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Chapter One




The boy and his father were always interesting for her to watch. The lives of the people of Aherlow were open to her like a canvas painting, each one a shining light atop the backdrop of the city. Each one was a reminder of the life she once had, the life she had given up after the fire. 

The boy and his father were a reminder of that life, a reminder of what she had lost. They had shown up at Tartarus weeks earlier but were already her favorite people to watch. The hurt was like a slowly seeping wound in her heart. Every time she looked, there was a twinge of pain and a slow drain that crept across her chest like a spider's legs. It would then fade away, receding to an itch she couldn't scratch.

She pulled away from them, back into the base, the tendrils of her aether forming a map of interconnected lines in her mind.

She was the heart of Tartarus, the nexus of every object, whether ship, monster, or other, approaching the island in the nightsea. Through the device beneath her, she saw everything around the base and was the nexus of the Military Police's defense against any intrusion into the Core.

Every breath to fuel her curse shot a spike of pain through her lungs, but it was what gave her the chance to escape her prison for a time.

Bzzt.

An electric shock ran through her mind as one of her strings caught. The commander began his descent from the floor above her prison. She followed her strings up through the halls, jumping line to line across the walls until she reached the gate. She saw him wave to the guards on duty and work the console that controlled the gates.

She shuddered.

The commander rarely came to see her. She couldn't remember the last time he had made the long trek from his office across the lake to her prison. However, today, he had returned. She opened her eyes to the darkness of her room, releasing her hold of her gate and taking herself away from her strings. The device below her lost its hum as it stopped amplifying the power of her curse.

Tap. Click.

A door opened at the far side of the room, and a large hand flipped the switch for the lights. She winced away from the light, closing her eyes against the sudden flash of white light across the reflective panels that covered the room. The heavy footsteps of the commander's boots approached as she blinked away and let her eyes adjust. When she opened them, he stood before her, his hands in his pants pockets as he watched her with cold brown eyes.

"WPN One," the commander said, showing his straight white teeth through his trimmed beard with his smile.

"Commander Milton." WPN One's throat burned in her reply.

He looked her over, and she saw that he hadn't changed. He wore a black suit under the black and red coat of a Military Police uniform that rested on his shoulders, ignoring the sleeves. His skin was a dark tan that never faded, and his hair was a dark brown. The only thing that had changed about him were the few white hairs that showed up across his beard and short hair.

Otherwise, it was as if he hadn't aged a day since she last saw him.

"I see you're still in one piece," he said. "When I was first assigned here, I never thought you would last this long."

"A long life is part of the experiments," WPN One said. "Not much can kill me."

"There are much worse things than death." He looked away.

He didn't add what he probably thought: 'You're proof of that,' and WPN One didn't push the fact. Very few could look upon her and not see that. The cost of her power was written across her body. It was the reason she never strung her strings across the room. She didn't want to see it either.

"Why are you here?" she asked.

"I've come for a report," he said, gripping his fist tight. "Check the area around Aherlow for any ships."

"And you think you can trust my information?"

"I know where your loyalties lie," he said. "I know what we can do if you give me a false lead. You're stuck here with me, WPN One. Never forget that. Tartarus is your home, as it is mine."

She grimaced, but she couldn't argue with him. There was a time when she would have happily provided the information to anyone who asked it of her. There was a time when she thought her sacrifice was worth the cost. There was a time when she believed that the order of the Scions was preferable to the chaos of outlaws.

In some ways, she wasn't certain that it wasn't still the case.

"One moment."

She opened her gate, embracing the buzzing power of her gate as she followed her tendrils of aether through her head and out into the base. The lines of power stretched through all of Tartarus, out of the dome, and onto the island of Aherlow itself. As she reached out, the device below her began its soft hum again. Her strings of aether stretched further beyond the island, out into the nightsea itself. In moments, she touched far beyond the island in a massive spear, the tips even touching Grim Aegis, days away by slipship.

"What am I looking for?" she asked.

"Any strange slipships in the area," he said.

That was like asking for a strange cart in a market; however, WPN One didn't tell Commander Milton about that. Instead, she stretched out her tendrils as far as she could and allowed the movements of the ships outside the island to give form to the area. Nothing seemed abnormal; only a few ships coming from Grim Aegis toward Aherlow and some minor fishing buoys out in the nightsea caught her attention.

That was until she saw the blazing streak in the distance. A familiar aetheric signature caught in her thoughts. She paused, hesitating to reach out to it, at least not yet. She didn't want to give away what she sensed unless she could have some information in return.

"There might be some ships coming from Grim Aegis," she said. "Another two ships are approaching from the First and Fourth toward us. None of them seem strange."

"I see."

Click. Tap.

He turned and walked away, turning out the light and leaving WPN One in darkness before he closed the door. WPN One frowned, but there was little she could do. However, there was one option before her, one opportunity that she could see. She smiled as she reached out into the darkness of the nightsea, leaving the darkness of her room behind again.

What she had was an opportunity—a chance to finally be free.


      ***Alex sat in his room aboard the Nighthawk, his hands clenching as he sat in a crossed-leg pose on his bed with his eyes closed. He focused on his breathing, feeling the aether's flow through the ship around him. He could see the Nighthawk in his mind, but he was trying to feel it in the aether. He was trying to place the ship in detail in his mind from the currents of aether that flowed through everything that existed on Erth.

