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Chapter One




Wen lay against the dirt, cool wind blowing around her as she looked through her rifle's scope on the valley below. Her target stood at the center of a group of men at the encampment. One of his hands held a dagger, and the other held a child kidnapped from the local village. Their ship was moored in the lake nearby, about the size of a barque. His crew was about twenty men, according to his bounty. 

He was Sam 'Big Mouth' Bass, and he was wanted for murder, assaulting Military Police ships, and mostly a lot of robbery. During his last job, in the nearby town, he had taken a hostage because his robbery had gone wrong.

Wen took in a deep breath as she lined up her shot.

Sniping was difficult, even for the most skilled people back on Earth. She had spent most of her life studying languages at Oxford, so it was something she had to pick up when she came to her new world. The name sounded the same, but the world was entirely different. Erth was a world of islands that glowed brightly in the space called the nightsea. Each island was like a world on its own and mostly independent, with the exception of the areas under the rule of the Empyrean. She didn't know why it was called the Empyrean, but the word wasn't lost on her, given all the time she had spent studying English as an undergrad. If she had more access or time, she would have spent years learning all she could about Erth.

Bass brought his dagger close to the child as he yelled something at his men that Wen couldn't hear. She exhaled slowly as she finished lining up her shot, finishing pulling the trigger once all the air had left her lungs. She may have been a linguist, but a gun didn't care what you knew.

Hiss-bang. Thwoop.

Super-compressed cold air shot out of the side of her gun, converting to steam as it hit the hotter air around it. It would be a disservice to call what she shot out from her rifle a simple bullet, but the object shot through the air just like one, right toward Bass's heart.

She couldn't hear the sound from the hit, but she didn't need to. Through her scope, the projectile shattered across him, and her 'bullet' took effect. Instantly, ice began to spread across his body, cracking out from his chest and over his clothes like a growing blue fungus. Bass's eyes widened as he tried to move, but it was already too late.

Wen stood up, slinging her rifle over her arm as she began to walk down the hill toward the valley below. Bass's men were already scattering as ice covered the man's body, turning him a bright white and holding him perfectly in place. They had no idea what was happening, and she was ready to monopolize that ignorance. She drew her revolvers from her waist, cocking the first shots.

"Time to get to work," she said.

She didn't have to shoot many of them, and the few she did were changed into the same ice statues. While alone, none of the men were as dangerous as they had been together under Bass. None of his crews had bounties by themselves, but Bass was worth a pretty doler. By the time she reached where Bass stood frozen, the ice was also beginning to grow over the child. Wen holstered her guns as she approached and pulled the child away before she could be taken over by the ice. A few of Bass's fingers cracked as he struggled against the ice. He was alive, though Wen was only sure that was possible on Erth.

"Are you alright?" Wen asked as she brushed the ice off of the child.

"Yes," she said, rubbing her eyes and face.

"Can you find your way back to town?" Wen asked, nodding toward the entrance to the valley.

"I can, ma'am." She nodded.

"Then go and make sure you don't get caught again," Wen said, giving the girl a slight shove to put her on her way.

"That was nice," a man said as the girl ran off.

Wen turned to face him. A man stood near one of the tents with a gun in hand and pointed at Wen. Wen raised an eyebrow at him but didn't move. He had her in his sights, and there wasn't a lot she could do if he decided to shoot the gun.

However, he hadn't shot yet.

"You worked for Bass?" Wen asked.

"I did," he said, looking at the ice statue. "I was his second in command."

"I don't have a bounty for your head," Wen said, locking eyes with him.

The man wavered between her and Bass, a frown crossing his face as he did the mental math. Wen patiently waited for him to get the picture. She didn't have any interest in dying today. She just needed the money from Bass's bounty.

"So, you're not interested in me," he said, a grin crossing his face. "You'll let me go?"

"I will," Wen said.

"I've always wanted to be the boss." The man smiled, lowering his gun as he examined the ice statue. "Bass was an idiot. He never knew what we had going."

"And what do you plan to do?" Wen let her hands rest next to her sides as she watched the man's eyes.

"Go after something bigger," the man said. "When I'm done, they'll have to give me a bounty name, too."

"And what name do you think you'll deserve?"

"That's a hard one. Maybe 'Tall Order' James."

