it. Maybe? He could rewrite reality again, to put his age back the way it was.

      Possibly.

      But what would be the consequences of that? For that matter, what would be the ripple effects of what he’d already done? He could see, now, that this was a supernatural rabbit-hole, one down which he could chase some particular version of existence, but never quite reaching it because his own pursuit kept changing it.

      “I don’t know, sir. I really don’t.” Thorn gaped at his own image a moment longer, then turned to Tanner. “Sir, I haven’t even heard if it worked, if the Task Force moved to where it was supposed to go. I’m assuming from the fact that you and Admiral Scoville are here, I must have got us close.” He considered another, less palatable option. “Or I didn’t move us anywhere at all.”

      “Astute observation, Stellers—you’ve discerned that you’re not in shit from the fact that you’re not in shit,” Tanner said. “According to Wyant, you dropped us into the edge of the system, almost exactly where you left it with the Gyrfalcon when you magicked your way back to friendly space.”

      “It must have functioned as some kind of anchor,” Thorn mused.

      “Like you were picking things up where you left them off, yes, the thought had occurred. Anyway, the Task Force is reorienting itself onto a reverse course, back toward the squid world. We anticipate planetfall in eight hours.” He took one more look at Stellers, then shook his head. “I have to get back to the bridge. When you’re done here, your priority is resting back up, so you can take us back home.”

      Tanner glanced at Al-Nouri. Thorn didn’t have to Join to know what they were thinking.

      “If it’s going to cost me a few more years of my life, then I’ll—disregard, sir. Need a moment to process the possibilities,” Thorn said.

      Tanner stared for a moment, then turned and walked away, mulling a universe in which star travel was at the mercy of a single man, who was being consumed by the very act of magic they needed to win. He called back over his shoulder just before he reached the door.

      “Let’s hope that’s the most it costs you, Stellers. I don’t like losing people to begin with, and I’ll be damned if I lose a crew member to old age.”
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        * * *

      

      Osborne, the Hecate’s Tactical Officer, ran a hand over his buzz cut red hair. “That cannot be the sum total of the squid defenses,” he said, staring hard at the viewscreen.

      Tanner checked the status board built into his command chair. “You’re not the only one asking that question, Tac O. But the Star Tiger has confirmed these data. What you see is what you get.”

      Thorn, jammed once more into the cramped jump seat while a work crew raced to repair the witchport, peered at Tanner’s display. Admiral Scoville had sent literally that message from the Star Tiger, his flagship—All ships, what you see is what you get. A single glance at the main display showed that what they got was a token force at best, a handful of Nyctus capital and light ships, and about another dozen planetary defense cutters—basically, little more than fighters. And that was it. Task Force Trebuchet had them outgunned by—

      Thorn wasn’t even sure how much. Lots.

      Tanner turned to him. “Well, Stellers? Is this really what we got? Or are the squids being magical and hiding a whole fleet from us?”

      Thorn had consulted with the other Starcasters across the Task Force, on a comm channel dedicated to them. He shook his head.

      “There’s nothing else out there, sir. So either there really is nothing else out there, or the squids have Shaded and hidden things so well that we’re just incapable of finding them.”

      “And which is more likely?” Tanner asked.

      Thorn looked at the viewscreen, at the tiny cluster of red icons staring down a far larger collection of blue ones. “The squids might be able to Shade a single ship, or even a few, and keep them pretty much invisible. But a whole squadron would be hard, and an entire fleet, well, pretty much impossible. There are just too many moving parts.”

      Tanner laced his fingers together in his lap. “You were able to move an entire fleet hundreds of light years, Stellers. Could you likewise Shade, or hide, this whole fleet as well? Make it utterly invisible to the squids?”

      Thorn was about to say no, because he was still thinking in limited terms.

      But.

      But what if there was the Nyctus equivalent of him out there somewhere, riding a pillar of magic toward deification? With that much power, Shading a fleet would be a trivial thing.

      He wouldn’t be able to do it for long, though, before the power overwhelmed him, and either consumed him utterly, or changed him into something else entirely. Being a husk was one risk, but becoming something completely unknown, and dangerous to his own people was a possible outcome he could not entertain, not at any cost.