The Nighthawk was shaped like a long submarine. However, there were some differences between it and those on Earth. A cockpit rose on the ship's front end, complete with an armored set of windows that looked out from the bridge and into the nightsea. Two long tubes stuck out from the ship's side, holding most of the ship's propulsion system. Lodestones provided lift and horizontal motion for the ship throughout the nightsea and the islands within it. Finally, a large gold-spiked cone stuck out from the ship's tail end, though Alex had no idea what it was for.

Unlike most ships built to sail the nightsea, which might look like sailing ships from the age of piracy on Earth with four stones attached to their sides, the Nighthawk was a ship built to sail through a sea that he hadn't seen yet, the Dark Meridian and beyond that, the New World.

"All on account of a message," Alex said, shaking his head as he opened his eyes and released his hold on the aether.

He pushed aside his pondering, standing up and stretching from his work with aether. James had told him that the Path of Will was the hardest to master, and he was starting to realize why. It was hard to focus and feel aether around him. He knew it was there, but focusing on it and feeling it were difficult. It was like trying to understand the individual composition of air molecules as you breathed them in.

Crack.

He tilted his neck left and right and cracked his knuckles as he did so.

"The hardest part is always the first step," he reminded himself from when he learned the Path of Might and the Path of Step.

"Hey."

Alex looked up from stretching, stopping at a green-cloaked pale woman with long, frizzy black hair and deep green eyes. Erin 'Thorn Queen' Leah, one of his crew members and the closest thing to a medic on his ship, stood leaning in the doorway. Her freckled face was a shade pinker than normal, and Alex knew immediately that she wasn't just visiting to say 'hello.'

There was a problem.

"Did Sayed clean out the reserves again?" Alex asked, reaching for his shirt and tossing it on quickly.

"No." Erin grimaced, not meeting his eye.

Sayed was another crew member, a swordsman of some ability with a fiery curse. While he was a big eater, he couldn't clear out all their food alone. However, he tended to make decisions in a dramatic way that would make the idea possible.

"Not even a chuckle." Alex sighed. "So what is it, really?"

"We're getting closer to Grim Aegis," Erin said, her eyes not meeting his. "And that complicates things."

Alex frowned. She wasn't wrong. Getting to Grim Aegis was the first step to getting into the Core and the Twelve Kingdoms. Grim Aegis was one of four key islands that allowed entry to the Twelve Kingdoms. However, he already knew this, and she wouldn't come over in the middle of the night to tell him about it.

"Yeah, the path ahead is going to be rough."

"When we enter the Twelve Kingdoms, we'll be in the Scion's realm. We'll be in the Empyrean itself."

"Yeah," Alex said. "That's the point, though. We can't get to Magnus Hortus except by going there."

"And it would be good to have support while we're there." Erin fidgeted with one hand, rubbing at her long green cloak as she still avoided his eyes.

"It would be nice," Alex said, but he already guessed where she was going.

Erin was, first and foremost, a member of the People's Revolution, a terrorist or freedom fighter group, depending on the person's position. Alex didn't know much about them, except they hadn't been very effective in overthrowing the Scions. Beyond the fact that the Scions were still in power, he didn't see them out in the world over the last few years of roaming the nightsea.

"Have you considered joining?" Erin asked, meeting his eyes for the first time in the conversation. "We'd be able to get so much done if the entire crew joined."

"No."

"But—"

Alex held up a hand to forestall complaints. He already knew his answer and his reasoning. There was no room for argument, even though he knew he wouldn't be able to convince Erin that. She had been with the Revolution since she had come to the Erth from Erys.

"I spent my first five years on Erth stuck in a lab being told what to do," Alex said. "I was restrained and tortured every day. I might not mind their goals, but I won't subjugate myself to them. I have my own life now."

"You already help people." Erin gripped her fingers into tight fists. "You're willing to fight against anyone who stands in your way. Why not give us that strength? You could make a difference!"

"I could make a difference in a lot of places. But it won't get me home."

While it might seem like he got distracted sometimes, that was his goal. While he didn't always make choices that would send him that way and sometimes helped people who were hurting around him, that didn't change the fact that his end goal was to make it back home to Earth. If there were a way to get back, he would find it, and he would break through whoever got in his way. He wanted to see his brothers and sisters again. He wanted answers from his father about their family business, which had called him home to Argentina before his plane was consumed in a flash of bright light.

"Why do you lie?" Erin whispered, clenching her fists.

"I'm not lying, simple as that." Alex cut back, clasping his hands together. "I'm going to the New World to find my path back home. Joining the Revolution won't get me there."

"Then why do you bother helping people?" Erin asked. "Why did you fight with us on Glory Plateau? Why did you help Klaus and Erick on Cragg Hollow instead of running with the logbook? Why did you help me on Dry Turtle? What about the Zoan? If you only cared about getting home, you wouldn't have done anything! You would have just left everyone behind!"

She stopped, panting as the echo of her own voice rang through the small room. Alex frowned as he looked down at her. He had an answer to that question, but he already knew she wouldn't like it. To him, it was simple. He helped people because it was the right thing to do. Just because he had a goal didn't mean he had to give up his humanity.

