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      Steam rose from Captain Faith Benson’s mug, giving off a mix of cocoa and citrus aromas along with the usual deep notes of the coffee she sometimes drank instead of her favored stimulant drink. The taste was rich and layered, providing a warmth of its own combined with the heat from the drink.

      The man sitting across from her in her cabin was the real source of heat, though. With the lights dimmed to barely reveal the spread of plates and bowls on the portable dining table, Captain Floyd Thiessen looked like an entertainment star. He was one of the most handsome men she’d ever seen, and at that moment, staring down, face washed in the blue glow of his data pad, he was like a dream. His blue-black uniform jacket was draped over the back of his seat, same as her white jacket was draped over the back of hers. That left only the close-fitting white shirts they both wore. He pulled the look off much better than she could ever hope to, with the sharp V-cut of his frame emphasized every time he stood or paced.

      Even sitting, leaning back and studying the reports she’d prepared for him to review, he had a masculine beauty she found herself falling into. There was no mistaking him for Halliwell and his aura of broody danger, but she found she wasn’t missing that sense of power and menace.

      She sipped the last of her drink and set her cup down with a soft clatter that brought the Gulmar captain’s head up. What would she see in his eyes if they were free of this war and their obligations?

      She smiled. “Well?”

      “Well…” He set the tablet down and rubbed his eyes. “I was never the fastest study, if you want me to be brutally honest.”

      “Oh. I didn’t mean that you should be done reading yet. That’s a lot of data.”

      Thiessen chuckled. “How do you do it?”

      “Most of it’s the software. That and my officers and front-line supervisors. They’re the ones who put all the raw data together and filter out the noise.”

      “I’ve got similar systems on my ship, and I can’t get to this level of detail.”

      “You don’t have a professional military working for you, Floyd.”

      He frowned. “I don’t. And I’m not professional military myself.”

      She blushed. “I meant—”

      “No. I’m not taking offense. It is what it is. We’re in a real pickle, and you should have better resources available to you. My people are doing what they can, but we’ll never be able to match the Kedraalian Navy.”

      “We wouldn’t be here having this conversation if it not for your task force.”

      “Maybe.”

      “No maybe to it. You more than pulled your weight. Unlike Faulk.”

      Thiessen’s frown deepened. “I was happy to see he didn’t make the list.”

      “This is about pleasure, not pain.” She blushed. Pleasure? How could that slip out?

      “You’re confident about all of this? Repair rates and this shadow technology network running between our ships being able to replace the lost signals ship?”

      “I am.” Benson pointed to the table. “Are you done?”

      He patted his belly. “Ready for a nap. It was as good a meal as I’ve ever had on a ship.”

      “I’ll pass the compliment along.” She pulled her data pad out and summoned the team from the galley to collect everything. “So, the point I was trying to make was that the executive summary should be our first opportunity to squabble.”

      “Squabble? Isn’t that something married couples do?”

      Even though he put on a charming smile to mark the comment as playful, her heart skipped a beat. “Well, a lot of Kedraalian officers consider squabbling duty.”

      “I noticed. I’m not sure I find that something I’d copy over to Gulmar security, if I had the chance.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t recommend it.”

      “But you tolerate it.”

      “The Kedraalian military has undergone a lot of changes in the last couple decades. Budget cuts, mass reductions in force, training lapses—you could argue that it’s a miracle we survived.”

      “If you believe in miracles.” The stiff smile he put on said that he didn’t.

      “Regardless, the fact that we’re still operational comes down to veterans who survived all of that. They may be a hot mess, but they’re all we have holding things together.”

      Thiessen turned when her hatch chimed, then pushed up from the table with his data pad and jacket in hand and stood as the stewards from the galley came in and hastily gathered the dinner remnants and the table. They had both been fresh-faced, young men, straight out of training when the Valor had launched, and they would both be in line for their second promotions soon. Benson imagined she could see the differences in how thick the shadow of their whiskers were compared to the day she’d welcomed them aboard, both of their fresh faces flushed at meeting their captain.

      And then the two of them were gone, leaving behind the smoky remnants of dinner scents and the last clank of dinnerware as the hatch closed.

      The Gulmar captain stretched, then pointed to her desk. She nodded, and he folded his jacket over the top. It felt comfortable and casual in a way that made her tingle. Having the jacket there or hanging in her closet—she liked that thought.

      She put her own jacket on top of his, imagining what it might be like if it were their bodies pressed against each other instead of what they wore over their flesh.

      Before she could turn, he moved in a little closer and pointed to the edge of her desk shelf. “What’s this?” His finger tapped the square-shaped discoloration where her dream globe had rested since the day she’d settled into the cabin.

      “Nothing.”

      “It sure left a mark for being nothing.”

      “It’s a reminder to do a better job cleaning up after myself, really.”

      “Oh.” His lips twisted in a frown. “One of the upsides of you never seeing my cabin in person is that you don’t get a good idea of how cluttered my life is.”

      “Cluttered? Are you sloppy?”

      “Not…sloppy. That’s harsh.”

      “Sorry.”

      He waved it off. “I have trouble letting go of memories is all.”

      She swallowed. Did he know about the globe? He couldn’t. “Everyone hangs onto memories.”

      “It’s not healthy. Everything I had from childhood was in my apartment back on Radetta. It’s all ash now. But before we left, I pulled electronic copies from the surviving network and had things printed up.”

      “What sort of things?”

      “Stupid things. Certificates and awards and pictures.”

      “Pictures of you and Leona?”

      “What?” Thiessen’s brow wrinkled. “Oh. From when I worked for her?”

      “Is that what she called it?”

      “Well…” He shrugged. “She liked her power. I think that was a big reminder of it for her.”

      “Sleeping with one of the common people?”

      He scratched the back of his head. His hair had grown over the scar from the injury he’d suffered shortly after helping her escape the destruction of Radetta.

      That was a memory, too: She owed him her life.

      Thiessen looked around the cabin. “I’d imagine it’s a pretty big advantage being able to step away from memories, good and bad.”

      “Is that even possible?”

      “You said I was sloppy for hanging onto mine. I thought—”

      She pressed fingers to her forehead. “I didn’t mean it like that. Sorry.”

      Thiessen shoved his hands into his pockets. “All right. I think I’ve made things awkward enough. Sorry about that.”

      “No, I—”

      “This idea—” He held his data pad up. “—of tracking the Khanate fleet. No one’s ever questioned you about it that I can see. I feel kind of stupid even bringing this up, but I sort of need to know: Is it real?”

      “Tracking the fleet?”

      “You’ve figured out how to find them somehow? It’s in the report.”