Wen didn't comment on how short he was. Instead, her hand grabbed her revolver, and she brought it up before he could even react. She took the shot without a moment's hesitation, and James couldn't react fast enough to do anything in response as the ice cracked across his own body.

Hiss. Bang. Crack.

"You should have shot first," 'Cold Shot' Wen said, shaking her head as she looked around her one last time. "What kind of bounty hunter would I be if I let someone like you go?"

"Da—" Before he could even finish the sentence, the ice had wrapped around his face and covered his entire body with a white sheen.

Wen looked over the two outlaws and shook her head. She had to shoot seven shots in total for the entire fight, and that would take her about an hour to recharge. She took out her tools and sat on one of the camp chairs. She had a while to wait before the two men melted and she could actually arrest them.

She pulled out a metal cylinder from her bag and held it in her hand as she opened her gate. An icy chill ran down her arms from her heart as she held both hands to it. White fog flitted out from her mouth as she exhaled and focused her will on the cylinder.

"Ice Touch."


      ***Alex ducked through an alley as he slipped through the crowds to his destination. His brown leather duster, renewed from his most recent trip to a tailor, flapped around him in the heavy wind as he looked for his friends. A storm was coming for Grey Lagoon, and he wanted to be off it before the coming rain shut down the entire island.

Plip. Plip.

Drops of water hit the ground around him, and the dirt around the many wooden buildings was quickly turning to mud. Alex quickened his pace as he pulled his duster tight around him. It didn't take him long to find his friends waiting for him beneath the patio of one of the nearby businesses.

Erin wore her typical green cloak over her black clothes, not quite standing out, but definitely not someone who lived in Grey Lagoon. Her hood was up, so only her pale face was visible, and he could just make out her messy black hair inside of it.

Beside her, Mari held her hand. From what Alex could see, they had succeeded in getting real clothes for the android, so her doll-like features were now hidden except for her eyes. Underneath a simple red hood for her cloak, he could still see the glow of Mari's blue electric eyes. Without the articulated joints and black lines down Mari's body, she could almost be a small girl. All of that was hidden now, thanks to the simple shirt and pants Erin had gotten for her. It was leagues better than the hospital gown they had found her in on Nowhere.

Sayed was the last member of their party who had left the ship. The large, bearded, brown-skinned man stood in his normal leather chestpiece with his loose-fitting shirt beneath it. Two swords rested sheathed on his back, and he was examining a broken gauntlet in his hand. It looked like he hadn't found a smith that could work with it.

Jean was the last one in their group, and he had politely remained behind to make sure that no one stole the ship while they were gone. It was a good thing because, below his head, Jean was just a skeleton beneath his blue robes.

Thap. Thap. Thap.

Alex stepped up onto the wooden patio and out of the rain right as it began to pour. They hadn't beaten the rain, but that wasn't the end of the world. It just meant they would have to be much more careful and hurry up before the storm hit in full force

"Alex!" Mari ran over, letting go of Erin's hand and grabbing onto his.

"Hey, kid." Alex smiled down at her, looking between the other two. "How'd it go?"

"I'm not a child." Mari glared up at him with glowing blue eyes as Sayed and Erin shared a glance.

"I was able to load the ship with food and water." Sayed frowned, still holding his broken gauntlet in his hand. "But I could not find a single smith who could fix my gauntlet in our limited time. I do not think we will ever have enough time if we continue at our current pace."

"Sorry." Alex grimaced as Mari began to climb up to sit on his shoulders.

He had to stand still, or she would fall off. While she always insisted she wasn't a child but a Magical Artificial Recombinant Intelligence, to him, she wasn't any different from his siblings back home on Earth. She wrapped her arms around his head as she sat on his shoulders, her legs dangling to the side as she rested her chin on his forehead.

"It is fine, brother." Sayed smiled. "I will find a way to make do with what I have. God will see me through."

"I got into contact with my people," Erin said, shaking her head as she looked up at Mari. "They'll go pick up my ship for me. We'll have it available if we ever need it."

"But it won't get here anytime soon," Alex guessed.

"No. Zanghai is just too far away. We'd be better off getting the Robin out of here as quickly as possible. The fewer eyes that see it, the better."

The Robin was a Military Police ship they had stolen so that they could get access to Death's Yard. Erin's ship didn't have the shielding that a Military Police ship had to be able to deal with debris fields. However, running around in a stolen ship would raise red flags at some point that would point people directly at them.