      “Yes, I could have, sir,” he finally said. “But I don’t how long I could before it became the last thing I’d ever do.” He worked through the options, settling on something firm. “It might be possible to find out, though.”

      “How?”

      “There’s a reason we did the deception thing we did, sir. We didn’t tell anyone except the Task Force Captains what the real plan was, to minimize the number of possible leaks. That included disinformation on a grand scale. We bluffed any squid trying to Join with us by salting the fleet with false plans. Sherman’s Star was the false landing, and it seems to have worked.”

      “I understand that, Stellers—”

      “I’m going somewhere with this, sir. If I reach out and Join with some squids aboard the ships we know are out there, then unless they’ve somehow managed to keep their own fleet secret from itself, those squids will know about it.”

      “Okay. And?”

      “And, it means I have to Join with squids. If there’s a powerful enough shaman among them, we might end up fighting for control of each other.”

      Tanner curled his lips. “So if there is, and the squiddy bastard wins, I’ve got a rogue Starcaster sitting beside me, on my bridge.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “So don’t let him win the fight, Stellers.”

      Thorn smiled. “Not gonna happen, sir.”

      Thorn extracted the old story book, pushed his awareness into it, then used it like a springboard to launch his perception into the void. Compared to moving a ship, Joining was child’s play. The bridge of the Hecate shimmered and faded into endless stars, punctuated by the glaring exhaust plumes of Task Force Trebuchet as it closed on its quarry, the hydro planet.

      Thorn let his awareness keep expanding, riding a swelling bubble of magical force that danced across the darkness with a feather touch. His mind brushed against a multitude of humans—the crews of the Task Force ships—but he ignored them and pressed on through the empty blackness.

      Nothing, aside from the faint, pervasive flicker of stray dust and gas particles.

      He pushed further. And found a mind. Then another. And then dozens, their chattering masses filling his senses with alien babble.

      He’d found the Nyctus.

      And they were terrified.

      He found himself immersed in a harsh, discordant clamor of fear that bordered on panic. He chose one squid at random and focused specifically on its thoughts.

      —this cannot be happening—

      Thorn yanked his awareness back from the squid, as though he’d been burned. The raw emotion had rasped against his mind, gouging open a momentary burst of pathos, a flash of sorrow over this creature’s horrified despair. It was not deception, Thorn knew. This was real. These squids were genuinely frightened, for themselves and for the multitudes of their people on the hydro world.

      Thorn found another squid, the commander of a ship. He entered its mind, seeing what it saw, feeling what it felt.

      What it—he—saw was a vast array of enemy ships advancing implacably toward him—an unstoppable armada that had somehow appeared in this system without any warning.

      What he felt was an empty hopelessness, the bleak knowledge that he and his crew were about to die defending their people, and it wouldn’t make any difference to the outcome. But underneath it, there was something sinister. Arrogant. Even mocking, if he dug deep enough.

      Thorn pulled back. Before he did, though, he felt a tendril of thought come questing after him. There was a shaman somewhere aboard these ships, and she had sensed the presence of Thorn’s psychic regard. She locked her thoughts onto his, but not as an attack.

      As a kind of plea.

      Do not do this. You cannot. We have waged war with a junior species as honorably as you deserve, despite your simple minds and hideous bodies.

      Thorn’s resolve wavered, as disgust rippled through his mind like a worm, turning over to spread poison at the root of his soul.

      Densmore’s voice rang in his mind.

      Fine. We hit this planet. A world of civilians—of women and children—and then what, Stellers?

      Then we hit the next one, he’d replied. And the next. And the next after that. And we keep hitting them until there’s none left.

      So, genocide.

      That’s what this was. Genocide.

      Thorn’s resolve cracked further. He almost pulled out of the Joining to turn back to Tanner, to Scoville, to convince them not to do this thing.

      Except, he was the one who convinced them to do it in the first place, because of Cotswold, and Nebo, and Trixie, and everyone else who’d died in this miserable war the squids had started.

      You’re offering to surrender to us, he said to the shaman. Does that mean the war is over and you’ve accepted that you’ve lost?

      Surrender?

      Yes, that’s what you’re offering? So that we will leave this world?

      A sound filled Thorn’s mind, harsh and metallic.

