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      "I ascend with respect for the heights, acknowledging the danger, yet trusting in my skill." Gideon Highwire recited the Steeplejack Oath as a meditation on his work. He clipped the high-tensile line to his carabiner on his safety harness. One tug. Locked. "I safeguard myself, my crew, and those below."

      The city glow of Gablehaven sprawled beneath him in the night, unaware.

      He pulled tight the cuffs of his gloves, pressing leather snug into each crotch of the V between his fingers, mirrored in sequence. Accuracy. Symmetry. Control. "Each climb demands precision, patience, and courage. There is no room for error." He crouched on a ledge the width of his boot.

      Across the gap, looking into the next building over, seven figures stepped into a boardroom. Pinstripe suits. Wide-brimmed hats. Scaled skin catching the meeting room light.

      "Alligators?" The word barely left his mouth. "They run the undercity in pinstripes and scales."

      High-waisted trousers strained over broad, reptilian frames. Ties tucked with care. Pocket squares like bloodstains. Too tailored for monsters. Too real to be a dream.

      Not a gang. A syndicate. Old money. Older instincts.

      He whispered the final line to the cool of the night, carried forward in a breath of condensation, "My hands are steady. My mind is sharp. My loyalty is to the work that stands tall long after I’ve descended."

      They weren’t hiding. They never had to.

      He reached for the wire at his collar. A flick of static. Then a voice.

      "The Cult is moving fast."

      Another voice followed. Low. Measured. Certain.

      "The Goddess demands we act before next moonfall to become part of the family."

      Then a name.

      "Barnaby Blackwater."

      Gideon’s jaw locked. Barnaby. A month ago, he’d barely survived the Mindshredders. Now these cold-blooded killers were planning the menu. And Blackwater was today’s special.

      He shifted and pressed against the rooftop’s steel flank. His gaze scanned ledges, shadows, gutters. Everything too still. Too perfect.

      Gargoyles crouched like sentries. Stone eyes. Silent warnings.

      No movement. No mistake. Just the waiting. Everything looked right. Which meant something was wrong.

      A pressure settled behind Gideon’s ribs. Instinct tightened. He turned back to the boardroom just as a new figure stepped inside. Larger. Slower. Every movement bent the room around him. The others dipped their heads in silent deference.

      "Big Daddy." Gideon identified the leader of the Alligator mob. His pulse jumped. His grip cinched on the escape wire. This was the moment. If he could just catch the plan…

      A whisper, faint and wrong, scratched the edge of his awareness. He looked down. Rooftops. Statues. The same. No, something in his instincts felt off.

      One shadow sat too thick. A shape that didn’t fit. A crouch too ready. Had that gargoyle always been there?

      His fingers flexed on the wire. He blinked. Gone. Just nerves.

      He turned back to the boardroom. The wire shifted in his palm as he readjusted.

      Inside, the voices turned sharp. Urgent. "The Cult is moving fast. We want in on this action. We’ve got to make a move, now, or we lose our play—see?"

      "The Goddess wants him dead by next moonfall? That’s why Barnaby Blackwater has to…"

      Static burst in his earpiece.

      A second sound scraped across the rooftop.

      Gideon snapped his head down.

      What he’d missed. What had been slithering at the edge of thought. Now, undeniable. The gargoyles weren’t statues.

      Hundreds of golden eyes lit the dark. Crocodiles. Four feet long. Low-slung muscle and teeth. Crawling up the stone with impossible grace. Blending with the building. Hunting.

      They were already on him.

      Adrenaline surged. He jerked back.

      Too late.

      One lunged. Its jaws opened inches from his boots.

      He met its gaze. Cold. Calculating. Endless hunger.

      Then it struck.

      The reek, wet rot and something older, worse. The stink hit Gideon as the crocodile’s jaws snapped shut, barely missing his boots.

      Then a crack.

      Their eyes locked. Cold. Furious. It slipped. Fell. Thirty stories vanished beneath it. The shriek cut off mid-drop.

      No time to celebrate.

      Gideon launched. The escape wire went taut, hurling him in a wide arc over Gablehaven. Muscles burned. Breath vanished. He adjusted by instinct.

      Slate tiles surged up. Too fast. He hit hard. Slid. Grabbed for purchase. A chimney lip caught him just short of the edge. No breath. Claws scraped stone.

      He ran.