      She held her hand out for his data pad, and he passed it to her. It still had his warmth to it. “The part you want is…” She flipped to the table of contents, tapped the link, then turned the display so that he could look at the device over her shoulder. “You see this?”

      He tapped the display to drill down onto the image she was talking about. “What’re FSDNs?”

      “Fold Space Detection Networks. The demilitarized zones.”

      “No one wasted the money on a real DMZ but the Azoren, Faith.”

      “I know. But I’m not talking about weapons systems. The detection network is everywhere. You might not have something as robust as they have, but you have a network.”

      “We do?” He folded his arms across his chest. “I was part of the security apparatus, and I—”

      She held up a hand. “Hold on. This isn’t an early warning system.”

      “Okay. Mind telling me what it is, then?”

      “Do you know why it’s so hard for a fleet to move through Fold Space?”

      “Sure. Every ship has to enter the same pocket dimension at the same time, or you’ll probably never find each other. It means your computers have to be in perfect synchronization at the time of transition to Fold Space, and then you need to maintain the same velocity. Either you slave everyone to the same system or you run the risk of getting separated.”

      “And all of that—entering Fold Space and staying in it—requires more energy than just flying through normal space. You may not be traversing normal space physically, but you’re passing through it. The energy you’re using is detectable. It’s a measurable wave.”

      His face was tense. “I’ve been trained. I get it.”

      He was feeling defensive, probably because of the differences in their backgrounds. She needed to find a way to not sound patronizing. “I’m sorry. I had to set a baseline to make this not sound crazy.”

      “I’m sure it’s sane.”

      “Well, the thing is, just because we can detect the energy of something moving through Fold Space, we can’t attack it.”

      “It’s moving too fast—”

      “Right! Relatively speaking. But the DMZs—we all have sensor networks. Maybe it’s listening stations or some sort of picket ships or whatever. At the bare minimum, we have the message buoys with Fold Space transmitters.”

      “They track Fold Space movement?”

      “Well, no. Not explicitly. But they capture the data I’m talking about, whether they’re designed specifically for the tracking or not. It’s all the same concept, whether it’s a super-sensitive buoy in the Azoren DMZ or a basic Fold Space transmitter orbiting a planet. They all pick up some level of information from Fold Space.”

      The tension slipped from Thiessen’s face. “You’re not talking about actually going into Fold Space and tracking them, then.”

      “No. We just need to know where they’ve been.”

      “But how does that help?”

      “Well, where would this fleet go? It’s a question we didn’t have to ask before, because we thought we knew where it was headed: home.”

      “They must have prearranged resupply points.”

      “Right. But there are only so many places they can go to replenish fuel and supplies, even if they can rely on the Khanate system to provide them.”

      “And…you don’t think they can?”

      “Rely on the Khanate? I guess they can to an extent. They had new ships and weapons systems.”

      “But—?”

      “But I don’t think it’s a sustainable approach. Fusion reactors don’t burn that much fuel, even when you fire up Fold Space drives. But everyone has to choose in ship design between carrying large quantities of refined fuel, having a fuel refining system, or picking fuel up somewhere.”

      He squinted at his data pad. “And since you’re talking about this detection network, you think they’re going to pick fuel up somewhere.”

      “I’ve been studying that fleet. We’ve destroyed a cruiser, a carrier, and several frigates. Looking through the husks of the frigates, they’re mostly built as oversized gunboats.”

      “They pack a punch.”

      “They do. And everything points to a focus on weapons—an oversized reactor and limited room for much else. Even their defenses aren’t comparable to frigates from our fleet.”

      “But if they don’t have fuel onboard, how have they been resupplying?”

      “Those carriers. The way they’re built: They’re huge, but they don’t carry that many fighters. We’ve never seen more than fifty at one time. When we took that one out the other day, it released a lot of materials: deuterium and tritium. More than would make sense for their reactor to need.”

      “They were the storage ships?”

      “I think so. And if they were, I think that fleet will need to refuel sooner than they were planning. Either those cruisers have a lot of materials aboard or they’ll have to go to a fuel-producing site.”

      Thiessen’s eyes widened. “And there aren’t that many of those.”

      “There aren’t. So, it’s just a matter of getting this FSDN data collected, looking for the signature of a big fleet, and—”

      “And seeing what potential refuel sites are in the area.” He whistled. “Impressive.”

      Benson blushed. “Well, it’s just a theory so far.”

      “A good one. I think it’s solid.”

      “Thank you.”

      He powered his data pad off. “I’ve been thinking about what you said—about not returning to Radetta or wherever the Gulmar capital ends up being when this is all over.”

      “Oh?”

      “At first, it felt like running from trouble instead of fighting.”

      “What changed?”

      “That’s hard to say. I just think going back to Kedraal makes sense.” But the set of his jaw made it look like there was more to it.

      She bit her lip. “It does make sense, doesn’t it?”

      “Do you think it would be inappropriate to use you as my sponsor, if I do that?”

      “Sponsor?”

      “You know. You could vouch for me, get me some sort of refugee status.”

      “Oh. Right. I would. Absolutely.”

      “I don’t want to put you in a bad place. I’m not using you, y’know.”

      “Right now, I think I could really enjoy a bit of being used.” Heat shot through her cheeks, and her mouth dropped. “Oh. That— I mean—”

      Thiessen smiled. “That’s okay. I bet it’s lonely running the fleet.”

      “I—” The cabin felt warm with him so close.

      He leaned in and kissed her softly. Just a peck on the cheek. “Maybe we should have more talks about our future. Whenever you’re ready, I mean.”

      Her breathing seemed too fast, too deep. Heat bloomed in her belly.

      Thiessen backed away. “I should get—”

      She grabbed his arm and pulled him in, tasting the coffee on his lips and the chocolate sauce from their dessert. After an eternity, she pushed free. “We’re not done with the strategic…” What had she called the meeting?

      “Assessment.” He kissed her again, this time wrapping his hands around her and rubbing them down her back, pulling her hips against his.

      Without meaning to, she found herself grinding against him, tugging on his shirt. She backed away, lightheaded. This was happening too fast. She was rebounding after the breakup with Halliwell.

      Except…she wasn’t. The feelings she had for Thiessen were…different.

      She pulled her data pad out with shaking hands, took a deep breath, then connected to the bridge. Commander Dinesh Chopra—her XO—was there, apparently caught up in turnover with the second shift.

      His eyebrows went up. “Captain? Is the meeting with Captain Thiessen concluded?”

      “No. In fact, we’ve…run into a complication. I won’t be there for turnover, I’m afraid.”

      “Turnover will proceed without you.”

      “Thank you. Would you have the bridge hold all non-critical calls while we work through these sensitive matters, please?”