Anyone who knew the social sciences or philosophy to a decent extent knew that people were less Hobbes and more Locke. Despite the negativity of some, if people didn't help one another out, a good portion of the time, nothing would ever get done. There were the greedy, the selfish, and the wicked. However, that didn't change the fact that most people needed to be decent people for humanity to keep going.

Cooperation made the world go round.

"Me helping people doesn't invalidate my goal," Alex said. "Crossing a bridge's a lot easier than rebuilding one you burned down."

"Then help the Revolution," Erin whispered.

"You're acting like something's going to happen," Alex said, narrowing his eyes. "Is there something you're not telling me?"

Bzzt.

As he said it, a flash of light crossed his mind. He wasn't in the room anymore. Instead, darkness surrounded him. For a moment, he lay restrained against cold metal in the darkness. A bright light on his left illuminated the face of a haggard man. Then, the experience was over.

Bzzt.

Alex blinked and fell onto his hands and knees on the cold floor. They were still there beneath him, a little scarred on the back but still the same dark brown he remembered. He looked up, noticing Erin hovering over him, her hand centimeters from his shoulder.

"What happened?"

"I—" Alex started before the flash of light consumed him again.

Bzzt.

Alex stood in the darkness this time, with no light to guide his eyes. Wherever he was, it wasn't on the Nighthawk anymore. He turned around, trying to get his bearings in the room; however, he couldn't place anything around him. It was like he was wholly dispossessed of his body, standing in a void.

"WPN Nine." A voice cooed from the darkness. "I never thought I would see you again."

Alex didn't respond. Few would call him by that name, and none were his friends. Well, one might have been his friend, but that was because they never really talked enough to learn each other's names. Being tortured in freakish lab experiments would do that to a person.

"Oh, are you afraid of me, WPN Nine?" the voice asked again, and Alex stopped searching the darkness.

He didn't recognize it but got a better sense of it this time. The voice was feminine, so it wasn't his worst fear. Lucien, an ex-Apostle who had overseen his torture on August, wasn't the one conjuring the vision. That meant it wasn't the worst-case scenario. Now, he just had to figure out who it was.

"I'm not afraid," Alex said. "I just don't use that name."

"Would you rather be called 'Tin Man' Ortega?" the voice asked as a faint vibration passed over Alex's arm. "That's what the wanted posters call you."

"I like it better than being called a weapon," Alex said. "Who are you? What do you want from me?"

"From you?" the voice asked. "What would I want? I already know what is needed. I can see your ship sailing through the Nightsea. I can see your destination, Grim Aegis. I can see all that needs to be seen. If I wanted you destroyed, it would be as simple as giving your location to the Military Police."

"But you don't want me destroyed," Alex said. "Otherwise, we wouldn't be talking."

"Clever boy." The woman's voice carried a smile. "I want something from you, 'Tin Man' Ortega. The reward is your safe passage to Grim Aegis."

"And what's that?"

"Come to Tartarus. Free me from my shackles. If you can do this, I will ensure that the Military Police never notice your ship. I will give you safe passage to Grim Aegis."

"I need to talk this over with my crew," Alex said. "Give my time, and I'll give you an answer."

"One hour," the voice said before sending Alex crashing back into his room.








  
  
Chapter Two




"Get everyone to the kitchen," Alex said before leaving Erin behind. 

Erin watched him stagger down the hall and toward the back of the ship, making sure he made it out of sight, at least without any help, before she started through the living quarters, knocking on each door until she finally reached the bridge and got the person on duty. It should have been Wen; at least, she was pretty sure.

"Meeting in the mess hall," Erin said as she knocked on Jean's door.

"As it is fated to be."

Jean came to the door immediately, his tall frame towering over Erin as he opened the door. He was a dark-skinned bald man with bright purple eyes, and that would be all there was to him, except his entire body below the neck was made of exposed white bones. He was Jean Baptiste, 'the Reanimator,' and he hurried down the hall in his blue robe after his short statement.

"Meeting in the mess hall," Erin said as she knocked on Sayed's door next.

"An emergency? What does our brother need?"

Sayed sheathed his sword as he came out of his room, and Erin could see the implements he had been using to sharpen his blade, which was still lying on the table next to his bed. Sayed was a large, burly man with a quick smile and an oily black beard. His sword was an oddly curved blade that he called a khopesh, and before their fight on the last island, he had two of them. He was 'Sword Saint' Sayed, and he practically pounced down the hall once Erin pointed the way.

"Meeting in the mess hall," Erin said as she knocked on Artur's door last.

"A meeting, a call to arms. I hope no one has come to harm."

Artur stepped out from his room, already dressed in his chain mail and strapping his shield to his back. The silver-haired prince had an almost androgynous face and calm blue eyes. He was Prince Artur Lopold of Grim Aegis, and he was their key to entering the Twelve Kingdoms. Erin pointed him down the hall and ignored his rhyme. She still needed Wen to get there on time.

Finally, she made her way down the long tubular hallway, past the stairs that led to the top of the ship and onto the bridge. The bridge of the Nighthawk had five seats: a central seat that acted as the main chair to pilot the ship with two orbs on long arms that allowed direct interface and four surrounding seats, each with their own panels attached to an arm of the chair. Wen sat on one of the chairs, her hands running across the green screen in front of her as she held her post to keep Mari company.