      Boots slammed rooftops, bounding from ridge to ridge. Ten buildings. A blur. The city dropped beneath, nothing but steel and shadow.

      The crocodiles gave chase. Fast. Fluid. Relentless. Their claws shredded tile. Every sprint closed the gap. They didn’t chase. They herded.

      Gideon’s foot hit loose flashing. He slipped. Knee skidded. Jaws snapped past his boot.

      They were wearing him down. Speed didn’t matter. Not now. They wanted him tired. Cornered. One stumble from a fall.

      Then—a sound.

      Low. Distant. A steamboat whistle.

      The river.

      They weren’t chasing. They were steering.

      His eyes snapped forward. One more block.

      A jagged rooftop. Beyond it, a spire, tall, sharp, narrow as a needle.

      Climb it. Get high. Get clear.

      He surged forward. Legs screaming. Boots skidding. One croc lunged. Teeth flashing.

      He kicked. Boot to snout. It hissed, recoiled.

      He didn’t stop. Vaulted up. Grabbed the spire’s lattice. Metal bit through leather.

      He climbed. They climbed with him. The city fell away. Wind screamed past. Up and down bled together, black sky above, blacker drop below. And still they came.

      The steamboat exhaled. A low, guttural bellow rolled through the night. Louder now. Closer. A signal. A countdown.

      The trap was closing.

      Then he reached the top.

      Lightning crowded his spine. His gut twisted sharp. His body knew the drop was coming.

      Below, the crocodiles climbed. Dozens of them. A writhing mass of scales and hunger. Closer. Closer. Nowhere left to run. Only down. Exactly where they wanted him.

      He saw it in their eyes, fixed, lidless, waiting.

      The river wasn’t escape. It was the end. A grave dressed in current. He stood at the spire’s peak, fingers clenched around the iron rod. Below, a city unaware. Lights flickering. Streets humming. Life, oblivious.

      And then—stillness.

      The world stopped breathing.

      No sound but his coat, flapping in the wind.

      No sensation but gravity tugging him toward the dark.

      He smiled. "Remember me, boys." He tipped two fingers from his brow in a jaunty, roguish salute. Not mockery. Not panic. All style. "I’m the one who got away."

      And he let go.
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      Millions of ordinary lives in the city carried on, unaware of the desperate plunge playing out. Each window he passed seemed like a scene in a play. A mother blew out the bedroom light and tucked her child beneath the covers. A fat man in boxer shorts scratched absentmindedly at his armpits, nose buried in his shirt as he inhaled the stale sweat of his day. A dog leapt onto a windowsill, tail wagging in excitement at the possible new friend. Golden leaves trembled in the breeze, catching the streetlight’s glow as Gideon hurtled past, each moment frozen in time, glimpsed and gone.

      The wind howled, a ferocious roar in his ears, but even in free fall, Gideon maintained control. His body twisted gracefully, the feet-first jump becoming something more of a deliberate dive. His arms stretched out, muscles tight, hands shaping into an arrowhead, aimed straight at the river’s surface. He breathed in, savoring the final gasp of air before the plunge, and then, with barely a ripple, his body pierced the water, slipping beneath the surface.

      The river swallowed him in its dark, cold embrace. Time seemed to stop in that suspended moment. The city above faded into obscurity, and all that remained was the murky silence in the cradle of the deep. It felt eternal, an endless fall into black nothingness. And then, as if the river reluctantly released him, Gideon’s head popped up and out, and he inhaled quickly, his body desperate.

      His lungs filled with air, the familiar rhythm of life reasserting itself. Water streamed down his face as he looked up, eyes tracing the jagged silhouette of the city against the night sky. There, a writhing float of crocodiles slithered and snapped around the distant spire. Slick bodies twisted in the dark, jaws snapping, the hunt not over yet.

      "Ha!" Gideon barked out a laugh, still panting. "New personal best for height."

      He couldn’t help the grin that spread across his face. Despite the danger, despite the relentless pursuit, the thrill of the fall had ignited something primal in him. For a fleeting moment, he savored the rush, the exultation of survival against impossible odds.

      But the moment shattered as the water rippled around him.

      A flicker of light caught his attention. The golden glow of reflected building lights danced on the river’s surface, but it wasn’t just the skyline playing tricks on him.

      Dozens of eyes, golden, unblinking, stared at him from just above the waterline.

      The crocodiles had been waiting.