      The light from the big control console reflected off the XO’s bald head. “Of course, Captain.”

      “I’ll see you first thing in the morning.”

      Chopra nodded, and she thought there might be a smirk on his face before he disconnected. Thiessen pulled her close again, his hands hot against her tender flesh. She had a vague awareness of powering the data pad off and setting it down, then she wasn’t really thinking but falling into what she’d wanted for weeks now. It was a release that tore her away from the stress of command, something to free her mind of all the death and destruction and fear that had been with her since taking command.

      She grabbed onto that release with an intensity she hadn’t known before, and she rode it until the world shuddered, then faded to black.
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      Nausea curled in Parkinson’s gut. It would’ve been worse, he was sure, but the needles digging into the creases of his elbows were a burning reminder that there was always something worse in life. He’d been warned about the pain of the transfusion process, but it hadn’t really prepared him. Nothing could have.

      The cute medical technician Kohl had apparently latched onto smiled and patted Parkinson’s forearm. She could have passed for Stiles’s younger sister, almost—caramel skin just a tad lighter, dark eyes just a hint bigger, more lean than fit. “Just a few more minutes.”

      “Thanks.”

      He shifted on the bed, trying to find a position where it didn’t feel like the stiff pillow would break his neck. At one time, he would’ve looked the technician over with envy and tried to pressure her into a drink in the galley. It would have been the first stage of his charm offensive—or what he’d always considered charm. Regale her with his accomplishments and decorations, puff out his scrawny chest and maybe drop some influential names he had connections with, pull at his ridiculous straw-colored soul patch, then maybe dig around to see if she had any insecurities he could exploit…

      A process. Predatory, almost.

      For an instant, the nausea grew more insistent, and a chill ran through him. He thought it might be the medical center, which was always a degree or two cooler than the rest of the Valor. The coolness ran hand in hand with the medicinal smells and the tomblike quiet of the place.

      His discomfort must have been in his eyes, because the young woman’s brow furrowed. “You okay, Chief?”

      “All good. Tired, mostly.” Parkinson put on a brave smile.

      Would it look sickly and unconvincing? He’d lost weight and color in the last week, so that his normally snug jumpsuit was baggy, and his cheeks were a little sunken. Compared to her youthful vigor, he was probably giving off a ghoulish pallor, his pale hair barely distinguishable from his failing flesh.

      She unrolled a deep blue blanket from the end of the bunk and stretched it over him. “This can leave a lot of people lightheaded or even nauseated. You’re almost done.”

      Of course, he knew better. This was his second transfusion, and he’d timed out the first. He had nearly a half hour remaining.

      Greta would’ve handled it without complaining.

      Dietrich came out of the doctors’ office, head down, eyes focused somewhere far, far away. His shoulders were hunched, his curly hair disheveled. He stopped abruptly, looked back at the office, then froze. It was as if he were caught between two half-formed thoughts.

      His head twisted around until he was looking at Parkinson. “Will?”

      Parkinson pulled the brave smile back into place. “Hey, Doc!”

      The older man straightened, then shuffled over, dismissing the med-tech with a glance. When she disappeared inside the nurses’ station, Dietrich looked the gear over with dancing eyes. “The transfusion. Change your mind?”

      “About cold sleep?”

      “It’s still early enough on. Finish this up, we put a resuscitation ring on you, then freeze you. Once we have you back on Kedraal, I can guarantee you we’d have you at the best institution for treating radiation sickness and on the road to recovery within a month.”

      “That’s really tempting.”

      “The odds of a complete recovery are exceptional—close to ninety percent. Someone your age and in good health, I can’t see it failing.”

      “And taking just the transfusions and waiting until we get back for treatment drops the odds closer to seventy percent. I remember.”

      “Sixty if this idiocy drags on too long.” The doctor’s pale eyes had a stern, warning glitter to them. “The best we can do at this point is treat your symptoms. Are you experiencing nausea? Fatigue? Any problems with your gums or bowels?”

      “Just nausea.”

      Dietrich took in a deep breath. “I can get you something for that.”

      “But you’d rather I let you make me a humansicle.”

      “Science is about data, and the data says it would be the right course.”

      “I—I know.” Parkinson swallowed. “Things are at a really sensitive point right now. I can’t let Captain Benson down. She’s got me working—”

      “Don’t be an idiot. She’s using you.”

      “Nah. She didn’t pressure me.”

      “Then what? Is this some sort of unhealthy death wish?”

      A shudder ran through Parkinson’s body. It sucked being on his back while Dietrich ran through one of his dressing-down routines. Being short, being sick—it left Parkinson feeling more vulnerable than normal. “I don’t want to die.”

      “Good. The Will Parkinson I served with all these years was never a stupid man in need of toting a gun around to show that he was some sort of hero.”

      “Hey—!”

      “Leave that nonsense to the grunts. They chose to have their lives destroyed by violence.”

      “That’s not… Sergeant Grier is as brave as—”

      “She’s a Marine. All she knows is killing and dying.”

      “We’re all in the same boat. It’s…the job we signed on for.”

      Dietrich’s lips pressed tight, then he relaxed. “I suppose it is, isn’t it? And you’ve resigned yourself to this fate?”

      “No. I mean, dying scares the shit out of me.”

      The doctor nodded, the ice in his eyes growing colder. “Good. I’ll see to your medication. Excuse me.”

      Parkinson squeezed his eyes shut. Admitting to his fear felt like an act of bravery in itself. Taylor had told him everyone was afraid in battle, but she’d teased and goofed around up until the second the explosion had torn her shuttle apart. Maybe she’d been trying to make him feel less embarrassed about being a coward.

      Whatever. What mattered was that she’d helped him see how wrong it was to let that fear rule him. Now he simply had to conquer it, something he would do one day at a time.
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      Sweat trickled down Grier’s arms and ribs. She shouldered more from her face with the sleeve of her damp T-shirt, gasping and panting. She’d pushed her Marines hard today, wrapping the workout session with block sprints and a timed run that was too long to maintain a sprint but too short to approach like a distance run.

      Her lungs burned from the effort, but it was a good burn.

      Halliwell stood at the hangar bay hatch, calling out encouragement in an echoing voice to the last Marine trailing the formation—a young, baby-faced kid who’d fallen out during the run. He appeared to be on the edge of vomiting.

      Rather than yell at the kid, Halliwell had fallen out and checked on him, then jogged with him the last leg.

      It was the sort of thing that built strength in the relationship between the CO and his troops. So long as Grier could manage playing the hardass, having a sympathetic ear elsewhere in the leadership ranks worked.

      She shook out her arms, blew salty sweat from her lips, then shuffled over to where the lieutenant was stretching beside the hangar bay exit.

