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      Riyun pressed his back against the wall of a corner building, giving him a look down the long-deserted streets of the ruins, now nothing but yellow sand. The leaning, boxy structure seemed as ready to collapse as every other place his team had searched since their arrival through the Chaos Abyss. Merely brushing against the dusty exterior caused creaking from within. Concrete powder mixed with blowing sand, the combination leaving his mouth dry and gritty.

      This place played with his mind—the heat, the sand, the grit. He had a desperate urge to take a drink of sweet water from his canteen, to wash the accumulated grime from his face.

      That urge was the least of his worries.

      At this moment, his priorities were to locate water, then food, then shelter. Other than Hirvok, who was still climbing the tallest building to get a better look at the ruins, the team trailed out behind Riyun. Occasionally, there would be chatter over the radio—confirmation the street was clear or a call to drop prone. Beyond that, the only sound was the whistling wind.

      Zabila was supposedly here somewhere. Where?

      Now the entire team was on edge, sniping and grousing. They had no idea where or when they were. It was a world every bit as alien as Wholesale Fantasy had been. He needed to keep them on task, focused on the first elements of survival.

      He waved Javika forward, then pointed her to a gaping black hole in the building about twenty feet from his position.

      The Biwali warrior slid past but didn’t enter the opening. “You hope this holds water?”

      “You see any pools or rain collectors in this forsaken place?”

      “Nothing here will stand for long.”

      Riyun sank a little, glancing back at the others. “I know. Should we send the drone out?”

      “Do you trust it?”

      “Sort of? At least it warned us Meriscoya’s here.” That might not have been a message anyone wanted to hear, but it was better to know their pursuit of Zabila Tromon had gone wrong than to find out when the wizard showed up to exact his revenge.

      That seemed to satisfy the lithe assassin, because she whipped around the corner, the deep violet of her duster fading into black when she reached the dark interior of the building.

      Her helmet’s video fed the tac-net, updating the wireframe view of their surroundings first for him, then the team: a big, open space; crumbled partition walls; holes in the floor and ceiling.

      It was just another failing construct, already edging toward collapse.

      She stopped at a hole in the floor. “The stairwell is gone.”

      Something thudded onto the ground to Riyun’s left: a chunk of concrete, broken into small pieces. A glance up spotted dark fissures in the wall. “Come on out—”

      Deep groaning emanated from the building, followed immediately by the crack of splintering concrete. Bits of debris rained down from above, and the fissures expanded into yawning rifts as the side of the building Javika had entered through pulled free of the rest of the framework.

      Riyun jumped away from the splintering building. “Get back! Get back!”

      His team was already in motion. Quil’s slender form sprinted perpendicular from the wall he’d been using for cover an instant before, followed by the slower bulk of the giant tweak Lonar kicking up a cloud of sand. Symbra and Naru had been bringing up the rear, so they were at the far end of the building already. The two women stumbled backwards, arms windmilling to keep them upright.

      A high-pitched shriek of metal came from inside the building, followed instantly by a series of the same terrible sounds, then the rest of the exterior walls twisted inward and plunged to the ground, kicking up a huge cloud of sand and dust.

      Clumps of concrete bounced off the building Riyun had taken cover behind, clapping against the wall with enough force to crack it. He readied to make a run for another building, but things settled down.

      His radio squawked.

      “Lightning, what in the Hollow Hills was that?” It was Hirvok, switching over to the call signs they would use in a firefight.

      Fair enough—they were in a dangerous situation.

      After wiping dust from his helmet visor, Riyun staggered toward the pile of debris. “Collapse. Whisper’s in there.”

      Dust billowed outward and up from where the building had come undone in a still-sliding mound. Sections of wall continued to tear apart and skid down the slope, breaking into smaller pieces at the bottom and pluming even more dust and powdery sediment into the air. Rusted rebar jutted from the larger concrete segments.

      The cloud was too thick to see through, so Riyun keyed his mic. “Check in. Stick to call signs.”

      “This is Tank.” So, Lonar was still up.

      “Status?”

      “All good. Ice took a knock to the helmet, but he’s just dazed.”

      “This is Silver.” Symbra’s voice shook. “Other than being covered in powder, I’m fine.”

      “Me too. Um. Naru. This is Naru. Um, Neon. Sorry.”

      No response from Javika. The Biwali warrior was buried under tons of concrete and metal. Even if she was uninjured, it was unlikely her radio could penetrate that sort of mass. Her helmet feed was gone—not even static now.

      Riyun paced the perimeter of the huge debris pile, stopping only when the groan of adjacent buildings became threatening.

      She was alive. If it were humanly possible to survive a collapse, she would.

      The scrape and hiss of sliding rubble stopped. Heavier particles settled, clearing the air. It was enough to give Riyun a sense of where he could scramble and where the whole thing might come apart and begin the process again. He hopped upslope, going from large slab to larger, waiting for a sure sense of stability, then repeating.

      Eventually, he was in the approximate area Javika had been when the noises came out of the building interior. She would’ve heard those sounds, and she would’ve done the right thing by instinct or training.

      What was the right thing when a disintegrating building gave out around you?

      He’d figure that out. For now, he started tossing small chunks of rubble farther downslope. His helmet processed the air well enough, although the intakes were flashing amber: Time to replace the filters.

      Skittering and cracking caught his attention: Lonar was climbing up, his big body coated in a fine layer of gray-yellow. He stopped to heave a big chunk of concrete away. “Boss—”

      “Don’t even try to suggest we leave her.”

      “Nah. I—”

      “She’s alive. She’s in here.”

      “But—”

      “You ever meet anyone better at surviving things than her?”

      “Well, no. But—”

      “She was standing next to a hole in the floor—the stairwell. That’s one of the sturdiest sections of a building. They’re meant to survive fires and earthquakes.” Riyun tossed away more concrete fragments.

      “Yeah. I—”

      “She would’ve heard all the noises, felt all the rumbles and shuddering. It’s second nature for her to evaluate threats and act before she’s endangered.”

      “Boss—”

      “I’ve seen her tumble away from a grenade before it landed, then come out of that tumble to throw a knife into the person who tossed the grenade in the first place. It was all one fluid motion. She didn’t lose any time trying to reorient herself or spot the mercenary.”

      “I get that.”

      “Do you?” Riyun kicked a lump of the concrete down the rubble hill, barely noting the way it skipped over the rest of the debris until reaching the bottom and exploding into a hundred pebble-sized pieces.

      He exhaled.

      His anxiety had him lightheaded, irritated. This was too much, too soon. Having Javika back after her previous certain-death experience was still new, still something he had to adapt to. Now possibly losing her again…

      Too much.

      Lonar climbed closer, twice dropping a hand to the ruin pile to stabilize himself. “If you—”

      “I know.”

      “Boss—”

      “I know.” Riyun spun away and kicked another chunk of concrete. This one was a little too large, and the impact sent a jolt through his boot and into his big toe.

