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      One thing about the desert, the sameness meant that you couldn’t tell your people to just put one foot in front of the other and it would pass. If Riyun wanted to be generous, he might argue there were the occasional dunes or hollows to mark differences in the unending ochre sea.

      There weren’t. Not really.

      Beneath the blistering sun, everywhere he looked was the same: orange sand and stone, and occasionally something white jutting out.

      Bones. They had to be.

      His own team would be nothing but bone if things didn’t change soon. After three days, his tightly rationed water was nearly gone, and his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. Sometimes, the foul cotton-like spit coating his tongue was too much for his throat to manage.

      A quick look at the team assured him he wasn’t alone in this miserable state. Lonar looked the worst. His scar-jagged face had turned salty-white. Sweat glistened in the patchy, black hair that normally rose in stubborn spikes from his ugly mug. Despite the dry air cooling the perspiration, the big man stank: body odor and the even worse funk of underwear turned into the same sort of chafing mess as soiled diapers.

      They all stank. It was crazy the way the best undergarments absorbed so much sweat, and it couldn’t evaporate as quickly as it did elsewhere.

      Lonar’s heavy breathing established the cadence of their march as well as warning of his exertions. Like the others, he was down to his black mesh inner armor shirt, its sleeves rolled up to reveal the thick, sun-reddened muscles on his arms.

      It wasn’t enough. He was failing.

      Veins writhed across the heavy weapons expert’s bulging muscles when he raised his autocannon in mock salute. “Beautiful day, Boss.”

      “It can’t be too much longer.”

      That felt like the worst of lies to Riyun. He wasn’t even sure where they were going. Maybe the Chronicler was taking them to a safe place, like it promised. It was equally likely the reprogrammed drone was dragging them into the heart of the desert to leave them among a garden of bones.

      The big tweak’s boots made a chuffing sound as he marched parallel to Riyun, not looking back at the others. “Hey, Boss?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You ever wonder where we’re headed? I mean, did that flying machine actually promise to take us anywhere?”

      “Our destination.”

      “Uh-huh. What if he’s got a mass grave dug for us?”

      “No need for a grave in the desert.” Riyun nodded toward another white protrusion off to the right. “That look like a skull to you?”

      Lonar’s scarred face creased as he squinted at the bone mound. “Could be.”

      “A place like this, your body cooks pretty quickly. Gas builds up inside, and your guts explode. That’s probably two days, tops. The fluids ooze out quickly after that, then you’re just fast-rotting flesh.”

      “No bugs out here to eat you, though. No scavengers.”

      “There’re always scavengers. They’re probably hidden. Maybe they come out at night. Even without them, we’ll be bones within a month.”

      A grin twisted the big man’s face, emphasizing just how far off-center his nose was. “You like to cheer people up. Thanks.”

      Riyun wasn’t sure at first if the tweak was being sarcastic or not. “Glad to be of help.”

      That drew out a guffaw. “We’ll be fine. I trust the stupid robot.”

      “I’m glad you do.”

      “Not me, really. It’s—” Lonar jerked a thumb back at Naru and Quil.

      Of course the two techies would trust the drone. Riyun couldn’t be sure, but it was possible Naru still had her strange feelings for the drone, even though there was no indication the personality of its previous owner still existed inside the machine’s advanced processors. If that owner were here, he would struggle to recognize the cute, now almost waifish young woman.

      She’d pulled her black hair up off her neck. Gone were the dyed highlights and eyebrow stud. All that remained of the woman who’d signed on alongside the drone’s previous owner—Tawod Juns—was her tiny, heart-shaped mouth and the big green eyes.

      That and her wits. Combined with Quil, she was a lifesaver.

      At the sight of the sunburned pseudo, Riyun instinctively winced, which cracked his chapped lips. Blood oozed into his mouth. “Hollow Hills!”

      It had only been a muttered curse, but Lonar caught it. He let out a grunt and shook his head. “Cracked lips, bloody nose—you get used to the taste, I guess.”

      “I’d rather not.” But Riyun couldn’t afford to spit the metallic-tasting saliva out.

      “I don’t mean it tastes great. Maybe you just don’t notice it as much.”

      “Desensitized.”

      The big man tried to snap a gloved finger. “That’s the word.”

      Riyun ran his sandpaper tongue over the bleeding crack. “Quil must be miserable.”

      “Cuz he’s turning into a tomato?”

      “That peeling’s going to get worse.”

      “Probably. I asked him last night, and he said it was tender. I told him I’d seen a guy boiled alive looked better than him.”

      “Is that true?”

      “Boiled alive?”

      “Before you joined us?”

      “You mean before you forced me in at gunpoint?” The big man roared with laughter. “Yeah, it was when I was a kid. One of the other kids on that rock we was mining. We might’ve been built to handle the gravity and to bulk up fast, but they can’t put nothing inside you to keep you from cooking in a boiling bath.”

      Nothing about the tweak’s childhood ever sounded even remotely pleasant. How he came out of such horrors with anything remotely resembling a balanced psyche was a mystery.

      Riyun looked the young man over. “What was done to you was—”

      “Hey, Boss—I survived. That makes it all okay, y’know?”

      “It’s not okay.”

      “I’m the only guy got out of there. I’m not gonna complain.”

      But he’d become a pirate to feed himself. He’d killed to find the money or equipment necessary to survive another day in the endless wars put together by the Onath and their giant corporations. What else could a genetically modified kid do? His skills were easily replaced by robots. His massive bulk and inhuman strength made him more of a danger than a valuable asset.

      It pained Riyun that he could understand how people like Lonar ended up in anonymous graves, flesh cooked away or innards dissolved by poisons. Tweaks were an inconvenient reminder of bad decisions, and Onath didn’t handle guilt well.

      Maybe the Onath lacked the basic elements of humanity to manage self-analysis.

      That prompted the lieutenant leading the sad parade of mercenaries through the wasteland to ask whether or not he had the capacity for meaningful self-analysis.

      Someone with sufficient empathy to look at himself hard probably wouldn’t lead people into a situation like he had his team.

      He rolled his shoulders, bronze skin now reddened. Next to Lonar’s giant frame, Riyun felt minuscule, but his own size and muscle set him above the rest of the team. If he wasn’t betrayed by his body’s need for more calories, then he could help the others. Already, he’d transferred to his own pack ammunition and other materials from Quil and Naru.

      Would it be enough, though? That was the question.

      Once again, his thoughts were interrupted by Lonar. This time, the heavy weapons expert exhaled loudly. “Y’know what?”

      “What?”

      “I’m thinking we just ask the stupid machine where it’s taking us.”

      “We did.”