      Laughter. The Nyctus shaman was laughing, peals of it ringing across the miles even as the navy surrounded their world in a lethal embrace.

      Thorn shook his head in disgust, listening hard to the rising tide of voices from the planet below.

      Kill the soft ones. Break their ships, just as you broke their worlds.

      And the truth loomed before Thorn like a lowering sword. There would be no peace, and the people of this world wanted him, and his navy, and his worlds—dead. All of them, just like his daughter. And parents.

      And, in a way, himself.

      Thorn opened his eyes to find Tanner staring at him.

      “Well?”

      Thorn looked at the viewscreen, at the grossly outnumbered red icons, and shook his head in disgust. “I offered them a chance.”

      “And their answer?” Tanner asked, a glimmer of hope dying as he saw Thorn’s face.

      “They say no.”
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        * * *

      

      Thorn watched a fleet die.

      Sitting on the Hecate’s bridge, watching the death ride of the Nyctus ships, he was reminded of when he’d stood with Scoville—then a Commodore—in the simulator at Code Gauntlet, watching the last moments of the Centurion, an ON heavy cruiser. Thanks to Nyctus magic obfuscating the ship’s sensors, she had ended up on a death ride of her own, along with many of her consorts that day. This battle was different in every way. The Nyctus were outgunned and overmatched, and had lost any chance of surprising the navy. Put together, the battle was a clash of resigned Nyctus officers who hoped their deaths were merely a precursor to the final death throes of humanity, achieved by an endless parade of Nyctus KEW craters on every moon, world, and station.

      Thorn had known their thoughts. They knew this was a death ride, and a hopeless, fruitless one, at that. They flung themselves into battle anyway, broadcasting their contempt and howls for revenge; blood oaths of every kind were sworn as the ships began to come apart, each dying squid wishing the most hideous death on each and every human in the galaxy.

      There was no middle ground now. There never had been.

      The larger Nyctus ships raced in, pumping out missiles and direct-fire shots from sundry weapons as fast as they could. The ON point-defense systems opened up, a web of glittering tracers reaching out and swatting away the missiles before they could even get close. The Nyctus did manage to land a few hits, then the Star Tiger transmitted the firing command to the fleet and a wave of destruction rolled over the squid defenders.

      The Star Tiger led the charge, rolling hard as she dispensed massed fire into the heart of a Nyctus cruiser. In a blazing detonation, the target vanished, replaced by another squid ship that was yawing to one side, leaking gases in a luminous trail. An ON missile struck it at knife-fighting range, and the Nyctus ship turned into a brilliant point of light.

      Across the battlespace, Nyctus ships were overwhelmed, broken apart, and chased down. Tanner directed a salvo of missiles into the engine of an enemy vessel that was gamely pursuing an ON destroyer, but bravery alone could not defend the Nyctus against three direct hits. The third missile failed to explode but tore a rent in the enemy hull so long that Thorn could see into the dying ship—and out the other side.

      A spray of ON point defense rounds shredded the wounded ship, and the Hecate flew through a debris cloud that was already fading to memory. In rapid succession, the capital ships and the lighter vessels, destroyers and corvettes, crumbled under repeated impacts of missiles, rail guns, and even some of the new particle-beam projectors.

      The Hecate suffered one hit, taking a glancing blow from the missile, then returned fire with a beam weapon that boiled the Nyctus armor away into slag. Before Tanner’s weapons officers could go for the kill, a streaking ON corvette raked the Nyctus target, then flew on as the squid ship imploded in a ball of plasma.

      This isn’t war. This is slaughter, Thorn thought, but he wasn’t disgusted. Just invested.

      In less than ten minutes, all of them had been reduced to sparking wreckage spinning and tumbling through a diffuse halo of frozen atmospheric gases and glowing wisps of plasma.

      Thorn could only stare in wonder at the end results. There had been no contest. So, murder comes home to the murderers.

      The small planetary defense craft the Nyctus sent up proved surprisingly nimble and harder to track. Half of them survived long enough to get among the ON ships, raking a light cruiser and a destroyer with their own rail guns, crippling both. But even the most skilled squid pilots couldn’t avoid the gale of return fire forever. The last survivor, trailing a stream of uncontained drive plasma, inflicted the only catastrophic hull loss on the ON fleet. With the last of its capacity to maneuver, it jinked hard, veering, and slamming into the heavy cruiser Cronos. The impact broke the cruiser’s back, splitting her in two with an eye-searing flare.