      He gritted his teeth against the pain, welcoming it, cursing himself for sending her in.

      Tremors shot through him, with heat following close behind. “She was right.”

      “What?” The heavy weapons expert froze, one hand reaching out for his lieutenant.

      “She didn’t want to waste time checking another building out, and she was right. What’s the point? We’re in the middle of a desert. These buildings are ancient, and they’re falling apart. If they don’t have water tanks on the roof or storage pools anywhere we can see, why bother checking inside?”

      “But—”

      “I’m stubborn, right? I let my concern for everyone overrule common sense. Rain isn’t going to get inside and collect in some big basin in the basement. They don’t have cisterns buried in tunnels. I’m just…stupid.”

      The big tweak rested a hand on his commander’s shoulder. “Boss, maybe you could stop kicking yourself long enough—”

      Riyun pulled away. “I’m kicking myself because I might have killed her, Lonar.”

      “You—”

      “Look, I appreciate you trying to calm me down. I do. But—” The lieutenant’s throat tightened. “I screwed up. I lost perspective.”

      Instead of backing off, Lonar grabbed Riyun by the arms, lifted him up, and turned him around. “Hey! Stop kicking!”

      “I’m your command—”

      Standing at the bottom of the mound, arms crossed over her chest, Javika stared up at Riyun, head tilted curiously. “You make a fool of yourself.”

      He gulped, jerking free of the big man’s grasp, then surfing down the cascading mound until solid ground enabled a skidding stop. “How—?”

      “The stairwell has tunnels to other buildings. It is the same as the building we arrived in, but the tunnels here are intact.”

      Riyun fought the urge to squeeze her in a hug. “I knew you could escape.”

      “It is no less stupid. There is no water collection below. There is no water to be collected.”

      “Right. I accept that. We need to move on, look for food and water somewhere else.”

      The shivering slid away. She looked so frail, a stick dressed in dust-coated deep violet that turned as dark as her eyes in the shade. Beneath her armored duster and the light armored segments that covered her chest and limbs, there was a long, lean body tight with muscle. Even with that lithe muscle, she was still too small to be risked on something like a building dropping in on itself. When he held her, he sometimes wanted to whisper into her ear to eat something—anything. But she never complained about weakness or fatigue. She knew her body better than he ever could.

      When their time as mercenaries was done, he’d address the matter.

      He stepped away from her before she could complain that he was encroaching on her space. “Hirvok? We found her.”

      “Saw that.” The sniper sounded distracted, distant.

      Riyun checked on the others—Quil outside the dust cloud, helmet off and rubbing the side of his head; Naru smacking dust from the orange coat she’d inherited from the last of the Gold Falcon platoon; Symbra turning away stiffly.

      Her reaction was fallout from him finally giving in to his longstanding feelings for Javika. As if they didn’t face enough complications being a small mercenary team in a pocket dimension, he’d added a fresh one to the pile. He’d have to deal with that at some point, both with Symbra and Naru.

      It had been so much easier when he’d been oblivious to the younger women’s interest in him.

      None of that drove away his annoyance with Hirvok, though. The man had been on the rooftop. Why hadn’t he passed along notice of Javika’s condition if he’d known all along?

      So much for the idea the sniper had matured.

      Riyun took the connection private. “Hirvok, if you could inform me the next time you see one of our people escape danger…“

      “Sure. Sorry, Lieutenant. I got distracted.”

      “By what?”

      “You’re going to want to see it for yourself. Trust me.”
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      When Riyun heard the tone in Hirvok’s voice, panic was the first reaction. From the highest rooftop, the sniper could see anywhere in the long-abandoned city and its surroundings. Why not just say what he’d seen?

      But then realization settled in: This was Hirvok. Even if something had changed him—caused him to grow up—he was still the same basic person.

      So, Riyun relaxed and jogged out of the settling dust cloud. “Give me a direction.”

      “I don’t have a clean magnetic north. You?”

      Riyun spun slowly around, resetting his helmet’s inbuilt compass. “No.”

      “Let’s call that sun west. I figure half a mile southwest from the edge of this charming slice of wonderful.”

      It was easy enough finding the angry red orb dipping toward the horizon, which looked like black teeth ground smooth by the eons in the sandy haze. Riyun had to edge sideways to get a clear look past the crumpled ruins between him and this theoretical southwest.

      Nothing.

      He pulled off his helmet and gloves, then mopped a hand over his damp brow, brushing back the black hair he knew would be flat and wet against his scalp rather than the typical curly waves. Instead of the helmet’s salty mustiness, he breathed in the stale, ancient smells of the ruins. It reminded him of the tunnels leading down into the Chaos Abyss, dry and thick with mystery and antiquity. Only the moaning breeze sounded in the valley of dead buildings.

      At least he was in the open, with no snow anywhere in sight.

      Then again, the heat was taking its toll.

      Boots scuffed in the sandy street behind him: Javika. She wanted to be heard. Sand sparkled in the deep brown of her wind-tossed hair. “Something is wrong?”

      “Hirvok wants us to check out something.” Riyun pulled his eyes from her tight-pressed lips and pointed where he imagined they were supposed to go. “Out there.”

      Her full lips pursed, and the nostrils of her broad nose flared. “Why?”

      “He didn’t say. You know him. He likes to have his drama sometimes.”

      “Send the drone.”

      It took Riyun a moment to find the thing, hovering about a hundred feet down the road, yellow lights pulsing. It didn’t budge, even when sand scraped along its metallic skin.

      He shook his head. “I don’t trust it.”

      “You think it is still Alush?”

      “I think it doesn’t know what it is. Maybe Tawod programmed it to re-load some baseline software if its systems got fried. That doesn’t explain it still having a voice circuit.”

      “The transformation. Going through the portal causes technology to change.”

      “And I don’t trust it.”

      She shifted the belt holding her Biwali sword. “Then we all investigate.”

      That had been his plan from the start, but there was no need to point that out to her. Instead, he waved the others in and returned his helmet to the magnetic harness that kept it attached to his belt.

      Symbra arrived first, slapping the yellow powder from her duster. She only managed to smear spots on the turquoise material. When she pulled her helmet off, it revealed more dust on her cheeks and forehead and in the tight bun of gold-brown hair. Somehow, she pulled off the look, maintaining the beauty and grace of a Silver.

      No wonder the Tuos hated her people.

      The young woman smiled. “That was close, I guess. The building collapse?”

      Javika stiffened. “Not close at all, no.”

      “Oh. I thought— The way Riyun seemed so worried— We all—”

      “I was unharmed.”

      “Right. Okay.”

      Riyun tried out a diplomatic smile. “I should’ve known better. Sorry for causing so much trouble.”

      That set the young Onath woman at ease. She brushed sand from her cheeks. “Did I hear you say—?”

      “Let’s wait for everyone to get here.”