"We'll figure something out," Alex said as he felt Mari lean harder against him. "Hey, kid, no falling asleep up there."

"Not a child," Mari whispered drowsily, obviously falling asleep.

"So we've got supplies, and we've put your people in the loop. Anything else we need before we get out of here?"

"A destination would be nice." Erin frowned. "Mari wasn't able to give us coordinates or anything. All she could do was vaguely feel where the ship we're looking for was."

"I think I have an idea for that," Alex said. "As I was waiting for my duster to get fixed, I started thinking about how we might be able to figure out where it was."

"And what is that?" Erin crossed her arms.

"Triangulation." Alex motioned to them both. "Here, spread out."

He got Erin situated at one point, Sayed at another, and himself at a third. Between them, they made a triangle. Even if Mari resting on his head made the entire thing look ridiculous, he would make his point. Thankfully, the fact that he wasn't tall made it easier for him to move beneath the patio. He would have dragged Mari's head across the roof if he had been as tall as Sayed.

"So, Mari is like a compass. She feels when she's getting closer to the ship," Alex said, pointing up to the sleeping android wrapped around his head. "What we need to do is take measurements of how strong the feeling is from separate locations, three at a time. That'll tell us what direction it is strongest in. Once we do it a few times, we can draw lines out on a chart and see what direction that's pointing in. Then we'll narrow down the islands the ship could be on."

Erin raised her eyebrow, and Sayed looked completely lost. Alex sighed, wishing he had a compass and a map to demonstrate how it could work. It wasn't perfect and would take some time, but it was better than just going with a slightly stronger feeling.

"Say we do three measurements where we're at." Alex started pointing between the three of them. "Sayed is a hot measurement. I'm a cold measurement, and Erin is a warm measurement. We draw a line that goes between you and Sayed, but closer to Sayed and away from me. Then, we go across the street again and do a second measurement, drawing the same line. Eventually, all the lines will point more in the direction of one island than another."

"It'll narrow it down," Erin said, tapping her chin and looking at the ground. "It might work."

"I do not understand, but it sounds very exciting for me to be the hot one." Sayed smiled, placing his gauntlet into his belt. "If you say this will work, brother, I will believe in you."

"It might work." Alex shrugged. "We can figure it out as we go, and if it doesn't work, we'll try something else. Failing doesn't mean that we have to give up, right?"

"As long as we don't die, sure." Erin let out a small laugh, looking out into the rain. "We'll need to run to the ship. Otherwise, we'll be stuck here until the storms are over."

"A race is what I think you said." Sayed started running off into the rain, droplets hissing off his skin as he activated his curse to keep himself dry. "The last one on the ship is on cleaning duty!"

"Hah." Alex smiled, pulling Mari off his head and catching her legs with his arms so that she rested against his back.

He couldn't keep up if he left her up there, and she might fall off. He started to run but noticed Erin was already rushing off ahead of him. She also had a good head start, holding her cloak tight to her body.

"That's not fair." Alex jumped out into the rain. "Step."

He drew in a breath of aether before disappearing from sight with Mari. It was like he had instantly slammed his feet into the ground a thousand times. He reappeared beside Erin, sprinting past her as his boots splashed water and mud around him.

"Sayed's fast," Erin gasped as she ran beside him.

"And he started before everyone else." Alex ran past her, his legs pumping hard through the mud.

Part of him wanted to play fairly despite using a technique to speed himself for the short distance he had. However, he was already running at a disadvantage with an extra person, and Sayed had already used his own curse.

Alex opened his gate.

Like an electric pulse around him, his senses came alive, and he was aware of all the metal in his vicinity. He kept his power locked to only the first grade of his curse, and electricity flowed out from his heart and into his limbs with the steady hum of an electric motor. He intentionally made sure he didn't focus his senses on Mari. While he was curious about the internal workings of an android, he still wasn't sure how he should approach that.

As a kid, he binged on science fiction novels and movies, so the question of what an android was occupied his mind from the moment they met. It took him far too long to do anything but call Mari 'it,' only settling on 'she' after asking a few pointed questions.

If androids were people, then it made sense to treat them like people. If they were machines, it made sense to treat them like machines. He didn't have access to Mari's thoughts, so he could only do his best. However, he erred on the side of thinking of Mari as a person. She acted like a kid, and that was enough.

