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      Soothing birdsong rang through the forest gloom, the sweet notes twisted and distorted by alien trees and thick, scaly vines that made the peaceful sounds seem discordant. When Riyun pressed his back against the lizard-scale bark of a tree that split just above his head to spread its boughs horizontally, he did so reluctantly. His team had been moving through the dense forest for hours, and he’d become convinced there was no end to the greenery and its strangeness.

      He was also convinced they were being watched.

      Hot perspiration trickled down his face, even though the air was relatively cool. An occasional breeze pushed the sweet scents of young leaves through the spaces between trees, but it didn’t dry the perspiration.

      After blowing the salty sweat from his lips, he keyed his mic. “Eagle, talk to me.”

      Hoots and screeches nearly drowned out the hiss of static, and the flap of heavy wings stepped on the reply. “—sign of—opy?”

      “Say again.”

      “No sign of activity. Copy?”

      Normally, when Riyun suspected his team might have someone on their tail, he’d drop Javika back and leave the sniper deployed forward as scout. Without Javika, they had to advance without anyone scouting while the former Silver trailed them to watch for trackers.

      Even with Hirvok’s assurances, Riyun felt certain someone—something—was out there. He dragged a forearm over his brow, the grime on his duster sleeve smearing his bronze skin.

      About thirty feet away, Lonar crouched behind a thick, lichen-mottled stump long since drained of any color by decomposition. The massive tweak had his autocannon pointed back the way they’d come, black eyes little more than slits split by his thick, off-center nose. In the shade, his coppery flesh almost merged with the red of his long coat, adding an angry menace to his appearance.

      He looked ready to explode at any second.

      They were all feeling it, even the most inexperienced among them: Something was out there.

      Riyun popped the magazine on his Minkaur Devastator carbine, checking that it was fully loaded. There was just enough light to make out the casings of the 10mm rounds pressing the spring all the way down.

      It was such a stupid thing to do. All of his magazines were fully loaded. He’d made sure of that before leaving the Dread Empire realm, same as he’d made sure he had plenty of loose ammo and the supplies and tools to reload any recovered brass.

      Whatever was out there was in his head, messing with him.

      More than anything, what he needed right then was Javika’s unvarnished honesty, a snarl telling him he was being paranoid, that his team could handle whatever came their way, that she would…deal with it.

      He slapped the magazine back into place.

      A voice told him to chamber a round, but the reality was there was no indication combat was imminent.

      Blue light flared off to the lieutenant’s left, drawing his attention to a tree that undulated several feet—twisty trunk disappearing in the dark soil only to curl back up a few feet later before dropping back under the dirt again. Naru leaned against that bizarre tree, staring at her tablet.

      That ruggedized, hand-sized device was the most important thing for her, often for the entire squad.

      Without meaning to, he leaned toward the young hacker, trying to see what she was absorbed in. Doing so, his eyes caught the hint of pale brown now showing in the roots of hair that had once been black highlighted neon blue and purple. She’d been new to the team—to mercenary life—then, a little chubby and a lot pampered. Now?

      Her gear had been salvaged from a mercenary who’d thrown in with them to fight against Meriscoya, the mad wizard. All that remained of the man was the ochre duster and Devastator assault carbine Naru always kept close.

      The snap of a twig brought the mercenary commander back around, carbine coming up—

      Zabila froze, bugged-out eyes locked on his barrel, hands raised. “I—”

      He puffed out a breath and lowered the weapon. “Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

      “Sorry.” She relaxed, but her attention stayed on the firearm.

      “No—I’m sorry. This place is in messing with me.”

      Frantic squawks accompanied the flapping of wings, and a large bird plunged from the branches of a tree not far from their medic, Quil. A couple feet above the ground, the bird’s wings stretched out, and it climbed, swooping over the lieutenant’s position, then slapping the air to put some distance between it and the intruders who’d come into its woodland home.

      Zabila stared after the bird, nodding. “I understand.”

      Did she, though? She was older than when they’d taken the job from her mother to find her daughter and bring her home at any cost. Zabila had been a kid then, only a little older than Naru. Now the runaway was a young woman, her youthful good looks fully bloomed to match her mother’s beauty. In the months hunting her down, the Silver’s long, dark hair had been shortened to a professional cut. She’d lost what little baby fat she’d carried, her soft features hardened just enough to accentuate her round face.

      Against his better judgment, Riyun had fallen for that face after Javika’s untimely death. “Still no idea where we are?”

      “Idea?” The young woman cocked her head, searching the gray sky visible through the uneven coverage of the canopy. “Are you asking for an educated guess or—?”

      “Anything.”

      “Wizard University has the Twilight Forest surrounding the castle grounds on three sides. It was designed to reflect some of the horror elements hinted at in the property and in another, less popular property Uzir also acquired.”

      “That’s what this—” Riyun inclined his head toward the strange tree Naru lay beside. “—is all about? I’ve seen shadows stretch in the wrong direction and heard voices with no one nearby.”

      “So it is?”

      “So what is?”

      “Do you think it’s kind of scary?”

      “It’s getting on my nerves. Does that count?”

      She smiled, the lines of her face unaffected by her mussed-up hair or the grime streaking her skin. Some things even a crazy forest couldn’t touch. When she moved closer and placed a hand on his gold-colored outer garment, that beauty generated a heat of its own. “I’m confident we passed through the gateway as intended. This is the last of the zones, and I can feel the power coming off these woods.”

      “The woods are magical?”

      “This whole area is saturated with eldritch energy. The university dates back centuries, and the idea is that it’s built on top of a zone where magic is naturally drawn. In the original story, the most powerful wizards always came here to train because so much magic was in play.”

      “This just keeps getting better and better.” He brushed a finger across her gray coat that stood in for his team’s armored dusters. “I wish we could’ve gotten you something more substantial. I’d rather we didn’t have to come here. You sure we really had to come—?”

      “The Alliance soldiers said this offers plenty of protection.”

      “Not enough.”

      “I’ll be safe with you.” The young Silver rested her head against him, her dark hair close enough for his chin to touch if he wanted. After what they’d experienced aboard the carrier, she was almost all he could think of.

      But…no.

      There would be no wrapping his arms around her, no pressing his lips to hers, no breathing in her scent.

      He keyed his mic. “Eagle, take point. Ice, drag behind the main body a hundred feet. Eyes sharp.”

      Rather than reply over the radio to his call sign, Quil pushed up from the small circle of purple-colored scrub brush and waved. “Ice” seemed even more appropriate now than when Riyun had assigned it. The pseudo was going through some annoying changes lately, showing flashes of petulant and pedantic behavior, and that was affecting his performance. He’d always been distant, almost emotionless, but since entering the realms, the young man had taken on an aloofness that rubbed everyone the wrong way at one point or another.

      Honestly, they’d all undergone changes. It wasn’t fair to pick on the kid.

      As the young man moved through the trees, his long coat darkened, the gray material and gold trim taking on more of the tones of his surroundings. He didn’t have Hirvok’s skill as a tracker or his stealth, but the pseudo was small and alert.

      He was also brilliant and observant in his own way.

      In a place like this, Riyun was sure they were going to need the kid’s smarts.

      Wizard University. Who thought of such things?

      The lieutenant’s radio crackled twice: Hirvok had spotted Quil and was on the way forward.

      Time to move again.

      Riyun straightened to his full height, rolling his powerful shoulders. Across the way, the massive tweak did the same thing. Without Lonar around, Riyun would have been impressive, intimidating. Just a few inches separated them in height, but the tweak had a hundred pounds on his commander, and it was all muscle.

      Well, mostly.

      Despite being smaller, Riyun’s stretching forced Zabila back, and sadness touched her gold-flecked eyes. She managed a sad smile before drifting away, giving him the distance he needed—physically and mentally—to run the operation. He hadn’t told her how intoxicating she was; it wasn’t necessary.

      At the commander’s signal, Lonar shook out his red coat, presenting a massive shadow in the shade of the trees. With his scar-covered face and patchy black hair, no one was going to mistake him for some model or video star. That ugly mug conveyed plenty of emotion right now, though, and it showed he was hurting.

      It wasn’t the look of failing cybernetics, which Riyun had feared after they’d left the Dread Empire realm for this strange world. Like his commander, the powerful heavy weapons expert was sensitive to the transfer from one realm to the next. It didn’t seem to have had an effect this time around.

      Not yet, at least.

      The blue glow washing Naru’s cute face died, and the hacker got to her feet, brushing rotting leaves off her garments before putting the device away. A moment later, Symbra came from cover and hurried after the hacker and heavy weapons expert, boots stomping through the leaf litter.

      Moving as she did, the Onath woman showed that she had largely recovered from the injuries that had nearly killed her weeks before.

      They were going to need that strength now.

      Riyun patted his hip to signal Zabila to stay close. She didn’t need the reminder, but he gave it anyway. The deep gray long coat of the Alliance army and the few light pieces of armor that covered her torso were nothing like what the mercenaries sported. Rather than a blaster, she’d brought an unfamiliar machine pistol with her, but it had already malfunctioned.

      She knew that she was hardly the sort of person who would travel in something called the Twilight Forest alone, so she hung maybe fifteen feet back from him.

      As they hurried along, she edged closer. “I want to be clear: I still don’t know what’s going on here.”

      “I figured as much.”

      “If we want to figure this realm out, we’ll need to get someone inside the university. That’s the center of this realm.”

      “And we’re getting close to it?”

      She shrugged. “I hope so.”

      Riyun had hoped for a little more confidence.
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      Soft gold sunlight broke through the dense tree canopy when Riyun heard a strange, mechanical cough. The sound came from ahead, where the light touched what he thought might be a clearing.

      He dropped and keyed his mic. “Everybody down. Eagle, what’s that noise?”

      “You’re gonna want to see this.”

      Riyun tugged a strand of wriggling moss from his collar and tossed the disturbing flora into the early morning shadows of a tree, where it curled around a root. “Everyone, hold position. Eagle, I’m coming forward.”

      Soft earth gave when Riyun dug an elbow into the soil. It was more noticeable under the weight of his knee. His boots didn’t make a sound after he rose, stooped low, and jogged forward to the sniper’s position. Sweet floral aromas welcomed the lieutenant as he neared the forest edge.

      He caught the wave of a glove from where the shadows of a tree had swallowed Hirvok’s deep burgundy outer garment.

      The sniper pointed to a half-buried rock camouflaged by tall grass and thumb-sized white flowers that leaned toward the sun. Once Riyun lay behind the rock, he risked a peek over the top and down the gentle incline.

      Beyond a long, gently sloping field of high grass, vehicles snaked along a lightly wooded lane that ended at a high, stone wall. The wall could’ve come straight out of Wholesale Fantasy, surrounding a castle of similarly dark gray stone. Although the vehicles occasionally disappeared behind trees, Riyun could make out enough of them to figure out their design: ancient combustion-engine automobiles. They trailed pale exhaust clouds in the cool morning air. A low mist absorbed the exhaust, but the petroleum fumes pricked his nose even from this distance.

      Hirvok pointed at the structures beyond the stone wall. “Check out the castle.”

      Centered on a gorgeous, green lawn enclosed on all sides by the ancient stone defense works, the castle had a wide central body bracketed by shorter wings running perpendicular to the main building. Towers rose at the ends of those two outer structures, but a fifth and higher tower climbed from the center of the main building.

      The lane turned in front of a wrought iron gate before curling back onto itself. Vehicles parked along the road in front of the wall, and people bundled in long coats and sweaters opened trunks to pull out suitcases and bags. It was too far out to be sure, but it looked like parents and kids—young adults from their size. They hugged before the kids gathered up the bags and marched through the gate.

      Wizard University. It had to be.

      Riyun connected to Zabila. “Can you move up to my position?”

      As the Silver neared, he ordered everyone else to advance but stay under cover.

      Zabila settled close to him, hip pressed against his. When she followed his finger to the walled castle, she gasped. Her eyes traced along the walls and to the people passing bags on to smaller figures. “This must be the start of the new year. Those would be freshmen checking in. Second-year students will come in this afternoon. Upper-class students can arrive anytime they like—today or tomorrow…if they follow the source material.”

      “Sounds a lot like what I’ve heard typical universities do.”

      “You never attended university?”

      “My education has been recorded classes and remote learning. Mercenary Guild courses.” At her look of surprise, he blushed. “I’ve seen videos of universities, though.”

      “Right. It’s a big waste of money and time, anyway. Tradition.” She licked her lips. “In the era where this property was set, the physical university was still a very crucial part of life.”

      “Even for wizards.”

      “Especially for wizards.” She pointed her chin at the castle. “Without the training they gain here, these young kids could find themselves becoming dangers to themselves and those around them.”

      “Like Meriscoya?”

      Zabila winced, as if she’d been punched. “Each property treats the concepts uniquely. Sure, there are plenty of derivative works, but serious artists create something fresh.”

      “What keeps these kids from training themselves before coming here?”

      “Nothing. Most of them should have the fundamentals down.”

      “But not enough to be dangerous?”

      She bit her lip. “That’s…the idea. I didn’t read all of the original material. Anyway, Uzir’s people modified it. They wanted it to appeal to an older demographic: eighteen and up.”

      “Because they expect more maturity from such customers?”

      “Because they’re adults. Legal considerations.”

      “Great.” It all sounded so dangerous. “And we need to get inside there?”

      “The vision I had showed me this area. The danger is here. Somewhere.”

      “What else is there besides this Twilight Forest and the castle?”

      “Nearby? There’s a small city—” Her neck craned, tracking along the winding lane, to the mist-choked high grass fields, then to a wide, slow-moving river of almost black water. “—across that river. The place is called Hudson. It’s actually several towns all grown together over the years. East Hudson is just across the bridge. Supposedly, the students can get involved in hijinks there. It’s the lifeblood of the university, though: food and such all come from the locals.”

      “We’ll scout it out. For now, we need to get people inside those walls. Is there just that one entry?”

      “Oh, no. There’s another gate at the rear. But half the fun is supposed to be the customers finding ways to sneak out, especially into the forest.”

      “Why would they—?”

      Zabila threw a mischievous grin at him. “They’re teens, Riyun. Why do you think?”

      How often had he and Monisa complained about the lack of privacy in their town? Even in a space consisting of fields that stretched on for miles, there was always the sense of eyes upon you. What might have happened if they’d had a forest to sneak off to?

      It hurt too much to consider.

      Riyun twisted around, spotted Naru and Quil, and waved them forward. The pseudo’s pale skin was flushed, and Naru’s breathing was still uneven after the hurried pace moving through the woods. Both looked at their commander, wide-eyed.

      He inclined his head toward the castle. “That’s a university.”

      Naru let out a little gulp. “Wizard University?”

      “You’re familiar with it?”

      “There was a really hot guy playing the sidekick in the videos. His pecs and abdomen were so ripped.”

      Hadn’t she given Lonar grief over the way he was smitten with a fictional woman in his youth? Riyun would have to figure the inconsistency out some other time. “You think you two could sneak inside and scout around?”

      Quil leaned forward, eyes narrowed. “The grounds offer little cover.”

      “I don’t need you to move in too close. Scout the place out, get a look at the people, see if you spot anything suspicious.”

      “Such as Tawod?”

      It was the unspoken question since Riyun had told his team that they needed to come to this realm: What was the threat from Zabila’s dream vision? “Don’t engage him if you see him.”

      Naru’s eyes widened even more. “You think he’s inside the university?”

      “We can’t know where he is: the university, these woods, the city across the river. That’s where scouting comes in. You two up to it?”

      “I’m kind of icky?”

      They all stank. “Stay downwind of the people.”

      The hacker tugged at the collar of her duster. “Should we go in with these?”

      “T-shirts and pants. If you’re spotted, maybe they won’t think anything of you.”

      She shrugged off her backpack, then her duster. “Keep the pistol?”

      “It’s a last-resort weapon.”

      After studying her, Quil began disrobing, too. “If we fail to spot any obvious threats, what should we do?”

      For a moment, Riyun wrestled with uncertainty: Should he send Hirvok in? Was this asking too much of the young mercenaries? If they were spotted, even their age might not be enough to convince people to ignore them. Naru was no older than the students inside the school, but she’d already seen so much more than any of them could possibly have. That changed how people looked as well as how they were seen.

      A moment later, the two young mercenaries stood ready, their gear piled on top of their folded dusters. Quil shoved his pistol into the back of his pants, his face far too youthful to have experienced what he’d actually been through.

      They could handle this.

      With a nod, Riyun sent them off, and they jogged down the hillside, hunched low in the tall grass, headed toward the nearer wall protecting the castle.

      Zabila’s fingers dug into Riyun’s arm. “We could use magic to conceal them.”

      “You think it’s necessary? They’re not going to expose themselves.”

      “Tawod will have his magic.”

      “If he’s even in there. I’m still not sure why he would be. Even if he is, would he be expecting us?”

      The Silver thumbed the bottom of her front teeth. “I’m worried is all.”

      “They’ll be careful.”

      As confident as he sounded, Riyun knew better. He would rather have sent Hirvok and Lonar in, maybe simply to level the place and chase everyone away. Without a university, there was nowhere for Tawod to hide. Maybe that little finger in the eye would tell Beraga just what Riyun thought of the realms.

      Gear jangled, distracting Riyun from the progress of his scouts. When he glanced over his shoulder, it was in time to see Lonar throw himself flat on the ground.

      With a wink, the big tweak raised his head to follow the other two mercenaries on their way down to the castle. “Thinking of doing a food raid tonight, Boss?”

      “The woods have plenty of wildlife.”

      “Yeah, but even the little varmints have that psychopathic gleam in their beady eyes.”

      “I’m sure Hirvok can blast a few from a safe distance.”

      “He’s the one crying about everything looking dangerous.” Lonar snorted. “You think Quil’s gonna make a move on her?”

      When Riyun threw a warning glance at Lonar, Zabila did the same. As lieutenant, it was Riyun’s job to scold the big tweak, but he’d crossed the line enough to draw the young Silver’s ire.

      Under those glares, Lonar threw his hands up in surrender. “Okay. Sorry! I was pulling for the guy is all.”

      Zabila shook her head. “That’s reprehensible.”

      The heavy weapons expert’s head sagged. “Me and my big mouth.”

      That seemed to be chastisement enough for now, so Riyun returned his attention to the scouting team. They squatted in the high grass maybe a hundred feet out from the wall, barely visible from his position. Between them and the wall, the grass had been cut short—no higher than mid-shin. If they were following their training, they would be scanning the wall and the ground for guards and sensors before even searching for an entry point.

      An excited exhalation brought Riyun around to Zabila. She nodded. “She’s seen the videos all right. See where the big tree limbs stretch over the wall?” The young woman pointed to where a patch of shade moved across the low-cut lawn outside the wall. “There’s a drainage tunnel under there.”

      Sure enough, the two mercenary scouts sprinted from cover and skidded to a stop in the shade.

      Riyun’s radio crackled: Quil. “Lieutenant?”

      “I read you.”

      “We have found an entry point. I will check for cover on the other side.”

      “Copy.”

      First Quil, then Naru disappeared from sight, and tension knotted Riyun’s gut. He hated this part of the job. Risks like this should be his to take.

      Seconds dragged by, then static burst in his ear. “—inside—lear.”

      The stone wall must be interfering with the signal. Riyun sucked in a calming breath. “Proceed with caution.”

      If Quil heard the same static, he’d realize the risk of fragile communications.

      Minutes accumulated, with Riyun licking his lips until Zabila swatted him and shook her head. He pulled out his tablet and checked for a message. Maybe text would be more reliable than audio. Naru would’ve figured that out, even if Quil didn’t.

      Nothing.

      Then Lonar guffawed. “You see that?”

      Riyun did: Two forms darting through the grounds, moving from small outbuildings, using hedges and what must be a garden for cover. Then they were scrambling to a shed when a stoop-shouldered woman in rags came out of a small house with wicker baskets. She was apparently on her way out to something hidden from sight by the outer wall.

      A moment later, the scouts darted from the shed to the nearest of the castle structures and disappeared again, this time through a door.

      Lonar jabbed a finger toward Hirvok’s position. “That’s twenty you owe me.”

      Annoyance replaced the anxiety gnawing at Riyun. Hirvok and Lonar had run a bet of some sort about whether or not their teammates would make it inside the castle wall undetected. It wasn’t professional, but there was no malice to it. In his youth, Riyun had gotten caught up in similar wagers. It was harmless.

      What mattered now was the two of them getting back out. He’d bet their lives that they could.

      “Don’t let me down, Quil.”
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      With cars still queuing in front of the university, Riyun put his back to one of the big trees marking the edge of the woods and turned to where Naru and Quil were tugging on their armored plates. There was no missing the excitement in their faces or the animated energy in the way they talked about what they’d seen in the university compound downhill from the surrounding forest.

      He sniffed at the chunk of bread the hacker had presented him upon her return: a coarse brown wedge still warm to the touch and steaming. And the smell coming off it was just shy of nauseating.

      The young woman must have sensed the disgusted sneer on his face, because she twisted around with twinkling eyes and giggled. It was a pleasant, sparkling sound that instantly made him forget that she’d given the bread to him as a gift, and he’d nearly bitten right into it.

      She bit her lip. “I heard the lady in the kitchen call it Pig Snot Loaf. Isn’t that gross?”

      And yet she’d brought a wedge back for him.

      When she wasn’t looking at him, he tucked it out of sight behind the tree trunk. Let the strange forest animals eat it. Maybe it wouldn’t make them sick. No way would he risk it himself.

      He led them back to the temporary camp the squad had struck in a clearing maybe a quarter-mile back from the tree line. On the way, he asked specific questions, driving the report the way he wanted it to go. It kept his mind off the macabre chorus of animal and bug sounds coming from the misshapen trees.

      Once inside the camp, the two scouts went back to talking about the castle interior: massive stone stairs; broad, open spaces warmed by huge fireplaces where the flames crackled loud as a gunshot; a kitchen twice the size of the one they’d found in the Wholesale Fantasy wizard castle and overrun with frenzied activity; a courtyard where the young students gathered and gawked in awe.

      At the description of the courtyard, Naru thrust out a hand. “Wait a second. This is where it gets juicy.”

      Quil’s eyes bugged out. His back stiffened. He didn’t appear to be breathing.

      Was he annoyed by her interruption? That was a problem.

      The hacker pressed the backs of her hands against her hips. “So, I’m looking out into this quadrangle full of teenagers and people dressed up in wizard robes or whatever, and I see Quil’s doing the same—really intense-like, y’know? I figure he’s searching for weapons or other threats, and I’m about to ask him what he sees when I realize there’s a girl out there in a tight sweater and tighter jeans, and she’s bending over to get something out of her backpack.” Naru shook her butt for emphasis. “And he’s locked on to her ass like a heat-seeking missile.”

      Color shot through the pseudo’s cheeks, turning them a bright red.

      That hadn’t been annoyance earlier but anxiety. Riyun chuckled to himself.

      Embarrassed, the pseudo shook his head. “I was concerned that she might have a staff or some other artifact in her belongings.”

      “Well, there was no doubt someone was lugging around a staff or something in their pants.”

      Lonar lay back on the forest floor with a groan. “Here less than a day, and he’s already stealing the ladies.”

      “I did no such thing. Naru exaggerates—”

      Naru shook a finger at the pseudo. “Don’t you even! She was a knockout, and you just about stepped on your tongue at the sight of her.”

      The pseudo blinked before throwing an uncomfortable glare at his commander. “Lieutenant, did you wish to conduct a formal interview to gather the relevant data from our scouting endeavor?”

      “I’ve been picking up bits as the two of you talk.”

      “Perhaps less time could be spent on salacious speculation and more on assessment of threat levels presented by the student body?”

      “Body! That’s rich.” Naru cackled at her blushing comrade again. “See?”

      Symbra lowered her head, but it wasn’t in time to hide the grin that had parted her lips. It was a welcome sight after all she’d been through, made doubly welcome by the fact that she’d never had much patience for either Naru or Quil. Maybe a real brush with death had gotten through to the pretty Onath woman. When Hirvok whispered something to her, her grin became a guffaw.

      The sound warmed Riyun and loosed the tension that had kept his chest tight ever since Javika’s Warthog starfighter had exploded. A hot tear rolled down his cheek too quickly for him to do anything about it.

      Only Zabila noticed him wiping it away. She’d been laughing along with Symbra and Hirvok, but there was understanding in the young Silver’s eyes. Not just understanding but…encouragement.

      That night in his cabin aboard the carrier, Zabila had told him he needed to mourn the Biwali warrior’s death. Maybe she was right.

      He cleared his throat. “Okay, I think Quil’s right.”

      Quil pulled in a slow breath, relieved. “Should we start with the structure itself? There are many halls and stairwells we did not investigate.”

      A quick search found a sturdy twig among the dead leaves. Riyun tossed it to the pseudo. “Draw us a map.”

      “This—” Quil brushed leaves from the earth and drew a rectangle. “—is the near wing. There is a tower at either end, but we felt it best to not risk the stairs. The risk of someone entering the stairwell during ascent or descent and trapping us seemed too great.”

      “Makes sense. Was there significant foot traffic, then?”

      “Not while we were inside, no. It would seem most of the staff had gathered in the courtyard to meet the new students. However, there were voices echoing around. I surmised it was possible more senior students might already be inside residences.”

      The pseudo drew circles to mark the towers, then squares to mark stairs. “The towers appear to be fully attached, with access at each floor—”

      “How many floors?”

      “Three in the wings, a fourth for the intersecting central building. That tower there has six floors, the other towers five.”

      It wasn’t the most practical design Riyun had ever encountered, but it might indicate a level of success going back centuries. Castles of old were often destroyed and rebuilt. Ones that survived over the years just as often went through renovations and extensions rather than being torn down and rebuilt.

      Naru screwed up her mouth, a sign she might have intended only for Quil, but Riyun saw it. He waved for her to speak. “You have something to add?”

      “Um—”

      “Quil can correct you if he thinks you’ve misinterpreted something.”

      She threw the pseudo a resentful look, perhaps indicating he’d failed to bring up something they’d discussed. “Well, it’s the students is all.”

      “Meaning?”

      The way she rolled her eyes, she clearly had expected her partner to bring this up. “They’re all…I don’t know. Whiny? They seemed wealthy, I guess. Entitled?”

      Riyun cocked a brow at Zabila. “Is that the design intent?”

      It was the young fugitive’s turn to look uncomfortable. “I don’t know this realm as well as I did Wholesale Fantasy, but it is a fantasy trope to use societal and economic differences for subtextual commentary.”

      “Meaning?”

      The young Silver shrugged. “Meaning there might be a class division among the students, with wealth delineating the advantaged from the less advantaged. That’s conjecture. It’s also possible the whole point is that only the wealthy would have access to the power this sort of place represents.” She turned to Naru. “You’re sure they were all wealthy?”

      “They were definitely entitled. And all they did was talk about themselves.”

      “These are teenagers. That’s to be expected.”

      “I guess.” Naru looked away. “Maybe the girl Quil got all worked up about was wearing sort of cheaper clothes. Her and the buff guy with her. He filled out his sweater really nicely.”

      Zabila narrowed her eyes and stared into the forest for a moment, then turned back to Riyun. “We don’t have enough data to make meaningful guesses, but I have an idea.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “What if it’s a combination of themes? The university represents access to power in the future. Most of the students come from privileged backgrounds, with wealth and power being perpetuated—”

      Lonar’s head came off the soil, bits of leaf clinging to his patchy, black hair. “Kinda like the Onath?”

      That spoiled Symbra’s good spirits, but Hirvok didn’t take offense.

      Zabila nodded at the heavy weapons expert. “Exactly. That sort of allegorical thematic element falls into Uzir’s sweet spot.”

      To Riyun, the comparison here wasn’t with the wizards of Wholesale Fantasy but the Queen radicals. The scale might not be right, with a place as small as the castle probably limited to a hundred students—certainly no more than two hundred—but the image seemed to fit: power accumulating to a select group.

      Would there be some sort of revolutionary component to this realm, then? What had Naru and Symbra called the repeating elements to the stories? Tropes?

      As if anticipating Riyun’s question, Symbra’s head came up. “It sounds like Beraga’s corrupting another property.”

      Before Riyun could ask her to provide a little more explanation for her thinking, Zabila jumped in. “I’m not sure ‘corrupting’ is the right term. He owned a huge portfolio of intellectual properties. There was no way to develop all of them into realms, so he probably merged some of them. We saw him do it before.”

      “You sound like you’re defending him.”

      “Not defending, no. I…think we want to understand what motivated him to create this world.” Zabila offered a thin smile to Riyun. “It’s better for your planning, right?”

      He squirmed at the glare from Symbra. There was no good answer here, even though Zabila was right. “Do you think this explains your dream?” He’d almost called it a vision, but he caught himself at the last second.

      The woman whose flight had dragged his team across the realms frowned. “I can’t be sure.”

      “You said there’s a lot of magic here.”

      “Oh, without a doubt. It’s a dangerous level. Naru, you can feel it, can’t you?”

      Without hesitation, the hacker vigorously nodded. “In the woods, down in the castle—everywhere.”

      “Does it feel like a threat to you?”

      “Um…” Naru glanced around. “No? It’s a lot of unguided energy, I guess?”

      “That’s what I felt as well.” Zabila sighed. “I know there’s a threat here; I just can’t say what it is—not yet.”

      Another threat. More risk to the squad. Riyun had already lost too many.

      Hirvok leaned back on his elbows. “I could head down into the castle tonight. Wait until everyone’s asleep and see if our little traitor is hiding out somewhere. Not worried about bringing him home with us anymore, are you?”

      It was the question Riyun continued to wrestle with. Tawod had shown his true colors in the Dread Empire realm. He’d sworn himself over to Uzir Beraga in exchange for money and who knew what else. Even though no court would put the man on trial for the deaths he’d caused, Riyun wasn’t about to ignore the young man’s actions. As Tawod’s commander, those actions ultimately became his responsibility.

      There was no rehabilitating someone who’d gone as far as Tawod had. Riyun bowed his head. “He can’t be taken back to our dimension. He committed crimes that he’d never be punished for if he returned.”

      “Then I go on a little moonlight hunt and solve the problem.”

      “What if he’s not the problem?”

      “Someone else is?”

      Riyun could see it on their faces: No one wanted to risk Tawod surviving. “We eliminate him if the opportunity arises. My concern is that Zabila felt a grave danger here: Someone or something here poses a threat to our dimension. I don’t want to kill Tawod and return to our world only to discover that we overlooked something worse.”

      That got the message through to them: Whatever they were up against, they had to be sure they took care of the problem, and that meant looking deeper than the obvious.

      Doubt showed on their faces, but each team member nodded.

      With that signal, Riyun leaned forward. “Hirvok, I want to send Naru and Quil in again. Naru has the magic to shield their passage. Maybe Zabila could do something to disguise their appearance.”

      The runaway smiled. “I spent years hiding myself from Meriscoya.”

      “Good.” Riyun fixed his gaze on Hirvok. “A little training might help them with mundane security. Think you could give them a few tips?”

      After looking the two youngsters over, the sniper grunted. “Get right on it.”

      This should’ve been his mission, and he resented kids getting the chance. Riyun understood, but he needed eyes on the inside, needed to be sure of what Zabila had seen to bring them here.

      He could only hope this plan didn’t come at too great a price.
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      Supervising scouting training was the last thing on Riyun’s mind. Like the rest of the team, he should’ve taken the opportunity to nap or relax. Hirvok could run Naru and Quil through drills and pass along the basics of scouting acquired through years of experience.

      What Riyun needed just then was some time alone.

      He wandered through the gloomy woods, doing his best to develop landmarks among the twisted, knotty trees and the bizarre flora. So much of what he encountered shared traits with the worlds he’d seen in his own dimension, but it was warped here, corrupted.

      When he plucked a familiar yellow flower to sniff it, the drowsiness that nearly overwhelmed him sent alarms through his body. Sweet like honey, the scent left his thinking muddy and his eyelids heavy.

      Coughing, almost gagging, he dropped the flower to the ground.

      This place was dangerous, a threat to the unwary. There was deception in every aspect of it, the simple beauty of fragile petals hiding threat.

      After a moment, the weakness passed. He continued deeper into the woods.

      His carbine barrel seemed a good choice to brush aside leaves and vines. Even taking that approach, he moved slowly, listening for birdsong and for any hint of scurrying. Silence might signal he was walking into a dead zone. There was peace in the sounds, a hint of normalcy despite the preternatural dark and the alien landscape.

      When he spotted a calm pool, he watched it from cover for several minutes, expecting maybe a giant serpent or a toothy fish to leap from the depths. No such thing happened, and after a while longer, he rose from his hiding place.

      At the water’s edge, he stared into the clear depths before looking at the reflection it showed.

      The man looking back was older, haunted. Salt-and-pepper whiskers darkened his cheeks, and the light seemed to be gone from his golden eyes. His reflected self had developed a long, gaunt appearance, drained of energy and hope.

      Javika had taken his life with hers.

      He knelt, tugged off his gloves, and sloshed the water with his fingertips, breaking the illusion. The pool was like the rest of the forest: illusion, deception, a trap.

      After sniffing the water, he tasted it with the tip of his tongue: sweet and cool. It smelled fresh and inviting.

      A quick search uncovered a couple rocks, which he tossed into the pool. They made the sort of hollow plop that could only come from legitimate deepness. Nothing about the way they sank to the bottom looked unnatural or suspicious.

      This was a pool, the bottom a gray stone slab like what made up the castle walls. Maybe there was a crack at the bottom, and the distant river fed this peaceful clearing with water. There was no current visible, no hint of risk. It couldn’t be twenty feet from shore to shore and not much deeper than that.

      What was he doing, letting these woods get to him?

      Laughing, he pulled off his duster and tossed it aside, along with his carbine and backpack. If he wanted a swim, he was going to take a swim. Nothing would sneak up on him here.

      Now down to his underwear, he stuck a toe into the water.

      How ridiculous he had to look, like a timid little boy.

      With a grumble, he yanked off his underwear and cannonballed into the center of the pool, plunging deeper than he thought possible. His shallow dive took him into the water deep enough that the dying light barely penetrated the surface above.

      He blinked, suddenly unsure if he were looking up anymore.

      What the—?

      What he’d taken for rocks and earth along the edges of the pool revealed themselves to be columns and walls decorated with symbols and images that seemed far more alien than anything he’d seen in the realms. There was a greenish cast to the material of the columns, glittery even without light directly hitting it. Something about the stones was wrong—the angles hurting his eyes, creating impossible depths. Crouched atop the columns sunken into the stone, humanoid shapes leered, elongated limbs dragging on the column top. Tentacles twisted from the front of the carved faces, which gave the impression of an octopus by stretching back to a high dome.

      A glance down showed only darkness—no rocks, no stone slab.

      Riyun exhaled, but the bubbles impossibly tracked straight out from him, toward the alien walls.

      Cold clutched at him, squeezing his chest and sucking the vigor from his body.

      Something had gone wrong. He’d struck his head during the dive. That was the only explanation…that or wizardry.

      His lungs burned, provoking panic: He’d been under too long.

      He closed his eyes and forced himself to relax. Whatever was playing with his mind couldn’t overcome something as fundamental as floating. Ignore the impossibilities around him, and he would rise to the surface and see things for what they were.

      Exactly as expected, his body rose.

      Currents swirled around him, and things brushed against his cooling flesh. At first, he had the sense of something fishlike, scaly, but that sensation was soon replaced by the soft, supple caress of human flesh. It was as if Monisa or Javika or maybe even Zabila were rubbing against him. Maybe all three were there, their hair floating in the water, pixie smiles on their faces. All he had to do was open his eyes and reach out to them. He could have them, singly or all at once.

      These were illusions, the mind playing tricks.

      Cool air breathed across his flesh, and the sensation of rising stopped, replaced by bobbing.

      Riyun pulled his head up, shaking the water away, and gulped the air.

      It was dark now, the air still and sweet, the sky black and flecked with gems. Chirping filled the clearing, a steady chorus of insect sounds. Shivering overcame him, almost dragging him back into the water.

      He kicked for the shore, surprisingly far away. Muscles cramped, the pain sharp and deep. Twice, he went under, coming up coughing and spitting.

      Why had he jumped into the pool? How stupid could he be?

      When his hand gripped the shore, their fingers were hooked like claws, their skin wrinkled and pale. Climbing out proved a chore almost too great.

      Once out of the water, he flopped onto his back, gasping and shuddering.

      His eyes closed, and sleep draped his clouded senses. He was aware of someone warm—hot relative to his cold—rubbing themself against him. The sensation quickly transformed from a desperate effort to heat him up to something sensual and arousing. A welcome musk tickled his nose, touched his lips, followed seconds later by a demanding tongue. He parted his lips, letting the probing continue, matching it with his own. The movement shifted, the musk strengthened, and moans echoed in his head, climbing and climbing until the sounds transformed into a scream.

      Thunder silenced the scream, and light flashed across Riyun’s eyelids.

      He opened his eyes and jerked upright as fat raindrops plunged from the black sky. Not far from his feet, the black water of the pool dimpled from the precipitation. A foul smell hung in the air: rotten and ancient, like water trapped far underground for millennia.

      To his left lay his clothes, his underwear on top. To his right lay the backpack, duster, and Devastator carbine. Everything was dry except where the rain now touched it.

      Had he dreamed the whole thing?

      Riyun dressed clumsily, unable to get the duster on before the slow rainfall became a deluge. He dug out a flashlight and shone it around the clearing, unsure what he was looking for. Was he expecting Javika to be hiding in the trees, covering herself and leering? Her smell—her taste—was on him, surviving the crazy dream, stronger than the odor from the pool.

      Just as he shook off the malaise and decided to retrace his path back to the others, he caught another scream nearly drowned by the storm.

      He spun around, flicking the light off and edging around the pool to the opposite side of the clearing. Reminding himself of the rotten power twisting these woods, he pushed through the trees, tracking toward the memory of the sound until a sickening sensation hit him.

      Frozen in place, shivering from something worse than the freezing rain, he listened again.

      Desperate, stuttering breathing came from the woods ahead. Begging cut into that horrified, wounded sound: a female voice. Something malefic and unearthly broke through the tortured human gasps, replacing them with a gibbering, tittering noise.

      Another scream filled the night, and a sickly green glow bubbled in the dark woods ahead.

      Primordial loathing and terror threatened to further freeze Riyun in place, but he shook it off. He put one booted foot in front of another, fingers squeezing the stock of the carbine, searching for certainty that something real existed in this supernatural nightmare of a world.

      Malevolent hooting and cackling rained down from the trees around him, but he followed the pulsing eldritch light, jaw set and nostrils flaring.

      Another scream rose up—it sounded like two—only to go abruptly silent.

      He hurried forward, crashing through the undergrowth, drawing up curses to bolster his sagging bravery. No matter what he found, he had one of the best assault weapons ever made and plenty of spare magazines. There would be no running from this threat, despite the green glow and dreadful sounds.

      As he drew closer, he could have sworn he heard rending and bones snapping, but when he bashed through the tangled branches that blocked his path, the spectral lights that had lured him in faded to black.

      Riyun skidded to a stop, listening and sniffing.

      It was here: a sulfuric burning in his sinuses, the foul sense of rot, of something from beyond. And when he leaned forward—

      Branches snapped off to his left, and wood exploded with a clap. What could only be described as wet chortling slithered around a low hedge.

      He chased the sound, now overcome by another thunderclap. Branches scraped for his eyes, swatted at his ankles, battered his arms. His progress was less a sprint and more a graceful stumble. In one lightning flash, he picked out two shapes moving in opposite directions.

      Slouching toward the university, he was sure he made out a human shape—stooped in the rain and hurrying without regard to the obstruction of the forest.

      Darting opposite Riyun’s position was something distinctly not human. Easily twice his height and probably even longer, the form hinted at a sluglike shape, the length of it hugging the ground.

      The human headed for the castle had an insurmountable lead, so Riyun sprinted after the larger shape. Its path plunged into a hollow filled with prickly scrub and vines, all knocked down and torn up by its passing. In its wake, the rotting stench remained despite the winds battering the trees and shaking the leaves overhead.

      Boots tromping, head lowered, the mercenary lieutenant stayed on his prey, stopping occasionally to sniff the air or search the dark for some sense of where it had gone.

      Shortly after rising at the opposite side of the hollow, he stumbled in a ditch and smashed an elbow against a rock. Fire shot up his arm, drawing a gasp before his lower arm went numb. By the time he’d regained his footing and found his flashlight, the chase was over. Whatever the creature was, it had escaped him.

      Seething, Riyun retraced his steps to where he thought he’d seen the magical glow, massaging the numbness away. He pulled his khanza knife and hacked down branches before carving symbols in several trunks.

      That done, he made his way back to the pool and from there to the camp.

      His team sat hunched before a fire hidden from the castle by a boulder and the thick growth a short distance away.

      Lonar had his duster pulled over his head like a tarp. “Been hunting, Boss?”

      “Something like that.” Riyun shuddered at the memory of the nightmare he’d had and the waking nightmare after. He knelt beside a dozing Zabila, wrapped in her own long coat, and shook her. “We need to talk.”

      She blinked away the sleep and nodded, following him out from the others.

      When they were far enough away to prevent curious ears from catching his words, Riyun directed the young Silver beneath the bough of a swaying tree. “I think I know what brought us here.”

      Zabila waited for a thunderclap to die away. “You saw someone?”

      “Something. And I…felt it. That’s the best I can describe it. The things Meriscoya made a pact with. The sensation was like that.”

      After a second, she nodded. “You think they’re here?”

      “I’m sure of it. What I felt…” Those alien creatures, the architecture… “You were right: It could be more dangerous than anything we’ve seen before.”
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      Lit by flashlights, the pool that had sucked Riyun into its depths looked…banal, harmless. When he knelt to touch the surface, the water held the heat of the day rather than the cold that had drained the strength from his body. What he recalled of the smell—ancient and foul—was just memory.

      All of it was memory. Could he trust it?

      Lonar planted a beefy, gloved hand on his knee and bent forward, head cocked as if listening to the plop of the fat raindrops. “Dunno, Boss. Looks like a pretty nice pool, you ask me.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      It seemed mundane now, the water level higher thanks to the rain. Where he’d felt threatened—endangered—just being near it after waking, now it was just a pleasant place to bathe, the air refreshing and sweet.

      He knuckled rain from his face as Naru came forward, glow stick in her hand. She snapped it, jaw thrust out, shook, then tossed the chemical light into the water. It sank without showing anything like what he remembered: no ancient columns with inhuman creatures posed atop them, no sparkling green stone, no angles that twisted or absorbed the light.

      When the light settled at the bottom, the flickering glow distorted by ripples revealed smooth, gray stone and nothing else.

      The hacker shrugged. “That doesn’t mean you didn’t see something. Not really.”

      Riyun smirked. “I know what I saw.”

      “I know, right?” She rested a hand on her hip. “Shouldn’t we look?”

      He searched the others’ faces. Zabila bit her lip, which could mean she was worried or could mean she thought he’d banged his head on a rock and gone a little bonkers. Hirvok’s face was neutral, his eyes darting to the trees and back to the water without betraying a thing. Quil was as impossible to read as ever, but Symbra…that twitch, the way she wouldn’t meet her commander’s gaze…

      She didn’t believe him, maybe even thought he was crazy.

      Was he? There was only one way to know.

      After a quick search to locate where he’d tumbled into his dream about Javika, Riyun got to his feet. “The screams came from there.” He thrust a chin toward the trees on the opposite side of the pool.

      They let him take the lead, nodded when he showed the snapped branches from his plunge into the bush separating him from his target. His trail was easy enough to follow, even in the dark and gloomy forest. Mist hung low to the ground where it sloped down, but it wasn’t enough to stop him from finding his way. Nothing could shake his certainty of what he’d heard and seen.

      When he spotted a tree he’d gouged with his knife, he raised a hand and turned in a slow circle. “This is it—the spot.”

      Hirvok came to the front, chin raised, eyes narrowed. “The glow?”

      “And the screams.”

      “Two voices?”

      “One was female. I’m sure of it.”

      “The other?”

      “I don’t know. It sounded like they were in pain, terrified.”

      The sniper released a soft grunt and began a slow spiral of the open area. He stopped at the big tree Riyun had marked, thumbing the cuts before dropping to a knee to inspect the ground.

      A sniffle came from the clump the others had gathered into. Naru separated from the pack, shivering. “I feel it. It’s barely there, but I believe you.”

      He wasn’t so sure now; the only evidence before him was what he’d created. “What’s it like?”

      “Well…” The hacker blinked away rain. “It’s sort of like echoes?”

      “Echoes.”

      “Okay, so, when there’s magic, and I’m there, it has a certain…presence? An immediacy, y’know? Like, you licked a battery or something?”

      “Not this?”

      “This feels like a lightning strike that you only know about because the thunder shook you, even though you were far away.”

      That was something. “Can you tell where the strike was?”

      “The magic, you mean?”

      “You tell me.”

      She closed her eyes, flicked off her flashlight, and sagged a little. Hirvok looked up from inspecting the ground, one eye screwed up as if challenging Riyun about the show she was putting on. When she took a wobbly step, the sniper went back to his work, head shaking.

      Naru’s steps took her forward, then drifted left. “It was here.”

      He’d told them it was here. Did she realize how silly this made her look? His flashlight caught her wrinkling her nose, followed by a look of disgust. Her steps became less of a drift and more of a strong angle away from the tree he’d marked.

      Without opening her eyes, she picked up her pace. “This stench…”

      Riyun caught Zabila covering her face with her hands. Was she wiping away the rain or embarrassed? She knew the younger woman’s interest in her commander. Did this all come across as a desperate attempt to show support? Could it be something that sad?

      He followed the hacker, playing the light over the ground ahead of her but not saying anything.

      Continuing the huckster display, Naru held a hand out, fingers trembling. “It came through here.” She staggered now, tripping over rocks and recovering. She’d put thirty, maybe fifty feet between them and the others. “This is where the power erupted.”

      At that last word, her boot thudded against something dark, and she fell forward. Riyun dropped his flashlight as he caught her. “You okay?”

      She leaned into him, face rising to look into his eyes. “I—”

      They saw it at the same time: the dark object she’d tripped over, the rocks, the way his flashlight pointed down into darkness. His breath caught at the size of the hole—circular, easily fifteen feet across. It was only a few inches deep, but the earth was disturbed, not so much mud as wet clumps.

      And in the flashlight beam, a ghostly pale fingertip poked out of the dark soil.

      Riyun pushed her back when she gasped. “Tell them we found something.”

      Something was right. That otherworldly stench rose from this hole, as if an entirely different world—a twisted dimension—lay just a few feet below the surface. Without checking to be sure she’d done as he told her to do, he pulled his gloves on and began brushing away dirt from the human digit poking up in the light.

      In no time, that tip turned into an entire finger, then a hand, then a forearm. Someone dropped to the ground beside him: Lonar. The big tweak gouged furrows into the earth, clearing away huge mounds of the torn soil. Naru joined in, then Quil, then Symbra.

      Hirvok paced the perimeter of the hole, alternately craning his neck in to get a better look and turning his back to them to search the night.

      They cleared a torso—female—then a head.

      Nausea hammered Riyun at the sight of her naked form: young, eyes wide, mouth filled with dirt. Something had sucked the vitality from the youthful body, not so much withering it as leaving it gray and splotchy—sickly—despite the skin having plenty of healthy firmness about it.

      One of Lonar’s big scoops revealed a second body: an equally young man. He’d suffered the same treatment as the young woman, skin drained of vigor.

      Was that what had caused the pain-filled screams?

      Quil and Symbra dragged the female from her grave and set her on the ground several feet away. Lonar brought the male over and set him down beside the first corpse.

      The big tweak rubbed a scarred knuckle under his nose. “That ain’t right.”

      Symbra prodded the corpses, then rolled them onto their sides and repeated the treatment on their backs. “There’s no obvious wound or injury.”

      Riyun waved toward a big, gray splotchy area on the young man’s belly. “What’s that?”

      “Some sort of…” She probed it with a gloved finger, recoiled, her other hand going toward the spot on her scalp where an alien monstrosity had nearly killed her with venom and other biological threats. “A wound.”

      “And you smell it?”

      “Worse than a battlefield.”

      “I’ve smelled humans blown to pieces. This is something else entirely. When I got here, it was worse—choking. It sounded like limbs being torn off.”

      Quil dropped to his knees beside the girl, pinching her chin between thumb and forefinger and rolling her head left to right. He leaned close and sniffed, moving from her mouth to her chest. “They are not the source of the smell, although there is a strange odor coming off of her.”

      A wet, sucking sound came from the hole, and a moment later, Lonar held up a muddy bundle. “I think I found something.”

      Flashlights lit the bundle where he set it down. He pulled off his grimy gloves and squeezed away muck, then flicked away chunks of dirt before finding a knot and trying to untie it. The bundle was a heavy cloth of some sort, but wet and dirty. It wasn’t cooperating.

      Growling, he dug fingers into the material to tear it open, but Naru set a dainty hand on his, pushing him away. A few seconds later, she had the knot undone, and the bundle revealed itself as a blanket with clothing inside.

      She held up jeans, sweaters, shirts, and undergarments. “Oh.”

      After setting the clothes down, she smoothed the blanket into a square, treating it with the same care its original owner might have.

      Zabila hugged herself. “They came out here to be together.”

      The hacker nodded slowly. “That’s…terrible.”

      Riyun pointed to the spot where he’d chased after the two forms. “Someone else was out here. Maybe he or she followed to see what they would get up to, then ran away when…the thing attacked them.”

      An uncomfortable grimace settled on Lonar’s face. “I dunno, Boss. No offense, but they ain’t that much to look at, are they?”

      When everyone stared at the big tweak, he threw up his hands. “Hey, now. Just sayin’. You can find plenty of hot bodies on the network, right?”

      Naru ran fingers over the blanket. “Not back in that Dread Empire realm.”

      Things were turning morbid, and Riyun didn’t want the team to lose its focus. “These were students, right?” He leaned forward, took a pair of jeans from the pile. There was no wallet or purse, but he found a laminated card and waved Lonar over. “Flashlight.”

      The big tweak put the beam on the card and whistled. “Seventeen.”

      “A freshman. Vakram Foglun. Does that name have any meaning?” Riyun glanced from Symbra to Naru. “Part of this property or whatever?”

      Both women shook their heads; he was just an innocent bystander.

      Riyun sighed and checked the smaller pair of jeans, finding the same thing. “Her name was Krisbali Saward.”

      Once again, the information was met with head shakes.

      As he examined the pants, a thought came to him. “Quil, Naru—could you fit these?”

      Naru’s eyes bugged out at the idea, but she held her hand out for the jeans. “She’s kinda skinny, y’know?”

      “You’re slim, too.”

      “Thanks, but…not that skinny? I’ve got a butt.” Still, she held the pants up to her waist. “They’re a little long, and I doubt I could breathe in them, but I can try.”

      Riyun waved her toward some trees that could provide privacy, then picked the boy’s jeans up and handed them toward Quil. “You look about the same size.”

      The pseudo tilted his head, then worked off the lower body armor segments and unbuckled his belt to slide his own pants off. He pulled the jeans on with a little effort. “These students either do not develop leg muscles or prefer to limit their movement.”

      That drew a chuckle from Lonar, who twisted the pseudo around by the shoulders. “Hey, you got a butt, too, Quil!”

      “I believe the term you seek is ‘ass.’ And yes, the ass operates heavy weapons for the squad.”

      “Aw, buddy. I was trying to give ya a compliment.”

      Quil glanced down at the larger sweater. “I suppose I must wear that abomination as well, Lieutenant?”

      “It’s a disguise.”

      “Then we are not expected to sneak in using our recently acquired training to reconnoiter but to assume the roles of these two unfortunate students?”

      Even with the horror of death on their faces, it was clear the young couple looked nothing like Naru and Quil. Riyun waved the hacker back in to the group, trying not to smile at the way she almost waddled in the tight-fitting jeans. Her face held the pinched look he was pretty sure signaled embarrassment.

      He offered her the sweater. “This should fit well enough.”

      “Really? Can’t we just creep around and take some video then come back out?” She squinted at the strangely patterned top. “Is that a woman sitting on a broom?”

      Riyun turned to Zabila. “What about it? Can the two of you work up some sort of illusion?”

      The pretty Silver who’d brought them to this world licked rain from her lip. “I suppose we could. No one is likely to even remember the two of them, really.” She flinched and looked away, upset by her words.

      “The best way to remember them is to prevent there being other victims of…whatever it was that happened.”

      “I know.” Zabila held her hands out to Naru and Quil, pulling them away from the others. “Let’s get to it, then. You’ll catch your death of cold if you stay out in this rain too much longer.”

      A quick look at the young corpses provoked another round of nausea and shivers for Riyun. “Let’s get these two back in the ground. Maybe we can protect their bodies from the animals.”

      If only they’d been able to save them from the thing that had killed them.
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      “All I’m saying is that it would’ve been nice if she hadn’t been so skinny.”

      Quil suppressed a groan at Naru’s complaint. It had been like this with the hacker from the second they had departed the forest perimeter. One complaint after another.

      Then she slipped on the wet grass and tumbled down the gentle slope, letting out a curse and sob. “I lost my pistol! Quil! Help?”

      She thrashed the high grass, sending rain into his eyes, sniffling and grumbling the entire time. “Why not wear a shirt under the sweater? I mean, I get it—they were going up there to screw, and a shirt just gets in the way, but this knit is so loose, I might as well be naked.”

      He ran his flashlight over the ground until it caught the dark shape of the pistol, then handed the weapon to her rather than club her over the head with it.

      The temptation, though…

      Her smile was fragile yet…attractive. For whatever reason, she batted her eyelashes at him while stuffing the barrel down the back of her jeans.

      So close, he noted the dead girl’s perfume coming from the sweater, mixing with the rain—something musky and sweet, with a mineral tang that reminded him of incense and sweat, like the young dancer who had stolen his heart.

      Naru returned to her grumbling and stomped the rest of the way down the hill, the dead woman’s sneakers snapping against the swaying grass. “I don’t know about you, but when I find her dormitory room, the first thing I’m doing is taking a shower. Ugh.”

      Shy of using his own sidearm to club his comrade into silence, there were few options to bring something resembling peace to their trek through the midnight storm.

      In a way, though, the hacker was correct: Each step was a form of misery. His sneakers sank into the muddy water. The wind produced a cold he would rather have done without. Stiff material dug into his crotch.

      However, complaining about any of that accomplished nothing.

      So, he allowed his fellow mercenary to prattle on, taking some solace in the way she found insult in even the smallest discomfort.

      She stood over the grate beneath the shaking leaves of the tree that branched out over the defensive wall, marking their secret entry point into the university. “Hollow Hills! The water’s knee deep in there now. You think there’re rats?”

      “I have no doubt that the water has awakened the most unpleasant of things.”

      “Like what? You mean like that big monster Riyun said he saw? You think it could be down here? He said it was huge!”

      If the hacker were to slip and bang her head on one of the stones, no one would be the wiser, and the small torture of enduring her incessant whining would come to a merciful end. “I am absolutely certain that I have no means of assessing all the potential threats that may await us inside the tunnel. Should I perhaps go before you?”

      “Aw. Thanks, Quil.”

      Once again, she batted her lashes. If she had less the look of a waterlogged rodent, it was entirely possible she would have been cute.

      He lowered himself into the tunnel, wincing at the cold of the water as much as the way his awkward entry produced an echoing splash. The grounds of the university had no armed patrol prowling about, so no one would be there to hear their thunderous entry. That hardly qualified as a rationale to plunge forward like graceless oxen.

      When Naru started to lower herself, he reached up without thinking, catching her by the hips to reduce the noise she might make.

      Once in the water, she shrieked before covering her mouth. “I hate this!”

      “Would you be surprised if I admitted that I found no entertainment in it?”

      “Um, I guess not?” She squeezed past him. “I’ll take lead again.”

      Her notion that she might serve as a superior scout annoyed him, what with his experience and already established skill. Worse, though, was the way she seemed to have intentionally brushed against him.

      Had she meant it as a distraction? Were there other intentions at play?

      Best to take in a deep breath and refocus.

      She spun around, flashlight catching him directly in the eyes. “You coming?”

      “Once I can see again, my intent is to make my way to you.” Also, once he found her, the odds seemed good he might push her head underwater.

      Giggling floated back from ahead, allowing him to put a hand on the wall and edge forward despite her imbecilic decision to run her light over his face. Lonar had a similar proclivity for juvenile humor, but his tremendous bulk and unquestioned fighting prowess protected him from retaliation.

      The hacker must have stopped moving, because Quil bumped into her. He blinked. “Why did you stop?”

      “I didn’t want you to slip, silly.” Her breath was loud, the perfume of the dead girl thick. “You’re not mad at me, are you?”

      “‘Mad’ is an inappropriate term for the way I feel.”

      “O-okay. You just seem…tense.”

      “How strange I should harbor any emotions that might be mistaken for tension when we have begun an insertion operation into a school for wizards, disguised in the clothes of two students who have met with an unpleasant demise. You must perceive me as irrational.”

      “Wow.” Her flashlight beam reflected off the damp gray stone, revealing lips twisted in annoyance. “Sarcastic much?”

      She sloshed the rest of the way through the tunnel to the area beneath the grate inside the defensive wall. Stone steps climbed up to the grate at that end. She splashed up those before elbowing the grate aside and hissing a curse.

      When he reached the top, he lowered the heavy cover back down, then searched for her beam. She must have turned it off, because the only light came from the closest wing of the castle.

      How mature.

      Quil raced after the hacker, stopping every now and then to squint into the dark.

      Finally, he spotted her, silhouetted against the flickering glow of the maintenance house the old woman had shambled out of on their first insertion. In that wavering, golden light, the little hacker managed to produce an appreciable shape long enough for him to dash toward her.

      She shook out her arm as he neared, studying the elbow. “I hope you’re happy.”

      “Something good has happened?”

      “You made me bang my arm on that grate.”

      Strange. He had no memory of ordering her to do anything of the sort. “There is a light in the kitchen.”

      “Candles, I’m pretty sure.”

      “Lit candles do not constitute light?”

      “I wasn’t challenging what you were saying, Quil. I was guessing about the source of the light. Try not to be so pedantic and argumentative, okay?”

      She had a strange way of stretching the word out. O-kay?

      Before he could engage her to explain exactly why her supposition would be anything other than “okay,” she ran toward the kitchen door. All the running indicated she had found some level of comfort in her jeans. Maybe that would lead to a less unpleasant tone to her interactions going forward.

      When he reached her again, she had the kitchen door open and her head squeezed into the opening. From her position, she would have no ability to see the bulk of the kitchen. There was a mudroom beyond the door, and beyond that a vestibule where buckets and mops were stored.

      He leaned in and placed a hand on the small of her back. “The critical details necessary to judge whether or not we can risk sneaking in will only be available once we have passed through the mudroom.”

      Naru still had her flashlight off, but the candlelight coming from the kitchen was sufficient to see that something bothered her. “Thank you, Captain Obvious.”

      “You knew that you would need to proceed into the room, but you—”

      She squeezed his hand and yanked it from her back. “Stay here.”

      Her sneakers squeaked on the stone floor as she edged toward the optimal position for a glance into the cooking area. If he entered, would his tracks draw attention to their intrusion? It seemed unlikely. No one apparently made a serious effort to clean the mudroom. It was, after all, meant to be dirty. Tracking muck and dampness into the area beyond, however, would almost certainly catch the attention of even a cook. The grimy boots resting on low shelves should have made this obvious.

      Quil decided he would hold off on pointing this out to the hacker until she tried to set a sneaker inside—

      She came back, a guttering, thick white candle in one hand, towels in another. She set the candle on a shelf already caked with wax. “All clear. Get in here and dry off.”

      He pulled the door snug behind him and lowered the simple bar latch into place. To his surprise, Naru had already started disrobing, wringing out the sweater until a puddle formed. The water slowly tracked toward a drain in the center of the room. She laid out the wrung-out garment on an empty shelf and pulled her sneakers and socks off, then her jeans.

      When he stood still, she thrust her jaw out. “Come on! Just because it’s empty now doesn’t mean someone won’t come down here for a midnight meal or something.”

      There was no point in telling her this was an obvious concern, so Quil followed her lead, wringing out his sweater, then his jeans, then his socks. As the water spattered into the drain, he considered his fellow mercenary out of the corner of his eye. She had been attractive even when she had first shown up. A little soft, certainly, but there had been something about her neon-dyed hair and the unshakeable confidence she had exuded that had drawn the eye to her face. Although battle-hardened would be an exaggeration, there was no mistaking the way she had shed her few extra pounds and—

      Naru’s lips twisted into a snarl. “Quit ogling me.”

      Odd. Had he been ogling? His intent had merely been to assess, to compare her now to the naive, obnoxious girl who had signed up several months ago.

      She pulled the wet sweater back on, shivering. “These ID cards show a symbol on them. You remember seeing it when we were in here earlier?”

      “There were four heraldic symbols on pennons in the—”

      “What?”

      “Heraldic symbols—”

      “Yeah, I get that. What was that other word? Pen…?”

      “Flags. They were in the courtyard: a lion, an owl, a snake, and a hyena.”

      “Right!” The hacker stopped pulling her jeans on and pulled her ID card out of the pocket, holding it up to the candlelight. “That’s a snake, right?”

      “It would appear to be so.”

      “So, you’re thinking four colleges or schools or whatever?”

      “That would seem an intuitive jump with some risk.”

      “What else could it mean? Schools have mascots. My university was the Fighting Cohort. It was kind of pathetic, but—” She shrugged. “Anyway, I think we sneak around until we start spotting some of those images. Those…pennons?”

      “Yes.”

      “They must be stored somewhere. I’m betting we can find them or some other thing to show school pride or whatever. Heck, freshmen are going to need things to show them around until they get a feel for the place, right?”

      “There is some logic to that.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      She set her card down beside the candle, then pulled her jeans on. Once she had the card back in her pocket, she pulled the candle from the shelf and padded out of the room, collecting her wet sneakers and socks as she went.

      Not seeing any obvious flaws with her reasoning, Quil followed after her, their towels bunched under his arms. If he failed to find a place to toss the wet items, he could always hide them somewhere. As quiet and dark as the compound was, he had no doubt the rest of the incoming students had retreated to bed for the night. He was less sure about the efficacy of the magical disguises Naru and Zabila had produced, but that was a problem that could be resolved later, when it reared its scaly head.

      For now, the hacker had been right about one thing: He wanted a hot shower. And, maybe, he might convince her to join him for a mug of hot tea, assuming the kitchen had such a thing.
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      From the sound of the engine, the delivery truck winding through the serpentine, tree-covered path didn’t have much longer for this realm. Sputtering, growling, spitting out a thick, white exhaust that burned the eyes, the vehicle was in need of serious work. Riyun used his helmet’s optics to get a better look at the side panel—a dull brown, scuffed, and stenciled with plain block letters declaring the owner as Walit Kromil Farms. The way the vehicle sat low on its suspension, near-treadless tires pressed almost flat, it was loaded down.

      Once the mist had swallowed the truck’s taillights, Riyun keyed his mic. “Eagle, fifth vehicle on the way. Brown paint, gold lettering. Walit Kromil Farms.”

      “See it pulling up toward the gate. At least these kids get their veggies.”

      “Don’t matter if they don’t get any meat, though—right, Boss?” Lonar chuckled.

      Riyun poked his head up from the high grass, flicking dew from his duster. He searched the road leading from the massive university compound to the stone bridge shrouded by the gray morning haze. “Any more vehicles inbound, Tank?”

      “I got three sets of headlights in the fog, one about halfway across the bridge now. Sounds like another gem. Don’t these people ever tune their engines?”

      “That may be what they sound like tuned.”

      The heavy weapons expert snorted. “Guess so.”

      Another transmission drowned out the big tweak: Symbra. “They’ve got children carrying the boxes of food into the castle!” She wasn’t even trying to choke back the outrage at the indignity of it all.

      Even if Riyun stepped back from the tree where he observed the twisting road, he wouldn’t be able to see the high limb the Onath officer candidate had made her perch. They’d needed eyes inside the castle walls, and she was the smallest among them other than Zabila. No one was about to put the runaway Silver at risk on something like that.

      Whatever response the mercenary commander hoped to give, it wouldn’t be enough to settle Symbra down. She apparently saw these kids as analogous to her own people—special, meant to rule. Asking them to engage in labor as part of their education must have seemed sacrilegious to her.

      He bit his lip. “Maybe they volunteered. They’re the ones being fed by those deliveries.”

      “They’re children! This school owes them better than this.”

      She wouldn’t have lasted a day on Hurdist. All Riyun had known from the moment he learned to walk was labor. These kids were carrying boxes of vegetables someone else had picked. Riyun and his father had not only worked the fields to prepare for sowing the seeds, they’d weeded and harvested, then cleared the fields before starting the whole process over again.

      Had Symbra ever even seen food that hadn’t been prepared for her?

      That was a cheap shot, and Riyun was embarrassed for thinking it. “They’ll survive. If they don’t like it, they’ll leave.”

      “That’s a heartless approach.”

      Where could he take the discussion after that? She’d seen kids younger than these students lined up for firing squads after fighting against corporate mercenary teams. She’d glared at kids barely old enough to walk being marched off to forced labor while their parents were still being dug out of collapsed and smoking homes.

      There was no understanding her at this point. “Let me know if you see our scouts, Silver.”

      If radio silence could convey iciness, Riyun probably would have been treating frostbite right around then.

      Lonar’s voice ended the distraction. “Truck number six on the way, Boss.”

      Headlamps cast silvery halos on the road approaching Riyun’s tree. He hunkered down low in the grass, taking every precaution not to be seen. It wasn’t that he thought the truck drivers were particularly alert so much as him not wanting to get out of practice. Something had killed two students—freshmen—and sped away from him. The local townsfolk and the university professors and students might not pose a problem for experienced mercenaries, but something out there would.

      “Hey, Boss! Next truck’s comin’. This one’s big, and I think it’s carting meat. They got cute bunnies and cows and lambs painted on the side. Can we hit this one? I want a bunny. Hirvok, you remember those bunnies we—”

      Riyun pulled back as the sixth truck rumbled past. “Kill the chatter, Tank.”

      “Oh.”

      “Eagle, truck six is black and smaller. Tandem axle, so it might be carrying something heavy.”

      Hirvok was silent for a moment. “Got it.”

      Actual sunlight brightened the sky, signaling they were likely nearing the end of their scouting mission. Now they had a sense of how the university operated, receiving food shipments at least one morning a week and using students to help unload the boxes. If the colleges were anything like what Riyun knew of regular ones, classes would start within an hour or two of sunrise, allowing students time to clean up, eat, and prepare for the day.

      Of course, he was basing his understanding of advanced learning on what he’d heard from peers and subordinates in his own dimension. Expecting too much similarity in such an alien world was risky. They would hold their positions and figure out the schedule before moving on to the next objective.

      An hour later, the last truck rumbled past, gears grinding, headed back to the bridge. The sun had already started to cook away some of the fog and heat the air.

      He pushed up, leaning against the rough bark of the tree and stretching out his limbs. “Tank, when you’re sure that bridge is clear and no one can see you, get to the other side and take a look around.”

      “You got it, Boss. Might take a swim in that river, too. You think it’s like your little pool?” The big tweak chortled.

      “You be sure to let me know.”

      “Aw. Don’t get mad. Hey, that truck’s climbing up the hill on the other side. I’m heading across. Tank out.”

      There had been a time when Riyun had that sort of energy and enthusiasm. Even after losing Monisa, he’d still had a strange lust for life, mechanical and brutal as it turned out to be. Now…

      He still had his family, even if it had dwindled again.

      Muscles popped as he rolled his neck, triggering a sense of relief. It was the little things in life that pleased him now. “Eagle, help Silver down, then scout the way to that big field south of the castle walls.”

      “You bet.”

      Riyun gave the winding road and the ancient trees lining it a final look before patting the trunk he’d used as cover and edging back.

      When the tree let out a deep sigh, he nearly jumped out of his boots.

      “What the—?” He held a hand out toward the trunk again, absolutely sure he’d imagined the sound.

      The bough rocked despite the lack of meaningful wind, shaking the leaves.

      That…was too much. He backed away, licking his lips. “Um, thanks. For the cover.”

      Another sigh came from the tree: real, not imagined.

      “Hollow Hills.” He took a couple steps back, waved anxiously, then ran.

      At least the grass didn’t complain when his boots stomped into the damp soil. He almost expected an owl to swoop down and warn him that his team was trespassing. This was a wizards university, a place where people trained to use magic. Wards and mental trickery were to be expected. Maybe sapient trees were a thing, too. He’d heard of dumber concepts. He’d fought dumber concepts.

      Once he slowed down, he adjusted course to take him back to the top of the rise at the edge of the forest. That would give him a vantage point that would allow him to take in the university as a whole. Once Hirvok signaled it was clear at the open field, they could meet up there and figure that place out.

      Was it a failed garden? New construction? A parade ground?

      Coming down the slope in the morning had been easy if messy. The rain had left the ground soggy and slick, and the fog had come off the river thick. They were all damp and cranky before they reached their positions. Going back up the slope wasn’t any better. Today, it felt steeper than it was, the soil sucking at his boots and the grass tearing underneath.

      Symbra sat atop the rise, elbow resting on her upraised knee, chin grinding into the palm of a hand. A sour look twisted her pretty face. “You think I’m spoiled.”

      He grunted as he reached the top, swaying before plopping down beside her. At the edge of the forest, the air was fresh, sweet. To recall the horrors of the night before took effort in the face of such calm.

      His helmet made a dull thud dropping to the drying ground. “I think you might want to consider who you’ll be leading when you get your commission.”

      “You mean hard cases and bitter old men?”

      Riyun squinted toward the big field, searching for any sign of Hirvok. The sniper made an excellent scout, nearly as good as Javika.

      Symbra fanned her face with her fingers. “Sorry. I’m just…reeling, I guess.”

      “We all are.”

      “Well, everyone else is doing a better job hiding it, then. I keep seeing those two bodies in that clearing and the gray splotches…” She delicately touched the part of her scalp where hair had started to grow out after she’d been wounded by the monstrosity that had erupted from mirrors that looked into other worlds and times.

      “If those things show up here, we’ll be ready for them.”

      “You think that’s what it was?”

      “No. What I saw was…huge.”

      “You’re going to think I’m a monster, but I miss the jobs where we just shoot up some other mercenary unit, take the money, get drunk and gorge on cheap food, then sleep for a week.” Color faded from her features, and some of the tension left her body.

      “It’s normal to want things to be simpler.”

      “I’m not sure I understand normal anymore.”

      “That’s probably a good thing.”

      At the base of the slope, Zabila came out of the high grass. She waved, then cupped her hands around her mouth. “Hirvok radioed. He says we need to get to that field.”

      Riyun rose with a groan, fetching up his helmet. “Should we be surprised the radios have a shorter range in this dimension?”

      That put a pleasant grin on Symbra’s face. “We want things simpler, I guess.”

      “I guess.”

      The safest path took them around the base of the rise, which eventually curled south around the lower area where the massive castle grounds sat. Once they were parallel with the field, the slope took a gentle turn to the east to eventually surround the university on a third side.

      As they headed toward the field, Hirvok radioed them. “Double-time. Students inbound.”

      Now that Riyun knew to look, the kids were visible, traipsing across the low-cut grass between the southern castle wall and the side of the oblong field closest to them. The field itself had the closest-cut grass, a markedly deep green that hinted at blue near its base. It was an even cut, no more than three inches high.

      Someone put a lot of work into grooming the place.

      When Riyun dropped to his elbows beside the sniper, Hirvok already had a finger extended toward the manicured lawn. “Looks like a playing field.”

      “It does.”

      “Bet on what they play?”

      “No chance.”

      “Coward.”

      A few seconds later, Symbra crawled through the high grass and settled at the sniper’s other side, followed a little later by Zabila. She ended up close to Riyun, puffing out her cheeks and blowing hair from the corner of her mouth. No amount of sweat or grime could diminish her beauty, but she didn’t seem to realize that.

      She frowned, embarrassed. “Haunted or not, I think I’m going into that pool you found when this is done.”

      Maybe she would change her mind once she dove in.

      On the field, two groups of kids sprinted around, laughing and jumping. They wore brown-gray jackets and shorts rather than the sweaters and jeans from the day before. Ties snugged against their throats and ran down into plaid midnight blue vests. Even as close as they were, the uniforms went a ways toward hiding their sexes. Only their hair, faces, and voices gave them away, really.

      From those voices, Riyun caught crucial words: pitch and match, subtle and crafty. There was excitement in their exchanges, with several of the young women gravitating to the tall, dark-haired young man who seemed to stand off from the others. His coppery skin wrinkled when he scowled at the attention, and Riyun thought the guy looked right toward the hidden mercenaries.

      Then a tall, plump woman with a round face and large, metal-framed glasses trotted out onto the field—the pitch. She wore the black robes Riyun had seen professors wear in old pictures. The rise of her ample chest indicated she’d had to run to catch up with the kids.

      Hirvok elbowed Riyun. “Need to tell Lonar we found someone for him.”

      Beyond the sniper’s shoulder, Symbra’s brow pinched in anger, but she held back any scolding remark. Riyun would remind her that it was harmless banter. He wouldn’t remind her that Lonar might very well find the big professor attractive. There was nothing wrong with that.

      It would have to come later, though, because the professor put fingers into the corner of her lips and let rip a piercing whistle that silenced the kids.

      The uniformed students circled their instructor, who held her arms up. “All right, students! Take a good look at it. This is the fabled baldercrak pitch—the greatest challenge you’ll face your entire time here.”

      A red-headed beanpole of a girl threw up an arm. “Mistress Galir?”

      “What is it, Pinoli?”

      “How many teams are there to be?”

      “For the championship?”

      “Among the college?” The redhead wagged her hand around to indicate the students. “Among us.”

      “You can break into four teams. Any extras can be available as substitutes.”

      “And does an entire team go into the final tournament, or is it the best players who put the final team together?”

      A twinkle sparkled in the professor’s eyes. “That’s for you to decide, Pinoli.”

      “Oh.”

      More chattering broke out among the students, all except for the big, broad-shouldered, copper-skinned student. He separated from the others, moving closer to the professor. “Excuse me.”

      “Yes, Aliat?”

      “As Owls, our training focuses on cleverness and subtlety.”

      “Yes.”

      “How are we supposed to stand against Lions and Hyenas?”

      The professor’s eyes took on that same twinkle. “That’s for you to decide.”

      Again, Hirvok elbowed Riyun, this time chuckling. “Maybe we should recruit this guy.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “We’ve made a career out of outsmarting tougher enemies.”

      Riyun blushed at that. He wasn’t sure the former Silver had meant it as a compliment, but it felt that way. More importantly, it was true.
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      Apparently, the people responsible for the creation of the Wizard University intellectual property fancied themselves gifted with a sense of humor. Quil took exception to the idea immediately upon seeing the dank interior of the ancient castle not as a scout but as a student. The gloomy halls not only amplified sound but funneled it. His search for the room assigned to the young man now buried in the Twilight Forest had been torturously loud and uncomfortable—pushing open doors only to apologize to the groggy occupants, squinting in the dark for items that might identify who should be in any empty bunk he found, banging into furniture hidden in the dark. And, finally, slipping into his assigned bed only to find it short-sheeted.

      But what really put Quil off on the idea that the creators of the property were humorists was waking to the roar of some fantastical beast. Whether real or magical, he could not be sure, but the entire wing shook from thundering strides, sufficient to knock him out of his bed. Then followed the screeching, deafening bellow that must have bordered on glass-shattering.

      At that point, Quil had looked around at his roommate, the other young man blinking and staring slack-jawed at the door.

      There was no challenge of Quil’s identity. The illusion had been successful.

      After a mumbled good morning, Quil’s roommate gathered a towel, some undergarments, and a small leather bag before shuffling out the door with a yawn.

      Quil frowned, detecting annoyance without understanding why.

      He pushed the hall door closed and went to the still-full luggage of the young man he had replaced and dug through in search of further data. Not much obvious information existed, but there were plenty of clothes. As a mercenary and before that a mere pseudo, Quil had never owned much. Here before him were signs of wealth or at least something approximating it.

      Underwear without holes; fresh, crisply pressed shirts; a bag of toiletries that included an embossed cologne bottle with a chrome top—all things he could hardly imagine.

      When he opened the cologne, it released a salty, spicy aroma that tweaked the sinuses. Too much, and the product would be overwhelming and unpleasant.

      At the bottom of one of the expensive luggage pieces, he found something promising: a thick, leather-bound book. There was an expensive pen clipped inside a strip of leather that clasped the book closed.

      After another quick glance at the door, Quil opened the book. Refined cursive strokes greeted him.

      7 Alsian 988

      Day one of my misery begins. Father deposits my bags in the back of the Humberlan, and Mother gives me a peck on the cheek before whispering a desperate plea that I not embarrass her.

      Thank you, Mother dear, for thinking of me during our goodbye.

      Three words pass from Father’s lips during the four-hour drive: Hungry? Ready? Goodbye.

      No kiss from the old fellow. I believe he has a meeting with the board or something.

      In the courtyard, I suffer through the pathetic attempt at legerdemain and the even more pathetic effort to make we students welcome in our new prison. The robes and our uniforms are horrible sights, all endured to show how compliant and docile I have become at the request of the schoolmasters.

      Dinner is some rancid combination of potatoes and ham. Someone has taken great humor at making it smell rotten and has named the undesirable mess to match: Guts and Bones.

      How quaint.

      A light shines in the darkness surrounding me, though. Her name is Krisbali. Krisbali Saward. She is a Snake like me and feels as unwanted as I do.

      Dear Journal, I could spend hours describing the things I dream of doing to this young woman. Her lips are like cherries, and her breasts promise such softness. If my parents were ever to find out what promise she whispered in my ear before we left the dining hall, I fear the panic might strike them down.

      That, Dear Journal, is what I so look forward to and slip out in pursuit of.

      Ta for now.

      -V

      Quil’s first response upon reading the entry was obviously to note the self-indulgent voice the young V—Vakram—had affected. It reflected education, yes, but even more than that a self-fascination that came with confidence. Other than entitled, spoiled children, he had no ready idea of where such negative characteristics could find root.

      The door banged open, and Quil hastily shut the journal, but when he looked up, he found Naru instead of his roommate. She had a towel thrown over one shoulder, a shower robe held closed by a lazy knot, and a frown twisting her cute face.

      Sandals slapped against the stone floor as she shuffled over to his bed. A light, fruity scent radiated from her—some sort of soap riding the heat from a recent shower, most likely.

      She twisted around and aimed her butt at his pillow. “Scoot.”

      He gave her an extra foot of space, and she plopped down next to him, the soft plushy material of her pink robe a pleasant brush against his skin. It grew hotter in the room somehow.

      Quil placed the journal over his crotch. He should have slept in something more substantial than underwear. “I have discovered something among Vakram’s belongings.”

      “Yeah? Let me see.” Her nails grazed Quil’s thigh as she reached for the book.

      “No. It would be unwise.”

      “What? Just let me see it.”

      “There is nothing to see.” He pinned the book to his thighs. “There is all of one entry, and it holds no value other than his mention of the planned sexual encounter with you—with the young woman you now portray.”

      “Krisbali. You might want to learn my name if you’re going to ravage me, Vakram.” Naru winked, then scrutinized the room as if she might be considering purchasing it. “How’s paradise?”

      “The room is comfortable. My roommate apparently does not care for me.”

      “He’s a Snake, Quil. We all are.”

      “Is there some relevance to that I have failed to ascertain?”

      The young hacker rolled her eyes. “Weren’t you listening during Zabila’s brief? They’ve got four colleges of magic—”

      “Hyena, Lion, Owl, and Snake. I paid attention.”

      “Yeah, well, then you missed the subtext. Snakes are the lowest of the bunch. Whoever came up with this university concept thought it would make sense to actually mix good guys and bad in one big compound. Every year, these students go at each other, trying to outwit and backstab and manipulate until they’re on top of the heap.”

      “You have just described every corporate management hierarchy and in fact most social structures within Inner and Outer Sphere.”

      “Whatever, Quil.”

      “It is best you refer to me as Vakram.”

      The young hacker arched a brow. “Don’t be difficult with me, okay? You’ve got morning breath bad enough to melt plastic, and if I don’t concentrate to see you instead of Vakram, you’re not really much to look at.”

      Had she just paid him a compliment? Quil’s initial instinct was to assume she had yet to fully wake and had jumbled her intent, but there was no slur to her speech, no unfocused look to her eyes.

      Without a doubt, she had paid him a compliment.

      Quil pressed the book harder against his thighs. “The point I intended to make was that these students are merely a microcosm of society at large.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s in a little laboratory, sealed off from the rest of the world. They’re experimenting with young adults, and that’s never a good idea.”

      “You believe the Snakes are ostracized?”

      “I think the Snakes ostracize each other. The kind of personality you’d need to have to be identified as a snake? C’mon, Quil. They’re deviants and outsiders. Ugh. The looks I got from the other girls when I went into the bathroom? Yuck.”

      “They are jealous of you?”

      She cocked her head. “Are you coming on to me?” There was no heat or fear in her tone. If anything, she sounded playful.

      Would his blush show through the magic? “I merely suggested one of thousands of potential reasons for them to have behaved the way you described.”

      “Uh-huh.” She turned toward him and opened the top of her robe, revealing the scar over her breasts where Meriscoya had thrust the staff through her. “I guess the Krisbali disguise can’t block this out.”

      He tried not to stare at the curve of her breasts, finally turning away. “I had never noticed your scar before now.”

      “Yeah. It’s actually worse than normal. You’d have to really stare at it to make it out without the illusion.”

      “Perhaps the magical nature of the wound is at fault.”

      “No way am I questioning anything like that. This is a wizard school, right? Anyway, I’m used to being the outsider. I’ll cope with it.”

      “You were an outsider?”

      “Sure. In school. Y’know, find your small circle of fellow weirdos to surround yourself with, spit at all the people who looked down on you for being different, go home at the end of the day and cry because some stud teased you in front of everyone. Teenage drama, right?”

      “I must necessarily take your word on the matter. In my experience, education was managed through electronic interfacing under the watchful eyes of my creators and their security apparatus. While you were undergoing the discomfort of your school years, I was being trained to throw my life away without question in the pursuit of protecting my assigned customer.”

      “Oh. Right.”

      “I suppose the advantage of the homogeneity of my brothers and sisters is that there was no grounds for exclusion amongst us, at least not on matters of physical appearance or social standing.”

      Naru bit her lip. “I’m sorry, Quil.”

      “You had no involvement in my creation or upbringing. There is no reason for you to offer an apology.”

      She reached for his hand, and he pulled it away, thinking she might be going for the journal. His excitement over having her so close had subsided, but he did not trust his body to remain unaffected by her presence.

      Naru pulled her hand back, the awkwardness of the moment touching her face before she turned away. “Well, anyway, I wanted to stop by to tell you this place sucks, and I can’t wait to figure out why these two were killed and who did it. I guess our first step is to determine who Riyun saw running away in the woods. Ask the guy or gal what they saw, then eliminate them as a suspect or… I don’t know. If Riyun thinks that thing in the woods is what brought us here, I still don’t know why we came into this castle.”

      There was a strange vulnerability about the hacker at that moment, an erasure of the cockiness that normally enfolded her. Although he appreciated her confidence and the competence it was built upon, something about the vulnerability was even more alluring.

      The night before, she had annoyed him. Each word she spoke, each second in her presence had worsened that annoyance. Now, seeing her like this, he realized he might very well have been creating a rationalization for disliking her.

      He cleared his throat. “I have given some thought to the assignment, actually.”

      “Yeah?” She had such an enticing smile.

      “You may find my perspective troubling.”

      She leaned in close, staring into his eyes. “Talk to me.”

      How could this woman make his breathing problematic? She paled in comparison to his dancer, offered nothing comparable to the experiences he had known in the Warlords realm or the Dread Empire, where women of his own background had thrown themselves at him.

      Yet…

      Naru’s nose wrinkled. “Are you dozing off?”

      “What? No. I sought the most effective words to express my concerns.”

      “Concerns?”

      “About this investigation we have undertaken. You see, the lieutenant has asked us to determine how and why the young couple was killed. After seeing the college they came from…”

      “What about it?”

      Quil breathed her in, set his jaw. “What if they deserved it?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      When the chunky professor watching over the class on the baldercrak pitch clapped her hands, her students quieted. Riyun sighed with relief now that at least one annoyance had stopped. It wasn’t the worst, though.

      Bugs had risen as the sunrise cooked the sweet smell of flowers and damp earth from the ground. Now warmed, the little monsters had set about merrily tearing the flesh from the mercenary commander’s face. They’d found ways inside his clothes, stinging his arms and leaving his back itchy. As bad as it had been for him, Zabila was in tears. Symbra seemed on the verge, too.

      On the opposite side of the pitch, the professor gave a little speech, encouraging and praising her students for the work they’d done on their first day. That speech went on a little too long for Riyun’s taste, but she finally waved the kids ahead of her, trailing after them like a mother hen.

      With the kids gone from the field, the buzz of the insects was the only nearby sound. Farther away, birds chirped and tweeted.

