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Chapter One




"Ikal! Get back here, boy!" 

Ikal ran into the brush, sweat streaming from his palms as he ran from the torchlight into the darkness. He refused to go back and listen to that man anymore. Whatever his mother said, that man was not his father, not his true kin, a stranger to the tribe, an outsider who didn't belong. His heart raced in his chest as he pushed past a frond, and the jungle's darkness wrapped around him. In the sudden quiet, crickets chirped, and a soft wind blew across his bare chest.

The jungle around their village was as deep and dark as the sky above in the dead of night. However, if he saw glowing orbs in that darkness, they weren't part of the lined Constellations in the sky but likely a creature staring out from its hiding place. Ikal knew he shouldn't be out alone in the forest at night. He knew it was dangerous and that running out into the night was stupid, but he didn't care.

"I've done it before. I'll do it a hundred times more," he whispered as he picked his way through the trees and roots toward his hiding spot.

It took him a good bit, so much so that he had forgotten the argument that had sent him running out into the night by the time he reached his spot. He didn't stop moving, though, even as his lungs burned in his chest and his legs went as floppy as wet vines. The path to his spot was familiar enough that he didn't have to worry about tripping or falling. He knew every step from the countless times he had run out to watch the Constellations above.

He knew the various snakes and creatures that stalked the forest, and they gave the village a wide berth. That was why he had his secret spot at all. He didn't go toward the old ruins, not because it was forbidden, but because he didn't wish for his father—his real father—to see him cry. No, he went the right path toward the coast and the cliffs that looked out over the sea.

As he approached the edge, the brush cleared up, and he found the small clearing of grass that ended sharply on jutting stones that poked out over the ocean. With a sigh, Ikal sat down on those stones, wrapping his arms around his knees and taking a few deep breaths with his head down. He still needed to calm down from the fight. That was why he had run out here, to begin with. It was a way to get away from James—a way to get away from his mother.

"He's not my father," Ikal whispered, blinking the tears out of his eyes as he sat there on the cliff's edge.

It took him a while before the tears stopped running down his face, and he held his head up to get a clear view of the night sky. He sniffed as he watched the stars. They twinkled in the night sky above him like they had on almost every night before. When James had come to the island and started telling his outlandish stories, he imagined what was out there. James told stories of warrior women tribes, giant lizards, and even monsters that spawned from a dark mist. He had seen everything.

"He's still not my father," Ikal said, rubbing at his nose and looking to the side. "Even if he's taken mother, he won't replace father."

"No one's here to replace him, boy."

Ikal jumped at the words, dropping forward and away from the tall grass behind him on instinct. He nearly fell forward and off the cliff entirely, but a strong, calloused hand grabbed his shoulder and gently but firmly pulled him back. Ikal started to run, but that hand held him planted on the spot. James had found him, and he knew he wouldn't get away so easily.

"You shouldn't go running off into the forest, Ikal." James positioned him on the ground and then plopped down beside him, the man's long, skinny legs stretching out on the stone. "You know it makes your mother worry."

"I know the jungle," Ikal said, crossing his arms and looking away.

James was a foreigner and, before all his time out in the sun, had the pale skin of a sick man. However, after the last few years on the island, he had taken on the bronze sheen. However, he did not grow the proper coat that all the other villagers had. In fact, the only fur he had was the white hair on his head and his short beard. Everything else on him was completely bare. Whatever kind of creature he was, he was nothing like Ikal's people.

"Familiarity doesn't mean safe." James sighed, shaking his head before reaching up and adjusting his glasses. "Look, Ikal. I know the situation with your mother makes your life strange, and I know I don't help things with the way I am, but I want you to know that—"

He paused, and Ikal turned to see what was wrong.

"Did you see that?" James asked, pulling one hand from his long black cloak and pointing at the sky. "Up there!"

Ikal narrowed his eyes. James was clearly trying to distract and put him off his guard. There would be nothing in the sky, and James would use it to make a joke to get in his good graces. He knew it was coming because James had always tried something like that to distract him.

"You're not fooling me again," Ikal said.

"No, look." James stood up, his wooden sandals plopping on the ground as he pointed to the sky. "I've never seen anything like it!"

"Alright," Ikal gave in and looked to the sky.

The Constellations were gone—the lined figures, such as Pisces, Leo, and Orion, had disappeared from the sky. They had been replaced by glowing balls of twinkling lights, completely unconnected to anything else. Ikal's eyes jumped across the sky in frantic sweeps, going this way and that as the connected worlds of old had disappeared completely. Whatever he was looking at was nothing like he had ever seen before.