He shifted Mari in his arms, holding out his hand and pulling against the swords on Sayed's back. Sayed continued to run against his pull, his legs still trudging against the mud, but Alex's magnetism was stronger than ever.

"Got you." Alex smiled as he continued to run past Sayed, leaving him behind and releasing his magnetic hold.

Splat.

He spun his head back and saw Sayed kneeling on the ground, forcing himself up through the mud and shaking a little off his gloves. His grin was still plastered on his face, and the mud was quickly drying and cracking off his skin as he stood and continued running again.

"Bean Vault!"

A long green stalk appeared in Erin's hands behind Sayed, and she tipped it into the ground as she reached him. The green stalk grew and grew as she vaulted with it into the air and over not only Sayed but also Alex. In seconds, she was past Alex and running through the muddy ground around a corner.

Alex shook his head as he ran after her. In part of his mind, he thought such a display was an unnecessary drawing of attention to them. However, in reality, he knew the biggest problem they had right now was the ship and not themselves. Sure, they had bounties on their heads, but that wasn't the end of the world on the nightsea. He was more worried about keeping the ship hidden.

Besides, a race was fun, and Sayed was going to lose. He ran through the streets and towards the docks, climbing one of the massive wooden towers built for slipships to dock in the air above the normal water docks. It didn't take long to get to the ship.

The Robin was a long metal ship—a cruiser, as the Military Police called it. It had a forward cabin and a long deck behind it, with two bays for loading cargo that could be opened from below. Two small sets of light sails rested on the rear of the ship, gathering the necessary power to drive the ship forward.

Erin made it first, just a little ahead of Alex, and it was mostly because Alex let her win. Alex had the time to take Mari past where Jean sat in the cabin and below the deck, resting her in one of the many hammocks in the cargo bay below. She had managed to stay asleep despite the run.

Sayed was the last of the three to get to the ship, covered in constantly drying mud as he climbed the steps up the docks and to their gangplank. Erin and Alex shared a look from the cabin as he came inside, not needing to dry off from the rain, thanks to the heat coming from his body.

"Looks like you have cleaning duty." Erin shook her head as he ducked inside.

"He already had cleaning duty." Jean chuckled from his seat by the ship's wheel across the room from them, holding a newspaper marked with 'World Daily Press' on it in his bony fingers.

"A venture with nothing to lose and everything to gain." Sayed shook his head, still grinning despite his heavy breathing. "A great story if I had won."

"I take it by your presence; we're ready to be underway?" Jean asked, standing up from his seat and walking over to the wheel, his long blue robes flowing with him.

"Yeah," Alex said, nodding out to the rain. "Let's get out of here before it gets worse."

Crack. Boom.

As Alex said, a line of lightning cracked across the sky, and white light flashed across the windows as the engine started humming to life. Four lodestones on the sides of the long metal ship hummed to life as it lifted up and away from Grey Lagoon. In moments, they were in the air and above the storm, sailing toward the horizon.








  
  
Chapter Two




Wen stood in the bounty office as the clerk processed her payment. A fan above her ticked every few moments as it cycled air through the dimly lit room. Dark curtains kept all but a few glimmers of light from getting in, and the clerk had a single desk lamp to light his space behind the counter. 

"Just a moment." The man pushed his glasses back up the bridge of his nose as he repeated what he had said an hour ago.

That was typical for regional governments not directly affiliated with the Military Police. Fringe worlds would pay out on Military Police bounties, but they had to be reimbursed through a long chain of bureaucracy. Even in a new world, bureaucracies moved at a snail's pace.

Her two captures were long thawed and shivering behind bars, suffering from severe bouts of frostbite. They would be lucky if they didn't lose any fingers or toes, but to Wen, they were lucky even to be alive. People on Erth were hardier than people from her world. From her readings, they had aether to thank for that.

Beep. Beep.

Wen pushed aside her jacket and pulled out the small device that beeped from her belt, holding up one finger to the clerk at the bounty office as she pressed down on it. It clicked with a satisfying sound, and static hissed across it.

"I have a client who is looking for you," the voice hissed with static.

"What price?" Wen asked.

"Five hundred thousand in advance, another five hundred thousand on completion."

Wen let out a low whistle. That was good money. Bass would only net her thirty-thousand in total, and that would be enough to get a few repairs done on her small ship and buy a week's worth of supplies. One million would let her take a long vacation.