      “Yeah, but I could threaten to smash it to pieces if it doesn’t answer.”

      “It has answered. This is the same world we left when we went through the portal.”

      “Then where’s Brass?”

      “I…” Riyun had wondered if that might be their destination, but the way the reprogrammed drone avoided straightforward answers, he’d given up asking. “It was in this direction, right?”

      “I remember the sun in my eyes this time of day.”

      “How far do you think we traveled in that armored car?”

      “Not far. A hundred miles at the most.”

      “You think we could make a hundred miles on foot?”

      “We’re probably doing twenty a day, don’t you think?”

      Meaning two more days all day and into the night with their water all but gone. “We could ask him if that’s where we’re going.”

      “I’d like to know.”

      “Tell the others to take their dinner break. I’ll signal Javika to bring our guide back.”

      While the tweak headed back to the others, Riyun plodded on, slipping his helmet on as he went. He keyed the mic. “Javika?”

      Somewhere ahead, lost in the heat shimmer and imaginary dunes, the Biwali warrior must have heard. “Yes?” Her voice was even, as if she hadn’t been scouting most of the day, hadn’t been jogging and climbing every rise to search for…anything.

      “We’re breaking for dinner.”

      “There are no places better ahead.”

      “Maybe we should wait for sundown to resume.”

      “I will return.”

      “Make sure our guide comes with you. I’d like to ask some questions.”

      She let him hear her harrumph—frustrated or a wry observation on the pointlessness of asking questions, Riyun couldn’t tell.

      He lowered himself to the sand with a groan, then eased off his backpack. Crunching on protein bars was a painful process, drawing out just enough saliva to avoid choking on the fiber-heavy things. They went down like lumpy ash, producing painful burps after a while.

      When he was done, he sipped just enough water to get his throat to quit convulsing.

      Javika trekking back toward him drew him back to his feet. She returned his wave without any enthusiasm, and a moment later, the drone sped into view like a glowing, amber mirage.

      The two of them reached the impromptu camp at the same time, the Chronicler hovering in the western distance and the Biwali warrior dropping her backpack beside Riyun’s. She brushed sand from deep golden skin tanning toward brown beneath the withering brightness. Sand sparkled in her brown, frizzy hair, now braided and pinned up.

      She pulled a protein bar out, tore off the wrapper, and bit into the morsel while she scanned the others. “They tire.”

      “We’re all tiring.”

      “Stop in the desert, and you become a decoration within.”

      “We’re not stopping. I want to know where we’re headed.”

      “The robot does not—”

      Riyun held up a hand. “I want to ask it about Brass. It’s a destination everyone knows. If we can get it to say that’s where we’re going, it gives people a goal. People work harder when they can see an end to their labors.”

      Her face twisted in a sneer around the protein bar. “Officer talk.”

      “I don’t consider it officer talk. Motivation’s a real thing.”

      He trudged toward the drone, catching the hum of its fans, which kicked up a cloud of sand around it.

      Javika caught up. “Why is Brass important?”

      “Beyond the motivation?” When she nodded, he went on. “I think we’d all like to know what happened to them.”

      “I do not.”

      That was something to think about. Later. Riyun waved the drone in. “We’d like to talk to you.”

      At first, the Chronicler didn’t budge, leaving Riyun feeling like an idiot as he headed back toward the others. After a few seconds, though, the fans spun up, and he heard the machine drawing closer.

      It came to a stop a few feet shy of the others clustered around for their dry meal.

      Riyun looked them over. His team. His family. “We’d like to get some idea of where we’re going.”

      The Chronicler’s lights flared. “You have been informed: Our destination—”

      “We’d like to go to Brass.”

      Except for Lonar, that put a surprised look on the others’ faces. As one, they stopped chewing, attention locked on the Chronicler.

      Its lights dimmed. “The city is no more.”

      “For how long?”

      “Years have passed.”

      “How many years?”

      “Lifetimes. Centuries. The ones you seek are not inside the ruins.”

      The ones they sought: Zabila Tromon and…the wizard Meriscoya? At least the drone had provided that much information.

      Riyun didn’t want to let the flow stop. “We fought against people who could reach into other dimensions—parallel worlds. They pulled armies from there. Is that what destroyed Brass? Is that what led to this desolation?”

      Now the Chronicler spun slowly to face Riyun. “Time destroyed Brass.”

      Time. That was hardly an answer. “We’d like to go there.”

      “It is out of the way.”

      “Can you take us?”

      Only the whirr of fans came from the drone. Orange dust rose and settled around it. Finally, the roar of the fans diminished. “Yes.”

      It spun away and returned to where it had hovered earlier.

      Naru whistled. “Very diplomatic. I guess if I had any doubt about a piece of Tawod being in there, I know that it’s gone.”

      She took it well enough, but Riyun couldn’t tell whether she was bluffing or really was past the pain.

      His eyes went to the sunburned pseudo. Even the young man’s scalp was a bright red beneath his white hair. “Quil, what do you think of this?”

      “Think of what, Lieutenant?”

      “Centuries passed? Brass is destroyed. The…drone didn’t answer my question about the parallel dimensions.”

      “There could be nothing to answer. We knew all along about time moving at different speeds in these worlds.”

      “Does that mean our transfer through the portal was the same coming here or different?”

      “Only Total Rewrite has that information.”

      Naru scratched her scalp with a delicate finger. “Are you worried about Meriscoya messing with the time?”

      Riyun looked from the hacker to the pseudo, whose eyes narrowed as if he hadn’t thought of that. Good. Riyun needed everyone thinking now. “Don’t you think it’s possible? The drone isn’t sharing much information, but it claims we have to follow it. What if it’s part of… I don’t know. What if it’s involved in what happened here?”

      Before anyone else could say anything, Lonar pushed up and smacked his hands together, sending sand drifting away. “Too much talk, Boss. The drone says we’re headed for Brass; I say we get moving.”

      The looks on everyone else’s faces echoed that sentiment. They finished their meal and rose.

      As Riyun hurried back to his own pack, he felt Javika close by. When he ducked down to grab the straps, she grabbed hers, smirking.

      He cocked his head. “What?”

      “Motivation. You are very much an officer.”

      The way she swayed her slender frame as she walked away made Riyun chuckle. She teased him about the strangest things.
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      They reached Brass early the next evening, with the winds tossing sand at them hard enough that they nearly walked right into the outer walls. Seeing the place again was worse than Riyun had expected. He scraped a gloved hand along the warped surface of the towering metal structure. The walls that had withstood dragons and giant robots and marauding worms now sagged. They were discolored, the metal showing patches of corrosion that leant the air an oily, metallic smell.