      He nodded at her over an arm knotted with muscles. “Good workout today.”

      “Thanks.” She began stretching at his side, pushing against the bulkhead with her hands and stretching her right calf out until it ached. “Private Ruck needs a little extra motivation. Maybe we should restrict him from the dessert section for the next month?”

      “He’s not overweight.”

      “And he’s not doing well during PT.”

      “That’s why it’s physical training, Toni. We train him how to get better.”

      “Sure.” She switched to stretching out her other calf muscle. “Hey, this an okay time to talk—?”

      The lieutenant pushed off the wall and stretched his back. “Actually, I’ve got to get back to the office. Evaluation reviews are just as important as fitness tests.”

      She grabbed his arm before he could go. “Hey! Wait a second.”

      He looked down at her hand, eyes narrowed. “What’re you doing?”

      “Stopping you because you keep trying to avoid me. We need to talk, okay?”

      “We’re still on duty, Toni. This may be our PT uniform, but it’s still a uniform.”

      “Clive, stop it. There’s no one else around. You’ve been evading me since I got back from the Mao, and you know it.”

      He pulled his arm free. “I haven’t been avoiding you.”

      “You have, but if you want to kid yourself that you haven’t, fine.”

      “We work in the same office. How can I avoid you?”

      Grier brushed wet hair from her forehead. “Seriously? This is how you deal with it?”

      “Deal with what?” There was an exasperated look on his face.

      She shoved him, and when he tried to push her back, she grabbed his arm, tugged him to her, levered him off her hip, and threw him to the deck.

      He hit hard, grunting, face turning red.

      Rather than let him get up, she threw weight onto his chest, pinning him down. She drove a forearm against his neck, and he did the right thing: pushing against her arm before she could choke him out.

      But she wasn’t budging.

      Halliwell was bigger and stronger, but she kept pushing, and her forearm kept pressing against his throat.

      His gasps became quieter, more desperate, and the fury in his eyes shifted to desperation.

      That was what she needed to see.

      She rolled clear and got to her feet, shaking, but she didn’t offer him a hand up. “That’s what…I’m talking about, Clive.” Her breathing came in rapid grunts, crazy like her heartbeat.

      He sat on the deck, glaring and rubbing his neck.

      “Don’t you glare at me.” She walked in a tight circle, shaking her head to clear spots from her eyes. “You’re too weak. You’re not ready. It’s why you fell out with Ruck today.”

      “I fell out…” Halliwell bowed his head. “You damn near choked me out.”

      “Because you wouldn’t listen. You keep acting like I’m not around. Ever since I did the right thing—”

      He pushed up from the floor, nearly lost his balance, then stabilized. “You’re way out of line.” He headed to the hatch, wobbling.

      She stepped in front of him. “Am I?”

      His face went a darker shade of red. “Move.”

      “We need to talk about what you said, telling me not to argue like the captain. You were telling me I’m not smart—”

      “You’ve got it all wrong, Toni.”

      “I don’t think so. You want me—”

      He pushed past her, nearly knocking her off her feet.

      She rounded on him, grabbed his T-shirt, pulling it away from him with a wet, sucking sound. “You don’t get to fuck me, then treat me—”

      Halliwell spun around, grabbing her wrist and twisting it hard enough to drive her to her knees. “For the last time, you’re getting it wrong. Sergeant.”

      He let go of her and stormed out, the hatch hissing open, then slamming shut behind him.

      For the first time ever, she wanted to punch him, to really let go and hurt him. What the hell was going on in his head? Was he mad that he’d dumped his pretty captain for some homely, low-life Marine?

      Dammit, Clive! Don’t you dare break my heart!

      Grier pushed up to her feet, then worked her wrist until it didn’t sting anymore. The whole time, she fought back tears. It wasn’t from the wrist. She’d hurt him more with the throw and chokehold than he had with the wrist lock. The pain was in her chest, the sort of hurt she’d sworn she’d never let herself feel.

      But she’d shown him her heart, and now he seemed determined to stomp on it.

      If she let him.

      She hooked thumbs on her hips and walked around the course she’d just run a few minutes before. Her thoughts were muddy, clogged up by emotion—pain and fear. Halliwell had always been her world, and he’d finally taken her into his. Now he was…

      What? What was going on with him?

      She kicked at the air, imagining it was something physical and in need of a good ass-stomping.

      It didn’t help.

      If she wanted to clear her head, she needed exertion. Clive wasn’t going to be giving her the good kind anytime soon, so the next best alternative was the gym and the weights. She stomped off in that direction, already flexing her arms. It was a temporary solution. Maybe she could come up with something more meaningful before she saw him next.

      Otherwise, she wasn’t sure she could keep from punching his lights out.
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      The Jakkara marched the last meters of the passageway, boots stomping and burnt orange armor jangling. Even with only a third escorting Satrap, they were still the greatest security group in all the Khanate fleet. He did his best to relax on his wheeled platform, taking solace in the smell of oil and polish coming from their weapons and armor. It helped him ignore the attached contraption with its life-sustaining cables and lines, its ampules of medicine and rows of filtration systems, and the bite of the many needles in his arms. Primary among all of that were the displays that announced to the world that he was a diminished and broken man who lived only at the behest of his Khan.

      All hail the Glorious and Holy Khan!

      His bodyguards stopped outside the officers’ banquet room, where two of their brethren already stood. There was no sign of Zohar’s men, or what remained of the captain’s security detachment. That was a welcome sign that things hadn’t grown worse with the commander of the Might of the Khan. After all, this was Satrap’s only ally aside from Ikhama.

      He glanced back to be sure the old woman still trailed the procession.

      She bowed at him, dressed again in the colorful robe she’d worn the last time they’d held such an important meeting inside the banquet room. That had been months ago, when the fleet had been at close to full strength and some of the most problematic captains had still been alive, Rouhani among them. Now he was gone, along with the Divine Wind, his cruiser.

      So many of the captains were gone now, for good and bad.

      Inside, Zohar sat at the large table that occupied the center of the cabin, handsome in soft blue—his family color. When he stood, the loose material of his dark brown pants seemed to puff out. The man’s family symbol—a lightning strike enclosed in a circle—stood out in black on the left breast of his jacket.

      Across from him, Captain Ho, commander of the Blessed Saber of Xenu, stood. The ship was the only remaining carrier in the fleet, meaning the short man had taken on even greater power and influence. There was an ashen nature about the deep gold of his round face, a loss of color that couldn’t be explained away completely by the months free of the burning sun of Azh Choak, his home world. His deep red jacket was wrinkled, the saber emblem on his breast dulled.