"What's the job?"

"The client is keeping that a secret." The voice giggled. "But I'll tell you a piece of strange news. The client is on the same island as you."

"That's odd," Wen said, looking toward the door.

"I bet they've been tracking you, so it would be better for you to meet them face-to-face either way. The best way to deal with snoopy people is to be direct."

"Alright," Wen said. "Where do they want to meet?"

"The Roaming Pony." Static crackled across the box again. "Looks like I'm losing you. I hope you-"

The voice cut off, and Wen returned the box to her jacket pocket. The box was an experimental thing that not a lot of people had access to. She had gotten two from a bounty and left one of them with her friend at the bounty hunter guild headquarters on April. Jia used it to tell Wen who was looking to hire her while she was out on a job.

However, it was odd for a client to come out and find her. Normally, she hunted down bounties based on what she found. Wanting to hire her and finding her were two different things that meant she needed to be careful. She knew she should go and see the client, but she also knew she shouldn't go in without a plan.

"Ahem." The clerk coughed to get Wen's attention. "I have your paperwork ready, ma'am. I just need your signature in a few places, and we will release the money to you as a check."

Wen sighed as she walked over, her boots clicking against the wooden floor as she peered down at the paper. Several 'x' marks covered the paper, and it didn't look like it stopped on the first page. She picked up a pen and prepared herself for the punishment, which was paperwork.

After an hour, she was done and leaving with a check in her aching hand. She would need to stop by a bank to cash it, but that could wait for later. Instead, she made her way through the town toward the docks. Like many islands in the nightsea, Tua Springs focused most of its resources on the shores of their island, with the largest towns being ports.

The Roaming Pony had a single sign outside its door near the boardwalk, marked with a shabbily drawn symbol to mark it as something different from the rest of the taverns and inns on the street. Wen stood with her hand on the door as she looked at the awning covering the patio. It was early in the day, so she should be able to avoid crowds, but she still didn't like that the client knew she was coming.

"You won't get anywhere by just standing here," she whispered as she opened the door and walked inside.

She entered a dining room lit by several open windows along the front of the building. A man stood in front of a bar, cleaning the bartop with a dirty rag as he leaned over the side. The entire place was empty, with the exception of one table.

"I bought this place out for today, so I expect good service for my coin!" A man in golden armor sat at the booth's center, three other men sitting around him as he leaned back against his seat.

He was blonde and looked young, but only his trimmed mustache made him look any older than a fresh man into adulthood. A white cross marked the shoulders on his armor, but Wen didn't recognize those symbols.

To his right, a man in a dark coat and a wide-brimmed back hat sat, a curved sword resting in his arms as he bent his head forward. She couldn't see anything beneath the shadows of his hat, but she knew him, if by reputation alone. Matthew 'Witchfinder General' Hopkins, an expert in finding people with curses and exterminating them, moved his legs into a more comfortable position as he settled into his seat.

To the young man's left was a man she didn't know. He wore a white chef's uniform and looked at the sparse food set out on the table with disgust. His hair was pulled back into a tail behind his head, and his eyes were a cold blue. He carried no weapons and appeared to be a cook of some kind to Wen.

The last one was a long man in a pinstripe suit. His dark sunglasses and pointed hat only partially covered his weasely face, and long whiskers ran out from his ball nose. She had never seen a human who looked like an animal, so she guessed it was probably a curse.

"We've got company, sir." The weasely man pointed to Wen.

"We can't have that." The young man reached up and pulled at his mustache with one of his golden gauntlets. "We're waiting for a special person, and I can't have some lady interrupting my wait. This entire building is reserved for a meeting with 'Cold Shot.'"

Wen raised an eyebrow, resting her hands on her pistols as she looked over the man. He already wasn't making a good impression, so there was a good chance she would walk out and refuse the job. However, even at that, she remembered how much money had been offered.

She could give him a little more rope to hang himself.

"Why else would I be in this broken-down inn?" Wen asked, cracking her neck side to side as she approached.

"A woman?" the mustached man's eyes widened.

"I could have told you that." Hopkins barely moved, still resting back with his sword.

"You would make me a fool?" The mustached man's face turned a bright red as he slammed a golden gauntlet down on the table.