"It's the nightsea," James said, dropping his arm. "How is this even possible?"

Ikal didn't know what James was talking about. James had always called the night sky the Dark Meridian and had tales aplenty about it. Now, he was calling the sky the 'nightsea' and just stood there with his jaw gaping wide. James thought about running but thought better of it. Something was wrong.

"What does it mean?" Ikal asked.

"I don't know."


      ***Alex stood on the deck of the Nighthawk, sipping at a coffee as he looked over the massive screen wrapped around the angular hull in front of him. He had a good view of the space in front of the Nighthawk from the bridge as they sailed out into the nightsea. Ahead of the ship, hundreds of tiny dots of light led the way out toward the Twelve Kingdoms, what some people called the Core. Alex took another sip of his coffee.

"Being awake matters more than it being bitter." Alex sighed.

"Did you say something?" Mari's voice crackled over the comms.

"No," Alex said. "I'm just surprised how much distance there is between Dry Turtle and Grim Aegis."

"Current distance to Grim Aegis will take us one week's travel," Mari pinged.

Mari was the reason he was on the deck while everyone else was asleep. They needed to keep Mari in the ship's 'operation room,' which the manual had called the small hole she was currently tucked and sealed away in beside Alex's feet. Alex had looked inside several times, and it was a terrifying thought to be in the dark, hooked into a bunch of wires. Even if Mari was an android built to operate the ship's navigation, no one deserved that.

So, he made sure she was never alone while the ship was in flight. If he were in her situation, it would be what he wanted. Granted, if he were in her situation, he wouldn't be human, not that he was sure he was human anymore.

"Pull up the ship," Alex said. "I want to take a look at it."

The screen in front of him changed, showing the Nighthawk from the external cameras on the ship. Alex wasn't sure exactly how they worked and how much of a relationship they had with the digital cameras he was used to back on Earth. Everything in this world of empty space with occasional bright islands full of life that the residents often called 'Erth' was a mixture of what he would consider magic and science.

The Nighthawk was a long tube of a ship. It was something that reminded Alex of submarines. The entire ship was painted a dark blue, not too different from a moonless night sky. Its bridge, where he was standing, was on the front nose of the ship, raised and armored with tiny windows that he assumed had their own cameras contained inside. Behind the bridge was a flattened deck where someone could walk out and stand on the back of the ship on a flat surface. The entrance was out of the back of the bridge and up a set of stairs that went behind the bridge. On both sides of the ship, there were two long pontoons that functioned like the lodestones on other ships to allow it to fly, both through the sky and the nightsea. Finally, on the very end of the ship, there was a large golden cone lined to look like a drill. He still didn't know what that did.

All in all, it was a weird ship but a good pickup from a random island on the far end of the First Quadrant.

They had just come out of a repair yard in Dry Turtle, and the mechanics there had brought the ship back up to operational order. The Nighthawk had been left running at the bottom of a dried-out lake for over three decades if the message and information they had received were correct when they had found it. That was a lot of time for rust and decay to eat away at the ship, and that didn't count the fact that it had been hooked into an island core as well as a source of power.

All of it, including Mari, had been a plan from some old explorer who had found a new world. He had promised a path out of the Erth and beyond the reach of the tyrannical Scions that ruled it and their attack dogs, the Military Police. That was why they were heading to Grim Aegis. That was why they had picked up a rhyming knightly prince who promised them passage. Everyone on his crew saw it as a path forward to their own goals. Alex wanted to find a way back to Earth, and new islands beyond the reach of the Military Police were the best possibility he had seen in years. It beat his older methods of randomly hoping to find unclaimed island cores on the Fringes to gather piecemeal information.

He finished looking over the ship and sighed.

"Alright, you can turn it off," Alex said, taking another sip of his coffee with a curling lip. "Still bitter."

"Why are you drinking it then?" Mari asked.

"To stay awake," Alex said. "I wish I knew the recipe for Coke, even if it's horrible for me."

Who knew, though, maybe one day he would run across an island that had discovered how to make soda and convince them to export it to the rest of the Erth. It was a fleeting dream, maybe even more unlikely than him making his way back home, but if he could pursue one, why couldn't he do the other? He swirled the brown coffee in his mug. Maybe he could give it all up and just open up a soda business on an island. It would be easier.

"But then, who would get up to hijinks on random islands?"

Beep. Beep. Beep.