On the viewport that stretched the front of the ship was a view of the nightsea. In the distance, globules of light marked the empty darkness. Those were islands out in the nightsea, and beyond the occasional massive rocks and clouds of dust, they were the primary objects that dotted the area.

The Nighthawk was how they traveled between islands in the nightsea. Each island was a world onto itself, unlike Erys, where Erin was from. The nightsea made life on Erth possible for the people who lived on those islands. It allowed them to reach between the worlds and meet each other, so long as they could build ships to cross the space between them.

"I heard you from the hall," Wen said, looking up from the screen. "What's going on?"

The bounty hunter, Li 'Cold Shot' Wen, was smaller than her reputation would imply. Like Alex, she was from Earth, a resident of a country called 'England,' though she specified her parents were from a place called 'China.' She wore her heavy brown coat even though the bridge was relatively warm.

"Alex collapsed in his room," Erin said, not completely meeting Wen's dark eyes. "When he got up, he just said we needed to meet."

Thump.

"That's not all I heard," Wen said as she stood up. "But that's also much to go on. Will you be alright alone for a while, Mari?"

"I appreciate your concern," a voice chimed over the bridge's speakers as Erin's face burned. "But I will be fine. I am a machine."

Mari was the ship's navigation system, but she was also something else entirely. Beneath the hatch in the raised section behind the bridge, an automaton rested in a dark crevice. Mari was a small, pale child when she wasn't navigating the ship. Every one of them took a shift on the bridge to keep her company during travel, per Alex's request. Erin understood why. She didn't like the idea of leaving Mari alone either.

"You keep saying that." Wen smiled, shaking her head. "I don't know who you're trying to convince."

It was just a quirk of Mari, and Erin wasn't sure why she kept doing it either. Every time they tried to treat her like a human, sometimes like a child, Mari insisted she wasn't human. She was a Magical Artificial Recombinant Intelligence, or M.A.R.I. for short. However, none of the crew would look at her and say she was just that. Mari might have been an automaton, but she was also a person. Her odd appearance wasn't enough to stop them.

"We'll be back in a few minutes," Erin said. "Let us know if you see anything."

"The closest island is still a day's flight away," Mari said. "I will inform you if there is a problem."

Erin shared a look with Wen before they started down the hallway. Together, they made their way back down the hall to the mess hall, which rested at the back of the ship after the living quarters. The only thing beyond the mess hall was the engine room, which none of the crew were experts in. Alex, Jean, Sayed, and Artur sat waiting on them at the table in the middle of the room. Erin and Wen sat down across from each other at the table. With a nod, Alex leaned forward. He had been the one to call the meeting, so he would be the one to get things started.

"Someone just reached out and slapped me in the face," Alex said, his voice low. "I have no idea how they did it, but they knew who I was and where we are."

"What?" Erin blurted out, her eyebrows practically jumping before anyone else could react.

Was that why he had collapsed on the floor? Her mind raced with the possibilities. Whatever had contacted him had to be a curse of some kind. A curse capable of reaching across the nightsea and contacting him. That was a power Erin couldn't even begin to imagine.

"Mari, what's the closest island?" Alex asked, looking at the ceiling.

"Records indicate Aherlow," Mari's voice chimed in over the speakers. "Also, the location of an outpost labeled 'Tartarus.'"

"That's the problem," Alex said. "Whoever or whatever reached out to me basically said it could send that entire base after us if we didn't do what it asked.

"A threat." Sayed nodded, crossing his arms.

"Or a cry for help," Jean said, narrowing his eyes. "The threat could be an act of desperation. A cry out to the dark to alter its fate."

"And what did it ask?" Wen leaned forward in her chair.

"She said she wanted me to come and free her from the base," Alex said, nodding to Jean. "I wonder if you're more right about it being a cry for help than a threat. The power she used drew me into a vision of sorts. It was made to scare me, but I was more worried that she could tell where we were."

"You keep saying 'she,'" Erin said. "But do you know who she is?"

Alex paused, shaking his head, leaned back in his seat, and let out a long sigh. "I have no idea, but the list of people who know me that well isn't very long."

Erin wanted to ask what he meant, but Artur interrupted her thoughts.

Thunk.

"A daring challenge from the dark." Artur slammed his hand on the table. "Surely we will follow in on this lark."

"That's why we're talking here," Alex said, rubbing at the bridge of his nose. "We need to decide what to do."

"It sounds very simple," Sayed said. "We either take this base in a glorious fight or bravely find a way to escape. I would take the fight, but I do not know if we would survive the attempt."

"There is an outpost close to each of the four key islands that allow access to the Core," Jean said. "There is a chance they would have a similar obstacle or worse. I can't help but feel it is our fate to take this confrontation. There is such a mystery as to how this woman knows we are here."

"Can we even run?" Wen asked. "If she knows where we're at, sending some ships our way won't take much. We'd have to go back and try a different way into the Core. Then, as Jean's saying, we'd face a different obstacle. They would also know to be ready for us. It sounds to me like there are no good choices."

"It sounds like a trap," Erin said. "We shouldn't go there."

Whether or not there was a person in that base who knew exactly where they were and whether or not they could send the base at them, Erin liked their odds better if they ran. She would rather try to outrun a fleet of ships than go right into the heart of a base. The entire situation gave her a bad feeling.