      Centuries. Nothing stands against time.

      His moment of solitude ended when he felt rather than heard someone stepping out of the cover of the blasting sand. Quil had a sweat-stained T-shirt wrapped around his head as he squinted at the defensive structure. He seemed afraid to place a hand against the metal, so Riyun pounded on it with a fist.

      The wind nearly stole the gong-like ringing away.

      That drew the slender pseudo out of his strange reverie. His silver-gray eyes blinked rapidly. “With sufficient moisture, it should have collapsed completely.”

      “They don’t build them like this anymore.” Riyun’s smile at his own humor quickly faded when he saw the confusion in the younger man’s bloodshot eyes. “It’s an old saying, almost meaningless. People lament—”

      “People lament the past that was never what they imagine it was.”

      “Right.” Riyun dropped his backpack and unfurled his armored duster. The sun would be lost beyond the horizon before long, and the wind was covering him in sand. The fine grains had found their way into every crack and crevice, making the last of the march unbearable. “How long would you guess it’s been?”

      “That is an extrapolation. You may as well request that I calculate the age of this pocket dimension.”

      “You can’t?”

      Once again, there was the blinking. “Total Rewrite has access to data—”

      “I get it.”

      “I have given some thought to your concern about time manipulation and Meriscoya exerting control over our arrival, and I have arrived at a troubling thought.”

      “Oh?”

      “It is possible you are correct.”

      “That’s your troubling thought?”

      “There are implications you perhaps have failed to consider to this idea. If his travel to this place was in pursuit of Zabila, then it is possible he found her long ago and…absorbed her. That seems a less offensive description than ‘consumed.’”

      “Same end result. So, you think I’m on to something?”

      “Anything is possible, but I find the scenario unlikely. The time between the world of Wholesale Fantasy and the Warlords of Dust world was almost certainly of similar proportion.”

      “Wait, what? Warlords of Dust?”

      “That is the entertainment property Naru identified. She had failed to draw the similarities between the original game and the world we found ourselves in, because in the game, the focus is on the wars between the various factions. Our arrival came after the factions were irrelevant.”

      Riyun was sure there was some meaning in the jumble of words, but games were simply beyond his ability to grasp. Entertainment derived from violence and misery? That was his life.

      He glanced back at the clump of people who’d stopped to inspect a charred vehicle. It was neither a giant robot nor a tank, so it was anyone’s guess what the twisted, blackened ruin was.

      Javika broke off from the others and jogged over. She already had her duster on. “We should seek shelter in the ruins.”

      The idea had already occurred to Riyun. “We have no idea what’s in there.”

      “I will scout.”

      “This place could fall apart in a wind like this. It’s collapsing already.”

      “You will send someone else to scout? Hirvok?”

      Out of the corner of Riyun’s eye, he had a good look at the sniper. The one-time Silver stood close to Symbra, laughing at something Lonar had said. There was a calm in the others at that moment, even though their canteens were empty and some had started to cramp during the day.

      Hirvok had been one of those.

      Riyun let out an exasperated sigh. “I should go.”

      The Biwali warrior glared. “You have no grace. You stomp around like a cow.”

      “I’ve scouted before.”

      “In these ruins, you are too heavy. Leave it to me.”

      Before he could explain his thinking, she leaned in. “You are the lieutenant. Give them motivation, and give me your flashlight.”

      Defeated, he dug out the light and passed it to her. When she followed the wall to the gap where a gate must have been, he stared, wishing they’d had time to spend together since coming through the portal. They were always on separate shifts, making sure someone with the right discipline kept an eye out for threats while the others slept.

      When he turned to ask Quil about the amount of time passing again, he was gone. Now it was Symbra leaning toward the wall, fingers pushing against the metal uncertainly.

      She turned to the lieutenant, offering a tentative smile. “I remember.”

      “The walls?”

      “This whole place. It’s like a distant dream, but I remember.”

      “It wasn’t that long ago.”

      The young Onath woman straightened and clasped her hands behind her before turning to him. “Centuries. I heard the Chronicler.”

      “Is it really something to joke about?”

      “I’m serious. I’ve been listening to everything you’ve talked about with them.” Symbra pointed her perfectly formed chin at Naru and Quil, who now stood closer to the gate, staring at what remained of the rebuilt towers. “I agree with them, if you care.”

      “Agree about what?”

      “I don’t think the wizard’s behind this—us showing up here and now.”

      “You think we came here as normal?”

      “Can anything be normal about traveling between worlds in a pocket dimension?” Despite chapped and bloody lips, her smile was pretty. She was that rare beauty who could manage to tromp through a marsh, covered in mud and leeches, with bugs in her hair, and still draw the eye.

      Riyun scratched the stubble that had grown on his cheek in the absence of water to shave with. “Javika’s scouting the ruins out.”

      “I thought that’s what I heard going on between you two. It does sound dangerous, you’re right.”

      “And she’s right that we don’t have a choice.”

      “We could just get back on the trail our guide has set out for us.”

      “This storm isn’t going away.”

      “You hear the way the metal groans?”

      “That’s the wind.”

      “And the metal. This place isn’t stable.”

      “We can take shelter at the entryway, or maybe they built some more structures outside.”

      The pretty Onath woman’s brows rose. “If you say so.”

      “Tell Hirvok we need to set up a watch. We can test the towers. If one of those is sturdy enough, someone up there could see—”

      “We can’t see anything in this storm.”

      “Lights. Fire.”

      Symbra bowed her head. “You think those monsters are still out there?”

      Riyun stretched out to press against the outer wall. “This wouldn’t stand against one of those worms.”

      “You don’t think it was Meriscoya’s doing?”

      “Those worms attacking?”

      “All of them—worms, the winged things, that big humanoid.”

      “You want to risk they’re not out there now that he’s gone? Firati called them Deep Ones. She said it was nuclear weapons that woke them, not Meriscoya.”

      After considering that for a moment, Symbra seemed to accept the idea, turning, then waving as she strode toward Hirvok. Riyun kept an eye on them as they talked. The sniper studied the towers visible above the wall, shot a look at Riyun like he was insane, then marched to the open gate to disappear inside.

      Now it was Lonar’s turn. He’d been hanging back at the ruined vehicle, studying it half-heartedly after the others left.

      His laugh boomed as he hurried over. “An APC, Boss!”

      “What?”

      “I just figured it out. It was an APC, just like the one we had. I got a look at the front, and I swear I could see the controls. Y’know, for driving?”

      Even twisted, the blackened thing was about the right size. “Javika went inside to scout the ruins.”

      “Oh. Why not send the drone? He’s not going to cause anything to give way.”

