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Titan Mage
Book 1
***
Dedication
To my husband.
For the vigorous and stimulating research.
***
Prologue
“How many are there?” Locke asked, his body cocooned safely within the massive bulk of Titan Chimera. The war machine towered over two stories tall, a humanoid frame of crimson armor plates over black joints and artificial muscles. Gold filigree—faded from wear and tear from who-knew-how-many battles—highlighted a few edges, accentuating its sturdy, powerful build.
Locke walked the titan up to the square opening in the floor, where diffused light from the sunrise spilled into the airship’s long central hangar bay. He clenched a gargantuan fist around a support rafter running the length of the ceiling and peered down.
Morning mist shrouded the base of Mount Driver, and thick pine forests climbed its craggy slopes, thinning out into bare rock and snow near the mountain’s peak.
Except for a glint of blue and silver moving along the forest’s edge.
A large glint. Moving fast for something so big.
“Ember?” he asked.
“Hold it,” she radioed from Titan Long Shot. “I’m not in position yet. Almost there.”
“Take your time,” he sighed. Or he’d intended to, but his voice cracked at the end. Jitters ate at his nerves, and butterflies fluttered in the pit of his stomach. Fighting monsters in a titan was one thing, but this? This was on a whole different scale of crazy.
Why did I agree to this? Locke thought. Why did I suggest this?!
“In position,” Ember reported. The glint settled atop an outthrust of stone on the mountain, almost like a ship’s bow.
“And?” Locke asked.
“Yeah, I see them. Right where we thought they’d be.”
“How many?”
“One titan, which we expected … plus two heavy weapon quads. Big ones, too. Maybe thirty tons each.”
“And how many titties?” he asked.
The radio fell silent for long, agonized seconds. He could almost feel Ember rolling her eyes at him.
“For the last time, Locke, the ‘small titans’ are not titties! They’re called rigs!”
“Oh, I know that,” he countered, gazing once more at the drop. “But consider the world from my perspective, just for a moment. I’m nervous, and I’ve been nervous since I agreed to this plan.”
“It’s your plan!”
“That’s beside the point. What is the point is I made a lame little joke back then in an attempt to make myself feel better. And you know the response I got? None of you laughed at my joke. So guess what? I’m calling them titties until I start feeling better.”
“Oh, good grief.”
“Remember, I’m about to leap from this airship in a seventeen-ton coffin, and the only thing preventing me from going crunch at the end is an upgrade we’ve never tested!”
“You’re not that high up,” Ember jabbed.
“Oh, you think so? Alyssa, how high up are we?”
“Just a hair under six thousand feet,” she radioed from the airship’s bridge.
“Right. Over a mile up, then. And not only that, but I’m dropping in next to some bad people who want us dead.”
“Try not to land right on top of them, would you?” Ember warned. “You’ll block my shots.”
“I’ll try.”
“Hey, Ember,” Alyssa cut in. “Back to Locke’s question, before he went off on this weird tangent. How many rigs do you see?”
“Ten to fifteen. Hard to be exact. Some of them are obscured by the trees, and the quads will probably have some extra rigs I can’t see from here.”
“That’s a whole lot of titties,” Alyssa quipped.
“Uhh,” Ember groaned. “Not you, too.”
“That make you feel any better, Locke?” Alyssa asked.
“Marginally.”
“Well, shake it out of your system. You’re a titan mage now. You charge in where others fear to tread. Don’t ever forget that.”
“I know. And I won’t let you down. I promise.”
“You’ve got this. I know you do.”
“Thanks.”
“Now brace yourself. Here comes the turn.”
The airship banked to the left, and Locke shifted one of Titan Chimera’s feet outward for better balance. He raised an arm, and through the titan’s eyes he studied the catalyst built into the underside of its forearm. The crystalline rod ran from the machine’s wrist down to its elbow, appearing clear in its inert state.
Locke channeled a simple matter-based spell through the catalyst. Titan Chimera’s void furnace roared alive, burning a steady stream of liquefied void condensate and releasing the powerful essence sealed within. Hot air and black smoke belched out of two louvers, one at each of the titan’s shoulders, and the crystalline catalyst darkened to the same hue.
Silvery swiftmetal poured out of a port below the wrist and spun itself into the wireframe of a great shield, while one of the many gauges in his console wiggled downward. More swiftmetal spooled outward, filling in the shield until it formed a solid, reassuring wall.
Locke let the base of the shield thump down against the deck. The magical construct was as solid as wrought iron.
“I’m getting better at this,” he declared privately with a smile.
“We’re almost on top of them,” Alyssa radioed in. “You ready to jump?”
“As ready as I’ll ever be.”
“Watch it,” Ember warned. “That unexpected turn must have grabbed their attention. Those two quads are swinging their guns your way.”
“Time to go!” Locke let go of the rafter, took one heavy step forward, and let the titan’s bulk tilt over the side. His stomach slammed up into his throat, and Titan Chimera plummeted toward the forest below, wind howling past him, armor plates rattling in the turbulence. Seventeen tons may have granted the machine a degree of stubborn inertia, but a brick still flew like a brick.
Warm morning sunlight kissed the titan’s armor as Locke channeled a gravity-based spell into the catalysts in each leg. Crystalline rods built into the titan’s calves glowed a faint purple, and smoke of the same color plumed out of the titan’s louvers in long, pale streamers.
His descent slowed and stabilized.
“Whew!” Locke exclaimed. “That’s one less worry.”
The twin gravity catalysts weren’t powerful enough for true flight, but he could use them to fall in a controlled manner.
Which was all he needed.
“Good luck!” Alyssa called out. High above, the long, glinting shape of the airship banked away from the battle.
“Luck?” Locke scoffed. “Who needs luck when you can use mag—”
A beam of blinding yellow light shot up from the ground and blared past him with an aura of crackling magical lightning.
“Never mind!” He raised his shield, but the act obstructed his view of the oncoming ground. “Damn. Didn’t think this through, did I?” he mumbled to himself and channeled a matter spell.
Swiftmetal parted to form a narrow viewing slit near the top of the shield.
“There. That’s bet—”
A second beam speared into the shield. Silvery metal turned cherry red around the impact, and the force sent the titan spinning.
“Yikes!” He channeled bursts of gravity thrust, righted the titan, and stabilized the shield with both hands. “Ember, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m being shot at!”
“Is this a surprise?”
“Isn’t this the part where you start shooting at them?”
“Hold it. I don’t want to waste my opening shot.”
Another beam scythed past him, its nimbus crackling against the edge of his shield.
“Would you fire sooner if I said pretty please?”
“No need. Aaaand … gotcha!”
Titan Long Shot channeled its own magic into a red lance of lethal energy. The beam pierced through the superstructure atop one of the enemy quads, rupturing its furnace. Superheated void essence screamed through the widening cracks like enraged, escaping steam, and lightning forked through the air. Mages and engineers in black livery scurried away from the four-legged weapon platform moments before its furnace blew in a cataclysm of unfocused energy magic.
The blast ripped the entire superstructure off its turret mooring and flung it three stories into the air before it fell back down and crumpled against the ground next to the quad.
“That’s one!” Ember called out triumphantly.
The second quad swiveled its cannon toward Titan Long Shot and fired, but the crew clearly didn’t have a fix on her position, and the beam bored a ragged line across the stony mountainside.
A scattering of shots from void rifles tinked and plinked against Locke’s shield, and he channeled one final burst of gravity magic before Titan Chimera stomped feetfirst into a narrow clearing. He stumbled forward, grabbed the thick trunk of an ancient pine, and planted his feet. The titan’s forward movement plowed two grooves through the damp soil and nearly uprooted the tree before it came to a stop.
“Made it!” Locke said, then chuckled with the joy of still being alive.
“Three rigs heading toward you,” Ember reported. “North by northwest.”
“I see them.”
Locke faced the approaching weapons he thought of as “little titans.” These black-armored rigs stood twelve feet tall, less than half the height of his own Titan Chimera. They were too small to come with furnaces of their own, and instead received power from tanks of compressed void essence attached to their backs, which made them resemble deep sea divers to his eyes.
Locke channeled through his matter catalyst, and the shield reformed into a massive hammer with a long, sturdy shaft. He gripped the weapon with both hands and charged the trio of rigs with long, thunderous strides.
The rigs opened fire, and bolts of energy chipped at Locke’s armor. He closed the distance and swung the hammer in a wide overhand arc. The hammer slammed into the lead rig’s head, flattened it, then imploded the top half of its torso. It teetered forward, arms outstretched, groping the air before Locke kicked it over. The rig thunked to the ground on its back, its legs and arms thrashing in vain.
The other two rigs paused, perhaps now regretting their bold charge against this titan.
“Who’s next?” Locke asked with a wide grin.
Chapter One
“You’re firing me?” Joseph Locke blurted.
“No, no. You misunderstand,” Derrick Small reassured him, seated behind his office desk. Despite his namesake, he was a large man with biceps and pectorals that strained against a salmon-colored polo shirt one size too small for his frame. He had the look of a man who spent all his free time at the gym guzzling protein shakes and pumping iron.
“Then why are you kicking me out onto the street?” Joseph demanded.
“We’re not kicking you anywhere.”
“Then I’m not losing my job?”
“Well, no,” Derrick conceded. “But you’re being laid off, not fired.”
“I fail to see the difference.”
“It means we’re letting you go through no fault of your own. Your record with us remains unblemished, and you’re free to use us as referrals when you apply elsewhere. That should help you find another job.”
“But if there’s no problem with my work, then why are you ‘letting me go’?”
“Joseph, please be reasonable. The housing market is a mess right now. No one’s building, and no one’s renovating, which means Merrickson Construction needs to tighten its belt if we’re to weather this economic downturn. Everyone’s feeling the pinch, and we’re coping as best we can.”
“But you don’t understand!” Joseph stressed urgently. “I need this job!”
“So do the twenty other people on my payroll.” Derrick leaned back in his chair. The leather sighed, and the base creaked. “You think this is easy for me? It’s not, believe me, but it’s my job to make sure this company stays afloat in turbulent times. Otherwise, everyone here is out on the street. Is that what you want?”
“Well, no.”
“Then please try to be reasonable. It’s a bad state for us all.”
“Is this because of my—”
“No, no, of course not,” Derrick cut in quickly. “It’s a simple matter of seniority. You’re the new kid on the team, so …”
“I get the axe first,” Joseph finished.
“Unfortunately, yes.” Derrick spread his hands.
“But there’s other work I can do!”
“I’m sure there is, but that doesn’t change the fact that cuts need to be made.”
“What if I work in the warehouse? I can …” He glanced down at the desk, thinking fast. “I don’t know. Do inventory checks or something. Or how about—”
“Joseph, let me stop you right there. You’re, what, eighteen years old?”
“Nineteen.”
“Nineteen years old. You’re still building up your resume, and Merrickson Construction is a solid place to start. You’ve shown yourself to be punctual and dependable. That’s really all employers want to see out of someone’s first steps into the job market. You’ve done the tasks given to you, and you did them without giving us lip. And believe me, that’s a rare quality in kids these days!”
“But you’re still kicking me out.” Joseph crossed his arms and glowered at the man.
“My point,” Derrick continued, a hint of annoyance edging into his voice, “is right now, your time here is a plus for your resume. It’s a solid foundation for you to build upon elsewhere.” He leaned forward meaningfully. “You wouldn’t want to ruin that by making a scene on your last day, now would you?”
Joseph seethed on the inside, but he kept it bottled up because he knew his boss—no, former boss—was right. Complaining and making a scene wouldn’t change the man’s mind, and he’d caught wind of the subtle threat.
“Play nice or you lose us as a referral,” Joseph thought carefully. And I need all the help I can get if I’m going to find another job in this mess-of-an-economy.
“Would you?” Derrick repeated.
Joseph let out a long, frustrated sigh.
“No, sir,” he said at last, shoving his anger down. “I suppose not.”
“Then I believe our business here is concluded.” Derrick gestured toward the door. “Do you need a hand?”
“No,” Joseph replied sharply. “I can manage.”
He grabbed the handrims on his wheelchair, backed away from Derrick’s desk, and spun himself toward the door.
***
Joseph wheeled himself down the uneven, poorly-maintained sidewalk. Tree roots pressed upward on the concrete slabs, and weeds shot up through the cracks. If ever there was a town situated on the ass end of nowhere, it was Grassroots, Kentucky. Empty, abandoned storefronts lined both sides of the two-lane street, though a few restaurants bustled with a steady stream of local patrons.
He pondered his many problems as he wheeled himself home.
Money, he thought. That’s my biggest concern right now. I need to make sure I have food and a roof over my head. As soon as I get home, I’ll take a serious look at my finances. Anything I don’t absolutely need right now gets cancelled.
And a job. I need to find another job. Or, at the very least, I should check out what it takes to get unemployment benefits. Do I even qualify? Hell if I know, but I need to look into that.
I’ll have to cancel my physical therapy sessions. No way I can afford those anymore. Not without any health insurance to speak of. But the good thing is I’ve still got all my worksheets. They taught me which stretches and exercises will help restore mobility, and I’m going to stick to that routine no matter what. Every morning, morning after morning. No exceptions.
Because the sooner I can move around without this damn chair, the easier it’s going to be to get another job.
His wheels caught on an uneven jut of concrete, as if the universe itself was trying to emphasize that it wouldn’t be an easy road. But with a few extra pushes, he overcame it.
See? This isn’t so bad. I can do this. I know I can. Sure, life just shoved me onto my behind … and then kicked me in the nuts … and then took a baseball bat to my head … but I’m not going to let this beat me.
He hit another rut—damn, Grassroots’ sidewalks were even crappier than the rest of it—but he forced his way over it, too, and continued.
Yeah, I’m dealing with a ton of bad luck, so I could really use some of the opposite, but it’s like Dad always said, what most people call “good luck” really isn’t. It’s about having your eyes open, being smart enough to spot an opportunity when it comes knocking, and possessing the courage to seize that opportunity when it does appear.
Dad …
Joseph sighed as a bitter wind cut through his jacket and sent a shiver down his spine. He gazed up at the darkening clouds and caught a distant flash of lightning, followed by a low tearing rumble.
“Well, that’s not a good sign.”
He quickened his pace, though his arms ached from the effort. He still wasn’t used to how much work it took to get from Point A to Point B, and his apartment was still six blocks away.
The sky rumbled again, and a fat droplet struck his left eye, making him squint.
“Perfect,” he grumbled, and looked around for the nearest shelter from the impending rain. He spotted an awning stretched out over two tables in front of Martha’s Coffee House, and he spun himself around to cut across the street.
The few rare splats of rain turned into a drizzle, and lightning cleaved the distant sky.
“Oof!” Joseph exclaimed as he rolled the wheelchair off the curb. He cut across the empty street, but then his wheels caught on the opposite curb. He backed up and tried again, but he couldn’t climb over the edge.
“Isn’t there supposed to be a handicap ramp here or something?” he groaned.
The drizzle turned into a downpour that soaked through his jacket, and lightning snapped across the sky.
He sighed and grumbled under his breath. Rain matted his hair and trickled down his back. He turned down the street and started wheeling himself home again.
“Yeah, it’s been that kind of day for me, too,” a woman said from behind him.
“Huh?” Joseph spun his wheelchair around to face her.
Whoever she was, she looked totally out of place next to the rundown Grassroots storefronts. She gazed at him with vibrant blue eyes so rich they almost seemed to have an ethereal quality to them. Long black hair draped down the back of her dark purple coat, framing the milky, unblemished skin of her oval face. He couldn’t decide how old she was because, while her face struck him as youthful, it also possessed an ageless quality he couldn’t quite explain.
He settled on an initial guess of thirty years old.
It would be some time before he learned how wrong that initial guess had been.
The strange woman stepped toward him, black high heels clicking on the asphalt, then raised a purple umbrella. She clicked the release button on the handle, and it unfurled above both of them.
“Huh?” he repeated. His jaw hung loose as her strangeness tied his tongue.
“A bad day, I mean. For both of us.” She smiled sadly down at him. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to presume. It’s just you seemed …”
“Huh?”
“You okay?”
Joseph shook some sense back into his brain. “Yeah. Sorry.”
“No worries.” She pointed a thumb over her shoulder. “The curb is crumbled over there. Should be easy to get up that way.”
Joseph leaned to the side, combed his soaked hair aside with his fingers, and gazed past her. She was right. A dilapidated segment of the curb formed a lumpy—if serviceable—ramp for his chair, and it wasn’t too far from the coffee shop awning he’d been aiming for.
“Thanks.” He began wheeling himself over, and she followed him, holding the umbrella over both of them, though it wasn’t particularly wide, and rain still splattered him.
“Need a hand?” she asked.
“I’ll manage, but thank you, ma’am.”
She chuckled.
“What?” he asked. “Something wrong?”
“‘Ma’am’?” she mimicked, then giggled, and he chopped five years off his estimate.
“My mom always said it costs me nothing to be respectful to others.”
“Sounds like a smart woman.”
“She was.”
Joseph wheeled himself back onto the sidewalk and then maneuvered under the awning. Thunder pealed through the sky, and heavy rain pelted the asphalt.
“Mind if I wait here with you?” the woman asked, folding her umbrella and shaking some of the water from it.
“Not at all. I’m Joseph, by the way. Joseph Locke.”
“Nice to meet you, Joseph. I’m Peth.”
Peth? he thought. Never heard that name before.
“Is that short for something?”
“Hmm.” She tapped her lips with a thoughtful finger. “I think so.”
“You think so?” he glanced up at her with a quizzical expression.
“I’d ask my parents, but they’re not around anymore.”
“Oh. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. It happened a while ago. Ancient history, really.”
“I guess that’s something we have in common,” Joseph added. “Both my parents aren’t around either.”
“Any siblings?”
“Nah. Only child.”
“Same here.” Peth glanced up at the sky. “It’s not letting up. We could be here a while.”
“Looks like.”
“So, what brought you out today?”
“Work.” Joseph grimaced. “As in the end of it. I was just laid off.”
He’d expected her to say something along the lines of “Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that,” but instead her eyes gleamed with a slight hint of mischief.
“Oh?” she said innocently. “Then are you looking for a new job?”
“Haven’t started, but that’s the idea.” He huffed out a frustrated breath. “Kind of need to if I’m going to keep a roof over my head. It’ll be tough, but I’ll find something. Just got to be diligent about it and not let myself get discouraged, you know?”
“Yeah, I know what you mean.”
“It’d also be nice to get a job with decent insurance.” He gestured to his legs. “This is temporary, you see.”
“What happened?”
“Car accident. I was riding with a friend. Some drunk ran a red light, and then bam! Next thing I know, I’m in the hospital and I can’t move my legs.”
“Damn. You really have had it rough.”
“The good thing is the doctor said it’s only partial paralysis. See? I can wiggle my feet now, and as long as I stick to my physical therapy, it should get better over time. That’s the main reason I want to find a job with health insurance. So I can afford my physical therapy, get well sooner, work harder, and eventually save up enough for college. I plan to major in computer science.”
“Wow,” Peth said. “You don’t give up, do you?”
“‘Quitters finish last.’”
“Another quote from your mom?”
“My dad that time, though I don’t think it’s entirely accurate. Quitters actually never finish at all, when you think about it.”
“But his version is shorter. More pithy.”
“True enough, I guess.”
“It’s funny you mention looking for a job. You know,” she began delicately, “as chance would have it, I’m something of a headhunter myself.”
“Really?” He considered her more carefully than before.
“Yeah. That’s why I’ve been having a bad day. A bad series of days, really. It’s hard finding good help.”
Had he been waiting next to a potential employer this whole time? Good thing he hadn’t made a complete fool of himself! He cleared his throat and tried to straighten himself in the wheelchair.
“Umm, what kind of work are you involved in? If you don’t mind me asking.”
“You can think of it as pest control. The company is Harper’s Harriers.”
“Hmm.” He scrunched up his face in thought. “Don’t think I’ve ever heard of them.”
“They’re not from around here.”
“Ah,” he sighed. “Well, that kills this idea. I don’t have a car, and even if I did, I can’t drive it like this.” He patted his thighs.
“Not a problem.”
“It’s not?” he asked incredulously.
“Nope. They can tailor your workload while you recover. As long as you’re fine with relocating, that is.”
“For a pest control company?”
“That’s merely one of the services they provide. ‘Professional problem solvers’ is another way to think of them.”
“What sort of relocation are we talking about here?”
“Long term. Open ended.”
“To where?”
“Not here.” Peth indicated the decaying, rain-soaked view of downtown Grassroots. “Do you really need anything else?”
“Something in the way of specifics would be nice.”
“The position involves a lot of travel, so it’s hard to say where you’ll end up. Could be anywhere.”
“You mean like outside the country?”
“Oh, guaranteed.” She flashed a disarming smile. “Let’s put it this way. Don’t plan on coming home for the holidays.”
“Not that there’s anything or anyone for me to come home to.” He crossed his arms and glanced down at his legs. “What sort of work would I be doing, exactly?”
“That’s up to the Harriers. I’m just a headhunter, like I said. I don’t actually work for them.”
“And you think I’ll be a good fit for the company?”
“Oh, absolutely.”
“Why’s that?”
“Let’s just say I’ve got a good feeling about you.” She winked at him. “Plus, I like your ‘quitters finish last’ attitude. Especially given your current predicament.”
“That’s fair, I suppose.” He blew out a breath through the side of his mouth. “Does this vaguely described job at an undisclosed location come with a benefits package?”
“Of course.” Peth reached into her coat, pulled out a royal purple envelope, and handed it over. “Read the contract for yourself.”
“You just carry those around with you?”
“Sure. Never know when I’ll run into a prospective hire.”
“Right.” He took hold of the envelope. “What brought you to Grassroots to begin with?”
“A quick bite to eat. Just passing through.”
“You and everyone else who doesn’t have to be here.” Joseph opened the envelope, unfolded the three sheets of paper inside, and began to skim over them. “Health insurance, good. Vacation time also looks good. What’s this about company equipment?”
“You may be called upon to operate heavy machinery in hazardous locations.”
“What sort of heavy machinery?”
“Proprietary. You’ll receive on-site training.”
“And that’s all you’ll say.”
“For now.”
“I should have guessed.”
“Is that a dealbreaker for you?”
“I didn’t say that.” He leafed to the second page. “Where’s it talk about compensation?”
“Right there.” She placed a slender finger halfway down the page.
Joseph’s eyes bugged out.
“Something wrong?” Peth asked. “Not high enough?”
“Not high enough?!” he squeaked. “I think the decimal point is in the wrong place! There’s no way a kid like me is worth this much! Look, I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing with me but—”
Peth cleared her throat meaningfully. “I think you might have misread the number.”
“Look, I’m pretty sure I know a—” He looked again and stopped. “Huh. I could have sworn.”
“Probably a trick of the bad lighting.”
“Yeah, I guess you’re right. It still seems high to me, but you did mention hazardous locations, so I guess that makes sense.”
He pulled up the last page, then stared at it for a while. Unlike the other two white sheets of paper, this one was tinted purple with symbols drawn in gold ink all around the border. A large pentagon filled most of the page, and complex runes sat on each of the five corners, ringing a larger symbol in the center.
“What’s this supposed to be?” He checked the back, which was blank, then flipped it over to the incomprehensible front.
“Quirk of the company.” She shrugged. “You’ll have to sign it, too, if you’re applying for the job.”
“I’m not signing away my soul or something, am I?”
“Oh, no, no,” she laughed nervously. “Why would you say that?”
“Just that it looks like a page from a D&D rulebook,” he grunted, then flipped back to the first sheet and read carefully through the entire contract.
“Interested?” Peth asked after several minutes.
“I’m thinking it over.”
“Take your time.” She glanced at the sky again. “We’re not going anywhere.”
A lot about the contract and its lack of specificity struck him as unusual and potentially worrisome. But when he got right down to it, a job was a job, and he needed one of those. He didn’t want to admit it, but he was desperate, and thus willing to overlook the oddities and the sense of wrongness tickling the back of his mind. The numbers and benefits all looked great, but what—precisely—would he be doing?
Does it really matter? he told himself. Here’s a way to pay the bills and then some! What’s the worst that could happen? Hell, if things don’t work out, I can always quit, right?
“All right, I’ve decided.”
“And?”
“Why the hell not? Got a pen?”
“Right here.” She offered him a purple-lacquered fountain pen.
“Nice. Thanks.” He set the contract down on the wheelchair’s armrest.
“Please sign the bottom of each sheet.”
“Got it.”
He signed each sheet, then held up the pen.
“Thank you, Joseph.” She accepted her pen back and slid it into her coat. Her face lost some of its professionalism and hardness, softening and turning sad. “Also, I apologize for any unpleasantness you may experience during the transition.”
“During the wha—”
Sharp pain jolted his torso and he clutched the left side of his chest.
“Damn! What the hell?”
Another spike of pain burned through him, and he folded over.
“Peth!” he wheezed. “Something’s wrong! I … I think I’m having a heart attack! Peth?”
He twisted to look up at her, but she was gone.
“PETH!”
His vision blurred, darkness encroaching around the edges. A third jolt ripped through his body, his arms flailed out, and he fell from the wheelchair. His forehead cracked against the concrete sidewalk, and everything turned black.
***
A teenage waitress named Martha Bell (junior) saw the young man tumble out of his wheelchair through the coffee shop’s front window. She ran outside and tried to rouse him. Martha Bell (senior) joined her moments later. She checked the young man’s pulse, found none, and told her daughter to call 911.
Paramedics arrived at the scene seven minutes later and attempted to resuscitate the young man. All their attempts failed, and the man was pronounced dead at the scene with the suspected cause listed as heart failure.
They brought the body back to Grassroots’ one-and-only police precinct, where an autopsy was performed. No alcohol or drugs (illegal or otherwise) were found in his bloodstream, and no signs of trauma were discovered on his body. With no new evidence, the coroner let the recorded cause of death stand as “heart failure.” The young man’s wallet identified him as Joseph Locke, and the police found only one living relation in their database.
The precinct sent two officers to Orange Grove Retirement Home to pass the news to the young man’s only surviving grandmother. They did so in a solemn, professional manner, even though the old woman didn’t seem to understand what they were saying. The two officers then traveled to his apartment in an attempt to identify someone else—preferably someone not senile—to notify about his untimely passing, but the visit turned up no other relevant names or numbers.
His death appeared in the local paper’s obituaries the next day.
Barely anyone noticed.
Chapter Two
But Joseph Locke wasn’t dead.
He opened his eyes to find himself naked in a fetal position submerged within clear, warm fluid too thick to be water. He exhaled, bubbles floated upward, and his lungs began to burn with the need for oxygen. He opened his eyes, his mind racing to make sense of what had happened, and he spotted a greenish glow above.
His fingers found handholds on the inside of the tank, and he propelled himself upward. He broke the surface of the fluid and drank in the delicious, clean air.
“Damn!” he gasped. “What the hell? Where the hell?”
He turned himself in a full circle using the ring of handholds. A black dome capped the tank, and clusters of analog dials and lights covered about a third of its inner surface. One handle opposite the main instrument cluster stood out to him.
The sign above it read: EMERGENCY RELEASE.
“Emergency? This has to count!” Joseph grabbed the lever and pulled.
All the lights on the console flashed red, then one side of the tank split open. Clear, viscous fluid poured out, and Joseph’s clasp of the handhold slipped. His fingers scrambled over the slick tank sides but failed to gain purchase, and the flow carried him away.
He slid down a diagonal chute, and his back smacked against the metal ground. He rolled onto his side, pushed himself up with his arms, and looked around.
He paused like that for almost a minute.
Then he slapped the side of his head and looked around again.
The view hadn’t changed.
“What? The? Hell?”
He found himself in a chamber with a ceiling at least three stories high. The chamber was about as wide as it was tall, but many times longer. A continuous steel walkway ran all the way around the place about one story up. Numerous doors that looked like they belonged on a submarine led out of the vast chamber, and the ceiling was a clutter of heavy beams, cranes, and pulleys suspended from thick cables. The whole place smelled like grease, iron, and ozone.
And then there were the robots—two of them, and it seemed like he’d just spilled out of one of their torsos.
“What the hell is going on?” he wondered aloud.
The closest robot towered two stories over him, held securely in place by the heavy clamps on its shoulders and a multi-leveled scaffold built around the back and sides. About half its rounded armor plates were crimson with faded gold highlights along the edges, but both of its legs and one of its arms were a mishmash of different colors, marred with dents and blackened by scorch marks. Despite the mechanical nature of the exterior, he caught glimpses of the main body underneath, which appeared surprisingly humanoid, complete with what looked like bulges of black, synthetic muscles.
The second robot rested in its own scaffold directly opposite the first, and this one appeared to be in much better condition. Gleaming blue armor with silver highlights covered the black humanoid mechanisms underneath. It was sleeker and slenderer than the first, with a tall device attached to its back that almost reached the chamber ceiling. The device was offset to one side, and a ball joint on the shoulder seemed to allow it to pivot down and face forward.
Joseph pushed off the floor and began to sit up when, as if imbued with a mind of its own, one of his legs stretched out.
“What?” He stared at his own naked, drenched appendage and blinked.
Experimentally, he braced his hand on the lip of the chute and tried to stand.
It took no effort at all. He had full command of his body once more.
But was it even his body? He patted his defined pectoral muscles and abdomen. He’d always tried to take care of his body by eating well and exercising regularly, but he’d never been ripped.
“Okay, let’s take a step back. I’m not in Grassroots anymore. That much is clear. I don’t feel like I’m dreaming or hallucinating. Not that I have any frame of reference for the latter, but still, my head feels reasonably clear. Maybe a little lightheaded, though.
He closed his eyes, hoping it would help with the lightheadedness, or at least his ability to make sense of his situation.
“So, let’s assume all of this is real,” he continued. “Plus, suddenly, I can walk again and have the body of a Greek god. Because that makes perfect sense! I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation for all of this.” He shook his head. “Yeah. Reasonable. What the hell is going on here? Last thing I remember is signing Peth’s weird contract … oh, damn.”
He opened his eyes and grimaced.
“Did I really just sign my soul away?”
His voice died in the vast chamber, blotted out by the distant thrumming of powerful machinery. The ground shifted subtly under his feet, and he wondered where he might be. Was this place on a ship at sea? Or in an air transport of some kind? It felt too unstable to be on land, and the background hum made him imagine huge aircraft propellers.
A bright flicker at the far end of the chamber caught his eye. Was that snap of light and sizzling sound from a welding torch?
He covered his groin with both hands and began walking toward the sporadic light. If someone was welding, he couldn’t see them because one of those robot arms was set on the ground, denuded of its armor plates, though still large enough to block his view of the light source.
He was halfway there when he knew someone was welding because, between the sporadic bursts of heat and light, he could hear her singing.
“. . . want for dinner is a tasty saus-age!”
Joseph stepped closer, his bare feet cold against the metal deck.
“I won’t be satis-fied! Until I wrap my lips around a tasty saus-age! Beefy, juicy, firm, and meaty!”
The woman sang with boisterous jubilance, if painfully off key.
Joseph’s vision blurred at the edges, and he put a hand to his temples, then shook the fog from his head.
“Shiny, girthy, hard, and thi-i-ick! All I want for dinner is a lovely saus-age!”
Joseph rounded the giant robot limb and watched the young woman weld a seam along the elbow. She wore her blonde hair in a boyish pixie cut, and her eyes were obscured by a pair of reflective welding goggles held in place by an elastic headband. A streak of grease marred one cheek, and she wore a tough jumpsuit of tanned leather, complete with numerous pockets and belts stuffed with wrenches, screwdrivers, knives, welding rods, jumper cables, and other tools. She sat on her knees—the jumpsuit’s kneepads and elbow pads likely made awkward work positions easier to bear—and the thick treads of her black boots looked like they’d laugh at most spills without losing traction.
“Spicy, rigid, salty, and—”
“Excuse me?”
“Ah!” she squealed and flopped onto her butt, but recovered quickly. She pushed up her goggles, her blue eyes sharp and narrow. “Who are you? How’d you get here?”
“I wish I knew,” Locke replied—and then his vision fogged, and he staggered forward.
“Back away!” The woman raised the welder. “I’m warning you!”
“Sure thing. Just give me …” The room swayed around him. “Just give me … a minute to … oh, damn.”
He collapsed forward onto the floor and passed out.
***
Joseph awoke in the soft folds of a warm bed.
“Mmmmm,” he murmured. “Already better than last time.”
He blinked his eyes open and into focus, then sat up in the bed. He was in a barren room with one small, circular window to his left and one of those submarine doors to his right. Besides the bed, the room had a small desk built into the corner and a single chair in front of it.
He stood up and walked over to the desk. Someone had placed a pair of tough black trousers, a belt, underwear, undershirt, socks, pair of black boots, and a coarse gray overshirt on the desk.
“Better than nothing, I suppose.”
He put the clothes on. The boots were a little large for him, but they’d do. He checked the door next.
Locked.
He took a moment to study the door, which possessed a sliding viewport and a shallow hatch at its base. Not tall enough for even a child to slip through, but someone could push a meal tray underneath it. He tested the viewport and the bottom hatch, but both seemed to be secured from the other side.
“Locks on the outside. Then this is a cell.” He nodded to himself. “No surprise there. A naked weirdo showing up out of the blue is bound to make people nervous.”
He stepped back and peered out the window instead.
“Yup. We’re in an airplane, all right.”
A foaming river snaked across rolling grasslands and picturesque pastures far below. The window was riveted into the wall, so he couldn’t open it, but even if he could, he wouldn’t fit through the hole. And even if he did that, well …
Ye-e-e-e-a-a-a-argh—SPLAT!
No, thank you.
He pressed his face against the wall to the side of the window and tried to catch a glimpse of a wing or other indicator of what kind of craft he was on. He checked left, then right, but the angle was too shallow for him to see any other part of the craft. He then crouched down and glanced upward.
“Oh, wow.” He shook his head, blinked hard, then smooshed his face against the wall once more.
A thick arch of silver cut across the sky, higher than even the tallest cloud. He followed it from one horizon until it disappeared overhead and out of sight, but something told him it continued all the way to the other horizon.
Even stranger, he could see the moon. Or rather, a moon. It looked like a ball of pale bluish crystal with only the tiniest speck of black marring an otherwise perfect, homogenous orb.
And it was a full moon without any geography on its surface.
A full moon in the middle of the day. How was that possible? Full moons could only be seen at night.
“Okay. So, there’s an artificial ring or something like one in the sky, and that moon isn’t the one twirling around Earth.” He stepped back from the window and nodded to himself. “Good to know. Not sure what I can do with this information, but still good to know.”
He pressed his back against the wall and crossed his arms in thought. Then he grabbed the chairback and tried to pull it out, but discovered its legs were bolted to the floor.
“I suppose that makes sense on an airplane,” he muttered to himself. A moment later, he heard the viewport slide open.
“Hey, Mystery Guy.”
He looked up at the door, and at the welding goggles staring at him.
“Hey, Welder Girl,” he replied.
“I see you’re finally awake. Care to explain what you’re doing on our ship?”
“Wish I could,” he said with a shrug. “Do you have any idea how I got here?”
“You don’t know yourself?”
“Nope. One minute I was in my hometown. The next I was here. And naked.” He tugged on the shirt. “Thanks for the clothes, by the way.”
“Well, you looked like you needed some. You have a name, Mystery Guy?”
“I’m—” He paused and glanced down at his new body. A flight of fancy took him in that moment, and he flashed a grin at her. “Call me Locke.”
“‘Locke,’ huh? Nice name.”
“Thanks. What’s yours?”
“Bexley.”
“Nice to meet you, Bexley.” He gave her a bashful shrug. “Sorry about startling you like that. I didn’t know what to do after I spilled out of the robot.”
Bexley paused, as if she wasn’t used to strange men introducing themselves that way. (And really, who could blame her?)
“Wait a second. You were inside Titan Chimera?”
“If by ‘Titan Chimera,’ you mean the red robot, then yes.”
“I’ve been trying to reactivate that core for months! How in the blazing hells did you manage to get inside?”
“I woke up inside it and pulled this lever marked ‘emergency release.’ Next thing I know, it spilled me out on the floor.”
“But before that. How’d you get it open?”
“I didn’t. Or, if I did, I don’t remember doing it.”
“So, wait a second.” Bexley pushed her goggles up, revealing big blue eyes. “You somehow snuck inside Chimera, managed to power it up, and then all you did was pull the release?”
“I guess?”
“Then you’re not here to steal the titan?”
“No. Why would I want to do that?”
“Well, because …” She tilted her head to the side. “You feeling faint again?”
“Not at the moment, thankfully.”
“Don’t you know how rare a titan core is?”
“Haven’t got a clue.”
“Seriously? Have you lost your memory or something?”
“Don’t think so.”
“Do you at least remember where you’re from?”
“Sure do. Grassroots, Kentucky.”
“And where’s that?”
“The ass end of nowhere.”
“It’d have to be for you not to be at least a little interested in a titan core.”
“Well, there’s nothing for you to worry about,” Locke assured her. “Even if I knew what they’re worth, I’d never try to steal one.”
“Why not?”
“Because it’s not mine!” he stressed. “Do I need a better reason than that? If I want something, I’ll work hard, save up, and buy it on my own. Stealing? I mean, really!” He shook his head. “What kind of degenerate do you take me for?”
“The first time I saw you, your little Locke was hanging out.”
“I—” He paused and frowned. “Okay. You’ve got me there. I don’t have a comeback for that one, other than to repeat how sorry I am for startling you.”
Bexley crossed her arms in thought. “Hmm. I’m getting the impression you’re not a thief.”
“Good! Because I’m not!”
“Yeah. You’re way too confused to be one. Thieves and stowaways normally don’t show up naked. Still have no idea how you got into Chimera’s core, though.”
“Hey, Bexley, you and me both.” He glanced toward the window. “Can I ask you a question or two?”
“Shoot.”
“Where am I?”
“You’re on the Blue Heron, though it seems odd you don’t remember even that.”
“No, I mean in a broader sense.”
“We’re on our way back to Endpoint City. Should reach it before nightfall.”
“Broader, please.”
“How broad do you want me to go?” She tilted her head again. “Don’t you even know what region you’re in?”
“I guess you could say that, though I think you need to go even broader still.”
“You must have hit your head when you fainted.”
“No, I’m fairly certain my problems started before that.”
And she was wearing a purple coat, he added silently.
“Well, you seem harmless, and we can’t have you passing out again.” She knelt down out of view, and Locke heard a bolt clink out of its track. The bottom hatch opened, and Bexley pushed in a tray of food before locking it shut again. “Here you go. Eat up.”
“Oh?” Locke picked up the tray and set it on the table.
The tray came laden with a tall, perspiring glass of orange juice, a steaming bowl of what looked like cream-of-wheat topped with a swirl of maple syrup, golden hash browns, and two thick slices of bacon.
“Hey, thanks! This looks delicious. Did you make this?”
“Nah, you’d know it if I had. Everything would be bland and burnt, so I stick to my strengths.”
Locke’s stomach grumbled as he sat down and picked up the fork.
“I’m the Blue Heron’s chief engineer,” Bexley continued. “I keep the airship and Titan Long Shot working, plus I’ve been fixing up Titan Chimera as a little side project. Guess I did a better job than I thought.”
“Guess so.”
“Then again, I don’t know how much I like Alyssa calling me the ‘chief engineer,’ because, technically, I’m the only engineer the Harriers have left.”
“What?” Locke set the fork down slowly. “I’m sorry. Could you repeat that?”
“I’m the chief engineer by default.”
“No. The other part. Who did you say you work for?”
“Harper’s Harriers.”
Locke’s eyes widened.
“Oh?” Bexley smiled at the recognition in his eyes. “You’ve heard of us?”
“Yes. Someone told me you’re professional problem solvers.”
“That’s us! No problem’s too big for the Harriers!” She snapped her fingers. “Say, you know what, it’s a strange coincidence, you showing up like this. Not only did I finally get Chimera working without even realizing it, but we’re now in a position to become a two-titan outfit! You’re a titan mage, right?”
“A what-now?”
“Sheesh! What am I saying?” Bexley rolled her eyes. “You activated Chimera, so you must be one. Do you have any piloting experience? What magical elements can you control?”
“Uhh …” He shrugged helplessly. “You’ve lost me.”
“Hmm, still not fully with us, I see.” She pointed to his food. “Well, don’t let me keep you. Eat up. I just had a brilliant idea, and I’m going to talk to Alyssa about this!”
“Wait!” He reached for her, but he already heard her boots tromping away down the corridor. “I don’t even know what planet I’m on yet,” he added mournfully.
Chapter Three
Locke devoured the meal in record time, surprised by how hungry he was. He felt ravenous enough to down two more meals just like it, but he began to feel drowsy after finishing and climbed onto the bed instead. He was about to pull the covers over him, but then he noticed a wide, padded strap that could be pulled over the middle of the bed to a buckle on the other side.
“Something to tie prisoners down with?” he wondered aloud, but then shook his head. It’d be easy for most people to wiggle free from a strap that only covered the torso. The strap must have had some other purpose. He thought about studying it further, but then yawned into a fist and shook his head once more. “Not the weirdest thing I’ve seen today. It can wait.”
He fluffed up the pillow, sank his head into its downy folds, and drifted quickly into blissful sleep.
***
He awoke to find the airship banking hard. His food tray slid off the desk and clattered to the ground, moments before he rolled out of bed and flopped to the floor like a sack of potatoes.
“Right! Yep!” he groaned, pushing himself up onto his elbows. “I think I figured out what the strap is for.”
The viewport slid aside, and he looked up to see Bexley peering down at him.
“Hey, Bexley. What’s with the—”
“Shush!” she whispered. “Keep your voice down.”
“Okay, but why?” he whispered back.
“Because there’s a—”
A shrill, animalistic screech pierced the air, and she glanced hurriedly back down the corridor.
“That didn’t sound friendly,” Locke breathed.
“It’s not. There’s a shadow vulture in the titan hangar.”
“A what?”
“Big, dark-corrupted bird. Likes the taste of human flesh.”
“How big are we talking here?”
“I only caught a glimpse before I slammed the hatch shut, but it’s at least as large as a titan.”
“Damn,” Locke whispered. Despite being so out of his element, he found himself believing Bexley. If she said there was a giant man-eating vulture in the hangar, then who was he to doubt her? He’d seen stranger stuff already.
“Listen, Locke. I think it might—”
A trio of rapid strikes gonged through the ship, followed by a delay, then another trio of bell-like strikes.
“Oh, no,” Bexley hissed. “It must be trying to peck its way to the bridge. Alyssa’s up there!”
“And if it gets through, it eats her?”
She nodded.
“What about your good titan?”
“It’s not here. Ember’s on the ground fighting the four other vultures in Long Shot. She tried to draw the flock away from the ship, but one didn’t take the bait. It breached the hangar door, and now it’s inside!”
The unseen beast cawed, and the sound resonated through Locke’s skull like a demonic string orchestra.
“Then what do we do?” he asked urgently.
“Titan Chimera’s all we’ve got.”
“Can you pilot it?”
“No. I’m not a mage, and neither is Alyssa.”
“Then who’s the pilot?”
She raised both eyebrows meaningfully and leaned forward. “I’m looking at him.”
“Uhh.” Locke gulped.
“What are you worried about? Even in your brain-addled, amnesiac state or whatever’s wrong with your head, that’s still a frickin’ badass titan in there! And you’ve already shown you have what it takes to activate it. You want to wait in your cell until that bird breaks in and eats you?”
“Heck, no!”
“Then are you with me?”
“I …”
Locke hesitated. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to help. He did, but he wasn’t confident he could. What did he know about piloting that robot? All he’d done the last time was thrash in the tank gasping for air, then pull a lever! He remembered seeing a bunch of gauges and lights, but nothing in the way of controls!
The shadow vulture screeched again, followed by the staccato strikes of something hard against metal.
He gazed into Bexley’s desperate eyes, and his resolve solidified. He was many things, both good and bad, but he was not a quitter. Nor was he a coward. A young woman stood before him, begging for his aid, and he knew there was only one way he could answer.
“All right. I’ll do it.”
“Whew!” Bexley sighed with relief. She released the lock and swung the door open.
Locke stepped out of the cell. “Which way to the hangar?”
“Follow me.”
She led the way down the corridor to a ladder that took them up a level, then around the bend to a sealed hatch with a circular viewing port positioned over a metal wheel. The wheel looked like it controlled some sort of locking mechanism, fastened to the door on a thick screw, which itself threaded into a pair of toothed bars that would pull inward as the wheel turned.
Bexley glanced quickly through the port, then bent down.
“It’s close,” she whispered. “But it’s looking the other way.” She unbuckled the flap on her thigh pocket and pulled out a gray can.
“What are you doing?” he asked quietly.
“Oiling the screw, bars, and hinges so they don’t squeak when we open it.”
“Smart.”
“Chief engineer, remember?”
“Yeah, I remember.”
She coated the moving parts with oil, then stuffed the can back into her pocket. She stole one more glance through the viewing port, then turned the wheel until the bars slid free of the locking slots.
It didn’t make even the faintest squeal.
“Ready?” she whispered. Her gloved hands gripped the wheel, ready to push it open.
“Not quite. What should I do when you open the door?”
“Follow the platform to the right. You’ll be able to reach Chimera from there.”
“And then?”
“Get inside and clobber that vulture.”
“How?”
Bexley blinked. “You really don’t remember how to pilot a titan?”
“That implies I ever knew to begin with,” he countered.
“It’s simple. Get in. Close the hatch. Let the chamber fill up. Establish your reflex link and do your thing.”
“You’re being awfully vague.”
“There’s more to it, of course, but we don’t have all day. Do you remember what kind of mage you are?”
“Not a clue.”
“Well, it doesn’t matter too much in this case. Chimera’s a mishmash right now. It has most catalyst types, so you’ll be able to channel whatever spells you’re proficient with. And you can always just punch the thing to death.”
“Punch it to death.” Locke nodded. “I’ll go for that.”
“Suit yourself. Ready?”
“As ready as I’ll ever be.”
“Good luck.” She pushed the door open.
“Thanks.” He crouch-walked through the opening and swept his gaze across the hangar.
The shadow vulture pecked at a nearby door. The beast was a hunched, fat mass of pinkish flesh and black and brown feathers nearly as large as Titan Chimera. The naked flesh drawn tight over its skull narrowed to a glistening, pale beak, rimmed in sickly, puffing red. Its black, watery eyes—each larger than a human head—seethed with flecks of dark, nebulous energy, and black veins forked across its corrupted flesh.
It pecked at the door again, seemingly unaware of Locke’s presence. He crept along the raised platform toward the back of the ship, where a massive, twisted hatch led to the open air whistling past outside. Titan Chimera stood secure in its scaffold about halfway down the hangar’s length.
He chanced a quick glance over his shoulder and continued crouch-walking down the platform. The giant vulture struck the door, cawed, then scraped savage talons across the metal.
Locke reached the titan and rounded its central frame to the open front. He scooted in and stood up inside a tight cylindrical chamber built into the machine’s torso. He slipped his boots under a pair of straps on the bottom, and he grabbed the handholds by his side. His head slipped up into a dark dome at the top, and he began looking around for a start button or ignition switch or … something.
He was about to reach up and start pressing knobs and lights at random when the front hatch sealed shut and warm fluid poured into the chamber. A rubber seal irised shut until it pressed lightly against his neck, which prevented the rapidly filling fluid from splashing up into his face.
“Automatic starter?” he wondered aloud. “I’ll take it.”
Clear liquid poured in until it reached his seal, and then a mechanism clanked behind his back, followed by a revving sound. Numerous gauges lit up, and needles wiggled into their respective green zones.
“Better and better.” He tried tugging on the hand and foot holds, but they were bolted firmly in place. “Okay, that didn’t do anything. How do I pilot this thing? Heck, how do I even see where I’m going?”
As if on demand, an image of the hangar appeared before him, superimposed over the status console. It was as if the view from his eyes and a second image formed two parts to this new whole, and with the dome’s interior so dark, all he could really see in the cockpit was the console now. He turned his head to the left, and he heard the titan’s head ratchet in the same direction while the viewpoint swung to match.
“Oh, shit!”
The shadow vulture, drawn by the noise of starting machinery, struck the titan’s chest sharply with its beak. The attack etched a gash in the chest armor, and sparks lit the hangar before flickering out. The clamps on the titan’s shoulders tore loose, and Chimera teetered over onto its side before hitting the ground with a loud thunk.
The vulture leaped on top of the titan and began to pry the chest armor open with its talons.
“Not good! Not good!” Locke cried as monstrous avian muscles strained against hardened armor.
The vulture adjusted its feet to point at each other and slipped its bony talons into the chest armor’s central seam, which began to creak open. It clicked its beak, and foul saliva dribbled onto the titan.
“Get off me!” Locke shouted, and Titan Chimera swung into motion, swatting the side of the vulture’s head with an open hand. The beast shook its rattled head. It cawed at him, eyes flaring with dark energy, and it struck the chest once more with its sharp beak.
Locke gritted his teeth and snarled, finally understanding how to command this strange machine. He imagined the titan as simply an extension of his body, pictured himself tightening a fist, then completed the image with a sharp swing.
Titan Chimera struck the vulture with a vicious haymaker that sent the beast’s head sprawling up and to the side. Locke rose from the hangar deck, the distinction between his human body and the titan fading from his mind. The vulture fluttered its wings, scrambling backward, and Locke kicked his leg out in a powerful roundhouse. His armored foot thrust into the vulture’s belly and cracked two of its ribs.
The vulture bleated at him, eyes burning with dark light. It gathered itself and charged, flecks of saliva flying from its beak.
Locke balled up both fists, raised them high over his head, and brought them crashing down on the monster’s skull. The top of its head imploded inward, blood oozed from its eye sockets, and its lower jaw cracked against the deck. It pulled its head back, but Locke closed in with a vicious uppercut.
His fist slammed into the vulture’s lower jaw, and its head lolled to the side as if it were seeing stars. He saw the opening and quickly grappled with the beast, wrapping both arms around its scrawny neck. The bird kicked at him, scraping his leg armor with its talons, but the fight was already over.
With a single savage twist, he snapped the monster’s neck. Its body fell slack in his arms, and he let the limp carcass thump heavily to the hangar deck.
Bexley ran out onto the work platform and waved at him.
“How’s that for a first time?” he called out, his voice amplified through Titan Chimera’s external speakers. He spread his arms in triumph. “Can I have a cheer from the crowd, please?”
“Great job, Locke!” She gave him a thumbs up, then pointed toward the ruined hangar bay exit. “Now, about those other four!”
***
Locke kicked the mangled ramp loose, allowing it to hinge downward limply, then he leaped down onto an open, grassy plain. Wind whipped across gentle hills, flowing through the tall grass in rustling waves, as he turned and gazed up at the Blue Heron, taking in the vessel for the first time.
Its long, metallic blue hull formed a rounded, many-windowed bow that widened outward before quickly tapering toward the long tail over the hangar entrance, giving the main body a stretched teardrop shape. Four thick wings extended out from either side of the bow and tail, each tipped with a massive motor attached to counter-rotating propeller blades, which would create a capital I-shape if the craft were viewed from above. The entire vessel was over three stories tall across most of the fuselage and about half a football field in length.
The Blue Heron pulled up and away, and his radio crackled.
“You hearing me?” Bexley asked.
“Loud and clear.”
“Okay. Head straight for Crash Canyon.”
“Umm.” He looked left, then right.
“Don’t tell me you can’t tell which way it is.”
“Bexley, I hate to say this, but it might be best if you assume I have no idea where anything is or how anything works. At least for the time being. It’ll help our conversations flow more smoothly.”
“Okay. See that spire of Precursor detritus on the horizon?”
“The pre-what-now?”
“Oh, gawds!”
“With respect,” Locke began with a frown, “I refer the honorable young lady to my previously stated testimony.”
“Fine! Turn left one hundred and twenty degrees!”
“Okay.” He did so and spotted a leaning crystalline spire sticking up from beyond the horizon.
“You see the big hunk of off-white crystal?”
“The weird, angular piece that looks like it’s made up of tons of tiny hexagons?”
“Yeah. Head toward that!”
“Got it.”
The titan’s furnace growled. Smoke belched from the shoulder exhaust louvers, and he accelerated into a sprint, clearing the ground rapidly with thunderous strides.
“So, what am I getting myself into?” he asked.
“Those four vultures have Titan Long Shot cornered. Ember’s holed up in a cave in the cliffside, and they’re waiting for her to come out. As the name implies, her titan isn’t kitted out for close quarters combat, so she’ll be in trouble if they swarm her.”
“But Chimera won’t be?”
“You better believe it. It’s still a work-in-progress, but I’ve been going for a close-in bruiser design!”
“Does this hulk come with anything besides fists?”
“It can if you have the right elemental affinity. Try channeling through the catalysts and see what happens.”
“How do I do that?”
“I don’t know. I’m not a mage. I just fix stuff when it breaks.”
“You’re not being very helpful here,” he grumped, swiftly approaching the cliff edge.
“Hang on. I’ll try to get all three of us on the same call. Hopefully, I don’t lose you.”
The radio squealed, then clicked twice. The characters on an analog number display spun to a new value. A different frequency, maybe?
“Can you still hear me?” Bexley asked.
“I can.”
“How about you, Ember?”
“I’m here,” said the new woman, her tone serious and strained, likely due to her predicament. “Who else is on the line?”
“The naked guy. He’s heading your way in Titan Chimera.”
“He’s what?”
“Don’t worry. He’s not trying to steal it. At least I’m pretty sure he’s not. Also, he took out the vulture that slipped past you. Snapped its neck like a twig! Also also, don’t mind it if he says something dumb. His brain’s damaged or he has amnesia or something.”
“Hey, now,” Locke grumbled.
“Not sure what’s wrong with him, really,” Bexley added.
“And you put a guy like that in a titan?” Ember asked pointedly.
“Didn’t have much of a choice. Seems to have turned out well so far, though.”
“Is it really necessary to talk about my brain like this?” Locke sighed.
“Then the naked guy is a titan mage?” Ember asked incredulously.
“So it would seem,” Bexley said.
“You got a name, Naked Guy?”
“Call me Locke.”
“And what kind of magic can you channel?”
“No clue.”
“But … how?” Ember asked. “How could you not know?”
“See?” Bexley cut in. “His gray matter’s like scrambled eggs.”
“I’m doing the best I can,” Locke stressed. “Believe me.”
He reached the cliff edge and crouched down as he surveyed the canyon below. Even though a river ran through the bottom, most of Crash Canyon didn’t look natural. Rather, its sheer sides and flattened bottom gave the impression that an immense object had carved it out violently in the distant past. Time had eroded paths down the sides and cut a channel for the river, while a smattering of trees dotted the landscape inside, slowly reclaiming it from the ages-old damage. Crystal fragments speckled the cliffsides and canyon floor, though the largest was the spire he’d followed here, embedded in the canyon floor near his position.
One of the vultures perched on a jutting outcrop halfway up the spire, its black eyes watching a hole in the cliff face while three more waited near the cave mouth.
“I’m almost directly above the entrance,” Locke reported. “I see three huge vultures nearby and a fourth on the spire.”
“I need you to draw those three away from the entrance,” Ember said. “If I can get out into the open without being torn to pieces, I’ll join the fight.”
“Sounds like a plan. Any suggestions?”
“Bexley, Chimera has a matter catalyst, right?”
“Sure does. A tier two standard in the right forearm.”
“Then he can try channeling a weapon,” Ember suggested. “A throwing spear should be a simple enough test for him. And his elevated position helps there as well.”
“Okay,” Locke said, “but how do I channel the weapon?”
“You really don’t know, do you?”
“Nope.”
“Fine,” Ember huffed. “Visualize what you want to create. If your affinities are compatible with the catalyst, the titan will do the rest.”
“Visualize the spear. Got it.”
He pictured a simple, no frills, Medieval spear in his mind’s eye. The crystalline rod embedded in the forearm darkened, smoke puffed from the titan’s shoulders, and silvery metal spooled out of a port in the forearm, forming a …
“Hmm.”
“Did it work?” Ember asked.
“Sort of.”
He raised the human-sized spear, clasped between the titan’s thumb and forefinger like a large silver toothpick.
“What happened?” Ember asked.
“Hold on. Let me try that again.”
He imagined a huge, ridiculous, anime-proportioned spear in his mind’s eye. The forearm rod darkened to pitch black, and the titan’s furnace roared. Metal spooled outward again, forming a solid shaft as tall as the titan. He held out the weapon, and its lethal tip gleamed in the light.
“Oh, hell yes!”
“You did it?” Ember asked.
“Sure did!”
“Then we know you’re capable of matter magic.”
Locke inched toward the edge. “Ready for that distraction?”
“Sure am.”
“Then here it comes!” He raised the spear high in the air and then, with a sharp downward jerk, sent it rocketing into the nearest vulture. The spear skewered the vulture’s head and pinned it to the canyon wall. Its eyes rolled back. Blood-flecked foam gurgled out of its mouth, and its fat body flopped around for a few moments before collapsing in a defeated heap.
“One down!”
All three vultures took flight, and the two near the cave entrance flapped their wings hard, rising toward him.
“How about a sword this time?” he said to himself.
He concentrated on the image, and metal poured out and formed a heavy blade with a wide cross guard and extended grip. He grabbed the weapon with both hands, lowered his stance, and watched the two vultures circle above.
“Come get some, you freaks!”
One of the vultures dove at him, and he held his ground until the very last moment, then juked out of the way and slashed downward, cleaving its head off in a single stroke. The severed head and body thumped to the ground and rolled across the grass.
Titan Long Shot emerged from the cave and lowered its long-barreled weapon over a shoulder, taking aim at the furthest of the two vultures. A crystalline rod in the weapon glowed with escalating inner fire, and a red beam blared out the muzzle. Energy burned through the vulture, and its body exploded in a cloud of giant feathers and bloody viscera.
The last vulture wheeled overhead and flew away, flapping its wings hard to escape.
“Not so fast,” Ember hissed, scaling the cliff side with acrobatic dexterity. She reached the top and came alongside Titan Chimera, smoke pouring off her huge shoulder-mounted cannon.
The ball joint in the shoulder shifted the weapon onto her back, and she raised both arms with closed fists. Smaller catalysts in the forearms lit up, and then twin streams of energy bolts flew out of her limbs.
The red bolts arced through the air underneath the vulture, but Ember corrected her aim almost instantly, and a shot splashed against its tail feathers like liquid fire. The vulture warbled in pain, but more bolts pummeled its body. One of its wings caught fire, and it lurched to the side. More impacts riddled its body, snapping the wing bones, then the creature plummeted to the ground before hitting headfirst with a sickening thud.
Ember lowered her steaming forearms.
“Damn!” Locke chuckled. “No one told me these things packed beam weapons!”
“Seriously?” Ember uttered. “Something that simple surprises you?”
“Uhh …” Locke grimaced.
Perhaps I should be more careful about what I say from now on, he thought.
“Hang tight you two,” Bexley called in. “We’re circling back around and should be in position to pick you up in a few minutes.”
“Take your time,” Ember said. Her titan joined his. “Is this really your first time piloting a titan?”
“As far as I know, yes.”
“Well, for someone so green, you did quite well.”
“Thanks.”
“No, thank you,” she corrected. “I thought I’d have to shoot my own way out of that mess.”
“Glad to …” His voice trailed off. Black tendrils crept into the edges of his vision, his eyesight blurred, and his head swam.
“I didn’t catch that last bit,” Ember said, missing the change of tone in his voice.
“Not … again …” he groaned moments before he blacked out.
Chapter Four
Locke opened his eyes to find himself on his back staring up at the sky.
At least he thought it was the sky, because it certainly wasn’t a ceiling. Black clouds swirled in a slow vortex high above his head, though he felt no wind against his face.
“Did I pass out again?” he muttered to himself.
“That you did, Joseph. Or should I call you ‘Locke’ now?”
He sat up and turned to see Peth standing a few strides away, though she looked quite a bit different. Gone were the business clothes and coat, replaced with a long, form-fitting purple gown that flared at her ankles and a wide-brimmed hat with a prominent point. Both the hat and gown weren’t made of threaded cloth, but of some kind of flexible synthetic material. Runic characters glowed along both the gown’s hem and a band on the hat just above the brim. She wore a black choker emblazoned with a pentagon, the same pentagon he’d seen on the “contract” he’d signed.
She looked like a witch. A strange, sci-fi-themed witch, and the faint luminescence in her blue eyes only enhanced what he’d earlier thought of as her “ethereal” gaze.
“You!” He pointed a stern finger at her and stood up. “You lied to me!”
He half expected her to spout some lame excuse, but instead she shrugged her shoulders and flashed a half-smile.
“Sorry.”
“Sorry?” he echoed. “Is that all you have to say?” He looked around, then turned in a complete circle. They were standing on a flat plain of black volcanic rock, completely empty except for the two of them and Titan Chimera, which knelt on one knee nearby.
“Something on your mind?” Peth asked.
“Yeah. Where the hell are we, anyway?”
“Don’t worry. You’re still in the titan, safe and sound.”
“Is this a dream? Or am I really talking to you?”
“Yes.”
He narrowed his eyes at her.
“Yes to both of your questions,” she clarified. “Yes, this is a dream, and yes, you’re really talking to me. I’m not a figment of your imagination.”
“Why should I trust you? You’ve lied to me before.”
“‘Lie’ is just a strong word. In all fairness, most of what I told you was true.”
“Most?” he mocked.
“Deliberately vague, but still true.”
“Did I miss the part about you teleporting me to … wherever the hell I ended up?”
“I did warn you about the difficulty of going home for the holidays.” She gazed up and tapped a finger against her cheek. “Or ever, to be honest.”
“What about the health insurance, pay, and vacation time?”
“Okay, you’ve got me there.” Peth smiled and fluttered her eyelashes at him. “The first two sheets of the contract were fake.”
“And the last one? That sheet with the weird symbols on it?”
“That was a spell release form. It allowed me to relocate your mind to a new body.”
“But I couldn’t read it!”
“You still signed it, though.” She smiled sweetly at him. “Locke, let’s be honest with each other here.”
“Yes! Let’s!”
“Rewind the clock and place yourself back in your wheelchair. Drenched from the rain and out of a job. What would you have said if a strange woman came up to you claiming she could cure your paralysis, give you an awesome new body in the process, and set you up to pilot big frickin’ robots for a living?” She waggled her eyebrows. “What would you say to her?”
“I wouldn’t believe a word she said.”
“Which is a reasonable response for a young man from Ass-End-of-Nowhere, Earth.”
“Grassroots, Kentucky.”
“Whatever.” She shooed the distinction away as if clearing the air of a fart. “But you now know all that stuff was true, even if you couldn’t process it back then. So, naturally, circumstances demanded I frame my offer in a manner you could comprehend.”
“By lying to me.”
“Little white lies.” She held up her thumb and forefinger, almost touching them together.
“That is a really shady way of thinking, if you ask—”
“But the benefits don’t stop there!” she continued, unperturbed. “The Harriers are a great crew, even if they’ve been hit with hard times, and you’ve already made a solid first impression. It won’t be long before they offer you a job, and I just know you’ll love getting”—she flashed a sudden shark-like grin—“acquainted with them.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You’ll see.” She chuckled and nudged him with her elbow. “Just wait until they figure out what kind of mage you are.” She smirked and looked him up and down as if sizing up her next meal.
“Stop that, please.”
“Anyway,” she continued, “you’ll see for yourself soon enough. You can thank me later for how the Harriers treat you.”
“Yeah, about them. What’s your relationship with the Harriers? Because they clearly didn’t expect me. Are you actually a headhunter for them?”
“Eh.” She shrugged with a guilty grin. “More of a freelancer.”
“Why?” he asked pointedly. “What’s in all this for you?”
“Ah. I’m glad you asked.” She patted him on the shoulder. “Oooh. Those are some nice muscles I gave you. How’s the new body working out? Everything to your satisfaction? I tried to retain the basic look-and-feel of your old body, but then cranked the important bits up to eleven. I assumed you wouldn’t mind.”
“I keep passing out,” he griped.
“Give it time. Your new body’s less than a day old, and I put it together in a busted-up old titan core. Gotta work out the kinks first. The adjustment period will pass soon enough.”
“Why not tell the Harriers that yourself?” Locke asked. “In fact, why not deal with them directly?”
“Because …” The playfulness in her expression vanished like a puff of smoke in the wind. “Because I can’t.”
“You can’t?” He scrunched his brow in confusion.
“Because I’m stuck in here.” She twirled a finger around, indicating the endless volcanic plain.
“And where is here?”
“My mind is trapped inside your titan. I don’t remember how I got here, I can’t get out, and only other person I’ve ever been able to reach in years of trying”—she looked up at him with sad eyes—“is you.”
“But you were with me on Earth.”
“No, I wasn’t. That was all in your head. I found a mind I could connect to.” She flicked his forehead with her finger. “Yours. And I projected an avatar of myself into your headspace.”
“Then the contract I signed?”
“Another figment, though one I needed to solidify the connection.”
“And I’m the only person you’ve been able to contact?”
She nodded, then took on a serious face. “I think something’s blocking me locally. Not sure what, but whatever it is, it clearly doesn’t cross dimensional boundaries.”
“Right. Clearly,” he replied, his tone dripping with sarcasm. He glanced down and considered all this for a moment. “Then what you want is to get out of the titan?”
“Eventually.” Her face brightened, and she winked at him. “That can wait. There’s no way you’re ready for magic that advanced yet.” She held up a finger. “But you will be, I’m sure of it. I really do have a good feeling about you. The fact that I could even talk to you in the first place is significant all by itself. But, first things first. Get acquainted with the Harriers. Accept the job offer I know is coming. Hell, go have some fun, too. See the sights while you’re at it.”
He frowned. “I still don’t know what planet this is.”
“It’s called Haven, if you must know.”
“And where is Haven located? How far from Earth did you send me?”
“They’re right on top of each other.” She shrugged her shoulders. “From a certain point of view. You familiar with the Multiverse Theory of parallel universes? Not to be confused with the Many Worlds Theory, mind you.”
“The what-who-huh?”
“The core principle is really simple. Haven is basically your Earth in another universe where the physical constants—such as the speed of light—are almost identical to your own.”
“Almost?”
“You did notice the whole magic thing, right?”
“Hard not to.”
“Well, that would be the main difference. Most stuff here runs on magitek. A lot of what they have will be familiar to you, even though they use different means to realize their technology. You’ll get used to it.”
“But if this is a whole other planet, why is everyone speaking English?”
“They’re not.” Peth flicked his forehead again, and he flinched. “I gave you an auto-translating filter when I ported your mind over. You’re hearing, seeing, and speaking the local tongue, but your brain is processing it as English.”
“Oh.” He blinked, then raised his eyebrows. “That’s handy.”
“You’re welcome.”
Locke sighed and grimaced at her.
“Still dubious about this whole thing?” Peth asked.
“Maybe a little less so,” he admitted. “You being trapped in here does color matters a bit differently, and you did help me skip a lot of tedious physical therapy.” He glanced over to the dream image of Titan Chimera. “And the whole piloting-a-robot thing is pretty cool, I must admit.”
“Way cooler than sitting in a stuffy office writing coffee and drinking Java all day.” She nudged his side with her elbow. “Am I right?”
“I think you mean writing Java and drinking coffee.”
“Whatever,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Point is, you could have struggled like you’d been doing for years back home. Ponder this future for yourself. You, barely eking out a living until you finally graduate, only to land a job that transforms you into a cog in some vast, soul-sucking machine. A machine that proceeds to chip away at your sanity with the dull drudgery of your daily grind.” She gestured with both arms toward Chimera. “But look at where you ended up! You’ve got a robot! You get to have an adventure! Face it, Locke, the world of Haven just spread her legs for you. Are you going to scoff at an invitation like that?”
“Still would have been nice to hear all this up front.”
“Well, sorry.” She dropped her arms and gave him a sour face. “I can’t put you back, so don’t even ask. But trust me when I say this, Locke. Next time we talk, you will thank me.” She ruffled his hair. “Until then, work hard. Be nice. Improve your magic. Eat your veggies. Brush your teeth. And most important of all.”
“What?”
She flashed a sly smile. “Brace yourself, because you’re about to become very popular.”
She gave his butt a quick pat, and the dreamscape vanished.
***
“You awake in there?”
The muffled voice came from outside the titan, followed by three loud bangs, as if someone were striking Chimera’s chest armor with a tool. “Yell if you heard that.”
“What?” Locke said groggily.
He blinked his eyes into focus, then shook the fog from his head. The titan was back in the Blue Heron’s hangar, clamped in place while Bexley stood on the work platform with a big wrench in both hands. She frowned and raised it over her head for another bang.
The fluid in the tank gurgled out, and she must have heard that because she lowered the wrench. The seal around his neck opened, and the chest armor parted. He stepped out onto the work platform, dripping wet, then took in a deep breath. His nose tickled from the sharp, pungent scent of ozone in the air.
“Took you long enough,” Bexley said. “Your radio fritz out or something?”
“I’m … not entirely sure.”
He thought about mentioning Peth and Earth and a dozen other things to her, but caution held his tongue back. Bexley already believed he wasn’t in complete control of his faculties; providing evidence he was outright crazy might complicate matters.
“Well, it’s no big deal.” She rested the wrench on her shoulder.
“Why do you say that?”
“Because you still managed to bring Chimera back to the hangar.” She stepped up to the cockpit and scoped out the interior. “Most of Chimera’s systems are battlefield salvage, hence the name, so it’s no surprise it still needs some TLC. I’ve spent most of my time focused on restarting the titan core, not cleaning up all the other little problems. Here. Hold this.”
Bexley handed over the wrench, and his arms drooped under the surprising weight. It was heavier than it looked.
She opened a tall, rectangular panel on the titan’s interior next to the cockpit, turned two knobs—one at the top and one at the bottom—then put her boot against the cockpit hatch and pulled. A rack slid out with all manner of strange devices mounted on it.
“Yep. As I thought.” She knuckled a smoking crystalline cylinder. “Radio’s void converter fizzled. Might be a short somewhere. I’ll find the problem and get a replacement from stores.”
“‘Fizzled’?” he echoed with a half-smile. “Is that a technical term?”
“Sure is,” she said, her eyes laughing. “Right alongside ‘cracked, fractured, pulverized, crushed, cleaved,’ and ‘detonated.’ See, each of those might all sound like ‘broken’ to the uninitiated, but to a trained professional, there are important yet subtle differences.”
“Like how to fix them?” Locke asked.
“Nah.” Bexley chuckled. “Most of my job boils down to identifying the bad parts and replacing them.”
Locke set the wrench down, then snapped some of the liquid off his hand, and wished he could snap it off his whole body. Ugh, now that he was outside the titan, he could feel the stuff saturating his clothes, plastering them to his every contour and rendering the high-altitude cold of the hangar that much colder.
“What is this stuff, anyway?” he shivered.
“Reflex conduction fluid. It’s for your link with the titan.”
“You wouldn’t have a towel I could use, by any chance?”
“I have one,” a new voice said.
Locke turned at the sound. He’d barely heard the light footfalls coming down the platform. The young woman possessed a shock of fiery red hair tied back in a ponytail, and she studied him with sharp gray eyes, almost hawk-like in their predatory intensity. She wore a formfitting blue and white suit that left only her head and hands exposed and revealed the slender, athletic curves of her body. The material looked somewhat similar to a wetsuit, but the surface glistened with repelled moisture.
She dabbed her neck with a white towel—still mostly dry—then offered it to him.
“Thanks.” Locke accepted the towel and began wiping off his clothes. “Ember, right?”
“That’s me,” she said in a cool, cautious tone.
“Something on my face?” he asked.
“No.” She leaned against the railing and crossed her arms under her breasts. Her eyes flicked down, then back up to his face. “You look different with clothes on. That’s all.”
He felt his cheeks burn.
“Oh, don’t be so surprised,” Bexley commented. “You’re a big guy and I needed help hauling you to the cell. Be glad I didn’t try that on my own. Can you image the extra lumps you’d have if I dragged you there by the ankles? Your brain would be even more messed up than it is now!”
“My brain is not a mess,” Locke replied, growing somewhat offended by all these cracks about his mental state.
“You want to know how scrambled his noggin is?” Bexley asked Ember with a grin.
“Shall we go?” Ember asked, avoiding the question. “Alyssa’s expecting us.”
“Yeah. Okay.” Bexley shoved the equipment rack back in. “It was a burned-out converter. I’ll replace it later.”
“What about me?” Locke pointed to his chest. “Should I return to my cell?”
Ember and Bexley exchanged disbelieving looks.
“Something wrong?” he asked.
“Locke!” Bexley snapped at him.
“What?”
“You helped us kill a flock of shadow vultures! And you brought Titan Chimera back with only a few nicks! We’re not shoving you into a cell after you helped us like that! What kind of people do you take us for?”
“I don’t know,” he said honestly. “I only just met you.”
“Well”—she planted her hands on her hips—“we’re not that kind!”
“We’re professionals,” Ember said with a prideful lift of her chin. “We’re the Harper’s Harriers, and our boss would like to meet you.”
***
Locke waited for the others in a conference room on the third level. He sat at a wide wooden table for ten, an elaborate topographical map underlit beneath its glass top. He didn’t recognize any of the landmarks on the map, except for a central location listed as Endpoint City and the long line of Crash Canyon that led toward it.
The floor was richly carpeted, and the walls were lined with varnished wood paneling. Banners and framed medals hung from the walls, and a row of tall windows granted a view out the side of the Blue Heron.
He could hear Bexley’s excitable voice through the wall, even over the droning of the engines, though he couldn’t make out any words. He assumed she was reporting to Alyssa, but if the leader of the Harriers was talking, she kept her voice down.
He adjusted his posture and waited with his back to the window. In a way, it reminded him of how nervous he’d been when applying to Merrickson Construction, though he lacked the button-down shirt and tie he’d worn for that interview. At least the ladies had let him change into dry clothes first.
No big deal, he joked to himself. This is practically the same thing. Yeah, sure. How different is the construction business from armed robotic combat? My skillset should translate over perfectly.
He shook his head at himself.
The door opened, and a long-legged, statuesque woman in a blue-and-white uniform stepped in, followed closely by Ember and Bexley. Long brunette hair framed an olive complexion, and her dark, inquisitive eyes met his as she placed a briefcase on the table, slid it forward, then sat down. Bexley and Ember took seats to either side of her.
“A pleasure to finally meet you, Locke,” she said, her tone crisp with a sense of authority that matched her creaseless uniform. “My name is Alyssa Harper, CEO of Harper’s Harriers. Thank you for waiting.”
“Not at all,” he said, wondering how best to make a good impression. He flashed a quick smile. “Thank you for not shoving me back into my cell.”
“Yes, about that.” She pushed the briefcase to her side. “I think it might be best if we both move past awkward first impressions.”
“I’m all for that,” he said, nodding.
“But before moving on, I’d like to settle the shadow vulture matter with you.”
“Oh?”
She opened the briefcase, and then paused ever so slightly. She took a moment to sigh at the contents for some reason, then removed a small tray and placed it in front of her before closing the briefcase. The tray held a tightly packed row of thin metallic squares.
She pushed the tray over to Locke’s side of the table.
He glanced down at the tray, then back to Alyssa, unsure of what was expected of him.
“I hope you’ll find this agreeable.” She knitted her fingers, gauging his reaction.
“Umm?” He picked up one of the squares. Stylized versions of the letters E, T, M, and G took up the four corners, and the middle formed a cutout letter V.
“You did take down three shadow vultures, after all,” Alyssa began. “Granted, you did so with our equipment, and we weren’t contracted to kill them, but Endpoint City’s Constabulary has an open bounty on all dark-infused monsters. Plus, you brought Titan Chimera back with only a few scratches, and kept Titan Long Shot from suffering any damage. Ember, would you agree that’s a fair assessment?”
“Absolutely.” Ember nodded. “It would’ve been rough getting out of that cave on my own, at least unscathed.”
“I see.” Locke turned the square over to see the same letters with a slightly different design on the other side, and if he concentrated hard and squinted, he could even make out the original foreign runes that were actually on it, beneath Peth’s translation magic. They were the same characters he’d seen on Peth’s contract, except one of the characters on her version was missing.
Bexley leaned toward Alyssa’s ear. “He doesn’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Oh, come now,” Ember sighed. “How can that be?”
“Trust me. He just doesn’t.”
“But there’s no one that dense!”
“Ladies, please,” Alyssa urged, and the two fell silent. She sat forward, a hint of worry creasing her face. “Locke?”
“Yes?” He set the square down and sat up straight.
“Are you unhappy with the compensation?” Alyssa asked.
“Compensation? Oh!” His eyes gleamed with sudden understanding. “These are coins!”
The worried expression on Alyssa’s face grew more pronounced.
“Told you!” Bexley whispered to Ember behind Alyssa’s back.
Ember stuck her tongue out at Bexley.
“Four hundred and twenty tetramarks, to be precise,” Alyssa said.
“Is that a lot?”
“It …” Alyssa turned to Bexley as if begging for help.
“Here, leave this to me. I’m the closest thing we have to a Locke-whisperer.”
“Hey, now,” Locke protested.
“This here”—Bexley tapped the tray—“is your share of the shadow vulture bounty. Those beasties go for about two thousand eight hundred a head. But they weren’t part of a formal kill contract, so we’re already reduced to one tenth, which is all the Constabulary offers on them as a general bounty.”
“So, two hundred and eighty a head?” Locke asked.
“Right you are. And you killed three of the seven.”
“Seven? I thought there were only five.”
“Ember took out two before they forced her back into that cave.”
“Ah.”
“Anyway, you killed three. Except you were using Harrier equipment, so”—she placed a hand on Alyssa’s shoulder—“the organization as a whole gets its cut, too. And that brings you down to three fourteenths of the bounty pool rather than three sevenths.”
“I see.” Locke picked up a coin and held it in his palm, noting for the first time the “20 TM” along one side. “And how much buying power does a tetramark have?”
“That’s a twenty-mark in your hand. With that, you could gorge yourself at the fanciest restaurant in Endpoint City and still have change left over.”
“Oh, wow.” He slotted the coin back into the tray. This meant food and shelter weren’t a problem. At least for the short term. “This seems like fair compensation to me,” he added with a smile.
“You think he’s suffering amnesia?” Ember asked, shaking her head.
“If so, it’s weirdly selective,” Bexley noted.
“Brain damage, then?”
Locke grimaced at her.
“Do you think he was inside the core this whole time?” Ember continued. “Since we first salvaged it, I mean?”
“I suppose it’s one possibility,” Bexley admitted. “The Index has records of cores doing stranger things all on their own—much stranger than deciding to put an injured pilot in stasis. It could explain why his noodle is in knots right now.” She shrugged. “Let me look into it. I’ll rummage around inside Chimera and see what I find.”
“Regardless of how he came to be in there,” Alyssa stressed, “his aptitude with the titan isn’t in question. And despite our … unfortunate first impressions, everything else we’ve seen has reflected well upon his character. Which is why I’d like to take him to see the Index when we land at Endpoint City.”
“Oh!” Bexley’s face lit up. “That’s a great idea! If he ever registered as a titan mage, the Indexers will have a record!”
“And if not,” Alyssa continued smoothly, “we can go ahead and pay for his registration.”
“Why would you do that?” Locke asked.
“Think of it as a small bonus for the services you’ve rendered.”
“Okay, but why would I want to be registered in the first place?”
“Because”—Alyssa’s eyes twinkled—“after you’re registered as a mage, I’m allowed to offer you a job.”
Chapter Five
“To Endpoint City?” Bexley asked.
“To Endpoint City,” Alyssa nodded, then turned to Locke. “You can wait in your … room until we arrive.”
Locke nodded back and noted that she’d upgraded the name of his cell, even if the actual space was still a cell. That was encouraging, and truthfully, he didn’t mind being asked to wait out the rest of the trip in the room, given the situation. It would allow him time to process all the insanity of the past day and to get a better view of what kind of world he’d landed in.
So he returned to his cell—er, room—er, whatever—and pressed his face against the little window to watch.
The Blue Heron puttered along at a purposeful but still leisurely pace—no faster than the occasional dirigible he might have seen in history documentaries back home—and continued to float along the shape of Crash Canyon.
He remembered the crystalline spire he’d seen earlier and reasoned that might have been debris from whatever crashed here and gave the canyon its name, but then he couldn’t help but wonder: What sort of thing would be huge enough to carve a canyon into the earth when it fell?
The answer became obvious before the airship reached Endpoint City. Most of its surrounding details were obscured in haze and distance, but if he looked closely, he could see the boxy cross-section of a massive, shattered ship—and not even the entire ship. For even from this distance, he realized that he saw no wing or control structures. All he saw was a rounded tip and exposed decking stretching fifty stories above everything around it.
Still, it was fifty stories tall, twice as wide, and it was only a nose.
As they drew closer, he realized that wasn’t the only way in which this structure was distinct. It sprouted from the landscape around it in a combination of ragged crystalline shapes and angular hexagonal planes and patterns. He couldn’t pinpoint why exactly, but the technology gave him the impression of being far beyond even that of his home.
That was not the case for the buildings that sprawled around it. The founders of the appropriately—if obviously—named Endpoint City had seen this exotic, alien piece of detritus and thought it would be an excellent place to build a metropolis—or at least this world’s equivalent of one. Buildings were scattered all through the exposed levels of its decking, across the base of the crash site, and up the mountain slope that had stopped it in the first place, as if they’d been slowly leaking out over the centuries—but none of them looked to be on the same technological level. The buildings all looked like they could have been plucked out of the age of steam or previous eras from back home, though he didn’t see any telltale clouds of steam or coal smoke.
As the Blue Heron drifted over the city, he saw eclectic combinations of stately, stoic brick structures alongside decorative timber-and-stucco cottages that reminded him vaguely of Tudor houses, the main difference being this world’s architects had thrown gables galore onto the rooftops as if competing in a contest to see who could fit the most gables on one roof. These were obviously the rich areas; occasionally the overelaborate, whimsical construction would give way to wood, daub-and-wattle neighborhoods composed of whatever materials the builders could gather from the surrounding forest.
So this city had its posh areas and rough areas, like any other city.
I wonder which part we’ll be going to, Locke thought.
His thoughts were interrupted when a massive shadow came over his view—and he realized it was the very side of the giant ship nose, close enough that he could see the tiny, tessellated patterns of polygons shining on its exterior.
Close and drawing closer.
He backed away from the window, as if that would keep him from crashing into it, but then the airship banked away and up, and he saw where they were headed.
A large complex of hangars and mooring masts filled the span before him, busy with airships of all shapes and sizes. The foundations of the stationary structures were carefully shaped around the curve of what he realized was the top of the crashed ship’s nose.
They were landing on the ship’s nose.
And it was big enough to accommodate an entire airport.
The ship had barely eased to a stop before he heard a knock at his cell door.
“You decent, Naked Man?” Bexley called. Apparently she’d adopted Ember’s nickname for him.
“Why wouldn’t I be?” Locke replied.
Bexley opened the door as if the question was permission to do so.
“Wishful thinking.” She bobbed her head to the side, then added, “C’mon. Let’s go!”
***
Bexley positively bounced as he followed her down the hallway and around several turns toward the airship’s exit. Ember, by contrast, did not bounce when she joined them, though she certainly had anatomy that was capable of it. She eyed him uncertainly as they walked—not with suspicion, exactly, since he had saved her after all, but caution and curiosity.
If not enough to actually start a conversation.
She was silent and observant the whole way down the exit stairs, whereas Bexley’s clomping boots made enough noise for the three of them.
Alyssa must have disembarked earlier, for Locke saw her elegant, long-coated shape conducting business at what looked like a payment booth. They joined her once she finished and strode away.
“We have until nightfall,” she said, “so let’s finish by then. Any later and the docking fee goes up.”
As she said it, Locke noticed that though her tone of voice was confident in her situation, the expression on her face was not, and being from Ass-End-of-Nowhere, Kentucky, it was a look he’d seen before. It was the look of someone who didn’t want to spend any more money than they had to because they were acutely aware of how much (or little) they had. He’d worn that expression himself plenty of times.
Interesting, Locke thought. Peth did mention the Harriers were going through a rough spot.
“So where are we off to first?” Bexley asked as she traipsed toward what looked like an elevator. “The Arcane Index? If we do, we’ve gotta stop by that one sausage cart on Precursor Avenue. But I think he closes early in the day sometimes, so if he does, there’s another cart a few blocks over that’s really good. His aren’t as tasty as the first cart’s, but he’s got a bunch of interesting mustards to make up for it.”
“Is that what the sausage song was about?” Locke exclaimed.
“Sometimes,” Bexley replied with a coy wink.
“Bexley likes sausages as much as she likes dick,” Ember deadpanned as they stepped into the elevator box. “Take that as you will.”
“Oh, I intend to!” Bexley laughed.
Meanwhile, Locke stayed quiet and red-faced between them, unsure exactly how to respond. Was it common for women around here to offer their opinions on … sausages within a day of meeting a man?
Best not to risk any misunderstanding, he thought. He decided to remain silent and admire the elevator instead and was surprised to notice how very ornate it was. The metal casting that shaped its entryway was almost garish in the complexity of its designs, and even the individual bars that made up its folding gate were etched with magical-looking swirls that would have been impressive in detail even in his old world. What did it say about this city that even an elevator in a public airport was this fancy?
The gate locked in place, and they began to move down.
“The Index is second on our list,” Alyssa said matter-of-factly, as if her subordinates hadn’t just been talking about dick behind her back. “First we need to see Bort.”
“Oh, I like Bort, even if he is filthy rich,” Bexley said, as if being rich was reason enough to dislike someone.
“We’re taking Naked Guy to see Bort?” Ember asked.
“If he’s considering joining our crew, I think it’s only fair that he knows what kind of situation we’re in.” Alyssa looked his way. “Plus, no offense to you, given how you’ve helped us, but I’m not about to leave an amnesiac mage who randomly popped out of a titan alone on my ship.”
“No offense taken,” Locke said. “Who is this Bort?”
“Bort Drasti. He’s family,” Alyssa answered, but didn’t say more than that.
***
The elevator ride was short, but by no means was their journey close to over. They disembarked on a lower level of the airport, at what Locke imagined was the topmost of the inner decking he’d seen while they were flying in.
An abundance of smells and sounds bashed into his senses the moment they exited the first gate of the airport. Carriages drawn by what looked like bluish-purple elk came and went, letting off their passengers and picking up new ones. A slew of carts lined the street, and vendors hawked all manner of greasy fried meats and vegetables to people looking for quick meals, while fancier sit-down restaurants bustled further down the street, away from the rowdy noise.
Ah, smart business placement, Locke thought. Travelers were often hungry at the end of a journey, after all, so why not give them what they wanted? That was encouraging. This indicated a city that knew how to make money and was organized enough to encourage its citizens to pursue the acquisition of wealth. That was something to keep in mind for when he needed to do so.
“This way,” Alyssa said, and led them toward the fancier end of the street.
Locke tried to keep track of the paths they took, just in case, but lost his way almost immediately. The internal decking of the nose felt like a city unto itself, connected by such a complicated network of streets and elevators that it quickly became labyrinthine. The heavy shadows of the deeper parts of its levels made it that much more stifling and confusing. Most areas were well-lit by what he’d normally assume to be electrical streetlamps, but here he guessed to be of a magical nature. Some of them switched on automatically as they passed, then off again, allowing the oppressive dark to return once more behind them.
Fortunately, Alyssa soon led them to a large thoroughfare and a huge gate that must have been cut out of the side of the ship itself. Sunlight and people streamed in, and Alyssa and company headed out onto a side of the mountain that was as green as a gem. Except for the road, there was nothing here, but Alyssa continued on.
The people thinned, then spread to other levels of the mountain, and after half an hour of walking they were the only people on the road, which was now narrow enough to allow only one carriage to pass another.
“Where exactly does Bort live?” Locke asked.
“Close,” Alyssa said, and then they came to the gate.
The gate was of elaborate metalwork like the elevator, except more so, and supported by two brick columns that connected to a wall so low, it must have only been for decoration, or to keep the very laziest of intruders out. If Locke tried, he could probably climb and jump the wall with minimal effort, but thought it would be unwise to try, given the little gothic security kiosk nestled just behind the gate.
“Hey, Alyssa!” the guard greeted cheerily. “Back so soon?”
“Yes,” Alyssa replied, tonelessly.
“I’ll tell Mister Drasti you’re here,” the guard said, then picked up the receiver of an old-timey phone and did just that. After a brief conversation, he poked his head out of the kiosk. “He’s sending a carriage down for you.”
“Thank you,” Alyssa said, again toneless.
The carriage arrived soon, and the guard opened the gate to allow them entry. As he did, Locke got a good look at the guard and found the man wasn’t what he expected.
Most of the people he’d seen working security kiosks were either near retirement or else only interested in the job because it let them wear an important uniform while doing easy work. This guy had the important uniform—all black with shining armor pieces—but beneath it bulged a build that looked like he used it on a regular basis.
The guard opened the door pleasantly to allow the ladies into the carriage, and now Locke couldn’t help but wonder if that pleasantry masked something.
He waited until they were alone in the carriage.
“What kind of person is this Bort that he needs a security guard that buff?” Locke asked.
“It’s not that he needs them,” Alyssa said. “It’s that he has them on hand. He runs a mercenary company, the Shadow Slayers.”
“Business must be good,” Locke commented, for as the carriage pulled them up the mountain, an enormous estate came into view.
The initial crash had pushed up a slab of the mountain, and on it sat an august brick stately home like those he’d seen in the period family dramas his last attempt at a girlfriend had obsessed over.
The one big difference was the giant robot planted in its courtyard—though, admittedly, “robot” felt like too graceless a word for this one, and “giant” was a bit of a misnomer. It stood roughly two stories tall, with slick, regal black plating accented in green that made it look more like a stylized suit of armor than heavy war machinery. The tapered, slender nature of its build and the tall, narrow profile of its head suggested that it was built for speed above all else—except for the strange, angular knob that protruded from its forehead like a horn. But then, Locke supposed, it wouldn’t be a rich man’s toy without some excessive flourishes. As they drew closer, Lock realized he could see elegant, flowing designs etched onto the rounded surfaces of the armor, like it was a piece of artisan-crafted machinery. The pristine quality of the mech suggested that it rarely saw use—for how else could the designs stay so unblemished and clean?—but the crew running checks as they pulled into the courtyard suggested otherwise. It looked as if they were prepping the titan for departure.
This was a mech that got used and stayed pristine because it didn’t get hit.
The carriage stopped in front of the mech’s slender feet, and Locke admired it further as they passed under it.
Yeah, business is definitely good, he thought. At least, for these Shadow Slayers.
“Titan Deathly Rhythm,” Alyssa said. “That one belongs to my uncle.”
“Is your uncle here, too?” Locke asked.
“That’s who we’re on our way to see.”
“Ah, got it.” Locke turned away from the window. “So, you and Bort are related.”
“Not by blood,” Alyssa clarified neutrally.
***
A butler saw them in, and Locke tried not to stare as the stately man led them to Bort’s office. He knocked once, then opened a dark wood door that looked as expensive as everything around it.
“Miss Alyssa Harper and crew to see you, sir,” the butler announced.
Locke heard Bort before he saw him.
“Alyssa, welcome!” he shouted, as if he was greeting not a distant niece but a long-lost relative who hadn’t been seen in years but must absolutely come over for tea at least once a week now that she was here. He thrust forward to meet them before Locke could even make it in the door and took Alyssa’s hands to shake them. He did the same for the other two ladies.
“And of course, a fine welcome to you two as well. Bexley. Ember.” He nodded to each of them in turn. “And who is this?” he said when he came to Locke.
Bort looked nothing like what Locke expected to see at the head of a mercenary company. He was as trim and slender as his titan, clad in a bespoke black suit with classy green detailing and a stylized top hat that flared out a tiny bit at the top, as if made so it would stand out from all the other top hats on opera night. Add in his crystal-tipped cane and pristine white kid gloves, and he looked like the kind of person who would merely joyride in his titan and pay someone else to do his fighting.
Either that, or he was a secret badass.
Locke extended his hand, about to introduce himself, when Alyssa spoke up.
“His name is Locke. He hitched a ride with us on our way back. We’re just showing him around Endpoint City until he gets settled.”
Bort waited, as if expecting her to say more, but when she didn’t, he continued on so the silence would not grow awkwardly long.
“You look like you’re here for business. You have your business face on,” Bort observed, and so promptly led them toward his desk.
“Well, since you’ve come straight to it,” Alyssa said. She followed, and then waited for them all to sit before she continued. “We’ve hit a snag. Some shadow vultures attacked the Blue Heron. We beat them, but they wrecked the hangar door, and the bounty won’t be enough to repair it.” Alyssa paused and sighed. “We need to request a loan.”
Bort furrowed his brow and inclined his head like a well-meaning but disappointed father.
“Another loan?” he said.
“Yes.”
“You’ve asked for quite a few of those already.”
“We’ve hit a lot of snags.”
Bort didn’t reply immediately, but rather paused as if considering what to say next, and not wanting to say it once he’d made his decision. Even so, he continued:
“Alyssa,” Bort said slowly. “It might be time for you to consider giving up the Harriers. Seriously.”
Alyssa opened her mouth, but Bort held up a hand.
“No, I mean it this time. I know you don’t want to, but I think it’s becoming increasingly clear that you’re not as good at running your parents’ company as you need to be.”
Locke saw Alyssa sigh heavily. It was obviously what she’d expected to hear, even if she didn’t want to hear it.
“Not to say that you’re a failure!” Bort added quickly. “Just … consider it an opportunity to pursue some other venture. You’ve given it a noble try, and no one can fault you for that. I’ll make my offer again: three hundred thousand tetramarks for the Blue Heron and both your titans, plus I’ll close out all your loans as paid in full. That’s more than enough to make a fresh start of it.” He flashed a smile. “Hells, I’ll even sweeten the pot this time, as a bit of extra encouragement for my favorite niece. Three hundred and fifty thousand.”
Alyssa paused as if considering it, but Locke gathered the delay was only for show.
“You offer a fair price,” she said. “More than fair. But my parents built Harper’s Harriers from the ground up, and I’m determined to make it work. To keep it going in their memory.”
“You can’t honor their memory if you keep bleeding it away in repair fees, Alyssa,” Bort pointed out.
“There’s more to it than that,” Alyssa replied. “I could sell the Blue Heron, sure, but if I lose the titan cores, I lose any hope of restarting the business. It’s not like I can just buy those at market. They’re titan cores.”
“That wouldn’t matter if you try a completely different endeavor,” Bort countered.
“I’m not that desperate yet,” Alyssa said.
“Well, there we are, then.” Bort sighed, then shook his head. “I like to consider myself a generous man, but I also recognize when my investments aren’t paying off, and much as I hate to bring it up, you still haven’t paid off your previous loans. I’m afraid you’ll have to look elsewhere this time.”
“That’s fair,” Alyssa nodded. “I’d do the same in your position.”
Bort stood to dismiss them.
“Will you be in the city long?” he asked. “If you’ll come back later, I may at least be able to pass some smaller jobs your way.”
“We’ll be going to the Arcane Index, then flying out before nightfall,” Alyssa said, standing.
“Then I’ll call you there if I come upon anything,” Bort said, and rang a little bell on his desk. “Of course, my offer still stands.”
“Thank you, Uncle,” Alyssa said. “I’ll give it due consideration.”
The butler answered the bell, and then turned to see them out.
Chapter Six
The carriage took them back down to the road, and the same guard saw them off with his previous cheer. Alyssa replied pleasantly but didn’t echo the mood as they walked back down the road.
“I suppose it was only a matter of time before he turned us down,” Ember observed pragmatically.
“You think he’d change his mind if I slept with him?” Bexley chimed, as if that was totally reasonable and she was surprised no one had suggested it before.
“I’m not the sort of captain who funds her ship by pimping out her crew!” Alyssa exclaimed, as if she thought Bexley was out of her mind, but also wasn’t surprised she’d suggested it. “Besides, I don’t think you’re his type.”
“Oh, I don’t know.” Bexley smiled slyly. “If I know anything about rich guys, it’s that they’re totally into people beneath their station that they can use and toss away without anyone noticing.”
“That’s beside the point,” Alyssa said. “I don’t want to gain a reputation as a captain who sleeps her way to what she wants—or has her crew do it for her.”
“I’ve never understood that bias,” Bexley said. “If you ask me, sleeping your way to what you want is just an efficient use of an in-demand resource—and one I have in abundance.”
“Fine. I’ll take it under consideration,” Alyssa said, in a voice that was going to do nothing of the sort.
“So what’ll you do now that the loan’s not an option?” Locke asked, anything to help her change the subject. It wasn’t that Bexley made him uncomfortable—it was just that he wasn’t accustomed to women being so open about that kind of subject, and still wasn’t sure if that was a Haven thing or just a Bexley thing.
Not that he would have minded, either way. Now that he thought of it, one of his least favorite things about his home world was how uptight people could be about sex, and the idea of being in a world where it was accepted as a normal, uncontroversial part of the human experience … well, that had some appeal. But for now, he decided to wait and see how the ladies treated the subject. He considered himself a gentleman, after all, and it wouldn’t do to leave an ungentlemanly impression.
“We’ll do what we’ve always done,” Alyssa replied, dropping the subject, “take some bounties and hope we don’t incur more damage. The hangar door needs fixing, but at least that doesn’t interfere with the general running of the ship. If we’re lucky, the Index will have enough easy bounties that the problem will fix itself. Plus, we need to get you registered anyway, so at least it’s not an extra trip.”
She led the group back into the city’s massive shipwreck, then down through another labyrinth of stairs and elevators until they emerged on a lower part of the mountain.
This area of Endpoint City was noticeably older than the earlier ones, with sturdier, less fanciful construction—but it had been taken care of in such a way that its architecture was the only indication of its age.
The buildings on this street had an important, classical look about them, with lots of columns, domes, and symmetrical rows of judgmental-looking windows. The only exception to the general stoicism was the occasional intricate tracery and organic-looking etchings like those he’d noticed in other places. Locke had seen it so often that he’d begun to view it as an architectural quirk of this world, perhaps a weird design feature that had some practical meaning long lost to time, or else one the builders put in simply because they could. After all, he knew this world had magic, even if he wasn’t sure how it worked, and these elaborate designs might be a simple matter to make with the right spell.
They passed what looked like a town hall, then a bank, and a variety of other buildings that gave him the impression they were passing through the heart of Endpoint City.
Soon they came to the final building, a tall multi-story stone-and-tracery thing with a huge glass dome and a stairway out front so long it could have doubled as a courtyard. Indeed, there were people sitting on it as if it was meant for just that, talking over books and papers like those documents would guide their plans for the day. On either side of the stairway sat two leonine statues that reminded him of the entrance to the New York Public Library, the main difference here being that the lions were a whole story tall and sculpted with such lifelike detail that he expected them to turn and look at him.
“The Arcane Index,” Alyssa explained, and then led them inside.
As Locke walked through one of its three sets of massive double doors, he found that his initial impression of a regal library was not an inaccurate one. The lobby itself reached five floors up, and open balconies on each of the floors allowed glimpses of shelves upon shelves of important looking leather-bound books. The intoxicating smell of old paper and a strange, crisp … burning scent washed over him from those floors, but he assumed the burning smell was not atypical for this setting, else everyone on the floors would be panicking. It wasn’t an unpleasant scent, anyway, and actually reminded him more of ozone, soldering smoke, or maybe a wood fire in some craftsman’s shop. A productive scent, not a destructive one.
And then he realized he’d encountered this same smell in Titan Chimera. Perhaps this was the smell of magic?
At the back of the lobby sat a large service desk, its respective services marked with brassy engraved placards—“General Information,” “Reference,” “Bounties,” “Registration.” They were all staffed by women in soft-hued uniforms that combined academic-looking cloaks, robes, and shawls—all in the same light gray—with frilly maid outfits, as if the designer couldn’t decide whether he wanted a professional look or a cute look and decided, “Why not both?”
Alyssa went to the Bounties desk first.
“Hello, Lola,” she greeted. “What kind of bounties do you have for me today?”
Alyssa placed down a card that, when Locke looked, seemed to show some sort of rank information, perhaps to indicate what kind of bounties Harper’s Harriers were qualified to take.
The receptionist took Alyssa’s card and selected a folio from the shelf behind her.
Lola did not look like her name. Everything about her was straight, no-nonsense, and serious, from her bobbed black hair to her narrow glasses and the sharp expression she wore on her tapered face. She made even the frilly parts of her outfit look like they wanted to apologize for being so frivolous.
“Not many, I’m afraid.” She opened the folio before them. Her voice was pointed, too, but in a pleasant way. She might have looked no-nonsense, but that didn’t mean she was aloof. “Most of the worthwhile ones were taken this morning, unless you’re looking for leftovers. Though, of course, there are still those drakes no one wants to slay.”
“Well, of course not.” Alyssa shook her head as she flipped through the book. “Not while Lord Morton is cheaping out on the bounty.”
For some reason, Bexley made a yucky face upon hearing the name.
“I’ve tried to explain the situation to his lordship.” Lola shrugged. “We know he’s offering small monster pay for huge monster challenge, but he’s convinced we’ll find someone desperate enough to pick it up.”
“Those drakes kill anyone yet?”
“Not since they ate the initial surveyors. Lord Morton sent a second team in, but I understand they came back in a hurry with their butts on fire.”
Alyssa flipped to the drake job and grimaced down at it.
“Two drakes and it’s all the way out on the far end of Vasori territory. That’s barely enough to pay for fuel, much less any damage our titans take.”
“I know, right?”
Alyssa sighed. “Most of these other jobs are too small, even if they’re easier. I’d take them if they were in the same area, but the distance between them makes fuel a big expense there, too.” She slid the folio back to Lola. “Thanks, anyway.”
Next they headed a few rows down to the Registration desk.
The woman there was the precise opposite of Lola, perhaps Locke’s age with a cute and open, if distracted, face and bouncy, wiry hair that made her look something like a mischievous fairy-tale elf.
She didn’t notice they’d walked up until they were right in front of her, and then she startled and said:
“Oh! Yes! Sorry! How can I help you?”
Scratch that. A shy fairy-tale elf. Her face reddened as she spoke, as if she was embarrassed to be caught daydreaming on the job.
Alyssa gestured Locke forward. “We need to see if he’s registered with the Index.”
“He’s a bit old to not be registered with us,” the elfin girl commented.
“He’s suffering a bit of amnesia,” Alyssa explained.
“Oh! Okay,” the girl shrugged, as if amnesia was a common ailment here. “Name?”
“Locke,” Locke replied, then spelled it for her, “L-O-C-K-E.”
“Is that your family name or your given name?”
“Not sure.”
“You’re not?” she asked.
“Amnesia,” Locke shrugged. It didn’t really matter what he gave the Index. They weren’t going to find a record of him.
The girl shrugged back, then breezed through a pair of saloon-style swinging doors behind her desk. From what Locke could see through the doors, the room beyond looked to be filled with cabinets of little file drawers, almost like the card catalogs from the old libraries in his world. Soon she bustled back through the doors.
Locke had to stop himself from staring as she did. He’d known there was a maid outfit under those short robes, but from the other side of the desk, he hadn’t recognized how short it was, nor noticed the sheer, thigh-high stockings that didn’t even reach the edge of the skirt. A set of obvious puffy bloomers kept the outfit from being too indecent—er, exciting—er …
He was quickly beginning to realize that many of his world’s standards didn’t apply to this one.
Not that he minded at all.
She came back about fifteen minutes later.
“Sorry for the delay. The main registry is ordered by family name. We also have reference files ordered by given name, but it took me a while to find those.” She smiled sweetly. “Anyway, no Lockes on record in either place, I’m afraid. Do you want to register?”
Locke turned to Alyssa. “Do I?”
“If you want to join my crew,” Alyssa said, “or do any legitimate work, for that matter. Mages can’t apply for jobs if they’re not on record with the Arcane Index.”
Locke was hesitant at first. After all, this would put him on an official record in this society, and there were certain advantages to being unknown in any society. But he hadn’t seen anything thus far that would indicate this was a bad thing, and he figured it would remove one of the complications from his life. Better to seek out obvious legitimate work than to have to learn the secret places he’d need to look for … other work, whatever that other work might be.
“I’ll register.”
“All right! I’ll get you started!” the girl said, then called someone over to take her place and bounced around the desk to join them.
“Name’s Thalia, by the way,” the girl said. “Tally for short.”
Tally led them out of the lobby, down a hallway, then down a spiral staircase that seemed to grow darker and darker until it led them into a dimly lit … dungeon? Laboratory? Occult summoning circle?
He wasn’t sure, but the dark-gray-hooded, robed figures milling about gave him pause, even if they did wear stockings and frilly miniskirts.
Tally must have noticed his expression, for she said, “Oh, you can ignore them. They’re mage techs from our Magitek Department. We keep them down here because they’re weird. Plus, it’s where all the machinery is.”
“Why keep it in a dungeon?” Locke asked.
“Tradition,” Tally replied. “But also … maybe because it’s cool?”
The question in her voice didn’t encourage Locke one bit. He was less encouraged when he saw the machine she was leading him toward, if it could even be called that. It looked like a squid, or an octopus, or some sort of cephalopod, sculpted from metal into a vague swimming shape and hung from the ceiling in the middle of the room by some unknown, invisible force. Its “tentacles”—there were four of them, he now saw—arced into an almost spiral swirl so that it looked something like a cage. Inset in each tentacle was a conspicuous crystalline rod that was currently dull but looked like it would light up once the machine was in action.
The machine raised and its tentacles opened as they approached, revealing a platform sized for a single person.
“Step inside, please,” Tally said.
“In that thing?” Locke gave the machinery a suspicious eye. He didn’t mind being registered, but every piece of sci-fi, fantasy, and anime he’d encountered taught him to be wary of dungeons and magical things shaped like cephalopods, and this was both of those.
“It’ll test what kind of elements you can channel,” Tally explained.
“Elements?” Locke thought for a moment, then his eyebrows shot up. “Oh, I see. You mean like earth or fire magic.”
Tally’s brow furrowed with confusion.
“You know,” Locke continued, “earth, fire, wind, water …” He shrugged desperately. “Heart?”
“What are you talking about?” Tally asked, shaking her head.
“You know what? I don’t even know myself,” he said, suddenly very self-conscious. “Forget everything I just said.”
“Amnesia,” Bexley coughed into her fist.
“What?” Tally asked, but then her eyes lit up. “Oh, right! Amnesia. Right, sorry.”
“Perhaps a short explanation is in order?” Alyssa suggested. “Given the circumstances?”
“Right. Of course. Sorry!” Tally cleared her throat. “There are four kinds of magic. Matter, energy, gravity, and time.” She pointed to each of the respective tentacles as she spoke. “Matter mages can reshape materials. Energy mages can apply or remove energy for a variety of effects. Gravity mages can make objects lighter or heavier. And time mages can cause time to slow down or speed up. There’s more to it than that, but those are the fundamental effects of each element.”
“I’m able to manipulate time?” Locke exclaimed.
“If you’re a time mage,” Tally said, “and only on things you can touch. Energy and gravity magic are the only ones that don’t require touch, but honestly none of that’ll be relevant until we know what kind of elements you’re able to channel. So hop on in!”
Locke did, his apprehension suddenly gone. Sure, thanks to Titan Chimera, he’d known he was a mage, but he didn’t realize the depths of that implication until now. He could do more than pilot a big robot. He might even be able to wield time itself.
The tentacles closed around him, and the machine began to hum. The platform beneath his feet glowed, as did the cephalopod body above him, and the tentacles spun up like the arms of a weird stomach-twisting carnival ride. The strange burning smell swirled through the air around him, as the rods inside the tentacles lit up, as the tentacles themselves swirled into a hallucinogenic blur of black, green, purple, and white.
“Matter coefficient of four point seven,” one of the mage techs reported.
“Is that good?” Locke asked.
“Please hold still,” Tally urged. “We’re checking the other—”
“Energy coefficient at two point nine.”
“Gravity coefficient is one point four.”
“Time coefficient of one point three.”
“You’ve got to be kidding!”
And then, as quickly as the machine started, it slowed.
The tentacles lifted, and he stepped out.
“So, which one am I?” he asked.
It was then that he noticed the gathering crowd. Several of the mage techs had abandoned their stations and were looking straight at him. He couldn’t tell what they were thinking through the shadows of their hoods, but Tally stood right before him, her eyes wide and eager.
“You’re all of them,” she answered.
Locke looked back at the machine as if he knew how to read it and saw the rods in all the tentacles lit up—one solid white, one solid purple, one solid green, and one blackish-purple like a blacklight.
“You sure?” he asked.
“Yes!” Tally nodded emphatically. “You’re a void mage!”
“Void?” Locke’s face scrunched up. “But that isn’t even an element.”
“Quick!” Tally hustled him back into the machine. “We need to measure how powerful you are!”
“But didn’t you just do that?” Locke asked, allowing himself to be maneuvered into position once more.
“No. The first test only gauges your current power level. Each coefficient is a measure of how effectively you can use the various types of catalysts. What we need to measure next is your maximum potential.” She turned urgently back to the mage techs. “Ready?”
“System mode switched. Ready.”
“Start the test!” Tally declared.
One of the mage techs threw a lever, and the squid machine spun back up to its previous maximum speed—and then quickly surpassed it in a blur of metal. The crystals lit up, forming glowing bands of black, white, green, and purple that swirled around him with dizzying speed, faster and brighter, faster and brighter, until—
The machine shuddered with the sound of cracking glass. The four arms unfolded partially, and the rotary mechanism at the top squealed as metal grated against metal, showering the mage techs with sparks.
Which didn’t seem to bother them all that much, and did help explain the hoods.
Smoke coughed out of the rotary mechanism, and the tentacles spun down. One of the mage techs pulled the lever back, and brakes squeaked, bringing the machine to a shuddering halt.
“Uhh … ” Locke looked around at the smoking, shattered crystals in each of the four tentacles.
“Wow,” Tally marveled. “You’re powerful. The machine couldn’t measure your full potential.” She turned toward the assembled mage techs. “We need to use The Big One!”
The Big One she spoke of had apparently not seen much use. They had to turn on the lights to even find it, though once the lights were on, it was an obvious part of the room, if partly obscured by a dusty pile of boxes and old machinery that was probably supposed to be fixed once upon a time but had been forgotten when another box or machine-to-be-fixed had been placed on top of it.
Once the mage techs cleared the pile, though, it revealed an older, clunkier equivalent of the cephalopod machine. The first machine looked like it wanted to lure testers in with its prettiness. This machine didn’t care whether anyone thought it was pretty or not; they still had to use it, so they might as well jump in and get it over with and maybe, if you were lucky, you wouldn’t get any tetanus from its ubiquitous rust. Its tentacles hung down like savage teeth, and there was no decoration on them, just a whole lot of the rust.
It still turned on, though, so that was good.
Even if it rumbled like an angry furnace and smelled like actual burning.
Locke still got inside. He was legitimately worried this time, but he figured he had no choice.
The machine activated. The tentacles swirled around him. Muted versions of the same colors blurred in ghostly hoops around him just like last time. So far so good.
Until the machine’s rumbling turned into a gnawing, churning screech.
Until the tentacles spun faster and faster, and the top blew off the machine.
This was apparently not the first time something had exploded in the dungeon, though, because the mage techs were waiting with their equivalent of fire extinguishers, and soon doused any remaining chaos that might have come from that. Locke was surprised to find that the foam didn’t even stick to him when he climbed out of it.
“So how’d I do?” he asked. He meant it in jest because obviously he’d just exploded the machine, but Tally looked back with eyes even wider than before.
“Your potential is off our scale. Literally. You broke the machine!”
“Sorry?” Locke shrugged guiltily. He wasn’t sure what else to say.
“Don’t be!” She put on her best receptionist smile. “So, are you looking for a job?”
Chapter Seven
“Well, that gives us a lot to think about!” Alyssa commented as they strode up from the dungeon.
Locke couldn’t help but notice she seemed slightly worried as she said it, though he couldn’t figure out why. By all accounts, he’d just gotten the most awesome news a new mage could receive in this world. Unless there was some secret dark side to it—which seemed unlikely, given Tally’s excitement—he didn’t see any reason to be concerned.
Soon Tally led the four of them out of the stairwell into a small side room that, with its plain table and chairs, gave Locke the impression of a mundane conference room—which was especially refreshing after the weirdness of the dungeon.
“I’ll finish registering you in here,” she said, and they followed.
“So what exactly does it mean that I’m a void mage?” Locke asked as he took one of the seats.
“The vast majority of mages can only use one type of magic,” Ember explained as she took the seat next to him. “I’m an energy mage, so I’m limited to energy magic.”
“That’s not entirely true,” Alyssa corrected.
“Fine.” Ember let out a quick huff. “I dabble in matter magic a little, but I’m not very good with it. Most mages have at least some ability outside their primary element, but it’s normally stunted. Anyway, at a fundamental level all magical energy is composed of void essence. If you command that, you command all the elements.”
“Void mages are the rarest of all mage types,” Alyssa added, then that worried look cropped back up. “And you’re an exceptionally gifted one to boot.”
“Which is a good thing?” Locke asked, watching her expression carefully. “Right? There’s no scary downside to this, is there?”
“Oh no,” Alyssa answered. “Nothing of the sort. Void mages are just”—her face darkened again—“in demand.”
“Okay. So … how do I use all this ‘void mage’ potential?” He flexed his fingers in front of his face, as if that would give him any clue, and Tally spun around to face him with a look of utter surprise.
“You don’t even remember that?” she exclaimed.
“I have a lot of amnesia,” Locke dodged.
“You really do!” Tally agreed, then produced some paper forms and a fountain pen from a corner cabinet. “Maybe a quick rundown will jog your memory. I’ll start with the basics.”
She gestured around her, as if to indicate the entire world.
“Everything around us is full of what we call void essence. It’s as common and invisible as air, but only mages can access it. They do that by channeling it into a catalyst. Those rods you saw in the testing machine? Those are catalysts. Well, were catalysts.”
“Sorry about that,” Locke said with a frown.
“Don’t be!” Bexley chimed in. “That was awesome! Especially when that big one started smoking!”
“Catalysts are what allowed you to fight in Titan Chimera,” Ember said. “But the catalysts have to be built specifically for each magic type, so even though you have access to all forms, you’re still limited by whatever types of catalyst you have installed on the titan.”
“So only mages can pilot mechs?” Locke asked.
“Well, yes and no,” Ember chimed. “Titans, yes, because their catalysts require a mage. However, it’s also possible to collect essence into what we call void condensate. It’s a liquid form of void essence that can be stored in tanks and burned in void furnaces, no mage required. There are a few vehicles that run that way. Rigs, quads, airships, and the like.”
“For example, the Blue Heron runs on a gravity furnace,” Alyssa explained. “There’s not a gravity mage among us, but with its void furnace set up to burn condensate and its associated gravity catalyst to channel that condensate into magic, we don’t need one.”
“I think I get it,” Locke said. “Then, could you make a titan that didn’t require a mage?”
“Well, I suppose if you really wanted to.” Bexley gave her head a little shake, as if to say, You don’t want to. “But you’d probably need a machine bigger than the Blue Heron to even approach the power level and flexibility Chimera has with you in it.”
“I can see how having a mage would make it more powerful, but how is a titan more flexible?”
“Simple,” Bexley began. “The catalyst on the Blue Heron is a perfect example. It’s built to generate a single spell effect, and that’s all it can do. However, a gravity catalyst on a titan, with a gravity mage backing it up, has access to all the gravity spells. As long as both the catalyst tier and the mage can handle it.”
“Makes sense.” Locke nodded. He thought he was getting a handle on how magic worked. “So once I have access to a catalyst, I’m able to channel magic as much as I want?”
“Not quite,” Bexley said. “Chimera still burns condensate, but since you’re channeling the essence, it’s much more efficient. Still, the output is limited by your hardware, and some spells require mega-catalysts.”
“Like the one on Long Shot’s shoulder,” Ember added.
“All right.” Locke bowed his head in thought. “Thanks. That makes a lot more sense.”
“And, as a void mage,” Alyssa chimed in, “you’ll have no trouble finding someone to teach you the specifics.”
Locke noted how she’d avoided saying they would do it, and he wondered why.
“How much amnesia do you have?” Tally asked.
“All the amnesia,” Locke deflected. If he wasn’t ready to share the real story with the Harriers, he certainly wasn’t going to blab it to some random receptionist, no matter how cute she was.
Tally took his response in stride and began walking him through the rest of the registration process. It was a surprisingly mundane procedure, involving lots of standardized forms and signatures like any other mind-numbing bureaucratic process, but soon Tally had transferred his most essential information to the card for their catalog records, and he was an officially-recognized mage, complete with his own certificate, which was small enough to fit in his wallet.
If he’d had one.
They were about to leave when the old-timey candlestick phone atop the file cabinet rang, and Tally picked it up and answered.
“Hello? Thalia speaking.” She paused. “Okay. I’ll let them know.” She hung up the phone. “That was Lola. She said a ‘Bort Drasti’ was trying to reach you and asked that you stop by his address before you leave the city.”
“Oh, good!” Alyssa stood from her seat. “He must have found something for us. Thank you, Tally.”
“You’re welcome!” she replied with a smile.
The rest of them stood, too, and Alyssa turned to Locke. “Do you want to come with us, or would you rather explore on your own now that you’re registered?”
“Oh … I figured I’d tag along with you three, if it’s okay,” Locke said, surprised she’d asked. “I mean, it’s not like I know anyone else here.”
“With us it is, then.” Alyssa gave him a curt nod, and Locke couldn’t help but notice that the earlier worry in her voice had transformed to relief. She smiled and continued, “Let’s go see what Bort has for us.”
***
The sky was already beginning to recede into twilight by the time they returned to Bort’s mansion, and the Crystal Moon shrank beyond the horizon, while the silver arc of the orbital ring shimmered at its edges from the sun’s dwindling light.
“Hopefully this meeting won’t go long,” Alyssa said, some of her anxiety returning.
“Worried about the Blue Heron’s docking fee?” Locke asked.
“We should still make it back in time.”
Bort wasn’t there when they arrived, but the butler assured them he would return from his test flight momentarily. Instead of taking them to Bort’s office, he brought them to a long drawing room and prepared some aromatic tea to refresh them while they waited.
“Oh, yes! Bort’s got the good tea!” Bexley exclaimed. She snatched her cup like she was about to inhale it in one swallow—but then, surprisingly, stopped and savored it like a cultured person. After all, it was supposed to be the good tea. The others did the same, though Alyssa kept tapping her foot impatiently.
Locke didn’t have enough experience with tea to know whether it was good or not. The only tea he’d ever had access to in Grassroots was the iconic sweet iced tea that kept diabetes numbers blossoming across the South, but he didn’t like it enough to actually contribute to those numbers. The only thing he could say was that this tea, at the very least, was not that tea.
Instead of focusing on his tea, he looked around the room. It was the kind of room that, in period dramas, might have been filled with painted portraits of significant ancestors, but in keeping with the theme of this weird land, there were portraits of Titan Deathly Rhythm in various stages of its history, doing various badass things. Did Bort commission a painting of his titan every time he fought a good battle? Or was Deathly Rhythm a family heirloom, passed down through the generations?
For that matter, Locke wondered, where were the other generations?
“Where’s the rest of the family here?” Locke asked before he could stop himself. “Bort doesn’t live alone in a mansion this big, does he?”
At once Bexley snorted.
“Ha, families are for poor people.”
“Bexley, we’re poor people,” Ember retorted.
“Sometimes I wish you were right,” Alyssa commented. “We’re worse than poor. We’re in debt.”
“Why are families for the poor?” Locke asked, confused and at the same time eager to shift the talk away from the Harriers’ financial troubles.
“Families don’t associate above a certain station here,” Alyssa said. “Poor families raise their own children and take care of their elders because it’s less expensive to do so, but people with Bort’s level of wealth hire professionals to do that kind of work. If he has any kids, they’re elsewhere being raised by experienced parents so he can get on with life.”
The concept took Locke aback. He supposed it wasn’t so different from some arrangements back on Earth—after all, the affluent could, and often did, hire nannies to tend to their children—but to hear it described so openly as just another part of society was strange.
“Wow, that sounds … lonely,” he said.
“Well, look at it this way,” Bexley replied. “If you had the option of looking after snotty poop sacks all day or piloting a frickin’ robot whenever you wanted, which would you choose?”
“Plus, it’s not like he’s actually lonely,” Ember said. “I mean, his mercenaries occupy this estate, too.”
“And whatever concubines he’s hired,” Bexley added.
“Wait a second.” Locke made a face as his mind struggled to keep up. “The man is, I assume, married to one of Alyssa’s relatives—”
“One of my aunts.”
“Yes, thank you. So, he’s married but he also has concubines?”
“Why’s that so strange?” Bexley asked, blinking at his question.
“I …” Her attitude caught him off guard. “Never mind.”
Locke wanted to prod at the topic more, but before he could come up with a good way to approach it, the butler returned, and Bort returned with him.
“Ah, welcome back, Alyssa!” he exclaimed, as warmly as if he was still dressed for a dinner party, though he now wore a streamlined bodysuit similar to Ember’s. He greeted them all with handshakes like last time and then continued, “You’re in luck! It turns out my lieutenant drummed up a little too much work this past week, and we’ve had to turn away some job offers or look for ways to subcontract them out. In fact …”
He extended his hand to the butler, who passed him a folio similar to the one Lola had opened at the Index. He pulled three sheets from within its cover and handed them to Alyssa.
“Quite a few meteors have dropped recently,” he continued, “and these three meteorfall sites look well within your capabilities.”
Alyssa examined each of the three pages.
“The pay’s not bad, either,” she commented, eyebrows perking up. “We should be able to fix the door on these alone. And we might have a little left over to chip away at our debts.” She folded the sheets and slid them into her coat. “Thank you, Uncle.”
“Oh, it’s no trouble at all.” Bort clasped his hands behind his back and smiled. “Let me know if you need any others, and I’ll see what I can do.”
Alyssa nodded her thanks again, and then Bort dismissed them to follow his butler.
***
Dark shadows were already beginning to fall across the landscape as they left, so the four of them walked at a brisk pace on their way back to the airport. Still, given Locke’s new body, it was no trouble for him to walk for extended periods of time. In fact, he didn’t sense even the lightest touch of fatigue as he carried on with their conversation.
“So, what’s the deal with these meteorfall sites?” he asked. “What’s so bad about them that they require bounties?”
Alyssa gave him a surprised glance, as if she’d forgotten about his supposed amnesia.
“I figured it best not to ask in front of Bort,” he continued. “Honestly, I’m kind of tired of people looking at me like I’m an idiot. I swear I’m not. I’m just … new here.”
“Oh, it’s not that,” Alyssa sighed. “I’m surprised you’re still with us, is all. As for the meteors, they’re a pretty regular part of our weather here.”
“Weather?” Locke said.
Alyssa nodded. “We don’t know where they come from, but when they land, they bring with them an invasive, dark-infused sludge—shadow dregs, which then seek out biological or technological material to merge with. Living or dead, doesn’t matter. And when they do, they make that material—or creature—more powerful. And more aggressive.”
“Like the shadow vultures I fought earlier?” Locke said.
“Exactly,” Alyssa replied. “So whenever a meteor lands, we have to neutralize it. Otherwise the corruption will spread and cause trouble. It’s a pretty standard assignment.”
“Oh. That doesn’t sound too bad, then,” Locke said.
Technically, by his old-world standards, necromantic meteors sounded bad. Very, very bad, but then, back on Earth, he’d never even gone deer hunting. In this world, meanwhile, he’d already killed three giant man-eating birds with a magic-fueled robot, and that helped add a dash of perspective to the problem.
“So,” he asked, “does this mean I still get to pilot the robot?”
Chapter Eight
“We need to have a meeting first,” Alyssa said. “Let me get us in the air, then we’ll reconvene.”
They reached the airport just in time. Alyssa sent the others ahead to board while she alerted the control tower of her intent to launch, then made her way to the forward nose of the Blue Heron. She entered through a side hatch, sealed it behind her, then took a ladder up two levels as the first stars began to twinkle in the darkening sky.
The bridge was not as large or complex as non-aviators expected it to be. Most people took in the long grandeur of her family airship and expected everything about it to be big, not realizing that around two-thirds of its size was taken up by the titan hangar. The Blue Heron was a ship designed to carry a complement of six titans and a crew of twenty people—and had at the height of her parents’ day—but one wouldn’t know it by looking at its comparatively restrictive bridge.
The Blue Heron’s bridge was a close skeleton of interlocking beams and wide glass windows jutting forward from the ship’s body, allowing a view in every direction but behind. A great nautical-looking ship’s wheel stood prominent in the front, consoles to either side lined with buttons, dials, gauges, and general instruments that would be used to keep the ship steady in the air.
The bridge was designed to accommodate three people, but in a pinch it only took one to run it, and they were always in a pinch. Still, Alyssa had grown up on this ship. She’d held so close to her parents’ coattails that she could make sense of its dials and gauges before they’d even formally taught her to do so, and now she could read the information scattered across the instrumentation consoles as easily as most could read the hands on a clock.
She flicked the switches that would activate the gravity furnace and felt her unease begin to slip away as the pleasant woodburning scent of magic began to waft through the ship.
She then reached for a little comm horn poking up from the nearest console.
“Strap in,” she said, and heard the wires carry her voice through the ship. “Takeoff in three minutes.”
She waited to see if there were any replies—usually Bexley had some flimsy excuse for not having her latest project secured in the hangar—but there were none today, so she continued her preparations.
Alyssa’s hands played along the switches even as her eyes dwelled elsewhere, gauging the environmental details that would be relevant to their takeoff. She knew this ship as well as she knew her own body, and to lose this ship … that would be like losing an essential piece of herself.
She felt it harder as she settled her hands upon the pegs of the ship’s wheel. It was a fanciful wheel, its every surface covered with intricate swirls and random details that her mother had etched there in her idle moments during the dull monotony of long voyages. Her mother had been a matter mage, and prone to manipulating plain matter to make it something prettier than it had been before, as matter mages often did. They were the reason why random mundane corners of Endpoint City were so ornate, whether because they’d been commissioned to make them so, as only matter mages could, or because they’d been splashed there as magical graffiti. She was fairly sure her mother had been behind some of the details in Endpoint City before she joined up with her father and found a new canvas.
Her mother’s fingerprints were all over this ship, in the whorls and patterns she’d shaped into every surface. Her father’s sweat was in the care of it. And her own memory was tied up in both.
Alyssa had never lived anywhere but the Blue Heron, and she would die before she gave it up.
She picked up the comm horn, counted down from ten, and then she lifted the Blue Heron into the sky.
***
Alyssa loved the initial gentle rush of takeoff, the feeling of fighting against the earth and winning because you’d found a way to master even gravity. Granted, she didn’t know the specifics of how the gravity furnace worked—that was Bexley’s area—but she knew it was what counteracted most of the weight of the airship. Technically her airship utilized two gravity furnaces, and either could support the airship’s bulk on its own—at least long enough to execute an emergency landing. The earliest sky ships had seen some nasty crashes from failed furnaces, and the system redundancy had been added as a safety measure for certain classes of ship. Especially those that endured the occasional monster attack, like the Blue Heron.
Alyssa eased the Blue Heron upward to cruising elevation, high enough that she needn’t fear ground-based obstacles, and then pulled the bounty sheets from her coat and chose the nearest one. If they flew at top speed through the night, they’d reach the site by noon the next day, so she pointed the ship in that direction and nudged it to maximum cruising speed.
Time was of the essence, even for a job like this. After all, even though they’d claimed the bounty, there was nothing to stop a random crew from happening upon the site. She wanted to reach it first and reap its full rewards.
And speaking of rewards …
Locke had been a weird and pleasant surprise. She hadn’t quite known what to make of him at first. It certainly wasn’t common for bewildered men to fall out of titans, but then titan cores were not fully understood. Beyond that, they were Precursor tech anyway, so who knew what kind of mysteries they were hiding? By that standard, a well-built naked guy wasn’t a bad thing to fall out of a robot. Add to that his unexpected competence piloting Titan Chimera and his being a void mage and … well.
He had lots of interesting potential.
But she and her crew had to discuss it first.
Once the ship had comfortably reached cruising velocity, she grabbed the comm horn again.
“We’re now at cruising altitude and speed,” she said. “Everyone meet me on the bridge.”
Within a few minutes, Ember, Bexley, and Locke had streamed in.
“Oh, sorry—a ladies’ meeting,” she specified.
“So just me and you, then?” Ember jested.
“Hey!” Bexley objected, though she grinned while she said it.
“I need to speak with my current crew about this … situation,” Alyssa elaborated. “Before we make any changes, I mean.”
“Oh.” Locke took a step backward through the threshold. “Okay then.”
“Bexley, would you show Locke to a new room? One of the good ones. I think he’s definitely graduated from a cell.”
“Will do!” Bexley chimed, and then grabbed Locke by the elbow to show him to his new quarters.
“Don’t get distracted!” Ember called out behind her.
Bexley either heard or didn’t plan to be distracted anyway because she returned in less than a minute, then plopped down cross-legged on the floor, eager to listen.
“So, what do we do with him?” she asked.
“That’s what I want to talk about,” Alyssa said. “Did you have a chance to look over Titan Chimera?”
“Sure did!”
“And?”
“In a word, curious.” Bexley put both hands behind her head and leaned back. “A question first. Ember, you helped me drag Naked Guy to the cell. How much do you think he weighs?”
“Why do you ask?”
“Just humor me. I promise I’m going somewhere with this.”
“Fine, but I haven’t given it much thought.” She grimaced and bowed her head. “About two hundred pounds, I’d say. Give or take.”
“I’m guessing the same. And not an ounce of fat on him to boot.”
“Your point?” Alyssa pressed.
“I’m getting there. So, I gave Chimera a thorough inspection, and besides the fritzed out radio, I noticed the swiftmetal reservoir was low, which is strange because I was keeping it topped off to help the titan core fix itself.”
“That doesn’t mean anything,” Ember countered. “Locke used swiftmetal in the fight against the vultures.”
“I know, but here’s the thing. Even accounting for the weaponry Locke channeled, I’m still left with a deficit. One point nine gallons of the stuff, to be precise. Wanna guess how much one point nine gallons weighs?”
“About two hundred pounds?” Alyssa ventured.
“Precisely!” Bexley took out her hands and pointed. “Give the lady a prize!”
Ember frowned down at her. “Locke isn’t made out of swiftmetal.”
“True,” Bexley conceded. “But Chimera does have a matter catalyst, so there’s no reason the swiftmetal had to stay in its natural form.”
“What are you suggesting?” Alyssa asked. “That the titan … created him somehow?”
“Maybe,” Bexley said, as if it were the most normal conclusion in the world. “Remember how we found Chimera’s core? Or rather, what we found around it?”
“But there wasn’t anything there,” Ember recalled. “No furnace or armor or catalysts or anything. Just a naked core at the bottom of that ruin.”
“Right you are,” Bexley winked. “Naked like our mystery guest.”
Alyssa frowned at her.
“What I mean,” Bexley continued, “is we have no clue who the last pilot was or where they lived or anything. I thought at the time the core was a casualty of the Ender-Vasori War, but it’s possible it’s older than that. Much older. There may not even be a previous pilot. At least one that wasn’t a Precursor, back a thousand plus years, when all the titan cores were originally built.”
“That seems like a stretch,” Alyssa said. “A core that’s gone unused for a thousand years?”
“Hey.” Bexley shrugged. “Could happen. And if no one’s ever used it before, it might have strange, hidden properties.”
“Like Titan Ambiguous Cat,” Ember muttered, nodding in tentative agreement.
“Sorry.” Alyssa blinked. “I’m not familiar with that core.”
“Oh, it’s a weird one!” Bexley grinned. “For some reason, it makes cats. Open the cockpit, and there’s a new cat. Different breed each time, but not all of them are alive. In fact, the Index performed a study on it, and it’s a strict fifty-fifty split on whether the cat the core creates is alive or dead. The thing makes absolutely no sense! Why would the Precursors use a titan core to make dead cats?!”
“Titan Lollipop doesn’t make any sense either,” Ember pointed out. “Any swiftmetal it forms turns into candy. The Index can’t get it to make anything else.”
“Oh yeah!” Bexley chuckled. “I think that one’s my favorite divergent! I’m so glad the Index installed it in their food court. Those are some first-rate desserts! We totally should have stopped by for sundaes before we left.”
“We were in a hurry,” Alyssa stressed. “Anyway, I take your point. Some titan cores do bizarre things, and we don’t know why. Where does that leave us with Chimera and Locke?”
“All right. Here’s my theory.” Bexley clapped her hands together and leaned forward off the wall. “Locke isn’t from around here.”
“I think that much is obvious!” Ember scoffed.
“No, I mean he’s really not from around here. Like, he’s from a totally different time.” Bexley dropped her voice conspiratorially. “I think he’s a Precursor.”
“Get out of here!” Ember shook her head. “That’s ridiculous!”
“No, I’m being totally serious here,” Bexley reassured her colleagues. “I think Locke was Chimera’s last pilot, and that core hasn’t been touched since the Fall. I’m guessing he was injured during battle and the core stored his mind. My repairs to the core then allowed it to reactivate just enough to rebuild his body. And then poof!” She spread her hands dramatically. “We suddenly have a naked guest running around.”
“Do you really think the Precursors could do something like that?” Alyssa asked. “Save a person’s mind and rebuild their body from scratch?”
“Maybe. Hells, the Precursors put the Steel Ring in the sky! Who here’s qualified to say what they could and couldn’t do?”
“I’m certainly not,” Alyssa conceded.
“But if that’s true,” Ember began, “why doesn’t he remember being a Precursor?”
“Simple. A thousand years is a long time, and that core was in bad shape. Something must have gone wrong, and he lost most of his memories.”
The other two were silent for long seconds as they considered her theory.
“Then if you’re correct,” Alyssa said after a while, “Locke is actually a thousand-year-old amnesiac Precursor.”
“Hey, it’s the best guess I’ve got.” Bexley patted her thighs. “So … where does that leave our little talk?”
“Let’s shelve the speculation for now, since we have no way of proving or disproving your theory.” Alyssa paced while she gathered her thoughts, then continued, “That said, I still want to offer Locke a contract. Even in his amnesiac state, he’s proven himself an adept titan pilot, which means that Titan Long Shot will finally have some support in the field. This, in turn, means we can start taking on higher bounties, which means we can pull Harper’s Harriers out of debt faster. I was only loosely considering it before, but now that we know he’s a void mage, I see no reason to hold off. Especially since he seems like a person of good character.”
“Plus, he was a huge help against the shadow vultures,” Ember shrugged, then added, “It’ll be a relief to have some backup out in the field. You have my support.”
“And mine, too!” Bexley beamed. “I want to see if my Precursor theory pans out.”
“Can we afford a void mage, though?” Ember asked.
Alyssa sighed and stopped pacing. “Honestly, no. Not at fair rates, anyway, considering what he’s worth. But I’m going to offer him what we can afford, and from there it’s up to him if he wants to take it or not. Still, are we all in agreement about asking him on?”
“Sure,” Ember said.
“Let’s do it!” Bexley echoed.
“All right,” Alyssa replied. “Now of course there is the … other matter. Of conduct.”
“Ugh, nooooo,” Bexley moaned.
“Bexley, you don’t even know what I’m going to say,” Alyssa retorted.
“I don’t have to. Never in the history of words has there ever been a fun conversation about ‘conduct.’”
“I suppose that depends on your definition of fun,” Alyssa shrugged, but then continued, “The fact remains that he’s a man on a ship full of women. A void mage man.”
She let the implication of the words hang in the air, until Bexley spoke up.
“Wait … are we on the same page for once?”
“Void mages are rare, and thus valuable, which makes void mage children equally valuable.” Alyssa began to pace again. “There’s a reason the Index pays parents a generous stipend for the privilege of training gifted children, and any child who grows up as a void mage is all but guaranteed a solid place in society when they come of age. Not to mention the honor that comes from being the parent of a void mage.”
“Oh. We sort of are on the same page,” Bexley said. “Though, to be honest, I was just thinking about the sex.”
“You’re suggesting that we try to make void babies?” Ember said.
“I’m saying it’s something to consider now that we’re in this position. Haven needs more void mages, and on a practical level, a pregnancy will only last a week with the aid of a time mage, so it’s not like it’ll cut into our work.”
“Well, I’m for it,” Bexley declared.
Ember picked at the family crest on her choker: a pair of slender, lit candles crossed to form an X over a hefty tome.
“My family’s been harassing me to continue the Q’Van line,” she said. “This’ll shut them up and put a void mage in the family. I’m in.”
“‘In?’ It’s not like it’s a secret operation,” Alyssa said. “But, as for me … I’d wanted to start a family at some point anyway. And it would be nice to add another void mage to the Harriers, if they choose to stay when they come of age.”
“Aww, that’s sweet,” Bexley cooed.
Alyssa nodded. “Anyway, we’re getting ahead of ourselves. I’ll draw up the contract now, and then we’ll see what Locke says.”
***
Locke had scrambled to follow Bexley as she dragged him down the hall to his new room. It was on the same deck as the bridge—his old cell had been two decks below—and this one already looked more sumptuous than his previous. “Sumptuous” was indeed an accurate word for it. The hangar and his former cell had led him to expect simple, utilitarian accommodations on the airship, but this hallway gleamed with carefully crafted wainscoting, etchings, and wall lamps as if it were in an earthbound home rather than an airship.
When Bexley opened the door to his room, he saw much of the same. It wasn’t a huge room by terrestrial standards—after all, magic world or not, space was still at a premium on things that relied on low weight to stay in the air—but it was definitely bigger than he expected.
A roomy bed that might have been sized for a couple took up most of one side. A wardrobe was bolted to the wall on another, and a folding desktop hung on the wall next to the door, with a small chair and bedtable close by. The setup was functional, but the care put into the floral designs on the walls showed him he was definitely on a ship crewed by ladies, in case he hadn’t already noticed.
“There’s clothing in the wardrobe,” Bexley said, “from past crew members and stuff. You can take your pick if you want. We don’t use most of it anyway. Bye!” she finished, and then scampered out.
Locke didn’t mind the clothes they’d given him earlier, but couldn’t deny that they looked a bit haphazard and didn’t fit all that well, so he rifled through the cabinet to see what was there. He found a surprising variety of clothing, the obvious product of previous crew who’d left it behind. Or perhaps died in service. He thought he could see the passage of time in the shifting fashions and qualities, or maybe this was evidence of the crew hailing from diverse parts of the world.
After some tries, he found a combination that matched and fit his shape well. With its smart boots and coarse, long jacket, it made him feel like he was cosplaying a suave interstellar smuggler or some other sort of rogue, but well … if the outfit came from Haven, it wasn’t really cosplay, was it?
He was about to wonder how the crew’s meeting was going when he heard a crackle from the brass bell by his bed, and Alyssa’s voice said:
“You can come to the bridge now, Locke.”
A hand-sized horn like the one he’d seen on the phone in the registration room hung by the bell, with a little slate of buttons nearby. He pressed the one that said BRIDGE and replied:
“On my way.”
He arrived less than a minute later and found the three women standing at the helm before him, as if they had news to deliver. To Alyssa’s left, Bexley bobbed with impatient excitement while, to her right, Ember looked on with her usual indifferent smolder. Alyssa herself, meanwhile, was all business as usual.
“Is the room to your liking?” Alyssa asked.
“Oh—yes! It’s more than I expected,” Locke replied.
“My parents saw that their employees lived well,” Alyssa said. “And speaking of employees, we’d like to offer you a contract. Are you interested?”
“I am,” Locke said, “though I’m still surprised you are.”
“There’s no need to be modest. You’ve certainly shown your worth.” Alyssa extended a thin packet of paper to him.
Locke took it and flipped through.
“You can read it as you like,” she continued, “but the short version is that it’s an open-ended contract. You or I can terminate it whenever either of us pleases, and in the meantime you’ll receive food, housing, and a six percent cut on any contracts the company takes on. The percentage is less than what you received for the vultures, but then that was a special case because there wasn’t a formal contract for them to begin with.”
She gave him a little time to read the contract—and he did, but it was hard to fully process the information in light of what it meant.
He was being offered a contract to pilot a giant robot.
Sweeeeeeeeeeeet.
Alyssa continued, “I’ll admit the payment is low for what you’re actually worth as a void mage, but—”
“I’ll take it,” Locke said.
“What?” Alyssa blurted. “Really?”
“I see no reason not to, and everything looks in order,” Locke replied, scanning the contract again. “It looks generous enough to me. I mean, I have amnesia. Plus, I get to pilot a titan. There’s literally no downside for me!”
“Well, that works out!” Alyssa exclaimed, and then grabbed a fountain pen from a secured box on the wall. “In that case, sign and we’ll get underway!”
Locke took the pen and flipped to the relevant pages. He pressed the contract against the smooth surface of a wall … and stopped.
Memories of the last contract he’d signed flashed into his mind—of how he’d signed his name and everything had gotten weird.
But then he pushed that out of mind. After all, he wasn’t signing another contract with that purple space witch. And when it came down to it, things had gotten weird, but they’d also gotten awesome.
He signed his name on the marked lines and handed the contract back to Alyssa.
“Congratulations, Locke,” she said. “You’re now a titan mage of Harper’s Harriers.”
Chapter Nine
Locke had half-expected something like a party to happen, but Alyssa said she wanted to refine her plans for the first meteorfall job, Ember wanted to make sure Titan Long Shot was ready for action, and Bexley simply said she had stuff to do, so Locke just returned to his new room. It had been an eventful day, after all, and on a practical level, he needed to rest up if he was to be fighting shadow monsters or whatever they called them tomorrow.
So he stripped down to his underthings and crawled into bed. More questions popped into his mind as he did: How much was his pay worth, really? How much did things cost here? What was he going to spend it on? How did he buy clothes? What could he buy for entertainment? He’d need something to occupy him between bounties, after all.
He had more practical questions, too: To what level was he expected to tend to Titan Chimera? The contract hadn’t stipulated that, but he figured he’d have to take care of at least some maintenance. After all, he didn’t expect that he’d just be hopping into the mech whenever it was fun. Should he be down in the hangar with Ember now?
He was about to sit up and go when he heard a knock at his door.
“You decent, Naked Man?” Bexley called, and he figured this was probably going to be her standard greeting from now on.
“Yes,” he said.
She popped her head in, which he figured was also going to be standard.
“Hey, you’re not gay, are you?” she asked.
“What?” Locke exclaimed. “No!”
“Whew,” Bexley sighed.
“Why? Is that a bad thing here?”
“‘Here,’” she echoed the word with an intrigued half-smile. “And what do you mean by that?”
“Uhh.” Locke thought fast. “Only that I’m unfamiliar with cultural norms in Endpoint City. That’s all.”
“Is that all?”
“You going to answer my question or not?” Locke deflected.
“Oh.” Bexley shrugged. “No. Why would it be bad? No one cares who’s with whom here as long as both are into it. I just figured I should check first.” She shook her head, and then slipped in and closed the door behind her.
“And why would you need to check?”
“Oh, that’s easy.” She stepped closer to him. “You see, I didn’t get any sausage today, and at this point, you’re the only one who can supply.”
“Wait.” Locke paused. “Just like that?”
“Why not?”
“Is that typical on this wo …” He was about to say “world” but then corrected himself. “Here?”
“Why wouldn’t it be? We’ve got magic. It kind of does away with all the inconveniences of casual sex, and that just leaves the fun stuff, consequence-free. Don’t they have magic where you’re from?”
“Umm …”
“You know what? Never mind.” She slinked closer.
“But—that easily? We just met!”
“Is it hard where you’re from?” Bexley exclaimed.
“Well … considering the effort it takes to date and find someone you actually love, yes!”
“Love?” Bexley snorted. “Why would that matter?”
“Why wouldn’t it matter?”
“Love just gets in the way of good decision-making. Like, for example, if a person has good genes, it’s more beneficial for society as a whole if they spread those genes. Can we fuck now?”
Locke paused again, his head reeling under yet another weird component of this world—and yet, not even the weirdest one. Heck, her genetic point had even made logical sense. And heck, he was a nineteen-year-old dude in a hot new body with an easy offer of consequence-free sex.
Back home, this would have been an intense moral and social dilemma, but here …
He decided that Titan Chimera could wait.
“Sure!” he said.
Bexley was on him before he even finished the exclamation point. She was still in her coveralls, but that didn’t last long. She unzipped the top half to reveal a simple undervest, which she then unzipped to reveal … nothing.
Well, something.
For though Bexley was generally tomboyish, there was nothing boyish about those.
She leaned forward so her generous chest was in grabbing distance and said, “Do what you like.”
Locke was not about to admit to her that he didn’t know the specific details of what he liked, that this was the first time he’d been alone in a room with a girl with her boobs out. But he’d definitely seen enough hentai to know what he sort of liked, and so he reached straight for her breasts.
They didn’t feel like anime boobs looked. Anime boobs looked like oversized water balloons full of pudding. Bexley’s were deliciously firm and yet soft and warm. She sighed as his hands coursed over her flesh. They had to if they were to get the full Bexley experience. His hands in his new body were large, but still not large enough to contain her firm, fertile shape.
He massaged his fingers along their delicate edges, fascinated by her warm, supple flesh.
“You can do more, you know. No need to be shy,” Bexley said, and leaned in so that her nipples were in plain sight.
Damn, they were already hard! He graced his thumbs over the erect shapes and Bexley bit her lip and moaned.
“More,” she whispered.
Locke decided to go for it and pinched.
“Ah!” Bexley cried, and arched her pack, pulling her nipples from his grasp.
“Too hard?” Locke asked.
“Harder,” Bexley insisted, and brought her breasts back down to his face, right next to his mouth. So he did the obvious thing.
He took her meaty nipple between his lips and bit—not too hard, just enough to draw another ecstatic “Ah!” and arched back from Bexley. He chased her breast as it left him this time and clamped his lips around it, suckling hard while he pinched the other with his hand.
As he switched to lick the other side, he saw Bexley’s hand go into her jumpsuit.
“Gods, I’m already wet,” she said. “And you seem eager, too.”
Locke looked down to see a conspicuous bulge in front of Bexley’s spread legs, straining uncomfortably against his trousers, and she acted on that before he could even respond.
She hopped back and opened his pants, and he sprang out as if he was as eager as she was. He’d been briefly worried about whether size would matter to Bexley, but then remembered that he was in a new body, and that body made the point moot anyway. Peth hadn’t been lying when she said she’d cranked the important bits up to eleven.
“Damn!” Bexley breathed, and then descended on his tip with a tongue that had done this many times before.
She teased him, licking and kissing only the tip, until suddenly she took all of him in with a lunge that plunged him down the back of her throat. She kept going up and down his shaft with a slow, satisfying rhythm. She took all of him into her throat, and without even intending to, he ground his hips against her face, trying to help her go deeper.
She pulled up and gasped for air with a smile.
“You seem like you want more,” she said, and reached back down toward her jumpsuit.
Instead of unzipping it further, though, she pulled out a thin packet of pink paper. That looked like a contract.
“What’s that?” he asked.
“A contract giving me legal permission to bear your child.”
“Wait. What?” he exclaimed. “Is this some sort of weird roleplay thing?”
“No, it’s a pretty standard practice here,” Bexley said.
“But … a child? Listen, I’m fine with a one-night stand, but that’s a—that’s a big commitment. And we’ve only just met.”
“Pssh, no it’s not,” Bexley snorted. “The time mages have pregnancy down to less than a week now, and the Arcane Index raises any void babies. It’s no commitment for either of us.”
“But … still!” Locke said, struggling to process this all-new avalanche of weird, all while his midparts were telling him to do something else. “I don’t want to have a child that casually. I want to do it with someone I love. Someone I’m committed to.”
At that moment, the door popped open, and Alyssa strode inside.
“Is everything all right?” she asked. “I heard—Bexley!”
“What?” Bexley shrugged. “It’s no secret that I’m an independent, decisive woman.”
“That’s one way to put it!” Alyssa said, glaring at her.
Locke wanted to contribute to the conversation, but was still distracted by his midparts, which in addition to Bexley now had the sight of Alyssa standing in his room in a little night robe. It wasn’t even a particularly alluring night robe—just a practical thing any woman might wear before bed—but it was on her, and his dick was already out, and now more out with all the pheromones fogging up his room.
“What did I just say about conduct?” Alyssa asked Bexley.
“Hey, this is well within the bounds of the conduct we discussed.”
“What kind of conduct did you discuss?” Locke asked, now genuinely curious.
“Male-female crew relations and the permission to pursue them thereof,” Bexley answered matter-of-factly.
“I didn’t expect you to jump his bones within three minutes of his joining the crew!” Alyssa said.
“Technically it’s only one bone, and I haven’t jumped it yet, for your information.”
“Bexley,” Alyssa insisted. She planted her hands sternly on her hips. As she did, her night robe fell open … to reveal a slinky, satiny setup that was practical in other ways.
Bexley snorted with all the delight of a kid who’d just gotten revenge on a playground rival.
“Oh? You want to be the pot or the kettle?”
Alyssa didn’t realize her mistake until that moment and scrambled to cover herself up. As she did, a packet of pink papers fell out of the pocket in her robe and dropped to the floor.
“Aha!” Bexley declared brightly. “Called it!”
Red-faced, Alyssa snatched up the pregnancy contract, or whatever it was.
At which point Ember walked into the room. She had put exactly no effort into lingerie, but she had unzipped the front of her jumpsuit in a way that left no ambiguity as to her intentions. Especially since she, too, carried a rolled-up contract tucked into her cleavage.
She took in the scene, glancing between Alyssa’s embarrassed face and Bexley’s unashamed straddling of an increasingly confused Locke.
“Oh, fuck it all,” she said, and turned on her heel to leave. She marched down the hall, her voice growing softer with distance. “I come up with one bright idea and everyone’s already beaten me to it.”
“That’s right!” Bexley shouted behind her. “I was here first!”
“Wait!” Alyssa shouted, and followed Ember into the hall. This was not Alyssa’s standard voice. This was her Captain Voice, and it was a voice to be obeyed. “Emergency crew meeting! On the bridge. Now!” she declared, then looked at Locke. “Girls only.”
“Ughhh,” Bexley moaned, and slid into the floor like a particularly curvaceous—if lazy—pile of sludge. Alyssa waited until she’d oozed into the hall.
“Oh … okay,” Locke said. “I guess I’ll just … wait here, then.”
Alyssa nodded, and then gave the other two girls a quick, exasperated glance and slammed the door shut behind her.
“Yep,” Locke added to the door. “Just gonna wait here … with my blue balls.”
***
“Bexley,” Ember groused, “would you please put your boobs back in?”
“Oh, come on. Like none of us has seen a boob before.” Bexley rolled her eyes, but recognized that a crew meeting was probably not the most appropriate time to be airing her most feminine assets. “Oh, fine.” She zipped up her vest with a sniff and Ember did the same with her jumpsuit.
Alyssa had at least had the foresight to grab her captain’s jacket and now entered the bridge in that, her lingerie, and nothing else.
“So we all had the same idea,” she said.
“Hey, I’ve been after that dick since he gooshed out all over the hangar,” Bexley said. “You don’t see quality sausage like that every day.”
“I’ll admit,” Ember began tentatively, “I’ve been … a little intrigued.”
“Oh, I know it. Tall, dark, and mysterious,” Bexley said with a wide sausage-eating grin.
“Characterize it however you like,” Ember sighed and rolled her eyes.
“So, why were you in his room?” Bexley smirked at Alyssa.
“Well, I …”
“Come on. Don’t be shy.”
“Well, I mean, he’s got amnesia and he’s had what I’m sure is a stressful day, and I thought it would be a pleasant surprise for him. You know how men are.”
“Oh, definitely!” Bexley conceded. “Some women act like men are complicated, but the solution to most of their problems is literally just blowjobs. He doesn’t feel manly? Blowjob. He doesn’t feel important? Blowjob. He’s had a bad day? Blowjob. He’s bored? Blowjob.”
“There’s no way men are that simple,” Ember scoffed.
“I don’t know, I’ve experienced a pretty fair sample size,” Bexley said. “Plus, one time I was at one of the romance seminars the Arcane Index holds. The subject for this one discussion was how to make men feel manly or whatever, and the women were all ‘I’m too tired for sex, or its too messy, but I do all these other complex things and they don’t work,’ and the guys were just ‘Blowjobs every other day. Like, it’s quick and there’s not even that much cleanup.’ See? It was at a seminar. It’s science.”
“That’s not how science works,” Ember said.
“Whatever. Doesn’t mean I’m not a veritable fountain of feminine wisdom.”
“Coming back to the point,” Alyssa interrupted—and then paused some more, as if still trying to figure out how to express the point. Finally, she continued with: “We need to figure out how to approach this more gracefully.”
“What?” Bexley asked. “You mean, like a signup sheet?”
“No, I mean—” Alyssa snapped, then sighed. “Bexley, did he act like he understood what was going on?”
“Oh, he definitely understood what was going on until you two interrupted us!”
“I mean with the contracts,” Alyssa specified.
“Oh. No, he was regular ol’ Locke on that point.” Bexley shrugged. “I tried to explain, but he insisted that he’d only have a baby with someone he loved. Maybe it’s some weird Precursor thing. Maybe that’s why they disappeared, for that matter. Maybe they didn’t make enough love babies and depopulated themselves.”
Alyssa rolled her eyes.
“Either way,” Bexley continued, “he’s iffy on babies. Totally not iffy on sex, though.”
“Well, I suppose it’s good that we learned so early,” Alyssa said. “It does complicate things, but it’s not as if all is lost. After all”—she narrowed her eyes—“we just need to make him fall in love with us.”
“Pssh, that’ll be easy,” Bexley raspberried. “I’m totally loveable.”




“I suppose I’m likable enough,” Alyssa conceded, somewhat dubiously.
“I suppose I’m … female enough,” Ember deadpanned.
“Yeah, you do have the third best set of tits on the ship,” Bexley commented. “But maybe you’ll luck out and he’ll be into the quiet, aloof type. Or maybe we’ll all luck out and he’ll be into all the types.”
“If his dick was any indication back there, he’s definitely into all the types,” Ember observed. “All our types, anyway.”
“See? We’ve got this!” Bexley exclaimed. “We just need to have boobs and personalities.”
“Shit,” Ember muttered.
“Oh, come on!” Bexley winked. “You have a great … half a personality.”
Ember raised an annoyed eyebrow at her.
“It’s all good, girl,” Bexley said, then snorted a quick laugh. “That just means, for you, he’ll have to search deeper.”
Ember rolled her eyes.
“Again, coming back to the point,” Alyssa insisted, “It’s only fair that we explain the contracts to him—preferably not when he’s already in the middle of intercourse. Did you at least have your amulet on, Bexley?”
“Always!” Bexley replied, pointing to a small white gem inset into a simple stud earring. “You can’t get as much action as I do and not have protection. That’s just irresponsible.”
Ember pointed to the little gem dangling beneath one of her ears, and Alyssa indicated her own necklace, obvious over her lingerie. Each gem contained a small amount of crystalized matter magic that, when worn anywhere on the body, prevented pregnancies with nearly one hundred percent effectiveness.
“At least we were all on the same page there,” Alyssa said.
“Well, of course!” Bexley replied. “I’m not going to trick a guy into having a baby, void mage or no. Kind of hard to trick anyone when there’s a contract involved anyway.”
“What did you offer in your contract?” Alyssa stated.
“A week in exchange for a void baby. No restrictions.”
“That’s it?” Alyssa exclaimed. “You know a void mage is worth more than a week of sex!”
“Well, I’d make sure it was an awesome week!” Bexley objected.
“I offered a one month anytime contract,” Ember said, stepping forward, “exclusive to him. No kinky stuff allowed.”
“That’s at least slightly more reasonable.” Alyssa shook her head. “I offered a one year anytime exclusive, but honestly I still think that’s a little low for what he’s worth.”
“You think a void baby’s worth a year-long exclusive contract?” Ember asked.
“That and then some.” Alyssa said. “But I don’t want to manipulate Locke into it. And I don’t want to pressure him into doing something he doesn’t want to do, especially something as significant as this.”
“Why were you two offering exclusive contracts?” Bexley asked.
Alyssa and Ember paused.
“Because that’s the standard legal text for reproductive contracts,” Ember replied. “After all, if a person’s going through the effort of penning a contract, then they already have a specific person in mind.”
“Well, we have a specific person in mind, too,” Bexley pointed out, “but ours is a special situation. And if he signs an exclusivity contract with one of us, it makes the others off-limits to him until that contract is complete.”
“True, but I didn’t expect that all of us would go after him at once!” Alyssa said.
“I’m just saying,” Bexley continued, “if we’re all going to benefit from this particular situation, we might have to get … experimental with the legalese.”
Alyssa’s eyes narrowed. “‘Experimental’ how?”
“A single contract for the three of us.”
“You mean a harem contract?!” Ember exclaimed. “Good grief, no!”
“Why not?” Bexley returned. “It’s not like you have all that much sex anyway.”
“It’s the principle of the thing,” Ember objected haughtily. “I don’t like sharing.”
“It is a bit unconventional,” Alyssa agreed, “but … frankly I don’t have any other men in my life right now, so the point’s moot for me. For that matter, neither do you, Ember. In fact, the only one of us that it affects in any significant way is you, Bexley, and only because you pick up men as you please.”
“That was because I could never predict when I’d have the chance to get some. But now I can just go down the hallway! And if the way I left him is any indication, he’ll have no objection to being the recipient of all my pent-up sexual energy.” Bexley stood. “Speaking of which, I should probably get back to him before he decides to spend his sexual energy without me.”
“No. We solve this first,” Alyssa insisted, then began to pace again. “I’m … not averse to the harem contract. Given these specific circumstances. But given his initial reaction to all our talk of contracts, I think he’ll take some convincing.”
“True,” Ember said, sounding as if she were warming—slightly—to the concept. “He’s not going to sign a harem contract if he wouldn’t even sign a one-week contract. And there is the love issue as well.”
“So we give him time,” Bexley shrugged. “And in the meantime, why don’t we offer some … free samples? To encourage him?”
“You mean random sex,” Ember translated.
“Well, why not?” Bexley said. “That’s kind of required for making a void baby. Plus, he’s more likely to sign the contract if he knows the three of us are good. And it’s not like random sex requires a contract.”
“You do have a point,” Alyssa conceded. “And it’s going to take all three of us to make this work. But we can’t do it all at once again! We might scare him off.”
“Who goes first, then?” Ember asked. “I’ll volunteer. If only to get mine out of the way.”
“Gods!” Bexley scoffed. “You’re gonna have to change that attitude if you want to have any hope of enticing him.”
“Just because I’m efficient doesn’t mean I’m bad,” Ember retorted. “Plus, I’m a fellow mage. That at least should give me some added appeal.”
“Personally”—Bexley shifted her gaze slyly between the other two women—“I think I should go first, considering that I’m already in the middle of sex with him.”
“I’m the only one who offered him a semi-decent contract,” Alyssa argued, “but for the sake of expediency …”
She went to the wall box that kept all the bridge miscellanies and rummaged around until she found three hefty metal dice. She handed one of the traditional Ender Dice to each of the other women, then held up her own twenty-sided object. Its polished, precisely machined surface glinted in the light, catching the mountain-within-a-hexagon seal of Endpoint City in place of a number on the twentieth side.
“Highest roll wins,” Alyssa announced. “Though, since we haven’t approached the situation with equal seriousness, I propose we add a modifier determined by the size of our original offered contracts. So Ember has plus one, and I have plus two.”
“Agreed,” Ember said.
“Then what do I get?” Bexley asked, inspecting her die for filed edges.
“Plus nothing,” Alyssa declared.
“Aww.” Bexley slumped her shoulders.
“Should have thought of that before you offered the lowest bid.”
“Okay, fine!” Bexley huffed. “Plus nothing it is.”
They all dropped their dice to the floor.
“I rolled a three,” Ember said, bending over to peer at her die. “So, in total, a four.”
“My total’s nineteen,” Alyssa reported confidently.
“Well, sucks to be you!” Bexley declared with surprising jubilation. “See for yourself! Natural twenty!”
She punched the air with delight as both Alyssa and Ember glared at her die.
“You sure that’s not cocked?” Ember asked.
“No, it’s flat,” Alyssa sighed, then stood up straight. “You win.”
“I certainly do! Now, if you’ll excuse me”—Bexley loosened the zipper of her vest—“I have a free sample to deliver.”
She sauntered out the bridge door, singing a jaunty tune.
“Shiny, girthy, hard, and thi-i-ick! All I want for dinner is a lovely saus-age!”
Her voice faded as she disappeared down the hall, and the door closed behind her.
“Wow,” Alyssa breathed. “That girl can’t sing worth a damn.”
Ember shook her head in slow agreement.
Chapter Ten
Locke still laid in his room, again bewildered by this world but mostly wondering what to do about his blue balls.
Fortunately, the problem solved itself when Bexley knocked again and asked, “You decent, Naked Man?”
“No more than when you left me.”
Bexley slipped back in, her boobs again hanging out.
“Excellent,” she cooed. “Shall we pick up where we left off?”
“That would be nice, yes.”
Again, Bexley was on him before he could finish his sentence. Instead of straddling his stomach, though, she laid against his lower body, pressed her chest against his groin, and squeezed him between her massive breasts. God, they devoured him, such that he hardly noticed when she said:
“Thought you might need a little warming back up.”
Of course, it didn’t hurt that her tongue was again teasing his tip.
“No contract?” he managed.
“Free sample,” Bexley winked. “Who doesn’t love a freebie?”
“In my current state, I will gladly accept a freebie.”
She stroked him once more, deemed his dick of satisfactory hardness, then stepped out of her jumpsuit to reveal nothing but a salacious, lacy pair of panties that were out of keeping with all the other greasy clothes she’d been wearing, but totally in keeping with Bexley herself.
“So, how do you like it?” she asked.
“You seem like someone who knows what she wants,” he said huskily. “You take the lead.”
Which was just a convenient way to mask his sudden and growing anxiety that he might not be able to keep up with Bexley. After all, he might have this new and bangin’ body, but he also had all the … practical experience of a backcountry nerd with an impressive hentai collection. Bexley clearly knew more than him on this front, and even with his new body, he feared he might be a disappointing partner in comparison—but then Bexley didn’t seem to mind one bit.
“Works for me.” She grinned hungrily as she straddled him once again.
His body shuddered at the erotic presence of her, at the warm flesh of her thighs pressed against his, at the towering shadow of her firm breasts looming over him.
She didn’t even use her hands. She had a technique for snatching the tip of him between her legs and easing him inside. They both gasped as his tip passed into her.
“Oh. Big boy,” Bexley breathed, biting her lip, and then slowly began to ease down onto him.
It took work, perhaps more than both had anticipated, as Bexley gyrated her hips and arched her spine to accommodate his shape. Sweat began to bead on her flesh, to drip off the still-erect tips of her nipples. Locke wanted to go for them again, but he also knew that if he did that, he’d finish too early, and he was not about to have a quick fuck with someone as energetic as Bexley.
Damn, she made it hard, though.
She finally reached the base of him with an audible moan. Her back arched again as she swirled her hips against him in ecstasy, manipulating him to reach every part of her. She didn’t talk, just sat there and ground against him—
Until she sat forward and said, “This is fun, but it’s a bit vanilla, isn’t it?”
Given the excitement he’d been holding back in his balls, Locke was perfectly fine with vanilla, but with Bexley, he was also curious.
“What did you have in mind?”
“Well, there are the straps.” Bexley waggled her eyebrows, then indicated the rather mundane strap that was meant to keep people from falling out of their beds during turbulence. She slipped off and reached under the bed, though, to dig out a whole box of such straps, of varying shapes and sizes and probably not intended for keeping passengers in beds—but then, he doubted that was what Bexley intended them for.
She handed him the box and said, “Make me yours.”
Locke’s face flushed red. He hadn’t even expected sex today—really, any time soon, given that he’d been in a wheelchair a mere day ago—and he certainly hadn’t expected sex that involved tying his partner up. Still, Bexley trusted him enough to suggest it, and honestly, his dick was doing the thinking right now anyway.
So he eased her to the bed and used the mundane strap to belt her down. That was boring, so he went through the box for another. There were rings along the entire side of the bed, so he clipped the second one along her collarbone, so that the two restricted her breasts for him and only him.
Next he found some bindings that looked sized for wrists. As he grabbed those, he leaned against the length of Bexley’s body, and pressed his groin against her just enough to tantalize. He ground against her as he kissed along the arc of her breasts, as he licked her nipples, as he raised her arms up—and then strapped her wrists together at the head of the bed, through the rings there so she couldn’t move them, and in such a way that it arched her breasts further up into the air.
She giggled as he did so, and he returned to the box. What more could he do? And then he saw some long straps and had an idea. Bexley was plainly into this, after all, so he took two straps and buckled them around one thigh, then two more around the other.
“Oh, what do you plan to do with those?” Bexley asked coyly.
Locke didn’t answer, opting to let her find out. He looped the loose ends of the straps through the rings on the side of the bed and then slowly, sultrily, began to pull the ends.
“Oh!” Bexley cried, as her legs began to open against her will, as her thighs spread until they were wide open before him. He pulled the straps taut, and then restricted her ankles for good measure.
If the airship lurched, she definitely wouldn’t be flying out of that bed.
Now he looked her over from his end of the bed, at her breasts straining against the straps, at the lewd display of her legs fully open to him, of her trim blonde hair encasing a center that was throbbing with eager redness and dripping like a ravenous, hungry beast.
Her chest heaved with anticipation.
“Take me,” she breathed.
Locke wanted to play more, but he wasn’t entirely sure he could hold himself back. The sight of her laying there didn’t make it any easier on his already strained center, and so he decided to go straight for it. He crouched before her, reached in to guide himself—and then suddenly glanced down.
He wasn’t sure, but had it … had it gotten bigger? Was that one of the features of this new body?
Looking between his dick and Bexley’s most feminine parts, he now wondered if it would fit, which was stupid because obviously it had fit before … but still.
He pressed his tip to her lips with caution, and then …
“Oh,” she breathed, for she felt a difference. She didn’t tell him to stop going, though, so he went.
He rocked gently against her, back and forth, back and forth, until he was rewarded with another “Oh!”, this one slightly pained.
“You all right?” he asked.
“Yes!” she cried, straining against the straps.
He looked down to see that she’d only taken the tip. He continued in, curious now. Her body arched and strained against the straps as he entered her, filling her up. She raised her hips to meet his, helping to guide him in.
God, she was so tight! He wanted to jam himself in, but he was afraid he’d rip her open. She needed help, so he leaned forward. She moaned again at the change of angle, at the warmth of his tongue encircling one nipple, then another.
He realized at that point that they hadn’t actually kissed, and so he pulled up to meet her mouth, driving himself deeper into her and stifling a cry as he slipped his tongue past her lips, and her tongue answered his. He squeezed her breasts with his large hands, fondling, pinching, grinding, until she forced her mouth away from his and exclaimed:
“You’re in! Gods, you’re finally in!”
She just laid there, eyes wide, chest heaving, as if she’d never felt a dick that big and didn’t know how to process it.
Well, he knew what he wanted to do.
He leaned up and pulled out.
“Wait!” Bexley cried.
“You said to make you mine. To do what I wanted,” Locke said. “That’s what I’m doing.”
And then he jammed himself back into her.
With her body fully prepared, he thrust all the way to the root. Her eyes flew wide as saucers and her breasts shuddered up under the force of him, again and again and again, as he ploughed into her.
Occasionally he would pull out fully, just to see the happy disappointment in her eyes, only to hammer himself back in like a freight train and watch her eyes go wide all over again.
Eventually, though, he couldn’t wait. He felt the pressure building inside him, and so he pounced on her like a tiger taking a meal. He devoured her breasts like a cannibal, licking, suckling, biting, all while he hammered into and ground against her without any regard for anything else—
Until finally, release.
He deflated on top of her, his energy spent and every part of him exhausted.
“No, not yet!” Bexley cried.
“You’re still not done?” Locke exclaimed.
Well, maybe he had a little left in him. So they went at it further until Bexley finally arched and coiled in sweet ecstasy.
Locke flopped down next to her, fully spent.
“Now that,” Bexley said, “was a high-quality sausage.”
***
“Hey there, lover boy,” a low, husky voice whispered in his ear, and a knee propped itself over his.
“Mmm.” Locke kept his eyes closed as he turned onto his side and ran his hand up the leg. “Hmm?”
He’d expected warm, supple flesh, but instead found a smooth, form-fitting material. Had Bexley put on pajamas while he slept?
He blinked his eyes open to reveal a closeup view of a pair of faintly luminous eyes.
“You’re not Bexley,” Locke growled with a frown.
“What was your first clue?” Peth countered, smirking at him. She took his hand and placed it on her hip. “You can if you want.”
“Didn’t you say this was just a dream?” He removed his hand from her hip, sat up in the bed, and looked around to gain his bearings. A round purple bed sat in the middle of a desolate volcanic plain while Titan Chimera stood nearby.
“People can have sex in their dreams, but I suppose you’ve had your fill.” She flashed a half-smile. “Or rather, Bexley’s had hers.”
“And how would you know?”
“Because you and I are connected.” She tapped his forehead. “I see everything you see, just as I see everything around Titan Chimera.”
“Great.” He threw the bedcover aside and climbed out of bed. Like Peth, he was fully dressed in this surreal realm. “Should I expect a complete lack of privacy from now on?”
“Now that’s not fair.” Peth put on a faux pouting face.
“It isn’t?” He raised an eyebrow.
“Okay, fine.” The pouty look vanished. “Maybe I should have told you that little detail earlier.”
“Maybe?”
“But give me a break. There’s a lot about our relationship to unpack. You can’t expect me to do it all in one go.”
“I can, and I do,” he replied forcefully.
“Well, I suppose that’s an understandable attitude.” She crawled on her hands and knees to the edge of the bed. “Can I be personal, Locke?”
“I think we’ve already crossed that line,” he replied, deadpan. “But sure.”
“I am so relieved I can see out of your eyes!” she exclaimed, genuine relief etched across her face.
“Is that so?” He crossed his arms.
“Do you have any concept of what it’s been like for me?”
“No, but I have the feeling you’re about to tell me.”
“Before I brought you here, all I could do was look out through Chimera’s sensors, and do you know what that was like? Day after day after frickin’ day of nothing but this ship’s dumb hangar interspersed with Bexley working on her projects while singing dirty lyrics. Sweet girl, but she can’t carry a tune to save her life!”
“Okay,” Locke conceded. “Granted, being stuck like that had to be hard.”
“Also …” Peth licked her lips.
“What?”
She held out her arms to him, palms up.
“What?” he repeated.
“Come on. Remember what I said last time?” She gave him a flirty eyebrow waggle.
“That I’d thank you next time we talked,” he recalled dully.
“And?” She smiled at him and made a “give me” gesture with her hands.
Locke narrowed his eyes at her.
“What?” she defended. “You prefer the wheelchair over women throwing themselves at you?”
He sighed. “No.”
“Then come on.” She made that “give me” gesture again.
Locke let out another, longer sigh.
“Thank you,” he mumbled.
“See?” She swung her long legs over the side of the bed. “Was that so bad?”
“No,” he conceded. “Though, I have to wonder what’s in the water around these parts.”
“What can I say? Haven women are a decisive bunch.”
“Yeah! Clearly!”
“Your body still working out okay?” She let out a quick laugh. “Oh, who am I kidding? Of course, it is!”
“I suppose,” Locke admitted, then glanced down. “I get the impression my new body isn’t very … typical.”
“Pfft! Hells nah!” Peth gave him a dismissive wave. “Why would I hook you up with an ordinary body? I gave you a slew of enhancements!”
“Such as?”
“Well, if we compare you to a baseline human, you’re a veritable font of stamina and your healing factor is through the frickin’ roof, just for starters.” She raised an eyebrow. “Is there anything … specific you’re curious about?”
“Umm.” He glanced down again, then back up. “Not really.”
“Aww. You’re no fun.”
“Though,” he began, recalling a different incident from the day.
“Yes?”
“Were you watching when we visited the Index?”
“Yeah.” She chuckled. “I thought that might happen.”
“I blew up their test!”
“In a good way,” she stressed. “And you still got the job, right? That’s the important part.”
“I suppose so. Though, I have to wonder, am I really that extraordinary?”
“Well, yes and no,” she said, suddenly very serious.
“And what’s that mean?”
“Here. Let me walk you through it.” She stood up off the bed. “The tester blew out when they tried to measure your power potential. Think of it as the ceiling you might someday reach. You’re not there yet, but you’ll get there with experience. Your current power level—those were the coefficient numbers the techs rattled off—isn’t anything too unusual. Beyond your ability to use any type of catalyst, of course, though your proficiency for matter magic is quite high for a beginner. Already up to tier four.”
“Then why is everyone so excited about my abilities?”
“Part of it is how your high ceiling and void mage flexibility could one day combine in interesting ways.”
“How so?”
“At lower power levels, magic is limited to a single element. But as you go up to higher tiers, you start encountering combos with two, three, or even all five elements.”
“Five?” Locke asked. “They said there are only four.”
“Hey, don’t blame me for the locals’ ignorance.” She waved a hand noncommittally. “Don’t worry about the fifth element. These people can’t make catalysts for it anyway.”
“Fair enough, but what is it?”
“It’s …” Peth gazed at a far-off point, and her brow scrunched up.
“You’re not going to tell me?”
“No. It’s just …”
“Just what?”
“Begins with a P, I’m sure of it.” She grimaced. “Oh! It’s on the tip of my tongue!”
“Don’t you know?”
“Sorry.” She shrugged at him and flashed an apologetic grin. “Must have slipped my mind.”
“How could you forget something like that? Aren’t you a space witch?”
“Let’s face it, Locke. I’m a disembodied entity floating around in an ancient, beat-up titan core. There are a lot of things I don’t remember.” She shrugged again. “I’m doing the best I can here.”
“Well, isn’t that just great.” Locke sighed and shook his head. “Everyone here thinks I’m the one with amnesia, but it turns out the person who brought me here is the one with the scrambled brain.”
“Right you are!” Peth said brightly.
“Why are you so cheerful about this?”
“Because now I have company!” She smiled at him. “And what wonderful company it is!”
“Uh huh.”
“Oh, don’t give me that look.” She patted him on the shoulder. “I wouldn’t have been able to contact you if you weren’t exceptional. In fact—oh!” Her eyes lit up and she clapped her hands. “Does this mean—? Oh, I think it does!”
“What are you babbling about now?”
“Don’t you see?” She slipped an arm around his and leaned her head against his shoulder. “We were fated to be together!”
“Yay for us,” he replied dully.
Chapter Eleven
Rat was so named because he resembled one.
Not a cute, clean pet rat that was coddled all day and fed fresh cut greens by its keeper, but a coarse, scarred rat of the underworld, which had to fight for every scrap it took, hard, and often by underhanded means. That and his ragged front teeth made it an easy, inevitable nickname amongst the rough company he kept, but he wore it like a badge of pride. Rats might have lived off the rejected scraps of society, but they were survivors.
Even if they sometimes had to do questionable things to survive.
He was doing one of those questionable things now.
Today’s companion, Loopy, took his name from similarly obvious characteristics. Occasionally Rat would look through his rig’s reflex link to see Loopy’s rig shuffling idly back and forth, as if its owner had forgotten what he was supposed to be doing—even though the task was simpler than even he was.
The reflex link was a convenient bit of magic that allowed Rat to look through the eyes—well, cameras—of his rig as if he was the rig. With its clunky build and the tank of void condensate on its back, it looked more like a deep-sea diving suit than something meant to emulate the human form. It could turn its head like a person and move like one, though, and that was all Rat needed it to do as he actuated the legs with his own body’s movements. Unlike a titan, where the pilot inhabited a cavity in the chest, Rat’s arms and legs extended into the rig’s own exaggerated limbs and served as part of the control system.
“Loopy, lure that sludge and move it over there!” he snapped through his rig’s speaker. Radio would have been more convenient, but radio waves could travel far, and they’d been instructed to be discreet.
Loopy’s rig looked around once more before the person inside it responded, “Mm-kay,” with a voice that sounded like he’d just gotten out of bed or, more likely, as if he’d been inhaling glimmerhaze before he climbed into the machine. Loopy had the build and physical presence to be a gang boss, but was too addicted to the bright, artificial euphoria of the drug to be anything more than Rat’s occasional henchman, if even that. But he didn’t ask questions and he got the job done … eventually, and most of the time, that was all Rat needed him for.
Plus, even on the rare occasions Loopy had been arrested, he was usually so high he’d been unable to give reliable information about Rat’s doings anyway. Plus, ultimately, he was expendable. There was no shortage of desperate, haze-baked people in the shadowed slums of Endpoint City.
Rat waited until Loopy found some sludge to lure, and then he turned to locate his next target.
He and Loopy currently stood near the edge of the latest meteorfall crater. It was small compared to others he’d seen over the years, but the meteor itself had been durable enough to survive the atmosphere. The now meteor-ite resembled a black cracked-open egg the size of a modest house, and now that the heat of entry had dissipated, it was delivering its predictable payload.
An eerie, black ooze leaked out of the meteor’s gaping central crack, wriggling along the surface as if it was alive—and hungry. Rat didn’t know if the shadow dregs actually had a brain somewhere in all that oily filth, or any sense of hunger or want as he knew them, but the point was moot anyway. He didn’t intend to get close enough for the shadow dregs to prey on him, sentient or not.
Even so, to do this job he still had to get … close.
He inched his rig toward the nearest puddle and stomped so it would notice him. He and Loopy had been hired specifically to move the shadow dregs, not destroy them, and they couldn’t pick them up like they would other cargo. The moment they touched it, the sludge would seep into their beat-up rigs until it found them and then take over their bodies until they were nothing more than brainless, dark-infested meat puppets bent on nothing but destruction.
That would be an … unpleasant way to go.
Rat didn’t know why the dregs made such a mess whenever they arrived, but he also didn’t care on account of it being irrelevant. He’d squirmed under the grasp of manipulative assholes before, and no way was he going to fall under the control of a fucking oil slick!
It took a few stomps, but soon the sludge became aware of him and began to course his way like a living flow of tar. He backed his rig away from it, careful to stay far enough out of its range that it couldn’t reach him but close enough that he kept its attention. He looked over to see Loopy doing the same, and slowly they both moved their way out of the crater.
They worked at it for hours, luring away one dreg puddle at a time. They’d lucked out because the crater had impacted only half a mile from an old battlefield, probably from the Third Ender-Vasori War, given how ancient the hardware looked. Or perhaps the Fourth?
Oh, what the fuck did he care? It was old, and it was conveniently close. That was all he needed to know.
The dregs were all too happy to seep into the old weaponry once they arrived, and lost interest in Rat and Loopy almost immediately. They’d simply needed someone to kindly show them the way.
See? Rat thought wryly. We’re just helping out, like good, dependable chums.
And this was an area that could benefit from a lot of … help.
A single spire of milky Precursor crystal rose from the center of this landscape, itself dotted with rusted old war machines that had been there so long they’d been all but devoured by the greenery of the advancing ages.
The meteor’s impact close to an ancient battlefield had been a nice spot of luck, but he could have improvised just as easily if it hadn’t landed there. A well-placed vulture lure could have brought those deadly birds to the sludge instead of vice versa, and he’d used both strategies before.
An alert zipped across his reflex link and blinked in his mind.
He looked instinctively in the direction of the disturbance to see a blue airship crest over the horizon. It was far enough out that he had to zoom, which in his beat up rig, merely had the effect of enlarging a blurry metallic smudge to a slightly bigger metallic smudge, but the bluish color told him all he really needed to know.
“That’ll be the Blue Heron,” he said over the rig’s speaker. “Loopy, get into hiding. They’ll be here soon.”
There was a small delay, and then Loopy replied, “Mm-kay.”
Rat finished luring his latest shadow dregs to the rusted hulk of a buried battle quad, then stomped away toward the surrounding tree line, certain the sludge would take interest in the battlefield detritus. He could see some of the dregs they’d already moved seeping into the landscape. Others had vanished completely into various hunks of ruined machinery.
And so Rat tromped into the shade of a particularly dense copse of greenery. Nearby, a four-foot-thick tree grew through the hatch of an abandoned tank, and the roots of another tree snarled the remains of what looked like an ancient-model rig. Yes, between that and the shadow cast by the treetops, he could hide here with minimal chance of detection.
“Found a spot yet, Loopy?” Rat asked.
“Mm-hmm,” Loopy replied.
Rat couldn’t see where Loopy had hidden, but given the circumstances, that wasn’t a bad thing. He double-checked his own area for any evidence of shadow dregs, found none, and so took his place in the darkness and waited for their quarry.
***
Locke woke up from the best sleep he’d ever had.
Ever.
Strangely, he still felt a little exhausted, but it was a good exhausted. The kind of exhausted that came from losing one’s virginity to a hot, enthusiastic mech mechanic while soaring through the air on a magic-powered airship.
And today he was going to jump back into her mech. Well, the literal mech—well, knowing Bexley, maybe both.
He might have been uneasy about arriving here before, but now …
He didn’t miss Grassroots, Kentucky one bit.
A little crackle came from the bell-shaped speaker over his head, and Alyssa’s voice announced:
“Crater in sight. We should reach it within the hour.”
“Understood.”
“Gotcha!”
Ember and Bexley replied simultaneously with a tinny resonance that suggested they were already in the hangar getting ready. At once Locke jumped out of bed. If they were already down there, he figured he needed to be, too, so he threw on his new clothes and snatched the comm horn from the wall.
“On my way.”
He hung the horn back onto the wall and hustled into the hangar to find Bexley and Ember finishing up system checks on Titan Long Shot. Chimera, standing opposite Long Shot, would likely be next on the checklist, and so he followed the platform along the hangar’s edge to his own titan.
“Hey, Naked Man,” Ember said through her titan’s speakers.
“Aww, he’s not naked anymore!” Bexley waved at him from atop Long Shot’s scaffold.
“That can change!” Locke shouted back with a sly smile.
“Nah, not today. My cooter’s all cooted out after last night,” Bexley returned, and Locke could see her eyebrows waggle even across the hangar.
“Which is to say, she’ll be cooting again tomorrow morning,” Ember said.
“No, because we’ll be doing the next meteor then!” Bexley objected, sliding down a vertical ladder to the hangar floor. “Work before play! I know how to prioritize!”
Next she climbed up a similar ladder on Titan Chimera’s side and joined Locke on his platform.
“Maybe after lunch, though,” she added with a wink.
Locke wasn’t sure if that was an actual invitation or just a continuation of the horny humor, but given that he did after all have work to do, he decided not to pursue the subject right now. Besides, if Bexley was interested after lunch tomorrow, he didn’t doubt for a second she’d make her intentions known.
For now, though, she waved to Titan Chimera’s open hatch.
“Hop in,” she said. “You were good in the robot last time, but it can do way more than punch and slice. Figured we could use the rest of the ride to familiarize you with what else it can do.” Then she paused. “Oh, but you’ll want a jumpsuit first, though.” She pointed to a person-height cabinet on the nearby wall. “They’re designed to interact with the conductor fluid more efficiently than regular clothes. Plus, they’re easier to clean afterward.”
Locke remembered how slick Ember’s suit had looked the first time he’d seen her, with little beads of fluid sliding all around her curves, repelled by the material. That was infinitely preferable to the porous, easily-soaked clothing he’d worn the last time he piloted the titan. He nodded, looked through the cabinet for a jumpsuit that would fit—there were plenty, another remnant of better days and a larger crew—and found a small chamber nearby that must have been intended for changing, judging by the minimalistic seat and shelf within.
He half expected Bexley to peek, given her nickname for him, but when he stepped out, it was to find her reviewing a clipboard, back turned. She didn’t even take the opportunity to cop a sexy feel when she turned to examine him, just checked the seals on his suit and sent him on his way. She really was in work mode.
And he didn’t blame her. After all, common bounty or not, they were about to face off against dangerous shadow dregs.
So Locke climbed back into the titan. He closed the hatch, then waited for the robot’s automatic processes to seal him in place. He waited patiently as the same rubber ring from last time sealed around his neck and the warm fluid filled the space beneath.
The reflex link asserted its presence in his mind, and his own vision merged with the external cameras of the titan. He was in.
“How’s your fluid seal?” Bexley asked from below.
“Good,” Locke replied.
“Reflex link?” Bexley asked.
“Connected,” Locke confirmed.
“I’m going to read off a checklist of motions,” Bexley continued. “Do as I say when I read them. Turn your head left.”
Locke did, then right. Then he raised his left arm, bent his left elbow, swiveled his left wrist, and articulated each of the digits on his left hand. He did the same for his right arm and other specific areas of the titan’s body, until Bexley marked off the last check with a satisfied grin.
“Damn, I’m good!” she said, then looked up to Titan Chimera’s eyes. “All right, now we’re going to go over the fun stuff you can do.”
Honestly, to Locke, just moving in a giant robot was fun, but he also knew whatever she was talking about would be more fun. He nodded—the titan’s head nodded with him—and he waited for Bexley to continue.
“You remember catalysts, right?” she asked.
“The things that channel my magic,” Locke answered.
“Yep! Right now, Chimera has three different catalysts. First, your right arm.”
Locke raised said arm to see a transparent rod that was nonetheless conspicuous in the center of the forearm.
“That’s a tier two matter catalyst,” Bexley explained. “Remember when you made the spear and sword, when you fought the shadow vultures?”
“I do.” Locke and Titan Chimera nodded together.
“That’s the catalyst you used to channel the spell,” Bexley replied. “It connects to a reservoir of swiftmetal stored inside Titan Chimera, so whenever you channel matter magic through that catalyst, it activates the swiftmetal to take whatever shape you want.”
“Got it,” Locke said. He wanted to ponder what other creations he could try, but Bexley continued:
“Next, your left arm. That one has a tier one energy catalyst.”
Locke tried to remember what energy magic meant. He hadn’t used any of his own yet, and all he’d seen from Long Shot were a lot of beams.
“Then I can use it to shoot bolts of energy?”
“Sure. Or the energy can be projected in other shapes, such as a short-ranged fan.”
“Like a flamethrower?”
“Or an ice-thrower, if you need one,” Bexley said. “Energy magic, at its most basic level, deals with moving energy from one place to another. So, you can add or subtract from your target, heating it up or freezing it solid.”
“All from the same catalyst?” Locke commented. “Nice! Can I shoot giant beams like Ember did?”
“Not with a tier one catalyst. Long Shot’s shoulder-mount is a tier three mega-catalyst.” She held up a close thumb and forefinger. “It’s just a teeny bit more powerful than what you’re packing.”
“And by ‘teeny,’ you mean a lot.”
“You guessed it! Though her mega-catalyst isn’t without its downsides.”
“Such as?”
“She can’t fire it consecutively without risking damage to the catalyst.”
“Ah.” Locke recalled the smoke he’d seen fuming off the mega-catalyst after he’d watched it fire, and he nodded once more.
“Push the mega-catalyst too hard, and she could burn out the whole assembly. Or cause it to explode.”
“Is there a cooldown for using the catalyst?” Locke asked.
“A cooldown?” Bexley inquired.
“A forced delay between uses.”
“Something like that. There’s a timer hardwired into her control systems that prevents her from firing at unsafe intervals, but she can bypass it in an emergency.” Bexley knocked on Chimera’s leg. “But let’s stay focused on your titan for now, okay?”
“Sure thing,” Locke agreed. “I was just curious, is all. Anyway, I think I’ll stick with short-ranged sprays as a default. Given the matter catalyst, I’ll be fighting at close range anyway.”
“Good idea. Chimera’s kitted out to be in the thick of it, so a nice energy spray or two at the right moment should complement that well.” Bexley knocked on the leg again. “Finally, your legs.”
“What about them?” Locke tried to look down to see, but the scaffold blocked his view. Nonetheless, perhaps because of the reflex link, he was still aware of a large rod secured into the back of his left leg, and the equivalent empty space awaiting a rod in his right.
“You have a tier one gravity catalyst in your left leg—note that I said tier one. With a gravity catalyst this basic, you can manipulate chimera’s weight to allow for, at most, a good jump, so don’t try to go flying and undo all the work I’ve done on this mech.”
“Hold up,” Locke said. “These things can fly?”
“Sure, they can,” Bexley answered. “With the right catalysts and mage, that is. But we’re talking at least a tier five catalyst for even basic flight.”
“Is it possible to upgrade Chimera’s tier one gravity catalyst into a tier five?” Locke asked, glad that he had Titan Chimera’s blank face to mask his excitement over the prospect. The idea of not only fighting in a giant mech but zipping around the sky in one shot unabashedly boyish enthusiasm into his heart rate.
“Sure can,” Bexley chimed. “If we have the right resources, I can feed those into the titan core along with the necessary command parameters, and it’ll upgrade its capabilities accordingly.”
“The titan core does that?” Locke asked gleefully. “You mean these things can level up?!”
“Level … up?” Bexley tilted her head to the side.
“Sorry. Never mind,” Locke said, shaking his head. “It’s an expression where I come from. It has a similar meaning to ‘upgrading.’”
“Then I suppose it’s appropriate to say the titans can ‘level up,’ as you word it.”
That thought put a warm smile on his face. “What’s needed for one of these upgrades?”
“Depends on the upgrade and the tier level. Basic upgrades up to tier four require nothing more exotic than void condensate and swiftmetal, but higher tiers can have some crazy requirements.”
“Hmm,” he muttered under his breath. “Then we’re dealing with crafting requirements, too.”
“What was that?”
“Nothing. Just talking to myself. Say, how high up do the tiers go?”
“Up to ten, but you need some freakishly rare materials to reach that high, like fully intact crystal hexagons or solid dragon cores.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Depends on the upgrade.”
“Which I take it we don’t have.”
“Hells,” she exclaimed, laughing, “we barely have enough void condensate to fill up both titans!”
“Oh.”
“But don’t let that get you down,” she reassured him. “Both of your titans can absorb raw void essence from the environment to stay running. And that includes any essence released by slain monsters!”
“Interesting,” Locke remarked.
“An onboard compressor converts the essence into condensate, so we’re likely to end up with a surplus after we clear out today’s meteor! And this works out even better for Chimera.”
“How so?”
“Because you’re a short-ranged brawler. You’ll be closer to any monsters you slay, which will net you a larger quantity of essence.”
“Oh, I see. Nice!”
In a way, Locke thought, void essence from slain monsters is almost like earning experience points in a video game, experience which can then be spent on upgrades to the titan. Hell, I’m down for that! This job just keeps getting better and better!
“We can talk about an upgrade path for Chimera later, though,” Bexley said. “For now, focus on getting comfortable with your titan as is. We’ll probably drop you and Ember off soon enough.”
“Got it, chief engineer!” Locke said.
Bexley replied with a wink and a thumbs up.
Chapter Twelve
The impact site came into clear view through the broken hangar door—a small crater blasted into a green landscape about half a mile past what looked like a junkyard overtaken by centuries of forest. Here and there between the trees and invasive vines, Locke could see remnants of old equipment and one of those weird off-white spires that inexplicably dotted the landscape.
“What are those spires?” Locke asked no one in particular.
“Precursor remnants,” Ember replied over his radio.
“Precursor?” Locke asked.
“An ancient, hyper-advanced civilization that died out about a thousand years ago. They put the Steel Ring in the sky, amongst other wonders. We honestly don’t know much about them, because whatever did them in did a thorough job of it. Still, some of their tech survived—the titan cores are Precursor inventions, for instance—and we use them even if we don’t fully understand them.”
Soon the Blue Heron began to descend toward the ground, and Titan Long Shot nodded toward the crater.
“I’ll take up position on the crater’s edge and snipe any dregs I see,” Ember said. “Can you take the ones close to the meteor? I’ll have trouble shooting all of them with that big rock in the way.”
“Sounds good to me,” Locke said.
“Approaching disembarkment height,” Alyssa radioed from the bridge. “Get ready.”
Locke watched as the Blue Heron lowered, halfway up the rise of the crater wall. He was slightly disappointed that he wouldn’t have the chance to make a dramatic, badass jump, but at the same time, realized that such a jump—or rather, landing—would put unnecessary stress on the mechs, and they were, after all, trying to fight frugally. No point in causing damage that could be easily avoided.
Besides, he realized, Ember was an energy mage, which meant Titan Long Shot wouldn’t even have gravity catalysts to cushion a long plummet—though it still had the general durability to survive a short one.
Titan Long Shot hopped out first once the Blue Heron reached its goal height, and Titan Chimera followed.
“Bexley and I will keep an eye on the general area from above,” Alyssa radioed, and the Blue Heron began to rise back into the air.
As it did, Locke observed the closer landscape through Titan Chimera’s eyes. The meteor had blasted an empty circle of destruction into the land, such that no obstacles stood between them and the split-open space rock. Their targets were obvious around the meteor’s immediate area, churning and writhing as they oozed from the meteorite’s broken interior, but it didn’t look like any had gone much further than that.
Perfect. All their targets were still in the crater.
Ember took her place on the rim and leveled both arms at her first target. Locke heard her forearm catalysts whirr. Energy crackled along the shaft of one, and a bolt of blue magic spat out. It splashed over a puddle of shadow dregs and froze the outer layer with a faint tinkling sound. Her second forearm catalyst whirred, and a red beam blared out, obliterating the puddle in a small cloud of steam and heat haze.
Ah, he thought. She’s freezing them in place and saving the high-powered blast for when they’re immobilized.
Locke decided to take her lead. He rounded the crater rim and then slid down behind the meteor. Some dregs instantly took interest in him, but he concentrated on channeling magic through his energy catalyst. His left arm whirred, the rod in it began to glow a searing white, and a wide cone of freezing blue sprayed from the palm of his hand. He swept it across the moving puddles and froze them all in one slow sweep, and then he switched to heat energy and amped the output to the max. A cone of ferocious flame erupted out of his hand this time, and soon the ashes of the frozen shadow dregs smoldered before him.
“Yeah!” He punched the air jubilantly. He could really get used to this kind of work.
“Careful with all that smoke,” Ember radioed. “The wind’s blowing it toward me and interfering with my line of sight a little.”
“Whoops. Sorry!” He hadn’t thought of that.
“No worries. I didn’t think about it either until you set fire to a bunch of them. Try taking them out a different way, if you can.”
“Will do.” Locke replied, and pondered an alternative way to kill his shadow dregs. He could always do like Ember and just kill one puddle at a time, but he had access to more types of catalysts than Ember, and with the general ease of this mission, he figured now was the perfect time to try them out.
Next he focused on the matter catalyst in his right arm. The swiftmetal spear had done well against the shadow vultures, but he needed something with a bit more surface area for a task like this. So he imagined his weapon, channeled the magic, and as the catalyst glowed black, felt the shape of a massive, giant-robot-sized war hammer coalesce in his hand.
“Now we’re talking!” he declared.
It was still convenient to have the shadow dregs stay still before he destroyed them, so he froze another swath with his matter catalyst, then took the war hammer in both hands and smashed the hell out of them. When they were nothing more than semi-frozen, shattered powder, he moved on to the next swath, then the next—until his mind wandered to his as-yet-unused gravity catalyst. It had been intended for jumps, he suspected, but with some cleverness, it could have other uses, too.
So he froze another swath, funneled energy through the catalyst in his left leg and then just stomped all the dregs like a big stompy robot was made to do, the extra weight of his foot leaving satisfying little craters everywhere he stepped.
Soon he alternated between that and the hammer, romping and smashing through the dregs like a seven-year-old boy in a cardboard box robot terrorizing an equally cardboard box base of enemy fighters.
Or rather, a seven-year-old boy who was accustomed to cardboard box robots but now had an actual giant fucking mech and was living it up.
“Enjoying your titan?” Bexley radioed with a laugh.
“Hell yeah!” Locke responded.
“Just be careful with your new ‘toy,’” Alyssa commented. “Even minor repairs cost money.”
“Right, boss,” Locke stated, once again no longer a boy in a man’s body, but a man who had to worry about things like money and repair costs.
“Also, it’ll be better if you avoid direct physical contact with the shadow dregs,” Alyssa continued. “The titans are sealed tightly enough that you generally don’t have to worry about contamination, but it only takes a single small break to give the dregs a way in.”
Like a germ in a wound, Locke reasoned.
He remembered the brainless savagery of the shadow vultures and stepped back from the dregs, dragging his feet along the ground for good measure, as if he was scraping off dog poo.
“And if they do get inside?” he asked.
“Well, you’re a mage,” Bexley radioed. “Channel a blast of magic through the whole titan and you can fry ‘em that way.”
Like a bug zapper, Locke thought. Handy.
“But it puts unnecessary wear on the titan’s internal mechanisms,” Bexley continued. “And there’s always a chance that the charge could miss some, so it’s generally best if you just don’t get infected in the first place.”
“Why didn’t you tell me that when I was punching the shadow vultures to death?” Locke exclaimed.
“Because those dregs weren’t freshly absorbed,” Bexley replied. “By that point, they’d fully merged with their new hosts. Also, as you may recall, we were all about to die! And given that we currently have the privilege of not being about to die, now’s a better time anyway.”
“That’s fair, I suppose,” Locke said.
“Hold on,” Ember interrupted suddenly. “There don’t seem to be enough dregs here. I’ve already finished my side, and I don’t see any more coming out.”
“Do we want more?” Locke asked, taking the opportunity to return to work. He froze and smashed another large puddle, but soon found that he, too, was out of targets.
“Meteors this size usually carry more dregs than this,” Ember said. “A lot more. It’s possible that some already escaped the crater. We need to—”
As if in answer to her question, a great, enormous creak shattered the silence of the morning. It was then compounded by further creaks, metallic groans, and the sounds of vines and whole trees snapping.
Locke activated his gravity catalyst and leaped to the crater’s rim so he could see what was causing the noise.
What he saw made his bath of conductor fluid feel suddenly cold.
The entire landscape about half a mile away rippled like an ocean of green, and beneath it, the ancient dead machines were beginning to move.
“Uhh, ladies?” Locke began. “I think we have a problem.”
Long Shot joined him at the rim.
“Fuck!” Ember spat. “We’ve got infected machinery down here!”
“What do we do?” Locke asked urgently.
“We have to take them out,” Ember said. “They’re an active threat now. If we let them go, they’ll cause havoc for someone, somewhere. Alyssa, what’s the field look like from the air?”
“Hard to see through the overgrowth. Give me a moment.”
Locke saw the shadow of the Blue Heron putter over the battlefield. While Alyssa tried to get a better look at their situation, Ember ran at a diagonal to a hilltop closer to the old battlefield.
“I have a good sniping vantage from this high ground,” she said. “How about you, Locke? They’re likely to come after me as soon as I open fire. Can you run interference?”
“What are we up against?”
“Dark-infused machines. Hard to tell how dangerous. Do you think you’re ready?”
“I can always make a … tactical retreat if things get too hot,” Locke offered.
Titan Long Shot nodded. “I need you to keep them off me,” Ember said. “But don’t get yourself killed.”
“I shall endeavor not to,” Locke replied.
“Survey complete,” Alyssa reported. “For now, anyway. Ready?”
“Shoot,” Ember said.
“We’ve got about a hundred corpses already inbound.”
“Corpses?” Locke exclaimed.
“Well, animated skeletons,” Alyssa continued. “You’ve also got fifteen or so rigs and three quads. At least some of those are struggling to get out of the vines, and—oh, shit.”
“What?” Ember pressed.
“It’s mostly covered by foliage, but I think there’s a titan shell down there.”
“A titan shell?” Locke stressed.
“The body of a titan without a core,” Bexley explained.
“It’s not moving, though,” Alyssa continued. “Could be that the dregs haven’t reached it yet, or there may not be enough to saturate all this wreckage. We’ll be hovering nearby all the same, in case you two need to make a hasty exit.”
This job suddenly became a whole lot more dangerous, Locke noted, but neither Ember nor Alyssa have even mentioned bailing on it.
Inside the titan, he smiled.
Seems the crew I signed up with doesn’t like quitting a job either.
Locke focused Titan Chimera’s view on the battlefield now that he knew what to look for. The skeletons Alyssa had mentioned were obvious at the forefront, shambling like zombies with black goo coursing over their exposed bones and, Locke guessed, serving as the muscles that drove them. So the dregs didn’t necessarily target only living things, but machinery and dead creatures, too.
Perhaps all the ooze needs is some sort of existing structure that can traverse the terrain and attack targets, he speculated to himself.
Further back in the forest, he saw what looked like a four-legged weapon platform with one cannon on at least three of its sides, the fourth buried in green, struggling to free itself from some vines. That must have been one of the quads Alyssa mentioned, and jumping off it were what looked like a small squad of tiny titans, moving jerkily like the skeletons, but also steadily clearing the ground. He didn’t see the big titan, perhaps too deep in the forest, but he and Ember had more immediate problems to deal with anyway.
“Looks like they’ve already taken an interest in us,” Ember said, already lining up her first shot. “I’ll focus on the rigs and quads. You two keep the skeletons from reaching me.”
“Got it!” Locke declared, and then pushed his titan forward.
Titan Chimera sprinted toward the oncoming wave of skeletons, inasmuch as a giant mech could sprint, all the while charging up its energy catalyst. The moment he was in range, Locke unleashed a huge spray of frost magic, freezing the first wave in its tracks. He smashed his hammer into the ground and dragged it across, shattering the ranks of frozen undead into unrecognizable shards and then whirring up for the next wave—
—but there was no next wave.
As he watched, the skeletons advancing in what would have been the second wave dropped to the ground, naked and inanimate, as the shadow dregs occupying their forms decided to go occupy something a little less squishy.
That was when the first of the tiny titans—the “rigs”—stomped out of the forest. It didn’t look too intimidating—a little over half his size and moving like it needed a good oiling, but in numbers, he knew those could be bad, and so he aimed his left arm at it and fired.
At the same time, a bolt of cold shot past him, and another approaching rig froze in mid-step, halted by Ember’s shot. Locke smashed his hammer into the head of the disabled rig—once, twice, three times until it crumped like a soda can under his force. He unleashed his energy catalyst on it again, this time in flames, and burned out every shadow dreg hiding inside.
A red beam blazed past him, scorched into the second rig’s middle, and split it in two—but both halves still moved independently, if with limited motion.
Then he heard a loud, harrowing crack, and saw a huge, centuries-old tree topple as one leg of the distant quad freed itself from the gnarl of its roots. The foot of that leg crunched onto the ground, simultaneously righting the platform and freeing a cannon … which began to orient itself toward Titan Long Shot.
“Ember, incoming!” Locke shouted.
“I see it,” Ember confirmed, and dipped down beneath the cover offered by the hilltop.
Locke wanted to dash for the quad, but suddenly found himself blocked by three more rigs. He’d have no chance to stop the quad before it fired.
“Ember, I’ll keep these rigs occupied,” Locke said. “You focus on taking out the quad’s leg and cannon. If we can topple it, the dregs may not be able to get it upright again.”
“Gotcha,” Ember replied. Her mega-catalyst energized, and a thick, blinding beam lanced across the battlefield. Her shot bored into the quad’s cannon and partially melted it down. She continued firing heat blasts from her arm catalysts, while Locke assaulted the rigs between freeze sprays and hammer blows, until he brought all three down with satisfying crunches.
Three more advanced on him and, in their ancient, rusted state, he smashed them apart just as easily, but the more he fought, the more he couldn’t help feeling uncomfortable about his success. This was his second time inside a titan. This was a battle situation that put his experienced companions on edge.
Why, then, did it feel too easy?
Something was wrong. Out of place, perhaps.
He moved to change positions, unable to shake his unsettled feeling—and then he discovered a new problem.
“Damn!” he shouted.
He couldn’t move his feet. While he’d been distracted crushing the shadow rigs, vines and roots pulsing with shadow sludge had wrapped around his feet, up to his shins, and were growing only denser. He tried to yank his feet out, but the vines were too thick and too many.
Gravity magic! he thought. A big jump!
He funneled magic into his gravity catalyst to give himself the lift to leap clear—but as he did, a great tree clamped its branches around his left side like a claw, trapping his arm against his torso.
“Get off me!” he snapped, and quickly transformed his hammer into a swiftmetal machete. He flailed down to cut at the vines on his feet, but the shadow tree jerked him back. He aimed for the tree instead, but his blade couldn’t reach the bulk of the branches that held him.
He had only one option left. His left arm was pinned, but it still worked, and so he channeled magic into his energy catalyst and sent a blast of flame straight down at the encroaching vines.
The vines burned.
Unfortunately, so did his feet.
And the tree let him go, just in time for him to hear the booming resonance of a cannon.
A thunderous blast of force erupted into his chest. It smashed him backward onto the ground with a terrible screeching crack! that echoed through his brain, along with every possible alarm he could imagine flooding through the reflex link.
“Locke? You alive in there?” Bexley’s voice shouted over the cacophony.
The fluid surrounding Locke’s body had kept the blow from jarring him out of his head, so he was aware enough to reply:
“I think! Where—?” he began to ask, but saw his answer the moment he oriented Titan Chimera’s head up.
The quad’s damaged cannon was still aimed at Titan Long Shot, but a second cannon—on the side of the quad facing him—had blown a hole through the tarp-like mass of foliage that had concealed it, with the cannonball that had ended up in his chest.
“Back off! Run a system check!” Bexley commanded, and Locke obeyed. He funneled magic into his leg to fuel a super-jump away and landed near the base of the hill that Titan Long Shot stood atop, placing him away from any potential shadow dregs that might latch onto his machine.
As soon as he landed, another cannonball whizzed over his head. He ducked—but this one was aimed at Ember. It smashed into the hillside in a great eruption of earth and dust, but none of that must have affected Ember, for she promptly fired twin beams from her arm catalysts into the newly-revealed cannon and scorched a pair of livid scars across the side.
“That should take care of the guns. Going for the leg next,” she announced as casually as if she’d just checked an item off a grocery list. “I’ll keep them occupied. Check your systems.”
“Umm.” He didn’t know exactly how to run a system check, but that turned out not to matter, as the titan read his intentions and started the process for him, and then fed the resulting information into his mind.
First off, there was a big-ass hole in his chest armor. It hadn’t affected the cockpit, but the cannonball had done enough damage to his torso before it bounced off that it left a rugged crumple when the hatch plates came together—an obvious opening for the shadow dregs to exploit.
The landing, too, had stressed Titan Chimera’s artificial musculature, and the force of being knocked back from a prison of vines had sent a shock through his gravity catalyst. It “throbbed” painfully in his mind—though what that meant for a catalyst, he didn’t know—and moreover the wrenching of his legs had knocked both the left knee and ankle joints out of ideal alignment. He could feel them catch even now as he tried to move. They weren’t in danger of seizing up, at least according to Chimera’s self-checks, but they’d definitely affect his mobility.
Still, both his arm catalysts were working, and he wasn’t dead, which was better than most could say after being shot straight on with a cannonball.
“I’ve been roughed up,” he said at last, “but I’m still in this fight.”
“Are you serious?” Bexley shouted, her voice edged in worry. “You just got shot in the chest!”
“There’s some damage, but the essentials work,” Locke replied matter-of-factly.
“I didn’t fix up that mech for you to die in your first outing!” Bexley warned, now sounding genuinely concerned, as much for the robot as for him.
“It’ll hold together,” he replied, then added confidently, “I trust your craftsmanship.”
Bexley didn’t respond for a while, but when she did, it was to say, “Well. I guess I can’t disagree with that.”
“My matter and energy catalysts are still fully operational,” Locke reported. “There’s a break in my chest armor, so I’ll need to be more careful about infection, but that’s about it.”
While he spoke, a pair of heat beams from Titan Long Shot pierced the quad’s leg armor. A second volley followed, and superheated armor exploded, sending an ear-splitting crack through the forest. The joint connecting the leg to the platform screeched and tore free, and as the leg fell one way, the quad toppled onto its side in the other direction. It crashed down in a great cloud of dirt, immobilized.
“Quad down,” Ember reported, but then added, “Wait. Movement. Something’s happening to the wreckage. Alyssa, what do you see from above?”
Locke saw what she meant. Before the debris had even settled from the quad, a visible surge of shadow dregs gushed from it, sluicing deeper into the forest, and when he looked to the other shapes they’d animated, he saw that they’d been abandoned, too, all the puddles now converging deeper into the forest.
In fact, the only machines still moving were two rigs fumbling hurriedly in the opposite direction. They also looked a bit … newer than the ones he’d fought so far.
“Hey, Alyssa?” Locke pointed. “You see those two rigs running away?”
“I do. Might be scouts from another company trying to see if they can cut in on our bounty. Ignore them. We’ve got bigger problems.”
“Roger that.”
“Can you see where the dregs are headed?” Ember pressed.
“They’re under forest cover,” Alyssa said. “I can’t tell—”
The forest answered for her.
A great wave of foliage heaved up and away, like a blanket being thrown off a sleeping giant that had just been woken up from a good nap and wasn’t happy about it. Except, instead of a giant made of flesh, this one was made of metal.
It was the titan shell, filled with pulsating black ooze.
“Ohh … fuck,” Ember said.
Were the shadow dregs intelligent enough to recognize that small hosts like rigs weren’t cutting it against the two titans? Had some sort of hive mind decided to go all in and take over The Big One instead?
“Would now be a good time for a … tactical withdrawal?” Locke asked. Not because he particularly wanted to, but because if someone as experienced as Ember was worried, he figured he should be, too.
“We can’t,” Ember stressed. “The dregs have formed a shadow titan. We can’t let a menace like that roam free.”
“So what do we do?” Locke asked.
The titan had not yet stood—the dregs were still pouring in to take control of its internal mechanisms—but Locke could see enough of it to form a first impression. It was obviously an older, more simplistic titan. Where the lines of all the other titans he’d seen were graceful and deft, these were big and clunky, with hard blocky edges and utilitarian design. It reminded him vaguely of the giant robots he’d seen in 1940s sci-fi, except slightly more articulate.
And powered by magic.
Which begged a question …
“Can the shadow dregs use magic?” he asked.
“No,” Ember answered. “The titan core’s been long looted from that thing, anyway. Won’t stop it from causing a whole lot of physical damage, though.”
“Right,” Locke agreed.
“They’ll be manipulating what’s left of the titan’s artificial muscles,” Ember continued, “which means they’ll be inside the armor casing. We’ll have to break it open to expose them. I’ll immobilize it by taking out its leg joints, and then you whale on it. Sound like a plan?”
“Works for me!” Locke confirmed, hefting his massive war hammer.
The shadow titan jerked to its full height. From this distance, it looked to be a few heads taller than Titan Chimera. It took its first tentative steps forward, shambling like a big metal zombie—and then, it launched.
Locke had planned to wait for Ember to line up her shots and destroy its legs, but there was no time for that now. The shadow titan surged forward with great, thunderous footsteps, as if it had taken the shadow dregs mere seconds to find their optimal configuration, and while it wasn’t fast, exactly, it was moving with deadly, single-minded purpose, straight for Titan Long Shot.
Locke sprinted to block the encroaching titan’s path. Chimera’s left leg joints groaned ominously as he did, but he had no choice. He could only hope that his leg would hold out for this fight.
He shoulder-tackled into the shadow titan, knocking it off course—though not as much off course as he would have liked. A great, bell-like ring echoed through his entire titan as he smashed against the glorified tin can, and when he halted to prepare for its reaction, he saw that even a body blow from an entire giant robot hadn’t left any significant damage on its armor. Its plating was thick, built for rugged defense and still solid after all these years.
The shadow titan ignored Ember now and turned toward him, fist cocked to deliver a punch. Locke could see the weight in its those massive pipe-shaped forearms, and he knew if that punch landed, it would knock him further than his whole body had knocked it.
He dodged, knee creaking, and sure enough, when the titan missed and punched the ground behind him, it left a spiderweb of cracks in the earth.
He couldn’t allow himself to be hit by this thing.
With a shout, he funneled his will into his matter catalyst and reinforced his war hammer. He smashed it into the robot’s exposed back. The impact rang through Titan Chimera’s arm—with no visible effect on the robot itself. Just how thick was this thing’s armor?
Ember took the opportunity to fire a cold shot at the shadow titan’s knees. Frost tinkled around the joint, but that wasn’t enough to stop it. The titan stood, cracked through the ice, and rushed Titan Chimera once more.
Locke dodged again and aimed his hammer to catch the robot as it passed, but the titan anticipated him. It turned, caught his hammer, and pulled him forward—straight into its waiting fist.
He felt the jar even through his cockpit fluid this time. Before he could recover, the robot grabbed Titan Chimera’s head and rammed its fist into his dented chest armor over and over, widening the gap and sending new alarms screeching through Locke’s awareness.
He quickly lost track of what was being damaged. He just knew that he had to get out of the robot’s grasp, and swiftly, and so did the only thing he could think of: He aimed his left arm at the titan’s torso and fired a reckless spray of freeze magic over its entire front.
The robot kept punching, but those punches gradually slowed, and soon they slowed enough that he could wrench his head out of the titan’s grasp. He took advantage of the momentary freeze to swing a hammer blow straight into its chest. The heavy impact knocked the titan back, and he whaled on it, slamming his hammer into its chest over and over until he heard a satisfying clink! It was tiny, but when he looked, he saw that all his blows had finally put a crack in the dense metal armor.
He was breaking through!
Two more bolts from Titan Long Shot took advantage of the shadow titan’s pause—freeze bolts again. He briefly wondered why Ember wasn’t attacking with fire blasts until he suddenly remembered—of course! Metal could become brittle when subjected to extreme cold.
He raised his left arm and doused its body in frozen magic, willing the blasts to go as cold as possible. It didn’t stop the titan—with its massive weight, it could overcome the ice easily—but at this point, Locke wasn’t trying to stop it. He was trying to weaken its defenses.
Soon the entire titan glistened with a bright patina of sparkling cold. It came for him again. He wound up for a powerful hammer blow—and struck!
The titan’s chest plate cracked right down the middle.
He wasn’t fully through yet, though, so he stepped back and wound up for another.
That was when a horrible creak shuddered through his left leg … and the weakened mechanisms of his foot unhinged.
His hammer still hit as he scrambled for balance; the cracked chest plate on the shadow titan shattered into frozen pieces; but that was not a cause for celebration now, as the shadow titan’s chest was open and writhing with countless hungry shadow dregs—and falling directly for his own open chest.
The enemy robot’s hands snatched at the bent plating of Chimera’s torso and ripped it open, exposing his own internal mechanisms—and the sealed bubble of the cockpit, now fully unprotected, and easily burstable.
Locke saw the first of the shadow dregs drip onto Titan Chimera’s open chest cavity.
Right before a bolt of flame exploded between the two of them.
“Burn it!” Ember ordered, and suddenly Locke remembered that he could fire … well, fire.
He angled his left forearm into the shadow titan’s chest and let loose the biggest, hottest flame he could muster. The shadow dregs falling to his chest vaporized before his eyes and the fire spread up and through the titan’s open chest—and then, it toppled over, though not of its own weakness.
Through the smoke of his own attack, Locke saw Titan Long Shot sprint across the field and land a flying kick on the shadow titan’s shoulder. Its shoulder armor shattered, too, and as it struggled to stand up, Ember fired heat blasts from both arms at point-blank range, incinerating even more shadow dregs.
“You okay, Locke?” she asked as she bathed the shadow titan in flame. It writhed on the ground, scrambling in a vain effort to stand up.
“I’ve had better days.” Locke struggled to his feet, somewhat embarrassed by his performance on his first official mission, but mostly pissed off. He balanced as well as he could on his dislocated foot, then hobbled over to the downed titan and just stomped on it.
Over and over and over again.
The armor of the shadow titan’s left leg shattered under the force of Chimera’s bad foot, and he blasted it with a flame spray before the shadow dregs could even try any of their contaminating bullshit.
Soon the entire titan was a flattened, molten mess, and Alyssa reported no further signs of shadow dregs from above.
Even so, Locke stomped on the titan corpse one last time. Just in case.
Chapter Thirteen
“Locke?” Bexley said. Both she and Locke stood side by side on the hangar floor, gazing up at Titan Chimera, now safely back in its scaffold. Behind them, Titan Long Shot settled into its own dock, and Alyssa eased the Blue Heron back into the air.
“Yes?” Locke asked.
“Do you fully understand your position within the Harriers?”
“How do you mean?”
“You have the opportunity to fuck anything you want on this ship”—she pointed at the titan— “except the robot I just spent months of my life putting back together!”
The titan’s left foot creaked as it swung loosely back and forth on its damaged joint, and swiftmetal leaked from the internal reservoir, pooling like mercury under the titan.
“Well, it wasn’t my intention to bust it up,” Locke began, “but that shadow titan had other plans.”
“Uhhh,” Bexley groaned, shoulders slumping. “This is going to be so much work.”
“At least it wasn’t as bad as it could have been?” Locke offered awkwardly.
At that moment, the Blue Heron began a lazy bank to the side. Chimera’s left foot swung a little wider, then came loose and clanked heavily to the deck.
“And your foot just fell off,” Bexley moaned. “Great. Just great.”
Ember dropped down from her titan’s scaffold and joined them.
“In his defense, we weren’t expecting a shadow titan,” she stated. “All things considered, it’s rather miraculous he survived it to begin with, much less took it down mostly on his own. We were doing pretty well before everything went to shit, and once again, Long Shot barely has a scratch on it.”
Bexley turned on her heels. Across the way, Titan Long Shot looked like it had come through unscathed.
Ember smiled at Locke, and he smiled back, grateful for the compliment. Bexley’s face softened as if she recognized the truth of it, too. She snorted and faced Chimera once more.
“Yeah, I guess you did pop those rigs like little oil cans,” she said. “Hmm. With any luck, most of the damage will be superficial. Looks like the catalysts are still intact, so that’s good, though the one in the leg will need some TLC.”
“All I see is a leaky tank, a foot that needs to be reattached, and some armor panels to bend back into shape,” Ember noted.
“Maybe so,” Bexley critiqued, facing Locke, “but you let yourself get shot in the chest by a cannon. And you nearly let shadow dregs into the cockpit.”
“Sorry?” Locke shrugged. “I still say it could have been worse.”
“How exactly?”
“Oh, quit your griping,” Ember cut in. “You’re just upset about all the work you now have to do.”
“Excuse me?” Bexley corrected. “What’s this ‘you’ only thing?” She placed a hand on each of their shoulders. “Congratulations!”
“For what?” Locke asked.
“You’ve just been conscripted into Bexley’s Engineering Apprenticeship Program,” she declared brightly, then began handing them tools. “Here. We’ll start with the foot.”
“You can’t be serious.” Ember gave the wrench in her hands a dubious look.
“Hey, you want two titans at the next meteor or not?” Bexley pointed out, then turned without waiting for an answer. “Come on. Time’s a wastin’.”
Locke hefted the screwdriver Bexley had given him, then met Ember’s gaze.
“I’m sorely tempted to take back every nice thing I ever said to you,” Ember uttered, narrowing her eyes at him.
“Really?” he asked, somewhat incredulous of her change in tone.
“No, not really.” Her hard expression softened, and she winked at him. “Besides, Bexley’s right. Let’s get your titan fixed up.”
“You’ve got it.” Locke winked back.
***
The two mages spent the next few hours assisting Bexley with the repair prework. Their first order of business was to remove the back and lower left leg armor plates for easier access to the internal systems. The two halves of the chest armor could still swing open, so access there wasn’t an issue.
Bexley pulled over several chained pulley systems that could ride through guide rails on the ceiling, then walked Locke through the process of securing the chains to eyebolts on each armor plate. Ember would then follow him through and unscrew structural bolts, allowing Bexley to pull the armor plate back before securing it to either the outer walls or the scaffold itself. Some of those plates were heavy, and Locke imagined a free-swinging plate could be a deadly hazard if the airship maneuvered suddenly.
They removed the front and back plates on the lower left leg, followed by the central back plating, which revealed a pair of tall, cylindrical tanks, one marked SWIFTMETAL and the other marked VOID CONDENSATE in white, stenciled letters. A rivulet of mercurial fluid drained from a broken seam near the base of the swiftmetal tank.
“Hells,” Bexley breathed before retrieving her welding torch. She drained the tank, then affixed her goggles and began torching the seam closed.
Meanwhile, Locke helped Ember move a short work platform from Long Shot’s side over to Chimera’s left leg—using the pulley system to maneuver it with relative ease—and then lifted the disconnected foot into position so that the two parts could be slotted back in place once the joint was repaired.
While they worked, Locke caught movement in the corner of his eye, and when he turned his head, he spotted what looked like a big white cat sticking its head out into the hangar, watching him with its golden eyes. Not a house cat, but something more akin to the size and muscular sleekness of a panther.
The big cat’s ears perked up. It gazed at him for a few seconds, then darted back down the corridor, out of sight.
“Ember?”
“Yeah?”
“I just saw what I think was a big white cat eyeballing us from outside the hangar.”
“Oh, that’s Sloan,” Ember answered, sounding unconcerned. “Don’t mind her.”
“Shouldn’t I be worried?”
“Not unless you’re mean to her.”
“Wasn’t planning on it.” He shrugged. “Has she been on board this whole time?”
“Yes. Why do you ask?”
“Well, this is the first I’ve seen a big cat roaming around.”
“It’s a big ship.” Ember shrugged. “And Sloan’s shy. Like, super shy. Alyssa’s the only one she’s comfortable around. Best to leave her be.”
“Is she dangerous?” Locke asked.
“Only to people she doesn’t like.”
“Hmm.”
“Don’t look so worried,” Ember urged, nudging him in the shoulder. “If she didn’t like you, you’d know. She’s probably curious, is all, though you might want to check in front of your door for ‘presents’ in the morning, just to be careful. Some of them can be trip hazards.”
“Thanks for the warning. I will.” Locke wiped the grease off his hands with a rag. “What’s next?”
“Not sure,” Ember said. “Bexley?”
“Hmm?” She stopped welding, peeked her head out from behind Chimera, and pushed up her goggles.
“We’ve got the foot in position,” Ember said.
“Oh.” Bexley eyed the work platform and the aligned foot. “Good work.”
“What do you want us to do next?”
“Nothing at the moment. You’ve got everything set up the way I needed, and that’s good enough for now.”
“You sure?” Locke asked.
“Yeah, yeah.” She waved them off. “No offense, but it’ll take me longer to explain all the steps than it will to do the repairs myself. You can leave now.”
“Okay, if you say so,” Locke conceded with a shrug.
“Go on. Shoo.” She waved them off, then slid her goggles back down and picked up her welding torch.
Locke didn’t mind the dismissal. Bexley might still be somewhat irritated by Chimera’s damage, but Ember seemed at least somewhat impressed by his performance in the battle, so he took that as a good sign. Lacking any other immediate worries, he decided that what he really wanted was a shower, or bath, or whatever the options were here.
He ruffled his hand through his hair, damp with the sweat of exertion.
“What’s the washroom situation here?” he asked Ember.
“Upstairs,” she replied, and then described how to reach it.
It was on the top deck near the crew quarters, understandably, and he headed up two decks and followed her directions to find a practical bath area filled with two claw-footed tubs, another latched wardrobe—probably for towels and accessories—and a small shower area on the other side. Four people might use the space at once, if they were comfortable with each other—and then he remembered that a ship this size was probably meant to hold far more people than it currently did. They’d have to be comfortable with each other; otherwise living in such a confined space would be impossible.
He found some soap in the wardrobe and then stepped into the shower to wash the grime of the day off him.
***
The two women stood opposite each other on the Blue Heron’s bridge with all the solemn intensity of pistol-wielding duelists. Except, in this case, instead of pistols they carried dice.
“You still taking a plus one?” Ember asked.
“Still,” Alyssa confirmed stiffly.
“Fine. Roll them.”
The two women cast their dice to the floor and waited for them to settle.
“Mine’s a three,” Ember sighed. “Oh, well. I suppose—”
“Gods damn it all,” Alyssa breathed, staring down at her die.
Ember leaned over to inspect Alyssa’s die. The cabin light glinted off the solitary one on the die’s top face.
“Oh my.” She raised an intrigued eyebrow. “Well then. I suppose I’ll take my leave, then.” She pushed her hair back with both hands. “Come to think of it, a shower would do me some good right about now.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Alyssa grumped, picking up both dice. “You two have fun.”
“Why, whatever do you mean?” Ember replied coyly, then disappeared through the door.
***
Locke had nearly finished his shower when he heard the washroom door creak open, heard the wardrobe creak next—and then felt a rush of cool air as Ember opened the shower door.
She stepped inside with him and turned on the other shower head, as easily as if he wasn’t even there.
“Oh! Um. Hi?” he said.
“Is this another thing women don’t do where you’re from?” Ember asked as she began to soap up her hands.
“Generally no.”
“Well. You’ll get used to it.”
“Oh, I’m sure I will,” Locke replied softly.
She didn’t say anything else, only continued to wash. Her back was to him. He wanted to keep his back to her, but he couldn’t help stealing little glances at her sightly backside, as if there was a biological magnet in his eyeballs and it didn’t understand why he wasn’t acting on his other biological instincts.
Ember was built differently than Bexley. While Bexley possessed generous curves that seemed in excess of her slightly short stature, Ember’s physique appeared more evenly distributed, her curves tapering and widening in athletic places. When she turned around to rinse her hair, he saw that her breasts were as curvaceous as the rest of her, if more reasonably-sized than Bexley’s. In fact, he imagined they’d fit perfectly into the curve of his hand …
“I’m not like Bexley,” Ember declared suddenly.
“You’re … not?” Locke asked, for she had after all just joined him naked in the shower without a second thought.
She turned around and began to rinse off the rest of her.
“I’m not as fast as she is,” she added, then continued awkwardly. “I mean, I like … affection.”
Oh. Oh! Locke realized. He at once got the impression that Ember was not nearly as experienced as Bexley, but experienced enough to know her own mind, if not how to voice it in the sexiest of ways.
Ember glanced back when he didn’t answer.
“You seemed interested,” she said.
Locke hadn’t thought he was being that obvious, but then looked down to the tight tingling in his middle to find that, yep, he was being that obvious.
But she didn’t seem to mind it, so he went for it.
His own shower still running, he pressed his chest against her back and slid his hands across her smooth stomach, pulling her close. She settled comfortably against him as he moved his hands up and found that, yes, her breasts fit them as perfectly as he’d anticipated.
He massaged them gently as he’d done with Bexley, and as his hands caressed her slippery flesh, she reached an arm up to pull his lips to her mouth.
Ember was a delicate kisser—no tongue, yet—but her lips were soft and warm, and her breath mingled with the steam of the shower to send a new heat pulsing through him.
Her mouth twitched against his as he slipped his thumbs across her wet nipples—and then he had an idea. The shower head was one of those detachable ones, with variable pressures, so he leaned forward to take it, and then pressed it to one of her nipples.
She breathed in as the gentle force of the water pummeled her there, every pulse sending a new sensual shock through her whole body.
She began to slide and writhe against him—and then, she slipped.
“Ah!” she cried. Locke tried to stop her fall, but the force was too much. They tumbled down together and landed in a tangle on the shower floor.
“Sorry!” she said—but Locke wasn’t, for the fall had drawn her even closer to him. He could feel the warm pitter-patter of the shower water as it slid between the two of them, and that simple environmental wetness shot a wave of desire through him, as if in anticipation of other wetness.
He decided to test it and slid one hand down the length of Ember’s body until he found his goal.
“Oh!” she cried again as his fingers slid inside her. She was already marginally wet, but there was still some coarse texture there, so he curled his fingers inside her, encouraging her along. She squeezed her legs around his hand, her chest beginning to heave with longing breaths.
He wanted to use his other hand, but the angle wasn’t right.
“Hold on a second,” he said. “Let’s change positions.”
He eased her away and leaned his back against the shower wall, then gestured to Ember.
“Lean against me,” he said.
Ember nodded, then did, careful not to bump the appendage that was now standing up so obviously between his legs. He swore he felt it grow bigger as the wet texture of her ass slid across his stomach and settled on his groin, her legs parted around him, her heat already spilling onto his shaft.
But as she’d said, she liked affection. She liked foreplay. So he gave her more of that.
He pulled her close to him and pressed his lips to the graceful arc of her neck. He sent both hands down now and she ground against him as his fingers entered her. They glided tenderly around the inside of her, played around the delicate edge of her lower mouth. He could feel her loosening, ready to accept him, so he hooked one finger from each hand along the edges of her opening and pulled her wide.
“Think it’ll fit?” he breathed into her neck.
She looked down. “Might need some help,” she said.
“Then help it,” Locke replied, and so Ember lifted up from him, urged him onto his back, and bent over.
And soon Locke found that, however little experience he thought she had, she’d obviously had more.
He couldn’t see what precisely she was doing, but it involved a tight hand and a deft tongue and occasionally a deep throat, and frankly he was also pretty distracted by the sight in front of his face.
She’d positioned herself perfectly, her opening right before his tongue and throbbing, wet with the distinct and musky aroma of sex. Well, the opportunity was there, and he took it.
He traced the tip of his tongue around the edges of her lower lips, lapped at the red, juicy mouth—and then plunged his tongue inside.
“Ah!” Ember cried, arching her back, leaving his dick exposed to a patter of shower water. That gave him another idea. He took the shower head from before, adjusted its pressure, and then pressed it right to her most feminine place.
“Aaahhh!” Ember moaned, the thick stream of water pulsing into her and then gushing out like streams of uncontrollable sexual desire. She arched up, no longer giving his dick any attention, and Locke pulled the shower head away and thrust a pair of fingers back in.
“You act like you want something a little more,” he said.
“Yes …” she moaned.
“Well, then,” Locke said, grinning hungrily.
He took hold of her and eased her gently down onto her side in the bottom of the shower. Then he laid beside her, his chest against her back. He slid his hand between her legs again. They instinctively parted, and with a thrust, he slipped himself between her legs—not inside her, but just close enough to feel the sensuous pleasure of her warm, wet thighs. He ground against her, slipping himself between her legs and letting her eager juices lubricate him further.
“Ride me,” he breathed, and Ember ground her hips vigorously against his groin. “You act like you really want it now,” he added.
“I do,” Ember breathed.
Locke stood. “I want to take you against the glass.”
She made to stand. He helped her up, and had barely turned her to face the sliding shower before he pressed her into it, licking and kissing her neck, hugging her waist as her breasts squashed erotically against the glass. There was a mirror on the other side of the bathroom, and while the steam left much to the imagination, he could still see the handprints she left on the shower door and the delicious press of her nipples visible from the other side. He gently slipped his fingers between the glass and her nipples and tugged, then squeezed.
“Please,” Ember begged. “I’m ready.”
“Spread yourself,” he said.
Ember reached her hand down and parted her lips as wide as she could. Locke took his tip in hand. It still looked huge in comparison, but between the shower and her increasingly hungry desire, she was plenty wet.
He eased his tip into her, and then let his hips do the rest of the work.
“OhOHH—OH!” Ember cried as he entered, and her toes pushed up off the floor, as if there wasn’t enough of her to fit all of him.
“Easy,” he said. “I’ll be gentle,” and began to stroke himself in and out.
“Ohh … ohh … ohh,” Ember moaned with his every thrust. He’d barely gotten started before her body tightened around him, and a cry of pure bliss escaped from her mouth.
He pinched her nipples again as she did it, and her body arched against his, her pleasure heightened, until she finally slid down off his dick, spent.
But he wasn’t finished. He’d been gentle for her. Now it was his turn.
“Grab the handholds,” he commanded, pointing to the little column of bars lining one end of the shower. They were probably meant to allow for stability in the case of turbulence, but he was about to use them for something else.
Ember didn’t have any objection, now that she’d been pleased, so she stood and did as he asked.
“Bend over,” he said, and she did that, too, using the handholds to steady herself for the coming … turbulence.
Locke drank in the sight of her. Damn, she looked so deliciously erotic with her arms stretched out and her breasts hanging free, and her throbbing sex just waiting for him to take it.
He grabbed his shaft and prepared to shove it in.
“Lift your leg,” he said, and Ember propped one leg on the nearby shower stool, opening herself wider and making herself look all the more desirable.
He pressed himself in, and this time, he was not gentle. This time, he did it his way. He hammered himself into her like a piston, taking in the erotic clap of his groin against her ass and the splash of water that gushed out with every thrust.
“Oh-oh-oh! Oh! OH!” Ember cried. This time they were not girlish cries but lascivious squeals. He watched as her arms tensed against the handholds, as her breasts swung under the force of his lust. He squeezed his hands around her waist and jammed her harder and harder against him until—
“AAAAH!” she screamed, and arched again, just as he unloaded every hot, throbbing ounce of his passion into her. Something splattered on the floor, but how much was water and how much was him, he couldn’t say. All he knew was that despite already being in the shower, he’d worked up a healthy sweat, and now Ember slid off him with an exhausted body that had probably done the same.
“Well,” she said. “I suppose it’s a good thing we’re already in the washroom.”
Chapter Fourteen
Ember joined Locke for a second shower—a normal one this time, inasmuch as a shared shower with a hot mech pilot he’d just fucked could be normal.
They went their separate ways soon after, Ember to a room down the hall that he presumed was hers. Locke pondered going to his room, too—after that experience, he was certainly sated enough for a good sleep—but then he remembered Bexley, hard at work fixing the damage he’d done to Titan Chimera.
Even if most of the damage had come from the unexpected shadow titan, he acknowledged that at least some of it came from the amateurish mistakes he’d made—like not noticing the quad’s hidden cannon before it fired on him. He didn’t know if she’d accept any more help, but figured she wouldn’t mind the gesture, so he headed back down to the hangar.
When he arrived, he saw that Bexley had restored the back armor and moved down to the foot. The severed appendage was still laying where he and Ember had set it up, but Bexley had shifted the short work platform underneath the exposed mechanisms of its ankle and was currently lying down below it, tinkering with the pieces she could reach and making notes on her clipboard.
Locke strode over to her scaffold.
“So what’s the prognosis, Doc? Will she make it?”
Something clanked out of his sight, and then Bexley rolled into view, still atop the scaffolding, her face already smeared with grease.
“It’ll take some work, but she’ll pull through.” She stood and climbed down. “Actually, the damage isn’t as bad as it looked earlier. Most of the chest damage was external and taken by the hatch armor, so the cockpit’s still solid. Mostly I just have to hammer the chest plates back into shape, which’ll take a while, but it’s not as bad as having to retool the cockpit. Some of the mechanisms in the foot will need replacing, but it’s mostly the common piddly pieces. The ankle ball joint’s still in good condition—it was just yanked out of place. So I take back what I said earlier. All things considered, you did a pretty good job of not fucking the robot.”
“What about the artificial muscles?” Locke asked. “I remember getting an alert about those.”
“Oh, those’ll be easy to fix. They typically experience a little wear during battle anyway, so I always use any leftover void condensate to spruce them up.”
“Oh, right! For my upgrades!” Locke exclaimed.
“Yep! And Titan Chimera soaked up a pretty good amount back at the meteorfall site, too,” Bexley replied. “I’d say you could get at least one decent upgrade out of it with a little extra to save or spend on refurbishments.”
“What kind of upgrades can I get?” Locke exclaimed, his inner seven-year-old quickly reemerging.
“You want to pick them out while I do the simple repairs?” Bexley asked.
“Hell, yes!” Locke blurted.
Bexley laughed at him, perhaps recognizing his ridiculous excitement.
“This way,” she chortled.
She led him into the greasy, metallic mess of her work area, cleared a few random parts off a small table, and then opened a cabinet that turned out to be a turbulence-proofed bookshelf, with leather straps stretched across the book spines on each shelf, holding them in place. When Bexley unhooked one strap, he saw that the greasy, fingerprinted books behind them reminded him of the automotive manuals his grandfather had collected, except these were about titans, airships, and other vehicles or pieces of equipment.
She grabbed one from a whole shelf that looked to be from the same series or publisher, but this one must have been a special edition, for it was three times as thick and bound in a more durable-looking hardcover. Bexley plopped it on the table so Locke could read its title:
The Titanic Book of Upgrades and Accessories, 250th Anniversary Edition
“And it even has a pun in the name,” Locke mused, grinning.
“Everything you could possibly add to your titan is in here,” Bexley said.
Locke flipped it open to a random page, then rifled through just to see what the range of options looked like. Suddenly his eyes landed on a cannon—and not just any cannon. This one arced out over one shoulder of the titan in the illustration like a scorpion’s tail and laid waste to everything in its path like a flamethrower clearing a sidewalk of snow.
“That one!” he said, pointing.
Bexley snorted. “That’s way above the current level of void essence you have on hand. Plus it needs some special materials we’re too poor to buy. Believe me, I’ve looked.”
Somehow Locke was not at all surprised to learn that Bexley had been salivating over a scorpion tail buster cannon almost as much as he was inevitably about to.
“What would it take to put that on Titan Chimera?” he asked.
“Let’s see here.” She leaned closer and ran her finger down a chart on the page. “The disintegrator uses a combination of energy and matter magic, with the energy catalyst as the primary. That means a minimum of a tier five energy catalyst and a tier three matter catalyst for a tier four effect. You already have one of each type, so at least this one is within the realm of possibilities.
“However, tier five means we need at least three Precursor crystal shards to feed into the core, plus a lot of void condensate.” She looked up and counted with her fingers. “Yeah, that’s going to be about eight gallons to get from tier one to tier five, and the matter catalyst will need another one point six gallons to progress from tier two to tier three. So, a little under ten gallons total.”
“How many spare gallons do we have?”
“About four and half.”
“I see,” he replied, somewhat crestfallen.
“Plus, you’ll want to make sure that the cannon is constructed from some top-tier materials, or else it’s going to blow itself apart. Not to mention the titan itself. I’ve heard stories of titan mages getting overambitious with energy cannons and literally blowing the cannon off their shoulder because the titan wasn’t strong enough to support it.” She paused and shrugged. “Or just blowing the whole titan up. I’ve heard about that, too.”
“Yikes. Yeah, that’s definitely one to wait for,” Locke said.
“Something to work toward, though!” Bexley said brightly. “And given that you’re a void mage, you might even be able to do something clever with swiftmetal to improve your cannon. Though I imagine it would have to be black or leaden swiftmetal to avoid the chance of the cannon blasting apart. What I’ve got on tap is silver swiftmetal, but honestly that’s good enough for anything at your current tier.”
“Hmm.” Locke paged through the book again and stopped at a picture of what looked like a shoulder cannon that fired miniature black holes. “What about this one?”
“A vortex cannon? Pfft!” Bexley shook her head. “That takes a combination of gravity, time, and energy magic, and the primary catalyst has to be tier eight at least! Not happening anytime soon.”
“All right.” Locke flipped through some more pages until he came to a page marked VOID MAGES ONLY. A massive device hung heavily from the titan’s back with subcomponents for all four elements mounted on the arms and legs while thick cables linked everything together.
“How about—”
“Don’t even think about that one,” Bexley interrupted. “That’s for localized reality manipulation. Takes a tier ten catalyst of each element and a void mage powerful enough to wield all of them simultaneously.”
“Those sound like rather steep requirements. Does anyone actually use this thing?”
“Not that I know of. Not in my lifetime, at least.”
“Okay,” Locke said, nodding. “So what do I have access to … right now?”
Bexley closed the book, then opened it at the front and leafed about twenty pages in.
“It’s mostly mundane stuff at Titan Chimera’s current level,” she said. “Catalysts tiers one through three, armor hardening, artificial muscle strengthening, void furnace efficiency increases, and the like. The upgrades don’t really get fun until the foundation’s laid with these, and honestly given that you’re a void mage, I think it’d benefit you to do a general strengthening of your basic elements. Shore up that foundation, if you will.
“Most titan mages customize their mechs for their specialized magic and fighting styles, but you’re not limited in the same way Ember is, for example. Of course, you could lean toward a particular type of magic if you wanted to, but given how well you used your combined magic types out there today, I think it’d benefit you to generalize Chimera for a wide range of conditions rather than specializing. That way you don’t have to re-spec it every time you decide to lean toward a different magic type.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Locke agreed, then pulled the book closer. “I’ll see what looks interesting.”
“You can call me if you have any questions,” Bexley said. “I’ll just be over there, working on the foot.”
Locke nodded, and Bexley bounced off to continue her work.
Before he started selecting his upgrades, he figured he should familiarize himself with what he actually could upgrade, so he turned to the very front of the book to review the most basic of basics.
It turned out that there were ten tiers of upgrades, applicable to most every part of the titan. The titan cores couldn’t be upgraded, though given what he knew about the cores thus far, that was mostly because no one understood how they worked in the first place. Everything else, though, could be improved along those tiers, with the right amount of void essence and swiftmetal and—once he reached tier four—the right materials. Each of the upgrades was marked with a distinct, sigil-like symbol, which he imagined to be some sort of unique identifier—perhaps this world’s magical equivalent of a bar code. He’d have to ask about those later. For now, there were more exciting things to focus on.
The titan had more potential than he’d originally realized, too. Though Titan Chimera only had catalysts in its arms and legs, it turned out that there was room for additional catalysts in its torso, back, and shoulders, which opened up whole new worlds of possibility. Shoulder and back catalysts could also be upgraded to mega-catalysts which could produce spell effects two tiers above them, though with the added downsides of power cooldowns and increased failure rates. He pictured a gravity mega-catalyst on his back shooting him off into the sky like a jetpack, while mega-catalysts in his shoulders just blasted lasers of energy into any obstacle that dared stand in his way.
“Hey, do I have enough condensate for shoulder energy catalysts?” he shouted to Bexley.
“Not good ones,” Bexley responded. “I’d say you have enough to create maybe one new catalyst and to upgrade an existing one, with a little leftover to upgrade some minor stuff.”
“Okay,” Locke replied, slightly disappointed—but then he reasoned that it was probably not a good idea to add on new catalysts before he’d mastered the ones he already had. Better to perfect those—and his skill with them—first, before he went for more ambitious options.
Still, he pondered, it wouldn’t be bad to add a new gravity catalyst to his right leg, to pair with the one already in his left. That way he’d be able to accomplish more controlled super jumps, and he’d generally be more balanced. He also considered upgrading his tier one gravity catalyst to a tier two, but his coefficient with gravity magic wasn’t high enough, so adding a second catalyst was about his only option for a boost in performance with that element.
Next he thought about upgrading his energy catalyst—which his energy magic coefficient could handle—but given that it already worked pretty well, he figured it could wait for the next round of upgrades. That way he could devote the void condensate to something that actually needed the improvement. His matter catalyst worked well, too, but he read that the next tier up would allow him to shape his swiftmetal faster, which seemed like a good all-around improvement, especially if he ever wanted to switch between weapons and shields mid-battle.
“How about a second gravity catalyst for the right leg?” Locke called out. “You know, to balance things out. Then upgrade the matter catalyst to tier three.”
“Sounds good to me!” Bexley replied. “You’ll have some essence left over, so I’d apply that to your furnace and muscles. Can’t go wrong with a little muscle upgrade.”
“Great!” Locke marked his place in the book, then stood and brought it over to Bexley’s scaffold. “So, when do we start?”
“Upgrades won’t happen until I get these basic fixes done, but I should be able to get to them before the next job. You want to help? I think I’m past all the fiddly stuff, so I could use a hand with the rest. Plus, I’ll need you to pilot the robot to slip Chimera’s foot back on, anyway.”
“Oh. Sure!” Locke exclaimed, suddenly excited that he was going to get to work on his robot a bit more.
“Grab a jumpsuit and hop up here, then!” Bexley replied.
Chapter Fifteen
It was the next day now, and Rat and Loopy were running like hell.
They’d started running because they’d done a little too well on yesterday’s job, stirring nearly the whole battlefield into a violent, shadow-possessed chaos—which had been their intent, just … not that much. And not while they were still on site.
They’d stopped running once they were far enough away, right before a titan of all things rose from the battlefield and attacked the Blue Heron’s mechs. If all went as planned, they could report a complete job, get their pay, and go off to their next underhanded task.
But the fight didn’t go as planned, and suddenly the time they’d spent waiting to claim victory had been time that made them late starting their Plan B, and so they’d scrambled across the landscape ever since, trying to outpace the Blue Heron as it headed to its next task.
Fortunately for them, the airship was big and slow, and while the Blue Heron drifted at steady speed, they’d been able to outpace it. Not by much, but still, by just enough. So now they ran to complete their next task before the blue speck on the horizon became a definable blob.
This meteor was about the same size as the last one, with a similarly productive gush of shadow dregs seeping out of the cracks.
Rat cursed as he stomped to attract his latest moving puddle of sludge. He couldn’t have asked for a more perfect environment with that last meteor. In the middle of that battlefield, those dregs had a hundred different ways to kill anything that caught their attention, and yet the plan still hadn’t worked.
The new meteorfall site was not nearly as optimal. This meteor had crashed into the side of a mountain, and not even a green one. There were no trees or vines on this mountain for shadow dregs to manipulate, and there were certainly no abandoned war machines.
The only life on that mountain belonged to the stone drake holed up and sleeping inside a rocky nest near the crater’s rim.
Rat did not want to agitate a stone drake. Drakes were not quite as dangerous as dragons—they were about half the size, for one—but they were still the size of the average titan, which meant a rig would serve not as a credible threat, but rather as a convenient container for the juicy morsel of flesh inside.
Still, if a brainless shadow titan couldn’t take out the Blue Heron and its mechs, maybe a pissed off monster could do the job. It might even be better able to threaten the airship, since it could fly after all.
This might actually work out, he thought to himself.
Rat wasn’t a murderer. Loopy might have been a murderer but was too baked to remember if he’d actually killed someone before. Rat, though, had standards. He’d earned his reputation on general thuggery—roughing people up for money, the occasional violent fight, theft when it was convenient—but he was content where he was in the shadows of Endpoint City, without a murder charge to hang around his neck.
What he did wasn’t murder, anyway.
Sure, people died, but there was art to it. Anyone could strangle a hapless mark in a dank alleyway. Not everyone could set shadow dregs on their surroundings with convenient timing and just happen to eliminate a target nearby. Not everyone was courageous enough. And not everyone was skilled enough.
Rat took pride in the way he manipulated the shadow dregs for his own purposes.
The outcome of yesterday’s job was an insult to his pride—but he still didn’t want to get his own hands dirty. Better to have the drake do the deed for him.