      A float of them, perfectly still, their thick bodies barely breaking the surface. They had anticipated his escape, their trap more insidious than he had imagined.

      His heart pounded again, not with exhilaration, but with the raw, gnawing edge of fear.

      Slowly, deliberately, the crocs began to close in, their eyes patient, unblinking. Two of the largest surged forward, thick tails lashing the water behind them as their jaws split wide, teeth glistening.

      The water churning up foul, putrid spray as they took test snaps, each one closer, each one hungrier.

      Gideon spun in the water, instincts on fire, searching for an opening, anything to escape.

      The cold of the river gripped him, heavy and unforgiving, sapping the strength from his limbs.

      No time to think. No time to plan.

      His muscles reacted purely on survival instinct.

      Then, darkness swallowed him whole.

      Far above, the wind caught in the autumn leaves of a tree on the riverbank, sending them spiraling gently into the water below. The city remained unchanged, unaware of the provocation that had unfolded just moments before. A train rumbled in the distance, its steam whistle piercing the night air, and headlamps bounced across empty streets as horse-drawn carriages clomped along the riverside road.

      The water was still now, calm, the earlier ripples fading into nothing. Above, the stars twinkled faintly, indifferent. The river’s current, slow and steady, carried no sign of struggle, no trace of Gideon. Only the quiet murmur of the city filled the air, as if nothing unusual had happened at all.

      A light from above pierced the river’s surface, illuminating the spot where Gideon had vanished. A blast of thrusters sent the crocs scattering, their slick bodies vanishing into the dark.

      A single figure dangled from an anchor, suspended in the blinding light: Barnaby the ‘Red’ Blackwater. As the anchor’s tip disappeared beneath the surface, Red reached down, gripping Gideon’s harness and hauling him up.

      "Yar, let them go, Gideon! Let 'em go!" Red bellowed over the roar of The Beck & Sail’s engines, keeping the ship hovering above the river.

      "Luggage, two carry-ons, no checked bags." Gideon called back, his pearly whites flashing in the spotlight.

      "Right, then." Barnaby signaled, and the two men, along with two unwilling crocodiles, were hoisted by rope back into the ship.

      The chain retracted, pulling the space pirate aboard The Beck & Sail as he clung to the steeplejack’s harness. In each hand, Gideon Highwire gripped a juvenile crocodile. The whole group twisted and turned in the slow ascent. Then, with a final tug, they tumbled onto the floor of the anchor bay, two tiny crocs wriggling and squeaking in Gideon’s grasp.

      "It’s good to see you again, Barnaby, and just in time, I’d say," Gideon said.

      "Aye, there be better ways to get yourself a new pair of boots than these young punks," Barnaby replied.

      As the two creatures squirmed, Gideon tightened his grip. "These two are going to tell us everything we need to know," he gave them a shake, "or they’re going in the soup pot."

      "Never!" one of the crocodiles hissed, while the other growled and thrashed.

      Gideon chuckled. "Sharp teeth, dull wit, that’s what I always say about your kind."

      "I think I’ve got just what you need here, Mister Highwire." Barnaby went over to a locker, pulled out two body harnesses, and helped strap one around each croc, leashing them to a short chain on the wall. "They’ll wear themselves out eventually and start talking once their bellies are empty."

      Gideon gave Barnaby a second look, then a third. "Is that a red jacket you’re wearing?"

      "He’s not the Barnaby you know," came a voice, soft as a melody, from the hatch.

      Gideon’s attention snapped to the source. "And who might this be?"

      "This," Barnaby said with a grin, "is Millicent Gearwright, tamer of time, whisperer of the astrolabe, and cleverer than the wisest of owls."

      Gideon stood a little straighter, his chest swelling with newfound respect. "Ah, the famous Millicent Gearwright. Barnaby was spreading rumors of your brilliance last month, but he did your eyes no justice, nor the fire behind them. I imagine you don’t just shape clocks; you bend time itself."

      Millicent flushed, the color rising fast against her pale skin. Her eyes flicked away just briefly, down, then back, before she folded her arms with deliberate calm. “And yet somehow,” she said dryly, “the universe keeps ticking despite your flattery.”

      Gideon’s grin widened. “How do you keep everything in perfect order, except, perhaps, the hearts of men like me?”

      “You are bold and charming. I’ll grant you that,” she replied, her voice composed again, but the corner of her mouth betrayed a curl of amusement.