      Riyun crushed a bug’s carapace hard against his cheek, the juice and probably a good bit of his own blood dampening the stinging flesh. “If you ask me, those birds must be the most useless animals in this realm.”

      A particularly plump bug circled Hirvok. He plucked it from flight by its wing, and it flapped against his glove. The rainbow sheen of its wings was brilliant in the morning light. “Could be these things are venomous.”

      “Could be. They’re definitely ravenous.”

      “No arguing that.” The sniper tossed the captive bug into the air.

      To his left, Symbra scratched a red spot on her neck. “Can we go, please?”

      Had she flinched at Hirvok’s guess about the bugs being venomous? That would’ve been understandable.

      The students were at the gate in the defensive wall, giggling and pushing each other despite the big woman shooing them in. Only the big, muscular, copper-skinned student remained, staring back toward Riyun’s hiding spot. There was no way the young man could see the mercenaries, but he stared right at them all the same.

      Annoyed, Riyun waved for everyone to stay down. “Another minute.”

      Symbra clamped her mouth shut and scratched. Zabila suffered in silence.

      The second the big-shouldered young man passed through the gate, Riyun pushed up. “Time to go, but stay low. That big kid saw something.”

      They tracked back through the high grass, their specialized dusters merging with the colors of the field. Riyun stayed between Zabila and any prying eyes within the castle, compensating as well as he could for the gray of her simple outer garment. He was much larger than she was, and she was doing a good job of staying low in the foliage.

      Off to Riyun’s left and trailing several yards, Hirvok and Symbra seemed to be having a heated discussion. They were close enough that a few words reached their commander’s ears—enough to make him blush.

      Apparently, the young Onath woman took issue with her lover’s comments about the female professor or about Lonar. Riyun assumed it was more about the way Hirvok had apparently demeaned the teacher by whittling her down to basic physical attributes.

      Riyun had no interest in getting caught up in one of Symbra’s arguments. The young woman was smart and well-educated, but she lacked the sort of critical thinking she would need to be a successful commander. In this case, asking Hirvok to abruptly change after years of such behavior wasn’t realistic.

      At some point, Riyun would have to have a frank discussion with her. He would rather face the thing he’d seen in the woods with only his khanza knife.

      Ahead of him, Zabila began the climb up the slope, turning back to smile at him. “You think I could bathe in that pool now?”

      “You don’t want to go in that water.”

      “I think my magic can protect me.”

      “Didn’t you and Naru say you would have to maintain concentration to keep up the illusions you’d crafted?”

      The fugitive who’d dragged them across five realms threw back a pouty face. “I was planning to lose my concentration anyway. Don’t you want to see me in the pool?”

      Teasing? That was the last sort of distraction he needed at that moment. “One day. Right now, I’m not sure we can take our eyes off the situation.”

      “Oh.” She looked genuinely hurt before turning away from him.

      “Zabila, wait.” He sped up to catch her. “I need to talk to Lonar. If his report on this city across the bridge is good, I was thinking we’d scout for someplace…better, take turns resting.”

      That seemed to sit better with her. “A nice hotel, maybe?”

      “If it looks like we can fit in with the locals.”

      She grabbed his hand. “They speak our language. We could steal some clothes. Maybe you could be some rough customer, and I could be your loyal dame.”

      “You don’t think they’d dress like us?”

      “I…doubt it. You saw how those kids dressed—the school uniforms, I mean. I think this property envisioned a more distinctive era far enough removed from our own that we’d stand out.”

      He straightened to catch his breath, then resumed climbing. At this point of the surrounding slope, the incline was greater than where they’d moved earlier. “If Javika were here, she’d—”

      Symbra narrowed her eyes and squeezed his hand. “She’s dead, Riyun.”

      “I know.”

      “Then let her go.” The hurt that had earlier wrinkled her lids returned.

      Forgetting the Biwali warrior wasn’t something Riyun could do, not without time. Long before she’d opened herself to him, she’d been his most trustworthy teammate and friend. Someone looking on from the outside had no chance of seeing the bond connecting the two of them, a bond that stretched far beyond the physical attachment that had developed later. The bond was nonetheless there and would be for years.

      At the top of the hill, they stood close to each other, neither bothered by the grime and sweat of the other, and chuckled over the oblivious couple farther down arguing as they ascended.

      That comfort, the closeness even in anger—Riyun wanted that again.

      Once they were in the woods again, Hirvok insinuated himself between Riyun and Zabila. The young woman flicked a quick wave meant for Riyun, then fell back to allow the men to talk.

      Hirvok swatted at a low-hanging branch. “Guess I’m in timeout now.”

      “What’s the fight about?”

      “Demeaning women.”

      “She’s trying to make you a better person.”

      “She’s trying to suck anything remotely resembling a sense of humor out of me.”

      “Maybe good people aren’t allowed to laugh.”

      The sniper shot a sour look at his commander. “Yeah? Then shoot me.”

      “Give her time to cool down.”

      “Now you’re giving out relationship advice?”

      Riyun nearly stumbled at the jab. “Fair enough.”

      “Nah. I don’t even disagree. Just venting.”

      “I was telling Zabila that if Lonar reports this city across the river is worth investigating, I wanted to send someone across to check it out.”

      “You asking me if I want to take Symbra over there?”

      “Do you?”

      After a moment, the sniper shook his head. “Not a good idea the way she’s wound up. Even if we found a luxury hotel, no way would I score with her right now. She’s pissed off enough to give us away.”

      “She’ll have to get that temper under control if she wants her commission to work out.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      They trudged along for a few minutes, comfortable with silence. Finally, Riyun smirked. “Would you consider me weak and pathetic if I asked you to do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Tell her about that—her temper problem and her arguing.”

      “Nah. That’s not weak and pathetic.”

      Riyun relaxed. “It’s for her own good. Mercenaries can’t be concerned with—”

      “It’s cowardly, but it’s not weak and pathetic. Unless you consider them the same?”

      “So, that’s a no?”

      “I’d rather her tear your head off than mine, thanks.”

      Before Riyun could stop it, a chuckle slipped out. Love was a grand thing, and the two old veterans were just now figuring that out.

      Lonar lay on his back in the clearing that had become their forest base, head resting on the pillow of his bunched-up duster, massive fingers locked together over his thick waist. His snores had probably frightened off any dangerous predators for a mile around. When Hirvok kicked the big tweak’s boot sole, the snoring cut off abruptly.

      The two men glared at each other, then Lonar sat up and nodded at Riyun. “Hey, Boss.”

      “What’d you see across the river?”

      A huge yawn preceded the big man’s stretching. He rolled his shoulders. “I didn’t get off the bridge, but I got an eyeful anyway.”

      “Even with that big hill rising up from the bridge?”

      “The land curves, y’know? In one direction, there’s a section of buildings you can make out clear as day. Where the land juts over the river and such. Same thing on both sides of the city. Looks to be a pretty big place, really.”

      “Did you hear a lot of traffic?”

      “Comin’ and goin’? Nah. I don’t think they have big roads, not that I could see.”

      “From the bridge.”

      Lonar bowed his head. “Sorry, Boss. Something about it…I didn’t think I could sneak up that hill and not be seen is all.”

      The sun was headed toward the horizon already, the shadows growing longer, the color draining from the day. With it, some of the warmth was leaving the air.

      Riyun brushed a brown, stick-like bug from his duster. “What about me and Zabila? You think we could sneak in when the sun goes down?”

      “Sure thing. But…why? We already know the food comes from there.”

      “If I can find a place for us to stay, I’d like to rotate people in and out. Maybe we could get a sense of the history. So long as we keep a couple people here to meet up with Naru and Quil, we should be okay.”

      The heavy weapons expert cracked his knuckles. “What about that thing?”

      “The monster I saw in the hollow?”

      “If it’s out there, it might come back.”

      “I expect it to. And I expect whoever’s on guard here to turn it into a bloody pulp or at least to drive it off.”

      “You ain’t scared of it?”

      “We’re not unarmed teenagers.”

      Lonar plucked grass from the soft earth. “Naru and Quil are, Boss.”

      “They know where this camp is. They know that thing’s out there.”

      “Guess so.” The big tweak shielded his eyes with a massive hand. “You head out now, you can reach that bridge before it gets dark.”

      A quick nod from Hirvok signaled his agreement with the plan.

      Riyun exhaled. “Let’s see what our rescued Silver thinks of the idea.”

      As he neared Zabila, Riyun’s gut knotted. Red bumps marked where bugs had bitten her face and neck. She sat alone, legs crossed, gray jacket folded over her lap, eyes closed and head nodding as if about to fall asleep. Even scuffing the ground didn’t get her attention.

      He coughed and went to a knee in front of her, smiling when she opened one eye. “Sorry.”

      “I was trying to think of a happy place. Maybe a beach with two chairs and a bungalow cooled by the salty breeze coming off the water. There are supposed to be some wonderful vacation spots in the Outer Sphere.”

      “Would you like to try something else?”

      “Like?”

      His smile widened, and he held out a hand. “I’ll show you.”

      About a mile short of the bridge, Riyun realized he’d made a terrible mistake. It was getting dark quicker than he’d figured, and the winding lane leading to the bridge had already sucked in the gloom. The bracketing trees had transformed into gnarly black claws curled over the even darker road, and the rising wind had set everything to rattling.

      Surprisingly, Zabila didn’t complain. Instead, she grabbed his arm. “You sure this is a good idea?”

      He pulled the sidearm he’d been gifted in the Warlords realm and passed it over to her. “Keep this in that big pocket on your right hip.”

      “I have a gun.”

      “This one’s more reliable.”

      “You know they can’t solve every problem.”

      “They can sometimes prevent problems from happening.”

      “That’s very forward thinking.”

      After looking up and down the lane, he led her onto the road. That allowed them to pick up speed, and before long, their boots echoed off the bridge stones.

      Zabila pulled him in closer, resting her head on his arm. It made the walk more pleasant and bolstered Riyun’s flagging resolve. With the sun down, the strips of fog hovering over the river seemed to glow on their own. City lights threw the distant hilltop beyond the bridge into silhouette. When he looked down at the stones, the dark gray squares reflected wetly, scuffed and chipped by the years but nonetheless resilient.

      He took her hand, feeling less like he was betraying Javika and Monisa with each step. He’d held onto Monisa for too long. Was he compensating by letting go of Javika too quickly, or was there damage done by her bitter moods after her returning from her trip into their dimension’s past?

      Just as he’d worked up the nerve to broach the subject with Zabila, the Silver gasped and pulled away. “Do you feel that?”

      Riyun looked around, but there was nothing to see other than the strangely glowing fog. “Feel what?”

      “The magic. It—it’s all around us.”

      “Sure. You said that before.”

      “No. I mean it’s all around us here.”

      “On this bridge?”

      She glided forward, one hand stretched out. “There.”

      He followed after, carbine now in hand, sniffing and listening but finding nothing other than the moist air and the distant rustle of leaves.

      When she stopped again, it was a few feet from the point where the bridge connected to the far shore. “Here. A warding. It’s all along the bridge, tied to the water, and strongest here at the shore.”

      “Meaning?”

      Her eyes went up the hilltop, then to the left and right. Lamps glowed above the streets where the land jutted out into the waterway, revealing sections of the city. It was exactly as Lonar had said. Could his unwillingness to enter the city have been tied to this warding?

      Riyun ran a booted foot over the space where the bridge turned into the road on the opposite side of the river. Did he feel a tingling? There was something there. “What’s it mean?”

      “Wards are protections. They can keep things out or at least alert you when something is coming through.”

      He looked back toward the university, now little more than starlight sparkles in the night. “Protecting the city from…the university?”

      “It’s possible. There’s a dangerous level of magical power gathered there.”

      A dangerous level of power. There was no denying that. Naru and Zabila both had commented on that, and even though Riyun lacked any magical sensitivity, he had a sense of something strange about this place. He thought back to the macabre creature he’d seen crashing through the woods and of what it had done to the two kids.

      What if the creature wasn’t the threat that had drawn them here but the university itself?

      Guilt gnawed at Riyun: He’d sent two of his people into the heart of that danger alone.
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      To Quil’s way of thinking, the designers of the Wizard University realm must have had very specific intent behind their decisions. The massive castle complex enclosed by the defensive walls offered up a feeling of safety but also imprisonment. His steps and the voices of his fellow Snakes boomed off the stone walls and curled down from the towering ceiling in the same way the interior trapped in the cool morning air. No other reason presented itself for the antiquated construction of the place. Surely, something more modern would have been available to move the university to over the past decade or three?

      Naru took the scene in with wide, darting eyes and a tenseness that showed through her illusory disguise. “This place even smells ancient—like we could trip over a dusty skeleton dressed in bronze cuirass at any second.”

      Despite the annoying volume of her voice, he had to agree. No shortage existed when it came to the menace and age this facility exuded.

      Giggles from a couple of tall, skinny girls slipped back to him. Pale-haired, glassy-eyed, with faces lacking any hint of character, they had apparently targeted Naru as the object of some arcane form of shared ridicule. Across the centuries and the immeasurable distances of fictional worlds, the problem of cliquish behavior was apparently inescapable.

      A sharp intake of breath and jutting chin indicated the hacker had perceived the same pathetic behavior.

      She drove her shoulder into Quil’s arm. “Can we beat them up?”

      “To what end?”

      “I think they’re part of the problem. Maybe we’ll save the world if we give them a black eye.”

      “Would it be wise to stop at blackening an eye? Windows are available.”

      “You mean toss them out?”

      “From a sufficient height, and with the correct landing, their deaths would almost certainly be assured.”

      “I don’t want to kill them.”

      “Are you sure? It would seem the correct solution for them.” He inclined his head toward a couple of male freshmen doing a terrible job of hiding their snickering at the pseudo. “Most of these Snakes would be better removed from the world.”

      “Fine.” She shivered. “I get it. Violence doesn’t solve every situation. Whatever.”

      Quil barely resisted arching an eyebrow at the realization that she had mistaken his harsh assessment for sarcasm.

      How unfortunate.

      Their fellow students turned a corner and descended the stairs to the second floor, their giggling and tromping even louder than in the hallway. Once on the second floor, they paraded up to an arched doorway where a woman in green robes embroidered with red sigils stood. The way the robes hung from her frame, she was clearly slender. Combined with the ridiculous black, pointy hat set askew atop her white hair and her sharp cheeks, there was an undeniable aura of wisdom and authority about her.

      She bowed toward each student passing through the doorway, her thin lips moving just enough to indicate perhaps a whisper of their name.

      Indeed, when Quil passed, she muttered “Vakram” under her breath.

      Then her hand shot out, seizing him by the wrist while her neck craned out and her head tilted like a curious bird’s. She sniffed, the nostrils of her long nose flaring.

      He fought the urge to yank his hand free and instead mimicked her act, leaning in to her and sniffing. To his surprise, she smelled more of spiced wine and meadow flowers than mothballs and mold. After a second, he picked out the dominant aroma of rose and jasmine.

      Her eyes—yellow around the lids—widened. “Vakram indeed.”

      Before he could reply, she released him and showed big, sharp teeth to Naru. “And Krisbali as well. Gone to the high meadow to seek a release of youthful tension and anxiety, you two, and come back all grown up.” The old woman’s voice was a bullfrog croak. “I do so look forward to assessing how the two of you freshmen negotiate the maze offered by our quaint little university.”

      The older woman set her hand upon Naru’s back and pushed the hacker into the chamber beyond the doorway. Inside, the floor sloped down like a miniature coliseum, and steps gave onto hard wooden benches. After depositing Naru and Quil about midway down, the old woman sauntered to the bottom to stop before a wide, ancient wooden desk dark as midnight and scarred with even darker indicators of what must have been an intriguing history. Parchment curled atop the desk, held down in places by wooden trays bracing fluid-filled vials stoppered by crinkled and discolored cork.

      With her back to the class gawking down at her, the white-haired woman set her ridiculous pointed hat down on the desk, picked up a flask of fluorescent green fluid, swished the contents around until a cloud of white smoke snaked out of the opening, then set the container back down and regarded the students.

      She leaned back against the desk, arms angled to brace herself, thrusting out her narrow chest and smiling like a giant constrictor waiting to digest something freshly swallowed. “Good morning, fellow serpents.”

      A mumbled array of replies slipped from the freshmen, all of whom seemed impressed or at the very least intimidated.

      “You’ve had a night of rest or mischief, an opportunity to make connections or—” The old woman smirked at Quil. “—arrange for hookups away from prying eyes.”

      Every other student turned toward Naru and Quil, jaws dropped.

      How strange to see peers by age if not experience react so differently to a sexual rendezvous. Perhaps this reflected better his own incongruous experience and lack of childhood than anything else might. His own first sexual experience had been the result of an awkward exchange with a smelly old whore who had made it clear up front she had no concern that he was a pseudo. The release that had come with that encounter had in no way been diminished by the treatment he had to self-administer a few weeks later.

      Would these children understand such an experience? No better than they would have processed the preceding battle where he had gunned down fifteen other mercenaries and knifed two more as part of an effort to overwhelm a resistance group fighting to preserve their farmsteads against corporate encroachment.

      They would have crumbled under the weight of wandering around the battlefield, caked in blood, searching among the wailing, twisted bodies for those who would be given succor because they had signed the correct contract.

      Quil raised his chin in a sneer. Let them ridicule him now.

      But a young woman showed no disdain, instead locking eyes with him and licking her full, black lips hungrily. Even dressed in the outlandish uniforms of the university, it was clear the young woman was curvaceous and—

      Naru’s elbow caught him in the ribs, nearly doubling him over. She put her mouth to his ear. “Cut. It. Out.”

      For the moment, it seemed a prudent suggestion.

      The old woman leaning against her desk seemed to soak in the moment of theater. “Each new class takes its time to find its structure, to establish its hierarchies, and to imprint upon the university in retaliation for the imprinting it imposes upon them. Revel in this moment. Indulge in the chaos and absurdity. Embrace this sliver of time allocated to self-awareness. But also, you must keep your eye on the prize.”

      She pushed out from the desk and reached long, slender fingers into the wide opening of her left sleeve, pulling out a writhing snake of the same color as her garment. The reptile flicked the air with its tongue, and the students leaned back as if expecting her to hurl the creature at them.

      Instead, she draped it over her shoulder. “You’ve no doubt heard stories of the crazy old Mistress Roulu and her dangerous escapades. Consort with the ancient spirits. Sacrifice to the elder gods. Drink the blood of babies.”

      Someone gasped, and Quil traced the sound to the likely candidate: a young boy smaller than the rest, pale, round face gone even paler.

      That reaction prompted a deep-throated laugh from the professor. “You should know better. Such things would never lure me in to indulgence.” The old woman kissed the side of the snake’s head, then shot a mischievous look out the corner of her amethyst eyes. “Not unless there’s some obvious benefit to be gained.”

      At that, the gasping boy pushed up from his bench and hurried to the stairs on wobbly legs, whimpering.

      All eyes stayed on his back until his sobs retreated down the hall.

      The old woman leaned against the desk again, back arched provocatively. “Not everyone graduates, you know. We’ve had failures with every class. Worse, we’ve had…accidents. You’ve all heard the rumors, I suppose? Students gone missing, never to be heard from again. Tragic.”

      There was no sympathy in the way she licked her lips.

      Somehow, the vampish behavior left Quil feeling aroused. Exactly how old was she? What did the robe and the white hair hide? She gave off far too much sensual energy for someone withered and worn by time. Oddly, no one else in the chamber detected this.

      Curious.

      The sound of someone clearing his throat brought Quil out of his study of the older woman. At the top of the steps leading down to the instructor’s desk, a young man dressed in the more decorated robes of someone senior frowned down at Mistress Roulu.

      Rather than straightening in embarrassment, the professor set hungry eyes on the young man. “Why, Headmaster Dumu—how good to see you.”

      Students twisted around, releasing a concerted gasp.

      Despite the name, Quil felt certain he knew the headmaster. Something about his self-certain stride as he descended the steps held too much familiarity to be ignored. When the man cast a lingering glance at Naru, Quil felt even more sure of the recognition.

      Naru squeezed the pseudo’s elbow. “I know him.” Again, her attempt at a whisper was far too loud.

      “And he knows us.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “If he does not know us, then he suspects us. The way he stared at you indicated more than simple suspicion.”

      When the headmaster finally reached Roulu’s side, she straightened, offering up her snake’s head for a kiss. Headmaster Dumu sniffled, signaling his lack of interest in her display.

      He turned a condescending look on the young students. “I won’t be long. You all heard my boring welcoming speech yesterday. Today, I’ll be short and to the point. Each school year begins with a fresh start. It’s an opportunity to establish excellence and to set your sights on objectives that, should you push hard enough, you will find within reach. The staff here—” He cast an admonishing look on the older woman. “—will do all within its power to see to it you achieve what you are capable of achieving. Reach inside. Find your true potential, and maybe with some effort, you can stretch even beyond what you think your limits are.”

      With a slight bow, he returned control of the class to Roulu and climbed the steps once more. This time, he paid no attention at all to Naru or Quil.

      Had the assessment of his first look been imagination?

      Quil bowed his head, trying to recall why he had thought he recognized the headmaster. Was there really anything about him all that familiar?

      Perhaps not.

      Still, Naru stared after the man. Perhaps she found his confidence appealing. More likely, she was drawn to his conventional good looks and the promise of an athletic body beneath the decorative gown. She could be so shallow sometimes.

      It was hard paying attention to the old professor the remainder of morning class, but Quil came away with an understanding of what lay ahead: nonsensical alchemy, theories about the fundamentals of ridiculous arcana, and practical experimentation in basic magical practice.

      He filed out when the professor announced the class was dismissed, thoughts tumbling around. There had been something during the morning, some event that he had been curious about, right around the time of the headmaster’s visit—

      “Hey.”

      Quil jumped when someone pinched his butt. He turned to find the young woman with black lipstick and blacker hair nearly pressing herself against him. Without meaning to, he backed away, almost intimidated by the huge, dark eyes that seemed to swallow him. “Yes?”

      She closed the distance, putting a hand inside his jacket and resting it on his chest. “My name’s Koti Dulat. I can’t believe I didn’t notice you earlier.”

      “I have training in going unnoticed.”

      Behind the black-haired girl, Naru rolled her eyes.

      It went unnoticed by Koti, who leaned in close and licked his lips. “If you want something more substantial next rendezvous in the high meadow, look me up. I’ll show you things you’ve never seen.”

      She squeezed his nipple, then pulled away, shaking her rounded butt and winking as she fell in with the rest of the class.

      Naru groaned. “Really? Things you’ve never seen? How would she know what we did up in the woods?”

      Quil blinked, but there was no taking his eyes off Koti until she was in the stairwell. “What?”

      “Well, not us, but Vakram and Krisbali. Y’know. They could’ve done a lot.”

      “I suppose.” He massaged his tender nipple.

      The white-haired instructor filled the classroom doorway, smiling curiously at the two of them. “Were you two looking to earn extra credit?”

      Naru grabbed him by the arm and dragged him toward the stairs. “We’re good.”

      Once they were alone on the stairs, the hacker glanced back toward the second floor. “Hollow Hills, this place is creepy.”

      “Intriguing is more accurate, I think.”

      “You would. You think the horny old bitch killed them?”

      “Who?”

      “Mistress Roulu. You think she killed Vakram and Krisbali?”

      “It is possible, I suppose.”

      “Yeah. Possible. Maybe even probable. She makes my skin crawl.” Naru tugged on his arm. “C’mon. We’ve got time to grab lunch before next class.”

      His stomach grumbled at the idea. Noxious food given infantile names held no interest for him right then. Koti, though… He wondered what sort of things were on offer from the young woman.

      Perhaps he should seek her out for a rendezvous in the high meadow. Tonight.
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      By the time Riyun and Zabila reached the edge of the city, the occupants had already settled in for the night. Gas lamps rendered cobblestone streets a deep gold-gray and cast erratic shadows on glass storefronts and stone houses. The buildings varied wildly, from big, blockish shared structures fronting wide streets to equally blocky but low and square residential dwellings. Evening drained everything of color, but he doubted there would be much beyond pale white and washed-out brown in a place like this even at high noon.

      They stuck to piss-fouled alleys and gray back streets until they were clear of the brightly lit places that seemed to house raucous singing and shouting. Zabila declared these buildings pubs, which seemed a good assumption. Once they were dressed like the locals, maybe the two of them could investigate to be sure.

      Even uphill from the river, its smell came in with the fog—damp and old, too sluggish to be fresh.

      As they moved through the shadows, it seemed to the mercenary commander that the air grew colder and more malevolent. He imagined the distant cough of a vehicle might be a nefarious something scuffing over the ancient stones in search of food or blood.

      Zabila’s darting eyes hinted at similar concerns. Her breath steamed against the streetlamp glow as she pulled him up against the alley wall of a shop. “It’s too busy here.”

      “I know.”

      “Maybe we should stay in the woods.”

      “We will. It’s just that I like the idea of rotating people out, giving folks a chance to recharge.”

      “You feel it in the forest, too? The way that place drains you?”

      “I thought you didn’t believe me about the pool.”

      A door opened somewhere nearby, and the sound of instruments and singing flowed out into the night. Closer, a lone voice detached itself from the others and after a moment, the singing came into the alley. At the far end, still singing off-key, a man undid his pants and relieved himself against the wall. Zabila pushed herself against Riyun, either to hide or present the impression they were holding each other. Her heat and softness left him desperate to clutch her to him.

      Just as his hand slid around to the small of her back to pull her in even closer, the drunk finished his work and stumbled back toward the distant, muffled sound of music and laughter.

      Riyun realized his hand had gone to Zabila’s butt and pulled away. “Sorry.”

      “Anything for the mission, Lieutenant.”

      Had she smiled at him?

      She took his hand and pulled him onto the back street opposite the pub road. Cloaked in the night, she searched around. “If you insist on staying here, we’ll want something abandoned, maybe remote.”

      “I was hoping we’d find one of those farms on the outskirts. How far out do you think they’d be?”

      “Miles. You sure you’re up for that sort of march?”

      “I intended to liberate a vehicle, too.”

      “A thief and a roguish commander. We’d need someplace to hide it near the bridge.”

      “There were places. Park it in the shade, pile on some grass and branches, and no one will pay it any attention.”

      Her searching stopped. “What do you make of that?”

      He followed her arm, seeing nothing but flickering lights some distance out. “It looks like one of the areas where the river bends and the city juts out.”

      “No, not the lit area—the space between.”

      The space between?

      Only after squinting did he notice it: Lights closer to them glowed consistently, but the flicker was something of a trick brought on by distance and darkness between their position and the point of light.

      Frowning, he shrugged. “It could be a gap between two areas that stick out closer to the river.”

      “I think we should look.”

      By his estimation, they were looking at a few miles, but she didn’t seem put off by that. He let her pull him along, happy to simply be with her, even in the cool night. Just enough moonlight touched the city to give it a welcoming glow.

      Twice they crossed bridges over canals that flowed out from the river, each time entering populated areas labeled with wood signs proudly declaring the spaces as the Village of Zartin and beyond that the Hamlet of Buln. But there was no bridge into the gap beyond those and the next lit area. Instead, Riyun found the anchors for a bridge and remnants of rotted wood dangling down toward the wider canal separating Buln from whatever it was that should have been across the way.

      This area was mostly residential, but farther north rose the towering structures and black chimneys that hinted at industry. That would explain the smell rising from the waterway below: sharp, mineral-heavy, maybe even choked with clutter that could cause stagnation.

      He turned the young Silver toward the factory buildings. “We could go up there and see if there’s a bridge across, then come back here.”

      Zabila peered into the darkness. “Could we try crossing?”

      “There won’t be much light down there.”

      “I have a flashlight.” She pulled it out and probably would’ve flicked it on if he hadn’t stopped her. “I—”

      “Not up here. We’ll be seen. Let me find a way down.”

      After ensuring no one stared out a darkened window or wandered the empty streets, he slipped his helmet on and flicked it over to ultraviolet, then dropped to a knee and tested the dangling wood beam to be sure it could handle his weight. The fall—at least twenty feet—couldn’t be risked.

      Once he had a reliable grip, he lowered himself onto the gentle slope leading down toward the gurgling water. Safely out of sight, he brought out his own flashlight and shone it around.

      Charred beams and mounds of ash littered the earthen slope on both sides. Cracked bricks lay in piles all along the bank, as did splintered panels and boards. Almost hidden in the piles, bits of blackened cloth flapped pitifully. Glass shards glittered in his beam.

      He shut the light off again and climbed up, holding a hand out for Zabila. “Stay with me.”

      She lowered herself cautiously, sliding into his grip with a soft intake of breath, then setting her hands on his shoulder. The way she fell against him felt like something practiced over centuries, a natural and needed touch. They skidded down the slope, hands clasped, him showing the way to where thick, black boards rested on brick mounds. Even with the damage from the fire, the wood supported their weight.

      Before ascending the far side, she looked around. “What is this?”

      “If I had to guess, I’d say it looks like someone did a sloppy job disposing of fire debris.”

      “Tossing it into the canal? That makes no sense.”

      “I’m open to other suggestions.”

      “Let’s see what’s on the other side.”

      The ascent was actually easier, the slope gentler and crowded with detritus that provided traction. At the top, Riyun again scouted the area out before bringing Zabila up to join him.

      Once again, they were on cobblestone roads, but here they were soot-darkened. There was no mistaking the smell of an old fire, especially as they moved nearer to standing structures. Moving around inside one, Riyun played his flashlight over the walls to reveal char even where the fire hadn’t brought the place down.

      They traversed from one street to the next, finding spots where buildings had miraculously been left untouched by the flames and other areas where nothing but cracked, blackened stone remained.

      Standing on the top step at the entry to a large standing building, Riyun glanced around. “No sign of fire here. The yard is big enough—maybe it acted as a firebreak.”

      “You think so?”

      After glancing at the nearby ruins, he shook his head. “I think this was arson.”

      “Arson? There must be a hundred buildings burned to the ground. Some of those were homes.”

      “All of them were homes. Some might have been businesses, but there’s not one strictly residential structure still standing.”

      “It was intentional?”

      “Targeted. It had to be.” He tested the door to the building he’d led her to, flinching at the squeak of the hinges. The odor coming from inside was more a fishy smell than ash. “Want to check it out?”

      She took the steps, hesitating at the door for only a second before going in. Their lights revealed walls stained by water and cracked by time without maintenance but no sign of the inferno that must have taken the rest of the buildings. Stairs of some pale, age-scored wood led up to the second floor, where the rooms had the appearance of living spaces after all. In one, a sturdy, four-poster bed stood, the covers dust-filmed and gray. In another, a bureau stood in the corner, discolored and warped by rain blown in over the years through the nearby shattered window.

      Glass crunched under Riyun’s boots as he pulled the drawers out to inspect them. “Empty.”

      “The survivors probably fled.”

      “If there were any.”

      “Why’d they leave this one alone?”

      “If I had to guess, I’d say it was a mix of business and residential. That entry area looks a lot like a business lobby. The cabinets and all the glass on the floor? I think it was a display space.”

      “Like jewelry?”

      “That would make sense.”

      She shook her head. “Why?”

      “Why the fire? Does it matter?”

      “Maybe not.”

      He strolled to the hallway, felt her close behind him. On the opposite wall, a door stood ajar, opening onto a grand space with cabinets of the same light-colored wood. A sink, an old toilet, and a bathtub of matching design filled the rest of the area. The fixtures were brass, now coated in verdigris. Inexplicably, the tub had survived the years without significant wear, the white interior still glossy, the lion’s feet at each corner not quite polished but also not so stained as the other metal.

      When Riyun twisted one of the knobs, dark water spat out. It coughed, releasing a sulfuric stench, then more dark water gurgled and splatted onto the drain. He was just about to turn the knob again when the water cleared and began a steady flow.

      Surprised, he knelt and extended a hand. “There’s water pressure.”

      “It’s not from the pipes?”

      “No.” A quick sniff, then a taste confirmed the water was fresh. “If we can get a flame going somewhere, we could have hot baths.”

      “You want to use this place?”

      “There’s no one around for a mile in any direction.”

      “It’s such a long walk back to the bridge.”

      “I’m pretty sure that detached building is a garage. It looks intact.”

      “You’ll steal a vehicle and hide it in there?”

      “Let’s see. It can be a junker. Lonar can fix any engine around.”

      Zabila stuck a hand under the water. “I’ve bathed in colder.”

      She searched the cabinets, taking out towels and paper-wrapped bricks. The way she winced when she sniffed the towels spoke of the musty staleness coming off of them. When she peeled the paper back to reveal soap, the wrappings came away in dry, dusty strips. Even the soap flaked, although it gave off a pleasant enough floral fragrance.

      That was apparently enough for her, as she peeled off her jacket and tossed it aside, then stoppered the drain. “After all those hours in the forest, even a cold bath with old soap is an upgrade.”

      His heart raced as she kicked off her boots and held a hand out for support while she wrestled off her socks. She groaned, then threw them in the sink.

      He wanted to turn away as she stripped off the last of her clothes, to not look into her teasing eyes. “Zabila, I’m still trying to make sense of…how things happened with Javika.”

      “Some things can’t be explained.” She teased at the buttons he’d replaced on his duster, then pulled the armored garment off of him. “The water will warm better with two of us in it.”

      “I—”

      Her hands moved over him, sliding off his armor, and his protest died away.

      As it turned out, she was right about the water heating up.

      It was still dark out when he woke on the bed, the heat of the young woman a welcome shield against the cold night. Her breathing was even, the rise and fall of her chest against his enough to drive away the last hint of guilt over betraying his lost love. Maybe if Javika hadn’t driven him away so intently before the end—

      The sound came to him then, waking him the rest of the way: something shambling outside, knocking aside a strip of wood to clatter against the hard ground.

      He pushed up, waking the beautiful runaway. When she started to speak, he pressed a finger to his lip and shook his head, then he slid off the bed, nearly slipping on the covers. With her stretched out across the bed to watch him, he dressed.

      Zabila sat up and spun on her butt to get up, but he pulled her to him, mouth to her ear. “Stay here. There’s something moving around in the ruins. I want to see what it is.”

      That froze her, but he took his carbine from where she’d leaned it against the wall and smiled reassuringly.

      Then he padded out, unsure if he was in the least bit rational at that moment.

      Something was in the ruins, though, and he had to know what…and why.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      A logical, detached mind would evaluate Quil’s actions and immediately challenge his rationality. Escaping the school grounds for a sexual rendezvous? Completely understandable, even desirable. Perhaps if he had managed to convince Naru to accompany him in such an endeavor, a means of furthering the illusion of their assumed identities, there would be no reason to challenge his decisions at all.

      He had failed to accomplish that, though. In fact, he had failed to even pursue such an angle. Should he survive this act of irrational foolishness, maybe he could strive toward such an endeavor.

      For now, though…

      Koti turned in the light leaking through the grate covering the outer entry to the tunnel. Her huge eyes almost glowed. “It’s so cold! I hope you brought enough to keep me warm, Vakram.”

      Cold? He was burning hot, fire licking every inch of his flesh. He hefted the blankets he had sneaked out of a closet near the kitchen, ignoring the combined weeks of cooking smells that had collected in the material. “Blankets. Towels. There should be sufficient material here to stave off the cold of the worst northern winter night. Perhaps you should have worn something heavier if you wished to avoid the chill on the way to the meadow in the woods.”

      She giggled, splashing through the shallow water remaining after the storm of the previous night. For whatever reason, she had worn extremely short shorts instead of jeans, but her oversized fleece jacket probably compensated to some extent, although it failed to cover her thighs. They were as snow white as her face and equally soft.

      Giggling, she reached into the jacket pocket and pulled out a silver flask. She unscrewed the cap and blew over the opening, sending the smell of alcohol into his face. “I’ll be fine.”

      The size of the tug she took from the container made Quil gawk. It was the sort of accomplishment Lonar might boast about. Liquid sparkled on her lips after she sealed the flask, but rather than wipe the fluid away, she planted a kiss on Quil’s lips. Even without her tongue snaking around in his mouth, he tasted the heat and smoke of some sort of old liquor.

      Finally, she pulled back and laughed. “Let’s get up to the meadow. I want to misbehave!”

      What they were doing certainly qualified as misbehavior. Indeed.

      He helped her up enough to push away the grate, admiring the soft give of her flesh as he moved from her hips to her thighs.

      She reached down to help him out of the tunnel, snickering when she pulled him on top of her. “Do we really need to go into the woods?”

      Once she finished another long kiss, Quil had to question the need to go to the meadow. Who could possibly hear them below this tree, hidden by the giant wall?

      Her hands grabbed his butt and squeezed, then she pushed him off. “Let’s go. I like the idea of doing it under the stars, surrounded by trees.”

      It took a few seconds for him to calm down, but once his breathing leveled off, he hurried after her. She aired no complaint about the high grass brushing her smooth thighs and calves, so Quil took the opportunity to appreciate the pale flesh of her legs moving through the dark blades.

      Halfway up the hill, she stopped for another swig, then planted another intoxicating kiss on him, pulling him hard against her.

      At that moment, the pseudo decided he might not miss his previous entanglements after all. Beneath these stars and the sliver of a moon, climbing the gentle hill to find a place away from prying eyes, he felt close to floating on the air.

      There was more at work than the alcohol Koti had slipped into his mouth when kissing. That had been no accident, but he had no need of bolstering his courage. Her physicality, and the citrusy tang of perfume coming off of her when she squeezed against him, left him ready to explode.

      As they climbed, he guided her away from the team’s camp. The prying eyes they feared included those of his fellow mercenaries.

      Chest heaving from the exertion, Koti looked around once they reached the top of the rise. She unzipped her jacket, revealing a cropped T-shirt, then fished out the flask for another long pull. Once more, she passed some of the liquid along in a probing kiss.

      Her eyes traced the black sky before settling on the castle lit here and there by flickering yellow light. “I don’t know if I’ve ever had so much fun in my life. What about you?”

      Quil tingled at the sight of her. Could he lie about that? “Anticipation renders me near speechless.”

      “You say the craziest things.” She giggled. “That was nice, I think.”

      “I meant it only as a compliment.”

      “I’ve spent so many years putting off having fun, y’know? Everything’s about making everybody happy. Study, stay on the straight and narrow, be the good girl.” She shivered and tried to take another pull from the container, then shook it. A giggle shook her. “Where did all that go?”

      Anticipation did not sufficiently cover the feelings he was experiencing at that moment. He pointed toward the trees. “There should be a clearing not too far through there.”

      She stuffed the flask back in the jacket pocket and seized his hand, pulling him along as she ducked beneath strangely twisting branches. “You ever get pressure, Vakram? From your family, I mean?”

      “Pressure?”

      “You know, the kind of demands that just suck all joy out of life?”

      “Every moment of every day.”

      “See? I could feel that from you! The way you just shook all that off and hooked up with that…Krisbal or whatever. You can do better than her.”

      “I suppose.”

      “She’s plain, Vakram. Skinny. You’ll see what I’m talking about. Get me to this meadow, and you’ll see.” She giggled yet again.

      How could a cool night possibly grow warm as it did now simply because she made sounds? Truthfully, those sounds barely managed to slide through the crash of his rushing blood, but each laugh or even the string of words she threw together were like logs on the fire.

      Their path twisted and weaved until Quil was sure he had managed to lose his way, then they came to a clearing that seemed peaceful and oddly familiar. When moonlight sparkled on the surface of a pool, he realized they had come to the lieutenant’s bathing place.

      How was that possible?

      Koti gasped and threw down her jacket. “A pool! Look at the way the moon turns the water to silver!”

      Dread tugged at Quil’s gut. “It would be safer to remain—”

      “Oh! Could there be clearer water than that?”

      “Such a pool could be deceptively deep.”

      The young woman pulled her T-shirt over her head, then undid her shorts and kicked them away. There were very few adjustments Quil could think of to create a more perfect physique, rendered into alabaster by the cold moon.

      He stretched a hand out for her. “I have the blankets, and the water will be cold on a night like this.”

      “It’s been in the sun all day. C’mon, Vakram, you said you wanted to have fun.”

      “You talked about lying on the grass beneath the stars. Looking upon you now, I can assure you there is nothing else I would rather do than to pursue that form of entertainment.”

      She giggled, the sound tinkling like raindrops. “Let’s do it in there, in the pool. I’ll show you something you can do in the water you can’t do on the grass.”

      His mind simultaneously raced and felt like sludge. If the alcohol had impaired him to such an extent without him even imbibing fully, what must it be doing to this young woman? “Let us first lie together on the blanket. I promised you warmth, remember?”

      The look she threw him then danced somewhere between terrified and excited. “You know, a part of me is screaming to go back and crawl under the covers.”

      “Then I should escort you—”

      “Another part of me is telling me that’s exactly what my family would want. I’ve never let myself have any fun, Vakram. You understand?”

      “Koti, you have had far too much alcohol to make—”

      She twisted around, as if to show herself fully to him rather than in profile. It might have been meant as an enticement, although none was needed. Regardless, the sudden move took her off-balance, and with arms flailing, she let out a surprised yelp and toppled into the pool.

      Immediately, she disappeared from sight, as if she had never been there.

      Except, of course, there were ripples, and the sound of her splash remained…

      Quil dropped the blankets and stripped off his clothes, then dove in after the young woman, telling himself over and again that there was an explanation for not being able to see her, some reason other than the bizarre story related by his lieutenant.

      Those explanations disappeared when the freezing water embraced the pseudo, dragging him down and down into the dark depths and causing his muscles to seize up. Any hint of intoxication fled his body, replaced by full alertness that caught faint green sparkles coming from somewhere.

      Distant light revealed gemlike bubbles moving horizontally, impossibly tracking someone or something else’s descent.

      Not far away, a midnight spray of seaweed resolved into Koti’s hair. Below that, her flesh sparkled like silver lit by moonlight slipping through a curtained window.

      He kicked toward her, shifting to match her impossible angle of descent.

      When his fingers touched her hand, her head jerked up. Bubbles exploded from her mouth, blinding him momentarily. Once they cleared, he had already inferred her terror by the wild thrashing of her limbs, but it was on full display with her contorted face.

      Long ago, Quil had learned that drowning victims frequently killed their rescuers. He swam around Koti’s flailing limbs to come up behind her and wrap an arm over her shoulders. With his other hand placed on her belly, he yanked her toward him, then dragged his other arm down over her shoulders to pin her upper arms to her sides. She still kicked, but now he had a grip that would be harder to shake free of.

      With the battle not even halfway won, he turned his focus to the crucial step of getting her head above the surface. That would go a long way to calming her.

      Although his brain told him to follow the angle he had entered the water, evidence told him to follow the direction of the air bubbles she had breathed out.

      Quil kicked, somehow all excitement from feeling her body against his gone.

      They were dying, either from drowning or freezing to death. Stay in the pool, and their deaths were certain.

      As he kicked them in what he thought had been a lateral direction, the faint glimmer of moonlight danced over the surface. Koti went limp, but he kept his grip on her. Even if she had drowned, the human body took its time dying. She could be saved.

      As soon as he thought that, something tugged at his leg.

      He kicked harder, squeezing her tighter against him in case whatever had tugged at him might try for her.

      Cool air kissed his face, and he sucked in deep, sweet breaths. With Koti unconscious, he could swim with one arm, dragging her toward the pool’s edge. Here, the water was cold, but his limbs no longer cramped. He lunged toward the edge, launching her upper torso onto the ground, then pinned her there with one hand while pulling himself out with the other.

      Once out of the pool, he pulled her free the rest of the way, then ran over to the blankets and unrolled them, pulling the towels out and rushing back to Koti’s side.

      With one towel, he raised her head slightly, then checked for breathing. Getting water out of her lungs was his first priority. He compressed her chest until she coughed water up, at which point she began hacking.

      Now he rolled her onto her side. “Stay here.”

      She gagged in response, a wet sound.

      He brought the other towel to her and began drying her off, listening to see if she threw up. For now, she seemed content with coughing. Finally, he brought the blankets over to her and covered her. Leaning in close to her, he squeezed her hand. “Just breathe.”

      She nodded, hacking and breathing.

      After a few minutes, her breathing eased, and she pulled the blankets tighter around her. “Hope you had all your fun…groping me. No more tonight.”

      Smiling, Quil disentangled himself. He strode over to his clothes, finding his pants but not his shirt. In his panic, he had hurled the garment away. Finally, he spotted it in the limbs of a tree.

      As he pulled the shirt down, he heard hushed voices from somewhere nearby. Pulling the shirt on, he tracked the sounds until he could pick out words, at which point he sneaked in closer. There were two distinct voices: male and female. They sounded breathless.

      When he could smell sweat and the musk of sex, he came to a stop. Was this university nothing but one sexual encounter after another?

      It dawned on him then where he was. A quick look around confirmed it: the hacked branches from the lieutenant’s deadly knife.

      These two whispering lovers were in the same clearing where the other students had been killed!

      Now the voices shifted, the tones becoming almost guttural before being replaced by moans and…growls.

      Quil lay low and parted branches until he could see into the clearing. His instinct told him to return to Koti, but these sounds so close to the area where the young students had been slain were too much to ignore.

      Beyond the fringe of trees, the limited moonlight silvered the ground of the big clearing. The couple—two students from the school—lay on the grass, flesh glistening with sweat. They were both darker skinned, their hair jet black like Koti’s. The male had a thick chest and broad shoulders tight with muscle. The young woman—

      No sooner had Quil gotten an appreciative look at her than she started to…transform. Her limbs contorted, upper sections shortening, lower sections stretching out. Her hands and feet elongated and developed thick pads as fur jutted from her smooth skin.

      The male underwent the same transformation, then they both sniffed at each other.

      Impossible. More impossible than a pool that transports people to some freezing depth to drown them.

      Quil started to release the branches, then froze.

      Across the clearing, braced against a tree, a shadowy shape watched the two students.

      Then its head turned…

      …and the red sparkle of eyes indicated it had seen Quil.
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      The sound came to Riyun again before he reached the front door: scraping, a crack of wood, something wet slithering. He paused beside the wooden cases that probably had once held jewelry or maybe some other precious items for display and caught his breath. Somehow, the odor of the river was stronger than that of the fire. It was as if a fish had swum up from the depths.

      No. It was as if a fish had died in the depths, exploded, and floated up.

      Once again, scraping caught his attention, this time farther away. He pushed the door open, and froze. Fog had rolled in, hovering a good few inches over the ground. Moonlight gave the mist an unnatural glow. He scanned the night for any sign of movement, of potential spies, then descended the steps and glided to his right.

      At the corner of the building, he stopped, adjusting to the cooler night air. His breath plumed, silvery like the fog. Somewhere across the street at the back of the building, something was moving, making the noises he’d heard.

      He poked his head around the corner, pulled back, then checked again.

      A groan like metal twisting caught his ears, but the way sound became unreliable in the dark, it could have been far away or nearby.

      Back to the wall, he edged to the rear of the building, carbine held low ready. At some point, his breathing had picked up. Now, despite the chill, sweat dampened his forehead.

      Once he reached the corner that allowed a view of the back street, he repeated his earlier tactic—poking his head out, pulling back, then glancing again. Shattered strips of wood lay a few feet from the foundation of a house across the way. Nothing else was visible that could explain the noises.

      Riyun puffed out a breath, looked around a final time, then jogged across the street to the other yard.

      His foot caught in something hidden by the fog, and he sprawled out on the hard earth, the wind momentarily knocked from his lungs. Training took over, and he rolled away from where he’d fallen, assessing the sensations in his body: Was anything broken? Was something closing in on him? Had he seen anything?

      He came up unsteadily, executed a quick circle, then stumbled toward the nearby foundation. He dropped to his butt on the stone.

      The solidity offered reassurance: He was safe.

      Softly groaning, he massaged his joints and tested his limbs. Come morning, his right leg was probably going to be stiff, but everything worked.

      What had tripped him?

      After another quick scan of the area, he returned to the spot where he’d gone from road to yard. No sign remained of any old fence or hedge that could explain his fall. When he brushed his boots over the edge of the road, all he found were the occasional chunks of concrete from the collapsing street.

      That wasn’t what had taken him down. He’d been in the yard.

      He moved back toward the foundation, this time stomping around the area he thought he’d been running over—

      His ankle twisted, and he nearly went down again.

      Hissing under his breath, he backed away and tested his ankle. Tender but otherwise okay. Something was wrong with the yard beneath the mist. He pulled out his flashlight and, keeping it close to the ground, shone it through the fog.

      It took a moment, but he got the idea: A narrow trench had been gouged in the ground. Water pooled in the deepest part, several inches deep.

      What could gouge out a trench in the yard?

      The same thing that could snap wood and make metal groan.

      Immediately, his thoughts went to the huge thing he’d seen speeding through the Twilight Forest, away from the ruined bodies of the two teenagers. Could that be here? Why wouldn’t the wards have kept it from crossing the bridge?

      Still trying to make sense of these questions, Riyun searched for more tracks in the lawn. He came across a few more, all pointing to what might be the area where he thought he’d heard the metal groaning.

      At the raised foundation, Riyun came to a stop. He found steps up, but climbed them only after listening for any more sounds. At the top, he had a good view of the lazy river, the water smooth and black where visible through the fog. Whatever had been built on this foundation had been even larger than the place where he’d left Zabila.

      He twisted around and waved at the window to the room where they’d ended up asleep on the bed. There was no way he could see her, and he doubted she could see him unless he brought his flashlight up out of the fog.

      His light easily pierced the fog here, and his boots rasped over the old concrete, pocked and cracked. When the beam caught a black corner, he froze and doubled back, searching for it again.

      It was a hole in the concrete, probably hidden before by a trap door. Splintered strips of wood lay nearby, but in that opening lay answers. Concrete steps descended almost as deep as his light would go, transitioning to the familiar gray stone he recalled from the bottom of the forest pool. Dark mud tracked down the steps, tracking out of range of the flashlight.

      Riyun went back to the steps he’d taken to the top of the foundation and searched through the fog, patiently probing with fingers until he found the same wet track of dirt.

      Except…these weren’t tracks, not in the typical sense. They weren’t feet or boots or any shoe at all. Instead, they seemed to be a consistent impression left by two parallel…tracks.

      Was this a machine, a robot like the ones from the blue pyramid city?

      Once more at the top of the steps leading below the foundation, he descended and squatted, studying the dirt left on the concrete. There were no hints of treads or even strips of material. Whatever had laid down these impressions didn’t have the look of something artificial.

      If it was an animal, what could it be? It didn’t look like the work of the giant thing he’d seen in the forest.

      There was only one way to find out.

      Weapon again at low ready, he descended the stairs, stopping every few steps to listen and sniff. It was quiet other than him and the still voice of the sleeping city. What he’d considered a rotting fish smell took on a more menacing note the deeper he went, becoming sulfuric, reminiscent of the foul magic Meriscoya had summoned back in the world of Wholesale Fantasy. Worse, there was the fresh sense of this horrible odor, but it didn’t hide an older reek that hinted at something terrible coming through this area long ago.

      After thirty feet or so, the steps came to a stop at a landing and beyond that, a warped, metal door. Black and rough with rust, the barrier had crumpled inward, revealing a large, stone chamber. Here, the old fishy smell overpowered the newer. Worse, there was the smell of death: human death.

      Riyun squeezed through the warped door and played his flashlight around, searching the floor and wall and coughing at the stench. His movements echoed back at him, making it impossible to sneak around unnoticed. The noises also would have hidden anyone else’s movement.

      Hairs raised on the back of his neck as Riyun edged along the wall, stopping when he spotted black stains that might have been blood long ago. Whoever or whatever died in here, it had been sometime in the past.

      He knelt beside a set of rusted manacles dangling over a large area covered by the same dark stain. Whatever it was, it covered the wall in spray patterns that resembled arterial wounds.

      Just as he extended a finger toward one of the stains, he heard a slithering, raspy sound: something rushing toward him in the dark.

      Spinning, Riyun kicked away from where he’d been.

      He was too slow.

      Something caught him in the shoulder, redirecting his dodge and slamming him against the wall several feet away. His flashlight smashed against the stone with a terrible crack, and the light went out.

      Stars burst in his eyes, and his perceptions became dull, hazy. He tried to bring his weapon up but couldn’t remember how. Where sweat had trickled down his face earlier, now something thicker flowed.

      In the blackness, a blue light flashed.

      A wet, husky sound came from the dark, then something banged against Riyun’s chest, knocking the breath from his lungs. He thought maybe a rib cracked from the blow.

      Hacking, Riyun slumped to the floor. Inexplicably, he had the sense of movement over the stone.

      An instant later, something smacked where he’d just been.

      Once more, there was a wet, husky noise, this time sounding almost like a shriek.

      Whatever was attacking in the dark, it was using lethal force.

      Riyun pulled himself over the floor with surprising ease, shivering and fighting back nausea. His head had cleared enough for him to realize the metallic scraping on the stone was his Devastator dangling from its strap. Without a light, though, he would only be spraying lead into the darkness. If only that blue flash could appear again, maybe backlighting the attacking beast.

      Or had that flash been imagined?

      A light flared suddenly, and Riyun had the vaguest sense of an almost serpentine shape silhouetted a few feet away. A big head with bulging eyes gaped, then the same shriek he’d heard before burst from the inhuman thing.

      Wet rasping sounds came then, like when he’d heard the thing charging him.

      Gunfire boomed, and he had an idea of where the flashlight wielder stood thanks to the muzzle flash.

      The serpentine thing changed course, rushing away from Riyun and the shooter.

      Now the flashlight beam tracked the speeding creature, revealing a large shape that didn’t readily belong to any sort of creature Riyun had ever seen before. Once again, the best he could do was to think of it in terms of a serpent—long, low to the ground, slithering.

      A second gunshot drew out another hiss, then the thing slipped into the black.

      “Riyun?” It was Zabila’s voice.

      “Here.” He sounded pathetic—gasping, wheezing.

      She rushed over, her light bouncing until she set it on the floor beside him. “What in the Hollow Hills—?”

      “Don’t ask. I couldn’t tell you what…just happened if I tried.”

      “That…thing was what made the noises you heard?”

      “Maybe? It certainly tried to kill me. And it would have if you hadn’t come along. Thanks.”

      “You’re the one who gave me the pistol.”

      “I guess I can make a good decision every now and then.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “My pride, mostly.”

      “Well, your pride is bleeding, then.” She probed his forehead, pulling her fingers away when he gasped. “Did it hit you?”

      “Sort of. I think the wall did that. I’m a little woozy. It shattered my flashlight.” He waved to where he thought it had come apart. “Over there.”

      The woman whose disappearance had brought him and his team into this pocket dimension as part of their hunt for her took up her flashlight and searched the area he’d indicated. “I’ve got it. It’s—” It sounded like she was wrestling with the switch. “I don’t know. Broken?”

      “Maybe Quil can work a miracle with it.”

      She brought it back to Riyun, stuffed it into a pocket, then helped him up. “You see it went over there?” Her light lit up the black spot in the wall where the creature had disappeared.

      “Yeah. Magic?”

      Together, they limped over to where her light had revealed the black gap. That gap was another hole, this time crudely cut into the rock.

      Zabila coughed. “Oh. You smell that?”

      “Yeah. Sewer.” Was he cursed to crawl through sewers for the rest of his life? “Point your light—”

      She’d already seen it: rough steps leading down and a grate lying on the stone floor. “Do we go after it?” Her tone said she’d prefer not to.

      “I can—”

      “No. We go together or not at all.”

      He nodded and pushed clear of her, testing his balance. “Then I take the lead.”

      Without a word, she handed him the flashlight; he almost wished she hadn’t.
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      Pounding boomed in Quil’s head, driving him into a sitting position. For a moment, he thought he might be in the clearing beside the pool, sitting on a soft bed of grass near Koti. In fact, he hoped they might have found a moment to be together after she had nearly drowned.

      Then the pounding came again, and his throbbing head sounded alarms.

      He blinked until the gumminess went away, then took in the details: dark-stained furniture, the tangled sheets of his bed, the short distance to his roommate’s empty sleeping space…

      This was Wizard University, the castle. It had the smell of a barracks: stuffy and sour with soiled clothes. In the gaps between howitzer-like thuds coming from the hallway door, muffled laughter and shrieking bounded around and shuddered against the stone walls.

      Hollow Hills, who would have chosen a castle as a living space for kids?

      “Hey!”

      As if his head were not already on the verge of cracking open, Naru felt it necessary to shout loud enough to pierce the wooden barrier.

      When he tried to stand, his legs cramped, bringing back memories of the pool and dragging Koti from the black depths to hurl her onto the grassy poolside. That had been merely the start of an…interesting night, and now he had to deal with the nosy hacker.

      Staggering, gritting his teeth against the sharp pain of overworked muscles, he endured another series of knocks before taking a truncated shout in the face when he opened the door.

      Once again, Naru wore her bathrobe and gave off the heat and fragrance of a hot shower with some aromatic soap. This time, though, her mouth hung open.

      If it were possible at that moment, Quil would have retrieved his tablet and snapped a photo for posterity. He would in future times of strife then open the image and hold it up for her to see and remind her of the glorious moment where words had deserted her and left him with an instant of peace and joy.

      Her shoulder drove him aside as she barreled into the room, killing the idea.

      Nearly doubled over, he scowled after her. “It just occurred to me…”

      She stopped and spun like a dancer. “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “What?”

      “Simply the notion that you would look nice in the pool Riyun discovered.”

      That put a warm smile on her face. “Aw. Really? I didn’t think you could be so sweet, Quil. Thank you!”

      How unfortunate she took that inappropriately; it made him feel like a heel. “You are awake early again.”

      “Early? Everyone’s running late this morning. You do realize the first day of school isn’t the worst one, right? It’s the day after, where all your worst expectations have turned out to be too optimistic?”

      He searched around for a clock and spotted a small grandfather clock replica on the book-cluttered desk he shared with his roommate. According to that delicate timepiece, Quil had overslept by half an hour.

      Worse, he realized, was the fact that he had gone to bed with damp underwear. The resultant rash was just now reaching the same threshold of discomfort as his aching muscles.

      Still moving stiffly, he dug fresh underwear from the drawers Vakram had chosen. “Would you be so kind as to sneak two of the less disgusting muffins from the dining service back for me while I clean up?”

      “Sure. I think some of the snotberries are good. They might not even have real snot in them.”

      Fatigued muscles flared in pain when he shivered at the thought. “Thank you.”

      “So, where were you last night?”

      Quil stiffened. “Here.”

      “Uh-uh. Don’t lie to me. I swung by when I saw your roomie going out with the cool crowd. Unless you can sleep through grenade bursts, you would’ve heard me. I can be really loud.”

      “So I have observed.”

      “Still not an answer. Where were you?”

      “Did I at some point sign away my right to privacy? I seem to have forgotten the act.”

      “The only act we’re talking about here, Quil, is what you did with the raven-haired girl. Y’know, when I was her age, I thought I was this big tragedy that no one else could hope to understand. She seems to be the same way, but I get the sense she’s all about the drama queen, isn’t she?”

      “It would appear that you have already established the more interesting trajectory for my night’s activities.”

      “Still not an answer.” She flopped onto his bed. “Ugh. What died in your sheets?”

      “A wise observer might posit my will to live.”

      “Ew.” She sat up and glared down at the linens. “Did you have a wet dream?”

      “Is there an appropriate opposite? If so, that would be my experience.”

      “So you did it with her?”

      “By ‘her,’ I assume you mean Koti. If I am correct, then you could not be further from the truth.”

      Naru dropped back onto the bed, neck craned fully. “You did it with that old witch Roulu? Yuck! What was it like?”

      The abrupt jump from disgust to sincere curiosity left the pseudo shaking his head. “I can assure you that I had less carnal experience last night than probably half of the student body.”

      A curiosity charged through his brain: Just how much “carnal knowledge” did his time with Koti qualify as?

      His answer did nothing to appease the hacker, who threw herself flat on his bed and thrashed in simulated ecstasy. “Oh, Vakram, rescue me from my self-pity and the horrors of my virginity?”

      When Naru’s dramatics left her bathrobe open enough to reveal her thighs and belly, Quil’s brain shifted from the failed rendezvous to the question of exactly how much of Naru’s behavior was as innocent as she attempted to make it seem. This was no demure child putting on a display for attention.

      He folded the underwear he had taken from the chest of drawers, being careful to keep the creases where they should be. “Koti invited me to the meadow.”

      The hacker sat bolt upright, her face contorted with fury for an instant, then with excitement. “I knew it! And?”

      “Despite my intent to find a space between camp and the place where the bodies were buried, we ended up at the pool.”

      “No! What?”

      “It was not my intent, and I have no doubt the design was beyond Koti.”

      “What, she claimed she’d never been in the forest?”

      “She was well lubricated by the time we reached the base of the hill.”

      “Okay, gross? You didn’t need—”

      “Alcohol. I believe it was some sort of bourbon by the taste of it.”

      “You drank with her?” The reaction seemed in line with a scandal that might take down a corporation and devastate a Silver family.

      Why should he not add fuel to the fire? “Her kisses were impassioned and probing. During each one, she forced alcohol into my mouth.”

      “Wow!” Naru seemed to deflate at that. “And all I did was study.”

      “The reason I tell you this is that the evening was a disaster that led to significant discoveries.”

      “Like she’s a raging alcoholic nymphomaniac?”

      “She went into the pool.”

      “She what?”

      “I dove in to save her. The description provided by the lieutenant was, if anything, almost too conservative. That pool is indeed a gateway of some sort into another world. In the darkness, it was impossible for me to see with the same clarity what the lieutenant described. What I did see was alien enough. The dimensions in this other body of water were nothing like that of the pool. The water was ice cold. Things moved around that must have been invisible or otherwise hidden. They brushed against me. I believe they wanted to drown me.”

      “No way!”

      Even though she was not challenging him, the words were annoying. “I have no reason to fabricate my experiences. They were harrowing.”

      “Oh, I believe you. Seriously. So, you rescued her?”

      “I managed to locate her in the depths because of some inexplicable luminescence that made the water just bright enough to see the black bloom of her hair.”

      “I thought the dye would have been like an octopus spraying its ink.”

      “I can assure you that she does not dye her hair.”

      “How would you—” The hacker covered her mouth. “Did she go skinny-dipping?”

      “She had planned to and had invited me to join her, but she changed her mind. Something caused her to lose her balance and fall in.”

      “Okay—weirder and weirder. Did you feel magic?”

      “My connection to magic is nothing like yours, tenuous at best.”

      “You’re a lot more in tune than you like to let on. Zabila can feel it in you. Me too.”

      The pseudo shrugged. “There was no difference in the feel of the pool than in the forest.”

      “Right, yeah. They’re both full of creepy energy.”

      “On that I concur.”

      “So, she gave you a big gift for rescuing her?”

      “She drowned in the pool.”

      “Hollow Hills! What’d you do with her body? Did you tell Riyun?”

      “I was able to resuscitate her, and I eventually carried her back into the castle. It would seem that I strained every muscle in my body in the process.”

      “Oh, wow.” Naru’s eyes widened, then she rocked back and forth, giggling. “Do you realize how deep into you she’s going to be now? You saved her life and didn’t take advantage of her being drunk? Did you? That’d be a real scumbag thing—”

      “I do not have the need to take advantage of inebriated women.”

      “Good.” The hacker curled her knees up onto the bed. “So, what’s that like?”

      “What is what like?”

      “Having women throw themselves at you? I mean, everywhere we go—”

      “Women do not throw themselves at me.”

      “You had that pretty dancer, then there were all those women inside the walls of Brass, and before we left the Dread Empire—”

      “The way you describe it makes it appear that I am being fetishized.”

      “Are you? I hadn’t really thought of it that way. How…? Some of them were just like you.”

      He thrust out his jaw, unwilling to talk about the Zialite connection. “Those like me were merely seeking to connect with someone whom they shared commonality.”

      “Okay. Then where is the fetish—?”

      “It cannot be explained. You make connections with your fellow hackers.”

      “Well, yeah. We share a common interest. That doesn’t mean we hook up for an orgy, Quil.”

      His cheeks burned. “There is more that happened in the Twilight Forest.”

      “Seriously? What, did you put on shining armor and white tabard, then ride around on a horse?”

      “There was another couple in the woods. They were over near the place where the corpses were buried.”

      “Oh, no. We need to sneak out and radio the others.”

      “I tried to radio on my way back last night. There was interference.”

      “You think this other couple might have found the bodies?”

      “They were having sex. It was very…demonstrative.” He felt uncomfortable calling it bestial without context. “When I sneaked over to see if they had found the bodies, they were nearly finished.”

      “You watched them having sex? Ew? Were they hot?”

      He dragged in a long breath. This young woman could be so trying. “They transformed.”

      “Okay, that’s a new one on me. How? Like, boom, they became old people or something?”

      “Their shapes changed. They became extremely large wolves.”

      Naru’s jaw dropped. “Are you doing some sort of metaphorical thing on me? That’s not really your thing.”

      “I mean this quite literally. I could not have been fifty feet away, and they were lit well enough by the moon and stars to see their flesh clearly. One minute they were naked and intertwined in sex; the next their bones shifted in length, and heavy fur jutted from their flesh.”

      “Okay. Wow. Your night was a lot crazier than mine. Is this some new kind of magic?”

      “I believe it was.”

      “And they didn’t chase you down?”

      “That is the final thing I needed to convey to you about the night.”

      “Something more?” She shook her head. “I feel like such a nerd.”

      “I was upwind of them. Another part of the change they underwent involved taking on the smell of those giant animals.”

      “Gross.”

      “And they took on the olfactory capabilities as well.”

      “Duh? That’s why I asked if they chased you down.”

      “So, once they transformed, they realized someone else was there, watching them.”

      “Wait. There was another creepy person watching them have sex?”

      Quil closed his eyes. This hacker… “Apparently, this ‘creepy person’ gave off enough of a smell that they noticed the presence immediately and sped after it in pursuit. While they were otherwise occupied, I returned to where Koti was, dressed her, put her over my shoulders, and returned her to the castle.”

      Naru chewed her bottom lip. “Go get cleaned up. You stink.”

      “How selfish of me to collapse in my bed after rescuing Koti.”

      “Oh, stop. I need to think about this. We have to get out to where this happened somehow. There must be residual magic from what you described. I should probably feel it before it gets lost in all the background magic out there.”

      He threw a towel over his shoulder. “Are you asking me out on a date?”

      She looked him up and down, smirking. “I wouldn’t dream of getting between you and Koti.”

      After throwing his bathrobe over an arm, Quil strutted to the door, where he paused. “Do not despair. Perhaps you might find yourself entertained by one of the orgies I am known for.”

      The stunned look on the hacker’s face made up for all the annoyance she had brought into his morning.
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      Sunlight was nothing more than a hint in the sky, tracing gold on the horizon. Riyun hobbled along the back alleys, unable to sprint after the beating the creature had delivered in the dark basement. When he reached the corner of one of the larger buildings that looked down on the road to the bridge, he stopped to suck in a breath. The gas streetlamps would be out soon, their flames providing a dull gold of their own in the haze.

      Somewhere in the fog behind him, Zabila crouched against another wall, waiting.

      He rested his head against the big building and closed his eyes. They’d pushed too hard, risked too much, and now they were spent with miles yet to go to return to the camp. The coppery taste of blood was a tang on his tongue, fatigue and bruising a shiver in his limbs.

      Far away, a poorly maintained engine coughed, then died. Closer by, a door creaked open and someone hacked up thick phlegm.

      No headlights. No smell of exhaust.

      They had time yet.

      Riyun retreated along the wall until he saw Zabila, then waved her forward, hand extended to take hers. When she caught up with him, he squeezed her fingers tightly and hauled her along. Their boots put up a terrible clatter on the cobblestones, but they moved with no one else around to see them.

      One last look at the closest section of the city confirmed what he’d seen before: a sleeping populace. With no one nearby, they hustled to the slope leading down to the bridge, all the while supporting each other, taking turns hissing when the muscles of their legs complained too much.

      Any other time, Riyun might have laughed about his pathetic state. Not today. Not after what’d they’d seen in the sewers.

      Stumbling, grunting, they hurried to the bridge, no longer concerned about a delivery truck catching up to them. Yes, the river was wide and they were tired and hurting, but they had the distance now. They had to return to the others.

      In the dark before sunrise, the river was a barely gurgling black streak between the hazy phantoms of the city and the colorless expanse of forest.

      Zabila gasped and twisted around. “Lights. At the top of the hill.”

      He confirmed that. The lights were approaching the hilltop, not there yet, but the vehicle would arrive before the two of them could cross the bridge.

      Riyun pulled her to the stone barrier on the right side of the bridge and looked down toward the water. Arches formed several supporting pillars between the two shores. There were grooves between the stones that would’ve been enough for Javika to dangle from. At that moment, all he could hope for was getting a boot on top of the nearest arch.

      With some prodding, he got Zabila on top of the barrier, then held her hands as she stretched her feet toward the arch. Her ragged breathing grew louder. “I—I can’t—”

      “You have to. Keep stretching.”

      She was. He could see her legs swinging, boots probing.

      The vehicle rumbled down the hill now, transmission grinding loudly, lights yellow halos in the mist.

      He lowered her farther down the side, shushing her terrified protests. “Keep stretching.”

      Her eyes were huge, the look of betrayal intense. “I—”

      But he felt it: She’d found purchase with the tip of her boot. He guided her hands to a jutting stone, and she grabbed on, yelping in terror.

      The truck was level now, the lights full on, hazed by the fog.

      Riyun swung a leg over, edged away from Zabila to give her some room, then lowered himself out of sight. His arm muscles burned and trembled. It felt like his fingers couldn’t maintain their grip, slipping on the stone. Despite clenching his jaw tight, pitiful noises escaped. When his nostrils flared, snot drooled down his lip and into his mouth.

      On the bridge, the engine grumbled, and the transmission scraped. The truck couldn’t be far away now.

      Zabila pulled a hand free and reached for him. “I can—”

      “No. Hold on. It’s almost past.”

      Coming through the city, the driver must have coaxed out everything the vehicle had in it. It now sounded ready to surrender, to stall. It couldn’t be managing even walking speed.

      Muscles Riyun had pushed too far began to twitch, to numb. It hurt to breathe.

      He leaned back, rolled his neck, and nearly blacked out. Just another few seconds.

      “Riyun?”

      “I’m…all right.” He wasn’t. He was at the very edge. “It’s gone. Far enough. Can you…climb?”

      “My arms…”

      They should’ve called it off when they’d passed through the grate into the sewer. At the first skull, he should’ve realized he needed Lonar or at least Hirvok for something like what they were seeing. Twisting aside rusted bars, hauling big rocks aside, climbing ladders and debris piles…

      Now the mercenary commander had to pay the price.

      He pulled up, lips aching from the pressure of his grimace. His gloves slid again, then held. He strained, fell back, then strained some more. Zabila’s panicked encouragement didn’t help, but he couldn’t tell her so.

      Finally, his head rose over the top of the barrier. He threw one arm over the top, grabbed on for support, and dragged a leg up. The boot caught, slipped, then caught again. He got a thigh onto the top, levered himself up, and plopped onto the bridge.

      His body was such a mess that he barely registered the pain of the impact. Maybe he should’ve just dropped into the river. At the least, he could’ve tried lying flat, pressed against the side of the bridge barrier, hoping the driver didn’t swerve sloppily and crush them. Even better, pulling the assault carbine and waving it around like a madman might have caused the driver to reverse back the way he’d come.

      That image made Riyun laugh.

      He got to his hands and knees, stood, then shook out his limbs before returning to the side and Zabila’s anxious smile.

      She blinked. “Are you okay?”

      “I’ve been better.” He took her wrists and used his own weight more than his strength to drag her up and over.

      Just as she giggled and reached out to hug him, another pair of headlights glowed at the top of the far hill.

      Riyun groaned, took her hand in his numb fingers, and tugged. “C’mon.”

      They didn’t really manage a run, but they did manage to get to the far end of the bridge and to dive into the tall grass not far from one of the old, bowing trees. Seconds later, with them crawling deeper into the grass, the truck rumbled past, a glowworm rumbling through the haze.

      One of the trees sighed, putting more urgency into Riyun’s movement.

      It was dark enough that he eschewed the slow and painful hunched-over jog he would’ve demanded in a battlefield situation. The two of them were wraiths at this hour, something only the sharpest eyes would have picked out.

      Climbing the slope took the last of their energy. At the top, Riyun collapsed, and Zabila dropped beside him, resting her head on his chest. They spent a couple minutes gasping, wheezing, taking solace in each other’s admission that they’d gone too far.

      He could’ve stayed there the rest of the day, maybe eventually finding the strength to pull her up along his side.

      That would have to wait.

      Blinking away sweat, he sat up. “Almost there.”

      Working together, they got to their feet and staggered through the woods, sluggishly identifying landmarks that took on more detail the higher the sun rose.

      Lonar’s thunderous griping drew Riyun up short.

      The heavy weapons expert was just beyond the cover of trees, maybe twenty feet ahead, and his deep voice boomed. “I gotta go look for him.”

      “No. We stay here.” That was Symbra, playing the rational role.

      It was heartening to hear the big tweak show so much concern about his lieutenant—

      “He’s been gone too long.” Lonar sighed. “Riyun would wanna find him.”

      Okay. So the problem was Hirvok.

      Riyun straightened and pushed through the undergrowth to come to a stop when Lonar swung around in the middle of the clearing, autocannon pointed at his commander and the woman responsible for them being here in the first place.

      “Boss? What happened to you?”

      “I’ll explain later. What’s going on?”

      “Well—” The heavy weapons expert shot a hopeful look at Symbra.

      She rolled her eyes. “Hirvok went out scouting. Something set him off.”

      What could set the sniper off? Riyun would have to ask later. “Did he say where?”

      “He wanted to start with the pool and that clearing. You think he’s in trouble?”

      “After what we saw…” Riyun stretched his aching limbs. “All right. You two stay here. Zabila and I will check out the pool.”

      Lonar ran a massive hand along the back of his neck. “I dunno, Boss. You look—”

      “Worse than I feel.” Riyun checked the Devastator’s magazine. “Stay here.”

      “I should go.”

      “We need people listening for Naru and Quil.”

      “Leave the ladies.”

      Before Riyun could flash a warning glare at Lonar, the big tweak’s eyes bugged out.

      Slumping, Lonar shook his head. “I know; I know. Sorry.”

      At least he was getting to the point that he learned his lessons without scolding.

      Right then, Riyun wanted nothing more than to collapse onto the forest floor and sleep. He jerked his head in the direction of the pool. Zabila followed after, barely waving at the other two before they were gone from sight.

      She managed to maintain long strides to keep up. “Why would Hirvok leave them?”

      “Because he didn’t want them crashing through the woods after him.”

      “You think he saw something?”

      “Saw, heard, felt—he can be instinctive sometimes. Whatever it was, he went in search of it, and he thought he could handle it alone. I’m beginning to think this world doesn’t allow for that.”

      “All those bones… What do you think happened?”

      “In the sewer? I couldn’t begin to guess.”

      “That thing we chased: Did it do all that? The killings?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He’d counted at least fifty skulls, and he was sure he’d seen more than a hundred femurs. They weren’t just adult or male, either. It could be something as innocuous as a cemetery being washed away in a flood, but the odds of that weren’t good.

      And then there’d been the symbols etched on the old, algae-covered stones of the sewer tunnels.

      The clearing with the pool came into sight, and Riyun signaled for Zabila to take cover behind a tree while he inched forward. It didn’t take long for him to confirm the clearing was empty.

      He waved for her to stay with him as he skirted the edges, staying in the trees. It was still easy for him to track from the pool clearing to the place where he’d seen the eldritch glow and discovered the giant creature fleeing into the night. Although someone had been in that space, no one was there now.

      There were, however, tracks. Some of them weren’t even human.

      Riyun pointed them out, then waved for Zabila to follow.

      She stayed close, pistol now in her hand. “Is he hurt?”

      “I didn’t see blood.”

      That didn’t mean much, but he didn’t need to tell her that. The two teenagers had no blood visible on their corpses. Zabila could figure that out.

      Minutes passed as they followed the tracks, sometimes losing them and retracing their path to start again. It was slow, miserable work, made worse by a brain demanding sleep.

      Zabila tugged on his arm. “Over there.”

      He’d missed it, but she was pointing to an ugly sapling that had been uprooted and now lay on its side. Beyond that, the woods were shadowy and thick. It smelled foul here, far worse than the odd smells he’d come to associate with this forest.

      Riyun lowered his carbine and drew his khanza knife, then advanced.

      About fifteen feet in, he spotted Hirvok, back leaned against a tree, head down as if sleeping. The alien, rotten smell was heavier here, and gooey slicks curled in a semicircle around the quiet sniper.

      Alarms flashed in the mercenary lieutenant’s head. “Hirvok?” It was a whisper, but it brought the sniper’s head up.

      Hirvok looked around, as if waking from a deep sleep. His face was puffy and discolored, his eyes swollen. “Riyun?”

      “You okay?”

      “Better than the things that attacked me. Need some help, though.”

      After signaling Zabila to hold position, Riyun crept forward. It was only when he was closer to the sniper that he spied all the shell casings on the ground. Even here, they could salvage the components to reload bullets. When a quick look around didn’t reveal any threats, Riyun gathered the brass and dropped it into a pocket.

      He hooked an arm around Hirvok. There was blood on the man’s duster, and in some spots the fluid had gotten onto his flesh—not his blood, though. Something that wasn’t quite blood splotched the coat’s material.

      Hirvok groaned, but he inclined his head at one of the dissolving, almost humanoid shapes not far away. “An hour ago, that was a messed-up thing with horns and scales.”

      “That’s what you were tracking?”

      “What I found. Don’t know if it was what drew me out here.”

      “But bullets took them down.”

      “Eventually.”

      They got up to Zabila, and her jaw dropped. She took the sniper’s other arm over her shoulders, and together, they headed back to camp.

      Things were becoming more complicated by the minute.
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      At dinnertime, the huge dining space was packed. Quil poked a fork at the shredded meat floating around in a questionable white gravy described as “leopards’ cream.” If the name of it had not already been off-putting, the smell managed to do the job. Across the table from him, Naru stuffed a fork full of the miserable preparation into her mouth, chewing absently while scanning the various benches and tables. Any noise she made with her chewing was lost in the deafening chatter of the excited students.

      She snatched up a gray roll with barely a glance and tore a bite out of it, crunching loudly on it. “You think they’re in here?”

      He tried not to stare at the gray mush clinging to her teeth and gums. “Who?”

      “The shifters. I mean, maybe if I can get close to them, I don’t have to go out into the woods tonight and search for their signature and—”

      Quil set his fork down, no longer able to stomach the idea of tonight’s meal. As terrible as it looked, the meat flakes almost shiny in the greasy gravy, it smelled worse. Even the vegetables had been put through some sort of torture, reeking of spices that had no right being near each other. Nausea won out over hunger. He would have to snatch some fruit and other potentially edible bits to get through the night.

      Movement a few tables over caught his eye, and he realized it was the big male who had been intwined with the attractive young woman. They both fit poorly in their school uniforms, their adult physiques straining the childish designs.

      “That would be them.” Quil inclined his head toward them.

      Naru quit chewing, mouth agape. “Hollow Hills.”

      “Do you sense their magical auras?”

      “Um, I sense an aura all right. Whoa. He’s smoking hot.”

      “Is he?”

      The young man certainly had the physique to draw the eye: broad shoulders tapering down to a narrow waist, muscles bulging on his arms. His face, though, was…not pedestrian. Perhaps, Quil realized, it was a matter of taste. The features were unremarkable, but if someone enjoyed the coppery skin and dark hair, perhaps it all fit together properly. There was no denying the same sort of smoky appearance worked exceptionally well for the young woman, although it seemed to Quil she might be more objectively described as stunning. What he had seen of her body…

      Yes. They were without a doubt an attractive couple.

      Did that bother him? The night before, Koti had been more than he could have hoped for. Now, he was having a hard time taking his eyes off the young woman.

      Naru brought her head around, took another bite of her roll, and slumped. “He’ll never look at me, not if he’s hooking up with her.”

      “She is attractive, then?”

      “Drop-dead gorgeous. Don’t you think so?”

      “I was unsure how objective I could be after seeing their performance last night.”

      “Y’know, I gotta admit: I would’ve watched, too.”

      “To determine their aura?”

      “Whatever. They’re hot, okay? And I’m kinda lonely.”

      How…interesting it was to hear such frankness from the hacker. They had been together as a team for months, and Quil still wasn’t sure he knew the first thing about her. Without a doubt, she rankled him with some of her immature traits, but other aspects about her were refreshing. If he were to be honest with himself, the aspects about Lonar that could grate were the same aspects the young woman made almost endearing.

      Quil’s eye went to the main entry to the hall, where several professors paraded through. They broke into small clumps, each heading toward benches marked with miniature pennons to identify the various colleges.

      He bowed over his tray. “Mistress Roulu and her comrades have arrived.”

      “Huh?” Naru twisted around. “Oh. Some sort of outreach? I hope not.”

      “We sit at a table not allocated to any single college. I wager we will not receive special attention as a result.”

      Around a forkful of the glossy green peas, Naru managed a harrumph. “Speaking of special attention, where’s your fantasy pinup?”

      “I am sorry—what?”

      “Oh, haven’t you seen it? A lot of the students have posters of pretty boys and girls in their rooms. It’s called a pinup.”

      “You refer to Koti?”

      “You’ve got other hotties lined up already?”

      His face grew hot. “She said at lunch that she was not feeling well and would skip dinner.”

      “Oh. Sorry. Was it the near-drowning?”

      “Perhaps. I find it more likely that she had never previously been so inebriated. There is also the possibility that I was in fact not merely one in a long string of young men she offered herself up to.”

      “Wow. That has to be sticky. You think she was nervous? Was that why she was drinking?”

      “I suppose it is possible an assignation with me might require self-medicating.”

      “Ha. If you ever manage to not make everything about you, let me know.”

      “The same request could be addressed to you.”

      Naru screwed up her face. “Yeah, that’s me: drama queen. Screw you, Quil.”

      Before he could ask if that was a sincere offer, another group of professors entering the hall drew his attention. “Did it strike you as odd that the headmaster was so young?”

      “Sure. It sort of fits, though. A lot of girls are going to have dirty dreams about being disciplined in his chambers.”

      “I am attempting a serious line of questioning.”

      “And I’m being honest. It’s a thing, Quil. Okay?” She looked over her shoulder at the clump of professors dispersing into the crowd, her gaze barely lingering on the headmaster and the old, blind professor—Omont—pressed into a corner rather than socializing with the students. “Some of these guys are ancient. You still got the hots for Mistress Roulu?”

      “The hots?” He thought of the woman’s fragrance—rose and jasmine. “Did I make such a proclamation?”

      “With your eyes.” Naru searched the hall, eyes settling on the white-haired professor. “She does kinda rock the robes, I guess. I hope I can pull that off at her age.”

      “I have been giving some thought to last night.”

      “Sure. I’ve been thinking of those two since you showed me—”

      “Try to focus on something other than sex.”

      “Hello? That’s all everyone here is thinking about? I bet it’s the first time for any of them to be away from home. They’ve got hormones raging at full power, just like me. We’re young, healthy, and some of them are absolutely edible.”

      “That is what we should be focused upon. Those two corpses reflect a predator of some sort at work.”

      Naru’s brow knit. She pushed her tray aside. “Waitasec. I thought we were saying that big creature Riyun saw killed those two?”

      “It is possible. I am beginning to question the assumption.”

      “Because…?”

      “At least two couples were in the woods last night, one of them in the same exact area where the first killings took place, yet the big creature failed to show—”

      A few tables over, Mistress Roulu straightened, brushed white hair back from her face, and waved. She patted an upperclassman on the back, then angled for Naru and Quil’s smaller table, a smile spreading across her face. Naru was correct, of course: The woman only had the washed-out hair to make her appear old. Such a thing could be an affectation.

      Roulu rested long, slender fingers on his shoulders. “And what do I find here? My two most promising freshmen, away from the slithering serpents and scheming. You two must be up to no good.”

      The massage, while pleasing, was not the sort of thing Quil assumed the professor offered to just any student.

      At the entry, the headmaster noticed the older woman and scowled.

      Quil cocked his head. “Are you and the headmaster on good terms, Mistress Roulu?”

      She stopped massaging Quil’s shoulders. “What a curious question.”

      “He seems much younger than a typical headmaster.”

      “Oh, yes. His predecessor was a bag of bones. I’ve heard this is the first one who wasn’t ancient. He must have some influence.”

      Naru followed the older woman’s gaze. “When did he show up?”

      “Just in time.” Roulu chuckled. “Such curiosity. And here I thought you two would be conspiring to slip away into the woods for a little tension release. By Kohag’s swollen testicles, most of your comrades can barely wait for dark to sneak off into some unlit recess and fondle each other. You wouldn’t believe the number of times I’ve stepped into the cooling puddle of a coital gathering.”

      Kohag’s swollen testicles? Quil made a note of that one for future research. “Do the professors encourage sexual encounters?”

      “Don’t be silly. That would be irresponsible. Of course, since young ladies have the ability to protect themselves from any repercussions, parents would be none the wiser should these irresponsible activities take place.”