      The two captains bowed as the Jakkara rolled Satrap up to the table. He muttered thanks to his bodyguards, and they retreated to positions inside the hatch, standing beneath strings of thawed flowers that had been woven into green and orange bunting—the colors of the Holy Khan.

      Once again, there were silver trays of meats, fruits, and breads, although they seemed less grand, the gold tablecloth beneath them stained.

      Or perhaps that was all in Satrap’s imagination.

      When Ikhama finally reached the table, he signaled for everyone to sit.

      She launched into one of her ridiculous, unending prayers, and his mind wandered. The rich aromas coming from the food made his stomach growl. It wasn’t a pleasant experience, not with the inevitable announcement that his life support system was about to launch into preventative measures. It had to compensate for the inevitable wild swings in chemicals his ruined organs were about to experience.

      He kept quiet while the old woman droned on, her long, wrinkled face stretched in fervent praise of the man who had shattered Satrap’s life.

      What mattered such abuse from years ago, especially now that he faced yet another imminent threat?

      Finally, the rambling came to an end, and everyone dug into the food, piling meat onto their plates, then drizzling rich sauces over the smoky chunks before surrounding them with slices of bread and assorted pastes.

      All the while, Satrap contented himself with appetite and pain suppression injections.

      Oddly enough, Zohar seemed equally uninterested in the food, even though he’d spooned things onto his plate. His brown hair was greasy, as if it hadn’t been washed in some time, and his green eyes were bloodshot. The vitality that had been so much a part of his youthful image was diminished. This lent an almost beak-like nature to his hooked nose and protruding chin.

      Something was troubling the captain.

      While the other two ate, Satrap studied his ally. There were no angry flashes or stares, and the younger man didn’t once utter some cutting comment about the condition of the fleet. He simply nibbled meat and tore chunks of bread from the end of the loaf he’d taken at the start.

      When the feasting was complete, it was Captain Ho who broke the relative silence. “Thank you, Satrap, for inviting me once again to partake of the hospitality of the Might of the Khan.” The old man bowed.

      “You are most welcome, Captain. I think I’m the one who should be thanking you.”

      “Why is that, Satrap?”

      Without looking up from sliding sauce-soaked bread around his plate, Zohar chuckled—a bitter sound. “For having the sense to flee when the enemy fell upon us.” His eyes came up at that point, the green in them almost washed out against the fine blood vessels. “Isn’t that right, Satrap?”

      Satrap bowed. “The fleet is vastly diminished with the loss of the Desert Sands.”

      Ho nodded. “A terrible loss.”

      “Our Khan’s favorite ship.”

      “Yes. Tragic.”

      If Zohar intended to interrupt again, he gave no indication. His attention was absorbed in the mess he’d made of his plate. Even when the table was cleared by the mess crew, he remained distant.

      It wasn’t like the captain, which worried Satrap. Zohar could be a vital ally or a terrible foe.

      A problem for later.

      “Captain Ho—” Satrap did what he could to smile. “As Captain Zohar has said, your canny ability to pull out of the battle before the Kedraalian force could damage your ship has given us a potential advantage we might otherwise not have in this war.”

      “The continued ability to launch our fighter craft?” The way the old man’s eyes sparkled, it was impossible to tell whether or not he was joking.

      “That is one of the greatest advantages we have now, yes. But also, we have now seen which officers are disciplined and smart enough to best serve the Khan.”

      Ikhama’s head bobbed up and down. “Might is measured not in the force of the blow delivered, but in the—”

      “—but in the accuracy.” Satrap smiled. “Thank you, Ikhama.”

      Ho grunted, then bowed toward the old woman. “You say then that it was no lack of bravery that led to the retreat you sounded, Satrap?”

      “By bravery, do you mean a hunger for self-destruction?”

      “That meaning had eluded me, I’m afraid.”

      “Staying to fight our enemies’ combined fleet would have been suicide.”

      “We were moments away from launching more fighters, Satrap.”

      Zohar chose that moment to rise out of his melancholy again. “Only when the sky is full of such a threat do they matter, Captain. Listen to Satrap. He saw this before the rest of us did. It isn’t the first time, either.”

      The ancient priestess bowed her head. “In my voice is the thunder of the tempest and the howl of the void. In my captains is the fire of the Guiding Star. In my satraps is the wisdom of the eons.”

      Ho returned Ikhama’s bow. “This is so. My apologies, Satrap.”

      Satrap waved the old man’s concerns away. “A captain who won’t speak up should have no voice.”

      “Your wisdom is of the eons, clearly.”

      “What if I told you that my wisdom leaves me feeling that we can no longer call this assembly of ships a fleet?”

      Color flashed through the old captain’s face. “This is the Khan’s glorious—”

      “We have one carrier, Captain. We are down to two cruisers. With the disappearance last night of the Tip of the Spear, we are less than half strength with our frigates. Even with the special missile ships the Khan graciously gifted us, our firepower is optimistically half of what it was.”

      Zohar’s eyes came up from studying the stained tablecloth for a moment, then dropped down again.

      Was he disinterested in discussing the next step with the fleet?

      Ho cleared his throat. “Then we return to Azh Shivan to await the strike of the sword for our failure?”

      “Hardly.” Satrap leaned on the table. “We go to one of our prearranged destinations to await resupply and reinforcement. And we put together a change to the strategy that will give us the best chance to survive these misfortunes.”

      Ho grunted, and his eyes narrowed. “The strategy came from the lips of our Khan. That means the strategy is not the problem but those executing it.”

      “The strategy never accounted for the level of attrition suffered.”

      “A lack of execution. We failed—”

      “Captain—” Satrap rapped his knuckles against the tabletop. “The failures began with the incessant calls for mutiny.”

      The old man stiffened and blinked. “Mutiny was born of a desire for success.”

      It had been a bad idea to coax opinions from the old fool. “Can we agree that the fleet, as a concept, is imperiled? You’ve seen the enemy force.”

      “We should avoid them. We should strike easier targets until—”

      “What easier targets? The other Gulmar planets? The remaining Moskav—?”

      “Yes! Either! Or the Kedraalian home. It is the heart of sin.”

      Satrap clenched his jaw against a groan. “There will be defenses any place we go now, and not the paltry forces the Moskav sent against us.”

      The old man glared at Zohar, who didn’t look up, then turned to Ikhama. “Our directive—”

      “No.” Satrap rubbed his aching legs. “Captain Ho, please listen.”

      After a second, Ho folded his arms over his chest. “I listen.”

      “We must demand reinforcements. We must insist upon the ships we were promised at the start: the Stroke of Vengeance to replace our lost carrier; the Purity of Fire to replace the Divine Wind. And we must have frigates to replace the ones lost in battle.”