      "Barnaby?" Gideon’s mind caught up to Millicent’s words. “Not the Barnaby I know?”

      "This," Millicent said, gesturing to the man in the red coat, "is Barnaby ‘The Red’ Blackwater. We call him Red. You two have never actually met. He hails from a parallel Supercluster to the Clockwork Constellation and makes the most delicious treats: chocolate, marshmallow, peanut butter, and crackers. We must give those a proper name."

      Gideon blinked. He looked Barnaby up and down, then back at Millicent.

      “Mister Rook got your call, so the crew and I grabbed Millicent and Quark on Gearturn, and headed here to help. Didn’t know we’d have to save you from the snappers.” Barnaby explained.

      “Quark?”

      “Quark is a robot my grandfather and I built on Gearturn.” Millicent said. “You’ll meet him in a minute or two, he’s just making his checks in the engine room with Mister Wren.”

      “Red?” Gideon took another look.

      Barnaby grinned, eyes twinkling mischievously. "Aye, tell him about the Blockhead Theory."

      Gideon turned back to Millicent, who smiled.

      "The Block Supercluster Theory," she corrected.

      "Yar, that be the one," Barnaby added with a wink. He stepped to the comm on the wall and ordered into it, “Mister Rook, have Mister O’Malley take us to standard orbit please.”

      “Aye-aye,” squawked from the box.

      They moved into the briefing room, once called the plotting and planning room, behind the command center. Millicent had renamed it for precision’s sake. Barnaby just smiled and let her have it.

      Inside, Millicent wasted no time. "Captain Barnaby Blackwater, the one from our world, was changed in his fight with the Mindshredders," she explained. "They flipped something inside him. Reversed his loyalties. Left some type of Mindshredder residuum. Everything he did was to serve Moore, whether he realized it or not. He delivered everything Moore needed. Including me. But we managed to escape."

      Gideon narrowed his eyes. "We?"

      "Quark, my robot companion, and Orin, our dear poetic friend. The three of us crashed on a mythical world called Echo. There, I discovered a slip in time, a crack that let me glimpse into other possible timelines."

      Barnaby the “Red” crossed his arms. "And that’s when Millicent and I met. She pulled me out of my world and into this one."

      "Out of his Supercluster and into ours," Millicent clarified.

      Gideon frowned. "Supercluster?"

      "Larger than a galaxy, smaller than a universe. A Supercluster is a vast collection of galaxies bound together by time and space. We live in the Clockwork Constellation, our Supercluster."

      She took a breath. "The Block Supercluster Theory is the idea that time isn’t a river flowing from past to future, but a solid block. Every moment, past, present, and future, exists at once."

      Gideon arched a brow. "So, what? Time’s already written?"

      "More like… pre-drawn." Millicent steepled her fingers. "Imagine a giant stack of coloring books, each one representing a different version of history and the future. We only experience one ‘page’ at a time, so it feels like time moves forward. But really, every event is just another page in a collection of stories that already exist."

      Barnaby the 'Red' chuckled. "Aye, and just like any good coloring book, someone’s bound to color outside the lines."

      Millicent nodded. "That’s where the Time Core came in. Moore thought he could flip through the books, go to the first page, and change the ending. But all he really did was color over what was already there. He made small adjustments, but nothing radical."

      Gideon exhaled, absorbing it all. "And you pulled Red out of his book and into this one?"

      "Yes."

      Gideon tapped his fingers against the table. "Then Moore was right. He just didn’t have the right tool."

      Millicent nodded. "Exactly. The Time Core alone wasn’t enough. He needed Echo."

      "Which means he was in the wrong place."

      "Correct."

      Gideon ran a hand through his hair. "And now we’ve got a problem, because the Barnaby I knew is still under their control."

      Millicent’s jaw tightened. "His mind was altered. His loyalties are mixed. We need to save him from himself."

      Red sighed. "Then I need to go home. Back to my own block."

      Gideon’s mouth curved into a grin. "Well, that explains things. The Crocodile Cult is on the move, and our dear Captain Barnaby Blackwater has a target on his back."

      Gideon cracked his knuckles and said, “I need to introduce you to Stark Maddox. Looks like we’re heading straight into the storm, wouldn’t miss it for the world."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Blood and Bounty

          

        

      

    

    
      The Tern’s engine let out a low rumble, somewhere between a growl and a purr, as it settled onto the forward deck of the Beck & Sail. A sharp hiss of pressurized air escaped the seal before the door lowered, revealing the steps for its battle-tested pilot.