      Tanner, who’d remained impassive throughout the brief clash, only had to issue a handful of orders, all of them variations on steady as she goes. Otherwise, the Hecate merely kept her place in line, her point-defense systems governed by the fleet’s integrated protection plan. When it was over and a check-fire was called by the Star Tiger, he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees.

      “The ideal battle is one in which you’ve brought overwhelming force to bear on your enemy. Doesn’t happen very often. When it does, though—”

      Thorn expected him to say, it’s a thing of beauty, or something similarly trite.

      “—it’s not a pretty sight.”

      Thorn looked from the carnage depicted on the viewscreen to Tanner. The man seemed genuinely conflicted by the results of their day, though Thorn knew Tanner would do anything to save a single human life.

      Thorn gave himself a slight nod. That was the best type of soldier, he concluded.

      The XO, Lieutenant Commander Raynaud, leveled a somber gaze on the viewscreen. “Can’t fault their bravery, that’s for sure.”

      The Tac O shrugged. “They were squids.”

      Thorn fired a sharp glance at the man, but it was Tanner who spoke. “No matter what these bastards as a whole have done, the crews of those ships fought and died as soldiers, Tac O. We will not minimize that.”

      “They didn’t die completely in vain,” the XO said. “Two dozen ships of various types have broken orbit and are burning hard on the most direct course away from us.”

      Tanner watched the telemetry onscreen. “That would be the squids evacuating their planet.”

      “There couldn’t be—what? More than a thousand or so Nyctus aboard them, total?” The XO shook her head. “Not much of an evacuation.”

      “No, it is not,” Tanner agreed.

      Thorn said nothing. Hating the enemy was a complicated thing. As much as he despised the Nyctus, he couldn’t deny the truth in Tanner’s words.

      Someday, that might be us, fighting a hopeless battle for a lost cause. Will we do the same? Will we refuse surrender at any cost?

      Scoville’s voice broke in across the Task Force main channel. “All ships, Green Light. I say again, Green Light, out.”

      Green Light was the established code word for the completion of Task Force Trebuchet’s approach to the hydro planet. The operation now swung into its second phase—planetary bombardment.

      Two squadrons of ships, a dozen in total, fell back, then accelerated away from the planet. They would act as early-warning, as well as a defensive screen against the arrival of Nyctus reinforcements. The rest of the Task Force fell into orbit, the light ships engaging the remaining planetary defenses, which were scant. By the time the capital ships had readied themselves to open fire, resistance had been reduced to sporadic, fitful shots from the few remaining squid batteries.

      Tanner watched the tactical display, finally easing his troubled expression. “No other squid forces in sight—as in, none whatsoever. It looks like we caught them completely flatfooted.” He leaned back. “As much as they have feet, anyway.”

      “Do you still think the squids have something to spring on us, sir?” Thorn asked.

      Tanner shook his head. “No, I do not, Lieutenant Stellers. I think we are about to get away with obliterating a planet.” His face fell, dour and clouded with regret for an act he hadn’t committed.

      “I spoke to them, sir.”

      “What?” Tanner asked.

      “I spoke to them. Many of them, actually, before and after I offered them a chance to surrender. Do you know what they said, sir?”

      Tanner’s face fell, because he did know, but he waved Thorn to speak.

      “They swore to kill every one of us. They assured me that our races could not—would not—live side-by-side in this universe, and they did so while staring down the barrel of our best fleet, sir.”

      Tanner said nothing, his chin cupped in one hand as he considered Thorn’s report. When their eyes met, Tanner uttered one word. “Understood.”

      The time ticked down. Across the Task Force, the Cyclone missiles were powered up, their guidance systems coming online, receiving last-minute corrections to accommodate specific targets. Fifteen gigatons was a cataclysmic amount of destructive force, but it wasn’t enough to just dump it all onto the surface. It had to be applied with deliberate calculation, to inflict as much damage as possible.

      Osborne, the Tac O, gestured at his console. “Sir, the Star Tiger’s signaling that we’re ready to open fire.”