      “That’s a good idea. I’m not sure I trust him, though.”

      “I guess not.”

      The big man’s face twisted. “I’m out of water, y’know.”

      “Everyone is.”

      “Figured as much. I don’t think I can go three days without. I burn through water fast.”

      “I sweat a lot, too.”

      “Yeah.”

      Lonar sniffed himself and groaned. “Deep fire, but I reek!”

      “If we go inside, we’ll keep enough distance between us to hide that.”

      “I guess everyone’s a mess.” The way the man’s face trembled, it was clear he was trying to work up the nerve to say something more.

      “What’s up?”

      The heavy weapons expert shifted his weight from one foot to another. “It’s just what you guys have been talking about, I guess. About how long it’s been since we were here last.”

      “You worried about Quil’s girlfriend?”

      “Huh? Oh. No. I don’t think they were serious. That was more, y’know, him being special to them and all that.”

      The Gift of Zial. That’s what Chasry had called it. She’d apparently considered the pale skin and gray eyes she shared with the pseudo to be some sort of blessing rather than a fluke. Riyun wondered if Quil had ever shared the history of the biogenetics behind his creation, the way the pseudos had been genetically crafted to offend no one while managing to apparently offend everyone. Their DNA had been “throwaway,” belonging to a tribe or something lost eons before.

      Yet here on this wasteland of a world, Quil had been treated as special, looked upon as a celebrity, exactly as the warlord’s daughter Chasry had been.

      Maybe that had been another poke in the eye engineered by Uzir Beraga’s people at Total Rewrite. Without a doubt, it had managed to infuriate Symbra. Although she’d been making a point of trying to rebuild burnt bridges with those she’d offended, there was no hiding the horrible way she’d behaved upon meeting the people of Brass.

      What could provoke someone from her background? Riyun would have to ask her about that at some point. It could be the key to rehabilitating her status with the others.

      Aside from Hirvok, that is. He seemed to be quite happy rebuilding his own bridge with her.

      But that wasn’t what was bugging Lonar. He might be annoyed that his drinking buddy was spending more time with a fellow Onath, but it wasn’t enough to cause the visible discomfort on the big man’s lined face.

      Naru and Quil disappeared through the open gate, and the big tweak’s head came up to follow them. A frown settled below the heavy weapons expert’s bent nose.

      Could that be the problem?

      Riyun waved for the big man to follow. “Let’s get inside the wall.”

      “Um…”

      “What’s eating you?”

      “Well…” Lonar shifted the weight of the autocannon on its strap. “I was just thinking about the amount of time, like I said.”

      “We’re not likely to find anything here, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      “I know. I guess that’s the problem is all. I mean, I’m curious what happened to her—Zabila.”

      It finally made sense, and Riyun felt like an idiot. “You’re worried about the payday?”

      “Huh? Oh. Yeah. Sure. No daughter to rescue, no payday. Right.”

      “I hadn’t really paid that much attention. You’re thinking if she came here centuries ago, she must’ve died by now.”

      The big man’s face reflected a deep hurt. “You think so? No chance—?”

      “If she died, she died. Better she pass away of old age than be killed by Meriscoya.”

      “Sounds right. But what if she got away? What if she made it to another world?”

      “If she had enough time, I think she would’ve returned home. We should probably consider doing the same. I’ll need to talk that over with the brain trust. It could be this is what the drone wanted to show us.”

      “But she could still be alive, right? On another world, or back in our dimension?”

      Riyun put a hand on the big man’s meaty shoulder. “If there’s a way to collect our bounty, I promise I’ll do it.”

      For some reason, that didn’t seem to settle the big guy down. He actually seemed to grow irritated, then his massive frame sank just a little, and he knuckled away a tear brought on by the scouring sand. “Guess I’ll go see about guard duty, Boss.”

      “You do that.”

      Once the tweak was inside the walls with the others, Riyun glanced back at the ruined husk of a vehicle. The big guy’s concern was valid. If Zabila was dead, it was time to turn their attention to getting back to their own dimension. Beraga’s insane plan had to be stopped before it was too late.

      Problem was, as long as they’d been trapped in the pocket dimension, it was probably already too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Darkness crept over the desert floor with frightening quickness. Riyun first noticed a change in the haze of the storm, then in the sudden death of the storm itself. It was as if someone had powered down a giant fan, the winds suddenly going quiet one moment, the haze itself thinning the next. Before long, it would grow cooler than it already had, almost cold after the brutal heat.

      He barely paid that any mind, though. How could he? Javika had yet to return from the black depths of the ruins. She’d gone in suffering through the same cramps and weakness they were all fighting through after running out of water, gone in despite the place looking unstable.

      Now there was nothing for him to do but stare into the opening she’d gone through.

      Boots scuffed the ground behind him. In his peripheral vision, he caught the burgundy of Hirvok’s duster, almost black in what little light came from the shorter man’s flashlight. The garment was dulled by sand and dust. The sniper kept a respectful distance, but after a moment sucked in a breath through his nose. “She’ll be fine.”

      Riyun caught himself before snapping, held his breath. “She didn’t have enough battery power for her flashlight to be gone this long.”

      “Javika knows what she’s doing.”

      “Something could’ve collapsed on her. Look at this place.”

      “Didn’t you freak out when that building fell in on her?”

      The event Hirvok was talking about had been so long ago—centuries, probably. It was no less true.

      Still…

      Riyun bowed his head. “The place smells like rust. Breathe it and tell me you don’t think it’s a tomb.”

      “So?”

      “Listen—listen! It sounds like the whole place is settling, like it could fall in at any second.”

      “That’s the wind.”

      “The wind’s died down.”

      Hirvok’s shoulders twisted, as if he might be looking into the night sky. “I guess it has. Doesn’t mean you’re not acting like a mother worried about her little girl losing her virginity first night out on a date.”

      At the dismissive tone, Riyun whipped around, index finger jabbing. “This team needs her. We—”

      The sniper flashed his palms. “Whoa! Let’s not mix your needs with—”

      “Don’t you try to make this about—”

      A sharp whistle cut through the two men’s raised voices, drawing Riyun back around to see a shadow separate from the darkness of the entry that had once led into the domed city. In the silvery light of the moon, Javika’s tall, lean shape resolved from the black around her.

      Before Riyun knew what he was doing, he found himself lifting her up, hands clasped against the small of her back. “What took you so long?” There was laughter in his voice, an embarrassing sound for a commander.

      He set her down, just barely noting the annoyed look on her face.