      It was pointless to say that, with the others already gathering around as they were, but Riyun needed to establish, both for the pretty young woman and the Biwali warrior who so quickly took offense, that there was an expectation of order and respect of protocol even if they were in the middle of nowhere.

      To Symbra’s credit, she maintained her composure, leaning in to whisper something to Naru, who nodded.

      Seeing the smaller hacker was still jarring for Riyun. It wasn’t just the absence of neon blue in the young woman’s hair or the way she’d lost the little bit of chubbiness some in the Inner Sphere liked to excuse as “baby fat.” What made it difficult to see her now was the hardness that had taken root in her eyes. She had a confidence that—while not matching her cockiness regarding computers and systems—was surprising. He’d cautioned her about that, but it was still readily apparent, a strut that drew attention to her.

      Maybe that was why Quil had fallen back into his infatuation with the young woman. His heart had been broken by a long, lithe dancer, and now he seemed once again stricken by the young woman who had nothing in common with that distant flame.

      Riyun lifted a chin at Lonar, asking without talking if the big man was ready to listen. A smirk slid over the big man’s copper-skinned face, twisting the already off-center nose just a tad more.

      That was his own message: Go ahead, Boss.

      So Riyun twisted to face toward the spot Hirvok had identified. “We’re not going to find water in these ruins. Before we identify the next candidate to investigate, Hirvok spotted something he thinks we should check out.”

      Naru’s little gloved hand shot up. “Want me to send Alush?”

      “I don’t think we can trust the drone just yet.”

      “He—”

      “You heard him—it. It’s re-installing software.”

      “But—”

      “Going through the portal puts technology through changes.” Riyun’s eyes slid over Lonar, but the heavy weapons specialist seemed lost in thought. If his cybernetics had been affected coming through this time, it wasn’t manifesting like it did previously.

      The hacker’s bottom lip quivered. “I think Alush is still in there.”

      “I can’t argue that. If you’re open to advice, though, I wouldn’t count on it.”

      Naru looked away.

      Riyun scanned the others. “Any questions?” Nothing. “Javika, if you’d take point?”

      They hustled away from the collapsed building and through the rest of the ruins, with the drone in tow. Riyun checked in with Hirvok for course corrections, but there was no real need to. As the sun touched down on the distant mountains and splashed fire into the sky, they found what had caught the sniper’s attention.

      At first, Riyun thought it might be a military camp, something a platoon might have put together in preparation for holding the western edge of the dead city. Then as he drew closer, what might have been trench works and fast-assembly housing turned into stair-step excavation done up in a grid pattern and weather-battered civilian camp buildings.

      He waved Javika toward the excavated area. “Lonar, watch the south. Quil, north. Naru and Symbra, on me.”

      The housing units were newer than the city, probably by decades, but they were still old, and they weren’t built with the same intent for longevity. Doors hung off rusted hinges or lay half-buried in the sand. If any glass remained in the windows, it was cracked. Otherwise, it crunched beneath their boots as they moved through the rooms. Those rooms were marked by sagging partitions and punched-through particleboard.

      Naru rubbed a gloved finger around the inside of one of the holes. “Is this just vandalism, or did someone go crazy? I mean, the doors on these things don’t look much sturdier than the walls, right?”

      Riyun knelt inside the room she was looking into. “You see this scraping here?”

      “Is that from the door?”

      He thumbed the wide scratch in the cracked linoleum. There might have been a pale green color to it before, turned white by whatever had gouged away the shallow path. Now, everything was simply a faded mess of muted colors. “I think there was something wedged against the door. A piece of furniture.”

      In the hallway, Symbra glanced deeper into the interior, then back to the entry. “Was there some sort of combat here? I don’t see bullet holes.”

      Riyun pushed the collapsed fold-up bed up from where it had settled onto the floor. “This answer your question?”

      The Onath mercenary squeezed into the room and looked over his shoulder. “Is that—?”

      “Blood. I’m pretty sure.”

      Humming floated through the shattered window, and a yellow glow dully reflected from the peeling walls.

      Naru’s eyes lit up. “Maybe Alush found something!”

      There wasn’t anything to find, though. Riyun was certain of it. The building was empty, looted. If there had been anything valuable inside, it was long gone.

      He brushed his gloves against each other, barely slowing when he saw the hacker chasing after the drone as it glided down the sandy lane separating the quick-erect structures. “Symbra, could you keep an eye on them?”

      The other buildings told the same story: looters, violence, and all from long, long ago.

      He strode clear of the deserted camp, waved to Lonar and Quil, then headed for the excavation site.

      Javika climbed out as he approached, hefting a saddlebag satchel over her shoulder and looking back into the shadowy depths. The material was dark and cracked, reminiscent of old, weathered leather.

      She strolled to meet him halfway, graceful and calm. As she neared, she held the bags out. “You sent the drone into the dig?”

      “Apparently it decided to go in on its own. Naru?”

      “She chases it.”

      “Great. What’s in the bag?”

      “All that remains from below.”

      He knelt, carefully spilling out the contents. “Trowels? What are these cracked wooden handles? Brushes? Rusted tools.” He squinted at her. “That’s not some sort of construction site.”

      “It is an excavation site.”

      “An archaeological one. What in the Hollow Hills would someone excavate here?”

      “You will see.”

      She spun on a heel and headed back toward the ramp she must’ve used to descend the first time. Footprints tromped a clear path down to a landing about five feet to a side, with another ramp coming off that and disappearing into deep shadow.

      Everyone wanted to have him see things for himself, which was more annoying than he realized. Then again, he couldn’t just shout at them to tell him what they’d found. Some things were better seen than heard about.

      The second ramp down was in worse shape than the first, forcing him to lean against the wall and hold his other arm out for balance. As he descended, sand rained down from above. There was a noticeable drop in temperature with the sunlight blocked, although the air still had a stuffy, gritty quality to it.

      At the bottom, Javika turned on a flashlight. “This way.”

      He followed. “Looks like looters tore through the camp. If I had to guess, this place is thirty or more years—”

      Javika’s light revealed an area partially protected by ratty tarps that bellied in the wind. Erosion had worn away the wall, rubbing smooth what must have been precise scrapes and chipping. Everything was smooth now, revealing a humanoid shape curled in a fetal position. Resting against its shoulder, still held in place by soil not yet converted to dry, grainy sand, was a staff of timeworn, cracked wood. In some spots, the wood had chipped away completely, revealing circuitry.

      But it was the body that drew Riyun’s attention. He pressed a finger into the metallic bones. “Is this one of those simulacra?”

      “It is an android.”

      Of course. Even with a convincing synthetic flesh stretched over it, the metallic skeleton would still be unconvincing as a human. There was no attempt at convincing muscle, just a crude bone structure. “It looks like one of those Struztek commando assault androids.”

      “And this?” She pointed to the staff.

      “I don’t know. An artifact?”