Alex looked up from his coffee. "What's that?"

"There are several ships approaching," Mari said. "Eight-o-clock position."

Alex sat his cup down, jumping into the ship's pilot seat. In front of Mari's raised platform, there were five seats. A central seat was a large chair with two arms that had orbs on the end. To the left and right were four sideways-facing seats with their own clear glass screens. Alex climbed into the central seat and got ready to take control of the ship. The experience pulled his senses into the ship's sensors, so he didn't want to tap into that until he had to.

It was a surreal experience.

"Are they coming for us?"

"It appears so. Several smaller ships have launched from one of the main ships. Putting it on screen now."

The screen in front of him flashed, and Alex saw five main ships in total. One was a frigate, built with a wooden hull and large, light sails that old ships favored. One thing he had noticed across the nightsea was that there was always a mix of old and new, and that frigate was the perfect example of it. Beside it were two more modern-looking ships. One was golden and shaped like a deformed diamond. It had a protruding bridge, like the Nighthawk's bridge, and several pointed pieces stuck off its body. The other was a metal-hulled ship that was shaped like a US Navy cruiser. It had a small light sail setup along its back, and the helm was on the forward part of the ship. If Alex didn't know any better, he would assume the ship was with the Military Police since it matched their designs, but then he saw the black flags with a skull and crossbones flying from the two more traditional ships.

That told him all he needed to know.

"Pirates," Alex said, leaning forward and grabbing both orbs. "Wake everyone up, Mari. Things are about to get bumpy."

As he touched the orbs, Alex's senses merged with the ship. At the same time, he opened his gate. Lightning thrummed through his body from his heart, sending shocks with each heartbeat to his fingertips. That power then flowed into the ship through the orbs, and in moments, he and the ship were one shared experience. He saw the ships approaching out in the nightsea and saw the ten smaller objects that had detached from the cruiser.

They were each roughly the size of a person and appeared to be open suits, each carrying a person wrapped in massive arms. They blasted through the air with cables attached to them, and Alex guessed what they were. They were boarders. They would try to land on the ship and wrap it with the cables. He smiled as he focused his mind. He wasn't about to let that happen.

"Rail Shotgun," Alex whispered as blue lights flared around the Nighthawk.

The Nighthawk didn't have a weapon system, per se. It was weaponless, except that a person who touched the orbs of the central seat could use their curse to conjure larger versions of its power outside of the ship. Alex's curse in the first grade was simple magnetism. It allowed him to manipulate metal objects freely. The second grade of his curse allowed him to conjure metal objects. The Nighthawk amplified both, allowing him to manipulate larger objects and create more metal than he normally could.

Soon, relatively small bits of coin-shaped metal appeared from the blue lights. Alex sent them flying off with magnetism accelerated speed, right at the approaching suited figures. As he did it, he spun the ship around, the pontoons humming louder as he pushed the engine. He couldn't see his shredding attack's damage to the approaching suited figures, but he didn't care. He needed to address the approaching ships first. If he could cripple their crew to prevent a boarding altogether, that was ideal.

"They're pirates," he whispered, leaning forward into the orbs, forcing the ship to go faster. "Don't pity them. They won't have it for you."

The three ships split apart, the wooden one sailing forward to meet him while the other two took off on side tangents. Alex knew the other two would be coming for him from behind, but he didn't plan to stop. He focused on his gate again, calling electric lights around the ship. He focused on the wood frigate in front of him and smiled.

"Rail Gun."

A long metal spike appeared next to the ship and shot out, accelerating with his magnetism out toward the frigate. It tried to turn, and Alex saw the cannons on the side as it did. He threw the ship down, bringing it below where the cannons could hit as his spike slammed into the frigate's hull. There was no explosion, but he saw the spike pierce the frigate and send it tilting to the side. He had to have hit something important because the ship slowed down until it began to drift.

"One down," he said, shooting forward and not stopping for a while before he turned around.

He could run, but there wasn't a place to hide nearby where he thought he could lose them. He would need an asteroid cluster, like Death's Yard, or a set of islands if he wanted to hide. The main problem with the nightsea was that it was mostly empty space between islands. It wasn't a place where you could hide once attacked. Alex licked his lips as the yellow ship burned its engines hot to try and catch up with him. The cruiser appeared to be gathering what was left of its crew. There was a chance that with two ships disabled, the cruiser would need to help out its friends and leave him alone.

"One more, then make a break for it," he said.