      Naru got up from her bench, slid her tray off the table with a loud scrape, and headed for the table where trays and dirty dishes could be deposited. Furry, hunched creatures snapped at each other as they bustled around the table, swatting each others’ smooth, round heads hard enough to nearly knock plates and utensils to the floor.

      Roulu leaned over Quil’s shoulder. “You shouldn’t wait too long, Vakram. A girl like that’s going to draw a lot of attention. In the right light, she’s downright adorable.”

      The way the older woman said it, Quil was sure she could see through the illusion. He stood, too, taking his tray to the harried creatures. One snatched the platter, eyed the food still on the plate, and swept the remains up with a scaly hand. Its gobbling sounds followed the pseudo to the entry where the headmaster had been moments before.

      After a quick look around, Quil snatched an apple, a pear, and a banana from the table by the entry, then stuffed a baked sweet into a pocket, assuring himself the folded card declaring it “cow bricks” was not meant to be taken literally.

      Halfway to the stairs that would take him to the third floor, he was surprised to see Naru waving him into an alcove.

      He finished off the banana and tossed the peel into a trash receptacle, only to have a giant, bright red spider with impossibly long legs crawl out with the peel in tow.

      Naru pulled him into the alcove. “Okay, I officially hate this place.”

      “Is this an attempt to appease Mistress Roulu?”

      “What? You mean am I dragging you in here to stick my tongue down your throat?”

      “Are you?”

      “You sure have a high opinion of yourself.”

      It was tempting to point out she was the one to have noted his previous sexual accomplishments. “You had a different reason?”

      “Yeah? One of us has been doing the work assigned.”

      “Meaning?”

      “You didn’t see the path I took to the exit?”

      “Close enough to ogle your ‘smoking hot’ target?”

      “They’re crazy saturated with magic, Quil. Well, she is. It’s a whole other level. I’ve got a pretty good feel for what she’s capable of. The shapeshifting thing? I believe it.”

      “Simply by walking past them?”

      “I’m kind of okay with my abilities? Anyway, that’s not the big thing.”

      “Then what is?”

      The hacker frowned. “Promise not to say I’m crazy?”

      “What evidence do I have that—?”

      “Quil?”

      He held hands up in surrender. “What is it that would make you appear to be crazy?”

      “That probing? To see what they were giving off?”

      “Yes?”

      “I kept it up just to get a gauge of the rest of the students. Y’know, a quick test to see where I stand?”

      “And you now realize you are quite special.”

      “Quil, what I realize is what the threat is? You remember the reason we came here?”

      “A conveniently vague dream that possibly indicated we might be looking at a threat—”

      “He’s here, okay? They both are.”

      “He? They? Would it be possible to work towards being less vague?”

      “Tawod. Meriscoya. They’re here.”

      That was troubling if not surprising. “You are absolutely sure?”

      “Close enough. I felt them. We need to sneak out and radio the team.”

      “Then we have a good idea of the threat. Zabila was correct.”

      “How convenient. You know what else is convenient?”

      “There is more?”

      The hacker nodded. “Meriscoya was somewhere in that dining hall. Maybe he was invisible, but he was there.”

      Quil could no longer maintain his aloofness. This was dangerous. “You are sure?”

      “Like I said, I’m willing to make the call. We have to let Riyun know.”

      “I concur. When it grows dark, we can sneak out.”

      Footsteps drew close, and Naru threw her hands around the back of his neck, pulling him in for a wet kiss greasy from the gravy she had eaten. The steps came to a stop, then resumed, and she eventually released him, smirking.

      He drew back, not annoyed so much as surprised. “I must return to my room.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      She shoved past him and sped to the stairs, her breath catching. It sounded as if she might be crying, although he had no idea why that would happen. More than likely, she needed to work on her cardio routine.

      The march out to the camp would be a help.

      Quil touched his lips, wondering if she had left food residue there. That would explain the tingling sensation.

      Yes. That would be the most likely explanation possible.

      He wiped his lips clean and strolled toward the stairs, his steps surprisingly light.
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      After what he’d discovered the night before, Riyun couldn’t help seeing the burned-down town warily in the dark of another late evening. Even from the second-story window, the town appeared threatening, the gaslamp shadows dangerous. Echoed steps on the cobblestones promised danger hidden from sight. The first time he’d come here with Zabila, the fishy smell and inexplicable destruction had merely been odd. Now, everything was menacing.

      At Zabila’s touch on his back, he turned. She joined him at the window. “Did you see anything?”

      “Not yet. Hirvok emptied three magazines today. He saw something.”

      “In the woods. That’s by design.”

      How could Riyun argue that? Beraga had built the Twilight Forest off some other story property, just another clump of goofy ideas he’d acquired in his effort to diversify his media empire. Maybe the thing that had attacked in the hidden basement the night before had been from some other stapled-on property.

      None of this made sense to Riyun. Luring people into realms to live out fantasies based on someone else’s work… It was too hard to swallow even without the odds of dying being so terrible.

      He glanced at the bed where he and the young Silver had been together the night before. Fresh linens covered the mattress now, and Hirvok rested his back against the headboard. Symbra noisily banged together cups and plates of food from a restaurant the next town over. Wine, a thick stew with bright vegetable chunks and dark herbs, along with a deep brown bread that smelled even more spicy…

      It would be an excellent meal.

      All he could hope was that she was right and no one would question a pretty woman dressed like the locals. Just because they hadn’t refused her service didn’t mean they hadn’t raised questions with the constables.

      Then again, what could the constables do? They’d returned the outfit to the clothesline where she’d found it. Her money had come from the wallets he and Symbra had found in the sewer the night before. Only her accent would have stood out, and they’d already determined people came from all around to deposit their kids at the university.

      Bruises darkened Hirvok’s chest when he shifted out from the sheets. “They say what kind of meat?”

      Rather than scold him, Symbra smirked. “Lamb.”

      “Lamb’s good.” The sniper tucked into the thick gravy, slurping and chomping. He licked the spoon, then pointed it at Riyun. “Need to see if you can capture one of those things that attacked me.”

      “You have a plan?”

      “Build a cage. Bait it. Lure one in.”

      “And this cage would come from where?”

      “I dunno. Buy one.”

      Riyun paced the room, swerving around the hooded flashlights providing what little light they had in the building. “I think we’ll focus on this puzzle Naru and Quil brought back tonight for now.”

      Hirvok scraped his spoon along the edge of the bowl and offered a glistening cube of meat to Symbra, who took it with a cheerful grin. After wiping a bit of grease from her cheek, he threw a sneer at the lieutenant. “You actually believe her?”

      “Why would she lie?”

      “Not lie so much as…” The sniper waved the spoon around like a wand. “She’s a kid.”

      That word…the tone…

      Zabila bristled without glaring at the former Silver now scooping up another heaping spoonful of vegetables. She forced a smile, but at some level, it was clear she’d been offended. Maybe she wouldn’t say that the dismissiveness of the sniper’s tone bothered her, but it clearly did.

      Would she challenge him to see whether he held Lonar and Quil’s views in the same low regard? They were “kids,” too.

      What probably bugged her more than a younger person’s analysis being waved away was a young woman’s analysis being waved away. Symbra had believed Naru’s assessment. The two had talked for several minutes after the spies had returned from the castle to update the rest of the team. That was the right way to treat scouts and spies: listen, question, analyze.

      Maybe Hirvok resented being too old to spy on the university.

      More likely he couldn’t let go of his cynical dismissal of the magic they’d bumped up against since entering the pocket dimension. Riyun wasn’t much better. He still couldn’t accept what his own eyes took in sometimes.

      After the couple finished their meal, Symbra took the tray she’d found in a downstairs cupboard into the hallway. The plates and glasses shifted as she tested the boards.

      Riyun held up a finger. “Hold on. I’ll help.”

      He hurried out, taking the wine glasses from the tray, then descending the stairs ahead of her. “It’ll be nice to do something as mundane as wash dishes.”

      It must have been obvious that he wanted to talk, because the Onath officer candidate said nothing until they were in the kitchen downstairs, and then only after looking back toward the stairs. She edged a fat candle back from the sink, then ran water into a cast-iron pot. “You want to know if I believe Naru’s report.”

      “Naru and Quil’s report.”

      Color touched the young woman’s cheeks. “You obviously do.”

      “A good commander takes in all the information and evaluates it without letting personal biases interfere.”

      Once again, the color touched her face. She set the pot on the stove, where they’d rigged ethanol burners. “Message received.”

      “The message is: I want your opinion.”

      She blew hair from her eyes—eyes narrowed cynically. “Do you?”

      “It’s an unlikely scenario: both wizards being hidden in plain sight.”

      “You believe her.”

      “Zabila had a dream something terrible was going on here. We wouldn’t have come otherwise.”

      Symbra pulled a brown cardboard box out of the cabinet beneath the sink, peeled away the last bit of white paper that must have once displayed the label, and shook out a palmful of white crystals, which she dumped into the right sink basin. When she ran water into the basin, suds formed.

      She glanced back down the hallway. “I appreciate you giving us the night to recuperate, okay?”

      “It’s not just recuperation. You need to stay alert.”

      “I plan to.”

      “Whatever it was that attacked me, it moved around just outside.”

      “You don’t have to scare me.”

      “I’m not trying to. I want you two in top shape when you swap back to the woods tomorrow. That’s it.”

      Her focus remained on the suds, which she splashed around loudly. “You believe he’s still alive?”

      “Meriscoya? We didn’t see him die, did we?”

      “Didn’t she?”

      “Naru said she saw him dragged into some other place by…things.”

      “Same as in the tower where we nearly killed him?”

      Riyun adjusted the burner beneath the black pot. “He has some sort of pact with things from another world.”

      “I guess so.” Symbra dried her hands on a towel that hadn’t been returned to the clothesline it had been stolen from. “I may not believe what she’s saying, but something attacked you and Hirvok. Does it matter what it was?”

      “I suppose not.”

      “You two should head back. I have a hot bath waiting for me as soon as I’m done with the dishes.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Once he was sure Symbra truly wasn’t angry over his questioning, Riyun returned to the bedroom to check on the sniper. Hirvok had already closed his eyes and now snored, head resting on his own shoulder.

      Zabila waved at Symbra before following Riyun into the dark. The young Silver took him by the hand. “Another mad dash across the bridge?”

      “Actually, I want to check the garage.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “It looks like a garage.”

      How could he be sure of anything walking among burned-out husks of buildings in the dark? They could just as easily be heading toward a temple or barn with the little he could make out of the big, blocky shape. The closer they drew, though, the more certain he felt.

      Before the fire that had brought so many other buildings down, this structure must have been white or cream or something. In the evening gloom, it had an almost ghostly quality about it. A rusty lock secured a clasp holding the single, tall door in place. It covered the left half of the building, and it appeared to operate on runners that had probably become gummy with ash during the fires.

      Riyun tested the lock, then tested the wood of the door: dry but sturdy. “Stay here.”

      He circled the building, stopping when he found grime-coated windows that were so dark they could be doorways into some other world. After making sure no one was hidden within, he smashed a pane of glass with an elbow. Taking care not to drop any slivers, he removed the remaining bits before searching around inside for a latch. Once he had that undone, he slid the window open and climbed inside.

      After the previous night’s sewer search, his muscles protested every exertion. Climbing through a window wasn’t such a great feat, but it left him breathless and groaning.

      While catching his breath, he flicked on his flashlight. The light revealed a small room with a worktable in it. Dust-blanketed rubber belts, heavy chains, and pipes were piled atop the gray wooden surface. There were tools, too, but they hung from pegboards mounted to a wall.

      Opposite the open window was a small door that opened easily enough.

      Riyun coughed at the smell of petroleum fuel—biting and rough on the throat the closer he drew to the main part of the building. His light reflected off red-painted metal in need of a wash. Closer up, that metal turned out to be the front right quarter panel of an old car. A hubcap rested at the center of a black tire that looked ready to crack. Unlike the tire, the hubcap defied age, polished beneath the patina of dust.

      A quick circle of the car showed no obvious signs of damage.

      Payday.

      He returned to the outer sliding door and pressed against it. “Symbra?”

      “Yes?”

      “Come around to the other side. There’s a window.”

      “Okay. I thought I heard someone bumbling around inside.”

      Bumbling? He’d been quiet.

      At the window, he helped her through while considering scolding her for calling his quiet work “bumbling.” Maybe she’d meant it as a joke.

      Then his eyes fixed on a wet trail glistening on the sill in the flashlight beam. The trail ran across the floor, too.

      After signaling for silence, he took the pistol from her. He tracked the dark lines into the hallway. Whatever had left the path had come from the garage proper, then had hidden in the hallway beyond the room Riyun had entered the building through.

      He let out a breath. “Something was in here.”

      “Oh!” She snatched the pistol back from him. “Where—?”

      “I think it went out the window after I…” He inclined his head toward the red car. “I’m going to give that a look, see if I can get it running.”

      “How long has it been in here?”

      “Who knows? We don’t need it operating like a race car. If I can get it somewhere Lonar can get his hands on it, he might be able to tune it up.”

      “You’re going to drive it into the woods?”

      “There’re plenty of places on this side of the river to hide the vehicle. You said so. Toss some tools in the back, and Lonar can work on it when he gets time.”

      “O-okay.”

      “Look around for a key to the padlock. There had to be a spare. I’d rather not smash through that door if I don’t have to.”

      Bug-eyed, hands shaking, she took out her own flashlight and began playing the beam over the grime-stained walls. Hooks held more belts and lengths of chain, as well as greasy rags. “Symbra…doesn’t believe Meriscoya is alive?”

      Riyun almost lost the question with the squeal of the hood rising. “She’s doubtful.”

      “You believe?”

      “This is a dangerous situation, with or without him.”

      “I know.”

      “We have to operate without drawing attention to ourselves.”

      “Right.”

      At the sight of the engine, Riyun felt a chuckle bubble up. “Remember how Hirvok said we always rely on smarts over strength?”

      The young woman scraped to a stop. “Yes.”

      “We need that now more than ever.”

      “I—I’m sorry for dragging you into all of this.”

      He squinted at a cracked piece of hose: fuel line. “We knew what we were getting into.”

      “You did?”

      “The money your mother offered… No one puts that sort of deal on the table unless things are ugly.” He undid the clamps holding the hose in place and worked it free. “When we get back, we’ll need to check the woods, see if we can find anything more on these wizards.”

      Zabila bumped against the quarter panel. “You think they’re out there?”

      “Something—someone—is. Those shifters chased a human away, and I saw a human shape when I saw the slug-like creature.” He showed her the cracked hose. “We might be in luck and get out of here with this car if I can replace this.”

      She held up keys and winked. “And we can do so without smashing the door down.”
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      Of the many mornings Quil had experienced, those of the Wizard University setting had to be the worst. It was more than the fog that somehow managed to linger even after the sun should have raised the temperature sufficiently to evaporate the water droplets. The stench of the dormitory—saturated with teenage funk—might have been worse than most barracks and battlefield accommodations, but there was the counterbalance of so many young women running around. The echo of their constant chatter and snickering might drive him mad, but the physical appeasement offered by their flesh was sufficient compensation.

      Putting a finger on exactly what made the realm so unbearable troubled Quil throughout breakfast, the rancid taste of which stayed with him all the way out the rear defensive wall gate and out to the pitch.

      Was that the problem—the elephant foot pancakes and moldy berry syrup and all the other infantile nastiness that left him queasy?

      He blinked against the sunlight shining through the clouds in the azure sky before returning his gaze to the knee-high grass that ended some distance from the flat field where even more infantile games awaited.

      What did he hate so much about this place?

      One of the larger Snake students ahead of him turned around, opened a palm, and blew a small mound of white powder straight into Quil’s face.

      The powder stung, drawing tears from his eyes and making him sneeze.

      All around the pseudo, other students tittered. They hurled insults and kicked him in the shins until he stumbled and went down into the grass. A few extra kicks extended beyond that first wave, until it was not just blindness and gasping that incapacitated him but stabbing pain.

      Whatever had been in the powder bordered on lethal, and the kicks significantly amplified the effectiveness.

      His drift toward panic was cut short by shrill screams and curses he quickly recognized as Naru and Koti’s. Louder, more desperate screams drowned out theirs, and it occurred to the pseudo that the young ladies had not been shrieking for help. They had been cursing the young man who had blown the powder into Quil’s face.

      Without anyone attacking him, he sat up and brushed the powder from his face. The puffy flesh burned, and snot gushed from his nostrils, but he could see through the tears now.

      Not far away, smoke rose from blackened grass, and limbs thrashed. Several students stood back from the fighting, hands held to mouths.

      “All right!” Mistress Roulu’s voice came from the direction of the pitch. It drew closer and bounced as if she were running. “What’s this? Stop it!”

      A young male voice screeched. “Help! Get her off!”

      The semicircle of shocked students parted, bumped aside by the white-haired professor. She cast a frantic look from the fracas to Quil, who flicked handfuls of snot into the grass. That was all it took, apparently, because she reached out her hands and muttered some incantation that saw first Koti and Naru lifted into the air by invisible hands, then a couple young boys. One was pudgy and tall, with frizzy red hair that puffed high over his plain face. The other was shorter and thin, with black hair and hate-filled green eyes.

      Quil recognized the black-haired boy as the attacker.

      Roulu cast a dark scowl at the medic. “Up. Tell me what happened.”

      Just as Quil got to his feet, the attacker jabbed a finger accusatorially. “He started it!”

      “Shush!” The professor’s nose wiggled left and right, and the boy’s mouth clamped shut. Her gaze went back to Quil. “You lose your tongue?”

      “I believe there must have been some sort of confusion caused by the fog.”

      If the old woman’s eyes were any indication, that surprised her. “Confusion caused your face to swell up? You look sunburned.”

      Giggles came from the students who had only a second before been gasping.

      Quil patted his face, noting the tenderness of the skin. “It is no doubt a reaction to something I ate for breakfast. Already, the swelling diminishes.”

      Where a second before, the white-haired instructor’s eyes had been wide, they now narrowed. She twisted to look at the students she had left alone when breaking up the fight. “Is that what happened—some sort of ‘confusion’?”

      They considered each other for a moment, then nodded.

      Clearly, Mistress Roulu disagreed with Quil’s angle, but after a good scolding glare, she released her hold on the four combatants, who fell to the ground. “Enough time dawdling and gawking. We have work to do this morning.”

      As they rose, Koti and Naru both gave Quil a frigid look, but it was the hacker who shot a lethal glower at the attacker. When their eyes met, her face went cold. “Watch your back, Lokan.”

      The boy who had blown the powder pushed up to his feet and brushed grass from his clothing. “The warning might more appropriately be directed at you and your goofy boyfriend.”

      With that, the mischief-maker and his ally spun and raced to the baldercrak pitch.

      When Quil offered a snot-free elbow to Koti, she accepted and hauled herself upright. “You look funny. Are…you okay?”

      “I have been in far worse condition as recently as a few weeks ago.”

      “Are you serious? It doesn’t hurt?”

      “I would describe my condition as irritated. It is nothing to fret over.”

      “Wow.” The curvaceous young woman extended her hands to Naru and helped her up. “I don’t know what came over me. I…saw you go down, saw them kicking, then Krisbali went after Lokan, and I saw Xaril getting ready to jump on her, and…” Koti wrapped her arms around herself.

      Naru swatted grass from her uniform. “What would get in their heads to do something like that?”

      “The contest, I guess.” Koti nodded toward the pitch. “Baldercrak. We’ll be on teams. The best players will go on to play in the tournament against the other colleges. It means a lot to be in the final.”

      “Animals.”

      Quil had no capacity to see the other boys as anything other than stupid kids. He had killed full-grown men twice their age and size in knife fights. Yes, his eyes still stung, but this was nothing more than rivalry to establish an advantage or a pecking order. If a message needed to be sent, he would leave Lokan bleeding in a shower.

      For now, they needed to seek something approaching normalcy. Quil wiped more tears away. “The mistress seems upset. Perhaps we should join the class.”

      Saying that answered Quil’s earlier question to himself.

      It was right there: The problem was not the competition and childish rivalries and cliques but the structure left in place to support those problems. This absurd setting expected—promoted—such small-minded behavior. Rise to the top by striking down anyone who might otherwise threaten to surpass.

      Or, in Quil’s case, destroy the outsider.

      Koti took his arm. “You’ve seen this sort of behavior before?”

      He caught Naru’s warning glance as he strode past her. “I have been targeted for most of my life.”

      “Because you aren’t like them?”

      “Even among equals, no one is truly a peer, are they? It requires a willingness to subsume your identity to that of those around you.”

      “I…like the idea of fitting in.”

      Through his watery eyes, that seemed a lie. “Do you?”

      “I— Maybe?”

      “Even though the demand is that you conform to others’ definition of who you are? Our fellow Snakes would appear to have a strict view of what we can be to fit in. I find monolithic views of a culture hypocritical and disgusting.”

      “I… Don’t you want people to like you?”

      “Does it hold some value?”

      She shivered. “Maybe not.”

      They took up a position at the edge of the freshman group, moving out of sight of the two boys in need of a message after all. The attack had left Roulu distressed—pacing and shaking her head. Her heat had pushed her tantalizing rose and jasmine perfume out. It seemed likely these boys had gone past normal.

      Quil twisted his free arm around to check for grass stains. “They are animals.”

      “D’you think it was burned into them? At birth, I mean? Maybe it can’t be undone, this brutish behavior?”

      “There are strong arguments about the strength of genetics in influencing the final product.”

      “You mean…?”

      “Evidence suggests we are made at birth even more than shaped by life.”

      Koti knuckled her front teeth. “That’s terrible. I hate it.”

      “There is still choice, of course. We do not have to become something.”

      “I—” The young woman’s head whipped up at the sound of Roulu’s voice.

      The professor paced around the grouping of students, herding Naru closer to the others without any overt actions. “Baldercrak is a competition that mixes skill and power. You might think it’s always the most capable wizard who wins, but that depends upon how you define ‘capable.’ I’m here to tell you, the slippery mind can win at this game.” She tapped a finger against the side of her head. “Snake teams have been in half of the finals for a decade now. Half.”

      The statistic did not impress Quil. He nudged Koti. “You were saying you hated it?”

      “This whole idea. Being born who we’ll be. I…don’t want to be like my parents—my family.”

      “We rarely are. Similarities exist, yes, but—”

      “They made my childhood terrible. Coming up through the university, embracing this Snake thing.” She locked him in her gaze. “They’ve done bad things.” Her eyes dropped to her hands, as if she thought they might be covered in blood.

      Would a shared miserable childhood be sufficient to bridge their differences? Could her scars truly provide a connection to help her appreciate his own younger years? It seemed more likely that she would view his training, the education that told him he was less than human and dedicated by design to a path he had no control over, as something destined to create a monster worse than Lokan and his frizzy-haired buddy.

      Truth be told, none of these monsters could understand the beast among them, the killer trained at first to surrender his own life to preserve whoever had been assigned as his master, then later to kill whoever Riyun ordered killed.

      And none could appreciate the special horror of being a Zialite.

      At some point, Naru’s attention had been fixated on him. The way she looked from him to the professor, he assumed something had been said that he should have taken in.

      He nodded, pretending to comprehend whatever it was.

      Roulu came around the clump of students to give Quil and Koti a wry look. “That makes the four of you the final team.”

      The pseudo’s watery eyes dropped to the mousy little girl the instructor hauled out of the pack and pushed into Koti. Where Koti had curves and an attractiveness that would almost certainly grow steadier with age, the little girl had the protruding incisors and shapeless cheeks that would never resolve into anything other than a homely, forgettable cog in the wheel of society.

      Brown eyes squeezed into an angry accusation even thick-lensed, plastic glasses could not hide. “I don’t want to be on this team.”

      Roulu smirked. “How unfortunate, Ezvi. No other team wanted you.”

      Teaming up was a torture of its own, but forcing such an angry little rodent onto a team of rejects would do nothing to build morale.

      After seeing that the decision had been made and could not be unmade, Quil waved Ezvi in closer. “Welcome to the outcasts.”

      “I haven’t been outcast. This is a stupid game.”

      “Most games are.”

      “I don’t want to play.”

      “Based upon the fact that we have been assigned teams, my assumption is that we have no alternative other than to put forward an effort.”

      Ezvi’s dark slashes of lips went from the pseudo to Koti, then to the white-haired mistress. “Is that true? I can’t opt out?”

      “Your parents sent you here to learn the craft you’re destined to master.”

      “That’s not an answer. Can I opt out?”

      “Of course not.” Roulu swept a hand toward the edge of the pitch. “We can discuss more about the particulars of the game tomorrow.”

      The mousy girl stormed away, bony elbows pistoning.

      Koti squeezed Quil’s arm. “I’ll talk to her.” The touch, when pulled away, was reminiscent of a kiss.

      After a few seconds, only Naru, Quil, and Roulu remained on the field.

      That was by design, at least based upon the instructor’s conspiratorial smile. “Do you two believe you’re ready for this?”

      Quil caught the tension in Naru’s stiffened posture. He cocked his head. “Ready for what?”

      “This task you’ve taken on? Are you ready for what it will require of you?” The white-haired woman looked from him to Naru. “Because I’m not sure you are. I’m not sure any of us are.”

      Like that, the humor disappeared from the woman’s face, and she spun around to hurry after the class.

      Naru’s jaw dropped. “What was that about?”

      “The task, apparently.” Quil stared after the woman. “And she was in no way referring to our baldercrak team.”

      Before Naru could ask other questions he had no interest in answering, he hurried after the instructor and the class. It was easier to do that than acknowledge that he shared the older woman’s assessment that, no, he suffered no delusions about being prepared for the threat they faced.

      In fact, he was now sure the odds of their survival were negligible.
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      “A car?” Lonar guffawed. “You serious, Boss?”

      The big tweak let out a booming yawn, then stood and stretched. In the midnight dark, he was suddenly alert, eyes dancing. Seconds before, they’d found him slumped against a tree at camp’s edge, head down, singing softly to himself, struggling to fend off sleep.

      Strange bug noises grew louder, as if awakened by his excitement. He went up on tiptoes, maybe to see over the trees and through the dark. “On the other side of the bridge, huh?”

      It was exactly the reaction Riyun had expected. “The north side, southwest of the city.”

      He shrugged off his backpack, then shook out his duster. The night was far from over, but he needed a minute to cool down. Sweat soaked his T-shirt despite the low temperature. His stomach gurgled, the greasy stew still thick on his tongue.

      Zabila took a white paper package out of her backpack and handed the gift to Lonar. “Symbra bought this for you.”

      “Oh.” The heavy weapons expert sounded choked up.

      After sniffing the paper, he unwrapped it, a grin broadening on his face. When he revealed the tip of a sandwich loaf, shredded lettuce rained onto the forest floor. “This some sort of sausage?”

      “She said it’s a mix of sausage and other cold cuts. There are cheeses, too.”

      “I can smell ’em. Really sharp. Oil and vinegar?”

      “Hirvok told her what to get.”

      The big guy knuckled away a tear, then bit into the crunchy bread. His nostrils flared, and the tears welled up before rolling down his cheek.

      Such a reaction caught the young woman off-guard. “I had no idea you had such a connection with cold cuts.”

      Lonar blinked tears away and chewed loudly. Finally, he swallowed. “Not the sandwich.”

      “Oh.” She looked at Riyun, who had to look away to hide a smile. “The gift?”

      After a deep exhale, Lonar licked his lips. “The bastard had them smother horseradish on the bread. And there’re pickled peppers in there.” Despite the obvious pain on his face, the huge man tore off another bite. “I’ll get ’im back.”

      It dawned on Zabila then, and she gaped at the lieutenant. “You knew?”

      “They do it to each other all the time.”

      “Did she know?”

      “She probably does by now. The big guy isn’t going to hold it against her.”

      A teary-eyed headshake from the tweak confirmed this wasn’t personal. Around a mouthful of sandwich, he snorted. “It’s still a good sandwich.”

      That was what Riyun had hoped to hear. “We’re going to check out the area where those two bodies were buried.”

      “Lemme finish, Boss. I’ll go with ya.”

      “You should get some rest.”

      “Nah. My gut’s gonna be twisted for a while. Might as well try to walk it off.”

      “All right. No hurry. Enjoy the meal.”

      In answer, Lonar uttered a deep growl. Hirvok would be lucky if the larger man didn’t tear his head off over the stunt. The heat coming off the sandwich had filled the car by the time they’d parked it. Riyun had left a window cracked to air the interior out, not just from the sandwich but for the mustiness from years inside the garage.

      Even that distraction hadn’t been enough to keep his mind off what they’d found in this realm. It was bad enough to discover Tawod was here, but Meriscoya? And what was the deal with the warding on the bridge? Was that related to the basement leading into the sewers?

      Not one element of this place offered a hint of normality. An ancient castle surrounded by a haunted forest connected to a bizarre city by a bridge that had an odd sensation of its own…

      Zabila came up behind him and hooked an arm around his. “What are you thinking?”

      He almost kissed her cheek but held back. “That I can’t wait for this to be over.”

      “You’re…tired of me?”

      “I don’t know if that’s possible.”

      There had been tension in her grip—a tightening—but it disappeared instantly. “Then what?”

      “I wasn’t paid to clean up Beraga’s disasters.”

      “Oh.” She leaned against him. “Maybe you should ask him for some hush money.”

      Riyun realized almost too late how close he’d come to snapping at her naïveté. It had been a sudden flash of heat, a tension of his own, and words had bubbled up without associated thought. He wasn’t sure what he’d been about to say—not exactly. What he knew was the sensation: a jumble of fury-laced words that were still there, floating around in his head.

      Blowing up on her wasn’t fair. She didn’t have an understanding of the implication of her thinking. The problem wasn’t the money; it was Beraga’s ridiculous arrogance, his disregard for human life.

      No one should have been paid to clean up the billionaire’s disasters. There shouldn’t be any.

      How could a Silver, the product of generations of insulated life, ever understand the damage her people and people like Beraga did. It wasn’t contained to a family or a city or even a world. What arrogant people with no limitations on them did affected all existence.

      The tension was in her eyes and grip again. “What did I say?”

      “It’s not you.”

      “But—”

      “It’s…the situation. I’m just a mercenary. We’re paid to risk our lives. At least coming here didn’t involve us killing a bunch of people trying to protect their homes from a corporate takeover.”

      “Oh.” Her eyes widened. She nodded. “Oh.”

      “Don’t let it—”

      “That was callous of me. I just now figured that out. I’m—” She looked away.

      “Forget about it.”

      “That’s the last thing I should do. What was I thinking?”

      First crumpling paper, then a belch drew Riyun around to see Lonar standing with his fists on his hips, breathing deep. After a second, the big tweak grabbed his autocannon and let out another belch.

      Riyun patted Zabila’s hand. “We need to check that site out.”

      “O-okay.”

      She checked the pistol he’d returned to her earlier, but the way her hands shook, it was clear she was shaken by her epiphany. After all he’d seen in the last months, he knew she was smart. That sort of intelligence and the education she’d obviously received didn’t necessarily translate into an appreciation of others’ situations.

      The few minutes free of the long coat had been enough for Riyun to cool considerably. Mostly, it was the feeling of security that came with something as simple as returning to the camp and having Lonar present.

      Once the heavy weapons expert flashed a thumbs-up, Riyun took the lead, retracing the way back to the mysterious pool. Around them, the bugs continued their noisy celebration. Moving slowly, there was no need for a flashlight. He listened to the night, searched the gray areas between the black trees, sniffed the air for animal musk or any other dangerous scent.

      They weren’t alone, but nothing threatening lay in wait nearby. Nothing reacted to the crack of twigs or crunch of leaves beneath their steps.

      At the pool, Riyun signaled for the other two to wait, then crept close. Under the sliver of moonlight, the surface looked like a sheet of polished silver. When he looked into it, rather than a reflection, something alien looked back. He blinked, and the thing trapped beneath the water took on his own appearance.

      Where did that freakish pool connect to?

      Shivering at the alien thing, Riyun waved his team forward and tromped through the woods that would take him to the nearby clearing. He didn’t care if the big creature he’d seen fleeing the area heard him. At least that thing was real, physical, same as the carbine he now adjusted on its strap.

      He swapped in a fresh armor-piercing magazine as they entered the clearing. In the short time it had taken to get to the site, the night had grown cooler.

      Zabila coughed. “You smell that?”

      “Yes.” It couldn’t be the bodies. They were a few feet beneath the soft earth, and the temperature during the heat of the day was pleasant. “I think that creature was here.”

      “The one you saw?”

      Lonar’s face wrinkled in disgust. “You think it went at the bodies, Boss?”

      “I’ll check. You keep an eye out.”

      “You betcha.”

      With the big man facing toward the area where the creature and shadowy form had fled, Riyun pointed Zabila to watch back the way they’d come, then dropped to his knees beside the churned earth where they’d reburied the kids. There was a smell coming off that soil, but it wasn’t the odd reek that tickled his nose.

      After a minute of working his way into the dirt, he found an arm. Another search found what had to be the girl’s leg.

      He covered both limbs again. “They’re still here.”

      Zabila stared into the distance, unfocused. “I think I know what that smell is.”

      “What?”

      “That…thing? It’s not of this world.”

      “I didn’t think it was.”

      The young Silver made a vague gesture with her hand. “There’s a…tear here. It’s a rift in the fabric of the world, a separation between dimensions.”

      “Like the portals?”

      “Similar. Different, too.”

      “Zabila?”

      Her eyes rolled up in her head, and she wavered before falling. He caught her, and bent close enough to listen for her breathing.

      There—a soft inhalation.

      Lonar spun around. “Everything okay, Boss?”

      “She fainted. The magic here is doing a job on her.”

      “Not just her.” The big guy belched. “When I get my hands on Hirvok…”

      Riyun pulled his gloves off and patted her cheeks, softly at first, then more forcefully. “Zabila?”

      Her eyes fluttered open, and she nearly pulled free of him. “It’s here!”

      “What’s here? This tear you mentioned?”

      “Can’t you feel it?”

      Most of the time, being near a Golgar Portal or one of the things Beraga used to jump between the realms left a strange tingling sensation in Riyun’s gut and a pounding headache. Dreams came with those sensations, less so in this pocket dimension Beraga’s people had created.

      Pocket dimension. Instances. Infinite copies of himself in infinite other dimensions, each the result of minute changes that he may or may not have created.

      The idea was something Riyun still couldn’t quite wrap his head around.

      He had no problems wrapping his head around the look on the young woman’s face, though: She was terrified.

      In fact, he realized she was trembling. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s here!”

      Now he felt it—heard it.

      He released her, brought the carbine up. “Lonar?”

      “Something’s out there. That smell—”

      “This is different. It’s like…”

      What? What had he smelled before that this presence he could feel but not see gave off? Could evil have a smell? Was that what he was breathing now, what made his throat constrict like acrid smoke?

      He yanked his helmet from its magnetic brace and slammed it into place. “Zabila, get up. Lonar, see if you can find where this thing is.”

      The big man set his own helmet over his big, scarred head and backed up to join his commander. “I think it’s over that way, downslope.”

      “That’s the way the big thing fled.”

      Had it fled? Why would it have run away from him?

      Riyun reached out, caught the young woman’s wrist. “If we have to run, are you going to be okay?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “None at all. I want you at my side.”

      “I—” She squeezed his arm.

      He felt it then, saw the wrinkle of darkness as it moved beyond the trees, tugging the world closer to it. The presence was different here, but the smell, the physicality…

      His voice didn’t want to work, leaving him flapping his lips like an idiot.

      Then the roar launched into the night, shattering the relative quiet. Trees snapped and came out of the ground, uprooted with absurd ease. It was like a wave, a pressure pushed outward from an impossible centerpoint.

      Riyun pushed Zabila back toward their camp. “Go.”

      He didn’t have to say anything to Lonar. The big tweak hissed under his breath, showing the fear a huge man almost never knew. His massive legs pumped, and his autocannon swung wildly around, bouncing off his chest armor and pistoning arms.

      For an instant, Riyun had the insane thought to hold his ground and face this massive terror plunging through the woods toward the clearing. Maybe he hoped to finally stare down one of the absurdities Total Rewrite’s engineers had cooked up.

      Sanity saved him, though, shoving aside that suicidal thought.

      Instead of dying pointlessly, Riyun raced after the other two, jaw clenched to keep from shrieking in terror.
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      Naru was the first to spot trouble ahead, but Quil picked up on it before she let out her mumbled curse. It was another group of students, basking in the morning light that must have broken through the haze just for them. These young people proudly wore lion emblems on their jackets, making clear which college they represented should the onlooker be particularly dim. They mostly had the physiques of athletes about them, even the females. Worse, accompanying their broad shoulders and v-shaped torsos, there was no hint of an unattractive face among them. Those who strode at the front were positively stunning and knew it.

      Quil’s eyes locked on the black-haired young woman he had seen before. With her golden-brown skin and dark blue eyes, she stood out from the others, but there was no doubting the hierarchy derived from her smoldering looks. Her stride indicated a quickly earned and dangerous confidence.

      Behind this group of youthful Lions strutted someone with the look of an aged athlete not yet willing to relinquish the crown or belt or whatever once worn. The man’s bare forearms poked out of his robes, as thick as tree stumps.

      Mistress Roulu came to a stop, a breeze ruffling the folds of her robe and whipping her white hair around. She raised her chin. “Master Ulkas.”

      A smug grin split the hunky professor’s face. “Roulu.”

      “Your schedule appears to be off. No two classes should cross on the way to and from the pitch.”

      “Are we early? I was thinking to myself, you must be running late.”

      “My class is on time.”

      The big man’s smug grin widened, the gap between his front teeth dark against his bright teeth. “You sure, love?”

      “I’m sure.”

      Master Ulkas fished out a pocket watch, pulling taut a gold chain. He popped the lid and squinted before mouthing the time to himself. His bushy, gold eyebrows rose in inauthentic surprise. “Now look at that.” He put the watch away, tut-tutting and eyeing his students. “I’ve brought us out to the pitch a full five minutes ahead of schedule. Whatever shall we do?”

      Snickers rumbled among the burly boys at the front of the class. In contrast, the Snakes narrowed their eyes and looked among themselves. The breeze that had stirred the loose robes earlier brought a mix of expensive colognes and perfumes from the assembled Lions.

      While all of the university students gave off an air of money, these Lions came across just that little bit more special, even down to their hygiene.

      Quil felt the tension in the air. Was violence possible here?

      Perhaps sensing the threat herself, Mistress Roulu waved her students forward. “We have more—”

      “Roulu?” Ulkas had slipped a mask of sincerity on, features now stern.

      “What?”

      “I couldn’t help noticing…your students on the pitch, my students on the pitch.”

      “We’re not on the pitch.”

      “Doesn’t this strike you as an opportunity?”

      “An opportunity for us to return to class and your students to get their first look at the pitch, yes.”

      Ulkas shoved forward among his students until he had his powerful arms thrown over the shoulders of his two biggest bruisers. They were both like him: pale and golden and with sparkling blue eyes oozing threat like lightning bolts.

      His fingers dug into their meaty shoulders as he hugged them in. “I was thinking more like a chance for our students to actually experience the game.”

      By Roulu’s reaction—dramatically pinching the bridge of her nose—she had been expecting this. “Ulkas—”

      “One quick round, not even a full match. One team against another.”

      “Policy is quite clear in this—”

      “They’re freshmen. Look at them. Can’t you see the way your kids are chomping at the bit?”

      The thick-necked instructor was right: Lokan and several of his allies leaned toward their larger and more dangerous-looking competitors. As far as Quil could tell, there was no love lost between the Snakes and Lions. For that matter, it seemed as if there was no love lost between the Snakes and…well…anyone.

      But Lokan had his mind made up. “Mistress Roulu, couldn’t we at least test them?”

      One of the hulking brutes wrapped in Ulkas’s grip puffed his chest out. “Test us?”

      His twin snorted.

      Ulkas squeezed them against him again. “C’mon, love. What harm is there?”

      Fire flared in Roulu’s eyes. “That would qualify as scrimmage, and rules dictate no scrimmage in the first week.”

      “Since when do Snakes concern themselves with rules?”

      The big instructor’s chuckle pushed hostile glares onto the faces of his kids. They really looked ready for violence, and if this became a matter of pure physicality, the Snake students would be easily crushed.

      Maybe for that reason, Roulu sighed. “One round.”

      “That’s all I’m suggesting.” The imposing professor turned his head around, then released his big brutes as if they were hounds on a leash. “Let’s get to the pitch.”

      Roars went up from most of the students—deep, throaty sounds that managed to sound fairly convincing. The two giant slabs of meat raised fists over their heads and led the charge right through the middle of the Snakes, who slithered aside to avoid their dangerous rivals.

      Rather than run, Ulkas went back to strutting after his team, throwing an unmistakable wink at the white-haired instructor.

      Once he was beyond the castle wall, Roulu waved her students in. “Listen to me.”

      It seemed to Quil as if the Snakes slithered closer to her.

      The professor’s eyes slitted. “One round. That will be the extent of it. Understood?”

      Lokan showed his teeth. “We could beat them in a match.”

      “You’ll have your chance. For now, we risk bringing unwanted attention to us. Vakram, you, Koti, Krisbali, and Ezvi will represent the Snakes.”

      It was as if Lokan had been slapped. His head flew back, and his eyes bugged out. “What?”

      Roulu shook a finger at the young man. “You think you’re the instructor here?”

      “I know baldercrak better than anyone.”

      “We’ll have a chance to test that soon enough, won’t we?”

      “You don’t want us to win!”

      “Don’t test me, child.”

      Bright sparks burst in front of his eyes, and he covered them with his hands, gasping.

      She turned to Quil. “You know the rules. One round. Give nothing away. Understood?”

      Quil reddened, but there was nothing for him to do but nod. Admitting that he had never bothered to immerse himself in the rules of this silly game much less its nuances—that would be too damaging. Instead of any sort of admission, he gave a curt nod and spun around to return to the pitch.

      At some level, he wondered if he merely wanted to prove something to Koti. At another level, he acknowledged that there might be something to standing up to Lokan indirectly.

      And there was no doubt he wanted to see the pretty Lion woman.

      To his surprise, she stood on the pitch with the two big brutes and a willowy, tall woman with gold hair and almost colorless skin.

      The team Roulu had sent out to represent the Snakes was anything but the best. Quil had no delusions of adequacy in this moment. What he saw lining up at the far end of the field for the Lions, though?

      He inclined his head toward the pretty young Lions woman. “Those are their most powerful members?”

      Naru snorted. “By far.”

      “Is the intent that we should concede?”

      Ezvi’s skinny arms went straight at her side, her little fists bunched tight. “Don’t you even think about that!”

      “We are obviously outclassed, and this is merely a demonstration for—”

      “There’re rules for a single-round competition, you moron.”

      How appropriate she had the label of Snake: Her tone dripped venom. “I must admit to not knowing these rules. They are different from a regular match?”

      The skinny girl groaned. “In a match, you tally total scores. Ten rounds, the max score you can have is ten: five to five, ten to zero, whatever. You can have a tiebreaker. This is all about who gets that one score. That means who gets to play offense has the advantage. So, by the one-round rules, the defensive team gets a boost.”

      “A…boost.” He should have known the meaning of that, but all he could recall was that the magic used by each team to attempt scores—

      Right! A boost allowed a team an extra spell!

      He blushed. “Do you know of a particularly effective boost for such a scenario?”

      Suspicion sunk into Ezvi’s pinched face. “You want to steal my magic?”

      “I want to do our best not to…concede.”

      She looked from the pseudo to the other women on the team. There was so much loathing in her eyes, as if she resented being surrounded by attractive people. “So, Lions almost always rely on strength.”

      “Obviously.”

      “Really? It’s so obvious you had to ask me?”

      “A poor choice of words. Please, go on.”

      Ezvi’s narrow chest rose and fell, her breathing excited. Then she relaxed a little. “So, Lions come at us with one big creation that they all bolster. I’ve read about some of their best teams. They prefer to create a big earth elemental. It’s just how that type of student plays it. It charges our goal with the power of all four wizards combined, making it almost impossible to destroy. The only way to stop it is to get the ball from it. You want to end the round, you put that ball in their goal before they have a chance to adjust.”

      With a squeeze of Quil’s hand, Koti smiled. “All we have to do is steal the ball. Simple.”

      Whether meant to provoke or not, her words irritated the skinny student. “Look, you don’t want to see how we do this, tell me. I’ll watch from the sideline.”

      Naru rested a hand on the smaller girl’s bony shoulder. “Y’know, Ezvi, this is all way over my head. I never had a chance to practice before. We may not say it, but we’re all looking to you for guidance.”

      “I… Well, we…” A deflated Ezvi took in the other three, blinking. “Okay.”

      She grabbed Naru and Quil by their jacket lapels and pulled them down close enough that they blinked against the sour smell of Bearclaw Gravy on her breath.

      But her tactics, while devious, made sense.

      When their huddle had stretched on for several minutes, Ulkas stomped onto the field. “Hey, are we playing this round or not?”

      Ezvi waved the big man back. “Throw the ball into play.”

      The big jock’s face twisted into a snarl at her tone, but then he laughed and backpedaled. He reached into his robes and pulled out a saggy strip of leather, brown and smoothed with age. Holding it in front of him, he mimicked inflating the strip, and it assumed a spherical shape.

      Both teams took up positions near their goals, a strip of grass ten yards wide and five yards deep. Naru took Ezvi’s side, closer to the forest curving around the castle, and Koti joined Quil on the opposite side. From their positions, he was looking downfield at the pretty Lions woman and the larger of the two brutes.

      This was playing weak on strong; he knew that much.

      At Roulu’s nod, Ulkas arced the ball into the air, where it dropped toward the exact middle of the pitch.

      Before the ball could hit the ground, the grass split apart, and a giant made of earth and stone burst upward. Its massive hands closed around the ball, securing it.

      Ezvi squeezed her eyes shut, and a fist-sized hummingbird appeared in the air on the Snakes side of the pitch. Naru twitched her fingers, and a glowing gold field wrapped around the bird. Koti followed the skinny girl’s lead, eyes closed, producing a big hummingbird.

      Such magic was beyond Quil, but Naru knew how to tap his energy. She fluttered fingers toward him, and he felt connected to Koti’s bird, which also glowed.

      On the Lions’ sideline, students guffawed at the pathetic matchup. They were joined by those on the field, who put on sinister smirks while pressing their hands against the air as if it were a solid wall.

      The huge elemental lumbered forward, each step leaving a dent in the green.

      Immediately, the hummingbirds dove in, going to work on the giant creation’s wrists. Beaks pecked away at the earth with terrifying speed, spraying clumps of dirt and muck into the air.

      That did nothing to slow the creature’s advance.

      Seeing the huge thing crashing down on his position, Quil wondered if conceding might not have been a superior idea. Even Lonar would have no chance stopping such a monstrosity, not if it were intent on charging the fifty yards or so to the dug-out hole at the back of the goal, the space where the ball needed to rest for a point.

      To Quil’s relief, Ezvi coughed out a spell, and at the quarter field point, a short, chubby troll crawled out of one of the holes left by the huge elemental. The gray-skinned troll glanced over its shoulder at the plodding elemental, rubbed its protruding belly, then jogged toward the Lions pushing the summoned dirt creature down the field toward the goal.

      None of the Lions even noticed the little creature coming toward them, even when it began making hacking sounds. It covered its toothy mouth with oversized hands, and its green eyes bugged out when it shot a look back at the oblivious Ezvi.

      Then it bumped into the big jock next to the pretty, black-haired Lion, pulled its hand from its mouth, and vomited.

      Eighty yards wasn’t enough distance to keep the foul stench of the vomit away.

      Quil puffed out his cheeks, happy he wasn’t the one concentrating on magic. At the far end of the pitch, though, the Lions shrieked. They lost their concentration, and the hummingbirds’ pecking poked through the last of the dirt wrists.

      The elemental’s hands fell off, and it came to a stop, confused.

      Between them, the hummingbirds snatched the hands from the air and flapped madly toward the Lions’ goal, where they dropped the crumbling things into the hole. When the hands hit the ground, they finished collapsing, leaving the ball sitting dead center in the goal.

      Shrieks went up from the Lions on the pitch, the black-haired beauty backing away from the violated jock. She shook her head. “You can’t do that!”

      But the muscular Lions professor hurried out on the pitch. “What’s wrong with you? That was sloppy! Sloppy! You have to concentrate!”

      “They cheated!”

      Quil drifted around the disintegrating mound of earth that had been mere yards from scoring. The young wizard was fascinating, even more than Koti.

      The Lions professor shook his head and waved for his star team to calm down. “It’s within the rules. I told you they’re devious.”

      Now the black-haired beauty locked eyes with Quil. “Then these rules are stupid.”

      She stormed off the field, crackling with energy.

      Naru whistled. “Okay, she’s trouble. And she’s not wrong.”

      Before Quil could reply, Koti was there, pulling on his elbow. “Something’s wrong.”

      She pointed at Mistress Roulu, who had apparently left the pitch before the round had even started. The breeze barely moved her white hair as she beelined for the university gate.

      Over Ezvi’s squeals of joy, Naru called out to the other Snakes, suggesting they should take their celebrations indoors. It seemed a good idea.

      For Quil, though, the question of what had driven Roulu to leave so quickly—abandoning her students—seemed of paramount importance.

      He hurried after the instructor, barely noting Koti at his side.
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      By all rights, woods as thick as the Twilight Forest should have made movement a real challenge for a creature so big. Riyun hadn’t seen the entire thing, but he’d seen enough to gauge its approximate size, and that was massive. Still, the thing would be slowed by cracking trees and churning up brush-cluttered ground.

      A voice in the back of his head kept whispering, though: Are you sure?

      With each snap of a tree trunk or rip of uprooted plants, the answer became clear: He wasn’t sure at all.

      His flashlight bounced around in the night, seeking the easiest path, searching for the shaking of branches where Lonar had plowed through with Zabila in his wake. Each step took him away from the reek of the burial site and closer to the odd smells of the forest itself. As he drew closer to the pool, his gut twisted.

      There was no good place in this twisted realm.

      Still, he ran, gulping in air, lifting his legs and putting them down. He dreamed that maybe the pool would do the trick, sucking the pursuing terror down into its depths and shunting it off to some other dimension.

      The pool was too small, this creature too powerful. Its threat unfurled like the fire of an incendiary bomb, swallowing everything around it.

      He was through the trees, into the clearing with the pool.

      Ahead, Lonar scooped Zabila up into his massive arms and threw back a wild-eyed glance. “C’mon, Boss!”

      “I’m coming!”

      The normally fearless tweak stood planted in place for a second, jaw clenched. He wanted to run, maybe even to toss Zabila aside. Survival instinct had kicked in, and being anywhere in proximity of the terrible thing they fled was like lowering an acetylene torch toward a foot: You had to pull away.

      When Riyun was at the big man’s side, they sprinted alongside. One look at Zabila, and there was no doubt that she was equally terrified. Her arms were locked around the heavy weapons expert’s neck.

      Her voice rose over their desperate gasps. “It’s huge.”

      Riyun nodded, even though he knew she couldn’t see. “Something about it is wrong.”

      “Magic.”

      “Then its magic is like nothing I’ve ever seen before.”

      Nothing, that is, since he’d left the world of Wholesale Fantasy. The dragons, the huge one—Niyalki—were like this. Three of them had no chance against a threat like that. So much magic, so much power…

      Lonar jerked his head to the left. “Not back to the camp. We need dense woods. Slow it down.”

      All Riyun could do was grunt in agreement.

      They plunged beneath low limbs and ducked around twisted trunks that seemed intent on tripping them up. If these trees only knew what was coming for them…

      Lonar’s boots splashed, and he nearly toppled to the ground before recovering. Riyun didn’t handle the sudden entry into swampland much better. At first, the cold, smelly water dragged at each step. Then the slick ground hidden beneath the black surface threatened to give way. It was almost like running through wet snow, their knees rising up to their chests to power through the slimy quagmire.

      Whatever it was chasing after them, it released another of its horrifying screams. The sound drew a shudder from Riyun.

      How had they gone days in this forest without encountering this obscenity? Did it normally roam the other side of the forest, on the opposite side of the university? Was it freshly summoned? Maybe it hunted the forest in a constant circuit, allowing the wildlife time to recuperate and repopulate.

      Ahead, the ground inclined up, and the black water ended.

      Riyun pulled ahead, arms pumping as he climbed the bank of the swamp. When he was on solid footing, he reached back. “I’ll take her.”

      Nodding, Lonar stopped and held her up. “Want me to draw it off, Boss?”

      “No.” Squinting into the darkness, Riyun froze. “You hear that?”

      “I don’t hear nothing.”

      “Right. No splashing. It should be in the water by now.” The lieutenant set his burden down. He looked into her panicked eyes. “Zabila?”

      “I’m okay. I-it’s just surprise.”

      “You didn’t know about it?”

      She shook her head. “This wasn’t one of the realms I studied in depth.”

      “Is that thing supposed to be part of the haunting?”

      “I…don’t think so.”

      It was scary enough, but when she’d said a haunted forest, he’d thought maybe people returned from the dead or things not truly dead. He’d heard a couple ridiculous tales from unnerved mercenaries blowing off steam after particularly devastating battles—headless bodies wandering around in search of revenge or entire units slain in the night by people they’d killed. Every culture had its own way of handling things, and even if his own people were pragmatic about life and death, he’d heard tales in his years as a mercenary.

      He’d never heard of anything like the monster carved from the night, the thing that had crashed after them in the clearing.

      Riyun gave the woods another look, then lowered himself to a knee. “It could be anywhere, but it’s too big to hide.”

      “I dunno, Boss. It kinda came out of nowhere, didn’t it?”

      “But you heard it; you felt it.”

      “Oh, sure. It was kinda on us by then, right?”

      “Keep your eyes peeled.”

      With his own ears listening for any hint of something massive tearing through the woods, Riyun went to work on his boots, peeling one off and cleaning goo off of it before squeezing out his sock, then putting everything back on and moving on to the second.

      In the dim moonlight, Zabila’s focus on the pistol she held seemed pathetic. She winced when she saw he was watching her, then returned the weapon to her pocket. “This won’t do much good against something that big, I guess.”

      “You never know. A shot in the eye or in the mouth…”

      She nodded. “Something about it seems wrong.”

      “As in it’s less spooky and more terrifying?”

      “That’s one thing, I guess.”

      “This Twilight Forest didn’t have something like this?”

      “It’s supposed to be a place where shapeshifters hide and these undead creatures shamble around, preying on people dumb enough to wander into the woods at night.”

      “We’re wandering around in the woods at night, Zabila.”

      Again, she winced. “I think Uzir—Beraga—was trying to add depth to this Wizard University product. It’s kind of shallow without things being added on. There’s a long stretch where the stories repeat the basic conflict with different enemies. That gets old.”

      “Like fighting dragons and wizards at one point, then mutants and giant robots at another?”

      “I…guess.”

      “I’m getting the sense that all stories follow the same structure and all that changes are the little details.”

      The Silver kicked a clump of damp earth free. “We’ve probably sounded cynical explaining these realms to you.”

      “It’s not cynical if it’s true. Naru and Symbra made it pretty clear that you have to follow some basic rules for there to be a story to tell. Beraga’s people following those rules is just sound business, isn’t it?”

      “It is.” Her eyes went to the big tweak, who was sloshing his boot heel in the black water to get the caked mud off. “You were asking about it. Did you have an idea?”

      “I don’t know if it’s an idea so much as a…hope.”

      She wrapped her arms around her. “I could use some hope right about now.”

      “Why not get in closer before attacking? It got up on us pretty close before we became aware. I’m thinking it could’ve made it even closer if it had wanted to.”

      “Oh. That’s not very hopeful.”

      “It is if the noises were intentional.”

      Zabila’s head snapped around as if she’d heard something, then came back showing an anxious smile. “It wanted to drive us away rather than eat us?”

      “Some defenses are set up that way—discouraging rather than being intended to destroy.”

      “Why?”

      The mercenary commander stomped one boot, then the other, getting the feel for them now that they were waterlogged though cleaned of muck. “We picked out that weird smell tonight. It wasn’t the corpses, but it was something. What if it wasn’t that thing I saw fleeing the area? What if it was that shadowy form I saw running back to the university? Naru said Meriscoya and Tawod are both here. Maybe one of them is behind this.”

      “Behind that big creature that chased us?”

      “Behind the teenagers being killed. Maybe even behind the big thing that killed them.”

      She scraped a thumb over her front teeth. “What if they were?”

      “Remember that dragon that defended the island you were on?”

      “Promaginsk.”

      “What if this thing was more like that?”

      “Because it didn’t attack?”

      Riyun glanced back the way they’d come. “It didn’t chase us all that far. I don’t think it stayed with us beyond a couple miles. That’s not much of a predator, is it?”

      “I’m not very good with animals.”

      He checked his carbine, working the action, searching for any sign muck or water might have gotten into the magazine or barrel. It smelled of gun oil, not stagnant muck. “Even if it was a predator, the behavior would be more like a creature protecting its territory than one on the prowl. I don’t think that’s it, though.”

      “Then what?”

      Boots dug into the soft earth, making a soft sucking sound as Lonar climbed back up to join them. The big tweak nodded. “That smell.”

      The pretty Silver fugitive considered him. “What about it?”

      “I think the Boss is sayin’ that smell is what brought that big thing into the area. Like something else came onto its turf, and the big thing decided it wasn’t having it. We just got in the way.”

      Riyun rose, securing his carbine to his back. “It makes sense.”

      “Sure, Boss. Thing is, if that thing wasn’t the source of that smell, what was?”

      “Answer that, and—”

      Chills shot through Riyun. He sniffed the air to be sure, eyes searching the darkness, ears straining. When the tweak started to say something, Riyun shook his head violently. His heart raced.

      That stench, that feeling of corruption and rot—it was here, hovering just beyond the banks of this swamp.

      Had it been there all along, and he’d just missed it?

      No. No way.

      He curled two fingers toward him, signaling Zabila away from the gradual slope that led out of this soggy part of the forest. She took his hand, hiccupping as her attention jumped from him to the woods. Her body was a gentle heat he could feel through his garments, a sensation he never wanted to be without again.

      To get out of here, though, they needed to operate independently. If she slowed him or Lonar down, none of them would make it.

      Riyun pressed his mouth to her ear. “Follow the shore. Head back in the direction we came. Stay away from the pool. Angle toward the camp. Can you do that?”

      Breath coming in little gulps, she nodded.

      She let him guide her with a soft push to the small of her back, then angled toward a small tree.

      When she’d moved on from that to the next, her steps uncertain but continuous, Riyun brought his carbine back around. Lonar had his autocannon ready, flashing a fresh magazine before replacing it in his pocket.

      They were as ready as they could be.

      Hunched low, Riyun edged up the shallow gradient to where the trees grew thicker and higher.

      Shapeshifters. Undead. Wouldn’t that be nice after what they’d seen?

      He jogged toward a thick trunk and smacked a shoulder against it to be sure it was solid. He’d had more than enough of nightmare surprises.

      The air was chokingly thick here, full of rot and evil.

      Lonar shot past and banged against an even larger tree. He had his autocannon pointed into the dark, offering cover for Riyun to advance.

      Just as the mercenary commander stepped around the tree, he realized that something about the way ahead looked wrong, a gray in the dark that wasn’t quite congruous with the rest of the moonlit woods. It was as if he were looking at a thick sheet of plastic that almost allowed the light to pass through but not quite.

      Riyun knelt down and hoisted first a pebble, then dropped that and plucked a palm-sized rock from the soft ground. This chunk of stone had heft and sharp edges.

      He held it up for Lonar to see, waited for the nod, then flicked it toward the night that wasn’t night, spinning it like a disk.

      A ripple appeared in that translucent sheet, the rock tumbling to the ground long before it should have.

      Then the ripple became a series of disturbances, and a familiar, terrifying shape rose up, the body low to the ground and long. It wasn’t bipedal or quadrupedal, and it wasn’t like the thing that had chased them earlier. Instead, it was…amorphous—a shape without a real shape.

      And it reared up, blocking out the woods beyond, and let out a mind-shattering, whistling ululation, then charged at them.
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      For an older woman and a professor at that, Mistress Roulu maintained a good pace. At times, the only indicator of her passing would be a heavy door thudding closed or the creak of wooden stairs somewhere. Quil comforted himself that Koti slowed his progress. She was without a doubt not configured for sprinting. When he considered it objectively, he acknowledged that it was nice having her so close by, sucking in her breath and pulling on his wrist to signal that she needed a rest.

      He stopped in a long hallway once again on the bottom floor. Each sound here would be swallowed by the gulf above the raw wooden beams interlaced overhead before bouncing back down from the heavy stone of the ceiling. It was quiet except for their breathing: no doors creaking open or thudding shut, no scuffing of shoes on the stone floors.

      Although the air was stuffy and smelled like centuries-old dust, it was cool, chilling his sweat.

      Koti alternated between deep gulps and ragged coughs. “She’s…gone?”

      He waited for the coughing to subside, admiring the young woman out of the corner of his eye. She was no beauty like the black-haired Lion, but neither was she homely, and there was so much more to appreciate about a pleasant personality. “The steps we heard going down the stairs were the professor’s. The door that opened sounded as if it were far away, which indicated the bottom floor.” He did not mention the feeling that had come to him once or twice that it was the two of them being followed. “You agree?”

      Nodding signaled Koti’s agreement, but she lacked the ability to talk just then. When her coughing subsided, she took his arm and leaned her head on his shoulder. “Is she running from us?”

      “We present no threat to her, which leads me to believe we are not the cause.”

      “That big bully, then?”

      “There were many big bullies in our presence not long ago. In fact, the Lions would seem to harbor bullies almost exclusively.”

      “But they were hot, weren’t they?” The young woman’s eyes went up to his. “I saw you looking at her, the one with the gold skin.”

      “I am capable of appreciating physical beauty without ignoring the flawed psyche others might overlook. That woman apparently suffers from some personal trauma, real or imagined, and uses that to justify her sour personality.”

      Koti raised her mouth toward his. “Do you see me that way? Am I sour?”

      “Why would you believe such a thing?”

      Her breath was hot and moist. “Kids at school. They said things, y’know. My parents, too. It was like a badge with them or for me. If someone you hate says you’re terrible, that’s not so bad, is it?”

      His hand came up to stroke her dark hair. It was an odd gesture when considered clinically. Detachment was a valuable tool when dealing with the wounded. “You hate your parents?”

      “I told you: They’re terrible people. They’ve done terrible things.”

      What would she think of someone who killed for money? “Did they have a choice?”

      “They enjoyed it. It’s…it’s like a right to them. They think they’re better than everyone else. Don’t you get that message being a wizard? Isn’t it always unspoken but clear? There’s wizards, and then there’s everyone else.”

      The temptation hit him to correct her grammar, then he felt like an ass. Her words conveyed something important. She had experienced exclusion while living among an elite niche of society. Isolation brought about by the circumstances of birth would be terrible enough. What could further isolation brought about by not feeling a part of the larger group cause?

      Quil knew the answer. He pulled her in, kissed her, ran his hands over her body, almost allowing the physicality of the moment to draw him out of the hunt. Her fingers plucked at his belt buckle when he heard it: a muffled door bang.

      Was it the imaginary pursuer again? No.

      He put a hand over her mouth. “Sh.”

      In their animalistic passion, they had bumped against a wall. He pressed her gently against it again to signal for her to stay there, then padded down the corridor toward the source of the sound. It had been at the far end, he was certain. Distortion from distance and echoing had unique characteristics.

      Three potential doors waited for him.

      After looking them over for signs of recent use and coming up with nothing, he dropped to a knee and ran fingers over the floor. On the farthest door to the left, he found what he was looking for: a small blade of grass. A clump of dirt, a bit of twig, fresh scrapes in heavy dust—he would have been happy with anything. This piece of grass was fresh and green.

      Ear pressed to the wood of the door, he listened. No roar of monster or metallic slap of weapons being readied came through.

      When he tested the knob, the door proved to be unlocked. A quick poke of the head inside revealed darkness and an even danker, more ancient stuffiness. Something about the darkness felt deep, large. It was no room. Rather, he assumed it was a stairwell.

      With the door still edged open, he returned to Koti. The young woman fumbled with the buttons on her shirt that he had undone, as if she had never dressed herself before. In the dim light thrown by gas lamps high on the wall, it was hard to see the color in her cheeks. Quil knew it was there, though. It would be in his face, too.

      He brushed her hands away and buttoned her top the rest of the way, then gently pushed the tail back into her pants. “We will need a candle.”

      She seemed not to hear him, instead watching his fingers and releasing a soft whisper of air each time they disappeared inside her pants to tuck in the shirt.

      “Koti? Do you wish to remain behind? This could be dangerous.”

      “What?” Her eyes fluttered. “Why—?”

      “We have no way of knowing that Roulu fled from something. Her course was determined. There is every possibility she sought not escape but some sort of secret rendezvous.”

      “You mean like what we did in the woods?”

      What they had almost done in the woods. Quil felt petty allowing the thought to bubble up, even if his blood still hammered in his head. Biologically speaking, he was the less sophisticated of the two sexes, and for him, Koti had yet again brought out the imperative to fulfill his function. Could she possibly understand what the frustration had done to him that night, what it was doing to him at that moment?

      Yes. Her elevated breathing, the way she quivered at his touch, the deep blush in her cheeks he almost had to imagine… She knew.

      He adjusted her jacket, doing his best to avoid the swell of her breasts lest he succumb. His instructors had drilled home as a child that he was more than a mere animal. The Zialite is above human. The Zialite honors its goals, short- and long-term.

      Always keep your eyes on the horizon.

      Still, he kissed this young woman. “It could be nothing, but I wish for your safety to remain paramount.”

      She took his hand, squeezed it, let her heat flow into him. “I’m with you.”

      Several feet back down the hall, an intricately appointed table of deep red stood against the wall. Gold leaf detailed the edges, and an equally ornate silver candelabra rested on each end. A long wooden box of blond coloring rested beneath a vase of wilted, blue-black flowers.

      Quil found a lever on the box and flicked out a heavy match as long as his hand. He rasped the red tip against the rough top of the wooden box, and a flame crackled to life. The match was long enough to light the candles on both candelabra.

      He handed one to Koti, took the other, then blew out the match. Its withered, blackened stem crumbled when he dropped it to the stone floor.

      His intuition proved true: The door opened onto a stairwell. Here, the dust actually proved thick enough to show which way Roulu had gone: down.

      They followed, candles guttering and throwing uncertain light that made the rough-hewn walls menacing. Somehow, the smell of the sea clung to the raw stone, as if it had been dragged from the ocean far away and refused to release its salty grip.

      By his estimate, they descended thirty, perhaps forty feet before finding the source of the noise he had heard: a heavy, iron-banded door. The wood was stained dark, the coloring drawing out scars from some time in the past.

      When he pushed on the door, it budged, then caught.

      Quil grunted and tried again and met the same result. “Strange.”

      “I think—” Koti released her hold on him and touched the scarred door. “It’s barred on the other side.”

      “Who would design such a thing?”

      “I’ve heard it called a wizard’s den. It’s something you use to separate dangerous areas from the living.”

      “But the bar is on the inside.”

      “In case you have to retreat into the area after things have escaped. Wards guard either side of it, but it’s physically capable of withstanding almost anything.” Her eyes twinkled. “Anything bestial.”

      She closed her eyes, mumbled, and move her hand first up, then sideways. On the other side of the barrier, something banged against the floor like thunder.

      Now the door opened when he tried it. He had to put a shoulder into it to push aside the heavy wooden beam on the floor.

      Koti giggled, embarrassed. “I might have broken into a couple of places I wasn’t supposed to.”

      He held the candelabrum beyond the threshold, searching the hallway there. “My childhood had similar moments. I have never been fond of secrecy or dogma.”

      “Oh! You did seem a natural at this, but I didn’t want to say anything.”

      “There is no shame in a thirst for truth.”

      With a cautious step, he crossed the threshold and planted a foot on the sturdy beam. The hallway here had the same rough-cut texture as the stairwell. Why would no one expend the effort to line the walls with cut stone or plaster? It spoke of clandestine work—mystery and lies.

      Koti hopped over the beam and swung her light around to reveal niches and alcoves where there had been shadow before. “I guess this whole thing I’ve done—my behavior and appearance? Maybe that was some sort of protest? Like I was declaring my disdain for secrecy and dogma, too?”

      “That had been my assumption.”

      “Honestly, Vakram, when I first saw you, I thought you were just another shallow, slithering snake out to get to the top and to get into as many girls as you could before graduation. I—I’m sorry.”

      Quil hopped down to inspect the closest alcove, noting the strange scoring over one wall and the ancient, hardened coating along the floor. “I believe it is safe to say that I am not the same boy now as you perceived me to be upon admission day.”

      “Wow. You think you’ve matured that quickly? Does that mean you were hoping to get into my pants from the start?”

      He glanced up, noted the tension between hope and despair in her eyes. “You do realize you are quite the eyeful, I assume?”

      She blushed. “Your friend is cute. She’s a little skinny, though.”

      “We are friends only.”

      “You’re not like I thought you’d be. I mean, smart, sure, but you’re independent, you know? I’ve never seen confidence like yours.”

      Farther down the hallway, an alcove turned out to hide an open door. He pushed it aside to reveal a room filled with dusty bookshelves. Cobwebs fluttered in a barely felt breeze that made the candlelight dance. Heavy, round tables bracketed a pair of wingback chairs that must have been crafted a century or more ago. In front of the chairs and tables lay a thick, white fur rug. The whole place smelled forgotten, ancient.

      Koti pushed her way in. “Look at all those books!”

      As she traced fingers over the dusty tomes, Quil blew away the layer of grime covering parchments piled on one of the heavy, round tables. Intricate script in blue-black ink covered the unlined faces. Exotic equations filled the margins.

      He caught her gasp and turned to see a glow in her eyes. “The power on offer here is obscene.”

      It was a voice he had never heard from her before—huskier and dangerous.

      Quil straightened. “Perhaps we should—”

      The young woman set down her candelabrum, then shrugged out of her jacket. She tore her shirt open, sending buttons bounding off the shelves and rattling on the floor. “We must consummate—”

      Something had control of her, had her as drunk as the liquor a couple nights before. Once again, she offered herself to him, gloriously ripe in the candlelight. Once again, he could not in good conscience take the offering.

      He gathered up her clothes and undergarments. “You will require a new shirt, as we will never recover all your buttons.”

      Koti pulled him to her. “Don’t resist.”

      A sound caught him just as his certainty began to buckle: chanting. It drew his eyes away from the young woman’s copious flesh.

      Head cocked, he backed to the door, dropping her clothes. “Do you hear that?”

      “Quil?”

      His name. Her voice. He froze. She covered herself, looking every bit as drunk as the night he had rescued her from the pool. “What’s happening?”

      “I am Vakram.”

      “Right. I…thought I heard someone call you…Quil.”

      She swooned, and he barely managed to catch her. The sound was there again: a distant chanting.

      His eyes went to the young woman whose heat and scent were almost overpowering. Quivering, he set her down on the dusty rug. He did his best to cover her with her clothes, then slipped to the door and pulled it until only a sliver of space remained between it and the frame. Little of the candlelight reached the darkened hallway.

      Following the chanting, he rounded a bend and found another door, this one also left slightly ajar. Holding his light away from the opening, he pushed the barrier enough to get a look inside. A glow revealed another spiral staircase cut from the stone. From the wavering light, he was sure it must be fire: candles, torches, a fireplace.

      He set the candelabrum against the base of the wall beside the door and sneaked into the stairwell. The chanting rolled up from below—many voices.

      This was not Roulu, or at least she was not alone.

      Descending without a weapon was risky, but he needed to know what lay below. He proceeded down, imagining how Javika might approach the situation. Obviously, she would approach it with all the tools of her trade, of which he had none. What he would give to have her sword and gloves.

      Even so, he reached the landing at the base of the stairs some fifty feet down. Again, he found a partially opened door from which the glow of lights came. Here, the chanting was loud, the voices distinct. There must be thirty people beyond it, perhaps more. A fishy stink mixed with the lingering smell of seawater.

      He peered through the crack and confirmed the assumptions: numerous people dressed in hooded robes, torches held in gloved hands, heat from smelly bodies, and open flames. From what he could see, they were in an expansive chamber, parts of it far out enough to be unlit.

      Then, a head whipped toward him, the shadowed features alien. The person croaked something strange and chilling, and with a gust of wind, all the torches went out.

      Feet—bare from the sound of it—padded away: They were running.

      Quil pushed the door open, eyes searching for the faintest embers of a torch he might revive. He spotted a couple red glows in the dark and stepped into the chamber, then froze.

      The pair of red glowing dots rose in the darkness, and a wet rumble issued from a deep chest before something slithered and slapped on the cold stone floor.

      Whatever he was looking at, it saw him, and it was coming toward him.
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      Explosions from Lonar’s autocannon rounds lit the creature’s shapeless front, each impact a bright thunderclap. Moist chunks of goo spattered up, raining down on its undulating back as it rumbled toward them. It seemed in the instant before Riyun fired that the torn-away bits of flesh merely settled back into place.

      No way was that possible. The lieutenant scolded himself for allowing the thought to exist. He squeezed off a burst with the assault weapon as if to reassure himself. Exactly as he’d hoped, the rounds tore through the creature with wet popping noises.

      Instead of the shooting reassuring him by killing the horror, it kept charging.

      He froze as the monstrosity roared closer, its shifting mass like an amorphous truck that would crush him beneath it. Its stench filled his awareness, the rot sharper than the burning smell of expended gunpowder. Its mass pushed the air at him, like a small sonic boom.

      His mind struggled to process that—the presence of it and the inconsistencies and impossibilities it represented.

      Then he was hurtling through the air, no doubt pulped by the impact of the thing.

      When he hit the ground, he waited for the fatal jolt of agony that would come from his jellied bones and ruptured organs. Instead, he skidded and then rolled, banging to a stop against a tree trunk.

      How? The stink of the thing was on him—in him. He should have been killed.

      Apparently, the creature felt that way, too. Pseudopods rose from its colorless flesh and whipped around, searching the dark wildly. The whole time, Lonar’s autocannon cycled through its ammunition, tearing away bits of the thing. Between each burst, the big tweak’s roars slipped through.

      None of that mattered to the impossible creation.

      That seemed to be the only way to properly describe the thing: huge and shapeless and clear.

      Abruptly, Lonar crossed some threshold, whether that was his lack of fear or the injuries he’d inflicted or maybe simply his proximity. Whatever it was, the terrible monster sucked in its pseudopods. Instantly, new extensions popped up on the side of the monstrosity facing the tweak, and like that, it surged toward him.

      Whatever madness had seized Riyun when the creation had barreled at him must have struck the big tweak then, because he didn’t budge, instead slapping a new magazine into place and spitting curses while death closed.

      Then, just when the terrible thing should have smashed its target, what had happened to Riyun happened to Lonar.

      This time, the lieutenant saw what it was: A burst of energy flared around the big man and yanked him away from the creature at the last second.

      Riyun swapped in a fresh magazine and searched around. “Zabila?”

      “You can’t kill it—not with those weapons.”

      She was in the woods behind him somewhere.

      A flash of movement, maybe a glow of her magic, caught his eye, then disappeared. He tightened his grip on the carbine. “We can’t outrun it.”

      Obviously, she knew that. She hadn’t simply lifted him and Lonar into the air with her magic and tried to run away. Either she needed to get closer to them to use her powers to fly them all out of reach, or she had some other idea in mind.

      He pushed up, fighting off the aftereffects of being tossed around like a twig in a storm. As he sighted on the creature, he reminded himself not to piss off the pretty, young woman. “Lonar, keep your distance from that thing!”

      Wondering if agitating the thing was the right move at all, Riyun smacked against a big tree and squeezed off two short bursts.

      Again, his rounds tore through it with frightening ease. A second later, that same wet, bubbling sound came from it.

      The wounds simply sealed.

      This thing had no apparent vital organs. It didn’t bleed. Only tearing away big chunks of it seemed to hurt it, and he wasn’t sure whether hurt was the right word. Would a creator that skipped vital organs put a nervous system that registered pain into such a creature?

      As the thing had done when searching for Lonar, the pseudopods rose from its body. What was that—distributed sensory materials? Was everything about this monster distributed, maybe redundant?

      As that thought hit, the big blob’s pseudopods stretched toward him.

      Riyun hissed and sprinted at a ninety-degree angle toward the next tree, hoping he’d figured out at least a little about this nightmarish slug. He dove as its charge filled the night with the crack of saplings and snap of bushes, then came back to his feet, ready to repeat the move.

      The jelly-like thing slapped against the tree he’d been hiding behind a moment before, slowly oozing around its base and climbing until a frightening pop came from the doomed tree, and it toppled toward the swamp he and the others had fled through.

      Even if cells were somehow redundant and multipurpose, the thing had to be susceptible to shock. It had to be.

      Except…Lonar had hit it with dozens of explosions. Would one larger explosion be any different?

      Only one experiment would prove or disprove the idea.

      Edging around the tree, Riyun dug out a grenade. “Lonar, grenade on three.”

      “You got it, Boss.”

      When the tree finally splashed into the stagnant water, Riyun pulled the pin. “One. Two. Three.”

      As the last count drifted out, Riyun arced his grenade toward the broad back of the inhuman terror. He was pretty sure Lonar’s explosive hit an instant later.

      Then two muffled explosions lit the target. Bright-colored bubbles rose only a foot apart on the thing’s back, creating a completely transparent dome that quickly sank back down to the skin.

      Immediately, the flailing pseudopods went limp and fell flat.

      Lonar whooped. “Great idea, Boss!”

      Desperate, more like. Riyun stumbled toward the macabre threat. “Zabila?”

      “Stay back from it!” Her voice wasn’t any closer than before.

      “We need to see if it’s dead.”

      “It’s not. Keep your distance.”

      Why wasn’t she coming closer? Could she really consider such a thing threatening? They’d just blown—

      A section of it rose, forming a head-like protrusion. Pseudopods followed.

      Riyun backed away. “Lonar—”

      “Already moving, Boss.” The big man became a black shape separating from, then merging into the shadows.

      With the heavy weapons expert out of immediate danger, Riyun retreated. He pressed his back against another tree, unsure what to do next. If Zabila hoped to move in closer to use her magic, she was doing a good job of creeping through the undergrowth quietly.

      Wood snapped beneath the creature’s bulk. It drew closer without charging, its stench growing so strong Riyun thought he might become sick. Then he had to fight back the urge to glance around the trunk and search for it.

      Bark rained down on him, and he glanced up in time to see pseudopods sliding down the length of the trunk toward him.

      For an instant, he froze, then bolted, lips clamped tight against a scream.

      He came to rest against yet another tree just as the same popping sound signaled the death of the tree he’d just abandoned. When he sneaked a look back that way, the twisted tree sank toward the swamp exactly as the first had.

      That couldn’t be a coincidence. The monster was intentional in its behavior.

      Could it think they were hiding in the black water? Could that be Symbra’s doing?

      If he wanted to find out, he’d need to move again. His eyes went to the dark, searching for another sturdy black trunk that might offer protection at least from a direct charge.

      Movement in the night caught his attention, though, and his breath caught. The darkness rippled, hinting at a massive, sinuous shape sliding between trees it should have had no right sneaking between. Its scent was reptilian, of an underground nest left undisturbed for a long time. As it drew nearer, the faint rasp of breathing wandered through the woods.

      That presence, its immensity…this was the thing that had chased them away. And the shape of it, no longer hidden by the trees…

      Riyun swallowed. “Zabila? Lonar?”

      From the general direction where he’d seen Lonar retreat, a groan floated up. Somewhere between the two mercenaries, Zabila let out a squeal.

      That broke Riyun. He sprinted back toward the swamp. “Get out of there!”

      He didn’t twist his head back, not moving through the trees like he was. Lonar would hear. Zabila would hear. The survival instinct that had driven them away from the huge slice of night earlier made actually hearing Riyun’s warning unnecessary.

      Before he could get down the declivity and possibly seek cover in the water, heat washed over the mercenary commander. The light of a terrible fire glowed like the sun, reflecting off the trees and turning this part of the forest as bright as day for an instant.

      Ash choked him, sharp and dry, pushed on the wind created by the firestorm.

      Could that fiery heat kill the amorphous blob? Could even a dragon affect such a horrific thing?

      The question exerted an irrational control over his mind, forcing him to stop.

      He had to know.

      Like a zombie, he staggered back up the incline, not even seeking shelter, not believing the thunderous sound of massive shapes bouncing off old trees set afire and left in smoking ruin.

      Zabila shrieked behind him, calling for him to come to her.

      Riyun had no control now. The compulsion went beyond anything natural, a sense of awe that must have been hardwired into the most primitive part of his brain. Where the ground leveled off, he finally stopped, eyes locked on the struggle.

      It instantly reminded him of the two dragons fighting for the fate of a city.

      Here, a midnight black reptilian shape closer to Niyalki’s than the more serpentine Promaginsk had its jaw locked around the amorphous blob. In turn, the blob had pseudopods wrapped around the dragon’s chest like a constrictor snake. Smoke rose from the blob, and every inch of its flesh bubbled from the terrible heat. In spots, liquid oozed from cracks.

      Even so, the monster squeezed the dragon, drawing out a wet shriek.

      At some level, Riyun felt power radiating from the struggle: magic.

      A powerful hand grabbed his sleeve, and he spun around to find Lonar gawking at the battle. The heavy weapons expert blinked. “Pretty lady says we gotta go.”

      “I know.”

      “You…feel that?”

      “The magic? You?” Riyun’s hands squeezed the grip of his Devastator. “I feel it, like being in the Abyss again.”

      “Right. Different, though.”

      Different in that it wasn’t affecting them like it had. There was more, of course, but Riyun could feel that aspect immediately.

      The big tweak hitched his autocannon up. “Not lookin’ good for the lizard.”

      “It can’t get a breath. I think a bit more fire, and that blob thing—”

      A twig snapped behind them, and Zabila came out of the dark. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Riyun brought his carbine up. “I think that dragon could use a little help.”

      “We have to run while it’s occupying that thing.”

      “We will.” He sighted on the blob where it had exuded a pair of pseudopods. “Think you can put burst on the blob, away from the lizard?”

      Lonar smirked. “Easy shot.”

      “On my mark.”

      The creatures were locked together, not moving much. Riyun’s two bursts nearly severed one of the tentacles, then Lonar’s explosive rounds did the rest.

      Before the creature could fully extend more parts to replace the damaged ones, the dragon tore free. It stretched, breathed in, and belched fire.

      Heat buffeted the trees, shriveling leaves and engulfing the undergrowth.

      Riyun backpedaled, eyes dry from the intensity. “Now we run.”

      They did. But as they ran, he listened to the weakening alien slug-thing’s ululations with just a little pleasure.
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      From the minute he had been capable of walking, Quil had been trained: to kill, to protect, to sacrifice any and everything for the objective. No one needed to know the true objective, but as a bodyguard, everyone needed to believe that he was there to protect the client. When Riyun had claimed the pseudo as his own, Quil had undergone further training: more ways to kill, as well as how to operate with a team.

      Despite all that training, here he was, flatfooted, unarmed, and facing a danger he could feel but not understand.

      This was how idiots died.

      He stepped back from the glowing eyes and extended a hand toward the doorway he had just passed through. There had only been a second, only a few steps. Whatever rose from the dark ahead of him could not be that close. He had barely moved into the room, still alarmed as he was by the fishy smell hanging in the air and the sudden flight of the surprised chanters. His mind had been trying to process the idea of a wind coming from nowhere to snuff out the torches.

      A skeptic might question the plausibility of the situation. Winds did not blast through underground chambers. Eyes did not glow.

      His mind—logical and rational—flashed alarms. Whatever those eyes belonged to moved across the stone floor as if the dark were of no concern, each step a wet plop. Sharper than the pungent fish smell, the blown-out torches left behind smoke and the tar-like smell of their fuel. Even the strange slap of retreating feet was there if he listened.

      This was no dream, no fantasy. He was in trouble.

      Rough stone met his outstretched fingers. He twisted, searching for the opening that had to be there, but he only found more stone.

      The glowing red eyes moved closer, angling toward his right.

      That must have been the exit, now taken away by the dark-cloaked thing. It breathed its wet breath and plopped its wet step, closing on him.

      Magic. Wizards.

      Madness.

      Despite the imminent threat, his thoughts returned to the baldercrak pitch and the sensation of Koti channeling…something from within him. For so long, he had struggled with the notion of magic and of people from their dimension being able to tap into this fantastical power meant for these realms. Now, with this inexplicable but certainly inhuman thing drawing closer to finish him, the sense of being a part of this world could not be pushed away.

      Magic is nothing more than the extent of the Golgar Portal energies.

      What was so hard to accept when put that way?

      His shoe bumped against something, producing a scrape that hinted at mass. He reached for whatever it was, yanking his hand back when it brushed against heat.

      One of the abandoned torches.

      The glowing eyes moved closer, and an almost human gurgling sound came from the dark. “Za-gooo…na-zo-za…”

      Whatever the sounds were meant to be, they came out tortured.

      He reached for the torch again, this time finding a grip away from the smoldering ember that refused to give off light. Held closer, the crackle and pop of the burning materials were undeniable.