“How do the dregs near the stone drake look?” he called to Loopy over his speakers.
“Mm-hmm,” Loopy answered, which really wasn’t an answer, but indicated that Loopy was at least still alive and presumably working.
“Fine. I’ll do it myself.” Rat stomped to lure the nearest shadow dreg puddle further up the mountain.
He wasn’t about to settle for failure.
***
Locke and Bexley had stopped working to eat and sleep, but were up early the next morning and back in the hangar before anyone else was even awake.
They’d managed to repair Titan Chimera’s foot the night before, and it had taken some tries, but Locke was eventually able to channel matter magic through his catalyst to smooth out the joint. He’d also reformed the chest plates back to their original condition, which had saved Bexley hours she would have otherwise spent hammering them back into shape.
The essentials done, that freed up this morning for the fun part—Chimera’s upgrades.
“I say we start with the matter catalyst and the muscular upgrades for now,” Bexley said. “We can seed the new gravity catalyst as well, but we won’t have time to finish it before we arrive at the next meteorfall site, whereas the other two we can definitely finish. Hop in the robot!”
“Which jumpsuit should I wear?” Locke asked. “Work or pilot?”
“Pilot suit,” Bexley said. “Today’s just magic work for you.”
Locke changed again and did as Bexley said, hopping into Chimera’s hatch and letting the auto-processes do their thing.
“So … how do I do this?” Locke asked.
“You know those command symbols on each page of the upgrade book?”
“The ones you told me to memorize? Sure.” Those had been the symbols he’d initially thought to be magical bar codes.
“Just visualize those, one at a time,” Bexley instructed. “Your reflex link will do the rest. It’s like … meditation, I guess. That’s how it’s been explained to me, anyway.”
“Wait. You’re not sure?”
“I’m not a mage. Ember could give you a better description if you find this tricky, but I doubt you will. Anyway, each upgrade has a command symbol. Think of it as the instruction you’re feeding into the titan core.”
“I see. Sort of like a programming language, then.” He considered that for a moment. “Or would the correct analogy be the GUI?”
“‘Programming’?” Bexley asked. “‘Gooey’?”
“Short for ‘Graphical User Interface,’” Locke explained. “It’s … not important.”
“You thinking those weird, addled thoughts of yours, again?”
“Maybe a little,” Locke admitted. “All right. I’ll give it a try.”
“I’m sure you’ll do fine.”
Locke nodded—Titan Chimera did, too—and then tried to focus on the command symbols Bexley had mentioned.
He was finding that the more he grew accustomed to his reflex link, the better he was able to parse through all the information it presented to him. Even as recently as yesterday, it had read to him like a wild cacophony of irrelevant images and noises, so he’d ignored most of it, but now some of the lights and sounds he’d disregarded before began to take on meaning.
One such light monitored his void condensate tank—which he hadn’t even known about until Bexley mentioned it, and which was apparently separate from his titan core, which was also separate from the void furnace. The link told him how much condensate was present—the precisely measured four point two gallons needed for all his upgrades today—and when he focused on the command symbols, the reflex link provided him with visual representations of his three options and their costs. He selected the simplest—the matter catalyst upgrade—and waited.
He expected to feel something like … a draining, he guessed, as the void condensate bypassed the furnace and poured directly into the core—but he felt absolutely nothing. Instead he merely saw the vertical bar next to the matter catalyst graphic fill to its top with black, and heard it make a happy little noise as its label switched from MATTER 2 to MATTER 3.
“Looking good!” Bexley radioed from the platform. “I can already see a difference in the catalyst crystal. The crystal faceting is slightly more stable now.”
“Great!”
Locke shifted his attention to the next option on his list. Soon another happy chime indicated that Chimera’s muscles had been upgraded from TIER 2 to TIER 3, and while he didn’t know how to recognize the physical differences, his reflex link informed him they were indeed stronger.
He radioed down to Bexley. “All good on the muscle upgrade,” he said. “You sure we won’t have time to build the new catalyst? The first two went by fast.”
“That’s because you were modifying existing pieces,” Bexley replied. “It takes a lot longer to generate a catalyst from scratch. They’re delicate devices. But …” She paused as if thinking. “How much extra condensate do you have?”
Locke glanced to the gauge for his void condensate tank. Both of his upgrades had cost him one point six gallons of condensate each. The remaining catalyst to be built would use another gallon, and that left almost nothing in the tank.
“Running on fumes,” he reported.
“Good!” Bexley exclaimed. “That’s exactly what it should be.” She hurried around to the back of the titan and hooked up a hose to the condensate tank valve. “I’m going to pump in another half-gallon for you. It’s not enough for a full upgrade, but I suggest you use it to rework and strengthen some of Chimera’s mismatched pieces. Sound good?”
“Sounds great.”
“I was planning to fix up Chimera over time so it looks less like a hobo titan, but with you being a void mage, you can just use your matter magic to alter the appearance yourself. Want to try?”
“Sure!” Locke exclaimed. He was getting to upgrade and customize the design of his robot the same day? Awesome!
“That’s what I wanted to hear!” She opened the valve, watched a flow meter for a few seconds, then turned the valve shut. “There you go.”
“So how do I do this?” he asked.
“Same as you did with the chest armor. Just touch whatever part you want to change with your right arm—your matter catalyst arm—and imagine the change you want. Focus on the armor plating, not the internal mechanics. Those’ll be too complicated for you at this point.”
“Got it!” Locke said, and began to think about what he wanted to change. Chimera’s current status offered him lots of options. All its limbs were mismatched, as if they’d been thrown together from whatever was available in a mecha junkyard. The torso and abdomen looked original to whatever the robot had been before, though, so he took cues from the sleek, organic curves of its design.
All of the mechs he’d seen here thus far—the modern ones, at least—looked more like suits of armor than the blocky sci-fi mechs he was accustomed to watching in shows back home, so he decided to stick with that aesthetic. Still, even though he didn’t like the general disorder of Chimera’s shape, he did like the rather eye-catching nature of its asymmetry. One shoulder pauldron currently arced up in a spray of interlocking scale-like blades that would block any attack on that side of his neck with ease. The other bulged and curved down in a way that protected the inner mechanisms of his shoulder joints and upper arm. Though they pointed in opposite directions, collectively they formed a curve that was visually interesting and made for a recognizable silhouette. He decided to leave them mostly as they were, but altered their color to a rich red with gold trim that was more consistent with the existing torso.
Next he applied similar styling to the arms, bulking up the curves of the simulated muscles and adding approximations of sharp-elbowed gauntlets to increase their badassery.
Bexley shot him a thumbs-up from below.
“Looking good!” she said.
That was when Alyssa came over the ship’s radio and announced, “Meteor in sight. Titans, prep for deployment.”
***
Soon Titan Chimera and Titan Long Shot took their places by the broken hangar door as the Blue Heron lowered its altitude.
“You cleaned up well!” Ember said from inside Titan Long Shot, and Locke saw the titan’s head admire Chimera’s refurbished body.
“It’s amazing what a little matter magic can do,” Locke replied, then looked out at the approaching meteorfall site. “Um … is the dragon going to be a problem?”
The meteor had crashed into the side of a rocky, craggy mountain, and too close for his comfort was a conspicuous nest, built of stones like a giant fire pit, and housing what looked like a sleeping gray dragon.
“It’s not a dragon; it’s a drake,” Ember said. “Dragons are bigger.”
“Bigger?” Locke exclaimed. “That creature looks like it’s about the same size as Chimera!”
“Well, yeah. That’s average for an adult drake,” Ember informed him. “Still, that’s a stone drake by the looks of it. They’re far less aggressive than most drakes, so it shouldn’t bother us as long as we don’t bother it.”
“I think the whole meteorite crashing into the mountain thing might have beaten us to it.”
“Maybe,” Ember admitted. “But maybe not. Stone drakes are known to hibernate, and they can be deep sleepers. If so, it might have even slept through this meteor impact.”
“Wow. Wish I could sleep that easily.”
If the meteor hadn’t disturbed the drake, then it could certainly sleep through any noise the two of them made as they destroyed the dregs. Even so, he kept a watchful eye on it when the Blue Heron let them out.
“I’ll look out for trouble from above, same as last time,” Alyssa radioed to them, and lifted the Blue Heron off again.
They used a similar strategy as last time with Ember sniping from the crater rim and Locke freezing and smashing dregs in the cover of the meteor. There were more dregs this time, but that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. This meteor was about the same size as the other, and if its dregs were still this concentrated in the crater, it meant they probably hadn’t ventured far.
Still … the possibility that some had escaped now irked him, especially with that drake nearby.
“Alyssa, do you see any dregs on the mountain?” he radioed up. “I mean outside the crater?”
“Not in concentrations significant enough to be visible from here,” she replied. “Though …”
Locke didn’t like the way she trailed off there.
“Though what?” he said.
“There’s movement near that stone drake—not dregs, but …” She paused again as if looking closer. “Rigs.” Suddenly the easy competence in her voice hardened. “Ember, align your scope on the rock formation just above the nest. You’re closer and should have a better view than me.”
Ember finished vaporizing a shadow dreg puddle, then did as Alyssa said.
“Two rigs are up there,” she reported. “Looks like they’re hiding, maybe from the drake. No …” She paused as if focusing. “Captain, I think they’re the same rigs from the other site.”
“Are you sure?” Alyssa said. “They’d have had to hoof it to reach this site before us.”
“They’re beginning to run from my aim,” Ember continued, then shouted, “There are dregs following them!”
Ember fired a freeze beam at the dregs she could see. Locke followed her gaze, the targets obvious now in their motion—and running toward the drake.
“What the hell are they doing?” Ember muttered.
One of the rigs stomped on the earth near the edge of the stone drake’s nest, and a gush of shadow dregs bubbled up through the rocks. They lurched for the rig, but it avoided them, jumping straight onto the drake’s back—and drawing the shadow dregs toward it.
“Are they trying to infect the drake?” Locke exclaimed.
“I don’t like this,” Alyssa said. “Stop them. And try not to wake the monster.”
“It might be a little late for that.” Locke flash-froze his last puddle of dregs and smashed it with his hammer, then withdrew the weapon back into his swiftmetal reservoir and super-jumped up to the nest on his one gravity catalyst. As he did, a second rig began to stomp around the nest, drawing up more and more shadow dregs. Had the rigs lured them up there?
Ember fired a pair of cold beams at the second rig. Both hit, and the rig froze with a faint tinkling sound as water vapor condensed into ice on its surface. She aimed for the first rig, but its position on the back of the stone drake, surrounded by shadow dregs, complicated things.
“You get the other one!” she radioed to Locke. “I don’t have a clear shot!”
“Got it!” Locke super-jumped again and landed right above the drake’s nest.
The person in the rig saw what was coming and tried to run, but compared to Titan Chimera, his rig was too slow and clunky. Locke snatched at the rig with Titan Chimera’s left hand and lifted the rig off the drake, and then sent a cold blast through the vehicle to paralyze it. It froze in his hand, its limbs locked in a desperate scramble to get away.
“Well, that was easy,” Locke said—
—as the ground beneath him shuddered.
Or rather, the drake shuddered.
“Oh shit!” he exclaimed, and leaped away. He had the mental acuity to grab the other rig as he ran back toward the crater, but couldn’t dampen the adrenaline rush he felt as he saw the stone drake uncurl from its nest.
“I thought you said drakes were deep sleepers!” he shouted to Ember.
“Not when they have shadow dregs seeping into their brains!” Ember snapped as he slid to a stop next to her.
He dropped both rigs and turned around to see that the shadow drake’s head indeed swarmed with dregs they’d missed, that were perhaps hidden beneath the drake’s body, and soon it raised to its full height, and it roared.
The noise that ripped from its throat sounded like a deep, guttural boom echoing through the halls of a gothic cathedral, which was not inappropriate, considering its appearance. Curled up, it had looked like a vaguely dragon-shaped pile of rocks, but now, standing at its full height, Locke could see that the stone-like plates of its scales interlocked like delicate, angular pieces of carved armor, and the wings that spanned from its back arced up like skeletal buttressing adorned with regal, frightening curves and points. Even its head was gargoyle-like with thick, devilish horns curling out in corkscrews, and its mouth opened in a wail that looked ready to spew gallons of rain runoff—or, since it was after all a small dragon, an eruption of fire.
Yet strangely, it didn’t breathe fire at them.
It positioned itself to, but when it huffed the air through its maw, no fire followed. Suddenly it jerked its head back and grunted, as if a second consciousness was taking over—or, rather, as if its original consciousness was reasserting itself, fighting back the dregs rummaging through its mind.
“The dregs haven’t taken it completely,” Ember radioed. “The drake’s fighting back.”
“Take the rigs!” Locke shouted back, pointing to the two frozen machines between them. “I’ll distract the drake while you get back to the ship.”
“Got it!” Ember replied, and snatched the rigs from the ground.
“Descending!” Alyssa reported. Locke and Ember turned to see the Blue Heron coming to touch down outside the crater. Ember ran to meet the Blue Heron, and Locke sprinted to face the stone drake.
The closer he came, the more easily he could see the dregs oozing all over the stone drake’s body. He was surprised there were still so many on the surface, until he realized they were beginning to surge for the drake’s mouth and eyes. Its scale armor must have been too tight for them to penetrate, so they were taking the next easiest option.
“Not if I can help it,” Locke said to himself, and released a tongue of flame straight at the drake’s face.
The monster roared as the fire consumed its entire head and coursed down part of its neck, devouring the dregs. Before the smoke even cleared, the drake whipped its head toward Locke and tried to spray fire again—but again jerked its head back as the dregs struggled to control its body. A weak plume of flame spurted out of its mouth, directionless.
Locke couldn’t allow the dregs any more time to assert control. He bathed the stone drake’s body in fire, obliterating the dregs he could reach until the only ones that remained were the ones inside the stone drake’s head, which was now flailing like a windsock in a tornado. The stone drake clawed at its face with its front feet, as if trying to slash out a contaminant that it couldn’t reach.
Which meant the body hadn’t been claimed yet, perhaps?
Locke found that an encouraging thought, but quickly realized it only gave him a double-edged sword of a strategic advantage. The stone drake clearly didn’t want the shadow dregs inside it and had no interest in attacking him—but at the same time, the only way to stop the dregs … would be to cut off the drake’s head before they spread.
Still, this was no time for sympathy. If the dregs were allowed to spread, he, the Blue Heron, and many local villages would soon have bigger problems, so he surged his magic into his matter catalyst.
Swiftmetal shot out of the port below his wrist, coalesced into the shape of a great war axe, and before the stone drake could move, he leaped into the air, raised the axe, and brought the full weight of it and his mech down on the monster’s neck.
An awful, choking screech burst out of the monster’s throat—but the neck did not give. The blade of his axe chipped and rebounded off, leaving only a dent and an increasingly pissed-off shadow drake, which now whipped its head toward him with a furious roar.
There was no way he’d be able to cut through that monster’s neck in a reasonable amount of time, and so Locke did the only thing he could think of. He snatched the shadow drake’s throat, shoved his left hand into its mouth, and released the full fury of his energy catalyst.
A raging orange plume of flame blasted down the monster’s throat and up through its nostrils. He held the creature as long as he could, but soon it wrenched its neck free of his grip and stomped on the ground.
But it didn’t attack him again.
Nor did it die.
It heaved as if retching, its head pointed to the ground, and as Locke watched, a splatter of shadow dregs began to vomit out of the stone drake’s mouth, trying to escape the fire inside its body.
The stone drake didn’t seem particularly disturbed by all the fire that had just scoured its insides, and in fact spat a belch of flame down onto the wriggling puddle that had just left its throat.
The stone drake sucked in a quick breath, then burned the shadow dregs until they were no more. It turned around and blasted its nest for good measure—and then, it swung around to face Locke.
But again, it didn’t attack him. It made hissing, threatening noises, but when Locke looked closer, he saw that the stone drake was crouched over something. They looked like regular old boulders along the bed of its nest, but given the way the drake was defending them … could they be eggs?
The stone drake hissed at him again and arched its wings as if it were about to attack for real, and so Locke lowered his axe slightly and backed away. The creature might not understand the gesture, of course, but it would surely understand his intent as he moved far enough away, and sure enough, it soon snorted at him and curled back up on top of its eggs, threat averted.
Locke left it there. After all, they hadn’t been paid to kill it, and it was just a big animal in the wrong place at the wrong time, trying to protect its offspring. There was no need to kill a creature that wasn’t causing damage or threatening human life.
Plus, there were others around who had tried to cause trouble, and he was eager to find out what those two rig pilots had to say for themselves.
And so Titan Chimera stepped back into the hangar, and the Blue Heron lifted off.
Chapter Sixteen
Once the Blue Heron was at cruising altitude, Alyssa left the bridge to join her crew in the hangar. The rigs they’d captured were still frozen, but Bexley had managed to pry open their heads to reveal two rough-looking men who had clearly seen better days.
Bexley had already begun interrogating them.
“What were you doing stomping around a meteorfall site full of rampant shadow dregs? Are you an idiot?”
“Mm … hmm?” the first man answered, which was a bizarrely honest answer, Alyssa thought. Bexley must have thought so, too, for she promptly leaned into his rig and sniffed.
“Ugh! He smells like glimmerhaze,” she grimaced, and closed the shield of his rig as if closing the lid on a particularly rank-smelling trash can. Next she stepped over to the second man. “Who are you, anyway?” she asked.
“That’s my business,” the man said.
“Well, I need something to call you, and if you don’t give me a name, I’m just gonna go with Rat on account of how ugly you are.”
“Fine by me,” Rat said.
“That’s enough, Bexley,” Alyssa stated, and strode up to the scene. Bexley ceded the floor to her captain, but kept her narrow eyes on both the rigs.
Alyssa looked the two over. The rigs were not in good condition, with rust creeping over various parts and their joints coarse with obvious wear and lack of oiling. Whoever they were, they didn’t take care of their rigs, which meant they were very likely not salvagers. The salvagers she knew of were scrappy, but they knew the value of their equipment, and they took care of it like it was more important than their own bodies.
Not to mention, there wasn’t even anything to salvage at the second site.
The men—who both looked as ragged as their rigs—gave the impression of scum using someone else’s equipment and not caring about any of the wear and tear. Through the first rig’s face shield, Alyssa saw a vapid, hollow face that obviously only worked to find additional money for haze. The second man’s eyes were sharper—he was clearly the brains of the pair—but he, too, looked like he was from the same dark corners of Endpoint City. It was perhaps rude of Bexley to decide to name him Rat, but given his appearance, it wasn’t inaccurate.
“What were you doing at the meteorfall site?” Alyssa asked.
“That’s my business, too,” Rat replied.
“Wrong,” Alyssa stated forcefully. “We were contracted to clear that site by the Shadow Slayers, who received the assignment from the Endpoint City Constabulary, which means you’re guilty of interfering with a government contract. At the very least! Again, what were you doing at the site?”
“I have nothing to say to you.”
“So, clearly nothing innocent, then?” Alyssa surmised. “Otherwise I imagine you’d be professing your innocence.”
“People like you don’t think people like me are innocent, anyway,” Rat countered, “so it’s a waste of effort.”
“Then let me try another approach,” Alyssa said. “You two were seen leading shadow dregs from the crater to a stone drake, which leads me to believe you were very likely doing the same thing at the first site.” Her eyes flared with anger. “And that means you’re both guilty of trying to kill me and my team!”
“What of it?” Rat challenged.
“So you’re not even going to try to deny it?” Alyssa asked. “Well then, think on this. I have two titans and a broken hangar door that leads to a drop of a few thousand feet.”
“Idle threats don’t scare me.”
“Look, you ugly piece of vulture barf,” Alyssa stormed, placing a boot on the side of the rig, “I’m becoming very impatient with you and Captain Glimmerhaze over there.”
“Mmm? Hmm?”
Bexley kicked the side of “Captain Glimmerhaze’s” rig.
“Wait your turn, you!” she snapped.
“Mm-hmm …”
“Again, two titans, a broken door, a loooong drop, and my patience wearing thin,” Alyssa continued. “You can take your chances with any of my assets, or you can tell me what I want to know.”
“Oh, I’d gladly take a chance with your assets,” Rat leered—and suddenly found his surroundings blurring in a rush of speed. When he jerked to a stop, he found himself looking into the eyes of Titan Chimera, his rig clenched in the mecha’s fist.
“You’ll refrain from comments like that when speaking to a lady,” Locke said through his external speakers.
“Then get this over with,” Rat shouted. “I know your type. You’re going to toss me off the ship once you get what you want, anyway, so there’s no point in me giving up anything to you. May as well get it over with quickly.”
“Not necessarily,” Alyssa replied. “I know your type. You sound like the kind of person who might have a bounty on his head, which means you’re more valuable alive. Put him down, Locke.”
Locke did, but made sure to do it sideways, so Rat was both frozen and stuck in an uncomfortable position while they talked.
Alyssa crouched by his restrained head.
“It’s obvious you two have been dogging us,” she said. “In fact, I wonder if your presence here explains some of our recent ‘bad luck.’ Regardless, what I want to know is why. Especially since both encounters have involved a disproportionate number of shadow dregs gathering in spots that were perfect for causing us trouble.”
“Well, isn’t it obvious?” Rat spat defiantly.
“Yes, you two idiots were trying to kill us. But why?” Alyssa insisted, sternly. “I’ve never seen you before in my life, and you look like the sort of person who would kill for a pittance. Did someone hire you?”
“You think I’d tell you if they did?”
“No, I suppose not.” Alyssa stood up. “Ember, crack his rig open.”
“Would you like the man inside cracked open as well?”
“No,” Alyssa sighed with a shake of her head. “Wouldn’t want to make a mess for Bexley.”
“Oh, you bitches are all so fucking brave!” Rat taunted. “Threatening a poor, helpless—”
Before Rat could shoot off another insult, Titan Long Shot raised its foot and brought it straight down on his rig. The machine crumpled under her foot and split open down the front. Rat pushed out of the bent debris and ran—but not far before a pulse of blue from Long Shot’s left arm hit his leg.
“Yeargh!” he cried as he pitched forward and slammed face-first into the deck, his leg stuck in place at an odd—and painful-looking—angle.
“I think you just dislocated his knee,” Locke said, cringing in Chimera’s cockpit.
“Yep,” Ember admitted without a hint of regret. “Probably.” She leaned toward Rat and flicked his head with a careful titan finger. He gasped and collapsed in an unconscious heap.
“Bexley, search his rig,” Alyssa ordered, and Bexley did as Alyssa herself peeled off Rat’s tattered trench coat.
“Nothing but some old sandwich wrappers and farts in here,” Bexley said.
Meanwhile Alyssa made it to the inner pocket of Rat’s tatty coat—and found an envelope.
“What’s this?” she said, and opened it.
It read:
I have another task for you. I am sending the familiar target to the attached three meteorfall sites. According to my maps, the first two sites are located amidst plenty of opportunities for your usual shadow dreg mayhem—an old battlefield and a stone drake nest. Use these resources to destroy the titans and kill everyone on board. If they survive sites one and two, you are to join my forces at the third. If they get that far and I am forced to finish the job myself, you can expect diminished pay.
Memorize this message and burn it.
Unlike last time, you idiots.
Seriously, I mean it.
It wasn’t signed. It didn’t need to be.
“That dick!” Alyssa exclaimed.
“Want me to hurt him some more?” Ember asked.
“No. He’s just a hired thug,” Alyssa waved the paper. “Bort was behind this!”
“What? Are you sure?” Bexley exclaimed.
“It’s his handwriting. And this letter includes specific information about our bounties—the exact same ones that Bort gave us—with orders to use the shadow dregs to kill us.”
“But why would he want to do that?” Locke said. “He sounded like he was on good terms with you.”
“He’s been trying to buy Harper’s Harriers ever since I took it over, even before we hit rough times,” Alyssa said. “But it wasn’t until we found Chimera’s core that he really became pushy about it. Guess he got tired of waiting for me to give up, and given our recent string of bad luck, I’m guessing this wasn’t his first attempt to do us in.”
“And taking titan cores from a dead crew is a whole lot easier than waiting for a fair sale,” Ember said. “After all, even if the dregs did damage our titans, his mercs would still be able to retrieve the cores.”
“But he’s got mercenaries!” Bexley exclaimed. “Why’d he send Captain Glimmerhaze and Rat when he could have just sent competent people?”
“Plausible deniability, I suppose,” Alyssa said. “How would this ever be linked back to him, if not for Rat’s apparent inability to memorize orders?”
“Good help is hard to come by these days,” Ember mused.
“Plus we’d recognize his mercenaries if they came for us,” Alyssa added, “which would complicate things if any of us managed to escape.”
“I guess, but it’s a little insulting that he thought we’d be an easy job for these guys.” Bexley kicked Captain Glimmerhaze’s rig.
“Mm-hmm.”
“Oh, shut up, you!” Bexley snapped.
“Well, we may have a chance to reckon with him,” Alyssa said. “According to the letter, he’ll be waiting for us at the third site since these two didn’t finish their job.”
“We’re still going to go?” Ember asked. “He’s got Deathly Rhythm.”
“Why not?” Locke asked. “We’ve got Long Shot and Chimera.”
“Yeah, but Deathly Rhythm has—”
“We can discuss our next steps later,” Alyssa cut in. “Let’s get these two into some cells and unthawed, and then make our plans from there.” She sighed, and then glared down at Rat, still half frozen and unconscious on the floor. “And thank you for being so bad at following directions.”
***
Locke and the others transported their assailants to two different cells with some raised temperatures and little else, which was fine by him. He’d thought about suggesting blankets to help them fend off the magical cold, but honestly why bother? They’d just tried to kill the whole crew for two titan cores. Fuck those guys.
Now the four of them met on the bridge to figure out what to do next.
The question of the moment was obvious.
“So, are we gonna go fuck Bort up?” Bexley said, and then clarified, “I mean in the bad way. Obviously, I have no intention of giving him the good fuck.”
“That is the question, isn’t it?” Alyssa sighed, leaning against the console. “I think it’s clear that Bort’s not going to stop until he has our titan cores, especially since he’s already hired people to kill us. But at the same time, Ember’s right. He has Titan Deathly Rhythm.”
“And given the resources available to him, he’ll probably have mercenary backup,” Ember added. “I wouldn’t expect him to come half-prepared if he’s willing to come out himself. He’ll want to finish the job decisively, with overwhelming force.”
“That’s what I’d expect of him as well,” Alyssa agreed.
“I say we take him down,” Locke said.
The three women turned to him and blinked.
“What part of all that did you miss?” Ember asked. “Was it the overwhelming force part?”
“No, I heard all of it, but Alyssa’s right—Bort’s not going to stop, and this at least gives us a legitimate way to face him. After all, it’s not like we can just go to the mansion and stomp it up. I mean, we could, but the place is a mercenary base, and we’d probably get arrested if we tried, if not outright killed.”
“Not if we run fast enough,” Bexley said.
“My point,” Locke stressed, “is if we take on his ambush, at least we’re in a fight that he picked first. We know about the ambush now, and he doesn’t know we found him out, which gives us the closest thing to an advantage. One that we may never have again.”
“How do you mean?” Alyssa asked.
“You think if we run he’s going to lose interest?” Locke shook his head. “If he’s willing to kill for those titan cores, he’s coming for us. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m not interested in spending the rest of my life wondering when he’ll show up next.”
“We need an advantage to go up against a crew of trained mercenaries,” Ember said.
“But you do have an advantage.” Locke smiled at her. “You’ve got a void mage.”
“Hm. That’s definitely something,” Bexley said, “and if the gravity catalyst finishes crystalizing before we arrive, that could put Chimera a little more on par with Deathly Rhythm.”
“But Bort’s a time mage,” Alyssa stated.
“A time mage?” Locke exclaimed. He’d known Bort was a mage—obviously, if he could pilot a titan—but for some reason Locke had expected him to be one of the … less complicated types. “What does that mean in the context of battle?”
“It means that he can speed up or slow down anything his titan touches.”
“Like, the age?” Locke exclaimed again. “He could turn Titan Chimera into rusty scrap with a single touch?”
“No, like the actual speed,” Bexley clarified. “There’s probably a super-powerful time mage somewhere out there who could age things fast enough to be relevant in battle, but generally they can only make things go faster than normal or slower than normal.”
“That still complicates things,” Locke said. Facing a titan that could move twice as fast was almost as bad as facing two titans. And he could slow down Chimera and Long Shot on top of that? Not good.
“It’s not as bad as you might think,” Alyssa said, sounding somewhat hopeful. “He still has to maintain physical contact with things to affect their speed; as soon as he breaks contact, the effect begins to fade. So it’s not like he can supercharge his whole crew and pit them against us.”
“Then he has limits,” Locke noted. “I can work with that.”
“Still,” Alyssa continued, with a face that looked like she was thinking as she spoke, “he’s fitted Deathly Rhythm out for speed, and it’ll be a fast titan even without its time catalyst engaged. It’s going to be hard for a titan like yours to hit.”
“So I just make sure to hit him hard when I do hit him,” Locke replied, though he acknowledged the challenge behind that bravado. He’d have to do more than hit hard. He’d have to hit where Bort couldn’t even see him coming; otherwise Bort might be able to slow down his blow to the point of nullifying it entirely. And Titan Chimera wasn’t built for stealth.
“Do we know what kinds of forces he’ll bring with him?” Ember asked.
“For a big operation?” Bexley said. “Probably at least two quads and ten rigs. That would be a typical deployment for the Shadow Slayers when supporting Deathly Rhythm.”
“How would you know that?” Alyssa said.
“Slept with one of his mercenaries on one of our free days a while back.” Bexley shrugged. “He kept trying to impress me with all these details about his mercenary work. He wasn’t actually that good in bed, but I guess it ended up being worth it for the information, huh?”
Ember rolled her eyes. “Thank you for your service.”
“What are his quads and rigs like compared to the ones we fought earlier?” Locke asked. “After all, those were ancient. Or just trash,” he added, thinking of Rat’s.
“The quads are about the same,” Alyssa replied. “The rigs will be a little less armored to allow for better mobility and articulation, but honestly, against a titan, we have the advantage. Just remember, rigs are dangerous in numbers, so don’t get swarmed. Still, the quads and Deathly Rhythm will be the main challenges.”
“Right.” Locke nodded. “All that ranged firepower will be a problem. Less so for Long Shot, but for Chimera, well … I need to get in close. And that means …”
He paused and snapped his fingers.
“What is it, Naked Guy?” Bexley asked. “You look like you have an idea.”
“Maybe I do,” he started hesitantly. Not because he didn’t have an idea, but because of what that idea involved.
“Well?” Alyssa urged. “Let’s hear it then.”
“Okay. What if we airdropped Chimera?”
“An airdrop?!” Ember blurted.
“My titan should have a second gravity catalyst by then, and I can use both to control my fall. Right, Bexley?”
“Well, yeah, but—”
“See? It’s perfect.” He grinned at them. “They’ll never know what hit them.”
“Hmm,” Alyssa pondered, crossing her arms. “It would certainly give us the element of surprise.”
“And place you alone in the middle of a hostile force,” Ember pointed out.
“Not necessary,” Alyssa said, clearly thinking out loud. “We could drop Long Shot off earlier. Remember, the third site is close to Mount Driver. So, Ember, you could approach the mountain from the opposite side of the ambush and get Long Shot into a good firing position before we deploy Chimera.” She looked over at the energy mage. “What do you think?”
“Well,” Ember sighed, “I suppose it’s not the stupidest plan I’ve ever been involved in.”
“Bold,” Locke corrected. “Not stupid. Bold.”
“Whatever makes you feel better.”
Despite his words, a part of him inwardly agreed with Ember and wondered what kind of mess he’d volunteered for. Still, if he was to help the Harriers out—and he was an official part of their team now—he needed to get in close.
Well, this was certainly one way to do it!
“All right then,” Alyssa said in an authoritative tone. “Let’s go with that. We can have Ember scout out the ambush before we commit. If we go in, any heavy weapon quads will be your sniping priorities.”
“Got it,” Ember replied.
“Don’t waste your shots on the titties,” Locke said. “I’ll take care of those after I land.”
The three women looked his way in unison. Partially because of what he’d said, but also because of who’d said it and what two of the three ladies had already done with him.
“‘Titties’?” Bexley echoed.
“Titties,” he repeated, then shrugged. “You know. Small titans.”
“Uhh,” Ember groaned and rolled her eyes.
“Oh, that’s what you meant,” Bexley exclaimed. “You’re talking about the rigs!”
“What did you think he meant?” Ember asked her.
“Well, with Naked Guy, who knows half the time?”
“Enough,” Alyssa cut in, and the bridge fell silent. Her eyes brightened, and she curled a thoughtful hand over her chin. Locke could see her mind working in those dark eyes.
Finally, she said, “We’ll do it. All of you, prep the titans, then rest up. We’re gonna hit Bort harder than he could ever imagine.”
***
Ember and Bexley promptly skittered out, Ember to run a check on Titan Long Shot’s condition, Bexley to work on Locke’s new gravity catalyst, but Locke stayed. Something about Alyssa’s face just told him he should.
Alyssa Harper was a strong, competent woman. That was obvious. But the surprise inside the letter had shot a distinct uncertainty into her eyes. It was subtle, but it was there, and it felt careless to not check up on it.
She must have noticed his concerned look because she masked it almost instantly.
“Titties, huh?” she quipped.
“It sounded funnier in my head,” he admitted, then asked, “You all right?”
“I’m fine,” she defended, but it sounded more like a reflex answer than anything else.
“You sure?”
“It’s—” She sighed and looked to the floor, then turned her head back to him. “It’s just … a lot. I know the two titan cores we have are valuable, but I can’t believe Bort would resort to such underhanded means to get them. I’ve never had someone want me dead before. Especially for something so … petty.”
She almost spat the last word, then she turned to face him, her eyes fiery, but distant and weary with exhaustion, like a dying coal.
One that needed to be rekindled.
The Harper’s Harriers weren’t much without Alyssa Harper, after all.
“Anything I can do to help?” he asked.
“No, but thank you all the …” She trailed off, and a strange twinkle glittered in her eyes.
“Alyssa?” he asked.
She flashed a sly grin at him as she walked over to a wall box and retrieved a heavy metal die. Was that a D20? She dropped it onto a console and checked the number.
“Why couldn’t I have rolled that earlier?”
“Pardon?” he asked.
“Not that it matters this time.” She picked up the die. “Do they have these where you’re from?”
“Depends who you ask. I had one, but rarely used it.”
“Then do you know what the phrase ‘natural twenty’ means?”
“I certainly do.”
“Well then.” She dropped the die back into the wall box.
Locke wasn’t sure exactly what happened next, but in the space of a breath, her mouth was on his, and his primal instincts did the rest. His hands clamped around her waist, and he pulled her body close to him.
She jerked her head away.
“Sorry!” Locke said. “Was that too—”
That was when he heard her gasp—and realized that she’d disengaged for air, and was now coming back to his mouth. She wrapped her arms around his neck, kissing more intently, until the two withdrew at the same time, faces red.
“I think someone could use some”—he raised an inquisitive eyebrow—“stress relief?”
Alyssa laughed, glancing away from his eyes. “Yes, I suppose I could. But not here.” Now she looked straight back at him. “Meet me in my room in ten minutes.”
***
Locke arrived at Alyssa’s cabin exactly ten minutes after they left the bridge, and knocked.
“It’s open,” Alyssa said.
Locke entered. It was obvious from one glance that this was the captain’s quarters. The room was large and luxuriant, with an equivalently sized bed, covered in sensuous-looking red sheets. Alyssa stood beside it, still wrapped in her captain’s jacket, though through the partings of the heavy cloth, he could see that the rest of her normal wardrobe was gone, replaced by the same silky lingerie she’d worn the first night all the ladies had barged into his room, and a white gem strung from a necklace that fell tantalizingly between the feminine curves of her chest.
That sight sent a new rush of heat to his loins. That lingerie was alluring, but he couldn’t deny the appeal of a woman in an airship captain’s jacket. Beauty aside, there was something appealing about that kind of competence, and the idea that someone like her found someone like him worth fucking.
She strode over to him, graceful and elegant even in her scant clothing, and with only a brief pause to glance her eyes into his, slipped her lips against his mouth.
“You’ve become an indispensable part of this crew already,” she breathed between kisses. “We’re lucky to have found you.”
“I’m glad to have helped,” he replied. There was more to it than altruism, of course—namely giant robots and hot girls—but now wasn’t the time to bring that up. Right now, he reveled in her kisses, delicate and sensual and slow. Perhaps a little too slow.
He remembered her vigorous advances on the bridge and so, without warning, snatched her waist and pulled her close. He pressed his mouth into hers with a hot, ravenous breath and then fell onto the bed with her, still devouring her lips.
When she disengaged, it was with an invigorated laugh—and a yank on his neck that pulled him down to her on the bed.
Locke caught himself before he smooshed her, clamping one hand on either of her shoulders, straddling her thighs between his knees. As he landed, her captain’s jacket popped open to reveal the majesty of her body, clad in a satiny red nightgown just long enough to hide her most tantalizing parts.
And well, who was he to ignore that?
He kissed her on the mouth again. Her tongue coursed adventurously against his own as her hands wrapped around his neck and as one of his hands cupped the cloth of her gown, sensing the heat of her body beneath the sheer fabric. He groped her as they kissed, and then he yanked the cloth down. A singular breast sprang out, exposed, its pink nipple already hard and ready for him.
He pressed his mouth to the tip, coursed his tongue hungrily over the texture, then suckled and graced it with his teeth. All the while Alyssa’s chest heaved in delight, her breath escaping her lungs in ecstatic sighs. He decided to give her more.
Locke kissed down the shape of her breast, then tore the second free of its satin restraints and addressed it, too, running his fingers over the first as he did so.
Her breasts were somewhere between Ember and Bexley’s, generous and firm, yet elegant instead of voluptuous, and now that he thought of it, rather well-sized for …
“Take me out,” he said, then raised himself over her and moved one of her hands from his neck to his pants. She didn’t hesitate. She undid the buttons with ease and navigated the underclothes beneath, and soon he sprang out of his own clothes, erect and ready.
He sat on her chest, and then grabbed her breasts and pressed them around him. He felt his own breaths stagger as he ground himself between her flesh, as his balls dragged and slid across the smooth comfort of her gown into the delightful warmth of the rest of her.
This must not have been her first time, for every time he thrust, she raised her head to plant a kiss on his tip, and then a lick, and soon he decided he wanted more of that.
He slid up her chest and pushed his cock between her lips. He saw her eyes go wide as she struggled to take his girth, but she persisted, and he slid himself right down her throat. He held there for a few moments, then pulled out until only the tip remained inside her mouth, before he began thrusting into her throat like an overworked piston.
Fuck, her mouth was so hot!
But she did need to breathe, after all, and so he pulled himself out with a gasp. She gasped, too, and coughed, but she didn’t complain.
Instead she grabbed his cock and held it.
“I’d heard some things, but … wow!” She stroked along the bulging rod as if measuring it. “I’m going to need help.”
“I’ll go easy,” Locke said.
“No, I mean, I’m … tight,” she replied, with a slightly intensified blush.
“Tight?” Locke raised an eyebrow. This didn’t sound like a downside.
“Especially compared to that!” She gave him another stroke then rolled over to open a drawer next to her bed.
Locke didn’t know what they were called here, but the shape of the object she produced made it clear it was a dildo. She handed it to him.
“Loosen me up,” she said, and spread her legs wide for him.
Her legs revealed a pair of red, lacy panties that were already giving a fine display of her enthusiasm. He traced his fingers across the wet cloth covering her hottest part.
“Here?” he said huskily.
She nodded with an eager smile, and Locke took the sight of her in—an airship captain, in a bold captain’s jacket, her breasts open to the world and her legs equally as open, only for him, all wrapped in a disheveled sheen of shiny red. There were few things sexier than a classy woman suddenly acting very un-classy, right in front of his exposed penis.
He wanted to just shove it in her—but he wanted her to enjoy it, too, and so he slipped his fingers beneath the lace and pressed them inside.
“Aaah,” Alyssa moaned, loudly, as he twisted himself along the texture of her insides.
She wasn’t lying. She was definitely tighter than the other two—which would feel amazing once she was ready, but she still needed … encouragement. So he eased the cloth aside, revealing her throbbing, red lips, and eased the tip of the dildo inside.
Another loud moan escaped from her mouth as he did, and another as her lower mouth fully consumed the artificial tip. Her back arched as if she was trying to get away from it, but he grabbed her breast and held her down, gently easing it in and out, in and out, as it grated against the glistening texture of her insides. He could feel her tightness even through this toy and so began to swirl and twist it as it went in, hoping that would loosen her further. It worked. Hot, salty-smelling fluid gushed over his hand as he pressed it to the very back of her. He coursed his fingers around her opening as it filled her, as he pulled it all the way out, then eased it in again, all the way out, then in, all while watching her writhe in pleasure on the bed until a scream of delight spilled from her lips.
She arched, and then fell exhausted on the bed.
“Sorry!” she said. “I—your hand was just … so good!”
“Well, you clearly enjoyed yourself, so I can’t complain,” Locke replied.
Alyssa laughed, her embarrassment slightly alleviated. Her panties had slid back over the dildo’s end, so she pulled the cloth away and breathed, “Your turn.” She held out her arms as a welcome. “I’m ready!”
Locke didn’t have to be told twice. He yanked the toy out and then positioned himself before her. She had loosened, but when he pressed his tip to her opening, he found that it would still be a tight fit. She could accommodate him, of course, but he wondered if he might not need some extra help to get in.
“Get on your knees,” he said.
She did as he requested, and he flung her captain’s jacket aside to reveal the sensuous curves of her buttocks and those panties, again in the way. He pushed them aside and eased himself inside.
As he did, Alyssa’s back arched again, and loud moans escaped from her mouth as she moved her hips to accommodate him. Damn, he wasn’t even in yet, and she was already making noise. He clamped his hands on her hips to keep her from making any too-enthusiastic gyrations, then caught a glimpse of her headboard. It was mirrored, so he could see the entire spectacle of her before him, her breasts hanging free of her captain’s jacket, her hair dangling in erotic disarray over her shoulders, her face grimacing in both pleasure and delightful pain.
He couldn’t contain himself at that sight. He thrust himself into her to the base, and another moan burst from her lips as his tip struck the very back of her. He couldn’t stop now. He was too far in, and she felt amazing.
He snatched her arms and pulled her back to his chest as he knelt on the bed. The move yanked her into the air so that her breasts pointed to the ceiling and her ass was hot against his pelvis. He licked the beading sweat off her neck.
“Use those hips,” he said. “Ride me.”
Alyssa did, and Locke watched in the reflection as her hips gyrated over his dick, as his shaft pulled at her lips as it left her, as her lips spread hungrily to accept him back in. He didn’t know why, but there was something particularly arousing about watching himself go into and out of a woman on a surface other than his own eyes—and as he thought it, he saw himself grow wider in the reflection.
Alyssa squealed in delight as he spread her insides even wider. He moved her legs and raised one to better accommodate his shape.
“Need some help?” Locke said, and thrust his hips up into hers right as she came down.
A staccato string of cries and breaths belted out from her in quick succession as he hammered himself up into her. He swore he could see the bulge of his thrusts all the way up in her stomach!
He pressed her back down to the bed and pulled himself out, then turned her over onto her back, snatched her hips, and dragged her to the edge of the bed. She looked even more disheveled than before, and thoroughly exhausted, but he wasn’t done.
“You opened up nicely,” he said, and then slid his tip back into her.
He watched with ravenous attention as her back arched against his entry, as she writhed in pleasure—and surely enough, as evidence of his presence inside her slowly moved up through her abdomen. He went slow the first time, just so he could see it.
Finally, he pulled himself back and rammed into her like a runaway freight train. Every delicious sensation of that afternoon came to a head—the hot, wet tightness of her, the ecstatic screams every time he jammed to the back of her, the exaggerated bulge that told him exactly where he was inside her. His every thrust blended into a steamy, wet cacophony of erotic slaps, squeals and wet gushes of pleasure, until finally he felt all of his own excitement explode into her. Alyssa arched and moaned as if she could feel the force of it penetrating even deeper into her than before, and he wasn’t surprised, for his own body felt like it was draining, and when he looked down, he saw the white evidence of his enthusiasm spilling out after he pulled out.
Alyssa laid there a moment, exhausted and slightly bewildered but, it seemed, mostly refreshed.
“The others were right,” she said.
“Feeling less stressed?” Locke asked.
Alyssa rolled over to sit up on the bed.
“Yes, I think I’m sufficiently … de-stressed.”
Chapter Seventeen
Bort Drasti waited in the cockpit of Titan Deathly Rhythm, his reflex link keeping him alerted to the activities around him, his patience wearing thin.
He hadn’t once heard from his two hired thugs, which he took to mean they’d either failed spectacularly or else just run off with his initial payment—though he doubted they were that stupid. Oh, they were stupid, but they also knew he’d send his mercenaries after them to reclaim the fee, and his mercenaries were a lot more skilled than they were, a lot more brutal, and knew precisely how expendable those two were in the grand scheme of things. The only people who would miss Rat and Loopy were the people they owed.
Still, he’d at least thought them capable of taking out that stubborn girl and her crew. Gods, what an idiot! She was even less competent with the titan cores than her parents had been!
He’d wanted Long Shot’s core since before he’d married into the Harper family, which was itself yet another simple transaction to elevate his status in the world, and his desire for it only increased when the fools somehow stumbled upon a second core. A core they couldn’t even use properly!
Such foolishness really shouldn’t have surprised him. From his vantage as “family,” he’d observed what the Harpers had used Long Shot for—odd jobs and random errands, mostly scouring newly-arrived meteorfall sites, killing the odd monster or two, and occasionally lifting heavy things. That was the kind of work a rig could do, and in fact he had several of those cleaning up the crater before him. Using a titan for tasks like that was like using a bomb to obliterate an anthill.
It was a disgrace to the potential of what titan cores could really do, and he himself was evidence of that. He’d built up his own wildly successful mercenary company in less time than the Harriers had even existed—and now, it was time for him to build it more.
The Shadow Slayers were about to go from having a single titan to having three!
He’d tried to take the civil approach, but that dumb girl wouldn’t listen to reason, wouldn’t recognize her own ineptitude, and—well, she was about to. Hard.
It had been a year since he made his first serious offer, and he was tired of waiting. Her titan cores deserved to be in the hands of someone who knew how to use them, and soon they would be.
It had been a few days since he’d sent her off with his carefully chosen bounties. Assuming she’d accomplished the first two at all and wasn’t dead in a ditch somewhere, she should arrive here at Mount Driver within the day, and so he and his forces had settled into position.
He’d specifically chosen this bounty to be their last, not because of the meteor—he’d already assigned his forces to clean it out so they wouldn’t have to deal with it during the upcoming battle—but because of the location itself.
The meteor had shattered a crater right at the base of Mount Driver. It was one of the most notable landmarks on all of Haven, a great verdant mountain shooting up out of the range surrounding it like the fingertip of a god. Low-hanging clouds swirled around its snow-capped zenith, and everything beneath it was covered in ancient, untouched forest. Evergreen trees as wide as his titan stretched upward to heights that could obscure several titans, even if they stood on top of each other.
In short, it offered plenty of cover, even for his mech. Even for an entire mercenary unit. Presently he had two heavy weapon quads hidden in the trees and two dozen rigs scouting around discreetly. Not to mention the newly upgraded tier five time catalyst in his right arm. He didn’t think he’d need all these advantages, but they’d help him get the job done faster, which was all he wanted—to kill this useless annoyance and grab her cores so he could get on with his life.
Really, it was her own fault for being so blind and stupid.
And so he settled into his place among the trees, and waited.
***
It was hard to sneak in a twelve-ton giant robot, but Ember managed.
Of course, the size of the local trees helped.
The Blue Heron had dropped her off seven miles shy of the peak of Mount Driver so she could creep up to the site and scout. It was a risky move, scouting in a mech, but the Blue Heron itself would have been so conspicuous in its approach that they’d lose any element of surprise, and as skilled as Locke was, Titan Chimera was built like an obvious brick compared to the slender frame of Titan Long Shot. Of all of them, she was best equipped for scouting. Plus, Locke had his own role in the plan.
“Ember?” he radioed in.
“Hold it,” she replied. “I’m not in position yet. Almost there.”
She dipped and wove between the colossal trees as quietly as she was able, until she came upon the massive jut of Mount Driver and made her way around to the opposite side. Bort and company, she expected, would be positioned on the side facing the Blue Heron’s approach—or rather, what they expected to be the Blue Heron’s side of approach—so she was less likely to be noticed on this side. Certainly enough, she ran into none of Bort’s forces before she reached the treeline and settled into the cover of the topmost trees.
She had the highest of the high ground, and she activated her titan’s scope—deployable from the side of her shoulder-mounted mega-catalyst cannon—to peer through the trees.
It took some looking, but soon she saw the tell-tale evidence of disturbance—two unnaturally straight breaks in the canopy foliage; open, shadowed spaces where there should have been a thick, unbroken blanket of branches and needles; and of course, unnatural glints of metal surfaces.
She reported what she saw—one titan, two quads.
“And how many titties?” Locke asked.
Ember rolled her eyes. “For the last time, Locke, the ‘small titans’ are not titties! They’re called rigs.”
“Oh, I know that,” Locke replied, and then went off into some tangent about being nervous, as if they weren’t all nervous about taking on an actual mercenary squad.
Finally, Alyssa brought them back to the task at hand.
“How many rigs do you see?”
Ember revisited her scope, as some had just moved from the crater to the forest.
“Ten to fifteen,” she said. “Hard to be exact. Some of them are obscured by the trees, and the quads will probably have some extra rigs that I can’t see from here.”
“That’s a whole lot of titties,” Alyssa quipped.
“Uhh,” Ember groaned. “Not you, too.”
Sure, they were all nervous, but couldn’t they at least be classy about it?
Soon the Blue Heron banked around the peak of the mountain. A vehicle of that size only had so much time before it lost the element of surprise, even a mile up and partially obscured by clouds, and they intended to make full use of it. No one expected titans to drop from the sky—too much risk of damage, except for those with gravity catalysts.
“Watch it,” Ember warned. “That unexpected turn must have grabbed their attention. Those two quads are swinging their guns your way.”
“Time to go!” Locke called out over the radio, and Ember watched as Titan Chimera plunged out of the airship’s belly like a humanoid missile.
Bexley had pulled an all-nighter and most of today-er to finish the second gravity catalyst in Locke’s leg. Now he modulated both catalysts to control his fall, but it was less than graceful, and the mages and engineers on the quads caught sight of him before he could land.
Ember flinched as a solid beam of yellow light blasted up from one of the quad’s cannons, narrowly missing Locke’s awkward form as it dropped through the air. Just as quickly, a second beam splashed against his shield and melted a glowing red bulge into its metal before it threw him backward, spinning through the air on catalysts he struggled to control.
“Ember, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m being shot at!” he radioed in, voice labored.
“Is this a surprise?” Ember quipped, and peered through her scope at the nearest quad.
“Isn’t this the part where you start shooting at them?” Locke pressed.
“Hold it,” Ember replied, and continued to line up her sight. “I don’t want to waste my opening shot.” For, with the force of the shot she had planned, there was no way she wouldn’t reveal her location.
Another blast of energy glanced off the edge of Chimera’s shield.
“Would you fire sooner if I said pretty please?” Locke strained.
“No need,” Ember replied. “Aaaand … gotcha!”
The magical force that burst from Ember’s rifle was not a mere bullet. No, it seared through the air like a red-hot lance of thermal energy, melted through the top of the enemy quad like its armor plating was mere ice and plunged straight into its void furnace. That singular blast set off a chain reaction that cracked the quad wide open. It sent magical tongues of lightning and steam crackling and hissing through the air as the quad began to break apart. The mages and engineers manning the cannons barely managed to flee before the four-legged weapon platform blasted apart in a cascade of uncontrolled magic.
The exploding void furnace flung the quad’s superstructure several stories into the air, and it crashed back down beside the quad with a ringing, metallic thump.
“That’s one!” Ember declared—just in time for a beam from the second quad to slice across the mountainside.
So much for her secret location.
The beam licked wide of her actual position—the crew didn’t have a precise fix on her, it seemed—but they were close enough. She ducked deeper into the shadows to find a new vantage to take out that second quad.
At the same time, she saw Locke land amongst some encroaching rigs.
“Made it!” he laughed.
“Three rigs heading toward you,” Ember said. “North by northwest.”
“I see them,” Locke responded, and soon she heard the unmistakable clank of a rig crumpling under his hammer.
“Who’s next?” she heard Locke jeer through her radio.
Titan Chimera had joined the battle.
***
The closest of the rigs made Locke’s decision easy. It raised its void rifle at Titan Chimera, pocked a few shots at it that plinked off the chest armor, and the other rig joined in.
Brave, but ultimately futile, Locke thought. After all, mercenaries or not, his was a newly upgraded and refurbished titan with a big-ass hammer and no fucks to give, and they had nothing but void rifles and balls.
Locke raised his hammer over his head and brought it down hard on the closest rig, then raised it again. The second rig tried to move out of the way, but it was too slow, and its head crumpled under the force of his hammer with a satisfying crunch. He pulled the weapon back, then swept it across both of them, knocking them onto their bulky backs so that their limbs flailed like those of overturned turtles.
He was tempted to bring the hammer down again, to crush the life out of them—after all, they would have done the same to him—but caught himself. His life in this world might have been more brutal and adventuresome than what he’d experienced on Earth, but that didn’t give him the right to snuff out lives as if they were nothing.
Plus, it just gave him a good laugh to see them scramble there like turtles.
His laughter was cut short, though, when another bright flash filled his vision. He converted the hammer into a shield—a swift, precise motion with his tier three catalyst—and raised it in time to take another quad beam straight on.
He tried to leverage his weight against it now that he had the ground to press upon, but even then the beam was wildly powerful and forced him back, his feet digging grooves in the dirt. He channeled power through his gravity catalysts, anchoring himself in place, and held the shield firm as it absorbed the energized fury. The beam winked out, leaving a melted bubble of swiftmetal—moments before a second beam bored into the shield, just above the first.
If he took another one like that, it might blast right through.
Another beam powered up, and he released his gravity catalysts and dodged left through the massive trees.
“Ember! A little help!” he shouted as the beam tracked him.
“Working on it!” Ember replied—and then cursed as another beam from the same quad fired at what must have been a spot close to her position.
At the same time, the quad fired on him once more. This time he dodged by funneling magic into his gravity catalysts and jumping, his eyes pointed at the quad. Perhaps he’d be able to see something Ember couldn’t from this vantage.
He certainly did.
“Ember, they must have a matter mage on board!” He shouted as he leaped away from another beam. “Someone’s reinforcing the superstructure! I think they’re trying to protect the void furnace!”
“Can you stop that mage?” Ember shouted back, under the strain of dodging another beam. “At least until I get into position?”
“I certainly can!” Locke’s titan dropped to the ground with a thunderous thump, and then he sprinted for the base of the quad.
The cannon tried to fire on him, but soon he was too close for the engineers to effectively target, and with a great, magic-fueled leap, he crested the top of the quad platform and thudded onto the gun deck.
And into a circle of very worried mages.
“Hello, boys!”
He angled his left arm down and sprayed a cone of freezing cold onto the mercenaries, unsure which was the matter mage. At once, swiftmetal stopped flowing across the superstructure to reinforce it—but now a different motion followed.
Ten rigs thumped toward him as a solid unit two ranks deep, their void rifles whirring and ready to fire. He leaped off the quad and raked them with a freezing blast, but these rigs were of a higher quality than Rat’s and Loopy’s. They broke through the glittering patina of ice with minimal effort, lined up in a firing formation with practiced efficiency, and fired all at once.
Locke leaped to avoid the barrage, but some of the energy bolts landed, and he saw the symbols for his gravity catalysts glow yellow from damage. It wasn’t disastrous, but it wasn’t good, either. Some of their void rifles packed serious punch for machines that size.
He landed on one end of the line of rigs and swung his war hammer through several of them, then charged through the rest of their formation, bowling them over with Chimera’s bulk. They tried to scatter out of the way before reforming their formation, but he’d taken out or severely damaged roughly half of them.
He smashed one with his hammer, pinning it against one of the quad’s legs, whacked another so that it turtled onto its back, whammed a third into the trees like an overcomplicated golf ball, and finally re-formed his swiftmetal back into a shield to stop the next barrage of magical fire.
He wasn’t doing badly, and the remaining rigs regrouped with the hesitant motions of men who’d bitten off more than they could chew. But still, something felt off to him, like an itch in the back of his mind—and then he realized what.
“Alyssa!” he radioed. “Have you seen Bort?”
“I’ve never seen him from this vantage,” Alyssa reported. “He’s probably somewhere in the trees, waiting for an opportune moment. Be alert.”
“Ember, what about you?” Locke continued, charging the rigs once more.
“I lost track of him when the quad exploded!” Ember said quickly. “I’m lined up. Get away from the quad—AAH!”
It happened in the course of one second.
Locke dodged out of the way.
A red-hot beam flashed past him.
And the spot of mountain that the beam had come from roiled with the wild melee of two titans.
Locke rocketed as high as he could go, even as Ember’s shot pierced through the quad behind him, even as it combusted in a glorious eruption of flame and magical energy. He sailed through the air, which granted him a better view, if only briefly. Further up the mountain, centuries-old trees shook and fell and flew as some colossal conflict raged beneath them—a conflict composed of blue and silver flashes … and black and green ones.
Titan Deathly Rhythm.
“Ember, I’m coming!” Locke shouted.
“Hurry! He’s—!”
The screeching tear of ripping metal echoed through the entire mountain range, and something flashed into the air.
One of Titan Long Shot’s arms thudded to the ground, ripped free of the main body just past the shoulder, the mangled remains of her mega-catalyst still attached. Ember wouldn’t be sniping for any more of this battle.
“Ember, answer me!” Locke called out.
“Little busy right now!” Ember snapped, her voice labored.
Locke rushed up the mountain, using his gravity catalysts to speed his ascent.
The sleek, black form of Titan Deathly Rhythm stood amidst a flattened treeline, tall and untouched, Titan Long Shot’s head clutched in one hand as Ember tried to squirm free—but couldn’t, her movement and the force it carried slowed to utter uselessness. A plume of fire energy gathered in her remaining arm, directed straight for Deathly Rhythm’s cockpit, but even it coalesced with laconic, impotent speed. It was like watching her try to move in water.
And when Titan Deathly Rhythm snatched for her other arm, it did so with speed that blurred.
Locke didn’t even stop to think. He just surged magic into his gravity catalysts and jumped.
With a great, ringing clang, he smashed into Bort’s back. He had no idea how Bort hadn’t heard his mech run up, but he didn’t care. The surprise knocked Long Shot from Deathly Rhythm’s grip. Ember’s gathering heat blast shot wide past Deathly Rhythm’s head as she fell—but she couldn’t escape. The moment she landed, Bort recovered and planted one of his mech’s feet on her chest, slowing her scramble again as he turned to face Locke.
“You must be the one who’s been giving my forces so much trouble,” Bort spoke over Deathly Rhythm’s external speakers. “And a void mage at that. Interesting. I assume you can command time magic as well, despite your titan’s lack of an appropriate catalyst?”
“What’s it to you?” Locke snapped.
“Oh, just wondering what that dumb girl is paying you. Purely for my own amusement, mind you.” Deathly Rhythm shifted its posture to face Chimera more directly, his right arm crackling with powerful green magic. “Inevitably, it’s a pittance compared to what I could have paid you. Tell me, what led a void mage to sign on with a group of losers like the Harriers?”
“It’s better than signing on with some sick fuck who tries to kill women for a few titan cores,” Locke spat back.
“‘Women,’ you say?” Bort began to chuckle. “Oh, how rich. I suppose her coffers might be empty, but she and her crew still have … services they can offer.” Deathly Rhythm shook its head. “Is that what drew you to their ranks?”
“Why the hell do you care?”
“Professional curiosity. You sound young enough and fit enough. You’re a man. You’re with a crew of nothing but women. And one of them is Bexley,” he added for emphasis. “I know exactly what was going through your mind there.”
“A gentleman never tells,” Locke replied, circling Deathly Rhythm, watching for an opening.
“You may not, but I know the Harriers’ finances better than even your idiot captain does, so I have some sense of what you’re being paid. I think I can confidently say it’s not all in tetramarks. Am I right, boy?”
“Go fuck yourself.”
“Oh dear, oh dear. Those words had some bite to them. It must be true, then, a void mage whoring himself out to a ship full of stupid sluts.” He ground Deathly Rhythm’s heel into Long Shot. “What a tragedy. I see you have no business sense about you at all. Such a shame, really.”
Locke brushed his gaze over Deathly Rhythm once more. He only saw one catalyst in the entire mech, lodged in his right arm and fully energized. If they could detach or destroy that catalyst, they could remove the advantage of Bort’s time magic.
“If it’s ass you’re after, a void mage should really have higher standards than a failed captain, a runaway mage, and a whore mechanic,” Bort continued. “Tell you what. Why don’t you just surrender your titan to me and save me the trouble of beating you to death? I’ll even hook you up with a lifetime membership at my favorite brothel, since you apparently work for cheap. That way, I get what I want and you, I assume, get what you’re lusting after. See? We both win.”
“Thanks for the offer,” Locke retorted, charging up his energy catalyst, “but right now, the only ass I’m after … is yours!”
He flung the biggest ball of energy he could muster straight for Bort’s catalyst. Bort flashed away to the side, as Locke expected, but that also freed up Long Shot to move at regular speed, and she climbed back to her feet.
“We need to go for his right arm!” Locke radioed to Ember. “If we take out his catalyst, we can slow him—”
He was interrupted when Bort dashed in with a sword Locke hadn’t noticed before, its tip aimed straight at Chimera’s cockpit. Locke formed a shield to block the blow and completed it just in time … for Bort to shove a second sword toward Locke’s waist armor.
Locke could do nothing to block that. He tried turning his shield to deflect both attacks, but he felt Bort’s time magic coursing through him, through the point of Bort’s sword, slowing even his body in the cockpit down to a fraction of its natural speed.
“O-o-o-o-oh … shi-i-i-i …”
The only part of him that moved at normal speed was his brain, which wondered where Bort had gotten those swords. He wasn’t a void mage, too, was he? No. Deathly Rhythm didn’t have any matter catalysts, and those swords didn’t have the bright, bizarre, alive-looking sheen of newly formed swiftmetal. More likely they were regular, solid weapons that he’d just hidden very well on the titan somewhere. Perhaps in twin compartments on its back.
Which was good to know, but did not make them any less terrifying to think about as those swords came for his robot’s mechanical guts.
But then, in his slowed-down time frame, he saw the distinct shape of Titan Long Shot rising behind Deathly Rhythm, its left hand glowing with a shape like a red-hot sun.
A spray of focused, angry energy splashed into Deathly Rhythm’s arm, and Bort’s first sword disconnected from Locke’s shield. He felt time speed up around him, and he juked to the side as the second sword slipped past him without a touch. Before Bort could recover, Locke shot a fiery charge of heat energy straight into the titan’s face.
He pushed back before the smoke cleared—he needed to keep physical distance from that mech—and was about to rush in again when a bright beam from the surviving quad seared across his vision.
“Damn, that was close!” Locke exclaimed to Ember. “I thought you took that quad out!”
“I must not have taken out the furnace!” she answered urgently. “They reinforced it, remember!”
Locke spared himself a glance and saw that, while there was a huge hole in the quad’s platform, its furnace continued to burn.
“Can you take it out in your state?” Locke asked.
“I can, but what about you?” Ember replied—right as Bort darted toward Titan Chimera.
Locke couldn’t dodge him. He was too fast. All he could do was throw up his shield and hope to mitigate the damage. Twin swords sparked against his shield, and slothful time magic coursed through his body.
“I’ll … be … fine …” Locke radioed in, which was an outright lie, but also the only thing he had time to say before Bort spun left around his shield and shoved his second sword right between Locke’s shoulder plates.
Bright red alarms flashed in slow motion in his cockpit, then faster and louder as the sword withdrew, breaking the time magic’s contact with him. The arm was still attached—he could still access his energy magic—but some of his artificial muscles had been severed, and any attempt to raise the arm produced even more alerts.
He thought about using his matter magic to repair it as best he could, but Bort didn’t give him the chance. He zipped around to Titan Chimera’s back and plunged again for the same shoulder.
Locke had no time to turn around. Deathly Rhythm’s sword slid under his shoulder armor once more—and this time, it hit its mark. With a sharp screech of tearing metal, the sword cleaved upward, and his arm fell free and thunked uselessly to the ground.
He’d lost his only ranged weapon.
Which he needed to take on a damned time mage!
Bort was simply too fast to engage in close quarters.
He needed something else to keep the distance open—anything that would keep Bort from making direct contact with his titan. He could throw his hammer, he supposed, but then he’d be short a hammer.
And then it occurred to him—he was surrounded by things he could throw. Entire trees lay uprooted around him, and the thicker, still-standing ones further down the mountain could provide good cover and obstacles that would keep Bort from darting directly to him. So he snatched one from the ground and swung it like a mecha-sized baseball bat. Locke didn’t know what direction Bort was coming from this time, but it didn’t matter. He swung the tree in a forceful circle around him—and eventually, it hit.
It didn’t do much more than knock Bort off balance before shattering into splinters, but that was all he needed it to do. While Bort recovered, Locke sprinted down the mountain toward the old growth trees, weaving in and out of the colossal foliage to attempt to throw Bort off his trail, if only for a moment.
“Ember!” he shouted as he ran. “Where are you?”
His answer came in the form of a hot, fiery whump! and a huge explosion. A great cloud of smoke, speckling with lightning streaks, billowed up through the trees, so large Locke could see it block the meager sunlight that slipped through the canopy.
“Heading back to you!” Ember replied—right as Titan Deathly Rhythm sprinted back into Locke’s line of sight. But now Locke had advantages that Bort didn’t. Gravity catalysts, for one, and lots of trees against which to use them.
Locke funneled magic into his legs and super-jumped into the air mere seconds before Bort caught up with him. Bort might have been fast, but he didn’t have much vertical potential compared to Locke, and Titan Chimera extended a quick middle finger right before it snatched the end of an enormous branch.
The branch snapped under Chimera’s weight—which was not what Locke had intended, but the maneuver still ended in his favor, as it gave him a bludgeon nearly as tall as his titan was.
The moment he thumped to the earth, he swept the branch along the ground, kicking up fallen leaves, dirt, and other debris, anything to impair Bort’s vision.
If he could somehow sneak up on or distract Bort before he activated his time catalyst, he could easily smash the right arm into oblivion—but he had to hit first, and before Bort could channel his magic. Otherwise Bort would slow down the blow enough to render its force useless.
Question was, how? Though the trees provided good cover, he couldn’t forget that he was in a big, stompy robot, which as a rule would be pretty hard to completely hide in a natural setting. Even as it kicked up a cloud of debris. Perhaps especially as it kicked up a cloud of debris.
Well, time was running out.
He saw the distinct green flash of Deathly Rhythm heading in his direction. Bort had found him, and now all he had left was to improvise.
He swung his branch in a circle again. Bort dodged it and tried to lunge with a sword, but Locke fired his gravity catalysts and leaped out of his reach before the blow could land. Bort was able to turn, though, before Locke landed, and sent another thrust straight for Locke’s remaining arm.
Locke formed his shield and felt the inevitable slowing as Deathly Rhythm’s sword connected with his defenses—but then he felt something he did not expect.
A great clang of a force smashed into Bort from behind, and Locke saw both him and one of the cannon barrels from the destroyed quad go flying. Before Bort could even skid to a stop, the distinct blue and silver streak of Titan Long Shot dove on top of him, another shard of debris gripped in its remaining hand, and Ember stabbed that shard into Deathly Rhythm’s time catalyst.
The hit landed.
To be followed by a huge blast of heat energy from Long Shot’s remaining catalyst.
Titan Deathly Rhythm’s arm and time catalyst exploded into a thousand pieces of metal scrap.
Bort’s advantage was gone.
“You bitch!” Bort snarled through his speakers.
He put a foot to Long Shot’s chest and kicked her off before leaping back to his feet, sword clenched in his remaining hand. He thrust toward Long Shot, and even though he now lacked a time catalyst, he was still an experienced titan mage. His sword point plunged through Ember’s last energy catalyst before she could recover her footing, and it exploded with a searing flash, taking her arm off with it.
Now Ember had lost all of her advantages.
That left Locke, Titan Chimera, and his big-ass hammer.
Which he fully intended to use.
Bort might have built his mech for speed, but now it was slower than he was accustomed to, and it seemed to be taking him time to adjust. He thrust for Locke, and Locke reshaped his swiftmetal into a shield—but not to block.
He allowed the sword to slip through the shape of the shield—and then he re-hardened the metal and wrenched the sword out of Bort’s hand. He threw the sword away with a fraction of the swiftmetal still attached, so even if he picked it up, it would be a less than optimal weapon, then he shaped the rest back into his massive war hammer—
—and swung!
Bort crossed his forearms to block the blow, but though they were armored, they were still up against the bulk of a huge hammer with the full force of a titan behind it. The hammer head landed with a satisfying crunch, and Deathly Rhythm’s vambraces imploded inward, armor shattering, artificial muscles tearing free.
Locke continued to swing Titan Chimera’s hammer up, down, and around, keeping the pressure on, pummeling Deathly Rhythm without end. Occasionally Bort was able to slip out of the path of his attacks, but he couldn’t stop Chimera’s onslaught.
Locke felt the tide turn, felt Deathly Rhythm yielding to his might, and finally he pulled the hammer back for a mighty blow.
He arced his hammer for Deathly Rhythm’s knee, shattering it into an explosion of shrapnel and mechanical pieces, and Bort’s titan collapsed to its remaining knee, its mobility shot to hell.
But given what Bort had tried to do to them, that wasn’t enough for Locke.
He raised his war hammer and brought it straight down on Deathly Rhythm’s head, crumpling it into an unrecognizable caricature of itself and shattering the inputs that clued Bort into the outside world.
Titan Deathly Rhythm slumped to the dirt, lame and blind, and though Bort probably couldn’t hear it, Locke scoffed at him.
“Who’s the bitch now?”
Chapter Eighteen
Titan Chimera and Titan Long Shot kicked the fallen mech a little more for good measure, until Bexley radioed down to say,
“Hey, I appreciate this particular application of violence, but the more you damage Deathly Rhythm, the more I have to fix up.”
“Oh?” Locke paused with his mech’s foot in midair. “We’re keeping it?”
“Damn right, we are,” Alyssa said. “I’m bringing the Blue Heron down into the crater. Do what you can to round up the remaining mercs. I’m putting in a call to the Constabulary to have the whole lot of them arrested for this mess.”
Locke turned to gaze down the mountainside, to where the wreckage from two quads still burned and pieces of rigs lay strewn about the forest. Some of the black-clad soldiers were busy trying to free comrades trapped in battered or broken rigs, but most of the others had been watching their boss lose with slack-jawed looks of disbelief etched on their faces.
They numbered perhaps forty or fifty men and women in total, and about half of them carried some form of small arms. For all the good that would do them—and they knew it, because none of those weapons were aimed at Titans Chimera or Long Shot.
Locke raised his huge war hammer meaningfully.
“Listen people,” he thundered over his speakers. “We can do this the hard way or the easy way. Your call.”
The crowd exchanged nervous glances amongst themselves. Finally, a man with a black beret and gold stripes on his shoulder—which Locke assumed meant he held some important rank in the company—stepped forward, slowly set his rifle on the ground, then stood up straight with his hands held in the air.
One by one, the rest of the Shadow Slayers followed his lead.
“I don’t think that’ll be a problem,” Locke commented back to Alyssa over the radio.
***
Ember stood watch over the prisoners while Locke picked up their titans’ missing limbs with Chimera and dumped them and Deathly Rhythm inside the Blue Heron’s hangar. Once finished, Bexley and Ember checked on Bort, only to find that Deathly Rhythm was so beaten, they’d need to cut Bort out before they could stick him in a cell, which was frankly more effort than they were willing to put into him at this point. Instead they drained the titan’s fuel and left Bort trapped inside for now. Once finished, Ember returned outside to help keep an eye on the Shadow Slayers.
“Won’t Bort just claim we picked this fight?” Locke asked, more to pass the time than anything else. “I mean, it’s not like a neutral party witnessed the battle.”
“Except we have the contract for this meteorfall site, remember?” Ember pointed out. “And there’s no way the Shadow Slayers didn’t know, because they’re the ones who subcontracted us.”
“Ah.”
“I think the Constabulary will find our case quite convincing.”
“Good to hear.”
Roughly an hour passed before a blue and burgundy airship crested over the horizon. It was smaller than the Blue Heron, perhaps two thirds its size, but it was also armed with what looked like mega-catalyst turrets.
The Constabulary airship landed in the crater opposite their own ship. The rear ramp dropped down, and squads of uniformed, helmet-headed constables marched out, followed by two titans. The constables promptly swept through the ranks of beaten-up mercenaries and began processing them.
The two titans headed for the Blue Heron, both colored in the dark gray of the Arcane Index with the yellow silhouettes of roaring lions emblazoned on their sides. By the looks of their catalysts, the bulkier of the two was piloted by a gravity mage who preferred to pummel enemies with massive fists, while the sleeker titan sported a solid halberd and a pair of shoulder-mounted energy catalysts.
A group of hooded figures exited the Constabulary airship and followed the Index titans.
“What’s the Index doing here?” Locke asked.
“They’re the ones who commissioned the meteorfall bounties,” Ember explained. “Alyssa must have called them as well.”
“Hey, you two,” Bexley radioed in. “Come on back inside. The Constabulary’s got this riffraff covered.”
“Roger that,” Locke replied, and began stomping back toward their airship.
***
Locke, Alyssa, Bexley, and Ember stood back while the constables finished prying Bort out of the remains of Titan Deathly Rhythm.
As they waited, Locke saw one of the Index officials push back her hood, revealing a familiar face—Tally, the attendant who had shown them to the testing room at the Arcane Index. She stepped over to Alyssa and opened a briefcase to reveal row after row of tightly packed tetramarks.
“The Index has verified the completion of your three bounties, so here’s payment for that,” she said. “Normally, we’d hand these funds over to the company who subcontracted you, but …” She gave Deathly Rhythm a quick glance.
“Of course,” Alyssa said, accepting their payment. “Best to handle it this way since they’re … otherwise occupied.”
“Quite right.” Tally produced a second envelope stamped with what looked like a police sigil. “Also, one of the constables asked me to pass this along. It’s bounties for the two criminals you captured earlier.”
Alyssa opened the envelope and clinked through the small change with a slight frown.
“They really weren’t worth much, were they?” she said.
“Any chance they could tag on a little more,” Bexley asked, “considering that they tried to murder us, too?”
“Unfortunately not,” Alyssa sighed, closing the envelope. “The original bounties weren’t for attempted murder, and those are what they’re paying on.” She slid the envelope into a pocket inside her captain’s jacket, then took the briefcase full of money. “Thank you,” she said.
Tally nodded back, and then excused herself back to the Constabulary airship.
“What about Bort and his thugs?” Locke asked once the four of them were relatively alone. The constables were creating quite a racket as they cut through Deathly Rhythm’s mangled armor.
“No bounties to collect there,” Alyssa said, but then flashed a grin, “however, any battlefield salvage belongs to us, since we hold the contract for clearing this site. That means Deathly Rhythm and what’s left of the rigs and quads all belong to us now.”
“Most of it we’ll likely just sell off as scrap,” Bexley began, “but Deathly Rhythm, well, that’s a different story!” She rubbed her hands together greedily. “Oh yeah. Just watch out! We’re going to become a three-titan outfit!”
“So we really do get to keep it?” Locke asked.
“Mm-hmm. Our contractual right to the wreckage is airtight.” Ember shrugged. “Besides, Bort’s not using it.”
“Who’s going to pilot it?” Locke asked eagerly. “I mean, I’ve already got Chimera, and it’s not like we have a time mage on board.” He blinked. “Do any of you know a time mage?”
“Oh, I have someone in mind,” Alyssa said, but didn’t elaborate further.
Soon the constables finished cutting Bort out of the titan. They carted him off, and Alyssa watched him go with a cold, stern eye. He didn’t even look up as the constables guided him back to their airship.
And so, once again the four of them had the Blue Heron all to themselves. Alyssa returned to the bridge, and soon enough they rose back into the sky.
***
Locke had gone back to his room after takeoff, but he thought about heading to the bridge next. It was a small nuance, but something about Alyssa’s voice just told him he should. So he did.
“Hey,” he said, stepping in.
“Need something?” Alyssa asked, looking over her shoulder with both hands still at the wheel.
“Just wondering how you’re doing. That’s all. Thought I’d check in on you before I clean up.”
“What are you? My mother?” she quipped, but she said it with a light, endearing smile. “Bort will be rotting in prison for the next decade or so, and the worst things I have to look forward to are awkward conversations with my aunt at the next family reunion. I’ll be fine.”
“Okay,” Locke said with a satisfied nod. “Like I said, just checking.”
He started to swing the door shut.
“Wait,” Alyssa said softly.
Locke eased the door back open.
She let out a long, tired sigh then turned back to him.
“While you’re here, there is something I wanted to tell you. Not about Bort or my family or anything like that. You have a moment?”
“Sure.” He shut the door behind him and walked up next to her.
“I took a chance with you,” she began, turning to him. “You know that, right?”
“Well, yeah.” Locke shrugged. “I might be a mage, but I can’t really blame you and the others for thinking my gray matter is a little scrambled.”
“And is it, really?” she asked incredulously.
“I don’t think so, but I suspect Bexley would disagree. Ember, too, in all likelihood.” He frowned. “I’ve noticed all of you have stopped acting surprised when I ask dumb questions.”
“All I’ve seen so far is someone unfamiliar with his surroundings. And on top of that, I’ve had a good feeling about you for a while. Even before we reached Endpoint City.”
“Why’s that?”
“It’s hard to name one reason. Your help against the shadow vultures was certainly a factor, but it’s more a … sense I gathered, watching you and listening to the others. You struck me as someone who was simply interested in an honest day’s work for an honest day’s pay.”
“Why wouldn’t I be? Guy’s gotta eat, right?”
“True,” she agreed, “but perhaps more importantly, you gave the impression of someone who wouldn’t turn tail at the first sign of trouble.”
“Got that right. If I start something, I commit to it.”
“I wish more people were like that, Locke. It’s such a … straightforward and earnest way to approach life.” She smiled at him. “You know what surprised me on our way to the last crater? Even though it shouldn’t have?”
“What was that?”
“You urged us to confront Bort instead of run away.”
“Well, the guy had already tried to kill us.” He crossed his arms. “I couldn’t just let that slide. ‘If you stand by and let evil win, your reward will be more evil in your life.’”
“Who said that?”
“My dad. He was a really wise man.”
“Sounds like it.”
“He seemed to have a little pithy saying for just about every occasion,” Locke sighed, his mind drifting toward bittersweet reminiscence. “Wish I could remember them all.”
“Back then, it surprised me you were so eager to stand by us.” Alyssa shook her head. “It doesn’t surprise me anymore that this is the kind of man you are. And so, getting back to my point, I’m glad I took that chance on you.”
“Why, thank you. I’m glad to be a part of this team.”
“I thought you’d work out. I wouldn’t have risked hiring you if I hadn’t.” She placed a hand on his shoulder and smiled warmly at him. “But now I know. I’m not saying you have what it takes to be a part of the team. I’m saying you already are a part of that team.”
***
“We’ll do something special tonight!” Alyssa announced over the comm horns about an hour later.
Back in his room, Locke had a brief vision of all three of them going down on him at the same time until Alyssa added, “Wash up and meet in the mess hall at dusk.”
Even so, he and Ember just happened to wash up at the same time, and that had resulted in an impromptu blowjob, which was awesome—and, she said, the least she could do for how he’d helped her in battle that day. He could have responded that she’d helped him as much as he’d helped her—after all, she’d been the one to break Deathly Rhythm’s time catalyst—but honestly, given the attention her tongue was presently giving his tip, that was the last thing on his mind.
Soon after they finished their second showers of the day, Ember led him to the largish room on the bottom deck marked with a brassy plaque as the “Mess Hall.”
Really, it looked like a combination mess hall and rec room, with boxes and cabinets of books, card packs, and other games bolted about, several round tables likewise fastened to the floor, and what looked like an opening for a canteen, but right now it was primarily a dining room, the centermost table strewn with a smorgasbord unlike anything he’d been led to expect on an airship.
An entire spit-roasted … goose? Emu? Some large fantasy bird? ... took up much of the middle. The rich spicing of its skin and melting fat wafted into the air and up his nose, blasting his appetite into full gear. All around it were similarly decadent foods—honeyed carrots; savory, buttery breads braided into complicated shapes; something that resembled potato salad—but the good family-reunion-style potato salad—and something that just looked like a saucer of blue milk, but if it was like most other things in this world, it was probably awesome, too. Those weren’t the most exciting things on the table, though—at least as far as Bexley was concerned, for her eyes were set on a plate of—
“Sausages!” she howled with delight. She leaped to snatch them and just claimed the whole thing for herself, horking the first down with a ferocity that had Locke both terrified that she might confuse his for one of those … and yet, strangely curious.
“Who made all this?” he asked, before his brain could venture too far down that road.
“Our cook,” Alyssa answered, taking her seat at the head of the table. “She’s really shy, which is why you haven’t seen her yet.”
“There’s another woman on this ship?”’ Locke exclaimed, for reasons he was slightly embarrassed to admit and yet thoroughly excited about.
“She shows herself when she pleases,” Ember said, and took her seat to Alyssa’s side.
That left one remaining seat opposite Alyssa, which Locke took, at which point the other three dove into the extravagant meal without preamble.
Eventually Alyssa summoned a bottle of wine from the canteen. Strangely, it was delivered in a harness attached to the same white panther Locke had seen earlier, but he didn’t give it too much thought. He’d already bested an entire mercenary group in a giant robot today. There were weirder things than wine-delivering panthers in this world.
The graceful creature jumped the canteen counter, then padded back into the kitchen. Alyssa filled wineglasses for each of them and then raised hers in a toast.
“To Locke, Titan Chimera, well-paying bounties, and a mission well-done!” she said.
They clinked their glasses and drank.
“So where do we stand on bounties?” Ember asked. “That is, financially in general?”
“We have more than enough to repair the hangar door,” Alyssa replied. “And we’ll be able to sell all the rig and quad scrap for a tidy, if smaller, sum. The damage to our titans was extensive, though …” She trailed off. “Bexley, it may benefit our wallet if you teach Locke how to make what repairs he can with his matter magic.”
“Fine with me. Any time I get to spend with Locke is a good time,” Bexley said, starting on her next sausage as she sent a lewd glance his way.
“That reminds me …” Locke began, and then paused, wondering precisely how to phrase his question without sounding terrible. Finally he just decided to dive straight into it. “When I was fighting Bort, he seemed to think that I, as a void mage, am quite valuable. And of course there’s the night you all tried to jump my bones.”
“Tried nothing!” Bexley corrected. “I succeeded!”
They all laughed about that. After what they’d each done with him, they were beyond embarrassment on that topic, but Locke was still curious.
“My question is, why am I valuable? And how?”
“To us?” Alyssa said. “Simply put, it’s because you’re a void mage.”
“Which makes you studly,” Bexley elaborated.
“In both the attractive and reproductive senses of the word,” Ember elaborated further.
“So my worth is in sex and magic?”
“If you want to put it bluntly, then yes,” Alyssa agreed, nodding. “And, to be perfectly honest, you’re worth more than we’re paying you. More than we can afford to pay you, anyway.”
“So that’s why you were all so eager about the baby contracts,” Locke said. “You were afraid I’d leave as soon as I found a better deal?”
“Well, we were in it for the sex, too,” Bexley said. “Or at least I was. I’m not gonna have a baby if I can’t have fun making it.”
“And … is that still the case?” Locke said. “The kids thing, anyway.”
The three women waited awkwardly, then Ember and Bexley turned to Alyssa, as if expecting her to give the response. She was the captain, after all.
“I don’t want to pressure you into anything,” Alyssa responded. “And I won’t pursue it if it makes you uncomfortable. After all, you’re a valuable member of this crew, whether you choose to … spread your void mage talents or not.”
“I’d like you to continue to spread your talents—” Bexley whispered, but Alyssa cut her off with a glare.
“You should know, though,” Alyssa continued, “that this won’t be unusual. Once other women learn you’re a void mage, they’ll be throwing themselves at you.”
“Plus you’re really good at fucking—” Bexley added, before Alyssa silenced her with another glare.
“All this to say,” Alyssa continued once more, sounding somewhat exasperated by Bexley’s interruptions, “it won’t be the only time you’re offered baby contracts. It’s something you’ll have to get used to.”
Locke thought on the subject. Sure, it was weird and, in some circumstances, could probably be overwhelming, but it had its perks. And frankly he’d already slept with three of those perks, without contracts involved. No one was requiring him to commit to being a father, and well, as Bexley termed it, they’d even given him free samples.
He looked around him, at his three beautiful crewmates, at the airship that housed his giant robot. He was looking at his best hope for a good life on this new world, and he raised his wineglass from the table.
“I think I could get very used to that.”
END OF BOOK 1



Titan Mage Ruin
Book 2
***
Dedication
To my husband, again—
there’s no way I can top the last dedication,
so I guess I’ll just have to bottom.
***
Prologue
It was the biggest slimeball Locke had seen since the last election.
Well, technically not.
He’d seen and fought plenty of slime since his strange and fortuitous arrival on the world of Haven. It seemed to be one of the more common forms of monster on this alternative, magical companion to his home world of Earth. (Or, more specifically Grassroots, Kentucky.)
How he’d come to be here wasn’t a long story, but it was a weird one. He’d recently suffered a car crash that left him paralyzed from the waist down and lost his job in quick (though unrelated) succession. He’d been trudging home in his wheelchair when he met a strange woman on the street—a headhunter, he soon learned, who was looking to hire someone with his qualifications. It was an unbelievable stroke of luck, so he’d signed the contract she’d offered.
Then he’d died.
Then he’d woken up inside the cockpit of the giant robot he was presently piloting. Inside a brand-new body that was the exact opposite of the skinny, paralyzed, wheelchair-bound body he’d left behind. On an airship crewed by three gorgeous women, who wanted that body.
There was more to it than that, of course, but considering where he’d started, his current situation was awesome.
Even if he was presently staring down a giant slime monster.
Most slimes he’d fought before had come in the form of what his crewmates called shadow dregs—a parasitic goo that fell in meteors from the Crystal Moon, which hung full in the sky over their heads even this far into the daytime. Locke hadn’t quite figured out the Crystal Moon yet or why it dropped parasite-laden meteors so frequently that meteorfall bounties were the Harper’s Harriers’ main source of income. But then, his crewmates hadn’t figured that out yet, either, and they were native to Haven. All they knew was that shadow dregs took over beings living and non- and bent them to their will, to destructive ends, and so they had to be obliterated the moment they touched down.
But in some ways, those were better than whatever creature was writhing below the airship.
This goo wasn’t trying to control anything. It was just eating everything in its path.
“Found the source of the distress call,” Captain Alyssa Harper radioed from the control room of the Blue Heron. “Get ready to disembark.”
“Way ahead of you,” a voice Locke recognized as Ember Q’Van radioed from the inside of her titan, Long Shot. “Titan” was the name Havenites gave to their most powerful type of mobile weapon. There was as much magic involved in their running as there was technology, but basically they were two-story-tall robots, and Havenites had fun with their designs. Titan Long Shot was a sleek blue and silver mech with almost athletic-looking lines and a subtle, but decidedly female aspect to the chest and hip areas. It was built for speed, mostly so it could fire the magical cannon positioned over its left shoulder and then reposition itself with ease.
“Same,” Locke replied from inside his own titan, Chimera. Chimera was the opposite of Long Shot in many ways. Where Long Shot was the obvious product of some refinement, Chimera was—as its name implied—a mess of disparate parts they’d had to scrounge from other titans. (The Harriers frequently operated on a shoestring budget, and it wasn’t even a particularly good shoestring.) He’d at least been able to use his matter magic to turn all the pieces the same shade of red—oh yeah, he had magic here, too!—but in general it looked like a weird, gracefully asymmetrical hodgepodge of pieces from different armor suits. Still, it was bulky, manly, built for power and smashing stuff, and that was all he needed it to do.
Locke—and Titan Chimera—crouched for a better view through the square opening in the hangar floor, while Ember—and Titan Long Shot—crouched beside him.
In fact, the two had been in their titans since the captain had first picked up the panicked radio signal and spotted the weird shape on the horizon, and now they peered through the open door to get a better look at what they’d be fighting.
The Blue Heron’s engineer, Bexley, looked down through the opening in the floor, too, as casually as if it didn’t open to a thousand-foot drop.
“Whoo,” she whistled. “That’s the biggest slimeball I’ve seen since the last time Locke and I f—”
“Now’s not the time, Bexley,” Ember groaned, adjusting her cannon.
“What is that thing?” Locke asked. “It’s not acting like shadow dregs.”
“It’s a gluttony phantom,” Alyssa replied. “Concentrations of void essence sometimes cause them to manifest. No one knows why.”
Peering down through his titan’s visual sensors, Locke could easily see why they were called “gluttony phantoms.” Beneath their airship lay an expansive farm, or what used to be one. The resident farmers ran about either shooting ineffectually at the monster or trying to corral livestock away from its flailing, grasping pseudopods, but projectile weapons could only do so much against slime. Locke saw the remains of some poor souls who’d tried to get close enough to torch it—they were currently disintegrating in its gelatinous guts—and there was nothing they could do to save the crops in its path. Wherever it traveled, it left a wide swath of vegetation devoured down to the dirt, and the phantom grew wider as it progressed. Locke could see the point where it had started, too—from this distance, a pinprick in a field of corn-like stalks, perhaps no bigger than a tennis ball. Now, growing ever closer to the cluster of barns, silos, and farmhouses, it was easily the size of a modest building.
Half the size of a titan.
“It grows as it eats,” Locke observed.
“It does,” Alyssa replied. “Fortunately, phantoms only feed on organic matter.”
“Oh! So I can punch it!” Locke said. That was a small relief. He couldn’t punch shadow dregs; Bexley kept his titan well-maintained and sealed, but there was always the risk of the shadow dregs finding a crack and slipping in, and while there were ways to purge them, those same purges would gradually compromise the integrity of the titan’s internal systems. Generally, it was better not to touch them at all.
“Any chance of the phantom reaching me in the cockpit?” Locke asked.
“There’s always a chance,” Alyssa replied. “Gluttony phantoms aren’t nearly as persistent as shadow dregs, though. If they encounter something inedible, they ignore it, so they’re unlikely to make it that far inside your titan.”
“But if it does get inside the cockpit?”
“Make sure it eats something less important than your dick,” Bexley advised.
“I see Bexley has her priorities in order,” Ember groaned from inside her titan.
“I do have my priorities in order!” Bexley snapped back. “Locke’s a void mage! His is an important dick!”
“Can we focus on the task at hand, please?” Alyssa radioed in her most Captainly voice.
“Wait,” Bexley chimed, “by task at hand, do you mean Locke’s dick or the—”
“The gluttony phantom!” Alyssa shouted.
“Fine,” Bexley huffed, and Ember moved to take up a better position behind where the engineer was standing.
“I’ll snipe from here,” she said as Bexley skittered out of the way. “I can keep the pseudopods from grabbing things, but you’ll need to expose its core.”
“Core?” Locke asked.
“I can’t see it from here, but it’ll be a little glowing ball of void condensate somewhere in all that slime. Destroy the core, and the phantom will disintegrate.”
“Gotcha,” Locke replied.
“We’re low enough for you to avoid fall damage. Ready to jump?” Alyssa radioed.
“Ready!” Locke replied, and then flung himself and his titan feet-first through the hangar opening.
Titan Chimera flashed brilliantly red in the morning sun as it plummeted from the airship toward the ground. In this world, titans looked like giant suits of fantastical armor, but they were more than that. Their insides brimmed with magical technologies that even this society didn’t fully understand, but Locke didn’t care much about those details. The details he cared about were the ones that turned titans into ass-kicking war machines, and those were the details he was about to put to use.
As he approached the ground, he activated the gravity catalysts in his legs to control his fall. Mages in this world couldn’t wield their magic with the effortless, unaided flick of a hand; they had to channel it through crystalline rods known as catalysts, and the catalysts had to be built specifically for each type of magic. There were four magical elements in this world—matter, energy, gravity, and time—and as a void mage, the rarest of all mage types, he had access to all of them.
Presently his titan was kitted out with a tier one energy catalyst in its left arm, a tier three matter catalyst in its right, and two tier one gravity catalysts, one in each leg. He’d considered having Bexley add at least one time catalyst, but frankly it would take him some … time to figure out how to use it effectively, and he was still getting used to his new powers, anyway, especially the gravity catalysts.
As he fell, the clear crystalline rods implanted in the metal of his titan’s calves glowed purple, and his velocity slowed until he landed on the ground with a dramatic but not incredibly damaging smash. At this level, the most he could do with his gravity catalysts was power super jumps and slow down falls.
The immense vibration of his landing caught the gluttony phantom’s attention. It began to ease slothfully toward him, smart enough to recognize the potential of a promising new food source, but too dumb to think it could possibly be anything else.
Which was fine with Locke.
He had a plan for creatures like this, and he’d practiced it often.
“Just remember,” Alyssa reminded him before he started, “this isn’t a contract from the Arcane Index or the Endpoint City Constabulary, so we’re only going to get open bounty pay. Which is to say, don’t take any expensive damage.”
“That’s part of the plan!” Locke replied, and then fired up the energy catalyst in his left arm and pointed it straight at the encroaching blob. A pleasant burnt wood and ozone smell—the smell of magic—wafted into his cockpit as the catalyst charged. A shimmering blue plume of excess magic billowed from the louvers on his titan’s shoulders, and a bright, solid beam of cooling energy shot from the palm of its hand.
The beam blasted into the transparent azure-colored creature, freezing the bulk of its body into an immobile chunk of ice, stuck in place in the middle of a field of strange blue cabbages. Its unfrozen pseudopods still flailed, grasping at whatever organic material they could reach, but Ember took advantage of the phantom’s immobility to send her own bolts of ice raining down.
Concentrated bullets of frigid magic punched into the bases of several tentacles, freezing them and blasting them off into the field. Disconnected from the main body, the slimy pseudopods lost their agency and splattered, inert, onto the cabbages, before dissolving into the air like smoke.
Good, Locke thought. That’s one less thing to worry about.
Shadow dregs weren’t nearly so relaxed as that. They moved like a single-minded swarm and were stopped only by complete obliteration. This monster might be a cakewalk compared to those! And he could even use the same strategy against it.
His standard shadow dreg strategy was to freeze them in place as he’d just done here and then burn them to ash with the fire magic of his energy catalyst, and so he sprinted for the frozen monster, eyes darting over its form to spot the void condensate core as his catalyst shifted toward heat energy.
Unfortunately, the opaque texture of the frozen slime obscured anything that might be hidden inside it, but that wasn’t as big a problem as it seemed. With any luck, his swathe of fire blasts would just burn the core out and that would be that.
He skidded to a stop in front of the monster. Ember shot off its last pseudopod while he blasted an inferno’s worth of flames across the slime monster’s body. Immobilized beyond resistance, the monster stayed disarmingly still as its body rose into the air in the form of rancid blue-black smoke.
As he fought, it occurred to Locke that this smoke looked vaguely different from the smoke he’d seen before—thicker and oilier, somehow. Less final.
And even as he burned the frozen body to its last, he had a feeling that something was very wrong.
“Heads up, Locke,” Ember reported. “Something’s weird down there. In the cabbages a few strides in front of you.”
As the oily smoke cleared, Locke saw exactly what she meant. It was too small for her to spot from her vantage, but a bright, clear, crystalline ball of wriggling, throbbing magic shot through the field before him, devouring an ever widening line of cabbages as it fled—straight for one of the barns.
“Oh, damn!” Locke shouted and pointed with his titan. “What’s in that barn?”
Ember looked, then echoed, “Oh, damn! That’s where the farmers hid the livestock!”
At once, Locke began to sprint after the increasingly widening goo ball.
“It must have spat out its core to protect itself!” he shouted. “And now it’s looking for a quick power-up.”
As he ran, he heard Alyssa warn the farmers over the Blue Heron’s external speakers; Ember tried to snipe the increasingly-visible ball; and Locke funneled power into his gravity catalysts for a super jump to catch up with the thing—but at its diminished size, the monster was too fast.
And when the farmers closed the barn door to act on Alyssa’s warning, the gluttony phantom’s core slipped straight in.
There were a few awful, short, infinite seconds of panicked mooing, and then nothing.
That was when the barn doors exploded off, blasted out by a gluttony phantom restored to its previous size—and then some. Half-digested turquoise cows floated in its goo as it gushed out like blueberry jam from a dropped jar, but it didn’t go for Locke.
No, it went for the massive grain silo right next to the barn, twice as tall as that barn, and very likely full at this point in the season.
“Oh, shit! Locke, slow it down!” Ember shouted, sniping ice shots at the beast. Locke joined her icy fire, but it took time to freeze a creature that big, and the silo was too close.
The gluttony phantom found an opening in the structure, slipped its entire slimy body inside—and then the silo exploded, blasted apart by a monster that was now twice as tall as it was before.
Exactly the size of a titan.
Moreover, with its increased size and power, the monster had begun to advance beyond the shape of a mere blob. It had begun to take on form. Thick, corpulent arms sprouted from its front, sinking into the crops beneath its hands and absorbing the vegetation with no effort at all. An equally girthy neck began to bulge from its trunk, its lengthening, slimy shape sending an uncomfortable jolt of familiarity through Locke’s midparts, even as the end opened into a ragged mouth studded with teeth made from half-decomposed bones.
“What the actual heck?” Locke muttered to himself.
“SHOOT ITS DICK OFF!” Bexley shouted through the radio.
“I sincerely doubt that’s intended for reproduction,” Ember said.
“What do you mean?” Bexley shot back. “It’s a gluttony phantom. Its whole body’s intended for reproduction. Technically its whole body’s a dick.”
“Stop talking about dick!” Alyssa snapped through the radio, again in her most Captainly voice. Then she paused and added, “But yes, actually, shoot that horrid thing off.”
“It won’t matter if the core’s not in it!” Ember snapped back.
“Wait!” Locke said, and then zoomed his titan’s camera in on the creature’s … “head,” even as he cringed inside. As he did, he saw a distinctive sparkling, crystalline glow, exactly where a brain would be on any normal creature. Which was an absolutely stupid place to “hide” a core when the creature had so much other … girth, but the gluttony phantom was a creature of limited intelligence, after all, and Locke wasn’t complaining.
“The core’s at the end of its di—” Locke began, but then caught himself, “at the end of its neck! I can see it! Shoot behind the mouth!”
Locke revved up his energy catalyst and prepared to do just that, but after a few shots, saw exactly why the monster had put its core in such a weird place. Compared to the rest of the body, that head moved with startling dexterity, dodging their shots and moving the core out of harm’s way with infuriating ease. If it had kept the core in the bulk of its body, Locke could have frozen it easily—but nor could it fully leave the body, either, not unless it wanted its newly-earned size to dissolve into smoke. Contact with the core was necessary for the slime to stay coherent.
And now, as it returned to the fields and devoured more crops, it grew in size—and grew more heads. With every shot Ember and Locke fired at it, the core dodged by connecting one head to another, and sending itself zipping unpredictably around the body. The body itself might be oozing slowly, but the core was moving with disproportionate speed—and now the trunk of the phantom was too large for Locke’s standard freezing strategy to work. Burning it as it moved was still an option, but there were still plenty of crops around for the monster to eat and fuel regeneration.
No, they needed something much faster. Much more decisive.
And, if he went with what he was thinking, possibly very dumb.
But as fast as the monster was growing, it might be their only chance to save the surviving farmhands.
“I have an idea,” he said, “but y’all aren’t going to like it.”
“I already don’t like this situation, so just do it,” Ember said.
“Do what you need to, but don’t wreck my titan,” Alyssa approved.
“Don’t wreck your di—self,” Bexley caught herself.
Locke nodded out of habit, his titan nodded with him, and he continued, “Ember, I need you to come down here.”
“I like this idea less now,” Ember replied.
“Just close enough that you can see the core very clearly,” Locke clarified.
“Gotcha,” Ember replied, and in his peripheral vision, Locke saw the Blue Heron lower so Titan Long Shot could exit without damaging itself. (Ember was an energy mage, after all, so she couldn’t use gravity catalysts.)
“What are you going to do?” she asked as the ship descended.
“I’m going to slow down the slime so the core can’t travel as fast,” Locke said.
“How are you going to do that?” Ember asked as she reached the ground.
“Like this!” Locke replied, and sprinted straight at the enormous gluttony phantom.
He tried to ignore the disgusting wriggle of those uncomfortably shaped tentacles as they zipped the core all over the gluttony phantom’s body. The phantom realized he was coming for it and whipped some out to face him. He tried harder not to cringe as those unexpectedly thick tentacles of slime batted against Titan Chimera’s body and coiled around it—especially since it was exactly what he wanted (if not—he did cringe this time—in that way).
The monster sucked him wholly in and, quickly realizing that his titan wasn’t edible, lost interest. But then, deep inside the monster’s gooey body, Locke was exactly where he needed to be, so he raised his energy catalyst and let it rip.
He’d been charging the catalyst’s freezing magic since the moment he’d come up with this stupid idea, and now it all blasted out at once in an eruption of penetrating cold. The slime around his titan froze solid, but that cold spread beyond him, to the gluttony phantom’s wriggling outer extremities. The core still moved across and through its tentacle heads, as if on a brainless autopilot, but as the cold spread, the core began to slow, until it was moving as if through not hot, thick slime, but a frigid, just-poured slushy.
He saw the glow of the core ooze to a laconic speed through the ice frosting his titan’s sensors—-and then he saw a bright blue blast encase it, and saw it plummet from the sluggish goop.
The color of Locke’s ice prison began to lighten at once. Separated from the core, the gluttony phantom’s slime was beginning to evaporate like the earlier pseudopods had, but Locke decided to help it along. He hadn’t even gotten to use the matter catalyst in his right arm yet, so he activated it. As he did, his titan accessed the tank of swiftmetal embedded inside its back armor—a liquid metal that could solidify into any shape a matter mage demanded of it. It gushed through the tubing that connected the tank to his arm, and soon a rod of swiftmetal shot out of a port beneath his right wrist, plunging through the ice around him to form into a great war hammer. He flexed his titan’s artificial muscles with a victorious grunt and broke himself out of his ice prison, and then with a mighty swing, brought his war hammer down on the still-frozen, still-glowing magical core.
It flashed a wild, bright spectrum of colors under the force of his hammer, and then it dissipated into infinitesimal, harmless motes of magic, to rejoin the rest of the void essence that coursed naturally through this wild, magical world—the essence that didn’t get sucked into his titan, that is. Each time he killed a monster, his titan would absorb some of the void essence it expelled as it died, which he could then use to modify or upgrade his mech, as long as he had the necessary other materials. But void essence was all around them at any given time.
Why didn’t his titan just absorb it all the time? he wondered. What was it about monster essence that triggered its absorption?
It occurred to Locke that, as adept as he was becoming in this world, he still had a lot to learn about its magic. Today was the first he’d heard of gluttony phantoms. What else didn’t he know about Haven’s magic and what it could produce?
It was then that Bexley interrupted his thoughts:
“You know, if you’re so interested in experimentation that you’d run right into a tentacle monster, I can introduce you to some friends of mine.”
By now Locke was used to Bexley, so he retorted, “But that’d take me away from you.”
“No, it wouldn’t. The more the merrier,” she replied.
“Shut up, Bexley!” Ember snapped from inside Titan Long Shot, with as much irritation as Locke expected from someone who’d also successfully bedded him in the last month, but didn’t want to share that much.
“Both of you return to the ship,” Alyssa sighed, again attempting to use her most Captainly voice, but also tired of having to use it that often. “We’ll set down to help the survivors and then head back to Endpoint City to see what bounties we can get off this.”
Chapter One
It felt good to be on the ground again.
Not that Ember Q’Van didn’t like the air—she loved it. Perhaps more than she should have, given who she’d betrayed to be there (and it was a betrayal to them, even if it wasn’t to her).
But being back on the ground meant money. It meant they’d completed a bounty (usually) and were seeking out their next job.
That was what Ember enjoyed about it.
And when she thought about it, she realized she didn’t care all that much about the money, either, as long as they earned enough to keep the Blue Heron running and she earned enough to keep herself comfortable.
It was the adventure she relished, the spontaneity of their daily lives. One week might be spent making a simple delivery, but another might take her to a massive meteorfall site where shadow dregs gushing from a Crystal Moon chunk would ravage the land until she and her fellow Harriers smashed it into oblivion—and she never knew where those days would take her. Shadow dregs would possess literally anything with a shape, and they did it all over Haven.
She’d seen more of Haven with Harper’s Harriers than she ever would have where she’d come from, and she didn’t regret leaving one bit.
She looked up at the Harriers’ airship—the Blue Heron—as she and Captain Alyssa Harper disembarked. It wasn’t even her ship, but she couldn’t help but look on with warm pride as her eyes traced the shape of its long, metallic blue hull and the four great wings capping either end of its stretched teardrop shape. Select panels on the outside gleamed with delicate tracery-like whorls that Alyssa’s matter mage mother had shaped onto the ship back when more than one Harper had run the Harriers, and the motors and counter-rotating propellors embedded in each wing were exquisitely maintained. (Bexley wouldn’t have it any other way.)
Even so, the Harriers had fallen on hard times before Ember had joined, and it showed in the subtle details of the ship if one cared to look—a bit of unaddressed rust here, a cracking panel there, some fading paint everywhere. A crew as small as the Blue Heron’s could only do so much to maintain a ship meant for many more than that, and so cosmetic fixes had to fall by the wayside.
She still loved it, though. It was a good ship with a good, if somewhat exasperating crew (cough, Bexley), and she wouldn’t trade her place in Harper’s Harriers for anything.
“We have the space until tomorrow morning,” Alyssa reported as she returned from the airport’s payment booth. “Plenty of time to spend finding bounties.”
“Good,” Ember sighed. “I hate having to hoof it across Endpoint City. It’s so crowded. I’ve never been able to figure out why the Arcane Index was built so far from the airport, anyway. It’s not as if any of the bounties are available in-city. They all require airships.”
“Concern for environmental stability, probably,” Alyssa replied, gesturing toward the nearby elevator. “It’s not as if anything about this landscape is typical.”
That was a definite truth, Ember reflected as she followed Alyssa, and the elevator gate closed behind them.
Endpoint City’s airport was constructed on the city’s highest point—which just happened to be the upturned nose of an unbelievably massive Precursor ship which had crashed into the local mountain range untold centuries ago. In fact, it was appropriately named Endpoint City because it sat at the endpoint of the also appropriately named Crash Canyon, which the ship had carved into the earth when it met its fate all those years ago.
No one knew precisely who the Precursors were or what happened to them, but echoes of their civilization dotted the entirety of Haven in the form of exotic technologies embedded with strange crystals, among other things. They’d been able to use some of the surviving technologies they’d discovered—in fact, the titans and their cores were Precursor tech—but even then, no one fully understood how they worked.
Those mysteries never scared people from interacting with the Precursor remnants, though. In the case of Endpoint City, over the years, the fifty or so stories of the Precursor ship’s remains had settled sturdily enough into the geography of the mountains that people felt comfortable building in its exposed decking. The more important buildings of Endpoint City like the Arcane Index, City Hall, and whatnot had been constructed on the more reliable, solid ground peripheral to the crash, but outside of that particular district, civilization had sprawled wildly and fearlessly up and around the remnants of the crash.
The elevator stopped and opened onto a street full of restaurants and food carts ready to satiate the airport’s hungry travelers, and Alyssa led Ember down their now-familiar path out of the heart of the crashed ship.
They could have hired transportation, Ember supposed, but that cost money, and given the press of traffic on Endpoint City’s streets, it wasn’t as if carriages were any faster than walking, even mage carriages. Besides, there were narrow paths in the city that were more efficient to take by foot, and it allowed them time to stretch their legs and enjoy the lower-atmosphere air and surroundings.
The buildings they passed on their long walk down were eclectic, ranging from thatched-roof cottages to squared brick buildings to gratuitously decorated facades that could have only been crafted by matter mage artisans, all tell-tale signs of the centuries that had passed in Endpoint City and the great variety it still cultivated to this day.
Ember liked the chill, quiet isolation of the air, but she also liked the relentless energy of the city, and she liked being free to see both as she pleased.
She couldn’t deny a jolt of relief, though, when they finally came upon their destination.
The Arcane Index was a grand and stoic building looming at the end of Precursor Avenue like it was the most important building on the entire street (which also included the City Hall and various other very important but also very boring structures). To Ember and Alyssa—and really, to most mages, too—it may as well have been the most important building.
The Arcane Index was the center of all magical life in Haven. It and its branches served as equal parts school for mages, research hall, and guild, and generally oversaw all aspects of magical practice. New mages had to register with the Arcane Index before they could even take jobs as mages—which was how they’d made last month’s discovery about Locke, and how significant a mage he was.
“I wonder how far word about Locke has spread,” Ember mused as they climbed the front steps. She couldn’t help but notice that Alyssa looked around uncertainly as she asked. The front steps of the Arcane Index were more accurately described as a terraced stone courtyard, flanked by two regal one-story-tall lions carved in extravagant detail, and between them stretched a scattered crowd of students and researchers chattering and generally trying to look Very Intellectual.
Except for the ones who spotted Alyssa and Ember, knew what sort of mage had just joined their crew, and looked on with envy and hunger and very possibly deep pockets willing to spend to attract him from his current situation.
Alyssa knew she wasn’t paying him what he was worth—they all did, Locke included—but it wasn’t for lack of wanting to, and Ember could see her constant fear that one day someone would make him the offer that took him away.
“So, what do you think of Locke?” Alyssa asked as they traversed the staircase, in a tone that sounded very much like a boss trying to make a career-affecting question sound casual.
“You mean as a pilot or a fuck buddy?” Ember replied. She didn’t have the patience for false nonchalance. “He’s excellent at both. Why?”
The directness of her response blew an unexpected snort out Alyssa’s nose, but she caught it and hastily returned her face to its usual serious Captain’s demeanor. She had an image to maintain, after all.
“As a crewmate,” she clarified. “After all, of the three of us, you’re the one who relies on him most, and often in lethal situations.”
“Well, I wouldn’t say I rely on him,” Ember sniffed. She was a damn good titan mage, after all, and when it came down to it, she’d been fighting just fine on her own before Locke came into the picture. “But he’s definitely a strong asset. It’s been tremendously useful to have a close-range fighter on the team, to balance out my long-range technique. And he’s learned fast, considering that he’s technically only been a pilot a month. An amnesiac pilot, no less.”
Alyssa nodded. When they’d first met Locke—more specifically, when Bexley had first met him—he’d just spilled naked (and hot) out of the chest hatch of Titan Chimera, despite the fact that the titan had been completely dormant in the hangar until that time. He couldn’t have been the previous pilot (in any normal circumstance, at least); they’d had the ruined shell of the titan so long that anyone inside would have starved and died long before they’d found them. Bexley said he’d given a place of origin when he’d fallen out of the titan, but it was nowhere they’d ever heard of—a Grassroots … Kawecky? Kentacky? Something like that—and he didn’t remember anything about Haven in general. He didn’t even seem to understand the ship’s cat!
The only reasonable explanation they’d come up with thus far was that he was, in fact, an amnesiac Precursor somehow held in stasis inside the titan core and then released from it. Titan cores—the magical devices that were central to all titans—were repurposed Precursor artifacts, after all, and some of them were already prone to strange actions. Titan Lollipop, which was currently installed in the Arcane Index’s food court, would transform swiftmetal into various types of candy and other sweets whenever its matter catalysts were activated, and Titan Ambiguous Cat, which was currently being held for research at another Arcane Index, routinely produced an even mix of live and dead cats from its chest hatch.
Ember did not at all mind that they’d ended up with a titan core that apparently produced hot, infinitely sexable men from nothing, but she still couldn’t deny that it was weird, and given that it hadn’t randomly generated any more hot, sexable men, she’d begun to suspect that Bexley’s professional engineer opinion was right—
That Locke might really have been the titan’s last pilot, was so badly injured in some ancient Precursor conflict that the titan core saved the only part of him that it could—his mind—and then freed him with a brand new body once Bexley fed the core enough magical material for it to reactivate.
It sounded absurd, but then, Titan Ambiguous Cat was already producing fleshly beings from swiftmetal, so it wasn’t that farfetched.
Even if Locke didn’t remember any of it himself.
“Why do you ask?” Ember continued.
“Because I’m considering offering him joint partnership in the Harper’s Harriers,” Alyssa said slowly. “But I wanted to run it by you and Bexley first.”
“Why?”
“Because you’ve been with me longer and … strangely, it never occurred to me offer it to you.”
“I don’t want to help run a company,” Ember shrugged. “I just want to pilot Long Shot. And when you ask Bexley, she’ll say that she just wants to fly around and fuck.”
“That is exactly what she said, actually,” Alyssa laughed, then continued, “So you’re fine with it?”
“Sure,” Ember replied. “Plus, if he’s a partner in the company, he’s less likely to leave it.”
The way Alyssa’s face froze told her she’d hit the nail on the head.
“You’re bad at being subtle,” Ember stated, but she understood Alyssa’s worries. As a void mage, even at his current skill level, Locke was a tremendous asset to their team, and at least some of his willingness to stay with them derived from his lack of memory. She’d never said so, but Ember suspected Alyssa feared his memory would one day return, and with it, some solid, serious reason for him to abandon the Harriers.
Ember knew better, though.
“He’s not going to leave the Blue Heron,” she said practically. “He gets too much ass with us.”
After all, his very first night after his mage evaluation, the three of them had all tried to bed him, such that they’d had to organize who got access to him when. Given his valuable void mage talents, they’d even discussed (among themselves) the potential of a harem contract that would result in at least one void mage child (and its associated societal perks) for each of them, but Locke had been so weirded out by the concept of producing children under contract that they hadn’t dropped that offer on him yet. For now, their relations were just “free samples,” as Bexley put it, and the magical contraceptive gems each of them wore—Ember and Bexley in single white stud earrings, and Alyssa on a necklace pendant—assured that babies wouldn’t happen until both parties were in agreement.
Even so, none of them minded the current setup. Even by the high ass-getting standards set by most titan mages, Locke did get a lot of ass.
Against her will, Alyssa’s stern captain’s face broke. Again, she blurted a laugh.
“That he does,” she agreed, and stepped through the gaping double doors at the top of the stairs.
***
The inside of the Arcane Index was just as regal as the outside, opening to five stories of books visible through open, elegant balconies and dense with the pleasant burning smell of channeled void essence.
They made a beeline for the elaborately detailed hardwood service desk at the back. It was divided into multiple nooks marked by shiny engraved placards—“General Information,” “Reference,” “Bounties,” “Registration”—and they strode straight up to the serious-looking woman at the Bounties desk.
“Good morning, Lola!” Alyssa greeted, and slid her captain’s ID across the desktop. “What are the bounties like today?”
The woman who took the card had a short, no-nonsense black bob cut, narrow glasses, and eyes that pierced through them like she was tired of dealing with people’s drama. Its seriousness contrasted with the Arcane Index’s standard uniform, a strange, frilly combination of pastel grey academic robes abbreviated to reveal the equally-abbreviated bottom of a maid-like outfit. If the Arcane Index women bent over, passersby would be treated to a show of cute, puffy bloomers (or whatever else they’d chosen to wear under there).
Ember would have rolled her eyes at the obvious gaze the female uniform was aiming to satisfy, but then the Arcane Index’s male uniform often involved a combination of robes and clothes with very neat, tight cuts that flattered all the right planes and bulges, and sometimes even allowed for Official Shirtlessness, so she instead opted to appreciate that whoever had designed the Index’s uniforms knew something about the female gaze as well.
Lola turned to the shelf behind her with an ease that didn’t care about the uniforms either way and selected a thin folio, which she opened on the desk before them.
“Not incredibly noteworthy,” she replied, “but you’re welcome to peruse what’s there.”
“Really?” Alyssa said, and began to flip through the sheets in the folio. “I’d have expected us to get lucky this early in the day. Did the good ones really go that fast?”
“There hasn’t been a lot of meteorfall this week,” Lola shrugged. “Though there’s always that one—”
“The drake job’s still open?” Alyssa exclaimed, stopping on the page of note.
“That one’s been open for months!” Ember added.
“Well, of course it has. Lord Morton’s still cheaping out on the bounty.”
“Does he realize he’s offering delivery-level pay for a two-monster bounty?” Alyssa asked.
“Of course he does,” Lola said, “but you know how rich people are. Sometimes they’re the cheapest people out there, especially when it comes to paying for services they take for granted.”
“How many people do you think the drakes’ll eat before he raises the bounty?”
“Honestly, I think the local village will pool its resources to offer a higher bounty before he actually raises his own,” Lola said. “It’s affecting the village more than it’s affecting him, anyway.”
“Are we taking that one, then?” Ember asked Alyssa. “It doesn’t look like there are many other options. And with Locke on board, we could probably take on two drakes if we planned well and divided them up. Hells, we took on way more than that right before the Steamridge job.”
“That’s still a bigger risk than I’d like to take,” Alyssa said, “and there’s no way that bounty will pay for any damages we might incur. The only way it won’t be a loss is if the drakes just lie down and die right in front of us.”
“Which seems incredibly unlikely,” Ember sighed.
“True,” Lola agreed. “There are a handful of other bounties behind that one, though. They require some travel, but they’re worth more of a look than the drake one.”
Alyssa nodded and then flipped on.
Four or five new bounties rested beyond the drake listing. Alyssa didn’t comment on any of them, but Ember knew what she was thinking—too far, too dangerous, too low-paying for their needs.
“So what should we do, then? Just stay docked here until something worthwhile comes in?” Ember asked. “Or is it cheaper to just float and re-dock later?”
“You could always check with the Indexes in other cities,” Lola said. “It requires a bit of travel, of course, but no two Indexes get the same bounties, usually. Unless there’s something big to kill.”
“That’s worth a look,” Alyssa conceded, then brushed past the last page and began to close the folio. “Oh, Lola, we also need to report a gluttony phantom—”
“Wait!” Ember shouted suddenly, then slid the folio over to her section of the desk. She wasn’t entirely sure of the reason for her own urgency, except for two words that had caught her eye as Alyssa flicked by that page.
The words were “Erudicia Q’Van.” Ember perused the details of that bounty with feverish, growing interest.
She didn’t even make it to the bounty amount.
“We have to take this one,” she declared.
Alyssa peered over Ember’s shoulder to get a better look at the sheet she’d ignored, and then crinkled her brow when she saw the bounty.
“Why?” she asked. “It’s in Vasor, and that bounty’s only barely better than the drake one. Plus, it’s a missing person, and those always have the potential to get stickier than they look at first glance.”
“Because,” Ember insisted, “Erudicia Q’Van is my mother.”
Chapter Two
Locke found himself unable to explain why, even after a full month of coming and going, but for some reason he really enjoyed watching the docking process each time the Blue Heron came into port. Perhaps it was the dramatic way Endpoint City grew in size and detail as they approached it; perhaps it was the stern, competent way Captain Alyssa guided it where it needed to go; perhaps it was just that the novelty of flying on a magic-powered airship in a parallel universe with its own unique set of physics hadn’t fully worn off yet.
Of course, he couldn’t deny that it was also because Alyssa was gorgeous. She had a sort of classic beauty about her—tall and leggy, with long brunette hair and dark, intense, studious eyes. That she was wrapped in an elegant captain’s long coat (that was very well cut to her hourglass figure) and a tricorn hat (which was just badass) just made her that much more attractive.
For whatever reason, he always liked to join Captain Alyssa on the bridge to watch it happen.
“And … finally docked,” Alyssa reported, then turned to Locke. “Mind helping me run the checks?”
“Will do,” Locke replied, and methodically checked all the knobs and gauges on the console in front of him to make sure what was supposed to stay on stayed on, and what was supposed to be off shut down. Alyssa was captain and pilot and intended to remain both, but he liked to help out where he could, and in general, it wasn’t a bad idea for other members of the crew to know how to pilot the ship in case of emergency.
“All good,” he reported, just as Ember joined them in the control room. Ember was a beauty of a different sort, Locke reflected as she came in. Her curves had been toned into athletic shapes clearly visible through her formfitting black magesuit. She always wore her magesuit, as if she expected that she might be called to pilot her titan at any moment, and did not mind that possibility one bit.
She’d also unbuttoned the top to release heat—which had the effect of showing just enough cleavage to tease. Ember herself was something of an inadvertent tease. Her long, voluminous ponytail of radiant, red hair suggested someone whose … inclinations were frequent and spicy, but her eyes were cool, grey, and focused on whatever business occupied her mind at that moment. Ember arguably had the lowest sex drive of anyone on the Blue Heron, but when her business did involve him, alone, she fully realized the potential of all that red hair.
“Excellent,” Alyssa replied, then adjusted her captain’s jacket as if it had somehow been rumpled in the effort of landing. “Ember and I are going to head to the Arcane Index and see if we can’t pick up some decent bounties. Need anything while we’re out?”
“Bexley said she wants a sausage from that one cart on Precursor Street,” Ember chimed.
“Really?” Alyssa said. “It’ll be cold by the time we make it back.”
“Pssh, as if Bexley doesn’t know how to warm up a sausage,” Ember tsked.
“She’s not wrong,” Locke agreed.
“Fair enough,” Alyssa sighed, then turned back to Locke. “Anything for you?”
“Nah. I’m still working my way down Restaurant Row, so I’ll just go down there if I get hungry.”
Locke wasn’t confident enough to navigate the rest of Endpoint City on his own just yet, but he had no problems navigating the array of food that was available just below the airport. One day he’d branch out, but if the rest of Endpoint City continued to react to him as it did, it would be a bit.
Alyssa nodded, and then gestured out the open control room door, down the labyrinth of hallways that would lead to the ship’s exit. “Expect us back by nightfall,” she said when they reached it. “Otherwise, take the day to rest up.”
“Will do,” Locke said again, and then watched Alyssa and Ember leave.
He always saw them off when they left, regardless of who was going. After all, he was the only man on a crew full of women, and it felt like the gentlemanly thing to do.
He supposed it would have been more gentlemanly to accompany them on their outings, but he was still getting used to Endpoint City, and as he’d spent the past month here, he’d come to find certain aspects of it … uncomfortable.
There had once been a time when Locke accompanied them on every trip to the Arcane Index, but after a while the novelty of those bounty runs began to feel rather mundane, and besides—in fact, especially—he didn’t like the looks he got when he went to the Arcane Index. Like he was a piece of meat waiting to be devoured.
Granted, his own crewmates often looked at him that way, too, but at least they meant it in a pleasant way that was thoroughly enjoyable for everyone involved. And granted, they looked at him that way for the exact same reason, but at least they were unabashedly obvious about it.
He reflected on his situation as he secured the exit, then continued deeper into the belly of the Blue Heron. This airship had been his home since he’d arrived in Haven, and one of the first things he’d learned was that, on the world of Haven, there were four different types of magic—matter magic, energy magic, time magic, and gravity magic. Mages in this world were common, but though each mage had access to all the types of magic, they generally had an aptitude for only one type of magic, and that was far and away the best application of their skill.
But there was an exception to this rule: a type of mage that could control all magical elements with equally high aptitude.
They were called void mages, after the void essence that gave this world its magic. They were exceedingly rare, and thus exceedingly valuable.
And he was one of them.
On a surface level, he didn’t mind being a void mage. After all, that was what enabled him to use Titan Chimera’s variety of catalysts. All mages, regardless of type, had to channel their magic through type-specific crystalline catalysts, and so a mage of one type couldn’t pilot a titan spec’d out for a different type—unless they were a void mage.
And he couldn’t deny the other benefits, too.
In his past month on the ship, he’d learned that void mages were so rare and valued that any parents who produced a void mage child were set for life; they received the social honor that derived from increasing the void mage population, and the Arcane Index itself funded the raising and magical education of all void mage children. Plus, fully matured void mages were highly sought-after, such that once grown, the child would never be without work or the esteem of its society. Moreover, the careful application of time magic made it so that pregnancies here lasted a week at most, with none of the typical inconveniences associated with that stage of child-rearing, during or after the entire process.
Soon after he’d registered his abilities with the Arcane Index, his new crewmates had been very eager to make that clear to him.
Which was how he’d discovered that the people of this world—or at least, the women on this ship—were astonishingly frank about sex.
It had taken him some time to grow accustomed to that, especially given how finicky his home world had been about such things. But honestly, it hadn’t taken him that long to get used to it. Especially now with this new … erm, wildly capable body.
It was as close as one could ever come to truly consequence-free sex, and if he was going to be in a magical world piloting giant robots and smashing monsters—well, why shouldn’t he live out his hormonal teenage dreams to the fullest?
All this to say, this was why he now made his way down to the hangar—first, because his giant robot still needed some minor servicing from the gluttony phantom fight; second, because Bexley was doing the servicing. While they both had legitimate work to do, Bexley also appreciated the restorative value of a well-timed break—and of the three women, she was the biggest horndog, with extra spicy toppings.
Locke wouldn’t mind accomplishing work.
But at the same time, he wouldn’t mind … not accomplishing work, either.
Soon he came to the lowest level of the airship, and then to the hangar’s sealed swinging door. He turned the central wheel that kept it locked—and pressurized when that was relevant—and then stepped inside.
He knew the Blue Heron was a large ship, but he still couldn’t help but marvel at the size of the hangar, relative to it. He was pretty sure its ceiling spanned to the third and top floor of the rest of the ship, but then it had to if it was going to house and allow for the maintenance of the titans.
Two whole and functioning mechs took up two different bays while the bent-up pieces of a third titan lay partly disassembled and secured to the floor in a work area in the back.
Titan Deathly Rhythm—or what had once been Titan Deathly Rhythm—had come to them in the spoils of their last big bounty. In its previous state, it had towered as the slick, elegant black and green titan belonging to one of Alyssa’s relatives, Bort Drasti, who had turned out to be less of a beloved family member, more a manipulative piece of shit. He’d been so desperate to take hold of Harper’s Harriers and, namely, its two titan cores, that he’d sent them on intentionally dangerous missions while hiring henchmen to make those missions go lethally—murderously—wrong.
Fortunately for the Harriers, Bort’s henchmen were so inept that he must have hired the cheapest thugs available. They gave away Bort’s plan without even intending to, and the Harriers did not feel bad at all about jumping Bort’s forces at what was supposed to be a trap for them and then pummeling the fucking hell out of them.
Now Bort and company were in the care of the Endpoint City Constabulary, the Harper’s Harriers had scavenged much of his equipment to sell, and the one piece they’d kept now sat happily in their hangar, beaten pretty badly courtesy of Locke’s last battle with Bort, but with a still-functioning titan core and advanced time catalysts that Bexley looked forward to reassembling into the third titan of the Harper’s Harriers force.
Locke didn’t see her in that corner, though. Nor did he see her near Titan Long Shot, so she must have already tuned up that one from yesterday’s battle. The blue and silver Long Shot—Ember’s titan—had a sleek, sporty appearance compared to other titans he’d seen, with curves in interesting places that made it almost as sexy as its pilot, but sharp, blocky contours in others to emphasize its power. It had energy catalysts in its right and left arms, but what really set it apart from other titans was the energy mega-catalyst mounted on its left shoulder, which essentially served the purpose of a giant beam cannon. Ember didn’t often join fights directly—that was Locke and Titan Chimera’s job—but that cannon rendered her just as valuable as Titan Chimera’s fists and variety of catalysts rendered him.
The chest cockpit was totally sealed and the minor damage that had been incurred during yesterday’s battle had already been buffed out, though, so Locke turned to the final titan in the hangar.
Titan Chimera—his titan—was unique from any other titan he’d seen thus far. Granted, he hadn’t seen many, but he assumed that most titans probably belonged to people with the money to maintain and willfully customize them, and Titan Chimera … well, before he’d used his matter magic on it, had looked something like a giant robot cobbled together from the contents of a fantasy junkyard. Its base design resembled an asymmetrical suit of medieval armor, with one pauldron arcing up into a dramatic point, while the other arced down in the opposing direction. The essential bits were symmetrical enough for it to function, and he and Bexley had used a break during the Bort adventure to upgrade its catalysts and refine its appearance.
He’d used his matter magic to render its outside a heroic bold red with gold accents, and now he had one gravity catalyst in each leg, an energy catalyst in his left arm, and a matter catalyst in his right arm that would allow him to shape his store of swiftmetal into any variety of swords, hammers, or other weapons.
There were options for further upgrades, but those required a supply of void essence, which operated, in his mind, like experience or skill points—gather enough (which his titan did naturally when it killed monsters) and he could spend it to improve his gear. He was a few monsters away from having enough void essence to do that, though, so he put that out of mind and looked up the scaffolding for Bexley.
He recognized the butt of her jumpsuit sticking out of the cockpit.
Bexley was the least conventional of the three women. Locke wouldn’t necessarily call her a beauty, but that was only because she had a very specific type of appeal, and it was to partners who liked their women rough, rambunctious, and covered in grease. She kept her blonde hair cropped close to her head in a pixie cut—better for keeping out of her eyes when she worked on the titans—but what she lacked in curves there, she made up for everywhere else. Granted, one had to get beyond her bulky leather jumpsuit and gloves to find them, but with Bexley, that wasn’t particularly difficult—for him, at least (and given what he’d heard of Bexley’s previous exploits, probably not for most other potential partners under the Haven sun, either). Her height was compact, but her shape rendered her a goddess of sex incarnate, and one who was greedy for worship.
“Hey, Bexley!” he called up. “How’s everything look?”
“Pretty good!” she called back down. “Evaporating phantoms make for easy cleanup, but I ran a flush anyway to get any random debris out of the joints and just finished a systems check. All in all, you’re getting pretty good at not breaking the titan.”
Locke called the scaffold’s lift down and, once it arrived, rode it back up to meet her.
“What can I help with?” he asked once it had stopped.
By now, Bexley had finished whatever she was doing and now sat in the pilot’s chamber to rest. There was no seat in the chamber; there were footholds in the floor and handholds just above waist height. When Locke settled in to pilot, a watertight ring would secure around his neck, and a cushioning fluid would fill the space beneath to protect his body from jarring and give him a stronger connection to the titan’s controls. There were some basic physical buttons and dials, but most of the machine’s controls were of a far more magical nature; the pilot connected to the titan through what Bexley called a “reflex link,” with information somehow being transmitted between mage and titan via the fluid. He still wasn’t exactly sure how it worked, but the result was that a status console would appear in his vision—no, overlaid on his very consciousness—along with a projected view of his surroundings, captured by the titan’s visual sensors. After that, all he needed to pilot the titan was the will to do it. No buttons, no switches, no handles—just want. He didn’t even know what the physical controls were for except perhaps emergency situations. The titan just seemed to know what he wanted it to do, as if it was reading his thoughts. He had no idea how that worked, either—he wasn’t even sure Bexley knew—-but that didn’t stop it from being hella cool.
“You can keep me company,” Bexley said, patting the limited space next to her on the chamber floor.
Locke didn’t refuse. It made for closer quarters, but he didn’t mind that either.
“We should fight more gluttony phantoms,” she said. “That was a lot less work than I thought it’d be.”
“Yeah, for you,” Locke retorted. “I for one would gladly never fight one again.”
“Not a fan of its final form?” Bexley said, waggling her eyebrows.
“No,” Locke shuddered.
“Well,” Bexley said. “I for one don’t mind some good slime every now and then.”
And just like that, she was on top of him.
Locke didn’t play favorites with his crewmates. He liked each of them equally, for varying reasons. He liked Alyssa’s competent demeanor (and the fact that she needed a little romance before pleasure). He liked Ember’s no-nonsense sobriety (and the fact that, when she wanted affection, she was frank about it). He liked Bexley’s obvious skill with machines and that he pretty much owed the functioning of his titan to that skill—but he also appreciated the fact that something as simple as being bored and having a few spare minutes could activate her more feminine skills.
Bexley was the shortest of the three women, but all that meant was that her traits had been compacted and concentrated, so that whenever they showed, they showed. She had more curves than a mountain road and liked to use them, and Locke felt them press against his chest and lap as she pressed her face into his.
She knew how to move and heaved her body against his in such a way that she had the desired effect almost instantly.
“Well, that was fast,” she grinned, gracing her fingers between his legs. Still, she decided to give him a little extra help. The front of her work jumpsuit was already unzipped—it always was—so she reached to the short orange vest inside and unzipped it instead.
Locke was always astonished to realize just how much chest that vest held back, but his astonishment gave way to distraction as she pressed her voluminous breasts to his face. He licked the warm swell of her flesh, kissed, suckled her nipple, pinched a little bit, and listened as a surprised, delighted squeal escaped her lips, as he pressed his fingers down through her jumpsuit and up.
“Wait, not yet,” she said, and then lifted herself off him.
Locke was about to sigh in disappointment until he realized where she was going. She unbuttoned his trousers, he sprang out with little resistance, and her mouth was on him before that part of him could even feel the difference in air temperature.
He did sigh then, and groaned loudly in absolute delight. Bexley had ways of using her tongue that he wasn’t even sure women on his home world knew about, and he couldn’t get enough of it. He tangled his hand in her short, blonde hair and ground her face into his groin, thrusting himself deeper and deeper down her throat.
Shit, he already felt so close—
But then the hangar echoed with the sound of an opening door, and two new voices came into the room. Alyssa and Ember. Arguing.
He couldn’t quite make out what they were arguing about, but didn’t particularly care given the circumstances. He hoped they’d just leave and look elsewhere for their two crewmates so he wouldn’t have blue balls (again) through whatever crew meeting was about to ensue. (It was an astonishingly regular interruption—though, when he considered how often he and Bexley did it in the first place, perhaps it was just statistically likely.) He lost that hope, though, when Ember shouted:
“Bex, I know you’re in here! I brought sausage!”
“Fuck,” Bexley muttered around his dick, but then freed it and yelled down, “I was about to get some sausage.”
“You’re always about to get sausage,” Ember retorted. “I’ll leave it on your worktable. It’s cold anyway.”
“Crew meeting. On the bridge. Now,” Alyssa echoed.
“Fuck!” Bexley shouted, and it echoed through the chamber.
“You can do that later, too,” Alyssa replied.
***
Soon they’d all convened on the bridge, Alyssa looking stern, Ember looking pissed, Bexley also looking pissed, with her boobs still hanging out to emphasize why she was pissed, and Locke standing in the back ready to say anything Alyssa and Ember wanted to hear so he and Bexley could … resume.
“To come straight to the point,” Alyssa began, “our bounty options are limited. In fact, our best choices right now are to either stay docked at the airport and wait for better bounties to come in, or go to other cities to look through their bounties.”
“Then why are we having a crew meeting?” Bexley spat, arms crossed beneath her breasts to again emphasize the situation she’d been enjoying before it was so suddenly interrupted.
“Because there is another option,” Ember insisted.
“And I said I’d put it to the crew,” Alyssa replied, “though I think the rest of you will agree with me that it’s too impractical.”
“Well, what is it?” Locke asked, trying not to sound impatient but also mightily distracted by Bexley’s pushed-up boobs.
“Ember, if you will,” Alyssa stated. She conceded the floor to her pilot.
“First things first—Bexley, put up your boobs,” Ember commanded. Bexley rolled her eyes, but zipped up her vest all the same, and Ember continued: “My mother has gone missing, and there’s a bounty in Vasor to find her.”
Locke’s ears perked at that. He hadn’t been expecting that kind of news. “What kind of missing?” he asked.
“How many kinds are there?” Ember retorted.
“Well, there are missing criminals that need to be hunted down and will probably only come at the end of a fight, and then there are regular people who have disappeared and probably just got lost.”
“She’s the kind of missing that’s somewhere in between,” Ember said. “She’s an archaeologist for the Vasor branch of the Arcane Index.”
“Oh. That doesn’t sound bad,” Locke said, then looked to Alyssa. “Why don’t you want to take it? I mean, it’s her mother.”
“Because it’s not economically viable. It’s too far for too little pay, and there are other companies that are better positioned to take it. Factoring in the fuel expense, if we have to pay for any significant damages, we lose money on this bounty, and it’s a disappearance at an archaeological site.”
“What’s so bad about that?” Locke asked.
“About an archaeological site?” Alyssa repeated, as if he should have already known—but then she recalled his “amnesia” and continued: “Disappearances at archaeological digs could have any variety of causes. It could be a simple cave-in—or it could be they stumbled upon some dangerous Precursor artifact, and that would be even worse than our usual shadow dregs. Sometimes they find that monsters have made nests of the digs; sometimes bandits lie in wait to steal artifacts as the archaeologists bring them out. The Arcane Index sends archaeologists out with special teams trained to handle these kinds of extreme threats, and the archaeologists themselves are often trained in some form of combat.
“In short, it may be a simple cave-in, but it’s more likely that whatever caused that expedition to go missing was something even archaeologists and their support crews couldn’t handle.”
Whoa, archaeologists here sound badass, Locke observed mentally.
“Okay, that does sound slightly terrifying,” he said aloud, “But still, it’s her mother!”
“I already said I’ll forego my commission on this job,” Ember exclaimed. “That’ll save some money for the company airship.”
“Not enough,” Alyssa replied. “It’s not that I don’t understand—I do. It’s just that there are other companies who aren’t struggling to stay afloat who are in better positions to succeed at it. Especially in Vasor.”
“What’s so special about Vasor?” Locke asked.
“It’s my home city,” Ember sighed, perhaps realizing that this didn’t help her argument. “And it’s a major hub for all things involving airships. But none of those crews will be as invested in finding her alive as me. And the fact that there’s a bounty at all—that the Index isn’t handling it internally … Something about that strikes me as strange.”
“Why?” Locke asked.
“Because the Index takes care of its own. Why isn’t it sending out one of its own support crews? The ones who are trained to handle archaeological threats?”
Alyssa pursed her lips to that, as if she’d thought of it, too, and it was another reason why she didn’t want to take this bounty.
And now that Ember had mentioned it, something did seem fishy about that bounty. Why wouldn’t the Vasor Arcane Index protect its own? Locke had a suspicion that there was more to this than initially met the eye … but unlike Alyssa, that only made him want to take it more.
“I’ll forego my commission, too,” he chimed suddenly, and Alyssa looked up, surprised.
“We already underpay you as it is,” she commented.
“Maybe, but it’s not like I spend it on much, anyway,” Locke replied. In truth, while he occasionally spent his earnings on random street food on their between-bounty stops, he didn’t have enough confidence in his understanding of this world’s money to start spending it willy-nilly, so he’d been saving most of it. “Honestly I’m just happy to pilot the titan. Pay’s only a plus. Also, it’s her mother.”
His stance obvious and decided, Alyssa suspected nothing she’d say would change his mind, so now she looked to the last remaining crew member.
“Well, I’m keeping my commission,” Bexley declared. “I’ve got stuff to buy.”
“Like what?” Ember snapped.
“S—”
“Don’t you dare say sausages,” Ember glowered.
“Snacks,” Bexley hissed. “And random extras for the hangar. Sometimes I need new equipment that our budget doesn’t cover, and I’m not cheap enough to let my hangar go to ruin if I can help it.”
“What are you talking about?” Alyssa exclaimed. “Most of our budget goes to maintenance.”
“Yeah, and parts of this ship fart out a lot, too. And I’ve got another titan that you want me to get in working order, which will also get messed up in battle, requiring even more money.” Bexley looked to Ember. “How much do you even like your mom, anyway? You’ve certainly never talked about her.”
Ember shifted uncomfortably. “My relationship with my family is … fraught. But not enough for me to not care what happens to my mother.”
Suddenly Locke had an idea.
“Bexley. A word.”
He nodded toward the door, and Bexley stood and followed him out. He gave the other two ladies a quick smile, then secured the door closed behind him.
“What’s this about?” Bexley asked.
“Would you accept other forms of currency?”
“Like what?”
“Like … say, The Thing. With the blindfold.”
Bexley’s eyes widened in surprise. “That’s fine currency indeed.”
“Enough to compensate for your commission rate?”
She ran her fingers down his chest. “Oh, you drive a hard bargain.”
“Is that a yes?”
Bexley winked at him, then opened the door to the control room and led the way back in.
“I’ve determined your mom’s worth to me,” she declared, “and it is The Thing With The Blindfold.”
Locke put his face in his palm. “You didn’t have to say it.”
Ember rolled her eyes. “She’ll be honored.”
Alyssa sighed. “Does that mean you’ll be foregoing your commission, too?”
“For The Thing With The Blindfold? Hells yes.”
“Fine,” Alyssa replied. “That’s three to one, and three fewer commissions do make the job a lot more appealing. All right. I’ll radio the Arcane Index and accept the job. And then, we take off for Vasor.”
“Thank you,” Ember replied, and Alyssa nodded.
“It may not be my first choice, but I can appreciate when an entire crew feels strongly enough to give up its commissions. I’d be a bad captain if I didn’t respect that.”
Chapter Three
“Finally! Let me get back to work!” Bexley exclaimed, and then grabbed Locke’s wrist and led him off the bridge.
They ended up back in the hangar, which was frequently where they ended up. Locke needed exactly no warming back up, but Bexley let go of his hand in her workroom and flopped into her squeaky work chair with a groan. It was attached to the floor on a track, so she could move it around as she pleased without having to worry about it flying in crazy directions when the airship hit turbulence. In fact, much of the workroom was either bolted permanently in place or secured to tracks both mechanized and non.
“Ugh. It seems like crew meetings always interrupt us,” she moaned. “I bet Alyssa times it like that intentionally.”
“Well, statistically speaking, you have so much sex that she is more likely to interrupt you than not,” Locke replied, hoping this mood wasn’t an indication that he’d be on his own for the immediate future.
“All that effort wasted,” Bexley grumped again—but then she put on a thoughtful face. “Though, you know, now that the meeting’s over, that does leave us with more time—”
Bexley barely had to make the suggestion before Locke was on her. He snatched her out of the chair and placed her onto the nearest worktable, back down, legs spread.
“Well, maybe it wasn’t all wasted,” Bexley grinned back at him, and unzipped her vest just enough to tantalize him.
Locke’s balls were in no mood to be tantalized. He yanked down the unzipped end of her work suit, found a pair of panties so thin as to be gossamer, and then thumbed them out of the way and thrust his already rigid self inside.
“Ah!” Bexley cried. “No! Too fast!”
“What do you mean ‘too fast’?” Locke grunted, even closer than he was before—but now, it seemed, so, so far away.
Bexley shoved herself off him and grinned slyly. “We have time. We shouldn’t squander it.” She looked around at the devices accumulated in the workroom. “After all, it’s hangar sex.”
Locke paused, understanding. He did like hangar sex. Alyssa and Ember were pretty conventional with their approaches to intimate relations, but Bexley had so much experience that she was significantly more experimental.
“You did promise me The Thing With the Blindfold, after all,” Bexley winked.
Locke sighed, both eager and impatient. “I guess I did,” he said, and then searched around the workroom until he found their usual blindfold draped over a worktable. (They used it so frequently, Bexley never bothered to put it up.) He tied it around Bexley’s head, tight enough that it wouldn’t fall off, but loose enough that she might grab tantalizing peeks of whatever he was planning to do to her.
“I trust your judgment.” She spread her arms. “Do with me as you please.”
Locke looked around the workroom as she lounged on the table, searching for something easily accessible and clever so he could grant her some enjoyment, but not make himself miserable while he waited. He was so excited, he had no doubt he would finish at a speed that would leave a beast as hungry as Bexley totally displeased.
His eyes landed on an assortment of leather straps and locks. Yes, that had potential.
He saw Bexley’s ears perk as he lifted the items off the floor, recognizing the sound, and she gave a curious squeal as he stretched her hands above her head and pressed his mouth into her lips. As his tongue explored hers, his hands slipped a strap around her wrists, and she gasped when she heard a small lock click into place through the loops at its ends. (Locke had never actually seen Bexley use them on any equipment in the hangar, and wondered if she kept them around solely for purposes such as these.)
Next he unzipped her vest fully. Her breasts spilled out into the open as if they’d been straining all this time to escape, and he lifted the next strap. He trailed it over her breasts gently, and she twitched as the cool leather caught on her stiff nipples.
He looped another strap around one breast, pulled it to bunch the whole shape erect, and Bexley moaned. She moaned more when he pressed his lips to the shape, when he suckled and bit, and reached his free hand up to massage the second breast.
He was determined not to let her grow bored, though, so he glanced around as he suckled, and saw a hook hanging from a track on the ceiling. It was meant to suspend equipment, but Locke thought it would do just as well for Bexley. So he grabbed it, pulled it down to latch through the lock on her wrists, and pressed the button to draw it back up.
Bexley squealed in surprise as she began to move, as the hook slowly raised toward the low ceiling to suspend her over the floor—stretching her arms above her head and her feet just shy of resting flat against ground. She flexed her arms and legs with the effort of keeping herself suspended. Locke wouldn’t keep her there long for that reason, but in the meantime he loved the erotic way her raised arms emphasized her breasts, and how deliciously vulnerable they were to him, with her unable to escape.
He flung his head into those soft, voluminous shapes, and once again plunged his fingers into the seat of her jumpsuit, into that softest and wettest of feminine places.
“Still too soon?” he said into her chest.
“No,” she gasped, and she was right. She was already gushing over his fingers, and he was about to explode himself, but he knew that, wet as she was, Bexley wouldn’t appreciate that quick a finish.
He still had another long strap nearby, so he picked it up, draped it around the back of her neck, and then took to coiling it in interesting patterns around her torso as she heaved with the exertion. Her considerable breasts jiggled, tantalizing as he looped the strap around them, as he draped a line of cool leather over each erect, sensitive nipple, and as he slipped further lengths around the bases of her legs. She squeezed her legs together with a cry, and for a moment he worried he’d hurt her, until he saw her pressing her thighs together, trying to slip the textured band against a place he wasn’t tending.
She was ready.
But, strangely, as ready as he was, he felt a wicked need to make her wait longer. So, what to do next?
Ah! He found it.
He pressed the button to lower her to the floor, much to her pleasurable relief.
He settled her down in her work chair, hands still suspended from the loosened hook. He kissed her breasts, licked her nipples, and slipped his hand between the still clenching press of her thighs.
“You want something down there, don’t you?” he breathed into her neck.
“Y-yes,” she trembled.
“Well. How’s this?” he said, and Bexley cried out at the sudden, unexpected cold.
Bexley had a favorite wrench. First, because it did its conventional job very well. Next, because the handle was perfectly sized to pleasure certain areas when Locke wasn’t around. He swirled the cold, metal shape around inside her and brushed his mouth close to her ear. “You want more?”
“Yes!” Bexley squealed.
He drew the wrench out and dropped it to the floor, then licked along that wet, erotic spot. Bexley’s entire body trembled as he did so, overwhelmed by the hot feeling of his tongue, his breath, and paradoxically aroused by the press of her restraints.
She was ready for him.
So he sat in a second chair on the same track, positioned it right before her, and hit the button to make hers move.
He had time, so he unbuttoned his trousers and watched as his own self sprang out, wildly erect and ready. That was one thing about his new body that he’d easily gotten used to. He hadn’t necessarily been embarrassed by the size of his old body, but this—this was a definite improvement, even if it did sometimes make the crew gape in delicious fear that it might not fit.
They always seemed willing to find out, though.
“Where are you?” Bexley called. “Where’s my chair going?”
“You’ll find out soon enough,” Locke eased himself to the edge of his chair, perfectly positioned to skewer her.
“Locke?” she called again.
“You said you wanted to slow down,” he said, as her chair inched ever closer to him.
“But not this slow—oh!” she exclaimed, for she felt the tip of him press against her. “Ah!” she cried again, as the mechanized chair pushed her down its length. “Has it—has it gotten bigger since last time?”
“I like to think so,” Locke replied.
“I think it—ah! Oh, fuck!” Bexley squealed, as her lower lips finally stretched enough to close over his enormous tip. “I think it has,” she continued breathlessly, as the motorized chairs pressed him deeper and deeper into her. “Gods, where do you end?”
Her chair stopped when the seat cushions touched, and a sensor deactivated the track. Locke wasn’t even fully in.
“Still want to go slow?” he said, mischievous.
“Fuck, no! Fuck me hard! Fuck me like a piston!”
“Well, since you asked so nicely—”
Locke grabbed the strap at her waist and thrust himself the rest of the way in. Bexley cried in delight as he reached the back of her, eased out, and then smashed back in again and again.
Fuck, she felt amazing, but he could do better, he knew, and her hands were still attached to the hook. He pulled himself out—“No!” Bexley cried—and quickly grabbed another leather belt and pushed it through her leg straps. He arranged the belts in such a way that they’d be able to support the weight of her legs, and when he was done, shoved her lower half up and slipped the loops on the end over the hook that still held her hands, turning her into something like a human swing. Now she could suspend with no discomfort, and so Locke pressed the engine hook button.
Bexley rose into the air, facing him, until she was level with his eager, throbbing waist.
“What are you doing?” she breathed.
Locke answered by holding her out, positioning his tip at her own eager entry—and then he let the full weight of her body jam down onto the length of him.
“Ahh! You’re going to break me in half!” she moaned, but the way she said it made it sound like, if she was going to die on his dick, well, that would be an okay death. He grabbed the straps again and pushed her off, only to let her ram back down again in delicious ecstasy.
Every blow elicited another wail from her lips, another gush from her ecstatic parts and finally—finally, he spilled his own ecstasy into her.
He let her fall back onto him with an exhausted sigh, but somehow, she still wasn’t done. She wrapped her legs around him and ground there as if trying to find new depths of her own, and then finally—finally—coiled around his waist in hard-earned satisfaction.
They both lingered there, enjoying the delightful fruit of all that labor.
Until Bexley wriggled and exclaimed, “Oh, shit! Untie me! I’ve gotta eat that other sausage before it goes stale!”
***
That evening, Locke returned to his cabin and slept like a dead man who had just died from really amazing sex.
Now that he thought of it, he’d slept like that quite a bit since arriving on Haven.
And then he realized he was actively thinking.
“I see you continue to enjoy your new situation,” a husky voice said out of the darkness.
Locke opened his eyes, not in his cabin, but in an absurd, dark, open space with no beginning or ending, only a swirl of black clouds in the air overhead—but none of the atmospheric sensations that normally accompanied such sights. He didn’t even feel wind on his face.
It had creeped him out the first time he’d “woken” up here, but he’d gotten used to it in the weeks since. He’d come to think of it as something like a dream space, and it always heralded the coming of …
“Hello, Peth.” He sat up to see the source of the voice striding toward him.
Peth was the entire reason why he was on Haven in the first place.
The first time he’d encountered her, she’d looked like a fairly normal businesswoman, offering him a contract for desperately-needed employment. He’d quickly found that it was different from most contracts, though. Namely because he’d died right after signing it and woken up naked in the cockpit of Titan Chimera, whereupon he’d thoroughly startled the three women on the ship, who had certainly not been expecting a new employee, much less in the form of a hot, wet, naked dude falling out of a formerly-unoccupied titan.
The woman striding toward him now looked more the part of the magical trickster, clad in a long, purple gown that hugged her mature curves, topped with a pointed wide-brimmed hat, all of which combined to remind him of a witch’s outfit, especially when he considered the runic characters glowing on the gown’s hem and the hat’s band. There was something about the material, though, that suggested a certain … advanced-ness, even by the standards of this world. Like she belonged in a weird sci-fi anime instead of here on Haven. She also wore a black choker decorated with a pentagon, something Locke had begun to wonder about in recent weeks.
Overall, she looked very good for a thousand-year-old space witch.
“You must have remembered something new,” Locke stated, standing to greet her. “Otherwise I’d still be sleeping. Not that I mind the company.”
Peth strode toward him with a satisfied swish of her hips. “Right you are! I remembered …” She paused for effect. “…my full name!”
Locke waited.
“It’s Pethelen!” Peth declared.
“That’s all?”
“It’s more than I had yesterday!” Peth replied.
“Well. Can’t disagree with that,” Locke shrugged.
Of all the women on this ship, Peth was perhaps the most intriguing—least of all because the other women didn’t actually know she was there, most of all because she existed incorporeally inside Titan Chimera—or, more accurately, she was trapped there.
With no memory of how it happened.
Or, really, much memory at all.
And though she lived inside Titan Chimera, she couldn’t make use of it. The only resource she’d had access to was her magic, which itself was incredibly limited, but she did have the ability to project her consciousness across dimensions to beings sensitive enough to perceive it … which, thus far, had only been Locke.
Once she’d made that first glorious contact with him, she did her desperate best to exploit it.
He should have been mad about it, he supposed—and he was, at first, very briefly—but she’d found ways to sweeten the deal, his new body being the least of them.
And, in a way, he’d understood her desperation.
Before she’d summoned him to Haven, he’d been confined to a wheelchair, partially paralyzed because of a dumbass drunk at an unlucky red light. He was told that his mobility would return with plenty of therapy and hard work, but in the meantime he’d remembered the old freedom of simply being able to walk, and sad rage had flared in him every time he thought of it.
Peth was in a similar situation—powerful enough to reach across universes and fabricate new bodies, obviously, but otherwise stuck inside a titan she couldn’t use, where her only entertainment was whatever bawdy songs Bexley chose to sing while she worked in the hangar.
Well, she could see through Locke’s eyes now, so at least she had more … entertainment. But given the kind of power she must have possessed before, her amnesia might have been a small mercy.
At least she couldn’t remember what she’d lost.
But she could perhaps begin to take it back. That was why she’d summoned Locke.
“You’ve adapted nicely to Titan Chimera,” she said proudly, “and made some glorious improvements. It looks so much less like a piece of scrap now.”
“I do my best,” Locke shrugged.
“Well, it’s appreciated. A lady likes her dwelling to look nice, even if it is a giant set of armor that no one realizes she inhabits.”
“My void mage abilities have improved quite a bit, too,” Locke replied, flexing his hand for emphasis. “And fast. In fact, do you want me to try to pull you out now?”
“Oh, I do love an enthusiastic man,” Pethelen laughed, “but at this point, that might venture into overconfidence. A mind is a complicated thing, after all, and the extraction of it even more so. Even for a void mage.”
“Fair enough.” Locke flexed his hand again. “Truth be told, I’m not even sure how I’d begin to do that at my level. I mean, which type of magic would I use? Is there some form of matter locking you in? Or some complication of energy or time? Or some weird combination of them all?”
“Well, I was put in here, so there must be a way to get me out,” Peth replied. “But between your advancing skill and my returning memories, we’re bound to come across it eventually. You are performing very well, by the way. In more ways than one.” She waggled her eyebrows.
“Have you remembered anything else?” Locke asked.
“Nothing concrete,” Peth replied. “Though I have some … suspicions, you could say.”
“Suspicions? How so?”
“Having access to your eyes has given me a lot of new information to work with. There are many elements of this world that seem familiar to me, but distantly so. Like a childhood memory where I’ve forgotten the details, but remember the feeling.”
“What elements?” Locke inquired.
“The spires and ruins,” Peth responded. “I don’t remember ever seeing ruins, but … I feel like I remember the materials that make them up. And then there’s this.”
She tapped the pentagon on her choker.
It was a simple shape. There was nothing particularly flashy about it—but it was a shape that Locke had seen before, in specific patterns on certain surfaces, like an intentional motif.
Surfaces like the crystalline spires that dotted the landscape, the crashed Precursor ship that defined Endpoint City—and the contract she’d had him sign in the first place, which obviously involved some kind of magic beyond what Havenites could wield.
He’d only drawn the connection between the three just recently. The crystals and Precursor technology were dominated by hexagonal shapes, which made sense from a structural perspective, since hexagons could easily be formed into repeating patterns. As he’d gone back and forth between the crash that defined Endpoint City and the spire-dominated landscape between it and their destinations, he’d begun to notice little irregularities here and there—pentagon shapes that didn’t look like part of those structures, but rather like symbols worked onto the surfaces as a form of decoration. He wasn’t sure what the symbol meant, but he’d slowly come to realize that it was identical to the one on Peth’s contract, and on Peth’s choker.
“You think you might be a Precursor?” he said.
“I don’t see what else I could be.”
“Huh,” Locke replied, then shrugged. “Sure. Why not? I mean, the Precursors are a mystery here. Whatever they were, they were wildly powerful before they fell.” He paused to think again. “I suppose I hadn’t considered it before, but it seems kind of obvious now. But why didn’t you consider that possibility to begin with?”
“Because I didn’t have images to jog my memory,” Peth said. “I haven’t been awake this whole time. My only view since I have been awake has been through Titan Chimera, and the Harriers didn’t have a void mage to pilot it, so I’ve only ever seen the inside of this hangar. That’s one of the reasons I needed you so desperately.”
“Oh. That makes sense, actually,” Locke conceded.
“And the more of the world you see, the more of the world I see,” Peth finished. “Those pentagons ... they’re significant. I know they are. And sooner or later, we’re bound to see something else that stirs my memory.”
“Speaking of seeing the world,” Locke asked, “do you know anything about Vasor?”
Peth shook her head. “I know that Ember’s from there, but otherwise, no.”
“Well,” Locke said, “you’re about to see plenty of it.”
Chapter Four
“We’ll arrive in Vasor in the next hour,” Alyssa announced over the ship’s comms the next morning. “Finish your preparations, and we’ll all leave once docked.”
Her voice came through a bell-shaped speaker that bloomed out of Locke’s cabin wall like a strange metal flower. He picked up the hand-sized comm horn wired to it, pressed the “Bridge” button on the adjacent panel, replied, “Understood,” then set to finishing his morning processes.
He’d already been awake for some time and used that time to make himself presentable for their new client. Locke didn’t consider himself a vain person, but he couldn’t deny that he cut a fine figure in this world’s wardrobe. Back home, he’d been a low-effort jeans and t-shirt kind of guy, except when circumstances called for something fancier. His first day here, though, Bexley had shown him to a wardrobe of pieces left over from previous crew members, and he’d scrounged together an ensemble that made him look like a rugged, but well-meaning rogue: a long, weathered coat, coarse white shirt, a tough pair of trousers, and a pair of smart, practical boots. One day he’d probably use his earnings to buy something better, but for now, they did the job.
He ruffled the bedhead out of his hair—now longer than it had been when he’d arrived, and contributing even more to that roguish look—and then, satisfied with his appearance, headed out of his small cabin.
Now all that remained was to eat a quick breakfast and await their arrival in Vasor, so he began to make his way to the bottom deck.
He smelled it before he saw it. The rich, savory scent of breakfast rolls and fatty meats wafted down the hall to greet him, and he stepped past the brass sign reading “Mess Hall” to find a central table already spread with a selection of breakfast foods—a basket of bread and a small bowl of butter, a plate of still-sizzling bacon and sweet sausage, a bowl of unpeeled boiled eggs, and a variety of juices and milk.
The Harriers’ budget didn’t allow for many extravagant meals like the one they’d greeted him with after they defeated Bort, but Alyssa saw to it that the crew had enough nourishment to fuel its daily work.
As Locke sat at the table, he spotted motion in the open canteen on the far end of the Mess Hall—and then saw a lithe, white panther hop out through the opening with a harness attached to its back. It sauntered past him without making eye contact, and he caught another whiff of fresh food as it passed, probably bound for the control room. Alyssa often took breakfast at the wheel if they made their destination at that hour, and it wasn’t the first time Locke had seen the cat deliver it.
And yet no one ever commented on it.
Locke was fairly sure a panther working in a kitchen was a strange thing, even in this world. After all, he hadn’t seen any other cats in similar positions on their stops, and he couldn’t figure out how the Blue Heron’s cat even managed to fulfill its kitchen duties, lacking opposable thumbs and all.
They sometimes referred to the cat as Sloan, but given that Bexley occasionally talked about getting Sloan inside Titan Deathly Rhythm, Locke couldn’t be sure they were talking about the same Sloan, and any time he asked for clarification, they responded with some variant of, “She’s just shy,” as if that explained anything.
But all in all, the panther didn’t seem the type to suddenly decide he looked delicious, so it didn’t bother him all that much. Besides, he had an ancient Precursor living in his titan and looking out through his eyes. There were certainly stranger things in this world.
“‘Morning,” Ember’s voice greeted suddenly, and Locke looked up to see her walking in through the doorway.
She’d made herself more presentable than usual, too. Not that she was ever unpresentable, but Locke saw a different fullness in the way she tied her red ponytail back, as if she’d tried to fluff it out. Normally she was content to just let it hang as it pleased, knowing she’d be inside the titan for much of the day anyway.
And even though she wasn’t going to be in her titan for much of today, she still wore her formfitting black magesuit. Locke didn’t like to wear his own magesuit in public—its tightness invited gazes that he didn’t feel like dealing with—but the tightness flattered her topography very well. Most of the time, she left the top few buttons of her suit undone, but today those buttons were fully done up, and she wore a sharp, short jacket the same color as Alyssa’s.
It made her look like she was wearing a uniform, though the Harriers didn’t actually have official uniforms, and somehow Locke suspected she was aiming to impress someone more than a client.
She sat to his side, so he couldn’t look straight at her, and began to pick her food from the arranged plates with a distracted hurry. Even when she asked, “Sleep well?” it was with an awkwardness that sounded forced.
“As well as ever,” Locke replied, then asked, “You all right?”
Ember finished gathering her plate before she answered, and even then it was hesitant.
“Yes. Just … nervous,” she said.
“About your mom?”
“That and the family. It’s complicated.”
“Ah. Family issues?” Locke asked. Ember didn’t answer, so he added, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”
“No, it’s nothing like that,” Ember replied, finally picking at her bacon. “We’re not estranged. We just … disagree. Most of my family works for the Vasor Arcane Index. I’m bound to see someone, especially given the bounty we’re coming for.”
“Oh. That makes sense,” Locke replied, and suddenly he understood her appearance a bit more. She was trying to impress the client, but not because they were the client. She was hoping to impress—or at the very least, not disappoint—whichever member of her family she might meet.
Bexley shuffled into the Mess Hall next, and she wasn’t trying to impress anyone. She had on her usual jumpsuit, unbuttoned deeply enough to reveal both her vest and bare navel, and if she’d fixed her short, blonde hair since yesterday, it had been with little more than a hand tousled over her head. She loaded up a plate of nothing but sausages because of course she did, and soon Alyssa came over the airship comms again:
“Docking in ten minutes.”
Bexley schlorped down the last of her sausages with such vigor that Locke wasn’t even sure she’d chewed, and he saw Ember shoot her an unsubtle side eye. If she was trying to project professional competence, then Bexley was working against it.
Locke was long familiar with how the two poked at each other, and while it was generally in good fun, he saw a look of genuine annoyance on Ember’s face this time. Before she could say anything, though, Bexley spoke first:
“Oh, that’s right! You haven’t seen Vasor before, have you?”
Locke shook his head, “Nope,” and Bexley, astonishingly, wiped her face before she leapt up to snatch his hand.
“Then let’s go find a good view! You’ll want to see this!”
***
The two of them burst onto the bridge, and Alyssa didn’t even react, so concentrated was she on piloting.
Of course the best view would be from the control room, Locke realized. After all, if they’d stayed in the belly of the ship, they’d have had little other than some head-sized portholes or the hangar door to look through, whereas this room, by necessity, was mostly window.
Alyssa stood before a nautical-looking ship’s wheel in the forward center of the room, with low consoles to her side providing information that she needed to guide her ship safely, and buttons to act on that information. What remained of the view beyond that was a crisscross of interlocking metal beams and great glass panes that provided a view in every direction that wasn’t obscured by ship.
Locke stood to the side of the consoles so he wouldn’t be in Alyssa’s way and looked down beneath the melting morning mist.
He saw nothing but a green, pockmarked plain at first, as if a tremendous battle had taken place here and nature was still working to fill in the damage. It wasn’t a Precursor battle; the scars were too new, the blasts cut into the earth too ragged to have suffered much erosion, but it had still been mostly cleaned up. He couldn’t see any evidence of abandoned, destroyed technology.
In fact, even as they drew nearer, he couldn’t see evidence of any civilization at all.
“Where is it?” he asked.
“Wait for it,” Bexley replied, and clenched his hand with genuine excitement.
That was when the sun dissolved the mist, and Locke realized he was looking in the wrong direction entirely.
Vasor was a mage city. It had to be.
For it loomed directly before them, its entire mass floating unsupported thousands of feet above the recovering ground.
Locke was less surprised at the fact of its floating than he could have been. After all, he recognized the distinct purple glow of innumerable gravity catalysts humming beneath its base—or, more likely, gravity furnaces—and he was familiar enough with his own gravity catalysts and the Blue Heron’s furnaces to understand the basics of how that might work.
Void furnaces could be employed by non-mages to cast magical spells, albeit in a vastly simplified form compared to what a mage could cast through a catalyst. Furnaces consumed void condensate—concentrated void essence—which was then channeled through an attached catalyst to achieve a specific goal, such as the powering of machinery. As Locke understood it, anyone could use magic with the proper equipment, but people with mage talents were able to channel it with greater efficiency and versatility; a mage could use a more generalized catalyst, as long as it was of the type aligned with his or her magical aptitude, whereas non-mages had to use catalysts designed for specific, limited functions, like lifting an airship or, say, in the case of mage rifles, firing bolts of one type of energy magic, at one intensity.
Neither were an uncommon technology; in fact, gravity furnaces in particular were what allowed airships to proliferate across Haven.
What astonished Locke was the sheer scale of it. He’d helped Bexley tend the Blue Heron’s furnaces enough to know how much void condensate they required. It was no small amount, and the volume this city consumed had to be magnitudes higher.
Bexley looked at those furnaces like she was looking at a really spectacular porn, and he could see why she was so excited to show it to him. For all her willingness to be distracted from it, Bexley genuinely enjoyed engineering work, both her own and the feats of others.
For Vasor was certainly that.
It was not a single-leveled city. It stretched up from the base in concentric levels of decreasing size, like a pyramid, but the shape itself was too complex to be called a mere pyramid. The edges of its levels weren’t smooth, but rather jutted out at regular intervals in places that Locke soon realized to be airship docks—and there were airships everywhere! He could barely see the shape of the city for all the ships coming and going from its edges, and once the Blue Heron drew toward the level Alyssa had chosen, Locke could see even deeper layers of complexity—for the layers themselves weren’t attached.
Oh, they were, after a fashion, with pillar-thick, hundred-foot-high cables connecting one floor to the floor below it, but the subtle way they swayed and contracted suggested they weren’t meant for support. In fact, their upper extremities were surrounded by other, smaller gravity furnaces, suggesting that each level carried its own weight, which in turn suggested that, if the levels needed to, they could detach and fly off on their own! But he doubted they anticipated the need to do that often. For one, the cables connecting them looked semi-permanent, such that they were probably intended as a safety measure to protect a malfunctioning lower level from plummeting to the earth.
It was easily the most complex feat of engineering Locke had ever seen, in this world or his own, and he hadn’t even been inside it yet.
“Welcome, Blue Heron. State your purpose and destination,” a voice suddenly crackled over Alyssa’s radio.
Alyssa pressed a button and replied. “We’re heading to gather information on a bounty at the Arcane Index. Administration level.”
Soon the voice on the other end of the radio returned with confirmation and an assigned dock number, and Alyssa guided the Blue Heron to the second-uppermost level and docked.
Ember met the three of them at the ship’s exit, her posture still stiff with nervousness, but her stern face trying to hide it.
Bexley abandoned Locke’s arm to follow Alyssa down the exit stairs, and Locke put a hand on Ember’s shoulder.
“We’ve got this,” he said. “We’re going to find your mom, and if any of your family gives you grief, they’ll have to answer to me.”
Ember allowed herself a small smile. “I appreciate the thought, but that’s not necessary. It’s not that kind of relationship.”
She stepped away from his hand, down the first few stairs, but then turned to look back at him.
“Thank you, by the way,” she said. “For foregoing your commission. I should have thanked you earlier, but my mind was elsewhere.”
“It’s no problem,” Locke said. “It just seemed like the natural thing to do. I mean, I understand Alyssa’s hesitance, too, but …”
“So do I,” Ember said, continuing down the stairs. “But I can’t help being annoyed by it. Still, she is the captain, and she took a chance when she hired me, even though I was an inexperienced pilot. Honestly, I think she might have hired me just because I came cheap and brought my own hexagon.”
“Hexagon?” Locke asked.
“Crystal hexagon,” Ember clarified.
“Ah,” Locke replied. That made sense to him. In addition to void condensate, catalyst upgrades required certain crystalline materials, too; crystal shards were the most common, crystal orbs were a significant step up in quality, and crystal hexagons were the top tier and rarest of all.
“It’s a perfect one, too,” Ember added. “I’m saving it for Long Shot’s mega-catalyst—I’m not sure if you know this, but a perfect hexagon can satisfy the catalyst upgrade requirements for any single tier, even allowing a catalyst to be upgraded from tier nine to ten. I won’t ever need one that high, but it’s essentially a free tier upgrade when I decide to use it. Once I get there, it’ll increase Long Shot’s power enormously, and thus the Harriers’ earning potential.”
“Wait, how did you even get a material like that?” Locke exclaimed. Crystal shards he could pick up after most battles, but he’d never even seen orbs in the field as of yet, and whenever he’d seen them for sale at the Endpoint City parts market, they’d been prohibitively expensive for the Harriers’ budget. He’d never actually seen a crystal hexagon for sale on a shelf, and the only time he’d heard about one, it was because it had been sold at a private auction for a legendary sum.
“It was my mother’s,” Ember replied. “She gave it to me when I decided to strike out on my own.”
“Wait—your mom gave you a perfect crystal hexagon?” Locke exclaimed. “They’re nearly as expensive as titan cores! That’s like a family heirloom.”
Ember shrugged. “I got along with my mom. Better than most of my family, anyway. If Alyssa hadn’t accepted this bounty, I might have shot out on my own.”
Locke raised an eyebrow. “And break your contract?”
“If that’s what it would take to find my mom, then yes.”
“Fair point,” Locke replied, but then added: “You say you joined the Harriers for cheap. Why?”
“Alyssa desperately needed to save money, and I desperately wanted to pilot a titan,” Ember said. “I didn’t care so much about the base pay, and figured I’d make up for it in bounties, anyway.”
Locke shrugged, but nodded. It was a more freewheeling explanation than he’d expected of someone as serious as Ember, but then when given the opportunity to pilot a titan, he’d done the exact same thing himself.
“I get that,” he stated.
The two of them had more in common than he’d originally thought.
They reached the bottom of the stairway and followed their captain’s path into the airport.
If Alyssa heard any of their conversation, she didn’t indicate it. She merely paid the docking fee at a nearby booth and continued out into the city, her three crewmates trailing close behind.
Locke kept a hand on Ember, partly for the encouragement, partly because he couldn’t stop himself from looking around, and it seemed like a good idea to attach himself to her to avoid getting lost. She was from this city, after all, and would know her way around.
And if the view from outside the city was distracting, the view from inside was doubly so.
Simply put, no part of this city could have been constructed without the efforts of mages. Endpoint City had obvious mage-influenced flourishes, mostly in the form of incredibly detailed decorations worked onto traditionally constructed buildings, but there was nothing traditional about Vasor’s construction. Though the buildings might have begun that way, matter mages had since pulled and stretched them into fanciful organic shapes, going as far as to smooth away the seams, or even indicators of the individual materials that made them up. Many looked as if they’d been grown, with windows placed in asymmetrical but still visually pleasing arrangements, and still others looked wholly alien. There was not a single straight line anywhere within his range of vision. Moreover, while the city’s coloration wasn’t necessarily monochrome, it did seem overly dominated by creamy golds and other rich, elegant colors, as if the city maintained strict rules on what kinds of colors could be used, and the matter mages obliged, happy to contribute to whatever image of itself the city was aiming to put forth.
The further in they traveled, the more Locke suspected that it was a carefully constructed image.
Namely, because of the looks he and his crewmates were getting as they walked down the artificially- and intentionally-cobbled-looking streets. While no two people dressed the same, there was a certain clean, uniform style to the Vasor citizens, and it made the Harriers’ inconsistent and eclectic batch of appearances that much more obvious.
“Ugh. More fucking Enders,” someone muttered as they passed.
A surge of defensiveness shot through Locke’s muscles. He didn’t know what an Ender was, but he knew they’d just been insulted, and he wasn’t inclined to let it stand.
Ember felt the tension in his hand, though, and touched his wrist before he could act.
“Leave it,” she said. “It just happens here.”
“What’s an Ender?” Locke inquired.
“Someone from Endpoint City.”
“They can’t tell we’re not from Endpoint City?” he asked, gesturing between himself and Ember.
“We don’t look like a bunch of sanctimonious wankers,” she replied. “That’s all it takes to not look Vasori.”
“That’s all it takes for them to hate Enders, too?” Locke asked.
“No, there’s old history there,” Ember replied. “A war. Lots of wars, actually.”
“I see,” Locke replied. That probably explained the ravaged field below. “But it couldn’t have been a recent war!” he added. “The battlefield below us is beginning to grow over.”
“Oh, the most recent one wasn’t recent. It was fifty or so years ago, in my grandparents’ time. They were fighting over land and resources, I think—you know, typical war stuff—and eventually the Vasori just said, ‘Fuck it, we don’t even want to share the ground with you’ and built this.”
“Do you mean to say this entire city was built because the old Vasori were too petty to share the same ground with the Enders?”
“It started that way,” Ember nodded, “but by this point the only people who care about the details are the oldsters. The sentiment still persists, though. The Vasori’s opinion of themselves is as high as their city, and their opinion of everyone beneath it is, well, proportional.”
“Is that why you left?”
“Among other reasons.”
Locke pondered this as they continued deeper into the layer. “How big a problem is it?” he asked. “Ender-Vasori relations?” This was the first time he’d even considered the politics of this world—but then, from the inside of a titan on a forever-traveling airship, politics often weren’t so obvious.
“The Vasori still take Ender money,” Ember shrugged. “So it’s not like they mind the commerce, and we’ve never had any real problems here. The Vasori just act like arrogant asswits, is all. And the city’s such an astonishing feat of engineering pettiness that no one’s really motivated to take it on. I don’t know of anyone who could take it on, anyway. I mean, look at it.”
She gestured around, and though he had been looking at it, Locke followed her hand. The city’s appearance had begun to change as they continued. By now, they’d progressed underneath the smaller layer above them, and though plenty of sunlight streamed past to light their way, Locke could now see soft pinkish-gold lights beginning to glow in the shadowed areas, so that the darkness under that level didn’t affect this level’s ability to function. Even those lights were worked flawlessly into the shapes of their surroundings, though—such that he’d probably been passing lights all along without even realizing it.
By the time they reached the Arcane Index, the strange light had rendered the whole area ethereal, like a grove belonging to technologically curious fairies.
The Index itself was no exception.
He knew it was the Arcane Index because it had the same basic design as the one in Endpoint City—a grand columned front with an expansive courtyard-sized staircase and two immaculately detailed lion statues towering on either side. The differences were wholly Vasori—the lions’ eyes glowed with that same rosy light, and the hard angles of the Endpoint City versions had been smoothed to fantastical, organic perfection. The woodburning smell of magic here seemed stronger than in Endpoint City, too, perhaps because the city layers trapped and concentrated it.
In some ways, it felt even more magical than the Endpoint City Index, though Locke was not about to give the Vasori the satisfaction of hearing him say it.
Alyssa led them past the academics scattered across the courtyard, up through the middle of three sets of whimsical-looking double doors with incongruous sylvan patterns on them.
Next she went to the front desk, positioned in the same area as the one back home, and cleared her throat to grab the attention of the General Information attendant, who had put her nose in a book the moment she spotted them coming through the door. Locke was pretty sure she’d done it solely so she could make a show of what she was reading—some dusty-looking thing with an exhaustingly long name—and the way she turned up her nose as she looked at them, Locke got the impression that Vasor had built itself so high in the air precisely so it could look further down on the people beneath it.
“May I help you?” she said in a tone so superior even Lola would have wanted to punch it.
“We’re here about the Q’Van bounty,” Alyssa replied evenly. “I radioed ahead yesterday.”
The attendant nodded slowly and then made an equally slow show of checking a folio of hand-scribbled information as if it was a holy magical text.
“Why is there a bounty in the first place?” Ember asked while she looked. “Why isn’t the Vasor Index handling it?”
“I’m of the understanding that it’s an internal matter,” the attendant replied without looking up, and offered no more details as she continued paging through the folio.
Ember’s eyes flicked back to Locke, as if she was thinking the same thing he was, which was: Oh, so it’s some political bullshit.
But what kind of politics would concern an archaeologist? Locke wondered. Enough for the Index to abandon the entire expedition? Given what he’d learned of the Vasori in the past hour, it didn’t surprise him that they could be that petty, but that still didn’t answer the question of why.
Finally the attendant said, “Ah, here it is. I’ll summon the commissioner. If you’ll follow me.”
Hopefully they’d find out soon.
The attendant glided out from behind the counter, her steps as smooth as her face, and began to stride down a nearby hallway without any apparent care for whether they followed or not. Alyssa gestured for them to follow her, and as they did, Locke noticed that the Vasor Arcane Index uniforms were slightly different from the Endpoint City ones. Though they still kept the same robe-and-maid outfit motif, they were the same rose gold that defined much of the outside city, and the maid skirts were slightly shorter. Locke wondered at that, given how uptight the Vasori had been thus far, but quickly reasoned that in a city where everyone’s noses were held in the air, it probably took more extreme wardrobe options to satisfy any upskirt-interested gaze. It probably wasn’t the official reason, but that was the one he was going with.
The attendant led them into a conference room with an artful irregularly-shaped table and leafy-looking chairs that looked like they might have been crafted by steampunk elves.
“If you’ll wait in here,” she said, and then went to a comm horn on the wall. “Pilot Q’Van, your bounty hunters are in Conference Room 1.”
Locke felt Ember tense on his arm as she heard the name, perhaps unconsciously, and now that he’d seen some of her home city, began to have a firmer understanding of her nervousness. If the Vasori were this arrogant about Enders, how would her family feel about her joining up with some?
The attendant bid her goodbyes with a forced nod, and then dismissed herself from the room without another word and closed the door behind her.
At once, Bexley flopped into one of the chairs as gracelessly as she possibly could, and suddenly Locke understood Bexley’s approach to this place, too. If the Vasori were going to look down on her anyway, then she was damn well going to give them something to look down on.
“You know,” she said. “I was going to ask just how many sticks these Vasori fit up their butts, but I don’t think they’re anything close to that kinky.”
Locke snorted at the observation before he could stop himself, but Alyssa locked Bexley in a firm glare. “Bexley, you’ll refrain from making such comments in front of our employers. They are our employers, after all.”
“Fine,” Bexley huffed, then sat up and turned to Ember. “So which of your relatives is coming to meet us?”
“I’m not sure,” Ember replied. “There are lots of Q’Van pilots. My whole family works for the Arcane Index. Well, except for me.”
They had their answer soon, when a firm hand rapped on the door and invited itself in.
“Good morning,” the man said as he entered. “I am—oh! Ember!”
He’d begun speaking before he even looked over the occupants of the room, but once he looked up, his tone changed instantly, and he paused to take in the sight of who’d come to find Erudicia Q’Van.
The man was very clearly Ember’s brother, and very clearly a titan mage. The age and angular planes of his face echoed Ember’s, albeit with a more masculine hardness, and the hair sprouting in short waves from his head was the same unmistakable red. A pair of goggle-like glasses were secured to his head with a thin strap—a necessity for someone in as physical a position as a titan mage, lest the glasses fly off—but though his head belonged to an academic dork (if a moderately attractive one), the body beneath it was one that made Bexley suck in a “Hot damn.” (Alyssa shot her a glare, and she promptly sat up straight, as if suddenly in the presence of someone she wanted to impress.)
The man had come in his piloting magesuit, which was a slick black and gold but otherwise similar to Locke’s. He’d thrown a rose gold half-cape over one shoulder, perhaps to look more professional for his meeting.
“Ray,” Ember said. She stood to greet him and stepped forward for a tentative hug, or perhaps a handshake, but paused as if she wasn’t sure Ray would return either. Ray himself paused as if he wasn’t sure what she was doing, but then assumed she’d been going in for a hug and reciprocated, if with the awkward distance of someone who hadn’t hugged in ages and forgotten how hugs worked.
Well, a hug was a better indicator than a handshake, Locke thought privately, even if it was awkward.
Either way, it was clear that neither was particularly sure of the current status of their relationship.
“You came to take mother’s bounty?” Ray finally stated. He had a voice as contradictory and confused as his manner, deep but wavering, as if it was constantly trying to hold something back, or under control.
“Of course. Why wouldn’t I?” Ember said. “For that matter, why did no one tell me that she’d gone missing?”
“Because you left,” Ray replied.
“She’s still my mother!” Ember exclaimed.
“Who you’re coming to find for a bounty,” Ray retorted.
Now Locke stood.
“She gave up her portion of the bounty to come here,” he said firmly. “And convinced the rest of us to do so as well. Which is to say, we don’t expect to profit off this. We’re solely here because Ember wants to find her mother.”
Ray stepped back at Locke’s sudden movement, then paused to take a look at him. It didn’t take him long to reason that Locke was someone who looked like he’d punch him if he deserved it, and that he did not want to be punched by someone with Locke’s musculature.
“My apologies,” he said, and adjusted his glasses nervously. “Are you the captain?”
“I’m the captain,” Alyssa offered, and stood. Now Locke saw Ray tense, too, and couldn’t help but sense that the man was newly self-conscious about the people involved in this situation. Perhaps their roguish Ender appearances were somehow working to their advantage.
“My apologies, again,” he said to Alyssa, “and thank you for accepting the bounty. Your aid will be much appreciated.” He extended his hand for a final shake, as if in effort to repair the awkward first impression.
Alyssa returned the handshake, and then gestured back to the table. “Shall we get to business?” she asked, as if to ward off further awkwardness.
“Yes, of course,” Ray replied, and invited them all to sit. Once they were all seated, he continued, “First things first: I’m Ray Q’Van, Ember’s brother and pilot of Arcane Index Titan Ghostly Parable. I already know Ember, of course, but you are …?”
“Captain Alyssa Harper,” Alyssa replied. “Of the Harper’s Harriers and the Blue Heron.”
“Bexley,” Bexley offered. “Chief engineer and general keeper of titan-related things.”
“And I’m Locke,” Locke finished. “Pilot of Titan Chimera.”
“Locke?” Ray’s ears perked. “You wouldn’t, by any chance, be the new void mage, would you?”
“Are there not that many Lockes in this world?” Locke replied.
“Well—not in Vasor, at least, and news of a void mage with that name has been circulating.”
Locke saw Alyssa tense ever so slightly at the statement, and he asked, “What kind of news?”
“Nothing in particular, just that you exist. It’s not common for new void mages to be discovered at your age,” Ray replied, but then his forehead crinkled, “Wait—‘in this world,’ you said?”
Now it was Locke’s turn to tense, but Bexley answered before he could, “Locke’s brain is a bit scrambled. Battle injury or something. When we first found him, he couldn’t remember anything about where he was.”
Locke noted that she’d carefully left out how precisely he’d come to them, and then quickly added: “I’ve remembered how to pilot a titan, though, and that’s what counts.”
He hoped the statement would distract from any further questions, for Ray was obviously astute enough to pick potential meaning out of even the simplest set of words, and Locke wasn’t ready to be the center of attention in an organization full of curious mages.




If Ray was curious, though—which he almost certainly was—he didn’t press the point.
“You’re right,” he said. “And the versatility of a void mage will be especially useful in this situation. After all, we’re not entirely certain what we’re dealing with.”
“What do we know?” Alyssa asked.
“I’ll start from the beginning,” Ray replied, and leaned forward to steeple his fingers before his face like every other pretentious dork Locke had ever seen. “A few weeks ago, Mother and I had begun to lead an archaeological expedition to a newly discovered Precursor ruin on the outskirts of Vasor territory. We made a lot of interesting finds—lots of complete Precursor tech, not just broken artifacts—and I came back to make a presentation to the Index, while Mother stayed behind to continue the excavation.
“She and I remained in communication via the Gilt Eagle’s radio while I was away—the Gilt Eagle being our airship—but then communication suddenly stopped without warning or any indication of why. Standard procedure when that sort of thing happens is to send in a rescue team, because it usually means the expedition awakened something—”
Locke had to hold back a snort. The overall situation wasn’t funny, of course, but he still couldn’t help but be amused that Awakening Dangerous Things was such a common part of archaeological digs here that they had a procedure for it.
“Did the Index follow standard procedure when that happened?” Ember asked. “Sending out a trained support team and whatnot?”
Ray paused and looked away, as if he’d expected the question but still found it uncomfortable. Still, he looked her straight in the eyes when he said:
“No. I tried to submit a request for one, but it was blocked.”
“Blocked?” Ember asked. “Why?”
“Because our family decided to flex its muscles in the Index. The two of you kicked a hornet’s nest when she let you leave.”
“How?” Locke demanded.
“Complicated Vasori politics,” Ray replied, waving a hand as if to say they were too complicated to explain in the moment. “You know how the Vasori are.”
“So … if the family blocked the request, why’d it post a bounty?” Locke inquired.
“Because it didn’t post the bounty,” Ray replied. “I did. Personally.”
“Damn,” Locke said before he could catch himself. Partly because he recognized—even with his limited understanding—that it took a certain degree of ballsiness to defy a Vasori political dispute like that, even if it was a small defiance. Mostly, though, it was because, for a single person, that bounty was an expensive thing to pay, which meant that Ray was either emptying his savings on this bounty or else he made bank as a titan mage archaeologist, and somehow the latter seemed more likely.
Ray Q’Van gave off the vibe of someone who was accustomed to money. Either that, or he just had the snotty air Locke associated with the obnoxiously wealthy. Regardless, it made Locke curious to check out what Arcane Index titan mages earned.
“The family didn’t try to stop you?” Ember asked.
“The family doesn’t have much to do with me or the Gilt Eagle,” Ray sighed. “Despite my best efforts.”
“Why not you?” Locke asked.
Ray sighed again. “Because I’m Erudicia’s son, as if I can help it. Like I said, complicated Vasori politics. They tried to dissuade me, rather vigorously, but ultimately they let it post. Perhaps it’s just for the theater of it.”
“They’re the kind of people who like to watch the outcasts crash and burn?” Locke observed.
“I suppose that’s one way to put it,” Ray agreed.
Locke nodded, beginning to understand at least one layer of complexity in this increasingly-complex Vasori drama. If he had all the threads of this issue straight, the Q’Van family was mad at Erudicia because Erudicia let Ember leave with the crystal hexagon, and something about this was offensive enough that Ray was … excommunicated from the family? Or at least outcast from it simply for being a child of Erudicia. Never mind that he’d done nothing other than be her son.
What Locke couldn’t understand was why letting Ember leave was so abhorrent that it merited all that. What was he missing?
“There’s slightly more to it than that, though,” Ray continued. “The Gilt Eagle has a reputation as a … shall we say, ship of misfits. Which is to say, other families in the Index would find it, at the very least, convenient if the expedition never showed up again—thus the Index’s general indifference. Moreover”—he sighed heavily as he said the word, as if the list of complications was beginning to exhaust him—“there’s an experimental piece of magitek on board the airship that I need to retrieve if I can.”
Alyssa’s face hardened at this, and her eyes narrowed as she asked, “What kind of magitek?”
“Oh, nothing untoward—just a new type of gravity furnace,” Ray replied, “but I fear that, if we lose it, then we also lose standing with its engineer, and frankly he’s so much of a resource to the Gilt Eagle that he’s more valuable than the Index itself in our case. I don’t want to lose standing with him.”
“Ooh, which engineer?” Bexley chimed, for the first time in the whole conversation. “He could be good to get to know.”
Locke couldn’t tell if she meant it for professional or recreational reasons. Regardless, Ray glanced toward Bexley, then glanced awkwardly away from her … obvious femininity and said, “I’d rather not mention it on Index grounds. He likes his work to remain quiet.”
Alyssa’s eyes narrowed again.
“Oh, like I said—not for untoward reasons,” Ray said quickly. “He’s just eccentric. And compulsively private.” When Alyssa’s eyes didn’t rest, he added, “He’s Luciolan,” as if that should mean anything to them. Ray glanced to Ember meaningfully.
“Ah, I know who it is,” Ember replied. “Ray’s right; he’s legit.”
“Then why’s he’s so private?” Locke asked.
“Any Luciolan not living in Luciola is usually a political refugee,” Ember explained. “Or at the very least, a descendant of one, especially the academics and engineers. They don’t like to draw attention to themselves. It’s like a cultural scar, I guess.”
Where’s Luciola? Locke wanted to ask. He hadn’t heard of that city-state yet, but figured asking might give more of his unique situation away to someone as astute as Ray, so he just nodded as if he understood, and made a note to look it up in the map room.
Alyssa’s eyes relaxed at the clarification, but that was the only part of her that relaxed. Locke could easily see that these details were making her increasingly uncomfortable with this bounty, if only because it was so much to take in. But then, it occurred to Locke—
“Most of the complexities of this bounty are just political,” he observed aloud, specifically in Alyssa’s direction. “Once we’ve left Vasor, they won’t matter—unless the families attempt to undermine our efforts.” He looked to Ray. “Would they?”
Ray shook his head certainly, but not too quickly. “They’re not that dedicated. If they were, they’d have sabotaged the ship long before this. If I’ve read the room correctly, they probably hope we won’t return, but they don’t care enough to ensure that we won’t. Least of all because none of us actually know what’s waiting for us at that dig.”
Alyssa nodded, accepting this at least, then leaned forward to ask, “What have you done to investigate thus far?”
“I hired NQA Exterminators at first,” Ray continued. “No Questions Asked Exterminators, that is. We’ve hired them for support before when the Index wouldn’t provide it, precisely because they don’t ask questions and can generally be trusted to keep archaeological secrets until we’ve fully secured them. Plus, they’re not Vasori, so they don’t have any of the complications they’d otherwise have with us. They’ve been good, competent partners in the past. Even so”—his voice darkened—“I received one report once they arrived, before they went in, but lost contact again after that. And it’s not like them to simply lose contact.”
“What makes you think we’ll fare any better than a team of experienced rescuers?” Alyssa asked pointedly.
“NQA doesn’t have any titans,” Ray replied. “And if NQA was wiped out, then whatever we’ll be facing will require a stronger force. One that includes titans.”
“Wiped out?” Ember exclaimed. “You’re sure it’s not a simple communications issue?”
“If it was, surely we’d have heard from someone, in some form,” Ray stated. “It’s been long enough that they could even have sent someone physically back to the city to make a report.”
“Then …” Ember swallowed, fearful to ask her next question. “What does that mean for mother’s survival?”
Ray swallowed, too, and despite his awkwardly presumptuous manner, Locke could see that he’d already considered the implication, and it bothered him as deeply as it did Ember.
“I don’t know enough about the situation to say for sure—and we won’t know until we see it for ourselves,” he began slowly. “But … given how long she and the others have been missing, I think the worst is possible.”
Locke felt the whole room chill at that, for multiple reasons. The obvious one hung heavily in the air, especially over Ember and Ray, but Locke could see additional reasoning working through Alyssa’s eyes, too—questioning whether it was actually worth the danger and the expense (and the Vasori drama) to look for someone who was likely already dead. Oh, there was sympathy there, too, of course, but still … Erudicia wasn’t her mother, and she still had a ship to run.
“But I for one haven’t given up hope,” Ray added. “It wouldn’t be the first time we’ve run into danger on our expeditions—even deadly danger—and mother is capable. She’s not the sort to give in easily, and besides, if whatever she found is dangerous enough that it can take out an expedition and an experienced mercenary company, then it needs to be handled anyway before it can hurt someone else.”
“Agreed,” Locke said.
“And if it ends up being that dangerous,” Ember added, “I’m sure extra compensation might be a possibility. After all, you’re just paying us to find mother. Archaeological dangers and monsters aren’t included in your write-up, so I imagine the open bounty would apply there, right?”
“It’s possible,” Ray replied. “We won’t know until we get there—but the Arcane Index doesn’t like to leave valuable work unrewarded.”
“As long as it’s completed by the right people,” Locke stated cynically, and nodded to indicate the conspicuous mostly-non-Vasori crew that would be doing the valuable work.
“Oh, they’ll definitely fight you on it,” Ray said, “but frankly you look like the sort of people who are accustomed to fighting back.”
Locke noticed how Ray’s eyes alighted on him in particular when he said it, and he couldn’t figure out whether it was an insult or not. There was something strange and ambiguous in that look, as if Ray himself was trying to figure out what he meant—but he broke the gaze when he saw Locke had noticed and returned his attention to the table in general.
Ember nodded, apparently in agreement with Ray, then looked to Alyssa for approval. Locke was certain she’d brought up the possibility of an open bounty to sweeten the deal for Alyssa, and Alyssa nodded back, approving.
“So what’s our current plan?” she asked.
“Simple,” Ray replied. “We go in with all our titans, mine included, figure out why we lost contact with everyone, and secure the ruins so we—or the Index—can explore them properly. I expect that’ll change as the situation deems fit, but for now, it’s a starting point.”
“Sounds reasonable to me,” Alyssa said. “I assume you’ll be joining us on the Blue Heron?”
“If there’s room,” Ray nodded. “Otherwise I can hire another airship.”
“We have free bays in our hangar and plenty of empty cabins,” Alyssa replied, much to Ember’s discomfort and Bexley’s delight.
“Excellent!” Ray exclaimed. “Now, if you’ll just tell me your dock number, I’ll fetch my titan, and we can be on our way.”
Chapter Five
The four of them hustled back to the Blue Heron, and Bexley squatted by the open hangar door with bated breath and a bitten lip, as if expecting something exciting to come of all this. Locke lingered in the hangar, too, commanded by Alyssa to help the new titan settle in. Ember was nowhere to be seen.
“You know,” Locke said, “I’m pretty sure Ember would not take kindly to you bedding her brother.”
“Pssh!” Bexley raspberried. “Do you really expect me to do that?”
Locke paused. “Knowing what I know of you, hell yes.”
“Hey, I have some standards!” Bexley objected with a grin. “Besides, much as I might enjoy a little dork dick, I live with Ember. You don’t do that to a crewmate. Chicks before dicks, man. On top of that, we have you! What do any of us need other men for?”
“What if I wasn’t here?” Locke asked out of curiosity.
“Well, there’s plenty of other desperate nerds like Ray out there for me to choose from when we dock, assuming you weren’t around and I was in the mood for that sort of thing.”
“So there’s a specific mood?” Locke poked. “I just kind of figured you were on all the time.”
“Oh, I am. But sometimes it’s fun to grab someone who has no idea what they’re doing. To be the one to teach ‘em how to treat a lady, you know. Not like you. You pretty much had it figured out from day one.”
Suddenly, Locke realized that he had, in fact, had it figured out since day one, despite having absolutely no experience of the relevant sort, and in fact, never even a girlfriend that he liked enough to consider doing it with. Oh, he’d imagined it, certainly, but if the last month was any indication, there was a vast chasm of difference between imagining it and actually doing it, much less doing it well. He couldn’t help but wonder if, in the process of creating his new body, Peth had outfitted him with a set of mentally-accessible instructions that would spontaneously unfold in his moment of need.
Like combat techniques downloaded into sci-fi super soldiers, but for sex.
He’d have to ask her.
“So why are you looking through the hangar door like you expect a one-night stand?” Locke asked, willing his mind away from that intriguing question.
“Because we’re getting a Vasor titan!” Bexley exclaimed. “Have you ever seen a Vasor titan? Wait. No, of course you haven’t. I mean, I’ve never met a titan I didn’t like—that wasn’t trying to beat on us, anyway—but Vasor titans are a step above all the others. They take all that Vasori snobbery and actually put it to practical use. They might be an arrogant bunch of asswits, but on the engineering front, at least, they’ve earned the right to it. Oh! Here he comes!”
Through the edges of the hangar door, Locke saw a smaller airship stop and deposit something with heavy footfalls onto the Blue Heron’s docking platform, and then he heard it walk toward the hangar’s lowered entrance ramp.
When Titan Ghostly Parable stepped into the hangar, Bexley looked at it like she was looking up its skirt.
“There’s an empty bay to your left! Next to the red titan!” Bexley radioed up, and Locke joined her at the radio to watch the robot ascend. Even without knowing the internal mechanics, Locke could easily see what she meant by the splendor of a Vasor titan.
Titan Ghostly Parable was a dark, matte gray with a splash of Vasori rose gold across its body that, at first, looked like a random jagged splatter, but when the titan turned to face them, all the gold came together for a brief moment to form the obvious shape of a lion—the same lion emblem he’d seen on their bounty pages and other Arcane Index materials. It remained there for a brief, clear second, and then the mech finished turning, and the design became a splatter again. It was perhaps a bit frivolous—especially compared to the straightforward, obvious lion crests he’d seen on Endpoint City Index titans—but looking at the way its other details glinted in the hangar’s light, Locke was pretty sure it was sturdy enough to justify at least some extravagance.
The Blue Heron’s current titans looked either lithe and practical in the case of Long Shot, like a stylish hodgepodge in the case of Chimera, or like a fancy piece of trash in the case of Deathly Rhythm. Deathly Rhythm had once been wholly fancy, before Locke and Ember had beaten the hell out of it when fighting Bort, but even it at its height, it couldn’t compare to the simple elegance of Ghostly Parable.
There was something undeniably mass-produced-looking about its regular, otherwise symmetrical shapes—perhaps appropriately, if it was indeed an Arcane Index-specific titan as Locke suspected—but the general sturdiness of the plates making up its armor suggested it was mass-produced not with cheap materials, but The Good Stuff, whatever The Good Stuff was in this world. And yet, even though it was symmetrical, there was something undeniably organic about the way it looked. Perhaps this, too, was in keeping with its Vasor origins, given what Locke had seen of Vasori architecture, but he couldn’t shake the sense of alienness about it. Alienness and life. Its armor hugged its bulky mechanisms not like an external piece of protection but like a naturally occurring shell that had just grown there, and Locke got the impression that, if he looked close enough, he would see old scars of growth and experience, or perhaps the fingerprints of a giant artisan.
Even the head looked otherworldly. Additional splashes of rose gold contoured its planes, but they all concentrated on a pair of pure white eyes that seemed to be wide in the process of seeing things beyond this world.
Ghostly indeed.
“That mech is creepy as hell,” Locke commented.
“I know! Isn’t it beautiful?” Bexley exclaimed, her voice choking in what might have been a legitimate sob of happiness. “If it was a person, I’d fuck it so hard!”
If Ray heard her inside his cockpit, he didn’t comment. He merely turned around and backed his mech into proper position in the bay, waited for the scaffolding and shoulder clasps to secure him in place, and then made to exit his titan.
Ghostly Parable’s torso didn’t even have a visible seam, but it split down the middle all the same, and its two halves opened outward to let Ray disembark.
Bexley pressed the button connecting her comm to the bridge, reported, “We’re all secure in the hangar,” and then sprinted over to meet Ray as he came down the scaffolding to the ground floor.
“I should give it a good look!” she declared. “Make sure everything’s ready and in working order in case you need to punch monstrous stuff.”
“I had the Index engineers give it a good once-over once you’d radioed about the bounty,” Ray replied.
“Aww,” Bexley moaned, but then perked up and added, “Well, I should at least develop some familiarity with its catalysts in case I have to fix them up. Plus, those engineers probably suck. You said yourself that the family’s out to get you, even if they’re lazy about it. A little slapdash maintenance can go a long way, if you know what I mean.” She then paused for effect and added, “I mean, it could kill you.”
“Fair enough,” Ray replied, apparently agreeing wholeheartedly, if his face was any indication.
Locke went to bring up the ramp and close the hangar door since Bexley had obviously forgotten it in the excitement of seeing Ray’s titan, and then he joined the two of them in front of Ghostly Parable. Up close, he saw that the armor covering its form was actually heavier than it initially looked. It fit together so seamlessly that it looked almost graceful, but at certain joints and, especially, on the shoulder pauldrons, he could see the obvious heft in whatever material was used to construct it.
Moreover, when he looked to the arms, he saw that Ray had two different types of catalyst crystals. Both were clear in their inert, unpowered state—catalyst crystals only took on color when in use—but over time Locke had become familiar enough with his own catalysts to realize the crystals inside had been shaped into different patterns relative to which type of magic they were meant to channel.
“I’ve got a tier five energy catalyst in the left arm and a tier three matter catalyst in the right arm,” Ray said, pointing to each respectively. “I’m mostly equipped for melee battle and tend to lean toward flamethrower-style attacks, but if I access both catalysts the right way, I can produce a tier four energy saber.”
“Wait, are you a void mage, too?” Locke exclaimed.
Ray shook his head. “No. My proficiency’s in energy magic, but I’m just adept enough with matter magic to cast lower tier combo spells. If my Index evaluation is accurate, I can still improve my energy magic skills, but I’ve maxed out my matter talents.”
Locke nodded, remembering his own evaluation by the Arcane Index. His potential in all forms of magic had been so high that his evaluators had to switch him to a machine with higher evaluating capacity, and he’d caused that machine to explode.
“How does that energy saber even work?” Locke replied. He’d never considered combining types of magic to make new and more powerful weapons. This had interesting potential.
“My titan’s set up so that the catalysts connect to each other,” Ray replied. “The energy magic travels to the swiftmetal store in Ghostly Parable’s back and alters it with the desired effect, and then the matter catalyst calls upon the swiftmetal, same as it normally would.”
“And all it requires is connecting the two catalysts?”
“Not quite. The catalysts have to be strong enough as well. Even the most basic combo spell requires, at a minimum, a tier five primary and a tier three support catalyst.”
“Which combine to produce the tier four result?”
“That’s right.”
Locke turned to Bexley. “Can you make that happen on Titan Chimera, assuming we upgrade the catalysts?”
Bexley raised a hand to her mouth in thought. “I’m sure I could, as long as you have enough void essence for the upgrade, but it wouldn’t hurt to see a functional example.” She grinned eagerly and then turned to Ray. “If you don’t mind me taking a look while I’m inside your titan’s guts.”
Ray looked at her uncertainly, perhaps okay with the general check, but uneasy to let a strange, unfamiliar engineer inside one of the more complex elements of his machine.
“She’s adept,” Locke offered. “She’s kept me alive this whole time. And it wouldn’t hurt to have a little extra firepower, considering that we don’t know what we’re in for.”
Ray crossed his arms in serious thought, but then finally nodded. “If Ember trusts you with her titan, then I trust you with mine. Just don’t change anything.”
“Gotcha!” Bexley beamed, and promptly scrambled up the scaffolding to get to work, the new pilot on the ship completely forgotten.
At the same time, they all felt the slight, easy jolt of the Blue Heron disengaging from the platform, and the smooth motion of an airship that was getting underway.
The two men watched Bexley, oblivious to all of it, as she opened the mech’s armor with manic but artful excitement and began to peer through its innards like an overly enthusiastic mad scientist. It didn’t take long for Ray to develop some confidence in her skills, though. For all her quirks, Bexley had a manner about her around machines that knew where everything went and what everything was supposed to do, and if it wasn’t doing those things, innately knew how to fix it.
Locke saw the tension begin to leave his posture, and then clapped him on the back.
“Well, now that we’re off, I guess we should find you a cabin.”
***
It took no effort at all to settle Ray into his quarters.
Locke noticed the way with which he glanced back at his titan as they left the hangar—less nervous than before, perhaps, but still nervous to have an unfamiliar mechanic in its guts—and so led him to the cabin closest to the hangar entrance, where he could at least be close-ish to his titan.
He hadn’t packed heavily, either, which surprised Locke. He’d expected someone as highfalutin as a Vasori mage to bring a whole cart’s worth of trunks whether the trip merited it or not, but Ray had only brought a single bag, barely large enough to fit a single change of clothes and maybe some boxers. He might walk around with his nose in the air, but Locke was beginning to wonder if he wasn’t an okay guy, after all. It would certainly make the trip a lot easier if he was—but he was difficult to read. He was obviously concerned about his mother and her crew, which wasn’t a bad thing at all, but there was a streak of Vasori arrogance in him, too, not to mention the complicated way he regarded Ember—grateful for her aid and yet still angry about, what? The unforgiveable sin of leaving home? He didn’t understand it.
Ray positioned his bag on the cabin’s bed and then turned back to Locke, as if that was all he needed to do to be settled.
“Thank you,” he said from a stiff-backed parade rest. “I’ve already given the destination to Captain Harper, and the trip won’t take long. I think I should like to return to the hangar in the meantime, to coordinate with your engineer. Perhaps I could … show her how to adapt my saber setup to your titan.”
Locke raised an eyebrow. He wasn’t sure, but it struck him that this could be a very polite way of saying he didn’t trust Bexley to be inside his armor, regardless of what she was doing in it.
“You do realize she’s perfectly capable of figuring it out on her own?” he said. “She’s been the sole engineer on this ship for as long as I can remember.” (Granted, that wasn’t very long, as his Haven life went, but he wasn’t about to mention that.)
“I’m sure she is, by Ender standards,” Ray replied.
A sudden angry heat flared under Locke’s collar, and he snapped, “Hey, listen—I don’t know what you have against Enders, but we’re helping you, so—”
Suddenly Ray waved a dismissive hand. That sent another angry flare up Locke’s neck until Ray added, “No, no—it’s not that. I don’t mean the Ender people; I mean Ender engineering. Vasori engineering is finely tuned and precise. It’s elegant, because we’ve had the means to make it so and decades to refine it further. Ender engineering, meanwhile, is more … experimental. And frankly often looks like it’s held together with tape and luck.”
Locke was about to object, but when he thought back to the appearance of Endpoint City, especially compared to that of Vasor, he realized Ray did have a point. Vasor’s technology was so refined that its whole city floated in the sky, whereas Endpoint City looked like an improvised cobbled-together collage of whatever its builders had access to at the time of its construction.
But they were still proud of it.
“What I mean to say,” Ray continued, “is that some elements of Vasori engineering are so precise that they can’t be improvised using Ender sensibilities. It’s not a cultural thing. It’s a mechanical thing. An engineering thing.”
“Ah,” Locke nodded. “Makes sense.”
“I only bring it up because your engineer seemed excited to look at my titan, which suggests she doesn’t have much experience with Vasori titans. In which case a bit of guidance would be helpful. That’s all,” Ray continued uneasily, and Locke’s impression of him began to shift again. Now he seemed less an arrogant stuffed shirt, more a nerd who was so accustomed to digging in archaeological pits and dealing with artifacts that didn’t talk back that he wasn’t sure how to converse with people outside that field, and only did it begrudgingly, when he had to.
“Honestly,” Locke shrugged, “when you put it that way, I think Bexley would appreciate the assistance.”
“I figured so,” Ray replied. “Only a very specific type of person makes those kinds of noises when looking at a titan’s internals.”
***
He wasn’t wrong.
Once they’d returned to the hangar, he even greeted Bexley with the same “Vasori engineering versus Ender engineering” spiel he’d given in the cabin. Locke half-expected Bexley to punch him—no matter how well-meaning he might have been, there was just something arrogant and infinitely punchable-sounding in that Vasori accent—but she just raspberried.
“Pfft! I know that!” she said from Ghostly Parable’s scaffolding. She patted one of its open chest hatch doors. “None of our titans are ever going to look as sleek as this, not without rebuilding them from the ground up. The void efficiency of these things is bonkers, and Ender techniques can’t even come close to replicating that. The downside, though, is that when a Vasori titan breaks, it takes specialty parts crafted from specialty materials to fix it. Whereas Ender titans can just loot the enemy titans on a battlefield and find a way to make fixes on site. There’s a lot more give in the tolerances of our individual parts, so we can make do with the less-than-ideal. You can’t. It’s why, in our line of work, I opted to stick with Ender titan design. Also because we’re poor as hells and Vasori models are Rich People Titans.”
She looked up to Ghostly Parable’s shoulder.
“Fortunately, though, I think the specific magitek connecting your two catalysts is simple enough to be emulated on Chimera. The proportions of the pieces will have to be a bit different, relative to the kinds of components I have access to, but I should be able to swing it.”
“I’m not sure how I feel about you ‘swinging it’ on my mech with this sort of magitek,” Locke replied.
Bexley leaned over the scaffold with a mischievous grin, “Man, I swing it literally all the time with your mech, and it hasn’t failed yet.”
Locke shuddered. “Well … given that it hasn’t failed yet, I suppose that makes me feel a little better. It still couldn’t hurt for Ray to help you out, though. Right?”
Ray didn’t respond immediately, and when Locke turned to see why, the reason became obvious. Between the knowledgeable barrage of technobabble Bexley had just spewed and the way her unzipped jumpsuit spilled her considerable cleavage over the scaffold rail, his pale face had gone bright red with sudden, unwelcome distraction, and his eyes bowed forward with a gaze that was determined to keep the blood in his face from going elsewhere.
Bexley must have realized it, too.
“Hells, Bexley, could you not?” a new voice suddenly shouted across the hangar.
The three of them looked up to see Ember walking along the scaffolding toward Titan Long Shot, perhaps intentionally avoiding the other side of the hangar.
“Oop! Sorry!” Bexley replied, and promptly zipped up her loose jumpsuit so that she looked like a lumpy and only slightly-attractive mechanic. “Sometimes I forget the effect I have on the distractible sex.”
Locke couldn’t see clearly this far across the hangar, but he was pretty sure he saw Ember roll her eyes as she climbed into her cockpit. Even so, he was just as sure Bexley had meant what she said. After all, she was so accustomed to wandering around in her open jumpsuit that it probably felt normal to her. And, as she’d said, chicks before dicks.
“Yes—I think—I think some guidance would be beneficial,” Ray replied, carefully avoiding even the fully-clothed sight of Bexley. “Perhaps in a bit, though,” he finished, and turned on his heel to head straight for Titan Long Shot, quickly.
Locke saw Ember visibly groan with her whole body as he did so, but for once, he couldn’t blame Ray. Talking to a sister who clearly didn’t want to talk to you was an easy way to stave off impending … feelings, and he was pretty sure that, whatever the two found to talk about, those feelings would be obliterated by the end of it.
So Locke let him go and instead climbed up the scaffold to join Bexley.
“Okay, now you—you get the jumpsuit,” Bexley replied once he reached her, and restored her coveralls to their usual open, blessed form.
“Did you do that intentionally?” he prodded.
“No,” Bexley retorted with an indignant huff. “Besides, I have you. Even if I did lack moral sensibilities, the only reason I’d take him on is because occasionally you need bad sex to make you appreciate the good sex.”
“What makes you think he’d be bad at sex?” Locke smirked, more to hear Bexley’s reasoning than anything else.
“Seriously?” Bexley rolled her eyes at him as if it should have been obvious. “With the way he looks at my jumpsuit? He’s definitely never touched a boob before. Anyway, that’s not something I go seeking out. And besides, I only like drama when it’s fun. Whatever’s going on between Ember and her brother—there’s something else there.”
She jerked her head back toward Titan Long Shot. Ray now spoke to Ember on the scaffolding, and Ember replied, arms crossed, from within the isolation of her cockpit.
“Definitely,” Locke agreed, “but I don’t get it. It all seems to stem from the fact that Ember left home. Is that such a bad thing in Vasor? Bad enough to cause … all that?”
Bexley glanced back at him as if surprised he even had to ask, but then said, “Oh, I get it. It’s another amnesia thing.” She rolled her eyes. “You would not believe the kinds of things Vasori will get sticks up their butts about. It’s totally in-character for them. It’s why no one really complained when they decided to pack up and build their little isolated hover-city—because it got them out of everyone else’s hair.”
“I see,” Locke replied, eyes still on the vicinity of Titan Long Shot and its building tension.
Bexley knocked on the inside of Titan Ghostly Parable, drawing Locke’s attention back.
“Want to take a look inside while they sort out their drama? There’s some incredible stuff in here,” she said.
“Sure,” Locke replied, and followed her hand as she pointed to various interesting features of the cockpit.
Soon she opened up other pieces of the titan to show him its internal mechanics and how they varied from those in the titans he was used to. Despite the attitudes of its designers, he couldn’t deny that Ray was right—this Vasori application of magitek was several steps beyond that of the Enders. There was a certain grace to the way all the pieces interlocked, as if they’d just grown that way, as nature intended, even down to the tiniest detail—and that alone was a mark of true craftsmanship. The work of skilled craftsmen looked effortless at times, disguising the amount of effort it took to achieve that result. And all this in a mass-produced model. Still, while it was fascinating, his eyes kept veering back to Ember and Ray. Especially as their voices began to echo through the chamber.
They weren’t angry voices, or particularly loud—the two were obviously cognizant of how sound carried in such a high-ceilinged chamber as this—but there was a definite firmness to each tone, a determination on both parts that would not waver with this one conversation. Eventually both realized this—or, at the very least, gave in for the moment—and Ray bowed a stiff farewell and strode out of the hangar without another word to any of them.
Locke gazed back into Titan Long Shot’s cockpit to see Ember still lurking there, arms still crossed, staring off at nothing as if locked in frustrated thought.
“I’ll be right back,” he stated, and left Bexley in Titan Ghostly Parable to head for Titan Long Shot.
“Hey,” he said as he rounded Long Shot’s open hatch.
Ember looked up with a start—but she didn’t look upset, at least. More … perturbed.
“You need me to smack him around?” he asked, only half-joking.
Ember smiled, but then sighed and leaned against the back of her chamber.
“No, it’s nothing like that,” she said.
“Then what is it like?” Locke asked. He leaned one shoulder against the opening before her. “If you don’t mind me asking. You’ve been a bit off kilter ever since we took this bounty, and especially since your brother showed up. Seems like there’s more to this than your mother going missing.”
Ember sighed. “It’s not as dramatic as all that. It’s just … my family and I don’t see eye-to-eye on my leaving Vasor. Well, most of my family. You’ve seen how the Vasori are. They’re very proud of being Vasori, and contributing to Vasor’s sense of accomplishment, and the Q’Vans are no exception.”
“Leaving your mother and her team to die at an archaeological dig isn’t dramatic?” Locke asked.
“Not for Vasori,” Ember replied, then swirled her hand in the air as if thinking. “There’s a strong sense of loyalty to tradition in Vasori culture. Every family fights to be known for something, to be the best at it, no matter what it is, and once a family name gains notoriety for that thing, it’s expected that every descendant of the family will continue to strive to perfect it. The Q’Vans achieved notoriety for their archaeological work some decades ago, so naturally I was expected to join the Arcane Index and continue that work. But frankly I find that kind of work tedious, and there are already plenty of Q’Vans digging up this world’s history. The profession won’t miss me, but my family still views it as a betrayal of the house. And every time I encounter them, they try to shame me into coming back.”
“So how does your mom sending you off with a crystal hexagon fit in with all that?” Locke asked. “Seems like it would be a bit counter-tradition.”
“Mom’s the exception,” Ember replied. “She was a titan mage herself when she started out—attached to the family crew, like Ray would have been. But she suffered an injury when I was young that reduced her ability to channel consistently—or at least, consistently enough to pilot a titan in dangerous situations. That was when Ray and I started training as titan mages. We’d been meant to fill her shoes … but I didn’t enjoy it. Or rather, I enjoyed piloting, but didn’t enjoy working with the family. Vasori, you know?”
Ember shrugged by way of explanation, and though she hadn’t given Locke the details of that situation, he understood. Family could be hard to work with in a professional context, especially when a sense of honor and reputation was bound up in it. He could see even simple mistakes being inflated into “disgraces to the family.”
“Anyway, mom had worked in that situation herself; she saw how miserable I was and gave me her blessing to leave if I wanted to. Even offered me the crystal hexagon she’d bought before the accident to help me along, to sell or save for later.”
“Wait, how did your mom acquire a crystal hexagon for personal use?” Locke exclaimed. “They’re not exactly easy to come by. I’d thought it was an heirloom, that the family was mad because she’d stolen it from them.”
“I’m pretty sure it was a shadow market connection at the time,” Ember admitted, then clarified, “the illicit market in the shadowy part of the Endpoint City wreck. Vasor inflates its crystal prices, so she’d only buy there if she absolutely had to, and the Endpoint City shadow market’s the best place to find high-quality materials because of all its bureaucracy surrounding legal orb and hexagon sales.”
“Bureaucracy?” Locke asked. Even in the midst of Ember’s story, he felt a sudden twinge of sadness at the word. He hadn’t pictured a world as fantastic as Haven to be laden with a concept as lame as bureaucracy.
“It has something to do with taxes,” Ember said, “but more to do with the fact that the registry and grading process is a big, inefficient mess. Dealers can sell officially graded materials at higher prices, but often just opt to sell lower on the shadow market to avoid the hassle—unless they find a crystal they know will bring in tetramarks worth the wait time.”
“Oh, so that explains why I don’t see orbs and hexagons on sale that often,” Locke observed.
Ember nodded. “They’re on sale, just not visibly, and most of the dealers work irregular schedules to avoid detection. Anyway, when I left, Mom told me that if I needed some trustworthy but not entirely registered materials to look up Rögyr Lazare—which is why I went to Endpoint City in the first place—but it turned out that he’d died in a catalyst accident some years before, so that connection didn’t pan out.”
“What kind of catalyst accident?” Locke inquired, curious. He’d seen how powerful even restrained magic could be in this universe and wondered just how bad accidents could get.
“A matter catalyst malfunctioned and turned him into an inside-out pile of throbbing flesh,” Ember replied.
“Holy shit,” Locke blurted. “Could that happen to me if my matter catalyst malfunctions?”
“I mean, it’s always possible,” Ember said, “but that particular outcome was so unusual that his son went into mage engineering largely to figure out what caused it—once he recovered, anyway. Rögyr took the brunt of the blast, but Sevas was close enough to be hit, too.”
“Holy shit,” Locke repeated. “And he survived?”
Ember nodded. “He’s the engineer Ray was talking about—Sevastyan Lazare. Though I have to admit my own surprise. He was put back together enough that he worked for the Endpoint City Arcane Index when I first met him, but he still looked like all his organs could fail at any moment. I’m amazed he’s still alive.”
“You mean matter mage healers couldn’t fix him beyond that?”
“Healing is advanced matter magic to begin with, and matter mages that skilled are about as rare as void mages. Though, as I understand it, his present condition is the result of skilled healer mages, so I can’t even imagine what his body was like right after the accident.”
Locke shivered at the revelation—and unexpectedly felt his heart sink a bit. Compared to his home world, with its occasionally-amazing-but-mostly-mundane technology, Haven and all the magic contained therein had looked limitless. It was disheartening to learn that there were concrete limits. Even if they were still higher limits than what he was used to.
Obviously, he reconsidered, since he’d just been walking on a floating city.
“Anyway, Sevas doesn’t deal in materials like his father did, so much as conduct catalyst research,” Ember finished, “so that was the end of that. He did offer me help with upgrades since he and his father knew my mom, but once I joined the Harriers, I had Bexley for that.
“All this to say, over the years my mother bought materials from Sevas’ father to upgrade her mech—including, I assume, the crystal hexagon—but after the accident, she didn’t need it anymore, and so gave it to me.”
“Why not save it for Ray?” Locke asked.
“She knew I’d need the extra support, I suppose,” Ember replied. “After all, we both knew I’d be ostracized.”
“Did she expect you to leave Vasor entirely?”
“I think she wanted me to stay,” Ember replied. “But she didn’t try to stop me. Helped me sneak out, in fact.”
“Really?”
Ember shrugged. “She knows what it’s like to be Vasori. But she also knows what it’s like to want to be a titan mage without limits. I think she understood. And I think that’s why the family’s so incensed about it.”
Locke put a comforting hand on Ember’s shoulder. “I can see why you’re so adamant about rescuing her.”
Ember curled one hand up to meet Locke’s. “And why the situation’s so awkward. Mother’s too significant in the family to be punished in any way that would matter to her—she’s next in line to be matriarch, which carries some protections—so they must have shunned Ray as the closest form of punishment they could manage. And the family still has strong feelings about wanting me to come back. And they make them known each time I see them.”
“Why not just disown the three of you?” Locke exclaimed. “I mean, that would be massively unfair, too, but at least it would be less dramatic.”
“Oh, Vasori families don’t disown,” Ember said. “They like having the smug satisfaction of watching a prodigal child beg to be let back in—which happens more than you’d expect. For all their considerable flaws, Vasori families do have a strong support structure.”
“For the members they like,” Locke specified.
Ember nodded, then sighed. “I do have to admit I sometimes miss that, though. The large family. The constant activity. There’s a certain warmth there. The family unit might make an ass of everyone, but the individuals … Sometimes this ship is too lonely and quiet, in comparison.”
“Well, are you happier here than you would be with them?” Locke asked.
“Of course I am,” Ember replied. “But that doesn’t matter to Vasori. The integrity of the family name takes precedence over what the individual wants. I still love my family, though, and …I can’t help but wonder if it’s my fault that mother’s missing. If my being at that dig with her couldn’t have prevented whatever happened.”
Locke tensed. “Did Ray say that to you?”
Ember shook her head quickly. “Oh. No. Ray means well, but he’s in agreement with the rest of the family.”
“Even though they basically abandoned him?” Locke spluttered.
Ember rolled her eyes. “Vasori loyalty is complicated. Ultimately, he doesn’t understand how I could just ‘waste’ my illustrious name to do this.” She sighed and looked away. “I didn’t see much of my mother because of this, and now I might never see her again because of it.”
“Hey, now. You can’t think like that,” Locke said, and made an effort to meet her eyes. “We don’t even know what we’re going into yet. It could mean any number of things, at least one of which is that she’s perfectly okay, and there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation. Besides, Ray himself said that your mom’s a survivor. There’s no point in worrying until you have something tangible to worry about.”
A weak smile began to creep back onto Ember’s face. “Thanks,” she said.
Locke stood and extended his hand down to her. “We’re going to find Erudicia, and we’re going to bring her back safe.”
Finally, Ember’s smile stretched into something stronger. She took his hand. “Yes,” she said, determined. “We will.”
***
“Attention, everyone.” Alyssa’s voice came over the Blue Heron’s speakers. “We’re roughly halfway to the campsite. Expected arrival is in two hours. If you haven’t already, begin making your preparations.”
“Already doing!” Bexley replied for the three in the hangar.
Locke heard the message, too, but began to make his way out of the chamber. Two hours was more than enough time to run Titan Chimera through its pre-battle checks, and he had something more important to do beforehand, anyway.
He caught Ray as he was opening his cabin door.
“Can I talk with you?” he said.
Ray’s face went a strange combination of stern and startled. “Yes, I suppose,” he replied, and gestured back inside.
Locke closed the door behind him, then took a seat in the desk chair fastened to a track in the floor.
“I spoke to Ember,” he said.
Ray interpreted this as the prelude to a serious talk and took a hunched, attentive seat on the bed.
“About what?” he asked.
“About your family drama. And about how you all won’t stop harassing her about it—even while she’s worried that her own mother might be dead.”
“She’s not the only one who’s worried that mother might be dead,” Ray spat back with unexpected virulence. “But it doesn’t change the fact that she betrayed the family and continues to turn down every possible opportunity to make it right. You’re not Vasori. You wouldn’t understand.”
“I don’t need to understand,” Locke replied. “My entire family’s dead, so I don’t even know that I could.”
Ray flinched at that—which was exactly why Locke had said it. It wasn’t as dramatic as it sounded; all of them had passed in mundane, if still sad ways, but on worlds like Haven, where monsters ran rampant and people could apparently be turned into Akira blobs from magical malfunctions, he imagined phrases like “My entire family’s dead” were more likely to evoke the kind of Total Family Kills that laid the foundation for most melodramatic hero backstories. He didn’t mind Ray mistaking his words for that, either.
If the horrified look on Ray’s face was any indication, that was exactly what he’d pictured—and probably worse, Locke realized. For someone who valued family and the history of a family name so highly, that sort of thing would carry an even stronger emotional blow.
“For that matter, I can’t figure out why you’re so intent on defending the family when it’s all but fine with losing a whole expedition to get rid of your mom.”
Ray flinched again, but didn’t offer any explanation.
“The only thing I do know is that your presence here is having an effect on Ember,” Locke continued, “and I need you to stop whatever you’re doing that’s causing it. Whether you like it or not, she’s a titan mage for Harper’s Harriers; she’s using those skills to help find Erudicia; and we need her in top form whenever we go into whatever mess we find at the site. She can’t be in top form if you’re harassing her about stupid shit.”
“It’s not ‘stupid shit,’” Ray retorted, perhaps not as affected by Locke’s words as he’d thought—or perhaps very affected, and proportionally angry. “Does she think she’s the only person who never wanted to follow the family name? Most people don’t want their lives prescribed for them, but in Vasor, people train at what they have access to; you’re expected to train as hard as you can, to be the best at it, and that’s what has allowed our society to thrive as it has—because everyone’s the best at something useful. You can’t possibly think Vasor would still be in the air if people left as they pleased—as Ember did!”
“Honestly, I don’t care how high in the air Vasor is,” Locke retorted. “I care that Ember’s not distracted, so that she can be the best at doing what she currently does, which is being a damn good titan mage.”
Ray looked like he had more to say to that, but bit it back and looked away. “Fair enough,” he huffed.
“Why exactly did Ember leave?” Locke pressed. “If it’s such a big deal to you, it can’t be a decision she made lightly. Especially if she decided to go to a whole other city-state. And especially if her mother—your mother—helped her do it.”
Ray started at that, as if surprised that Locke knew about Erudicia’s contribution to Ember’s “disgrace,” but then he sighed, as if it was irrelevant.
“I’m in no position to criticize my mother,” he said, then added slowly, “I don’t wish to speak ill of even the … potentially dead.”
Locke saw how much it pained Ray to say it, even the suggestion of it, but then Ray huffed again, eager to change the subject. “Ember has always had a fair bit of wanderlust,” he continued. “Even as a child, she was always wandering, exploring, fantasizing about being everywhere but where she was supposed to be. After all, Vasor is the most perfect society in the world. Why should she want to be anywhere else? And yet she made it her goal to be literally anywhere else, until she came of age and vanished into the night. Her whereabouts eventually became known to the rest of us—after all, she had to register with the Endpoint City Arcane Index to pick up bounties—and Mother tried to hide it, but eventually it became clear she’d maintained some contact. But it drew a rift between Erudicia and the family, and it made us the talk of Vasor for some time. For if a family has one weak link, how many more is it hiding?”
Ray sighed. “All of us had to work harder thereafter to make up for reputation lost. We’re still working to regain it. All because of her selfish decision to leave.”
Locke didn’t reply. Given what he’d learned of Vasori society in the last few hours, he had to admit that Ray’s explanation made sense. Granted, it made Vasor sound like an even more toxic country filled with even more miserable assholes than he’d initially perceived it to be, but he understood the logic now.
It didn’t make the situation suck any less, though.
“Based on all that I’ve heard, why wouldn’t she want to leave?” Locke retorted. “For that matter, why don’t you? Seriously, what the hell, man? That’s the one part of this I still don’t get. Why are you so determined to bring her back to them when they’ve all but said they’re fine with your mother dying?”
“Because she stole my inheritance from me!” Ray spat. “I like archaeology—I love it—and there are few families in Vasor that are better known and better resourced for their archaeology work. I was born into a near-perfect situation to do what I want to do, and yet I can’t take full advantage of it, through no fault of my own.” Ray sighed. “The only way for me to be welcomed back into the family is for Ember to come back, and if I’m the one who convinces her to come back, all the better. Besides, what kind of arrogance must it take for her to throw away decades of what her family has accomplished? What kind of foolishness?”
“I get that,” Locke said, and slowly, nodded as he realized he meant it. It was still a complicated hot mess of dumbass family politics, but at the very least, now he was beginning to understand the unique structure of the beast. “Really, I do get it. But you’re still forgetting one thing.”
“Which is?” Ray scoffed.
“Ember knew all that. She knew what you all think of her, how everyone would view her when she walked down those streets, and yet she still fought to come back to find Erudicia. She may not have the kind of dedication you want her to have, but she’s still dedicated to the part of her family that matters, and that’s worth something.”
Ray sighed again, more heavily this time, and let his head droop between his shoulders in thought. Finally he brushed his hair back and sat up.
“I suppose it is,” he said. “And perhaps I speak out of envy.”
Locke’s eyebrow quirked. “I thought you said you liked archaeological work.”
“Oh, I do,” Ray replied. “But it wasn’t my first choice. I took it because it was the easiest route, and … because I never had the will to fight for anything else. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t fantasize about following Ember, about going on adventures of my own, somewhere other than dig sites, but they’re only fantasies, and that’s all they remain.” He stood and straightened his magesuit.
“What was your first choice?” Locke asked, and realized he was genuinely curious.
“Engineering, actually,” Ray replied. “I wanted to design titans. Mother likely would have allowed it, but by the time the family ostracized us, I was already entrenched in the archaeological traditions, and was good enough at it—and enjoyed it enough—that I didn’t want to throw away my years of experience.”
Ah, that explains why he’s so protective of his titan, Locke observed. Piloting Ghostly Parable was the closest he could come to following his original dream. Or at least, the closest he’d allow himself to come. He wasn’t like Ember, who pursued her dreams more openly.
And, with the uncomfortable way Ray shifted as he thought it, he must have been well-aware of that comparison, and perhaps frustrated by what it said about him. Ray straightened his magesuit again as if he’d somehow rumpled it in the course of talking.
“You’re right,” he continued. “It does take a certain type of courage to do what my sister has done. I don’t agree with it, but in this one instance, I’ll respect it. For the sake of our mother, and the mission.”
He extended his hand to Locke. “You have my word.”
Locke accepted. “And if I understand Vasor correctly, that word is a valuable thing.”
Chapter Six
“Five minutes out,” Alyssa announced over the ship’s comms as they approached the dig site. “Given that we’re not sure what awaits us, I’m going to land about a mile out, so be prepared for some walking.”
“Understood,” Ember heard Locke respond through Titan Long Shot’s radio. Soon Ray echoed the same.
“Got it,” she replied for herself, and then settled quietly into the buoyant fluid of her cockpit to await the order to disembark. She breathed deeply and cleared her mind as best she could. Still, she wondered what Locke had said to Ray. He’d been a lot less antagonistic when he’d returned to the hangar, but she could still feel the essential disapproval radiating off of him. He was too traditional a Vasori to ever view what she did as anything but betrayal, even if he’d suffered because of those traditions—but he was also the sort of person who slid effortlessly into the family trade, and though he enjoyed archaeology, was passively willed enough that he probably would have accepted any trade. She, meanwhile, was more hardheaded and free of spirit. The world only needed so many archaeologists, and she had no interest in digging down into the earth to uncover the old.
She sought the freedom of the air, of seeing every corner of the world as it was now, alive and vibrant—which was something most Vasori never saw in meaningful detail. Most Vasori were so arrogant and proud of Vasor that they stayed there their entire lives and only left when absolutely necessary.
Vasor may have been a truly glorious city-state, but that made it feel very small to her.
Hers was a heart not meant for small spaces.
But that didn’t mean all of it had left Vasor.
“One minute out,” Alyssa reported.
Ember took a deep breath.
This was it. Soon she’d either find her mother alive and well … or she’d find her most terrible fear realized.
Either way, she had to take that step forward.
She felt the gentle bump as the Blue Heron eased to the ground, then looked up through her display to see Bexley opening the hangar door.
Ember moved first.
She would not give her brother the pleasure of leading.
***
Titans Long Shot, Chimera, and Ghostly Parable filed out of the Blue Heron and made their way toward the nearby camp in silence—partly because none of them (or at least two of them) really wanted to talk to each other, mostly so they could keep their attention open for danger.
The terrain made it difficult, though. It was green battle-shaped grassland as far as the eye could see, much like the land beneath Vasor itself, with rolls and dips where old forgotten blasts had molded the earth into irregular, unnatural shapes that plunged and rose as if they were not earth, but green ocean waves frozen in mid-swell. Mid-storm surge, even. Some of the hills were absurdly high compared to the rest of the terrain, and all of it was about as memorable and easy to navigate as a shifting sand dune.
No danger popped out of those bizarre green hills, though, and when they came upon the camp itself—positioned atop one mercifully flattish rise—it was not what Ray’s brief had led her to expect.
Oh, the camp was Vasori in every way. Even Vasori archaeologists were accustomed to a certain level of comfort, and the small, portable buildings that made up the camp—legitimate, collapsible buildings—looked like the sort of structures rich idiots would pay exorbitant amounts to stay in for a week of “living more simply,” which for them would mean eating fancy cheeses off a wooden charcuterie board instead of a silver magecrafted platter. The elegant extravagance of it was not surprising.
What was surprising was that it remained there at all.
“Didn’t you say a band of mercenaries came out here?” Locke asked from inside his titan.
“I did,” Ray replied. “NQA Exterminators.”
“With mercenaries involved, one would expect some signs of fighting,” Ember said. “This place looks pristine.”
“Or abandoned,” Locke added.
The titans continued gingerly into the camp, careful to avoid bumping into the low, single-story buildings.
“There’s nothing but shelters here,” Ember observed. “No equipment. No footprints. No signs of evacuation.”
“And yet no people,” Locke stated.
“Is this the camp’s original location?” Ember asked.
“I … have to admit I’m not sure,” Ray responded awkwardly. “I find it easy to get turned around in these hills, even in my titan. I don’t see any reason why they would move it, though, or be in a position to, given the situation. In any case, why move it only to completely abandon it?”
“I can’t think of any other reason why there wouldn’t be signs of work,” Ember replied. “You were mid-excavation, right? There should be at least some evidence of activity.”
Ember looked around, first at the camp, then at the surrounding landscape. She didn’t see any signs of recent fighting there, either—but there were plenty of artificial hills that could hide such scars, and they hadn’t actually been to the dig site yet. Or, at least, what she thought was the dig site. Another flat-topped landmark seemed to have traffic-beaten paths leading over its crest. Paths that weren’t present on the hill preceding it.
“You two keep investigating here,” Ember said. “I’m going to scout a bit further.”
She stepped carefully out of the campsite, then strode just as carefully up the hill just beyond the camp’s outskirts. It was tall enough to obscure a rig or most of a small titan, so it could easily obscure something dangerous. She readied her shoulder-mounted cannon, just in case.
As she walked, she heard Ray continue, “You know, now that I think of it, something about this location does feel a bit off. I seem to remember us being marginally closer to the dig site. Not by much, you understand. But … I was just thinking about my titan’s stride, and how I remember that it didn’t take many strides to reach the dig.”
“Oh, shit!” Ember cursed. For she’d crested the hill. And through her feeds, she saw the remains of a second, very different camp.
This one had been obliterated.
Pieces of Vasori camp buildings had been ripped into chunks as if by enormous monsters, and shards of shattered equipment and leaves of loose, weather-ravaged paper scattered around the bowl between hills like the remnants of a raid, albeit one in which the raiders hadn’t found what they were looking for.
There were a couple of rigs laying about, too, equally destroyed, marked with an unfamiliar symbol that might have been that of NQA Exterminators: the image of a stylized, crossed-out question mark.
But if this was the actual campsite, then what was …?
“Oh, shit!” Locke echoed, and Ember pivoted around in her mech to see the buildings in the first camp—
—begin to move.
***
Locke channeled a burst of magic into his gravity catalysts. A plume of purple billowed out of his titan’s shoulder louvers as he super-jumped his way out of the camp. He wasn’t sure what was happening, but he also knew that buildings were generally not supposed to move like that, even Vasori ones, so it seemed like a good idea to not be surrounded by them. Ray had the same idea, though lacking gravity catalysts, it took his titan a few more strides to make it, and now all of them watched from the outskirts of the camp as the buildings continued to transform.
They split in asymmetrical places, and the pieces began to separate like cheap, badly-designed transforming toys, except instead of brittle plastic, their insides opened to flesh.
It throbbed beneath mottled, uneven, diseased-looking colors, each pulse birthing a new pustule of skin or else rearranging to allow the emergence of odd, random numbers of eyeballs or ragged, uneven mouths. Those mouths gaped to show entire forests of sharp, inches-long teeth, leading down gullets that seemed to be forming as the rest of the monster did. Veiny pulsating limbs began to spring out of the armor provided by the false building walls, but these weren’t as asymmetrical as the rest of the beasts. They were limbs designed for effective locomotion, even as they continued to grow and mutate like rejects from a Lovecraftian horror.
“Man, that’s some Akira blob shit,” Locke muttered.
“What?” Ray and Ember replied.
“Never mind.” Locke began to charge up his energy catalyst. “What are those things?”
“Mimics,” Ray breathed. “Damn, they uncovered mimics.”
“What does that mean?” Locke pressed. Were mimics here the same as they were in the fantasy games of his world?
“They’re a type of monster that changes shape to attract prey,” Ray responded, calmly and all business. “They live only to eat. We’ll have to clear them out before we can investigate further.”
Locke noted that he left off one important implication—that the mimics might have rendered their search a whole lot shorter.
And as if they’d heard Ray’s assertion, the mimics launched as one.
A quick count told Locke there were ten or so in the swarm, all the size of large horses. They weren’t fast. Their awkward, loping gait put Locke in mind of an injured gorilla trying to run—but the muscles still flexing on those limbs also reminded him of said creature, in that even an injured gorilla would be massively strong, and even more dangerous than a whole, uninjured gorilla because it would fight at all costs to survive.
He lowered his left arm and fired a heat blast straight at the nearest mimic. A hot orange beam of energy sliced across its form—but the mimic didn’t stop. Whatever metal material made up its armor must have been too thick.
Instead, the flesh pulsing beneath that armor caught fire, and the creature let out a horrific, ear-splitting, otherworldly scream from a mouth that was nonetheless still barreling at him, full speed.
At once, Locke pivoted Titan Chimera out of the monster’s path and summoned his swiftmetal hammer to his right hand. If heat couldn’t penetrate that armor, force might, and so he raised the hammer high and brought it down straight on the mimic’s flaming head.
The screaming dulled, so Locke smashed it again and again until the scream died to a gurgle, and then to nothing. The mimic was now little more than a splash of gory red paste. But it wasn’t the only one.
“Behind you!” Ray shouted, and Locke spun to see a second mimic, airborne, its gaping mouth angled to chomp down on Titan Chimera’s head.
There was a sudden flash, the sharp, sickening scent of additional burning meat, and the mouth fell around Locke’s visual sensors … in two pieces, cauterized.
Titan Ghostly Parable stood before him, a great swiftmetal blade extended from its right arm and visibly glowing with the white-hot energy of the catalyst linked from its left arm.
Ray didn’t pause for a heroic quip, merely smashed one still-moving half of the cauterized mimic with a foot, then darted to the next mimic and hacked into its flesh, too. It took multiple hacks to do any significant damage. The armor deflected even titan blades, and it was so irregularly placed that clean, singular killing strikes would be hard to make—but Ray cut with such precision that it didn’t take many.
Another mimic lumbered for Titan Chimera, and Locke smashed it flat with his hammer.
“Alyssa!” he radioed back to the Blue Heron, belatedly. “Lift off! We have mimics here! We can’t risk them getting on the ship!”
“Got it,” Alyssa replied. “I’ll drift above you, see what else I can spot.”
Locke meant to make some sort of bold reply, but only managed a grunt as yet another mimic leapt onto his titan—and plunged its clawed hands straight into the joint connecting his right arm to his shoulder.
Bright yellow alarms went off in his consciousness, as the claws sought to pry in, as the monster’s flesh began to change inside the joint to further the process along.
“Damn, are these things smart?” Locke hissed, then thought, Do they know how to reach me in here? Best not give them the chance!
He brought his left arm around and fired one, two, three blasts of cold into the mimic’s body. It slowly froze solid, but not before it began another horrible noise that sounded like every baby in the world screaming simultaneously in his head, through one of those really good sound systems that always startled the hell out of him in electronics stores.
He checked his sensor feed. He couldn’t move his arm with the monster frozen there, but there was a tall, blasted-up boulder near where Ember had perched to snipe monsters, so he ran for it like he was about to make a murderous tackle. He plunged shoulder-first into the boulder, and the mimic’s frozen body cracked open with a wet, fleshy sploosh. Unfrozen blood oozed through the icy breaks in the monster’s form until the breaks widened to gashes, and bits of the creature began to fall off, piece by piece. When most of it was gone, he ripped the remaining arm out of his shoulder joint, smashed it to the ground, then stomped it to crunchy goo.
“How’s your shoulder?” Ember asked, sniping a cold blast at another mimic.
Locke checked his senses again. The joint was still showing warning yellow, but it still looked like it would function. How long it would function, though, was another question.
“I don’t know how many more swings I can get out of this shoulder, which isn’t ideal since my energy catalyst doesn’t even slow them down. Well, the heat doesn’t…”
As he said it, he trailed off. Of course! Heat and fire might not slow them, but Ember’s freeze blasts were holding them in place—still and vulnerable, and ripe for the smashing. It might have been a variant of the same strategy they always used, but hey—if it worked, why change it?
Locke dodged another mimic that came for him, hoping to preserve his damaged arm, and Ember froze it with another chilling blast.
“I have an idea!” he announced. “I need to make the best use of whatever swings I have left. If we can corral them and freeze them in place in one area, then I can whale on them all at once, in as few swings as possible. I’ll lure them over here since you’ve already frozen a bunch in this area.”
“Works for me,” Ember replied. “Go for it.”
“Ray! Listen up!” Locke radioed. He explained the plan as he darted toward the nearest still-moving mimic, and soon saw the energy catalyst in Ray’s left arm glow even brighter as his energy saber turned pale. He was changing functions.
Ray thudded over to join Locke and Ember in their general area, luring mimics with artificially bad movements and then freezing them in place once he’d brought them into the ever-growing immobile horde. Locke withdrew his hammer and did the same with his energy catalyst, and soon they had a huge, hideous pile of mimics frozen in grotesque shapes and ripe for the obliteration.
“See any more?” Locke asked.
The three of them scanned the area.
“Nothing here,” Ember reported.
“Not here,” Rey replied.
Locke re-summoned his hammer, ready for some glorious whack-a-mimic action. “Then let’s fuck ‘em up!”
Chapter Seven
They fucked ‘em up.
It was a pleasantly easy victory by that point, but the glow of victory couldn’t last long, for though they’d destroyed the mimics—those mimics at least—they still hadn’t found what they were searching for, much less what they’d hoped to find.
Locke didn’t want to give voice to what he was thinking, though. He remembered when his mom had passed. She’d even passed in a fairly normal way, and it was still the worst day of his life, on par only with his dad’s passing. He couldn’t even fathom what it must be like to fear that one’s mom had died in the teeth of something as grotesque as these mimics.
Which was why he was surprised when Ember said it herself.
“How likely is it that Mother was eaten by those mimics?” she radioed, still inside Long Shot.
Ray was slow to respond, though whether it was because he was thinking, or because he was trying to keep his own emotions in check, Locke couldn’t tell.
“We can’t rule it out as a possibility,” he finally said. “But something still feels off about the situation.”
They’d since made their way to the ruined camp beyond the hill and had slowly begun to survey the wreckage. They’d remained ever vigilant for mimics, of course, but given the condition much of this camp was in, Locke didn’t anticipate any mimics would be hiding here. They could armor themselves in attractive, pristine ways after all, and everything here was so twisted and destroyed that he couldn’t see any strategic advantage to hiding in its form.
But suddenly, Locke realized that Ray was right. There was something very odd about the wreckage.
“There’s no blood here,” Locke observed. “Anywhere. And the mimics don’t exactly strike me as prim and proper eaters.”
“You … you’re right!” Ember chimed, a fresh surge of hope audible in her voice.
“Mimics are messy eaters,” Ray confirmed. “And sites of mimic attacks are usually full of carnage. I suppose it’s why I didn’t consider them to begin with. The camp was too clean. In that way, at least.”
“So the crew likely wasn’t eaten,” Locke said. “But it still begs the question—what happened to them?”
“Wait,” Ember cut in. Titan Long Shot knelt by one of the motionless NQA rigs and then proceeded to the other, and when Locke looked in that direction, he saw why.
For there was blood in the rigs. And on them. And around them in such splatters that there was no way they could belong to someone who was still alive. The rigs themselves had been savaged, too. Their bubble-like helmet access hatches had been ripped open—one flung completely off—and the deep claw marks along the corresponding surfaces looked similar to the ones Locke detected around Titan Chimera’s damaged shoulder joint. The mimics had obviously broken into those successfully and devoured whoever was inside.
“Ray, how large a company is NQA Exterminators?” he asked.
“About ten to fifteen rigs,” Ray replied, “depending upon the job.”
“Then where’s the rest of the company?” Ember inquired. “If the mimics ate all of them, their other rigs would still be here.”
“Unless they decided to cut their losses and regroup,” Locke said. “But no … if they had, then they’d have at least contacted Ray. Unless …” He turned to Titan Ghostly Parable. “What precisely had you uncovered at this dig?”
“We didn’t know what we’d uncovered,” Ray replied, “except that it was a whole and unbroken piece of precursor tech. We had no idea what its actual purpose was. Still don’t.”
“Would that be enough reason for someone to want to sabotage the dig, or take advantage of it?”
“Well, Vasori are ambitious, so I wouldn’t put it past anyone,” Ray said. “And it’s not uncommon for bandits to follow archaeological crews solely to steal what we dig up.”
“No, I mean NQA itself. Could someone have hired them to have some hand in all this? Maybe someone who knew you trusted them and paid them to exploit that? I mean, they’d basically be getting two paychecks for the same job. Who’d want to turn that down?”
“Unlikely,” Ray said. “While they are very profit-minded, they’ve gotten very good business from me in particular over the years, and it’s not likely they’d sacrifice that for a single well-paying job.” Now Ghostly Parable strode over to observe the site. “Besides, even if they had, I doubt they’d leave those two rigs behind as evidence. No, I think something happened to the rest of them, too.”
“True …” Ember echoed.