      Stark Maddox descended, sure-footed and ever wary of the unexpected, his right hand resting on the butt of the pistol holstered at his belt. His eyes narrowed, lingering shut a moment longer than usual, as if lost in deep thought or meditation, a soul tempered in the fires of war and ash. His jaw clenched like a trap ready to snap.

      “Highwire,” he greeted, his voice gruff, like gravel shifting underfoot.

      Gideon met him halfway, hand outstretched, and their handshake landed with the force of a thunderclap, causing nearby onlookers to step back.

      “Stark, my old friend! A fine day for adventure.”

      “Still old, friend,” Maddox replied, sly and steely. Then he caught sight of the pirate. Their eyes locked. A girl and robot at his side.

      Red grinned wide as Stark approached, extending a hand in greeting. But Maddox had something else in mind. His old knuckles cracked as he made a fist. Stepping quickly into range, Maddox pulled back and delivered a mighty right hook to the pirate’s unsuspecting grin, sending him sprawling three feet across the deck.

      Looming over the fallen man, Stark stabbed the air with his finger, his voice like a thunderstorm.

      “That’s for stealing the Troxler from The Tern, you despicable miscreant wretch!”

      Quark the robot pulled Stark Maddox away from the pirate, lifting him back and away from his target.

      Gideon kept repeating, "That’s not Barnaby Blackwater."

      Millicent knelt beside the pirate, inspecting him. “Where does it hurt? Let me see.” Nothing obvious. She sprang up to meet Stark, wagging a finger in his face. “Why would you punch him? What did he ever do to you, you bully?”

      “Three weeks ago, he shows up at my dock, knocks me out from behind, and when I wake up hours later, the Troxler generator, which creates the Obscura Veil, it's gone." Stark’s voice was sharp with old anger. "It’s a one-of-a-kind cloaking mechanism that makes The Tern invisible. He deserves worse.”

      “This is not your Blackwater, Maddox. Not the one you’re after. This is Red. We grabbed him from another universe.” Millicent kicked Stark in the shin. “His name is Red. Say it.”

      “Red.” The gruff old man grumbled, hopping on a good leg.

      Millicent continued, “And we’re here to save our Blackwater from what the Mindshredders did to him.”

      Stark grimaced. “Okay, okay, you can let me go.” Quark released him.

      Maddox took a step forward.

      The movement made everyone flinch.

      Millicent stepped in front of Red as if to shield him. “The first was to get your attention,” she said, planting her boots. “But I can kick higher.”

      Quark positioned to catch, Gideon primed to strike.

      Stark raised his hands, palms up. “I’m not gonna hurt him.” He stepped toward Barnaby 'Red' Blackwater and extended a hand to help him off the floor.

      When their hands connected, a static shock snapped between them.

      Stark’s eyes closed. His mind reached out.

      He moved through the pirate’s thoughts, tracing memories, skimming across buried emotions, threading through the cerebral cortex, weaving up the cerebellum to the occipital lobe, skirting past the limbic system, and dancing between the hippocampus and amygdala.

      When Stark opened his eyes, he exhaled deeply.

      Barnaby shuddered. A nervous yip escaped him.

      Stark knew everything now.

      “I owe you an apology. Should I call you Red?”

      “Arr, you can call me Captain, Scoundrel, or even Bilge Rat, but call me late for supper, and I’ll be raising mutiny!”

      Stark exhaled, rubbing a hand over his face. “Damn it. Should’ve known.” He met Red’s gaze. “I’m sorry. Truly.”

      “How could you have known? Arr, that’s a mighty right you’ve got there.” Red rubbed his jaw.

      “This makes a great deal more sense now,” Stark grumbled. “I’ve been hearing things, rumors that Barnaby Blackwater is leading the Crocodile Cult and taking territory from the Brotherhood of Mindshredders. A great war is brewing on the outer rim. And then I got your call.”

      Gideon’s head tilted. “I’ve been investigating the Crocodiles for weeks. You’re saying Captain Barnaby Blackwater’s involved? That doesn’t make sense, he’s been marked by the alligators on Gablehaven.”

      “For a city planet, Gablehaven sure has a lot of reptiles,” Millicent said.