  
  
Chapter Two




"You've got to take them down," the old white-bearded captain of the Swallow said, shaking his head as he adjusted his pipe. "We're scuttled and need to be towed after." 

Boss Benbeck leaned back in his seat, sighing at the cursed dark blue ship. Two of his fairweather allies were already down, one impaled and the other recovering crew members. That left his ship, the glorious Gilded One, the only one still active and able to take on the Nighthawk for the bounties inside. However, that also left a problem. There were no longer shields left to take hits for him. There would be no towing afterward, however. The fight would end in a few moments, and then he would handle the only other ship that could move.

"What should we do, Boss?" Jeff Armstrong asked from the helm in front of Benbeck, his arm muscles bludging as he held the helm stead.

Armstrong was the definition of a strongman and the perfect man to hold the helm. No matter what happened in the next few moments of this encounter, Benbeck could count on Armstrong to see them through. Benbeck smiled, pulling out a comb and slicking back his blonde hair.

"He'll be on us in thirty seconds," Athena said from her console on the right side of the bridge, her hands working the joystick as she lined up the munitions with the approaching ship.

Athena had been an excellent find, taken from the streets of his no-name island and trained to be the perfect navigator and gunner for his ship. The fact that she wore a perfect black jumpsuit and always had the perfect angle for Benbeck to see was only extra icing on top of his cake. If only she was as smart as he was. He shook his head. That was why he was the leader, right? He could see the things no one else could.

Benbeck didn't think the munitions would be enough, though. From what he heard from their sources, Ortega's primary method of dealing with problems was his magnetism. Ordinary ordinance wouldn't cut it for a person who could do that. Benbeck stood from his golden captain's chair, brushing off his golden tailored suit and adjusting his collar. No, he would need to take things more personally. He turned to Athena.

"Prepare a special munition," Benbeck said. "We'll use Robismo to distract him while we escape to try again. He'll run before he stays in the fight."

"Are you sure?" Athena asked, raising an eyebrow.

"That's been their method in every encounter, according to our sources. They run first and don't do too many risky things. Trust in my information-gathering ability, if nothing else."

"Loading a Robismo shot." Athena shook her head, and Benbeck opened his gate. "Tell the rest of the crew to prepare for evasive maneuvers."

A whirring sensation ran through his body as he focused on the window in front of him. Power rushed through his body in a circle, turning gear upon gear from his heart all the way to the tips of his fingers and toes. Benbeck smiled as he embraced the power and focused it in his mind. The moment he saw the munition launch, he would release his power and see how Ortega handled a problem magnetism couldn't solve.

"Launch!" Benbeck yelled before calling out the name of his technique. "Robismo Awaken!"


      ***Ring.

Erin ran onto the bridge, her short, curly hair still frazzled from her sudden awakening. The alarm above her continued to blare, causing pulsing pain to run across her forehead. As she stepped around the corner and into the front of the bridge, she noticed she was the third one. Wen already sat at her console, dressed in a long light blue robe. Like Erin, she hadn't had time to get dressed between the alarm and the run-over. Erin had time to throw on a larger-than-normal shirt over her underclothes before she had run in, and that was about it. She was still barefoot, which left the metal floor cold to the touch.

Alex had the luxury of being on watch, so he was fully dressed in a simple white shirt and black pants as he leaned forward in his central chair, both hands on the orbs that controlled the ship's piloting systems. His black hair was matted to his brown face with sweat as he stared into the distance. Erin hadn't taken the chance to pilot the ship, but according to everyone else, it was a surreal experience where your senses merged with the ship, and you controlled it with that shared connection.

"What's going on?" Erin asked as she jumped into her seat, which had cushions to keep her legs off the metal.

"Pirates," Wen said. "We're about to tangle with the last one. "Where's Sayed and Jean?"

"Artur and Jean are trying to wake Sayed up," Erin said as she pulled up readouts on the ship. "Anything damaged yet?"

"Nothing yet," Alex said through clenched teeth. "Just give me a second, and maybe you can all just go back to bed."

Erin checked the screen in front of her and saw the final ship change course so that it was pointed directly at them. They would charge each other in the space between them, and Alex would probably use his 'Rail Gun' to try and take down the ship. She clenched her hands around her armrests as she prepared for that turbulence. Beyond doing that, she wasn't sure she could do much in this situation. Normally, she just helped Mari decide on the course and planned stops.

"What's that?" Wen asked, and Erin saw the blip on their forward sensors. 