The three of them paused to think harder. There was something they were missing. There had to be. Locke turned his head to the sky, as if looking in a different direction would somehow provide different insight. All he saw, though, was the Blue Heron circling the area, trying to gather information from its own elevated position.
And suddenly Locke had a thought—at the exact moment Ember did.
“Where’s the Gilt Eagle?” she exclaimed.
“You’re right!” Ray replied. “The airship should still be here!”
“And we haven’t seen any wreckage of it,” Ember added.
“Stolen, then?” Locke suggested.
“Titans, what’s your status?” Alyssa’s voice suddenly came over their radios.
“Confused as hell,” Locke replied.
“So no longer fighting?” Alyssa asked.
“Not at the moment.”
“Good,” the captain responded. “Because I think I found something of use—an airship signal. Come back to the Blue Heron so we can look into it.”
***
The titans bolted into the hangar as soon as the Blue Heron landed, then everyone on the ship darted to Alyssa’s control room.
“It’s weak,” she said as she guided the ship through the air, “but it’s strongest at this point.”
She eased the ship to a hover close to where they’d been fighting.
“We’re right above the ruin,” Ray observed. “But that doesn’t make any sense. We’d see the airship if it was this close.”
“Its signal would be stronger, too,” Bexley added. “Are we sure it’s an airship signal?”
“It registers as one,” Alyssa replied. “Though I suppose there’s always a chance someone took the communication device out of the airship and is using it independently. I don’t know why they’d go through that effort, though.”
“Can mimics imitate signals like that?” Locke asked.
“No,” Ray stated. “At least, we’ve never encountered any that can do so.”
“How do we know it’s from an airship?” Locke pressed.
“Each loop of the signal is preceded by a brief binary code,” Alyssa explained. “That code identifies the sender, and this one is coming up as the Gilt Eagle.”
“So, the signal says it’s from an airship,” Locke emphasized. “But we still don’t know what’s actually sending it.”
“Regardless,” Alyssa said, “given the consequences if we don’t investigate, we’re going to continue as if it’s a real signal. I don’t want to risk abandoning people in danger if it is real. And if it’s not, it’s probably a trap set by someone likely to have a bounty on their head, in which case we rough ‘em up and take the bounty. Though, obviously, I hope it’s the former.”
The ship in place, Alyssa reached for her comm device and adjusted it until the signal she’d detected was strongest, then spoke to no device in particular, like Locke did in his titan.
“Blue Heron to Gilt Eagle. Do you hear me?”
They waited. There was no response, so she tried again, and then a third time. Finally, she said, “Wait,” and adjusted some knobs on the comm device. Locke didn’t know what they were supposed to do, but whatever it was, it provided her with new information.
“It’s not a voiced signal,” she said. “It’s just a simple locator pulse.”
“What does that mean for our survivors?” Locke said.
“I don’t know that it means anything different.” Alyssa turned to Ray. “Is there some chance the airship could be inside the ruin?” she asked, as if grasping at straws.
Ray started, then curled a hand to his mouth to think. “I … suppose that could account for the weakness of the signal, what with it being underground, but the ruin itself is far too small—the entrance, at least. It grows in size the deeper it goes, but we could barely fit titans inside the first stretch.”
“Perhaps the airship’s abandoned somewhere we haven’t seen,” Locke suggested, “and the survivors took the radio with them.”
“Either way, we should take a closer look,” Ember said. “I say we go into the ruin.”
“So do I,” Locke agreed, “and Ray’s already been inside it, so he can help guide us.”
Now they all looked to Alyssa, awaiting her approval, but strangely the competent seriousness in her face had turned into something like hesitance.
“I do agree,” she said, with a tone that wasn’t sure whether it agreed at all, “but … you cannot forget: This is a Precursor ruin we’re dealing with. Mimics are dangerous enough, but we know how to handle them at least. We barely understand the Precursor tech we use on a daily basis, and even that has the potential to be dangerous. Even deadly, or worse.”
“Pfft, what’s worse than dying?” Bexley quipped.
Locke wanted to laugh with her, but instantly remembered Peth, locked in Titan Chimera for a thousand years with only her own intellect to keep her company, very likely as a result of some Precursor tech or accident. Now that he thought of it, Peth’s mind must have been kept in some form of stasis for most of that duration. It didn’t matter how strong someone’s mind was, a thousand years of isolation would turn anyone looney.
The moment he realized that, a chill ran through his deepest guts. For he didn’t want to escape his paralysis into this new body and world, only to find himself trapped in something darker and infinitely worse.
“What I mean to say is, be careful,” Alyssa stated. “And prepare as best you can. We’ll proceed once you’re ready.”
Chapter Eight
“Well, if you ask me, nothing makes you more ready to face unknowable eldritch horrors like some sweet-ass beam saber upgrades!” Bexley’s voice echoed through the hangar.
They’d all quickly returned there after the meeting to get a jump on their preparations, and now Locke lingered by Titan Chimera’s open hatch while Bexley rode a suspended single-person trapeze up to Chimera’s bent-up shoulder joint.
“You figured out how to do that?” Locke exclaimed. “Without blowing up my mech?”
“I had to do something to occupy myself during our trip!” Bexley opened the titan’s shoulder armor to get a better look at the damage. “And contrary to popular belief, my incredible tits are directly proportional to my amazing brain.”
Over on the next scaffold, Ray’s face went bright red, and he promptly decided it would be best for all involved if he conducted his post-battle diagnostics from inside the sealed comfort of his cockpit.
“Are you sure you’re not poking at him on purpose?” Locke smirked.
“Listen, when we visit his hangar, I’ll talk about Precursor artifacts or neat bones or dirt or whatever he deems appropriate, but in my hangar, tit jokes happen whether people are with me or not.”
“Bexley, you literally had your tits hanging out the whole time we were in Vasor, and it was blatantly intentional.”
She paused. “Oh. You’re right. Well. Next time.” Then she peered into the shoulder joint, banged on a few spots with her favorite wrench, looked at her clipboard, and apparently finished her entire diagnostic in that quick combination of gestures. “Looks like that’s not as bad as it could have been. You probably couldn’t have gotten any more full-power hammer swings out of it, but it won’t require much fixing. A bit of your matter mage touch and it’ll be good as new.”
“Great!” Locke exclaimed.
Bexley climbed into the titan’s chest hatch to gather additional data. “Lucky for us, Chimera absorbed a ton of void essence from those mimics, and I saw some crystal shards worth gathering down in the carnage, too. Bring those back, and we can upgrade your catalysts in addition to linking them up for your energy saber—and have a little void condensate to spare afterward.”
“And you can do all that before we head back out?”
“Well, I figured you wouldn’t be going back out until tomorrow. I mean, it’s almost evening, anyway, and in my opinion it’s a bad idea to go into mysterious, probably deadly ruins in the dark of night.”
“Yeah,” Locke shrugged. “I guess you are right about that.”
“I’ll pull an all-nighter and then nap while you’re off doing hero stuff tomorrow,” Bexley nodded. “I’ll need you to come in early so you can use your talents to complete the upgrades, but once that’s done, you’ll go in even stronger than you were today. Win-win. Now, would you mind gathering some things to help me get started?”
“Sure. No problem.”
“Great! Here’s your shopping list.” She slipped a page from her clipboard and placed it in his hands, and then she set right to work.
***
Locke helped Bexley gather her upgrade supplies from her stocks, then asked Alyssa to touch down briefly so he could gather the crystal shards she’d spoken of to a cart. Once he’d finished there, the whole ship gathered for a quick, refreshing dinner, then Bexley returned to the hangar, and the rest of them went to sleep. They’d need it for the upcoming day.
Locke, however, found that he was having some difficulty dozing off, and eventually realized it had something to do with Alyssa. She’d still been carrying out her captain’s duties with aplomb, as always, but there was something off-kilter about her. Something more uncertain than usual, especially now that they were dealing with an even bigger unknown than before.
He decided to check on her.
Unsurprisingly, he found her in the control room, which was where she seemed to spend most of her time when she wasn’t sleeping.
In the time Locke had spent on the Blue Heron, he’d quickly learned that Alyssa had a special connection to the ship. It was her late family’s ship, the place she’d grown up, and as such, she treated it like an heirloom.
Likewise, Locke could often gauge her state of mind by what she was doing to the ship. She paid it more attention on days when she was concerned about keeping it, and today was no exception. At the moment, she was checking every button, gauge, and instrument in the control room with intense attention. More attention than she’d pay them on a normal day.
He knocked on the open door to announce himself, then leaned on the doorjamb. “Everything all right?” he asked.
Alyssa jumped as if he’d startled her, and then replied, “Oh. Yes. Just … a lot on my mind, is all.”
“The bounty?” Locke stated.
“And circumstances,” Alyssa replied. “The tension between Ray and Ember is so palpable, even without the issue surrounding their mother—and that’s another thing. The Vasori aren’t only dramatic out of dedication to tradition. They’re petty because, on some level, they enjoy it, and I can’t help but worry that all this will come back to bite us for some entirely stupid reason.”
“Well, in that case, we just bite back,” Locke said. “I wouldn’t mind punching a few asshole Vasori after the way they treated Ember’s branch of her family.”
“I’m sure you wouldn’t,” she said with a faint flicker of a smile, which quickly wilted. “But then there were the mimics today.”
“We beat them easily enough.”
“True,” Alyssa sighed, folding her arms over her chest. “But mimics can be unpredictable, and I’ve heard of them taking out bigger companies than ours. Not that I don’t have faith in your abilities,” she added. “It’s just … it’s a lot of unknowns, and a lot of stress, from a lot of directions.”
“I bet I could help with one of those,” Locke said with a mischievous grin. He recognized the way she was holding her body, tight and constricted, like a spring that needed to be loosened, lest it pop.
In his weeks on the ship, he’d also learned his crewmates’ sensual quirks, and Alyssa’s ultimate turn-on was, strangely, anxiety. Locke had found that he could time Alyssa’s moods almost exactly to financial worries, squabbles between her crewmates, and particularly dangerous missions, and the moment she’d agreed to take on the Q’Van bounty, he’d wondered how long it would take her to reach her peak.
She was certainly close to it now. He could tell from the way she held her arms under her breasts, as if pushing them up and out, unconsciously inviting.
They were as up and out now as they’d been in days.
“I bet you could,” she replied. He could see an inviting smirk on her face in the reflection on the window, but she didn’t make any movement to aid him.
“Oh?” Locke said. He closed the door behind him as he stepped into the control room. “Gonna make me do all the work, then?”
Alyssa quirked a small smile. She may have been the authoritative captain in most situations, but another thing Locke had learned was that, during her leisure, she liked to be anything but.
He nestled against her back as he pulled her close into his arms and sent his mouth searching along her jawline for the sliver of skin above her long coat’s collar.
Another thing he’d learned about her was that she enjoyed the buildup as much as, if not more than, the act itself, and so he trailed gentle kisses along her neck as his hands eased up toward her pert breasts.
“Oh. You’re already excited,” he said. He could feel the protrusions of her hard nipples even through the thick texture of her captain’s coat.
“It’s been a stressful week,” she replied, craning her neck into his mouth.
Her obvious eagerness sped him along. While he nibbled her neck, he slipped one hand past the opening of her captain’s jacket, fiddled away the top buttons of her inner shirt, and graced his hand along the full arc of her breast.
A soft moan escaped past her lips, and so he sent his other hand down, through the opposite side of her coat’s opening, along the seam of her trousers leading right between her legs. He could already feel the heat radiating through the leather there—and so, without warning, he snatched her shoulders, turned her to face him, and then yanked open the side of her long coat that he’d already been attending.
The motion also pulled aside her inner shirt. Another soft noise escaped as he pressed his lips directly onto her exposed nipple, as he kissed there while his hand graced the underside of her breast. In his low peripheral vision, he saw her hips begin to move, her thighs begin to tense and press together, as if she was trying to stimulate some part he wasn’t giving due attention.
Well, he couldn’t have that.
He clenched his teeth against her tip gently as he sent his hands down again. This time he undid the buttons of her overcoat as he went, each one with slow, tender, tantalizing delicacy, and then returned his hands to address her waistcoat and shirt buttons.
He could feel her breaths growing more eager and intense as he did, more impatient. She coursed her hands against his back to pull him closer, and as she did, he finished the last button. Now all that remained between him and her chest was a satiny, red undergarment so thin it was nearly meaningless, and so light he hadn’t even realized he’d pulled it aside when he’d gone for her breast earlier.
Now he pushed it up from beneath and kissed his way down her midriff, along the soft, surprising tone of her abdomen, and then to the tantalizing edge of her trousers.
She knew what was coming and threaded her hands through his thick hair to press him further.
Locke obliged.
He hooked his thumbs over the edge of her trousers and pulled down in a sensuous jerk, exposing both her and the hot, wet scent of her enthusiasm in one sharp motion. He plunged his face into that space. The force of it sent Alyssa falling back onto the control console, but she must not have landed on anything important, or else didn’t care. Her fingers tangled in his hair; he raised a hand against one of her legs to lift it for better access; and then he put his mouth exactly where she wanted it to go.
His tongue traced the edges of her lower opening, already wet and eager for him, and she pressed his head into her center to send him deeper, grinding her hips against his face at the same time with delicious, labored breaths. He flicked his tongue in and out, eliciting little groans of pleasure and stronger thrusts until he moved up a small, significant fraction, and suckled that most sensitive part of her.
“No, not yet!” she cried. “I want you inside me.”
“Already?” Locke asked.
“It’s been a very stressful few days,” Alyssa panted.
Locke slipped a tentative finger inside her to gauge. She arched as the calluses of his finger slid against the texture inside her. She certainly felt ready—or would have if Locke was any other man, or in his old body—but by this point the entire crew was familiar with the unique … challenge of Locke’s manliness.
“I’m already close—just—just go slow,” she breathed. “I’ll take it.”
“How would you like it, then?” Locke asked. There were only so many surfaces on the bridge—the floor, the wall, lots of windows, a cushioned captain’s chair on tracks like the chairs in Bexley’s hangar, and of course the console.
“The chair,” she said, “but be gentle.”
Locke summoned the chair with the control panel and, as it arrived, lifted her up by the legs and settled her into it. The resulting position was one of a gloriously lascivious slouch, the curve of her back pushing her exposed breast out for extra exposure, and her legs already parted around him and dripping with eagerness.
Locke eased the open space of her leather trousers further down, slipped another finger, then two inside her, and stroked in and out.
“You’re sure you’re ready? You usually take longer.”
“I’m stressed enough that I want all the relief I can get,” she said impatiently. “All the sensation.”
“Well. Far be it from me to deny a woman her sensations,” Locke grinned, and then he eased his belt buckle open.
Slowly.
He could see the impatience building in her expression, but that was part of the fun with her—the tease and the anticipation. He took slow, sensuous care in the opening of his trouser buttons, in the pressing aside of his undergarments.
But the centerpiece itself—he let that spring out in full force.
On a ship like this, crewed by three beautiful women, it did not take him long at all to get hard, and he was already bright red with desire.
So was Alyssa’s most desirous part.
He crouched to his knees before her, eased the leather of her open trousers down again, and then took his tip in hand. He heard Alyssa take a sharp breath as he did so, an excited breath, and he knew why. In this new body of his, even the tip was a thing of prowess, such that all three of the women—and often himself—were continually amazed that it would fit. It took some effort sometimes, especially with Alyssa, but it was always effort that paid off handsomely.
Locke didn’t try to shove himself in directly at first. Instead he eased his tip toward her lower mouth and traced it there, letting every soft inch of her outermost parts taste the desirous heat of him. He saw a visible gush spill over his flesh as he did, as if her body knew it would need the extra aid and provided it.
Alyssa’s breaths became heavier, hungrier, and so did his own, fueled by the erotic sight of her one bare breast heaving up and down with her every breath.
“You want it?” he said.
“Yes,” Alyssa breathed, so he put a thumb on either side of her opening, and pulled her wide to accept him.
He was hard enough now that he didn’t need any extra support, or a guide, and he eased his hips forward to let them do what they did best.
“Ah!” Alyssa cried, already, as his tip fought to enter her. She was wet, but he was thick, and it took a few gentle thrusts and angle changes before another “Ah!” escaped her upper lips, as her lower lips finally closed over him.
Locke returned one hand to his shaft and swirled it delicately inside Alyssa’s opening while she bit her own lip in ecstasy.
He dared to take it out.
“No!” she cried, but then sucked in another gasp as he thrust the tip toward her again—once, twice, three times, before it finally went back in. This time he dared to go further. He clamped his hands upon her still-leatherbound hips and swirled his pelvis gently, gyrating his own hips at the same time to encourage movement that would allow him to enter more fully.
It worked. Her legs spread further to greet him, and another length of him pressed up into the delicious texture of her warmth.
Alyssa must have enjoyed his hands where they were, for she didn’t tell him to move them. Instead she reached one of her own hands up to stroke her exposed breast, to tend to her own nipple as he pressed his way inside her.
Locke thought of leaning forward to pleasure her there, but at the same time, felt an additional throb, and additional hardening at the sight of her pleasuring herself, as she pinched her own nipple and produced another wet gush to accommodate him.
But god, she was so tight! Even through the warm wetness of her insides, he could feel each detail of her flesh parting around him.
“I’m going to change angles,” Locke said, and repositioned himself to come in from underneath. There always came a point with her where he had to change angles—and when he did, her entire body arched with an involuntary spasm. The moment he moved his hips, inches of him slid inside her all at once and thrust against the very back of her. Her grip tightened on her own breast, spilling her flesh out between her fingers and again pinching her nipple between two of them.
And yet, despite the stretch and strain, she wrapped her legs around him and pulled him closer to her. He ground the force of his pelvis against the flesh of hers, exploring every bit of the hot, sexy surface inside her.
“You still want me to be gentle?” he said.
“No. Fuck me. Fuck me hard.”
She said it like someone who was fully aware that she might be split open, and fully didn’t care.
And, well, far be it from him to deny a lady her sensations.
Locke tightened his grip on her hips and stood to his feet, still inside her, bringing her pelvis up with him and raising her into an arched, cramped, ravaged-looking position that looked thoroughly ready for an even more complete ravaging.
So he pulled himself out to the tip.
And then smashed himself back in again.
He repeated the gesture, again and again, taking himself almost fully out, then ramming himself fully in, creating an awful, hungry, empty, ravenous space, and then filling it with passionate force. God, he loved the way she trembled under him in this position, like a conquered general being bent to his will and loving every lustful moment of it. Much as he respected her in any standard situation, Locke found something unbelievably erotic about fucking Alyssa in her own captain’s chair—and clearly she didn’t mind it, either.
She reached into her jacket and exposed her second breast, then pinched both nipples hard and firm as he ploughed into her. Fuck, from this angle, he could see the shape of himself plunging into and out of her midriff like he was putting more and more of a baby there with every thrust. She reached up to stroke that, too, and somehow the sight of her stroking his penis while it was inside her sent another rush of lust and pleasure through him.
He leaned over and bore down onto her, gyrating his member into her deepest places like it was an overheating piece of machinery about to explode from overuse.
Loud cries of pain and ecstasy escaped from her mouth with even that, as he crushed her deeper and deeper into the chair, deeper and deeper into herself—and then finally, burst.
He felt his balls tighten, swore he could feel the stream of pleasure as it gushed out of his tip, and Alyssa twitched beneath him as it filled her.
When he pulled out and back, it was with a wet, white gush that soaked the cushion between their legs—which, to be fair, was already pretty soaked from Alyssa’s own enthusiasm.
But though he had finished, she apparently hadn’t.
She still squeezed one of her own breasts and sent her newly-free hand into the wet, ravaged mess between her legs to curl her own finger there.
“Help me,” she said, and arched her back to indicate her second, unattended breast.
Locke obliged.
He leaned in beside her, cupped her breast in one hand, and kissed his way up the arc until he found her nipple and tensed his lips around it again. At the same time, he sent his free hand to join hers, and pressed a finger inside, then two, as she worked herself toward climax.
He suckled, then bit.
That was all it took.
A blissful spasm arched her body, a breath of relief burst from her lungs, and she deflated on the captain’s chair, as spent as Locke himself.
“Do you consider yourself adequately de-stressed?” Locke asked.
Alyssa smirked. “Adequately.”
Chapter Nine
Once again, Locke fell asleep in a delightful post-coital stupor, and once again, he awakened—well, half-awakened—in a weird-ass alternate dimension with a hot space witch waiting to greet him.
She didn’t even walk over from a dramatic distance like usual. She was just there, standing beside his still-prone body and looking very eager.
“Does sex actively summon you?” Locke asked from his space on the ethereal ground.
Peth quirked, as if the question had caught her off-guard or interrupted something she’d been preparing to say.
“Er—no. Why would it?”
“Because it seems like most of the times you appear to me, it’s after a really good fuck,” Locke answered as he stood. “And we are connected, in a way.”
“Not in that way,” Peth grinned. “I’m afraid that, however connected we are in mental ways, I don’t experience that aspect of your body. That will have to come after I have my own body back,” she finished with a wink. “But no, I didn’t come because of that. I came because I’m remembering things!”
Suddenly the eagerness in her posture made a lot more sense. She stood there not like Bexley, ready for a salacious distraction, but like a detective who’d just unearthed some juicy clues.
“About your past?” Locke exclaimed. “That’s awesome! How did it happen, and why?”
“I’m not sure,” Peth replied. “I can’t tie it to any one occurrence. It just feels like … an old scar loosening up, I suppose. Or perhaps an atrophied muscle regaining strength. The only real difference in my condition that I can tie it to is my connection with you. After all, I hadn’t exercised my powers in any significant way for years until I brought you here. Perhaps that alone is loosening up my memory. Freeing some buried part of me.”
“Then … I’ll keep doing what I’m doing, I guess,” Locke said.
“You do that,” Peth smiled.
“So. What do you remember?”
“I was a Precursor,” Peth replied, then brushed a fingertip against the pendant hanging from her choker. “It was the pentagon realization that did it. The more I dwelled on it, the more I realized I’d seen that pattern many places before—on Haven. Before it was known as Haven.”
She listed a bunch of locations Locke couldn’t mentally place but that sounded vaguely familiar, like he’d seen them on one of Alyssa’s maps but had never needed to log them away in his memory.
One, though, he did recognize.
“Mount Driver?” he repeated. “Back where we fought Bort?”
There had been barely any hints of civilization on that mountain—it was just that, a ragged mountain range, green with trees of such height that they could only be ancient—and while its slope was unnatural and scarred in places, it didn’t strike Locke as anything that could be associated with the mysterious lost civilization that had left little remnants all over this land.
“What do you remember about it?” he asked.
“Nothing in particular, just that it was significant. All the information that loosened up was either very basic or very sporadic.”
“Do you remember anything about this location? The ruin?” Locke asked, gesturing vaguely to indicate the place where they’d stomped off a whole horde of mimics.
“Nothing comes to mind,” Peth replied, “but that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. There’s a lot that doesn’t come to mind.”
“Well, Ray said that the ruin was well-preserved, and we’ll be going into it soon, so maybe we’ll see something else that’ll trigger your memory,” Locke said. “What else comes to mind?”
“I remember the society,” she said. “It was remarkably advanced, especially compared to what Haven is now.”
“And probably even compared to Earth,” Locke commented. He thought back to the enormous, shattered spaceship hull that formed the skeleton of Endpoint City. His home world certainly didn’t have spaceships on that scale. Heck, it just barely had commercial space travel, if only for the obnoxiously wealthy, and when he’d left, most casual conversations about space travel revolved around whether it was or wasn’t just one big dick measuring contest between rich dudes, given that the most high-profile shuttles were all shaped vaguely like dicks. It was stupid as hell, but it also solidified Locke’s decision that, if he were to ever launch his own spacecraft, it would totally be shaped like a dick, because it seemed that was the only way to get people to notice and talk about the incredible scientific achievement that was launching civilians off the fucking planet.
“The Precursors were spacefaring,” Locke said, more as an observation than a question. It was such an inert and familiar sight by now that he often forgot it was there, but in addition to the Endpoint City crash, there was also the Steel Ring. It bisected the sky, a narrow band of silver between the moon and the planet that could only have been put there by a space-capable people.
Peth nodded. “I remember stars and traveling through them like it was nothing. But, even so, I don’t feel like it was a wholly common thing. The Precursors were definitely of Haven—if not from it natively, then at least long-established stewards of the land. I remember … cities. Towering cities buzzing with mage-powered technology, even for trivial things. Children’s toys. Highly advanced prosthetics, even. Some people in my memories are mostly prosthetic—and better for it than when they were fully human!”
Locke couldn’t suppress a pang of amazement at that. There was a time back home when he’d feared the total loss of his legs, when he’d researched what he’d have to go through to get prosthetics and maintain them. He’d joined groups of amputees online to see how people already facing that challenge had handled it—and though he’d ended up keeping his legs (if in temporarily diminished form), he’d never forgotten the sheer difficulties those people faced even getting prosthetics to begin with. As a child, he’d sometimes fantasized about having a cyborg body, but as an adult, he’d learned a hard reality: In his society, at least, a person with any prosthetic would forever be arguing with dishonest insurance companies and disingenuous medical providers to prove they were disabled enough to merit the very limb they needed to function, and even once they had it, the inevitable maintenance and upkeep would lock them into continuous battles to keep that functioning limb.
Viewed in that light, the idea of a whole cyborg body became a lot less cool.
In his society, at least.
“The Precursor civilization sounds something like a utopia,” Locke observed, but then his brow furrowed. “I don’t trust it. You sure there’s not a dirty underbelly lurking somewhere?”
“Oh, where there are humans, there’s always a dirty underbelly,” Peth shrugged. “But … in my current memories, at least, I don’t seem aware of a significant one. It seems like a society that has it together.” Peth closed her eyes and curled a hand over her chin as if this would help jog her memory. “There’s a startling variety to the people. Much the same as there is in modern Endpoint City. Mingling effortlessly.”
“That is a good sign,” Locke observed. One could often judge the advancement of a society by how well its common people got along; civilizations filled with constant bickering and tribal squabbles tended not to do well in the long run, and given how advanced the Precursor society had obviously become, it made sense that it was one that made use of the enormous power of compromise.
“So how did it fall, then?” he asked. “If it was so perfect and peaceful?”
Now Peth closed her eyes. Despite that, her expression was filled with more certainty than it had in their discussion about her past.
“It wasn’t a threat from within,” she said. “I don’t know what we were fighting, but I remember—I remember being a soldier, I think. At least, I remember piloting.”
“A titan?” Locke asked.
Suddenly a laugh blatted from Peth’s face, and from the way her face crinkled after, it was clear that even she wasn’t sure why.
And then her face smoothed and hardened, as if another memory was coming back.
“They didn’t have titans as you know them. You’ve—well, Haven has taken the titan cores and essentially built elaborate suits of armor around them.”
“What did the Precursors use the titan cores for?”
“Construction.”
“What?”
Peth nodded. “They were practical tools, and fairly common. Not nearly as glamorous as the titans Haven has made.”
Locke had to pause to fully take that in. Titan cores were so rare and valuable on modern Haven that Bort had wanted to buy Harper’s Harriers off Alyssa solely to get at her cores, and when she hadn’t sold, was willing to kill for them. Granted, it wasn’t unusual for shit people like Bort to kill to get what they wanted, but it also wasn’t like people could go to the local magic department store and grab a titan core off the shelf.
And yet Peth spoke of them like they were as mundane as bulldozers or cranes.
“What did you pilot, then?” Locke exclaimed.
“Something not quite so humanoid, and bigger. Much bigger. I … have an image in my head nearly the height of Endpoint City’s hull.”
“WHAT?” Locke exclaimed again. “But that’s over fifty stories tall!”
Peth shrugged. “It’s what I remember.”
Suddenly a feeling of horrible cold came over Locke. “Then … what were you fighting? If it required mechs so massive they could squish titans underfoot?”
“That I don’t remember,” Peth sighed. “But, whatever it was, I’m pretty sure it’s what wiped out the Precursors. And I’m pretty sure we both lost.”
“How can you be sure?” Locke insisted.
Peth gestured around them. “Do you think any people would exist on this world if a force like that had won?”
“Good point,” Locke conceded, though that cold feeling didn’t entirely leave him. “Still, I can’t help but wonder if remnants of that other force still exist, same as remnants of the Precursors.” He shuddered, thinking about the slimy monsters he’d fought here. “After all, no one seems to know what shadow dregs are.”
“It’s possible,” Peth said, “but we can console ourselves with the fact that they are just remnants. If they were anything like the force that wiped out the Precursors, they’d be impossible for even your titan to handle.”
“True,” Locke replied, but he still didn’t like the idea. Especially since he and Peth were—as far as he knew—the only two people on this entire planet who even knew of the possibility, and one of them was still mostly amnesiac.
“At the very least,” Locke continued, “it’s more than we had before. Hopefully our upcoming ruin-dive will give you more to work with.”
***
Once again, Locke awakened feeling refreshed and revived and ready to smash his way through whatever weird problem Haven chose to throw at him that day. He ate a quick breakfast in the Mess Hall, just in case he’d need the extra energy, and then headed straight to the hangar to see what Bexley had done with her all-nighter.
Bexley must have been awaiting him for similar reasons, for she greeted him by yelling from the scaffolding surrounding his titan, and bounced with great physical presence and impatient enthusiasm as he made his way to the cockpit scaffold.
“Your reward, sir!” Bexley said once he reached her, and gestured with both hands into the cockpit as if presenting a pile of war-looted treasures to a king. The dark circles under her eyes made her look as if she was only standing upright through the power of a dangerous amount of coffee, but the brightness in the eyes themselves suggested she’d found the time and effort worth it. “I’ve made all the fixes I can on my end. Now you just have to do your part! Hop in!”
“Thanks!” Locke exclaimed, and then slipped inside the piloting chamber and activated its startup protocols.
Titan Chimera didn’t look any different from the outside, but once the titan’s interface popped up in his consciousness, its equivalent of system notifications blinked to inform him that the titan’s core had been fed three crystal shards since last startup, and he’d collected and concentrated eight gallons of void condensate.
Outside his titan, Bexley opened a huge book Locke recognized as The Titanic Book of Upgrades and Accessories, 250th Anniversary Edition and spread it open to a specific set of pages facing his visual sensors so he could see it. He recognized this page from the last time he’d made his upgrades. It showed the different stages that a titan-grade matter catalyst could evolve to, along with a symbol in one corner that put him in mind of a fanciful bar code.
“This is the symbol you’ll need to upgrade the matter catalyst, in case you’ve forgotten,” she said.
“I remember. You made me memorize it last time,” Locke replied. Like he’d forget how to do something as cool as spend experience points to upgrade his mech.
“Just making sure,” Bexley said, closing the book. “It’s been a while since your last upgrade. Between the crystal shards and your eight gallons of condensate, you’ve got enough material to bring your matter catalyst from a tier three to a tier five while also perking your energy catalyst up from tier one to tier three. You remember that symbol, too?”
“I do,” Locke confirmed.
“Good! Then holler for me once that’s done.”
“Will do,” Locke replied, then settled comfortably into his chamber and pictured the barcode in his mind.
Each type of catalyst—really, each type of upgradable titan equipment—had a wholly unique command symbol associated with it, and when he imagined the symbol and concentrated on it for a certain length of time, his reflex link would interpret that as a command to upgrade that component. Locke was sure some sort of complicated magic was happening behind the scenes, but from his end, the process was astonishingly easy.
When it started, a simplified image of a matter catalyst popped up in his consciousness, neighbored by a rectangular bar. As he meditated on the command symbol, the bar filled up once, then again, and then his titan made a happy-sounding ding as the catalyst’s classification changed from MATTER 3 to MATTER 5.
He stopped thinking of the symbol, and his interface returned to normal.
He then repeated the process to covert the ENERGY 1 catalyst to ENERGY 3.
“All done!” he announced to Bexley. She hadn’t left the scaffolding, but rather stood there flipping through the book as if already making plans for his next upgrade.
“Great!” she said, closing the book and looking up at him. “Tier five matter is a nice improvement!”
“I know that’s good, but what does it mean specifically?” Locke asked.
“It means your swiftmetal will respond faster and hold together with more integrity,” Bexley replied. “Which means it’ll be more likely to survive your new matter-energy configuration. Running any form of energy magic—hot or cold—through swiftmetal will tax it more than standard unmodified use, especially now that your energy magic’s upgraded to be more potent. That shouldn’t matter in the context of a single battle or two, but we should still run checks on the catalyst and swiftmetal tank after each use, just to be safe.”
“What happens if I don’t?” Locke asked, out of curiosity.
“Well, your catalyst’ll be okay, but your swiftmetal will become all gummy and slow to respond, and anything you make from it’s more likely to break,” Bexley said. “But I’m able to refine swiftmetal here in the hangar, so there’s no reason you should be letting it go unchecked.”
Now Bexley leaned against Titan Chimera’s chest hatch with a sensuous grin. “Want to try out your new saber?”
His sensor view from inside Titan Chimera provided a weird image of her breasts pressed against the outside of his titan as if through a pane of glass. The mischievous grin on her face suggested she knew exactly what he was seeing, and that she probably meant the question as at least a partial innuendo.
“Always,” Locke replied with his own grin. “How would you like me to use it?”
“Oh, I’ll gladly teach,” Bexley said, and lifted off the titan. “Same as your other weapons. You just think it and it happens—but you’ll need to allow five to ten seconds for the product of any energy changes to reach your swiftmetal.”
“Ten seconds? Ray was able to switch over much faster!”
“Ray has a Vasor-style titan. His titan can charge a whole tank of swiftmetal with energy magic and shape it in less time than it takes us to sneeze because it uses materials specially designed to expedite that function—but I had to make some accommodations because of the materials we have access to here. If I allowed yours to switch in less than ten seconds, the mage tubing would explode, and said tubing only charges your active swiftmetal, not your entire reserve. That’ll be the most efficient configuration I can come up with until I get to loot a Vasor titan.
“The catalyst pairing is also different,” Bexley continued. “Ray uses an Energy Five and a Matter Three, whereas you’re going with the opposite since matter magic is your strongest element. I had to make some adaptations to allow the different catalyst tiers to interface.”
“Is there any disadvantage to doing it this way?”
“Not in principle. A beam saber is a tier four spell requiring both matter and energy magic. Tier one or two catalysts can’t combo at all, so that’s why we had to bring the energy catalyst up to at least a three. Also, the primary has to be tier five for the tier four dual-element combo-spell to work. You’re strongest in matter magic, so it was the obvious choice for your primary. The rest is just equipment rejiggering.”
“How much of this modification is actually tape and luck?” Locke inquired.
“About a quarter,” Bexley admitted. “But I ran safety checks and resilience tests. Even if it does explode—which is unlikely—I set it up so the excess energy magic will vent out your shoulder louvers, so you’ll be safe. The only downside to the tube breaking is that your catalysts won’t be connected anymore. They’ll still work individually, though.”
“Wow. You really did think this through,” Locke said, impressed. “And so quickly!”
Bexley shrugged. “It does not benefit me to kill my source of top-quality dick.”
“Well, I appreciate that,” Locke replied, and called upon his swiftmetal sword so he could begin getting the timing of his energy switches down. That was going to be the challenge with this setup—figuring out how best to time his energy switches during the heat of battle. For now, given that his energy catalyst would only charge active swiftmetal, it might be best to keep his sword out at all times and keep it charged with a single energy form so he wouldn’t have to worry about switching. He decided to go for heat. After all, Ray’s heat blade had sliced a mimic in half where regular fire—and a regular blade, for that matter—had done little. For now, it seemed like the best option.
“I’m going to upgrade Long Shot, too,” Bexley added while he worked. “I used the other three crystal shards and about six-point-eight gallons of void condensate to up her shoulder mega-catalyst from tier three to tier five. With an improvement like that, she should be able to freeze mimics solid, and it won’t take it as long to recharge after high-powered blasts. Upgraded her void furnace and musculature from tier two to tier three, too, but that mostly just makes Long Shot more energy efficient.”
She paused and looked around. “Where is Ember, anyway?”
The moment she said it, the hangar door opened and Ember skulked into the room. She didn’t bother addressing anyone as she did, simply went straight to her mech and closed herself inside quickly, as if trying to avoid someone.
Locke could guess who.
He established a connection with Titan Long Shot’s radio. “You should have a talk with Ray.”
Ember didn’t reply immediately, and when she finally did, it was only to say, “We’ve spoken enough.”
“I mean it,” Locke said. “A serious talk. You can’t let him affect you like this, not if you’re going to have my back. Besides, I know you’re strong enough to handle him.”




“It’s not about being strong; it’s about being tired of hearing him say the same things over and over again. I’m not going to change my mind, so what’s the point?”
“I spoke to him,” Locke volunteered.
Another silence followed from Ember’s end, and when she replied this time, it sounded like it was with some exasperation. “What did you say?” she sighed.
“Mostly what I just told you, but more of it, and louder. I think he began to get it, though. Look, it’s just better if you talk to him directly.”
“Fine,” Ember huffed, just in time for Bexley to reach her mech.
If her excited flailing was any indication, she’d already begun telling Ember about her various upgrades, so Locke decided to leave the two of them to their preparations. Soon after, Ray trailed in and went straight to Titan Ghostly Parable, and Alyssa came over the ship’s comms to coordinate the earliest stages of the day’s mission.
“Be careful as you go through the ruin, and report back to me every fifteen minutes, regardless of what you find,” she said. “Remember, we have no idea what we’ll meet in there, especially since it’s so well-preserved. Assume it’s the most dangerous Precursor location we’ve ever encountered.”
“Will do,” Locke replied.
“Understood,” Ember and Ray replied simultaneously.
“Good,” Alyssa continued. “I’ll be monitoring from a safe distance in the sky, just in case, once I drop you off. Now, let’s hope for the best … and be ready for the worst.”
***
Ember settled into the goo of her piloting chamber as the Blue Heron sank in the sky. It would take a few minutes for the airship to reach the ground from this height, so she had some time to spend in glorious silence, to clear her mind as she always did before these kinds of missions.
Yet, Locke’s request nagged at her.
She knew he meant well, and his reasons were valid. She’d had to clear her mind more since Ray arrived than she usually did before a job.
But Locke couldn’t possibly understand the depth to which Vasori stubbornness went, not really. Not like she did. Hells, one of the reasons why she’d left Vasor was because she couldn’t understand the appeal of living in a society where everyone was constricted, and not only that, but actively fought to maintain that constriction. She understood that Vasor associated its success with that level of dedication and consistency, but surely it was possible for a society to thrive without making all of its members miserable, right?
Still, she had time, and though she knew Ray wouldn’t change his mind, she figured she may as well make the attempt, if only so she could say she tried.
She linked with Ghostly Parable.
“Ray? Locke told me I should talk to you,” she said. “I don’t see what good it’ll do, but—”
“Actually, Locke told me I should speak to you, too,” Ray replied through her comm, then paused as if thinking. “You know I think you should come back to Vasor, but … he told me what you did. How you were adamant about coming here to find mother. Despite knowing how you’d be received.”
Ember paused. Well, that was a surprise. But she still felt petulant about it.
“And?” she said.
Ray continued. “I … wanted to apologize. For being the one to receive you that way. I may not agree with your decision to leave, but I appreciate that you came back, and … if your performance in yesterday’s fight is indicative of your skill, I think you may have made a good choice. To become a titan mage. Which is to say, I’m glad to have you on my side.”
“Thanks, Ray,” Ember replied. “That means a lot.”
“Though, I’d be remiss if I didn’t point out that you could be an equally adept mage for the Index.”
“Don’t push it,” Ember retorted.
“I’m kidding,” Ray replied, with an unexpected amount of levity. “But also, force of habit. I won’t ask again. Plus, if you fight that well when distracted by me, I can only imagine how you fight when you’re at your best.”
Ember felt the easy bump of the Blue Heron landing, and allowed herself a small, surprised smile at the compliment. It had likely taken no small effort for him to make it, given his obvious attitude toward her leaving.
In comparison to the vehemence of that attitude, it still wasn’t much—but it was a valuable something, and she’d take it.
“I fight like someone who knows she has to fight,” she replied, and then stepped out of her hangar bay toward the ruin.
Chapter Ten
Ember wanted to stride right into the ruin, to take the lead and prove—really prove—to Ray that she was worthy of that awkward apology—but logic brought her titan to a stop. Ray knew the ruin better than she did, if only marginally so, and so she waited for Titan Ghostly Parable and Titan Chimera to disembark from the airship.
Locke—well, Titan Chimera—took one look at the entrance and went, “Why did you even go in there? That thing looks like a place eldritch monsters go to nap after they’ve finished snacking on whole planets of souls.”
He wasn’t wrong. The ruin entrance angled up out of the ground like a savage two-story-tall mouth emerging from hiding to prey on unsuspecting food. Ember supposed there had once been a door or wall there, but over the centuries it had splintered into ragged shards of crystalline teeth, some opaque, some transparent, some lined with what looked like once-glowing runes, and all variously splattered with that hexagon pattern that they’d long associated with Precursor technology.
“Most ruins look like that,” Ray replied. “They’re ruins. They’re not going to be pristine.”
“They’ve all got teeth?” Locke said.
“You’re putting far too much weight on a coincidental image,” Ray stated.
“I don’t know,” Ember said, “given that we did just fight off a swarm of inanimate objects with teeth, he might have a point.”
“It even looks like it’s got strips of flesh hanging there,” Locke added.
“That’s hanging moss,” Ray replied. “And all this, at least, looks identical to the way I left it.”
“What’s the footprint situation here?” Ember asked, looking down to the opening. There were none to be found, but that was mostly because the area immediately before the opening was rugged with stone and Precursor debris. The expedition probably had smooth ramps leading from the demolished camp into the site, and those ramps were long gone in the rest of the debris.
“None, again,” Locke said. “I don’t like it.”
“Well, you’ve got a new beam saber now,” Ember stated. “Just swing it around if you need to.”
“Gladly,” Locke replied.
“Ray,” Ember ordered. “Lead the way.”
Titan Ghostly Parable nodded, then activated its swiftmetal energy saber and took the first steps in.
The fit was close, but the three titans made it in with little trouble. It was navigation beyond the opening that was difficult. Despite the friendly height, it was not a passageway meant for titans. The ceiling dipped up, down, and sideways in strange geometric arrangements, and when Ember switched on a floodlight affixed to Long Shot’s head, she realized it was an elaborate upside-down staircase, branching off in confused directions like those bizarre paintings she’d occasionally seen in art books as a child. Whatever sort of structure they were in, it must itself be upside down, such that they were walking on its ceiling. Even when she looked down, she saw that the ceiling was also elaborate, if in a more consistent way. Sharp-edged interlocking shapes lined in various rich purples, golds, and silvers protruded up—well, down—like a more complicated version of the plaster ceilings one saw in old-style buildings in Endpoint City. But how to account for the strange staircases? They didn’t look broken.
Ray shone his own headlight up to them, as if sensing what she was thinking.
“We’d determined that this was a luxury Precursor ship,” he explained. “The fanciful details somewhat give it away, but the staircases are the key. See, they transform. Or they once did, anyway.”
“Just the staircases?” Locke asked. “Or the whole thing?”
“Well, presumably the whole thing. Some of the artifacts we’ve uncovered are quite similar to the catalysts we use today, if much smaller and more tightly designed, and many of them are concentrated in rooms like this—matter catalysts in particular. It’s my assumption that the Precursors employed their equivalent of matter mages to modify these sorts of ships for whatever function they’d serve at any given time. We think this particular area served the purpose of a grand foyer.”
“This is a foyer?” Locke exclaimed. “God-damn it’s enormous.”
“Of course it is. It’s grand,” Ray emphasized.
“Still, even for a grand foyer, this is huge,” Locke said. “Were they greeting titans?”
“It’s my belief that it was simply meant to show off,” Ray replied. “This isn’t even the most elaborate section. Look.”
He led them through a lopsided, upside-down archway and then down a close, bizarrely twisted chamber wide enough to accommodate all three of them comfortably, and spanning so far in front of them that their lights couldn’t reach the back.
“The hell?” Locke said. “How is something this big so well hidden underground?”
“And what warped it?” Ember added. “You saw the corridor we came through. That wasn’t the result of a crash. It was like something grabbed the foyer and twisted it.”
“Another mystery for the ages,” Ray said. “The twist, at least. The hiddenness, I think, should be obvious. It’s an old ruin, and it’s probably been here long enough that simple geological processes buried it long ago. We only just became aware of it a few months ago, when some scrappers uncovered the first shards of the entrance. That’s probably why it’s so well-preserved—the elements haven’t touched the insides for hundreds of years.”
“This is well preserved?” Locke asked. Titan Chimera looked around at the bizarre debris.
“It is for a Precursor ruin,” Ray replied. “Most ruins have suffered environmental damage, whether from the climate or monsters that have taken up in them. This one largely hasn’t been touched. And besides, it’s not the ruin that was in spectacular condition so much as the artifacts in it. They were the real prize.”
“‘Were?’ Where are they now?” Ember asked.
“Some I took back with me to the Arcane Index when I first left,” Ray answered. “All the others, though … I don’t know. This chamber was full of them, but I don’t see any now, so I can only hope the expedition managed to secure them.”
“What makes Precursor artifacts so valuable if you don’t even know what they do?” Locke suddenly inquired. “Why go to all the effort?”
“Because the ones we’ve been able to figure out have revolutionized our society,” Ray explained. “Titan cores are but one piece of a larger puzzle; the concepts for catalysts themselves derived from broken Precursor artifacts. And that doesn’t even scratch the surface of what artifacts can really do.”
“How so?”
Ray paused before he spoke, as if he wasn’t sure he should say, or had the clearance to say.
“There are some that have mind blowing abilities. I’ve heard rumors of one that can transform entire landscapes with no effort. Turning rock and clay into fertile topsoil in the process.”
“Like terraforming?” Locke asked.
“What’s terraforming?” Ray replied.
“Ah—forget it,” Locke said quickly. “Just an idea I read about somewhere. Sounded similar.”
A strange silence persisted then, as if Locke had said something he hadn’t meant to, and Ray had noticed—and was probably thinking some variant of what Ember currently was: Where did Locke read such wild ideas? Even skilled matter mages weren’t capable of transforming entire landscapes.
Of the three, only Ember knew the likely answer—that Locke was an amnesiac Precursor, and he’d read about it or even seen it in action in his Precursor days.
But if that was the case, could Precursors actually do that? Change an entire land on a whim? Transform barren rock into lush farmland?
“Obviously that artifact—if it exists at all—is kept under tight watch,” Ray continued. “There’s another that performs similar functions, but on living organisms, changing them from one to another or otherwise altering them. Maybe even combining them. And it’s said that one—this is the strangest one—can open up doors across space.”
“What, like wormholes?” Locke exclaimed, but then quickly added, “Holy shit.”
Titan Ghostly Parable turned to face Titan Chimera.
“What are worms like where you’re from?” Ray exclaimed, and then his titan slowly leaned forward, as if Ray’s curiosity could take it no longer. “For that matter, what deity do you worship that renders shit holy?”
“Oh, they’re just expressions where I’m from,” Locke shrugged sheepishly.
“Curious expressions,” Ray commented, then continued, “Why do you only speak of one hell?”
“What?” Locke replied, as if genuinely confused this time.
“When you curse, you only mention one hell. For that matter, you only mention one god.”
“What did you all do to deserve multiple hells?” Locke retorted.
“We have multiple gods,” Ray replied simply, “each with their own. Do you mean to say there’s only one in your memory?”
“That’s … complicated,” Locke replied. “I … don’t remember.”
It was a lie, and Ember heard it. For strangely, in that moment, Locke didn’t sound like someone who’d forgotten that sort of detail. He sounded like someone who remembered—and was hiding it.
“For someone with amnesia, you seem to be remembering a lot of strange things,” Ray observed.
“You’ve never bumped your head and said some bullshit after?” Locke laughed. “That’s where I am right now. The part of me that isn’t a titan mage is mostly head bumps and bullshit.”
Titan Ghostly Parable paused as if Ray was thinking, or perhaps narrowing his eyes in suspicion or, at the very least, curiosity. And Ember couldn’t deny that she was more curious now, too.
But given the circumstances, this wasn’t the appropriate time to satisfy it.
“You can question Locke when we’re not in the middle of a possible death trap,” she said—and she could swear she saw Titan Chimera relax when she said it.
“Yes, of course. You’re right,” Ray agreed, and turned his attention away from Locke, back toward the room.
“What’s this big room for, then?” Locke asked by way of added distraction. He flashed Titan Chimera’s headlights around the strange chamber.
“‘Gravity Socials,’ we’ve been calling them,” Ray said. “This room was full of gravity catalysts in odd locations when we found it, or at least, what we think is the Precursor equivalent of gravity catalysts. They’re also missing now. Anyway, combine that with the extravagance and furniture debris we found and where we found it, and we think the Precursors had such a fine control of gravity, they were able to generate the equivalent of surfaces with it. So mages could use catalysts to generate personal flooring or even whole levels, and the Precursors could use them as effortlessly as we use physical settings. It’s why the room is so open; its every surface was generated as needed by a manipulation of gravity magic, same as the staircases in the foyer.”
“And this is typical of Precursor ships?” Locke asked.
“Oh—no. Well, not that we’ve seen,” Ray said. “If the others we’ve found are any indication, this one’s definitely a ship for the Precursor elite—but the interesting thing is, it seems to be roughly the same age as the other ships we’ve found. Non-mobile excavation sites vary in age, but the crashed ships we’ve explored are always the newest ruins, and they’re always huge. I wouldn’t be surprised if this one ends up being on par with the Endpoint City wreckage in size. Or perhaps a little smaller, given the elite occupants.”
“Why are all the ship sites the same age?” Locke asked. “Surely they didn’t all crash at the same time.”
“To be honest, we think that’s exactly what happened,” Ray said.
“Really?” Locke exclaimed, genuine interest in his tone. “What could have caused such a large-scale failure like that?”
“Something beyond our comprehension,” Ray stated casually, as if that was not a completely horrifying prospect.
“I’d like to repeat my earlier question,” Locke said. “You’re sure we’re not just walking into an eldritch horror show?”
“Oh, I don’t mean it like that,” Ray replied. “We might have based our designs on them, but we don’t fully comprehend how Precursor catalysts work; we don’t even comprehend how the Precursors were able to fuel ships this huge. There’s a lot we don’t understand about Precursor ruins and technology. It’s quite possible that some complex misunderstanding of a feature of their own technology led to the disaster. Like what happened in the Razing of Luciola.”
“The what?” Ember and Locke said together.
“Damn, what is wrong with Luciola?” Locke added, apparently comfortable asking the question now that Ember had asked about it, too.
“Well, presently a lot of mage lord drama,” Ray explained. “Vasori politics may be dramatic, but it has nothing on Luciolan politics. Vasori drama is petty; Luciolan drama is deadly and often involves a rotating cycle of mage lord factions taking over, exploiting the civilians not in the factions, and then being deposed by another mage lord before the cycle begins all over again. The trouble mostly stays limited to Luciola, though, so the only people who really care about it are the few refugees who survive crossing the boundary mountains—and they don’t have any interest in going back. Nor in talking about it much. They mostly keep to themselves.” Ray paused to take a breath. “The Razing, though, is ancient history—back when Luciola was still acknowledged as a city-state,” he continued. “Early in our understanding of magitek. A Luciolan mage made a critical error when testing a catalyst and ended up wiping out half the state.”
“With a single catalyst?” Locke asked.
“It was a small city-state. And a big mistake,” Ray replied. “In fact, the Luciolans have been fighting because of it—amongst other things—ever since, but the rest of us learned some important things about mage technology from it, so it wasn’t a total loss. It’s a really fascinating history, actually—”
“As fascinating as this is,” Ember interrupted, “we’re talking an awful lot about history for people who are supposed to be looking for survivors.”
“Oh. Yes. Of course,” Ray responded, and Ember could hear the embarrassment and trepidation in his voice.
Part of Ember felt bad for interrupting him—even in these dark circumstances, he obviously enjoyed the work he and their mother had been doing before her disappearance, and enjoyed talking about it just as much—but they had a job to do, and they couldn’t do it while he was jabbering about dysfunctional city-states that had no bearing on the job.
“Checking in,” she radioed up to Alyssa. “No survivors yet. Just a bunch of weird Precursor junk. Continuing on.”
“Confirmed,” Alyssa replied.
Ray radioed to check in with her, too, providing a more detailed description of the kinds of chambers they’d gone through in case it ended up being relevant.
After that, they continued on in silence. Ember could feel Ray wanting to chatter more about their surroundings (and Locke holding back his own questions)—but they could do all that once Erudicia and the others were found.
Alyssa had given each of them the distress signal’s radio frequency, and Ember now looked at her titan’s receiver to check the slowly rising signal strength.
The signal was clearer and more obvious down here in the ruin, but not enough to be any more useful. Just how deep into the ground does this ruin go? she wondered.
“Movement!” Locke reported suddenly.
He shone his titan’s headlight on a nearby shape. They’d reached the end of the huge Gravity Social chamber and had come to another elaborate, half-shaped staircase with stretches leading to nowhere—probably meant to connect to gravity floors, Ember now realized, but that didn’t matter now.
What mattered were the shapes huddled on the various levels of the staircase, and in the arched, elaborate windows behind it, perhaps leading to actual physical rooms. Some were blocked and boarded up with debris, as if for defense, and from behind them waved a motley band of exhausted-looking people, some dressed in practical, coarse battle suits, most in the distinct rose gold of the Vasori Arcane Index.
“Survivors!” Ray shouted. “And there’s mother!”
Ember saw her, too.
Even streaked with white and tied back as it was, she couldn’t miss the vibrant red flame of hair that burst out of the shadows. Erudicia Q’Van held a powerful presence in an iron grip, even in this trying situation. The days of watchfulness, fatigue, and increasing hunger were visible on her pale, gaunt face—but her posture was still bold and straight, her chest stuck out like an audacious pirate captain’s, still every bit the woman who had faced down the family’s ire about her existence with a daring, “Oh? And how do you plan to stop me?”
She didn’t doubt that her mother had met all those mimics with the same daring. Yet, at the same time, something felt off. Ember just couldn’t put her finger on what.
And then she realized—it wasn’t her mother’s presence that was off, but the radio signal. They were standing within several strides of the survivors … and yet the distress call still registered as far away.
Locke must have had the same realization. “Let’s be careful,” he radioed to Ember and Ray. “After all, we’ve already dealt with mimics on this side. Can mimics imitate humans?”
“They can. Mostly,” Ray answered, and then said through his titan’s external speakers, “Dr. Q’Van, how many survivors are with you?”
Their mother only flailed back an answer, voiceless, as if she wanted them to come closer.
But refusing to speak. Or unable to.
“Yeah, that’s a more obvious trap than the last one,” Locke said, and cranked his arm to shoot out his swiftmetal sword. “If anyone out there’s not a mimic, you better scoot!” he shouted through his speakers.
He was going to give them time to scoot, but none of them took him up on his offer.
The moment Locke whipped out his sword, the entire swarm of mimics screeched like implacable ear-splitting hell babies and launched toward the titans, regardless of what level they’d been perched on. Some of them even splattered as they landed, but they looked like controlled splatters, as if the mimics knew exactly what parts to shift and loosen to prevent themselves from suffering fall damage.
Regardless of whether they splattered or not, all of them began to shift. Their arms and legs began to lengthen and crack and disjoint, reshaping into something like hairless too-long cat legs with clawed humanoid hands, while their heads and torsos compacted as if being squashed by a giant, invisible fist. Even as that flesh contorted inward, spikes of crystalline purple began to shoot up out of their bodies and concentrate into ragged plates of whatever material the Precursors had crafted their ship from, complete with uneven, inexplicably glowing hexagonal patterns.
Were the mimics imitating the material itself, Ember wondered, or just the appearance? If the former was true, that had interesting implications for materials as rare and weird as those used by the Precursors, but this was not the time to dwell on that.
“Shit, they’re so tiny!” Locke exclaimed as the crystal mimics rushed them. Ember saw him try to swing his sword at them, but even though the mimics had changed appearance, they were still human-sized, and they were far nimbler than the previous mimics. Instead, they just climbed up his sword as if it were a ramp to a tasty snack.
“Oh, no you don’t!” he said, and promptly softened his swiftmetal to suck them into its depths. “Now, let’s make you nice and toasty!” he added, and held his melted saber out as if it was supposed to do something impressive.
It didn’t do so fast enough.
The other mimics reached Ember’s feet before she could see what Locke planned, and she stepped back two large paces to give her mega-catalyst space to fire. A beam of frigid blue energy swiped across the ground before her, freezing the little mimics in place so thoroughly that she could see the frost spreading on the exposed bits of still-humanoid flesh.
Ray used a similar strategy, freezing his mimics in place with his energy catalyst, then taking advantage of the Vasori speed of his connector to flash-heat his swiftmetal sword and slash it through the immobile line of monsters. They all fell in half at once, their bodies partly melted, and Ember stepped on hers. They shattered like disgusting rock candy, frozen to their unnatural bones.
“Go, Bexley!” Ember said to herself. There was nothing so wonderful as a good upgrade.
“Yeaaaaah!” Locke finally shouted, and Ember glanced over.
While she and Ray had been obliterating their mimics, he’d been waiting for his disfigured beam saber to heat up, and when it finally did, the mimics trapped within screamed their awful noise—and gradually burned to death and silence.
“You waited that long just to do that?” Ember exclaimed.
“Okay, now that I’ve actually done it, I admit it was not as cool as I thought it’d be,” Locke conceded.
“I mean, I guess it could have been useful if your sword charged faster,” Ember shrugged.
“Eh. What can I say? I’m still learning this weapon,” Locke replied. “Better to do so on easy enemies than hard ones. Still, this one’s probably better used on big stuff.”
“Probably so,” Ember agreed.
With that, Locke loosened his swiftmetal and let the dead mimics crunch to the ground with the others.
“Well,” he said, “shall we make our report and continue?”
***
“Checking in again,” Locke reported to Alyssa some moments later. “We hit a swarm of mimics, but it was nothing we couldn’t handle.”
He carefully neglected to mention the disappointment of his heat saber stunt. Man, ten seconds was a long time when you were trying to look cool in a fast-paced fight.
“What’s the damage like?” Alyssa replied.
“My titan shows all green,” Locke answered.
“As does mine,” said Ray.
“And mine,” added Ember.
“And the survivors?” Alyssa asked.
“No signs of the ones we’re looking for, but the mimics we faced had taken on the guise of both the archaeologists and the mercenaries. Including Erudicia.”
“It was eerily accurate,” Ember stated. “They even imitated a realistic amount of fatigue on their forms.”
“Which implies that these mimics had at least seen them, and probably recently,” Ray added. “They’re not smart enough to actively fake those kinds of details; they can only emulate what they’ve encountered.”
“That’s encouraging,” Alyssa said. “Then the expedition has been alive at least long enough to look haggard. It’s rough for them, of course, but still a good clue for us.”
“How long do mimics retain memory?” Locke asked. “Do they remember what they copy forever, or just for a short time? If the latter’s the case, it’ll be an even bigger clue.”
“No one’s studied it specifically,” Ray said, “but it’s generally assumed that mimics have short memories. How short is anyone’s guess, but some say that mimics can only imitate things directly in front of them, or things they’ve seen within a week. No longer than that, though.”
“In which case, the expedition was alive at least a week ago,” Locke inferred.
“And we’re in perfect condition to press on,” Ember said.
“Then do it,” Alyssa replied. “And keep your eyes peeled for any more mimics. They may have short memories, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t clever in other ways.”
Chapter Eleven
The three titan mages continued into the ruins, eyes sharp for any unusual sights or activity—well, more unusual than the ruin itself. The further they went in, the stranger the ruin became, its walls and structure confused and melted-looking as if this part of the ship had been in the process of transforming like the foyer staircases, only for the violence of whatever had caused the crash to boggle the process entirely. Even the Precursor hexagons that remained on the surface looked squished and near-liquefied.
But they didn’t see anything that looked like it could be a mimic, so there was that.
“Maybe we’ll get lucky and the mimics’ll get smaller as we go in,” Locke said, sweeping his light around the weird, molten interior.
“We may get lucky a lot,” Ember replied, “but somehow I doubt we’re that lucky.”
Locke suppressed a snort inside his titan.
Ember’s sense of humor was so dry and she was so efficient in all their encounters—and really, about sex in general—and that he couldn’t tell if she’d meant the double entendre. Unlike Bexley and Alyssa, who were fairly eager about their passion, Ember treated hers like a mild inconvenience, a thing she occasionally did when her body demanded, but only because her body demanded it. To her, it was like an itch to be scratched so she could get it over with and get on with life—but when that itch happened, man, did she scratch it with enthusiasm.
“Why were the other mimics so tiny?” Locke asked, changing the subject when it became obvious no more humor was forthcoming. “Maybe the bigger ones outside were older and the little ones were their kids? Living in here for safety?” A sudden dark thought struck him. “Oh, damn. What if this whole place is a mimic nest?”
“Mimics don’t nest,” Ember replied. “They don’t have that kind of instinct.”
“And frankly I’m not even sure mimics are aware of their own offspring,” Ray added. “Technically their bodies are made of reproductive material, and sometimes pieces just bud off and become their own organisms.”
“Huh,” Locke said. “So the smaller mimics might be the older ones?”
“It’s literally impossible to tell,” Ray continued. “Mimic sizes are as fluid as their shapes. They—”
“Watch it!” Ember suddenly snapped—just in time for a bolt of red-hot energy magic to blast out of the darkness before them.
In a blink, Locke called on his matter catalyst and threw up a swiftmetal shield. An alert popped up in his vision as the energy bolt splashed against his defenses, but ultimately it was a small fart of an energy bolt, such that Locke wondered why anyone would open an attack with it.
Still, the three of them prepared for combat. Ember backed up and charged her shoulder’s mega-catalyst, Ray charged his beam saber, and Locke kept his shield up and forged forward to see what had attacked.
Another two bolts came out of the darkness, each as weak as the first, and soon his light fell upon the source of the attacks—a battered and savaged rig marked with the newly-familiar symbol of a stylized, crossed-out question mark.
On Haven, rigs were to titans what scooters were to sports cars. Titans operated on a combination of Precursor titan cores, void furnaces, and void condensate, channeling their mages’ innate magical abilities into concentrated and versatile magical force. At roughly a story tall, rigs were too small to even house a void furnace. At most, they might carry one or two minor catalysts, but the use of those catalysts was restricted to however much compressed void essence the rig carried in the tank on its back. The benefit was that, where the intense magical fuel requirements of the titans required their pilots to have mage talent, rigs required no magical talent at all. Anyone could use them.
But the uses were comparatively limited.
And no matter how skilled the pilot was, no rig could ever take down a titan. Which meant this pilot was either incredibly stupid or …
“Can mimics imitate rigs, too?” Locke asked.
Before Ray or Ember could answer, the rig puffed a plume of magical steam out of its louvers and zipped toward them on feet that must have been wheeled, like skates. It pulled a solid non-swiftmetal sword from its side and slipped around the bottom of Locke’s shield—and past its defenses.
Locke couldn’t react quickly enough. Even in this larger chamber, there was still little room to maneuver, much less freely, and so all he could do was step awkwardly as the rig swirled between his legs and jammed its small sword straight into the unarmored seam behind his titan’s knee.
“Hey, what the hell?!” he shouted. In a fit of annoyance, he kicked the rig away. Another yellow notification flashed up in his consciousness—that rig hadn’t damaged any of his artificial musculature beyond use, but harsh movement would definitely tax it.
He strode toward the rig, now wobbling on its back like a turtle, the weight of its essence tank keeping it pinned. Still, the rig saw him coming and raised its arm to fire a reckless barrage of energy bolts at him.
Tried to, anyway. After two red bolts, its arm flinched as if stuff was supposed to come out but didn’t, and at once it returned to flailing on the ground, trying to turn itself over.
Locke couldn’t let that happen. Though its energy bolts were weak, it was savage with its sword, and he could ill afford to have his titan lamed this deep in the ruin.
Ember must have had the same thought. She blasted a freeze bolt by him, securing the rig in place while he shifted his swiftmetal into a hammer and raised it.
That was when a crackle came over all their radios.
“They’ve got me! Shit, they can fake titans now!”
The female voice descended into quick, efficient babble, trying to convey as much information as it could before Locke’s hammer came down.
But he didn’t bring it down.
“Uh, guys?” he said on their private link. “Mimics can’t talk, right?”
“No, they can’t!” Ray responded.
“There’s an actual survivor in that thing!” Ember exclaimed, and then radioed to the two of them and the rig. “Hey, chill out! We’re not here to kill you.”
At once, the pilot stopped babbling to say, “The hells?” She must have realized she was talking to actual humans, for she promptly added, “I’m already chilled out, thanks to you!”
Locke couldn’t see the woman through the frost on the rig’s bubble hatch, but she sounded like someone who’d been at this mercenary biz for a while and was already plotting a way to escape her situation and mess them up if needs be, despite the odds.
He withdrew his hammer back into his swiftmetal tank to engage the woman.
“We’re looking for a missing Arcane Index expedition and mercenary company,” Locke said.
“Well, why didn’t you say so?” the mercenary exclaimed. The rig wiggled on its back in ice-restrained fury as she did so.
“Because you started shooting at us!” Locke replied.
The rig stopped wiggling. “Okay, fair enough. But you can’t blame me for thinking you were a threat. We’ve been facing all sorts of weird mimic shit since we got here. Weirder than usual. It’s like something about this ruin powered ‘em up or something, made ‘em bigger, smarter. I got separated from my crew last time we tried to make a break for it, and I’ve been fighting ‘em off ever since. They come for me every time I try to make a break for the airship.”
The rig then raised one arm, as if in question, and then continued, “Uh, before we go on, could you help me up? You smashed up my righting lever with your kick.”
“Oh. Sure,” Locke said. He charged his energy catalyst for a small blast of heat to melt Ember’s ice restraint, and then lifted the rig and planted it on its feet. Luckily, from what Locke could see, he hadn’t done much damage, except to a thick, bent rod sticking out from the rig’s lower back.
“Thanks,” the mercenary said. “I’m Basilka, by the way, of NQA Exterminators.”
The three titan mages introduced themselves, and then Locke continued, “That was some impressive maneuvering earlier. I didn’t think a rig was capable of moving that fast.”
“It’s a custom model,” Basilka replied. “No one expects rigs to be that fast, which gives this ol’ girl a great element of surprise.”
Locke nodded. Now that he could look at the rig straight on, he could see the clear, sleek customizations that set it apart from other rigs he’d seen. Most of the rigs he’d encountered thus far were blocky, sturdy things designed more for practicality than flair, but if rigs were the scooters of the void-powered robot world, then hers was definitely a Vespa. When he zoomed in on the NQA logo on its pauldron, he could even see additional logos painted on, as if Basilka belonged to the rig equivalent of a club for custom car enthusiasts.
“So, how many more of you are there?” Ray asked, now that Basilka was upright.
“Now?” she replied. “I don’t know. But when I left, most of the company and the Indexers were still alive. I’ve been trying to keep the mimics from getting to them.”
“And you’re in touch with them,” Locke said, more a statement than a question. After all, he’d heard the mercenary communicating.
“Well, I’ve been trying to get in touch with them,” Basilka replied. “I was when we got separated, but a few days ago, my communications went dead, so I’ve been broadcasting on a general frequency in the hopes that someone’ll hear me.”
“So there is a communications issue,” Ember said. “Partly, at least.”
“But if that issue only started a few days ago, why didn’t you radio out before?” Ray asked.
“We tried, but the signal wouldn’t go through,” the mercenary replied, which gave Locke a sudden feeling of dark foreboding.
“Hey, Alyssa?” he radioed back to the Blue Heron.
There was no response, just weird magical static, so he reconnected with the other titans. “Hey, can either of you reach the Blue Heron?”
The two tried.
“No,” Ember replied. “I just get white noise.”
“Same here,” Ray added. “That’s odd. The signal seemed strong last time we checked in.”
“Then something about the ruin must be blocking signals. Something that didn’t apply before we got this deep,” Locke observed, thinking of structures back home where the building materials played havoc with cell reception. Were the walls in this area electrically conductive? He knew enough about radio signals to know both metal and water were effective blockers. “But then”—he wondered aloud—“how did the locator pulse get out?”
“Stronger signal,” Basilka responded. “My company keeps a top-quality signal booster on hand for emergencies like this. It’s not the first time we’ve been stuck in a ruin. This is definitely the weirdest one, though.”
“How so?”
“There’s just something … otherworldly about it.”
“Well, yeah. It’s a Precursor ship.”
“I mean otherworldly in a disturbing kind of way,” Basilka said. “As I’ve been stomping through this place, I’ve found that parts of it look chewed up and spat out. I mean, I’ve seen some fucked-up ruins what with, you know, many of them falling from the sky, but they’ve all had crash damage. Not everything I’ve seen here is crash damage. It looks like … well, like I said, like something chewed it up with acidic spit or something.”
Locke thought back to the strange surfaces he’d seen, with the melted-looking hexagons. Was it possible that it wasn’t due to a mechanical malfunction after all, but to something that was still here, lurking, waiting for them?
“Have you seen anything other than mimics?” Locke asked.
“No, but I have seen some pretty fucked-up mimics. They try to imitate the ruin, or people they’ve seen, or combinations of both at the same time. It’s freaky, and no matter how many I kill, they don’t stop coming.”
“Well, now that we’re here, the mimics should be less of a problem,” Locke said. “You said you’ve been trying to keep them from getting to the survivors. Can you lead us to them?”
“I can try,” the mercenary responded. “But that’s another thing about this ruin—it moves.”
“It moves?” Ember started.
“Yeah. I’ve been keeping tabs on the locator pulse since it activated. It’s subtle, but the direction it comes from has been consistently changing.”
“I’ve never heard of a ruin moving before!” Ray exclaimed.
“That’s even more reason to find the survivors,” Locke said. “The longer they’re in here, the longer whatever’s moving that signal has to get to them. Let’s get on it.”
The others agreed.
***
After days of exploring and fighting mimics on her own, Basilka’s fuel was nearly shot, so Locke offered to carry her rig, in the event that she needed to use that precious fuel to do a quick, desperate something. He wasn’t sure precisely what she’d do with that little fuel, but it seemed like the least he could do after he’d broken part of her rig.
As they followed the locator pulse deeper into the ruin, Basilka filled them in on what the mercenary company had found when they arrived.
“Jack nothing,” she said from inside her rig. “Just a trashed camp with a lot of broken stuff, but no sign of any people, so we went into the ruin itself, thinking maybe they’d gotten trapped. We hit a lot of mimics, of course—shaped like the archaeologists at first—and then we got deep enough to find the actual expedition, hiding out in their frickin’ airship!”
“Inside the ruin?” Ember asked.
“Inside the ruin,” Basilka confirmed.
“But how’d it get there?” Ray exclaimed.
“Even they weren’t entirely sure. They said that, after the first mimic attack, they’d loaded onto the airship just to get off the ground, but then some crazy light or something happened, and then they were underground. They’d been trying to find their way out but kept getting hit with waves of mimics they weren’t prepared to fight, and so they decided to stay in the ship and continue signaling for help.”
Locke turned to Ray. “Could a Precursor artifact do something like that?”
“It’s not impossible,” Ray said, “given what others have done—but someone would have had to activate it. Even the artifacts that work only did so after they were fed enough material to wake up.”
“Could a mimic have woken it up?” Locke asked.
“Intentionally? I doubt it.”
“Wait,” Ember interrupted. “Locke might be onto something. Or a version of something. These mimics have been imitating Precursor materials in their transformations. How likely is it that a mimic unknowingly took on the form of a material that would feed the device and then just got too close to it? Mimics do take on the form of inanimate objects when they want to rest, and all Bexley has to do to feed a titan core is tap crystal shards and whatnot against it. Given all that, it seems like a reasonable explanation.”
“Now that you mention it, you might be right,” Ray replied after a moment of contemplation. “The essential structure of the mimic’s imitated material would have to be close enough to fool the artifact, but given how accurately mimics can imitate organics, there’s not a zero-percent chance of it. Plus, the only other explanation is that someone on the expedition activated it, but without knowing what it does, there’d be no reason to.” Ghostly Parable looked in the direction of Long Shot with a posture that suggested … pride? Maybe even admiration? “Yes,” Ray said. “I think you might be onto something.”
That was something new, Locke observed. Was Ray genuinely impressed by Ember? he wondered. And did Ember care?
“So what happened once you found the ship?” Locke asked, returning their attentions to Basilka.
“Well, we thought we’d be able to get them out,” Basilka continued, “given how many mimics we had to kill to reach them, but once we found the survivors, it was like the number of mimics quadrupled. Like something had been luring us to trap us there.
“At that point the rest of us holed up on the airship with them and sent out squads in shifts to try to beat back the mimics. Once we figured out that our comm signals weren’t getting out, we tried to send two more to get the word out, but I’m guessing they got eaten, since it’s been so long.”
Locke thought back to the two ravaged rigs he’d seen in the ruined camp. Yes, that was very likely what happened.
“Ah, this looks familiar,” Basilka said. “We should be close.”
“The signal’s getting stronger,” Ember confirmed.
They turned a ragged, melted corner—and then they saw it.
It was indeed an airship. The distinct Vasori rose gold glinted in the titans’ headlights like an ancient treasure unearthed from a tomb and looking just as rough. Most of its windows were shattered; every one of its propellors had been crunched and smashed beyond use, and a growing patina of dust, debris, and … something else had begun to coat its exterior. Moreover, the longer Locke observed, the more he realized that exterior looked … melted. Just like the ruin walls outside, which again suggested that particular damage to the ruin wasn’t from some Precursor-based malfunction, but something more recent.
And when Locke looked even closer, he saw that the airship wasn’t merely trapped inside the chamber. It was trapped inside the chamber walls. Bizarre tongues of molten-looking whitish Precursor crystal oozed out of the surfaces surrounding it, slowly laying claim to the airship as a whole.
“What’s this ruin even doing?” Locke murmured. “Is the ruin doing this, or is it actually something else?”
They continued inside, curious to find out.
“Boss. Boss, can you hear me?” Basilka radioed from her rig.
No one radioed back.
But in the shadows of the ship, Locke began to see movement, and soon several dozen human shapes—Index and mercenary alike—came to wave at the broken windows, and to shout.
With human voices.
And one bright flash of red hair stood out in particular.
Ember and Titan Long Shot punched the air in an uncharacteristic display of enthusiasm, and her voice echoed through the chamber.
“Yes! We found her!”
From Locke’s view, this Erudicia looked identical to the one they’d seen earlier—appropriately so; she had the same daring posture, the same ferocious presence. But there was one essential difference. This one had a voice equally as strong as her spine, and when she heard her daughter’s voice, she used it:
“Gods, Ember, it should not take a missing persons bounty to get you to visit your mother!”
Locke flinched at the words. Was this just more stupid Vasori drama? Before he could ask Ember, though, he heard the laughter echoing from the broken airship and zoomed in to see Erudicia’s face beaming at Long Shot with good humor and overwhelming relief. It was probably the first laugh she—or really, any of them—had had in a while.
There was something more to Erudicia’s smile, though. It wasn’t purely delight at being rescued. It was delight at who was doing the rescuing.
“Something’s bothering me,” Ray said, instantly killing the vibe.
“Gods dammit, Ray,” Ember cursed. She hadn’t even gotten to respond to her mother.
Ray continued as if he hadn’t heard her. “Basilka, you mentioned that the amount of mimics grew when you first arrived. Like you were being corralled.”
“Yeah,” Basilka replied.
Ray paused, then breathed. “We didn’t face all that many mimics on our way here.”
The comment hung in the air over the survivors’ cheers and laughs for one terrible moment of clarity.
And then the ground beneath their titans’ feet shifted.
The strange, oozing tongues around the Arcane Index airship began to ooze faster. Similar tendrils began to rush up from the floor beneath them, slapping around their titans’ feet and legs like ravenous snakes, and transforming all the while. Their exteriors were pale Precursor crystal, but the openings between those crystals revealed sickly gray-pink flesh … which then completely separated from the floor.
“Get back inside!” Ember barked to the survivors, and all of them ducked from view.
“Shit! Are those baby mimics?” Locke exclaimed, stomping—and then had a worse thought. “Is this whole fucking chamber a mimic?”
“Looks that way!” Ray shouted, as he tried to yank his own legs free—and as the ruin mimic’s tendrils pulled him further down into its bizarre crystalline flesh.
“Oh god fuck damn no!” Locke stammered as tendrils did the same to him. “Hang on somewhere!” he shouted to Basilka, and positioned her rig so that it could grip him around the neck like a kid riding on her dad’s back. He charged up his energy catalyst and sprayed blue cold onto the floor, anything to slow the process down, while Ember and Ray also froze their own, Ember with her smaller arm catalysts, since her cannon couldn’t angle to reach her feet.
Her cannon could angle to reach the rest of the mimic, though, and so she charged up her mega-catalyst and blasted it anywhere it would go. She carefully avoided the airship, but the power of her new tier five catalyst showed itself and froze everything it touched to immovable ice—
And as it did, a terrible, ear-splitting, soul-shattering scream rose up around them. Locke couldn’t tell where it was coming from, except everywhere at once.
“Goddamn fucking hell!” he shouted again. He instinctively raised his hands to cover his ears before realizing that everything below his neck was trapped beneath his cockpit’s watertight neck ring. He couldn’t reach his ears without breaking that seal.
Mercifully, his reflex link registered his discomfort and somehow decreased the effects of the sound. Even so, it only dampened it.
And it was such an infuriating sound that dampening was not enough.
“Help me freeze it!” Ember shouted over the radio, her voice ragged as if exhausted that she even had to give the order.
Yes! Of course! Right! Locke thought. If they could freeze most of the monster, they could at least slow it down, and maybe shut it up.
Locke and Ray joined her, freezing every surface they could, and successfully distracting the monster from devouring its intended prey. Basilka jumped off Locke’s back as they did so, bashing her rig’s fists into the frozen crystal-flesh around Locke’s legs over and over and over again.
Locke had an idea as she worked. He formed his swiftmetal hammer and stopped spraying ice beams to channel heat energy into his active weapon. Finally, with a glorious crunch, his left leg came free, and then his right, and by that point, he was ready to wreak some havoc.
He pivoted on his newly freed foot and smashed his blazing hammer down on the crystal-flesh trapping Ember’s legs, just as Basilka went for Ray. He smashed and smashed and smashed until both Ember’s legs were free, then went to help Basilka deal the finishing blow to the icy flesh encasing Ray’s leg.
“YEAAAH!” he bellowed so hard his voice broke, partly because of the victory, mostly to drown out the mimic’s own scream.
But when it realized the titans were free, the mimic only screamed louder.
And then it moved again.
It did not form mere tendrils this time. No, it moved the entire chamber, for apparently, they had frozen only the surface.
The ceiling surged. Ragged, razor-sharp teeth of bone and crystalline matter began to plunge from the ceiling and rise from the floor behind them, as tall as their titans and just as lethal. A tremor more massive than any that had come before shook the entire chamber—the entire mimic—and suddenly, there was light.
They could see the sky, and the sun, as the mimic’s gigantic mouth opened and ripped a hole in the ruin—ripped a hole in the earth.
Locke saw their opportunity.
“Move!” he shouted. He snatched Basilka and returned her to his back, and then fired the gravity catalysts in his legs. He super-jumped toward the sky, grabbed the crumbling wall of earth that had once been above the ruin, and launched himself onto the surface as Ray and Ember followed similar paths behind him, as the giant mimic writhed up beside them, free and exposed and disgusting and ready to devour.
“What the hells, Locke?!” Alyssa radioed. She sounded as if she’d been worried, having lost contact with them so long ago, but promptly changed her tone as appropriate when she saw the giant absurdity burst from the earth.
Locke handed Basilka’s rig to Ray and turned toward the mimic.
“Alyssa, pick up Ghostly Parable and Long Shot!” he shouted, spraying another cold blast toward the mimic. “I’ll hold off the monster!”
Alyssa objected, “But—”
“I’m not gonna die!” Locke snapped. “I’ll gravity-jump once you’re off the ground. We can’t let this thing get the Blue Heron!”
“Got it!” Alyssa replied, and Locke heard the Blue Heron in the near distance, growing louder as it descended.
He didn’t bother looking back. “Go!” he shouted to Ember and Ray, and whaled on the mimic as long as he could.
Shit, this thing was huge, easily twice the size of the airship that was still inside it. He didn’t want to leave the survivors in there, but there was nothing he could do, not at this point, not without a plan, and so he sprayed and sprayed and sprayed until he heard a shout:
“They’re on! Get up here!”
Locke promptly broke from the mimic and ran. He saw the shadow of the Blue Heron on the ground less than one hundred feet away from him, saw it hovering even lower, and blasted his gravity catalysts as high as they could go.
Titan Chimera’s giant hand clamped on the edge of the Blue Heron’s hangar opening, Locke pulled himself in, and dared a last look over the edge.
The mimic throbbed and screamed on the ground beneath them, angry, but still mostly frozen. Locke wanted to do more, but this was all he could manage for now.
Chapter Twelve
“Well, that explains why the signal was moving!” Basilka observed as Locke positioned his titan inside his bay.
The fight wasn’t over, he knew, but the knee Basilka had stabbed needed repairing before he could go back out if he was to have any chance of defeating the monster below them.
“Bexley, I need you to patch up my left knee,” he said, still inside Titan Chimera.
“Will do once I get Basilka out of her rig,” Bexley replied. “It’s jammed shut.”
“Gotcha,” Locke returned, and then flushed the conductor fluid from his cockpit and opened the front hatch of his titan.
He rejoined the others on the floor below, already out of their titans. Bexley had positioned Basilka in a little rig bay in the back that Locke hadn’t even realized was there and was currently taking some kind of torch to the front of the frame. He must have damaged her bubble hatch, too, when he kicked the rig, but soon the plates at the front gave a satisfying creak, and Bexley opened the hatch to let the pilot out.
Locke wasn’t sure what he’d expected Basilka to look like, but quickly realized that she looked exactly like she sounded—like a small, tough powder keg of a woman who, despite her compact frame, looked like she could and would beat the hell out of anyone who tried to test her. As if her manner and muscles weren’t enough to press the point, the mechanical-looking half-sleeve tattoos on her upper arms echoed the logos painted on her rig, as if she’d modified herself to resemble her machine as much as she’d modified the rig itself. As if they were both part of each other. Suddenly, Locke was even more glad to have her on their side.
“I’ll fix the hatch and get you refueled,” Bexley said to Basilka, and then ran to grab some additional tools and a long tube.
“Is it normal for mimics to get that big?” Locke asked as Bexley joined the rest of them.
“Not that I’ve seen,” Ray replied.
“Nor I, and I’ve fought a lot of them,” Basilka stated. “Like I said, something about the ruin’s changing the mimics in it, making them bigger, smarter. I don’t know enough about nerd stuff to know what, but I know I’ve never seen it before, and I know this particular ruin is a unique one. At least, that’s what Ray told us.”
“What did he tell you?” Locke asked.
Basilka shrugged. “Mostly what I just told you. It would be a bit off-brand for No Questions Asked Exterminators to ask questions.”
“I already told you about the well-preserved artifacts,” Ray replied, gesturing to indicate the Harriers in general. “But now that Basilka mentions something changing the mimics …” He paused to think again, then continued, “Now that I think of it, when we first arrived, we did have to clean up a lot of weird sparkling goo that had splashed everywhere. Based upon where it was concentrated, we thought said goo was somewhat like conductor fluid in our titans, used to connect a pilot more closely to their machine or otherwise assist in ship operations, but an analysis revealed there was a certain element of … void to it as well. Not void condensate as we know it, but something of … more complexity. I wouldn’t be surprised if something about this void goo perhaps mutated the mimics. Especially since a lot of it is still present in the deep ruin, where the mimics were worst.”
“Great,” Locke groaned. “So we’re dealing with mutant Precursor mimics.”
“And one of them ate the airship,” Ember added.
“A huge-ass one,” Locke emphasized. “All three of us and an airship fit inside that thing’s mouth with room to spare, and it barely flinched at everything we threw at it, even with our upgrades.”
Locke didn’t like the implications of that one bit, but before he could voice his concerns, Alyssa’s voice came over the hangar speakers:
“Everyone in? Report!”
Locke told her everything that had happened, from the still-unexplained communication block that had kept them and the survivors from contacting the outside world, to the mutant mimics, to the increasingly complicated airship situation.
“The good news,” he summarized, “is that it looks like the survivors have holed up inside the Arcane Index airship and are safe for the time being.”
“For certain values of ‘safe,’” Ray said.
“The bad news is the airship’s stuck inside that giant mimic, the mimic’s slowly digesting it—at least, I think that’s what all the melty surfaces mean—and the mimic is huge.”
“Even my mega-catalyst didn’t do much to stop it,” Ember said. “It mostly just froze its surface flesh and pissed it off enough that it came out of hiding.”
“But there has to be a way to kill it,” Locke thought aloud. He curled a hand over his chin and continued thinking: “How are mimics … made up? Like, are all their cells independent, each having its own self-sustaining processes, or …?”
He thought back to other monsters he’d fought, grasping at straws for ideas. The shadow dregs seemed to operate like that, which was why they had to be so careful to obliterate all of them when they hunted them. He considered the earlier fights with the mimics. The most effective way to defeat them, too, had been to freeze and then smash them into oblivion, but …
Now he thought to when Ray’s beam saber had taken out its first mimic, how it had fallen into two pieces and only one had continued wriggling until Ray sliced it again.
The mimics weren’t colony organisms, then. They might have moved like one—like the gluttony phantom. But also like the gluttony phantom, they must have had some essential part that kept them alive and transforming.
“What keeps the mimics functioning?” Locke asked. “Surely it doesn’t reshape all its internal organs whenever it transforms; that’d just be inefficient. A waste of energy.”
“You’re right,” Basilka said. “Usually it doesn’t matter because it’s so easy to kill the small mimics, but there’s an armored sac on the inside that holds all its essentials—the brain and heart and guts and stuff. Everything that transforms is just flesh and blood vessels. Simple in comparison.”
“Huh. Now that you mention it, some stomps did seem crunchier than others in those earlier battles,” Locke observed. “So that’s the solution! We find that sac on the giant mimic and destroy that! No sac, no problem. Then once it’s dead, we dig the airship out.”
“Sounds like a plan to me,” Alyssa replied over the hangar speakers. “Now, how do we find the sac?”
***
Even Basilka didn’t have a definite answer for that, so they decided the best course of action was to simply observe it until they had an idea.
Alyssa swung the Blue Heron wide of the mimic and circled it from a distance, hoping to keep the ship out of unexpected danger, but Ember took up a post by the hangar door, laying Long Shot down as if to set up a snipe, and used her titan’s specialized long-distance sensors to zoom in on it.
“Nothing’s incredibly obvious from the outside,” she said. “It still just looks like a ball of churning flesh. It’s sloughed off the frozen parts, though, so the sac definitely wasn’t in its ‘mouth,’ for lack of a better word.”
“Can you see where the airship is inside it?” Locke asked.
“Probably near what’s becoming the center. There’s an area that’s less active than the others.”
“There’s a chance that the sac’s near the airship, then,” Basilka said. “In my experience, even the little mimics try to keep their brains as deep inside as they can for protection. That way they can lose extremities without risking their survival.”
“Great. So we’re gonna have to cut through its thickest part,” Locke muttered. “That’s a lot of mimic to cut through.”
“But if we cut chunks and pieces off, that’s less material for it to manipulate,” Ray said.
“What if some of us go inside and some of us attack from the outside?” Ember suggested. “This mimic’s smarter, but I doubt it’s smart enough to navigate battles taking place both in its guts and on its exterior. Its intelligence will have to give one of them priority, and while that’s happening, the others can go for the brain.”
“That might work,” Basilka said, then offered, “I’ll take inside. Harder for me to fall off the mimic that way.”
“I’ll take inside, too,” Ray volunteered. “If it’s still as fleshy as it was before, my beam saber should make mincemeat of it.”
“How’re you gonna stop it from sucking you up?” Locke asked.
“I’ll freeze a path through before we set foot on its flesh,” Ray replied. “It looks like it can’t manipulate its flesh once it’s frozen anyway. In fact, I think I’ll focus on freezing more so than fighting to make more efficient use of our time.”
“Then Ember and I will take the outside,” Locke said. “Ember, if you’ll freeze, I’ll keep my beam saber hot for cutting.”
“Got it,” Ember replied. “So, when do we go—” She paused, then hissed, “Damn.”
“What is it?” Locke asked, and peered down through the open hangar door.
Though it was distant, he could see exactly what had perturbed Ember. The mimic’s flesh had been undulating slowly, sloughing off pieces of frozen, frostbitten tissue, but in the single blink of an eye, it began to bubble.
Its flesh shifted, stretched and grew like an accelerated cancer, sprouting pieces of hard, purplish armor, stretches of greyish-pink flesh and … crystalline propellors. Propellors otherwise identical to the Blue Heron’s. Or, more likely, identical to the Gilt Eagle’s.
For that was what it was becoming—a grotesque, off-color facsimile of the airship that currently rested in its belly, except purple with Precursor armor like the ship’s—and with a ragged, toothy mouth at its bow that spanned wide enough to engulf at least a quarter of the Blue Heron.
The mimic airship opened its mouth and unleashed a horrible, multi-tonal scream worse than any of the mimic cries they’d heard before.
And then it lifted off the ground.
Chapter Thirteen
“That mimic’s imitating the airship!” Locke shouted. “I thought mimics couldn’t imitate technology!”
“They can’t!” Ray exclaimed. “I’ve never seen this before. This is unheard of!”
Ray’s eyes were now wide in bewildered terror, and Locke knew exactly why. It wasn’t just that the mimic was imitating an airship. It was that the mimic was imitating the technology necessary to fly an airship. Not only the structure, but … the gravity furnace, too?
This mimic could use magic.
“We need to obliterate that thing and then seal this ruin,” Basilka snapped, sprinting back to her rig. “I don’t care how unique a find it is. Mimics with magic—any monster with magic—is a bad thing.”
“I agree,” Ray said, and though Locke heard the genuine intent in his voice, he also heard genuine regret. After all, the ruin had been one of the best preserved, according to him. Then again, now that the mimics had taken it, Locke reflected, it was hardly in good condition anymore.
Now Locke turned and sprinted for his own titan.
“Bexley, are my repairs done?” he asked.
“Everyone’s good to go!” Bexley shouted back, sending a thumbs-up from the hangar’s main condensate tank as she looped up the excess hose.
Locke, Ray, and Basilka all rushed to return to their respective weapons.
Locke had barely sealed himself in his cockpit when suddenly the entire ship shook. Hard. And though his instrumentation was panicking in flashes of warning yellow, he didn’t need instruments to tell him that Titan Chimera—and the whole hangar—was suddenly tilting at a dangerous angle.
“Alyssa, what was that?” Locke snapped into his radio.
“The mimic caught up!” Alyssa replied.
“Already?”
“The back left propellor’s showing red!” Alyssa continued. “Bexley, get to the gravity furnaces and crank them! The rest of you, stop that mimic! If that thing takes out two of our four propellors, we’re going down!”
“Got it!” Bexley shouted, and promptly shot up one of the hangar scaffolds and through a doorway close to the ceiling.
Meanwhile, all four pilots seemed to have the exact same thought at the exact same time. Titan Chimera, Titan Long Shot, and Titan Ghostly Parable all steadied themselves against the angled floor in whatever ways they could while their shoulder clamps and scaffolds eased away. Basilka released the clamps holding her rig in place and sprinted toward the open hangar door with no problem whatsoever. And suddenly Locke developed a new appreciation for the modded specs of her rig. She leapt as she reached the opening and spun through, only to grab the edge of the hangar door and swing out. He heard the metallic tell-tale thump of her highly articulate rig skittering up the outer framing of the airship until she reached the propellor.
The rest of them had no such flexibility, or at the very least, no such speed.
“Okay, how do we get to the mimic from here?” Ember exclaimed.
Another judder rocked the ship, and the titans snatched onto whatever they could to stay upright. Bexley would certainly have some scaffolds and walkways to repair after this.
“I can use my gravity catalysts for a controlled rise,” Locke said, “but I hesitate to do it for long.” He opened a connection to Alyssa. “Captain, we know the ship’s framing can support a rig. Can it support the weight of a climbing titan?”
“The ship’s framing’s already a mess,” Alyssa spat. “Just do what you have to do to get to that mimic!”
The ship shook again.
“Will do!” Locke replied.
“Just go!” Ember shouted. “We’ll figure something out!”
Locke nodded—Titan Chimera nodded with him—and then made for the hangar opening.
“What’s it look like out there, Basilka?” he radioed.
“It keeps easing out and then bashing back into the propeller,” Basilka replied. “But it’s not using its mouth. I think it may have spread its flesh too thinly. The parts that aren’t Precursor armor might be too weak to do heavier damage like biting.”
“It’ll probably figure that out soon, though, if it hasn’t already,” Locke said, and hunched himself over the edge of the hangar opening to see what his gripping options were. He had to get out there fast. If the mimic’s flesh was thin, this was the best chance they’d have to get inside it and reach the brain. Luckily the design of the Blue Heron made its skeletal structure obvious, even from the outside. There were conspicuous ribs and supports to grab. He just had to hope the ones he grabbed wouldn’t compromise the hull’s integrity if they broke.
He activated the gravity catalysts in his legs to ease the weight of his titan, and then he flipped Chimera over the edge of the hangar door and snatched the first support he could reach.
“Hang on! It’s coming back in!” Basilka radioed.
The message reached him just as his second hand left the support of the hangar opening. The ship lurched with another great crash. He thrust his fingers so hard into the support that they crunched into the airship’s exterior plating, and he swung there under the force of the mimic’s blow like a kid on the most dangerous set of monkey bars ever invented. His gravity catalysts would cushion the titan if he fell, but that wouldn’t do him much good if they lost the airship!
“It’s pulling off!” Basilka informed again.
Locke took in a tense breath, then gathered his courage and heaved himself up to the next set of supports.
It took every bit of his effort to concentrate on his climb, to ignore the violent jostling in his belly. Though his gravity catalysts dampened the weight of his titan, they didn’t dampen the general physical forces acting on him, and he could feel every swing of the titan’s body in his guts as he grabbed another support, then another, and finally made it to the top of the Blue Heron.
“Coming back in!” Basilka announced.
Locke could see the mimic airship by this point. It hovered right alongside the Blue Heron, but given the mimic’s comparative size, that meant its top was still above the top of their airship. He’d have to climb it to find a stable footing to fight on, too—but now that he could see it, he suspected that what Basilka had suggested earlier was right. Something about the mimic’s exterior looked, for lack of a better word, flimsy. Plus, if it had been truly hefty, it would have taken less than three hits for it to fully take out the propellor. Yet, as it came in for its fourth, the Blue Heron still remained in relatively the same place in the sky, with one propeller damaged but still functional.
“I’m gonna jump to it,” Locke announced, and began a heavy sprint across the subtle curve of the top of the airship. If he timed his jump right, he could land on the mimic right as it hit the Blue Heron again.
“Get it to open its mouth!” Basilka shouted back. “My bolts aren’t pissing it off enough.”
“Got it!” Locke shouted and extended his swiftmetal blade. He allowed it the necessary ten seconds to charge with heat energy, counted the steps and seconds as he drew nearer to the mimic and inevitable collision—and then, he leapt.
The mimic rammed the airship the moment his feet left the surface. He fired his gravity catalysts for an extra burst of force, and when he smashed into the mimic’s side, he plunged all that force through his swiftmetal sword into its flesh.
He clawed his free hand into the mimic’s disgusting meat, but though his fingers clenched around a Precursor-material support, the flesh around it was weak. Both ripped straight out under his grip. The weight of his titan was too much for the sword, too. It dragged the blade down through the mimic’s form, and his titan with it. The scent of rotten, burned skin billowed up around his titan and to his own senses through the reflex link, and below, the mimic opened its mouth and screamed.
It took all of Locke’s effort not to raise his hands to drown out that bowel-churning, brain-splitting screech. But he knew that if he did, the titan’s hands would follow; he’d lose his grip on the mimic, and that would be even worse.
“Yeah! I’m in!” Basilka radioed, and over her radio—even through the scream—Locke could hear the sound of her energy bolts firing madly. It may not have been much—like a lone wasp attacking an enraged horse—but enough stings could add up, and he’d take all the help he could get.
Granted, that made the mimic scream louder, but at least the problem was different now.
“Ray and I are climbing over!” Ember announced over the radio.
Locke fired his gravity catalysts again as he received her message, trying to force himself back up the mimic’s flank, and in the process widening the gash even further.
“I’m going in from the side!” Ray announced soon. Before Locke could ask what he meant, he saw Titan Ghostly Parable plunging from the top of the Blue Heron, its beam saber extended and hot. The titan swirled into an elegant spin as it fell and slashed a massive gash in the mimic’s side, large enough for a titan to fit through. Ray didn’t even have to grab the mimic for support. He merely spun straight into the gash like some sort of homicidal acrobatic parasite, and now the mimic screamed even louder.
“I’ve got you, Locke!” Ember radioed next.
Locke glanced back to see Titan Long Shot positioned on top of the Blue Heron, its shoulder cannon glowing with charge, and then a beam of icy blue shot into the space beneath him, giving his sword something hard to catch on once it cut that far down. He loosened his gravity effects to accelerate the process and felt a satisfying catch as his sword reached the hardened surface. He still felt the ice pull on the surrounding weak flesh, but it pulled less than his comparatively narrower fingers did—and that gave him an idea.
“Ember! Shoot me some handholds!”
“Got it!” Ember replied, and soon a barrage of cold blue bolts formed him an impromptu ladder straight to the top of the mimic. He withdrew his blade, then lurched and swung his way up with his titan’s hands until finally he reached the monster’s zenith. The surface was more curved than that of the Blue Heron, but the Precursor armor at least provided some texture for his feet to grip, and that was better than nothing.
Now all he had to do was start wrecking it.
Not here, though.
Even though he could firmly stand on this spot, he still felt the flesh giving slightly under the weight of his titan’s feet. If he started tearing into it here, he’d probably fall straight through to the monster’s insides. Plus, the mimic was trying to protect its armor sac, and it wouldn’t do that with thin tissue.
So Locke began running across the top of the mimic airship, keeping his attention on his feet and the way they landed on the surface. Surely enough, the further he ran—toward the middle of the airship—the firmer the surface became, until the fleshy exterior felt almost solid.
“Yeah! I think I found the core!” he shouted, and then raised his beam saber and plunged it straight down into the mimic’s macabre grey-purple skin.
At once, the mimic’s earsplitting scream shrilled to an even higher pitch, but Locke pressed through it, running along the top of the airship and leaving a savage cauterized gash in his wake. When he began to reach soft flesh again, he slid to a stop and ran back along the gash, slashing across it to further loosen the damaged skin.
When it began to resemble something like a nasty scored streak, he plunged Titan Chimera’s hands down into the gore and began to tear it away, flinging chunks of disgusting flesh over the side of the gruesome airship—until his fingers hit bone.
“Yes! Got something!” he roared. He lifted his saber to begin the killing blow.
It never landed.
The moment the mimic felt the weird armor-bone of its brain sac touch the air, it lurched. Locke heard Ray and Basilka shout through his radio as they were knocked off their feet—as the same happened to him.
He plunged face-first into the gory pit he had made, and something began to move around him. It wasn’t the broken flesh, though it quivered with what he assumed was attempted healing. No, the unharmed flesh surrounding the gash began to rise and converge over his titan, in the form of disgusting, meaty tentacles. As they drew closer, he realized that some ended in terrifying, slit-pupiled eyes, some in wide, ragged-toothed mouths, and still others in nothing but amorphous bulges—which somehow made them more uncomfortable to look at than the others—and all slapped upon his titan in the blink of an eye.
They coiled around his every limb, staring, biting, probing. He tried to wrench free, but the pasty gore beneath his feet made it too easy to slip, and all he could do was slide around as the tentacles tightened their weird muscles around his arms, legs, and head, and squeezed.
One tentacle obscured the vast majority of his visual sensors. Alarms went off in every single corner of Locke’s consciousness. Titan Chimera wasn’t showing red just yet, but his senses screamed in a dangerous yellow that would go darker very soon if he didn’t find a way to escape this hold. He strained to pull his beam saber to bear, but the tentacles pulled his arm in the opposite direction—the tentacles pulled all his limbs in the opposite direction—and soon he heard a gut-churning creak as his titan’s every joint began to strain.
Damn, these things were strong!
“Ember, where are you?! I need help!” he snapped into his radio.
“On it!” Ember replied. Less than a moment after she said it, a shiny blue blur slid past the periphery of Titan Chimera’s vision. A flash of bright, shining white burst into his view like a flowing snowdrift exploding, and the mimic screamed again.
Another deep creak shuddered through Locke’s skin, but this wasn’t the creak of damage. It was the creak of a dramatic temperature change. His alarms stopped blaring—the tentacles were no longer pulling—and the most exterior parts of his titan showed that they’d been frozen, along with the tentacles that now rested, even more frozen, and inert.
Yet another crackling creak came into his senses, but that was just Ember, punching her way through the frozen tentacles and ripping them off as if they were nothing more than vines dead from winter. Soon she yanked off the tentacle that had been obscuring much of his vision.
“Behind you!” he shouted, and she turned to blast her shoulder cannon and arm catalysts at an encroaching wave of fresh tentacles as if she’d already been aware of their presence. She continued blasting until a solid ring of iced-over flesh surrounded the two of them, and then ripped off the last of the frozen tentacles.
“What’s going on up there?” Ray suddenly radioed. “The mimic has all but stopped fighting in here!”
“Because it’s concentrating on us!” Ember observed.
“We’re definitely onto something, then!” Locke exclaimed. He sent a fresh blast of heat energy into his beam saber. “Ember, you hold off the tentacles! I’ll break into the core!”
“Got it!” Ember replied. She took on a solid sniping stance at his back to pick off any tentacles that tried to come over her ice barrier, and Locke raised his beam saber again for the first of the final blows.
The blade plunged into the wet, bony tissue with a sickening, smoky hiss—mere inches, but inches more than he’d had before. He raised the blade again and punched it back in, again and again like a souped-up ice chipper. Each time the mimic screamed, and each time the disturbing smell of burning bone wafted up into Locke’s nostrils. The mimic continued to send tentacles his way, but Ember continued sniping them, and soon he’d weakened the outermost part of the bony shell enough that a different kind of force was needed.
A broader, more impactful force.
Locke commanded his swiftmetal to shift into the form of his war hammer, and raised it high above Titan Chimera’s head for maximum power—
Suddenly, the mimic lurched again.
This lurch was far more substantial than the last one. The entire mimic turned, as if rolling to the side—and then, as his feet slid across the icy, wet gore of the exposed sac, Locke realized that was exactly what it was doing.
“Ember, run! Upward!” he shouted. “It’s trying to spill us off!”
Ember nodded and sprinted up out of the flesh crater, snatching ribs of Precursor armor and climbing her way up the arc as the mimic banked.
Locke tried to do the same, but Ember’s lithe titan was more agile than his, and when he tried to leap, his feet only slid along the already dangerously-tilted surface of the bone—and pulled him out of reach of the crater wall, or anything he could grab onto. He fired his gravity catalysts, desperate for something, anything to help him reach a handhold.
Fortunately, the mimic’s tilt brought the crater wall closer to him.
Unfortunately, it wasn’t close enough for him to grab. And by that point, the surface that had been the top of the airship mimic was now over halfway down the side, and Locke was falling over it.
He thought fast, shaping his swiftmetal hammer into something resembling a grappling hook and flinging it at the airship mimic, but he’d never attempted anything like that before, and the swiftmetal was still energized. The hook burned a ragged path across the mimic’s flesh, but never caught, and fell with the rest of Titan Chimera.
“Locke!” Ember shouted.
Locke saw her shift where she stood, gripping an armor rib, but both of them knew there was nothing she could do.
He passed a patch of tentacles as he fell, but even those had stopped grasping for him—understandably, since the point was to throw him off. In a last desperate strike, he managed to snatch one eyeball stalk, but though the tentacles were disturbingly muscular, no single one was strong enough to support the weight of an entire titan, and it snapped with barely even a sound.
“Dammit,” Locke sighed. He flung the snapped piece of flesh away, and then rushed another surge of magic to his gravity catalysts. The catalysts had always been an option, but he hadn’t wanted to rely on them, namely because of all the catalysts he had, they were the weakest and least versatile, and he had the least battle experience with them. Vertically, he could accomplish little more than a super-jump with them—not actual flight—and while he could use them to control a downward fall, he had little experience beyond a single high-altitude airdrop.
Well, now it looked like he didn’t have a choice.
His stomach settled back in place as the catalysts changed their focus, aiming to gently lower him down rather than boost him up. Luckily Chimera itself took care of the midair balancing automatically so he could focus on not dying, should the mimic decide to throw anything at—
“Locke, look out!” Ember shouted again.
But Locke couldn’t have missed it.
The entire mimic was beginning to turn in midair, though on a different axis. On the axis that would turn its mouth straight toward Locke’s falling titan. Already he could see that giant, monstrous mouth sprouting tentacles from its throbbing inner surface, but bigger and denser this time, and ready to tear him apart the moment he landed behind those teeth.
“Dammit!” he spat, and reformed his swiftmetal blade. He’d never be able to avoid that thing. The mouth was too huge, his gravity catalysts were too weak to do anything but control his fall, and he needed to save his magic for when it counted.
But as the giant airship mimic dove for him, the point was quickly becoming moot. He could already see the mouth open wide before him, its inner tentacles wriggling hungrily for their impending victim.
He cranked cooling magic into his energy catalyst, opting not to use the beam saber this time. If he could freeze the first wave of tentacles, he could at least buy himself and his companions a little more time.
The shadow of the massive mimic blotted out the sun above him. Its mouth opened wide with a hungry growl and took him in completely. Before he’d even landed, he sprayed the first tentacles to come at him with the coldest blast his energy catalyst could muster. White freezing magic sprayed out of his palm and plumed out of his louvers. The tentacles froze in place, maybe not solid, but solid enough, and providing a convenient barrier for the other tentacles to have to pass to reach him. Each time one struck over its frozen brethren, he slashed out its eye, or teeth, or … bulge, and they recoiled, preparing to strike again like bizarre Lovecraftian snakes.
“Locke! Update!” Ember and Alyssa radioed simultaneously, both sounding as if they were in the middle of some form of exertion.
“I’m in the mouth, fighting off a bunch of those damn tentacles!” he shouted.
“Then brace yourself. Everyone, brace yourselves!” Alyssa commanded.
Locke barely had time to process what that meant before a massive tremor rocked its way through his entire titan, his body, even his bones—and apparently even through the tentacles surrounding him. He saw the unfrozen ones wave around him as if under the force of a tremendous judder—
And then, suddenly, there was another tremor.
This one didn’t feel like the first one. It felt … meatier, more substantial somehow, as if it had originated from the mimic itself. Soon Locke saw why.
Sunlight shone from somewhere beyond the mimic’s tentacles, perhaps the back of its mouth. It was a small beam at first, but then it grew … and grew … and grew into a wide, brilliant arc as the entire front half of the mimic ripped away from the rest of it.
Locke fired his gravity catalysts to avoid the wall of tentacles suddenly arcing around him, launched off the nodules of the strange lumpy tongue and ambiguous organs beyond until he cleared the falling mouth, and spotted exactly what had happened.
Basilka’s rig and Ray’s titan stood on the remaining still-airborne edge of the airship mimic, gesturing victoriously, while the broadside of the Blue Heron lingered in the air beside it, its exterior newly damaged with deep scrapes from the mimic’s Precursor armor and splatters and streaks of red mimic blood.
Ray and Basilka must have devised a plan to exploit the thin parts of the mimic to cut it in half, and Alyssa’s blow from the Blue Heron must have been the key bit of force needed to see that plan to fruition. Ray snatched one of Ghostly Parable’s hands out to help Chimera onto the semi-solid surface as Ember swung over the top edge into the inside, and the four of them watched as the front half fell down, down, and finally landed with a disgusting, satisfying splat.
It didn’t move again. There was no essential core inside that flesh.
And though the mimic was still afloat, it wasn’t screaming. Had they hurt it so much it couldn’t even spend energy on cries of pain?
Locke hoped so, but he wasn’t too optimistic. These mimics had surprised him with their cleverness and resilience too many times already for him to ever underestimate them again.
Still, in the glorious pause, he extended one of Titan Chimera’s fists out to Ray. “Nice work,” he said.
Titan Ghostly Parable’s head looked at the fist as if confused, but Ray quickly puzzled out the probable intent and returned a proper fist bump. Locke did the same to Basilka’s rig, and she answered with a full-on punch, if an ecstatic one.
“And we found the airship!” Basilka exclaimed. She turned to point one of her rig’s arms back into the remaining depths of the mimic, and surely enough, they had.
The airship was in worse condition than when they’d left it, the mimic’s purple-grey flesh having oozed further over it and its exterior even more melted under the mimic’s “gastric juices,” for lack of a better term. But the people inside still peered through its windows and breaks with curious eagerness, as if trying to determine whether it was finally safe to come out.
Locke felt a weird twinge in his stomach again, as if the environment around him was moving in ways it shouldn’t, but before he could worry, Alyssa reported:
“The airship mimic’s beginning to sink.”
“Good,” Ember replied. “We found the sac, and Locke knocked some pretty good breaks into it, so it should be no trouble to blast it once it’s on the ground.”
“In the meantime, let’s use the break to begin conducting evacuations,” Ray suggested. “If this mimic were in any condition to attack, it’d be doing so.”
“You sure?” Locke said. “We’ve been surprised by mimics before.”
“We’re still in the sky, and most of us don’t have gravity catalysts to allow us to escape. We’re all but trapped, and yet it’s not doing anything to take advantage of that.”
“Fair point,” Locke replied.
“My guess is that it’ll wait until we’re all on more stable ground before it decides to make any moves, if at all,” Ray continued. “Which gives us this little bit of time to recover and strategize.”
“Sounds good,” Locke conceded. “Alyssa, how much time do you think we have before the mimic lands?”
“If it continues sinking at the same pace, I’d say about ten minutes,” Alyssa replied.
“That’s long enough to save a few,” Locke said, and then turned to walk toward the airship. “Expedition!” he announced through his titan’s speakers. “We’re going to use the lull to begin getting you out of here. Organize yourselves into groups of ten or so. When the mimic lands, we’ll use the titans to defend you on your way out in case the mimic tries something nasty.”
Whatever communication device the expedition would have used must have been genuinely broken, given that the airship didn’t respond even though the titan and rig communications obviously worked. Still, Locke saw a flash of red-and-silver hair and a pronounced thumbs-up, and knew Ember and Ray’s mother—still mercifully alive—had received the message.
“We’ve almost got her,” Locke radioed to Ember and Ray, by way of encouragement.
“We can’t get careless, though,” Ember replied. “Overconfidence gets people killed.” Even so, Locke could hear the optimism and relief in her voice, especially relative to the worst she’d been expecting. When they’d first arrived, none of them had wanted to say it, but they’d all thought of how likely it was that Erudicia and her crew had been reduced to food for mimics. That most of them were still alive, this close to the end of their mission, was a glorious thing.
“There’s something else we need to consider, though,” Ray interjected, and the sudden darkness in his voice put Locke on edge.
“What is it?” he asked.
“It’s the Gilt Eagle’s gravity furnace—well, one of them, anyway,” Ray continued. “I’m not incredibly worried about the standard furnace, but the Lazare furnace …”
“I think we’ve passed the point where getting experimental furnaces back is a priority,” Locke replied.
“WAIT,” Bexley interjected over their radios. “The furnace you’re testing is one of Sevas Lazare’s?”
Alyssa’s voice crackled behind hers. “Who is Sevas Lazare and why is he so important at this specific moment in the guts of a downed mimic?” she asked, as if dreading that she was about to hear yet another mission-complicating piece of news.
“Wait, is he not well-known?” Locke inquired. The way Ray and Ember spoke of him—and the way Bexley’s voice brimmed with jealousy and admiration—he’d expected the man to be at least moderately famous.
“He is in engineering and research circles,” Ray clarified for Locke, then continued for Alyssa: “He’s an up-and-coming engineer for the Endpoint City Arcane Index, and rather brilliant for his age and … circumstances.” Locke felt him leaving off details, as if he detected Alyssa’s rising trepidation, too.
“What circumstances?” Alyssa insisted.
“An accident with a matter catalyst turned him into a paralyzed pile of deformed flesh several years ago.”
“Then how does he build furnaces?” Alyssa pressed. “What kind of furnace are we dealing with here? Gods, Ray, if you’ve put us in the path of some dangerous slapdash piece of magitek and anything happens, I swear you’re going to pay us double.”
“Oh, he’s since managed to get most of his body back,” Ray continued quickly.
“It’s pretty hot, too, all things considered,” Bexley interjected from nowhere.
“Bexley, that is not even close to important right now,” Alyssa snapped.
“Yeah, but I can contribute on this, though. I’ve seen a few of Sevas’ prototypes, and they’re bonkers good. Super void efficient. Like, we wouldn’t have to refuel the Blue Heron for months with one of his furnaces. They’re not on the market yet, though—still being tested by the Index—and they’ll be Rich People Furnaces when they do hit the market. But enough about that. What I’m curious about is why Ray thinks the furnace is going to be a problem. Lazare’s so safety-minded he has fail safes for his fail safes. His inventions do not malfunction.”
“It’s not the original furnace that I’m worried about,” Ray clarified. “It’s the imitation made by the mimic. Because no matter how functional an imitation is, it’s not going to have fail safes for its fail safes, and if it malfunctions, it’s not going to take a lot of void essence for it to do the gravity version of what that matter catalyst did to Lazare.”
“Which is?” Alyssa stated.
“Either compact everything in range into a compressed ball or blow it apart with such force that nothing’s left.”
“Why are you mentioning this just now?” Ember spat.
“Because I’m not accustomed to dealing with monsters that can imitate magic devices!”
“Okay, yeah. Fair point,” Ember conceded.
“And that’s the only way I can explain this mimic being able to fly,” Ray continued. “Flight is biologically complicated, wingless flight especially, and this mimic doesn’t have any of the natural mechanisms for either, at least that I’ve seen. If it imitated the airship itself, I think it’s safe to assume it imitated the mechanisms that hold it aloft, too. The point is, we need to be delicate about how we kill this mimic.” Titan Ghostly Parable turned its head toward Ember. “And we probably need to kill it from a distance. Something you’re uniquely suited to.”
Ember nodded, and so did Titan Long Shot.
Locke’s head suddenly perked. “Wait. Why don’t we hit the furnace intentionally?”
“I just gave two possibilities for why we shouldn’t hit the furnace directly!” Ray exclaimed.
“No, I mean a controlled, intentional hit!” Locke elaborated. “We’ve already established that it’s best for this particular mimic to no longer exist, right—what with its magic-imitating abilities and whatever the hell it did to get the airship inside it in the first place. And, really, is there any better way to obliterate a thing than to have gravity magic squish or blast it to oblivion?”
“He does have a point,” Bexley interjected over the radio.
“Perhaps, but even then we don’t know how much of an area it will affect,” Ray observed.
“There’s nothing but grass around here anyway,” Basilka stated. “The nearest town is dozens of miles away and it’s not even that good a town.”
“Plus, the biggest gravity malfunction on record only took out a small village,” Bexley said. “I think we’re safe.”
“How do you know that?” Ray asked.
“Pfft,” Bexley raspberried. “Like I’m gonna work with things that could possibly explode and not know what the explosion can do. Given the location we’re in, I think it’ll be the safest explosion that could possibly be. As long as we get everyone out of the airship and fire from far enough away. I say we fuck it up.”
“Alyssa?” Locke asked.
“If the Indexers think it’s reasonable, then I have no problem with it,” Alyssa sighed, with the resignation of someone who just wanted to be done with dangerous surprises. “Regardless, that mimic’s too dangerous to be left alive. Best consult with Erudicia and her engineers first, though. They’ll know more about the furnace’s capabilities than we do.”
“Will do,” Locke replied, and then felt the fleshy floor nudge his feet as the mimic landed on the ground.
***
The titans, archaeologists, and mercenaries paused to see if the mimic would try anything once it landed, but no attack came immediately, so it was either too damaged to attack, or too tired to attack in the moment.
Or waiting.
Locke decided to give it as few advantages as possible. He charged his energy catalyst and sprayed down the area nearest the airship with freezing magic. Ember saw what he was doing and began to do the same, and soon the entire inside of the remaining mouth was frozen.
If the mimic did have a plan to attack, this would certainly slow it down.
“I’ve landed roughly an eighth of a mile away,” Alyssa repeated. “Close enough for the survivors to make it at a run, far enough away that I can pull off if the mimic attacks. Bexley will be waiting at the hangar door to confirm the survivors aren’t mimics and to guide people in.”
“Got it,” Locke replied.
“I’ll defend the survivors as they go to the ship,” Basilka offered.
“So will I,” Ray added.
“And I’ll stay with Locke to keep an eye on the mimic,” Ember said.
“Sounds like a plan,” Locke replied, and then activated his titan’s speakers. He relayed the procedures and plan to the survivors, and then finished, “First group, head out.”
They all watched with sharp eyes as the first group of survivors emerged, and the survivors watched with equally sharp eyes as they ventured, protected but still vulnerable, into the mouth that had held them prisoner these past many weeks. Even frozen and inert, it was still creepy and not a place anyone would want to spend any significant length of time.
There were very specific circumstances in which a person would want to be in another’s mouth, and this was not one of them.
Locke recognized a few NQA Exterminators rigs accompanying the first group of survivors out, their rigs horribly beaten, but still operating, barely.
“The mercs will help with defense, too,” Basilka relayed. “Gotta complete our job, after all.”
The mercs came and went three times without incident, and when they returned for the fourth with no apparent sign of trouble, the object of this mission herself decided to make an appearance.
Dr. Erudicia Q’Van accompanied the fourth group out in her own protective gear—not quite a rig, but some type of mechanical body armor that must have been meant to aid in lifting heavy items during archaeological digs. It certainly wasn’t enclosed enough to be truly defensive, but it would be able to do some damage if she had to hit something approximately human-size.
Instead of following the group down the icy path out of the mouth, however, she approached Titan Long Shot.
“It really should take less than a mysterious disappearance to get you to visit, dear,” she said to the robot, close enough that both Locke and Ember’s auditory sensors picked it up.
“Maybe you should take more digs close to Endpoint City,” Ember snarked through Long Shot’s speakers. “The company’s better, anyway.”
“Hey now!” one of the archaeologists objected. Locke didn’t see which one, but another immediately replied with:
“She’s right, though! You can’t act like being stuck in this mimic hasn’t been more fun than literally any of our family reunions.”
A swell of “Oh, definitely” and “She’s got a point” echoed through the small crowd of researchers, and as one they asked Erudicia if they could take more digs by Endpoint City—or at least by some hot springs or a beach, which they all thought they deserved after the general stress of this dig.
Erudicia laughed. “I’ll consider it,” she shouted back to her crew. The announcement was met with cheers, and she turned back to Locke and Ember—specifically to Titan Long Shot.
She laughed again. “Given the efforts you’ve taken to rescue me and my crew, I’ll definitely take this sort of reunion.” Then she reclined in her research armor like it was a couch at her home, and stretched her arm over its resting mechanical arm like she was draping it around a beloved person.
“And I see you’ve built yourself a good titan, too. Those are some fabulous upgrades you’ve got there. Are those the result of my gift?”
Ember shook Long Shot’s head. “The titan isn’t quite ready for it yet.”
“Oh, so you took Lazare up on his offer, then?” Erudicia asked.
“No, these are Bexley originals,” Ember replied, and turned to show the mech off, as if she were trying on a new dress in a fitting room. “Our bounty schedule never lined up with Sevas’ schedule, and I think he’s assigned to an airship now, anyway.”
“Wait,” Bexley shouted again over their radios. “You know Sevas Lazare? Do you know what I would give to get Lazare upgrades?” The words spilled out of her like gibberish pouring from the mouth of a preteen girl who’d just learned that her best friend was tangentially related to her favorite pop star.
“Yes, Bexley,” Ember replied over their crew channel. “I do know what you would do to get Lazare upgrades.”
“You gotta introduce us.”
“Bexley—”
“YOU GOTTA. Also I’m honored that you’d choose my upgrades over his, but that is also dumb as—”
“Bexley, I am trying to have a touching reunion with my mom!” Ember exclaimed.
Bexley paused. “Oh, fair enough. But if we run into him—YOU GOTTA.”
“Fine,” Ember huffed, and Locke saw Titan Long Shot shake its head in exasperation.
“News?” Erudicia asked, concerned. The conversation hadn’t carried over the titans’ speakers.
“Oh. No,” Ember replied. “Our engineer’s a Lazare fangirl, that’s all.”
“Aren’t they all?” Erudicia rolled her eyes and chuckled. “Even so, from a cursory glance alone, those upgrades look solid. And some fabulous shooting you’ve done, too, I must say.”
“You’ve been inside the airship the whole time,” Ember quirked. “You haven’t seen me shoot.”
“We’re standing in a downed giant flying mutant mimic,” Erudicia said. “First of its kind, no less. It takes more than luck to bring something like this down.”
“Good point,” Ember conceded.
“How much of your crew is left inside?” Locke asked. He wanted to let Ember continue her conversation, but the mimic had been quiet too long. That wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, but it did make him feel uneasy. The sooner they were out of this thing, the better, and a half-dead mimic’s mouth wasn’t the place for a heart-to-heart conversation anyway.
“Two more groups after that one.” Erudicia gestured to the fourth group, now fully outside the mouth. “I’ll stay until everyone’s safe and then leave with the last one. I just wanted to use the lull to thank—”
A noise from inside the airship cut her off.
It was a short, startled noise. It didn’t even echo. But all of them knew what it was.
The sound of a stifled scream.
The fifth group of ten bolted out of the airship. Followed by the sixth.
Followed by a seventh. And an eighth.
“I thought you said there were only two more groups!” Locke exclaimed.
“There are!” Erudicia replied, and as she said it, Locke saw her boot up the upper half of her research armor. The mech arms activated, and she slipped her own arms inside as a metal and thick glass shield came down to protect her head.
She knew exactly what they were up against.
“If you’re real, keep screaming!” Erudicia shouted, and then she stomped toward her scattering archaeologists.
The order wasn’t necessary, and some of the false survivors gave themselves away anyway. When one of the archaeologists nearest Erudicia tripped, the pursuing researcher leapt onto the fallen archaeologist, his jaw stretching disturbingly wide in a plainly mimic scream.
But he didn’t reach her.
Erudicia punched his head off with her research armor, and then stomped on the decapitated body until he was ugly goo. Wherever the core was in that mimic, it wasn’t anymore.
She wasn’t the only archaeologist fighting back. The human mimics might have caused some initial confusion, but once they started transforming and leaping for the real researchers’ throats, their identities became obvious. And while the crew might have been unable to handle larger mimics, human-sized mimics were just their speed.
Many had come out of the airship prepared with weapons of some sort—machetes, knives, mostly melee weapons, or pieces of piping or other material that had been improvised into weapons. One group in particular had even come out with what looked like an improvised magical gatling gun, spraying constant, whirring bursts of red energy bolts at the mimics that rushed them. (Judging by the jumpsuits and goggles the three women wore, it looked like they were engineers who had come upon some excess parts lying around the airship and decided there was no better way to spend weeks trapped inside a giant mimic than building a portable shooty death machine.)
Several of the mimics were down before Locke even formed his hammer, and he reflected that, for a bunch of nerds, these archaeologists really were pretty badass.
Careful not to step on any of the actual researchers, Locke strode to where the melee was thinnest, where individuals needed the most help, while Ember lurked behind and charged up her shoulder mega-catalyst.
“Back away!” Locke shouted to the nearest one, and raised his hammer. The archaeologists listened and sprinted, just in time for Locke to bring his hammer down and splatter the mimic that had been launching, zombie-like, for their brains. Locke swung around to look for the next lone archaeologist. He couldn’t use his full power here, not without inadvertently pulverizing someone he was supposed to protect, and it was hard enough trying not to step on the wrong people. He had to be careful in these circumstances.
Meanwhile, on the far side of the mouth, he saw a thin white bolt zip through the air and freeze another, and in that moment, he developed a new appreciation for how precise Ember’s aim could be. He’d known she could hit a big target from an incredible distance, but to hit a human-sized target with a hyper-concentrated, narrow cannon blast? That was impressive.
Ember had few limits when it came to her marksmanship, even in these close quarters.
Soon, between the titans and the badass archaeologists, the human mimics had been wiped out. (The three engineers were still shooting at the original mimic’s walls, though, because why not?)
Erudicia stomped another human mimic into goo for good measure, and Locke came up to her in Titan Chimera.
“How did mimics get into the airship?” he exclaimed.
“It’s been working on the walls since it grabbed us,” Erudicia replied. “It must have finally digested a hole in an outer wall.”
“I have a better question—” Ember stated. “Why’s it producing new mimics at all?”
Locke didn’t even have time to say “Shit.” The frozen flesh around them suddenly jolted again, and again, and again, as if what remained of the living mimic was trying to shake its dead, frostbitten flesh off. And then it did.
The iced-over tissue rocked. Bright sunlight diffused into the frozen mouth cavern as the back half of the mimic loosed itself from its dead flesh. In a disturbingly fast flash, it sprouted four grotesque, hairless, catlike legs, and then it leapt over the icy form—straight for the Blue Heron.
“Alyssa! Take off! Take off!” Locke commanded.
But he quickly realized that the mimic wasn’t going for the ship. Its bizarre, amorphous form, all spindly legs and ragged, bony mouth, was going for the half of itself that had dropped off earlier.
And, once it reached that piece, it began eating it.
Locke watched with gut-wrenched disgust as the haunting flesh blob devoured that piece of itself, as it grew in size with every bite, as it finished the entire disgusting meal—and then turned back to them.
Locke wasn’t even sure what it looked like anymore—an airship-sized naked sphinx cat with long, bony legs, raptor-like talons and a hooked bird face but with fangs because, hey, if you’re going to be a gruesome insult to nature, why not be as weird as possible? And really, it didn’t matter what it looked like.
What mattered was that it was looking at them, and it looked hungry.
“Expedition! Back on the airship!” Erudicia commanded.
“What? No! There’s a hole in it! You’ll be eaten!” Locke exclaimed.
“There are safe rooms,” Erudicia replied as her team ran on her orders. “Places we can fortify against any mimics. There’s no time for us to make it to your ship.”
“Fine,” Ember replied. “We’ll protect you. Stay as safe as you can.”
“Ray, Basilka, Alyssa! Where are you?” Locke radioed.
“In the air,” Alyssa reported. “Thirty survivors on board.”
“I’m on the Blue Heron,” Basilka replied.
“As am I,” Ray added.
“Stay there for now,” Locke ordered. “We don’t know what’s coming.”
He and Ember took up positions in front of the airship, charged their catalysts, released simultaneous, tense sighs as they heard the airship door latch closed.
And then the giant mimic launched.
Chapter Fourteen
Locke and Ember stood their ground as the huge mimic charged for them, Locke with his beam saber fully heated, Ember’s cannon buzzing with fury just waiting to be unleashed—but the mimic didn’t attack them. It leapt over them as if they were nothing more than inert obstacles and speared headfirst into its old, thawing flesh—the piece they’d just been standing in. It moved and chomped with such speed and ferocity in this slender, fleshly, unarmored form that Locke could barely register where it was before it had moved elsewhere. Soon it had consumed all of its old flesh—
And grown back to its original size.
Now it hunched over the still-exposed airship, eyeballing them as if deciding upon what its next move would be.
“Damn, we’re right back where we started,” Locke muttered. He raised his saber for defense and returned the mimic’s stare as ferociously as he could, even though it couldn’t see him. What was it even mimicking at this point? he wondered. Or was its body its own invention? Was this mimic exceptional enough that it could imagine new forms it had never seen before?
“At least the airship is free,” Ember said, her cannon following the mimic’s every cautious move. “If we can get it away from the ship, the Blue Heron can come down to complete the rescue while we finish it off—or at least distract it.”




Suddenly, as if hearing what she’d said, the mimic moved again.
It didn’t lunge this time, though. It melted. Its entire body collapsed as if its very cells had become unknit, and then it splashed atop the damaged airship … and began to re-form.
“Oh, sh—” Locke shouted. He couldn’t even bring himself to finish the word this time. He was tired of having reasons to say it, and he bolted for the churning, amorphous flesh of the mimic as it reshaped itself around the Gilt Eagle.
“Why’s it still want the ship?” Ember exclaimed, blasting white-cold bolts of energy at the monster. “There’s not even that much to eat on there now.”
“I think it wants hostages,” Locke replied. He slashed at the purple-grey tissue, to no avail.
“Is it that smart?” Ember shouted.
“I think it is,” Locke breathed.
At that moment, the mimic stopped moving—and then started moving again, all at once, in all directions.
Thick tentacles of flesh exploded out of its every surface like the spines of a Lovecraftian porcupine or sea urchin. Several crashed into Titan Chimera and Titan Long Shot, knocking them back, but they didn’t stop there. They detached, wriggled upon the ground like short, fat, headless snakes, and began to take shape. Where they lacked heads, they sprouted them, and arms, and legs, but not of flesh—of hard Precursor armor shaped conspicuously like … suits of armor.
The mimic had made more mimics, and those mimics were making titans.
Rig-sized titans—half the height of Chimera and Long Shot—but titans all the same, and for a mimic that could produce a gravity furnace, there was no telling what that could entail.
“Alyssa, we need backup down here!” Locke shouted. “We’ve got mimic titans!”
“On it!” Ray replied.
“So are we!” Basilka added, and Locke heard the shouts of the other mercenaries behind her. “Bexley got us all fueled up and fixed as best we can be. We’ll take the little mimics. You two focus on the big one.”
“Got it!” Locke replied, and ran for the big mimic as it, too, began to change.
It was risking no external flesh this time. As it churned and transformed before them, Locke saw spines of purple Precursor crystal begin to punch out of its skin, then smooth into flat, angular plates of armor. Those pieces of armor in turn began to take shape, first as the body of a fiercely angular new airship, as if the mimic had analyzed all the weaknesses of the Gilt Eagle and decided that the best way to fix them was to upgrade them with this obvious boss-level design, which then sprouted a titan-like helmet from its top and plated arms from its sides.
A sickly, flickering, glowing fluid—perhaps a variant of the Precursor goo that had created it—began to flow through pipes, or perhaps veins on its surface, and the titan airship mimic opened its mouth and screamed as it lifted off.
Toward the sinking Blue Heron.
“No! We’ve got to get on that thing!” Locke cried. He was close enough to the mimic that a good punch of his gravity catalysts would thrust him in range of a grip, so he super-jumped—and jammed his fingers between two plates of armor on the side of the airship.
Below, Ember had to get clever, but she did. Locke saw her shape an impromptu stairstep of ice with her energy cannon and vault up the other side, then heard the crackling whooshes of her arm catalysts firing again and again. She must have been making handholds.
Locke looked around desperately to find his own handholds. He freed one hand and tried to punch it into the armor, but the mimic must have found a way to make even stronger Precursor armor, because even his titan-strength fingers wouldn’t go in. He tried his beam saber next, but while it did go in, it didn’t go far enough to hold his weight, and if he had to keep stabbing it into the armor, he wouldn’t go unnoticed. The mimic—which miraculously hadn’t acknowledged him yet—would only have to slap him off with its gigantic titan hands, and that would be that.
But how, then, to reach the top of the airship?
He fired his gravity catalysts again to reduce the creaking strain on his finger joints—
And suddenly, he had an idea.
Thus far, he’d only used his gravity catalysts to push himself away from the ground, to jump and control falls and the like. But gravity was ultimately a force of attraction, wasn’t it? This world might have a more complex understanding of how to manipulate it than his home world, but that didn’t change the basic fact of what it was, and if he could fire his catalysts for attraction …
He thought the order to Titan Chimera.
And then, inexplicably, he felt a mental nudge in the back of his brain, the sudden desire to put the soles of Chimera’s feet on the side of the airship. He tightened his grip on the armor seam and pulled his feet up to try it.
At once, his feet felt like they were being suctioned to the surface, like super strong magnets had been activated on their soles. Except it wasn’t magnetism.
It was a new use for his gravity magic.
“Yeah!” he shouted. He let go of the seam, and then Titan Chimera bolted into a run up the side of the mimic airship. It burst onto the flat top just as Ember did the same, and both found themselves staring up at an angry, armored head easily twice the size of their titans, its bloodshot slit-pupiled eyes wild with fury and its fleshy, jagged, crystal-toothed mouth ready to chomp them into armored gore.
It screeched at them, and its two hands came up over the sides with clear intent to crush them between its oversized palms.
“Dodge it!” Locke shouted, as if he needed to.
Ember jumped back as the hands clanged together, and Locke reversed his gravity catalysts for another super-jump. He soared up over the clasped hands, landed atop them, and then reversed his gravity catalysts again to run along the airship mimic’s arm. It tried to shake him off, but his catalysts held him firm, until he reached the armored pauldron of the shoulder. He super-jumped from it to land right on the side of the airship mimic’s helmeted head.
“I’ll distract it!” he shouted to Ember. “You make a way in for us!”
“Got it!” Ember replied. As she went about her business below, Locke sprinted around to the front of the mimic’s head. He saw its gigantic eyes follow him as he ran beneath its nearest socket. He saw its hands reaching to slap him off, but the hands were too big to be fast, and they’d barely made it halfway to him before he raised his beam saber and slashed it right across the first giant eye.
The sickening smell of burning eyeball rushed up into his nostrils. Clear fluid gushed out over his titan, and the mimic screamed again.
He didn’t give it a moment to recover; he bolted over to the other eye and did the same. Again, the mimic opened its mouth to scream—but this time, no scream came out. This time, something went in, and it was the red-hot, wide-spraying beam of Ember’s energy cannon.
The beam punctured the unprotected flesh of the mouth, and Locke caught another wave of disgusting burning scent as the head blasted around the unburnable confines of its Precursor armor helmet, consuming everything inside—and finally blasting out its ruined eyeballs in a plume of smoke, fire, and general nastiness.
The head began to tilt unnaturally, and suddenly Locke thought it would be a good idea to not be attached to it.
He super-jumped off and landed next to Ember, just in time for the last remaining strands of flesh to pop away, and for the obliterated head to roll off the top of the airship mimic.
Locke raised Titan Chimera’s hand for a high-five. “Nice!” he exclaimed.
“I figured the mouth would be the easiest way to get inside,” Ember explained, returning the high-five, “but I didn’t want to deal with all those teeth.”
“Sounds reasonable to me,” Locke nodded.
They waited for an optimistic moment to see if the mimic would start sinking, if perhaps they’d gotten lucky and the armor sac was in the head all along, but they had no such luck. The mimic did, at least, begin to coast off-course from the Blue Heron, which had since landed and begun spilling noises of mercenary- and Ghostly Parable-led carnage—but its arms were still working, and they were coming straight in the direction of whatever force had blasted its head off.
Locke gestured to the gory neck opening with Titan Chimera’s hand. “Ladies first?” he said.
“You’re such a gentleman,” Ember replied, and promptly jumped down the throat tube left by the missing head.
Locke followed behind her just as the mimic’s hands swept over, feeling aimlessly for the titans that had handicapped it.
Luckily for them, the mimic hadn’t gone through the effort of making a proper throat. The lack of esophageal muscles made the fall easy, and despite its length, the landing was soft, albeit on a pile of hot, throbbing, amorphous flesh.
Locke switched on his titan’s lights to look around.
The scenery now had gone far beyond Lovecraftian. It was a straight-up H.R. Giger nightmare, with industrial-looking piping melding seamlessly and gruesomely into obvious flesh, and forming shapes in the walls and floors that, perhaps intentionally, perhaps unintentionally, looked like tortured souls trying to escape a skin prison. As they continued further in, Locke realized that the designs became more and more intentional, and more and more disturbingly human.
Moreover, Locke recognized some of the faces now screaming silently from the walls. They belonged to several of the archaeologist mimics he’d seen in the earlier attack, people the mimic had already likely eaten.
And as they continued even further, Locke realized that some had eyes, and they were following their titans.
This mimic knew exactly what it was doing. It was trying to gross them out, trying to unnerve them.
But it didn’t attack them, so they continued on.
“Gods, I want to shoot those things,” Ember muttered, nodding Titan Long Shot’s head toward a particularly disgusting cluster of watching eyes.
“It’ll definitely attack us if we do that,” Locke said. “Best to hold off for now.”
“Why hasn’t it attacked us already?” Ember stated, stepping gingerly over an open mouth choked with a Precursor pipe. The eyes followed her as if pleading, “Kill me.”
“It could be that it’s weaker than it’s letting on,” Locke said, “especially after creating all those new mimics and transforming itself. It must have taken a lot of energy to create that much Precursor armor.”
“Let’s hope so,” Ember sighed.
The view only became more and more grotesque as they trudged further, limbs now working into the display in knotted and unnatural positions. They passed several mounds of literally just arms, legs, and other parts—until finally, they saw a light.
Not the light of purple gravity glow, or of outside, but light shaped like airship windows.
“The Gilt Eagle!” Ember exclaimed, but she didn’t run toward it. Their titan lights fell on a display equally as grotesque as those they’d already seen. Instead of oozing over the airship as it had before, the mimic’s flesh shaped in waves of grasping hands, some clawed with Precursor crystal, actively scraping and ripping at the airship, trying to get in. And if the creaking groans of the metal were any indication, they were beginning to succeed.
“We have to stop those hands,” Ember said. She charged up her cannon.
Locke reached out Titan Chimera’s hand to stop her. “Wait.”
“Why?” Ember exclaimed. “My mother’s still in there.”
“Because it feels like the last time we found the airship,” Locke replied. “It feels like a trap.”
At that moment, the corridor behind them closed like a grotesque screaming-face-studded sphincter with occasional malformed arms flailing out of its wrinkles. Locke barely had time to register his absolute revulsion before the floor in front of them rose.
Ember didn’t even wait for the new threat to finish forming. She blasted her cannon into the roiling flesh of the floor again and again, searing pieces but failing to stop the ultimate transformation. The grotesque bulges of the floor slowly extended and bloomed into … not so grotesque bulges as a clearly feminine, if still creepily purple-grey form blossomed out of the floor. Its eyes opened in bright, ferocious, alert, glowing purple to echo its surroundings, and its hair—or what it manipulated as hair—snaked down in Medusa-like tentacles tipped with hands that grasped at every surface within their reach. Including the bulges.
“Titty mimic,” Locke whispered before he could stop himself.
“Really, Locke?” Ember snapped. “Right now?”
“I’m just trying to inject some humor into a very uncomfortable situation.”
It actually would have been pretty hot if he’d been sitting back home playing Dark Souls, but given that it was probably about to do some very Dark Souls-like stuff to him in his current reality, he found it rather hard to be turned on by that.
He found it super easy to want to take a beam saber to it, though, so that was exactly what he did.
“I’ll cover you!” Ember shouted. She switched her cannon to freezing energy and fired.
A solid beam of white blasted by Locke into the base of the … titty mimic, still attached to the floor. It snarled at the beam, but still lunged forward as if it hadn’t been hit and swept its claw-tipped hands for Titan Chimera.
Locke slashed his beam saber at the first hand that reached him, splitting it right down the middle and then wrenching up to hack the piece off. It flew and landed with a bloody splash, but the monster didn’t react other than to snatch for that disembodied quarter of its arm and shove it into its fanged mouth. The monster slurped greedily as it devoured the gore of its own arm, and when it swallowed the final gulp, it stared down at Locke with a savage grin—and regenerated the limb.
“Ughhh!” Locke groaned, dodging to evade another strike. “My beam saber’s not gonna work!”
“Then spray it!” Ember shouted, raking another beam up the monster’s side.
Locke hated to take the time to shift his weapon back—ten seconds was a long time in battle—but it was his only option until he came up with something better. He let his energy catalyst shift to heat and then blasted a red-hot beam of fire at the creature. With his newly-upgraded energy catalyst, the fire caught magnificently—but the moment the scent blasted into his cockpit, he knew fire wouldn’t work for long, not in this close setting.
He’d suffocate them all in the process, and it would stink while he was doing it. So he shifted to freezing and ran around the monster, dousing it with ice magic as he again tried to think of something better.
The titty mimic had shifted its focus to Ember now, Titan Long Shot’s blasts being more devastating than his, so he had a little more freedom to think.
We have to be close to our target, he reasoned. I mean, this is clearly a boss monster, and it’s clearly defending something. It doesn’t want us to reach the airship, obviously, but … what if something’s behind the airship?
He glanced to the area near the Gilt Eagle and its wriggling assailants as he made his next pass. Surely enough, the flesh wall there looked sturdier, calloused.
And some of it looked stretched over what might have been Precursor armor, or at least something similarly solid.
That had to be where the armored sac was.
And if they pierced the sac, the other monsters would cease to be a problem.
“Ember!” Locke shouted. “I’ll distract the boss! You shoot the back wall with a freeze blast! The biggest you’ve got!”
“Got it!” Ember replied, and backed off as Locke leapt feet-first onto the Medusa-like monster. He ran all over it, stomping his gravity-enhanced feet extra hard for maximum distraction. The monster slapped her claws all over her arms and shoulders, trying to catch him, but to no avail, and when Locke saw Ember’s white beam shoot and fade, he ran to the top of the monster’s head and leapt off.
He angled his feet down toward the frozen spot of mimic flesh, and then cranked the magic of his gravity catalysts as high as they would go.
His feet landed with a satisfying crunch.
A huge spiderweb of cracks exploded out from the point of impact, and the ruined, frozen flesh fell away in shattered pieces like dirty, broken glass. The armor behind it shattered, too. Not quite as much, but just enough for a piece to fall away and reveal a sliver of wet, bony armor that Locke recognized as the exterior of the mimic’s brain sac.
The titty mimic’s fanged mouth screeched a high, shrill pitch, its reason for fighting in danger, but Ember shut it up with an ice blast that froze its entire head.
“Locke, the furnace!” she shouted.
Locke followed the direction of Long Shot’s finger to see a distinct purple glow emitting from behind the far edge of the space he’d broken, close to the airship. Surely enough, buried in the flesh was a version of the gravity furnace he was familiar with, its basics more refined than the Blue Heron’s clunkier versions—but its execution also jank as hell, as one would expect of a thing generated by a monster with all the intelligence of an evil office copy machine designed by H.R. Giger. Looking at it now, Locke was rather astonished it had managed to keep the airship mimic aloft all this time, and didn’t feel particularly safe next to it—but it was clearly outside the armor sac’s defensive wall, which made their next step a whole lot simpler.
While the monster was preoccupied with its frozen face, Locke spun out his swiftmetal sword, waited the necessary ten seconds to charge it with fire magic, and stabbed it into the precious little nook of exposed bone that his gravity kick had produced.
The entire mimic shuddered with screams from all the faces embedded in its fleshy walls. The hands grasping at the ruined airship suddenly came for him—but Ember froze them with a cold blast, too. They were too close. They could not lose now.
Finally, Locke’s beam saber plunged and burned all the way through.
A chunk of bone the size of his titan’s hand fell out of the chopped-up opening, but that was all they needed.
“Ember, light it up!” he shouted, and dove his titan out of the way.
Ember switched to heat energy and fired.
It was a narrower beam, concentrated like the one she’d used to snipe the archaeologist mimics. It was still bigger than the hole itself, and some of the force diffused, useless, along the protective Precursor armor—but the rest plunged straight inside. It ricocheted and seared through the entirety of the armor sac, its burning force contained destructively by the Precursor armor that had been meant to protect it.
The suffering mimic faces screamed and screamed and screamed; the remaining grasping arms flailed; the half-frozen titty mimic writhed and waved like a tortured, fleshy windsock.
And then, all of them stopped.
A billow of acrid smoke puffed out of the seared, bony hole.
And Locke’s stomach lurched as the mimic began to fall.
Chapter Fifteen
Luckily it was a controlled fall.
Despite its origin, the gravity furnace’s functioning didn’t seem dependent upon the airship mimic’s survival, and so it coasted slowly downward until it landed with a graceless thump below. Hopefully not on top of anyone.
Getting out of the crashed mimic took some doing. The disturbing sphincter that had trapped them in the chamber with the boss didn’t open when the mimic had died, and Locke had zero desire to try to squeeze his body through that thing, even if he was protected by a titan.
The crash, though, had damaged the mimic’s armor enough that it loosened in a few places, and between Ember’s freezing beam and Locke’s beam saber, they were able to cut their way out of the chamber into the fresh, open air of wherever they’d landed.
Well, the open air, at least, for it certainly wasn’t fresh. When Locke peeked Titan Chimera’s head through the rent they’d managed to cut, he saw that their landing ground was pretty close to where Titan Ghostly Parable and NQA Exterminators had fought the titan mimics, and they had taken no prisoners. Disgusting burned gore, bits of bone armor, and malformed Precursor armor had been smeared all over this once-idyllic field, and the smell of blood and burning flesh mixed with the woodburning scent of magic was one Locke would rather not experience again.
Still, he reflected, at least it was the smell of victory. However foul.
On the edge of the carnage, he saw the Blue Heron easing down to pick up the mercenaries and remaining survivors. The hangar door reopened to allow their entry.
“Eew. Victory smells like ass,” Bexley moaned over the radio as the scent wafted up into the hangar.
“Report,” Alyssa interrupted from the Blue Heron. “What’s the status of the mimic?”
“The sac is obliterated,” Locke replied, “and I doubt it’s coming back, but given all the crazy trouble this thing’s caused us, I wouldn’t be averse to blasting the gravity furnace as soon as possible. Knowing this thing, it’s probably got an extra brain stored somewhere.”
“Agreed,” Alyssa said. “Get the survivors out of there, and then we’ll see what needs to be done.”
Locke nodded from inside Titan Chimera, and then withdrew the titan’s head from the opening and shoved his hands inside in its place. He strained against the weakened, cut tissue, and finally ripped away a whole section of the fleshy wall to allow the survivors an easy escape route. Even though the mimic was likely dead for good, the less time they spent in it, the better.
Still, the archaeologists didn’t bolt as fast as he’d expected them to. Many exited the captured airship trying to carry equipment and tools, but Locke soon saw a set of beaten research armor run up to them, the tell-tale red flash of Erudicia’s hair bouncing inside.
“Leave everything,” she said. “This mimic imitates things too convincingly, and we can’t risk any part of it sneaking out. For that matter, make sure anyone you come in contact with can speak before they get on the ship. Take no chances.”
Locke saw the archaeologists begin to complain, but Erudicia crossed her armor’s arms in an unmoving stance that only a mother was capable of delivering, and they dropped their items and left.
Erudicia’s armor then turned toward Locke and Ember.
“If possible, though, we do need to recover the airship’s special gravity furnace,” she stated. “But I assume Ray’s already told you about that.”
“He has,” Ember said. “Plus, if its own furnace is any indication, the mimic can’t recreate those fully accurately, either, so the risk of bringing a mimic-furnace on board is vanishingly small.”
“Do you have people who can get it out safely?” Locke asked.
“I already have engineers on it,” Erudicia replied, and then turned her armor to face their titans fully. “So, who are you to my daughter?” she said in the direction of Titan Chimera.
“Oh. Um …” Locke stammered. It didn’t sound like a simple “How do you know her?” It sounded like a “How long have you been in this relationship and when did you plan on telling her mother about it?”, with her own opinion on the matter frustratingly non-committal, as if she’d yet to pass judgment.
“A fellow pilot,” he replied truthfully.
“You work astonishingly well together to be just fellow pilots,” Erudicia commented. “That work busting through the mimic’s defenses was impressive.”
Much to his astonishment, Locke found his face reddening at the implication. It wasn’t that he disagreed, necessarily—they did work astonishingly well together. It was that her mom was the one doing the observing, and he wasn’t sure if he wanted her mom knowing the particulars of their—
“Well, we are more than fellow pilots,” Ember volunteered. “He fucks like you wouldn’t believe.”
Locke suddenly found himself choking on his own spit at the audacity of the statement, projected for the whole chamber to hear. By this point, it wasn’t actually all that many people; still, he felt his face redden further at the words, though whether it was because of flattery (because it was high praise) or embarrassment (because it was in front of her mom), he couldn’t say.
Regardless, one of the lady engineers still inside the airship yelled, “YEAH, GET IT!”
And so Locke shrugged, “I guess, if she says so.”
“And you’re a void mage?” Erudicia continued. “I believe I saw you use matter, energy, and gravity magic. No time magic, unless I’m mistaken, but then it’s rare for a mage to have three talents and not have the fourth.”
Ah, things were beginning to make more sense now. Erudicia’s voice had been decidedly less noncommittal when she’d brought up his void magery. And Ember had mentioned that her family wanted her to continue the Q’Van line. Maybe it wasn’t so much The Family wanting an heir as her mother wanting a grandchild—someone to carry on the less assholish end of the Q’Van line.
“You’re perceptive,” Locke replied ambiguously.
“Well, you kicked a hole in the mimic with gravity feet and then slashed into it with a burning swiftmetal sword,” Erudicia replied. “It’d take a real idiot not to notice that.”
“Yeah, I guess so,” Locke shrugged again. “But then, you raised Ember, so I guess I can’t be surprised.”
Through her research armor’s glass, he saw Erudicia beam at the compliment.
“I approve,” she said.
“You approve?” Ember snarked. “You’ve barely met him. You haven’t even seen him in person.”
“Yes, but I know my own daughter,” Erudicia replied, “and I know she doesn’t do anything if she doesn’t perceive it as worth the effort.”
Somehow Locke thought she was talking about more than Ember’s choice of companionship.
“I’m glad you’ve found something worthwhile,” Erudicia finished. “And even if it means I don’t see you very often, I’m glad you left.”
Locke laughed. “Your mom really is an unconventional Vasori,” he said, where Erudicia could hear.
“Vasor remains proud of its traditions while conveniently ignoring how many people those traditions send off the city’s edges,” Erudicia replied, then gestured to indicate the Gilt Eagle. “My ship is made up of people who would have otherwise jumped. And while I would of course like to have Ember on my crew, forcing her into it would have been just as heartless.” She smiled, then shrugged. “Besides, if you hadn’t left, you’d have been with me and Ray on this expedition, and you wouldn’t have nailed a void mage. You’ve found a condition that suits you well, and you wouldn’t have found it in Vasor. Moreover, it saved my expedition crew. That’s fifty lives I owe you, and that can never be repaid.”
Ember fell quiet. Her titan shifted as if she were about to say something in response, but then the airship’s engineers emerged from the wreckage with an intact gravity furnace, and Erudicia waved Locke and Ember off to join them.
“That’s the last of the researchers,” Locke observed, then nodded to Ember. “Let’s get ready to obliterate this thing.”
***
Given the state of the airship mimic, it didn’t take long to expose the mimicked furnace, and soon Locke and Ember left the ruined corpse to aid in the remaining cleanup endeavors.
Bexley and Ember stood at the hangar door; Bexley took a moment to gawk lustily at the Lazare furnace as it passed her by, but quickly returned to having each archaeologist talk, or scream, or otherwise do something to prove they weren’t mimics. Truly, it was beginning to look like they’d obliterated all the mimics—the living ones, anyway.
Now Locke, Ember, and Ray helped the NQA Exterminators as they collected savaged mimic parts from the ground and stacked them close to the exposed gravity furnace and airship mimic. They were all fairly certain the furnace was going to put on a spectacular show of destruction, but at the same time, they didn’t want to risk it missing anything.
Soon they had a pile of satisfactory gore nearly the height of a titan, and they all returned to the Blue Heron to take off.
“Make way for the titans!” Locke heard Erudicia order as Titan Chimera and Titan Long Shot stepped up the hangar ramp. For some reason the expedition and mercenaries had all decided to camp out in the hangar, perhaps excited to simply be inside a hangar that wasn’t also inside a mimic. Nonetheless, they all scattered out of the way to allow Chimera and Long Shot to their bays, and when both of them exited, they were greeted with hearty cheers from everyone assembled.
It was then that Alyssa’s voice came over the hangar’s internal speakers.
“Attention everyone, we’ll be lifting off momentarily, so secure yourselves. Engineers—do some math. Figure out how far away we need to be before we blow up that mimic furnace.”
“Already done!” Bexley and the team of engineers from earlier shouted from Bexley’s workspace.
“Already?” Locke said, walking up.
“Of course!” Bexley replied. “Usually it’s an engineer’s job to keep things from exploding. When we get to intentionally explode things, it’s a treat, and we take it very seriously.”
She yelled out what sounded like a bunch of coordinates and measurements to Alyssa, then turned back to what she’d been doing before Alyssa’s request had come in—salivating over the Lazare furnace, where it had been secured to the floor.
Locke walked over to peer at it while they waited for the Blue Heron to take off. He was intimately familiar with the Blue Heron’s furnaces by this point, having helped Bexley with their near-continual maintenance, and he could easily see how different this one was. Where the Blue Heron’s furnaces looked something like throbbing, pipe-bound industrial steampunk hearts half the size of a rig, this one was fully half that size, and while it was still shaped by pipes and gravity catalysts, these had a precise delicacy to them that suggested their measurements were the product of some intense number-crunching—or, the way Bexley had spoken earlier, perhaps just a really brilliant brain. And it wasn’t crafted from that ambiguous Vasori material, either. It looked like it was made from the same material used on Endpoint City ships and titans, which, given what he’d learned about the differences between Vasori and Ender engineering, made it interesting to even him.
And apparently, it was still interesting even to the engineers who’d been long familiar with it.
“Is it not the sexiest thing you’ve ever seen?” one of the Vasori engineers said mooningly to Bexley, as if she was talking about a distant infatuation. Locke could define each of the engineers by the glasses strapped to their heads—they were all bespectacled—and this one wore round lenses that looked exactly as dorky as one would expect from a person who made comments about pieces of magitek being sexy. (She was still pretty cute, though.)
“Hells yes,” Bexley agreed. “As void furnaces go, anyway. Who slept with Lazare to get this thing?”
“No one slept with him,” another of the engineers replied, as if this was somehow the biggest disappointment of her life. She wore a pair of half-moon lenses settled halfway down the bridge of her nose, as if she had a habit of sending flirty looks over them, and had maybe even cut them in half to intensify those glances.
“Though it’s not for lack of trying,” the third engineer moaned. This one wore bright red cat’s eye frames that perfectly echoed the temperature of her moaning. “It’s like he’s determined to be un-beddable.”
The three lady engineers groaned as if this was somehow a crime against all reproductive activities, which made Locke wonder to what … lengths Lazare had employed the mage healers that had restored his body. After all, Locke was fine with his current body, but if given the opportunity to augment his original body, he could think of more than a few … improvements.
“Then how did you get the furnace?” Bexley asked.
“Captain’s got connections with Sevas,” the half-moon engineer replied.
“I think Sevas owes her something,” the cat’s eye engineer added. “A big enough something that he always comes to her first with new inventions.”
“He’s like a weird little goblin that shows up and grants random engineering wishes and then goes back on-float like he was never there to begin with,” said the dorky engineer.
Locke looked to Ember. “What could he possibly owe your mom that much?”
“I think her initial purchase of the crystal hexagon helped his family get started in Endpoint City, back when they first arrived,” Ember replied. “Not to mention her other purchases. She did a lot of business with the Lazares in the past.”
“But isn’t that just business?” Locke asked.
Ember shrugged. “Luciolans are so slow to trust people that, when they decide they do trust someone, they latch on hard. That’s probably one of the reasons he’s on-float now—he likely followed someone he considers an asset.”
“What do you mean by ‘on-float’?” Locke asked.
“He’s the chief engineer on the Indigo Gryphon,” the cat’s eye engineer moaned, “and even his assistant engineer, who’s been working right next to him for three years, has not managed to get his attention.”
“What kind of mage is this guy?” Locke inquired, becoming increasingly curious despite himself.
“Oh, he’s not a mage at all,” the half-moon said. “No magical talent whatsoever, even before the accident.”
“But he’s brilliant,” said the cat’s eye, “and gods damn that makes him hot.”
“Unfortunately, the closest any of us will ever get to him is hugging this furnace,” muttered the dork.
“Well, shall we partake, then?” Bexley said. “I want to see more of this thing’s exciting parts.”
“Oh, yeah—it’s spectacularly designed,” said the half-moon, and the lot of them suddenly descended into complicated engineering babble that Locke could only half-understand, at best.
He decided to leave the engineers to their mechanical (and still more-than-vaguely-lustful-sounding) interests. Ember followed, and they all felt the vague nudge of the Blue Heron lifting off.
***
Of course, with the promise of an impending spectacular explosion, no one was in a hurry to leave the place where it would be best viewed, so the archaeologists and mercenaries spent the time lifting off to position themselves around the hangar opening, all scrambling for the best view—except for Bexley and the engineers, who were still preoccupied with the sexy furnace.
Bexley had taken a short break from the furnace to lower the hangar’s titan ramp down for maximum visibility—the limited view provided by the smaller downward-facing hatch simply would not do for this—and now everyone waited, twittering with excitement and anticipation.
Ember stood near Titan Long Shot, and Locke with her, as she waited for the proper moment to return to her titan, and soon both Ray and Erudicia came to join them.
Locke half-expected Ember to tense up as she had every other time the subject of family had come to approach her, but instead, for once, he saw a distinct relaxation inch its way through her posture. Perhaps it was because Ray’s own posture had since relaxed—or, probably, he’d received a talking to from his mother. Perhaps it was because his mother—Ember’s mother—was standing before her, gloriously and mercifully alive after all their close calls. Or perhaps it was because she was walking toward them with a smug, self-satisfied grin that struck Locke as simultaneously very Vasori and very doing-whatever-the-hell-it-wanted-to. Not unlike the occasional rare grin he saw on Ember’s face. For, as Locke increasingly understood, Ember was very much someone who Did Whatever The Hell She Wanted. And Erudicia was someone who understood that.
She gave Locke a once-over as she approached, and Locke realized this was the first time she’d actually seen him in person, out of his robot.
“Damn, you did do well,” she said to Ember.
Ember just shrugged, as if landing hot, buff void mage guys was just a thing she did as a matter of course.
“And from what Ray has said,” Erudicia continued, “it seems like you two have made up.”
“I wasn’t the one with the problem,” Ember replied, and Locke snorted at the frankness of the response. It wasn’t wrong, exactly, but it was probably more blunt a response than Ray had wanted to hear. He scratched the back of his head as if rubbing a landed smack.
Erudicia leaned casually against the scaffolding by her daughter, as Ray took up the space beside Locke, perhaps to put some more distance between himself and Ember’s verbal barbs.
“He also told me what you gave up to come find me,” Erudicia said. “Your part of the bounty he listed, I mean. Not to mention all the complications you faced along the way. It was certainly a more complex dig than any of us expected it to be.”
“For real. How did your airship get inside that mimic to begin with?” Locke asked. “The ground over the ruin wasn’t even disturbed; it couldn’t have jumped out and eaten it.”
Erudicia sighed. “Right before it happened, we’d discovered an active Precursor artifact. We weren’t sure what its function was at the time, and the mimic attacked before we had a chance to analyze it—but my assumption is that the mimic somehow managed to emulate it, at least partially, after ingesting it.”
“And the function was?”
“Instantaneous transportation.”
“Say what now?” Locke exclaimed. Had the mimic teleported them inside?
Erudicia continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “When the mimic attacked and more followed, I ordered everyone onto the ship for protection until we could figure out how to respond. The plan was to call in some Arcane Index forces to clean out the mimics, but before we could even lift off, we just blinked off the ground and reappeared inside the mimic’s guts. Instantly.”
“Damn,” Locke said, terrified and intrigued, but perhaps not as intrigued as he could have been. After all, given that his very being had been plucked from his old body, carried across universes, and re-inserted into a custom-made, freshly-formed body specially optimized for magic, mech piloting, and vigorous sex, he was already aware of at least some of the batshit crazy things Precursor technology was capable of. So it didn’t surprise him, exactly.
But it did disturb him.
It disturbed him that technology like this was just lying around, hidden and vulnerable to magic enhanced monsters that could copy it, however incompletely. Ray must have had similar thoughts, for he said:
“That’s not out of line with what other Precursor artifacts can do.” He shrugged, as if it was no big deal—but then flinched. “Wait, where’s that artifact now?”
“In the archaeological research community, we call it ‘broke as hells,’” Erudicia replied. “Both the original and the imitation—and most of the other artifacts, for that matter—were shattered in the initial chaos. They’re all inert.”
“Even so, we probably—definitely need to blow that thing up,” Locke conceded.
“Agreed,” Erudicia said, “and I’ll see to it that you receive extra pay for it, considering the extremities of what you’ve defeated today.” She turned her head between Ember and Ray. “What you’ve all defeated.”
“We want the Lazare furnace!” Bexley declared.
“No,” Erudicia declared back instantly.
“I’ll sleep with Ray for it,” Bexley said, as if she was willing to sacrifice.
“No,” Ray responded, as if well aware that she viewed it as a sacrifice, but still couldn’t keep the sudden redness from his face.
“I’m kidding; you’re not my type, anyway,” Bexley teased.
“You have a specific type?” Locke asked.
“Presently, my type is you,” Bexley replied. “I’m just trying to figure out what kind of currency we have to work with. I don’t think any of you appreciate how much I want this furnace.”
“Bexley,” Ember stated, rolling her eyes, “it would take a whole orgy to pay off a furnace like that. Probably more than one.”
“I’ve got stamina,” Bexley retorted.
Meanwhile Ray did his best to melt into the scaffolding behind them as if trying to hide himself from the conversation, and Locke turned toward him as he sank.
“I can go distract her from you if you want,” he smirked, raising a suggestive eyebrow.
If Ray heard the implication, he didn’t acknowledge it. “During a furnace detonation?” he said. “No right-minded engineer is going to allow themselves to be distracted from that by anything.”
“Ah. Very true,” Locke agreed, “and I suppose the explosion is a distraction in itself, for your purposes.”
Ray shrugged and looked away, as if he didn’t want to think about it any more—or perhaps had something else to think about.
For then he took a small, deep breath, as if preparing to say something that needed preparation, and broke his silence.
“On a different topic,” he said, “you do work well with her. With Ember, I mean. And, though I do disagree with how she left, I can’t deny that we owe her our lives. We owe both of you all these lives.” He nodded out toward the bustling hangar. “Which is to say, all of you are welcome in Vasor. At least, to the places where I work.”
“Thanks, man,” Locke replied, and delivered a friendly smack to Ray’s back.
At that moment, Alyssa’s voice came over the hangar’s speakers: “Destination reached. Time to fire.”
Ember leaned up from her spot on the scaffold. “Guess that’s my cue,” she said, and began to climb up to her titan’s hatch. Cheers rose from the gathered crowd as she began to ascend and only grew with her height, reaching a crescendo as she reached the cockpit and sealed herself inside.
“They’re easily entertained, aren’t they?” Locke commented.
“Their only entertainment this month’s been being digested by a mimic and fighting off mini mimics,” Erudicia replied. “Give them a break.”
“Fair enough,” Locke said.
He, Erudicia, and Ray left the front of the scaffolding so it could pull away to free Titan Long Shot. The cheers rose even higher and were joined by rhythmic whoops and hoots as the titan stepped toward the open hangar door, as if it were a giant athlete stepping out onto the field of a highly-anticipated game. The expedition and mercenaries had already left an empty space at the top of the ramp opening for her and continued to cheer as her titan crouched to take position and aim.
Locke and his companions found a space near Titan Long Shot’s stationary foot to watch. He could barely make out the target from this distance—it resembled a distant, vaguely purple-gray lump on the horizon to his eyes—but Ember must have been able to sight on it easily, for soon her shoulder mega-catalyst buzzed and charged. The strange, comforting scent of burning wood and magic filled the hangar, and then a narrow bolt of white-hot energy blasted from her cannon.
It soared.
It landed with a little starburst of a blast.
There was a momentary, gut-wrenching pause. And then the one little starburst blasted into hundreds of little starbursts like fireworks going off inside a fireworks factory. Ragged, undulating waves of purple rippled out from the center of the explosion like supernatural tsunamis blasted through space and time by some weird cross-temporal meteor—and then suddenly everything the waves touched sucked back in on the origin point like it was all being drawn in by vacuum.
Where the waves had been, not a single blade of grass remained. Just a crater of dirt, half a mile deep—and a little glowing purple something, bobbing in the middle of it all, visible even at this distance.
“What is that?” Locke shouted.
Ember must have focused on it from inside Titan Long Shot.
“It’s everything,” she said. “Everything that was in the crater, compacted into a ball.”
She fired her cannon again. Its point of impact exploded, and the purple glow vanished.
“There,” Ember said. “Now it’s all gone.”
A roar rose up from the gathered crowd, as if she’d just scored a pivotal, winning goal.
Chapter Sixteen
Damn, archaeologists could drink.
After the events of the past several days—and the weeks the expedition and mercenaries had suffered—Alyssa decided that a decadent celebratory meal was in order, and so the entire ship was now riotous with the sounds of celebrating, of various sorts. Much of the time immediately after the gravity spectacle had been spent getting the survivors arranged into the Blue Heron’s cabins, and many were making use of the comforts to be found there. Some were merely sleeping, but if the general noise of the ship was any indication, most were partaking in revelries of wholly more enthusiastic sorts.
Or they would be soon, somewhere.
When it was just the four of them, the Blue Heron seemed unnecessarily large, but it was only built to hold a company of twenty. The fifty additional people that had suddenly joined its ranks taxed its space more than was probably safe, and those that hadn’t been assigned rooms—or just wanted the company—now milled around the Mess Hall, partaking of the feast that Alyssa had ordered.
Captain Alyssa herself sat at the table Locke had claimed, joined by Ember, Bexley, Ray, and Erudicia, and, for once, Locke couldn’t help but notice how relaxed Alyssa looked as she picked at her plate. It would have been easy to credit her demeanor to the end of the mission, to the fact that it had been so much more successful than they’d dared to hope. But Locke suspected there was more to it than that.
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this unbothered,” he stated, reaching over to refill her wineglass.
Alyssa started and blinked, as if he’d shocked her from a reverie. “Oh, it’s …” She extended her glass to accept the wine. “Having all these people around,” she started again. “All the activity reminds me of what it was like when my parents ran the Harriers. When there were more people on board. I was just feeling nostalgic, I suppose.”
“If your ship weren’t so small for my crew size, I’d consider hiring you as our temporary home,” Erudicia commented, holding out her own wineglass. “After all, you’ve more than proven yourself on the defensive front.”
Alyssa nodded, but it was a sad nod—regretful that she couldn’t accept the offer, which would have inevitably paid well.
“Perhaps in the future, if circumstances change,” she replied, then sipped her wine again. “What will you do, for that matter, now that your ship’s been obliterated?”
Erudicia leaned back in her chair. “Given the political circumstances, I think it’s highly unlikely that the Vasor Arcane Index will just give me another ship, but there are options. Not all archaeological expeditions have dedicated airships; the smaller ones hire airships as needed and as available, and I actually have one in mind.”
“The Indigo Gryphon?” Ray asked from her side, swirling an only slightly touched glass. His drinking habits must have been as sober as the rest of him.
Erudicia nodded to him. “Unsurprisingly.”
“Why is that unsurprising?” Ember inquired, seated between her mother and Locke.
“Oh, multiple reasons,” Erudicia replied. “First, it’s large enough to support our numbers; next, Captain Belista is a bit unconventional for a Vasori herself; and, not insignificantly, it’s Sevas’ home ship, which means we’ll have his recommendation.”
“Ah. She’d have to be unconventional if she’s employing a non-Vasori,” Locke observed.
“More than that,” Erudicia replied. “She made an effort to hire people from different city-states to her core crew—to make use of the different perspectives and skills they bring. All this to say, she has something of a misfit crew herself, not unlike mine.”
“Well, if you ever need a small ship, consider yourself invited,” Alyssa stated. Locke heard the implied “for a fee,” but he also heard her reason why—because she liked the current bustle of the ship enough that she’d genuinely miss it once it was gone.
Suddenly Locke’s stomach rumbled, and unexpectedly, his head spun with it, if pleasantly so. He must not have eaten enough to fully cushion the wine he’d been drinking all evening, and so he stood to grab a bit of something from the buffet the ship’s cook had laid out.
Truly, it was a decadent spread. Apparently the Blue Heron’s enigmatic cook, Sloan, had anticipated the need for one at their last supply stop—or optimistically hoped for it, or didn’t think it was actually necessary but used it as an excuse to stock up on extra-delicious treats that would satisfy even the palates of snobby Vasori, with the intent to eat them herself in the event that the expedition didn’t survive.
Locke didn’t know enough about Sloan’s motivations or personality to even begin to guess, because her presence was so subtle as to be mostly invisible, and because she was, after all, a panther.
Her lithe, white form slinked through the press of celebrating bodies with a saddle-like harness on her back, some of the pockets containing bottles of exotic alcohols, others containing assorted silverware, and a flat tray-like surface on her back ready to accept emptied plates and bottles.
Her turn about the packed room was greeted with enthusiastic pets from even the still-vaguely-sober archaeologists, and even Erudicia scritched the cat’s head as she passed by to return to the kitchen.
Locke reached the buffet setup as the panther leapt back through the canteen opening that led to the kitchen. The display was mostly composed of easily-grabbable hors d’ouerve-style snacks, but there was an avalanche of it, and it glistened and steamed on the table like it wasn’t even real food, but the lavishly-illustrated food porn that popped up in cooking anime back home, the kind that made Locke want to lick his TV even though he knew it would probably end badly for his tongue.
There were trays of delicately-sliced meats drizzled in succulent-looking sauces—a tender white beef-like thing with brown sauce here, a violet salmon-like thing with gold sauce there, another salmon-like thing over there, this one seared golden-orange with a sharp-smelling white sauce. (There was a lot of fish.) Locke was still learning the names of foods here, and he’d never seen any of these. If Sloan had stocked up before they left Vasor, perhaps they were distinctly Vasori foods.
Next he saw Sloan reemerge from the kitchen to deliver a tray of pinkish oyster-like things with gold-laced shells to his table. He’d seen Ember and Bexley demolish a whole tray of them earlier, though he hadn’t snagged any for himself, and the fact that another tray had been summoned to his table made him curious. Strangely, as Ember lifted the tray from the cat’s back, Locke could swear he saw some sort of knowing look pass between them. He wasn’t sure what the look meant, though, too distracted by the fact that Sloan had looked at Ember with an obvious, very non-animal-like expression, before she hopped back into the canteen opening.
“Okay, is no one going to comment on the cat?” Locke finally exclaimed as he returned to the table with his plate.
“Why would we?” Erudicia replied, taking a refined sip of her wine. “They’re typical on airships.”
“Are they?” Locke asked. He didn’t recall seeing many cats at all in his time here, nor one as part of the expedition group.
Erudicia nodded. “Ours was taken by a mimic, trying to defend us,” she explained sadly.
“Ah, the sphynx,” Ember realized. “That was why some of the mimics had those bald catlike legs.”
“Yes,” Erudicia stated. “It was a very unlucky end, especially for such a capable first mate. “But traditionally, they are regarded as good luck. Even if the luck doesn’t always work out.”
“Is it typical for cats to be cooks?” Locke exclaimed. “Or first mates?”
“Cats can be whatever they want on airships,” Ember said, sliding the tray of oysters toward Locke’s plate. “There’re no real limitations.”
“Do you really not remember cats?” Ray stated, genuinely curious.
“I don’t remember a lot of things,” Locke replied, partaking of the oysters.
“Amnesia,” Ember then explained to her mother. “Some of his memory’s missing.”
“Well, that happens,” Erudicia shrugged, again sipping her wine. “Titan damage can do strange things to people.”
“Of course, but it’s still strange that he wouldn’t remember cats,” Ray replied.
The comment and who it was coming from sent an involuntary shock of unease through Locke’s mind. Though he’d grown to like Ray by now, it would not be good if Ray started asking questions about his amnesia (and enviable magic, for that matter) on a ship full of drunk, horny, curious professional researchers.
“They’re the result of matter mage experiments,” Ray explained for Locke’s benefit. “The cats, I mean. Before it became illegal to augment living beings for non-medical purposes. A long time ago, there was an old matter mage who secluded himself in his research castle, distant from civilization. Eventually he grew old enough to need assistance for daily living, but didn’t want to hire any servants, so he started experimenting on his cats, imbuing them with the ability to do various types of human work. He lived in such an isolated location that no one noticed until he died and all his cats began to make their way out into the world, and by that point they’d reproduced among themselves enough that they’d become a legitimate race.”
“He created an entirely new race from his pets?” Locke exclaimed.
“He had a lot of cats, apparently,” Ray shrugged. “Anyway, it was decided that it was probably best to prevent such types of experiments in the future, and so now matter mages are only allowed to augment living beings for healing or cosmetic purposes.”
“And cats—regular cats—had been regarded as useful on ships before,” Erudicia added, “for mousing and whatnot, but when it was discovered that these cats could also cook and fly airships and maintain paperwork, well, they began to replace regular cats in the air.”
Locke blinked, trying to picture Sloan doing any of those things, and struggled, but then he hadn’t seen Sloan do much other than walk and transport things, which was obviously hardly the limit of her apparent abilities. She must have held more secrets than he could even begin to guess.
“So … Sloan has human intelligence?” Locke asked.
“Of course,” Ember replied.
“Why does she stay so hidden, then?”
“Because she’s shy,” Bexley replied through a mouthful of oyster. “We’ve told you this!”
“Yeah, and it made sense a month ago when I first arrived, but she’s had time to get used to me, and I still haven’t seen much of her. Plus, she can’t be that shy if she’s tending to all these strangers.”
“Maybe she likes you,” Bexley teased.
Locke’s face quirked. “What does that mean?”
Bexley shrugged. “I mean, there are people who get so nervous around people they like that they just avoid them ‘cause it’s easier. Sounds kind of exhausting to me, but it is what it is.”
“Or she could just not care,” Ember countered. “That sort of aloofness isn’t out of character for a cat.”
“How often does she show herself to you all?” Locke asked.
“Not incredibly often,” Ember replied. “Of the original crew members, she seems to be most comfortable around Alyssa.”
“Because I rescued her,” Alyssa chimed. “Well, hired. But in her case I think it was as much rescue as employment.”
“Rescue?” Locke asked. If Sloan had human intelligence despite her cat form, he suspected there was more to this “rescue” than picking her up from the Haven equivalent of an animal shelter, but no one offered elaboration. Did that mean it was too sensitive a subject for the ears of guests, then?
Curious, he thought—then absentmindedly went for another of the oysters—his most recent of many, he realized. He’d been indifferent toward the oysters of his home world, but these had a pleasant lemony saltiness to them that he wasn’t accustomed to, and moreover, something about them made him feel good. Refreshed. Like he could leave this party now and go fight another mimic. He picked another piece of the pink meat out of the gold-lined shell, and saw Ember watching him do it.
Beside Ember, Erudicia turned to Alyssa. “How close are we to Vasor?”
“A half-hour or so out, probably,” Alyssa replied.
“Damn,” Ember muttered before she could stop herself, then raised a hand to her lips, as if trying to shove the word back in.
Locke turned to her and raised a mischievous eyebrow. “Why? You have plans for something that needs more than a half-hour?”
Erudicia suppressed a small breath of a snort at the minor innuendo, but Ember only pinched her face in sudden frustration.
“I just … lost track of time, that’s all,” Ember replied irritably—and though it wasn’t immediately obvious in her facial expression, Locke thought he could read the why in her tense, impatient body language. She’d been enjoying the presence of her mother while she could—after all, they had no way of knowing when they’d meet again—but now that the journey was ending, it was likely she had other people she wanted to … enjoy.
And Locke had no inclination to leave her unsatisfied. For that matter, for no reason in particular, he’d felt a certain … urgency building inside him all evening. Perhaps it was the decadent, festive atmosphere, or perhaps it was the abundance of epicurean hormones surging all over the airship. Something inside him was straining to be let loose, and he had no qualms about letting it loose with Ember. Especially after the stress of the past several days.
He wasn’t the only one who needed relief.
That was when Alyssa stood from her seat and declared, “I should begin docking preparations.”
***
The Blue Heron must have been on some form of autopilot for much of the journey back, Locke reasoned—else Alyssa wouldn’t have been in the Mess Hall—but once the half-hour or so had passed, she began to announce disembarkment instructions over the ship’s comms.
Locke, Ember, and Bexley left the Mess Hall soon after that to help with the general coordination of the process, and now the three of them found themselves in the hangar.
By this point, much of the expedition had disembarked. Given the size of the hangar and crowd, relative to the narrow press of the airship’s usual exit hatch, the hangar ramp was more efficient for letting off large groups of people. NQA Exterminators had also unloaded their rigs to the docking platform for eventual transport elsewhere and were now congregating amidst them, making plans for what to do next.
Captain Alyssa, Erudicia, and Ray were the last to head for the exit, accompanied by the three horny engineers who wheeled the Lazare furnace between them like it was a hot dude and they were glad to be the decorations on his arms. At the sight of it, Bexley promptly squealed and ran to join the furnace’s harem. They welcomed her with equally girlish squeals, as if the sheer lustful energy they all shared apparently—but unsurprisingly—turned them into each other’s new best friends.
Locke stared at the display, bewildered both at the engineers, and what he remembered of the furnace’s inventor. “How has this Lazare guy not made use of that?” he asked.
“Apparently, he’s a man with interests other than ass,” Erudicia replied with a laugh, and thus all of them strode off the Blue Heron.
Chapter Seventeen
The Harriers’ reception in Vasor was considerably friendlier this time around—though, Locke conceded, it could have been because of the crowd of raucously happy archaeologists that were escorting them to the Arcane Index, and the mercenaries surrounding them who just dared the snobbish elder Vasori to make a begrudging remark.
NQA hadn’t even come in their rigs, but as a unit they all looked as tough and recalcitrant as Basilka, with glares that looked like they had no qualms about punching up to break a high-held nose. Locke rather liked the noses that instinctively dipped down in their presence, almost like a preemptive act of self-preservation.
The Arcane Index must have been winding down regular operations for the day, for the courtyard stairs were full of academics leaving or else congregating around the glowing lions for some after-work chatter. Most of the archaeologists in their party stopped there when they reached it, giving animated or tearful hellos to associates who’d thought them lost—and then sharing the story of what exactly had kept them with exhilarated aplomb (now that they’d survived long enough to be exhilarated by it). Locke actually found himself quite surprised by how warmly most were greeted back, given the misfit reputation of the crew, but then figured that Vasori family drama didn’t necessarily guarantee extra-family drama (even though he was fairly sure there were plenty of Montague and Capulet-style rivalries bubbling somewhere here).
By the time the Harriers reached the front lobby, their only companions were Erudicia and Ray, all the mercenaries (still looking very punch-likely), and the three engineers and Bexley, still carting the furnace.
Alyssa and Erudicia led the way to the front desk.
“Ray and I will come with you to negotiate the added bounty,” Erudicia said to Alyssa. “You’ll earn more if you have us behind you.”
“And you’ll earn more if you have us behind you,” Basilka added, pointing a thumb behind her in the general direction of the mercenaries. “You know damn well the Vasor Index will try to cheat you. It’s less likely to do that with the threat of a broken nose hanging in the same room.”
Alyssa looked like she wanted to turn Basilka’s offer down—Locke knew she wasn’t the sort of captain to threaten her way into better pay—but a glance from Ember told her that it might be appropriate in this case. And they did need more money. Hell, after this job, they deserved it.
Alyssa nodded, then turned to Locke and Ember. “We’re off, then. The rest of you stay nearby in case you’re needed for interviews.”
“Will do,” Locke said, and then glanced to Ember beside him.
“Ugh. Interviews,” she groaned. “If those happen, there’s no way we’ll be out of here quickly.” He saw her body tense with the obvious reason for her impatience, and he couldn’t deny that he shared some of that impatience.
Still, as appealing as it would have been to disgust every snobby Vasori onlooker by doing it right here in the middle of the Arcane Index, he decided that would probably not be best for his professional prospects if he ever wanted to take a Vasori bounty again.
Instead he turned to Ember and said, “So, where should we wait?”
“There’s a small café over there,” Ember replied, pointing to the far end of the entry hall.
It looked unexpectedly cozy for a Vasori café—though cozy in a very Vasori way. Matter mages had shaped stylized sculptures of trees out of the floor marking its boundary, so detailed that their leaves tinkled like wind chimes on the currents of air that resulted as doors opened and closed across the lobby. Each tree had at least one branch that opened into a flower over a table, through which spilled artificial but still-warm light, and the outermost trees were connected by a fanciful wrought-iron-like fence that closed the café off from the rest of the hall, like a secret forest nook.
Except it obviously wasn’t all that secret. It bustled with activity loosely equivalent to that of the stairs, if proportioned for its size—and was about to bustle with more, Locke realized, for Bexley and the engineers were carting straight for the café at an ebullient speed.
“What’s got them so eager?” Locke wondered aloud—until he heard the three engineers shout:
“Sevas, we have notes for you!”
“Ah,” Locke commented. “That explains it.” Despite himself, he found his attention inching toward the café, too—if nothing else, curious to get a look at the engineer he’d heard so much about.
“May as well watch the spectacle,” Ember shrugged. She tugged Locke in the direction of the café, and he didn’t resist.
As he and Ember approached, he saw that the engineers and Bexley were wheeling toward a table on the outer edge of the café, taken up by three obvious Indexers, all of them likely in their mid-twenties. One was a slender, sprightly woman in a rose-gold uniform similar to the engineers’, though her expression as she chatted with the second was far more pleasant than her Vasori colors would suggest. The second was a beefy man in a dark gray titan pilot’s magesuit, whose suave hair suggested he devoted lots of effort to wooing ladies, but whose dorky, enthusiastic smile suggested he enjoyed whatever nerd stuff the lady engineer was talking about just as much.
The final man was another engineer, small, pale, and messy-haired in a strange combination of a dapper waistcoat and button-down shirt that then ended in the smudgy, tied-off lower half of a mechanic’s jumpsuit, as if he’d gotten halfway through dressing for a formal occasion and just decided to say fuck it. At the sound of the women’s voices, he looked up from his teacup as if surprised to hear his name shouted with such excitement—and then turned to face the approaching four as if he wasn’t sure he liked it.
Locke found it hard to tell through the man’s dark goggles, which he kept over his eyes even in this casual space, and now that he’d turned, Locke could also see that he kept a single forearm crutch attached to one arm by a strap. The loose material of his lower jumpsuit hid most of the leg on the opposite side of that crutch, but in the places where it touched the leg directly, he could tell that the limb was horribly misshapen, its muscles twisted into a spiral as if it had been pulled from one of Junji Ito’s most nightmarish sketchbooks. That same leg was supported by an armor-like brace, so despite appearances, it must have been basically functional—and the particular combination left Locke without a doubt as to who this man was.
“So that’s the legendary Sevas Lazare,” he mused.
And now that he’d seen the man, Locke could not for the life of him figure out why he had an unclaimed harem lusting after him.
Given how the engineers squealed, Locke had expected an appearance on par with that of his titan mage friend, with only superficial flaws and a winning smile.
This small man looked like he’d taken on all the flaws the other man lacked, and had no smile, much less one for these rowdy people.
“Hey, Lazare, how many orgies is this furnace worth to you?” Bexley shouted, in her typical Bexley manner.
“Gods dammit, Bexley,” Ember muttered. “Read the room.”
“Just establishing a rate of exchange!” Bexley shouted back. “No harm in that.”
Locke half-expected Bexley’s target to explode with embarrassment at the brash statement—he didn’t look like he’d survive a hand job, much less several orgies—but instead, Sevas waved a dismissive hand and used the other to attend his teacup.
“Wait,” he said to no one in particular. “This spice tea is my only pleasure in life right now, and I intend to finish it while it’s hot.”
“Sev, buddy,” his titan mage companion pointed out, “you drink cold, days-old spice tea all the time.”
“Sometimes not even yours,” the lady engineer added, though she didn’t sound like she minded.
Sevas took a slow, deliberate sip from his tea, then after he’d enjoyed it to his satisfaction, continued, “It’s the principle of the thing. I find their noise less important than my tea; therefore, they can wait.”
The engineers did wait, quietly, as if Sevas’ petulance was already a familiar part of their interactions with him, and he finished his tea with another long, indulgent, obviously drawn-out sip. Next he restored the cup to its saucer with a careful, delicate clink, and only then did he face the engineers.
Or, their cart, at least. He stood with the aid of his crutch and hobbled directly to his furnace without meeting any of their eyes.
“Orgies are too much work and not incredibly appealing to me anyway,” he replied as he looked over the machine, picking up the conversation as if it hadn’t stopped. He never looked directly at Bexley as he spoke, only circled his furnace, then after a few complete revolutions, looked up to Erudicia’s engineers for the first time. “There are dents and damages all over this. Did it malfunction? Where’s the rest of the airship?”
“In a mimic,” the dorky engineer replied, then corrected, “Well, it was before we blew it up.”
“A mimic got itself all magicked up in the ruin we were excavating and figured out how to copy machines—including your furnace,” the half-moon explained. “We blew up the copy, though.”
“Spectacularly,” added the cat’s eye. “A catalyzed gravity collapse obliterated the mimic and the whole battlefield.”
Now the engineers had Sevas’ full attention. He even flipped up his shaded lenses to reveal the clear lenses underneath—and curious and bewildered eyes.
“You say a mimic imitated my furnace?”
“A special mimic,” Bexley added. “That was why we decided it was best to blow it up.”
Locke had expected Sevas to be offended at the idea that a mere monster had imitated his design well enough for it to function, and dangerously enough for it to produce a gravity magic cataclysm, but instead he took on an intrigued look.
“That could have some fascinating implications for production, if approached the right way. Carefully.”
“Buddy, I’m not catching mimics and bringing them onto the ship just so you can research them,” the titan mage said. “I don’t draw the line at many things, but I do draw the line at that. Those things are nasty.”
“But if I build a proper holding pen …” Sevas continued distantly, as much to himself as the people around him.
“Sev, if it gets loose, you can’t even run from it,” the mage insisted, this time sounding like a concerned, serious brother.
Sevas did a weird little head wobble that could have been equivalent to a shrug, or could have been irritation that the man had reminded him of that particular limitation, but then he raised a philosophical-looking hand and replied, “‘Knowledge is power, but so is a mage pistol.’” It sounded like the kind of mantra he pulled out regularly, when his brain wasn’t sufficient to solve a problem, but violence would do just fine.
“It’ll take more than a mage pistol to take down the kind of mimic we fought,” Locke volunteered, walking over to formally join the conversation. Granted, he’d never actually seen a mage pistol in action, but given the power of the mimic, he figured it was a fair comparison.
“You underestimate my mage pistols,” Sevas replied, not looking at him.
“They are pretty insane,” the pilot nodded, with a grin that suggested he’d gotten use out of them and loved it, against his better judgment. “I don’t think it’s actually legal for mage pistols to be that powerful, but of all the brain cells he rubs together, none of them are willing to process that.”
“Legality can change,” Sevas shrugged. “It’s often an inhibition to progress, anyway. Not to mention an inconvenience.”
“Oh, so potentially illegal currencies are on the table?” Bexley pressed. “I can swing that, too.”
Now Sevas did look directly at Bexley, and with his shade lenses raised, Locke saw his distinct, suspicious glare.
“Who are you to be so curious about my work?”
“Bexley, chief engineer on the Blue Heron and longtime Lazare enthusiast. I was at the demonstration where you displayed Titan Ricochet Cavalier’s gravity catalysts some years ago.”
Locke saw the titan mage beam as if he had anything to do with it, and Bexley continued. “The power in those jumps was amazing. That was easily tier three mobility I saw, and from such compact catalysts! What kind of crystal structure did you use to get that kind of performance?”
“The patent is currently under review and should be available to the market once the Index approves it,” Sevas replied, with the tone of someone saying, Nice try, but I’m not giving that away for free.
“Oh, no—I didn’t mean it that way,” Bexley replied quickly. “I just mean—an advancement that dramatic is enormously impressive.”
“I assume you want access to the gravity prototype?” Sevas said flatly, as if tiring of her flattery and striking straight to the heart of the matter.
“Damn straight I do, and I operate in multiple positions of currency,” Bexley replied. “And I’m pretty sure some of them are illegal somewhere.”
Again, Sevas didn’t react to Bexley’s solicitations, and for some reason the lady engineer at his table looked both pleased and frustrated with him for it.
“I’m not concerned about currency at this stage; it’s still in final testing,” Sevas continued, still circling the furnace. “I’m only interested in data on its performance. But there is only one of this model at this point. I don’t suppose you are willing to fight for it? I would not be averse to watching a battle royale over my work.”
His voice was relentlessly serious, even dry, such that Locke had a hard time reading his tone—or perhaps that was just a feature of his accent. It was such a subtle accent that Locke couldn’t quite describe it, but it definitely had the sound of a Serious Science Accent. Yet, something about the subtle quirk of the man’s head made him suspect Sevas had intended the comment as a joke.
Nonetheless, Bexley turned away from the cart and shouted:
“Locke! Ember! I need you for a fight!”
“I’m not going to fight a bunch of women,” Locke responded. “It’s ungentlemanly.”
“I’m not going to fight for a furnace,” Ember retorted.
“Ember?” Sevas suddenly repeated. “Ember Q’Van?” When he looked up this time, it was straight at her, and the gaze that came through his lenses was unmistakable. It was as if he’d been talking to everyone else from behind a cautious curtain, but for her, the curtain flung wide open to let the sunlight of her presence in. It wasn’t an expression of love, exactly, but rather one that said “I enjoy you enough to tolerate you.” It was the same look he gave his crewmates.
Either way, Locke understood what Ember meant when she’d spoken of the Luciolan sense of trust and loyalty. Ember was obviously someone Sevas Trusted.
“You are associated with this engineer?” he continued, and indicated Bexley.
“Regrettably,” Ember replied.
Sevas paused for a moment, then asked, “Is this a genuine regret or an ironic regret? I can’t tell.”
“Ironic, I suppose,” Ember shrugged with a smirk. “Bexley’s obnoxious, but I wouldn’t work with her if she wasn’t great at her job.”
“Yes, I thought so. That is characteristic for the good Q’Vans.” Now Sevas’ attention turned to Locke, saw Ember on his arm, and decided that he was worth tolerating, too. Then he looked between Locke, Ember, Bexley, and Erudicia’s engineers, and put some puzzle pieces together. He turned back to Locke. “Were you involved with the mimic that duplicated my machine? You look like someone who can handle mimics.”
“Not the mimics again,” his titan mage friend groaned.
Sevas spun to face him again. “I am not working on the mimics! I am asking questions about the mimics!”
“Sev, you never ask questions about things unless you plan on using the answers.”
“Eh,” Sevas shrugged, as if conceding the point. (For the moment, anyway.) “Fascinating as it is, I suppose mimic research is only tangential to what Captain Belista hired me to do. I can add it to the list of future projects. Besides, it was a wholly unique mimic, yes? Not reliable or common enough to use as a production resource.” He shook his head, as if putting a pin in the idea for later, but then instantly decided that later was too far away, looked back up at Locke, and said, “How unique? This was a mimic at the Gilt Eagle’s Precursor ruin? What enabled it to copy machines? Could it imitate Precursor material as well? If so, that is perhaps even more interesting than—”
At this point, the titan mage lifted the small man in a giant bear hug and physically moved him to the opposite side of the table, away from the furnace and Locke.
“That is the opposite of putting it on the list of future projects,” the pilot said. Once he’d returned Sevas to the floor, he turned back to Locke and Ember and extended a hand. “Orion Havoc, by the way, pilot of Ricochet Cavalier, though I usually go by Rion. Figured I should probably know you since Sev has apparently added you to the list of people he tolerates.” For some reason, the way Rion said it put Locke in mind of a person talking about a finicky cat whose presence was a rare blessing and whose acknowledgement was a rarer one.
He and Ember both shook Rion’s hand and introduced themselves in turn. The assistant engineer moved to introduce herself.
“And I’m Aster Peregrine,” she said, extending her hand as well.
“A pleasure.” Locke returned the handshake, then tried to remember what little he’d learned of these people over the course of this adventure, and asked, “So, what are you three doing here in the first place? The Indigo Gryphon’s an expedition ship, right? Picking up a new expedition?”
Sevas hobbled back around Rion as if being physically lifted and put down in other places like a petulant child was a regular part of their relationship that he’d long gotten used to.
“Ship repairs,” he replied simply.
“He means ‘There’s a big hole in the hangar,’” Rion added, with a tone that implied, Because of Sevas.
“My device did exactly what it was supposed to do,” Sevas shrugged. “It worked as expected.”
“There’s a massive hole in the hangar,” Rion elaborated.
“It worked better than expected,” Sevas amended. “And it’s not a massive hole; Miss Peregrine can barely fit her rig through it.”
“What happened, exactly?” Locke asked.
“There was a thief trying to get at our titan cores,” Sevas answered.
“And?”
The engineer shrugged. “There is no longer a thief.”
Locke supposed he should have been horrified at the ease and unconcern with which Sevas had apparently obliterated a titan core thief … but at the same time, he remembered the lengths to which Bort had gone to try for the Harriers’ titan cores. He sincerely doubted Bort was the only person savage enough to want to kill for something as valuable as a titan core, and wondered if such exaggerated securities weren’t, in fact, necessary deterrents.
“Sounds like you solved the problem,” Locke replied.
Sevas turned to face Aster and Rion. “See? He understands.”
Aster bit her lip as if she agreed with Sevas, but also acknowledged that the result was perhaps a little bit extreme, and Rion pinched the bridge of his nose between two exasperated fingers as if they’d already had this discussion too many times and he wasn’t keen to revisit it.
“Buddy,” Rion said, “you are like a brother to me. But you are also often like a cat who needs to be chased with a squirt bottle.”
“I accept that,” Sevas replied. “I admit I often deserve it.”
Aster laughed, “Sevastyan, sometimes I think a god caused your accident because they feared you’d become too powerful otherwise.”
“Or a force for too much chaos,” Rion added.
“Well, if you figure out which god it was, let me know so I can pray to their rival,” Sevas retorted.
Locke snorted a laugh to that, even though he knew he probably shouldn’t have. The man’s physical struggle was obvious, despite his tenacious personality—but there was also something innately amusing about hearing someone who could barely walk also declare that he would challenge a god.
Moreover, that and all his other qualities combined in such a way that, somehow, made him seem like someone worth knowing. Like he’d be useful to have on one’s side in the event one ever did have to fight a god.
And not only Sevas, but Aster and Rion as well. He still wasn’t sure of the specifics of their relationship, but it was obvious that despite its seeming dysfunction, the three did get along, and probably in ways that benefited each other. They could be useful to keep in touch with, especially if Erudicia’s crew did take up on their ship.
“How do you spell your names?” Locke asked. “I’m sure Bexley and I could put together a report on your furnace and the mimics.”
“Oh, hells yes!” Bexley cheered.
Aster was already prepared and slipped two different calling cards into Locke’s waiting hand—one for her, one for Sevas.
Sevas nodded his approval and added, this time to Ember, “The Lazares still owe the good Q’Vans an immeasurable debt. I will consider your ship for my next furnace, or perhaps some other prototype. Your ship is the Blue Heron, yes?”
Ember started. “How do you know that? I wasn’t even on the Blue Heron last time we met.”
“I keep up with the people who are relevant to me,” he shrugged simply. “My offer for upgrades to your titan still stands, by the way.”
“Thanks,” Ember said. “Perhaps when our paths cross next time.”
Sevas nodded again, then turned his head to Locke. “And who are you, so closely associated with the Q’Vans and with such good taste in security measures?”
“Just Locke,” Locke replied.
Sevas quirked his head like a curious bird. “Where’s the rest of your name?”
“Lost it somewhere.”
“That’s very careless,” Sevas commented. “Even so, if I’m able to use your notes, I will offer my services to your titan as well. For your association with the good Q’Vans.”
“Thanks!” Locke exclaimed. “We’ll definitely send a report your way.”
“You have my appreciation,” Sevas nodded, then flipped his dark glasses back down, as if to close off the rest of the world now that business with people he liked was concluded.
At the same time, Locke heard familiar voices begin to echo through the high-ceilinged lobby, and turned to see Erudicia, Ray, Alyssa, and the mercenaries emerge from one of the back hallways.
“Good to meet you,” Locke said to the trio from the Indigo Gryphon, and waved as he and his own companions turned to leave.
“I’m gonna start on the notes the moment we get back to the Blue Heron,” Bexley insisted.
“I see you have your priorities in order,” Ember stated.
“Luckily, so did the Vasori Index,” Alyssa beamed, then turned to Erudicia. “Thank you for your help with the negotiation. And all of you.” She nodded to Basilka and the mercenaries, who returned her nod as a unit, then made to disperse, their business finished.
“You deserved everything we could negotiate,” Erudicia replied. “All of you—but Ray managed something in particular for Titan Chimera, too.”
“Oh?” Locke said.
“Wait!” Ray exclaimed, then craned his head to see past them. “Is that Sevas?”
“It is absolutely Sevas,” Locke laughed.
“In that case, I may be able to work out something better for Titan Chimera,” Ray said. “Give me a moment. Don’t take off until you hear back from me.” With that, he quickly skirted around them and sped to the table where the three Indexers were still squabbling.
“What’s he talking about?” Locke asked.
“A more efficient setup for your beam saber,” Alyssa replied. “Vasori-made. One that’ll reduce the charge time.”
“Oh, sweet!” Locke exclaimed.
“But if he’s talking to Sevas now, he might have something a little different in mind,” Erudicia commented, also craning her head to see the table. Her eyes flicked as if she was making plans—but then she brought her eyes back to Ember. And then, without preamble, she scooped Ember up in a long, heartfelt hug. Her daughter returned it for just as long.
“I’ve missed you,” Erudicia said, “but I’m proud of where you’ve gone, and I’m proud you came back. We really should meet sooner than the next dig disaster, though.”
Ember laughed, and so did Erudicia, and neither were quick to release their hugs.
They eventually did, though, and Erudicia straightened her roughed-up uniform as best she could and pointed herself toward the café.
“Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have an old friend to see—and perhaps a new ship to secure.”
***
“Hells, that is a lot of money!” Bexley exclaimed as they reconvened in the Blue Heron’s control car, cradling her tetramark coins like casino winnings that she was about to gamble away with prompt and enthusiastic vigor.
The Arcane Index had paid the initial bounty Ray had offered, but when Alyssa and Erudicia (and the mercenaries) had informed the bounty manager of the sheer extremity of what they’d encountered, they’d managed to negotiate additional bounties that not only compensated for what Ember, Locke, and Bexley had given up, but provided enough to restore the Blue Heron to its pre-airship-mimic-damaged state, with a little extra for some other minor improvements.
And soon, thanks to Ember and this mission, it would be slightly better for their purposes. Titan Chimera, too.
They conveniently did not mention that Ray had successfully secured another method of improving Titan Chimera’s beam saber connection, choosing to tuck the granted funding away for later repairs and upgrades. With the Indigo Gryphon stuck in Vasor until the hole in its hangar was fixed, Sevas had the time to spare, and so their captain granted him and Aster permission to make the improvement to Locke’s beam saber. If Locke remembered correctly, one of Sevas’ specialties was using Ender-type materials to yield Vasori-scale results, so in effect, Locke would be getting Vasori efficiency in a form that Bexley could more easily repair once Sevas left her the schematics for his particular design—which was better than what he would have gotten from the Vasori Index.
And all because Ember’s mother had done his family a massive favor in the past, and Sevas continued to pay the favor back. (He wouldn’t have time to act on his proposed upgrades to Long Shot—that project would take longer than they had—but he would at least examine the current state of her catalysts and start planning.)
“That’s not all,” Alyssa said.
“There’s more?” Bexley exclaimed. “Did Lazare send the furnace after all?”
“No,” Alyssa replied. “And don’t annoy him when he comes to work in our hangar. Apparently, he’s a very good connection to have and I’d like to keep it that way.”
“So no boobs,” Ember specified.
“Got it,” Bexley huffed. “No boobs.” She didn’t sound particularly disappointed as she said it, though. If Locke knew anything about Bexley, it was that her affinity for invention was as strong as her affinity for sex, and while Sevas was obviously not interested in the latter, he was still a tremendous resource for the former. Bexley wanted to learn from him while she could, and so she’d do whatever he wanted in order to get access to that brain, even if what he wanted was as unexciting as quiet.
“Anyway, back to my original point,” Alyssa said. “It’s about Locke.”
“Dang,” Bexley muttered, but then corrected, “No, not dang. Locke’s more exciting than that. And probably more exciting than a Lazare furnace, too, now that I think of it.”
“You can’t fuck a Lazare furnace,” Locke stated.
“Yeah, you’re right. You’re definitely better,” Bexley conceded.
“You were saying,” Ember insisted to Alyssa, impatient.
“I was saying,” Alyssa continued, “that, of everyone who contributed to this mission, Locke, your work was most outstanding—and quite frankly, beyond my expectations, given the short amount of time you’ve actually been with us. The clever ways you used the beam saber and your gravity catalysts—I’ve never seen that done before.”
“I do my best,” Locke beamed, only slightly full of himself.
“That said, you’ve definitely proven yourself. I’d like to offer you joint partnership in Harper’s Harriers.”
That gave Locke pause.
He’d only been here, what? A month? And sure, he’d contributed a lot to their missions—but he was still learning. He hadn’t even mastered his gravity catalysts. And yet she wanted to offer him something on this scale?
He couldn’t say anything at first, but then he finally sputtered:
“Joint partnership? It’s your family’s company. Are you serious?”
“I am,” Alyssa said.
“Plus it gives you a reason to stay with us,” Ember stated pragmatically. “You’re less likely to go elsewhere if you have a good offer here.”
“… That too,” Alyssa replied, her face pinching as if she wished Ember hadn’t stated the truth so blatantly.
Locke held his pause, thinking. Joint partnership … That was a big step, definitely more substantial than simply being an itinerant mage on a random airship in a world he’d just fallen into. It was a commitment. It was something that tied him directly to this world, like a root ball transplanted in a new garden, an old tree expected to grow in a new place.
Somehow accepting this felt like it would mean leaving his old world behind forever, and there was something uncomfortable and unnerving about that.
But then he looked around him, at the majestic airship, at the image of his new self reflected in the windows, at the three gorgeous women eagerly awaiting his response, all for different reasons.
He didn’t have to think long.
“Of course, I’ll accept,” he said, and extended his hand to Alyssa.
She took it and shook to seal the deal, then said, “Welcome again to the Harper’s Harriers.”
Chapter Eighteen
Of course, there was some mundane paperwork to fill out afterward, but when he returned to his cabin a half-hour later, it was with an even more solid place on the airship than he’d had before.
It was also to a visitor.
“I let myself in,” Ember said.
“I can see that,” Locke replied.
Presently she was reclined on his bed, still in her piloting magesuit, but with her white half-jacket off so the cleavage of her half-sealed suit top was remarkably clear. Ember was not nearly as constant or insistent as Bexley on such subjects, but when she was, she was equally as unsubtle.
“I ate too many oysters,” she said irritably. “If I’d known we were going to be that long at the Arcane Index, I wouldn’t have eaten as many.”
“We weren’t that long,” Locke replied.
“Yeah, but I was throbbing the whole time,” she said, spreading her legs as if to air out excess heat—which seemed rather useless in that tight, insulated magesuit … but, well, Locke knew how to take a hint.
“Do you mean to say you’d hoped to make use of them earlier?” he said.
“I had hoped,” she replied.
“And I assume you kept pushing them toward me for a reason, too?” Locke quirked a grin.
“Did it work?” Ember asked.
Hell yes, it worked, Locke thought. He came to the realization that he’d eaten too many of those oysters, too, and it was why his own body was about to rattle apart with energy, and why it had taken such tremendous effort to keep his pants the proper shape back at the Index, when everyone was talking of orgies.
Of course, he’d suspected that was the function of those oysters early on, and he hadn’t minded it one bit—but he still hadn’t expected them to be so potent.
“Wait, why use the oysters in the first place?” Locke said with a grin, flopping down beside Ember on his bed. “Did you mean to imply that you thought I’d need an aphrodisiac? That the interest wasn’t there already?”
“The aphrodisiac effect was just a perk,” Ember replied, sitting up. “I was mostly interested in the stamina effect. That particular food doesn’t merely heighten the senses—it lengthens the experience.”
“Ah.”
“And I want you,” Ember said, suddenly crawling on top of him. “Especially now.”
“Why especially?” Locke asked, settling his hands upon her hips.
“I’ve wanted you since you turned down your part of the bounty for my mother,” she said, kissing his forehead. “It was noble. And then you stood up for me with Ray”—she kissed down his nose—“and then there was everything that followed. With the mimics.” She finally landed her lips on his mouth and parted his own lips with her tongue. “All this to say, it was marvelously sexy, and now that the bounty is done, I have a bit of built-up energy to work off.”
“Well, I will gladly assist,” Locke replied, and pulled her hips down to his own, as his mouth pressed back into hers.
He knew Ember well by now. He knew she liked a slow build-up. He knew she liked to be teased, and so he rolled his hips up into hers. Nothing connected, for both were still in their magesuits, but he could already feel the heat of her lust through his suit, and he was certain she could feel the eager hardness growing in his.
He felt her breath inhale sharply as his bulge landed obviously between her legs—but he wouldn’t make use of it just yet.
Locke slipped his arms up from her hips, along the arc of her waist, and finally around to the curves of her breasts—but though they were there, obvious and alluring, he wouldn’t take their bait just yet. He slipped his hands around the shapes as Ember’s tongue explored his mouth, delighted in the way they filled his hands and delighted more as he felt additional shapes become obvious beneath the cloth, as her nipples hardened in unmistakable desire.
He focused his fingers there, rubbing his thumbs along the erect shapes as they hardened further, as Ember’s kisses became more vigorous, as her hips began to grind against his magesuit with greater hunger.
“Gods, Locke, do something!” she finally gasped.
“Oh? You’re getting bored?” Locke grinned mischievously.
“I wouldn’t say bored, but—”
“Beg me,” he said.
“It’s too soon for begging. We’re not even naked yet.”
“Fine,” Locke laughed. “What would you like?”
It wasn’t that he was impatient to get on with it. It was that there was something incredibly sexy about a woman telling him what to do to her body, what she liked for him to do, how she wanted him to use his body for her pleasure.
“I want your hands,” she breathed into his mouth.
And so he obliged.
He traced his fingers down the front of her magesuit, opening it as he went. As he did, the cloth over her chest spread, more and more open until her breasts spilled into complete visibility, full and impatient for him. But he paid them no heed. He continued down, past the indentation of her navel, and further down, to where her heat was greatest.
“Ah!” she breathed, as his fingers passed to her most intimate of places.
“You weren’t lying about throbbing!” Locke exclaimed. He could practically feel her heartbeat through even her outermost folds—even more so as he began to stroke there.
He felt Ember’s legs tense as he sent his fingertips to explore the soft warmth of that place, saw her spine begin to arch as he teased the innermost edges—never entering, always returning to stroke the outside again.
Until she made that face she always did when she was getting genuinely impatient. Then he pressed his finger just inside enough.
She gave another “Ah!” as he prodded and stroked her wet inner lips, teasing the opening to her deepest place, never entering fully.
This was the process with Ember—go slow, as she desired, until she became impatient, then inch a little bit forward, then repeat. Locke couldn’t deny that on his horniest days, it could be a little annoying—like now, when the oysters he’d eaten made his dick want to explode right there—but on the flipside, when she was that warmed up, and when she finally accepted him fully, it was amazing.
And entirely worth the wait.
He teased her opening until she made that face again—and then he shoved two fingers up into her.
“Oh!” she moaned. “Two at once?”
“You seem impatient,” Locke replied, and then hooked the two fingers inside her.
She moaned again as her hips instinctively ground into his fingers, as he straightened and coiled them inside her, over and over—and then used them to pull her whole body forward.
He brought his mouth to meet her nearest oncoming breast, then kissed his way up its arc until his lips finally landed on her pert nipple. He slipped his tongue around her areola, kissed, suckled, all the while continuing to pull and coil his fingers inside her.
“Ah! No!” she cried, even as she pulled his head closer to her breast. “It’s too soon.”
“You’re already about to come from a little fingering?”
“I ate a lot of oysters,” she heaved.
“Well, I have an idea, then,” Locke said, and sat up with her on top of him. He rolled her over onto the bed, onto her back, and opened her magesuit the rest of the way down.
Now she lay before him, legs spread, fully exposed, the wetness of her desire beginning to spill over the edge of her magesuit.
“I know how to slow things down a bit,” he said, and then hooked his arms around her legs and lifted her lower half up.
She cried out in surprise as her hips came up to meet his face, as his mouth landed on the most sensitive spot at the tip of her and kissed, and as his tongue ventured lower, to devour all the lust she’d spilled for him.
A satisfied growl bubbled up from within him as he licked along the outside like a ravenous, starving man, and then settled to something more constant as the tip of his tongue ventured into deeper places. He parted her folds with that muscle, traced it around the sensitive edge of her opening and flicked it tantalizingly in and out.
The muscles of her legs tensed around his head, and he flexed his own arms to keep her in place, then opened his eyes to look at her. God, she was deliciously lewd from this view, with her hips in the air and her stomach arched up and her breasts spilled out either side of her open magesuit, just begging to be touched.
He loosened his arms and did just that.
He slipped his hands down her waist again and snatched for the swell of her breasts. He pinched as hard as he could from that angle, coursing his tongue in and out of her as if it wanted to be something else, and Ember cried out in surprise and impending ecstasy.
“No, Locke! I won’t last!”
“Then let’s let you control the pace,” Locke said huskily, and lowered her hips back to the bed. He opened his magesuit before her, exposing his chest as he took a seat in the large chair by the end of the bed. He finished opening his magesuit there, and as he did, his cock burst out, hard and erect and bright red with the sexual power of an inadvisable amount of aphrodisiac oysters.
“I want you to ride me,” he said. “You can go as fast or slow as you want, but the oysters command me.”
Ember laughed at that—and blushed because admittedly that was partly her fault—but nonetheless slinked up from the bed and came to kneel before him.
She took his cock in hand and slipped her lips over the tip.
“That’s not—riding,” Locke said, though his voice caught with how good it felt.
Ember took him as deeply into her throat as she could go and then came up for air.
“I’ve had you enough by now to know not to go in without a little help,” she said, and then stood and positioned herself over his waist.
She crawled onto the chair and then placed her knees to either side of him, angling her hips for the optimal approach. He could already feel her dripping on his tip.
“Are you sure you’ll need the extra help?” he said, and then shoved a surprise finger up into her. “I don’t think you’ve ever been this wet before.”
“Those were really good oysters,” Ember replied, and then eased down to find out just how good they were.
This was always the most challenging part of any encounter. It was no exaggeration to say that his new body had come equipped with a dick that could be mistaken for a small forearm in the dark, and the tip was even bigger than that.
He flicked his eyes between Ember’s face and that part of her legs as she eased down on him, partly to gauge her pleasure, partly to make sure she wasn’t actually hurting herself—but if her face was any indication, she wasn’t. She bit her lip in ecstasy as she swirled her hips around his tip, as she sent her wetness to drop down the length of him, and as she finally spread her legs wider to press upon him fully.
It took effort, and he kept his eyes between her legs with perpetual amazement as her lips spread further and further with each slow dip of her hips, as they gradually opened wider and wider—until they finally swallowed the whole of his tip in one quick, sudden movement.
Ember sucked in a breath—it wasn’t even a cry, just a gasp of relief that she’d done it, of pleasure at the way his tip filled her opening—and the promise that there was more to come.
Her breath came in slow, deliberate moans as she swirled her hips back and forth, side to side and around, trying to work him even deeper into her. He couldn’t help but release his own groan as she bore down on him, as he felt his tip split her walls, and as they closed so tightly on everything that came beyond.
He could feel every detail of her texture, every throb and gush of her insides, and her movements only amplified the sensations, especially as her chest began to heave with the effort, as sweat began to bead on her skin.
“Need some help?” he asked, but then put his hands on her breasts anyway. That sensation must have provided the last gush of lubrication she needed to finish the job. He suddenly felt her slide down all at once, and he shouted with delight as his tip smashed into the very back of her.
She didn’t give it time to rest there.
She ground her hips against his own, swirling him around her insides and drawing him toward heights of pleasure that currently took every ounce of his own stamina to hold off.
Fuck, she was so tight.
He was reminded of that tightness when she raised herself off the length of his cock, then ground back down, pressing his head to the back of her again and again. He squeezed her breasts harder as if that would help hold him off or distract him, put his face between them as if that would help more, and felt the drag of her flesh as she bounced on top of him, harder and faster.
God, she was riding him so hard, he could feel her breasts bouncing around his head, and he caught one in his mouth and sucked its tip as if holding on for dear life.
He clamped his arms around her back as she rode him, sucking harder, and then biting, and then finally neither of them could take it anymore.
Ember convulsed in his grasp in a spasm of sheer ecstasy, and he felt himself burst inside her. He thrust his own hips into her as she twitched, riding her through to the end of her pleasure and gyrating his cream into her like he wanted none of it to go to waste.
It wouldn’t actually result in the child her family wanted—that night, anyway. Most everyone in this world kept some sort of magic contraception on them at all times—but he couldn’t deny that the thought of filling her with all the potential for that child risked making him hard all over again.
Yet, despite his relief, he still felt more energy inside him.
And from the look on Ember’s face, so did she.
“Those are dangerous oysters,” Locke observed, and brought himself down to her lips to do it all over again.
***
Ember didn’t leave his bed that night. He fell asleep to the sound of her light, unexpectedly cute snores.
Well, technically he fell asleep to the sounds of Sevas cursing in the hangar as he, Aster, and Bexley clanged around in Titan Chimera, and Rion occasionally yelled moral support from below. Sevas had miraculously warmed up to Bexley over the course of the evening, it seemed. Despite initially greeting her with, “I don’t enjoy your presence, but I’ll tolerate it,” Sevas had progressed to genuinely complementing Bexley’s initial work on the saber connection. When he spoke of his suggested changes and reworks, it was in the context of the strong basis she’d provided him, and always matter-of-fact, never arrogant. But then Bexley had molded her interactions to fit his sensibilities, too. Every word that came out of her mouth was, for once, professional and all business, except for the words that occasionally squealed because she was getting to work with Sevas Lazare and he was complementing her work.
Between the four of them, the echo was tremendous, but Locke didn’t particularly mind it. Gradually, as he got used to it, it became an odd, pleasant sort of white noise, and as he listened, he was increasingly of the impression that Sevas’ frequent curses weren’t in anger, as they’d initially sounded, but rather reactions to spontaneous pains that occurred as he worked.
When Aster and Rion asked him if he needed a break—which they did often, in various disguised forms—his usual response was some variation of “This hurts less than sitting still” or “Hurting up here is more pleasant than hurting in bed.”
It was an odd thing to like about a person, but strangely that made Locke like Sevas more—not that he hurt so persistently, but that he fought so fiercely against it, and continued to fight despite being in a condition similar to the one Locke had left home on Earth. That implied he’d been fighting for much of his life, through even worse conditions, based upon what he’d heard about Sevas’ history. The way Rion and Aster spoke to him, Locke suspected Sevas had days when he lost despite his efforts—sometimes long stretches of days—and yet always followed them by diving back into his engineering work, snatching for lost time as if his work was ultimately what kept him alive. All those things together told Locke some important things about him:
That his body might be small and broken, but it held a ferocity far beyond its size.
And in his experience, people with that sort of ferocity were especially good to know.
The last thing he remembered before finally dozing off was Rion shouting to the top of Titan Chimera:
“Sev, don’t overwork yourself or your muscles are going to do that weird thing they did the last time you overworked yourself.”
“That is a problem that vodka can solve,” Sevas replied simply.
“After the project,” Aster specified.
“Yes, after the project,” Sevas agreed. “Vodka and mathematics don’t mix.”
***
Locke thus fell asleep to the sound of Ember snoring and engineers talking of vodka and mathematics.
And, once again, he woke up in the midst of a bizarre stormy open space, with a purple space witch staring down on him.
Except this time, she did not look as sultry and mischievous as before.
This time, she looked worried.
Locke instantly sat up from where he lay. “What is it?” he said. “Did you remember something else? Something bad?”
He recalled the war she’d spoken of the last time they’d met, the one that had likely wiped out both the Precursors and whatever they’d been fighting. It was the only bad part of Peth’s memories that he could recall, and if it had something to do with that …
“Somewhat,” Peth replied, pacing. “Damn, I wish my memories didn’t come back so ambiguously. It’s like someone sent me here or preserved me to help with something, but didn’t give me any of the tools to do it. Not even a mission objective. Or perhaps the preservation process went wrong.”
“You think you were preserved for a mission like that? To—what, fight something?”
“I don’t know,” Peth sighed. “What I do know is that I keep seeing gushes and gushes of shadow dregs, writhing all over everything. And not normal shadow dregs. These are … evolved, somehow. Enhanced.”
“Or mutated, perhaps?” Locke suggested. “Like the mimic we fought?”
“It could be,” Peth nodded. “There was certainly something unnatural-feeling about the dregs. More unnatural than they already are, at least. But that’s not all. For some reason the Crystal Moon factors heavily in the memory, too.”
“Shit,” Locke stated—and the virulence with which he said it startled both him and Peth. She spun to face him with a surprised expression, as if expecting him to have something to offer about her memories.
“You think you know something?” she asked.
“Oh … no,” Locke said. “It’s just that, never in the history of any stories on my home planet has weird stuff happening on the moon ever been good. Where I come from, moon shit is serious shit. And our moon doesn’t even throw monster-infested space chunks down for us to fight. Our moon is boring compared to this one.”
“Thus my worries,” Peth nodded. “Especially given the unique challenges presented by our moon. I fully admit that most of my returning memories have been random and useless, but this one … somehow this one feels significant. Urgent. Like it’s as much prediction as memory.”
She didn’t offer any more information, and Locke dwelled on what she’d said during her silence. What kind of threat could the Crystal Moon present other than shadow dregs? he wondered. And how equipped was Haven to face something bigger and nastier? Sure, they had titans, but in large enough numbers, even regular shadow dregs could overwhelm the most powerful titans.
And again, he and Peth were the only two people to know of this threat—if it even was a threat. But then, what would be the cost if they didn’t treat it like one?
Even so, Locke wasn’t in a position to tell anyone about it. He knew he’d have to tell the crew the truth behind his “amnesia” before he could tell them about this, and it was still too soon for that. Even in a world as fantastical as this one, he knew they’d at least do a double take if he told them he was really yanked from another universe and implanted in a brand new body in this one. He wanted to wait until he had evidence to back up his claims … and that evidence would become obvious when he used his titan mage talents to pull Peth out of Titan Chimera, into a new body of her own.
But he needed to become a more adept mage before he could do that.
For that matter, he needed to become a more adept titan mage before he had any hope of fending off whatever threat Peth was half-remembering. Especially if they were the only two who knew about it.
His path was clear, then.
“I need to level up more,” he said. “Make my talents strong enough to pull you out of Chimera, and make my titan strong enough to fight the moon shit.”
After all, he’d already fought through shadow dregs, magic phantoms, and a flying airship mimic mutated by weird-ass Precursor goo.
By that standard, fighting moon monsters was just the next logical step.
“Sounds like a plan to me,” Peth stated, and finally let him sleep.
Epilogue
His name was Pious Pemberton, and he’d spent his life trying to live up to it.
He’d failed.
But then it was frequently hard to live up to Vasori names, by Vasori standards.
Well, if he couldn’t live up to one of his names, he could at least live up to the other—and so he’d left the Pembertons of Vasor and made his way to Endpoint City, that city of misfits, and its Arcane Index.
That had been years—decades—ago, and now he stood atop the Endpoint City Arcane Index figuratively and quite literally as he sipped his wine from a rooftop balcony. He liked the view from here, where the city sprawled up the mountain to one side, and opened to nothing but horizon and sky on the other. He particularly loved the way the Crystal Moon shone in the sky at this late, lonely hour of the night, like it was a giant celestial eye keeping watch on the little world below.
There were many gods in this world.
Most had been reduced to little more than a generic curse, or a transient name to call upon for specific needs—the god of rain, the goddess of harvests, the god of love, the goddess of birth, of fertility, of lust, of decadence. (They were all separate deities, and they all had orgies, as one might expect of such figures.)
But there were some who were never called upon.
One of those was his master.
And if he couldn’t be a Pemberton, he would devote himself to being Pious.
END OF BOOK 2



Titan Mage Dragon
Book 3
***
Dedication
To my husband, again—
there’s only one thing in the world more supportive than you,
and it’s Bexley’s bra.
***
Chapter One
The ground before Locke roiled with the shape of a monster still forming, and shuddered with the aftershocks of a natural disaster.
The meteor had struck mere hundreds of feet from the mine—far enough to miss it, but close enough to collapse it and trap all the miners inside, or worse. He didn’t know if there was anyone left to save so close to the still-smoking crater. He didn’t even know what kind of monster he was about to face.
In this moment, at his level of skill, Locke was certain of one thing and one thing only:
If he did not make a dramatic entrance with his robot’s arms heroically crossed over its chest, then he was wasting the whole robot.
“You ready, Ember?” he asked.
He turned his head—and thus his titan’s head—to the right, where a sleek blue-and-silver mech crouched, the cannon on its right shoulder aimed down for its inevitable sniping. Locke’s red titan gripped a rafter at the top of the Blue Heron’s hangar, steadying itself as their airship floated around the scene. It was probably unnecessary—titans could self-balance with aplomb—but it looked cool, and over the past several months, he’d grown so used to fighting in this machine that he figured he could safely indulge in a little Rule of Cool.
“Ready when you are,” Ember replied from Titan Long Shot.
“Oh, I’m always ready,” Locke replied—then did exactly what he’d been planning to do.
He let go of the rafter, crossed Titan Chimera’s arms over its broad, shining chest, and then took one step and plummeted down from the Blue Heron’s lowered hangar ramp.
Safe inside the cushioning conductor fluid of his cockpit, he felt invigorated rather than terrified by the sudden punch of gravity lurching through his guts. Oh, it had been terrifying the first time he’d practiced this move, but months upon months of airdrops into monster battles had trained him in what to do. He let himself fall for a bit and then, when he was just close enough to the ground, channeled a burst of magic into the crystalline gravity catalysts implanted in the back of each of his titan’s legs. The catalysts flared with purple light. A similar blast of purple excess magic plumed out of his shoulder louvers and trailed behind him like a sparkling cape. And when he landed, it was with all the composed coolness of a veteran mech pilot who was here for one thing and one thing only:
To kick monster ass like it was just one bullet on today’s badass to-do list.
“Yeah.” Locke smiled privately inside the cockpit.
“What?” came another voice from above—Captain Alyssa, calling from her watch point in the Blue Heron’s control room. “Is the situation down there better than it looks?”
“Nah, it’s as bad as it looks,” Locke replied. “It’s just that I’ve been trying to nail that entrance for months and I finally got it.”
“What tactical advantage does that give you?” Ember asked from Titan Long Shot.
“None. It just looks cool.”
“Not as cool as the—what did you call it? The three-point landing?” chimed Bexley, the Blue Heron’s chief engineer. “Even if it did tax the titan’s joints too much. Still, nine out of ten stars, would smash.”
“Bexley, how would you even smash a landing pose?” Ember spat. Locke could practically hear her rolling her eyes over the radio.
“I’d find a way,” Bexley replied.
“I’m sure you would,” he agreed with a grin.
“I’m still not clear on why those ‘landing poses’ are worth expending effort on,” Ember continued.
At once, every giant robot show Locke had watched back home on Earth flashed through his mind, complete with elaborate transformation sequences and epic theme song fights and especially those moments when the robots made their first great appearances on the field of battle, looking so unbearably kickass that even elaborately-animated missiles seemed to stop in their paths just to admire the sheer power of the mech’s presence.
But he couldn’t explain that to people from a world that had never known television.
“It’s a guy thing,” Locke replied instead. “It’s hard to explain.”
“Oh, like an alpha male ‘Step into the room and command all the attention’ thing?” Ember asked.
Locke was about to object, but then reflected on it and said, “Now that I think about it, that actually makes a lot of sense. You do get it.”
“Men are not incredibly hard to figure out,” Ember stated. “It’s what I like about them. You’re very low-effort.”
“… Thanks, I guess?” Locke replied.
“Hey, men are as low-effort as you make them!” Bexley objected. “I, on the other hand—”
“We know, Bexley,” Ember retorted. “It’s hard to miss the noise.”
“Sorry,” Bexley and Locke replied together, though Bexley’s was in a tone that was decidedly not sorry about all the noise she made when she and Locke were together.
“Not that all this banter isn’t fascinating,” Captain Alyssa interrupted, “but there is a monster on the field.”
“Nothing we can’t handle!” Locke replied. Now he stretched his arms out in preparation for the fight. (His titan stretched with him.) “We know it’s shadow dregs, and I’ve fought plenty of those before. Just gotta figure out the form.”
He finished stretching, then focused on the writhing blob before him.
His first few adventures on the world of Haven had been rocky ones, as he figured out the workings and dangers of his new home and circumstances. But their last big adventure had been pivotal. He’d learned a lot about Haven, its weird magical history, its geopolitics, its cultures, the strengths and limits of its naturally-occurring magic, the sheer complexity of its monsters, and the clever lengths to which he could push his titan—and all that had combined to unlock something inside him.
Six months ago, he’d been Joseph Locke of Grassroots, Kentucky, down on his luck in every possible way.
But thanks to a conveniently-timed acquaintance and some weird magical whatnot, he’d since been reborn as Locke—just Locke—void mage, wielder of all the magical elements, pilot of Titan Chimera, co-owner of the Harper’s Harriers, dangerous-errand-runner-and-occasional-bounty-hunter, and general inamorato of every woman on the Blue Heron.
It was, simply put, fucking awesome!
But even he knew that he’d been coasting until that point, trying to find his footing, and now that he’d found his first foothold, he didn’t intend to let it go.
Monster encounters were regular occurrences here, so his first step had been to brush up on the world’s monstrous fauna. He’d started taking notes on every monster he’d encountered, and filled in the gaps with tips from Ember and a titan mage friend he’d begun to make on another ship.
Orion Havoc (or Rion, as he mercifully preferred to be called) was a distant friend at this point—the Blue Heron and Indigo Gryphon spent so much time in the air that they mostly only spoke by radio, or else when they met at random Arcane Indexes—but he was another part of Locke’s strategy: networking. He knew he was basically powerful and valuable in this setting, but even the greatest people were only as powerful as the allies they kept, and he’d stumbled into some potentially useful ones when they’d returned to the Vasor Arcane Index after rescuing Ember’s mother from a fraught archaeology dig four months ago.
Rion wasn’t even the most useful person he’d met that day, but over the course of their conversations, Locke quickly discovered that, in addition to being a mech pilot, he was also a monster nerd, and had been willing to send some detailed references for Locke to peruse between battles.
Between his own experience and Rion’s monster encyclopedias, Locke had been able to put together a much stronger picture of the kinds of creatures he’d be fighting, and the coalescing monster before him was one of the most prominent.
Shadow dregs were one of the single greatest scourges of the world of Haven. They were not native, but rather fell to the planet in meteors that broke off from the Crystal Moon hanging above in low orbit. No one had been able to explain what they were, except a magic-infused purple-black sludge; all they knew was that, once shadow dregs landed, they sought out things to take over. Living, dead, inanimate—it didn’t matter, and once they took over those things, they would rampage and spread until someone stepped in to obliterate them.
Locke and the Harper’s Harriers made their careers out of being that someone. Meteorfall bounties were always plentiful and urgent, and time being of the essence, they generally paid well enough to be worth the risk. Of all the monsters he’d fought, shadow dregs were the one he was most familiar with.
But they were more complex than they seemed. The type of challenge presented hinged entirely on the person, monster, or type of object they took over, and they had an intelligence that, while limited, could also be incredibly dangerous. Most dregs opted to sink into living beings, to take over their muscles and brains until their eyes burned bloodshot purple-black with eldritch magic. But if the victim was large enough, they’d ignore the musculature entirely to home in on the brain, and with a host on that scale, they could wreak apocalyptic havoc.
There were other varieties, too, but Locke didn’t anticipate those in most instances.
For now, he looked at the wriggling, violet mass before him and cracked his titan’s knuckles, unnecessarily.
“Welp, guess I better light it up before it figures out what it’s doing.”
“I’ll take the leftmost side,” Ember replied. “Keep clear of my shots.”
“Will do!” Locke shouted, and then coiled back as if to initiate a running tackle and clawed his hands together like he was holding a huge, invisible globe.
His back foot landed with an enormous, earth-tearing stomp. The energy catalyst in his left arm glowed blazing orange with charging magic; the same color again spurted out of his shoulder louvers, and slowly, a dot of crackling bright energy began to coalesce between his palms.
This was another move he’d been practicing. When he was still getting used to his energy catalyst, he’d either used it as a flamethrower, ice thrower, or beam weapon. He hadn’t yet figured out how his machine concentrated the very physical concept of ice into a particulate, not-entirely-corporeal beam of light—Haven’s physics were slightly different from Earth’s anyway—but his titan could turn his very will into reality, and so he’d figured other shapes were possible.
Shapes like energy balls. Or spirit bombs. Or—
“Gods, Locke, is the screaming really necessary?” Ember shouted.
“YES,” Locke shouted back, through a scream that sounded like it should span several episodes and suck all the energy from every lifeform across the planet of Haven. “IT’S AN ESSENTIAL PART OF THE PROCESS.”
“I have literally never heard of another mage harnessing the power of screams,” Ember replied, unimpressed.
“MAYBE THAT JUST MEANS I’M INNOVATIVE!” Locke roared back. The energy ball throbbed between his palms, growing larger with each syllable until it threatened to envelop his hands. He raised it above his head and let it throb and grow in size until it spanned the width of his shoulders, glowing ferocious orange and crackling with tendrils of white lightning.
“HYAAAH!” he finally bellowed, and flung the burning energy ball with all his might.
“Impressive,” Ember deadpanned, still unimpressed—
The energy ball collided with the writhing churn of shadow dregs. It blasted along the whole of the spread like an incorporeal meteor making planetfall—and left nothing but a hole of singed earth at the center where it had struck.
“Oh, I take that back,” Ember began. “That is legitimately impressi—shit!”
Before Locke could even see what she was shouting about, a blast of searing white shot from Ember’s own titan and stabbed into the left side of what remained of the puddle.
It didn’t take him long to realize what, though.
For as the wood burning scent of magic wafted past his nostrils, so too did the acrid scent of burning shadow dregs—and the sickening scent of charred human flesh.
The shadow dreg puddle writhed more vigorously now, galvanized to action by a direct threat, and as the purplish goo undulated, Locke now saw that it was more than a puddle of mere sludge; there were things inside it. Human-shaped things. And not moving of their own accord.
“Be on guard!” Alyssa reported from above. “Something’s happening near the mine!”
Locke didn’t need her warning. From his vantage, he could see the broken earth shifting, as if something enormous was moving it from underneath—-or an enormous horde of smaller things.
Suddenly, the ground exploded upward.
Locke felt his stomach lurch as more shadow dregs slithered out of the rocky debris, carrying with them more human bodies, so broken that they looked like vaguely humanoid snakes wriggling across the ground. They all joined with the greater puddle in one sickening glide, and that was when the puddle began to take firmer shape.
“Oh, damn, it’s a clump type!” Locke shouted, and began to blast heat attacks at the shape at a furious pace. Ember joined him at once, adding Long Shot’s powerful ranged arsenal to the mix. This kind of attack wouldn’t stop it, but the more they could whittle it down before it finished forming, the better.
Clump-type shadow dregs were one of the most uncommon and least fun types to fight. Rather than controlling their victims like zombies, these took their victims’ bodies and lashed them together with their own nasty sludge, forming a single creature that looked made up of magical purplish tar and corpses.
“Corpse dreg,” Locke specified, intensifying his blasts as the creature grew, as a huge arm splashed out of the shape to claw the ground, then another arm, then a leg, and another leg.
The creature had grown to one story tall by the time its first arm emerged, two by the time its second arm sprouted. A great cloud of acrid smoke rose from the fury of their titans’ attacks, partially obscuring the creature. But even behind that oily screen, Locke could see the creature rising even higher. The silhouette of a weirdly humanoid head formed atop its still-wriggling shoulders, twice as high as his titan.
And then a fierce gust of wind blew the smoke aside, revealing the creature in its full, terrible horror. Much of the shadow dreg sludge had retreated inward, either into their victims’ remains or behind them, yielding a monster that resembled hundreds of grimy, bloodied human bodies broken and cobbled together into the desired tall, stocky shape, connected loosely by thick, sticky strands of dark purple goop.
“Corpse giant,” Locke corrected.
He could tell from the shapes of those bodies that, if any miners had survived the initial meteor impact, they definitely hadn’t survived what followed.
There was no one left to save.
They could only prevent further damage.
As if hearing the resolve in its challenger’s brain, the corpse giant leaned toward him and roared—a horrible, wet-sounding noise that sent the bodies along the edge of its mouth flapping.
“Your call, Locke!” Ember shouted. “You’re the one who’s been reading the monster books!”
“Gotcha!” Locke shouted back, right as the monster lunged for him.
He fired his gravity catalysts to bound out of the way and succeeded, though not as quickly as he would have liked. His gravity catalysts were still tier one, and while his skill with them had increased dramatically, a giant robot was still a giant robot, and moved with the weight and inertia of one. The corpse giant’s hand crashed upon his spot with a sickening, meaty squish mere seconds after he’d left it, and when he landed, it was with a rough slide that gouged inches-deep grooves into the earth.
But it wasn’t a huge disadvantage. For though his titan was big, the corpse giant was bigger—and slower to match. Its corpulent form swung with unwieldy girth as it came for him, the corpses making it up jiggling disgustingly as it moved. He fired a few energy bolts at it while it managed its awkward weight—it was too committed to the lunge to escape them—and then he leapt away again, careful to stay out of its range.
“Blast it with all the heat you’ve got,” Locke commanded as he whirred his energy catalyst to a hotter setting. “Preferably starting at its extremities. Right now, it’s sluggish and easy to hit. It’s going to figure out that disadvantage eventually, and we need it to be as small as possible when it does.”
“Got it!” Ember replied, just as Locke’s titan notified him that his catalyst was at its hottest setting.
At once, the two of them splashed a hail of white-hot bolts at the corpse giant, from above and in front. Another sickening cloud of acrid, gut-wrenching smoke billowed up from the shape, but they continued firing, knowing that every second they didn’t was an opportunity they’d lose, an advantage they’d waste.
And soon, as Locke predicted, their advantage began to wane. The impacts of their blasts took on a different sound—the sound of bolts hitting earth, not flesh and slime—and the lower section of the smoke began to stir with motion.
“Phase two!” Locke shouted, and fired his gravity catalysts for a direct jump upward.
Seconds before he left the ground, a horde of broken-bodied miners swarmed out of the clearing smoke, stumbling awkwardly on their grotesque, broken legs, some abandoning those legs entirely to slither like snakes.
Ember kept firing heat bolts into the more solid areas of the smoke cloud—she wasn’t in any personal danger from the dregs—but Locke punched his gravity catalysts again to keep himself in the air, however briefly. His catalysts weren’t anywhere near upgraded enough to allow for true flight, but they could allow him the quick hover he needed to switch his energy catalyst to ice magic—and as he fell back to the ground, he sprayed the whole swathe of them with a blast so white-cold it froze them solid.
He skidded to another heavy stop and took a quick glance at the site to gauge how many he’d incapacitated. Twenty, by a quick guess, and if he was to compare the size of that swathe to the size of the original corpse giant, he’d guess that the whole thing had been made up of a hundred fifty to two hundred miners.
Locke couldn’t help but feel a twinge of grief in his chest as he realized that. So much life … so many people snuffed out so effortlessly, and for no reason other than that shadow dregs craved destruction.
This was why he had to obliterate them. To prevent them from taking more life in such a meaningless fashion.
“Twenty frozen; we’ll smash ‘em later,” he radioed up to Ember. “Keep firing on the big sha—damn!”
As he spoke, another wave of twenty rushed out of the smoke and swarmed over the first. He thrust back and froze them, too—“Forty down!” he reported—and it was then that he saw the corpse giant change tactics again.
The shadow inside the dissipating smoke began to undulate and shift—no, separate into three distinct shadows, shorter and more obscured by the smoke.
“Alyssa! Bring the Blue Heron down a bit!” Locke radioed up. “Angle the propellers to disperse the smoke.”
“On it!” Alyssa replied, and through the cameras of Titan Chimera’s visual sensors, Locke saw the Blue Heron begin to descend.
His vision was interrupted, though, when something deep purple and horrifyingly red splattered against his helmet.
“Shit!” he cursed. He knew what it was and flung it off, just in time to hear the Blue Heron’s propellors close, and see the smoke clear to reveal three smaller corpse giants. These were the size of titans, and dead miners dangled from each of their hands, ready to be thrown.
“Shield!” Locke shouted. The shout wasn’t necessary, but it came out anyway in the heat of the moment. As it always did, his titan interpreted his will, and in doing so channeled his magic into his final catalyst. The matter catalyst embedded in his right arm darkened, and at the same time, summoned a gush of pseudo-liquid swiftmetal from the tank embedded within the armor plates of Titan Chimera’s back. The silvery metal shot out of the opening beneath his wrist and spun into a wireframe forming the shape of a story-tall tower shield. Unlike his gravity catalysts, his matter catalyst had been upgraded all the way to tier five, which meant that in the few seconds it took the bodies to leave the corpse giants’ hands and reach him, the swiftmetal flash-filled the entire wireframe. The corpses splattered off the shield’s silvered surface, and he spun to freeze them, too.
But the corpse giants must have known how ineffective a tactic that would be.
“Locke! Watch out!” Ember shouted, just as she fired a white-hot bolt into the head of one of the three giants. The three monsters lunged directly for him—even the now-headless one—much faster than the original counterpart and ravenous with aimless bloodlust.
Locke cursed as he whirled around and smacked his shield into the first one. They’d likely intended the corpses as a distraction, and they’d succeeded. The first giant flew a good twenty feet from the front of his shield, and he spun and knocked the second one away. The third came for him, too, but he was ready for it, and dodged aside with enough time to yell,
“Hammer!”
His matter catalyst activated again—but this time with a warning that his swiftmetal tank was nearly depleted. Still, it spun up whatever it could—a war hammer that was closer in length to a mech-sized mallet than his usual sledgehammer. It was better than nothing, and he smashed the third giant away as it came for him again.
Just as yet another red warning blared in his consciousness.
Helmet breach, he interpreted. Shadow dregs detected.
They must’ve been riding on that first corpse.
“Damn it! Purge!”
The titan interpreted his will again, and a plume of smoke spurted out of his helmet as a blast of heat energy incinerated any shadow dregs that had broken into that area.
“Careful, Locke!” Bexley radioed from above. “You’ve only got about two purges in each area before the artificial muscles begin to take damage. Don’t let the dregs touch you.”
“Trying!” Locke fired another heat blast and dodged as the three giants came for him again—and nearly lost his balance. The tower shield felt necessary for such sizable opponents, but he wasn’t used to jumping around with it attached to his arm, and it threw off his center of gravity. But he couldn’t risk losing it, not with corpse giants coming at him from all angles, trying to get at the tasty titan-piloting morsel that he was.
“Locke, get them to separate!” Ember commanded from Long Shot. “I can’t shoot with you in the way.”
“Trying that, too!”
The next of the three came for him, and he saw his chance.
“Present for you!” he shouted, and then slammed his shield into the nearest giant as hard as he could. This time, the giant flew a good fifty feet, and Ember saw her chance.
She fired a barrage of ice shots along its path as it tumbled heavily across the ground, gradually freezing every part that she could. Part of a leg fell off, wholly frozen, then the rest of the leg, then an arm, and so on, until nothing remained of the giant but a confused scramble of loose animated corpses. She froze those, too.
“One down!” she shouted.
“Have another!” Locke shouted back.
Now he smashed the second away, and she repeated the process, leaving him with the final giant.
The shield wasn’t worth its weight anymore. He drew both it and his mallet back into his titan and queued an order to spit it back out as one of his favorite new weapons. His energy catalyst and matter catalyst charged at the same time, and the complicated machinery connecting them—the result of another useful alliance—channeled a surge of ice magic into his swiftmetal tank. When the swiftmetal had charged with the ice magic, Locke spun it back out as a white glowing saber.
Before the monster could even land its blow, he slashed his beam saber straight through its neck. Its grotesque head flew off, the obvious blue-white of frostbite creeping over the monstrosity as it did. By the time it landed, it had frozen solid.
Locke repeated the strategy with each of the monster’s attacks, hacking off a little more here, a little more there, freezing it to irrecoverable chunks in a flurry of chilled gore that would make a horror movie slasher weep with admiration.
What remained of the living monster tried to reform, growing faster each time in attempts to land a still-living tendril of shadow dreg on his titan, and failing.
Now the creature was down to the size of a man, yet gruesomely composed of incongruous pieces from many men. It lunged for him in a last-ditch effort at contamination, as fast and spry as it would ever be—but still not fast enough.
Locke straight up punched it out of the air, then blasted it point blank with his coldest ice beam yet.
The corpse giant—now just corpse—fell to the ground and shattered, as dead as every other monster his titan had ever faced, and the last to move on this battlefield.
Chapter Two
They still burned the rest of the corpses. Locke knew—from research, more so than experience—that ice would only incapacitate and damage shadow dregs, never destroy them entirely. They had to be obliterated down to their cells for that, and heat beams and spirit bombs were perfect for such jobs, so once he’d verified that the field was clear, the Blue Heron landed, and Ember disembarked to help him with the sad, necessary work.
Though the tier five energy mega-catalyst on her shoulder was her preferred weapon, she also had a tier one energy catalyst in each arm, which she used now to speed the cleanup along.
“It’s getting dark,” she said as they finished, mostly for lack of anything else to say. The sunset had long since settled into twilight, but the implications of everything they’d just burned weighed as heavily on them as the burgeoning dark. It was a heavy silence that needed filling.
“You head on back,” Locke said. “I’ll do a final sweep to put out all the fires and make sure we got everything.”
Ember didn’t object, and soon all of them were back on the Blue Heron and setting off for Endpoint City.
Locke waited until the Blue Heron was safely coasting to leave his titan, then flushed the conductor fluid out of his cockpit, loosened the watertight neck ring that kept it from splashing into his face, and finally opened Titan Chimera’s chest hatch.
Bexley was waiting for him as he disembarked.
She looked every part the ship’s engineer, clad in a greasy, work-grimed set of leather coveralls and, if the airy … openness of the top was any indication, probably nothing else.
Definitely nothing else, he realized as she bent over to grab her clipboard from the scaffold in front of the titan’s hatch. But then that was typical of Bexley. With her short, blonde hair and general tolerance for workshop grime, she was easily the most tomboyish of the three women on the airship, but in the areas where she wasn’t tomboyish … man, was she not.
“Gods, did you see how much void essence you got from that fight?” she exclaimed. She must have checked the external gauges while he was waiting to reach coasting height. “We’re not quite there yet, but another job or two and you’ll be ready for upgrades again.”
“Nice!” Locke replied, both from the news, and because Bexley had volunteered to towel off his magesuit without his asking.
Magesuits weren’t necessary to pilot titans—in fact, some said they piloted better in the nude—but Locke didn’t like the way the gel-like conductor fluid felt against his skin, and so always opted for the skintight black bodysuit. Bexley had once told him it was made of a material that improved the pilot’s connection to the reflex link, and thus to the titan, but from the way her fingers caressed his body through the towel, and the way they lingered on certain parts of him, Locke was pretty sure the advantage for her was that it was 1) skintight, and 2) on a man.
Not that he minded one bit.
“Hot in here today?” he asked, partaking of the fertile view.
“It’s always hot in my hangar,” Bexley replied, her towel—and hand—lingering a little longer than was necessary on the most masculine part of his anatomy.
“Yeah, but not usually this hot,” he stated.
“My vest broke,” Bexley explained, pressing closer as if it wasn’t already obvious. “The zipper popped right off while I was working during the battle—and some of the cloth right around it just disintegrated!”
“Well, to be fair, I don’t think that vest was designed to take the amount of strain you put on it,” Locke said. “Honestly, I’m surprised it lasted this long.”
“You can’t deny it was damn sexy, though,” Bexley replied, dropping the towel to reduce the layers between her hand and his increasingly eager anatomy.
“It was,” Locke nodded. “We should hold a funeral for it. Give it a proper send-off. With a pyre and everything.”
“Pfft,” Bexley raspberried. “You’re a void mage. We can do better than a lame little pyre. Shoot one of your screaming balls at it.”
Locke paused. “‘Screaming balls’?”
“These things.” Bexley withdrew to imitate his energy ball stance. “They’re way better than fire.”
“Please don’t ever call them ‘screaming balls’ again—say ‘energy balls,’” Locke suggested, before Bexley could come up with an even more uncomfortable term.
“Fine, ‘energy balls,’” Bexley replied—and then returned to her original position against Locke’s body. “Though, since you noticed the diminished amount of clothing …” She twirled a finger against his chest. “We could make use of it.”
“We could,” Locke replied. “Later tonight? Alyssa and I still need to talk after-mission business, but after that—”
He trailed off suggestively, and Bexley kissed his lips in confirmation.
At the same time, Locke heard Titan Long Shot’s hatch hiss open.
“Get a room, Bexley!” Ember shouted across the hangar.
“That’s the plan!” Bexley replied, and disconnected from Locke before she continued: “So what are you thinking in terms of upgrades?” She flipped through the pages on her clipboard, which were cluttered with rough hand-scrawled notes, except for one page, which looked like a dutifully sketched schematic of his titan. “Even if we don’t quite have the essentials yet, I can still get a jump on the plans.”
“I was actually thinking about adding a whole new catalyst,” Locke replied, and patted Titan Chimera’s open hatch in satisfaction. “The energy catalysts are already pretty kickass at tier three, and the Matter Five catalysts are about as strong as I need them to be for most of our bounties. I mean, I fully vaporized part of the corpse giant.”