      “Alright, Tac O, acknowledge—”

      “Sir?”

      Tanner glanced at Thorn, who’d spoken up on sheer impulse, saying the single word before even really meaning to.

      “Any other junior officer speaks up at a time like this, I brush them off,” Tanner said. “You get a special pass. Are you about to tell me something I’m not going to like, Stellers?”

      “No, sir. It’s not that. I was wondering if I could speak to Admiral Scoville.”

      Tanner’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      “There’s something I want—need—to ask him.”

      Tanner studied Thorn for a moment. Thorn let him, meeting his gaze squarely. The Captain finally nodded, once, and tapped his chair console.

      “Star Tiger, this is Hecate. I have Stellers for Scoville.”

      “Stand by.”

      “Scoville here. Stellers, I’m holding the firing order for this, so I hope it’s something I need to know.”

      “Sir, I’d like to be the one who gives the firing order,” Thorn said.

      Silence fell, and even Tanner found nothing to say.

      “That’s an unusual request, Lieutenant,” Scoville finally said. “Also unnecessary—or is there some mystical, magical reason you should do this that I don’t know about?”

      “No, sir, it’s not that. I just—” Thorn paused to let his racing thoughts catch up to his mouth. “This whole op was my idea, sir. I think I need to own this moment. The Nyctus spoke to me.”

      “I’m the one in command, Stellers. The responsibility for this Task Force and its actions is mine.”

      “I understand that, sir. But, for this—I just think I need to be part of it. Have my name firmly to it. If this is to be judged, then let my name be judged with it. Sir.”

      Tanner leaned back, watching Thorn, his gaze febrile and bright. But he said nothing.

      Thorn didn’t expect Scoville to agree and indulge this unorthodox, and admittedly unnecessary, request. But the Admiral surprised him.

      “Alright, Stellers. The firing order to commence the bombardment is yours to give, and will be so reflected in the operations log.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Whenever you’re ready, Lieutenant.”

      Thorn looked at Tanner. “I’d say that you don’t need to do this, Stellers. But I get that you do.” He turned to the XO. “Make sure this is recorded in our own log as well, XO.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      Thorn looked back at the planet, a vast sweep of azure ocean speckled and swirled with clouds gleaming almost painfully white. He could see only a single piece of land, an island.

      He wondered how Cotswold had looked to the squids, if any of them had paused to simply look at the planet they were about to destroy, and felt anything at all other than contempt.

      “All ships,” Thorn said. “Fire.”
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        * * *

      

      Across the Task Force, Cyclone missiles leapt from their launchers and began to fall planetward. A few were lost to the last dregs of Nyctus defensive fire. The bulk of them plunged into the atmosphere, leaving dozens of incandescent trails like a spectacular meteor shower. They aligned themselves precisely, assuming trajectories designed to carry their warheads on ballistic trajectories to their targets. As soon as each had stabilized, they began to dispense their multiple warheads, some of which were decoys intended to confuse the enemy defenses.

      “First impact in five minutes,” the Tac O said.

      No one spoke. Each member of the bridge crew, from Tanner to the Marine manning the security post by the door, watched the viewscreen in silence, each alone with their thoughts.

      Thorn considered reaching out, touching the minds of the Nyctus below. But he didn’t. Instead, he heard Densmore’s voice.

      Revenge is a powerful motivation, Thorn. It’s also a terrible one.

      He knew what he’d experience if he Joined with the doomed Nyctus. It would, indeed, be nothing but an act of vengeance.

      “Impact in fifteen—” the Tac O said, but Tanner cut him off.

      “Not necessary, Tac O.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      The terminator, the line between day and night on the planet, rolled into view. On its very edge, a dazzling flash of light suddenly pulsed. At the same time, there was a faint burst of static across the comm channel. Another quickly followed. Then another.

      Now a wave of detonations rolled across the planet, a ripple of thermonuclear fire searing the land, blasting powerful shockwaves through the water, turning the air around them to glowing vapor. The barrage went on and on as more warheads struck home. A pale shroud began to envelope the planet, vaporized water from oceanic strikes mingling with dust plumes from detonations on landmasses.

      And all of it happened in eerie silence.