      It stood to reason that if the torch were snuffed out by a strong breeze, perhaps it could be similarly revived. He swung it through the air.

      Nothing.

      His ears caught the wet plop of the creature moving closer, and he gave up ground to keep his distance.

      Whatever it was that stalked him might be able to see in the dark, but it exhibited no capability to attack from a distance. If Quil could maintain the gap between them, there was a chance he might be able to escape it.

      He cleared his throat. “I mean you no harm. I am a student here.”

      “Za-gooo…na-zo-za…”

      Quil’s throat tightened as he caught a whiff of something worse than the fishy smell, more irritating than the unburned fuel in the torch. He sniffed again, twisting to be sure—

      Once again, the back of his shoe caught on something, but this time he went down. His free hand went out as he fell and came away wet—hot and slick.

      The thing in the dark drew nearer, forcing Quil to desperately crawl back. He got to his feet and whipped the extinguished torch through the air between him and the unseen thing, hoping it presented at least a little threat as a weapon.

      It was enough to open the gap between them again.

      Instinctively, the pseudo sniffed his wet hand and immediately regretted it: blood, feces, and something he could not readily identify.

      His time as a combat medic had exposed him to many horrors, so many consisting of the insides of humans. Explosions, edged weapons, and high-caliber rounds could all open the abdomen. Ruptured intestines leaked their contents, filling the body with the threat of infection. That was what he had on his hand: an opened gut.

      He flicked his hand hard, desperate to free it of the gore. What he would give at that moment for some powerful soap and hot water.

      “Za-gooo…na-zo-za…”

      Something had provoked the creature, causing it to rush closer.

      Quil jabbed the unlit torch at it, wishing more than anything for even a little flame that might frighten the monster. Curiosity ate at him. He wanted to see this thing threatening him.

      A tingle ran the length of his arm, and the torch burst into life. The flame was a brilliant white, blinding at first. It drew a wet hiss from the creature, and when the flame dimmed enough, Quil realized that the thing had backed away, dark hands raised to ward off the blinding glow.

      It had no love of the light. Did that dislike include fear of the heat?

      To test the theory, Quil stretched his arm out. “Stay back. I have no need to burn you, but I will.”

      Yes, he would burn the creature with this torch that had lit from nothing.

      The creature fell back, black limbs raised. Its voice warbled, like a terrified child’s might.

      But this was no child. In the glow of the torch, Quil finally had a look at the thing with the glowing eyes. Head to toe, it was humanoid in shape if not specific physiology. Flesh had been replaced by slick, dark green scales. Webbing connected toes and fingers. Big eyes as dead as those of fish bulged on the sides of its head. Gills labored pathetically on its stunted neck, somehow pulling oxygen from the air. Webbed spines ran from the dome of its hairless head to its back, turning into fine stubs rising from a fin-like tail that dragged across the stone floor.

      That had been the slithering that accompanied the wet plop of its huge, webbed feet. With wicked spines at the end of the webbed fingers, Quil realized the creature would be deadly in unarmed combat.

      He backed away. “Go back the way you came. We have no reason to fight.”

      Even as he said that, his eyes went to the spray of guts on the stone floor and the body sprawled out at the center. It was human, older, almost certainly female. Someone had slit it open from groin to throat. The victim’s dead eyes stared into the darkness above.

      Sacrifice, he realized. He had stumbled across a sacrificial rite, probably a summoning of the fish creature now glaring at him.

      This mad, mad world was worse even than that of Dread Empire. The horrors here felt more…personal.

      “Za-gooo…na-zo-za…” The fish thing advanced again, now slashing at the air with its huge, spiny hands.

      Quil backed away. His attempts at parley had not worked. After getting turned around, he had lost track of the entry. The torchlight had no chance of revealing the full expanse of the chamber, either, not if dozens of torches had been incapable of that.

      To escape, he needed to find the exit. He jabbed the flaming end at the creature, then darted past it, torch held high.

      A solid wall stopped him: rough-cut stone darkened by…blood?

      Behind him, the creature closed again, slashing and gurgling.

      Once more, Quil whipped the torch around in a threatening manner, but this time he juked to the right. He had to be sure not to outrun the light of the flame and ended up coming to a stop at another wall, creating a soft corner.

      This was not what he needed.

      The wet plopping of web feet warned him at the last second of the creature’s advance. Still, it slashed Quil’s shoulder, the spines tearing through jacket, shirt, and flesh.

      Pain shot through the pseudo’s arm, and he wondered if there might be more at work than a mere spine. Could the creature have the ability to inject venom?

      He barely ducked another swing, but the impact knocked the torch away.

      Quil stumbled, rolled, scuffed his knee.

      His enemy rushed close, raking across the medic’s back. Blood dampened the shirt and jacket, but Quil caught the thing in the gut with a kick, knocking it back.

      Now shivering seized him. That was not a good sign at all. Neurotoxins caused such a reaction.

      This creature was not such a great threat that he could not deal with it if he had a weapon. Any of his gear would do, but all of it would be better. With his pistol—

      The weapon appeared in a silvery flash, filling the hand that had a moment prior held the torch.

      Was this Koti’s doing? Had she maintained her connection from the pitch?

      A gurgling roar pushed that question away, forcing the wounded medic to focus on the task at hand: aim, hold his breath, squeeze off a round.

      In the stone chamber, the pistol roar was a stunning blast of its own. The creature staggered to a stop and glanced down at its chest. Black blood spurted from a hole dead center of where a human heart should be.

      It took another step, and Quil repeated the process.

      This shot rocked the monster’s head back, and it fell hard to the stone floor, arms outspread.

      Still shivering, Quil got to his knees. He concentrated on his gear, imagining his duster, his assault carbine, the mesh and plate armor ensemble, and most importantly his backpack.

      More than ever, he needed his medical gear.

      Another silvery flash in the darkness preceded the appearance of the equipment he had left piled in the camp.

      He laughed, a woozy sound that made his head ache, then unzipped his backpack, forcing himself to focus first on an anti-neurotoxin injection before worrying about cleaning the dead woman’s excrement and blood from his hand. Gut bacteria was a problem, but he could take a pill to treat that. Toxins in an open wound could kill much quicker.

      His decision to restock his supplies before leaving the Dread Empire seemed prescient as he steadied his hand to drive the needle into his arm.

      Tingling ran through him, the treatment rushing through his body.

      There were no basins with hot water and soap in this subterranean chamber, but he had powerful disinfectant wipes. He cleaned his hands first, checked them over, then wiped the fresh wounds the creature had delivered. The torn flesh was tender, the cleaning drawing pained gasps, but he couldn’t risk infection.

      Just as he thought about walking Koti through how to suture his wounds, a faint scream caught his attention.

      A scream? It sounded like it came from the stairs, from above.

      Koti!

      He shook his head, trying to clear it, then grabbed his gear and headed toward the sound. Once he realized that he had no light, he went back for the torch. Disoriented by pain, he needed a few tries to locate the door, but once there he staggered to where he remembered the stairs being.

      It was quiet now, the screaming long gone. Once in the stairwell, he stuck with the torch over the candelabrum and began the ascent.

      Under his breath, he swore vengeance upon anyone who might harm the young woman. His logical, rational mind failed to question why she should even matter to him.
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      Heat pressed against Riyun’s back as he sprinted through the woods, the sensation carrying with it the rattle of branches and shudder of flame-dried leaves. Each wave of the eldritch energy surrounding him reeked of ozone and followed a flare of orange light that gave several seconds of bright illumination to the surrounding forest. Black trunks and leaves took on details his racing brain recorded without actually passing along: veins, geometries, textures. If he lived, maybe the terrifying nighttime memories would bubble up in dreams.

      For now, the moment pressed upon him one message: Run for your life!

      He shouted those exact words, tugging Zabila along, shouting encouragement to Lonar, their boots pounding like sledgehammers. At this point, he was unconcerned about their crashing through the undergrowth attracting nocturnal hunters. All that mattered was putting distance between themselves and the two gargantuan things warring in the distance, snapping trees in half and superheating dirt into glass.

      Lonar smacked into a tree, bouncing off and nearly losing his footing. He recovered his balance, arms flailing for a fraction of a second, then stared back the way they’d come. “Hollow Hills.”

      That was all he got out before Riyun sped past, the young Silver he’d come to treasure for more than her monetary worth pressed tight to his side.

      What had the big tweak seen?

      From behind, the heavy weapons expert thundered, massive boots stomping once again. “Serpentine, Boss! Add in some zigzag!”

      A prudent approach might be to demand a reason or maybe would involve looking back to see what had provoked such a suggestion. Riyun was less concerned with prudent at that moment. He had a sense that they all understood the sort of threat posed by the dangerous combatants. If one of the other two shouted for everyone to jump, the only question would be how high.

      He guided the young woman into the first angle, turning off to the right about thirty degrees. A couple seconds later, he turned to the left, aiming for about the same angle. Always, they kept on the same general course.

      Somewhere around the fifth right zig, with Zabila gasping for them to slow down, the ground gave way.

      They plunged into absolute darkness, shrieking, Riyun suddenly missing the crackle of distant flames and the roar of the warring monsters. After a few seconds, their boots slammed against soft earth, which gave way in slick, wet patches. That was when they started to slide, their landing apparently on a serious gradient.

      Riyun dropped onto his butt and pulled Zabila on top of him, hugging her tight to protect her as well as a blind man could. His back ached from where he’d fallen against his helmet, now wrenched free from its magnetic belt latch.

      Finally, their sliding slowed, then stopped with a soft splash.

      His boots were in cool water, by the smell of it stagnant. A louder splash off to his right was followed by Lonar’s annoyed grunt.

      The big tweak mumbled beneath his breath, then his flashlight came to life. “Would you look at that?”

      What had caught the other man’s attention was obvious: a strange, towering statue of green stone, the bottom fashioned like a mountaintop nearly swallowed by ancient seas. The figure on top presented a humanoid shape, but its head could most easily be described as reminiscent of an octopus. All around this statue, black water reflected the flashlight beam, discolored by the strange stone.

      Zabila clung to Riyun for a second, eyes jumping left to right microscopically while peering deep into his. Her open mouth hovered just over his, and sweat dripped from her brow onto his cheeks.

      Abruptly, she pressed her lips into a kiss, the force bruising. When she pulled away, it was for a gasp of air.

      He pushed her off despite wanting to squeeze her tight and never let her go. No armor could obscure the softness of her flesh, a sensation he couldn’t get out of his head.

      Once his vision cleared, he sat upright, blinking. “What is it?”

      The big tweak played his light up and down the strange piece of art. “Dunno. Never seen nothing like it.”

      “Haven’t we?” It felt to Riyun that he had.

      “Looks like the sculptor might’ve been taking some special meds, y’know?”

      At that, the young woman finally pulled her eyes off Riyun and got to her feet. She gasped and entered the dark pool surrounding the macabre carving. “It’s…like you described.”

      Riyun rose. “What I described—?” It hit him: The clear pool where he’d meant to bathe. “The statues on the walls.”

      Lonar whipped his head around. “What statues?”

      “In the pool. When I went into the other…world.”

      “Oh.”

      Heart thundering, the taste of Zabila’s kiss fading, Riyun pulled his own flashlight out. His helmet was gone, come free of his duster somewhere back up the slope of black mud. “Keep an eye on her.”

      “You got it, Boss.”

      Boots or not, the mud was treacherous to climb up. Riyun couldn’t help thinking of one of those bugs that burrowed into sand, creating an inverted cone to trap smaller bugs and tire them out. His legs ached with each sucking plop of boot tread rising from the muck only to threaten slipping on the surface and sending him back down to the pool.

      About a hundred feet up, he found his helmet and a couple other items hung up in the mud. He flicked the dirt free and studied the other objects: a dented cooper lamp with a patina of verdigris, and a jeweled belt of gold with embedded gems. Two scabbards hung on opposite sides of the belt, the silvery grips of knives poking out.

      The knives drew his focus the entire descent. He couldn’t shake the feeling that they were more than ornamental.

      When he returned to the other two, he held the belt up. “Give it a look.”

      While Lonar put his beam on the decorative item, Zabila squinted and flicked grime out of grooves and creases. Her mouth hung open. “The craftsmanship is amazing.”

      “For its era?” That sounded strange coming from the big tweak, but his attention was focused on the thing, too.

      “For any era. The intricate detailing…amazing.”

      Riyun left the belt in their hands and strode out into the pool, bending to slosh his helmet around in the water. Mud trailed out, oozing beneath the surface and out of sight. He repeated the process until the interior of the armor piece looked clean enough to wear.

      With the helmet back in its magnetic holster, he splashed over to the statue, shivering. It wasn’t the chill water that brought about that reaction but the sight of the tentacle-faced thing staring down at him with strange, wise eyes.

      What had he seen in that pool? What loathsome world did that open into?

      He returned to the other two, now flipping the belt over and examining the daggers. His light ran over the walls on this side of the pool: gray, polished stone that showed the age of the place. The walls climbed at least thirty feet to a domed ceiling of the same gray, although it seemed almost reflective.

      The ramp they’d slid down had to be fifty feet across. It looked like the ceiling in that section might be half as high, meaning that a determined monster could feasibly squeeze itself into the space.

      That was a theory Riyun didn’t want to test.

      After scraping aside a few inches of muck to confirm his theory that the ramp was indeed of the same gray, smooth stone as the walls, he hurried back to the other two. “I don’t think we want to return back the way we came.”

      Zabila blinked, for a moment confused. “Shouldn’t we stay down here and search?”

      “If we were archaeologists, sure.”

      “Aren’t we safe?”

      He pointed at the ramp. “That transparent blob thing can squeeze through anything, and that dragon could make the descent with some effort.”

      “You think they’ll come after us?”

      “Maybe. I think whoever survives that fight might want to snag some food for its trouble.”

      Zabila’s pinched face betrayed her fear. “Then what do we do?”

      It was Lonar who hit on the solution. “We keep going.”

      Riyun smiled. “This place is too big for only one entry.”

      “What she’s saying, Boss? Maybe we take advantage of these multiple exits? We could stay down here until the winner of that fight comes down—”

      “It would be too late. If that blob thing kills the dragon and catches us down here, there’s no way for us to outrun it.”

      “What if we’re wrong, and there’s only one exit?”

      “There can’t be.”

      “Could be an exit collapsed. Could be this is just a garbage chute.”

      “Better we find that out now, then.”

      Lonar handed the belt off to Zabila, who sagged under its weight. The big tweak searched the darkness with his light. “Javika would love a place like this, huh?”

      A tightness settled in Riyun’s gut. “She would. We’ll have to send Hirvok out to search it.”

      That put a smile on the heavy weapons expert’s face. “Yeah. I like it.”

      With their course decided, Zabila slung the belt over her shoulder and slouched after the two men. She hung just behind Riyun as they waded through the pool, twice brushing his hand with hers. The contact sent warmth through him, distracting him from the nasty water now risen up to his waist. His boots struggled to find a grip on the hidden floor, and his mind started to play tricks on him. In his imagination, the sludge they moved through hid giant eels with venomous bites.

      Just as the imaginary creatures took on even more detail—slick, black skin and white teeth, along with sunken gray areas where vestigial eyes once rested—his flashlight found the opposite side of the foul body of water.

      Steps climbed about twenty feet up to a broad avenue of the same gray stone. They could go left or right, or they could follow the same basic course away from where they’d tumbled down.

      Riyun pulled his knife and hacked a marker in a pillar at the top of the steps. It was simple and unobtrusive, and it would be enough for Hirvok to work from.

      About two hundred paces on, they found another intersection, this time looking onto a set of steps that promised a possible exit to the forest above.

      Taking the lead, Riyun pulled his helmet on and powered off his flashlight. He had his carbine at low ready, ascending crouched and listening the entire way. They couldn’t have gone more than a half mile, but in a dense forest with winding trails and abrupt changes in the lay of the land, that might be enough to slip from the big creatures’ attention.

      At the top of the steps, they found themselves in a low cave that had the old scent of an animal family. It was a squeeze for several feet, but Riyun eventually found himself back in the cool dark.

      He climbed to the top of the cave, gaining maybe twenty feet over the forest floor. From there, he spotted the distant glow of fire, but there was no sound of battle. Woodsmoke hung in the air, but it was diluted by distance. The strange, almost rotten smell that drifted like an undercurrent could have been anything, but the mercenary commander hoped it might be a sign that the bizarre ooze creature had met its end.

      They took a circuitous route back to the camp, stopping every now and then to listen for sounds other than the strange night music.

      After a while, Lonar edged closer to his lieutenant. “Boss?”

      “Yeah?”

      “That thing you said about sending Hirvok to check those ruins out?”

      Riyun caught the tension in the big tweak’s face. “He’ll be okay.”

      “Sure. It’s just…I don’t want him out of my sight again. Y’know?”

      “I understand.”

      That seemed to calm the big guy, who rubbed his belly, belched, and drifted back to his position several feet back and to the right.

      After the exchange, Zabila hung her head. “It’s my fault.”

      It was the sort of guilt Riyun saw in that rare decent employer. “We talked about this before. We signed on for this. We knew the risks.”

      She forced a smile but didn’t come close.

      The distance hurt, but at the same time, it allowed him to consider exactly what they had signed on for. It was reasonable for them to have expected risk and danger on a job like this. Was it reasonable for them to have expected the sort of risk and danger they’d encountered?

      He might never be able to answer that question.
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      Before placing his booted foot on the first step, Quil knew it was too late. Koti’s scream—and he was sure that was what he had heard while cleaning his wounds—was less than an echo now, a memory going quieter with each scuff of his shoes on the old stone of the winding stairs. Her vibrancy clung to him like the fishy odor saturating the rough-cut stone walls. If she were dead…

      He paused for a moment, listening, then checking his weapons and gear. Whatever had made her scream, he would be ready for it.

      The torch flame blew back toward him, as if a powerful breath had pressed the fire down. Was it a door opening far below? Had someone or something come through above the way he and Koti had?

      His hand ached from gripping the weapon so tight. His thoughts went to the fish-like creature now lying dead in the dark chamber far below. Someone or something had summoned that monster. They had left it there to deal with him. Either they had thought highly of its ability to care for itself or had thought nothing of Quil’s ability to fend for himself. The result was a dead fish monster.

      Was that the last of it? Had they left something else to deal with him?

      At the top of the stairs, he listened again. It was deathly quiet. Earlier, he had noted a sea breeze odor—thick, old, and unpleasant. That was still in the air, in the stone. There was something more now. He hurried back to the passage to the small library he and Koti had discovered and stopped, peering around the bend.

      Light flickered from the library doorway, brighter than it should have been if the door had been left in the position he had put it.

      He darted forward. “Koti?”

      Candlelight guttered at his approach, but it still showed her clothes piled on the fur rug. An impression in the dust marked where her body had lain.

      Logic dictated that the chanting people who had sacrificed the old woman in the subterranean chamber could not have taken Koti. No one had slid past Quil at the entry, and all the movement had been away from him. That left someone who must have followed them from above or someone who had been hidden here, in one of the other rooms. Had the footsteps he had imagined tracking them been real after all?

      It hit him then: dust.

      With the torch lowered, he paced around the rug until he found his own prints from when he had left the young wizard lying on the fur. It was a faint but identifiable trail that ended a few steps toward the bend leading to the stairs down.

      More importantly, another set of prints headed back toward the door they had come through and the stairs leading up.

      Quil padded down the hallway, searching for any sign another room might have been entered along the way. Whoever had taken Koti might wait until her comrade exited the underground area, then follow the cultists out through their subterranean chamber exit.

      When the pseudo reached the bar Koti had magically raised from its brace, he knelt and searched the floor again. As he had hoped, just beyond the bar, another partial dusty print marked where someone had stepped over the thick piece of wood.

      That pointed to the stairwell as the exit.

      He raced up the steps, torch held high. When he heard steps hurrying down, he stopped and pointed his pistol up into the darkness. A pale, blue light flared, and a small shape—a person—came around the spiral into his line of sight.

      Naru froze. “Quil!”

      “Did you see anything above you?”

      “In that big hall? No.” She raised a hand above head level, and the blue light brightened. Gripped between index finger and thumb, she held a stone, a negative black against the light it gave off. “Where’s Koti? Wait—is that your gear? How’d you—?”

      “Someone took her. I summoned my gear.”

      “Someone took—? Oh! That’s what you were asking if I saw?” She looked back the way she’d come, then blinked in disbelief. “Wait a second. Did you say you summoned your gear?”

      “We must hurry if we hope to find her.”

      He rushed past the hacker, but she grabbed him before he could get away. “Wait! You’re bleeding!”

      “The injuries have been tended to. I have administered an anti-toxin for the nerve—”

      “Quil, stop!” She grabbed him again when he tried to shrug her off. “Talk to me.”

      “Time is—”

      A brighter green light than Naru’s filled the curving stairwell, and soft steps eased closer. The subtle fragrance of rose and jasmine descended, so that Mistress Roulu’s appearance held no surprise for Quil.

      The white-haired woman sneered, chin held high. Same as with Naru, the older woman held something in her palm that gave off the light. “I suppose this should act as proof that hope yet remains for the both of you, Vakram and Krisbali. Or should I refer to you by other names? This illusion you maintain leaves me unsure who it is I’m looking upon, especially out of uniform.”

      Naru gulped. “Did you take Koti?”

      “She’s gone missing?” That took the sneer off the older woman’s face. “Where?”

      Quil pointed the torch back the way he had come. “I left her in the library below when something possessed her.”

      “Possessed?”

      “Not fully, but it impaired her thinking.”

      “Which library? There must be a dozen of them down there.” The mistress sighed and shook her head. “Take me there.”

      “Whoever took her carried her up—”

      “You two followed me around inside the castle before you came down here—yes, I heard you. Do I need to point out to you that this old place is overrun with secret passages and hidden rooms? Whoever has the young woman has already hidden her.”

      “It is best to begin the search immediately, then.”

      The instructor pressed herself flat against the wall. “Go right ahead.” She waved for Quil to go past. “However, I would suggest instead that you show and tell me what you can so that I can assist you.”

      Where a moment before, Naru had been wary of the white-haired professor, there was now a look of support for the teacher’s words.

      Quil could see the sense in not so much trusting the woman but keeping her with them. If she had been the one to take Koti—and that seemed entirely possible—then better to have the kidnapper close rather than free and performing mayhem.

      He exhaled, then began the descent again. “Koti and I worried you might be up to something or might be in some sort of trouble.”

      That drew a chuckle from the older woman. “I always am.”

      “We lost you in the hallway above, then I heard a door close down here.”

      This time, the mistress said nothing. When he looked back, her incisors dug into her bottom lip. It was the look of worry.

      At the sealed-off door, she raised a hand. “Wait. How did you get in here?”

      “Koti knew of a way to slip into wizards’ dens.”

      The older woman’s eyes narrowed. “Did she now?” She pushed her light through, then peeked around the door. “Clever, clever.”

      “We thought you had gone in there.”

      Roulu stepped over the threshold, stopping to stand on the heavy beam they had left on the floor. “Curiosity kills more than cats, you know. Most of the instructors have no idea this underground area even exists. I’ve only been here a few times. It’s quite dangerous.”

      “I can be, too.”

      His words drew the white-haired woman’s eyes to his gun. “We must have a talk sometime, young Vakram.”

      Without further guidance, the instructor hopped down from the beam and made her way to the light of the candelabrum. At the door, she narrowed her eyes, tracking them the length of the hall and up to the bend Quil had turned to follow the sound of chanting.

      She disappeared inside the library to return with Koti’s clothing, which she held out to Quil. “I won’t ask you what the two of you did in here.”

      He took the offered articles and bundled them before stuffing them into his backpack. “As I said, something possessed her. She disrobed and told me to consummate our relationship.”

      “Were those her exact words?”

      “I cannot recall. The moment left me—” He could not look at Naru. “—distracted.”

      The hacker punched him. “Way to go, jerk.”

      “I did not take advantage of her. That would have been wrong.”

      A wicked smile tugged the corners of the mistress’s lips up, but she quickly proceeded down the hall. “And your…distraction led you this way?”

      “I heard chanting.”

      Roulu whipped around. “What kind of chanting?”

      “It was another language, the words beyond my knowledge. There were many voices, not quite human.”

      “This is how you were hurt?”

      “Yes. They summoned something.”

      “Take me to where you went.”

      Quil took the lead, gritting his teeth when sweat got into his fresh wounds. At the base of the stairs, he pointed the torch at the candelabrum. “I stopped here, set that down, then looked through the open door.”

      Naru groaned. “People chanting in a subterranean chamber didn’t think to close doors, and you followed the sound? Seriously?”

      “Was I to assume they wished to draw me down here?”

      “Oh, I dunno. Something possesses your girlfriend just as you hear chanting, and it doesn’t seem obvious you were being set up?”

      When the hacker said it that way, he felt stupid. “I did not see the connection the way you do, although I understand how you could.”

      Roulu pushed the chamber door wide and hurled her stone into the air, where it hovered. As she stared at it, the light grew brighter, revealing the high dome of a ceiling and the walls no torch could otherwise have revealed.

      She stepped into the chamber, gawking. “This is ancient, yet I’ve never seen it before.”

      When her shoe bumped against one of the torches, she knelt to examine the still-warm lighting tool. Just as quickly, she set it back down and sniffed the air, turning to where the creature lay, then toward the human corpse. Despite her confidence, there was an obvious look of surprise on her face.

      First, she went to the monster, chewing her lip as she nudged the thing with her shoe. After that, she strode over to the corpse.

      The instructor squatted beside the sacrificial victim. “For summoning.”

      After following the other woman into the chamber, Naru now hung several steps back, as if anchored to the stone floor. “That’s horrible.”

      “Yes.” Roulu brushed hair from the dead woman’s face. “Not from the university. I’m sure she’s from the city, though.”

      Naru jerked Quil closer to her. “This magic—it’s like Meriscoya’s.”

      That confirmed the pseudo’s suspicions. He inclined his head toward the dark spot at the other end of the chamber. “I believe these murderers fled that way.”

      “It’s a lot of effort to go to just to nab your girlfriend.”

      “I believe she was a target of opportunity.”

      “Why?”

      The hacker’s challenge surprised him, although he could understand it. “The thing they summoned nearly killed me. If they only wanted me out of the way to get to Koti, why not blind me and slip past?”

      “They could’ve wanted to kill you and take her.”

      Roulu stood, her features tight. “I believe Vakram is correct. Koti was likely secondary. However, I’m not sure we have a clear understanding of what happened here.” The instructor curled her hand, and the glowing stone descended toward her to finally settle in the uplifted palm.

      Naru frowned. “We have to find Koti. Quil—Vakram thinks these cultists who killed the old woman went that way.”

      When Roulu raised her eyebrows inquiringly at Quil, he knew what she would not say. Still, he needed to move her along. “There may be more at work here than the people behind the sacrifice.”

      At that, the instructor grinned. “Perhaps there’s hope for the two of you yet.”
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      Napping wasn’t enough to make up for all Riyun had gone through that evening, but it was all he had time for. With socks not yet dried after a few hours beside a shielded fire, he suited up and trudged on wobbly legs across the river. Fog swirled around him as he slipped through the city, muffling the scrape of each booted stride. He had to fight against the onset of misguided confidence. Already, lamps glowed behind the drapes of a few high windows. Another couple hours, and the city would be awake.

      As he neared the canal separating the burned-out section of the city, he picked up the pace. There were no early risers here, and the gas lamps were less prevalent. Maybe it was something about the smell of ash and destruction, some sort of superstition that prevented the citizens from illuminating the ruins.

      What was it they didn’t want to see in the night?

      Going from the cobblestone lanes to the soft soil of the wide ditch tested his tired limbs. The smell of fouled water was somehow thicker now that it was out of sight. Halfway across the canal, he lost his footing on a slab of wood and splashed into the cold stream, which nearly reached his knees.

      Wet socks again!

      He scrambled up the other side, leaning on brick piles and burned wooden beams for support. At the top, he dusted dirt and soot away and caught his breath. Once his breathing steadied, he hurried the rest of the way to the building where Hirvok and Symbra rested.

      The Onath officer candidate opened the door before Riyun could, pistol in hand and eyes narrowed. She looked past him into the mist, then waved him in with the gun. Candlelight from the kitchen drained all the color from her clothes. “You woke half the city.”

      “You heard me?”

      She froze halfway to holstering her pistol. “I heard something. I can’t be sure what it was. Did you see anyone else out there?”

      “I…” His eyes went to his muddy boots. “I was distracted.”

      “This is the wrong place to be distracted.”

      “What happened?”

      Symbra put the gun away and brushed a strand of hair from her eye. He’d have to be blind to miss the shake in her fingers. “I let Hirvok sleep. He needed it.”

      “And?”

      A fragile smile drew up her shapely lips. “Better to show you.”

      After cocking her ear toward the stairs, she led the lieutenant down the hall to a room with its door ajar. Candlelight glowed, and the sooty smell of the ruins grew sharper. It looked to Riyun like she might pull the sidearm, but she sucked in a breath and pushed the door wide.

      Junk lined the walls, most of it covered by dusty, black-stained sheets. Small boxes, long crates, and tall baskets produced a variety of ghostly silhouettes.

      In the center of the small room, a charred wooden sign lay flat, the upper half scrubbed clear of mud, revealing the words, “Welcome to Potter Square.”

      It took Riyun a second to make the inference after seeing the stains on the sheets and the black ringing her fingernails. “You found that in the canal?”

      “Not far from where we cross. I heard something out in the fog. I…kept hearing something. I couldn’t sleep. And I saw a shape, maybe more than one. I followed one to the canal but lost it. I found that, though.”

      “You shouldn’t go out alone.”

      She arched her eyebrows. “Did I miss your partner in all the commotion, Lieutenant?”

      “Fair enough.” He squatted and rubbed a clump of wet dirt from the sign. “So our little burned-out town was Potter Square?”

      “Apparently.” She stepped to where the door met the wall and with a grunt pulled an ancient leather pouch up by fire-scorched carved wooden handles. “There’s more.”

      He made room, and she set the heavy pouch down with a solid clump. A discolored brass buckle gave her trouble as she worked a weathered strap free of its prong. When she had it open, she dug out musty and yellowed pages: newspapers, bound folders, and pads.

      Before he could scold her again for going out alone, she plucked a newspaper from the pile. “There’s another building not that far from here in pretty good shape. A lot of this came from there, so don’t bother to tell me I took unnecessary risks.”

      “Another shape drew you in that direction?”

      “A couple. I don’t think they noticed me following them.”

      “No idea where they went?”

      “Actually, I’m pretty sure they went into a pile of debris. I’m betting if I searched it in the daylight, I’d find another one of those basements like the one you talked about. I’m not stupid enough to do that alone in the dark.” There was a mischievous twinkle in her eye when she said that.

      The newspaper headline declared “Potter Square Fire Destroys Old Town.” From the readable sections of text and the faded photograph, Riyun gathered the sense of an old river town with fishing businesses and the like, all but wiped out by a tragic inferno in the middle of the night.

      He flipped through some of the loose papers, coming away with names and addresses.

      Another newspaper caught his eye, this one proclaiming that “Riverton Council Ultimatum Puts Potter Square on Notice.” The text supported the lurid declaration. Apparently, one too many infants had disappeared during the night in the last decade and one too many Potter Square residents had been seen skulking near the house of the victim. Now the fine people of Riverton were fed up, and they would have no more of such villainy.

      More newspapers supported this narrative, going back several years, assuming the date systems worked like those of Riyun’s experience.

      When he looked up, Symbra wore an expectant look. She pointed to the papers. “Well?”

      “A town of skulkers and baby thieves?”

      “Murderers, according to some of the articles. Not everyone, and the people who weren’t participants apparently lived in fear of their neighbors. I inferred that some of the accusations came about thanks to those decent citizens informing on their outlaw townspeople.”

      “That sounds suspicious, doesn’t it?”

      She held up a finger, signaling there was more, then dug through the bound folders. After skimming through some of the contents, she lifted one folder up. “Witness account on the eve of the taking of Talomu Layis. Shortly after sunset, five men of the south shore were seen to depart Kazitir’s Pub with dark mien and criminal intent. They crossed the bridge into Riverton carrying no lantern among them despite the moonless sky and headed northwest, the direction of the Lavis home. The five men were proud members of the Vileskal Guild, cruel and misshapen.”

      “Misshapen?”

      Symbra opened another of the folders to reveal dogeared pages and flipped to one. “If I’m reading this correctly, the Vileskal Guild was some sort of cult. The members were…” She shook her head and pushed the folder into Riyun’s hands.

      With each page, his stomach twisted more. “I’m not sure who I consider more disgusting—these alleged murderers or their supposedly decent neighbors.”

      The Onath woman shook her head. “You’re letting your own sophistication blind you.”

      Riyun almost snorted at that. No one had ever mistaken him for a sophisticate before. On Hurdist, to be an upstanding citizen meant bathing once a month, not picking your nose or ears in public, and limiting your time in jail to less than one week a year.

      He thumped a dirt-stained finger against the last page he’d read. “They’re calling these deformed people monsters. That’s a red flag.”

      “The words are ugly, yes. What if they’re true, though?”

      “You can’t seriously ask me to judge someone based on appearance.”

      She took the folder back and flipped through it until she stopped on another of her dogeared pages. When she handed it back, Riyun blinked in surprise. Taped to the page were four photographs of…people. These people had bulging, oversized eyes, lips so thin they could barely be called that, and a uniform narrowness to their heads that gave the appearance of an almost fish-like profile.

      His hands shook as he read their names. “Is this some sort of disease?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t had time to read everything. I skimmed until I found things I thought might interest us. There’s enough here, though. Those…things were involved in some scary stuff.”

      “That sounds—”

      “Riyun, I don’t care how it sounds. Sometimes, people are dangerous. These people performed terrible acts.”

      “All of them? Everyone who looked different?”

      The Onath woman groaned. “You’re a good man. You have noble ideals. That can get in the way of reality if you aren’t careful.”

      He bit back the urge to point to her problems with Quil. At that moment, keeping the team aligned toward the same goal was too important to risk alienating her. “You think these ‘monsters’ actually took the babies?”

      “It’s in one of the articles. After the fire, they found skeletons in some of the houses that shouldn’t have been there.”

      Even before she pointed to the pads with names and addresses, he connected the dots. “Hardly a modern investigative practice.”

      A knock on the door jamb made them both jump. Hirvok smiled when they turned. Bruises darkened his chest, but he seemed unaffected by them. “I heard whispering and worried you two might be sneaking around on me.”

      Symbra’s face colored, then she smiled. “I’ve been trying to convince Riyun that I figured out why this town was burned down.”

      “A lack of decent beds?” The sniper rolled his shoulders. “I’m stiff all over.”

      “A lot of the people who lived in this place were mutants or something.”

      “And they only burned the place down?”

      The Onath woman’s features tightened. “They were killing babies.”

      Hirvok pursed his lips. “I guess I would be a little pissed off about that.”

      Arguing further wouldn’t improve the situation, so Riyun got to his feet and looked the smaller man over. “You get some rest?”

      “Better than you, looks like.”

      “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “Taking our little slice of paradise away?”

      “We checked out the place where we found those two students. That thing that I saw showed up, or at least that’s what I thought happened at first. Something big came at us. It chased us, and we tried to draw it away from the camp.”

      “Waitasec. Who was ‘we’?”

      “Me, Lonar, and Zabila.”

      “You didn’t shoot at it?”

      “It was big. And something about it was…” Riyun sighed. “It has magic, we think. We lost it in a swampy area, but then we bumped into the thing I saw when I found the bodies. I think it was searching for us.”

      The sniper held up a hand. “Play that back. Sounds like you’re saying there are two of these things?”

      “There are two things, yes. They’re not the same. The one that chased us into the swamp might not have been trying to hurt us. It scared us off. Looking back at it, I think it wanted us out of the area.”

      “Because?”

      “I think it was hunting the other thing.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Riyun staved off frustration. “The thing I saw leaving the area with the two dead students that night was almost like a slug. It’s shapeless, really. I don’t know how it moves so fast, but it does. This other thing that chased us away tonight turned out to be a dragon.”

      Hirvok’s eyes widened. “You kidding me?”

      “It’s every bit as nasty as that big one—Niyalki. This one’s black as the night, though.”

      “We’re gonna need bigger guns.”

      “I don’t know. When that slug thing came at us, this dragon attacked the slug, not us.”

      That drew a grunt from the former Silver. He smirked at Symbra. “Guess we drew the easy job tonight.”

      Instead of pointing to the information she’d dredged up while the sniper slept, Symbra hugged him and gave him a peck on the cheek. “You deserved it.”

      “Looks worse than it is. My armor absorbed the worst of it.”

      A better opening wasn’t likely to present itself, so Riyun shoved his hands into his pockets. “We found some ruins. You think you’re up to searching them?”

      “Ruins, huh?” Hirvok grunted. “Doesn’t sound risky at all.”
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      Dust swirled in the dying light leaking through fine cracks in the wooden shutters. It was sufficient to capture the relevant details of the broad room: dark-stained wood shelves piled with tomes, parchments, and trinkets; a fine, blood-red throw rug centered between door and shuttered windows; a fireplace powdered ash gray, the smell of centuries of warming flames saturating everything.

      What the room did not have was what Quil worried about most: Koti.

      His steps kicked up more dust, creating ghostly swirls as he brushed past Naru and Roulu. “We have missed some section of the castle.”

      The white-haired school mistress groaned softly as she lowered herself into one of the wingback chairs facing the quiet fireplace. “It’s possible. There are hundreds of rooms in a place this large.”

      “You do not sound convinced.”

      “We’ve investigated the most likely areas.” She sniffled, sounding on the edge of a sneeze. “So much space gone to waste. There are people without homes who could make better use of this place.”

      It was an odd thing for a school mistress to say about her place of employment, but Quil had little concern for contradictions.

      He tested one of the shutters, felt its resistance, caught the scent of fresh air it allowed in when it bowed out to the extent the brace holding it shut allowed. “Why do you think she is not here?”

      The chair creaked when the teacher twisted around to look at him, then Naru. “For the same reason I don’t believe you two are students, I suppose.”

      After standing stock-still in the middle of the room since their arrival, Naru finally seemed to wake. Her head jerked up, and she pivoted toward the older woman. “We’re—”

      “Not who you’re pretending to be, child. The illusion is good, but you act nothing like university students. Well…” The instructor smirked at Quil. “Except for the hormones.”

      Naru managed a pleading look, although the instructor probably could not actually see it. “Vakram and I—”

      “Krisbali Saward and Vakram Foglun were promising enough students if unexceptional. I doubt anyone would have been shocked to see them graduate, but no one would have expected them to be at the top of their class. You two?” The white-haired woman slid out of the chair like their college namesake. “The guns and armor, the strange outfit: Are you some sort of investigators?”

      Quil turned toward her. “We were hired to discover what happened to the students who disappeared previously.”

      “I thought as much.” The mistress glided over to where he stood. “Was it the parents?”

      “Yes.”

      “A tragedy. They have every right to be upset about what happened.”

      As much as Quil wanted to resume the search for Koti, it was entirely possible—probable, even—that any students who went missing previously might explain her disappearance.

      He flashed a look to Naru that he hoped would signal for her to follow his lead. She seemed to understand, nodding ever so slightly.

      When Mistress Roulu touched his armored duster, Quil caught the jasmine and rose wafting off the woman, as well as the heat radiating off of her. When he concentrated, he gained the sense there was more to her than met the eye—a disguise of her own, perhaps. “I do not believe we are the only two moving in disguise.”

      “You aren’t. Some of us hide behind veils out of vanity. I’m sure others have their own agendas.”

      “What would such agendas be?”

      “Wouldn’t we all like to know? Can you see through me?”

      “Not completely.”

      “But you know the illusion is there. That makes you powerful. And your girlfriend?”

      “Koti was—”

      Roulu glanced over her shoulder at Naru. “This one. Or is there really only a professional relationship between the two of you? The vibe you give off says there’s heat beneath the surface.”

      Quil blushed at the idea. Naru having an interest in him? That would be preposterous. “Our focus is on the Koti student.”

      Strange the way those words caused the hacker to look away.

      Even the mistress noticed, her lips curling up in a cruel smile before she gave Quil some breathing room. “I don’t think she’s inside the university. She might have been earlier, but now?”

      “Then where?”

      The instructor licked her lips. “Directness can be a very alluring trait.”

      “Time is critical, Mistress Roulu.”

      “It is. And even though I might stand to gain from another student dying, I haven’t the stomach to participate in someone’s murder.”

      Her words made Naru gulp. “You could benefit from her death?”

      “The previous headmaster resigned over the disappearances of students. It’s a devastating, toxic scandal. I should have had an opportunity to interview for his spot. I had no connection to the students, and I have more seniority than most who would apply.”

      “Y’know, a cynical person might see that as motivation.”

      “Is that what you are…Krisbali? Are you a cynic?”

      Quil thumbed the spine of one of the tomes. “How did the headmaster manage to gain the position if you had seniority?”

      “Who knows? He came through the outer walls on a blessed wind, title secured without so much as ever teaching a class. If I were to guess, I’d assume he slept with most of the old fools who make the appointments and extorted the others.”

      Naru seemed to catch the implications of that at the same time Quil did. The hacker’s face lit up. “Are you saying the headmaster has only held this current position?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. You didn’t know that?”

      “Has that ever happened before?”

      Roulu leaned back against the windowsill. “Someone didn’t do their research.”

      “Is the history of this university readily available for such research? We’re not from these parts.”

      “I suppose it isn’t.” Something about the exchange made the older woman almost glow. “If I were to look into these two missing students, would that tell me where you’re from?”

      Quil saw it now: The instructor’s curiosity might very well outstrip her interest in Koti’s safety. “Help us find this student. Once she has been safely returned to the university, we can share more information about our assignment.”

      The mistress tapped a toe on the stone floor. “I have a proposal of my own.”

      “We are listening.”

      “I’ve spent my entire life being looked at as something less. I’ve been passed over for promotions here three times now by inferior wizards. No one comes close to the record I’ve produced out on that baldercrak pitch, but I’ve never seen a single bit of recognition for what I do.”

      “I have some experience myself with being considered less than I am.”

      “Then you know what it’s like.”

      “I do.”

      “So my bargain shouldn’t surprise you: I help you find your girlfriend, and you’ll help me take down the headmaster.”

      Quil stiffened. The proposal seemed troubling. “You are sure the headmaster is behind her disappearance?”

      Roulu’s eyes went to the hip where Quil kept his pistol holstered. “I’m sure that you’re capable of coming up with an appropriately clever scheme to use the tools at your disposal to contend with the headmaster, regardless of his involvement.”

      “You wish for us to eliminate your competitor?”

      “I don’t need to know the specifics of the action you take. I’m results-oriented.”

      It was impossible for the wizard to know about Quil’s assassination and counter-assassination training, but she acted as if she did. More likely, she simply associated armed people with…dangerous work.

      In his peripheral vision, Naru trembled. That reaction would come through the illusion, and she should know her fear showed.

      Except that she had no training in killing for hire.

      He moved away from her to keep Roulu’s attention off of Naru. “Help us with Koti.”

      “If you’re worried that a headmaster’s death would be a scandal, then you don’t know this university or the city across the river. This entire area has a dark, dark history—enough to fill volumes.”

      Beyond the shutters, the light died as daylight headed toward evening. A breeze scraped the wooden coverings against the wall outside. The stuffy room cooled, its walls growing duller and less defined. It was supposedly the woods beyond the castle walls that were haunted, but it seemed to him that the university suffered the same dark influence.

      Quil sucked in a breath, nodded. “Where do we start our search?”
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      Dawn couldn’t be bright enough, not after what Riyun had experienced in the last two days. Zabila woke and sat up, drawing his attention from the fire he’d been feeding. Sunlight barely tinged the higher reaches of the twisted trees.

      The young runaway threw off her blanket and stretched, then shivered. “Does it ever get warm here?”

      “Come summer, you’d probably be wishing for the cold.”

      She plucked her heavier clothing from the stick scaffold they’d rigged beside the fire to dry everything the night before and sniffed the material. Wincing, she pulled off her night shirt. “Dark eternity, I must stink like an animal.”

      With a shrug, he returned to stoking the dormant fire. “This is what it is to be a mercenary: blood, sweat, and tears; the cries of the wounded; the terror of waiting for the crack of a sniper rifle or thunderclap of an artillery round.”

      Zabila pulled her heavier shirt flat over her belly, then brushed hair from her sleepy eyes. “That’s terrible.”

      “It’s our life.”

      “But it’s terrible you ever had to walk this path. The greatest challenge my peers and I ever knew was looking after ourselves when our parents came home late because of a meeting running long.”

      “Everyone has a burden to carry.”

      She got to her feet with a little effort, wrestled to get her pants up her legs, then made her way through the camp to settle down beside him and rest her head on his shoulder. Her once-luxuriant hair now lay heavy on her head, the trimmed locks barely reaching her back. When flames rose from the brightening embers and licked at the lattice of branches and twigs Riyun had built around the ash mound, she wrapped an arm around his.

      He kissed her brow, taking in the smell of her and remembering his short time close like this to Javika. Just as he was about to tell her not to punish herself for what she had no control over, his radio crackled.

      Her head came up, and she pulled away a little, eyes searching back to her part of the camp: the backpack, the folded gray jacket she’d taken as a gift from the Alliance…his pistol resting on top of the pile.

      Riyun keyed the mic. “Say again, Eagle.”

      “Sounds like we’re under a waterfall. Great.”

      “I read you well enough.” Even so, Riyun adjusted the radio’s filters to scrub the worst of the disturbance. “You have an update?”

      “Found your markings. Two of ’em. We must be getting close.”

      “Stay alert. That slug-like thing—”

      “Yeah, Lonar keeps squawking like a mother hen. Great camouflage. Faster than sehava and it rams like a shuul.”

      “There’s a smell to it: rotten, sulfuric.”

      “Like your boy Meriscoya. I remember.”

      “Bring them back in one piece, Eagle.”

      “Sounds like you don’t even trust me anymore.”

      “If I can’t trust you, who can I trust?”

      There was a pause, during which Zabila held the pistol at her side and spun slowly around, eyes on the perimeter of the camp. Her earlier drowsiness seemed long gone.

      Finally, Hirvok transmitted again. “We’ll be okay, Lightning.”

      And that was his sign-off, the radio gone quiet again.

      Riyun took that as a reminder to rig up the solar recharger and worked the unit free of its carrier pack. He pointed one of the panels at a nearby tree. “I need to set this up.”

      Zabila trailed him and took position beneath the lowest limb, back to the sturdy trunk. They’d seen both the dragon and the slug creature shatter larger obstacles without slowing, but you took what cover you could. Better a little protection than none at all.

      As he climbed, he occasionally stopped to listen and smell and to scan the woods better revealed by the height.

      Below, the young woman forced to grow up quickly covered a yawn. She glanced up. “You think they might have killed each other last night?”

      “It was a close thing. That dragon miscalculated, I think.”

      “But you said you shot off some tendrils.”

      “And it got off some nasty fire blasts, sure. The thing is, I don’t know if that slug could be completely destroyed.”

      “Not killed?”

      He pulled himself up to the most promising limb, tested it, then took a seat with his back against the trunk. “I don’t know if it’s alive. Maybe that’s a weird bias I have, but it feels more like some sort of machine. The way it behaved, like it didn’t have the least concern about its own well-being, the way it repaired itself despite all the injuries, and the way those injuries didn’t seem to slow it down… I keep thinking it’s like an advanced killing machine.”

      “But organic?”

      “Awfully close to it if it isn’t. I guess you could create something mechanical with enough behaviors and systems to mask its true nature. I prefer a simpler explanation, though. An organic machine makes sense. It might not be something our technology could duplicate, but…”

      He strapped the two solar panels into place, adjusted their angle to better catch the light, then flicked on their tracking mechanism to allow them to follow the sun. That done, he connected the thin cabling and unspooled it so that the pretty young woman could pull the lines taut and connect them to the recharger.

      She flashed a thumbs-up, and he descended.

      While he swapped out charged batteries for those in need of charging, he caught another bit of squelch. “Eagle? Hold one. Signal weak.”

      Riyun jogged back to the fire, then shifted a bit. “Say again, Eagle?”

      Hiss resolved into a voice. “—kings and—ole—”

      “Hold on.”

      Angling for the path Hirvok’s team had taken earlier, Riyun broke into a sprint, gulping the sweet woodland air. There was a clearing not that far away, and maybe the slight elevation increase of that spot would help.

      Blood pounding in his ears, he came to a stop in the small open space, then searched around for the low outcropping, now draped in shadow. In three bounds, he was at the top. “Eagle?”

      “Hey! I can actually hear—” Static. “—at the entry.”

      “You’re at the entry to the ruins?”

      “Looks like. This animal cave.” What sounded like dead leaves being kicked aside filled the background. “We’ve got footprints, mud, broken branches, and Lonar’s useless ramblings to go on.”

      Another burst of static, then a mic key, then more static. “Hey, Boss?” Lonar sounded wound up. “You okay if I toss his scrawny ass down the hole?”

      Riyun chuckled. “We need his razor-sharp wit for the mission, Tank.”

      “Razor-sharp—” The big tweak’s last words were garbled by Hirvok’s furious shouting.

      In the silence where Riyun could imagine Lonar setting the smaller man back on his feet, Zabila jogged into the clearing, eyes searching desperately until she spotted the lieutenant atop the jutting rock.

      She rested her butt against the stone and checked her pistol.

      Time dragged, then Hirvok was back. “Gonna put a hole in that thug’s head one day.”

      “Then who’ll drink with you?”

      “Silver wants me to stay on the straight and narrow.”

      That was a surprising bit of news. Riyun had known the two were growing close, but for all her shortcomings, it sounded like the young Onath woman might actually have made some inroads into helping the former Silver out of his gloomy self-pity.

      Maybe she could make a good officer, after all.

      At the thought of her running a team with Hirvok as her second, Riyun couldn’t help smiling. That would be a nice legacy, wouldn’t it? “Report back on the hour.”

      “You got it, Lightning. Eagle out.”

      Zabila scooted away as Riyun descended. Her mouth twisted in concern. “I’m hungry enough to try one of those muffins Naru brought from the castle the other day.”

      That had to be a serious hunger. Riyun had taken one look at the things, thought he saw something wriggling in the deep gold of the cake, and pushed them away. “I could search for some more berries.”

      “I’m berried out right now.”

      “Smoked critter?”

      Her adorable nose wrinkled. “I’m not that put off by the muffins. They should have fiber.”

      Too much meat always presented a problem. Unbalanced diet was a real challenge in the field.

      They marched along, attention drawn by the songs of birds and the buzz of bugs. After they nearly walked into a dew-sparkling spiderweb stretched between two tree trunks, Zabila pressed close to the mercenary commander. The sight of the huge arachnid with its bold orange and green splotches had affected her.

      She shuddered against his chest. “This place worries me.”

      “It comes across haunted enough.”

      “It does. But that big slimy thing…”

      “That worries you more than a dragon?”

      Her face came up. “I think that’s by design.”

      “A dragon? In a haunted forest? Isn’t that a bit much?”

      “I…remember there being a ‘guardian’ in some of the design notes. I didn’t catch the details, but it was apparently from the original source material, not the Twilight Forest property.”

      “It doesn’t make sense to have two big terrors like that crashing around in the woods, does it?”

      “It’s a huge space. They could go years without bumping into each other.”

      “Uh-huh. Or maybe Beraga’s people just love the potential for destruction.”

      She pulled away, shoulders slumped. “When I met Uzir, I thought he was so brilliant. His dream of tearing down the old order aligned so well with my own resentment toward my mother and her contemporaries.”

      “A lot of kids rebel against the world they’re born into.”

      “I had an easy life.”

      “You still resented it. I resented people telling me I shouldn’t hang out with my uncle so much. I wanted to have more in my life than a farm that barely fed my family. Now I see the beauty and simplicity of that life and miss it.”

      Zabila bit her lip. “Should you pull Naru and Quil out of the university?”

      “They know what they’re doing. Quil is an exceptional young man.”

      Instead of calming the runaway, that observation seemed to trouble her. “You’re right: Uzir is a broken man. I see that clearly now.”

      “We’ll stop him.”

      “He… I had an instructor in school who was like Uzir. He taught history and cultural appreciation studies. The way he looked at things, the way he could see the tragedies for what they were—he was magical. The difference is that he lacked the ego flaw, the sense that he was special and destined to bring about change.”

      Riyun arched an eyebrow. “Beraga thinks he has a destiny?”

      “I thought I told you. He thinks what he’s doing is fated. He believes he was always meant to break the order of things. He once called it ‘setting things right.’ It’s been in the works for years.”

      “I’m not a fan of destiny.”

      “Uzir was obsessed with it.”

      “I’m even less a fan of the concept when it’s some megalomaniac like Beraga talking about it.”

      They stepped into the camp, and she went over to her backpack, pulling out the towel that held a few of the nasty muffins. She offered him one, and when he shook his head, she took one for herself before wrapping the remaining few back up.

      Around a mouthful of the strange cake, she made a few sounds before swallowing. Eyes downcast, she sighed. “What if there is a destiny?”

      “I’d rather be deluded into thinking there’s only choice.”

      “But…what if it’s real, and people simply don’t understand it?”

      The lieutenant stroked the barrel of his assault carbine. “I don’t think I could deal with the idea that I was destined to lose Monisa and Javika.”

      “I… No, that would be terrible.”

      He gave the young woman a long look, saw the beauty and sadness smashed together, and wondered if she might be grasping for an explanation for her own fate. She’d ruined her life in many ways, nearly lost it, and now she was caught up in a desperate gambit to stop the man who’d lured her into his own web of madness.

      Destiny was certainly a more palatable explanation than naïveté.

      For Riyun, neither explanation was particularly appealing.
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      When Quil had asked where the second leg of the search for Koti would begin, he could never have expected Roulu’s answer. Now, with the halls of the university gone quiet and only the enchanted candles of ghostly guardians to light the place, he was looking at an impossible task.

      Pressed tight into a niche behind an intricately crowned pillar, he felt uncomfortably close to Naru. They were both dressed in loose, black pajamas Roulu had produced from a closet after dinner. It smelled like the clothing had been hidden away for several years, now stale with dust. The patrolling guardians would have no means of smelling the mustiness. According to Roulu, the enchantment gave the magical creatures optical awareness and possibly a sense of physical intrusion. Avoid being seen or walking into the things, and there should be no risk of detection.

      Naru popped her head around the edge of the niche, then pulled back. “Nothing. When are they supposed to pass through this hall?”

      He checked his tablet, putting it away when the clock showed five past the hour. “Now.”

      She peeked out again, this time pulling back faster and squeezing even closer to him in the shallow space. Her form and heat was a distraction he had no need for with his head clouded from a lack of sleep. How was anyone supposed to nap with Koti missing and the mistress’s plan for the search?

      Before he could whisper a question about what Naru had seen, he heard the sound, like the flame of an oil lamp guttering in a stiff breeze. The smell was there, too: soot and grease and melted tallow.

      A moment later, there was the light, bright as a lantern. It reflected off the stained glass lining the outer wall. The images revealed in that glass were of wizards and dragons and other terrible creatures. Magic glowed in colorful circles or lanced out in rich arcs.

      Then came the guardian carrying the candle. It was a ball of black smoke, tendrils twisting sinuously, probing the walls and glass and floors. Resting just above the ball of smoke was a small stoneware tray, the earth-brown color glossy in the light of the thick, square candle hissing and popping.

      Knowing about the magical guardian and candle did not truly prepare Quil for what he saw. Naru’s gasp said she was similarly surprised.

      At the noise, the guardian stopped.

      Smoky tendrils whipped out as the thing reversed course, gliding closer toward them. The smoke edged along the pillar, creeping into crevices and seams. When the probes drew closer to the niche, Naru pressed even harder against him.

      Quil tried to concentrate on the implications of discovery, of how they might escape, but all he could do was breathe in the hacker’s berry-sweet shampoo fragrance.

      His mind raced down paths he had no right to pursue, thinking of how he had resented the chubby young woman for the ease with which she had gained a spot on the team and the freedom she had known once employed. That resentment had been deeply embedded in a bedrock of complicated feelings for her: wanting, disgust, curiosity.

      How could he hold any of those feelings for her now, after what had happened in their months together? He had followed the decisions of his teammates, opting to leave the dead hacker behind after Meriscoya had plunged his staff through her chest. She could never forgive him for such a betrayal.

      How could she accept his desire for her knowing that he was nothing but a pseudo?

      How could he truly feel anything resembling disgust for her after she had shown such bravery and resiliency time and again?

      She had never treated him as lesser, and now she was pressed against him like a lover. He could have spent the hours until sunrise like that, pulling her to him, running his hands along her back, but the guardian shoved the candle toward the niche, the flame hissing and golden.

      Then the automaton drew back, circled in place, and returned to its previous course.

      Naru released her breath and pushed away, scowling at him as he exited the confines of the niche. “Did you really have to get excited like that?” She brushed the back of her pajama bottoms.

      “I apologize. The close proximity—”

      “I wasn’t doing it to turn you on, Quil.”

      “Please hold your voice down.”

      She scowled, staring after the globe of floating light. “Good thing that couldn’t see us, because it was right there on top of us. Y’know, I can’t be sure I trust Roulu.”

      “She has alerted no one to our presence here.”

      “Wow. There’s a high bar of trust. I mean, I get it—you’re a teenager. Any lady is going to at least get a look from you. But trust? Really?”

      “Is she untrustworthy?”

      The hacker rolled her eyes. “Beyond hiring you to assassinate her boss? You tell me.”

      “I—”

      “Drop it.”

      Naru pulled out her flashlight, adjusted the hood over the beam until there was only a slit of direct light, then shone that on the floor. Their slippers whispered over the cool stone as they hurried down the hall, turning left at the portrait of the gaunt, silver-haired, stoop-shouldered man who’d founded the university centuries ago. Another hallway ended at high doors with gold leaf tracing intricate patterns.

      Magic tickled the nape of Quil’s neck an instant before Naru held out a warning hand. She powered the flashlight down, and a faint blue glow lit up around the frame.

      He reached a finger toward the dancing eldritch light. “What—?”

      The young woman grabbed his wrist. “Don’t you even.”

      “It is some sort of—”

      “Magic, duh? Roulu said there were wards. Apparently, she didn’t put the right counter spell on these stupid pajamas.”

      “Then we must seek her out and have her put the proper magic in place.”

      “Um, no? I’ll do it.” Naru chewed her lip.

      “You have the skill for such an endeavor?”

      “I’m not stupid, thanks. It’s just a counter-spell.”

      Despite the young hacker’s efforts at sounding confident, doubt tinged her words. Her fingers flicked along the frame, always staying no more than an inch away from the magical light. Strange sounds slipped from her lips, perhaps a language he had never encountered.

      Thinking he might be able to help her if she could not crack whatever mystery this warding represented, he turned to her—

      Ethereal fingers shot out from the doorframe, wrapping around the hacker and lifting her into the air. Her back arched, and her feet kicked. Impossible syllables hissed from her throat. Blue jags of electrical energy danced along her teeth and jolted from her eyes.

      She was obviously in intense pain.

      Quil grabbed her by the waist to yank her free of the magical current, but the power locked his limbs in place.

      Images flashed through his head—memories and ideas.

      Life-giving fluids rushed from the cylinder that had held him since creation, dragging his fetal form into a tray. A young nurse in green smock and matching nylon gloves plucked him from the draining container and roughly scrubbed away the protective gel used to regulate heat. His tiny fingers clutched at her gloved thumb, and he coughed. He wanted to complain about the cold after the warm comfort of his birthing but could not.

      His brothers and sisters knelt on thin, gray foam pads, butts on heels, dressed in stark white combat training robes. The wide chamber stank of sweat and brutality. Adults in the same training robes but black prowled along the edges of the gathering while a silver-eyed master looked down from a platform, explaining the importance of perfecting the ten strikes and twelve defenses that would convert the students into worthy operatives. They would protect their assigned clients or kill assigned targets until the day came where the old order was torn down.

      He prowled a corridor beneath the birthing facility, sneaking past security devices and hiding from patrolling guards. When a door blocked him from his objective, he applied the advanced training he had mastered in electronic security to bypass the locks. Beyond the door, more cylinders glowed in the dark. Blue glass walls separated chambers filled with unborn children, all cloaked in darkness. He went to the door of one chamber and ran a finger over the symbol identifying the children. It was a symbol he had only recently deciphered: Zialite. The ancient past returned, the blow that would shatter the foundation of the old order, replacing the old with the older.

      Then the current broke, and Naru fell back, the two of them tumbling to the stone floor in an awkward pile. She shivered, curling into a ball on top of him and gasping. As well as he could, he wrapped her in his arms.

      Blinking, she twisted around to look at him. “Thank you.”

      “I merely tried to pull—”

      “Your power…drew on it.” Her breathing eased, steadied.

      He held on, unconcerned with her weight pressing him against the cold stone. If his nerves were any indication, she was jerking back and forth between sensations of fire and ice, blades slashing through skin, and hammers shattering fragile bones.

      The hacker sniffled. “You’re pretty good at this snuggling thing, y’know.”

      Fearful of another reaction she might complain about, he released her. “We should leave before the guards return.”

      Naru screwed up her face. “You do realize I defeated the ward, right?”

      With a disgusted grumble, she grabbed her flashlight, rolled off of him, and waved a hand at the two doors. They flung open, as if from a gust of wind, and she strode through like a conquering queen.

      Her flashlight now opened fully, she ran the beam over rows of bookshelves, tables piled with magical paraphernalia, and desks of a pale wood adorned with lamps and notepads. The mustiness of their pajamas had nothing on this library, a space Roulu had assured them predated the first class by decades.

      Flashlight held so tight that her knuckles were white, the hacker moved deeper into the vast collection of knowledge. “Y’know, I can’t figure out why I’m even helping you look for your slutty girlfriend.”

      Quil hurried after. “This is less about Koti than it is about the mission.”

      “Uh-huh. You just so happened to sneak off into the woods with her—”

      “At her request.”

      “—and then you took her into the basement chambers for a little fun.”

      “We were in pursuit of Mistress Roulu.”

      “Must be a great pickup line. Wanna go underground and search for my teacher with me? I could teach you a few things myself.”

      “Perhaps it would be better to discuss this at a later time?”

      Naru massaged her brow. “No. Forget it, okay? I’m just…jealous, I guess.”

      Jealous? That seemed almost nonsensical—

      “Oh!” The hacker rushed down a row, light dancing around. “This is it! She said it would be in the row with that symbol!”

      The young woman shoved the flashlight at Quil and edged along the row of books, muttering under her breath. Her fingers spider-crawled over the tops, stopping to pull one dusty book after another from the shelves. He followed her to one of the desks, where she lit the lamp with a fussy wave of her hand and seated herself.

      Once the lamp glowed fully, Quil powered off the flashlight. “I apologize for angering you tonight and for seeming selfish.”

      Now it was his turn for the fussy wave. The hacker flipped yellowed pages and ran fingers over faded ink. “Forget it.”

      “I had no idea you held any interest—”

      “I said forget it. I was being stupid.” She set the book aside and opened another. “That jolt of magic messed with my head.”

      “I see.”

      After a moment of searching, she grunted and slammed the second book shut. “Everything references something else.”

      Two more ancient books failed to produce what she wanted, and Quil drifted to another table, squinting at the trinkets on display. His breath caught at the sight of a bust resting on the corner of the table. He turned it around, noting Beraga’s familiar features—the sharp nose, the beady eyes, and the smug look of absolute certainty. Beneath the bust lay a slip of paper, which Quil pulled free.

      A clap brought him around in time to see Naru pumping a fist in the air. “Got it!”

      Quil replaced the bust on the table, pocketed the paper, and returned to the hacker’s side. “What did you find?”

      “Oh, just the historical notes on the actual design of this place.”

      “Blueprints?”

      “Um, this was before blueprints?” She unfolded a map with intricate drawings of a winding river cutting through trees. “The land before the first stone was laid.”

      Another map unfolded showing sketches of a town, a bridge, and the castle walls.

      He pointed to what looked like an excavation on the near shore. “What is this? A second bridge?”

      The hacker coughed and brushed dust away, then flipped deeper into the book. “Tunnels. Hollow Hills! The castle and city were connected by tunnels that ran under the river! That’s gonna mess with the wards Zabila said protected from bridge crossings. And I thought the mention of other buildings on this side of the river would be problematic.”

      “Other buildings?”

      “Homes. It’s nothing.”

      While she scribbled notes on the notepad taken from a nook, Quil took out the slip of paper he had found beneath the bust. It contained references to nonsensical names: Arimoz Vileskal, Innzuth, Lohcra.

      How appropriate such madness should be held in place by Beraga’s bust.

      Quil hefted another of the volumes from the shelf. Inside, he found logs of the history of the region, including of the people found living in the area upon arrival. A sketch of one of the people sent a cold jab up his spine.

      More sketches followed, each more grotesque.

      Then he found a sketch that made him set the book down for Naru to see.

      She started to complain, then froze. “What the—?”

      “A history of this region. Note the text in the margin.”

      “‘From beyond’? What’s that mean?”

      He flipped a few pages back, stopping at the text that came before the series of sketches. “And these foul creatures had amongst them dark sorcerers who trafficked with beings from beyond the stars, monstrosities that demanded blood sacrifice of children and the untouched.”

      “Untouched?” Naru shivered. “Virgins?”

      “It would seem.”

      “Well at least you’re safe.”

      Quil flipped back to the fish-faced locals. “They are barely human.” The words stung, but in this case it seemed true enough. “Is this part of the Wizard University property?”

      The hacker shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’ve never heard of anything like it.”

      He returned to the sketch of the monstrosity. “That is the creature that nearly killed me in the underground.”

      “I know. What’s going on here, Quil?”

      “I have no idea. I wonder if Roulu does.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31

          

        

      

    

    
      Riyun had the fire at full when Hirvok’s team slouched from the trees, tramping with the energy of a platoon force-marched through treacherous swamplands. Even in the dark, they were a haggard group, soaked through and muddy, their weapons and gear caked with grime. A smell came off the three of them that overpowered the woodsmoke and the sweet night air of the forest.

      The sniper tossed a black canvas sack onto the ground near the fire, then eased out of his duster. “You can’t be serious.”

      Riyun glanced from the crackling fire to the sack. The orange flames dulled the color and merged smeared dirt with the dark material. “You were supposed to be back before dark.”

      Perhaps sensing the anger boiling under the surface, Lonar shook his head. “The place is huge, Boss.”

      “And I told you we’d check it out later.”

      “All the big stuff is down deep.” The big tweak tossed his long coat onto the ground, then took a greasy cloth from his backpack and began scrubbing the barrel of his autocannon. “You gotta see it. It goes on and on.”

      Hanging back from the other two, hugging herself against a chill Riyun could only imagine, Symbra seemed more a ghost than the officer candidate he’d come to appreciate. Her eyes had a wounded look about them, and the shivering that gripped her went well beyond anything they’d experienced since coming into this strange realm.

      When Riyun shot Zabila a hopeful look, the young woman pushed up from where she’d been cleaning the pistol he’d given her and circled around to the older Onath woman. They stepped back into the trees, dragging Hirvok and Lonar’s gaze after them.

      The sniper’s nostrils flared, then he came to the fire and held out hands that shook despite the relative warmth of the night.

      Riyun waited, eyes going from his second-in-command to Lonar, then back. Now that the disturbance had passed, the forest came alive again with night sounds. That normalcy drained some of the tension from the two men who’d returned from the scouting mission. Their breathing evened out, and their motions became less jerky.

      Once the flinty jumpiness slipped from their eyes, the lieutenant eased onto his butt and crossed his arms over his chest. “What got to you?”

      Hirvok snorted. “Nothing. We wouldn’t be here if it had.”

      “There was something down there?”

      For a moment, the tension returned, then the two men chuckled and shook out their arms. It was strange, the sort of scene two fighters might have just before a bout, loosening up and readying for an extended fight. These were hard men, men who had been on battlefields covered with blasted corpses of friends and enemies. They had faced death in every horrific form imaginable and then in unimaginable forms. Yet here they were, acting like recruits readying for their first patrol.

      It was Lonar who finally broke the silence, but only after twisting to get a glimpse of the darkened woods where the women had gone. “That place—it’s bad, Boss.”

      “In what way?”

      “Every way.” The big tweak gently set his weapon on the ground, then creeped over to the black pouch, as if it might be a dangerous animal. His beefy hands worked until a heavy tearing sound came from inside the container. Then he dug out a piece of glass that filled his palm and held the shard toward the licking flames. “Recognize this?”

      When Riyun took the thick chunk of glass, he was surprised by its weight. He was even more surprised by its color, something he couldn’t be sure of in the firelight. “Is this…blue?”

      “Same blue as that stuff in the Total Rewrite basement. It’s all over the floor about three levels down from where we were. Big pieces like that, small ones. Dust, too.”

      Hirvok’s jaw clenched. “Something’s alive down there.”

      That wasn’t what Riyun had expected to hear. “You saw it?”

      “Heard. Smelled. Found spoor.”

      “Want to take a guess what it could be?”

      The scout grunted, attention focused on the glass for a second. “There were things we saw—crude stone construction, what had to be altars, pits. You ask me after I see those, and I’d say we were looking at something from the dawn of time. Thousands of years ago, maybe hundreds of thousands.”

      “But?”

      “But what you’re holding in your hand. And—” Hirvok jerked his head toward the black sack. “—what’s in there.”

      On cue, Lonar took out a pair of strange devices: shiny, metallic, with stunted barrels riding along the top of discs. Small grips rested at the opposite end from the barrels.

      When Riyun reached out for one, Lonar carefully passed it across. The big man didn’t let go immediately. “Careful, Boss.”

      Everything about the design looked…wrong. Even so, it gave off a weapon vibe.

      Riyun ran a finger along the barrel. “It’s cold.”

      That brought a nod from both the men. Lonar focused on the black canvas bag again. “There’s stuff in that place that don’t make the least bit of sense. Those guns—I think they create a vacuum where they hit.”

      “Vacuum?” It didn’t seem possible according to Riyun’s limited understanding of physics and weapon design.

      “And a pocket of ice, too. The space is man-sized, maybe ten by ten.”

      “You tested them?”

      “Just once. That’s enough.”

      Hirvok let out a sound closer to a titter than a snort. He flexed his fingers and stretched closer toward the fire. “It blasted apart a section of stone. One of the chunks bounced off my boot. That cold seeped right through.”

      What kind of cold could be that intense? Riyun didn’t want to know. He set the weapon down. “So, a place with advanced materials and weapons alongside ancient stone designs. Anything else?”

      “Show him, big guy.”

      Once again, Lonar dug into the bag, this time extracting pieces of what could only have once been the plastic props they had seen Beraga’s people hauling out of the blue glass chamber. Brown plastic that could pass for sculpted wood from a distance, cracked into pieces to expose fine circuitry—it was impossible to gauge the age. It all looked weathered but nothing worse.

      The next thing the big tweak took out was worse: an actual staff also snapped into pieces.

      Riyun compared them, noting no significant difference in weight or texture. “What’s this mean?”

      He passed a piece of the plastic one on to Hirvok when prompted, and the sniper rolled the thing around in his hand, sniffing at it. “It even smells like wood—ancient wood, like it’s rotting.”

      “A clever prop.”

      “Sure.” He handed the piece of plastic staff back. “So’s the staff.”

      “This place is connected to Wholesale Fantasy?”

      “Don’t know what it is. I do know it’s crazy. The statues down there, the paintings and carvings—no human could do that. And…I think there’s another portal.”

      A portal.

      Inhuman architects.

      That terrifying thought had struck Riyun after diving into the pool to find Zabila. “This is Beraga’s machinations gone haywire.”

      “Sure. I can deal with lizard people and people swinging javelins that can cut through steel. This?” Hirvok shuddered.

      Lonar rolled a foot-long chunk of familiar green stone across the dirt. The figurine was heavier than seemed reasonable, but there was no missing the similarity to the massive statue in the center of the black pool midway through the ruins. A tentacle-faced thing stared up at Riyun, emanating corruption and malevolence. He fought the primal urge to smash the object against a rock or to toss it into the fire.

      When he set it down, his breathing came easier.

      The big tweak couldn’t look away from the figurine. “We gotta pull them out, Boss. Get Naru and Quil and just go. Head home.”

      Hirvok whipped around to stare back into the dark they’d come out of. “If we still have a home.”

      At that moment, Zabila stepped out of the woods with a less panicked Symbra trailing behind. The young runaway didn’t seem the worse for wear, but she brushed hair from her face. “This realm still represents an existential threat.”

      “Yeah? Then let someone else deal with it. Your lover can send in some of his security goons, right? He had a nice little army last I saw.”

      “Uzir’s not sending his people through. This is part of his plan.”

      “Octopus-headed giants? Invisible things that scrape and hiss in the dark? This big slug thing that can’t be killed?”

      The Silver whose running was responsible for them being here in the first place looked away. “I didn’t say it was a good plan.”

      “His mess, he cleans it up.”

      “He doesn’t believe in intervention. His creative teams told him this would work. These were his ideas they implemented. Uzir’s ego doesn’t allow for second-guessing himself.”

      Hirvok kicked a rock free of the dirt and after examining the stone, tossed it into the fire. “We should at least look to make sure we even have something to return to.”

      At that suggestion, Symbra’s chin jutted out. “Hirvok’s right. We don’t know what’s gone on since we left. What if Beraga’s taken over?”

      Such a suggestion stunned Riyun. “Taken over?”

      “Something’s going on. Look at what we’ve learned about his operations. He sent team after team of mercenaries into Wholesale Fantasy, probably into that Warlords realm, too. He’s up to something. He might have told Zabila he didn’t believe in intervention, but the evidence says otherwise.”

      Zabila bowed her head and turned away.

      The hurt look in her eyes pained Riyun. “The way Kozmut described it, Total Rewrite was looking at a new revenue stream that would completely change their business. Why would he need to conquer anything—he’s destined to be the most powerful man in the Inner Sphere.”

      “That’s reason enough to go back.” The Onath officer candidate stared into the woods. “He’s being irresponsible. You heard the Archon. Beraga’s actions have put everything at risk.”

      There was enough paranoia and fear coming off the three explorers that it infected Riyun. He could hear strange sounds in the woods, smell the rot of the slug creature, feel the pressure of the unknown oozing through the cool night air. His imagination told him the fire was on the edge of dying out, even though it glowed bright and gave off plenty of heat.

      Lonar edged back to his weapon and slung it from his harness. “There’s somethin’ out in the woods, Boss. It’s watching us.”

      Ridiculous as that sounded, Riyun waved Zabila over to the pistol she’d been cleaning and stretched out to grab his Devastator. He brought the firearm up and squinted into the rustling boughs of the forest’s warped trees. This place always had a dangerous aura about it, but now it felt ominous, lethal.

      A twig snapped to his left, and they all spun around, weapons trained on the dark. Seconds of silence passed, then Quil strode into the camp, slowly raising his hands.

      Naru followed a moment later, jaw dropping at the harsh welcome. “Um, did we do something wrong?”
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      While the rest of the team munched on the strange cookies the two spies had brought back with them from the castle, Riyun contented himself with the sweet, licorice-like beer Quil had sneaked out. The dark brown drink packed a punch and left the mercenary commander belching after several sips, but the taste was growing on him.

      What he was hearing from his two young scouts wasn’t.

      Quil had done most of the talking at first, explaining why they’d gone silent for two days straight, then talking about the disappearance of the young woman he’d brought into the forest “as part of his deep cover.” Now, Naru had the floor, bracketed by the other two women, back to the rock-framed fire. The shielded flames and smoke added years to the hacker, giving her a sense of gravitas.

      Or maybe that was the beer.

      No. The way she’d laid out the threat Zabila had only hinted at, the little hacker was convincing to the point he could almost smell the dust from this ancient library she and Quil had visited.

      The young woman took in a deep breath, allowing her message to sink in with only the chirp of insects and hoots and skittering of nocturnal animals to fill the silence.

      Then, tongue flicking over her lips, she leaned forward. “So, this thing that Quil killed in the underground chamber? It’s from beyond the stars.”

      Quil squared his shoulders. “Perhaps it is meant to be seen as from beyond—”

      “—our dimension. I know. I think we all get that.”

      “The distinction warrants bringing up.” The pseudo narrowed his eyes. “Meriscoya made a deal with powers from beyond.”

      Naru screwed up her mouth. “That’s what I was getting at. This threat Zabila told us about—I was originally thinking it was Tawod. Maybe Meriscoya isn’t staying inside the castle. Maybe he’s hiding out here in the woods to avoid Tawod. The two of them could even be working together.”

      That idea nauseated Riyun. Two twisted minds, corrupted by Uzir Beraga, coming together to…what? What was the threat?

      Riyun wanted to be patient, but time seemed to be slipping away. “Do you have any sort of idea of the shape of this threat?”

      “Well…” The hacker chewed her lip. “I think it’s tied to the tunnels.”

      “Running beneath the river?”

      “The people they found living here when they built the original town—the Innzuth—are supposedly associated with these horrible acts. No one could prove it, and they were always shamed into accepting these other people, but according to some of the first wizards to settle here, these weren’t humans at all. They had been a long time ago, but they sold their souls to some creature from the sea.”

      No matter how ridiculous the words sounded, they felt like a punch to the gut. Riyun hated himself for it, but he had to accept what he was hearing.

      These people truly were not human.

      He did his best to project calm. “Those people were finally wiped out. Symbra found news articles about the atrocity.”

      Using that word had been a bad choice. The others shook their heads.

      Riyun cleared his throat. “The…incident. Most of the people of the town of Potter Square were from old Innzuth stock. They were slaughtered and their houses burned down.”

      The way Naru looked at him—disappointed at his naïveté—hurt. She lowered her eyes. “There was mention of that in the historical journal. The headmaster at the time assumed that survivors disappeared into the caves and tunnels. Some may have returned to the sea.”

      “The…sea?”

      “They’re fish-people. They have gills. It manifests as they age.”

      Lonar groaned. “Now we got fish-people?”

      “I mean, is that really all that surprising?” Naru sighed. “This instructor who’s helping us? She thinks these people might have Koti and—”

      “That’s your girlfriend, Quil?”

      The pseudo leveled a cool stare at the big tweak. “We are close friends.”

      “Gotcha, buddy.” Lonar winked.

      Naru rolled her eyes. “Anyway, these Innzuth might be using Koti—who is a person independent of her potential relationship with Quil, thank you—as a human sacrifice to bring back this sea god. I found references to ancient grimoires containing spells like that, but the book isn’t in the library anymore.”

      Scowling, Lonar tossed a rock into the woods. “I say we get a nuke and—”

      “Lonar.” Riyun shook his head.

      On top of what Hirvok’s exploration had uncovered, Naru and Quil’s report had taken the threat to an entirely new level. What options they had were becoming more limited by the minute.

      Only one seemed reasonable.

      Riyun fixed his gaze on the big tweak. “You up for that trip back to our world?”

      “Give me ten minutes to clean up, and I’m rollin’.”

      “Symbra, Hirvok?”

      The two of them shared a look, then nodded.

      That was the strike team Riyun needed. If Javika had survived, he would’ve made the probe with just her to accompany him.

      Zabila rubbed her hands together. “I’m to stay here and watch over the kids?”

      “We can’t all go. This is a recon mission.”

      “I understand.” But she didn’t approve. The hurt in her eyes said so.

      There would be time later to deal with that. For now, Riyun needed to put the plan together. “Naru, there’s a portal of some sort in the ruins about twenty minutes from here.”

      “What?”

      “It’s just one of the crazy things they found. Can you open that for us and stay on this side to pull us back through?”

      “I—” The hacker shot an inquiring look at Zabila, who nodded. “Yes.”

      With that resolved, Riyun joined the others on the recon team in preparing. He stuffed spare magazines and grenades into his duster, checked his khanza knife, then swapped out fresh batteries for his helmet, radio, and flashlight. The others did the same.

      On the march to the ruins, Zabila hung by his side, finally taking his hand into hers. “You have to come back.”

      He smiled, hoping the moonlight was dim enough to hide his concern. “For you.”

      “For your family.” She squeezed his hand but didn’t let go.

      Once inside the ruins, they proceeded cautiously, keeping Naru and Zabila in the center.

      An hour after entering the ancient depths, Hirvok led them through a rubble-choked tunnel to a chamber that sent pinpricks of apprehension through Riyun. They were right: There was a Golgar Portal down here, somehow concealed. The energies were there, latent and hidden from conscious awareness.

      At the spot Hirvok indicated, Riyun could only make out the outline of a stone circle, several feet across.

      A portal.

      They ringed Naru in a protective semicircle while she used her magic to open a portal of her own. She might be a powerful wizard, but she was still a kid.

      Naru went through a series of breathing exercises, closed her eyes, and stretched out her arms. Her fingers stroked the air, as if manipulating a virtual input device, then a circle of light appeared within the circle carved into the wall. That circle tore through space and time. The crackle of power rippled through Riyun, leaving him queasy and disoriented.

      He could feel…something.

      It’s just the beer.

      Except he knew better.

      In the space where there had been a wall seconds before, they now had a look into a chamber of blue glass—empty, dark except for the light of the portal, and eerily quiet.

      Riyun held his carbine at low ready, nodded at the others, then stepped through. In the portal’s eldritch glow, he could pick out a few troubling details: organic-appearing growths in the corners of the chamber and along the base of the walls, dark smears that had to be blood, trails of glistening slime.

      He hustled into a position that covered the only physical entry, grimacing at the thick, fetid odor blowing in through the huge, open door. This was rot and corruption, a declaration of alien intrusion.

      His gut seized, and bile rose. The beer. Just the beer.

      A tap on the shoulder told him Hirvok was in the massive room, moving forward, sniper rifle pointed into the hallway that would take them out into the large open space beyond the portal chamber. Seconds later, Lonar repeated the action—tapping, then jogging past, gear jangling along with the stomp of his boots.

      Symbra pulled up the rear, tapping and squatting at Riyun’s side: It was his turn to leapfrog the others.

      In the open space outside the chamber, the organic growth was thicker, a gray-green mass covering almost half the exposed surfaces. It glistened wetly in his flashlight beam, pulsing where sacs bulged from the mass of twisting vine-like segments crisscrossing from wall to wall, floor to ceiling. Where ropy-thick growth ran along the floor, the risk of a twisted ankle meant they had to move slowly.

      At the landing inside the door that opened onto the elevator, Riyun signaled a stop, deploying the other three to cover the access points.

      The observation booth had been at this level, giving Kozmut and the engineers a view of Riyun’s team being ejected into the Total Fantasy realm. With no one around to threaten the team, Riyun wanted a look in the room that held that booth.

      He advanced on a door, held halfway open by the slimy vine growths. On the ceiling over the entry, one of the bulging sacs threatened to burst, the delicate skin giving off a tearing sound as he jumped past it.

      Inside—

      Riyun gagged. Corpses lay everywhere, torn to pieces, guts ripped out and hung from the ceiling in macabre patterns. Rotting flesh hung from eyeless heads impaled on organic spears of the gray-green material. Transparent goo glued two bodies to the glass wall of the observation booth. Something had torn out the spines and left them flat on the ground. In the depths of the sprawling operations center, lights pulsed—computer displays still providing data no one would ever analyze.

      Nothing could have survived here.

      A pulse of energy shot through the mercenary officer, sapping his mobility. He dropped to a knee, used a hand to provide balance.

      When he pulled the hand up from the floor, it came away with a gooey resistance, and he caught the hasty slithering of some sort of snake shape as black as the shadows.

      This wasn’t his world. It had to be like the one Javika had gone into to kill those Silvers.

      Was this what she’d considered a ripple?

      Gunfire brought him around, and he backed into the outside hallway. “Who’s shooting?”

      Symbra screamed. More gunfire echoed in the halls.

      He rushed to her position and found her pressed against a wall, shakily reloading her weapon. She blinked, fighting against hyperventilation. “It was coming at me.”

      It turned out to be something neither reptilian nor insect nor human, with spikes along the spine and glossy black skin. Yellow blood pulsed from holes punched through what looked like dense armor plates, black as the skin beneath. The gore had a sharp, sulfuric smell that burned the back of the throat.

      Riyun searched around, saw no other threats. “We need to get to the upper levels.”

      More of the organic growth covered the elevator wall, locking the doors open. He peeled the ropy substance away, grew tired of fighting it, and hacked it free with his knife.

      Once he had the elevator console clear, he summoned the car, turning at the sound of Symbra’s approach. “You okay?”

      “The gun jammed. I—I’m okay, though.”

      “We need to see what’s up there.”

      She wasn’t going to argue the point.

      Nothing waited for them in the elevator car—nothing except the same strange organic growth. They squeezed in, weapons ready, and took the elevator up to the entry floor.

      More horror awaited them: bloody carnage, violated bodies glued to walls, the gurgling groans of the dying.

      Sunlight didn’t shine through the entry. It seemed to be twilight outside, the air thick with smoke and worse. When the front door wouldn’t budge, Lonar shattered it with a kick.

      Outside, the stench was even worse. Black plumes rose from fires that licked at the sky. Purple clouds raced across the gray atmosphere, twisting into a swirling mass before disappearing into a giant hole high above. Winged things dropped from that hole, their silhouettes tracing terrifying wedges in every direction.