The ship had launched something small at them. Erin squinted, but of course, that wasn't going to help. Whatever it was, it was too small to get any real detail out of it.

"Too small to worry about," Alex said.

The moment he said it, the blip grew on the screen, going from a dot smaller than the launching ship to a massive object over three times the size of the ship. Erin looked over to the main screen and saw what it was. A massive humanoid figure that looked like it wore blocky golden armor had appeared in front of the golden ship, punching toward the Nighthawk with what looked like a massive drill on its hand. Erin's eyes widened. It just wasn't possible.

"It's too close," Alex said, pulling up on the orbs as they rushed toward the figure. "I can't even sense it."

Thud. Scrtch!

While they had managed to pull away from the figure, the ship still shook. It was too late to avoid the hit. Erin's screen flashed with red markers and lines running across the upper side of the ship. It had landed a good hit, whatever it was. However, the real question was why Alex couldn't deflect it. The massive figure looked like it was made of metal. Surely, he should have been able to push the drill away or minimize the damage.

"Rail Shot," Alex said, and a massive spike shot away from them, striking the golden ship instead of the figure. "We're getting out of here."

The ship ripped into a hard turn, and Erin was pressed hard into her seat. She gripped her hands on the armrests as Alex pulled the ship around and took a tangent off their previous course. The problem was that until they got a decent distance away, there would be no hiding from visual identification or sensors. She only hoped that Alex had managed to disable the golden ship so it couldn't give chase.

"We're going to go hard for a while," Alex said. "Someone tell me how bad the damage is."

"Minor hull breach," Mari's voice chimed over the speakers. "No present danger."

"That's good to know, but I don't want to go for a round two," Alex said as they shot off and away from the ships. "Erin, see if you can find us something to hide in to check for repairs."

Erin had already started pulling up a map and searching through the options. While there weren't infinite known islands across the nightsea, there were enough, even out in the Fringes. The problem was that they hadn't been on their current route toward Grim Aegis. The other option was to find something like a debris field to hide in, but those weren't plentiful.

In reality, the nightsea was mostly empty.

"I'm not seeing a lot of options that would be faster than heading straight for Grim Aegis," Erin said. "How long can we afford to go off course?"

"The less, the better." Alex sighed, pulling away from the orbs. "Pick the best option you can, and Mari will start us that way."

Erin looked through the list of options and started ticking them off one by one. She immediately removed any ones that went back toward the Fringes. While Dry Turtle had a repair yard, one of the few places they would be welcomed back, it was back the way they had come, toward the edges of the Erth.

She focused on the map in a cone in front of the ship. That would keep their forward momentum and allow them to find a decent island for repairs. She started sorting through them, estimating which one would be the shortest path among the known islands.

She had gotten down to three when the alarm went off again.

Beep. Beep. Beep.

"What is it now, Mari?" Alex asked.

"Island directly ahead."

Erin blanched, looking at the main screen as the words came over the speakers. That was impossible. There were no known islands in the area, and the ship's information had been updated in Dry Turtle. There couldn't be an island anywhere near the ship. It was impossible.

Erin was just about to say as much when she saw the flickering bright light that took up the entire viewscreen.

"Slow us down," Alex said as he walked above the bridge and picked up his cup. "Then take us a little away from it so we can get an idea of what we're looking at."

The Nighthawk slowed and pulled away from the still flickering island, and Erin opened her video feed from the external cameras. The island would flicker every few seconds, black lines running across its entire surface before it shone bright again. She had never seen anything like it.

"Alright, breakfast club," Alex said. "Any ideas?"

"Breakfast club?" Wen asked, raising an eyebrow.

"You're both dressed like you're up for breakfast," Alex said. "I never actually watched the movie."

"I don't understand why you keep doing that." Erin shook her head, pulling her shirt further down her legs. "But I've never seen anything like this."

"Me either," Wen said, adjusting her robe. "It's like the island is a dimming light bulb."

"It's not a black spot, right?" Erin asked.

"Nah," Alex said. "That would just start consuming it from the center out. I've never seen anything like this either."

"What about you, Mari," Erin asked.

"Insufficient data," Mari's voice came over the speakers.

"Well, there you have it," Alex said, taking a sip from his cup. "We don't know what it is, or why it is here, but it is here, right in front of us, and we need a place to check over the ship."

The island flickered again and a cold stone dropped in Erin's stomach. There was no way they should go inside that island. Who knew what was happening inside? They could lose their lives just by entering.