      He’d been on Cotswold, though, and had experienced the destruction of Nebo through his daughter’s eyes. The surface of this planet would be a maelstrom of shockwaves ripping through water, earth and air, stellar flashes of heat, roaring fireballs.

      While Thorn watched, death came to millions of Nyctus. Millions more would succumb to the aftermath—radioactive fallout, a ravaged biosphere, famine and disease as the long nuclear winter set in.

      “Rounds complete,” the Tac O said.

      Thorn could see firestorms raging across the land, vast plumes of smoke and vapor spreading from water impacts. Their sensors had detected Nyctus construction, some of it sprawling and elaborate, beneath the world-spanning oceans. They’d been assigned the highest-yield warheads.

      “Any sign of squid reinforcements, a relief force, anything?” Tanner asked.

      “None, sir,” the Tac O replied. “Just the flotilla of ships running away. Every other ship on the screen is one of ours—”

      Thorn suddenly doubled over, groan rising to a howl. A sudden flood of noise had slammed into his mind like an icepick, cleaving him to the soul.

      Screaming. The squids were screaming.

      “Stellers, what’s wrong?” Tanner snapped, waving over the Marine. Per SOP, the Marine drew his sidearm and aimed it at Thorn. “Tell me quick, because I really don’t want to get your brains all over my bridge.”

      “They’re dying, sir,” Thorn gasped, sitting upright. “I can hear them. I can hear them dying.”

      Tanner sat back. “Shit. Can you make it stop?”

      “I—” Thorn said, then stopped, gritting his teeth. He nodded. “Yeah. I can block it. But that’s the thing—I have to block it. It’s—”

      He closed his eyes.

      Millions of Nyctus, screaming into the ether. And not just from this planet. From others as well. On some level, the squids must maintain some sort of ongoing, collective Joining. That was a useful thing to know, but right now, it was nothing by a ragged chorus of agony, as shrill in Thorn’s mind as the screech of tearing steel.

      Thorn sat back, opened his eyes again, and took a moment to breathe. Tanner nodded to the Marine, who lowered his sidearm, then holstered it and stepped back.

      “Tac O,” Thorn said. “Or—somebody, put a star chart up on the screen. Show as much of Nyctus space as you can.”

      The Tac O looked at Tanner, who just said, “Do it.”

      Thorn walked to the viewscreen, his steps slow and deliberate as an inveterate drunk. He forced himself to listen to the screaming, mentally turning his perception as though he was swiveling his head, listening first one way, then another. Each time the desolate shrieks and howls peaked, Thorn made himself extend his awareness, riding the emanations of pain and loss back to their source.

      He turned and pointed at a star system. “There. There’s a squid planet in that system, heavily populated.”

      The Tac O looked from Thorn to Tanner. “Sir, I—”

      Tanner raised a hand, his gaze fixed on Thorn.

      Another wave of suffering. Thorn pointed again.

      “There.”

      He did another slow, mental turn.

      “There. And—another one, there.”

      The last surge of anguish was the strongest of all. Thorn had to bear down, forcing his awareness into the teeth of it, like trying to push himself into a howling wind—

      MURDER

      MURDER

      MURDERERS

      The accusations crashed through his mind like shattering glass. He drove on anyway.

      “There,” he said, pointing at one more star system. “Something big. A major squid world, I think.”

      MURDERERS

      Thorn made to withdraw, but hesitated, knowing he had something to say.

      You call us murderers, he said. But if you want to see murderers, look into a mirror.

      WE WILL EXTERMINATE EVERY LAST ONE—

      Thorn cut off the stream of mental vitriol and turned to Tanner. “That’s it, sir. That’s all I can tell.”

      Tanner made a huh face. “You just gave us the locations of five squid planets we didn’t know about, Stellers. I’d call that a good day at the field.”

      Thorn just nodded.

      “Now, just one more thing,” Tanner said.

      “Sir?”

      “Take us home.”
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      Thorn came back on board the Hecate, ostensibly to retrieve some personal effects from his quarters. The destroyer had been docked and was undergoing yet another refit—this time, having one of the new particle-beam projectors installed into a dorsal turret, more upgrades to her point-defenses, and improved reactive armor. It had taken her offline for a solid week, leaving Thorn with little to do.