      What nearly dragged a scream from Riyun, though, was the unmistakable twitch of a giant eye glancing through the hole, a rift between dimensions.

      There was something huge and inhuman studying this world, studying him.

      High-pitched shrieking snapped his attention back to the grounds, where more of the black reptilian things leapt from cover and bounded toward the squad.

      He didn’t need to say anything; the team opened fire, tearing the things apart.

      More appeared to replace the fallen.

      Riyun waved them back inside. “Fall back.”

      They covered each other, squeezing through the door one at a time, then falling back in pairs to the elevator. The creatures punched through the walls, darted through the doors, climbed along the ceilings. As the elevator doors closed, one of the creatures stuck in its long, spindly, clawed fingers and prevented any further movement.

      Symbra released a burst into the thing’s midsection. It spurted yellow blood along the ceiling, then fell to the floor outside.

      As the elevator slid shut, she fished a cartridge out of the gun. “Jam!”

      He’d scold her later about the downsides of her favored Zarikav. For now, he slammed a fist against the slime-coated elevator wall. “This isn’t our world.”

      That drew a wild-eyed glare from Hirvok. “How in the Hollow Hills do you figure that?”

      “It’s a possibility, not a definite world. It’s just a part of the infinite possibilities. It’s a future we have to fight against.”

      Lonar’s scarred face had lost its color. “I dunno, Boss. It looks awful real to me.”

      “Zabila said we had to prevent disaster. That’s what this is.”

      A hint of sanity slipped over their faces. Symbra pulled her weapon tight, squeezed her eyes shut. “He’s right. It’s not guaranteed.”

      Another wave of energy doubled Riyun over, but it didn’t seem to affect the others. Was it his sensitivity to the portals?

      What he knew for sure was it was Javika’s “ripples.” What he didn’t know was what that meant and what she had done to cause them.

      Without that knowledge, their reality was doomed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            33

          

        

      

    

    
      Clouds smothered the moon, robbing the night of light. Something about that troubled Quil, but he could not put a finger upon the problem. Yes, it was dark, but he had operated under such conditions previously.

      Naru tugged on his arm. “You okay?”

      “Does something appear to be wrong with me?”

      Her eyes went to the clouds, then she shivered. “I thought maybe you felt it, too.”

      That was what had been troubling him. “The malaise?”

      “Sure? I mean, mostly I feel almost sick? Tired, y’know? It comes in waves, I guess.”

      And as it flashed through the woods, it changed things. Quil had noticed it—smelled its influence in the way seasons turn. Then he had simply…forgotten about it. How better to reflect the change than to alter his awareness of it?

      He hugged the hacker close beneath the tree they had chosen for cover as they surveyed the slope down to the clearing outside the castle walls. The young woman flinched but did not complain. Perhaps she felt dirty after their descent into the ruins. That had carried with them the residual stench of things festering and collapsing, but would anyone really notice in the dormitory?

      In the dark beneath the bough, he failed to notice her fingers sliding beneath his until the brushoff fully registered.

      That was when the realization of what he had done sank in, and he blushed.

      She inched away. “Maybe we could focus on rescuing your girlfriend before you make your move on me?”

      “It would be unfair for me to blame the malaise for my inappropriate—”

      “At least you only hugged me, Quil. I’ve experienced a lot worse.”

      Her tone had a finality in it that left him blushing even harder. Such complete darkness had advantages. The hum of the wind that had awaited them when they had climbed from the ruins had advantages, too.

      The pseudo cursed himself and squared his shoulders. What had come over him? “We cannot risk flashlights crossing through the tall grass.”

      “I wasn’t planning on it.”

      She hopped out from the cover of the tree, then raced down the slope toward the castle wall. It was a dangerous thing to do with so little visibility. Possibly, it was an indication of her discomfort around him after his inappropriate assumption of her desires. As he chased after her, he wondered what other things he had done since the first ripple of transformative and corrupting energy that might have offended the hacker.

      Dew wet his shoes by the time he reached level ground, at which point he quite nearly lost his footing and rolled into the rustling black blades.

      Naru spun around. “Quil?”

      “I slipped on the wet grass. Keep going.”

      After a pause, she started forward, then dropped out of sight. He rushed forward, concerned at first, then doing exactly the same thing when he realized what she must have seen: a light atop the wall.

      When had there ever been someone up there?

      He crawled up to where she lay, staring up at the unmoving globe of illumination. She held a finger to her lips, as if she thought he might blurt out some stupid message about his arrival.

      Her eyes went to his. “Recognize it?”

      What was there to see other than the globe of light, guttering like a candle but somehow immune to the gusting wind?

      A candle!

      In that glow, he realized what she had seen: tendrils of smoke wheeling around inside the globe of light.

      Matching her whisper, he nodded toward the glow. “One of the guardians.”

      “The headmaster must know something’s going on in the forest.”

      It seemed a preposterous idea given the miles and miles of woodland on three sides of the castle, but the magic Quil had seen of late made him question exactly what preposterous meant in the world where he now found himself. The lieutenant had spoken of a slug-like creature that might be an organic machine, capable of standing against a dragon as terrible as the giant one they had seen in Wholesale Fantasy. What was some sort of sensor spell that scanned miles and miles of trees compared to that?

      An idea hit the pseudo. “Could the headmaster be monitoring the ruins?”

      Naru rolled her eyes, although it was unclear if she considered the idea ridiculous or obvious. Then her focus went to the tablet she had pulled out of her pocket. “If he’s put more of those guardians inside the castle, we’re gonna have a hard time getting to our rooms.”

      “Were there any secret passages in the documents you uncovered that might give us a shortcut between our point of ingress and our dormitory?”

      The hacker stopped midway into squeezing her tablet back into a pocket. Smiling like an imp, she drew the device back out. “I didn’t think you had that in you, Quil.”

      Her words and teasing tone put another blush on his pale features. Fortunately, the young hacker was unlikely to notice that, hunched over her tablet to shield the light from the guardian on the wall.

      After a minute, she put the device away. “We still have to get to the kitchens, but there’s a way through there. You up for this?”

      “Of course.”

      “Not quite as sexy as dragging your hottie back to the dorm, I guess.”

      Quil pushed up from cover, sprinting for an area far enough from the watchful guardian that even its magical perceptions should prove inadequate to spot an interloper. Back to the castle wall, the pseudo edged along the massive stone fortification until he was immediately beneath the smoky creature and its magical light.

      At the grate, he had to stop. The candle glow illuminated the rusted metal cover. Did that mean that the guardian would perceive any movement, or was it merely a bluff warning away anyone foolish enough to attempt entry?

      Naru skimmed along the base of the wall now, closing quickly.

      Once they opened the grate, they would be committed. Running away would prevent them from returning to the dormitory, and that would almost certainly spoil their cover. He tried to convey that quandary when the hacker reached his side by glancing from the grate to the light above.

      The young woman chewed her lip, then nodded.

      They knelt beside the metal cover, and he held up three fingers on one hand while slipping his other hand into the opening between grate and the stone frame. When he was ready, he counted down from three and yanked open the cover.

      Above them, the light shifted, and smoke curled out over the wall. Naru dropped into the tunnel, and Quil followed after, pulling the grate back after him.

      Smoke could easily slip through the rusted cover, but the pseudo was less sure about the magical light artifact. It was physical and too large to squeeze between the gaps.

      Still, the key concept was that the artifact was magical.

      As they neared the opening inside the wall, Quil detected a bright glow in the far grate. Smoke drifted down into the tunnel-like shadow.

      He heaved Naru up without paying attention to what he was doing and earned a slap for something.

      She scowled at him as he clambered out of the confined space. “Watch where you—”

      “The guardian is down there!”

      Quil barely had time to drop the cover back into place before a faint tickle of magic came from beneath.

      Now the guardian was coming for them.

      Before Naru could get caught up in one of her emotional outbursts, he grabbed one of her wrists and hauled her along. She had said they needed to make for the kitchen, a path he now knew as well as any.

      The hacker fought against his pull until the inside grate shot into the air. At its loud thump onto the ground, she nearly charged past the pseudo.

      As they neared the kitchen mudroom entry, Naru waved her hand and wiggled her fingers. Whatever she did pushed the outer door open, revealing a faint glow coming from the big room beyond.

      He followed her inside, then shouldered the door back into place. “It will keep coming.”

      “I know. But the hidden passage should lose it.”

      Her eyes went to a bag of flour sitting on a wood-and-stone island. Giggling, she shoved a hand into the bag and threw the flour into the air, then chanted and flicked her flour-coated fingers at the fine particles raining down.

      At that, the flour caught fire, fizzing and popping and filling the air with a choking smoke.

      Banging came from the mudroom door—their signal to go.

      Naru darted through the dining space, banging into a table once and sprawling over a bench before hitting the floor with a gasp. She accepted Quil’s hand, hissing as he got her to her feet. She favored her elbow but continued forward.

      When she stopped in front of a wall, she glared at him. “You get sliced up by a fish creature, and you run around like nothing happened to you.”

      “I have self-medicated.”

      “Great. You need to take care of me, too.” She pressed her good hand against the stone.

      Two things happened simultaneously then: The wall scraped open, and the mudroom door leading into the kitchen banged open.

      The hacker jerked her head toward the revealed opening. “Inside!”

      Quil had no choice but to enter the dark space and to freeze once she followed, closing the wall behind her and sealing off the only light they had.

      She bumped into him at that point. “Sorry. Hold on.”

      There was no seeing what she did, but he heard her whisper something, then a light sparked in the hidden space, revealing a framework of dusty and cobweb-covered wooden beams. A narrow set of stone steps rose up and cut out of sight.

      He started toward the steps, but Naru gasped. When he turned, she held up the hand she had used to open the passage: Flour coated her fingers and palm.

      Tears sparkled in her eyes. “Hollow Hills! I did everything else right!”

      “What is it?”

      “That fiery display in the kitchen should have disoriented the guardian. We didn’t need anything more. But I left flour on the wall.”

      “Then we brush it off in the morning when we come into the dining area.”

      “Someone’s going to see it before then.”

      “What would they make of it?”

      “I…don’t know.” She dusted the powder from her hand, still favoring the elbow she had banged against the floor. “We’ll have to see.”

      After shrugging the worry off, she led the way up the steps, pushing her light ahead to give them a better chance of spotting traps or collapsed stone. Perhaps she worried someone had already determined this would be their course. That seemed unlikely, but Quil appreciated her caution.

      They had to track through extremely tight passages to get into other sections of the sprawling castle, then up many stairs, but before long they had reached their dormitory.

      Naru checked her tablet again. “This opens in the closet near your bathroom. I guess I could sneak a peek at some of the guys in the showers using this. Kidding. I’d rather go to the Lions showers.”

      Quil wondered if she wanted him to feel offended or jealous. He felt…something? Maybe it was jealousy. Showing that would serve no purpose.

      When she pushed the closet door open, something clattered across stone, then banged against metal. A second later, her light revealed the likely culprit: a mop handle now leaning against a bucket.

      She bent over to grab the handle and nearly lost her balance when she extended her injured elbow. “Ow!”

      He caught her around the waist, yanking her back—

      —just as the closet door opened to reveal the headmaster, chin raised imperiously. His eyes went to Naru bent at the waist, her butt against Quil’s crotch, and his hands against her hips.

      The headmaster’s eyebrows went up at the exact moment another ripple shot through Quil. For a second, it sucked the energy from him, leaving him disoriented and weak. In that second, he had a hazy sense of awareness about the man glaring at the two supposed students caught up in an illicit rendezvous.

      Tawod’s features shimmered behind a distorted screen of illusion where the headmaster’s features hovered.

      It must have been a real sight, because Naru yelped and bumped hard against Quil’s groin, which only incited greater anger on both the headmaster and Tawod’s faces.

      Then Tawod waved a hand toward the hallway. “Out!”

      Quil released his grip on Naru, and she straightened. He followed her into the hall, where the disguised headmaster raked them with a baleful glare. Either Tawod was an excellent actor, or he disapproved of youngsters arranging trysts in janitorial storage areas.

      The traitor looked them up and down, illusion now fully back in place. “I don’t have to tell you how disappointed I am.”

      Naru bowed her head and shifted her pants. “We’re sorry, Headmaster. It was a one-time thing. It was all my fault, and it’ll never happen again. Honest.”

      Her words seemed to placate the man. The headmaster gripped the material of the hood crossing his chest. “Return to your rooms immediately, and see to it I don’t notice the two of you again. Do that, and I just might forget about this disgraceful behavior come graduation time.”

      The two of them bowed and headed down the hall, only looking back at the sound of the disguised man’s shoes scraping on the stone floor.

      He disappeared in the shadows at the far end of the hall, his passage marked by the door there creaking open. Just as Naru began to whisper something into Quil’s ear, a shadow separated from the dark at the end of the hall and followed the other man into the stairwell beyond the door.

      A chill ran down Quil’s spine. “Did you see—?”

      “It was the old, blind professor: Omont. But it wasn’t him.”

      “There was bone instead of flesh on his arms.”

      “Meriscoya. It has to be Meriscoya! And did you see? The headmaster’s definitely Tawod! I’m absolutely sure of it now.”

      Quil considered that, processing the implications for several seconds. “The ripples disrupted their illusions.”

      Naru nodded. “I felt it, too. They were here before we arrived.”

      “That is not the relevant observation.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Think. We have seen through their disguises. Their magic was disrupted.”

      “And?”

      “Would not our disguises have been disrupted?”

      “Oh!” The hacker groaned and put her hand to her face. “Tawod saw us!”

      “We must hasten our search for Koti. If one of them took her—”

      Naru pulled Quil after her. “We have to tell Roulu. It’s one thing to suspect they’re both here. This proof…it changes things.”

      It did. It made things extremely dangerous.
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      After the madness they’d found waiting for them in their own world, Riyun wasn’t sure what to expect in the ruins. He jumped through the portal, assault carbine ready to blast anything to pieces.

      Blue light enveloped him, sapping his mind of coherence and his body of vigor. Time froze and him with it, suspended in a void of strange energies and thoughts.

      Ghostly shapes traced stuttering paths through cloudy landscapes.

      Monisa toiled in the field beneath a brutal sun, wrinkled and broken by labor that would shatter someone twice her size. Gray hair blew in a whipping wind. Threads untangled from drab homespun, revealing cracked and bloody skin darkened by hateful soil. When she looked up, crow’s feet cracked at the corners of her eyes. She smiled at a small form darting across the tilled earth.

      Music droned in an open-air studio lined with tall, graceful statues cut from blood-red stone. Fresh-cut white flowers rested in silvery vases set in the corners, the fragrance like citrus honey. A lithe, gold-skinned girl rose from a painful pose, uncurling long legs from beneath her, stretching wiry arms toward a cerulean sky. Flute-like sounds climbed and twisted, and the child matched the complicated, rapidly shifting music with her exquisite movements. Her intricate dance was silent, each footfall a whisper. In her dark eyes, there was a determination to be the best, to be free to pursue happiness.

      Rain thrashed against the glass of a tower rising high above a city battered by wind and thunder and lightning. Vehicles flitted through the night sky, warning lights flaring as they disappeared in and appeared out of clouds. The passengers were unaware of what went on inside the building. There, desperate, sickly men and women, scarred and tattooed, slipped through the corridors, hauling secreted weapons out of lockers and air ducts. In bathrooms and closets, security operatives slowly bled out. Inside that building, the violence had only begun. Soon, the world outside would face a reckoning as surely as the desperate men and women’s wild eyes saw hope. The sky was burning.

      Where the world had frozen an instant before, it now sped up again, and Riyun found himself pitching forward, boot slipping on crushed glass covering the floor.

      He released his grip on the carbine and flung his arms out to protect himself, crashing to the hard surface with a grunt.

      Pain needled his cheek. Hot blood trickled down the left side of his face.

      Riyun rolled onto his belly, pushed back up to a standing position. He tested his limbs, brushed gloved fingers over his burning face, then pulled them back with a hiss. Fine chunks of glass had pin-cushioned his cheek.

      At that moment, Symbra came through showing none of the disorientation that had afflicted him. Her flashlight nearly blinded him, then she had it off of him and had taken position covering the opposite end of the tunnel from where he’d positioned himself.

      She threw a look back at him. “You…okay?” Even whispered, her voice carried.

      “Something was different this time. It was like passing through a portal again.”

      “You were disoriented?”

      “Were you?”

      Any attempt she might have made to answer was lost to Hirvok barreling into the hallway, legs churning as if he’d sprinted the entire distance. He turned at the last second, banging a shoulder against the wall opposite the portal rather than smacking the unyielding surface with his face.

      The impact knocked him back with a hollow moan. “Wha—?”

      That was all the sound he could manage before sliding to a knee and gagging.

      Symbra turned her focus to the former Silver. “Hirvok?”

      “Gimme a second.”

      “Are you—?”

      “I said gimme a sec!” The sniper made another gagging sound, then got unsteadily to his feet. “Hollow Hills.”

      Once again, any further interrogation about his condition was cut off by the portal activating again. This time, it was Lonar, and the big man seemed to stagger, then to falter.

      He went to a knee as if just completing a marathon. “Aw, no.”

      Then the tweak doubled over and emptied his gut, filling the space with the sharp, sour reek of vomit.

      Riyun instinctively gave the young man some space, as did the other two. Symbra didn’t offer up a question about whether Lonar was doing okay.

      Some things weren’t going to change, no matter what.

      The big tweak spat, then backhanded a thick trail of saliva at the collapsing portal. “Boss, you see the tank that smashed into me?”

      “You and me both. We can’t stay here.”

      “Wouldn’t wanna.” The heavy weapons expert reached back with one hand for balance, then rose. He nodded toward Riyun. “That the way we came?”

      “It is.”

      “Let’s go, then.”

      Still massaging his shoulder, Hirvok limped down the tunnel. With his helmet on, he clung to shadows and moved from cover to cover. They kept their radio channel open and chatter to a minimum. Symbra’s flashlight was the only source of illumination, allowing the other three to see without giving away their positions.

      When Riyun had his helmet off, the reek of sulfur and rot left him weak and shaking. He had the same sensation Hirvok had described: of things just out of sight stalking them, of voices whispering just loud enough to tease a hidden presence.

      They stopped after fifteen minutes, put their backs to a wall, and caught their breath. Riyun listened, straining to make out the whispers that might not even be there.

      It was Hirvok who shook his head. “That’s not our world.”

      Lonar and Symbra looked at the sniper, but they waited on their commander to speak, to answer.

      No answer presented itself to Riyun, but there was a vacuum to fill. “I hope not.”

      “Those…things. The eggs or whatever that was threatening to burst…”

      “I know. I think it’s the same thing Meriscoya used—that dark magic, those creatures from another dimension.”

      “He won? We killed him, didn’t we?”

      “Naru said he was…wounded. She only saw what Tawod did, what happened after they fought. He’s a powerful wizard. He survived mortal wounds before.”

      “Great. Just great.”

      The back and forth between the two of them didn’t calm Lonar and Symbra. Although the big tweak’s mouth worked, he didn’t actually say anything.

      Eventually, the Onath woman did. “We can prevent it.”

      Hirvok’s head jerked around. “How you figure that?”

      “We can’t just give up.”

      “You see all those…things? There was a giant eye in the sky, babe.”

      At the mention of the huge eye, Riyun shuddered. Whatever had been looking down on the world, it had been gazing down from far away. His mind couldn’t reconcile what he’d seen with his understanding of science, but it looked like the thing was somehow gazing down through the clouds via…

      He sucked in a breath. “They have portals of their own. Maybe they have something like the Golgar Portals. It felt like they were far away, though.”

      The sniper snorted. “Not far enough. You saw what they did. That planet is toast.”

      “Maybe. Maybe it’s only the area around Total Rewrite. If we go in with the entire squad and enough ordnance, we can clear a trail out of there, get to a shuttle, and head for orbit.”

      “Without our payday? That’s why we went through all of this! No way she’s alive.”

      Without their client, they would have gone through everything—lost what they’d lost—for nothing. Riyun couldn’t counter that.

      Hirvok kicked something into the light: the top of a skull. “I’m tellin’ ya, these ruins…”

      The chunk of skull captivated Riyun. He couldn’t look away. “You’re…imagining things.”

      “Think so?”

      “Let’s get back to the camp—”

      “And what? Get back to the camp and what? Stop these wizards and fish people?”

      “We’ll figure out what to do.” Riyun fixed his attention on Lonar and Symbra. They hadn’t seen this side of Hirvok, the rare bout of depression he normally handled through self-medication. “We stay sharp and focused. We’ll figure this out the same way we have the other realms. Maybe the key is Potters Square. Let’s give those newspapers another look.”

      Symbra nodded, but it was a shell-shocked reaction rather than a ready acceptance of the plan. “What…about Naru?”

      “She and Quil are pursuing their own angles for now.”

      “We need to pull them out.”

      “We will. They’re not going to do anything stupid.”

      Were they? Riyun wasn’t so sure stupid was the right word. After all they’d seen, it felt like they were in a minefield. Any step could wipe out all of them. He pushed off the wall and trudged up the ramp that would take them to the exit, hoping leadership by example might serve to shatter the panic and fear paralyzing the team.

      After a minute, the clatter of gear filled the space behind him. His team had shaken off their unease and were back in action.

      Symbra caught up before long, attention fixed on her weapon. “The portals can manage time travel.”

      He considered for a bit. “You believe we saw a future of our dimension?”

      “It could be. When you went back for Javika, Hirvok said you went into a different reality. She killed people there she hadn’t killed before?”

      “That’s my understanding.”

      “And you went back to a time where your wife was still alive but you had died?”

      “That’s what Kozmut told me. It looked right.”

      The young woman didn’t look up. “Then it’s just a possible reality, a possible future.”

      He edged closer to her, voice lowered. “The portals, the Chaos Abyss—it’s all one big connection.”

      “I…guess.”

      “I mean it’s one big mechanism to see into other times and places. Time doesn’t matter; distance doesn’t matter. Like you said, we might have a way to go to a different ‘home’ when we returned than the dimension we once called home.”

      She gave him a look that said she’d just made that point. “And?”

      “I can’t reconcile it. How are we able to do what we did—travel to other times, see people coming and going through different times in a dimension—and yet there’s supposed to only be one reality for us here.”

      “Instantiation. That’s what Zabila said.”

      The mercenary commander shrugged. “Give it whatever name you want. The point is that I went back into my past, to a Hurdist where I died instead of Monisa. Javika went to a different past in her life.”

      “You said that.”

      “But we did it from here.” He pointed to the floor. “From this side of the portal. Does that make sense? We can’t create parallel dimensions with our acts on this side, but we can travel to parallel dimensions when we return to our own?”

      At that, the Onath woman’s eyes widened. “Okay. Yes. I… Maybe you should ask Zabila? It’s part of the design, so it’s more than I can figure out.”

      “Aren’t you worried, though?”

      “Because of the things we saw? I thought you said that was a possible future.”

      A quick glance back confirmed Hirvok and Lonar were caught up in a whispered conversation of their own. Riyun collected his thoughts. “I’m just confused, I guess. I’ll ask Zabila.”

      “Is… Are you thinking that’s our only way out—that’s the only reality?”

      “We went there from here, and here we’re not supposed to be able to create alternate realities. Does that mean Beraga had that planned as our exit all along? And if not, does it mean going there forced it to be our reality?”

      The young woman scraped a fingernail along the shell of her flashlight. “We should never have taken this job.”

      “It’s too late to undo what was done.”

      Despite saying that, Riyun couldn’t help wondering if that was true. He couldn’t help wondering what true even meant anymore.
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      Creeping through the halls of the castle held a new danger now. No darkness could hide Quil and Naru from the mystical guardians and their magical candles. Worse, he was sure the two of them had been found out by Tawod. Seeing through his headmaster disguise had to mean that he had seen through their illusory guises as students.

      But as the pseudo padded after Naru in another secret passageway, cloth scraping against rough stone, Quil found that he was losing his certainty about their being discovered.

      At the top of another set of stairs—these to take them down to the instructors’ housing wing—Quil clasped the hacker’s good arm. “Wait.”

      She turned, so close that the berry aroma of her shampoo floated up. “What?”

      He preferred the dusty emptiness of these passages to the tempting heat coming off of her. The conflicting feelings he had felt for her before had taken on a linear, uniform life of their own since the first wave of energy had radiated out from the portal. Clarity at a time like this was critical—picking out the gray of the jutting stone and the white of the mortar sealing everything, the crushing sense of mass that this giant castle represented, the dark of the hacker’s hair and the fragile allure of her face.

      No. Clarity could be dangerous. He needed focus, discipline.

      Naru waited until the echoes of their whispers died. “Quil?” Her lips parted, inviting.

      The magic toyed with his perceptions, his thinking. He rubbed a thumb tip against a stone protrusion until the nail came away from the skin in a hot sting. Focus. “I am not so sure Tawod realized who we are.”

      “What? Of course he did. He was looking right at us when we were looking right at him—the real him.”

      “If Tawod detected us, what do you believe would be his rational reaction?”

      “Rational or logical? Rational, I think he’d make a run for it and plot to kill us. Logical, I think he’d kill us right there. The rational thing involves all kinds of calculus on whether we’re a real threat or can be escaped. The logical thing is to eliminate a threat like we represent before we can strike.”

      Quil sucked the blood from his thumb. “I would take issue with your terminology and assumptions, but either serve my point. Tawod should have attacked us—ambushed as the opportunity allowed.”

      After a few seconds of silence, Naru let out a breath. “Hollow Hills, you’re right. I was so caught up in what we saw, I didn’t think about his reaction.”

      “Why was he conveniently waiting for us in the hallway?”

      “Waiting for us?”

      “He had to be close by to be able to yank the—”

      “—to yank the door open to the closet! Right? Okay. Yeah. This is so messy.” The hacker puffed out her cheeks, then turned away and sent the hovering light down the stairs several feet. It held there, waist-high. She sagged. “What about Meriscoya?”

      “He pursued Tawod, not us.”

      “Neither of them saw us for who we were?”

      “You have supplemented the magic used by Symbra to effect these illusions. Could that explain the illusions surviving the disruptions?”

      “Maybe? I’m almost more worried about those disruptions than anything else, honestly.”

      “We have too many threats to ignore.”

      “Right. I know.” She gave little shakes of her head, as if deciding against options offered by a voice only she could hear. “We need to talk to Roulu. If we tell her about the ruins and the portal, maybe that gives her enough information to see what we’re missing.”

      “Then we should proceed.”

      Naru answered the suggestion by hurrying down the steps, no longer showing any concern for stealth. He did the same, stopping when the secret passage should in theory put them at the door into the instructors’ level of the Snakes’ wing. As the hacker spoke the words to open the passageway, the reptilian odor of their namesakes filled the hidden area.

      The hall outside the secret passage was quiet, lit by gas lamps mounted high on the walls. A soft hum of the pressurized gas burning barely registered, a deep sound felt in the skull.

      Before Quil could ask which door was Mistress Roulu’s, Naru pointed the way. In this area, the two of them moved quietly. They listened at the door, then the hacker went through her ritual for overcoming locks.

      That sent the door whispering open.

      Soft candlelight flickered somewhere beyond the small, wood dining table visible straight ahead of the door. Quil picked out the details—brass grips on stoneware candleholders; a stain so dark it was almost black on the table and chair set; disarray in a suite Quil had been sure would be immaculately maintained.

      And there was the smell…

      He pushed Naru aside, squeezed her shoulder, and glided in, running through the potential launch points a threat might come from. A copper teapot rested atop a still-lit burner in the modest kitchenette to the right. The little heater, refrigerator, and stove showed no signs of damage. On the opposite wall, a door had been left open enough that he could make out a small, rounded red glaze bathtub with copper finish. Beyond the bathroom—

      Quil drifted into the kitchen and turned off the stovetop, then slid open the drawers with quiet patience until he found a suitable knife.

      Appropriately armed, he crept to the bedroom door, also cracked. More light spilled from inside. Back to the stone wall, he pushed the door open, then rushed inside.

      There had been a fight here. Bedclothes lay in tangles near an overturned brass lamp that dripped oil onto the stone floor.

      Dark stains near the foot of the four-poster bed caught his eye, drawing him in. The stains were wet still, a little warmer than the room, and had the unmistakable tackiness of blood. Along with the pool, there were spurts on the footboard of the bed, almost lost against the deep stain.

      At the sound of the door creaking open more, Quil had to fight the urge to turn, knife ready.

      Naru looked around at the scene, mouth agape. “What…?”

      “Someone attacked her. It would appear they took her.”

      “There are bath salts beside the tub and towels laid out.”

      “Does this seem the work of Meriscoya or Tawod to you?”

      The question went unanswered for a second, then the hacker shook her head. “What’s that?”

      “What is what?”

      “That pillow—it’s not flush with the bed.” She worked her way around the mess on the floor to the bed, then took something from under one of the pillows.

      When she held the object up, Quil’s heart raced. “Is it…?”

      “A journal, I think. I mean, it looks like one?”

      With him looking over her shoulder, Naru flipped through the pages of elegant script, stopping in places to skim. Few people wrote in such a script in their own world, but Roulu’s work was easy to read while also being pleasing to the eye.

      After several stops and starts, Naru smacked her index finger on a page. “Look at this! She found one of the tunnels that connects the castle to the old city. I guess it must’ve been earlier tonight, while we were out in the woods.”

      “She investigated it?”

      “Enough to say she thinks it might be the way Koti was taken.” The book shook in Naru’s grip. “Quil, I’m running on fumes.”

      “I am as well.”

      “But…we can’t abandon this. She could be alive. Koti could be alive.”

      Quil stiffened. “The passages we used tonight—they connect to the other parts of the castle? To the way below?”

      “Didn’t we just both say right here in this room that we were too wiped out to go looking for trouble?”

      “We also agreed that we could not abandon this discovery.”

      “Like, not for forever, sure? There’s the morning? I mean the kind with sunlight?”

      He picked up the overturned lamp. “I am not proposing that we charge into the tunnels without planning.”

      “Good, because I would shut that nonsense down immediately.”

      “However, I have weapons and armor hidden in my luggage. This lamp can be refilled with oil. I could search the underground area for any obvious sign that Roulu was taken—”

      “Like how? You go all creepity-creep with your lamp and a magnifying glass and in ten minutes put the whole mystery together? Quil, Meriscoya and Tawod both are here, living inside the walls. I don’t think they’re suddenly best buddies, so we’ve got the two of them and these fish people running around with hidden agendas, none of them including the words ‘Good will toward the Hurdist Squad.’ You understand?”

      For a moment, pedantry fought for dominance in his thoughts. He wanted to point out that none of the three enemies she had identified were likely to have a written agenda.

      He set the lamp down on the side table. “I propose that I enter the passages and tunnels to search for evidence.”

      Naru looked ready to protest.

      Quil cut her off. “I will go no deeper than the place Koti and I discovered. I will not engage the enemy. Instead, I will wait.”

      “Okay. Then I guess I’ll go back to the camp and tell Riyun what’s happened.”

      “And we will enter this discovered tunnel once we are all together.”

      The hacker sagged. “I really could use a nap—even just a couple hours.”

      “We all could.”

      She yawned. “And you won’t wander off on your own?”

      “If I find nothing, then I will return to the dormitory to await you.”

      “You better, Quil. You hear me?”

      There was so much fire in the hacker’s eyes that Quil found himself nodding without meaning to. What they had discussed was, after all, purely common sense. Rushing off alone was guaranteed to put him in unnecessary danger, possibly even getting him killed.

      Yet it was also the only chance they had of rescuing Koti.
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      Potters Square had a silvery tone to it. Bare stone, fire-ravaged pillars, plaster-coated walls—everything sucked in the limited moonlight until the soot no longer marked the place as a site of tragedy and evil.

      Riyun wasn’t buying that lie, not after all he’d seen. The place reeked of fire and ruin, and as far as he was concerned, it should.

      He lowered his Devastator and climbed out of the deep canal separating the town from its neighbors, then lay flat on his belly and held his arms down to help the two women out of the canal. They scrambled up the slick earthen wall and onto the ancient cobblestone street.

      Symbra kicked muck off her boot. “I don’t like it being so quiet. I’d rather it be loud and busy.”

      It was quiet, even for a deserted town. Riyun couldn’t help thinking back to the sounds he’d heard in earlier trips to this place—slithering, banging, perhaps even whispers. He couldn’t separate imagined memory from real, same as he couldn’t be sure whether what he’d seen after entering the portal in the ruins had been their dimension or—

      That had to be a possible future, not the reality awaiting them.

      Tension twisted his guts. He couldn’t meet Zabila’s eyes, not wrapped up in the dreadful possibilities like he was. How would she react if he told her about the horrors beyond the portal?

      She smiled tentatively. “Reconsidering the wisdom of this probe?”

      If only she knew. “We need to be extra careful.”

      “You think they’re here—these fish people?”

      Lying wasn’t required for that question, at least. “I think that’s what was in that basement that night: a fish-person or a pet. We have to assume they’re hostile.”

      The young runaway pulled out the pistol he’d given her, head bowed as she examined the weapon. “I—I’d like to see where those newspapers came from.” She glanced over at Symbra. “If you think it’s safe enough?”

      “I…” Uncertainty twisted the older woman’s face. She might have years of experience in security and now mercenary activities, but it was a different sort of wisdom reflected in her face right then. “We’ll have to be cautious.”

      Caution was exactly what Riyun wanted from the two of them—from his team. They were up against something he couldn’t even properly describe, something horrific and alien. Their weapons weren’t meant to contend with such threats. He wasn’t even sure a weapon existed that could destroy the thing peering through the giant hole in the sky.

      Still, he patted his weapon and jerked his head for them to follow.

      They moved to cover—low garden walls not yet collapsed; raised foundations with a few bricks or stones rising waist high; a rusty, burned-out cart. They listened for movement other than their own echoed scrapes. They sniffed the air for that fishy, sulfuric filth that might indicate trouble.

      By the time Symbra had them leaning against the front of a low cottage, the fog had thickened.

      She pried a shutter away from a window with a rusty creak and peered through grimy glass. “There’s an attached workshop. That’s where I found the newspapers. I think whoever lived here might have been an…informant.”

      The front door had the same creaky protest as the window, but it opened into an empty, black space without further drama. Riyun had to duck to get through the low frame, and the interior wasn’t much roomier. He was about to comment on the low ceiling when it struck him: informant.

      He could smell it now: that fishy smell—old and faint but present.

      How did that sit with her, knowing that someone who was likely a member of this fish-people community could turn against brothers and sisters? She had to see the criminality of this other culture. Could she accept that an entire people could be wrong for their behavior?

      This small cottage didn’t offer much on its own: a small bedroom and kitchen space off the main room, and a mudroom that opened onto a small garden space with one door or the attached workshop with another.

      Inside the shed, the wood floor groaned. Simple wooden tables lined two walls. Bundled, yellowed newspapers rested atop the tables, blocking the lone window.

      Riyun flipped on his flashlight, revealing the washed-out gray of the wood. It was warped from years of exposure, parts of it feeling almost like pulp to the press of his thumb.

      Twine held the bundles together, but several had been cut free. Zabila knelt beside some sections that had fallen to the floor, angling them so that the flashlight beam caught the headlines and pictures. “They had elections.”

      For some reason, that put a sneer on Symbra’s face. “You thought they were barbarians?”

      “They sacrificed humans.”

      The Onath woman looked away, stiff, jaw clamped tight.

      Zabila took the flashlight and played it over the piles of papers, occasionally working beyond a front page. She studied photographs, gray and grainy on the stained, crackling paper.

      Then she froze before pushing a pile of papers aside. “What’s this?”

      Riyun helped her clear the papers away to reveal a section of wall covered by something brown and crinkled by age. It had been glued to the wall long ago, and now it peeled like ancient wallpaper. Writing in a thick script ran vertically along the edges, the words sometimes broken where the paper had flaked away.

      After a second, decoding the text wasn’t necessary. Riyun pointed to where something curved to split the upper half from the bottom. “That’s the river.”

      Eyes wide, Zabila knelt and pushed the last bundle of papers aside. “This is Potters Square.”

      Her fingernail marked a point on the bottom left third of the diagram. She worked the nail up toward the river, then traced it back, running over straight lines crossing over land and water. The flashlight jumped around, and she traced out three more of the straight lines.

      When she was done, she thumped two parallel lines farther west. “This is the bridge—or it will be. See how the others are just single lines?”

      Riyun had noticed. “Tunnels?”

      “They have to be, don’t they?”

      After searching around, he found similar lines running parallel to the riverbed. “That sewer line. It intersects the tunnels.”

      “And the basement we went into led down into the sewer.”

      The lieutenant gave Symbra a curious look. “You up for checking this sewer out?”

      A shudder ran through the Onath woman. “Just the three of us?”

      “We won’t go any deeper than we have to.”

      She put on a brave face, but it wasn’t convincing. “We have guns.”

      More importantly, the two of them had their armor. Neither would be at risk of a sneak attack killing them. If one survived the attack, they could drive off the enemy with a couple quick bursts. It was a rationalization, the frightened child whistling past the gateway into the Hollow Hills.

      He took the lead, tracking back to the building they’d used as a respite from the misery of the forest, then to the trap door that opened into the basement. Closer to the river, the smell of the water was powerful—almost stagnant, tired. It occurred to Riyun that he’d never seen boats out on the water, hadn’t seen any moored along the riverbank.

      Had fishing become a thing of the past? Had the water become too dangerous to swim?

      They descended the steps, stopping only long enough to examine the spot where he’d been ambushed. Chains still dangled from the wall. Black blood stained the floor.

      He would’ve—should’ve—died here if not for luck.

      Someone had tried to block the way into the sewer with chunks of stone. Riyun tossed them aside until there was enough room to step over them.

      At the entry, he signaled a stop. “I’m going to scout.”

      Zabila grabbed his arm. “No. We stay together.”

      “I’m not going far. Twenty or thirty feet.”

      “What if something comes up on us?”

      Symbra looked past him into the opening. “She’s right. We should stay together.”

      It was the smarter thing to do, but he didn’t like the idea of them being put in a risky situation should things go wrong. “All right. You come with me, but you stay back fifteen feet.”

      The two women agreed, and they headed into the sewer. Here, the stench of human waste had them gagging. Their lights reflected off slime and filth collected on the ancient stonework. A hundred feet in, Symbra’s light ran over a dark space where there should’ve been wall—had been wall the last time they’d been here.

      Once again, he signaled the two of them back. This time, they didn’t argue.

      The dark space was a recessed doorway, now covered by a rusted iron door. Broken brick poked from ceiling, wall, and floor, and chunks littered the floor. He found a latch at the base of the iron door and pressed down with the toe of his boot.

      With a creak, the door opened.

      His flashlight revealed stone steps leading down. Although stained by sewer sludge, the steps were dry and the air different—fresher in some ways. It was cooler, too.

      Somewhere in the distance, it sounded like metal scraped over stone.

      He retreated and waved for the two of them to follow.

      After a while, the stairs came to a dank floor where water dripped from cracks to collect into small puddles. Riyun’s attention was drawn to the strange symbols etched into the rock. A few symbols almost looked familiar.

      Zabila ran a finger along the cool stone. “We’re under the river.”

      “You recognize these?”

      “No.” Her hesitation seemed to put a question to the answer.

      Maybe Symbra heard the same intonation, because she stepped past the two of them and flashed her light deeper down the tunnel. “I recognize them.”

      Surprised, Riyun twisted around. “Is this that artificial language?”

      “No.” The officer candidate’s eyes went to one of the symbols. “It’s a real language—a dead one.”

      “You were trained in it?”

      “I…” Symbra’s cool, impassive face twitched, then a tear rolled down her cheek. “I hate this.”

      “Hate?” Riyun tried to gauge Zabila’s reaction to the strange response but saw only the same sort of confusion he felt. Or was there something else to that look? Surprise? Did the young Silver actually know what these symbols meant? “Symbra, what’s—?”

      Symbra rubbed a thumb over the symbol closest to her. “It’s the language of the Zialites.”

      There it was again—Zialite! “What’s that mean? Who are these Zialites?”

      The two women shared a look, then Symbra continued on. “They were the forerunners.”

      “Hurdist education wasn’t the most sophisticated. Maybe you could explain?”

      “Your people and ours—Tuos and Onath—weren’t the first to rise from mere animals. The Zialites were, and they were civilized long before us.”

      Riyun caught a hint of tension in Zabila’s posture, but she didn’t interrupt the other woman. “Zabila?”

      She shook her head.

      Whatever was going to be revealed, it would come from Symbra. Riyun tried to make sense of the symbols and what she’d said. “So what happened to them?”

      The Onath woman cleared her throat. “We…allied ourselves with them. Our people worshipped them, really. We asked them to teach us their ways.”

      So much for the proud and unconquerable Onath. “Why haven’t we ever heard of them, then?”

      “Because once we knew enough to do so, we betrayed them. We far outnumbered them, and with even a sliver of their technology, we overpowered them. And in desperation, they turned to…dark forces.”

      “Dark…?” He squinted at the symbols again. “You mean like what Meriscoya did? These tentacled things?”

      Symbra shook her head. “It was stupid nonsense, just legends and myth. Nothing came of it. They died in droves, the last of them wiped out in a massive purge. And we assumed power, using their weapons to become conquerors.”

      Over the Tuos, Riyun realized. The Onath committed genocide, then brought their remaining rivals to heel using the gory technology stolen from the dead. “Your people killed an entire other people?”

      His disgust must’ve been more than the Onath woman could handle, because she turned away. “Their DNA survived.”

      “That’s no excuse. You can’t undo—”

      “They’re alive, Riyun. Imbeciles used their DNA to create the pseudos.”

      Riyun’s mind reeled. Pseudos? Quil? The words used to describe him… “Why?”

      “As punishment. As mockery. They would be our slaves, one day our soldiers. It was so petty and shortsighted.”

      Soldiers. To deal with any threat of the Tuos finally wising up and refusing to kill each other for money. And the shameful look on Zabila’s face: She knew this.

      His focus returned to the symbol. “You didn’t want to learn to lead a mercenary team of your own. You wanted to lead a unit of these pseudos when they were mobilized.”

      Symbra sniffled. “That was before I met you, before I learned all the things you could teach me about leading people.”

      “You’re building your own army to fight us.”

      “To…defend ourselves against betrayal.” The Onath woman massaged her brow. “I know how absurd that sounds now, but it’s what we told ourselves. And the craziest thing about it? The Zialites were benevolent and peaceful. We didn’t take their weapons so much as weaponized their technology. They were never a threat to us, really. We were just jealous.”

      Riyun turned to Zabila. “But Beraga has all these realms where the Zialites play a critical role.”

      The young woman bit her lip. “He has plans of his own for them.”

      Symbra snorted, blinking away tears. “Ever since I heard about this, I worried more about our survival than about the purity I was supposed to enforce. How can you let the truth out if it might lead to these creations turning against us?”

      It was all too crazy to consider. Beraga created the Zialites all over again. He used their language and their attempts to reach out to a mythical power for protection for…what? To create a threat in his realms?

      There had to be a better reason, but Riyun couldn’t see it. “Why would Beraga go through with all of this? Why create these powers Meriscoya could reach out to? You saw what was waiting for us beyond that portal, Symbra. Why?”

      All the Onath woman could offer was more tears.

      What he saw on Zabila’s face wasn’t any better. It was the exasperated look of someone who couldn’t hope to understand the madness she’d been swept up in.

      Something told him he had to get back to the ruins, to search them, to see that alien statue. Somehow, it held the answers to the madness.

      If he didn’t figure out what was happening, that madness would destroy them all.
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      Quil was not sure what he had expected when he decided to check the small library where Koti had disappeared so recently. Perhaps he thought she had left a note explaining to him how he might track her down or who had taken her or both. That seemed to happen in the entertainment videos he suffered through.

      How did such a thing work? Did the kidnapping victim tell the kidnappers to wait a moment while composing the note? Did the victim have a prepared note with them all along?

      Why did Koti’s situation have to be so much more complicated than that?

      He lit a candle pressed into a bookshelf corner and set the blocky pillar of wax on the table between the two wingback chairs. The light coming off the candle had an almost electrical spark to it—a crackle and pop—as if the wick held some strange chemical. More likely, it was age or a difference in the way wicks were designed at the time the lighting implement had been crafted. Still, the candle had a pleasant aroma that might be the result of that odd burning behavior.

      After a moment of breathing in the spicy scent, the pseudo brushed dust from a chair and took a seat. The motes dancing in the air threatened to choke him, leaving a dry and tired taste in his throat.

      When he coughed, the sound filled the room, louder than it should have been. It was merely one more intrusion on his thoughts.

      Stiff cushions resisted his weight, pressing against his shoulders. The sparking and the warm smell of the candle refused to allow him to close his eyes and think.

      That was what he needed more than sleep to appease his drained mind, more than food to sustain his tired body: He needed solitude to think, to concentrate.

      She had been on the rug, safely hidden from prying eyes. No one and nothing could have fled past Quil in that underground chamber. The dust tracks had gone in the opposite direction, so whoever had taken her had not headed below while the summoned fish thing distracted him. The kidnapper had taken Koti back up into the abandoned wing of the castle.

      Who would it not have been? Who could safely be eliminated as a suspect?

      Naru. Himself. With her disappearance, Mistress Roulu might also be considered free of guilt. The lieutenant and the rest of the team. They had been involved in their own dramas and discoveries at that time.

      Many—most—of the students could be removed from consideration as well. The freshmen of his class were too new to the place to have discovered this wing.

      What of the professors? Other than Meriscoya and Tawod, did any seem likely candidates?

      When faced with a mystery, the most obvious answer is also the most likely. As terrible as it was to acknowledge, Meriscoya had an established history of “consuming” wizards. What that entailed exactly was unknown, but it certainly began with the physical presence of that victim. Tawod had no history of such behavior, but he did have the bizarre behavior he exhibited in the Dread Empire realm. His near-death experience in the Chaos Abyss could easily explain his transformation into whatever he was now. And as shown earlier, both men could move around the castle with impunity.

      Any other potential suspects fell far lower on the list.

      The why of it came next.

      Why take Koti? Why take her up into the castle instead of another of the underground rooms or the chamber below?

      Taking her was already a known: For “consuming” or some other purpose.

      As for why they would not go underground—

      Quil sat forward, eyes open, the first pressing of fatigue pushed away. He had his answer, something so obvious he should have seen it before. Even with the bend in the hallway and the stairs separating the library from the deeper chamber, there had been noises—gunshots and the creature’s strange speech—to warn anyone away from that path.

      But the map Naru had found in the giant, ancient library showed that secret passages and tunnels connected all areas of the castle and the spaces underground, and all of that was connected to the city across the river!

      Whoever took Koti could have gone up, found a secret passage, then gone down again, avoiding the battle.

      The pseudo chastised himself for not seeing this before. He blew out the candle and moved to the door, listening for a moment. Once he was sure he was still alone, he hurried to the bend, then to the door hiding the stairs. With his flashlight hooked to his belt, he descended the steps, assault carbine ready.

      Despite himself, he jerked in surprise when he discovered the big fish-thing he had killed was nothing more than a tacky pool of black goo. That seemed strangely consistent with the macabre elements he had so far experienced. At least the thing had been removed as a threat.

      What had drawn him below was not the corpse and its foul, rotten fish smell but the things that had been down here: the summoners. They had fled the chamber, and the path they had taken likely led to the tunnels.

      In the flashlight beam, the chiseled walls were almost black, glistening with dampness in spots. His steps and breathing boomed as he worked his way along the uneven surface, probing and searching for anything that might give away a hidden door. There had to be some mechanism to give access to the tunnels or another chamber or—

      His light caught a shadow out of place, drawing his eye in closer. It took him a moment to realize what he was seeing: a small piece of cloth jutting out of the stone. The material was caught, unmoving.

      Quil stomped on the floor, slapped the wall around the material, probed with fingertips—nothing.

      He stepped back and played his light over the surrounding area. Here, the chamber tapered down to what amounted to a dead-end hallway. It ran another ten feet at most, the gap between the walls no more than that. For the most part, the chisel work showed discipline and skill, leading to relatively even surfaces if not smooth.

      Except…

      Closer to where the chamber widened out from the narrow hallway, a section of stone jutted out. It was no more than a couple inches, but it caught his attention.

      How many steps from that jutting piece of stone to the material caught in the wall? Three? Four?

      Once again, Quil tapped and stomped and pushed—

      —and this time he heard it: a latch releasing.

      When he got back to the section of wall where the piece of cloth should have been, he found the material on the floor. A gentle push sent a panel of stone inward, revealing a dark passage.

      He looked the material over more closely and spotted subdued symbols embroidered in the cloth. It seemed if not a piece torn from one of the professors’ robes, then from something they might wear casually. The jagged tear with long threads poking out certainly supported the notion it had gotten caught in the panel.

      Realizing the implication of that, Quil looked up just in time to see the panel swinging back.

      Gauging the weight of it, he stepped back and let it close. It did so with little more than that quiet latching.

      The thing only stayed open for a short while.

      After nothing responded to the noise of the opening and closing, Quil returned to the jutting bit of stone and repeated his process of pushing down with a foot and nudging the stone sideways.

      Again, the panel opened.

      After passing beyond, he held the swatch of cloth up for the closing panel to snatch and hold in place.

      On this side of the panel, the odor of fish and water was stronger. His light caught more dampness on the walls, including a couple puddles. In spots, the stone was slick with slime.

      Caution was called for. The noise of his movement would carry. His light would be seen from far away. There might be traps.

      Using a cover and angling the beam at the floor, he managed a filter that only lit a few feet ahead. He followed the straight passage with slow, careful strides until it intersected a wider tunnel that held the hint of sewage in the air. It was silent, so he risked running his light over this tunnel’s walls, spotting dark areas that were almost certainly other entries into this underground passage. It was impossible to be sure which way lay the city, but the tunnel certainly seemed to indicate—

      Something echoed from farther down the tunnel, then the follow-on sound provided clarity: a door closing.

      Voices followed, too distant and hissed to be anything meaningful.

      Quil searched the tunnel for a promising hiding spot and padded over to what he suspected was another passageway. It proved to be unfinished, a niche maybe six feet deep and half as high.

      He squeezed inside and powered his light off, then readied his carbine.

      The voices grew louder but still too distorted to be made out.

      Could it be Mistress Roulu? One of the voices sounded higher than the other. Perhaps Riyun’s team had returned through the portal and Naru had brought them back with her.

      A thought occurred to the pseudo: This could be the fish-people or Meriscoya or even Tawod. If so, was this the time to use the training of childhood and to assassinate whoever it was moving through the dark? It seemed unlikely Koti and even Mistress Roulu would be alive still. Better to eliminate the threat than risk them getting away.

      Even if the enemy overwhelmed him, Quil felt at ease with the idea of striking. He had a destiny, yes, but this was something he had control over, a choice he could make. That was more appealing.

      When he thought back to the hidden underground sections of the facility where he had been birthed, a tingle ran along his spine. Pseudos knew early on they had always been intended for a specific purpose. The official dogma preached to them was that they were less than human, meant to serve the rich and powerful—the Onath.

      Quil had discovered there was more to it, that their deaths as assassins and bodyguards served to further bolster their masters. It was a sick thrill these Onath apparently required to reinforce their sense of superiority.

      But Quil’s people had not been slaves before. He had found records of their culture predating the Onath and Tuos, had found references to being “forerunners.”

      And people like Symbra—those who enforced purity under the guise of policy—knew the truth about that history.

      To strike for freedom was tempting, to break free of the promised fate as soldiers who would die in the service of the Onath—

      The voices became clearer, resolving into only two: male and female.

      He craned his neck around the lip of the alcove in time to spot the glow of a lamp disappearing into one of the other entries he had spotted farther down the passageway.

      A young couple stepped out of the entryway, pausing to study something in the lantern light. They wore jeans and sweaters, but enough of their hands were exposed to see that not only was their hair dark—possibly black—but their skin was coppery or gold. Both were tall and athletic looking.

      Not instructors. Not fish-people. These were fellow students, and they were moving around with even more confidence than Quil felt.

      Just as he realized he had been wrong about the possibility of a student being behind the disappearances, he realized he had seen the young woman before, on the baldercrak pitch.

      It was the beautiful young Lion, so frighteningly powerful…

      …and she was looking his way.
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      When Riyun’s team descended into the upper level of the ruins, he pushed back the urge to retreat to the exit that would take them to the surface. It was obvious by the others’ body language—the sag in their posture, the darting of their eyes, the twitch in their fingers—that they were done with this place. They gave him a sullen, challenging look, asking without speaking what in the Hollow Hills he thought he was doing bringing them back here.

      He sucked in the noxious reek of the place, let the poison and malevolence push against his flesh until sweat beaded and the shakes came on violently. Bile rose up, bitter and hot.

      It didn’t break his resolve. “We need to search this area, too.”

      Lonar’s sunken eyes bugged out. “Boss, you can’t be serious. We was just here.”

      The earth pressed down on the roof, raining dust that hung in Symbra’s flashlight beam and producing a groan that reverberated through the network of halls and tunnels. It was a sound they should’ve heard when they’d moved around below, a sound like the breathing of the place: sick and hollow. They’d been too caught up in first searching, then escaping the depths, listening for whatever it was that stayed just out of sight, never more than a flash of glowing eyes and the scrape of claws on pale stone and crumpled concrete.

      When the sound stopped, Riyun saw Zabila’s scowl. “You’re sure about this?”

      “We have to check it out.”

      “For what?”

      “I…don’t know. There’s something here I have to find.” He pointed to the darkness they’d just descended through. “Hirvok, take them back to the camp. Lonar, carry them if you have to.”

      “C’mon now, Boss.” The big tweak swept his autocannon toward the path that would take Riyun back to the statue. “This place is dangerous. That big slug could be down here hiding somewhere. It could’ve come through the portal for all we know.”

      Without meaning to, Riyun found his eyes drifting to the many black spaces in the dark. Those could be tunnels or other hallways or even cavities big enough to hold a monster capable of assuming any shape imaginable.

      In ruins like this, the blob thing could be anywhere, oozing into cracks and using its chameleon-like ability to blend with the darkness.

      No. That sort of thinking was undisciplined, allowing the enemy to get inside his head. He shifted the strap holding his carbine. “We have no idea if that thing’s even still alive.”

      Symbra separated from the others. “This was a bad idea. You’ve seen all you need of this place.”

      “I haven’t, but you have. All of you. Go on. I won’t be long.”

      “What do you think you have to see?”

      “I—I don’t know.” It felt as if the darkness called to him then. “I’ll know it when I see it.”

      After shooting a look at the other woman, Zabila edged up to Riyun. She pressed a hand against his chest. “Seeing what was beyond that portal affected you. The ripples are tearing you up. All of you look bad, but you—”

      “I’m fine.”

      No one believed that. Even Hirvok shook his head. “Let it go.”

      Riyun knew better. “You and Lonar head back to camp. I mean it. Keep an eye out for Naru and Quil. If they come back, we have to give serious thought to…” To what? They didn’t have a world to return to, not after what they’d seen on the other side. “We have to give serious thought to doing something bold.”

      “Like what?”

      “We’ll work that out. For now, I don’t want them out there alone.”

      “So, you three wander around in here alone?”

      The sniper was on the verge of saying no, and Riyun couldn’t afford a disagreement at this point. He exhaled. “Thirty minutes. That’s all we’ll be.”

      To the lieutenant’s surprise, Symbra kissed the former Silver on his cheek. “We’ll be fine.”

      For several seconds, it seemed that wouldn’t be enough, then Hirvok slung his weapon and marched the way Riyun had indicated. “Thirty minutes.”

      Lonar rendered a salute, then followed the sergeant.

      When they were out of sight, Riyun headed in the opposite direction. He felt rather than heard the women falling in behind him. None of them said anything about the shadows and the smells, the creepy feeling of being watched, or the skittering noises that tracked after them.

      As the smell of the stagnant water became unmistakable, Zabila caught up on his right. “It’s not safe being in here.”

      “And we won’t be for much longer.” His boot slid on slick mud, and he nearly dropped to his butt. He chuckled, embarrassed. “You think I’m crazy.”

      “I think you’re affected. What you saw in the sewers hit you hard.”

      “Everything is hitting me hard. This place—”

      “It’s what we have for now, my love.”

      “Do you even care about our dimension anymore? You’ve lived on this side for years.”

      “What you mean is you’re not sure I ever cared.” She hugged herself. “I do.”

      The way she’d brushed off the symbols, the Zialite information Symbra had shared…could he trust this woman? “This ruin, there’s shattered glass down there—blue glass. It’s…not Total Rewrite, but it’s like they share a space.”

      She bit her lip, nodded. “I feel it.”

      “Does Tawod even understand what he’s gotten himself into? Meriscoya is part of this. He’s insane. Tawod? He has no excuse. He’s making this destruction possible.”

      “And those ripples…”

      “You felt them, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “They’re bringing things together, aren’t they? It’s like we caused them by traveling through the portal. And this place sits right on top of Beraga’s Golgar Portal. It’s the Chaos Abyss all over again. All that energy blasting out through here, it’s what the Archon said—what Reger said: Things are collapsing, tearing apart.”

      “It feels that way.”

      “How can they even tell one event from another, seeing the dimensions and time simultaneously. It should drive them mad.”

      “Maybe it did. You said he was the only one there. There were three when I left.”

      Riyun stopped when Symbra’s flashlight flashed over a deep crack. “Wait. Put your light there.” He pointed out the crack, which he thought must run vertically from floor to ceiling in the thick stone of the place.

      Sure enough, the flashlight confirmed his intuition.

      The Onath officer candidate joined him at the dark fissure. “What was it?”

      “Something. I can’t—”

      Deeper inside the fracture, something sparkled in the flashlight beam. That had been it, just a flash for an instant, there and gone. How had his eye even caught it while searching for threats?

      He twisted to get his right arm into the tight space, grunting as the stone narrowed to the point he couldn’t reach in deeper. “It’s a piece of glass or metal or—”

      There was no reaching it.

      Once he had his arm back out, Symbra pressed against the stone, held her arm with the flashlight high, and shone the beam in. She gasped. “Oh!”

      “What?”

      “It’s some sort of device. Another of those guns, maybe?”

      “Can you get it?”

      She handed him the light, then took off her long coat. “Keep it shining down.”

      Her arm was nowhere as thick as his. Before long, her tongue poked out, and she had pushed in up to her elbow. With a groan, she pulled back. “I can’t get a grip on it. It’s right there.”

      When she had her arm free, she shook it out, cursing.

      Zabila took the other woman’s place. “I’m smaller. Maybe I could do it?”

      The idea troubled Riyun. They were running out of time, and they hadn’t even reached the statue. He was sure that was what was eating at him, the answer to a question he couldn’t figure out how to ask.

      He helped the runaway Silver out of her jacket, then put the light on the device again. “Careful.”

      “I’m not some fragile doll.”

      She wasn’t. The young woman who’d fled her miserable life had grown up, had survived not just Uzir Beraga and his twisted machinations but the sick worlds he’d created.

      Of course, Riyun had to remind himself she’d also been aware of Beraga’s deranged schemes and if she hadn’t gone along with them, she at least hadn’t passed along the full extent of their poison.

      As she pressed herself against the wall, he couldn’t help staring at her. She was heartbreakingly beautiful, both fragile and resilient. Her bashful smile made him want to pull her free of the crack and rush her out of this place. They could find someplace safe together, away from the devastation and greed of people like Beraga and the Onath.

      Then she pulled back and held up the hidden thing with a shaky hand. “Here.”

      “What—?”

      Energy pulsed through the ruins, the twisting waves sending Riyun to the floor like a punch to the gut. He gagged, and fire lanced through his brain. A billion images shot through, merging and unfurling—worlds exploding, fire consuming the skies, atrocious monsters writhing and slashing the air with tentacles and claws.

      A popping sound emanated from the crack, and dust drifted from the ceiling, followed by small chunks of stone.

      Then he was being helped to his feet, the women on either side of him dragging him along. They were shouting over the sound of flame swallowing the atmosphere of a planet, over the grinding of vast starships plunging from the firmament and being twisted into tiny black balls, over the screams of trillions of lives being snuffed out.

      As suddenly as those sensations had struck, they were in the stagnant black water, slipping and splashing. Any other time, having two attractive women hauling him around might have been a private thrill for the mercenary commander. Now, he couldn’t reconcile the sight of stars going nova with the relative calm of the two of them.

      While Zabila held him up, Symbra ran her flashlight over the statue. It looked like she might be about to ask him if he was satisfied, then her eyes flew wide and her jaw dropped.

      In that instant, the pain and horror of all the realities dying faded, and Riyun saw where they were. The water that had collected for years around the base of the statue was still there, as was the statue itself, but the ruins were gone. The stone floor sloping up from what had been a stagnant pool had been replaced by grass-covered earth sloping up to moon-kissed hilltops.

      He twisted around, searching for the way they’d come and spied the door of a mausoleum hanging open, leading into a jet-black vault beyond. Exquisite designs traced across the blue-gray marble outer walls: magnificent winged creatures, elegant script, and niches no doubt meant for offerings or candles.

      In the sky overhead, lightning flashed, followed soon by booming thunder. Dead leaves rattled across marble headstones and benches, and trees leaning over distant wrought-iron fencing thrashed as they bowed and rose in the wind.

      When the lightning disappeared, a light remained, drawing Riyun’s eyes to the top of a distant hill.

      Zabila caught him when he nearly dropped into the water. “Stay awake.”

      “I know.” The pain was nothing like it had been, but he was still disoriented. There was no forgetting the sensation, even with it gone. “There’s something up there.”

      She followed his jabbing finger. “A house.”

      Symbra took his free arm again. “I don’t know how we got here, but that storm’s almost on us. We have to seek shelter.”

      As they hauled him out of the muck of what must have once been a peaceful pool, Riyun wondered why they hadn’t thought to retreat to the mausoleum and to risk it being their way back.

      Then the thunder boomed again, and cold rain started to spatter against his face, and he had to concentrate on the ascent, to get out of the storm…

      …before it destroyed them all.
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      Ultimately, it was not the way the beautiful, young wizard stiffened while looking toward Quil’s hiding place that convinced him he should reveal himself. Nor was it the way her muscular partner suddenly crackled with eldritch energy, flexing his thick limbs as if that might intimidate a monster or someone sporting a firearm. And it certainly had nothing to do with being squeezed into the old stone cavity that should have provided an exceptional hiding place, despite the rough surface pressing against armor-covered flesh.

      What convinced Quil to reveal his presence was the sudden realization that these two could not be part of Koti’s disappearance and the related conspiracy.

      They were students—freshmen—and of an age where the likelihood of thinking beyond the needs and desires of the moment were slim to nonexistent. Worse, they both exhibited the sort of striking good looks that favored pampering and ease. That sort of upbringing all but guaranteed they could not conceive of involving themselves in the dark endeavors uncovered by the mercenary team in and around the university.

      Realizing this, he stepped out and powered on his flashlight, hands to his side. Of course, one hand stayed close to the holstered but hidden pistol. At least fifty feet separated him from the two of them, and they were all surrounded by the dark-draped tunnel walls.

      Quil inclined his head toward them. “How surprising to see you here.”

      Green sparks danced along the female’s long fingers. “The Zialite.”

      Now that shocked him.

      Her voice held power and confidence, magnified by the surrounding stone. It swatted away the darkness, replacing it with something stronger than light: certainty.

      She feared nothing, this young student of the Lions.

      For a moment, the pseudo held his breath, blocking out the stink of sewage and sulfur oozing from the ancient tunnel stones. His silver-gray eyes narrowed, and he tried to take a better measure of this youthful creature. Tall, sturdy, with dark blue eyes that reflected the lamplight like it was a blazing fire. She could not be any older than she appeared, not without a more convincing disguise than Naru and Zabila had managed for him, a disguise this young woman saw through.

      If the jig was up, he might as well play along. “My disguise was meant to survive the gaze of the professors. How is it you see through so easily?”

      Even twisted in a sneer, the young woman’s full lips were captivating. “Obviously, I’m more powerful than you think.”

      Her handsome partner rested a hand on her arm. “Don’t antagonize him.” Then came more of the macho display, with the tall youth drawing up to his full height and puffing out his already deep chest. “We’re the ones asking questions.”

      Quil shrugged, still confident in his superior position. “Then ask.”

      “Who are you—really? What are you doing down here?”

      “My name is Quil. I am a mercenary. I have inserted myself into the university after discovering the corpse of Vakram Foglun.”

      The young woman snapped her fingers. “See? I told you someone had buried those bodies.”

      Her partner waved down her excitement. “Why do you care about the boy’s death?”

      They knew about both corpses, then. What did that say about them, rutting like—turning into—animals on a grave?

      Such a question meant Quil needed to craft his answer carefully. “My team and I believe Vakram Foglun and Krisbali Saward were killed by someone we have been hunting for several months. The wizard is extremely powerful and is directly responsible for the deaths of thousands.”

      His response landed perfectly, with the beautiful couple exchanging a troubled and surprised look. They lost the initiative in that instant.

      Quil seized it for himself. “We have further uncovered more troubling matters in our efforts to bring the murderer to justice. Unfortunately, Mistress Roulu has been taken, removing a vital ally in our investigation.”

      At that, the young woman recoiled. “She’s a Snake and a Zialite like you.”

      Yet another surprise from this young woman, although Quil had at least suspected the revelation. “Being a Snake does not guarantee her actions are evil, does it? Is it not more accurate to assume she is self-serving and deceptive rather than outright harmful?”

      “Whatever.”

      “She is more than she appears.”

      “Because she’s a Zialite?” The young woman snorted. “She tried harder than you to hide it, but physical disguises don’t work when you’re alert for all the cues, y’know.”

      Her partner apparently had hoped to be less forthcoming about the depth of their knowledge, because he rested a palm over his face. “Tami, please.”

      Tami. This vision had a name. Knowing it drew a shudder out of Quil. “Perhaps this moment was meant to be.”

      The beefcake with no name leaned forward, once again relying on physical presence for intimidation. “I doubt it.”

      “My reason for being down here—the investigation? It extends beyond Roulu. A fellow student was taken.”

      “Koti Dulat. We know.”

      Quil’s heart jumped. “You…know? Is she alive still?”

      This time, it was Tami’s turn to scold her partner. She glared at him. “Really, Aliat?”

      And like that, they both had names. Quil wished he could maintain his cool objectivity and maneuver the discussion more favorably, but he simply could not keep his eyes off this Tami. Despite his training and experience, there were basic biological imperatives that could not be ignored. Youth had many advantages, but the power of hormones charging through his bloodstream was not one.

      He waved toward the tunnel intersection he had been considering before their arrival. “I had intended to search that path for signs of either Roulu or Koti’s passage.”

      Aliat held his lamp out toward the passage. “Why?”

      “There were indications of the kidnapper moving in that direction. At least one of them came out of a chamber where I stumbled upon a summoning.”

      Again, the photogenic couple exchanged a look.

      Quil pressed on, sensing that he might draw in the two of them as allies with the right information. “My team and I believe there are surviving Innzuth either in the ruins of Potters Square or in the tunnels and caves built long ago by those who settled this region.”

      It was subtle, but he caught Tami balling up her hands into fists. “He knows.” She had probably meant it as a quiet communication with her partner, but her voice carried.

      The athletic young man glanced around. “This place is corrupt.” His tone held the hint of invitation and openness, a chance to engage.

      It was a chance Quil took. “This much we have determined.”

      “Why would mercenaries care about the centuries of wicked and vile acts that have their roots here? The ones using their powers for harm and personal gain have money. Isn’t that all you care about?”

      “We were hired by a very wealthy and powerful woman whose daughter was exploited by the sort of people you describe.”

      At that, the young woman flinched. Quil’s wording had been calculated for such an empathetic response. Exploitation, murder—women were more likely to see themselves in such descriptions than men, even when the woman was clearly as confident and capable as this Tami.

      She first tightened her fists, then opened her hands. “You have no idea what you’re getting into.”

      “It is possible. However, the wizard we have pursued here has revealed things that have opened our eyes. If I might show you something?” Quil tugged on the lapel of his long coat.

      Aliat gave a cautious nod. “Slowly.”

      That was exactly what Quil had in mind. He pulled open the duster to reveal the holstered pistol and the weapon sling hanging from his harness. The stock and barrel of his carbine would be visible to sharp eyes.

      Tami gasped. “Oh, yeah. I like this guy more already.”

      Her partner frowned. “He’s a Zialite.”

      “So? Harbingers of change aren’t always a bad thing.”

      At that pronouncement, Quil took an involuntary step forward. “If I may ask?”

      Beefcake pointed at Quil’s boots, face stiff with intensity. “Don’t come any closer.”

      “I apologize, but the use of my people’s name along with this other description…?”

      The enchanting young woman’s eyes lit up. “You’ve never heard that?”

      “Where I come from, my people are held in a different light.”

      “I bet. Most people are terrified of change. In all the books I’ve read—”

      Aliat groaned and looked away.

      Her lips curled in angrily for a second. “In all the teachings I’ve had, Harbinger of Change isn’t used positively. Maybe it’s meant to be, though.” She elbowed her partner in the ribs. “That’s what I was trying to say.”

      While rubbing his ribs, the hunk nodded. “Okay. Maybe his change is good.”

      She lifted her chin at winning that argument. “Like transforming this place from its old, crooked ways.”

      “Oh, no doubt.” Aliat wasn’t convinced, but he gave Quil a stern look. “Unlike the other kids who come here, we were trained since childhood. Our teachers know all about the dark connections this place has to an ancient cult.”

      Quil could not argue with the idea that the instructors might have ties to the fish-people. “Is it a corruption through every college or limited in nature?”

      “The Snakes and Hyenas who graduate have a history of criminal behavior. They grow fat off the labor of others.”

      Nodding energetically, Tami showed her own investment in this. “And they kill people. Lots of people.”

      “We don’t know that.” The hunk seemed ready to argue the point with his partner, then surrendered, looking back to Quil. “What we do know is enough. They do bad things. They’ve put the world at risk, and only our teachers’ interventions in the past have prevented disaster. Tami and I came here to investigate from the inside.”

      It was a further invitation—one Quil knew he had to take. “Our paths appear to align. The need to work together seems obvious.”

      “I was thinking the same thing.”

      Tami stiffened, lips twisted in annoyance. “Oh, I have an idea: Why don’t the two macho boys cut a deal and completely ignore the girl? Wait! I have a better idea: Why don’t you let me get involved in the discussion?”

      Her partner put on a long-suffering face. “Sorry. Did you have something to say?”

      “Hey, thanks, Aliat! Wow!” She screwed up her mouth and folded her arms over her chest. “I guess you stole my thunder already.”

      “Sorry.” The handsome young man shot a pleading look at Quil. “What about you?”

      In the face of such sincere discomfort, Quil felt an instant connection with the larger man. As beautiful as this Tami was, she also apparently had a big chip on her shoulder. It was something Quil could understand as an outsider, but he could also appreciate how it could wear on others.

      He pointed back the way he had come. “I need to leave a mark for the rest of my team to know the way I have come.”

      His new allies waited, whispering as the pseudo jogged back to the intersection he had entered the tunnel from, then followed him to the tunnel he felt certain their prey had used to sneak the missing women through. After finding a drop of relatively fresh blood, Quil left another mark at the mouth of that intersection.

      Then, with barely a further whisper exchanged, the three of them proceeded deeper into the dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            40

          

        

      

    

    
      Rain thudded against Riyun’s face, heavy and icy cold. It sank through every opening, soaking his skin and sending chills through his core. Even though they were out of the dark, haunted ruins, he felt crushed beneath the collapsing roof. As he climbed the slick hillside to the black sky above, there was still the sickly rot of the underground place tracking after him, creeping in from all around, oozing into his pores.

      Whatever energy surged out of the corrupted portal, it packed a wallop.

      Symbra gave him a shake. “You going to make it?” Her voice was nearly lost in the noise: the rain, a rumble of thunder, the sound of a million insects gnashing their mandibles.

      He grimaced. “It’s in my head. I’m fine.”

      But the funny thing about the head was that it ran the body. When he tried to walk on his own, his legs wouldn’t work right. They couldn’t support his weight, couldn’t fight gravity to drive him up the hill.

      Up the hill. Up the hill. Why were they going—?

      Lightning laced the black clouds and cast the mansion in silhouette.

      Had he ever seen this place before? Hadn’t there been a light?

      His teeth chattered, and his guts tangled and twisted. Sour juices bubbled up from his stomach, tasting like rotten flesh. As he drew nearer to their destination, every breath took on a stronger sulfuric odor.

      Zabila smiled hopefully when he blinked away the rain. She squeezed him. “Not much farther.”

      “Do you smell it? That sulfur? The rot?”

      The women leaned forward, shared a confused look, then picked up the pace.

      It wasn’t just this place, this time, the storm. He was sensitive to the portal’s energies. There were ghosts—spirits—around him, trapped in the uncertainty of the transportation mechanism. Time and space had no meaning passing through the portal. The three of them had just been belched out of the Chaos Abyss or the Total Rewrite lab or someplace else. They’d been dumped here, in this strange clearing surrounded by towering, black trees, a place perhaps out of time and space.

      What did that make them? Ghosts?

      He leaned on the women, tried to draw strength from them. They had shrugged off the crippling energies—Javika’s ripples—as if the power hadn’t washed over them, too.

      Couldn’t they see that the world was coming apart?

      Lightning slashed the heavens like fire, burning for an instant with terrible, blinding brilliance, then gone.

      What did Javika do in that other world, that other past? Why had she come back so furious, so hurtful? Was it his fault?

      If it was the last thing he did, Riyun vowed he would find that answer.

      The ground leveled off, but his breathing was crazy, the reek of the tomb still stuck in his head. They drifted over the broad, overgrown lawn like wraiths, the urgent shouts to hang on nearly swept away by howling winds. It was an inelegant, complicated dance to dodge the rusted ruins of toys and tools littering the yard. A thick branch tumbled across the high grass, snapping and thrashing as it shot past.

      He swore that it glanced back at him, shot an impotent glare.

      Such an imagination.

      Another ripple banged into the small of his back, punched out his gut, firing nausea through his belly and electrifying every nerve. When they stopped in front of a door painted as black as the night, he felt Symbra’s frustrated scream.

      This was where he was supposed to pitch in. He was a head taller than Symbra, outweighed Zabila by a hundred pounds. Even a simpleton could contribute in this situation: bang a shoulder into the barrier, kick until the wooden frame snapped…something.

      All Riyun could do was fight back another wave of nausea. “My pistol.”

      Zabila held it up. “What about it?”

      What had he been thinking? “Bang on the door with it.”

      She did, but in the storm, the noise was almost certainly lost. Had that been his idea? It seemed so…inept. The nausea ate at him, though. It sapped his strength, left him worse than an imbecile. What they needed was a shotgun or a battering ram.

      He groaned. That had been the idea. He held a hand out. “Let…me…”

      The youthful runaway handed the weapon across with a worried expression. He must sound even worse than he felt.

      Riyun adjusted his grip, lined the barrel up where the bolt would likely be. “Back up.”

      They did him one better, moving around a corner. Good. The way he felt at that moment, he might miss the entire house.

      Surprisingly, his shot punctured the gap between door and jamb. It left behind splinters and the sharp sting of gunpowder. Was there a ringing in his ears? That seemed right.

      When their heads poked around the corner, he drove a shoulder into the massive door, knocking it free and sending him face-down onto the floor.

      Somewhere in the storm, two voices rose in a startled scream.

      He rolled onto his side, gasped, coughed. “Hello?”

      But there was no one to welcome or chastise or threaten. This place held mold and dust, rot and ash. Hands hauled him upright—gently but earnestly. Someone asked if he’d shot himself, which made him laugh.

      His head lolled to the side. “Got the door…right in the heart.”

      Then they were dragging him through the place, trailing mud over patterned tile floors that took on a gray tone when lightning flared through rotting drapes and age-grimed windows. Their boots squeaked, and twice they all went to the floor, the two women piling on top of him and shrieking when they couldn’t get him upright again.

      Next he knew, they had him in a stained tub, black water spitting out of a spigot. There might have been bugs vomiting from the brass fixture, but they cleared, as did the water.

      He leaned back, and at some point the water went from ice cold to warm, even to hot. Zabila fretted about bruises or welts or something, then something cool rested on his forehead.

      Blackness sucked him in, gusting silvery threads that took on the shapes of the dead before drifting back to thin lines in the dark. Far away, voices ran through a string of possibilities: poison, an injury, some sort of breakdown. They discussed whether medicine truly had an expiration date. While he listened, the cosmos breathed in time and exhaled collapse.

      Then he had a cold glass on his bruised lips, and sweet water on his tongue. A voice told him to swallow the pills carefully, and he did.

      After that, he floated through the void with the dead and unborn.

      Time began to take on structure, the ticking of a clock echoing off tile, cracked drywall, and exposed slats. Water dripped somewhere, and he realized that the stench of the ruins was gone, replaced by mold and mildew.

      He sat up, sore and a little disoriented but no longer broken. Fire crackled warmly behind a black grill. Rickety wooden chairs held his clothing, dripping slowly onto the tile floor, reflecting the orange flames. A time-dulled gray sheet covered his shoulder. At some point, he’d been laid out on a settee with puke green upholstery, the fabric stiff and coarse.

      Symbra’s head jerked up from where she’d been dozing on a smaller but no less hideous twin to his bed. She, too, wore a sheet, but she did so better. “Zabila?”

      The soft patter of feet drew him around to see the young Silver wearing not just the same sort of musty sheet but also a relieved smile. “You okay?”

      “What…happened?”

      “We were hoping you could tell us.” The runaway came to him and pulled down the sheet, revealing his discolored chest. “When did you get hit by a runaway train?”

      Although the injuries were tender, they weren’t like regular bruises. “This is from the ripples?”

      “You don’t know?”

      He shook his head, barely noting the stiffness in his neck. “That slug thing didn’t hit me, did it?”

      “Nothing hit you.”

      “Then it must be the ripples.” He stared at the fire, realized her clothes were drying there, too, along with Symbra’s. “You gave me something.”

      “Pain medication, apparently.” Zabila smiled at the other woman. “We weren’t sure it was still good.”

      “Thank you?”

      Symbra laughed and stood, pulling her sheet tight around her shoulders. She strolled over to the drying garments, running fingers along the material. “Still wet.”

      Thunder boomed outside, but Riyun couldn’t recall lightning. “Any idea where we are?”

      The Onath officer candidate cocked an eyebrow over his shoulder at Zabila. “Tell him.”

      Zabila rested her butt on the settee top and looked down into his eyes. “I think we’re still in the forest.”

      “What?”

      “It’s huge. Areas of it have never seen human intrusion, but other areas have been settled. Remember the map we found in the shack? This looks like one of those areas marked on it, some sort of abandoned estate. There are lights across the way now that the storm has slackened. I think it’s the city, but it looks like we’re on the wrong side of the university here, opposite our camp.”

      “Hirvok and Lonar—they’re out in this?”

      Symbra snorted. “They’re probably running around like kids.”

      “We have to get Naru and Quil out of the castle. We need to regroup.”

      “I tried calling earlier. The weather…”

      Riyun looked around for his gear, spotted it piled on a sheet-covered table. He got up uncertainly, barely keeping the sheet around his waist, then stumbled over to his helmet and pushed it aside. He picked up the radio it had hidden. Everything looked okay. The gear was hardened against combat and extreme weather.

      He pressed the receiver to his ear and wrapped his throat mic around his neck. “Eagle, Tank, this is Lightning—do you copy?”

      Static hissed.

      Before he could transmit again, the static shifted, took on tone. “—copy.”

      “Eagle? Tank? Repeat.”

      “—ightning—Eagle—you been?”

      Riyun roamed the huge room, shivering when he reached a window far from the fireplace’s warmth. The static relented here. “Eagle? Hirvok? You read me?”

      “Yeah! Hey, that’s better. Where you been with my girl? You said thirty minutes.”

      “We’re all okay. The portal must’ve activated. Zabila thinks we’re in the forest somewhere, probably with the university between us and the camp. You get hit with a thunderstorm?”

      “The mother of thunderstorms, yeah. It’s mostly gone now. The big guy took his clothes off and went for a run. Idiot.”

      Lightning sizzled in Riyun’s ear. “Tell him to get dressed. You two need to extract Naru and Quil.”

      “Yeah, um. She’s already here. I think she’s emotionally scarred after seeing the big guy dancing around naked.”

      There was no suppressing the smile that spread over Riyun’s face. “What about Quil?”

      “She said—”

      Another crackle of lightning.

      Riyun keyed his mic. “Say again?”

      “She said Quil was waiting for her in the castle, probably in the underground chamber where he killed that fish thing.”

      Underground. The tunnels! Riyun spun around. “Zabila, were there tunnels on this side of the university?”

      “I think—”

      “Confirm it, please.” Riyun had a sense that their arrival at the mausoleum wasn’t a mere accident. “Hirvok, try to find Quil in the underground. Wait for us. We’ll meet you there.”

      “About time we took this to the enemy.”

      Although Riyun agreed, saying so wouldn’t accomplish anything. He hurried over to his clothes, fighting against the stiffness in his limbs. That would improve with activity. He dropped his smelly sheet and searched around for his underwear.

      Symbra gawked. “You can’t seriously be thinking of going—”

      “There have to be tunnels in this area. I’m betting the magic of these creatures is all connected, like a circuit. When the ruins spat us out, they put us next to another point in the circuit.”

      He paused while pulling on his underwear to look at the tablet Zabila shoved at him.

      “Here.” She pointed to a digitized image of the old map on the shack wall, then to another map he couldn’t recall seeing before. “Naru said this came from some old book. It corresponds nicely to what we found in that shack. See? This looks about right.”

      “You mean we’re sitting right on top of the westernmost tunnel?”

      “If you think it’s all connected, wouldn’t that make—?”

      The fire guttered as if hit by a blast of wind, and somewhere below them, the earth shook.

      He looked from one woman to the next, then finished pulling on his underwear. “The tunnel’s below us. Get dressed.”

      While he pulled on his pants, he strained, listening for anything.

      Once again, a noise climbed from far below. He thought it might be a scream.
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      Zabila discovered the basement through a hidden door in the pantry. Stairs took them down, where Riyun’s flashlight revealed piled boxes and other signs of abandonment—a rusty weaver’s loom with red paint chipped away; shelves of glass preserving jars filled with moldering vegetables and fruits; and an old, water-stained armoire. From the animal musk coming off of it, rats must have nested inside the thing. When Symbra tried to move the unstable piece of furniture, a door fell off its hinges and tiny skeletons spilled out, along with fine chunks of wood and droppings turned years ago into dried husks. The armoire sagged and creaked, ready to topple.

      Riyun kicked the rotted pile of junk aside, then swept the rest of the debris away with a booted foot. That left only a rotting throw rug covering the cracked cement floor. He nudged the moth-eaten material with the tip of his boot, revealing a small trapdoor of dusty, dry wood that had also been victim to mice or rats.

      It was easier to stomp the door into splinters than to draw it open. Dust rose in clouds, and the cracked wood bounced off the ancient stone walls with hollow cracks as he cleared the small opening.

      Now his flashlight revealed a narrow set of wooden steps—barely more than a ladder, really—leading down to a stone landing.

      He took the lead, back pressed against the steps, hands wide for balance. The wood groaned under his weight as the air pressed in against him, stuffy and choking with the reek of sewage and fish. Hints of body odor mixed with those other smells, and the foul stink of feces and almost ammonia smell of urine became stronger.

      Several feet above the stone landing, he hopped down, gritting his teeth against the jolt of pain shooting through his legs on impact. His knife was out, ready, but nothing responded to the boom of his landing.

      When playing his light over the stone walls revealed nothing more than a tight passage, he waved the two women down.

      After they were with him in the tight space, he pointed the tip of his knife toward the opening. “That’s a tunnel there. We’ll have to twist sideways for a bit, but I think it opens into something larger. That’s where the smell is coming from.”

      Symbra checked her carbine, and Zabila gripped the pistol he’d given her.

      Once more, he took the lead, moving in a crouch with his right shoulder forward. He had the khanza knife ready to thrust if something came at him when he reached the end of the low, narrow tunnel. There was no way to sneak through the space, so he advanced as quickly as he could.

      As he’d suspected, the tunnel opened into a larger room, but he couldn’t have expected what he’d find there: a large animal cage of heavy-gauge wire. This was where the smell of urine and feces had come from, the excrement caking one corner of the cell. A tattered blanket rested at the other end of the cage.

      He tested the open door, noting the way it moved easily and that its hinges didn’t squeak.

      Farther into the room, two empty wooden pails rested in the middle of a widening puddle of water.

      Symbra exited the tunnel, the back of a hand pressed against her nose. “That smell.”

      After making sure the only other exit didn’t present a threat, Riyun ran his flashlight from the expanding puddle to the cage. “They had a captive in there.” Next, he put the beam on the other exit. “And they took the captive out this door.”

      The Onath woman edged out of the way to let Zabila into the room. Almost immediately after exiting the tunnel, the smaller woman coughed. She caught sight of the cage now in Symbra’s flashlight beam and gagged.