"What if they call ahead and block us out of Grim Aegis?" Alex asked, raising a finger. "Or how long can she keep tracking us? We don't know if we just happened to come in a range or if she just happened to notice the ship for the first time with a wider range. Either one could lead to a lot more problems for us."

Erin didn't like his line of thinking. It sounded like they had a choice between walking into a trap or walking into a wall. The trap was at least a known quantity. The possibilities of what might happen if they rejected the offer were a lot more variable. A lot worse things could happen if they refused.

"It sounds like we are caught in a valley." Sayed shook his head. "Hard choices on both sides and enemies above."

"So what should we do?" Alex asked, leaning forward and bringing his fingers together. "We either fall into the trap or reject it."

"I say we go forward." Sayed smiled. A better tale is forged ahead than behind."

"Fate is obviously directing us toward the island." Jean shrugged. "We go forward."

That much would have been obvious. Erin wouldn't expect Sayed or Jean to ever back down from a challenge. Both of them were practically addicts when it came to excitement. They would choose whatever sounded the most difficult, even when they had an easier option to pick.

"I don't like it," Wen said. "But at the same time, it's better than the unknown. We can always run if things go wrong."

That left Erin and Alex, though if it was by vote, whatever they said would be overridden. However, Erin knew Alex wasn't actually deciding things by vote. He just wanted to use them to think through the possibilities. He wanted to know if they saw something he didn't.

"What about you?" Erin asked. "What do you think we should do?"

"I would say run." Alex frowned. "But she told me something she shouldn't have known. That's pulling me toward going to the island."

"And it doesn't help that she needs help." Erin sighed. "We all know how you get when there's someone in trouble."

"Hey." Alex raised an eyebrow. "That's not why I want to go there."

"This time." Erin shook her head.

"A path to save a woman alone." Artur scratched at his chin. "A tangled web might catch those who rove."

"With that, let's say we're decided," Alex said. "Now we just need a plan.








  
  
Chapter Three




Erick looked out over the setting sun east of his room as he stretched in front of the window. A cup of coffee rested on the sill, still releasing a wisp of steam as he closed his eyes and took in a deep breath. Then he released it in the most satisfied sigh he could manage. 

Sure, he was waking up for the night shift on Tartarus, and he would need to go pick up Klaus from school soon if he wanted to make it to work on time. However, no ghost whispered behind him this morning. No nightmares of white-masked monsters had kept him from sleep that night. He was finally getting used to life on the base. Even if nothing was perfect, that had to be enough.

He reached for his coffee, taking a sip from it before returning it to the window sill. He reached into his cabinet by his bed, pulled open the door, and procured his uniform from where he had hung it the night before. He began to dress in his black and red uniform, mentally suppressing the images that came to his mind. A swordsman and a massive muscly man had worn the same uniform on Cragg Hollow. A man, lying on the wooden deck of a ship, his neck slit as blood ran down the same uniform.

He dressed quickly, lacing up his boots before exiting his room and rushing out the door. He lived in a simple, small home on the base, outside the actual dome that made up Tartarus and closer to Aherlow, the town that the base guarded. Like all the nearby homes, his was built of stone and logs, both plentiful in supply in the forests north of Aherlow. Each house had the same three-room design, two bedrooms, one large and one small, with a single living area dominated by a fireplace for the cold nights.

They had no kitchens or baths; those were handled by the canteen at the center of the barracks, and the latrines were shared between houses. It was a mixture of civilian and military life that Erick hadn't been able to experience since he first signed on with the Military Police, and it was an upgrade from his life at Cragg Hollow.

Granted, anything without monsters was an upgrade from life at Cragg Hollow.

"Better not dally," he said, heading toward the door and out into the coming night. "They'll be mad if you don't get Klaus back soon."

He set off across the barracks and towards the school on the north side, away from the massive stone dome to the south. He crossed the canteen, where soldiers were already lining up from their shift all the way out the door. Erick pursed his lips at that. He walked a little faster toward the school on top of the hill.

The school was a squat building with tiny windows and too little space. Several children were outside, playing metal bars that crossed the yard in front of the school. None of them were Klaus, though. Erick approached one of the teachers, an older man with a white beard and bald head, who watched the children from a chair he had dragged outside near the wall.

"Mister Landson." The man smiled. "Klaus is around here somewhere."

"Like always." Erick smiled back, checking the corners of the building immediately to see if Klaus was hiding there. "Any more trouble?"

"Not since he found a hiding spot. The boys try, but he's just too slippery. If I caught them again, I'd give them a good ringing around the ears, but they can't catch him."

"I hope they can learn to like him." Erick sighed.

"You know how it is with kids. They bully you, and then they're your best friend the next day. It just takes time."

Erick remembered his own schoolyard days at his own school near an outpost. While he would never say he enjoyed it, at the same time, it was hard to see life any other way. Kids would pick on kids and learn to get along from that. Some would learn to stand up, others back down. So long as Klaus wasn't seriously hurt, he could live with it.

Now, if they ever left a mark on the boy, then he might have more than words to exchange.

"Well, either way," Erick said, starting toward the entrance of the school, just around the corner. "I need to get him fed before I go to work, and we're burning daylight here."

"Aye." The man waved him away, going back to watching the children playing in the yard.

Erick had just made it to the corner when the man called out to him again though.

"Wait, here he is. Appeared out of nowhere."