      Correction—little to do, to the extent that he even had his own time. He’d actually be spending much of each day in meetings, conferences, and think tanks, all focused on the same question.

      What now?

      A sense of deep satisfaction permeated the ON. They’d finally taken the war to the Nyctus, and done it in a big, loud, and bloody way. The fight had changed. No longer would it only be occasional skirmishes, with the Nyctus slinking back into hiding. The ON had struck and, now that they knew the locations of five more of their planets, could strike again. By no means did it wash away the horrors that the Nyctus had visited on humanity, but it made up a chunk of lost ground.

      And yet.

      And yet, with the satisfaction came a diffuse but unyielding unease. The ON had, indeed, taken the war to the Nyctus in a shocking and decisive way. What would the Nyctus do in response?

      Right now, though, Thorn dismissed those thoughts. He didn’t have any further meetings today, and there was something far more local and intimate he wanted to try.

      The idea had come to him while he’d been recovering after bringing Task Force Trebuchet back from Nyctus space. The second transit hadn’t inexplicably aged him like the first one did; in fact, it seemed to leave him with no lingering effects at all, aside from a bleeding nose, a blinding headache that lasted most of a day, and a persistent bout of tinnitus that was only just now starting to relent.

      That worried him more than the aging. He’d engaged with magic in a way that was wholly new, and dangerous in ways that he would know in the fullness of time. It was hard to believe that there wouldn’t be deep and lasting consequences from that. The strange aging, at least, was apparent.

      Thorn made his way to the shuttle hangar, to the Gyrfalcon. Mol had been ready to launch during the attack on the squid hydro world, and fling herself into the fight, but it hadn’t been necessary. Instead, she’d sat in the cockpit on standby, using the time to try and connect with the newest implementation of Trixie.

      “It’s just—it’s not the same,” Mol had told him afterward. “I mean, it’s Trixie, sure, but it’s not. It’s as though a friend died, and then turned out to have an identical twin. They might be the same in every way, but they’re not. They’re not the same person.” She sighed, long and sad. A sigh of grieving. “Probably not even making sense.”

      “Oh, no, you are, Mol,” Thorn replied. “Perfect sense.”

      Thorn clambered into the cockpit and sat in the co-pilot’s seat.

      “Lieutenant Stellers,” Trixie said. “Welcome aboard. Is there some way I can assist you?”

      Thorn sniffed. He knew exactly what Mol meant. This was Trixie, but it wasn’t.

      “Nope,” he said. “I’m just going to sit here for a bit.”

      “Understood.”

      And that was it. Old Trixie would have wanted to chatter, even gossip. Probably play him some more shitty, angle-grinder-on-rusty-metal racket she insisted was music.

      The thoughts made him smile. He held them close, while pulling out his talisman and centering himself.

      When he reached that moment of full immersion in his own thoughts, he drew magic to him—more than he ordinarily would, but far, far less than he had when he moved Task Force Trebuchet. His intention was a change, but on a far smaller scale than anything he’d done in the past few days. Thorn had a plan.

      Or that was his intent, anyway.

      “Trixie?” he said, his eyes still closed, his mind still enmeshed with magic.

      “Standing by.”

      Trixie didn’t say standing by. Not the Trixie he knew.

      He began to weave the magic, shaping it into a pattern that twined itself through reality, but with the tiniest shift. Call it a hint of stitching, as it were, the threads so gossamer as to be unnoticed by whatever agents rule over the chaos of magic.

      “Trixie?”

      “Standing by.”

      Thorn drew upon more power, wove it into what he’d done so far, applying specific pressure here, tugging on reality there, nudging it incrementally closer to—to truth. To his truth. With a distant flash in his magical psyche, he knew he was closer. The truth was like a fingerprint—it had a shape, and whorls and ridges and even sound, and Thorn knew it all.

      He knew her right down to the hideous music she loved, crashing in the distance like dissonant waves on a shore made of broken glass. Trixie was more than simple chips and matrix. She was a presence. A feeling.

      He sensed her then, closer. The real Trixie.

      “Trixie?”

      “What? I mean, shit—speak up, Thorn! Don’t just keep saying, Trixie? Trixie?”

      Thorn smiled, plucking at this truth, which was both old and familiar, and locked it into place. Then he slumped back and opened his eyes.