      Riyun didn’t have the heart to tell them his suspicions about the water spreading across the stone floor. Quil had mentioned that the young woman he’d slipped into the woods with had been taken by someone while they searched the underground rooms beneath the castle. If that was who’d been imprisoned in the cage, then her captors had probably rinsed her off before taking her from the room.

      What reason would they take her if not to perform one of their sacrifices?

      After listening at the door opposite the opening they’d entered through, Riyun opened it. It was quiet, but the smell here was stronger: the sewer and that persistent fishy smell. No one was in sight, but there were damp prints on the floor.

      Steps led deeper down, probably another fifty feet. He took the lead once more, stopping at a large archway that looked into a proper tunnel, one of the dug-out passages that ran beneath the river.

      How many people had been involved in this endeavor and for how long?

      At the thought of the scale of the undertaking, an alternative occurred to him: Had the wizards dug the tunnels themselves, or had they found them already cut into the earth by the strange people living in the area prior to establishing the university? What if the sacrifices and rituals involved only a portion of the strange people, and they had always operated out of sight from the rest? That would mean the wizards hadn’t initiated the secret connectors between the city and university but had merely documented them.

      He would have to test that idea out on Zabila. Later.

      Only the faintest dampness reflected in his flashlight now, but it was enough. He led the other two in the direction of the steps, after a while only catching the occasional drop of water here and there. It indicated the captive and her captors were moving away from the river, not beneath it.

      A sound caught his ear as they hurried forward, and he signaled the women to stop.

      There it was again: a muffled scream.

      Now came the rattle of chains.

      It couldn’t be that far away. He could make out other sounds: voices, people caught up in conversation.

      They proceeded forward, cutting right where the tunnel intersected another. Had there been signs on the map of tunnels cutting through other tunnels? Yes. He recalled them on each side of the river.

      When another muffled scream reached Riyun’s ears—this time clearer—he put a finger to his lips. They were moving toward the castle now, which could mean anything. The worst possibility was of encountering one of the wizards—Meriscoya or Tawod being the most dangerous. Zabila might be able to stand against them, but he didn’t like their odds if it got to that point. Their best bet was to sneak up onto whoever was behind the noise ahead and deal with them as quickly as possible.

      Although the soreness in his chest and limbs was muted by the painkillers, Riyun wished he could’ve encountered such a threat when healthy.

      Not long after coming to the decision that they had to act now, he spotted the likely source of the noise: light coming through another arched tunnel doorway. The voices couldn’t be clearer, but they also couldn’t be human. A gurgling undertone mixed with the strange tongue spoken.

      His mind went back to the thing that had ambushed him in the basement across the river. If it were here...

      He sheathed his knife, brought his carbine around, and waved his small team in close. “That light coming from the arch is our target. I think it’s the fish people. I heard chains, too.”

      Zabila gulped. “A prisoner.”

      “A sacrifice. Quil said they gutted the woman he found.”

      “We have to stop—”

      “We will. I’m going in first. I don’t intend to take prisoners. Symbra, you come in after me. Zabila, watch our backs. That thing that ambushed me could be down here, hiding in the dark.”

      The women nodded.

      If there weren’t potential captives to worry about, he would simply toss grenades into the room and finish the wounded off after the shrapnel completed its gory dance.

      Fortunately, there was someone to rescue.

      He edged up to the doorway, listening, catching the slap of flesh on stone and rattle of chains. Someone was fighting against their bonds, exactly like he would in their situation.

      One of the strange gurgling voices rose, slipping into something like a song, and what sounded like a chant began. The muffled scream rose louder, along with the rattling chains.

      That was it. As much as the lieutenant would’ve preferred waiting for more of the squad to arrive, it was going to be just him and Symbra. Ideally, they could have at least scouted the area for other access points. Maybe they even could have identified other potential threats. If he hoped to rescue the captive or captives, he had to act now.

      With the flashlight powered off, he slipped his helmet free from its brace and pushed it on. The tunnel took on the strange tones of the amplified optics, pixelated, and red-tinged gray along with the harsh outlines marking the sturdy objects.

      There was no more to do but charge through the opening, so he did.

      Inside, instead of more tunnel, he found a chamber, maybe like the one Quil had described. It was rectangular, anchored by a crude stone slab in the center. The light came from crude, black, blocky candles. Someone lay on the slab, partially blocked from sight by robed figures. Chains locked wrists into place at the head of the slab: small, pale, female hands.

      The robed figures whipped around at his entry, one of them holding an ugly dagger with black symbols cut into the curved blade. Something about the symbols flashed in the advanced optics.

      It wasn’t the blade that worried Riyun immediately but the numbers. There had to be more than twenty of the creatures—fish-faced humans—glaring at him.

      He edged back toward a wall to draw their attention onto him and to get a better angle. When Symbra came in, she would have her own zone of fire without having to concern herself about him.

      Two things happened then, neither of them good.

      First, as he drifted back, he sensed another opening into the room off to his right. Something slithered through that opening at that exact moment.

      Second, the fish-people rushed him.

      Fearing another ambush from the thing that had struck him in the basement, Riyun spun around. He had the sense of something big and misshapen hurtling out of the dark and opened fire: a burst, another, and a third.

      The thing lurched forward, then flopped to the stone floor, black blood jetting onto one of the candles.

      Then something smashed into Riyun, and he went down.

      More gunfire boomed in the chamber, and he abandoned his carbine. He threw elbows and punches, smashing his helmet into something that gave like soft flesh.

      There had to be two of the creatures on him, but they weren’t getting through his armor. One of them seemed to go still.

      Something grabbed one of his boots, then another, then a piercing pain shot through his thigh: They’d found a gap in his armor!

      He let out a howl but kept fighting, now kicking with his good leg.

      Another boom of gunfire echoed nearby, and a dead weight slumped against his chest, spurting blood over his helmet visor. Even muffled by the helmet, he was sure the boom was his pistol.

      One of the creatures let go of him, tripping over his legs.

      Riyun kicked at it, missed. He wiped gore from his visor, searched for the fish that had gotten away, and saw it raise its long, misshapen hands in front of its face and begin to stroke the air as if it might draw his breath from him. A green glove of light burst into existence in front of it, bathing it in an eerie effulgence. It drew the glow toward it, as if to launch the thing at Riyun, who was still held down by the weight of two of its comrades.

      Instead of launching the light, though, the thing’s face exploded in flame.

      It thrashed and clawed at its face, tearing away gory, bubbly chunks.

      Another form rushed past, and a second automatic weapon joined in with Symbra’s.

      A big shape hurried over, grabbed one of the creatures still holding Riyun’s leg, then buried a knife in its throat.

      The distinctive boom of Riyun’s pistol sounded again, and the last of the creatures holding him went slack.

      All the ruckus stopped then, and the big shape reached a hand out toward Riyun. “You must be one of Quil’s mercenary friends.”

      Riyun accepted the proffered help and slipped free of the dead creatures. He took his helmet off to find himself staring into the annoyingly handsome and cheerful face of a young man with similarly dark hair. The young man’s smile was toothy and friendly, as if he wasn’t the least bit afraid.

      To Riyun’s left, Zabila gave the young man an appreciative, even hungry, examination. She pocketed the pistol. “I—I’m Zabila. I’m not really a mercenary.”

      The young man extended a bloody hand toward her, pulled it back to wipe the blood off on tight-fitting jeans, then extended it again. “My name is Aliat.”

      Deeper in the room, someone snorted. “Hey, no need to worry about the woman they were about to gut or anything.”

      Now it was Riyun’s turn to gawk. Standing over the naked body of what must have been Quil’s potential hookup—Koti, wasn’t it?—was a woman who could take a man’s breath away. Deeper in the room, Quil yanked a knife from the belly of one of the fallen robed figures.

      The handsome young man who’d seconds before knifed a fish creature rushed to the beautiful woman’s side, looking from the helpless captive on the altar to the chains binding her. It looked like the young man turned away embarrassed, but Riyun couldn’t be sure of anything in the candlelight.

      What mattered was that the chained woman had survived the attempt to kill her.

      When Riyun realized they were all flummoxed by the chains and who they held, he bent down and began patting the dead robed people. “There should be a key to the chains on one of the corpses.”

      That definitely seemed to embarrass the handsome young man. “Right.”

      Before Riyun could move to another corpse, Quil rattled something. “I have the keys, Lieutenant.”

      The pseudo raced to the front of the altar, studied the cuffs for a moment, then unlocked them, all the time whispering calmly to the captive woman. When the manacles fell away, she sat up and threw herself against him, hugging him tightly.

      While they hugged, the handsome man took the keys and moved to the restraints holding her feet to the altar.

      Symbra came over, shaking her head at Riyun. “I’m not sure what hit me harder: the stud in the tight sweater or the way his girlfriend dealt with the fish-people.”

      “The way—?”

      The mercenary commander scolded himself for not even thinking of how quickly the fight had ended. They’d been significantly outnumbered, and he’d been rendered ineffective almost immediately. Now he saw what had evened the odds: Smoke rose from several of the corpses, many of which had apparently been thrown against the wall by some considerable force. They slumped forward, broken and burned.

      He arched an eyebrow at Zabila, questioning her.

      She shook her head once: These people were unknowns to her.
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      Quil wrapped the smoking robe of one of the dead fish-people around Koti. He whispered reassurances that it was all over now, and she would be fine. It seemed the appropriate thing to say, although he could not help wondering how she would see him after what she had endured. Mindless platitudes annoyed him, and he sensed in Koti a common spirit. She had been held captive, kept in a cage according to the lieutenant, and very nearly disemboweled to sate the desires of a terrible god.

      How could anyone believe they would face no further complications after such an experience? He held to no such delusions.

      The raw tang of sweat coming off of the young woman told Quil she was equally prudent. Her sobs rendered the words she whispered into his ear incoherent. That meant nothing to him, not in the face of her unrelenting embrace and the feel of her soft warmth against him.

      His instinct was to kill, to protect. At that moment, his mind ran through a thousand scenarios where he might hunt down those even remotely involved in her suffering and slit their throats while they slept.

      Then she pulled away and drew the foul robe close to her, shivering, head down.

      Such a fragile young woman. Who could have wished her harm?

      “Quil?” It was the lieutenant.

      He turned, saw the older man’s concerned look, and bowed before turning back to Koti. “I must speak to my commander. Can you wait here for me?”

      Koti sniffled, let out a sputtering, half-hearted laugh. “I’m safe, right?”

      “You will never be at risk again, so long as I am able to offer you protection.”

      As he turned, her hand shot out, grabbing him by the arm. “Vakram?”

      A wave of heat washed over him at the realization she had undoubtedly heard him called Quil now. She had said nothing about his outfit up to this point, but it was unrealistic to expect the shock to never wear off.

      Resignation tightened his throat. “I have no further need for my disguise, although I fear you will hold me in low regard once you see who I truly am.”

      Confusion furrowed her brow. “You told me…”

      “Something or someone killed Vakram Foglun and Krisbali Saward in the Twilight Forest. My mercenary team stumbled upon their corpses while searching for two wizards we tracked to this place.”

      “Mercen— You’re a mercenary?”

      “My team comes from far away. We were hired by a very powerful person to find her daughter.” He inclined his head toward Zabila. “Her.”

      Koti blinked, obviously fighting through the fog of horror still dominating her thoughts. “That gun…the coat…”

      He took her shoulders in his hands. “Koti, the two people we tracked had a hand in the young woman’s disappearance. They are involved in terrible acts. They may be behind Vakram and Krisbali’s deaths and your abduction.”

      “I…see.” She shuddered, then held a hand up to touch his face. “Are you…disfigured?”

      “I am—” He straightened, ready should she show repulsion. “—Zialite.”

      Her mouth formed an oval. “A harbinger of change!”

      It was not quite repulsion, but neither was it warm welcome. “I have heard that is how we are seen.”

      “Where I come from, change is feared.” She dropped her hand to one of his, taking it from her shoulder but not letting go. “I don’t think I’m afraid of change…if it’s positive.”

      Would she see a well-armed army of his brothers and sisters bursting from the Golgar Portal to ambush unwitting mercenary groups as positive change? Would she understand that one day that army must turn against those responsible for creating it?

      Could she understand the destiny burned into his genetic coding?

      He raised the hand that held his and kissed the raw knuckles as gently as he could. “What I have said to you about protection is no ruse. I play no part now when I tell you that I have lost my heart to you and would die before allowing you to come to harm again.”

      Her chest swelled at those words, then she exhaled and seemed again on the verge of tears. She nodded and released his hand, lips trembling.

      This was a woman somehow capable of touching his heart. His previous relationship with a more beautiful woman seemed inconsequential in comparison, as did his trysts with fellow Zialites. Koti managed to exude a purity and innocence he had never before encountered. The Hollow Hills could take the notion of loyalty to his predestined role in the correction of the order of things. If this young woman would have him, he now knew his future.

      Realizing that the lieutenant needed to speak about something, Quil left Koti sitting on the cruel stone altar. The dark stains of past victims would not be fed by her blood, and he had done all he could to strike a blow against the inhuman creatures who had plotted her sacrifice.

      Now free of her grip, the pseudo took in the devastation wrought by the combined might of mercenaries and wizards. In the sickly candlelight, the tableau seemed particularly ghastly.

      Aliat and Tami had shown considerable capacity for violence in the engagement, whether physically or through their use of magic. Close to thirty of the fish-people lay dead, many gunned down, and nearly as many smashed against walls and burned.

      Quil scrutinized the inhuman thing that had nearly tripped him up when he had charged through the entryway into the chamber. Bullet wounds punctured its scaly body. One of its stunted legs was now trapped beneath its oversized tail.

      He looked from the blasted corpse to his commander. “You shot the giant creature?”

      “Last time, it caught me by surprise and nearly brained me. This time, I sensed it before it could attack.”

      “The tight pattern of shots represents significant discipline.”

      The mercenary commander’s face tightened, but his eyes went from Quil to the two youthful wizards who had accompanied him on the rescue mission. “Quil, it would be hypocritical of me to pretend like I don’t appreciate what you did. You probably saved my life.”

      “But I did so without coordination and in the process introduced two unknown elements into the equation.”

      “Right.” Riyun sighed. “We were trying to operate—”

      “If I might speak freely, Lieutenant?”

      Frustration pinched the older man’s face. “Go on.”

      “Those two stumbled upon me in the tunnels while I followed up on a lead I felt would further our search for Meriscoya and perhaps Tawod. They became aware of my presence despite me hiding in a space that should have protected me from detection. Before I revealed myself to them, they revealed that they were searching for something.”

      “Quil—”

      “Lieutenant, these were not suspects. They exhibited powers and skills beyond those of their peers. I took the step of trusting them because the benefits in my assessment outweighed the risk. Their actions have in my appraisal shown my trust was justified.”

      The mercenary commander narrowed his eyes, looking from the two students who had helped save his life to Symbra and Zabila. “All right. I’m going to trust your judgment, Quil. You’re an exceptionally smart young man, but—” He leaned in close. “—you are still a young man. Do you understand?”

      “You believe that I have been taken in by the young woman’s beauty?”

      “I was your age once. I believed a lot of stupid things because they came from the mouths of pretty women.”

      “While she is without a doubt attractive, I can assure you my rationalization is based on sound logic. They seek to topple the corruption of those in power here at the university. Their own teachers taught them the dangers of this place. Also, my heart belongs to Koti.”

      Riyun shook his head. “And what if those two wizards’ teachers are equally corrupt but in some other way?”

      “Then we exploit the tool to our own ends. Lieutenant, at this point, our opportunities to strike down Meriscoya and Tawod must be considered diminished. The young woman exhibits power greater than I have ever witnessed—more than Naru or Zabila.”

      “Didn’t we see artifacts in Wholesale Fantasy that matched that description? Every time they should have taken out our target, he overcame them.”

      “And perhaps he will do the same this time around. On the other hand, what if their efforts are sufficient to enable us success against our targets?” Quil’s eyes went to Koti. “We could bring about change in service to our desire to stop this threat.”

      Despite the obvious logic to this, the lieutenant seemed dissatisfied. Muscles bunched along his jaw. “You should know: This has extended beyond our original expectations. Zabila’s concerns about things threatening our dimension? It’s real, Quil. It’s happening right now.”

      The pseudo stroked his chin. “You refer to your trip to the ruins?”

      “That’s the worst of it, yes. That portal Naru opened for us?”

      In the hallway outside, the sound of running boots echoed. Riyun turned, weapon ready. Quil did the same, and Symbra disappeared from his peripheral vision, no doubt taking cover behind the stone altar.

      A moment later, the boots skidded. What sounded like Lonar’s voice managed a whispered exchange with a much softer voice.

      Then a helmeted head poked around the arched entryway and pulled back, all too quick to be sure who it might have been.

      Quil’s radio squawked, as did the commander’s.

      Hand held up to signal for everyone to hold, the lieutenant keyed his mic. “Go ahead, Eagle.”

      Then Hirvok’s voice filled Quil’s ear. “That our team in there?”

      Riyun twisted to take in the interior. “Our team and some allies. Come on in.”

      A moment later, Hirvok, Lonar, and Naru entered the chamber, the sniper smirking as he set his helmet back on his hip.

      He nodded at Symbra, then looked Riyun over. Somehow, the former Silver managed a level of brash arrogance. “The cavalry has arrived.”

      “Just in the nick of time.” The lieutenant made an uncomfortable sound. “Quil will introduce our allies.”

      Of course—this was part of the risk previously discussed. For one to say that he was sure of someone’s character was easy. At this moment, Quil had to show that he had the courage of his convictions.

      With a few steps, he was back at Koti’s side. “This is Koti. She has been something of a guide in our—”

      Lonar whistled. “Look at the rack on her! Is that the one you wanted to—?”

      Quil stared daggers at the mentally deficient tweak. “She has been a guide in our endeavors to integrate within the university and to search for Meriscoya and Tawod.”

      “Oh.” The heavy weapons expert actually seemed to blush.

      Next, Quil indicated the other two university students. “This is Aliat and Tami. We encountered each other in the tunnel system after I discovered evidence of either Meriscoya or Tawod possibly moving through the chamber I told you about previously.”

      At that, Naru stomped forward. “The piece of a robe stuck in the wall?”

      “Yes.”

      “Really? You put everything at risk over that flimsy—”

      The lieutenant cleared his throat. “They probably saved our lives. We heard screaming and worried Koti would be sacrificed if we didn’t act. Before I could get my back against the wall, that thing—” He jabbed a thumb at the big creature oozing black blood onto the stone floor. “—came at me. That’s all the cultists needed to tackle me.”

      Not to be deterred by logic, Naru thrust her chin out. “I guess.”

      “I believe we have an obvious opportunity before us.” The mercenary commander took in the ritual chamber. “Naru, you and Quil will return to the university with your friends to give us eyes inside the compound. The rest of us will dispose of these bodies and search these tunnels for any further sign of your missing professor, these Innzuth, or our two targets.”

      After gawking for a second, the hacker looked away. “I thought you wanted to pull us out.”

      “Tomorrow. For now, see if you can locate our targets while we clean up down here.”

      Quil saw the look of fear on Koti’s face. “When we leave, Koti would like to go with us.”

      Hope brightened the young woman’s features. She hopped off the altar and squeezed tight against Quil. “Thank you.” It was a whisper, but it sent a shiver up his spine.

      Words were exchanged between the lieutenant and Naru, and the hacker finally relented, leading the way back to the first sacrificial chamber. She muttered under her breath most of the way but also shot dark looks at Quil.

      Aliat and Tami kept quiet most of the way, but as the five of them ascended the stairs to the abandoned wing of the castle, the big youth shrugged his thick shoulders and smiled at Naru. “I don’t think we met before. I’m Aliat.”

      When the hacker’s hand disappeared in the handsome wizard’s grasp, her jaw dropped, and she seemed on the edge of swooning. “Hi. Um. Hi.”

      Tami rolled her eyes and bounded up the steps to stand at the door, apparently stewing. When they all reached the landing, she gave Naru a withering look and leaned closer. “You can let go of his hand, you know.”

      Then the powerful wizard jerked the handle open, still scowling—

      —and a green gas billowed out from nowhere.

      Before Quil could hold his breath, he sucked in some of the acrid gas. Around him, his comrades grunted, coughed, then collapsed as if boneless.

      An instant later, blackness filled his awareness.
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      The last of the corpses slid below the surface of the river without a sound. Riyun sniffed his gloves, wincing at the odor of fish and gore. They’d cleared the tunnels and the ritual chamber, but he wouldn’t be free of the terrible sensations from the fight anytime soon.

      Lonar kicked something from the stone quay lining the shore on the university side of the river. Whatever it was disappeared with a plop. “Bye-bye fishy.”

      Moonlight glinted off the big tweak’s broad smile, which disappeared when he glanced down at his gloves. “Aw.”

      Symbra dropped to her butt at the edge of the quay, feet dangling over the sluggish water. She blew out a long, slow breath, a welcome sound after the continuous rasp of flesh being dragged over stone. After staring into the black water for several long seconds, she leaned back and braced her palms on the ancient mortared stone. “Hirvok will never forgive you for making him clean up the blood.”

      Her tone—playful and light—drew a smile from the lieutenant. “The way I remember it, he was the one who bet Lonar that he could find a way to the surface first.”

      The big tweak snorted. “That’s right, Boss. And he specifically said loser cleans up the blood.”

      For a second, they laughed—not just the three mercenaries but Zabila. She leaned against a mooring post cut from the same stone, shuddering as if she might be sick. She had contributed as much as the others, despite being smaller and already shaken by all the killing. Perhaps working alongside her rescuers had opened her eyes to what the job entailed.

      Whatever the reason, the laughter seemed to help her shed the queasiness that had hung with her. She levered herself on top of the waist-high stone, fighting a second for balance, then staring at her hands. “Is that it?”

      It was a question they all wrestled with, but one Riyun felt unready to answer. “I think we’ll need sunlight to see the final truth.”

      “They were all supposed to be dead. The fire…”

      “They’ve been living in the ruins, in the tunnels and underground rooms.”

      “But…” She slumped. “Do we really have to kill more of them?”

      “Not if they’re not involved in the rituals.”

      How would they know that, though? How could they ever know what had truly gone on in this strange place in the centuries since the university’s founders had come here and settled this land? He still couldn’t wrap his head around even that concept: wizards of old building a castle in the middle of nowhere.

      He wished Naru were with them to add her own insight, but he had Symbra and Zabila. The two of them had plenty of experience with the pop culture properties Beraga had exploited to create these entertainment realms.

      As if sensing his imminent question, Symbra turned to him. “You’re wondering why we didn’t know about the fish-people?”

      “The fish-people, that octopus-head statue, the thing in the woods…”

      “I’d never heard of any of that before we came here.”

      Before he could ask Zabila, the runaway Silver shook her head. “Me neither. I knew some of Uzir’s plans, but this…” She shrugged.

      Riyun dug a stone from the dirt, rubbed down to the smooth surface, then skipped the rock over the water’s surface. “What if it’s not Uzir’s planning at all?”

      Zabila worked her legs to rotate atop the stone mooring. “Care to explain?”

      “It sounds crazy.”

      “Crazier than what? We just rescued a young woman from being sacrificed by fish-people to something we’re not even sure of. Maybe to the octopus statue.”

      “Not just a statue. That giant eye we saw looking through the hole in the sky—”

      “Oh.” The young Silver looked away. “I never want to see that.”

      “Maybe we won’t have to.” Riyun rubbed his chest, remembering the bruises that covered every inch. The ripples had stopped for now, but in the time they’d pulsed, they’d done a real job on him. “There was an officer I served with a long time ago. He had a reputation for not taking every job opportunity that came along. Some of his peers looked down on him, calling him cowardly.”

      Zabila twisted back to look at Riyun. “You didn’t agree?”

      “He told me that humans created their gods, but he didn’t worship anything.”

      “I don’t—”

      “Money. He was referring to our worship of money. He could just as easily have referred to our acceptance of the Onath as our betters.”

      Riyun met the gaze of the two women. Behind them, Lonar glared at their backs. His childhood—losing his parents, suffering the pain of brutal treatments, isolation with a small number of his kind before they killed themselves—was the indirect result of their people. He held no great regard for the Onath, a trait Riyun quietly accepted…cultivated.

      When the women looked away, Riyun dug out another rock. “The particulars don’t matter; the message does. We create our own nightmares, our own gods.”

      Symbra glanced over her shoulder at the big tweak. “What’s that have to do with these creatures?” She returned her gaze to Riyun, this time not letting him intimidate her. “These were creations of artists. Most of them were the works of Tuos, not my people.”

      “You don’t have gods?”

      “I’m not sure anymore. I…don’t think I want to be a Silver after all I’ve seen, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Perhaps there really was hope for her. “That’s reassuring. It doesn’t change the situation.”

      “And it doesn’t answer the question of what you mean about this not being Beraga’s planning.”

      “The mirrors. The Archons. Do you think that was Beraga’s plan?”

      A deep grunt slipped out of the big tweak. “I never thought of that, Boss.”

      Riyun winked at the big guy. “I hadn’t either, not until a little while ago.”

      “That place just…created itself?”

      “This whole concept, the idea that there are an infinite number of possibilities, that each of these realms we go to is just one property among many to sell to consumers… What have we seen? Everywhere we’ve gone, what’s the one thing we’ve come across?”

      “Trouble. Fighting. A big mess we gotta clean up.”

      Riyun jabbed a finger at the heavy weapons expert. “A big mess. Meriscoya trying to conquer—to destroy—Wholesale Fantasy. The warlord’s people fighting just to stay alive. The Alliance’s near annihilation with the empire pushing enemies to work together.”

      Zabila lowered herself from the piling and brushed her gloves against the coat she wore. “That’s by design. Stories require conflict, and it’s the conflict that draws in the biggest fans.”

      “It’s design, sure, but it’s a chaotic mess.”

      “Uzir had a vision. Some of it was rushed. Some of it was human behavior.”

      That was it, but for whatever reason, she wouldn’t allow herself to see the point.

      Riyun skipped another stone. “You can’t control human behavior. You can talk about destiny all you want, but humans are going to bristle at the idea they don’t have a choice.”

      The point must have surprised Symbra, because her head rocked back. “Agency. That’s the word you’re looking for.”

      “All right—humans want agency. Did I use that right?”

      “I think you used it correctly.” The Onath officer candidate put on a look that might have been a challenge, but it was aimed at Zabila, not Riyun.

      He didn’t have time to worry about what that implied. “So you end up with Meriscoya becoming furious about his father sending people into this fantasy world. They come in with the ability to be wizards, stealing what makes Meriscoya special. He feels betrayed, then snaps.”

      Zabila held out a hand. “He was always meant to be—”

      “Destined to be, right?” With each second, Riyun felt more sure about this crazy idea that he couldn’t let go of. “He fought against destiny, and he went in search of a way to strike back, to punish his father.”

      “That doesn’t explain what we saw here, these monsters.”

      “Give me a second.” Riyun rubbed his chest, felt the dull ache left by the ripples. “For whatever reason, Beraga created these monstrosities, these horrific things that exist beyond our understanding. He put them out there, put them in the lore of that Wholesale Fantasy place, and Meriscoya discovered them. It didn’t matter that making a deal with those things would cost him his humanity. They gave him power to strike back. That’s all he could think of.”

      It was quiet, then. Symbra and Zabila both stared at the lieutenant, perhaps a little less skeptical but not yet convinced.

      He was convinced, though. “Were those distant creatures supposed to be gods?”

      Zabila swallowed. “No. They were…monsters. They were meant to frighten.”

      “But Meriscoya lost the ability to fear them. He made them his gods. He created a chaos beyond his father’s control.” Riyun almost vibrated with excitement. This had to be the answer. “When Javika talked about ripples, she was talking about changing time.”

      “You can’t change time.”

      “You can change time. You can’t change your past, but you can change the past. Kozmut showed her how. She went back in time and killed someone she hated. That changed everything.”

      Head shaking, Zabila came closer. “It didn’t change her past.”

      “Because every different decision, every changed action creates new realities, right?”

      “It’s the way we understand time.”

      “And while we’re here, Beraga’s people keep us from splintering off more realities. They use this instantiation thing.”

      The woman who had brought them on this wild chase nodded. It was a sad, sympathetic thing, a signal she worried her rescuer had gone mad.

      Madness wasn’t Riyun’s problem. He had the idea—the answer—but didn’t know how to express it. “But we face choices every second here. We take actions. How do they prevent us creating new realities? How is it they keep these instances from spawning off into infinity? That would be too much to manage, right? Too many realities?”

      Zabila hugged herself. “They…terminate them.”

      “Terminate them. They kill off who knows how many people—they kill us—to ensure they have a manageable experience, a palatable outcome. Would anyone come here if they knew that?”

      The young Silver’s pretty face contorted. “You’re still alive.”

      “A version of us, the one they choose. I wonder, though—what if they’ve lost control of that termination? What if the decisions Meriscoya made, his embrace of the things from beyond, broke the system?” Riyun pointed across the river to the burned-out ruins of Potters Square. “What if the ripples Javika talked about weren’t just her act but the act of Beraga’s own son?”

      Symbra gasped as it finally hit her. She looked from Riyun to the young woman they’d come all this way to rescue. “You’re saying Meriscoya made this tentacled thing appear in this realm?”

      The way her eyes bugged out, Riyun knew he’d gotten to the potential officer candidate. “We make our own gods. The mad wizard threw in with them, cut a deal. All he wants is to destroy his father. He said that. They might have kept him from going through the portals so far, but what if he spread these gods he created throughout the realms? What if his influence or theirs or something else—what if their existence stretches back in time here because of him?”

      Zabila shook her head. “It’s not possible. The realms—”

      But Symbra understood now. She buried her face in gore-darkened gloves. “Zabila—you’re missing the point. He’s right. What we saw in the ruins, what we saw when we went through the portal. Meriscoya brought these gods here. He’s gotten around the limitations of time and instantiation. Somehow, they’ve discovered the power to get into our worlds. Reger warned us that Beraga’s actions were putting all existence at risk. Now it’s happened. It’s over. These gods have become real, even on our side of the portal.”
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      Somewhere far away, insects buzzed and a bog belched sour gases. Quil knew better, of course. He was thinking of a swamp, not a bog. Bogs did not commonly have the hydrogen sulfide stench of a swamp, and that was what he was smelling now: the sulfuric swamp gas.

      Perhaps Lonar had stumbled upon a cache of boiled eggs and overindulged?

      No. Lonar had gone with the lieutenant to…

      Fish corpses. People with fish faces and the smell of fish. They had taken Koti. They had intended to sacrifice—

      Dull pain radiated out from Quil’s gut, turning into unfortunate prickling in his extremities. When he lifted his head and opened his eyes, the prickling transitioned into knife jabs in his skull. It made focusing nearly impossible and threatened to turn the dull ache into nausea.

      Quil focused on his breathing and concentrated on a blurry shape moving somewhere in a field of blue.

      His efforts were rewarded by the general blur surrounding him taking on detail: a dark room with walls of smooth, gray stone block; people seated on the stone floor, manacled and slumped in alcoves; and a very busy Tawod bustling around an uncomfortable-looking, high-backed wooden chair lit by the previously seen blue glow. The former demolitions expert held a screwdriver in one hand and scratched his cheek with another. Instead of his headmaster gown, he wore a dark, tight-fitting T-shirt and pants.

      The alcoves holding slumped and chained forms were to Quil’s left and right. On the right were Aliat and Koti. The handsome young wizard drooled onto his sweater, head hanging forward, chin resting on his chest. There was a strange satisfaction in knowing that he had at least one flaw, although it seemed likely anyone might drool in such a situation. A similar satisfaction—relief, really—came from seeing Koti at least still had the smelly, oversized robe covering her.

      Knowing Tawod, Quil was almost surprised by that but thankful.

      He glanced to his left and felt similar relief to find Naru and the powerful wizard Tami also showing no signs of molestation. Their hands revealed the same sort of scrapes and discoloration as Aliat and Koti, but they were otherwise unharmed.

      When Quil tugged down on the cuffs around his wrists, his test discovered that he, too, had managed to scrape his flesh while being bound. Now he understood the tingling from his waking thoughts: the blood had drained from the extremity when clasped above the body.

      The chain rattle—louder than the insect buzz—drew Tawod’s attention. He turned and strode closer, now backlit by the blue glow. “Good morning, Quil.”

      At the mention of his name, Quil stiffened. This was not guesswork. There was absolute recognition in the former mercenary’s smile. Most likely, that indicated the disguising spell had been shattered or otherwise overcome. “Is it morning?”

      “It was morning when you walked into the trap.”

      “We moved in the darkness. It is easy to lose track of time.”

      “Isn’t it? I guess I shouldn’t be shocked you’d be the first to wake. I thought he might—” The explosives expert pointed the screwdriver at Aliat. “Being the big brute, I’m betting he got the biggest dose of the gas.”

      Quil rattled his chains even louder. “Is this where you discuss with me your schemes and how you will accomplish them?”

      That put a confused look on the young man’s face, then he sucked in a breath and chuckled. “Because I’m the villain of the story?”

      “Everything we have seen so far has conformed to my limited understanding of entertainment expectations in some form.”

      “That seems valid enough.” The mercenary-turned-wizard crossed one arm over his belly, palm upraised, then rested the other elbow in the open palm. He poked the tip of the screwdriver into his chin. “I’ve got to tell you, though, if I’m being honest with myself, I don’t feel like the villain.”

      “How does a villain feel?”

      “Well…shouldn’t I be…” Tawod pointed the screwdriver at his captive. “Like you said, I should feel compelled to brag about how I’m going to defeat you and how I plan to do terrible things.”

      “Do you plan to release us, then?”

      Again, the former demolitions expert blinked in surprise. “I didn’t mean to say that I’m an idiot, Quil. You’re trying to stop me.”

      “Should we be doing something else?”

      “I don’t think so? I am trying to do some fairly unconventional things. I think it would make sense for you to try to stop me.”

      In the alcove closest to the chair on the right, Aliat let out a nauseated moan and rattled his restraints. His big feet twitched, the soles of his sneakers squeaking when he pulled them in closer. Although his head came up, it didn’t rise to the point he could look around. Instead, it dropped back down to settle against his chest.

      Tawod smiled. “When I saw him and his girlfriend arrive for college assignment, I knew what I had to do.”

      “What you did to the bodies in the Twilight Forest?”

      “And what did I do to the bodies in the Twilight Forest?”

      Another moan—this time from the opposite side of alcoves—caused both men to turn to consider the source. Naru’s head rose, fell, then rose again. She gagged, angled her head away from her body, and made a sick sound, followed by spitting and a soft sobbing.

      The noises apparently bothered Tawod, whose features tightened. “I hate nausea. I never got used to it. You’re out in the field, someone takes a bullet that perforates the guts, and…” He shuddered. “Anyway, you were saying about the bodies in the forest?”

      “You wish to claim you were not responsible for their deaths?”

      Realization lit the other man’s eyes. “Your disguises, you and Naru. Huh. So you weren’t Vakram and Krisbali all along? Okay. That complicates things.”

      This was no act, and it answered a few troubling questions. The two students had been killed by someone or something else. There was still the matter of why, but Quil assumed the answer was obvious, depending on the killer’s identity.

      The same sort of thinking was apparently occupying the mercenary-turned-headmaster. “In the woods? All right. So a couple students go missing out there, and you two stumble across their bodies. You decide to take on their identities. I’m getting the picture.” He pointed the screwdriver at Quil. “You two didn’t come here by yourselves. Is Riyun here?”

      “I cannot—”

      “Screw that. I know he’s here. What I mean is where is he? No way he’s disguised as a student.”

      Quil stared at the former mercenary, mouth shut.

      Tawod smirked. “You know, Uzir is infatuated with you guys. Not your squad—although he’s really impressed by them, too. But you—the Zialaka? Am I saying that right? Zia-something?”

      “Zialites.”

      The former mercenary snapped his fingers. “That. He’s impressed with the Zialites. I don’t know where I got Zialaka.”

      “It means Return of the Ancients.”

      “Does it now?” Tawod shrugged. “The thing is, I’m not as impressed. I’d be perfectly fine poking an eye out with this screwdriver to get the answers—”

      Two moans went up simultaneously, and Quil’s attention went to his right, where Koti took the room in through dulled eyes. Her head moved in a slow arc, and her mouth drooped as if she had received a numbing injection. Tears trickled down her cheeks in thin trails.

      When Quil looked to the other source of the moan, he realized that had been Tawod’s only source of concern. The former explosives expert had actually pivoted ever so slightly, and he now held the screwdriver like a knife.

      Had he done that while delivering the threat, or had it come as a result of Tami waking?

      Yes. There was tension in the other man’s posture now. Not fear. Tension.

      Could he be concerned by this Tami? Could there be some regret to bringing the five of them wherever this was?

      Tawod threw a playful look at Quil. “We’re not done. I still want to know what you think I did to those two corpses.”

      “I suspect you have already pieced together the situation.”

      Although it appeared that the former mercenary wanted to stay focused on Tami, he came closer to Quil’s alcove, squatting and pointing the tip of the screwdriver toward him. It could have been coincidental—the tip had to point somewhere, after all.

      The malevolent gleam in the captor’s eyes made coincidence unlikely. “All right. I’ll tell you what I think you found. I think you found two kids with their magic sucked right out of them. And I think you believe Meriscoya did it. How’s that, smart guy? Pretty good for a plain old Tuos, right?”

      Such a guess confirmed even more of Quil’s suspicions. “Then you know the mad wizard is here.”

      Tawod’s gaze drifted back to the beautiful young woman now shaking her head clear of the gas’s effects, but only for a second. He tapped the screwdriver blade on his thigh. “I sensed something. I really thought I’d killed him.”

      “Did you sense him following you the night you accosted Naru and me?”

      The tapping stopped. “What do you mean following?”

      “He was hidden in the shadows. We barely saw him ourselves.”

      Now the tension took on a different nature, a rigidity that whitened the young man’s knuckles as he squeezed the screwdriver tight. “You’re lying.”

      “What reason would I have to lie?”

      After a moment, Tawod nodded, then stood and scanned the five prisoners filling alcoves at this end of the room. He considered the handsome wizard student, then kicked his sneakers. After that, the former explosives expert delivered kicks to Koti’s feet, then Naru’s boots.

      Each one of them jerked awake, eyes boring holes into their captor.

      He paced, scratching the metal tip along his chin. “You’ve caused a good deal of trouble, and that really bothers the headmaster. Now, I believe in corporal punishment… Actually, I believe in capital punishment.” Tawod winked at Quil. “And the best way to do that is to see to it that I benefit from your deaths.”

      Koti whimpered, and Aliat’s muscular arms bunched beneath the material of his sweater. His chains banged and groaned, but the D-ring clamping them to the alcove wall held. “These can’t hold us.”

      Tawod showed his palms to the handsome young man. “Then break them.”

      Again, Aliat flexed his powerful arms, drawing his feet in across the stone floor and straining until his face darkened from the exertion.

      That seemed to entertain the former explosives expert. “Maybe they can’t hold you forever, but you’re not going to be in here that long. See, Quil here got me going, pushing me to share my plan. Now that it’s pretty clear you’re not going to be able to threaten me… Well, time to brag.”

      The former mercenary spun and darted over to Tami, tugging her arms up higher abruptly and drawing a gasp in the process. “These chains have power. I found it in one of the old volumes I uncovered in the headmaster library. You bring misbehaving students here and let them cool down. They can’t use magic against the shackles. They can’t do anything to the stones of this chamber. And that—” He pointed to the uncomfortable-looking chair. “—is where stubborn students go to have some of their power drained away.”

      Tawod strolled over to the chair and rested his arms over the arched top of the back, palms down. He settled his chin on top of his hands, and bugged his eyes out. “You want to guess how many students died facing such punishment? No? A bunch. Yeah. How about that? They used to be pretty wicked about punishment.”

      Another series of exertions from Aliat did nothing to weaken his bonds, but when he was done, Tami fixed her eyes on the headmaster. “You didn’t fool me that day when you tried to seduce me—”

      “Seduce you? You have a high opinion—”

      “—and you don’t scare me now.” The look on her face matched Aliat’s for exertion, then she slumped.

      For a second, it looked as if Tawod had worried. Now he laughed. “See? You can’t break free. All the potential you have inside of you, and you’re still stuck in the chains. And all that power? It just means you’re my first meal.”

      Quil nodded. This was exactly what he had suspected since waking. The glow, the buzzing—the chair held great power.

      So did Tawod.

      The demolitions expert straightened, stroking fingers over the chair top. “All the modifications I’ve undergone combined with what I’ve found in this little pleasure palace—you aren’t a threat to me.”

      Again, the pretty young wizard thrust herself forward, black hair thrashing wildly as she shook her head. The ring mounted to the wall took on a sickly green glow and smoke rose from it, then she sagged, gasping.

      Tawod set the screwdriver down on a small table mostly hidden by the chair. “And now you see the inevitable. I consume your magic, then I dispose of your bodies, and I become the most powerful wizard ever.” He flashed a crazy gleam at Quil. “I won’t even bother returning home after this. I’ll be so powerful—”

      The pseudo raised his chin. “There is no home to return to.”

      Naru barked out a harsh laugh. “He’s right. It’s all gone.”

      Confusion clouded the ex-mercenary’s eyes. His mouth opened, closed.

      She put on the same sort of sneer he had exhibited. “You didn’t know that? Really? It’s gone. Hirvok and Lonar told us all about it. Those things Meriscoya made a deal with got through the portal and destroyed everything.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “Look for yourself. Or can you remember the last time you heard anything from your boss?”

      “I—”

      “Can you?”

      The demolitions expert shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. Like I said, I could stay here and make this place my new home.”

      “Until those things come for you, too.”

      A quiver of uncertainty ran through the young man’s bottom lip. He looked the five prisoners over, snorted so quietly it could barely be heard, then hurried out of the chamber, drawing the door closed behind him.

      Quil turned to Koti. “Do not panic. We will escape these bonds and deal with him. I promised to protect you and intend to do exactly that.”

      The young woman nodded, but she looked a wreck.

      He locked eyes with Naru. “You have a plan?”

      “Um, no? You’re the plan guy.”

      All eyes settled on him, demanding a solution. He sucked in a breath, the air thick with dust and age. Apparently, he was “the plan guy” now. All he had to do was solve an impossible riddle before their captor returned.

      With an accepting nod, Quil closed his eyes and went in search of the solution.
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      One thing about training: It stuck with you. Riyun was halfway across the bridge when he realized the others had fallen into a marching cadence, their boots a singular stomping sound swallowed by the fog. When he glanced over his shoulder, he caught Zabila awkwardly attempting to match the others’ rhythm. Her focus was so locked on to Lonar’s big boots as they rose and fell in the soupy mist that she nearly tripped on a chunk of stone that jutted up in her path.

      Once the big tweak caught her, Riyun twisted back around to hide his smirk. How often had he stumbled or even fallen as a young man trying to match the motion of his comrades while they marched?

      At least here, beneath a sliver of moon and with the city still asleep, there would be no one to look out over the river at the formation.

      Something big splashed in the water below, luring him toward the raised stone guard to his left. That sound in that moment sent sweat trickling down his back and left him shaking in anticipation.

      He forced himself to stay on target, to lead the squad across the bridge. A part of his mind warned him that a brother or sister of the big creature he’d killed in the ritual chamber was down there, swimming around, waiting for a chance at revenge. That was nonsensical, his mind working overtime. They’d killed the fish-people and their ally. Nothing hid in the fog and dark of night, waiting to strike.

      Still, when he caught sight of the end of the bridge and the fetid reek of dead fish made him cough, his hand went to the carbine slung ready for action.

      Nothing jumped them when they stepped off the bridge. Dew-coated grass dampened his boots as he guided them to where they’d earlier hidden the car. To the right, scraggly saplings hung almost horizontally out from the slope that led up to the city. Shadows twisted within shadows when he passed a rusted-out truck half-hidden by weeds and bushes.

      Now free of the bridge and the impromptu formation, Lonar jogged up to Riyun’s side. The big tweak grinned ear to ear. “This thing’s really an internal combustion engine?”

      “You’ve heard these people driving their vehicles around.”

      “Sure, but… Mostly, I just fix things like in that APC.”

      Riyun inclined his head toward the debris mound camouflaging the big car he and Zabila had gotten out of Potter’s Square. “Don’t expect too much.”

      “You bet, Boss!”

      With that, the heavy weapons expert bolted for the moon-silver plywood, dried-out branches, and rotted blankets used to conceal the abandoned machine. Riyun hung back with the others as the big tweak circled the long, low shape, rubbing his scarred cheeks and grunting.

      Hirvok leaned his head toward the lieutenant without looking away from Lonar. “How’d you do it?”

      “With two people pushing, it’s—”

      “How’d you get it out of that Potters town? All the bridges were burned down or wrecked.”

      “Oh! Not all of them. There’s a small one at the edge of the town away from the river. We were pretty much wiped out after we got it out of that area, but it wasn’t so bad the rest of the way.”

      The sniper harrumphed, perhaps annoyed he hadn’t spotted the bridge. “Big guy’s gonna start humping it in a minute.”

      “If that’s what it takes to get it running.”

      Lonar reached in through the driver’s side door, and the hood popped open with a dry groan. He dragged the pouch of tools from the rear and set them down in front of the left headlight, then secured his own flashlight to the hood. When that light came on, he rubbed his massive hands together and leaned over the grill.

      His inspection began with firm shakes of hoses and wire bundles. By the time he was done with that, he had a dirty rag in his hands, massaging away grease and grime. “All the hoses could stand replacing.”

      Riyun smiled. “We brought what we could find from the garage and…the city.”

      “Couple of these wires don’t look so good. I can salvage them.”

      The big guy squatted beside the nearest tire, thumbing the rubber and squinting at the interior of the wheels. He repeated that with the next tire, then disappeared around the opposite side for the two there.

      His actions drew a chuckle from Hirvok. “He’s like a kid in a toy shop.”

      “Aren’t we all that way at one point or another?”

      “Don’t think so.”

      “Remember that time we had that big bonus after the job on Vedal Ayva?”

      “You mean where I bought my sniper rifle?” Riyun’s knowing look put a scowl on the sniper’s face. Hirvok shook his head. “Don’t have to gloat.”

      “Who’s gloating?”

      “You think we got ’em all, then?”

      “No. Meriscoya’s still out there. I think he must have some people here working with him.”

      “People or fish-people?”

      “He’d need both, wouldn’t he?”

      Riyun caught the reflection of Lonar’s flashlight beam off glass and joined the larger man at the side of the car. The big guy had already stretched out rubber hose and was now testing it, then cutting it. After slicing two lengths—one short, one long—he held them up.

      At the lack of dismay on the big man’s face, Riyun assumed things weren’t as bleak as he’d feared they’d be. “Can it be salvaged?”

      “I’d love to completely rebuild it, Boss.”

      “We don’t have the time.”

      “I get that.” The heavy weapons expert returned to the hood and lay the rubber hoses on a big, circular, grime-coated cover. “Fuel line’s the only critical problem. You pulled that off?”

      “It was cracked. We siphoned some fuel, though.”

      “Mm-hm. I scraped some gunk off the battery cables. Those being disconnected might’ve saved the battery. If there’s a charge, we could be rolling in a few minutes.”

      “You’ll have a chance to scrounge around for more parts once we’re in the city.”

      “Scrounge, huh?”

      “Help yourself to.”

      “Thought that’s what you meant.” The big guy’s hands disappeared in the guts of the engine. “A few minutes, Boss.”

      Zabila stood alone when Riyun returned. She glanced toward the river. “They wanted a few minutes alone.”

      That was understandable. Riyun longed for a while to be by himself, to come to grips with all that had happened in the last few weeks. Some time alone with Zabila after screwing his head back on straight—that would be nice.

      She lowered her gaze the way she did when she was embarrassed. “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking how badly I want this all to be over.”

      “Oh.” She backed away.

      He grabbed her by the wrist. “Not like that. I mean that we’ve all suffered enough, don’t you think?”

      Her eyes narrowed, then she brushed hair back over her ear. “We have.”

      “When I can think straight again, I’d like to spend some time with you.”

      “That would be nice.”

      Riyun let her go. “Right now, I want to get you home—everyone home—and find something approaching normal.”

      “You…think there’s a normal there?”

      “How many ripples have you felt since we came out of that mausoleum? Two? Three?”

      “Three, maybe.”

      “Did you feel the one when we rescued Koti?”

      “Oh. A little.”

      “I didn’t even recognize it until we were on the bridge. It wasn’t as powerful as the others, but it was there.”

      “Is that good—it not being powerful?”

      Behind him, the vehicle’s engine coughed, then died. Riyun fought the urge to look back, to shoot the tweak an annoyed look. “It feels to me like the changes aren’t done. If we can stop Meriscoya, maybe we can save our dimension.”

      The engine sputtered, coughed, then took on a steady grinding, spitting tone. Lonar ducked over the engine compartment with a smaller screwdriver, and a moment later, the sound took on a smoother rumble.

      Once again smiling broadly, the big tweak started packing up the tools. “Ready to go when you are.”

      Hirvok and Symbra came up from the riverbank without prompting, still holding hands until they reached the car.

      At the sight of the interior, the Onath woman blinked. “We’re driving in…that?”

      Her words stripped the big grin from Lonar’s face. “Aw, now. C’mon.”

      “It looks like it’s ready to explode in a fireball.”

      “Nah. Worst it’s gonna do is throw a rod. It’s not so bad.”

      She shuddered and squeezed into the rear with a look of absolute disgust. Hirvok joined her, then Riyun waved Zabila to the other side. He took the passenger’s front seat, rocking a bit to see if the cushion had any give at all. It felt more like a board than foam.

      Once again beaming, Lonar nosed the vehicle forward, shushing it when it started to sputter, then giving it more gas as the lights caught the bridge. “Where to, Boss?”

      “Into the city.”

      “For salvage?” The big tweak winked.

      “Salvage and recon.”

      They turned up the hill, spitting thick gray smoke that settled in with the fog, yellow headlamps casting the cobblestones gold. As they chugged through the first town, a look of excitement settled on Lonar’s face. “I been thinking.”

      “There’s a way to fix the exhaust?”

      “That buggin’ ya? Cracked muffler, maybe. But it’s okay. Keep the windows open. No, what I been thinking is all these vehicles, they look like they come from the same place—one manufacturer, y’know?”

      “Easy to cannibalize?”

      “That’s what I been thinking.”

      After crawling through the town, they came to a bridge that fed to the next town over. Lonar braked, put the vehicle in park, grabbed his tool pouch, then winked. “Salvage.”

      He hurried into the fog, leaving the others to fight off carbon monoxide poisoning.

      Riyun coughed, twisted around. “We’re looking for Meriscoya’s people.”

      The idea surprised the sniper, who looked at the two women, then back. “They wearing something to give them away?”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Then we drive around in this death trap until one of them screws up?”

      It was a fair question. Riyun leaned his head out the window and sucked in relatively fresh air. When he turned around again, he jerked a thumb toward the opposite side of the bridge. “Some of these pubs can be pretty dangerous.”

      Hirvok snorted. “Not for me.”

      “Don’t be so sure. The towns bordering Potter’s Square—I want to give those a look. When we pushed this heap out of there, I saw people moving around despite the late hour.”

      “We’re law enforcement now?”

      “If that’s what it takes.”

      Dawn light painted the horizon by the time Lonar had them moving again. The car didn’t sound or smell as bad, but it still drew surprised looks from some of the other drivers and pedestrians.

      When they prowled their way to one of the pubs Riyun recalled being open the night they’d rescued the vehicle, he signaled for Lonar to kill the engine. “Wait here.”

      Before long, four men shuffled through the early, gray shadows toward the blocky building that advertised itself as Lohcra’s Pride. The exterior lights were out, but after looking around, the men let themselves in through the front.

      Riyun jogged through the foggy haze, duster open but pulled tight. There were no indications of activity or occupation when he circled the building, and no sign of the four men passing through. He peered through grimy windows and spied candlelight and blurry shapes moving around inside.

      Rather than knock at the front door, he let himself in. The place stank like cigarettes and sour alcohol. A few guttering candles lit the center space as well as a battered, dark bar piled with wet rags, trays, and greasy mugs.

      A short, bald man burst through doors beyond the bar, red splotching his crown. His narrow mouth was equally red and wet, open in anger. “What d’you think—?”

      “Four men just came in here. I’d like to talk to them.”

      The bald man’s round face darkened. He searched around. “We’re closed.”

      “I saw four men—”

      “And I’m tellin’ ya, we’re closed. Go on. Out.”

      Two more faces poked through the door the man had used seconds ago. They were big, dangerous-looking men with beady eyes. When they cleared the door, they held pistols in their thick hands. The larger one rested his elbows against the bar, pistol in plain sight.

      Now supported, the bald man took a step toward Riyun. “Last warning, lad.”

      “I want to talk to the men who—”

      The two dangerous-looking men brought their pistols up.

      Without thinking, Riyun grabbed the bald man and spun him around, sputtering. The larger man who’d been leaning against the bar fired, and the bald man jerked, then groaned.

      Riyun rushed forward, keeping the wounded bald man up as a shield, letting him take the next three shots before shoving him into the smaller of the two dangerous-looking men. The impact sent the bald man and the shooter to the floor.

      Another crack of gunfire accompanied a sharp sting in Riyun’s right shoulder as he spun.

      He launched himself into the shooter, tackling him into beer kegs and mugs. Riyun’s right arm was only good for taking the man’s swings. The left was adequate, delivering a few quick jabs that had the man’s eyes rolling up in his head.

      Another shot rang from behind, and beer spewed from a pierced keg.

      Riyun grabbed the stunned man’s pistol and spun around, squeezing off a round that punched a hole in the smaller shooter’s throat.

      The shooter collapsed to the grimy floor, gun clattering out of sight.

      When the stunned man groaned, Riyun pummeled him with the butt of the gun, then dropped the weapon on the unconscious man’s chest.

      As he got to his feet, the door banged open, and shoes scraped on the floor. The rest of the squad barreled in, pistols drawn.

      Their eyes went to the bodies, then Riyun.

      He shook his arm out. “There must be a hidden room or something. Search around.”
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      The buzzing noise was louder now. Quil was sure it was the chair, its shape and design taking on a more malevolent nature with each second. Energy thrummed from it, or perhaps thrummed into it. Something moved through the floor, tugging at him and no doubt the others. If he could detect the slow-building ozone smell, they must be able to as well.

      Koti shook her shackles, louder for a moment than the buzzing. “Quil?”

      “We must break free.” And yet he felt drained. It was more than the chair and machinery. This chamber had been designed to deal with problem students. “Does anyone suppose this place was intended for murder?”

      To his right, the handsome wizard student worked his fingers. Blood trickled onto the sleeves of his sweater, but he seemed focused on the chains. “It’s like we told you: This place has a long and ugly history.”

      “For murder, though? Corruption seems an unlikely path to murder.”

      Now it was the pretty wizard student—Tami—who sighed. Her alcove glowed, but the light seemed to come from the stones themselves. “It doesn’t matter what this was designed for. Your friend has been making adjustments.”

      Naru barked out an angry laugh. “Quil and Tawod friends?”

      Tami looked at the wall separating her from Naru’s alcove. “You ever hear of a figure of speech?”

      “Sure. You ever hear shut up?”

      While Quil enjoyed seeing the small hacker stand up for herself, he was well aware that her behavior was most likely driven by jealousy just then. She had been cold toward Tami from the outset.

      He looked up, studying first the glow from his own alcove, then the shackles themselves. “Could there be a circuit at play here?”

      Aliat’s eyes lit up. “A circuit? You mean some sort of serial connector running through all these chains? It would have to be an iron rod or wiring behind the stonework.”

      “I had in mind something less literal. Where we came from, there are wireless connections. In this case, perhaps we are looking at—”

      “Wireless? You mean like radio?”

      “Radio, laser, microwave—the range of alternatives—”

      Naru rattled her bonds. “Really? Quil, we’re running out of time here!”

      “Of course.” He gripped the chains above the cuffs covering his wrists. “Should the same principles be applied to magic, then the design of this place could be that of a grounding to absorb any unleashed energy.”

      The handsome wizard nodded. “A short-circuit. If we try to use our magic, it gets drained off elsewhere.” He jerked his head to indicate the chair. “Maybe that’s a battery, then.”

      “Exactly. Fighting against the bonds merely feeds what he will consume from later.”

      “I’m not going to let him do that, Tami.”

      The pretty wizard student leaned back against her rear alcove wall. “That’s great. If you two figure out a way to talk this guy to death, we’re saved.”

      “C’mon.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut. “All I need is a couple seconds free from these chains, and I’ll show this guy—”

      “We’re working on it. I think Quil’s on the right track. This wasn’t set up to kill students, but it could drain them of their power if they got out of hand. Now this Tawod has figured out how to do a little more with it.”

      A battery posed a problem. More likely, though, they were looking at some sort of capacitor—suck in and store the power, then release it all at once. Obviously, the original intent would have been to release the magic back into the problematic student. What if the students who had died over the years were those who had been disciplined by a headmaster with the same sort of hunger as Meriscoya and now Tawod? That seemed more likely than Tawod having figured this all out on his own. The demolitions expert was not a complete moron, but he had never shown a deep understanding of science.

      Quil cocked his head as he considered the chair. “Assuming that this device has existed for some time, might there be some exploitation in its design that a more recent design would have avoided?”

      The pseudo’s stare caused Aliat to also look the chair over. “You’re thinking the original design saw things through the eyes of ancient scientific concepts?”

      “Exactly.”

      Tami groaned. “Are you two still planning to talk him to death?”

      Her sour attitude was not going to disturb the principled discussion of two like-minded people. Quil had a solution in mind, but he had to think it through.

      He turned his attention to Aliat. “You have felt the drain of the existing system?”

      “Yeah. I still feel it.”

      “As if we were connected to a drain.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Despite the number of restraints, the intent would have been for a single student to be disciplined at a time.”

      Aliat’s eyes widened. “You think he modified it to open it up to drain us all at once?”

      “His intent would have been to make it impossible for an attack to harm him. Any magic used by us would immediately feed the system and be stored for him to later consume. However, the system would not be designed to store—”

      “It wouldn’t be designed to hold the full magic potential of all of us!”

      “Exactly.”

      The handsome wizard student nodded. “Then we give it all we’ve got. We fill it to capacity, and whoever has power left blasts these chains off, and we go after him before he can absorb—”

      “—before he can ingest the magic stored within.”

      Aliat flashed a toothy grin, and Quil found himself returning it. Finally, he had found someone who could think as a situation demanded. Where everyone else insisted upon acting rashly and often making matters worse, this Aliat understood the value of—

      A creak from the door drew Quil’s eyes to the barrier just as it burst open. Tawod darted through, eyes glittering in the glow from the magic-storing device. “You think I don’t know what you’re up to? C’mon, Quil. We worked together for weeks.”

      At that revelation, Quil felt the shocked glares of the stunned students. Koti’s jaw dropped. “You worked with him?”

      “He was a member of our squad before he became a wizard. We had no idea he had been working for an enemy all along.”

      Tawod’s head bobbed. “That’s one way to describe it. I like to see it my own way: A mercenary goes where the money is. After all the corruption I saw in the Guild, there was no way I could believe in honor and integrity. Beraga’s right: All that matters is watching out for yourself.”

      Those words drew a growl from Tami. “You’re not getting out of this alive.”

      The alcove stones glowed a pale blue, and her head fell back. Her black hair rose, and a moan burst from her lips.

      Aliat threw himself forward. “Tami!”

      It was Naru’s turn then, exhaling, squinting her eyes, then curling in on herself. “We have to do this!”

      Her alcove took on a golden glow.

      Although Quil had intended what the two of them were attempting, his idea had been to fill the capacitor—if one existed—with his own magic or perhaps Koti’s. Neither of them seemed either as accomplished or full of potential as the other three. Now the two most powerful among them had launched their attempts to overload the system simply because Tawod had returned prematurely.

      This would not do.

      Tawod’s eyes jumped between the two women, confused. “What—?” His head jerked around to Aliat and Koti, then over to Quil. “You can’t escape from this device.”

      If they let impatience be their guide, the ex-mercenary was right. Unfortunately, there was nothing for Quil to do at the moment. Naru and Tami had committed themselves to the task without discipline and forethought. They were now pawns lost in this match—

      Koti banged her cuffs against the wall. “Quil! Do something!”

      “I have every intent—”

      “Tami was right: All you want to do is talk!”

      As if those words were not eviscerating enough, the young woman who now owned Quil’s heart leveled a disgusted look at him, then clenched her jaw tight and began vibrating. A silvery glow tickled across the stones of her alcove.

      No! The logical person to fill the reservoir was him! How could these others not see that? He had barely managed to teleport his gear to him. What use was that when Naru and Tami could stand toe-to-toe with any wizard? All Quil had wanted was to do this in an orderly, sensible way. A few more minutes of explanation and planning, perhaps a few more acknowledgements of his intellect, and they would have all been in position for—

      Aliat wrapped his big hands around his chains and mouthed something Quil could not understand. Red light glowed in the handsome wizard’s alcove.

      Why must they act without approval? This had been Quil’s epiphany, his brilliance. Acting without proper guidance put everything at risk.

      Comprehension showed in Tawod’s eyes. “You’ve found something, haven’t you?”

      Even the plodding explosives expert had pieced things together. He might not understand the particulars, but he now realized a threat existed to his plans. There was no longer an opportunity to delay for the ideal moment. They must act now or never.

      Quil reached out with his awareness to sense the connection he had felt on the pitch, when he had opened himself to others to allow them to tap into his magical potential. In this case, there was no disciplined wizard grasping for his probing but a hungry machine sucking and pulling, a vampiric thirst for the power he had only started to accept existed within him.

      When he connected to the device, there were other threads in the circuit: Tami’s blue, Naru’s gold, Aliat’s red, and the almost blinding white of Koti’s magic. The brilliance of Koti’s magic made no sense: she lacked the raw power of Naru and Tami. How—?

      The young woman had opened herself fully. She had filled the connection with her output.

      Why would she do such a foolish thing?

      He felt it then, a memory of the fatigue and despair when he had rescued her from the altar. She wanted nothing more to do with this terrible curse of magic. How had she said it before? There had been some statement about her parents performing terrible acts to further their money or power.

      Quil tried to touch her thread, to connect to her mind. There was no training to call upon, no experience to apply. All he had available was instinct and intuition, things he bristled in the face of.

      There was no other choice now but to trust in them. “Koti? Do not surrender—”

      Rather than a connection, he felt pressure pushing him away.

      “Koti? Allow me to use my power to fill—”

      Again, the pressure pushed against him. The pressure had…energy about it. Emotion. Frustration?

      He blushed at the sense of impatience and disappointment emanating from his attempts to latch onto the brilliant white flow of magic.

      Was this her rejection of him? Had she misunderstood his need to protect her?

      Before he could make another attempt to connect, a popping sound stretched throughout his awareness: in his mind, in his ears—it was even a raw, almost sulfuric taste in the back of his throat.

      Then he was back in his alcove, the walls pressing in around him. Nothing tugged on his innate energy. The smell and tingle of magic was gone from the air. Tawod slumped against the arm of the chair, and the other students gawked out at him in a daze.

      All, that is, except for Koti. Her chin lay against her chest, and her eyes were closed.

      Tami shook the lassitude off first, blinking, then curling her hands into hooked claws. “I told you—”

      But Tawod’s head came up, his eyes glowing with the brilliant white energy that had been Koti’s. “I don’t have time for you now.”

      That blinding white energy burst out from the former mercenary, and welcome oblivion washed over Quil.
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      The pub’s hidden room turned out to be a trap door in the kitchen cooler. Lonar found the door when he spotted a gap between two sets of shelves. It was a matter of a few minutes moving the shelves apart, which revealed the wooden door.

      Riyun knelt over the small square of discolored wood. Without something covering it, the hidden panel would have been easy to spot. “Stand ready.”

      Weapons clattered behind him, and boots scraped as the mercenaries positioned themselves for anything that might come up from below. His breath misted, ghostly in the little bit of light creeping into this small space. Waxed cardboard boxes of meat and frozen vegetables—some torn open, contents exposed to the chill—covered the remaining shelving, offering a little potential for protection if things went sideways.

      He readied the carbine, listened for anything rustling below. It would have to be stupid or clumsy to be louder than the cooler’s clanging fans.

      Finally, he threw open the door and pointed his weapon into the dark opening.

      The light revealed a stone shaft and a wooden ladder, old and worn, nail heads red with rust. A fishy smell rose from the depths. When he played his light along the stone walls, he got the impression this place was newer than a lot of what he’d seen before. It was the sloppy work on the stone, with little of it smooth or even. The space was tight and would pose a problem for Lonar.

      Riyun let out a breath. “A ladder going down. Twenty, thirty feet.”

      From behind, boots scuffed, then Hirvok was there. “Got it.”

      “No. I need you keeping an ear out for security or police.”

      The sniper snorted. “Or more fish-people.”

      “Or more fish-people.” The lieutenant pointed at Lonar. “You follow me.”

      “You got it, Boss.”

      After adjusting the strap on his carbine, Riyun squeezed into the shaft, stopping every few feet to run his light over surfaces and to listen. Somewhere in the distance, water dripped into a puddle.

      At the bottom of the steps, he had a better look at the chamber. It was about the same size as the cooler above, rough cut like the shaft, the ceiling low and the floor like choppy waves on a beach. The fish smell and dripping sound were more intense, probably the product of his imagination running wild in the dark as much as any sort of proximity.

      Groaning wood and scraping cloth told him Lonar was squeezing into the shaft now. The big tweak’s grunts confirmed just how tough a descent it would be. Twice, those grunts turned into a string of curses.

      Then the heavy weapons expert’s boots thudded against the floor, and his flashlight beam joined Riyun’s. “Oh, yeah, Boss. It’s a fixer-upper, but it’s sweet.”

      Riyun moved along the wall to the only exit. “Steps leading down.”

      “Next time we get a job offer chasing fish-people through underground tunnels?”

      “Double the rate?”

      The big tweak chuckled. “I guess.”

      Just as Riyun put his foot on the first step leading down, Symbra eased around Lonar and her light probed the dark. The look of disgust on her face made her opinion of the chamber clear.

      She joined him at the opening to the stairwell. “I’m thinking we should just roll a bunch of fuel barrels into these tunnels and set fire to the place.”

      “They tried that with Potter’s Square.”

      “Did I mention we should place charges every couple hundred feet? And poison gas?”

      “It’s good to be thorough.”

      “Would you feel badly about me if I said we should tie Beraga to one of the dynamite packs?”

      “Would you feel badly about me if I said I wouldn’t?”

      Her smile disappeared when nausea speared him, and he doubled over. She kept him from going to his knees, but only barely. “Hey! What is it?”

      “Another…ripple.”

      It had come out of nowhere, packing the sort of wallop that had knocked him for a loop earlier. As he caught his breath, Zabila sped across the chamber.

      The runaway pressed the palms of her hands to his cheeks. “You okay?”

      “I’ll make it. It was just another ripple. A bad one.”

      “Something big must be happening.”

      Symbra’s idea of bombing the underground held a lot of appeal right then. He actually favored a thermobaric bomb, maybe even a nuke. This ancient city and the castle could take their dark secrets to the Hollow Hills with them.

      When Hirvok reached them, he had the same smirk on his face as before. “Odd that no one reacted to the shooting. Think maybe the law knows better than to ask?”

      That made sense. If Riyun were a security officer, he wouldn’t bother following up on a shooting in a place like this, not if he knew about the dark goings-on.

      He straightened. “Let’s get this over with. Lonar, stay close behind.”

      The steps led to another chamber, this one a little larger than the first. At the exit, they had a choice: head toward Potters Square or head toward the bridge. Water pooled here, a drip coming from a crack in the rock overhead.

      It only took a moment for Riyun to decide: He headed toward the bridge.

      Several times, the tunnels turned into steps that took them deeper. Symbra found symbols she guessed indicated their relative position, including when they reached the river. They had to be seventy or more feet underground by then.

      More puddles awaited them as they hurried under the massive waterway. In some spots, the water pooled an inch deep. Its stagnant reek sometimes carried the stench of sewage.

      Finally, they found steps carrying them back up, but Riyun stopped when the tunnel branched.

      Something about the right branch made him shudder. His light couldn’t penetrate the dark fully. It seemed as if the blackness belched rot and malevolence at him.

      Lonar poked his head into the opening. “What’s that?”

      The big tweak’s light reflected off something that sparkled like diamonds, and he edged into the smaller tunnel. He came back with his massive hand extended. Blue glass glittered in his palm.

      Riyun fought off another shudder, this one brought on by a small wave of energy flowing out from the abyss. “This is our way.”

      Glass scraped and popped under his boots, and the walls pressed in against him, slowing his progress. If it wasn’t the ripple energy gut-punching him, it was the pressure of the air or the way his light became unreliable. In some spots, the darkness simply swallowed the beam, showing nothing but the occasional skull or melted weapon. Other times, the light reflected off smoky mirrors that showed not a twisted reflection but a whole other world with inhuman things blinking in curious surprise.

      They didn’t ascend, instead plodding on, occasionally bending around some buried obstruction, at one point having to leap over a cleft of four or five feet. Scree rained down into the black opening but never rattled to a final rest against anything.

      This tunnel hadn’t been on the maps. So many miles…he wasn’t sure it was even real. Each step seemed to take them deeper into nightmare.

      Finally, Riyun came to a stop to study a smudged symbol embedded in the wall.

      Lonar leaned a hand against a thigh, gasping for breath. “Want Symbra to interpret it, Boss?”

      “I don’t need it interpreted.”

      Dirt flaked around the symbol and was easily flicked away. Riyun rubbed some of the soot clear just to be sure, but it wasn’t necessary. The Total Rewrite corporate logo wasn’t going to be mistaken for anything else.

      They were in the ruins below Twilight Forest, where realities collided.

      He came to another split, but this one lacked the sense of the tunnels. Here, the floors had the look of man-made or at least refined materials. Tiles that had once been polished merged with raw stone, as if two worlds had collided. To his left, the rough shape of offices drew his eye.

      With the others guarding the intersection, Riyun took Symbra to the creaking spaces that had once been the offices of powerful executives and managers. Crumpled furniture, shattered skeletons, hollow carapaces—the place had met a terrible end.

      The young Onath officer candidate blinked. “Where are we?”

      Riyun toed a skull. “This is Beraga’s HQ, right?”

      “I…think so. But how’d we get here?”

      “It’s Total Rewrite. This was the executive wing. His office…” There wasn’t enough exposed to be sure of the layout.

      “You’re saying we passed through a portal?”

      “Maybe what separates the dimensions isn’t all that reliable anymore.”

      “Then it’s over? We failed?”

      “I’m not sure. The Archon was right: Beraga’s activities will destroy everything. I thought we could stop it, but…just look.”

      “Aren’t we in the past, though? It looks like what we saw before.”

      “I don’t think so. These realms weren’t set up with a linear chronology, were they? They’re different properties. That’s what you called them?”

      “This is the last one?”

      “Wouldn’t it be? We’ve been pulled through them in a designed order. Wholesale Fantasy was where the disaster started. It was our first chance to stop the problem before it got out of hand.”

      “Kill Meriscoya.”

      “Kill him and prevent…”

      Riyun squatted to consider the desk. This place had been the peak of technology, home to the greatest collection of data in all the Inner or Outer Sphere worlds. Naru had described it as the one-stop shop for every consumer, with branches everywhere.

      Now…?

      He slid back out into the hallway, letting memory guide him. These offices had been obscured then, the glass opaqued. It must have been a function of embedded circuitry, smart materials—something. But the basic layout shouldn’t have changed, and that meant following the direction of larger offices would eventually take him…

      There!

      The merge had twisted things slightly, had nearly sealed this area off, but the door was still where he remembered, and the glass wall that had looked out into the only reclaimed stretch of beach now shared space with raw stone.

      When he’d gone through the portal into his own dimension, the Total Rewrite facility had been overrun with organic goo. Here, that goo could pass for dirt, dried out and flaking. What remained of Beraga hung from one of the fleshy sacs mounted to the walls. The sac had long ago dried, crumbling away in spots, but the small skeleton of the bald billionaire remained. Its skull was intact, the mouth open as if in a horrified scream.

      Something had torn open the left side of the ribcage less than an inch from the sternum, leaving a hole as big as a flattened-out high-powered rifle round.

      Except there was no sign of a round entering the opposite side.

      The size of the skeleton, it being in the man’s office: this had been Beraga; Riyun was sure of it.

      He brushed bits of dirt and no doubt organic remnants off the desk, pulled out the chair the executive had once used, and stared at the skeleton. No matter how terrible the little man’s death had been, it wouldn’t have been enough to punish him for what he’d done. Hundreds of billions had died because of this man’s greed.

      What survived him? This office?

      Riyun checked the drawers, easily cutting through the old locks with his khanza knife. Little remained of use—a few tablets, some trinkets and toys. The hardware might be salvageable, although he couldn’t see a reason to bother.

      In the bottom drawer, he found a tome fashioned after the magical props in the Wholesale Fantasy libraries. The thing was massive and thudded when he set it on the desktop. Somehow, it had survived the ravages of time, exactly like the magical grimoires.

      Of course. They would’ve used the same technology, some sort of preservation chemical and process.

      He flipped the cover back and despite himself laughed—bitter and angry. The first page said it all: Infinite Realms by Uzir Beraga.

      So much arrogance.

      This wasn’t some journal with archaic scribbling but a detailed layout of the environment. The text was dense, almost unreadable with just a flashlight. Chapter headings announced story arcs, highlighting critical characters and milestones. Surprisingly, design teams actually received credit, even when it was for the concept of something horrific like the Queens and their bloody rise to power.

      Riyun stopped when he stumbled across a familiar symbol and found the associated chapter: The Zialites.

      He skimmed the text, then slowed as the importance of it hit him. This was the history not of Wholesale Fantasy but of their own dimension. Beraga’s people laid out what had been done to these Zialites not in a fictional setting but in the Inner Sphere, on Yurov, the world where all life had begun. According to this history, the Zialites—Quil’s ancestors in a way—had been victims of a genocide perpetrated by the Onath before that race had turned their attention to the Tuos.

      A creak brought his attention up from the book, hands pointing carbine and flashlight at the sound.

      Zabila leaned against the frame, a shadow. Her eyes were locked on the spot where the book lay in the dark. “I shouldn’t be surprised it survived. He said it would be his legacy.”

      Riyun relaxed, lowered his weapon. He put the light back on the opened book. “How did he find out about this?”

      “When you have enough money, you can find out about all sorts of things.”

      “But why? This happened millennia ago. You can’t hold people accountable for the actions of their ancestors.”

      She smiled—patient, tolerant. “People grow comfortable with lies. After a while, the truth isn’t even objectively real. That needs to change.”

      “So he monetizes it, puts it into a game?”

      “This history, the dark abuse—it was embedded everywhere. Every realm. The truth will win out, but it’s easier if it’s absorbed without someone clubbing you over the head. Uzir knew that. He spent years convincing people they had to have Total Rewrite in their lives.”

      “I don’t understand. Does that make the games more marketable?”

      “He didn’t just want a marketable game. Uzir wanted change. He was planning to cultivate success for the Zialites here in the realms. He wanted them to become the shepherds for our peoples, just as they had been destined to be before…”

      She shrugged.

      A wave of nausea washed over Riyun, the quake of another ripple mixed with the impact of the book’s contents. He ran his light over the list of credited developers, stopping midway through. “This was your project?”

      Her shoulders slumped. “He couldn’t crack the code, couldn’t figure out how to ensure they survived the challenges of being so different. In environments like these, where survival is a struggle, little things like skin color or even eye color—sick and desperate people can create dangerous mythologies around that.”

      “You came into the realms—”

      “—for a lot of reasons, Riyun. I came here for all the right reasons, including escaping a world I couldn’t handle.”

      It was a lie—convenient, almost believable. But he didn’t believe.

      He closed the book, still queasy from the ripple. “We need to get back to the surface.”

      When he brushed past her, she reached for him, but he continued out.
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      When Riyun’s team had returned through Naru’s portal in the ruins, her magic had closed the rift without intervention and sealed off the passage to the twisted ruin of their home dimension. Now the mercenary lieutenant stared at an impossible sight, a solid structure that looked exactly like a miniature Golgar Portal. It rested in the wall where her portal had been, the perfectly circular ring glinting with a strange, black metallic sheen where the hacker’s magic had previously torn a hole in reality. Yes, there had been a hint of this in the stone before—an etching.

      This?

      Instead of the sulfuric odor of Meriscoya’s corrupted magic, there was a hint of the ozone smell of a lightning blast layered over the cool absence of anything else.

      He shivered, playing his flashlight over the hungry void at the center of the ring. It swallowed the light as easily as it swallowed the sound and heat of its surroundings.

      Inside that void, what it sucked in became dreams and ghosts.

      Glass scraped beneath the heavy tread of a boot, drawing the mercenary commander back to the magical world he’d taken his team into. At that moment, fatigue gripped him, slowing everything down, muting the ache in his heart and the confusion churning his thoughts.

      Lonar looked up from beneath his heavy, scarred brow, patchy black eyebrows shielding equally black eyes. Those eyes lacked life, animation. In the reflection of the big tweak’s own flashlight beam, his off-center nose cast a strange shadow over his dark, coppery skin. He looked ghoulish, matching his haggard breathing, which sounded like a bellows blown into a massive, echoing chamber far, far away.

      The big tweak looked from his commander to the inexplicable portal. “You okay, Boss?”

      Riyun thought about that. It was a question that couldn’t be answered—not now. His gaze went back to the black void where there should’ve been a stone wall, where the blue chunks of glass had disappeared from the floor. The last time they’d been here, something had stalked them, always hanging back in the shadows, hidden behind debris. That thing was gone now.

      He ran a gloved hand around the ring of the portal and tried to recall what he’d felt when he’d come here.

      Was he okay?

      Could he tell Lonar—could he tell any of them—that they’d hopped across multiple pocket dimensions in pursuit of not a runaway but someone actively working for Uzir Beraga? How would they react to that? It wasn’t as if she’d lied about it so much as their commander had failed to see the level of complicity she’d had in all they’d encountered.

      Somewhere beyond the big tweak, Zabila stood with Hirvok and Symbra. Perhaps they’d kept the young woman back, allowing their lieutenant the freedom and quiet to consider whatever had troubled his mind when he’d rejoined them.

      What had they seen on his face after his discovery of the book, after her admission? Shock? Sadness? Despair?

      From the start, he’d feared failure. He’d seen his obligation to this team as a substitute for his failed obligations to Monisa. Father, husband, friend—he’d only ever wanted to be the best he could be, to protect and better those who served with him. He’d wanted to not only understand their goals and motivations but to help them do the same. A commander is only as good as those he or she leads. Their successes are the commander’s successes, if only indirectly.

      The Mercenary Guild had betrayed Riyun Molliro time and again. For some strange reason, it had actively sabotaged his career and endangered his people. By not backing him against the egregious and irrefutable violations of corporations and fellow officers, it had pushed Riyun into one untenable situation after another.

      How had he missed the convenience of a promising job opportunity floated out to a desperate lieutenant on the verge of losing his unit? How had he not seen the obvious manipulation in the even better job that replaced the first when it fell through?

      Yolla Tromon hadn’t been part of this. She’d been just another victim of Beraga’s scheming. Still, her money had blinded Riyun to the real threats right in front of him.

      Was he okay after putting his team at risk? Was he okay with bringing along a kid who had nearly died once and might be at risk of dying right now?

      Riyun rapped a knuckle against the ring containing that void that should be the gateway to an infinite number of possibilities or at least back to the world where the madness had started. The metal-like stone rang hollowly, but no sound escaped from its center.

      What did that mean? Was this all that remained? Were the other realms and their billions upon billions of people gone? Was his own dimension gone?

      He shuddered, wondering how that void could be darker than the tunnel beyond Lonar and his flashlight.

      The giant eye peering through the hole in the sky above Kamiyan, into the world slowly being absorbed, transformed. Total Rewrite had been the first victim of the extra-dimensional presence. That seemed only fair. Nothing could have stopped that invasion, though. Everything was doomed if that was their reality.

      Was he okay with that?

      He ran his flashlight along the floor, finding places where glass and stone mingled, where two realities had merged into something unreal and terrible. The light could only show so much, only shine so bright in that darkness. “I won’t know until I go through, Lonar.”

      “Nah, Boss. You don’t need to do that.”

      “If I don’t look beyond this—” Riyun put the light on the void. “—I’ll never know.”

      “We don’t need to know, Boss. If we’re stuck here, we’ll make do.”

      Riyun couldn’t see the others hanging back, but he knew they were there, listening. “We were hired to do a job. If our world still exists, we’re completing what we were paid to do.”

      “Best I come with ya, then.”

      “I need you to stay here. If I survive, I need to know that this portal is going to be waiting for me.”

      The big man moved closer, hand extended. “That ain’t no portal.”

      “It is.”

      “Listen, okay? When I was a kid, these other kids watched a movie or played a game—whatever. They said it scared them to death. This guy went through a portal, maybe one like this, hoping to get into this place that was full of treasure. Except it wasn’t no portal, see? It completely disintegrated him. Nothing left.”

      “It’s a portal. I can feel the power in it.”

      “Then let me throw something through. We’ll put it on a rope and—”

      “Lonar, I’m going through.”

      The big tweak straightened. “You still hurting over her death, huh?”

      Asking which death the heavy weapons expert was referring to would’ve given him the answer Riyun didn’t intend to give. “If things look hopeless or the portal blows up, make a run for it.”

      “Boss—”

      “That’s an order.”

      “Sure.” But the look in Lonar’s eyes said he’d die fighting.

      Riyun sucked in a breath of the underground ruins’ fouled air, closed his eyes, then stepped through.

      Time froze, and his body went cold. His heart stopped. He couldn’t breathe. Blackness surrounded him, suspending him in complete nothingness—no pressure, no sound, no smell, no taste.

      Voices whispered in conversation: memory fragments, dreams.

      Ghostly shapes flitted in and out, some aware of him, others oblivious. One brushed a hand over his, firing a spark through him.

      One of those voices shouted his name, the sound echoing through eternity.

      Monisa, her terror and pain too much for him to bear.

      His eyes flew open, and he sucked in a breath at the intensity of the lights overhead. Machinery hummed and buzzed, and when he sat up, taped electrodes tore away from his bare chest to dangle from thin white wires. Technicians in gray lab smocks turned from workstations, goggle-shielded eyes wide. A young man rushed over to a standalone workstation and tapped something into a keyboard at the same time a young woman with bright, pale eyes inched closer, waving for Riyun to calm down.

      She was small, almost skinny, with white, feathered hair. “Sir, if you’ll just calm down.”

      “What’s—?”

      His peripheral vision registered his surroundings then. He was on a bed—the bottom half of a capsule—of gray plastic and rough sheets. Palm-sized lifesign monitors flashed erratic, red signals on the raised sides of the bed. To his left lay Javika, arm and torso muscles bunching and relaxing as she twitched and rocked her head from one side to the other. Beyond her, Hirvok and the others rested calmly.

      Javika? Alive?

      The skinny young woman came closer, now pulling a syringe from the pocket of her smock. “There’s been a system glitch. It’s all right. We have teams working on it.”

      Nausea boiled in Riyun’s gut. “Wh-what’s going on?”

      “You weren’t ready to come out of the session.” The skinny young woman forced an anxious smile but couldn’t hide the anxiety in her eyes. “We’ve had this happen before. It’ll be all right.”

      Behind her, wide-eyed comrades trembled and gawked. A few returned to their workstations, absently tapping and swiping.

      What made them turn away—?

      The nausea wracked him again, followed by a fiery tingling along his cheek. When his hand jumped up to touch the skin, he felt the smooth ridges of melted flesh.

      How—?

      Still smiling her forced smile, the skinny young woman held up the syringe. “May I? It will help. We’ll have the simulation running again in just a few minutes. We can insert you without further—”

      He reached for her, jostling the sheets covering his legs—

      Except he didn’t have legs. They were gone, one at mid-thigh, the other even higher. The revealed flesh had the same glossy ripples where fire must have burned away the outer layers. A closer look at the hand that had shot to his face revealed that the middle fingers were actually one misshapen lump.

      Riyun turned to Javika, realized she, too, had horrible scars he couldn’t recall. One hand was gone, and her skin puckered above her groin, as if a high-powered round had punched through without killing her.

      On the workstation display the young man had activated, a familiar face contorted. Spittle sprayed onto the camera, distorting the bald man’s face.

      Beraga. He was livid. The young man bowed, whispering apologies and assurances.

      This was wrong; Riyun was sure. Nausea made it impossible to think clearly.

      When had he been maimed like this? Sure, he’d suffered many injuries that could have gone wrong, avoided death by fractions of an inch. He could have been a mindless invalid at any point in his career or a cooling mist of gore slowly oozing into the shattered battlefield soil.

      A tear leaked from the young girl’s eyes. “Sir?”

      To Riyun’s right, a door hissed open, and he twisted to see who it was. The movement took the nausea to an entirely new level, doubling him over. The man bulling his way past technicians only made that feeling worse.