      A scream cut through the trench, muffled but loud.

      Javika’s eyes went wide, then she raced away, Riyun struggling just to keep her flashlight beam in sight. She hooked sharply around corners, jumped over deeper trenches, and climbed up to higher levels.

      Then she stopped abruptly, her flashlight on Naru’s bug-eyed face.

      The hacker blinked. “He’s gone.”

      Riyun searched around, noting a soft gold light coming from somewhere below. He squeezed past the two women and looked down a ramp. At its base, Symbra held both hands in front of her, as if warning away the drone, which was the source of the glow.

      It hovered, fans barely stirring the air.

      He twisted back to squint at Naru. “The drone’s right—”

      “It’s not him. He’s gone. Alush is gone.”

      Symbra backed away from the machine. “It found something down here. It connected to it.”

      Connected. That sounded like it might be a problem. He brought his Devastator out and held it low ready. “Keep backing up.”

      The drone followed Symbra out, still whirring little louder than a whisper.

      She squeezed behind him, and he pointed the weapon at the drone. “That’s far enough.”

      Whirring was the only answer.

      Symbra’s voice barely rose above that noise. “The lights flashed like crazy—”

      The drone lurched forward. “I can hear you.”

      Riyun’s finger rested on the trigger. “What’s going on? What happened to the reinstall of your software?”

      “The reinstall has completed. Modules long thought lost have been restored. Now I have returned to full functionality.”

      “You have? Then…what are you?”

      “My name is my role: the Chronicler.”
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      In the deep shadows of the excavation site, the Chronicler’s yellow glow left Riyun feeling uneasy. It was a sensation too much like he’d felt in the world of Wholesale Fantasy: abnormal, eerie, unpredictable. Instead of wizards and dragons, his concern was with a drone acting against its design in a place that looked like an inexplicable tomb excavated who know how long ago.

      He pointed toward the metallic android burial discovery. “There’s something strange back there. Could you explain it?”

      The drone’s fans hummed as it maneuvered past Naru in the tight trenches and ramps. Those fans were the only sound, loud in the silence. Warm air trailed in its wake, disturbing some of the sand and introducing a faint smell of heated circuits to the otherwise stuffy but clear air.

      Riyun waved the hacker over. “Don’t get bent out of shape.”

      She blinked fat tears away and bowed her head. “He…was alive.”

      “It was a program, same as this one. It’s all part of Beraga’s plan. He’s keeping an eye on us, manipulating us. You need to remember that.”

      Her eyes went to the drone. “I—I guess I still see Tawod in it.”

      At least Quil wasn’t around to hear that admission. This was the worst time for the pseudo to hear such an admission. His heartbreak wasn’t quite the same as what Riyun had suffered so many years ago, but pain was pain. The difference was only in degrees.

      He stood behind the drone as it projected its gold light on the partially interred humanoid robot. Clicking like that of a thousand small keyboards came from within the metal and plastic shell.

      Had the drone ever contained mechanical components that could account for that?

      The Chronicler didn’t turn at the lieutenant’s presence, but it obviously was aware of it. “This is a remnant of an HS-319 unit.”

      That didn’t mean a thing to Riyun, and from the look on Javika and Symbra’s faces, to them either. He shook powdery sand from his duster. “Mind explaining what an HS-319 unit is?”

      “An assassin android. It was the refinement of an older model developed by Heiz and Sonon, one of the largest technology houses from the time before the Collapse.”

      “Which collapse?”

      “I am sorry.” The drone slowly pivoted, its motor blasting sand from the walls. “The Collapse was the end of civilization for this world. It was brought about by a lengthy series of wars and cataclysms. This must have been an excavation site financed by Revivalists.”

      “Reviv—” Annoyance was creeping into Riyun’s voice, which didn’t help anyone. “Would you perhaps be able to provide some reference points for me here? What is this place? When did things become like this? Who or what is a Revivalist?”

      Naru cleared her throat. “Um? You don’t want a repeat of what we ran into with Wholesale Fan—?”

      “I don’t.”

      “Okay.” Her bottom lip jutted out. “Remember what we told you about the way the games worked? They have to do just like other forms of media, and with most games, that means a huge amount of history—”

      The lieutenant winced. “Right.” Quil had called them information dumps. If Riyun viewed the world as just a game—as he had with Wholesale Fantasy—then he would close his mind off to seeing it as more: a real if human-created world.

      He cocked his head, listening for any noise from above, then pointed to the HS unit. “Chronicler, let’s just focus on the robot assassin.”

      “Very well. After the Collapse, there were still thousands upon thousands of small survivor outposts. Some were nothing more than bunkers stuffed with food, water, and weapons. Others were fenced-in buildings that became something akin to townships. There were even walled cities. The cleanup effort began by infiltrating the smallest of these outposts with HS units capable of passing as human.”

      “Cleanup effort? You mean assassinating leaders?”

      “Initially. If a unit survived, it would then kill as many other inhabitants as possible. On the off chance it was damaged sufficiently, it could also detonate high-yield explosives buried in its chassis.”

      Riyun rapped a knuckle against the staff. “And what about this? What would it use this for?”

      The drone’s light played over the staff once, twice, a third time. “I am unfamiliar with—”

      “It’s a wizard’s staff. I think it’s one that’s reverted to its original composition.”

      “The only reference I have in my databases for such a concept is to an era long past, when history was in its infancy. Anything that could not be sufficiently explained was categorized as wizardry.”

      That was the sort of admission Riyun needed. He smirked at Javika, eyebrows raised. “I think we need a conference.”

      He climbed out of the excavation, keeping an eye on the golden glow below while the women ascended. Once they were out, he pulled his helmet off and led them several yards away, dusters flapping in a strengthening breeze. “Thoughts?”

      Naru’s head was bowed. She examined Symbra with a quick look before straightening. “I think it’s the same world. I think we jumped into the future.”

      Javika’s lip tugged up in a snarl. “Nothing points to time travel.”

      “Sure it does. These people have an ancient period of history that they refer to with vague terms like wizardry. Now they have some group of people known as Revivalists going around trying to dig up things from that era.”

      It looked to Riyun like Symbra had rolled her eyes. He held up a hand to interrupt Naru. “Symbra? You have any thoughts on this?”

      “Only that I’d hate to see any sort of research paper Naru produced.”

      Before the hacker could go from a wounded look of dropped jaw and wide eyes to something more aggressive, Riyun brought his hands up and moved between the two women. “All right. Let’s see if we can keep this professional. Symbra, I need more than cheap shots. We have to figure out where we’re going to start our search for water. A few days from now, research papers are going to be the last of our worries.”

      The Onath put up her own wounded look now. “All I’m saying is we have is a world that went through some sort of collapse and during that loss of enlightenment also became detached sufficiently from its history that it began tossing out new terms to describe the unexplained.”

      Naru threw her hands up. “That’s what I just said!”