“Yeah, you probably don’t need to make a habit of vaporizing things,” Bexley agreed.
Locke nodded. “The Gravity One catalysts could do with some upgrading, I suppose, but honestly I feel like I’ve reached a pretty good familiarity with those, too. So that leaves—”
“A time catalyst!” Bexley’s eyes lit up as she said it. “I mean, assuming you want to explore the full range of your void mage powers.”
“You assume correctly,” Locke smiled. “I’ve been eager to try it out since our fight with Bort. There were some points during that battle where I didn’t think we’d beat his time magic.”
Bort had been the first truly challenging opponent Locke had faced after he’d come to Haven. His titan, Deathly Rhythm, was outfitted with a single tier five time catalyst, but with its ability to affect the speed of anything it touched, it was still a formidable threat. Locke had spent part of that battle moving in agonizingly slow motion, and had been figuring out how to both thwart and utilize that power ever since. The one true limitation of time magic was that it required physical contact with whatever it was meant to affect, but Locke didn’t mind a little melee combat now and then. Chimera was configured as a close-in brawler, after all.
“So will you be taking the catalyst out of Deathly Rhythm, then?” Locke asked.
“Oh, nah. You’ll get a wholly new one.” Bexley made a note on her clipboard schematic, then gestured toward the mech in the adjacent bay. “Deathly Rhythm’s just about ready for a test run; it’s only got one catalyst, so taking that one out’ll make it little more than a fancy punching machine. It can punch like hells, but that wouldn’t be a good use of its capabilities.”
Locke followed the line of Bexley’s gesture as she spoke, and couldn’t help but smile at how much the sight at the end of that gesture had improved in recent months.
Six months ago, Titan Deathly Rhythm had been a stomped-up pile of giant robot scrap, the result of their battle with Bort (and perhaps a bit of vindictive after-battle stomping, courtesy of Locke and Ember). They’d taken the titan as a “spoil of war,” and Bexley had spent the past half-year and a chunk of their engineering budget restoring it to a better glory than it had even had before.
Its earlier design, in retrospect, made Locke wonder how Bort ever thought he could hide his duplicitous intentions in that thing—it was fully black with green accents, two of the most stereotypically evil colors in all of fantasy.
The version that now towered beside Titan Chimera was far more elegant. Deathly Rhythm hadn’t been inelegant before—in fact, the intricate designs worked into its plates had made it look something like a giant robot designed by Tolkien’s elves, and Locke was almost disappointed that he’d damaged them beyond repair—but the sharp details that said “evil mercenary lord” had been smoothed to gentler, more noble lines, and subtler colors. At Bexley’s suggestion, Locke had used his matter magic to reverse the color scheme entirely, making emerald green the dominant color, with delicate black and silver accents, and a few regal curves here and there to make it look slightly more badass.
Its present form put him in mind of a sexy elfin forest guardian, albeit one that would save the forest by punching things and wreaking havoc on their perception of time.
“And Sloan’s still going to pilot it?” Locke asked, uncertainly.
“If Alyssa can convince her.” Bexley shrugged, but didn’t say any more, about Sloan or that situation.
Locke had long since given up on trying to solve the mystery of Sloan. The other women spoke of the enigmatic figure like she was another crew member—which she was, technically. He’d heard talk of her, and saw her every now and then on the ship, but only in quick glimpses, as if she preferred to remain hidden.
It was just that … she was also a cat. Specifically, she was a big white cat, panther-like in shape except for her tufty caracal-like ears, that despite her size, crept around the Blue Heron like a feline ghost, and who mostly prepared their meals and then slinked off into seclusion when she was done. Locke couldn’t complain; she was a spectacular cook, even for a cat. Scratch that, especially for a cat. But the fact remained that she was a cat. Locke couldn’t figure out how she managed to cook, much less how she’d pilot a titan, and whenever he asked, he got responses that sounded like they were leaving out some tiny detail—though not intentionally.
He’d learned a few months ago that intelligent ship cats were apparently as common on Haven as pet cats back on earth, and no one ever had to explain what a pet was; people just knew. He suspected the missing detail was something like that—something that was intuitive to anyone native to Haven. But it didn’t affect his daily life in any significant way, so he’d decided to let the answer come to him in the natural course of things.
“If Sloan’s still shy just being around you,” Bexley continued, her tone skeptical. “I’m not sure how she’ll handle the idea of piloting a titan alongside you. She has the aptitude, though, so she’s definitely capable.”
“So cats can use magic here …” Locke stated, more as an observation than a question. That wasn’t entirely surprising, knowing what he knew about cats in this world (and heck, even the mysterious nature of cats back home), but it was still an interesting thing to learn.
“Well, Sloan can,” Bexley said. “But she’s kind of a special case.”
“How so?” Locke asked.
“That’s for her to tell you when she’s ready.”
“Oh. So she can talk?”
“When she wants to.”
Locke noted that Bexley didn’t meet his eyes when she said so, as if she didn’t want to talk about it further, or perhaps didn’t feel it was her place to talk about it. Now that Locke thought of it, when most of the crew spoke of Sloan’s reticence, it was with the same hesitation people spoke of companions with dark, sad secrets. Secrets they would only speak of when … well, when they were good and ready.
For now, he decided to change the subject.
“What’s my catalyst going to look like, then?” Locke asked.
Bexley perked up instantly, glad to be back in familiar territory. “Tier one in the right shoulder slot, I think,” she said, pointing to indicate the spot on his titan. “That’ll allow you to combo it with your matter catalyst and swiftmetal to extend your touch range beyond your hand. It’ll be a pretty quick and inexpensive build, too—just one gallon of void condensate and some swiftmetal to structure it.”
“Is that a standard build or a Lazare build?” Locke inquired.
“Ugh, standard,” Bexley groaned. “I bought Sevas’ catalyst schematics the moment they hit the market, and they’re genius, but they’re also way beyond my skill. Standard catalysts involve a single crystal core, but his call for more than that, and they all have to be coalesced just so before they’ll work properly. If the math is off even a little bit, then the whole thing’s useless. I’ve been practicing ever since I bought the plans and still haven’t gotten all the fiddly bits right. Still, once I do, it’ll increase your upgrade efficiency by a bonkers amount. You’ll have to upgrade the catalyst from tier zero, but it won’t take nearly as many materials to max it out.”
“I’m sure you’ll manage it one day,” Locke replied. “And heck, you’re in a perfect position to get advice from the man himself.”
“I know.” Bexley giggled like a schoolgirl tittering over her favorite celebrity.
Locke chuckled at the sound.
Sevas Lazare was a legendary name among engineers on Haven, and it had been a weird string of coincidences that had brought him into Locke’s circle of acquaintances in the first place. His matter-and-energy catalyst connection was an enviable Lazare upgrade, and the only reason Locke managed to get a Lazare upgrade in his mech was because Ember’s family was close to Sevas’ family; Sevas perceived himself as owing them a debt; he extended his generosity to friends of Ember and her mother; and Locke had captured Sevas’ interest with a report on an exotic mimic he’d fought. It was complicated—Sevas was complicated—but the result was that Locke had managed to not only get an expensive upgrade for free, but a new engineering resource to add to his network and, by connection, Bexley’s.
“Your present plans sound solid, though,” Locke replied. “And it won’t even require that much condensate.”
“Not that void condensate’s ever an issue, given how many monsters you kill on a regular basis,” Bexley chimed.
Locke laughed at that, too.
Void condensate was a more concentrated, liquid form of the gaseous void essence—the name Havenites assigned to what was essentially magic, which floated as freely and pervasively through this world as air. Titans absorbed it as a matter of course when their mages defeated monsters—they always expelled bursts of void essence when they died—and the machines then refined the gaseous material into condensate, which was then used for any variety of magical applications. In Locke’s case, it was used mainly to upgrade his titan’s catalysts, artificial musculature, and other components. Some simpler mage devices used it for functions as basic as fuel, but there was far more complexity to it than such a mundane use implied.
There was a hard mathematical logic to this magic. Mages on Haven could only use their magic in the proximity of void essence or condensate, and even then they couldn’t simply wave their hands like showoffish wizards to perform their wonders. They required catalysts to wield their powers—and catalysts and other items required such predictable amounts of condensate to accomplish specific goals that Locke had started thinking of the magic like an RPG system. X more skill points—er, gallons of void condensate—and he’d be able to level up this or that catalyst.
“Well, I’ll leave you to your work, then,” Locke said, patting the titan again. “See you later tonight?”
“You know it!” Bexley responded, and began scribbling on her clipboard as Locke left.
***
He passed Ember on the way up, heading to the communal washroom with a tiny, completely unashamed towel wrapped around her athletic body, her long red hair swinging freely rather than in its customary ponytail.
Before he’d arrived, Locke was pretty sure the women on this ship were comfortable enough with each other to use said communal washroom together, but he was also pretty sure they hadn’t paraded mostly naked around the ship on their way to that washroom.
Ember’s intention became obvious when she invited him in behind her—the two of them made regular, great use of the showers—but for once he turned her down, prioritizing his official duties first.
Besides, knowing what he knew about this crew, it wasn’t like he wasn’t going to get another chance.
And though he was one of Harper’s Harriers’ perpetually-endangered titan mages, he was also—as of their last big mission—co-owner and co-captain of the company, and it was a position he took seriously. After each bounty, he liked to meet with Captain Alyssa Harper—the single inheritor of her family’s business—to review the damage incurred, earnings, and how those two would interact on the Heron’s forever-fraught financial sheets.
Alyssa was not a bad captain—far from it—but she’d inherited a company that was failing, and though the kind of work they did paid well, it also devoured a lot in maintenance and repair fees.
Locke trailed his hand along the wall’s elaborate wainscoting as he made his way to Alyssa’s usual haunt in the control room. The Blue Heron had the kind of personal decorative flourishes that reminded him of a family home, and as Locke understood it, Alyssa had grown up on this ship. Moreover, it was a large ship, meant for at least twenty or so people, rather than a mere four—well, five including Sloan—and he’d long wondered what had happened to derail the Harriers’ fortunes so thoroughly.
Early on, it wasn’t the sort of thing he was comfortable asking about—it seemed too personal—but now, after six months on the ship, four of them spent as co-owner, he wondered if perhaps it was time.
He turned a corner and saw the artificial light of the control room blaze from the end of the dim hallway, bright against the outside nighttime. Inside, her figure nestled cozily in the warm glow of the lights, he saw Captain Alyssa fiddling with some buttons and levers on the console in the pattern he recognized as an impending autopilot setting.
“Clear night?” he asked as he stepped inside. Alyssa didn’t like to use autopilot when there was any chance of rough weather.
“Not a cloud in the sky,” she replied, and then turned to greet him. “What’s the damage from this bounty?”
Captain Alyssa regarded him with a face that was all business, but given their relationship “off the clock,” it had become increasingly hard for Locke to view her as only business. She didn’t dress as conspicuously as Ember or Bexley did—Ember always in her skintight magesuit (or a towel), Bexley in as little as she could manage without getting injured on the job—but the cut of her tight leather pants, pert waistcoat, and smart captain’s long coat left no secret as to the sexiness within those clothes. It was equal to the brain beneath that tricorn hat and gorgeous cascade of brunette hair, and all of those things combined was what he loved about Alyssa.
Locke told her the damage Titan Chimera’s reflex link had reported and how that would translate for their budget. Ember had no damage, having stayed on the ship, and so her titan only required the maintenance due—sometimes overdue—in the schedule.
“That’s a pleasant surprise.” Alyssa sighed, resting an elbow atop her high-backed captain’s chair. “It’ll still eat a chunk of our earnings, but at least it’s a smaller percentage this time. We’re getting to keep more and more as you get used to your titan.”
“I’m pleased to be of service,” Locke replied.
“I’m sure you are.” Alyssa smiled with a raised eyebrow, then brought her lips to his like Bexley had.
Locke pressed his lips back into hers, savoring the taste of her. Alyssa was the one he could truly savor. Ember was eager, but quick; Bexley didn’t make love so much as fuck; Alyssa, though, liked to take her time in all things. And though he didn’t necessarily have a favorite among the three, he had to admit that he enjoyed the simple, elegant beauty of Alyssa’s long hair and regal carriage.
Plus there was just something really hot about making out with an airship captain.
They parted some minutes later, and Locke paused to take in the control room view, as he usually did. He’d thought he’d have gotten used to it by now, but he never had. He’d flown in planes back home, certainly, but there was something entirely different about looking through a mundane window seat, versus at the enormous vista that spread out before him now.
The control room was mostly window to allow a wide view of the immediate area, and through it, Locke saw a sight unlike any he could ever see on Earth. The glowing orb of the Crystal Moon hung just above the night horizon, huge in its proximity to the planet. Its pale, otherworldly light was just bright enough to illuminate the boldest details of everything below, which included so many shining crystalline shards of Precursor detritus that the landscape seemed to sparkle even at his dark hour.
The Precursors, Locke had learned, were a lost, hyper-advanced civilization that had fallen a thousand years ago—so long ago that no one on Haven actually knew anything about their society, just their technology. And what technology it was! The Precursors were not only a spacefaring society, if the ruins were any indication, but a society comfortable enough in space to build massive, stable structures there. Aside from the Crystal Moon and distant stars, the other obvious feature in the night sky was what the Havenites called the Steel Ring, which bisected the sky at all hours like a shining, silver slash. It looked thin from this distance, but to even be visible from that far away, it had to be enormous. No one knew what it was for, either. Despite having giant mechs and airships, Haven didn’t have space or even low-orbit travel, and so it was just one of this world’s many ancient mysteries.
Still, though Precursor society was gone, its remnants and technology were still central to many elements of Haven existence. There were so many ancient ruins—usually in the form of what seemed like magical crashed spaceships—that it was easy to make a career as an archaeologist here (which was why he was glad to have Ember’s archaeologist mother and brother in his network, too). These archaeologists were constantly unearthing strange artifacts, or at the very least, exotic raw materials that could be utilized in magitek. The most significant of these artifacts—to Locke, anyway—were the titan cores themselves, which were central to titan operation and also allowed them to be upgraded. The Havenites had not yet figured out how to reproduce them, though, and so every titan in operation relied on technology from a dead civilization that no one fully understood.
It was slightly terrifying, when he thought about it—especially since titan mages routinely suffered “battle amnesia” enough that people easily bought “amnesia” as his excuse for not remembering—well, knowing—even basic things about Haven.
“Ah. There’s more money,” Alyssa observed, and pointed to a bright streak in the distant sky, originating from the Crystal Moon.
“And more right behind it!” Locke added, indicating a second trailing after it. “The first’ll probably land somewhere around … Azurcrux, maybe? If I have the trajectory right.”
“That sounds right to me.” Alyssa smiled. “You’re getting a good handle on the city-states.”
Locke smiled back, proud of himself, then continued: “And the second’ll probably be … You think it’s close enough to be an Endpoint City meteorfall?”
“Possibly. Either way, we’ll know when we get there tomorrow.”
“We’ve been getting a lot of meteorfall jobs lately. Far more than usual.”
“I don’t mind it.” Alyssa shrugged. “It’s just more opportunities to kill dregs and get paid.”
“It still strikes me as strange, though. We’ve never had so many at once before.”
“You haven’t,” Alyssa said, not unkindly. “Meteorfall seasons come and go. I’m sure you experienced them before you lost your memory. Still, this one does seem particularly heavy. I wonder what’s causing it.”
Locke looked back up at the moon, as if that would somehow give him more of an answer. It didn’t, but he did notice something strange about it. There was always a shadow on the moon, so constant that he often didn’t notice it, but now that he looked at it tonight, he saw that it looked … different. Like its edges extended a little further over its smooth topology than it usually did. He tried to think back to the first time he’d seen the Crystal Moon for comparison … but in retrospect, he’d been so bewildered at his new circumstances at the time that remembering moon shadows had been the least of his concerns, so he wasn’t sure he could trust that memory. Even so, he just couldn’t help but feel weird about it.
“Do you think it has something to do with that shadow?” he asked.
Alyssa paused to observe it. “Why would it? It’s just an absence of light. I can’t see how it would cause rocks to break off.”
“Fair point,” Locke said, and shrugged. It was a very casual suggestion, after all, and if Alyssa wasn’t suspicious of the shadow, then he saw no reason to be so either. And as she’d said, his memory of Haven only extended back six months. It was entirely possible that the shadow on the moon changed predictably as the year went on, and this was normal for this season.
“It makes for a beautiful view either way,” Alyssa commented. “It’s never gotten old, even though I’ve seen it since I was a kid.”
Just then, at the mere mention of her childhood, Locke saw his chance.
“Alyssa,” he said tentatively, stepping closer to her. “There’s something I’ve been wanting to ask.”
“Sure,” Alyssa said casually.
“It’s a bit personal.”
Alyssa paused at the concern in his tone and turned to face him. “Yes?”
“I was wondering what happened to Harper’s Harriers. To put it in such a financial state,” he said delicately. “And to make it so small. The company’s obviously seen better days.”
“Oh.” Alyssa sighed, as if in relief. “That’s not too personal. You’re a partner in the company now, after all. It’s only fair that you know.”
Her relief surprised him—though perhaps it shouldn’t have. He knew, without a doubt, that one of the reasons she’d offered him co-ownership of the Harriers was to give him incentive to stay with them. Void mages were rare, and the versatility granted by their access to all types of magic made them extremely valuable, and when Rion had told him how much the Index paid titan void mages, his mind boggled at the vast difference between that and his early earnings with the Harriers. Granted, Alyssa had made no secret of the fact that they weren’t capable of paying him what he was worth, but until that moment, he hadn’t realized what he was worth, and he distinctly remembered the anxious horror on Alyssa’s face when he’d brought it up.
He’d had no real intention of leaving the Harriers by that point—and truly, given the situation he’d been reborn into, with three hot fantasy girls trying to jump his dick within a day of arriving—he’d never intended to leave. But he could see the persistent anxiety in Alyssa’s eyes even now, the fear that he’d reconsider his circumstances and change his mind, thus taking her most powerful titan mage and his magnificent dick with him.
They’d had amazing sex every time she had one of those looks—anxiety was Alyssa’s most predictable turn-on—but it seemed that she still hadn’t quite internalized the reality that he was staying.
“I just didn’t want to be invasive,” Locke said, settling closer to her, for whatever confidence and comfort that would provide. “I know this was your family’s ship.”
“It still is,” Alyssa replied. “Just of a different sort.” Her eyes then went a little darker, and serious. “A year and a half ago … one of our jobs went bad. We were hired to clear a bandit hideout. We did that sort of thing frequently, so we were prepared, but … then the dragon showed up.”
“The dragon?” Locke exclaimed, and noticed the flurry of blinks that came to her normally-focused eyes, like she was trying to hold something back. Or push through it.
Alyssa took a steadying breath and then continued:
“Sorry. It’s … it’s hard. Sometimes. Anyway, turns out the bandits worked for this dragon, stealing items to add to its hoard in exchange for its protection and part of the profits. The dragon viewed an attack on its bandits as an attack on its hoard and …” Alyssa sighed again, this time heavier. “It killed over half of us, including my parents.”
“Oh my god,” Locke exclaimed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t—”
“No, it’s fine,” Alyssa said, and now Locke noted the tears in her eyes, pooling but never falling, as if she was keeping them on the ridge of her eyelids through sheer force of will. “People like us don’t die peaceful deaths in bed. We all knew those kinds of ends were possible, and were ready for it each time we ran a mission like that. Granted, we didn’t expect the dragon, but … it is a dramatic way to die, isn’t it? Being taken out by a dragon of all things.” She laughed at the words, as if desperately delighted to find some positive spin on the story, and the tears did fall that time.
“How did you escape?” Locke asked. He instinctively felt around for the kerchief he’d started carrying, but remembered he was still in his magesuit, which didn’t have the pocket his waistcoats did.
Alyssa thumbed the tears away and recomposed herself.
“I made the decision to retreat and flee. After all, with my parents dead, the Captainship fell to me, and I wasn’t about to let the rest of my company die on my first watch.”
“The dragon didn’t give chase?”
“It blew some parting fire at the ship, but luckily it was one of the reasonable dragons. Once it figured out we weren’t coming back, it retreated to its lair.
“Reasonable?” Locke said. “It killed your family over some stuff.”
“Stuff has incredible value to dragons,” Alyssa stated. “They’re collectors. Even when their collections don’t make sense to humans, they still defend them savagely. If we’d known the bandits were affiliated with a dragon, we wouldn’t have touched them.” Alyssa leaned her head against Locke’s shoulder, as if she needed the support, then continued for his benefit: “Dragons have intelligence on par with ours. But some of them have animal savagery, too, so in that respect, we were lucky. If we’d faced a truly savage dragon, none of us would have survived.”
Locke wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer. He wanted to ask more about how dragons worked in this world—he’d known they existed, but he only ever heard about them in contrast to the comparatively smaller drakes. This didn’t seem like the appropriate circumstance, though, so instead he asked:
“What happened to the others, then? If half the company survived?”
Alyssa leaned cozily into his shoulder. “Most of the ones who survived were of retirement age, or else wanted to leave for their own reasons. Some, I think, just didn’t want to serve under a young, grieving captain or help a new crew get off the ground at their age.
“But my parents had trained me to take over the Harriers from day one, and fortunately the dragon didn’t damage the ship all that much, so I figured I’d do what I’d been trained to do. I met Bexley, Ember, and Sloan soon after, and now here we are.”
Locke didn’t know what to say after that. He’d known people who died tragically—in car accidents and the like—but nothing on the level of being massacred by a dragon. He wasn’t even sure he could comprehend a loss like that. It wasn’t like it was equivalent to, say, losing a relative to a bear attack. It was a dragon.
Instead he just held Alyssa as her family’s airship coasted toward the horizon, and watched the moon draw ever closer.
“Thank you for telling me,” he eventually said.
“I’d been meaning to, anyway. Just never found the right moment,” Alyssa replied, and nestled even further into him. “All this to say, I don’t ever plan to take a dragon job.”
Chapter Three
After a conversation like that, Locke had half-expected Alyssa to send him some well-placed … signals. The captain’s inclinations toward sex were more primal than Ember or Bexley’s—which was to say, she was most in the mood when existential threats or otherwise compelled her biology to engage in species-preserving activity.
Talk of one’s dead family, though, turned out to not be a turn on, and tonight’s battle had gone so well that she saw him off with her “curl up in bed with a good adventure romance” face.
Which was fine by him, because, after all, he and Bexley had already made plans.
They hadn’t defined those plans well in terms of where, though—which, for Bexley, could be literally anywhere on the ship—so Locke just headed back to his cabin, where he could usually be found at this hour.
He arrived to the sight of a covered metal tray waiting by his door, similar to trays that would convey hotel room service meals back home. Except this food, he knew, was prepared by an inexplicable white panther.
He crouched to pick up his tray. As he did, he heard a light shuffle and glanced up to see a pair of gold eyes peeking around the corner. Locke opened his mouth to respond, but the moment the eyes met his, they flashed away on the near-silent sound of hurried paw pads.
Well. As the crew had repeatedly told him, Sloan was shy.
Still, she seemed to be getting less shy as time went on. When he’d first arrived, he’d only see her in the kitchen at mealtimes, but slowly, she’d begun to leave these little trays at his door, or in the hangar, or in the control room when he was navigating with Alyssa. Normally Sloan fed them in the airship’s small mess hall, but it wasn’t uncommon for her to present trays like this whenever ship operations finished outside the usual dinner hour, as they had today.
And they always contained little treats that, in retrospect, he’d specifically mentioned liking, Locke reflected as he opened the hatch that led to his cabin.
The chamber beyond the hatch was simple, with a bed secured in place directly across from the door, a wardrobe in the opposite corner by the foot of the bed, and a desk, chair, and little minifridge—at least, the magical Haven equivalent of one—immediately to his left as he entered.
As he sat his tray on the desk, it occurred to him that this gift-leaving behavior was very cat-like. Back when he was a kid, his family had kept a longhaired white cat named Moppy, and though Moppy wasn’t supposed to be outside, every time she did escape, she’d proudly return with some dead animal and plant it right on the front porch where it was most visible—and easy to step on.
Sloan, at least, did not leave freshly dead things.
Her dead things always came in the form of perfectly seasoned gourmet dishes, plated with the utmost attention to aesthetic presentation, and in cases like this, just for him.
Normally the treats were small, but tonight the tray was heavier, and when he lifted the shining cover off the tray, his nose was met with a wave of succulent smells that nearly made his salivary glands gush all over the plate.
An entire duck rested there—at least, his translation magic had interpreted it as duck when he’d once asked about it—its skin roasted to crisp perfection and shining with what must have been some kind of orange and ginger glaze, if the sweet, tart aroma was any indication. Next to that was a citrusy-smelling rice pilaf dotted with what his magic had translated as “lushrooms.” They were distinct from regular mushrooms (which also existed in this world) in that they were heartier and more flavorful, such that they could be a meal in themselves. They, too, had started appearing more often in the ship’s meals after he’d taken multiple helpings one evening. That savory flavor was finally balanced by the final side on the platter, a dish of mashed sweet potato shaped into an artful swirl and topped with candied orange peel.
Locke had considered switching out of his magesuit into something more comfortable, but with that smell in his nose and his mouth watering, he decided that could wait.
He eased his chair out from under his desk on its track—secured to the floor so it wouldn’t go flying in the event of turbulence—and began to dig in. He went for a wing first—the least exciting part, compared to what he knew was coming—and bit into the negligible chunk of meat that had followed it off.
And then he froze.
God, the flavor of even that little piece was so overwhelming it was like having an orgasm in his taste buds, and each subsequent bite along the bones of the wing brought new aftershocks to the waves of pleasure. He ripped the second wing off and devoured it without even thinking … but then realized he’d probably been given utensils for a reason and decided to eat the rest of the meal like something other than a heathen. This would slow him down enough so that he could actually savor the taste, and in turn, would free his mind to move on to other things.
First, his ritual nightly study.
His eyes ventured to the map tacked above the desk, an inexpensive paper thing he’d picked up at one of the Arcane Index supply shops. In this world, the Arcane Index was equal parts magic school, research hub, and adventuring guild, and each location had a shop that was equivalent to a college-bookstore-meets-outdoor-goods-supply, which sold everything from magecraft texts to magitek repair manuals to mage pistols to heavy-duty tents and other adventuring gear.
If he was to be a partner in Harper’s Harriers, he needed to know the world he’d be adventuring on, and so he spent a portion of each night memorizing this map. He’d picked up an atlas, too, for when he had more detailed questions about specific locations, but the comparatively simpler world map was still useful in its own way—and even in ways his crewmates were unaware of.
First of all, it showed him how small this “world” really was. He’d been thinking of Haven in terms of a planet—and until he learned otherwise, would continue to think of it that way—but both the atlas and so-called “world map” only featured a single continent. This implied that there was only one continent on this entire planet, or else that the people of this continent hadn’t ventured past its shores for some reason.
Though, given the way civilization was spread across the continent, that reason could simply be that they had no pressing need to cross oceans for the usual ocean-crossing reasons of scarce resources and land. Compared to that of the world he was from, its population was astonishingly small, such that it didn’t even have what he understood as countries. Most major concentrations of people were instead settled in large city-states, with great expanses of land between each of them, probably encouraged by the ease of air travel—though there were occasional spots with roads that suggested they should have led to cities, but led to emptiness, or else led to spots classified “<Ghost City.>” All of those were too far away to be incredibly relevant to him, though, so he focused on the places that were.
Now he tore off one of the duck’s legs and turned his attention to the specific layout of the world map. Endpoint City rested on the far left side of the map, positioned at the end of a long gash labeled “Crash Canyon,” with little notes he’d added indicating what kind of monsters he’d fought in the vicinity. The city was more or less the Harper’s Harriers’ mission hub, so his greatest concentration of notes was in the empty space surrounding it. As far as he knew, it was one of the biggest, most economically successful city-states in all of Haven, largely owing to the variety of cultures and talent that congregated there. The city-states all had such individually-defined histories that each had its own “national” culture, but Endpoint City’s was such a melting pot of different peoples that Locke couldn’t even identify what its original culture might have been.
Further south was the floating city of Vasor, with the second greatest number of notes; it was the closest city-state, so when Endpoint City bounties hit dry spells, they usually went there to drum up work. It was usually a last resort, though. The Vasori were an enormously accomplished people, especially in magitek—which was what enabled them to build a floating city in the first place—but they were also enormous snobs who valued their own personal circles above all others, even Vasori ones, and looked down on Enders as a result of past wars and other . . . unpleasantness. Still, the bounties were decent enough to be worth it, even if they did have to fight to actually get their fair pay there.
The other names on the map didn’t have much relevance to him yet since he hadn’t been to most, but he’d made a note of Azurcrux, a day and a half’s flight northwest of Endpoint City, mostly because Bexley had once commented on the quality of the food and shopping there—which made sense, given its location at the convergence of several major rivers. Another interesting spot was a large swath encouragingly named the Skullwood, a dark forested slash that stretched from beneath Vasor territory all the way to the other side of the continent, and the closest territory that contained a settlement marked <Ghost City.> He somehow doubted these Ghost Cities were literally cities of ghosts (though admittedly one could never be certain on a world like Haven), but still made a mental note to research the spot further, given its proximity to Vasor.
There was only one other location on the map that he recognized by name, but it was something of an exception in that, despite being city-state sized, the map didn’t grant it city-state status. Luciola was a region far to the east of anything else on the map, separated from the rest of the continent by a ragged mountain range. According to Ember’s archaeologist brother, Ray, it had once been a functioning city-state, but was leveled by an accident in the early history of magecraft and never quite recovered. In the centuries since, it had descended into constant civil war between rival groups of mage lords and had become such an unstable place that it lost its city-state designation. Lacking anything to offer the other city-states in terms of trade, on top of its general isolation, it gradually became forgotten by the populace at large. In fact, the main reason Locke kept it in mind was because Sevas originated from there, even if he only spoke of it in grumbles, when he spoke of it at all.
Still, Locke thought it was worth keeping in mind, if only because it was the one truly dysfunctional region he’d heard about. All the others he’d encountered thus far generally seemed to have it together, despite their (sometimes considerable) flaws. He wondered if that was typical of Haven, or if the other unfamiliar states held dark secrets he was unaware of.
He reviewed a few of the city states and names that had eluded his memory, and once he’d studied those to his satisfaction, moved on to his main curiosity for the night:
Dragons.
He never hoped he’d have to fight one, given how easily one had obliterated Alyssa’s family and most of their titan-equipped company, but he thought it wise to brush up on them, just in case they encountered one.
There were no “Here there be dragons”-style markings on the map, which struck him as interesting, given how obviously dangerous they could be, and he wondered what that implied about them.
Well, he had a way to find out.
He opened the desk drawer that he’d designated for books—on an airship, turbulence could make chaos out of a conventional bookshelf—and removed one of his most frequent reads from the top of the stack.
The attention he’d paid The Encyclopedia of Monsters, Essential Edition was obvious in its worn edges and cover. He’d bought a cheap paperback version several months ago, back when he was still trying to figure out the actual worth of Haven tetramarks and how far they could stretch, but he’d referred to it so often in the course of their bounties that its spine was already beginning to break. Now that he knew he could easily afford it, he hoped to upgrade to the hardback multivolume edition of the encyclopedia, but for now, the present version would do.
While pondering the map, he’d obliterated the duck and sweet potato, and now he flipped the book open with a brittle-sounding crack and started on the last of the pilaf. He chewed as he flipped to “D” for “dragon.” He’d been so preoccupied studying the monsters of more immediate importance in recent months that he hadn’t yet perused the entry on dragons, but expected it to be a sizable one, given that dragons were … well, dragons.
So it was much to his surprise that he only found a short entry, which ultimately pointed him elsewhere:
Dragons are commonly mistaken for monsters, thus their inclusion here, the book read. However, though dragons are capable of tremendous levels of destruction, their intelligence is on the same level as that of humans (Some argue a level beyond humans). As such, they are considered wholly separate entities, and records of all known dragons are collected in The Encyclopedia of Dragonkind (130th Edition as of this printing).
Still, for the convenience of our readers, we include this basic entry here:
Though there is some variety to the physical appearance of dragons—Locke noted that the pictured dragon was furry and feathered, rather than scaly as he’d expected—they are all similar in that they have a basically reptilian biology, wings (sometimes vestigial), and walk on four ambipedal legs (though they often switch to two legs at their leisure). Their personalities vary, but all maintain some type of hoard. Treasure, gems, and Precursor crystal are common—dragons are attracted to shiny objects—but some have been known to collect such incorporeal things as knowledge or stories, or even eccentric items, as in the case of one who hoarded fountain pens and inks.
As a whole, dragons exist on a lengthier time scale than humans—some are rumored (though not proven) to be older than modern Haven—and spend much of our perceived time hibernating. (In fact, a dragon may hibernate for an entire human lifetime or longer.) When dragons are awake, most do not interact with human society in a negative manner. Depending on what they hoard, some can even be boons to the economies of their local city-states; however, if a dragon becomes a threat to human life or civilization, it is generally addressed, either through dissuasion by other dragons or, in worst-case scenarios, slaying. Slaying is the least desirable solution, though, partly because of the tremendous resources required to slay a dragon, and equally because of the intrinsic connection dragons have to Haven itself.
“Huh!” Locke murmured. The entry didn’t specify what kind of connection that was—it must have been intuitive to native Havenite knowledge—and so he made a mental note to inquire about it later.
The entry continued, mostly listing significant dragons in Haven’s history and what they hoarded, but nothing that was of immediate interest to him. As he read, though, one particular detail began to prod at the back of his mind, and though he mostly read the entry out of curiosity, he realized he had discovered some things of immediate interest.
Namely, the sheer longevity of dragons—specifically that some might have predated modern Haven—and that some hoarded knowledge.
He had a use for deep-reaching knowledge of Haven history.
Heck, all of Haven did. Entire career fields existed solely to unlock the secrets of Precursor technology—and what happened to the fallen Precursor society to begin with.
But there was more to it than that for him, and it had to do with why he was here to begin with.
Of course, it was entirely possible that someone on Haven had already asked the knowledge dragon or its counterparts for their secrets and been denied … but if those dragons hoarded knowledge, he had a special advantage. He had expansive knowledge of a whole other universe—or at least one planet in it—and for someone who collected knowledge as obsessively as a dragon …
What he knew might prove irresistible.
As he pondered the thought, he brought his spoon down for more pilaf—and felt a little pang of loss as he realized he’d devoured all of it.
Still, it had been delicious, and sat in his belly with just the right weight to leave him still-capable of … after-dinner activity. Given that the hour was approaching Bexley’s usual visitation time—well, one of them—he decided to prepare himself for said after-dinner activity.
So he set the dinner tray outside his door and then made for the wardrobe secured in the back corner of his cabin.
His selection of clothing had improved quite a bit in the past several months, too. He still kept the roguish ensemble he’d cobbled together in his first days here—rough as it was, he still cut a fine figure in it—but once he’d signed on as a partner in Harper’s Harriers, he figured he should buy some pieces that actually made him look like he co-owned a company.
When he’d mentioned that, the crew had leapt at the news and took him on a day-long shopping trip that resulted in an entire wardrobe of clothes that, yes, made him look more professional, but also—and perhaps just as importantly—lit up the ladies’ eyes in a way that suggested he was going to get even more … after-dinner activity. He distinctly remembered each woman’s reaction to the clothes she’d picked out for him, which in turn provided some interesting insight into the kind of men each of them had been into before he’d showed up.
That day, in turn, had also given him a lot of insight into how basic needs like clothing were satisfied in this setting. He’d been wholly unsurprised when Alyssa led him to a tailor and he left in less than an hour with a bespoke suit and long coat tailored directly onto his body by a matter mage.
What had surprised him were the department stores.
What had surprised him more were the enormous t-shirt sections.
A mass-produced t-shirt was the last type of clothing he’d expected to see in a world where everything looked more or less artisan-crafted, but the mere existence of matter mages had apparently rocketed them straight past the inconvenient scarcities of pre-industrial society and right into the production benefits of an industrial revolution. The speed at which talented matter mages could disassemble and reassemble different types of fiber and other material had in turn led to the creation of Haven’s equivalent of synthetic fabrics, too—so Ember had explained when he started asking all sorts of weird amnesia questions. (It sounded like the kind of fact she might have picked up from her brother, Ray, who was unsurprisingly quite the history buff.)
In retrospect, he realized he probably should have figured that out when they’d gone to Steamridge and he’d seen modern Earth-style swimsuits in their boutiques, but in his defense, he’d had other things on his mind that week (namely, that Steamridge was a hot springs town, and he was in that hot springs town with three beautiful women).
Regardless, he’d stocked up on t-shirts, and when Bexley made it obvious that she liked a man in a good, tight t-shirt, he’d stocked up even more.
And given that he was expecting Bexley this evening, he decided to lean into her preference.
Back home, he’d liked to sleep in a thoroughly unsexy pair of sweatpants and a loose-fitting tee, but here, his regular sleeping ensemble had defaulted to a white t-shirt so tight he could identify every single one of his muscle groups in it, and a loose pair of black boxers, which he never gave much thought to because they never stayed on long anyway. He slipped the clothes on, then grabbed his book and stretched out on his bedcovers to continue reading up on monsters as he waited for Bexley.
Soon he heard a quiet clatter outside his door, and expected it to be Bexley until he heard the additional clatter of a tray being taken away.
He settled back onto his bed to continue reading, only to be greeted a few minutes later by another quiet clatter—and the sound of something pawing at his door.
It was not a Bexley-like noise—not even human—and yet the door soon swung inward, pushed so on the nose of a white, lithe panther with another tray balanced on its back.
“Oh! Hello,” Locke said.
This was new. Sloan had never come directly into his room before—that he knew of, anyway—and now she padded up to his bed so that the tray was aligned with its edge. When he didn’t respond fast enough, she nudged the side of the bed with her nose.
“You want me to take it?” he asked.
Sloan rubbed her head against the side of the bed and looked back at him, which he took as a yes. So he did.
The tray was fastened to a small harness that spanned the panther’s back, and on the tray was a little covered dish and a spoon. Locke lifted the cover on the dish to discover a flan-like dessert that he’d mentioned liking a while back, drizzled in an orange sauce and topped with candied orange peel that would have made it go very well with the earlier duck.
He expected Sloan to leave once her treat was delivered, but instead she turned to face him, peering over the edge of his bed so that only her white ears and golden eyes were visible, their slit pupils expanded out into curious circles.
“You want me to eat it now?” Locke asked.
Sloan glanced to the side, then directly back to him, as if to say, “If you want to—but also, I’m not leaving until you do.”
Locke wasn’t unused to animals watching him eat—all of his past girlfriends had pets, and all of those pets rightly took him for a sucker who would sneak them food. But knowing what he knew about Sloan’s intelligence, it still felt strange, especially when she licked her chops once he took the first spoonful.
“You … want some?” he asked, offering her the first spoon.
At once, Sloan recoiled and shook her head—a disconcertingly human gesture—but just as abruptly returned her face to its hiding, watching position, as if still waiting for something to happen.
Locke couldn’t think of what else she could possibly want, so he raised the spoon to his mouth and took a bite, eyes locked on Sloan’s all the while.
He’d intended to watch for Sloan’s reaction, to see if she’d give any indication of what exactly she was waiting for—but the flavor that slipped across his tongue snapped all his attention straight back to the inside of his mouth. He hadn’t eaten much flan before he came to Haven—his old home was such a backwater that he was only able to eat such foods when he went to the city, and even then he’d only tried flan because he’d mistakenly thought it was named after a Final Fantasy monster—but at once, he knew this was the most perfect flan he’d ever eaten or ever would eat. The fresh tang of the orange sauce blended perfectly with the creamy sweetness of the custard, which in turn contrasted nicely with the mild crunch of the candied peel.
The noise that came out of his mouth when all those flavors combined was one that he was pretty sure he’d previously reserved for sex, but this was worthy of it, too. Before he knew it, the tip of his spoon clinked into the bottom of a bowl that was nearly clean with vigorous scraping. He’d lost all sense of time and control, and in the process, obliterated the dessert.
The experience over, he released a long, satisfied, and yet sad sigh—sad that the dessert was finished, glad that it had happened—and then, as if in afterthought, turned his eyes back to Sloan.
She was still waiting, eyes wide and watching, and unmoving.
What’s with this cat? Locke wondered.
“Uh. Thank you,” he said. “You can go now.”
Sloan did not go, just kept staring toward him.
He thought she might be waiting to take the empty dish back—though he still couldn’t figure out why she would watch him so intently—and so replaced its top and made to move it and its tray toward her harness. Suddenly she wriggled where she was standing.
Locke couldn’t see exactly what she was doing, but the result was that the harness fastened to her back slipped off into the floor, and she leapt onto the bedcovers with him.
“Whoa!” Locke cried. “What the—?”
She went for the mostly-empty bowl first, batted off its lid with a surprisingly articulate paw, and then licked out the remaining custard as if that was what she’d been waiting for this whole time.
Locke didn’t quite understand it—Sloan could make these treats, however mysteriously. Why would she want to lick someone else’s leftovers?—but before he could comment, she pounced right onto his chest and started licking his face.
“Pfft!” he sputtered. He made to push the panther off, but Sloan stopped before he could do even that, pawed in a circle around him, and finally flopped down and curled up on his chest just like a housecat, albeit one who was fully unaware that it was the size of a large dog.
“Well,” Locke stated. “I guess you’re not shy around me anymore.”
Sloan responded by purring so powerfully he could feel the vibrations all the way through his belly, into his spine—it was so … pleasant. It felt like he was getting some sort of magical sonic massage, and he could almost feel it dislodging any stress that remained from the day, as if it was little more than pesky dirt.
Her tail flicked contentedly as he spoke, much as Moppy’s had when she’d curled up with him at night.
It was comforting. But it was also weird, almost numbing in its intensity.
He thought to push her off—after all, Bexley would be here any minute—and in doing so was surprised to realize she wasn’t actually all that heavy. Moreover, he thought more strategically, what would be the consequences of pushing her off? Now that he thought on it, she’d clearly been waiting to see his reaction to the dessert, probably one she’d made specially for him, given the eagerness with which she watched.
Would she take his dismissal as a rejection?
And how would that affect the food she’d bring him?
After all, he imagined that any cat capable of making gourmet quality food was probably equally capable of dropping cat-quality food at his door for him to step in.
He decided it wasn’t worth the risk. Sloan would probably leave when Bexley came in anyway, so for now he opted to tolerate the cat. Did she like head scratches? he wondered. Or was it rude to give a being with human intelligence head scratches? He decided to risk it and brought his hand to the top of her soft head. Her tail flicked again as he scratched behind her ears. Ah, she liked it then.
Well, he had nothing better to do, he supposed, so he continued scratching the cat’s head, and in the meantime, looked out his porthole window to pass the time.
The Crystal Moon was full and bright in the sky by now, reflecting its eerie light onto the world beneath it—with the exception of the one increasingly shadowed spot. The longer he stared at it, the more his idle mind became fixated.
He knew Alyssa didn’t think much of it, that there was a seasonal pattern to the shadow’s placement—and he didn’t have enough experience with the world yet to be able to know otherwise—but something about the shadow still irked him in a way he couldn’t quite define.
Perhaps it wasn’t the shadow at all, he reflected.
Perhaps it was what Peth—the incorporeal woman who’d brought him to Haven half a year ago—had told him about the moon all those months ago. That the Crystal Moon had something to do with the fall of civilization a thousand years before.
Sloan purred on his chest as he dwelled on these thoughts, and soon, both overwhelmed him. The warm comfort of Sloan’s presence sank into his chest, and before he knew it, he was asleep.
Chapter Four
He woke up in a wasteland. A featureless, blasted landscape stretched out in all directions around him, and the sky overhead swirled with black clouds that looked like they might send down an apocalyptic funnel cloud at any moment.
But this scene had long since ceased to surprise him.
He hopped up from his place on the ground, still in his real-world night clothes, but lacking the weight of Sloan’s presence. He rarely brought anything but himself to Peth’s realm.
“Those bedclothes suit you well!” a husky voice came from behind him.
Locke turned to see a dark-haired woman just on the edge of true maturity, old enough to look experienced but young enough to have a body that his own body had a very physical reaction to, even in this incorporeal realm. (Thankfully, it never showed.) This was only exacerbated by the long purple gown she wore, which flared regally at the bottom but hugged the curves above it with all the passion of a lover who wasn’t sure when they’d meet again and didn’t want to let go. The pointed wide-brimmed hat atop her head completed the ensemble, giving her the look of a futuristic space witch—which, he’d learned a few months ago, was a more appropriate description than he’d realized.
Oh, he’d known Peth was a witch of some sort—or at least, a magic user, as she’d been the one to pull his consciousness out of his old, broken body and pull it across dimensions to transplant it in a new body in this other universe.
Moreover, she’d created his new body herself and optimized its magical capabilities for the specific purpose of helping her out of her present unfortunate situation.
Of course, there were other reasons for the optimization, too.
“I let the girls pick them out.” Locke shrugged—and then stretched, however unnecessary it was in this intangible realm, solely to show off the astounding quality of the shirt’s tight fit. Peth gave him an appreciative once-over that encompassed his boxers, which, though completely loose, were still filled out in such a way that his crewmates frequently found them irresistible.
“I do look forward to the day when I get to sample this creation of mine,” Peth said, striding toward him.
“Soon, hopefully,” Locke replied. For once, his smile was not entirely mischievous. Oh, he was as eager to sample her as she was him, but the entire reason he couldn’t was because unlike him, her consciousness was wholly disembodied, trapped inside Titan Chimera’s core for reasons they were only just beginning to figure out.
She was a powerful mage—that much was obvious—but she’d been unable to generate a new body for herself, so she’d done the next best thing, which was to summon someone else to her aid.
He’d once asked her why—after all, she had pulled his consciousness across universes, and one would expect literally any other solution to be simpler than that—but her answer had been astonishingly simple:
“You wouldn’t perform brain surgery on yourself, would you?”
She couldn’t transplant her own soul, or consciousness, or whatever, by herself, so she made someone who could.
Granted, she’d had to kill him in his old world to get his consciousness to this one—and hadn’t been particularly open about that part of the deal—but given the situation he’d left, and especially the new situation he’d landed in, he wasn’t mad about it long.
And when it came down to it, she had bigger problems than he did, anyway.
In addition to being trapped inside Titan Chimera, she couldn’t remember why she was there. Locke claimed to have amnesia around his crewmates—it was easier to explain than the reality of his situation—but Peth had genuine amnesia, and they’d only just begun to unlock the secrets of who she was and what had happened to put her in this situation.
“Any new memories?” Locke asked, nodding toward the pendant dangling from the choker on her neck. Prior to Locke, Peth’s only view of the outside world had been through Titan Chimera’s sensors, which meant she only ever saw the inside of the Blue Heron’s hangar. When she’d created Locke, she’d used the opportunity to connect her consciousness to his, and thus his views of the outside world. Through their combined vision, both realized that the pentagon symbol on her neck was identical to a symbol that popped up on most major Precursor structures.
Neither of them knew what the symbol meant, but once they’d connected it to the Precursors, a small pocket of memory had opened up in Peth’s mind.
Peth was a Precursor, after all.
“Nothing other than fragments,” she replied. “A random image here and there. Nothing worth summoning you for.”
“Oh?” Locke asked. “Then why am I here?” Usually, Peth didn’t bring him to this realm unless she had a specific reason.
“You summoned me,” Peth responded.
“Wait, I can do that?” Locke asked.
“Of course. We are connected.”
“But I didn’t do it intentionally.”
“Perhaps you were thinking of something that relates to me. What were you thinking about before you fell asleep?”
“Ah!” Locke snapped his fingers. “Moon stuff! That was it!”
Peth’s face became serious, and she made a sitting motion, which resulted in her hovering midair in a contemplative stance. They’d discussed the moon before. It had been in vague, uncertain terms, but some months ago, she’d had a premonition—or a half-returned memory—about something bad involving the Crystal Moon, and though the details of the memory had been nebulous, the emotions behind it had been strange and visceral. The kind of emotions that would only strike someone who had observed something truly horrible.
She just couldn’t remember what.
“There’s been a lot more meteorfall as of late,” Locke said. “And there’s a strange shadow on the moon. Alyssa seems to think it’s normal, but she doesn’t know what we know about the moon. Or at least, the premonition you had about it.”
Peth nodded, understanding.
“I’d hoped that premonition was a sign that more of my memories would start returning, but few others have emerged in the months since. Which strikes me as strange, considering how very vivid the initial feeling was.” Her face pinched into a grimace of frustration. “It’s so irritating. If the memories that emerged months ago are any indication, we know I was preserved for a reason; we know I piloted the Precursor equivalent of a titan and was fighting something; and we know the moon is somehow involved. But the only thing I solidly remember is that the moon is bad, which is hardly secret knowledge. After all, shadow dregs fall from the moon all the time. They’re hardly a good thing.”
“That’s all a matter of perspective,” Locke shrugged. “Alyssa and company—and probably most other bounty companies—see meteorfall as a steady source of income, however dangerous.”
“True, but that’s only because it’s a manageable level of danger right now. It wasn’t manageable in the premonition I had. The shadow dregs were different. More powerful. Perhaps more advanced, somehow. And remember—the ‘titan’ I fought with back then was far more powerful than the titans of today.”
“Well, technically our titan cores were originally used to power construction equipment, right? If your memory’s correct? That’s another weird detail,” he continued, and curled a hand upon his chin as he pondered. “How did you end up in construction equipment?”
“I’m just guessing here, but I think it was my Precursor super-titan’s escape pod. Titan cores were a technology with diverse uses, if my scattered memories are any indication.”
“And how did you end up in one without a body?”
“Not sure, but the transition may have been less fantastical than you’d think. Some of my memories suggest not all Precursors had fully corporeal bodies, or at least, were able to plug their minds into unmanned technology to use them from afar.”
Months ago, Locke would have responded to that with an amazed, “How?” But by now he was used to such weird, unfathomable revelations. He was still curious, but he suspected he wouldn’t have the context to understand even if Peth could explain the workings to him, so he didn’t ask. Or at least, he saved the question for later. Instead he asked:
“How powerful were Precursor titans?”
“Enormously,” Peth answered. “Our super-titans were as tall as the Endpoint City crash—so, about 50 stories tall—which implies they were built to fight some threat on a similar scale. Probably related to an ancestor of modern shadow dregs.”
Locke drew a deep breath and rested his chin on his hand now, thinking.
“Shadow dregs that can take over things the size of Endpoint City are definitely bad.”
“Have you been able to research what Havenites know about the moon?” Peth asked. “I’ve seen you researching other things when I peek through your eyes. If nothing else, it might give us a hint that unlocks more memories.”
“I’ve tried, but while Haven’s advanced in many areas, its understanding of things beyond its own atmosphere seems pretty basic, at least by Earth astronomy standards. They understand how orbits work and that the Crystal Moon affects the tides, but most of the writing I’ve found has to do with stuff like religion. There’s a whole pantheon of deities associated with the moon. I need to see if there’s some sort of, I don’t know, Crystal Moon almanac, or some kind of historical record so I can compare current meteorfall to past seasons. And current shadow placement.”
“What about Ray and company?” Peth asked. “They’re academics. Would they know?”
Locke shook his head. “None of them study astronomy that I know of, but—wait!” Suddenly Locke snapped his fingers. “I chatted with them a few weeks ago, about meteorfall bounties. They didn’t know much about the celestial aspects of the moon, but as for its relevance to terrestrial happenings …” Locke trailed off to think.
“Go on,” Peth urged.
“Ray brought up an interesting point. See, occasionally Erudicia’s crew has to clean out meteorfall craters. Being a bunch of researchers, they naturally end up studying what they find—and they consistently find a type of material in the meteors that has never been found terrestrially on Haven. And they’re not the first. It’s a strange, hyper-durable metal they call Vasorite, so named because, well, the Vasori name everything they can after themselves, but also because the Vasori are the ones who make the most use of it.”
“Why so?” Peth asked.
“They manipulate it for use in their high-end titans—which, really, is all Vasori titans—but the durability isn’t what makes it unique. See, here’s the thing—though they find it in fallen meteors, it’s not a raw ore. It’s an alloy of some sort that’s already been processed into a specific form. The fact that it was processed even before the meteors fell implies that it came from a pre-existing structure or … Peth?”
Locke stopped. Peth’s face had gone blank and distant, a sure sign that something was happening inside her brain, wherever she kept it. It stayed that way for disconcerting seconds, until Peth finally looked up, straight into his eyes, and said:
“We built the moon.”
Locke paused. He’d been expecting her to say something like “We had cities on the moon,” or something along those lines.
“Uhh. What?” he exclaimed.
“We—the Precursors—built the moon.”
“How do you mean? Is it like a ‘That’s no moon’ situation?”
Now it was Peth’s turn to pause. “No, it’s definitely a moon.”
“No,” Locke clarified, “I mean, it is secretly some kind of planet-busting space station?”
“Why would my people build ‘a planet-busting space station?”
“Well, they built fifty-story tall super mechs.”
“Well, they didn’t build a planet buster. I’m certain of that, even with my addled memories.”
“What is it, then?”
“I know it’s artificial, at least partly. My memories are foggy, because of course they are, but I’m of the impression that the surface is entirely artificial, which could explain where this Vaosrite material is coming from.”
“So the meteors are the outermost layer of the moon falling to Haven,” Locke observed.
“Possibly.” Peth shrugged.
“Then where do the shadow dregs come into the picture?” Locke said. “If they played some role in the destruction of the Precursors, I’d expect them to be found places other than the moon.”
“Who can say?” Peth shrugged.
Locke rubbed his chin again, trying to find another logical angle to approach from.
“How does the Steel Ring fit into all this?” he said, more to himself than Peth. “Even the Havenites know that the Precursors built it—or at least they assume so—and it’s not a stretch to assume that it’s probably built of Vasorite, too. Do you recall anything about it? What’s it for?”
Locke waited, hoping for Peth’s face to go blank and distant again—but this time, she only looked forward, as if thinking hard, trying to dredge up a memory, rather than having it come to her easily.
Finally, she said: “Nothing.”
“Could the two be related?” Locke continued, pondering. “Other than that they’re both Precursor structures?”
“It seems logical, especially since it’s no small task to construct and maintain structures in space. But beyond that, I don’t know enough about the ring to be able to make an educated guess about what it’s for, much less to trigger a memory.”
“Yeah,” Locke agreed. “It doesn’t seem to be active, anyway.” Now he lowered his hand from his chin and crossed his arms over his chest, as if a change in posture would help him think better.
Peth nodded. “For now, I think we should pay attention to any news related to the Crystal Moon or shadow dregs—particularly if meteorfall actually is becoming more frequent, and if the shadow dregs actually are becoming stronger.”
“And if they are, why—” Locke began, but then promptly cut himself off. “Oh! I have it!”
“What?” Peth inquired.
“It’s been so long, I almost forgot, but the one mimic we fought a while back—the mutant one. It mutated because of the influence of some weird Precursor goo that was in the ruin, and it mutated hard.”
Locke shuddered to remember the thing. Mimics weren’t supposed to be able to recreate magitek, but this mimic had done so in several destructive forms. They hadn’t identified what the exact function of the goo was, at least in terms of its original intent, but Ray had said there’d been an element of void to it. The creature that resulted was by far the most challenging monster he’d ever fought, and he had no interest in fighting shadow dregs with that kind of power.
But, unbeknownst to himself, he’d already put the beginnings of a solution in place, even back then.
“Wait, wait,” he continued, thinking. “Bexley and I sent Sevas a report about that mimic. As I understand it, his captain banned him from researching mimics on board their ship, but he strikes me as someone who’d find ways to do that research behind her back—or at least fragments of it—and Rion routinely catches monsters for him to study in the course of his work.”
“I thought Sevas was an engineer,” Peth stated.
“He is, but apparently he and the Indigo Gryphon’s medic team up for medical research often, too, testing out monster materials that can be adapted into potions for his pain issues. Between him and Ray researching the Precursor goo they found in that ruin, they might have discovered something that can help us!”
“When will you see them again?” Peth asked.
“If they’re still on schedule from the last time we talked, they should arrive in Endpoint City around the same time we do.”
“Excellent!” Peth exclaimed. For once, she had a genuine, excited smile on her face. “This might be as close as we’ve ever been to unlocking a real memory!”
“I hope so,” Locke replied. “The sooner we figure out what’s going on with the moon, the sooner we can figure out how to handle it.”
“I’m sure that if anyone can, it’s you,” Peth smiled. “I’d mainly brought you here because I needed your help, but I lucked out in that you’re curious, too.”
“Well, why wouldn’t I be? There are plenty of awesome things to be curious about here—though, actually, that reminds me. I meant to ask you—do you remember dragons?”
“Dragons?” Peth placed a finger to her lips as she thought.
“I’ve been reading about them recently, and Havenites, at least, think some might have been around a thousand years ago.”
“I … don’t distinctly remember.” Peth sighed. “But that doesn’t mean they didn’t exist back then. Could you research them more? Perhaps something you find will jog my memories.”
“Will do,” Locke replied, and prepared to fade back into his own consciousness.
But suddenly Peth’s face went from reflective to mischievous. “In the meantime,” she grinned, “I think you have a visitor to attend to.”
***
Bexley bounced down the hallway to Locke’s room, pleased with the rather … buoyant effect of her selection for the evening.
Her old orange vest, when properly deployed, had emphasized her feminine assets in a way no other part of her wardrobe ever had, and she’d spent an inordinate amount of time choosing a worthy replacement for her first post-vest encounter with Locke. She’d amassed a broad and impressive collection over the years—her wardrobe was a wonderland of lingerie and related pieces—but in the long process of searching, she’d come upon a simple white tank top in the bottom of the wardrobe, perhaps from her early days on the ship, forgotten under the more exciting pieces. There was nothing innately sexy about its design—but there was something sexy about its size relative to hers, and the way she knew its thin fabric would fall upon the contours of her chest.
So she slipped it on and skipped through the ship to test the visual.
It was a very successful test.
Now she came to Locke’s door … and found it nudged open, with a sedate, pleasant snore easing through the crack. Well, that didn’t mean anything. She had ways of waking Locke up, and he’d never objected to any of them, so she inched the door open with a sneaky toe and—
—was met with a pair of gold eyes, glaring through the shadows over the resting shape of Locke’s head.
“Mine,” said a high-pitched, but still ferocious voice. The owner’s long, white hair draped over Locke’s sleeping form as if taking possession of it, like some ghostly monster, and the way her pale, sharp fingers curled into Locke’s still mostly-untousled hair, Bexley knew the word wasn’t up for debate.
She still tried, though.
“Dammit, Sloan, I’d already claimed him for the evening,” she hissed quietly, trying not to wake Locke. “I picked out a new top and everything.”
“You have him every evening. I’ve had him never,” Sloan hissed back.
Bexley was about to object that she didn’t have him every evening, but then acknowledged that it wasn’t far from the truth, and anyway, the second part of the statement was what really mattered here.
Sloan had been incredibly shy around Locke since he’d arrived on the Blue Heron.
Based on the form she now took in his bed, she had ceased to be shy.
Bexley huffed with disappointment, but then gradually sighed into a resigned smile.
“You remembered your gem, right?” she asked, and Sloan flicked one ear to indicate the white stud earring at its base. “Good,” Bexley replied, and began to back out of the doorway. “Remember what I taught you, okay?”
Sloan nodded, this time with a look of fierce determination in her eyes, and Bexley closed the door behind her as she left.
Chapter Five
Locke drifted awake in a landscape of softness and utter contentment. It was not the first time he’d done so, but that didn’t make it any less delightful, and so he snuggled closer to its source, enjoying the light, casual intimacy of the moment.
Moments like this had been one of his favorite discoveries of the past few months. Oh, the sex was still amazing, but the way he’d experienced it had evolved over time. He and his companions used to part ways after most encounters as if, sexually satisfied for the time being, they had no reason to remain in bed together.
But as they’d gotten to know each other, the cadences had changed. There were still quickies at random hours, of course, but now if one day ended in the company of another, the next usually began with that same company.
And, often, more sex.
But even when it didn’t, there was still something charming about waking up next to another person, of seeing them in their disheveled post-sleep state before they woke and readied themselves to face the day. It was an intimate side that most never saw, but that he got to see, and that made it special. It was an honor of sorts, to know they felt comfortable enough around him to allow themselves to be that vulnerable, and he reflected on that as he cozied further into the shape next to him.
He wakened more as he pulled himself into that soft warmth—and in that moment, he came to several strange realizations.
First was what he hadn’t actually had sex that evening. He would have remembered something like that, especially with Bexley involved.
Second was that, whoever was beside him, it wasn’t Bexley. He hadn’t even opened his eyes yet, but he’d been with each of the crew enough that he’d memorized the contours of their bodies, even their scents—Alyssa’s of leather and some subtle perfume, Ember of burning magic, metal, and the sharp scent of her magesuit, and Bexley of perpetual hangar grease and sex. This didn’t smell like any of those.
Ah, now he remembered.
He’d fallen asleep with the big, white panther shape of Sloan on his chest. That could easily account for the human-sized weight he felt beside him. Now he opened his eyes to see just how intensely Sloan had snuggled up to him—and was greeted by another sight entirely.
Namely, boobs.
A pair he’d never before seen in his life—and he was certain he’d have remembered these. They were so up in his face that they seemed to envelop half his head, caressing even his ears with the softest, most delicate flesh he’d ever experienced. Moreover, when he pulled his head back for a better view, the light he’d left on in his cabin revealed that skin as close to pure white as a living person’s flesh could be, and as flawless as if it had never been touched by the elements.
And when he turned his head up to see who this perfect skin belonged to, it was into a pair of pure gold, slit-pupiled eyes, looking straight back into his.
“Good morning,” purred a quiet voice.
It was a voice that sounded as if it expected him to reply with something incredibly sexy.
Instead, he said:
“What?”
Locke took hold of the woman’s shoulders and hefted her over him for a better look. He was briefly astonished at how easy it was to do so—she was small, he realized, and astonishingly light even for her size. Still, he couldn’t dwell on the fact long; even though she was dangling awkwardly above him, she looked down at him with a smile that was exactly where it wanted to be.
This didn’t do anything to help Locke understand why she was there, or who she was—
Until he looked even further up.
And saw the pointed white cat ears sticking out of the top of her head.
“Sloan?”
The cat—er, woman—er, Sloan—only giggled and flicked her ears in response.
“You’re a woman?” Locke exclaimed.
“Mm-hmm!” Sloan nodded.
“And a cat?”
“I am!” she replied gleefully, and then turned her lower half in a manner that 1) showed off the soft, ample curves of her butt and tail, and 2) made Locke wonder what kind of stretches she did every day that made her spine so flexible.
“I’ve been waiting for you.” Sloan pawed her hands at Locke’s chest in a motion absurdly reminiscent of a cat making biscuits on a favorite spot.
“‘Waiting’ … wait, what?” Locke sputtered again.
Sloan giggled as if she thought he was playing. But Locke wasn’t. He shook his head and took a deep breath to begin to make sense of the situation. The basics were obvious. Sloan had gone to bed with him as a cat and had woken up with him as this woman—well, catgirl—
No, he reflected as his eyes flicked to the breasts dangling over his chest, definitely cat woman.
The question, though, was—
“How?” Locke exclaimed.
“I can shapeshift!” Sloan giggled, as if it should have been the most obvious thing in the world.
“Wait, people can shapeshift here?”
“I can,” Sloan replied proudly.
“So are you a cat, or are you a woman?”
“I’m both!”
It was not the answer Locke expected, and paradoxically complicated in its simplicity, but then … given the weird history of cats on Haven, who was to say that some illicit mage experiment hadn’t resulted in a race of shapeshifting cat women? There was already at least one race of magically modified cats, solely because some mage in the distant past decided to uplift his pets. Granted, that kind of activity was illegal now as a result of that mage’s actions, but Locke wouldn’t have been surprised if another mage had decided to risk it all to make a race of hot catgirls.
“And you choose to spend most of your time as a cat?” Locke asked.
Sloan twisted to slide her knees up beneath her suspended chest, which had the effect of making her sit on Locke’s own chest.
“Well, wouldn’t you?” she asked. “It’s much easier to go around without having to talk to people, and no one bats an eye at you napping all day if you’re in cat form. In fact, people expect it of you.”
“Oh. So that’s why I never see much of you. When you’re not cooking, you’re napping.”
Suddenly, Sloan wriggled out of his grip and slid her bare chest against Locke’s, stretching the rest of her body over the length of his own.
“Also, I’m shy.” She peeked up over his chin as if trying to hide (while still being obvious about trying to hide).
The effect was dulled by the obvious press of her hard nipples through his thin shirt.
“Like hells you’re shy.”
“Well, I was,” Sloan replied indignantly. Locke swore he saw her face puff out like a pouty anime girl’s, but as quickly as it came, it returned to its previous cute, mischievous smile. “But then I saw how well you treated the others, and heard them talk about you, and …” Now she did go legitimately shy. “I thought I might want to try it, too.”
“Try … what?”
It wasn’t that he wasn’t absolutely one-thousand percent sure of what “it” was.
But the situation didn’t feel entirely real to him. Possible as it was, he had never in his six months on Haven seen a catgirl—er, catwoman—er, anthropomorphic cat anything, though he’d heard tales of magically-uplifted cats having roles on airships. He’d always pictured them to be otherwise normal-looking cats with, perhaps, exceptionally dexterous paws or other features that would allow them to do human-type work. Maybe with opposable claws for gripping tools?
And so he found himself trying to make sense of a brand new element of this world … while that same element was lying hot and naked on top of him, flicking her tail in a way that kept drawing his eyes back to the sumptuous roundness of her butt.
Moreover, given that the sun had barely risen, he wasn’t even sure he was fully awake—and man, was there precedent for weird half-waking dreams. He’d been a total weeb since the moment his first childhood heroes saved their worlds through the power of yelling and friendship. There was no way he’d been able to escape having fantasies about cute anime girls, and cute anime catgirls were no exception.
He’d imagined nearly this exact scenario, with the only significant difference being that despite having the most uwu of uwu faces, Sloan hadn’t yet ended any sentences with “-nya,” which now that he thought of it, was an incredible mercy. (It had been cute in his very single, very weeb imagination at the time, but in retrospect, he couldn’t remember why.)
It didn’t help that Sloan answered him in much the same way his fantasy catgirls did—which was to say, by suddenly flicking her tail down, past the lower hem of his boxers, and back up to stroke the central feature of those boxers.
Oh, he hadn’t imagined that exact gesture—and if he was to be honest, he wasn’t sure how he felt about the coil of satiny fur that was presently tickling up and down his dick—but the intent was definitely the same, and it was having similar effects.
Now Sloan slid her body further up his, to bring her lips close to his mouth.
“The others made it sound so good, I want to know what it’s like,” she said. “I want you to be my first.”
Now she bit his lip, and that was the limit for Locke.
He snatched her shoulders again and lifted her off. “Wait—wait!” he said. “I appreciate the thought. It’s just …” He trailed off when he saw Sloan peering down at him, her head tilted curiously as if she couldn’t understand what the problem was. “Listen, I’ve known you for exactly three minutes, and I’ve been confused for every second of them.”
“What do you mean?” Sloan quirked. “You’ve known me as long as the others.”
“Yes, but as a cat. It’s different.”
“It’s the same me.”
“Maybe for you, but—” Locke paused as he glanced back up at her face, still quirked in confusion. Did she genuinely not understand? “Listen, I’ve spent this whole time thinking of you as the ship’s cat-cook. This”—he glanced down the length of her body—“will take some getting used to. Besides, I’m not the sort to just sleep with anyone as soon as I meet them. I mean, I would like at least a little attachment.”
“You slept with Bexley as soon as you met her,” Sloan pouted.
“Yeah, but she’s Bexley,” Locke replied.
“And you didn’t hesitate at all the first time Ember caught you in the showers.”
“I hesitated a little!” Locke objected. “And I had to get used to that, too!”
“Did I not choose the right form?” Sloan inquired, then bunched her breasts in her hands and looked down, as if examining them for flaws. (There were no flaws.)
“No, you chose a good form!” Locke replied. A damn good form, if the growing heat in his middle was any indication.
“Then—was it the duck?” Now Sloan’s ears drooped in the first display of genuine disappointment he’d seen since he woke up. “Was it not to your liking? I picked what I’d thought to be your favorite. Was the flan not—?”
“No, no! It was all excellent!”
“Then why?” Sloan pouted again. This time it was the most intense pout he’d seen yet. “I got advice from all the others. They said you liked it when the women initiate, that you like a little cuddly buildup, and that sometimes you like it weird.”
Well, this is definitely weird, Locke thought, but didn’t say it aloud.
This was definitely not part of his weeb fantasies.
“Wait, have you all been discussing me amongst yourselves?” Locke asked.
“Of course. Why wouldn’t we?”
“Uh—” Locke began, but realized he didn’t have a satisfactory explanation. People didn’t talk about sex at all back home, much less like that, but then this was Haven. Where Ember had announced to her mother in front of a whole archaeological crew how grand a fuck he was. Obviously, the social standards were different.
“They also said the way to any man’s heart was through his stomach,” Sloan moped. “I figured I had an advantage.”
“The food was good—”
“Then why don’t you take me?” Sloan exclaimed. She went nearly boneless when she said it, as if pouting with her whole body, such that he could positively feel her disappointment melting through his hands. When she looked back up at him, her eyes were wide and wet, as if everything had gone wrong and she didn’t know what to do about it. Even her playful tail had stopped exploring his boxers—and suddenly, he realized he missed it.
Moreover, he had a sudden horrible thought that Sloan might misinterpret his hesitance—at least, worse than she already had—and somehow decide he was rejecting her because he didn’t like the gifts she’d given him. That she would stop leaving those gifts, or perhaps stop doting on his meals entirely.
And the thought of losing all those gourmet meals was a horrifying one.
Okay, he decided after a moment of reflection, maybe not horrifying, but definitely a step down from the pleasures he had been experiencing through her skill—and then he realized, he had been taking pleasure from her presence.
The context was strange, sure, since she’d always left him gifts in the form of a cat, but the ultimate meaning behind those gifts was obvious, and dated back to his very beginnings on the Blue Heron.
They’d already been enjoying each other in some ways for months, though there’d always been a barrier of … cat.
Now that last barrier had been removed.
And, when it came down to it, she was right. He was more reflective about his circumstances now because he’d begun to feel out his place on the world of Haven, to learn how to think in the logic of his new world—but he totally had slept with everyone else on the ship almost instantly, and in the whirling, delightful confusion of his first days here, he’d barely given any of it a second thought.
By that logic, he actually had more of a relationship with Sloan than he had with any of the others their first time together.
And well, she was clearly begging for it.
And she was a catgirl.
And his brain was becoming less and less equipped to do any rational thinking, anyway. All the blood that would have pumped there was now making a conspicuous tentpole in his boxers, and Sloan had surely noticed it, too. In fact, her tail kept flicking to it. Teasing.
“You are such a cat,” Locke sighed, his breath sounding hungrier than he’d intended.
Now Sloan looked back up at him, this time with bright mischief in her eyes.
“Such a woman, too,” she said, and then slipped out of his arms as if she was made of pure liquid.
Before he knew it, she’d slithered around and down, flicked his boxers aside with a single motion, and plunged her mouth down on him.
“Fuck!” he gasped, unintentionally. He was briefly anxious about what her sharp teeth might do down there—did she even have sharp teeth in this form? He hadn’t noticed—but he stopped wondering the moment she took him effortlessly down her throat, wiggling her butt in delight as she did. She’d positioned it right in front of his face, and from that view, he could see, without question, that she was definitely such a woman.
“There is no way this is your first time,” he gasped.
“Mm-mmf!” Sloan took his dick out of her mouth to speak, turned back to him, and said, “It is!”
Then, as if indignant about the observation, she leapt off of him.
“What?” Locke said. Hadn’t she just been begging him for attention? His answer came moments later, when she scurried to the little catalyst-cooled icebox by his desk, snatched something from inside, and scurried back to the bed, cradling it like a toy. She must have stored it inside while he was sleeping.
“I just have good advisors, that’s all,” Sloan added. Then she dipped a finger into whatever she was carrying and flicked it against his hard, throbbing tip. He gasped and shuddered at the sudden cold—was that whipped cream?—but wasn’t disturbed by it for long, as Sloan quickly went down on him again.
“Mm-m! Mm-m-um!” Sloan attempted again, then withdrew to say, “Bexley said you might like this,” as she flicked another dollop of cream onto his tip.
In all honesty, it wasn’t something he’d ever thought of, but the area where she’d placed the cream made it look like an exceptionally thick, virile spurt of pre-cum, and he couldn’t deny the absolute sexiness of her going down on him to devour it.
Especially when she took most of the bowl and slathered it there and around the base of his dick. She made it look like the results of the best orgasm ever—and then she went down again to lap it all up.
He couldn’t stop the noise that came from his mouth as she swirled her tongue in the cream, licked it up and down his shaft, and lingered heavily on his tip for just a microsecond shorter than he would have liked, before starting the whole process over again.
It wasn’t just the motion; it was the tongue itself, as absurdly soft as the rest of her, and yet so precise, somehow knowing exactly where to touch and how long to tantalize him just enough.
It had barely been a few minutes and he could already feel himself threatening to burst, such that he was glad when she finally raised her head from his cock. She’d licked him clean, and she looked at him over his tip with the same mischievous eyes from before.
“You have definitely been talking to Bexley,” Locke said, his breath shuddering.
“Of course!” Sloan replied, and then scampered up to sit on his chest again. “But I have things I’ve imagined, too.”
“Like what?”
“Would you stand up?” Sloan slid off his chest.
Locke did, and he was barely upright before Sloan scampered up him and wrapped her legs around his neck, positioning her most feminine of places in a proximity to his mouth that could not have been coincidental.
“Bexley said I’m flexible, and to make use of that,” Sloan said, and as she did, tensed her legs and bent fully backward to bring her mouth to his most masculine part.
“Fuck!” he shouted again, as much out of surprise as pleasure. He wasn’t even holding her, and suddenly he was aware of the unexpected power of her muscles, strong and lithe enough to support her as she bent her spine further and took him in completely. Though he couldn’t see from his angle, he could plainly hear the erotic sucking noises as she devoured every inch of him, could feel the tingle of her fingertips as she wrapped her arms around his thighs.
He was briefly distracted again by her tail, flicking happily against his chest—and perhaps would have reflected on how weird that was, had the intoxicating scent of her not been assaulting his senses from directly in front of his face. He knew exactly what she wanted there.
And so he gave it to her.
He flicked his tongue into the throbbing pink of her outermost folds, lapped there just as she had lapped at him, and felt her body tense and her mouth suck harder as the pleasure shuddered through her.
Little moans began to emanate from her mouth below, muffled by her … occupation, and somehow the sounds of her pleasure being choked off by his dick sent another shock of lust through him. He thrust his hips forward as best he could from this position, shoving himself deeper down her greedy throat, even as he devoured her like a starving man.
He felt the success of it in her movements, how her shape became more and more fluid as he pleasured her, as if she were about to melt straight onto the floor.
“I’m going to finish you off without even entering,” Locke laughed.
“Mmm!” His dick popped out of Sloan’s mouth. “No! I still have more I want to try! This, for example.”
She reached back for the bed and grabbed hold of the cream bowl, then pulled herself back up to face him.
“This was one of my ideas,” she said proudly.
With another mischievous grin, she scooped her hand into the bowl and slathered a handful of whipped cream along the span of her … pussy. Locke watched, hypnotized, as she plunged her fingers inside, working a space into the middle, which she then filled with a large strawberry that had been hiding inside the bowl.
“Eat it, please,” she said with a grin, and before he could answer, bent backward again to take his dick back into her throat.
He supposed he should have had a reaction, but by this point her mouth had sucked anything resembling coherent thought straight from his brain and out through his cock. All he knew now was that there was wet, sweet pussy in front of him, and he’d been asked to eat it.
So at once, he clamped his hands over her thin waist and plunged his face into that sweet, sweet spot. Sloan moaned around his cock as the force of his mouth pressed the strawberry inside her, as he chased it around her lips until he caught it, and bit the pointed tip off. She moaned again as he delved back inside, his lips drawing nearer and nearer to her flesh with each bite, and in the meantime caressing it in interesting, intoxicating approximations of a kiss—until, finally, there was no more to bite.
“Oh,” Locke stated. “Looks like I’m out of strawberry.”
Sloan attempted to say something back, but her mouth was still preoccupied with his dick, so he continued:
“Guess I’ll have to eat something else.”
“Mmh!” Sloan moaned as his tongue plunged straight into her center. It didn’t stop—her moans, or his tongue. He explored her fully, sometimes tracing her delicate folds with a slow, careful tip, sometimes swiping his entire tongue against those tender, throbbing mounds. By this point the cream was beginning to melt, such that it looked like an overflow of her own enthusiasm—that she was so wet for him, she couldn’t contain it.
And, well, if he was going to mess her up so thoroughly, it was only gentlemanly that he help clean her up.
So he tensed his grip on her waist and thrust her fully up into his face. He licked every last drop of sweetness from between her spread legs, and with every flick of his tongue a shock of pleasure surged through Sloan’s body. He could feel it in the way she tensed and writhed in his grip, the way her mouth suddenly became more distracted, and soon she could no longer contain herself.
She flung her throat off his cock.
“No! Too fast!” she cried. “I’ll finish before you get to—”
She didn’t even get to finish her sentence, for Locke suckled the mound at the most sensitive peak of her, and that was all it took.
She squealed in utmost ecstasy, and he suckled until she fell totally limp, as if her very bones had melted from the pleasure of it.
For a moment, Locke feared she’d slide right out of his hands, but she caught herself and, in a bizarre, languid, almost gymnastic move, scurried around his body until she was positioned more conventionally, her legs wrapped around his waist and her head level with his.
“I wanted you to finish inside me!” she exclaimed.
She shifted her hips as she said it, to bring herself closer to him, and as she did, a fresh wave of her scent hit him, like it was pluming up from the breasts that so eagerly heaved before him. She smelled … fresh, he thought, like the invigorating lively air of summer, with just a hint of some unnamable flower. Had she worn a perfume, or was that just her natural scent? Either way it was indeed invigorating.
“Oh, that can still be done,” he said.
He’d barely said it before Sloan shifted again, angling her body to take the already-throbbing girth of his cock. Just as quickly, she snatched one hand down to help guide it in, and he felt her legs tense, as if preparing to shove the whole of her down on him at once.
“Wait, not so fast,” Locke warned. “The others should have told you, it’s—”
“I can take it,” Sloan insisted.
“You’re sure?” Even Bexley was a tight fit, and she was always eager.
“I still have a few surprises up my sleeves,” she purred.
“What kind of—” Locke began, but his question abbreviated into a startled moan as she jammed herself on top of him.
He’d expected to feel at least some difficult resistance, but he plunged past her outer folds and into the depths of her with no resistance at all. What he felt instead was a brilliant, soft heat, enveloping the flesh of his cock as thoroughly as he’d penetrated her. She didn’t feel like the others, who were always some variant of tight and textured. No, she was flesh and heat without end, and when she began to slide off of him for another thrust, he felt the loss of it as the cool air of the cabin caressed the wet place she’d just been. It was a relief when she smashed back down, and an unparalleled pleasure, more so because he could feel every thrust of her hot pussy on him as if her very heart beat down there. It was otherworldly.
Now Sloan pressed her chest close to his and brushed her mouth against his ear.
“You like it?” she whispered.
“Yes,” Locke replied, his words more a breath than anything else. He felt Sloan smile against his ear.
“Good. But I think you’ll like this more.”
She shifted her hips again, and Locke couldn’t even put words to what happened next.
One second, he was immersed in a hot, wet paradise of soft flesh. The next, that flesh clamped in on him with a squeeze so hard he heard it squish between them. And as Sloan continued to gyrate her hips, he realized it wasn’t a mere squeeze. There was nothing muscular about it. As she raised off him again, he felt the throbbing, stretched texture of the tightest pussy he’d ever experienced.
“God! How?” he struggled.
Sloan smiled mischievously, then purred, “You know I’m a shapeshifter.”
She slipped her hands down his torso to where their bodies met, and then back up her own torso to cup her own breasts.
“I shift shape,” she said—and as she said this, she did. She graced her hands along her breasts in repetitive, sensuous circles. With each cycle, her breasts grew to fill the enlarging cups of her hands until they were nearly the size of her head.
Locke watched, hypnotized, even as she continued to gyrate her hips against his, until finally she clenched her legs against him and raised herself up to plant her breasts right on his face.
“The others might be good,” she said, “but I can guarantee you’ve never had anyone like me.”
“That’s the truth—” Locke was about to moan, but Sloan stopped him by shoving both her breasts into his mouth at once. God, they were so huge he could take both nipples at the same time! He didn’t even know what to do with that. It was the sort of thing he’d only seen in hentai before. When he opened his mouth for a lick, one fell out, but Sloan quickly ameliorated the problem, raising her hands to hold both in place from beneath while his tongue tended to her.
He could feel her body quiver with each swipe of his tongue, hear small means of pleasure ease from her mouth as his hands squeezed her waist, then slid down to clasp her soft, plump ass, and all of that combined to intensify the desire hardening his cock.
Now he took the initiative. He thrust his hips up into the tight obstacles of hers, eliciting a sharp, delighted squeal, and another, again and again as he churned her insides. Soon he could see her breasts jiggling with the force of his every vigorous thrust.
And then he decided he wanted to see more.
“Turn around,” he breathed.
As if reading his mind, Sloan knew what he meant. She unhooked her legs from his thighs and, in another display of gymnastic grace, turned herself to face the opposite direction, curling her arms backward over his shoulders and returning the clasp of her legs to his thighs.
“Like this?” she asked.
“Exactly.”
Directly before them, next to his wardrobe, hung a long mirror that reflected the view in all its lewd glory. He swore he saw himself go more erect as he took in the absurd erotic sight of Sloan’s lean, muscular curves, fully entwined with his body. Even her tail had slid between her legs to flick around his most essential piece.
That was weird, so he batted it away, but immediately returned his hands to her waist to complete what she’d been begging him to do since they’d woken up. He used one hand to guide himself into position, and her legs tensed again as she shifted and rolled her hips to accommodate him. God, she was so hot. The general paleness of her skin only served to highlight the throbbing redness where her blood had concentrated, aching and eager for him.
She moaned as his tip slipped against those bright, outermost folds, then again as he tried to press further—but couldn’t. She was still tight from her earlier form.
“You may want to—” he began.
“I know,” she sighed. “I want to know what it feels like.”
“I don’t want to hurt you,” Locke replied. “I mean, this tight, I think I literally might bust you open—”
“I can handle it!” Sloan insisted—and, as if for emphasis, shoved herself down on him.
Even so, despite the strength of her shove, it only forced the tip inside, and she moaned again as the bulbous head thrust into her.
“You’re sure?” Locke insisted back, but the look on her face made the question irrelevant. She looked like an anime girl who’d been fucked brainless, and he hadn’t even fucked her to the best of his ability yet.
And, well, she’d established more than once that she was very sure.
He didn’t ask again.
Instead he rolled his hips up straight toward hers, watched as the great girth of his dick pressed up into her flesh, then out, then in again. A string of staccato moans escaped from her mouth with each motion, some of them pained, but deliciously so. He understood why. God, he could swear she’d made herself even tighter than before, maybe even changed the texture of her insides to stimulate him more. It was the only way he could account for the absurd waves of pleasure that shot through his own flesh, even though he wasn’t quite ready to finish.
He was determined to reach that point, though, and he was already getting there. Her every quiet moan was preceded by a heave of her breasts, and at their current size, it was like watching two really sexy sand dunes shift in a light desert wind.
He wanted to increase that wind, and when he finally reached the back of her, he knew she was ready for it.
He gave no warning.
He yanked himself out as far as he’d go and then thrust himself in like a hammer to a giant nail. She’d barely finished her cry of delight when he eased back and rammed in again, the hot, tight press of her insides surging even greater shocks through his system. So distracted was he by that delight that he nearly forgot to look at the results of his passion, but when he remembered, he was rewarded.
His every roll thrust her chest into greater heaves, sent her massive breasts flying, her back arching. Sweat began to bead on her skin, inevitably from her exertion, and he could feel her legs weakening, both from that exertion, and from the second wave of pleasure building in her body. It slickened the point where her ass met his pelvis, threatened his grip on her hips, but she wasn’t the only one building to a peak. He could feel it swelling inside him now, a burst of pleasure just pressing to be let out.
Locke kept his eyes on the mirror, on Sloan’s licentious ecstasy, on the sheen of moisture on her body, on the beads of sweat flying from her erect nipples with every thrust.
That was the sight that did it.
He felt himself break, and heard Sloan squeal as his seed shot up into her.
“Ah! It’s hot!” she moaned. “I can feel it filling me!”
For a moment Locke felt as if he was in a generically scripted hentai, but in his impending post-nut clarity, quickly reasoned that Sloan must experience sensations differently than the others. And, well, the way she was reacting, he didn’t mind that at all.
He had a quick thought as he looked in the mirror, and risked removing one hand to raise it to Sloan’s head. Her ears had been twitching in time with her cries, and he wondered …
Locke took one of her cat ears in hand—lightly, barely a pinch. Nonetheless, Sloan’s back arched so hard she nearly butted his nose with the back of her head. Another delighted noise squealed from her lungs, and—god, she went tighter! Locke wasn’t sure if it was another shapeshift or a simple muscle contraction, but nonetheless her pussy clenched around his dick like it was trying to suck out every last squirt of his seed.
“Fuck!” he growled, as her pussy sucked harder, and harder—and then, finally, unclenched.
This was a definite shape change. He felt the softness from before return, and heard a quiet splash between his legs as her insides let out all they’d collected. He saw the stream reflected in the mirror, and honestly couldn’t tell what was him and what was the cream she’d fingered inside herself earlier, but either way, there was enough of it that he was glad they’d both worn their contraceptive gems—hers in a little stud on one ear, his on a bulky, masculine ring he wore on his engagement finger.
It was then that Sloan’s legs gave out, but he caught her fast enough to dip them both onto the bed. Sloan rolled to face him once they landed, her face red with exertion and delight.
Locke propped himself up on a confident elbow, as if he’d not just been thoroughly wrecked by this kinky catgirl.
“So,” he said with a cocky grin, “did I live up to your expectations?”
“Yes,” Sloan purred, and snuggled up to him. “And me? What did you think of me?”
Admittedly, Locke was still processing what he thought of her. It was easily one of the sexiest encounters he’d ever had, but again, post-nut clarity came to remind him that one of his reasons for taking her was because he was afraid she’d withdraw her treats, which was rather ridiculous now that he thought of it. But then, he was in bed with an artificial buff body and a naked acrobatic shapeshifting catgirl. The entire situation was ridiculous.
“The others taught you well,” he decided, and Sloan snuggled closer to him and purred in satisfaction.
Chapter Six
He was still uncertain how he felt at breakfast that morning, especially since Sloan had stayed in her human form and was now laying out the meal’s dishes wearing nothing more than an apron and oven mitts.
“Okay, why does Sloan get to walk around the ship naked and I don’t?” Bexley objected as she grabbed a breakfast sausage.
“Because you abused the privilege,” Ember retorted, taking her own.
“Wait.” Locke had been filling his own plate, but stopped to fully process the implications of what he’d just heard. “You mean there was a time when Bexley walked around the ship naked just because, and I missed it?”
“I mean, it was just us girls at the time, so why not?” Bexley shrugged. “Sometimes I forget to do laundry.”
Captain Alyssa sighed from where she was seated. “History of ship nudity aside, Bexley raises a good point. It’s not allowed at the moment, and Sloan, you should probably wear something more than an apron, anyway.”
“But I’ve been naked this whole time and you haven’t said anything,” Sloan objected, though the way she settled her—once again normal-sized—boobs on Locke’s head as she said it indicated she was probably being mischievous about it.
“You’ve also been a cat,” Alyssa replied. “The standards are different.”
“Well, I think the standards are unfair,” Sloan pouted, though her tone remained playful.
“All that aside,” Bexley said, and now her eyes narrowed toward Locke with equal mischief, “How was it?”
Ember scoffed. “Really, Bexley, at the table?”
“Hey, you told your mom in front of her whole nerd team how good a lay Locke is, so don’t even start with me.”
“That was different. I wanted to avoid an awkward conversation.”
“By making it awkward from the beginning?”
“By getting it out of the way. And, all things considered, it was a very efficient way to deal with the inevitable awkwardness.”
“I enjoyed it!” Sloan replied, as if the argument wasn’t happening, and snuggled her chest against Locke’s head. “How was it for you?”
Locke nearly choked on the swallow of juice he’d just taken. It wasn’t unusual for such conversations to happen around Haven tables—at least on the Blue Heron—but his mind was still reeling from the fact that he’d slept with a shapeshifting catgirl.
He was grateful for the recovery time coughing afforded him.
“Honestly, it was the weirdest sex I’ve ever had.”
“Ex-cuse me?!” Bexley barked, and Locke started.
The ferocity of her reply startled him, but he soon found the surprise tempered by Sloan, the deep, satisfied purr in her chest radiating pleasantly into his head.
“That’s what I was going for.” Sloan nuzzled her own head against the top of his. “Bexley said you liked being a bit … experimental.”
“Yeah, but not that experimental,” Bexley huffed.
“You’re just jealous,” Sloan retorted.
“Of course I am! This is a challenge!”
“What?” Locke exclaimed.
“No one on this ship gets to be weirder than me,” Bexley declared.
“Perhaps you shouldn’t have taught me so well,” Sloan prodded.
“This is war.”
“So be it!”
Locke just sat there and listened, confused but also intrigued that there was apparently about to be a battle for who could give him the kinkiest sex, with Bexley being the challenger.
He was slightly terrified at the notion.
But also aroused.
“Whatever, just don’t let it interfere with your duties.” Captain Alyssa sighed, then finished the last of her meal. “We’ll be pulling into Endpoint City in two hours. Today’ll be a busy one, so be prepared to be away from the ship all day. You too, Sloan.”
“Me?”
Locke felt Sloan tense around his head, even through all the softness of her features. Did she not like leaving the ship?
Alyssa nodded. “Put some clothes on, appropriate for a visit to the Arcane Index.”
“Oh,” Sloan replied, and Locke felt all her earlier mischief ooze out of her, too.
***
“Sloan doesn’t like going off the Blue Heron?” Locke asked as he and Alyssa headed toward the control room.
“She has a history with the Arcane Index,” Alyssa explained once they stepped inside. “She was a ward of the Index before I hired her, but before she became its ward, she was subject to exploitation by an illicit, underground branch within the Index.”
A knot tightened in Locke’s stomach when she said that. “What kind of exploitation?”
Alyssa sighed heavily, then said, “Human experimentation.”
“I see …” Locke considered this revelation. “Is that why she’s so … shy?”
In that light, “shy” didn’t even sound like the right word anymore. “Traumatized” seemed more appropriate.
Alyssa examined the control room map and the gauges that would guide their course from here on.
“The Index took responsibility for her recovery once the experiments came to light. She lived and trained under its watch for a time, but I think the darker memories weighed too heavily on her. I eventually took her as my steward when I came across her looking-for-work posting.”
“Why take her to the Index today, if she has such a strong aversion to it?”
“Because the Index is the only place that can measure mage potential and growth, and I need to see how she ranks.”
“For Deathly Rhythm?”
Alyssa nodded.
Now that Locke knew Sloan had a human form, Alyssa’s insistence on getting her back in a titan made a lot more sense. He knew Deathly Rhythm retained its time magic catalyst, and wondered if Sloan possessed the necessary affinity, but figured he’d learn more about her mage talents soon enough.
And once he knew that, he could begin considering how to best utilize them in battle.
The idea began to ignite a little spark of enthusiasm in him—until he remembered he had something else to check into before they landed.
“Hey, do you see the Indy’s code on the tracker over there?” he asked.
Alyssa looked to a device just to the right of the ship’s wheel, the analog numbers on which occasionally clicked back and forth to display the identification codes of the nearest airships or docking stations. Some of those numbers, however, were referred to so frequently that they were locked in a permanent display, and colored lights next to their listings indicated their availability or proximity. Alyssa browsed the numbers with an easy, familiar speed.
“Looks like it,” she replied. “Want me to call them up?”
“Nah, I’ll do it,” Locke said, “unless you need my help with something.”
Alyssa shook her head, and Locke pressed a little button by the Indigo Gryphon’s identification code before he spoke.
“Blue Heron to Indigo Gryphon. Do you copy?”
The voice that replied was that of a woman who’d witnessed more weird shit in her life than she’d ever cared to, but also had no problem bending it into submission with a single glare. It was a voice like bourbon, intensely refined but also fully capable of punching nuisances in the face. Locke might have found it hot if it hadn’t belonged to someone at least thirty years his senior.
“Captain Belista here.” The voice said. “Is this Locke?”
“It is. How’d you guess?”
“You’re the only man on the Blue Heron, and I have incredible powers of deduction. You have something to report?”
“No, danger. Just some questions for Sevas and Rion.”
“It’s not about the mimics, is it?”
“No, it’s something else.”
“Good. Transferring you to the hangar. A moment, if you will.”
The radio went quiet while Captain Belista transferred his call, long enough that Locke suspected a warning was being conveyed on the other ship.
“Did they actually try to bring a mimic on board their ship?” Alyssa asked, half intrigued and half bewildered.
Before Locke could answer, Captain Belista’s voice came over the speaker again. “Sevas incoming.”
The introduction was immediately followed by an exasperated, “Whaaat?”
“That’s a bit sharp,” Locke replied with a mischievous grin. “What if someone important was on the other end of the line?”
“What important person is going to call me?” Sevas retorted. “Important people don’t call hangars, and I don’t know any important people anyway.”
“So I’m not important?” Locke replied with faux indignation.
“In the grand scheme of things, who is?” Sevas replied with an audible shrug. “Though I do appreciate the mimic-research-that-I’m-not-allowed-to-talk about, so I will concede that you are at least slightly important to my general sphere of existence.”
“I’m honored.”
“It’s a very small sphere; don’t get too excited. Anyway, I assume you called me for a reason. Speak quickly. Rion is making the face he makes when something’s about to be on fire.”
Through the corner of his eye, Locke saw Alyssa struggling to hold back a laugh, especially when Rion’s voice distantly replied, “It was one time, and it was one of your experiments, bud.”
One could discern a lot about Sevas and Rion from their voices alone.
Rion’s voice put Locke in mind of a big brother who, despite being a jock, would also beat the hell out of anyone who dared pick on his little nerd sibling, and then help his sibling build a contraption to get back at the bullies just because—which was not inappropriate, given how he interacted with Sevas.
Sevas definitely filled the role of little nerd sibling, but there was also more to him than that.
Most Havenites Locke had interacted with had no accent he could detect, but Sevas had a subtle accent derived from his childhood in Luciola. Locke had initially thought of it as a generic Science Accent, but had since narrowed it down to what he thought of as vaguely Eastern European, or perhaps European Portuguese—fluid but with frequent harsh syllables that contrasted the grace of it.
Then again, he didn’t know how much of that sharpness was accent and how much was a result of his being in continuous pain. Most of the time, Sevas seemed to be able to function through it, but there had been at least a few calls where Rion had answered in the engineer’s place because Sevas was confined to their infirmary, incoherent either with chronic pain or the medicine used to soothe it.
Even on a normal day, Locke could hear the struggle in Sevas’ voice, or at least the result of it. It was why he sounded like a seventy-year-old curmudgeon in a body one-third that age.
It had made early interactions with him awkward, but over the months, Locke had figured out that Sevas rarely meant any actual insult, he just sounded like he did, and that in turn made him more amusing than anything.
“Whatever,” Sevas continued. “I have no time for small talk. Big talk only.”
Locke couldn’t suppress another laugh, but then asked, “Have you noticed how weird the moon’s looking these days?”
“Of course I have. What do you expect me to do about it?”
The answer gave Locke pause. “Do people often expect you to fix the moon?”
“People expect me to fix everything around here.”
“You’re the chief engineer, you nerd!” Rion shouted from a distance.
“That’s beside the point,” Sevas replied, his voice slightly muffled as he turned to answer Rion. It came back to normal volume when he continued: “Did you really to call to ask about the moon?”
“No. I actually called to see if Ray’s told you anything new about the Precursor goo I mentioned in the mimic report.”
“The captain says I’m not allowed to talk about mimics,” Sevas replied, as if he was reciting it.
“And you’re gonna let that stop you?”
“Now that I think on it, I believe I have found a loophole,” Sevas added, so quickly that it was obvious he’d already thought on it before Locke even called. “You are curious about the goo, not the mimics, and she has not forbidden me from talking about goo. Unfortunately, I have not heard from Ray, but we’re in Endpoint City to pick up Erudicia’s crew, so I can find out.
“We’re headed that way ourselves.”
“Then meet me in the usual café once you arrive. Was that all?”
“No, actually. I was wondering if Rion had a copy of The Encyclopedia of Dragonkind he’d let me borrow.”
“Do not try to fuck the dragons,” Sevas stated instantly.
“Uh … don’t you mean I shouldn’t fuck with dragons?”
“I mean exactly what I said.”
Locke paused again. “Is that something people regularly try to do?”
“You must remember the company I keep.”
“Is Locke trying to hook up with a dragon?” Rion exclaimed in the distance. “Tell him they’re really into role play, and to make sure he goes for a shapeshifter, ‘cause otherwise it’s gonna be really short.”
“Rion has plenty of dragon books,” Sevas finished. “I will see to it that you receive one.”
“Thanks. We dock in roughly two hours. See you then.”
Sevas said his own goodbyes, and then Locke pressed the radio button again to end the call.
Alyssa shook her head in amusement as he finished up. “He sounds like he’s in good spirits.”
“He does, actually. Probably having less of a flare-up today. Usually his tone is a bit sharper.”
Alyssa nodded. Given the location of the radio, she’d been privy to nearly all of the conversations that had formed their eventual friendship, and had learned the cadences of voice that indicated how Sevas was feeling.
“Today’s a good day to ask him to do research,” Locke stated.
“Speaking of which, I understand your curiosity about dragons, but why the Precursor goo?” Alyssa asked as she guided the ship.
“Just a thought I had.” It was more than a thought, of course, but he saw no practical reason to bring the depths of it up at this moment, especially if Ray had turned up nothing. Still, to change the subject, he added, “Do people really try to seduce dragons here?”
Alyssa shrugged ambiguously. “Well, dragons can take human form, and depending on what the dragon hoards, it could be a beneficial association. Hells, I know of at least one dragon who hoarded people—well, relationships to be more precise—and led regular orgies.”
“This sounds like something you’ve thought about.”
“Everyone on Haven has thought about it at some point.”
“You, too?” Locke asked. “Even after … what happened?”
“Well, it was admittedly more of a youthful fantasy. Dragons aren’t my type. But even so, it was just one of them. Dragons are as varied as humans; I don’t hate all humans because Bort tried to kill us. I just … treat them with caution.”
“Makes sense.”
“Dragon relations can be complicated, anyway,” Alyssa continued. “Dragons don’t perceive a lot of things the same way humans do—everything from time to relationships to sex … which of course makes sex with dragons difficult.”
“How so? You’d think sex would be pretty straightforward for any species.”
“Their very concept of sex is different. There’s a magical component, and it’s the blending of magical qualities that’s important to dragons, more so than the physical. Moreover, it can be overwhelming, as I understand it. Not all dragon partners survive the experience.”
“And those that do?”
Alyssa thought. “Honestly, I think most of them either were already gods or ascended to godhood shortly thereafter. Not because of the dragon sex,” she added hastily. “Because of other stuff.”
“Got it. So, in order to seduce and survive sex with a dragon, I just need to become a god first.” Locke shrugged. “Easy peasy.”
Alyssa laughed. “Well, if anyone on Haven could do it, it would be you.”
***
They were still a good flight out, but Endpoint City was so large that it was visible even from this distance—or rather, the wreck that formed it was visible. Endpoint City was so named because it sat at the end of a massive canyon slashed into the ground by an equivalently massive Precursor ship crash. The crash only stopped when it rammed into a small burst of mountains, and now it stood as a landmark for this entire region of the continent—fifty stories tall, even in its broken form, and populated by an intrepid people who didn’t seem to care about the potential dangers of living in the remnants of an ancient, unknowable shipwreck.
It couldn’t have been too dangerous, though, at least not in recent memory, for a resilient hodgepodge of civilization now sprawled from it, its architecture as varied as the cultures that had built it. He’d seen gothic-style mansions planted right next to what looked like communities of human-sized hobbit holes, which then spanned up the mountain into a section of enormous trees that contained sleek, minimalistic-looking houses.
And yet somehow it all fit pleasantly together. Some of that, Locke had since learned, was because a Vasori city planner had been appointed to oversee certain aspects of the city’s aesthetics. This was an oddity in itself, as most Vasori were infamously snobbish where Enders were concerned—and yet they were also famously adept at many aspects of design, from engineering to architecture to city planning. If one had any sort of complex planning to do, there were few better hires than the Vasori, because in addition to their practical skills and superb education programs, the complicated dramas of everyday Vasori social life made them hyper-attuned to any political or developmental problems that might come their way during the project.
It was one of the things Locke liked about Ember. She’d left Vasor because she hated the combative and restrictive environment, but she could come up with a sharp plan mid-battle like she’d been doing so her whole life—which, in a sense she had—and she possessed a sharp eye and exactly zero patience for other people’s antics.
In that way, Locke regarded her as a representation of one of the strengths of Endpoint City.
Though that kind of behavior was uncharacteristic of the Vasori, it wasn’t uncharacteristic of Endpoint City. This place took the travelers and prodigal children from all the other city-states and melded their cultures and skills to make a whole better than its individual parts. The first several times Locke had flown into it, he’d been in awe of its wonderous semblance of chaos, but over the months that awe had mellowed into fascinated respect.
This became especially true after he’d befriended Rion and Sevas, and they’d used a day of leave to give him a formal tour of the … manlier parts of the city. Granted, it was mostly a tour of their favorite taverns, street food carts, and adventurer supply shops—but the brothels were what stood out most to Locke.
It wasn’t that he intended to make use of them. Given what he had access to on the Blue Heron, he had no practical need for their services. It was that they served purposes and offered services wholly unlike what he’d expected.
Brothels were not reputable establishments where he was from, and sex workers were often subject to exploitation of various horrible sorts.
That wasn’t the case in Endpoint City. Rion’s favorite brothel was a classy establishment equivalent to a fancy, intimate hotel, and the people who worked there did so because they were just that good at sex, had competed to work at this particular venue, and were highly sought after and even respected for certain aspects of their roles in society. There was more to their services than sexual gratification, though that was certainly their primary business. They offered classes and private training in how to satisfy one’s partner, and even some form of couples (or even group) therapy for when sex was the problem in a relationship.
And groups were more common than Locke had initially expected; one of the things that fascinated him most about Haven was the sheer variety of relationship types. He’d seen conventional couples, polyamorous groups, harem arrangements, and some that he didn’t even know what to call, in combinations of sexualities that he would never have expected of a world that basically looked like a fantastical, anachronistic version of the 1800s.
In retrospect, he shouldn’t have been surprised. Haven was the single horniest place he’d ever seen, so it only made sense that it would express its horniness in as many ways as possible.
There were limits, of course. Another thing he’d learned was that despite mainly producing them under contract (another thing he was still trying to wrap his head around), Havenites were fiercely protective of their children, such that people who made inappropriate advances on those children often met bad ends, sometimes including the business end of a titan’s weaponry.
Simply put, Havenites did not mess with any aspect of reproduction.
The brothel in particular was an astonishingly healthy approach to a subject he’d never seen broached in that way before—but that wasn’t the end of its services, or even what made it truly fascinating to him.
Rion used the brothel for obvious reasons, but Sevas used it because it also kept a full-time mage healer on staff. The healer was mostly there to ensure the health of the staff—to check clients for potential diseases and address them before they partook of the establishment’s services—but Sevas had figured out that a brothel subscription was substantially cheaper than standard medical care in Endpoint City. The care was also of similar quality, and so Sevas went for inexpensive checkups while Rion went for conventional business.
Moreover, this was apparently a standard practice in Endpoint City, especially for adventurers, and Locke’s mind still reeled over the idea that people here went to brothels to receive high-quality health care at least as often as they did for the conventional reasons.
Locke had wondered if he should get a brothel subscription for the medical care alone—but also reasoned that he was out of town so often, he wouldn’t be able to use it much. Besides, as standard as it might have been on Haven, the idea still felt weird to him, like it would be a betrayal of the women on his ship. So for now, he abstained.
Still, it did make him wonder about what other weird little quirks existed in this world, and how he could find them and make use of them. He still wasn’t entirely sure what direction he wanted his new life to take—and given that he was co-captaining an airship full of hot babes with his own giant robot, he didn’t mind his current place at all—but he still wanted to know his options.
For Haven was a world with options.
He pondered this now as he kept Alyssa company in the control room. She could pilot the Blue Heron on her own, but it was convenient to have a second pair of eyes on the bridge, and besides, they liked each other’s presence.
His new finding about dragons and gods had been particularly interesting. He was still trying to wrap his mind around how the concept of gods even worked on Haven. He’d seen very little to indicate organized religion, or any sort of reverence to a higher being or pantheon, and some people back home took religion so seriously that he wasn’t comfortable bringing up the topic casually. Still, that mortals could become gods here—for whatever value that had—was interesting, and an aspect worth considering in the puzzle he was piecing together of his place in this new world.
***
The two hours passed quickly, and soon the hypnotic hodgepodge of Endpoint City stretched before the Blue Heron’s control room windows.
Alyssa gestured for him to take the wheel. “If I know Sloan, she’ll need some convincing before she’ll leave the ship. Care to pull us in?”
“Got it,” Locke replied, and took the wheel as Alyssa left.
Their destination loomed just ahead—the bulbous upturned tip of the Endpoint City crash, huge enough to accommodate an entire airport with docking stations for at least thirty airships of various sizes.
By now, he had the docking process down to muscle memory, and once he’d received the proper clearances from airport control, slid smoothly into a bay as if he’d been flying airships his entire life. Soon after, he heard the shuffle of four distinct sets of footsteps heading for the control room.
He’d memorized even those in the past several months. Alyssa strode with purposeful grace; Ember walked heavily and hurriedly, as if she had better places to be than where she already was; and Bexley clomped with all the refinement of a tomboy who was exactly where and who she wanted to be and didn’t intend to change that. The fourth set didn’t have a familiar gait, but its quiet hesitance—and the lack of any other passengers—meant it could only be Sloan.
“I don’t see why it’s so important that I come along,” Sloan grumped from down the corridor.
“Because your mage coefficient hasn’t been evaluated since I hired you on,” Alyssa explained gently. “Ember and Locke are being evaluated today, so we might as well do you, too.”
“It’s not like it’ll affect my cooking,” Sloan pouted.
“You know there’s more to it than that,” Alyssa replied.
“You hired me to be the cook, not to pilot titans,” Sloan retorted, her voice becoming clearer as they all joined Locke in the control room.
Locke could clearly hear the pout in Sloan’s voice. Still, he sensed more nuance there. Sloan didn’t sound like she was being petulant, but that she had legitimate hesitations about Alyssa’s plan to get her into Deathly Rhythm.
They’d have to deal with that, Locke reasoned, but his instincts told him the best way to approach the topic with Sloan would be gently and patiently, so he turned to face them, preparing some generic encouragement to hold her over for the time being.
He stopped the moment his eyes landed upon her.
Sloan lingered behind Alyssa, looking moody, but clad in a cute, ruffled teal sundress with random lacy bits, corset-style cinching, and an abundance of little buckles that served no purpose except to make it look like it had come from the Haven equivalent of a boutique for pastel goths. Her hair and shoes were still fairly simple—her shoes unremarkable ballet slipper-like things, and her hair loose and long like it had been every other time he’d seen her human form, but the combined effect was far more adorable than anything he’d expected to see on this marginally run-down ship. Somehow he’d expected her to dress as practically as the others.
She must have noticed him dwelling on her, for she promptly turned up her nose and said, “If I have to wear clothing, then it’s at least going to be cute.”
“I’ve got no problem with that,” Locke replied, and suddenly Sloan’s pout melted into an enamored blush. “We’ll have to see about finding a magesuit that meets your standards,” he added meaningfully, and before she could protest, added further, “Having a mage like you supporting us in battle could be a gamechanger, and if being cute helps you fight better, I see no reason to object to it.”
Sloan’s face crumpled a bit as if she’d wanted to object, but was too flattered by Locke’s words to do so—which was what Locke had been going for. He wasn’t entirely certain why Sloan was so averse to the idea of piloting a titan—that was something he’d have to ask Alyssa later—but he knew she liked him (to put it mildly), and if he could use that to their collective advantage, he would.
“Shall we be off, then?” he said.
Chapter Seven
The Arcane Index was all abustle, and it became more abustle when Locke stepped onto its grounds.
It wasn’t just that he cut a fine figure, though he did.
Ever since the ladies had taken him shopping, he’d opted to wear his most official-looking co-captain’s suit whenever they ventured into the city for business, which meant he strode past the Index’s twin lion statues in a sharp long coat tailored to emphasize the manly planes of his torso, a similarly tailored waistcoat, trousers that emphasized the muscles of his thighs, and Vasori-style knee high boots that did the same for his lower legs. The Vasori preferred a cut that slimmed the ankles and flared out around the calves, creating the illusion of leg muscles that were bigger than they actually were (appropriate for the Vasori, who were more sedentary than other cultures in general).
Locke didn’t really see the need for the boots, given the present state of his muscles, but when he’d tried them on, he’d noticed that Ember stared at his ankles the same way Alyssa stared at his overcoat and Bexley stared at him naked, and so decided they’d be worth the purchase.
And they had been, in more ways than one.
Prior to his wearing the suit, the only jobs they’d ever taken were those they’d chosen from the Arcane Index bounties counter, but since that strategic shopping trip, they’d gotten more than a few direct, well-paying offers. Granted, that had as much to do with their improving reputation as his physical presence—beating the hell out of Bort’s entire mercenary company and taking down a giant mutant mimic had turned out to be excellent additions to their collective resume—but he couldn’t deny the impact his physical presence had on putting that resume to work. The suit had amplified his physical presence tenfold—and the direct offers they received a proportional amount—and now he wore it as much for economic advantage as the ladies’ delight.
Even now, he saw heads turn as he strode up the courtyard terrace, and when he reached the double doors at the top, he allowed himself a dramatic, observant pause, arms crossed over his chest as if pondering what the Arcane Index would give him to conquer today. That was strategic, too. At this hour, sunlight poured through the Arcane Index’s front doors, and the shadow his broad shoulders cast as he blocked it had the inevitable effect of drawing eyes to the source. He didn’t stay there long—he wasn’t the kind of man to block a busy doorway for his own gratification—but it didn’t take long to make his point and announce his presence, and in the few seconds he’d stood there, he’d already seen a goodly number of eyes flick his way.
“Bounties first?” he asked as they continued inside. “Or evaluations?”
“It looks like you have potential bounties staring your way,” Alyssa observed.
“Not all of them,” Bexley said. “Some of those are definitely lays, probably even a few fatherhood contracts, given your void magery.”
Locke tried not to let his confident face falter as he pondered that.
“I’m not quite ready to consider fatherhood contracts yet,” he replied honestly. “Not until I understand the full legal implications.”
“Understandable,” Bexley said, “but I’m just sayin’, with your magical aptitude and the general quality of that dick, you could probably fund Harper’s Harriers by offering up your genes alone. And, I mean, we’ll have three titans to fund soon.”
“Bexley, we’re not selling Locke’s dick to fund our titans,” Ember stated.
“That’s not your decision,” Bexley retorted.
“We are not selling Locke’s dick to fund our titans,” Captain Alyssa insisted, but then added to Locke, “Unless you’re in favor of it.”
“Not when I have you ladies by my side,” Locke replied with a winning smile.
Now he glanced toward the café, which was where he usually lurked to await potential clients; it was a way to pinpoint the more serious, higher-paying ones, as those usually bought him a full meal over which to discuss details if he liked their initial pitch.
That wasn’t the primary reason he was looking, though, and soon he spotted a familiar head of disheveled black hair and dark goggles looking his way from his most familiar of tables.
“Why don’t you four go check the bounties desk while I see if we can get any offers in the café?” he said. “We can meet afterward, and if I don’t get any promising ones, we can just pick a desk bounty.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Alyssa replied, and then she and the ladies bid him farewell to head for the reception desk.
Locke, meanwhile, strode for the café—and had solicitations before he’d even taken two steps. One woman—probably an archaeologist or field researcher of some sort, based on her practical Arcane Index uniform and rugged, sun-darkened face—flattered his role in the mimic case and offered to buy him a coffee to discuss the possibility of fathering her child, given his obvious usefulness at the mutant mimic archaeological dig. He turned her down politely (though he did take her card to add to his growing collection), and two steps later received offers from two different women before the room figured out that he wasn’t on the market for reproduction contracts. The offers that followed after his next few steps came from Arcane Index students inviting him to sorority parties (and one frat party) for “whatever kind of fun he wanted to have.” He turned them down politely, too, and felt no small amount of relief when he finally made it to his destination table and flopped into the chair opposite its single occupant.
“Morning, Sev,” he huffed. “I would offer to buy you a drink, but I fear it would take a stupid amount of time just to make it to the counter with all the offers I’m getting.”
“Rion has already gone to deflect.” Sevas nodded backward to indicate a space behind him.
Locke looked up to see the man in question charming an entire crowd of what looked like sorority girls, his once-suave black hair already tousled with eager attention, unsurprisingly.
Orion Havoc had a very particular vibe, and Locke hadn’t been able to put his finger on it until he’d seen him swish his hair in the manner of a Bollywood hero who’d just somersaulted through a whole action movie’s worth of explosions to make it to the elaborate dance fight that would win the heart of his worthy heroine. Granted, Locke hadn’t actually seen him burst into song and dance just yet, but Rion absolutely struck him as the kind of man who would do it to impress a girl—not that he actually needed to.
Rion’s was a build that, like Locke’s, had no difficulty attracting bed partners, though its structure was quite different. Locke’s body was one of admittedly artificial perfection, that stayed that way with minimal effort, whereas Rion looked like someone who’d earned that muscle through a combination of powerlifting, momma’s home cooking, and hurling random boulders for fun just to see if he could. His form-fitting magesuit only served to accentuate this prowess, and that combined with his infectious good nature saw to it that Rion got as many offers as Locke did—and was eager to accept them.
Sevas waved a thin, dismissive hand away from Rion, toward the counter. “I’ve already assigned Miss Peregrine to the task of acquiring drinks.”
The direction of his hand indicated a petite, dark-skinned woman in a sharp engineer’s uniform—this one the iconic rose gold of the Vasor Arcane Index with little indigo accents, though being a Haven uniform, it also had innumerable sexy accents: a low-cut window displayed the curve of her upper back, and a pert pair of booty shorts and transparent thigh-high stockings combined with the cute puff of her hair to make her, simply put, adorable. Not in the same way that Sloan was adorable, but then Sloan was an exception to a lot of rules.
Locke couldn’t for the life of him figure out why Sevas wouldn’t tap that.
Still, knowing Sevas, he probably had his reasons.
When Sevas had come to the Blue Heron to upgrade his titan’s energy saber connection four months ago, it had been to the tune of lots of cursing and grumbling—not because he hated the job, but because most motions involved in the doing of the job caused him some sort of discomfort. Sevas usually walked with a crutch and a twisted leg that was the result of a freak matter catalyst malfunction, and Locke was under the impression that his chronic pain was the result of deeper damage that even matter mage healers struggled to fix.
That was something else he’d learned about this world—that matter mage healers could render physical problems irrelevant so easily that the society had effectively skipped eras of experimentation and research that would have resulted in insights into other parts of the body. A mage healer could reattach a severed limb with no effort at all, but had such a limited understanding of the nervous system and pain impulses that they didn’t even know where to start to help people like Sevas—who was himself a wholly unique case. (Most catalyst accidents of that nature didn’t leave survivors.)
All that said, Locke could understand how chronic pain would put a damper on Sevas’ romantic life.
In some ways, it made Locke enormously self-conscious of his own situation—pulled from a partially disabled body into his present physical ideal—and he’d often wondered if he could somehow employ his mage powers to help the man, especially since his eventual goal was to create a brand new body for Peth’s consciousness to inhabit. But he didn’t fully comprehend the complexities of what that would involve, nor how soon he’d be able to do it, so for now he opted not to mention it. Least of all because he’d probably have to explain his own situation, and he wasn’t ready for that yet, most of all because he didn’t want to get the man’s hopes up only to fail him.
So for now, he settled for just being a friend.
Especially since Sevas fought so furiously against his own condition, which was one of the things Locke liked about him, and he dared not give the man false hope until he knew for certain he could help him.
Locke remembered the utter helplessness he’d felt when his body had been half-paralyzed, confined to a wheelchair. There had been days when he’d been ready to give up, where the light at the end of his tunnel looked so far away as to be unreachable—but it wasn’t in his nature to give up, and he always rebounded to snatch for that light. He knew Sevas had days like that, too—worse, with his condition—but given what he’d accomplished, he was also clearly the sort of person to snatch back for the light and grip it with a stranglehold.
And now that Locke was paying attention to appearances, he noticed that something about the way Sevas held himself today was different. More relaxed, somehow, as if he’d finally gotten a good night’s sleep after weeks of none—or perhaps, in his case, found a really good pain potion. He looked less disheveled in general, too, compared to the previous times Locke had seen him. Most of the time he didn’t even bother to take off his hangar jumpsuit, but today he was in a freshly pressed shirt and waistcoat, as if he’d actually deemed something worthy of dressing up for—or perhaps simply felt pain-free enough to put forth the effort. Either way, it was a surprising, pleasant change.
“I see news of your talents has begun to spread,” Sevas observed, indicating the women dissipating behind Locke.
“Ah, someone who relates,” Locke replied. For reasons Locke still had yet to fully understand, Sevas had an unclaimed harem of engineers and archaeologists who lamented his lack of interest in any of them. Most said it was because he was brilliant, but there had to be more to it than that.
Sevas waved the suggestion off. “Your mage talents make you more desirable than me, and I guarantee the ones who are after me would disperse the moment I began having a fit.” He indicated his shaded goggles. “I doubt there’s such a downside with you.”
“What do your goggles have to do with fits?”
“Magelight sensitivity. Malfunctioning catalysts can flicker in patterns that cause my body to seize. Magelight goggles dull the effects enough that I can defend against the stimulus before the fit starts. Most of the time, anyway.”
“Was that a result of the catalyst accident?”
“No, I’ve always had it,” Sevas replied. “The accident affected nothing above my neck, mercifully—Ah, yes!”
His eyes perked, and he directed his gaze toward the figure approaching the table, bearing two cups of tea on saucers.
“Good morning, Locke,” Aster Peregrine greeted, then looked to Sevas. “Should I run interference with the captain?”
“That would be useful, just in case,” Sevas replied.
Aster nodded, then faced Locke again. “You can have mine, then. I hope you like spice tea.”
“Thanks, I do.” Locke accepted the first cup. Spice tea, he’d learned, was roughly equivalent to but slightly different from chai back home. (Otherwise, his translation magic would have just translated it as chai.) It had the same sweet complexity of flavor, but with a hot kick in the aftertaste, and though Locke wasn’t usually a tea drinker, he enjoyed the way this one fought back.
Now Aster turned to deliver Sevas’ tea—and when she did, Locke suddenly realized what was different.
First, when Sevas backed away to make room for her, Locke realized he was in a wheelchair, rather than using his typical forearm crutch. Next, as Aster left to distract their captain, she graced a gentle hand across his shoulder, and Sevas answered by brushing her hand with his own before she left. It was a small, subtle gesture, but a tender one—the kind of gesture Locke had grown accustomed to making towards the Blue Heron’s ladies, and not one that the Sevas of four months ago would have made.
The Sevas of four months ago hadn’t noticed Aster in any tender way.
“Okay, there’s a story here,” Locke said.
Sevas shrugged, and suddenly made great efforts to tend to his tea. “I’m still making sense of it myself.”
“Are you a pair now?”
“Not officially, but we’ve slept together, so … I’m not sure.”
“What?” Locke exclaimed. “How does that even work?”
“It was an accident.”
“You accidentally slept together?”
Sevas nodded.
“Was it vodka?”
Sevas shook his head. “No, nothing like that. More … you know how I said most who claim to be interested in me would leave if they saw my fits?”
“Yeah?”
Sevas stirred his tea absently. “She … stayed.” He took a sip of the drink as if he needed the caffeine to help process the thought. “It’s a strange thing, learning that someone wants you to be alive enough to be the one to bring you back.”
“It was bad?” Locke asked.
“One of my worst. Until it … wasn’t, shall we say.”
“Is that what the wheelchair’s for? Whatever happened?”
“Hm?” Sevas asked, as if his mind had been elsewhere. “Oh, no. Dr. Waltz had me fully healed before the end of that day. This is … an unexpected side effect.”
“He means his legs are tired from fucking a lot.” Rion joined them at the table, his palms overflowing with sorority calling cards.
“It’s not a lot,” Sevas objected as Rion pulled out the free chair between them, and turned it around to prop his muscular arms on its back.
“It’s a lot for you,” Rion retorted.
“It’s a perfectly reasonable amount.”
“If you’re making up for lost time,” Rion added with a mischievous nudge.
“Say that in front of her mother.”
“Oh, I’m sure the captain already knows.”
“Wait.” Locke blinked in astonishment. “Aster is Captain Belista’s daughter? You slept with your captain’s daughter?”
Sevas shrugged. “She wasn’t unaware of her daughter’s feelings for me.”
“But you. And the captain’s daughter,” Locke said, enunciating every word.
Sevas gestured along his wheelchair-bound body. “Well, obviously, to a certain class of woman, I am the definition of peak masculinity.”
“You’re not lying there,” Locke agreed. He remembered the three engineers from Ember’s mother’s team all those months ago, and how their entire existence seemed to revolve around an unrequited affection for Sevas.
“Anyway, we have our first formal date tonight,” Sevas added, “so … I suppose we’ll see how it goes.”
“You haven’t even been on your first date and yet you’ve smashed enough to require your wheelchair?” Locke exclaimed.
“I believe it’s been well-established that I do not understand how proper dating works.”
“Well, you’re obviously doing something right.” Locke shrugged, and then leaned forward with intent. “Okay, I need to hear the whole thing now. Like … how?”
“That is an entire novel’s worth of stories,” Sevas replied, then waved his hand as if brushing away a pesky fly and continued, “Enough of this. On the radio, you sounded like your questions had purpose. Did you encounter another mutant?”
“Not yet, but I want to be ready for the possibility,” Locke replied. It wasn’t the exact truth, but it was close enough to it for his purposes. “Especially if, say, shadow dregs get into some of that Precursor goo.”
“Oh, damn,” Rion said. “So you’ve been hearing about them, too?”
Locke’s ears suddenly perked. “Heard about what?”
“Some of the other pilots at the tavern last night said they’ve heard rumors of shadow dregs overtaking an amethyst dragon.”
Even Sevas nearly choked on his tea at that statement. “A dragon? That shouldn’t be possible. The sheer will of a dragon can’t even be measured by human standards.”
“Oh yeah, that reminds me.” Rion produced a well-worn, leatherbound book from a pack slung over his shoulder. Locke recognized the title: The Encyclopedia of Dragonkind. “It’s my old edition, but all the dragons in the new one are youngsters in hibernation, so they won’t be relevant until after we’re dead anyway.”
“Thanks.” Locke accepted the book. “So how did they handle the shadow dragon?”
“Well, to be honest, we were all a little drunk—” Rion’s face went sheepish. “Okay, a lotta drunk—when the subject came up, so I don’t remember that part. But, I mean, I guess they had to survive somehow, if they were alive to talk about it.”
“Rion, you need to find out!” Sevas snapped. “A shadow dragon, if it actually exists, is something that needs to be researched! Killed as quickly as possible, of course, but also researched.”
“Buddy, if I won’t let you research mimics, I’m sure as hells not letting you anywhere near a shadow dragon.”
Sevas rolled his eyes and returned to his tea with a frustrated huff, as if this was not his first time hearing such statements and he was tired of it.
“Speaking of mimics,” Sevas said, glowering over his teacup, “Rion and the captain have successfully kept me from doing any meaningful field research related to your report. But I spoke to Ray after you called earlier, and it turns out his crew’s bio-archaeologists have made some interesting findings about the ‘Precursor goo,’ as you’ve termed it. First off, there is an element of magic to it, and it is void magic.”
Locke furrowed his brow. “Wait, isn’t all magic void essence-based?”
“I don’t mean the essence. I mean the versatility. Void essence itself doesn’t have defined magical properties until channeled through a catalyst, but this goo has the ability to channel without a catalyst. It is, in itself, a liquefied catalyst capable of wielding all the magical elements.”
“A liquid catalyst,” Locke murmured.
“That might have a will of its own,” Sevas emphasized. “And that’s where it becomes particularly interesting. You see, they’ve had a few instances where it begins to move of its own accord, and glow purple—not the purple of channeled gravity magic, but the purple-black of—”
“Shadow dregs,” Locke finished.
Sevas nodded. “They initially thought the goo had something to do with Precursor ship operations, but they have revised their conclusions to suggest that the goo might actually be the purest form of shadow dreg, perhaps dating all the way back to the fall of the Precursors. After all, the particular ruin they found the goo in was very well-sealed, and there have been few other excavations involving this goo in archaeological records. So Ray says. Anyway, did that answer your question?”
Locke sighed. “Kind of.”
“Glad to be of service.” Sevas perked and then added, “Ah, before I forget.” He reached down to a small shelf underneath his wheelchair seat and produced a wooden box about the length of his forearm. “I promised you a prototype if I was able to use your report, but even though I wasn’t, I still have something that needs testing.”
He slid the box over to Locke, who opened it to find what looked like an adjustable armor bracer, except instead of pure metal, part was divided into four sections with distinct catalyst crystals in each.
“It’s my latest prototype,” Sevas explained as Locke picked it up and examined it. “I call it a void bracer, designed to allow mages to wield their abilities without being restricted to their machinery.”
Locke turned it over curiously. Though most of it was solid, it was separated into plates that made it effectively flexible, and the leather straps and buckles on the bottom ensured that it would fit all arms. Something was still missing, though.
“Where’s the condensate tank?” he asked.
“There isn’t one,” Sevas replied. “It’s designed to pull void essence straight out of the air.”
“It can pull enough to be usable?” Locke asked pointedly. One of the limitations of void magic was that, even for people with void mage talent, it required catalysts and direct access to some form of void material, whether essence or condensate. It was the primary reason why there was very little mundane, portable magic use. Even mage healers and artisans were limited to the physical area where their equipment was planted.
“Of course it’s usable,” Sevas huffed. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t be giving it to you. The secret is in the catalyst design. I’ve continued to refine the crystal structure of my previous version, such that this one channels magic even more efficiently than the last. The effect is still comparatively limited—you won’t be throwing energy blasts that can take down titans—but it should be efficient enough to allow for mundane activities, which is the point. Dr. Waltz has already gotten use out of a matter-and-time variant, and given that you’re a void mage, I was curious to see what one could do with it.”
“Hey, why didn’t you build one for me to test?” Rion objected.
“Because I know you’re just going to use it for sex,” Sevas retorted.
“Oh, as if I’m the only person on Haven who’s going to do that!”
Locke returned the bracer to its case with a smile and latched the lid shut.
“Thank you. I admit, I’ve only ever done magic work from inside my titan, but I’m sure I can find ways to try it out.”
Sevas nodded. “That is all I ask. Other than that, be brutal with it. I want to know its limits.”
Locke nodded back. “Thanks again. I’ll put it to the test and have a report for you next time we meet.”
Chapter Eight
Locke remained at the table for a little while longer, casually chatting and partaking of the thus-far-neglected spice tea Aster had left him. No potential clients came to invite him away from the table, though, so when he saw the girls step away from the bounties desk, he bid Sevas and Rion goodbye and headed their way.
As he approached, he couldn’t help but notice that all four women looked grumpy now.
“No direct offers, I take it?” Alyssa asked, reading his laid-back stride.
“None for the Harriers,” Locke replied. “No good bounties from the desk, either?”
“There’s one option, but …” Alyssa sighed, and for some reason Bexley of all people looked particularly unenthusiastic. Locke wondered why—their missions never put her in immediate danger like it did him and Ember, but before he could inquire, Alyssa said, “Let’s address it after evaluations. Worst case scenario, we just fly out to another city-state and check their bounties. It’s not like we’re hurting for fuel money these days, after all.”
The simple mention that they weren’t for once flat broke seemed to lift everyone’s spirits, even as they headed back to the receptionist’s desk.
The front desk was divided into four sections, and now they approached the space marked “Registration,” behind which lurked a shy, almost elfin young woman whose expression nonetheless brightened when she saw Locke and company approach.
“Morning, Tally,” Locke greeted.
“Oh! H—hi—good-morning-to-you-too-Locke!” Tally sputtered.
Locke paused at her sudden lack of composure—but then noticed the little card she’d bent up in one of her nervous hands. It looked as if she’d had an idea similar to those of his earlier acquaintances, but her shyness had gotten the better of her.
And it occurred to Locke that, though he’d have turned her down in that moment, that wouldn’t have necessarily been a permanent thing. The Arcane Index receptionist uniforms were cute to begin with; he’d quickly developed a thing for those ultra-short maid-like dresses, offset by their smart little cloaks. They looked like someone had asked the all-important question “How can I make this uniform professional, but adorable, but damn sexy, and also magical at the same time?” and decided this was the perfect compromise.
Tally was definitely on the adorable end, though in a different way than Sloan. Sloan, for all her pouty reticence, still had her boobs shoved out in that pastel goth dress. Tally, meanwhile, was comparatively more modest in her choice of hemline, though for all her seeming eagerness toward Locke, looked like she had even less romantic experience than Sevas (well, the Sevas of four months ago).
And, somehow, in a world full of women who were willing to flaunt their boobs at him, that made her intriguing.
But he wasn’t going to suggest it, least of all because in her geographically-limited situation, it could only be a one-night-stand, and in the course of rethinking his sexual values, Locke had determined that he didn’t want one-night-stands. He enjoyed the intimacy of relationships as much as he savored the intimacy of sex, and that wasn’t going to happen with someone stuck at the Arcane Index while he was on float.
Tally sighed and recomposed herself, then tossed her mangled calling card into a trash bin.
“Here for your reevaluation?” she asked, now all perky business.
“That we are,” Locke said with a smile.
“Good! I’ll call the director,” Tally beamed. She reached for the little candlestick phone on her desktop, brought it up to her ear, and waited. “Yes, this is Tally at registration. Could you let Director Pemberton know the Harper’s Harriers are here? Thank you.”
“What’s this about?” Locke asked once she hung up the phone. “I assume it’s not typical for the director to monitor evaluations.”
“It’s not typical, but Director Pemberton has a special interest in you,” Tally replied—then added, blushing, “Though, can you blame him?”
“What kind of interest?” Locke inquired, the gears in his head already turning. If he’d caught the eye of the person who ran the entire Endpoint City Arcane Index … that could have some interesting implications for future work. The Indigo Gryphon was a commissioned Arcane Index ship dedicated to transporting Index research crews, and it made bank with only two company-attached titans, Rion’s and their captain’s. The Blue Heron was independent, but it was about to have three titans, and if they could get on with a steady stream of Index work …
Their fortunes might be about to change. In a very well-paying manner.
“The kind that involves personal requests,” interrupted an unfamiliar voice.
They all turned to see the source of the sound and saw a dapper man approaching from the opposite side of the room, probably from the official-looking staircase next to the café. Locke gave him an inconspicuous once-over. The first thing he noticed was the rose-gold color that dominated his smart waistcoat and trousers, and the just-as-undeniably-Vasori cut of his boots. The second thing he noticed was the Endpoint City-style cut of his button-down shirt, which turned up in obvious folds at the elbows. Enders were proud of their productivity and work ethic, and it manifested in styles that showed off their hard-earned muscle, such that turned-up shirt sleeves were common even among those who didn’t perform physical labor.
It was a telling juxtaposition. This man seemed to be from Vasor, but the fact that he willfully combined styles—hell, that he was here in the first place and head of the local Index—made Locke suspect he might not be as dickish as the other Vasori.
He certainly didn’t look dickish, at any rate. He was handsome in a pudgy way, and despite the dapper cut of his clothing, filled it in a manner that looked more comfortable than arrogant. He didn’t strike Locke as the kind of person who’d receive handfuls of fatherhood cards, but would definitely have appeal to someone who was looking for, say, a dedicated, easygoing husband. Even his pale hair looked like it had started the day suave but gotten mussed over the course of performing his duties—which, given what he was director of, probably entailed the occasional fire or explosion.
Or, as if Bexley termed them, “rapid unscheduled high energy discharges.”
“But we can discuss all that after your evaluations.” The man extended a hand. “Pious Pemberton, director of this fine establishment. I don’t believe we’ve met in person before.”
Locke noticed how Pemberton—correctly—extended his hand to Captain Alyssa first.
“We haven’t,” Alyssa replied. “I’m Captain Alyssa Harper, and this is—”
“Ah, no. Let me see if my memory serves me correctly,” Pemberton interrupted.
“Memory?” Locke stated. “You just said you’ve never met us.”
“True, but I’d be an inept director if I didn’t keep up with the emerging stars who set foot in the Index,” Pemberton smiled, and extended another hand. “You are clearly our newest void mage.”
“Still the newest?” Locke shook the man’s hand. “I’d have expected another to show up by now.”
Normally he wouldn’t have been so casual with such a figure, but Pious struck him as the kind of person who probably preferred casual interactions with his subordinates, which made Locke like him more.
“Void mages are incredibly uncommon,” Pemberton replied. “Even when two void mages pair for a contract, the likelihood of a void mage child only increases marginally. We’ve gone entire years without seeing new void mages, at least if our records are—”
Pemberton looked like he had more to say, but then his eye caught sight of something behind Locke, and he stopped.
“Ah! Something else we haven’t seen in years, quite fortunately,” he continued to the shape in Locke’s shadow. “You’re looking much improved since you left here, Sloan. I’m glad you’re recovered. Visibly, at least. I’m sure one can never fully recover from an experience like that. And if you need any further support, do let me know.”
His face bore a more genuine expression than Locke had ever expected to see on a Vasori, and Sloan peered out from her shy place behind Locke’s elbow to murmur a faint, “Thank you.”
Pemberton didn’t extend a hand to her, perhaps knowing what she thought of the Arcane Index and suspecting she’d be too shy to take it, but he did extend a hand to the next woman, and when he did, his face shifted from sympathetic to glowing.
“Ember Q’Van! It’s always good to meet a fellow embarrassment to the family!”
“What do you mean ‘a fellow embarrassment’?” Locke replied. “You’re director of the whole Arcane Index.”
“We’re Vasori,” Ember stated. “That’s the joke.”
“Ah,” Locke conceded.
The Vasori as a whole were militant about family reputations to extremes Locke still didn’t fully understand—though he could see why Ember and Pious came to Endpoint City to escape them. Four months ago, the main branch of Ember’s family had been perfectly willing to let her mother die in an archaeological ruin, solely because she’d defied an aspect of family tradition, such that Ray had been forced to personally fund the bounty himself. It was, simply put, not a wholly positive environment.
Now Pious shifted to Bexley, and suddenly Locke couldn’t help but notice an unusual sort of eagerness in his expression, as if he’d been waiting to meet her nearly as much as he had Locke.
“And finally,” he continued, “the unexpectedly fortuitous Beaun—”
“Bexley,” the chief engineer replied quickly, and shook Pious’ hand just as quickly before withdrawing behind Alyssa, as if wanting to stay out of sight.
Locke raised an eyebrow at her as she did. Her response wasn’t rude, but it also wasn’t the sort of reaction he’d expected from someone who was meeting a potential high-grade employer.
Pious took note of the reaction, too, but decided not to dwell on it, and returned to his usual pleasant smile.
“‘Unexpectedly fortuitous’?” Ember asked. “In what situation is Bexley a bigger advantage than Locke?”
“That is a complex discussion for after your evaluations,” Pious replied ambiguously, and then he clapped his hands together as if in eager anticipation of their next steps. “Speaking of which: let’s move on to said evaluations!” he exclaimed brightly. “If you’ll follow me.”




He gestured to indicate the direction, and Locke and company followed him around the reception desk to a hallway Locke remembered from his first visit to the Index—namely because it became increasingly dark and creepy-looking as it went on, until it finally terminated in a disconcertingly gothic metal staircase, which spiraled down into what he couldn’t help but think of as The Dungeon.
The place looked like Dr. Frankenstein and every other mad scientist from his world’s fiction had teamed up to design an elaborate lab display for one of those intense Halloween shops that popped up every fall and then disappeared like a wisp of ethereal smoke after their purpose was fulfilled. Beakers bubbled, machines puffed, and lights blinked with no purpose Locke could discern, though they must have served some purpose, for the mage techs monitoring the machines scurried around like hot Igors, taking notes and murmuring curiously amongst themselves. The only thing that kept Locke from being fully creeped out were their uniforms, which echoed the sexy, cloaked maid-like uniforms above, the only difference being that these cloaks had hoods.
They weren’t actually threatening—the way Tally described them, they were the Arcane Index’s equivalent of an IT department (which explained a lot, actually)—but nonetheless, Locke noticed a new pressure on his elbow, and looked down to see Sloan clinging there, giving the entire room a cautious, unsettled side eye.
He answered by patting her hand. Alyssa’s revelation about what she’d suffered at the hands of the Arcane Index, even an illicit part of it, had put a new and terrible spin on how he understood Sloan. He still wasn’t sure how it connected to her fear of piloting titans, nor did he know how best to approach it. Still, first things first:
“We won’t be long,” he comforted her, “and then maybe we’ll see about stopping for a treat or something on the way out.”
“Like a date?” Sloan replied quietly, but eagerly, ears perking. “Like the ones you’ve taken the others on?”
“If you want,” Locke replied. In recent months, he’d made an inadvertent habit of doing something off-ship with each of his crew members, whether a simple dinner or a shopping trip, or even just walking the city for a bit, just to get a change of scenery. They were never especially fancy, but Locke could see why Sloan would envy them, having been confined to the ship until now, if by choice.
He still wasn’t entirely sure what had caused her to open up to him, but now that it had happened, he was determined to make the most of it.
Sloan didn’t say anything to him then, but she did nuzzle his arm appreciatively, just as Pious stopped and turned to face him.
“Here we are!” he announced from the middle of the room.
Locke observed the scene behind Pious. “This looks different.”
“Of course it does!” Pious replied brightly. “If you’ll recall, the last time you were here, your mage potential overwhelmed our machine.”
“Yeah. Sorry about that.” Locke scratched his head sheepishly.
“No apology is necessary,” Pious replied. “That particular machine was in need of an overhaul, anyway, and there are few better reasons to go forward with an update than a ‘rapid unscheduled disassembly.’” He gestured to indicate its replacement, the larger of two similar machines marking the center of the room. “It’s evaluated other mages who have come through flawlessly. But then, it hasn’t encountered a mage with potential as high as yours, and if our records are correct, we didn’t even get a quantifiable reading on you—just that yours were high enough to break the machine. I oversaw the design of this one myself, and it has a higher capacity, so you can see why I was eager to evaluate you personally.”
“Makes sense,” Locke nodded.
“Let’s proceed with your coefficient evaluation last, though,” Pious continued. “That way, in the event that you break this machine, too, we at least have your companions out of the way.”
Locke nodded, then felt the pull of Sloan at his shoulder.
“Want to go first?” he asked. “Rip the bandage off?”
Sloan hesitated, and that hesitation was long enough to trigger Ember’s impatience.
“I’ll go first,” she stated, and then strode toward the smaller of the two machines.
Pious clapped his hands together again, eager to begin. “Very well! Let’s get started. Assistants, if you will.”
Locke noticed a sudden shift in the mage techs that had been milling about the room. Some stepped back to make way for others, and Locke noticed that these had more elaborate patterns on their hooded cloaks. The strange thing about them, though—strange for mage techs, anyway—was that they all wore dark goggles similar to those that Sevas wore, despite the dimness of the room. Did that mean they all had magelight sensitivity like he did? No, that couldn’t be it, not in such consistent numbers. Perhaps it was just fashion. After all, the basic uniform alone showed that the Index sometimes valued fashion over practicality, and practical purposes aside, they looked cool—even if the lenses did flash haunting reflections in the eerie light of the mage machines.
Then again, they were hardly the most haunting thing in the room.
Locke recalled the machines from before with an unwitting shiver. Both had a stylized cephalopod-like look about them, with four octopus-like tentacles twisting down from the bulbous top into a spiral that aligned with the platform below. The length of each tentacle was bisected by a clear crystalline rod—catalysts, one for each type of magic.
The one Ember eventually strode toward didn’t look much different from the first one he’d fizzled, as if they’d been able to salvage most of it and make repairs where needed.
Ember knew the process already, so waited for the mage techs to open the tentacles and walked onto the platform as they closed. She stood in place, completely unbothered, as the tentacles began to whir into a blur around her, first nondescript and dark, but gradually taking on bright, glowing slashes of white and black, indicating energy magic and, to a lesser extent, matter magic.
Soon the spinning tentacles slowed and stopped, and Ember walked out as casually as if she’d just come through a revolving door.
“Energy coefficient of six point two and matter coefficient of one point three,” Pious announced, recording the numbers in neat script on his clipboard. “Not much of a change on the matter front, but there’s been a small jump in your energy coefficient since your last evaluation.”
“Thank you,” Ember replied simply, and then went to rejoin the others.
“Sloan?” Locke said to the woman still on his elbow. “Your turn.”
He guided her up to the machine before she could object and waited by the platform as the tentacles closed around her.
“Will it affect her readings if I stand here with her?” he asked Pious.
“Not from beside the platform,” Pious replied pleasantly. “The machine is designed to cancel out external readings. We are in the Arcane Index, after all.”
Locke looked through the tentacles to Sloan.
“I’ll be here with you,” he said. “It’ll be over in no time.”
And it was. The machine spun up, then slowed down in less than two minutes, and Pious’ face beamed as Sloan stepped out.
“A matter coefficient of three point seven and a time coefficient of seven point five! You’ve jumped phenomenally since your last evaluation!”
“I use matter magic to cook and time magic to speed up the process,” Sloan said timidly, making only flickering contact with Pious’ eyes.
Pious noticed. Moreover, Pious struck Locke as someone for whom reading people was a well-honed skill, and so he wasn’t surprised when Pious leaned in close to Sloan’s face—not an invasive closeness, but a private closeness, and one that he emphasized by saying, “I do mean what I said earlier. If you need anything at all, do let me know.”
“I suppose it’s my turn, then,” Locke said.
“If you please,” Pious replied, and made way for him to enter. “Might be good to back up, just in case,” he added to the others with a chuckle as the arms closed around Locke.
They did, but it ended up being needless. The machine spun a little longer for him than it did the others, but the only smoke he smelled this time was the natural scent of harnessed void magic, which was a pleasant contrast to the last time—for all of them apparently.
When he stepped out, Pious looked up at him as if he’d just seen a gold-plated mecha unicorn with rockets for wings and probably guns hidden in its eyeballs and horn—and the girls looked at him as if he was that, and also extra sexy.
“Mister Locke,” Pious stated. “If you’ll permit me a somewhat personal question, do you perchance pray at the temples of Merligalf?”
“I …” Locke stammered, still not entirely sure how to answer religious questions in this world. “I’m in the midst of exploring my faith, to be honest,” he decided. That seemed like a safe answer in a world with a plural amount of gods.
“Well, I was going to say, if you have been praying to him, it’s working,” Pious continued, much less severely than Locke expected, to his relief. “These numbers represent one of the fastest growth rates I’ve ever seen,” Pious continued. He rechecked the machine, before writing Locke’s coefficients down on his sheet, as if unsure they were actually correct. “Hells, with a little more time, you’ll be on par with … no, I shouldn’t say it. But then again, the data is what it is, so …”
“On par with who?” Locke asked.
“On par with those of D’Mastria, if the historical records are to be believed, or perhaps even Merligalf himself.” He registered Locke’s vacant look—which was astonishing, because Locke had been trying to hide his confusion—and continued, “The Goddess of Creation, and the God of Titan Mages.”
“You have mage coefficients for gods?” Locke exclaimed. He couldn’t help himself.
“Of course we do. Most of them were once regular people, before history remembered them as something greater.” Pious’ eyes turned back to him, attentive. “Still struggling to regain your memory?”
Locke started at the observation, surprised he’d even made it—but then remembered that his first days on Haven had been wholly characterized by his fake amnesia, including his first visit to the Arcane Index. Given his strange circumstances—and that they didn’t then have a file on him to tell them who he might have been before his “amnesia” struck—it made sense that they’d make a note of it in his new file.
Locke did his best to recover.
“It is a struggle,” he said at last.
He wanted to ask more questions about the gods, now that he knew Pious—who had a name like Pious—was safe to talk to. How did their goddess of creation start off as a mortal, after all? But he knew this wasn’t the time, and besides, even if Pious knew, he wasn’t sure he wanted all the random mage techs knowing the depths of his ignorance.
“Well,” Pious continued, “suffice it to say, your current mage coefficients are impressive, though not quite god-tier. Not yet, anyway. Though with your rate of improvement … time coefficient of two point two, gravity coefficient of three point one, energy coefficient of five point nine, and matter as an astounding eight point three! I’m even more curious now to test your maximum potential.” Pious gestured to the second of the two machines. Now, if you don’t mind.”
This machine followed the same basic design of the first, with a few significant differences: first, it was half again as tall as the other; next, it was bulkier in shape; and finally, there was a certain thickness around its moving parts that made it look extra-robust, as if they were taking no chances with possible explosions and resulting shrapnel.
“I don’t mind at all.” Locke stepped inside as the chunky armored tentacles opened to accept him.
Despite the success of the first test, everyone took extra precautions this time, retreating to the edges of the room and some taking cover behind machinery and tables.
Even Locke had to admit he felt a touch of apprehension. After all, one didn’t easily forget standing inside a machine that was literally exploding around you—but still, he took a deep, calming breath, and waited.
The heavy, dark tentacles began to spin around him—slow at first, but then faster and faster, the increase in their motion filling his own ears with a deep, ever-louder buzz that vibrated through his very guts.
The buzz went on and on until it became background noise—a booming fog of tinnitus that absorbed into his very consciousness, such that when it suddenly stopped, the world felt silent.
It probably hadn’t been a sudden stop, he reflected, given how still the arms now hung around him, but amidst that pervasive buzzing, he’d lost all track of time. He had no idea how long he’d been inside that machine—but when the arms opened and he walked out, it was as if he’d walked into another era.
Every single face before him was stunned.
Locke didn’t know what to make of it. He looked back to the machine just to make sure nothing was on fire, but saw it perfectly fine and intact. That clenched it. They could only be looking at him—and when he faced Pious, he saw the director gaze upon him with an almost reverent expression.
“I … I did good, then?” Locke said, awkwardly.
He was relieved when a laugh blatted from Pious’ mouth, and a little wave of laughter rippled around the room after it, quiet and amazed, but still present.
“Yes, Locke. You did good.” Pious chuckled. “More than good, actually. Your scores are perfect. In a very literal sense, since you scored a ten in all four of the elements, and that’s the highest value possible.”
“I guess I’m qualified for that job you were talking about, then,” he ventured with a tentative smile.
Pious checked the machine—again to make sure he’d read the right numbers.
“Yes,” he said at last. “I believe you are.”
***
It took a good fifteen minutes to escape The Dungeon, with mage techs still trailing Locke’s footsteps when they returned to the lobby. This resulted in the growth of a curious crowd, which only stopped following when they came to the staircase that led to the private administrative areas of the Arcane Index. The staircase led up to a balcony overlooking the café, and when Locke looked down as they waited for an elevator, he saw the crowd watching him.
He also saw Aster, Sevas, and Rion gazing up from their same table, Aster curious, Sevas’ hand spread toward the commotion as if to ask, “What the fuck did you do?” and Rion wielding two thumbs up, probably because he’d spotted the handful of calling cards Locke had received in the hundred or so meters he’d walked since his evaluation.
He wasn’t going to make use of them—every single one had been spur-of-the-moment party invites or solicitations of various sexual sorts, and he wasn’t interested in anyone who only wanted him because of his god-tier mage potential.
Even so, he didn’t want to just throw them away where everyone could see. He was in a strange position now, where he suspected his every move would be analyzed, and he didn’t want to do anything that would make people think badly of him, even in minor ways.
Suddenly it occurred to him that, in all the chaos, he hadn’t registered the reaction of the only people who really mattered to him. What did the ladies think of all this?
He looked around tentatively, trying to gauge their reactions without being obvious about it, and saw all of them looking his way with the same tentative hesitance—
Except for Bexley, who said:
“Listen, I’ve been saying all along that Locke’s dick is god-tier. I don’t know why any of you are surprised that the rest of him is.”
Ember sighed and rolled her eyes—because of course she did—and somehow, that familiar gesture released the tension that had been building between the five of them.
Alyssa laughed quietly, Sloan snuggled Locke’s arm, and Bexley added, “Am I wrong, though?”
“No, you’re not wrong,” Alyssa chuckled. Then she eased into a contemplative pause and, after a moment of thought, added, “We should start charging more for our services.”
Pious chuckled, too. “With coefficients like that on your crew, definitely—ah, here we are!”
The elevator dinged. Its doors opened, and when Pious gestured inside, Locke couldn’t help but feel like they were crossing a threshold.
Chapter Nine
Bexley hustled into the elevator first, though not out of eagerness.
She wanted to put herself in a position to hide behind the others, to distract from her presence. Not that she needed much help, with Locke’s god-tier stats sharing the same lift, but she wanted to give herself time and space to think, especially given the bounty Alyssa and the others had been considering, and especially given the eagerness with which Pious had initially approached her.
People mainly approached her for one thing—sex—and prior to Locke, she’d often obliged. But Pious didn’t look like the type to approach potential clients for … additional services, and that limited the reasons he’d be glad to see her, in ways she didn’t like.
In ways that had to do with the name she’d so quickly cut off.
Her real name.
But at the same time … he was the Director of the Arcane Index.
And the fact that such an illustrious person had noticed her at all was something she could use to her advantage. If she needed to. After all, she needed to see what the actual circumstances were first.
The elevator dinged again and let them out in an area that looked even swankier than the rest of the Arcane Index. The Index as a whole wasn’t an ostentatiously rich establishment, but it was the center of all magical and most research activity on the whole of Haven, and it took its air of regal professionality seriously. It was designed to look like a place that would inspire wonder and curiosity, and abundant access to matter mages made this image easy to achieve.
This area, though, was one obviously designed to inspire and impress. It opened to a small lobby that looked more like a rich person’s parlor than a place of business, right down to the variety of curios spread across every available surface—archaeological finds, she imagined, that were too common to put in a museum, but not dangerous enough to be hidden away from the public, and just interesting enough to let onlookers know they told a story. The bespectacled receptionist in the little corner alcove looked like someone who was fully equipped to tell those stories, too, if anyone waiting on the plush couches asked, but Pious didn’t interact with her except to give a pleasant hello.
Instead he led them down the wide hallway leading out of the lobby, lined with doors marked with boring plaques like “Director of Finances,” “Director of Education,” and more exciting ones like “Director of Titan Magery,” “Archaeology,” “Patenting,” etcetera. Finally they came to the door that ended the hall, marked “Director-General of the Endpoint City Arcane Index,” and Pious opened it to let them inside.
Truly, it was more of a suite than an office, with enough space for there to be multiple clusters of furniture grouped for different purposes—some couches for meetings, some comfy chairs near a corner dominated by bookshelves, a broad table for more formal meetings. There was a desk, too, naturally, but strangely it seemed pushed toward the back, almost as an afterthought, as if he only kept it because it was there when he got the suite and, well, a director should have an important-looking desk. It didn’t look heavily used, though, which made more sense when Pious led them to the central cluster of couches and took his seat on the most worn-looking of the chairs.
“Now, to business.” Pious leaned back in his chair in a comfortable, non-business-like manner. “This drake job—ah, you already know the one.”
The words came in reaction to the Harriers’ reactions, which were ones that obviously knew of the drake job, much like every company that had perused the Index’s bounties folio in the last several months.
“That’s still posted?” Locke asked.
“Yes,” Pious continued, “and honestly it’s become quite a bother, for a number of different reasons, least of which is that I don’t like to see bounties posted in my Index for so long go unanswered. It’s become something of a smudge on our reputation.”
“It’s hardly the Index’s fault that no one’s taking it,” Locke stated. “Whoever’s posted it isn’t offering nearly enough for two drakes, especially that far out in the sticks.”
“Very true, but I don’t like it being on our books that long, all the same,” Pious said. “Which is why I’m offering an additional bounty from the Arcane Index budget—sixty thousand tetramarks, on top of Lord Morton’s original five thousand.”
Bexley heard sharp intakes of breath from the others, but she sighed. She’d expected as much.
“Sixty-five thousand tetramarks?” Locke exclaimed. “That’s … generous, to say the least.”
Bexley saw Alyssa’s eyes sharpen, like they did when she was having Captain thoughts.
“That’s not the kind of reward assigned to easy jobs,” Alyssa observed. “Can we assume the price indicates an increase in challenge? Perhaps one that would be ill-advised to post to the public? Which is why you came to us directly?”
“An astute observation,” Pious replied, not even bothering to hide it. Now he leaned up from his casual posture, his eyes serious, and took in a slow breath, as if he needed the delay to compose his thoughts. Finally, he continued.
“It’s now potentially a dragon job.”
“What?” all five of them—but especially Bexley—exclaimed.
“It’s not directly connected to the drakes per se, but rather the geographic area,” Pious continued. “You see, in the past several weeks, we’ve received reports of a dragon behaving erratically, along multiple points of the border separating the Skullwood from the Morton Estate environs. In fact, I heard another informal one last night from a concerned citizen, and that one was of particular interest, because it suggested the dragon might be under the influence of—”
“Shadow dregs,” Locke finished.
“What?” the four ladies exclaimed again.
“When did you hear about this?” Alyssa said to Locke.
“In the café, just before our evaluations,” Locke replied. “Rion must’ve caught wind of the same story—Orion Havoc, that is,” Locke clarified for Pious’ benefit.
Pious nodded. “I know him, and perhaps I’ll speak to him later. My request, though, is that you finish the drake job, of course, but then investigate the dragon situation and handle it, if necessary.”
“By ‘handle it,’ you mean kill the dragon,” Locke said.
“If you must,” Pious replied. “But I’d prefer that be your last resort. How much do you remember about dragons, Mister Locke?”
“Not a whole lot, to be honest.”
“Well”—Pious leaned even further forward and propped his elbows on his knees—“the short of it is that dragons are intrinsically tied to void essence, and thus the essential functioning of our world. Granted, I say this fully admitting that we don’t have a very large sample size—not many dragons have been killed in recorded history. But every single time a dragon has died unnaturally, its geographic area sees a fluctuation in the availability of void essence that takes a few human generations to recover. The empty spaces and ghost towns that you see on our maps? Most of those were caused by dragon death, and populations fleeing the area because the very life and vitality had somehow been drained from the land.” Pious began to gesture in Bexley’s direction, and suddenly her heart leapt into her throat. “Not to mention, the greater significance the dragon has in Miss Brimble Morton’s—oh! My apologies! I slipped.”
Pious’ face went contrite, as if it was an honest mistake, but Bexley still sighed.
“Wait. ‘Brimble Morton’?” Locke asked, and Bexley could see his mind working behind his eyes. He must not have drawn any easy conclusions, though, because he soon asked, “Is that a name I should recognize?” And then he added, “Why hide it?”
“Because my full name is Lady Beaunessia Valerie Brimble Morton and it’s dumb as hells,” Bexley responded.
“My apologies again, Lady Beaun … Bexley,” Pious replied. “It was a genuine mistake.”
“No, it’s fine. It’s not like it would have been quiet for much longer, anyway,” Bexley sighed, then leaned forward. “This dragon. It’s Ultranoth, isn’t it?”
Pious nodded.
“Who?” Locke asked.
“Ultranoth the Organized,” Bexley stated. “She’s the local dragon around my family’s estate.”
She saw Locke mouth the word “Estate?” to Alyssa, but Alyssa waved him off with a quiet, “Later,” and Bexley nodded toward him to indicate the same.
“Ultranoth’s been awake as long as my parents and I have been alive,” Bexley continued, “and she’s never been a problem. In fact, she’s essential to the economy of the area, so for her to act erratically is both weird and dangerous, to say the least.”
“And if we kill Ultranoth, then your family loses its entire estate,” Locke said, partially to himself, putting the pieces together. “Or at least, the area loses its magic, which is about the same thing. Am I right?”
“Pretty much,” Bexley replied.
“But it does beg the question,” Locke continued, “how do we save a dragon that has been taken over by shadow dregs?”
“The first dragon to be overtaken by shadow dregs,” Pious added, “if that is in fact what’s happened. It does work to your benefit that dragons are the single most resilient creature on this planet—they can survive just about anything you can throw at a shadow dreg. And, speaking of shadow dregs—”
Pious reached beside his chair to produce a wooden case roughly the length of his arm.
“I want you to go to the Morton Estate to verity what the problem actually is, and if it is shadow dregs, I have a request.”
He opened the box to reveal a cushioned row of four squat, metal cylinders. He removed one and twisted one end open with a pneumatic hiss. Out of that cylinder, he pulled another metal cylinder, out of which he pulled another cylinder, this one made of glass or some otherwise transparent material. In one end was embedded a crystal pattern Bexley recognized as belonging to a gravity catalyst.
“This is a variation on a device we’ve been testing to capture shadow dregs,” Pious said. “The original version has been tested and approved and is about to hit the market in a few months, but when we started hearing tales of shadow dregs that could overtake a dragon, I asked the engineers to create this reinforced version.” He placed the box on the table and eased it closer so they could see it. “If possible, I’d like for you to capture some of these shadow dregs and bring them to me for additional study. Given that they reportedly can hold sway over a dragon, I doubt they’re standard shadow dregs. Anyway, the operation is simple—and not even unique to shadow dregs—you simply have someone with gravity aptitude place the opening on the target and suck it inside, then hold it there until you place the lid on.”
“Are you aware of Ray Q’Van’s research?” Locke suddenly asked. “About the—”
Pious nodded before he could finish. “I am. In fact, I’m in the process of granting him funding to explore it in more depth, out in the Skullwood ruins. That could be a very relevant piece of the puzzle, too.”
“What research?” Bexley asked, since it sounded like something that could be relevant to her family’s estate.
“Ray thinks the goo they found in that ruin some months back could be derived from shadow dregs dating back to the fall of the Precursors,” Locke explained. “If Ultranoth somehow got into the same stuff—or a live variant of it—we might also have to watch out for mutations, too.”
“Fantastic,” Ember stated, with a tone people usually reserved for curses, and for once, Bexley had to agree with her.
“Have any new ruins been opened near the Brimble Morton estate?” she asked.
“Not that we have on record,” Pious replied.
“Hmm, but Ultranoth’s an explorer,” Bexley pondered aloud. “When I lived on the estate, she’d routinely fly off to other areas whenever she read interesting things about them in books, or heard people at Dragon Faire talk about them. She could have uncovered a pocket of unique dregs, I suppose. But … I imagine that sort of thing’s better discussed with Lord and Lady Morton, right?”
“If we take the job at all,” Alyssa said.
“Why wouldn’t we?” Bexley asked.
“I have an unpleasant history with dragons!” Alyssa replied. “I know what even the sane ones can do!”
“In all fairness, Bloodguzzler the Vicious was called Bloodguzzler the Vicious for a reason,” Bexley said. “And he’s still a massive shithead. Ultranoth the Organized is, well, Ultranoth the Organized. She was so pleasant to be around, my parents let me play in her lair when I was a kid.”
“Even so,” Alyssa said, “she wasn’t overtaken by probable shadow dregs back then, either. That changes things.”
“Though,” Pious began, “it does ultimately alight on why I chose your company for this task, should you accept it. Even before today, Locke possessed remarkable coefficients. Combined with your present reputation—especially the defeat of the mutant mimic—and your crew’s connection to the dragon, I don’t think there’s anyone else on Haven more qualified to take this bounty.”
“Surely there are much more established companies,” Alyssa stressed.
“Oh, there are,” Pious replied. “But none of them have a void mage with literal god-tier mage potential and presently close-to-god-tier coefficients. Locke himself is an enormous advantage, least of all because it makes him more likely to survive any … unconventional approach you might have to take.”
“Oh god,” Locke said. “I’m gonna have to fuck a dragon, aren’t I?”
Pious shrugged awkwardly. “Well, if you’re in a situation where it proves helpful …”
“Should probably be a last resort,” Ember chimed.
Alyssa let out another long sigh, and Bexley recognized this one. It was the sigh Alyssa made when she didn’t want to take a job but didn’t have a choice—though of course the circumstances were slightly different. Usually she didn’t want to take jobs because they paid too little for the work or the danger. This job she wanted to turn down for the danger alone, but …
“What do you think, Bexley?” Alyssa asked. “You do know the environs and dragon better than any of us.”
Bexley could hear the deflection in Alyssa’s question. She was hoping Bexley would know some pivotal detail that would make the whole offer a no-go—and frankly, so was Bexley herself.
But she didn’t know the complete story of Ray’s research and how it related to the shadow dregs that had overtaken Ultranoth—she’d have to ask Locke to fill her in on that. Still, she sensed it was very likely bigger than this one mission.
That it was bigger than all of them.
And she knew Alyssa sensed this, too.
“I’m pretty sure I know Ultranoth better than any living human,” Bexley said, “as much time as I spent with her. If anyone’s going to get through to her, it’s me. I think we should take it.” She sighed, heavily. “Even if it does mean I have to go home.”
Bexley saw Pious nod from his chair—not an approving nod, but an understanding one, though in retrospect she didn’t know why she was surprised at it. He’d been the one to have to fend off her mother’s protestations when she ran away to Endpoint City, because of course her mother would bypass all standard strings of communication and go straight to the Director-General of the whole Endpoint City Arcane Index.
“But on the bright side,” Pious added, “it does give you something to brag about.”
Chapter Ten
“Oh, I’m gonna brag so hard when we get there,” Bexley insisted as they stepped out of the administrative elevator.
Her entire mood had changed the moment Pious suggested she use the bounty as a bragging opportunity, Locke noticed, and now she bounced toward the Arcane Index exit, as perky as ever.
“Bexley, what is there to brag about?” Ember tsked as they followed. “The main reason we got this bounty is because of Locke.”
“Hey, a titan mage is nothing without his trusty mechanic,” Bexley retorted. “Also, I fucked him.”
“Okay, that’s fair,” Ember replied.
Locke was about to ask how any of that was fair in terms of bragging rights, but then remembered how delighted Ember’s mom was to learn she’d nailed a void mage. On Haven, there was something inherently valuable about pairing up with a void mage, whether children resulted or not, and given what he’d learned of Bexley in the past few minutes, he imagined that potential children—heirs to the estate—were part of the appeal.
“Ok, I’m missing several important details here,” Locke stated. “So, Bexley’s the daughter of nobility, and also grew up on an estate with its own private dragon, and is also … lifelong friends with said dragon?”
“Yep, that’s pretty much the gist of it,” Bexley replied brightly.
“And you didn’t think it relevant to tell us that?” Locke continued.
“Oh, we knew,” Ember said.
“Her mom harassed us when she signed on,” Alyssa stated.
“Through the radio,” Sloan offered quietly. “She offered to buy out Bexley’s contract if we’d deliver her home.”
“But she was cheap,” Alyssa bit, as if being cheap was the worst of her flaws.
“Bexley, I’m noticing a pattern with your family,” Locke stated, though in retrospect it didn’t surprise him. Before his accident back home, he’d delivered groceries for a little extra savings money, and the few rich people on the outskirts of town were routinely the stingiest tippers.
“Anyway, Bexley was a good engineer and I needed one of those,” Alyssa finished. “And eventually I guess Lady Morton grew tired and stopped bothering to call.”
“Do any of you come from functional families?” Locke exclaimed.
Alyssa shrugged. “Mine got along well before the dragon.”
“My little branch is pretty okay,” Ember added. “It’s just the main trunk that’s full of asswits.”
“It’s not that my family’s dysfunctional,” Bexley said as they reached the bottom of the courtyard terrace. “It’s that I wanted different things for me than they did.”
“So you ran away?”
“Well, they granted me my monetary inheritance first,” Bexley added, looking down both ends of the street as if trying to spot something. “They didn’t have to do that, though honestly I think they were hoping I’d squander it and then come crawling back to the estate, saying I’d be a good girl if only they’d let me back in.”
The final part of the sentence dripped with such derisive melodrama that Locke had to laugh, both at the tone and the content. As if Bexley would ever promise to act like a good girl.
“So what did you spend it on?” Locke asked, already having a good guess in mind.
“I told ‘em I was probably going to spend it on unworthy men, but then used most of it to fund my engineering studies. Suckas!”
“Oh! My guess was wrong,” Locke stated. “I’d totally expected you to spend it on sex.”
Now Bexley turned back to him, and for once looked at him like he was an idiot.
“Hot girls in engineering programs do not ever have to spend money on sex,” she stated.
“Ah, fair point,” Locke conceded.
“Oh! There he is!” Bexley exclaimed, and suddenly bolted for a little cart across the street, marked by a short line leading to a white umbrella and a succulent wave of savory-smelling something. By the time the rest of them caught up to her, Bexley had a cluster of thick, juicy wrapped sausages in hand, perspiring oil in a way that made them look more than a little erotic.
Locke laughed and shook his head. “Did you get enough for the whole crew?”
“Oh, nah, these are all mine,” Bexley said. “Figured I’d treat myself since Sloan stole all my sausage earlier.” The way she slipped the first between her lips before taking a sloppy (and, in that context, at least mildly disturbing) bite left no ambiguity as to what she meant. “Plus, that cart’s got the best sausages in all of Haven. I don’t know what kind of spice blend they use to disguise all the rejected animal parts, but it’s amazing.”
Hearing that, Sloan murmured, “Back in a moment,” before slinking off to the cart herself. She didn’t return with any sausage of her own, but instead said, “They sell in bulk, too. I arranged to have some sent to the Blue Heron this evening.”
“Yesh!” Bexley exclaimed—or at least, that was what Locke thought she exclaimed. It was hard to tell with the remainder of the first sausage crowding her mouth.
A clock somewhere struck the hour, and Locke realized they still had a good portion of the day left before they needed to return to the Blue Heron—time to perhaps enjoy a bit of the city and buy Sloan her new magesuit.
Once he’d learned that Sloan could shapeshift—and thus take on a form that was more reasonable for titan piloting—he agreed with Alyssa that they needed to get her into Titan Deathly Rhythm. He’d grown a little uncertain once he’d learned about her Arcane Index experience, especially since he felt it somehow connected to her fear of piloting, but their new situation changed things.
He had no doubt that he could take on the drakes with ease, but it would have been the height of arrogance to think he could take on a dragon alone, especially never having fought one before. Even as highly as Pious had ranked him, arrogance like that got people killed, and he didn’t intend to let that happen, to himself, to his crew, or to innocent bystanders. To avoid that, he needed his crew at max power.
But at the same time, it would be equally foolish to throw Sloan into battle against a dragon when she hadn’t even gotten used to her titan yet. He needed to run through exercises with her to see how she fared, and before he could do that, he needed to convince her to get inside the mech. For an unwilling ally could be just as dangerous as an incompetent one.
That was today’s task, then—to get to the bottom of Sloan’s unwillingness to pilot, and see what he could do about it.
And the first step toward accomplishing this goal, he decided, would be to take her on a date.
***
By now, Locke was fairly confident in his ability to traverse the labyrinth of Endpoint City without getting lost, so he offered to take Sloan shopping for her magesuit while the others returned to the Blue Heron to prepare for tomorrow’s flight.
He’d thought about asking Alyssa along, since she obviously knew more about whatever made Sloan averse to piloting, but determined that might create a more antagonistic situation than he wanted. Alyssa was the one pushing her to do something she didn’t want to do; she was the bad cop, so he’d play the good cop and see where that got him.
Sloan did seem to brighten at having him all to herself.
Now they walked the lanes of Silver Street, a shopping district close to the Index devoted mainly to mage fashions and accessories. Sloan had begun the walk cowering shyly in Locke’s shadow, but as they’d progressed further onto the street, she’d come to cling timidly at his elbow, and now she looked around perkily as they passed several specialized boutiques.
It seemed that pastel goth wasn’t the only fashion she preferred. Soon she broke from his elbow to press her face against a window display of elaborate corsets paired with cinched skirts and tiny tricorn hats that put Locke in mind of a pirate stripper. They weren’t practical at all for adventuring purposes, but for other purposes …
Before Locke could comment, Sloan zipped to the next boutique, which specialized in capes and cloaks perfect for capturing that classic mage adventurer vibe.
“How many outfits do you actually own?” Locke asked, suddenly curious. “Every time I’ve seen you, you’ve been a panther. Or in an apron.”
The moment he mentioned the apron, an unmistakable spark of mischief glinted into Sloan’s eyes.
“Not many,” she replied innocently, then sprinted back to him and snuggled against his side. “I’d walk the ship in nothing all the time if I could. One of the perks of staying in cat form.” Her tail curled around his thigh. “Which of my forms do you prefer?”
“This one, definitely,” Locke replied.
An instant purr of satisfaction vibrated from Sloan’s body into his chest.
“Why don’t we pick up a few extra outfits for you?” Locke suggested. “Since you’ll be in this form more often. Much as I wouldn’t mind you wandering the ship in … natural form, I think it’d be unfair to Bexley. Consider them gifts from me.”
“I won’t turn down new clothes!” Sloan chimed.
“After we get your magesuit, then?” Locke asked.
Her bright disposition dimmed somewhat at the mention of the magesuit, but she agreed.
It didn’t take long to find a magesuit tailor. There were at least three different ones, catering to different styles and levels of intricacy. Locke and Ember preferred the standard plain black magesuits—which themselves looked pretty slick—but Locke had seen other mages wandering about in suits with all kinds of interesting cuts, details, and even embroidery, depending upon how dandy the individual mage was. Locke wasn’t surprised; magesuits were cut to fit the body snugly, and though the snug fit served a practical purpose of improving a mage’s connection to a titan’s reflex link, they were frequently worn in public to advertise one’s occupation.
Sloan’s ears perked at one shop in particular—a mage tailor that specialized in suits with pretty flourishes. When they went inside, the tailor saw to them immediately; mage tailors worked so fast that they could easily accept walk-ins.
She was an older woman, probably in her sixties if he was judging her age correctly, but there was a certain sharp sense of couture in her skull-short hair and pointed face that made her look elfin, and beyond age. Locke wondered if she was related to Tally.
“Do you have a ship profile?” she asked.
“No,” Locke remembered from his own fittings. Some airship captains required uniformity in the design of their crew’s clothing, but Alyssa wasn’t one of those.
“Ah, then take your pick of base magesuits, and I can make adjustments as needed! Are you looking for any particular color or pattern?”
Locke let the two women do their thing, and soon Sloan was garbed in a loose bodysuit the same color as her dress, adorned with fanciful swirls that highlighted her muscle groups and other planes. When Sloan expressed her delight at the suit, the tailor took them to a small alcove in the back, equipped with what Locke recognized as a matter catalyst and condensate tank, albeit very stylized to echo the whimsy of the rest of the store.
Two wands—one large, one small—were linked to the catalyst by thin cords, and the tailor took them and guided them along the most essential planes of Sloan’s body. The larger one she used to fit the suit to Sloan’s curves, removing excess material as needed and re-knitting the fibers together afterward to remove all hints of a seam. The smaller one she used on areas that needed a more precise touch, usually where she had to alter cosmetic details to suit the new shape.
As he watched the tailor work, Locke briefly wondered how a device like Sevas’ void bracer would impact a craft like hers—or really, any craft that utilized magic for mundane, everyday things. He expected the effect of making the work portable alone could revolutionize many magecrafting industries—which gave him all the more motivation to test his friend’s prototype in the near future. If he couldn’t use his magic to improve Sevas’ body, he could at least use it to aid in his engineering endeavors.
He didn’t have long to theorize about the applications, though, before Sloan and the tailor were done.
Within fifteen minutes, Sloan had a suit that was perfectly fitted to her every contour, and changed her appearance entirely. She was still cute, and the magesuit still whimsical, but the way it streamlined her body lent her a certain ferocity that made her look even more catlike than before. More panther-like, even, the way it emphasized her lean muscles.
When she looked at herself in the mirror, Locke saw her meek expression retreat for just a moment, condensing into something serious and sharp, and when she moved and stretched to test the fit of the magesuit, it was with the experienced gestures of someone who knew how a good magesuit should fit.
It became clear to Locke in that moment—Sloan didn’t fear piloting for lack of experience.
And yet, once she was finished, that confident posture spontaneously broke, as if she’d remembered why she was getting the magesuit in the first place, and her posture hunched back to its usual shy, reticent form.
“How does it fit?” the tailor asked. “Do I need to make any other adjustments?”
“Oh, it’s perfect,” Sloan replied, with a tone that sounded almost disappointed at how perfect it was.
***
Locke took her directly to the pirate boutique after, where she acquired a few outfits in similar colors, and then to another where she added a dress that looked like it belonged in a high-budget magical girl anime, albeit with sexy thigh-high boots and a neckline that pushed the show’s appeal toward … older demographics.
By the time Locke offered to buy a second version of that same dress, Sloan’s spirits had markedly improved, enough that, with just a little more encouragement, he thought he might be able to get her to open up.
The dresses complete, Locke paid the mage tailor, and Sloan opted to wear the newest one as they stepped onto the darkening street. Locke noted that the sun had begun to sink into twilight—early twilight, though. That left him with just enough time to make his final move.
“Want to get something to eat before we head back to the ship?” he asked. “I figure you’d appreciate not cooking for once.”
“What about the others?” Sloan replied. “What will they eat?”
“Restaurant Row’s right beneath the airport, and they know we’re on a date. They’ll be fine.” Locke smiled. “So, want to go fancy tonight?”
Sloan’s cat ears perked. “I do!”
“You pick, then. You know the food here better than me.”
Sloan made a little happy squeal and instantly snatched his hand to drag him toward … a modest little food cart on the edge of the shopping district.
“You know you can splurge, right? I mean, it’s your night.”
“I know, but this is what I want!” Sloan chimed. “Have you eaten savoring before?”
“‘Savoring’?” Locke asked. He’d heard the word before, of course, but she pronounced it like it was a thing instead of an action, and since his translation magic hadn’t assigned a familiar word to it, he had no context for what it actually involved.
“It’s my favorite!” Sloan hopped up to the cart and ordered two before Locke could inquire further. She watched with eager intensity and Locke watched with curiosity as the man behind the cart began to prepare their meals. He began by dropping what looked like two dense, heavy doughnuts into a vat of rich-smelling oil. So far, so familiar.
It did not take long for it to get weird. When the doughnuts were done, the man settled them into two thick paper-lined bowls and drizzled them with what looked like a thin … barbecue sauce? After that, he opened another compartment to produce a wave of mouth-watering aroma that shocked every single one of Locke’s senses. After spending this long on Haven, he thought he’d never smell this particular food again, but he’d been a Southern boy, and he knew good brisket when he smelled it. Pulled brisket, it turned out, which the man promptly plopped on top of the sauced-up doughnut, and then drizzled with … was that cheese? Yes, it was some sort of white cheese sauce. And then more barbecue sauce.
The dish looked like it was made by someone who wanted poutine but needed to get rid of leftovers more and so threw them together in a weird, wholly inaccurate approximation of that food.
But the way Sloan licked her lips as the man extended the bowl to her, it must have tasted better than it looked. Locke paid the man, and then they found a public table at which to eat.
“Try it!” Sloan insisted, then planted her elbows on the table and chin on her hands, watching eagerly as if she wouldn’t be able to enjoy hers until she knew what he thought of his.
They’d been given no eating utensils, though they’d received plenty of napkins, so Locke supposed it was meant to be eaten by hand—and then he noticed the strategic way the thing had been placed on the paper inside the bowl, as if it was meant to be wrapped. He enclosed the doughnut and brisket as cleanly as he could, and took the first tentative bite.
“Whoa. This is actually … really good!” he managed through a partly full mouth. He’d expected the sweetness of the doughnut to clash horribly with the savory meat, but though there was a hint of sweetness in the ring, it, too, was mostly …
“Oh! I get it now!” Locke exclaimed. “Savory ring! Savoring!”
Sloan nodded, delighted.
“I love the way there’s just enough sweetness to counterbalance the fats and protein,” she said, and then dove into her own. She was obviously a pro at eating savoring, for she miraculously chomped down the whole thing without getting a drop of sauce on her. By the time he was done, by comparison, Locke had more than a few embarrassing splashes down the front of his otherwise dapper-looking suit. But then, well, the cart had given them extra napkins for a reason.
“If you like it so much, why don’t you cook it on the ship?” Locke asked.
“The brisket’s too complicated for our circumstances,” Sloan replied, “and that particular cart makes it better than I do, anyway.”
“Really?” Locke inquired. He knew there was an art to brisket, but he never thought of it as a dish that would be too complicated for a dedicated, professional cook.
“Mediocre savoring is easy. This particular version is one cooked for old-world nobles,” Sloan continued. “There are lots of miscellaneous steps that have to be done just right, by people who have the time to pay attention to them, or it comes out wrong. It’s one of the dishes the wealthy would use to impress people at dinners.”
“Really?” Locke said. “A dish that messy?”
“Oh, they fancied it up with utensils and whatnot,” Sloan replied. “It didn’t become a hand dish until the number of nobles began to shrink and lay off their extraneous servants. The family that runs the cart is descended from an old-world brisketeer. They supply our ship’s meat, too, but a lot of their business derives from that cart, solely because old-world brisket is so hard to make, and good savoring even more so.”
“So what happened to the nobility to reduce the numbers?” Locke asked. Learning history wasn’t his priority this evening, but since Sloan had brought it up … “For that matter, how do you know so much about old-world nobles to begin with?”
Sloan shrugged, “I lived in a library for years. Anyone who doesn’t learn lots of weird stuff in that situation is wasting their time. I read a lot. I mean, okay, a lot of polite romances.” She blushed and giggled, as if those were a guilty pleasure of hers, but then returned to her usual self and finished, “But a little bit of everything else, too.”
So Sloan lived at the Index, too, Locke observed, with enough freedom to browse the libraries. He’d thought to use the revelation as a segue into his ultimate question, but Sloan continued to answer his earlier one instead:
“Anyway, economic and cultural shifts did most of the nobles in.” Sloan shrugged, as if it should have been obvious. “Haven used to be fairly feudal in structure, and land was the determiner of wealth, but once airship travel became common, the world became more interconnected and different opportunities opened up to the general population, such that they didn’t have to rely on the nobles as much anymore. It all happened so fast that the nobles couldn’t keep up economically, in terms of maintaining their wealth and status. Most ended up selling off their land and finding roles elsewhere. Usually, they gravitated toward the Arcane Index, since it holds most of the power these days.”
“Wait, so the Arcane Index is like Haven’s government, too?”
“No, there are separate ruling bodies for each city-state and environs, but the Index does play a significant role in enacting the will of those bodies—or not, if it deems it inappropriate. Hard to argue with the organization that owns most of the titans, after all.”
“Huh,” Locke mused, not entirely sure how to interpret that. On the one hand, it sounded like the Arcane Index effectively was the government, if it could choose which rulings and laws it wanted to act on … but at the same time, he wasn’t entirely sure that a world run by magic librarians was a bad thing.
And, anyway, it reminded him of the task at hand.
Sloan seemed properly relaxed now, and full of happy food, so he determined now was the time to ask.
“Speaking of the Arcane Index.”
He saw her tense the moment he said it—but, well, he’d already started.
“What happened that makes you so uncomfortable piloting a titan? Granted, I haven’t seen you in one, but the way you felt out your magesuits suggested you know what to look for in a proper fit, which makes me think you have some experience piloting. It’s not a skill thing, is it?”
“It’s … not a skill thing,” Sloan said slowly.
Locke sat beside her quietly, giving her the chance to add more at her leisure. Her tense posture led him to sense that she didn’t want to say more, but she in turn must have sensed that he would wait as long as it took for her to give an answer.
“When I was at the Index …” she continued. “Bad things happened. They … made me do some bad things. In a titan.”
The way she said it gave Locke terrible pause, both out of concern for her and what it implied about the Index, given what he’d just learned about its role in Haven’s power structure.
“Can I ask you what kind of things?” he said gently.
Sloan was silent again for long seconds, but finally answered, “There were experiments. They used me to kill people.”
Locke wasn’t sure if he felt relief or anxiety at her answer. Forcing her to kill in a mech was bad, of course, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as some of the other abuses he’d imagined. Still, he tried not to let his inner confusion show.
“Why did they use you specifically?” he asked. “Why not another titan mage?”
He already had a sense that Sloan was unique. After all, though he’d seen cats on this world, she was the first shapeshifting catgirl he’d seen, and he wondered if that was significant.
Sloan just shrugged uncomfortably, and it was clear from that gesture that she was done talking about it. She linked her arm at his elbow, like she did when she was feeling shy, and Locke knew she wouldn’t open up anymore tonight. If he wanted to know more, he’d need to ask Alyssa or the others.
Even so, he didn’t want to leave Sloan in that state. He patted the hand that rested on his elbow with his own hand.
“Well, I can definitely promise you we won’t force that on you,” he said. “And for that matter, we won’t force you into Deathly Rhythm. If you pilot, it’s going to be because you want to. You have my solemn word.”
He felt Sloan loosen up slightly, but continued,
“Still, it would be of great help to me if you joined us. Ember and I have done well on our own, but we’ve never fought a dragon before, and if things go south, it would be good to have all the backup we can get. Especially since you have such a high coefficient in time magic. I have the aptitude for it, but I haven’t practiced with it, and the simple ability to slow down a dragon could prove to be the difference between life and death.”
Locke waited for Sloan to tense again, but mercifully, she didn’t.
Soon they finished their meals. Locke tossed the debris into one of the many trash cans that lined the active street, and then they began their walk back up to the airport.
They didn’t say much as they traveled, but slowly, Locke noticed how Sloan clung to his arm as they walked. It was no longer a fearful cling like the way she’d touched him in the Index. It was a pleasant, confident one, if not confident in herself, then at least confident in the shelter of his presence—and just then, Locke realized why she’d suddenly opened up to him.
He made her feel safe.
And, given what she’d been through, Sloan was someone who probably hadn’t felt genuinely safe in years.
The realization lit a renewed, determined fire inside him. For if Sloan was someone who needed to feel safe, then he would be the one to keep her so. In or out of a titan.
Soon they reached the restaurants beneath the airport, then took an elevator up to the airship docks.
“Just think about it for now,” Locke said as they neared the Blue Heron. “And who knows? We haven’t even seen the situation yet. If we’re lucky, we may not have to fight at all.”
He stopped her when they reached the airship’s stairs and put a hand on her shoulder to draw her attention. She looked over to him with uncertain eyes.
“But I want you to know that, regardless of the situation, whether you’re in a titan or not, I’m going to be there for you.”
Sloan said nothing as they made their way up the ship’s ramp—but she did turn back to him once they were inside.
“Thank you,” she said, quietly but with determination, and then vanished down the ship’s hallway.
Chapter Eleven
There was still some small daylight left, so Locke opted to use it to get to the bottom of this Sloan mystery. As co-captain, he needed to know specifics about her situation if he was to have any hope of approaching her effectively, and so he headed to the bridge to find Alyssa.
The bridge, however, was still empty and at its idle settings, and the usual public meeting spaces were empty, too, which meant Alyssa and Ember were probably occupied in their private rooms. The only place he hadn’t checked was the hangar, so he decided to head that way, knowing he’d at least find Bexley there.
He did find Bexley in the hangar, double-checking the ship’s spare parts inventory, by the looks of the ledger spread out on her desk.
She didn’t look up when he entered.
“Hey, Bexley,” he said by way of greeting. “Where is everyone?”
She didn’t look up to answer him, either, but still responded: “Alyssa got an early start on sleep and Ember and I just finished tuning up Long Shot for the dragon thing. I’d say she’s either in the showers or her cabin.”
“Cabin, then. No one was in the washroom.”
“Hmm,” Bexley replied ambiguously.
Locke paused before he continued further. Something was off with Bexley, and had been since their visit to the Arcane Index. Usually she greeted him with some form of innuendo, which just as usually ended in the physical application of said innuendo. She certainly never kept her attention on a thoroughly unsexy ledger like it was the most interesting thing she’d ever seen.
It was a sharp contrast to her earlier cavalier attitude, and Locke wondered if perhaps Sloan wasn’t the only person on this ship who needed her spirits lifted.
He sat on the desk right next to her, so that his butt was in full view of her traveling eyeline.
“So,” he said, “Beaunessia Valerie Brimble Morton?”
“Yep,” Bexley said, in a tone so determinedly unbothered that it must have been very bothered.
“Were you just going to keep it secret that I’ve been fucking a member of the nobility?” he jested.
“I didn’t keep it secret; I just didn’t mention it. Besides, it’s not like it would have affected the quality of our fuckery.”
“Why not even mention it, though?”
“Because it’s irrelevant. You don’t bring up your family.”
“Yeah, but I’m an amnesiac country boy.”
“Fair enough.”
“So why the … this?” Locke didn’t quite know what to call it—not quite embarrassment, not quite hesitance—so he just gestured in her general direction.
“Just not looking forward to going home. My parents are … a turn-off.”
“Well, I’d worry if you found your parents a turn-on.”
Bexley allowed herself a tired chuckle and stretched, arching her back in a way that put that wondrously thin tank top to delightful use.
“What exactly is the situation?” Locke continued. “Also, you were childhood friends with a dragon? How does that work?”
Bexley shrugged. “I liked to explore as a kid and found my way into her lair. She was chill with me being there, and we hit it off.”
“So … what? Are you part of her hoard?”
“Nah, she doesn’t collect people. She just collects stuff so she can organize it. It’s the organizing and categorizing that she enjoys, which is one of the reasons why her behavior is weird. She’s not a violent dragon because she doesn’t want to mess up her collection.”
Locke saw a renewed cloud settle over Bexley’s face then, such that the reason for at least some of her worry became clearer.
She wasn’t only worried about seeing her family; she was worried about her friend. Even if that friend was a literal dragon.
“She gave me some of her hoard to help me out when I left—a lot of my best tools came from her. I don’t want to have to fight her. But … listen, I don’t labor under the illusion that I have any real control over a dragon. I was lucky as a kid that Ultranoth considered me neat enough to keep around, but I was only ever there by her permission, even if it was unspoken permission. With her in this weird state, I don’t even know if I have the will to face a rampaging dragon.”
“Oh, if anyone on this ship has the will, it’s you,” Locke said.
“Well, yeah, if we were dealing with a human. But Ultranoth’s a dragon. That’s a whole other level of will. And I’m pretty sure my parents are going to put responsibility for stopping her on me to begin with. As A Daughter of the Morton Blood.” She said the words with an elegant highfalutin accent that was likely the result of years of proper training in elocution … that she’d promptly abandoned the moment she left the estate.
“Oh. So it’s another ‘duty to family’ thing.”
“Duty to estate, more so,” Bexley clarified. “We’re lesser nobility. The only reason we still have the estate is because our land sits over Ultranoth’s lair, and once it became clear that she was a sociable dragon, back when she last woke up, a whole village sprang up to house and support the people who come to visit her. The land doesn’t have much value outside Ultranoth’s presence, and it’ll lose it if Ultranoth goes back to sleep, but my family has always viewed Ultranoth’s presence as a never ending boon. I left because I know a sinking ship when I see one.”
“Wait, you abandoned your family to fail? That actually is kind of shitty, Bexley.”
“I didn’t abandon them to fail; I left them because the estate’s already failing, and has been since before I was born—but they’re not doing anything practical to save it, and haven’t since they took it over. Their idea of saving the estate involves marrying me off to some rich noble so his money can support the estate. It’s a shortsighted solution to a long-term problem, but it’s the only approach they seem capable of. I’ll bet you anything that the moment they learned my ship was coming to help, they started contacting all the eligible rich suitors they know, and there’s going to be a ball or dinner party where they encourage me to choose one, just you wait.”
“Oh nooo,” Locke groaned, and it was such a visceral noise that Bexley turned to look at him with a confused eyebrow quirked.
“You worried that they’ll find actual competition?” She looked him up and down. “Have you seen yourself?”
“It’s not that,” Locke deflected.
It was that he was having flashbacks to every single one of his old girlfriends, when he’d learned that one of the downsides to liking smart girls was that all of them (or at least the ones he’d dated) indiscriminately loved stories of this kind, and all of them had tried to instill that love in him.
He’d seen the one with Colin Firth in the pond at least once for every girlfriend—Pride and Prejudice, was it? They always treated it as the gateway drug they were certain would turn him into a true fan, and it so consistently led to good make out sessions that he’d always said he found it “tolerable.” Despite being the literal truth, this would inevitably lead to a delighted laugh and better make outs, which in turn led them to recommend other shows of its nature. With the memory of all those hours of kissing in mind, he’d suffered through the Foresight Saga, one about the architect and sexy proportions or whatever, the one called Bridgerton (which was not at all about bridges, but that was okay because at least it had lots of ass in it), and the sad one at the abbey where people died all the time (which was not okay because he ended up consoling that girl as much as he ended making out with her, and there were six seasons and multiple goddamn movies of it).
He sort of liked the one about the dumbass and the butler because there was just something satisfying about Jeeves’ voice and unflappable competence, especially compared to the flailing disaster that was Wooster. But his absolute favorite—which was not saying much—was the adaptation of the Colin Firth one that did not have Colin Firth or a pond, but did have a Mr. Bennet whose expression perpetually read “Kill me now.” He could relate to the man’s situation.
The way Bexley spoke, it sounded like he was about to walk right into that kind of situation.
This was not the kind of fantasy world he’d signed up for.
But, again, it was not something he could explain to a person who’d never known television or predictable period romances.
But it did give him an idea. Since the solution to most every problem in these stories seemed to be marriage …
“Do you want to inherit the estate?” Locke asked delicately.
“I do, eventually. Just … not like that.”
“Would it solve the problem if we married?” Locke shrugged with a laugh.
The question was out of his mouth before he’d fully thought it through.
In the context of the conversation, it sounded like a reasonable solution to one of Bexley’s problems. After all, it didn’t sound like her parents were necessarily after a noble match, just a moneyed one—but then he realized, he’d effectively just proposed. As easily as if he’d been considering it for years, rather than come up with the idea two ill-thought-out seconds ago. Still, he didn’t mind the idea. And, well, the question had already been popped anyway.
“I mean,” he continued, “I’m a void mage, so money’s coming eventually, and you did present me with a baby contract within 48 hours of meeting me.”
“You do have a point there,” Bexley replied, surprisingly nonplussed by his suggestion. “And honestly I was going to flaunt the fact that I’ve been nailing a void mage to the family, regardless.”
“Classy as always.”
“They’re the ones who’ve been trying to marry me off since the moment I grew boobs,” Bexley retorted, and patted those assets for emphasis. “And those boobs are too nice to waste on a marriage of convenience, no matter how much money is involved.”
“That they are.”
Bexley sent a licentious look his way. “Even so, you are pretty convenient.”
“And the way things are going, I’ll make my fortune at some point, too.”
“That’s also convenient. But I’m not going to marry even you for convenience. I’m going to marry you because you fuck like a god and your brain keeps up with mine.”
“Oh, so it’s a foregone conclusion, then?” Locke grinned mischievously. “We’re definitely marrying?”
“I mean, I’ve sampled a lot of men and I can’t recall any that I like more than you.” Bexley shrugged. “And really, if I’ve got a good one, I don’t really need more than that. Especially with the kind of stamina you’ve got.”
“Really? Knowing what I know of you, I’d have expected you to want your own harem.”
“I didn’t sleep around because I wanted that many men; I slept around to find someone who went hard enough to keep up with me.” She indicated Locke. “I succeeded.”
“Well, I guess I can’t fault that logic. Still, I guess I would have liked to make a more romantic proposal.”
She shrugged again. “Locke, at six months, you should have already figured out that I’m as romantic as a brick.”
“Fair point. But—”
She looked up with a mischievous grin. “You can make up for it in bed tonight.”
“I have no objection to this style of apology.” Locke leaned back on the desk. “Though, now that I think of it, I probably should have considered how Alyssa and Ember would react to that, too. I mean, I imagine it would change the ship dynamic.”
“Pfft,” Bexley raspberried. “You say that as if they’re not also thinking of marrying you.”
“Uhh …” Locke blinked in surprise. “What?”
“I mean, not immediately, but why wouldn’t they? Neither of them had been particularly interested in other relationships before you plopped out of Titan Chimera, and since you’ve arrived, they’ve changed. You don’t have any point of comparison, but I can see it clearly. They used to act like women who were happily single. Now they act like they’ve found someone who’s worth settling down with.”
“Really?” Locke exclaimed.
Spontaneously proposing to Bexley was one thing, but knowing that the other two women were also thinking of him in the marriage way … He wasn’t sure how he felt about that. Sure, it was a common thing on Haven, but certain elements of his home’s morality persisted in him, and while he certainly didn’t mind endless consequence-free sex with multiple women, marriage was a different thing entirely. Especially when it involved multiple women. And especially since he wasn’t sure what marriage even involved in this strange world.
Still, as he settled next to Bexley on the desk, he realized he didn’t mind the idea of being married to her—or the other ladies, for that matter—all that much. He and Bexley were both obviously in a phase where they were having wild, free-wheeling fun working on an airship, but if she was set to inherit a whole estate, and genuinely wanted it … that implied that settling down would happen sooner or later, and between the two of them, he had no doubt they could make it work.
He pondered this as he glanced around the hangar. He wasn’t sure what kind of mechanical background Bexley had before coming on as the Heron’s chief engineer, but she clearly had what it took to keep the hangar—and the entire airship—running smoothly, and with their limited crew and resources, that was no small feat. Now that he’d taken over partial running of the company, he also knew exactly how tight their financial situation was—and how much or little Bexley had access to for her duties.
And she’d been able to restore and maintain all these titans on a shoestring budget, to a quality that belied that budget. She could take tight circumstances and make them work.
Which made her the ideal candidate to save her family’s estate.
Titan Deathly Rhythm was the clearest example of that. If Locke hadn’t been one of those who’d stomped it to pieces months ago, he’d never have guessed that it had once been a pile of scrap. Its sleek green body now looked fresh from a factory. Its plates lacked most of the piddly artistic flourishes it had possessed when it belonged to Bort, but that was mostly because Locke had been the one to smooth them out for Bexley, and while he did have plenty of talents, art was not one of them.
But then, Sloan had matter magic aptitude, and given her attention to fashion and aesthetics, Locke figured she’d have no trouble making her mech pretty if she wanted to. If only he could get her to open up to it in the first place. Which reminded him of the reason he’d come to Bexley in the first place.
“Bexley, what do you know about Sloan?” he asked.
“What about her?” Bexley asked, then grinned. “You already know she’s a shapeshifter.”
“Her background,” Locke stressed. “And whatever her relationship to the Arcane Index is. All she’d tell me was something about experiments and that she was made to use her titan to kill people, and no one’s really given me the full story.”
“Oh. That.” Bexley sighed. It was an unusually serious tone for her. It made him suspect that, whatever she was about to say, it was going to be bad. “That’s because none of us truly have the full story. We’ve all been learning it piece meal, whenever she lets little details slip here and there. What I know, though, is that the people who did the experiments were a group of cultists that had infiltrated the Index.”
“Cultists?” Locke breathed. “What kind of cultists? What kind of experiments?”
“Not sure which deity they worshiped, but the way she speaks, matter mages were involved, and modifications were made to her body. If I remember correctly, all the cultists died in the ensuing battle, and without witnesses to interrogate, the Index was never fully able to get to the bottom of the mess. Anyway, it’s why Pious was so attentive to Sloan when we were there. It happened on his watch, and he seems like the sort of guy who would take that as a personal failing. In fact, I think he personally saw to her recovery afterward. Psychological aid and whatnot.”
Locke nodded. “He strikes me as the sort of person who would do that, too. Granted, I haven’t known him long, but still … cultists? What exactly defines a cult here?”
“We use the term to mean any deity-associated group that gets up to dangerous dumb shit.”
“Oh, that’s simple enough.” Locke considered the point. “What kind of activities do normal deity-associated groups get up to here?” In all his time on Haven, he hadn’t seen anything resembling cathedrals or churches, which was weird, since he came from a town where there was a church on every other street corner.
“Some have temples where people leave little offerings or prayer talismans, but those are mostly the old gods,” Bexley replied. “Most just organize themed festivals, though. If you’re ever in the mood for a huge city-wide orgy, you should absolutely go to the Vidonis Festival in Azurcrux.”
“Vidonis?”
“God of Extravagant Sex. It’s amazing. There are stages set up with burlesque dancers and striptease acts everywhere, and the vendor selection is wild.”
“How does one even become the God of Extravagant Sex?”
“He was one of the first titan mages,” Bexley explained, “but mainly earned his godhood because he banged, like, so many women. It was unreal. All the women in his harem ended up attaining some sort of goddesshood, too—one became the Goddess of Monster Hunters, another the Goddess of Hot Big Titty Moms, another the Goddess of Noodles, ‘cause even though she was a talented titan mage, she was even more talented at making really kickass ramen. Seriously, if we’re ever near Steamridge around the Noudessa Noodle Festival, we need to make a point to go.”
“Okay.” Locke’s brow furrowed. “Follow-up question. How does one worship a noodle goddess?”
“You go to her festival and eat a bunch of noodles. That’s it. But it attracts the best noodle chefs from all over Haven, and some of those noods are so good they’re transcendental. I don’t ever have sex at the noodle festival because I’m always too full of noodles to even move.”
“Huh. That’s a high complement for you. And I do like noodles.”
“Well, there you go. Now you have a goddess to consider.”
Locke settled onto the desktop again, and suddenly realized how heavy his body felt. It wasn’t an unfamiliar feeling. He frequently stayed up late into the night talking to Bexley, just like this, another of the small, mundane things he enjoyed—and now that he thought of it, probably one of the reasons he’d been so unbothered about asking her to marry him, however casually.
But other thoughts weighed on his mind now, too. The talk of gods was fascinating, but it inevitably drew his mind back to cultists and what those had done to Sloan.
Having her body modified against her will by matter magic must’ve been a traumatic experience, and since she associated piloting with that experience, it made getting her inside a titan that much more challenging. He wasn’t even sure if he was comfortable asking Sloan to pilot Deathly Rhythm now. How much darkness had the years buried in her? And what would it do if it came out while she was in her titan?
Well. First they needed to know if fighting would even be necessary. And to do that, they needed to meet Bexley’s parents and get a better handle on the situation.
With a tired sigh, Locke leaned up from the desktop. “Well, I’m going to head to bed to prepare for tomorrow.” He looked down with a mischievous grin. “You coming?”
Chapter Twelve
Bexley came.
And then she came again.
That glorious tank top did her every favor, and now Locke appreciated it once more as he woke up, its thin neckline still pulled down beneath her breasts from the night before, so that they spilled out over it like the nourishing contents of the sexiest cornucopia.
She gave him a sleepy smile as his movement roused her—then aroused her again, and in typical Bexley form, her mouth was on his before they were even fully awake. The cool morning air, cooler with their high altitude, penetrated his bedcovers enough that both their bodies prickled with the need for warmth, and tightened her nipples to even more eager peaks.
Locke was not sure that morning wetness was as common a thing for women as morning wood was for men, but nonetheless, Bexley had it, and in such abundance that she was able to slide down over his morning-hard cock with little effort at all. He clamped his hands on her ample hips as she rocked there, driving him into the hungry depths of her and biting her lip with a lascivious smile that hardened his cock even further.
He watched, entranced, as her spine arched above him, as her breasts rolled and bobbed in the enthusiasm of her grinding, bringing him closer and closer to his peak—until suddenly, she twisted her hips in just the right way, did one perfect squeeze between her legs, and his hands clenched and trembled in his release.
She wasn’t done, though, and now she rode him hard, grinding herself down onto him as if she was starved for satisfaction. She plunged forward and clamped her hands upon his shoulders for a new angle, riding harder as if she was being chased and he was the only mount that could bear her where she wanted to go. Needed to go.
And, well, if she’d chosen him, he might as well take her there. He arched his hips up at the same moment his hands thrust her down, over and over again until her breaths became labored, sweat dripped off her still-hard nipples, and she finally arched over him in delicious pleasure.
He caught her final ecstatic breaths with his lips.
“You can read me like a book, can’t you?” Bexley sighed once they parted.
“By this point I’ve read you quite a bit. And yet I still manage to find little surprises.” Locke clapped his hands on her hips to indicate the perfect thing she’d done with them.
“Not nearly weird enough, though,” she lamented with a frustrated smile.
“Oh. Were you aiming for weird?”
“Not in this particular instance, but I’m determined not to be outdone by Sloan!”
“Bexley, you do know you don’t have to compete, right? I’m going to enjoy it in any form.”
“It’s the personal challenge of the thing,” she insisted. “I’m not going to be outdone by someone who’s had less sex than me. It’s just a matter of coming up with the right thing …”
“Well, with your considerable intellect, I’m sure you’ll come up with something,” Locke said, laughing. “Anyway, you seemed like you needed a bit of encouragement to face the day. Am I right?”
“You’re not wrong.” Bexley settled herself to lay on top of him. “And lucky for you, I’m a very good book. You remember lots of things about me.” She shifted her hips to indicate his dick, still plunged deep inside from those last glorious thrusts.
Locke allowed himself a pleasant gasp before speaking again.
“You’re worried about today?”
“‘Worried’ is … not the right word.” She traced her fingers along Locke’s collarbone, as if that would help her thought process. “‘Impatient,’ is more like it. There’s going to be some bullshit while we’re here, I know it. And I want to get it over with so we can get back to our usual lives.”
“You know I’m here for you, through whatever happens,” Locke said. “But … what kind of bullshit?”
“What do you know about Haven nobility?”
“Only what you and Sloan have told me.”
“Wait, what does Sloan know about nobility?”
“Brisketeers, mostly. Also, whatever she learned from polite romances, apparently.”
“Oh. Yeah, brisketeers are one of the good things about nobility. I was so bummed when my parents had to let ours go. But that’s not what I’m talking about. I’m talking about social rituals and whatnot. Most of a noble’s life is keeping up appearances and playing petty, manipulative games, and if my parents have decided to greet me the way I think they’ll greet me, there will be games.”
“What kind of games?”
“Stupid ones. Nobles like to feel superior, and they take every opportunity to remind the people beneath them of their places. They’ve never forgiven me for choosing the life of a commoner.”
“Ugh,” Locke groaned. He was thinking back to the times he’d watched the show that was not about bridges, and how every time someone kissed the wrong person behind the wrong tree or whatever, everyone shunned the people involved with little passive-aggressive slights. They were never direct insults, just very obvious polite rejections, and there came a point in nearly every episode where he wanted to go up to half the characters and shout, “Fight me!”
He did not want to end this bounty by going up to Bexley’s parents and shouting, “Fight me!”
He sighed, and somehow felt like a teapot letting off steam as he did so. “Well, like I said, you have me to back you up. And when it comes down to it, you might have chosen a common life, but you’re anything but common. Either they’ll see that, or they’ll miss out, and regardless, you’ll still have all of us.” He gestured to indicate the rest of the ship. “And you’ll especially have me.”
“True.” Bexley smiled slyly. “Not to mention, when it comes to impressing my parents, you do put the ass in asset.”
***
They parted ways soon after. Bexley took one of Locke’s coats to avoid breaking the “No nudity on the ship” rule, and Locke set to donning a variant of his fancy co-captain’s suit, sans the waistcoat that had been christened with savoring sauce. Most of his waistcoats were plain, but he had bought one with shiny cloth and fancy embroidering that matched the accents on his long coat, and he figured that would fancy him up enough to be presentable for an audience like today’s.
Normally he wouldn’t have cared about such a thing—people didn’t hire airships for their frippery—but the way Bexley spoke of her parents made him want to impress them, not for himself, but for Bexley, to show that she’d signed on with a company worthy of her efforts—and a void mage worthy of her.
When he met Alyssa in the control room, he saw that she’d done much the same thing. Granted, with her elegant brunette hair and perpetually classy manner, she routinely looked the part of someone who could carry herself with nobility, but today she’d taken some extra steps, trading her practical brown broken-in boots for a fierce freshly-polished black pair that came all the way up to her thighs, connecting to a pair of trousers and a waistcoat that were both embroidered similarly to Locke’s.
He was initially glad he’d already slept with Bexley that morning, because even though this ensemble covered more of Alyssa than usual, those hot black boots nearly shot a renewed fire straight through his middle.
“Looks like you’re hoping to make a good impression, too,” Locke commented.
“Always.” When Alyssa turned from the controls to greet him, it was with a tired look, but it promptly changed when she saw his own fancied-up form, in a way that suggested her middle was feeling some things, too. Still, he noted the tiredness.
“Rough night?” he asked.
“A little sleepless,” Alyssa replied as she began the ship’s startup processes. “As you might expect, I’m not keen on facing a dragon. I thought I’d recovered from my last encounter as much as I could, but … it brought back memories.”
Locke placed a comforting hand on her shoulder, then picked up the next step in the startup process. “You don’t ever fully recover from something like that. I remember losing my parents.”
“Oh. So some of your memory came back?”
“I never lost that,” Locke replied.
It was one of the reasons why his accident back home had been so hard to deal with. He’d had a good relationship with both his parents, and he’d lost them both to separate things in the years immediately before, which made the near-loss of his legs that much harder to deal with. In a situation like that, he missed the comfort of their company even more.
“It gets better over time,” he continued, “but every now and then I’ll see some mundane thing that reminds me of them, and everything’ll come crashing back in.”
“Such as?”
“My dad was fascinated by the weather. He liked to identify types of clouds, and we’d watch storms rolling in when I was a kid.” Locke laughed. “Once we nearly got caught in a microburst; it blew the shed we were under away, but somehow missed us, and mom got so mad at him for keeping me out there.”
“Microburst?” Alyssa asked.
“Oh. It’s … it’s kind of like a tornado, I guess. A really damaging downburst of air from a storm.”
Alyssa said nothing for a moment, and when Locke looked over at her, he caught her looking at him strangely.
“What is it?” he asked.
“You just say so many strange things. About things we’ve never heard of, I mean.”
Locke shrugged. “Trust me, I wish that weren’t the case.”
He wanted to tell them the truth—and intended to eventually—but for now, the full truth was too fantastical for them to handle. Even so, the way the women looked at him when they made such observations, he suspected they had their own ideas about his true origins. They probably didn’t suspect the actual truth, but they were all smart enough to suspect there was something more to his memory than “battle amnesia.”
Alyssa smiled and shrugged back.
“Anyway,” Locke continued. “I remember the first time I saw a neat cloud after his death, one that was worth calling him over to show him, you know? For a brief second, I thought I’d call him outside … and then I remembered he wasn’t there to talk to. That’s the weirdest thing about it. Some people you love so much, their absence doesn’t feel real—until you want to see them, and suddenly it’s very, very real.”
Alyssa said nothing in response, but Locke heard a quiet sniffle, and looked over to see her eyes watery with held-back tears. She shook her head and blinked them away before they could fall, though.
“It’s the rust on the Blue Heron for me,” she said, idly tending to some gauges on the console. “My mother was always very particular about the condition of the ship. Said we needed to keep it looking proper to leave a good impression on our clients.” She laughed. “Every time she saw a fleck of peeling paint or rust, she’d comment on it, and dad would have it addressed before the next job.” Her laugh dissolved into a breath. “I still hear her voice in the back of my head every time I see the outside of our ship.”
“Ah,” Locke said, remembering the outside of the Blue Heron. It didn’t look bad, but it was definitely the ship of a crew that didn’t have extra funds to waste on external paint, so Locke could only imagine how often Alyssa heard her mother’s voice calling out from the past.
“How did your father pass away?” Alyssa asked, as if by way of distraction.
“He got sick,” Locke replied simply. He wasn’t even sure Haven had a concept of cancer, and he wasn’t going to be the person to introduce it.
“And even healer mages couldn’t cure him?” Alyssa said.
“No.” Locke shook his head. “I got to say goodbye, though, which makes me luckier than most.” And he was no longer in a body that carried that gene, he reflected, which made him doubly lucky.
“I did, too,” Alyssa replied, her shaky breath steadying. “We made a habit of saying goodbyes, given the business we were in. A little morbid perhaps, but it always made the returns that much sweeter.”
Locke patted her shoulder again and gave it a tender squeeze, but then decided the moment merited more than that, and moved to pull her close.
“I’ll pilot for us today,” he said. “Give you a chance to unwind and rest. We don’t know how much chance of that we’ll have after today.”
“Thanks,” Alyssa said. “I think I will.”
***
Alyssa had already charted their course, so it was a simple matter of following her maps and notes. Locke was already familiar with much of this route anyway—they’d gone back and forth between Endpoint City and Vasor a handful of times, and only when they came to the far reaches of Vasor territory did Locke need to pay additional attention.
The border of Vasor and its outskirts was more obvious than most. Vasor was unique among city states in that it floated above its claimed territory, only utilizing the land below it for resources. There were few physical installments and little infrastructure, outside of those required for farming and mining. Most of the land under Vasor resembled flat, grassy plains or bombed-out hills, a consequence of old wars against Endpoint City. Those wars were distant enough in the past that nature had reclaimed much of the unused land, but not nearly enough to make it blend in with the unscarred land that bordered it.
He spotted it easily from the far distance—a line of heavy green substantial enough that it had probably been growing since antiquity—but only when he got close did he appreciate the enormity of what he saw. The Vasor plains ended abruptly, to be cut off by a wall of trees so dense they looked like they’d been planted as a defensive wall, and so tall he swore he could see individual leaves and nettles from his place on the bridge.
Only after several miles did the forest thin, and even then it did so in strategic manners. From the air, he could see that the trees encircled little farms and the occasional hamlet. Sometimes they broke out into larger spaces that housed livestock or larger, probably commercial crops, and if he looked closely, he could see thin breaks in the canopies that indicated roads interconnecting many of the larger settlements. Still, some of the smaller homesteads were isolated in such a way that they must have been built by people who wanted to get away from it all and, given the denseness of the woods, he imagined privacy was easy to come by. Probably thwarted by the local monsters, no doubt, but well, he’d known of similar areas back home, and the people who lived in those areas knew how to defend themselves. He imagined those people probably had more than a few good recipes for random monster jerky.
Soon the canopies took on an uneven shape, suggesting they were growing atop rolling hills, and after a few more hours of gliding, he spotted it—the highest cluster of hills in the area, completely bald of trees, and topped by a structure so huge and sprawling, he could see it from even this distance, if not in great detail.
Locke picked up the comm horn and pressed the button that would radio the entire ship.
“Morton Estate in sight,” he said.
“Understood,” Alyssa replied back.
“Got it,” replied both Bexley and Ember.
“Okay,” Sloan replied hesitantly.
Bexley joined him in the control room soon after his announcement, wearing a getup that made him do a double-take.
“Damn, you look different with clothes on,” he said. “But not at all in a bad way!”
It was in this moment that he realized he’d never seen Bexley in anything but her coveralls and whatever skimpy top she’d decided to wear that day. Today she’d traded that for a pair of brown adventuring boots and leather pants that hugged her curves so sensuously she might as well have been naked, and if that bottom was sexy, then the top was even more so. She’d foregone all practicality above her waist, gracing her chest with a ruffly midriff-baring shirt that was itself encased in some kind of leather garment that he couldn’t put a name to. Its back flared out past her knees like a tailcoat, but lacked the sleeves that would have served the warming purpose of a coat, and its only indicator of a front came in the form of a thin band of leather that cupped her breasts as if that was its only purpose in life, and yet still struggled with it.
Bexley’s chest was worth a “Damn!” on any normal day, but in that getup, with her breasts so pert they looked like they were about to blast into orbit, he was once again glad he’d already slept with her that morning.
“Well, I’m meeting my parents for the first time in over a year,” Bexley replied. “Figured I should class it up a little bit.”
“A little bit is right,” Locke laughed. He supposed it was classy compared to Bexley’s usual standards, but it was also very much a getup that had woken up and chosen mischief that morning, a reminder to her parents that their daughter charted her own path.
The other three joined them soon after, Alyssa looking more refreshed, still in her earlier outfit, Sloan in another of her cute pastel goth dresses, and Ember in her magesuit, with an expression that saw no reason to dress up, even for nobility.
“So, where’s the village that supports the estate?” Locke asked as they flew. He’d been curious since Bexley mentioned it.
“Coming up soon,” Bexley replied. “It’ll be in that little clearing.” She indicated a break in the trees, and certainly enough, it did come up soon.
“Oh, it looks cute!” Sloan observed as said village appeared in their line of vision. “It looks like the kind of place that would have good turkey legs.”
“And mimosas,” Ember chimed.
Locke couldn’t stop the laugh that blatted out of his mouth. He’d been thinking the same thing, though likely not for the same reasons as them, for as they flew over the little concentration of conspicuous artisan shops, stages, and—was that a literal jousting pitch?—it put him in immediate mind of a renaissance faire. In fact, now that he looked closer, he could swear he saw people in clothing that resembled fanciful medieval costumes.
The sight gave him slightly more hope for his situation. He’d never enjoyed the polite dramas his girlfriends had forced him to watch, but he’d enjoyed the ren faires they’d dragged him to, namely because they were so fun and relaxed—and if the people here were drunk enough to be chill in the midst of a rampant dragon’s territory, well, the general vibe might not be so bad. At least, outside the Morton Estate.
“What’s funny?” Ember asked.
“Oh, nothing in particular,” Locke lied. He wasn’t sure how he’d begin to explain renaissance faires. “It just seems familiar somehow.”
“You remember dragon faires?” Sloan asked.
“Is that what they’re called?”
“Of course!” Bexley said. “Most dragon territories have one, at least when the dragon’s awake. Sometimes the local dragon will show up on a whim, so people come for a chance to hang out with them, but in our case, Ultranoth makes regular appearances. Or at least, she did before all this. Anyway, Dragon Faire’s the single largest thing that keeps our estate afloat. The faire buys the crops our farms produce, and pays mom and dad tribute as king and queen of the faire.”
“Tribute?” Locke said. “Do you mean your parents demand payment from the faire?”
“It’s more accurate to say that the faire employs them as king and queen, but mom and dad are nobles. They’re too proud to do anything resembling working for a living, so the faire phrases the payment as ‘tribute’ and acts like mom and dad are paying them a magnanimous favor by occasionally showing their regal faces. Like I said earlier—they have appearances to keep up.”
“Ah. I see what you meant by ‘games.’”
“Can we stop for mimosas?” Sloan asked. “It’s been years since I’ve been to a dragon faire.”
“After the mission,” Alyssa said. “I don’t want to risk us being drunk if the dragon shows up.”
“We might be dead after the mission,” Ember said. “I vote for mimosas before.”
“We’re not voting,” Locke said. “Alyssa’s got a point.”
“What about turkey legs?” Sloan said with a watery voice.
Locke saw an opportunity and thought it worth a try. “I’ll buy you two turkey legs if you get in your titan.”
“Ten,” Sloan insisted.
“Ten? Can you even fit that many?”
“I’m a shapeshifter. I can fit as many as I want.”
“If we survive this without killing Ultranoth,” Bexley said, “I will buy the whole damn company limitless turkey legs and mimosas.”
“Oh, yay!” Sloan chimed.
“Do you even have enough money to feed Sloan?” Ember said.
“I’ve got savings,” Bexley shrugged. “And this’ll be my estate in the future. My parents might cheap out on drake bounties, but I refuse to let them cheap out on turkey legs and mimosas.”
By the time the estate within close range below, Locke found his stomach grumbling specifically for turkey legs and mimosas.
Well, motivation to survive, he guessed.
Sloan pressed her face to the control room’s glass as the airship approached the estate.
“You grew up here?” she exclaimed. “It looks like a storybook castle.”
It did, of a sort.
There were no hills in the area large and flat enough to contain a single large structure, so the castle sprawled across several different hilltops as the land commanded, its towers connected by tiers of stone bridges which crisscrossed over the intervening space. Crenellations and murder holes atop each bridge and tower afforded each some defensive capability, but it was obvious from the environs that no defense had been necessary in recent decades. For one, the area immediately before the centermost structure—which Locke took to be the grand entrance—looked like it had once been enclosed by fortified walls, but was now wide open to anyone who would approach, except for a metal gate that looked more decorative than practical. What might have once been a yard for managing the practicalities of castle life had been converted into an elaborate planned garden full of open spaces, seating areas, and hidden nooks. It looked like something that would be used regularly for garden parties—except that it hadn’t been used for those recently, either.
As they passed overhead, Locke noted that a lot of the more artful topiaries looked overgrown, and elements of the castle appeared neglected, too: a crumbling stone here, a flaking roof there, ivy crawling so rampantly up towers that it couldn’t have been merely aesthetic.
Locke heard Bexley sigh behind him, disappointed at the obvious disrepair.
“It looked like a storybook castle once,” she said. “I want to make it one again.”
“Where do we dock?” Locke asked. He didn’t see an obvious docking area. Did the estate even have one? Or were the Mortons too fallen to even have their own airship?
“Just land in the courtyard,” Bexley said.
“Am I supposed to land in the courtyard?” Locke stated, for landing in the middle of the social garden seemed like exactly the sort of thing she’d suggest just to piss her parents off.
“It’s meant to double as a public dock so rich people can show off their airships during parties,” Bexley replied.
“Ah, makes sense.” Now that they were nearing the courtyard, Locke could see one other small airship docked there, far too small to be the flagship of a noble family. A personal craft, perhaps?
Bexley sighed at the sight of the thing. “Ugh, I knew it.”
“You recognize that craft?” Locke asked.
“Yes, and I’m sorry for everything that’s going to follow. Well, sorry for you. Not sorry for everyone else.”
“Is there going to be trouble?”
“That depends on how much he’s changed,” Bexley replied, in a tone that suggested he—whoever “he” was—probably hadn’t.
So yes, there would be trouble.
Chapter Thirteen
A subtle beep sounded from the comm panel before the ship’s wheel, and Locke saw a new number flip up on the identification rolls.
“That’s the estate,” Bexley said, apparently recognizing the number.
Locke pressed the button and answered, “Blue Heron here, co-captain Locke speaking.”
“Very good, sir. We’ve been expecting you,” replied a regal voice that sounded like it had plopped straight out of the one show with the dumbass and the butler. “If you will dock your ship in the space next to the Verdigris Drakehawk, I will send an escort to deliver you to the front.”
“Thank you. Much obliged,” Locke replied, and then began to guide the ship down.
“An escort? To the entrance?” Sloan said. “How fancy. It’s not even that long a walk.”
“Nobles don’t walk anywhere if they can help it,” Bexley replied grumpily.
“Verdigris Drakehawk is absolutely the name of a rich person’s ship,” Ember commented. “That’s pretentious even by Vasori standards.”
It was in Locke’s nature to give people the benefit of the doubt, especially if he’d never met them before, but as he settled the Blue Heron by the smaller vessel, he realized it really was a pretentious ship. Most airships he’d seen were designed for practicality; between its four propellers, the Blue Heron was a squished teardrop shape ideal for cutting through the air. The machine to their left, by contrast, was a thing of ostentatious flourishes, shaped like a stylized, partly-scaled hawk, the half-spread wings of which could only have been decorative, and the drag on which would tax its propellers unnecessarily. Even more pretentious, its copper base color was crusted in a spread of bluish-green that was so regular and in aesthetically-pleasing places that it could only have been artificial. Whoever this noble was, he was obviously someone so used to wealth that decay, or the artful illusion of it, was a novelty for him. A costume to wear.
Once the Blue Heron was settled, Locke and the others left the bridge and took stairs down two levels, then exited out through the ship’s side hatch, just in time to be greeted by a vehicle that put Locke in mind of a fairytale carriage crossed with an old-timey car, if the car had been a convertible, and the carriage had traded its horse for the conspicuous glow of an energy furnace. The driver’s seat—also car-like—was occupied by an older man with a trim gray mustache who looked so much the epitome of his role that it was no exaggeration to call him the butlerest butler Locke had ever seen.
His trim gray mustache looked like it was the product of hours of precise trimming; his posture was ramrod straight despite his age; and though his eyes were quiet and calm, there was a certain attentive coolness to them that suggested he could kill a person, in a moment, with a sugar spoon, if the situation necessitated it. Though he was thin, Locke would not have been at all surprised to learn that he was hiding stealth anime muscles behind that perfectly pressed suit.
He exited the car, then bowed to Locke and Alyssa, who stood at the conspicuous head of their group.
“Welcome to the Morton estate, sir and madams. I will be tending to your ship and needs during your stay with us. You may call me Jeebs.”
“Wait, really? Jeeves?” Locke exclaimed.
“Jeebs, sir, with a b,” Jeebs corrected, “though it is an easy mistake to make.”
“It’s a traditional butler name in this region,” Bexley chimed from behind them, then strode around to the front. “And all the best butlers come from the Jeebs family. At least, they did in the old days. But ours is still one of the perfect traditional Jeebs.”
“What do the rest of the Jeebs do now?” Locke asked curiously.
“Customer service and assassin work, mostly, sir,” Jeebs replied.
“Somehow I’m less surprised by that than I should be.”
“One must apply one’s skills where needed,” Jeebs said simply.
Now Bexley’s expression warmed for the first time Locke had seen all day. “It’s good to see you again, Jeebs.”
To this credit, if Jeebs noticed the absolute sex bomb that had just exploded in front of him, he didn’t comment on it. He merely bowed again and said, “You’re too kind, Lady Morton.”
“Bexley,” she corrected. “It’s been a long time since I was a lady.”
“With respect, miss, you have been Lady Morton to me since you were a precocious baby, and habits are hard to break at my age,” Jeebs replied with a warm smile. “In any case, your parents would have some words for me if I did not afford you the respect you deserve. Now”—he indicated the magitek car—“if you’ll allow me, I’ll see you to the doors.”
He opened the nearest of the passenger doors and they filed in, comfortably filling the large, cushioned passenger area. The butler drove them a grand total of a few hundred feet to stop before an elegant stone stairway leading up to a set of great double doors that, though weathered with age, were still beautiful with intricate designs past matter mages had worked into them. The beauty of the castle wasn’t completely lost.
Locke made to open his door out of habit, but Jeebs hustled to leave his seat when he saw him do so.
“Oh, there’s no need,” Locke said. “I can get my own door.”
“I insist, sir,” Jeebs said. “You are a guest here.”
Jeebs thus helped them all out, and then saw them to the grand entrance.
To Locke’s surprise, Jeebs didn’t open the doors for them, but rather pulled a lever beside the doors that then activated a series of weight-driven pulleys, gears, and chains, which came together to pull the doors open with a heavy creak.
Jeebs then stood aside to allow them to enter. The five of them stepped in—and then stopped.
Well, four of them stopped. Bexley continued on and then looked back in confusion at the necks that were craned up to take in the corridor.
“Gods, Bexley, you willingly left this?” Ember said.
The entryway rose into a high, airy corridor held aloft by elaborate buttressing and decorated with larger-than-life-size paintings of people Locke assumed were Morton ancestors. Purple flags decorated with a dragon sigil—likely a reference to Ultranoth—hung from the ceiling, and a huge skylight at the top sent bars of late-afternoon sunlight streaming down through it all. Strangely, though, despite its grandeur, there was something about it that looked … homey, and it took Locke a moment to realize what it was.
The paintings weren’t all stiff, formal portraits. The largest ones were, but the smaller ones scattered between them looked almost like painted snapshots of everyday happy moments, as if the family had wanted to preserve the moments that made them human, rather than just the ones that made them regal. There were lots of picnics and swordfights, and the people depicted looked so warm they almost seemed alive inside the paintings, like their eyes would turn to look at you at any second.
But the strangest thing was that it didn’t feel imposing. Despite its regal circumstances, it was very clearly a family home, almost like a gothic fairytale castle run by the Addams family. If Locke looked closely, he could see the signs of wear and fading on the surfaces, but no dust.
“Lady Morton has always had a sense of adventure that extended outside these walls.” Jeebs nodded to a painting of a young Bexley patting the flank of a docile mountain drake while in a gown that suggested she’d escaped from a formal ball to do it. Another fancy yellow-haired child smiled in the picture—a brother, perhaps, but Locke didn’t recognize him.
“Jeebs earned his pay when I was a kid,” Bexley added. “He had all the servants on the lookout for when I was trying to sneak off.”
“And didn’t always succeed at preventing you,” Jeebs replied warmly.
“Turns out that might help us now,” Bexley stated. “If you’d succeeded, I wouldn’t have become friends with Ultranoth, and wouldn’t be able to help out now.”
For once, Jeebs’ pleasant face furrowed with small worry, but he hid it by turning to the second door on the hallway and seeing himself inside.
The door led to a small spiral of stair, probably down to the next hilltop, Locke reasoned, but soon Jeebs let himself through a second door and announced, “Harper’s Harriers for you, sir and madam.” Then he bowed out of the way to allow them to enter.
Locke strode inside as regally and straight-backed as he could, sweeping his eyes across the room as subtly as possible to get an idea of what they were walking into—a parlor, looked like, its far wall lined with tall windows that allowed a grand view of the lands below, and its interior dotted with clusters of comfortable furniture, occasional musical instruments and bookshelves, and an absurd number of fancy sword displays. Someone in this house was obviously a swashbuckling enthusiast.
Three people were positioned on the most comfortable-looking of the couches, and two of them stood to greet their incoming guests.
Locke opened his mouth to speak, but just then it occurred to him that he didn’t know anything about the etiquette of such situations in this world. He could guess, based upon the setting, but even then his guess would be based upon random memories of the period dramas old girlfriends had forced him to watch, so he doubted his impressions would be wholly accurate. Instead, just this once, he stood aside to see how the others would respond.
Captain Alyssa strode out in front of the four of them.
“At your service, Lord and Lady Morton,” she said. “I am Captain Alyssa Harper of the Blue Heron, and this is my co-captain, Locke. It’s my understanding that you have a drake problem.”
“Indeed we do, but that’s not what’s most important right now,” said the first of the standing nobles, a bespectacled man with a bright, smart voice and blond hair that he’d passed unmistakably onto his daughter. He strode up to them as if itching to shake everyone’s hand, but restrained himself, and it occurred to Locke that if the Morton castle was an Addams family-style establishment, then Lord Morton was definitely its Gomez.
“I think it’s quite most important right now,” said the second person. She was a sharp-featured, dark-haired woman who, though beautiful in an angular way, had passed few of the details of that beauty to Bexley’s form.
Bexley was wholly her father’s daughter, except for her shape, which, by the hourglass frame that hid beneath her mother’s high-necked dress, was definitely from her mom’s side of the family. But Locke remembered what the ladies had told him, about Bexley’s mom harassing the ship once Bexley had joined, and he could already detect a sort of distance between them.
She didn’t approach as eagerly as Bexley’s father had, and Locke was immediately of the impression that her father had wooed what he’d thought to be his Morticia, only to find that he’d married a Karen.
“It’s what brought our daughter back to us, after all,” her mother finished, and though she said the words through a smile, Locke had no trouble detecting a tightness in that smile.
Bexley was her father’s daughter in more ways than one. It was perhaps why he stepped quickly to meet them, like a man who genuinely missed his daughter, and why her mother approached with slow elegance, like a woman who merely missed the opportunity her daughter represented—and who was using her slow walk to analyze the situation for new opportunities.
For, subtle as she tried to be, Locke couldn’t miss the way her eyes lingered on him longest, in a way that knew she was standing in the presence of a void mage.
Neither of them went straight to Bexley, though. Lord Morton shook Alyssa’s hand, and then Locke’s, and said, “We’re quite glad to have your service. Least of all because it finally means an end to the drake problem. Most of all because, well”—Lord Morton indicated Bexley, who stepped forward to join Locke and Alyssa, but went no further than that, her arms crossed over her chest in a way that, for once, was not intended to highlight her assets.
“You have definitely made an interesting use of your time,” Lord Morton continued, eyes trailing from Bexley, to her captain, to her hot void mage co-captain, to the Vasori titan mage, to the catgirl, and only then did it occur to Locke that, with Bexley’s noble heritage in the mix, they really did have an eclectic crew.
“I’ve always made an interesting use of my time,” Bexley replied, arms unmoving. “That’s why I figured I’d come back—because, finally, this place has something to interest me again.”
Alyssa shot a look to Bexley that wanted to suggest she watch her tongue, but also knew there was a different power dynamic at play here than in most other jobs.
“Is Dragon Faire no longer paying tribute?” Bexley continued. “You could have solved your own problem months ago by offering a decent bounty for the drakes.”
“We offered what we thought was fair,” Lady Morton replied stiffly. “Surely two drakes are no challenge for a titan mage.”
“It’s not the drakes; it’s the peripherals,” Bexley continued. “We’re out in the sticks; there aren’t a lot of other bounties in this area and so companies have no opportunity to stack jobs and merit the fuel expenditure. Not to mention repair costs for damages incurred. The bounty you offered wouldn’t cover any of those things. The amount you offered is what we’d get for big deliveries in Endpoint City.”
“Bexley, perhaps now is not the best time to question our employers’ pricing tactics,” Alyssa stated, perhaps feeling she had to make some display of authority—though Locke admitted he had to agree with Bexley. The original bounty was obviously posted by people oblivious to the terms in which the average person had to think about money.
“No, our daughter’s absolutely right,” Lord Morton said, and glanced to his wife as if this was a discussion they’d had before.
“It does beg the question, though, of why you came at all,” Lady Morton replied, “if you find the pay so substandard.”
“Are you aware of the additional bounty the Arcane Index offered?” Locke inquired, in the most professional voice he could muster.
Lady Morton now turned to him, eyes sharp. “Not at all. What additional bounty?”
“The Director of the Endpoint City Arcane Index personally asked us to complete this job, and offered his own separate bounty to make it appealing,” Bexley said—and at once, Locke realized what she was doing. She wasn’t being purposefully rude; she was asserting her authority, as someone who knew exactly what she was doing when she left the estate, and knew exactly—well, mostly—what she was doing coming back to it.
It was no coincidence that she’d dropped Pious Pemberton’s title, and their relationship to it.
“Is it such a priority?” Lady Morton asked.
“Now that Ultranoth is involved, it is,” Bexley replied. “Which brings to mind the question of why you didn’t notify the Index of Ultranoth’s behavior. We had to find out through drunk tavern talk.”
“Ultranoth’s condition is a private matter,” Lady Morton responded, “for us to solve privately.”
“You mean you didn’t want official word getting out that our local dragon was acting weird, because it would affect attendance at Dragon Faire,” Bexley retorted. Lord and Lady Morton didn’t respond to that, so Bexley continued, “In which case, you’re extraordinarily lucky that I came back.”
“In more ways than one!” a new voice chimed, and Lord and Lady Morton both turned to face the third person in the room, who’d been lounging all this time, but now decided to stride forward.
“Ah, yes!” Lady Morton stated. Her face brightened as if she’d forgotten he was there, and now found him a pleasant surprise. Him she greeted like a long-lost friend, and introduced with an eager smile. “Beaunessia, you remember Lord Nigel Vincent Oldershaw.”
“Hard to forget,” Bexley responded, and when she looked into the man’s eyes, it was with a clear and unequivocal, “Try me.”
It was clearly not the kind of reaction her parents had hoped for, or even expected, and the aggression in it immediately tensed Locke’s own muscles in defensive reflex. Still, he didn’t know why Bexley found this man hard to forget, but he could certainly see why anyone else would find him memorable—especially if Alyssa, Ember, and Sloan’s unsubtle faces were any indication.
Despite having a name like “Lord Nigel Vincent Oldershaw,” the man was no older than any of the Harriers. His clothing was fancier even than the Mortons,’ with a perfect freshness to it that suggested it had only recently been mage-tailored to him; this despite the fact that it was obviously designed to echo adventuring wear, like an expensive costume for the dragon faire. He was obscenely rich, obviously, but that wasn’t what made him stand out.
Clothes aside, he had the kind of hair that would have made him an undisputed god of bodice-ripper novel covers, long and blonde and even now shining in the fading sunlight like he was in the midst of his latest cover shoot. Likewise, he had the kind of face that would have left a string of illegitimate children running through the noble houses of this world if contraceptive gems hadn’t been a thing. And, what the heck, Locke could see him being a vampire, too, or at least faking it because his partner had a vampire fetish. He had the vibe of someone who knew exactly how attractive he was, and made the best possible use of it.
Simply put, he was the kind of man who would have been competition, if Locke hadn’t already been a god-tier void mage with a god-tier dick.
And yet, strangely, he looked somehow familiar.
“That’s the second most eligible piece of ass I’ve ever seen in my life,” he heard Ember whisper to Sloan.
Oldershaw’s eyes landed on Locke as she said it. Locke wasn’t sure if he’d heard, but the calculation in the man’s brilliant, blue gaze made it clear he knew who the first most eligible piece of ass was, and Locke wasn’t sure he liked the way the man looked at him. Like it was a challenge he was willing to face.
“Hello, Nigel,” Bexley stated, wholly unimpressed. “You still a monster nerd?”
“Always,” Nigel replied pleasantly. He had a voice like a seductive purr, too, because of course he did. “I’m sure you saw my new pleasure ship. I built it myself from the ground up, based it on the little drakehawks we used to watch as kids.” He reached an elegant hand out, perhaps expecting Bexley to place hers in it for a kiss, but Bexley didn’t oblige. Still, Nigel continued as if she hadn’t slighted him. “You could perhaps help me break it in while you’re here, given your obvious skills.”
The way his eyebrows raised when he said it suggested the invitation had less to do with Bexley’s mechanical skills, and more to do with the fact that he called it a pleasure ship—and suddenly Locke realized where he recognized the man from. He’d seen those same mischievous eyes in one of the earlier paintings, on the scrappy boy standing next to Bexley and the mountain drake. That kid had grown from a scrap into an entire meal for any lady who looked his way.
“I think that would be a splendid idea,” Lady Morton said, suddenly all smiles. “Especially considering his impending relation to us.”
“Relation?” Bexley said, looking not at all surprised. “Are we adopting him? He’s a grown-ass man.”
“Good of you to finally notice!” Nigel grinned, and his smile was one that could reflect enough light to cool the planet.
“We’re marrying him into the family,” Lady Morton said. “To you.”
A ripple of surprise ran through Alyssa, Sloan, and Ember. Locke less so, since she’d brought up the possibility with him, but he was still surprised when Bexley responded with a simple, straightforward:
“I think not. I’ve got my own life outside the estate now. I don’t have time to do wife things. Besides, I sincerely doubt you’ve arranged it simply because he’s the hottest thing in our circle.”
“Ah, so you noticed that, too!” Nigel chimed.
“Of course, I noticed. I’m a connoisseur of men.”
“And I a connoisseur of women. We match.”
“Honestly,” Lord Morton said pleasantly, “we did take your proclivities into account when we made the selection. You did get along quite well growing up, and it’s no coincidence that Lord Oldershaw built his own airship.”
“And he fucks a lot, too?”
“Bexley!” Alyssa hissed.
Now Nigel did take Bexley’s hand, and brought it up to his lips as if for an impending kiss. His eyes warmed to hers in a gleam that would have elicited a burst of sparkles and rose petals, had they been in a really weird shojo manga.
“I fuck so much,” he said in a tone to match.
“That’s actually kind of touching,” Ember said. “Your parents took your sex life into account.”
“That, and the fact that the two of us got into similar trouble growing up,” Nigel continued, as if discussing such things was normal in polite conversation. “But there was one bit of trouble I was never able to get into,” he finished, with dreamy eyes, “and that makes you most appealing of all.”
“Despite the fact that we’re a fading house?” Bexley retorted.
The Mortons hadn’t reacted sharply to Bexley’s tone before that point, but they did now. Lady Morton stepped forward and hissed, “Bexley, we do not discuss such matters in public.”
“Why not?” Bexley said. “If you’re going to arrange a marriage of convenience, best be honest about the inconveniences.” Now she looked straight to Nigel. “You did well for yourself. I can see that from your clothes and ship alone. And you’re smart enough to observe how our estate operates. It’s your money that’s appealing to my parents. The rest is just a perk for me.”
Bexley’s parents looked like they were about to explode from embarrassment—until Nigel smiled that brilliant smile and said,
“Of course, I’m aware of that. I’m not here for your estate. I’m here for you.”
Locke heard a noise behind him and glanced back to see Sloan tearing up like it was the sweetest thing she’d ever heard, and Ember whispering, “Gods, that’s so smooth,” as if she was about to have a panty emergency. Meanwhile, Alyssa looked tense and horrified as if she wanted to say captainly things in response but was out of her depth in this wholly weird situation.
“Well,” Lady Morton said, her voice as tense as Alyssa’s face looked. “Ultimately, we’re not here to discuss Bexley’s engagement. You are here to deal with our drake problem,” she continued, as if addressing all of the Harriers but Bexley, until she turned to Bexley and added:
“And I suppose I can’t complain about our wayward daughter returning to take some responsibility for the estate. This dragon business will come down to you, as it perhaps should, as the sole inheritor of everything we have.”
“I’m honored that you think I have that much control over a dragon,” Bexley replied.
“Well, your independent streak must be good for something.” Lady Morton lifted her voluminous skirts as if preparing to leave. “Come, let us adjourn to the dining room. We can discuss the matter while we give our daughter a proper welcome home.”
Chapter Fourteen
Well, that was an unexpected turn of events, Locke thought as they followed the Mortons out of the parlor, and he tried to piece together what he’d observed.
Bexley’s relationship with her parents was not nearly as antagonistic as he’d expected; she was obviously on good terms with her father, if still on contentious terms with her mother, and her parents generally did still seem to value her in their own ways. After all, even though they thought nothing of arranging a marriage for her, they had obviously put considerable thought into their selection, both strategically and in terms of how he would match Bexley’s sensibilities, and the only thing they’d tried to shame her for was leaving the estate, nothing else.
And Bexley was not being her usual sharp, sassy self. She cut right through their niceties, held her own against them, and asserted her case. It was a side of her Locke had never seen before—and he had to say that he liked it. He’d long known that Bexley was a woman who knew what she wanted and went for it, but he hadn’t realized she’d go that hard.
That, in turn, was why he didn’t feel particularly threatened by Lord Oldershaw’s presence. Oh, he didn’t doubt that Nigel would challenge him. He knew the look he’d seen in the man’s eyes, the glare of one who’d just seen another competitive male, was eager to assert his place in the manly hierarchy, and would probably have opportunities, given their situation and that Bexley had called him a monster nerd. Locke imagined he’d probably have to punch him before this was over, but it wouldn’t be for Bexley’s heart. Bexley had already made her position on the man undeniably clear, and suddenly his polite drama comparisons held a lot more relevance.
Bexley was very much a woman who knew her family had done its best to position her to be the center of a sweeping period romance, where the fading gentry heroine attracted the eye of a gentleman who was far above her family’s down-on-its-luck state. All she lacked was a prettier older sister and perhaps some impetuous or plain younger sisters to make the farce perfect. But the only thing Bexley had in common with those heroines was that she’d acquired tremendous skills Because She Read Books. She’d very much looked at the genre her parents were working in, compared it to her own, and said, “Fuck that, I’ll take the airship adventure.”
Even so, the way her parents—and her mother in particular—glanced between her and Lord Oldershaw, Locke saw she’d still have to fight her way out of the attempted romance.
“Have you noticed the way Lady Morton keeps looking back at you?” Alyssa said from beside him, quietly so only the two of them could hear.
“Hard to miss,” Locke replied, “but not unexpected. I mean, I’m a void mage.”
“It’s not that. She looks like she’s scheming. Like she’s planning something.”
“Maybe she’s trying to find a way to politely break off the engagement, now that she knows what Bexley has access to.”
“And why would she do that?” Nigel replied boisterously, apparently having overheard them. “It is a truth commonly acknowledged that any worthwhile romance involves competition with a lower-class rake.”
Locke had no idea what a rake was in this context, but he knew it was an insult from the way Ember whispered, “Oh shit.” It must not have been a truly awful insult, though, because the way Ember and Sloan tittered behind him had the sound of two girls bringing popcorn to a fight. Even so, he didn’t intend to take the bait; the Mortons were clients, after all. Still, he couldn’t help a slight retort.
“What gives you the impression that I’m lower-class?” he said, as professionally as possible.
“The fact that you work for a living.” Lord Oldershaw placed a hand over his chest. “I, on the other hand, work because I’m bored. And if you were already rich enough to save the Morton estate, you wouldn’t be captaining an airship. Your void magery will likely bring you into wealth, but I’m wealthy now.”
“I already warned Locke about your games, Nigel.” Bexley turned to Locke. “Ignore him. He’s trying to get a rise out of you. It’s a traditional part of the courtship ritual. Families frequently pair their eligible children with two different suitors, one of whom is always a libertine of a lower house, and they duke it out in a battle of wits and romantic gestures. Looks like my family has decided you’re the rake in this instance.”
“Oh, Beaunessia, don’t ruin the fun of it,” Lady Morton scolded.
To which Lord Morton replied, “I told you she’d figure it out, dear. You know she’s a sharp one.”
“And I choose Locke anyway,” Bexley said. “There, the game’s over.”
“You must give Lord Oldershaw a fighting chance, Beaunessia,” Lady Morton scoffed.
Locke half-expected Nigel to be insulted at the fact that Bexley had to be commanded to consider him, but Lord Oldershaw only smirked at the exchange, in a way that heard Bexley’s declaration and welcomed the challenge of overturning it.
“I will win your heart,” Nigel declared, “and I will do it without even taking you to bed.”
“Mm-kay,” Bexley shrugged, with a careful indifference that was trying hard not to stoke his competitive instinct.
Locke couldn’t help himself again. “I suppose I should consider myself honored that you consider me a worthy suitor for your daughter, and I will endeavor to earn the title.”
“It seems like a lot of unnecessary work,” Alyssa stated, as if just to make conversation, but Locke could hear the tension in her voice. She was ready to get back to work and be rid of these ridiculous people.
“How so?” Lady Morton stated, with a scandalized tone. “It gives the suitors a chance to prove themselves. After all, why marry someone who’s not willing to fight and win for you?”
“Exactly,” Lord Morton replied brightly. “Why, the number of swordfights I endured to win the heart of my wife-to-be was legendary.”
“It was complete carnage!” Lady Morton added with a bashful smile.
“Oh, that’s actually really romantic!” Sloan tittered from the back.
Lady Morton inclined her head to Sloan, as if to say, “Finally, a person who understands,” and with that, they reached the dining room.
The room was cozier than Locke had expected, perhaps a limitation of the small hilltop on which it was built. He’d more or less expected an elegant high-ceilinged chamber with flamboyant paneling and elegant plastered ceilings, but this had the look of a spiffed-up mead hall, albeit one with superfluous flourishes afforded by matter mages. There were floral designs and dragons worked into the stone of the walls and the hefty wood that made up its table and high-backed chairs, which itself took up most of the space in the room.
“You’ll find your seats marked with place cards,” Jeebs offered—and Locke nearly jumped. He hadn’t even seen the man join them.
Locke nodded a polite thanks and then followed the man’s guidance. The Mortons had labeled the table in detail, including last names when they knew them, which confirmed that they had researched the Harriers before they’d arrived.
Lord and Lady Morton sat at the wide two-seater head of the table, with Locke and Ember placed to Lord Morton’s left and Alyssa and Sloan to Lady Morton’s right. Two empty seats on each side separated the first group from Bexley and Lord Oldershaw’s places at the other end, no doubt meant to afford them some privacy to talk about—well, for Lord Oldershaw to talk about romantic things.
Honestly, Locke didn’t mind the separation. It would make it that much easier to get down to the business of what they’d actually come here to do.
“How has Beaunessia fared on your ship?” Lord Morton asked pleasantly while Jeebs poured glasses of wine for the table. “She always did have an interest in airships as a girl. She’d chase them whenever they flew over the estate.”
“She’s our chief engineer,” Locke replied with equal pleasantry, carefully neglecting to mention she was the only engineer. “She’s been indispensable in keeping our titans operational.”
“Well, she did always like to be useful,” Lady Morton said, as if being useful was somehow beneath her daughter.
Alyssa’s face across the way quirked, as if she couldn’t understand that logic, and Locke was intrigued to notice that Bexley’s father’s did the same.
“Brimble was the name that saved this estate when we married, and my wife’s is an old family,” Lord Morton explained. Locke heard the hidden explanation behind it: Her money was so old, her family didn’t even know how to work and had been coasting on its fortunes for at least one generation. “The Mortons found their treasure in what is now the Skullwood, harvesting the resources there, but when Segrandis the Venerable died, the resources dried up, and the monsters in that area became so aggressive that the land became impassible by ground.”
“What caused the monsters to become aggressive?” Locke asked. “That hasn’t happened in other areas where dragons have died.”
“We don’t know, and frankly the monsters are so relentless in its depths that it’s too expensive and dangerous to find out.”
“What killed the dragon to begin with?” Locke inquired, wondering if Ultranoth had been contaminated by something in the Skullwood.
“We don’t know that, either,” Lord Morton replied. “By the time we realized he was dead, he’d begun decomposing; he’d been in hibernation, you see.”
“Hm,” Locke nodded, pondering.
“Regardless, Segrandis’ magic is from where much of the Morton wealth derived, but he’s been dead since I was a child, so the land has long since dried up in terms of magical resources.” He looked warmly to Lady Morton. “Fortunately the Brimble fortune has been able to keep the land afloat.”