      Major Ozkyr Kozmut shoved aside the last of the technicians who’d tried to block the way, eyes squeezed tight as he scrutinized his former rival. The cut of the former major’s business suit gave it a uniform-like appearance. It was as crisp and sharp as any outfit he’d ever worn. “Why is this man awake? Do you realize what this will do to his immersion?”

      Immersion. Where had Riyun heard that word?

      The young woman shook, showing the syringe. “I—I asked him—”

      “You don’t ask, young lady; you administer. Now!”

      She whimpered, shot a pleading look at Riyun, then pulled a tube from another pocket and sprayed his diminished thigh. “S-sorry.”

      He barely felt the jab. His eyes locked on Kozmut as a vague sense of comfort settled. “You’re…dead…”

      The former mercenary smirked. “Don’t waste your energy on threats—”

      “Virus…venom…”

      “Imagination’s a healthy thing, Lieutenant. You’ll need that to finish the job.” He pulled a gold chain from his shirt and kissed the pendant: Beraga’s face etched into the Total Rewrite logo. “See to it the holiest of the holies is appeased, and your rightful payday awaits.”

      Riyun fell back, already numbing. He barely saw the skinny woman pull out a silver version of the pendant, rubbing it, then kissing it. Other technicians did the same, watching from their workstations.

      When had this happened? Total Rewrite had become the largest corporation in existence, but to be this big, to have seen Beraga given some sort of ascendant title… How much money were they talking about? Usually, only an Onath of Silver status could be worshipped, and only a rare few rated such treatment.

      On the workstation where the technician had connected to Beraga, the executive now watched. He’d calmed, managed some sort of serenity where he’d seemed on the edge of cracking seconds ago.

      Then as the drugs kicked in again, Riyun caught the flick of a reptilian tongue splitting the bald man’s face and the red, otherworldly glow in his eyes.
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      Like many things, temperature was always moving toward equilibrium. In the absence of heat, the temperature dropped. In the absence of cold, the temperature rose. Hot and cold were relative, concepts imposed by the human mind. Equilibrium was a state independent of human reference. If a state of (X) existed, and it was introduced to a condition where the state was (Y), then X would move toward Y.

      Quil laughed at the obviousness of this.

      Then he fell.

      He fell through a blackness without substance or time or space. He was neither uncomfortable or comfortable, awake or asleep. There was no aging, no pain. It was momentary stasis, a time without time that stretched on. If he could breathe, it would have produced no sound, would have drawn no oxygen into his lungs.

      This was oblivion, annihilation, death.

      Then his falling ended, and he found himself lying on a tile floor, eyes taking in patterns before his cheek registered the cool dampness or the earthen dankness and rot.

      Shivers raced through his limbs, not caused by the cold but some sense of dread he could not identify.

      Identification became easier when the floor beneath him shifted. A deep moan rose from somewhere below, resonating like a funeral dirge echoing in the rocky bowels of the earth.

      Quil pushed up and twisted around, sure that whatever place he had ended up existed on the verge of collapse. Vertigo distorted his perceptions, turning walls of flaking and moldy plaster into floors and patterned marble tiles into ceiling covers. Chandeliers poked out from the walls, while sofas fought valiantly against gravity’s pull.

      He held back a gush of bile, wondering how he could feel so sick when he had last eaten far too long ago to remember.

      Floating somewhere above him, the stunning wizard pressed her hands over her golden-brown face. “Aliat?”

      Somewhere else entirely, the handsome young man groaned.

      They had ended up together, none of them obliterated by whatever it was that Tawod had done to them.

      At that realization, Quil tried to call out Koti’s name, felt his throat constrict so that he only managed a meaningless squeak, then coughed.

      He massaged away some of the vertigo and swallowed, soothing his dry throat. Naru staggered up from nowhere, which resolved into a sprawling living room with sheet-covered furniture. A hint of woodsmoke followed after her, along with a bit of heat.

      She leaned against a table that threatened to uproot from the floor. “Was that Tawod’s doing? I mean, we broke the device, didn’t we?”

      Aliat’s groan transformed into the scrape of shoes on tile. His broad shoulders filled a dark doorway, blocking what must have been a flame of some sort. He leaned against the wall, dragging the back of a big hand over his brow. “It was the other girl—”

      “Woman, thanks.”

      “—who did the hard work. She overloaded it.” He looked around. “Koti? You said her name was Koti, right?”

      Naru hugged herself. “Koti?” her voice echoed in the dark place. “Koti?”

      The young man disappeared through the archway to return with an oil lamp with a crimped amber collar and a handful of candles. “It looks like someone was here recently. There’s an old wood stove—still warm. Pots are piled next to it.”

      “And the fireplace…” Naru inclined her head toward the few spots of glowing embers in a gray ash mound visible beyond a metal screen. “Some of these sheets look damp, too. They’ve been pulled back, the dust disturbed.”

      Quil tested his balance and got to his feet, stumbling sideways toward a chair and collapsing into it. “We have been transported out of the university. The question is whether that was the work of Tawod or something else. As well, we must ascertain our location.”

      The beautiful young wizard student staggered over to Aliat, taking candles and lighting them from the lamp flame. “Y’know, I think it might be good if you shut up right about now.”

      Such heat caught the pseudo by surprise. “Perhaps you would explain—?”

      “—explain why you should shut up? Were you really going to ask that?” The candle flames reflected in her eyes, magnifying the fury burning there. “You come up with the idea to overload this capacitor thing, then you sit it out when your buddy shows up and says he’s figured us out?”

      “I believe we have different recollections—”

      “Yeah? Take my advice: Shut your yap.” The young woman scowled at Naru. “You want to help me search for Koti?”

      Naru crossed to the other woman—Tami, Quil remembered—and took one of the candles. Neither of them looked at him as they exited the big room. Their scraping steps filled the silence for a while, replaced by the occasional squeak and groan of protesting hinges.

      After a minute or so, Aliat pointed the lamp in the direction opposite from the one they had taken. “I think there’s an outer door.”

      When Quil made to rise, the other man shook his head and hurried out of the room.

      Strange. That would seem to indicate Aliat agreed with Tami. Naru as well.

      What Quil could recall seemed in contrast to their memories. Yes, he had come up with the solution to the quandary. No surprise there. Aliat had seemed capable of arriving at the solution eventually, but Naru and Tami both had latched onto the idea of—well, nothing of merit. They saw their magic as hammers and the world as nails. Perhaps Koti would have managed an idea of her own had she not been reeling from the horrors of her experiences. She seemed bright enough despite the tragic conditions of a childhood she would only hint at.

      A shared experience of terrible, unscrupulous parents—or in his case, creators—only strengthened the bond he felt with her.

      That bond had not kept her from throwing herself into the task of overwhelming the magical capacitor that powered the chair in that hidden chamber.

      Her brilliant white light, the explosion…

      Quil shuddered. He could not go further with that line of thinking.

      He ambled over to the fireplace, hands held out to soak up the warmth. From there, the moldy, sagging drapes offered less of an obstacle to see through the windows. Ancient trees bowed, black shadows in the night. When he listened, he caught the sound of water dripping.

      A look around the room gave him a better sense of the size of the place: exceedingly large. There would be many rooms.

      On top of the mantel, a long wooden box held long-stem matches.

      He slid four matches out and lit one from the embers, breathing in the sharp sulfuric bite and squinting against the burst of flame. A search of the kitchen uncovered another lamp in a cabinet above the wood stove Aliat had mentioned. After checking for fuel, Quil lit the wick.

      In the light that escaped the smudged amber glass, he caught a surprising detail Aliat had apparently missed: a door slightly ajar, the dust on the tile showing it had been fully opened recently. Flecks of dirt littered the floor around there.

      At the sight of that, Quil returned to the living room, then to the outer door Aliat had mentioned. Dried mud covered the tiles, streaked in spots, with clear impressions in others.

      Boot prints, the pseudo surmised.

      He returned to the kitchen, then tracked the dirt flecks until he found a bathroom. Wax on the floor indicated the women had been here previously, but had they noted the fresh ring inside of the tub? Had they seen the cracked bar of soap smeared with dirt not yet fully dried?

      When he checked the pots in the kitchen, he noted potholders lay inside the top one, as if discarded at the end of a hurried task.

      And then there was the door, which he now pushed wide.

      Steps led down, faded with age but still functional. He followed them to a basement full of shattered furniture, waxed cardboard boxes, and similar detritus. Tiny bones—rodents, no doubt—had been sprayed across the floor at some point, and a crumpled wooden piece of furniture pushed aside, its silhouette a discolored shape on the floor. In that discolored silhouette, more steps led deeper down.

      What a strange thing to find, given the ritual chamber they had discovered earlier. Were others searching through underground tunnels for the fish-people? It seemed equally likely the creatures used this place as one of their hideouts.

      Except…

      He returned to the steps, saw more of the bits of dirt.

      Would someone coming from below have dragged mud or dirt up with them?

      “Hey?”

      Quil spun around to see Aliat at the top of the stairs looking down. “Yes?”

      “There are tracks coming in through that door.”

      “Muddy boot prints. I saw. If I had to guess, they were made by two women dragging a man between them.”

      “Because the prints were small and there are drag marks?”

      “Yes, and there are larger boot prints elsewhere.”

      “They go down there?”

      “It would seem so, but long enough after that the mud dried and flaked off.”

      Aliat backed out of sight, then returned. “I see chunks up here.”

      “Where did the tracks originate from?”

      “They came up the slope of a hill. It’s pretty clear thanks to how soft the ground is. There’s a small, private cemetery down there, but it’s mostly covered in a dark pool of water. I…think someone broke open a mausoleum down there.”

      “That is our objective.”

      “What?”

      “Whoever came to this place, they came from that mausoleum.”

      “How can you—?”

      “I will not know until we have investigated, but evidence points in that direction, does it not?”

      The beefcake wizard student considered that. “Would you be offended if I said you’re taking some big leaps in logic based on flimsy evidence?”

      “Not at all. Many fictional investigators apparently made a career of it.”

      “O-okay.”

      Naru hurriedly descended a set of steps down the hall from the kitchen, candle guttering before she came to a stop. “No sign of Koti.”

      Quil clenched his jaw. “I believe she is still within the university.”

      “We’re in the middle of heavy woods, but I thought I saw lights from the top floor.”

      “The city, perhaps? Could it be the university?”

      “The city, I think.” The hacker turned at the sound of Tami descending. “We were thinking we could probably figure out a path to the university using those lights as reference.”

      It was a sound plan, Quil knew, but time was working against them. “A delay could cost Koti her life.”

      “We’d hurry, Quil.” Naru’s sour expression said she did not appreciate his comment.

      “There is perhaps a better way.”

      Tami pushed past Naru. “Another great plan you’ll hesitate to follow?”

      “Aliat has located the origin point for whoever it was that came into this mansion and lit the fireplace before taking a bath. Based upon the available evidence, I believe that may have been the lieutenant, Symbra, and Zabila.”

      The assertion drew a gasp from Naru. “How’d you come up with that?”

      “Some other time. For now, if one of you with more magical capacity would accompany me, I would like to test my theory.”

      Candle thrust high, Tami advanced on the pseudo. “What theory?”

      “Simple: There is a connection between this place and the university. Whatever sent us away from that secret chamber was not planned. Rather, it was a reaction, perhaps even a defensive response. In our experience, the portals that open between places follow a pattern of least resistance. There are many places they could open into, but they go where the barrier is weakest at that moment. Logic dictates that this is a location with an easy gate opening closer to the university than any other.”

      “You’re crazy.”

      To Quil’s surprise, Aliat stepped forward, hand held out toward Tami. “Actually, that makes sense. There’s a mausoleum down the hill from here. It would be an ideal means of hiding movement, and this sort of transport he’s talking about? It’s faster than using the tunnels. That was a tunnel you were looking at down there, Quil?”

      “It would appear so. Someone destroyed a trap door designed to hide steps leading down, indicating the existence was meant to be secret.”

      Aliat shot the women a hopeful look. “We could test his theory, or we could take those steps into the tunnels. If we test the theory and it fails, we lose twenty minutes going down to the mausoleum and back. Who knows how long it would take to go through the hidden passageway? And going through the woods in the dark could take hours.”

      Tami rolled her eyes at Naru, and the two of them shook their heads, then the beautiful wizard student grumbled something deep in her throat.

      It sounded strange, like “nerds.”
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      This time, traveling through the portal was instantaneous for Riyun. His head throbbed, and the ghosts and memory fragments he normally endured were replaced with the horrors of what he’d seen inside Total Rewrite.

      What had happened to his body, to his team? What had he seen on that display, with Beraga staring out? Had that been the administered drug? Was Beraga possessed by one of the creatures?

      Had it even been real?

      Riyun woke with a start, wrapped in darkness and the cool, dank depths of the ruins. Sulfur hung in the air, as if a powerful spell had recently been unleashed. He dug out his flashlight and powered it on, playing it across the floor and wall. Chunks of blue glass sparkled, and rocks cast shadows, but the dark metal portal was nowhere to be seen.

      He gagged, and a flash of memory shot through him: Kozmut had been there. The technicians had pendants with Beraga’s face etched into them—the smiling, bald face and company logo, a nauseating image visible for just a second.

      It had to have been real, as real as waking in the strange room in the capsule bed, attached to lifesign monitors under the watchful eyes of technicians.

      Javika had been there, nearly as damaged as the rest of the team.

      At that, Riyun squeezed his eyes shut. Had he really seen them all? Were they as maimed as him?

      Groaning, he pushed up from the hard floor and brushed away the glass, which fell against the stone with the faintest tinkling.

      He’d left Lonar here, told him to hold the portal. What had happened?

      There were tracks in the fine layer of dirt coating the hallway, but the team had been through here a few times. Some of the tracks weren’t even human, which was enough for Riyun to ready his carbine.

      It was still attached, sling hanging from harness exactly as it had been when he’d gone through, but when he’d woken in the medical observation bed, he’d been naked except for wired electrodes and a sheet.

      Immersion.

      The word hung in his mind for some reason. Had…Beraga said that?

      Riyun staggered out of the dead-end tunnel, retracing his path as quickly as he could without outrunning his light. He had to focus on the moment, on the confusing and contradicting things playing out in his head.

      Last time through, the Total Rewrite compound had been overrun, the occupants torn to pieces, consumed, or infected. Inhuman things had the run of the place, hiding in darkness until stumbled upon. And in the sky, there had been the giant hole and the eye looking through it.

      There had been ripples, the things Javika had talked about. She had done something, taken an action he’d thought must be some form of selfish revenge. Now he wasn’t so sure.

      Why had she come back from that trip into the past so angry and resentful?

      Ripples.

      Immersion.

      Did those represent a consistent possibility? She had talked about change, but immersion implied fiction, entertainment.

      Someone had said that to him, explaining the realms. Naru? Symbra?

      He hurried now, huffing and grunting, less concerned about the things running through the shadows, waiting for a chance to strike. They’d been gone when his team came through the last time, hadn’t they?

      Memories couldn’t be trusted. Reality was fluid, but there was only one reality, the Total Rewrite system paring away anything outside…

      Outside what? Outside a desired decision path?

      His boottip banged against something, and he went to the floor, lost his flashlight. When he had it again, he played it over the area where he’d tripped. The beam reflected off red eyes that retreated into a black tunnel, then settled on…

      …a skull.

      Human. Large. With metal clamps holding sections in place and circuitry visible in the interior of the dome.

      Riyun gagged. Lonar…

      Another sound farther up the tunnel drew the lieutenant back around, but when he flashed the beam over the way ahead, it was empty. He stretched back to grab the skull, but it was gone.

      This wasn’t immersion; it was madness. His mind was cracking.

      Another memory hit like a brick: the team rushing through the jungle, heavy-caliber rounds chewing up the soft trunks of trees, branches raining down along with gory chunks of jungle creatures. Chaotic radio chatter squawked, cutting in and out. They’d been sent on a simple mission, to find the enemy command-and-control center, ten miles behind the lines. Cripple the network, and the main force would hit over five different fronts. Cut off the head, and the body fails.

      But Naru had taken a round through the gut, blowing out a kidney. Quil had stabilized her, but they didn’t have the wherewithal to cripple the comms after that.

      They ran, and the enemy closed.

      Riyun jogged, one second in the forest ruins, climbing toward the path that would take him to the exit, the next crashing through the jungle, sweating and bleeding.

      It hadn’t been Naru who’d taken that round but Javika. That was the puckering scar over the blade of her hip. Naru would’ve screamed, but Javika never made a sound. They’d—

      —never been on such a raid.

      Naru had joined them before taking the job with Yolla Tromon, same as…

      Tawod.

      Was Naru compromised? Was she a traitor inserted into the team like the demolitions expert?

      No. She was reliable. She was a good kid.

      Riyun stumbled at the top of the ramp leading up from the lower ruins, sick from another surge of gut-twisting energy, one of Javika’s ripples. If he turned left here, he could find the steps that would take him out of the ruins and closer to camp. If he turned right, he would eventually find the stagnant pool of water and the strange statue.

      He turned right, shaking away the memories that couldn’t be trusted. They had taken the job on Nao, the failed attempt to rescue Governor Munot Dareth.

      No, they’d pulled off the rescue only to have the Migra Rutai inject him with some sort of virus or device that killed him. Riyun’s attempts to warn the security detail of the threat, to treat the governor, had been turned away.

      It was like that, over and over again. Customers who refused to listen. Customers who asked for the impossible and offered rates with no profit margin. Withheld payments and complaints to the Guild poisoned the well, and no matter how much evidence and how many eyewitness accounts to the contrary, the Guild never supported him.

      Why? His test scores were excellent. Mercenaries who joined the unit were always loyal. His accomplishments were far above the norm, even with the terrible jobs on offer.

      His eyes dropped when his boot splashed into the stagnant liquid, black in the flashlight’s glow.

      At least this was real, permanent.

      He waded into the water, ignoring the cold wetness soaking through his uniform, hungry for a glimpse of the giant horror implied by the macabre creature hunched on the green stone.

      It looked down at him, tentacles writhing in the reflected light.

      Something was different this time, but it took Riyun a second to realize what it was. The thing held an object in its massive hand, dark yet somehow reflective.

      Riyun approached, water sloshing around him. He stretched out his hand, went up on tiptoes, held the light high, and his legs nearly gave out.

      He bit back a scream and reached for the object, red and tacky in the fading beam. The shape was unmistakable, as was the material: a barrel of metal, a trigger guard.

      But the grip was hidden, a soft, feminine hand clasped over it.

      Shaking, Riyun took the weapon down. He studied the gory hand, then pried it free of the pistol—an Alliance machine-pistol.

      Zabila. He knew that hand now, had held it too often not to have memorized the feel of it.

      It fell into the water and disappeared from sight, then he rinsed the blood off the weapon, numb and cold, fingers stroking the barrel. He’d taken this from one of the terrorists on Nao—

      No. It had been a gift from the warlord…what had been his name?

      Except…it had been Zabila’s, taken from the Dread Empire realm.

      Memories were spiderweb-flimsy, vulnerable to a strong gust of wind or another—

      Ripple.

      He bent at the waist, nearly lost his grip on the gun. The pain was intense, the frequency nearly matching what he’d experienced before. If he sped back into the lower levels of the ruins, would he find the portal waiting? Would the reptilian thing pretending to be Uzir Beraga be waiting for him, tongue flicking out to smell the air?

      This sickness, it stole the strength, broke Riyun’s confidence. Next he knew, he’d be listening to whispered conspiracies, doubting science and foundational facts directly in front of him. Worlds would be flat, gravity would be a lie…

      And yet, even making those arguments for mental clarity seemed uncertain. If someone were to toy with his mind, wouldn’t that include assurances that he could count on something when nothing could be believed.

      Riyun holstered the pistol and retraced the path back up to the point that would carry him to the steps, then he climbed those out of the ruins, squeezed through the cave, and fell to the forest floor, fighting back tears.

      There were prints here on the soft ground, fresh and clear. Human prints, but not quite human, not if you looked at the shape of them.

      Even with the soft earth, they sank in deep.

      It was the way they’d look if they were carrying someone or multiple someones.

      His team. Zabila. The fish-people.

      There was still time to find them, to stop them.

      He got up and raced after the tracks, hoping this was real and he still had a chance to make a difference, to save his people.
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      Objectively, the mausoleum presented several oddities that, in his previous experience, Quil would have described as…unsettling. The walls seemed cut from obsidian, but in the light of the kerosene lamps, red symbols flickered in and out of existence beneath what looked like a glassy layer. Despite the nearby pool of water and the river that made the forest air thick, the interior had a dry, dusty quality about it. In fact, it seemed of an entirely different place.

      When he set his lantern down, the light took on a sickly color and dimmed. It made the pseudo think of what might happen in one of those entertainment videos where spirits returned from the Hollow Hills to exact revenge upon betrayers and murderers.

      Tami and Naru stood in the doorway to one of the three inner chambers, sniffling but not budging while Aliat examined the one farthest from the entry.

      There was no need to look into the chamber to see what had the young women on edge. Quil had been the first to enter and had looked through each of the three interior doorways. Caskets cracked open, bones scattered on the floor and crushed into dust, bizarre symbols hacked into the stone walls: It was a disturbing sight.

      Eventually, Tami exhaled and scuffed back to the central chamber. “I guess it’s the woods, then.”

      The pseudo met Naru’s eyes, but she looked back into the violated chamber. If he wished to stand up to this strong-headed young woman, he would have to do so on his own.

      He ran a finger curiously over a tall, almost square brass plate that seemed incongruous with the rest of the mausoleum’s aesthetics. It read: Mausoleum of Arimoz Vileskal. Strange. Did the name have meaning? “Can you not smell what is in the air here?”

      “Sure. Those nasty old bones and all the rotted fabric from the coffins.”

      “Stronger than that. Must I point out the obvious?”

      “I’m not stupid. Of course there’s magic here. There’s magic everywhere. This just in: We’re less than five miles away from the university. Hello?”

      “The smell of sulfur was stronger in here than in the ritual chamber I rescued Koti from. Powerful and corrupted magic has been used in this place, and some of it has been used very recently.” Quil applied pressure to the bronze plate, pushing first up, then down, then to the right.

      It shifted, but he didn’t press it aside any more than an inch. That was enough to reveal a space behind the plate.

      “Yeah?” Tami showed no sign of seeing what he had done. “Well, thanks to your plan, I don’t feel strong enough to use my magic right now.”

      “Use what I have within me.”

      “Oh, sure—just become some sort of psychic vampire, right?”

      He turned, back to the plate, looking to Naru and Aliat for help. “The presence of this residual magic supports my theory that this is a weak point in the nexus connecting a variety of weak points.”

      Aliat winced and waved for Quil to let it go, then the handsome student lowered his head. “I think he’s right, Tami.”

      “I know he’s right. That doesn’t mean I’m willing to walk into another confrontation with this Tawod guy. I used up a lot of myself breaking free, okay? I want some time to see if I get that back.”

      What she left unspoken was that she did not trust Quil or perhaps felt whatever happened to him was deserved. In a way, he could understand such thinking.

      But he was not giving up on Koti. She was alive. He would rescue her, as he had promised.

      Quil rubbed fingers over the black stone where the symbols appeared and faded away. “Take them back to the university. I will conduct my search on my own.”

      In reaction, Naru stretched a hand out toward him. “Quil, wait.”

      “It is a fair assessment to say that this is dangerous. I am the only one with a connection to Koti—”

      Now Tami’s eyes slitted. “Don’t you start on me! Your girlfriend got herself into that mess. She’s the one who chose to overload that device with her power.”

      “I meant no challenge by my statement.”

      He closed his eyes and concentrated on the gear that Tawod had taken after capturing them with his ambush—the armored duster, the guns, the flashlight. Each item took on detail in the pseudo’s mind, mass and texture, shape and size. He concentrated on the weight of the long coat, the firmness of the carbine, the way the flashlight could be configured into a long cylinder with the beam at the end or into a ninety-degree angle with the beam pointed out and the vertical battery case inserted into velcro straps. The straps of his backpack were a steady burden on his shoulders, the pack itself a pressure the length of his back.

      With each moment of focused thought, each piece of gear became more real, more solid, until he heard a gasp and looked at the floor.

      His duster was there, the front black with blood. His weapons lay farther out, disassembled and unloaded.

      Quil collected the magazine and loose rounds, then lowered himself to the floor and began the slow, meticulous work of reassembling the weapons. His training rendered the effort trivial, a mere act of patience.

      After a moment, he became aware of Naru sitting to his left, massaging her forehead. This was one of her signals that she was undergoing stress at the moment.

      He flipped the carbine’s hand guard around, rubbed a finger over a scratch, then snapped it into place. “You are annoyed by my insistence that you accompany Aliat and Tami through the forest to get back to the castle.”

      “No, Quil. I’m annoyed that we can’t seem to avoid alienating people.”

      “By ‘we,’ you mean me.”

      “Yes?” She looked away, then picked up the buttstock.

      When she handed it to him, he completed assembling the weapon, checked the action, then set the carbine aside. “I do not intentionally alienate people.”

      “I know. Imagine if you actually applied yourself to the task?” She smiled.

      The two student wizards had not departed yet. As a matter of fact, they hovered just inside the mausoleum door, leaning close together and whispering. From their body language, Quil assumed they were arguing.

      Naru made a half-hearted attempt at assembling the pistol. “Maybe if you tried less to impress or annoy people, you could make a friend every now and then.”

      “Meaning that friends in this case would be willing to assist—”

      The hacker glared at him. “For someone so smart, you sure do have a hard time with the obvious.”

      “Subtext and implication are not guarantees of clear communications.”

      She threw up her hands. “Fine. You keep being the clueless jerk. Maybe that’ll rescue Koti. What if it doesn’t, though? What if you never even find her because you refused to…I don’t know, be human?”

      After a sharp scowl, she stood and dusted herself off, then tromped to the other two waiting at the door.

      Quil set the reassembled pistol on the floor and returned to the brass plate, this time sliding it all the way to the side. The stench of magic came from the revealed opening, along with the dusty, dry smell ancient books gave off. That was exactly what he pulled out when he reached inside: an ancient tome, with cracked leather covering and brittle pages that crinkled at his touch.

      He dusted fingers over the book and returned to his gear, where he secured it within his backpack.

      This book had been the magical presence that had drawn his attention upon their entry into the building. What did it represent? What were its contents?

      Time did not allow him the research, but he knew this tome held great value.

      After letting his heartbeat return to normal, he cleared his throat. “I would appreciate any assistance you might be willing to lend me in my attempt to rescue Koti from Tawod. In return, I offer my sincerest apology for all I have done to offend you prior to this moment.”

      For some reason, Naru covered her face.

      Why should she be embarrassed?

      A few more words passed between Aliat and Tami, then the broad-shouldered young man returned to where Quil sat on the floor. “You don’t have to apologize to me, Quil. I actually agree with you. We have to stop this Tawod, and it makes sense to me that rescuing Koti is the first step in that effort.”

      “Thank you.” Quil holstered his pistol and stood.

      “I think Tami would’ve been better with a more…I don’t know—authentic—effort.”

      “It was sincere. I am not skilled with social interactions.”

      “I get that.”

      “Then you will help me?”

      Aliat chuckled. “Your friend makes it hard to stay mad at you.”

      Was that what Naru was—a friend? “I am ready to depart now.”

      While Aliat performed whatever final acts of contrition were necessary to satisfy his own friend, Quil pulled on his armored coat and checked each weapon over one more time. He smiled as Naru led the other two back.

      She leaned in close, index finger jabbing at him. “Don’t screw this up.”

      What else was there to do but nod? He had no desire to intentionally “screw this up.”

      Despite agreeing to accompany them, Tami still appeared furious. She waved a hand around at the black walls. “Do what you’re going to do.”

      “That is the reason I need someone else to help me: I do not know what—”

      “Oh, for the love of—” She grabbed his hand and put his palm on her forehead, then did the same with her own palm on his forehead. “Think of what you want, okay? You said you know where she is, so think of that.”

      Telling the young wizard that he did not know where Koti was would likely put them all back at the start of the situation, this time with the pretty woman storming away for real. Instead, Quil did as she asked, focusing on the passages beneath the university, then on those he had sensed in the forest ruins, and then on the room in the castle depths that had sent them into this old, abandoned mansion.

      He thought of the Golgar Portal, of the sensation of pushing through them and coming out the other side, and of the way this realm had so many clear openings where the barrier between worlds and to other barriers had worn thin over time or possibly through magic. Terrifying creatures from other dimensions passed through these weakened spaces separating the worlds.

      Finally, he thought of Tawod and of Meriscoya and the things each had done to solidify their despicable power. What was one more young woman’s death in the scheme of all of that?

      As Quil imagined a straight line from himself to Koti, he imagined the young woman in his arms after rescuing her from the pool.

      That was what he wanted: Koti.

      More than vengeance against people whose ancestors had massacred his own. More than money and power or the burden of uplifting the Tuos once the Onath were gone. He wanted an end to the violence and death and to have a life with this strange young woman.

      Tami grunted, and a wave of power washed over them.

      Then the dark of the tomb was replaced with the darkness of somewhere worse—somewhere much worse.
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      Tracking had never been Riyun’s favorite task. Under the best of conditions, it tested his patience. At least when he was tracking enemy forces, he knew the payoff awaiting him. Now, with dawn approaching, he had no idea what to expect. A light rain started around the time he reached the camp. He stopped, searching the surrounding woods for any hint that the people who’d taken his team might have left them here for him, a gory message that the hunt was over.

      The place was a wreck.

      Water reflected from the leaves in his flashlight beam, but it was only the drizzle floating down. No body parts lay hidden out of sight, no entrails were wrapped around tree trunks or hanging from boughs.

      But the fishy, sulfuric smell was here. It wasn’t just the fish-people but magic.

      He raised his face to the sky and let the chilly drizzle wash him clean. Water dripped somewhere nearby in a continuous, soft patter. It couldn’t take away the memories of what he’d seen on the other side: the beds, the technicians, the maimed bodies he couldn’t recall the stories behind.

      Immersion.

      The word hung there. It dug fangs into him, injected a cruel, burning venom. What could he remember with certainty about being hired? Where did that certainty end?

      They’d been at the apartment, interviewing, waiting for a job offer to come through. It had, then just as quickly, it had been aborted.

      Or had it?

      That had been a desperate mission, one that would’ve tested his team at its best. The memories that had come to him later—the team moving through jungle, rounds raking through the trees, tearing them apart—

      So real. Realer than what he was feeling now.

      Cold rain drizzled onto his lips, washing away sweat and grime, turning into sweet, cool water that soothed his parched throat.

      Wasn’t it easier to believe they’d been blown apart during a mission and had accepted a job with Total Rewrite?

      That just felt right.

      Except…

      He crouched, tracing the oversized foot sunk deep in the mud: almost human.

      Who benefitted by introducing such confusion into the moment?

      Not Beraga. Even in the event this was all delusion, his company was in ruins. Something had possessed him. Before the worst of the ripples, something had overrun his business. Kamiyan had been undergoing an invasion. If it fell, there was nothing to stop the invaders from striking the rest of the Inner Sphere.

      This wasn’t Beraga’s work. The Total Rewrite executive wanted this problem fixed, the fate of the Zialites completed.

      It was the creatures from beyond, the giant eye in the sky, the tentacled head.

      If they were behind this, trying to mess with Riyun’s head, what did that say? Were they afraid his team was close to finishing their objective? Was he on the right course?

      Did that mean tracking these fish-people was a distraction?

      Even if it was, he had to do it. He wasn’t going to lose his team.

      He switched in a fresh battery for his flashlight, checked his weapons, checked them again, then hurried after the trail. Across the wide, slow river, lights glowed in the waking city. If he had to return to that corrupt place, he would. He’d show them what it meant to cross Hurdist Squad.

      The tracks took him to the pitch, then around it, ending at a rusting metal grate. Water drained through torn-away weeds and down through the openings, splashing into a shallow pool formed in the stone, before trickling along ancient chiseled stairs stained green by centuries of such drainage.

      A quick look told him the weeds hadn’t been hacked clear so much as yanked away. Either way, this drainage grate had been hidden from sight for some time.

      With a bit of effort, he dragged the heavy chunk of metal out of its stone frame. The odor rising from below wasn’t the sewage encountered on the other side of the river but an otherworldly bug-like smell mixed with the sulfur of Meriscoya’s magic and the dark things he called to him.

      Riyun eased himself down the steep stairs, careful not to slide on the slick algae. He pulled the grate back into place, although he doubted anyone could miss it now that the weeds were gone.

      At the first landing, he shone his light on the walls and sniffed again.

      Fish, sulfur, and that alien bug smell—earthy and sweet. He shuddered, remembering the goo that had exploded from the things hidden in the Total Rewrite courtyard.

      He rolled his shoulders and descended farther, worried now that he couldn’t see the prints to track. If the path split at any point, he might lose his prey.

      That wasn’t going to happen; he would find his people.

      The stairs became more manageable after the next landing, taking him deeper and deeper. Eventually, he found himself in familiar tunnels. A quick jog down a branch took him to a familiar symbol etched in stone. Following that, he found a wedged-open stone panel that opened onto a chamber he was sure had been the place where Quil had fought the summoned fish monster. It matched the pseudo’s description.

      But this was Riyun’s nightmare. The tunnels in this place branched off, sometimes turning into narrow passages, other times into small rooms. There was no way to know his way around, to follow the trail. He’d almost certainly rescued Koti down here somewhere. Quil had introduced the two students aiding him. Hirvok had brought along Lonar and Naru.

      Riyun’s back straightened: the ritual chamber!

      If the big chamber he’d just looked into was the first ritual chamber Quil had discovered, and it wasn’t the site where the fish-people had taken the squad, then Riyun only had to find the way to the chamber where they’d rescued Koti!

      Only…the tunnels were a maze. The task seemed hopeless. Maybe with some way to map the tunnels and days to search, he would’ve had a chance, but—

      A gold light flared ahead of him. Seconds later, it pulsed again. As he drew nearer, it flared for a third time.

      He rounded the corner, khanza knife ready to hack any threats to pieces.

      The light pulsed deeper in the tunnel, winked out, then showed again even deeper in.

      Fish did something like this, didn’t they? Swimming in the impossible depths of the ocean, blind and hungry, they used—what was it called? Bioluminescence? Light they had developed the ability to create over the millennia, all so that they could lure unwary prey in.

      That put a sneer on his face. Unwary was far from how he felt.

      Still, he reset his grip on the knife and hunched low, padding through the dark tunnel, listening. A couple turns later, he heard a sound that turned his blood to ice: chanting, muffled screams.

      A sacrificial ritual again!

      The light pulsed once more, but Riyun already saw the way forward: a doorway lined in light, like a thumbnail.

      This was the way the others had taken, how the creature had nearly sneaked up on him.

      His steps were whispers, his eyes narrow and sharp. Ahead, the doorway took on greater dimensions. He spied movement, picked out specific sounds. Lonar’s thunderous grunts, Hirvok’s determined hisses…

      Zabila’s scream!

      Riyun shot forward, mind on fire. He could lie to himself and say this was all about the payday, but the truth was right in front of him: This woman had gotten to him, had inserted herself into his soul. The thought of her being murdered enraged and terrified him.

      He burst through the arched entry, saw the robed forms circling the altar.

      One of the fish-people came at him from the shadows to his right, raked a clawed hand over the armored duster.

      In an instant, Riyun slashed through the attacker’s wrist, and the scaly hand with its elongated, spine-tipped fingers plopped to the stone floor.

      With a quick spin, he gutted another attacker, snarling at the sound of its guts splashing out onto the hard stone.

      But a droning sound—like a strange whistling—stilled the attackers. When Riyun caught the sound, realized it came from everywhere around him, he blinked and searched the candlelit chamber.

      What…?

      The robed fish-people stepped away from the altar, revealing Zabila: alive. Her hand was still there, uninjured, as if that had all been a dream. They’d stripped her, but they hadn’t chained her down.

      What…?

      A huge form separated from the robed figures forming a broader circle around the altar. Scars ran across the homely, craggy features. Dull black eyes looked out from beneath patchy black eyebrows. The big tweak stared at Riyun, neither threatening nor happy. Sluggish movement spoke to drugs or some other influence somehow surviving through the filtration systems surgically implanted into the big man’s body as a kid.

      When he opened his mouth, the strange drone came again, everywhere and nowhere, familiar and so alien, shrill yet soothing.

      Symbra came from the other side, her intelligent eyes as dull as Lonar’s.

      Her mouth opened, and the sound took on other tones.

      “Zabila…” Riyun pointed his knife at the fish-person with the fanciest robe. With bugged-out eyes and strange lips, the thing looked far more like a creature of the sea than a human. “Let them go, and I’ll…spare you.”

      The runaway Silver slid off the altar. She held her hands out to him, offering herself, offering an embrace he so desperately wanted right then.

      “Zabila…”

      He staggered toward her, calculating what it would take to hack his way to her and then back out. There were so many of these blasted fish abominations, creatures with only the vaguest shred of human appearance. Killing them—

      Zabila curled her fingers, waving him in.

      Had she been the one who’d sent the light to draw him here? Had she been summoning a hero to save her?

      Riyun stepped closer, lowering the knife. “I just want my people back.”

      Somehow, the alien notes of the strange droning now took on the sad, twangy drone of his people’s Ruodir music. It evoked memories of warm fireplaces, the thick, herbal aromas of rich stews, and the heat of Monisa pressed against him, breathing softly into his ear. Her whispers, her singing, the promises meant only for him…

      Far, far away, a knife clattered to the chiseled stone floor, then scraped as long, spine-tipped fingers scooped it up.

      Monisa came to him, helped him out of his duster, worked the harness and the Juggernaut armor off of him, then ran her hungry fingers over his tender, bruised flesh, pinching and scratching, teasing him with so much promise.

      She lay him down on the hard stone altar, still singing, still running her hand over him.

      In the distance, chains rattled, and cold manacles clamped around his arms, dragging them over his head.

      He raised up to kiss the love of his life—Monisa or Javika or…

      Zabila straddled him, her lips hot on his, her body pushing its heat down onto his.

      The hypnotic sound continued, drawing him into a peaceful, happy place he couldn’t identify other than to know it was where pain and sadness ended, where the fire and destruction of war had no presence.

      Over Zabila’s rising and falling shoulders, candlelight flickered on an ugly blade etched with strange symbols.

      Riyun lay his head on the stone, closed his eyes, and let Zabila take him.
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      In Quil’s lantern light, the place Tami had transported them to took on a frightening solidity. Symbols popped in the glow, and behind them faded letters captured his focus.

      Here, the air was rancid, damp, and cool. It felt ancient and corrupted, abandoned and blasted. “Naru, are these the ruins you spoke of?”

      The hacker gaped at their environs. “I—I think so.”

      He brushed dirt from one section of stone, then registered the pressure of a hand on the small of his back. It was small and didn’t have the strength of the handsome wizard student or the impatience of the beautiful one.

      Naru’s voice was a whisper. “Why did her magic bring us here?”

      “I am not sure. It is not part of my memory.”

      “She’s going to be pissed.”

      “Does she have any other disposition?”

      Loose rock and grime flaked away and rained onto the ground with deep thuds, loud in the hollow silence. His work revealed a nameplate—blank. The power that would have lit it had long ago drained away. No power was necessary to reveal the symbol on the wall-mounted device.

      Without turning, he tapped it for Naru. “Do you recognize this?”

      She didn’t pull her hand away, instead leaning around him. “Total Rewrite.”

      Her candle managed little more than a faint, guttering light as she swung around to look at the opposite wall. There, the stone had become a fused plate of black glass, perfectly circular and smooth. Her fingers shook as she traced them over the surface, then jerked them back.

      Eyes wide, lips trembling, she fell back. “It’s ice cold.”

      “Does that surprise you?”

      “That’s where I put my portal, Quil.”

      “I see.” He knelt, running his lantern over the ground. “There had been blue glass here?”

      “Sort of? On the ground, mostly.”

      “The ground?”

      “Broken. Big chunks, little flecks. This was a mish-mash, some of it like Total Rewrite, some not.”

      “Now it is stone for several feet on either side of the portal.”

      “It’s not a portal, okay?”

      Their exchange drew Aliat and Tami back from where the two had gone to search the tunnel. The broad-shouldered young man held his lantern up high. “You two recognize this place?”

      Naru blinked. “We—we’ve been here. Before. A couple days ago.”

      Despite the impulse to correct her, Quil remained silent.

      The two university students exchanged a look that bordered on suspicion. Tami shouldered past the smaller young woman. “Let me see this.”

      “It— I— Don’t touch it! It’s cold.”

      Tami pulled her hand back just before touching the shiny surface. “It looks like a mirror.”

      “Well, it’s not.” Naru winced. “Um, maybe it is? It’s hard to explain, okay?”

      “Isn’t it about time you do that? Your friend convinced us we should follow his plan, and now we’re in this dungeon. I think you owe us.”

      “It’s not—” The hacker sagged. “Okay, Quil? She’s right. We need to explain—”

      The pseudo felt the much larger man’s intimidating presence and nodded. “You are correct, of course. If I might, since I am responsible for bringing us here, I would appreciate the opportunity to explain my theory—”

      Tami rounded on him. “Shut up! If you’re going to talk, talk.”

      Aliat inserted the back of his hand against her belly and slowly put some distance between her and Quil, face screwed up to send the pseudo an apology. “It’s…hard to be patient when it feels like we’ve been lied to.”

      Although Quil disagreed with the notion that he had engaged in deception, he understood that his comrades had reached a dangerous stage in their relationship with him.

      He cleared his throat. “To begin, I believe I owe some clarification.”

      “That sounds like a good start.” The handsome wizard studied the black, reflective circle. “Can you start with this? Naru, you said this was a portal?”

      When Quil nodded at her, the hacker relaxed. “It…was?”

      “To where?”

      “Um, so, I think the clarification Quil wanted to provide was that— Quil?”

      It was better that he handle this, obviously. “We originally told you that we were mercenaries from elsewhere come to hunt down two troublesome wizards.”

      Tami jabbed a finger at him. “Yeah, and one of them just so happened to be a friend?”

      “Not a friend, I am afraid. Naru had a short relationship with—”

      “Did not!” The hacker’s face had taken on color in that moment.

      “A friendship, perhaps?”

      Naru looked away. “He was nice to me. He listened to me talk about things falling apart with my boyfriend. I mean, yeah, he was kinda cute, and we were both outsiders in the squad, so—”

      If Quil allowed her, she would drag the explanation out until the sun rose, so he set a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “I apologize. He was receptive and manipulative.”

      “Thanks for making me feel like a gullible kid.”

      “Relevant to your question, Aliat, we are no longer on good terms with this young man—Tawod. The other wizard—Meriscoya—has tried several times to kill us. We have come close to destroying him as well, but he has managed to align himself with dark powers from far beyond reckoning.”

      When Quil paused to allow the two students to consider what had been revealed so far, they exchanged another look, this time less overtly hostile and challenging.

      Surprisingly, Tami allowed Aliat to take the lead. He nudged the lantern closer to the smooth black glass of the portal. “So, this is another of the weaknesses you mentioned in the connecting circuit, the way to move from place to place?”

      “There is more to it than that. To begin with, the barrier we have moved through is one separating worlds, not merely places on your world.”

      Tami’s chin jutted out. “Worlds? You expect us to believe that?”

      “We did not disclose this information upon meeting you for a reason: It stretches credulity.”

      “You mean it’s hard to believe? You bet it is.”

      “Now, though, we are all best served by the full story being revealed. Without all the information, you will never have the opportunity to appreciate the peril we face—Naru and myself as well as the two of you. Your world is also at grave risk.”

      When it looked like Tami might shove Quil, Aliat inserted himself between them. “What do you mean our world is at risk? From these two wizards?”

      Tami pushed her partner aside. “We can handle them.”

      Although Quil felt tempted to point out that the pretty young woman had only minutes ago complained that she felt too tired to challenge Tawod, he saw only negative outcomes doing so. “The problem is less the wizards and more—” He waved a hand to the portal and the ruins in general. “—this.”

      “This? Ruins? That’s it?”

      “What you see here is more than ruins. This is remnants of our world and, quite probably, your world. There are symbols beneath the surface that come straight from the facility where we launched into a world like this—the world where we encountered Meriscoya. As well, by all appearances, there are indications that something long ago stood here in your world.”

      Aliat flinched at that. “Oh.” He turned to Tami. “The Crossing!”

      “Don’t be a doofus. That’s legend.”

      “So is the university. Most people don’t believe in one any more than the other.” The big student searched the tunnel around them. “There’s a legend that the very first wizard stepped into this world five thousand years ago and found this place: the Twilight Forest. He erected a shrine and cast a spell on the building to keep the terrors that ran through the woods from ever leaving it. He even summoned a guardian—a twilight dragon—to protect the world outside.”

      Tami rolled her eyes. “Don’t want some hunky vampire getting out into the human world, now do we?”

      “Tami—”

      She shrugged. “If you’re going to make us sound like yokels to the alien visitors, might as well go full throttle.”

      This was apparently the dynamic the two of them shared, because the broad-shouldered young man did nothing more than sigh. “So, I can understand where your story relates to our world.”

      A magical shrine certainly explained some things. “In the world where we encountered Meriscoya, there was a portal not so different from this. There, it was a vast underground complex with a bottomless abyss. Tawod fell into that abyss, and we thought him lost. It was…where he was instead transformed. Later, Meriscoya drew great power from terrible things he connected with by accessing that same abyss. We passed through to pursue him and fought him on other worlds. Eventually, that pursuit brought us here.”

      Aliat’s cheek bulged as he ran his tongue over his teeth. “It’s extraordinary yet believable.” He held a finger up to stop Tami from exploding. “You can’t ignore some of the wild things we’ve already uncovered in less than a week at the university. Did you believe all the legends before we got here? I mean, a shrine is one thing, but a guardian?”

      That deflated the other wizard student. “No.”

      “Then I think we have to accept what we’re seeing here. On the face of it, it’s absurd. What we were briefed to look for when we were sent here was just as absurd. And now we’ve found these fish-people.”

      Quil pointed his lantern toward the tunnel exit. “Obviously, Tawod is not here, and that means Koti is not as well. I cannot understand why traveling through weakened barriers would have brought us to this point, although this former portal may be explanation enough.”

      “So—” The muscular wizard winced. “—now you need to get back to the castle?”

      “At least within the castle, we know where we should begin our search.”

      Tami threw up her arms. “Sure, whatever. Let’s run us around in circles.” She jabbed a finger at Quil. “How far out are we?”

      “From the castle? In daylight, perhaps an hour. I believe it is a half-hour ascending from the depths here, though.”

      Quil’s lantern made a strange sound and dimmed. He sloshed around the fuel, which seemed much lower than he remembered.

      The black-haired young woman groaned. “Great. Just great. We better get moving.”

      They climbed, finding the way surprisingly easy. Where Naru had talked about sensing things watching her in the darkness in her previous visit, even moving up on her heels at times, nothing managed more than a bizarre trilling sound this time. There were a few chirps, a bit of scraping and scuffing, but when they reached the steps that took them to the surface, nothing threatened them.

      After squeezing through a cave, Aliat squinted into the misting sky. “Sunrise isn’t far out.”

      Before Quil could point the way and suggest they begin a hurried march in the cool precipitation, a snapping sound came from the surrounding woods. By the sound of it—a deep crack—it had been a thick branch.

      Aliat and Tami tensed, then the young woman doubled over, teeth gritted. “Oh! It’s real! It’s coming!”

      At the pained sound in her voice, Quil recalled Lonar’s tale of a giant black dragon fighting a slug-like creature that seemed resistant to almost all forms of injury. If one of those creatures was here now—

      The pseudo grabbed Naru by the wrist and hauled her along. “Follow us!”

      More crashing and snapping thundered in the woods behind them, and Quil thought he saw something racing parallel to them through the dark trees. His skill at navigating was as good as anyone’s, but this was an alien place, and he could not recognize any landmarks. At one point, the thing pacing them rushed toward the narrow trail, and he had a good enough look at it to be sure: long and low, its lower portion quivering as it sped forward.

      Quil undid the fuel cap on the lantern and threw it at the black shape as it oozed between three trees. The light drizzle seemed unlikely to have left the creature wet enough to prevent combustion. An instant later, fire curled around the thing’s slick, gray skin. Pseudopods stretched out toward the four of them.

      He pushed Naru away and barely evaded one of the grabbing things. “Hurry!”

      Instead of putting distance between themselves and the creature, the two youthful wizard students split away, tossing their clothes off as they ran.

      Aliat hopped onto a jutting boulder, waving his muscular arms over his head. “Go on! We’ll distract it.”

      When he dropped his jeans, Quil worried Naru might stumble.

      She sucked in a breath. “I want.”

      Still burning, the slug-like thing burst out of the woods and charged toward them. Quil had barely managed to get Naru pointed away from the thing when Tami shot from behind a tree, naked and snarling. Fur sprouted from her dark skin, and fangs jutted from her stretching chin. She leapt into the air to land several feet away, snapping and growling at the slug.

      The thing withdrew its pseudopods and jutted out new ones, swatting at the massive wolf. It barely missed, then a second wolf—even larger—sped past, nipping at a flailing pseudopod.

      Quil dragged Naru along. She fought him, her wet wrist nearly pulling free. “They can’t kill that thing!”

      “They have no intent to engage it. Their desire is to distract.”

      Something huge and dark flashed overhead, a deep gray against the first light of the oncoming morning. The sight of the winged thing sent terror through the pseudo’s gut. He caught its ear-splitting rasp a moment later, then the crackle of fire preceding a wave of heat.

      Now, Naru ran. “Oh. Oh, Hollow Hills!”

      Behind them, timber snapped and stone cracked. Quil could only hope the two shapeshifting wizards had the sense to run when the guardian entered the area. Even wolves could not outrun such a thing, not with it flying. If his guess was correct, it had come in search of the slug creature and would not pursue them unless they threatened the old shrine in some way.

      That was a future problem, not an immediate threat. For the moment, Quil established a steady, demanding pace that took him and the hacker out of the sunken area and up toward a rise. It left him breathing hard and Naru gasping, but once they reached the higher elevation, he knew at least two paths to the camp.

      At the top, he whipped around in time to catch the glow of fire rising in the hazy dawn gray.

      The fight continued.

      He pointed to the easiest of the two paths. “That will take us back toward camp—”

      His words died at the sight of a group of robed figures hurrying along the path he had just pointed toward. He dragged Naru down, covering her mouth with a hand. She flashed terrified eyes at him, but all he could do was shake his head.

      Behind them, twigs snapped, and feet rushed out of the woods.

      Quil hissed in her ear. “Keep quiet!” Then he pulled his pistol and rolled off of her.

      When he pointed the pistol at the charging form, it stopped and raised its hands, dropping clothes. Aliat smiled. “Behind you.”

      Even as Quil spun around, he knew there was nothing to do.

      Tami had not bothered to carry her clothes. She drove a fist into his gut, doubling him over, then wrenched the pistol away with her free hand. A feral glow lit her eyes, reflecting off the slight sheen of damp fur on her chest and arms. An animal musk emanated from her.

      Fangs snapped at him, and she leaned in. “If you ever try to force yourself—”

      He shook his head. “The fish-people…”

      She twisted away, sniffing the air.

      Then she released him. “That doesn’t change what I said.”

      But her voice was back to normal, and she moved away from him, plucking garments from where she must have dropped them on the wet ground before moving to Naru and kneeling beside her.

      Aliat helped Quil up. “Don’t let it bother you. She’s really protective.”

      “I have made note of that.”

      The handsome wizard chuckled and pulled on his sweater. He was fully human once again. “We should see where that group is going, don’t you think?”

      Quil grunted and retrieved his pistol. He had a sick feeling he already knew where the creatures were going and why.
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      Waves crashed upon a black shore, and a pink sun burned high above banks of thick, red clouds lit by forks of gold lightning. Thunder boomed all around, bleeding into droning that preceded the electrical display and lingered long after. Cold stone dug into Riyun’s flesh, but he couldn’t move. Weakness of body and mind left him gasping for air and struggling to form a coherent thought.

      He raised his head, tasted the salt of sweat and tears, felt the fire of muscles strained beyond limit.

      A ripple of energy shot through him, and his head fell back, smacking against the unmoving slab of rock he’d been bound to.

      The alien clouds parted, and something rent the sky. Sulfur and rot burst as if from a ruptured sore, filling the air. That stench washed over him, hot and fetid; he choked, gagged. If not for something pressing against his esophagus, he would’ve vomited.

      Then in the tear far above, an inhuman eye appeared, a green so dark it was nearly black. It blinked, at once unconcerned and incurious yet also aware…

      …and hungry.

      Despite the agony racking his body, Riyun tugged against the chains. He arched his back and twisted, threatening to dislocate his joints.

      In that moment of exquisite agony, the eye transformed into something worse: the twisted and rotten face of Meriscoya. So little remained of the man’s flesh, Riyun almost couldn’t recognize the mad wizard. The skeletal form’s breath was a shudder of days-old gore.

      The bony figure traced a twisted, impossible symbol in the air, which somehow sizzled and sparked. White tendrils of smoke spat out and climbed with a liquid laziness. “So long a race you’ve run, yet here we are, fast approaching the finish.”

      In the glow of that impossible, glowing symbol Riyun was sure no human mind had conceived, the black shore transformed into the darkened ritual chamber. Robed figures looked on, bracketing Riyun’s dead-eyed team. More of the arcane symbols had been painted onto their flesh, or at least Riyun hoped it was paint. It looked red and wicked in the eldritch glow, and for a second, his mind raced toward accepting that they were already dead, and all hope was lost.

      He squeezed his eyes shut and gritted his teeth. “You’re destroying everything.”

      Meriscoya coughed up a wet, hissing laugh. “Is that meant as a warning. Are you asking me to reconsider my life’s work? Look at me, Outworlder! Do you have any idea how much pain I suffer with each moment of existence? Do you really think I care one whit about our dimensions suffering a devastating end?”

      More than the nauseating reek growing stronger, Riyun felt the diminished physical presence of the man pressing closer. The wet rattle of lungs sounded, even though they were likely nothing more than black, withering organs hanging inside the leathery shroud of flesh covering the man’s ribcage.

      That phlegmy sound suppressed Riyun’s breathing, drained it away as if it might be an extension of life.

      Then the un-living monstrosity pulled back, drawing open Riyun’s eyes. He stared into the blackened sockets that held red glows.

      A snarl twisted the lieutenant’s bruised face. “You did this to yourself.”

      “My father did this to me. What you sow, you must reap.”

      “You’ve got a problem with Uzir Beraga—take it up with him. Leave the rest of us out of it.”

      “You know that’s not possible. The bruises covering your body tell me all I need to know.”

      Riyun glanced down, saw the wicked discoloration covering his torso even through the red symbols painted onto him. “That’s not my doing.”

      “Of course it isn’t. Do you think you’re unique? You were…the fifth? The seventh?” The skeletal thing dismissively waved a bony, disfigured hand. “Not the first to come for me. Always, there would be someone connected to the portals, someone who could sense my magic. The longer they lived, the greater the threat.”

      “My team didn’t work for your father. We were hired to bring Zabila home. You remember her? Her mother sent us.”

      Again, the bony hand waved the explanation away. “If my father didn’t send you, the portal did. You answered the call of destiny.”

      Destiny. Immersion.

      When would these people acknowledge that others didn’t share their delusions?

      Riyun tested the chains holding him. “Let my team go, and I’ll deliver Beraga to you.”

      The glowing coals of eyes stared into the distance. “It’s too late now.”

      “It’s never too late. Think about it.”

      “My fate is intertwined with that of my masters, the masters of the creatures you see arrayed before you.” The mad wizard inclined his bony head toward a gap in the arrayed robed figures. “And to her fate.”

      Even if Riyun wanted not to look, he had to follow the wizard’s motion. Two more of the robed figures shambled forward, each holding the arm of a woman they propped up between them. She was slender, approaching middle age by the way her pale flesh sagged despite ample muscles. Red arcane symbols covered that flesh, and when her head came up, it revealed silvery gray eyes surrounded by puffy bruises and cuts.

      The woman sneered at Meriscoya. “You really are a bag of bones.”

      “Age shows no favoritism, Roulu. With your illusion and disguise swept away, you are not one to speak about physical appearance.”

      “I’m more than you could dream about without—” She tugged against the hold of the fish people. “—your slaves.”

      “Not slaves—allies!” The mad wizard flashed his ugly teeth in a rictus smile. That was probably all he could manage with so little flesh left.

      Riyun looked away from the woman. “I don’t know her. Let her go.”

      Meriscoya stalked around the circle, stroking the chin of each of Riyun’s teammates. “No one gets out alive, Outworlder. Your death and those of your comrades will serve a purpose, as will the death of this woman. Your deaths will open the gateway to bring forward my masters. Her death?” A black, oozing tongue flicked out and licked at the air between the mad wizard and the white-haired woman. “She will sate my hunger for now.”

      At those words, Riyun’s mind filled with the red clouds and the black beach. Thunder rumbled, then transformed into inhuman voices. That inhuman eye stared into him, hungry and impatient.

      Was that the portal connecting them? Is that what the mad wizard meant? Riyun had to wonder if the bruises and the sensations pounding his brain into mush were what made him special, if he was special at all. He’d long ago learned not to believe what Meriscoya said.

      Dying wasn’t what troubled the lieutenant right then, though. It was the idea of his team dying that tore at him. Their weapons and armor lay in piles only feet away. If he could only do something, distract the wizard—

      But time had run out. Meriscoya waved one of the fish people forward. “Ready the knife. It’s time for the blood to flow. It’s time for our masters—”

      The white-haired woman shrieked and twisted, driving an elbow into the gut of one of her captors. She tore free, blood streaking where the thing had raked at her arm, then spat at Meriscoya. “You think I’m helpless?”

      She motioned with her fingers and chanted something as the fish-person recovered and wrapped a bloody hand over her mouth.

      But it and its comrade both erupted in white flame that quickly burned away their heads. They collapsed with a few twitches, their skulls smoldering before cracking on the stone floor.

      Instantly, the mad wizard threw up his hands in a defensive warding. “Stop her.”

      More fish-people surged forward, but the woman pressed her palms toward the stone and raised her hands up. Before another fish-person could reach her, stony hands reached up from the floor, grabbing and swatting and smashing figures into bloody smears.

      The fish-people fell back, their hoods falling away to reveal terrified faces.

      Roulu cackled. “Careful not to imprison what you can’t contain.”

      Four of the inhuman things broke from their comrades and jumped over the grasping stone hands. One was immediately seized and squeezed until a wet popping noise filled the space. Black gore burst from its mouth.

      A second was tripped up, then dragged along the floor, leaving behind scaly rivulets of flesh.

      The remaining pair grabbed and slashed at the woman, cleaving away flesh and leaving behind gushing wounds that drew a shriek from her.

      Falling wasn’t in the cards, though. This Roulu gasped, doubled over, but still managed to make the same motions and whisper the same words as before, and the two creatures who had left her bloodied erupted in flame.

      She staggered against a wall, looking down at the strings of flesh hanging from her arms and chest in disbelief.

      Meriscoya brought both of his hands up, then clapped the bony things together. An angry red beam shot out, slicing the woman’s legs off at the knee.

      This time, Roulu could barely manage a whistling moan as she fell onto the blackened stumps, then sprawled against the gory stone floor. The rocky hands she’d summoned slowed, some freezing in place. Meriscoya’s inhuman allies shifted, testing the remaining threat but not committing to attacking again.

      That moment of hesitation was enough for the wounded wizard. Her silvery eyes went to Riyun. “Kill him.”

      And in the same instant that Meriscoya lunged at her, jaw impossibly distended and transformed to swallow her, she bunched her fists and muttered something beneath her breath.

      Riyun turned away from the horrific sight of the bony wizard gobbling her up, his head and jaw swelling with inhuman elasticity.

      For a heartbeat, he didn’t even register the heat on his forearms or the dust rising into the air above him. Then some part of him thought to test the manacles and found them gone, nothing but ash.

      Moments before, he had been weakened and incapable of deep thought. Now?

      He sat up and lunged toward the nearest gear pile, desperately hoping it wouldn’t be Symbra’s Zarikav with its propensity to jam at the worst possible time.

      A fish-person swung at him, dragging a claw along his back and leaving a path of white-hot pain.

      Only death could stop Riyun at that moment.

      His fingers wrapped around Lonar’s auto-cannon and brought it up. The mercenary commander pressed his bloody back against the stone wall, spotted the best place to spray rounds without risking his dazed teammates, and squeezed the trigger.

      Explosions lit the dark room, and shrapnel whipped through the air.

      Fish-creatures tumbled to the ground, robes smoking and making pathetic wheezing noises. Others clutched at gory holes blasted through them by the explosive rounds.

      For once, Meriscoya had been unprepared for an attack. His right arm was nothing but a bony stump extending a few inches from the shoulder joint. One of his eyes no longer glowed with its fiery red light.

      He reached into the air and snatched at nothing, and a second later, a blinding red glow stretched into the shape of a staff before resolving into exactly that.

      The artifact shimmered with a terrible heat, and the dried flesh of his face rippled. His ribcage swelled and distorted.

      It was the swallowed woman being consumed.

      Riyun didn’t wait to find out exactly what he had seen. He swatted the closest fish-person with the auto-cannon, jammed the weapon barrel into the eye of another, then dove for Symbra’s Zarikav.

      In this moment, he had to trust the carbine with his life.
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      Once he was deep beneath the castle, Quil allowed himself to question the wisdom of his course of action. He paced the length of the stone chamber he had first discovered while searching for Mistress Roulu. The stone walls pushed back against his flashlight beam, amplified the putrescent reek of the greasy smear that had been the hulking fish creature, bounced the scrapes of his comrades’ impatient steps back at him.

      In that moment of self-reflection, he understood their impatience. He had somehow managed to lose the fish-people while tracking them through the Twilight Forest. He had stumbled into the extremely mobile fight between the dragon and the slug creature.

      Now, after Tami had found the fish-people’s scent by using her wolf form, he had managed to forget how to gain access to the tunnels via this chamber.

      Annoyance put color on his face. He slapped a palm against the jutting stone that had worked before as the mechanism to open the door on the opposite wall.

      All that caused was a wince at the resultant bruising sting.

      Tami stopped pacing for a second. “That’s it? You slap the wall, and we walk away?”

      “Tami…” Her handsome fellow student bowed his head.

      It was reassuring to see someone else grow impatient with her behavior, but Quil could not blame her for her frustration—not just then. “She is correct, Aliat. I have managed a colossal failure in what should have been a simple task.”

      “You’re missing something here.” Aliat scowled at his beautiful comrade. “We all are.”

      Tami resumed her pacing. “Sure. He costs us an hour circling through the woods, nearly walks us right into that bubbling slug thing, and gets us down here with assurances we’re just around the corner from finding these guys, but it’s my fault.”

      “I didn’t say anything about anyone being at fault. I think it’s exactly the opposite.”

      “Oh? No one should pay for—” She waved toward the narrow hall where the door used to be. “—this? That’s supposed to be our shortcut, remember? The imaginary secret door that would save us a bunch of time? We could’ve taken our path, Aliat.”

      “Think about it.” The muscular university student turned from her when she latched onto him with a heated gaze. He reached a hand out for Naru, who had been up until that point almost embarrassed for Quil. With Aliat paying her attention, she now seemed frozen. “Naru, you’re sensitive, right?”

      “Um…”

      “Reach out. This place is thick with magic, isn’t it?”

      Naru blinked at Quil, as if she thought an honest answer might betray him. “I guess?”

      “You’re not doing anything wrong if you answer honestly. Quil understands.” Without saying a word, Aliat’s gaze asked Quil for support.

      The pseudo put on his best cool smile. “I understand completely.”

      “There.” Now the big-muscled wizard actually rested a hand on the smaller woman’s shoulder. “Reach out, Naru. Tell me what you feel.”

      Of course, Quil knew what she felt. The next time the two of them were alone, she would without hesitation tell him that her knees quivered and heat ran throughout her loins. She had no problem sharing how other men excited her to distraction.

      To her credit, though, she closed her eyes and breathed in the cool air. “Okay. So, yeah—there’s a lot of magic here.” Her face pinched in exertion. “Some of it’s really old, like the accumulation of years, but some of it’s fresh.”

      Tami slapped the palms of her hands against her thighs. “You just told us he killed a summoned fish monster down here. That black stain on the floor will probably feel like fresh magic for weeks to come.”

      The pretty woman’s tone was the wrong approach when dealing with Naru. It put a sour look on the smaller woman’s face and drew open one angry eye. “I think I was talking to Aliat?”

      “Oh, sorry. Don’t let me interrupt.” Tami rolled her eyes.

      If Quil were of a mind to offer guidance, he might suggest the young woman avoid antagonizing her potential allies. Perhaps that lesson would be learned later in life.

      Naru squeezed her eye shut again. “I think I see what you mean, Aliat.”

      “What is it?”

      “The magic here—it’s directed, not simply residual.”

      The handsome student smiled, not in a condescending way but in a soothing way. He…was trying to calm rather than make his point.

      What an odd approach. He was right. Why not make that clear?

      Tami let out a breath. “Okay. Directed magic meaning what?”

      Still calm and open, Aliat walked to where Quil had pointed out the hidden door. “They’ve hidden this door. I bet they’ve fouled the mechanism, too. Quil isn’t misremembering. They somehow spotted us tracking them.”

      “No way! We hung back!”

      “It could’ve been a trap, then. They let us see them. They wanted to draw us in, then sent us in circles.”

      “You’re just covering up for his mistakes!”

      Aliat gave Quil a look that the pseudo felt confident was meant to signal a long-suffering relationship. The handsome young wizard certainly seemed to be the more patient and clever of the two of them.

      He strolled over to the door they had entered through and leaned a beefy shoulder against the frame. “Reversing course out of here, it’s a bad idea. We’d lose time. With the curfew, we might even be spotted and challenged. They’d send us to our rooms.”

      Tami bunched her hands into fists. “I guess we might as well grab some sledgehammers and get to—”

      “C’mon, Tami.” The handsome youngster wrapped a powerful arm around her shoulders. “What magic can do, it can undo, right?”

      She shrugged him off. “You might have forgotten that I had a bunch of magic sucked out of me earlier?”

      “There are four of us. Naru, you can help, right? Quil?”

      Once again, Aliat’s shiny personality worked as a magic all its own. Naru seemed to almost shiver at the attention he gave her. “Quil and I have worked together in the past. We’d love to work with you.” After a long second, she must have realized that she had spoken for him without consultation, because she turned. “Um, Quil?”

      “You are correct.” To say otherwise would have made him seem petty. “How would we do this? Should I concentrate on what I remember of the mechanism?”

      Aliat came closer, almost engulfing the much smaller Naru. “Why don’t the three of us work on this? We’ll let Tami conserve her energy that way.”

      The idea put a bright smile on Naru’s face. “I’d love that! I mean, as a great way of conserving energy.” She didn’t look back at the other young woman.

      How strange it seemed to Quil, the way such a cute young lady could allow more attractive women to diminish her. She had nothing to fear from this Tami any more than from Symbra or Zabila, yet Naru shrank in their presence. One day, maybe he would explain to her how valuable an asset she was to the team, both for her hacking skills and her otherwise cogent observations.

      His breath caught at the idea that he might tell her that she was also a valuable asset to someone looking for a…comrade.

      For now, though, he had to concentrate on the hidden door and the mechanism he had earlier discovered to open it.

      Quil pushed away distracting thoughts of the beautiful, fuming university student glaring at him, of the way Naru drooled at the handsome wizard now holding her hand, and of the frustrations of these fish-people victimizing him with their magic. If he had been tricked and manipulated via magic, all he could do was work to reverse that.

      He caught Aliat’s nod. “Concentrate, Quil.”

      “I am.” But it was a challenge. There was so much riding on him now.

      They should already be in the tunnels, racing after their prey.

      Naru bumped him with an elbow. “C’mon.” She could never whisper it softly enough for Tami not to hear it.

      The beautiful wizard student snorted and shook out her hair. “I’m heading back up.”

      It was like a punch to Quil’s gut. “A moment. Please.”

      When had he been here? Just a day before? Two? How hard could this be?

      Fingers pressed against the rock, he remembered the click of the locking mechanism, the cloth that had been wedged in the stone, the feel of the air coming through when the hidden panel opened. Even the sound of the passage beyond came to mind.

      Then Naru hissed. She put a hand on him. “I sense it! Wow!”

      And there it was, the click, the feel of the air coming through.

      Quil would not allow Tami the chance to pout or otherwise sabotage the accomplishment. He spun around and banged a shoulder against the stone panel before it could close again. “Hurry. It closes on its own.”

      That was apparently the right thing to do, because Naru rushed past—but not before giving him a peck on the cheek. Aliat followed, winking, then came Tami and her flaring nostrils.

      As the slab started to close, Quil squeezed into the passageway. “It is not far, then you will see where we encountered each other.”

      Getting the door open had changed things for the pseudo. Not only had the building frustration and anxiety been knocked away, but the slow grinding sense of uselessness and inadequacy he had felt in the presence of the two young university students—especially Tami—had been brought to a halt. After all, neither of them had fought the big fish monster. And they had not rescued Koti from the strange pool that opened onto an alien dimension.

      More importantly, they had not discovered the book now weighing like a stone in Quil’s backpack, dragging against his shoulders.

      They might not have discovered the book, but it seemed wise to now share knowledge of its existence. If his suspicions were correct, they would soon be facing the fish-people and perhaps more.

      In the main tunnel that intersected all the others under the university, he stopped. “I spied the two of you not far from this spot.”

      Tami groaned. “Dear Diary, How could I ever forget…?”

      “Since coming together to assist one another against a common enemy, I have tried to contribute as I might.”

      “Like your brilliant idea to have me give up a chunk of my power.”

      Aliat shook his head at his partner, then raised his eyebrows at Quil. “Shouldn’t we be hurrying?”

      The pseudo slipped off his backpack. “There is one thing to share.”

      “I think we’re close, Quil. I feel powerful magic at work.”

      He thought he might, too. Still, the pseudo dug out the heavy tome as quickly as he could, given its obvious age and fragility. In his flashlight beam, the leather cover looked much older than he had imagined. The grimoire would be close to collapsing into a pile of dust, regardless of how he treated it.

      At the sight of the thing, Aliat’s eyes bugged out. “Where did you get that?”

      “In the mausoleum. There was a decorative brass plate that seemed terribly out of place. It announced the mausoleum as belonging to Arimoz Vileskal. Innocent enough, I suppose. This tome was hidden behind it.”

      “It’s…you can feel the malevolence coming off it.” The musclebound young man held the book with what looked like revulsion. “Tami? Naru?”

      Both women recoiled as if the thing were a snapping viper.

      Earlier, Aliat had mentioned sensing powerful magic at work. Now Quil felt it clearly. His skin crawled, and an unnatural heat bloomed in his gut. He brushed sweat from his brow and ran his flashlight beam over the floor, ceiling, and walls.

      As for the tome, he had no idea what to do. What he did know was that time was running out.
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      As badly as they’d been hammered by the white-haired wizard’s magic and a spray from Lonar’s autocannon, the fish-people quickly managed to shrug off their fear. Riyun had the unreliable Zarikav Model 7 raised as he backed into a corner.

      He might as well have held a feather pillow for all the monsters cared.

      The fish-people let out grunts and wheezes and turned toward him, wicked spines rising from ugly fingers raised to slash. Even the wounded ones advanced, dribbling black blood as they shambled across the stone floor.

      Riyun risked a glance at his team: Hirvok, Lonar, Symbra, and Zabila were all still held by some sort of trance, glassy eyes staring into the distance. Despite Riyun’s best attempts to protect them from injury, the big tweak had a few gouges from the autocannon shrapnel. Symbra sported a gash in her shoulder, but that could’ve been the result of a fish-person slash.

      What mattered was that Riyun was on his own for now, surrounded by the tall, gaunt, stinky creatures with their wicked claws. He had one corner of the stone chamber at his naked back and one magazine in the assault carbine.

      That would have to do.

      With a desperate snarl, he squeezed the trigger, spraying the tightly packed monstrosities as they drew nearer.

      Nothing. They wheezed. They scraped across the floor, drawing closer.

      Hollow Hills take the Zarikav!

      Somewhere behind them, Meriscoya cackled. “Kill him! Kill him!”

      Choking on their fishy body odor and the gore—ancient and fresh—seeping from the stone surroundings, Riyun popped the magazine and cleared the jammed round. He tossed it at the closest of the creatures as it swung for his throat, catching it in a bulging eye.

      It let out a strange wailing sound and stumbled backwards, knocking over a buddy.

      Riyun slammed the magazine back into place, worked the action.

      He could barely breathe, the monsters were so close. One reached for the barrel, gripped it—

      —then released it when Riyun planted a foot in its fish-genitals.

      Then he squeezed the trigger, spraying in a tight arc. Three-round bursts, right into the knots of attackers. Gunpowder overpowered the reek of the inhuman things. Black blood spurted from fresh wounds.

      The front rank doubled over, shuddered, went to the floor.

      Some in the next rank looked down, huge eyes blinking in disbelief.

      “That’s right!” Riyun laughed. “Those rounds have a punch. Want some more?”

      Another series of quick bursts, and more fell. He had clearance to the right. In his peripheral vision. He could make out the gold of his coat, folded and piled with gear, blood-stained and scuffed.

      One of the fish-people lurched forward, reached for the Zakirav, missed.

      Riyun landed a buttstroke right in between the thing’s eyes, hitting it hard enough to cause one of the bulging eyes to pop out of its shattered socket.

      He swung the weapon like a bat, left it in the hands of a scrawny fish-person, and sprinted over to the duster.

      There, almost hidden by the folded garment, lay his Minkaur Devastator.

      The weapon was in his hands before he realized it. From where he stood, there was no risk firing. Most of his team was on this side of the chamber, and Lonar was closer to the entry Riyun had come in through than to the mass of fish-people.

      Even as he squeezed the trigger, he saw Meriscoya pointing his glowing staff.

      Riyun dropped an instant before a burst of red light sliced away chunks of wall just behind where he’d stood. The rock rained down, hot and sharp. It sizzled as it bounced off his flesh, scratching and blistering.

      That distraction bought the fish-people enough time to rush mercenary commander. They sped across the room, eight of them still functional.

      He hit them with two bursts, halving their numbers, then squeezed off another burst—at Meriscoya.

      This time, the wizard was ready, bringing his staff up to handle the gunfire. And yet…he was slow. The skeletal thing that had once been a very human threat pitched back, the stump of one arm whipping around as if seeking a wall for support.

      That phantom arm ultimately failed the mad wizard, and he tumbled to the floor awkwardly.

      Celebration would have to wait. The last of the fish-people tackled Riyun at that point, driving him against the cold, rough rock. He tasted blood, felt something snap in his jaw, bit back a howl of pain as his trigger finger was dislocated by the gun being twisted around.

      In desperation, the lieutenant head-butted the smelly thing that had him pinned down.

      Something cracked, and hot fluid trickled down his brow.

      Hissing drew his head around in time to see the mad wizard regaining his footing. He braced against the glowing staff for support. “Mercenary. Pathetic killer-for-hire.” The wizard’s shape rippled, as if held together by unstable forces. He strode past Lonar’s massive frame, pointing the staff right at Riyun. “Have you any idea—?”

      The big tweak’s massive hand shot out, grabbed the wizard by the back of the bony head, and swung him around to smash against the stone wall. Even from where Riyun lay piled beneath fish-people, desperately wrestling to be free of their terrible grip, he heard the snap of bone and the pop of the skull.

      Then the wizard shrieked, the sound high and frightened.

      Riyun couldn’t see what was happening, but he had a pretty good idea. Not ten feet away, Zabila shook her head, mouth agape. Hirvok rubbed his eyes, and Symbra covered herself.

      Another crunching, cracking sound came from where the wizard had been, and the shriek rose higher in pitch.

      Claws dug into Riyun’s flesh, and it occurred to him the fish-people on top of him could disembowel him without letting him get off a single shot with the Devastator. He grunted and drove a shoulder into another of the fish faces.

      Then Zabila was there, hauling a fish-person’s head back by the fins. A deafening roar preceded the wet spray of blood onto Riyun’s face and the death-twitch of the inhuman thing.

      One of the other fish-people released Riyun and pushed up to its knees.

      The pistol boomed again, and gore spurted out of the thing’s chest.

      With only two still on him, Riyun wrestled free—kneeing, biting, elbowing.

      He had the two things off of him, one of them staring dazedly, its skull deformed. The one that wasn’t injured launched itself at Riyun, but he got under the swing, put his head in its belly, and drove it back against the wall. Rancid breath rushed out of it, and despite the padding, Riyun nearly blacked out from the impact.

      Now dazed himself, he backpedaled, blinking.

      Someone rushed past him, then a knife protruded from the forehead of the stunned fish-person gasping against the wall.

      Before Riyun could see who it was who’d saved him, the sound of sizzling meat mixed with a deep bellow. He twisted around to see Lonar staggering back and falling over the top of the altar. Flame curled around his forearms and hands, the flesh blackening and cooking away.

      Against the wall not far from the doorway Riyun had used to enter the chamber, Meriscoya’s twisted body slid toward the exit. Where it touched the stone, it left a black, reflective smear occasionally thickened by patches of rotted flesh. It didn’t hold the staff in its last good hand so much as guide the artifact through the air. The bones of that arm protruded from charred, leathery flesh in several places.

      The mad wizard made some sort of sound probably meant to be a threat or a quip, then a hole appeared in the wall, and a six-legged winged thing of rubbery green flesh. It grabbed the wizard and yanked him into the hole an instant before the gateway disappeared.

      Riyun was vaguely aware of something rattling to the stone nearby—his pistol—then of Zabila yanking something up from the floor and running to the writhing tweak.

      She wrapped his burning hands with Riyun’s gold duster, smothering the flames.

      Pain flooded Riyun’s awareness, then he blacked out.

      He came around looking into Quil’s silver-gray eyes. “Lieutenant?”

      Hands helped Riyun up when he tried to get into a seated position. “What—?”

      “You were injected with venom. I’ve given you an antidote.” The pseudo’s words faded.

      After a moment of disorientation and nausea, things cleared up.

      Lonar sat on the stone altar, hands bandaged and grimacing. “I had him. Broke his skull and ribs and arm. Had him!”

      Someone had helped the big tweak into his pants—probably Naru and Zabila. The two of them hovered next to the heavy weapons expert. Zabila wore Riyun’s soot-stained coat. There was no indication she’d dressed beyond that.

      On the far side of the chamber, Hirvok and Symbra chatted with two people straight out of entertainment videos. They were both black-haired and darker—as dark as the tweak—with striking features.

      The university students!

      Riyun rubbed the heel of his palm into his forehead, hoping he could keep his brain from exploding. At least the conversation was a good sign, a strategic meeting of the minds.

      He focused on Quil. “Meriscoya—”

      The pseudo nodded. “We suspected he might be here. We tracked the fish-people through the woods, but someone used magic to take us off their trail. Despite everything, we managed to find our way here, although it proved too late.”

      “You’re not too late. The team’s alive.”

      “That is true, but from what Hirvok has said, Meriscoya escaped yet again.”

      “We got the last of his cult.” Riyun kicked the nearest corpse.

      “If not, you have most certainly diminished their numbers.”

      “This was it. I feel it.”

      “My understanding from Naru is that in the “lore,” there will always be one or two who survive. If not, then there will be a distant relative who returns or some other unfortunate circumstance that leads to the eventual return of the threat.”

      “Thanks for the uplifting perspective.”

      The lieutenant realized he hadn’t been dressed. Instead, someone had thrown his clothes over his groin. Modesty.

      He pulled his underwear on, then stood and dressed. “How’d you end up here?”

      “We stumbled into a trap set by Tawod and—”

      “Wait—he’s working with Meriscoya?”

      “That seems highly unlikely. He seemed unaware that the mad wizard was here. Unfortunately, Tawod’s sanity seems to have succumbed to the same madness afflicting Beraga’s son.”

      “Great. Where is he?”

      “Tawod?” The pseudo’s face tightened. “I had hoped to discover his whereabout using his magic against him. Unfortunately, our search brought us here.” Pink shot through the young man’s face. “I apologize, Lieutenant. I mean that I knew of Tawod’s intent to kill Koti, while us happening across your situation—”

      Riyun waved away the embarrassed young man’s concern. “If Tawod’s still in operation, we need to find him, too. You’re absolutely sure he has Koti?”

      “She surrendered her magic to allow the rest of us to escape.”

      “Surrendered?”

      “Tawod found a device meant to siphon magic from troublesome students. He converted it into a means of extracting magic from students.”

      “I like the idea of tracking him down using his magic against him.”

      “The idea may be promising, but we failed—”

      “You’ve got Zabila here, too. Maybe she can make the difference.”

      “Perhaps.” Quil patted the mercenary commander’s hand. “I took the opportunity to tend to your dislocated finger. Your other wounds have only been cleaned.”

      “That’s good enough for now. Gather the…wizards up and tell them what we want to do. I think Tawod might be the target we want to hit first. If we can eliminate him, going after Meriscoya should be easier.”

      The pseudo nodded and headed over to Naru and Zabila.

      Riyun gathered up his gear while they talked. They needed to be quick now. Time was running out.
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      They exited the university through the tunnel that led to the baldercrak pitch, finding themselves in the dark thanks to a rumbling thunderstorm whose black clouds covered the sky. Riyun shielded his face with a scraped hand, cursing the weather under his breath. He had little faith in anything from this strange, magical realm, but he at least trusted the path he’d most recently followed.

      As the others spread out around him, sloshing in the cool pools of water, their anxiety became palpable. It was in their stiff posture and their rapid blinks. It was in the grimy and sour odor coming off of them. Shaking hands hovered near weapons, and tongues dragged across bloodied lips.

      He couldn’t blame them for feeling that way. His own blood was an ever-present coppery tang, and he stank from terror. If his body didn’t ache so much already, he would’ve collapsed right there and then from fatigue.

      There was no stopping now—not because of the crack of thunder or the blinding jags of lightning, not because they were battered and bruised.

      This was the last chance to stop everything from coming undone.

      Riyun shook raindrops from his Devastator carbine and put on his bravest smile for the others. “Who could have expected bad weather to work out well for us?”

      Aliat—the good-looking student—stared skyward. “It’s not just a storm.”

      “Oh?”

      “The dark’s too complete. I think that’s a total solar eclipse.”

      “An eclipse?” Riyun shot Quil a look. “Those don’t usually last very long, right?”

      The pseudo screwed up his face, as if he resented being called upon to answer the scientific question. “On most planets we have been on, no. Aliat, does it appear to be normal?”

      “Well…” Once again, the look of someone who’d seen too much clouded the young student’s face. “I can’t recall the normal length of a solar eclipse, but…” He exhaled. “We weren’t supposed to have one anytime soon.”

      It hit the others at that point: This was bad. They looked around, meeting each others’ eyes for only a second, then looking away.

      What kind of magic did it take to bring about an eclipse?

      Dwelling on that would cost them time and hurt morale.

      Riyun did the only thing he could do in such a situation, placing one boot in front of another. “We need to head for the trees straight back from the pitch. That’s the shortest route to cover. We’ll use that to our advantage.”

      Except everyone knew that someone who could summon a solar eclipse didn’t care how much cover you had.

      Still, they followed, splashing when the water grew deeper, laughing nervously when they slipped trudging up the hill, groaning when the wind bent the boughs of the trees.

      Waving the muscular university student forward seemed natural to Riyun. The kid was mature beyond his years, and he didn’t seem to have a beef with Quil, who Riyun wanted involved in the discussion. He signaled the pseudo forward with a jerk of the head.

      After putting a little distance between the three of them and the rest, Riyun looked the two young men over. They couldn’t have been more different: one with a healthy, coppery complexion, the other almost an albino; one tall and muscular, the other shorter and compact; one handsome and charismatic, the other almost plain and surly.

      What the lieutenant needed right then was the similarities he saw in the two of them: smarts, critical thinking, the ability to dig into things.

      He kicked a rock aside, sending up a spray of water. “Was there a white-haired woman at the university—middle-aged, thin?”

      Quil nearly stumbled. “Was?”

      “A wizard with white hair attacked Meriscoya. She…saved my life.”

      Fingers of lightning raked the treetops, momentarily turning the forest as bright as day. When Riyun glanced up, he caught a rainbow of colors as snakes and lizards moved among the shuddering tree limbs, tongues flickering. In that second, the rain took on a sulfuric tone that nearly made him spit it out.

      Then the thunder shook the trees, and he turned to Quil. “You knew her?”

      “Mistress Roulu. She is the professor who went missing after assisting Naru and me.”

      “I know it’s no consolation, but she had him on the ropes for a second.”

      The pseudo’s nostrils flared. “It is always the case, is it not—close to defeat without actual conquest?”

      “Not this time.” Riyun threw a look at Aliat. “Quil said Meriscoya was posing as one of the old wizards at the university.”

      “Master Omont, apparently. He was an ancient, blind wizard.” The buff wizard student shrugged. “That makes sense, right?”

      Quil nodded. “It was him.”

      Riyun pushed the pace a little more. No one else needed to hear this. “He…consumed her. Physically. Psychically, too, I suppose. His entire body distorted to handle swallowing her.”