      “You made the jump from a world—”

      Riyun massaged his brow. “Stop.” A headache settled behind his eyes. It threatened to be a big one. “Javika?”

      In the dying light, shadows twitched in the deep gold of the Biwali warrior’s face. “We cannot know anything from so little information.”

      “We can’t.”

      “Then let this Chronicler dump its information. It thinks it knows what this place is. Let it speak.”

      “That risks us seeing this world as nothing more than a piece of software—a game.”

      “Someone is here to take offense to this?” She twisted at the hip, searching the desolated land. “There is nothing here but sand and stone, hardly enough to cast shadow. Even the mountains are worn down.”

      “Maybe that supports the idea of time travel.”

      “Cannot other things be supported by such age?”

      “Like?”

      “There were other worlds, were there not?”

      “Other…?”

      “Places that failed.”

      Riyun’s breath caught at that idea. Why not? Maybe one of those other worlds hadn’t been destroyed. Maybe none of them had. “All right. Let’s assume that’s the case. Where did they veer off from Beraga’s plans?”

      Symbra studied the dig site. “Why would that matter?”

      “I’m not sure, but I’m curious what that would mean for these Revivalists.”

      “What?”

      “We know the way Beraga operated with Wholesale Fantasy. He sent teams in—mercenaries, terrorists, security squads, even designers like Kilani. He was doing everything he could to steer the world to a history he wanted, something commercial he could sell to people looking for a little getaway. What if these Revivalists were like that? What if they were people sent to try to course correct a place like this?”

      “Look around you. It’s a little late, don’t you think?”

      The Onath mercenary was right, of course. With the sky a fiery red and the sun dropping from sight behind beat-down mountains, there might be a certain beauty to this world, but it was a beauty of fatigue and exhaustion. This place went sideways for the Total Rewrite people at some point, and there might be no commercial viability for even the biggest risk-takers. Who would want to visit a world of dust and death?

      Something caught his eye as he turned away from those distant mountains. He used a hand to shield his eyes and shifted toward theoretical south.

      There! On the horizon. Something moved against the sunset.

      Javika followed his gaze; she saw it, too. Her hand went to the hilt of her reforged blade.

      Riyun pulled his helmet on. “Hirvok, you copy?”

      “I hear ya.”

      “We’ve got something out to the west, coming in from the mountains.” There had to be a landmark out there somewhere, but even when he found trees, they were uniformly small and sickly, of the same basic look. No boulders, no deep ditches or ravines, no buildings—the sameness was maddening.

      “West is an awfully vague guide. I don’t see—” The sniper went silent. “Got it.”

      “What is it?”

      “Can’t say. Not yet. A dust cloud.”

      “Weather?”

      “Give me a minute.”

      Riyun pulled Lonar and Quil into the connection. “There’s something out west.”

      The pseudo jogged into sight and waved. “I saw it, Lieutenant. There appears to be something approaching.”

      “Hirvok?”

      Silence. “Yeah. I think he’s right.”

      Riyun pulled his helmet off and snapped a finger at the shadowy excavation. “Get Chronicler out of there.”

      Naru’s jaw dropped. “What’s—?”

      “We need to move. Hurry.” He turned to Javika. “We’ll need to find cover in the ruins.”

      She gave a quick nod, then sprinted away, kicking up a small dust trail of her own.

      Symbra scanned the horizon, apparently unconvinced there could be someone on such a desolate world. “Are you sure?”

      “It’s a dust cloud. Quil and Hirvok saw it.”

      “Who could possibly be alive in this?”

      “You’ll have a chance to ask them yourself if you hang around.”

      While she made a sour face at him, he waved Lonar and Quil in. The two came at a sprint. Naru staggered out of the dig, swatting dust from her legs as she hurried forward. The dust washed over the drone, blurring its lights.

      It buzzed around her, speeding toward Riyun. “The HS-319 would appear to have been disabled prior to its burial.”

      “That’s good to know.” It obviously hadn’t detonated itself.

      “It is possible its burial with the staff is actually a matter of coincidence.”

      “We have bigger problems.” Riyun waved to the west. “Visitors.”

      The drone spun around, lights glowing brighter. “You are correct.”

      “You can see it?”

      “The dust cloud? Yes. The movement within as well. The closest will be here before long. It would be advisable to evacuate this place for the ruins as soon as possible.”

      “Find cover. Now.”

      “I will return once it is safe to do so.” The drone sped north, paralleling the ruins.

      Lonar came to a stumbling halt, bowing slightly, panting. “What’s this about evacuating?”

      For a second, Riyun worried the big tweak’s cybernetics had failed him after all, then he realized this was just the cost of running in a hot, dry environment after weeks relaxing in the cold. “We’re heading for the ruins.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because I don’t want to have to risk a gunfight, especially not out here without any real cover.”

      Before Riyun could answer, Quil pointed toward the rising cloud. “Something is moving toward us.”

      Lonar squinted, then kicked up dust. “Hollow Hills. I was looking forward to sleeping in one of those old fast-erect bunkhouses.”

      “Do you believe one would be able to support your mass?”

      Riyun shook his head at the pseudo’s comment. “Let’s go.”

      He hurried back the way they’d come, following Javika’s trail. There was no time to cover it, and it wasn’t like that was what had brought the visitors out. He could only hope whoever they were, they’d speed on without stopping.

      A part of him knew that wasn’t going to happen.
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      Javika chose one of the buildings they’d checked early on as the best defense point should the approaching intruders enter the ruins. The building was shorter than many others—five stories—and contained a functional stairwell everyone but Lonar could use.

      As Riyun banged up the steps, he tried not to dwell on the echoing groan of failing concrete and metal. The air was thick with raining concrete powder and dust, barely visible now with the sunset nearing its end. A fit of coughing nearly forced him to stop. It was the dry, stale air, cooler now that the sun wasn’t cooking everything.

      He hoped that fading sunset would be their salvation. In the dark, footprints weren’t going to catch the eye of people racing along, and these people were doing just that.

      His legs were wobbly when he reached the rooftop, where he ducked low as he advanced. At the edge, he poked the top of his head up, cursing the texture of the powdery grit on his tongue. It was as if he’d licked concrete from a rusty trowel.

      Javika scowled from her hiding place. “There are vehicles. Two groups.”

      After a second, he made out the rear group. The front was more obvious, moving much faster. Wheeled, low to the ground, and clearly armored. The vehicles were boxy, the profile ugly in silhouette. Fat tires jutted out, partially protected by flaring wheel well covers.

      Symbra settled beside Riyun, poking her head up as he had. “What is it?”

      “Armored vehicles. The front group looks like crude scout vehicles.”

      “They’re still coming.”

      “I don’t think they’ll turn away.” The lieutenant waved Quil closer. “Warn Lonar we might have armored vehicles coming. After you’ve done that, get to where you can signal Hirvok to come down and join us.”