      She shrugged off her backpack, lowered it to the ground, then slid out of her duster. After looking the darkened material over, she shook the coat out and laid it over the pack. It was all a form of torture, her sending a message to Riyun that he couldn’t treat her as a fragile doll. He’d gotten the message enough in the past to know.

      Finally, she straightened, canteen in hand, and took a long pull.

      Riyun’s parched throat tightened at the sight. He licked his chapped lips. It was more torture, a way for her to taunt…

      Wait! Moonlight reflected off her lips, which meant they were moist!

      His head tilted forward of its own volition. “You found water?”

      “Below the ruins. There is a reservoir. It is little more than a pool and a trickle. We can fill our canteens.”

      “Can you lead us down in the morning?”

      “I will go alone.” She looked past Riyun to Hirvok. “Gather the canteens. I will need more batteries as well.”

      The sniper threw a mock salute. “On it!”

      She watched him through narrowed lids, then held her canteen out to Riyun.

      He waved it away. “Let everyone else get a drink—”

      “Do not be a fool. They will all have a drink. This is for my love, not my lieutenant.”

      Those words, the fact that she couldn’t see how that conflict between rank and love was troubling…

      There was no arguing with her, though. Riyun took the canteen and sneaked a quick pull. It was only a little, only enough to relieve the raw feeling of gums turned tender. Just that single sip kept his tongue from sticking.

      A few drops clung to his lips, maybe thinking about dribbling down the stubble on his chin. He licked the liquid away.

      He gasped, relieved. “That’s sweet.”

      “The rocks sparkled with minerals. There are old formations in the cavern from long ago. It is like milky glass. The direction of the old currents and drips—they are obvious.”

      “It sounds pretty.”

      “Frightening, not pretty. Ghosts move down in there.”

      She was more superstitious than he could ever be, brought up with tales of her people, who apparently had a mystical aspect about them. Riyun’s people were from too many different worlds and had expended far too much energy simply staying alive to craft tales about the dead and other things they couldn’t explain. When you spent all your waking hours focused on extracting a harvest from unforgiving, even hateful soil, you focused on the science, the practical and proven, not mumbo jumbo.

      Voicing that viewpoint was out of the question, though. Instead, Riyun pointed the canteen toward the entry. “How bad is it?”

      “One misstep kills.”

      Bad, then. “Can you find another way into this underground—?”

      “There is only the one way down. It is a hole drilled through the rock, too small for you, Hirvok, or Lonar. Maybe Naru could fit through it now.”

      Not Symbra. The bad blood between the two women wasn’t going to improve anytime soon.

      Riyun turned to check on the others, now digging out their empty canteens in the glow of the drone’s lights. “They’re all down. Seeing this place collapsed like it is. It’s hard to accept so much time has passed.”

      “Forests covered this world when we first came here.”

      “Wholesale Fantasy? Maybe. I’m still not convinced this is all the same—”

      “Does it matter? When we saw that world, the Tromon woman said she had been there years, but her mother said she had been missing months. Time passes.”

      “I get that. Look, I’m not trying to start a fight.”

      “You sound like a fragile baby.”

      “Do I? Are you saying everyone does? Because what I’m trying to tell you is they’re all scared.”

      “Fear is for the weak.”

      An exasperated sigh slipped out of Riyun. “No, fear isn’t for the weak. They have a right to feel concern. How long ago did Zabila come here? If it was centuries ago, then she has to be dead. No rescue, no money.”

      The Biwali warrior’s lips trembled for just an instant before she bent over her duster and backpack. “Survival is our concern.”

      “You’re scared, too. Stop trying to hide it.”

      She straightened in a flash, grabbing him by the front of his duster. “I do not fear this.”

      He placed a hand on her wrist. “Javika, there’s nothing wrong with fear.”

      “I—”

      Plastic clunked hollowly in the night. Hirvok shuffled closer, waving the canteens, bundled together by their straps. Sand grains clinging to their canvas pouches reflected the beam of the flashlight he’d pinned to his duster. “As requested, m’lady: canteens. Batteries, too—stuffed into the pouches.”

      Javika snatched the strap bundle, nostrils flaring. She tossed the containers to the sand, then took her canteen from Riyun and pushed it against Hirvok’s chest. “Take this to the others. It will hold you all until I return.”

      The sniper sloshed the water around. “Oh.” His voice cracked. “And I didn’t get you anything.”

      He flipped off his flashlight and slouched back to the others, but not before Riyun caught tears glistening in the other man’s eyes. To see the smaller man shaken like that, not even snarling at the way Javika had shoved the canteen at him…

      Riyun cleared his throat. “Like I was saying, they’ve all been affected by this. It wasn’t just the trek across the desert. They don’t know what comes next.”

      When Javika tried to twist away rather than look him in the eye, he took her by the shoulder and pulled her around to him.

      There. Tears welled up in her dark eyes. The moonlight stole the deep gold from her skin, turning it an ashy gray.

      No trick of the light could conceal the fear contorting her features.

      She buried her face against his chest. “There were so many here. Skeletons line the halls. In my flashlight, spirits moved in the dark places.”

      “Maybe a disease—”

      “We left the warlord in charge. He spoke of peace.”

      “Urkon only had five or ten years left in him. Even if another wise leader took over, how long can we reasonably expect people to survive in a place like this? It’s a desert.”

      “All we did—the struggle to destroy his enemies, and it was for nothing. The wizard prevails. He runs. He may still be here.”

      “If he is, then we’ll kill him.”

      “How? We now know what will stop him?”

      “Determination and wit.” Riyun pushed her back and hooked a finger under her chin to drag her wet eyes up to his. “Maybe a handsome scoundrel can get in the trick shot that finishes him off.”

      She laugh-snorted snot bubbles, then shook her head. “You are no scoundrel.”

      “Does that mean I’m handsome?”

      Her arms went around him, and she pulled herself in, breathing him in deep. “What matters is that you are mine.”

      “And you’re mine.” He kissed the top of her head, uncaring that her frizzy hair tickled his nose. “Now promise me you won’t let this get you down. I need you at your sharpest if you’re going in there again.”

      She sniffled and nodded. “The struggle goes on.”

      “It has to. If we don’t fight against the enemy, who will?”

      The Biwali warrior stiffened. “My dream is to leave this life, to no longer fight. You will grow old with me, and we will have babies. Our grandchildren will run around with fat bellies and giggle, and we will hold each other’s hands when the darkness comes for us.”

      Riyun’s chest tightened. “If there’s any way at all for us to find a life without all this violence, I will. I promise.”

      She planted a kiss on his lips, intense and salty, pinning his face against hers with her powerful hands. When she finally let go, his lips were bloody and numb, the cracks reopened. Neither said another word as she pulled her duster back on, followed by the backpack. She secured the bundled canteens with straps on the side of the backpack, then tested the whole thing.