"Sounds like the start of a grand tale!" Sayed's voice boomed as he stepped onto the bridge, scratching at his long black beard.

He was dressed similarly to Erin and Wen, leaving Alex the odd man out when it came to night fashion. A simple shirt and shorts left his muscles bare as he walked barefoot onto the bridge. It almost made up for his comment from earlier. However, Sayed was not alone.

"A fateful event." Jean entered the bridge, his dark face split with a white smile as he held his bony arms inside his blue robes.

It was likely because Jean didn't need to sleep because of his condition—he was a skeletal creature for everything below his neck—but he was just dressed in his normal clothes.

"What about Artur?" Alex asked.

"Sayed knocked him out cold." Jean chuckled. "I managed to dodge the punch.

"You do not sneak up on Sayed in the night like a thief." Sayed frowned, crossing his arms around his broad chest. "I will apologize to him when he wakes."

"Wen, Erin, what do you think?" Alex asked

"It seems okay to check out, though we want to make sure we don't park the ship in an easily visible place while we look at it," Wen said. "Maybe they'll just pass us over."

"I'm not sure the island is stable," Erin said, biting her lip. "But at the same time, we won't know what's going in there unless we go inside."

"That's settles it," Alex said. "Head in Mari."

Hrrm.

The engines hummed as the ship pulled back toward the light and entered the island's dome.








  
  
Chapter Three




Ikal ran through the trees behind the other hunters as they tracked the strange object through the night sky. It was rounded and dark, and a little smoke trailed behind it as it made circles around their island. They did not speak but moved through the brush in almost absolute silence. Their padded feet barely made a noise as they approached a clearing. The object kept falling, but it was slowing down, not speeding up as it approached the eastern side of the island. 

They were all geared for a hunt. Each member carried a short bow and a quiver of arrows. The group's men also had long black stone swords, while the women carried daggers. If an object presented a problem, they would strike swiftly from the shadows before the intruders knew what hit them.

Even Ikal had his short bow, though he carried a dagger because he had yet to earn his own stone sword. The jagged black blades of the stone it was made of gleamed in the moonlight on his hip. The rocks it was made from, like on the arrowheads and swords, had to be chipped away with harder rocks to make the edges sharp, giving the weapons a pebbly feeling between the smoother edges.

The leader, Aapo, signaled with his hands, tracing a line from his eyes to the object and pointing to the east. He shook his head, and his shoulders sagged. A few of the other hunters signaled back, but Ikal just watched the object as it started to land. He knew why everyone was anxious. The object was landing near the old ruins.

"That's going to be a problem."

Ikal jumped, his fur standing on end as the voice snuck up from behind him. Even with his long ears, he hadn't heard James approach. A strong hand patted his shoulder as James walked past and out into the clearing. Ikal's jaw dropped wide. James didn't seem to have a care in the world about the strange object or how dangerous it could be.

"That's a slipship, alright," James said, rubbing at his beard.

Ikal's ears perked. James had told many tales of slipships to his people. He had never heard of one like the one he saw in the sky. It was more like a tube than the long swooping designs that James often described. However, he also expected James to hide things from himself and his mother. That was how the man had managed to insert himself into their lives.

"And they're going right for the ruins." James tracked the ship as it came down for a landing with a finger. "Aapo, I know how your people feel about outsiders intruding there, but it looks like they're just using it to land for repairs. Would you mind if we tried talking to them first?"

"If we can keep them under control." Aapo crossed his arms over his white-furred chest. "If they are cursed, like many outsiders, they may be dangerous."

"That is true." James sighed. "If we're on Erth, we'll be more likely to run across cursed people. How about this: we sneak in, I go and try to talk to them, and if that doesn't work, you guys can fill them full of arrows until they're dead. That way, you're rid of me and them at the same time?"

"No one wants to be rid of you, James." Aapo smiled, revealing his sharp teeth. "Your intervention saved us, and we owe you that debt, outsider or not."

"I just don't want to risk any of your people," James said, rubbing the back of his head. "You've already suffered enough in my eyes."

Ikal looked down at the ground, doing his best to hide his tears. His father had died because of James's people. They had come to steal away several of their tribe for some unknown end that James refused to tell Ikal. Ikal's father was one of the ones who had died at the hands of the outsiders.

"Fine." Aapo sighed, his black ears twitching. "But if it goes wrong, we're getting you out of there whether you like it or not. Ikal needs a father, and Potira needs a husband."