"No, the armor does that for you." Hopkins tilted up his hat, revealing two dark brown eyes. "What kind of person goes around looking for specific bounty hunters without knowing who they are?"

The mustached man started to speak but, instead of responding, let out a long breath and took a few moments to collect himself. He placed his other hand on the table and stared directly at it. Overall, Wen wasn't impressed.

"I only want to hire the best for this job, and 'Cold Shot' came recommended without much information beyond his skill with a gun."

He took another deep breath, looking up at Wen.

"I apologize for my rudeness. It was a surprise to meet a woman as accomplished as you are. I am Prince Bibi, soon to be King Bibi of the island Diamond Peak."

Wen nodded to continue, looping one thumb through her rifle's strap as she let the other rest on the butt of her pistol. Outside of his temper tantrum, this was closer to what she expected from a client. If he got to the point quickly, she would think a lot better of taking his money.

"This is Matthew Hopkins, Mister Foley, and Antonio Fettucine." Bibi nodded at each one of them in turn. "They are also well known in the bounty hunting world for their particular abilities."

"Hopkin's skill preceded him with me." Wen nodded toward him before turning to the other two. "However, I apologize. I've never heard of either of you."

"I am new to the scene, but I've made a name for myself." Antonio leaned back, making himself as tall as possible so that he could look down on her. "I've captured twenty men in twenty days, each with a bounty over twenty thousand dolers."

Wen smirked and nodded. It was good for a newbie, and he specified captured and not killed. It took more skill to take people alive than dead. He may have been dressed like a chef, but there clearly was something deeper going on with him.

"My work is less open to scrutiny," Mister Foley said, his dark eyes looking between the three of them. "Just know I come highly recommended for my abilities."

He pulled back his pointed hat and ran his fingers up his styled spiked hair. Wen noticed that his fingernails were long and pointed. It was almost as if they had been intentionally sharpened to be razor-sharp points. Already, she was fairly sure both men on her left were curse users. She thought Hopkins wasn't, but a lot of him was a mystery, even with his infamy.

"Quite the team you've gathered." Wen raised an eyebrow. "I can't think of any bounties where having four hunters would change the game enough."

"That's because we're not hunting people," Bibi said, raising one finger. "You see, there is a rite of passage for those who would become kings in my land. We must undertake a hunt in our homeland, back on Diamond Peak. We must kill a great bearcat and take its corpse back to our father to show that we have the will to rule."

Wen narrowed her eyes. "Surely you don't need bounty hunters for that. You bought three bounty hunters to hunt an animal?"

"I see the doubt in your eyes, but the bearcat is not to be underestimated. Their claws can cleave stone. Their eyes can see great distances, and they are crafty beasts," Bibi said, nodding as he spoke. "However, what is more important to hiring the four of you is this: We go not just for a bearcat, but the matriarch—the strongest of their kind. We will capture it alive. Only with that will I be able to convince my father to return my people back to our homeland."

Wen blinked, running through what he had told her in her mind.

"It isn't your home anymore," she said.

"An accident," Bibi said, rubbing a finger across his mustache. "A confluence of aether created an aetherstorm over our central lake. We had to abandon the island for the last twenty years. It is only now that the storm would have abated enough for me to return and claim our birthright."

Wen looked between each of the three bounty hunters. In her mind, having four of them along would be overkill for hunting a simple beast. However, if he paid as much as he said he would, it would be worth the excursion, even if the job ended up being easy. The only real question was if she could handle being on a ship with Bibi for the journey there.

"I don't take this lightly," Bibi said, wagging one finger at her. "I will pay you all well, and by the end of this, we will return to my father with a live captured bearcat. That will convince my father to return my people home and grant me the title of king."

Wen took in a deep breath. It was a tempting offer, and she could use the money. It would be an easy job. Besides how annoying she already knew Bibi would be, there were no downsides. She looked Bibi in the eye before she spoke.

"First, let's talk about pay. Then we'll see how this goes."








  
  
Chapter Three




Sayed took his mop and soaked it in the bucket on the back of the deck before gazing over the nightsea around the ship. The engines hummed as bright light flickered in the darkness beyond. A trail of purple gas and dust stretched out in the empty black sky above him, flowing in a slow, lazy spiral around a center point. 