      Her eyes caught the light when she turned her head to look over her shoulder, then she returned to the dark of the entry and disappeared, somehow quieter than the silent night.

      It was hard to breathe for a long moment, and Riyun wondered if it was possible to have a heart attack from emotional pain.

      Then he heard someone gasp from where the team had assembled some yards away. He turned and saw Hirvok backpedaling, pointing up to the sky. “You see that?”

      The others moved away from the city wall, and Riyun did the same.

      Over the gray bulk of the sunken dome, lights flickered like stars, but they moved horizontally against the black horizon. Whatever it was, it seemed to be moving slowly, but that was almost certainly the result of distance.

      Yellow light brightened off to his left, and a second later, Naru separated from the others. The Chronicler trailed behind her, fans whirring.

      After a quick peek at the distant lights, Naru pursed her lips. “Go ahead, Chronicler.”

      Go ahead? Riyun looked down at the drone. “What—?”

      The yellow light coming from the machine softened. “I have told Naru that the journey you are on is not over simply because we have reached these old ruins. It has, in fact, only just begun.”
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      Water couldn’t change the blistering heat of the sun. Nothing could do that but traveling at night. Fortunately, the Chronicler admitted that Riyun’s team could traverse the great, sandy waste without risk of attack, if it was his desire to travel at night.

      It was.

      They’d left Brass with bellies bloated and bodies saturated from water Javika brought up from the depths over multiple trips. Letting her go into the ruins without protest had left Riyun a mess, but there was nothing else to do.

      Always, there was nothing else to do.

      When they found caves or other places that provided even a hint of shelter from the sun, they slept in shade. In those times, Riyun kept Javika pressed tight against him.

      She didn’t protest.

      Somehow, they managed to stretch the water out for five miserable days. On the morning of the sixth day, the Chronicler located what was best described as an oasis: a pool—a lake, really—of clear water hidden in the shade of a rocky outcropping, the lake bottom a vibrant orange.

      Riyun waited until everyone had their fill of the tangy, sulfur-scented water, then marched off to the shaded area at the far end of the lake and stripped off his clothes. He dug out an area big enough to lie down in, then dug a trench to allow the cool water to drain into his improvised bath. He covered the trench when there was enough water to drop into. That done, he splashed into the little pool, leaned back, and closed his eyes, soaking in the peaceful silence.

      He jerked awake at the sound of something splashing in the water and found Javika looking down on him, hands on naked hips. “You have made this for yourself only?”

      “I thought you’d want to sleep. The water will be warm if you wait until—”

      She lowered herself on top of him. “I grow tired of waiting.”

      Her weight against him was exquisite, quickly warming the water. She splashed it over her, for a few minutes massaging away grime, then settling down to simply soaking.

      With her head beside his on the raised sand he’d crafted into pillows, she opened an eye. “This will not be enough to clean us.”

      “It’s step one. Get the worst of the grime off, dig out another pool, and finish the job there.”

      That seemed to appease her, as she closed the eye and made a noise deep in her throat. Not long after, her breathing leveled off, which quickly led to Riyun doing the same.

      He woke to someone clearing their throat. Sleep-caked eyelashes resisted his attempt to open them, and he nearly knocked Javika off of him when he tried to rub the gunk free.

      Eventually he located the noise: a very uncomfortable Quil. The pseudo blinked silver-gray eyes, flesh pink where it had come away in big patches. “The sun will set soon.”

      Javika pushed out of the pool, which was mostly wet sand now. Some water had leaked in through the trench, but when she stomped several feet away to begin digging a new pool, mud clung to her butt.

      Riyun followed after her, stiffly. “We’ll be a few more minutes.”

      That didn’t satisfy the pseudo, who shuffled across the sand. “Hirvok scouted earlier.”

      “Did he find something to eat?”

      They were down to a few protein bars—long past stale even before discovery in the medical research facility where they’d left Urkon and his people.

      “There has been no sign of wildlife, but the Chronicler identified some plants that are not poisonous and provide nutrition.”

      “That’s a nice way of saying they taste horrible.”

      “Strips of the leaves are drying in the sunlight now. It helps.”

      Riyun went back to his backpack for a knife, tested the blade, then strode a little past the pool Javika had nearly finished. He went to a knee and massaged water into the beard and mustache he’d grown. Using slow scrapes in the direction of growth, he cut away the whiskers, trying not to notice the gray that had sneaked in with the black.

      When he was done, Javika came over, took the blade from him to test the edge, then waved for him to finish the pool before repeating his cycle with her legs and under her arms.

      Through all of this, Quil hovered nearby, showing no sign of discomfort now. “The others have suggested we should push on through the night until we reach this place the Chronicler speaks of.”

      Riyun looked up from sealing off the trench now that the pool was full. “You think we’re close enough? It’s only been a week.”

      “The last few nights, the lights have been extremely bright. I believe we are close.”

      “All right. If you wouldn’t mind putting together some of those delectable leaves, we’ll be right over.”

      A few minutes later, Javika tossed the water-slick knife to the sand beside the pool, then climbed in on top again. “Leaves?”

      “I think I’m hungry enough to give it a try.”

      She grumbled under her breath, but let it go.

      When they returned to the others, everyone seemed refreshed. Symbra and Naru still sported wet hair, apparently having saved until the last minute the chore of washing it. It would just be clumpy with sand in another day or two, but Riyun appreciated the need to at least do something.

      Hirvok’s scouting report was actually a little more encouraging than Riyun expected. They faced a moderate climb about an hour out, but it wasn’t a mountain. Rocks jutted up from the ground, and the sniper had ascended them enough to consider them easy work, even in the dark.

      Surprisingly, the leaves had a taste not so different from the oasis water—sulfuric, sweet, and almost citrusy. They weren’t so bad, although his stomach protested for a while.

      With the moon rising, they found themselves at the base of the rocky slope. Exactly as advertised, the gradient wasn’t that bad. Using their flashlights, it was easy enough to pick out a way up. Symbra slipped at one point, but Lonar caught her before she could hurt herself.

      The big tweak laughed at her embarrassed thanks. “Hey, a guy like me always dreams about a pretty lady falling for him.”

      His laughter died quickly in the awkward silence that followed, then he hurried up the slope, muttering that he was taking point.

      Riyun caught up with the Onath mercenary as she brushed sand from her duster. He matched her casual stride. “Lonar doesn’t mean anything—”

      Symbra’s eyes narrowed. “I didn’t complain.” In the reflection of her flashlight coming off the raw rock, tension pinched her features, then was gone. “I mean, I’m not going to complain, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      “You okay?”