Ikal bristled at those words, his tears forgotten, but he only managed to look to the side and cross his arms. He could yell all he wanted, but Aapo was the leader. Ikal couldn't contradict his words while they were out in the jungle. It was simply a matter of survival.

"Thank you," James said, pushing up his glasses as he rubbed at his eyes. "How your people have welcomed me over these last few years has meant everything to me. Though I miss my own people, your hospitality has made this island a home to me."

The rest of the tribe made their own gestures of support. They smiled, and some patted James on his back as they approached him. Despite Ikal's feelings about James, the man was well respected among the tribe. They couldn't see what Ikal saw in the man. James was an outsider, and outsiders couldn't be trusted.

Ikal stuck his tongue out to the side as he had just eaten a bitter berry but also made sure to face away so that he wouldn't be seen.

"If I keep talking about it, though, I think poor Ikal is going to spit up his dinner. Let's find this ship before the night's over and see if we can stop the problem before they start."

Aapo nodded and led his hunters into the forest, with James following behind. Ikal eventually followed after, making sure to keep himself out of sight. There might also be a chance to sneak off and visit the temple, assuming everyone else was busy. Ikal smiled as he kept an eye out on the east. He could sneak off and visit his real father.


      ***Alex brought the ship low toward a lake in the island's center, partially covered by tall trees. From what he could see of the island, it was mostly jungle, with tall cliffs jutting out over most of the edges and a singular peak that dominated the island's north side. There were a few beaches, but he didn't want the ship to be easily visible against the light brown of the shores. No, the best option would be to camouflage the ship near the lake and hope the trees provided some cover.

"Bring it in slow," Li Wen said as she looked at her panel. "The landing is going to be tight."

"I know," Alex grunted, pulling back on the orbs as he brought the ship in. "Just make sure I don't ding anything else until we can look at it."

"The branches will not cause significant damage," Mari chimed in over the speakers. "However, please do not intentionally run into them."

Alex sighed but focused on bringing the ship in. With the controls, he had a good view of the area and brought the ship in to float near the treeline next to the lake. Then he slowly brought it down into the water, as close to the shore as he could without getting it stuck in the lake's silt. It took a few minutes to even out the ship with the pontoons in the water before he was finally satisfied.

"There," Alex said, stepping back from the controls. "Any complaints?"

"We have successfully landed, powering down engines," Mari said as the pontoons hummed lower and lower before finally shutting down.

They acted as the equivalent of lodestones on normal slipships, and as far as Alex could tell, they weren't powered in the same way as normal lodestones. The Nighthawk had no light sails of any variety. He was sure the answers would be somewhere in the ship's manual, but he had yet to find anything. Everything about the Nighthawk seemed impossible, even in a world that already specialized in the impossible.

"Alright," Alex said, turning to his crew. "If everyone will go get dressed, we'll check the ship and then check around the area. Someone wake up Artur, and we'll help Mari out of her hole."

With that, they split. The rest of the crew headed out the front of the deck while Alex and Erin climbed onto the back of the bridge, standing next to Mari's exit hatch. After a few minutes of waiting, the hatch opened, and air escaped it with a slight fog as it released from the floor.

Hiss.

"You all right in there?" Alex asked as he waved the fog away and looked down into the dark hole.

"I'm fine," Mari said, one pale hand exiting the dark hole.

Alex reached down and helped pull her out, and she came up relatively easily, considering her weight. Mari was an android, and while she was shaped like a human, there were dead giveaways that she wasn't one at all. Her blue eyes were large and glowed blue when she was in dark places. She had lines down her face and throughout the rest of her body, along with rounded joints on her limbs where they bent. Right now, she was wearing a long white robe covering most of it, and her normal clothing made it a lot easier to hide what she was, but Mari stood out as not human without those coverings. She also wasn't light by any means.

"Alright, off with Erin, kid." Alex handed Mari off to Erin, and the two exited the bridge to get Mari ready.

"Let's go, Mari," Erin said. "We'll try out a new cloak this time."

"I'm not a child." Mari managed one final retort before she was gone.

"Then why does everyone on the crew treat you like their little sister?" Alex asked, shaking his head.

He searched for his coffee mug and quickly found it before he started off toward the kitchen to place it in the sink. After a few minutes of preparation throughout the ship, the entire crew stepped out onto the deck, dressed and ready for the new island.