Lady Morton returned his gaze with a tight smile, but Locke saw another twinge in her face as she did it, as if she perceived marrying into such a family as beneath her, but didn’t have many other noble options in the current economic climate. He glanced down to the other end of the table as she hid herself in her wineglass. Nigel, at least, seemed to have no trouble with the prospect of a working wife, despite his earlier comments, and though he disliked Nigel as a rule, he could at least appreciate that about him.
“Should we discuss the drakes, then?” Locke continued as he started his own wine. “And the dragon?”
“Oh, soup first, at least, before we discuss business,” Lord Morton replied. “Enjoy yourselves. You are our guests.”
Locke nodded, then raised his glass in a grateful toast, though he couldn’t help some exasperation at the same time. If this was indicative of their sense of urgency, then he could understand why they’d been in no hurry to raise the bounty, to encourage hunters to take it. He imagined the drakes had never affected them directly, or else they’d be much more eager to fix the problem.
Soup came and went, and soon Jeebs and a small handful of servants came out to serve the main course—a selection of savory, fresh-smelling vegetable plates that Locke lost all interest in when Jeebs produced the centerpiece.
He called it turkey—or at least, Locke’s magic translated it as such—but it looked like no turkey he’d ever seen. Well … it probably had the familiar head of a turkey, but where a fat two-legged body would have lain back home on Earth was instead a dog-sized trunk with eight legs, grouped in pairs at each shoulder and haunch. Locke had never seen a living turkey here, but based on this carcass he imagined it would look something like a combination of a turkey, gryphon, and spider. Which would not have made him eager to eat it—except that it smelled so amazingly good.
His amazement must have shown on his face, for Nigel promptly said, “Have you never seen a turkey before?”
“Not like this,” Locke replied, honestly.
“Don’t make fun; he didn’t recognize cats, either,” Sloan chimed.
“Didn’t recognize cats?” Nigel repeated.
It wasn’t strictly true—Locke knew what a cat was, of course, just not in Haven’s context—but wasn’t able to say anything about it before Bexley chimed,
“The thing about Locke is he has a severe case of battle amnesia. You have to explain things to him like he’s been pulled from a completely different universe and plopped into this one with no warning.”
Locke had started on his wine, and now nearly choked on it.
“Am I wrong?” Bexley said.
“No,” Locke laughed, “just—”
Just that she didn’t know how right she was. He turned to her parents and explained, “I don’t remember anything from more than six months ago, and we assume it’s because I sustained some kind of reflex link feedback damage in a titan.”
“Oh, how mysterious,” Lady Morton murmured, in a way that made her sound more interested in his role in their little game.
By now Jeebs had finished plating the course, granting each of the diners a massive turkey leg. Lord Morton indicated the now-carved-up turkey in the center of the table. “It’s a local delicacy, so we thought it’d be appropriate to welcome you here.”
Made sense for an area defined by its ren faire, Locke observed mentally.
“Though I suppose it doesn’t help that I stole your brisketeer,” Nigel laughed from the other end of the table. “If you’re ever in the mood to impress with some gourmet savoring, I’m sure I could lend him to you.”
“You hired our old brisketeer?” Bexley exclaimed, and it almost sounded as if she was about to reconsider her stance on Nigel.
“Well, initially,” Nigel replied. “I took on his son when he decided to retire, but the family skill has certainly been passed on.”
“Gods damn it, Nigel,” Bexley groaned, and even though Locke was pretty sure this wouldn’t change things, he had to respect the level of depth to which Nigel had prepared for this challenge. The way to Bexley’s heart was … well, through her pussy, but her stomach played no small part, either, and to hire her family’s laid-off brisketeer solely because he knew Bexley liked savoring was the power flirt of power flirts.
Nigel may not have been actual competition, but he was doing his damndest to make it so.
“I will say that I’ve been missing the estate’s turkey, though,” Nigel added pleasantly, and with that, they commenced eating.
Locke allowed some minutes of pleasant dinner conversation before he brought up their purpose again:
“Now, about the bounty?” he asked.
“Ah, yes,” Lord Morton replied, as if he’d forgotten, and then patted his mouth with a cloth napkin and continued:
“There was merely one drake at first, a storm drake. Drakes do occasionally migrate through here, so we didn’t give it much thought, but then it nested on the outskirts of Dragon Faire. That was when we listed the bounty.”
“Nesting drakes tend to be seeking mates,” Nigel added from his end of the table. “And storm drakes in particular can be aggressive during their nesting periods, as some of the farmers in the area have learned.”
Lord Morton nodded, then continued, “Soon after, the acid drake showed up. A male looking for a female.”
“Can drakes of different types interbreed?” Locke asked.
“It depends,” Nigel said. “Some breeds are too different for their traits to mix and produce viable offspring. Regardless, that doesn’t stop them from engaging in the act, and two drakes in a mating state are aggressive enough to wreak havoc on the surrounding environs.”
“That was when we sought Ultranoth’s aid,” Lord Morton continued.
“Ultranoth was a fixture of this area even before the Mortons built the estate here, centuries ago,” Lady Morton added. “And so the first Mortons organized a longstanding contract with her, establishing a mutually beneficial structure that allowed the two to peacefully coexist, and a structure by which help could be requested, should a dragon’s aid be required. We asked her to remove the two drakes, but she was uninterested.”
“Uninterested?” Alyssa asked. “Wouldn’t that be a breach of contract, then?”
“The contract’s wording is … ambiguous,” Lady Morton stated. “Stating we may call upon her only for troubles that require a dragon. She argued that humans can handle drakes, that they weren’t worth her effort, and so the problem went unaddressed.”
“Was that her only reason?” Bexley asked. “It seems petty of her to not handle something like that.”
“As I understand it, she was in the middle of a very good book and didn’t want to be disturbed,” Lady Morton grumbled.
“Oh, that’s actually pretty characteristic for Ultranoth.” Bexley shrugged. “Eventually I learned not to visit whenever Georgia Hyer released a new book, because those were the only times Ultranoth wouldn’t see me. She takes her polite romances very seriously.”
“But she was normal at this point?” Locke asked. “Unaffected? When she denied the request, I mean.”
“As far as we know,” Lord Morton confirmed. “But here is where things go strange. A week ago, a mercenary crew—the Red Horde—happened to be passing through for Dragon Faire. We saw an opportunity and paid them to handle the drakes, which they attempted—only for Ultranoth to attack them! We haven’t seen them since.”
“That was a definite breach of contract,” Lady Morton said stiffly. “The language is clear that we’re not to harm her, and she’s not to harm us.”
“And so it’s left to you to get to the bottom of this,” Lady Morton finished.
“Us, you mean,” Nigel added with a smile.
Bexley turned to him with an impatient glare, suggesting her private dinner conversation had gone about as well as Locke expected.
“What do you have to do with it?” she asked.
“One of the reasons your parents invited me here—other than my astonishing good looks and natural charm—is because I’m an expert on drakes and dragons, with significant experience in dragon negotiations.”
“You are?” Bexley raised a curious eyebrow.
“Of course.” Nigel gave his hair a haughty flip. “When you ran off to the Endpoint City Arcane Index, I went to study at the Index in Vasor.”
“Oh, Vasor!” Ember exclaimed. “That makes sense.”
Nigel nodded back to her pleasantly, probably thinking she meant it as a compliment on his education, rather than that it explained why he was such a prig.
“It was I who settled the arrangement between Angyarion the Petulant and Glasslane,” he said, as if they all should have heard of it.
“The one that established a festival schedule that didn’t interrupt his naps?” Bexley said, unimpressed.
“Yes. It was a bigger to-do than it sounds. Glasslane is the site of the Church of Fexonaak Bondage Festival, which is immediately followed by Glasslane’s Bi-Annual Orgy and Fireworks, which is then followed by the Tri-Church Holy Metal Music Festival. It’s a noisy place, and Angyarion the Petulant is … well, petulant when he’s awake.”
“There is something to be said for being able to best a petulant dragon,” Ember conceded, and Locke had to concede the point as well. If Nigel had those kinds of skills relating to dragons, he’d be an asset to the team, even if he was a bit of an ass.
“It still begs the question of why Ultranoth would attack in the first place, though,” Lady Morton stated, “and we hoped Beaunessia might be able to provide some insight.”
“Well, I have insight, but it has nothing to do with me,” Bexley stated, and indicated Locke and Alyssa.
Alyssa took a deep breath, as if to steel them all for the gravity of the admission, then stated: “Reports have reached the Index of an amethyst dragon possibly infected by shadow dregs.”
Both Lord and Lady Morton’s faces went white—as did Nigel’s. Obviously, though they didn’t know the details of Ultranoth’s plight, they knew the dark implications of a dragon infected by such things.
“But … how is that possible?” Lady Morton said through caught breath. “We would know, surely. And we’ve seen no signs of meteorfall in recent months.”
“What’s Ultranoth’s range like?” Locke asked.
“Vast,” Nigel responded. “Dragon Faire is just a fraction of the territory she covers, and as I understand it, she frequently ventures into the Skullwood out of curiosity.”
Locke recalled the map he’d been studying in his cabin. Rion and Pious said the reports had come from the edge of the Skullwood, but the Skullwood itself cut a large swathe through the lower region, past the opposite edge of Vasor territory and then even further in the opposite direction. A winged creature like a dragon could have easily been spotted on either of those edges, wholly independent from association with the Mortons.
“Is she the only amethyst dragon?” Locke asked. He’d tentatively flipped through Rion’s book, but there were so many dragons he hadn’t committed them all to memory yet.
“None nearby,” Nigel responded.
“Even so,” Lord Morton began, “Ultranoth hasn’t made her usual appearance at Dragon Faire this week, and she usually comes down to mingle at least once a week. If she is infected, she needs to be rescued, or this area is doomed. In more ways than one.”
“We’ll certainly do what we can,” Locke stated, then turned to Alyssa, his crew, and Nigel. “I think the best course of action will be to investigate Ultranoth first and handle the drakes once the greater threat is resolved. Her lair is nearby?”
Both Bexley and Nigel nodded.
“Then we’ll go there first,” Locke said, and looked to Alyssa for confirmation; she nodded back. “We should meet to make a more formal plan before we go, though. First thing tomorrow?” he finished, turning back to Bexley and Nigel.
He half-expected Nigel to be as unbothered as the lord and lady, but was surprised when he declared, eagerly, “With the sun.”
Chapter Fifteen
He shouldn’t have been surprised by Nigel’s reaction, Locke reflected as Jeebs drove them back to the Blue Heron. The man was eager for an opportunity to compete with Locke, to act on the challenge of securing Bexley’s heart as if it wasn’t a foregone conclusion.
And it absolutely was a foregone conclusion.
Locke knew enough of Bexley to know that, if she wanted to fuck that man, he was as good as fucked. And it was no small frustration knowing he’d have to deal with those useless manly aggressions while also dealing with a dragon.
Nigel didn’t strike him as someone who was stupid, but he knew from experience in both this world and the last that girls could turn even geniuses into idiots.
He hoped that wouldn’t come back to bite them.
Literally.
Jeebs saw them off, and then they all headed up the Blue Heron’s stairs, a taut quiet hanging over them all. Taut for different reasons than Locke expected, though, because the moment the ship’s hatch closed, two of the four women burst out into squeals of a sort he hadn’t heard since the girls at his middle school discovered K-Pop bands.
“Did your parents just try to lure you home with ass?” Ember exclaimed to Bexley. “My gods! They’re better than mine—and my mom helped me run away with a fancy titan upgrade!” She leaned an elbow against the wall as if she needed the extra support.
“You okay there, Ember?” Locke asked.
“I just need a moment. My hormones weren’t expecting that. Been raging all evening, and they were already kind of raging.”
“You know,” Locke jibed, “I’m kind of insulted that you didn’t have this reaction to me when we first met.”
“Oh, I did,” Ember replied. “You just weren’t conscious at the time. Like I said, he was the second most eligible piece of ass I’ve seen.”
“I think it’s going to be cute,” Sloan said from beside Ember, her hands on her cheeks, blushing as if she’d just been flirted with.
“Cute how?” Bexley sniffed.
“Because Locke’s a gentleman and Nigel’s a gentleman and they’re going to be polite at each other for Bexley’s heart and oh my gods!” Sloan collapsed to her knees as if they’d melted. “It’s going to be like those romance novels where you don’t actually see anything happen but the subtext is so heavy it’s like NYAAAAAA—”
“Oh come on, he’s not that hot,” Bexley scoffed.
“You grew up with him, so you’re used to it,” Ember dismissed, then turned to Locke. “But I swear, if you two don’t get into a shirtless fight over Bexley in a pond or something, this entire trip will have been a waste.”
“I’m not getting into a shirtless fight with our dragon expert.”
“Not even after we solve the dragon problem?” Sloan asked, sounding worried.
Bexley rolled her eyes and heaved a sigh. “I’m gonna go check the titans, then go to bed.” She turned and left.
The others soon dispersed, too, and after seeing if Alyssa needed anything, Locke headed to the hangar to see Bexley.
He found Bexley just flopped on the middle of the floor with her leather straps undone and her boobs about to fall out.
“OH MY GAAAAWDS,” she groaned.
Locke crouched beside her. “Is anyone on this ship going to be okay tomorrow?”
“I’m fine. It’s just damn exhausting being around the family. I have to keep my guard up all the time.”
“Why not just be yourself?” Locke asked. “I mean, they’re a bit out of touch, but they don’t seem all that bad.”
“Because my natural self is a sassy sex bomb, and I don’t know what to do when I’m not being a sassy sex bomb, and I can’t be a sassy sex bomb around Nigel because it’ll only encourage him.”
“Actually, you seemed pretty badass today.” Locke flopped down next to her. “I mean, I like the sassy sex bomb Bexley, but I don’t mind the take-no-shit Bexley, either. You shot right through all that pretension. Well, most of it anyway. Lord Oldershaw didn’t seem to take your hints, whether intentionally or not.”
“Nigel is actually fine most of the time, but he becomes a total showoff when other guys are around.”
“Is that going to be a problem tomorrow?”
Bexley sighed. “I think he’ll come through when he’s needed, but in the meantime be ready for mischief. He’s as big a flirt as I am; his trouble is he never turns it off.”
She sighed again, this time longer, and Locke sat quietly next to her, letting her decompress. Even so, he couldn’t stop his mind from wandering, and now it wondered, too:
“You know, now that we’ve met your family, there’s something else I don’t get,” he said. “When you first described them, I thought they’d be almost Vasori in their snobbery and the estate would be a wreck, and you’d have left because of that. Well, the estate’s obviously in disrepair and your parents have no idea how to manage it, but other than that they seem like basically good people. Hell, they tried to hook you up with a hot guy who builds his own airships and apparently has as much sex as you do. As arranged marriages go, that’s not even close to bad. So why leave?”
“Because I don’t want to save my estate through a stupid marriage,” Bexley huffed. “Even if I do marry Nigel’s rich sexy ass, his money will eventually run out, too, and then the estate would be in the exact same predicament again. I didn’t abandon it because it was failing; I left to find a way to keep it from failing that didn’t rely on some centuries-old marriage tradition.”
“You couldn’t have done that from home?”
Bexley looked at him as if he’d just said the dumbest thing imaginable. “You heard how my mother talks about people who work. Every single time I tried to help our servants out on the estate, mom would pull me back inside and say it was unbefitting of a lady. They’re so accustomed to having the prestige of old names that they don’t register how much the world has changed since they were young. We can’t rely on old money anymore. If the estate’s going to thrive again, it’ll have to find a way to be productive and meaningful, and that means work.”
“But didn’t the Morton fortune come from work? How could collecting resources be anything but?”
“The family managed the workers. It’s more accurate to say they hired people to do the gathering and took care of the merchant component themselves—buying and selling and whatnot. They were on the same level as industrialists, and even now what little they bring in is from land management.”
“What about the dragon faire?” Locke said. “I thought you said it brings in enough money to keep the area functioning.”
“For now, but it hinges on Ultranoth being awake, and she’s been awake for both my parents’ lifetimes and mine. There’s no guarantee she’ll be awake for my children.”
“And so you’re going to save your estate through engineering?” Locke quirked. “How does you taking employment on an airship fit into all that? Especially one that was as down on its luck as this one?”
“It’s all part of a larger puzzle,” Bexley said. “Engineering was just my first stepping stone.”
“How so?”
“What I want to do is turn the estate into an Arcane Index Outpost.”
“An outpost?” Locke asked.
Bexley nodded. “Our estate’s about equidistant from Endpoint City and the Vasor Arcane Index, depending on where the snob city’s floating. But beyond that, there’s not another Arcane Index until you get to the other side of the Skullwood, so our estate could serve as a good rest point for crews passing through. Moreover, Ultranoth’s presence makes ours a magic-rich area, and that’ll hold true whether she’s awake or asleep. That means a potential outpost will have plenty of void essence to draw upon for magitek fuel and maintenance. That’s the essential bit. Our land’s perfect for resupplying airships and their titans.”
“Would the estate see enough traffic from the Skullwood to merit it?”
“It doesn’t yet because the Skullwood is so treacherous and demanding on void resources. Segrandis died around the same time Ultranoth woke up, and the land won’t generate magic again until another dragon claims it, so travelers have to carry enough void condensate on them to make it across the Skullwood, or else risk being stranded.”
“Why would anyone want to cross it?”
“Because there are lots of untouched Precursor ruins inside it and around its southern border.”
“If people know about them, why are they untouched?”
“Because the monsters are also top-tier, which again, ties into why our estate is the perfect location for a new Index outpost. If people are going to explore those untouched ruins, they need a base capable of supporting those activities.”
“Makes sense to me, but you make it sound so obvious. If it is that obvious, why haven’t your parents considered it yet?”
“Because they’re set in their ways, and Ultranoth’s presence provides enough to keep them basically comfortable. They don’t see any point in making a huge change to the estate as long as they are comfortable.” Now Bexley took in a deep, determined sigh, “But I’ll inherit that estate one day, and I want to inherit something that’s thriving on its own merits, not barely hanging on because my family’s too stuck in the old world.”
Locke settled back onto the floor. He had to admit that, once he learned of Bexley’s lineage, he’d expected her to settle firmly into the role of a mischievous prodigal, but there was a depth to her situation—and her approach to it—that he hadn’t anticipated. Moreover, he’d known Bexley was intelligent, but the calculating strategy she planned to apply toward the preservation of her family’s holdings had surprised him. Bexley might, for all appearances, look like a wanton miscreant, but as she liked to say, the size of her brain was directly proportional to the size of her incredible tits. And the longer she spoke of her plans, the more obvious that had become.
And now, because she’d left her estate, because she’d had her adventures, she now had the eye of the Director of the entire Endpoint City Arcane Index. Granted, it was largely because of Locke’s own prowess in battle, but …
He’d helped put her in a perfect position, with a perfect connection to help bring her plans to fruition.
And, while he didn’t fully comprehend the logistics involved in bringing such plans to fruition, he didn’t doubt that Bexley could do it.
“Have you told your parents this idea yet?” he said.
“No,” Bexley replied, “because I know they’re going to be dismissive unless I present a strong, developed, irrefutable case—which I’m still developing. Plus the point’ll be moot anyway if we have to kill Ultranoth.”
“Well, that just gives us more motivation to figure out a way to save her.”
Though, thinking back on something Lady Morton had said, Locke wondered if he didn’t have yet another reason to save Ultranoth. She’d mentioned that Ultranoth had been on Morton land before the Mortons themselves, which would have put her at centuries old.
How many centuries? Locke wondered. Could she possibly date back to the time of the Precursors?
Because if she was from the time of the Precursors, then she might know something about the fall of Peth’s civilization.
He sat up with a tired grunt. “Well, we should all be in top form tomorrow. I’m going to hop to bed.”
“I’m just gonna lay here on the floor and reabsorb all the hangar grease.”
“Still recovering from your family?” Locke laughed.
Bexley grumbled and rolled over as if to emphasize the point.
“Don’t let them get to you,” Locke said. “Much as I like the Bexley who takes no shit, I admit I like the normal Bexley more. Be yourself tomorrow. I’ll take all the shit for you.”
“You sure? Nigel’s gonna throw a lot at you.”
“I welcome the challenge.” Locke smiled down at her. “After all, like your mom said, what’s the worth of a man who won’t fight for you?”
***
Locke thus returned to his room. He was about to settle down in bed, but then realized that as much as he’d heard of Ultranoth, he’d never actually seen any visuals of her, and Peth’s memories seemed to be triggered best by images.
Fortunately, he had a solution for that.
Sitting on his desk was The Encyclopedia of Dragonkind that Rion had lent him, worn and beat up with frequent use, but still a hefty, hardy tome—and lavishly illustrated, Locke realized once he’d opened it up. It looked like a steampunk adventurer’s version of the collector’s edition artbooks that would sometimes follow huge video game releases back home. The tome was in full color, with artistic flourishes even on the mostly-text pages—and the dragon illustrations themselves were amazingly detailed.
Locke hadn’t given much thought to the printing presses of this world—the fairly basic quality of most books and maps he’d used seemed to be of an era-appropriate quality that relied on physical typesetting—but this book alone made him rethink that. How did they even achieve this level of quality? Were there matter mages involved?
He shook his head, willing the distraction away. That was a curiosity for another time. For now, he simply chose to be grateful for the level of detail, and flipped through the alphabetical listings until he found Ultranoth.
His jaw dropped at the length of her entry, and the first sentence alone indicated why:
Ultranoth the Organized is an amethyst dragon who has been familiar to the southern continent since before recorded history.
His heart rate sped up at the finding. “Before recorded history” didn’t guarantee that she went back to the time of the Precursors, but if she did …
He skimmed the rest of the entry hoping to catch any other relevant details. The main detail of practical note was that she was also a gravity mage, which had some frightening implications, because while humans required catalysts, the book had given no indication that dragons did, and that made Ultranoth even more dangerous, if she decided to be so. Mostly, though, he came away with references to historical events and periods that he possessed no context for.
Throughout every period of her history, though, she was known as a collector—not of specific things like other dragons (who, Locke had since learned, could be absurdly esoteric in their specificity), but of things in general.
Locke had begun to picture her as the dragon version of a hoarder until the book specified that she organized these things obsessively, as if the things didn’t matter so much as the presentation. But even so, she wasn’t indiscriminate. There was an internal logic to what she preserved: interesting artifacts, games, books.
Things that told stories.
She was a librarian archivist dragon with a collection that dated back to before the beginning of modern Haven.
The more he read, the more convinced he became—Ultranoth might be the single biggest piece he’d yet uncovered to the puzzle that was Peth’s memory.
The first two pages of her entry had been text, so now he turned the second—to find an entire two-page spread depicting Ultranoth flying, with a dragon-sized sack looped across her chest and one shoulder, its flap and shape indicating that it was laden with books. If the size of the books depicted was accurate—and scaled to humans—Ultranoth was larger than a titan, probably three stories tall and three times that length, including her tail, with a wingspan of equal length. Her shape was fairly traditional as fantasy dragons went, with leathery, membranous wings and a body that boasted tough, shining scales and a wild scattering of horns, but there was something lithe and elegant about her shape, too.
The complex shape of her claws and horns put Locke in mind of the tracery he’d seen in the windows of gothic cathedrals, which combined with the multihued purples of her scales made her look something like a stained-glass window come to life. She was invariably purple, though a huge variety of different shades lent her hide some complexity: paler purples on her underside, increasingly darker purples elsewhere. Even her eyes were purple, if a searingly bright, almost pinkish shade seen nowhere else on her body—and they were happy eyes.
The way Ultranoth flew in this depiction, she looked like someone who delighted in the passage of time and the unique wonders each new era brought for her to observe.
Locke could easily see how a dragon like this would befriend a young Bexley, and perhaps, just perhaps …
Befriend humans from other ages.
***
“I know her!” Peth exclaimed the moment he woke up in her realm. “My … gods, I remember!”
Locke heard a quiet flop before he could even sit up and turned to see Peth collapsed to her knees, no longer hovering as she usually did. At once he shot up and helped her to her feet.
“You okay?” he asked.
It was a needless gesture—they weren’t even corporeal in this realm—but it still felt weird to just leave her crouched there.
“Yes—yes,” Peth shook her head as she stood, as if the motion was comforting, if not necessary. “It’s just … it all came back so fast, that’s all.”
“What came back?” Locke asked. “Take your time.”
“I knew her when she was young. She was … cute! She came up to my hips! I called her Nothy!” The words came out of her as if she were listing disparate facts, trying to piece them all together into a coherent whole.
“So she was alive during the time of the Precursors,” Locke breathed. “And you had a nickname for her. Were you friends?”
“She was curious about me.”
“That lines up with what I’ve read,” Locke responded, and saw Peth suddenly fiddling with the folds of her skirt, as if observing the texture. Or the color.
Both of which, Locke realized, echoed the multifaceted hues of Ultranoth’s hide, as if designed to resemble it.
“She was the daughter of our dragon,” Peth declared. “I’m sure of it.”
“Your dragon?” Locke exclaimed.
“A sort of … community dragon. Yes, we—the Precursors made them! They …” She paused to think, as if trying to find an explanation he could relate to. “You know how worms break down material and enhance soil in the course of simply existing, and then can go on to shape entire planets?”
“Uh … you had me until you mentioned reshaping planets,” Locke said. “Is that another thing Precursors did? Use worms to … what, terraform?”
“Yes,” Peth said. “They—uhh, we—sent specially engineered worms ahead of us, and once a planet was properly prepared, they’d come in.”
“They?”
“Dragons! You see, those worms couldn’t generate the magic us Precursors and our technology needed, so we crafted another creature to serve that purpose—the dragons.”
“So the dragons are, what? Magical terraformers?”
“Initially, at least.”
“And they were sentient?” Locke asked. “The Precursors made sentient terraformers.”
“Of course,” Peth replied, as if it was a fact she’d always known, though her very expression said she’d only just remembered it, and was surprised by the certainty she now felt. “To keep the magiforming from going out of control. So the dragons could make decisions on how best to cultivate the environment. If I recall correctly, some early magiforming efforts ended up going awry and producing too much void essence, and that had to be corrected before the affected planets were able to be settled.”
“Why? What happened to them?”
“The local wildlife became magically empowered and aggressive—not enough to stop colonization, but definitely enough to be an expensive inconvenience until the magic levels were brought down.”
“So the Precursors created an entire intelligent race to solve … an engineering problem?” Locke shook his head, marveling at the revelation.
The Precursors were advanced enough to create entire sentient species from scratch and they’d still been defeated. And that made him even more nervous about the unease Peth had begun to feel about the moon.
Because while Peth’s memories tended to come back in random, useless fragments, Locke had begun to suspect that they weren’t wholly useless, just lacking in context, much like his earlier misunderstanding of Sloan. He had the feeling that, once they had that context, the pieces of the puzzle would start slotting together, and this talk of dragons was the biggest piece of context they’d yet unlocked.
If he could keep Peth talking, perhaps they’d unlock more.
“Getting back to what you said earlier,” Locke continued, “you said she was a child of your dragon.”
“Our community dragon. Ours was a community built around a grand, motherly dragon. I remember … our cities were named after the dragons that watched over them—yes! I was—I was from here!”
“Not from the Morton Estate, surely?”
“No, the land on which it sits. It was called Curicarlo’s Rest, then, after Ultranoth’s mother. Though it looks quite different now—far more wooded. There’s a chance that Ultranoth’s lair is the same as Curicarlo’s, though, and if it survived …”
“The lair alone might trigger more memories. I assume you visited it back then?”
“Much of it was a public space, like a city hall or public square. The dragons worked in cooperation with our leaders to keep the city thriving.”
“And each city had one …” Locke repeated, thinking again, and again not liking the implication. For there were so few dragons left that he hadn’t even seen one in all his comings and goings, just heard that they existed and slept a lot, which implied that whatever brought the Precursor civilization to ruins also wiped out a huge number of very powerful dragons.
Was that ancient, terrible power possibly connected to whatever possessed Ultranoth at this moment?
“What’s on your mind?” Peth asked. “You look more serious than usual.”
“I think Ultranoth could be key to all our mysteries,” Locke said, “unlocking your memories, figuring out the souped-up shadow dregs, figuring out what’s up with the moon …” Now Locke gazed up at her, a renewed fire burning in his eyes. “I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure you see your friend again. We’re going to save her.”
Chapter Sixteen
Nigel woke up with the dawn.
Locke woke up even earlier, out of spite.
At which point Nigel invited him to a fancy breakfast on his airship, out of spite.
Locke knew the only reason Nigel had invited to him to breakfast was so that he could show off his superior wealth—why else would he have mentioned that his personal chef made an excellent breakfast savoring?—but Locke hadn’t been raised to respond to rudeness with rudeness. He was a good ol’ Southern boy, and it was a time-honored tradition of his people to wield all the savagery of a “Fuck you” in the gentle succinctness of a “Bless your heart.”
“Bless your heart, you really shouldn’t,” Locke remarked with a subtle smile that meant exactly what he said. “Let’s eat on the Blue Heron instead. Our chef’s no brisketeer, but her meals are crowd pleasers with the crew, and with Bexley.”
“Bexley would willingly eat bugs back when we were kids together.” Nigel laughed. “Though I do appreciate the offer. In fact, it would be a nice change of pace to have a rustic little breakfast. I accept!”
Once they’d settled in the mess hall, the results were as expected:
Nigel critiqued Sloan’s simple breakfast of fatty meats, eggs, breads, and juices like he was a professional food critic trying to hide criticism in complements. Sloan herself didn’t seem to mind and took all of his words with a giggly, “Of course. I’ll remember that for next time.” Ember kept her eyes on Nigel like she was a hawk circling its prey. Alyssa defended Sloan but said little else, trying her hardest to maintain a professional demeanor.
And then there was Bexley.
“Nigel, I swear if you keep being a condescending shit, I’m going to kick you in the balls so hard, it’ll go back in time to your father’s balls and prevent you from ever being born.”
“Ah, but then who would you sneak out with?”
“You act as if I had any trouble finding others to fuck around with.”
“And yet never literally with me.” Nigel grinned. “You know, I take that as a compliment, though. All your other companions obviously held little deeper meaning to you, so I can only assume that the childhood friend you routinely turn down must have some greater significance. Perhaps you actually love me.”
“Nope! Mother said to never let into your cooch someone you wouldn’t let into your life, and occasionally I do listen to my elders.”
Ember’s brow furrowed across the table. “Bexley, you’ve slept with half the population of Haven.”
“Well, I’m very social,” Bexley shrugged. “And it’s not half the population. I mean, I’m definitely in the triple digits, but—”
“Only triple?” Nigel jested. “I’d have expected you to at least be in the quadruple digits with me.”
Locke nearly spat out his juice. “Why are you so determined to chase Bexley if you’ve already got numbers like that?”
“Like I said, it’s the chase that I enjoy,” Nigel replied, as if it should have been obvious.
“And you didn’t have to chase any of those thousand?”
“Thousands,” Nigel corrected, “and no. Every one of them chased me. Where do you think all my riches come from?”
“I don’t know.” Locke shrugged. “I thought you came from old money.”
“Well, I did come from old money, but that money is on its way to drying up, and my family has no interest in making moves to combat that. Fortunately for me, I have a face that lends itself very well to fatherhood contracts.”
“Not just a face, I imagine,” Ember added with an impish grin, and Locke suddenly realized where her hawkish gaze came from earlier. She wasn’t keeping an eye on Nigel as a potential threat; she was in a “stir the pot and see what happens” mood.
Bexley’s face snapped up. “Fatherhood contracts?” she exclaimed. “You mean all this”—she indicated the extravagant fanciness that emanated from his entire being—“is from making people’s babies? How many babies have you made?”
“Well … early on, I became so popular that the Arcane Index established a legal limit to how many children I could father each year, which in turn made my asking prices go up. Artificial scarcity, you know. Since then, the earnings have been spectacular enough that I’m free to spend my time flying and doing what I actually enjoy, which is drake and dragon consultation. There’s comparatively less money in it, though, so it’s more of an exotic hobby than an actual career.”
“So, wait a second.” Locke leaned forward. “You literally have enough sex to make a rich man’s living off it?”
Until now, he’d turned down all sexual contract offers as a matter of course—and he still had uncertain feelings about them—but if the contracts could be this lucrative …
“Sex for entertainment alone is a different industry, with different legal requirements,” Nigel replied. “I father children—or, perhaps it’s more accurate to say I produce children for other people to parent.”
“But. Babies. You just— How?” Locke felt like his brain was about to break.
“Locke, do you literally not know how babies are made?” Ember stated.
“Of course I know that! I’m just trying to figure out—is this common? For people to just hire others to sire their children? Or is this a rich people thing?”
“No, it’s a pretty normal thing,” Bexley said. “I mean, couples produce babies between themselves, too—no contract involved, if they’re already married—but there are plenty of people who either want biological children with specific attributes like mage talent or physical strength, or either don’t want biological children because there’s some aspect of themselves they don’t want to risk passing on—a history of disease, for instance—not to mention partners who can’t reproduce biologically. Especially when you consider the variety of relationship types here. I’d say over half the population’s adopted.”
“But are you responsible for the children?” Locke inquired.
“No, that comes down to the legal parents.” Nigel replied, “though I can afford to be picky about the situations in which my genetic offspring are raised. I won’t form a contract with anyone who isn’t equipped to care for a child, whether financially or emotionally. It’s quite a lengthy process, but should a contract result, we then schedule our week at a pregnancy resort and complete the business there.”
“Pregnancy resorts.” Locke’s forehead crinkled and he repeated under his breath, “Haven has pregnancy resorts.”
“They’re where most people go to have babies,” Alyssa explained. “Like specialized vacation resorts. There are areas and resources dedicated to … well, making babies, and there are time mages and mage healers on staff to see to the various stages of development. It’s an intensive week, but by the end of it, the child’s fully formed and born.”
“Though honestly, some just have memberships for the sex hotel.” Nigel shrugged. “The Crystal tier is quite cost-effective for my purposes.”
“So wait,” Ember said, “you literally have a Crystal membership to the pregnancy resorts and so much sex that the Index set a legal limit for your number of offspring, and you don’t enjoy your work?”
“Oh, I enjoy the realities of it in the moment,” Nigel said, “but as a whole it’s ultimately not very satisfying. To be endlessly pursued, that is. You see, I enjoy the chase, the unique challenge of winning over someone who’s indifferent to me, and few people have been indifferent to me since I turned eighteen.”
“Oh my god.” Locke looked back and forth between Nigel and Bexley. “Everything makes sense now.”
It truly did, in a twisted way. One of the things that kept Locke from considering any of his fatherhood offers was that he only wanted to father children with women he had a meaningful relationship with. In Nigel’s situation, Locke imagined he didn’t often encounter people who wanted him for anything more than his genes (or perhaps just a good romp in the sack). And in that respect, despite all his partners, Nigel’s life ultimately sounded rather lonely.
“Wait,” Bexley jested, “so does that mean if I just flirt back, you’ll get bored and leave me alone?”
“Certainly not,” Nigel replied with a glint in his eyes. “Because I know you won’t mean it.”
“Damn, Bexley, and you were turning this down even before Locke?” Ember marveled, fully in “stir the pot” mode. “He’s got more experience than you. Imagine the refinement he’s attained by this point. He’s like an artisan of sex.”
Now Nigel flashed an infectious smile at Ember. “Am I to take that as an expression of interest?”
“Oh, nah,” Ember dismissed quickly. “It’s just the time of the month when I’m most feminine. Makes me a bit chaotic.”
Locke nearly shot his juice out his nose. “You mean it makes you a shameless troublemaker?”
“And a little bit murderous,” Bexley added.
“Yeah, it sucks,” Ember agreed. “It does make me want to kill everything, though, so given that we’re going up against a dragon, it’s kind of an advantage.”
“Speaking of dragons,” Nigel said, “why don’t we begin laying out our plan of attack for the day?” He pulled a sheaf of papers from his pack before Locke or Alyssa could respond, and laid them out on a clear space near the end of the table.
“I read up on Ultranoth last night,” Locke offered, “but most of what I learned had to do with her standard, unaltered form, which may not apply here. The only useful thing I learned is that she has gravity magic.”
“Which is essentially common knowledge,” Nigel dismissed snootily. “Still, it is worth knowing, should we encounter her. It’s not wholly guaranteed that she’ll be in her lair. At least, when I’ve asked around Dragon Faire the past few days, no one has seen her return to her lair via the standard entrance.”
“That doesn’t mean much, though,” Bexley pointed out. “Her lair’s massive and has multiple entrances. We should approach the entire lair as if she’s present, in either dragon or human form.”
“Agreed,” Locke said.
“We’ve got to get inside first, though.” Nigel tapped a sheet of paper with a rough drawing on it surrounded by scrawls in handwriting so elegant it was mostly illegible. “The entrance itself is a challenge, and I was hoping you could provide some insight to it.”
He slid the drawing over to Bexley, and Locke craned his neck to follow.
“It’s a magic door,” Nigel continued, “obviously, but in all the observations I’ve done over the past few days, I haven’t been able to figure out its key.”
Locke couldn’t make any sense of the drawing from this angle, either, and Bexley didn’t even bother looking at the drawing.
“I have a key,” Bexley replied simply. “Ultranoth made me a personal one, and if it doesn’t work for some reason, we’ve got titans to bust in. You’ll want to be prepared for her security traps, though, because they’ll literally gravity-launch you all the way to Dragon Faire.”
“And while I look forward to defeating you,” Nigel smirked to Locke, “I don’t want to win because you were splattered on the end of a dragon trap.”
“Well, luckily I have my own gravity catalysts to counteract it, anyway,” Locke retorted, then turned to Bexley. “I assume you’re familiar with the inside of the lair?”
Bexley nodded. “The main thing to know about the lair is that there’s a long corridor right after the grand entrance, and the whole thing is trapped.”
“Trapped how?” Locke asked.
“Well, it’s a bit inaccurate to call them traps,” Bexley replied. “Ultranoth uses them for something like a game or exercise routine for when she’s bored, or wants to keep herself on her toes. But given that they’re designed for a dragon, they basically become a deadly obstacle course for people like us.”
“What are we up against?” Ember asked.
“She used to change them up all the time, and I have no reason to doubt she’s continued the practice, but basically, if you’ve ever read a silly adventure story, you know what to expect. Albeit on dragon scale. Just assume that, whatever you run into, it’ll take a titan to defeat it. After that zone is Ultranoth’s sitting room and the first halls of her collection, which would be safe on any normal day.”
“Sounds simple enough,” Locke said. “Punch the traps, then investigate the area.”
“And steal Bexley’s heart in the process,” Nigel said with a flirty grin.
Bexley had a sausage in her mouth when he said it, as she routinely did, but she made a show of ripping it in half with her teeth like a savage goblin and laying the remaining fork-skewered half on her plate, like a threat.
The gesture only sent another flare of mischief into Nigel’s eyes.
“Is this going to affect our mission?” Locke said sternly. “Because while I have no intention of losing to you, I would certainly hate to win because your ineptitude got you eaten by a dragon.”
Bexley saw her moment, then, promptly picked up the largest sausage on the communal plate, and began to suck off the greasy juices in an unmistakably lewd gesture.
The gesture only served to heighten the mischief in Nigel’s eyes.
“Of course not,” Nigel replied. “After all, my chosen vocation is a point of pride, too, and I intend to preserve its reputation.”
“Good. As long as we’re clear on that.” Locke plonked his coffee cup down with finality. “Well, the sun’s fully up. Shall we be off?”
***
“Gods, Locke, you’re playing right into his game!” Bexley grumbled as he stood at the ship’s wheel, guiding it toward the stretch of mountain she’d indicated earlier. The entire crew had gathered in the control room for the ride, and while Alyssa and Bexley hovered by Locke, Ember and Sloan pressed to the outer arc of windows, eager to see the spectacle of a dragon’s lair from the air.
“I’m not the one who was sucking on a sausage,” Locke replied. “Why do I get the feeling you’re egging him on?”
“Sausage suckage is part of how I’m messing with their game. I’m trying to play outside the normal rules!”
“Okay, explain.”
“Nobles are subtle. They’ve never straightforward. They do everything in innuendos and double meanings and passive-aggressive politeness, and this gentlemanly act you’re putting on is exactly what they want!”
“It’s not an act,” Locke objected. “I am a gentleman, and besides, even if Nigel is a bit of a prick, he’s also associated with our client. It would be disrespectful to say what’s on my mind.”
For some reason the statement stirred another burst of girlish titters from Ember and Sloan’s direction.
“What?” Locke asked. “Something funny?”
“Oh, not funny. Exciting,” Sloan replied, face flush.
“It’s just that this whole situation is super hot,” Ember replied. “There’s no greater turn on than dudes being aggressively polite at each other for the heart of a woman. Why do you think polite romance is the most popular book genre?”
“It is?” Locke asked.
“Of course!” Ember replied. “In everyday life, if we want some sex, we just go out and get some sex—but in stories, it’s the anticipation that’s appealing!”
“The unspoken affection!” Sloan echoed.
“The emotion hidden behind the words!” Ember added.
“The fade-to-black climaxes!” Sloan squealed as if she’d just had a very non fade-to-black climax.
“Wait.” Locke took a moment to consider this information more carefully. “You’re telling me the most popular romantic genre in all of Haven doesn’t even have sex scenes in it?”
“Yeah,” both Ember and Sloan beamed. He glanced between Alyssa and Bexley to gauge their reactions, but Bexley just shrugged (perhaps predictably) as if she didn’t see the appeal of imaginary suggested sex, and Alyssa nodded toward the little shelf of books secured at the back, and nodded, “That’s why I prefer the airship adventures. They’re nastier.”
Which was a very interesting thing to learn about Alyssa, Locke reflected—but couldn’t allow himself to reflect long, for he knew exactly where that would end up. Or rather, what part of his body would end … up.
“We’re nearing the mountain.” Bexley pointed to a distinct protrusion in the low mountain range ahead. It was balder of trees than the rest of the mountain and symmetrical enough to look like it had been shaped out of the rock and soil. “If you go a bit to the left, you’ll see a—” Bexley continued, then sighed. “Or you could just follow Nigel.”
Locke echoed Bexley’s sigh, but allowed himself a laugh, too. He’d hoped to keep the Blue Heron out in front for the short trip, but the Verdigris Drakehawk was much smaller and speedier, and Nigel had spent the entire trip zipping around the Blue Heron like a pesky fly. Now, though, he shot out in front, with obvious purpose, and the light on the radio flashed with an incoming call.
Locke keyed the radio. “Blue Heron here. Locke speaking.”
“Approach cautiously. There’s something in front of the lair. It wasn’t there last time I visited.”
Nigel’s voice was wholly different now, Locke noticed, with the mortal sobriety of someone who’d just seen something potentially horrifying, in front of a lair that was likely to hold even more horrifying things. For now, at least, the polite romance hijinks were off.
“What kind of something?” Locke asked.
“I’m flying in for a closer look,” Nigel replied, and Locke saw the Verdigris zip away, toward the rock formation in the distance.
As the Blue Heron followed his trail, Locke began to see the first hints of what Nigel was talking about. Before the rock formation that marked the lair’s entrance, there was an unnatural-looking platform. On that platform were ten distinct piles of busted machinery. And what looked like sprayed chunks of rotting flesh. All splashed in the midst of dried puddles that Locke assumed had once been red.
He bit off a curse. “I think we might have found the those mercenaries your parents hired.”
Nigel’s airship blocked his view for a second as he flew closer. “They’re in awful shape, but at least one of those titans has the Red Horde’s logo on it.”
“Titans?” Locke squinted back down to the view. Those piles were so small and dense that Locke assumed they’d be rigs at most. “How many titans did they have?”
“Two, and I want to say eight rigs,” Nigel reported. “That should have been more than enough to take out two drakes, but when Ultranoth showed up …”
“If they were cleaning up the drakes, then what are they doing back here? I thought the drake nest was closer to Dragon Faire.”
“Look at the formation,” Nigel radioed, and Locke did. The ten piles of debris formed an obvious semicircle along the edges of the platform, equivalent to a fence made of heads on stakes, a clear message to stay away.
“Why would she warn people away if she’s gone nutty?” Locke asked.
“That might be exactly why,” Bexley said. “It could be that she’s conscious of her state and doesn’t want anyone else to get hurt. We’ve seen drakes that can stave off the influence of shadow dregs, so it makes sense a dragon would be capable of the same, at least.”
“Well, staying out’s not an option,” Locke said. “Nigel, do you see anything dangerous down there?”
“I see no immediate threats. The door’s sealed, too.”
“Then we’ll let the titans and Bexley off there, and you can take back to the sky to observe.” Locke nodded to Alyssa. “Unless you also have a titan.”
Locke smiled as he allowed himself the little jab. He couldn’t help it. A titan was a thing to brag about.
“Unfortunately, among my many aptitudes, titan magery is not one,” Nigel responded, because of course he couldn’t help himself, either. “I have other resources on hand,” he added, but didn’t elaborate, as if being purposefully ambiguous.
Locke felt an urge to inquire further, but he’d know soon enough what other “resources” Nigel had brought with him.
Instead he said, “See you down there,” then left for the hangar to change into his jumpsuit.
It was time to get into the robot.
***
The hatch closed, the cockpit seal contracted around his neck, and Locke took a deep, contented sigh as his conductor fluid filled the chamber beneath him. There was always a slightly greasy, sharp, industrial smell beneath the woodburn scent of magic in his titan. On most days, it passed underneath his notice, but now, after the past day of exhausting social machinations, the little grunge of his familiar space was a welcome comfort.
He breathed it in as deeply as he could, then saw the reflex link light up in his vision, and watched as Bexley rooted around in one of her cabinets to pull out what looked like a steampunk metal backpack with an old-timey corded microphone attached. When she slipped on the bulky headphones that went with it, Locke realized it was probably Haven’s version of a portable radio. She adjusted some dials on the side of the microphone, then raised it to her mouth.
“Bexley here,” she radioed. “Can you hear me?”
“Loud and clear,” Locke replied. “Ember, got your lady week equipped?”
“You know it!” she snarled back with ferocity that was uncharacteristic for her. “Let’s go blow up some traps!”
Both Titan Chimera and Titan Long Shot strode out of the hangar, Bexley following behind at a safe distance, and through his back-facing sensors, Locke immediately saw her raise a kerchief to her face. His titan sealed out most outside smells, but a decaying whiff of the carnage below still managed to creep past his seals, and he swallowed back a gag, himself. The smell of week-old sunbaked corpses was awful, but just as awful was the reminder of what they signified—that Ultranoth could easily do this to them if she wanted.
Locke distracted himself by examining what he could see of the lair before them.
As he’d suspected, it was not a naturally-occurring rock formation. With every step forward, he noticed new details that could only have been the work of matter mages—possibly not even human ones, and probably not even with materials from this area. What he’d initially mistaken for dark brown rock or soil was actually deep black stone of a type he wasn’t familiar with. But then, if this was a structure from Precursor times, who knew what lost arts had been used in its construction?
The stone had been shaped into an intricate gothic façade resembling the grand front of a cathedral, and as they came closer, he realized there were other materials worked into the façade—glassy purple dragon scales similar to the ones he’d seen in the illustration of Ultranoth. Some of these scale patterns formed what looked like rose windows—or imitations of rose windows—and still others were applied to decorate little dragon-like gargoyles that crept along the pointed arch that preceded the formal entrance. It was somewhat recessed beyond the archway, so he couldn’t see it quite yet—but he had no doubt that it would be as regal as the rest of the exterior.
This was absolutely a lair worthy of the world-shaping dragons Peth had spoken of.
“Oh, looks like Nigel brought a toy,” Ember observed from behind Locke, and he turned Titan Chimera’s attention to the lowered ramp at the back of the Verdigris, where Nigel now pranced out on what looked like a glowing mechanical horse.
Locke would have rolled his eyes at the sight—riding on its back, with his loose, long hair blowing in the wind, Nigel looked even more the romance novel hero—but fascination took hold of him instead. For in the entire time he’d been on Haven, he’d never seen vehicles small enough to bear only one person. There were magitek carriages, sure, but those were equivalent to small buses, with a significant portion of their mass taken up by their furnaces and condensate tanks. He didn’t even see a condensate tank on Nigel’s machine-horse.
Even so, he still looked ridiculous.
“Really, man?” Locke said. “You could have at least brought a rig.”
“A rig will do nothing against a dragon,” Nigel replied, apparently through a radio equipped on his horse, then gestured to the remains of the Red Horde. “Their titans barely did.”
“And a robot horse will?”
“This is a personal quad,” Nigel sniffed, as if it was an insult to call it a horse. “And yes, it will, if any of Ultranoth’s personality is left inside her.”
“How?”
“Ultranoth likes new, fascinating things, and this is the first of its kind. A miniature custom quad, designed and built from the ground up by me, and powered by a Lazare furnace.”
Nigel said the name as if he expected it to impress, but Locke only replied:
“Oh, that makes sense. His stuff’s crazy efficient. Didn’t realize it was that efficient, though.”
“You have experience with Lazare furnaces?” Nigel exclaimed, as if he’d somehow lost an advantage.
“I know Lazare. Had tea with him before we came out here.” And then, just to be petty, he added: “He gave me a free prototype to test.” He recalled the void bracer still in its case on the Blue Heron. In the flurry of dinner parties and preparation for today, he hadn’t even gotten a chance to take it out.
Still, the comment served its purpose. Locke saw Nigel’s posture stiffen through his visual sensors. Clearly, he’d intended it to impress Bexley as much as he had Ultranoth.
“Oh, you should absolutely show that off to Bexley,” Ember chimed mischievously from Long Shot. “There’s only one thing Bexley loves more than men, and it is Sevas Lazare’s magitek. You’ll probably score some points with her if you mention it.”
“Not helping,” Locke radioed to Ember.
Bexley shouted her own objection at Titan Long Shot, though no one heard its contents because she’d forgotten to key her microphone.
“I am helping,” Ember replied, “but I’m also here for the romantic drama.”
“Extra Feminine Ember is a thing of chaos,” Locke sighed.
“Can we just get to the door?” Bexley shouted, using her radio this time. “It smells like week-old ass down here!” She strode toward the entrance, but Nigel clopped up on his horse to cut her off.




“Wait.” He held out a cautioning hand. “Let me examine it first. It may have changed since I was last here.”
Bexley rolled her eyes; Nigel clopped toward the alcove sheltering the grand entrance, and Locke followed in his titan, just in case.
The alcove leading to the doorway was easily three stories tall, more than tall enough to accommodate their titans, and the door itself was equally large.
Moreover, as Bexley and Nigel had indicated earlier, it was far from a standard door. There were no knobs or handles that Locke could see, but rather an intricate central doorknocker shaped like a metalworker’s interpretation of Ultranoth’s head, with a giant ring clamped in its jaws that reached just low enough for a human to grasp. This in turn was surrounded by intricate carvings randomly inlaid with what might have been dragon scales crushed up and repurposed for enamel. At the very least, it was the same color as Ultranoth’s scales, and the closer Locke looked, the more he realized the enamel patterns weren’t random designs at all, but letters. Or rather, designs that had once been letters, or were trying to become letters, but regardless were in some confused transitional state. In fact, when Locke zoomed in on the door, he could see the enamel moving in the carved crevasses, still in liquid form and perhaps held there by gravity magic.
And when he looked closer, he realized that not all of it remained in the door. Some had leaked out to the ground below, spilled there like ethereal purple blood.
“This is not a good indication,” Nigel muttered.
“How do you mean?” Locke asked.
“Dragon doors are tied directly into the magical consciousness of the dragon connected to them,” Bexley answered before Nigel could. “The whole lair is. That manifests in different ways for different dragons, but Ultranoth would always use this scale paint to scrawl riddles onto her door. Speak the answer into the doorknocker, and if it was correct, it would open.”
“Oh, so it’s like the door where you say ‘friend’ and it opens,” Locke said, recalling the door to Moria from The Lord of the Rings.
“Is that what your dragon used?” Nigel snipped. “That’s not a very secure password.”
“The problem is I don’t see a riddle,” Bexley said.
“So Ultranoth’s door is broken, then?” Locke said. “Does that mean we just break through big-stompy-robot style?”
“I do have my key,” Bexley said.
“Do you think it’ll still work without a visible riddle?”
“It’s worth a try. Be ready to catch me if I go flying,” Bexley replied, then strode around Nigel, right up to the doorknocker.
She grasped the ring clamped in the metal dragon’s mouth, hefted it up with the strength of her entire body, then smashed it against the door with equal strength. The force of the blow echoed hauntingly through the surrounding mountains. The doorknocker’s eyes opened, glowing bright, furious purple. And then, with the articulation of a living being, it bent its neck down to look at Bexley, close enough that it could have snapped her up in its great jaws.
Bexley showed no fear.
Instead she wound her spine and thrust her chest forward in a manner that gave the knocker a perfect view of her cleavage, like an model posing for a self-indulgent selfie, and then she said:
“Melons!”
The doorknocker blinked—a labored blink, like it belonged to a theme park animatronic about to break down, or else break free of its bonds and wreak some traumatic memories on all the children in its vicinity. Locke warmed up his catalysts, hoping he’d be able to protect Bexley from whatever came next.
But then the doorknocker laughed.
A labored, malfunctioning laugh, but a laugh all the same.
At once, the knocker receded wholly into the door. The shimmering purple enamel around it began to glow, and then to move, and the once-solid door split into a complex puzzle of stone and scale pieces that slid up and curled up on gears and mechanisms Locke couldn’t even see.
When the magic was done, a great, gaping hole sat in the mountainside, perfectly sized for Bexley, Nigel, and two titans.
Bexley’s key had worked.
“Really?” Locke radioed down. “Melons.”
“I get to bypass the riddles because she likes me,” Bexley declared with a shrug.
“But … melons?”
“She’s a dragon with a sense of humor,” Bexley explained. “And if nothing else, it’s a sign that some of her personality is still in there. Let’s go.”
Now it was Locke’s turn to stride for the door, and he did it as if he’d been waiting his entire life for this moment.
“What’s the plan for the traps?” Ember asked.
“Since we don’t know what’s waiting for us, I’ll lead.” He unspooled his swiftmetal into a mighty tower shield. “I’ll just crash through and deal with whatever triggers. While I do that, you snipe anything especially dangerous from the entrance with Long Shot.”
“Roger that.” Ember maneuvered into position.
“Elegant,” Nigel snorted.
“Effective,” Locke snarked back. Then he buzzed up every single one of his catalysts, strode through the gaping archway—and felt a rush of adrenaline the moment he set foot inside.
The lair’s interior sent a chill down Locke’s spine, and not only because there might have been a possessed dragon inside. The otherworldly architecture continued past the entrance, and an oppressive blackness sucked at the natural light, replacing it with a haunting purple that coursed through the walls like veins throbbing in sync with a distant, arcane heartbeat.
It was the exact sort of setting that begged for a big stompy robot thrashing.
It also provided little more than mood lighting, though, so Locke switched on Titan Chimera’s headlamp. Once he had the lay of the land, he raised his shield and marched straight down the center.
The first trap triggered the moment his first step landed. The floor gave out under him and collapsed into a pit that opened to devour him like a maw of gleaming purple spikes. That was nothing to his gravity catalysts, though, and at once he fired them up and shot out of the pit—
—only to be greeted by a giant mallet that swung from the wall the moment he surfaced. There was no time to change the direction of his leap, so he angled his shield and deflected the mallet with a mighty clank.
“Behind you!” Ember called out, just in time for Locke to catch the whirr of giant sawblades spinning up behind him.
He activated both his energy and matter catalysts this time. Part of the shield split off to form a sword charged with blazing heat. At the same time, he saw a flash of frigid white from Ember—and one of the sawblades froze to stillness. Locke evaded the other two, then slashed his beam saber down, severing them completely, and then backtracked half a step and spun, his sword forming a luminous arc to the side as he cut through the blade Ember had immobilized.
Locke grabbed one of the severed saws and flung it down the corridor, eager to see what traps it might trigger.
Bright pulses of purple light trailed the saw blade, as if following it. Was Ultranoth somehow watching them, or was this a function of the corridor itself? He wouldn’t have been surprised at either, given that the very doors to this place were magically tied to the dragon.
The saw’s arc triggered a long string of falling spiked grates, more swinging saws and mallets, spear-sized glowing needles that shot from every direction, and blasts of blue-hot flame, even where the saw hadn’t physically touched. Where it did touch, the floor collapsed again, this time into a frothy sounding splash.
“Ember!” Locke called out. “Did you see those?”
“Got ‘em!” Ember called back. “I’ll take the needles and grates if you cut down the mallets and saws.”
“Roger!” Locke threw the second sawblade down the corridor. He pressed against the wall to give Ember plenty of room to shoot, then raised his shield and sprinted forward to trigger his own traps.
Another section of floor gave beneath him as he ran, but he’d assumed the floor was unreliable, anyway, and a quick burst from his gravity catalysts saw him safely across the death pit. He blasted himself forward in a modified gravity jump, and then let out an ecstatic “Yeah!” as he spun and sliced through three more saw blades, two mallets, and then—
“Spikes ahead!” Ember shouted.
Locke ended his spin to see another spiked grate swinging down from the ceiling, heavy and fast.
He didn’t have time to dodge—but he did have his gravity catalysts whirred up, and there was no rule saying he had to use them for jumps. In fact, he’d used them quite successfully for other methods when fighting the mutant mimic, and now, instead of running from the grate, he lunged toward it and launched Titan Chimera into a mech-sized karate kick.
A veritable thunderhead of bright purple magic blasted out of his shoulder louvers as his foot bashed into the spiked grate, as all the gravity magic in that leg’s catalyst punched through his foot and into the oncoming force of that trap.
The grate exploded off his titan’s foot, ripped off the hinges that secured it to the ceiling, and flew so far back into the corridor that Locke only knew where it was by the purple lights that followed it.
“Yeah!” he shouted down into the corridor. “What now?”
It was then that he noticed the grate hadn’t set off any traps. In fact, the entire chamber had gone silent.
Except for a distant, oncoming roar.
No, not roar.
A roll.
“Ember!” Locke shouted. “Get away from the door!”
The corridor had grown excited with flashing lights, like an arcade game suddenly played to its highest level. Rings of glowing purple flashed down the length of the tunnel, as if anticipating the last, greatest challenge of this game, and soon Locke saw what was coming.
It blocked out the throbbing light with its size, but also gave off its own light, in the form of blue-hot flames blasting out of a great, spiked ball that was barreling toward him.
Locke turned and sprinted back down the corridor. The thing was as tall as his titan, just as wide, and if the deep rumble of its approach was any indication, dense enough to crush him like Ultranoth had crushed the titans out front.
“Ultranoth works out with this?” he shouted as he sprinted out the entrance and dodged out of the ball’s path.
He let out a sharp breath of relief as it rolled past, missing him—
—but he breathed too soon.
He’d expected the ball to roll harmlessly off the platform.
It didn’t.
It split open mid-roll, its shape shifting and transforming to reveal another mechanism hidden inside—an elegant machine made of deep black metal and glassy purple dragon scales. Sections split open, folded, expanded, contracted, and realigned to form—
—a mechanical dragon.
It didn’t have wings, so that was something, but it was still as tall as their titans and flaring inside with bright blue flame that burned through cracks in its metal carapace, and out through mechanical eyes.
“HOW DARE YOU DISTURB MY READING?” a voice shouted.
Locke didn’t hear the words with his ears; the words plunged straight into his brain with a ferocity that would have dropped a lesser man to his knees.
But Locke held his ground against the mental onslaught.
“Nigel, you and Bexley get out of here!” he commanded.
And then he reformed his shield into a massive war hammer, and charged.
The mechanical dragon unleashed a plume of blue flame, cooking his armor heating the insides of the titan. But he refused to relent, dashing in with mighty strides to swing his war hammer into the machine’s chest. Armor crumpled, and blue flames spewed forth from new cracks.
“Now, Ember!”
A sudden white-hot blast of energy split the air and plunged through the dragon’s exposed metal ribs, straight into its churning blue center. The ferocious light in the dragon’s eyes blinked out, as if a switch had been flipped, and it collapsed to the ground, inert.
Locke brought his war hammer crashing down on the remains, shattering it into a thousand flying pieces, just to be sure.
Nigel flinched as an errant cog zinged off his horse’s nose. He held back a cough as he pulled out a handkerchief and waved away the smoke.
“Good news!” Bexley strode up and planted a boot atop the wreckage.
“How so?” Locke asked.
“Because that toy was talking.” Her eyes gleamed. “And that means Ultranoth’s home.”
Chapter Seventeen
“All right,” Locke said, “now that we’re in, it’s probably best if you go back to the Heron, Bexley.”
“Oh, there are more doors,” Bexley replied. “You’ll still need my boobs.”
Locke nodded. “Then stay with Nigel,” he said, much as he hated to, “and Nigel, be ready to bolt if things get deadly.”
“Absolutely,” Nigel replied.
Locke proceeded into the lair first, with Bexley and Nigel behind and Ember keeping up the rear. The outer defenses—well, obstacle course—breached, however, they met no other challenges and came quickly to another set of magic doors.
“Melons,” Bexley said again, after adopting the same pose from before, and just as before, the door broke up and unfolded, retreating back into the wall.
“Is the pose strictly necessary?” Ember asked.
“It is, in fact,” Bexley replied. “It’s part of the magic recognition.”
Locke held back a snort, picturing a magical boob scan as Ultranoth’s equivalent of a retinal scan—but they were all too distracted by what waited beyond the open doors to ask him about it.
Namely, bones.
Piles and piles of bones, some still wet with freshness, but all picked and gnawed clean of flesh. And some were arranged to form complete skeletons, even posed in various corners of the room.
“Don’t freak out!” Bexley radioed before anyone could freak out. “This is pretty typical of Ultranoth. This isn’t crazy Ultranoth work.”
“Why would we freak out about this?” Ember exclaimed. “It’s just a dragon-sized chamber full of bone piles!”
“And not very organized bone piles,” Locke commented, remembering that Ultranoth was, after all, Ultranoth the Organized.
“Oh, but they are,” Bexley countered. “She uses the bones of monsters she eats for arts and crafts, and sometimes sells them if they have a decent amount of void essence inside. If she’s really intrigued by a monster, she’ll even preserve and rebuild its skeleton.”
She gestured to the surrounding walls, and when Locke swept his light around, he realized that the complete skeletons were indeed set upon platforms like museum displays, or perhaps like the model cabinets he kept at his parents’ old house. Briefly, he wondered if this was Ultranoth’s equivalent of building Gundam models, but quickly brushed the thought aside. The belly of a dragon’s lair was not the appropriate time to be reminiscing about Gunpla.
“She was probably working on a project before all this happened,” Bexley continued. “Otherwise, the room would be cleaner. It’s her public receiving room when she has guests.” She indicated a cluster of human-sized furniture pushed into a corner between some of the bone piles, and two sets of what Locke assumed were probably bone crafting tools, one dragon-sized, one human-sized.
“She’s a shapeshifter, then,” he observed. “Probably uses her human form for fine detailing work?”
“That’s right,” Bexley confirmed.
“How does that work, exactly?” Locke asked. “The encyclopedia didn’t mention anything about her having dual aptitudes.”
“All dragons have some aptitude in matter magic,” Nigel replied. “It’s very limited, mostly to their own shapeshifting and lair manipulation, but consistently present in all of them.”
Again, Locke briefly wondered if that was a vestige of what Peth had told him about Precursor dragons—if it had something to do with their original magiforming purpose. For that matter, if dragons could take on human form, he wondered where all that extra mass went when they changed—but again, he pushed the thought back. There were more immediate things to worry about in this moment.
“How dangerous can she be in shifted form?” he asked.
“As dangerous as she wants to be,” Nigel replied.
Locke accepted the news with a stoic sigh. “Does anything look out of place in this room? Or unusual?”
“Not at a cursory glance,” Bexley replied. “And as uncharacteristic as Ultranoth had been acting, I feel like there would be some conspicuous disturbances in this room if she’d lingered here.”
“Then let’s press on.”
His headlamp landed on another magic door in the back of the craft room. Bexley posed for it again, and it opened, this time to a room that was even more massive than the last. The craft room had been comparatively small—for a dragon, at least—perhaps the size of a hotel ballroom.
If the entry corridor had stretched back like a massive spiny throat, then this was definitely the belly of the beastly palace, and it spanned so far and wide that Locke questioned whether they were even in the same dimension. It could have just as easily been an optical illusion, but then … they were dealing with a dragon, and she had matter magic, however limited; he wouldn’t have put it beyond her to customize all the earth in the mountain to her liking.
The bone room hadn’t been lighted at all, but this vast chamber was lighted similarly to the corridor, with glowing purple veins casting the elaborate columns and other architecture of the place in neon-like contours. The way they throbbed, it felt like they’d stepped into a weird silent cyberpunk rave, albeit in a library or museum. When Locke directed Titan Chimera’s light into the depths, it landed on elegant dragon-sized curio cabinets filled with all manner of exotic knickknacks, and further back he saw indications of bookshelves and even scroll cabinets. The chamber was too large and his light too small to provide a complete picture, but he did get a sense of immaculate order from it, in keeping with the Organized part of her name.
Except for one central arrangement, which had been in obvious use, and not at all organized. A section of nearby columns formed the frame for a roughly human-sized sitting area, except for a molded chunk of stone at its back that was clearly shaped to be the dragon’s equivalent of a couch. In front of that, though, was a cushioned chaise lounge perfectly shaped for cozy reading, and various tables probably meant to hold books or documents to be perused.
And they did. In chaotic amounts.
Multitudes of books, folios, scrolls, and even ages-old parchment had been strewn across every surface of the sitting area, except for the lounge, with no rhyme or reason that he could perceive. In fact, he saw an open bottle of what looked like ages-old booze settled carelessly atop one equally old piece of parchment, in a careless manner that would have made even the most tightlipped librarian scream.
“Now that’s definitely uncharacteristic,” Bexley said.
She strode over to the display, and Nigel followed closely on his horse. He kept an attentive eye on his surroundings as she perused the documents—and so did Locke. He saw nothing to indicate Ultranoth’s presence, though, and soon Bexley reported:
“She’s definitely been looking for something, if chaotically. I can’t read the language on some of these documents—too old, I guess—but a lot of the illustrations pay reference to the Crystal Moon, and the ones I can read are definitely about the Crystal Moon and shadow dregs.”
Locke bit back a curse. He might not have been able to articulate why, but this combined with Peth’s premonitions somehow felt like more than a mere coincidence.
“Are you sure it’s all about the moon?” he asked.
“There’s a random polite romance over here.” Bexley indicated the single book that was propped open on the lounge. “But even it’s a story about a moon festival orgy.”
“There are orgies in polite romances?” Locke asked with a raised eyebrow.
“Well, off-page.” Bexley shrugged. “They’re implied.”
“Not always,” Ember chimed. “Most of them open up at a high-class society orgy.”
“Yeah, but it’s not detailed.”
“It’s still an orgy,” Locke pointed out.
“A classy one!” Ember corrected. “Polite romances are about fancy people, after all.”
Locke shook his head inside his titan. He was fascinated by the fact that the Haven equivalent of the fancy balls that characterized his former girlfriends’ favorite shows were, in fact, literal orgies, but again, a dragon’s lair was no place to be distracted by thoughts of orgies.
Still, the thought he did choose to distract himself with was not a heartening one:
That Ultranoth, for whatever reason, was manically researching the moon, even in her compromised state.
That state itself was something that still confused him. Her behavior might be uncharacteristically violent and erratic, based on what Bexley and the Mortons had said, but she was still present enough to have some magical control over her lair, and intellectually present enough to conduct research.
If she was taken by the shadow dregs Pious feared, then they were like no dregs he’d ever encountered. Normal shadow dregs were direct, almost mindless agents of destruction. Whatever had corrupted Ultranoth … was something else.
“I SEE YOU CONTINUE TO DISTURB MY READING.”
The voice blasted through Locke’s consciousness. He steeled himself against it, refused to flinch, and in doing so realized that its tone was slightly different this time—not quite so angry. Curious, even, if perturbed.
“Oh, that is interesting,” the same voice continued lightly. “Most others would cower at my voice. You are an intriguing bunch.”
Lacking any sense of direction through which to pinpoint the voice, Locke scoured the area for any sign of movement—and soon saw something moving in the dark distance, visible only in the way it blocked the light from the purple veins. The massive being stepped closer, slithering and striding through the columns until its shape came to hover just on the edge of Titan Chimera’s light.
Its headlamp didn’t reach the glowing purple eyes, but it did reach the great deep purple claws, and unmistakable glassy scales.
Ultranoth the Organized.
Bexley acted before any of them could react, striding fearlessly past Nigel, toward Ultranoth’s shadow as if she was just a moody debutante, rather than a whole-ass dragon.
“I’m not gonna stay away when a friend needs help,” Bexley snorted. She leaned forward like she did when she’d said “Melons,” as if trying to emphasize which friend had shown up to help. “What’s up with the decorations outside? They’re a bit tasteless compared to your usual style.”
“Bexley!” Locke heard Nigel hiss. “You cannot address a dragon in such a—”
“This is how I’ve always spoken to Ultranoth!” Bexley retorted, then turned back to Ultranoth. “Don’t you remember?”
“There’s a lot to sort through in this head,” Ultranoth stated, slinking through the shadows.
“‘In this head’?” Bexley repeated. “You speak as if it’s not your own—”
Before Bexley could even finish, a great purple claw shot out of the darkness. It smashed onto the ground so close to Bexley that Ultranoth could easily have pinched her to death between her massive clawed talons.
Even so, Bexley didn’t flinch.
“My, you are a fearless, little thing,” Ultranoth said, amused, almost admiring, if mockingly so.
“There’s no point in being afraid of dragons,” Bexley said. “If a dragon can see you, it can kill you, and there’s no use running, and so I choose simply not to fear and try my luck.”
“EVEN SO, YOU WILL NOT SPEAK TO ME IN SUCH A COMMON WAY AGAIN, HUMAN,” Ultranoth’s mind-voice bellowed, and this time, it was the piercing, thought-tearing voice.
“I LET YOU ENTER BECAUSE YOU FASCINATE ME,” she continued, withdrawing her claw and drawing back to slither through the flickering shadows. “YOU MADE IT THROUGH THOSE TRAPS, AND THUS I THOUGHT YOU MIGHT MAKE FOR ENTERTAINING COMPANY.”
Locke followed her shape with his titan as she circled.
“FOR VARYING VALUES OF ENTERTAINMENT,” she continued, in a way that sent an uncomfortable shiver both through his head and down his spine.
“Now, I wish to be entertained,” she said, her shadow coming to a stop. “Cease to entertain me, and so shall you. Cease, that is.”
Ultranoth laughed at her own joke in a way that was used to having people laugh at her jokes whether they were funny or not. Locke didn’t like this situation one bit. But they were in it, so they had to make the best of it.
“What does a dragon find entertaining that doesn’t involve blood and entrails?” Ember radioed to Locke. He could almost feel her wagging her eyebrows at him.
Locke switched on his external speakers. “What sort of entertainment were you thinking, oh magnificent lady dragon?”
“Smooth,” Ember whispered.
Locke saw Ultranoth’s head quirk in the darkness, or at least saw her glowing eyes tilt, but before she could say anything, Nigel took the initiative.
He dismounted from his horse, then took the machine’s reins and guided it fearlessly toward the towering silhouette, as if he was approaching a mere human noble instead of an ancient and possibly dreg-infused dragon—which was clearly the better option to take with this dragon, given that Bexley’s casual approach hadn’t worked.
“Oh, now you are interesting, too,” Ultranoth replied to his presence.
Once again, her voice sent that invasive, intimate shiver down Locke’s spine—though it wasn’t the voice itself that did so this time, but the tone. She didn’t sound curious. She sounded like she was picking out her choice cut of meat.
Or her companion for the evening.
If Nigel picked up on that, he didn’t indicate it.
“Majestic Ultranoth,” he said, and bowed as low as his chin could possibly allow.
“My, you are a flexible one, aren’t you?” Ultranoth observed.
If the position of his chin was any indication, Nigel was apparently as limber as an Olympic gymnast, but Locke didn’t like the implication of why that would be so fascinating to Ultranoth.
But again, if Nigel registered it, he didn’t show it.
“We apologize for the intrusion,” he continued, “but there was genuine concern for your well-being on the part of your local subjects, and they sent me, Lord Nigel Vincent Oldershaw, to see if we might satisfy any unexpected needs of yours.”
“Oh, there are all sorts of fascinating things I’ve not yet experienced in this body,” Ultranoth replied. Her massive silhouette reclined suggestively as she said it. “But why come with titans to satisfy my needs when you are such a pleasant offering yourself?”
Nigel’s face tensed briefly at the statement, but he recovered quickly, smiling back in a way that suggested he was accustomed to being hit on by dragons—and given his occupation, who knew? Maybe he was.
“They were a precaution against your obstacle course, of course,” Nigel answered pleasantly, then tugged on the horse to pull it forward. “In apology for our intrusion, I have brought you a gift—a new curiosity for your collection. It is a miniature magitek quad, first of its kind, built around a void furnace that is also the first of its kind—ah!”
He was interrupted when the conspicuous darkness of Ultranoth’s silhouette collapsed in the flickering shadows, as if it was nothing but smoke—and then that smoke came to swirl around him and his horse, and coalesce in the shape of … a woman.
Or, at least, a dragon’s version of what it thought a woman should be. Her skin was as purple as the scales that shaped tantalizing patterns along the most sensuous curves of her body; fierce claws curled from her otherwise delicate fingers and feet; elegant but no less ferocious horns curved out of her forehead, spiraling over the arc of her skull like they’d been sculpted by the same gothic architect that designed her lair.
And uncomfortable as it made Locke to say so, that was not what he noticed most about this dragon-woman. What he noticed most was that her hips curved out in the most perfect hourglass shape he’d ever seen, arcing into thighs so built they could crack a man’s head like an egg, and so grabbable that he wouldn’t mind that they were his way to go. The gossamer smoke that wafted over them didn’t help. Nor did the same smoke—just smoke—that caressed the ridiculous top half of that hourglass, the pert curves of which seemed to make abundant use of her gravity magic. The smoke fell upon the planes of her body like some ethereal black lace minidress, and that combined with her full night-black lips struck such a powerful reproductive instinct into his middle that he was suddenly very glad his titan didn’t have an equivalent part to imitate.
Locke’s time on Haven was showing him that, as women went, he had a lot of types, and apparently a big titty goth dragon was one of them.
“I don’t like this,” Ember radioed to Locke in a low whisper, as if she feared Ultranoth might hear.
“I know,” Locke jested. “What’s Nigel have that I don’t?”
Ember sighed, and Locke could hear her eye-roll through the radio. “I mean, she’s far too articulate for a ‘rampaging’ dragon.”
“That, too,” Locke agreed, trying to think of every possible thing he could to drive the image of killer goth dragon tits from his mind. For she was too articulate to be what they’d expected.
It made him want to energize all his catalysts—but he also feared this version of Ultranoth would take that as an imminent threat, and act accordingly.
“And why should this toy fascinate me?” Ultranoth circled Nigel like she was very interested in a toy, just not the one he’d brought. “I’m a dragon. My magic is far beyond anything you wield in that little furnace. For that matter, what needs of mine do you possibly think you can satisfy?”
She said it like a challenge, but as she did, she pressed her chest snugly against Nigel’s and curled one muscular leg around one of his own, so her intentions were unmistakable. She was a horny dragon looking for a proper fuck, and here Nigel was, looking all proper and fuckable.
“The l-l-lord and lady of th-this land,” Nigel stammered, his posture tense, “believed they detected some malcontent on your part. Th-they sent me to see what I, uhh, can, uhh, perhaps do to, uhm, ameliorate the problem?”
A wicked cackle of a laugh echoed through all their heads. “My problem was that I was bored.” She circled around Nigel, a single claw tracing across his shoulders. “And curious as to what I could accomplish in this state.”
“In th-this state?” Nigel struggled, flinching as the claw touched the back of his neck.
“Quite.” Ultranoth slithered up his frame like she was about to start fucking him right then and there. “It’s been so long since I’ve occupied any form at all,” she moaned. “I intend to relish this opportunity.”
“Y-y-you should know that people pay a handsome price for my services,” Nigel replied, with more guts—or perhaps brainless bravado—than Locke had given him credit for.
“Is that so?” Ultranoth replied—and kissed him. It was a long, hungry kiss. Probably with lots of tongue. Dragon tongue. And when she pulled back, Locke saw no small amount of redness in Nigel’s face, as if she’d been good by even his standards.
“Umm.” Nigel gulped audibly.
“I can see why.” Ultranoth traced his lips with a claw, so tenderly that she didn’t even draw blood. “But you see …” she leaned back into Nigel’s face, and continued with a breathy whisper.
“I’m not what you think I am.”
In a whirling blink, the smoke encircling Ultranoth’s body snapped around Nigel’s. A rush of excess smoke flooded in from the surrounding shadows to swirl around the both of them, and suddenly where Nigel and the woman once stood now towered Ultranoth in dragon form, Nigel clutched in one of her claws, and his face fixed with a strange mixture of terror and arousal.
“Ember, grab him!” Locke commanded, just as he surged power into his gravity catalysts, launched two full stories into the air, and punched Ultranoth right in the face.
Astonishingly, she hadn’t been expecting it—or perhaps not so astonishingly, for how often was a person ballsy enough to punch a dragon right in her snout? Nonetheless, she didn’t dodge or block, and Locke heard Nigel shout as she let go of him.
He saw a flash of blue and silver out of the corner of his vision, heard Ember yell, “Got him!” and then whirred up his energy catalyst and doused Ultranoth’s face with a plume of fire. He knew it wouldn’t do much, but he only needed it to distract her for a bit while the vulnerable ones escaped.
“Get Nigel and Bexley out of here!” Locke shouted to Ember—just as a great purple claw swiped for him.
Locke gravity-dodged away and landed a hundred feet back—to the heavy, unmistakable crash of cabinets and displays shattering. His guts froze at the thought—he didn’t want to mess up the organization of a dragon so known for organization that it was in her name—but Ultranoth didn’t seem to react to that.
Rather, she strode toward him with deadly curiosity, and now, from this distance, gazed upon the full truth of her.
This Ultranoth was not the elegant being of his dragon encyclopedia. Oh, he could see the original dragon buried underneath her shape, but ragged shards of purple-toned obsidian had replaced her shimmering scales, supplanting the regal purple of an amethyst dragon with the deep purple-black of shadow dregs.
He saw the same color threading the whites of her once-bright eyes.
She’d been corrupted by shadow dregs.
No, worse. For these dregs had taken over a dragon so completely, they’d imbued her with an entirely different—and intelligent—personality.
And that made this foe infinitely more dangerous.
Locke formed his beam saber as she approached. She still hadn’t reached him, striding as casually as a cat about to catch an injured mouse.
“Oh, I knew you’d be interesting, too!” She circled him, still stepping slowly. She sniffed, and then her body and spine rippled as if she’d smelled something she liked. “Your magic matches your audacity.”
Locke took note of how she moved, carefully encircling him with her body, curious, but also hungry—
She lunged, aiming to pin his titan against a column, but he anticipated that and dodged over the thinnest part of her tail.
But she’d anticipated that, too, and launched off the column to pounce for him with a savagely playful growl. He fired his energy catalyst into her face again, but to no avail. She was a dragon; she was fireproof, even against the hottest flame he could muster, such that she hadn’t even reacted to the heat.
Instead she pinned both his arms to the ground, her eyes tracing along his titan’s exterior until she found what she was looking for, and raised a claw to puncture the seam of his cockpit hatch.
The motion freed one of his arms, and he plunged his beam saber up toward her approaching claw—but again, to no avail.
The swiftmetal blade slid harmlessly against the scales of her clawed hand. She didn’t even flinch back, and now he flailed with his other arm, trying to wrench it loose.
“I wonder what such a magical human tastes like,” Ultranoth mused as she positioned her thumb claw over the seam.
In that moment, Locke managed to wrench his arm just free enough to move it. It wouldn’t make for a direct hit, but it was something, and he unleashed the coldest spray of freezing magic he could up the length of her arm.
“Ah,” she cooed. “That tingles!”
That was when a shout roared through the entire cavern:
“LET HIM GO, YOU BITCH!”
And a massive beam of freezing white slammed against her face.
Ultranoth reared back with a startled shriek, and Locke rolled out of her proximity to see Titan Long Shot standing at the entrance to the audience chamber, shoulder mega-catalyst frosted from the blast.
“HOW DARE YOU ADDRESS ME IN SUCH A MANNER?” Ultranoth snarled, her rage aimless in her blindness.
“Bexley and Nigel are safe on the Heron,” Ember growled. “Let’s kick her ass!”
In this mood, Ember sounded something like a berserker barbarian who was about to go indulge in some top-shelf crushing of enemies and hearing lamentations of their women. It didn’t matter that there was only one woman and she was a dragon. Ember was in a full-on blood rage and Locke could make use of that.
He leapt into position beside her and shifted his beam saber to cooling, too. “Her scales aren’t affected by heat,” Locke reported. “Cold only. There are some soft spots under her arms and legs, and I imagine her mouth and eyes are vulnerable, too. Also, I think she wants to fuck me.”
“Well, who doesn’t?”
“Not sure it has strategic value right now, though,” Locke finished. “Keep blasting her. I’m going in!”
“Got it!” Ember declared, and fired a barrage of cold blasts from her forearms so furious that Haven would probably never have problems with global warming, ever.
As Ember raged, Locke sprinted back for Ultranoth. She might have been three stories tall, but one story of that was neck, and it put her belly at just under the height of his titan. If he could get under her, he’d have no trouble reaching those softer spots—but he had to get under her first.
Now that Ultranoth was aware of Long Shot, she dipped and wove like a giant snake, slowed by the ice creeping upon her body, but not even close to fully stopped. She lunged for Ember, and Ember dodged out of the way, sprinting to the other side of the chamber, just in time for Locke to slide under Ultranoth’s trunk and fire a cold blast straight up into her chest.
Another startled shriek escaped the dragon’s mouth, and then another as he plunged his freezing beam sword into the space between her right leg and torso.
Something gushed from the wound beneath Ultranoth’s arm, but it wasn’t the random red splatter of blood. It was the undeniable purple-black horror of a gush of shadow dregs, and now it swept hungrily up his arm.
Locke didn’t even have time for a curse. He blasted his own arm with a cooling wave, freezing the dregs in place before they could penetrate his armor—
And then, suddenly, he was flying.
He didn’t know what happened.
One second, he was underneath Ultranoth, the next, he was crashing into a wall with a force he couldn’t even comprehend. Half the warnings in his titan flashed instantly orange. He felt his breakfast threaten to come up in the jostling, but he managed to get back to his feet, only to see Ultranoth rear up, reaching toward him with a single claw.
Purple light glowed beneath the obsidian crust of her body, not the purple of shadow dregs, but the purple of gravity magic—and he then understood what had happened—and what was about to happen again.
Ultranoth flicked her claw to the side—
—and Titan Chimera went flying across the chamber, and crashed into the wall. Ultranoth already had the natural strength of a dragon, and put the force of a dragon’s gravity magic behind her, behind even a single claw …
This time his warnings flashed red—in more ways than one. He tasted iron in his mouth, but he banished the blood with a harsh swallow. Worse though, his titan was already at its limits, and they’d barely scratched her.
“Locke!” Ember shouted, and then snarled, “FUCKING BITCH DRAGON I SWEAR I’LL KILL YOU AND EAT YOUR UNBORN EGGS!”
“No!” Locke snapped, his voice ragged. “We need to fall back!”
He struggled through the ringing in his ears, the lingering taste of blood in his mouth. He forced his titan upright once more, even as Ultranoth advanced toward him again.
“But, Locke!”
“We can’t beat her gravity magic. Go!”
His vision flickered under the incredible beating his body had endured. No! He couldn’t pass out! Not here!
He saw another flash of freezing magic. At least, he thought—hoped—it was freezing magic. Then he saw the distinct silver-blue of Titan Long Shot, running toward him.
He felt a hefty jerk as Long Shot helped him up, and then found himself sprinting mindlessly toward the only natural light he could see.
He broke out into the sunlight, saw the sickening gore of the savaged Red Horde—then saw the open hangar of the Blue Heron waiting for him within jumping distance. Titan Long Shot leapt. He leapt behind it, and as he jumped, he saw another flash of purple.
He had no time to process it, though, before he felt the sickening lurch of the airship bob under his landing, and the sway of his own consciousness fading.
Chapter Eighteen
“Locke! Locke! Can you hear me? Wake up!”
The voice came as if through a whole bundle of cotton, then Locke felt something wet and cold on his face, and his eyes flickered open. The first thing he saw was Bexley’s boobs, haloed in fuzzy light, but as the blur receded, he realized he was looking at the ceiling of the Blue Heron’s hangar, his body lying unsupported in the freshly-drained cockpit of Titan Chimera and his mouth still tasting of blood.
He spat to the side as Bexley flicked another spatter of cold water on his face, and then sighed and yelled, “He’s not dead.”
“Fuck,” Locke muttered, because it felt appropriate to the situation, and then remembered what situation he’d been fleeing from, the purple flash before he’d landed. He sat up with a start. “Did Ultr—” he began, and then promptly flopped back down as his blood left his head too fast.
“Don’t move. A mage healer’s coming,” Bexley said, and put something under his head to soften where he laid.
“Mage healer?” Locke muttered. He was aware enough to know they were still in the air, and they didn’t have a doctor on board.
If she heard, Bexley ignored him, “And no, Ultranoth didn’t follow. If we can even call her Ultranoth anymore. That wasn’t the dragon I knew, not even a little bit. Even her choice of human form is different.”
“She beat the shit out of me with a flick,” Locke muttered, and tried to sit up again.
“Stop moving,” Bexley insisted. “At least until Dr. Waltz gets a look at you. Given all the damage Titan Chimera took, you shouldn’t be alive right now.”
“Yeah, well, that god-tier potential must be useful for something.” Locke managed a chuckle. His mind swam, roaming aimlessly through the events of the past few hours, and suddenly he remembered—
“Oh, shit! The shadow dregs on my—”
“Stop trying to sit up!” Bexley insisted again. “And yes, we’ve got the shadow dregs under control. Ember’s keeping them frozen until you can suck them into the jars. Now would you please stay down?”
“I can at least move them to the containment jars.” He sat up with more force than before.
Bexley tried to hold him down, but for all her physical strength, she was no match for Locke’s considerable muscle, and he shed her weight as easily as if she were a bedsheet.
His head spun a bit as he did so—he had no doubt he’d soon regret moving—but the shadow dregs were too dangerous to leave uncontained.
“Fine,” he heard Bexley huff, and then heard shuffling as someone else scrambled to fetch the containment jars Pious had given them.
Bexley helped him out of the cockpit and over to Titan Chimera’s arm, easily accessible since the mech was still spread-eagled on the hangar floor, and tinkling with that must have been freshly-applied ice.
He then saw Alyssa approach with a newly-opened containment jar.
“Remember what Pious said,” Bexley stated. “Place the opening on the dregs, then suck them up with the gravity catalyst. I already charged it with condensate.”
Locke nodded, then took the container and placed its open end against the largest patch of frozen dregs. He called upon his gravity magic, channeled it through the catalyst in the glass’ upper end, and soon a chunk of frozen shadow dregs chipped off from the main hunk of ice and flew up into the glass. Easy peasy. It was perhaps even more convenient that they were frozen, he reflected, since that meant he didn’t have to fight the surrounding dregs while capturing his targets.
He’d barely finished the thought when sudden black overcame the edges of his vision, and he collapsed forward, senseless, down onto the titan’s arm.
***
Everything felt soft.
The next thing Locke knew, he was floating in a sea of nothingness. In the deepest corners of his mind, he felt Peth probing, trying to reach him, but her realm never coalesced, and then he felt … something else.
He wasn’t even sure how to describe it, other than as parts of him … shifting, moving. Healing.
But then he lost the feeling completely.
And he gained softness.
A bed.
Yes, definitely a bed, he thought, as he tentatively wiggled his toes and fingers. A nice bed. Better than anything he’d slept on since arriving on Haven. The mattress held him like a thick cloud. The sheets settled upon him with the warmth of a spring breeze, and the pillows held him like …
He was out of similes now, for then he became aware of another softness. A very familiar one, and blinked his eyes open to find Bexley asleep beside him, her chest nestled comfortably against his.
She must have become aware of his waking, for she muttered, “I warned you, dumbass,” before snuggling closer to him.
And then he realized hers wasn’t the only weight in his bed. He felt a second soft chest on his other shoulder and turned his head right into the voluminous shape of Sloan, still asleep. Beside Sloan was Alyssa, also still asleep, and finally, across his lower half lay Ember, her head unintentionally but no less pleasantly positioned right atop the part of him they valued most.
“Did all of you sleep with me last night?” he murmured, still not fully processing the situation.
“Of course we did,” Bexley muttered. “We were worried.”
That, combined with Ember’s placement on his middle, woke him up fast. His eyes snapped open, fully aware, and he took in his surroundings.
This was definitely not his cabin on the Blue Heron. The elegant stone and elaborate-if-flaking plaster ceiling told him he was in a guest room on the Morton estate. It was a pleasant luxury, he reflected—but not nearly as pleasant as the ones sharing a bed with him.
He traced his eyes over the four women piled onto him as he lay there, each there not only out of mere worry, but legitimate concern, and hope that their merest presence would somehow aid his recovery.
Locke would rather not have had the shit beaten out of him by a horny dragon, but if this was the result …
He sighed as both Bexley and Sloan nuzzled closer at the same time, nestling their breasts against each of his ears.
Yeah, this was totally worth it.
***
He nodded off again, and when he woke up later, he found only one other person in the room.
“I trust you’re feeling much improved, sir?” Jeebs inquired, as he laid out a selection of clothing the girls must have sent from the Blue Heron.
Locke thought for a moment, and then realized he did feel a whole lot better. Brand new, even, like he had when he first spilled out of Titan Chimera.
“Very much improved,” Locke replied, and sat up with a stretch. “Where is everyone?”
“Congregating in the dining hall for breakfast, sir. I am at your disposal when you’re ready to dress for the day.”
“‘Ready to dress’?” Locke repeated, but then realized that, if Haven noble traditions echoed those he’d seen depicted in fancy period shows, it wasn’t unusual for a manservant to aid in such mundane things, though it was unusual for one to be assigned to a guest. Maybe that was a way in which Lady Morton was trying to ingratiate him to the family.
He didn’t want to offend, and so accepted, though it did feel a bit strange and unnecessary to have someone help him into the t-shirt and pocketed work pants the ladies had sent. They must have assumed that, after the experience he’d been through, he deserved to wear some comfortable clothing.
Soon he was ready to go, and Jeebs led him through the labyrinthine hallways toward the mouth-watering scents wafting from the dining hall.
The butler had barely announced him before he heard a new voice shout:
“Did you really, actually, and truly fuck the dragon?”
“Dragon fucked me,” Locke muttered, then blinked his eyes and fully woke up once he realized whose voice he’d heard.
His entire crew sat at the head of the Morton table, but they were joined by Rion, Sevas, Aster, a tank of a woman Locke recognized as Captain Belista Peregrine, and a kindly-looking man Locke didn’t recognize but, from his silvery hair, foxlike-face, and white medical coat, must have been the Indigo Gryphon’s doctor. Distantly, Locke observed that if Haven doctors were anything like TV doctors back home, this man probably got an astounding amount of ass for his age.
They all dressed as casually as Locke did, except for Captain Belista, who still wore her indigo and gold captain’s uniform, and everyone at the table had the ragged look of pulling all-nighters about them.
“What are you all doing here?” Locke asked the Indigo Gryphon’s crew, taking an empty seat between Rion and Alyssa.
“The Index approved Ray’s research, so we were headed to the Skullwood,” Rion replied. He piled a heap of bacon onto his plate, then offered the shared platter to Locke.
Captain Belista continued, “We were flying over when we saw your two titans jump out of the dragon’s lair and figured it worth a stop to see if help was needed.” She nodded to indicate him. “Which it was.”
“Dr. Waltz put you back together,” Alyssa added from Locke’s right, “and Sevas and Aster helped Bexley put Chimera back together.”
“Which puts it back to where it was before you fought Ultranoth,” Bexley chimed. Locke noted that her plate was still mostly full, as if she hadn’t eaten much. In fact, all of his crew looked like they hadn’t eaten much, and Bexley hadn’t even partaken of the abundance of sausages.
“We need to rethink our strategy before trying that again,” Ember sighed, apparently calmed from yesterday’s blood rage. “I’ve never seen a monster take out titans like that before.”
“Thanks,” Locke retorted, though in good humor.
Suddenly Alyssa put a hand on his shoulder—not a comforting hand. A stern one, and belatedly, he registered the gravity in Ember’s voice, and on Alyssa’s face.
“We almost lost you,” Alyssa said.
Locke blinked. “You did?”
“Your organs were in pretty bad shape from the trauma,” the Indy’s doctor—Dr. Waltz, was it?—explained. He had an absurdly relaxing voice, Locke realized, the kind of voice that could tell you you were dying and yet somehow make you feel there was hope. “I don’t even know what enabled you to survive, but you wouldn’t have made it long if we hadn’t shown up when we did.”
Locke paused. He’d been aware of how bad he felt, but he didn’t realize it had been that bad. Then again, the force of Ultranoth’s gravity magic had crushed his organs hard enough to force blood up into his mouth.
He sighed. “I guess I did get overconfident.”
“Against a dragon?” Rion exclaimed. “Did you read any of the books I sent you?”
“Okay, now that you put it that way, perhaps we were a little too confident,” Locke conceded. “But we did well against the traps, so I thought …” He shrugged. “Plus, with news of my god-tier potential …”
“Potential being the operative word,” Alyssa stated. “You’re not there yet.”
“But man, that was a well-deserved hullabaloo at the Index. Your numbers are insane!” Rion exclaimed. “If you ever need advice on the flood of fatherhood contracts coming your way, let me know, ‘cause I’ve probably slept with whoever’s offering them.”
“I’m in no state to be thinking about fatherhood contracts.” Locke shook his head, then accepted some coffee from Jeebs to give his brain a jolt. He didn’t feel fully awake yet, and something still felt off, like someone was—
Missing?
Locke slammed his coffee mug down.
“Where’s Nigel?” He asked urgently. “Did Ult—”
“He’s zipping those jars of shadow dregs back to Endpoint City,” Sevas offered. “His ship is designed with embarrassing inefficiency”—he said the words like a noble making fun of a commoner’s clothes—“but it’s still faster than any other ship on site.”
“Plus,” Bexley smirked, “I think he wanted to be away for a bit, in case Ultranoth—well, Dark Ultranoth—decided to be more curious.”
“Did the dragon try to fuck him?” Rion exclaimed, in a tone that was less interested in Nigel’s well-being and more interested in the other potential of the situation. “Do you think she’s—”
“Do not try to fuck the dragon!” Sevas insisted, as if he’d had to repeat the phrase more than he cared to admit.
“Ship rules apply off-ship too, Havoc,” Captain Belista stated. “Until the end of the expedition, at least.”
“Fine,” Rion huffed.
“Anyway,” Sevas continued, “Lord Oldershaw should be back before the day is out.”
“The day?” Locke repeated. “How long have I been out? Even as fast as his ship can go, it’s still—”
“You’ve been out a whole day,” Alyssa said, as if that explained their worry.
“I was able to repair the damage to your organs fairly quickly, all things considered,” Dr. Waltz stated from his end, “but it still takes a toll on the body. I essentially use my matter magic to force your body to reproduce cells at an accelerated rate, consuming the nutrients and resources available to do so with a bit of time magic to tweak things here and there. The result is that your organs are back intact and placed where they need to be, but your body’s still exhausted from the process. You’ll want to take it easy for a few days, and, if your stomach feels up to it, eat heartily to replenish your strength.
“Well, that won’t be a problem,” Locke said as he loaded up on toast and eggs, and some kind of vinegared fish he’d never tried before but, well, he was hungry and it was here. He couldn’t deny that he mostly grabbed it for the distraction of its smell, though.
Dr. Waltz had mentioned his organs being intact. Just how much damage had he suffered? And without fully realizing it? Alyssa, of course, had told him he’d nearly died just before that, but it didn’t truly begin to register until the doctor had mentioned the details. Either way, it brought up a point he hadn’t genuinely considered before:
He could die here.
Which should have been obvious in hindsight. Given the wild advantages of his situation, he’d never really thought of it as a possibility, but now …
He wondered, if he died, was it permanent? Would Peth be able to reincarnate him again in another body, or was that a one-time thing?
“You okay, man?” Rion patted his back. “You look like … well, honestly like Sevas.”
The incongruity of the comparison snapped Locke from his reverie. “What?” He glanced down to Sevas, who was so slight of build and curmudgeonly that the only thing Locke thought they had in common was being male.
“He knows the look of contemplating death,” Sevas shrugged, as casually as if Rion had just said, You have the same eye color, and then continued, “When one’s in a condition like mine, it happens a lot.”
“Well, you’re not wrong,” Locke murmured, and returned his attention to his coffee. “How do you snap yourself out of it?”
“I don’t,” Sevas declared with a shrug.
“Way to bring down the mood, Sev,” Rion reprimanded.
“Well, he asked.” Sevas shrugged again. “It’s not like I can just turn this off.” He gestured to indicate the whole of him, then turned back to Locke. “And there’s no need for you to feel bad about it. It’s not like you can do anything to fix it.”
The statement struck Locke harder than Sevas knew.
“A god-tier void mage should be able to do something about it,” he replied forlornly.
“Well, the thought is appreciated,” Sevas said, “but it would require studying and practicing until you’re better than Dr. Waltz, and frankly I don’t anticipate being here that long.”
As he spoke, Locke saw Aster nudge a hand against Sevas’ arm. It was a small gesture, nothing substantial, just like the one at the café, but nonetheless it shot a new rigidity into Sevas’ posture. He sat up straight, more attentive, then brushed his hand against hers and added, “Though, circumstances do put a new perspective on the remainder.”
“I take it the date went well, then?” Locke asked, glad for the change of subject.
“It was pleasant,” Sevas nodded.
“Pfft! ‘Pleasant!’” Rion scoffed. “You’ve been wandering around staring off into space like you had a transcendental experience!”
The conversation descended from there into talk of Sevas and Aster’s date, which Locke found a pleasant, if brief distraction from everything else on his mind.
He still hadn’t puzzled out what exactly drew the two to each other. Now that he saw Sevas without his goggles, for once, he realized that Sevas did have a handsome, if severe face, but he didn’t think of it as handsome enough to counterbalance the rest of him (by conventional standards, at least). Aster was cute, too, but if Sevas’ attraction had anything to do with her appearance, he wouldn’t have waited three years to notice her. In fact, Aster was so quiet that he didn’t know much about her at all—but then she also struck him as the sort of person who would only open up around the right people. Sevas, obviously, must have somehow been the right people.
Regardless, whatever they shared, it was something more than sex.
Once Rion had exhausted himself speculating on the details of the date, Captain Belista brought them back to the task at hand.
“Would you like us to stay to help you deal with this dragon problem?” she asked, turning to the Harriers’ end of the table. “With Ricochet Cavalier, Splendid Defender, and now Ghostly Parable, we can more than double the available force of titans.”
“Have any of you fought a dragon before?” Alyssa asked.
“I’ve knocked some down a few pegs in my day,” Belista replied.
Of course you have, Locke thought. Captain Belista looked like the kind of person who could defeat a dragon with a talking-to.
“But if you’re incapacitated,” he said aloud, “then there’s no one to conduct the research in the Skullwood, and honestly I think that might be more important, on the larger scale of things. It’s my understanding that Ultranoth sometimes ventured into that area, and Bexley told me the Skullwood is known for its untouched ruins. It’s very possible that whatever’s possessed Ultranoth derives from a ruin there, and we need that verified.”
“There’s something to that,” Sevas added. “That reputation is why we’re headed to the Skullwood in the first place, and based upon the brief look Ray’s team gave the shadow dreg sample before it was sent off, it’s increasingly clear that it’s an extremely potent form of shadow dreg.”
“How so?” Locke asked.
“Eh. Magi-biology words,” Sevas dismissed. “I don’t understand the specifics myself, but I know Ray has assigned it the name ‘dark specter.’ Bit over-dramatic if you ask me, but …”
“Where are Ray and Erudicia right now?” Locke asked. If they were on the Indigo Gryphon, he’d have expected them to be at this table, if only for Ember.
“With Nigel and the samples,” Rion replied. “Apparently it’s fascinating stuff.”
“Have they said anything about its mutating or controlling abilities?” Locke asked. “Ultranoth had this obsidian-like crust on her, and was enormously powerful, but I don’t know if that’s her standard dragon power or enhanced.” He looked to Bexley.
“I don’t have a point of comparison, either,” Bexley said. “She was never violent before now. But you’re forgetting the big thing. That dark specter didn’t just control her body. It supplanted her entire consciousness. It has a personality all its own.”
The crew of the Indy nodded solemnly in response to this. They must have been briefed on the details of what happened while he was asleep. Otherwise, he was sure they would have been shocked by the news of intelligent shadow dregs.
“And we’ve never, ever seen a shadow dreg with a personality before,” Ember added.
“Much less one that’s interested in research,” Locke stated. “And the one inside Ultranoth is definitely researching the moon. Unless that was Ultranoth herself.”
“Question is, how much of that behavior is Ultranoth and how much is the dark specter?” Alyssa asked. “The way she acted, it’s hard to say that any of the original Ultranoth is still in there.”
“No, some of her is still in there,” Bexley said. “She has to be. Otherwise her lair magic wouldn’t have worked. Magic isn’t just a physical thing to dragons; it’s tied up in their consciousness.”
“She’s right—pardon the interruption,” came a new voice, and they all turned to see Nigel following Jeebs into the room.
Locke was impressed to see a bit of fatigue on even Nigel’s perfect appearance, and even more casual dress—though, for Nigel, casual dress meant a loose renaissance shirt and leather pants that made him look like he was about to go win a swordfight and then bed every wench at the dragon faire. His face still looked like it should shoot out sparkles and roses when it smiled, too—but there were circles under his eyes that suggested he’d also pulled an all-nighter flying back from Endpoint City.
“You made good time,” Locke noted in a neutral tone.
“And I see you’ve been put back together,” Nigel replied with equal neutrality. “Director Pemberton thanks you for the quick return of the dregs, by the way, and says with results that fast, he’ll have to keep you on his short list.” He leaned atop the end of the table nearest Bexley, lacking a place to sit.
“You want my place?” Locke offered. “I can eat standing.” He figured Bexley would appreciate Nigel sitting down rather than looming near her.
“Thanks for offering, but I’m fine,” Nigel replied, and shone a predictable grin Bexley’s way.
Bexley chose that moment to grab a sausage and rip it in half with her teeth.
“For real, man?” Locke had to force himself not to roll his eyes. “You’re still gonna flirt with her even though you suffered all those unwanted flirts from the dragon?”
“I didn’t suffer anything. Do you know how rare it is for a dragon to shower a human with that kind of attention, rather than the other way around? It has only happened twice in my entire career around dragons. It was an honor.”
“That’s not what your face said when she snatched you in her claws.”
“Oh, it was terrifying. That doesn’t make it any less an honor.” He took on a haughty, condescending air. “Obviously, even in this form, she has good taste.”
“You do realize she flirted with me, too,” Locke pointed out, utterly unimpressed.
“Yes, well,” Nigel sniffed, “sometimes one needs a lower experience to appreciate the higher ones.”
Locke did roll his eyes this time. It was a typical Nigel jab, and if he wanted to fuck a dragon, let it. Fuck him, that is.
“To return to what Bexley was saying,” Nigel continued, taking a piece of toast from a nearby platter, “Ultranoth is definitely still present; that much was obvious by her use of gravity magic. You see, a dragon’s magic is, for lack of a better phrase, tied to its soul. That’s one of the reasons why we’ve never been able to efficiently study dragon magic. We can wield technological counterparts to their abilities, but we have no method for analyzing their complex, innate essence, even if they were inclined to allow us to try. Regardless, if Ultranoth weren’t still present in some form, the corruption would not have been able to wield her magic. The short of it, then, is that Ultranoth is definitely in there, which implies she can still be saved.”
“The dark specter isn’t going to give her up without a fight, though,” Ember said. “I don’t know if it indicates that there’s enough to consume her whole body, or if it’s just fast enough to seem like it, but the moment Locke broke her hide, dregs shot out to take him.”
“But that also means we have a predictable way to draw them out,” Locke said. “If they do that each time she’s stabbed, then all we need to do is stab her, then alternately freeze or burn them ‘til there’s no more to destroy.” But he sighed. “Getting to her in the first place is going to be a problem, though. Her gravity magic’s so powerful that she was able to defeat me with a few flicks, and I sincerely doubt that’s the extent of her skill.”
“It does raise the question of why she wasn’t being versatile with her magic, though,” Ember stated. “Considering how old she is, and how long she’s had to master her magic, one would expect her to do more than a few simple flicks.”
“She—or the dark specter—did mention that she was still sorting through Ultranoth’s head,” Bexley replied. “And she didn’t seem to recognize me at first. That could imply that she has to actively search for information inside her own head, and perhaps hasn’t fully experimented with her gravity magic yet.”
“We still need to approach her as if she does have the full range of power, though,” Locke said. “The trouble is figuring out how to damage her efficiently, especially since she nearly killed me with two flicks.”
“Um. Speaking of efficiency,” Rion cut in, “there is … another possibility we haven’t considered.”
The hesitant tone in Rion’s voice caught Locke off-guard. He’d never known Rion to sound hesitant about anything. In fact, Rion had only ever expressed uncertainly about one thing in the entire time Locke had known him, and it was—
“No,” Locke stated. “Absolutely not.”
“I’m just sayin,’ according to your crew, Dark Ultranoth seemed to have a thing for you and Nigel, and dragon sex does involve some mingling of consciousnesses,” Rion said. “Enough that you might be able to dislodge the specter that way. Or at the very least, distract it enough for the original to reassert control.”
“I am not sleeping with a possessed dragon,” Locke insisted.
“Much as I plan to die sleeping with a beautiful woman,” Nigel echoed, “and much as I’d like it to be a dragon, I do not plan for it to be now. I have no magical aptitude at all, which means I certainly wouldn’t survive the experience. It’s very much an end-of-life bucket list sort of thing.”
“Not that I’m encouraging one way or the other, Locke,” Dr. Waltz added, in a tone that genuinely wasn’t, “but even though you haven’t yet reached your full potential, your present coefficients echo those of gods who slept with dragons and survived, and most of those weren’t even void mages. That said, it may not be the ideal solution, but that’s no reason to dismiss it as an option.”
“How do you know that data off the top of your head?” Locke exclaimed.
“I’ve had to talk Rion out of seducing a dragon more than once on our voyages.”
“Have you been able to test my void bracer yet?” Sevas asked out of the blue.
“Uh. No,” Locke replied. “Too busy getting beat up by dragons. Why bring it up now?”
“I do not recommend this as a strategy,” Sevas stressed, “but it does seem worth pointing out that dragons are much squishier and less armored in their human form, and if you are as close to the dragon as this strategy would necessitate, you would be able to use magic directly on its unprotected body. Not to mention, if you use my bracer to defeat a dragon, it would make for excellent advertising.”
“I see where your priorities are,” Locke snarked.
“I didn’t say I recommended it,” Sevas retorted, “just that it was an option.”
“I’d still rather explore less extreme options,” Alyssa said with a sigh.
“So would I,” Locke said. “Besides, not to mention it’d just be squicky, sleeping with Dark Ultranoth without knowing what original Ultranoth thinks about it. It’s her body, after all. And we do still have another option we haven’t discussed.”
Now Locke looked toward Sloan, who’d been conspicuously silent through the entire conversation.
“We have a time mage on our hands, one with a pretty kickass coefficient, and time could be just the ideal counter we need for gravity magic.”
“How so?” Alyssa asked, brow furrowing.
Locke was about to explain what he meant, but Sloan jumped in first:
“There’s more to time magic than speeding things up and slowing things down,” she said quietly. “Well, I mean, that’s basically it, but it can be applied in clever ways—dampening the force of her attacks, for example. If Ultranoth hits you, but I’ve buffed you to move at two times speed, the force of her attack is essentially halved, from your perspective.”
“Or if she could reach Ultranoth’s wings, she could slow them down so that she wouldn’t be able to flap fast enough to keep herself in the air,” Locke added. “Heck, if we get desperate, I imagine you could even speed up her heart so that it beats so fast it explodes, or slow it down so much that it stops.”
“That in particular is very advanced time magic,” Dr. Waltz stated. “It would take incredibly precise control, and a high tier catalyst.”
“You get my point, though,” Locke said. “Time magic has a lot of clever applications.” He looked to Sloan, who was still lurking quietly in her corner, not making eye contact with him. “That’s something we can discuss later, though,” he added. He wasn’t about to force her to make a decision in front of an audience.
But at the same time, Locke knew that without Sloan’s compliance, they had no chance of beating Ultranoth, which meant they had no plan, other than to enlist the aid of the Indigo Gryphon’s titans, which was suboptimal. Captain Belista’s crew was competent—he didn’t imagine someone like the captain would suffer incompetence—but Dark Ultranoth had taken down him, a void mage, with no effort at all. There was a significant risk that she’d take them down just as easily, which meant the Index would lose not only their titans, but the best-equipped team to get to the bottom of this dark specter business, and that could have importance magnitudes beyond what he was doing here. Plus, they were the first friends he’d made off the Blue Heron, and in particular he didn’t want to see Sevas die before he could come up with some way to help his situation, especially now that he’d found some company in Aster.
No, he couldn’t rely on them for help. This was the Harper’s Harriers’ job. His job.
“Though I think it’s best we discuss it soon,” Locke said, tending to the final scraps remaining on his plate. “Let’s spend today reviewing what resources we have available and what we learned from the fights.” He looked to Alyssa, and she nodded her approval. “Then we make our plan.”
Chapter Nineteen
So it was that Locke had his plan. Or, at least, the plan to make his plan.
Captain Belista made another offer of assistance, but when he and Alyssa again refused, she and her crew began preparing for launch. Since Ray and Erudicia were back on board, he invited Ember to visit them while Captain Belista and the others readied for takeoff—partly to see if they had any additional findings to offer about the dark specter, but also because they were her family. He was sure they’d spoken while he was asleep and recovering, but given that she’d nearly lost one of them months ago, he figured she’d appreciate the chance to see them again before they left.
And while she was off doing that, Locke decided to check in on Sloan.
Much to his surprise, he found her in the hangar. And not only that, but perched atop one of Titan Deathly Rhythm’s shoulders. Her back was to him, pressed against the side of Deathly Rhythm’s head, and her knees drawn up to her chest in an uneasy fetal position—but it was the first time he’d seen her willingly close to the machine, so that was something.
“I suppose you know what’s coming,” he said once he’d reached the scaffold in front of the mech’s closed chest hatch.
Sloan’s ears flicked in acknowledgement. She hugged her knees closer as if in defense, but just as quickly, she sighed and stood from the titan’s shoulder pauldron.
Locke had hardly blinked twice before she’d scampered down the titan to the scaffold. Granted, it was barely ten feet of vertical distance, but he would have expected her to at least be more visible than a blur in her descent. Yet she stood before him not only unruffled, but not even breathing with exertion.
Sloan’s eyes glanced everywhere but his, as if she was in no mood to be convinced, but finally, she steeled herself and forced her eyes to meet his gaze.
“I think it’s obvious by now how much we need another titan mage out there,” Locke said, “especially one with your specific skills. Why exactly do you not want to pilot?”
He was tempted to cross his arms over his chest as he asked, to assert his authority, but given Sloan’s hesitance, he felt it risked being counterproductive. Instead he kept them loose and easy, hands in his pockets as if having a casual chat with a friend. He hoped it would help that he was still in his t-shirt, less imposing than when he was in his co-captain’s gear.
“I know you’ve killed people against your will,” he continued. “And it’s not a bad thing that you’re disturbed by that. Honestly, I’d be more worried if you were casual about it. But I don’t need—I don’t want you to kill anyone. In fact, that’s the opposite of our goal.”
“It’s more than just people,” Sloan said, and now her eyes did leave his.
“How do you mean?”
Sloan kept her eyes locked on his feet as she answered. “They … made me kill a dragon.”
Locke’s breath caught in his throat.
That singular sentence carried so many dark implications. The cultists Bexley had mentioned … why would they force Sloan to kill a dragon? And what kind of power did they hold that enabled them to force the hand of one who could kill a dragon?
But most importantly—
“You’ve killed a dragon?” he exclaimed. Dark implications aside, he found it hard to reconcile the claim of her being a dragon killer with the reality of her delicate, slim presence and ever-shy nature.
Sloan nodded. “Halcynor. Of Whistweald.”
Locke remembered the name; it was an area they flew over every now and then, mostly deserted despite how hauntingly new it looked. If she’d killed the region’s dragon, then that explained why.
“It was mostly asleep at the time,” Sloan continued. “They wanted me to kill it while it was hibernating, so there wasn’t much to it, given my …”
Now Locke noticed how attentively she’d been rubbing her bare forearms, as if something there was key to her story.
“Bexley mentioned something about cultists and experiments to me,” Locke ventured delicately, “but didn’t know much else about your background. Would you tell me?”
Sloan rubbed her arms again, as if hesitant, but finally flicked her eyes back up to his, resolved, if only for the moment.
“Some moon cultists working for the Arcane Index kidnapped me when I was a child,” she said. “They used matter magic to experiment on me.” She held her arms out, as if they were evidence, though he saw no visible scars. “Once they learned my aptitudes, they replaced my bones with catalysts, trying to emulate dragon bones.”
With that, her resolve broke. She pulled her eyes from his and hugged her own chest, as if trying to keep the memories at bay.
“It’s how I can use magic outside my titan, and how I can transform,” she said. “I’m basically a living catalyst.”
Locke froze and grew more frozen with each wild word that passed. Those few sentences raised nearly as many questions as they answered. He could see the basic benefit of trying to implant catalysts into a person—but why her? Why a cat? That being the case, had she always been a cat, or was she a human who gave herself catlike features? What did catalysts have to do with dragon bones in the first place? And, most importantly, given what he and Peth had been discussing …
“Moon cultists?” he asked. “What would any of that have to do with the moon god?”
“There are lots of moon deities,” Sloan replied. “I’m not even sure which one they were associated with, but it’s not like cultists have sane views of anything, anyway. Much less sane views of their deity.”
“Fair point. I can see why you don’t like going to the Arcane Index, though.”
Sloan nodded, and the smallness of her gestures, strangely, seemed to accent the true horror of what she’d been through. Locke shivered again to think of it.
They’d replaced her bones.
“But Director Pemberton did try to do right by me afterward,” she continued. “He’s probably the reason I’m even sane right now, with the support he offered, but you can understand why I don’t trust the Arcane Index fully.”
“Why did the cultists have you kill a dragon in the first place?”
“I think they wanted its bones for study. All the ones they’d had access to that I could see were either old, damaged, or deteriorated. Or some combination of the three.”
“What do dragon bones have to do with catalysts?”
Sloan’s ears perked, as if surprised he didn’t know. “Dragon bones are naturally-occurring catalysts. It’s how dragons are able to work their magic.”
“Ah! You know, I had been wondering about that.”
“What did you think it was?”
“I don’t know, I’d just kind of shrugged it off as ‘unknowable dragon magic.’”
It made logical sense, though, and knowing what he knew about the dragons’ origins, that meant it had interesting implications. It meant the Precursors had been capable of generating catalysts from organic material. And if they’d grown dragons that way, could they have grown their own specialized mages, too?
A giggle from Sloan interrupted his thoughts and caught him off-guard.
“What?” he asked.
“Oh, it’s just that sometimes you’re so observant, and other times you’re just like, ‘Shrug, it was dragon magic.’” She tried emulating the depth of his voice—badly—and now he laughed, too.
“You seem to be taking the discussion well,” he stated, observing that he should put his curiosity aside for a bit and ask about her. “Given what you went through, I mean. Are you?”
Sloan nodded, but it was a tired nod. “I knew it would come up, so I’ve been preparing myself. In a way, the anticipation of this talk has been worse than the talk itself.”
“And what are your thoughts on piloting alongside me?”
“I …” Sloan sighed. “I know I can kill a dragon. I know I’m an asset.” Strangely, to Locke, the words sounded as much like a mantra as an admission. “But I haven’t been in a titan in years. The Arcane Index tried to train me as a titan mage back when I was first rescued, so I have some experience, but I only ever fought other titans in training. And back when I fought Halcynor, I didn’t fight so much as flash down his throat while he was asleep and slash around until I found his heart. There wasn’t much fighting involved at all.”
“You went down his throat?”
Sloan shrugged. “He was a huge dragon.”
“Well. At least we know you’re capable of insane stunts.”
Sloan shifted uncomfortably at the implication, that she might soon be called upon to repeat the feat.
“I don’t want to force you to do this,” Locke continued. “Especially if you don’t think you’re ready. After all, none of us want you dying out there. But as of this week, it’s obvious that if we have to fight Ultranoth again, we’re not going to survive with just two titans, and it would benefit us to have a known dragon-killer on our side. Even the most basic application of your magic will still be useful. Heck, you being able to speed up your titan alone gives us a tremendous advantage when it comes to engaging her. You have plenty to offer even at your current level. We just need to dust off your moves a bit.”
Granted, Locke didn’t actually know much about her level of competence other than what they’d learned at the Arcane Index evaluation, but that was irrelevant for the moment. What she needed right now was confidence. They could work on her skills later.
“Remember, you won’t be alone out there,” he pressed, gently. “You’ll have Ember, and you’ll have me, and I’m not going to let you get hurt, no matter the cost.”
“It’s not my hurt I’m worried about,” Sloan replied, her eyes distant and soft—but then suddenly hard and resolved. “I’ll—I’ll do it,” she said, fighting a nervous tremble out of her voice. “You’ve been good to me. I—I don’t want you to get hurt because I’m not there. Not like last time.”
“That wasn’t your fault. I got cocky.”
“But I could have helped. Especially when she went for you with her gravity flicks. I could have sped up and reached one of you, either to rescue you or knock her off course.”
Ah, so she’s already been thinking about how to apply her magic, Locke observed. Which means she’s in the right frame of mind to make this work.
“It still wasn’t your fault. We didn’t quite know what to expect back then, anyway. Now we at least have some idea.”
Sloan nodded. “I still need practice, though.”
“You’ll get it. With all the forests around here, I’m sure there are pesky monsters to practice on. Not to mention the drakes that brought us out here in the first place.” He put a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll get you through this.”
He’d expected Sloan to simply nod again, but instead she launched forward and wrapped her arms around his torso in a delicately soft, warm hug.
“Thank you,” she whispered into his ear, and Locke heard the choke of tears in her voice.
He hugged her back until she broke free of her own volition.
“You know, there is one detail that’s been bothering me,” he said. “The cultists put you in your own titan. What kept you from fighting back? Escaping on your own?”
“I did fight back,” Sloan replied, then shivered. “But they had ways to control me.” She touched her neck, as if fingering an invisible collar. “Ways to inflict pain. And there were others. My fellow test subjects, the ones who failed … They killed some whenever I tried to defy them.” She shivered again. “I want to use my titan to help people, not spread death and destruction.”
Locke pulled her close again. “And that’s what we’re going to do.”
***
Bexley checked herself in her cabin mirror, then, satisfied with what she saw, flounced out her door.
She’d fixed herself up for breakfast since there’d been guests she actually liked, but she expected that the rest of today would involve some kind of titan work, so she opted to change into something a more appropriate. Now she strode down the hallway to her hangar in her usual tied-off coveralls and a tight white t-shirt that, despite covering her entire chest, left little ambiguity as to what it obscured. She’d barely worn this shirt since she joined the Harriers, but figured that, if Nigel showed up in the hangar, it would be modest enough to make her intentions clear (for certain values of modesty).
Oh, she’d had intentions on Nigel at one point, back when the Oldershaw family still visited regularly, before the Mortons fell too far to be able to host grand parties that would be the talk of the season. The two of them had routinely run off for more innocent adventures, usually to the mechanics’ shop or to Dragon Faire below.
But that was before puberty hit them both. Hard.
It changed the dynamic of things.
Before, she’d been a dirty, flat little scamp, and he’d been right alongside her in unremarkable adolescent shape. He’d been delightfully normal.
But then came the year when he’d designed his first airship, and flew it over to show it off, and holy shit.
He was only eighteen at the time, but he’d stepped out of the Copper Drakehawk like some burgeoning god of romance descending to the mortal plane, and in that moment Bexley knew:
He just wasn’t her type.
She’d liked the boy who was a little rough around the edges, a lot awkward, and with hair so messy by the end of the day that it enraged every fashionable person in the general vicinity of the estate.
This man had not a hair out of place.
And, for some reason, she had little intention to mess it up.
Oh, she might have had the desire. Who wouldn’t, with a face like that? But the fact that it had come so suddenly gave her pause back then, made her question whether those feelings derived from her relationship with him, or just from that hypnotic face and heroic build. And in that way, the idea of acting on that face felt … irreverent. Cheap. Like it would devalue the relationship they’d developed before he’d grown that face. Which itself was stupid.
That was it.
That new face had made her feel stupid, and she didn’t like feeling stupid. She liked feeling in control of herself, not like some giggling, butterfly-gutted debutante. That was what she liked about Locke; he was just as hot as Nigel—hotter by her standards—but she could keep her head on straight around him, and he complemented every single one of her interests, both the mechanical ones and the … not mechanical ones.
In retrospect, it was perhaps very appropriate that the man she loved spilled naked out of a titan. Even if it did imply that he had some, at the very least, unusual origins. As far as she was concerned, that just made him more interesting.
Even so, when it came down to it, she couldn’t deny that she still liked some aspects of Nigel.
Verdigris Drakehawk was a stupid, pretentious name for an airship, but she still found herself wanting to see how he’d built it. She had no present desire to reciprocate his advances, but when he wasn’t making those advances, he was still worth knowing.
As a friend, though, and only a friend.
The sound of footsteps drew her from her thoughts as she approached the hangar door. Ember hurried to catch up with her, apparently figuring she’d be doing some titan work today, too.
“Any updates on the dark specter?” Bexley asked.
“Nothing new yet,” Ember replied. “I got to see my mom and brother, though, so it was worth a visit.”
Bexley nodded. They reached the hangar, then, and so Bexley shoved open the hangar door, and both entered together.
She instinctively looked up to Titan Deathly Rhythm first, its improvements forever in the back of her mind, and was pleasantly surprised to see Locke and Sloan coming down from its scaffolding, Sloan looking far more amenable than Bexley was used to in the presence of her intended titan.
“Hmm,” Ember observed. “Do you think he finally managed to convince her?”
“We’re about to find out,” Bexley replied, then waved to them as they reached the bottom and exclaimed, “Well? Do we get to put all my work on Deathly Rhythm to use?”
“Sloan’s going to try for it,” Locke stated.
“Yes! One more titan to play with!” Bexley punched the air in excitement, then turned to the titan.
She was quite proud of the work she’d done on Deathly Rhythm. Long Shot and Chimera she’d either restored or refurbished from a selection of pre-existing parts, but Locke and Ember had smashed Deathly Rhythm up so thoroughly that it had ended up being a near-total rebuild, which meant it was the first titan she’d customized herself. Sloan hadn’t been communicative at all during the design process, so it was totally on her to decide what build would be best for Sloan’s eventual use, and she was proud of the work she’d put in.
“We’ll have to get you inside Deathly Rhythm today so you can familiarize yourself with it,” Bexley said to the catgirl, and then she turned back to Locke. “I assume we’re not going back to punch Ultranoth this afternoon?”
“Nope. Thing is, even with three titans, there’s still a significant chance Ultranoth will kick our butts. We need to hatch a plan that involves something more than brute force.”
“Well, there is the dragon-fucking option,” Bexley shrugged.
“I’d like that to be a last resort,” Locke replied dryly.
“I mean as part of the plan!” Bexley said. “You know, make an offer, get her a bit cozy, and then bam! Titan attack!”
“I’m not going to use sex to lure her into a false sense of security!” Locke said. “That’s just … not me.”
“I’m just sayin’, it’s not like we have many options.” Bexley shrugged. “Though, it’s not like we can’t upgrade the titans.”
She looked between Long Shot and Chimera. Sevas and Aster had done a worthy job helping her restore them to their former states. In fact, Chimera looked even better than it ever had, right down to sporting a fresh coat of polish because Sevas took too much pride in even his repair work to leave it looking less-than-perfect (and with Locke still asleep at that point, they’d had the time for it).
“Did we get any Lazare upgrades out of it?” Locke asked.
Bexley remembered that Sevas had once offered Ember upgrades as repayment for a debt he owed to her family, and he’d offered both Bexley and Locke aid in exchange for the mimic research they’d put together. She’d long hoped to take him up on both offers, but the timing had never been convenient.
“He’d considered the possibility,” Bexley replied, “but then said it would take several days to coalesce the catalyst crystals, and he wasn’t sure how long they’d be here.”
“Several days?” Locke asked. “It didn’t take you that long to make my last catalyst.”
“I use the standard Arcane Index catalyst design,” Bexley replied. “It’s simpler and more cost effective to generate in our circumstances. Sevas’ designs … well, think of them as small-batch artisan crafted catalysts. His schematics are a lot more complex than standard ones, with a lot of steps that can go explosively wrong if you’re not careful. I think that’s why he published them in the first place, because only the most skilled engineers are going to be able to build them successfully. Once they are built, though, their efficiency is insane, and I’ve seen some selling at equivalently insane prices. Nigel probably put down a stupid amount of money for his horse’s energy furnace. I’m pretty sure I could make a living manufacturing Lazare catalysts alone, if I wanted to.”
“I have to wonder why Sevas doesn’t do that himself,” Ember said. “Seems like he’d bring in more money that way, compared to just selling the designs.”
“I think Sevas just prefers his current situation on the Indy,” Locke replied, “and with his engineering work, he probably doesn’t have time to build catalysts and furnaces for clients.”
“Oh, he gets royalties every time someone sells one, in addition to pay for the designs,” Bexley said. “As I understand it, he’s making bank on schematic sales alone at the moment, just because people are curious. Anyway, he said the offer still stands, but even so, it would be better to wait until we’re not in the middle of a bounty. His new catalysts start at base tier, so you’d basically lose six months of upgrades, even though you’d be able to upgrade faster with his catalysts.”
“That being the case, it would probably be better to wait until a catalyst breaks,” Locke observed. “That way I wouldn’t lose upgrades unnecessarily. How hard is it to break a catalyst, anyway?”
“They can generally take a beating. Even Ultranoth didn’t bust your catalysts, but then she wasn’t aiming for them while she was swinging you around. The way Sevas talks, though, apparently Rion breaks catalysts all the time.”
“That sounds like something Rion would do,” Locke said with a laugh.
“It’s more common with gravity mages in general,” Bexley shrugged. “One of the first things we learned in titan engineering class is that there’s no titan mage stompier than a gravity mage. Most of them focus their gravity magic into super stomps, powered up punches, and oversized weapons. Since they can anchor themselves in place with gravity magic, they can wield some ridiculous weapons without having to worry about their center of gravity. But all that inertia still taxes their structural integrity, far more so than your swiftmetal war hammer. They’re actually less common as titan mages go because of that—too expensive to support a careless one—but I don’t think Sevas minds all the repairs. They just give him more opportunities to test his catalyst designs.”
“And Rion’s not too expensive a mage to maintain, breaking catalysts all the time?” Locke wondered aloud.
“Rion’s not a careless mage,” Bexley replied. “Granted, I’ve never seen him fight, but they showed me around their hangar while you were out, and Ricochet Cavalier has some clever features that extend its reach, so I expect he does more than punch and stomp. In fact, I want to adapt one of the features I saw to Deathly Rhythm when I get a chance, as it can be applied to time magic, too. But anyway, I think one of the reasons their captain took Sevas on was his catalyst experiments, and in a way, all the breaking catalysts make Rion a perfect complement to him.”
“They’re certainly an interesting crew,” Locke commented, and then brought his hand up to his chin and thought aloud, “I wonder if they’d ever consider joining up with us. Their hangar crew has obvious benefits, and their ship’s doctor …”
Bexley laughed. It was an appealing concept—least of all because it would give her more opportunities to pick Sevas’ brain—but that was far-future thinking. “We need to make sure we survive the next week before we start thinking of stuff like that.”
“Right! Of course!” Locke laughed back. “They seem like they have pretty solid plans for the immediate future, anyway. And speaking of titan plans … what were you thinking?”
“Well, you’re close to having enough void essence for some minor upgrades, so I suppose one option is to go curb stomp random forest monsters until you absorb the remainder. However, there are also those two drakes we’re supposed to be dealing with, and they’re going to be a gold mine of essence and upgrade materials!”
“What’s on your mind?” Locke asked.
“I’m thinking furnace and musculature upgrades,” Bexley said. “Between the storm drake and her acid drake boyfriend, there should be more than enough bones and horns to upgrade all our titans’ furnaces to tier six, maybe even tier seven. And stronger musculature means more impact resistance and more mobility if Ultranoth cranks up the gravity.”
“Now that,” Locke said with a smile, “sounds like just the edge we need!”
“Then let’s fight the drakes!” Sloan interjected suddenly, with determination that sounded like she’d been pumping herself up for it. Her enthusiasm quickly retreated into a sheepish face, as if she wasn’t accustomed to such displays, but then she steeled herself and added, “I want to help. So I can get ready to fight Ultranoth.”
The contrast in her temperament took Bexley aback. Sloan never acted that way about titan-related topics. Or really, ever, at all. Sloan would occasionally come to hang out with her in human form, mostly to ask questions about Locke and what he liked, but she’d always been shy about even that.
Suddenly she had a new appreciation for Sloan. She was someone who was trying to be brave, to face the demons of her past. And that took a special kind of courage, one perhaps even more valuable than the standard heroic bravery.
“Then let’s go tell the others and see what they think,” Bexley declared.
***
Bexley expected to find Alyssa on the bridge, so the four of them headed there—but she heard her voice before they even reached it, along with another. Bexley turned through the conference room door and groaned inwardly when she found Nigel poised over a map of the area, several places marked with fancy little drake-shaped pieces, because of course Nigel would carry fancy little drake miniatures wherever he went.
“Those are the most likely spots for the acid drake to be lurking,” he said. “As for the storm drake—”
“I see you had the same idea as us,” Bexley said to Alyssa, before Nigel could register her arrival.
“Well,” Alyssa replied, “I figured we came here to take out the drakes anyway. And with the titans back in good condition, we might as well take those on while we figure out the dragon situation.” She looked up then, and must have noticed Sloan standing prominently beside Locke, no longer hiding in his shadow, looking more open and confident than usual. “Have there been changes in the titan situation?”
Sloan stepped forward. “I’m going to pilot Deathly Rhythm,” she declared, as much to herself as the others.
“Fighting the drakes will help get Sloan back into the swing of things”—Locke placed a comforting hand on the catgirl’s shoulder—“not to mention it’ll get us the materials we need to upgrade our titans to prep for … whatever we do next. It seemed to be the next logical step.”
Alyssa turned to Nigel. “You know the drakes better than we do. Are conditions right for tracking now?”
“I’d say so,” Nigel replied. “And besides, creatures as large as drakes aren’t that hard to track once we pick up the trail.”
“Then let’s get to it,” Alyssa said. “The sooner we get this done, the sooner we get paid. Harriers, prepare for takeoff!”
Chapter Twenty
Captain Alyssa watched as Locke and company shouted a hurrah and left for the hangar, then remained to help Lord Oldershaw clean up his maps.
“Will you follow in your ship, or would you prefer to fly with us?” she asked, figuring it was polite to make the offer.
“It may actually be more convenient for me to join you in your control room,” Nigel replied. He slipped the little drake models into a pouch he wore at his side. “That way I’ll be better positioned to guide you.”
Alyssa nodded, then gestured out the conference room door, indicating that he should follow. She’d been mildly nervous when he’d requested to meet with her privately after breakfast, given the enthusiastic and not-entirely-welcome advances he’d been making toward Bexley, but was pleasantly surprised when he sent none of those advances her way. Instead, he’d produced those maps and models and straightaway went to talking probable nesting sites for the two drakes, since he’d expected the drakes would have moved after the Red Horde’s attack.
They reached the control room, and he spread the most relevant map on the navigation table to the far right.
“Which drake do you recommend pursuing first?” she asked, beginning to initiate the airship’s startup processes.
“The storm drake,” Nigel said with certainty. “It’s larger and more aggressive, and will leave the most conspicuous trail. The acid drake’s smaller, and we’ll need to be on the ground to track evidence of its presence.”
“We’ll be able to track the storm drake from the air?” Alyssa said.
“Indeed. And, if we’re lucky, the acid drake will still be in the thrall of its mating instinct, and nearby. If they have mated, hearing its partner in danger could draw it. The acid drake will also be physically weaker than the storm drake, much less of a challenge. I can brief your crew on what to expect, if you want.”
“Yes, do that,” Alyssa said. “Locke’s been studying up on drakes, but you’re the expert, so anything you have to offer will help.”
He joined her at the controls. “What’s his secret, anyway?”
“Secret?” Alyssa asked. She wasn’t trying to hide the fact that Locke had secrets, but … well, the answer to that question was complicated, even for the Blue Heron’s crew. Besides, she didn’t know why Nigel would care.
“I looked him up while I was at the Index,” Nigel continued, “out of curiosity, and found no records of his birth or Index education. It’s as if he didn’t exist until six months ago—when he appeared out of thin air as the most powerful void mage this world’s ever seen. It’s interesting, to say the least, but I wonder …”
Alyssa paused in her procedures. Nigel’s voice had suddenly gone from merely businesslike to serious, and when she looked to his face, it showed there, too.
“Wonder what?” she asked.
“I’ve heard talk of … experiments taking place at the Index.”
“What kind of experiments?” Alyssa knew of the ones that affected Sloan, of course, but could there possibly be more? “And how would you have heard of them?”
“I have clients who work for the Index, and people utter things in intimate situations they wouldn’t dare say otherwise. In particular, one once mentioned that she’d stumbled upon a group engaging in what looked to be human experimentation—apparently voluntary, but still suspicious, and illegal all the same. When I was in Endpoint City, I also learned that she’d died recently. She died in childbirth, mind you, but then, how often do people die in childbirth these days? Especially at pregnancy resorts, where they have easy access to time and matter mages.”
“Gods,” Alyssa breathed. “Did you inform Director Pemberton?”
“The only evidence I have is a dead woman’s word, and no indication of where she saw it happening, so no. Besides, I figured she’d have reported it herself, being directly associated with the Index. Anyway, I’d wondered if Locke could somehow be connected to that. Perhaps an experiment to create an artificial void mage?”
Alyssa breathed a sigh of amused relief.
Well, it’s definitely not that, she thought, but at the same time, if she made her certainty obvious, she’d have to explain why, and the truth—or the probable truth—was even weirder than what Nigel had suggested. Hot men spilling newly-formed out of titans was certainly not a common occurrence on Haven, and given that titan cores were Precursor tech, Bexley had floated the idea that he might somehow be a regenerated Precursor. With Locke’s memory being mostly absent, it was the best guess they had, but that theory needed to stay on the ship, for now at least.
“If he was an artificial void mage, I don’t think he’d be working for us,” she laughed instead.
“True,” Nigel conceded. “But this talk of human experimentation is still a curious development.”
It was, Alyssa reflected, and it sounded too recent to be related to Sloan. Perhaps it was a matter worth bringing to Director Pemberton’s attention when they returned to the Arcane Index. Maybe he’d even ask them to track down and deal with the perpetrators—not that more work was the priority. She shivered at the thought of what Sloan had told her of her experience being a living test subject. If she could stop that from happening to someone else, she would.
She finished the last of her startup procedures, then looked to Nigel for guidance on where to go.
“You’ll want to fly toward Dragon Faire,” Nigel stated. “Then you’ll head to the rocky foothills to the west of it, where the trees are a little thinner. Storm drakes like to sun on boulders, and they also gravitate toward sources of water they use to keep their clouds full, which narrows the search area down to the springs, and possibly the lake, though I’d imagine the land around the lake is too open. Storm drakes like to be at least a little sheltered.”
Alyssa nodded, then picked up her radio to call the others.
“Takeoff imminent,” she said, and waited for each of them to confirm their readiness. Once they had, she continued, “We’re hunting the storm drake first. While we search, Nigel will brief you on what to look out for. Be prepared to fight once we find it.”
Chapter Twenty-One
Alyssa guided the Blue Heron at a leisurely speed over the foothills, while Nigel peered through the windows with a spyglass, mumbling to himself about this rock or that rock and then telling her to fly somewhere else.
During the slower moments of the flight, he used the radio to address the others in the hangar, noting primarily that storm drakes were large, as drakes went, and could also generate lightning attacks and their own personal clouds via specialized scales and organs.
He’d been correct in assuming the storm drake had left its original nest. It was the first place they checked, only to find it had been conspicuously empty for days, if not longer. But at the very least, it had given her the chance to see what their target nest looked like.
As Nigel had suggested, it was a literal pile of rocks, though not in a naturally-occurring formation. The drake had pulled boulders from other nearby locations and formed them into a ragged circle right next to a natural spring that was only a tiny bit larger than the circle itself. The giveaway that it was abandoned was the state of the inside, dotted with bird excrement and other debris that would have been rubbed off or crushed flat with the drake’s coming and going. Alyssa had expected to see signs of the Red Horde’s attack, but found none, so they must have jumped the drakes elsewhere.
Nigel had hoped to find a trail of broken underbrush or scratched tree bark, leading away from the nest to identify where the beast had gone, but though the forest immediately surrounding it was dense, the trees and underbrush thinned into a wide, empty thicket close by, so that trail was lost.
It had taught Alyssa some important things about this monster, though. First was that it was strong enough to move boulders roughly the height of a human. Second was that, judging by the circumference of the nest, the beast itself was two times the length of a titan, and just shorter than one. Which didn’t make her look forward to the impending battle.
Less so when a few hours of intense combing passed without them finding it.
“Damn, I’ve never seen a storm drake hide this well,” Nigel stated, somewhat irritably. “I’ve seen indications here and there of claw marks, but nothing consistent enough to guide us from the air. We might actually have to track this one from the ground.”
“How does a monster the size of a titan hide that well?” Alyssa asked.
“There’s still the lake to check,” Nigel replied. “It’s the least ideal location, but it’s the last obvious one left.”
“Then we’ll go there,” Alyssa declared, and spun the ship’s wheel.
It didn’t take long to reach the lake, and the moment they came upon it, Alyssa understood why Nigel considered it the least ideal location. Though the heart of Dragon Faire was located a good flight away, there was another branch here that made proper thematic use of the waterside location. A line of craft shops, food stalls, and stages similar to Dragon Faire’s stretched along the shore, albeit with a conspicuously nautical theme. In the middle of the lake, two small windsail ships were shooting cannon-sized paintballs at each other in approximation of a pirate battle, and a small crowd cheered from the shore with turkey legs, mimosas, and occasional rum in hand (also in keeping with the theme).
Alyssa didn’t believe the storm drake would naturally choose to settle so close to a noisy place like this, given the solitude Nigel said it enjoyed, but if her life on an airship had taught her anything, it was that monsters sometimes showed up in surprising places.
“Take us along the vacant side of the lake.” Nigel pointed, indicating the opposite shore, still untouched by buildings, but occupied by a few random beachgoers who wanted a bit of privacy for … certain activities.
“At the very least, they don’t seem to be having drake problems,” Alyssa observed. “I imagine the beach would be empty if they did.”
“You’ve never been to Dragon Island, have you?” Nigel said, still peering through his spyglass. “There’s so much rum in them, I doubt they’d care.”
“Dragon Island?” Alyssa said, then looked down to see if she’d missed some important geographical feature. “But there’s not an island down there.”
“That’s also irrelevant to people who have that much rum in them.”
“What about whoever named it originally?”
“I don’t think it’s inaccurate to suppose there was rum involved in the very founding of this establishment.”
“Fair enough,” Alyssa conceded.
Lacking anything else to do while Nigel looked for monster sign, Alyssa decided to watch the show below as it came to its climax. Much to her relief, she also noticed some spectators pointing up at the Blue Heron and looking perplexed, though some threw ill-aimed rum tumblers at the airship, yelling something about spoiling the authenticity of the location. They were all drunk, but at the very least, they were sort of aware that something of note might happen in the area, so there was that.
Soon a final dramatic volley of paintballs exploded between the two ships. One of them turned up and sank, clearly lowered by some kind of underwater mechanism, and the green-skinned actress pretending to be a … zombie pirate, maybe? raised her defiant sword at the other ship.
“Curse you, Galcomb Twwwoopstick!” she shouted as she sank into the water. (Somehow the zombie managed to roll her w’s, which was an impressive feat.) Fortunately for her, either the mechanism stopped before she could go fully under, or else the bikini-clad chest visible from even this distance possessed remarkable flotation properties.
The companion character on the other ship—also clad in bikini pirate gear, began to go into some attempt at a heroic, victorious spiel, which was interrupted when Nigel hissed,
“Shit—I found the drake.”
***
“Did she just say ‘Galcomb Twoopstick’?” Locke asked, but his confused almost-nostalgia barely had time to coalesce before Alyssa called:
“Storm drake sighted!”
Locke heard it first—like a screaming thunderclap right behind the Blue Heron—and Bexley lowered the main hangar ramp so they could all see what they were about to fight.
All three titans stepped to the edge for a better view. Locke couldn’t see the beast yet, but he spotted huge trees shuddering and swaying back and forth in a line heading straight for the edge of the lake—and then the monster leapt out into the open.
The storm drake was a monster as angry as its name. Its four-legged body rippled with bulging muscle, and the ragged gray scales armoring its skin shone with a weird iridescence in the sunlight that made them look like thunderheads shifted beneath their surface. From the dragon-like head at the end of its long, muscular neck sprouted a crown of horns that put Locke in mind of a raging lightning storm frozen in time. From its back sprouted two parallel rows of modified scales, which acted as vents that spurted forth a dense plume of vapor, making the monster look like it trailed a cape made from its own personal storm cloud.
It smashed its claws into the ground on the edge of the lake to unleash a roar so booming it sounded like literal thunder, and then it plunged into the water toward the artificial ships.
“Alyssa!” Locke radioed so the others could hear, too. “I’m gonna do a gravity jump. Once I’m down in the lake, drop the ship and herd up the tourists!”
“Got it!” Alyssa replied.
He looked to Titan Long Shot. “Ember, freeze the drake as much as you can to slow it down. We’ve gotta give them time.”
“Got it,” Ember echoed.
“And Sloan,” Locke continued, “wait ‘til we lure it on land, then do your thing. You’ve got this.”
Deathly Rhythm only nodded in response, but soon Sloan thought to echo with a forced, if shaky, “I’ll do my best.”
“I know you will,” Locke replied, then crossed his arms over his titan’s chest and dropped like the hero pilot he was.
The drop wasn’t a long one, so he punched his gravity catalysts as soon as he fell, just enough to slow his descent, and then plunged feet-first into the lake with a dramatic splash.
In retrospect, it was not a well-thought-out idea, given the resulting mini-tsunami that then washed some of the tourists back from the shore, but well, at least it moved them out of harm’s way, (And if the raucous shouts were any indication, they’d found it fun, anyway.)
Besides, his sudden appearance caught the drake’s attention, which was what he’d intended.
The storm drake had chomped into one of the ships, and now turned to face him with the figurehead of an extremely buxom … zombie mermaid? in its mouth.
Locke balled up his fists, whirred up his gravity catalysts, and used them to put extra momentum behind the punch he was powering up. He didn’t want to risk spinning up a swiftmetal weapon and losing it in the murky water here, so for the moment, he stuck to the energy catalyst in his fist.
The bulky monster was too slow to react. He landed a punch right on the storm drake’s mouth, splintering the wooden mermaid into a burst of significantly less-buxom shards. The monster recoiled from the force of the blow, but didn’t fall over.
That was when color erupted into Locke’s view.
Something exploded. A bright splatter of playful blue obscured his entire vision, and when a sudden great splash washed it away, he realized that not all the people below were fleeing. The tourists on the beach were mostly running for the now-landed Blue Heron, or else being picked up and carried by Sloan, who was waiting for the creature to make landfall while Ember lined up her first shot.
The actors on the ships, though, hadn’t forgotten they had cannons, and now reloaded them with more cannon-sized paintballs to blast at the monster. They weren’t hurting the storm drake, but their efforts did make it look at them with an expression that seemed to say What the fuck? And anyway, shooting paintballs at a drake sounded like something a character named Galcomb Twoopstick would do, so Locke paid the most conspicuous and fancily-costumed of the bikini pirates a salute. The blonde woman saluted back, just in time for Ember’s first freezing shot to blast straight into the storm drake’s face.
The creature reared. It would have roared, but its mouth was frozen in place by Ember’s ice attack, so the most it could manage was a muffled boom, which was still reason enough for Locke to punch it.
He whirred up his gravity catalysts for a little super-thrust and then smashed his left fist into the fleshy part of the monster’s neck, blasting out a freezing spray of cold energy for a little extra punch. He punched again, and again, and with each impact, the disoriented monster stumbled to the side, further away from the tourists filing into the Blue Heron and closer to the opposite edge of the lake. (He hoped the handful of revelers that had been over here were aware enough to run.)
Another blast from Ember froze the monster’s flank and blocked some of its vents, thinning the cloud cape. Locke struck the drake with a vicious haymaker, and the monster fell over into the shallow water near the shoreline—but this ended up being a suboptimal idea. For the lake water was hot in the high summer sun, and it dissolved the ice on the monster’s face in the blink of an eye.
The second it was free, the monster lunged up with a thunderous roar. It snapped for Titan Chimera’s head, but Locke blocked it with his right arm. The drake’s jaws snapped down on the metal of his forearm, but Locke was ready with another freezing blast from his left fist, and the creature let go the moment it realized what was happening.
It then hopped back with an almost artful-looking retreat, reared its head back in a deep, sharp breath, and then snapped it forward in a powerful burst of an exhale.
But it didn’t exhale through its mouth.
The fleshier-looking parts of its body began to visibly shrink, and columns upon columns of thick, impenetrable fog shot out of the vents on its back. It fully enveloped itself in a cloud so thick, Locke lost sight of the monster inside it.
And then he spotted a little yellow flicker within, and felt every hair on his body stand on end.
He had no time to dodge. He wasn’t even sure if he could. He only had time to see another yellow flicker dance between the storm drake’s now-glowing horns—and then an enormous bright blast surged through every one of the titan’s systems. Thunder more deafening than any he’d ever heard stunned and rattled his head, and his very connection with his reflex link flickered.
“Shit!” he breathed, barely.
“Locke!” Alyssa radioed. “You all right?”
Luckily his connection with his link and visual sensors restored just in time for him to see the monster lunging out of the cloud, horns crackling with energy. He shot power into his gravity catalysts and jumped over the monster.
“It just shot lightning at me!” Locke shouted as he crashed to the ground behind it.
“That is what storm drakes do,” Nigel replied over the radio.
“When you said, ‘It can generate lighting,’ I didn’t expect full-on actual lightning blasts!” Locke raised his fists as the monster turned to him again.
“How else could you interpret, ‘It generates lightning’?” Nigel snapped.
“Something smaller than this!” Locke shouted. “It’s just a drake!”
But then a thought occurred to him. If this monster could shoot lightning …
The creature lunged again before Locke could complete his thought. He dodged out of the way—and realized that his feet weren’t landing with splashes. They’d made it to land.
“We’ve got all the drunks!” Ember reported, and Locke saw the Blue Heron lift into the air, Long Shot positioned in its usual spot by the hangar door. “Time to whale on it!”
She marked her words with another massive ice beam that blasted into the side of the storm drake, then another.
Locke used the distraction to spool out his trusty swiftmetal hammer, then glanced to the opposite shore, where Sloan still waited, attentive.
“C’mon, Sloan!” he shouted. “Time to show this beast what you can do!”
“O-okay,” Sloan trembled.
The storm drake roared, then lunged for Locke again.
Titan Deathly Rhythm was across the lake.
And then it wasn’t.
Locke didn’t know if she was that fast, or if he’d been too distracted dodging the monster, but nonetheless, in the short time it took him to deal a hammer blow to the drake’s shoulder, Deathly Rhythm flashed into his presence like a vengeful knightly ghost, sword poised and ready to plunge straight down into the monster’s skull.
The blow landed.
But it didn’t pierce.
At his proximity, Locke saw the scales beneath Sloan’s sword point go opaque, as if tightening to strengthen the drake’s natural armor. And yet, Sloan wasn’t phased by that small failure. With a quick, strategic burst of speed, she angled her sword’s blade to catch between the monster’s lightning horns—one over, one under—and then wrenched like she was pulling a lever.
The horns cracked right off, and Sloan hopped back into a swift retreat, her left hand raised behind her and her sword arm ready in a perfect en garde stance.
Locke would have been delighted in the storm drake’s cowed roar if he hadn’t been distracted by that pose.
“You know how to fence?” he shouted over the noise.
“It’s an excellent form of stress relief for a creature as nimble as a cat,” Sloan replied, and Locke saw Deathly Rhythm shrug on the other side of the monster. “Pious taught me. He said it would make excellent use of my speed and balance.”
“You learned fencing from Director Pemberton?”
Deathly Rhythm just responded with a humble nod, and Locke took a moment to appreciate his absurd luck:
He had a swashbuckling, time-manipulating, shapeshifting catgirl on his side.
Sweeeeet.
But then Locke remembered: “Where’s your second sword? Bort fought with two.”
“It’s a backup. I haven’t trained in dual wielding,” Sloan replied simply—and then lunged toward the storm drake again. This time, she angled her sword for a side blow. Once again, the scales tensed when her strike landed, but when she sliced up …
Another agonized roar thundered from the monster’s throat as a swathe of its shimmering scales sprayed into the air, carved off as Sloan’s weapon slashed underneath them. That singular slash left a broad gash of flesh exposed right between its shoulders, and now Sloan positioned her sword for another strike, this one certain to hit its mark and end the beast.
Suddenly, Locke realized he hadn’t moved once since she’d arrived, so entranced was he by her fighting. She wasn’t just competent. She was skilled. She wore her titan like a second skin and could make snap decisions mid-battle and act on them in a way that harnessed the unique potential of her time catalyst.
Given her shyness, especially about piloting, he’d honestly expected to do most of the heavy lifting today, but this … this was a pleasant surprise indeed.
Sloan was meant to be a titan mage.
Now she thrust her sword down at what Locke reasoned was probably twice normal speed, or a bit above that. The monster anticipated her and hopped forward, so that her sword point dinged harmlessly off a solid concentration of scales, but again, she angled her blade for a side-swipe, hoping to shave off more of its armor.
It was then that the monster determined she was worthy of the most attention.
The storm drake rolled again and planted its feet solidly on the earth, facing her, and then it let out an enraged, thundering roar. The little gold nubs on its head crackled with hints of lightning, but she’d damaged the essential organs enough that the intended blast soon fizzled into little more than a static discharge.
Sloan lunged for the monster again at accelerated speed, her sword angled to sweep up under its throat scales and through its neck.
But the monster could think fast, too, and it blasted out another angry cloud that covered a space three times its size.
The fog was too thick; neither Locke nor Sloan could see what was happening inside it, and Sloan’s momentum was too great to slow before she could reach it. She plunged into the cloud at full force, now directionless—
And then a great, fleshy crash echoed through the whole area.
“Sloan!” Locke shouted. That was not the sound of a good crash, nor were the tearing noises that followed it, and at once, he blasted a hot cone of flame through the cloud. It evaporated in no time, and soon he saw what had caused the noise.
The storm drake had ambushed Deathly Rhythm from the side and smashed it into the ground, its claws stomping and fangs snapping furiously as it tried to keep the titan pinned.
Sloan tried to fight back, her speed still accelerated … and her titan in full physical contact with her opponent. But in her momentary panic, she’d allowed her magic to bleed to the monster—and it accelerated with her.
The drake’s claws gouged gashes in Deathly Rhythm’s outer armor, its teeth left conspicuous bite marks, and when its ravenous eyes locked on her titan’s very crunchy-looking head, Sloan curled into a fetal position beneath the storm drake’s bulk, desperate to protect herself.
“Oh, no, you don’t!” Locke shouted.
He lunged toward the storm drake, stomping Titan Chimera’s feet as heavily as he could in hopes of drawing the monster’s attention. It didn’t work, but by the time Locke reached the site, it didn’t have to.
He closed the distance, charging his legs with gravity magic with each powerful stride, and then leapt off the ground for a flying kick. A purple plume of excess magic spurted out of his shoulder like a heroic, magical cape, and the impact crunched into the storm drake’s side and sent it flailing back, flung away by both the full weight of his titan and the amped-up repelling force of his gravity magic.
Locke skidded to a rocky stop, leaving foot-thick divots in the coarse earth, and watched with satisfaction as the storm drake smashed through several enormous trees, and finally stopped a hundred feet away.
It didn’t get up.
Locke was pretty sure it wasn’t dead, but it was at least incapacitated for the moment, and he had more important things to worry about in that valuable moment. He turned to Deathly Rhythm, still balled up in a fetal position so unlike the badassery it had exuded earlier.
“Sloan, you okay?” he radioed, and suddenly he was aware of how hard his own heart was pounding. He hadn’t heard her scream once during that entire ordeal.
“I … I am,” Sloan replied weakly.
All the anxiety in Locke’s chest broke into sudden relief. Now Deathly Rhythm’s head uncurled from its position in such a way that, if it had been a living being capable of such a thing, Locke swore it would have blushed.
“I just … I got scared. When it tricked me. And now I’m embarrassed.”
“I can live with embarrassment.” Locke extended a hand down to help her titan up. “You’ve gotta work on not letting mishaps derail you like that, though. Especially given what we’re going up against later.”
“I know,” Sloan said quietly, once Deathly Rhythm was back on its feet, and once again adopted the posture of a shy, embarrassed little schoolgirl. It was absurd to see a machine that fierce bunched up in such a vulnerable, nervous pose.
“Hey, now, don’t be that hard on yourself,” Locke said. “After all, you were pretty amazing before the drake got the jump on you. Speaking of which …”
He turned back to where the storm drake had fallen. It was beginning to shift, a pained gurgle rumbling out of its throat, like thunder heard from under the babble of a brook. His kick must have messed up its innards for it to make a noise like that.
His muscles tensed as it began to stand, but it soon became clear that the monster wasn’t standing to continue the fight. It began to limp away as tenderly as a monster of its size could, as if trying to be quiet enough to escape their attention. But a nearly-titan-sized monster could only be so subtle.
“I can take it,” Sloan insisted, and stepped forward as if determined to redeem herself.
“Wait.” Locke held one of Titan Chimera’s hands out to stop her. “It could be—”
“Wait! I found it!” Nigel suddenly exclaimed over their radios. “Don’t kill the drake just yet!”
“Because it might be going to its nest?” Locke guessed, wondering if he and Nigel had the same idea for once.
“Exactly,” Nigel responded. “I think the reason we haven’t found a new nest is because it didn’t build a new one, at least where we can see it. They’ll also build in caves, especially if they’re close to laying eggs—for the extra protection, you see—and according to my maps, there’s a cave large enough to accommodate it just off the lakeshore. That could also be why it was so aggressive toward the Dragon Island show. If it’s about to lay eggs—or has already laid them—then that would explain its sudden territorial streak.”
“Do eggs complicate our objectives?” Locke asked. He didn’t feel bad about killing a drake that was a credible danger to people living in or traveling through the area, but the idea of slaughtering its young did make him feel a bit conflicted, especially since drakes usually didn’t cause trouble.
“Not at all,” Nigel replied, much to Locke’s relief. “They only tend their eggs until the scale shell has fully hardened, and then they abandon them, at which point it’s also safe to move them to a less problematic location. It won’t affect the young’s survival at all.”
“What’re the chances of the acid drake being at the nest, too?”
“Highly likely,” Nigel replied, “if we assume the eggs have only recently been laid.”
By now the injured drake was beginning to ease out of view, so Locke gestured for them to follow it, quietly—or at least as quietly as two big, stompy mechs were able.
“Looks like it’s heading directly for the cave,” Nigel reported a few minutes later, tracking the creature as best he could from the air.
“Um, Locke. A question,” Sloan said timidly. “If the drake has eggs in the cave, why would it lead us straight to them?”
“Must be seeking safety in numbers,” Locke replied. He remembered from his readings on drakes that mated pairs generally did guard their eggs together for some period after laying, though there were variances from type to type. Still, all the pairs he’d read about were same-type. He didn’t know how that would translate to a pair as disparate as these two.
“Yes,” Nigel affirmed from above—Locke could hear the gentle whirring of the Blue Heron’s propellers behind them—“though fortunately the acid drake should be less of a challenge. They’re far smaller and less armored than storm drakes—their skin mostly grows to withstand the environment of the acid swamps they live in—though one does have to watch out for the acid they emit.”
“I remember.” Locke said, stepping through a gap the storm drake had conveniently knocked in the thickening trees. “Their skin is coated in an acidic mucus, and they also spit larger streams of it when threatened. Which means we keep physical contact to a minimum.”
And now that he’d had a moment to think, he had an idea of a way he could defeat it without touch. His curiosity about the storm drake’s lighting blast hadn’t left his head. Lightning, after all, was a form of energy—specifically, the flow of electrons trying to equalize to charged regions—and he had an energy catalyst. He’d only ever used it for heat and cooling, but now he wondered … could he conjure electricity as well?
He gestured for Sloan to stop behind him.
The storm drake’s trail ended in a small clearing, the dominant feature of which was an obvious cave mouth that looked like an actual mouth, complete with ragged stalactite fangs and two stones above the opening that resembled angry, if uneven eyes.
He approached cautiously. There was no sight of the storm drake, and no trail of disturbed trees leading out of the clearing, so he could only assume the storm drake was inside.
“Nigel, what do you know about the inside of the cave?” he radioed up, eyeballing the entrance. The opening was easily large enough for a titan to pass through, but he couldn’t see far enough inside to evaluate the rest.
“It’s roomy enough for a fight, if that’s what you’re asking,” Bexley replied instead. “I used to play in that cave all the time. There’s not a whole lot of jumping room for a fight, though. It would be best if you lured the drakes out—”
“Speak of the devil!” Locke interrupted. For there was a sudden quick motion in the depths of the cave, before a long, aggressively green-and-black body whipped out.
The shape slapped against Titan Chimera’s forearm and wrapped around it like a huge snake. It slithered all over the titan’s form with harrowing speed, and with its every motion, little alarms grew louder in Locke’s consciousness—nothing beyond yellow, but definitely enough to let him know that touching this thing wasn’t good for his armor.
Fortunately, though it was fast, it it whipped around him in a predictable corkscrew, and Locke was able to snatch its long body and fling it away with a single hand.
The drake slapped against the eyes of the cave entrance, but didn’t seem at all bothered by the force of the impact. Instead, it righted itself and hissed at the two titans, the translucent quills along its spine sticking up like the fur of an agitated cat.
The corrosion on Titan Chimera’s hand—and, Locke assumed, his arm—left no doubt as to what this thing was.
The acid drake slithered atop the cave opening like a long, venomous snake, or perhaps some weird combination of a snake and centipede, every few feet of its body punctuated by a short pair of dragon-like legs and claws. It was just as long as the storm drake, but it was narrow enough that Locke had been able to grab it one-handed—though that wouldn’t have been the case if he’d grabbed for its head. The snout was thin and snakelike, and its eyes similarly slitted, but from its skull spread a cobra-like hood. Beyond that, down the front of its long neck bloomed a series of brilliant green sacs that Locke assumed were full of acid to be spat, and down the back of the neck and the spine bristled quill-like greenish-orange hackles.
Combine that with the vivid, aggressive black and green that patterned the rest of its body, and this creature became one of nature’s clearest expressions of “don’t fuck with me.”
It also made Locke wonder why a creature as disproportionately huge as the storm drake would want to fuck with it, and briefly chuckled at the idea of the funny pairing of this skinny thing and his giant girlfriend—but he couldn’t laugh long, for the creature glared at him with murder in its eyes.
And, well, they had a job to do.
The acid drake hissed again and then lunged, the surprising power in its tiny legs launching it toward Titan Chimera. Locke was ready this time, though. He spooled out his swiftmetal tower shield, quickly enough that the acid drake smacked against it with an anticlimactic splat. He’d intentionally made it featureless, so there was no grip for the monster to take, and while it tried, he bashed it away again.
This time, it smashed into the stalactites that formed the fangs of the cave mouth. None of them pierced its flesh, but it nonetheless smacked against them with a sickly squish, and didn’t have a chance to recover its grip before it flopped two full stories back to the earth. It still regained its footing, but when it did so, it was wobbly, and with an attempted growl that sounded more like a balloon farting underwater than a hiss.
Now was the perfect time to try his idea.
He clawed his titan’s hands into a sphere, just like he had with his earlier energy balls, except this time, instead of heat or freezing ice, he pictured a giant, crackling ball of furious lightning. Every single hair on his body stood on end as spidery veins of electricity crackled between his palms, and then he flung it straight at the acid drake.
It didn’t hit the acid drake.
The moment the lightning ball flew free of his fingers, it zipped all over the place in a wild, twisting path that followed a logic only it knew. Sloan leapt to dodge it at double speed as it wheeled her way—but then it zipped into the cave. And in the crackle of its light, Locke saw a very familiar pair of bioelectric horn nubs.
The lightning ball exploded as if it had hit the most conductive material ever. Locke saw the storm drake roil and scream in the flickering darkness of the cave as a whole energy catalyst’s worth of lightning electrocuted its entire form, searing its skin.
Locke smelled the odd combination of burnt ozone and steak—but absurdly, even that lightning blast didn’t stop the storm drake fully. It barreled through the cave mouth, if with labored, jerky motions, and then blasted a refreshed cloud of thick, white mist from the vents along its back.
“Back!” Locke shouted.
The lightning ball hadn’t worked as well as he’d hoped it would, but that wasn’t bad for a first go, especially when he realized not all of the monster’s mist was water. Some was smoke, and he could see the storm drake twitching erratically in the thinner mist. Even if he hadn’t stopped it, he’d definitely messed with its nervous system.
But the creature was far from dead. A great stream of acid blasted out of the cloud screen—and slashed across his tower shield, threatening to melt it in half.
“Damn! Don’t get hit with that attack!” He stomped back to get out of the cloud-hidden acid drake’s range. The relative weakness of the mucosal acid had tricked him into underestimating the drake’s other acidic capabilities, and any attack that could burn through a swiftmetal shield so quickly was no joke.
The acid attack cut off mid-stream but then resumed from within the cloud, this time aimed at Titan Deathly Rhythm.
Sloan had no trouble dodging, though not with her tier five time catalyst.
“Dry up the fog!” she shouted as she zipped out of the way.
Locke doused the area with flame, to reveal a visibly-suffering storm drake crouched defensively over the body of its tiny mate, the gash of its shaved-off scales obvious—and vulnerable.
“I’ll distract them!” Locke lunged for the storm drake as if he was about to tackle it, drawing its attention.
And with Sloan’s accelerated motion, that was all the time she needed.
She plunged her sword into the storm drake’s open flesh, and with the weight of a time-accelerated titan behind it, the blade plunged through it like it was little more than wet cardboard. The storm drake died instantly, and collapsed onto the acid drake, pinning it in place.
The acid drake wriggled beneath its mate’s fallen body, hissing and gurgling. It tried to spit another acid attack at the approaching Sloan, but it had put too much effort into the earlier two streams, and its corrosive bile was nearly spent.
Locke charged in, reformed his shield into a war hammer, and brought it crashing down onto the acid drake’s head, splitting it open like a ripe gourd.
Both drakes were dead.
“Nice job!” Locke threw up Titan Chimera’s hand for a high-five.
Deathly Rhythm’s met it in the air. Much in the same way Locke thought he could see the titan blushing earlier, he swore he could see it beaming with a happy, girlish flush. Which again, looked absurd on a titan as fierce-looking as Deathly Rhythm. But well, at least Sloan was happy.
And confident.
Which increased Locke’s own confidence in the situation. For, as he took in that skewered storm drake and the flattened acid drake beneath it, he increasingly liked the thought of facing Ultranoth with three titans.
Chapter Twenty-Two
“God, it feels good to finish an easy mission!” Locke exclaimed as he stepped out of Titan Chimera’s hatch.
“Easy?” Bexley exclaimed from her worktable. “You call that easy?”
“I mean, compared to a dragon.” Locke met her at her table. “After the thing with Ultranoth, it’s nice to not get my ass kicked. My confidence is restored.”
“Oh. Did you need help keeping your confidence up?” She turned to Locke with a lascivious smile. “Why didn’t you say so? I’m better at restoring a man’s confidence than any ol’ drake.”
“Yeah, but I can’t harvest you for parts.”
“True, but there’s no reason I can’t give you an extra confidence boost. Especially since we’ll be fighting a dragon again soon. I hear sex is especially good when it’s combined with fear of one’s mortality.”
“Hey, I won’t object to finding out,” Locke said.
“Oh! Me, too!” Sloan skittered over from Deathly Rhythm. “I want to find out, too!”
“Cool your furnace!” Bexley retorted. “You’ve already had him, and I’m still waiting my turn.”
“What are you talking about?” Locke asked. “We had sex three mornings ago!”
“Yeah, but that was morning sex,” Bexley said. “Doesn’t count.”
“Well, it counts in my book.”
“It doesn’t count because I need a chance to out-do Sloan’s weirdness.”
“Would two of us at the same time be weird?” Sloan pressed a finger to her chin as if thinking. “Or more than two?”
“That … would be something,” Locke replied cautiously, though Bexley couldn’t tell from his face whether he thought it was good weird or bad weird. Intrigued weird, maybe. Either way, the point was moot because Bexley had no interest in it.
“I’m determined to chart my own weird course,” Bexley insisted proudly. “It’s a personal challenge at this point.”
“You do realize what you’re up against, right?” Locke said. “I mean, she can shapeshift.”
Sloan smirked and then, as if to press the point, cupped her hands to her breasts and caressed them into a shape that strained the chest of her magesuit nearly as much as Bexley had her old orange vest (R.I.P.).
“Yeah, but my parents’ estate has a dungeon.” Bexley smirked back at the catgirl.
Suddenly Locke’s face turned a bright red, quite uncharacteristic for someone who had experienced Bexley-grade levels of weirdness.
“Your parents have a sex dungeon?”
“It would be a tremendous waste of resources if a noble family with a castle didn’t.”
Locke paused, as if in deep thought, then said, “That explains so many things.”
“I mean, they tried to keep it secret, but I know how to build locks. And pick them.” Bexley shrugged. “And once they figured that out, well … they let me start my own little collection down there.”
“A collection of what?” Locke exclaimed.
Bexley grinned mischievously. “That’s another secret. Consider it part of the anticipation.”
“You know what else would build the anticipation?” Ember called across the hangar, crossing from her titan’s dock. “Actually making our upgrades so we have a chance against Ultranoth.”
“Hey, Ember?” Locke suddenly called out. “Why don’t you ever shoot lightning out of your energy catalysts? I didn’t even know that was possible until now. We could have been using that this whole time!”
“Because it’s hard to control and it can potentially backfire and disrupt reflex links.”
“Ah! Right.” Locke nodded, eyes bright with understanding. “I remember the storm drake’s blast disrupting my own connection. I guess a rogue shot could do the same to one of us.”
“Which can prove deadly in the wrong situation,” Ember continued. “You basically have to use it at close range to keep it controlled. And I prefer sniping from a distance, anyway, so honestly I kind of forgot it was an option.”
“I get that.” Locke rested his chin in his hand to think. “Still, it might be a chaotic power, but it did reduce the storm drake to a defeatable mound of twitches. If it has the same effect on the dark specter, that could give us an opening. I’d just need to harness the lightning in a way that doesn’t risk harming my allies—”
And then his face lit up with an epiphany.
“Of course! My energy catalyst’s already hooked up to my matter catalyst. There’s no reason I can’t shape the swiftmetal into a Taser wire, or something.”
“Taser wire?” Bexley asked. She’d never heard of such a thing.
“Oh.” Locke wore that face he usually did when he realized he’d let something slip unintentionally. “It’s like a gun that shoots lightning, but by conveying it through wires. I think I read about it in a … book or something.”
And there it is again, Bexley thought, smiling.
Every time Locke said something about a weird piece of technology, he nearly always followed it up with a line about reading it in some random book, but he could never remember which book. He used the excuse so often, it had to be an intentional deflection—but then, if he was the kind of person they thought he was, she didn’t blame him. Given the way he’d appeared to them—falling out of a previously empty titan, with a conspicuously Locke-weighted amount of swiftmetal missing thereafter, and given the Precursor origins of titan cores, Bexley didn’t think it unlikely that he’d been trapped inside the titan core and then somehow reborn through matter magic advanced enough to transmute swiftmetal into flesh. He didn’t seem to legitimately remember much about the Precursor era, but he definitely remembered more than he was letting on.
Even so, she could understand why he kept his origins so secret. “I’m the lone survivor of a dead society” wasn’t something he could declare openly without sounding crazy. But if true, that also meant he’d watched his society die. As with Sloan, some people needed time to heal before they were ready to share their full stories, and Locke-the-last-Precursor could very well be another such case.
“Ember’s right,” Locke said, sounding eager to move on. “Let’s get to our upgrades.”
Bexley shook her head with another smile. One day he’d open up about his Precursor history—she was sure of it—and when he did, she’d pick his brain for every crazy, fascinating detail he could remember.
Until then, though, she’d enjoy his crazy, fascinating Precursor dick.
Bexley looked to the two dead monsters that occupied the middle of the hangar floor. Titan Chimera and Titan Deathly Rhythm had dragged the corpses on board once Alyssa had landed the Blue Heron to let the tourists off.
“Let’s get to it, then!” Bexley grabbed her toolbox. “Sloan, can you use any of the drake meat for cooking? There’s a lot of muscle and offal that I don’t need.”
“Mm-hmm!” Sloan replied brightly. “And what I don’t keep, I can sell at Dragon Faire!”
“Sounds like a solid plan to me,” Locke said.
Sloan thus fetched a specialized knife set from her kitchen, and within an hour had broken down both drakes to clean, wet, enticingly iridescent skeletons. Locke and Ember helped transport the best cuts of meat to Sloan’s mage freezer as she worked, whilst labeling others for Dragon Faire, and soon it was time for Bexley to do her job.
With that, she grabbed a heavy-duty bone saw from her tool cabinet, and set to sawing into the acid drake’s bones. She didn’t have to break it down fully, just enough that its pieces were easy to carry up to the titan scaffolds, and by the time she was done, they were already back at the manor and ready to start on the storm drake.
After another hour of hard labor, Bexley had finished prepping the storm drake skeleton.
“We’ll do Titan Chimera first, since it’s the most versatile of the mechs.” Bexley double-checked the math on her clipboard. Yes, the numbers were shaking out well. “Locke, if you’ll start moving one-third of the materials up to Chimera’s scaffold, I’ll get the time catalyst installed.”
“Got it,” Locke replied, and moved for the pile.
“I’ll start moving my third,” Ember offered.
“And mine,” Sloan echoed.
While they worked, Bexley went to a special station tucked into an out-of-the-way corner of the hangar and turned on the machine that dominated the space.
The device looked something like a large furnace, albeit with a set of transparent doors at the front and a funnel-like device at the top meant to accept materials like void condensate and crystal shards. The obscured mechanism beneath the funnel would then grind up and partially transmute the materials, after which their liquified form would ooze down into the specially-shaped chamber below.
But there was more to the art of catalyst-crafting than just letting goo solidify into a mold. If the liquid solidified into a simple hunk, it would just be differently-shaped base material. It had to be actively shaped into a specific, complex crystalline pattern as it solidified, at specific stages of the solidifying process. A complex series of knobs and buttons lining the side of the windowed doors facilitated the process, allowing engineers to poke and prod the cooling goo into the desired crystal pattern.
It was not a very high-stakes process, at least for standard designs; a badly-sculpted crystal pattern generally didn’t mean a malfunction, just wasted time, as the subpar creation could always be recycled for another attempt. More complicated designs like Sevas’ were another story and could result in the exact kind of accident that had destroyed his body, which was one of the reasons most engineers used the less-efficient-but-safer Arcane Index standard. Even so, despite the smaller stakes, it was still a challenging process to get right consistently, and catalyst artisanry was one of the tests a technician absolutely had to pass to become a licensed engineer.
Not that it mattered to her parents, but one of the proudest moments of her life was when she’d passed all four of her catalyst-crafting tests—one for each element—in a single go. That wasn’t unheard of, but it wasn’t common either, and it was what allayed any lingering doubts that she could make it as an engineer.
Now she opened the machine’s doors and looked upon the product of the past few days of effort. Though the Blue Heron didn’t go through catalysts often, she kept her skills honed by making them in her spare time, recycling her practice catalysts when necessary. The result was that she had catalyst creation down to near muscle-memory, such that she’d been able to generate a brand new time catalyst in no time at all, once Locke had chosen it as his next upgrade.
She pressed another button on the other side of the machine, and the segment containing the crystal eased out, then separated into several other sections, carefully exposing the squat, rod-shaped catalyst for Bexley to take. She eased it onto a large, flat, cushioned cart, and wheeled it over to the network of harnesses she used to transport equipment up the scaffold.
“Open the shoulder while I bring it up!” she called out to Locke, and through her peripheral vision, saw Locke manipulating another set of harnesses and clamps above, raising Titan Chimera’s right shoulder pauldron to reveal a squat, cylindrical compartment perfectly shaped to accept the catalyst.
From that point, it was just a matter of slotting it against the reflex cushion lining. They were made of the same material as magesuits, and filled with conductor fluid to enable the pilots to control the catalysts. Once she pulled down the also-cushioned grate that secured it in place and restored the pauldron, it was ready to go.
“That it?” Locke asked once the armor was secured.
“Almost,” Bexley replied. “Next we just feed the titan core and then you distribute your collected void condensate where you want it. I recommend this, though.” She pulled a sheet of paper off her clipboard and gave it to him to read while she did the easy work.
Titan Chimera’s hatch was still open from when he’d exited earlier, so all she had to do was cross her legs and sit to be level with her target.
For such an essential piece of magitek, the titan core was an unassumingly small object. Barely larger than a human head, it sat comfortably beneath the bulk of the cockpit, nestled close to the titan’s waist. The exotic origins of titan cores were obvious in their design; all were encased in a spherical cage made of the same metal-like material they’d come to associate with Precursors. The cage encased what looked like a glass sphere that swirled with the same milky-white iridescence of Precursor crystal, or the magic contained within monster bones—but not as static and disorganized. The colors inside it stirred as if alive, or were being pushed around by some unseen current.
She grabbed the nearest drake bone and shoved it at the iridescent sphere.
That was all there was to it. The moment the bone touched the sphere, it disintegrated in her hands, reduced to little more than a chalky white smoke that was then sucked into the core as if by an invisible vacuum. She wasn’t sure how, but the device always seemed to know what to accept, and only ever accepted Precursor- or void-derived materials, so she saw no immediate reason to fear it. Soon all the bones and horns she’d allotted for Titan Chimera’s upgrades had been absorbed into its core.
“It’s all ready for you now!” she called to Locke, who’d been helping and watching as she worked, probably brimming with more questions.
He’d asked a lot of questions over the past six months. It was one of the things she liked about him. He didn’t treat her like a servant, like some of the pilots had during her internship at the Index. All engineering students had to serve in the Index’s on-site hangar for at least a semester. It was where all the titan mage candidates also lurked between missions, and the requirements to be an Arcane Index titan mage were so high that the ones who passed the basic standards often thought too highly of themselves, and were quick to blame their own failures on the perceived incompetence of the engineering students.
Locke wasn’t like that; he wanted to know how things worked so he could put her work to its best use, and that made her job a whole lot easier.
“Still need the command symbols?” She waved a page printed with a series of unique sigils. Titan mages would envision them to instruct the titan core on which upgrades to execute.
“No, I’ve got it.” Locke climbed into Titan Chimera and sealed the hatch.
Bexley repeated the process with Ember and Sloan. She took a little more time to walk Sloan through the process since it was her first time upgrading Deathly Rhythm, but by the end of it all, it seemed everyone had taken her advice.
“How are your numbers looking, Locke?” she asked, ready with a pen to update her records.
“Fifteen-point-four gallons of void condensate spent,” Locke reported over Titan Chimera’s external speakers. “Time catalyst up to tier one, furnace and artificial muscles up to tier seven.”
“Nice. Tier seven means your titan will be taxed less whenever you do all your gravity jumps and kicks, amongst other benefits, and tier one time means you can speed up movement to 125% base speed and slow it down to 90%. You can also accelerate aging 200%.”
“I can accelerate aging?” Locke exclaimed.
“Of course you can,” Bexley replied. “How do you think time mages speed up pregnancies?”
“No, I mean, in battle,” Locke clarified.
“It requires a special peripheral, but it’s possible,” Bexley replied. “It’s too cumbersome for combat, though, and there are also some specific legalities related to its use, given that it’s super easy to quite literally suck the life out of someone.”
“Ah. Good point,” Locke said. “What about the reverse?”
“There’s no reverse aging with time catalysts, so don’t get crazy.”
“Got it. I guess I’d see fewer old people if that was an option.”
Bexley nodded, then turned to Long Shot across the hangar. “How about you, Ember?”
“Fourteen-point-four gallons of condensate spent,” Ember replied from inside her titan. “Furnace and muscles also up to tier seven.”
“And Sloan?” Now Bexley turned to face Deathly Rhythm, next to Titan Chimera.
“Um … fifteen-point-eight gallons, and furnace and muscles up to tier eight,” Sloan repeated uncertainly, as if still remembering what to do to get the information. “I kept the time catalyst at tier five like you said. I still don’t really get why, though.”
“Because tier five is already pretty badass. You can speed up movement to 250%, speed up aging to 3200%, and slow a target down to 50% of its original speed. Also, upgrading a catalyst from tier five to tier six requires no less than four crystal shards in addition to the void condensate. Condensate, we have. The shards, not so much.”
“Okay. That makes sense,” Sloan said brightly. “I get it now.”
“So, do we want to break in the new upgrades?” Ember asked from Long Shot. “We’ve got daylight left, and a bit of friendly sparring wouldn’t be bad for Sloan.”
“Not to mention,” Locke began, “it would enable me to try out my lightning combo attack.”
“Don’t get crazy,” Bexley warned. “You don’t want to ding up the robot too much before we go after Ultranoth again.”
“I know,” Locke said. “It’s just the battle with the storm drake got me thinking of better ways to use my energy catalyst.”
“Of course,” Ember said, “the problem with a titan-sized sparring match is that it requires a titan-sized amount of space, and there aren’t a lot of those around here, unless we want to stomp up someone’s farm.”
“What about the Skullwood?” Locke asked.
Everyone in the hangar paused.
“What about the Skullwood?” Ember replied.
“It’s less than a half-hour’s flight and no one lives there.”
“Except for all the hyper-aggressive monsters,” Bexley said.
“Monsters that can take on three titan mages?” Ember asked skeptically.
All the titan heads in the hangar turned down to Bexley, and she shrugged.
“Okay, fine. The bad ones are all deep in the Skullwood. We don’t ever have problems with Skullwood monsters on our borders, so it should be safe.” She shrugged again. “For what we consider safe, at least.”
“Then let’s do it,” Locke declared. “To the Skullwood!”
Chapter Twenty-Three
Locke and the others disembarked from their titans for the short trip over to the Skullwood.
As they left the hangar, Sloan pulled Ember to the side with a mischievous lady glint in her eyes, for reasons Locke couldn’t identify. Meanwhile, he and Bexley joined Alyssa in the control room for the trip, Bexley to guide, Locke so he could get his first good look at the ominously-named region.
The boundary between the Skullwood and the Morton Estate environs was obvious enough—though not nearly as dead as he’d expected. In fact, if the greenery of its considerable forest was any indication, the Skullwood was still very much alive, just not by the standards of Haven. He hadn’t noticed it before being presented with this contrast, but there was something intrinsically bright about most of Haven, like its colors were slightly saturated, and gleaming with vitality.
The Skullwood lacked that gleam. It resembled any old pine forest from Earth, majestic and woodsy, but not magical and glowing. Flying into the Skullwood felt like stepping back into real life after hours of playing a colorful video game.
Just then, the comm on the console interrupted his thoughts with a beep, and he looked down to the ID code wheels to see the light beside the Indigo Gryphon’s number blinking.
“Huh. The Indy must have found something already,” Locke observed, and pressed the button. “Blue Heron here. Locke speaking.”
“That thing is definitely not of Haven,” Rion reported instantly.
The tone in Rion’s voice punched a fist into the pit of Locke’s stomach. Rion was the kind of man who talked about seducing dragons for the fun of it, and spoke of even his toughest battles like they were mere stories he collected to share at the tavern.
But the voice on the other end of this comm was strained, labored, and sharp, as if he was calling while waiting in line outside Dr. Waltz’s infirmary. Which implied he wasn’t the only one injured.
“You found something? Already?” Locke asked. The Indy had only entered the Skullwood that morning, after all.
“Found a busted-up ruin not too long ago,” Rion replied, trying to keep a catch out of his voice. “Clear dragon damage, with some glassy purple scales on site, definitely gravity dragon. I’m thinking Ultranoth found her way in and was surprised by a dark specter, which took her and decided to test her body out. She made a mess of the local monsters, too. Lotta week-old corpses around here. She didn’t even eat them, just slashed them up.”
“You sound hurt. Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. Got banged up pretty good, but it’s nothing Dr. Waltz can’t handle. He’s seeing me after Ray and Sevas.”
“Sevas was hurt, too? How? He doesn’t fight.”
“There was another dark specter waiting, deep inside the ruin,” Rion said stiffly. “Took over a huge monster and gave us what for, then broke into the hangar. But we got it. Filled some dreg containers, too, and Sevas isn’t hurt as badly as the rest of us. He just gets priority because his body goes into pain storms once his stress passes a certain threshold, and we don’t need to be out an engineer right now. The titans are messed up, but no one’s critical, at least.” Rion chuckled. “Plus he got to be heroic in front of his girl, so you know they’re going to get up to some explicit handholding tonight.”
Locke could hear Rion’s eyebrows raise in his voice and allowed himself a small laugh before he sighed in relief. If Rion could joke about explicit handholding, then they’d be fine.
“Good,” Locke said. “Any new thoughts on how to defeat the dark specter in Ultranoth?”
“We used standard shadow dreg technique—freeze it to stop it, then burn the hell out of it, then burn the ashes. It’s different from standard shadow dregs, though, in that it’s crazy fast. Ray and Cap were barely fast enough to freeze it, and a lot of it came down to my gravity magic holding it in place, but it’s so gooey, even that’s a challenge. Wish we had a time mage on our side.”
“Well, we’ve got that angle covered, Locke said. “One of our titans has a tier five time catalyst.”
“Ooh, nice. With reach?”
“A sword,” Locke said. “Solid. Not swiftmetal.”
“Naw, man, what you need is a wirewhip. I’ve got one on Ricochet, use it to extend my range. Makes it so you can shoot a connection at a target and convey your magic to it, beyond the standard distance. I use it to extend how far I can cast my gravity spells, but I don’t see why it can’t be used for time magic, too.”
“That’s what I was thinking of adding to Deathly Rhythm,” Bexley chimed.
Locke glanced her way. “Can you do that before tomorrow?”
“Not with the materials we have on hand, but if you’re willing to sacrifice a little swiftmetal, I can improvise an imitation. Can even have it ready for sparring in a bit.”
“Then let’s do it,” Locke said. “Any distance we can put between Sloan—well, any of us—and the dark specter is good.” Now he turned back to the radio. “Another quick question, Rion: Do any of you have experience using energy catalysts to generate lightning attacks?”
“Sure do. Cap uses lightning every now and then in Splendid Defender, at least when she fights. She doesn’t fight often, though, because she’s, you know, captaining.”
“Did she fight this dark specter? How’s lightning against creatures like this?”
“She was doing captain stuff this time around, so no,” Rion said. “But she’s messed up a few shadow dregs in her day. Lightning scrambles standard shadow dregs like it does any other monster—but the dregs can bounce back from it, and if dregs can recover, I think it’s reasonable to expect a dark specter to bounce back, too. That’ll also be another attack best done by wirewhip, by the way, especially with coefficients like yours. A wild lightning ball could easily ricochet in a bad way and fuck up your team.”
“Duly noted,” Locke replied. It increased his confidence in his lightning idea, knowing that someone like Captain Belista utilized the technique. He’d have to be careful with how he used it, but it was encouraging to know that it was already an established tactic in this world.
“So are y’all heading back to Endpoint City now that you have the specter samples?” he continued.
“Oh, naw, there’s a whole adventure’s worth of dungeon down here,” Rion replied, as if he was talking about a fun tabletop RPG romp instead of a ruin that could conceivably hold more of the exotic monsters that had just put him in Dr. Waltz’s infirmary. “Pretty nicely preserved, too, given how Ray’s acting like he’s got a hard-on for it.”
“Excuse me,” Ray objected from a muffled distance. “If you knew anything about archaeology, you’d be acting the same way.”
“See, this is why you can’t land a girlfriend, Ray,” Rion jibed away from the microphone.
“It’s not that; it’s a matter of finding the right one,” Ray grumbled back.
“Now that I’ve gotten Sevas laid, my goal in life is to find someone for Ray,” Rion continued to Locke, as if his injuries were now completely forgotten. “Anyway, we’re going to check out the rest of this ruin. Just saw your code ping as nearby and thought you’d make use of the update.”
“Thanks,” Locke said. “It does give us more to work with.”
“Rion out.”
The comm light flickered off.
***
The Blue Heron came upon a favorable space in the Skullwood soon, much clearer than Locke had anticipated finding in a forest this dense. A wide expanse of sporadic dark grass and rocks spanned before them, enclosed by a ragged ring of trees.
Locke and the other two pilots climbed back into their titans, and Bexley looked up at Titan Chimera expectantly.
“You had a wirewhip idea?” he called down through his speaker.
“Yep. Make a long, thin cable with your swiftmetal,” Bexley said, and then turned to Deathly Rhythm beside him. “Sloan, hand him one of your swords.”
“Oh, I see where this is going,” Locke replied. Sloan handed him the first of her two swords. Once he took it, he spooled a taut knot of swiftmetal around its forte, leaving the hilt free to grip. He then spun out a length of cable before securing its end around Deathly Rhythm’s dominant wrist.
“There,” Bexley said. “You’ll have to be cognizant of where the cable falls so you don’t get tangled up, but if you throw your sword well, that’ll give you a good bit of separation through which you can cast your time magic. An authentic wirewhip would be better—heck, with your matter aptitude, we could probably secure you a swiftmetal one in the future.”
“That’s … a bit much to keep track of,” Sloan said nervously. “I’m still getting used to my time magic, after all.” But then her voice brightened. “I could use another sword though!”
“Another?” Bexley’s face scrunched up. “You already have the two!”
“A thinner one, I mean. I’m used to slender swords. Bort’s old swords are so chunky. I don’t mind them, really, but at least one rapier would be better for when I want to dart in and out with some quick footwork.”
“That can be arranged.” Locke smiled inside his cockpit. She must have been feeling more comfortable in her mech if she was talking about customizations.
“I want to change the color of my titan, too,” Sloan added. “I don’t like this green. I like the teal green on my dresses. It’s a more relaxing color.”
“I can fix that, too.”
“And I want catalysts in the eyes,” Sloan continued.
Locke did pause after that request. “What for?”
“So my eyes can glow and look all imposing!”
“There are already lights in your eyes,” Bexley replied. “They’re called ‘Turn on your headlamps.’”
“But I want them to be green.”
Locke laughed. “We can discuss that part after we kick Ultranoth’s ass. So, shall we hop to it?”
The Blue Heron thus drifted down to land in the clearing, then eased back up above the trees once the three titans had disembarked.
“I’ll keep an eye out for any trouble,” Alyssa radioed from the control room.
“Sounds good,” Locke replied, then took in the sight of his companions and the surrounding terrain. The land itself was rocky, but mostly free of obstacles as if it had been scraped clean during some long past disaster. Or perhaps it had been the site of a settlement back before the death of the area’s dragon. Regardless, it was a good area to practice in.
The three titans formed a rough triangle with Long Shot to his left and Deathly Rhythm to his right.
“All right,” Locke declared. “We’ve got a fair bunch of things to try out, so let’s get started. Simplest first.” He turned toward Deathly Rhythm. “Sloan, that whipsword could give us a huge advantage at certain stages of the battle. We need to see how precisely you can wield it. Stationary targets first, then targets in motion. We’ll say …” He scanned the area for a decent candidate and saw one on the edge of the tree line, “That downed tree. See how many times you can hit it accurately.”
Deathly Rhythm nodded, and the titan strode forward until it was within striking distance of the log. Locke saw her test the balance of the blade along the way, perhaps figuring out how best to throw it.
Locke already knew it wasn’t optimal; the titan’s weapon was basically a short sword, designed and balanced for melee combat, not throwing.
But it was worth a shot, and Sloan obviously had some notion of how to make it work. She didn’t bother with a straightforward throw. Instead, she gripped the whip cable about a sword-length down and began to spin it to her side. She built up such momentum that the weapon became a blur—and then she released!
The sword shot toward the log like a bolt fired from a ballista. It missed the log, though, and plunged into the ground several yards beyond it with an earthy shink!
Sloan jerked the cable back, snatched the retreating sword out of the air, and spun it up into another blurring circle. She threw it again, and the sword landed closer to its mark. She yanked the sword back and tried again, and then again, repeating the exercise over and over, her attack landing closer to its mark with each throw.
As Locke watched, he began to notice subtle differences in how she approached each throw. Her wrist would twitch a little differently with each rotation of the sword, as if she was feeling out the best point in the arc at which to release it, and he began to spot little, almost infinitesimal changes in her mech’s posture, its center of gravity, which in turn affected the path of her attack.
It put him in mind of a housecat wiggling to calibrate an impending pounce.
And finally, after one final adjustment, the whipsword struck, skewering the rotted log in an explosion of splinters. Sloan yanked it out and threw it again. And again, and again, and again, each time striking without fail.
By the time she finished, the log was had been obliterated to little more than kindling.
“Damn!” Ember exclaimed. “You mean we could have been wrecking this much face this whole time?”
“Great job, Sloan!” Locke said. “I knew you had it in you!”
“Really? Yay!” Sloan squeaked, and brought Deathly Rhythm’s hands up to its face as if to hide a blush.
Locke chuckled at the image—really, it was absurd seeing a mech pose like a giggling schoolgirl—but it occurred to him that it indicated something else about Sloan’s connection with her mech. He could occasionally guess Ember’s mood through Titan Long Shot’s posture, and he was sure some of his own mannerisms slipped through to Titan Chimera—but Sloan’s personality didn’t merely slip through. When she was in it, Deathly Rhythm emoted like it was an extension of her very being, and he’d never seen another mech do that.
Given how quickly—and adeptly—she’d picked up the whipsword, Locke wondered if she wasn’t actually a natural inside a mech, and only inhibited by the bad memories she had of piloting.
“Ready to try a moving target?” Locke asked.
“Okay!” Sloan replied, and Deathly Rhythm jumped like it had just been picked to be on the cool kid’s mech team.
“Then come for me!” he shouted, then powered up his gravity catalysts and lunged for her mech.
Sloan hadn’t expected the lunge and instead dodged out of the way. “But I don’t want to hurt you!”
“Gotta hit me first!” Locke challenged, and now revved up his time catalyst, too. It wasn’t visible through his solid shoulder pauldron, but he detected a subtle bit of green backlighting emanating from underneath as a little puff of green excess magic plumed out of his louvers. The catalyst was still too low-level to be of exaggerated use in battle, especially compared to Sloan’s tier five catalyst, but 25% more speed was still 25% more speed, and combined with the force of his gravity catalysts, it gave him a nice little edge.
Sloan dodged him again, but this time spun up her whipsword and flung it. The first strike missed, but once again her strikes grew more and more accurate as she analyzed Locke’s pacing and patterns—and when Titan Chimera slid to a quick, heavy, and intentionally predictable stop at the end of one of its lunges, Sloan’s sword was waiting to connect.
Locke threw up one forearm to block at the last second—
Which was when the whipsword—still in midair—accelerated.
The sword slashed across his right side, bashing a small dent in his chest hatch armor and thoroughly scuffing his outermost decorative layer. Titans were, after all, durable machines.
“Nice! That was awesome!” Locke exclaimed as she yanked the whipsword back. “Did you use your time magic to speed it up just then?”
“Yep!” Deathly Rhythm shrugged. “It seemed like a reasonable use of the catalyst.”
“It absolutely is! If you can land blows like that on Ultranoth, we’ll have a huge edge against her! Not to mention against the dark specter itself, once we get it out of her. You land the sword in a puddle of specter goo, and you’ll be able to cut its speed in half. But there’s still something else we need to work on.” Locke reined in his excitement and crossed his arms over his chest in the most authoritative, captain-like pose he could muster, and then he looked to Sloan.
“What’s that?” Sloan asked.
Locke looked to Ember, and sent her a message privately.
And then he lunged for Deathly Rhythm.
Much to his delight, Sloan had already anticipated him. She flashed out of the way at accelerated speed and, given his close distance, adopted a fencing stance meant to plunge her sword toward his exposed back. Locke fired up his own time catalyst to dodge, but his 125% speed was no match for her 250% speed, and he felt the sword nick his back as she pulled her blow just shy of damaging him.
He recovered and pivoted, thrusting out his arm as he did, hoping to jab in from the side, but Sloan anticipated that, too. She dodged around him again, and again thrust for his back, making just enough of a dent to trigger his reflex link’s alert systems.
“You’re an absolute terror!” he shouted jubilantly. He blasted his magic into his gravity catalysts to jump and put some distance between them, then thudded to a weighty stop. He wasn’t giving this fight his all—he didn’t want to risk damaging their titans and so had kept most of his catalysts off and his swiftmetal stored—but he wasn’t trying to make it easy on her, either.
And yet he still hadn’t landed a single hit on her titan.
She’s got talent, he thought. That’s for sure.
Sloan didn’t let the distance stop her. She ran toward him with heavy, thudding footsteps until he was in throwing range and then flung the whipsword in his direction. He hadn’t even seen her spin it up, so quickly was she moving, and that accelerated speed applied to her weapon, too. The sword lodged itself between two of his armor plates, and he felt his every motion slow—his time magic clashing with hers—as she looped around him, her body now moving at regular speed. Locke grinned inside his mech. So she could focus her manipulation on specific areas, too.
Now he saw Deathly Rhythm form an armored fist through his slow-motion vision, likely ready to pull another punch on his head.
But then a bright blue flash consumed his peripheral vision—and then all his vision.
Time snapped back to regular speed. Locke’s reflex link alerted him to a patina of ice crackling on his titan’s chest and head, which quickly melted off his visual sensors to reveal Sloan now going for Titan Long Shot.
She’d failed to realize he was the distraction, which had left her open to Long Shot’s attack.
So like a cat, he thought wryly. She fixated on the motion.
Locke fired up his gravity catalysts and leapt toward Sloan from behind.
Sloan spun out of his way and flung her whipsword in his direction. The arc was different this time, he noticed too late. Instead of punching his plates, the weight of the sword whipped the cable around his left arm, catching it solidly enough for Sloan to whirr up her time catalyst and swing him into the ground at two-and-a-half times normal speed.
Or at least try to. Locke engaged his own time catalyst, dampening the effects of her magic, and used his gravity catalysts to stick the landing, anchoring his position with all the stubbornness of a mountain.
Locke clamped his fist around the cable that restricted his arm, leashing Sloan to his position. Ember saw the opening and charged both her arm catalysts for ice attacks, all while Sloan pulled on the swiftmetal cord, struggling to break free.
The sparring match came to an abrupt halt when a great, angry roar boomed across the clearing, and a timber drake half the size of a titan bolted out of the trees. Timber drakes were a more aggressive form of the generally docile wood drake. In keeping with that difference, its eyes were wild and furious—though not with shadow dregs, Locke noted with some relief.
That was when he saw his own chance. Sloan might have restricted his left arm, but his right arm was still free, and he was perfectly positioned to try his shiny new technique.
“Watch out, Sloan!” He charged his swiftmetal tank with electrical energy, pointed his hand at the encroaching monster, and launched a long, winding spear of sparking swiftmetal straight for it.
It plunged into the monster’s bark-like scales—timber drakes weren’t well armored—and blasted his final attack through the conductive medium. The drake erupted into a localized thunderstorm. Electricity coursed through its entire body, racking it with involuntary motion and sending the smell of smoke and burned meat wafting through the forest air.
And yet, when Locke pulled his lightning, it did not fall. With a ragged roar, the monster lunged with all the strength left in its dying body. Sloan snapped the restrictive cabling off her wrist, yanked her extra sword from its place on her back, and flashed forward in a blur to face the encroaching threat.
She sliced once, and the creature’s head fell separate from its body.
Locke withdrew his swiftmetal and watched as Sloan stood there, victorious, slashing the blood off her sword like a melodramatic anime hero.
“Yep,” Locke declared. “I think we’re ready to fight a dragon.”
Chapter Twenty-Four
They practiced a bit longer in the Skullwood, refining their techniques, fighting any other monsters that came their way, and generally pushing Sloan to her limits—which, Locke discovered, were delightfully high. It was absurd how good she was in her mech, and with every monster she took down, the more confident he became in the next day’s mission. Especially when she started presenting the monster corpses to him like Moppy had her mouse toys (or actual mice).
Locke briefly imagined Sloan skipping up to him with a dead Ultranoth in tow like she’d defeated her just for him. He got a good chuckle out of it, but then brushed the thought away. They couldn’t afford to kid about any aspect of tomorrow’s battle, not when Ultranoth could kill with a flick. Still, they were in a better position now than they’d ever been, and with the findings of the day’s session at his disposal, he now had enough information to start putting together a reasonable plan.
He considered the possibilities as he and the other titans filed back onto the Blue Heron and then flew back to the Morton Estate. The sun was well beneath the horizon by the time they reached it—which was why he was surprised to find Jeebs waiting to greet them in the mage car when they arrived, as if it was a reasonable hour for visitation.
It turned out that Lord and Lady Morton had thought to offer them accommodations for the night so they might enjoy a bit of luxury before embarking on tomorrow’s quest, in hopes that it might refresh and rejuvenate them for the mission.
It seemed a bit belated, given that they’d already been there a few days, but none of them were going to turn down the chance to sleep cozily in a castle.
“Oh, that’s not the only reason,” Bexley said as they migrated from the ship to the castle with their things. “Every time you get a bunch of people in a castle like this, there’s some dramatic hanky-panky for everyone to talk about at the next ball. They’re probably hoping Nigel will do some creeping to my room and change my opinion about marrying him.”
“Is he likely to creep?” Locke asked, his tone very serious. Nigel’s unwanted advances were one thing, but there was something altogether different about him entering a woman’s room at night uninvited.
“If he does, he’ll have to get through all the traps first,” Bexley said with a wicked grin. “The moment my parents let me move to the dungeon, I set up obstacles galore.”
“Wait, you lived in the sex dungeon?” Locke exclaimed. “And trapped it?”
“Hey, no man who gets taken out by a completely predictable spike-and-flame trap combo is worthy of getting the princess on the other side of it.”
“Seriously?”
She smiled mischievously.
Locke could only shake his head. “No wonder you and Ultranoth get along so well.”
“Think you can beat my traps?” Bexley jibed.
“Well, I beat Ultranoth’s,” Locke replied, and then perked. “Is that an invitation?”
“Not tonight.” Bexley winked at him. “Consider it your reward for when we save Ultranoth. Besides, you need to be in top condition for tomorrow, and what I have planned is not conducive to that,” she ended with a lascivious grin.
The mere suggestion sent a shock of eagerness through Locke’s middle. Bexley had plans? In her own personal sex dungeon? Which she’d lived in?
“Is it still going to be trapped?” he asked.
“Consider it foreplay,” Bexley replied, and Locke couldn’t decide if he found that more or less exciting.
***
Jeebs showed them all to separate rooms, but they were all in the same corridor, except Bexley’s, and part of the room tour had involved showing them the secret doors connecting all the rooms. Which signified that, yes, noble houses enjoyed dramatic hanky-panky so much that they literally structured their architecture to encourage it.
Locke’s room was quite similar to the one he’d woken up to after the first fight with Ultranoth, but bigger and more formally kept. The earlier room had given the impression of being haphazardly prepared—and probably was, given the circumstances in which he’d been placed there—but this one looked like Jeebs had spent all day giving it a good dusting and making sure the bed sheets and pillows were positioned just so. There was even a connected room that looked like it might’ve been intended as a private parlor for long-term guests to keep, when they wanted more intimate company during their stay. He wasn’t sure how much use he’d get out of it, but it was still a pleasant gesture on the part of the Mortons.
The parts he cared about most right now were the clawfooted mage bath in one corner and the extravagant bed, which looked large enough to accommodate an entire harem (by his standards, at least).
He took to the bath first to wash the grime of the day off—a dedicated energy furnace nestled behind it took care of heating and cooling various elements of the room, including the water—and then donned his usual t-shirt and boxers and settled into bed for the night.
His brain was still buzzing with plans for tomorrow, such that he struggled to switch it off for the night, but if he didn’t get any sleep, he knew he’d be at a significant disadvantage in battle.
The memory of Ultranoth’s interest in him didn’t help, either. She may have brought him to the edge of death, but before that, the way she’d treated him and Nigel suggested she could have other plans for them when they returned, and while he’d gladly fantasized about Death by Snu Snu back home … his reality now was different.
And he had some very different feelings about Death by Dragon Snu Snu.
He was glad when a distraction came in the form of a rustling from the wall nearest his bedside, and the creak of a hidden door panel opening.
Alyssa strode through, her body wrapped in her usual captain’s long coat, but clearly little else, which became obvious when she flopped down next to him under the covers, and the coat opened to reveal her short, satiny nightgown.
Six months ago, he would’ve startled at the idea of a woman inviting herself into his bed without preamble, but things had changed, and he with them. It wasn’t unusual for Alyssa to pop into his cabin in the evenings, or he into hers, and it wasn’t even always for sexy purposes. A lot of times they simply talked, about Alyssa’s books, about potential outings in the cities, about random questions Locke had about the world.
Tonight, though, was not a talking night, if the red cloth of her wardrobe was any indication. Still, she snuggled up to him as if it was. In turn, he pulled her closer.
“Worried about tomorrow?” he asked, though he knew the answer.
“Of course,” Alyssa sighed. “After all, the last dragon I encountered was Bloodguzzler the Vicious. It’s hard not to worry, given those memories.”
She laughed, but it was a small laugh, not entirely convinced. Locke wasn’t sure that there was anything he could say to convince her, especially given his own earlier thoughts on the matter.
Instead he nudged her chin up with his free hand.
“But think of it this way,” he said. “Dragons are tough, but they’re not invincible. Heck, Sloan’s killed one already.”
“She has?” Alyssa exclaimed, and Locke paused.
“You didn’t know?” he replied. “The cultists made her do it.”
“She never told me that,” Alyssa replied distantly.
And with that single piece of information, he felt the tension in Alyssa’s body began to relax. Some of it, anyway. He was fairly sure she wouldn’t be fully relaxed until they’d either defeated or saved the dragon, but then, that was true of his own tension as well.
Even so, he felt some of his worries diminish as she settled against him, as if the soft comfort of her presence was drawing them out.
She must’ve found similar comfort in his presence, for soon she relaxed enough to shift, and drew her mouth up to his.
After all, as they’d spent time together, each of them had discovered new forms of intimacy, and not all of them strictly sexual.
There was certainly lust in the way Alyssa pressed her lips into his, but there was also something tender, as if there was more to her desire than mere carnal appetite. She kissed him deep and slow and precise, like someone who had already learned the secrets of his mouth and still found it enticing to explore.
He kissed her back with the same tenderness, coursing his hands along the curve of her back to pull her closer, as her tongue ventured forth to find his, as his answered. He couldn’t recall how long they stayed there, just kissing, just enjoying the simple warmth of each other—warmth that they might never feel again if tomorrow’s endeavor went wrong.
That reminder of mortality must have hit them both at once, for suddenly their tongues intertwined with now-ravenous vigor. Alyssa’s hands crept underneath the tight stretch of Locke’s shirt while his hands ventured past the edge of her nightgown, to grasp her firm butt.
Now he rolled over onto her, tracing his lips from her mouth, down her chin, along her delicate jaw, to that tender place just behind her ear, where the mere feeling of his breath sent a shudder through her body.
“Oh …” she sighed, barely a word, barely a breath, and then slid her hands around him to pull off his shirt.
He let out his own satisfied sigh as her hands played upon his back, fingers trailing his defined muscles as if trying to memorize his every contour. He kissed down her neck as her hands explored, now memorizing the muscles of his chest, and he felt the heat of her breath on his neck, too—increasingly slow, but increasingly eager.
“You ready to feel more of me?” he asked, knowing exactly how he’d like to feel her, and with what.
“Not yet,” Alyssa breathed. “I just … I want to feel you against me.”
“I can certainly oblige,” he answered huskily, and lowered the weight of his chest onto hers.
She sighed as he pressed against her, as he plunged his arms underneath her back and pulled her closer to him. Her hips moved to press against his, too, and he answered with his own, swirling his pelvis against hers, though no deeper contact had been made. Even so, he could feel her nipples through her sheer nightgown, hardening against the flesh of his chest in an unmistakable expression of desire.
“This won’t be our last time,” Locke whispered into her neck. “I refuse to be killed by something as mundane as a dragon.”
“Oh?” Alyssa breathed out a small laugh. “What would it take to kill you, Mr. God-Tier Void Mage?”
“I plan on dying in bed with a beautiful woman by my side, probably from too much sex.”
“That’s a lot of sex,” Alyssa laughed. “Not even the god Vidonis died from too much sex.”
“Then I’ll aspire to that standard first. Shall we practice?”




“I—” Alyssa began, but then he eased his head down to her chest, kissed the lightly-perfumed swell of her breasts, and elicited a small gasp. “I want …”
“What do you want?” Locke breathed, kissing along the nearest full arc.
“I want you to put a baby in me,” Alyssa gasped.
“What, like right now?” Locke laughed.
“No, but … one day,” Alyssa breathed. “I want to carry your baby. I want you to father my child.”
“Oh? And what makes you say that?” Locke chuckled lightly, tracing his lips to her other breast.
“Because … you’ve—ah!” she gasped and cried as he licked her nipple through her nightgown. “You took my family’s failing company and … made it a success.”
“Oh, so it’s purely economic, then?” Locke teased.
“Not only ec—oh!” Now he grazed his teeth against her nipple, and her back arched into him in sudden pleasure. “You’re capable in so many ways,” she continued in a quick breath. “In a titan. As an airship captain. As a lover.”
“Go on,” Locke breathed, feeling himself harden with every word of her praise.
“And you’re a good man,” she finished. “You take care of us. In every way.”
“I do, don’t I?” Locke grinned mischievously.
Now he felt her hands trace down to the muscles of his butt, then around, and forward.
“Come inside me,” she breathed. “I want to feel you inside me.”
Locke felt the cloth of his boxers slide down, and his cock slip out against the satiny cool of her bedclothes.
“Tell me more,” he said into her chest, as he guided one hand down to accommodate her. “What do you want to feel?”
“I want to feel every inch of you,” she replied, her breath shuddering as she felt his hand grace the folds of her most feminine feature, as she felt his fingers draw his tip close to her.
“Like this?” He worked his hips forward. God, she must have been wet before she’d even come to him this night. His tip slipped past her opening so easily, it took effort to keep it from going deeper.
“More,” she breathed, and Locke pressed himself a little bit further inside.
“More?” Locke asked.
“Gods, Locke, stop teasing me,” Alyssa heaved.
“You need to be more specific,” he laughed.
“I want to feel you all the way at the back of me,” she replied. “I want you to fill me up—ooh!”
The noise that came from her as Locke obliged was deep and heaving with pleasure. He pumped his groin forward and sent the remainder of his shaft inside, to its very base.
“And now?” Locke teased. “Is that it?”
Now Alyssa glared at him, slightly annoyed.
“Tell me exactly what you want me to do to you,” he grinned back, unfazed.
Now her face reddened with something other than exertion. Maybe embarrassment. Maybe determined, lustful desire. “I want you to pound into me,” she heaved impatiently. “I want you to pound me so hard, I can feel you when you’re not there. I want to feel you inside me, even when you’re gone.”
“You sure?” Locke asked. “You know what I’m capable of.”
“I am,” Alyssa said, and now she looked up at him with eyes dark with lust. “I want you to wreck me like it’s our last night together.”
Locke smiled, then returned his lips to hers.
“As you wish,” he breathed into her mouth—and then raised himself from her and turned her over. She wanted a pounding? Well, he knew how to do that, and how she liked it, and it wasn’t on her back. Even so, he scooped her up from the bed and hugged her against him until her back was flat against his chest. He kissed her neck as his strong arms pinned her there.
“You want it?” he said.
“Yes,” she breathed, her legs trembling with anticipation.
He kissed her again, this time behind her ear, and whispered:
“Then take it.”
From this position, her legs were already spread wide and dripping with eagerness for him. His cock was already prominent between them, just waiting to be guided to its proper place, and so he moved one hand down, and did so.
A single powerful smash of his hips thrust him to the very back of her, and an ecstatic moan escaped her lips. He rocked his hips back and forward, in and out, grinding himself into her from behind even as the sensuous press of her ass sent tingles of pleasure down his own legs.
He grabbed her breasts as he thrust, strategically catching her nipples between his fingers as her body bounced into shudders from the force of his cock.
It was delicious, but soon he moved his hands out to grasp her arms, to pull her down so he could deliver the depth of force she desired. He pumped his hips against her buttocks like an overheating machine, as his dick plunged into her again and again, deeper this time, as her breasts bobbed tantalizingly on his every thrust, as the enthusiasm of her own lust spilled down her spread legs and gathered on the sheet beneath them.
Damn, she was always so hot in this position.
But he knew he could go deeper.
He licked her neck and then murmured, “Bend over,” into the space beneath her ear.
She moved, but he helped her, pressing her down until her ass was in the air, and his dick still inside her. He clasped his hands on those perfect hips and bent over her, pressing his chest into her back.
“You want it?”
“Yes,” Alyssa breathed.
“You sure you want it?” he repeated, and then pulled out and jammed himself forward into the back of her, as if to press the point. “You sure you can take that over and over until I’m done?”
“Yes!” Alyssa heaved. “Please! I want you! I want all of you! Ride me as hard as you want! Ravish me until you’re sated!”
“I can certainly oblige,” he said darkly, and then licked her neck and lifted himself back up. He turned his eyes to the space between his own legs. Fuck, he loved everything about this sight, but he especially loved the sight of his own cock plunged deep into her hungry body. He loved the sight of her folds pulling upon him as he eased out, pressing upon him as he slammed back in, as if it was starving and he was the only thing that could feed it.
He pulled back and then thrust back in, faster and faster, the clap of flesh upon flesh echoing in his ears, her eager juices running down the inside of her legs. Her glorious moans joined the symphonic din of his erotic pleasure. Her back arched with every thrust and ebbed with every retreat, like she was the ocean and he was the moon.
His pleasure was building, but he wasn’t close yet. He bent over her further for a new angle, pressing her deeper into the bed, and still he rammed his hips at the same furious pace, his own breaths becoming audible with every stroke.
Something was different this time, and he knew exactly what it was.
He’d never faced his own mortality like this, not even in the car crash that had claimed his legs. At least that tragedy had come with the luxury of surprise. He hadn’t known that day might have been his last.
This time he knew what he faced, knew it had already nearly killed him once. He had time in which to worry about it, to dwell on the fact that it might be the end of him this time.
And that made him want to leave something of himself behind in this world.
“I love you,” he breathed as he made that effort. He wasn’t sure why he chose that moment to say those words, other than that they felt right. Emotionally. Intellectually.
And physically.
“O-oh, Locke!” Alyssa moaned, her voice ragged with fatigue.
It was fatigue he felt, too, but he couldn’t stop, wouldn’t allow himself to stop until he had spilled every last drop of his seed into her. He was aware only of her delicious, exhausted moans, of her tight, wet, perfect pussy, and of his hot, throbbing dick as it demolished the inside of her.
He leaned further against her, clamped his arms around her chest, snatching her breasts with voracious hands as he pounded into her, harder and harder, as hard as he’d ever gone—
Until she shuddered beneath him. Her back arched against his chest with such ecstatic strength that she made him jump. A delighted, weak squeal of a moan slipped past her wide-open lips, and that was all he needed.
His entire body twitched as he unloaded into her, still pumping back and forth, but more gently now, less desperate, now that his body had achieved its primal desires. He flopped over on the bed, still holding Alyssa close to his chest, and still rolling his hips into hers as his body emptied out.
“Gods, you’re … still going,” she breathed, her voice ragged.
Locke laughed, then kissed her neck. “You did say you wanted me to put a baby in you.”
“I’ve got my gem on,” she chuckled breathily.
“We can consider this practice,” Locke replied, and continued to grind himself into her. “Gotta make sure it all gets up in there. We don’t want to waste a drop.”
Alyssa laughed to that, and angled her hips to take him deeper from this position. Soon she nestled into him, taking this easy penetration like it was a relaxing internal massage—and then arching as she came again.
“Damn, I wasn’t even trying that time,” Locke said.
“It doesn’t take much when it’s you,” Alyssa replied with a laugh.
***
He lay there with Alyssa for some time after, simply enjoying the afterglow of her presence—but it wasn’t long before he heard another telltale rustle, this time from the other side of his room. He craned his neck to see a segment of wall in his private parlor open up, and Ember slinked through, her lips curled into a smile of impending mischief.
And then she looked up and saw Alyssa in his bed.
“Ughhh, really?” she groaned. “I knew I shouldn’t have taken such a long bath.”
“Aww, me too!” moaned another voice, and Sloan’s pouty face peered around the doorjamb, behind Ember.
“You say that as if Locke’s not the most vigorous man any of us have ever met,” Alyssa retorted from beneath the bedsheets. “I’m sure he can find extra energy for you.”
Locke heaved a sigh. At the moment, he felt deflated with exhaustion, but at the same time, with three sexy women in his room, two of whom were apparently as eager for him as Alyssa had been … He could see himself making a quick recovery.
Then he remembered—
“Ember, I thought you were on your lady week,” he chimed from the bed.
“You say that as if we don’t have gems for these sorts of things,” Ember replied, indicating a red stud earring in the ear that wasn’t occupied by her usual white gem, as if it should have been obvious.
Locke had no idea what the gem was or how exactly it worked, but he was pretty sure he knew what it prevented. And given how outrageously horny Ember had been this whole trip …
“Are you feeling vigorous?” Sloan asked, and pushed into full view in what Locke recognized as one of the sexy pirate ensembles he’d bought for her on their date. Honestly, he’d felt rather drained a moment ago, but at the sight of that corset, cinched skirt, and Ember’s skintight magesuit …
“He is,” Ember insisted, and strode into the room. “At least, if that’s what I think it is, and not some spontaneously-growing bed fold.”
Locke sat up, slightly embarrassed at how inconspicuous his body was being, but quickly reasoned that, well, the girls were here for that exact inconspicuous thing.
Sloan scurried in behind Ember, her usually slit pupils broadened into eager circles, and both came eagerly at the bed.
“Well, I suppose I’ll leave you to it, then.” Alyssa stood from the bed with a satisfied yawn, and then made for her own secret door.
Ember and Sloan jumped onto the bed with him before the door was even closed.
“Both of you at once?” he exclaimed.
In all his months on the Blue Heron, he’d never slept with more than one woman at a time. Sure, he’d imagined it, but only ever as a fantasy, never something he’d personally suggest. It somehow felt … crass. Too improper for a gentleman like him to engage in.
But then, that was by the standards of his home.
He definitely wasn’t in Kentucky anymore.
And well, Sloan and Ember were coming at him of their own accord. As if it was a perfectly normal occurrence. And that changed things.
“Well, we’ve all got to rest for our mission tomorrow,” Ember said, lying next to him and pressing her chest conspicuously against his own. “So I figured this would be the most efficient way to handle it. Otherwise one of us will be up all night waiting for the other to finish with you, and it’ll affect our performance.”
“Sexy as ever, Ember,” Locke deadpanned.
“I can be pragmatic and horny at the same time,” Ember retorted, “and gods, I’ve been horny all week!”
“I don’t care who else is present as long as I’m here!” Sloan chimed happily, and flopped down on Locke’s other side.
“Invite Bexley and we can make a full party,” Locke said, half jokingly.
“Oh, Bexley wants you all to herself,” Ember stated. “I think she’s down in her dungeon right now, planning stuff.”
“Well, Bexley does take her endeavors seriously.” Locke replied, and felt his dick already recovering at the mere thought of the “stuff” Bexley might be planning.
But then Bexley, obviously, wasn’t the only one with plans.
Without further ado, Ember planted a tender kiss on his cheek, then worked her way along his jaw until she found his lips.
Sloan grabbed the bedsheets, before yanking them off him entirely.
With that, Locke bobbed into visibility, already hard and eager for whatever was to come next.
Ember kept her lips on his mouth, but soon he felt another soft pair of lips below, kissing around the base of his cock and then up his shaft until they reached the tip, and nibbled there.
A pleasant little noise escaped his throat, muffled by Ember’s mouth, and in response, her hand slid down to where Sloan was, stroking his trunk while Sloan suckled his tip. He’d barely gotten used to the sensation when both of them moved, as if in sync, Ember’s head joining Sloan’s down at his middle. Now they both tended to him, Ember kissing up one side of him, Sloan licking up the other.
His head sank back into the pillow with a contented sigh as they did, savoring the luxurious attention these two women lavished upon him.
Ember unzipped her magesuit so that her breasts spilled out into the open, nipples already erect and pink, and when Sloan loosened her corset, hers emerged as two soft mounds of pale, perfect flesh.
The two women pressed their chests together, trapping his dick in the wonderful, warm softness of their flesh and taking turns licking and kissing the length of him that was still visible, sometimes kissing each other.
Locke thought it might have been accidental at first, but as coordinated as they were, he quickly came to realize this was probably not the first time they’d … coordinated. And given how Sloan had performed on her first night with him, he was pretty sure she’d gotten lessons.
And suddenly, the idea of the two of them together made his dick that much harder.
“I think he likes it,” Ember purred, before she took his throbbing tip into her mouth.
“Me too, me too!” Sloan insisted, and nudged Ember aside with her face to take him fully into her throat.
God, it took every scrap of his effort to not bust all over their faces right then and there, and he wasn’t even doing anything. He sat up and watched them as their lips fought over his tip, as their breasts pressed together around his dick, as their nipples rubbed against each other in an absurd approximation of a kiss.
“You seem to be getting a little excited,” Ember said huskily. She lapped the first spurt of pre-cum off his tip and then suckled the spot. When she finished, she looked up at him with smoldering eyes. “So, which of us will you take?”
“Both,” he growled before he could even think about it.
At once, the two lifted off him without instruction and crawled onto their knees, turning their backs to him. Those areas were still clothed, but the meaning was evident, and he promptly slipped one hand beneath Ember and unzipped her magesuit until it was fully open—and no longer able to contain the wetness it had been holding back.
His hand came away gooey, and well, since it was already wet, he decided to make use of it.
He shoved two fingers inside her at once, eliciting a delighted squeal that only grew as he scissored them back and forth within her moist, eager flesh.
“Hey, what about me?” Sloan pouted.
“Oh, you’ll get attention, too.” Locke replied huskily, and shoved his hand underneath her cinched pirate skirt. A squeal even higher than Ember’s belted out of her throat, and she clenched her thighs around his hand and coiled her tail around his arm as he twisted his fingers inside her, thrusting to reach and probe every delicious contour.
Fuck, it was amazing seeing the two of them squirming before him from nothing but his fingers—but at the same time, a central part of him missed the warmth of their presence, and as they writhed beneath him, he formed an idea of what he wanted to try.
Both moaned when he pulled out his fingers, until he commanded, “On your backs. Edge of the bed.”
The two did as he ordered with eager grins on their faces, lying next to each other, legs spread wide and open to him for whatever was to come next.
He didn’t wait for their banter this time. Ember was closest, so he grabbed both her ankles to spread her legs even wider, positioned himself with his hips, and then thrust himself straight in. A startled but ecstatic wail escaped from her lips. She was so tremendously wet that she had no difficulty taking in his familiar girth.
Now he pumped his hips vigorously against her, watched hungrily as her breasts jiggled on the force of his thrusts, as her face shifted into a stare of vapid pleasure—but before she could reach her height, he yanked himself out. Just as hungrily, he snatched Sloan’s ankles and thrust himself between her thighs, eliciting the same elated wail, the same face—and then pulled himself out again before she could climax.
He switched feverishly between the two of them, bringing them closer to the peak of their pleasure and then leaving them moments away from their tantalizing summits.
“Gods, Locke, I’m always so close!” Ember heaved. “Stop doing that.”
“Me, too,” Sloan pouted.
“Oh, are you getting bored?” Locke smiled slyly. “Should I stop?”
“No!” both women cried in unison.
“Faster!” Ember gasped as he pounded her. “Harder!”
Just then, Sloan’s eyes gleamed with cat-like mischief. She rolled onto Ember, pressing her bare breasts against Ember’s own, and her pelvis against Ember’s in a way that put both of their most feminine parts within tantalizing proximity.
“Take us both at the same time!” Sloan said brightly, lifting her tail to make her own parts more conspicuous.
In his normal state of mind, Locke might have thought this too strange for even him, but he was already fucking two girls, and one of them was a catgirl—and the sight of their bright red pussies stacked on top of each other, their eager juices mingling, overrode every logical thought he might have had.
And well, if there was a chance of him dying tomorrow, he might as well live tonight to the fullest.
“Fuck yes,” he groaned, and then plunged himself back into Ember, then Sloan, then Ember, pumping back and forth with ridiculous speed. It was deliriously fascinating, going from Ember’s hot, tight, pussy, to Sloan’s soft, squeezing pussy and experiencing the clear difference at this speed. And soon he realized that he could pleasure both at the same time, just in a different way.
The next time he returned himself to Ember, he thrust his fingers into Sloan, such that both women moaned and writhed in pleasure before him. He couldn’t see properly from this angle, but he imagined their breasts pressing into each other, teasing each other as erotically as he was teasing them—and that gave him another idea.
“Sloan, turn over,” he commanded.
The catgirl followed his order to lay atop Ember, her cheeks flush, her grin wide and hungry.
“Which of us are you going to finish?” she asked.
“Both, of course.”
“How do you plan on doing that?” Ember challenged.
“Oh, you’ll see,” Locke grinned mischievously. “You’re feeling a bit mischievous yourself, aren’t you?”
Ember replied with her own wicked grin. “You know it.”
“Then play with Sloan.”
“But I want you, Locke!” Sloan whined.
But then Ember’s eyes shone with an playful light, as her hands slithered up to Sloan’s body. One of her hands ventured down between Sloan’s legs, while the other teased one of her breasts, caressing it and occasionally brushing a nipple in a way that made Sloan flinch with delight (though she bit her lip to try to hide her smile).
“You’ll get me, too,” Locke replied, and then leaned down to tend Sloan’s other nipple. She squealed as he suckled her bright pink tip, using his hands to gently caress her waist.
Locke eased them away, and moved down to where the both women were most eager. He swore he could see them both throbbing for him, and so he took his tongue and licked up both of them at the same time. Both squealed as he did so, and squealed more as he stood to bear over them, took his tip in hand, and traced it against their throbbing lower lips, never entering, just tantalizing.
“Fuck, Locke, just put it in already,” Ember moaned.
“Yes!” Sloan squealed. “Put it in! Put it in!”
Now Locke loomed over both of them, pressing his chest against Sloan’s and coursing his hands through Ember’s hair.
“You want it?” he growled.
“That’s what I’ve been sayin’!” Ember cried.
“Yes!” Sloan squealed again, clawing her hands against his back as if he’d already made her finish.
“All right, then,” Locke breathed again. “Since you asked so politely.”
While Locke had never given genuine consideration to taking multiple women at a time, it was perhaps inaccurate to say he’d never imagined it. After all, he’d once been a teenage boy with plentiful access to the Internet and a brain wholly shaped by anime and comics. He had absolutely imagined himself in peak comic book hero form, taking on multiple waifus at once, never anticipating that he’d be in a position to actually enact those fantasies.
Well, now he definitely had the body, and he definitely had the waifus.
And if he was going to live the dream, he might as well live it hard.
He had incredible muscles, after all, and he planned to use them.
He slipped his arms behind Ember’s back, and then with a tremendous flex lifted both her and Sloan up so that they were vertical, Sloan sandwiched between them. He already heard Ember moan as she slid down the length of his dick, as the weight of Sloan pushed her down further.
He felt Ember’s hands snatch for the flesh of his back, as if fearing he wouldn’t be able to support her with his own strength, but between his muscle and Sloan’s lightness, he was certain he could. Still, he didn’t at all mind the hungry clawing of her fingers against his skin. He clapped his hands upon her firm butt to hold her. Sloan wrapped her arms around his neck, too, and the sensation of two different women clawing greedily for his flesh sent a renewed surge of lust through his entire body.
“I’m going to plough you both until you squeal,” he growled, and then, before either of them could reply, did.
He drew his hips back and then smashed them back up into Ember, slamming his dick to the very back of her and at the same time, dragging the flesh of his pelvis against Sloan’s. He may not have put anything inside her, but he didn’t need to, for the most significant mound of her own sensitive flesh was positioned in just the perfect spot for the motion of his hips to rub with every thrust.
He held Ember in place as his hips gyrated into her, his strong hands grasping her ever more tightly with each blow, just as her hand scratched his back in the rhythm of her pleasure. Her mouth opened in absolute delight over Sloan’s shoulder, and Sloan herself wore a similar expression, biting her lip as his hips rolled against her most sensitive parts. He traced his eyes between them as her breasts shuddered from the force of his thrusts, as her long white hair fell between them to tease her nipples. She moaned again as her sensitive nipples brushed against his chest—and that sent another surge of vitality through him.
He brought his hips back and smashed them up, again and again and again. Ember’s ecstatic breaths turned into cries of lascivious delight as he demolished every inch of the dripping, wanton lust between her thighs.
“Gods! Fuck! Yes! Split me open!” Her fingers dug into his flesh, and Sloan held onto his neck as if for dear life.
He could feel them both trembling against him now, as every roll of his motion brought them closer to their peaks—and then, finally, reached them.
Ember and Sloan both cried out in absolute ecstasy, at the exact moment his own excitement peaked, and he spilled everything that was left of him into Ember.
Sloan positively melted between the two of them, so pleased that she apparently no longer cared that he hadn’t finished inside her. Soon Ember just let go of him and flopped off his dick, back onto the bed, apparently too exhausted to care about the effects of gravity, even when Sloan flopped down on top of her.
It was in that moment that all of Locke’s energy gave out, too, and he crashed onto the bed beside the two women.
“Well,” he said, “if I die tomorrow, at least I’m going out happy.”
Chapter Twenty-Five
“So, which of you is going to seduce the dragon?”
Under normal circumstances, Locke would have seen Ember roll her eyes at the question, but since she was the one who asked, he rolled his eyes for her and then piled a smaller-than-usual amount of bacon onto his plate. The entire party had gathered in the dining room for breakfast alongside Bexley’s parents and Nigel, but no one was eating very extravagantly, likely for similar reasons as Locke. Sloan’s adeptness with her mech gave them a welcome addition to their arsenal, but they were still going up against a dragon, and he couldn’t help but worry.
“I’m just saying,” Ember added, “that has obvious tactical uses that no one is exploring.”
“You are not allowed to seduce a dragon,” Lady Morton said to Nigel. “You’re still engaged to our daughter, after all.”
“Haven’t I earned an engagement yet?” Locke jibed. “I mean, I am fighting a dragon for her.”
“And he has proposed,” Bexley offered. “However informally.”
Suddenly a din rose from the table, composed of variations of “What? When? How?” from everyone but Ember and Sloan, who responded with variations of “Oh, shit! Plot twist!” and “When are you going to ask me?”
Locke froze. He hadn’t intended to bring it up, but now that Bexley had, he figured he might as well go with the flow.
“Literally, all I did was suggest it as a way to save the estate.”
“Oh, is that all?” Ember said with a raised eyebrow. “I suppose proposing for economic reasons is good enough for Bexley, but I’m expecting a little more effort before you ask me.”
“And me!” Sloan added.
“I would at least like a romantic dinner to be involved,” Alyssa said.
“Wait,” Locke sputtered, “so you all just assumed I’d propose to you?”
“Of course,” Ember said, as if it were a perfectly normal thing. “Why wouldn’t you?”
As Locke swept his eyes along Ember’s sexy skintight magesuit, Alyssa’s voluptuous captain’s uniform, Sloan’s miniskirt pirate wear, and Bexley’s … everything, he couldn’t deny that he saw her point. But it was still strange hearing everyone say it out loud. At a table with other people. Including Bexley’s parents. And a potential suitor.
Bexley’s mom didn’t seem to mind the implication at all, though, and stirred her tea with a satisfied grin, obviously thinking about how Bexley’s husband’s eventual harem could also pool its resources to help the estate.
God, what a weird world he’d fallen into.
“Ember does have a point, though,” Nigel continued. “Much as I would rather not die in the embrace of a dragon—today, at least—it is a point worth considering, and we don’t actually have a plan yet.”
“I do have a plan,” Locke objected, and then briefly outlined all that he’d pondered the previous night.
“Ah, yes, the lightning strategy,” Nigel replied. “I hadn’t considered that. Even if it does damage Ultranoth herself in addition to the dark specter, dragons heal quickly, so she’ll very likely survive. At which point you simply stab where she’s vulnerable to draw the remaining dregs out.”
“The challenge remains,” Locke said, “that there are only so many soft places to stab on a dragon. The undersides of her arms and legs look the most vulnerable to me.”
“There’s a spot at the base of the skull that’s fairly soft, too.” Nigel indicated a point on the back of his head. “It’s lack of armor makes it easier for them to bend their heads back. The inside of a dragon’s mouth is also particularly vulnerable, especially since a well-aimed blow can go straight through its soft palate and into its brain.”
“I don’t want to get anywhere near a dragon’s mouth,” Locke stated. “Plus, we don’t want to kill her if we can help it.”
“Well, there is one other place,” Nigel trailed off into a sip of tea as if it wasn’t something he could voice in polite company, but the way Bexley snorted at the suggestion left no doubt in Locke’s mind as to what it was.
“Oh my god, I am not stabbing a dragon in the pussy. That’s just invasive, at the very least. And I’m far too much of a gentleman to even consider it. Even if she is trying to kill me.”
“But that’s the thing,” Ember insisted. “She wasn’t trying to kill you, at least at first. She was very clearly playing rough with you.”
“She smashed up my organs!” Locke exclaimed. “I vomited in my own mech. I vomited blood.”
“I mean, that’s still playing rough,” Bexley mused.
“My point is, I’m not into that,” Locke stated. “And I would rather not relive it.”
“I’m just saying,” Ember added, “you’ve been talking about finding her squishy bits without acknowledging that her entire human form is mostly squishy bits. Hells, she mostly wears smoke. And the way she came at both of you, she definitely wants to wear less.”
Locke was about to object—how many times had he said he wasn’t going to fuck a dragon?—but then he remembered something Sevas had said, when they’d first explored the possibilities of seducing a dragon:
If he was close, with his void bracer, he could use magic directly onto Ultranoth’s unprotected body.
“You look like you just had an epiphany,” Bexley said.
“Oh my god.” Locke rubbed his forehead. “I think Ember’s right.”
“Of course I’m right. Plus there’s no better time to stab someone than when you’re in the midst of doing it. That’s like, peak vulnerability.”
Locke narrowed his eyes at Ember. “How can you say that so casually?”
“Still on my most feminine week. Pretty much every emotion I have right now is either horny or wanting to stab something.” She grinned wolfishly. “And this involves both.”
“What’s your idea?” Bexley asked Locke. “You weren’t nearly so eager two seconds ago.”
“I’m not eager now,” Locke retorted. “But I have Sevas’ void bracer, and I can hide it under my sleeve. Without it, my only option was to just stab her and hope for the best, but the void bracer gives me plenty of advantages.”
“How confident are you that the bracer will have the desired effect?” Alyssa asked. “As far as I know, you haven’t even tested it yet.”
“That’s easy to do, though,” Locke replied, then glanced to Bexley. “And honestly, I have just the perfect idea to test it out before we go. After all, your vest still needs a proper funeral.”
“Rest In Peace,” Bexley said reverently, bowing her head.
“There’s also the issue of her body mass disappearing when she’s in human form,” Alyssa added. “We don’t even know where the rest of her goes, and how that affects the dark specter.”
“True, but at some point we just have to dive in and risk it,” Locke said. “The bracer’s still worth a try, and if it doesn’t work, Ember and Sloan can attack to give me time to get back to Titan Chimera. I’ll insist on their presence.”
“Ooh. Kinky,” Ember said.
“Shit, it’s going to be so hard to top all the weird sex you’ll be having,” Bexley groaned.
“I trust in your abilities,” Locke said, and then sighed. “In fact, I’ll probably be looking forward to them more than usual after this.”
“Should I still come?” Nigel asked. “After all, you have your plan, and I’m no mage.”
“You’re the dragon expert, though,” Bexley said, “not to mention someone else that Ultranoth’s crushing on. It could be useful to have you as sexy backup.”
“Smashing,” Nigel said.
Strangely, Locke couldn’t tell from his tone whether he meant it ironically … or eagerly.
“So, is that the plan, then?” Alyssa asked. “Locke’s going to seduce Ultranoth?”
“And if that doesn’t work, we’ll go about this the standard way,” Locke said. “Hit monster until monster stops moving.”
With that, he drank down the last of his breakfast juice, with a vigor that wished it was something a little stronger.
“Well. Let’s go fuck a dragon, I guess.”
***
Before Locke could fuck the dragon, though, he had to test the essential piece of his plan, so he and his crew gathered in the garden courtyard while Bexley built an impromptu pile of funeral kindling from loose sticks and leaves that the gardeners hadn’t yet cleaned from beneath the messy topiaries.
Once it was large enough, she strode toward the pile with a reverent, solemn gait, the fold of orange cloth in her hands held out with equal reverence. She laid it gently atop the pile of sticks like a national flag being retired from service, and then strode back to where Locke and the others had gathered twenty feet away (what he hoped was a safe distance).
“Is that the same vest you were wearing when I showed you the Copper Drakehawk?” Nigel exclaimed. “Gods, it was straining then! I’m astonished it lasted this long.”
“It was a worthy piece of clothing,” Bexley replied solemnly. “And now it will receive a worthy sendoff.” She turned to Locke, standing by her side, and grinned wickedly. “Blow it up, Locke.”
He was about to respond with a casual, “Will do,” but given the tremendous service the vest had rendered, figured it deserved a more ceremonious sendoff. So he lifted his right magesuit sleeve with care and clasped the void bracer around his forearm.
A closer look told him that the catalysts had the density of tier two materials—the stronger a catalyst was, the more solid its honeycomb patterns looked—so Sevas must’ve somehow upgraded them before implanting them, given that there was no upgrade mechanism on the device itself. They wouldn’t be as powerful as tier two catalysts in a titan, simply because of their smaller size, but it still wasn’t a power level to brush off.
Now Locke stepped forward and held his right hand out, like an overpowered hero about to deliver a final blow.
“Wait, what’s this nonsense?” Bexley interrupted. “This is a serious occasion. The Vest deserves screaming balls.”
“Energy balls,” Locke insisted. “And I thought you wanted me to be reverent.”
“I want you to blow the hell out of it. Send it off with a bang.”
“That I can also do.” Locke grinned, and assumed the energy ball stance. He screamed a long and vigorous scream truly worthy of all the delight he’d taken from that vest, screamed until his voice cracked, until the bright white ball grew to the size of his torso, and then he flung it with the force of all those memories.
The funereal display exploded into a blast of incandescent, celestial white. When it faded, The Vest had ascended entirely, taking with it the entire pile of sticks, and part of the stonework beneath.
When the light cleared, Bexley punched the air with her fist.
“You served me well, old friend, but I’ve grown,” she said. “Now, let’s save another old friend.”
Chapter Twenty-Six
Titan Chimera strode boldly and regally toward the doors of Dark Ultranoth’s innermost sanctum, completely unthwarted, and as ready as it would ever be. Titan Long Shot and Titan Deathly Rhythm lurked cautiously behind, keeping their eyes open for sudden threats, while Bexley dismounted from Nigel’s horse to make her essential contribution to the mission.
She adopted her typical spine-twisting pose, bent forward in a chest bearing thrust, and cooed:
“Melons.”
The doors opened up without a hitch.
Locke didn’t like it one bit.
They’d been able to pass both the corridor and bone room without any conflict, despite the fact that Ultranoth could use her magical connection to her lair to see them coming, and the implication didn’t sit well in Locke’s gut.
“Why isn’t she attacking?” he muttered to himself, as Bexley mounted Nigel’s magitek horse.
The lack of violence was somehow more unnerving than a direct confrontation.
And when they all strode into the dragon’s chamber, it was once again completely unimpeded.
In fact, they found the dragon already in human form, lounging on the library couch with what looked like a polite romance and little more than a wisp of dark smoke swirling around her most intimate bits.
Scratch that, caressing her most intimate bits.
In fact, there was a whole pile of similar romances tossed sloppily around the couch, easily days’ worth of reading, with the one that had been cracked open on the lounge some days before holding a place of honor on a tea table nearby. Clearly, she’d found some interesting reading material that wasn’t about the moon.
“Oh gods, has she not been rampaging because she’s been reading romance books?” Ember asked over the radio.
“A dragon not rampaging is the opposite of a problem,” Locke replied, though the situation made him uncomfortable. Even if their plan did begin with him seducing Ultranoth, he hadn’t expected to be able to just walk up to her.
“Ooh, she’s been reading the good ones, too,” Sloan commented.
“Well obviously, if her smoke’s touching her like that,” Ember replied.
“Can you please cut the commentary?” Locke ordered. “We are in a dragon’s lair.”
He found it concerning how Ultranoth hadn’t even looked up yet. Did she actually want them there? And if so, for what? For battle, or for … something else?
He eased Titan Chimera further into the sanctum to find out—and then Ultranoth raised one finger.
His titan froze. It was as if a great invisible barrier had flown up before his machine, preventing it from going any further.
“I see you’ve come to your senses,” she said, without looking up.
“Well,” Locke replied, “it did take some work, what with my organs being crushed and all.”
“Ah, was the foreplay a bit too rough for you?” she purred.
Locke paused before he answered. Something was different about her now. She hadn’t been nearly so playful last time, nearly so accepting of casual responses. It was like her personality had been tweaked. Question was, could he use that to his advantage?
“I generally do like to survive long enough to make it to the main event,” he replied. “And that’s why I’ve returned. The main event.”
Suddenly Ultranoth looked up with a disgruntled grimace.
“Is that the best you’ve got?” she asked, and Locke paused.
“What do you mean?”
“You can’t simply show up and declare yourself ready for sex. There’s a process to these things.”
“Hey, you hit on me first.”
“That doesn’t mean I don’t expect a little romance!” Ultranoth objected, then held up her book. “Wait a moment. I have a few more pages to go. Then I’ll have finished the whole collection. In the meantime, use the opportunity to think up a better flirt.”
The barrier fell, and she returned her attention to the book. Locke didn’t like the implications of that, either. That implication that she felt so un-threatened by him—perhaps all of them—she didn’t feel the need to leave her defenses up.
Plus, he hadn’t expected to have to romance a dragon.
And therein lay a problem.
He’d never been a very good flirt back home, and on Haven, he’d never needed to flirt. Women saw his tall, broad frame and bulging muscles (and other bulges) and just assumed he was a flirt incarnate. Oh, sure, he was capable of romance, but romantic words only ever came out of his mouth when he was already deep in the wanton throes of sex. He’d never had to be romantic at any of his partners; they just showed up ready, and he never knew specifically why.
“Ember, Sloan, Bexley. What’s appealing about me?” he radioed, grasping for ideas.
“Your dick,” all three replied.
“Other than that.”
“Your mouth,” Ember replied.
“Your hands,” Sloan added.
“I’m still gonna say your dick,” Bexley replied.
It took a few other attempts before he actually started landing on useful information:
“You’re heroic, I guess?” Ember said. “You do beat the heck out of monsters for us.”
“You have impeccable manners,” Sloan cooed. “And you’re polite. And gentlemanly. You’re like Mr. Dracy, except the version at the end of his arc after you find out that he challenged Mr. Candleham to a titan duel to protect Bellzabeth’s sister’s honor and then paid off all—”
Locke stopped listening after that, only because Sloan’s breathless ramblings had given him something like an idea. Ultranoth was reading polite romances. Had been reading them for days, so she obviously enjoyed them; the heroes of those romances were always elegant, regal gentlemen with riches galore who were also seductively subdued in the way they pursued their potential lovers.
And moreover, it wasn’t like he lacked experience in that area. After all, his girlfriends back home had forced him to watch hours upon hours upon excruciating hours of similar dreck. He may have found them infuriatingly boring at the time, but now he came to a realization:
All those “wasted” hours had prepared him for this exact moment.
Well, he didn’t have riches galore (yet), but he was absolutely equipped to play a regal gentleman.
Or—
No, wait.
In this new light, he had resources other than himself at his disposal, and given what—or who—he had access to, he realized he wasn’t the dashing, wealthy noble.
He was the dashing, lower-class rake.
And hadn’t Rion mentioned that dragons were into role play?
“Nigel,” Locke radioed. “I have an idea. I need you to go in first and insult her family or something.”
“Excuse me!” Nigel objected. “I’m not going to insult a dragon, much less her family! Have you forgotten that while you have a titan, I’m on a horse?”
“Ohhhh!” Ember mused. Her voice swelled with realization. “No, I get it! There are other options. You can pretend your horse stepped on a bee.”
“It’s a mechanical horse!”
“Then pretend you stepped on a bee, and you’re allergic, and she has to nurse you back to health.”
“From a bee sting?”
“It could be a venomous bee!” Sloan offered. “That happened in the story of Mr. Featheringhamspoonshire and Barb … I think.”
“That was a terrible story!” Nigel objected.
“But a bestseller!” Ember chimed.
“I thought we agreed that you were going to seduce the dragon!” Nigel objected.
“I am! I just need you to get the mood started so I could come in and … enhance it.”
“At the same time?” both Sloan and Ember squealed.
“No,” Locke and Nigel insisted.
“But I think I understand now,” Nigel continued. “It’s a sort of role play situation, yes? I suppose I can manage that.”
“You’re a professional sex-haver,” Bexley replied, dismounting. “Of course, you can manage that.”
“There is no one among us more qualified to be a rich, handsome ass,” Locke stated.
“You’re not wrong,” Nigel agreed.
“Um,” Ember suddenly interrupted. “Maybe it’s just me, but I think more than a few pages of time has passed.”
Suddenly all four heads turned to where Ultranoth was reclined and saw her watching intently, her completed book hanging from a clawed hand.
“Oh, don’t mind me,” she said. “I’m really enjoying the conversation—and I do approve, by the way.” A lascivious smile crept across her lips. “In fact, I had hoped you would make use of such … assets.”
And just like that, Nigel went to work.
It was apparently not the first time he’d role played a wholesome, handsome gentleman hero, for he guided his mechanical horse over toward her library like he was merely out for his morning ride, as she reclined on her couch, pretending to read her morning book.
Locke noted that she modified her smoke and scales to re-create one of those simple costume dresses that, while generally modest, made sure to emphasize her most marriageable assets, which it did with aplomb.
The drama began when Nigel’s horse malfunctioned. Or seemed to.
“Ah, so he’s using the Featheringhamspoonshire bee strategy,” Ember observed.
“Nope, that is definitely the Von Hellingsham monster strategy!” Sloan corrected, for now Nigel had fallen off his horse, incapacitated by some unseen creature, and could obviously only be helped by the very literate woman who was the only person in the area to see him fall, and had read enough books to know exactly what to do in this dire medical situation.
Naturally the only way to help this man was to transport him to her couch, which Locke assumed was supposed to represent a bed at some quaint country cottage, given the way Ultranoth imitated clearing the mess out of the way, and fixing her hair (and chest) to make herself look less poor.
(“Oh the Cherryfloot strategy,” Sloan observed. “She has good taste in novels.”)
And obviously he was so badly injured that keeping his shirt on was just not a reasonable option for treatment. Ultranoth made a frustrated show of pawing through all his considerable layers, her mouth chancing to pass tantalizingly, embarrassingly close to his with each pass until he finally jerked up within a breath of kissing her, only to be pressed down with an unmistakable, “No, we mustn’t!” gesture.
(“Oh, shit! She hit him with the Barb maneuver,” Ember exclaimed.)
That simple denial seemed to heal Nigel, or whoever he was role playing, for soon he was upright, pinning Ultranoth to a nearby column in a fit of very accelerated romantic passion and whispering something into the tender space beneath her ear. She slipped out of his reach in a denial that was clearly conflicted—and that was when the drama began.
He couldn’t hear what Nigel said to her, but the stricken way she withdrew made it look as if Nigel had insulted not only her entire bloodline, but her entire library, and even her favorite book.
She didn’t slap him—even in her relative poverty, she was too classy a woman for that—but once he trotted away on his mechanical horse, she flailed a push of gravity magic his way. Not enough to knock him off his mount, but enough to let him know that it was time to begin considering the redemption arc of their relationship.
“Ooh, the Mr. Dracy move,” Ember observed. “Classic.”
“This is actually a thing people do?” Locke asked. “You keep bringing up strategies.”
“Oh yeah, wholesome costume role play is totally popular, especially with groups and such. ‘Cause you have enough people to play all the types.”
“Speaking of which, now is your moment,” Sloan said, just as Nigel clopped up, face looking conflicted and red.
“Please don’t tell me you have a crush on the dragon,” Locke said.