Erick turned back, and Klaus stood near the wall where he had talked to the old man as if he had been there all along. Erick frowned but approached the boy, dressed in a simple black shirt and pants, a small blonde kid with a young but distant face. The only thing that marked him was the dark bags under his eyes, unfit for a child as young as Klaus. His dark blue eyes had seen too much, just as Erick had back on Cragg Hollow.

"How'd you get here, Klaus?" Erick asked, picking him up quickly and turning to leave. "We need to get you to the canteen and out quick. I'll be late for my shift otherwise."

He said it without expecting a response because Klaus hadn't said a word since he rescued the boy from Cragg Hollow. Klaus wasn't his son in the normal way. The adoption papers Erick had signed weeks before were the only real proof of their bond. Convincing the record keeper to give him the papers had required a bribe, but it was worth the cost. So far as anyone on the base knew, Klaus was his son and could live a normal life now that they had escaped the nightmare at Cragg Hollow.

Which was why Erick understood his silence. Klaus had seen something that no boy should ever have to see: a nightmare experiment from Doctor Livesay and his infection of the townspeople at Cragg Hollow and his brother taken from him by the hands of the villagers along with his parents. He had survived on the streets for months alone until Erick had found him—until those outlaws had intervened.

He pushed those thoughts out of his mind, not ready to see the images that haunted him again and focused on getting back to the canteen. He didn't have much time if he wanted to get to the shuttle before his shift started. He couldn't afford to be late again if he wanted to not have his pay docked.

Neither he nor Klaus could afford that.

He waved at a few of the people he knew as he rushed to the line, but the eyes of others told him it was better to wait his turn than to risk a fight. So, he took his place at the back of the line, behind the other soldiers at the canteen, ready to sit in the queue until he had his own turn in line. The only good news was that the line moved every few seconds, so it wouldn't be long until it was his and Klaus's turn with a plate down the cafeteria line.

"Private Landson, what a surprise to see you here!"

Erick froze as the deep voice of someone who shouldn't have been anywhere near the canteen skittered up his spine like a spiky-legged spider. There was no reason for him to be out in the base. He had his own officer's cafeteria inside Tartarus. Like all the higher-ups, he slept inside the base in his own private quarters. Commander Milton had no reason to come down to the barracks south of Aherlow.

Yet, when Erick turned around, Commander Milton stood behind him, hands in his pants pockets, his long black jacket draped over his shoulders. Erick gulped. Ahead of Erick, several of the soldiers in line noticed and saluted back toward him. Their eyes were wide, and Erick's stomach turned. Slowly, he brought his hand to his heart in a salute to his superior officer, the base's commander himself.

"Commander Milton, I didn't expect to see you at the canteen!" Erick yelled a little more than he wanted to, and his voice came out shrill in his own ears like a cornered rat.

He hadn't done anything wrong, but his experience at his prior outpost had drilled into his mind that he didn't need to do anything wrong to be picked out. There was a reason he avoided officers of any kind outside of when he first turned in his paperwork to start his job at the base.

"You know how it is." Commander Milton sighed, pulling at his beard as his eyes roved up and down the line. "We need to check on things all around the base on occasion. Inspections and the like. Every piece on the board has a role to play, but if you don't know where the pieces are, you can hardly say what they're doing!"

Commander Milton laughed, a hard, echoing laugh as he slapped his knee. Erick tried to laugh with the commander—he didn't want to mess up like he had with Captain Hawkins—but it was difficult to see what was so funny. Instead, he only chuckled and maintained his salute.

"Yes, sir," Erick said, gripping Klaus's hand tight with his free hand.

"Oh no." Commander Milton looked down, eyeing Klaus as tiny fingers dug into Erick's leg.

Klaus had moved to hide behind him. Erick did his best to sidle between the two. He didn't want the commander to focus on Klaus any more than necessary. The boy had already seen enough of what the higher-ups could do back on Cragg Hollow.

"Can I help you, sir?" Erick asked, doing his best to draw Commander Milton's attention back up to himself.

"I scared the poor boy." Commander Milton dropped down to a squat, resting his arms on his knees so he was at eye-level with Klaus. "I'm sorry if I scared you, boy. I sometimes forget proper manners when I'm cooped up in the base for too long."

He gestured with one hand back at the towering structure behind him. Tartarus was a massive dome structure and the bastion of defense between the First and Fourth Quadrants. The fortress's blue stone was nigh impenetrable, and even the inside of the dome had ships ready to fly out and respond to problems on the Fringes at a moment's notice.

"You just got out of school today, boy?" Commander Milton smiled at Klaus, tilting his head as he kept eye contact.

Klaus gripped Erick's legs tighter, hiding most of his face inside the clothes. One eye remained open to watch the commander, but Klaus said nothing. Erick tried to move further to his left to break the line of sight between them, but Klaus's grip was too strong.

"Well, this is no good." Commander Milton sighed, looking up at the sky. "You're a piece of Tartarus as much as anyone else, boy. If you want Private Landson to have a good time here, you can't hide behind his leg all night."

Erick looked back to the men behind him for support but only saw them holding their salutes and staring unmoved at Tartarus in the distance. No one was coming to save him or Klas. Erick took a deep breath, ready to find a way to mollify the commander, when another figure approached the line from the road.

Click. Tap.

"There you are, sir!"