Alex had thrown his black jacket over his normal clothes, and that was all he needed. Sayed now wore his usual leather chest piece over a stark white shirt and simple brown pants. Jean was dressed in his dark blue robes that covered his skeletal frame, except for his head. Li Wen had her dark brown coat and guns ready, with her rifle slung over her shoulder. Finally, Erin had changed into her normal black clothes with her green coat over them while putting Mari in a matching set. It certainly blended in more than Mari's normal red cloak.

Artur was still absent, but Alex assumed he was just putting on his full chain mail. The prince didn't know how to take things casually and would probably come out for repairs dressed like he was going into battle.

"Let's get to work," Alex said as Sayed and Jean wrapped ropes around their torsos to climb down the side of the ship.

Alex, on the other hand, opened his gate. Electric power thrummed through his body as he walked toward the edge of his deck, running from his heart in a rhythmic beat as he opened himself to his power. He focused all his mental effort on pulling his body toward the ship, and as he walked off the side, he simply followed the curve of the ship like he was walking over a bump. 

His jacket fell forward as he started down the side, but otherwise, it was no different from walking on flat ground. As he came around the curve, he also saw the extent of the damage. A long black line ran across the ship's left side from where the robot's attack had landed.

"You know, your curse is plain unfair," Jean said as he lowered himself on his rope.

The rope was pulled around the back of his legs as he came down, step by step, his hands contorting his rate of descent as he walked backward down the ship's side.

"I know, right?" Alex said. "It's the niche usage that makes it fun."

"Aah!" Sayed fell past both of them before his rope pulled taunt less than a meter from the water's edge.

Alex and Jean looked after him, but he just hung in the air motionless for a moment before raising a single thumb. His arms and legs dangled beneath him, and Alex held back a laugh. Sayed always went into things full bore without thinking about how they might turn out; this was just another example of his antics.

"I will be alright, brothers; just give me a moment to recover myself," Sayed said.

"My friends, I don't want to cause a fright," Artur's voice came from above. "But I feel eyes upon us in the dark of night."

Listen.

Alex looked out into the forest, and as he did, a voice called out from the deep jungle. It was a voice he recognized from too many times before, and if he was hearing it, that meant only one thing. He smiled but didn't let it show. He would need to know more before they started blustering around looking for an island core.








  
  
Chapter Four




Miss Glory lay against the top of the Javelin's bridge, her viney form sprawled over the metal edge so that she could listen to the crew's conversations. She had tagged along when she heard the three ships were going after 'Tin Man' Ortega, but they hadn't been up to snuff. Now, the Javelin had lost half of its crew, and the Sparrow was scuttled with no real hope of recovery. If her head was active, she would have shaken it, but instead, she just shook a few of her vines. 

Only the Gilded One was still active and currently floated above the Javelin. The captain of the Javelin was speaking with Benbeck over the ship's comms, and Miss Glory was listening. The conversation was not in the captain's favor, and Miss Glory knew he was just asking to be stabbed in the back.

"We need assistance," the captain said. "We'll have to go and pull the crew that survived from the Swallow, and we can split them between our ships."

Which would mean the quarry would have time to get away. Miss Glory withered at the thought. Miss Malone would reward whoever brought Ortega and his crew in, especially after what happened a few days ago on Dry Turtle. The much-desired prince, who had escaped the clutches of Miss Malone due to a quick decision of King Lopold, had been captured but allowed to slip away.

That was why she had been happy to stow away on the ship to try at him. If the pirates couldn't take down the ship, there was every chance that she could. Her curse allowed her to do things not many other people could do. She was a plant woman whose true form was a motley assortment of vines around a bulbous core.

She writhed closer to the deck's entrance, shrinking her plant form slightly so that it would be less noticeable.

"Unfortunately, that just isn't in the cards," Benbeck's voice came over the speakers.

Thump.

"What are you talking about? We entered this agreement together! Are you thinking about hanging us out to dry?"

"Oh, I have much worse thoughts than that," Benbeck cackled over the speakers. "You've already proven precisely how useful you'd be if we actually caught Ortega. Seeing as I and my crew don't want to share the bounty more than we have to, it just makes good business sense to eliminate the competition."

Miss Glory coiled up on herself. She could already see where this conversation was going, and she needed to be ready for when the insanity broke loose.

"Apologies," Benbeck said. "It's just the cost of doing business. Fire a salvo, Athena, all tubes."

There it was. Benbeck showed his true colors at the darkest hour. Miss Glory was proud of him. He saw the right choice for a man who wanted to win. Cut the dead brush and give time for the garden to grow anew. There was no sense in keeping the dead weight with you if it could simply be cut away.