“I have a crush on the dragon.” Nigel sighed, as if some part of him had been overwhelmed by Ultranoth’s presence. “She’s an expert tease. Her sense of pacing is impeccable.”
Locke groaned as he lowered Titan Chimera to one knee and prepared the titan for his exit. He couldn’t tell if that complicated things or not, but nonetheless, it was his turn to act—and determine whether they were going to end this quickly, or fight a whole-ass dragon.
The conductor fluid finished draining from his cockpit, and he opened the hatch.
Sevas’ void bracer was still nestled beneath the waterproof sleeve of his magesuit. If keeping it secret hadn’t been key to his plan, he’d have used its gravity catalyst to ease himself to the ground. Instead he merely jumped. From the titan’s crouched position, it wasn’t much of a drop, anyway, and now he noticed Ultranoth watching with artfully coy intent as he strode in her direction.
As he approached her, he realized that the design of his magesuit did have a lightly military look to it, like it belonged to a fantasy soldier returning from some distant war, which in turn reminded him vaguely of a particular, appropriate storyline.
And so he began to piece together the details of his flirt.
Ultranoth looked moodily off into the distance as he drew nearer, perhaps imagining the sort of things she and Nigel—or whoever Nigel was pretending to be—could have gotten up to if he hadn’t insulted her family and favorite books, and perhaps teasing Locke with the implication.
Challenging him to outperform his rival.
And, strangely, that made Locke more determined than ever to do it. When he reached her presence, he maintained the proudest, most straight-backed posture he could, chest thrust out as befitting a romantic hero, but hands politely behind his back, as befitting a gentleman.
“I see you’ve made the acquaintance of Mr.”—he paused to remember the equivalent—“Dracy.”
“I have,” Ultranoth replied. “Detestable man. He insulted my books.”
“I am not at all surprised.” Locke stepped closer to her in a familiar way. “It seems like something a man of his character would do.”
“Oh?” Ultranoth looked up with curious half-lidded eyes that were not necessarily a proper reaction to someone she’d just met, but were definitely the eyes of someone eager to accelerate the storyline. “What would you know of his character?” she asked huskily.
“Enough. You see, we were children together, and though he was a perfect friend in public, he was savage in private, and savage to me especially. When I began to set out on my own, his father offered to fund my endeavor—I was to keep bees and supply honey to the village—but the moment I was fully established, Mr. Dracy showed up. He broke my hives and stepped on all my bees, one by one. And now I’m forced to live the dangerous life of a soldier to make my way. Bee-less and alone.”
He didn’t remember the story as well as he thought, it turned out, and now that he reflected on it, was pretty sure some of it came from a goofy meme all his girlfriends had squealed over—but he figured this was a fair enough approximation, especially if it led Ultranoth to act on what was currently smoldering inside her eyes.
She raised an appalled hand to her face like a delicate lady who’d just heard the most heartbreaking, faint-inducing news—which would’ve been much more believable if her fingers hadn’t been tipped with heart-ripping, death-dealing claws.
“Oh, how very atrocious!” she breathed. “That is far worse than insulting my books, and now I am certain he has no other redeeming qualities.”
Locke paused melodramatically. “Your earlier conduct with him would suggest otherwise.”
“That was before he insulted my books.”
“Well, obviously he doesn’t appreciate the appeal of an educated dragon,” Locke stated huskily, stepping ever closer to her.
Now Ultranoth regarded him with dark, half lidded eyes.
“And I am a very educated dragon,” she replied sultrily.
“Educated in what way?” Locke continued, freeing one hand, daring to trace his fingers delicately over her bare shoulder.
“About many things. About life. Love. Lust. I’ve never seen such things as I have in his mind. In this archive. I chose a very fortuitous host.”
Suddenly Locke’s heart pounded with a wholly new kind of tension—but he couldn’t let it show, not in the heat of this weirdly charged moment.
“I saw you reading about the moon earlier,” he dared. “Can I assume it was because of one of the gods of love?”
Locke didn’t even know if there was a moon god of love, but it seemed appropriate to the tone of the moment, and anyway, he hoped it would lead to more meaningful answers.
“Oh, there is so much more to your moon than that. It is a thing of hunger, of desire, of rebirths. It contains something that can remake worlds.”
Now Locke’s heart pounded even harder. For if a world was to be remade, it must be unmade in the first place, and that was not something he ever wanted to happen to Haven.
But even so, he couldn’t show his trepidation.
“Not that I mind an educated dragon,” Locke replied sultrily, easing ever closer to her, “but why should you wish to know about such a thing at all?”
“I’m hungry for knowledge,” Ultranoth replied, breathless, and stood from her couch in a way that teased the smoke of her imitated dress downward. She might have been hungry for knowledge, but she was clearly hungry for something else, too.
“What kind of knowledge?” Locke replied, and now his voice was harder, deeper, rougher. He strode within reach of her embrace, his own hands grasping and eager, and yet his skin aware of the void bracer and his eyes acutely aware of his surroundings.
He reached her, and now Ultranoth traced her clawed hands against his chest and pressed herself close, giving him a magnificent view of the truly dragon-worthy cleavage that bloomed there.
“This world is rich in magic,” she breathed once they parted. “So much more magic than I’ve ever seen.” She pressed her mouth to his, withdrew only when he needed breath. “And the ignorant locals don’t even use a fraction of its power. They are unworthy of it. They are no better than food for the force that could perfect this world.”
“How do you mean?” Locke breathed.
“This planet could be a paradise of magic,” she breathed.
She returned to his mouth again, and this time her hands clutched at his back, pulling him close as if she wanted to pull him inside her. He tried to ponder what she meant by any of that—but this was an impossible situation in which to think.
She parted from him and now traced her claws along the front of his magesuit. She didn’t even bother undoing the buttons. She ripped right through the thread, and Locke was startled by how much of a pleasurable shock the cold scrape of her claws sent through his skin. That bizarre pleasure radiated through his entire chest, and throbbed as her lips pressed to the bare skin she’d revealed.
It wasn’t normal. Locke knew that. Had she scratched him with some sort of venomous aphrodisiac? Pleasurable as it was, it didn’t feel like a pleasure that originated wholly inside of him, and that made him wary, even as his magesuit bulged with the effect.
Especially when Ultranoth went lower, her claws popping the buttons just beneath his navel as she knelt. She didn’t proceed further than that, but her face was level with the conspicuous bulge, so she knew exactly what was waiting there. When she looked up at him, it was with eyes dark and ravenous with lust.
“There is so much magic about you,” she moaned. “I want to devour you.”
With that, she leapt upon him and flung him down onto the couch. Every bit of air in his lungs wheezed out, but she replaced it with her own, scrambling atop him and pressing her hungry lips to his face, even as her hands ventured into his magesuit, and down.
That bizarre throb pulsed through every single bit of him now. It was an aphrodisiac. It must have been. Despite himself, his whole body burned for Ultranoth’s touch, but there was something else to it, a deeper, more profound layer. Her lips pressed against his, and her tongue past them, and further, plunging deep into some incorporeal part of him that he couldn’t even articulate.
He lost track of his body. All he knew was the sensation of being buffeted through a dawn-bright world of stars with occasional alternating glimpses of Ultranoth’s mouth, a car careening straight for his own, Ultranoth’s heaving chest, his old wheelchair-bound self, Ultranoth’s clawed hand slipping down his torso—
And then, something else.
He wasn’t sure what, but a new sensation smashed through his consciousness like a planet-killing asteroid.
He felt Ultranoth shriek—not an audible shriek, but a sensory one—and then he felt a new being inside his mind, this one cool and ferocious, and enraged.
Whatever that force was, it split between him and Dark Ultranoth like an axe splitting a log. Locke’s awareness slammed back into his own body, and suddenly he was vividly aware of every physical sensation he could possibly experience—the soft comfort of the couch, the stony cool of the archive air, the voluptuous warmth of Ultranoth straddling him.
“Oh, you are an interesting one,” she purred, and slipped her claws still further down.
Now free of Dark Ultranoth’s mental grip, Locke remembered he was here for a reason, and that reason was not to actually fuck the dragon.
He shoved her arms aside and channeled a burst of magic into his void bracer’s energy catalyst. A quick blast of lightning energy seared her bare skin, and the shriek that tore from her lungs was not human. It echoed through the cavernous archive like a ghostly wail as the lightning coursed through her body, then blasted her away, twitching and billowing smoke that was not entirely of magical origin.
But Locke was not about to assume he’d won. He remembered a display of swords he’d seen on a nearby wall, channeled a burst of magic into his gravity catalysts, and stretched his mind out for them. He wasn’t entirely sure how it happened, but he felt his consciousness wrap around the collection of sword shapes, and once he felt secure in his perception of it, he yanked.
Ultranoth didn’t even have a chance to react before the entire collection of swords skewered her body.
And a weak, tepid gush of purple-black oozed out of every puncture.
Shadow dregs!
He channeled again through the bracer’s energy catalysts and flung a blast of freezing magic at Ultranoth’s body—but Ember had been waiting for this precise moment.
“Back away, quick!” she shouted through her external speakers.
Locke fired a burst of gravity magic through his bracer and blasted himself away from the half-frozen dregs, just in time for a mega-catalyst-sized ice blast to freeze the entire area solid, and Ultranoth’s human form with it.
“It’s working!” Sloan exclaimed.
“We’re not done yet!” Locke shouted as he scrambled back to Titan Chimera.
Now that he was out of Dark Ultranoth’s dangerous grasp and had a moment to think, he felt certain his mind had brushed against the real Ultranoth while he was in that grasp. Something about that contact had stirred her into action, invigorating her enough to rage against her mental restraints. It seemed they would have another ally in this fight.
Question was, would it be enough?
Chapter Twenty-Seven
Locke gravity-thrust himself back into his waiting cockpit. A quick succession of ice blasts crackled by as he sealed himself inside and his conductive fluid gushed in to enclose him. The moment his reflex link fully activated, he powered up his energy catalysts.
“Burn her!” he shouted. “We have her down!”
A white-hot beam blasted from Long Shot’s main cannon. Locke clawed his hands together, let loose a riotous scream as he shaped an energy ball between his fingers, and then flung the searing sphere toward where Ultranoth lay frozen. There was no way either of them could have missed, and soon the satisfying, sick smell of burning shadow dregs wafted into his cockpit.
They’d hurt the dark specter. But how much?
Now a figure stirred within the oily smoke. Ultranoth strode toward them, fully upright, her skin burned black, her wounds still open, and her claws growing ever sharper.
“That was not very gentlemanly!” she snarled—and then her entire being dissolved into smoke.
Locke and Ember both fired ice blasts at her in an attempt to hold her in place, but the smoke of her body simply slithered and whooshed around the blasts before vanishing into the depths of the archive.
It reemerged as Dark Ultranoth the Organized, in pure dragon form.
“Shit!” Locke cursed.
Well, at least they knew that the lightning worked. That was something, right?
Ultranoth’s eyes flared bright purple; she waved a massive claw toward a distant display of shelves and yanked it toward the three opposing titans, then another, and another.
Locke engaged his time catalyst and dodged out of the way, but quickly saw that Ultranoth hadn’t been aiming for damage. An entire library’s worth of newly loosed pages swirled and floated around them, forming a blizzard of paper. She’d been aiming for distraction—and made use of that distraction when a ripped-off spike of cave rock plunged through the falling snow of paper.
“Damn!” Locke shouted, and zipped to the side.
“Did you expect it would be that easy, void mage?” Ultranoth raged, flinging another stone for Locke to dodge.
The papers that had landed stirred up again unnaturally, clearly manipulated by Ultranoth’s magic.
“Burn the paper!” Locke ordered. “She’s using them as a screen!”
“Got it!” Ember sprayed the pages with her arm catalysts, using them like a pair of flamethrowers.
“I will have you, mage!” Ultranoth snarled, flinging another huge rock at him. “One way or another, in my mouth, or in my teeth.”
“No, thanks!” Locke replied, and spooled out his tower shield. “Sloan, I need you to get close enough to slow her. Ember and I will distract her. You make a run for her. Got it?”
“Got it!” Sloan barked back.
Deathly Rhythm darted along the room’s circumference in a blur of motion.
“Is that all you’ve got, dragon?” he taunted, by way of distraction.
“Hardly! I have far more—”
A huge ice shard from Ember’s mega-catalyst slammed into Ultranoth’s head and snap-froze it in place. The dragon cracked it off almost instantly, but the attack served to draw her attention in Ember’s direction while obscuring the blur that was Sloan running through the archive shadows.
“So far, I’m not impressed!” Locke shouted. He dodged another projectile, this one a curio cabinet full of intricate gold and silver artifacts.
“Locke,” Ember suddenly radioed. “A word.”
“Yeah?” Locke radioed back.
“You remember how she smashed you up last time. She’s perfectly capable of approaching us and doing damage. So why isn’t she?”
The answer came the moment Ember finished her question.
Locke saw Ultranoth raise a finger and curl it toward herself in what looked like a “come hither” gesture.
Except she wasn’t aiming for him.
She was aiming for all the debris that had accumulated behind him.
“Locke, watch—” Ember began, but couldn’t finish before a wave of stones and shelves smashed into Titan Chimera’s back. He spun around, blocking much of the attack with his shield, but it didn’t stop there. The flying debris then crashed against his side, then flew back against his other side and soon spun in a tornado around his titan as Ultranoth twirled her fingers in a circle before him.
Well, he could handle some of that. He raised his left arm and let fly an indiscriminate spurt of fire. Every burnable object in that tornado ignited, forming a swirl of flame that obscured Ultranoth from his view—but also obscured him from Ultranoth. He flashed as much magic into his gravity catalysts as he could and leapt clear of the concealing fire tornado.
He wouldn’t have long before she noticed his absence. He had to act fast, and so he punched his gravity catalysts to keep himself aloft, charged his swiftmetal with lightning energy, positioned his right arm straight at Ultranoth’s head, and fired.
The point of his swiftmetal whip plunged into one of Ultranoth’s nostrils. He loosed another blast of lightning, but her scales resisted most of the shock, though her nostrils flared and her jaw juddered open. Ember followed up his attack with her own icy blast, and this affected her far more than it normally would have. Frigid cold on armored scales was one thing, but frigid cold in one’s eyes and ears and nose and mouth while twitching under a live wire was a whole other type of misery, and Ultranoth’s head flailed like a windsock having the worst brain freeze of its life.
Right as the green blur of Titan Deathly Rhythm shot up beside her.
Sloan skidded to a stop beneath Ultranoth’s chest and then thrust her fist straight up into Ultranoth’s rib cage. The punch itself was vicious, and Ultranoth’s head lurched forward as if she’d just vomited into her ice-blocked mouth.
But something was wrong. Sloan’s catalyst glowed green, and Ultranoth’s closest arms were definitely moving slower—but her legs and back half seemed wholly unchanged, and one powerful leg coiled back, ready to eviscerate Deathly Rhythm.
Locke crashed to the ground, then engaged his gravity and time catalysts simultaneously and sprinted toward her.
“Sloan! Behind you!”
He wouldn’t make it in time, even with the added speed—but that didn’t matter, for as soon as he called out, Deathly Rhythm blurred, dodging to the side.
Ultranoth’s clawed foot missed the mech completely.
Sloan used the opening to slash upward into Ultranoth’s rib cage, and a spurt of angry dregs rained down from the resulting wound.
“Sloan, get out of there!” Locke shouted. With no energy catalysts, Sloan was poorly equipped to deal with dregs.
But she did have her whipsword, and the moment she backed off to relative safety, she spun it up and loosed it straight into the churning purple goo.
Upon contact, the gush transformed into a laconic ooze. Locke and Ember cut loose with fiery ranged attacks, and their blasts spun a raging inferno beneath Ultranoth’s exposed belly. The acrid scent that smashed into Locke’s nostrils indicated they’d injured the dark specter again, though how badly he couldn’t say.
Sensing the flames beneath her, Ultranoth plunged her head down into the source of the heat and shook it violently until all of Ember’s ice had either melted or broken off. A sickly-colored something dripped out between her fangs, too, suggesting Sloan’s punch had actually forced her to vomit in her own mouth, and when she glared up at them again, it was with pure fury.
She snapped her eyes toward Titan Deathly Rhythm, and suddenly the titan flew through the air, pulled directly into her outstretched claw by her gravity magic. At once she made to snap her jaws over Deathly Rhythm’s top half … but found that, though her head and neck had the will, her arms and claws didn’t—or at least moved more sluggishly than she was used to. Even now, Sloan was slowing the dragon down.
Ember used that brief opportunity to blast another freeze ray into the back of Ultranoth’s head, and Locke used that brief second to sprint up and pry Deathly Rhythm out of Ultranoth’s claws.
“I can’t slow down all of her at once!” Sloan reported as they time-sprinted away. “Just about one fourth of her, I think. She’s too big!”
“Then focus on slowing down her most dangerous parts,” Locke ordered. “She seems to be directing her magic through her hands and arms. Focus there.”
“Got it!”
The two titans stopped a safe-ish distance away and faced the still-flailing Ultranoth—and suddenly, Locke realized something was different this time. The dragon’s motions looked pained, certainly, but they also looked … conflicted? As if Ultranoth was fighting not only them, but herself as well.
Perhaps she was.
It was the same sort of conflict he’d seen when they fought stone drakes, or other large monsters that possessed the will and fortitude to resist shadow dregs.
“She’s fighting back,” Locke said. “The real Ultranoth. She’s trying to overpower the specter!”
“Then let’s help her!” Ember shouted, and blasted Dark Ultranoth’s head with another ice beam.
“I’m going in,” Locke declared. “Sloan, try to lock down her arms!”
Titan Deathly Rhythm nodded, then she sprinted ahead of Locke at double speed. Ultranoth was still flailing her head when she arrived, didn’t even notice as Sloan ran her whipsword around one wrist and then flashed to the other side.
By the time Locke arrived, the dragon had noticed, but when she lifted her bound arms, both moved at a languid pace.
Locke energized his swiftmetal reservoir. He spooled out his blade, punched it up through Ultranoth’s underarm, and unleashed another storm of lightning straight into her insides. Ultranoth’s torso convulsed over him, and the stink of burning shadow dregs wafted into his cockpit.
Another gush of the dark specter splattered out of the wound, but slower this time, and an ice blast from Titan Long Shot froze the dark expulsion solid.
Ultranoth let out a great, agonized roar that rumbled through the archive and shook ancient dust off the ceiling—but there was complexity in that pain. Conflict.
Suddenly, the dragon spread her wings, and lifted off the ground.
Was she trying to make an escape? They couldn’t let that happen.
“Hang onto her, Sloan!” Locke ordered, snapping Titan Chimera’s arms around the trunk of her leg.
Ultranoth’s wings flapped, and the three of them rocketed down the long corridor and exited her lair. The dragon spread her wings in the outside air but then crashed to the ground before she could clear the platform. Her head swung back. Something was obviously wrong with one of her wings, and when Locke followed Ultranoth’s gaze, he saw Sloan attached to one of those wings, her whipsword plunged through the thin leather membrane, looped around the base of the wing, her time catalyst glowing brightly.
She’d used her time magic to force the wings out of sync.
Another small gush of dregs oozed out of the wounds they’d cut, and Locke burned them to cinder.
That was all it took.
Ultranoth’s eyes changed from one of terrified rage to realization and infuriated determination. Her massive body shook violently. Her scales glowed a brilliant purple, as if backlit from inside her body, and her spasms transformed into a great, dragon-sized retch.
The purple-black of the dark specter began to spew from her throat, collecting in a hovering, growing ball constrained by Ultranoth’s gravity magic.
The ball grew, and grew, and grew to a diameter that made Locke’s stomach clench. It was nearly half the height of his titan, an enormous amount of superpowered shadow dreg.
But soon Ultranoth finished her very organized barf and turned her head to regard him. He could see a sharp distinction in her eyes now, not only in their lack of corrupted coloration, but in their clarity.
“How very uncouth of me,” she said in a voice that sounded both old and regal, like she was not a dragon, but one of those elves that waxed poetic about feeling the changing of the world in the water and the air.
But then, her eyes shifted, as if she felt a similar change, only inside herself. Her gaze weakened—and the purple gravity glow beneath her scales lessened with it.
The ball of shadow dregs fell toward the ground.
“Stop it!” Locke shouted to no one in particular. He blasted it with a spray of freezing energy, but there was no way he could freeze all of it so quickly.
The remains of the dark specter splattered against the ground, and then slithered toward the depths of Ultranoth’s lair with a shocking burst of speed. Ember’s belated shots missed their mark, and even Sloan’s time acceleration couldn’t catch up with the speed of that monster, now that it had shed the weight of its host.
“What?” Locke muttered, mostly to himself. He’d expected the dark specter to go straight for him, or one of the titans at least, or even back to Ultranoth, given the chance.
There had to be a reason. What was the creature planning?
As if in response to his thoughts, a massive rumble shuddered through the ground.
“Oh no. My collection,” Ultranoth murmured. Her voice was weak for a creature of her size and power and yet still managed to convey a harrowing sense of seriousness. After all, she could see everything that happened in the depths of her lair.
“What part of your collection?” Locke asked urgently, wondering what the dark specter had seized for its new body.
The earth quaked, and Ultranoth shouted:
“It’s coming! Quick, on my back!”
The dragon struggled to her feet, so obviously injured from their battle that Locke hesitated, but only for a moment. He wasn’t one to disobey a dragon, and certainly not a newly-freed ally of the Morton family. He leapt onto her back, followed quickly by Long Shot and Deathly Rhythm. He was about to ask after Bexley and Nigel when Ultranoth scooped them up with her uninjured arm, and then launched into the air—just before a shape exploded from the entrance.
“Shape” was really all Locke could call it. The monstrosity was still coalescing, even as it burst into the open, but he’d seen that type of coalescence before. Its purple-black shape roiled with chunks of white and pink undulating inside it, some bleached with age, others freshly exposed to the air, and as the monster chose its new form, Locke quickly recognized what was happening.
The conspicuous horned skull of a long-dead drake sprouted out the top of the goo, to be followed by a disparate mass of bones that formed a long, dragon-like neck. Below, two enormous black forearms splashed outward, themselves to be filled in with another avalanche of bones from within. The ends burst out into savagely clawed digits while the back expanded into a spiny trunk, two equally spiny hindlegs, and a tail ending in a flail that bristled with every sharp, jagged bone the monster had not yet used. Fingers of still visible goo throbbed through the places where the bones didn’t meet cleanly, but it was the most solid version of this type of monster Locke had ever seen.
A corpse giant—no, a bone giant—shaped like a wingless dragon, and nearly as large.
The bone dragon launched for Ultranoth’s ascending form, but Ultranoth was already out of its reach. It skidded to a stop at the edge of the platform and roared—a slimy, guttural sounding noise—and then began flicking its head furiously around the area, as if to take in its surroundings.
“Oh, my models,” Ultranoth lamented. “And my bone piles, too. I really shouldn’t have waited to clean them up.”
“In all fairness,” Bexley said from Ultranoth’s clenched arm, “I’m pretty sure you didn’t expect a big-ass shadow dreg to take them over.”
“True, but it’s the principle of the matter,” Ultranoth replied. “It’s not to my usual standards.”
Far below, the bone dragon climbed around the edges of the entrance, scaling until it reached the highest point of the mountainous structure. There it perched atop the peak and flailed its head around again.
“What’s it doing?” Sloan asked.
“It’s angry and desperate,” Ultranoth replied, “but it isn’t foolish. I’ve spent enough time with it in my head to know not to underestimate it. It is a savage, duplicitous thing.”
“So you were aware of it being inside you the whole time?” Locke asked. “It didn’t supplant you?”
“It may have taken my body, but it couldn’t overpower a dragon’s soul,” she said proudly. “It was a near thing, though. I was lucky in that it was as distractible and curious as I am. And especially lucky that I was able to encourage its interest in polite romances. Vicious as it is, it does have good taste in entertainment.”
“So did you share a consciousness, then?” Locke asked. “Could you see inside it?”
“I could. And it is a thing that must be destroyed, for the good of this world, and others.”
“‘And others’?” Locke repeated. What exactly had she seen inside that monster? He wanted to ask, but hadn’t the time—for the bone dragon had finished surveying its surroundings, and its gaze was now fixed in the direction of Dragon Faire and the Morton Estate.
An ecstatic shriek bellowed from its gummy throat, and it barreled down the side of the lair, in the exact same direction.
“It’s going toward the settlement!” Locke declared. “We need to stop it before it reaches the estate.”
“Or evacuate the area entirely,” Ember added.
“Or both!” Bexley shouted from Ultranoth’s claw.
Locke gazed down at the bone dragon’s path. Despite its size, or perhaps because of it, it was making slow progress down the mountain, and there was a lot of rugged terrain between here and the estate. It would still reach the castle within a couple hours at its current speed, but they had the advantage of air travel; the bone dragon still hadn’t—or perhaps couldn’t—form usable wings from all that bony raw material.
“Both is good!” Locke agreed.
Suddenly Nigel spoke from beside Bexley, in Ultranoth’s arm. “F-forgive the interruption, madam dragon, but could we be optimistic enough to assume a negotiation for your services is in order?”
Ultranoth looked down at Nigel as if she’d forgotten he was there and said, “Pardon?”
“I—I only suggest it because you so firmly impressed the importance of this monster being defeated,” Nigel replied. “Might this suggest that you’re willing to aid us, pending proper payment, of course?”
Ultranoth quirked her head and glanced down to Bexley.
“Nigel talks like this now,” Bexley shrugged. “Also he has a crush on you. Or, at least the dark skanky you, so he’s probably gonna be weird about it.”
“Bexley!” Nigel hissed, and even from his vantage, Locke saw his face go red.
“What?” Bexley retorted. “She was present for the whole thing! She knows how awkward you are!”
“I don’t know that ‘awkward’ is the word I’d use,” Ultranoth said with an amused smile, “but yes, I do know how you are. And despite the condition in which I learned it, I can’t say that I mind. I did like the horse, too, by the way. A very intriguing device.”
Nigel’s face reddened further, but at least this time he was smiling about it.
And just as suddenly, the fact that she remembered Nigel’s conduct struck a pang of anxiety into Locke’s memory.
“For the record,” he stated, “I just want to apologize for electrocuting you earlier. And then stabbing you. It’s not the sort of thing I usually do to women.”
“Well, not in that way,” Bexley replied with a wicked smile, but then continued, “Anyway, to translate for Nigel: You want this thing killed as much as we do. Will you help us kill it? Our contract basically says you’re obligated to help with problems that require a dragon, anyway, but we’ll give you Nigel in exchange.”
“Excuse me!” Nigel objected, though his tone was one with complicated feelings about the objection.
Ultranoth laughed, and even in this situation it was a pleasant, musical thing.
“Of course, I’ll help. I have given my word to protect these lands, after all. We can discuss compensation later,” she added with a mischievous wink to Nigel—and then back to Locke.
Locke was not entirely sure what he thought about that glance.
But he also wasn’t about to contradict a dragon.
“Shall we go?” Ultranoth offered.
“Let’s,” Locke replied.
***
Locke knew they had an air advantage.
He didn’t realize how much of an advantage until Ultranoth latched herself to the top of the Blue Heron, channeled her gravity magic through the entire vessel, and shot it straight back to the Morton Estate at reckless speeds that, under any other conditions, would have torn the ship apart.
He didn’t particularly care about the details.
What he cared about was that he was in a giant mech, on the back of a magic dragon, flying through the air at stupid speeds, and whooping like an over-sugared ten-year-old the whole time.
It was fucking awesome.
Chapter Twenty-Eight
It wasn’t the first time Bexley had flown under a dragon’s power, and it wouldn’t be the last. Still, since the others weren’t used to the unique terror of flying at stupid-fast speeds on a gravity dragon’s back, and since Ultranoth wasn’t sure she had the magic to keep the titans on her back in her injured state, she’d suggested that Ultranoth return them to the airship for the trip back.
So while Alyssa and Nigel hung onto whatever handholds they could for dear life, eyes boggling at the speed, Bexley leaned casually against the control room’s back wall and puzzled out how she was going to make this evacuation work.
They had a few hours at most. She’d seen the bone dragon moving through the trees, and though its size and shape made it sluggish, she didn’t doubt that it would figure out how to streamline its movements along the way. After all, it was smart and resourceful enough to take over a dragon. She wouldn’t put anything beyond it.
And while they were lucky to have a few hours, it was still not a lot of time in the greater context of things. Plus, as her parents had proven time and time again that they weren’t good at managing things, even when they had all the time in the world.
Locke was good at managing things, and probably Nigel, too, if she was being honest, but neither of them knew the area like she did. She hadn’t only explored Ultranoth’s lair as a kid. She’d explored Dragon Faire and its environs, too. She’d explored every square inch of this region in her little escapades, and if anyone was going to get the people of this land to safety, it was her.
So the moment the Blue Heron slowed—well, first Nigel vomited. But then Bexley readied herself for her duties and stormed out the door to take charge.
***
She didn’t have to walk far. She saw the car in front of the grand entrance the moment she set foot outside, and soon Jeebs had driven her parents out to meet her, her father looking perplexed, her mother looking like she was about to reprimand her for letting a dragon in the garden.
Ultranoth floated to a stop on the other side of the courtyard and let off the titans with a pleasant smile, as if they’d just finished a mere joyride.
“I see the dragon problem has been fixed,” her mother said tightly. “Did you have to tell her to set down in the gard—”
She was interrupted when Ultranoth vanished into a gossamer cloud of smoke—not the aggressive purple-black smoke of her corrupted form, but a sparkling aura so brilliant it looked like the excess magic that plumed out of titans when they fought.
For one long, terrible second, Bexley feared that somehow, she’d seen the last of her friend, that the battle and subsequent expenditure of her magic had actually killed her—but then the smoke swirled and coalesced into a human form.
Her skin was still purple, and certain details of her shape still definitely benefited from her gravity magic, but the salacious form the corrupted version had taken was here replaced with a classy woman in a long, black dress adorned with a pattern of elegant dragon scales, with a matching wide-brimmed hat so huge that none of her saw sunlight. She looked like she’d just stepped out of her own fancy ball for some fresh air, and though she was probably the most covered woman in all of Dragon Faire, the cloth couldn’t hide all the curves beneath it. She was equally as sexy as her corrupted form, just in a different way, and the mischief that gleamed in her purple eyes told all onlookers that she knew it.
Bexley breathed a sigh of relief. Ultranoth had apparently used the transformation to heal herself, too, so that was one less thing to worry about.
And now that she didn’t have to worry about it, she continued to her parents:
“We’ve got a bigger problem than your dumb garden. Ultranoth’s free of the dark specter, but now it’s formed a giant bone dragon, and it’s going to kill everyone in the vicinity if we don’t stop it.”
“Well, why aren’t you stopping it, then?” Lady Morton replied.
“Because there’s no guarantee we can before it reaches the area. We need to evacuate the estate and all the Dragon Faire environs.”
“Are you serious?” Lady Morton exclaimed.
“I don’t think Bexley would be telling us this otherwise, dear,” Lord Morton stressed.
Bexley was about to nod with satisfaction when her father turned to Jeebs and said, “Jeebs, issue an order that everyone should run to safety, or else hide.”
“No, Jeebs. Don’t,” Bexley huffed, then rubbed her forehead, exasperated, and began again. “The Blue Heron can hold at least fifty people, more if we pack them in tight, and there are always airships down by Dragon Faire. The safest place for people to be against a monster like this is in the air, so we need to fit as many people as we can into every ship available before the bone dragon reaches them. Offer to pay any participating captains for the fuel they use. How many private farms are still in operation in the environs? Ones that wouldn’t have radios?”
“About fifteen, milady,” Jeebs replied.
Bexley nodded. “I’ll have Nigel check with you about the locations. He’ll pick up those farmers in the Verdigris. You coordinate total evacuation of the estate onto the Blue Heron; I’ll radio down to inform Dragon Faire and Dragon Island of the situation, and once everyone’s on the Heron, we’ll move down there to coordinate evacuation directly.”
The sudden shadow of a huge hat came over the area, and Bexley looked up to see Ultranoth striding over.
“I have a suggestion,” she said politely. “Dragon Faire is the sort of place that pays the most attention to spectacle, especially if it is spectacle brought by a dragon. It may be most efficient if I deliver the message in person. That should help get Dragon Faire evacuated as early as possible.”
“Sounds perfect.” Bexley said. “Would you mind?”
“Of course not,” Ultranoth said graciously. “After all, it is an area named for me. What kind of dragon would I be if I didn’t protect it?”
Bexley nodded sharply, then turned back to Jeebs, ignoring her parents completely. “Any questions?”
“No, milady,” Jeebs replied.
“Then hop to it.” Now Bexley turned to the titans. “And the three of you—you get in the hangar. We need to tune you up before you fight that thing.”
***
The three titan mages did as she said, and soon—after telling Nigel what his duties were—she joined them in the hangar. Fortunately, none had suffered significant damage in the course of the previous battle, so that she’d been able to finish Long Shot and Deathly Rhythm in minimal time.
By the time she made it to Chimera, Jeebs had collected all of the estate’s staff, and Alyssa was beginning to coordinate their placement in the cabins, helped for the moment by Ember and Sloan. The staff by this point was small, Bexley noticed with some degree of sadness—but the sight struck a renewed spark of determination into her as well. This wasn’t her estate yet, but she’d see it restored to its former glory. And to do that, she’d have to save it first.
Well, Locke and the others would save it.
But she was equipped to save its people, so that’s what she would do. She couldn’t fight like Locke, Ember, and Sloan could with their titans, but she could contribute in a lot of other ways to save as many lives as possible.
Locke leaned on the scaffold beside her as she examined the pieces he’d already opened for her.
“Your parents are watching,” he said as she examined the internal musculature of the titan’s right arm.
“That’s what they do,” Bexley said. “Watch without doing anything useful.”
“Well, they were the last to come on board,” Locke said, “so I’m pretty sure they were doing what they could below. Sure, they’re a little out of touch, but they’re not all that bad.”
“Fair enough,” Bexley said as she moved to the left arm. “And you’re right—for all their flaws, they’re basically good people.”
Locke shrugged beside her. “Anyway, I bring it up because I think they’re impressed with how you took charge.”
That observation caught Bexley off guard, and she looked down to see what he meant. Presently the two were chatting with Alyssa from the passenger seats of the mage car (of course they had Jeebs drive them onto the ship), but her father was speaking animatedly, and when Alyssa occasionally gestured in Bexley’s direction, she saw her mother’s gaze follow with something like fascination, perhaps even measured respect.
One could hope, at least.
Still, Bexley couldn’t help but feel a little smug as she closed the titan’s left arm.
“You know,” Locke said, his eyes laughing, “being an authority figure suits you.”
“Whatever,” Bexley scoffed. “I’m only doing it because my parents won’t, and I’m still gonna do it with my boobs out.”
She poked out her chest for emphasis and generated quite a satisfactory jiggle, if she did say so herself.
“Well, you always have been the sort to take charge in your own way,” Locke said with a chuckle.
“Might be doing some of that after all this is over.” Bexley gave one of Locke’s firm ass cheeks a quick squeeze. (She saw her mother scowl as she did it, so she smacked it again.)
“All the more motivation to come back,” Locke replied.
“You better,” Bexley said, and continued to the titan’s right arm.
***
Soon she felt the easy nudge of the Blue Heron taking off, and then landing again at Dragon Faire.
Ultranoth’s suggestion had worked splendidly, Bexley realized as she strode off the ship. The dragon floated conspicuously above the airship docks, shouting instructions in her paradoxically gentle, yet booming voice, and crowds were making beelines for the hangars and stairs of every ship in the vicinity. Some fairegoers were so obviously drunk that they approached the spectacle as if it was just part of the faire’s entertainment, but at least they were cooperating.
The last of the airships had barely closed before they heard an awful wet, gurgling roar in the distance, and saw the bone dragon scaling the towers of the castle.
The monster was here. Now it was up to Locke, Sloan, Ember, and Ultranoth to save the day.
Chapter Twenty-Nine
“All right, crew!” Locke radioed from Titan Chimera. “With a dragon on our side, this should be a piece of cake!”
Presently he was positioned on Ultranoth’s back with Titan Long Shot and Titan Deathly Rhythm sitting behind him as she flew toward the castle, and despite knowing that he was going up against one of the toughest monsters he’d ever faced, he was riding into battle on the back of a mother fucking dragon, and it was hard not to feel like a total badass about it.
“Ooh, I like cake,” Sloan chimed from behind him.
“I’m still waiting for turkey legs and mimosas,” Ember added from behind her.
“If the afternoon goes well, I can provide all those things,” Ultranoth responded from beneath them, as casually as if she was talking about afternoon errands—even though she, of all of them, knew best exactly how dangerous the encroaching beast was. “Thank you for the speaker, by the way,” she said, indicating a little device looped around one of her pointed, articulate ears. “It has already made it much easier to keep track of your strategies.”
“No problem!” Bexley radioed from the Blue Heron, hovering above Dragon Faire far behind. “I’m just glad you’re back to normal. Pity I didn’t have time to cobble together a transmitter for you, but with you able to talk directly into our heads, I figure the point’s moot.”
“It is appreciated all the same,” Ultranoth replied pleasantly.
“I like this Ultranoth,” Sloan beamed. “She’s so classy.”
“Hard not to like her when the other was such a raging bitch,” Ember grumbled.
“Now, now. Language,” Ultranoth said as she flapped ever closer to the castle. “Let us not sink to the level of our enemy.”
The bone dragon saw them coming. There was no way it could miss them, flying boldly in on dragonback, and it scrambled around the top of the castle, snapping and snarling and roaring noises at them that Locke was pretty sure would have been curses if it had been able to form a voice box.
“So crass,” Ultranoth tsked, as if she understood it.
Locke had prepared to drop into the battle with a raucous, “Now let’s fuck it up!” but given the company, reconsidered.
“We need to expose the dark specter and set it ablaze,” he said instead. “If it fights anything like a standard corpse giant, it’ll fling parts of itself at us and animate them.”
“And it has plenty of high-quality skeletons inside to animate,” Ultranoth lamented. “Ah, centuries of preserved monster skeletons, gone to waste!”
Her voice was still elegant as ever, but Locke detected a clear undertone of fury. Invading her mind and body was one thing—but this monster had touched her stuff; and that was unforgivable.
“That being the case,” Locke said with a grin, “I think a good dragon-sized fireball would be an appropriate way to get this thing started, wouldn’t you say, Ultranoth?”
He meant it to be the badass order that kicked off the fight, but then Ultranoth’s wings twitched as if to indicate a pause.
“Why do you say that as if you expect me to do it?” she asked.
“Because … you’re a dragon,” Locke said. When Ultranoth’s confused pause persisted, he added, “You should have the best firepower of all of us.”
“I’m a gravity dragon, not an energy dragon.”
“You mean all dragons don’t breathe fire?”
“What would give you the impression that all dragons breathe fire?” Ultranoth said curiously. “Or is that a result of your origins?”
Locke’s stomach clenched at her observation. Did she know where he came from? Back in her lair, he remembered the distinct sensation of his consciousness touching hers. Had she seen inside him? If so, how much had she seen?
“Ooh, you’re gonna want to steep some tea for him, Ultranoth,” Bexley said from the Blue Heron. “He’s got all sorts of weird thoughts. He didn’t know what cats were when we found him.”
“You didn’t know about cats?” Ultranoth stated. “But you have a form of cat where—”
“Let’s focus on the monster, people!” Locke interrupted.
He knew she probably wasn’t trying to expose him, but this wasn’t exactly a convenient time for his deepest secrets to spill out.
“Okay,” he continued, “first things first, we need to get it away from the castle so it doesn’t damage the estate.”
“Oh, that’ll be quite easy.” Ultranoth tilted her wings to arc around the castle, out of the monster’s reach. “There’s an abandoned farmstead close by, a bit overgrown but not wild enough to impede a titan.”
She nodded toward a clearing less than a mile away. Locke hadn’t considered that clearing for their earlier practice session because some structures still remained on it, but if Ultranoth said it was abandoned, it was abandoned. And it was a good size for the battle.
“Perfect,” he said. “Sloan, use your whipsword to slow it while Ember and I burn the sucker.”
“What would you have me do in this battle, oh heroic strategist?” Ultranoth asked, in a way that sounded … Was she flirting with him? Honestly, he hadn’t expected a dragon to ask him for guidance in any context. But he still needed to say something more heroic than “I don’t know, dragon stuff?”
“How about being big and stompy with your gravity magic?” Locke suggested.
“Oh, I can be far more elegant than that.” Ultranoth replied, and dove straight for the snarling monster.
The moment it saw her coming, the creature roared and leapt at them from the topmost tower, its bone claws shearing off pieces of rooftop. It soared through the air, foreclaws extended, skull fangs wide and snarling in preparation for a savage chomp.
Ultranoth raised one digit.
The bone dragon froze in midair.
And then she flicked her claw, and the monster went soaring toward the open field.
It landed with a sickening, crunchy splat that Locke could hear even from this distance, and though they couldn’t see the creature for the trees, he was pretty sure that landing had knocked at least a few pieces off.
“So uncouth,” Ultranoth tutted, and then winged her way for the clearing.
When they arrived, Locke saw that he’d suspected correctly. Ultranoth hadn’t just flicked the monster away. She’d smashed it down, and when they flew over the field, it was to the sight of the bone dragon splattered spread-eagled over the grass, all four of its limbs knocked off into a pattern of almost comical symmetry.
But then, well, it was fighting Ultranoth the Organized.
“Yeah! Let’s get it!” Ember yelled from Ultranoth’s back, and stood to position her cannon for a savage blast. A white-hot beam of searing heat plunged straight into the bone dragon’s trunk, incinerated every bit of bone and dreg that it hit, and set fire to the surrounding grass, which then caught on whatever dregs it touched.
“Nicely done,” Ultranoth nodded approvingly.
“My turn!” Locke declared, and then whirred up his gravity catalysts, charged his energy catalyst, and leapt off the dragon’s back with plenty of space to fall. The monster hadn’t even started to recompose itself, and in this final, climactic battle, he knew what he had to do.
He crossed his titan’s arms over its broad chest. A continuous burst of purple and white excess magic plumed out of his shoulder louvers, trailing behind him as his gravity catalysts lowered him in a controlled fall. And then, just because he could, he decided to go for a little more.
Close to the ground, he revved up his gravity catalysts, reversed their force, and smashed into the ground in a three-point landing that crushed a yard-deep crater into the earth and sent the disparate parts of the bone dragon bouncing off the ground.
He then leapt into the air with a burst from his gravity catalysts and clawed his hands into shape for a proper, monster-wrecking energy ball.
It incinerated the lower half of the bone dragon’s still-prone trunk.
Titan Chimera crashed to the ground with a mighty stomp, and Locke wasn’t sure, but he swore he could see the afternoon sun shoot a dramatic, victorious flare across his armor.
Titan Long Shot and Titan Deathly Rhythm floated to the ground at a reasonable pace behind him, lowered there by Ultranoth’s gravity magic.
“He certainly is a noisy one, isn’t he?” Ultranoth observed to the ladies.
“It’s my understanding that the screaming helps,” Ember replied.
“It does!” Locke retorted, but then focused his attention back on the bone dragon. They’d already blasted a substantial part of it away, but a lot still remained, and was beginning to shift.
“Ultranoth! Can you use your gravity magic to hold it in place?”
“I can!” Ultranoth replied, and flew toward the undulating monster for a better view. She flicked a finger on each of her foreclaws, as if conducting an orchestra with her talons, and all five of the separate pieces flattened to the ground, as if smashed there by a giant invisible slab.
But then Locke saw Ultranoth wobble midair.
“Ah!” she groaned, and then shook her head and flapped her wings to regain lost height.
“You all right?” Locke asked, eyes fixed on the still-flattened pieces of the bone dragon. He flooded his swiftmetal tank with energy magic, just in case.
“The strain of this week is catching up to me,” Ultranoth replied. “I will fight as long as I am able.”
“Then let’s finish this fast!” Locke shot his lightning whip straight for the largest chunk of the bone dragon. The point of the whip plunged into the compressed pile of bones and goo. He unleashed his lightning blast through the conductive swiftmetal; a churning spasm rocked the grotesque monster, and soon the electrocuted dark specter simply melted off the collection of bones.
It might have weakened Ultranoth, but they’d weakened it, too.
Locke withdrew his whip and aimed for the closest of the restrained limbs—
—which were not as restrained as they had been a moment earlier.
“My magic is faltering! It’s breaking free!” Ultranoth reported with a labored voice.
“Gotcha!” Locke unleashed his next lightning blast into the limb, then looked to Titan Deathly Rhythm and indicated the limb closest to it. “Sloan, trap that one with your whipsword so it can’t move! Ember, burn it when you’re done with the main body!”
“Got it!” Sloan replied, spinning up her whipsword.
“Will do!” Ember echoed, firing bolt after bolt into the now undulating puddle at the center of the formation.
“I’m losing it!” Ultranoth reported, sinking in the sky.
“Damn it,” Locke muttered to himself, and quickly switched his energy catalyst to heat energy. He blasted what he could at his own still-convulsing puddle of shadow dregs, trying to burn as much as possible before Ultranoth reached her limit.
The easy part of this battle was about to be over.
“Ahh!” Ultranoth groaned, as her magic gave out completely, and she tumbled from the sky. At once, the flattened sludge roiled, as if freshly rejuvenated by its regained advantage. It abandoned the bones entirely and went straight for Ultranoth’s fallen form.
“No! Ultranoth! Get out of range!” Locke shouted, firing wildly at the specter in hopes of stopping at least some of it.
Fortunately, Sloan was close to where Ultranoth had fallen, and she zipped over in a blink, spun up her whipsword, and then launched it into the middle of the churning goo.
It was easier for her to hit than before, when it had gushed back into Ultranoth’s lair. It was slower now, their attacks obviously taking a toll on it, and the time magic channeled through Sloan’s whipsword drained its speed yet again—or at least, its core speed. Its outer edges still gushed around the magic’s area of affect, continuing their search for Ultranoth.
But Sloan had given her the time she needed.
Ultranoth raised herself back to her feet with a grunt and then took to the air.
“I will recover and return,” she said, and flew off.
Now it all came down to Titan Chimera, Titan Long Shot, and Titan Deathly Rhythm.
With the prize that was Ultranoth gone, the still-free gush of the dark specter surged for Deathly Rhythm.
“Ah!” Sloan cried. She tried to dodge in such a way that her whipsword stayed put in the puddle, but soon her motion dislodged it, and the full body of the dark specter surged back to full speed.
It didn’t go for Sloan this time, instead sweeping back into the bone pile to snatch them up once more. The bone dragon’s grotesque form roiled and throbbed as the bones slotted back into place, and soon the monster’s drake skull head snarled back out at them. It was fully reformed, if a little smaller.
Now the monster roared and lunged for the first thing in its eyeline—Titan Chimera.
Locke stood his ground.
“Lightning blast!” he shouted to the others as a warning, and shot his charged swiftmetal whip out again. But before the whip could plunge into the creature’s sludge, it rearranged and interlocked some of its bones, and the point of the whip chipped into the solidified armor.
Locke let his lightning blast rip, but monster bone was apparently not nearly as conductive as the dark specter sludge, and the effect of the blast was negligible. He withdrew the whip and snapped it repeatedly against the monster as it barreled for him, cracking off fragments of bone each time, but never puncturing the armor.
The beast closed with him and leapt.
Locke shot magic into his time catalyst and dodged to the side.
The monster couldn’t halt its momentum, and it scrambled past him, trying to come around. Locke caught a glimpse of an obvious purple-black spot right behind the base of its skull. He shot his charged swiftmetal whip for it; its arc slapped across the bone armor—but then landed upon the exposed sludge.
Locke blasted lightning through his whip again, and a massive convulsion rocked the bone dragon. The monster roared as the dregs melted inside its bone armor.
“Ember, go for it!” Locke shouted, pouring continuous electrical current into the beast.
Ember blasted one bolt after another into the monster’s form, from all three of her energy catalysts simultaneously. A sick swirl of purple-black smoke rose from the monster’s body. The bone dragon’s roar diminished, then faded completely.
The monstrosity seemed to be dead, but Locke didn’t trust it.
He withdrew his swiftmetal since he couldn’t see if it was still connected, anyway, and shaped it into a simple propeller. He spun it to disperse the smoke—but before the smoke could even spread, learned that he was right to be cautious.
They’d burned much of the dark specter, but there was still enough left to control a wave of smaller, individual skeletons, and soon a reanimated stampede of knee-high drakes, livestock, and other creatures rushed their titans.
“Back away and keep firing!” Locke doused the skeletons with a cone of flame, while Ember blasted the skeletons on the other side.
“It’s working!” Ember shouted.
Even through the smoke, Locke could see the skeletons collapsing as the shadow dregs animating them burned to ash. After all, in these more conventional skeletons, the dark specter was far more exposed, the sludge of its form easily visible through rib cages and where it hinged upon exposed bones. The creature must have intended to overwhelm them with numbers, but it quickly learned that this wouldn’t work either, and began to withdraw what remained into a singular body once more.
The form that emerged this time was far more ragged-looking than all previous entities. The thick, complicated mass of bones that formed its earlier armor had been abandoned for a far more famished, even feral looking shape that only came up to Titan Chimera’s chest. The only solidly armored place on its body was its fully-closed rib cage, which very likely contained whatever constituted its core. The rest hinged upon the most essential bones for locomotion. It had even abandoned the drake skull as unessential.
It was a monster built for desperate speed. For escape. And now it turned and bolted for the nearest tree line.
“Sloan! Catch it!” Locke ordered.
“I’m on it!” Sloan shouted, and she dashed for the retreating monster, blurring, whipsword twirling beside her. She leapt into the air and slashed her whipsword down. It plunged into the space between the monster’s shoulder and trunk.
The bone dragon’s run slowed to a comical parody of itself.
“Hold it there!” Locke ordered.
In its current state, the monster could barely move.
And so while Sloan kept the monster in slow motion stasis, Locke knew what he had to do.
He lunged a dramatic knee forward, clawed Titan Chimera’s fingers together in the shape of a sphere, and he began to scream.
White-hot energy began to crackle and glow between his titan’s fingers. While it did, Ember fired her own barrage, joining his primal scream with her own.
“I told you it helps!” Locke interrupted his own scream to grin.
Ember just responded with more screaming, and more bolts.
The monster roiled in slow motion under her attack, as Locke’s energy ball grew to half the size of his titan, then three quarters.
And then, the worst happened.
One of Ember’s blasts landed on the joint where Sloan’s sword was lodged.
It broke free, and the monster accelerated back to full speed.
“No!” Locke, Ember, and Sloan all roared in frustration.
Until a massive wind blew through the clearing.
And not a natural wind.
The great shadow of Ultranoth swooped over the farmstead, her scales glowing with an eruption of purple gravity light. It wasn’t nearly as bright as before, but it was enough to smash the fleeing creature down in place, and render it as vulnerable as it would ever be.
“I have it!” Ultranoth shouted through all their heads. “Destroy it!”
The energy ball Locke raised above his head was now larger than his entire titan.
He flung it with all his might, and it connected with a brief snap-flash of explosive energy. The dark specter vanished in a brilliant sun-hot blast, and when the light dissipated, nothing remained but a charred, smoking crater.
And, in Locke’s estimation, there was no moment in which he deserved a dramatic victory pose more than this one.
So he crossed Titan Chimera’s arms over its chest, enjoyed the brief flare of sunlight streaking off his armor, and said,
“That’ll teach ancient monsters to fuck with us.”
Chapter Thirty
When the titans returned to the Blue Heron, it was to the riotous “Huzzahs!” of the Morton staff and a crowd of Dragon Faire revelers who were still acting very much in character, despite their “inauthentic” locale. One of the vendors they’d saved had apparently seen fit to rescue their stock of ale and mimosa materials, and soon Locke and company found themselves on the end of a very vigorous and very drunk series of toasts.
Locke accepted the thanks with a regal nod of Titan Chimera’s head, but Ember and Sloan were not so elegant.
“I was promised mimosas if we won!” Ember declared.
“I was promised turkey legs!” Sloan added.
“And I can provide,” Ultranoth replied as her smoke coalesced in human form before their titans, to another raucous cheer and series of toasts.
***
So it was that Locke found himself and his crew in a place of honor in the Mortons’ mage car, as it processed through the streets of Dragon Faire in an impromptu parade, with Ultranoth—back in dragon form—sweeping victoriously overhead and Nigel prancing proudly beside on his mage horse like a ceremonial guard. Lord and Lady Morton were also present, despite having contributed nothing to the fight, but Locke supposed it would’ve been weird if the king and queen of the Faire, however fictional, weren’t present at the celebration.
Especially when the parade ended at the jousting pitch, and the Mortons took their thrones on the balcony overlooking the pitch, and then erupted into full royal character. They introduced Locke and company as heroes of the kingdom in a narrative they’d apparently made up on the spot, and then sat them all down for an impromptu turkey leg and mimosa feast while the Faire’s knights put on an also-impromptu joust for their entertainment.
Locke had long since decided to just go with the flow.
This did nothing to ease the raging fire that was still burning in his middle—god, that dragon aphrodisiac needed a medical warning—but he found some psychological relief, at least, in the situation. Bexley had been planning stuff, after all, and with the estate saved and her dragon friend rescued, they now had the leisure to do all the stuff.
Until then, he just had to power through this.
“You know,” Lord Morton observed over his drink, “it does occur to me that we’ve never considered hosting titan duels as part of the entertainment. Our knights are quite entertaining, but given the exciting novelty of today …”
“Titans are ridiculously expensive to maintain, dear, much less to buy,” Lady Morton objected, apparently having learned at least that much from her daughter. “If we had them on hand, maybe, but …”
That was when a light bulb exploded in Locke’s head. “You know, there is a way to make that happen.”
“Oh?” Lord Morton looked up curiously. “Would you consider bringing your titans here for an occasional show? What would you consider reasonable payment for such a thing?”
“That’s an option,” Locke replied, then indicated Bexley, sitting next to him, “but I think your daughter has an idea that might work out even better.”
He’d expected her to greet his fortuitous segue with a bright, happy smile that was thankful for the in he’d given her. Instead she said:
“Oh my gods, Locke, you gotta warn me before you put me on the spot like that. I am four mimosas deep at this point!”
“You sound remarkably coherent for someone who’s four mimosas deep.”
“Yeah, well, I’ve got a lot of cushion for the alcohol.” She jiggled her “cushions” for emphasis. “But since it’s been brought up, I do have a plan for getting more titans on site.”
And, truly, Bexley was remarkably coherent for someone who’d been pounding mimosas since the festivities had started. She told her parents of her plans to turn the estate into an Arcane Index Outpost, and while general consensus was that they all needed to wait until they weren’t intoxicated to discuss specifics, general consensus was also that Bexley had impressed her parents with the depth to which she’d thought out the option.
Their only real stipulation was that the Faire be allowed to borrow titans for occasional shows, and that those titans be designed to look like knights to match the aesthetic, but Locke was pretty sure that was a drunk stipulation, and probably not a dealbreaker either way.
And the way Bexley looked at him once the discussion was over, he was pretty sure he’d earned every bit of stuff she was planning.
***
But it turned out it was not to be as soon as he’d hoped.
Ultranoth invited them back to her lair for a more low-key celebration after the joust ended.
So it was that Locke and crew (and Nigel) flew to Ultranoth’s lair on her back, and soon gathered in the comfortable depths of her archive.
“You must forgive the mess,” Ultranoth said as she strode around the chamber, still in dragon form. “Obviously I haven’t had time to properly prepare for company.”
The sitting area of the archive was still in disarray from the earlier battle with her possessed self, but with a little gravity magic, that point became moot. She moved the broken furniture out of the way with a gentle, touchless flick, and then reached somewhere into the depths of the cave to produce several other couches and chairs, select a few, then reject them because they didn’t complement each other or the room. Finally she landed on a selection that pleased her and arranged it just so.
Only after the corners were all perfectly aligned were they allowed to sit. While they did, she selected a large matching tea table to place between them, and then produced a tea set and some accessories that had miraculously escaped the battle unscathed.
“Oh, Sloan, might I borrow your magic for a moment?” she said once all were seated. “When I was inside Locke’s head, I saw something I’d like to try.”
“In public?” Locke asked warily.
Ultranoth laughed, a pleasant-sounding thing, like a summer breeze, and said, “Not that kind of thing.” She waved a claw to produce some loose tea leaves, which she then encased in a huge tea ball and placed in a large black cauldron Locke assumed she was using as a water pot. A mage stove followed with another flick of her claw. Locke wasn’t sure how it worked, but Sloan obviously did, for she flash-heated the cauldron, and presumably flash-steeped the tea with her time magic—and the moment Ultranoth summoned a sugar bowl, he knew exactly where this was going.
Ultranoth withdrew the tea ball and then just dumped the whole sugar bowl into the cauldron. It was not a human-sized sugar bowl. Locke had given up on guessing where she was getting stuff from when she produced a pile of ice cubes to toss in the cauldron, and then stirred them into the tea with a wooden spoon that also came out of nowhere.
She had Sloan flash-cool the drink the rest of the way, then lifted some of the liquid out of the cauldron using gravity magic alone, and poured it neatly into a glass of ice nearly identical to the ones his grandmother had served sweet tea in.
When Ultranoth sent it his way—floating, of course—it was with an eager, curious glint in her eyes.
“What do you think? Is it authentic?”
Despite starting his life as a Kentucky country boy, Locke had never in that life liked sweet tea. The way his family made it, it poured out of pitchers like thin syrup and was a few sugar crystals shy of crunching in his mouth. When he was offered a glass, he’d refuse it with a polite wave, but an expression that said, No, thanks. I choose life.
But this glass was being offered not by a grandma, but a dragon.
He chose life, if only for the moment, and took a tentative sip.
It was exactly as he expected.
But there was no way in Kentucky-fried hell he was going to tell a dragon he didn’t like her sweet tea.
“It is authentic.”
“What is it? Just sugary tea?” Bexley accepted her own glass from Ultranoth and drank. “Fucking hells, Locke, you drink this voluntarily? Oh my gods. I feel it in my teeth.” She flailed around the couch as if overwhelmed by the flavor—but once she recovered, took a larger swig.
Locke raised a curious eyebrow to her.
“Well, extra carbs make for extra energy,” she responded, “and I really should carb load for what we’re going to get up to tonight!”
The others tried it as well, but didn’t have nearly the same reaction Bexley did. They took varying degrees of polite sips, but even Nigel barely managed to mask his revulsion. He took more sips than the others, probably not wanting to insult the dragon he was now determined to flirt with, but couldn’t take many before he looked like he just wanted to go back to the bed on his airship and die there.
“Oh? Is it unpleasant?” Ultranoth inquired.
“It is a dragon-sized amount of sugar, friend,” Bexley replied. “You gotta think in human proportions. Like one-one-hundredth of that.”
(It was an accurate amount of sugar, but Locke wasn’t about to correct her.)
“Oh, that’s true,” Ultranoth said graciously. “I do get my proportions mixed up quite a bit, especially when I’m in dragon form. I shall have to work on perfecting the recipe. In the meantime, perhaps something less experimental.”
Now she flicked her claw and drew a selection of tea leaves and wine bottles from the depths of her lair.
Locke hadn’t partaken of nearly as much alcohol as the others—he wanted complete awareness for whatever Bexley had planned—so he opted to allow himself a glass of wine. Once Ultranoth had finished seeing to all of her guests, she dissolved into smoke once again and coalesced back into human form on the centermost couch.
“I wanted to thank each of you properly for saving me,” she said. “And boons offered by dragons are things best discussed in private.”
“What kind of boons?” Locke asked.
“That depends on what you want,” Ultranoth replied. “You have done me a great service, and I will grant what is in my power to grant. My collection contains plenty of fascinating items, some of which may be of use to you in your adventures. I can also grant magical resources. I am at your disposal. Especially since this entire debacle was arguably my fault, anyway.”
“What? How could it possibly be your fault?” Bexley exclaimed. “You didn’t willingly take on the specter, did you?”
“No, but cats and dragons have much in common, and one is the inclination toward dangerous curiosity. You see, when Segrandis the Venerable was still alive, he never allowed people to settle in his lands, or explore the ruins in any significant way—not even me, a fellow dragon.” She gave an indignant huff. “So naturally, once he died, I thought I’d partake of the opportunity to explore.”
“But hasn’t he been dead for a generation?” Locke asked. “A human generation, at least? Why wait until now to explore?”
“A human generation is not much time at all in the perception of a dragon,” Ultranoth replied, “and not all of the ruins I found were dangerous, anyway. In the end, though, that made me far too complacent. When I found the specter’s ruin—perfectly preserved, by the way—I became so overcome with curiosity that I neglected to keep my wits about me. The dark specter caught me unawares and took me over before I had any chance to fight it off. And now I fear I must return to that ruin to make sure I haven’t unleashed anything more dangerous.”
“Oh, it’s already being taken care of,” Locke said. “Some friends of ours are clearing it out as we speak.”
“Aw, well, that’s a relief,” Ultranoth sighed. “And so we come back to the subject of your rewards.”
The repeated promise of rewards settled each of her visitors back into silence. Locke paused and swirled his wineglass idly as the others pondered. Though he hadn’t expected it to be phrased as a “reward,” he certainly knew what he wanted to ask of Ultranoth; after all, one of the personal reasons he’d wanted to save her was to ask what she remembered of Peth and the Precursors. He just had to articulate it in a manner that didn’t give too much away.
“What would you say to a private audience with you?” he asked, trying to be as ambiguous as he could.
“Damn, Locke’s goin’ shtraight for tha dragon booty!” Ember sputtered from her spot between Alyssa and Sloan on their couch. She was more mimosas in than Bexley and wasn’t handling them as well, judging by her flushed face and the fact that she was sprawled over both her companions as if they were part of the couch.
“It’s not for dragon booty,” Locke objected.
“Then wha’ could you posshibly want a priv … a priv … a pervy audience for?” Ember slurred.
“I have questions.” He tapped his head. “About what’s going on in here.”
“Oh, yeah. Thass fair,” Ember replied, and then flopped onto Sloan’s shoulder and fell asleep.
It wasn’t exactly the truth, Locke acknowledged, but it served its purpose of stopping Ember’s drunk questions, and Ultranoth nodded, as if she understood. After all, she’d seen at least some of the inside of his head, such that she could guess at the direction his questions would probably take.
“I don’t even know what I should ask for,” Alyssa said. “I don’t know that I deserve anything as valuable as what you have in your collection, and it seems far too crass to ask for a monetary reward.”
“Perhaps payment for your titans’ repairs and maintenance, then?” Ultranoth suggested. “Since they inevitably endured some wear in my service.”
“True enough, but we’ve already have pay in the works for this job.”
“You guys, upgrade materials!” Bexley exclaimed. “Ultranoth’s got a ton of those in her collection, and you never use them for anything, right?”
“I normally snack on them,” Ultranoth replied, “but they would definitely be put to more practical use on your titans.”
“Then I choose that!” Bexley declared, then glanced over to the next couch. “Ember does, too. And Alyssa.”
“To be honest, that’s not a bad idea,” Locke agreed. “And it’ll definitely benefit us to have a significant power jump, what with …” He was about to voice his suspicions about the moon, but instead corrected, “all the higher-level bounties we’ll be taking once word gets out about how we saved Ultranoth. We won’t be chasing small bounties anymore.”
“I want some dragon scales,” Sloan chimed brightly.
“Just scales?” Ultranoth asked curiously.
“Mm-hmm!” Sloan nodded. “They’re pretty. They’ll go well as accents on my dresses.”
Ultranoth laughed pleasantly at the simplicity of the request. “Of course.” Then she turned to the final guest in the room. “And what would you like, Lord Oldershaw?”
In all honesty, Locke had completely forgotten Nigel had come with them, and now he looked to the single chair at his right to see the man sitting there quietly with an untouched wineglass, and a face that was flush, despite it.
“A reward? For me?” he sputtered. “But I hardly contributed anything.”
“You protected Bexley,” Ultranoth pointed out. “And it is no small thing to keep Bexley out of trouble.”
“Damn straight!” Bexley agreed.
Locke had to allow himself some agreement, too. Nigel might not have any mage ability, but he’d been key to getting Bexley out of harm’s way in the lair so the titans could do their job to the fullest, and he was grateful for it.
Of course, with Nigel’s new attitude, it was easier to be grateful. Locke hadn’t heard him say a single arrogant thing since the final battle with Ultranoth and the dark specter, and he could see a complex storm of emotion stirring behind the man’s eyes.
“You’re totally smitten with her, Nigel,” Bexley said. “Ask her for a date.”
Nigel’s face reddened a bit more as she suggested it, and now he did try to hide it in his wine.
“What could I possibly offer a dragon on a date?” he muttered.
“Man, you’re a professional baby-maker! I’m sure you know some things by now.”
“I’m not going to ask her for sex on a first date! Least of all because I’d probably die!”
“I’m sure Ultranoth’s capable of being gentle,” Bexley prodded.
Ultranoth hid a polite laugh behind her glass, but Locke didn’t bother suppressing his laugh. He couldn’t help it; there was something objectively hilarious about a man with thousands of paramours to his name being scandalized by the suggestion of sex on the first date. Plus, it was amusing seeing someone as bombastically self-assured as Nigel hiding behind the transparent mask of a wineglass.
“I’m not the sort to be close on the first date, either,” Ultranoth volunteered. “Nor am I much like the version that you seduced.”
“Oh.” The flustered eagerness on Nigel’s face diminished somewhat at that. “Yes, of course. I suppose I … should have considered …”
Ultranoth smiled again, but then added: “At least, in matters of public conduct.”
Nigel’s face went even redder at that, even as the eagerness returned to his expression, for the way she said it suggested she was just as much like the version he seduced in private.
“But I must be earned,” Ultranoth stated.
And just then, Locke realized exactly what Ultranoth was doing.
She was teasing Nigel, just as Dark Ultranoth had, and he could see from Nigel’s delightedly conflicted expression that he was enjoying it. That he would have to earn Ultranoth’s affection only seemed to heighten his interest in the situation.
For as he’d well-established with Bexley, he did enjoy earning the hearts of worthy women.
And if her coy comments were any indication, Ultranoth seemed to enjoy the teasing and the chase as much as Nigel.
This might actually be the perfect arrangement for both of them, Locke realized. For Nigel could never catch her, not if he wanted to survive. Which meant they could spend a human lifetime teasing and chasing.
It wasn’t a romantic arrangement that would appeal to Locke, but then, he wasn’t someone who made his living off impersonal sex with ever-changing clients. Nigel’s satisfaction in that respect was well taken care of; it was the chase that he desired most, and he might very well find a satisfying chase in Ultranoth.
“Please, take him, Ultranoth,” Bexley groaned. “Maybe then he’ll stop insisting he’s engaged to me.”
“You will always have my heart, Lady Beaunessia,” Nigel replied, briefly back to his mischievous self. “But … I recognize a lost cause when I see one. After all, as impressive as I am, there is no way I could possibly outmatch a man who saved an entire estate by wooing a corrupted dragon and then saving that dragon with god-tier titan mage skills.” He raised his wineglass. “I concede the victory to you.”
Locke raised his own wineglass in acceptance, just as Ember, apparently not as asleep as initially suspected, woke up and slurred, “I’m just sayin,’ there’s no reason you can’t marry both.”
“Shut up, Ember,” Bexley snorted.
For once, Ember slurred, “Fine,” and went back to sleep.
Once she’d settled, Ultranoth turned back to Nigel.
“Tea would be a reasonable place to start, I think,” she said. “You could perhaps show me your horse?”
“Yes! Absolutely! Of course!” Nigel agreed, his words spattering out as fast as if they were machine-gun fire in his enthusiasm.
“Soon, then,” Ultranoth stated. “And, Locke, when would you prefer to meet? I assume you’ll be heading back to Endpoint City soon to report the news of our situation?”
“We haven’t set a departure date yet,” Locke replied, “but what would you say to tomorrow? That way all of us have time to rest up from today.”
“A splendid idea,” Ultranoth agreed. Bexley glanced back to Locke as she said so, with a look that also had a splendid idea, if an entirely different form of rest.
Chapter Thirty-One
“Put your roguish clothes on,” Bexley told him once Ultranoth had returned them to the castle. She was presently rooting through his wardrobe in his estate room, and produced the first set of clothing he’d put together when he’d first arrived on Haven. He’d packed it because it was his most broken-in set, and he’d figured he’d want to wear something comfy after they finished the bounty. He hadn’t expected to be wearing it in this situation, though.
“I always thought you preferred me naked,” he mused.
“I do, but you can’t very well walk the castle in the nude, and it’s a bit of a walk to my dungeon.”
She hadn’t said it with any hint of salaciousness, but nonetheless the idea of Bexley’s Dungeon sent another surge of eagerness through Locke’s body.
“I left you directions there,” Bexley finished, pointing to a little folded letter on his nightstand.
“You’re not leading me there?”
“I have to go get ready,” Bexley replied, and closed the wardrobe. “After all, what’s a castle without a princess to rescue?”
***
Locke found himself consumed by the tantalizing implication of those words the entire time he dressed, and his entire way to the castle’s dungeon. Were there costumes involved? Was it a role play situation? How did all that fit into the concept of a sex dungeon?
None of those were things that necessarily appealed to him in general, but that Bexley was involved made him curious and eager. He followed the instructions she’d left, down a little labyrinth of stairs and tunnels, and soon reached a long stretch of corridor that looked so immaculate compared to the rest of the castle that he was automatically suspicious of it.
And then he remembered:
Bexley had once mentioned something about traps.
With his center in its present state, he had absolutely no patience for anything that stood between him and this evening. Fuck it, he thought. I’m just going to go for it.
And so, he sprinted down the hallway.
At once, something popped down from the ceiling and swept just above his head.
“Shit!”
Bexley hadn’t been kidding. He dodged the thing, then triggered another, and another as he wove down the short hallway, moving too fast to even realize what he was dodging.
It wasn’t until he reached the wooden door at the end that the traps stopped springing, and he looked back to see exactly what he’d been dodging. Some were little orange streamers animated to look like fire, or blue streamers to represent splashes of water. Most were comical doodles of Bexley herself making mischievous faces, mounted on little slabs of wood to pop out and startle anyone who came down the hall. None were dangerous in the least, probably intended to warn Bexley if someone was on their way to her room so she could hide whatever trouble she was getting up to.
It was cute, he thought, but he would’ve appreciated it more if he hadn’t had a raging boner. He threw his hands upon the elegant doorknob, and tore the door open.
“I’ve beaten all your traps!” he announced, like a hero who just bested a villain’s attempt to stop him. Then he paused to take in the room.
He hadn’t been entirely sure what to expect of Bexley’s bedroom-slash-sex-dungeon, but this wasn’t it.
While the room had definitely been converted from a literal dungeon—the stonework of the walls was far too inelegant to have been intended for polite company, and he was pretty sure the metal loops in the walls had once been meant to hold chains—the dungeon had been classically repurposed, completely in Bexley style.
The first thing he saw in the room was not a bed, but a series of worktables occupied by random glowing bits of machinery that reminded him oddly—or perhaps not so oddly—of the creepy evaluation room at the Arcane Index. Bookshelves galore obscured the opposite wall, and finally, in the far back, was an archway and stairs leading up to Bexley’s bed.
It was an elegant fourposter bed draped with thick curtains that looked like they’d been pulled straight from a medieval fantasy world (but, like, one of the super fancy epic ones). The bed itself was made of some elegant metal curled into whimsical tracery designs—maybe even made by Bexley herself—and in the center of that bed was his princess—er, lady—er, chief engineer, reclined on a massive pile of pillows and smoldering at him as if she’d been waiting just as long as he had for this moment.
Much to his surprise, she was dressed in one of those simple high-waisted dresses like the ones the heroines had worn in his girlfriends’ favorite shows. It wasn’t anything close to the sort of thing he’d expected Bexley to wear—until he realized that the fabric of the dress was so gossamer as to be almost see-through. Moreover, the only thing he’d really liked about those dresses in the TV shows was how well they showed off the characters’ boobs—and this one definitely did that for Bexley. Her curves strained against that cloth like she didn’t have the patience to wait a whole social season to find a worthy man, like she wanted one now and knew exactly how to get him.
Which, being Bexley, of course she did.
Locke didn’t even walk to the bed. He just launched from where he was standing, straight into her boobs.
“Ha! The dragon venom still has its hold on you, I see!” Bexley laughed as she pulled his head closer.
Locke didn’t reply with words, just growled into her chest.
That was when she pushed him off, with another of her wicked grins.
“Please don’t tease me” Locke pursued her across the bed. “Not in this situation.”
He caught her and planted a vigorous kiss on her equally vigorous lips before she pushed him off again.
“Patience, patience,” she said, grinning. “I want to enjoy this, too, and I know how dragon venom is. As hot as you are, it’ll take little more than my mouth to set you off.”
“Have experience with dragon venom, do you?” Locke asked, taking her mouth again. At that point, she reached underneath one of her pillows and produced a little glass vial sloshing with some iridescent liquid.
“It’s the most potent aphrodisiac in the world,” Bexley replied, “but most importantly, it heightens every sensation.”
And then she drank the whole thing.
“Fuck!” Locke shouted, more in eager amazement than anything else. Dark Ultranoth had barely given him a scratch’s worth of venom. He was certain that bottle contained much more than a scratch, and the way Bexley’s eyes now smoldered and darkened before him, he knew one thing, without a doubt:
They were both about to have the best sex of their lives.
“I’d have thought you indifferent to this sort of costume.” Locke pulled the hem of her dress down with his teeth to expose her breasts fully. “You spent so much effort trying to defy your family’s set up, after all.”
“It’s not the costume; it’s the genre—ah!” Bexley cried, his mouth having found a nipple on the final syllable.
Even this early, Locke could feel her trembling as he suckled there. Truly, that venom was a wonder.
“I don’t like the polite, dignified stories,” she continued. “I like the dark, mysterious, eerie ones. Same costume, different flavor. And lots more sex.”
Locke didn’t know enough about romantic books to have an exact comparison from his world, but he was under the impression that Bexley had just told him she was into the moody, sexy, gothic end of the genre that probably involved werewolves and vampires or whatever the Haven equivalent was. Maybe even mad scientists, given the nature of her room.
Locke glanced up from her out of curiosity, for another look at the room, and when his eyes returned to the back wall, he realized that not all of the items organized there were practical work tools.
Yes, Bexley definitely had a mad scientist kink.
Now he returned to her chest. “And what did you plan to do with all that this evening?” he growled, nodding back to the wall and then kissing up the full arc of her breast.
“I’m tired of being in control of things,” Bexley sighed. “I want to be dominated.”
God, Locke could hear the aphrodisiac taking effect in her very voice. It carried a husky, hungry undertone that only exacerbated the heat building in his own middle.
“Well, we are in a laboratory,” Locke growled into her neck. “Why don’t we experiment?”
He hopped off the bed and strode to Bexley’s workshop wall. His earlier glance had brought several different … tools to his attention. He grabbed a selection and then returned to the bed, tossing his findings onto a corner of the spacious mattress and then climbing back atop Bexley.
His hands coursed along her waist, her back, up to her arms, and then his fingers crawled to meet hers, snarling inside them and easing them up, over her head.
“Oh,” she purred, amused as a cuff latched around one wrist, then the other, fully trapping her hands at the head of the bed. It was a simple thing, not even all that kinky by their current standards, but it was a habit he’d come to enjoy in their more vigorous times together, least of all because of the way her raised arms emphasized her magnificent chest, most of all because of what it indicated about their relationship, that she trusted him enough that she’d render herself this vulnerable to him.
He once suggested such things to Alyssa and Ember, but Alyssa had grimaced as if it wasn’t quite her thing, despite how comfortable she felt with him, and Ember didn’t like the idea of having her movements restricted, should she feel like taking charge of him. (Sloan would probably be into it, given what he’d learned of her, but he hadn’t had cause to ask her yet.)
Locke didn’t have a favorite among the four—each had their own strengths and appeals—but one of Bexley’s was definitely the way she opened herself up to him, far more deeply than any of the others, and in a greater variety of ways.
“Hm,” Locke breathed, feeling the heat of her middle rise to match his own as he trailed his hands along her jaw, her neck, her shoulders. He already felt her nipples hardening against his chest, too, even through his clothes, which was when he decided it was time to fling the overcoat off.
“Damn, that’s such a good shirt on you,” Bexley sighed, taking in the tight white tee he’d started wearing with this ensemble.
The tightness of the fabric made the shadows of his muscles obvious, casting his pecs and abs in tantalizing definition, even in this light.
“Take that off, too,” Bexley said.
“I thought I was supposed to be the commanding one today.”
“You can be commanding in just your pants.”
“Ah, but if I have to restrain myself, then so do you.”
He reached back for the end of the bed. One of the more interesting pieces he’d sighted resembled a strappy leather brassiere, albeit with openings in such places that it was obviously intended as edgy lingerie, especially given that the nipples were exposed.
Her dress stood in the way of his intentions, though.
No matter.
It was so thin, it was obviously not a dress meant to survive any energetic activity, and so Locke just snatched her hem and ripped it straight open. Bexley’s chest now fully exposed, he slipped the brassiere into place and tightened its straps around her back, his heart pounding with heightened lust as it lifted her breasts into even greater prominence.
“You’re missing a piece.” Bexley nodded to the bedside. “In the nightstand.”
Locke reached over and opened its singular drawer. Within waited an assortment of books and objects of varying salaciousness, but he quickly spotted two items that looked perfectly shaped to slip over the most titillating openings in the piece. They were each dome-shaped with a little turnkey on the end that looked like it belonged to a windup toy, and when Locke turned one key, he saw a cushioned curved object on the inside begin to wind up, and spin once loosed.
“For when you’re otherwise occupied,” Bexley grinned—and then gasped as he clipped the first dome in place. Its effect was immediate; the tip of the little curve landed right on her nipple, and the unwinding spring on the inside sent it spinning around that point of flesh like an artificial tongue.
“Aah-ooh!” Bexley moaned, and arched her back in pleasure.
Locke enjoyed her delight, but was not about to let a machine have all the fun. He put his tongue to her other nipple as it worked, suckling, nipping, biting until her back arched again and he felt her legs pinch shut beneath him, as if trying to pleasure a point he wasn’t touching.
“Oh, no, you don’t,” Locke laughed, and raised up from her. “You’re not going to pleasure yourself. I’m in the lead this time, remember?”
He grabbed some general use straps when he’d gone to the worktables earlier, and now plunged his hands between her legs to spread them wide for him. He grasped one of her ankles and secured a cuff around it, then pulled it tight to the tracery at the end of the bed. As Locke tied the second, he reflected that Bexley had probably designed this bed to have multiple such options for fastening and handholds, given her conspicuous (and apparently long-held) interest in being tied up.
Now he raised himself on his own knees between her legs, taking in the lewd sight of her spread open for him, the clockwork tongue on her nipple still spinning sensations into her chest and making her squirm even now.
“Please, come inside me,” she moaned, straining against her bonds in pleasure. “I can’t take it anymore. I need you inside me.”
“That’s your own fault for drinking a whole vial of dragon aphrodisiac,” Locke chuckled, and he glanced down to her center. She really was throbbing red, as if she was about to explode with or without him.
But he wasn’t close to done yet.
“There’s something else I’ve been curious to try,” he said huskily, and reached once again for the toys at the end of the bed. This time, he grabbed both a toy and a little glass vial.
“What do you plan on doing with that via—oh!” Bexley tried to speak sultrily, but her voice rose into a cry as Locke opened the bottle onto his hand and sent his fingers down between her legs … and then below.
He felt her trying to squeeze her legs together as he teased an even lower hole, traced a finger around its edges—and then plunged one inside.
Bexley’s back arched again as he eased in and out, then slowly added another finger, massaging her even further open.
“I’ve been thinking,” he growled as he worked his fingers inside her, “‘What’s something we haven’t tried?’ Obviously a night like this requires something new.”
“Fuck, Locke!” Bexley heaved, then laughed. “I see we both had the same idea. Congrats, you’re a mind read—aah!”
God, he loved it when she couldn’t finish sentences because of him, and now he removed his fingers to replace them with the other toy he brought. It was larger than the collective fingers he’d been using (if smaller than his actual cock) and so he took the lubricating vial to it, too, and gently pressed its tip to the place it formerly occupied.
Bexley’s back arched like it had never arched before as he pressed the length of it up into her, then massaged it in and out, until it reached the very base.
The way Bexley bit her lip at the sensation of it, he very much wanted to replace that item with … something else, but the sensuous sight of Bexley writhing there before him had invigorated his middle so much that he literally hurt with unreleased lust. And he could see Bexley feeling much the same way.
Now it was time for his final toy.
“What could you possibly have planned for me next?” Bexley cried, still squirming around the dildo as he stood from the bed.
“Just a little surprise,” Locke replied, as he reached into the deepest pocket of his discarded jacket. “Sevas did, after all, ask me to be brutal with this thing.”
From the pocket, he withdrew the void bracer, and Bexley’s eyes went ravenously wide.
He straddled his legs over her chest, positioning himself right before her face as he slipped the void bracer onto his forearm.
“Help me out,” he said, and thrust his hips toward her face for emphasis. It amazed him to realize he hadn’t actually gotten naked this whole time, but well, Bexley was about to remedy some of that. She unzipped his pants with her teeth in a motion that was the product of quite a bit of practice.
The moment he sprang out, he pressed himself between her waiting lips. He didn’t need the extra lubrication, of that he was certain, but he wanted to revel in the heat of her mouth, and with all his dragon aphrodisiac-enhanced senses, it was just as delicious as he expected.
That made him more eager to know what she felt like even lower, and so now he positioned himself between her wide, throbbing legs.
He didn’t act just yet, though. The artificial tongue that had been pleasing Bexley’s nipple had finally begun to lose some vigor, and he realized he hadn’t even placed the second, so he remedied that problem, and wound both up as tightly as they would go.
Bexley twitched under them in a new wave of sensuous pleasure, and then locked her eyes hungrily on his.
“Put it in me!” she begged. “Please!”
Locke didn’t refuse her this time.
He positioned himself before her eager opening, placed both hands on her sumptuous hips, and channeled a burst of magic through his void bracer. He was hesitant to use the matter and energy catalysts, lest he risk actual injury, but the time catalyst, and especially the gravity catalyst …
When he smashed to the back of her, it was with all the power of a tier two gravity catalyst and the accelerated speed of its time companion.
The look on Bexley’s face suggested she’d like more of that, please.
And so Locke took all the lust that had been building in him and unleashed it inside her.
God, the sensation was impossible, and amazing, and so far beyond anything he’d experienced thus far. The dragon venom inside him heightened his every sensation, made him aware of every single detail of the inside of Bexley’s flesh, even as he smashed past it at speeds and forces too unreal to be believed.
He lost track of his own body in that slice of compressed time, mingling so closely with her that he forgot where he ended and she began. He’d heard sex described before as two people becoming one, but this was the first time he’d felt as if he was becoming part of another being, of something larger and greater than just himself.
If his memory of the battle with Ultranoth was any indication, it felt like having sex with a dragon.
The pleasure was such that it almost felt like a loss when he finally reached his peak and unleashed the product of all that pleasure into her. He couldn’t feel too sad about it, though, first because it was the longest and best orgasm he’d ever had, second because Bexley arched up into him at the exact same time, and hers was even longer.
It was probably a result of the fact that she taken five times more aphrodisiac than him, but if the look on her face was any indication, a significant length of that still came down to his dick.
“That dragon venom is no joke,” he trembled on top of her, as she still twitched beneath him.
“Yeah, a whole vial was ill-advised,” Bexley trembled back. “This orgasm is totally worth it, though.”
Locke settled himself under her still-bound body, even as he was still inside her.
“Weird enough for you?” he asked, kissing tenderly along her neck.
“Oh, we’re not done.” She returned the kiss even as she struggled through her own prolonged pleasure.
“Still, I would consider this a success. Now, how long should we rest before the next round?”
Chapter Thirty-Two
Locke had told Ultranoth he would see her the next day, but as he’d said, the dragon venom was no joke.
With the amount she’d imbibed, Bexley was horny through the night and most of the next day. Thus, Locke found himself occupied much of that time, too.
The advantage was that they got to try out nearly every offering in Bexley’s sex lab.
The disadvantage was that Locke’s legs felt like melted jelly by the time they were done.
Which was to say, he was in no way equipped to see Ultranoth until the day after.
Still, now he found himself back in Ultranoth’s lair, reinvigorated with a cup of restorative spice tea and hugely relieved that he could now take in her human form without having complicated feelings about it.
“Now, to business,” Ultranoth said once casual pleasantries had been exchanged. “I assume there’s a reason you wanted to talk to me without your companions around. And I believe I can guess what it is.”
“If you can go deeply enough in my mind to learn about sweet tea, then probably so,” Locke replied with a laugh.
“My apologies for that, by the way,” she said pleasantly. “I suppose if I’d gone deeper, I’d have realized you didn’t like it to begin with, but such was the random nature of the connection.”
Now she paused and broke eye contact, as if the topic had brought up another point that made her uncomfortable. Soon she continued:
“I wanted to apologize. When the dark specter … invaded you in the first place. It was not something I would have done on my own, and I did try to stop it, however unsuccessfully.”
“So that’s why I was able to escape its grasp,” Locke mused. “I’d thought it was a bit too easy to break free, but if you were fighting it, too, that makes sense. You’re probably the only reason I was able to escape unharmed.”
“It would be false modesty to downplay my own contribution,” Ultranoth replied, “but at the same time, yours is no small power.” She paused and stirred her tea idly as if considering how to continue. “I have never encountered a mage of your like before, in any era.”
“Well, apparently I do have some of the highest stats ever,” Locke said, though he tried to sound modest about it.
“I don’t mean your coefficients. I mean your very being. I have encountered mages in conjured bodies before, with consciousnesses transported from others, but I have never encountered a mage pulled from another universe, with echoes of a second consciousness inside his head.”
Locke froze with his teacup midway to his mouth. “You learned all that from a single touch?”
Ultranoth nodded. “The very basics, at least. We dragons are perceptive beings, especially where the mingling of souls is concerned. I assume your crew members don’t know your true origins, based on the way you reacted when I mentioned them earlier.”
Locke shook his head. “I mean to tell them when it’s relevant, but until then—”
“What will determine when it’s relevant?”
Locke took a deep breath, for reasons he couldn’t name—or maybe because it felt good to finally say it to someone: “When I’m skilled enough to create a body for Peth. To pull her out of Titan Chimera.”
“Peth?” Ultranoth started, eyes suddenly wide. “You mean Pethelen?”
“You remember her?”
“I’d thought that soul felt familiar! We were young together. I called her Pethy!”
Locke had thought himself fully ready to hear the answers to his questions, but now that he was on the cusp of receiving them, his heart fluttered. Still, he persisted:
“And … do you remember those days?”
The warm delight in Ultranoth’s voice slowly cooled to an ember. “I do. They were dangerous days.”
“You remember what caused the fall of the Precursors, then?”
Ultranoth started again. “Peth doesn’t?”
Locke shook his head. “She can’t remember much of anything. I don’t know if something went wrong with her preservation process or what, but she only remembers bits and pieces of the world she left, and even less of who she was. And when she remembered that she knew you—well, that was one of the reasons why I was so determined to save you. To ask if you remembered either her, or what led to the fall of the Precursors.”
“Oh, I do. To a certain extent, at least. Which is to say, I mostly remember Peth.”
“But not the fall?” Locke asked.
“Vague pieces only,” Ultranoth responded. “You must understand I was very young in that era. Though … perhaps it is better for me to begin earlier than that. Do you know why Haven is called Haven?”
“I hadn’t given it much thought, actually.” Locke pondered the question. “I thought it was just a generically appealing name.”
“It’s a name passed down from Precursor times, and it was called Haven because it was meant to be safe harbor. A redoubt, if you will, against the coming menace.”
Ultranoth shook her head tragically, then continued.
“In this context, it’s perhaps inaccurate to call them Precursors—they certainly didn’t call themselves that—but for the sake of simplicity, I will keep the name. Anyway, my ancestors were sent to this planet ahead of the Precursors, to ready it for human life. Specifically, to imbue it with the magic that would allow a Precursor society to function.”
Locke nodded; that lined up with what Peth had told him.
“But the reason they needed the planet in the first place was because the rest of Precursor civilization was under attack, and losing.”
“Who was attacking them?” Locke asked. “Or what?”
“We named it Avarice,” Ultranoth replied, “It has no name in anything we would recognize as a language, but that is what we called it, in light of its endless, fathomless hunger. Its desire to bring everything in the universe—every atom of matter, every joule of energy—under its control.
“Avarice was an entity both singular and many-bodied. You’ve encountered broken pieces of it before, which take the form of a deadly sludge capable of seizing control of things both living and inert.”
“Shadow dregs,” Locke said.
“One of its crudest tools. Sent to a target through orbital bombardment with the intent to soften it up further, once released.”
“And the dark specters?”
“Another, more dangerous tool.” Ultranoth sighed. “Shadow dregs and dark specters often served as vanguards for large-scale incursions, as they were capable of adapting the target environment to better serve Avarice’s objectives.”
“That lines up with some of what the dark specter told me,” Locke nodded. “She mentioned something about the moon having the potential to remake worlds. Do you know what she meant by that?”
“Not for certain.” Ultranoth shook her head. “It’s possible there are more dark specters contained within the Crystal Moon, but I doubt it.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because the shadow dregs that land through meteorfall aren’t under the command of any intelligent force. They’re broken weapons from a long forgotten—and long concluded—war.”
“Can you tell me about the war?”
“A little. I was very young at the time, only fifty years old by the end.”
“Fifty?” Locke exclaimed.
“You must remember, time moves differently for dragons,” Ultranoth said. “A fifty-year-old dragon has much the same maturity—and understanding of the larger world—as a ten-year-old human. Which is to say, I didn’t fully process the harsh realities of what was happening at the time. Haven had been a place of idyllic peace for most of my youth, but it began shifting into a war footing as I aged.
“From this time, I remember Peth best of all. We met and played often during my thirties. She aged from ten to twenty during that time. By the time I was forty, the leaders of the Dragonburghs—what you might consider immense city-states—had begun drafting mages for war, and by the time I turned fifty, Peth had gone from a playful mageling to a soldier piloting what you might term a ‘supertitan.’”
“What happened then?” Locke asked.
Ultranoth sighed. “This is where my own memory fails me. The dragon elders, you see, fought alongside the humans—but they, too, had fallback plans in the event that Avarice breached Haven’s defenses. They thus gathered the youngest dragons and hid us deep inside the planet, forcing us into a magical hibernation that wouldn’t end until another dragon came to wake us … or until the magic naturally wore off.”
“How long were you asleep?” Locke asked, almost dreading to know the answer.
“Until the magic wore off,” Ultranoth said sadly, “and by the time I emerged, the world was unrecognizable.”
“So you don’t know how it ended, then?”
“My guesses are identical to those of your archaeologists,” Ultranoth said. “I assume both forces unleashed their weapons of last resort, each ensuring the annihilation of the other side. After all, all that remains of Precursor civilization is ruins, and though shadow dregs still exist, their equivalent of a command and control network does not.”
“But that’s the thing—they’re not on the planet,” Locke said. “They only ever come from the Crystal Moon, so given what you said, there’s obviously some connection between the moon and Avarice. What role did the moon play in the war?”
“I don’t know that it played any special role at all,” Ultranoth said. “It was artificially built—a space station of immense proportions, obviously—but I have no idea what its original purpose was. It very likely possessed some military function, but at the time I was too young to pay attention to such things. The dark specter’s commentary does put an interesting light on things, though.”
“You weren’t able to read her mind like you did mine?”
“Minimally. She—or it, I suppose—guarded its mind carefully. Every time I began to make an advance, it would cut me off.”
“What about the Steel Ring?”
“I couldn’t say. It was still under construction when I went into hibernation.”
“And yet somehow it managed to survive the whole war and the fall of both sides,” Locke observed.
Ultranoth nodded. “Indeed. Which makes it doubly fascinating. I’ve spent much of my waking life trying to piece together what happened, traveling, gathering artifacts, what have you.”
“Have you ever told anyone any of this? I mean, the archaeologists have been trying to piece together this mystery for centuries.”
“I have a few times over the centuries,” Ultranoth replied with indifference. “My thoughts on Avarice are probably stored in some dusty, forgotten tome locked away in one of the Arcane Indexes.” She shrugged. “Whenever the next group of bright-eyed historians stops by, I’ll share the story again. Honestly, I think most of the people I’ve told this to didn’t believe me. Or, perhaps, didn’t want to.”
“I could see why. The very notion of an entity like Avarice is … terrifying. Some people can’t handle how small and insignificant human beings truly are in the face of something like that.”
“All that aside,” Ultranoth continued, “I’ve collected over the years what I believe to be some documents from the war, but … embarrassed as I am to admit it, I’ve forgotten the language.”
“You have?” Locke raised an eyebrow.
“Well, it has been one thousand years since the language died. Dragons may have long memories, but a millennium without practice will affect anyone’s skills. Of course, the point is moot anyway now that the dark specter destroyed so much of my—”
“Wait!” Locke exclaimed. “I might have a solution.”
“You might?”
“When Peth brought me here, she granted me a sort of translation magic. I can read and understand everyone I speak to here, and I’m pretty sure none of them are speaking my native language.”
Ultranoth’s head quirked in fascination. “Most conversations aren’t even in one language. Depending on what city-state they hail from and what city-states they interact with, everyone here is at least bilingual.”
“Whoa, really? I didn’t even realize. That’s good translation magic.”
“It’s exceptional magic.”
“Anyway, all this to say—if Peth granted me the ability to understand all Haven languages, then there’s a chance I can understand the Precursor language, too. After all, she’s only been awake since shortly before she summoned me. She hasn’t had time to forget it. If you can find those documents, I could try to read them!”
Suddenly Ultranoth’s eyes went wide and eager. “That is brilliant!” she exclaimed. “That could help solve so many mysteries about what happened.”
“And it could help us get to the bottom of this moon mystery,” Locke said. “There has to be a reason that shadow dregs only come from the moon—well, the moon and a few recently-discovered old ruins. And, based upon what you’ve told me about the fall, it might be more dangerous than we realized. Especially given how interested the dark specter was in it. And that Peth has premonitions about it, though she doesn’t know why.”
Ultranoth nodded. “I will set to reorganizing my collection straightaway, and set aside any interesting documents that survived.” She stirred her tea, took a contemplative sip, and looked back up at him. “I’m very glad to make your acquaintance, Titan Mage Locke. I think we will be good for each other.”
Epilogue
Pious Pemberton reclined in his most comfortable office chair and considered the cylinders before him.
All but one of them undulated with the purple-black sludge of what Ray Q’Van had named a “dark specter,” the one having already been emptied for examination by his underlings.
With every passing day, it became a more fascinating thing.
The Blue Heron and Indigo Gryphon had already sent tentative reports of their findings back to him, both having encountered dark specters, and both having made some deeply intriguing findings—though mostly to do with its condition, more so than the complex facts of its existence.
The sentience he had expected.
For it was not the first time he’d seen such a thing.
These cylinders weren’t the first “dark specters” to be found.
But they were the first to come from expeditions that survived, and now he sat up late at night wondering what to do about that. Expeditions that could beat dark specters had obvious value, but they could also be trouble, and this new god-tier void mage in particular, Locke …
He could be a very good thing. Or a very bad thing.
Especially given that he’d now paired with Sloan.
Pious was pleased with how well she’d recovered from her experiences with the cultists. And though he could never say so in public, he was equally pleased to see how the cultists’ experiments had affected her. He’d perused their research once it was confiscated, loath to let the sufferings of those poor subjects be in vain, and while he’d been disgusted at their methods, he couldn’t deny that their findings were revolutionary.
Paradigm-changing, if they were implemented on a larger scale.
With that thought, Pious sighed and looked out his window to the Crystal Moon, again prominent in the night sky. The moon symbolized many things across Haven minds—wealth, women, mothers in particular, children, dreams and goals, and paradoxically, both life and death. Or perhaps, more accurately, death and rebirth. There was something cyclical about most of its connotations and associated figures.
But there was one who stood apart from those—a deity so old that few could remember the story of its origin, or that it existed at all. It simply always had been, for all of Haven’s existence.
It was the cultists’ research that had drawn his attention to it—a deity or some equivalent from the time of the Precursors, described as a force of rebirth. And the deeper he delved into their research, the more fascinating he found the concept.
And the more he’d begun to agree with them.
Oh, their methods were disgusting—but their goal was intriguing, and possibly even worth the sacrifice.
For the moon’s was a power that could reshape Haven itself, unleash its true magical potential—and in doing so, usher in an age to rival that of the Precursors.
The hurdle was that Haven, as they knew it, had to die first.
END OF BOOK 3
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To my husband—
I don’t have a sexy pun this time around, but dude,
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while recovering from two different surgeries
AND dealing with nerve pain
AND 40,000 more words than you expected to edit,
and honestly that’s WAYYYYYY sexier than any pun I could come up with.
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Chapter One
The V-fin Locke had added to his titan’s forehead might have been a bit much, but he didn’t particularly care.
Then again, Titan Chimera was already a two-story-tall suit of bright red armor, with five different magic-channeling catalysts and a fresh polish that made it gleam in the rising sun like it had already won today’s battle.
Compared to the heroic badassery of the rest of it, his little decorative indulgence was nothing.
And besides, with all the ass he’d kicked these past nine months, he’d earned it.
Now his titan stood by the open hangar ramp of the airship Blue Heron, arms crossed boldly over its knightly chest as Locke surveyed the scene below him.
The Harper’s Harriers’ star had been rising, but the success of the bounty with the dragon three months ago had rocketed that star straight across the whole sky. Now they no longer had to compete with other companies for bounty assignments; potential employers competed to hire them by offering pay that matched their reputation. This was one such bounty.
But with increased pay came increased challenge.
The Blue Heron had three titans now, and today it would need all three of them.
“That’s the biggest bramble hulk I’ve ever seen,” Locke marveled, observing the thing through the visual sensors in his titan’s eyes. “No wonder Lord Argothine’s paying so much.”
“Well, it’s eaten at least twenty farmers and two mercenary crews,” Ember said from his right, in Titan Long Shot.
“The more meat it eats, the faster it grows, right?” added Sloan from Titan Deathly Rhythm on his left.
“Exactly,” Locke replied. He’d fought bramble hulks before, but the way Lord Argothine’s emissary had described this one, it was levels above anything they’d yet faced. His original, unabridged copy of The Encyclopedia of Monsterkind had been next to useless this time, so he’d used it as a reason to upgrade to the more comprehensive multivolume edition and had been reading up on the creature ever since.
Bramble hulks were a plant-based form of monster, and not only carnivorous but predatory, even in their simplest form. Standard bramble hulks reminded Locke vaguely of the one plant from Little Shop of Horrors, with a fleshy mouth for a bud and vines it could use for locomotion. (Though to his knowledge, bramble hulks didn’t sing.) In that form, they usually subsisted on small forest creatures and didn’t live long before they met a forest creature that would eat them back. But occasionally one would win against the larger attempts at prey and grow proportionally, and a reign of terror would ensue.
Argothine was the lord of Greenvale, which was not only the most verdant area of Haven—with plenty of places for even a larger bramble hulk to hide—but its breadbasket. This meant that the population he managed was mostly farmers spending most of their lives outside, and vulnerable to the monster stalking the forests around their crops.
The creature had only eaten ten farmers when the lord had first hired the Harriers, but by the time they’d arrived in Greenvale, that number had doubled, and the creature’s power with it.
The monster beneath them now had the same basic shape as a standard bramble hulk, but its size towered to nearly the same height as Locke’s titan, and the vines and leaves at its base spread out in a bushy tangle twice as wide and thick enough that it could be hiding any assortment of nasty surprises.
“That’s a fully mature monster,” Locke reported to his companions. “It’ll probably have pods that spit digestive acid somewhere in there, as well as sticky nectar beads to trap victims, so be aware. We may have titans, but this thing’s already taken down at least one titan.”
“How are we going in, then?” Sloan radioed from Deathly Rhythm.
“Standard opening strategy,” Locke replied. “Ember, you freeze it while Sloan slows it and I whale on it. With any luck, it’ll be as simple as that, especially since it’s still morning.”
They’d tracked the creature all day yesterday until it settled on the edge of this clearing and then monitored it, waiting for the perfect moment to strike. Bramble hulks would go briefly dormant when the temperature cooled, as it did on these autumn nights. They were always at their most dormant just before sunrise, before the day began to warm, and so they’d waited until this moment to attack.
“Ha!” Ember laughed from Long Shot. “When have our bounties ever been as simple as that?”
“True.” Locke laughed back. “But we’ve gotta start somewhere. We’ll adapt as it reacts. Everyone ready?”
“I am,” Sloan replied.
“Let’s do it,” Ember echoed.
Titan Chimera’s head nodded. “Then, Alyssa, take us down.”
“Got it,” Captain Alyssa radioed from the Blue Heron’s bridge, and slowly, the airship began to sink toward the ground.
Locke took a deep breath as he felt the gentle sway of the airship’s motion, and let all the sensation of his cockpit sink into him—the gooey slosh of the conductor fluid enveloping his body, the easy press of the insulating neck ring that kept it from splashing into his face, the strange awareness of his reflex link, as it connected his very consciousness to his mech so he could command it without controls.
He became aware of the energy catalyst in his left arm, the matter catalyst in his right, the time catalyst in his right shoulder and the … oh. He’d almost forgotten.
“Remember,” he added, as much for himself as his crew, “I’m out both gravity catalysts while Bexley’s building my flight unit.”
“Hey, I’m workin’ as fast as I can,” Chief Engineer Bexley radioed from her hangar workstation behind them. “You can’t rush genius.”
“Of course not.” Locke redirected his attention back to his fellow pilots. “My point is, I can compensate for speed with my time catalyst, but don’t expect me to be doing any super jumps or kicks this time around.”
The other two pilots confirmed their understanding, just as the airship shook with the gentle nudge of landing.
When Titan Chimera strode off, it was with the bold, heavy steps of a giant machine that knew exactly what it was here to do and how it was going to do it. Titan Deathly Rhythm strode out behind it in much a similar fashion—a welcome change from the timidity with which Sloan had approached her mech three months ago. Back then, she’d still been learning, albeit swiftly. Now she was a time-accelerated ass-kicking machine.
Once the two had disembarked, the Blue Heron lifted off with Titan Long Shot still on board.
“Awaiting your signal,” Ember radioed as she rose, and her titan crouched to a more stable position.
Titan Long Shot was a sleek blue and silver mech with graceful, athletic lines, but its most defining feature was the great shoulder-mounted cannon that presently rotated from its back to position itself to the right of its head. As an energy mage, Ember commanded energy catalysts in both forearms, but the energy mega-catalyst in her cannon was what saw the most use in battle, and even now Locke spotted the clear honeycomb of its crystalline rod charging to icy white.
“Ready, Sloan?” Locke said.
“I am!” Sloan chimed cheerily from beside him, and Locke grinned inside his mech.
“Then have at it!”
Sloan’s mech sprinted into action before he’d even finished his order. Titan Deathly Rhythm was the Harriers’ newest addition, an elegant teal machine with black and silver highlights that moved with grace equal to that of its smooth curves. It only had a single time catalyst in its right arm, but Sloan had adapted to its capabilities with ease, and now it glowed bright green as she sprinted for the slumbering bramble hulk at over double her regular speed.
The bramble hulk stirred, vaguely aware that something strange was coming toward it, but not awake enough to react.
That changed when Sloan snatched a short sword from Deathly Rhythm’s back and plunged it straight into the monster’s centermost fleshy bud.
The creature’s mouth began to open in a startled, agonized shriek—but it could only begin to open. Sloan’s time catalyst flared an even brighter green as she conducted her time magic through the sword and into the monster. Instead of speeding up, the bramble hulk slowed down to half speed.
Locke saw its leaves and vines begin to move in slow motion, but they weren’t nearly fast enough to be of use.
“It’s ready!” Sloan reported happily. “Shoot it!”
Her tone was like that of a student presenting a gift to a favorite teacher, or perhaps a cat presenting freshly-caught prey to a favorite person, and Ember showed her thanks with a frigid white blast from her cannon. A beam of glowing particulate ice shot into the brambly base of the monster, then crackled up along the thick flesh of the mouth pod.
“Nice start!” Locke shouted, and strode forward. “Now it’s my turn!”
It was his turn that would make this battle—had made all their battles over the past nine months. Most mages on the world of Haven were adept with only one magical element. Though they might have minimal aptitude with a second, few were apt enough to use more than one, and that was what made Locke special.
He was a void mage, a mage with high aptitude for all four magical elements—matter, time, energy, and gravity—and that gave him power and versatility beyond any other titan mage in his company. Ember could only wield heat or cold; Sloan could only speed up or slow down herself or her opponents—but Locke could do that, and matter-shift his own weapons on the fly, and jump and kick (and eventually fly) with wild manipulations of gravity.
And now he funneled magic into every one of his catalysts as he stomped toward the titan-sized beast.
By now, he had a process for bramble hulks.
First, a matter-energy combo attack.
Within his back armor rested a tank of semiliquid swiftmetal, connected to both his energy and matter catalysts. He willed his energy catalyst to charge the swiftmetal with heat magic—all he ever needed was will; the titan did the rest—and then commanded his matter catalyst to spool it out of a barrel under his right hand. The thin wireframe shape of a long blade spun out of the opening, and then flash-filled with glowing white swiftmetal a moment before he reached the monster.
His timing had been perfected over scores of lesser bramble hulks, as had his techniques, and now he charged his time catalyst and dashed around the monster’s circumference, slashing its leaves and vines away like he was some fantastical (if sloppy) gardener, albeit one that kept killer plants. He didn’t move as fast as Sloan could—his time catalyst was a lower tier than hers—but it was still fast enough to make quick work of the frozen brambles, and soon he’d exposed the monster’s most essential center.
It looked like a root ball positioned just below the fleshy mouth pod. Brown tendrils of wood-hard roots curled down from the pod-like protective claws, encasing what Locke knew to be the vital organs of the monster.
“I’m to the core!” Locke reported. “Ember, can I get a heat blast? The root armor’s thick.”
“Not too hot, though!” Sloan added. “Don’t incinerate me.”
It was a reasonable warning; with Long Shot’s upgrades, Ember routinely incinerated weaker monsters to ash—but she was also precise in every aspect of her handling, from aim to power.
“Ready,” Ember reported. “Stand back.”
Locke zipped out of her line of sight, and soon a hot red beam bored into the root ball.
An explosion of burning splinters blasted from the wooden knot, and a plume of flame billowed out as the wood began to burn.
“Eew! It stinks!” Sloan groaned as a cloud of smoke wafted up toward her.
Locke didn’t disagree; bramble hulk smoke always carried on it the unpleasant scent of decomposition and wood rot … but there was something different about the smell of this advanced bramble hulk.
It smelled like that, and burning blood.
“What’s the verdict?” Ember called down. “Need another—wait, Locke! Look out behind you!”
Locke spun to see another energy bolt strike a thing moving ten feet away from him, and though that thing was obliterated to unrecognizable ash by Ember’s blast, the other things moving around him indicated what it might have been. All around the monster lay the detritus of foliage that had been cut from it.
And some of that foliage was beginning to move.
The leaves remained inert, but the thickest of the vines began to wriggle and squirm like foot-thick snakes, probably half again as tall as a man at their fully extended length—and each of them bore a root ball similar to the main monster’s, though smaller.
“Damn!” Locke cursed. Separated from the influence of Sloan’s time catalyst—and probably deep enough inside the bramble hulk that they weren’t as affected by the ice blast—those vine snakes presented a danger all their own. “Sloan, hold the hulk! Ember, help me take out those vines!”
“On it. I’ll take the left side,” Ember volunteered.
“And I the right,” Locke agreed, then sprinted to the vines on the opposite side of the monster. There were probably ten of them total—well, nine now—and not all of them were working in tandem.
One came straight for him, and he slashed its root ball in half with ease, but some weren’t trying to fight. They were wriggling away from the battle, and Locke remembered reading about these. If allowed to escape, they’d just grow into more bramble hulks, and he couldn’t have that.
None had gone for Sloan yet, so he stomped out toward the furthest vine snake and prepared another killing slash.
But this one had sensed him coming, and it was in no mood to die like the others. It reared on him, whipping its chopped end and root ball out of Locke’s reach, and opening the mouth on its other end to reveal one of the most Lovecraftian horrors Locke had ever seen.
Five flaps of viney flesh opened wide to reveal row upon row of serrated thorns alternating with rows of thin tentacles tipped with nectary-looking beads like a sundew’s. It growled at him, a guttural noise that sounded like it might soon hawk an acid spit.
Locke was not about to deal with that shit.
He punched the vine in its throat—or what would have been a throat on any normal monster—and then he chopped its head off and stomped its root ball flat.
But it wasn’t the only vine snake.
Before he could fully recover, another launched at him and slapped its disgusting, sticky mouth on his shoulder, coiling its body around his left forearm. A yellow warning popped up in his reflex link as the monster squeezed, trying to break Titan Chimera’s arm. A human being would have stood no chance against that constrictive grasp, but his titan’s reinforced armor held, and soon he clapped his right hand against its floral flesh. He’d learned a new technique a few months ago that would be perfect in this situation.
“Nice try, buddy,” he said, and then charged his energy catalyst and let a blast of lightning surge straight onto the vine snake’s flesh. The monster’s muscles tensed and roiled and tightened and loosened in chaotic fashion as it spasmed along his arm. By the time it caught fire, it was already dead—but Locke plucked the root ball and crushed it just in case.
Right as he heard Sloan scream from the direction of the bramble hulk.
“Ah! No! Get away!” she cried, and Locke spun to see that the remaining vine snakes had all gone after her. She pulled her second sword from her back—this one a narrow rapier—and slashed and poked at the vines as best she could, but her motion was restricted by the other sword still plunged into the bramble hulk. If she let go of that blade, her time spell would break, and the monster would return to full speed.
“They’re too close!” Ember shouted. “I can’t shoot without hitting her! It’s on you, Locke!”
“Got it!” Locke sprinted back for the bramble hulk. Behind the monster, he could see the smoke of five dead vine snakes rising into the now-bright morning. Sloan had slashed the three that remained, but couldn’t adopt the stance to land proper killing blows.
Fortunately, Locke was in a perfect position to land such blows.
“HIIYAH!” he cried, and punched down into the nearest snake. Another lightning current incapacitated and incinerated it, and he stomped its root ball on his way to the next.
Another vine snake coiled back to bite at Sloan, but Locke grabbed the back of its head just before it could strike, and Sloan plunged her rapier straight through its “throat.”
“Whoa!” Locke cried, as the point tinked against his chest armor.
“Sorry!” Sloan huffed. She slashed out of the vine snake’s throat, then back to take its head off. Locke crushed its root ball under foot.
Only one more remained—which now lurked behind Deathly Rhythm in an unmistakable striking posture. Locke couldn’t even shout to warn Sloan before the monster lunged at her, wrapping itself around her legs before it squeezed.
Sloan stabbed her rapier down into the vine snake’s flesh, but her balance had already been lost. Her hand slipped off the hilt of her sword.
And the bramble hulk was now fully awake.
The morning sun had thawed what remained of Ember’s earliest ice attack to nothing, and the monster shuddered with a furious roar. Ember fired another white-cold shot from above to freeze it, but the icy blast only affected its front. Ripples of green undulated between its bud and its root ball, then grew to pods, and then exploded into small, fresh new vines at an absurd rate.
“Sloan, retreat!” Locke ordered, and slashed his blade through the monster restricting her legs. She did as ordered, albeit in short little hops, like those of fencers who still planned to strike back. Locke smashed the last root ball, then made his own retreat, and when he joined Sloan, Deathly Rhythm had already fallen into an experienced en garde stance, fully unrestricted and ready to cut a monster.
“What’s the plan, Captain?” Sloan asked.
But the bramble hulk wasn’t finished transforming, and Locke wasn’t going to act until he knew what it was doing.
Parts of the root ball were undulating now, as if the wood armor itself was transforming—thinning, strangely, or perhaps retreating up into the flesh pod.
That was when he remembered something else he’d read.
“Ember, be ready to snipe, and don’t stop until you’ve got them all!”
Ember didn’t have time to ask what before the absurdly human lips of the bramble hulk’s mouth pursed as if to spit—and then did spit, a small flurry of huge pinwheel-topped seeds, which were promptly picked up on the morning wind.
“On it!” Ember shot the first down as it spun on the wind. The seeds weren’t hard targets, roughly the size of a human head, but again, if allowed to escape, they’d take root. They’d take longer to become a problem than the vine snakes’ already-developed root balls, but they’d still grow back into bramble hulks and cause the same problem all over again.
It was one of the reasons why bramble hulk bounties paid so well—because they required the tedious work of finding and killing all the root balls and seeds.
But this particular kind of seed wasn’t entirely a bad thing.
“We almost have it!” Locke shouted. “Bramble hulks don’t sprout those pinwheel seeds unless they think they’re about to die.”
“So how do we finish it?” Sloan asked.
“Did you bring your chain dart?”
Time magic could only be cast through touch, and months ago, Sloan had experimented with extending her touch range using what they’d termed a “whipsword” at the time. She’d taken well to the technique, and so Locke had teamed up with Bexley to design and matter-craft her a weapon better suited to her fighting style.
Now she produced a long, thin chain from a compartment in the small of her back, both ends tipped with ferocious, weighted darts.
“If you slow it,” Locke said, “I can punch through the weakened spot on the root ball armor and obliterate the insides.”
“Got it!” Sloan replied. She tossed one heavy dart into the air and snatched the chain at her favorite point, then spun it into a whirling blur by her titan’s hand. She waited to feel just the right momentum, just the right weighted force—and then she loosed it straight toward the bramble hulk.
The dart head plunged into the monster’s uppermost bulb, and now lacking its leaves and defensive vines, the creature had no way to block the weapon.
Locke saw its mouth ease open in a slow motion shriek—and then he made his move.
He charged at the bramble hulk’s front, where it had suffered earlier damage to its root ball. He plunged one foot back to steady his titan, clawed Titan Chimera’s hands into a sphere, charged his energy catalyst, and let loose a wild, victorious roar as energy coalesced between his fingers.
And then he launched the attack.
The white-hot blaze of his energy ball burned past the monster’s root armor like it was warm butter and vaporized it from the inside.
Sloan yanked her chain dart back before it could be caught in the blast, and soon, in the bramble hulk’s place, sat nothing more than a burned-out patch of grass and ashes.
Locke straightened Titan Chimera to its full height, letting the last of his excess magic billow out of his shoulder louvers like a dramatic cloud of magical confetti, and the now-high morning sun glinted off his V-fin.
“Looks like another successful job done,” he declared.
“Yay!” Sloan chimed, and Deathly Rhythm hopped like an excited schoolgirl.
Chapter Two
“Got the last seedling,” Ember reported from the hangar above.
“Good,” Locke replied from Titan Chimera. “Sloan and I will sweep the area to make sure we didn’t miss any of its vines, and after that, we’ll be ready for pickup.”
“Understood,” Captain Alyssa said from the Blue Heron’s control room. “I’ll do a sweep from up here, too, inasmuch as I can.”
“And I will impatiently await your return,” Bexley radioed from the hangar, “so that I may unleash all this pent-up boredom.”
Bexley was the sort of person who could say even “boredom” in such a way that it sent all the blood in a man’s body right to a very specific place, and Locke’s was no exception to this rule.
It was still a strange word choice, though.
“What do you mean ‘boredom’?” he said. “You just finished watching us beat up a monster.”
“Yeah, but you did it well,” Bexley replied. “I didn’t have to think nearly as much about the impending repairs. You’re probably just going to need a little PM at most this time.”
“PM?” Locke asked.
“Preventative Maintenance,” Bexley explained. “Basically, I change out parts before they go bad, so they don’t go bad in the middle of a battle. Smart, right? Especially now that we can afford to not run everything until it breaks.”
“That’s the opposite of a problem, Bexley,” Alyssa replied dryly.
“Still, it’s a nice change from a few months ago,” Locke said.
Really, it was. When Locke had first joined, Harper’s Harriers had been a struggling company, operating on a shoestring budget that routinely threatened to unravel. They’d kept the same shoestring for his first several months, but a small series of high-profile successes and lucrative bounties like this one had turned their financial fortunes around.
Three months ago, Bexley would have been relieved that she could even keep the titans and airship running. That she could now joke about maintenance and repair expenditures was a telling thing. And that wasn’t even the only area in which their fortunes had improved.
Locke looked to the Blue Heron above as the sun glinted off its exterior. It was an efficiently designed, streamlined airship, shaped like a squashed three-story-tall teardrop with four propellers keeping its metal frame aloft. Its design was basically elegant, but its elegance had previously been undercut by the conspicuous wear on its exterior. When he started, titan maintenance alone had consumed so much of their operations budget that nothing remained to spend on cosmetics, and as a result the ship had become a rusty ghost of its former self.
Rather, it had until three months ago, when they’d started receiving larger bounties.
The airship that floated above him now was nothing like a ghost. It gleamed bright blue and silver in the morning sun, its metal plates and external beams thoroughly de-rusted, polished, and painted. They not only had enough money now to buy paint, but to buy the good paint, and to render the fanciful form of an actual blue heron taking wing along the side of the ship.
It was the kind of vessel Locke would have taken to a ship show, if Haven even had an airship equivalent of his old home’s car shows, and he took no small amount of pride in being one of the reasons it was able to take that form.
Finally, it was a ship worthy of the people who called it home.
***
Locke and Sloan thus scoured the surrounding forest while Alyssa, Ember, and Bexley monitored from above, pointing out signs of potential bramble hulk activity or else spotting other seeds that might grow into bramble hulks. Given the nature of their reproduction, it was rare for just one bramble hulk to appear in an area, even if hulks of today’s scale were comparatively uncommon. They obliterated every potential danger with energy blasts, but fortunately none of those were even large enough to pose a threat to a titan, and the work was done before noon.
Soon the Blue Heron lowered to pick up Titan Chimera and Titan Deathly Rhythm; Alyssa notified Lord Argothine of the work’s completion; and then they were off to the Endpoint City Arcane Index to receive their payment.
Locke had stayed in his titan while Alyssa contacted the lord in case he had extra work for them, but once Lord Argothine gave his thanks and dismissed them, Locke severed his reflex link with a mental command. The conductor fluid in his titan drained, his watertight neck ring retracted, and a line of light appeared before him, widening as the chest hatch split open.
He stepped out onto a scaffold roughly a story off the floor of the Blue Heron’s hangar—where Bexley, as usual, was waiting. Her purpose in doing so in months before had been to discuss any upcoming maintenance, but as time passed, that purpose had shifted from focusing on the clipboard she carried to the towel she also carried, what with the conductor fluid that now beaded on Locke’s watertight—and skintight—magesuit. Couldn’t have any liquid floating off onto sensitive equipment, after all, and in that spirit why not start at his most sensitive equipment?
“You are the most attentive engineer I’ve ever worked with,” Locke commented as her fingers graced the prominent bulge at his groin.
“Well, I do pride myself on my thoroughness,” Bexley replied, and brushed an extra touch there. For thoroughness.
One of the most fascinating and delightful things he’d learned about Haven was that, unlike those of his old home of Grassroots, Kentucky, Earth, the people here were astonishingly honest about sex, and of the women on this ship, Bexley was the most honest. And, quite possibly, the sexiest. Oh, the others were wildly sexy, too, in their own ways, but Bexley had a shape and mood about her that rendered her sex incarnate.
He’d seen enough of her naked in the past nine months to know that she was curvier than most of the mountain roads back home, with hips and a chest just as prominent as the mountain peaks, and a flutter of blonde hair styled in a pixie cut to keep it out of the way when she got down to business … and other business.
When she wasn’t parading naked around his cabin, she was usually strutting around the hangar in her tied-off mechanic’s jumpsuit and a midriff-baring t-shirt so tight it was effectively transparent, providing a fine indication of the lacy underthings she wore beneath it. And it didn’t take her long each day to become covered in smudges of oil, grease, and other grime of workshop productivity.
Bexley wore smudges like some women wore makeup, and Locke couldn’t deny that was part of her appeal. He loved a sexy woman, but he also loved a smart, capable woman, and Bexley was all of those things.
Even more than before, he reflected as she eased her hand around to the arc of his butt.
Their pivotal dragon mission those months ago hadn’t been a mere bounty mission. It had involved saving Ultranoth the Organized, who wasn’t only a dragon, but a dragon living on Bexley’s family estate, and one of her childhood friends. The contributions Bexley had made to that mission had changed her, whether she realized it or not.
Her parents, though generally well-meaning people, had been worthless in the managing of the dragon troubles, and when it came time to save the people of the surrounding environs from the ensuing danger, it had been Bexley who’d thought up and coordinated an on-the-spot plan to make it so. Contrary to appearance, Bexley—otherwise known as Lady Beaunessia Valerie Brimble Morton—was set to be the sole inheritor of the Morton Estate, which included a massive expanse of land, farms, villages, and a dragon’s lair, and she was determined to take responsibility for those things when the time came. As was he, when the topic became relevant. After all, he’d already informally proposed to her.
Perhaps that, too, was one of the things that had changed her posture of late. Bexley had always been self-assured, but she walked with a straighter back now, as if more assured of her place in the world, and how she’d wrangle it.
And with whom.
That was turning into an interesting question for him, too. His proposal to Bexley hadn’t been a serious, planned-out, romantic one—just a casual suggestion that it might solve one of her problems, given how determined her parents had been to marry her off during the whole dragon debacle. Nonetheless, the course of discussing it had revealed that all of the ladies on his ship expected proposals eventually, too, and said so without a second thought—which was an element of Haven life he was still getting used to. It certainly wasn’t the sort of idea he’d have entertained—or even considered—back in Kentucky. But well, when in Rome …
Just then, Bexley finished caressing his butt and moved up to his torso, breaking his distraction and snapping him back into the moment.
“May want to check the left arm,” Locke said. “I didn’t get any faults—just a warning after one of the vine snakes constricted around it. I think some of its mouth is still stuck on the shoulder pauldron, too.”
Both of them turned to double-check, and it turned out that, yes, some persistent flaps of vine snake mouth had survived even the lightning.
“It’ll probably be easiest to just burn that off,” Bexley said, tracing her towel along the defined contours of his chest. “Those beads of sap are meant to trap prey for digestion, so nothing’s supposed to escape them. Their adhesive properties are intense. They’re not going to just wash off.”
“I’ll help whenever you’re ready,” Locke replied. “How goes the flight unit?”
“Getting there. I’ll probably finish it within the next few days as long as nothing crazy happens. I’m mostly down to the fiddly bits now, anyway.”
“Great.”
As Bexley moved to his shoulders, Locke saw Titan Long Shot’s chest hatch open across the hangar. Ember stepped out and grabbed her own towel, which she’d left draped over the scaffold rail before the battle. She was clad in a skintight black magesuit like Locke’s, and just like his, hers accentuated all her interesting places.
Ember Q’Van was taller than Bexley, with blazing red hair tied back in a long, sporty ponytail and a no-nonsense expression that only diminished when she crept to Locke’s quarters for some … nonsense. She was by far the most athletic of the four women on the ship, with lean curves that echoed those of her mech and a quiet ferocity that echoed its more angular edges.
Ember had changed since he’d met her, too—once aloof, now … slightly less aloof. She was also the most subtle of the women, but Locke could trace the easing of her subtlety back to when he’d given up a commission to rescue her mother from a deadly archaeological ruin. And when he confronted her brother about harassing her to return to the family business. Ember was from the floating magitek city of Vasor, and Vasori families were militant about keeping their members in line. It was, quite frankly, a toxic way to live, and when Ember had realized that for herself and left, it caused controversies that led her family to abandon both her mother and brother to potential deaths at that dig.
But then Locke and the Harriers had stepped in to save them, and since then, Ember’s stiff posture had eased, especially when she was around him.
“No fixes,” Ember shouted across the hangar. “I’m going to shower.”
In the same way Bexley could say any word like an innuendo, Ember had a voice that turned any mention of showers into an invitation—but Locke also had co-captain duties to attend to once he finished with Bexley, so he shouted back, “I’ll shower later.”
Ember returned a thumbs up before she left the hangar, which was her way of saying, “I’ll shower twice.”
Before she could open the hangar hatch, though, the chest hatch of Titan Deathly Rhythm hissed open, and Sloan sprang out with a, “Me, too! Wait for me!”
Sloan was unlike any woman Locke had ever met, and while most men used this as an easy way to describe any memorable woman, in Locke’s case, it was the literal truth. After all, never before Sloan had he met a woman with pointed cat ears and a tail. Who could shapeshift. And spent some of her time roaming the ship as a white panther.
To say that Sloan had changed since he’d met her was an understatement, least of all because she’d physically changed and continued to, especially as their more intimate moments allowed. (Her panther form was not her only clever use of shapeshifting, even if it was her most dramatic). Her personality had changed the most, though, and for the better.
The Sloan he’d met in his first days on Haven had been so shy she’d spent most of her time in cat form. He hadn’t even realized she’d had a human form until she’d warmed up to him (both figuratively and very literally) and he’d uncovered the reasons for all her meekness: that she’d been kidnapped and experimented on by an illicit arm of the Arcane Index. It had given her incredible capabilities—they’d replaced her bones with catalysts, enabling her to use her magic without external tools. This was how she was able to transform, but the cruel process had taken its toll on her, and the Sloan that Locke knew today was the result of years of aid to overcome that. She’d been well on her way to recovering before Locke even met her—Alyssa wouldn’t have hired her on otherwise—but Locke’s presence had unlocked something inside her, too. He made her feel safe and protected in a way she hadn’t before, and that was reflected now in the brilliant smile warming her pale face.
It was reflected, too, in the elegant magesuit she wore. Hers was different from his and Ember’s—a tranquil teal with fanciful, whimsical swirls emphasizing her curves. (In his time on Haven, Locke had discovered that there were a huge variety of magesuit styles, which titan mages could customize as heavily as they customized their mechs.) Sloan hadn’t wanted to pilot Deathly Rhythm, either, for reasons related to her history—and Alyssa had hired her on as cook, anyway—but her experiences with Locke had changed that, too. She felt that, if Locke had her back, she could face down any challenge, and if her present performance in Deathly Rhythm was any indication, she could.
Sloan didn’t bother toweling off her magesuit. She unpinned her long, white hair from its practical piloting bun, shook it out, and then bypassed the scaffold stairs entirely, scampering and swinging down the supportive poles of the scaffold like an acrobat. (That part of her was very catlike, too.)
“Shower!” she called to Locke, as if begging.
“Later!” Locke repeated with a laugh, and he saw Sloan’s pout from across the hangar. She was out the door with Ember before Locke could even ask after Deathly Rhythm’s status, but well, Bexley could find that information on her own.
“You do deserve some relaxation after a victory like that, though,” Bexley said as she finished drying him.
Locke chuckled. “What I do with you is hardly relaxing.”
“Well, maybe we can try something new,” Bexley replied.
“Once we’re on our way, perhaps,” Locke said, and then kissed her, because it seemed like the sort of thing one should do to someone he’d proposed to.
Bexley stayed in the hangar to work as Locke continued out to the control room at the front of the ship’s teardrop. Harper’s Harriers had been solely Alyssa’s when Locke had first joined, but his performance and status as a void mage quickly led her to offer him co-ownership of the company, which had translated into a co-captaincy, too. After all, the crew took his orders as much as they did Alyssa’s, and while there would’ve been a certain romance to the idea of being the sole captain of the ship, there was a different kind of romance in sharing the position and work. It felt like being two halves of a whole, and in some ways made him wonder if co-captaining an airship with a beautiful woman was the fun version of what being married was like. In a good marriage, at least. And since he felt like one part of the whole, he ended each mission by meeting her on the bridge to fill in any details she might have missed.
Much like the others, Alyssa had changed, too.
Locke always saw her from the back first, usually at the ship’s nautical-style wheel or checking its industrial-style instrumentation, and it was a view that emphasized her difference in manner. Alyssa had been strong since the day he’d met her—but it was a strength of necessity. The reason she’d been the sole owner of her family’s business was that a deadly run-in with a dragon had killed everyone in her family and scared off the remaining employees, which had left her with nothing but herself and a beaten-up ship to make her way through life. And she had made her way—but it was an exhausting way, and the fatigue had shown in how she carried herself, proud but tired.
Well, she was still proud, but she was no longer tired.
The bright afternoon sun flared through the broad floor-to-ceiling windows of the control room and cast her tricorn hat and regal long coat in a halo, ready and eager to face whatever adventure came next. Her back was straight, her shoulders proud, and her glossy brunette hair flowed between them like it was so sure of itself, it could go kick a whole mercenary company’s worth of ass and still come out of that battle looking salon-fabulous.
“That’s a new face,” Locke said as he strode up to her, observing her reflection in the windows.
“How so?” she asked, and glanced to regard him as she tweaked a lever on the console.
“Usually you have a ‘concerned about money’ look on your face when I come for these updates. You get this very distinctive furrow right between your eyebrows.”
He imitated it, and she laughed.
“Well, I’m not worried about money for once. After this haul, we’re even more in the black than we were before. We could afford to paint the Heron again!”
Her face lit up when she said that in particular. Locke put an arm around her shoulder and pulled her close when he saw it. He knew what kind of meaning the ship held for her. When her family had been alive, her mother had been a stickler for maintaining the ship’s appearance, and so every bit of rust and wear had served as a painful reminder of her mother’s absence.
Paint was a small thing, but it was a gift he’d been able to give her, and its meaning exceeded the physical touchup.
He’d helped restore her family’s ship to its former glory.
“And how refreshing to have something other than a meteorfall bounty,” she continued.
Locke snorted. “That’s the truth.”
Meteorfall was one of their best sources of income, if one of the more dangerous ones. In the sky above hung the broad, white sphere of the Crystal Moon, close and bright enough to be visible even in the daytime—and forever dropping meteors from its surface to the planet. Meteors containing monsters known as shadow dregs. These sludge-like purple-black entities would take over creatures, people, and objects with the sole purpose of using them to wreak havoc, and they wouldn’t stop until they were obliterated, which meant there were always meteorfall bounties available.
In their present state, they normally wouldn’t take on meteorfall bounties—private bounties paid too well—but meteorfall circumstances had changed recently.
“It’ll be a new month by the time we get back to Endpoint City,” Alyssa said. “Time for the meteorfall quota to turn over. Want to take on our three all at once to get it over with?”
“If we don’t have any other offers, sure,” Locke replied. “With all the other companies focusing on meteorfall, we might get a generous one from commissioners who are getting desperate for anyone to take their case.”
“And we are in high demand for special cases these days,” Alyssa added.
“Might be best to check the meteorfall frequency before we decide, though. See if it’s gotten any worse.”
It had gotten worse every time they returned to the Arcane Index these past few months. At first, the rise in meteorfall had seemed seasonal—according to Alyssa, Haven had defined meteorfall seasons—but soon after they dealt with Ultranoth the Organized, meteorfall frequency became increasingly heavy, such that the Index now required every airship company with combat capability to take on three meteorfall jobs a month, with bonuses being offered for more. The base pay had increased as well to match the severity, so no one was complaining on the economic front, but the economic front was hardly the worst concern.
That was the inherent danger posed by so many shadow dregs—and whatever was happening on the moon to cause it.
For something was happening on the moon. Or rather, in the mysterious shadow on its surface.
Locke had spotted the beginnings of the shadow’s growth months ago, but when he pointed it out to Alyssa, she’d dismissed it as normal, and he’d accepted it because he’d only been on Haven six months at that time. Who was he to know about Haven’s seasonal moon shadows?
The intervening month had proved Locke’s suspicions right, however, such that even Alyssa now regarded the moon with some suspicion.
The Crystal Moon was always full and bright even during the day, as if lit from the inside by forces they couldn’t comprehend. It was even bright enough that Locke had never observed a cycle of shadows on its surface, though he had come to notice … not shadows, exactly, but something like puddles of subtle darkness moving behind the light, like clouds trapped within the moon’s surface. And over the past three months, another conspicuous shadow had grown to join those common ones.
It had started small, like an inconspicuous sunspot, but now it slashed across the lower hemisphere of the moon like a jagged, mischievous smile.
There was no way that shadow was caused by the normal behavior of a celestial body.
And in Locke’s experience, it was never a good thing when a moon suddenly started smiling.
Especially given what they learned during their confrontation with the dragon.
That entire incident came down to a superpowered shadow dreg—a dark specter—that was strong enough to overpower the will of a dragon. The creature had supplanted Ultranoth’s personality with its own in order to delve through her considerable library and archive to research the moon.
For, according to it, the Crystal Moon had the power to reshape Haven.
And Locke liked Haven the way it was, thank you very much.
“I wonder if Pious has made any progress with the samples we sent from the Ultranoth battle,” Locke mused. “He didn’t have anything to say last time we were at the Index.”
“Well, I doubt it’s the sort of information he’d tell the general public,” Alyssa replied. “As far as I know, there haven’t been any official announcements about the dark specter we found, as if the Index is content to let people believe it was just a really strong shadow dreg.”
“It can’t be that secret,” Locke replied. “After all, he’s got the crew of the Indigo Gryphon dedicated to researching dark specters, and they’re not exactly a subtle bunch. He didn’t require any of us to sign nondisclosure agreements, either.” Locke chuckled. “He probably knows that if he tries to keep it secret, it’ll only make people more curious.”
“That’s true.” Alyssa laughed.
There’d been a recent scandal where a mid-ranking Arcane Index officer had responded to an accusation of unlawful use of Index resources with suspiciously vigorous intensity, and that misplaced intensity was enough to make all the bored, mischievous Indexers on staff curious. Through the sheer power of being curious magic librarians with nothing better to do at the time, the Indexers pooled their knowledge of his schedule and research together to discover that one of his superiors (with whom he was having an affair) had granted him access to a classified piece of Precursor technology that he was using to try to turn his cat into a sexy demi-human—something specific laws had already been written against on Haven, because of course someone had tried to make sexy demi-humans (even if Sloan was the only successful example Locke knew of).
All this to say, there was no more powerful way to uncover a secret than to tell a bunch of magic librarians “no.”
So Pious was probably wise in not drawing undue attention to the topic. After all, who could predict how even intelligent people would react to news like, “The moon wants to destroy us.”
Locke hoped that would never be something he had to worry about, but … the documentation Ultranoth had lent him from her library suggested otherwise.
And, well, the moon was already grinning.
Might as well enjoy his life while it was still simple. He gave Alyssa his update, then looked to the console gauges.
“Looks like clear flying today,” he observed. “Shall we autopilot to Endpoint City?”
“Just what I was thinking,” Alyssa said with a mischievous smile.
“Oh?” Locke smiled back. “Looks like that’s not the only thing you were thinking.”
“It’s not,” Alyssa replied with a wink. “For once, it’s nice to end a mission with a bit of optimism. I think you deserve a reward for that.” She turned to face him, then kissed him. “So, your room or mine?”
Chapter Three
Locke’s cabin had seen some improvements in recent months.
Namely, the bed was bigger. In fact, it took up most of the room now, leaving just enough space for him to sit at his desk and open his wardrobe. But considering that he mostly used his room for sleeping and … not sleeping, this was only an improvement in its functionality.
Now he stretched out on his covers with his arms crossed behind his head and Alyssa cuddling beside him. He hadn’t bothered to shower; his magesuit kept the sharp scent of his conductor fluid off him and was surprisingly cooling, for all its watertightness. He’d always sweat at least a little bit in it, especially during battles as strenuous as today’s. In fact, he often found he sweated more outside the suit than within—but over the months, he’d found that Alyssa enjoyed a little manly scent (within reason) and so he’d taken to saving showers for later when he knew she’d be visiting.
He’d also switched from his magesuit into the tight white t-shirt and boxers she so enjoyed. Presently she was literally snuggling her face behind his ear into the dried sweat-soaked line of his hair, as if trying to take in every single one of his pheromones.
It was weird to discover that she liked his scent that much—at least as long as he didn’t smell like a stanky corn chip—but he couldn’t say that he minded, least of all because of how close it pressed her to him. She’d hung her long coat in his wardrobe, leaving her tight leather pants and shapely waistcoat and blouse to emphasize the curves of her body as she laid against him—and while he definitely liked her naked, he had to say this wasn’t a bad sight, either.
“Can you think of any other upgrades we need to make to the ship?” he asked as Alyssa breathed there. “I think the paint was the last of the big ones.”
“Nothing pressing,” Alyssa responded. “I suppose I could have Bexley do a thorough review of the ship. There’s also the option of replacing one of our gravity furnaces with a Lazare furnace, if Sevas is up to building one.”
Locke nodded. Lazare furnaces were enormously efficient compared to standard void furnaces. On the world of Haven, all magic—well, void essence—had to be channeled through magical tools like catalysts and furnaces before it would work, and these tools in turn needed supplies of void condensate—compressed and liquefied void essence—to fuel their functions. Standard catalysts and furnaces were cheaper and easier to make and were thus more common, but in recent years, engineer Sevastyan Lazare had pioneered a new form of catalyst design that reduced the required void condensate by an absurd amount. His catalysts were more complex to make and often dangerous if made wrong, so they were equivalently expensive.
But Locke and company had an advantage in that they were friends with the man, and he’d already promised Locke some Lazare-quality upgrades.
“That might be the best option if he has the time,” Locke said. “We’ve both been so busy lately.”
“A furnace, at least, he can build on the Indigo Gryphon,” Alyssa added. “It doesn’t require him to be here with us.”
“True,” Locke nodded, and then lowered one arm from its place above his head to pull Alyssa close to him. She used the motion to finally release herself from his hairline, and then settled her head against his chest and sighed.
“Something on your mind?” he asked.
“Oh. No,” Alyssa replied, settling deeper into her place. “Well, yes. I was just thinking of how far we’ve come in such a short time. All because of you.” She turned her face up to meet his. “We wouldn’t be here without you.”
The warm, wistful glint in her eyes as she said it meant only one thing, and Locke took the hint. He reached his other hand over to ease her chin up toward his for a kiss—
—right as his cabin hatch swung open, and Ember strode in.
“Way to knock, Ember,” Locke jested.
“I didn’t hear sex noises yet,” Ember retorted, flopping down on the bed next to him.
“Do I need to get onto you about the ship nudity rules, too?” Alyssa said from Locke’s other side.
Ember stared over Locke’s chest to her captain. “It’s a towel. A towel’s not nudity.” She opened and closed it—for emphasis—and while she was technically in the right, Locke couldn’t deny that her state wasn’t far removed from actual nudity. “Besides, I didn’t want to get dressed just to take it all off again.”
“I thought you were going to take a second shower,” Locke jibed.
“Didn’t feel like waiting for that, either. Also, since I heard you talking about provisions and whatnot—Sloan says to let her know what supplies she’ll need to pick up for the kitchen, what with all the exotic foods you’ve been recommending to her. She wants to make sure she has the right ingredients. So she doesn’t accidentally make a ‘hamburger’ with actual ham again.”
Locke snorted, recalling that culinary monstrosity. As Sloan had warmed up to him, she’d started asking him to name specific foods he wanted her to make for him, and so he’d taken to seeing how she’d interpret some of his favorites from back home. He thought he’d properly described a hamburger—and Sloan’s version had been mostly correct—but there’d obviously been some sort of misunderstanding when it came to the meat patty. And Havenite ham, while delicious on its own, was not a food that paired well with the Haven version of other hamburger ingredients.
For similar reasons, he hadn’t attempted to explain a hot dog yet.
Sloan’s pizza had been pretty amazing, though, even if everyone was sick the next day from Too Much Cheese, himself included. (His Havenite body, used to a Havenite’s diet, wasn’t equipped to handle the food indulgences that were common at home in Kentucky.)
“Where is Sloan, anyway?” Locke asked. “I thought she was in the shower with you.”
“Making some sweet tea, then taking a nap.”
“Of course.” Locke snorted at that, too. His crew had been introduced to Southern-style sweet tea months ago, albeit in a wholly unconventional way. Back during the dragon bounty, a dark specter-possessed Ultranoth had invaded his head during magic dragon sex and found the recipe for it—among other more significant things—in the process. (That … had been a weird bounty.)
Locke had never been a fan of sweet tea, even back home—and that particular version had made nearly everyone who tried it want to keel over right there—but Sloan had taken it as a culinary challenge and spent the past several months trying to develop a tea that was not only palatable, but that Locke himself enjoyed.
Sloan also hadn’t processed that Locke just didn’t like hot leaf water—he was more of a hot bean water kind of guy—but he was still amused by the effort.
Locke chuckled. “Well, at least it’ll never be as bad as the version I’m used to.”
“I think you just make up these foods to mess with us,” Ember said. “There’s no reason for anyone to put that much sugar or that much cheese on anything.”
Despite continuing the conversation, Ember rolled closer to him in her towel, trailing one hand along the contours of his abs while her other played with his hair. Slowly, she eased his head closer to hers, close enough that he could feel the brush of her breath on his lips—
—which was when his cabin door swung open again. Bexley bounced in and flung herself onto the bed next to Ember, still dusted in the grime of hangar work.
“Eew! Bexley! No!” Ember shouted. “I just showered! You’re going to make the bed gross!”
“Pfft! As if we’re not gonna make it nasty within the next hour, anyway,” Bexley retorted, and then rolled onto Ember just to annoy her. “Anyway, we can begin now. The alpha wife has arrived.”
“What the hells, Bexley? You’re not even a wife yet,” Ember grumped, elbowing Bexley off.
“Yeah, but I got proposed to first, and I’m smug about it.”
“That wasn’t even a real proposal.” Ember looked back up to Locke. “Propose to me so she’ll shut up about it.”
“And that’ll count as a real proposal?” Locke asked.
“Ember, you didn’t even want to get married before you met Locke,” Alyssa said.
“Well, yeah,” Ember replied, “because I was great on my own. But Locke’s a hot void mage and a fellow titan mage and he obviously knows how to bring in money and he offered to punch Ray for me before Ray got over himself, so really what more could a girl ask for?”
Locke laughed. “How can you read so many romance novels and yet be so unromantic?”
“It’s not that I’m unromantic. It’s that I’m efficient with my romance. Like, right now, I’m in a towel, so my intentions are romantic and obvious.”
“I don’t know that ‘romantic’ is the word for it,” Alyssa replied from Locke’s other side, but then regarded Locke herself. “Though, since we’re on the subject, have you given much thought to our respective marriages?”
“We’re going to discuss this while the three of you are in bed with me?” Locke exclaimed.
“Man, if you can’t discuss marriage in bed with three of your lovers, then when can you discuss it?” Bexley retorted.
“Fair point,” Locke said. “And to be honest, I’m still trying to figure it out.”
“What’s to figure out?” Bexley asked, as if it was the simplest thing in the world.
And perhaps it was on Haven. Perhaps it even was back home. But the difference between the two had been tripping Locke up since the moment he’d been reborn onto this exotic new world.
Back home, he’d never had a girlfriend he liked enough to commit himself to in that way. Granted, he’d been only nineteen, with all the opportunities of early adulthood open before him and no real reason to commit at that point. But he’d assumed that one day he’d find someone worth the effort and settle down then.
Just one, though. He’d never considered the possibility of more than one because it just wasn’t done where he was from. Plus, having just one girlfriend was often exhausting.
But here was very different. Here it was common enough to be called a norm, and though he was still nineteen—well, probably twenty now, since Haven time seemed to echo Earth’s—his situation was much different. He was still exploring the possibilities of his adulthood, sure, but he had real responsibilities here, often dealing in life and death, and in that way he’d aged far beyond his years.
Moreover, the three women in bed with him weren’t mere flings. They felt more meaningful to him than any of the girls he’d dated back home. And, if he considered them individually, he could see the long-term merit in each of them. More than waifu material—they were wife material, in their own ways.
But given what he was used to, it still felt weird to think of them that way.
“I don’t fully understand how marriage works here,” he said.
“What’s it work like where you’re from? Kawecky or wherever,” Bexley asked. (Locke had once let the name of his origin slip, but thankfully they never remembered it correctly.)
“Usually we just married one person,” Locke replied.
“That sounds boring.”
“No, that actually sounds great,” Ember said. “Most people suck. I just need one good man and then I’m done. More than that requires too much effort.”
“How’s marriage different from what we’re doing now, I mean?” Locke asked. “What are the expectations?”
“What do you mean? It’s what you make of it,” Alyssa said, tracing her hand idly along Locke’s collarbone. “Everyone does it a little differently, according to what they want out of it. It makes certain aspects of society more efficient, though. Married units don’t have to sign contracts to bear children between themselves for example, and their names carry equal legal weight—so your signature would carry the same value as mine in certain instances, and vice versa. It does make the paperwork end of running a business a bit more efficient. There are some who marry purely for the political and economic reasons, and others who marry because they can’t imagine life without the other.”
Alyssa traced her hand up to his jaw.
“The latter of which, I think, is true for all of us.”
“I mean, I could imagine it,” Ember shrugged, “but it’d suck.”
“Same thing,” Alyssa said, and this time her lips finally did reach Locke’s. “I wouldn’t be where I am today without you.”
Now Ember snuggled up to his neck and kissed him there.
“If I opt to take your name,” she added, “then I’m no longer a Q’Van. Which means my bitchy family can suck it.”
Bexley rolled over Ember entirely to plop her chest down on Locke’s increasingly hardening middle.
“And if you marry me,” she said, inching her fingers toward the edge of his boxers, “you get loads of hot nasty sex and a castle, and I think that works out for us both.”
“You’re not wrong there.” Locke laughed. Having the entire Morton Estate to serve as a potential base of operations was certainly another opportunity worth considering—but as his blood began to gather in places other than his brain, he found that his mental concentration joined his dick in becoming increasingly hard.
He made to shift himself up from his pillows, intending to take one of the ladies in his arms, but instead Alyssa and Ember both eased him back down.
“You relax this time,” Alyssa said.
“Let us take care of you,” Ember echoed.
“I certainly won’t say no to that,” Locke replied.
And so, he let them.
Alyssa’s mouth was on his before he could even finish sighing, her tongue flicking deftly across his bottom lip in a manner that had seen much practice over the last nine months. Of the three of them, Alyssa enjoyed the tender anticipations of foreplay the most, and this made her an expert at all things foreplay-involved. She was far and away the best kisser, and her fingers had a way of tracing his face, his jaw, and that tender spot beneath his ear that all sent warm washes of pleasure through every surface she stroked.
Even so, Ember was a close second in that respect. She was a quick, sloppy kisser—though she presently tried to be tender along the length of his neck—but her sense of touch was her greatest strength. Ember liked foreplay, too, and this translated into a body that generally knew how to make full use of itself.
She’d known exactly what she was doing when she wore that towel into his room, knew exactly what she was doing now as it inched open between the crevasse of her breasts and up along the full curve of her butt. Her hands traced lower than Alyssa’s, tending to the muscled lines of his abs as if drawing them into her memory, then further down to where the lines of his torso dipped beneath the edge of his boxers.
There Bexley waited, and she was not nearly as patient as the others. She yanked his boxers away from the teasing touch of Ember’s fingers and took the length that sprang out between her voluminous breasts before the cool upper-atmosphere air of the room could even grace it.
Locke spared a glance from Alyssa’s face to watch Bexley grasp her chest between her hands, to press him between the warmth of those two wonderful mounds of flesh. She hadn’t even taken her shirt off; it was short enough that she’d caught him underneath its lowest hem, and now he watched as his cock slipped between the enticing sight of her breasts, shifting within her lacy black bra, itself visible through the transparent tightness of her white shirt.
He watched as she brought her mouth down to take in his tip, to suckle that most sensitive place, and then lick at the result of his enthusiasm that was already beginning to bead there.
Even now, as he laid amidst the delicious presence of these three, he was slightly bewildered by it—though he didn’t mind it at all. Even as recently as a few months ago, Alyssa and Bexley had only ever wanted him to themselves. Ember and especially Sloan had been a bit more experimental, but he’d expected that to be the extent of their experimentation. It was another way in which the women—and their relationships—had changed. He supposed it had to do with the suggestion that he’d probably end up marrying all of them. On a practical level, it meant they’d have to get used to each other, at least with respect to him. They were only ever like this around him, after all, and were generally pretty conspicuous about preferring his dick to any other sexual experience they could have on the ship. (Sloan was a possible exception, but then Sloan was an exception to a lot of things.)
But there had to be more to it than practicalities. Mere practicalities didn’t lend to this sort of behavior, and he suspected that it came down to his emotional worth to them, the reasons they continually gave for why their lives were better with him than without.
He had meaning to them beyond his dick, and it was that meaning that brought them all together here, solely to please the person who meant that much to them.
He knew they’d told him to relax, but given those circumstances, why not pleasure them back?
He slid his hands around Alyssa and Ember as they kissed and stroked him, listened for the pleasant, delighted gasps as he slipped one hand into Alyssa’s blouse and the other between Ember’s very exposed legs. He sighed as their bodies moved against the pleasure he elicited there, as his fingers squeezed and hooked and stroked against their sensitive flesh.
Soon he found his own hips working, slowly gyrating against Bexley’s as if begging for more.
And of all of them, Bexley knew best how to take a hint. It was no time before he heard the soft bump of her coveralls being flung across his desktop, saw her spread her knees over him and push aside the centermost part of a pair of negligible, lacy black panties.
He could not stop the noise that growled out of his mouth as she took him in all at once. God, she hadn’t been lying about being bored, as wet as she was, and knowing Bexley, she’d probably been that way since before this morning’s battle.
She had a lot of boredom to work out, and now she did, swirling her hips against his with a starving ferocity.
And as hungry as his own middle was becoming, he had to answer her back.
A startled cry of delight squealed from Bexley’s lips as he rolled his hips up to meet her downward thrust, again and again.
Bexley took that as a challenge, and now swirled her hips in a new direction, rocking against him in a delicious way that brought his girth into contact with every sensual surface of her.
God, Alyssa and Ember had their strengths, but Bexley was definitely the best all around, curious in every way and fierce in her pursuit of that curiosity. Every time Locke thought he’d seen all of her surprises, she found a new way to surprise him, and they were rarely odd ways—just new, precise touches here and there, or new angles at which to work her hips. She was amazing with toys and restraints, which were her preferences when they were alone, but her body by itself was a wonder, and she knew how to use it.
Such that it was no time at all before her breaths deepened in the intensity of impending pleasure. And he could take a hint as well as Bexley.
He was no longer gentle. Now he plunged himself up toward her innermost heat, swirled his own hips to find even sweeter depths. She rolled atop the force of him like a ship at the mercy of a stormy sea, her breaths coming in fatiguing gasps, her curves bending and bobbing above him in a sensuous shape—
—until her back arched, and a sigh of pure ecstasy escaped past her lips.
He didn’t stop. He rode her through the full length of her pleasure, teasing aftershocks of delight through her flesh with every motion, until finally, she melted atop him—and he into her.
God, the delight of watching her had been so amazing he’d been hardly aware of his own building ecstasy, but now it burst up into her all at once, sending enormous tremors of pleasure from that center, down to his very toes.
When Bexley rolled off of him, it was with a grin that was satisfied with many aspects of their situation on the ship—but especially this one.
And the moment Locke’s dick was free, Ember leaned up and said,
“My turn!”
Chapter Four
One thing Alyssa could say about Locke—she was frequently more exhausted with him around.
But at least it was a good kind of exhaustion.
Now, feeling every sort of refreshed, she finished up in the washroom, returned to her cabin to dress, then finally made her way up to the control room.
By this hour, the view outside the bridge windows had turned from sky and horizon to the slightly more limited view of the noses of other airships and the central buildings of the Endpoint City airport. Locke stood at the ship’s wheel, having already washed and donned his elegant captain’s wear and taken the ship in while the rest of them readied for the day ahead.
Locke looked wonderful in his boxers and stretchy shirt, but Alyssa couldn’t deny the appeal of him in this getup, either—a bold captain’s long coat with a smart waistcoat, trousers and once-shiny boots that had gotten a bit scuffed in the course of their adventures. He wore it well … though, over the months, she’d noticed that he didn’t wear it naturally.
Something about his manner made him look like he was wearing not a uniform, but a costume, like he was a man accustomed to one way of life who suddenly found himself having to pretend or adjust to a new one, in much the same way a proud, straight-backed noble could never convincingly play a cowed servant. They simply couldn’t carry themselves the right way.
Of course, the women all had their suspicions about why that was. Locke had come to them in a most unconventional manner, spilling out of the previously empty Titan Chimera, but at the cost of a conspicuously Locke-sized amount of swiftmetal that had gone missing from Chimera’s tank. Their only reasonable explanation for that, far-fetched as it sounded, was that he was a lost Precursor trapped inside Chimera’s titan core—titan cores were reclaimed Precursor technology, after all—and that some mysterious process had triggered his release by transmuting the swiftmetal into a new body for him to inhabit. That, at the very least, could account for why he occasionally referred to Haven as “here,” as if he was accustomed to somewhere else, or a place like the one Bexley had mentioned earlier—which they’d never heard of, and which, given Locke’s circumstances, likely didn’t exist anymore.
They’d never voiced their suspicions to Locke (because they sounded so wild), and he’d never been eager to suggest the truth (probably for the same reason), but she could see a certain conflict in his eyes every time they danced around the subject.
And especially when the subject of the moon came up.
The present situation with the moon was a strange one, and given their ordeal with the dark specter—and what the monster had said about the moon—she couldn’t help but wonder if he’d begun to have stirrings of memory.
Dark ones.
About a time when the Crystal Moon was deadly relevant to the Precursor people.
She had a feeling that, if they were to learn more about his past, it would be soon.
That feeling only grew as she rounded the captain’s chair and saw the leather-bound folio conspicuously open in the incongruous folding chair next to it, as if he’d spent his time on the bridge perusing its contents.
“Oh, that could be the next upgrade we make!” Alyssa observed as she came up beside him. “Another captain’s chair so we don’t have to keep folding up the beach chair when we’re done with it. It is something of a safety hazard, considering that we don’t keep it secured to a floor track.”
“I don’t know, I think it’s kind of charming,” Locke said as he slid the Blue Heron into its dock. “Though I fully admit most of its character comes from how often I see you sitting in it in your swimsuit.”
Alyssa laughed. The women kept such chairs on board in the first place so they could sit atop the airship and sun when they had the time to do so. Though Locke was not the sunbathing type, he was definitely the “watching women sunbathe” type, and Alyssa had to admit that the inevitable results of that gave her charming memories of the chair, too.
She nudged the folio on its flexible seat.
“Any interesting findings?” she asked.
“Findings?” Locke said, and finished up the last of the docking procedures.
“In Ultranoth’s folder,” Alyssa replied. “You’ve been reading it a lot lately.”
Back when her crew had first encountered Ultranoth’s dark specter-possessed form, they’d found it reading documentation about the Crystal Moon. A lot of that literature had been destroyed during the battle in her lair, but since he’d saved her, Ultranoth had been studiously gathering the remainder and sending copies to Locke for his perusal.
This wouldn’t have been especially notable—after all, Ultranoth the Organized was a librarian archivist dragon who enjoyed organizing information so much that her name was Ultranoth the Organized. Of course, she’d offer whatever aid she could.
What was notable was the contents of what she’d sent him—contents like the very top page of the present folio, which was written in a language she’d only occasionally seen in Precursor ruins, and never as cleanly and completely as this.
It wasn’t the first page like this that she’d sent him.
And he never talked about the frustration of being unable to read it.
For that matter, there were documents in nearly every Haven language in that folio, and while most Havenites were versed in at least two languages, depending on which city-states they interacted with most, she didn’t know many who could read all of them. And yet Locke had been thoroughly unimpeded by any of the language differences.
“I’m still going through the newest packet,” Locke said, oblivious to the gears turning in her head (or perhaps very aware, but choosing not to indicate it). “A lot of the information’s coming piecemeal as a result of how thoroughly we wrecked that part of her collection. Every time she thinks she sent me all of one source, she finds another piece that got blown away somewhere.”
“But what about in general?” Alyssa pressed.
Locke closed the folio and returned it to the little miscellanies box they kept bolted to the back wall, and then Alyssa followed him out of the control room.
“A lot of it reads like folklore, to be honest,” he said as they continued down the hallway. “And given what even normal mages are capable of here, it’s hard for me to separate historical facts from mythology and fancy. I mean, in one story there was an entire civilization on the moon, ruled over by a moon princess who had a whole band of girl friends who were also mages, but then she was attacked by, I don’t know, the Dark Moon Kingdom, and they were all killed and said to be reborn down on Haven. It sounds like a version of Sailor M—” he caught himself, as if he were about to let something slip, but then continued. “It sounds like a fantasy story, but I mean … the moon’s a lifeless rock. At least as far as humans are concerned. Who’s to say it didn’t reach that state because of a Dark Moon Kingdom attack? But on the other hand, what’s to say that wasn’t a story made up to explain something society at that time couldn’t explain?”
“I see what you mean,” Alyssa nodded, and then dared: “Have you been able to make any sense of the Precursor documents?”
They reached the stairwell down to the floor below, and Locke nearly missed the first step in surprise.
“You recognized the Precursor documents?” he said once he regained his balance.
“Well, the text is similar to that we’ve occasionally seen in ruins, and there’s not a modern Havenite language that looks like it. Could be a lost Haven language, I suppose, but it didn’t feel that way.”
“I’m … still figuring them out,” Locke continued hesitantly. “Translating a dead language is like trying to solve a puzzle, where there are thousands of different pieces and the pieces can change depending on what time period is being spoken about—past, present, future, etcetera. But I’m beginning to get enough pieces to be able to make sense of them.”
He went quiet for a bit as they passed the stairs, as if pondering what to say next—or debating whether he should let her know something he already understood.
“There’s one thing I’m pretty sure of,” he said after a long silence. “There’s a particular bit of text that often appears with other text I think indicates the Crystal Moon. If my very amateur translation is right, it refers to a god or at least a god-tier force called Avarice, and it seems to be connected to a period of destruction. The fall of the Precursors, perhaps.” Locke chuckled. “Or, who knows, maybe the Crystal Moon Kingdom.”
“That’s a complicated guess for an amateur translation,” Alyssa chuckled.
“Wait a sec.” Locke suddenly stopped at the bottom of the stairs. “Ultranoth sent me a folio to take to Pious, too. Gotta fetch it from my cabin. Meet me at the side hatch?”
“Sure,” Alyssa said, and smiled as he hurried off. His errand was genuine, but she didn’t doubt for a second that he was glad for an excuse to escape from questions that were landing too close.
Chapter Five
Now all five of the Harriers strode past the iconic lion statues of the Arcane Index, up the terrace-like courtyard stairs, and finally through the open double doors.
“Damn, what happened?” Ember exclaimed once they stepped into the lobby.
Normally the dark wood row of kiosks at the back of the lobby were fairly quiet, but today the plaques above all but one of the four desks had been changed to “Bounties,” with the final one literally reading “Everything Else”—and all were bustling as if someone had just announced a whole pool of generously paid missions.
“Screw that mess. I’m going to the café to wait out those lines,” Bexley snorted, and promptly left the group before anyone could object.
“It’s not a bad idea,” Locke agreed from beside Alyssa. “Perhaps there we can find out what’s going on.”
“Yay! I want a cake,” Sloan agreed, and traipsed off behind Bexley.
“Sounds like the decision’s made, then,” Alyssa said with a laugh, and so she and Locke followed the others.
To their left sat a cozy little nook set apart from the rest of the lobby by a waist-high barrier shaped to look like it had been constructed from the choicest pieces of scrap in a magitek junkyard, though artfully and intentionally so. Endpoint City was a city-state that took pride in its eclectic makeup and the innovation that resulted, and here that manifested in conspicuous gears, cogwheels, sprockets, and other pieces of machinery fused together to look like a very orderly explosion of impending creativity. Groups of small tables clustered on both sides of the barrier, but most of those were obscured by the bustle in the café. It wasn’t quite as busy as the Bounties counter, but it was clearly active with people who were grabbing their last fancy city treats before they embarked on their missions.
Alyssa quickly gave up any hope of finding a seat of their own. But then a conspicuous hand shot up to grab their attention and point down to a partly empty table, and she recognized the massive man who’d signaled them.
Orion Havoc—or Rion, as most called him—was the lead titan mage on the Indigo Gryphon, with a build to match. Titan mages didn’t necessarily have to be muscular—after all, titan piloting was primarily a force of will—but a lot of titan mages liked to look just as impressive outside their machines as in them, and built up their muscle mass accordingly. He was no exception.
And like most respectable men with muscle, he often found himself in the company of people who benefited from that muscle. In this case, a small man in dark-lensed magelight goggles, so thin he looked like Rion had somehow absorbed all the muscles he should have had. There was a certain sharpness behind those goggles that suggested he could take care of himself in the right situation, thank you very much, but the forearm crutch propped against the table next to him suggested he needed help getting to that right situation. But then, once he was there, and knowing what she knew of him, Alyssa didn’t doubt Sevas Lazare’s abilities at all.
“Does Sevas look different to you?” Locke asked as they approached.
Alyssa wasn’t familiar enough with Sevas’ general appearance to know, so she just shrugged and continued walking.
Having caught Alyssa and Locke’s attention, Rion returned to chatting with Ember and Bexley, who’d already reached the table, while Sloan went for the busy line.
Alyssa saw a look of disgust flash briefly across Rion’s face, but before she could wonder at it, they reached the table, and Rion belted to Locke:
“I HEARD YOU DON’T LIKE SWEET TEA!”
The force in Rion’s voice caused Locke to pause.
“Why is my opinion of sweet tea such a subject?” Locke asked.
“Because it’s bad taste!”
“Well, I’ve never had any sweet tea that tastes good.”
“Exactly. You just haven’t had the right tea yet. You’re coming to my momma’s house, and you’re trying her tea right now.”
Locke laughed. “I can’t just show up at your mom’s for sweet tea! She doesn’t even know me!”
“Doesn’t matter. She’ll feed anyone. The very first thing she said to Sevas?” He indicated the man sitting beside him. “‘No one in Endpoint City should be this skinny.’ And then his whole family moved in like a week later.”
Sevas nodded. “It’s true. The Havocs were so generous that my parents tried to thank them for their hospitality by giving me to them.”
“Which is how we ended up explaining that we don’t use children like currency outside Luciola,” Rion said uncomfortably.
Sevas shrugged. “With your mother’s cooking, I’d have been okay with it. Besides, I was starving.”
“That’s beside the point, buddy.”
Alyssa didn’t know much about Sevas’ life before he become the revolutionary catalyst designer and chief engineer he was today, nor did she know much about the distant Luciola, but she’d overheard enough since meeting him to know that both situations had, to put it mildly, not been good.
“Anyway, we’re finishing up here,” Rion said, and stood to offer his seat to her. She took it, after which Locke invited Ember and Bexley to take the remaining empty chairs. (Sevas stayed seated.) “You came in at the perfect time,” Rion continued. “We’re just about to head out for our next bounty.”
“Speaking of bounties,” Locke said, then indicated the busy desks, “what’s going on over there?”
“Massive unseasonable meteorfall,” Rion responded. “The Index has temporarily upped the quotas to six per company, and upped the payments too, so everyone’s scrambling to take what’s available while the payouts are still high.”
“Six!” Locke repeated. “That’s a huge jump.”
“Sweet paycheck, though,” Rion said with a shrug.
“Any other reports of dark specters?” Ember asked, and Alyssa knew why. She was concerned about the specters, of course, but her mother and brother were involved in finding and researching dark specters on the same ship as Rion and Sevas, and she was more concerned about them.
“We cleaned out a few more ruins in the Skullwood a while back,” Rion replied, “but Pious didn’t have anything new for us this time, so we’ve taken six bounties in the Edgewater area. Once we finish those, Cap decided we’d earned a break, so we’re taking advantage of the location for a bit of vacation.”
“With all the meteorfall going on?” Alyssa asked.
“Well, if another shadow dreg shows up, of course we’ll take it out,” Rion shrugged. “But it’s been an active few months for us. We’ve had to deal with more bandits than usual, not to mention that Sevas got himself stabbed.”
“What?” Locke exclaimed, then looked down to the small, unassuming man. “How does someone who can barely walk get into as much trouble as you?”
“I’ll have you know I can more than barely walk now, thank you!” Sevas responded. His subtle Luciolan accent rose to emphasize his sharper consonants—and then his body rose with it. “Behold.”
He walked without his crutch.
It wasn’t far—just a small circle beside his chair—and it wasn’t long before he had to grab his crutch for support, but now Alyssa spotted the difference that Locke must have seen while they were coming to the table. Previously, one of Sevas’ legs had been horribly twisted as a result of a matter catalyst accident. In fact, much of his body had been damaged in that incident, and he’d spent his entire adult life striving to have the damage fixed. That twisted leg had been the last conspicuous indicator of his condition, and now it extended beneath him, completely straight.
“There is still quite a bit of therapy to be done to bring it to full strength,” Sevas replied, and sat in emphasis of his fatigue, “but the recent sales of my catalyst schematics filled my medical savings enough that I could afford the procedure, and with bandit attacks on the ship becoming more frequent, we all agreed that it would be good for me to have more mobility.”
“Especially since you’ve already been stabbed!” Locke replied. “How did that even happen?”
“My enemies,” Sevas shrugged.
“You have enemies?” Locke said.
“Not for long,” Sevas replied, and swirled his mostly empty cup as if he was merely talking about a bad patch of weather.
“Oh yeah, Sevas has the highest body count of anyone on the Indigo Gryphon,” Rion said. “When bandits attack the hangar, they don’t expect the guy with the crutch to be a challenge. Likewise, they also don’t expect that he’s an expert marksman.”
“Do the bandits have anything to do with your dark specter research?” Locke asked.
“They definitely started attacking more once that research started,” Rion said, “but the most interesting detail is that it’s a specific band, and they’re all Luciolan.”
“All of them?” Alyssa said. Though she didn’t know much about Luciola, she did know that Luciolans were uncommon outside the region, largely because of the geographical challenge of crossing the ragged, perpetually-frozen mountains that surrounded the city. Large groups of Luciolans were even less common.
Sevas nodded. “And they’re well-resourced. Common Luciolans don’t have anything close to the kind of capabilities they have, which means it’s very likely they’re connected to a mage lord, and that they’re not bandits so much as a scouting party.”
“What does that mean on a practical level?” Locke asked. “Or politically?”
“It means a mage lord is interested in expanding his territory, and he has a way to move his forces beyond the mountains,” Sevas said darkly. “And Luciolans are not nearly as chivalrous as the rest of you when it comes to war.”
“So we could be facing, what? An invasion?” Alyssa said.
“Hard to say at this point, but I will say this: my family left Luciola because our choices were to die by a mage lord or die by the mountains, and we at least had a chance of surviving the mountains. The mage lords are not people you want taking any hold outside Luciola.”
“Then I guess it’s something we should keep an eye on,” Locke said. “Even if it’s not connected to the dark specter research, it sounds like something Pious will assign our ship to handle if it becomes a more pressing problem.”
“Luckily, Sevas seems to be single-handedly holding them off,” Rion said, “if the past several break-ins are any indication.” He laughed, and then nudged Sevas’ head playfully with his elbow. “Though it doesn’t hurt, having a fiancée who’s as deadly in her rig as she is cute.”
“Wait, fiancée?” Locke said. “So you and Aster are engaged now, too?”
“No, but they’re going to be,” Rion snorted. “I mean, you’ve seen them together. They’re gonna have like thirty babies.”
“Thirty babies is an absurd number of babies,” Sevas dismissed. “And I have proposed.”
“It doesn’t count as a proposal if you do it in the throes of hot, nasty—”
“I’d count it,” Bexley chimed.
“And so did Aster,” Sevas retorted. “And then right afterward we defended the entire hangar from bandits while the rest of you were still asleep, so I think we’ve earned the right to call it an engagement, thank you very much.”
“So you got engaged,” Locke said, “fought off a whole bunch of bandits, and got yourself stabbed all in the same night?”
Sevas drained the final dregs of his tea. “I have never claimed to lead a boring life. Anyway, the bandit who reached me is now a data point in a test of the close-range power of my mage pistol, and I get a vacation out of it, so it’s a win all around.”
“Well, congratulations, I guess,” Locke said. Sevas then stood to join Rion, this time with his crutch, but before they could leave, Locke began again. “Oh, and before you go, there’s something I wanted to ask you, Sevas. In Luciola, is there any folklore about the Crystal Moon?”
Despite his improvement, Sevas obviously had a long way to go in his recovery, for he greeted the question by sitting back down.
“Luciolans don’t give a shit about the moon,” he spat with unexpected virulence. “Why?”
“Research I’m conducting,” Locke said. “Trying to piece together some history puzzles. Why don’t Luciolans care about the moon?”
“It’s not that we don’t care about the moon; it’s that the moon can go fuck itself.” Sevas went to take another sip of his tea, as if he needed it to continue, then sighed when he remembered his cup was empty. Locke remedied that by signaling to Sloan to bring another, and Sevas continued with a satisfied nod. “It goes back to the mage lords. Luciola is in a state of perpetual blizzard, so we rarely see the moon to begin with, and when we do see it, it tends to dominate our sky like a sort of ‘watchful divine eye.’ Sometime in the distant past, a mage lord preached the idea that the moon was such an eye. Other mage lords adopted the same rhetoric, calling it an eye of judgment, or one that could spot traitors, etcetera, and people in Luciola generally only know what the mage lords allow to be taught, so there are no teachings to suggest otherwise.
“Luciolans, though, are also an audacious people, and over the centuries, there were always some who liked to defy the moon when the mage lords weren’t around to see. Over the years, the tradition became to bear one’s ass to the moon when it was visible. One would expect a ‘watchful divine eye’ to have some sort of reaction to such a view, but no such reaction ever happened that could be correlated with a divine presence, so now Luciolans tend to regard the moon as an effective tool of mage lord propaganda. Which, in effect, can go fuck itself.
“So you see, it’s not folklore so much as an entire people showing their asses to the attempt at folklore. Does that help with your puzzle?”
“Not particularly, but it is rather hil … interesting,” Locke said.
Alyssa suspected he was about to say “hilarious,” but given the way Sevas spoke of the mage lords, decided against it. Luciola was such an insular region—not even recognized as a city-state anymore—that the only people who knew anything about it were the people who were from there, and Sevas at least never had any good things to say about the way the mage lords treated their subjects. The concept of mooning the moon out of spite was an amusing one, but the situation and people that spawned it was a dark one indeed—one that Sevas’ family had risked dying in mountainous terrain to escape.
“I’m just trying to piece together a stronger picture of the Crystal Moon and its history,” Locke continued. “The Luciolan view is wholly unique in that respect.”
“Luciola doesn’t receive ideas from the outside world,” Sevas replied. “Well, unless they benefit the mage lords. Its people are resourceful, but it’s by necessity rather than education.”
Alyssa nodded. She understood that about Luciola, at least. One of the reasons the captain of the Indigo Gryphon had hired Sevas on as a chief engineer was because of that resourcefulness. Vasori engineers like Sevas’ fiancée were adept at designing precision equipment, whereas Ender engineers were better known for using what they had on hand to solve problems. Luciolans, though, took Ender-style ingenuity to an extreme, and were capable of solving complex mechanical problems with items they literally pulled from the trash. Those solutions might not work long-term, but they could be effective in a pinch, and depending on how hard the pinch was, that could mean the difference between life and death.
It was not an engineering style Sevas used often—if he had, there was no way a Vasori ship like the Indigo Gryphon would’ve ever stayed running—but it was a useful tool to keep tucked away for emergencies.
More than once, she’d wanted to hire Sevas onto the Blue Heron crew for that reason, given their previous financial situation, but he had multiple reasons to stay on the Indigo Gryphon, especially now that he was engaged to the captain’s daughter.
Now Sevas stood again, and Alyssa noticed that despite still relying on the crutch, he did look healthier, and perhaps more hopeful than she’d ever seen him.
“Did the procedure help with your pain at all?” Locke asked, as he helped to move Sevas’ chair out of the way. Sevas shrugged.
“The pain is the same as it has ever been. I don’t even know if it can be permanently fixed. But this, at least, is one less fork to have stuck in me each day.” He nodded down to indicate his leg, and Locke winced uncomfortably. He always seemed to do so when the subject of Sevas’ persistent pain came up, Alyssa noticed, as if he somehow felt guilty for it, though she could never understand why. It wasn’t like he was responsible for the state of Sevas’ body, or could help him in any meaningful way. Even the Indigo Gryphon’s healer mage, who was reputed to be one of the best on Haven, hadn’t been able to figure out why Sevas’ body rebelled against him the way it did, and he was such a wholly unique case that there wasn’t a lot of existing research on the matter to begin with. People who suffered catalyst accidents like the one he had usually didn’t survive.
At that moment, Sloan crept up to their table with a tray of cups in one hand and a whole cake in the other. It wasn’t just any cake, either.
Locke expected treats in even Haven coffee shops to look at least somewhat mass-produced, but this one looked like the baker had been selected to appear on this world’s equivalent of some popular cooking competition and so pulled out every stop to make the most elaborate concoction possible. The base icing was fairly simple, but it was elevated by a burst of sculpted sugars and other materials Locke couldn’t name to render a fanciful fairy tale-like scene upon its sides and top. If Locke hadn’t seen Sloan bring it from a bakery shelf, he might have mistaken it for a terrain sculpture at a miniature wargaming tournament.
Whoever had made it wasn’t just a baker. They had to be a cake mage.
While Locke marveled at the cake, Sevas accepted the spice tea Sloan had ordered for him in a large paper travel cup, and he and Rion bid farewell to head for their airship.
“When you said cake, I thought you meant a piece of cake,” Locke said.
“This is a piece of cake,” Sloan replied, positioning it in front of her seat and her seat alone.
“That’s a whole cake.”
“It’s a big piece,” Sloan insisted, and took a dainty fork to the largest piece of icing on the top. “Besides, Froebe was baking today, and he makes the best cakes.”
“Oh shit, that’s a Froebe cake?” Ember exclaimed. “I’m buying one, too.”
Locke chuckled. “You were just complaining about all the sugar in my food, and now you’re buying a whole cake for yourself?”
“Froebe cakes are worth it.”
“For real,” Bexley said, “every time I’ve eaten a cake and then done it really vigorously with you, it’s been a Froebe cake.”
“What, does he put aphrodisiacs in them?”
“Nah, it’s the sugar rush. But it’s, like, a really phenomenal sugar rush.”
“Even if you do feel like your eyeballs are buzzing by the end of it,” Ember added.
***
Despite claiming that it was all for herself, Sloan let the rest of them partake of the cake, and by the time they finished it, the rush on the Bounties desks had diminished to, if not a trickle, then at least a modest flow.
Even so, when they finally made it to their counter, Alyssa saw that the bounty folios were still brimming with unclaimed jobs, which was both a fortune and a terrifying thing. While Alyssa suspected that a lot of them were unclaimed general bounties, quite a few were probably unclaimed meteorfall, and when she opened the first, she found she was correct.
“Damn, what is going on with the moon?” she exclaimed.
“It’s definitely out of the ordinary,” replied the receptionist, Lola. Normally Lola was a picture of trim propriety, with a short, neat bob, no-nonsense glasses, and an equally no-nonsense scowl that was only softened by the short maid-like dress and academic half-cape uniform that female Arcane Indexers were assigned to wear. Today, though, she looked like she’d just finished a roll in the stacks with another Indexer. That might have been the case, but it was more likely that her appearance was due to the frenetic activity the counter had been seeing since these bounties were posted.
“The director has teams trying to analyze it,” she continued, “but there’s only so much we can do when so much is happening all at once. We’ve all been run ragged since it started.”
“Does the director need us to do anything?” Locke asked.
“Shit! Yes!” Lola sighed, and then rubbed her glasses, remembered that her glasses were still on, pushed her glasses onto the top of her head, and then finally rubbed her eyes.
“Coffee!” announced a new voice, and another Indexer breezed by, plopping steaming cups on each desk that she passed with the intensity of a messenger delivering the MacGuffin that would save the world.
Lola snatched hers and chugged it in a few huge gulps, seemingly oblivious to the heat. But, when she smashed the cup back to the desktop, she did look much improved.
“That doesn’t hurt your throat?” Locke said.
“My throat can take a lot,” Lola replied in an exhausted deadpan, and then picked up her speaker horn from its hook on the desk’s candlestick comm.
“Lola at Bounties here,” she said, placing the horn to one ear while she spoke into the companion horn at the top of the comm. “Please inform Director Pemberton that the Harper’s Harriers are here.”
It was barely a minute before the man in question hustled out of some random hallway behind the desk area, looking as flustered as everyone else.
In general, that was one of the things Alyssa liked about Director Pious Pemberton. He was not the kind of person to use his position as an excuse to stay behind a desk, and while he still wore the elegant rose gold suit and fancy boots of a Vasori expatriate, some of that suit and a few curls of his pale hair looked to have recently been on fire. He hadn’t even taken off the dark lensed goggles he’d been wearing during his task, and even now didn’t move to take them off as he greeted them.
He shuffled to a stop before them and clapped his hands together with a smile. He paused for a second, as if his brain was still catching up with the rest of him, and when he finally spoke, it was with an exhausted,
“Welcome, Harriers.”
“I take it things have gotten a bit busier since we left?” Locke remarked.
Pious pinched one thumb and forefinger together and replied, good-naturedly, “A bit. It’s a fascinating time, intellectually, I’ll admit, but it comes at the cost of being a frantic time as well, so we’re making do as best we can.”
Bexley sniffed the air, then asked the director,
“Have you been working on a titan?”
The question took Locke by surprise; he didn’t know why Bexley would ask, but then he sniffed the air himself and found that, yes, with Pious’ presence had also come the distinct scent of magic, metal, and grease that he usually associated with the Blue Heron’s hangar. He just hadn’t registered it because he was so used to it in general, if not associated with the director.
“Bit of a special project,” Pious nodded.
“I didn’t know you were an engineer,” Locke stated.
“You have to be a lot of things when you’re Director of the Index.” Pious shrugged. “Especially in extreme circumstances like this.”
“Any idea what’s causing the sudden meteorfall?” Alyssa asked.
“All we have are hypotheses at the moment,” Pious replied, “and the only consistent bit of data we have from our meteor analysis teams is that the meteors themselves seem a lot more brittle, as if they were damaged before landing. And a disturbing number have reported that the most damaged surfaces of many meteors are, in fact, the sides not facing the surface of the moon.”
“So—what, they were broken off from the inside?” Bexley exclaimed.
“Like an egg hatching?” Locke wondered aloud. Alyssa and all the others turned to look at him when he said that.
“Why’s an egg hatching the first conclusion you jump to?” Ember said.
“Because there are a lot of old stories that depict the moon as a big-ass egg.” Locke held up the folio he’d been carrying. “By the way, Ultranoth said to give this to you. It’s more moon literature.”
“Excellent.” Pious accepted the folder. “We’ll take any help we can get at this point.”
“So what’s the mission you have for us?” Ember asked—but then tensed up. “Shit, are we gonna have to fight a giant moon baby?”
Pious laughed. “No, nothing like that.” Then he paused. “At least, I hope not.”
“I don’t know,” Bexley said. “With Locke on our side, I think we could take a moon baby. I mean, it’d be the size of the moon, but still a baby.”
“Is there any possibility that we could go up to the moon?” Locke asked suddenly. “To directly investigate what’s happening?”
All of them paused again.
“Do your memories somehow involve being able to leave the planet?” Ember said.
“Some have tried in the past,” Bexley explained, “but they’ve always been limited by the amount of void condensate it takes to power the gravity catalysts at the necessary strength. They run out before they can break the atmosphere.”
“But we have Lazare furnaces now,” Locke said. “Which require a whole lot less void condensate.”
“You think we could get Sevas to build specialized furnaces to get us to the moon?” Bexley inquired.
“Sevas just told us he doesn’t give a shit about the moon,” Ember said.
“But given what else he said,” Locke replied, “I bet he’d absolutely build something to help us punch the moon.”
“If punching the moon is in fact what we need to do,” Alyssa added cautiously, then turned to Pious. “Why did you want to see us?”
She expected a quick, ebullient answer to match Pious’ usual manner.
Instead she found him frozen, looking out at them with the blankest, most uncertain smile she’d ever seen on the man.
“Everything all right?” Locke asked, and nodded down to the partly open folio, as if he expected Pious’ state to be a result of something he’d skimmed.
“Oh. Yes,” Pious stammered. “Just—did you generate a plan to go to the moon from nothing, here on the spot?”
“Sure, why not?” Bexley said. “I mean, we’ve got a god-tier void mage and the best engineer of our generation on our side, and Sevas has promised us a fancy new gravity furnace anyway, so it’s not like it’s that much extra work. There’s no team on Haven more qualified to go punch the moon.”
“Investigate the moon,” Alyssa corrected. “If there is some kind of force living inside the moon, I’d rather not antagonize it.”
“It’s been sending shadow dregs down for centuries,” Bexley snarked. “The moon started it.”
“Then—” Pious sighed in absurd relief. “Yes, if you think you can reach the moon, then by all means do it. At the very least, it will generate a way for us to move forces up to the moon so we can fight the shadow dregs at their source.” He laughed, as if amazed that was a thing he was even able to say, and Alyssa couldn’t blame him. The words had come from her own crew, and even she hadn’t expected such a development.
“Anyway,” Pious continued once he recovered, “the reason I’d actually intended to meet you was to request another coefficient evaluation for your three mages.”
“Really?” Locke asked. “So soon after the last?”
“We’re trying to gather up-to-date data on all our strongest teams,” Pious stated, “in case we need it to organize our efforts in the near future. And since I’ve unofficially taken your team on as my personal band of errand runners, I thought I’d preside over your evaluations.”
“Makes sense to me.” Locke shrugged. “Let’s set to it.”
Chapter Six
“Oh, pick out your bounties first,” Pious said. “You’ll have a better selection now than later, in terms of pay.”
Sloan hovered at the back of their group, as both Locke and Alyssa thanked Pious for his consideration before they returned to the front desks. They ended up picking out three bounties close to Archstone.
Archstone was a midland city-state large enough to have its own Arcane Index, so they could pick up their additional required bounties there once they’d resolved the first three—but its main point of appeal, according to Locke, was that it was close to the lakeside resort of Edgewater. That would allow them the chance to chat with Sevas in person about the potential of designing a space-worthy gravity furnace once they finished, and perhaps take a little vacation of their own if circumstances allowed.
Sloan couldn’t suppress a little gleam of excitement at the thought—it would be her first real vacation. In human form. With Locke.
But external factors weighed on her mind.
Pious had taken to chatting with her, Bexley, and Ember while Alyssa and Locke worked, and while the director had been nothing but good to her since her early experiences with the illicit cultists that had acted on the Arcane Index’s behalf, she was still uncomfortable with what he represented. He was a leader who took responsibility for his organization’s mistakes, but he was also the leader who let it happen under his watch, if unknowingly.
She couldn’t help but wonder: What else was happening in the Arcane Index that Pious hadn’t noticed?
She sincerely doubted that he was ill-meaning—he’d all but adopted her back then, gave her free reign to improve herself with the Index’s resources, and even taught her the sword fighting techniques that she now used to great effect in Deathly Rhythm. But even good leaders possessed blind spots, and with all the uncertainty the Crystal Moon was creating right now, this was a bad time to have blind spots.
Plus, she just didn’t like being on Index grounds.
And she especially didn’t like that creepy evaluation room. She’d seen far too much of similar equipment in her time as the cultists’ experimental subject.
Soon, bounties settled, they all followed Pious down a familiar corridor, down a familiar dark, winding staircase into a familiar dark room. Sloan shivered as she stepped inside. The only illumination in this room came from lights associated with the mage techs’ equipment, all of which made her feel as if she could be strapped to a table and her insides modified at any moment.
Her mind had recovered quite a bit from those years of torturous medical procedures, but one could never forget the harrowing feeling of one’s muscles being moved aside by a matter mage, of bones being extracted and replaced with bone-shaped catalysts again and again until the mages found an arrangement that worked.
So distracted was she in her memories that she barely listened as the others began the process, deciding who would go first and eventually settling on Ember.
The most significant machines in the room lurked in the very center, two raised platforms enclosed by sets of catalyst-embedded arms that dangled from the ceiling like tentacles. She knew from previous experience that the first measured mage coefficients, while the second measured overall potential—present power levels versus the highest level one could reach. They were perfectly mundane functions, she knew, but she still didn’t like the machines.
Sloan hugged her elbows as Ember stepped into the first of the creepy evaluation machines. She always seemed to feel the memories most vividly in her arms, for some reason.
The tentacles spun around Ember and glowed the respective colors of her magic. Pious wrote down some numbers, and just like that, it was done.
“Sloan?” Locke’s voice broke her out of her own mind. “Ready to go next? I’ll stand with you like last time.”
Sloan nodded timidly—but then that singular nod struck a twinge of frustration into her. She hadn’t nodded like that in—well, months. Not since she’d opened herself up to Locke. Not since she’d begun to crawl out of her timid shell. Now she freed her arms and said, “I’m ready,” more resolutely than she’d felt before. After all, she wasn’t that same trembling girl anymore. She bent her catalysts to her advantage, used them in ways that protected others from being hurt like her. And she had Locke to stand beside her.
She stepped boldly onto the first platform to let the catalyst-implanted tentacles close around her. They spun to a blur, then lit up green and black for her time and matter magic, and when she stepped out, Pious beamed to tell her that her coefficients had risen enormously.
She didn’t personally care about the exact numbers, but Pious seemed impressed—and especially, Locke seemed impressed, and that was all she needed to know about them.
Pious didn’t have her enter the second machine—her potential numbers were already on record—so now she stepped aside to let Locke in.
Or, rather, she joined the others at a safe distance from the machine. Apparently, the first time Locke had been evaluated, his tremendous potential had caused the machine to explode in spectacular fashion. He hadn’t blown up anything during his second evaluation, once the Index had built a machine that could handle him, but with an anomaly like Locke, the Index liked to be better safe than sorry.
Locke stepped inside. The machine spun up, glowing with every color of every type of magic, and when Locke stepped out, it was once again to a stunned silence.
“Let me guess,” Locke said. “I’ve reached god-tier coefficient levels?”
“Close to the God of Titan Mages,” Pious marveled.
“Well,” Locke shrugged, “guess that makes me extra-qualified to face anything the moon throws our way.”
“I daresay it does,” Pious mused, then made a final note on his clipboard and handed it to one of his assistants.
“Do you need us for anything else?” Locke asked the director. “If not, we’ll be off to our ship.”
“I did have one request, actually,” Pious said, and then joined Sloan where she, Ember, Bexley, and Alyssa were sheltering. “Given your unique situation, Sloan, I’d like to meet with you personally and run some additional tests, if you don’t mind.”
Sloan flinched internally. She might have improved, but she didn’t like the idea of staying on Index grounds any longer than she had to.
Pious must have seen it on her face, for he promptly added, “Locke can come with you, if you’d like. Or any of your crew members.”
Sloan wanted to reject the request. Damn, she could feel the catalysts in her forearms buzzing with the memory. She knew it wasn’t real, that the buzz was just a result of her anxiety, but …
She looked up at Locke. He was willing to come with her if she wanted; she could see it in his eyes.
But she could see something else in his eyes, too. Pride that she’d come this far, both in terms of her coefficients and herself. And faith that she could stand on her own if she needed to.
No, she thought. I’m not a cowering girl anymore.
“I’ll stay,” she said. “I have to see about some deliveries before we leave, too, so I can take care of those on my way back. You all can go ahead without me.”
“Sure thing,” Locke said. He didn’t even ask if she was certain. Didn’t question her resolve, and once again that faith lit a little gleam inside her.
She could do this on her own.
“Let’s try hamburgers again,” Locke said. “With the right meat this time.”
Pious’ brow furrowed at the statement.
“It’s one of his weird amnesia foods,” Ember explained as they began to file toward the staircase. The rest of the crew followed, and Locke assured Sloan he’d wait up until she was back before he clapped her on the shoulder and left her with Pious.
“The right meat isn’t ham?” Pious asked her as they left, and he gestured toward another area of machines.
Sloan allowed herself a little giggle at the unusual segue, more grateful for it than she’d expected to be. Luckily the other tests he’d wanted to run didn’t involve any of the octopus-like machines, but rather seemed like mundane medical tests involving blood draws or scans with catalyst-based equipment she’d never seen before.
It was mundane enough that she comfortably spent the entire time explaining what a hamburger was, and the misadventure that had resulted when she misinterpreted the kind of meat she was supposed to use. By the time he was done, she realized she hadn’t even asked what the tests were for.
“They give more specific data about isolated elements of your magic,” Pious replied when she finally did ask. “Something we’ll discuss in more detail in my office.” He then indicated the winding stairwell leading up to the lobby.
Soon Sloan found herself in that lobby, then in another stairwell, and then an elevator leading up to the Arcane Index’s administrative offices. There she finally settled in the centermost cluster of couches in Pious’ suite-like personal office.
She’d already been here many times before, even before her crew became regulars, and much as she disliked the Arcane Index in general, she had to admit that she liked this part of it. She had no terrible memories of this particular place, only good ones—of Pious being her private tutor, of him play-fencing with her on occasion when she visited.
She didn’t feel close to him exactly—her mind was in too much disarray back then for her to form attachments like that—but she felt distinctly grateful here.
And unthreatened.
She chose the cushion she’d always selected when she came to his office, and he chose his usual well-worn chair, just one couch cushion separated from it. An assistant appeared with tea and a small platter of hand cakes—another reminder of those old days, when Pious had first discovered how much she liked Froebe’s cakes and so kept her supplied with them every time she came to visit.
It was incredibly thoughtful, she realized now, and regretted that she hadn’t realized it then. Pious poured the first cup of tea and then slid its saucer toward her, plain, as she’d always preferred it.
“Thank you,” she said, and hoped the depth of meaning was clear.
“Of course,” Pious stated, in a tone that indicated it was, as he poured his own cup of tea. “It’s the least I can do. Though, I must say, I’m enormously impressed with how you’ve utilized all that I gave you. Not even a decade out from rescue and already a titan mage for one of the most accomplished companies in modern knowledge. Some in your position would be struggling with the rapid changes.”
“Well, I had lots of good help,” Sloan replied quietly. It was a vast understatement, but again, Pious seemed to translate the meaning behind it.
She saw a modest smile ease onto his face, as if he knew its significance but didn’t want to emphasize it. But then he leaned his elbows onto his knees and looked down into his tea, as if thinking about what he had to say next.
She noticed that he was holding his cup with both hands rather than by the handle, a familiar habit she recognized from the old days, a quirk that emerged before he had something serious to say. It made him look vaguely like a fashionable fairytale wizard peering into a scrying glass.
“You know you’re an exceptional being,” Pious said, and then looked up from his tea. “But I don’t think you realize how exceptional you are.”
“In what way?” Sloan’s cat ears quirked.
Pious sighed, then glanced back down at his tea as if debating, but pressed on:
“Tell me to stop if you’re uncomfortable,” he said. “But … since your rescue, I’ve been analyzing the documentation we seized from the cultists who experimented on you.”
Sloan tensed. “It wasn’t destroyed?”
“I’d sincerely debated destroying it, given the kind of price that was paid—that you paid—to gather those notes, but … ultimately I decided some good might someday come from keeping it. And there was so much of it; it’s literally taken me years to make sense of it all. But, over the course of my research, I’ve discovered something truly remarkable.”
Pious paused, as if waiting for her okay to continue. The recent buzzing in her arms tempted her to tell him to stop—
—but she took a deep breath and willed it back. The tension remained, but she could handle that.
Pious interpreted her breath correctly.
“Now, I want to emphasize that the way they conducted their research was horrible, and will never be employed in this organization again as long as I’m director here. You have my solemn vow.”
He locked eyes with her and paused, as if again waiting for permission to go on. She nodded.
“You sit before me as their only successful experiment, but what they discovered through you has enormous implications for the future of Haven—positive ones. On their simplest level, with catalysts replacing your bones, you represent a wholly advanced form of mage—one that can harness the power of void essence without being physically limited by your tools.”
Sloan nodded again. Void magic had incredible capabilities, but the physical demands of the magic—catalysts and tanks of void condensate—made it so that most mages were tied to one geographic spot. The only real exceptions were vehicles that made use of void furnaces, and titan mages, but though they were mobile, their titans were so huge and complex that they required teams to support them, so they weren’t practical tools for most mages. Still, that was beginning to change.
“That won’t be so exceptional in a few years,” Sloan chimed reasonably. “You’re aware of Sevas Lazare’s void bracer. It’s still a prototype, but it’s already rendered mobile magery a real possibility.”
The way Pious’ face brightened when she mentioned it confirmed the fact. The void bracer was a wearable device equipped with small catalysts that drew void essence directly from the air to fuel a mage’s power, no condensate tank required. It had been instrumental in helping Locke weaken Ultranoth in the early part of their final battle against her dark specter-possessed form, so Pious would have read about it in their report of the incident.
“It has, and it will be useful on its own,” Pious replied, “but you see, your catalysts aren’t the only thing that makes you remarkable. Even more remarkable is the speed at which your coefficients have risen. It’s unheard of for someone to advance as quickly as you, and while I’m sure some of that comes down to your natural talent, I suspect no small part of it is due to the composition of your catalysts—specifically that they were constructed to emulate dragon bones, and built using dragon materials. And the cultists were onto something when they had you kill Halcynor.”
Sloan shuddered at the memory. One of her last acts under the cultists’ control had been to kill Halcynor of Whistweald, an ancient dragon who had been hibernating at the time. They’d been researching the potential of dragon bones, since said bones were naturally-occurring catalysts, and they sacrificed the magic of an entire region just to get at fresh, undried bones to analyze how their void-channeling capabilities compared to those of dead bones.
“You studied Halcynor’s bones?” Sloan breathed.
Pious nodded sadly. “Nothing was going to bring him back, after all. And, well, I didn’t want to let his sacrifice—all of Whistweald’s sacrifice—go to waste, either. The point is, we found that the cultists’ suspicions were right. Fresh dragon bones have a wholly different magical composition than dead dragon bones, and the knowledge we gained from them has interesting implications for the future of bio-catalysts.”
“Bio-catalysts?” Sloan asked.
“Yes,” Pious said. “It may be that you and Halcynor have unwittingly opened up the door to an entirely new era in Haven magic. We hypothesize that, were we to implant catalysts similar to yours into mages, we would generate not only an entire magical population unrestricted by tools, but a population that reaches its potential much faster. It would have to be approached carefully, of course, but ultimately the widespread, easy use of such magic would rocket our civilization to heights we can only dream of in the present.”
Sloan swirled her tea idly. What he was saying was truly fascinating, and she was glad that at least some good had come of her sufferings, but something about it felt off. Like he should have been having this discussion with the leaders of Endpoint City. People who would be in a position to manage the inevitably rocky transition between eras—for it would mark the beginning of a new era.
“It’s interesting, but what does it have to do with me?” she asked, trying not to sound impolite. “I’m not even a researcher. I’m just the experiment.”
“You’re not just the experiment,” Pious said. “You’re the person who could guide our future.”
Sloan had begun to raise her teacup to her lips, but froze at that assertion.
“How?” she exclaimed.
“I want you to join me in pursuing this research,” Pious said. “I want you there both as a reminder of its origins, and a beneficiary of its result. You suffered to make this future happen. It’s only fair that you get to benefit from it.”
Suddenly, Pious’ serious face melted into warm pleasantry, and he leaned back into his chair for proper relaxation.
“Besides,” he said, “you forget, I saw how you behaved when you lived here at the Index. You didn’t become a researcher, but you could have. You have the smarts for it.”
Now Sloan did sip her tea. Pious wasn’t wrong about that. And it wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy the science of magitek; it was just that she liked cooking more, and at that stage of her life, she was eager to get away from anything having to do with the Arcane Index.
Something still felt strange about his offer, though—or perhaps about the situation in general.
And then she realized why. Pious might have been reclining comfortably, but he was still holding his teacup with both hands, and hadn’t taken a sip yet. Moreover, she realized he hadn’t taken his goggles off, which wasn’t … wrong, exactly, but still weird for someone who was usually so open and expressive. It felt like he was keeping a barrier between them.
Sloan lowered her tea.
“What else is there?” she asked. “There must be another reason you invited me here. You’re still holding your tea the way you do when something is on your mind.”
Much to her surprise, Pious chuckled at that, then leaned forward again.
“Like I said, you’re sharp.”
He smiled as he said it, but again the smile faded into a serious line across his face as he looked down into his tea.
“The cultists were experimenting for a reason,” he said. “And it wasn’t for the general betterment of mage kind.”
“I figured not,” Sloan replied. “They seemed like people who were only out for themselves.”
“Oh, they were,” Pious nodded. “But there was more to it than that. They were moon cultists, you remember, and a lot of the recovered documentation paid reference to a moon god, long forgotten by our standards, but still … a force of concern if what they wrote is true.”
“How so?” Sloan asked.
“I’m still making sense of a lot of it, but there’s a high possibility that what’s happening now on the Crystal Moon is something the cultists set in motion. And that they designed you specifically for some purpose relating to it.”
Sloan dropped her tea.
Fortunately, her reflexes were as catlike as her alternate form, and she caught the cup and its contents without a single spill. Even so, she shook as she returned it to the tabletop.
“You know what kind of purpose,” she said. He was still cradling his cup between two hands, after all.
“I do. But unfortunately this is where I must keep secrets from even you. Unless you commit to joining my team, at least, at which point you’ll have full access to our data, though of course you’ll have to sign a nondisclosure agreement. It’s the sort of information we cannot have getting out, at any cost.”
“I couldn’t even tell Locke?” Sloan asked. “He’s working with you.”
“This is above even his head, or those of my field teams. Most of my team has cut off all contact with others until this is resolved. If it gets resolved.”
“‘If?’ What exactly are we facing?”
Pious breathed heavily and didn’t look up from his tea.
“I shouldn’t even be telling you this, but since you’re so important to this undertaking …”
Now his eyes met hers.
“We’re facing the end of our world.”
The words—uttered so solemnly by someone so bright as Pious—stabbed a dagger of cold dread into Sloan’s belly. And the memory of all the words that preceded them twisted it inside her guts.
The cultists had triggered the end of the world? And they’d created her to have some part in it? Even now, she only thought of herself as a simple girl who happened to be a mage, and even then her powers were limited to time and matter magic. She didn’t see what either of those had to do with a lost moon god, or whatever was in the moon.
“Are you … are you saying I’m the only one who can save our world?”
“Even I don’t know that for certain,” Pious replied, “but it would be advantageous to have your help.”
“Can I … can I think on it?” She trembled. It felt like such a silly thing to ask under the circumstances, but suddenly she didn’t want to be here, in this place. Her arms burned with the memory of what the cultists had done to her. They were still affecting her life, still twisting her path to conform to their plans, even though they were dead.
What could they have possibly done to the moon?
And what had they built her to be a part of?
She couldn’t think on such topics here, in the heart of where it had all happened.
“Of course,” Pious replied gently. “I hadn’t expected you to make such a crucial decision in one night, anyway. Make your arrangements if necessary, and then contact me again when you’re ready.” He settled his still-untouched tea down on the table and stood. “Though, I suppose I don’t need to emphasize that time is of the essence.”
He gestured outside, to where the Crystal Moon hung full in the sky even at this early evening hour. A fresh new burst of fiery streaks plummeted down from it.
Sparks that could very well ignite the world.
Chapter Seven
Locke sat in the captain’s chair of the Blue Heron’s control room, flipping through Ultranoth’s latest folio as he waited for Sloan to return.
God, these folios. He’d expected them to be trouble, but he’d never anticipated how much—or this particular kind of trouble. He found that he had to be careful about when and where he read them because the ease with which he read them was something his crewmates had begun to pick up on.
When Peth had brought him to Haven, she’d gifted him not only his present buff, super-magical lady-catching body, but the ability to understand every language on the planet of Haven. Including the Precursor language. Which was dead even to Ultranoth, who’d only spoken it in her youth a thousand years ago.
There were some limitations—rune-like characters that wouldn’t translate, like the runes on Peth’s hat and dress, but over the months, he’d begun to reason that these weren’t meant as language, but served some other function. Pictorial, perhaps, like the command symbols he used to upgrade his titan.
That aside, while he thought he’d made an admirable effort of hiding his skills—pretending to have to work through translations and whatnot—Alyssa in particular felt two breaths away from calling him out on it.
It wasn’t that he wanted to keep it secret from them. It was that the circumstances leading to it were unbelievable even for a world as fantastical as Haven, and even more fantastical than what they thought of him. They’d asked a lot of leading questions of their own over the past several months that suggested they thought he might be a lost Precursor—not a bad guess, but also far from the actual truth.
The truth was that there was a lost Precursor on their ship, but they didn’t even know she was there. Even though she was the entire reason he was there. Pethelen—or Peth, as she’d introduced herself—was a disembodied consciousness trapped inside Chimera’s titan core, who’d been spending all her waking moments stretching that consciousness across universes to find another mage powerful enough to register her presence, to eventually help her out of that core. And well, Locke certainly hadn’t been a mage on Earth, but as she’d explained it, the fact that she could connect with him at all indicated that he had great mage potential. Enough potential to help her out of her mental cage once he was in the proper universe and body to do it.
And though he’d been able to blame his lack of knowledge about Haven on amnesia, Peth was the one who suffered actual amnesia. His magic hadn’t been strong enough to create a new body for her when he’d first arrived, and so they’d spent the intervening months trying to unlock bits of her memory.
In the process, they discovered that she’d been the pilot of a Precursor super-titan, present in the final days of the Precursor civilization, and a friend of Ultranoth’s, back when Ultranoth was merely fifty years old. Ultranoth had been able to fill in some of Peth’s memories—and Peth had since been able to corroborate some of what Locke had been reading in the dragon’s documents—but a young Ultranoth had been forced into magical hibernation soon after Peth went off to fight, so there were still substantial gaps in Peth’s understanding of herself.
But the gaps in their general knowledge of what happened to the Precursors were beginning to close.
One of the greatest challenges of the present moment was that because of Peth, Ultranoth, and the documents only he could read, he knew a whole lot about what was going on with the Crystal Moon.
But he couldn’t tell anyone directly because then he’d have to explain how he knew and where he came from.
Oh, he knew he’d have to eventually, and probably soon, but he had to find the proper time and place for it.
In the meantime, he tried to convey what he learned as believably as possible, usually through “educated guesses” and “amateur translations.” What he’d tried to tell Alyssa earlier wasn’t a mere guess. It was a fact, straight from Ultranoth: there was a massive force called Avarice; it was directly connected to the Crystal Moon; and it had contributed to the fall of the Precursors one thousand years ago. Even Ultranoth didn’t know the full details of it—she’d been in forced hibernation when the civilization finally fell—but her documents had begun to connect at least some of those disparate dots.
There was a lot of questionable material to sort through, too. Everything he’d said about folklore was also true, and another of his greatest challenges on this magical world was separating historical fact from folklore from religion—the latter especially. In his nine months on Haven, he’d come to learn that most Havenites took a very relaxed approach to what he considered religious tradition. Though it had an expansive pantheon of gods and goddesses, there was little unifying mythology. Some gods were regarded as supernatural figures, but others were simple mages who’d just done some really cool stuff or else fostered huge cults of personality that carried beyond their lifetimes.
It occurred to Locke that Haven didn’t have religion so much as fandoms, given how closely the vibe of the seasonal festivals he’d been to resembled that of geeky conventions or even sporting events. In general, though, the only way gods were present in most Havenite lives was as an exclamation, or as a standard by which to measure truly epic accomplishments. It was wholly unlike Earth in how unseriously everyone seemed to take it.
He could think of some people back home who’d have Serious Things to say about such a casual approach to religion, especially where he was from … but this was a planet of fucking and giant robots, so in retrospect, it kind of fit.
That didn’t mean he could dismiss all of it as in good fun, though. After all, there were pockets of cultists like the ones that had kidnapped Sloan, and they’d already proven themselves dangerous, and connected to something they at least believed was a god in the moon.
And given how unknowable a force this Avarice had been thus far, even to the Precursors, he couldn’t discount the possibility that it might be a force of the Great Old One variety. Still, he was beginning to piece together some definites.
Ultranoth’s latest find had been a true gem—a collection of Precursor newspapers leading up to the fall. Locke had been astonished that a civilization as hyper-advanced as the Precursors even still had print media, but this particular collection had been in stellar condition despite being one thousand years old, so Locke assumed they were papers printed specifically for archival purposes.
Despite their condition—or rather, the condition of the copies Ultranoth had made for him—they were still challenging to read. While the layouts were similar to those of newspapers he’d seen back home, the articles were dotted with strange non-text symbols that he began to associate with the command symbols he used to tell his mech how to upgrade—or perhaps QR codes, for a more Earthly parallel. Peth had told him that Precursor existence was not wholly physical—that there were some entirely incorporeal personalities, and that most existences had some level of what he would consider digital connectivity, or some version of it. He’d initially thought those command symbols were icons people would scan to see more information about a given article or topic, but the thing was, the printed articles were never complete. They always read as if a part was missing, which meant the command symbol wasn’t a supplement, but an essential piece lost to time because it wasn’t printed, the information perhaps stored in an archive the Precursors thought to be secure, but in fact had been destroyed with the rest of their civilization.
Anyway, there was enough present in the articles collectively that Locke could read between the lines, and he figured out some of the truth of the moon. Ultranoth had told him it was artificial—a huge space station with, at the very least, military installations—but the articles had revealed it was more than that. It was military and defensive, but it also had residential areas, industry, and entertainment and shopping districts. It held a society all its own that had been thriving until Avarice showed up, at which point Locke began to see articles about a great migration of non-magical citizens down to the planet, and a centralizing of mage populations on and around the moon.
The papers never said why, but Locke could make an educated guess. A concentration of mages suggested the Crystal Moon was to be the site of Haven’s last stand.
He’d initially thought they might have turned the moon itself into a weapon, but if they had, it would have shown signs of firing or violence—which its generally pristine surface didn’t. And that perfect surface was telling.
The Crystal Moon showed some signs of minor damage from random debris that had hit it over the centuries, and of course, chunks that had been ejected from its surface to form meteors, but for a completely artificial moon, it showed no signs of being constructed. It had no seams, even for aesthetic purposes, and it had no openings to allow passage into its insides.
It was sealed up tighter than it should’ve been for a place that had once been an active habitat.
Which suggested to Locke that something was sealed inside it.
And that something was probably Avarice.
Now, as to what Avarice was, other than a generic force of killer gooey destruction … he was still figuring that out. Largely because the Precursors themselves never seemed to figure it out, or at least didn’t record it in ways that were generally available to the public. Most writings about what Avarice was capable of seemed to echo what they presently knew of shadow dregs and dark specters—that they took over things and used them to wreak havoc.
There was one notable exception, though. The earliest articles about Avarice attacks always mentioned that they were preceded by a sudden rise in the concentration of void essence of the area, and later articles would pay reference to areas where magic levels remained high and dangerously chaotic, even after attacks were contained. This suggested that something about Avarice’s presence directly contributed to magic generation, that it might even have been part of its purpose.
Shadow dregs and the one dark specter he’d encountered had no such magical effects. Even the mutant goo that had powered up the mimic in that one ruin hadn’t generated new magic—but the readings did corroborate something the dark specter had told him when it possessed Ultranoth’s form:
“This planet could be a paradise of magic.”
Moreover, she’d explicitly told him the Crystal Moon was “a thing of hunger, of desire, of rebirths. It contains something that can remake worlds.”
It was entirely possible that Avarice was a magiforming entity similar to the dragons that even now gave Haven its magic. But whatever magic it generated certainly wouldn’t benefit the native mages. It was wild, uncontrollable magic that rendered local beasts too monstrous to defeat by common means, and there were plenty of references to areas that had been completely walled off to defend from those monsters. Mages, too, seemed to be rendered sick by too much exposure to the magic generated by Avarice, as if it was some form of fantastical radiation, and Locke couldn’t help but wonder how much of the Precursors’ fall was due to their most powerful magic users simply burning out, leaving only the non-mages to defend the world at the end.
He didn’t have enough information to know how true that was, though, and he closed the folio. The newspapers ended soon after the articles about moving the mages up to the moon, and thus all he could do was guess and hope Ultranoth would perhaps find a diary or some personal documentation from the years after the fall.
All he did know was that, whatever was in that moon, it couldn’t be allowed to get out.
A familiar flash of teal on the ground below alerted him to Sloan exiting one of the airport elevators, so he put the folio back in the wall box and set out to greet her.
When he met her at the bottom of the airship’s external stairs, it was to see an uncertain distance in her face, like she’d learned some bad news and was unsure how to deliver it.
“Everything okay?” he asked, and motioned to let her go up the stairs first.
Sloan glanced up to the Crystal Moon, where a little meteor shower had been raining down for the past hour.
“Other than that,” Locke added.
A sudden boisterous voice from behind Sloan interrupted their meeting:
“Hey, Herons!”
A cluster of several coarse-looking men and women rambled toward the airship docked next to theirs, with tipsy manners that lived up to the text painted precariously on its side: the Drunken Duck. The shout came from the group as a whole, but especially from a stocky man who looked capable of putting any of them into a headlock if they deserved it, even with the tankard still sloshing in his powerful hand.
“Hey, Oscar!” Locke waved back. For whatever reason, the Drunken Duck frequently came into port on the same days and in one of the bays next to the Blue Heron, and that regular proximity was reason enough for their rather free-wheeling selves to declare the Blue Heron crew casual friends. More than once, they’d invited Locke and company to party on their ship. Oscar and his crew were a rough-and-tumble, rowdy bunch that never saw a fight they wouldn’t join (or start), but a lot of that came down to boredom and alcohol, and they were generally good-natured about it.
Locke could see from Sloan’s face that she didn’t have the energy for them, and so he simply waved back without inviting further conversation.
“When we’re on the ship,” Sloan continued. She proceeded up the stairs, then added idly, “Some supplies should have arrived from our usual vendors. I had them rushed, given …” She indicated the meteorfall with a flick of her hand.
“Already arrived and accounted for,” Locke replied. “I moved them to the freezer for you.”
“Thanks,” she said, and then they reached the hatch. Locke withdrew the stairs, secured the door shut, and Sloan waited on him as if she had something important to say.
Locke turned to face her, waiting.
“Pious wants me to join his research team,” Sloan said. “He says he’s been looking at the research the cultists were doing when they experimented on me, and … well, the short version is he thinks the cultists have something to do with what’s going on with the moon, and they experimented on me specifically to have a part in it.”
“And you’re unsure about whether you want to do it?” Locke asked.
“I like it here on the Blue Heron. And I’m not sure what I could do to help that you can’t do better. I mean, I’m not even a void mage.”
“He didn’t tell you?”
“He said it was classified material. That most people on his team don’t have any contact with the outside world to keep it classified. He said I’d find out if I joined them.”
Locke crossed his arms and leaned against the wall next to her. “What kind of research are we talking about here? Did he give any hints?”
“He said it was part of the secret, but … we’re facing the end of the world.”
Her eyes met his directly as she said it, as if she was asking him what he thought she should do in light of those circumstances—or if he even thought Pious was right.
And, well, Locke couldn’t deny the possibility.
“Yeah, I kind of figured we’re facing something like that,” he said casually, but then continued more soberly, “Do you want to join him?”
Sloan didn’t react to his easy response, which surprised him, but now that he thought of it, he realized she probably hadn’t worried about his reaction, in that respect at least. She trusted him, after all.
“If he thinks I can help save the world, then I don’t think I have a choice,” Sloan continued, “but he’s giving me one, and that’s a little odd in itself. After all, if we are facing the end of days, why not show more urgency? But instead he said to think on it and get back to him as soon as possible.”
“So it’s not a desperate situation yet,” Locke replied, “otherwise, like you said, he’d approach you differently.”
“Yeah. Something’s not sitting right with me about the whole thing.”
“You had a good point earlier, too; you’re a talented mage, but I have to wonder why he didn’t ask me for help, especially with the coefficients he just recorded. Or heck, our whole crew. There has to be a reason why it’s just you.”
“Maybe he’ll give me more information if I make him wait,” Sloan suggested. “To try to encourage me to join.”
“Which will get us more information, too.” Locke nodded. “Works for me. Besides, I don’t think you’ll mind staying on the ship a little longer.”
Sloan’s face crinkled into a sweetly devious grin, as if that had been part of her reasoning.
“Why don’t you tell him you’ll take our current batch of missions to think it over and get back to him afterward? We ended up taking some straightforward meteorfall bounties—nothing too exciting, but they pay well, and they should all be done within the week. That’s plenty of time to come to a decision, but not so much that he’d rush you.”
Sloan smiled and nodded hesitantly, and Locke couldn’t help but feel that something else was on her mind. When she looked back to him next, it was with conflicted eyes.
“Do you want me to stay?” she asked, and somehow Locke sensed there was meaning to it beyond the surface.
“Of course, I do,” he said. “But I’m also not gonna tell you not to go save the world. Though, if that really is the case, I’d prefer we face it together.”
“Yay!” Sloan chimed, and leapt to give him a kiss. Obviously, that was the answer she’d been hoping for.
“Shall we head to dinner, then?” Locke asked once they separated. “Want me to help you cook?”
***
“Yeah, I kind of figured we’re facing something like that.”
Sloan glowed a bit inside as she remembered Locke’s reaction to her world-shattering news—or what she’d thought would be world-shattering.
But Locke was the kind of man who could hear “We’re facing the end of the world,” shrug it off, and then stand beside her kneading spices into a ball of ground beef like they’d discussed nothing more consequential than that night’s dinner.
Some men who were casual about such things were just stupid, but Locke was casual because he was capable, and that made her glad to know him.
“Is it the right kind of meat this time?” she asked as she sliced some large, red tomatoes just so, and was careful to bend over as she did.
Alyssa had a rule about public nudity on the ship, but technically Sloan’s kitchen wasn’t public, and well, Locke was working with her. He was doing all the potentially hazardous work, too, which meant she was free to safely flout the ship nudity rule—and so for their time prepping together, she’d donned a little teal apron. And nothing else.
Locke flicked an appreciative glance toward the view and grinned, then worked a little harder at the meat as if wishing it was some other meat.
“It’s perfect,” Locke replied. “You got the fatty kind. That’ll suck up all the flavors.”
“Did I get the right spices?”
“I’m not familiar with some of them, but based on the way they smell, I think they’ll work.”
Next Sloan set to chopping up a head of emerald-green lettuce, with equally sensual care. Locke used to do double takes at the lettuce—it was a much brighter color than what he was used to, apparently—but now the only thing he did a double take at was the sultry shape before him, and then, once she’d gone to the nearby mage cooler, the cool lumps of dough she plopped on the countertop.
“The buns!” she explained.
“They’re a little frozen,” he said.
“They’re not done yet!”
Sloan ran her hands sensuously over each one, and as she did, they thawed and then expanded at an absurd speed, before she sprinkled some seeds on top of each and popped them in the nearby mage oven. She kept a finger on the oven as the buns cooked, accelerating the passage of time in its vicinity, and in a minute or two, she pulled out a tray of fresh, toasty bread. She chose one to accelerate time on until it was cool, then shoved the bun at Locke’s mouth.
“How is it?” she inquired.
Locke took a surprised bite and thought on it, then replied, “Great! The last try was too hefty, but this has a nice squishy texture. Could stand to be a bit sweeter, but—”
“Don’t go putting any extra sugar in my food!” Ember declared, striding into view in the mess hall on the opposite side of the kitchen window. “I’m dying a little bit from that cake.”
“They don’t need that much sugar,” Locke laughed. “Just enough to pair them well with the savory meat.”
“Were you a cook before you were a titan mage?” Sloan asked. “Most titan mages don’t know stuff like that.”
“No, but it’s … a tradition of my homeland. For men to cook burgers and steaks.”
“Why just burgers and steaks?” Sloan continued. “Why just protein? Do men not eat vegetables where you’re from?”
“We do if they’re grilled.”
“Why just grilled?”
“I don’t know, because fire is manly?”
“Why is fire manly? Plenty of ladies set things on fire, too.”
“You’re talking about a people whose culinary tradition comes down to sugar and cheese,” Ember muttered. “You can’t expect it to make logical sense.”
“Hey, it’s not just sugar and cheese,” Locke objected. “I haven’t even introduced you to the wide world of fried foods.”
“What’s so special about a basic cooking technique?” Ember asked.
“It’s not the technique. It’s that we’ll use it on literally anything. We’ll fry ice cream. One day I’ll make you …” He paused as if trying to remember the name. “Batter-fried chocolate cookie sandwiches.”
“That makes me want to die a little bit,” Ember grumbled, and Locke laughed again as he began to scoop the meat out of his bowl in chunky, equally sized lumps.
The mess hall door opened again, and now Bexley came in to join Ember at the canteen window.
“Hey, Locke,” she greeted, and then paused, “Ooh, beatin’ the meat!”
Locke shook his head. “Please don’t ever say that again.”
“Shut up, Bexley,” Ember echoed.
Sloan just laughed and then listened as Locke showed her how to shape the meat patties.
“What’s the cheese situation?” Bexley said as they worked. “I demand cheeses.”
“Cheese will be incoming once they’re on the grill,” Locke replied. “Why are you here so early anyway? It’ll be at least twenty minutes.”
“I’m here for the view,” Bexley replied.
“Men cooking are sexy,” Ember echoed. “Plus if we do it again tonight, you’re gonna smell like meat, and meat smell is such a turn on.”
“Grilled meat. Not raw meat,” Bexley specified, then smiled slyly. “Though, actually I guess it depends on the kind of meat that’s coming at you raw.”
“Rare, you mean,” Ember clarified.
“I don’t know, Locke’s meat is pretty rare, too,” Bexley said.
“You’re not helping my focus,” Locke said.
“What, is it hard?” Bexley asked.
Locke sent a playful glare Bexley’s way.
“What? I was asking if it was hard making patties,” Bexley retorted. “I don’t know what you were thinking.”
“Meat’s ready for the grill,” Locke reported with an amused sigh. He lifted the tray of patties toward a closed grill cover at the end of the long cooking counter, then opened it and began to plop the patties on the already warm surface.
“I’ve never cooked on a mage grill before, so we’ll see how they turn out,” Locke said as he closed the lid. “I imagine the timing’s slightly different from what I’m used to.”
“I’ll handle the cheese,” Sloan offered while Locke tended the grill. She cleaned her hands of the spiced raw meat, then went into the mage cooler to grab a half-wheel of golden-yellow cheese.
It was not the proper shape Locke had specified for burger cheese, but that was irrelevant to a matter mage. She sliced off an irregular chunk, ran her hands around it to shape it into a cube, then finally took a sharp knife to a square end to shave off thin slices. By the time she was finished, the kitchen had filled with the succulent aroma of charred meat, and Alyssa had joined the crew in the mess hall.
“Sloan! The ship nudity rule!” she reprimanded.
“This is my workspace, not the public ship space!” Sloan retorted, “and besides, I’m wearing an apron!”
“Wait!” Bexley interjected. “If Sloan can be naked in her workspace, does this mean I can be naked in the hangar?”
“I’ve got no objection to it,” Locke laughed.
“I see my co-captain can’t be trusted to enforce ship rules,” Alyssa sighed amusedly.
“To be honest,” Locke replied, “I’m so used to everyone being naked around me that I kind of didn’t think of it. But yes, Sloan, you probably should put some clothes on, especially now that there’s going to be hot drippings and whatnot about.”
“Aw,” Sloan whined, but did as he said, and ducked into a little alcove where she kept some clothes for just this purpose.
“Bexley, how do you like your meat?” she heard Locke ask as he opened the grill top.
“I don’t know, girthy?” she responded.
“I mean, how done?”
“I’ve never met a meat I didn’t like.”
Sloan smiled as she slipped on a simple dress—not one of her fancy ones, in case she spilled food on it, but still cute in its shape and cuts, and short enough that Locke could enjoy it. She liked having him in her kitchen. He wasn’t there often, usually only when she needed extra help cutting materials for more complex dishes, but when he joined her, the rest of the ship usually ended up following, and the casual easiness that emanated from the mess hall as they gathered there filled her heart with a warmth she’d never felt anywhere but the ship. And never before she’d met Locke.
If Pious had made his offer a year ago, she might have taken it—not eagerly, of course.
But if the world was at stake …
Now, though, she didn’t merely have a place to live. She had a home. Locke was a central figure in that home, and she’d only had the pleasure of interacting with him like this—in this demi-human form—for three months.
Three months wasn’t enough for her.
But if she chose not to go with Pious … would that obliterate any hope of a future with Locke? A future at all?
And if she did go with Pious, what guarantee did she have that she’d come back?
It was a selfish conflict to have, she knew, but …
Gods, was it just as selfish to want Locke to come with her?
She shook her head as she put her apron back on. She had a week. Locke had relayed her message to Pious before they’d started cooking and gotten the okay, so she had time to think, and in the meantime, she’d enjoy what she had in the now.
Pious’ lack of urgency still perplexed her, but she had time now to ponder that, too.
She returned to the kitchen, gathered the side dishes she and Locke had prepared before they’d started the burgers, and arranged them on the mess hall table while Locke finished with the grill. Given that she didn’t know if she’d be here in a week, she decided to go for a lavish spread, and soon the table was piled with a variety of different “potato salads,” as Locke had called them, a ground meat dish he’d called “chilly,” but was actually rather hot and spicy, a boiled egg dish he’d dubbed “deviled eggs” but that didn’t look particularly sinister, and another basket of potatoes she’d cut thin and then fried until they were extra crisp.
“Is this literally potatoes covered in mayonnaise?” Ember asked as she tried one of the “potato salads.”
“Hey, don’t knock it till you try it,” Locke said.
“How do any of your people survive?” Ember stated. “Or do you eat like this because you burn it off quickly? Are all your people as buff as you?”
“I need you to explain the demon eggs,” Bexley said, popping one into her mouth.
“Deviled eggs,” Locke corrected.
“Oh my gods, these devil babies are delicious!” Bexley shouted, and shoved one more in her mouth while lining up another to follow.
“Explain the skinny potatoes, too,” Ember said, picking up one of the fried potatoes to examine it. “I’ve never looked at a potato and said, ‘You know what I’d like? Less of this, and harder.’”
“Crunchier,” Locke corrected. “It’s a snack.”
“It’s an inefficient use of a calorie efficient food.” Ember munched on the potato. “Actually, it is pretty tasty. I like it more than the mayonnaise potatoes. Still don’t know how your people eat this without dying, though.”
“Some don’t,” Locke replied, bringing out the plate of grilled patties.
“Really?” Alyssa exclaimed.
“I mean, it’s not exactly healthy,” Locke said. “It’s just delicious.”
“I get that logic,” Bexley chimed, loading up her burger bun with meat and an absurd number of cheese slices. “I mean, if I’m gonna die anyway, doing it with exotic cheeses in my mouth would not be a bad way to go.”
“Oh, come on, Bexley,” Ember snarked. “Statistically you’re much likelier to die with something else in your mouth.”
“That’s not a bad way to go, either,” Bexley replied, and took a gratuitous bite of her sandwich that was as sloppy as she was. “Oh my gods, I can see why people die for these things.”
“People don’t die for them,” Locke chuckled as he sat down and assembled his own burger. Sloan watched as he did, so she could emulate what a proper burger was supposed to contain.
By the time he was done, it had one layer of cheese topped with one of those charred meat patties, topped with another slice of cheese and three strips of fatty bacon, which was then followed by layers of tomato, crispy lettuce, a spoonful of butter-sauteed onion and lushroom, and finally another slice of cheese before he topped it with a buttered, toasted bun. He let it sit for a moment to allow the cheeses to melt, and when he finally took his first bite, it was with a noise of delight she usually associated with his bed.
And given the way the melted cheese oozed out under the force of his mouth, and the way the juices of the meat and sauteed toppings mingled with it as it dripped, it was perhaps a not-inappropriate sound.
“Gods, Locke, that burger is almost pornographic,” Ember said, as she assembled a far more reasonable burger with modest slices of tomato and cheese.
Locke tried to reply through his burger, but there was so much left to even that single bite, it blocked any more coherent sounds that might have come out of him. Finally, he managed to swallow, and said,
“What exactly qualifies as pornographic here? Given, well—”
Before he could finish his sentence, Locke’s eyes suddenly went distant. He blinked, as if confused, or faint—and then he collapsed sideways out of his chair. Alyssa, sitting next to him, caught his arm and pulled him back before he could fall to the floor, but his eyes remained closed and unresponsive.
“Oh, shit!” Ember exclaimed. “Did the burger actually kill him?”
Chapter Eight
Locke snapped awake in a wasteland.
Well, “awake” was a relative term, as was “wasteland” if he was to be pedantic. After all, a land had to exist in the first place before it could be laid to waste, and this land was wholly incorporeal.
It existed only inside his head, or in some place that only consciousness could travel to. It expanded around him to infinity, a never-ending landscape of obliterated gray earth that was only abbreviated when it met the horizon of churning black clouds. He’d been here many times before.
But never as suddenly as this.
“What the hell, Peth?” he snapped.
It was more virulent than necessary, he knew, but damn, his first bite of that burger had unleashed a delicious wave of nostalgia for the world she’d ripped him from, and while he barely missed his home these days, the near-orgasmic memory of that perfectly charred meat and melty cheese and crisp lettuce and those soft buns was already fading from his disembodied taste buds, and it pissed him off.
It was like being cockblocked right before you were about to have the best climax of your life with the hottest woman in the universe.
But his fury vanished when he saw Peth’s face. And the fact that she wasn’t even trying to put on her usual airs of sexiness. Not that she had to try all that much.
Peth, simply put, was fucking hot, though in a different way than all the other women on his ship.
She was older, for one—a thousand years older, technically, but with the physical appearance of a woman in her thirties. A woman who had already been through all the experimental stages of youth and knew exactly what her body liked and how to use it—and it was a body. Its mature curves were obvious even through the long-sleeved, floor-length gown she wore, composed—or, more accurately, imagined—of some exotic material the same purple as Ultranoth’s scales. (She’d been a resident of Ultranoth’s Dragonburgh, back when the Precursors built communities around their local dragons.) The only true indulgences in her appearance were a pointed, wide-brimmed hat of the same color, encircled by a black band glowing with purple runes and a black choker at her neck that bore a pentagonal symbol they’d come to associate with Precursors, though they didn’t yet understand what it meant.
All of this combined to make Locke think of her as a futuristic space witch, which given that she had, after all, pulled him from one universe into another, wasn’t a wholly inaccurate image.
Usually, though, she was someone who reveled in the sexy power of that image. Today she bore none of those affectations. She stood over him, her face blank and blue eyes sharp with worry, and that sobered the anger in his chest.
“I’d considered waiting until you slept,” she said, “but couldn’t bring myself to wait longer.”
“So you knocked me out?” Locke hopped to his feet. “I didn’t even realize you could do that.”
“I pulled you from Kentucky into a titan!” Peth exclaimed. “Of course, I can do this. I just choose not to because it’s rude.”
“What made it so important this time?”
“New memories, what else? The research you’ve been doing, your interactions with the director, and, really, all the information you’ve gathered since we saved Ultranoth—it’s all been swirling around in my mind, and today something finally clicked.”
Though Peth’s voice was serious, Locke noted that it wasn’t wavering. Of course it wasn’t. She’d once been a super-titan pilot who’d seen the fall of her people, whether she remembered the details or not. It took a certain kind of strength to survive that sort of thing and remain sane.
In the back of his mind, Locke realized that competent tone made her even sexier, but he pushed the thought back. Now wasn’t the time to think of such things.
“What kind of memories?” he asked.
Peth nodded sharply. “They mostly echo what you read in the archives, with some gaps filled in. The miscellaneous details we can discuss later. What you need to know now is that I remembered my last battle. The essentials, at least, and … up to the point where I failed.”
Locke nodded back, almost in surprised reverence. Even now, after recalling such a terrible memory, her voice was still unwavering. He gestured for her to continue.
“What you suspected about the moon is right,” she said. “It was originally built for a mundane purpose—to serve as a space station, a hub for commerce and industry—but when we learned of what was coming, we modified it for other purposes. The shadow dregs and dark specters—they were merely a vanguard for a greater force: Avarice itself.
“It made no effort to hide its approach. It devoured other celestial bodies along an arcing path toward Haven, an immense purple ball of energy and field effects that just … ate everything. We sent scouts to study this unprecedented threat. Most didn’t survive, but one party managed to penetrate the periphery and report back with critical information. Though Avarice’s energy fields stretched outward for hundreds of thousands of kilometers, its actual core was comparatively small.”
She paused meaningfully.
“No larger than the interior of our moon. And it was our magic that had attracted it.”
“It was then that the Precursors made our desperate plan. We would trap Avarice inside the moon.”
“How?” Locke asked. “How do you trap something of that size?”
“Magic,” Peth responded. “The dragon elders knew it was ultimately the magic they produced that Avarice sought, and so they hid their young away deep in the earth of Haven, and then offered themselves as a lure. They would lurk in the core of the moon, concentrating all their magical power as a piece of irresistible bait, and when Avarice inevitably came for them, we mages would trap it.”
“That’s why the mages all went to the moon, then? Not because the dark-tainted magic was burning them out?”
“Oh, that was happening, too,” Peth said, “but the trap was the motivation for so many to move at once. Anyway, the dragons—along with a team of our most powerful matter mages—used what little time we had left to modify the moon so that it might serve as a prison for Avarice. Its fields contracted as it closed with the moon, as it readied to gorge itself, and then the true battle began. A fleet of magitek dreadnoughts a hundred strong—escorted by thousands of super-titans—engaged Avarice in the skies over Haven. I know. I was there … and we fought for as long as we could. To the very last.”
“What happened then?” Locke asked. “The Precursor society obviously fell, but the problems we’re facing with the moon now suggest you succeeded in trapping Avarice.”
Peth nodded. “We did. At least, I’m inclined to believe we did, for the same reason. I didn’t make it to the end of that battle.” She paused now, the intensity of the memory finally catching up with her. “When Avarice arrived, it rained its minions upon the world. Dregs and specters and others even worse than those. Our fleet tried to intercept them, but too many made it down to the planet.”
“And so, some of us were sent down after them.” She grimaced. “The last thing I remember was defending Curicarlo’s Rest, my home Dragonburgh, with Ultranoth and all the other young dragons hidden beneath it. But … I failed. The last thing I remember is black ooze flooding into my cockpit, and my body … dissolving.”
She let out a long, shuddering breath, gathering herself once more.
“All super-titans were equipped with a magic spell that could preserve the consciousness of the pilot in emergency situations. Mine activated in those last moments, transcribing my mind onto the super-titan’s tertiary magitek core and ejecting it clear of the battle.”
Now Peth blew out a frustrated huff. “That’s where my memory ends.”
Locke was about to be surprised that Peth’s super-titan apparently just came equipped with a magic consciousness-preserving spell as a standard feature, but then remembered who he was talking to, and how he’d gotten here to begin with. Instead he said:
“That might be why your memory’s incomplete. Perhaps the spell was interrupted.” Locke shivered to think of the implication. “What if something similar happens when I eventually pull your consciousness back out?”
Peth smiled grimly. “It’s a worry for when we come to that point. Though, to be honest, that point may come sooner than expected.”
“Why so?”
“It’s why I knocked you out to speak with you. Avarice magic has a very specific … feel. It’s hard to describe. What does void magic feel like to you? Compared to the capabilities of your original body?”
Locke pondered this. “I can’t say I noticed a real difference. Using magic here just feels as natural as breathing in and out.”
“That’s a good comparison. Imagine breathing in and out, but there’s something on the air. A hot spice, perhaps. Or a burning gas. That’s what Avarice magic feels like. It feels like it’s going to scorch your insides once you take it in. And I felt it the entire time we were at the Arcane Index.”
“What?” Locke exclaimed. “But I didn’t feel a thing. How could you feel it without even having a body?”
“It could be that modern Havenite bodies have adapted to be able to withstand Avarice-tainted magic. After all, the spell I used to bring you here was a boilerplate spell used to generate bodies suited to the immediate environment in which they were created. The point is that I’ve felt Avarice’s presence before. I know exactly what it feels like, and some part of it is already on the planet. Which is to say, we’re out of time. I need you to pull me out of Titan Chimera. Now.”
The words punched a hard, immediate pause into Locke’s gut.
“Are you sure my mage coefficients are high enough for that?” he asked.
“They’re not,” Peth replied. “At least, not ideally, but we don’t have a choice. It’s very possible this new round of meteorfall is bringing not just shadow dregs, but something far more terrifying, which means you’ll need all the help you can get, and I’m the only person on this planet who’s ever fought Avarice directly.”
“But what happens if I fail?” Locke insisted. “Will you disappear?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“It does matter! You’re part of my crew, whether the others know you’re here or not.”
“If you do fail,” Peth said, “me disappearing is preferable to being stuck in this titan core for another thousand years.”
She didn’t shout it. The words were delivered with the same stoic coolness as everything else she’d said this evening. But Locke could hear the emotion behind them.
She’d already gone a millennium without a body or a memory. She couldn’t bear to go another. Locke nodded, understanding.
“Then what do I need to do?”
Peth nodded back, a relieved smile slipping onto her face.
“I can guide you.” She clapped her hands together, and when she spread them, they revealed a floating rune-inscribed page identical to the one she’d had him sign before he was reborn here.
“It’s as simple as you signing one of those?” he asked.
“That’s only part of it,” Peth said. “The spell requires a sudden influx of magical power. As for that magic, your current coefficient level is a solid starting point, but our chances of success will improve with the help of other mages. Fortunately, you have two very competent mages on crew, and an engineer who can make the necessary connections.”
Locke nodded decisively, then sighed slightly less decisively. If the girls were going to help him with this, then they’d have to know about Peth, and when he told them about her, he’d naturally have to tell them about him, and where he came from.
Even on a world as magical as Haven, he doubted people regularly dropped in from other universes, and he was pretty sure they’d view people who said they did as insane. He’d always known he’d have to tell them eventually, but he’d also been nervous about it this entire time—because what if? The girls had faith in him, but what if that was one step too far into the strange for them?
Well … there was no way around it now.
He sighed again and steeled himself.




“Guess it’s time to tell the ladies my secret, then.”
***
Locke snapped awake in the mess hall, his head nestled on the soft, warm cushion of Bexley’s chest while Ember, Sloan, and Alyssa looked on in bewildered concern.
“Told you my boobs would do the trick,” Bexley said, then pulled him further into her chest for emphasis.
Alyssa leaned over him with a cool, wet cloth as he blinked back into consciousness.
“What happened?” she asked. “Should we see if the Indigo Gryphon’s still in port? We could call Dr. Waltz.”
“No, I’m fine,” Locke replied, though he didn’t refuse the cool compress, nor did he move from Bexley’s chest. “It’s just …” He paused and glanced between each of his crew members, trying to figure out where in the hell to begin. “I have some explaining to do.”
“Does the explaining involve the burgers?” Ember asked. “Because I’m still hungry.”
“Ember!” Alyssa reprimanded.
“What? He’s not dead. That problem’s solved.”
“What is there to explain?” Sloan asked, her eyes wide and normally slit pupils dilated with concern.
Bexley didn’t have anything to add. She just ran her fingers through his hair and waited, and Locke sighed again. Might as well get it out of the way.
“First, I don’t have amnesia.”
“Oh, it’s that kind of explaining?” Ember said blankly. “I thought you were about to say something like ‘Sometimes I have low blood sugar.’”
Under normal circumstances, Locke would have laughed, but the odd expression on Ember’s face stifled any laugh before it could start. Despite her light words, she was focused, and perplexed.
“I mean,” she continued, “I didn’t understand why you’d be so serious about something like that, but then men are weird about stuff they think makes them look weak, so …”
“Let him continue, Ember!” Alyssa commanded.
Ember put her burger in her mouth to silence herself.
Locke would have laughed at that, too, but was still too nervous. He considered sitting up to add more gravitas to the situation, but Bexley’s chest was comfy and everyone was already on the floor with him anyway, so he continued: “I remember everything about where I’m from, and where I’m from is an entirely different universe.”
He expected some sort of reaction, but got none—just concerned waiting. Except for Ember, who took another patient bite of her burger.
“Go on,” Alyssa said.
Locke took in a deep breath, a little unnerved by their silence, but continued:
“Kentucky isn’t a city-state here, but a state on planet Earth. I wasn’t a mage there—magic doesn’t exist there at all—but nine months ago, just after I’d lost my job, a strange woman offered me a contract for another job. ‘Pest control,’ she called it. Said it would involve a bit of travel. So I signed the contract, promptly died, and then spilled out of Titan Chimera in a brand-new body.”
He waited again, and now he did get a response.
“Gods damn it,” Bexley cursed. Variations of the same burst from the other three. It was not at all the kind of response Locke had expected.
“What?” he exclaimed.
“You’re not a Precursor,” Bexley groaned. “We had a whole betting pool going as to what your actual story would be, and all of us called ‘lost Precursor’!”
“So you’re not surprised?” Locke asked.
“Nah, we knew you were weird from the get-go,” Ember said. “Hot void mages don’t just splatter out of titans.”
“Fortunately, I’ve always liked my men a bit weird,” Bexley smiled, and shifted her chest behind his head.
“What of the strange woman?” Alyssa asked, her face more analytical and serious than the others. “Why’d she bring you here in the first place?”
“See, that’s why I had to tell you all of this now,” Locke said, and now he did sit up. “Her name’s Peth. She is a lost Precursor, and she’s trapped inside Chimera’s titan core. She brought me over so I could help pull her out with my void mage abilities. She needs to come out now, but my magic’s not strong enough yet to guarantee success. I need your help to get her out.”
He looked to each of them as he said it, trying to register their reactions, but their faces still sat somewhere between neutral and fascinated. (Ember had stopped eating her burger.)
“You mean a whole other person has been living in my hangar?” Bexley stated. “Without my knowing?”
“Yep.”
“And she’s seen stuff?”
“Yep.”
Bexley looked like she was about to be disturbed by the revelation, but then shrugged and said, “Well, I guess it’s a good thing I’m absolutely shameless.”
“Why’s she need help getting out of the core if she can already pull you across universes?” Ember asked, returning to her burger.
“She can’t cast the spell on herself. Someone has to do it for her.”
“Were you this hot back on Earth?” Sloan asked, her concern eased enough that she’d grabbed her own burger, too.
“Wait, are none of you surprised by this?” Locke exclaimed. “You’re not gonna question it at all?”
“Pfft!” Ember raspberried. “We already thought you were a lost Precursor. It’s not like this is much weirder. Though it does change the circumstances of our betting pool. How do we handle that he’s not a Precursor, but there is one involved?”
“We’ll figure that out later.” Alyssa sighed, then turned to Locke. “What makes it so important that she come out now? Why not wait until you’re more powerful?”
“Because she knows what’s in the moon. She knows what’s coming and she can help us fight it.”
“Wait, why’d you wait until now to tell us all this?” Bexley exclaimed. “We’ve been dealing with moon shit since before you even got here, at least as shadow dregs are concerned. She could have been helping us fight the moon this whole time!”
“It’s complicated,” Locke replied. “My magic wasn’t strong enough to pull her out until recently, and besides that, she didn’t remember until I started researching moon stuff.”
Locke had expected another dramatic pause to ensue, but abruptly Ember said, “Well, if she can help us avert this moon bullshit, then why not help her?”
“Is it a quick process?” Sloan asked. “Or should I save an extra burger in the mage cooler? Will she be hungry? What does she like to eat in the first place?”
“Is she a mage, then?” Alyssa asked. “If she fought before?”
“Oh, you have no idea.” Locke chuckled. “But it’s probably best to let her tell the story. Should we get started?”
Chapter Nine
The answer was a unanimous yes, but questions still came as they made their way to the hangar.
“How are we even supposed to make her a functioning body?” Ember asked. “Even someone as skilled as the Indy’s doctor can’t completely regenerate limbs, just rework them, and we’re talking … well, a whole body! How’d she make you such a good body in the first place? Is she a matter mage?”
“You know … I don’t actually know that,” Locke replied, realizing he’d never even thought about it. “I’d always just assumed so, given the nature of how I appeared here.”
“But matter mages can’t transplant brains, or souls, or whatever. Maybe a dragon could, but … is she a dragon?”
“Probably not.”
“Probably?”
“I don’t actually know that for certain, either. I’m not even sure if she does.”
“How can she not know?”
“Amnesia.”
“Actual amnesia?”
“Yeah.”
“How does a person get trapped inside a titan to begin with?” Bexley asked.
“Based upon what she’s told me,” Locke explained, “the Precursors had spells that could preserve minds, sort of like the one she used to bring me here, except that people weren’t always reborn into new physical bodies. Sometimes they opted to stay incorporeal so they could switch between different artificial forms.”
“Whoa, so a person could just live as a titan if they wanted?” Ember exclaimed.
“I … suppose nothing would prevent that.”
“Oh man, that would be the life.” Ember smiled. “I’d stay in mine and stomp on stuff forever and only come out to snack and fuck.”
“Would you be able to feel it when someone worked on your titan body?” Bexley asked, with a suggestive wiggle of her eyebrows. “Like, would it be a whole other way to experience intimacy?”
Locke paused at the absurd mundanity of the question, relative to everything he’d revealed to them in the past hour.
“You all really are taking this astonishingly well,” he commented.
Bexley shrugged. “It’s not like we didn’t already expect something crazy.”
“So how are we going to get her out?” Alyssa asked, ever the practical one, as she turned the wheel on the hangar’s hatch.
“She gave me instructions when I was unconscious in the mess hall,” Locke replied. “I’ll tell you what to do.”
He neglected to tell them that even he wasn’t sure how the process worked, other than that it involved Precursor spells. Peth had explained it to him, but it sounded so simple for something with such complex results that he found it difficult to believe that was all there was to it.
“First, we need to link the furnaces of all three titans,” he said.
“As if they’re powering one big machine?” Bexley asked.
“Right.”
“That’s gonna take some work,” Bexley stated, and tapped a finger on her chin as she pondered how best to do so. “Okay, got it. Let’s have the titans take a knee in a circle—well, triangle. I can use the mobile scaffolds to access the back armor and connect them from there, though I’ll need some help moving the scaffolds.”
“Sounds good,” Locke replied. “Let’s go with that.”
It took some shuffling and a lot of awkward thumping, but soon the three titans were arranged shoulder-to-shoulder in the center of the hangar floor, their backs open, furnaces exposed, and a network of thick tubes connecting each in an awkward triangle.
“All right. Now, into your titans,” Locke commanded.
That also took some awkward shuffling, with their titans’ chests pressed so tightly together, but soon they were all sealed inside their cockpits. Locke deactivated his watertight neck ring; if Peth was to appear in the same manner he did—coalescing in the conductor fluid—he didn’t want to risk her drowning as soon as she was reborn, and the fact that he was already taking up space in the titan would be a complicating factor. But he had no other way to channel magic through his catalysts.
“Damn,” Ember mused from inside her mech, “with all we’re having to do to make a body, how powerful is this Peth that she was able to generate you on her own?”
“She explained elements of it to me,” Locke said, “the basics anyway. Obviously, some of the logic behind the process was lost with her memory. But basically she had lots of magic she’d stored up from her years of imprisonment in Chimera’s core, which she spent to bring me over.”
“Stored up in her incorporeal being?” Ember exclaimed. “She’s a dragon. I’m calling it. Who wants to start a new betting pool?”
Locke laughed. “I doubt she’s a dragon.”
“She’s got magic in her soul stuff!”
“Technically, with her amnesia, she could be a dragon and not know it herself,” Bexley suggested from the scaffold behind Chimera.
“You’re all overcomplicating things.” Locke chuckled again. “We can just ask her when she gets out.”
“I call half-dragon,” Sloan chimed from inside Deathly Rhythm. “I feel like, if she was a dragon dragon, she’d have been able to get herself out of this mess already.”
“Ah, fair point,” Ember echoed.
“What next?” Alyssa called up from the base of Bexley’s scaffold.
“Okay, this is where it gets weird,” Locke stated.
“Er,” Ember corrected. “Weirder.”
“Weirder,” Locke conceded. “Remember the magic contract she had me sign? Right before I died? She has a copy of that with her, right now.”
“In Titan Chimera’s core,” Alyssa stated, in an apparent effort to keep her thoughts organized.
“Right,” Locke confirmed. “We’ll start channeling as much magic as we possibly can at once through our catalysts and furnaces. At the same time, she’ll sign her contract—well, spell. Once she’s signed it, the spell itself will do the work. We just have to keep channeling until she’s formed.”
“How does the spell know what to do?” Sloan asked. “It’s just … words on paper, isn’t it?”
“Runes on paper,” Locke corrected. “Precursors had a technique for storing spells for future use. Essentially, the spell has already been cast a thousand years ago. We’re just providing the energy needed to see it through.”
“Runes on incorporeal paper,” Ember stated, and it sounded as if she was both confused and amazed at the concept. “Precursor magic is bizarre.”
“And they used catalysts, too …” Alyssa mused, presently positioned on the scaffold behind Titan Long Shot. “Their understanding of magic has levels we haven’t even considered yet. How does she know which runes to use for what purpose?”
“That’s a question for her.” Locke chuckled. He’d initially been worried that the women would be skeptical of his story, or skeptical of the idea of another woman joining the ship, or even skeptical of Peth’s motivations. He’d certainly had his own questions given that she hadn’t told him he’d have to die to come over here. He’d gotten over his skepticism pretty quickly when he’d learned just what kind of situation she’d plopped him into, but the ladies didn’t have that kind of reason to trust her.
He was relieved to realize that, apparently, all they needed to trust her was the knowledge that Locke trusted her. In fact, it was rather flattering.
And with that worry out of the way, he couldn’t deny how amusing the situation was. They were about to meet the last remaining survivor of a long dead civilization, and their reactions were not fear, but an avalanche of practical questions.
He was pretty sure he’d have to issue an Official Captain’s Order to give Peth her privacy and time to recover. Otherwise, she’d be bombarded with questions nonstop.
First, though, they had to get her out.
“Everyone ready?” he asked.
They all replied affirmative.
“Then let’s do it.”