A woman in a red and black uniform dress stepped over to the line, her boots clicking with every step. She pushed her round glasses up the bridge of her nose with one hand as she walked, her other hand holding a clipboard of neat papers. Her blonde hair was in a bun, crisply tied away like the rest of her uniform. Erick recognized her immediately. She was Secretary Eaton, the assistant to Commander Milton. He didn't budge in his salute as she stalked forward, grabbing hold of the commander's collar and unceremoniously yanking him off his feet and back onto his butt.

Thump.

"I wasn't done!" Commander Milton yelled, fishing a coin out of his pocket as Secretary Eaton tried to pull him away.

"You have a meeting with the two captains who arrived at the base this morning!" Secretary Eaton grunted as she dragged him away. "You should have been at your office hours ago!"

"Wait!" Commander Milton jumped loose of her grip, holding out the coin to Klaus as he fell onto his hands and knees. "Here, boy. I'm sorry for scaring you, but use this doler to buy something nice from the canteen."

"No you don't!" Secretary Eaton reached around, pulling Commander Milton away.

To Erick's surprise, Klaus reached out and grabbed the coin before the commander was out of reach. It all happened faster than he could keep track of, and in the next moment, Secretary Eaton was already almost to the road, dragging the commander behind her.

"What in the abyss was that?" Erick asked as he looked down at Klaus.

Klaus still held onto his leg, one hand holding the golden doler out in front of him. Klaus's eyes sparkled as he looked over the coin, and Erick shook his head. Klaus didn't seem harmed by the exchange, and he still had to get him fed before he went to work. He only hoped that the distraction hadn't cost him too much time.

"Come on, Klaus," Erick said, turning around to see that the line had already moved inside. "I need to get to work."








  
  
Chapter Four




WPN One waited for a response, but she had given Ortega too long to think over the proposition. If she had given him a few minutes, her wait would be imperceptibly short, but a whole hour gave her far too much time to think. Instead of focusing on her surroundings, she instead looked to the base. She needed to begin formulating a plan for if Ortega took her offer. She needed to see what Commander Milton might do in response. 

She followed her strings, opening her gate wide as the machine hummed beneath her. Line through line, she crossed out of the dungeon and onto the small island above, exiting her cage and crossing the lake that rested at the center of Tartarus. Lines of aether stretched from a single point there and out over the lake to the docks on the far side of the dome, away from the gates that allowed entry to and fro from the base. WPN One crossed those strengths, following the various walkways up and into the exterior dome of the base, where the quarters of the various officers hid in the hard stone walls. The path to Milton's office was familiar, though not well used. However, as she crossed into the area, she found he was not there. Not even Secretary Eaton was at her desk outside his office.

However, two new people waited inside.

One was an older man in a black and red jacket. He wore a cap askew on his grey-haired head and looked as haggard as a rock worn down by the sea. The other was a red-scaled lizard with human form, his long serpentine neck flitting left and right through the room, but he was still wearing the recognizable uniform of the Military Police.

"That's odd," WPN One whispered in her aetheric realm. "Why are they waiting for Commander Milton? Where is Secretary Eaton?"

"It's been over an hour." The lizard man sighed, crossing the room to the window by Secretary Eaton's desk and looking out onto the center dome. "I've never seen such a disrespectful commander."

"We haven't seen him yet." The old man huffed. "But I'm used to this sort of treatment. When you're just delivering the mail, they don't think much of you, even if you're a captain."

"Have you ever delivered mail here?" the lizard man asked. "I left out the north gate when I last left the Core."

"In the past, yeah." The old man sighed, walking over to one of the chairs in front of Secretary Eaton's desk and sitting down before propping up his boots on the desk. "The commander here back then was a different person, I think. This one here, Milton, he's new. I don't know what to make of him yet."

"Does anything feel different?"

"Feels like there are eyes in the walls." The old man shrugged. "I just want to give our report and get out of here. We're burning daylight we could be using to hunt down Ortega."

"The base design is odd," the lizard man said. "I don't feel like we're being watched, but this entire place feels like a prison. Why build a dome to begin with? I can't see the practical reason to have guns pointing toward the inside of the base either."

They didn't know about WPN One, though she had to wonder if the old man felt her watching him. Some people, like Commander Milton, knew the Path of Will and could sense when they were being watched. If the man was a captain, he knew at least two paths.

"All this speculating isn't getting him here faster." The old man sighed.

Thud.

At that moment, the door opened, slamming into the opposite side as Secretary Eaton stepped through, dragging something behind her as she walked. WPN One jumped through a series of her strings to see it was Commander Milton. Secretary Eaton dragged him by the collar into the room, Milton sagging like a punished child until she had him halfway into the office.

"We're back at the office, sir," Secretary Eaton said, releasing the commander and letting him fall to the floor.

"I can see that," Commander Milton said, staring up at the ceiling for a few moments.

Click. Thump.

In a move that WPN One couldn't track through her strings, Commander Milton disappeared from where he lay and reappeared at the door to his office, his hands in his pockets. Only the ghost of aetheric impressions gave any hint of what he had done, and it disappeared in a wisp of static as he turned to the two men waiting for him.

"I see. You are the two captains causing all this ruckus!" He stalked forward, leaning so he no longer towered over the two captains but instead approached them from a low angle. "You have information you want to transmit to the Core, from what I understand."