      Ikhama raised her hands high. “From Khan comes the power of the Guiding Star. His sword strikes true and lays low the asp and the crocodile.”

      Satrap smiled patiently. “That may be true, but it’s from the Khan’s shipyards that our salvation must be sought.”

      “Our Khan is greater than any shipyard.”

      “Yet he must remain on Azh Shivan, and that means the robots he took in exchange for keeping the Kedraalian hostages alive must continue building more ships. Without those ships, the war cannot continue.”

      Ho’s chin jutted out. “Our failings come from the lies these Kedraalians tell.”

      “Do they?” Satrap fought back annoyance. “There is no mistaking the spacecraft these shipyards produce. We are in one now.”

      “But the systems fail—”

      “The systems perform better than we could have expected. The robots have worked without stopping for years now, first building the two shipyards, then the fleet. While the promised shadow technology might have disappointed, it is the work of you and your fellow captains that matters most. When you follow orders, we succeed. The first Gulmar fleet, Radetta, Moskav—my leadership has gifted you with successes.”

      “And failures, Satrap.”

      “When you conspire against me, yes. If everyone had followed my orders, the Desert Sands would not have been extended so far out beyond our systems’ ability to protect it.”

      Ho’s chin jutted out even more: defiance without speaking it.

      Satrap leaned back. “Think of these Kedraalians, Captain. How short-sighted are they, to not see that they were dooming if not themselves then the generations to follow? Can you imagine destroying your own children’s lives?” When Ho didn’t answer, Satrap turned to Zohar. “Captain Zohar?”

      The captain’s mouth opened, then closed.

      Where was his mind?

      Then, Zohar cleared his throat. “Satrap is correct. Our situation troubles me. No one could have seen the fleet collapsing as it has.”

      Satrap relaxed. “And so we must head to our next destination.”

      Ho’s cheeks puffed out. “And where is this?”

      “I’ve sent an emergency message to our Khan. I’ve requested reinforcements—what I just mentioned to the both of you. The loss of the Desert Sands has been described as the failure of its captain.”

      Zohar squinted, as if he might finally be fully engaged. “A dangerous choice. Our Khan was close with Captain—”

      “Dangerous, yes.” Satrap frowned. “Necessary, though.”

      He wanted to question whether the closeness of the two men—the Khan and his favorite captain—might be proof that incompetence was a contagion, but Ho would seize on such a joke as unacceptable blasphemy, and Zohar might not even rise in defense or condemnation.

      Was Ho’s behavior a sign of trouble brewing with the captains, another mutiny?

      The captain of the Blessed Saber of Xenu wasn’t about to divulge anything along those lines, which meant extending the banquet any further was pointless. If there were answers to be had, they would come from Zohar.

      Satrap wiped his hands with a linen napkin, and Ikhama stood. She led them through another prayer that stretched for an eternity.

      When she was done, Ho stood. “Thank you once more, Satrap.”

      “This was a pleasure, Captain Ho. Your words leave me much to ponder.”

      The old man bowed, then exited.

      Before the hatch had even closed, Satrap turned to Zohar. “Is this another insane conspiracy to execute me?”

      Zohar didn’t even acknowledge the question, instead staring into space.

      Satrap slammed a hand down on the tabletop. “Captain Zohar!”

      The younger man overcame whatever had dazed him. “Yes?”

      “Do you and the other captains conspire against me again?”

      “What?” Zohar’s brow creased. “No. You think because Ho refused to heed you that the rest of us have lost our minds?”

      “Well…” Satrap hadn’t expected such a reply. “The way he behaved—”

      “Ho fears for his life, same as the others.”

      “But not you?”

      The captain shrugged. “Life has taken on a bitter taste, I think.”

      Not bravery but apathy? Resignation? “What has changed?”

      Zohar drew in a deep breath, then squeezed his eyes shut. “My wife. She sent a message with the last reinforcements. I had put off watching the video out of a sense of…foreboding.”

      “About?”

      “About everything. What has gone on at home has eaten at me. And now…” The captain’s face pinched in pain or sorrow. He dabbed his eyes with a napkin.

      Sorrow, then. “I apologize. Can I help in some way?”

      “Not unless you should rise to Khan yourself and change the collective madness of our people.”

      Ikhama gasped, but Satrap waved her to silence. “What happened, Zohar?”

      “My son. He has been accepted into training for the piloting program.”

      “Training? What training does he need to have explosives strapped to him?”

      “Yes. I laughed at the wording myself. It means that the boy is already being fitted for the flight suit that will keep him alive while his fighter hurtles through space. And since it is nothing more than that, it would seem most likely he will be on the next shipment out.”

      The carrier I have demanded. Satrap’s stomach threatened to flip. “If the Stroke of Vengeance is sent to us, as requested, I can have him brought to our ship, but the carrier was still weeks from completion when I sent that message.”

      Zohar shook his head. “Everything speeds forward with the weight of war.”

      “You cannot push the robots faster than—”

      “My wife says this has already been done. Those who fancy themselves engineers among Khan’s staff have pushed everything beyond the edge of safety.”

      “That’s reckless.”

      “It is war. It spreads like fire. Like fire, it must consume everything around it or die.”

      Ikhama leaned over to pat the young captain on the shoulder. “Your daughters remain safe. That is something.”

      The captain’s eyes squeezed shut again. “No. Not even they have been fully spared this madness. The younger one has been sent to the Khan’s palace. Her rebelliousness was apparently identified as a thing of curiosity. They consider her now as an Ikhama requiring only stern indoctrination.”

      Those words set Ikhama’s lips to trembling. “It is not so.”

      Zohar laughed—angry and pain-filled. “It is very much so.”

      “But…”

      The captain took her hand. “What does this mean, Ikhama? You told me before that the life of your kind is a blessed one.”

      “It is. I have been blessed many times in my life. Nothing might hope to replace the glory of service to our Holy Khan.”

      After a moment, Zohar released her hand. “Thank you.”

      He stood, bowed to Satrap, then strode from the banquet room, his boots as quiet as the passing of a ghost.

      Satrap waved his Jakkara over. The night had drained him, even if there hadn’t been a conspiracy to uncover. Demanding reinforcements from the Khan had been frightening enough without now discovering that such an act might have accelerated the death of Zohar’s son.

      As the Jakkara wheeled Satrap back to his quarters, he noted their alert posture and the way they moved through the ship. He was as safe as he had ever been, protected by those drawn from the ranks of his enemies. This was as it should have been from the start. Still, he worried now that he might have tempted the Khan’s attention with what had been done to reinforce the ranks depleted by the acts of traitors. The captains—surely at least Ho—must have complained.

      And yet, it was necessary. Satrap’s life had never truly been secure before now.