At once, all three of the titan mages ignited their void furnaces and began burning condensate, suffusing each titan’s systems with magical potential.
Peth would have detected the magic at her disposal—she could see through his eyes, after all—and he swore he could feel her excitement bleed through to his own consciousness as she pressed spiritual pen to spiritual paper.
In an instant, the spiritual began to become physical.
His reflex link alerted him to shifting of matter in his swiftmetal tank—matter he wasn’t moving—and soon he felt a weird displacement of fluid at his feet. Something heavier than conductor fluid seeped up through an opening in the floor and slithered up the closest column of support—his body. He shivered against the sharp, metallic cold, against the eerie sluggishness of its presence, shining like an oozing ghost in the dim light of his cockpit. He wanted to call out mentally to Peth to see how she was doing, but feared that might interrupt some essential concentration on her part. Instead he just radioed to his crew:
“It’s working. Keep channeling.”
And soon, the eerie amorphous body slid into something significantly less amorphous. A supple tendril of swiftmetal curled around his shoulders, then slowly took the shape of a slender arm. Once it formed, the upper end of the amorphous trunk bubbled up into the shape of a familiar face. And now, beneath it, the distinct shape of a very naked and very female form began to coalesce, so Locke held out his arms to support her.
“It’s working!” Peth’s voice rang directly into his head, no alternate dimension needed. Her still-silver arm grasped his neck in a hug and pulled him close to her face, as if to kiss him.
It was the first time he’d heard her while he was awake, he realized—but didn’t say anything, only held her closer as if that would somehow help.
“Now, to transmute—” she began, this time with her swiftmetal mouth.
That was when a massive, resonant clang shattered the quiet of the hangar, and the entire airship shook under its force.
“What the fuck?” Locke shouted.
“Shit! It broke my channeling!” Ember snapped over the radio. “Re-channeling!”
“Me, too!” Sloan reported.
“What’s happening out there?” Locke demanded, holding Peth tight. He looked around the hangar, but the other titans blocked his view, and his back, facing the hangar ramp, was a blind spot. His concentration hadn’t broken; his magic was still channeling; and he looked down to Peth, still silver in the dim light.
But decidedly less solid.
Locke bit a curse behind his clenched teeth and redlined his furnace to make up for the loss of Ember and Sloan. But his magic wasn’t enough. Without even a word, Peth dissolved in his arms. His magic hadn’t been enough to hold her.
“Shit! Peth?” he cried out. “Can you hear me? Are you still there?”
Before Peth could respond—if she even could respond—the airship rocked again.
This time, the sound of tearing metal came with it.
***
Ember muted her radio to curse, and curse, and curse some more. They’d been doing so well, and then the ship shook, and she’d lost a fraction of a second of concentration. And if Locke’s shouts were any indication, that was all it had taken to fuck the whole operation.
But what had started the fuckery to begin with?
Ember jerked Long Shot’s head toward the closed hangar ramp, where the titans usually disembarked for battle. She was certain the disturbance had originated there, and sure enough, she saw a great dent in the metal. A dent sized like the fist of a titan.
“Someone’s trying to break in!” she reported. “Bexley, get us unhooked! We can’t fight with our furnaces connected!”
“On it!” both Bexley and Alyssa shouted, and Ember heard one run to the opposite side of her furnace while the other began unhooking the tube fastened to the first side of the machine.
They weren’t fast enough. A great pair of metal hands ripped the hangar ramp down, and a whole team of machines swarmed into the chamber. At least ten were rigs but the obvious leader was a shining, white titan with a grandiose gold crest pluming out of its helmet like a fancy swashbuckler’s ponytail, a conspicuous purple gravity catalyst in one shoulder—and a chest plate shaped like the unmistakable roaring mouth of an Arcane Index lion.
“The hells?” Ember breathed. “That’s an elite Index titan!”
Most Arcane Index titans looked similar: dark gray with the iconic yellow silhouettes of roaring lions painted on their sides. It wasn’t until titan mages had proven themselves that the Index allowed modifications to their machines, such that one could recognize the skill of a mage through their titan’s customization.
This one was very customized.
Free of his connection to Long Shot, if not to Deathly Rhythm, Locke turned Titan Chimera as best he could to face the intruders. He punched his right arm out, extending his swiftmetal blade toward the approaching titan’s neck.
“I think there’s been a misunderstanding,” he growled at the rigs that surrounded them. His voice was furious, even for this situation, and Ember couldn’t blame him. The way Locke cursed, he’d just lost contact with Peth; they were all still in their crouching triangle; and on one’s knees was never a good place to be before an opponent. Especially at the beginning of a fight. And especially when they literally had no idea why anyone would attack in this manner, especially from the Arcane Index.
“Care to explain?” Locke growled again.
The titan didn’t answer. Instead, it darted to round him, and then its right arm punched the exposed furnace in Titan Chimera’s back. Without the defense of its back armor, the furnace crumpled, and with it, Titan Chimera.
“Gods damn it!” Ember hissed. “Bexley, how’s that connection coming?”
“One’s sealed; the other’s almost sealed!” Bexley shouted back.
“Seal it fast!” Ember snapped. She couldn’t pull free while her furnace was linked and they were nearby, not without damaging them or her titan, and now the Index titan was striding past Locke’s prone form, straight for … Deathly Rhythm?
Ember didn’t even have a chance to shout a word to Sloan. The Index titan wound up another gravity-enhanced punch and thrust it toward Deathly Rhythm’s exposed furnace. Sloan at least had the benefit of having seen that exact attack mere moments ago, and was able to turn and dodge it, but with her furnace still piped to Titan Chimera, she could only delay the inevitable.
The Index titan recovered, dodged Sloan’s own attempt at an awkward punch, and then delivered a successful blow to her furnace, too. Deathly Rhythm collapsed alongside Titan Chimera.
Ember cursed again and pulled up her titan’s fists in anticipation of what would inevitably come next—but the Index titan didn’t come for her. Instead, it plunged its hands into Deathly Rhythm’s broken back, tore out the furnace … and then ripped out the entire cockpit pod.
“Sealed!” Bexley reported. “Now go fuck ‘em up!”
Ember didn’t have to be told twice. She launched away from the mobile scaffold, funneled a charge of freezing energy into her shoulder mega-catalyst and blasted it at the Index titan. The blast landed.
And then it didn’t.
The Index titan merely waved a gravity-charged hand to deflect the blast into Titan Chimera’s empty bay and continued walking off with Deathly Rhythm’s cockpit in tow.
It nodded to the rigs below as if giving an order, and then stepped between them and left.
“Like hells you’ll just leave!” Ember snarled, and launched for the ripped up hangar door.
Ten rigs were a lot of rigs for one hangar, though, and while rigs were smaller than titans, they could still block a titan’s path in an enclosed space.
Fortunately, though, the rigs were not nearly as versatile as titans. Though they looked vaguely like the larger machines, it was more accurate to call them void-powered body armor, about half a titan’s height and fitted closely enough to the operator’s body that they were worn as much as piloted. Their void furnaces and compressed essence tanks might have allowed non-mages to use them, but their catalysts were limited in power, if they had them at all. And they were generally clunkier to operate, which meant they were comparatively easier to defeat.
And in this particular situation, Ember had no qualms about blowing the hell out of all of them.
One darted past her, straight for Bexley and Alyssa, and she spun to shoot a freezing blast straight for its legs. The entire machine froze solid, stuck to the floor. When Ember turned back around, it was to find the rest of the rigs swarming her, their negligible energy catalysts glowing red. And well, if they were going to come at her with fire, she didn’t mind responding in kind.
“Locke? You alive down there?” she radioed as she fired a brutal shot into the first.
“Turn me over,” Locke spat. “I can’t get out of my cockpit from this position.”
Ember blasted a second rig, and then hefted Titan Chimera onto its back to expose the split in the chest armor. Two more rigs rushed her, and she blasted and kicked them back to allow Locke time to escape.
She heard a pneumatic hiss through her sensors, saw Locke burst out of the open chest covered in clear and silver fluid, and looking more enraged than she’d ever seen him before, least of all because there was nothing he could do in this situation. Not without the protection of a titan, not against six rigs.
This was all on her.
“The titan took Sloan,” Ember reported through her external speakers so he could hear, and she took down another rig. She counted to mark her progress. Now there were … twelve? Were more coming in? Shit, how many were waiting to take them on? And why?
That was when she noticed not all of the rigs had the Arcane Index lions on their pauldrons. Three, in fact, looked like they’d seen a lot more fights than these pristine white Index rigs, and had the dings, dents, and straight up damage to show for it. Especially when they took out three of the Index rigs with a finesse that was accustomed to taking on other rigs, and winning.
“Hey! Saw there was a fight. We like a fight!” one of the rigs radioed. Ember recognized the voice. Oscar was the pilot and captain of the Drunken Duck, a little delivery ship that frequently came into port next to the Blue Heron and just as frequently brought stories of the bandits they’d had to fight off. His was a crew of good people. But most importantly, they knew how to fuck up criminals.
“Have some,” Ember replied. “We’ve got plenty.”
“Yeaaah!” Oscar shouted, and his voice slurred in such a way that Ember guessed he’d probably been living up to his ship’s name before he’d seen the action in the bay next door. Even so, he and his men took out another two rigs effortlessly. “I take it ol’ god-mage Locke slept with the wrong Index official’s wife, if you know what I mean?” he jested.
“We’re not entirely sure what’s going on,” Ember replied as she froze another rig solid, then shattered it with a sharp kick.
“Yeah, in that light, it’s a bit weird they sent an elite after you. Definite misuse of Index resources, I’d say.”
“They took one of our titan mages,” Ember told him.
“Well, that’s not suspicious at all,” Oscar jibed.
Ember melted down the nearest rig with a sustained heat blast, and soon the only rigs that remained were the Drunken Duck’s and one lone Indexer. When Ember shot this one, it was with a low-powered blast to freeze the machine but leave its pilot unharmed. The rig stopped in its tracks, completely immobilized.
“The pilot’s all yours, Locke,” she announced over her external speakers.
Locke stomped forward, his face a focused glare of barely-contained rage. Bexley and Alyssa followed, and as they approached, Oscar took the liberty of ripping the Index rig’s bubble hatch off.
Inside sat a woman dressed in an unremarkable Arcane Index rig pilot’s jumpsuit, her face serene and confident, as if she’d just finished a successful mission.
Ember trained all her catalysts on the woman. Locke nodded to Oscar and his companions and they did the same, and then he approached the pilot with fire in his eyes.
“Care to tell me why the Index just sic’ed your whole team and a titan on us?” he demanded. “We work for the fucking director!”
When the woman looked at Locke, it was with a face that was completely unthreatened. Completely calm. And … hazy in a way it hadn’t been when they’d opened the bubble hatch.
Ember saw her swallow.
“Hail Avarice,” she said in her last wistful exhale. And then she exhaled no more.
Ember saw the fury drain from Locke’s eyes, to be replaced by something sharper, more complex, and probably having to do with the cryptic thing she’d invoked before she died. Ember didn’t know what Avarice was, but people didn’t say things like “Hail Avarice” before killing themselves without a reason.
Locke, though, had a more efficient way to express those thoughts.
“Well, shit,” he growled.
Chapter Ten
“That’s a lethal dose of glimmerhaze if I ever saw one,” Oscar observed from his rig, the bubble hatch popped. Inside his rig, Locke reflected, the man looked like even more of himself than outside it, his rough, muscular build crammed so tightly into the space that one looked like an extension of the other. His two crewmembers carried themselves with a similar air, slouched in their rigs with eyes that were nonetheless sharp for signs of a good brawl.
He was especially glad for them today.
“Not a bad way to go,” Oscar continued, “feeling all fuzzy and light inside. Though one has to wonder why she’d do it in the first place. What’s this Avarice thing? Some new cult? ‘Hail Avarice’ sounds rather cultish to me.”
“No idea,” Locke lied. “But if an Index elite titan’s involved, it’s probably best for you to get off this ship and pretend you saw nothing. They might come after you, too.”
“Aw, we can take ‘em.”
“They’ve got elites.”
“We’ve got me, my rig, and a whole bunch of scoundrels who don’t give a fuck.” Oscar chuckled. “But I take your point. This is your fight, after all. No need for us to be greedy. We’ll keep it hush-hush, if that’s what you want.”
“Thanks,” Locke nodded. “And thanks for helping.”
“Thanks for the good fight,” Oscar waved, and then he and his crew members stomped down the damaged hangar ramp.
“What now?” Ember called through Long Shot’s external speakers.
“We clean this mess up and go after Sloan!” Locke snapped with perhaps more virulence than was necessary. He couldn’t help himself. He hadn’t felt Peth in his head since she dissolved in his arms. Titan Chimera lay on the floor because he hadn’t protected his furnace, and now Sloan was gone in the clutches of an Arcane Index elite titan, and Deathly Rhythm was a wreck—all because he failed to protect them.
“Bexley, what’s the damage to Chimera?” he called out to their engineer, perched atop the titan’s newly turned-over back.
“Amazingly, just the furnace,” Bexley reported. “It’s smashed up pretty good, but in a pinch I can trade yours out with Long Shot’s.”
“Then do that,” Locke commanded. “Chimera is the most powerful of our titans, so I’ll take on the elite.”
And take responsibility for my failure, he thought bitterly to himself.
Now he hustled to the back of the hangar, where Alyssa was messing with Bexley’s radio.
“Did you get through to the Index?” he asked.
Alyssa shook her head. “No one’s responded yet—oh!”
A crackle came over the bell-shaped speaker, and an exhausted voice replied, “Endpoint City Arcane Index. Lola speaking. What’s your name and request?”
“Locke of the Blue Heron,” Locke bit abruptly. “We’d like to know what the hell is happening with your rigs and titans. We were just attacked by an elite and over a dozen rigs.”
“Oh, that’s where they went!” Lola exclaimed, sounding both relieved and enormously frustrated. “At least it was you they went for. I assume they’ve been royally fucked up and the problem is solved?”
“The titan took one of my crew members. What the hell is going on?!”
“We’re trying to figure that out ourselves. The essentials are that the titan and rigs were stolen, and—hold it.” Lola paused as if receiving some news on her end. “The rogue titan boarded an Index airship, which left without clearance. The Omega Archiver. Are you in a position to go after it? We’re still picking up the pieces over here, and you’re the heaviest hitters in town right now.”
“We’d love to, but we’re down two titans because of the ambush. That elite took out their furnaces.”
“Two furnaces, huh?” Lola paused as if pondering something. “What about the rest of the titans?”
“More or less intact. Why?”
“Because I think we can get your team back on their feet in short order. We should have some spare furnaces in storage.”
“If that’s the case, then we’ll take the job!” Locke declared. “Do you know where the Omega Archiver is heading?”
Locke spent the next several minutes taking down the job’s information while Alyssa began working on their course. After they finished the call, he returned to Bexley and Ember to see what he could do to speed the process along.
Lola showed up thirty minutes later with several other Indexers in tow. At which point, Oscar and crew turned out ready to fight again.
“No, they’re fine!” Locke laughed darkly, glad for the assist but still on edge about the circumstances. “We called them here.”
He saw Oscar nod inside his bubble hatch, but when he left, he looked straight at Lola, with a wave of his rig’s arm that suggested they’d be watching.
Lola didn’t have enough bother left in her to be bothered by Oscar, if her frazzled appearance was any indication. She turned to Locke as if she was only here because it was an emergency and she was getting paid overtime for it. She nodded to the Indexers already filing past her to the defeated rigs.
“We’ll clear out the rigs and casualties,” she said, “and we brought new furnaces for your titans.” She turned back toward the exit to indicate even more Indexers pushing heavy mage carts up the warped hangar ramp. Once they’d secured the wheels in place on a firm surface, they opened the first of the wooden boxes atop the carts to reveal two top-of-the-line Arcane Index void furnaces, far more efficient than the ones they’d lost.
“When you said you had some spares, I wasn’t expecting this!” Locke exclaimed. The replacements may not have been Lazare furnaces, but the efficiency boost was nothing to scoff at.
Especially with how fast a flight unit can burn through void condensate, he thought.
“You’re going up against an elite.” Lola shrugged. “Consider it part of your pay.”
Locke nodded. Granted, he didn’t need to be paid to go after one of his own, but the pay didn’t hurt, either, especially when it came with equipment like this. There was apparently more to what they were offering than furnaces, too. A handful of Indexers automatically sought out Bexley and started asking productive questions. Lola must have sensed the question on the tip of Locke’s tongue.
“Time is of the essence,” she said, “so we brought one of our engineering teams to help speed along your repairs, both with the titans and the airship. They’ll get your ramp sorted out first and then fly out with you, so you can leave as soon as possible. You can drop them off at any Index once the titan and Omega Archiver are reclaimed.”
“You have our appreciation,” Locke said, feeling the situation called for something more formal than “Thanks.”
“You have ours,” Lola replied. “This is quite the mess we find ourselves in, and we’re glad to have a void mage of your caliber—and reputation—around to take care of it.”
“There’s something else you should know,” Locke said. “The first rig pilot you moved. She killed herself with glimmerhaze, and then she said ‘Hail Avarice’ as she did. Any idea what that could be referring to?”
He knew it was unlikely—after all, to his knowledge, only the people involved in dark specter research or with Ultranoth knew what Avarice was—but if people were claiming Avarice’s name in this manner, it was a factor that deserved to be known.
“Hm,” Lola mused. “I don’t know, but I’ll include it in my report.” There was a sharp twinkle in her eyes as she said it, and Locke was of the impression that he’d just dropped a breadcrumb that would feed the voracious weaponized boredom of the Arcane Index research wing.
After all, there were few things in this world more powerful than bored, curious librarians.
Lola gave her thanks, and soon the also-repaired hangar ramp was lifted, and the Blue Heron was on its way.
***
Locke hustled to join Alyssa in the control room. “Chimera and Long Shot are being repaired. What’s our heading, and how much distance do we have to make up?”
“According to Lola, the Omega Archiver left about forty-five minutes ago,” Alyssa stated, already easing the ship out of its bay and into the sky.
“Damn. That’s quite a lead. And in the dark, too.”
“At least it’ll be a conspicuous ship, like anything else from the Index. And the moon’s bright enough to glint off any metal in the sky. Plus, they’re heading in the direction of Edgewater, which doesn’t see a whole lot of traffic at this hour.”
“Edgewater!” Locke snapped his fingers. “That gives me an idea.” He turned to the ship’s radio console and located the Indigo Gryphon’s unique airship code, still close enough to the Blue Heron for its light to be on. He pressed the button next to it.
“Blue Heron to Indigo Gryphon. This is Locke speaking.”
“Captain Belista of the Indigo Gryphon speaking,” the other ship’s captain replied. “What can I do for you at this fine hour?”
Captain Belista Peregrine had a voice with no tolerance for nonsense and a tone that suggested it was not, in fact, a fine hour, and this had better not be nonsense.
“There’s something of an emergency,” Locke said with a gravity to match hers. “One of our crew members has been kidnapped by a rogue Arcane Index titan and is currently on board the Index airship Omega Archiver, headed toward Edgewater. Are you close enough to assist?”
“A rogue Index titan?” Captain Belista replied. “That is a situation. We’re presently about four hours out from Endpoint City. What’s the Archiver’s distance?”
“It left Endpoint City forty-five minutes ago.”
“Which still puts you closer than us,” Captain Belista said, thinking aloud. “But given the situation, I bet I can get Sevas to squeeze some more speed out of our gravity furnaces. Tell me what you know, and I’ll set a course.”
“Thank you, Captain,” Locke replied, and related all the information he had.
Then he flopped down in the captain’s chair.
Then he stood back up, too tense to stay still.
“I’ll fly,” he said, and nudged his way in front of Alyssa at the ship’s wheel.
“Something’s bothering you,” Alyssa observed, easing her hands onto his shoulders. It wasn’t a question.
Locke didn’t answer immediately. Instead he moved to adjust the ship’s speed, only to find that it was already going as fast as it safely could. So he returned his hands to the wheel.
“I just feel like I failed you,” he sighed.
“How so?”
“I’m supposed to be the protector of the ship, and I let my furnace get punched out in the first blow of the battle.”
“In an ambush,” Alyssa retorted. “And a wholly exceptional situation. It’s not every day your titan’s tangled up in two other titans with its armor wide open trying to generate a swiftmetal body with Precursor magic.”
“That’s just it. I lost Sloan, too, and I might have lost Peth forever.”
He sighed again. He knew, logically, that Alyssa was right. The rogue titan had caught him in a wholly unusual situation, and probably didn’t even know that its ambush was going to go that well to begin with. It was just a startlingly unlucky coincidence. But he should have been able to make the best of it. Instead he’d been trapped face down in his dead mech while Ember and a band of rowdy drunks did his job for him.
It was hard to brush off a failure that large.
But Alyssa tried. She placed a gentle kiss on his jawline.
“You know what to expect now, though,” she said, “and that’s something. Not to mention that your titan, you know, will have its armor closed next time.”
She smiled gently, and Locke managed to smile back.
“That, too.”
They flew in silence for a bit, and gradually the silvery speck of another airship appeared on the horizon. There were others in the air, too, but all smaller and flying in the opposite direction, so Locke could be fairly sure of the identity of that speck.
“I’m worried for Sloan,” he said idly, to pass the time. “I’m concerned that these rogues are connected to the cultists who kidnapped her the first time. And I wonder if this kidnapping has anything to do with her meeting with the director.”
“Why would it?” Alyssa asked.
“Oh, right,” Locke replied. In the evening hurry of meals, secrets, and ambushes, he hadn’t yet shared with Alyssa the offer that Sloan had received. So he did, and as he did, the silver speck grew ever closer.
“How can one quiet girl hold so many mysteries?” Alyssa marveled.
Locke shrugged. “If this is any indication, she holds more than that.”
***
Though the Omega Archiver had probably left Endpoint City at top speed, it must have seen fit to slow at some point, for now it was clear in the moonlight on their horizon, right down to the obvious gold Arcane Index lion emblazoned on its side. It was an enormous ship, easily twice the size of the Blue Heron, which suggested to Locke that the numbers behind this operation were equally large. Surely a ship of that size wouldn’t be run by a skeleton crew like the Blue Heron was.
“How many people do you think a ship that size can hold?” he asked Alyssa.
“Ideally? One hundred? A hundred fifty? And maybe eight to ten titans?”
“That’s a lot of titans,” Locke breathed.
“If it’s a fully staffed ship,” Alyssa commented.
“Well, one can hope,” Locke said, then added, “Wait.”
A pale exhaust of glittering purple had been trailing off the Omega Archiver, but now that exhaust was glowing thicker and brighter, as if its gravity furnaces were burning more void essence—and surely enough, the ship began to pull away from them.
“I think they’re aware we’re following them,” Locke said, then added, “Damn!”
The ship didn’t pull away slowly. Oh, perhaps at first due to the size and mass of the vessel, but it was barely thirty seconds before the Omega Archiver began to pick up noticeable speed, like someone had just punched the magic airship equivalent of NOS into its engines. Er, furnaces.
There was no way the Blue Heron could keep up with that.
“We’re going to lose them,” Locke growled—but then, the increasingly distant billows of purple brushed across his brain.
And ignited an idea.
They hadn’t used up all their gravity options. And a comparatively smaller titan could travel much faster than a gigantic airship.
Locke snatched for the radio and called the hangar.
“Bexley! What’s the status of my flight unit?”
“Putting the finishing touches on it as we speak, because I’m a genius, and my amazing powers of deduction suspected you would ask. Also, having the Indexers around is great. I really like having assistants. Just sayin.’ If you’d like to consider that in your future budget.”
“Brilliant!” Locke grinned ear to ear. “Get that unit installed. I’m about to give it a test flight.”
***
Locke wished he had more time to admire it in all its glory, for Titan Chimera’s flight unit made it the badassest thing he’d ever seen. The essential part of the unit consisted of a single large catalyst implanted in the small of his titan’s back, closest to its center of gravity, but it was pretty unassuming.
The badass part was the wings. Bexley had modified his back armor to accommodate a streamlined pair of angular bladelike wings that were elegant in their simplicity, composed of a series of interlocking red, gold, and white segments that could expand and contract as needed to guide his movement in the air.
The wings brought to mind a certain well-known anime from the mid ’90s (one of his favorites), and its eponymous mech (also one of his favorites).
If he had the time—and a music player in his titan—he totally would have put on an energetic electronic bop, waxed melodramatic about killing and then proceed to … not actually kill anybody, or else waxed dramatic about following one’s emotions while having exactly one emotion, and that emotion was threatening to kill people he’d never actually kill.
But he didn’t have the time (or the necessary assortment of pretty boy titan pilots to make the joke fully land), so instead he let his watertight ring seal around his neck, let his conductor fluid fill the tank around him, and snapped his eyes open as his reflex link blinked into his vision.
“Brief me, Bexley,” he said. “What can this baby do?”
“I’ve already fed the necessary crystal shards to your core,” Bexley said, pacing on the scaffold in front of his hatch. “Now you just have to spend your void condensate.” She held up a sheet of paper containing the gravity catalyst command symbol. “Nine gallons will do the trick, and when you’re done, you’ll have a tier five gravity catalyst.”
Locke nodded and did as she said, picturing the command symbol in his head and focusing on it until a monotone black bar in his reflex link filled up five times and gave off five happy dings! With each ding! he felt a new sort of awareness take hold in his brain.
He’d never fully understood how his consciousness connected to his titan, but when it did, there were certain elements that made it feel like a part of him. He couldn’t feel its “pain” when it was damaged or anything like that, but he could definitely feel the weight of its new wings, right between his shoulder blades, as if they were about to sprout from his physical body at any second. More than that, he felt all the segments he had at his disposal, all the little pieces that would stabilize his motion in the air, and he knew—just knew—how they worked.
Bexley peered around to his back and smiled. She must have seen his wings ruffle on his titan’s back, inasmuch as metal wings could.
“Congratulations, hot shot,” she said with a grin. “You can fly now.”
She pulled the lever to withdraw the scaffold from around Titan Chimera. He stepped forward, toward the now-open smaller door in the hangar ramp, large enough to let his titan fall through without the necessity of lowering the whole ramp. He’d jumped through before with his leg-embedded gravity catalysts, and now he took a deep breath, drew his wings tight against his body, crossed his arms over his chest, and stepped forward.
He plummeted.
And then magic rushed to fill the catalyst on the small of his back. It glowed bright purple. Equally purple plumes of sparkling exhaust billowed out of his shoulder louvers, and he knew what to do.
His wings spread.
And he flew.
Chapter Eleven
Sloan couldn’t move.
Deathly Rhythm’s back was open; one side of her furnace was still connected to Titan Chimera’s, and the other side was disconnected from Long Shot and open to the world. If she tried to channel her magic in any significant way, it would simply spurt uselessly out the open end of the connector pipe.
She thought to go for her swords, but before she could, the Arcane Index titan punched Chimera’s furnace into oblivion, then rounded toward her. Though she had the wherewithal to dodge its first blow to her furnace, she was so limited in motion—so trapped by the circumstances—that the outcome was inevitable.
She wasn’t surprised when the Arcane Index titan punched out her furnace.
She was surprised when it split through Deathly Rhythm’s back and ripped her cockpit pod straight out of her titan. Her severed reflex link plunged her into darkness. She snatched for the manual emergency release. Her watertight neck ring unsealed to free her body, but the titan’s tremendous grip kept the rest of the pod firmly closed.
So once again, Sloan couldn’t move.
All she could do was wait and keep herself from drowning in conductor fluid as it sloshed her around in her travels.
The most violent of the sloshing didn’t last long. Was she still in the airport? Was she on another airship? Yes, she must have been, for she soon felt the easy, familiar nudge of a vehicle taking flight.
She tried to listen through her pod, tried to soak in as much information as she could so she could put it to use when she escaped. For she would escape. Her arms had been buzzing since that Arcane Index titan had first burst onto the ship, and though she’d willed back the distraction, she kept the truth of her fear at the front of her mind.
The Arcane Index had kidnapped her once.
She would not let them kidnap her again.
Though, in the back of her mind, as she took in the sounds, she did wonder why. Pious had only just asked for her help, after all, so it was obvious he wasn’t involved, and if he had wanted to kidnap her, he’d had plenty of opportunities earlier that day. Was it a rebel group, then?
She shivered.
Was it more cultists?
Her arms buzzed more furiously at the thought, but she breathed deeply and willed the sensation back again.
She would get through this.
She wasn’t the weak, cowering girl they’d kidnapped before.
She was the fierce and capable pilot of Titan Deathly Rhythm, and she would get back to Locke.
So she calmed herself and listened.
She was in a hangar; that much was clear. Though the pod and conductor fluid muffled the external noises, she could hear the general productive ambience of equipment being tended, of a titan being serviced. The hangar crew sounded decently large—she thought she heard ten or so distinct voices, all chattering casually, if with purpose. Like this was just another workday, if a high activity one.
The noise chilled her.
She’d been around people who handled humans like cargo before.
They weren’t people she’d regret harming.
So when the voices approached her pod and began to crack it open, she transformed into her panther self, and she leapt.
A satisfying spray of blood splashed over her claws the moment she sprang. She didn’t pause to see who she’d gored, just slashed and jumped until she was out of reach of the bodies pressing in around her. Only when she landed in the empty middle of the hangar did she stop to take in her surroundings—
Everyone in the room was in Arcane Index uniforms—and dark protective goggles. It was a large hangar, built to hold ten titans, but strangely the only one present was the one that had abducted her, itself in the process of having pieces removed and replaced, despite not having suffered any apparent damage. Instead of titans, the space was filled by a single small quad—essentially an energy cannon on a four-legged platform a little over half the height of a titan—and an assortment of fifteen rigs identical to the ones that had attacked the Blue Heron, but untouched by damage.
Just what was going on here? she wondered as she bolted for the quad. She could understand the presence of so many rigs—Arcane Index crews often took them on expedition to aid in fending off monsters—but the quad was suspicious. That was a tool of war, for taking down other quads, colossal war monsters—or titans. She had no time to wonder, though, for the remaining Indexers advanced on her with absurd speed. Before she could even wonder at that, the four encircled her, two equipped with nets, and two with long poles ending in thick wire loops, like those used to restrain wild monsters. So they’d anticipated her panther form. She snarled and clawed at the advancing Indexers, trying to warn them back while also seeking out an escape route, and in the process clawed one of the net-bearers into retreat. Now she flicked her eyes around for catwalks, scaffolds—anything to help her get out of this place.
Briefly, she thought it strange that none of them had any weaponry—until she heard the quiet “piff!” and felt a little sting in her flank.
She twisted back to see a lone Indexer on a scaffold with a rifle, and spotted the little dart in her thigh as she collapsed to the floor, into blackness.
***
Sloan’s eyes flickered open.
And then her body bolted upright.
She woke up in a bed. Moreover, she woke up in a suite, with something like a parlor or meeting room open to one side and a dressing and toiletry room off to the other.
This wasn’t a cell.
She wasn’t bound.
And she was still a panther.
She heard someone move in the parlor room.
“Ah, are you awake? There’s clothing for you in the dressing room.”
The voice was so absurdly casual and familiar that Sloan stalked straight to the parlor, to find Pious Pemberton perched on a comfy sofa. He was breezing through an open folio as if preparing for a simple briefing, his usual fancy jacket draped over one end of the couch as if he was only popping in for a visit.
Sloan opened her mouth to shout “What the fuck?” but it came out as a disgruntled growl, given that she was, after all, still in cat form.
He could obviously hear the meaning in her voice, though, for he promptly closed the folio and turned to face her directly.
“My apologies for the tranquilizer,” he stated, “but you did gore several of my associates.”
Sloan wanted to say, “I had valid reasons for that,” but again it came out in a growl.
“You are safe here, I promise,” Pious insisted. “Safer than anywhere else on the planet at this moment, at least. I’ll explain once you’ve prepared.” He gestured back toward the dressing room.
Sloan flicked her eyes between him and the door skeptically, but moved to take him up on his offer. She wasn’t presently restrained, after all, and he was well aware of the kind of damage she could do to him. Unless he was somehow a victim of kidnapping, too, and just as trapped as she … but then that didn’t feel right.
Then again, most things about this situation didn’t feel right, but here was an opportunity to make sense of some of them, so she decided to take it.
She blew a puff of air through her nose, a signal of affirmation, and then retreated into the other room.
Her abrupt change into panther form had not been friendly to her former corset and skirt, now laying in ripped tatters on a dressing room bench (presumably so she could matter-magic it back together later). When she emerged back into Pious’ sitting room, it was in a standard Arcane Index outfit, with its cute, short maid-like dress and visible bloomers, and an academic-looking half-cape. She didn’t like wearing the uniform of the people who kidnapped her—twice now—but it seemed like the kind of clothing they’d logically have lying around a ship like this, so she didn’t make a fuss over it. At least it was cute.
There was a second sofa on the other side of the room from Pious, separated from his by a low coffee table, and she sat there, not trusting the situation enough to get any closer to him.
Especially since he was still wearing those strange tinted goggles.
The same goggles every other Indexer on the ship was wearing.
She crossed her arms before him. “Well? Explain.”
Pious put his folio away with an uneasy smile and met her eyes directly. At least, she thought he did. She couldn’t tell through the goggles.
“My apologies for the abruptness of all this, but circumstances have changed,” Pious said.
“What circumstances? Regarding your earlier request? Are you behind this? Why not just ask me a second time?”
“Because we couldn’t accept no for an answer this time.”
“You could have been more open with me. Or asked my crew to help, too, rather than putting them on the offensive and encouraging them to come after me, which they’re certainly going to do.”
“They wouldn’t have accepted.”
“What makes you so sure?”
“Because our situation right now, quite frankly, will sound insane to anyone who lacks the context, and still sounds insane even to some who’ve seen the full picture.”
Sloan thought about the revelations Locke had made in the hours between her meeting with Pious and now, about his true origins, about the ancient Precursor woman stuck in his titan and his head.
“You underestimate my crew’s capacity for weirdness,” Sloan insisted. “So what is it? What made you go from asking politely to outright abduction in the space of an evening?”
Pious stood from the sofa to pace.
“Simply put, the reports that have been coming in from my field teams this evening.” He indicated the little porthole window above Sloan’s head, too small for a human body to escape through, but large enough to show the meteor shower that was still raining down from the Crystal Moon, even all these hours later.
“According to those reports, the shadow dregs coming down in tonight’s meteors are significantly stronger than normal. Some even show signs of being led by dark specters. Which means our timeline has been moved up.”
“Timeline for what?”
Pious sighed and turned his back to her, as if not wanting to say it, despite obviously having kidnapped her for reasons relating to it.
“Sloan, are you aware of the full breadth of what your ship has helped me accomplish? And the Indigo Gryphon, and others, for that matter? Others even before them?”
Pious began to pace again, but still didn’t face her.
“I’d known about the dark specters before your crew encountered the one that took Ultranoth. The cultists’ research introduced me to the concept, told me where I might find them and continue to research them, and over the years I sent expeditions to gather samples and data. Many never returned. But then the Blue Heron encountered the strongest dark specter I’d ever heard of, and not only survived, but communicated with it, and sent back more sample matter than I’d ever received at one time. And then the Indigo Gryphon accomplished something similar, giving me more material to work with. I want you to know that you and your crew have been instrumental in this project, and I appreciate it, despite appearances.”
“What project?” Sloan insisted. “Where’s the insane part?”
“The insane part is what I learned from the cultists’ documents, corroborated and expanded upon by documents Ultranoth sent me via Locke.” He paused, and took on an introspective look that was visible even through his goggles. “There are a great many gods in this world, and a great many associated with the moon alone. Most are merely people with legendary personalities or mages of incredible power. Genuinely supernatural gods are rare, but … through my readings, I uncovered one that does have such power, and has been waiting centuries to use it.”
Pious continued to pace, still not meeting her eyes, but gesturing like a professor enthused by the lesson’s subject matter.
“Ancient documentation assigned it the name Avarice, assumedly because of its lust for magical energy—if such human emotions even apply to it—and even in its weakened, imprisoned state, it is a terrifyingly dangerous force. Based upon that same documentation—and some of Ultranoth’s eyewitness accounts—it is incredibly likely, if not certain, that this ancient god obliterated the Precursor civilization and that the Precursors trapped it inside the Crystal Moon as a last-ditch effort to stop it. There it remained for a thousand years, until…”
Now Pious turned to face her.
“The murder of Halcynor of Whistweald.”
Sloan pulled her arms closer to her chest, remembering the dragon the cultists had forced her to kill. They’d put her in a titan, threatened and killed her fellow experimentation victims to make her obey, and then forced her to run down his gigantic throat and destroy his heart while he hibernated.
“I thought they only wanted him for his bones,” she said. “What did that have to do with this Avarice?”
“The procedure had multiple purposes,” Pious continued. “To test your power in a titan, of course, and to harvest fresh dragon bones—but also to harness the tremendous void essence unleashed in the course of Halcynor’s death to trigger a process inside the Crystal Moon. The details of that process are irrelevant for the moment, but the point is that with the Index’s present capabilities, this process cannot be stopped.
“Avarice will escape and return to Haven.”
“So the world will end?” Sloan exclaimed. “There’s nothing we can do?”
“Ah.” Pious clapped his hands together with a for-once eager grin. “But if that were the case, I wouldn’t have brought you here.”
Sloan’s ears quirked, confused.
“You see, the cultists didn’t want to unleash Avarice wildly upon the world. And, ill-advised as I considered their experiments at the time, I’ve come to the conclusion that their experiments to that effect could be—will be our salvation. It’s why I’ve been continuing aspects of their research in secret.”
Sloan sprang up from the sofa, just as her fingers sprang into claws.
“You what?” she snarled.
“Aspects,” Pious repeated, extending a calming hand. “Primarily on myself. And willing volunteers.”
“What have you been doing?” Sloan growled.
Now Pious raised an open hand to his dark goggles and lifted them off.
The whites of his eyes shimmered pure, sparkling purple-black.
The purple black of shadow dregs … and dark specters.
“You … willingly let the dregs take you?” Sloan shouted. “You’re possessed?”
“Hardly.” Pious laughed pleasantly. “I’m in complete control of my own faculties. What I’ve done is refine and perfect what the cultists did to you into a more perfect form, and then follow their intended experiments to completion.”
“Perfect what they did to me…?” Sloan repeated.
Pious held up his goggles. All at once, the goggles rearranged into a nondescript ball of leather, metal, and glass. And then they caught fire. Which he accelerated to burn at high speed until little more than ash and shard material remained. And then lifted into the air above his hand to float, unaided, into a nearby trash bin.
Matter, energy, time, gravity.
All four types of magic.
“You’re a void mage?” Sloan exclaimed. “But … how? You weren’t even a mage before!”
“Which is one of the reasons why the cultists’ research was so revolutionary.” Pious smiled. “Its initial intentions aside. The Blue Heron and Indigo Gryphon provided the final puzzle pieces I needed to complete the research, bringing me specter remnants that I could then use my new power to modify until I bent their most essential elements to my will. There’s not a hint of dark specter consciousness in me, but I’m in effect part dark specter now—part of Avarice.”
“This is your master plan?” Sloan exclaimed. “It’s just a more complicated form of giving up! You let Avarice inside your head!”
“Oh, no no no—quite the contrary.” He waved his hand in obvious dismissal. “This is quite the opposite of giving up. This is making the best of a—frankly, an apocalyptic situation. We’re not surrendering to Avarice. We’re equipping ourselves to control it.”
Sloan had expected every hair on her body to raise at his assertion, but in practice, only some did. Most of her laid flat in relief that the man who saved and raised her wasn’t actually offering himself up to a destructive moon god, but her ears still stayed sharp at the other implications.
“I don’t know that much about ancient apocalyptic gods,” she said, “but … isn’t it the height of arrogance to assume you can control one? How likely are you to succeed?”
“Admittedly, there’s not a lot of published, peer-reviewed research on the science of manipulating ancient gods,” Pious conceded dryly. “But surely you understand the desperate situation we’re in.”
Sloan nodded, despite herself, for he wasn’t wrong in the way he described it. She agreed with his evaluation of the situation, if not his means of handling it. But something else bothered her.
“If all of you are equipped to wield Avarice, then why do you even need me?” she asked. “I’m not essential here.”
“That’s the thing,” Pious said. “You are. You lack the dark specter modifications, of course, and your bone catalysts are now outdated by our research standards”—he held up one of his arms for emphasis—“but when the cultists modified you, they did something we haven’t been able to emulate. We don’t even know why, but the fact is something about your biology makes you a better candidate for Avarice than all of us, even me—and it’s something only you have. That’s what all my tests earlier today were for—biomagical markers, to see if we’ve even come close to imitating what you naturally have, the purpose you were made to fulfill.”
“And what purpose is that?”
“To be the primary vessel for Avarice.”
Sloan blinked. “What does that even mean?”
“It means you’re most likely to succeed in this out of all of us,” Pious said, but then his face darkened. “Or, put another way, if that quality is the essential piece … it means you’re the only one who has a chance of succeeding. You see … you must accept this task.”
Sloan kept her mouth shut, and kept her eyes hard on his. The Pious she knew was not a duplicitous man. He knew everyone at the Arcane Index. Knew her favorite Froebe cakes. Memorized how she took her tea. And the man before her now didn’t look at all sharp with inner machinations. He wasn’t demanding. He was pleading. She could see the desperation in his eyes, even through their pervasive shadow dreg coloration.
But despite all his honesty, he kept all this secret from everyone but his inner circle, told the noble lie that everything was … well, not fine, but at least sort of under control.
She even understood his reasoning.
But she had dark, painful memories of the Arcane Index, and she would never trust it fully.
“What happens if I do become a vessel for Avarice?” she pressed. “What happens next?”
Pious took in a deep breath. Sloan couldn’t tell if it was a sigh of relief, or preparation to deliver more bad news, or something else.
She didn’t find out, for the entire room lit up red from a warning light. A nearby candlestick comm by a glass-cabinet bookshelf rang, and Pious snatched its receiving horn.
“Director Pemberton here. What’s the situation?”
“Aerial titan incoming,” Sloan heard the voice on the other end report. “Looks like it’s Titan Chimera.”
“Aerial?” Pious mused to himself. “They upgraded the titan while chasing us? Impressive.”
“Sir, how do you want us to proceed?” the other voice continued.
“Ready the quad for backup,” Pious ordered, “and prepare my titan. We’ll use this as a test run for Final Edict’s own upgrades.” He hung up the comm horn, then reached for his jacket on the sofa.
“You’re going to fight him?” Sloan exclaimed. “He could help! If I explain—”
“Are any of your crewmates the sorts to make themselves vessels for unknown gods?” Pious asked.
Sloan didn’t even have to think on that. In her head, she immediately heard Alyssa give a polite no, Ember give a derisive raspberry, Bexley ask if the god was hot and then decide even a hot god wasn’t worth it, and Locke ask for more details before deciding that he’d rather go out punching destruction gods in his titan than risk being a slave to one.
“I doubt it,” she said weakly.
“Then they’re threats to our mission,” Pious replied. “My apologies.”
He pulled a dart pistol from under his coat, and fired.
Chapter Twelve
Locke had flown before.
He’d always looked forward to flights back home, once he’d passed the annoyances of airport procedure, anyway. Even when he was in the cramped cheap seats, he loved the anticipation of impending takeoff, the exhilarating lurch of his stomach plunging toward the ground as the plane rocketed into the sky, and the wonder of watching his familiar world shrink outside the tiny window, to be replaced with the majesty of a sea of clouds. It was like rising up into an alternate universe that only he and the few hundred people on the airplane could know.
He’d even considered becoming a pilot at one point, solely for the thrill of those initial moments of takeoff, for the wonder of conquering the clouds. It was amazing, even back home.
But it was nothing like this.
Oh, the mortal lurch was still there, and the buzzing awareness that he occupied a world above, but inside Titan Chimera, what he experienced was more than physics, more than flight. His conductor fluid kept him comfortably suspended, almost weightless in his motion, but moreover it transmitted the complex subtleties of what his titan was doing back to him. His earlier, weaker gravity catalysts had their moments of awkwardness, where he’d had to balance himself midair, but with this new, more advanced version and its accessory wings, Titan Chimera took care of all the balancing, all the infinitesimal details that kept his mech in the air.
Which meant he could focus solely on the mere joy of flying.
So he did.
The moment he was safely clear of the Blue Heron’s hangar, he hunched forward, and Titan Chimera knew what to do. A trail of brilliant purple blasted out of his shoulder louvers as his gravity catalyst punched him forward, and he felt a new surge of adrenaline gush into his veins as his wings shifted against the air at this altitude and maneuvered his titan along its currents. His machine still shuddered at the inevitable wind resistance—a titan wasn’t built for aerodynamics in the same way an airship was—but it wasn’t a dangerous shudder. It was an exhilarating one, and he couldn’t hold back an ecstatic, “YEAAAH!” as he thrust a fist forward and blasted off like the hero he was.
His robot might have been massive, but his gravity magic combined with the fine-tuning of his wings to zip him powerfully through the sky, rolling along the ribbons of air as if he’d forever been their master.
He was almost disappointed when he caught up with the Omega Archiver, but reflected that when he flew the next time, it would be with a beautiful rescued catgirl in his arms—and that was far from disappointing.
All he had to do now was rescue her. So he breezed around the back of the ship to figure out his plan of attack. Despite its significantly larger size, the Omega Archiver looked to be laid out in roughly the same way as the Blue Heron, with a large hangar ramp taking up its very back that, for a titan of his power, would be no challenge to rip away.
That would be his entry point, then.
He flattened his wings and dove to position himself at the best approach angle, and then prepared a burst of gravity magic to rocket his titan forward. But before he could launch, the hangar ramp began to lower from within. It was an angled ramp, so once it opened, he could see directly into the hangar—and see the elite titan and quad waiting for him.
He blasted himself away from the opening, wary of any shots that might come from the quad … but neither the quad, nor the elite titan attacked.
And now that he got a good look at it, he noticed this titan was different from the one that attacked the Heron. Its basic shape was the same—same snarling lion chest armor, same swashbuckling helmet flourish, but armor and other elements had been added.
Wings, for one. And these were not simple, streamlined wings like his. They expanded out from the titan’s back in articulated metal segments shaped to look like realistic, if completely indulgent feathers, and its once-simple shoulder pauldrons now burst out into similarly feathery segments concentrated in clusters of two on each side. And where the first titan had been mostly white, this one shone in a regal combination of white and soft gold with black accents.
He didn’t see another mech in the hangar. Was it the same titan, then, just quickly modified for some reason?
With a design that ostentatious, whoever was in that mech was either a flamboyant idiot or a genuine badass, and given the deftness with which that pilot had dispatched Chimera and Deathly Rhythm earlier, he wasn’t betting on the former.
“You got lucky back on my airship,” Locke radioed on a general frequency, ferocity returning to his voice as the reason for his flight came back to the fore. “Return my crewmate, or I’ll claim those fancy wings for myself.”
He didn’t actually want wings that flamboyant on Chimera, but they could make a nice little trophy to decorate the hangar.
Locke did not expect the laugh that came back over the radio. Oh, he expected a laugh, but a derisive one, the kind that welcomed him to do his worst. This one was amused, as if he’d just said a particularly delightful thing over tea and hand cakes.
It was a laugh he’d heard many times before.
“My, a challenge that good makes me want to accept out of principle alone,” the pilot said. “Otherwise, what an anticlimactic waste.”
“Director Pemberton?” Locke caught himself at the last moment, easing what would have been an exclamation into a flat observation, then ordering Chimera to a hover and crossing its arms over its chest. “I seem to be missing some vital information,” he said with as much authority as he could. Care to explain why Sloan was abducted onto your ship?”
“You are missing some vital information,” Pious replied, “but unfortunately, it’s information I’m not at liberty to give. Trust me, though, when I tell you Sloan is safe here, and will remain unharmed as long as she is in my charge.”
“Forgive me if I don’t quite believe you,” Locke retorted, his mind scrambling to take stock of the situation. Pious was a mage? And not only that, but a titan mage? He’d never seen or heard of the man using magic! And why would he kidnap Sloan mere hours after asking for help? “Where is Sloan now? If she’s safe, I want to hear from her personally.”
“She’s tranquilized, I’m afraid,” Pious replied. “She was naturally a bit disgruntled when she arrived, and put her panther form to effective use.”
“That’s convenient,” Locke muttered.
“It’s the truth,” Pious stated. “And now I’m afraid I must issue my own challenge. I would rather not put my strongest void mage out of commission at such a vital time. Leave in peace, or I’ll be forced to see this through to its inevitable conclusion.”
“Are you serious?” Locke spat—and meant the question in more ways than one. Pious had gravity magic. He knew that from the attack on the Blue Heron. And if that same incident was any indication, he wasn’t unskilled in a titan. But surely he didn’t think he could defeat Locke himself, not after being privy to all the successes Locke had as a void mage in his service, and not after seeing Locke’s literal god-tier coefficients.
Where did the man’s confidence spring from?
Something was wrong here.
“Deadly serious, I’m afraid,” Pious responded.
“Then there’re two ways this can work out, Pious,” Locke replied. “Either you tell me the full story of what’s going on here, or you leave me in the dark and I take Sloan back by force. You know how that’s likely to end.”
“Oh, I do know how it’ll end,” Pious stated—and strangely, almost sounded sad about it. “You been of great service to me, Locke. I regret that this must be the end of our partnership.”
With that, the winged titan leapt from the hangar and took flight. A brilliant purple light flared in one of the bottom pauldron segments and sparkling exhaust plumed from the feathery louvers near its wings. It spun gracefully in midair as it oriented itself, truly a gorgeous machine in flight, and as it spun, Locke noticed that the pauldron section above the gravity segment began to move. It detached from Pious’ shoulder, and he caught it in his right hand, apparently by a hidden handle. From it spanned a distinctive length of piping, and when Pious whirled to a stop and swished his arm out, it was to spool out a massive, blade-shaped wireframe, which then flash-filled with black swiftmetal.
He has matter magic, too? Locke thought.
“To think that Final Edict’s first proper battle would be against your Chimera.” Pious saluted with his sword. “I’m sorely tempted to call it fate.”
At once, Locke clawed his hands together to form an energy ball. If Pious was confident enough to fight melee style, then he had no desire to get close to that mech—except perhaps for a lightning blast. But would lightning even affect a mech that powerful?
“I’m guessing Final Edict wasn’t your only secret,” Locke growled.
“You would be right,” Pious replied—and then lunged.
Locke barely saw him move.
What he did see was the long, green blur of a catalyst glowing in Final Edict’s other pauldron—
—and then Pious’ sword point was at his chest.
Locke energized his own time catalyst just in time to dodge. The sword point screeched across his chest plate as it missed its mark, but Pious was ready. He spun in midair, and Locke heard Ember, Alyssa, and Bexley all scream,
“Behind you!”
He couldn’t spin fast enough to see what Pious was doing, so instead he called upon his gravity catalyst and smashed an invisible wave backward. He felt the solid, satisfying whump! of his gravity pushing Final Edict away—and then heard the telltale buzz of energy catalysts charging up from two directions.
Locke shot up into the air to see a giant beam sizzle by from the quad on the Omega Archiver, and then looked right in front of him to see another detached pauldron, its catalyst glowing hot.
“Shit!”
He dodged.
Too late.
The white-hot beam stabbed past his head, close enough to incinerate half of the V-fin on his forehead and send a yellow warning flaring through his visual sensors.
“Shit!” he cursed again, especially when he saw where the bolt landed. The forest below turned a blinding white for a fraction of a second, and then a swath of trees just wasn’t there anymore. They’d been incinerated down to the dirt.
If any of that pauldron’s beams hit him, he’d be gone.
No, not a pauldron. Titan Final Edict had detachable drones!
The energy catalyst-embedded pauldron-drone glowed once more.
Locke needed time. Time to think. Time to plan. He needed to be away. So he ordered his titan to just fly. He didn’t care where it went as long as it didn’t abandon the scene; and so it tumbled and flew erratically through the sky. This at least seemed to confuse the drone and cause Final Edict to hang back to observe, but that was all he needed.
“How the fuck did Pious become a void mage?” he shouted on the Blue Heron’s channel. “And how the fuck is he flying and fighting and controlling those drones?”
“I’ll come help!” Ember declared. “At the very least, I can distract him.”
“No,” Locke insisted as he lurched through the air. “His energy catalysts are better than yours. In fact, all his catalysts might be better than mine.”
“He’s throwing tier seven magic at you,” Bexley confirmed, “so his catalysts are at least that high. That means his time acceleration will be at 350%, and he’ll be able to decelerate you to 30% of your max speed.”
“Shit!” Locke cursed again. If Pious’ time catalyst was a drone, too, and caught up with him, he’d be rendered too sluggish to dodge anything.
And Pious would go for the kill. He’d already aimed straight for Locke’s cockpit hatch.
“What about his matter catalyst?” Locke asked, dodging another series of blasts from the drone and the quad.
“Also tier seven, at least,” Bexley said. “That’s black swiftmetal, compared to your silver swiftmetal. Only seven and above can use that. His blade will be stronger and sharper than yours, and he can morph it faster.”
Locke wanted to curse again, but he didn’t have any words strong enough. What was even happening here? How had he been so outclassed so easily?
Another line of beams converged on him, this one nicking the end of one of his wings. Even as erratically as he’d flown, it was only a matter of time before they got lucky—and now, as he recovered from the hit, Final Edict flashed back into view. Its black greatsword slashed straight for his neck, aiming to take his head and visual sensors off, but he threw up a quick swiftmetal shield and knocked it off course.
The resulting position left Pious open to body blows. Locke tried to transform a blade to take advantage of it—but Pious saw what he was doing. Locke had upgraded his time catalyst to a tier three in recent months, but with Pious’ speed at 350% compared to Locke’s less impressive 175%, it was nothing for him to retreat, regroup, and lunge again.
Locke tried the same block again, but Pious anticipated the block and feinted again to Titan Chimera’s head.
Well, Locke huffed, if Pious wanted to sword fight, might as well sword fight.
So Locke did the only thing that had worked thus far. He shoved away with a gravity push, used the valuable break in contact to charge his swiftmetal with heat energy, and then spun it out into his glowing beam saber.
Pious thrust for him again. With the combined powers of his flight and time catalysts, Locke was barely fast enough to parry—but each successful parry was immediately followed by another thrust from Pious, another slash, each growing faster and more accurate.
Locke’s heart pounded in his chest. He needed to break away, to recover his mental stamina, and so relied again on his trusty gravity shove.
But Pious seemed to anticipate the attack, and he energized his own gravity catalyst to pull himself toward Locke even as Locke blasted him back. Pious then spun through a gravity-and-time enhanced slash against Locke’s outstretched right arm.
The black swiftmetal blade sliced through Titan Chimera’s arm effortlessly, and then the limb fell away, spurting liquid metal into the night from a severed end so smooth it looked laser-cut.
Locke punched another gravity shove toward Pious without thinking. Miraculously, this one succeeded, and he flew Chimera through another erratic tumble before Pious could catch up.
“God damn it! It’s like he can predict my every move!” he snarled as a red warning flashed up in his reflex link. The quad and energy drone had hit again, and now he saw a full half of a wing plummet toward the ground. He didn’t feel any immediate loss of stability—it was the gravity catalyst that kept him airborne, after all, not the wings—but he knew he’d feel the loss when it came time to do precise maneuvers.
Pious had taken his matter catalyst and swiftmetal blade, and now he was slowly whittling down the other options Locke had left.
It was then that he made a decision.
“You all need to run,” Locke declared over the Blue Heron’s channel. “If he defeats me, he’ll certainly come for you next. I’ll hold him off as long as I can.”
Bexley replied instantly: “I think I speak for all of us when I say ‘Fuck that shit.’”
“I’m serious,” Locke insisted, barely dodging another beam. “Someone needs to survive to spread the word about this.”
“So survive,” Bexley said.
“It’s not that simple.”
“We’re not leaving you,” Alyssa insisted.
“You’ll die!”
“I’d rather die than run,” Ember snarled, and noises from the other women echoed the same sentiment. “I’m coming out,” Ember continued. “At the very least, I can try to take out the drone or the quad so you don’t have to worry about it.”
“The quad …” Locke repeated—and then his brain lit up with an idea. “Ember! The airship! I can’t defeat Final Edict in this state … but we can mess up his ride!”
“Sloan’s on board that thing.”
“Then it’s a good thing you’re such an awesome shot,” Locke said. “Go for its propellers! Damage them enough, and it’ll have to land!”
“You’ve got it!” Ember replied, and Locke heard the wicked grin in her voice as she said it.
Just then, as if he’d overheard their conversation, Pious darted back toward the Omega Archiver.
And as he did, Locke noticed something strange about Final Edict. A brilliant magenta light flared from the small of the titan’s back armor—an obvious catalyst. But it was the color of no catalyst he’d ever seen before.
“Bexley, do you see that weird catalyst?” he asked.
“The pink one?” Bexley replied.
“What’s going on there? Any idea? Maybe a modified gravity catalyst?”
“No, can’t be,” Bexley said. “The only catalysts that change color are energy catalysts. Everything else stays consistent.”
“Could be another secret of his,” Ember speculated.
“We’ll worry about it later,” Locke said. “Ember, you take out the propellers. I’ll distract Pious.”
“On it!” Ember confirmed.
Locke thrust his titan forward in midair, just as the Blue Heron eased forward to put Ember within firing range.
He could already see Pious hovering alert in the vicinity of his airship, somehow having guessed at their last desperate plan, and much as Locke had learned not to be cocky in this situation—especially now that he was missing an arm—he couldn’t help a small smile. Final Edict was fast, but it couldn’t be four places at once, and the propellers were widely distributed at the furthest “corners” of the airship. There was no way Pious would be able to protect them all, and once they’d suffered enough damage, the sheer weight of the ship would overtax its gravity furnaces, and the Omega Archiver would settle to the ground.
“How much is this venture worth to you?” Locke radioed to Pious. “What are you willing to lose for it?”
He’d hoped to hear a reply that was equivalent to a plea for mercy. Instead Pious only said,
“Everything.”
And rocketed straight toward Locke.
Locke didn’t have to deal damage to Pious. He only had to threaten the airship—for that was Pious’ weakness. Fighting for himself, he had no limits. Fighting to defend a specific object—well, that introduced a variable in Locke’s favor.
And so when Locke flung the energy ball growing in his remaining hand, he didn’t fling it at Final Edict. He launched it at the hangar.
Pious chased the ball and swatted it to nothing with Final Edict’s free hand. It barely singed the titan’s hand armor, but that didn’t matter, for the moments Pious had focused on Locke’s attack gave Ember’s the perfect opportunity.
A white-hot energy bolt blasted from the Blue Heron’s hangar, straight into one of the Omega Archiver’s foremost propellers. The propeller exploded with a satisfying plume of flame, and slowly, the Omega Archiver began to teeter.
Pious paused for an ever-so-brief second, his attention drawn by the sudden brilliance in the night, and Locke saw his chance. He balled up his titan’s remaining fist and smashed it hard into Final Edict’s regal head, then gravity-shoved away before Pious could react. And as he hovered some distance away, he let a wicked grin cross his face. That armor might be tough, but a sensor was still a sensor, and a fist-shaped dent in Final Edict’s armor had “closed” its right eye.
Pious was now blind on that side.
So that was the side Locke flew to. He could feel the raggedness of his mech in the air now, feel his damaged wings judder as they struggled to aid his gravity catalyst. But he was in a better position now than he’d been the entire battle.
If he could take out Final Edict’s left eye, this battle would be over.
As if anticipating that danger, Pious shaped a little visor of swiftmetal around his remaining eye, a little added protection—and as he did, a shot from Ember’s mega-catalyst took out another of the airship’s propellers.
In the process, Ember drew Pious’ attention straight toward her. He flattened his wings and bolted toward the Blue Heron, but now Locke anticipated him, and managed to snatch a passing segment of wing. The added weight of a whole other mech threw Final Edict off balance, and Locke punched his own propulsion in the opposite direction and ripped the entire wing off.
Locke blasted away from Pious, and Final Edict spun awkwardly in midair to face him, as if glaring. Squinting, really, with only one eye.
Locke held up the severed wing—
—and then he tossed it into the airship’s nearest propeller.
The propeller tried to chew through the obstruction, sparks flying, motor groaning, blades trembling—but the airship’s raw power worked against it. The propeller blades shattered against titan armor, and the wing plummeted through, virtually undamaged.
Now Final Edict blasted toward Locke, but Locke was far enough away that even Pious’ accelerated speed couldn’t catch up. Locke flew to the last remaining propeller, and as Pious charged at him, he torched the machinery with a torrent of magic hot enough to melt steel.
The propeller sagged, and the entire airship shuddered, its gravity furnaces already straining under the weight. Final Edict flew past Locke and darted under the sinking ship, presumably to keep it aloft with its own substantial gravity magic.
“Bexley, do you know where the gravity furnaces would be on a ship of this model?” Locke radioed.
“One in the center,” Bexley replied, “then one on each end about ten feet in. You’ll see reinforcements in the spinal structure around where they’d be. Gonna help ’em along?”
“You bet. They look like they could use some help.”
With that, Locke flew to the back end of the Omega Archiver. He found the reinforcement Bexley mentioned, an obvious thickened spot in the metal framing of the vehicle, and so he charged up a ball of heat energy and unleashed it into the hull. The airship’s skin wasn’t designed to withstand a direct hit from the white-hot blaze of a tier three energy catalyst, and the energy ball fell like a meteor through hot butter.
The airship finally began to fall. Slowly. But inevitably.
Even with Final Edict trying to hold it aloft.
Locke could have attacked Pious, forcing him to choose between his own life and saving the airship, but neither man wanted the Omega Archiver to crash. Not with Sloan on board, and so Locke shot across the upper spine of the airship and retreated back toward the Blue Heron.
He spotted the reddish gleam of his severed arm on the way back and dipped down to retrieve it. Once his titan was repaired, he’d go back for Sloan.
It wasn’t like the airship was going anywhere.
Chapter Thirteen
“Got you a present,” Alyssa heard Locke say through the ship’s general radio channel, and then heard the heavy clunk of what was likely Titan Chimera’s right arm landing on the hangar floor.
The noise was followed by some unintelligible curses from Bexley, too far from any radio microphone to be picked up, but audibly just as worried about Locke as she was pissed about the condition of Chimera.
And the person who’d damaged it so heavily.
How did Pious Pemberton go from the personable and unimposing leader of the Arcane Index to a void mage capable of besting Locke? Alyssa wondered. And just what was he planning on that airship?
She saw the wreckage come into view as she turned the Heron’s nose to face it. The Omega Archiver was still mostly intact, though she could see the obvious crumples of a compromised structure along the sides and bottom. The ship would never fly again, but at least what it carried was likely in salvageable condition—which meant they’d be able to get to the bottom of what Pious was actually doing here—and rescue Sloan.
“Alyssa, watch the sight lines as you move in,” Locke radioed. “There’s still that quad to worry about, and that thing could easily take out the Heron.”
“Right,” Alyssa replied. “I’ll stay out of its range. Are you in a position to take it on if it survived?”
“I’ve still got my flight unit, energy balls, and time catalyst, but I think the best option would be to have Ember snipe it. The quad’s on the small side, only one gun.”
“What we do about the people on the ship?” Ember asked. “There could be over a hundred of them.”
“We’ll worry about that if they decide to fight back,” Locke replied. “Right now our priority is finding and rescuing Sloan. And let’s hope Final Edict isn’t in the mood for a rematch just yet.”
“Why don’t you go out in Deathly Rhythm?” Ember suggested. “The Index engineers Lola loaned us have it all fixed up, which means it’s in better condition than Chimera at this point.”
“I’ll stick with Chimera,” Locke replied. “Deathly Rhythm may be in better shape, but I’ve never piloted it before, and a learning curve like that’s gonna be a liability in battle.”
“A word, Locke,” Bexley called, more clearly this time, apparently from her own radio. “Dave here says his team can switch out Deathly Rhythm’s right arm for Chimera’s missing one. It’ll lack the matter catalyst, of course, but it would at least give you another arm to work with. You could take out one or both of Deathly Rhythm’s swords, too.”
“Can they do it quickly?” Locke asked.
“With a team this size, sure. Both titans share the same basic shoulder assemblies under all that armor, so we can make this work.”
“Then let’s get to it.”
Her crew had barely made its plan before Alyssa’s console beeped with a new notification, and her heart jumped, anxious in the adrenaline surge of the moment—but rested once she saw where the beep came from, and the light that was flashing on the panel.
“Indigo Gryphon to Blue Heron. Do you receive?” Captain Belista Peregrine’s voice came over the radio.
“Received,” Alyssa replied. “What’s your status?”
“We’re approaching from the direction of the Archstone Wilds. ETA twenty minutes.”
“Already?” Alyssa exclaimed. “You’re making good time.”
This entire area was forested, but the trees around the Omega Archiver’s crash site thickened notably and marked the beginning of another distinct forest, as maps went. The Blue Heron was presently hovering right on the edge of the Archstone Wilds, and when Alyssa squinted out into the darkness before her, she saw the distinct silhouette of an approaching airship masked against the nighttime stars.
“Sevas is good at what he does,” Captain Belista said. “We saw some of the battle as we approached, and we’re readying all four titans to assist as backup. What’s the situation?”
Alyssa took a moment to notify her crew of the new development, since they couldn’t see the approaching ship from their position, and then relayed everything she knew to Captain Belista. By the time she finished, she was astonished to hear Bexley report that, with the aid of the Arcane Index team, Titan Chimera already had a “new” arm. It made her wonder if she shouldn’t put more consideration into expanding the engineering crew, but now wasn’t the time for that.
“Good to go,” Locke reported from the hangar. “Now let’s get to the bottom of this.”
***
The Blue Heron lowered in a clearing a good distance away from the Omega Archiver crash site, and Titan Chimera strode down the hangar ramp, looking like even more of a chimera than it had in a while, with its one teal arm. It was almost nostalgic.
Locke waited for Titan Long Shot to follow him out, and then the Blue Heron lifted off again as they began to stride toward the crash site. He’d considered waiting for the Indigo Gryphon, given how close the ship was, but he didn’t trust the situation enough to let up the pressure, even a little bit.
Until now, the site had been largely quiet, but as they approached, Locke noticed slow signs of activity beginning to emerge—people stumbling out of various hatches, carrying the injured, or else trying to escape the uncertain danger of the structure. The closer they drew, the more Locke realized that activity was concentrated in the hangar.
“Quad’s still up,” Ember reported. “I also see at least fifteen rigs and two mage carriages. They’re loading boxes onto the carriages. Can’t say what’s inside, but the contents look heavy.”
Locke nodded inside his cockpit. Her visual sensors were more acute than his, a necessity of her sniping function.
“Any sign of Sloan?” Locke asked.
“None so far. No Final Edict, either.”
“Keep your eyes open. I wouldn’t be surprised if Pious has some more tricks up his sleeves.”
Locke swept his vision around the area, looking for signs of the mech.
But found none.
Not even a crushed arm or leg sticking out from underneath the wreckage.
He didn’t like that one bit. But now the people in the hangar had begun to take notice of the two titans stomping toward them, and he could clearly see what kind of trouble they were about to face.
Fifteen mostly undamaged rigs stomped out to meet them, forming a wall of squat, heavy metal between them and the quad. The quad itself shifted, as if coming back to life, reorienting itself on its four massive legs and striding slowly out of the hangar behind the phalanx of rigs.
The only other quad Locke had faced before was one belonging to Bort Drasti’s mercenary company, with cannons on three of its four sides and enough space to transport a squad of rigs. This one wasn’t nearly so large, its platform barely wide enough to hold four rigs, and it only had one turreted gun. What it lacked in weapons, though, it made up for with power. The furnace hanging beneath its belly glowed with fierce brightness relative to its size, and the cannon itself looked like it had been built to incinerate titans.
A trio of energy mages scurried around the platform as they prepped it to fire, and in the meantime, the rigs advanced, all their right arms also glowing hot.
Locke snatched Deathly Rhythm’s short sword from his back with one hand and charged up an energy blast with the other.
“I’ll occupy the rigs while you prep a shot,” he declared. “Let the quad pull away from the airship, then send it straight to hell. Don’t risk damaging the ship.”
“Got it,” Ember confirmed.
With that, Locke raised a short sword and charged the nearest rig. The phalanx opened up with a fusillade of energy bolts, but Locke engaged his time and gravity catalysts and dodged aside with ease, his titan’s powerful, thundering stride never faltering. Another salvo streaked across the wooded terrain, and he blasted his gravity catalyst to leap into the air, then blasted again to come crashing down with the full gravity-enhanced weight of his titan. He kicked a rig onto its back, swiped his sword through its torso, then gathered an energy ball in his free hand.
The fallen rig exploded.
Locke used the debris and smoke provided by the explosion to launch his crackling energy ball at the last place he’d seen a rig, and heard another satisfying explosion as it connected.
The remaining three rigs on that side pressed forward, backed up by the encroaching quad—which hadn’t fired yet, Locke realized. But then, the quad’s mages probably wanted the airship preserved as much as he did, albeit for entirely different reasons. They likely wanted to keep their resources as much as he wanted to seize them.
He saw the middle concentration of five rigs shoot a blast at Ember, which she dodged and answered by incinerating one of them with her cannon. But the remaining twelve still advanced on both of them like a shield wall, and even though Locke could fly, he couldn’t do anything to destroy the quad until it was further from the ship.
“That quad’s not coming out to play,” Ember observed. “I still don’t have a shot.”
“Let me see if I can urge it on.”
Was his gravity magic strong enough to pick it up and move it himself? Locke wondered.
He decided to try; he punched magic into his catalyst, leapt over the wall of rigs, and thudded to a stop just beside the quad. It was three quarters as tall as his titan—not an insurmountable size—and so he clamped his hands upon its edge and fired his gravity catalyst up again.
The great platform began to creak under the strain of the unusual force, and the mages on it scrambled to reorient the cannon toward him as its legs began to rise off the ground. The attempt was moot, though. The cannon moved jerkily, as if some important mechanism inside it had been damaged. His titan began to groan audibly, too, even with his magic, and though he could lift half, he wasn’t strong enough to move the whole thing. He could have tipped it over, but he still needed it to be away from the airship, so instead he dropped it, energized his gravity catalyst again, and flew over the still-moving wall of rigs.
“The central rigs are shielding the quad’s furnace,” Ember reported as he landed. “We’ll need to deal with them before I can get a good shot.”
Suddenly the furnace behind those rigs flared even brighter, and the depths of the cannon barrel began to glow white.
“I think they’re tired of waiting,” Locke stated.
“Janky shot, though,” Ember commented.
It really was, Locke conceded. The cannon wasn’t pointing at either of their titans, which he was about to chalk up to its bad handling … until he followed the line of its aim.
And saw it pointed directly at the too-close outline of the Blue Heron.
“Alyssa! What are you doing?” he shouted. “Get out of there!”
The Heron began to move, but airships weren’t fast. Locke punched his gravity catalyst and leapt toward the quad, hoping he could reach the barrel before it fired.
He couldn’t.
A great, blinding bolt of white turned night into day and carried it straight for the Blue Heron, and Alyssa and Bexley, and everything that had been his home for the last nine months.
“Shit!” he cried, as he watched it sear through the night.
And then watched it stop midair, not even halfway to the ship.
A great blur of light swished over Locke’s head, not from the Omega Archiver, but from something above it, and when it slowed to circle the halted bolt, he saw that it was a titan, one hand extended out toward the projectile as if to catch it.
The now-trembling energy bolt illuminated the titan like a spotlight. It was a broad, bulky thing with the rough shape of an exaggerated bodybuilder cosplaying as a knight. Perhaps a cyberpunk knight. Amidst its gray-black armor, its contours and most dramatic edges gleamed with stylish electric blue mage lighting that didn’t seem associated with any catalysts, but rather put Locke in mind of the titan version of the underglow on a slick street racer’s car. The actual catalysts gleamed even brighter than those, though, searing purple as the titan held the bolt in place with its gravity magic alone.
It squeezed its open hand into a fist, and the trembling bolt of white light collapsed into a burst of sparks, its energy crushed and expended.
And when the airship winged into view low over the Omega Archiver, Locke realized his mistake. This wasn’t the Blue Heron at all! It was the Indigo Gryphon!
“Ricochet Cavalier reporting in!” Rion greeted from the titan, and then flared his gravity catalysts and dove to join the battle.
Mid-flight, Locke saw him punch another fist out and shoot a cable from its underside, similar to Sloan’s chain dart. It plunged into one of the rigs like a taser wire. With another flare of Ricochet Cavalier’s catalysts, the rig bounced up into the air like it was merely a kicked soda can. Rion yanked the cable back and punched the rig, it crumpled like a soda can, too.
“Glad you didn’t miss all the fun!” Locke radioed, and thus Titan Chimera, Titan Long Shot, and now Titan Ricochet Cavalier rejoined the battle.
Meanwhile, the Indigo Gryphon dipped down behind them at an audacious speed for a ship of its size, then lifted off at an equally deft speed as two other titans stomped out of its hangar. Locke recognized the sturdy gray and gold frame of Titan Ghostly Parable from their mission with Ray all those months ago. He didn’t recognize the other, but with its hyper-feminine lime green shape, Mad Max-worthy spiked shoulder pauldrons, and a wild mane of simulated hair pulled straight from a glam metal cover, he doubted he’d ever forget it. As the second titan ran, it spooled out a large swiftmetal war hammer. Matter mage, then.
“You remember Ray,” Rion said as he cable-punched another rig. “My girl Sanja’s in Glam Hammer, and the captain’s up on the sniping platform in Splendid Defender.” He gestured to the flamboyant titan, then up to the Indigo Gryphon in the sky, where Locke could already see the shape of a cannon-wielding titan positioned on the roof. “What’s the situation down here?”
Locke nodded his thanks for their help, knowing it was woefully insufficient, but having no time for a more formal acknowledgment.
“We need to secure the crash site and prevent anyone from escaping,” he replied. “Everyone on this ship needs to be held for arrest and interrogation. Also be aware: Director Pemberton is behind this; he’s a void mage; and he just tried to kill me with a custom Index elite titan called Final Edict.”
“Yeah, the captain mentioned Pious was behind all this,” Rion exclaimed. “I thought you guys were shittin’ us!”
“We shit you not.” Locke shook Titan Chimera’s head. “There’s more to it than that, but we need to secure the area first.”
“Right. Then let’s get to work!” Rion’s Ricochet Cavalier waved the other titans to move in.
Rion didn’t reply with any more quips, instead taking on a serious commanding tone with his titans that was better suited to the situation.
“Ray, contain the fleeing Indexers. Sanja, clear out those rigs. Everyone, watch out for enemy titans.”
“Well, you sure know how to please a lady!” a woman’s voice whooped over the radio, with a tone that suggested he’d asked for something much sexier than smashing a rig, or perhaps that she enjoyed both equally. Either way, Locke had complete confidence in her from that voice alone. It was a voice with tattoos and bruises from bar fights, but not nearly as many bruises as the other guy, and when she ran up to the rigs, it was to smash her hammer across one’s legs as if it was little more than a croquet mallet, and the rig a very crunchy ball. The rig’s legs crumpled with a dramatic clang, and she whirled her hammer around as artfully as if it was a dance baton before smashing its momentum straight down on the rig’s bubble hatch, and then traipsing off to the next rig as if this was a mere game to her. As deftly as she wielded that hammer, it may very well have been. A purple gleam amidst the blow suggested matter wasn’t her only aptitude, and perfectly explained the crazy motion with which she spun that hammer. She was a multiclass mage like Ray.
“Confirmed,” Ray said much more formally. He spooled out his matter sword and stomped off, dragging it along the ground and in the process pulling up a story-tall perimeter of earth, which he intermittently sprayed with his energy catalyst to coat it in a thin, slippery layer of ice.
With Ghostly Parable containing the Indexers and Ricochet Cavalier, Glam Hammer, and Long Shot by his side, Locke knew they’d make quick work of the rigs. In mere minutes, all fifteen laid in a stretched-out pile of frozen, gravity-crushed, hammered, and generally blown up debris, and soon all that remained was the quad, still trudging along.
And still not very far from the airship. But a wicked idea reentered Locke’s head.
“Rion, think we can lift that thing together?”
“Between me and a void mage?” Ricochet Cavalier flexed an artificially muscular arm for emphasis. “Heck yeah.”
“Then let’s do it.”
When the energy mages saw them coming, they just jumped off the side of the quad and risked the fall damage. Rion caught them with his magic, but set them down roughly in the back of the hangar. With Rion on the other side of the quad, it was no trouble to lift the thing off the ground. Their titans still creaked under the strain of the weight. The quad’s legs skittered wildly like giant, heavy bug legs and made balancing a challenge, but soon the titans had moved the quad far enough that they wouldn’t risk much damage to the airship.
Locke and Rion settled the machine down, then flew back toward the crashed structure.
“It’s all yours, Ember,” Locke said with a grin.
A bolt of brilliant white shot from Titan Long Shot’s cannon, straight into the vulnerable furnace.
The entire quad exploded.
Locke and Rion both threw their titans’ hands out to gravity-snatch any large debris that chanced toward the airship—and then heard a great squeal come from the hangar beneath them. The two mage cars from before used their distraction to blast through the field of flaming debris and speed off as quickly as they could toward an opening in Ray’s perimeter.
“Stop them!” Locke ordered, at which point both he and Rion had the exact same idea. They flung the debris they’d caught out ahead of the cars in arcs that would land directly in front of the vehicles, right as a freezing beam from the Indigo Gryphon—from Captain Belista in Splendid Defender—blasted a trail of ice to further impede them. Both vehicles smashed to a halt, their fronts fully crumpled against the sudden obstacles.
When the Indexers tried to run, Locke and Rion simply plucked them off the ground with their gravity magic.
“Things go a lot smoother when there’re six titans,” Locke mused. “Well, shall we start cleaning up?”
Chapter Fourteen
Locke sighed as he and Rion returned their mechs to the ground. The violence of the night might have been over—he hoped—but he still had his own mission to complete. He still needed to find Sloan and get to the bottom of … whatever this was. But they needed to secure the area first.
Ember, Ray, and Sanja built pens of ice and swiftmetal to hold captured Indexers, and Locke and Rion used their gravity catalysts to snatch attempted escapees straight off the ground and plop them inside.
Once the number of escape attempts diminished, both the Blue Heron and Indigo Gryphon landed close by, and Captain Belista disembarked from Splendid Defender to begin to coordinate the arrests of the captured Indexers, which was how Locke learned that the Constabularies occasionally granted the authority of law to qualified Index-commissioned captains, much in the same way captains in the age of sail—on ships far from any land-based authority—would be granted special powers of their own.
Once Locke saw her in her magesuit, he realized she was the perfect person to fill that position, too. With their skintight fits, magesuits made most of their wearers look like absolute sex bombs, and while Captain Belista’s did emphasize the curves of her form, it also emphasized that her curves were those of a god damn tank of a woman, and anyone who defied them was going to be run over in keeping with that build. (Locke briefly wondered how someone as buff as Belista could produce someone as slender and adorable as Aster, but that was a question for another time.)
“We have room to hold all captives on board the Indy,” Belista reported to Alyssa, “and Sevas and the other engineers are finagling up additional restraints. This area is in Archstone’s jurisdiction, and I’ve notified the Archstone Index and Constabulary so they can start getting to the bottom of this. They should arrive by morning.”
“You’ll want to check the captives for glimmerhaze, too,” Locke warned from inside Titan Chimera as he monitored the process. “The first person we captured back in the city chose to die by overdose. It might have been a one-off, but better safe than sorry. We need people to interrogate.”
“Will do,” Captain Belista replied.
“Then if your titans will guard the area,” Locke declared, “I’ll go into the wreckage with my crew and find Sloan.”
“I’ll send some of Erudicia’s team with you,” Captain Belista offered. “Her archaeologists are well prepared for any spontaneous danger that might occur in there, and there are probably people hiding inside. We’ve only counted thirty or so captives thus far. That’s a small number for a ship this large.”
“You’re right,” Locke agreed. “We’ll be cautious.”
He and Ember returned to the Blue Heron, then, to disembark from their titans and prepare to enter the crashed airship. Soon a small cluster of archaeologists began to make their way to the open hangar. Ember brightened noticeably when she saw who’d be joining them.
Erudicia Q’Van strutted up in a puffy pirate-like shirt and corset open to show just a little bit of cleavage, a fiery plume of red hair streaked white with age and experience, and an equally fiery face that didn’t give a shit whether someone thought she was too old to wear all those things at once. Though the machete at her waist dared them to try, and the void shotgun she rested over her shoulder asked, “Are you sure you want to try?”
“You’re coming with us?” Ember asked with a bright smile.
“Of course,” Erudicia replied. “A crashed airship is as good a place as any to get some quality time with my daughter, though I must say I’d rather not make a tradition of it.”
Locke chuckled. The last time they’d all seen each other in person was at the ruin-that-was-really-a-giant-mimic-that-had-swallowed-Erudicia’s-whole-airship.
“Yeah, you really do need to have a family day that involves something other than airship disasters.”
“Well, at least the last disaster gave me practice for this one,” Erudicia replied with a sharp grin. “Though hopefully whatever’s inside won’t be as challenging as mimics.”
Locke nodded with a grin of his own, for more reasons than one. Erudicia had weeks of experience defending herself from mutant mimics in an environment similar to this one, and if she could survive weird magic-enhanced mimics, she could certainly handle a bunch of rogue Indexers.
“I’ve also brought some of my finest backup.” Erudicia thumbed a hand over her shoulder as five more walked up to join their party, all armed with void pistols or rifles. Locke vaguely recognized some of them from the bounty in the ruin but didn’t know any of their names. All looked fairly conventional for archaeologists, though—Haven archaeologists, anyway—manly with lean muscle, glasses strapped to their heads like goggles, and expressions that were actually kind of bored, given that they usually dealt with monsters, not people.
Locke retrieved a pistol from the hangar’s weapons locker.
“Shall we go, then?” he asked, and everyone in the party nodded.
Under normal circumstances, Locke would have been slightly nervous about the complete indifference that radiated from Erudicia’s companions—but then, knowing what he knew of Erudicia’s crew, he suspected that the boredom on the archaeologists’ faces masked skill, not apathy. He wasn’t surprised when Erudicia and two of the men offered to take the lead, being more experienced in these kinds of searches than he and Ember. He was also not surprised by what happened next.
They’d barely passed the hangar when two hidden Indexers ambushed them from a cabin. Locke raised his pistol, but the gesture proved unnecessary. The Indexers had armed themselves with makeshift melee weapons, but Erudicia’s muscle nerds restrained them with headlocks and rope bonds and then dragged them out to Captain Belista’s holding area. They hadn’t even pulled out their own weapons to do it, hadn’t even spoken between each other, and the group maintained that silence as it searched the halls, careful to take in every suspicious noise.
Now Locke joined Erudicia and her shotgun at the front.
They’d finished the first hallway before another Indexer tried to ambush them, this one shouting “Hail Avarice” as he attacked. This assailant didn’t have so much as a wrench to swing. Locke dispatched him with a savage uppercut, and so thoroughly knocked him out that two more of the archaeologists had no trouble dragging him to the Indigo Gryphon.
“‘Hail Avarice’?” Erudicia stated as her companions carried him off.
Locke decided that the time for secrecy had passed. “A moon cult, apparently. Not entirely sure why they think Avarice is so great, considering that it’s the thing that destroyed the Precursors and has been dropping shadow dregs on us for centuries but, well, cultists aren’t known for their rational thought.”
“That’s the truth.” Erudicia sighed, with an unexpectedly casual familiarity that, in retrospect, made sense to Locke. After all, as an adventure archaeologist on a planet with magical ancient ruins, she’d probably had more than a few run-ins with cultists of various sorts in her day.
Soon the original two archaeologists returned and the process repeated, complete with several additional cries of “Hail Avarice,” but slowly Locke began to realize that, as challenges went, this wasn’t one. Some of the Indexers put up a fight, but most weren’t skilled combatants and were easily subdued.
Moreover, the cabins Locke and his companions surveyed looked disturbingly normal despite the cultists that must have occupied them. Some had bags and luggage inside, but all contained mundane personal effects, no indication of the more insidious activities that must have been going on within the ship.
They swept the first of the four floors without further incident.
It wasn’t until halfway through the second floor that things began to get interesting.
Near the ship’s midpoint, the hallway split to encircle a self-contained room, its hatch secured with a complex series of locks and marked “Authorized Personnel Only.”
“I have a key,” Erudicia stated. “You might want to plug your ears.”
And then she blasted off all three locks with her void shotgun.
Locke removed his fingers from his ears, then pulled the heavy cabin door open and stepped in first. The room beyond flickered under dim, damaged mage lights, such that it was hard to tell what he was looking at, at first. Erudicia flipped a switch on her shotgun, and some of the void essence stored in the weapon’s little tank burned to cast a focused light ahead.
In the center of the room stood an obvious surgical table—clean, possibly even unused, but notable for its presence. For the rest of the room didn’t look like an infirmary. As Erudicia swept her light around, they spotted one or two metal cabinets, but the rest of the room was dominated by shelves of fluid-filled tanks about half the height of the average person.
Locke strode forward and pointed Erudicia toward the nearest one.
“Direct your light here,” he said, peering into the curious depths of the tank. The shape inside was nebulous, as if still forming, but he thought he recognized the vague honeycomb shape in its transparent, milky-looking form.
“Are those catalysts?” Ember asked. “They’ve got the crystal pattern, but this is no production method I’ve ever seen.”
“Nor I,” Erudicia echoed.
“This certainly looks like one,” Locke stated. “The crystal pattern’s definitely there.” He glanced over to the next tank and directed Erudicia to it, too. Then the next. And slowly, as he took in each one of the stacked twelve, he began to form a picture of what they were. The crystalline contents of each tank changed as he went down the line, became more defined.
Until he reached the tank at the far end of the line, which contained two complete and perfect humeri.
“Those are bones,” Locke said. “Upper arm bones. Or catalysts shaped to look like them.”
“They’re not just bones,” Erudicia stated. “They look like dragon bones.”
“How can you tell?” Locke asked.
“There’s an iridescence to them that non-dragon bones don’t have,” Erudicia continued. “At least, of the bones I’ve encountered in my studies. Are they growing artificial dragon bone catalysts here?”
“It looks like it,” Locke breathed.
And given what Sloan was known for, he wasn’t sure he liked the implication. For dragon bones were naturally-occurring catalysts that allowed the dragons to use their magic without tools, and Sloan’s artificial bones had been based on them.
Was this a continuation of the same research that had modified her? Were these the same cultists? Was Pious one of them, after making such a show of “rescuing” Sloan all those years ago?
Was this all part of some vast, extended plan?
“The Index needs to investigate this,” Locke said darkly.
Erudicia nodded. “We’ll see to it once they arrive.”
The room provided no other information, though, so they continued on. They finished the second floor with no incidents, passed the third with a few more captures …
And then they found the suite on the fourth floor.
The first thing Locke saw was Sloan’s corset and skirt, neatly folded atop a bed bolted into a corner, and yet ripped and splashed with blood. Locke stepped into the room and picked it up. On closer examination, he found that the blood likely wasn’t hers—it was purely external—but the implication of the ripped clothing lit an inferno of fury in his chest.
“She will remain unharmed as long as she is in my charge,” Pious had said.
A woman’s ripped-off clothes did not imply any kind of unharm.
But then he noticed something strange about the pattern of the tears. There were layers to Sloan’s clothing—linings and aesthetic pieces and whatnot beneath the external parts—and when he turned the pieces inside out, he saw that, while the external parts were torn, the internal parts were in far worse condition. As if they’d been damaged first.
From the inside.
And then he spotted a telltale tuft of white fur caught in one of the tears.
“She transformed,” he said, and then returned his gaze to the blood. Upon closer examination, he saw that the blood on her leather corset was indeed limited to the thick outermost layer; none was visible on the parts that would have touched her skin. “Sloan must have put up one hell of a fight.” Now he looked down to the bed on which the clothing had been lying—and spotted more hair in the distinct shape of Sloan’s panther body. “And then she … slept here?”
He glanced around the bed area.
“See if you can find any other blood,” he commanded, and the others dispersed to look around and in the connecting chambers. Something about this room was strange. Pious had told him that she’d transformed—that it was the reason she’d been tranquilized—but why board a prisoner in a room like this?
There was a parlor-like room attached to the bedroom, so he strode in there.
“Anything?” he asked.
“No blood,” Erudicia stated, and the others echoed her findings. “Something was definitely stored in this room, though.” She indicated a bookshelf in a corner and opened its cabinet doors to reveal a distinct, uneven outline of book spines lined up in a clean silhouette on an undusted bookshelf, the dust itself recently disturbed in a flurry of motion.
“Wait, I think I have something!” Ember cried from beside her, and reached under the couch to produce a piece of paper—a scrap, even, the kind to be easily lost and forgotten. She looked it over, then handed it to him.
On it was a series of rough honeycomb-like sketches vaguely resembling what he knew as a chemical structure diagram, with quick, hand-scrawled notes pointing to random connections and reading things like “Check against Article C21B.4,” “Possible adaptation of S.L. technique,” “Compare to Laz. cats,” and “beer?” The last was very likely a mundane note for that day—there were so many question marks all over the whole thing that it was obviously a very casual, early-stage sketch—but he had a suspicion what it might be a sketch of.
“We need to show this to Bexley,” Locke said, and folded it to slip into the dry chest pocket on the inside of his magesuit. “Perhaps it has something to do with that pink catalyst we saw.”
“Pink catalyst?” Erudicia asked.
Locke nodded. “Final Edict has a catalyst I’ve never seen before. Or at least, a color I’ve never seen on a catalyst. No idea what it does, though.” He glanced around the room again. “Anything else worth taking?”
“Not that I’ve seen,” Ember said, and the others concurred.
They proceeded on. Not much was left of the fourth floor, and Locke’s hope of finding Sloan was beginning to wane. If she was still here, surely she’d have wrecked her captors and come for him, or at least made some sort of noise to draw attention to herself. The Sloan he knew wasn’t the type to give up. Was she still tranquilized, perhaps, even after all this time?
The point became moot when they found a hatch on the fourth floor that led to a second, smaller hangar. There were bays for ten tiny, zippy airships.
And all of them were empty.
“I think we know where the rest of the crew went.” Locke sighed, and pivoted to make his way back.
Chapter Fifteen
“But how could that many ships escape without us noticing?” Ember asked. “And Final Edict, too?”
That was one of the biggest mysteries of the past night, Locke reflected. They’d searched the entire immediate area, but despite the size, ostentatious wings, and clearly murderous intent of its pilot, Final Edict had vanished without a trace, and Locke couldn’t even figure out when it had done so. It would have had to make its escape before the Indigo Gryphon came onto the scene, otherwise they’d have seen it leave from the air—but there wasn’t a whole lot of time between when he’d seen it last and when the Indy arrived.
Locke could understand not seeing the fleeing airships during the heat of the battle, to a degree; if the bays were any indication, they were small, sized like personal airships, probably used as auxiliary transports for the Omega Archiver. But to have missed the titan …
“The Archstone Wilds are notoriously dense,” Captain Belista contributed from her end of the breakfast table. “And the Omega Archiver crashed close to their edge. I’d not be surprised if Final Edict and the airships dipped under the canopy and hid that way. Lots of bandits hide out there for similar reasons, and it’s hard to track anything through those woods because of all the verticality. The trees intertwine aboveground, you see. In fact, it’s sometimes best not to think of the Wilds as a conventional forest, but as sprawling mega-trees, each with dozens—if not hundreds—of trunks. This means trackers have to consider surfaces other than the ground. A titan will leave a trail, certainly, but Pious and his Indexers would likely stick to the Wildlanes, where they’d leave no trace.
“The Wildlanes?” Locke asked.
“A large empty space between the canopy and the interconnecting branch network,” Belista explained. “Large enough in spots for even medium-sized airships to fly through, and easily large enough to accommodate a titan and some small airships. That might even be why they were headed this way to begin with—not for Edgewater, but for the Wilds. And that’s even before you consider all the monsters that can interfere with searches. The Wilds have a substantial concentration, compared to other forests.”
Locke poked the bacon on his plate idly and sighed. After a night like last, they were all starving for a good breakfast, but Sloan being gone complicated that, too. Seeing their lack of a cook, Captain Belista had offered up breakfast on her ship, so now his crew gathered with the captain and her key staff in the Indigo Gryphon’s mess hall while wave upon wave of succulent smells poured from the nearby canteen window.
The Indigo Gryphon’s mess was far more luxuriant than the Blue Heron’s, being that the Indy was, after all, a Vasori ship, and even Vasori as unsnobbish as Captain Belista liked to travel in style. It reminded Locke of a spacious hotel sunroom, with plenty of decorative plants, elegant tables, and seating secured to tracks in the floor, and if Locke weren’t lamenting the loss of one of his crew, he would have almost felt like he was starting a vacation.
“It’s probably safe to assume Sloan’s with the titan,” Locke thought aloud, “so if we find Final Edict, we find her. Trouble is, how do we find her? And how do we beat the titan when we do?”
“You mean besides pounding it to scrap?” said the newest titan mage of Locke’s acquaintance. Sanja sat across Rion’s lap in little more than a magesuit bikini top, skintight pants, and punkish black boots with an equally punkish leather jacket. She didn’t have any tattoos that he could see, much to his surprise, but she did have a tousle of short, bright green hair that echoed the wildness of her mech’s. Somehow he was wholly unsurprised to hear that question—or see that appearance—come from someone with a mech named Glam Hammer.
“If the state of Locke’s titan is any indication, it’d be rough,” Rion replied, popping a strip of bacon into his mouth.
“Yeah, but between our two ships, we’ve got six titans.” Sanja shrugged, and snuck a mischievous bite from the end of the bacon in Rion’s mouth before he could finish it. (Rion didn’t seem to mind.) “You mean to say all six of us couldn’t take out one titan?”
“Final Edict is exceptionally dangerous,” Locke warned. “Regardless, it may be best to focus on learning what Pious is up to. That way we can then deduce his next moves.”
“I knew I didn’t like that man,” Sevas grumbled from the other side of Rion and Sanja. “I haven’t liked him since I started at the Index.”
“Sev, you didn’t like him because you thought he talked too much,” Rion snorted.
“People who talk that much often mean their volume of words to hide things,” Sevas retorted. “And it turns out I wasn’t wrong.”
“He does have a point,” a quiet young woman chimed by Sevas’ elbow.
Aster Peregrine was one of the more interesting people on the Indigo Gryphon, Locke reflected, though he had to admit it was mostly because he was perplexed by her. She was slender, adorable, and sweet, with hair gathered back in cute puffs that all combined to make Locke wonder if she really was Captain Belista Peregrine’s daughter. In that respect, about the only thing the two had in common was their dark skin color.
Aster was also obviously skilled, given that she was Sevas’ second in their hangar, and that she apparently built rigs for fun, but he’d never been able to figure out what drew someone as bashful as her to someone as intense and … complicated as Sevas. And yet they were apparently in the midst of the biggest whirlwind romance their ship had ever seen, if not a full hurricane romance (or at least a tropical storm).
Sevas regarded her agreement with a pleasant smile, but when he turned to face the rest of them, it was with a smile that was both smug about being right and pissed about it.
Rion shrugged and nodded at the same time. “You always have been an accurate judge of character.”
“It’s a survival instinct,” Sevas replied.
“I don’t like the implication of the bones you mentioned,” chimed Captain Belista’s final titan mage. Ray Q’Van sat opposite Rion, probably to better coordinate with his mage superior but also in a way that emphasized how opposite from the man he was. Where Rion slouched powerfully with battle-messy hair and a girl on his lap, Ray sat with a straight spine that had probably never slouched in its life, red hair that had likely been combed back into place the moment it left that place, and no girl at all—though he didn’t seem to notice the fact, too preoccupied with the thin folio he now opened before his tiny, snooty espresso cup.
“Especially given that they seem derived from dragon bones,” Ray continued. “It’s well-known that dragon bones are naturally-occurring catalysts, and given that the bones you found were human scale, I think it’s clear he plans on implanting them into people so that mages can wield void essence without restrictions. But that sort of bodily modification is highly illegal, and it makes one wonder why the Director of the Arcane Index would do something so brazen. To what end?”
“Do you think the bones could account for his sudden power spike, too?” Alyssa asked from beside Locke.
“Or his sudden magery in general?” Ember said, to Ray’s left. “Unless he’s secretly been a mage this whole time.”
“He’s never been a mage,” Captain Belista stated with confidence. “In Vasor, the Pemberton family is known for its high density of talented mages, and is particularly notorious for ostracizing members who don’t uphold that image. They’re actually pretty pissed that he still claims their name.” She sighed. “I wonder how much of this nonsense of his derives from that. He’s certainly more powerful than any of them now.”
“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Ember said, then smirked. “Vasori outcasts make a hobby of pissing off the main family.”
“It still doesn’t explain how he gave himself the power, though,” Ray said. “I spoke to mother’s magi-biology team before I came here, and while there have of course been efforts to generate magical talents in non-magical people, none have ever succeeded. At least, that are on record.”
“On record with the Index,” Sevas stated, and Locke noticed that he didn’t make eye contact with anyone as he spoke, just looked down into his spice tea as if he wanted to think of something else.
“Is there another research body?” Locke asked.
“Not a recognized one,” Sevas said, still looking into his tea. “But then Luciola isn’t a recognized city-state; it doesn’t have an Arcane Index, and it isn’t subject to Index dictates, which means it does whatever the mage lords allow.”
“Which is?”
Sevas shrugged darkly. “Anything that benefits them; the mage lords allow for extensive bodily manipulation, both voluntary and involuntary. And your missing pilot is a likely indicator that a Luciolan matter mage has been involved with this issue from the beginning. She looks like someone who has taken the aspect—or had it forced upon her.”
Locke had been about to nod—the crew of the Indy had learned the essentials of Sloan’s situation over their past several months of interacting. But the wording of Sevas’ final sentence was strange, which made him wonder if Sevas had a different understanding of Sloan’s circumstances than he did.
“What do you mean by ‘taken the aspect’?” Locke asked.
“It’s a Luciolan … tradition, for lack of a better term,” Sevas replied, though his lip curled in disgust as he said the word. “Each of the mage lords has a symbolic beast, and when a person enters a mage lord’s servitude, they often do what is called ‘taking the aspect,’ which involves having parts of their body modified to echo the symbolic beast. The servitude is not always willful, nor is the transformation, and in those cases it’s often done to reflect the … tastes of the mage lord.” He paused for a heavy, meaningful nod. “The style of your Miss Sloan’s appearance suggests she was modified by someone who was familiar with those kinds of tastes, perhaps for a mage lord who preferred his women with a feline aspect, which in turn suggests that at least one Luciolan matter mage was involved.”
Another sudden flare of rage burned through Locke’s body as he heard those words. He’d only ever thought of Sloan’s appearance as a weird, cute quirk, something she chose for herself, given that she was, after all, a shapeshifter. That it might have been forced upon her as part of a Luciolan’s fetish put her appearance in an entirely different light … and made him wonder if the traumas she’d endured under the cultists were not wholly scientific.
But no, Locke reflected, Sloan had been remarkably open with him about what she’d gone through at the Index, and she’d never brought up stories of that particular nature. Perhaps her appearance was of her own volition, and just happened to coincide with Luciolan practices. After all, she’d had plenty of opportunities to change if she’d wanted to. But now wasn’t the time to ponder such things.
“It’s entirely possible,” Sevas continued, “that this same mage figured out how to generate artificial mage talents and the director got a hold of that research when he confiscated the cultists’ documents.”
Now Locke did nod. Regardless of whether a Luciolan was responsible for Sloan’s appearance, everything Sevas had just said sounded like a logical explanation. After all, according to Ray, Luciola’s centuries of war and power struggles had started with a failed mage-experiment-turned-disaster that wiped out half the region. Modern Luciola was one of those areas that was an enigma to most who lived outside it, but historically it was no stranger to ill-advised and unethical magic. And of all of them, no one would know the horrors and logic of Luciola better than Sevas.
“But if the director’s working with Luciolans, then why do we keep getting attacked by Luciolan bandits?” Rion exclaimed.
And then his face went blank.
“Oh. Shit. We’re working for the director, too.”
As he said it, a dark cloud drifted over the morning sun outside, as if to emphasize the depth of what they’d all just realized.
“We’ve been working for the director this whole time, and he just tried to kill me,” Locke breathed. “It’s entirely possible that he was using us, and now that he has what he wants, we’re expendable.”
“But we weren’t doing magic dragon bone research!” Bexley exclaimed.
“Which implies that the moon has something to do with all this, too,” Locke stated. “But how could he possibly put our dark specter findings to use?” He looked to Ray. “What did you learn in your dark specter research? What did you send him?”
“I sent him a lot of stuff!” Ray snapped, though not at Locke personally. Locke didn’t see Ray often, but he imagined the rising color in his face was uncharacteristic, and angry at the implication of what he’d unwittingly done. He paged through the papers in his folio now, more as a distraction than for their information. “I didn’t find anything I personally considered more than curious, but I did learn that dark specters are essentially… a form of living liquid catalyst. They don’t wield magic themselves, but they can—”
He scrambled for a particular page and, when he found it, tapped on some notes he’d written.
“Let me think.” Ray paused and read over the page as if trying to understand what he’d found in this new, insidious light. And then he ran both hands through his hair and sighed. “He didn’t get his research from Luciola. He got it from me. Or—I don’t know, maybe he did get some from Luciola. After all—”
“What did you find?” Locke asked.
“Here.” Ray sighed again, and then handed the relevant sheet to Locke. It was written in a maddening and near-illegibly elegant hand, though, so Locke was glad when Ray continued: “Dark specters don’t wield magic like mages do, but they can enhance the magic of other beings. Think of them as a catalyst amplifier.” Ray nodded to Rion for reasons Locke couldn’t discern, and Rion nodded back, looking sheepish.
“Yeah, it’s legit, too,” Rion said, carefully not making eye contact with his captain.
Captain Belista noticed, and made eyes at Rion so intense that his came back to meet hers against their own volition.
“Do you mean to tell me you experimented with volatile dark specter material without my clearance?” she demanded.
“Circumstances demanded it,” Rion replied, making a noble effort to keep his gaze firm. “I couldn’t have gotten the job done without the extra boost.”
Captain Belista didn’t have to make any effort to keep her gaze firm, but she also struck Locke as the type of captain who knew that a public breakfast table was not the proper time to give her lead titan mage a tongue lashing (and probably time in the brig, if the hardness of her eyes was any indication).
“We’ll return to this matter once we’re on float,” she said.
“Honestly,” Rion added, “I’d intended to apply for clearance to test it, but then those bandits came and stole the titan cores we found.”
“Ah, so it was then.” Captain Belista didn’t nod in sudden approval, but her tone suggested that something, at least, made more sense. She turned back to Ray. “Why wasn’t it as dangerous as it sounds?”
“Because dark specters can be manipulated into compliance,” Ray explained. “In their purest form, they have control over themselves, but after a certain combination of void manipulations, they lose cohesion and become nothing more than their base magic-enhancing material. You can effectively inject dark specter material into a catalyst for a short-lived power boost. I wouldn’t be surprised if Pious somehow adapted the technique for his own ends.”
“Wait, so Luciolan research isn’t involved, then?” Locke asked, trying to keep all the threads together on the bulletin board of his mind.
“Well, we still don’t know how he gave himself the new power to begin with,” Alyssa said.
“And we still don’t know why he kidnapped Sloan,” Ember added. “Especially since he could have taken her earlier, when she was at the Index with him. Do you think a dark specter might have somehow overtaken him, and it’s the specter that’s doing all this?”
“No,” Locke said. “For all the weirdness of last night, Pious sounded very much like himself. Now that I think of it, there were points where he almost sounded regretful about what he was doing. I don’t quite understand it, but this doesn’t strike me as the behavior of a dark specter.”
“Does he have any deep ties to your pilot?” Captain Belista asked.
“You could say that,” Locke replied with a snort. “He basically raised her, as I understand it.”
“And she also has dragon catalyst bones …” Captain Belista thought aloud. “What are her coefficients?”
“That’s the thing,” Alyssa said. “She’s a skilled time mage, but her coefficients are fairly unremarkable. If Pious was after her mage talents, he has plenty of better choices.”
“Her matter magic is pretty unique, though,” Ember said. “That coefficient’s on the low side, but she can transform her whole body to a level of detail that not even the most skilled mage healers can achieve.” She indicated Sevas, who despite being in the care of one of the best healers in all of Haven, had still spent the better part of a decade trying to restore his body to a shape that could even walk unassisted. A lot of that had to do with the limitations of their actual medical knowledge. They could heal muscles, significant organs, and even wounds that would have been mortal back on Earth, but despite the wonders they could work with matter manipulation, their skill ended past a certain point of complexity. Locke had slowly reasoned that it was the point that dealt with any part of the body that transmitted electrical impulses. That Sloan could transform without thoroughly wrecking the delicate balance of her nervous system was amazing—especially considering that, malformed leg aside, most of Sevas’ problems seemed to derive from nerve pain.
Locke sighed. That had been a problem he’d hoped to be able to solve for his friend. After all, once Peth was out in the world in her new body, it would be easy to make the offer to Sevas. He’d be clear that Sevas’ physical body would have to die for it—which could have been a dealbreaker, given that he was now putting that body to use with Aster—but then, given the pain Rion said he suffered on his worst days, Sevas might have accepted anyway.
But he hadn’t sensed Peth’s presence since the attack in the hangar, and though he had the magic, she was the one with the pivotal spell.
He had as much idea about how Peth’s spell worked as he did Sloan’s transformations.
“The only other people who can transform that completely are dragons,” Locke observed. “And Sloan’s catalysts were derived from dragon bones, so maybe that’s the key.”
“But even so, why would that make her a target?” Bexley said. “She can only transform into a panther.”
“That we know of,” Locke said. “Pious could need her to transform into something else, but any guess I could make beyond that would be aimless conjecture. We just don’t know enough at this point. The only thing I know for certain is that I’m going to get her back.”
Captain Belista nodded. “The Archstone Constabulary already has a force sweeping the Wilds, and they’ll pick up the captive Indexers before noon. After that, we’ll be free to assist. What would you have us do?”
“That’s generous, but you’ve already diverted from your bounties for us once, and more meteors are falling by the hour.” Locke gestured outside the wide glass-paned wall, where bright streaks of fire still fell from the moon, and small towers of smoke dotted the horizon, suggesting far more battles against the resulting dregs than he’d seen in his entire time on this world. They’d been lucky in that one hadn’t crossed their path during all this, but he knew they’d only be lucky for so long.
“That many dregs are going to be a big problem for a lot of people,” he continued, “whereas the Sloan issue mostly affects us. You go help with the dregs and we’ll contact you once we know where we’ll need you.”
“Very well, then.” Captain Belista nodded. “We’ll be in the general area for a while, so we’ll be a call away.”
“Oh, while you’re still here—” Bexley chimed, looking to Locke. “Should we ask Sevas about the moon furnace, or should we scrap that idea since Pious approved it?”
“Excuse me, but what the hells?” Sevas sputtered into his tea. “What is this moon furnace?”
“A gravity furnace capable of reaching the moon,” Locke stated, “so we can take the fight directly to the shadow dregs.”
“No,” Sevas said.
Locke blinked at the speed of his reply. “But I thought you were all ‘Fuck the moon.’”
“It’s not a ‘fuck the moon’ thing. It’s a math thing. Let’s take the Indigo Gryphon as an example. If I were to launch a vehicle of its size off the planet, it would take over six hundred thousand gallons of void condensate with my most efficient furnace to even reach the moon.”
“So you’ve thought about it?” Locke grinned.
“No, I’m just very good at doing math in my head,” Sevas retorted, and he probably wasn’t lying. “The fact is, it’s not practical.”
Locke turned to Ray. “What about with modified dark specter goo?”
“I don’t know the mathematical values of dark specter goo yet,” Sevas shrugged before Ray could answer.
Ray nodded. “We have to quantify the boost first.” He quickly looked to Captain Belista. “Of course, I’d only test it with your approval.”
“We’ll discuss it once we’re on float,” Captain Belista said, carefully neither an approval or a denial.
“Wait. Do you have any on hand?” Locke asked. “You’ve already successfully tested it once before, and it sounds like the kind of thing that could help out in a pinch against a titan like Final Edict.”
Ray’s face went red and sheepish, and he kept his eyes firmly on Locke’s, careful to avoid Captain Belista’s. “I might have some leftover in my lab,” he replied, in a tone that definitely had some left over. “You’ll need to add a containment unit and injector to whichever catalysts you plan to use it on, but I’ll give you what I have.”
As Ray finished, he couldn’t resist the pull of Captain Belista’s gaze any longer. His head snapped back to her eyes, which were again hard with the possibility that some of her crew might end up in the brig.
Fortunately, Sevas of all people shattered the tension.
“Gods damn it, now it’s in my head!” he grumbled, with the frustration of one who previously wanted to blow off a project but now found himself intrigued by it. “Fine, I’ll do your math, see what I can come up with.”
“If the captain approves,” Captain Belista emphasized.
“If the captain approves,” Sevas repeated casually, and sipped his tea as if he didn’t care whether the captain approved or not.
“Thanks,” Locke said, and leaned up to stand from his seat. “In that case, we all—wait.”
He’d intended to set off with the girls for their own ship, but the motion of his standing alerted him to a little crinkle inside his magesuit’s chest pocket. In all the activity of the morning, he’d forgotten it was there, but now he reached inside his magesuit and produced the paper Ember had found on the floor of the suite in the Omega Archiver.
“Sevas, what do you make of this?” he asked, and passed it down the table in the engineer’s direction. Sevas accepted it from Sanja and unfolded it curiously.
“It’s obviously a catalyst crystal schematic,” he said. “Very rough, though, and of no kind I’ve ever seen.” He looked as if he was about to dismiss it, but then happened upon some random detail that caused him to hunch close to examine it, then show it to Aster as if to get a second opinion. “Wait,” Sevas continued. “That’s not entirely true. This particular method of diagramming a crystalline structure is very advanced; it involves layered panels of catalyst crystals similar to the ones I designed, but the panels are spaced wrong. Ah, perhaps that’s what the ‘Compare to Laz. cats.’ note means.”
“What are you talking about, Sevas?” Locke said. He considered himself knowledgeable of how to use catalysts, but everything Sevas said in the past minute just sounded like technobabble—well, magi-babble—to him.
“One of the defining elements of my catalyst designs is that the panels are not evenly spaced apart. The spacing varies by the type of magic being channeled and also affects how the void essence flows through the catalyst. I can assume the designer recognized this problem and wanted to compare this design to one of mine.”
“Can you tell what kind of magic it was meant to channel?” Locke asked. “Final Edict had a new type of catalyst in its lower back. It glowed pinkish. Magenta, technically, if we want to get specific, but I couldn’t identify what it was actually doing in the battle.”
“Maybe he somehow used Ray’s research to construct a dark specter goo-enhanced catalyst,” Rion suggested. “Hard to guess what he used it for specifically, but I could see something the color of a dark specter burning magenta in the right circumstances.”
“One thing that stands out to me is how very Precursor this sketch is,” Sevas said. “There’s a restricted section of the Arcane Index library that contains information on what are believed to be Precursor catalyst schematics, and Pious would certainly have had access to it.”
“Why is it restricted?” Alyssa asked.
“To protect the documents.” Sevas shrugged. “They’re over one thousand years old, after all. I was granted access to work on my final thesis, where I designed my first prototype taking cues from those documents. The thing you must know about Precursor catalysts is that they had more than four types. Some were intensely specialized variants of the types we know today. Others, well, we have no idea what function they served.”
“Why not?” Locke asked. “Hasn’t anyone tried to build them?”
“‘Tried’ is the operative word,” Sevas answered. “Simply put, we lack the engineering techniques—the necessary precision—to fully realize Precursor designs. For now, all we can do is take inspiration from them.” He stared at the schematic and frowned. “The longer I look at this one, though, the more familiar it seems—ah, yes.”
He took a napkin from the table, then accepted a pen from Aster and scrawled out what looked like a series of runes from Locke’s vantage.
“This was the document I remember it from,” he said, and passed it in Locke’s direction, “and the runic script associated with it. The runes seem to have some sort of significance that no one’s figured out yet, but they’re easier to recognize while flipping than the mundane location number.”
“You still remember all that?” Locke laughed. “From school?”
Sevas had been on the Indigo Gryphon at least three years, if Locke remembered correctly, which meant he’d completed his thesis at least that long ago.
“It was a fascinating catalyst.” Sevas shrugged as the napkin reached Locke’s chair. “And I have a good memory, once I’ve jogged it a bit.”
Locke accepted the napkin.
And then he froze.
His eyes breezed over the mundane numbers to land on the runes. Some of the runes were unreadable, perhaps because they held more significance as artful symbols rather than text. But some of what Sevas had confused for runes were actually the Precursor language, and those letters translated before his eyes under the influence of Peth’s magic.
Locke had barely read the words before a wave of cold shot through his senses, and an airy fullness pressed in on his ears.
Shit, was he about to pass out? Why now?
The napkin fluttered from his hand as he tried to stay upright, but strangely, despite feeling lightheaded, he didn’t actually faint. His vision stayed perfectly clear, his eyes alert, taking in a table full of concerned onlookers. It was then that he realized he couldn’t hear the people around him.
They were muffled, as if his ears had been stuffed with cotton, and instead he heard another voice ringing in his head:
“I know this magic!”
“Peth?!” he exclaimed.
He must have said it aloud, for he saw the crew of the Indigo Gryphon look on, confused, saw Alyssa reach to support him while Ember and Bexley gestured to explain … something.
“Oh oops. Sorry,” Peth’s disembodied voice continued. “It’s been a long time since I’ve done this, but Locke! I can talk to you again! And while you’re awake!”
Locke saw the vague motion of someone running out of the mess mall, presumably to get the ship’s doctor.
“What are you … doing?” he said, careful to say it inside his own head this time. God, he felt disoriented and tired even here. “You’re alive?”
“Alive but tired,” Peth replied. “That attack … it messed with the regenerative process, and it took me some time to recover. But it brought me closer to you, too! Wait a sec.”
Locke began to feel the cold in his senses recede, and soon the cottony feeling in his ears became less pronounced, too. It didn’t vanish totally, though, and Peth’s voice returned, as clearly as if she was speaking right next to him.
“Do you remember when I told you there was a fifth magical element?” she said.
“Yeah,” Locke replied, “but you couldn’t remember what it was, and we couldn’t build catalysts for it, anyway. Did you remember it?”
“Yes! And I remembered what this means, too!” She indicated the black choker on her neck, from which hung a pendant of a stylized pentagon he’d long come to associate with Precursor ruins. “I feel so silly now—it represents the five magical elements that were essential to Precursor society. And the final element is psy! Final Edict has a psy catalyst!”
“Yeah?” Locke muttered. He was pretty sure a revelation like that merited more than a weak mutter, but his head still felt weird, and he wasn’t even sure if he’d said the word inside or outside his head. But he knew what had triggered Peth’s memory. He fluttered his fingers on the napkin, which read “psy” next to the Precursor runes. “I assume that’s short for psychic?”
“Yes!” Peth replied. “Mind reading, psychic conversations, mental illusions, the works!”
“Shit,” Locke groaned. While he was glad to have the mystery solved, he didn’t like the idea of Pious having that kind of power.
“It’s how he moved his drones,” Peth continued. “And how he read your mind.”
“Read my mind?” Locke asked urgently.
“How do you think he predicted all your moves?” Peth asked.
“Is that what was happening?” Locke exclaimed.
Peth nodded. “I felt him brushing around inside here.”
“Shit,” Locke groaned again. He became aware of being turned in his chair, of the gentle face of Dr. Waltz appearing before him and shining a light into his eyes. But at the same time, he had a realization.
“You’re in my mind, too.” It wasn’t a question. Of course, she was in his mind. “You’re a—”
“Psy mage!” Peth finished for him. “At least, I think I am. Seeing that sketch helped me remember more. That’s definitely the basis for a psy catalyst. It’s how I was able to transfer you to this new body.”
“There’s a fifth element,” Locke breathed, his brain trying to keep up while simultaneously spiraling through this weird experience inside his own head. “And Pious rediscovered how to channel it.”
“Yes, but that’s not wholly what I came to tell you. Right now, at least. I realize it’s an inconvenient time.”
“Yes, it is inconvenient,” Locke said, now seeing Rion and Ray move to help him from his chair. He waved them off and said aloud, “I’m okay, just give me a minute. It’s …” He hadn’t heard what Bexley and Ember had told them about his history, so he just said “amnesia stuff.” They let him be, though both waited to watch him.
“So what is it?” he said privately to Peth.
“Well, you’re a void mage. You can use any type of magic you have the catalysts for. And psy magic allows not only for the reading of minds, but the finding of minds.”
“So with a psy catalyst, we could search for Sloan’s mind?”
“Exactly! Thing is, psy catalysts are more complex and finicky than the other four. It’s why I think no one on Haven has managed to make one until now. But you’re in the most perfect company on the planet to build one.”
He felt her mental presence nudge him toward Bexley, and then particularly toward Aster—and Sevas.
“Do you know how to make one?” Locke asked.
“I do.”
Locke steeled himself and took a deep breath. He understood now exactly why Peth had chosen this moment to interrupt him—he really was in the perfect company, and given the density of the Wilds and the fact that Final Edict had vanished without a trace, using a psy catalyst to locate Sloan would give them a huge advantage.
Trouble was, now he had to explain how he knew all this to a group of people looking at him as if his brain had just fallen out twitching onto the floor.
But, well, they’d already had dealings with dark specters. Surely this wouldn’t be that much weirder.




Oh hell, who am I kidding? Locke thought. This is way weirder than magic-enhancing sentient goo!
But he had no choice.
And, when it came down to it, he trusted them.
“All right,” Locke told Peth. “I’ll get to it. Thank you.”
Peth withdrew, and with her the sensation of cotton filling his head. When he looked up, he felt as clearheaded as ever, even if the others looked at him as if he wasn’t.
“What happened, bud?” Rion asked, steadying him with a hand.
“Like I said, amnesia stuff.” Locke shrugged the hand off. “But … well, it’s more complicated than that.” He smiled at them. “You’ll want to order another round of breakfast for yourselves. Have I got a story for you.”
Chapter Sixteen
Locke told them everything.
He started at the very beginning with his lost job, to the appearance of Peth, to his rebirth on Haven with a Precursor space witch in his head, to her recognizing the psy catalyst and his need to build one to save his crewmate—and possibly even to defeat Pious at all.
Now he finished his story and waited to hear their reactions. Sevas was the first to speak.
“I don’t have enough spoons for this today,” he said with an exhausted sigh. “I’ve used up all my spoons.”
Locke’s face quirked at the odd reaction. He hadn’t known what sort of response to expect from the Indy’s crew, but it certainly hadn’t been that.
“Spoons?” he asked.
“It’s a little metaphor he uses,” Rion explained. “To help us get a grip on how much he’s up to doing on a given day, relative to his pain and whatnot.”
“Sometimes the pain allows him a lot of spoons to work with,” Aster elaborated, “sometimes he only has a few.”
“And sometimes the spoons are all over the floor and I’m done,” Sevas nodded.
“It used to be forks,” Rion added. “Like, ‘Stick a fork in me, I’m done,’ but it was way too easy for him to stab people with the forks when he got overwhelmed.”
“So you have literal forks somewhere?” Locke asked.
“Spoons now,” Sevas stated. “But yes. A little bucket on my work desk, to let the hangar know how much bullshit I’m willing to put up with that day.”
“So … the psy catalyst,” Locke ventured. “Is this bullshit or not?”
“Oh, the catalyst is fine,” Sevas said with a wave. “That’s fascinating enough that I definitely have a spoon for it. I was referring to the existential implications of … all that.” He waved again to indicate the story Locke had just told. “But I’m no stranger to putting off thoughts of existential crisis, so that will be a spoon for tomorrow. Or tonight, probably. Such thoughts tend to happen at night whether I have spoons for them or not.”
“So you can just decide to put off anxious thoughts like that?” Locke said, slightly amused but mostly amazed.
“It took years of practice, but yes,” Sevas shrugged. “I control what I can because there’s a lot that I can’t.” He finished his tea, then looked up curiously. “A point of detail: you said you had to die to be reborn in a new body. In what circumstance? Would the transition work if death was spontaneous, or must it be a death planned in perfect timing with the process?”
“Sev, are you really thinking about risking actual death for the chance of a new body?” Rion asked.
“I’m thinking that I have nearly died twice in the past year, and if I can use a death to be reborn in a body that feels something other than continual pain, why wouldn’t I?”
The bitterness in Sevas’ voice was palpable, much as Locke feared it might be. He’d included the bit about his being in a wheelchair before Peth found him; it seemed dishonest not to, given Sevas’ condition, and he’d seen the gears beginning to work in Sevas’ head the moment the connection was made. Just as obviously, though, he’d seen Aster glance to judge Sevas’ reaction, and gears had started working in her head too, albeit in a different direction than his. Even now she answered the bitterness in his voice with a touch—nothing hard, or even suggestive, just gentle and present. As if reminding him she was there.
As she did, Locke saw a complicated mix of emotions cross Sevas’ face. Aster placed her hand atop his. Soon Sevas moved to lace his fingers through hers, and Locke saw his eyes soften.
“Admittedly, it would have been an easier decision nine months ago,” Sevas said, then kissed Aster’s fingers as if to reassure her, and turned to his captain. “I want to build the catalyst.”
Captain Belista didn’t respond immediately, but rather hardened her face in deep, obvious concerned thought.
“Is there an issue?” Locke asked.
“No,” the captain replied. “Not in this instance, at least—just pondering the larger implications of psy magic even existing. This could become complicated on a societal scale. But, for the moment, all we need to concentrate on is finding Sloan and defeating Pious. I approve.”
Sevas nodded at his captain’s acceptance, then turned to Locke.
“How do we go about getting the plans from the woman inside your head?”
“I’ll draw them out,” Locke replied.
“Accurately?”
“Maybe not to scale, but she’s got all the numbers you need.”
“Then let’s set to it,” Captain Belista agreed. “The faster we get you your catalyst, the faster we can get to the bottom of this.”
***
They reconvened in the Indigo Gryphon’s hangar, which Locke was not at all surprised to find the most elegant hangar he’d ever seen. Where the Blue Heron’s hangar was a fairly utilitarian construction of plain industrial beams, the supports here stretched up into rounded, delicate Art Nouveau style curves that then swirled into an interesting organic pattern on the ceiling. It wasn’t impractical—most of the embellishments were on the uppermost part, where they weren’t likely to be damaged in the course of daily hangar work—but it still gave the impression that this hangar could be turned into a ballroom on a whim, especially given the regal pale gold and purple that dominated the space. But then, Locke imagined this was pretty run-of-the-mill for a Vasori ship.
“This way,” Sevas said once they’d passed the entry hatch, and then gestured for them to follow. To their left sat a smaller hatch that opened into the most organized workshop space Locke had ever seen, with tools strapped onto the wall in meticulous, labeled order and a chalkboard on one end charting out the day’s projects and chores in a script that looked both exacting and yet impatient at the same time, initialed S.L. Locke had never considered what Sevas’ handwriting might look like before, but in retrospect, wasn’t surprised to find it was that.
Oddly, next to the chart, an alcove had been filled with a little sofa and bed piled with an absurd number of pillows. Surely Sevas didn’t live in a place as public as the hangar—but then Locke remembered Rion once mentioning that Sevas had to take frequent breaks or else his body would rebel worse than it already did. The bed, then, must have been an accommodation Captain Belista made for him, which made him like the captain more. After what he’d been through back on Earth, he had a new appreciation for employers who took care of employees with medical needs.
Just then, Locke saw something move on the bed. A disturbingly human-sounding scream shrilled through the office, and a blur of tan and white shot snarling from inside the mass of pillows. Locke had barely heard it before he felt a sharp force against his shins and looked down to see a dog smacking some kind of long object into his legs.
“Ah, Gouda,” Sevas greeted, not sounding entirely surprised. He reached down to the vicinity of the blur. “Stand down, miss. They’re friendly. Though I do appreciate the vigilance.”
At the tone of Sevas’ voice, the creature calmed and slowed to reveal that she was a medium-sized animal close to what Locke assumed was the Haven version of a corgi or—no, Shiba Inu, if her curly tail was any indication (and if he remembered his anime dogs correctly). The long object in her jaws, it turned out, was a wooden bat, and probably a favorite chew toy if the tooth marks marring every inch of its shape were any indicator. Normally he wouldn’t have thought of a Shiba Inu as a guard dog, but the bat made him think twice, as did the sharp and narrow way she kept her eyes on him, as if to say, “I’m watching you.”
“Sorry,” Aster apologized. “Goo’s been a little on edge recently, what with all the bandit raids.”
“And the stabbing,” Sevas added.
“She’s very defensive of Sevas.” Aster crouched to comfort the dog and continue to convince her that Locke and company were friends.
In the meantime, Sevas delivered his own pat to the dog’s head, told Aster there were cheese bits in the office for some reason, and then bypassed the office workshop for a long worktable just outside it. His newly repaired leg must have been getting tired from the day’s exertion, for he smoothly transitioned to the wheelchair that was waiting by the end of the table and planted his forearm crutch in an attached holster.
“You see the roll of paper attached to the other end?” Sevas pointed to the opposite end of the table, and Locke nodded. “Pull it over and secure it. You can draw the plans on that. If you’ll tell me what materials are needed, I’ll go ahead and gather them.”
“Will do.” Locke strode to the other end of the table and, with Bexley’s help, unrolled a long stretch of paper to the near end of the surface, where he found a series of clips perfectly positioned to hold the sheet in place, along with Sevas’s bucket of spoons. If it was accurate, Sevas had two spoons today, and though Locke didn’t fully understand where that ranked on the spoon scale, he didn’t think it was a lot, which made him more grateful that Sevas was helping him.
“Drawing implements are in the drawer to your right,” Sevas said, as he wheeled toward a machine near the paper roll that looked like a more elaborate version of Bexley’s catalyst machine. “In what section of your titan will we be placing this catalyst?” he continued as he started it up.
“Left shoulder,” Bexley replied before Locke could answer. “I’ll give you the measurements.”
“How can we help?” Alyssa asked. Thus far she and Ember had been standing idly by, watching. Rion and Aster had been milling around the hangar, but the others from the breakfast room had dispersed to their relative posts on the airship.
“I’ll need errand runners once I have the schematic,” Sevas replied. “Until then, just wait.”
Locke took that as his cue to begin drawing out the plans, so he found a pen he liked in the drawer and steeled himself to summon Peth.
You ready? he thought. In reply, that weird cottony sensation filled his ears again—though it was less overwhelming this time, as if she’d learned to temper it.
“I am!” Peth replied.
“So how does this work, exactly?” Locke inquired inside his head. “Can you send me pictures, or—oh! That’s handy!”
A detailed image of a catalyst schematic had just appeared in his vision, not unlike the way his titan conveyed information through his reflex link. Peth had overlaid it on the paper in front of him so that, effectively, all he had to do was trace it, which freed up his mind for other things.
“What about materials?” he asked as he traced.
Peth told him.
“Really? Even though it’s a Precursor catalyst? Those are the same materials we use on standard catalysts.”
Peth laughed. “Your standard catalysts are made from Precursor crystal. The same material we designed for use in catalysts.”
“Ah!” Locke allowed himself a laugh, too. “That would explain why it works so well as catalyst material, then. You know, speaking of catalysts—I know you’re a psy mage, but even so, how did you manage to pull me into this universe without a psy catalyst?”
“There was a psy catalyst,” Peth replied. “Attached directly to the titan core, but I burned it out in the process of bringing you over.”
“Whoa. So not even Precursor catalysts are indestructible.”
“Well, technically even Precursor catalysts weren’t built with the intent of pulling people from other universes.”
“Yeah, that definitely seems like something that would fall outside the bounds of safe circuit loads … well, magic loads.” Locke paused mid-line. “Wait a second. If Chimera’s psy catalyst was burned out, and transferring my mind required one, how did we almost succeed in reviving you earlier?”
“Because we weren’t using a psy catalyst,” Peth explained. “I was using the reflex link to transfer my consciousness from the core to the cockpit. My mind was uploaded the same way, through my super-titan’s link.” She gave him an incorporeal shudder. “Because, obviously, I wasn’t in a condition to channel magic while I was dying.”
“Then do reflex links use psy magic?”
“In a very limited fashion. Think of them more as a standardized piece of equipment that utilizes the same basic principles, rather than a full-on magic catalyst.”
“Huh.” Locke smiled. “That’s kind of funny.”
“In what way?”
“Turns out every titan’s been using psy magic all along and no one realized it.”
“To an extent,” Peth clarified, but then her thoughts took on a bemused air. “And you can’t really blame the locals for not understanding reflex links. They still haven’t figured out titan cores, of all things!”
Locke resumed tracing.
“Oh!” Peth exclaimed after a while. “Almost forgot! There’s one more material you’ll need, and this one might be a bit more complicated. Fortunately, you’ll add it as a last step, so it won’t interfere with building the catalysts today.”
“What is it?” Locke asked.
“You need a gallon of cerebral fluid from a dream blimp.”
“A what?”
“It’s a big floating monster that looks like a combination of a jellyfish and a brain. They were quite rare even during my time.”
“A thousand years ago,” Locke stated with a frown. “Before the fall of civilization. I’ve never even heard of them.”
“Maybe Rion has?”
“Let me check.”
Peth eased out of Locke’s consciousness, taking the cottony feeling with her, and as the hangar ambience flooded back into his ears, he suddenly realized why she plugged his ears to begin with. Hearing her speak in his head over muffled surroundings was far less disorienting than hearing her disembodied voice come out of nowhere over the din of his physical environment. So it might have been annoying, but it was at least less confusing than the alternative.
Once his head cleared, he reviewed the material list with Sevas then asked Rion about the dream blimp. Rion had been the one to introduce him to The Encyclopedia of Monsterkind and its plethora of specialized editions, so if anyone knew where to find a dream blimp, it was him.
“I’ve never fought one before, but it does sound vaguely familiar,” Rion replied. “I’ll go grab my books and see what I can find.”
Locke nodded as Rion strode off, and then returned his attention to copying the schematic. Peth didn’t intrude back on his brain, and so he was able to finish with relatively few distractions.
Soon Sevas wheeled himself over to watch Locke’s progress and muttered to himself about what tools he’d need to enact the plans.
“It really is quite similar to my designs,” he marveled. “If more complex, though I imagine that has to do with the complexity of the magic itself. Psychic magic…”
Sevas wheeled around Locke to look at another section of the plans. Locke didn’t know much about building catalysts—the most experience he had was looking over Bexley’s shoulder when she built her practice pieces—but even he could tell that this was a few steps above the others.
The plans Peth had projected for him actually consisted of four different layers, which would be stacked on top of each other and connected through a labyrinthine honeycomb maze that Locke couldn’t begin to understand, but very likely operated under some complex internal logic that had to do with regulating the flow of void essence.
“Gods, we lucked out running into you,” Bexley said, coming to stand next to Sevas. “I’m pretty good at catalyst crafting, but this is above even my level.”
“It’s taxing my skills as well, but I should be able to manage,” Sevas replied humbly, then continued without looking up. “Still, with Miss Peregrine and my assistants, I believe I can spare you to complete the upgrades to Titan Chimera. Ray, I believe, is securing your specter goo, and the plans for Ricochet Cavalier’s injectors should be adaptable to your titan. Miss Peregrine!”
“Sevas, we’re engaged,” Aster jibed sweetly. “You’ll have to learn to pronounce my name eventually.”
“How does he pronounce it now?” Locke asked. All eyes instinctively turned to Sevas, but Sevas carefully avoided eye contact with anyone and replied,
“… Es-tell.”
Locke could vaguely hear Aster’s name in there somewhere, but his Luciolan accent translated the hard A at the beginning of her name into a short E, and the R at the end became an elegant rolling L that almost sounded like two different syllables.
“My accent doesn’t play kindly with certain proximate sounds, and naturally they’re the most prominent sounds in my fiancée’s name,” Sevas continued, his face flushing a bit.
Aster smiled. “I think it’s a romantic pronunciation.”
“But it’s not your name!” Sevas replied.
Locke couldn’t help but laugh. It occurred to him that he’d never seen Sevas embarrassed about anything—the man just didn’t care enough to be embarrassed—and yet it somehow made sense that the only thing that could embarrass him was the one thing he actually cared about.
“Anyway,” Sevas continued, “Estell—As-terl—Miss Peregrine. Would you deliver the injector plans to Bexley?”
“Sure,” Aster replied playfully, and ruffled Sevas’ hair as she and the dog strode off to the enclosed workshop.
“As for the catalyst crafting,” Sevas continued, “I’ll have Miss Peregrine modulating the flow of the molten crystal. I’ll take care of guiding it in the mold, but a design this sensitive will require that the crystal entering the mold do so at just the right temperature and viscosity. We’ll also need to make each panel in one go for that reason and have one person dedicated to monitoring the temperature and available materials.”
“Where does the dream blimp fluid fit in?” Locke asked, peering over the plan as if he knew what he was looking at.
“That’s actually the simplest part,” Sevas replied, and indicated the connector diagram. “Once you have it, we simply inject it into the catalyst, where it’ll fill the pathways between each layer. It’s not dissimilar from how Rion used the concentrated dark specter material to power up his gravity catalysts.”
“Well, at least that part’s easy,” Locke sighed.
Soon Aster returned with the injector plans and Bexley left for the Heron to begin her own project. Sevas then called Aster over to review parts of the schematic (Gouda followed with astonishing subtlety), and then he assigned an engineering role to her, and errand running roles to Alyssa and Ember, leaving Locke as a spare in case other aid was needed.
“Given the type of modeling I’ll need to do,” Sevas said finally. “I estimate it’ll take three straight hours per panel. Fortunately it’s more intellectually intensive than labor-intensive, but three hours pushes the limit of what I can take. I suggest two panels today with a two-hour break between and the remainder tomorrow. Is that sufficient?”
“You sure you can do it?” Locke asked. “I mean, you’re sure it won’t exhaust you?”
“Oh, it will,” Sevas said, in a tone that wasn’t looking forward to that aspect of the process. “But there’s no way around it. Not given what we’re up against. I’ll … cope.”
“I’ll help,” Aster said, and put another tender hand on his shoulder. Locke had initially thought she meant something sexy by it—and maybe she did, eventually—but there was something in that touch that suggested help of a more practical sort. He suspected the touching in their romance was as much intimate as it was physically therapeutic, which he supposed was its own kind of intimacy, in a way. (Gouda nudged Sevas quietly, too.)
“If everyone’s ready, let’s go ahead and start before something flares up,” Sevas said, and so he and his assistants took the schematic, clipped it to a vertical board near the catalyst machine, and then assumed their various positions.
At the same time, Rion returned to the hangar with three thick, leatherbound books in hand, which he promptly plopped on the newly vacated table.
“It’s not much, but it’s something,” he said.
Locke joined him as he spread out the titles—a decades-old edition of The Encyclopedia of Monsterkind, a newer-looking book titled Extinct and Legendary Monsters, and, oddly, what looked like a bestiary for the Haven equivalent of a tabletop role-playing game called Wayblazer.
“That’s … not encouraging,” Locke stated, his eyes landing on Extinct and Legendary Monsters in particular. If the dream blimp was the former, then this mission was already dead in the water, but if it was the latter, he definitely had a fight ahead of him.
“It’s not as bad as you might think,” Rion said, and opened The Encyclopedia of Monsterkind. “Well … I don’t know, it might be. Thing is, dream blimps are so incredibly rare that the Index has stopped including them in popular monster publications. This one’s actually a collectible because it was the last time the dream blimp was featured in the common encyclopedia, so be careful with it.” He stopped on the proper page and moved out of the way so Locke could look at the book without sliding it across the table (and potentially damaging it).
The monster illustrated on the page resembled a giant floating brain encased in a jellyfish-like mantle with airy-looking tentacles dangling off of it. An airship helpfully pictured beside it established the size of the thing as close to that of the Blue Heron, but given that the depicted environment was the sky, it gave no indication as to where on Haven it could be found.
Locke turned his attention to the text of the document.
“Oh, great. It induces hallucinations.”
“And some were reputed to be able to control minds, or at least influence them,” Rion recited.
“What areas are they native to?” Locke continued, skimming even as he asked. “It doesn’t say.”
“Nowhere in particular,” Rion replied. “They drift through the upper atmosphere, often sticking to the clouds. Here, this one will have better information in that respect.”
He opened Extinct and Legendary Monsters, and Locke was conflictedly relieved to see him stop in the “legendary” section, this one with a full two-page spread, half of which featured an elaborate illustration of a dream blimp absorbing an airship into its mantle like a slime.
“Fantastic,” Locke muttered.
“Yeah, if a dream blimp detects a mind nearby, it’ll try to eat it,” Rion said. “Airships are just crunchy packaging as far as they’re concerned. Fortunately, most ships don’t fly high enough for this to be a hazard.”
“But on the bright side,” Locke added, “if we do go that high and a dream blimp’s nearby, it’ll probably come straight to us, so we won’t have to look.”
“There is that,” Rion agreed.
“Now the question is: where do we look?”
“Well,” Rion pointed to a passage near the middle of the page. “They like void essence, and tend to float wherever it’s abundant.”
“Which means dragon lands?” Locke guessed.
“Yeah, which cuts out areas with dead dragons like the Skullwood and Whistweald, but unfortunately includes most everywhere else on Haven. The only other relevant detail is that they don’t like lightning, so they tend to avoid storms, but that’s not geographically specific either. It can storm anywhere.”
“What’s in the third book?” Locke asked.
“Oh, this one’s a last-ditch desperate selection,” Rion said. “But the Wayblazer designers pride themselves on having monster stats that are accurate to their real-world counterparts, and this particular bestiary had a bunch of legendary monsters in it. It’s insane the amount of research they put into this book—like, Arcane Index Restricted Area levels of research.”
Rion’s eyes lit up with an excited glint as he spoke, and Locke had spent enough time in gaming shops on Earth to recognize that particular kind of enthusiasm.
“You play?” He may not have been familiar with Wayblazer, but he was familiar with his home world’s equivalents.
“Oh, Sevas and I were total nerds for it when we were studying at the Index. Not so much anymore what with, you know, fighting actual monsters, but the game’s stats accurately reflect each monster’s capabilities, so I still buy the bestiaries. Still not sure how good it’ll be on a creature as rare as the dream blimp, though.”
Locke opened the Wayblazer book to the dream blimp’s page to find a lavish illustration that depicted the monster soaking up two airships while squeezing a titan in each tentacle, drawing each up toward its gooey mantle. He did not like the implication of that, but he appreciated how the book laid out everything the previous two books had established in nice, easy to read stat blocks, and even had quite a bit of information those books hadn’t addressed. This well-researched RPG book might actually be the most useful of the three.
“Mind if I borrow this one?” he asked. “Or I could buy it from you. In case we die.”
“Nah, you’re fine to take it,” Rion dismissed. “Ray’s got one I can refer to if I need it.”
“Thanks,” Locke said, and then breezed through the stats again to see if this entry would give him any information that would help narrow his search for the dream blimp. Unfortunately, in that respect, it didn’t offer anything beyond what he’d already learned—that it liked high-magic areas and didn’t like storms.
Locke sighed. There had to be another hint somewhere, perhaps buried in threads he’d need to draw between facts. He’d have to read the books more thoroughly to find out. Perhaps he’d even alight on another detail that would jog Peth’s memory on the topic.
For now, though, he closed the books and looked over to where Sevas and the ladies were working. Alyssa and Ember were occupied moving various types of crystal scrap from a store room while Aster instructed them on when to insert the material into the funnel on the top of the machine, and in what combinations. A windowed chamber beneath the funnel showed the cloudy white semiliquid that the crystals melted into, and Aster monitored the temperature and viscosity of the goo as it flowed down to narrow tubes on either side of the window that showed the forming catalyst.
Sevas sat wordlessly before the window, occasionally glancing up at the schematic Locke had drawn, then turning and pressing a series of buttons, levers, and knobs along the side of the catalyst window, whilst nudging thin internal rods to ease the crystal goo into the pattern it needed to follow. He did it with such precise efficiency that Locke assumed he must have had some amazing mnemonic device he used to remember what he’d glimpsed on the blueprint. He worked as if from muscle memory, though there was no way that could be the case on a design he’d literally just seen for the first time. And yet he worked like he was burying his soul in it.
Or distracting himself.
For in the time since he’d started working, he’d focused on nothing else.
Locke strode back to Rion.
“Is Sevas going to be all right?” he asked the mage, quietly enough that Sevas couldn’t hear.
“In what way?” Rion replied.
“With regards to … today’s news.”
“Oh, that you can generate new bodies and plop people into them.”
“Presumably,” Locke emphasized.
“Presumably,” Rion agreed, then shrugged, if heavily. “He’ll get there. It’s a complicated thing, to learn that you could get a new body after ten years of having a wrecked one, but the catch is you have to die for it.” He turned to face Locke directly, his eyes serious. “How possible is it? Genuinely?”
“I’ve been pleased with my results,” Locke replied, “and it happened in more extreme circumstances than Sevas’ would. You know, being pulled from another universe and all. But there’s plenty that can go wrong …” Locke trailed off. “Do you think he’d genuinely opt to try?”
“I think anyone in Sevas’ position would want the pain to stop. But taking advantage of an inevitable death and actively choosing to die are two different things, especially when success isn’t guaranteed. And he’s got Aster now, which affects things, too. I just don’t want you to get his hopes up if it’s not possible.”
“Right,” Locke nodded. “I understand.”
Rion nodded back, and the serious intensity of his eyes settled into something subtler, and somber.
“He’s lucky to be alive, but he doesn’t always feel that way, you know?” Rion paused, as if deciding whether he should go on or what to say if he did, then added: “I was there the day it happened. Heard the explosion, then the scream, and ran out to find him smothering under his dad’s own twisted body, himself contorted in terrible ways…” He trailed off, his face going as distant as the words, but then he shook the thought away and began again. “His dad was built like a titan, and his mom was sturdy, too, and given the kind of stock he came from, he feels his body was stolen from him, you know?”
Rion shook his head and sighed, perhaps conscious of the verbal tic—the “You know?”s that gave away his discomfort. Rion struck Locke as the kind of man who wanted to keep his weaknesses private, especially in the presence of people who relied on him.
“I toughened up back then so he’d have someone to stand up for him, but if I could help him into an entirely healed body, I would.”
“And how are you handling all this?” Locke asked, figuring Rion might welcome the change of subject.
“Well”—Rion shrugged—“in the past day, I’ve learned the director’s an artificial void mage, he’s been using our research for nefarious ends and been growing artificial dragon bones. Never mind that we’re in the middle of an apocalyptic increase in meteorfall. Then you come along from another universe with a Precursor titan witch in your head, and all her knowledge of Precursor catalysts, and the ability to probably heal my buddy? All I have to say to that is ‘Fuck yeah.’”
“Wait!” Locke snapped his fingers. In the back of his mind, he acknowledged the amusing, pragmatic truth of what Rion had just said, but the front of his mind had latched onto two of Rion’s words. “Of course! Dragon bones!”
“What?” Rion blinked, caught off guard by the sudden change of subject.
“Where’s your radio? I know someone who might know how to find dream blimps.”
Rion led him into the enclosure of Sevas’s private workshop, where a radio speaker sat with a series of analog numeric dials and an old-timey-style speaker attached.
Once she’d started sending him documents from her archive, Ultranoth the Organized had acquired a radio for her lair and given him her call number, so now he dialed it in and hit the button to send. When she wasn’t reading in her massive library, Ultranoth was traversing the skies in her winged dragon form, and if dream blimps were attracted to meager human minds in the sky, then they’d certainly be attracted to dragons, too.
The radio beeped to indicate that his message had been received, but it was a moment before any voice responded, and when it did, it was with a sleepy, if husky,
“Hello? Who disturbs me?”
“This is Locke of the Blue Heron, calling from the Indigo Gryphon. Sorry. Didn’t think I’d wake you at this hour. Do you have a minute?”
“Who is it? Tell them to call back later.”
Locke heard another voice call from a distance, and this one was far from sleepy. It was as husky as Ultranoth’s and knew exactly what it wanted in that moment, and it did not involve his dragon being away from what was very likely a shared bed.
“Is that … Nigel?” Locke exclaimed.
“Who else would it be?” Nigel replied, apparently having heard him this time. “Few specimens on this planet are capable of satisfying a dragon, after all, and it is only natural that I should be one of them.”
Locke rolled his eyes. He’d first met Lord Nigel Vincent Oldershaw when they’d gone to Bexley’s family’s estate for their pivotal dragon bounty. The man was handsome in every way that mattered for a romance novel cover, engaged to Bexley (at that time), and a font of knowledge when it came to drakes and dragons. He’d also been irritating as fuck.
Nigel had become slightly less irritating, though, once he acknowledged that Bexley was better suited to Locke, and significantly less irritating once he realized that he was probably into dragons anyway—or at the very least, into Ultranoth.
But given that there was a magical element to dragon intimacy that non-mages (and most mages) couldn’t survive, Locke hadn’t expected to radio in on a circumstance like this.
“How are you still alive?” Locke exclaimed.
“Careful experimentation,” Ultranoth responded. “After all, this is his field of expertise. Both fields actually. And there are many steps between meeting and the direct mingling of minds.”
“The mingling of minds is what I wanted to talk about,” Locke said quickly, eager to never hear about that aspect of Ultranoth and Nigel’s relationship again. “Well, minds in general. Have you come upon a dream blimp in your travels recently?”
“Oh, a dream blimp!” Ultranoth replied. “That’s ambitious of you.”
“I haven’t even said what I want.”
“You’re a titan mage. You don’t seek out monsters that dangerous unless you want to harvest their parts. To which point, yes, I’ve seen one recently, and I very much approve the hunting of it. Dream blimps are assholes. So very arrogant. They think they’re so high and mighty because they’re mostly brain, the audacity. How dare they make such claims when a dragon is before them?”
“Where did you see it?” Locke asked. “How long ago?”
“Above Mount Driver, a few days ago. Dream blimps like to loiter, so there’s a good chance you’ll find it there or nearby unless a storm’s blown in. Now tell me, why are you hunting it?”
“That’s the exciting thing. It’s for a new type of catalyst.”
“What?” Ultranoth exclaimed, all sleepiness gone from her voice, replaced with curious eagerness. “How did this come about? You must tell me!”
It was a voice that had completely forgotten the entertainment waiting in her bed, and Locke couldn’t suppress a wicked smile at the distant groan that came from Nigel.
Locke gave Ultranoth the short version of everything that had happened thus far—which, given that it involved everything from Pious’ nonsense to Peth remembering psy magic, was still not all that short, but the dragon listened with rapt attention anyway.
“Oh, and Pious was such a good contact to have, too!” she lamented. “Always so eager to take tea over ancient documents! No matter. You will defeat him and the problem will be solved.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
“I’m not all that interested in Pious, anyway! I’m interested in Pethy! We haven’t spoken personally in one thousand years, and this psy catalyst of yours will enable her to communicate outside your head! Do bring her by once this all blows over—or even once she’s in the flesh again. We are very overdue for tea.”
“I’ll be sure to pass on the invite,” Locke said conversationally. “By the way, how’s everything over at the Morton Estate. What with all the meteorfall.”
“Dragon Faire has been evacuated, and the Mortons are sheltering many of the locals. This is actually the first break Nigel and I have taken in a few days, what with aiding the mercenaries and flying people to Vasor. Right now, not being on the ground is safest, so Vasor has been accepting refugees.”
“Damn. That bad?”
Locke’s eyes flicked half-consciously to Rion, whose face went stoic with the news.
“This is the worst meteorfall I’ve seen in a thousand years,” Ultranoth stated.
The simple statement struck a chill into Locke’s stomach. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to ask his next question, but figured he’d be a coward not to:
“Do you think we have a chance of winning?”
Ultranoth was equally slow to answer.
“If this plays out like the last time … no.”
Chapter Seventeen
Until the psy catalyst and specter goo injectors were done, though, all they could do was wait, and the speed at which those were finished was entirely dependent on Sevas and Bexley. Bexley and her temporary team of Index engineers could pull all-nighters with no problems, and Sevas was working as fast as he physically could, but his physical limitations were such that his two-hour breaks weren’t indulgences, but requirements.
When Sevas finished and approved the first panel, he and Aster (and Gouda) immediately retired to the bed in the office workshop. Aster spent the next hour massaging Sevas’ tensest muscle groups while he held heat or ice packs where necessary, and then spent most of the second hour helping him stretch before Gouda joined him for a power nap.
He didn’t look refreshed by the time he, Aster, and the dog walked out of his office, but he did look basically functional and ready for another three hours of work.
“You know,” Locke said from the long worktable, “you could probably take a longer break if you need it. Especially since you won’t be starting the third panel until tomorrow.”
“I know my limits,” Sevas said with a shrug.
“Yeah, and you frequently push them more than you should,” Rion warned from beside Locke.
“I get the job done,” Sevas retorted, and wheeled himself back to the catalyst machine to start the next panel, again closely followed by Gouda, who sat attentively next to his chair.
In the meantime, Locke had been trying to make the best use of his idle hours, poring through Rion’s books to develop his plan for attacking the dream blimp and extracting the necessary fluid.
He didn’t have any equipment on his titan that was suited to the task, and he was hesitant to create one using his swiftmetal, given his lack of experience conjuring complex machinery. Fortunately, Bexley confirmed that she could build an appropriate peripheral for Titan Chimera once she finished the specter goo injectors, so that was another problem solved.
He clicked off Sevas’ office radio once that conversation was finished, and left the room to see Rion returning to the hangar with another set of books in hand.
“It occurred to me that you might want to brush up on Archstone Wilds monsters, too,” he said, waving the books at Locke. “There are some nasty ones in there, and you’ll run into them if that’s where Pious is hiding.”
“Good idea,” Locke agreed, and followed Rion back to the long worktable, where he opened the first book, another edition of The Encyclopedia of Monsterkind.
“First, wolfhares,” he said, and pointed to a picture of a monster that looked like one of those medieval illustrations where the artist was asked to draw an animal they’d never seen and somehow came up with the most horrifying possible interpretation of what that animal could look like.
The creature had the same basic structure as a rugged hare, its feet huge and the trunk of its body partly hunched for rabbit-like jumping, and yet heavily muscled, structured for wolflike sprints. It was depicted as leaping from tree to tree, gripping the bark with curved savage claws that looked meant as much for tearing through prey as tree climbing. Locke couldn’t discern the size from the picture, but they didn’t look small. The claws weren’t the horrifying part, though; that was the head, which looked as if some cruel god had stuffed a rabbit head into a ferocious wolf mold and poked and prodded until it became vaguely wolflike and none too happy about it. When it opened its mouth, its teeth made a clear expression of that anger. Locke couldn’t even call them wolves’ teeth; they looked like fangs plucked out of some deep sea monster and then shoved into its gums by some bad or just incredibly weird taxidermist.
“Charming,” Locke stated.
“Only in a stew,” Rion grumped. “You’ll probably run into a lot of them. They travel in packs and can pick a whole lion drake clean in minutes once it’s down.”
“Lion drake?” Locke asked.
“Getting to that,” Rion replied. “They’ll have a harder time taking down a titan, of course, but they often like to attack when other monsters are attacking, so they can really complicate a battle. A gravity shield will keep ‘em off, but if they become too much a problem, you could probably just ice ‘em, too. Now, the lion drake.”
He opened the second volume of the encyclopedia and turned to another page, this one emblazoned with a painting of a great, scaly black drake. This one was not nearly as horrifying as the previous monster, but the sheer sense of power in its presence made him none too eager to face it. Beneath its scales, its build was muscular and feline. Its face was leonine, too, if with a nose that was clearly reptile, and a great mane of white tentacle-like tendrils grew out of the scales around its head and neck. It would have been an elegant creature if it hadn’t worn an expression that clearly said, “Set one toe in my forest and I will fuck you up.”
“This is the real danger,” Rion said. “They tend to travel in mated pairs and they’re really territorial, with a wide sense of what constitutes their territory. They fight amongst each other all the time.” He pointed to the mane. “Those tentacles are really sensitive, though. They basically function as a sensory organ, with membranes for both scent and echolocation. If you can take advantage of that in battle and disorient them, you’ll have a much better time of fighting them. And you will encounter a lion drake if you spend time in the Wilds. They’ll come for you. Fortunately, they mostly stick to the bottom floor of the forest, so there’s that. Wolfhares, though, are everywhere, so there’s no getting around them.
“Thanks,” Locke said, and slid both books closer to peruse them, too. He spent the rest of the day alternating between reading up on the Archstone Wilds monsters and refining his plan for the dream blimp, and in time, the second catalyst panel was finished.
***
Captain Belista continued the Indigo Gryphon’s hospitality the next day, inviting Locke and company for breakfast again and offering her crew to do whatever it could to help the process along.
The third panel had passed as smoothly as the first two. Now Sevas was most of the way through the fourth, and the intense way he kept his eyes on his work—despite now frequently pausing to stretch his stressed hands—gave Locke an entirely new appreciation for the level of dedication he put toward this catalyst alone. He was obviously taxing himself, but it didn’t seem to affect the quality of his work at all, which was all the more impressive considering how fiddly it was. Given the viscous nature of the melted crystal he was working with, the process reminded Locke vaguely of glassblowing—or more accurately, glass sculpting—and he couldn’t even begin to fathom how Sevas made it settle into such intricate, precise shapes. He saw him pressing the buttons and moving the thin sculpting rods inside the workpane, of course, but he lacked the understanding of how the art worked. For it was art, as much as engineering.
And it made Locke all the more eager to grant Sevas his new body. This was a far more complex project than he’d thought it would be. And yet Sevas was completing it to perfection, without complaint.
At least, until he spat, “Shit.”
In the same breath, he continued, “Miss Peregrine, I need you to take over. Row 932, one minute to crystallization,” and then he wheeled himself back to make room for her.
“Are you all right?” Aster made to reach for him, but Sevas snapped:
“If it crystallizes wrong, we lose the whole panel! Go!”
“I’ve got him,” Locke declared. Granted, he had no idea precisely what he would do, or even what was going on, but Aster nodded to him and darted to pick up where Sevas left off before the panel was lost.
Even looking from Sevas’ back, though, Locke began to have some idea of what was happening. Sevas’ hands clawed at the ends of his armrests, and his every muscle tensed as if stuck in a body wide cramp—a bad one, given the way his lips were pressed together when Locke rounded to his front, as if trying to hold in a cry. Gouda nudged his leg with a concerned whine, but was careful not to jump on him, though she obviously wanted to.
“What’s wrong?” Locke asked.
Sevas abruptly untensed, then, and heaved a pained sigh as if he’d been holding his breath this whole time. But it wasn’t a sigh of relief. He held himself as if he expected it to come back.
“I thought I could make it,” Sevas replied, not looking at him, breath ragged.
“You always think you can make it, buddy,” Rion said, hustling over from where he’d been working on Ricochet Cavalier. He took the back of Sevas’s wheelchair—for some reason, it didn’t have handles for him to push—and promptly started wheeling him out of the hangar, in what was apparently an established process.
Locke followed them out and down the hall, himself trailed by Gouda and her bat. He didn’t know what use he could be, but Sevas had obviously pushed himself too hard doing work for his mission, and it felt wrong to just leave him, even to Rion.
“I only had sixty-eight more rows. I thought I could—shit!”
Sevas’ body tensed again on his final word, and this time it was as much cry as curse. Moreover, the abrupt, involuntary way his body tensed suggested the pain wasn’t wholly muscular. He moved like he was being briefly electrocuted. Nerves, then.
“What’s happening?” Locke asked.
“It happens whenever he stresses his body too much,” Rion replied, the earlier frustration in his voice now tempering to gentle resignation. “Any sort of trauma can trigger it, but it also happens when he works too hard for long periods without resting adequately.”
“I thought I had rested adequate—ly,” Sevas muttered bitterly, his voice again catching on the final syllable as he clenched his teeth.
“You’re mixing up your words again, bud,” Rion stated.
Locke hadn’t heard any particular mix-up, but didn’t have time to comment on it before they reached their destination.
Rion turned the chair into what Locke quickly realized was a medical room, though much more comfortable looking than the one Locke had seen on the Omega Archiver. This room opened up onto walls of easy, teal green with soft lighting and softer beds, and was otherwise fairly simple compared to the rest of the ship.
The Indigo Gryphon’s medic, Dr. Hiram Waltz, was a kindly-faced, silver-haired man who despite his probable age—Locke found it impossible to judge ages in a world where everyone was sexy—was already shuffling to prepare a bed for Sevas. The moment he’d seen the three of them enter, his face went from easy to focused.
“Overwork,” Rion explained before Sevas could, and Dr. Waltz indicated the newly-prepared bed. Rion lifted Sevas from his chair and placed him atop the bed without bothering to fold the covers back, then proceeded to arrange a mountain of pillows under Sevas’ back and legs in a process he’d obviously repeated many times before.
“What’s the pain like today?” Dr. Waltz asked, striding over to a cabinet of metal bottles and lidded containers.
“No potion to—day,” Sevas insisted.
“Come again? I didn’t catch that,” Dr. Waltz replied.
“No potions,” Sevas repeated.
“Are you serious?” Locke exclaimed. “Why would you ask for no potions in this state?”
Now Rion and Dr. Waltz both turned to face him, their faces inexplicably confused.
“You understand him?” Rion exclaimed.
“He said ‘No potions,’ didn’t he?” Locke replied, just as confused. Sevas’ words had been crystal-clear to him.
“Did he?” Rion asked. “Neither of us are fluent in Luciolan.”
“Oh. Oh!” Locke realized.
The pain must have driven Sevas to slip into his native language, but given the way Peth’s spell translated languages for him, Locke hadn’t noticed. Every language on Haven just sounded like his own native English to him.
“I’ve got every Haven language in my head,” Locke explained. “And dead ones, too, including the Precursor language.”
“Well, you’re just full of surprises!” Rion marveled, then turned back to Sevas. “Why don’t you want potions?”
“I need to be coherent in case I’m needed later. Potions will make me useless ‘til”—Sevas tensed again—“tomorrow.”
“I still have a bit of hazeleaf left,” Dr. Waltz offered.
“No hazeleaf,” Sevas insisted, but must have said it in Luciolan, for he promptly corrected himself, “No hazeleaf, I mean.”
“Hazeleaf?” Locke asked. “As in glimmerhaze?”
Dr. Waltz nodded. “Hazeleaf produces the only potion that reliably works for Sevas, but it’s also the essential component of glimmerhaze, so the Index has significantly restricted its distribution. And the extremity of Sevas’ condition is so rare that most distributors simply don’t believe I need to stock as much as I ask for.”
“He’s literally taken Sevas to the apothecaries like this,” Rion bit, “and they think he’s just suffering from glimmerhaze withdrawal.”
“Or”—Sevas began, then paused to bite back another cry—“I go on a good day and they think I’m too young and healthy to be in that much pain.”
“But aren’t you a famous case?” Locke exclaimed. “I mean, you’re Sevas Lazare.”
“People who don’t wake up hurting don’t know what it’s like to wake up hurting every day. They—shit”—Sevas tensed again—“they think I can just get used to it.”
He said the words with particular derision, as if he’d heard them more times than he wished to count.
Locke nodded and sighed, suddenly reminded of when he was confined to a wheelchair back on Earth, just after the car crash that had left him half-paralyzed, if only temporarily. Some people just ignored him after that, as if not having use of his legs somehow made him not worth acknowledging as a person, and while others made efforts to help him, it was usually in a pitying way, or in a way that was clearly for their own “Look at how good I’m being” gratification. That had been annoying, on top of all the other annoyances involved in, you know, not having use of his legs, but at least his condition was visible. He’d never had anyone dismiss him because he didn’t look disabled enough, and the fact that someone like Sevas Lazare was getting such treatment struck a little flame of rage inside him.
But, at least, now he could do something about it.
“I was serious about my offer, by the way,” Locke said. “If I’m able to successfully revive Peth, you’re next on my list if you want it.”
Sevas’ body tensed again under a particularly bad jolt.
“It is tempting,” he said raggedly.
“You’re not allowed to make decisions when you’re in pain, buddy,” Rion stated firmly. “We’ve had this talk.”
“I know,” Sevas grumbled, as if he’d heard that more times than he cared to as well.
“It’s the dying part that makes it difficult,” Locke conceded.
Sevas shrugged into his pillows.
“I’ve been expecting to die for ten years. Plus, if I die, I’ll be dead. I won’t know it.”
He settled back into his pillows and looked away.
“But it’s not just me now. I don’t fear the risk of dying, but I …” He tensed underneath yet another jolt. “I don’t want Estel—Aster to lose me. She … understands.”
He didn’t say more, but Locke had a sense of what he meant. After all, it wasn’t just any woman who would give a man an hour-long massage, sexy or no. For that matter, it wasn’t just any woman who would go after a man who alternated between a conspicuous crutch, leg brace, and wheelchair—not on Earth, and especially not a world like Haven, where most people were absurdly sexy by default.
“The jolts are becoming less frequent,” Sevas reported to Dr. Waltz, though he still tensed again right after he said it. Now he turned his head to Locke, exhaustion readily apparent on his face. “Thank you for your offer. And the distraction.”
“Thank you for putting yourself through this to build my catalyst,” Locke exclaimed.
“If you’re going to do something like that for me, I want to deserve it,” Sevas replied.
“You already deserve it, man!” Locke laughed. “You do realize that you’re single-handedly revolutionizing how we use magitek, right?”
It wasn’t just his hyper-efficient titan catalysts and furnaces. He’d adapted his efficient technology to make wearable catalysts like the void bracer he’d given Locke to test all those months ago. To Locke’s knowledge, he was still refining the design, but once mages could work their magic without being confined to one location, or a titan, Haven was going to undergo a dramatic change on par with the one that had followed the introduction of airships. It wasn’t an exaggeration. Sevas was changing the world, from his little workshop on this little airship.
Sevas shrugged again. “I just like to build things. Besides, if I do go through with your offer, I’ll owe you far more than a mere catalyst.”
“Sevas, you won’t owe me anything.”
“Don’t try to argue with him on this,” Rion said from the other side of Sevas’ bed. “It’s a Luciolan thing. They take care of the people who take care of them.”
“How’s that different from just regular good people?” Locke asked.
“Luciolans aren’t good people,” Sevas replied. “We are survivors, and part of surviving is being loyal to those who keep you alive.”
“Shut up, Sevas,” Rion chided. “If you were a bad person, Gouda wouldn’t sleep with you every night.”
“It has nothing to do with me. Gouda knows where I keep her favorite cheeses.”
Sevas fought another spasm, though one mild enough that it didn’t elicit a cry. Even so, his eyes flickered with increased exhaustion. They’d been in the infirmary thirty minutes at most, but the experience of his pain storm had taken a clear toll on his constitution, even beyond what he’d experienced from his work.
“It’s beginning to subside,” Rion reported to Dr. Waltz, then turned back to Locke. “I’ll stay here with him, if you want to go see to the catalyst. You can let Goo in, too. She helps.”
Locke nodded. He felt inclined to stay, but Sevas had begun to nod off, if fitfully, and he doubted there was anything he could do to help that Rion and Dr. Waltz couldn’t. He strode to the door and opened it to find the little Shiba Inu waiting patiently beside it, but the moment he paused to hold it open for her, she snatched her bat from the ground and darted inside to jump on Sevas’ bed. Once she reached the bed, though, she was unexpectedly ginger about her presence, leaving the bat with Rion and settling her snout gently on one of Sevas’ hands so she didn’t irritate the rest of him. Sevas didn’t move to pet her, but he did visibly relax a bit.
Locke wasn’t sure if she was actually trained as a service dog or not, but she seemed to serve a similar purpose for Sevas. He nodded to Rion before he left.
“Thanks, again. I owe you all. Really.”
“Don’t mention it.” Rion shrugged, even though he knew Locke would, until he was satisfied that Sevas was repaid.
Chapter Eighteen
They really did owe the crew of the Indigo Gryphon quite a bit.
Locke personally didn’t know enough about catalyst construction to appreciate the finer details of the psy catalyst Sevas and Aster had built for them, but the way Bexley marveled at it as she and Aster laid it in a cushioned transport case told him all he needed to know. She wasn’t even making salacious jokes about it—just staring at it. Reverently.
“This is the best piece of catalyst crafting I’ve ever seen,” Bexley said, “Ever. And you did it without practice. I can’t even tell where Sevas’ work ends and yours starts.”
Aster’s skin was dark enough that Locke didn’t actually see her blush, but she avoided eye contact and knitted her fingers together shyly.
“You pick up some things when you work with Sevas,” she replied.
Locke joined Bexley beside the case, positioned on the long worktable. “This is way beyond something you ‘just picked up,’” he said. “Even I can see that.”
Aster simply shrugged and pointed to a little hole at the top of the catalyst, as if by way of distraction.
“All crystal specifications are met and passed both our standard and advanced checks, but you’ll need to inject the final component in here before it’ll work. It’s designed so that liquid can only enter or leave by injection, so you don’t have to worry about sealing it.”
Locke nodded, then helped her and Bexley move the cushioned lid to close the box.
“We should leave soon,” Captain Alyssa stated from nearby. “Pious already has a day on us, and we don’t know how long it’ll take to find and fight this dream blimp.”
“Agreed,” Locke said, then turned to Captain Belista, standing beside Aster. “Besides, you all have dregs to hunt, too.”
“More than before,” Captain Belista said. “I’ve been keeping tabs on Index reports. Miraculously, we haven’t seen much shadow dreg activity in our immediate area, but it sounds like it’s taking the effort of every airship and mercenary crew on Haven to keep the dregs from overrunning some areas. Our aid is needed.”
Locke nodded his thanks again. He could tell that while she certainly hadn’t minded helping the Harriers, she was impatient to get back to business.
Aster nodded sharply to her captain, too—a nod that was almost a salute—and then arranged to have some of the other hangar workers deliver the catalyst box to the Blue Heron.
Alyssa gave her thanks to Captain Belista before she, Ember, and Bexley turned to follow the workers out.
Locke turned to say the same to Aster, but she preempted him:
“Thank you,” she said quickly. “For offering to help Sevas.” Her eyes initially avoided his—she was nearly as shy as Sloan had been—but soon she steeled herself to meet his gaze. “I mean…” she said awkwardly. “It means a lot.”
Suddenly, Aster struck Locke as the kind of person who was marvelously adept at engineering, but proportionally awkward at everything not engineering. Not unlike Sevas, for that matter, which might have even been one of the things that drew them to each other. The essential difference was that Aster was self-conscious about her awkwardness, whereas Sevas knew he was awkward and just didn’t give a shit.
Locke held back a chuckle at the comparison, but also because Aster was just so cute about her awkwardness.
“It’s the least I can do,” Locke replied.
“No, you don’t understand,” she continued, and then knitted and unknitted her fingers uncertainly, as if trying to figure out how to say what she meant. “Sevas isn’t used to people being generous on that scale without asking anything in return, and … he perceives a debt. It’s a Luciolan thing.” Aster waved a hand as if that explained so many things about Sevas.
“I’ve already told him there’s no debt.”
“But he won’t internalize it,” Aster said. “He’ll still perceive one. The Havocs told him there was no debt, too, but he still follows Rion everywhere. All this to say … we spoke last night, and he respects you enough that he’s willing to take on that debt, should he decide to accept your offer.”
Locke paused, sensing there was some hidden complexity beneath the already complex words.
“What exactly does that mean for Sevas?” he asked.
“In the context of how Sevas thinks, it’s not unlike swearing fealty to a mage lord. But one he genuinely respects, not one he’s just joining for survival. The Luciolan mage lords are all titan mages, and in you, I think he sees a noble version of what a mage lord should be.”
“Oh!” Locke exclaimed, belatedly realizing the magnitude of her words. On the rare occasions when Sevas spoke of the Luciolan mage lords, it was with a virulent derision at best and a look of distant, suppressed trauma at worst, like a man who’d seen the mortal cruelties of war and couldn’t stop them from springing back at unexpected moments. Sevas hated the mage lords.
And slowly Locke got the impression that Sevas wasn’t merely thanking a friend for an act of generosity. He was doing some political positioning, toward someone whose power and character he approved of—and, perhaps, someone he expected to make positive use of that power. After all, it was clear that Sevas didn’t give his allegiance lightly, and it was enormously flattering to know that someone as picky as Sevas thought so highly of him.
“What would that mean for his debt to Rion, then?” Locke asked, trying to keep up.
“That’s all part of the discussion,” Aster replied. “At least, it is for Sevas. Rion wants him to do what makes him happy, and I … I just want him to stop hurting. But it’s more complex than that for him.”
“Well, we all know Sevas is a complex person.” Locke chuckled, and Aster chuckled with him.
“I just wanted you to know,” she continued. “It’s more complicated than a simple yes or no for him. And it’s notable that he’d even admit such a thing.”
“Why so?”
“Because most people he merely tolerates, but that he’d follow you? It means that you’re one of the few he likes.”
***
“Did Aster just say Sevas views you as a mage lord?” Bexley asked as they secured the catalyst box in the hangar. The Indigo Gryphon engineers had already left, and now Locke, Bexley, and Ember lurked in the hangar while Alyssa began lift off procedures in the control room.
“Sounds that way,” Locke murmured as he checked and double checked the straps securing the box in a protected corner. Titan catalysts were tough pieces of equipment, but he was determined not to risk any harm to this one before he even got to use it, given how long it had taken to make—and how much literal pain Sevas had suffered to build it.
Locke couldn’t deny a bit of distraction as he secured the box, though. He hadn’t known Sevas all that long, and while it was definitely long enough for him to view the man as a friend, he wondered what had been going on in Sevas’ head that whole time for him to develop such an admiring opinion.
“I wonder what Sevas sees in me,” Locke asked, almost rhetorically.
“Mage Lord: The Good Parts Version,” Ember clarified from a chair nearby.
“For real, though,” Bexley said, “it’s not like the concept’s a far-fetched one. I mean, when we marry, you’ll become lord of the Morton Estate, and mother and father were open to the idea of turning it into an Arcane Index outpost, so…”
“Did you forget we’re in the middle of a little apocalypse?” Locke asked.
“Nothing wrong with planning for success!” Bexley retorted.
“Fair enough.” Locke chuckled, if a bit darkly. “But let’s at least get this dream blimp handled before we start making plans for a new city-state.”
“Ready for takeoff!” Alyssa then radioed through the hangar speakers. “To Mount Driver we go!”
***
To their great fortune, the place Ultranoth had last spotted the dream blimp was not all that far from the Archstone Wilds, as an airship flew, and they arrived in the vicinity of Mount Driver around the same time Locke woke up from a long, restorative nap.
He peered out his porthole window to see a familiar, long line of craggy mountains, the rocky peaks tumbling down into blankets of misty pine forests so thick they might have been growing since the time of the Precursors.
Well, except for on the largest of those mountains. The conspicuous point of Mount Driver jutted up out of the surrounding range, at least twice as tall as every feature around it, and capped with snow just beneath where its peak disappeared into the clouds. It had once been as undisturbed as the rest of the range, but now the months-old scars of battle marred its foothills—a destroyed titan-sized line of trees here, a burned blast from an energy bolt there.
Locke distantly remembered the arc of the mountain where he’d first fought Deathly Rhythm, back when Deathly Rhythm was still piloted by Alyssa’s duplicitous uncle Bort, who’d tried to kill them all just to take the Harriers’ titan cores. Locke couldn’t help but smile at where both of them ended up.
Now Bort and his mercenaries were in prison for attempted murder, and Locke was one of the most famous mages on all of Haven, with Bort’s old mech on his team.
Success really was the sweetest revenge.
Locke slipped on his magesuit then snagged a quick breakfast of whatever leftovers he could find in the mage cooler and a thermos of coffee to take to Alyssa. Someone had already brewed a pot before he’d even gotten to the kitchen, and it turned out that someone was Alyssa herself, already sipping on a steaming mug as she stood before the ship’s wheel.
And looking like she’d been at the wheel all night.
“You gonna be okay to pilot through the battle?” he asked, sitting the thermos in the cup holder on the beach chair beside the captain’s chair.
“Don’t really have much of a choice,” Alyssa said. “We need to get that catalyst working. Besides”—she held up her mug—“the coffee is good and this is nothing an adrenaline rush can’t fix anyway.”
“I know something else that could wake you up.” Locke pulled her close for an impromptu kiss. He felt her giggle, even through his tongue. When she pulled away, it was with an amused face and eyes that were visibly more alert.
“You’re not wrong,” she said, then returned to the wheel. “Let me know when you and the others are ready and I’ll take us above the clouds so we can find this thing.”
“On it.” Locke replied, and thus strode down to the hangar.
He arrived to find Bexley, her Indexer minions, and Ember already there and preparing for the day. Ember topped off Long Shot’s void condensate tank while Bexley double-checked the fluid extractor she’d built for Titan Chimera. It resembled a long, metal cylinder welded to the forearm of his loan from Deathly Rhythm. It lacked the syringe he’d expected, but he noticed a complication of sections on the end nearest the hand that might expand out into one.
“All set?” Locke asked as he climbed the scaffold to his cockpit.
“Yep!” Bexley replied. “Easy to use, too. The syringe is retractable and can be brought out and withdrawn with a punch. So, punch the dream blimp and it pops out, jerk your hand back and it goes back in. That way it doesn’t get damaged during other parts of the battle.”
“Awesome!”
“Ray also supplied us with a fair amount of dark specter juice, which I already put into your injectors. Based upon what he told me, I’d say you have two to three good bursts.”
“And I’ll probably need them all when I fight Final Edict again,” Locke said. “I’m gonna save those for later if I can; no point wasting them on a monster.”
Locke climbed into the cockpit. The hatch closed around him, and he radioed the control room. “Alyssa, take us up!”
Soon, Locke felt a little jolt under his feet as the Blue Heron began to rise. After about fifteen minutes, Alyssa reported:
“All right, we’re passing over Mount Driver’s peak, about five miles above sea level. External air pressure is about twenty percent normal. Bexley, get the Indexers clear and secure the hangar for depressurization.”
“Already ahead of you,” Bexley radioed from behind the sealed glass of her office workshop. “Hangar’s clear except for Locke and Ember in their titans.”
Locke nodded, then withdrew Titan Chimera’s scaffold and stepped forward. “Time to find us a dream blimp. Remember, Ember, we’re here for the fluid. No need to kill or even fight the monster unless we have to.”
“It’s not us I’m worried about,” Ember said, following him in Long Shot.
Locke opened the smaller of the hangar doors and held firm against the wind that gusted in as the interior pressure equalized with the high-altitude air. He drew Titan Chimera’s fully repaired wings close to its body so they wouldn’t catch, and then stepped forward to plummet through the opening.
The moment he was fully exposed, he surged power through his gravity catalyst, spread his wings, and then zipped straight down to the clouds that swirled laconically beneath the Blue Heron. He darted through the endless ocean of white mist, the air currents in his wake slicing openings through the clouds like a jet boat on a quiet lake. When he ran out of one cloud, he bolted to another, slashing and slicing through it, or spiraling around until it swirled into the shape of a perfect soft serve ice cream cone, or simply stopping to observe the grand vista before him.
For it was truly one of the grandest things he’d ever seen.
He’d seen clouds from this height before, but only ever through the tiny oval of an airplane window. When viewed through the mind-linked sensors of his titan, they took on a wholly different form of majesty. The clouds around him billowed like ethereal mountains in an otherworldly landscape, edged and gleaming with the effulgent sunlight of the morning. He could swear, if he looked hard enough, he could see whimsical creatures native to the clouds zipping in and around those airy peaks, fully indifferent to the splendor that was their home. It was a fancy, but still … he decided to follow their example, and dove into the clouds again to continue his fun.
All the aerial acrobatics were indulgent, he knew, but they also served a practical purpose in that they made him conspicuous. He didn’t want to search for the dream blimp; he wanted to lure it out. If nearby, his antics would pique the dream blimp’s interest, if only for the potential of a snack.
Surely enough, soon he saw definable motion beneath the surface of a particularly large cloud.
And then, every single cloud in the sky blasted into nothing.
It was as if a meteor had plunged through the atmosphere and blown away every bit of moisture in its path, and then … accelerated time? Yes, the sun now flew across the sky in a full arc condensed to mere seconds, blinking out to bright starry night over and over again in a disorienting whirl of light and darkness.
Suddenly Locke’s ears filled with cotton.
“Locke, the dream blimp is near!” Peth shouted. “It’s a psy attack!”
“Yep, sounds about right.” Locke took a deep breath and closed his eyes.
This wasn’t wholly unexpected. The Wayblazer book had listed hallucinatory visions as one of the dream blimp’s simplest attacks, and though it had never described them as psy attacks per se, it had mentioned that such attacks could be overcome by a Will check. And if the Wayblazer bestiary was the most well-researched and comprehensive of Rion’s books, Locke figured he’d give its solution a shot.
He decided that his own version of the Will check would be a short form of meditation—clearing his mind, narrowing his focus, drawing all his attention to one specific noise to drown out all other distractions. He decided to hone in on the easy hum of the titan’s air filtration system, as it drew in chill air from outside and circulated the fresh moisture of it through his cockpit and his lungs. Slowly, he began to notice that the air was taking on another scent: moisture, mixed with a strange, wet, freshly snuffed out candle smell.
He opened his eyes.
The sky was back to normal—
—and the massive bulk of the dream blimp loomed before him.
Locke fired his gravity catalyst and blasted up out of the thing’s way.
“Damn, it’s a lot faster than I expected!”
He spun to get a better look at it as it breezed under him.
The paintings and Rion’s books hadn’t been wholly accurate in their depictions of the creature. Oh, the dream blimp basically looked like a brain stuck inside a jellyfish, but it was more ethereal than that. Locke had somehow expected to find a big honking airship-sized brain floating through the sky, but while the innards were definitely brain-shaped, they looked hazy, their edges poorly defined, and the whole of it glittered, not unlike the slimy gluttony phantoms he’d fought. It even had a swarm of little glowing cores zipping around the maze of its brain.
And the general airiness of it made Locke wonder—where was he supposed to find any fluid?
The mantle looked slimy but didn’t appear substantial enough to soak up airships like the dream blimps depicted in the books had.
The monster below realized it had missed him, but its insubstantial shape made an abrupt turn difficult, and Locke saw it breeze around toward him with all the agency of a plastic bag that had gained sentience but was still struggling with the parking lot wind.
“How does a creature like this get such a reputation for danger?” Locke marveled—right before he felt an odd tingle inside his head, not unlike the shiver one felt before a faint, or the absurd sensation he’d felt when Dark Ultranoth had entered his consciousness.
And suddenly the tingle in his head was replaced with a tingle … elsewhere. The distinct sensation of a hand caressing his middle snapped all his attention away from the monster and sent a rush of blood down to a very specific place. The hand became two—no, three—no, more, and soon he lost all awareness of his titan. For the sight of Bexley had materialized before him, completely naked and eyes dark with lust. She coiled around his still-magesuited body, only for a naked Alyssa to coil against his other side, and then Ember. And then Sloan. And even Peth.
He absolutely knew it wasn’t real, but the sensation was convincing and all too vivid—and fuck, the way every single one of their hands caressed his middle, or abs, or ass, the way their lips touched every part of him, the way all five of them fought to be the one to expose his cock and take it in…
How was he supposed to meditate like this?!
That was when a great, rocking blow broke him from his illusion. His titan shook as if hit, and he snapped his eyes open to see his visual sensors filled by a mind-boggling array of flashing pinkish-purple lights and yellow alerts in his reflex link suggesting he should maybe do something about that. That wasn’t what had rocked his mech, though; that must have been the spot of freezing cold beginning to spread behind the lights.
“Locke, what’s going on?” Ember shouted through his radio. “You’re just gonna sit there and let it eat you?”
“Listen, its psychic attacks are really good!” Locke shifted his titan to figure out where exactly he was in relation to the monster. “Like, sexy good. It just distracted me with a five-some. It included Peth.”
“How would it even know what Peth looks like?” Ember exclaimed.
“Because it went inside my head!”
Locke managed to loosen himself, enough to back away and discover that he was on the dream blimp’s underside. He could see the bases of its tentacles extending down from its main body to encircle his titan, pulling him close to the bottom of the monster.
Close to a weird, toothy opening and—he now realized—the cluster of fluid sacks behind it.
Suddenly he realized that, for his purposes, this wasn’t all that bad a place to be. If one set aside the “about to be eaten” part.
“Peth, which sac do I go for?” he asked.
“The pinkish one. Same color as Pious’ catalyst.”
“Right.” Locke nodded. “I guess that should have been obvious.”
“I’ll try to hold the dream blimp’s psy attacks off.”
“Thanks!” Locke replied, and now that he had his bearings, cranked his right arm back for a punch.
Tried to, anyway.
The tentacles may have looked like mere gossamer ribbons, but they were strong, and they bound his titan tightly.
“Nice try.” Locke twisted his left wrist around to aim his energy catalyst. “But not good enough!”
He summoned a surge of lightning and loosed it point-blank into the monster’s toothy beak.
It didn’t twitch erratically like other monsters did, perhaps because it lacked the muscle to do so, but Locke still saw an effect in the erratic way the little pink cores scrambled around its brain and the way its tentacles began to loosen.
But the attack didn’t fully incapacitate the monster, as Locke learned when another sensuous touch graced his midparts.
“Peth?” he asked urgently. “It’s worming into my head again!”
“I’m trying!” Peth replied.
She must have been, for despite the physical sensation, the visuals from before weren’t manifesting. Even so, the physical distraction was still there and absolutely pulled straight from his memory. It was the only way he could account for the illusory caresses feeling so good.
He had to finish this monster before it dug deeper into his mind.
Fortunately, the tentacles had loosened enough that he could break free. Locke fought through the delightful distraction plaguing his attention, cranked his titan’s fist back, and then punched it forward.
The fist cracked straight through the dream blimp’s beak. Locke felt the satisfying heft and click of the mechanical syringe snapping into place, then saw a little bar pop up in his peripheral vision as his reflex link measured how much fluid it had withdrawn.
It had drawn barely a gallon, though, before the lights flashing in the dream blimp’s brain abruptly stopped, settled—and then flared brighter than Locke had ever seen them before.
That familiar tingle punched into his brain again, and this time, it didn’t stop. The sensation spread down his neck, his spine, through his entire body, and wherever he felt it, he suddenly found that he couldn’t move at all.
“Peth?!”
“I’m trying! This is advanced magic!”
“What’s happening?”
“Mind control,” Peth replied darkly, and as she said it, he could feel her inside his head fighting against the monster’s influence. Or trying to. But his muscles still wouldn’t do his bidding, and as he hovered, frozen, in midair, the dream blimp breezed back toward him, its tentacles waving furiously and glowing pink as the magic cores zipped faster around the monster’s body. Its chipped beak chomped ravenously as it approached, as if showing Locke exactly what it was about to do to him.
“How can it even do any of this?” Locke scrambled. He had strategies, but all of them required that he be able to move, and none of the books had been able to explain precisely how the dream blimps managed to manipulate their victims in the first place. They’d at most suggested that the monsters emitted hallucinatory gases, but that didn’t account for its ability to read his mind and paralyze his body.
“Fuck, this would be so much easier with a psy catalyst!” Peth exclaimed, right as the whirl of angry, flapping, glowing tentacles encircled the titan again.
Angry, flapping, glowing pink tentacles.
The pink of a psy catalyst.
Locke had an idea.
The tentacles wrapped around him completely—in the process, putting him in direct contact with what just might be his only way to survive this mess. He might not have been able to move his body, but Peth’s defenses had preserved his consciousness. Now he flung his thoughts forward, grasping for the mental bridge the dream blimp had conjured, eager to use the monster’s attack against it—
—and to connect his own thoughts with the dream blimp’s natural catalysts!
He was a void mage, after all. The most powerful mage on all of Haven, with control of all the magical elements, known and previously unknown. If anyone could do this, it was him.
The dream blimp froze.
Locke’s paralysis didn’t fade, but he felt the mental tendrils inside his mind begin to shift, as if destabilizing, and in that, he sensed the dream blimp’s confusion. It had never encountered a victim that could fight back before, and it didn’t like it. A shudder of something close to panic shot through the creature as it struggled to figure out what to do next—and he had no intention of giving it the chance.
He flung the entire force of his will forward like a battering ram and smashed the monster’s defenses aside. The dream blimp responded by flinging intensified illusory hand jobs his way—which, Locke was slightly embarrassed to admit, was almost effective—but his will to survive and void mage powers were stronger than the promise of any hand job, even a really good one. (Well, in this case, five.).
The manipulative tingle receded from his toes and fingertips, back up his limbs and spine, back into his head—and then out. He wiggled his hands. He could move again! And so he took full advantage of the new situation and punched his titan’s left fist straight into the dream blimp’s brain matter. It didn’t break. Rather the fluid-like surface sloshed aside to enclose his titan’s hand, granting him access to its inside, which was what he wanted. He snatched one of the cores in Titan Chimera’s grip, and in that instant, felt his psy capability skyrocket. The shaky mental bridge between their minds solidified, and his consciousness surged forward
If this monster could control minds, well, so could he.
“Stay,” he commanded.
The dream blimp stopped moving. Its tentacles loosened from his titan and drifted limply on the air currents bending around them, completely out of its control. Locke held the psy core tight and then cranked his right arm back. He punched it forward toward the pink sac Peth had indicated earlier and filled his entire containment cylinder without resistance. Then he cranked his arm back again and returned the syringe to its stored position.
The monster remained still.
“I’m gonna borrow this, if you don’t mind,” he said, and then pulled the psy core from the dream blimp’s body.
He detached from the monster, willing it to stay put, and watched as it floated harmlessly through the clouds while he returned to the Blue Heron. By the time he made it back to the ship, the psy core had lost its glow and begun to crumble into airy dust, apparently weakened by its separation from the main body, but by that point, the dream blimp was no threat. Locke saw it moving again in the distance, but not with any sort of hurry. It acted like it was still confused, and perhaps reconsidering its life choices.
“Care to explain all the weird noises coming from your radio?” Ember asked as he docked. “They didn’t sound like normal battle exertions.”
“Did they have to do with the sexy psy distractions?” Bexley asked from the radio in her office workshop.
“Let’s just finish this catalyst!” Locke radioed back, both because it was urgent but also because, in the confusion of the battle, he hadn’t realized he’d been making noises and would rather not think about it.
“I can help give you some relief if you want,” Bexley added.
“Later,” Locke replied. For as much as he wanted to take Bexley up on the offer, he wanted to rescue Sloan more, and to do that, they had to see if this new psy catalyst would even work.
Chapter Nineteen
It worked.
Holy shit, it worked.
It was absurd how simple the last part of the process had been. Bexley had injected the fluid into the new catalyst, slotted the assembly into Titan Chimera’s left shoulder, and then Locke channeled magic into it.
It glowed pink.
The basics worked, then.
“So, Peth, what can I do with this catalyst?” Locke inquired.
Instead of Peth, Bexley spoke first.
“Uh. Is anyone else seeing this right now?” she asked, staring at the exact midpoint of the space between her and Titan Chimera.
“Depends,” Ember replied from Long Shot. “Are you seeing a smoking hot woman in more fashionable clothes than any of us have ever worn? ‘Cause I am.”
“Oh, good,” Alyssa sighed from beside Bexley. “I thought the dream blimp might have come back.”
Locke blinked just to check that his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him, but no—Peth stood before all of them, seemingly in the flesh, and as real to their eyes as she was in her realm inside his head. She had apparently decided to dress herself up for her first appearance to the ladies because, while she kept the conspicuous witch hat, she’d switched her long robe out with an evening gown-like dress with a side split straight up to her waist and a fancy metallic-looking corset that left Zero Doubt as to who the most mature woman on the ship was. A pair of regal elbow-length gloves completed the look, establishing her as someone who knew how to be classy, but was also sexy as hell and knew that, too.
“A pleasure to finally make your acquaintance,” Peth said, and then bowed elegantly before sitting back to float in a seated position. The material of her corset must not have been as metallic as it looked, for when she moved, the exciting curves of her chest swayed like a pendulum.
“Can you all hear her, too?” Locke asked through Titan Chimera’s speakers.
“Of course, they can,” Peth said. “I’m using your psy catalyst to cast my presence onto everyone’s perception. I’m as real to your crewmates as I am to you.”
“You’re …” Alyssa began. Locke saw her approach Peth with a bewildered look on her face and extend a curious hand out. “Do you mind?”
“Of course not.” Peth held her own gloved hand out for Alyssa to touch like royalty extending a magnanimous gesture to a favored peasant. Locke wasn’t sure Peth had intended the gesture to come across that way—she wasn’t acting imperious, at least—but it did make him wonder what kind of background she’d had (and forgotten) that gave her such mannerisms. She was so regal here, but so unaffected about it. Had she been royalty before the fall? Or was she just classy as hell?
Alyssa touched her hand curiously, and Peth resisted hers for a short second before Alyssa pushed straight through it—probably in some approximation of whatever trick had caused Locke to physically “feel” the dream blimp’s salacious attack. Alyssa’s brain might think it should feel something, and in doing so, briefly felt it, but the reality would become obvious with enough pushing.
“This is incredible,” Alyssa marveled.
Bexley approached, too, with much the same expression, though Locke noticed that Bexley’s marveling was focused on Peth’s boobs, and not so subtly flicking back to her own. Bexley had competition on that front.
“Should we … should we make formal introductions?” Alyssa continued, still amazed. “I mean, according to Locke, you already know us all, but …”
“No introductions are necessary,” Peth dismissed kindly, “but I appreciate the offer, and it’s my understanding that you’re eager to find Sloan.”
“Of course,” Locke replied. “I just need you to tell me how to locate her mind. Is it as simple as every other mage function? Just think it and it happens?”
“It should be,” Peth replied. “You just imagine her and reach out with your mind. The magic works best with people you know well, so it should come easily.”
“All right,” Locke said. “Trying now.”
He channeled magic into his psy catalyst, saw its magenta underglow rise under the pauldron of his left shoulder, then pictured Sloan and thought as hard as he could.
Several minutes passed.
“I got nothing,” Locke said. “Are you sure it’s as simple as that?”
“Ah, then either your coefficient or the catalyst is insufficient,” Peth replied. “Probably the catalyst. After all, it would be highly improbable for all your other stats to be god-tier and your psy stat to be underwhelming. Based upon what I felt in your mind and in the titan’s catalyst while you were working, this catalyst lines up with the capabilities of a tier one, so at most you’ll be able to do minor mind-reading and control on simple creatures, and even then only by touch.”
“But —” Locke was about to object that he’d used his psy powers without touch when fighting the dream blimp, but then realized he’d only used them when he was in physical contact with the monster, or else holding one of its cores. “Mind control is not hugely useful in battle if I have to be touching my opponent to make it happen.”
“So how do we find Sloan, then, if Locke can’t?” Alyssa asked.
“You forget—I, too, am a psy mage!” Peth declared pleasantly.
“But it’s still just a tier one catalyst,” Bexley said. “And I hesitate to upgrade it. Given how different it is, I might inadvertently damage it.”
“An upgrade won’t be necessary,” Peth replied. “You see, I have a special advantage Locke doesn’t. One of the reasons why many Precursors preferred incorporeal existence is because, practicalities of switching physical bodies aside, something about existing only as a soul enhances a mage’s psy magic. Which is to say, in this form, I can cast more advanced spells through this tier one catalyst. Certainly advanced enough to locate a mind.”
“Wow,” Locke said. “With an advantage like that, I can see why some Precursor mages opted for incorporeal forms. In that light, why would anyone stay corporeal?”
“The sex is better,” Peth replied instantly. “The alternative is equivalent to a milder version of dragon sex, which just … isn’t the same.”
That was an understatement. Locke had briefly experienced dragon sex with Ultranoth—well, Dark Ultranoth—and while it was interesting, it wasn’t necessarily something he was eager to try again. Too … non-physical. But then, maybe he just hadn’t done it right.
“Yeah, that’d be a definite dealbreaker,” Bexley said. “But at least you being incorporeal gives us an advantage for now. Shall we get to it?”
“Let’s.” Peth nodded. “The faster we get on the move, the faster we can find Sloan, and the faster you can team up to make me a body.”
Now Peth closed her eyes as she hovered midair, concentrated quietly—and then popped them open again as if she’d merely been solving a mundane problem like deciding what to eat for dinner that night.
“I found the spark of her mind. It’s about a thousand miles northeast of here. Maybe fourteen hours of flight?”
“That sounds like Archstone,” Alyssa replied after consulting a map.
“Makes sense, given that we lost Pious in the Archstone Wilds,” Locke said. “I wonder if this means the Archstone Index is in on this, too.”
“It’s too soon to say, I think,” Alyssa responded, then turned back to Peth. “Archstone’s a huge city-state. Do you know what part she’s in?”
“Not from this distance. I’ll be able to zero in on her position when we’re closer.”
“Can you tell who’s with her?” Locke asked. “Or what sort of mental condition she’s in?”
Peth closed her eyes again. “There are a lot of people in the area, and I’m not as familiar with their sparks as I am those of the people on this ship. But Sloan herself feels … intrigued.”
“Intrigued?” Locke repeated.
“Yes. Unsettled and cautious, too, but mostly attentive.”
“Huh,” Locke mused. He was beyond relieved that she wasn’t afraid, or in pain, but that was an unexpected turn of mood for someone in Sloan’s situation. Just what exactly was happening to her?
“Then let’s find out what that’s about,” he said. “Alyssa, set a course for Archstone.”
Chapter Twenty
Pious’ tranquilizer began to wear off, and Sloan’s ears perked up at the sounds of metal clashing nearby. Those then blended into the sounds and sensation of people shuffling her and other items onto what she vaguely recognized as another vehicle.
The tranq wore off more as that vehicle took off—a smaller airship, perhaps?—and still more of her drowsiness diminished when she heard an explosion and a great crash.
She jerked up to see what the noise was and found her wrists bound, but still managed to look through the tiny airship porthole by her head. Below, she saw a huge Arcane Index airship emblazoned with the name Omega Archiver crumpled up on the ground, and Titan Chimera flying—flying!—away with a missing arm.
She struggled to move, to get a better view, but another titan flew up and blocked her view. It looked like an elaborate variant of the one that had kidnapped her—or rather, one that had been an elaborate variant, but was now limping along with a missing wing, crumpled face, and one broken eye.
“Where’s Sloan?” Pious’ voice came over the airship’s radio. It was a small airship; there wasn’t even a wall separating the pilot’s seat from the rest of the interior, and she guessed six of these ships could fit inside the Blue Heron’s hangar.
“She’s with me on the Golden Sparrow, sir,” her pilot reported.
“Safe?” Pious insisted. She saw the titan drift closer to her ship.
“She’s just waking up,” one of the Indexers in the back with her replied; there were quite a few of them, piled inside with haphazardly stacked boxes. She considered shapeshifting to free herself, but the cramped space would make fighting difficult. There were too many Indexers, anyway, and given how she’d ended up here, she didn’t doubt at least one of them had another tranq pistol.
“Should we tranquilize her again?” the pilot asked.
“If necessary, but only if necessary,” Pious replied.
“It won’t be necessary,” Sloan insisted, where Pious would hear. She didn’t want to be in this situation, but if she was going to be here, she wanted to be awake for it. Observing.
Plotting.
The first thing she noticed was that the airships—and the titan itself—were in no particular hurry to fly away, and Locke wasn’t coming to pursue them. Had Pious damaged him enough to force a retreat?
“Indigo Gryphon coming in fast,” another pilot reported over the radio.
“Stay out of its path,” Pious replied. “I’ve got us blocked to all onlookers, but the illusion will naturally break if someone’s hit.”
Blocked? Sloan wondered. Did Pious have some way to render them all invisible? Was that why Locke wasn’t coming for her? How was that even possible?
The titan eased forward, and Sloan caught a glimpse of a searing pink glow emanating from the titan’s lower back. She’d never seen a catalyst that color before.
“Dip beneath the canopy at the Bandit Split and then head for the Archstone laboratory,” Pious commanded. “We’ll coordinate from there.”
Whatever he was doing to hide the little flotilla, it was effective. The titan and tiny airships soared miles over the dense forest below, totally unimpeded, before they dipped through a great hole in the forest canopy. Was this the Bandit Split Pious had mentioned? The hole was big enough to accommodate even a ship the size of the Blue Heron, so the titan and tiny airships slipped through without any trouble.
They must have been in the Archstone Wilds, Sloan reasoned, both from Pious’ command and the shape of the trees themselves. The Archstone Wilds trees were enormous, some as thick as buildings, and their structure was unique in all of Haven. Below them, the branches of these giant trees grew into each other and merged, creating levels of verticality on which Sloan saw the occasional fire or cluster of fires burning, evidence of what was likely bandit camps. This forest was a particular favorite of such miscreants because its structure made chases hard for people who didn’t know the labyrinthine layout of the tree networks, but also because there was a wide expanse between the topmost canopy and the highest branch network level that was large enough for titans to fly through effortlessly.
The Wildlanes, as she’d heard them called, were artificial and ever-changing, kept up by the bandits themselves, but whoever was leading this party through the lanes clearly knew them, and soon guided them through the maze to an enormous tangle of branches on the highest level of the branch network.
The tangle was as artificial as the maze, far too large and even to have occurred naturally, which meant it was probably the product of matter mages.
The Golden Sparrow landed on a flattened platform, and Sloan peacefully allowed the Indexers to lead her inside the nearest building, one in a series of interconnected wooden structures overgrown with ivy.
The building’s outside may have resembled some sort of weird, sylvan cottage, but the inside looked to follow the same comfortable logic as Pious’ office back at the Arcane Index. The Indexers escorted her to a small suite with an elegant tea set already steaming on one table—and then Pious stepped through a door at the room’s back.
Sloan was somehow wholly unsurprised to see that he wore a gold, gray, and white magesuit tailored to be as fashionable as he was, as if he couldn’t bear the thought of not looking the part of a respectable leader even in a situation like this. Still, fashionable though he was, he couldn’t mask the look of unsettled frustration that pinched his usually pleasant features.
Even so, when his face met hers, it brightened.
“Remove her bonds!” he commanded her escorts. “And please pardon them,” he continued to her. “I suppose my underlings thought them necessary given the … fraught circumstances we find ourselves in.”
Sloan let the underlings remove her ropes without a word, then just went straight for the tea as if she’d expected all of this to begin with.
“Which is to say, losing the Omega Archiver was not part of your plan?” she said.
“No,” Pious conceded.
“Well, I did try to warn you,” Sloan replied, and sipped her tea as if she had more control over her situation than she actually did.
“That you did.” Pious conceded, but then shrugged. “I suppose a few minor setbacks were inevitable.”
“Minor? I wouldn’t be so dismissive if I were you,” Sloan challenged. “You claim to want to control Avarice, but you got your ass kicked by a titan mage. What makes you think you can control a god if you can’t even beat him?”
Pious laughed, but it wasn’t a derisive laugh. “You’re actually not far off … but I’m also of the impression that you missed most of the battle. Titan Final Edict performed beyond my expectations, and I have it on good authority that Locke only attacked the airship because he knew he couldn’t damage me.”
“He took out your eye and a wing.”
“Two very lucky occurrences,” Pious deflected with a wave. “Why do you think he flew back to the Heron?”
“Because he couldn’t see you! How did you do that, anyway? Does it have something to do with the pink glow on Final Edict’s back?”
“Ah, so you noticed the psy catalyst—short for ‘psychic,” Pious clarified.
“Psy?” Sloan’s brow creased. “There’s no such thing as psy magic.”
When she said it, Pious’ face lit up with the excited glow of scholarly enthusiasm, like he was a nerd who’d just been waiting for that observation to emerge.
“There wasn’t before,” he beamed. “Or, rather, there always has been; we only lacked the catalyst by which to harness it … until I found the beginnings of one in the cultists’ research. Truly, it’s a treasure trove of information, if information gathered for a very specific purpose.”
“And where is this research now?” Sloan asked.
Now Pious paused with a knowing crumple on his face. “Well, further information depends on how willing you are to aid me.” He sat across from her and took his own pre-poured teacup, this time holding it by the handle. Certain and unwavering in his grip, and thus his words. “Obviously, you haven’t had a fair amount of time to consider the situation, what with being tranquilized and all—”
“I’ll do it,” Sloan replied.
Pious had begun to take a sip of his tea and now sputtered in his cup at the speed of her response.
“You will?”
“You said I might be the only person who can be a successful vessel for containing Avarice. If that’s true and I can solve this whole problem for everyone, I don’t see why I shouldn’t.”
It wasn’t the entire truth. Hells, it wasn’t even part of the truth. She had no interest in being a vessel for anything, but if she cooperated with Pious, she got easier access to his information, deeper looks at what he was doing here.
And when the time was right, she could escape, take all that information back to Locke, and use every single bit of it to bring Pious down.
Granted, she was venturing into uncharted—and dangerous—territory. What could this psy magic do beyond create illusions? Could Pious read minds now? How accurate would such an ability be? Would it give him access to strong, immediate thoughts? Or could he delve into a person’s memories like flipping through an open folio?
Most importantly, could he use this magic outside his titan? That, at least, seemed plausible. Either way, she had no choice but to roll the dice.
Pious smiled and laughed. “Well, that was easier than I could’ve ever hoped for! And I must confess, I know some of what you’re thinking. I took the liberty of reading your mind while I was flying beside the Golden Sparrow.”
“You did?” Well, that answered at least one question.
Pious glanced down to his tea with a surprisingly sheepish face. “It’s not something I like to do, but in situations like this, it benefits me to know what key players are thinking. Still, I admit I find it distasteful outside combat situations. A person has a right to the privacy of their own mind.”
“You said you read it when I was in the Golden Sparrow,” Sloan stated, thinking. “Can you only read minds inside your titan?”
“For a function that complex, yes.”
“Hmm,” Sloan mused, and took another sip of tea. “You know I’m skeptical, and yet you’re still treating me this well.”
“Because I knew I could convince you.” Pious smiled. “Even if it did come much more easily than expected.”
“I trust you,” Sloan said, though the truth was far more complicated than that. “You saved me from the cultists, and you’re the first person who believed I could ever be anything more than a scared little girl. Not to mention, you just confessed that you read my mind with a brand-new piece of magitek. That’s not a mark of a dishonest person. So I trust you. Even if this whole situation is, pardon the phrasing, really fucked up.”
“That’s not inaccurate phrasing.” Pious shrugged and returned to his own tea. “But we’re still this world’s best shot at survival.”
“Then let’s start as soon as we can,” Sloan insisted. “I have a lot of catching up to do in a short amount of time, which is bound to be even shorter because Locke will come after me. My only condition is that, when he does come, you let me try to explain the situation first.”
“If that’s the price of your cooperation, then you have my word,” Pious replied. “How soon will you be well enough to start?”
“Right now,” Sloan said. “You can start by telling me all about this psy catalyst.”
***
That had been nearly a day ago, and Sloan and Pious had been hard at work since.
To learn that there was a fifth type of magic in the world, heretofore unheard of, was mind-boggling, but to learn what it could do was even more mind-boggling. According to Pious, the psy catalyst in Final Edict had been upgraded to a whopping tier seven and allowed him to control the titan’s drones with his mind, to perceive strong thoughts from a distance, and even to control the minds of some monsters.
Sloan shivered to think of the implications. Locke must have struggled against Pious during his battle with Final Edict, given how Pious could anticipate his every move. Could she find a way to break the psy catalyst before Locke found her? Could she help give him that advantage?
She pondered this, and other things, as Pious redirected her to the essentials of the cultists’ research.
What he’d discovered in that respect was fascinating, even as it stirred uncomfortable memories in her, and now the two of them gathered in his suite pouring over the most important documents from the collection.
“The cultists at first seemed like a radical death cult,” Pious began. “Avarice, after all, being a god of destruction—but they were surprisingly meticulous in how they explored the subject matter, which piqued my interest.”
“Speaking of those cultists,” Sloan interrupted, her voice carrying a harsh edge, “are there any among your staff?”
“No,” Pious replied with finality. “Those who harmed you are no more.” He paused, then flashed a brief smile. “That said, some of my staffers are admittedly a bit … zealous. They’re generally outliers, though, and useful because of their zeal. They were the first to offer themselves for experimentation. Regardless, I have been clear with all of them about my expectations for this project.”
“You don’t think that’s dangerous?” Sloan said. “Having zealots involved?”
“Of course it is, but we face the apocalypse, and so I accept the risk. Besides, great risk brings with it the potential for great reward. Look here.”
Pious indicated a paper focused on three materials thought to be associated with Avarice: shadow dregs, dark specters, and what the paper called Avarice fluid, but Sloan recognized as the mutative Precursor goo Ray Q’Van had been researching since the ruin bounty.
“I found folio upon folio of research analyzing these three materials,” Pious continued. “The cultists considered them gifts from Avarice meant to be actively wielded to reshape the world. Their research eventually bent toward bodily modifications, obviously”—he indicated Sloan—“and that is what has benefited us the most”—he indicated his own eyes, still shot through with purple—“but they happened upon other uses for the materials, too, and that’s what intrigues me now.”
“Why so?” Sloan asked.
“Because it means that we can use Avarice material to enhance our world as much as ourselves.” Now Pious’ eyes gleamed with eager enthusiasm. “You see, once our bodies are sufficiently modified, we’ll gain the ability to control these materials! To issue them commands! You saw how a chance encounter with the Avarice fluid caused that one mimic to mutate with absurd power. Imagine what we could do with if those mutagenic properties were wielded intentionally! Dark specters act as part of the wider system’s command and control network—and shadow dregs, oh, shadow dregs are the most interesting. You see, presently they operate in a single mode, that of a parasitic destroyer. But they actually have other modes that, according to this—”
He indicated a copy of an ancient-looking document.
“—can only be awakened by Avarice! And one of these modes is capable of increasing the base amount of magic produced by our dragons! Isn’t that incredible?”
“Like a magic fertilizer?” Sloan asked.
“Yes, like a magic fertilizer.” Pious clapped his hands together. “Do you see what all this means?”
“General magic enhancement, sure.” Sloan shrugged. “But you’re acting like it’s more exciting than that.”
“Because it is!” Pious beamed. “Think of it this way: according to ancient documents I received from Ultranoth the Organized, there were periods during Avarice’s first appearance where the magic produced by its invading shadow dregs literally burned out Precursor mages. Their bodies simply couldn’t handle that level of magic.
“But we have the benefit of one thousand years of hardship, our entire populace growing up under the lingering physical influence of that residual magic. Which we are now resistant to. Moreover”—he flexed his arm to indicate his implanted dragon bone catalysts—“we now have the means to generate artificial mages, to fortify our bodies and minds against dreg and specter control”—he indicated his eyes again—“and we’ve discovered a way to generate higher levels of magic. Don’t you see? All of this combined means we could elevate our entire species to a magical potential that exceeds even that of the Precursors!”
His eyes now gleamed with a hungry, eager light.
“We could advance our use of magitek by centuries in a matter of years.”
Sloan paused, trying to take in the magnitude of that statement.
“That’s … huge.”
“Isn’t it?” Pious beamed. “Of course, it could all blow up in our faces, as the most exciting magic usually does, but I’m afraid the present meteorfall issue forces our hand, unfortunately.”
“I suppose if the alternative is the end of our civilization, it seems like a reasonable solution,” Sloan observed. “But something about it still doesn’t sit right with me.”
“How so?” Pious asked.
Sloan put her chin on her hand to think. She wasn’t even entirely sure why she said it, and then realized:
Sure, if the world was about to end in shadow dregs and dark specters, Pious’ plan was a better alternative than giving up. But the world hadn’t been actively ending until a few days ago. This research was … advanced. And extreme. It didn’t seem like the kind of research that one should even try to test in emergency situations, not with all the variables they entailed.
And in that light, something about this timing felt absolutely strange.
Not entirely coincidental.
But of course, she couldn’t say that aloud. Not if she wanted Pious to continue to trust her.
“I’m probably lacking some context,” she said. “Mind if I read over these for a bit?”
“Certainly,” Pious replied, “but before you do, there’s an experiment I’d like to try.”
***
Pious led her out the back door into the area where he’d stored Titan Final Edict. It was an enormous wood and metal hanger, built to hold exactly one titan, and Sloan marveled at the clever engineering that must’ve been required to keep the entire place from collapsing. After all, a titan was no light thing, and she imagined Final Edict probably weighed fifteen tons or so, a little lighter than Titan Chimera.
The lion-aspect chest hatch was already open, the Index lion’s face split in two. Pious called to the purple-eyed engineers servicing the titan and they unbolted an armor plate beneath the cockpit pod and swung it aside to expose the titan core.
“I want to test something, if you don’t mind,” he said to Sloan, and accepted an empty syringe from one of the engineers.
“What kind of test?” Sloan demanded. She didn’t like being in the hangar with something so out-of-place as a needle. Why should such a medical tool be in an engineering space?
“Remember how I said there was a special component in your blood that makes you most Avarice compatible? That component shares similarities with the materials we use to upgrade titans—not like Precursor crystal exactly, but a similarity on an even deeper void level that also coincides with data shared between every type of Avarice material. I want to see if your blood can be used as an upgrade material of sorts, and what effect it has.”
Sloan hesitated. It was a strange request, but well … he had asked, and if he had nefarious intentions, there were certainly more nefarious ways of taking her blood.
“What kind of effect do you anticipate?”
“I anticipate that it will make it less likely to lose control to Avarice. With enough upgrades, we could conceivably make a shadow dreg-immune titan.”
“Oh. That’s actually quite useful,” she said, but glanced into the open cockpit as she said it.
She could jump in this thing right now and escape. Or try to. Navigating the Wilds would pose a problem, but this titan had all five catalysts. Including a time catalyst. She could wield it.
And Pious had to know that.
Which meant he trusted her.
And would reveal even more if she stayed …
“Fine. Let’s try it.” Sloan held out her arm so he could find the best vein. She winced as he drew her blood, watched as he approached Final Edict’s titan core and pressed the fluid slowly out over the smooth, glossy surface.
The titan core glowed briefly, just like it did when Bexley fed crystals to Deathly Rhythm—and then the solid surface drank in her blood.
“It worked!” she exclaimed. Titan cores didn’t acknowledge materials they couldn’t use; if the material wouldn’t enhance the core, the core simply ignored it.
And now Sloan wondered: What did it mean, really, that she could upgrade a titan core with her blood?
“Now,” Pious said, “to climb inside and—wait.”
He’d been making his way toward the cockpit hatch, but before he could take two steps, they all heard a distant tinkling come from above. When Sloan, Pious, and the engineers looked up, it was to see the light actively glinting off one of the catalysts in Final Edict’s right shoulder pauldron, as the crystal structure inside it changed without command. And as Sloan squinted, she realized the catalysts in this titan weren’t standard or even Lazare catalysts. These catalysts contained the same odd pattern that had been seared into her brain when the cultists had come to replace her bones.
They were artificial dragon bones.
“Which catalyst is that?” Sloan asked. “The one that’s upgrading.”
“The matter catalyst,” Pious replied, then looked to her meaningfully. “The one used for transformations.”
Chapter Twenty-One
Locke guessed that Archstone was so named for the big-ass arch of stone on which its most prominent district was built, and really, he couldn’t blame whoever had named the place.
It was perhaps inaccurate to call it an arch; though it possessed an arch-shaped cross-section, from his present angle, Locke saw that the arch actually extended for miles into a long, prominent half-tube closer to a celery shape than its namesake.
But Celerystone didn’t have quite the same noble ring as Archstone, so he understood the name choice as well as he understood the logic behind building there: when you had a weird, wholly unique and strategically advantageous land feature, you used it. And, if your home was named Archstone, you indulged in it. All the buildings were made of stone, and their architecture was dominated by … arches, as if some civil planner in the distant past had pushed the city-state to have a unified architectural theme and the theme was “Arches and stones or else.”
And yet, astonishingly, the city didn’t look nearly as homogenous as he’d expected it to when it was just a blob in the distance. The closer they flew, the more he saw that generations of architects had emblazoned the equivalent of “CHALLENGE ACCEPTED” across their structures, and built in an unexpected variety of stone colors and arch shapes. At some point, some city official must’ve taken that “CHALLENGE ACCEPTED” and set some laws in reaction to it, for now, floating directly over the city, Locke realized that specific arch styles had begun to gravitate towards certain areas, such that Locke thought of one district as the classic Roman district, another as the squared off Chinese district, another as the pointy Gothic district, and another that was so varied and weird that it must’ve been the Haven equivalent of the pretentious modern artists’ district.
All of which would have been a lot more fascinating if Locke wasn’t flying over the city in search of a kidnapped crewmate.
“This place takes its name a little too seriously,” he muttered.
“That’s not stone,” Peth said.
The Precursor witch stood beside him—well, her projection stood beside him, and had been following him everywhere since the psy catalyst had allowed her to. Alyssa occupied the beach chair to his other side, looking perplexed.
“What do you mean it’s not stone?” she said.
“I mean, the central arch of stone isn’t stone. It’s a material we called duracrete. And the arch is an unlaunched segment of the Steel Ring.”
Locke glanced up at the thin, shining ring that slashed through the Haven sky, as visible during the daytime as the Crystal Moon, but so subtle a presence compared to the moon that he frequently forgot it was there.
“What exactly is the Steel Ring, anyway?” he asked. “Do you remember?”
“No, unfortunately,” Peth replied. “I’ve remembered nothing new since I emerged, but I can feel things … changing in my awareness. Like memories are moving to the front of my brain but aren’t quite there yet. What I do remember is that parts of the Steel Ring were built on the surface, and some in space. This must have been an internal support piece that was built but never launched into orbit.”
Locke blinked, marveling at the size of the thing. The Steel Ring looked like an insubstantial streak from this distance, but the equivalent of a small city sat on the piece before him—and the Steel Ring encircled the whole planet. Just how many of these pieces had it taken to construct the thing?
“Did you say launched into orbit?” Alyssa exclaimed. “Gods, but it’s the size of a city! Literally!”
“So were our mass drivers,” Peth countered.
“You’re what?”
“Mass drivers. Big guns that shoot objects into space.”
“But that would mean … wait a second.” Alyssa pointed out the window. “You mean to tell me the entire archstone was basically a bullet for a giant cannon?”
“Something like that,” Peth replied nonchalantly.
Alyssa shook her head. “I knew the Precursors were advanced, but this is just …” She trailed off in wonder, and Locke could see the questions in her eyes.
Locke knew it had taken tremendous restraint for Alyssa and the other two ladies to not bombard Peth with constant questions, and even that happened only because they knew she needed to devote her efforts to finding their missing crewmember.
“What about Sloan?” Locke asked. “Any more luck there?”
Peth pointed out the control room window to the right of the ship’s wheel. “That way. Toward the pointy district.”
Locke spun the ship’s wheel in that direction. “How are you able to see, anyway? Your actual consciousness is still stuck inside Titan Chimera.”
“Same as before. Through your eyes.”
“‘Before’?” Alyssa’s eyes widened, and then her face reddened. “At all times?”
Peth smiled mischievously, knowing exactly what she was thinking about. “I’m capable of seeing through his eyes at all times, but equally capable of selecting when I do so.”
Alyssa sighed with relief.
“Though I’m pleased all of you have gotten such thorough use out of the body I gave Locke.”
Alyssa’s face reddened again, and Locke held back a laugh. Alyssa wasn’t at all shy about their interactions—after all, she’d joined in with the others last time—but she was definitely the most subdued about them, and least likely to be public about what went on between the two of them in bed.
“So that’s why your projection’s been following me around,” Locke said to Peth, by way of polite distraction.
“Well, that and I like being with you in person,” Peth purred. “It’s nice to be present outside your titan and your head, if only as a projection.” She hugged her body against his own, and though her image eased through him in places, Locke felt the distinct press of a nice boob against his arm, if only an illusory one. Suddenly, she added, “Ah, that’s strange.”
“What?”
“I’m sensing lots of shadow dregs.”
Both Locke and Peth glanced down to the city as they took the Blue Heron over it. Alyssa stood to observe, too. They’d passed many craters and shadow dreg battles on their way to the city, but there didn’t seem to be any signs of panic within its arched walls that would suggest shadow dregs within the city.
“That is strange,” Locke agreed.
“They’re mostly around Sloan’s spark,” Peth added.
“Mostly?”
“There are a handful in the city. But … something’s strange about all of these, too. They don’t feel like the dregs and specters I fought as a super titan pilot. They’re more … human, for lack of a better word.”
“That’s not good,” Locke muttered. Granted, he didn’t like the idea of mindless shadow dregs, but he liked the idea of intelligent ones less. Especially since he wasn’t seeing any signs of them.
***
“How about now?” Locke asked a few minutes later. “Any updates on her spark?”
“It’s still ahead.”
“We’re running out of pointy district.”
“Then she’s beyond it.”
“Shit.” Beyond the pointy district was a wide stretch of farmland, and then the nearest edge of the Archstone Wilds. It wasn’t wholly unexpected, but still … “It won’t be an easy rescue in there.”
“There’s someone with her,” Peth reported.
“Who? Can you tell?”
“Two of the sparks don’t have much emotion, just focus, but one is … eager… and excited? But also guarded. As if hiding something. There’s also an aura of command about that one.”
“That’s got to be Pious, then,” Locke said.
“There’s more. He feels like he’s part specter.”
“What?” Locke exclaimed. “Fuck, that explains what he’s hiding.”
“I don’t think that’s it.” Peth closed her eyes. “Sloan knows about that.”
“She does? How is she?”
“She’s confident.”
“Confident?” Locke repeated. He liked to think he’d be courageous if he found he was standing next to a shadow dreg-possessed artificial void mage with a titan, but he wasn’t sure he’d be confident.
“She’s also suspicious,” Peth continued. “But not about the darkness. About something else.”
“Regardless, if Pious is there and dark-infused and amidst all those dark-infused minds, we’re going to need help.”
The Indigo Gryphon’s radio light was on, so he pressed its button.
“Locke of the Blue Heron to Indigo Gryphon. Do you hear?”
“Make it quick, Heron,” Dr. Waltz of all people replied, his voice strained and far beyond its usual gentle tone.
“Free to assist in Archstone?” Locke said quickly.
“Much as we’d love to, we’ve got dark specters and bandits occupying all our attention. I’m afraid this one’s yours.”
“Got it. Good luck,” Locke replied, then disconnected. If the ship’s doctor was flying and Captain Belista was in her titan, then the Indigo Gryphon really was in too big a pickle to help them.
“We need to alert the Archstone Constabulary, then,” Locke continued. “See what help they can offer. Let’s pinpoint the location, then find out what they can do to help.”
Chapter Twenty-Two
It turned out the Archstone Constabulary had already been busy interrogating the captured cultists transferred from the Indigo Gryphon, and though they’d yet to squeeze any critical information from then, the ranking officer—Chief Inspector O. Leon—had a titan strike team on standby for when they did. And he’d had the foresight to contact the Arcane Index for additional support.
Which was why the Blue Heron found itself flying over the Archstone Wilds in formation with two other airships: one from the Archstone Constabulary and another from the Archstone Index.
The Arcane Index had provided two titans specializing in energy magic, while all four of the Constabulary titans wielded at least one gravity catalyst. The Constabulary hired gravity mages whenever possible, since the ability to levitate objects—and criminals—made their work a whole lot easier.
“I haven’t even met Inspector Leon,” Locke said as he ran a check of all his systems inside Chimera, “but I feel like I owe him a drink.”
“I know what you mean,” Alyssa radioed from the Blue Heron’s bridge. “That said, there’s no way Pious is going to miss three big airships flying straight toward his secret base.”
“Yeah. Best to assume he knows we’re coming. But, on the other hand, the more time we give him, the better prepared he’ll be.” Locke smiled in the cockpit. “It’s funny. I was never big into history class, but I’m suddenly reminded of a famous quote. ‘Take time to deliberate, but when the time for action comes, stop thinking and go in.’”
“Sounds appropriate. Who said that?”
“Napoleon Bonaparte. You wouldn’t know him.”
“He from Earth?”
“Yeah. A long time ago.” Locke turned Titan Chimera’s head to Bexley, who was topping off his void condensate. “Everything good on your end?”
“How’s the right arm?” Bexley called up to him.
Locke flexed it experimentally, glad to feel the familiar weight of his original limb.
“Feels good as new,” he replied. “Makes me feel a lot better about going up against Final Edict.”
For that was what he fully expected to do before the day was out. That was the Blue Heron crew’s primary function as part of this plan: rescue Sloan, of course, but then be on the lookout for Final Edict when it inevitably showed. Pious might have come close to kicking his ass last time, but Peth and his new psy catalyst would shield him against Final Edict’s largest tactical advantage.
“Then you’re good to go!” Bexley gave him a thumbs up.
“Same here,” Ember reported, from inside Long Shot.
Locke nodded, and Titan Chimera’s head did, too. “Then let’s go save Sloan.”
“Psy shielding active,” Peth reported privately. “I can’t protect the entire flotilla, but you are definitely covered.”
“Good enough,” Locke said. “Things will go a whole lot smoother if Pious can’t read my mind. And speaking of minds, how’s Sloan?”
Peth paused, then said, “Interesting. She’s determined. And there’s a general sense of unrest surrounding her. The Indexers know we’re coming.”
“Well, we’re not exactly being subtle. Where’s Pious?”
“Still beside Sloan.”
“His mood?”
“Unsettled, of course. But also … concerned.”
“Aren’t they the same thing?”
“Strangely, it feels like familial concern. For Sloan.”
“Hmm, that’s unexpected.” Locke frowned, wondering. “But it’s also a mystery we can solve once he’s arrested.”
Peth nodded inside his head.
Pious had a lot to answer for, and Locke needed those answers. Least of which was why he was doing all this in the first place. Given the extremes he’d gone to—kidnapping Sloan, exploiting the Indigo Gryphon’s research, and giving himself void mage powers—Locke was tempted to view him as an obvious villain.
And no doubt about it, he was.
But there were certain facts that didn’t line up. He hadn’t sounded eager to kill Locke in their first battle. He sounded like he’d lamented what he viewed as a necessary evil, as if killing Locke was the best of two bad options. And then there was the concern for Sloan that Peth reported. Sloan had a history of being exploited by the Index, but Pious’ behavior toward her had been that of a supportive father figure—well, except for the kidnapping.
They were all missing something here.
Locke was pretty sure it wasn’t something that would keep him from wanting to kick Pious’ ass, but he was equally sure it was something worth knowing.
“We’re above the site,” Alyssa reported through his radio. “Now let’s get Sloan back.”
***
The hangars of all three airships yawned open as they circled over the interlaced treetops of the Archstone Wilds. Titan Long Shot and the two Indexer energy titans took up positions in their respective airships, and then awaited Locke’s orders. Both the Constabulary and Index had agreed to assign Locke command of this stage of the operation, so now he took it.
“Fire!” he commanded over Titan Chimera’s radio.
At his order, bolts of hot color rained upon the trees inside a pre-designated circle, incinerating huge swaths of the canopy and slowly exposing the branch network below. Ember iced any fires that didn’t snuff out on their own.
“Flares!” Locke ordered next.
To that, the Constabulary titans launched a series of flare-ended bolts which thumped solidly into the enormous, smoke-shrouded trees.
Locke had intended to order the airships to angle their propellers down to clear the smoke, but the natural wind whistling through the Wildlanes did so naturally, revealing … nothing but an innocuous platform of branches.
But this wasn’t wholly unexpected.
“Peth?” Locke asked inside his head.
“Pious is blocking the view, changing what we see. But I should be able to disperse his illusion. Give me a moment.”
In the space of a few blinks, Locke went from seeing a nondescript network of branches threaded through the trees to seeing a conspicuous structure seated atop those branches. It looked more unassuming than Locke expected, covered in vines, moss, and other foliage as if to hide it from searching eyes. Only the occasional opening for a window gave it away, and even then only because the flares were shining so brightly off its glass.
“Done,” Peth reported, then added, “Oh, he’s startled. And confused. He doesn’t understand how his spell was broken.”
“Does he suspect our psy catalyst?”
“Hard to say, but he’s none too happy about the situation.”
“Let him fume. Maybe he’ll make a mistake.”
Next, a barrage of small metal cylinders rained down from the Constabulary airships, traveling in slow arcs. Many punched through the windows, and billows of acrid smoke and startled screams plumed out through the shattered glasses.
“Oh—he’s masked himself and Sloan from me,” Peth reported. “I’ll do what I can to get them back, but he hasn’t masked the others.”
“Maybe he’ll try to escape in Final Edict, wherever it is.” Locke scanned the site for any sign of a titan. Pious would probably hide Final Edict from his perception, as he’d presumably done back when they escaped the Omega Archiver’s crash site, but in an area this dense with foliage, he doubted Pious would be able to hide the complex effects his titan had on the environment. Even if he stayed to the middle of the Wildlanes, the air moved by Final Edict’s passing would stir nearby branches and foliage. That would be the key to finding it.
“Movement on the branch platforms,” reported someone on the Constabulary airship.
Locke glanced over to see a cluster of Indexers stumble out of the smoke-bombed building, scrambling for the small airships docked at the edge of the platform.
“Gravity titans ready!” Locke shouted. “They’re making an escape!”
He clenched his teeth. From this distance, he couldn’t see enough detail to recognize individuals. The Indexers could be shuffling Sloan onto any one of those ships.
“Peth? Update on Sloan and Pious?”
“No luck so far.”
The four Constabulary titans didn’t jump down after the Indexers immediately. Instead they let the surge of people all pile onto the little ships, even let them launch. But the moment they did, the titans froze them in midair. Without having to keep themselves aloft, still secure in the hangar, the titans were free to pull multiple ships, and slowly they pulled eight of the smaller airships into the Constabulary airship. It was almost comically easy, and it gave Locke a new appreciation for gravity mages as part of a police force.
But two airships remained, and while the Constabulary titans were occupied, another one launched.
Locke energized his own gravity catalyst, but before he could act, he noticed something strange. The little airship had begun by darting for the wide-open flight lane leading under the canopy, but its course quickly became erratic—and then it turned around and zipped straight for the Blue Heron’s open hangar.
Locke shot out an instinctive arm, his fingers coiling to grasp his gravity magic around the thing.
Until he saw through its foremost window. Saw who was piloting. Saw her Arcane Index uniform splattered in blood, and saw the face beneath her cat ears glowing with an incongruous smile as she tapped the radio button beside her ship’s wheel.
“I brought you a gift!” Sloan beamed.
Which was when he noticed the absolute carnage behind her.
There had been at least a few of Pious’ Indexers on that ship with her when it launched. He wasn’t sure how many were left, though, or how much of them.
“Holy shit, Sloan!” he exclaimed—and a sudden complicated emotion rose in him. He was ashamed to admit that the first nuance was frustration—that he’d built up all this focused rage to tear through Pious and his Indexers to rescue her, and now that she’d rescued herself, it had nowhere to go. But at the same time … there was something unbelievably hot about a woman beaming like an eager acolyte of some blood god while surrounded by the wrecked bodies of her fallen enemies. Which was to say, he could probably find other outlets for that energy.
“Oh, they’re not dead,” Sloan chimed. “They’re just bleeding a lot.”
“You’re not wrong.” Locke shrugged inside his titan and moved out of the way so she could pilot the little airship in. “Where’s Pious? How’d you get away?”
“Pious told me to flee to safety, so I did.” Locke could hear the mischievous smile in her voice. “With some extra steps.”
Sloan set the little airship down.
“He just let you leave?” Locke exclaimed.
“I’m fairly sure he expected me to stay with his allies, but once I saw the Heron, I … decided to let myself leave. How did you find us, anyway?”
“Used a bit of Pious’ own magic against him. Turns out Peth’s a psy mage with access to psy catalyst instructions, so she’s now working magic from inside my head.”
“Hello, Sloan,” Peth greeted smoothly.
“Ah! She’s in my head!” Sloan startled.
“She does that,” Locke replied, then repeated, “Where’s Pious?”
The answer came when a sudden monstrous whoosh blasted through the forest. He couldn’t see the object that caused it, but he did see the distinct path that carved through the trees as it blasted toward the open flight lane under the canopy, where it would have fewer obstacles to give itself away.
“Got him!” Locke snarled, and then punched magic into Titan Chimera’s gravity catalyst and burst out of the hangar toward his target. “Peth, what have you got for me?”
Titan Final Edict blinked into view, its wing fully repaired, and presumably the rest of it.
“I’ve broken the mask, but he’s still shielding his mind.”
“So you won’t be able to predict his moves?”
“No, but I’ve blocked your mind, so he won’t be able to read yours either.”
“Then we’re even,” Locke replied, trailing Final Edict through the Wildlanes. “Sloan, why did he kidnap you? What’s his plan? Give me the short version.”
“He thinks the cultists made me a vessel to accept Avarice, but he also turned himself and his followers into potential vessels, too, and also he wants to use the enhanced magic generated by Avarice to lead Haven into a magical golden age to rival that of the Precursors.”
“The fuck?” Locke exclaimed.
“He said the short version,” Ember reprimanded.
“That is the short version! The slightly longer version is that he thinks this is the only way to stop Avarice from destroying the planet—to wield it rather than just give into it or fight it forever. He’s been researching it ever since the cultists used me to trigger whatever’s happening now.”
“The fuck?” Locke repeated. He understood the basic logic, he supposed, inasmuch as he could while chasing a titan at high speeds through a maze of titanic trees, but something still felt weird about it. “If he’s trying to save the world, why’s he acting like a frickin’ supervillain?”
“He’s not a villain,” Sloan insisted, with astonishing firmness.
“Sloan,” Locke stated. He said every word that followed with more gravity than he’d ever spoken before. “Based on what you know, is there any definitive reason why I shouldn’t kill this man? Because if I fight him again, one of us is probably going to die.”
“I … I don’t know,” Sloan replied slowly, and he heard genuine conflict in her voice. “I can’t put my finger on it, but I suspect there’s something he hasn’t even told me. Something that could make a difference. But”—her voice rose as if she’d found some new hope—“if you talk to him, maybe … maybe something could come of it.”
Locke huffed. He was in no mood to talk to Pious after everything he’d done, from kidnapping Sloan, to trying to kill him, to employing crazed lunatics. Even if his goal was to avoid planetary destruction, as Sloan claimed, even if wielding Avarice was the better alternative to being destroyed by it, who was he to decide this was the only path forward?
But, Locke thought, then again, what if he’s right? What if we’re all standing at the edge of annihilation, and he actually has a way to stop Avarice?
“Okay,” Locke said. “I’ll try to talk to him.”
He heard Sloan sigh through the radio. “Thank you.”
Locke didn’t reply. Because, much as he wanted to keep Sloan happy, he couldn’t guarantee that he—or Pious—would make it through this alive.
Chapter Twenty-Three
“Pious!” Locke radioed toward Final Edict’s fleeing form.
The mech’s gravity, time, and psy catalysts flared brightly as Pious barreled through the maze of trees at near-reckless speed. Disorienting rays of odd sunlight flashed off Locke’s own mech as he spread his wings, his own catalysts struggling to keep up with Pious’ pace. He was astonished he could even stay this close, but he wasn’t going to question why, not with Pious so obviously on the run. Final Edict looked fully repaired, but … had it been irreparably damaged in their last fight?
“Pious!” he pressed again. “We can fight, or we can talk, and based on the way you’re running, I’ll bet you don’t want to fight.”
“You would be correct,” Pious replied, “though not for any reason you’d expect.”
Locke could hear the strain even in Pious’ attempt at a calm voice, and he continued zipping down the Wildlanes. Bandit camps, random campfires, and bioluminescent plants alight under the dark canopy cover blurred by the two of them and made the maze all the more disorienting. For all his ability to keep up, it didn’t help that Pious clearly knew the tunnels, but Locke didn’t. Titan Chimera’s fevered pace often worked against him, too, thrashing him into trees and branches when Pious made unexpected turns into lower or higher tunnels, some of which were barely big enough for their two titans.
“Then explain it to me!” Locke insisted. “Sloan told us everything. We know about the Avarice vessels.”
“Sloan?” Pious choked.
Locke almost cringed at the intensity of the noise. Oddly, Pious didn’t say it like he was angry. He said it like he’d just been gut-punched.
“You fucking kidnapped her, man! Did you think she wouldn’t come back to us?”
“But she understood! She agreed!”
“Make me understand!” Locke demanded. “Why’d you have to kidnap her? Why’d you try to kill me? The way she explained it, this all sounds like something I might have helped you with if you hadn’t come at us with all that bullshit!”
“Because you would have considered it mad and tried to stop me. Anyone would have. You’ll still try to stop me, even if I tell you.”
“And so you team up with Avarice nutjobs instead?”
“Zealots can be powerful tools when employed the right way. Which these were.”
Pious slowed a bit to make a turn, but Locke took the curve fast, closing in behind Final Edict.
“Tell me what you’re doing!” Locke snarled. “You’re right; I already think you’re insane. But the least you can do now is try to convince me otherwise.”
“Nothing I have to say would make me sound less insane.”
“Try me. I’ve seen some pretty crazy things since I arrived on Haven.”
“Since you … arrived?”
Suddenly, Final Edict slowed, as if its pilot was startled.
Only then did Locke realize what he’d let slip.
He’d been so relieved about telling the girls on the Heron and crew of the Indy that he’d more or less stopped thinking of his origin as a secret. And he wasn’t sure how he felt about Pious knowing his origins.
But, well, it was out now. Might as well wield it to his advantage.
“I was brought to Haven from another universe!” Locke shouted. “By a lost Precursor! Who fought in the final battle against Avarice! And given that the moon’s exploding, it seems like the kind of thing heroes with very specific skill sets are pulled from other universes for!”
He knew for a fact that he wasn’t brought to Haven as a chosen one, but Pious didn’t need to know that.
“Are you serious?” Pious spat, his voice creaking in desperate exasperation. “Why didn’t you tell me that to begin with?”
“Because it sounded insane!”
“So you understand where I’m coming from!”
Locke paused. He hadn’t expected to find a similarity with Pious in this conversation, but there it was.
“All right, I understand what you mean,” Locke conceded reluctantly. “But I’m using my insane situation to fuck a lot of hot ladies and stomp around in a titan. I’m not the one experimenting on people and trying to harness the power of an world-ending moon god!”
“How do you have a Precursor in your head?” Pious shouted.
Locke noted that he’d conveniently ignored his last statement, but even so, Locke answered:
“Peth? Care to say hi?”
Peth must’ve projected herself into Pious’ titan, for Final Edict suddenly halted in midair, and Locke heard Pious suck in a startled breath.
“You can’t possibly be real.”
Locke didn’t care if Pious thought she was real or not. For Final Edict had stopped. And he was flying full force at it, with Titan Chimera’s swiftmetal sword spooling out.
Pious caught sight of him at the last moment and spun out of the way. It wasn’t a graceful dodge, though. He swiped a tree as he recovered, but was still alert enough to launch two of his detachable pauldrons off his shoulders. The green time segment and purple gravity segment stayed put, but the matter drone shot into his right hand and spawned its own swiftmetal sword, and the energy drone hovered, waiting like an angular, watchful hawk.
Locke realized they’d stopped in a fairly open clearing as the Wildlanes went, roomy enough that two titans battle it out, and yet constrained enough by the surrounding trees and interlocked branches to encourage an in-your-face melee.
It made Locke think of a titan-sized mixed martial arts ring.
Suddenly Locke wondered if Pious had been leading him here specifically, and felt a new tension knot in his gut. Technically Chimera was designed as a close-up bruiser, but its silver swiftmetal had a natural disadvantage against Pious’ more advanced black swiftmetal, and no amount of skill could change the basic composition of his equipment. Still, he had no choice in the matter, for his adversary was obviously done running.
Pious held up his sword in salute, and then he lunged.
Locke flashed his own sword arm up, ready to meet Pious’ attack, but it was then that Pious must have noticed the pink glow emanating from underneath Chimera’s left shoulder.
“You have a psychic catalyst?” he demanded, a desperate strain in his voice.
“I’m a god-tier void mage with a Precursor psy mage in my head, and I have the allegiance of Sevas Lazare!” Locke might not have been sure of the situation, but he could still rattle his foe with fake bravado. He whipped his sword forward in a challenge. “You still want to try me?”
Pious didn’t reply instantly this time, which led Locke to believe he was reevaluating the depth of the challenge he now found before him. Especially considering that Locke had answered each of their run-ins by upgrading his titan to face Pious’, now with magitek that no one on the planet but he was supposed to have.
“One of us isn’t coming out of this battle, Pious,” Locke said darkly. “Not unless you tell me what you’re hiding.”
“You’ll kill me anyway,” Pious replied. “Or try to.”
“You don’t know that for certain. Sloan asked me to talk to you first, so here I am! Here’s your chance to convince me you’re right and gain me as an ally!”
Locke sincerely doubted it, but he figured he should at least offer the man the chance, one last time. Pious went silent for long seconds, but finally made his decision.
“I want you to know something, Locke,” he stated, and his voice was one of genuine regret. “I’m too far into this project to abandon it, and I genuinely believe it’s the best way to survive what’s happening with the Crystal Moon.”
“Sloan said you want to contain Avarice and then use its magic to make the world advance faster. What’s the catch? Because you wouldn’t be so secret if there wasn’t a catch.”
Pious sighed. “I do want to usher in a new golden age of magic, and I do believe it will put us on the level of the Precursors in less than a century, possibly mere decades. But the catch …” He sighed again, and this time the sigh carried an incredible weight. “The catch is that Haven as we know it must be utterly destroyed first.”
He paused to let the gravity of his words sink in.
“The catch is that total destruction is inevitable, part of the process of increasing the magic. Things get changed, reformed, rebuilt. That’s going to happen anyway when Avarice is loosed upon the world; its magic must be spent. The difference if we channel Avarice is that we can control the outcome, crafting a world our descendants can thrive on.
“Can you not understand why I’d want that? If you could harness all the magic of a god to make a better world for your children, wouldn’t you?”
Locke was taken aback by Pious’ words. He’d expected the man to have some embarrassingly selfish reason for going to the great lengths that he had, but this was … maybe reasonable wasn’t the right word, but perhaps noble in a strange, fatalistic way.
Even so, he still couldn’t help but be skeptical. It was the last line that did it. In his experience, most people who claimed to be making grand gestures “for the children” usually just saw the children as resources to be manipulated for their emotional value.
Much in the same way he spoke of his Avarice zealots. His tools.
On paper, what he was doing sounded basically admirable. If destruction was inevitable, then orchestrating a rebirth afterward made sense. Between the lines, though, Locke saw the potential for numerous very shitty outcomes.
“You hearing all this, Alyssa?” Locke radioed over his private channel with the Blue Heron.
“I am,” Alyssa replied, her own voice somewhat distant.
Bexley was far more decisive: “If the entire world as I know it is the price, then fuck that. We don’t even know this plan of his will work, and no one ballsy enough to try controlling a whole-ass god can be trusted to use that power wisely. Our kids are going to be badasses, but I don’t want them to spend their lives fighting God-King Pious.”
“And you still have me,” Sloan said, also over the Blue Heron’s private channel. “Pious himself told me he and his people were the backups in case I failed as the vessel of Avarice. He treated me too well to be lying about it.”
“We’re not putting a moon god in you, either, if I can help it,” Locke said. “We’ll find another way. It’s not like this planet hasn’t spent all of recorded history fighting off shadow dregs. Avarice is more of the same, just bigger.”
“You wouldn’t say that if you’d faced it,” Peth said. “Its power is … terrifying to behold.”
“Then what do you say about all this, Peth?” Locke asked. “You have insight none of us can hope to match. Does Pious’ plan make sense to you?”
“It … could work.”
“But?”
“But he underestimates how difficult his plan is.” Peth sighed. “Touching Avarice’s mind would be like asking a cup to hold the ocean.”
“Then his plan won’t work?”
“Not without changing the cup forever. And therein lies the danger. Perhaps he can control Avarice, but in the process, he’ll be twisted in ways none of us can predict. There really are only three options: contain, control, or destroy. My people chose containment, but there’s no putting the Crystal Moon back together once Avarice breaks free.”
“Leaving us with control or destroy,” Locke finished. “Which option do you support?”
“Destroy it.” Peth said, her response faster and firmer than he’d expected.
“I’m good with that,” Locke reconnected with Pious.
“There’s a simpler solution. We just fight it until it doesn’t fight back anymore.” He directed his sword point straight at Final Edict. “Unless the destruction is your actual goal.”
“It’s not destruction,” Pious bit. “It’s rebirth.”
“It’s suicide,” Locke challenged.
“You won’t win.”
“And you will fail to control it.”
“Then I suppose our discussion is finished,” Pious stated. The word came out like a dying breath. A surrender.
Locke didn’t dare believe that was the end of it.
But he also had no way of anticipating what happened next.
Pious didn’t strike. Instead the psy catalyst in his back lit the shadows behind him a searing, surreal magenta, and the entire forest started to rumble. Trees shuddered and branches cracked and broke in the near distance, the source of their noise obscured by the nearest foliage, but even from this distance, it didn’t sound good.
“Peth, what’s he doing?” Locke’s eyes darted everywhere at once. Was Pious trying to move the forest itself?
“I don’t know. He’s blocking me again.”
“Could you read him earlier?” Locke said as he flashed his visual sensors around. “Is he genuine?”
“He is. He fully believes in what he’s doing. He has no ulterior motive. It’s as if— Locke! There are other minds coming this way.”
“Cultists?”
“No, I sense shadow—”
Before she could specify, the answer came.
A horrible cacophony of wolfish howls and leonine roars bellowed through the trees of the forest like a call to battle. Locke heard and saw branches and foliage shuddering with the force of whatever was barreling through them—not all on the nearby ground, either, but on the branch networks and in the trees themselves.
And then a veritable stampede of monsters descended upon the area, of exactly the types Rion had warned him about.
Locke jerked to the right as the first creature lunged at him. In person, the wolfhare looked even more horrifying than its illustration. Its claws and teeth shimmered in the sparse light, its fur ragged, jaws agape and drooling with rabid ferocity. Here was a monster that knew it was going up against a titan and didn’t give a single shit.
And though the creature was small compared to his titan, Locke didn’t want it anywhere near him.
He punched the monster with a sickening crunch, folding its spine in half, but not before the snarling avalanche of other wolfhares burst out of the trees behind it. Far too many to fight with titan fists alone.
But Rion had already advised him on how to handle these, so he focused gravity magic in his chest like one of his energy balls, and then blasted it out like an invisible force field. All the creatures leaping for his titan exploded away from it as if bouncing off a solid wall around him, then crashed against the trees or plummeted away to end in meaty thuds.
“Yeah! What now?” Locke taunted.
But the wolfhares weren’t the only monsters coming for him.
A sudden great roar from below alerted him to a new threat, and he jerked his head down to see a black drake the size of his entire titan leaping up to snap at his feet.
“Shit!” he shouted. That was much larger than he’d expected the lion drake to be.
He blasted upward through the trees. The monster’s fangs snapped together with a heavy chomp that sounded like it was absolutely capable of tearing his titan’s foot off. A noise halfway between a dragon’s belch and a lion’s roar belted from its throat, and the monster sank its claws into the closest tree and scurried up the trunk—right as another burst of wolfhares snarled from behind it.
“The hell?” Locke muttered.
With his gravity field up, the monsters couldn’t reach him. But that didn’t stop them from muddling his view—and suddenly he realized he’d lost complete track of Titan Final Edict.
Which was probably the entire point.
“Peth, where’s Pious?”




“Sorry, I’ve lost him,” Peth replied.
Locke cursed aloud, energized his gravity catalyst, and shot straight up. If he could break through the canopy, he could escape the storm of monsters and regroup, or at the very least move the fight to a place with no environment for them to leap off—but moments before he reached the canopy, the great bulk of a snake lashed out at him.
There was nothing particularly special about this monster’s appearance, other than its tremendous size. It was just a regular-ass snake—and when it struck at him again, he saw that its eyes were’ purple-black from shadow dregs.
Locke shot back down into a storm of ravenous wolfhares. This time he looked for—and found—the same purple-black in their eyes as they bounced off his gravity shield, their dreg-possessed depths accented by flecks of unmistakable magenta.
“Pious is controlling the monsters with his psy catalyst!” Locke shouted, as much for the Blue Heron’s benefit as Peth’s. “He’s somehow enhanced them with shadow dregs, too—shit!”
The lion drake launched into view from the cover of a nearby tree, snarling, and Locke knew he had to rely on something other than his gravity shield if he was to get out of this.
He dropped the shield, then drew his entire sense of gravity into his fist and punched the lion drake square in the face. The creature went sprawling back into its tree, and wolfhares took its place, leaping for him with claws extended.
Locke spun out a heat-charged swiftmetal sword and met them with it. He slashed through the oncoming monsters, slicing several at once with each slash. But more kept coming, filling his view and making it impossible to keep track of his surroundings.
Where’s Pious? He didn’t at all doubt that Pious was using these monsters as a screen, a distraction.
That was when Locke saw a flash of bright green—a channeling time catalyst—and Final Edict lunged through the curtain of falling bodies so fast it was a blur.
“Oh, no you don’t!” Locke snarled, and threw up his gravity field to repel the titan.
Whatever problem Pious might have been facing, it had nothing to do with Final Edict’s gravity catalyst. When Pious met his field, he flared his own gravity catalyst brighter and pushed straight through Locke’s barrier. And slowly Locke began to suspect that Final Edict had no problems at all.
“Damn it!” Locke cried. He felt Pious push against his own magic like huge hands pressing upon his skull and shot himself to the left. Final Edict’s sword scraped across the side of his hatch with a painful squeal, but Pious was ready for even that and spun around to aim his sword straight for Titan Chimera’s exposed psy catalyst.
Locke spun midair and flash-transformed his sword into a shield to block the blow. Apparently Pious hadn’t expected that and darted back, taking cover behind one of the massive trees surrounding this clearing.
“Locke, what’s happening?” Alyssa asked urgently. “Where are you?”
“Pious led me into a monster ambush!”
“Send up a signal to let us know where you are!” Ember called back. “Blow up a tree or something. We’ll come for you!”