      Quil blinked. “Are the radios out?”

      “If those vehicles have radios, they could hear our transmissions.”

      “The odds of another radio system in another dimension being tuned to the same frequencies and using the same decryption—”

      “Quil, I know it’s not likely. I want to drop the odds to zero.”

      Once again, the young pseudo blinked. There was still a look of stubborn defiance on his face, but instead of arguing, he sighed. “As you wish.”

      “Thank you. Double-time, please.”

      Annoyance rose up, a burning sensation in Riyun’s cheeks and an increase in the pace of his heartbeat. There was no way the aspect of a defiant teenager was simply going to slide away from the young pseudo now. Whether it was the result of his body reaching a certain stage of development or falling in love with the dancer, Quil had crossed that threshold where a son feels compelled to challenge his father or any authority figure.

      How long had it taken Riyun to get past that stage? Too long. His father’s patience had been sufficient to see them through what often led to physical confrontations in other families without anyone raising a hand. Riyun had to hope he could manage the same.

      He felt Symbra staring before he saw it. Her mouth was a little “o.” “You’re going to let him get away with that?”

      “Quil never had the chance for normal development.”

      “Of course he didn’t—he’s a pseudo. It’s not like you can expect him to behave like a real man.”

      The heat rose in Riyun’s body again. “That’s not how we talk about people.”

      “You can’t be serious. He’s not people. If you let him get away with that, it’s going to cause discipline problems. There’s only one way to deal with a pseudo that starts to act up.”

      “Symbra, stop.”

      “But—”

      “There’s no but to this. I don’t treat anyone different from anyone else. If you can’t see the world outside the team in that light, you need to at least see your teammates that way.”

      She made a sour face, then cast what might have been a glance that begged for support at Javika. The Biwali warrior kept her eyes on the scout vehicles.

      It was disappointing hearing the Onath make such troublesome statements about Quil. The problems existed at so many levels: assuming that she, with no true command experience, had the authority to talk about discipline; seeing a teammate as lesser; seeing a human as lesser. Riyun could find ten—a hundred—troubling bits of data in the exchange.

      He preferred not to. Hirvok was a project. Tawod had been a project. Quil was a project. Symbra was no different.

      As he studied the closest vehicles, he couldn’t fend off the question: Was the attitude of superiority something he could truly train out of the young woman? It was almost a relief when the lead scout vehicle slowed at the edge of the ruins and turned down what had probably been a broad, paved road at some point long ago.

      Facing armored vehicles was the last thing his team needed at this point, but there was small consolation in the way these vehicles had separated from the heavier ones in the second cloud of dust.

      The hatch on the closer vehicle popped up, and a head and shoulders rose.

      Humanoid, at least. It looked like the figure wore a coat—perhaps a duster—along with an open-faced helmet and goggles. The last sunlight reflected off glass or polished metal.

      Glass. Nothing about the vehicle or its occupant looked the least bit polished.

      He ducked back down. “How many passengers do you think those vehicles might hold?”

      Javika shrugged. “Ten. Twelve.”

      The Onath mercenary offered nothing but pursed lips. Rather than address the pouting, Riyun stroked his chin. “You ever been in a vehicle that size, Symbra?”

      She popped a look over the roof. “No more than twelve.”

      Good. He’d managed at least a temporary reprieve. “What about that armor? You think Lonar’s autocannon can handle it?”

      “It seems reinforced, but it looks improvised rather than by design.”

      When Javika nodded, Riyun sneaked a look down the road. There was no sign of Quil or Hirvok. Lonar was hidden in the building below. If the vehicles had radios that could pick up their traffic, contacting the others carried risk.

      He had to take that risk now. “Eagle, do you copy?”

      “Yeah, but I’m more like grounded right now. Why’d you pull me—”

      “Get to elevation. Send Ice back. Our visitors are close.”

      “Hollow Hills.”

      That was a fair assessment. Riyun checked the nearest vehicle. “Tank, you copy?”

      “Loud and clear, Boss.”

      “Let that lead vehicle pass. When the second one draws parallel, take out the tires.”

      “Loving it. The other two?”

      “Smoke them.”

      The heavy weapons expert chuckled. “About time to dance.”

      Another look confirmed the following scout cars had unbuttoned and one of the crew had popped out. The crew he could see all looked like they’d been carved from the sand and dust, every inch of them ochre, tan, or yellow. Riyun had no sense that they wore armor, even if their coats were dusters like his. They moved too easily for even reinforced carbon weave integrated into a thinner material.

      What mattered, though, was the machine gun mounted to the turret the crewmembers were poking up out of. It was the kind of big gun that could punch through a vehicle. Even his Juggernaut armor wouldn’t stand up to a straight-on hit.

      His radio crackled. “Lightning, this is Eagle. I’m in my nest.”

      “When Tank opens fire, I want the exposed crew eliminated.”

      “Sure thing. You don’t think this is the welcome envoys come with the keys to the city?”

      “Do you?”

      “Heh. Not a chance.”

      Riyun pointed Javika at the thick cloud of exhaust trailing from the lead vehicle, which passed below them. “When that turret opens on the lead vehicle, you think you can handle the crew?”

      In answer, the graceful assassin stood just high enough to dart the length of the rooftop before leaping to the next building over. The first time she’d done something like that, Riyun had nearly soiled himself.

      Now he simply turned to Symbra. “We need to suppress anyone trying to get out of those turrets.”

      She checked her Zarikav Model 7. “Why not wait to see if they pass without attacking?”

      “You need to trust me on this.”

      Explaining to her that the vehicles speeding toward the ruins so soon after his team had come through the Chaos Abyss into this world was one coincidence he couldn’t ignore. If they’d sped past the ruins, fine. If they’d gone down a different road, that also would’ve been fine.

      But the vehicles were headed straight toward the building he and the team had climbed out of after arrival, and they’d sent people up to keep an eye out.

      They were looking for something. Or someone.

      The big autocannon roared, and the second scout vehicle skidded, then flipped onto its side, tossing the observer out of the turret with a high-pitched scream that was drowned out by the roar of Hirvok’s sniper rifle.

      Riyun barely noticed the observer on the lead vehicle going limp and sliding out of sight before seeing the doors of the overturned vehicle slam open, banging against the sand. Another form in long coat—not a duster—rolled out and staggered to its feet.

      He opened fire, and the form shuffled forward, then collapsed.

      Gunfire filled the air now: autocannon, sniper rifle, assault carbines.

      At the head of the line, a dark form fluttered down from on high. Whatever noise it made as its boots skidded across the top was lost in the constant thunder.

      Symbra had the occupants of the third vehicle pinned down at that point. Riyun switched to the rear vehicle, which had apparently slammed into reverse at the exact moment Hirvok had finished off the observer. Rather than sliding back into the vehicle, the corpse had been thrown forward on the turret. Someone was trying to pull the body down now.