      “Actually, they are semi-aquatic reptiles, spending a majority of their time in water,” Quark corrected.

      “This just keeps getting better.” Maddox’s expression flattened with forced patience before he shook his head. “I need a drink. Where can I get a drink?”

      They retired to the galley, where they could settle in for a moment, though the steward’s ears would catch every word and carry them to the crew.

      The galley of The Beck & Sail was warm with the scent of spiced rum and sizzling fried potatoes, a welcome refuge from the cold darkness of the stars outside. Stark Maddox sat hunched over the table, a half-empty bottle in his hand, his weathered face creased with a crooked grin. The flickering lamplight caught in his eyes, glinting like the edge of a well-worn blade.

      Millicent Gearwright sat with her eyes wide in fascination. Red leaned back in his chair, an ice pack pressed to his swollen jaw, while Gideon Highwire absently tapped the edge of his cup. Quark, seated nearby, let out a soft hum as his gears clicked in quiet contemplation, his glowing eyes processing every detail of the tale about to unfold.

      But everyone knew the truth, Stark’s stories had a way of peeling the truth out of legends, and no one wanted to miss what came next.

      Stark took a long, thoughtful swig from the bottle, wiped his mouth, and began.
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      Stark took a long, thoughtful swig from the bottle, wiped his mouth, and began.

      “Listen well, lads and lass,” Stark drawled, his voice thick with the grit of too many years spent in the company of danger. “Once, long ago, in a land where the Ætherflow whispered secrets to the Aubergine moon, there was a priestess called Maatkara. But back then, before curses and shadows, she was just a woman… and oh, she was beautiful.”

      He leaned forward, his eyes misty with a story born from countless retellings. “Can you imagine how much you’d have to love someone to defy the gods themselves just to keep hold of ’em? Imagine how deep the hate runs when they leave you alone in that fight?”

      Millicent didn’t speak. She watched Gideon—measuring something, but she hadn’t yet crafted the right tool to pick that kind of lock.

      “Her skin was said to gleam like gold under the sun,” Stark continued. “And her voice, ah, her voice, was sweet as honey dripping from the comb. She was a vision, full of light, full of life, dancing through the reeds by the water’s edge. She’d laugh, a sound that made the very air tremble, and the crocodiles would rise from the river, docile as kittens, just to bask in her presence.”

      Red raised an eyebrow. “Crocs aren't confused with kittens.”

      Stark gave Red a nod, and gave a twisted grin. “Oh, but they loved her once, they did. And why not? She ruled with Kasim-Ra, the high priest. They were the very soul of the Order of Crocodylia, keepers of balance, guardians of life and death. They say the Ætherflow itself blessed their union, as if the river knew that love like theirs could make the world hold its breath.”

      Millicent leaned forward, her fingers brushing absently along the rim of her cup. “What happened to them?”

      Stark's expression darkened, and he rolled the bottle between his calloused hands. “Ah, what always happens when a heart beats too loud for the world to bear? Ambition, like a serpent in the garden. You see, Maatkara loved Kasim-Ra… but she loved power more. Her heart twisted with want. Immortality, dominion over life itself, that’s what she craved. So she set her sights on a forbidden ritual, one whispered about only in the darkest corners of the Ætherflow.”

      Gideon’s fingers stilled, his hand resting on the table. He didn’t even realize Millicent was watching him.

      “What did she do?” Quark asked, his voice a series of soft, curious clicks.

      Stark’s gaze met Quark’s, and the old pilot’s smile held no humor. “She betrayed him,” he said, voice gravelly. “Her beloved, her Kasim-Ra. The gods looked down from the heavens and saw her ambition, and they saw the blood she spilled. And for her treachery, they cursed her.”

      The galley grew quiet, save for the soft creak of the ship’s hull.

      “Maatkara became immortal, yes indeed,” Stark continued, his voice dropping lower. “But the spirit of Kasim-Ra was bound to her soul, a wretched, tormented thing. His face—” Stark’s mouth twisted with something close to horror. “His face appeared on the back of her head, eyes open, mouth silent, forever reminding her of the love she destroyed. She still commanded the crocodiles, but each command carved deeper into her betrayal. Her power grew in step with her pain. Her power grew, but so did her pain.”