He sighed, picking the mop out of the bucket and getting back to swabbing the deck. As he cleaned, he occupied his mind. Flights of imagination filled his head as he moved the mop back and forth. A dragon with great fiery wings cast a shadow over the ship. Little green creatures with pointed ears and sharp teeth patted across the deck, demanding a fight.

Sayed had so many great ideas for his new abilities. He just wanted the chance to try them out. It would truly take a great opponent to push his new blessing to its limit. He smiled as she soaked his mop yet again in the bucket.

"We've got a new course!" Alex yelled out from the cabin.

"Great!" Sayed rested the mop over the bucket, setting it so that it would drain inside as he walked over to the cabin. "How is this any different from the last three times?"

Inside the cabin, Alex and Erin were looking over a glowing chart on a screen. Erin's eyes had bags under them, and Alex looked about as frustrated as he could be. Mari sat in his lap, touching the screen with her fingers and frowning in disappointment.

"It isn't a touchscreen, Mari," Alex whispered.

"We're getting closer," Erin said, pressing a few buttons on the console. "We've narrowed it down to a section of the nightsea with about twenty separate charted islands."

"Oh?" Jean asked as he walked up the stairs to the cabin, a plate with a few pieces of fruit on it in hand. "What quadrant are we in then?"

"The far northwest quadrant," Erin said, pressing some buttons and zooming in on that part of the nightsea. "First Quadrant."

It looked no different than the first map to Sayed. He squinted his eyes as he walked closer to the map, rubbing at his beard as he leaned over the chair. About twenty bright dots were spaced out over the map, each one representing separate islands.

"So, why not check each one?" Sayed asked.

"We can when we get closer," Alex said, picking up Mari and setting her on the ground. "Can you watch Mari while we set the course?"

"Certainly, brother." Sayed smiled, leaning down to Mari. "Would you like to hear one of my stories today?"

Mari looked up at him with her glowing eyes, a faint smile crossing her lips. She nodded, and Sayed picked her up, carrying her out onto the deck. The engine hummed, and the ship began to move through the nightsea again.

He set her down away from where he had just finished mopping and sat down in front of her himself.

"Now, what tale to tell on such a day? How about a tale of discovery, adventure, and people going out into the unknown?"

"Yes. I would like that very much," Mari said, wrapping her arms around her knees as her eyes flickered.

"Then, let me start the tale with the beginning."

Sayed opened his gate, and heat flared up from his heart, burning through him like the hot blood pumping through his veins. From his heart to his fingertips and from his heart to his toes, the blessing of his god burned within him, and he refused to stop just there. He pushed it further, calling on his new power and spreading his arms wide.

"Mirage Story."

Waves of heat rose between him and Mari, and a faint image appeared. A vast stretching desert opened up before them, right at the edge of a valley between two tall plateaus. A group of mostly shadowed people stood between the two pillars, looking out over the desert with their pack animals beside them.

"My people once did not live in deserts but on the wide plains to the east. We were driven out by invaders and sought a new home. That was when a grand vision was given to my ancestors. We would go to a new land where no invaders would dare try to reach us again."

Mari reached out to touch the illusion, but her hand went straight through it.

"That will not work, Mari," Sayed said, shaking his head. "One does not simply reach out and touch a story. One must live it."

Mari nodded, moving back to her original position with her arms wrapped around her legs.

"A great man in our caravans led us on this path. Abbas was his name, and he told our people that our future rested in this new desert. He told our people that a great god waited for us out there and would bless our people if we could but reach it."

Sayed did not know what Abbas looked like. His face was lost to history, but he conjured the head of a man with dark skin like his own people. He gave Abbas a strong jawline and a great beard. Abbas was the best of them, and his appearance reflected what Sayed considered a true hero.

"However, all was not as easy as Abbas thought," Sayed said, dispelling the image and calling a grand bonfire up in front of them.

Mari gasped as large shadows rose around that fire, rising high into the night. They danced back and forth with spears, clubs, and axes. Mighty horns topped their heads, and red eyes glowed from the shadows.

"The giants ruled this land with an iron fist. Time and time again, our people met others who had come to this land for freedom, only to be enslaved by the giants and forced to work for their new masters. Abbas saw their plight and made a decision."

Mari leaned forward as he showed her camps of slaves and people working in mines. They cut away at rock and stone for the giants, quarrying what was needed to build the great stone cities that the giants favored. It was not about efficiency. It was the cruelty that the giants craved.