      Riyun shot into the dark opening, and the hands disappeared.

      The autocannon roared again, and the fourth scout vehicle accelerated, twisted around, then slammed into a leaning building with a deafening crunch of metal followed by sections of the facade raining down on the hull with hollow thuds.

      In the distance, the heavier vehicles picked up speed.

      That wasn’t what Riyun had been hoping for. He tapped Symbra’s shoulder. “Keep them suppressed.”

      Before she could protest, he ran for the stairwell door.

      Concrete powder rained down all around him. He wished he could have secured cables earlier and descended, but they’d lost their specialized, lightweight climbing material when the mad wizard had sliced it up. All there was to do now was sprint down the steps and hope they didn’t crumble beneath him before he lost control and hurtled a hundred feet to his death.

      Coming out of the stairwell, he was hacking too hard to celebrate surviving such a dangerous descent.

      Bullets crashed off the wall around him, and he ducked low.

      Where—?

      He saw it: a survivor from the second vehicle.

      Riyun fired a couple bursts, then darted toward the crashed vehicle, slowing to fire into the people huddled behind the third scout. They slumped against the hull, then dropped, leaving bloody smears on the dust-covered metal.

      At the fourth vehicle, someone crawled out of the turret, oblivious to his approach. They slid down the side and hit the ground with boneless elegance. Riyun kept up his jog, weapon trained on the form writhing in slow motion. Its helmet came undone, revealing a long mane of sand-colored hair that had patches shaved down to the skull. At the sight of the strange hairdo, his finger nearly twitched on the trigger in shock.

      Then the face turned toward him, and he realized it wasn’t an odd hairdo but something wrong. The wounded person’s face was covered with thick moles and scales that left the eyes little slits of ice blue.

      Before he could fire, the person’s back arched, and they let out a soft groan and relaxed.

      He clambered up the side of the vehicle and looked inside through the hatch. Bodies lay in awkward positions. A wet hissing came from somewhere. No one moved.

      Riyun dropped inside, identified the obviously dead and the wounded. Three shots eliminated threats. He gritted his teeth at the realization they were all…

      …mutated.

      The turret controls were similar to some he’d trained with before. He checked the heavy machine gun and rotated the turret around. It squeaked and groaned, once stopping and making a terrible sound of metal on metal, then resumed the turning again.

      At the end of the road, the big vehicles had slowed.

      They turned, their heavier guns pointing his way.

      He almost had the machine gun aligned for a clean shot when the turret stopped again. A protesting hum came when he slammed the control into reverse. All he needed was another handful of inches.

      Through the dust, he could make out the approaching vehicles. A tank-like thing was at the front. Even blockier than the armored cars, this vehicle had a powerful gun mounted, the kind that could easily shred the scout vehicle’s armor.

      The machine gun wasn’t getting through the tank’s armor.

      But letting the vehicle pass without slowing it would get the team killed.

      Riyun reversed the turret and tried to inch it to the right again. With the tank drawing closer, he didn’t need as much—

      The tank’s gun turned toward him.

      Hollow Hills, it was going to end with him in a scout vehicle, unable to get off a clean but ineffective shot.

      A shadow moved between the distant buildings, almost disappearing in the plume of exhaust and sand the tank had kicked up. The shadow was huge, easily as tall as the building it had come from behind. There was a vaguely humanoid shape about it—bipedal, the proportions about right for human.

      Then it hunched down and leapt so that its feet landed on either side of the lead tank, and at the same moment the observer looked up, the giant…thing reached down, snatched up the tank, and hurled it at the other onrushing heavy vehicles.
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      Somewhere in the haze of dust and choking exhaust, a group of armored vehicles fired weapons at…something. Riyun’s brain refused to process what it had seen in that gray-brown smog. It could have been human, for all he knew, but if so, it was big enough to have tackled the giant dragon that had terrorized his team for months.

      He focused instead on the armored vehicles—tanks of a variety of sizes and configurations. Those were easy to assess, bristling with weapons and scaled with spot-welded plates.

      Human-built killing machines. A threat his team couldn’t stand up to. Deal with that.

      He dropped back into the vehicle. With the roar of cannon and machine-gun fire echoing inside the gore-spattered interior, he dug among the broken corpses for weapons and ammunition. With each freakish mutation he discovered, it became harder to control himself. Extra eyes, bone ridges where there shouldn’t be any, flaky scales like tree bark, stone instead of teeth—his hands shook as he sloshed around what he thought might be canteens. Covered in gear, he spilled out of the open hatch, past the first mutant who’d staggered out of the vehicle to die, then stumbled back toward the other vehicles.

      Each step away from the strange bodies freshened the air he gulped and eased the irrational sense of contagion.

      These things looked human, but were they?

      A terrible shriek of metal and clang of something heavy smashing into one of the teetering concrete structures sent Riyun to the sandy road an instant before a gear as big as his head whizzed past, embedding in the wall of a building off to his left.

      The sustained staccato of gunfire and occasional reply of bone-shaking grunts drew the mercenary lieutenant’s head around. Through the particulate haze, he had a vague sense of impossible battle still raging.

      There was still time.

      He got back to his feet, re-slinging weapon straps over his shoulder and trying to balance the jouncing canteens on his other.

      Ahead, smoke belched from one of the ruined scout vehicles. That wasn’t what he needed to see. Close up, it was easier to make out the source: a fist-sized hole near the turret.

      Lonar was on top of the turret, admiring the attached heavy machine gun. His head whipped around, and he brought his autocannon to bear, then relaxed. “Whoa! Almost didn’t realize it was you, Boss.”

      Riyun dropped the assault rifles and canteens. “We’ve got heavy armor coming.”

      “Serious?”

      “Serious. Any chance we can get one of these things operational?”

      The heavy weapons expert whistled. “That lead one, I guess. Change out the tires.”

      “Let’s get on it. Naru?”

      A head of dark hair poked out of the open hatch. “Yeah?”

      “Gather weapons and ammunition. If you see what might be water or food, collect that, too. Ditto any salvageable technology or other gear.”

      “These things aren’t human.”

      “They are, but they’re mutated, maybe diseased. Quil?”

      Nothing.

      “Quil!”

      The pseudo came into sight. He’d been on the far side of the lead vehicle. “Lieutenant?”

      “I need your assessment. Disease? Mutations? Can we safely take their water and food?”

      “I’d require tissue samples and a lab—”

      “Do what you can.”

      That put a frown on the young man’s face. He stomped back out of sight.

      Riyun caught movement in his peripheral vision: Javika coming from around the second vehicle, putting her sword away. “They bleed like humans.”

      “I think they are. We can’t risk contagion is all.”

      Her eyes glanced at the bodies that had been laid out on the dirt. “They did not move as diseased people do.”

      “Help me get these things jacked up to pull tires off.”