      “But that wasn’t the worst of it, no,” Stark said, his voice taking on the eerie tone of a ghost story. “The gods were clever in their punishment. They bound Maatkara’s immortality to her desire. Every time she felt love, every time she longed for what she had lost, she’d feel the agony of it, tenfold. Her beauty? A mask, a weapon, to lure in souls and break them. Her rule? An illusion of power, masking her suffering. And the crocodiles… they became her jailers, watching, waiting, obeying, but always reminding her that the balance she once cherished was shattered.”

      Millicent’s fingers tightened around her cup. “Is there any way she could break the curse?”

      Stark’s eyes glittered, and he set the bottle down. “There’s a way. The gods wove a loophole, a cruel joke if ever there was one. Maatkara could be free if she performed an act of true, selfless love. But that would mean surrendering her power, embracing her deepest fear: vulnerability. And there’s another way, a dark one. If someone were to sever her bond with Kasim-Ra by force, she’d lose her immortality, her magic, everything.”

      Red’s smile had vanished, and he studied Stark with a seriousness that revealed the light years he crossed to get to this point. “Aye, what about this Maw of Maatkara I’ve heard about? The relic. It’s known in the pirate community there be a statue, a treasure. Many have chased it. Where does that fit into your bedtime story?”

      Stark’s laughter was dry as desert sand. “Ah, The Maw,” he said, eyes narrowing. “A golden and emerald statue, as large as a ship’s lantern, shaped like a crocodile with the soul of a dragon. It grants dominion. But every time you use its power, it sinks its teeth into your soul, twists you up, makes you mad with greed. Use it enough, and you’ll become a monster yourself, a crocodile-dragon beast, mindless and hungry for gold, doomed to serve only Maatkara’s will.”

      Red’s eyes gleamed at the mention of gold. The relic sounded very tempting.

      Gideon glanced uneasily at Millicent, then to Stark. “What happened to the relic?”

      Stark’s grin returned, sharp as a broken bottle. “Some say it’s lost,” he said, “others claim it’s in the hands of those who don’t know the true cost of power. But wherever it lies, The Maw waits, hungry, and Maatkara watches through its eyes, dreaming of escape, of conquest, and of the love she’ll never feel again.”

      The silence in the galley was heavy, the story hanging like a shadow. Then, with a suddenness that made them all jump, Stark slammed his hand down on the table. “So there it is,” he declared. “A love story turned dark, like all the best ones. Now, who’s brave enough to face the Ætherflow Queen herself, if she comes knocking at The Beck & Sail’s hatch?”

      Red’s chuckle was uneasy, and Millicent found her eyes drawn to the cold, star-streaked darkness outside the porthole. Somewhere out there, beyond the seven galax-seas, an ancient queen waited, beautiful and terrible, and her curse was far from forgotten.

      Stark Maddox took another swig, and the ghost of his story lingered, whispering through the metal halls of the ship, a reminder that not all monsters wear scales or fangs. Sometimes, they wear the face of a broken heart, twisted beyond all recognition.

      “Red, you knew about the Maw?” Gideon asked.

      “Arr, that I do. And if I know, it’s fair to guess my doppelganger knows. Many have tried to find it, but they’re never heard from or seen again.”

      Millicent perked up. “Gideon, he said that the Brotherhood of Mindshredders is on the verge of a great war brewing. You said that, didn’t you, Stark?”

      “I did,” Stark muttered.

      “Why would the Crocodile Cult and the Brotherhood of Mindshredders go to war?” Millicent asked.

      Stark stared at the dregs in his bottle, then looked up. “The Cult is more powerful than the Brotherhood. Crocodiles have small minds, ancient, reptilian, and thick-headed. Mindshredders have nothing to attack. Their only true weapon is mental power, and those crocs will chew up all their territory. The Brotherhood fears it.” Stark smacked his lips and started to look for something to fill his hands and quench this thirst. “It’s all family with these groups. You take the Alligator Mob, upright, try to be like you and me, dressing up and walking around. They are a family. The Crocodile Cult, their cousins, crawl like babies until they become adults when they walk upright, part of the family. And the Brotherhood of Mindshredders, family. Organized crime, a syndicate, one helluva family.”

      Millicent looked to Gideon, searching for reassurance.

      Gideon felt her gaze. He wanted nothing more than to turn and hold her eyes, but it felt like gazing into a supergiant star, fierce, magnetic, with a pull one could never escape. That fiery intensity would burn itself into his soul forever. He fought the urge to hold his breath. Slowly, he turned to look, his chest tightening, though he would never run from it.