"Yes, sir." The lizard man saluted as the old man took his feet off the desk and stood up beside him.

"Well, come on then." Commander Milton waved them into his office. "Tell me what you know, and I'll get it sent to Rockford."

They followed the commander into his office, the door slapping shut behind them. WPN One followed, jumping through the door on one of her strings and into Commander Milton's office. Commander Milton sat down across a heavy wooden desk from the two captains, leaning forward and bridging his fingers across the white and black checkered game set that always rested on his desk.

"What's this?" the lizard man asked as he sat down at one of the chairs in front of the desk.

"My chess set." Commander Milton smiled, gesturing down at the board. "Always play when I get the chance. You ever played before?"

"I've heard of it before." The old man shrugged.

"Fascinating game," Commander Milton said. "One of the oldest on Erth. It is said that the Scions themselves created the game to give the nobility something to do, and they've been playing ever since."

"There are other games similar to it from different worlds," the lizard man said. "I've seen a version played with black and white stones or red and black disks, each with their own rules. There's just something distinctly human about moving pieces on a board."

"Your kind never does those sorts of things?" Commander Milton smiled up at him. "Or are you a human with some sort of curse?"

"I am what I am." The lizard man let out a thin wisp of smoke from his maw before placing a folder from his jacket on the desk. "More importantly, I have a report to make."

Clap.

"Ah yes," Commander Milton said, reaching around his chess set to pick up the paper. "You fellows traveled all the way from Diamond Peak, right? Must be something important to rush all the way here and not stop at any of the nearby bases."

"We needed the transmitter here," Captain Drake said. "We have news to get to the Core about the message that went out a few weeks ago.

"You know something about that?"

The two captains proceeded to share information about a broadcast that had gone out a few weeks earlier across all the nightsea. WPN One listened closely, only to find out that Ortega was involved. The two captains, Drake and Grayson, had been chasing Ortega since he had stolen a ship from Captain Grayson. Grayson and his crew had taken them all the way to Diamond Peak, where they had killed a noble and triggered the message that had been broadcast across the nightsea calling people to come to the Core to reach the New World.

"What are you doing, WPN Nine?" WPN One would have shaken her head if she was back in her body. "Keeping yourself busy overthrowing the world, apparently."

"They killed a noble who happened to be on the island," the lizard man, Captain Drake, said. "Confirmed to be Bibi by the identification number on his armor.'

"You needed a number to identify him?" Commander Milton raised his eyebrow.

"He was bisected," Captain Drake said.

"From what we understand, the message was rigged to go off when Roald's old ship was taken," the old man, Captain Grayson, said. "When Ortega took the ship, the message was sent out."

"So you're after Ortega in this old ship then?" Commander Milton shook his head.

"We are."

"There's a description in the report," Captain Drake said.

"We'll be on the lookout for him then," Commander Milton said, opening the report and beginning to skim it. "Go ahead and take time to resupply. I'll ensure that your report is sent out immediately."

WPN One withdrew from the conversation, her mind racing with possibilities. That they knew the ship to look for complicated her plans somewhat. It would no longer be a simple infiltration for Ortega to come and get her. He would need someone to help guide him into the base, to make sure that he didn't get caught up in any of the myriad levels of surveillance across the base.

She knew of an option, but she didn't like it.

She reached out through her strings toward the nightsea again. She needed to know what Ortega had decided. She left the room behind, rushing through the lines of aether throughout the base and out its top in an instant and leaving Commander Milton and the two captains behind.


      ***As the presence left the room, Commander Milton shook his head. WPN One was snooping around again, proving precisely why he did not trust it with his base's security. Technology, cold hard circuits, and crystalline processors with a massive network of cameras were more reliable than some accursed experiment with a will and mind of its own.

It was all the more reason to finally be rid of it if he could convince his higher-ups that his technology was the better solution. Having WPN One on his base was simply a liability. Even if she was absolutely loyal, placing all of your defenses in the hands of such a thing was a recipe for disaster. It was like sacrificing the queen to a pawn.

"Wait a moment, gentlemen." He raised his hand to the two departing captains. "I wanted to share something with you in light of this report."

"What's that?" Captain Grayson asked, his fuzzy eyebrows furrowing.

"In here, you have a description of this ship." Milton pointed down at the folder. "And I must say, it matches the description of one we picked up with one of our new reconnaissance buoys today. I hadn't thought much of it and was going to keep an eye on it due to its strange design, but with this report, I think there's a chance it is the ship you're looking for."

The two captains shared a skeptical look, but Milton could understand that. Technology like his information network was not something that many in the service had seen yet. Not even civilians had access to the intricate network of cameras and monitoring systems that he had worked to install in the base over the last few years. However, he could show the two men precisely what he meant.

"I can see that you are in doubt," Commander Milton said as he instantly stepped the distance between the desk and his door, reappearing in a burst of movement with his hand on the doorknob and the yellow folder in his right hand. "But if you come with me, I have something amazing to show you."

The two captains shared a second look before Captain Drake huffed out a puff of smoke, and Captain Grayson sighed. Finally, they both nodded, coming to a decision.

"Alright," Captain Grayson said, stuffing his fists in his jacket. "I can't say I'm not wary, but chasing our tails across the islands is getting us nowhere."

"We'll see what you have to offer," Captain Drake finished. "It is time for this chase to end."