"Abbas knew he could not do this alone, so he hatched a plan. He freed camp after camp, making allies of those who had been enslaved, and when all was done, he turned the might of the oppressed onto the giants, taking them in a grand war and driving them to extinction."

Lights flashed across the mirage, and people battled massive shadowy figures with torches and fire in their hands. In the end, Sayed showed Abbas on the edge of a balcony, looking out over the lands his people had taken.

"That was to be the land of our people. The sands of Hajh. With the giants defeated, my people went on to form a nation that was like no other, safe from outside invaders, and built on the idea that no one should ever be in chains."

Mari leaned back, her eyes glowing as she took in his last image. Sayed dispelled it with a wave of his hand, delighting in the ease that his newly changed blessing let him conjure the images. It was a side benefit to the actual power, but it was the most valuable aspect to Sayed.

"Now, what story do you want to hear next?"


      ***"So what's the problem?" Alex asked, looking over the chart with Erin.

Several of the islands had data attached to them that said to stay away. Every time Alex went through one of them, they were marked as restricted for one reason or another. All by order of the Military Police, no one was supposed to go to any of the islands.

"The problem is that all of those islands are actually dangerous," Erin said, pointing between each of them. "Diamond Peak is abandoned due to an aetherstorm. Verdant Green had a sudden climate change that left it an iceberg. I've heard Blue Lagoon has a ten-year hurricane still going in its bounds."

"Wait." Alex held up his hands and shook his head. "Can we take a moment and just appreciate that someone had to name these? I swear. Every time."

"Your problem with names notwithstanding." Erin sighed. "Going to any of those islands is going to be dangerous. What are we going to do if the ship points us to one of the dangerous ones."

"Why are they all like that?" Alex asked. "I've been around for a while now, and most islands are stable. The worst weather events I've seen are heavy storms."

"Zoom out the map," Jean said, resting one of his bony arms on the top of Alex's chair as he walked up. "I think I can explain this best."

Alex pressed a few buttons to do as he asked, and the map of the nightsea expanded further and further until all the islands were just tiny dots on the screen. Jean pointed directly at the center of the map with his bony finger.

"That is the Empyrean, the center of the Scions' power," he said before trailing his finger in a wide circle around it. "Around the Empyrean are the Twelve Kingdoms and the various military installations and minor areas directly operated by the Military Police, also known as the Core. They have outposts beyond that, but any of the islands outside the core are considered part of the Fringes."

He took his bony finger, drawing a line far out to the space they were in. It was on the farthest edge of the map, to the northwest. Alex found himself wondering what was beyond the edges of the screen. Surely, it didn't just end in nothing.

"This is where we're going. The furthest humanity has supposedly been in the Nightsea. Out there, instability is the norm. Any attempts at settlement have failed, and we have been forced back. The islands themselves don't seem to want people on them."

"What's out beyond them, empty space?" Alex asked.

"No one knows," Erin said, crossing her arms. "There's a wall out at the edges of the world. It is invisible, but anytime a ship tries to get too close, it is forced back and away from it. Nothing is able to get through."

Alex tilted his head as he looked up at the screen. As near as he could tell, Mari was pointing them directly toward those clusters of islands. He wanted to know what happened to Roald, and a few storms weren't enough to stop him.

"What do you think?" Alex said, nodding to Erin. "You're the most level-headed of us. Do you think we can handle getting the ship on an island with a natural disaster?"

Erin bit her lip as she looked between the two of them. Alex could see the indecision in her eyes as she looked back at the chart. Her mission for the People's Revolution was to find Roald. If his ship were on one of those islands, she wouldn't abandon it easily. He, Sayed, and Jean were the type of people who would rush headlong into danger, though. Erin always was a little more hesitant.

It made her an important check to make sure they didn't do anything too crazy, even if they ignored her advice sometimes.

"We don't have any reason not to try," Erin said slowly as if she were forcing out each word. "I say we go and figure out which island it is. If it is a restricted island, we take it from there. If it isn't, then we can just go in."

"See, Erin, this is why we always want you along." Alex smiled. "You justify our bad decisions for us."

She shook her head at him as he turned in his chair over to the console. Alex began pressing a few buttons on the console to adjust the map and set a few coordinates in the system. When he was done, he stood up, stretching his arms as he looked over to Jean.

"Who wants first dibs on the helm? This is going to be a long trip."