      “I’ll probably have some bruises. I think I’ve got a scrape or two on my hands.” She shrugged. “It’s hardly life threatening.”

      “Lonar had a really hard childhood.”

      “You’ve told me that before.”

      “I’m just asking for you to cut him some slack. He didn’t grope you or anything, right?”

      “No.” That had come out snapped. “I realize he considers me attractive.”

      “That’s all it is. He wouldn’t do anything to hurt you.”

      “I wouldn’t let him.”

      The resolve in her voice surprised Riyun, but he found it welcome. “Good.”

      He hurried back up toward the front, slowing when he caught up to Javika to signal for her to give Lonar some distance. After working through the Biwali warrior’s scowl, Riyun sped back up. When he caught up with the big man, they were both breathing heavily.

      Lonar twisted around, saw the lieutenant, then turned back to the slope. “Aw, geez. I’m sorry, Boss. Sometimes my big mouth gets ahead of me.”

      “No damage done this time.”

      They tromped up the slope, flashlights identifying the way. Sand grated beneath their boots, a sound echoed by the others below.

      After a booming exhalation, the tweak glanced downslope. “I didn’t do anything…y’know…inappropriate.”

      “She said there was no trouble.”

      “Okay. Thanks.”

      “You okay?”

      “Embarrassed is all. I thought you were Hirvok, coming up to make fun of me.”

      “He’ll probably do that in a bit.”

      “Great. That little bastard gets under my skin sometimes.”

      “He knows it. That’s why he does it.”

      The big man looked down at Riyun. “Yeah? Like he enjoys it?”

      “Hirvok has a need to get under your skin. He’s been that way as long as I’ve known him, and I’ve talked to people he worked with before joining my unit. It’s just something integral to his personality.”

      “No wonder Javika kicked his ass when he wanted to boss her around.”

      “When they thought I was dead?”

      “Yeah. He said leave your body—”

      “She told me. They have a lot of friction. She doesn’t think he’s good enough to be my second, and he thinks she needs to learn to follow orders.”

      “Match made in heaven, Boss.”

      A smirk sneaked across Riyun’s face, then was gone. “You run into any—”

      Brilliant blue lights bloomed above them, tracing the crest of the rock outcropping a couple hundred feet overhead. An instant later, a deep, bass thrumming boomed, rattling in Riyun’s chest. An elusive yet familiar smell filled the air.

      Lonar dropped flat against the stone, and when Riyun spun around to wave the others down, he saw they’d done the same. Flashlights went off ahead of his signal, too.

      Now the vibrations from the other side of the slope were a pressure in the throat, a rattling in the teeth. Wind sent sand over the top, a fine rain that pricked his flesh.

      And the smell—warm now, a component of the experience: exhaust.

      Something on the other side of the crest was blasting heated air in their direction, like from a jet or a rocket.

      He signed for Lonar to stay down, then started upslope on elbows and knees.

      The big tweak’s massive hand pinned Riyun’s ankle to the stone, then Lonar scraped uphill until he was next to his commander. “I’ll check, Boss!” It was a bellow, but it was still almost lost in the noise.

      Riyun waved the larger man forward but crept up after him. They both got to their feet after twenty feet or so without anything coming over the top, but they continued the climb with caution. With so much light coming over the ridge, they didn’t need flashlights.

      At the top, the two of them looked at each other, not even bothering to try to talk, then nodded.

      Simultaneously, they poked their heads up just enough to see what lay beyond.

      “Hollow Hills!” Riyun hadn’t meant to make a sound, but it slipped out.

      No one was going to hear it, not over the thunder of what was coming from the massive valley below.

      Valley might not even be the right word. They were looking down a severe slope, the descent more challenging and far deeper, into a huge bowl that extended as far as Riyun could see. In that massive valley, pyramidal structures climbed but didn’t quite reach the crest line. Pale blue light leaked from the surfaces of the building, bathing the rocks in ghostly shades.

      Hovering over the buildings or rising skyward from jutting platforms, there had to be a hundred ships—spacecraft, maybe. Some looked huge, maybe a half mile long. That they could hover and move through the air…

      Was this a sign that Urkon’s people had survived after all? It had to be!

      Riyun waved back down the hill, summoning the rest of the team.

      Then a massive hand shook his shoulder, and he turned to see Lonar pointing at one of the ships.

      The thing was moving fast, bright lights shining from its smooth skin.

      And it was coming at them.

      Before Riyun could signal a retreat downslope, a golden light sped up toward their position from below: the Chronicler!

      Fans whirring loud enough to be heard—felt—through the thrum from the valley, the drone shot past, settling maybe fifty feet overhead. Its lights flared, then a gold beam blasted out of it at the approaching ship.

      At first, Riyun thought the little drone had launched a suicidal attack on the ship, but the beam winked out, and the big ship did nothing in retaliation.

      But it kept coming. A blinding light shone on them.

      Riyun brought his carbine around by feel, readying himself for a blind shot.

      “Put the weapon away, Lieutenant.” It was the Chronicler’s voice.

      As quickly as the blinding light had lit the area, it winked out, leaving behind black and gold dancing spots.

      The booming noise from the valley lessened, and the drone’s fans whirred louder, somewhere closer by. “Do not be concerned.” The drone somehow managed to come across calmly reassuring. “You are safe.”

      “How—?”

      “I provided the proper code.”

      Code. Of course there would be a code.

      Now the ship’s lights were there again, but this time they revealed a ramp poking out from the belly. In those lights, he could make out a cavernous space, empty and shadowed.

      Riyun brushed sand from his face. “What do we do?”

      “The ship will take you down to the city.”

      “Down there? It’s a city?”

      “It is your destination.”

      Nothing moved within the ship’s belly. It looked like struts and joists rose up to beams stretching high above.

      Where was the crew, the cargo?

      Despite the questions, Riyun found himself standing. “What’s down there? What is this place?”

      “The city holds what you seek. A mirror. A portal that looks onto an infinite number of portals. But this portal is like no other. And it is failing.”
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      With a closer look at the ship’s massive bay, Riyun decided it must have been intended as a troop transport. As huge as the space was, it could have delivered thousands of soldiers and weapons systems. It was all the ramps and external hatches on either side of the bay that made the intended use obvious.

      It couldn’t have been the wear and tear of years of use, because he couldn’t make out the least hint the vehicle had ever seen actual combat.

      He strode the length of the bay, admiring the polish and integrity of everything he passed, feeling the rumble of the massive engines more than hearing them. The power of the things vibrated through him, tickling something deep in his chest. Javika hung close behind, sometimes running a gloved hand over the bulkhead, as if she wasn’t sure it was real. That exact line of thinking plagued him when he reached the final set of stairs leading up from the depths of the ship’s belly.