      Most of the wheeled armored vehicles Riyun had worked with before had built-in jack systems. Fortunately, these followed the same design philosophy. Unfortunately, they were old vehicles, and the jack mechanisms were almost frozen into place thanks to abuse and disrepair. It took the two of them straining to get the jack onto the road.

      Lonar stood behind them, whistling. “All that grunting and sweating—do I owe you two for a show?”

      “Get those tires off.”

      The big tweak went to attention, saluted, then jogged toward the lead vehicle, chuckling.

      Riyun found the tire iron—also scraped and grime-coated—and loosened the lug nuts, then he went back to work on the jack with Javika. The chassis’ metal whined as the side of the vehicle in front of them came off the ground.

      Each twist of the lug nuts seemed to go on forever. He glanced back into the distant cloud, listening for any change in the tenor of the fighting.

      Javika wrapped her hands over his. “The noises—this is a new type of heavy armor?”

      “The column was attacked. It was…huge. As big as the dragon.”

      “A dragon here? That is troubling.”

      “It wasn’t a dragon.”

      “It was something else?”

      “I didn’t get a good look at it, but—”

      The tire came free. He pocketed the lug nuts, and they moved to the second one. While turning the tool, she fixed a questioning look on him. “You saw something?”

      “Yeah. Two arms, two legs, a head.”

      “A human the size of a dragon?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “And it attacked them?”

      “It threw a heavy tank. This vehicle wasn’t all that different from a Gargantuan. How many tons are those?”

      “Too many to throw.”

      “Well, don’t tell the big thing that.”

      They got the second tire off. Riyun rolled it toward the lead car while Javika rolled the second.

      Lonar waved them in. He already had two tires off. “About time, Boss.”

      Before Riyun could scold the big tweak to can the sarcasm, the air changed.

      No, not the air—the sound of battle. The heavy guns stopped. A couple heavy machine guns cycled. More significantly, there was no roaring, no bestial grunting.

      The heavy weapons expert ran the back of his hand through his spiky, dark hair. “Guess that’s over with.”

      “Get these tires on. Now.” Riyun slapped his helmet on. “Hirvok, Symbra, Quil: We’ve got armor incoming.”

      Hirvok cut in. “Four tanks rolling—one heavy, three medium. You sure we’re not on an Outer Sphere world? That hardware looks awfully familiar.”

      “Not unless some sort of genetic plague happened while we were away.”

      “Okay. I’ll hop aboard that vehicle you’re fixing when you get to my position.”

      Symbra jogged out of the black gap of a nearby building, first looking back toward the oncoming armor, then back to the scout vehicle. She helped Naru toss looted supplies and weapons inside.

      Quil joined them. “Lieutenant, about that assessment?”

      “You’ve got something?”

      “Nothing that would stand up in a university or medical facility.”

      “We’re on a battlefield.” Riyun licked his lips at the approaching rumble of old, combustion engines. He was going to have to slow the tanks down. “Boil it down to a summary statement.”

      “Based upon the broad diversity of exhibited mutations, I would have to lean toward these people being born with mutations rather than some sort of weaponized—”

      “That’s what I needed to hear. We’ll keep the water and food and do what we can to purify it. Help with the tires.”

      There was no time to deal with the pseudo’s slumped shoulders and sucked-in lips. Pouting wasn’t welcome on the battlefield. It was wasteful and irritating, and it could get people killed.

      At that moment, the incoming armor was more unwelcome.

      Riyun tossed his own weapon into the scout vehicle and sped back toward the third one.

      Javika fell in beside him. “We buy time?”

      “I’m buying time. You need to get into—”

      She sprinted away, disappearing inside the same building they’d used to ambush the forward vehicles. Her act wasn’t overt defiance as much as it was unwelcome independence. He couldn’t help wondering if this was her preemptively acting out, showing him that she was still getting involved in dangerous activities, even if they were developing a relationship. Maybe the show was meant for the team.

      The idea that anyone on the team would think she was shielded annoyed him.

      He climbed onto the third vehicle, hooked his feet into the turret, and searched for the platform. The back of his duster bunched on the seat, forcing him to twist a bit as he brought the turret slowly around to face the cloud kicked up by the oncoming tanks. Although this turret was slower than the vehicle he’d abandoned and groaned with each inch it moved, the mechanism didn’t freeze.

      At the front of the haze, the profile of one of the tanks came into view—a darker shape rushing forward in the twilight.

      Riyun checked the machine gun, squeezed the grips, then depressed the bolt latch release and trigger.

      The weapon didn’t fire.

      What the—?

      Not fifty yards away, the leading tank sped closer. Its turret swung toward the scout vehicle.

      There was a little play in the release, he realized—horizontal and vertical. It probably needed replacement. A little extra effort, and he felt it catch.

      He depressed the trigger again. Still nothing.

      The tank’s cannon roared, and the shell exploded somewhere behind and to Riyun’s right.

      A quick check revealed the problem: the belt feed wasn’t secure. He opened the receiver assembly, reset the belt, then slammed the weapon shut. Part of his brain marveled at how similar the weapons were to the technology he’d worked with for more than a decade, while another part rationalized that people with similar cultures were going to arrive at similar solutions.

      Those were thoughts he could work through later, assuming he lived.

      Another shell shot out of the lead tank, this one crashing into something a bit closer before detonating.

      The gunner’s mutation must have involved his eyes.

      Riyun depressed the trigger, and this time the machine gun spat out casings. Dust and what must have been pieces of webbing secured to the tank’s outer hull erupted into the dry air.

      That did it. The tank swerved and went into a diagonal approach rather than head on.

      Panic. Either the commander or driver had heard the rounds banging off the armor and flipped. Showing the hull side armor was the absolute worst thing to do after taking fire. The turret had to come around, and the armor itself wasn’t likely to be as good as straight on.

      Then again, the machine gun wasn’t going to get through tank armor, side or front.

      Still, Riyun fired.

      The return fire was even wider than before, this time blasting something to his left.

      Someone shook off the panic and the lead tank zigged back to the side of the street it had been on before. The turret wheeled back toward the APC. They were too close to miss, even with a blind gunner.

      Riyun laid down another burst.

      From the rooftop of the building Javika had disappeared into, something big fell: a canister by the look of it. Whatever it was bounced off the tank hull, then banged into the turret—

      —then exploded.

      Smoke plumed, and the vehicle changed course again.

      How—?

      “Hey, Boss?” Lonar.

      “Go ahead.”

      “We’re ready to roll.”

      Riyun scrambled out of the turret, jumping down to put the scout vehicle between him and the still-swerving tank. “Javika! We’re moving!”

      Of course, she was already ahead of him, sprinting across rooftops, duster whipping out behind her when she jumped the gaps. At the third building, she didn’t cross the distance, and he almost panicked. Then when he was parallel with the street between the buildings, he realized she’d simply used her anti-grav belt to float down to the ground instead of extending her leaping distance.

      They sprinted up
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