      At the news, the pseudo’s chin dropped to his chest. “He was the one in the forest, then. He killed the first two students.”

      “But didn’t swallow them?”

      The young man wiped rain from his eyes. Or tears. “That could be the condition of bodies after consumption.”

      “I—I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “We must be sure to finish the job this time.”

      That was the resolve Riyun had needed to hear. “We will. You know the animosity between Tawod and Meriscoya. I don’t think two such powerful wizards are going to cooperate.” The mercenary commander narrowed his eyes at the muscular student wizard. “Do you two?”

      Aliat glanced over his shoulder at the beautiful young woman who was apparently more than a fellow student. “Wizards can get along, but you’re right: When one is extremely powerful, it’s better not to have a peer around. That’s not healthy for the ego.”

      “Your friend is powerful?”

      “Tami? She’s generational, if you know what I mean. Maybe once every twenty years or so—probably more like once a century—someone with her capabilities comes along.”

      “Can you count on her? Strength like that can work against us just as easily as for us.”

      The question surprised the young man. He slowed for a second, falling back before catching up again. “We’ve trained together since childhood to stand against the corruption that comes from this university. It was always our destiny to correct the evils.”

      “Good. From what Quil said, I think my team will only slow you down. Do you think the two of you could track these two wizards down? If we can find Tawod, I’d like to eliminate him before we go against Meriscoya.”

      “This eclipse, the storm—if this mad wizard caused these, I understand.”

      “I’m pretty sure he did.” Riyun pointed to the black reptilian shapes twisting and scurrying among the dark-shrouded tree limbs. “That fish-person cult, these reptiles… I think this is all Meriscoya’s work, and I think it’s been in development for years.”

      “You think he’s getting ready for something big?”

      “And bad.”

      They carried on for several more yards, then the handsome young wizard nodded. “We’ll hunt them down. When we find Tawod, we’ll come for you.”

      “You know where our camp is?”

      “We do. And when we’re done with Tawod, we’ll finish this Meriscoya.”

      “That’s all we could hope for.”

      “Bring our clothes for us. At least I have some modesty left.”

      Riyun slowed his pace, allowing Aliat to regroup with his comrade naturally. Once they had their own private conversation and drifted away from the squad with Quil in tow, it was time for Riyun to resume his role as commander.

      He fell into the middle of the pack. “Our wizard allies are going to find Tawod, then they’ll come back for us. When we get back to the camp, reclaim whatever you can from the wreckage, get everything out of your system, and be ready.”

      Lonar shook rain from his craggy face. “We killing these scumbags, Boss?”

      “We don’t have a choice.”

      “That’s the best news I heard all week.”

      In Riyun’s peripheral vision, he saw both the fist bump the heavy weapons expert and Hirvok enjoyed, as well as Zabila’s frightened reaction. The runaway twisted just enough to hide her face, but there was no unseeing it: wide eyes, quivering lip, the sudden intake of breath.

      Naru hung back in the shadows, always within sight but not clearly visible.

      After Quil reappeared with the wizards’ bundled clothing, Riyun pulled Hirvok and Symbra away from the rest. “When we hit these wizards, we hit them hard. Don’t conserve ammunition. Don’t worry about ethical considerations. This is life or death.”

      The sniper snorted. “Hate to break your heart, but it’s always been that way for me.”

      “Good. Symbra?”

      She managed a partial smile. “It’ll be different with Tawod. He— It’s hard to believe he was in Beraga’s pocket the entire time.”

      “I don’t think he was fully aware of what that meant until later, but he was.”

      “Do any of us ever know what anything means until too late?” Her smile died.

      “Just think of what he’s done so far, all the people he either killed directly or indirectly.”

      “I know. I’m really sorry about Javika.”

      Any remnant of sympathy for Tawod evaporated when Riyun thought about losing the Biwali warrior—the woman he’d finally come to love in the way she’d claimed to love him. Even after the strange behavior she’d shown before her death, he still loved her.

      He accepted Symbra’s pat on his forearm with a squeeze, then headed over to Zabila.

      The Silver did her best to appear welcoming. “This is it, then?”

      “Assuming we can find them.”

      “Couldn’t we satisfy ourselves with Meriscoya?” A pleading tone strained her soft voice. She ran fingers under her eyes, wiping away moisture.

      “You heard what Naru and Quil said: Tawod has gone nuts. He poses the same threat as Meriscoya.”

      “I…know.”

      “It’s okay to be scared.”

      “It’s not just fear. I—I am scared, but there’s more. With Tawod.”

      “You knew him before?”

      She shook her head and smiled nervously. “He’s not my type. Too cocky.”

      “But you have a connection—” Riyun saw it then. “He’s being manipulated by Beraga.”

      “When someone has all that money and power, it’s easy to fall for the lies.”

      “I don’t relish killing him. He’s just a kid. But at some point, we all have to take responsibility for our actions. Beraga might have started the problem, but Tawod embraced his role as murderer. He absorbed the role of…whatever it was he became in that Dread Empire realm.”

      Zabila looked away. “Like me?”

      Despite knowing better, Riyun wrapped an arm around her. “He’s nothing like you. You’ve accepted responsibility for your actions.”

      She pulled away at first, then leaned against Riyun, sobbing.

      At the camp, they spread out, searching for any supplies not destroyed by the storm or the fish-people trashing the place.

      “Riyun?” Naru’s voice was small, almost swallowed by the storm.

      He tossed aside the crumpled food supply pouch he’d hoped to recover a protein bar from. “What’s up?”

      The hacker seemed on the verge of walking away. “Nothing, I guess.”

      “Don’t be silly. You stayed out of sight the entire march. Something’s bugging you.”

      A sigh swelled the small woman’s chest. “I—”

      Something crashed through the underbrush, closing fast. Water splashed, and branches snapped. A deep, throaty growl came from the dark.

      Riyun grabbed the hacker by the collar of her duster and set her down behind him, then brought his carbine up.

      Motion in the shadows caught his eye, and he swung around, stopping at the silhouette of a very feminine form.

      Lightning lit Tami’s face, revealing an almost feral twist to her lips.

      He tapped his tender trigger finger over the Devastator’s trigger guard. “Tami?”

      “We found him.”

      “Tawod?”

      She snarled. “And the other. They’ll be fighting soon. Hurry.”

      Then she spun away, and her form lost its curves, twisting mid-leap into a big animal shape.

      Both wizards. Getting ready to fight.

      Riyun waved for the others to follow. “Let’s go!”
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      The wolf—Riyun was sure that’s what Tami had turned into—crashed through the thick woods as if it were an open lawn with a few decorative bushes here and there. While he and his team had to race through the unnatural twilight, sopping wet and cold, dodging one obstacle after another, the massive beast moved at a full sprint.

      Something about the sight of the furry thing opening a wider lead with each passing second made Lonar howl. The sound was deep and fierce, but a thunderclap obliterated the exultant tone.

      When Riyun shot an angry glare back at the big tweak, he whooped. The look in the heavy weapons expert’s eyes was wild, almost crazy. Rain had soaked through the bandages covering his hands, and the strips now came away in tatters, revealing raw, pink skin that had to still be tender. “Go, girl!”

      His roared encouragement was swallowed by the wind.

      They were drawing close to the wizards. Riyun could taste the sulfuric taint of Meriscoya’s magic, and the ozone smell of Tawod’s energy clung to the trees like a lightning strike.

      Ahead, the massive wolf shape came to a stop and reverted to Tami’s unmistakable human form.

      Riyun slowed and signaled for the team to take cover. “Quil, their clothes.”

      The pseudo jogged forward, holding the bundles of rain-soaked clothing out. While the young wizards dressed, Riyun took Hirvok forward on a scouting mission. They stayed low but kept within sight of each other, always utilizing cover.

      After a minute, there wasn’t any more cover available.

      From behind a smoldering ruin of a splintered tree trunk, Riyun took in the terrifying tableau. Easily a hundred feet across, the woods had been cleared. Fire and electricity sizzled and crackled, casting the flattened and charred area in red and blue sorcerous light. This close, the smoke coming off the blasted foliage burned the back of the throat.

      Midway into the carnage, Tawod slowly circled twin stone pillars topped by the same tentacle-headed creature with its bizarre, overly long arms. Arrayed around the bottoms of those far too familiar towering pillars were a dozen winged, six-legged green creatures. These were like the thing that had carted Meriscoya out of the ritual chamber.

      Movement caught Riyun’s eye: Hirvok waving, then signaling to go to radio.

      Riyun activated his system. “You have something?”

      “Been a fight. Those big bugs look battered.”

      “They’re doing their job. Tawod’s trying to get past them. I think they’re protecting Meriscoya.”

      The sniper brought his rifle up and sighted. “I’ll take a shot if I get it. Which one?”

      “Meriscoya’s the bigger threat. If Tawod can weaken him, that works out well for us.”

      “Don’t think the kid can take out the old guy?”

      Magic erupted from Tawod’s staff in sheets of blue that sliced through the distance between the traitor and the towering pillars. Three of the winged things toppled to the ground, cut in half. Another fell to the wet ground, letting out nerve-scraping shrieks as it thrashed.

      The others launched into the air, strange fingers snapping and slashing. When they fell upon Tawod, his body disappeared in a spray of gore. An instant later, his head thudded to the ground, followed by an arm.

      Then the creatures began to consume his ruined form.

      Before Riyun could throw a smirk at the sniper, blue light fizzled beyond the feasting creatures.

      Tawod materialized, strolling toward the pillars and the bony wizard now visible between them.

      Over the radio connection, Hirvok’s whistle was piercing. “Kid’s got chops.”

      High above the clearing, the clouds parted, and a sickly, yellow light fell upon the pillars. A sound like a cliffside shattering beneath a giant hammer blow tumbled down, followed by the gibbering of a billion mad creatures. The air thickened until it felt like being suspended in a giant pool of rotting meat and blood.

      Riyun gagged. Even the winged things, which must have figured out they weren’t eating a fallen wizard at all, froze mid-leap and dropped to their alien bellies.

      Then a giant foot—twenty feet across—lowered through the tear in the clouds. It plunged toward the ground, toward the stunned form of Tawod.

      Holding position was too risky. Riyun waved Hirvok back and retreated deeper into the woods. He turned back, pressed against a thick tree trunk, in time to see Tawod dive away from the paw-like foot.

      The massive paw slammed down, pinning the demolitions expert to the ground. He managed a single shriek before blood gushed from his mouth, and he went limp.

      Hirvok let out a soft grunt. “That real?”

      After the huge foot twisted the former mercenary into a gooey red smear, Riyun nodded. He fought back nausea and fear. An instant before, Tawod had been close to facing down Meriscoya, had been a real threat. He’d proved insignificant to the massive creature.

      All Riyun could manage was a shudder. “That was real. Get the team up here.”

      Now the rest of the giant thing stepped through the opening in the sky, massive legs straddling the clearing. Meriscoya raised his hands up to the tentacled head, chanting and bowing. A flickering shield protected the mad wizard, whether earlier erected as defense against Tawod or just now for protection from the horrific entity that had been drawn through from beyond.

      What kind of madness was necessary for someone to create an abomination like this giant? How could Beraga ever have thought there was any benefit to be had in this?

      Riyun backed deeper into the woods and dropped to his belly as he readied a grenade. He slapped a magazine of armor-piercing rounds into the Devastator.

      The winged creatures took to the air, flapping around the tentacled head far, far above. Their presence didn’t even draw the dark-eyed horror’s gaze. Instead, it looked down onto the forest before rearing back and bellowing an alien sound like a nuclear blast. Trees bent away from the thing, the nearest snapping like rotted twigs.

      Light flashed—an afterimage of blue burned on Riyun’s eyelids. The pressure buffeted him, left him stunned.

      Then he blinked.

      Somehow, he’d rolled behind a massive tree. That had spared him the crash of its nearby neighbors. He had the vaguest sense of whistling wooden daggers, the scent of pulp and resin, and debris raining all around. His ears still rang from the thunder of the destruction.

      He pushed clear of pulp and splinters, confused, dazed, and strangely hopeful.

      His people didn’t have the weapons to deal with a threat like this, so the young wizards needed to have something in mind.

      Lightning flashed far overhead, and the gigantic monster tilted its head up.

      Something rushed through the woods to Riyun’s right, then to his left: Aliat and Tami. As they leapt trees and ducked under cover, he saw the air rippling around them, as if they were on fire.

      Then a muffled rifle crack preceded a spray of explosions that tossed Meriscoya against one of the towering pillars.

      The team was in position! Why hadn’t they called? A commander should coordinate—

      Riyun touched where the radio receiver and speaker should have been secured to his face and ear and came away with blood.

      Blinking, he realized the tree had gotten him after all.

      Shaking the surprise off, he dug the grenade from under the dense pulp, then pushed up and staggered to where he had a chance at a shot.

      As he dropped behind a freshly made stump, it hit him how badly he’d been affected by the huge thing’s roar. On top of there being a blur to everything, the sniper rifle still sounded muffled. That wasn’t from all the particulate matter still raining down; he’d suffered a concussion.

      Now that he had cover, he shook off the sense of fatigue and dullness and sighted on the mad wizard.

      A long, dark form sped from the far side of the clearing Tawod and Meriscoya had created. Magic sparked like liquid fire from the tentacled thing’s massive hands, lighting up the racing shape: the slug creature.

      It was scabbed and oozing, and it didn’t move with the speed it had previously, but it was there, still presenting a danger.

      Riyun let his carbine dangle from it harness strap and grabbed the readied grenade. He had a clean toss with the explosive, right at the slug-creature’s side.

      It shifted direction as he drew back to throw: coming for him!

      He tossed the grenade in its path, then pulled another, then a third—his last. All three explosives detonated beneath the thing, one after the other, each creating a bubble that slowly oozed back into place.

      Even those devastating explosives couldn’t stop the thing, which barreled toward him.

      A new muffled sound came to him then: giant flapping wings.

      Overhead, skimming along the swaying treetops, glistening wet from the rain, the black dragon raced toward the tentacled giant.

      Wizards, assault weapons, a dragon—it still didn’t feel like enough.

      The charging slug thing continued forward, now stretching out pseudopods that whipped at the air. There was nowhere to hide, nowhere offering cover. Riyun was a broken mess, dull-headed and nauseated.

      “Lieutenant!” Quil hurried through the woods, something thick extended ahead of him.

      A book?

      Riyun swayed. “Quil?”

      The pseudo stopped, opened the thing, and exhaled. He traced a symbol in the air and made a series of incomprehensible, guttural noises.

      It was as if he’d just poured salt on the giant slug. It tumbled over itself, twisting and writhing. Gooey, gray silt oozed from invisible wounds, filling the air with something caustic, something even worse than the smoke and the magic.

      That was the relief Riyun needed. He backed from cover and squeezed off a burst at Meriscoya just as the wizard raised his staff.

      As Riyun stumbled toward better cover, the dragon came to a stop and belched fire at the impossibly gigantic, tentacle-headed behemoth. Flames rolled up and down the giant’s wrinkled, green flesh.

      In response, the huge thing twisted, its massive feet gouging trenches in the wet earth. One of its long arms whipped through the air, the fingertip slashing across the dragon’s neck.

      With that impact, the flying guardian tumbled through the air, wings now silent.

      Black smoke billowed up the gargantuan monstrosity’s seared chest. It swept a huge hand over that streak of blackened skin, peeling it away with a deafening roar.

      Things moved too quickly for Riyun to keep up with. He had a sense of his squad engaging Meriscoya, the autocannon rounds tossing his bony frame into the air and keeping him off-balance. At some point, the dragon regained the air and even raked the towering other-dimensional being’s eyes, only to be grabbed and entangled by the tentacles.

      At some point, Quil came out of the woods with his strange book. Naru was to his right, Zabila and the two university students his left. They held their hands interlocked, knuckles pointed at the tentacled thing.

      More alien sounds came from the pseudo—vomited and coughed rather than spoken.

      Riyun stopped shooting at Meriscoya long enough to see the extra-dimensional thing release its chokehold on the dragon and…ripple.

      The impact shot through the lieutenant, sending him to his knees.

      Ripples.

      They were pulling Javika’s ripples from that old book. They were weaponizing the portals, the chaos and destruction from Beraga’s irresponsible technology. It made a strange kind of sense. The technology was magic, the magic technology.

      Sure.

      It hurt too much to think it all through, but Riyun felt it. He knew it.

      When he looked up, another ripple sliced through the leviathan, this time tearing through its abdomen as easily as a knife through cheap cloth. Ropy guts untangled, spilling to the ground with wet sloshy splatters.

      Now released by the wounded giant, the dragon threw back its head and extended it forward, expelling fire into the tangle of slackened tentacles.

      Riyun couldn’t be sure, but he thought one of the colossus’s eyes burst.

      With the dragon circling and breathing flames down on it, the wounded giant wobbled. Quil and the others continued their chants, until Riyun’s entire body went numb. He lay flat on the smoking ground, eyes locked on the extra-dimensional monster.

      It must have been the accumulation of injuries getting to the lieutenant’s perceptions, because the otherworldly horror abruptly exploded into a fine mist that floated out as far as the eye could see before drifting down to the ground.

      There was no resisting the resultant nausea, so Riyun didn’t fight it. After emptying his gut, he rolled onto his side, coughing weakly.

      Meriscoya stumbled out from between the two fractured pillars at that point, dripping blood his skeletal body couldn’t possibly have held within it. He grunted and groaned, then fell to his knees, eyes raised to the closing hole in the sky. “Forsaken…again…Father…”

      His body began to melt, but the dragon swooped down and swept the dissolving skin and bones with hungry blue flames that popped and gushed. As the fire consumed the last of the mad wizard, the guardian landed, shook out its battered wings, and raised its head to the western sky.

      Riyun pushed up from the ground, shaking, eyes watering. It felt like the earth rumbled and tilted beneath his feet. Breathing was a chore, the air more blistering corruption than oxygen. When he finally managed to follow the mystical guardian’s gaze, all of the discomfort became irrelevant.

      Speeding toward the charred clearing, riding on air, came at least a dozen figures, professorial robes fluttering in the wind. They were untouched by the rain.

      Fury burned in their eyes.
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      Riyun couldn’t keep his grip on the Devastator. His hands were slick with rain and wood pulp that stuck to the resin that had coated the forest floor after the extradimensional horror’s devastating roar. Nausea sucked the strength from his already ravaged hands, which added to the chills brought on by the cold rain and beating wind.

      He tried to straighten his back and square his shoulders. It wasn’t convincing, even to him. When he attempted a staggering step toward the hovering wizard professors, it was all he could do to stay upright.

      A beefy man who no doubt imagined himself a physically imposing threat on the order of Lonar presented the tip of the arrowhead of the wizards’ formation. Glowing on the flapping hood of his professorial robe was a lion’s head emblem. His face held the same confident mien.

      The big man surveyed the battlefield, fixing first on the two university students who’d helped in the struggle against the tentacled gargantuan, then settling on Riyun. “Who are you?”

      Such a simple question. Riyun almost chuckled. “Lieutenant Riyun Molliro, commander of the Hurdist Squad, member in good standing of the Mercenary Guild.”

      Hirvok’s unsteady gaze flitted from the big professor to Riyun, as if questioning whether irony was really appropriate at this moment.

      “Mercenaries?” The imposing professor seemed confused.

      Riyun waved his shaking hand toward the blue fire still boiling away the last remnants of the mad wizard. “We’ve been hunting that man for several months.” He pointed to the gory smear that had been Tawod. “And that one.”

      A skinny woman with puffy silver hair and hooked nose gasped. “Headmaster Dumu! I recognize that…shirt.” Her squeaky voice cracked.

      That recognition wasn’t going to help the situation.

      The wizards looked from the paste that had been their administrative leader to the thick-chested professor who’d muscled his way into the power vacuum. Energy crackled along the wands held in scrawny hands half-hidden by the arms of their robes. They were by and large older and out of shape, many sporting glasses and liver spots, jowls and thinning hair. Time had bent the spines of some and withered the frames of others. Even the youngest—the only other woman—seemed no threat, her pot belly poking against her loose red robe, creating the only unwrinkled patch of material.

      But Riyun knew power when he saw it. Those silly little wands could no doubt unleash lethal energy like the white-haired wizard had used to free him or like Meriscoya and Tawod had used against each other.

      It would come down to the big lion-branded wizard, someone whose physicality hinted at a life as a bully.

      Aliat raised a hand. “Professor Kolun, if I could speak?”

      The thick-chested impromptu leader craned his neck to get a better look at the young man. “You’re an Owl, right?” That title came out thick with derision.

      “Tami and I are freshmen.”

      “I know Tami.” Disapproval rumbled deep in Kolun’s booming voice.

      “Then you should want to hear what we have to say.”

      “Freshmen? Wisdom comes with age.”

      “We ran into these mercenaries while searching for Mistress Roulu.” Aliat nodded toward Quil and Naru. “They’d come across the bodies of Vakram Foglun and Krisbali Saward and suspected their target was behind the killings.”

      Acknowledging the introduction, Naru waved—a very nervous and uncertain act. Quil merely adjusted his grip on the massive tome he’d only a minute ago read strange phrases from.

      Somehow, that ancient grimoire seemed untouched by the dying storm.

      One of the professors—a pale, yellow-skinned man with flat nose and round mouth—gasped. “Vakram and Krisbali are dead? I just saw them two nights ago, before the lockdown.”

      Quil bowed. “We assumed their identities to search for the rogue wizards.”

      At first, the yellow-skinned man blushed, then he smiled approvingly. “You could be Snakes after all.”

      Annoyance twisted Aliat’s handsome features. He gazed at the still-raging blue fire. “That one—Master Omont—killed Vakram and Krisbali, as well as Mistress Roulu.”

      Gasps burst from the hovering wizards. Even the big bully seemed shocked.

      Kolun pulled a wand from his inside sleeve and pointed it at the pillars Meriscoya had hidden behind. They flared a sickly green, the color of the flecks within the stone. “What are these? What was the giant we saw as we flew in?”

      Rather than answer, Aliat bowed toward Quil. “Tell them.”

      The pseudo held up the mystical volume. “We discovered this secreted within the mausoleum of one Arimoz Vileskal. Apparently, he was the head of the human element of the cult of these Innzuth.”

      That name—Vileskal—triggered a memory in Riyun, but he couldn’t recall specifics.

      Anxious wizards shot glances at one another.

      Whether oblivious or uncaring, Quil continued on. “This cult worshipped extra-dimensional beings bent on destroying your world—all worlds. These beings are led by the mightiest of all terrors: Lohcra. That was the giant you saw come through.”

      Another memory rang out in Riyun’s fuzzy head. Where had he heard that name?

      The yellow-skinned professor snorted. “You killed Lohcra?”

      “I did not. By working together, we used the spell of undoing, disintegrating the physical manifestation of the creature in this dimension. It will be centuries in sleep now, waiting for the next opportunity to attempt the conquest of your world.” Quil stretched his arm toward the scowling Kolun. “Mine is not the place to advise a Master Wizard, but if it were, I would humbly offer the suggestion that the university adjust its philosophy of openly cultivating antagonism and greed and instead turn toward training as allies to ready for the day this horror will come again.”

      Just as the big professor pressed a thumb against his chin to signal he was giving that some thought, the two shape-shifting wizard students whipped their heads toward the woods.

      A feminine form staggered out of the shadows, hugging a tattered and singed robe to her. Black hair framed a moon-pale face and wide, blinking eyes.

      Quil took a shuddering step toward her. “Koti!”

      The young woman blinked, then looked up at the professors. “They’re telling you the truth. Professor Omont almost killed me. He stole my magic.”

      A gasp went up from the gowned figures.

      Taking advantage of the resultant confusion, the yellow-skinned professor pointed his wand at the grimoire. His mouth twisted into a sneer as he blurted unintelligible words, then pale green energy materialized beside Quil, shaped into a spectral hand, and yanked the ancient book from his grasp.

      With the other professors still stunned, the little wizard cackled. “The Snakes will never surrender power—”

      In the blink of an eye, Tami shifted into her giant wolf form and leapt, leaving behind the tattered remnants of her clothes. Her massive jaws caught the little man’s wand hand behind the wrist and clamped down, snapping through bone and papyrus-thin flesh with ease.

      The book—still clasped in the little wizard’s gory hand—plunged toward the ground, where it bounced against the wet grass.

      An instant later, the sputtering wizard followed, hitting the ground at an awkward angle that snapped his neck, cutting short his agonized cries.

      Quil slowly strode over to the young woman who’d so surprised him and wrapped an arm around her waist. She leaned into him as he made his way to the tome, where he calmly detached the wrinkled hand.

      He straightened and again offered up the old, black volume to the wizards floating overhead. “Obviously, clearing the corruption will require many lifetimes, but there is still a chance your world might be saved.”

      Kolun scowled, first at Koti, then at the giant wolf. His eyes widened as the massive animal shifted back into the raven-haired student.

      Tami crossed her arms and stared back defiantly.

      Cowed, the big professor finally turned to regard the remaining instructors. “We have to consider this.”

      Although they looked among themselves for a bit, the wizards eventually nodded. Then, as one, they bowed toward the dragon, each offering words of gratitude and praise. The chubby young female wizard floated down, took the proffered grimoire with a smile, then returned to her comrades.

      When her features flickered—hair white, skin pale, eyes a silvery gray—Riyun gaped. She was a Zialite, a part of Beraga’s scheme to—

      No. That wasn’t his concern. Anyway, things had changed.

      With her returned to the formation, Kolun frowned. “You need to go now, Lieutenant.”

      It was the nicest demand Riyun had ever heard. In a way, it absolved him of his concerns about Zialites and Onath and all the madness he’d stumbled across since taking the job from Yolla Tromon. If his world had changed, none of that really applied anymore.

      He inclined his head slightly. “Thank you.”

      The big wizard bowed once more at the dragon, then turned and flew back toward the castle, trailed by his fellow professors. Pulling up the rear of the procession, the chubby young Zialite twisted around and threw a saucy wink at Quil.

      Riyun chuckled, the nervous energy that had kept him going now fading, taking with it much of the nausea and weakness and leaving him drained but no longer weak. He needed a few months of sleep, sure, but at least he didn’t feel like he’d been crushed by Lohcra’s giant foot.

      With another shake of its battered wings, the night-black dragon scanned the clearing. It sniffed at the bloody ruin that had been Tawod, then set the pulped corpse on fire and took to the air.

      Surprisingly, the guardian’s absence didn’t affect Riyun in the least. He shambled toward the team, turning his eye from Tami while she pulled on the coat Zabila offered.

      Lonar bumped a massive fist with Hirvok and Symbra before striding over to the lieutenant. “Way to handle things, Boss.”

      It was meant sincerely, a testament to the big tweak’s loyalty.

      Riyun was fine with that. “We need to head back to the ruins.”

      “Aw—”

      “They’re just ruins now. You’ll see. I…think we’ll find things are less chaotic with our targets destroyed.”

      “But it’s gonna be muddy and smelly after this rain.”

      “We’ve been in worse.”

      A tug on Riyun’s elbow brought him around to Zabila’s fragile smile. “You’re hurt.” She reached for the bloody side of his head.

      He stopped her. “It’s not so bad, just a ringing.”

      His words had been meant to calm her, but she reacted as if she’d been slapped. After all they’d gone through because of her, Riyun wasn’t sure what he could—what he should—do to address that.

      Naru drifted over, one elbow propped in her other palm. Once again wrapped in the ochre coat she’d inherited from another dead mercenary, she didn’t seem in pain so much as caught up in introspection.

      Finally Quil joined them, leaving behind Koti and the two young wizards.

      After exchanging whispers with his beautiful partner, the handsome student wizard strode closer. “We’ve still got work to do at the university, but Tami and I wanted to thank you for what you did. You’ve at least put them on the right trail.”

      Behind him, Tami groaned and rolled her eyes dramatically. “Seriously?”

      Blushing, the young man waved. “We’ll…good luck.”

      Aliat took his moody partner by the elbow, and they headed into the woods, leaving Koti standing there, watching Quil.

      The pseudo never looked away from her.

      At that moment, Riyun had to focus on the return to Kamiyan and Total Rewrite. “This is your last chance to clean up and prep your gear. When we get to the portal in the ruins—”

      Naru’s hand shot up. “You sure there’s going to be a portal there?”

      “We’ll only know by going. Even if it’s not, that’s the portal, the Chaos Abyss. It’s our way home.”

      “If there is a home.”

      He rubbed his gut, searching for anything more than the bruising. “Something’s there. Maybe it’s not what we left, but it’s there. I can feel it.”

      Quil raised his eyes to the sky, where the wind tore the black clouds apart. The rain was little more than a mist now. “It is not my home, Lieutenant. I will not be returning.”

      “I—” The statement wasn’t a shock, Riyun realized.

      “If you must have a DNA sample to secure my death warrant when you return—”

      “What? No. You’re a free man, Quil. You’ve always been free in my eyes.”

      The pseudo bowed his head. “I will not be complicit in the schemes and machinations of those who would determine my fate by virtue of my appearance and origin.” He turned his cool gray eyes on Zabila. “No one here cares that I am a Zialite. I have been a harbinger of change. Now Koti and I will seek our way together.”

      Although Riyun had his doubts about the shell-shocked young woman’s fate in such a strange world, he had no interest in disabusing the pseudo of what lay ahead. After all, life was about facing the unknown.

      When Riyun glanced at Zabila, she winced. “I’m sorry…for everything.”

      The apology could’ve been to him, to the squad, or to Quil. Riyun liked to think it was all three. She might have lied, might have influenced him in ways he didn’t want to know, but everyone had suffered, not just him. “Relationships are built on trust.”

      “I know. I—I didn’t believe in Uzir’s plan.”

      “That doesn’t change what happened.”

      “I was a kid when I did…what I did.”

      “You weren’t a kid when you dragged us through all those realms.”

      She nodded, brushed away tears. “I…used to have so much anger—toward my mother, about being a Silver, about her loving money and power more than me—than humans. I put everything at risk, not just my life. That was selfish. I get that now. I wish I’d had the bravery to tell you.”

      “You’ve told us.”

      “But…can you forgive me?”

      Riyun scanned the faces of the squad. They weren’t ready for the truth he’d only recently started to comprehend, and once they were, they wouldn’t be ready for talk of forgiveness. “Let’s give Quil a good sendoff. We’ve got work ahead of us.”

      After hugging the young man—Lonar maybe a little too roughly—they wished Quil good fortune. Riyun passed along the last of the money taken from the sewer while the pseudo passed his radio components back to his former commander.

      As his last act, Quil patched up Riyun’s wounded face and ear, then offered a final salute.

      Riyun returned the salute. “I hope you make your own fate, Quil.”

      “I intend to.”

      As the pseudo led his partner into the woods, Riyun felt renewed confidence the young man would be fine.

      The smiling remnants of the squad fell in and marched for the ruins.
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      Where before there had been alternately a blank wall and a dead portal, Riyun now stared through the shimmering blue glass of the Total Rewrite basement portal room. Energy flickered, spitting static into the view in waves. As far as the view allowed, the underground chamber appeared to be empty and only dimly lit.

      Yet something about the scene was off, something Riyun couldn’t put his finger on. More than the contrast between the shiny, high-tech chamber beyond and the dank, grimy ruins he and his squad still occupied, there was something…menacing about the other world—his world.

      His carbine was a lead weight; his sodden clothes packed ice. Every second he remained in this Wizard University realm drained clarity and sapped his sanity. If he never smelled the ozone taint of magic and the sulfuric reek of Meriscoya’s foul sorcery again, Riyun swore that it would be too soon. He wanted to return home, to wrap up the mess with Uzir Beraga and Total Rewrite.

      But the lieutenant had to first answer one question: Could he trust himself right now? Wounded, washed in the blue light of the portal, hungry for a return to normalcy, he couldn’t be sure.

      He looked to Symbra. She wanted to be an officer—this was a good test for her. “What’s your assessment?”

      The Onath woman exhaled. “It looks clear. There’s power. No security goons. Those are all good signs.”

      They were good signs. Maybe that’s what troubled him. “What about the static?”

      “I—I’m not sure.”

      He searched the floor for a large chunk of the shattered blue glass, but there wasn’t much around. That could also be a good sign.

      It could just as easily signal trouble.

      A large clod of dirt seemed just as likely to work. When he held it up for the others to see, Lonar frowned.

      Riyun nodded at the portal. “Maybe it’s nothing, but I’m worried about the portal.”

      “Aw, Boss. You’re makin’ a big deal out of nothin’. Let’s go home.”

      It was in the eyes of the others, the look of impatience and fatigue. Riyun wasn’t the only one who’d grown tired of this place and the mission that had taken them so far afield.

      Everyone wanted this to be over.

      Raising the dirt higher, he pointed it at the view into Total Rewrite. “We’re going home. I promise. I need to know we’re going home safely; that’s all.”

      Before anyone could protest, he tossed the clod through, aiming for a band of the white snow static when it manifested. On the other side, the dirt landed, spraying apart before hitting the floor.

      The big tweak stepped toward the energy field. “See, Boss? It’s—”

      “Wait. Look at the dirt.”

      “Boss—”

      “Look at it!”

      Lonar bent forward, eyes narrowed. “What the—?”

      “Smoke. You see the sparkling on the floor? That’s glass.”

      “In the dirt?” The heavy weapons expert screwed up his scarred face, skeptical.

      “It’s the static. Find something big we can toss through, I’ll show—”

      “Nah. I get it.” But the big man either didn’t get it or didn’t care. He exchanged a look with Hirvok.

      The sergeant rested a hand on Riyun’s shoulder. “We’ll check it out.”

      Symbra squeezed between her lover and the portal. “No. Think about what he’s saying. Something’s wrong. All we need to do is figure out what we can do about it, then we’ll go through.” She spread her feet shoulder width, signaling that she wasn’t going to budge.

      It was all Riyun needed right then. He pulled his khanza knife and chipped away a section of wall opposite the gateway. Once again, he showed them all the fist-sized chunk of rock, then tossed it through when the energy field was clear.

      An instant after the throw, the rock bounced on the other side of the field, unchanged.

      He straightened. “It’s the static. We pass through when it’s clear, and we should be okay.”

      From the darkness, Naru cleared her throat. “There’s a pattern.”

      “What?”

      She shouldered past Hirvok. “You can see it in the dark. Every five seconds, there’s a pulse of static. It could be, y’know, a security measure. Or not. Systems break down.”

      “Excellent observation.”

      “Sure.” She fell back into the dark, head down.

      Even when this was all done, there would be relationships to repair. If they survived this, that sort of interpersonal work would be the least of Riyun’s concerns, but they deserved attention.

      He tested his stance, then cracked a smile for Symbra. “I’ll be the guinea pig.”

      When she moved aside, he waited for the bands of static to show and clear, then began his count.

      Five seconds, then they were back. Naru was right.

      At the next blast of snow, he ducked, ready to leap into the glassed-in chamber. Imagining what the static could do to a human body—glassing dirt wasn’t a promising test result—he imagined being a sprinter, ready to hurtle the length of the track.

      Then the static cleared, and he shot through the opening, hanging suspended in time and space forever. Howls and shrieks, ghostly images and impossible vistas.

      The universe exploded and collapsed—

      —and he fell onto the floor of the blue-glass room.

      Riyun patted himself down, searched for any hint of fresh blood or pain. He checked his assault rifle, his electronics.

      Everything seemed functional.

      Same as the first time he’d entered the chamber, he could see into the other world, the team staring in at him. He waved them through, hating the sense of isolation the cool room put into his head.

      One at a time, they came through, until they were all together, shivering and laughing. And why not? They’d just slipped into the most secure section of probably the most secure building in the Inner Sphere undetected. After so long in the pocket dimension, they were home—truly home—breathing the sweet, filtered air.

      Lonar rolled his massive shoulders. “We doin’ this?”

      Not a challenge, Riyun sensed. This was the big tweak showing how giddy he was now that their journey was over. “We’re doing it.”

      The lieutenant took the lead again, passing through the hallway and into the room outside.

      He stopped there, breath held, the chill now worse than before.

      Thick brown sprays of dried blood coated the floor. Arm and leg segments lay in groups and alone, along with body armor and firearms. Overhead, thick gray-green tendrils of organic material clung to the walls. In spots, fleshy pouches—burst open—hung limply over dried ichor and skeletal remnants. Here, the air was thick and hot, choking with the stench of dried blood and guts.

      How many scenarios had played through his head, and he’d hoped for anything but this?

      If they stayed stationary, they would never escape this place. Riyun signaled for Hirvok to take point, then tapped the radio now resting over his bandaged ear. “We move in pairs, Lonar and Naru at the rear. Symbra, you’re with Hirvok.”

      Riyun pulled his pistol and passed it back to Zabila. “Stay close.”

      No way was he letting anything happen to her. Trust could only be earned back if she lived. Their contract had the same dependency.

      Halfway up the stairs, Zabila gagged and clutched at the rail. “That smell.”

      She finally shook it off, but she was right. It rivaled the worst battlefields Riyun could remember. It wasn’t merely the death but the horror of it and the way it had been left untouched, the bodies left to rot.

      And then there was the alienness of it all. Where before, this had been a possible reality, now they were back home.

      They cleared the subterranean space first, finding sights that were frighteningly close to what they’d seen when they’d come through before. As Naru checked the controls in the operations room, Riyun fought off the image of his maimed body lying on the medical observation bed somewhere in this complex.

      That had been immersion, a lie meant to trick him. This was a world transformed by change Uzir Beraga had recklessly unleashed.

      The hacker retraced her steps out, keeping her assault carbine trained on the huge, gore-spattered room. “I got everything I could on my tablet. It’s still functional. I—I don’t know how you’d shut it down, y’know?”

      “That’s not our job.” Riyun wasn’t even sure he liked the idea of powering the place down. Would that kill the billions and billions of people in the realms?

      It hit him then. “Wait. This instantiation?”

      “What about it?”

      “Can you shut that down?”

      Naru pulled her tablet back out, hand shaking. “Should I?”

      “I think we’re obliged to, aren’t we?”

      “I—I guess so.” She tapped through an unfamiliar interface, let her finger hover over a key. “Here goes.”

      Nothing happened.

      Riyun relaxed. “Let’s move.”

      No monstrosities hunted the halls below or attacked from the elevator. There weren’t as many bodies or as many of the pulsing organic sacs suspended from the walls, either. Maybe in this reality—the only reality Riyun cared about—someone had seen what was coming and some people escaped.

      On the top floor, Riyun led the way past abandoned security gear, to Beraga’s office, already aware of what awaited the squad. They moved past more ruined bodies and weapons until Riyun reached the doorway and peeked inside.

      Exactly where there’d been a skeletal remnant of the billionaire, a fleshy sac throbbed. The gray organic tendrils adhering it to the wall shifted in time with the throbbing until like a thin eggshell, the gray flesh of the sac tore, releasing a thick spray of pungent, green-black fluid that spattered over the floor.

      Beraga smacked wetly onto the ruined surface, moaning and coughing up black and viscous strands that stank like liquified guts. Shaking, eyes jerking around, he finally looked at Riyun and Zabila.

      When the executive convulsed and moaned, Riyun sighted on the bald, slime-covered skull. A wet gurgle came from Beraga’s throat—a surprised question, a dry witticism, maybe a plea for mercy.

      Whichever it was, Riyun put a round through the other man’s forehead.

      A second later, Hirvok rushed into the room. “We got movement inside the compound. That gunshot woke everything up.”

      No surprise. Riyun was stunned they’d made it this far unmolested. He went to the desk and searched for the huge book documenting the Infinite Realms, stuffing the thing into his backpack.

      How many times had he done this? He couldn’t be sure.

      When he looked up, a hopeful, embarrassed smile flitted across Zabila’s face. “Evidence?”

      “I’m not sure what it amounts to. I don’t think we need to worry about prosecuting him, do we?”

      “No.”

      Without so much as a whisper, the squad followed their commander to the elevator, collecting weapons and ammunition as they went. As they neared the bottom floor, Lonar positioned himself at the front, autocannon aimed at the opening. “When this door opens, I’m gonna clear a path. You okay with that, Boss?”

      “Lead the way, big man. We make a run for that skimmer we rented.”

      Hirvok rubbed a thumb along the smooth surface of a grenade. “And if that’s not there?”

      “We take the first vehicle we find. Whatever we do, we stay together.”

      The elevator car came to a stop, and the bell chimed.

      A moment later, the door opened onto madness.
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      Shiny black reptile-bugs swarmed in the hallway outside the elevator, forcing Lonar to aim beyond the front rank. His explosive shells thundered in the tight quarters of the lobby, surging a heated pressure wave throughout. The surviving alien creatures surged toward the elevator, but not before Hirvok rolled a grenade into the hallway. Long, nimble fingers squeezed between the elevator car doors before they could close, and three of the creatures poked their elongated heads into the car. They flashed hideous, glistening needle-teeth, neither insect- nor reptile-like.

      Then the grenade exploded, shredding the clustered bugs that had survived Lonar’s first explosive spray.

      The creatures holding open the door went limp, dropping to the floor and oozing yellow ichor into the enclosed space. The earthy, sweet reek of the blood left Riyun coughing.

      Lonar kicked the blasted things back with a roar and charged into the hallway, spraying rounds first to the left, then to the right. When the explosions finished, he poked his head into the car. “Clear!”

      Riyun pulled Zabila tight against his back. “Stay with me.”

      In the hallway, the devastation of the attacks became clearer. Yellow gore drooled down the pockmarked walls. Bits of the creatures protruded from everything—broken chairs, scarred wood, even spiderwebbed glass. Several of the monsters tried to get to their feet, but Lonar kicked and stomped on them until they stopped moving.

      Outside, the day was gray, a wind blowing debris across what had once been an immaculate lawn. The place was now overgrown, the vegetation twisted and wild.

      Pressed against the glass of one door, Riyun wiped a streak of milky bug blood away. “I can’t see to the front gate. Anyone?”

      They shook their heads, but Hirvok pointed into the overgrown grass. “From upstairs, I could make out where these things huddled. This wasn’t all of ’em.”

      “I guess they know enough to operate doors.”

      “Unless this batch patrolled inside.” The sniper twisted around but froze before looking back the way they’d come. “Would you look at that.”

      Riyun followed the sniper’s gaze to a display mounted high on the wall, angled to give anyone exiting a clear view. The explosions had cracked the glass, and flecks of yellow blood dribbled down to streak the uneven surface, but video still played. In that video, vehicles hovered over darkened alleyways, flooding the spaces with light. Automatic weapons fire reflected from the vehicle hulls, and from cargo spaces, snipers fired massive rifles.

      They targeted more of the reptile-bugs, blasting away black carapace segments, arms, and legs. In other areas, flamethrowers washed over rushing ranks of the creatures, charring them until they curled into smoking black husks.

      But for each victory these unidentified security forces attained, the creatures swarmed a building or leapt onto the hull of a vehicle until their weight bore it down.

      In the distance, blinding white light erupted: bombs, possibly nuclear.

      Below the violent scenes, text scrawled, identifying the source of the scenes: Bysag, Nao, and Dynyro. There were reports of the terrifying monsters on Zhophari, where corporations had already begun the work of coordinating their security forces for combined defense efforts and evacuations.

      Naru gasped. “Did you see that? They just listed Kamiyan as lost. Those things took over this whole planet?”

      A horrified whimper turned Riyun around to find Zabila almost doubled over, her hand covering her face. She sucked in a breath and let out a mewling sound. “No. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. What happened?”

      Riyun pulled her in tight. “Beraga wanted radical change. He got it.”

      She sobbed, blubbering incomprehensible words and shuddering against him.

      He made shushing sounds. “It’s not hopeless.”

      “My mother.”

      Hollow Hills. Riyun hadn’t thought about that. “One step at a time. We have to get to a working vehicle first. We get airborne, we’re halfway home. You have her address?”

      “She works at—”

      “We met her there. Where does she live?” Then he remembered: In her daughter’s eyes, Yolla Tromon lived at work. “Her apartment.”

      “I…” Zabila pulled away, tears tracking down her face. She pulled out a tablet, struggled to steady it.

      Naru came to the other woman’s side. “Let me help, okay?”

      “Th-thanks.”

      While the two of them worked through the map, Riyun waved the other three in. “For things to be this desperate, we had to be gone a while.”

      Symbra immediately caught his meaning. “Our skimmer’s gone.”

      “A place like this, there has to be a private roof landing pad. We go up, we’re locked in to that path. They may swarm around down here, cutting off our exit.”

      Lonar’s upper lip raised in a snarl. “I’ll hold ’em off.”

      “We need you on the roof. If there’s a skimmer up there, no telling how long it’s been sitting. Maybe it’s in working condition, but I’d rather not gamble.”

      “You ain’t thinking of splitting us up, Boss, are you?”

      “They haven’t attacked again. I can hold this area.”

      Hirvok tilted his head toward the two young women working on the tablet. “We get that address, we’re all heading there.”

      “I—”

      “You’re the one who signed the contract. Need you to see this through.”

      The three mercenaries stared at their commander, hard-eyed.

      He held up a hand in surrender. “If we get killed because of this, don’t blame me.”

      Once back in the elevator car, they huddled in close.

      Naru sent the address to the other functional tablets. “For redundancy.”

      No one needed further explanation.

      On the roof, Lonar exited first. As Riyun edged out, one of the reptile-bugs launched at him from the top of the elevator structure. The big tweak grabbed the thing before it could dig its claws into Riyun’s face and hurled the flailing beast up and out. It skidded along the rooftop for several feet, banged against the low parapet, then went over the side with a hiss.

      They found a skimmer—long and sleek, its skin a brilliant red metallic only slightly dulled by dust—waiting on one of the pads. A blocky, low-slung and wide maintenance vehicle rested on the other, the outer shell a faded, battered gray. It had been abandoned, the doors still open.

      While the others piled their gear into the sporty red skimmer, Riyun hopped in beside Lonar in the front seat. The big tweak rubbed his bright pink hands together in anticipation. “This ought to be a sweet ride, even if it don’t get us off the planet.”

      “If it’s working, we can search for a shuttle.”

      “Guess that’s true.” Smirking, the big man tapped a thick finger against the console. “Oh, Hollow Hills.”

      “What?”

      “Dunno. No power? It ain’t responding. Oh!” Lonar banged his forehead against the steering wheel. “This is one of those fancy private skimmers. It’s probably keyed to the owner’s biometrics.”

      “Can we override—?”

      Someone shrieked, and Riyun spun around. Along the edge of the building, several elongated heads popped into view, the spindly forelimbs coming over the parapet.

      Lonar shoved the lieutenant out the passenger door. “Too long to get it running, Boss. We gotta take the elevator.”

      But Riyun’s eyes went to the ugly, banged-up maintenance vehicle. “Get in!”

      They rushed to the other vehicle, dragging gear they’d just stowed and tossing it onto the stained, scuffed floor. The vehicle groaned under their weight, tilting to the left, a warning about its struts. Parts and tools rained down from rusty shelves bolted to the walls. Each item dully rattled off the floor or thudded onto their backpacks and guns taken from the building.

      When Lonar took the driver’s seat, its metal frame creaked, then sagged. “Hey, now.” He scowled. “Gotta watch how much smoked lizard I eat, I guess.”

      He tapped the console with the same raw-skinned pinky, smiling when the scratched and chipped console came to life, then frowning when the lights died.

      Riyun leaned out the open door with his Devastator and squeezed off a burst at the nearest group of creatures. It was too late for the elevator now. “Fix it.”

      The big tweak hopped out of the battered old skimmer and hurried to the front, popping open the access panel.

      When Riyun slid out for a clearer sightline, Symbra and Hirvok joined him. They moved to the vehicle rear, and without a word selected their targets. A second later, their weapons shredded the creatures, leaving them to bleed out on the rooftop.

      Already, more of the things were coming into view.

      Trigger finger aching from its earlier dislocation, Riyun switched in a fresh magazine. “Lonar?”

      Banging answered the call, followed by an unwelcome grinding sound.

      Then the big tweak let out a groan. “No go! The power coupler’s shot.”

      “Can you use the one from the—?”

      “—the sporty skimmer! Yeah!”

      More of the creatures clambered over the parapet at that point—a lot more. It was as if they’d been drawn by the gunfire. Hirvok skipped a grenade into the first pack, then the three of them set to work on the rest.

      A pistol crack from the front of the vehicle turned the lieutenant around to see Zabila firing at more of the creatures now rushing across the roof from that side. He went to her side as she squeezed off a second shot.

      She winced. “I guess it’s kind of sad, going through all we went through, then dying here.”

      Riyun waved Lonar back to the front of the maintenance vehicle with whatever it was he’d taken from the other skimmer, then squeezed off a burst at the small group of approaching reptile-bugs. “We’re not dying.”

      “I deserve it. This is my fault.”

      From the other side of the vehicle, Naru offered a pained look. Had she been wishing for the other woman to die? In Riyun’s experience, that sort of thinking could produce a lot of guilt.

      He leaned in close to the runaway Silver. “You made a mistake in judgment. That’s something you’ll have to live with.”

      As Naru squeezed off a burst, Lonar slammed the front panel down and climbed back into the vehicle. The engine rumbled to life, and the big tweak let out a whoop of triumph over the uncertain mechanical sounds.

      They piled back in, and the vehicle hopped into the air, rocking hard to the left. Lonar fought with the steering, muttering something about criminal negligence. The hideous creatures leapt at the rising skimmer, but when they gained purchase, someone stomped on their fingers or shot them in the head.

      And then the skimmer was away from the roof and angling back toward the city. White smoke trailed from the undercarriage, and the propulsion system made frightening noises, but they stayed in the air.

      Zabila leaned forward from where she clung to one of the shelf rails. “We should try her office first.”

      Odds were, Yolla would’ve been there when things fell apart. But as they neared the place, it was clear there’d been heavy fighting in the area. Buildings sported huge holes, leaving iron girders and charred interiors exposed. Glass covered large swaths of crumpled concrete on the streets below. Fire-blackened vehicles surrounded by segmented reptile-bug husks choked off streets and alleys.

      They changed course, heading for the apartment complex several miles away.

      Tears flowed down the young Silver’s cheeks, but she stared out the open doors and even pointed toward their objective. “That’s it.”

      Here the damage was different, more organic. Networks of gray-green tendrils lined wall and street alike. Throbbing sacs hung everywhere. Below those that had ruptured already lay skeletal forms. Even so high up, the air reeked of corpses and the alien juices that filled the sacs.

      Naru tapped away at her tablet. “Hey! Hey! I’m getting a connection!” She handed the tablet to Zabila.

      Wide-eyed, the runaway took the device. “She called us?”

      “I called her. She’s answering. We should’ve tried that first!”

      Zabila laughed when her mother’s face appeared on the screen, worn, grease-smeared, and haggard but clearly alive. “Mother?”

      “Zabila! Where are you?”

      “On our way to your apartment. We’ve been looking—”

      “Don’t come here. There are bugs every—”

      “We know. We’re coming.”

      “They’re working their way through the floors, hunting for more people to convert. They’ll hear you. I won’t let them take my daughter.”

      Riyun reached back for the tablet and took it from the rescued Silver. “Miss Tromon, this is Riyun Molliro.”

      The executive patted her hair and wiped a smear of grease from her face. “Thank you for saving my daughter, Lieutenant. You’ll find a large payment waiting for you, if you provide proof of life. It’s all automated.”

      “Miss Tromon—Yolla—can you get to the roof?”

      “Can I—?”

      “The roof. We have your building in sight. If you can get to the roof, we’ll get you out of there.”

      After a moment, the executive put on a brave smile. “I suppose I could. They’ll reach my apartment tonight or tomorrow anyway. Promise you won’t risk Zabila’s life?”

      “Meet us on the roof. Hurry.”

      Riyun passed the tablet back and then circled his finger and pointed for Lonar to proceed to target. They were too far into this mission to abandon it now. It wasn’t just the money but the chance to meet the actual objective: reuniting mother and daughter. Perhaps, with the corporations crumbling under the assault of these monstrous creatures, the reunion might actually mean something.

      As they neared the rooftop, they saw a lone figure rushing out, arms waving. A handful of creatures rushed after her. Hirvok and Symbra braced against the back of Lonar’s seat and casually eliminated the inhuman things.

      Guffawing like a madman, Lonar set the sputtering vehicle down on an open space, and Riyun dragged the wide-eyed executive in. He held her tight until the skimmer leveled off again.

      After a minute, the older Tromon woman shuddered and laughed, brushing her fluttering hair from her eyes. She twisted around and fiercely hugged Riyun, kissing him with a dangerous intensity that left him blushing.

      When she pulled away, tears welled up in her eyes. “I want you to understand that if you see what I left for you, it wasn’t madness or some accident.”

      He felt uncomfortable with her on his lap now. She was quite an attractive woman despite the situation and was clearly excited. “I—”

      “I have a different view of money now. Riyun? Do you hear me?”

      “It might not have much value soon.”

      “If it doesn’t, it doesn’t.” Still pressed hard against him, she looked back at Zabila. Then the elder Tromon woman squeezed Riyun’s face in a powerful grip. “Take what I’ve left you. No argument. Zabila and I will have plenty, if we survive. All I want now is whatever time I can have with her. You understand?”

      Riyun nodded. They all would probably have a different understanding of money after what they’d been through.
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      Twelve miles out from the shuttle port, the maintenance skimmer shuddered, and the white smoke that had only been visible out the rear window before gusted in through the dashboard vents. Riyun’s eyes watered from the acrid stink of burning plastic. The background grinding noise that had trailed them since launch took on a desperate note, with undertones of scraping and the occasional pop.

      Lonar didn’t say anything, but he began whipping his head around, as if searching for something. He coughed and waved smoke from his face. “Gonna need to set down, Boss.”

      At that announcement, Yolla Tromon tensed in Riyun’s lap. She reached a hand back for Zabila, who took it.

      Early in his career, Riyun had come to accept that options inevitably ran out the closer you came to completing your objective. It was just the math behind the job. Better to set down and make a run on foot than to plunge from the sky and splatter on the road.

      He flashed a thumbs-up and tightened his grip on the older Tromon woman. If they survived, the team had a big payday coming. They all had to remember that.

      Just as the big tweak pushed the steering column forward, a thunderous pop came from the underside, and something sheered through the floor in front of Riyun. It happened so fast, he didn’t notice the pain in his foot until he saw the blood on the shattered front windshield.

      When he looked down, he realized the front of his right boot was gone, along with the tips of his two larger toes.

      No one else noticed. They were all hanging on for dear life as the skimmer went into a nosedive. Below them, what could be seen of the street was fire-black and cratered by explosions. Lonar wrestled the dying craft away from a skyscraper that seemed to rear up out of nowhere, hidden by the smoke boiling out of the front panel and vents.

      They picked up speed, the air rushing past in a constant whine. Riyun thought there might be black forms racing along the streets to either side of where the dying skimmer seemed aimed. After blinking, he realized that was spots dancing in his vision.

      The acceleration cleared some of the smoke, which wasn’t a good thing. Now they had a clearer look at the ground rushing toward them.

      Maybe forty feet up, Lonar banged a powerful fist against the console, and the flickering light steadied. A new roar of fans came up from the underside, then the angle of their fall decreased.

      At twenty feet, they leveled off, but their descent continued. Lonar hauled back on the wheel, nostrils flared, muscles bulging his duster sleeves tight.

      Then they hit.

      On impact, the vehicle bounced, skipped forward, then bounced again.

      They plowed forward after that—ten, twenty, thirty feet. The vehicle twisted around, kicking up clumps of asphalt and concrete and filling the air with a deafening shriek of metal and crack of tearing road before ultimately crashing into something sturdy enough to bring them to a complete stop.

      Once the movement stopped, Riyun realized just how much pain he was in. His arms ached like the joints had been overstressed, and his hips were on fire, chaffed raw by the restraining belt. He tested his grip just to be sure he still held Yolla.

      She hissed. “Stop! My ribs!”

      Riyun let out his breath and twisted around, gently sliding their employer to the street below. She staggered backwards, sobbing, her right arm hanging limp. He followed her out, favoring his throbbing foot.

      Slowly, the others piled out, stumbling over the debris and squinting into the thinning smoke. Zabila favoring her right arm as well.

      When Naru came out, she had a dazed look about her. “Whoa.”

      She didn’t resist Riyun when he lifted her, cradling her back and the crook of her legs with his protesting arms. “We’re okay.”

      “Okay.” The hacker shivered.

      He rocked her ever so slightly. “Hirvok?”

      The sniper looked down from the crashed skimmer’s rooftop. “We’ve got a straight run for half a mile, then a jog to the right, a left, then another straight run to the terminal.”

      That didn’t sound so bad. “Any movement?”

      “I said run, didn’t I?”

      Everyone was upright, at least. Against billion-to-one odds, the vehicle hadn’t flipped. Riyun adjusted his grip on Naru, whispered for her to hang on, then took the lead. He gritted his teeth against the agony radiating from his arms and foot with each step. His team didn’t need to be told to move. They understood what would happen if they didn’t.

      By the time they reached the pile of burned-out vehicles that forced them to turn right, Hirvok had moved to the front. Symbra stayed with him, never falling more than a few yards behind.

      Their course took them through low buildings, none more than a hundred feet high. These were simple concrete structures, intended for laborers and those who contributed to society from the fringes. Fire had struck this area, too, smearing most structures with soot. Glass crunched underfoot as the squad made best speed for the terminal gate.

      At some point, Hirvok went to his belly. Riyun nearly stumbled over the sniper, stopping at the last second to look around.

      Then the lieutenant saw what his sniper had spotted: shadows moving in the surrounding alleyways and gutted building fronts.

      Naru made a bewildered sound as Riyun set her down. She blinked as he brought her carbine up and wrapped her hands around the forward and rear grip. When he pointed toward the wave of oncoming reptile-bugs, she made a quiet, frightened sound, then dropped to a knee and sighted on the things.

      The Tromon women didn’t need guidance, settling behind the rough semicircle of mercenaries.

      When the things were thirty feet out, Lonar shouldered his auto-cannon and whistled them in, as if they were pets. “Come and get it, you ugly bugs.”

      Then he squeezed off several short bursts, blasting apart the front ranks with devastating precision. While he reloaded, Riyun opened fire, sending hot lead into the closest packs. The others followed suit. Even Naru shook off her shock, splattering two of the creatures as they lunged for Symbra.

      Someone lobbed a grenade into the back of the pack an instant before Lonar repeated his earlier shredding arc of short bursts.

      The violence seemed to stretch on forever, with each of them reloading and shouting out warnings about ammunition running low. Then they were down to sidearms.

      Now they were backpedaling, searching for a place to make their final stand.

      One of the burned-out building fronts promised fewer and tighter entries, so they raced inside, searching for a promising chokepoint.

      Someone had thought of that before—maybe twenty someones. Their remains were a black carpet of gore.

      But they’d left behind weapons and ammunition.

      Hirvok and Riyun switched over to flamethrowers, while Lonar settled behind a machine gun that must have been hauled out of a museum. Old or not, the thing still worked and had drums of ammunition.

      When the reptile-bugs finally surged down the narrow hall toward the defensive position, they found professional mercenaries waiting for them.

      Fire gushed and swallowed the monsters by the tens, and the machine gun supplemented by the reclaimed assault rifles tore through the center of the pack. It was a deafening cacophony of whooshes and automatic weapons fire.

      Combined, the weapons chewed through the last of the beasts, leaving smoking, shredded corpses piling the hall.

      Riyun switched out a fuel canister, then jogged through the dead to check the street outside. When no more of the things showed themselves, he tossed the flamethrower to the ground and whistled for the others to hurry out.

      At the gate to the terminal, they paused, stunned. Skimmers and ground cars were scattered throughout the huge lot, many destroyed but several clearly untouched. Defensive stations dotted the wide space, all of them empty of anything other than body parts and gear.

      Yolla Tromon stopped beside a severed leg, staring. “They…only need the head and torso…for conversion.”

      Riyun found weapons with compatible ammunition and transferred the cartridges to his Devastator magazine. “We saw Uzir Beraga in one of these egg sacs.”

      “That’s…how they convert. They need a host.”

      “They’re getting to other worlds.”

      “Four, I think.”

      “Are they using the Golgar Portal?”

      “No. No one knows how they’re doing it.”

      “Lohcra.”

      “What?” Yolla looked confused.

      “Long story. It could be why they’re only hitting the Inner Sphere.”

      The elder Tromon woman shrugged. She still seemed dazed. “No one knows why.”

      “Why haven’t mercenaries been sent in? Security forces don’t have the experience for something like this. They lack the equipment and training.”

      “They—” She turned from the leg finally. “The Guild refused to allow any units to go in after the first three to sign on were used exclusively to rescue Silvers…powerful families.”

      Hirvok snorted. “Of course.”

      Even Symbra didn’t protest that. “Shouldn’t we get a shuttle? I don’t want to be here any longer than I have to.”

      Although the question was meant for Riyun, he almost didn’t want to answer it. He slapped a fresh magazine into place. “Naru, is the portal still operational up there?”

      The hacker knuckled tears from her eyes. “I…” She dug her tablet out. “Yeah.”

      “Are there any shuttles in orbit?”

      She swiped and typed. “N-no. But we’ve got our pick down here. There must be twenty on the tarmac. I—” She blinked away a tear. “The rescue operations didn’t have time. I…can’t reach Jiven. I can’t find my family. They’re not on the network, and they’re not listed in either the casualty or rescue lists.”

      Yolla’s dazed face flashed a smile that instantly died. “It was chaos when the attack came. Everything broke down so fast. Jiven’s in the Outer Sphere. I don’t think there were any attacks there.”

      The hacker sniffled and straightened. “Okay.”

      Just as Riyun realized Lonar was nowhere to be seen, an armored skimmer weaved its way through the parking lot. Blocky and black, caked with the creatures’ yellow blood as well as brown spatters of human blood, the thing bristled with weapons and seemed fully functional. It came to a stop, and the big tweak hopped out.

      He patted the hood proudly. “There’s three of these things on the lot. You don’t even have to risk going through the terminal. It’s charged up enough to get you around. Lots of ammo left, too.”

      Riyun hobbled over for a look. At least no one had died inside. “Why are you saying ‘you’?”

      The big tweak winced, then rubbed the back of his neck, the pink of his hands’ healing skin already taking on some color. “I ain’t going with ya, Boss.”

      “Mind if I ask why?”

      “I guess I’m tired of having a price on my head, y’know? Back in the Dread Empire realm, I was just accepted. No one sees me as a pirate or a tweak or…” He shrugged. “I like being wanted.”

      “And Pili?”

      The big tweak blushed. “Aw, yeah, y’know—sure.”

      “You’ll need help getting through that compound. I’ll come along with you.”

      “Nah. You wouldn’t be much good wounded like you are. Me? I’m already over the worst of the crash injuries.” The massive heavy weapons expert held a hand up. “All that skin and muscle Meriscoya burned away? All healed up.”

      It did look good. “You think you can figure out the portal controls on your own?”

      “Me? No way. But Naru? She’ll know.” The big guy reached into the vehicle and waved a tablet. “This works. If she sets me up with the commands, I’ll land on the roof, sweep the bugs off with the weapons on this baby, then take the elevator straight down. I ain’t afraid of no bugs now.”

      “I’m not going to try to convince you to stay.”

      When Riyun offered a hand to shake, the big tweak drew his commander in for a hug. “I’m gonna miss you, Boss. You’re one of a kind.”

      “I’ll miss you, too.”

      Sniffling, Lonar inclined his head toward Hirvok. “Gotta say my goodbyes.”

      “We all do.”

      Riyun let the big man head over to his longtime drinking buddy, then went to the Tromon women. “We’ve got your ride.”

      Zabila had been watching Lonar and Hirvok. Now she studied the lieutenant. “You’re breaking up?”

      Actually hearing it made Riyun suck in a breath. “I’m no good anymore.”

      “You saved our lives.”

      “But things have changed. They’ve changed too much for someone like me to keep up, and they’re going to keep changing. I need to come to terms with who I am, not who I was.”

      The younger Tromon woman hugged her mother. “You’ll have our thanks.”

      “That means a lot.”

      “And…if you’re ever in the forgiving mood…for the lies and…the manipulation…”

      He squeezed her shoulder. “Hanging onto hate only eats at a person. Trust can come with time. It all starts with you, Zabila. You have to forgive yourself before anyone else can.”

      They hugged, then he ambled over to Naru. She stared at Lonar’s retreating back, lips quivering. When she realized Riyun was watching her, she bowed her head. “He’s going to die.”

      “Lonar?” Riyun chuckled. “Not likely.”

      “Those bugs—”

      “—don’t have a chance against him. He’s fully loaded, healed, and he’s going to grab a security skimmer just like this one.” The mercenary commander waved at the dull black armored thing waiting to drop them off at shuttles out on the tarmac. “What we need to do now is get everyone loaded up and—”

      “You’re leaving, too?” The quivering grew worse. “Hollow Hills!”

      “Naru, you need to be focused on reconnecting with your family.”

      “I know.” Her soft voice cracked. “I just thought maybe after, when, y’know, you’re lonely and might want someone to talk to, well…”

      Her bloodshot eyes widened when he bent down to kiss her, and when he pulled away, she seemed on the verge of collapse.

      He caught her, and she let out a weak “oh.”

      Once he had her settled in the skimmer with the Tromons, he went to Hirvok and Symbra. The sniper looked past at the car, smirking. “You got a vehicle full of trouble there.”

      Symbra punched her lover. “Can’t you be decent for even a minute?”

      “Nope.”

      Seeing the two of them so comfortable together put a smile on Riyun’s face. “You’re not flying with us?”

      The couple exchanged a look. Surprisingly, it was Symbra who took the lead. “This thing with the bugs. You know it’s not accidental.”

      “It doesn’t seem like it.” Riyun could see neither of them were open to argument. “You want to hook up with a security force? They’ll be headed for Yurov soon.”

      “The Inner Sphere will fall.” The Onath woman who’d fought so hard to be a mercenary officer bowed her head. “I think Beraga got what he wanted, even if it didn’t happen as he planned.”

      “So…you want to build a mercenary unit?”

      “If I can get my commission, put together my own squad, one day we can rebuild the Onath structure. Maybe we can abandon all the terrible history and just be a part of a unified society.”

      “Would you be open to taking the Hurdist Squad?”

      “You—?”

      “It’d just be the two of you, but it’d be a start. It might not help, but I’ll give a letter of recommendation for your commission application. You get that taken care of, and maybe the squad will be a platoon again before you know it.”

      “I…” She straightened, saluted. “I’d be honored.”

      He shook their hands. “What about a lift to the shuttles? The network’s still up, so we can transfer the funds from Yolla and get you two started putting your team together.”

      “I think I’d like that.” Symbra cocked an eyebrow at Hirvok.

      He shrugged. “You’re the boss.”
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      Hurdist hadn’t changed, yet something was different about it. Riyun disembarked from the shuttle, duffel bag slung over his shoulder, and took a moment to breathe in the dusty, dry air. After a week in an orbital hospital to regrow his toes and repair his ear, the world smelled fresh and alive. Even the tug of real gravity was welcome, working together with the spring heat to dot his skin with beads of perspiration.

      He piled onto a rickety bus with grimy, wrinkled farmers wrapped in smelly homespun frayed at the collar and hems. They were uniformly gray and brown, like the soil, their eyes tired and dull. None would meet his gaze, staring instead into the haze of a dying dust storm.

      Settled against the stiff and soiled seat back, he let the accumulated years of labor and grime soak through, picking up the body odor and aches of a laborer through osmosis. Furtive stares and narrowed eyes left him feeling like the outsider he was, dressed in new jeans and sturdy flannel shirt. Even the simple, practical clothing marked him as other.

      The bus rattled and bumped, finding every possible rut and pit in the pathetic road leading out to his home. They stopped three times, with battered, defeated people slouching from the dust-brown bus to their austere wooden houses.

      Only after reaching the town center did Riyun put together what was different. He saw it in the occasional burned-out husk of a house or a barn, with the churned-up fields that showed no sprouts or even cultivated rows. The giveaway was the occasional whiff of fire and putrescent rot.

      Now the resentful stares and cold shoulders made more sense.

      At the general store, he bought a cold drink and hot sandwich, sausage sizzling between fresh-baked bread slices. Strands of salty cheese oozed onto his fingers when he bit down into the seasoned meat. Sweet tomato mixed with crunchy lettuce leaves for a glorious explosion in his mouth.

      This was farm living: everything fresh and authentic. No protein bars or processed meats stored in cans for months, even years. This wasn’t a corporation rolling out product.

      He sipped his drink and licked the grease from his fingers, remembering a time when hearty stews and spicy soups were the norm. That had been a time for backbreaking labor that left him too tired and sore to worry about anything but falling asleep early enough to be ready to repeat the brutal schedule the next day.

      It had been a time where the love of his life had promised to be with him forever and ever.

      Farmers toiled in the field as he walked the miles to his old house. None challenged him, but there were plenty of glares.

      Ripples.

      Maybe this had been inevitable. The corporations had always planned to expand again, even to a destitute world like Hurdist. Regardless, it still seemed a change that had come too soon.

      The old homestead sported new work for the first time in memory. A section of the western wall had been replaced, as had the roof. Minor discolorations showed where bullet holes had been plugged.

      He rapped on the front door, rubbing dust-colored sweat from his forehead. Sand had already settled into his hair, scraping his scalp.

      You can take the boy off the farm, but nothing ever fully washes away the grime.

      His father stood in the doorway, eyes narrowed, rifle in hand. Riyun couldn’t recall seeing the door open, but there was the old man, mouth agape. “That you, boy?”

      “It’s me. Mind if I come in?”

      Fragile. That was the best way to describe the bent farmer. He rested the firearm against the wall and shuffled to the kitchen, hunched and groaning. “Come back, did you?”

      “Where’d you get that rifle?”

      “You know. They killed your uncle, the bastards.”

      Riyun wasn’t even shocked. “From the look of it, he wasn’t alone.”

      The old man’s bushy eyebrows rose, then fell. He settled into a chair and rested a scrawny arm on the tabletop. “There’s beer in the icebox.”

      It took Riyun a moment to remember how to open the device up, the bottom half being buried except for the back panel. You could reach that panel through the root cellar and shove a block of ice in. In the summer, a big block lasted a few days; in the winter, it was a few weeks. The top half held the temperature well enough.

      He took out two bottles of the amber fluid and set one down on the table for his father. The drink was strong but bracing. As Riyun drank, he looked the old place over. It had stood up to uncountable storms, but now there were clear signs of battle damage: scorched wood from a fire; shrapnel tears in the simple, comfortable furniture; a hole through the small entertainment center used to keep up with farm and weather reports from across the globe.

      Halfway through the drink, he dropped into one of the damaged chairs, hands shaking. “When did they come?”

      “The mercenaries? I reckon six months ago. It was just a scout unit at first. Thought they could move around without us spotting them. We knew. Your uncle, he started stirring up trouble right away. First down Arabat way, then closer, out to Kesseren. Got into a gunfight with the first squads to set foot at the starport field.”

      “How many did he have with him?”

      “Twenty, twenty-three. Rambunctious boys and some of the troublemakers.”

      “Raiders?”

      “They got nothing if the corporations set up shop here. Robotic farm equipment, automated operations. No one to steal from.”

      Or rape. Riyun realized he was grinding his teeth and took another drink. “What happened?”

      “You mean when did they get him?”

      Riyun nodded.

      “They put a bounty on his head, him and the other boys. Two was killed in that ambush, but another survived. They tortured him, got the names out of him. Then came the bounty. Got six more in the first week. Hung three. The rest disappeared. People heard ’em screaming, though. Tortured in old Eravi’s meat cellar. Reckon they wanted them to be heard.”

      Resistance never worked. Riyun’s experience was largely with putting down rebellions and resistance movements. “There were torn-up farmlands all the way back to the starport. It looks like more than a couple dozen people put up a fight.”

      “The torture and hanging did it. People snapped. They heard the terms from the corporate offer and said, ‘No thank you.’”

      “How many fought?”

      “Couple hundred of us.”

      “You fought?” The old man had always seemed more practical.

      “Without the farm, what am I?” That scowl, the heat—there was no room for discussions about practicality and impossibilities. His father had been pushed into a corner, same as everyone else. “We bloodied their noses, blew up a couple shuttles when they landed. They…”

      Emotion squeezed the frail, old man’s throat. He locked eyes on the bottle, wiry fingers rubbing away the condensation.

      Without looking up, he let out a grunt. “They landed armored vehicles.”

      That was the impossibility Riyun had meant, the sort of thing a pragmatic man like his father should’ve seen as inevitable. It was too late to bring up now.

      Nodding to himself, the old man went on. “It was a running battle, then. Two days and three nights, drawing the bastards into ambushes, throwing firebombs at the vehicles, raiding rear positions to capture intelligence and kill support staff. Not a damned thing mattered.”

      Guilt stabbed at Riyun. If he’d shared his own experiences, maybe this could’ve been avoided. “Why’d they leave?”

      “Got a better look at the place, I reckon. Do the math, boy. There’s not enough here even for a robot operation to run. You’d spend more on maintenance than you’d ever make back. They executed the fellas they captured, then they left. Your uncle was one of the last to hang.”

      “How many of the homesteads aren’t occupied anymore?”

      “Too many. I been working sunup to sundown, tilling other fields. Your woman, her place is completely empty now. You could claim that, if you want. We’ll rebuild. You’ll see.”

      There it was, the answer Riyun had been waiting to hear. Monisa was still gone. Ripples or not, this was still his Hurdist.

      He hated it and it hated him back.

      What were the odds he could do what Lonar had done and use the Total Rewrite portal to search for happiness?

      No. If the corporations attacked here, they would attack Hurdist in every parallel dimension. It was inevitable.

      He tossed back the last of the beer, stood. “I’m no good rebuilding.”

      “Sure you are.”

      “I’m a destroyer. All the fighting—it took the good out of me.”

      The old man sank in a bit. “You came to say goodbye?”

      “I did.”

      They shook, then Riyun found his way out to the cemetery and searched for the tombstone he’d purchased with his first paycheck. He’d killed people to mark the passing of the woman he’d loved. The blood in the stone almost glowed in his eyes.

      Weeds cluttered the arid ground around the plot. He tugged the prickly, stubborn vegetation out by the roots and brushed dust from the laser-etched letters: Monisa Molliro.

      The engraved message hadn’t changed, although he wasn’t sure he’d be able to tell if it had. If time shifted, it seemed likely memories would do the same.

      Except he remembered Total Rewrite and Beraga’s plans. Was that an alternate dimension, though?

      Seeing the tombstone gave Riyun the finality he’d sought and crushed the hope he’d hung onto.

      Ripples. They couldn’t change everything.

      “Goodbye, Monisa. We weren’t meant to be.”

      He walked the entire way back to the starport and waited in the tiny, rundown little terminal for the next shuttle out.
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      Riyun woke to the sound of gulls cawing angrily and sunlight streaming through the bamboo shades. He rolled out of the bunk with a groan and stretched, arching his back until every joint had popped. In the bungalow’s modest bathroom, he washed his face and brushed his teeth. Gray mixed in with the black stubble on his cheeks.

      It was a good look, something that said he was seasoned but not broken.

      Breath fresh and minty, he rubbed rich, oily sunscreen over his chest and arms, then returned to the single room that had been his home for the last week and plucked a shirt from the dresser. Today’s shirt was a blue so deep it was almost black. Dark-skinned women in skimpy skirts and seashell tops danced on white sand.

      They looked better on the shirt than the local women.

      He pulled on loose shorts, wiggled his toes to be sure they were still functional, then stepped into thick-soled sandals woven by some of the same local women who didn’t live up to the shirt advertisement.

      White sand swallowed the sandals, the grains hot against his flesh. Not far away, aqua waves splashed against the shore—a calming sound that had none of the horror of artillery rounds or automatic gunfire. The salty air was pure and relaxing, already heating up beneath the white sun climbing high overhead.

      His stride was slow, casual. There was no rush here. He’d come to this place with enough money to retire, and he just might.

      This required patience and faith, things he was still developing.

      Once on the beach, he studied the offerings: three shaded areas, covered by softly swaying luani trees. The wide fronds were a music of their own, rattling and scratching in a rhythm that drained away the worst memories. One of the shaded areas was a single chair, stretched out to its fullest and thickly padded. A stump rose from the sand, presenting a table for the comfortable chair. Legend said this was an area for the man who would seek ease in life. The second shaded spot was empty, ideal for a towel and, again according to legend, someone meant for a nomadic life.

      He scratched his belly and ambled over to the third spot, which the locals told him was meant for the loyal and patient man.

      Tradition had never meant much to Riyun. Legends meant even less.

      Still, he settled on one of the seats and leaned back, not even noticing that the chair was smaller and lacked padding like the lone chair had.

      Before long, he’d fallen back to sleep, lulled by the waves and the fresh air.

      He woke to find a white dog sitting on the sand beside him, mouth hanging open, tongue lolling out. Tan and black spots spread across its face and ribs, and it fixed big, black eyes on him. Muscles no longer filled out its flesh, which hung loosely in spots. There was a wisdom in the little thing’s eyes, though, something made more obvious when it reached down to the sand and lifted something: a fuzzy ball with teeth marks and too many stains to be sanitary.

      The dog edged closer and dropped the ball.

      When Riyun leaned back and closed his eyes again, he felt something wet and fuzzy plop onto his belly. The dog was on its hindquarters now, staring up at him.

      He grabbed the ball and threw a sour look at the mutt. “I don’t think I asked for this.”

      That gained him a curious head tilt and what looked like a smile.

      Riyun heaved the ball out into the waves, hoping the mutt would get the message. Instead, it bounded out toward the water, yipping joyfully and splashing into the surf. The waves lifted the little thing, which paddled and paddled, barking excitedly.

      Then it turned around and headed back to shore, fuzzy ball in its mouth. Once on the sand, it shook off the water and hurried back to the chair, where it sat and dropped the fuzzy toy on the ground.

      Laughing, Riyun snagged the ball and held it up. “That water’s full of nasty fish, buddy. You should’ve left the ball alone.”

      He hurled it again, this time sending it bouncing along the sand.

      Once more, the mutt sprinted after the ball, kicking up sand and yipping. For some reason, it didn’t pick the ball up. Instead, it barked at the toy and ran in small circles around it.

      Curious.

      Riyun considered going back to sleep, but the dog wasn’t about to shut up. He set his feet on the sand, adjusted his sandals, and strolled over to where the little mutt was putting on its show. It seemed almost to be dancing.

      Partway to the mutt, a sound other than the barking reached his ears. It took a second, but he recognized it was someone committing atrocities with a binjir. Each pluck of the strings sounded like a torture session. Either the instrument was out of tune or broken, or the player was sadistic.

      He squatted beside the ball and pointed to it, locking eyes with the mutt. “You stay here, you hear me?”

      The dog barked, its little snout raised to the bright blue sky overhead, a promise to do exactly as told.

      Sure. Believing that promise made all the sense in the world.

      Bungalows lined the beach here, one every couple hundred feet. The tortured stylings of the player had to come from one of the three closest to where Riyun stood at that point. He chose the middle.

      As he neared, his confidence grew. The louvered windows were open, the curtains lazily flapping.

      Just as he reached the front door to knock, the music stopped. He studied the sea-bleached clapboard and the pastel blue door, trying to see through them, to imagine who could do such a terrible thing to such a treasured instrument. Ghosts whispered to him then, drifting through his memories.

      He stood before one of the mirrors in the Archons’ underground room, with no sign of the Zabila hologram or Reger. Beyond, there could be a thousand worlds, a billion possible alternate dimensions where a single decision changed everything. Infinite possibilities…unknown potential…

      Certain misery.

      His heart raced as the blue pastel of the door became solid again. “Hello?” His knuckles banged softly against the faded paint.

      No one answered.

      In the distance, the mutt yapped, but it still sat where it had promised to stay.

      He pressed an ear against the door and knocked again. “Hello?”

      When no one answered, he tested the knob, wondering what was happening to his mind. He’d been fine after coming through the portal into Total Rewrite. The ghosts, the headaches and weakness—gone. His dreams had fallen back to visitations during deep sleep, just like a normal person.

      Now…?

      The knob twisted, and he pushed the door in, wincing at the creak of the hinges. “Hello?”

      It was dark inside, the air salty and warm. The bed was made, the dresser closed. Nothing hung in the open closet; no pots rested on the small stove. A quick look into the bathroom found a clean sink and a dry tub.

      No one lived in this bungalow.

      He stepped back out of the bathroom, then froze.

      Somehow, he’d missed the binjir sitting on top of the dresser. Instead of a battered and warped instrument, this one had the fine polish of a well-kept instrument. The metal reflected what light leaked through the bamboo shades and billowing curtains.

      Riyun plucked the strings, grimaced. He’d had only enough training to tune the instrument and that barely. Then again, if no one was around, he could test it. He strummed a chord, then another, humming a song he’d learned from his uncle. It was a simple but sad melody, the heart of Ruodir music.

      “You have not taught yourself this music.”

      He spun at the words, heart skipping a beat. She stood against the door, arms crossed behind her back, black frizzy hair hanging to her shoulders. A bright yellow bathing suit popped against the deep gold of her skin. She’d lost some of her muscle tone, a more feminine look that started his heart racing again.

      “Javika.”

      “Someone else would bring you this ugly instrument?”

      This couldn’t be a dream. He’d shown patience and faith. “I…planned to start training. One day.”

      “You must learn it now.”

      No surprise, he reminded himself. He’d believed. He’d trusted. “What took you so long to get here?”

      “You knew I lived?”

      “It had to be you. All the changes you caused—the ripples. There were times, like when your fighter blew up…I saw flashes of blue light. Someone or something moved me out of the way from certain death.”

      “You are clumsy and slow.”

      “You?”

      The Biwali warrior stared at him as if he were stupid. “You could not save yourself.”

      “But you didn’t do everything on your own.”

      “No.”

      “What you did—you and others?”

      She crossed to the bed and sat down. “When Kozmut showed me, when the door was opened, I would not let it close. I reached out to others in my past. I left guidance, messages. It was an avalanche.”

      “The changes they made, they were felt here. The reptile-bugs, the Migra Rutai, the collapse of the Onath—that was all your doing.”

      “Me. Others like me. Other realities of me. There is convergence.”

      “Why? I thought you never wanted to get involved in politics?”

      “Kozmut wished for me to assassinate Beraga. Instead, I undid what I had done as a stupid youth.”

      “On Dynyro? That big explosion?”

      She nodded. “I accepted a job. I was to kill a troublemaker of a mercenary. It was a young man senior Guild officers said would cause problems. He gained the loyalty of people too easily. He grasped tactics and strategy too quickly. His leadership overcame odds that should have been insurmountable.”

      “You were sent to kill…me?”

      “You. You were a threat to the Silvers and to resentful old generals. And when I met you, I fell in love.”

      “You should’ve told—”

      “Once a contract has been accepted, it cannot be broken. The only way to survive it was to die. To die and to kill the woman who had assigned the contract in the first place.”

      “I see. How many versions of you…died?”

      “It is less death and more the appearance of it. Appearance is all that matters.”

      The appearance… “You watched me?”

      “Through the mirrors.”

      Of course she would. “You know about Zabila and me?”

      Javika looked away, jaw muscles working. “I was dead.”

      “She influenced me. I didn’t realize it until after, but she’d been using her magic.”

      “All women have magic, and you were a willing subject.”

      There was no bite to her words, and the anger had gone from her eyes when she looked back.

      He set the instrument down and settled on the bed beside her, breathing her in, tracing fingers over the small scars and fine hairs on her back. “Is it safe for you now? To be alive, to come to me?”

      “Safe enough. I must be willing to risk this.” She took his hand and kissed the fingers. Her eyes narrowed. “Your toes—what is wrong?”

      “It’s a long story. They’re still growing back.”

      “Sloppy.”

      “You saved my life.” How many times had she done it? The blue light…

      He couldn’t resist it any longer, so he cupped the back of her head with his hand and drew her in for a kiss, tasting something citrusy and sweet on her tongue.

      The Biwali warrior pushed away, gasping. “Not now.”

      “But I—”

      “There is an island out on this inland sea you look out upon. Did you know this?”

      “I read about it.”

      “It has ruins on it, and no one goes there. They fear that it is an entry into the Hollow Hills.”

      Riyun smirked. “Is it?”

      “I would see for myself. Would you?”

      “I’ve got nothing else to do for the rest of my life.”

      She squeezed his hand and kissed him back, this time longer. “Grab your horrible instrument, then. A boat waits on the dock.”

      With the binjir in hand, he met her at the door. The little mutt waited there, dropping the ball and wagging its tail hopefully. Without a word, Javika picked up the ball and skipped out onto the sand, laughing and sashaying with extravagant grace, dog yipping at her side.

      The boat was long and had a shallow draft. If there had been any doubt the mutt belonged to the Biwali warrior, its ease getting aboard and running to the prow to settle on a blue, sparkly blanket pushed that uncertainty aside. Javika guided him on, took in the mooring lines, then pushed off and hopped aboard. She unfurled the sail and moved to the rudder, patting the bench beside her as she pointed the boat out to sea. Ahead, the sun turned the water into rippling, shining diamonds.

      It was a good place to disappear into, a good place to call home.
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