      Her eyes traced the steps up to the landing, then to the bottom of the stairs where it switched back overhead. “No dust. No scratches.”

      “My guess is they built the ships but never had a chance to use them.”

      “The smell?”

      “That’s part of it, sure. It’s almost impossible to get the stench of blood and guts out of a vehicle, and troop transports are among the hardest hit. You might be able to drown out the worst of it with detergents and bleach, but not that smell. This? The interior smells like…” He sniffed. “…fresh paint and plastic.”

      “And above?”

      Lights along the ceiling cast shadows from the stairs, but when Riyun made a circuit around the bolted-down steps, there were no open hatches in sight.

      He grunted. “I don’t see a way up.”

      “No.” Her hand went to the hilt of her sword. “I could make a way up.”

      “Not yet.”

      When he jerked his head toward Naru and the glowing drone, Javika fell in beside him.

      The hacker looked up as they approached, wide-eyed. “It’s amazing, right?”

      Riyun followed the sweep of the small woman’s hand, which took in the long, slender support struts reaching high overhead, the white lights leaving nothing hidden, and the empty storage areas. “I guess.”

      What else could he say? The ship was as big—bigger—than anything he’d seen during his service. No mercenary organization would have the money to buy something of this size and capability, assuming the capabilities could even be purchased. Maybe the Silvers had something like what he was seeing, but if they did, they kept the marvels hidden.

      Naru’s face split in a smile. “The Chronicler says these were fast assault ships. They could transport five thousand soldiers anywhere in known space within three days, and they could deposit the entire complement, along with armor, within fifteen minutes.”

      Five thousand. Most engagements could be settled by a force that size. This technology represented a completely different mindset when it came to the execution of war, at least compared to the modern approach of the Onath corporations. Mercenary operations might extend out to a battalion. They never stretched beyond the extremely rare and usually undersized brigade. That said something about the level of trust the Onath had for the warriors who enforced the corporate will.

      Gold light pulsed along the drone’s side, and its fans spun up louder as it pivoted a few inches. “Many armies once stood ready to defend the lands of this mighty empire.”

      “What happened to them?”

      “Mysteries are inescapable. The empire’s fate is one such mystery.”

      More dodging questions. Riyun hated the approach, but he had a tendency of his own to avoid confronting uncomfortable answers. Part of that was the stress of always having to plunge forward, never having a moment to shut the mind down and actually think.

      The Chronicler didn’t have that excuse. It didn’t operate with a sleep deficit or with the cries of the wounded and dying haunting him. Avoiding the question was just another way to control the situation.

      Javika had caught the maneuver. Her dark eyes went to the shorter hacker, who seemed absorbed in the drone’s deep, mechanical voice. The Biwali warrior’s look seemed to ask if Riyun thought the young woman could be trusted.

      It was a fair question, and this time he intended to find an answer.

      He curled a couple fingers at Naru to indicate she should follow him; she did.

      Excitement boiled off her, visible in the way her eyes jumped around and her fingers looped through a motion of locking and releasing. “It’s like looking a century into the future, isn’t it?”

      “These ships?”

      “Those engines—this thing weighs how many tons, and we’re floating along like a feather. You think we have any ships like this back in our dimension?”

      Riyun stopped at the bottom of a set of steps, neck craning to look up. “If Beraga has people watching these worlds, wouldn’t he have access to any advances that take place?”

      “Oh. Oh!” Her eyes widened even more. “You think that’s how he’s paying for all of this—R&D via proxy? I mean, he could steal IP and not have to worry about someone coming after him. It’s kind of brilliant.”

      Brilliant? How could she forget what Beraga had done to them? “You think those hatches up there lead to anything?”

      “The Chronicler said the levels above were for the troops being transported. The crew occupied the top levels.” Some of the excitement slipped out of her then, and she lowered her eyes. “Or they would have.”

      “Did it tell you what happened?”

      “No. It doesn’t know. I mean, I guess it knows something? It seems to be searching for answers, though.”

      “Do you trust it?”

      “Huh?”

      “You spent a week griping that it had displaced Tawod.”

      “Tawod’s…dead. He’s been dead for a while. I get that now.”

      “So you trust the drone?”

      “I don’t think it has anything against us. It wants us here. Like I said, it’s looking for answers.”

      “Maybe it is.” He shifted to block the drone’s view, then squeezed her shoulder softly. “Don’t forget what we’re doing here.”

      “Zabila? You think she’s here?”

      “We’ll have to see.”

      The young woman leaned around Riyun to get a look at the drone, then straightened. She fluffed her dark hair, now filling out. “I’ve been wondering if all the talk we had about this being the same world might be wrong.”

      “It looks the same.”

      “I guess.”

      “But…?”

      “When you think about what we know—the armies being drawn in from parallel dimensions and all that? It just makes sense to me this is probably one of those parallel dimensions is all. How would we even know? The way Quil describes it, it’s hard for me to even see the value in anything being the same, you know?”

      “How’s that?”

      “Well, every decision a single person makes represents a splitting off. Throw in all the other random events, and…it’s just impossible to see us as anything more than one of a billion-billion possibilities. And those people were going into these alternate dimensions to recruit their soldiers? Just…think about that. The world we knew was spawning so many different possible outcomes with each person brought through.”

      Riyun hadn’t thought of that, but now that she’d pointed it out, it was troubling to consider.

      He turned at the approaching sound of the drone’s whirring fans.

      It stopped. “We approach the Citadel of the Archons.”

      “The what?”

      “Your destination.”

      As if on cue, the reverberating thrum of the engines lessened, taking with it the tickling in Riyun’s chest. From where they’d clumped into pairs—Hirvok and Symbra pressed into a corner, Lonar and Quil sitting on the steps of a set of stairs—the others searched around before settling their attention on Riyun.

      He waved them over as the faint sense of movement he’d felt since entering the spacecraft ceased.

      The Chronicler’s fans spun up, and it gusted warm exhaust in Riyun’s face. A circle of gold light traced over the deck. “Have your people follow.”

      That felt closer to an order than an invitation. Riyun didn’t care for the idea the drone was running things.

      Tough.

      They needed the drone at that point, and its robot brain must know that. Anyway, what could they do? Saying no wasn’t a real option. They were all starving, and their water wouldn’t last much longer.

      Once the others were close enough, Riyun indicated the drone with a raised chin. “Time to meet our hosts, I guess.”

      Quil’s silvery eyes fixed first on Naru, then on the
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