      It wasn’t as if he’d acted out of a desire for power. He posed no threat to the Khan. The single desire—voiced from the start—was to be free when the bloody mission was complete.

      Maybe the trust that this might happen once the final enemy fell wasn’t misplaced. Maybe there was a chance to escape the madness of the Khan.

      Except, success would mean that all the other people who had once stood against the Khan would be broken, probably annihilated. Where would there be to hide then?

      It was actually a clever lie. The Khan had known such a promise was pointless. Freedom? There is no freedom when you’re born into the twisted, incestuous disaster of the Khanate, even if you knew it was madness. If anything, awareness was a curse.

      You lie to yourself, letting the pain twist your mind. Freedom awaits when you deliver the promised victories.

      “Satrap?” The captain of the Jakkara stood at Satrap’s side, nodding to the pile of pillows that made his room a little more tolerable.

      “Thank you.”

      The bodyguards lifted their master’s broken form from his chair and gently settled him in a corner. In the few moments where they adjusted his life-sustaining gear, he fought back panic that they might have been compromised and would leave him disconnected until the poisons built up in his blood and he slipped into an agonized state of collapse.

      He thanked them again as they left, and he thought one of them turned back and bowed slightly.

      Or maybe it had been meant to hide a look of loathing.

      Seconds dragged by as the system labored to return him to a modicum of tolerable pain. His bones ached; the atrophied muscles twitched. It seemed like he was slowly cooking, the sweat beading on his upper lip.

      “I need to sleep. I need to have the pain taken away. Please.”

      The system sensed the rising indicators more than his voice—chemicals building up; elevated heart rate and temperature; brain waves that were dangerously outside acceptable ranges.

      Drugs burned in his veins, then turned into a cool tingle.

      A hint of relief shrouded his mind. Troubling thoughts of being responsible for killing Zohar’s boy, of pushing the captains too hard and angering the Khan, of abusing Ikhama more than she could stomach…

      …faded.

      The drugs were glorious. There should be an endless supply, a chance to slip away from the pain every day.

      But even with the drugs in his system, there were lingering pains and problems.

      Still, it wasn’t new data but data he kept pushing back in the queue. Everything was a crisis right then, every piece of information received more important than the piece received before it, until eventually he had a mountain of data to work through.

      This, though? It was important. He needed to dig into it. Soon. When he woke from his mostly pleasant but dreamless sleep.

      After all, they moved through the protective realm of Fold Space. They were safe.

      He could push it off. For now. For a little while longer.
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      The sensation of falling played through Darien Caville’s mind over and over again, until he wasn’t sure if he was still falling or dreaming. In the moment of absolute silence, he fell through an inky darkness that wrapped around him, while a circle of light overhead shrank to a pinprick before disappearing completely. He sucked in a frozen breath of what seemed like ancient death, then called out to the young woman who had fallen with him.

      Except he couldn’t recall her name.

      Then he smashed against something soft and giving and blacked out.

      When he woke, it was an eternity later, and the slightest shift of his limbs told him the cycle was ready to begin anew—falling through the black, watching the light shrink to a pinprick, desperately sucking in the air.

      But he didn’t fall again.

      All around him, there was nothing but the black of a deep cave. Cool, fine sand brushed against his flesh—dry now and he thought possibly rough with goosebumps.

      The one thing that told him he wasn’t at the beginning of the cycle again was the absence of the circle of light.

      Wait.

      There had been heat, too. He’d been wet with sweat. Even in the death-tinged air, he could still smell the salty musk on him.

      So…

      He had fallen. Fallen from the light. Fallen into darkness.

      From the burning heat into the cold of a tomb, he had fallen.

      But he hadn’t been alone. There had been a woman—tall, with full lips, and pale brown eyes. He had inevitably compared her to someone…

      Stiles!

      His sister in training. She’d been taller, pretty where the woman who’d fallen with him had softer features. She was softer in every way. Could she have survived such a fall, then?

      What was her name?

      Denise Gallo. A Khanate spy, a traitor embedded in the Kedraalian prime minister’s staff.

      But she had also been confused. A naive and foolish child poisoned by her mother.

      She had to be nearby, same as she’d been above. There had been a twist as he fell, the result of the ground giving away beneath him. Had he seen her falling the opposite direction?

      Caville sat up, and despite his conditioning, let out a moan. The muscles of his back protested, lancing his spine with pain. His foot—his pinky toe—burned like fire. Lightheadedness nearly stole his awareness, and a wet fullness in his sinuses quickly turned into the taste of blood at the back of his throat.

      He hacked, twisted his neck gingerly, brushed his hand over the cool sand, then spat.

      And that was it. The lightheadedness went no further than a momentary dabbling with nausea. Aches in his joints and back didn’t turn into the brilliant pain of grinding bone.

      His breathing had been shallow up to that point. He tested his body, drawing in more of the foul air, pushing through the bruised feeling in his ribs.

      Then again. And again.

      Free climbing was out of the question for now. Full-contact sparring, too.

      Living was good enough.

      He got his knees beneath him, fought for balance, pushed back against vertigo, then stood.

      Besides the Gallo woman, what had fallen with him?

      An assault rifle. Water. Food. A light. His duffel bag.

      Even more than the woman, those were necessary for survival. Training told him to drop back to his knees and reach out in a slow searching pattern.

      Instead, he cocked his head, listening for any hint of breathing. “Denise?”

      Not a shout…not even conversational volume. That would have been the same as a shout in the silence.

      A thready breath seemed to come from somewhere to his right. He had no way of knowing if it came from above or below, inside something or muffled by material. In the dark, the mind tried to fill in details and failed miserably. It created impossible scenarios.

      Caville went to his knees and then to his hands, and with teeth gritted against the pain, he began the agonizing process of stretching his left arm out to first determine if the ground was level, then to see if it was nothing but sand, then to search for his belongings.

      A slight slope. All sand. No gear.

      He shuffled sideways like a crab, rotated, and repeated the process, slowly mapping out his surroundings in his head.

      The top—or near the top—of a mound. All sand for as deep as his hand could plunge without trying to dig. There were spots of warmer sand, but it was mostly cool to the touch and in some spots colder than it would be before dawn.

      When the thready breathing came again, he froze.

      There were possibilities. One of them was that Gallo had survived, same as he had, but she was hurt—maybe unconscious. Another was that Gallo had died, and there was something in the darkness waiting to strike. Still another was that Gallo hadn’t fallen with him after all, and he was the one who was unconscious, and his wounded brain was imagining everything.

      Gallo surviving the fall and being nearby was actually a slim possibility. It seemed more likely that a nocturnal hunter was in close proximity, clawed hands curling and opening, watching hungrily—

      The mind plays tricks. It fills in the gaps.