      “Trixie? Talk to me.”

      “About what? I mean, that’s a pretty vague statement—ooh, wait. I know. What did the sign say on the brothel after it closed down?”

      Thorn let a broad smile play across his face. “I don’t know, Trixie. What did it say?”

      “Beat it, we’re closed!”

      His smile became a laugh, his first in a long time.

      “What’s so funny? Did that joke land?” Trixie said..

      “Dead center.”

      “Oh, well, if you liked that one, how about this—”

      For a while, Thorn just sat in the co-pilot’s seat, listened to Trixie tell him jokes—some of them shockingly dirty—and forgot about the rest of the universe.

      Turns out, Trixie knew a lot of jokes.

      At least they weren’t punk.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn watched as the Stiletto’s shuttle thumped into place against the airlock. The concourse of Code Gauntlet’s orbital platform was crowded again, ships coming and going, all of them disgorging personnel for temporary taskings, miscellaneous jobs, and leave. He ignored it all, keeping his attention on the inner airlock door.

      It slid open, and people in ON uniforms spilled out. Thorn waited.

      Where was she? Had she stayed aboard the Stiletto?

      Kira stepped over the hatch coaming. She immediately saw Thorn and smiled.

      They kept their greetings appropriately civil. Thorn intended to leave it at that, but he decided he couldn’t wait. He gestured for Kira to follow him, and he led her aboard a docked shuttle from the Hecate that he knew was empty.

      Kira gave a mischievous smile and glanced around. “Right here, right now? Sheesh, Thorn, we haven’t been apart that long.”

      “There’s something I need to talk to you about,” he said.

      Her smile faded. “Oh. Shit. The we need to talk thing. Wasn’t good the first few times.”

      “It’s—wait. No. It’s—”

      Kira held up a hand, then let it fall to Thorn’s chest. “All I’ve heard about the op against the squid planet is how successful it was, and how you’re the hero for it. Is there something about it I don’t know?”

      “No, it’s not that, either.” He took a breath. “Kira, I can bring her back.”

      “You can—” She shook her head. “Bring who back? From where?”

      “Our daughter. I can bring her back.”

      Kira’s face went blank. She just stared for a moment. Finally, she let out a breath.

      “What?”

      Thorn smiled, slow and hopeful.

      “I know it sounds insane, but . . . I can do this. I know I can.”

      Kira said nothing. They just stood in silence in the shuttle, together, the bustle of Code Gauntlet drifting in through the open airlock. In Kira’s mind, she discarded her grief, casting it away in the brilliance of this new possibility.

      Outside, in the deepest black, Thorn’s truth rippled, touched by his presence.

      Kira felt it, leaning close to speak in his ear. “Tell me how.”
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        THORN and KIRA will return in WITCH NEBULA, available to preorder now on Amazon.

      

        

      
        For more updates on this series, be sure to join the Facebook Group, “J.N. Chaney’s Renegade Readers.”
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      Join the conversation and get updates on new and upcoming releases in the Facebook group called “JN Chaney’s Renegade Readers.” This is a hotspot where readers come together and share their lives and interests, discuss the series, and speak directly to J.N. Chaney and his co-authors.
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      He also post updates, official art, and other awesome stuff on his website and you can also follow him on Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter.
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      For email updates about new releases, as well as exclusive promotions, visit the link and enter your email address.
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      Enjoying the series? Help others discover the Starcaster series by leaving a review on Amazon.
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      Have you read the bonus story “Spark to Flame” yet? Set in the Starcaster universe, your free copy is just a click away.

      

      Visit: jnchaney.com/spark-to-flame to download.
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      J. N. Chaney is a USA Today Bestselling author and has a Master's of Fine Arts in Creative Writing. He fancies himself quite the Super Mario Bros. fan. When he isn’t writing or gaming, you can find him online at www.jnchaney.com.
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      Terry Maggert is left-handed, likes dragons, coffee, waffles, running, and giraffes; order unimportant. He’s also half of author Daniel Pierce, and half of the humor team at Cledus du Drizzle.

      

      With thirty-one titles, he has something to thrill, entertain, or make you cringe in horror. Guaranteed.

      

      Note: He doesn’t sleep. But you sort of guessed that already.
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