      “What’s on your mind, Gideon?” Millicent asked. “A plan?”

      “The beginnings of one,” he replied. “Stark, you know the Brotherhood of Mindshredders, you’ve studied under them. Is there a way to get them word? Warn him about the Crocodile Cult? Maybe even join forces?”

      “Yes,” Millicent added, her voice bright with hope. “Maybe they could help us bring our Barnaby Blackwater back.”

      Stark nodded thoughtfully. “It makes sense. If Blackwater found and stole the relic that controls the Crocodile Cult and the Queen, and they are still working for him… But then, if it’s too late, if Blackwater has turned under its spell...”

      “Aye,” Red muttered darkly, “but what’s to keep the Mindshredders from doing to us what they did to your Captain Blackwater? They could turn us all into marionettes dancing on their strings.”

      Stark rubbed the scruff of his fourth-day stubble. “There’s no guarantee. They might. But the one I studied under isn’t like the rest of them. He’s… wary, full of conspiracy. Afraid even of his own shadow. He’s in hiding—excommunicated from the Mindshredder homeworld for letting the thief who stole one of the planet’s stars escape. We’d need to travel to him. He’s holed up on a forgotten moon orbiting Gablehaven. No welcome mat—just shadows and silence. That’s where he operates now.”

      Millicent asked softly, “Did the Queen lose everything when the gods struck?”

      Stark shook his head, slowly. “Not everything...”

      Stark adjusted his coat, eyes catching the lanternlight like he’d been somewhere darker than the room. “You ever hear what really happened to the Queen’s fleet?” he asked.

      Red snorted. “Swallowed by the Ætherstorm, right? Cosmic judgment?”

      Stark smirked. “That’s the version the temples like. Easier to say the gods swept in and wiped it all clean. Truth is… not all of it vanished.”

      Millicent glanced up. Quark paused mid-scan. Even Gideon stopped fidgeting.

      “Back when Maatkara reigned in full power, she commanded a golden armada—ships heavy with offerings, tribute, relics dredged up from fallen worlds. But there was one… they say it never returned. Not because it was destroyed. Because it refused.”

      A silence hung. Stark tapped his knuckle twice on the table.

      “She bound it with an oath. Not to her. Not to the Cult. To the gold. To keep it safe. For all time.”

      He leaned in.

      “They say the crew tried to flee when the gods turned their wrath. That the ship dragged them back. Sealed the hatches. Locked its course. It wasn’t just a vault, it was a vow—and vows like that don’t break easy.”

      Gideon spoke low. “So what happened to it?”

      Stark shrugged. “Still out there—adrift in the Ætherflow, holds full of gold meant for gods long gone. Waiting for the Queen to call it home.”

      “Aye, sounds like something I’d chase down. Captain Blackwater might do same-same.” Red said.

      Millicent nodded. “That sounds precisely like a treasure Captain Barnaby Blackwater would target. But your Mindshredder friends⁠—”

      “Oh no, no friends of mine.” Stark said. “Calculated companions, more like.”

      “Right. The Mindshredders you know,” Millicent watched Stark nod in confirmation. “Can help save Captain Blackwater from this curse. And the only way to stop the Crocodile Cult, aside from fighting each one individually, is to control Queen Maatkara. What is this Mindshredder hiding from?”

      “From his own kind, the Brotherhood, the ruling council,” Stark said grimly. “He doesn’t trust them. He thinks they’ve lost their way. He’s spent years keeping off their radar, occasionally taking on a student, training only those he believes won’t betray him.”

      Gideon exhaled, tapping his fingers against the table in thought. “Then we’ll need to be very careful about how we approach him.”

      The galley fell into an uneasy silence, Stark’s stories casting long shadows over the team. Before anyone could speak, a bone-chilling hiss echoed through the ship's corridors from the anchor bay, followed by the unmistakable rattle of chains.

      “Sounds like someone's hungry…” Millicent’s eyes widened. “Do the crocodiles know?” she asked.

    

  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.






OEBPS/images/ebook-sequel-clockwork-constellation-chrono-chaos-september-2024-ebook-5.jpg
& N TEm W
CLOCKWORK
CONSTELLATION
CROCODILE CULT







OEBPS/images/image-2.jpg