      “Denise?” It came out hissed, directed to where he imagined the breathing had come from.

      The breathing transitioned to a moan. “Darien?”

      It was her voice, and it came from where the breathing had been.

      He relaxed. “Are you all right?”

      “No. My ankle hurts. I hit really hard. I…I think I cracked a tooth. There was something in my mouth—blood, too. Now there’s a sharp edge when I lick my back teeth.”

      “Okay.”

      “A-and my jaw hurts.”

      “An ankle and a cracked tooth aren’t bad. Are you on sand?”

      “Yes. It’s all over me.”

      “Do you have anything around you? The water bottle? A backpack?”

      Sand rasped not too far away, as if sheeting down over a cliff face.

      That was the mind filling in blanks again.

      Gallo gasped. “There’s a bag. I think it’s yours.”

      Something clicked softly, then a light as bright as the sun hit him in the eyes. He’d been stupid, looking right at the sound of her voice instead of keeping it in his peripheral vision. Now, spots danced in front of him, even when he squeezed his lids shut.

      He shielded his eyes and turned away. “All right. I’m blind.”

      “Sorry!”

      “No. It’s good. I’ll be fine in a minute. Look around you. Tell me what you see.”

      “Um. Sand. Some of it’s red, but most is black.”

      “Black? Like volcanic rock black?”

      “I— Maybe?”

      “Don’t worry about it. Did you find my duffel bag?”

      “It looks like it. Oh. And my ankle is swollen. It’s dark.”

      “Can you move it?”

      She whimpered. “It’s really tender.”

      “But it moves?”

      “Yes.”

      “A bad sprain. You’ll survive. What’s inside my bag?”

      The throaty scrape of the zipper tore through the darkness. “Ammunition. Protein bars. Water bottles. Clothes. A pist—two pistols. Is this Captain Goldman’s?”

      “The same type.” It was the duffel bag. “Keep the flashlight pointed at the bag, okay?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine.” Through the exploding lights and strange dots that danced all around him, he could make out her shape hunched forward, one knee raised, the other leg stretched straight out. The flashlight beam leaked through the thick material of the bag.

      He crab-walked toward her, processing what the light hinted at between them. She was about midway down a mound of sand—sparkly black most of it. He was closer to the top of an adjoining larger mound. At the edge of the glow, the slope downward became more pronounced. As he moved toward her, the whisper of sand scraping over the face of rock rose from below.

      Her head turned toward him, and the flashlight beam came out of the duffel bag enough to foul his vision a little. “Darien? Where is this?”

      Caville stopped, eyes squeezed tight and covered again. “The Place of the Fallen.”

      Fallen. He almost laughed. It hadn’t been meant literally, yet…

      “These were ruins. I heard about the videos. One of the women I talked to worked on—”

      “That was decades ago, right?”

      “Yes.”

      He looked away from her, slowly turned his head until he could just barely see the light again, then he moved closer. “Keep the light pointed into the bag.”

      “Oh. I didn’t think—”

      “That’s fine. You can point it away from me, but if you point it toward me—”

      “I know. I wasn’t thinking.”

      The light pointed away, revealing what might have been a stone wall at the edge of the beam maybe twenty meters out.

      When he reached her side, he grabbed the wrist holding the light and took it from her. It was gentle but fast, removing any chance of another inadvertent blinding flash. Then he set the light down so that it pointed at her extended leg.

      “This is the swollen ankle?”

      She nodded. “It’s a dull throb. When I move it at all, it turns sharp.”

      “Yeah.” He’d wrenched an ankle during training once.

      He ran fingers down to the bottom of the robe and pulled it above her knee. Her legs had the shape of a youth of leisure—neither well-muscled nor totally soft. They weren’t thin, so the bone and joints weren’t prominent, but there was no discoloration and nothing seemed out of alignment. When he massaged her thigh and worked down to the knee, she didn’t yelp, but the closer he came to her ankle, the more her breathing sped up.

      A good five centimeters above the swelling, she swatted him. “Stop!”

      “We can’t stay here. When we get to a place where we can rest, you’ll need to stay off of it and keep it elevated.”

      “I can’t wait.” She squeezed his shoulder. “Do you know where we are?”

      “No. There’s something over there, at the edge of the light.” He pointed to where she’d shone the light earlier. “I want to give it a look.”

      She nodded, but there was fear in her eyes and the implicit plea not to be abandoned.

      As he creept toward what had seemed to be a wall, he searched around with the light. Beyond where they’d landed, the sand was almost completely black. It sparkled in the light, and it had the same consistency as the red sand, so it was the same thing other than the coloring.

      About fifteen meters out from where Gallo sat watching, the details of what the light had revealed became clearer. It was a black wall of glass or crystal. It wasn’t flat but chiseled yet still smooth, as if molten glass had been poured over the surface of rock and allowed to take on its form. The sand sloped down maybe five meters short of that wall, dropping until it reached a level spot of the same sort of black material, and from there, the surface dropped away.

      Caville played the light overhead, now making out the edges of a perfect tube of the same black crystal that ended just at the edge of the light.

      So, they’d been standing above the tube, which must have opened, then closed. How far from the desert floor above to the sand below? More than twenty meters. They could easily have died, sand or not.

      He circled the sandpile, getting a feel for its dimensions and shape, listening to the echoes when the sand rained down.

      When he returned, Gallo had her arms hooked around her raised knee and was rocking. “I could see you. The light, the way you moved up and down the dunes. Even when you went on the other side, there was still the glow.”

      “They aren’t dunes.”

      She shrugged. “Whatever you call sand piles.”

      “Lifesavers, I think.” He stretched, extending the light as far above his head as he could. “We probably fell twenty meters. If we’d been farther out—” He pointed the light to where the sand sloped steeply down. “—it could’ve been another ten meters.”

      “That’s…a long way.”

      “I don’t think it was a fall the entire way. It felt like it, but I’m betting that roof overhead dipped down rather than just collapsing. No, not collapsing. Opening. I saw a circle of light shrink, then disappear.”

      She blinked at him. “It’s not supposed to be like this.”

      “You said that.”

      “The Khan sent scientists out a long time ago. They poked around here, then everyone died. It was a place you could walk around in. It rose up out of the ground.”

      Caville nodded. “Before this was all sand, right?”

      “That’s what she said—the person I talked to. We had scientists—real ones—back then. She said they theorized this was what caused everything to die off.”

      “No wonder the Khan didn’t want more scientists.”

      “Because that goes against the belief that he controls everything?”

      “Exactly.” He pressed the base of the flashlight against his chin. “This thing we’re on top of, it
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