Locke didn’t have a chance to reply before another flurry of wolfhares jumped for him, and Final Edict flashed into view to join them. Its sword thrust for Titan Chimera again, but Locke spun out of the way, charging a hot energy blast as he did. The force of his lunge sent Final Edict right by him, and Locke used the opportunity to fling his energy ball into Pious’ back. The ball exploded against Final Edict’s back with a satisfying whump, melting the outermost layer of armor between the wings. It wasn’t much, but it was something, and Locke zipped to take cover behind another gigantic tree before Pious could turn to face him.
Suddenly another snake dropped down before him, venom dripping from its fangs. Locke morphed his shield to a sword and cut its head off—only for Final Edict to round the enormous tree and slash its sword straight in the direction of Locke’s neck.
Locke darted below the swipe.
“Damn, can he see me through the monsters’ eyes, too?” Locke exclaimed.
Pious’ blade rent a massive gash in the tree, and the contact of the sword and ancient, live wood slowed Final Edict’s movement enough for Locke to take advantage. He bolted up behind the titan and delivered a massive gravity-and-time-enhanced one-two punch to the back of Final Edict’s head, then shot his sword back out to plunge it toward the weakened, melted armor along the titan’s spine.
Pious anticipated him and dipped down, cartwheeling backward in midair and then accelerating his flying leg to slam his foot into Titan Chimera’s armored chest.
Locke heard an enormous crunch from the outside of his titan. For one brief, gut-wrenching moment, his reflex link flickered and disconnected. When it came back on, it showed a red warning in his chest. Armor breach.
That was when he caught a flare of white just out of the corner of his left sensor—right before he heard a searing, hissing shot, smelled the ozone of burning metal and lenses, and lost complete vision on his left side.
Final Edict’s energy drone drifted into view of his right sensor, glowing white again.
Locke dodged the blast with a curse, only to run into a second lion drake ready to chomp onto his arm. He punched it in the jaw, then saw Final Edict slashing for him again, too fast.
Locke cursed again. His tier three time catalyst wouldn’t make him fast enough to parry and fight against that blow, to fight any of Pious’ blows, so he just blasted up.
He swung his swiftmetal sword around like a machete as he did, slashing through leaves, branches, and more than a few snakes.
But that didn’t change his situation. For as he flew, the monsters followed in a concentrated, snarling wave, jumping from branch layer to branch layer, tree to tree, much faster than they should have been able, their eyes now consumed with magenta glow. And the higher he rose, the more he noticed something strange about the monsters. The two lion drakes followed him most vigorously, snarling and snapping without concern for whatever they crashed into … and when they bumped into each other in their scramble, they did not separate.
Their flesh began to merge. Wolfhares and snakes swarmed atop their combining bodies, screaming in terror and then sinking into the drakes’ shared flesh … and rearranging. By the time Locke ripped through the thick canopy, a gigantic beast pursued him, its mouth gaping as wide as his titan as its ragged fangs tried to chomp upon him.
But its massive size slowed it down, and those jaws snapped shut with a meaty chomp as accelerated out of its reach, far above the canopy.
“We see you!” Alyssa shouted. “Coming!”
“What the hell is that thing?” Ember cried.
Locke spun to see the Blue Heron in the near distance, having long separated from the distant cluster of airships still hovering over the secret site, but another roar from the monster drew his eyes back down. The creature’s form continued to settle, as if it was still deciding what shape to take, but presently churned into the scaled body of a giant two-headed lion drake with corpulent muscles and heads that looked like a combination of the drakes’ and the most horrifying parts of the wolfhares.’ Moreover, the regal manes of the lion drakes had since been replaced with medusa-like manes of living snakes, all hissing for him as furiously as the main heads. Locke shivered as he saw the teeth still shifting in their mouths, which made him aware of the exposed bones that were gliding around its carapace, shaping into claws at the end of its swiping digits or just on the outside of joints or spines.
Something about the creature felt oddly familiar—and then he remembered what.
It was an amalgamation of a bunch of disparate creatures.
“It’s a chimera,” Locke breathed.
“The hells?” Ember snapped. “He can just make new monsters now?”
“Well, at least it can’t—fuck,” Locke growled.
The moment he’d dared a little optimism, a set of spiny, leathery wings burst from two bulges along its back. The chimera flapped its massive wings and roared as it headed for him.
“Oh no,” Sloan moaned. “I think I know how he made it.”
“Do tell!” Locke strained as the monster rose higher. With its great size, it was nowhere near as fast as Titan Final Edict, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t hold surprises.
“Back at the secret lab,” Sloan continued quickly, “Pious injected some of my blood into Final Edict’s titan core. He said it serves similar purposes as upgrade materials, and the core accepted it and transformed his matter catalyst. The way he talked, it sounded like my shapeshifting ability was relevant. I—I think my blood somehow enabled him to do that.”
“To create brand-new monsters?!” Locke snapped. “How does that even work?”
“His matter catalyst must have absorbed some of my shapeshifting talent,” Sloan replied. “Did you see where his matter drone went? It must have been in contact with the drakes when they merged.”
“Sorry, I was a bit too busy to notice!”
“Hang on!” Alyssa insisted. “We’re closing in.”
As the Blue Heron approached, Locke returned his attention to the approaching monster. He held his swiftmetal sword forward like a challenge, hovering in midair as he took in this massive new threat, scrambling for ways to thwart it. In this form, the creature was four times the size of his titan with a wingspan twice that, and its one visible disadvantage was that its size rendered it slow in the air.
“Peth, can you control the chimera?” he asked. “Could you get it to attack Pious?”
“Ooh!” Peth replied. “I can try!”
With astonishing speed, Locke saw the monster roil in confusion. It scratched its paws at both its heads as if to try to knock out an unwelcome presence—or perhaps two unwelcome presences.
“It’s working!” Peth shouted. “Pious can’t defend his mind and the chimera’s at the same time!”
“Then let’s pit this thing against Final Edict!” Locke permitted himself a savage grin. “Time to go on the offensive!”
“Got it!” Peth declared, right as the monster stopped clawing at its face, and opened its eyes toward Locke with a bright, new awareness that decidedly didn’t want to eat him. “Final Edict’s below us!” she added, and then projected an image into Locke’s mind.
“Then let’s trash him!” Locke declared and slashed his sword down at the forest.
“Here goes!”
Peth sent the chimera snarling down upon the trees.
The creature might have flown like a brick, but it fell like one, too, and tore through the canopy like it was nothing more than wet, green tissue paper. The thud that echoed through the forest was gigantic—though not especially metallic, he noted. Soon Locke saw Titan Final Edict shoot up through the trees to avoid his creation.
The monster rose back through the canopy, and an idea came to Locke. He dove toward the monster, where he positioned his titan on its back and then blasted magic through his time catalyst. The chimera’s great wings flapped harder almost twice as fast.
“Was going up against two chimeras part of your plan?” Locke taunted as his titan’s new mount winged its way toward Final Edict, snarling.
Pious didn’t reply.
“His mind is tiring,” Peth reported. “Creating the monster must have drained him, and losing control even more so. You’re wearing him down.”
“Then let’s take advantage of it!” Locke snarled.
He saw the distinct shine of Final Edict’s energy drone bolt for them, charging, though its charge was paler and its path wobblier—and soon, nonexistent.
In the space of an eyeblink, a disproportionately huge beam of light shot between Final Edict and the two chimeras, incinerating the drone in its center and burning a scar through the Wilds below.
“Fuck yeah!” Ember shouted as her beam arced toward Final Edict, and Locke turned his head to see the Blue Heron in close proximity, its hangar open and Titan Long Shot positioned to wreck some distracted drones.
“No!” Pious snarled, and he bolted for the Blue Heron.
“Oh, no you don’t!” Locke snarled back, and decided this was the perfect time to try the Indigo Gryphon’s dark specter juice.
One sharp mental command punched the first shot into his catalysts.
And while Sevas and Ray didn’t yet have the exact math behind the power up, Locke could confirm that it was some good math.
He and the chimera blasted forward, the monster’s wings smashing tornadic wind currents into the canopy below, making it wave like it was little more than grass. The monster caught up. It slammed into Titan Final Edict, too off course to bite it, but just on course enough for the mane of snakes to tangle around its every limb—and for Ember to blaze another shot through its right shoulder. The time drone disintegrated, and now Locke had Pious just where he wanted him.
Final Edict was trapped, and Titan Chimera had just enough specter juice to deal the blow that would end this whole thing.
Locke leapt off the chimera’s back, flaring a white-hot energy ball between his clawed hands.
But in that instance, Locke sensed another consciousness batter against Peth, shoving her aside with mental fury.
“Fuck!” Peth cried. Before Locke could ask what happened, Final Edict wrenched out of the chimera snakes’ grasp and darted to the place where Locke had been sitting. The monster made no effort to shake its new rider off. Pious must have overcome Peth. He’d regained control of his creation!
Locke only had time for a split-second reaction.
The chimera shot toward the Blue Heron’s open hangar, toward Ember and Titan Long Shot, and Locke blasted his energy ball into its face. The monster howled with agony and recoiled, but not before flailing a massive paw straight down onto the Heron’s hangar ramp, and breaking it off.
It fell.
And Titan Long Shot with it.
“No!” Locke shouted. He dove to catch Ember. There was no way she’d survive a fall from this height. Final Edict and the chimera dove down behind both of them, gaining as Locke’s jolt of dark specter juice evaporated.
The chimera smashed his titan aside with a paw as it passed, Pious’ gravity acceleration thrusting him down.
But Locke had some punches of enhancing specter juice left. He queued the next surge up, prepared to trigger it.
That was when he heard the crack.
No, crack wasn’t even the right word for it. Boom. Thunder. Cannonade. Coming from the sky. Locke shot his gaze up.
The dark lopsided grin on the moon had been a stable shadow these past several days, but now it split on one end to grow ever wider, ever more malevolent. And from its grin dropped an entirely new storm’s worth of meteors.
Final Edict and its mount both stopped to watch.
And then, without a word—without even a taunt—Final Edict and the chimera blasted in the opposite direction of Archstone, abandoning the fight entirely.
“Locke!” Ember screamed.
Locke punched a fresh injection into his gravity and time catalysts. He plunged Titan Chimera headfirst toward the forest, pressing his wings against his back to streamline his path as Long Shot tumbled wildly through the air, out of his reach. Too far out of his reach.
He surged everything he had left through his catalysts—and that was exactly what he needed. His titan caught one of Long Shot’s flailing arms, matched its speed, and then pulled its body closer to his as he turned them both upright and slowed to an easy stop.
The titans both hovered midair, holding each other tight, and both heads turned toward the smiling moon. It could have been romantic, Locke supposed, for certain definitions of romantic, holding each other’s giant robots in the moonlight, but the fact that the moon was grinning and raining chaos down on the world kind of ruined the mood, in a lot of ways.
“I think things just got a whole lot worse,” Ember said.
“I think you might be right,” Locke replied.
Chapter Twenty-Four
“What happened, Peth?” Locke asked aloud as he flew Ember back up to the Blue Heron. “How’d we lose the monster?”
“Two factors, I think,” Peth replied. “First, Final Edict’s psy catalyst is a lot more powerful than yours, and my incorporeal nature can only close the gap so far.”
“Fair enough. And the second?”
“You broke physical contact with the monster while Pious was still touching it, which meant his psy spell had less resistance to punch through. I think that gave Pious the edge he needed to reassert control.”
“Damn,” Locke huffed. “And we almost had him.”
He huffed again, but then forced himself to settle as the Blue Heron’s hangar slid into view. He hadn’t stopped Pious, but no one else had died either, and he couldn’t complain about that. Even if he didn’t like the implication of why Pious ran. Somehow Locke sincerely doubted he acted out of simple fear of the moon. He’d have to ask Sloan if she knew.
In the meantime, he lowered Titan Long Shot onto the hangar floor and both of them went to their respective bays to disembark.
Ember managed to exit her titan first and quickly strode around the elevated scaffolding to meet him the moment he left his own. He meant to ask how she was doing after that fall, but before he could, she smashed her lips into his face and sent an aggressive hand down to clutch the bulge at his middle.
“Gods, I want to fuck you so hard right now,” she breathed into his mouth.
Locke didn’t disagree, and let her tongue invade for a moment before easing away for air. “Should I take this to mean that potentially falling to your death is a turn-on?”
“An adrenaline rush is always a turn on,” Ember said, returning to his mouth. “Why do you think I’m always in the mood after battle?” She kissed him vigorously, then came away for a much-needed breath and added, “Though I do have to say I prefer the normal rush of battle to the falling-to-my-death kind.”
Ember returned to his mouth again, and Bexley shouted up, “Get a room, Ember!” though she laughed as she said it. (It wasn’t uncommon for Ember to shout similar things to Locke and Bexley.)
Now Ember parted from him.
“Later?” she asked.
“Sure!” Locke confirmed, momentarily forgetting that there were slightly more important things he had to do first. Like, say, averting the end of the world.
On that note, he looked down from the scaffold to see Sloan peering up from beside Bexley. The little airship she’d flown in no longer took up the hangar, so Locke supposed that meant the Archstone Constabulary had taken charge of it and its contents. Still, despite the cheer with which she’d delivered the ship, Locke could see fatigue in her posture from even this distance. She seemed to have carried herself well, but the stress of the her captivity had clearly taken a toll on her.
Locke hustled down from the titan scaffolding to meet her.
“How are you doing?” he asked once he reached her.
Sloan answered by flinging her arms around him and hugging him tight, so he returned the gesture, pulling her close. It wasn’t a hug of vulnerability, though. It was a hug that was glad to see him again, and he felt a startling amount of power in it for someone so delicate.
“I’m okay,” Sloan replied. “Just conflicted.” She buried her face in his chest, but then looked up into his face with alert but complicated eyes. “Pious was something like a surrogate father to me.”
“Was?” Locke asked meaningfully.
“Well, still is, to be honest. Even now, despite everything. He genuinely believes he’s doing the right thing, and he thinks the extreme circumstances merit it. And I can’t deny that the circumstances are extreme.”
“Do you think he’s right?” Locke asked. “You know him better than any of us. Granted, he’s tried to kill me twice now, so that puts a definite damper on our relationship. Peth says he thinks he’s right, but people like him can easily have blinders on. I want to know how you’ve interpreted what he knows.”
“That’s why I waited to escape,” Sloan said, and Locke saw a sly grin creep onto her tired face as she said it. “I wanted to gather as much information as I could—and he let me. There’s a lot I didn’t get to go through, but he gave me full access.”
“So he intended you to be a genuine partner in the project,” Locke inferred.
Sloan nodded. “I was his Plan A. He told me the cultists were aiming to create a vessel to contain Avarice. He took that research and expanded upon it to make his Plan B, wherein he and his followers would accept Avarice instead, and wield its power for Haven’s benefit.”
“Which, to them, meant destruction and rebirth,” Locke stated. “Is simply destroying Avarice not an option?”
“The Precursors couldn’t destroy Avarice!”
“Then what do you suggest we do?” Locke asked, his eyes concentrating hard on hers.
“I …” Sloan shivered. “I think I should try to accept Avarice when the time comes. And then we see what happens from there.”
“And when will that be?”
“It might be soon.” Sloan shivered again, and inclined her head up toward the grinning moon. “After all, I can’t think of another reason why Pious would flee like that.”
“Do you know where he’s heading?”
Sloan shook her head. “My guess would be that he’s going to a location relevant to becoming the avatar of Avarice, but I didn’t make it that far in his notes. We never discussed the process.”
“Peth,” Locke said aloud. “Can you track Pious?”
Peth blinked into visibility with a frustrated grimace on her face. “No. He’s blocking his mind again.”
“Then we start in the direction he flew in until we see or hear some hint of his presence,” Locke declared. He keyed the hangar’s radio. “Alyssa, get us going in whatever direction Final Edict and the chimera went.”
“You’ve got it,” Alyssa replied.
“Are the Constabulary and Index airships free to join us?”
“Not right now. They’re still hunting down the last of the cultists, a number of which went to ground in the Wilds. The Constabulary is in the processes of sweeping the area with Index support. They might be done in a few hours if we’re lucky.”
“That’ll give Pious too much of a head start. If it’s just us, then so be it. We’ll use this time to repair the titans and—”
Another beep from the radio came before he could finish. A light flashed next to the Indigo Gryphon’s number, and Locke pressed its button.
“Locke of the Blue Heron here,” he answered.
Rion didn’t even bother with a salutation.
“Hey, uh, does the tricked out titan riding a giant lion monster have something to do with you guys?”
“Yes!” Locke exclaimed. “That’s Final Edict and a chimera Pious made. Where are you? What’s he doing?”
“He’s hauling ass right now,” Rion replied. “Just blew straight past us. Looks like he’s heading for Edgewater. We’re about at the halfway point between it and Archstone.”
“What’s in Edgewater?” Locke asked the room in general, but looked to Sloan. Sloan just shrugged.
“It’s just a really nice lakeside town,” Rion said, “but somehow I doubt he’s flying that fast for all the babes in swimsuits. Should we try to delay him? We’re done with the dregs and bandits, so we’ve got an open space on our fight card.”
“Don’t,” Locke insisted. “His psy magic lets him read your mind and predict your next move. Peth will be able to block him once we catch up, though.”
“Oh, so the psy catalyst worked?” Ryan chimed.
“Perfectly,” Locke replied, then continued, “The best thing to do now will be to alert the Edgewater Constabulary and get them to start evacuating the city. I don’t know why Pious is heading there, but my gut tells me it’ll involve a lot of casualties.”
“Got it. I’ll inform the captain. Edgewater’s small enough that we can fit a good chunk of tourists onto our own ship, so we’ll help with evacuation until you get here.”
“Do not engage him until we get there,” Locke emphasized, because he knew Rion was the kind of person who would fight Pious if he had even the slightest heroic reason to. “He’s nearly killed me twice. You hear me?”
“Understood,” Rion replied, in a voice that sounded like he genuinely did. “Rion out.”
With that, Locke ended the call and contacted Alyssa to update her on the proceedings.
“I’ll put in an alert to the Edgewater Constabulary myself,” Alyssa replied. “That, along with the call from the Indigo Gryphon, should help urge the constables into action.”
“Good,” Locke said. “And we’ll see if we can figure out what’s so significant about Edgewater.” Next he ended that message and then turned to Peth. “Do you remember anything about the Edgewater area from Precursor times?”
“Not off the top of my head,” Peth replied, “but it’s probably nothing a little memory jog couldn’t fix.”
“I have just the thing.” Locke hustled out of the hangar and up to his cabin.
He went straight for his desk once he entered it. A heavily-marked map above the desk showed Edgewater as a small city on the other side of the Archstone Wilds, not big enough to be a designated city-state or even to have its own Index, and not even the largest city in the general proximity. It was only marked with fanciful lettering and a dot on the map.
Locke had a source of more detailed information on hand, though, and withdrew a thick atlas from one of his desk drawers. Edgewater had never been incredibly relevant to him before, so he’d never committed its information to memory, but now he opened the atlas to the Edgewater section and let Peth take a look.
In this particular atlas, some maps were preceded by illustrations and general information about the area in question, and being a tourist town, Edgewater was naturally one of these. The dominant illustration taking up half the first page depicted an active beach of pure white sand and water so clear one could see the lake’s colorful fish swimming through it. The vista behind the lake was dominated by what Locke considered cozy Tudor-style wood beam and stucco structures with occasional splashes of teal, blue, and purple plants that gave the town a somewhat whimsical feel, like kindly witches could pop out of those cottages at any moment to sell magical treats that would prevent sunburn or, more likely for Haven, enhance certain … inevitable beachside activities. Locke skimmed the text below the picture but found that it was written like a tourism ad with no meaningful detail about what the town was before it became a beach resort.
“Turn the page,” Peth said.
Locke did, since she couldn’t, and looked over the resulting spread—a general map of the area, which showed the environs of the Edgewater town proper … and the conspicuously circular shape of its iconic lake.
Locke felt a mental jolt inside his own brain as a new memory flashed into Peth’s.
“Edgewater is built on a Precursor ruin,” Peth exclaimed, and then jabbed her finger on the center of the lake. “And that is a massive satellite dish.”
“Oh, shit,” Locke muttered.
Satellite dishes had two functions: sending and receiving, and there were only so many things Pious would want to send or receive with such a dish. Somehow Locke suspected it wouldn’t be as innocuous as a mere radio signal. Could it have some kind of psy function? If bringing Avarice into a vessel was Pious’ goal, why else would he have a psy catalyst in his titan?
“If I recall correctly,” Peth continued, “this area was part of the ground station overseeing the Crystal Moon’s construction. So, an essential site.”
“Do you think he’ll still be able to use it?” Locke asked.
“The dish being filled with water and sand might slow him down, but look. There’s a dam nearby.” Peth indicated a short line on one arc of the lake. “With a titan as powerful as Final Edict, he’ll have no trouble busting the dam if he needs to.”
“He’s going to try to receive something with that dish,” Locke stated darkly. “My money’s on a certain cataclysmic moon god. But wait—the dish is implanted in the ground. Or at least it is now. Wouldn’t it need to be aligned with something to receive and transmit?”
“Presumably the Crystal Moon,” Peth said, “but based upon what I’ve seen through your eyes, the moon’s not anywhere close enough in its orbit for a direct—”
Her words were interrupted when the comm by Locke’s bed rang. He lifted the speaker horn from its hook.
“Locke here.”
“Locke,” Alyssa answered, “you need to get to the bridge.”
***
He got to the bridge.
Which was where he took in a clear view of the Crystal Moon easing across the sky of its own volition, its great, black, malevolent grin widening as if eager for a meal.
“That’s not normal moon behavior,” Peth stated.
“No shit!” Locke felt his guts twist in an absurd growl of terror, determination, and adrenaline.
This was it. The world as they knew it could end tonight if they failed.
Over my dead body, he thought harshly.
“I need to talk to Bexley and Ember about my titan,” he said, and then sprinted for the hangar.
Chapter Twenty-Five
“This is all I could find.” Bexley dropped a single crystal shard onto the hangar workbench. “I can use it to bump your time catalyst up to tier four, but that’s it without Ember’s help.”
The huge crystal hexagon between Ember’s hands gleamed like multicolored fire, as if rainbows were dancing within its perfect facets. She placed it, hesitantly, onto the workbench beside the shard. The hexagon was a universal upgrade material, capable of enhancing any catalyst by a full tier, regardless of any other resource demands.
“You okay with this?” Locke asked her. “I know that’s basically a family heirloom, one you were saving for Long Shot’s mega-catalyst.”
“No point saving it if the world ends tonight,” Ember replied with finality. “You have my permission to …” She paused to shake her head, then met his gaze. “No, I want you to use this, Locke. Take it and go kick Pious’ ass.”
Locke placed a comforting hand on her shoulders. “Thanks.”
“You sure you want this spent on the time catalyst?”
“Yes, but not mine,” Locke said. “First, swap the time catalysts between Chimera’s tier three and Deathly Rhythm’s tier five. Use the shard to upgrade my energy catalyst to tier four, and use the hexagon to upgrade the swapped time catalyst to tier six.”
“Aha!” Bexley’s eyes lit up. “That’ll put your agility almost on par with Final Edict at its peak!”
“That’s the idea,” he replied with a savage grin.
***
Locke wasn’t sure if the upgrades went by astonishingly fast, or if it was just the adrenaline in his veins that made it seem so. Bexley’s temporary team of Indexer engineers had disembarked back in Archstone, so Locke and Ember helped her swap the two catalysts. Bexley then fed the materials to Chimera’s titan core, and Locke concentrated on the appropriate symbols to initiate the upgrades. After that, Locke used his matter magic to even out chest armor while Bexley swapped out the damaged visual sensors. They were still an hour from Edgewater by the time they finished.
In the meantime, Alyssa had stayed in regular contact with the Indigo Gryphon. It had already reached the resort city and was successfully moving people out alongside the local Constabulary, but strangely reported that Final Edict and its chimera were nowhere to be seen. Though, upon reflection, Locke wasn’t incredibly astonished by that. From his present spot on the bridge, he could see the moon was still motoring across the sky, presumably not aligned with the dish yet, and he imagined the moment of convergence would be when Pious made his move.
And so, they were stuck in the hurry up and wait period of their battle.
That was often the worst part of their more intense missions. Even distracting himself with work on his titan hadn’t diminished the primal anxiety coursing through his veins from that battle with Pious and the chimera, from having to save Ember from falling to a certain death.
And if he didn’t find a way to quell this tension, he’d be in subpar form when it finally came time to fight. He needed to relax—his mind, if not his body, but his body was easiest to relax. If nothing else, he routinely found that a shower could at least do that, so he grabbed a change of magesuit from his cabin and headed to the washroom.
There had been some modifications to the washroom over the past several months. For one, the divider Ember had removed from between two of the showers had remained so since their first encounter there, and they routinely made use of it. The original single-person claw-footed tub remained, but out of some … sensuous curiosity, they’d added another larger one with pipes woven around the outside that led to water jets, which combined with its vintage-looking clawed feet to turn it into something like a steampunk hot tub.
That was more for relaxation, though, not hygiene, and as Locke left the hangar, he’d realized how grimy he felt from the events of the day. A shower, then.
He opted for a cold shower this time—cold always seemed to do a better job of clearing his head, and he did feel a little better as he stood under the heavy stream.
He imagined he was about to feel a lot better when he heard the washroom door swing open, and then saw Ember open the glass door of the shower to slip fully naked into the space behind him.
At least, until she felt the chill from his water and shouted, “Oh, fuck no!” before she sprinted out. “You gotta warn me when you’re taking those cold showers, Locke. Gods damn!”
Locke laughed, fully knowing that while Ember was briefly startled, it wouldn’t be a lasting turnoff for her, and surely enough, when he exited the shower, it was to the sight of her reclining against the slanted end of the steampunk hot tub, a luxuriant amount of steam rising from its center and a generous plume of bubbles piling high enough to cover the most tantalizing arcs of her breasts.
“That’s a lot of bubbles,” Locke observed with an amused half-smile.
“I nearly died today,” Ember retorted. “I deserve lots of bubbles. For that matter, I’m not the only one who deserves a treat. You did save me, after all.”
She smiled mischievously and stretched her arms out along the arc of the bath in what was clearly a “come hither” gesture.
And Locke certainly wasn’t one to turn down an invitation like that. He tossed his towel aside—really, he didn’t even know why he’d bothered drying off—and then sighed in delight as he stepped over the tall, curved edge of the tub. The invigorating cold of his shower had been refreshing, but the way the steaming warmth of this water rose to accept him felt like an entirely different—and sensual—sort of refreshment. With the tub’s jets swirling water around his body, it felt like he was being kissed all over. And as he settled next to Ember, she looked at him as if she wished to be the water.
He wasn’t even fully seated before she made her move.
At once, she sloshed up from her space on the edge, turned to face him and spread her legs to straddle him, right over his dick.
“Whoa!” he cried, both as the two of them slipped a bit against the slick surface, and as Ember pressed her mouth against his, taking charge of his lips like she was afraid she’d never get to kiss them again.
Locke laughed into her mouth and kissed her back, pulling her head toward his. Normally he liked to take the lead, to take his woman like a man and then thrust and twist until he hammered her to the height of her—and his—pleasures. But at the same time, there was something enormously sexy about a woman who knew what she wanted and went for it, and Ember definitely knew what she wanted in this moment.
She pulled her legs tight against the flesh of his own and ground her hips into his as they kissed, each eager swipe of her drawing a particular piece of him to greater attention.
The water in the tub sloshed with the pace of her rocking—gentle at first, then faster, and now, when they broke for air, Locke glanced down to observe the ebb and flow of the bubbles against Ember’s shape, as the bubbles atop the water ebbed and flowed with it. Every now and then, the bubbles would recede to reveal the eager pink of her nipples, visibly hard despite the warmth of the water and the negligible suds that clung to their shape. He watched as the water flowed back, as the bubbles rose up to tease her nipples, and he decided he’d like to follow the bubbles’ example.
He clamped his hands around the sumptuous arc of her butt, and flexed his arms to lift her higher and closer to his face.
“Ah!” Ember cried out, as she both lost balance and clapped her bubbly hands on the tub edge to either side of him, and as he brushed his nose against one nipple to take the suds off, then traced his tongue around the aroused pink of its shape.
“Gods, Locke, it’s cold outside the water!” she moaned and shivered. But she didn’t seem to be in any hurry to retreat, pressing her chest closer to his mouth for even more vigorous attention.
Locke suckled hard in answer, driving her hips to move with even greater enthusiasm against the muscles of his abs, dipping tantalizingly close to more intimate parts—parts that were increasingly ready to make use of her proximity.
With a mischievous chuckle, he loosed one hand from her buttocks and traced it around to her most eager center, then hooked two fingers up into her as she rode against him.
“You really are wet today,” he laughed, slipping his face between the swell of her bubbly breasts.
Ember acknowledged the obvious joke with a groan that was probably supposed to sound exasperated but mostly came out as aroused.
He hooked his fingers inside her again, kissed her other nipple.
“You want me inside you?” he murmured into her flesh, and shifted to press the hardness of his now obvious dick against the softness of her ass.
“Yes,” she moaned. It was barely a breath.
“Then get on your knees,” Locke said.
He might have liked Ember being the aggressor, but he also knew she was in no position to object, her own parts too eager for pleasure, and so she obeyed. She slipped off of him and held the edge of the tub for support as she turned her back to face him. God, she looked so erotic, with the water and overhead lights casting a sensual sheen over her body and the bubbles teasing her in tender places, outlining the sexy curves of her body where it met the water.
“Take me,” she breathed desperately. “I want to feel you. All of you.”
“You’re eager today,” he said as he lined up his hips with her own.
“Well, of course I am,” Ember replied with equal breathlessness. “Being saved by a hot buff titan mage has that effect on a girl.”
“Really?” Locke pressed his hips against the curve of hers. “You always struck me as the kind of person who’d take offense to being rescued like a damsel in distress.”
“I’m not usually in … distress,” she panted, and now her voice sounded like a hungry moan. “It’s a novelty. Gods, Locke, put it in already!”
“Ask politely,” Locke prodded.
“No,” Ember retorted.
Locke was tempted to continue teasing—Ember was always more vigorous when she was mildly annoyed—but a conspicuous part of himself was beginning to grow annoyed, too, and it wanted to be inside Ember as much as she wanted it inside.
The voluminous bubbles obscured every exciting view, though, so Locke swept his hand across the area to splash a swath of the suds to the floor. The resulting gap closed gradually, but not before he caught a distracted glimpse of the delicious curves of her ass, and the girth of his erect dick, waiting in tantalizing proximity. He lowered his hand to find himself in the water, eased forward, and caught the first glorious glimpse of his tip gracing her opening as the curtains of suds closed.
A noise somewhere between a moan and a gasp escaped from Ember’s mouth as he pressed himself forward. She might have been eager, but her insides were still warming up, and Locke let out a hungry sigh of his own as he felt his tip plunge through her still-tight flesh. A continued cascade of labored noises spilled out of Ember’s mouth as her back arched, as her hips wound, as her legs spread to facilitate his entry.
God, it was amazing that she was this wet and yet still this tight, but he didn’t mind the struggle at all, not with the arousing way her hips wound around his dick, like she was doing some weird horizontal belly dance, sloshing water over the edges of the tub like she was a living oceanic earthquake and the splashes her tsunamis.
The sight made him want to add his own earthquake to the tumult.
With a ravenous growl, Locke clawed his hands into the supple flesh of her waist, cocked his hips back like a firing hammer and rammed back into her in a churning bombardment of lustful thrusts. His breath came in starving growls with each blow, and Ember’s lascivious cries rose to meet his pace as the mountains of bubbles shifted around them like a storm-tossed sea. With the water roiling all around them, it was like they were two deities, a god and a goddess reshaping the world with the sheer force of their lovemaking.
“Fuck, Locke, I’m so close!” Ember snarled, and it was not the snarl of a goddess one wanted to leave unsatisfied.
Locke shoved his arms underneath her to snatch her back up, and then crashed his hands upon the textured edge of the tub for better support as he pumped all of his lust and power and affliction into her burning core. Her cries rose with each thrust, his own heaving growls with them, until suddenly both their backs arched and hands clenched in perfect, ecstatic unison. He felt her pussy twitch and throb around his dick as his seed pulsed into her, taking with it every bit of stress that had swelled within him the past few days, until both finally collapsed back into the water, changing the landscape again in one final magnificent blow.
Locke emerged, hair freshly re-soaked and now covered in thinning bubbles, and settled next to Ember, both of their backs against the inclined edge. Ember swished the bubbles off his head with a laugh, and he couldn’t help but return his own laugh.
Ember wiped the bubbles out of her own hair and kissed him.
“I should have near death experiences more often,” she said. “Fuck!”
Locke reciprocated the kiss. Vigorously. And then added:
“Much as I enjoyed having the best quickie of my life, please don’t.”
Chapter Twenty-Six
There was still blood on her skin.
Sloan didn’t have much to do in the hangar, so while the others worked on Titan Chimera, she excused herself to take a quick bath and dispose of the now ruined Index uniform Pious had given her. She had complex feelings about it, anyway, and wasn’t particularly sad to see it go.
She had complex feelings about Pious, too, but she wasn’t sure what she made of those yet, and she scrubbed with a fury that belied her conflicted emotions. She didn’t regret what she’d done to the cultists on her little airship—for they were cultists, and thoroughly invested in the darkness that lingered beneath Pious’ purpose. They said “Hail Avarice” as if there was room for nothing in their brains but Avarice, as if they looked forward to becoming the vessels for this being rather than simply offering themselves as a last-ditch attempt to save the world.
They reminded her too closely of the ones who’d done this to her, she thought as she scrubbed her cat ears, and well … she couldn’t take revenge on those cultists, but she could take revenge on these. And so she’d shapeshifted and taken that revenge.
She still didn’t like the blood, though, and took a shower after her bath to rinse off any gore that might’ve remained.
From there she went to her room, where she changed into clothing more fitting. Locke had bought her a number of cute outfits over the months, but today she settled on one of her fiercer ensembles—a stringed leather corset with a short, sheer skirt, knee-high leather boots, and a pirate-like hat plumed with long feathers that made her look like she ran the ship. It wasn’t battle gear exactly, but the way it shaped her curves and let her tail flick freely like a dangerous whip made her feel powerful. After the events of the past few days, she wanted to feel powerful.
She didn’t have much to do that would let her express that power, though, so instead she gravitated toward one of her familiar spaces, the kitchen. She’d long found comfort in food, and now she needed that comfort, so she could think and finally piece together her reaction to … all this.
She opened one of the mage coolers to see if there was anything worth chopping. There were some strawberries near the back—probably close to going bad, if they were the same ones she’d had delivered before she was kidnapped, so she took out the little carton and started cutting while she pondered what she’d make with them.
She’d been drawn to cooking almost immediately after Pious had taken her in. Over the years she was in under his protection, he’d encouraged her to try as many different skills as possible, to see where she excelled, and while he’d obviously hoped she’d grow into some kind of Index-related work, it was the deceptive simplicity of cooking that drew her attention the most.
Now that she thought of it, it probably derived from her very first meeting with Pious.
She remembered it clearly; she’d just recently been rescued by his Arcane Index team, and verified as the only surviving subject. She had no family—she’d been an orphan, a perfect target for unremarked-upon abduction—and once her rescuers had gotten her cleaned and settled and safe, they’d taken her to Pious’ office, where he’d seen fit to greet her with a generous offering of Froebe hand cakes. She remembered leaping upon those hand cakes, all but starving, and she remembered the sheer absolute bliss that had coursed through her mouth when she took those first bites. She remembered crying, overwhelmed by the contrast between what she’d suffered and this glorious treat, so simple, yet so comforting.
She’d wanted to be able to emulate that feeling—for herself, and then later for others.
Pious had even arranged for her to train under Froebe, but baking was an art almost wholly separate from cooking meals, at least the way he practiced it, and she’d never been able to balance her ingredients and timing in the same deft way he did. She was much better with more straightforward recipes, where a little experimentation here and there wouldn’t absolutely destroy the recipe like it would with advanced baking.
She hadn’t liked the frantic pacing of restaurant work, either, when she’d tried it, but when she was cooking for Pious or random friends she’d made—or her airship crew—she found it much more relaxing. Even therapeutic.
Cooking was an activity where she could follow the recipe and things made sense, and if things suddenly didn’t make sense, she could look back at the recipe to see where things went wrong and have a clear way to approach the dish next time.
It was so consistent, so unlike the rest of her life, that she gravitated toward it like a drowning swimmer to a life raft.
Even now, as she sliced the stems from the strawberries and cut them into neat halves, it felt like a sort of meditation, and she needed that clarity of mind to process what happened this week. With her world. And with Pious.
She felt … not betrayed, exactly, but like she’d watched a beloved family member descend to a place of irreconcilable difference. She loved him, she realized, albeit in a complex pseudo-familial way, and she’d known him long enough that she had a firmer understanding of him than anyone on the ship. She fully believed Pious thought he was making the best of an unequivocally bad situation, in a way only the Director of the Arcane Index was able to.
She respected that he was the sort of person who considered the consequences of his actions that far into the future, that he was willing to risk and sacrifice his own lifetime to achieve them, but …
But he was willing to destroy the planet to save it.
It was more of a paradox than she was willing to live through, even if the eventual result was the rise of a new Precursor-scale civilization. It didn’t matter if his grand ambition came from a place of good intentions. She’d already suffered enough at the hands of people with grand ambitions, and she wasn’t going to let others suffer.
Her ears flicked as she heard a door open, then saw Locke stride into the kitchen, hair freshly wet from the washroom and body clad in a tight black shirt and loose pants. He looked ready to take a nap, not about to go fight for the fate of her entire world.
“Making a snack?” he said.
“I can be. You hungry?” she asked.
“If you’re chopping, I’ll eat,” Locke replied, and leaned on the counter next to her. The easy delight in his eyes went serious and distant for a moment as he did, though, as if seeing her had reminded him of something. “You ready for when we reach Edgewater?”
Sloan’s knife slipped, but she didn’t cut herself; it only resulted in an unevenly split strawberry.
“I have to be,” she stated as Locke helped himself to the smaller portion. “Though I must admit I’m nervous about being a vessel for Avarice, if that’s in fact what I have to do.”
“I have to admit I am, too,” Locke replied, his voice somber. “But that’s why my goal is to keep Avarice from coming down to begin with. Why does Avarice need a vessel, anyway? It seemed to do just fine obliterating stuff without one in the Precursor era.”
“According to the cultists’ research, it’s more accurate to think of the ‘vessel’ as a kind of control system. Or perhaps a better word would be ‘shackle.’”
“So, what does that mean? How’s a human being supposed to take control of a moon god without being corrupted in the process?”
“I don’t know,” she replied with a shake of her head. “I don’t think I was a complete experiment. I was the cultists’ first major success, but I don’t for a minute think they intended me to accept Avarice. I think they intended to apply what they learned from me to themselves or one of their leaders and then throw me away like all the other experiments. And I don’t think I was close to what they were aiming for, either. I might have some of the necessary magical markers, but I’m a time and matter mage—and given all the use Pious has made of psy magic, I’d expect that the ideal candidate would be a psy or void mage. Not me.”
“Do you think Pious would have thrown you away?” Locke asked, genuinely. “I can’t tell these days.”
“I don’t,” Sloan replied with a sigh. “He could have left me with you and let himself and his cultists alone benefit from the research. He seems to have believed I could handle the role.”
“Then, much as I hate to agree with Pious, there’s that,” Locke stated. “And if we end up with no other choices, I’d rather have you controlling Avarice than him.”
“Why?”
Locke laughed. “Because for all his ‘good intentions,’ Pious is going to destroy the world. You, however, can just have Avarice fight us. Piece by piece, we’ll whittle it down.”
Sloan snorted. “‘Just beat on it a lot.’ Such a contrast to Pious’ solution.”
She finished the strawberries, then swept the removed stems into a little trash bin with the flat of her knife. She placed the cut berries in a little glass bowl, then selected the choicest piece between two fingers and raised it to Locke’s mouth.
He took it between his teeth with an exaggerated, silly chomp, then returned to her fingers to suck the remaining juice off, lingering sensually, playfully along her skin. Sloan giggled at the gentle gesture; it surprised her how tender Locke could be, despite his rambunctious masculinity—his “Why not just beat on it?” logic—and the thought of that tenderness suddenly sent her face into his chest, just to enjoy the firm confidence of his presence.
Pious might have saved her, but Locke was the one who made her feel like she could do anything. He was the one who brought her out of her terrible shell. And he was the one who refused to let her past come back to harm her, where Pious had, for all his good intentions, brought it screaming back in full force.
“You okay?” Locke asked, suddenly all sobriety, and pressed a comforting hand to her head.
She answered by stretching up to kiss him.
His mouth still tasted of strawberry, his hair was still wet, and her fingers played upon the fierce contours of his muscles, and all of this combined with the swelling of her chest to stir something inside her.
“With you, always.” Sloan snatched her arms around his neck and leapt upon him in a way that gave him no choice but to catch her legs as they latched around his waist, supporting her as she kissed him again.
“I want you,” she breathed into his lips. “Just one more time.”
Locke paused again, as if having some kind of second thought, but quickly shrugged it away with a laugh that sounded somehow amused by his situation. He answered her by kissing back, harder, then easing her over to a nearby countertop to readjust his grip.
“This won’t be the last time,” Locke growled as they separated, trailing his hands down her thighs to the hem of her sheer skirt. “I refuse to die, and I refuse to lose you.”
Sloan propped her hands against the counter surface and leaned back as his hands moved up under her skirt to find a thin pair of lacy panties drenched with her eagerness.
“Damn, already?” He trailed a finger along the wet outside.
“You saved me,” Sloan breathed as he knelt between the spread V of her legs. “It’s a turn on—ah!”
A tiny, high-pitched cry escaped her mouth as he eased the lacy cloth aside and kissed the place beneath it, and then licked and flicked his tongue into that tender, hungry center.
“But I didn’t save you at all!” Locke chuckled. “You saved yourself. I was all ready to barge into that hideout, punch Pious, and carry you back to the ship like a proper hero, but noooo, you had to abduct your own airship and wreck everyone on it.”
Sloan laughed breathlessly, both at the observation and—gods, at the deft way his tongue split her tenderest of lips, flicking in and out and tracing the sensitive edges of her opening.
“It was a tremendous waste of all my pent-up masculine energy,” Locke continued with a mischievous grin.
“Well,” Sloan grinned back, “I have a place you can spend that energy.”
She and Locke must’ve had similar ideas, for he promptly rose from her pussy and pressed his hips to the place his face had formerly occupied. At the same time, he plucked a cut strawberry from the bowl and popped it onto his tongue, inviting her own to chase it as he leaned forward to press his mouth to hers for another kiss. It was a game that had taken some practice—the first few tries had resulted in choking of a wholly unerotic variety—but now they knew the pacing and positioning, knew how to let their tongues battle over the sweet berry without thoroughly ruining the experience.
As her tongue pursued the berry in Locke’s mouth, exploring every possible corner of it, Sloan sent her hands downward to ease away the edge of his pants. She gave another pleasant giggle as he sprang out, his tip swiping the heat of her wet pussy in the process—and Locke needed no further invitation.
He reached one hand down to guide himself in, and then thrust his hips against her own, plunging to the base in one hard, eager thrust.
“Gods, you do have a lot of pent-up masculine energy,” Sloan sighed, arching her back with the glorious sensation of it. He fit her perfectly. Granted, that was wholly intentional. She was a shapeshifter after all, if in limited capacity, and fortunately that ability extended to her most sensuous parts. In their earliest times together, she’d been quite … exploratory with her size and tightness, and sometimes she still was, but today she wanted connection. She wanted to feel every bit of his presence, as closely as she could, and so tightened herself accordingly.
“Oh, I’ve got plenty more to spend, too,” Locke replied, and offered her the strawberry between his teeth.
She took it in another kiss, right as he clamped his hands against her firm butt and lifted her off the counter. Sloan met him, clasping her arms around his neck and grinding her hips down to meet his as he gyrated up into hers, pounding every single remaining surge of masculine energy into the very back of her.
It was more than lust, though. At least, it was for her.
She’d never let anyone inside her like this, not merely physically, but in every other possible way. Locke cared for her, and she for him. He was willing to punch a god to keep her from becoming its vessel. She wasn’t even sure if she’d do that for herself—hells, she hadn’t even considered that it was a possibility.
But Locke had.
And there was something maddeningly poignant in that.
She didn’t feel like a separate person as she rolled on the tremendous force of his dick. She felt like she was blending into him, blending into one, even as his tip smashed hard against her insides, as their tongues intertwined. She felt herself go boneless with the force of it, and only became aware of how boneless when Locke suddenly shouted, “The hell?” and yanked her close to him.
“Oop, sorry,” Sloan giggled, and refirmed her shape. Her matter magic had taken on a mind of its own in her pleasure and limbered her up so that she was flexible as a circus acrobat, with the downside that she felt like she was literally melting in Locke’s hands.
But the magic did give her an idea.
That was when Alyssa’s voice came over the ship’s general speaker:
“We’re close.”
“So am I,” Locke laughed into Sloan’s lips.
So was she. She could feel her pleasure rising with every thrust, every stroke, every drag of the shape of him against the texture of her insides, the shock of impending climax already teasing her to impatient fury until—
A great surge of pleasure roiled through her entire being, just as Locke tensed in the exact same pleasure.
And she caught it.
She was a time mage, after all, with magical catalyst bones inside her body, and if she could speed up or slow down the length of wonderful sensations, why shouldn’t she? She wanted this to last as long as it possibly could.
She coursed her fingers into Locke’s hair as she ground through her extended orgasm. He clawed his hands against her flesh as the magic passed to him, too, drawing his own pleasure to ecstatic lengths before both of them collapsed to the kitchen floor, drained in every possible way.
“Holy shit,” Locke cried in amazement as she straddled him on the tiles. “Have you been able to do that this whole time?”
“Well, I am a time mage,” Sloan said with a shrug.
Locke flopped back down to the floor.
“I absolutely cannot die today. I have to experience that again.”
Chapter Twenty-Seven
The reasonable intellectual inside Locke told him that sex was a positively stupid motivator for survival, but the practical realist in him said it wasn’t stupid if it worked, and after the two encounters he’d experienced, it definitely worked.
He’d just had raging steampunk hot tub sex and time magic kitchen sex in the space of one hour.
Fuck no, he was not going to die and let this world end in apocalyptic magic moon shit.
So now he hustled into a fresh magesuit and rushed toward the hangar, Ember and Sloan both behind him in their own magesuits. All three of them climbed into their titans.
Once Locke was sealed inside Titan Chimera, he called down to Bexley through his external speaker.
“All right, Bexley. Tell me the good news! What can this upgraded baby do?”
“All right!” Bexley grinned. “You’re not as powerful as Pious, so keep that in mind, but you’re leaps and bounds closer to making use of those god-tier stats! Your energy catalyst has been bumped up to tier four and your time catalyst is now tier six. That’ll let you move at three times normal speed when fully engaged, so unless Pious has replaced his time catalyst, you’ll finally have the speed advantage!”
“Nice!” Locke grinned, though he tempered his elation with caution. They may have taken out Pious’ time and energy drones, but he could still pack a punch with his gravity and matter catalysts or do all manner of unpredictable things with his psy catalyst. In general, it was a good idea to be prepared for a tough fight.
“Just remember,” Bexley continued, “your psy catalyst is still tier one, so you’re still waaaaay outclassed in that department.”
“Understood,” Locke said. “Peth, if you’ll handle all the psy stuff, I’ll handle beating the snot out of Pious.”
“You’ve got it!” Peth replied inside his head.
Locke nodded, though he didn’t need to, and then tried to radio Titan Ricochet Cavalier. With the Indigo Gryphon already on the scene in Edgewater, Rion and the others were likely in their titans, and surely enough, Rion responded:
“About time you joined the party! How close are you?”
“Launching soon. What’s the situation like down there?”
“Edgewater’s been fully evacuated except for the Constabulary titan force. Captain sent out an alert to the local Indexes and we’ve got forces on route from Vasor, Endpoint City, and a few mercenary bands they were able to wrangle.”
“Endpoint City?” Locke said. “That’s at least a day away.”
“Not if you append a time catalyst to a gravity furnace.”
“Whoa! I didn’t even know that was a possibility.”
“It is, just not practical. It requires so much void condensate that a standard furnace set up won’t do; it requires a time mage to operate it manually for the whole duration. Burns less essence that way. All this to say, they’re employing their top time mages. Pretty sure they grabbed some from the pregnancy resorts!”
“Damn,” Locke said, impressed. Most pregnancies on Haven lasted a grand total of a week, and that was entirely due to the tremendous skills of the high-coefficient time mages employed by those resorts. If the Index was pulling time mages from pregnancy resorts, they were pulling the best damn time mages on all of Haven.
“And Final Edict?” Locke continued.
“No sign of it,” Rion replied. “Just fuckin’ blinked out of existence soon after we spotted it.”
“Psy masking,” Locke observed. “He’s probably biding his time until the moon aligns with Edgewater.”
“Oh, so that’s why it’s puttering across the sky? We were all wondering about that, figured you’d know the answer. What’s in Edgewater?”
“The lake is a submerged satellite dish. If our guesses are correct, then Avarice is going to transmit down to the dish and Pious is going to try to be its vessel.”
“Oh. So we should probably fuck the dish up, then—wait.”
Rion paused as if receiving information Locke couldn’t hear. When he came back, his voice was as deadly focused as a military commander’s.
“Final Edict spotted! He’s—shit!”
“Rion? What’s happening?”
“I’m going out,” Rion stated, right before the sound of a massive series of muffled explosions carried over his radio.
“Rion?” Locke insisted.
“Shit,” Rion repeated. “He’s down in the town, flicking in and out of visibility, and making a damn mess of the Constabulary titans.”
“Then have them back off.” Locke commanded Titan Chimera’s scaffold to withdraw. “Stay and protect your evacuees. I can break through his masking and take care of the rest.”
“You sure, man?” Rion exclaimed. “You’re not seeing the fuckery I’m seeing.”
Rion’s voice was serious and controlled, but it also had the awestruck undercurrent of the voices in those disaster videos were the only words the observers were capable of were, “Oh shit! Oh fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”
“I’ve got a Precursor psy witch in my head and the most badass titan I’ve ever had. There’s no one better suited to this than me.”
It was not the precise truth, but it sounded a whole lot more badass than “I’m still weaker than he is, and probably have weaker catalysts than more experienced god-tier titan mages, but I’m, at the very least, geographically close.”
Locke strode out of his bay to the still-open hole where the hangar door had been, where the sounds of one-sided battle were beginning to slip through even from this distance. He allowed himself a small, ironic laugh. His very first battle on Haven had involved a broken hangar door, then ruined by an incursion of dreg-possessed shadow vultures. Creatures that had once been his toughest challenge, now pests he cleaned up when he was bored and needed pocket change.
How far he’d advanced, and in such a short time.
Well, now it was time to put all that growth to work.
He crossed his titan’s arms over its chest, took one step forward, and plunged down toward the battlefield.
Locke surged power into his gravity catalyst and flared his titan’s wings. All around him the sky burned orange and furious with a hellstorm of falling meteors, raining down from the moon in such abundance that they stirred the air into a chaotic, unpredictable windstorm.
He sliced through the tumult to zip around the Blue Heron, testing his new control, and noted that while the airship was rocking against the inconsistent wind, he felt barely anything. Now he scowled up to the Crystal Moon.
It still puttered across the sky. The great scar of its shadow seemed to grin down in challenge, so huge in its scope that it felt like it was staring at him directly. And, well, he was never one to turn down a challenge. Not in a robot this kickass.
“Upgrades working out?” Bexley radioed from the hangar.
“Oh, heck yeah!” Locke shouted, and all but pirouetted over the great airship. He dashed and spun and blasted his way across the sky like a frickin’ ballerina of impending carnage—no, ninja. Ninja was better—and he screamed like a raging pack of seven-year-old boys as he did it, because he had a motherfucking big stompy robot and he was about to save the motherfucking world.
“Peth! Mask me!” Locke commanded.
“Done!” Peth replied.
He blinked out of every awareness but his own. And so he blasted toward Edgewater like the BAMF he was, pumped for anything Pious or the whole damn moon could throw at him.
This would be a fight worthy of theme songs.
***
For any lesser man, the sight that awaited him would’ve been worthy of an “Oh shit! Oh fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”
The rustic tranquility of the Edgewater depicted in Locke’s atlas had here been marred by the sight of six obliterated titans, alternately ripped limb from limb or else slashed by a heavy, dark blade identical to the one that had taken his arm. Final Edict was definitely here, but it wasn’t visible.
What was visible was Pious’ chimera, tearing its way through another two titans and looking wholly refined compared to the last time he’d seen it. That refinement must have been how Pious had occupied his time hiding in wait for the moon’s alignment, for the chimera was now far more streamlined. The powerful muscles of its four-story-tall form were now concentrated into lean, nimble limbs, and its two necks, equally lean with muscle, stretched out long for increased versatility. Its plethora of ragged bones had settled into more savage serrations along its every significant contour, and all the snakes had moved to replace its tail in a wiggling profusion of thick, hissing bodies, making it look like the ass end of a particularly weird nine tailed fox. One titan currently writhed in the grasp of those snakes, its armor crumpling under their tremendous strength, while the forepaws and two heads gnawed the limbs off another.
Those titans must’ve been low-level, Locke thought to himself, the way their armor was crumpling in that monster’s grasp—which perhaps made sense for a town as peaceful as Edgewater. He doubted it had ever needed the force before, but that had left it wholly unprepared for an attack like this.
Good thing he was here to save the day.
“Let’s do this!” Locke shouted, punched out his swiftmetal sword, and then blasted his way toward the snake end of the monster.
The chimera didn’t even know what hit it. Literally. One second it was chewing on a titan, the next, half of its ass snakes were missing, their severed ends spraying blood like morbid fire hoses at a wild, sanguinary vampire party. The captured titan fell to the ground with a crunch, but landed gracefully, and to the pilot’s credit, the titan lunged back for the still-attacking remaining snakes, not entirely sure what had freed it but not letting the opportunity pass.
Until something slashed a perfect diagonal cut right through its chest. The top half of the titan flew away in a spray of blood, conductor fluid, and void condensate, and Peth shouted:
“I sense Pious!”
Locke felt a weird mental push as if Peth was trying to break Pious’ illusion—and suddenly Final Edict materialized in his view. It flitted around the monster in a blur of motion to slash the other titan with equal savagery. The final pilot never saw what had ended them.
“Shit, how is he still that fast?” Locke exclaimed. “We took out his time catalyst.”
“His gravity catalyst,” Peth said. “At tier seven, it can generate a lot of thrust.”
“Then let’s get him while he doesn’t know we’re here!” Locke declared, and flared his gravity catalyst to sweep around to Final Edict’s back. He readied his sword, looking for that telltale pink glow. He had one shot before his presence would be known, and if he could take out that psy catalyst early, he’d remove one of Pious’ biggest advantages. He surged gravity magic into his left arm as he plunged, funneling extra strength to his blow. The enemy’s psy catalyst burned, bright and inviting—and then Final Edict dodged.
“Gah!” Locke cried as he felt another mental wave smash into him, this time from the outside—and heard Peth echo his cry.
“Ah! Shit! He broke my mask!”
She didn’t even have to say it, for now Pious lunged directly for him. Locke met the black swiftmetal sword that came for him, and blazed a wave of time magic down the length of his own sword as he did. Black swiftmetal might be strong enough to cut through his silver swiftmetal, but with just the right angle and momentum …
Pious’ blade bounced off Locke’s parry.
But Pious didn’t back off. He lunged again for Titan Chimera, thrusting, slashing, swiping—but Final Edict no longer had a time catalyst. And Chimera had a frickin’ tier six. Titan Chimera blocked Pious’ attacks like a motherfucking Hollywood swordsman on a twelve pack of energy drinks and nothing close to realistic choreography, but that didn’t matter in this battle. He had so much style, the substance followed out of sheer envy. Pious tried to dodge into the sky, but Locke followed at three times his speed, and while he could match some of Locke’s blows with his gravity enhanced speed, there was no way he could match all.
Nearly half of Locke’s blows landed with satisfying metallic thunks, not piercing, but definitely damaging, definitely weakening.
And then he saw a rent open in the seam of Pious’ chest hatch. A perfect vulnerability.
He blasted his titan forward to meet Pious, but this time, he didn’t strike. He merely touched—and in doing so, slowed Pious to less than half his normal speed. At the same time, he charged up a white-hot energy ball in his left hand.
It wouldn’t obliterate Final Edict’s armor. But it wouldn’t stop at all for whatever lurked behind that little vulnerable gash.
A sudden noise came over Locke’s radio. Well, sudden but prolonged.
“Waaaait,” came Pious’ voice, deepened with his slowed down speed.
“Too late for that,” Locke replied, and readied to let loose his final blow.
Right as a massive slam hit him from below.
The blow smashed his entire titan upward. He lost contact with Final Edict, which zipped away as fast as it could. When Locke spun to follow, he was met with a great, black, snarling shape.
The chimera snapped at him, its jaws making meaty chomps in the air as it missed Locke’s accelerated form. He tried to zip around the monster, but it was huge, its body twice his titan’s height and its wings so large they blotted out most of the sky at this proximity. Even with his accelerated speed, it was all he could do to avoid the wide slashes of its claws.
“Peth! Can you take it over again?” Locke shouted as he darted backward, out of its reach.
“Trying!” Peth replied, as the monster flapped to lunge for him again.
Locke had gained some practical distance on the beast, though, and now whipped his titan’s head around to see where Pious had gone.
He wasn’t at all surprised to see him darting straight for the great expanse of the Edgewater lake. And the dam that held it back.
Locke shot his gaze back up to the moon, now conspicuously slowing in the sky and grinning down with a ragged shadow smile that seemed all the more eager for whatever came next.
“It’s nearly aligned,” Peth breathed, almost reverently.
“Oh, no you don’t!” Locke surged power into both his gravity and time catalysts to catch up, but the great flapping of the chimera’s wings blocked his view, and even when he passed, the remaining ass snakes snapped at his passing body.
One snapped its entire mouth around his titan’s foot. He swept his sword arm around and took off its head with an effortless swipe, but the monster’s attack had delayed him for critical seconds.
A great, echoing, stony thud resonated through the entire area, even above the raging wind and crashing of distant meteors, and Locke looked down to see Titan Final Edict crouched in a perfect three-point landing, at the center of a small crater right smack in the middle of the Edgewater dam.
Titan Final Edict might have seen better days, but that dam didn’t stand a chance against two full stories of black swiftmetal armor and a tier seven gravity catalyst charged specifically for punching.
Locke blasted past the chimera and shot for the dam, but he already knew he wouldn’t make it in time. Every meter of space he passed was marked by the cascading sounds of cracks so loud they sounded like the entire planet was being split open.
Can I plug that with my swiftmetal? he thought as he raced—but then rounded the front of the dam and realized, no. Pious’ punch had smashed an intricate spiderweb of colossal cracks down the full height of the dam, and now the noise of their breaking was replaced by the ominous, inevitable rumble of a city-sized lake full of water. The first trickles spurted through, deceptive in their subtlety—and then the entire dam blew.
“Pious!” Locke snarled, as Final Edict rocketed off the crumbling surface, and Titan Chimera plunged over the now raging unnatural waterfall. Anyone caught in the path of that flood wasn’t going to survive, and Locke briefly feared for anyone who might have evacuated in that direction. But he had no time to worry, for Pious blasted toward the center of the lake with obvious purpose, even as the moon slowed to grin directly down at them.
Pious didn’t respond. Locke angled his sword arm for a brutal stab at Final Edict’s psy catalyst. He caught up easily—but this time, Pious was prepared for him.
Locke saw one of the robot’s hands fan out, like a wizard issuing a magical command, and suddenly his vision was gone, slapped away in a wet splat that sounded undeniably like soaked sand. It might have been sticky, but he had gravity magic, and he blasted the debris clean off his sensors—to see Final Edict flashing straight for him, his greatsword now stretched out into something far more sinister looking.
Pious cracked his sword hand forward to snap out some strange combination of a whip and a sword, but not like Sloan’s single-tipped whipsword. This had all the length of a whip; both its sides shone with the deadly sharpness of a blade; and when it snapped against Titan Chimera’s head, it took off his V-fin—again—like a freshly forged sword falling through warm butter.
“Not good enough!” Locke snapped as he withdrew his sword and flash-spooled a thick buckler shield from his swiftmetal port. He batted the whip away, again and again as Pious continued to strike. A tower shield would provide better cover, he knew, but he could reposition the buckler faster. Besides, even now, every landed snap of Final Edict’s whip sent a jolt of yellow through his senses, warning him of damage to the shield. With Pious’ black swiftmetal and still-considerable gravity magic, even this thin whip could snap gouges in his armor.
But with Locke’s still-considerable time and gravity magic, he successfully blocked every attack—and then riposted.
Pious snapped his hand back for another blow, but Locke shot his gravity magic forward in an intangible punch, blasting Final Edict downward into the mostly-drained pit of the dish. Pious spun around and landed solidly on Final Edict’s feet with both a loud metal ring and the wet squish of sand.
By now the Edgewater lake had been reduced to nothing more than mud, algae, random lake plants, and a few unfortunate fish, and Locke saw his opportunity.
“Let’s see how you like it!” Locke unleashed a wave of gravity magic across all that mud and nastiness, which then splashed into Final Edict’s face, fully blinding its visual sensors and knocking the titan two ragged steps back.
But again, Pious thought fast. Before Locke could land a blow, Final Edict jumped into the air, then landed with another incredible dam-breaking-scale gravity punch. The force was far more directed this time, though; instead of shattering the dish, the gravity force blasted out along its length, blowing the debris off his face and also off every inch of the dish’s center.
Which was when Locke spotted the runes etched along its surface. Ancient, but now glowing a fierce, searing magenta.
“Uh. Peth? What do those runes mean?”
“I can’t tell,” Peth replied. “Too many of the runes are covered.”
Pious zipped around Titan Chimera, blasting gravity waves beneath him to clear off the debris like he was some overcomplicated magical leaf blower, and simultaneously whipping the debris up into an improvised smokescreen.
“Does it matter if the runes are covered?” Locke said, chasing him and blasting the mess aside with his gravity. “Or does the debris help us? Like cats on a satellite dish?”
“What do cats have to do with a satellite dish?” Peth asked, her mind radiating confusion.
“Back home there were these dishes that cats liked to sit on because they were warm, but they interfered with—you know what, never mind,” Locke grunted. “If Pious wants it clean, we want the opposite!”
Pious had thrown up another debris screen, but this one was thinner, such that Locke could see Final Edict through it, and he was perfectly lined up with its position. He lunged through the screen, his left arm cocked back with a white-hot ball in hand, and threw it straight at the opposing titan. Pious dodged too late, and a searing blast lit up the area as the ball exploded against Final Edict’s chest. Pious leapt back with a thrust of gravity magic, but Locke could already see the damage.
Acrid looking smoke rose from the lion on his chest; the scent of burnt ozone wafted through Locke’s air filters; and when the smoke cleared, the once ferocious roaring lion aspect now looked to be wailing, half melted under the force of his blow.
Another few blows like that and Pious would be just as melted.
But Pious refused to be beaten, and now a quick, huge, winged shadow flashed up on the battlefield, rising from behind Titan Chimera. A great, familiar roar boomed behind him, and Locke dodged to avoid the coming monster, obviously summoned by Pious.
That distraction was all Pious needed.
A proximity warning lit up in Locke’s awareness, and a massive, ragged thunk rattled around his entire being. A great, metallic screech sounded through his center, and he looked down to find the wide expanse of a spiked black swiftmetal net flying around his titan’s body, its edges propelled by a series of weights, and all combining to press his arms to his torso like an overcomplicated set of bolas. God, how had Pious spun something that complex that fast?
Locke flexed Titan Chimera’s limbs to unravel the net, but its cords weren’t smooth. They were made of coarse, chunky chains, and jagged with hooks that kept them interlocked, despite his strength.
The chimera lunged for him, and all he could do was shoot upward to avoid the snap of its jaws. He tried to press his gravity magic outward against the net as he did, but all that achieved was rattling the incredibly strong swiftmetal links. He needed someone to untie him, or else, he needed time to make a more refined application of his gravity magic—which he wasn’t going to get with the enormous monster snarling toward him.
“Alyssa! Where are you?” he shouted, winging his way out of the monster’s reach, too desperate to even pause for a look.
“Almost there!” Alyssa cried. “This ship is slow!”
“Lure the monster out of Edgewater in the direction of the dam!” Ember radioed. “I can at least line up a shot to distract it.”
Locke risked a quick glance toward the dam to, indeed, see the Blue Heron approaching near the break in the structure, angled to circle around the environs.
“Got it!” Locke replied, and zoomed for the Heron. The monster was fast, and it would inevitably make a target of the ship, but it was a large target itself, and he’d seen Ember hit much smaller things with deadly accuracy.
Surely enough, soon he saw the glow of Ember’s energy mega-catalyst in the hangar opening—and then dodged to make way for a searing beam of blinding hot light.
The beam bored into the chimera, and its two vicious roars suddenly reduced to one. When Ember’s light cleared, the monster’s second head was just gone. A great shriek of agony bellowed from its remaining head, and Locke used the blessed delay to gingerly nudge his gravity magic around the net’s weights, to maneuver them and the hooks to free himself.
Once freed, he flung it at the still-screaming monster, fully wrapping its remaining head and the stump of its second, severed neck together, and blinding it with spurts of its own blood.
“Locke!” Sloan called from Deathly Rhythm. “Help me over to the chimera! I can slow it down!”
Locke spun toward the Blue Heron’s hangar to see Deathly Rhythm standing on the edge of the hangar opening, wholly ready to jump.
“I’ve got you!” he shouted, and she did. She’d barely left the firm safety of the hangar floor before Locke caught her with Titan Chimera’s gravity magic and flung her toward the ailing form of the monster, chain dart already spinning in hand.
She loosed the chain toward the monster as she soared through the air; it snapped around the throat of the monster’s remaining head and secured itself there with the weight of the end dart. When Sloan yanked and swung around to its back, the monster’s wings instantly slowed. It began to plummet, its wings unable to beat fast enough to keep it aloft.
But Locke wasn’t going to let it land and potentially hurt Sloan. He shot toward it and landed right behind Sloan on its great back, funneling all of his gravity magic down into its flesh to keep it from falling—or rather, held it exactly in place, while he channeled his own time magic into it to slow it down more.
The monster roared and clawed at the air in slow, agonized motion, all but frozen in midair, and fully vulnerable.
“Ember! Shoot it!” Locke commanded.
“Already on it,” Ember replied.
Light burst from inside the Blue Heron and blazed into the meat and bone of the chimera’s chest with a savage, burning hiss that blew out through its back, fully obliterating two of the ass snakes and everything in between.
All noise from the monster stopped.
Locke grabbed hold of Titan Deathly Rhythm as the monster fell, and soon the only other noise the monster made was a disgusting, crunchy splat.
Pious’ chimera was dead.
“Now let’s get Pious,” Locke declared darkly, and dashed back toward the city, Deathly Rhythm clenched in his titan’s arms.
Chapter Twenty-Eight
Locke and Sloan arrived in Edgewater to see that Pious had made ample use of the chimera’s distraction. Titan Final Edict hovered over the center of the dish, its expanse freshly cleared of debris. The runes and patterns on it were now completely visible, obvious and glowing even more brightly than before. They even blazed on the feed horn suspended over the concave center of the reflector, and they looked … strangely familiar.
“Peth, is that a resurrection spell?” Locke exclaimed. “The one you used on me?”
Peth paused as if reading. “It looks like a variation of one, but with some very advanced runes sprinkled here and there.”
Locke’s mind raced as he tried to make quick sense of this new development. Those patterns couldn’t have been drawn by Pious and his cultists. They were far too old and far too buried, which meant …
“Why would the Precursors have drawn it?” Locke exclaimed, a greater sense of dread suddenly rising in his belly. “You don’t think they tried to do the same thing, do you? To make a vessel for Avarice?”
“Whatever they tried, it happened after I was sealed away,” Peth said darkly. “But I don’t like the implication.”
Locke swallowed anxiously. “Then the Precursors tried this, too, and still failed.”
Peth didn’t say anything, but he felt her agreement through their weird mental bond.
“We have to stop him,” Locke declared, as if it needed repeating, and then dropped to the ground behind a tall building to set Deathly Rhythm down.
“Peth will keep you masked,” Locke told Sloan, “but stay out of Pious’ sight as much as you can, just in case. I’ll take care of him, but I need you to be ready if an opportunity presents itself.”
“An opportunity for what specifically?” Sloan asked, not fearful, but determined, and understanding that circumstances inside the battle could change.
“To take over Avarice,” Locke replied. “To see if Pious was right. The only thing I’m certain of is that Pious doesn’t deserve it, but you … maybe you could make something good come from all of this. I’ll focus on defeating Pious. You focus on saving the world.”
Sloan was quiet at the words, perhaps reluctant, perhaps gratified. He only saw Deathly Rhythm nod. And then the titan hugged him, as if in goodbye.
“I’ll be ready,” Sloan said. “Now go kick his ass.”
Locke didn’t bother having Peth use her magic to hide his presence this time. Titan Final Edict hovered, its face looking up to the huge, hungry grin of the Crystal Moon like a worshiper waiting for a god to bestow its blessings.
Locke crossed his arms, spread Titan Chimera’s wings, and flew right into his view.
“Surprise!” he taunted, and then darted for Titan Final Edict, an energy ball as white as the moon crackling between his clawed fingers. He aimed straight for the feed horn. He wasn’t exactly sure what function the feed horn would serve in a satellite dish that performed psy magic, but he knew it had to do with the receiving of signals. Hell, if he destroyed that alone, he might derail Pious’ entire plan—
But Pious flung his gravity magic out in defense. He grabbed the energy ball midair and redirected it to blaze through the city, leaving a perfectly round line of nothing where it touched.
Locke lunged for Final Edict, flashing out his swiftmetal sword. But Pious stood his ground. He summoned his own blade, broad and solid, and met Locke’s blow, refusing to move from the dish’s center. He forced his gravity field out, trying to push Locke away, but Locke used his own gravity field to pull himself and his sword closer. Their weapons shuddered and sparked against the tremendous magical force of their wielders.
“Did you think your chimera knockoff stood a chance against me?” Locke taunted between sparks—until Pious’ superior tier seven gravity catalyst won out against Locke’s tier five, and Titan Chimera went flying back.
“It did until you had help,” Pious retorted, and thrust his sword toward Locke.
His titan, though, did not follow the sword.
The blade shot for him independently, propelled by the drone that had been serving as its grip, and it stabbed and sliced and zipped around him as if wielded by an invisible swordsman. Its piping had been detached, severing it from its swiftmetal source but granting it wild mobility. Locke dipped and dodged to avoid it, slashing back at each of its blows with furious clangs and knocking it away, only for it to come driving back—and now with company.
A yellow proximity alert rang in his reflex link, just in time for him to throw up a gravity field and bounce what looked like pieces of debris and defeated titans off him. But the pieces didn’t fall. Locke saw Final Edict throw a hand up in another gravity spell, and the pieces closed on him like missiles, this time far too fast to be avoided. He zipped to dodge them, and they followed, trailing dramatic tails of dust, blood, and conductor fluid as Pious chased him around the sky, as the glow of the dish grew brighter and brighter.
As patterns on the moon began to glow the same color.
He was running out of time.
And well, two could play at that missile game.
Locke dove for Pious, still positioned by the feed horn, still sending the debris and sword after Titan Chimera. Locke knew Pious would drop the barrage before it could damage the dish—but that didn’t mean it would stay dropped. And when Pious loosed the projectiles, just as Locke had predicted, Locke snatched them with his own gravity magic and flung them forward, his own titan with them.
Titan Chimera smashed into Titan Final Edict, crushing it back into the feed horn and sending a tremendous clang! through the entire structure. Locke clapped Chimera’s hand around Final Edict’s throat. And then he spun out a thick, broad swiftmetal sword straight into the armor of Final Edict’s neck. Locke snarled victoriously as the lights in Final Edict’s eyes blinked out, as the sensor connections were severed, and he pinned it in place while he charged an energy ball right over Pious’ melted chest—
But then another proximity warning flashed up in his awareness.
Too late.
Titan Final Edict’s mobile sword drone plunged through the back of Titan Chimera’s head, skewering Titan Chimera’s right visual sensor, plunging half of Locke’s reflex link feed into darkness and dissolving his energy ball. He heard his titan creak as Pious tried to cut horizontally to reach the other sensor, but in this position, it was too restricted, and when it yanked back out, Locke knew what was coming.
He let it come.
And then he spun around and snatched the sword from the air. He loosed Final Edict’s throat to do it, but he had a tier six time catalyst, and Pious had none, and it took almost no time at all to whirl around and plunge that sword straight through the crumpled, melted rent in Titan Final Edict’s chest hatch.
Final Edict’s hand automatically snatched for the sword, but it was not the desperate grasp of a dying pilot. Damn, had he missed?
He must have, because even though Final Edict had been skewered and almost decapitated, Pious punched him.
“Shit, man!” Locke shouted, half infuriated by his insistence, half impressed by it. He punched him back, and Pious returned the blows, standard strength that first, then gravity enhanced as he gained a final burst of desperate energy.
“Give it up, man!” Locke shouted as he hammered Final Edict. “It’s over!”
Amazingly, Pious managed a growling, guttural response.
“This is not even close to over.”
Pious punched him again, this time with enough force to knock Titan Chimera back, but not enough to gain any real distance. Locke answered by punching his head back into the feed horn.
“It didn’t have to end like this!” Locke hit him again. “We could have found another way!” He landed another punch, and with this one came the sound of crumpling metal. “But since we’re here, let me tell you this. This isn’t my world.”
Punch! Crunch!
“But it’s the best world I’ve ever lived in. And Avarice may be a god.”
Punch! Crunch!
“But I’ve got god-tier mage skills, a whole band of hot ladies, titan mages, god damn geniuses, and zero fucks to give for anyone who tries to hurt any of them!”
Now he cocked his fist back, energized it with everything his gravity magic could muster, and then sent it screaming down into Final Edict. The blow smashed the titan off the feed horn, and it crashed down into the center of the glowing dish with a massive gong that echoed through the entire structure.
Final Edict now laid in such an impressive crater that, Locke reflected, he’d have to give that attack a name. Something with gravitas like God-Shattering Fist.
He floated down to where Final Edict lay, motionless with unstable tendrils of magenta energy crackling around it. He planted a triumphant foot on its chest.
“It’s over, Pious.”
“Go ahead,” Pious gurgled from inside. “Death is irrelevant to me.”
“What?” Locke exclaimed. “I’m not gonna crush you, man. I’m not cruel.”
Oddly, the next sound he heard was a pained, wet laugh, of someone who was definitely coughing up blood.
“There is that at least,” Pious replied. He gave a shuddering breath before he added, “Whatever happens, tell Sloan I meant well.”
Locke was about to say his intentions didn’t mean shit, given that he was, like, trying to exploit the end of the world, but before he could, the quick clanging footsteps of a superfast titan rang across the dish, and Deathly Rhythm—Sloan—stomped to a stop by Final Edict’s broken form.
“Then perhaps I’ll do what you couldn’t,” Sloan said. “Tell me, how do I become the vessel?”
Pious laughed, but it wasn’t a malevolent laugh. “I appreciate the dedication,” he coughed, “but at this point, I’m in far better condition to become the vessel than you.”
That was when the dish flared with brilliant light, like some final, precise alignment had at last been made.
This was it. Now there was only one thing Locke could do. He rocketed Titan Chimera up to the feed horn, channeling every last bit of gravity and energy magic through his catalysts, and flaring a white-hot energy ball out of his hand. In his experience, in situations like this, weird magical glowing stuff was never good. If he could break some part of the dish, he might be able to stop whatever was causing that glow. He flung the ball toward the feed horn, waited for the inevitable explosion.
The ball exploded against the horn in a brutal snap-flash of energy—
—but when the explosion cleared, the feed horn remained with barely a scratch on it.
“The hell?” Locke exclaimed. “Peth?”
“It’s too sturdy!” Peth exclaimed back. “This machinery has been here for a thousand years and is still functioning even after you had a titan fight on it. It’d take a super-titan to destroy this dish!”
“Locke!” Sloan shouted. “I think I know what’s happening!”
“Yeah?”
“This is similar to the spell that brought you here, right?”
“Yeah!”
“You had to die to do it.”
Locke’s chest went cold.
“Well, shit,” he muttered, right as a brilliant pillar of light blasted upward to connect the Edgewater dish to the moon.
Chapter Twenty-Nine
Locke could only stare from Titan Chimera as stormy tendrils of magenta lightning crackled from beneath Final Edict’s form, as they spread to consume it, and then Titan Deathly Rhythm.
And then flickered.
In fact, the entire pillar flickered, the light sputtering as if from a dying florescent lighting tube, and the Precursior runes below sputtering with it.
Locke couldn’t precisely describe what happened next.
It felt vaguely like the sensation one gets upon suddenly waking at three in the morning for no reason, only for the pleasant emptiness of sleep to be rudely filled with a deluge of terrible thoughts about why one might wake at such an unholy hour.
It was an unnameable, unknowable tension, and it swept through him like another consciousness.
“Peth?” He shivered. “Did you feel that?”
“Yes,” Peth shuddered with a labored voice that had felt it more, probably because of her entirely psychic existence.
“What was that? Was it Pious? Was it Avarice?”
Somehow he’d expected even a destruction god to feel … different.
“I don’t know,” Peth said. “I’ve never felt anything like that.”
That was when the light just … flickered out. Thin tendrils of smoke rose from the Precursor runes as their glow faded, apparently somehow burned in the process. Soon all that remained of their brilliance was the negligible smoke of the spell, which was already blowing away on the still-tempestuous wind.
Locke dropped down to Deathly Rhythm and Final Edict.
“Sloan? That still you?”
“I’m not dead,” she reported. “I mean, I didn’t die—the spell couldn’t have worked on me. If that’s what it takes, anyway.”
“Which is perfectly fine by me.” Locke sighed, then added darkly, “What of Pious?”
“I can’t feel his mind,” Peth said. “He’s gone.”
Locke knelt down to Final Edict’s prone, broken form. It took some doing, given the basic strength of his black swiftmetal armor, but soon Locke was able to pry the chest hatch open and find Pious inside, head slung back, eyes open and directionless … and mouth curled into a peaceful smile.
On anyone else, Locke might’ve found it comforting.
But some of Pious’ final words came to mind:
“Death is irrelevant to me.”
That could have meant he wasn’t afraid to die.
Or it could have had something to do with how the Precursor runes on this dish closely resembled Peth’s resurrection spell. Locke looked up to the moon.
Nothing was happening. Quite literally, nothing.
All the meteors from before had simply ceased falling, and the Crystal Moon simply stared down with its ragged, ominous smile.
Locke wasn’t sure what he thought about that, however good the easing of meteors was. For he remembered something else Pious had said, even as he was already dying:
“This isn’t even close to over.”
Somehow Locke suspected he wasn’t talking about this particular battle.
“Did Pious just beam himself into the fucking moon?” Locke shouted.
Before anyone could answer, another voice came over his radio:
“Uh, Locke?” Rion said uncertainly. “Just saw the big-ass pillar of magic light. Does that have anything to do with you guys?”
***
“We came for a fight!” Oscar radioed from the Drunken Duck. “Where’s the fight?”
Oscar’s wasn’t the only ship that had come. From the bridge of the Blue Heron, Alyssa saw airships heading in from the directions of Vasor, Endpoint City, and Archstone, and from various random directions where nearby companies had been fighting when word of Locke and Pious’ battle had gotten out.
She was under the impression that important people had been following the Blue Heron’s activities since the Omega Archiver left port. Even uninvolved forces must have begun to figure something was up when those activities called for the mobilizing of the Archstone Constabulary and Arcane Index, and they especially must have noticed when the moon started smiling.
That in particular made it obvious that these events were probably very significant and leading to a world-needs-saving situation, and well, Haven was largely a world of adventurers who dreamed about that sort of fight, whether waking or sleeping. So naturally they flocked to the site of it.
Except they all arrived late.
“Fight was in the dish,” Alyssa replied. “You missed it.”
She saw the distinct scrappy shape of the Drunken Duck fly over the Precursor dish. Soon Oscar radioed back with a whistle, “Whew, our boy Locke really fucked ‘em up good! And—fucking shit, what’s that thing? Never seen a monster like that before.”
“Pious made it,” Alyssa stated.
“Pious?” Oscar exclaimed. “Like, Pious Pemberton Pious?”
In the dish below, Titan Chimera worked to open Final Edict’s cockpit and succeeded. Oscar whistled again.
“Damn, yeah, that really is him! Oh, this is going to be a story worth at least a keg or three. Y’all are coming back to the Duck next time we’re in port and regaling us with the whole thing. We’ll get the good kegs.”
“Duly noted,” Alyssa chuckled.
“Well, y’all need any help now that all the fun stuff’s over?”
“With all the Index ships en route, I think we’re good,” Alyssa replied. “Thanks, though.”
“No problem. Guess we’ll go kill some dregs, then. Still plenty of those around!”
With that, the Drunken Duck turned and puttered back in the direction it had come from, while the other airships coasted to hovers as their crews figured out what to do now that the fight had been missed.
Soon, though, Alyssa’s radio beeped. The arrangement of numbers in the associated code indicated it was one of the Index ships, and when she answered, a familiar voice came over the speaker:
“Lola Ripley of the Chatty Raven. We’re here to take over for you.”
“Lola?” Alyssa said. “My, the Index has kept you busy this week.”
“Comes with the territory of being under-director when the director pulls stunts like this, apparently.”
“You’re the under-director? I thought you were a receptionist! Why are you always at the Bounties desk?”
“Pious wanted all his under-directors to be hands-on,” Lola grumbled, “working on the ground to keep tabs on daily operations. Which was apparently a way to keep us all distracted from what he’s been up to all these years. Gods, I knew there’d be a downside to him being that good in bed.”
“Yes,” Alyssa replied dryly. “I imagine trying to become the vessel for an apocalyptic moon god would have a negative effect on one’s relationship.”
“Wait, what? Last I heard, he was trying to create illegal supermages!”
“Then you’re definitely behind on the news.”
“Gods damn it, Pious!” Lola growled. “I always end up with men who end up making more work for me.”
“How’d you shack up with him anyway?”
“He works late. I worked late. Stuff happens when you’re alone at night in a magic library with someone who’s competent. Well, ninety-five percent competent. The five percent of this week kind of changes things, though.” Lola groaned. “Is your void mage looking for another crew member? For one night, at least? I sense I’m gonna need it after this and Locke seems like someone who’s pretty free of this kind of bullshit.”
“Um … probably,” Alyssa said. “Um … and, I know your relationship’s now complicated, but does the fact that Locke killed Pious change things?”
“He’s dead?” Lola exclaimed. There was a pause, presumably as Lola observed the scene on the ground, and then added, “No, after all the paperwork Pious has caused me, it does not change things.”
“Then I’ll put in a good word, I suppose,” Alyssa stated.
“Much appreciated,” Lola responded. “As for present operations, I’ve already coordinated with the other Indexes present. Endpoint City will be taking charge of the Omega Archiver investigation and the stolen titan; Archstone will be investigating the secret treehouse lab and cleaning up Edgewater; and Vasor will take care of the Edgewater refugees and displaced tourists. We’d like you—and the Indigo Gryphon—to stay until we collect your official testimony, but after that, you’re free to be on your way. Oh, and of course, we have your bounty payment on board the Raven. Though, in retrospect, given what Pious has been up to, it’s probably not enough. We’ll adjust accordingly once our investigation is done.”
“Thanks,” Alyssa replied. “We’ll very likely need the funds for what comes next.”
“What?” Lola exclaimed. “It’s not done? What’s coming next?”
“I’m not entirely sure myself,” Alyssa sighed, “but you probably saw the giant pillar of light. Seems Pious may have used a Precursor body-swapping spell to beam his soul into the Crystal Moon.”
“What?” Lola exclaimed again. “Precursor spell? The moon? Gods damn it, Pious!”
“It’s complicated. Locke can probably give you in more details, but at this point, it’s probably relevant that you know he was brought from another universe by a lost Precursor living in his titan, and he’s going to bring that Precursor back, too.”
The other end went silent, much as Alyssa expected it to, until Lola muttered, “What in the gods damn fuck?” in a tone that was less startled by the development than pissed at all the paperwork it was going to involve.
***
Some sort of coordination must have been going on above, for Locke saw the swarm of airships coming in as he tended to Final Edict … and then saw them slow, and hover, and then begin to go off in different directions. Now that the chaotic wind had stopped, Locke could clearly hear sounds of distant, likely dreg-inflicted violence, and most ships seemed to be heading in the directions of those noises. The only ones that stayed had clear Arcane Index markings except for the Indigo Gryphon and a handful of smaller airships, which now landed on the outskirts of town. Something to do with handling civilians, he supposed.
Well, if it was important, Alyssa could direct-link to tell him. He’d turned off his general feed so he could have space to think after the wild developments of the past few hours. Besides, he needed the extra focus so he could get Pious’ body out of Final Edict without accidentally crushing it. He could have gotten out of his titan to do so, he supposed, but he didn’t feel like it.
He wasn’t ready. Given what he’d just faced, he wasn’t sure he’d feel safe outside his mech, not because he felt threatened, but rather uncertain.
Pious had obviously not accepted Avarice into his own body—or if he had, he’d died too quickly for it to matter. The Precursor runes on the satellite dish, meanwhile, suggested that his death had resulted in his soul, or mind, or whatever being beamed into a new body elsewhere—and the meteors had stopped falling soon after the psy light had dissipated from the dish and ruins.
Had that been Pious’ doing? Had he brought Avarice into his control after all?
Had he been right?
Locke sighed. The situation right now was so weird that any prediction he could make would just be a wild guess. He needed to know more about the fine details of Pious’ research.
For now, though, he already had enough dark thoughts swirling around in his head.
Avarice was the big problem right now, and he intended to defeat it, but provided that he did defeat it and civilization went on, it wouldn’t be unchanged.
As well-intentioned as Pious may (or may not) have been, he had opened up a Pandora’s Box of arcane research. He’d taken the Avarice cultists’ data and with it made implantable dragon bone catalysts that could grant void mage power to non-mages; rediscovered psy magery and built the catalyst to harness it; and implanted his followers with modified shadow dregs for purposes Locke didn’t even fully understand, except perhaps to make them better vessels for Avarice.
Even one of those developments would have been world changing, but that many at once?
Even if Haven survived Avarice, it wasn’t going to be the same.
Not with mages freed of nonmobile catalysts. Not with psy magic. Not with all the little unpredictable consequences of all those things taking hold, for they absolutely would. Their existence was too conspicuous now. And Arcane Indexers were curious people.
Was that something he could contain? he wondered. Since he was at the center of all this mess? After all, he and Bexley wanted to make the Morton Estate an Arcane Index outpost. And he had Sloan, who was basically familiar with the cultists and Pious’ research. And he had the Indigo Gryphon on his side, with Ray and his dark specter research, and the genius that was Sevas.
Could he take hold of this and bring it under control before it had a chance to ruin this world?
Could that be his purpose here?
He’d only just begun to ponder the question when a dark gray airship emblazoned with a yellow Arcane Index lion and chatty looking black bird came to land on a clear stretch of former lakeshore. Three titans and a small cadre of people in engineering jumpsuits headed out of the hangar toward the busted dam, while a more familiar figure and two assistants parted from the group to head for his position.
Lola, of all people, was still in her cute, short Arcane Index uniform, but the people behind her followed as if she was far more than the Bounties receptionist he’d taken her for.
She didn’t even wave when she reached him, just looked up at his remaining visual sensor with her usual no-nonsense face as if she expected him to just know what she wanted. He guessed it was an unspoken request to come out of his titan so they could talk, and when he knelt and disembarked, it turned out he was right. Sloan did, too, and now they both approached Lola.
“You strike me as some kind of undercover boss or secret agent,” Locke said as he approached.
“Under-Director of the Endpoint City Arcane Index, actually,” Lola responded, then glanced over to where Locke had laid Pious by Final Edict’s open hatch. “Though it looks like I’m in for a promotion.”
Locke choked back a laugh at that comment, though he wasn’t sure if it was because of how inappropriately funny or savagely dismissive he found it. Either way, though, Lola had the face of a woman who was pissed—and ready to get to the bottom of what was pissing her off. Her narrow glasses only served to sharpen the intensity of her gaze.
And though it was wholly inappropriate to the moment, Locke couldn’t help but find himself a little bit turned on by that. For Lola struck him as a woman who could look at even a situation like this and Get Shit Done About It.
“I’m here to conduct the Endpoint City Index’s official investigation into this business,” she began. “Unless there’s a reason to delay, I’d like to begin my interviews immediately.”
With all the airships landing and their respective titans becoming conspicuous as they disembarked to help with cleanup, Locke felt the area was secure enough to merit leaving his titan unattended, so there was no reason to delay.
He accompanied Lola to the site of Pious’ body and explained everything that had happened over the past several days. Sloan filled in gaps where Locke lacked information. Even after Lola’s assistants wrapped Pious’ body and took it to her ship, there were still plenty of gaps to fill in. She interviewed Alyssa, Ember, and Bexley, too, and the entire process went so long that she ordered her airship’s cooks to prepare a restorative meal for the people involved.
Soon after that, though, she left the Blue Heron to go interview the crew of the Indigo Gryphon, albeit with a message to notify her before they left, as she anticipated having an offer to make.
The potential of an offer from the Under-Director and possible new Director of the Arcane Index had made all their ears perk, and so they opted to stay until she was finished with her interrogations. In the meantime, Locke decided to offer help where he could, and set out for the Indigo Gryphon to see if it needed help with anything first.
When he arrived, though, it looked like all of the rescued tourists had been dropped off, so there was nothing to deal with on that front. The ship’s complete engineering and titan crews were present in the hangar, all relaxing with quick, efficient food and drink. All except Sevas, he noted, who was distinctly absent.
Rion waved at Locke when he saw him approach, then strode out to meet him.
“Thanks for conducting the evacuation earlier,” Locke said as they met, and extended his arm to take Rion’s oncoming hand. He’d expected Rion to be coming at him with a handshake. Instead Rion snatched his hand and yanked him forward in one of those macho shoulder bumps.
“No problem,” Rion replied. “And that was kick-ass, man. The way you took that titan down, I think we literally could fight the moon and beat it.”
Locke blinked. He hadn’t expected news of what Pious had probably done to circulate so quickly … but then, a lot of people had witnessed it.
“Oh, so that’s common knowledge now?”
Rion pointed up toward the Crystal Moon, still grinning down on the site. “I mean, that’s not exactly the kind of moon that’s bringing you sweet dreams. But yes. Rumors are afloat.”
“Then I’ll probably be calling on you for help. Where’s Sevas?”
“Resting.”
“Still?” Locke asked, an edge of concern in his voice. It had been a while since his incident, after all.
“The worst of the pain storm tapered off pretty quickly,” Rion said, “but they take a toll on him. Doc finally got him to go under the hazeleaf.”
“Damn. That bad?”
“Well, at this point it’s more of a comfort thing, so he can actually rest well and recover. He did want to speak to you personally, though, after the battle. If you’ve got the time.”
“Sure.” Locke shrugged. “I’m just waiting on Lola.”
Rion led him back to the Indigo Gryphon’s infirmary. Sevas must have heard them coming, for he was at least moderately awake when Rion led Locke through the infirmary door, his hand actively scratching at Gouda, who’d curled up against him like he was a really good pillow. Her curly tail wagged when she saw Locke; apparently they’d been able to convince her he was a friend.
Locke settled in a chair secured next to Sevas’s bed.
“Hey,” he said softly.
It took Sevas a moment to open his eyes and regard Locke, as if he was still half-asleep, or else under heavy influence of the drug.
“I suppose our Edgewater vacation is cancelled,” Sevas grumbled blearily.
“Sevas, you’re speaking in—” Rion began, then paused. “Oh wait, never mind. You understand him.”
Locke nodded; Sevas must’ve slipped into Luciolan again.
“Yeah, the apocalypse can have that sort of effect on one’s plans,” Locke chuckled to the man.
Sevas let out a long sigh that seemed far less concerned with the impending apocalypse as his ruined promise of a beach day—which, now that Locke thought of it, was not wholly out of character for him, drugged or no.
“Rion said you wanted to talk to me.” Locke continued.
“Y … yes,” Sevas replied drowsily. “I wanted to ask personally how the psy catalyst performed.”
“It worked like a charm,” Locke replied. “No problems whatsoever. At some point I need to speak with you about the best way to upgrade it, but that’s a problem for another day.”
“You can ask my wife,” Sevas murmured. “She’s as knowledgeable on these things as me.”
“Wait, your wife? When did you and Aster marry?”
“They didn’t,” Rion stated.
“But we will,” Sevas insisted with very drugged intensity. “She’s the only woman I’ve ever loved, and I refuse to call her anything but wife. She’s my perfect raging darling and …” Whatever he had to say after that descended into drunken gibberish that even Locke’s magic couldn’t translate.
“He’s high as a kite.” Locke chuckled, then asked, “‘Raging darling’?”
“A pissed-off Aster is a dangerous Aster.” Rion shrugged. “Some bandits came for Sevas a while back and … Well, they didn’t last long against her rig.”
Sevas blushed. “I was dying a little bit at the time, but it was still very arousing.”
Locke blinked again. “Do you mean to say the highest body count on the ship belongs to both its most harmless looking people?”
“Yeah, if were talking about dead bodies,” Rion said with a shrug. “After all, most people I fight in my titan are also protected by their own titans, so there aren’t many deaths, except for monsters.”
Sevas muttered something else, but it was again incomprehensible.
“You’re gonna have to use better words than that, buddy,” Rion said.
“My words are fine! I said, should you need my services, you have them. I owe you for what you offered me.”
“Does this mean you’ve made a decision?” Locke asked. “About a new body?”
“I have come closer to one,” Sevas replied. “I don’t want to risk dying prematurely, but it occurs to me that, should my body rebel in a fatal way—as it very well might—and you are nearby, then it presents an opportunity to make use of my impending death.”
“Yes,” Locke nodded, and then brought his hand to his chin as he pondered the implications. “But that would basically require that one of us join the other’s crew. Are you considering joining mine?” Locke looked to Rion as he said it. Sevas was clearly in no mental state to be making formal decisions, but Rion could at least indicate the accuracy of what Sevas was saying.
Rion nodded.
“When the time is right, if you would hire me,” Sevas replied. “Obviously I would want to leave the Indigo Gryphon in a stable state for Captain Belista, and Aster would come, too.”
“And me,” Rion added, then nudged Sevas’ shoulder playfully. “Like I’m not gonna follow you, buddy.”
“Which would put Captain Belista in an unfortunate state, losing both her lead engineers and lead titan mage,” Sevas yawned. “I don’t want to leave a mess when I go. But if you’ve an interest in all three of us, we can submit our resumes and—”
“You don’t need to submit a resume, man!” Locke chortled. “I’ve seen your work!”
For once, Sevas laughed, too, and added another sentence, but it had again descended into the realm of gibberish. Soon his hand slowed against Gouda’s fur, the hazeleaf having lulled him to sleep.
“That was all pretty accurate, actually,” Rion said, and stood, the conversation with Sevas clearly over. “There’s a lot to be worked out in the background, but the short of it is Captain Belista’s actually discussed the potential of combining forces with you if you’re up for it, considering how well we work together. I don’t think Sevas was aware of that part yet, but I’ve heard the captain and Aster discussing it, and I mean, none of my mages are going to mind teaming up with the crew that beat the shit out of Pious Pemberton.”
Locke stood from his own chair, too, though he had to admit he did so awkwardly under the weight of what Rion had just said. Captain Belista, of all people, wanted to join up with him? Still, it wasn’t a negative weight at all.
He extended his hand, and Rion took it in another macho grab.
“Sounds like a great team to face the end of the world with,” Locke said.
***
Lola’s interviews with the Indigo Gryphon were nearly as long as those with the Blue Heron crew—probably because of their work with the dark specter research, Locke reflected. She finished around the time night began to settle, and now she gathered with Locke and his crew in the Blue Heron’s mess hall, both for an evening meal cooked by Sloan, and what Locke assumed was a special request, given the steely seriousness in Lola’s eyes.
As soon as all were seated, Acting Director Lola got straight to the point.
“A number of points, actually.” She tapped her fingers on the tabletop as if there should have been a document there. “The official paperwork for each will follow once I return to Endpoint City, but first:
“Given the role you and your cohorts played in defeating Final Edict and building your own psy catalyst, I have elected to assign the remains of Final Edict to the Blue Heron, both for you to research, relevant to any novel adaptations Pious made to it, and for use in whatever bullshit comes next. I assume you’ll want to give it to Peth, should her regeneration succeed tonight.”
Lola indicated Peth’s projection, floating in the air next to her. They kept nothing back from her during their interviews.
“But should that for some reason fail,” she continued, “the Index has a number of adept mages it can submit for your consideration.”
“Oh! Thanks!” Locke exclaimed. He had to admit he’d been hoping to receive Final Edict as a spoil of war, but hadn’t expected it to happen, much less come so easily.
“It’s only reasonable,” Lola said. “Aside from the Indigo Gryphon, you’re the team most intimately involved in this case. And, on that note, I have two related offers for you: As the Acting Director of the Arcane Index, I need a competent airship team that reports directly to me, and your recent performance has been nothing short of spectacular. I wish to continue that relationship and commission the Blue Heron as my lead problem-solving team. When I don’t have tasks for you to complete, you’ll be free to pursue bounties at your leisure, but the Arcane Index will pay you per task taken for the Index, as well as what I assure you will be a generous monthly stipend for maintenance and upkeep. Does this sound reasonable?”
“We’d have to see the contract first, but it’s definitely appealing,” Locke responded. Admittedly, he said it more to sound analytical than anything else. The Indigo Gryphon was an index-commissioned ship, and it earned stupid amounts of money transporting and defending archaeology teams alone. A team commissioned directly by the Acting Director of the Arcane Index? They’d be positively rolling in tetramarks as long as the world didn’t end next week.
“Of course,” Lola replied, as if she’d expected such a response, and then continued, “Finally, Lady Morton”—she looked to Bexley—“Pious put me in charge of reviewing your estate’s application to become an Arcane Index outpost. While I admit I initially didn’t see a need for such a branch, recent circumstances cast a new light on things. Provided that civilization as we know it survives the coming days, we’ll need to investigate the discoveries Pious—and the Indigo Gryphon—made regarding practical uses for shadow dregs and dark specters.
“All of those things have such dangerous potential, though, that I hesitate to conduct the research in a city. However, the isolated nature of the Morton Estate makes it perfect for containing any potential … accidents, shall we say. Combine this with the protection and archives of Ultranoth the Organized—who has offered to preserve all of Pious’ research in her sanctum—and I believe a Morton Estate outpost could be the perfect place to headquarter sensitive research of this nature. If, of course, you’re willing to accept the risk.”
Locke looked to Bexley, and Bexley looked back to Locke.
“Well, you know I’m all for it!” Bexley replied. “I’ve been wanting it to happen for years!”
Locke was tentatively all for it, too, but still made a visible effort to think on it, if only for appearances that might aid in negotiation. He’d certainly wanted Bexley’s inheritance to become an Arcane Index outpost—but, even better, this had the potential to tie a few dangling threads in his future. If it was going to be a shadow dreg research facility, Erudicia’s crew—and especially Ray—would logically be stationed there, and with the experiments he, Rion, Aster, and Sevas had done involving magic-enhancing dark specter juice, they’d inevitably receive offers to join, too. Which meant the entire crew of the Indigo Gryphon would probably follow, including Dr. Waltz—whose medical skills would be invaluable in such a potentially volatile location—and Captain Belista, who was just an all-around force of nature and definitely someone he wanted on his team.
It was, quite literally, the perfect solution.
“What would the funding be like?” Locke asked anyway.
“That’s something we can discuss in greater detail later,” Lola replied, “once we’re sure our world’s still going to exist. But given how it’ll benefit Haven as a whole, I imagine it’ll be no trouble to secure contributions from each of the major city Indexes.”
Lola gestured as if gathering papers to tap together, then realized she didn’t have any and tossed her hands up awkwardly, not having any props to complete the familiar gesture. She sighed.
“Well. Pious said he meant to transform the world,” she stated. “Given what he created, he’s going to, with or without this Avarice.” She looked each member of the Blue Heron crew straight in the eyes. “It’ll be up to you to make sure we don’t destroy ourselves.”
Chapter Thirty
“No pressure, though.” Locke laughed as the lot of them headed for the hangar.
“Oh, it’s tremendous pressure,” Lola said as she accompanied them. “But based on your previous work, I have complete faith in your ability to handle it. And speaking of reputation, I have it on good authority that you’re a spectacular fuck.”
Locke froze midstride, his hand reaching for the hatch to the hangar.
“Wh-what?”
“Don’t act like you’re surprised,” Bexley said. “You know we girls talk.”
“I know, I just hadn’t expected to come from the Acting Director of the Arcane Index.”
“Oh, Pious was a spectacular fuck, too,” Lola continued, “but unfortunately he’s now a spectacular fuck in the negative sense, and I have quite a bit of frustration to work off if you’re interested.”
“Wait, how old are you?” Locke inquired. He knew it was probably an impolite thing to ask, but Lola looked like she was no older than any of them, and Pious was old enough to be dad to all of them. And despite the questionable activities of his final days, he didn’t seem the kind of man who would trade his partners for newer models once they hit a certain age.
“Thirty-five,” Lola replied, unoffended.
“Thirty-five! You look twenty!”
“Sir, you’ve come to a world with matter mages, the cosmetic magery industry is a thriving one, and I’m incredibly vain.”
“Then how old was Pious? He seemed like the kind of guy who would have work done. Weird that he would choose to look like he’s in his forties, though.”
“Oh, he didn’t,” Lola replied. “That is, he never made use of cosmetic matter mages; he chose to look his natural age because he thought it made him more respectable looking, more leader-like. Appropriate to someone who oversaw the most important organization in the city, you know.”
“Ah, that does make sense.”
Lola nodded. “Pious was only attentive to his appearance for its strategic value.”
“So were you … in a relationship?” Alyssa asked curiously, still trying to wrap her head around someone as generally warm as Pious (well, the pre … all this Pious) being with someone as cool as Lola.
“We were both married to the Index, but you can’t fuck a building,” Lola said simply. “We were convenient for each other.”
“Ah, so the height of romance,” Bexley quipped.
“No, I get it,” Ember said.
Locke shook his head with a chuckle and opened the hatch to the hangar.
The Harper’s Harriers were in the midst of a rare breather. They had Sloan back, and with all of Lola’s Index forces around to handle trouble, an interruption like the last one seemed unlikely, so now was as good a time as any to try to bring Peth into the flesh.
Lola had requested to observe the process, partly out of sheer curiosity, but mostly because Locke could see the gears behind her eyes working with every detail she took in. She knew she was teetering on the edge of an entirely new era of Haven magic. As the impending director of one of the most significant Arcane Indexes, she wanted to be prepared for every aspect of its potential weirdness—and witnessing the rebirth of a thousand-year-old lost Precursor definitely qualified as weirdness.
Locke had to admit he’d been a bit suspicious of Lola’s motives since she’d arrived; after all, she was Pious’ subordinate, and he’d barely noticed the Arcane Index ships on the horizon before she’d radioed in with detailed instructions for a cleanup plan that she’d seemingly conducted on the spot, with all the other Indexes present. It was incredibly likely that her exaggerated frustration was simply an act, especially given that her director-with-benefits was now probably the moon.
But luckily Locke had a mind-reading Precursor psy mage on his side, and Peth had read Lola’s wholly unguarded mind from Titan Chimera to discover that, yes, Lola really was that pissed, and when she got pissed, she got productive.
Productive enough, apparently, to see the apocalypse starting before her and make plans for what to do about it, and after it. Implying that she expected them to win the apocalypse.
And speaking of after the apocalypse, Locke could already see her asking questions of herself that echoed the same questions he asked himself:
If he could restore Peth, and Sevas, he could restore others. Hell, if Peth made the regeneration spell public, anyone with sufficient power and resources could do so, and that was a fact with some complicated implications.
The simple removal of permanent death could change society more than any of Pious’ discoveries.
But that was a moral conundrum he could handle after he’d resurrected his friend.
“You ready for this, Peth?” Locke said to the projection beside him.
Peth snapped her spell release form into visibility. “Let’s do this.”
Lola watched with sharp eyes as Locke, Bexley, and the others began the process of connecting their titans. They were already familiar with what to do from their first attempt to resurrect Peth, and so the titans were positioned in a triangle in no time, and now Locke settled inside the conductor fluid of Titan Chimera, cockpit neck ring withdrawn to once again give Peth room to form.
“Everyone good to go?” he radioed to the other titan mages.
“Ready,” Ember reported back.
“Let’s go!” Sloan chimed.
“All right!” Locke called. “Everyone, channel!”
Locke saw Peth sign her spell the moment everyone’s furnaces reached their hottest. Instantly, her image began to fade, but it wasn’t a startling fate, for the less visible her projected form became, the more swiftmetal slithered into Locke’s cockpit pod. It crept around his feet, then up around his legs and torso just as it had the last time they’d tried to revive Peth.
An unconscious pang of anxiety jolted through him as an arm of silver materialized around his neck, as a shining body formed in his outstretched arms, as an equally silver head popped out of the conductor fluid, silently gasping like some weird cyberpunk mermaid breaching for air.
He remembered losing her at this exact moment.
He didn’t lose her this time.
Her body firmed to a perfect, naked shape in his arms, and then began to transform further. There was something hauntingly cold and unnatural feeling about the swiftmetal against his magesuited skin, but slowly a new warmth, a new softness began to beat from within it, like a heart was being formed from the transmuting metal, like other human organs were forming alongside it. She grew softer as he held her, more real-feeling—and finally her outside began to reflect the rest of her.
A peachy, pale, unblemished blush began to spread from her face, down through the rest of her body, as a cascade of soft black spilled down the long drape of her swiftmetal hair.
An indulgent sigh escaped from her pink lips, probably a reaction to the womb-like warmth of the conductor fluid, but sounding rather more … sensual, and when she finally opened her eyes, it was to reveal a bright blue gaze that left no ambiguity as to what she was feeling.
Peth drew both arms around his neck and pulled her lips straight up to Locke’s, and the way their tongues intertwined and her weight pressed against his, he could verify that she was indeed very real, and very corporeal. It was not a short kiss, and when she withdrew from his lips, it was for a breath of profound, astounded relief.
“Thank you, Locke,” she whispered. “I knew you were the one.”
***
Peth spilled out of Titan Chimera with far more grace than Locke had upon his arrival, but then again, she had a gentleman to help her down the wheeled stair Bexley had pushed up to the open cockpit hatch.
Alyssa waited by the bottom of the narrow steps with a long, cozy bathrobe, but Locke couldn’t help but be amazed at how regally Peth carried herself even in this situation, newly reformed and wholly nude, and yet striding down the metal stairs like they were those of a dais. She reminded him of those sword and sorcery babes who could walk naked onto a battlefield and conquer it through the force of their presence alone.
Peth didn’t walk like royalty. She walked like a goddess condescending to visit this lesser plane for some mild amusement.
When she reached the bottom of the stairs, she accepted the bathrobe as if Alyssa was a servant, but didn’t even bother tying it, leaving her shape obvious for everyone to see.
And a shape it was. Locke had suspected that the spell would regenerate her in peak physical condition, much as it had his own body, but though she was flawless, she didn’t necessarily look young in the way the other women on the ship did. Her curves had heft and maturity, like they’d been worked and refined with experience and knew exactly what they liked and wanted. She was perfection not entirely of this earth.
Which, now that Locke thought of it, made sense. She was a Precursor, after all.
“What?” Peth said with a mischievous smile.
He must’ve been staring, and belatedly realized that his jaw had literally dropped some time in the course of watching her descend. He closed his mouth so he wouldn’t look like a Neanderthal but didn’t want to say what he was actually thinking, that she might literally be a celestial force from a long-dead mythology.
Instead he opened his mouth and hoped it would say the right thing, which it decided was:
“Have you ever seen an ass so thicc it just makes you want to scream?”
Ember rolled her eyes; Alyssa and Lola just stared; Sloan giggled; and Bexley said, “Oh, yeah. Every time I look in the mirror.”
Peth, though, smiled, and did a turnaround to let him enjoy the view.
“Precursors took their regeneration spells very seriously,” she said, and now she did tie the bathrobe at her waist. She turned to Alyssa and indicated the robe. “Many thanks, by the way. Would you mind if I modify it?”
“Go ahead,” Alyssa replied. “It’s a spare.”
Peth nodded her thanks and then strode toward Titan Chimera’s right arm to touch the matter catalyst embedded in the back of its forearm. The catalyst glowed a brief blacklight-like purple, and in a few blinks of an eye, the fuzzy bathrobe had unraveled and reformed into a short, tight, purple dress similar to the one she wore in her projection, and a wide-brimmed pointed witch hat.
The dress was much shorter than Locke was used to seeing on her, in any form, but she was obviously limited by whatever material was available to her and must have prioritized her hat over the entire lower half of her dress. Not that he was about to complain.
Despite the magnificent distraction of that dress, though, something else managed to distract him.
“So you’re a matter mage, too?” Locke inquired.
Peth nodded. “And energy, at least if this body fully echoes my original aptitudes.”
“Three aptitudes? That’s pretty rare for non-void mages.”
“Not quite as rare during my era.” Peth strode over to the energy catalyst in his left arm and placed one hand to it. She flexed her other hand, and soon a ball of flame materialized over it. “Excellent! It seems that carried over, too.”
“Nice!” Locke said. Peth’s psy magic would already give them a huge advantage, but having two other aptitudes would enable her to use Final Edict to most of its full potential, and that was even better!
Now Lola strode forward.
“Acting Director Lola Ripley,” she stated formally. “How similar to your original form is this, in general?”
“Very,” Peth replied. “If somewhat more idealized. Why give oneself a new body without fixing the problems of the old?”
“Quite right,” Lola nodded, then added. “And your memories? Has being in this form brought any back? Obviously, your memories of Avarice are of great interest to me.”
“Not yet, but—oh, there it is,” Peth said, and suddenly wobbled on her bare feet. Locke strode forward and took the initiative to just sweep her off her feet before she could fall on her face. He remembered this part of his own resurrection with no fondness.
“It’ll take her a day or so to fully settle,” he said. “At least, if her experience is anything like mine.”
“It should be,” Peth replied drowsily. “And any memories that are going to come back will do so in the same time span. I just … I need to rest … until then.”
And then she passed out.
“Right on time.” Locke shifted her in his arms for a more stable grip. “We should let her sleep.”
“I’ve prepared the large guest cabin for her.” Alyssa gestured toward the hangar door. “She can rest there while we figure out what we’re going to do next.”
“What we’re going to do next will likely be determined by whatever she remembers,” Lola said as Locke made for the door. “On the larger scale of things, I mean. If it’ll be a mere day, then I’ll remain nearby so I can interview her properly.”
“That’s fine with us,” Locke said. “In the meantime, Ember, Sloan, and I can go help handle the shadow dreg problem.”
Lola nodded her approval and followed Locke to Peth’s designated cabin. He’d half-expected Lola to be gone by the time he finished settling Peth into her bed, but when he emerged from the room, Lola was waiting for him.
“My offer still stands,” she said pragmatically.
“Which one?” Locke chuckled. “There have been a lot of offers today.”
“To take you to my bed. Or me to yours, whichever you prefer. You’ll find that I’m quite versatile.”
“Oh, that offer,” Locke replied.
Lola nodded. “It quite surprises me that you haven’t accepted any of the other offers that have come your way. I’m over the reproduction contract department, too, and I frequently receive inquiries as to whether you’re credentialed. Officially, that is. Given what I know of your coefficients and origins, I have no doubt you’d pass the test qualifying you for a professional fatherhood license. Given the number of requests, we’d probably have to set a legal limit to how many children you can father each year, but given your enviable void mage status, some restrictions could be … eased.”
“It feels like you have an ulterior motive to this offer,” Locke stated, amused but also shrewd.
“From a long game standpoint, the more void mages in our society the better,” Lola stated. “And you are of good stock. Not to mention, the Arcane Index has a generous scholarship program specifically for void mage children, in addition to a stipend we pay families for the privilege of educating their young void mages. Any void mages you father will be well taken care of.”
“What of the others?” Locke asked. “Surely they won’t all come out void mages.”
“They’ll be the children of Locke,” Lola replied. “I’ll see that they’re taken care of, should they come within the purview of the Index.”
“Is this a complicated way of saying you want a void mage child yourself?” Locke chimed.
“I don’t ask people to do things without being willing to do them myself, and the same goes for situations like this,” Lola replied. “Plus I cannot deny that I have frustrated energy to work off tonight, and you’re the most eligible candidate. I don’t expect you to make a decision about void mage children this evening, of course, but there is still the option of practice.”
“You’re so romantic.”
“I’m decisive, and I have simple needs.”
Locke laughed at that, a genuine belly laugh, and Lola answered him with a small quirk of her lips, which he imagined was probably as close to a smile as she got. As he laughed, though, his mind did wonder.
“Let me think on it,” he finally decided. “I admit, at the moment I’m not inclined to have a child with anyone I’m not married to. I’m just old-fashioned like that.”
“I am certain that your crew will be willing to aid you in that endeavor,” Lola stated.
“Oh, I am too,” Locke laughed again. “And I—” He paused as the reality dawned on him. “I suppose I’ve started viewing it as an inevitability.”
“I will gladly fuck you to save the world,” Bexley’s voice came from down the hall. “Just saying!”
“If I can perform a civic duty that way, sure,” Alyssa replied from her own room.
“Fine, whatever. I’m in,” Ember said.
“I haven’t actually thought about children until literally this second,” Sloan added, “but if it’s with Locke, I’m all for it.”
“So that’s the potential of four, then,” Lola said, as if working out nothing more complex than a business plan—and though her voice was cool and professional, Locke began to see a bit of wavering tension in the way she conducted herself.
Lola had kept her hands on her elbows this entire time, in a slightly less aggressive version of an aloof arms-crossed-over-chest pose, casually authoritative but still not to be messed with. But those arms had become tighter, her hands slightly more clawed and impatient and, perhaps even unconsciously, positioned to push her chest out for greater visibility.
Locke had seen enough of those cute, short, maid-like Arcane Index uniforms to be a little curious. And, much as he only wanted to have children with women he loved, he had to admit he had a growing … interest in exploring the thus far unpursued potential of this world, relative to the women who had an interest in him.
Oh, he didn’t plan to be absolutely wild about it, but here, in this moment, was a woman making one such offer. And while he didn’t see Lola as being the type to marry him—too obviously “married to the Index” for that—the amazing way she handled today’s chaos definitely made her a candidate for relations of some sort. He liked her, he realized, maybe not as a potential wife, but definitely as a business partner with benefits.
And, given that she had exactly Zero Remorse about seeing Pious dead, after all the frustrating work he’d caused her, it struck him that Lola was not a woman he wanted to leave frustrated in any way.
Besides, given the circumstances to be, it would definitely be a good thing to have the new Director of the Arcane Index firmly on his side.
Chapter Thirty-One
Lola fucked exactly like he expected someone named Lola to fuck.
And, it turned out, her throat really could take a lot.
She also fucked exactly like someone whose entire existence was not weighted by stress and frustration, but fueled by it, so that by the time they were done, he couldn’t even feel his own legs, and Lola herself was walking pretty tenderly, too.
When she strode out of his room, though, it was as neatly and composed as she entered it, with a cool look in her eyes that was rejuvenated and ready to face whatever bullshit the rest of the day had to throw at her.
Locke, meanwhile, was not entirely sure what he thought of it, but was pretty certain she was best enjoyed in moderation. Like a treat. He liked a bit of vigor, but Lola …
Lola would obliterate lesser men.
It made Locke extra glad for the warm comfort of his conductor fluid the next morning as he, Ember, and Sloan went out with Rion and his crew to clean up shadow dregs while Peth rested. In this context, the conductor fluid felt like a pleasant heating pad for his entire body, such that by the time cleanup was done, his muscles felt pretty much recovered, despite the stress of fighting. Then again, with seven titans, it wasn’t so much fighting as shooting dregs in a barrel (and capturing some for research and power-up juice).
The day had passed and twilight had begun to settle by the time he made it back to the Blue Heron. He finished both of his showers (one with Ember) and stopped by the kitchen for a snack with Sloan (and of Sloan), and when he peeked into Peth’s cabin to check on her, he found her freshly awake and more alert than she’d been even when she first stepped out of Titan Chimera.
Locke knocked, then waited for her okay and opened the door fully.
“Sleep well?” he asked.
“Quite!” Peth stretched with a luxuriance to rival Sloan’s catlike stretches. “I’d forgotten how much I enjoyed sleep! A good physical sleep is so different from just lurking as a mind.”
“Well, there are plenty of other physical pleasures for you to rediscover, too,” Locke said with a grin, “though in this case, I mean food. Sloan wants to know what you liked to eat when you were last alive. She wants to see if she can re-create it—but—” He laughed. “I forget, you already know that about her. It’s strange, thinking of you as a physical presence rather than just being in my head. I feel like I need to keep introducing you to things you already know about.”
Peth laughed back and sat up with another stretch. “It makes sense. After all, you aren’t accustomed to thinking of people in both non-corporeal and corporeal forms. Not like I am, anyway. Or was,” she added, somewhat sadly.
“How are your memories?” Locke asked, leaning against the doorjamb.
“Still settling. I can feel them right on the tip of my brain. You know how, when you have a thought right before you fall asleep and say you’ll remember it in the morning, but don’t actually remember it until the next night? It feels like that. Like I will remember it. I just need to wake up more.”
“Anything I can do to help?”
“Not at the moment. I think I just need some time for my mind to settle in with this new body.”
“Makes sense. You’ve been through a lot.”
“Though … there is something you could do,” Peth said with a mischievous grin, “if not to jog my memory, at least to help me get used to this new form.”
“Oh?” Locke asked, though the way she arched her back as she said it—the way she thrust her tremendous, barely covered breasts into further prominence—left no ambiguity as to what she wanted.
“I heard how much you enjoyed Lola,” Peth said seductively. She rose from the bed to drape herself against Locke’s form. “All her womanly experience.”
“Yeah, sorry about the noise, but she was intense.”
Peth chuckled and kissed him.
“But just think—if you enjoyed a woman of her experience that much, just imagine how much you’ll enjoy a psy witch with one thousand years of it.”
***
“You haven’t been fucking for one thousand years,” Locke prodded as Peth led him toward the hangar. “You were asleep for most of them.”
“But I was experienced before then,” Peth replied playfully, “and in techniques only Precursors could dream of.”
“Oh,” Locke replied as they passed the hangar hatch. He’d only been thinking in terms of her experience. He hadn’t even thought about exotic Precursor techniques.
Peth paused in the middle of the hangar and looked between Titan Chimera and the rough form of Titan Final Edict, which Bexley had apparently already been working on, if its cleaned up removed armor was any indication.
“Two have psy catalysts,” she said. “Which should we try?”
“Pious died in Final Edict,” Locke stated with a slightly disgusted shiver.
“Ah, yes,” Peth conceded. “Best to go with the one with no blood in it. Titan Chimera it is.”
Decision made, Locke glanced around to make sure no one else was in the hangar as they strode up the scaffolding toward Chimera’s open chest hatch. By this point, no one on the ship cared who was having sex where or when, but Locke still didn’t like the idea of doing it in front of anyone who wasn’t involved, especially for his first time with Peth. Fortunately, he heard no sounds of Bexley singing bad songs about sausages, and he knew Ember, Alyssa, and Sloan were off resting on their own by this point, so he knew they’d be undisturbed.
Titan Chimera’s hatch was still open from earlier, so Locke gestured to let Peth inside first, and then followed. He left the hatch doors open, as he anticipated that being enclosed in conductor fluid would thoroughly dampen the mood, but the doors were still positioned in a way that allowed for some semblance of privacy, blocking the brunt of the hangar’s overhead lighting to result in an intimate little nook.
And Peth was completely unsubtle about her desire for intimacy. She may have been a regal, queenly, goddess-like woman outside the structure, but inside his cockpit, she’d already slid herself down the backmost arc to sit on the floor, legs spread and making absolutely licentious use of that short, witchy dress.
When she’d magicked herself that dress, she had not wasted any material on underthings.
She extended her arms out for him like a witch casting a spell.
“Come for me,” she breathed.
It may not have been a real spell, but he obeyed nonetheless.
Peth was clearly not in the mood for easy, gentle love, so he sprang upon her like a ravenous animal. He snatched her from the back of the cockpit and clawed her body close to his, pressing the heft of her chest against his own and snarling his lips into hers as if he was pouring all his seductive skill into this singular kiss.
She kissed him back with equal, desperate ferocity, and traced her fingers along the hem of her own dress before he could even think to. She pulled its thin straps over the arcs of her shoulders—and, well, those straps had been struggling to begin with. It took no effort at all for her breasts to spring free with a luxuriant bounce that looked like it should’ve produced a sound effect, and Locke had plenty of experience in what to do with those.
Locke snatched the sumptuous curves of her ass and lifted her higher, bringing her chest level with his face so he could plunge into those warm, voluptuous shapes.
God, she was already moaning, and he’d barely grazed his fingers along the swell of her taut nipples before she let out a desperate, labored breath and pushed him back against the nearby wall of the cockpit.
“You okay?” he asked, though he didn’t leave her breasts to ask it.
“It seems… this body … is quite … sensitivvvveee!” Peth heaved, and her last syllable wailed into a squeal as Locke graced a thumb against one generous nipple.
“Wow, you really are!” he laughed—and then decided to make use of it. If his thumb alone had aroused her so dramatically, he could only guess at what result actual effort would have, and so he nudged that same nipple closer to his mouth and traced the tip of his tongue against it in the most sensuous lick he could muster.
Peth screamed—and promptly raised a hand to her own mouth to silence herself, as he licked faster and suckled, then added his other hand to the mix, kneading the other breast.
She could wait no longer. She thrust her other hand down to claw away the edge of his loose pants and found him with her own hand in the dimness of the chamber.
“Gods, did I do well by you,” she freed her mouth to say, and stroked her hand along its length before she plunged herself right onto him.
“Holy—shit!” Locke choked against her flesh. She didn’t bother going slowly. She jammed her hips against his, lifted, swirled, plunged back down on him like she wanted to shove his whole body inside her, and shuddered with ecstatic cries and twitches the entire time. It wasn’t just the motion, either; it was her unabashed, unashamed cries, the sheer noise of the pleasure he was giving her, the sheer evidence of being wanted that much.
But he had other things he wanted to try.
He looked up into her brilliant blue eyes, as hungry and desperate as his probably looked right now.
“Hey, you’re a psy mage,” he breathed. “So, how does the psy part of this work?”
Peth pressed her breasts back into his face with a smile, but not to deny him. He felt her extend her hands to the rounded cockpit wall behind his back. The conductor fluid that filled these cockpits during operation helped mages connect to their titans’ reflex links, and thus to their catalysts, but it was only a facilitator. The surface of the pod was lined with hundreds of little sensors that could transmit a mage’s will to a catalyst via a touch, and now Peth spread her hands along those.
“Where do you want to make love?” she panted. “Tell me anywhere.”
“Anywhere?” Locke breathed into her chest.
“Anywhere I can imagine,” Peth sighed.
Locke thought, but not long. After all, it wasn’t the place that ultimately mattered, so much as what happened there, so he said the first thing to come to his mind.
“Outer space. Always wondered what sex in zero G would be like.”
He’d hardly said it, and then he was there.
He felt the absurd tingle of another consciousness affecting his own, then suddenly felt himself floating as if weightless, the only sensation of weight that of Peth bearing down heavy on his dick. He floated, naked—they were both fully naked in this illusion—and planets and stars and colorful nebulas spread out around them in infinite abundance.
There was a prickle of cold, too—not the cold of vacuum, obviously, for the idea of freezing to death in space was thoroughly unsexy and inappropriate to the situation—but cold enough to emphasize the tantalizing warmth of the woman pressed close to him, to make him yearn to pull her closer.
Peth looked down at him with a sultry smile backlit by some exotic star.
“Take me across the stars,” she purred.
So Locke did.
He was hardly aware of what was actual sensation and what was Peth emphasizing the glorious heights of their every touch. All he knew was that their legs and mouths were intertwined, and his hands clutched against the curves of her ass as he gyrated his hips up into her, plunging into her depths and eliciting an ecstatic, overwhelmed squeal with every single movement of his girth. But he could go deeper, he knew.
He loosed her from her present position. Her psy magic created the illusion of her floating before him, her legs spread and dripping before his throbbing dick and eagerly awaiting his reentry. He didn’t even give the illusory cold a chance to brush them. He grabbed Peth’s hips and plunged himself into the pink valley of her legs, thrusting and twisting harder with every blow and watching with lascivious delight as her breasts heaved and quaked from the force of his cock, as the blissful cries of her pleasure echoed through the entire universe and plunged back into his own center, heightening his own pleasure. Soon his entire body tingled with ecstasy.
God, he felt like a shooting star just fucking its way across the cosmos, and when it landed on the celestial body that was Peth, it burst.
Locke clenched Peth’s hips as his climax consumed him, spilling his seed into the still rocking ecstasy of Peth’s pussy. She snatched for his shoulders and pulled him close, flexing her legs to grind into him as she sought the height of her own impending climax.
She found it.
A squeal to shatter the stars belted from her mouth—and then the stars did shatter. The psy illusion collapsed, and once again Locke and Peth found themselves on the inside of Titan Chimera’s cockpit, covered in the sweat of their exertion, the mess of their ravenous lovemaking slick beneath them.
Peth just collapsed onto Locke’s chest, thoroughly wrecked, still on his dick but not in any hurry to be elsewhere.
Locke wanted to say something, but lacked the words, or the brain. He’d just fucked a resurrected lost Precursor space witch in a psy illusion inside his giant robot. What could one say about that other than “Damn!”
But “Damn!” felt too small for what had just happened.
“I’m not a goddess,” Peth suddenly laughed into his neck, if exhaustedly.
“What?” Locke replied. It was such a non sequitur for the situation.
Peth raised up to kiss him, then laughed again.
“I was inside your mind. I couldn’t help but read it. And I’m not royalty, or a space goddess. I’m just a really hot titan mage, and you have a very flattering view of women.”
Locke made to kiss her in response to that, but his gesture was interrupted when the hangar hatch opened and Bexley yelled in, “Whatever you’re doing, I would like some of that next!”
“Same here!” Ember echoed.
“And me!” added Sloan.
“What exactly is happening?” Alyssa stated, but her voice sounded so distant that it must’ve been directed at the girls, not the hangar.
Locke was about to respond again—but suddenly Peth convulsed on top of him, and he quickly realized it was not a sexy convulsion, but a startled one. Her sharp eyes went distant, unfocused, and her grip went tense.
“Peth?” Locke asked, and pulled her close. “Pethelen?”
As quickly as they’d dulled, her eyes regained focus, and before he could ask, she answered.
“I remember. Everything.”
END OF BOOK 4
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Prologue
“Did you literally just fuck Peth’s memory back into place?” Bexley exclaimed from the other side of Titan Chimera’s open hatch door.
Locke quickly readjusted his magesuit as Peth restored her short, witchy dress—what little there was of it, anyway. Until a few minutes ago, he’d been tossed in the throes of hot nasty psy magic sex with a resurrected Precursor witch inside the cockpit of his giant robot.
Like most experiences of his past nine months on the world of Haven, it’d been fucking awesome, but amazing as the sex had been, it wasn’t the most amazing part of this evening.
That had been when Peth convulsed on top of him and then said:
“I remember. Everything.”
“Well, it’s been firmly established that my dick has incredible talents,” Locke said as he rounded the hatch door.
He found the four women of his crew gathered on his titan’s scaffold in the Blue Heron’s hangar, as if hesitant to fully violate his and Peth’s privacy, even though the reason they’d come to the hangar in the first place was to investigate—and perhaps join in on—the noise. They were still docked at Edgewater, after all, which left all the ladies of the Blue Heron with more free time than usual.
The buxom, blonde pixie-haired Bexley just shrugged and nodded in agreement, as did the elegant Captain Alyssa and cute catgirl Sloan. His fellow titan mage Ember was the one hold out.
“I agree that your dick is talented, but dick-restored memory is a bit of a stretch.”
Locke turned back to Peth, who was following behind him.
“Was that part of your design?” he asked. “That sleeping with me would restore your memories?”
“If that had been the case, I wouldn’t have waited!” Peth laughed. “It was simply glorious timing.”
“Glorious …” Locke repeated.
The timing wasn’t the only thing about his situation that was glorious. Nine months ago, he’d been a regular nobody in … well, who he’d been back on Earth was largely irrelevant now, and anyone who wanted to know his full story knew where to look. Especially now that his true origin was on record with the Arcane Index as a consequence of … everything that had happened in the past few days.
The important part was this: Peth had been a lost Precursor consciousness trapped inside Titan Chimera’s magical core. She’d brought him to Haven so he could use his rare and powerful void mage talents to pull her out into a new body, and the entire time he’d known her, memories of her old life had only emerged in fragments. Which was unfortunate, considering the thing that threatened them now was the very thing that had destroyed the Precursors a thousand years ago.
In the meantime, she’d granted him an incredible life, pulling him into a hot, capable new body and a ship full of women who made regular, vigorous use of it. Not to mention his giant mech—Titan Chimera—which circumstances had forced him to upgrade into a badass big stompy robot, because present circumstances indeed demanded Big Stomps.
And now, with her returned memories, Peth could provide valuable insight into where those big stomps needed to go.
The situation was this:
Locke had already saved the world once. Sort of. Maybe?
In truth, his last significant battle had only just ended, it had revealed several twists and surprises that he wasn’t sure how to make sense of, and the Arcane Index’s wider investigation into the matter had only just begun.
All Locke knew was that a force named Avarice was stirring in the Crystal Moon and the Endpoint City Arcane Index Director, Pious Pemberton, had used research conducted by moon cultists to turn himself and his followers into potential vessels for the thing. What Avarice was exactly—an intelligent alien, a hungry monster, a literal fucking cosmic horror god—Locke didn’t know. All he knew for sure was that Avarice was responsible for the meteorfall, shadow dregs, and dark specters that had plagued Haven for centuries.
And, oh, Pious had shot his disembodied soul into the moon using a Precursor psy satellite dish. As one does.
Also, he’d kidnapped Sloan.
It was all totally villain behavior on Pious’ part, but that was where the situation became complex. Because Locke wasn’t entirely sure that Pious was a villain. Oh, turning even willing cultists into vessels for a gooey moon god was suspect, no doubt, but Sloan trusted Pious like a good surrogate father, and Pious had treated his operation like he was acting on the least terrible of two terrible options:
They could allow Avarice to destroy Haven wildly, or they could try to wield its power for themselves, to guide the magic it would inevitably unleash to productive uses. Both would result in the end of their world, but Pious’ expenditure of the magic, so he said, would have been wielded to create a better tomorrow—a world to rival that of the Precursors.
Locke understood the logic, but he didn’t understand why Pious wouldn’t just want to destroy the thing, to end its cycle completely. Maybe Pious wanted to wield that power, either for his own selfish ends or for the noble end he claimed. But with his body dead and some part of him beamed up to the moon, it wasn’t like Locke could ask him.
Even that was uncertain, though. Locke couldn’t tell if Pious’ use of the satellite dish had succeeded. The ethereal light that poured off the dish as the spell enacted had flickered unstably, and there was no clear sign of what had actually happened. At least not as clear as, say, the moon laughing evilly as it adopted Pious’ likeness.
Well, it still wore that creepy shadow grin stretched across its lower hemisphere. But, notably, it was no longer sending down meteors. All the meteorfall had ceased within an hour of Pious’ dying.
Locke wanted to think that was a result of Pious’ influence—that he actually projected his soul into the moon in the same way Peth had pulled Locke to Haven, and that he was now fighting Avarice from the inside.
Alone, Locke reflected, and shivered at the thought. If Pious was indeed a good man, that was fucking heroic, and he didn’t deserve to be doing it by himself.
But with their present level of information, all they had were conjectures, and how could one even make an educated guess about the results of psy-magicking one’s soul into the moon? It wasn’t like that sort of thing was a common occurrence, even on Haven.
But now—
Locke looked into Peth’s blue eyes, faintly glowing with more eager understanding than he’d ever seen. She could very well hold all the secrets they needed to defeat this destructive moon god and save their world.
Locke stepped aside and gestured to let her go first.
“Then let’s hear everything.”
Chapter One
Peth was astonished to realize she’d forgotten the sheer delight that was walking, and realizing it again was an incredible thing.
She strode boldly behind Captain Alyssa through the airship, only slightly aware of where she was being led, overwhelmed by the simple experience of her own body. It had been one thousand years since she’d felt the weight of her own presence in the world, felt the brush of air on her face, the swirl of cloth against her skin.
The warmth of a man against her womanhood.
She had not been awake for the full thousand years she’d been trapped inside Titan Chimera’s core, but she’d been awake long enough to forget those essential pieces of humanity, and she shivered to think of what else she might have forgotten if she hadn’t found Locke.
She’d already begun to approach a dangerous point, she’d realized once she’d regained her corporeal form. Her titan-preserved consciousness hadn’t thought twice about the key step in pulling Locke from his home universe—that he would have to die in his old body to be reborn in this new one. She’d simply reasoned that the reward was worth the cost, for both of them. And while Locke was obviously satisfied with where he’d ended up, the particular stimulation of having her own body—of feeling grounded in a physical plane—instilled a sense of horror at what her incorporeal self had done, the decision she’d effectively made for him, without asking.
When she was incorporeal, the world had felt somewhat unreal.
Now it felt very real, and every last sight, sound, smell, taste, and feeling only emphasized the point, more than she’d expected.
She’d known the stakes, back in Titan Chimera’s core, but now she felt them, at her core. Felt a conscience and weight that hadn’t been nearly so present when she’d lost sense of her own humanity.
Having her own body changed the way she interacted with her world, and the people in it.
Peth stopped midstride and turned back to Locke.
Locke instinctively reached his hands out as if to grab her.
“You okay?”
“I should have warned you about the cost,” she said.
“Cost?”
“Of your regeneration.”
“Oh, that!” Locke laughed it off. “I’ve been in so many risky situations lately, I wasn’t sure what you meant. But—I mean, we’ve been over this before.”
“We’ve been over it under different circumstances,” Peth pressed, then added for his benefit: “I don’t feel the same in this body as I did inside your titan. Stakes and … values feel higher in the physical world. It didn’t even occur to my non-physical self to consider that.”
“I understand,” Locke replied. “And maybe I was a little pissed at first but, well, the physical world you took from me was Kentucky.”
Locke gestured around significantly. “This world is way better than Kentucky.”
“Kentucky! That was it,” Bexley said from behind Peth. “You told it to me when you first arrived. I could never remember how you said it.”
“It is a fun name to say,” Ember nodded. “Kentucky. Ken-tuck-y.”
“It sounds like a place that would have good food,” Sloan said. “Like a really iconic seasoning style.”
Locke snorted, and all the women looked back at him.
“Does it?” Alyssa asked.
“Sort of, but why don’t we save the Kentucky snack talk for after we’ve heard what Peth has to say? After all, she’s been trying to remember since I met her.”
“Not to mention it could save the world,” Peth added with a smile.
“That, too.” Locke nodded. He then gestured toward the door that led to the Blue Heron’s conference room. The room beyond was dominated by a large wooden table, itself dominated by an elaborate backlit topographical map centered on an illustration of Endpoint City. It wasn’t a complete map of Haven—which was why there was a sticky note on the easternmost edge labeled “Luciola?”—but it showed the regions that were most relevant to the Harper’s Harriers’ business, appropriate to the room where Locke and Alyssa held most of their business meetings.
Each of them took seats in the cozy, elegant-looking chairs surrounding the table—a fairly recent addition, since they’d come into funds that allowed for potential-patron-impressing indulgences. They were the most comfy seats on the entire ship, which all five of the Harriers emphasized when they sat.
Locke took his place at one end of the table with a contented sigh, like a man sure of his place in the world and loving it.
And why shouldn’t he? Peth reflected, given what she’d brought him into.
It was more accurate to call Alyssa co-captain, Peth knew, given how she and Locke divided their leadership duties, and the way she took her self-assured seat at the other head of the table. Peth very much knew she was into men—physical men specifically, which was a necessary clarification for a Precursor—but that didn’t keep her from being able to appreciate feminine form, and Locke had landed with a crew of true and varied beauties.
Alyssa was the elegant one, hair in rich brunette waves that wouldn’t have been out of place in a ballroom, but instead she wore a smart white uniform long coat that established her as a woman of serious business. As pretty as a storybook princess, and as capable as a real one needed to be, if her realm was to thrive.
Ember, meanwhile, thrust into her seat as if tackling it into submission. She rarely wore anything other than her tight, practical magesuit, her red hair tied back in an equally practical, sporty ponytail in a way that was continually ready for action. She was pretty, too, but it was the kind of pretty one had to be cautious around, lest one meet the thorns of her impatience.
Bexley, by contrast, was all nonsense. She flopped sideways into her chair so that her elbows leaned on one armrest while her legs dangled over the other, in a position that pushed her most feminine assets out into mischievous visibility. Hers was a blonde pixie cut, and she shared the mischief of the cut’s namesake—and the intelligence (if Haven pixies were anywhere near as brilliant as the pixies in Precursor tales). Ember glared at Bexley, the two forever at playful (and sometimes not-playful) odds, while the final woman laughed politely behind one hand.
Sloan had been unexpected, a woman who’d met Locke as a shy white panther and only revealed herself after months of observing him. Even since then, she’d changed quite a bit, and more than physically. Oh, her physical appearance was as pleasant as the others were, slender with a cascade of long hair that was white, despite her youth, and clad in a cute frilly gown, as she’d apparently been preparing for bed before Locke and Peth’s enthusiastic noise had drawn everyone’s attention to the hangar. Most unusual about her, though, were the pointed white cat ears that protruded from the top of her head, and the tail from beneath her nightgown.
It was more than an aesthetic choice. People routinely changed elements of their bodies on Haven—matter mages made it easy, after all—but her ears brought with them a tragic story of kidnapping and human experimentation that had unexpectedly cumulated in the events of the past week, when Pious Pemberton had kidnapped her with intent to realize the goal of those experiments, if for his own purposes.
For Sloan was reputed to be the ideal vessel to contain Avarice.
None of them were sure how valid that reputation was; after all, for all Pious’ faith in the unique changes the old cultists had made to her body, at least one significant change wasn’t fully understood. It was a change that suggested some sort of connection to Avarice, but Pious and his own cultists had never been able to work out its implications, so it remained a mystery for now. With any luck, though, they wouldn’t need to figure it out.
For, buried in Peth’s memories, there was a much better option. If only they could make it work.
Peth didn’t sit. There was too much anxious energy in her to do anything but stand. She paced behind an empty chair at the table.
“Where to begin?” she said, mostly to herself—and then decided: “I was a super-titan pilot, a thousand years ago.”
“Super like ‘big’ or super like ‘really cool’?” Bexley interrupted. Ember glared at her again. “What? It’s an important distinction!”
“Both,” Peth stated. “Precursor super-titans were—wait. Sorry—actually, there’s a much better way to do this. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before.” She turned to Locke. “Mind if I use Titan Chimera?”
Locke must have already gleaned some idea of what she was planning, for he said, “Sure,” and soon she found herself sprinting down the hallway, down two floors back to the hangar. Though she hadn’t been paying attention earlier, she remembered the way from Locke’s trips around the ship, when their magical connection had enabled her to watch through his eyes.
When she reached her destination, she sprinted up the relevant scaffold. She climbed into the knightly red bulk of Titan Chimera, touched her hand to the curved inside panel of the cockpit, and then channeled.
Under more complex circumstances, she’d have sealed herself inside the titan completely—the body-cushioning conductor fluid and reflex link that the titan’s core would project onto her consciousness would render connection to the mage sensors more consistent and powerful, but in a calm situation like this, touching the sensors was enough.
Those sensors connected her with the exotic new psy catalyst implanted in the small of Titan Chimera’s back.
Peth was a mage of many aptitudes—not quite a void mage, but with definite benefits from her Precursor background—and one of those aptitudes was psychic magic.
She channeled through the catalyst, stretching her mind out to reach the others, and then found them. She grasped their images, brought them into a constructed psychic space, projected an image of herself out to join them, and with a dramatic flourish, said:
“Welcome to the time of the Precursors.”
From her place in Titan Chimera, she imagined a realm similar to the one she’d envisioned for Locke, back when they could only communicate through an artificial, psychic space. Similar in function, at least, if not content. The realm she’d created to greet Locke had been a barren, stormy wasteland where the swirling black sky always threatened to send down tornadoes, perhaps indicative of her tempestuous state of being.
This realm was anything but.
It was Haven, undeniably. The Crystal Moon hung obvious in the grand blue sky, but it was fragmented and skeletal, surrounded by vehicles that were minuscule at this distance but clearly involved in construction on an immense scale.
The planet beneath was Haven, too, of course, but this version wasn’t nearly as recognizable as the moon. Peth had projected herself and the five in her audience into a parklike space that ran for miles, but everything encircling that greenery was city. The architecture of this particular city hearkened back to the wood-frame-and-plaster designs Peth had seen in certain areas of Endpoint City, and especially in the Dragon Faire area of the Morton territory—but it twisted the simplicity of that style into unfathomable extremes. Stretches of wood-frame skyscrapers stretched up toward the heavens like joyous hands at altitudes impossible for standard wood and plaster to reach.
Between the heights of those buildings hovered smaller cottages held aloft by glowing purple gravity catalysts, which would occasionally move around as if to seek out areas where business was more likely to boom in that hour of the day. Vehicles of every shape and size also zipped around at various heights, their designs ranging from the practical and utilitarian to the whimsical, all again supported by minuscule gravity catalysts.
On a nearby edge of the city, a construction crew of obvious matter mages wielded catalysts so small they looked to be worn on watchbands, or else directly implanted, in the case of the elegantly artificial, robotic mages that worked alongside the fleshly ones. Together they crafted a building from a pile of detritus in no time at all, before they headed off to their next job.
All this, though, wasn’t nearly as exciting as the dragons, and Peth felt her eyes moisten with sudden nostalgic tears at the relived memory.
On modern Haven, dragons were significant but uncommon. They were the source of the magic that kept the world functioning, but spent much of any given human lifetime asleep. While awake dragons were generally social, they were few enough in number that she and Locke hadn’t even seen one until they’d met Ultranoth three full months into his time here.
In her Precursor era, dragons weren’t nearly so rare. They flew among the skyscrapers in all shapes and sizes, their colors corresponding to their magic type, sharing tea at a café with human friends physical and artificial, doing business, or simply zipping between the buildings and enjoying the challenge presented by the obstacles to their flight—as their sizes allowed, at least. The larger, usually older dragons simply reclined in the park, keeping a watchful eye on their surroundings, as if every person in that civilization was a beloved child to be tended to.
This was Haven before it had even heard of Avarice.
“Curicarlo’s Rest, to be specific,” Peth clarified. “My home. And the present Morton territory, in fact.”
The noise that then came from Bexley had probably started out as words, but squealed out as a gibberish “Whhhhhheaaa?” that sounded both flabbergasted and, absurdly, pissed.
“My family absolutely fucked this place up,” she growled.
“Your family didn’t even own this land a thousand years ago,” Locke said.
“Beside the point. We gotta rebuild it,” Bexley insisted.
“How do you expect to put that many buildings in the sky?” Ember retorted.
“We have Sevas. He’ll figure it out.”
“Sevas will say that the buildings are just fine where they are on the ground and anything else is just showing off.” Locke chuckled. “Plus, we have to get the outpost off the ground first. Figuratively, I mean.”
Bexley, Peth had learned, was more formally known as Lady Beaunessia Valerie Brimble Morton, inheritor of the vast and struggling Morton Estate and determined to rework it into a property that wouldn’t collapse under its own dead weight, namely by reimagining it as an Arcane Index Outpost. The events of the past week had led the Acting Director of the Endpoint City Arcane Index to approve the project, provided that they all managed to avert the apocalypse.
Bexley might have been a woman of mischief, but she was just as much a woman of ambition.
“Stretch goal, then,” she said.
“Stretch goal.” Locke nodded with a playful smile.
“So you’d broken the moon before?” Ember asked, her face turned up to the white frame of the Crystal Moon.
“We built the moon,” Peth clarified. “It’s a space station. An artificial habitat above the planet.”
Bexley let out another string of amazed gibberish, but Alyssa was more articulate.
“Like the Steel Ring? That was a space construct, too, right?”
Peth blinked. “When did I tell you about the Steel Ring?”
“Never in detail, but you did mention that Archstone’s namesake arch district was built upon an unlaunched piece of the Ring.”
“Ah, right.” Peth had already told Locke a lot, and the girls were astute enough to make deductions from his casual comments, but she had no way of knowing how much anyone other than Locke actually knew. “I should begin again. Sorry, Locke.”
He just shrugged, understanding.
“What about the super-titan?” Bexley asked, like an impatient child.
“All right,” Peth smiled. “I’ll start there.”
She snapped her fingers, and her super-titan coalesced into view on the grass.
The noise that escaped Bexley’s mouth this time was barely human, but apparently ecstatic. She sprinted toward the shape, then flopped onto its nearest piece as if to hug it. But given the size of the thing, the most she could manage was spreading her arms over it.
Much like Titan Chimera, Peth’s titan looked like an elegant, fanciful suit of armor, albeit more symmetrical, detailed in a slick combination of black, purple, and aggressive pink.
Unlike Titan Chimera, it was fifty stories tall, such that despite Bexley’s desire to hug the whole thing, all she could manage was its toe.
“I want one,” she cried.
The others stepped forward in awe.
“Were all titans this huge?” Alyssa asked.
“Not all, but many,” Peth said.
“Because of Avarice?” Ember guessed. “Because they had to be that big to face it?”
“No, actually,” Peth replied. “Precursor society had its wars like any other, and they escalated. Though I must admit these are the result of an arms race more so than actual war. There came a point where titan magitek became so powerful that war involving titans risked mutually assured destruction, so the global war everyone feared never actually materialized. That didn’t stop Dragonburghs from continuing to advance their technology, though, just in case, and every time one Dragonburgh made an advancement, the others would race to top it, fearing they’d be vulnerable to attack otherwise.”
“So a cold war arms race, but with giant robots?” Locke observed.
“Somewhat. The last titans that fought an actual war before Avarice were merely twenty stories tall—but the development ended up benefiting us when Avarice began its assault. For a time, anyway,” she added sadly.
“Why did Avarice show up in the first place?” Ember asked, then gestured to the surrounding vista.
“It was drawn by our magic,” Peth replied. “Even toward the end, we didn’t understand a lot about it, but we knew it was from a wholly different star system, and ours was not the first world it ate. It eats everything eventually, but the thing that draws its attention is magic, and Precursor society spread across the stars by engineering magiforming dragons to send to other planets to prepare the way. Wherever we went, Avarice eventually followed.”
“Wait,” Bexley exclaimed. “Engineered. Magiforming. Dragons. You made the dragons solely so they’d magic up worlds for you to settle?”
“Not me personally, but yes.”
“You. Made. Dragons.”
“The point’s been made, Bexley. Let’s move on,” Ember said quickly. “Avarice is obviously trapped in the moon, which means the Precursors were able to weaken it enough to make that happen. How?”
“That’s what I’ve been trying to get to.” Peth smiled. While she had to admit she’d taken a certain prideful enjoyment in the crew’s awed reaction to her home, she was equally grateful that she hadn’t had to explain the whole history of the Precursor civilization to prepare them for it. They were all sharp, curious, and ready to get down to business.
But then, she supposed she shouldn’t be surprised at the women who’d suspected Locke’s strange origin, been so eager to guess at it that they’d held a betting pool on what it would turn out to be, and responded to the final reveal with debate about not his background, but what it meant for the betting pool.
They were intensely practical ladies.
“The Steel Ring isn’t in the sky here,” Locke observed, for he was intensely practical, too, and attentive.
“That’s because it was built in reaction to Avarice,” Peth said. “It’s a weapon.”
“Fuck yeah, we’ve got a castle crashing super weapon!” Locke shouted, with enthusiasm that seemed disproportionate relative to the confused looks on his crewmembers’ faces. “What? You don’t have that trope in stories here? The big MacGuffin weapon that can either destroy everything or save everything?”
“What’s a mamuffin?” Sloan asked.
Bexley grinned. “A very dangerous muffin.”
“We’ve got titans,” Ember shrugged. “Never needed anything bigger till now.”
“People in your world have weapons that can destroy … everything?” Alyssa stated, eyes easing wide with sudden trepidation.
“Well, yeah,” Locke replied, and sounded somewhat uncomfortable about it himself. “Or, at least a good-sized chunk of the planet’s surface. We’ve had periods in our history where people feared mutually assured destriction, not unlike the Precursors and their super-titans, I guess. Except our weapons were called nuclear bombs.”
Peth nudged a little finger of magic toward Locke’s mind to see what he was thinking and was intrigued to find it wasn’t far out of line with what she’d just been pondering. She projected images of “thermonuclear detonations,” “mushroom clouds,” and “nuclear winter” for the others to see.
Just about every society had apocalyptic mythologies, usually instigated by that society’s gods, but manmade doomsday stories only tended to emerge in societies that could realize them—which modern Haven couldn’t. Haven had suffered its fair share of wars since the fall of the Precursors, but in comparison to the body counts of Earth’s wars, Haven was somewhat innocent, maybe even naïve. Which meant the Steel Ring would be another issue to address once this was all over.
If there was anything left.
Fortunately, Ember pulled Peth out of her dark thoughts:
“The fuck kind of empire is Kentucky if it has weapons like that?”
“It’s—never mind,” Locke replied, and gestured for Peth to continue.
“The Steel Ring was only fired once,” she said. “In the final battle against Avarice—or at least, my final battle. It didn’t kill Avarice, obviously, but damaged it enough that the mages and dragons stationed on the moon could pull its core inside and trap it there. I’m fairly sure the core was trapped before I even fell, but pieces of Avarice’s body—the shadow dregs and dark specters—continued to fight, and there were enough remaining outside our trap to bring about the collapse of our society. I don’t know if the Ring was fired after I fell, but I doubt it. Otherwise, Avarice would no longer be a problem.”
“So we fire the Steel Ring while Avarice is still a sitting duck,” Locke said. “Easy peasy, right? I assume we can somehow use the Edgewater dish? Shouldn’t it be able to communicate with the Steel Ring?”
“It’s more complicated than that. A weapon strong enough to injure what’s effectively a destroyer god requires strict security procedures, and one is that it can only be fired from on site. From the Ring itself.”
“How the fuck are we supposed to get up there?” Bexley exclaimed, before suddenly realizing. “Oh wait, we’ve got Sevas.”
“I think this problem’s a bit beyond him,” Locke countered. “But we can certainly ask.”
“Time is of the essence,” Peth stressed. “I remember what the Crystal Moon looked like during the final battle; it was a struggle to trap Avarice, even injured, and when bits of it managed to escape, it looked like the moon was being bruised.”
“The shadow …” Locke breathed, recalling the dark scar of a smile on the moon.
“That shadow is a massive chunk of regenerated Avarice just waiting to break free. The increased meteorfall and shadow dregs also indicate that Avarice is closer to escaping. Ideally, we’d reach the Steel Ring and fire it before Avarice breaks free, but we need to have a plan for what we’ll do if we can’t, or if the Ring doesn’t work.”
“How long do you think we have?”
“It’s hard to say without a more detailed view of the moon, such as from a high-powered telescope. In fact, that might be our best next step, since we’ll need to pinpoint the Steel Ring’s control center as well. No point launching into space unless we know where we’re going.”
Locke turned to his crew. “Any thoughts on where we can find a big-ass telescope?”
“Not— Wait!” Ember snapped her fingers. “There was that one job we did way back when for that old guy.”
“Old guy does not narrow it down,” Bexley groaned.
“Old guy with the big-ass space telescope!” Ember clarified.
Alyssa clapped her hands together. “Yes! Torsney Caelum, at the Dreadcliff Observatory.”
“That doesn’t sound like a mad scientist’s lair at all,” Locke groused, but Ember just shrugged.
“You have to be at least a little eccentric to live alone in your own personal hobby observatory out in the sticks, but I wouldn’t call it mad.”
“He kept us supplied with good snacks while we worked,” Bexley added. “He has my approval.”
“Do you think he’ll let us use his lair?” Locke asked. “Er, telescope?”
“Even if he doesn’t want to, we have titans and it’s the end of the world,” Ember said. “I’m sure we could come to an arrangement.”
“Or we could ask Lola about Arcane Index observatories,” Alyssa said quickly. “I’m pretty sure they maintain a few.”
“We need to update Lola about what Peth remembered, anyway.” Locke stood a little straighter. “Right. We have something like a plan. How far from here is Dreadcliff?”
“At least a full day and night, I think.” Alyssa glanced down at the map. “Yep. Nearly two thousand miles.”
“All the more reason to start now.” Locke clapped his hands together. “All right, that clinches it. Let’s update the acting director, and then make for Dreadcliff Observatory.”
Chapter Two
“Well, you don’t waste time at all,” Lola said. “I like that.”
Locke had thought it best to update the Acting Director of the Endpoint City Arcane Index in person, so now Lola Ripley stood in the Blue Heron’s conference room. After the chaotic events of the past week—what with Pious stealing a titan and airship, kidnapping Sloan, and then wrecking the lake town of Edgewater in the course of shooting his soul into the moon—the surrounding Arcane Indexes had divided up the investigative responsibilities into more manageable pieces. Archstone was tearing through the secret lab Pious and his cultists had kept in the Archstone Wilds. Vasor was taking care of the Edgewater refugees and tourists. Endpoint City, being Pious’ point of origin, was looking into the stolen airship and titan—and ultimately, the whole of what Pious had been plotting.
Which meant that Lola was, effectively, Director in Charge of Saving the World.
And she looked like she could do it.
Though she was still clad in the short maid-like uniform and academic cloak that was typical of the Arcane Index, she’d switched from the standard gray to an authoritative black, which combined with the straight cut of her bob and severe black eye makeup to make her look like the fierce, no-nonsense relative of a goofy goth family.
She was unbothered enough that she could execute a perfect smoky eye in the middle of a goddamn apocalypse, and then show up to hear about a regenerated lost Precursor’s restored memories with all the ease of a CEO coming to hear about her company’s quarterly earnings.
No, “unbothered” was the wrong word, for her stone-set face was clearly serious about the matter. But there was a confidence in that same face that made Locke suspect she could defeat the moon herself with a single glare.
Or, at least, would have the nerve to try.
The young man behind her was far less composed. He reminded Locke of a sharply dressed butler, clad in the male equivalent of the gray Arcane Index uniform, and carried a folio of fresh, unmarked papers that looked ready to vibrate out of his hands at any moment.
“This is my assistant, Derek Zeklor,” Lola introduced. “He’ll be recording the meeting minutes for me.”
“You okay, pal?” Locke asked. He could see the folio literally shaking in the man’s grip.
“F-fine. You know. F-first apocalypse and all.” The man tried to shrug casually, but in his tension, just looked like he was twitching. “Also, I underestimated the power of the Chatty Raven’s coffee.”
“Circumstances like this call for only the highest quality coffee,” Lola stated with the greatest of gravities. “You’ll adapt, Zeklor. Sit. Let’s begin.”
Zeklor nodded and made to pull out his chair, and in the process the folio slipped from his uncertain grip. Luckily all the papers were blank, so no organization was lost, but it led Sloan to excuse herself, mentioning something about going to the kitchen.
Soon after they’d helped the man pick up all the sheets, Sloan returned with some kind of herbal drink, which seemed to calm the man’s nerves by scent alone.
“Luckily for me, Zeklor takes very good notes,” Lola said, as if to explain why she kept someone so nervous and bumbling by her side. Then she turned to Locke. “I’ll interview Peth at length later, but first, the essentials: You asked about Arcane Index observatories. There are three, but we’ve lost contact with all of them in the past week, since the meteorfall picked up. I have ships going to investigate them directly, but given what we now know of the force inside the Crystal Moon, I don’t think it’s unlikely they were targeted directly to keep us from observing the moon’s surface. I will relay what they report to me, but for now I agree that the Dreadcliff Observatory is your best option. At least, as long as it’s still standing.”
“It is,” Alyssa replied. “I radioed before we called you over. Apparently, Dreadcliff hasn’t seen much meteorfall activity. If you’re right about the Index observatories being targeted, this may mean Dreadcliff has escaped Avarice’s notice.”
“That may be,” Lola agreed guardedly. “Either way, this Torsney Caelum isn’t associated with any Index.”
“We got the impression he was a wealthy hobbyist,” Bexley explained. “Not a professional academic, but willing to spend on professional-grade equipment.”
“And it’s very isolated,” Ember added. “If I recall correctly, it’s not even geographically conspicuous.”
“Ah, I see,” Lola commented. “Then it likely is our best hope of getting a good look at the moon. Given its centrality to our current endeavors, then, I’ll come with you to the observatory, as will the Chatty Raven. It’ll be easier for us to share information and coordinate our next moves from there.”
“Sounds good,” Locke agreed. “Not to mention that your ship’s titans could come in handy. I’ll be coordinating with the Indigo Gryphon, too, for similar reasons. Their mages work well with ours, and it wouldn’t be bad if Ray and Sevas started a production line for specter goo, given how helpful it was against Pious.”
“The ‘power-up’ fluid, you mean?” Lola asked.
“That’s right.”
The research hadn’t been formally funded yet, but in the course of studying the mysterious goo that had mutated a mimic to incredible strength and capabilities, Ember’s brother Ray had discovered that the substance derived from shadow dregs and dark specters, and when processed correctly, could be turned into a magic-enhancing resource.
Sevas Lazare, the Indigo Gryphon’s chief engineer, had then rigged up a series of injectors that allowed the goo to be shot into a titan’s catalysts, which when burned provided a brief but significant burst of power. Locke had tried it out in some earlier battles against Pious, and while he hadn’t used it to the best of his ability, it had still been instrumental in giving him the extra edge he needed during pivotal points in those battles.
If he hadn’t been equipped with that goo—if it hadn’t given him the burst of speed he’d needed in one desperate moment—there was a very real chance that Ember would have fallen to her death during one of his battles with Pious..
“I can provide the necessary authorizations,” Lola said. “Ray has been applying to formalize that research anyway, and given the circumstances, I see no reason why I shouldn’t approve it immediately. In fact, I’ll have Zeklor draw up the paperwork and deliver it to the Indigo Gryphon myself, since they’re still docked nearby.”
“That’ll be a good chance for me to bring them up to speed as well,” Locke stated. “I’ll come along.”
“Excellent.” Lola nodded. “Once we return and are underway, then, I’ll conduct Peth’s interview. By the end of the day, you’ll have three ships under your command and a beginning supply of specter goo.”
“Probably need to come up with a better name than specter goo, though,” Bexley commented.
Locke chuckled. “I’m sure, with the combined intellects of everyone on the Indy, they’re capable of that.”
***
“Jelly,” Rion insisted. “It’s perfect. When it’s stored in the containment cylinders Pious gave us, they look exactly like jelly jars.”
Orion Havoc gestured to a metal cabinet in the Indigo Gryphon’s hangar, one row of its shelves lined with multi-chambered glass jars filled with sparkling purple material. Locke recognized them as the same kind of sealed containers Pious had given his crew for capturing live dark specter samples, back when one had overtaken Ultranoth the Organized, but the Indy crew had obviously repurposed theirs.
“‘Specter jelly’ is not any better than ‘specter goo,’” Ray Q’Van commented.
Locke stood while most of the Indy’s titan mages leaned against nearby desktops or titan legs, alert for incoming orders but still utterly cool in their patience. The one missing titan mage was their captain, Belista Peregrine, who was presently in talks with Lola about the approval of Ray’s research. Locke’s own dealings with Captain Belista had been marvelously brief—of course they’d support the Blue Heron!—and so he’d made his way here to check in with the mages who’d be supporting him. Now, and perhaps far into the future, if their present alliance survived whatever came next, and the Morton Arcane Index Outpost was able to come into being.
Orion Havoc, better known as Rion, was the lead titan mage on the Indigo Gryphon, and he looked the part. His build was bulkier than even Locke’s, the result of actual strength training rather than Locke’s magically transmuted muscle, and that plus his confident yet mischievous grin ensured he always had a girl on at least one arm. As the team leader, he directed the other titans in battle, often with an eye for how to make the best tactical use of their varied magical talents—and he had plenty of options.
Rion was a specialized gravity mage and pilot of Titan Ricochet Cavalier, which loomed beside them in its bay. It was a powerful, knightly-looking thing built as much like a powerlifter as its mage, its deep gray armor gleaming with decorative blue magelight, like the underglow on a cyberpunk street racer’s car. But the Indigo Gryphon was a well-resourced ship and could also afford to pay higher-salaried dual-aptitude mages like Sanja and Ray.
Sanja Grimes was Rion’s present girl, though she wasn’t so much on his arm as leaning against him like he was a wall. Locke had only seen her fight briefly at the Omega Archiver crash, but her combined matter and gravity skills in Titan Glam Hammer had sent its titular hammer smashing through attacking rigs like they were tin toys, all with a grace he’d thought impossible for such a bulky weapon.
Her titan was just as incongruous. Though its primary shape was feminine and slender, its shoulders were capped by two exaggerated spiked pauldrons, and a wild mane of what Locke assumed was swiftmetal hair that plumed out of its head like a glam rocker’s. Locke was amazed that the mech even managed to stay upright with such a top-heavy design, but when he looked closely, he saw lines of black swiftmetal slashed amidst its dominant lime green and silver, which implied a stronger and weightier structure in those places.
Much like Rion, Sanja herself looked quite a bit like her titan, slender but fierce, the open leather jacket on her shoulders doing nothing to hide that her magesuit was effectively a bikini that matched her titan’s colors. Her hair, for that matter, also matched her titan’s colors, if not its length, cropped short black with a slash of green and silver down one side. (The colors had changed since he’d seen her last, but then she was a matter mage, who could make such cosmetic changes easily.)
The final titan mage was far more subdued. Ray’s matter-energy titan, Ghostly Parable, was not much modded from its standard Arcane Index form, with its matte gray armor and rose gold splash of color shaped into the Vasori Index’s symbolic lion. Locke had long wondered why Ray still kept the iconography of the Index that had essentially left his mother and her crew to die at the one mutant mimic ruin, but figured he had his reasons, however private.
Ray was as much fighter as academic, a titan mage also trained in archaeology, and it showed in his appearance. A lean layer of muscle defined the shape beneath his trim magesuit, but his short red hair was combed in the careful style of one who preferred it to stay unmussed, even if it was already slightly mussed by the thin strap that secured his goggle-like spectacles to his eyes.
“I still don’t see what the problem is with ‘specter goo,’” Ray said practically. “It’s simple and descriptive. You know what it is just from its name. ‘Jelly’ just sounds … uncomfortable.”
“Like you could use it for something nasty,” Sanja teased, and she elbowed Rion’s ribs as she said it.
“Exactly!” Ray replied. “And at this point in my research, I don’t recommend using it for … nasty things.”
“I’d test it.” Sanja grinned, and then looked up to Rion. “What do you think? I’d be interested to see if it could power up other things.”
“I’ll try anything once, but I want to be sure it won’t make my dick fall off,” Rion replied, then turned to Ray. “I mean, I’ll be a human subject, but you gotta test it on something else first.”
Ray blinked. “That is not at the top of my priorities.”
“Yeah, but when it is—” pressed Sanja.
Ray waved the subject away, clearly done with this conversation.
“Thanks for going ahead and making extra, by the way.” Locke indicated the shelf of jars.
“We faced a bunch of shadow dregs and two dark specters on the way back, so we had the material,” Ray shrugged. “Given its potential, I figured I might as well make use of it, though I’m limited by the number of containers we have. Inert as it is in this form, I still hesitate to put it in anything but a specialized container.”
“Then we’ll give you our leftovers,” Locke said. “At this point we’re not using them, anyway, just trying to figure out how we’re going to punch the moon. Speaking of which, how’s Sevas?”
Sevas’ sufferings under the Luciolan mage lords had given him a firm skepticism toward many things, and because of the way those despots used Crystal Moon imagery in their propaganda, he had a vendetta against it, too.
“Still high as a kite,” Rion replied. “Dr. Waltz gave him another dose of hazeleaf.”
Locke nodded, realizing he shouldn’t have been all that surprised. It had been less than a day since he’d seen the man last, and he’d been delirious on his first dose of painkilling hazeleaf then.
Sevas Lazare had been instrumental in building the psy catalyst that had enabled Locke to defeat Pious, but his was a body that struggled to keep up with the demands of his job. He’d worked himself so hard to build the catalyst, and in such a short time, the exertion had triggered a pain storm that left his entire body in agonizing muscle spasms. Those spasms had stopped fairly quickly, but the stress they placed on his body had caused residual pain that lasted for days, and required him to take the hazeleaf to make any use of his bedrest.
Locke needed Sevas for this mission, too, but he had to be careful not to overstress the man.
“He’s well enough to be out of bed, though,” Rion added, probably seeing Locke’s thoughts in his expression. “Last I saw him, he was going to rest in the hot tub. Helps relax his muscles.” Then he paused to think. “Actually, given that Aster was with him, he’s probably doing other stuff in the hot tub. Overall, though, improving.”
“Good to hear.”
“Speaking of which,” Rion began again—but then followed with a hesitant pause, as if he wasn’t sure he wanted to continue. “Did you manage to regenerate Peth?”
Locke knew he wasn’t asking about Peth.
“Yes. Perfectly,” Locke replied, and saw Rion’s face instantly brighten.
“I’ll let Sevas know, then,” he replied, with a measured tone that obscured his enthusiasm.
For when Locke had told them about Peth, and that she’d brought him to Haven to generate her a new body, it had opened up the possibility of doing the same for Sevas.
Rion didn’t know Peth as anything more than a name, but Sevas was his brother in everything but blood, with a body that wore its struggles plainly. The man had spent the past decade undergoing mage operations to ease those struggles, and he was reaching the end of what healers could do for him. If Sevas could have a new body, Rion wanted that for him, and Locke had offered.
But the catch was that Sevas had to die to get it. And while the Sevas of six months ago would have been eager to take that chance, the Sevas of now had a reason not to risk it, and that reason was probably doing stuff in the hot tub with him right now.
“Well, now that’s settled, what are we looking at here?” Rion asked, his tone back to titan mage business. He looked around the hangar to indicate the wider “here.” “Operationally, I mean? Combining our teams? Or operating as divisions of one whole with different objectives?”
“Most of that’ll be determined by what we learn at the observatory,” Locke replied. “My present plan is that the Indy and Chatty Raven serve as support for my crew, in whatever kind of situation demands it. The Blue Heron will be taking the lead on … well, doing whatever it takes to stop Avarice, but I’m pretty sure Avarice is going to be throwing obstacles at us in the meantime—more meteorfall and the like, at the very least. I’ll need y’all to handle the mini-bosses so I can go after the big boss. But obviously, it’s a developing situation, and circumstances are going to change.”
Rion nodded sharply. “Makes sense. In the meantime, it’d probably be best if you take the jelly.”
“Specter goo,” Ray insisted.
“Whatever.” Rion shrugged. “You’ve got the most powerful titans at this point, so it’ll be more valuable with you. Plus, we can make more as we need it.”
At that moment, the hangar’s main hatch eased open, and Lola strode through.
“Arrangements are made,” she announced, then indicated Ray. “You are now an official researcher of specter goo.”
“Then let’s get underway!” Locke declared.
Chapter Three
Time was already of the essence, and even more so once Alyssa charted their course to the Dreadcliff Observatory.
Locke knew observatories had to be distant from populated areas, lest the light given off by civilization interfere with the view of the stars, but Dreadcliff took that to extremes. Its closest notable landmark was Mount Driver, which didn’t even give off any light, and it was still a full day’s flight beyond that, in a swathe of forest marked with no nearby towns.
“What kind of person needs this much solitude?” Locke pondered aloud. “Are you sure he’s not a mad scientist?”
Alyssa laughed from the ship’s wheel. “Why the fixation on his being a ‘mad scientist?’ Are those a problem in your world?”
“It’s not an active problem so much as a trope in certain kinds of stories—like the one I’m living now. I’m just trying to prepare for all eventualities, I guess. Like, what are the chances this guy’s actually in favor of what Avarice is doing and wants to use it for worse reasons than Pious?”
“You’re overthinking things.” Alyssa chuckled again. “When we installed his telescope, he just came across as a sweet old man, if a bit eccentric. Granted, we were only there a week at most, not long enough to make a complete judge of his character, but even if he is a mad scientist, we’ve got our own to counter him. Or, at the very least, speak the same mad scientist language.”
“Well, here’s hoping we don’t have to whip out Sevas,” Locke said. “Any sooner than needed, anyway.”
Alyssa eased the ship to its ideal cruising altitude, and Locke looked to each side of the bridge’s enclosing glass to see the Chatty Raven and Indigo Gryphon settling into the same height at safe distances on either side of them.
“I’ll take the first leg of the trip,” Alyssa added, settling into the captain’s chair.
“Then I’ll take over midday,” Locke agreed. “In the meantime, I’ll see what we can do to prepare for what’s coming.”
***
The days-long trip ended up being something of a blessing in disguise, least of all because it allowed Lola all the time she needed to conduct her interviews with Peth. It wasn’t nearly enough time for her to capture the full breadth of what Peth had remembered, of course, but it provided her with useful information on how the Precursors had tried to both thwart Avarice and protect their civilians while the fighting raged on. With the first mostly handled through Locke and company, Lola was now freer to have an interest in the second, and so she and Peth spent most of the trip in the conference room, discussing that and other topics while Zeklor took dutiful notes.
When it came to Locke’s role in the proceedings, saving the world demanded titans that were in tiptop shape, and he, Bexley, Sloan, and Ember had worked to restore their titans to such a state. They had minimal upgrade materials on hand, having used most of their stock enhancing the titans to defeat Pious, but Locke was fairly sure that was a problem Lola could remedy with a swish of her acting director pen. They thus tallied what materials they’d need to make their ideal improvements to the big curiosity in the hangar: Titan Final Edict.
Now he and Bexley stood before it, and Bexley looked up at it with a face strikingly similar to the one that usually preceded a wild night of sex.
“I cannot wait to get up this thing’s skirt,” she all but drooled.
“Patience,” Locke teased.
“No,” Bexley retorted, and began to scamper up the scaffolding. Locke followed with a chuckle.
He had thrashed the ever-loving hell out of Final Edict in his battle with Pious, but even in its present ravaged state, it remained a fearsomely elegant machine. It towered in the bay next to Long Shot, beaming an angelic white and gold with subtle black accents, even through all the dents he’d bashed into it. A great gold crest plumed out of the top of its smashed but still knightly head and draped down between the wings folded against its back, themselves shaped to look like they were composed of mechanical feathers.
Despite the nature of his first encounters with it—or perhaps even because of them—Locke acknowledged this was a fucking badass machine. He’d have been tempted to take it for himself if he wasn’t already so comfortable in Titan Chimera, but now they had another titan pilot in Peth, and she needed a mech for herself.
“Time to make this machine Peth-worthy,” Locke said.
“This baby’s definitely going to require some work before Peth can use it.” Bexley looked up the length of its shape. “I cleaned up the outside armor and easy bits, but you bashed the fuck out of this thing. I’m gonna have to give the internals a thorough inspection.”
“In my defense, it deserved it at the time,” Locke replied.
“True.” Bexley smiled, then grabbed his arm and pulled him close. “And ultimately, I certainly don’t mind the work.”
The way her boobs bunched lusciously against his arm suggested she was talking about two entirely different kinds of work at once. She stretched up on her tiptoes and whispered into his ear, “What if we kissed in the bashed-up fancy robot?”
Locke shuddered. “A man died in that cockpit, Bexley.”
“I cleaned out the blood!” Bexley objected. “There wasn’t that much, anyway. Most of his bleeding was probably internal. Pious prized his tidiness even in death apparently.”
“Much as I hate to turn you down,” Locke said, and genuinely meant it, “I think it would benefit the world in general more if we fixed the mech first.”
“Fine, whatever. I guess the whole world takes priority over me,” Bexley huffed, but still allowed him a fine view of extra-squished boob as she said it. She loosed his arm and then returned her gaze to Titan Final Edict. “Inspections aside, we need to address the lost catalysts, too. Ember shot the energy and time drones to ash, so those’ll need to be replaced.” She pointed to the empty spaces on the titan’s shoulders. Each of the titan’s pauldrons split into two segments that could detach and behave as drones, which would give Peth more versatility in battle.
“The time catalyst is irrelevant since Peth doesn’t have that aptitude,” Locke said, “but we’ll need to construct a new energy catalyst.”
“And rebuild both drone segments, so we’ll have a place to add another catalyst if we need it,” Bexley added.
“The matter and psy catalysts were unharmed, though,” Locke continued, “so they’ll probably just need basic checks.”
“What do you want to do with her gravity catalyst?” Bexley continued. “She doesn’t have gravity aptitude, but it seems like a waste to just let a tier seven catalyst sit there. No point in keeping the wings, either.”
“We can add it to Titan Chimera,” Locke suggested. “Combined with my current tier five catalyst, that would over double my gravity capabilities.”
Bexley nodded. “We’d have to build a custom slot for it, but that can be done. Say, on top of the other gravity catalyst?”
“Sounds like a plan!” Locke exclaimed, more enthusiastically than even he’d intended. But he couldn’t help it. He hadn’t forgotten how awesome it had felt to zip through the air on his tier five gravity catalyst for the first time. To flash through the air on twice that power … He shook his head, returning himself to the practical present.
“Let’s get the catalyst work out of the way first, then move on to the more complex things.”
“Fine, as long as I’m included in those complex things!” Bexley grinned.
***
Locke knew the trip was going to end in some kind of sex the moment she said that.
Oh, Bexley would do her best at their actual tasks, too—too proud of her work to do otherwise—but Locke also knew Bexley could make even mundane greasy mechanic work sexy without even trying, simply by merit of her physical presence, and when she did try …
Whew, no man stood a chance.
The new catalyst had been finished quickly, and even in that simple task, Locke found that he couldn’t keep his eyes off her. Catalyst-crafting was fiddly business, requiring a special machine in which engineers would shape melted crystal shards into the specific honeycomb pattern required for the desired catalyst. It put Locke in mind of an exotic, complex form of glass sculpting, and the way Bexley’s face focused as she formed the long rod-shaped device attested to the challenge of it.
Her catalyst-crafting station was one of the few places she traded her normal mischievous grin for this intense, concentrated expression—the other place being his bed, after he’d fucked her so hard it had driven all her mischief out, leaving only the powerful gaze of her own fierce desire, a command to see how much she could take, and how much he could give her.
The result was that, now, every time he saw her at her catalyst station, saw the face it generated, it made him unbelievably hard.
And she knew it.
When she asked him to help her remove the finished energy catalyst, she’d done it with a conspicuous lean forward, allowing him an enchanting view down her tight, see-through white shirt, clinging tantalizingly to every contour of those curves under the subtle sheen of her sweat. (Catalyst-crafting was more physically taxing than it looked.)
He’d tried to pull her close right then, but she’d lurched away with a jovial grin and said, “Titan work first, remember? We need to finish the drones, after all.”
“Fine,” Locke echoed. “As long as it doesn’t take too long.”
Bexley smiled back at him with a grin that suggested it was going to take exactly as long as she wanted it to take, and directed him toward some scrap she’d set aside for Final Edict’s drones. She always made a point to purchase some scrap whenever they restocked, just to have some on hand. It didn’t even have to be a specific type of scrap, as long as the material was right, because Locke’s matter mage skills made the shape irrelevant.
Now he climbed into Titan Chimera to access his abilities, picked up the scrap Bexley offered, and began to sculpt it with the titan’s hands into the shape she’d specified, stopping occasionally to let her check the dimensions.
The way she measured did not help the persistent, throbbing heat in his middle.
The drone, shaped something like a lopsided rhombus with an empty chamber in the middle for the catalyst, was roughly three-fourths the length of his titan’s forearm, such that Bexley could lay her torso comfortably across it as she took her tape measure to its edges. When she did, the position bunched her breasts into prominent peaks, highlighted by the smudges of grease that had made their way across those arcs in the course of their work. She pressed herself all over that drone, increasingly as if she wished it was something other than a drone.
Especially when she looked up to Locke and breathed, “All done. Just one more,” as if she was holding something back, too.
It was something of a miracle that they finished the second drone with any semblance of accuracy, but they did, and now it was time to install the two pieces on Final Edict. That was straightforward—strap the drones onto a chain lift, secure them in place, and boom, done. Locke held the drones in place while Bexley saw to their latching, allowing him a fine view of her loosening tied-off jumpsuit and a peek at the lacy black cloth pointing into its depths, like a particularly salacious arrow.
She finished, set her instruments into a metal toolbox beside her, and then turned to face him.
“Now, the deeper checks,” she said.
“What?” Locke exclaimed. He knew he’d insisted on getting the important work out of the way first, but damn, if he had to wait any longer—
Bexley read him like a book.
With a hungry, impish laugh, she threw herself against his chest. He’d not been prepared for that and suddenly found himself sprawling back against the scaffold safety rail, but he caught the bar easily. And honestly, Haven safety measures were the last thing on his mind right now, because Bexley’s present position on his chest gave him a wonderful view of the bunched topography of her chest—especially as Bexley slid herself up his torso, closer to his face.
He felt her legs clench around his waist, her arms around his back, then his neck as she lifted her breasts to his face. The scent of sweat and grease and everything that was her crashed into his senses like some absurd aphrodisiac, and he loosed his arms from the scaffold and pulled her close, plunging his lips into the swell of those voluminous shapes. He kissed his way down into the crevasse of her chest, each kiss eliciting a delighted laugh until he reached the edge of her shirt, and used his teeth to pull it down.
Most days Bexley also chose to tantalize him with elaborate, lacy bras—she had an impressive collection—but today she’d foregone one entirely, so the pink nipple that had been teasing him all day now sprang forth before his teeth, unprotected. He immediately let her tight shirt slap back into place beneath it, snarling his mouth against that erect shape and eliciting a noise from Bexley that was far hungrier than a laugh.
“Oh, gods, Locke, I’m already close,” she said, grinding her hips against his.
“It’s your own fault for making us both wait so long,” Locke prodded, before nipping his teeth against her nipple and eliciting an even hungrier moan.
“Please, put it in already!” she gasped, and tensed her legs even harder around his waist.
“No,” Locke snarled back. “If I have to wait, so do you.”
“Oh, shut up. You want in me as badly as I want you in me, and you know it,” Bexley chided.
“Fine, but I take the lead,” Locke replied.
“Yes, do whatever you want,” Bexley breathed desperately.
“Oh, I intend to,” Locke growled, and then turned around to slide Bexley’s back down the scaffold rail, to the floor.
Bexley wasn’t wrong in that he wanted to be inside her now, but there was also something to be said for anticipation, especially the way Bexley liked it. He felt one hand along the floor until he came to her toolbox, and then felt his way inside until he found … tools.
He returned to her, pressing the heat of his mouth into hers as one hand worked up her arm, and brought its wrist to rest on the upper railing. There was a shuffle and clink, a rustle of leather buckling and chain link, and soon Bexley found one wrist secured to the scaffold rail.
“Oh, safety-minded, I see,” she grinned.
“Wouldn’t want you to fall, after all,” Locke grinned back, and then lifted her from the scaffold floor and turned her to face the rest of the hangar.
“What do you plan to do to me?” she breathed as he strapped her other wrist in place.
“Like you said,” Locke replied, “whatever I want.”
At once, he crashed against her back, bearing down over her and kissing her glistening neck as he thrust one hand down into her jumpsuit. Her hands yanked against her bonds, and she squealed as his fingers pushed aside the fine cloth of her panties and plunged straight into her—one finger, then two, then more.
“Gods, Locke…” she moaned. He could already feel her legs trembling against his. If he wasn’t careful, she’d come before he even entered her.
Which was exactly when they heard the squeak of the hangar hatch swinging open.
“Shit!” Bexley cursed.
Locke peered around the edge of Titan Final Edict to see Ember stepping inside. The two of them were mostly hidden from view, so with any luck, she’d get whatever she came for and leave. There was nothing more to be done on Long Shot, after all.
But it turned out that what she wanted had nothing to do with Long Shot, for her gaze went right past her titan—straight into Locke’s eyes.
“News?” Locke asked casually, hoping there was none, hoping his recent exertion wasn’t obvious in his voice.
“No,” Ember replied. “It’s just, I could hear you two from my room.”
“Oh.” Locke paused. “Sorry?”
“Honestly, it was kind of a turn on. You up for another?”
“We haven’t even finished the first one yet!” Bexley snarled from behind him.
“You up for a partner, then?” Ember added.
“I don’t care, just finish me!” Bexley growled.
“If she doesn’t mind, I certainly don’t mind!” Locke replied.
So it was that Ember joined them on Final Edict’s scaffold. And she was ready before Locke even put hands on her. The moment she rounded Final Edict’s chest hatch, Locke found her skintight magesuit—blue today—fully unbuttoned and ready for him to do as he would. She assumed a similar position as Bexley, running her hand down the opening of her magesuit to emphasize just how far she’d opened it. Haven magesuits opened quite low, after all, with very specific activities in mind.
Ember arched her back to highlight her athletic curves.
“I don’t need romance today; just stick it in.”
“Oh, sure.” Locke chuckled. “You say you don’t need it, but…”
He flicked a single finger inside her, and suddenly Ember arched, hard, biting her lip with a suppressed squeal.
“Whoa, you really weren’t kidding!” Locke replied.
“Did you think I could just sit bored in my room with all the sexy noises coming from the hangar?” Ember snapped. “I was prepared.”
“Well, I was here first, so I finish first,” Bexley grumped.
“There’s nothing that says I can’t pleasure both of you at the same time,” Locke retorted, and with that, plunged his fingers back into each of them simultaneously.
This was one of the strangest, most unexpected parts of his life on Haven, he reflected as he watched the two writhing before him, as he hooked, scissored, and thrust his fingers against their flesh. It had been exciting enough when he was first reborn here to learn that each of the ladies on the ship wanted him individually, and even more exciting to be in a world where he could have them all and it wasn’t viewed as weird. He would have been content with that, nineteen years old—well, probably twenty now—and living every hormonal young man’s dream.
But the way it had evolved was interesting. He’d never seen the ladies together with each other, but when certain activities involved him, well, standards changed, which was why he could now stand behind two gorgeous women at once and watch how his mere physical presence delighted them, Ember twisting against his fingers like a horny serpent, lips bitten to hold back her squeals, and Bexley holding nothing back at all, pulling against her restraints and crying for him to put something bigger in her already.
No, he definitely did not mind this new life.
Now he removed his hands from both and clasped them around Ember’s narrow waist.
“What? No! I was here first!” Bexley snarled.
“You said to do whatever I want,” Locke teased.
“Yeah, with me!”
“Shut up, Bexley. Let him work,” Ember panted, and then shuddered as he positioned himself against her and dragged his tip against the wet heat of her opening. Her attempts to hold back her own noise failed when he slipped himself inside of her. A long, arduous groan spilled from her lungs as the length of him plunged into her and turned into staccato breaths as he hammered into her depths. He saw her clench her hands around the scaffold bar as if afraid he was going to plough her over the side, and Locke felt himself harden further at the way she twisted and rocked to accept him—and at the way Bexley fumed, watching them both through a furious side eye.
And well, she had waited quite a bit.
“Fuck! No!” Ember cried as he pulled away from her.
A sly grin crossed Bexley’s face as he came to her, pushed her jumpsuit down, and thumbed aside the thin strip of lace that separated her from infinite pleasure.
He didn’t bother to go slow. Her eagerness was obvious from the way the space between her legs glistened, and when he pressed his flesh into hers, it elicited a squeal that might as well have been a siren of delight.
“Yes! Yes! Gods! There! Fuck me harder!” Bexley shouted as he snatched her hips and slammed them against his own. It was not long before the mischief in her face melted completely, to that eager and intense look that she saved for catalyst crafting … and him. He saw it on her now as she looked at him over her shoulder, eyes dark with lust and longing and challenge, daring him to go deeper.
And so he forced his weight against hers and ploughed into her like a piece of fucking malfunctioning machinery. He felt his own heat spread to near bursting as he took her, heard her voice soften to ecstatic, vapid breaths as he thrust himself to new depths, and felt her legs begin to give under the sheer tremendous force of his ravishing.
And then, they did give.
He felt it when he hit The Spot, felt the extraordinary spasm of pleasure that radiated from it through her entire body, like it was the epicenter of the sexiest earthquake. And like an earthquake, it had aftershocks, so he rode her through the waves of her residual pleasure, until she spasmed no more and slid off of him, completely satisfied and still, except for her heaving chest.
Well, she may have been done, but he wasn’t, and Ember still waited eagerly for him.
He’d barely retreated from Bexley before his fellow mage was on him, crushing her mouth and chest to his and grasping her hand for his exposed dick as if she could wait no longer. And well, Locke saw no reason to deny her now. He snatched his hands against her back and sumptuous butt and pressed her hard against the side of Titan Final Edict, as her hand explored between the two of them and finally guided him in. But the positioning was suboptimal, so he slid an arm beneath one leg and hefted it high, stretching her open and allowing himself to penetrate to a depth that forced another loud squeal through her bitten lip.
He railed against her, pulling her down hard onto his cock until she could not contain herself, until a cry of ecstasy accompanied every thrust into her depths—and until she, too, shuddered from the sheer pleasurable force of him.
“Gods, I take back what I said,” she moaned as she trembled against him. “Dick like this could definitely restore lost memories.”
Under normal circumstances, Locke would have accepted the compliment, but he wasn’t done. So close, but not quite there, but with just a few more—
The hangar hatch opened again.
“Yes, you can join in!” Locke growled instantly, in his eagerness.
The voice that replied was not one of his crew.
“I don’t join anybody,” Lola said, looking up from beneath Final Edict. “But I’m between interviews, and your noise does have me interested.”
Chapter Four
There was a song back home about whatever Lola wanted, and whether she got it. (She did.)
Given what Locke knew of Acting Director Lola Ripley, it applied doubly on Haven, and triply for her. This was partly because Lola had persuasive eyes, the kind that were smoky and dark and enormously sexy—but also intense and dangerous.
Like anyone who wasn’t persuaded by her eyes would soon be persuaded by … No, there would be no persuasion. They’d be dead. Lola seemed the kind of person who’d employ librarians moonlighting as assassins, and was possibly an assassin herself.
Which, in turn, made her quadruply sexy.
She didn’t have a room on the Blue Heron, so once again they went to Locke’s room.
And once again, she was indescribable.
Locke was barely aware of what she even did; all he knew was that his body felt thoroughly destroyed and yet refreshed at the same time, and he came so hard he was pretty sure he saw God, and God gave him a thumbs up before sending him back down to Haven. (It was Vidonis, probably. That seemed like something the Havenite God of Extravagant Sex would do.)
By the time he returned to the mortal plane, Lola was gone. She wasn’t a cuddler. She Got Stuff Done and then moved on to other stuff.
Locke had only begun to wonder what that other stuff might be when Alyssa’s voice came over the ship’s comms:
“Observatory in sight.”
***
“Well, this is certainly the most welcoming landscape I’ve ever seen,” Locke mused as the Blue Heron descended. He’d hurried to get himself dressed and restored to a respectable demeanor—at least, as much as he could after that. Now he stood on the bridge with Alyssa and Lola, who looked as unbothered as ever, despite the raucous way she’d just drained him, and despite the sight that now spread before them.
A gnarled vista of huge, ancient trees stretched before the control room glass in all directions, their knotted branches twisted and grasping toward the sky like a landscape of deformed hands clawing up to escape their hellish imprisonment.
“They’re screaming trees,” Lola commented, deadpan. “That’s what they look like.”
“They’re officially named ‘screaming trees?’” Locke asked incredulously.
Lola nodded. “When the wind blows through the hollow spaces in their bark, it sounds like screaming. It’s not an unreasonable name.”
Locke listened in the ensuing silence, and certainly enough, heard the occasional wailing of doomed souls in time with the windy swaying of the trees.
He glared at Alyssa. “This man voluntarily lives in a forest of screaming trees.”
A great flash of light and earsplitting crash of thunder then blasted through Locke’s head, and that was when he realized the sky had darkened into a foreboding swirl of clouds crackling with forks of lightning. It felt so appropriate to the area that he hadn’t even noticed it gathering.
“This place has screaming trees and creepy lightning,” Locke said. “And now we have cloud cover to deal with.”
“We’ll handle that problem when we get to it,” Lola dismissed, as if that was somehow a problem she could handle. Locke was about to ask how, but then saw the silhouette of an immense, gold dragon flying among the clouds, completely unperturbed by the lightning that blasted against its scales.
“This place has screaming trees and creepy lightning and a dragon.”
“Well, of course,” Lola said. “This is Fulminator the Atrocious’ territory.”
Locke rubbed his temples. “Y’all are just shittin’ me now, aren’t you?”
“We’re facing the end of our world,” Lola replied. “The time for shitting is past.”
Alyssa turned to Locke with a mischievous smile. “You need to stop thinking in … what did you call them? Tropes?”
“Fine, whatever,” Locke conceded. “Where even is the observatory?”
“Right ahead of us. Center view.”
Locke focused and squinted. He couldn’t see anything clearly through the trees and storm clouds—but then another blast of lightning illuminated the area, and he spotted it. The deepest part of the forest was abbreviated by great, jagged cliffs that shot up from the earth like the lower teeth of a colossal monster’s jaw, and in the searing light, he saw a rundown castle-like structure, built precariously into one of the sheer cliffs. Its various segments terraced up into a high central column so that its top resembled a stepped pyramid, not unlike those some ancient civilization would use to make human sacrifices. Or … no, wait. The centermost tower was too high for that.
“Is that castle giving us a middle finger?” Locke deadpanned.
Alyssa shrugged. “Torsney generally doesn’t like guests.”
“The more I see of this place, the less I like it.”
Locke sighed, then grabbed the radio and dialed to the frequency Alyssa still had from their job all those years ago. He pressed the call button and waited for acknowledgment, which came in the form of a crackly, old voice.
“You’ve reached Torsney Caelum. What is the password?”
“Um. Password?” Locke looked to Alyssa, who simply shrugged. “I don’t know anything about a password, but we’d like to use your telescope to take a close look at the Crystal Moon.”
“That is acceptable,” the voice replied pleasantly. “There’s no airship dock, I’m afraid, but you may park atop the cliff and rappel down.”
Locke muttered, “The heck …?” where Torsney couldn’t hear him, but the man followed his statement with a quiet chortle.
“Kidding. There are ladders, and they’re mostly intact. Though if you would prefer, there’s also a mage elevator. I will unlock the accesses for you. There’s a button for the observatory.”
“Thanks,” Locke replied, trying not to let his exasperation leak through. “We’ll be down in a few minutes.”
“Perfect, perfect. Now don’t take too long or I might forget why you’re here.”
Locke paused at the tone of the final sentence, still brittle with age, but mischievous in a way he wasn’t sure he liked.
“Of course, sir.” Locke ended the call and turned to Alyssa. “You’re sure he’s sane.”
“Mostly sure,” she admitted with another shrug.
***
Luckily the landing and elevator situation was more straightforward than Torsney had made it sound over the radio. Somewhat, anyway. There was room for only two ships atop the cliff, so the Blue Heron and Indigo Gryphon landed while the Chatty Raven stayed aloft.
Locke left Alyssa, Bexley, Ember, and Sloan behind, in the off chance that he needed the assistance of titans or the ship needed to make a quick escape, but Peth accompanied him as the only one who knew what to look for on the moon and Steel Ring. Lola joined them, in her unofficial capacity as Director in Charge of Saving the World, and Zeklor tagged along, too, nervously shadowing his boss.
They’d barely passed the nose of the Blue Heron when Locke heard Rion’s voice call:
“Hey, wait up for us!”
The titan mage strode from the Indigo Gryphon’s nearest hatch, face stretched in his usual eager grin as if he hadn’t noticed the suspicious environment—or, more likely, had noticed it and was totally pumped to face whatever it might throw at them. In fact, when lightning cracked nearby and a gust of stormy wind crashed into the cliff, he made a show of breathing it in like a sea captain savoring the atmosphere. More surprising than Rion, though, was the man hobbling behind him with his single forearm crutch.
Sevas looked much better now than he had the last time Locke had seen him—though, considering he’d been insensible on painkillers in an infirmary bed, that wasn’t too high a bar to jump. Even so, he’d recovered enough to walk aided only by his crutch and, now that Locke watched him approach, seemed to be ambulating with greater ease than usual.
Sevas had once been the victim of a matter catalyst accident that had twisted his body in horrible ways. By the time Locke had met him, all but his left leg had been restored—at least, of what could be restored—and given the increased dangers he’d faced in recent months, Sevas had opted to go ahead with the mage operation to straighten it. While the leg was still conspicuously weaker than his right, the increased fluidity of his movement suggested he was taking his post-procedure therapies seriously. Even so, it was odd to see him in the field.
“Cap wanted some of us on-site to report back,” Rion said, “so we volunteered.”
“You sure?” Locke asked, nodding toward Sevas. “I’m not entirely sure what to expect in there.”
He’d worried that he might offend the man by asking, but Sevas simply turned to indicate the mage pistol he wore in the shoulder holster under his right arm, as if it could single-handedly take care of any problem they might face.
“I see you have the same thoughts about this place as me,” Locke commented.
“Given the events of the past few months, it felt like a reasonable precaution,” Sevas said with a shrug.
Locke couldn’t blame him. He wasn’t privy to the details, but he knew Sevas had been stabbed to near-death on his own ship several months back, and that alone would be enough to make anyone want a little extra protection.
“Besides,” Sevas added, “Whenever the subject of the moon comes up, everyone looks at me as if they expect me to do something to fix it, so it seemed like a good idea to come along.”
“Well, you are the Indy’s resident genius,” Locke said.
“I’m skilled with catalysts,” Sevas scoffed. “That doesn’t make me a genius. Anyway, I came in case I could be of use.”
“Plus, he’s got me,” Rion chimed. “You won’t have to worry about … us …”
He trailed off, his gaze veering to the shape behind Locke. His eyes widened in a complicated sort of surprise, but certain nuances in his expression suggested he’d just noticed Peth for the first time, and particularly noticed how low-cut and short her dress was. Knowing what he knew of Rion, there was probably some form of “Damn, that ass!” going through his mind—but knowing what Rion knew of Peth’s situation, there was delight and curiosity there, too, and not all of it carnal.
Peth strode around Locke to greet Rion. “I don’t believe we’ve formally met yet,” she said warmly, then extended an elegant hand to him. “Pethelen, but you can call me Peth.”
She’d probably intended a handshake, but Rion took it and kissed the back of her hand like a man being greeted by royalty.
“Damn, did that spell work!” Rion commented as he rose, then added, “Orion Havoc, but you can call me whatever you want.”
Peth smiled, amused, then extended her hand to Sevas. Sevas shook like their meeting was a business transaction, introduced himself, then asked, “I assume you’re pleased with your new body?”
Rion flicked Sevas in the side of his head. “Sevas, you can’t just ask women questions like that!”
“This is a special situation, and we all know it,” Sevas retorted.
“Still, man…”
Peth laughed pleasantly. “I am, quite. Locke did an excellent job.”
Sevas looked her over then, though not in the same way Rion had, and Locke knew he wasn’t thinking so much of Peth’s figure as what her mere presence implied for the crutch on his right forearm.
He said nothing more, though, and they continued onto the elevator.
Chapter Five
Contrary to what Locke expected, the elevator was an encouragingly stable structure, not unlike the mage-wrought iron elevators in Endpoint City, and clearly maintained. It was large enough to fit all six of them comfortably, and given its size, Locke guessed that it was primarily used for the supply deliveries that kept the observatory running. Surely there must be more than one person in a place this large.
He pressed the button marked “Observatory,” and the elevator began to descend.
Locke had just begun to wonder who else might share the space when the elevator eased to a smooth stop, and its doors opened into … darkness.
Only one minuscule mage lantern lighted the room, and it burned in the shaking hands of a man so old he looked like he’d tricked a spirit into granting him eternal life but neglected to specify that he shouldn’t age. Wispy white hair plumed off his head in erratic cascades. His other hand clenched the knob of a cane mageworked with star motifs, and yet despite his conspicuous aging hunch, he was well-dressed in a suit and waistcoat. Given how feeble he looked, someone else must have been here to take care of him.
Especially since, when the man looked at them through his wide, round glasses, it was with a perplexed gaze. As if he wasn’t entirely sure why they were here.
“Mr. Caelum, I presume,” Locke said, stepping forward. “I’m Locke of the Blue Heron, and these are my companions.”
Mr. Caelum thought for a moment, as if confused, but then his eyes brightened.
“Ah, yes, you must be here to see about the moon.” He turned slowly and motioned into the darkness with his lantern. “It’s been acting up for weeks now and I’ve never been quite sure what to do about it,” he continued, as if he’d called them in to fix a leaking faucet. “I’d go up and fix it myself if I could, but in my old age—”
“Mr. Caelum!” The sudden words boomed through the chamber like the voice of a god, making Locke wish he’d brought a gun along, too. Hell, his whole titan.
A dimly lighted shape flashed on the other side of the room and began to blaze toward them, all the while shouting,
“What have I told you about answer the—”
“We’re here with his permission!” Locke declared. “We radioed twice.”
Much to his surprise, the newcomer lurched to a stop just before he reached them. He raised his mage lantern to better illuminate the visitors—though, Locke noticed, he was careful not to illuminate his own face.
“Ah, so you did. My apology,” the man continued in broken sentences. “He mention you, but I thought he is make you up. He speak of ‘someone coming to fix the moon.’”
“I can see why you might think that,” Locke replied. No matter what the ladies had said of the Torsney Caelum of a year ago, it was obvious the present one wasn’t all there. “You’re his caretaker, then?”
“‘Caretaker’?” the man asked.
“Guardian. Keeper. You see to his needs.” Locke grasped for multiple words, trying to explain. Whichever language they were speaking right now—Locke’s translation magic always made it ambiguous—it obviously wasn’t the man’s first language. But then Locke had an idea. “You can speak freely. Your original language, I mean. I’ll understand you.”
The man tensed so visibly Locke could see it in the movement of his lamp.
“Why do you speak my language? You are not of the ice.”
“It’s a … long story,” Locke replied, wondering what he meant by “of the ice.” “And we don’t have time for it.”
That was when the man produced a mage pistol from under his jacket.
“I think we do have time for—”
That was when a hot red bolt blasted right past Locke’s bicep—and grazed the hand that held the gun. The shot left only a superficial burn that Locke could see, but nonetheless, startled by the pain and close call, the man dropped the gun, and in the process brought his lantern up to reveal the truth of his face. It was mostly obscured by a stately beard and mustache … which notably extended up into a pair of tufted feline ears similar to Sloan’s.
Before Locke could even process any of that, Sevas thrust forward on his crutch, his left arm extended out in a pistol aim that did not flinch.
“Move again and I will not miss,” Sevas snarled.
Locke looked down to Sevas’ eyes, and in them saw a hard, ferocious coolness. It was said that Sevas had the highest body count on the Indigo Gryphon, as a result of all the bandits who underestimated his ability to defend himself, and seeing those eyes, Locke could believe it. Still, he couldn’t help but feel there was more to the situation.
“Sevas, I appreciate the support,” Locke said quietly, “but perhaps this isn’t the best way to help.”
“He drew first,” Sevas replied. “But I’m a faster draw and a better shot.”
Locke was about to comment that shooting the caretaker of the man whose telescope they were hoping to use was bad etiquette. But Sevas did have a point about the first draw, so now he turned to the man with the cat ears.
“Care to explain yourself?” he demanded.
“What reason would any Luciolan have to find another in a place like this except to take my life?” the man replied. He’d switched to more translatable Luciolan, his body tense, obviously waiting for the right moment to retrieve his gun.
“I’m not Luciolan,” Locke replied. “I just know the language. For professional purposes.”
It wasn’t a total lie.
“Don’t trust him,” Sevas warned coolly. “He wears the aspect of Mage Lord Losjan. The soldier aspect; he’s a warrior for one of the mage lords.”
Locke nodded in understanding; Sevas had once told him that Luciolans showed their allegiance (or forced servitude) to mage lords by adopting “aspects” of the given lord’s crest—that is, by having a matter mage shape features of the clan’s heraldic creature onto their bodies. So he did appreciate the reason for Sevas’ alarm, even if he still questioned it.
“He’s also not in Luciola right now,” Locke noted.
“Which is equally suspicious. People with warrior aspect have no reason to leave; they live well. Which implies he is out on the business of his lord. Much like the ‘bandits’ that have been tailing the Indigo Gryphon for months.”
Locke quickly glanced between Sevas, the catlike man, and Torsney, who was now cowering, confused and terrified.
“Uh, guys, can those of us who don’t speak Luciolan get an update?” Rion said from behind them.
“Oh, for gods’ sake,” Lola snarled. She thundered forward between the two, whipping pistols from two holsters beneath her academic cloak and aiming one at Sevas, one at the man. (Yes, Locke decided, Lola had definitely killed people at some point in her life.) She glared at the Luciolan warrior first. “If we wanted to send you to the mountains, we wouldn’t have called first, and you—” She glared at Sevas. “Get your issues under control or get back on your ship.”
“You speak Luciolan, too?” Rion exclaimed.
“Luciolan employees are always high maintenance. It’s a professional necessity to be able to cuss them out in a way they’ll understand. Now chill the frigid shade mother-cursed fuck out.”
The cuss didn’t seem particularly bad to Locke, as cusses went—or perhaps as literal translations of cusses went—but it must’ve carried some deadly serious connotation in the Luciolan language. A “do this, or else” connotation, and based on what Locke knew of Luciolans, they took their “or elses” very seriously.
The cat man untensed and Sevas re-holstered his weapon, though his eyes didn’t stayed fixed on the other Luciolan.
Locke’s eyes snapped back to Torsney, wondering how the feeble old man would react to all this, until he tittered delightedly and said, “Oh, is this a traditional greeting of your people, Hugo? What a fascinating thing!”
The cat man, Hugo, flinched at the mention of his name, probably something he’d hoped to keep secret from visitors, but then he sighed in a noise of surrender.
“He’s not wrong, actually,” Sevas commented, and then said to Hugo, “If you make to harm my family, I will kill you where you stand.”
Hugo nodded formally and repeated, “If you make to harm my family, I will kill you where you stand,” and the cadences of both echoed phrases left Locke in mind of a quirky greeting or cultural colloquialism, like in countries back home where a question as innocent as “How’s it going?” was answered with something like “Well, no one’s died yet.” The kind of phrase that said a lot about a culture in very few words.
It said a lot about Luciola that the common greeting boiled down to, “A good blood feud to you, sir./And a good blood feud to you, too.”
Never mess with Luciolan families, Locke mused—and then noted how Sevas had, in fact, referred to them all as family, or at least used a term Locke’s magic translated as family. That was interesting.
Now that the two Luciolans had mutually threatened each other and come to whatever weird understanding that implied, both relaxed.
“For completeness, why are you here?” Lola asked Hugo, one of her guns still up.
“I escaped Luciola by joining one of Mage Lord Losjan’s raiding parties,” Hugo recited, looking down the barrel of Lola’s gun with surprising calm, “and then I escaped the party by faking my death once we left the ice. I eventually made my way to these wilds to survive in peace, but was injured; the dragon found me and brought me here. Mr. Caelum brought me back to health, and now I serve him in exchange.”
“Raiding parties?” Lola repeated, and Locke could see her eyes log that tidbit of information away for a better time. She nodded, but then turned to Sevas. “Is that sufficient?” she asked, with a tone that said “It better be.”
Locke glanced over to Sevas, too. The tension in the man’s body was still palpable, but he eventually bit, “For now.” He and Hugo exchanged the “Good blood feud” greeting again as if to solidify their temporary truce, and Locke stood there, still trying to puzzle out what exactly had happened. Based on the way Sevas spoke of Luciola, the suspicion didn’t surprise him, but were interactions between Luciolans always so … extreme?
“My ship has been dealing with Luciolan bandits recently,” Sevas volunteered to Hugo. “You must forgive me for being a bit on edge about fellow refugees.” He said it like a command, a requirement for his peace, and as he did, Locke recalled that Sevas had not merely been dealing with Luciolan bandits, but had endured a near-fatal stabbing on his proposal night because of those bandits. Between that and his general background—which involved fleeing Luciola as a political refugee—of course a surprise encounter with a mage lord-aspected warrior would trigger an exaggerated reaction.
Hugo nodded solemnly. He didn’t offer any further details about his own situation, perhaps strategically, but it was a nod that understood the circumstances, likely because they matched his own.
Lola returned her pistols to the holsters under her cape. “I’d be interested to hear more about this raiding party myself, once this business is done,” she said to Hugo. “It sounds like a problem that needs to be dealt with.”
Hugo nodded, though whether it was out of fear of Lola, or eagerness to stick it to the mage lord, Locke couldn’t tell.
Maybe both.
Hugo then strode up to Torsney and put a gentle hand on his shoulder.
“Is colossal misunderstanding,” he said, returning to a language Torsney and the others could understand. “Is safe. Show telescope now?”
Torsney’s eyes took a moment to process, but once they did, he smiled delightedly. “Oh, perfect! Now that the excitement is over, I think this calls for some tea for our guests. Would you fetch it? And some treats?”
“I believe telescope is priority, sir,” Hugo said gently.
“Oh, yes, of course!” Torsney nodded, and then hobbled off in a direction Locke thought might indicate the telescope, but given the man’s obviously uncertain state, wasn’t sure.
Hugo, meanwhile, made his way across the observatory to a section of wall on the other side, which he toggled to activate a series of mage lights that encircled the room. Now illuminated, Locke could see that it was very much not a conventional observatory. The walls were lined with bookcases and display cabinets highlighting an impressive collection, and there were multiple comfortable couches and chairs that put Locke in mind of a fancy—if somewhat untidy—living room. The telescope was the definite centerpiece of the room, though.
It sat atop a great platform in the center of the room, shaped almost to resemble a royal dais. The instrument itself spanned nearly the height of a titan, shelled in brass magecrafted with the same fanciful star motifs as Torsney’s cane. And now that he could see it, Locke realized the domed ceiling was just as much a work of art, crafted with detailed renditions of celestial bodies.
Much to Locke’s surprise, Torsney prepared the telescope as if he knew what he was doing. Peth made to follow him, and Locke led the others behind him.
“You must be a fellow enthusiast of the stars,” Torsney said as Peth followed him up the steps. He pressed a button by the scope, and the domed roof began to open.
Peth smiled. “You might say that.”
Torsney grinned brightly as if delighted to be in the presence of someone with similar interests. “So I assume you’ve been vividly aware of this nonsense with the moon?”
“Yes, and quite a bit of nonsense it is,” Peth replied. “Shall I help you set everything up?”
“Oh, we must do something about these clouds first,” Torsney said, and then turned to his caretaker. “Hugo, can you call Fulminator and tell her to stop the storm? It’s quite inconvenient for moongazing.”
Locke expected this to be another result of the man’s quirks until Hugo replied, “Yes, Mr. Caelum,” and flicked another switch on the wall that flashed a bright light just outside the top of the open roof.
“Fulminator can control the weather?” Locke asked Rion quietly. “I didn’t even know that was something dragons could do.”
“She’s an energy dragon,” Rion said, and Locke could hear the shrug in his voice, as if that was something everyone knew about energy dragons. “When you think about it, storms are just imbalances in atmospheric energy that need to sort themselves out. Control the energy, and you control the storm.”
Soon a great golden shape swooped overhead, almost glowing like lightning trapped into dragon form. The castle shuddered as the beast landed atop its roof, and a dragon head the size of a fully grown man slipped through the opening in the dome, its neck as long as the telescope itself.
“Man, what? I was just minding my own business!” Fulminator the Atrocious exclaimed with a sugary voice that didn’t match her name, or her words. She sounded like she should have been a hairdresser or nail stylist gossiping in a salon, and smiled sweetly at Torsney as she spoke, as if she viewed him like a little pet. She noticed his position near his telescope. “You doing some stargazing again, Mr. Caelum?”
“I would be, but it’s quite difficult with all your clouds in the way. Move them!” Torsney reprimanded playfully.
“You sure? It’s gonna be boring. The moon’s stopped doing all that meteor shower stuff you love so much.” The dragon then noticed Peth and the others. “Oh, you’ve got some friends over! You better be nice to him, or I’ll take you up into my storm, and cook you with my lightning, and eat you.”
“No worries there,” Peth chuckled. “It would be bad form to harm the man who’s letting us use his telescope.”
“Okay, right away,” Fulminator replied with an amused laugh, and withdrew her head to take off into the sky.
Locke turned to Lola. “‘Fulminator the Atrocious’?”
“Is a good name for keeping people away,” Hugo stated as the screaming of trees died down outside, and the clouds began to part. “None of us here very much want be bothered.” Locke noticed that he’d switched from Luciolan for the benefit of the others listening.
“How much do the two of you know about what’s been going on the past week?” Locke asked.
“Other than meteorfall?” Hugo asked. “Has more happened?” Locke paused, but Hugo read his expression before he could ask. “We are very isolated here. Only real contact with outside is Fulminator, when she buy our supplies. We enjoy solitude.”
With a background like Hugo’s, Locke could understand why. Still, he explained the situation for Hugo’s benefit.
“Ah, Mr. Caelum has been speaking of odd happening on the moon.” Hugo nodded sensibly. “But his mind since last few months is something of …” He fumbled for the right words. “Only half-present. Had a sick.”
Locke watched the man as Peth helped position the giant telescope, and it was clear that, despite his initial eagerness to assist, Peth was the one doing the meaningful work preparing the thing. Locke remembered seeing similar behavior in one of his grandmothers, after she’d had a stroke, and suddenly he felt guilty for being suspicious of the man, though he couldn’t quite pinpoint why. It wasn’t as if he could have known.
“You’re probably the reason he’s still alive,” Locke commented.
“He saved my life, so I owe him mine. And this is good place for me.”
“You’re not so unlike Sevas,” Locke observed. He didn’t volunteer why, for he knew Sevas wouldn’t want it, but Sevas had similar reasons for staying so dutifully close to Rion—and, because of the new body Locke had offered him, a tentative allegiance to Locke himself. Sevas’ fiancée, Aster, had even told him that Sevas viewed him as something of a mage lord—but the positive version, someone worthy of following, not followed out of fear and desperation.
Locke wasn’t entirely sure how Sevas had come to that conclusion, but now he wondered how much of Sevas’ behavior today derived from that—the desire to defend his lord. His family, or whatever the equivalent Luciolan word was. Locke had a feeling it held a nuanced meaning beyond the obvious.
“Perfect! We’re in position!” Peth exclaimed, and then returned her face to the viewfinder.
Locke let her observe for some quiet minutes before asking, “How is it?”
“It’s primitive compared to what I’m used to, but it’ll do.”
“Oh, and what are you used to?” Torsney tittered. “This was state-of-the-art when I had it installed!”
“I’ll tell you afterward,” Peth smiled sweetly, then adjusted the scope again. “It’s providing some very good close-ups of the moon and Steel Ring, though.”
Torsney tittered again, obviously delighted that his telescope was helping, even if he didn’t fully understand the situation. Locke saw a subtle smile on Peth’s face, too. For all his inconsistency, the man’s enthusiasm truly was infectious, but even his ebullient personality couldn’t keep Peth’s face from hardening as she continued her observation. Soon she raised a hand and gestured them over.
“Come look,” she said.
Locke pressed his eyes to the viewfinder and looked only a second before he took in a sharp breath and whispered, “Damn.”
It would’ve been horrifying even without the telescope, for in the course of their flying through Fulminator’s storm, the shadow on the moon had stretched again. Except now, instead of resembling a malevolent mischievous grin, it looked wide and ravenous and possibly insane.
And it was visibly wriggling.
Chapter Six
The wriggles wouldn’t have been visible without the telescope, but with it, even at this completely zoomed out distance, Locke saw them clearly. He conceded the telescope to Lola, then to Rion, who said:
“Okay, I’m a decently intelligent guy, but what exactly am I looking at here?”
“You’re looking at a massive concentration of Avarice sludge,” Peth replied, and Locke returned to the viewer for a second look. He zoomed in to see that the wriggling was not uniform, but concentrated along dark cracks in the moon’s surface, the edges of which heaved and ebbed as if something was churning the ground beneath them.
“Those look like dreg-packed meteors just waiting to happen,” Locke observed. “And given the scale of these images, those cracks must be massive canyons on the surface.” He turned to Torsney, for what it was worth. “Have you seen these before?”
“Not at all,” Torsney said.
Hugo stepped up beside him to add, “Nor I. Am not educated on the moon, but I have not seen cracks before when looked through telescope. Especially not … bubbling like that.”
“What does it mean?” Locke asked Peth.
“It means Avarice is making its final push. It’s going to break through the surface of the moon and attack.” Peth turned to Hugo and Torsney. “When was the last time you observed the moon?”
“I observe it every day!” Torsney bragged, then added, “Did you see the way it moved a few days ago? As if of its own volition? Truly remarkable!”
Hugo disregarded him and said, “Last I observed was three days ago. No cracks like that then. Shadow smaller, too. By half.”
“Then at that rate,” Peth said, “Avarice could be out in a matter of days.”
“Then we’d better stop it before it gets out,” Locke declared.
“Yeah!” Rion agreed, and punched the air in excitement before he realized the central problem. “Okay, but how do we do that when it’s up in space and we’re down here?”
As one, Locke, Rion, and Lola all looked to Sevas.
“Why are you looking at me as if you think I can build an entire god-smashing moon launcher within a matter of days?” Sevas grumped.
“Because you’ve been muttering about all the math surrounding it since Locke first mentioned we might need to reach the moon,” Rion exclaimed. “And figured it out!”
“Okay, yes, the basic math is done, but it could take me weeks or even months just to design the vessel, let alone build it! On top of that, such a trip will require enormous amounts of condensate in order to reach low orbit, and that’s assuming the whole thing doesn’t explode first!”
“I was afraid you’d say something like that.” Locke turned to Peth meaningfully. “Well? Got any tricks up your sleeves that can get us into space?”
“I believe so,” she replied with a nonchalant smile.
“Then what do we do when we get there?” Locke asked.
“Utilize our largest advantage against Avarice: the Steel Ring. It’s a super weapon the Precursors built specifically to combat Avarice and has been charging for a thousand years. It should have more than enough condensate stored to destroy Avarice.”
“Are you shittin’ us? That’s fucking awesome!” Rion exclaimed, with the tone of a seven-year-old who’d just been given a new toy to play with.
“It is indeed,” Peth agreed. “All we have to do is reach the control center and fire it once more.”
“Precursor?” Hugo asked.
At the same time, Torsney shouted an excited, “Precursor!”
“Yes,” Peth nodded, then smiled to Torsney. “You live in a fascinating period, Mr. Caelum, for you see, I am a lost Precursor reborn, and I know how to fix the moon.”
“Oh, delightful!” Torsney replied, but Locke couldn’t tell if he truly understood what was being discussed.
“Precursor is not something he make up, then?” Hugo asked, perplexed. “Is real civilization?”
“Very real,” Peth replied, “if also very lost. Destroyed by the same thing we’re fighting now—this force inside the moon.”
“Ah,” Hugo replied, and Locke could see his eyes working as he tried to process this new context. How difficult it must be, Locke reflected, to be learning a new language and culture from someone whose intellect was increasingly less reliable.
Finally, Hugo finished thinking and said, “Then it would seem situation very bad, if thing in moon destroy people who could make Steel Ring.”
“How much do Luciolans know about the Precursors?” Locke asked out of curiosity.
“I didn’t hear of them until I left,” Sevas replied. “Though, in retrospect, Mage Lord Losjan obviously knows, given his raiding parties. And I would occasionally hear references to artifacts of the ‘Mage Gods’ back in Luciola. Perhaps that’s the Luciolan name for Precursors?”
Hugo nodded, in a way that suggested it was as good an explanation as any.
“Makes sense,” Rion replied. “After all, the bandits that attack us are primarily after Precursor relics.”
“Well, I don’t like the implication of that,” Locke said.
“Nor do I.” Lola turned to her assistant. “Zeklor, make a note to move this mage lord raiding party situation to the second spot on my priority list. We can’t have people who turned their own land into a dystopian hellscape getting their hands on dangerous magitek.”
“I will gladly offer aid,” Hugo chimed. “I joined Losjan out of necessity, to protect family, and promises were not kept. I would gladly see the favor returned to Clan Losjan.”
Until that point, Hugo’s voice had been fairly mild, but Locke heard it harden at the mention of the mage lord’s deeds. Locke could imagine what “promises were not kept” meant, and given what he knew of how Luciolans valued their families, he imagined that when Hugo greeted Losjan with “A good blood feud to you, sir,” he likely meant every word of it, even if he couldn’t act on it.
For that reason, Locke was only slightly surprised to see Sevas nod back to Hugo with the same kind of understanding. The engineer might have been skeptical of Hugo to begin with—and probably still was on some level—but he recognized the depth of the loss in Hugo’s eyes, because he’d seen it reflected in his own.
“This is good company in which to fight mage lords,” Sevas offered. “Good titans and good people.”
“Sevas, we’re not fighting mage lords,” Rion blurted.
“Yet,” Sevas emphasized.
“Yet,” Lola echoed, in a way that suspected they very well might be fighting one soon. “But we have to take care of this mess first.” She waved toward the moon, and Locke turned back to Peth.
“Did you find the Steel Ring’s control center?” he asked.
“I did.” Peth nodded. “Luckily it’s visible from this side of the planet.”
“I don’t see how this changes our problem of getting there,” Sevas stated, switching gears sensibly.
“But that’s just it—you don’t need to design or build anything!” Peth said. “There’s already a way to reach it!”
Locke’s heart leapt at that news. As much faith as he had in Sevas to wow them with some ambitious launch device, time was increasingly of the essence. That they might already have an option—likely a Precursor option—was awesome.
“How?” Locke said.
“Mount Driver,” Peth replied simply.
They all paused, waiting for Peth to explain further.
“There’s a huge mass driver beneath it,” she continued. “It’s where the name comes from. For Precursors, at least. Actually, why do Havenites call it Mount Driver?”
“No idea.” Lola shrugged. “But I wouldn’t be surprised if it was somehow a holdover from the Precursor days. After all, someone had to survive, or we wouldn’t be here.”
“What’s a mass driver?” Rion asked.
“Think of it as a cannon,” Locke replied, “but a huge, powered one that can launch enormous things.”
“Things like ships or super-titans,” Peth added with a wry grin. “Hurling them up into space.”
“Ohhhh!” Rion exclaimed. Again his face lit up like that of a kid who’d received two cool toys. Sevas was more inquisitive:
“How exactly does a mass driver work?”
“They’re huge linear accelerators that utilize series of gravity catalysts to propel their payloads.” Peth smiled. “Basically.”
Sevas lowered his head, but then nodded thoughtfully. “Sequential gravity catalysts, each one adding a bit more push. And the notion of putting part of the ship’s engines on the ground, reducing its mass and fuel requirements—what a truly elegant solution! Why didn’t I think of this?”
“Don’t be too hard on yourself, buddy.” Rion patted Sevas on the shoulder. “The Precursors had a head start on you.”
“But will it still work after all this time?” Locke asked.
“I believe so,” Peth said. “The psy satellite Pious used a few days ago had been exposed to the elements for a thousand years and still worked, and the mass driver facility has been shielded under an entire mountain that whole time. The challenge is going to be powering it.”
“It hasn’t been charging like the Steel Ring?” Locke asked.
“Separate power infrastructure,” Peth replied. “The launch facilities employed dragons for their power needs.”
“Well, that’s easy,” Locke said. “I bet Fulminator would help if we explained the situation. She’s a lightning dragon, after all.”
Peth shook her head. “It requires a gravity dragon.”
“Well, even better! We’ve got Ultranoth! She’ll definitely help!”
“Then we have a plan,” Lola stated, as Zeklor scribbled furiously on his folio.
“We do,” Locke declared. “Call Ultranoth to help, get the mass driver working, and then shoot ourselves up to the Steel Ring!”
“And while you’re at it,” Peth said, “why don’t we see about finishing my new titan?”
“That’s doable.” Locke smiled, then turned to Torsney and Hugo. “Thanks for the use of your telescope.”
“Of course, of course!” Torsney babbled, then added proudly. “Did you know that my last name means ‘heaven,’ ‘sky,’ and ‘chisel’ all at once? Appropriate, isn’t it? I’ve always wanted to pierce the heavens, but the magitek was never there—until just now! How delightful that I get to live in the era where it happened, and my telescope helped!”
“How delightful indeed.” Peth nodded good-naturedly, at which point Rion nudged Sevas forward toward Hugo and Torsney.
“Now apologize for almost shooting Hugo,” Rion commanded, like a frustrated older brother. “We’re lucky they helped us after that.”
Sevas made a noise like an annoyed younger brother, but then inclined his head and recited, “My apologies for acting so rashly. It was completely in character for me, but that doesn’t mean it should have happened. Thank you for helping us.”
Hugo inclined his head, too.
“A good blood feud to you, sir,” Locke’s magic translated, apparently having chosen to adopt his earlier interpretation of the phrase.
“And a good blood feud to you as well,” Sevas answered, though the way both said it this time suggested blood feuds were quite unlikely, despite the literal meaning.
“A good blood feud all around,” Locke waved, then nodded toward the elevator. “Shall we be off?”
Chapter Seven
Hugo saw them up to the clifftop graciously, and then bid Locke and company farewell to follow Rion and Sevas toward their ship. Locke didn’t catch the complete reason, but he did hear Hugo ask about the bandits that had been harassing the Indigo Gryphon, which led to an exchange of what were likely radio frequencies.
Locke still noticed a cautious stiffness in the way Sevas regarded the man, but there was also an air of “the enemy of my enemy is my friend” in the way he listened, and all the blood he’d shed because of these bandits in the past several months must have made him glad to have an uncertain enemy who might function as a friend.
He saw Lola join them, too, and when they all separated, she came to him next, at the Blue Heron’s hatch.
“I’m going to remain here a bit to interview Hugo about this mage lord business so I can get a team on it once this is resolved,” she said, indicating the moon. “Are you interested in being part of that team?”
Locke laughed. “Lola, we’re still dealing with Avarice.”
“And if you defeat Avarice, you’ll be more than qualified to take on a mage lord. Besides, the present situation will be resolved in a few days regardless. Either you succeed and move on to your next job, or we’re all dead and it doesn’t matter anyway. Personally, I like to plan for success.”
“How about a tentative yes, then?”
“Good.” Lola confirmed with a sharp nod. “I’ll have Zeklor draw up the paperwork and have it ready once you’re back to brief me on how you saved the world. In the meantime, given what we’ve learned about Avarice’s timing, I’ll be returning aboard the Chatty Raven to Endpoint City to notify the other Indexes of these developments, coordinate moving civilians into shelters, and organize all available airship forces for impending attack, should you be unable to contain Avarice. Keep me apprised of your situation. We must stay on top of this if we are to survive it.”
“Of course,” Locke said, and then watched her stride off to the elevator with Hugo, Zeklor still fumbling behind them both. Locke made a mental note to send more of Sloan’s remedy to the Chatty Raven, then climbed the stairs into his own ship.
***
He made the call to Ultranoth immediately.
Just like the last time he radioed, she answered with a regal, if sleepy, “Who summons me?” and once again, a nearby male voice groaned, “Why do you only ever get calls when we’re in bed?”
“Oh, hush, Nigel,” Ultranoth replied imperiously. “The code is the Blue Heron’s. They’re not calling to set up teatime. Though they should.”
“After we’ve dealt with Avarice,” Locke laughed. “Peth’ll want to see you anyway, now that she’s out of Titan Chimera.”
“Oh, has Pethy been revived?”
Ultranoth’s voice shrilled through the speaker like that of a preteen girl who’d just been told her best friend from her old school had suddenly moved across the country and would be joining her again. Which, given what Locke knew of Ultranoth and Peth, wasn’t all that inaccurate, even if the chasms between them were much more substantial than that.
Ultranoth the Organized was not merely a gravity dragon. She was a gravity dragon who’d been alive since before the fall of the Precursors, even if she’d been a child at the time, and even if forced hibernation had prevented her from observing the fall. But most importantly, she’d been a close friend of Peth back in those days, watched Peth grow into a supertitan pilot … and then vanish into history while she was asleep. When she’d been inside Locke’s mind during their … encounter in her lair, she’d detected Peth’s presence there, and ever since, she’d been clamoring to see her old friend again.
“How splendid!” she continued. “Yes, you must absolutely come for tea once this Avarice business is through. Speaking of which, it sounds as if there’s been a development, given that you’re calling. Am I right?”
“Right you are, and you’ll probably see Peth even sooner than planned.”
“Ooh, how so?” Ultranoth bubbled.
Locke couldn’t help but chuckle at that. In both dragon and human forms, Ultranoth exuded an air of elegant power, not unlike the lady of a great estate who wielded sophistication like it was a literal—if subtle—weapon. He was accustomed to seeing her in long, white evening gowns, regardless of the hour of his visit, and oversized hats that shielded every inch of her purple skin from the sun, and it was amusing to hear such an incongruous, unbridled enthusiasm come from such a usually measured voice.
He explained what they learned at the observatory and about the mass driver, and barely got the basics out of the way before Ultranoth said,
“Oh, Mount Driver! Would you like me to meet you there? It’s not far at all as a dragon flies, and will save you the trouble of picking me up.” She didn’t even give Locke a chance to respond before she turned from her microphone and said, “Nigel, go find my earhook. Yes, the flight radio.” She turned back to the microphone. “I’ll fly out as soon as we track down my speaker. Ta-ta!”
The call ended to the sound of Nigel grumbling.
Locke thus left the radio in Bexley’s workshop, then strode into the hangar proper to look up at Final Edict. The work they’d done on the way to Dreadcliff Observatory had brought it close to functional completion, but there was still more refinement to do, and that was even before they considered why Lola had let them keep the titan in the first place.
Officially, Final Edict was an Arcane Index-registered titan, but Lola knew opportunities when she saw them and had tasked Locke and company to both use the mech to save the world and to do a deep dive to discover exactly what modifications Pious had made, for some were certainly non-standard. The catalysts alone were one example. They’d been crafted not with standard materials and techniques, but much in the same way Sloan’s bone catalysts had been crafted—grown, after a pattern that resembled dragon bones.
If there were exceptional mods so obvious on the surface, Locke suspected there were deeper ones hidden within.
And in the time he’d spent in the observatory, Bexley had clearly been hunting them down. Presently, all of the plating on Final Edict’s chassis stood open, exposing its inner workings, and Locke could see the fresh sheen of newly cleaned and oiled parts, or the unblemished shine of miscellaneous parts that had required complete replacement.
Bexley smacked the nearest leg panel, satisfied.
“Found a few pieces that looked like they might crap out soon, so I either repaired or replaced all of those,” she reported, “but the inner structure, as far as I can see, is sound. I’m still curious about some of those deep parts, but exploring them will require that we strip entire limbs down, and I’d rather not do that in conditions as uncertain as this. When we can go into battle at any moment, I mean.”
Locke nodded in agreement, but still added, “What’s got you curious?”
“The skeleton on which everything hinges,” Bexley replied. “You can’t see any part of it when the titan’s fully assembled, but normally it’s made out of the same alloy as the rest of the titan. When I had to go down to the bones of Final Edict, though, I noticed something different. There are vein-like shapes in them that echo the patterns on dragon bone catalysts.
“Huh.” Locke peered into the leg machinery as if he could see through it. “You think there’s a biological component to this thing?”
“I think there’s a motif. Hard to say more without cracking the inner frame open, though.” Bexley wiped her hands on a rag. “Personally, I think it has more to do with the specter goo than any biological materials. After all, the veins—tubes really—are all empty right now, and I imagine if they carried something necessary for life, they’d be pumping whatever they’re meant to be pumping all the time.”
“Given all the crazy research Pious got up to, I wouldn’t be surprised if he built a titan with a dragon bone skeleton, but I certainly hope not,” Locke said.
Why would they even try? he wondered privately. And what would be the eventual implications? Titans with the magical capability of dragons …
Even if the bones weren’t necessarily biological, Pious had clearly been experimenting with lab grown dragon bone catalysts, both in himself and some of his cultists, and in Final Edict.
An earlier examination of all Final Edict’s remaining catalysts had shown them to have the same dragon bone patterning, and Sloan had told them that the matter catalyst in particular had reacted and upgraded itself in response to an injection of her blood—which meant not only that some element of Sloan’s mage-altered blood qualified as upgrade material, but that the catalyst itself possessed an inherent ability to use it.
“Hmm …” Bexley mused. “I wonder what would happen if we put Sloan in this titan.”
“Well, it doesn’t have any time catalysts …” Locke said, but he knew what Bexley was thinking. Given Sloan’s experimental implants, would she interact differently with Final Edict’s dragon bone catalysts than the standard catalysts in her current titan? Had that been one of the things that allowed Pious to use Final Edict so effectively?
“I wonder if Ray could provide any insight,” Locke pondered aloud. Ray, after all, was the one who’d discovered that shadow dregs and dark specters could be manipulated into magical resources, and his research had in turn formed the foundation of some of Pious’ advancements.
Locke called the Indigo Gryphon to find out, and Ray was quick with a suggestion:
“What if the central skeleton doubles as a specter goo injector? The injectors you and Rion have are more focused, catalyst-specific, but with the resources available to him, I could see Pious designing a more complex, larger-capacity system that could inject all his catalysts simultaneously.”
“Ah!” Bexley exclaimed. “That would explain all the random little tubes I found connecting to the catalysts. They all lead so deep in the titan that I haven’t been able to trace them out, but I think you could be right.”
“Which implies there should be a specter goo tank somewhere inside the titan,” Locke said. “But we haven’t found one yet.”
“Might be in the titan’s butt,” Bexley suggested. “After all, the back is mostly taken up by standard machinery and its swiftmetal tank. Titan designers usually don’t put much significant machinery in the middle, but I did notice that Final Edict has a thicker ass than most.”
Locke quirked an eyebrow at Bexley.
“What? I’ve been working on this machine for days. You can’t expect me to not notice that it’s got a butt as good as mine.” She gave her own derriere a firm pat. “Anyway, I haven’t inspected that part yet, so it’ll be the next thing I check.”
“And if we do find a specter goo tank, let’s put half our current goo in it, and the other half in Chimera. I have stronger catalysts in general, but Peth’s got the psy catalyst, and I can see a lot of ways in which a boost for her would be useful in battle. Thanks, Ray.”
“No problem,” Ray replied, and then ended the call.
“What else is left?” Locke asked Bexley.
“Final checks, mostly. I also bought some materials off the Chatty Raven while you were out to bring Final Edict’s new energy catalyst up to its previous power. I already fed them to the titan’s core, so once we’re done here, I’ll have Peth finalize the upgrades through the reflex link.”
“Sounds good,” Locke said. “Then let’s get to it.”
Bexley’s instincts were spot-on. They’d barely opened the plates of Final Edict’s hindparts before they found a small tank nestled against what Locke thought of as the mech’s “tailbone,” and when they opened it up, they found the obvious, sparkling residue of processed specter goo. They drained two of the Indigo Gryphon’s jelly jars into the reservoir, and that part of the work was done.
Locke then helped Bexley inspect the rest of the titan’s midparts and each leg, which only took them a few hours. After that, they closed up the armor. Peth still hadn’t arrived to upgrade her catalysts, so while they waited, Locke checked out his own titan.
He slipped his work jumpsuit off to uncover his magesuit, and then climbed into Titan Chimera’s hatch and closed himself inside. The mech’s watertight neck ring irised shut under his chin, and then the chamber beneath filled with warm conductor fluid and allowed his reflex link to blink into view, transposed over his consciousness. By this point, all of it felt as natural and familiar as the cranking rumble of a newly started car, and he told the link to show him his stats with just as little thought.
After the past few days’ work, Titan Chimera was back to its most perfect condition, at least for the present strength of his catalysts. His matter catalyst was his most powerful at tier seven. This level allowed him to summon his swiftmetal out at flash-quick speed and grant it even greater hardness, but its main perk was that it allowed him to wield black swiftmetal, which was of a much higher quality than the silver swiftmetal he’d been using thus far—and of which he apparently had a full tank!
“Bexley!” he called down through his external speakers. “Where did—?”
“The black swiftmetal?” Bexley called back. “Another product of my amazing negotiation skills. Plus the titan mages on the Chatty Raven figured you’d be able to put it to better use than them, what with your god-tier stats and all.”
“Sweet!” Locke said, and continued his review.
Next strongest was his time catalyst, which at tier six allowed him to slow down movement to 40% of its original speed with a touch, or to speed himself up by 300%. Between that and his tier five gravity catalyst, which not only allowed for basic manipulations of gravity, but actual flight, he’d been zipping through the sky like a giant badass dragonfly during his last battle with Pious—and between that and the additional tier seven gravity catalyst that had been transferred over from Final Edict, his next flight would be amazing.
His energy catalyst, at tier four, was slightly less impressive, but could still burn a clean hole through most monsters, or else freeze them solid or fry them with lightning. His psy catalyst still remained a humble tier one, but given the sheer novelty of its origins—built from a genuine Precursor catalyst design—Bexley had been hesitant to experiment with it, lest she inadvertently break it at the time when they needed it most.
That said, it wasn’t quite so crucial now that Peth had control of Pious’ old psy catalyst.
Just as Locke thought of her, the wheel on the hangar’s internal hatch turned, and Peth strode through the open door, looking refreshed after what must’ve been a good nap.
“Afternoon, Peth!” Locke greeted through Titan Chimera’s external speakers. “Care to do some upgrades?”
“Oh, absolutely!” Peth replied with an eager grin, and then strode up the leftmost scaffold to that side’s magesuit locker. She grabbed a random magesuit, then slipped it over her skimpy dress and climbed into Final Edict’s still open hatch. She didn’t close it, and through his titan’s vision, Locke saw her touch the mage sensors lining the wall of the cockpit. The sensors carried her mental command to the matter catalyst, which glowed subtly in its drone, and soon Peth’s frumpy, ill-fitted magesuit began to shift around her to form a very … ahem, well-fitted purple suit that made use of the same angular gold and black motifs of her witchy dress. She’d left her hat in the locker and now shaped an excess piece of magesuit material to work her long, black hair back in a complicated bun.
Through the whole process, Locke found himself having to curb the lusty thoughts creeping into the back of his mind. Peth had been sexy before, but in an aggressive, short-skirted way, like a woman who was out for a night on the town and knew exactly how she’d like it to end. Now, though, in that tight, efficient magesuit and that sensible, battle-ready bun, she looked like another sort of woman who knew what she wanted, and it was to step on the faces of her conquered enemies.
Which, to Locke, was just as hot.
Attire fixed, she sealed herself inside the cockpit. Locke’s business in his own was done, so he exited, but as he did, he heard Peth and Bexley chattering through Final Edict’s external speakers. Pious had already upgraded the titan’s psy and matter catalysts to tier seven, so all Peth had to upgrade was the energy drone, and once she’d used up all the upgrade materials the titan core had processed, her energy drone was up to tier three. Locke strode toward the catwalk to join Bexley on Peth’s scaffold.
“Pity you don’t have gravity aptitude, too,” he commented as he walked up, glancing toward the space the wings had once occupied. “Otherwise you’d be nearly as unstoppable as me.”
A pneumatic hiss marked the release of Final Edict’s hatch seals, and Peth stepped out of the titan, conductor fluid beading on her magesuit.
“Not quite,” she laughed. “I don’t know what my official coefficients are by Haven standards, but my original ones certainly aren’t god-tier. And even though my Precursor background grants me access to the three, I still have one primary aptitude, like Haven mages.” Peth took a towel from the edge of the scaffold to wipe herself off. “My matter and energy aptitudes are decent, but my psy aptitude has always been the strongest.”
“How strong are we talking?” Locke asked.
“Equivalent to what Pious was capable of. Advanced mind reading, illusory projection, mental control of monsters. And I’m able to do all that without the aid of shadow dreg contamination.”
“Damn,” Locke nodded, impressed. Locke wasn’t sure how strong Pious would’ve been without the aid of shadow dregs, but he’d once manipulated an entire swarm of dreg-possessed monsters into attacking Titan Chimera and then matter-shaped them all into a giant flying actual chimera that had nearly taken out the Blue Heron.
“Can you create chimeras, too?” Locke asked.
“Possibly, since I have the same hardware—the psy catalyst and that deviant matter catalyst,” Peth replied. “Can’t see why I’d want to, though. It all seemed quite needlessly cruel.”
“True,” Locke conceded. “Besides, your psy aptitude alone fills a significant gap in my own skills. Or at least, in the catalysts I have access to.” He turned to Bexley. “Speaking of catalysts, where do Long Shot and Deathly Rhythm stand?”
“Deathly Rhythm’s at Time Five and Long Shot has two Energy Three’s and the good old tier six mega-catalyst in her shoulder,” Bexley replied off the top of her head. “I’d considered upgrading them, but figured it would be better to focus our resources on the most powerful titans. After all, at this point, if there’s anything strong enough to take out Chimera and Final Edict, we’re doomed anyway.”
“But they’re not even fully upgraded,” Locke commented. “Or at least, mine’s not upgraded enough to catch up with my coefficients.”
“Yeah, but tier seven is about as strong as anyone practically needs to be, if they can even reach it, and tiers eight through ten are so resource-demanding, there’s no way you’ll max them out before we have to fight the moon. We’re talking orbs and crystal hexagons—not shards—and they’re neither common, nor cheap.”
“What’s tier ten power even like, then?” Locke asked.
“Basically,” Bexley replied, “you’re a god. And I don’t mean like a popular mage who just developed a huge following. I mean a legit supernatural-level could-probably-reshape-reality-in-his-image god.”
“Whoa. Has anyone—”
A great shudder rocked the ship. Locke snatched the nearby safety rail with one hand and flung the other out to support Bexley, lest she fall. Peth, in her infinite grace, didn’t even budge, but she did look with concern toward the hangar speakers, as if expecting Alyssa to offer an explanation.
Locke heard the explanation before formal words came, though—the tumultuous lashing of wind outside, and a rumbling peal of thunder.
“No worries,” Alyssa came over the hangar speakers. “It’s just Fulminator back to her fun. She’s been flitting around our whole trip.”
“Sorry, that was my bad,” Fulminator’s sugary voice poked into all their heads. “Got a little too excited with that last boom. Flying on a good wind is more fun for us dragons than it is for you.”
Locke nodded pleasantly out of habit, even though he knew Fulminator wouldn’t register it. One conclusion he’d come to since learning that psy magic existed was that all dragons had some limited use of the skill, given how readily Ultranoth and now Fulminator had been able to project thoughts directly into his and his crew’s brains. They couldn’t read thoughts in return for some reason, but still, he wasn’t unnerved at all when the voice popped into his head, even if he was a little surprised.
Soon he heard the wind outside the hangar door die down, and he returned to his earlier question:
“As I was saying, has anyone ever merited tier ten catalysts?”
“Well, Merligalf, of course,” Bexley replied. “It would be kind of lame if the God of Titan Mages didn’t.”
“But no others?”
“I mean, I’m sure there were probably some, but I don’t keep up with the gods all that much. Suffice it to say, though, it’s not common.”
“That’s an understatement.” Locke laughed. “I wonder what I’d even—”
“HOLD ON, FRIENDS! SKY’S WEIRD!”
Fulminator’s voice blasted through their heads again, and this time it wasn’t her chill, bubbly salon voice. It was the ferocious bellow of a dragon who’d just seen something strange in her territory and didn’t like it. That was when the ship began to shudder under a furious wind, and Alyssa barked over the speakers—“Hold onto something! Meteorf—”
She didn’t have the chance to finish the word. Locke thrust from his place, shoved Bexley, Peth, and himself into Final Edict’s hatch, and closed it just in time for its flexible neck ring to lash all three of them together, for the cockpit to fill with cushioning conductor fluid—and for a massive, thunderous eruption to shudder every single element of their beings.
Final Edict’s reflex link popped up in Locke’s consciousness—and probably Peth’s, too, given the focus and distance in her gaze, whereas Bexley just thrashed between the two of them and ended up wrapping and her arms around Locke for support.
“I’m all for threesomes, but this is not what I had in mind,” she sputtered.
“Kept us from falling off the platform, though,” Locke said.
“What happened—” Bexley began again, but Fulminator interrupted—
“Damn meteorfall, about a mile off, but lots more coming in.”
“Shit,” Locke breathed, more to himself than anyone else. Meteorfall meant shadow dregs.
Meant Avarice.
Their final battle was about to begin.
Chapter Eight
“Y’all okay?” Fulminator continued, as if oblivious to the magnitude of what was coming. “Your ship’s still floating good ’n everything?”
She must’ve been flying in front of the bridge where she could see Alyssa’s response, for she replied, “Okay. I’m gonna go shock the closest one a bit, then, and make sure none of the dregs get far.”
Locke could still feel the airship rocking against the tempestuous wind, still settling from the distant meteor’s impact, but nonetheless triggered Final Edict’s release. The neck ring freed them, the cockpit drained, and then the hatch doors popped open. Locke, Peth, and Bexley stumbled out onto the scaffold, Locke and Peth mostly dry in their magesuits, Bexley soaked as if she’d just won the wettest of wet T-shirt contests.
“The hells?” she griped.
“It’s starting,” Locke breathed darkly.
“And a mile away is too close for comfort,” Peth added. “Suspiciously close.”
Locke nodded. “Avarice is probably targeting us—”
That was when Fulminator, already at the crater, projected, “OH SHIT. THIS ONE’S EXTRA SPICY—”
That was when they lost her.
Fulminator’s mind-voice shrilled into a scream, wailing for agonizing seconds before it tapered off into nothingness.
“To the titans!” Locke bellowed, and sprinted around the hangar scaffolding to reach his own machine. He had a good idea of what Fulminator meant when she said the meteor was “extra spicy.” It likely wasn’t shadow dregs.
And he knew all too well what a dark specter could do to a dragon.
Locke hurried into Titan Chimera’s cockpit. He’d barely sealed himself inside before he radioed the bridge.
“Alyssa, call Ultranoth!. She needs to know there’s a shadow dragon in the area.”
“No response,” Alyssa reported. “Something may be interfering with her radio.”
“Then Peth!” Locke continued. “Can you use your psy magic to warn her?”
“I’ll try!” Peth replied, already encased in Final Edict once more. Soon, however, she stated, “She’s out of my range.”
“Hey, guys?” Rion radioed in from Titan Ricochet Cavalier. “I assume you’re aware of the meteors and the specter-possessed lightning dragon and … everything, right?”
“Confirmed sighting?” Locke demanded.
“Confirmed. She’s coming straight for us from the crater,” Captain Belista said. “The cloud cover makes visibility a bit iffy, but it looks like a colossal amount of meteorfall is heading our way, too.”
“Well, I’d expect nothing less from Avarice,” Locke replied, with more bravado than he felt. “We’ll take care of the shadow dragon if you’ll take care of any dreg-possessed monsters.”
“You’ve got it!” Captain Belista declared. “There’s room on our sniping balcony if you’d like to position Long Shot there. Better visibility than from your hangar.”
“Might be good for me to join your party against the dragon, too,” Rion added, “given that it’ll be an aerial battle.”
“We’ll take you up on both of those.” Locke withdrew Titan Chimera’s scaffolding and shoulder clamps as Ember and Sloan both sprinted into the hangar. He felt the ship bank in the air as Alyssa moved to position the hangar door over the Indigo Gryphon, and as the wind outside picked up, as thunder—and noises wholly more ominous—pealed like a rising celestial rockslide.
Locke breathed deeply as Chimera strode toward the hangar exit, steeling his nerves and focusing his mind for the incredible conflict ahead. Many of his challenges on this world had been The Greatest Challenge He’d Ever Faced, as his power rose, as he’d taken on plenty of more ambitious threats—but he knew without a doubt that whatever he faced from this moment on would truly be his greatest. It would be the toughest challenge anyone on this world had ever faced, but the burden of this battle was his, because of those who called Haven home, he was the one with the greatest chance of winning.
And if he failed …
He pushed the thought out of mind.
He’d succeed. He had to. There was no other option.
Bexley opened the hangar ramp before him to reveal the vista of his coming battlefield.
It looked like the sky had already broken. There was no rain, but the clouds spun like the apocalyptic sky over Peth’s psy realm, lightning flashed as if the sky itself was malfunctioning, and yet the clouds weren’t moving only of Fulminator’s volition. In the distance—both near and far—Locke saw the fiery trails of meteors plummeting to the earth, saw the holes they punched through the clouds, and then saw the holes twist as the shockwaves of other meteors bashed through them.
And through these brief gaps in the clouds, he could see the apocalypse coming. Uncountable numbers of meteors streaked through the sky, briefly blinking from view every time the clouds crashed back together, and every now and then, those clouds reopened to give him a glimpse of the thing that had instigated this calamity.
The Crystal Moon was no longer grinning. Not happily, anyway. Its great, black shadow of a mouth now hung wide and ragged with gluttonous greed, as if it could plunge down and chomp on the planet at any moment, and two lakes of sludge beneath its surface now throbbed disconcertingly like a pair of crazed, insane eyes.
But he wouldn’t allow the moon to snatch his attention just yet. For flashing within the chaos, as if under a celestial strobe light, was the approaching golden shape of Fulminator the Atrocious.
No. Dark Fulminator.
Locke connected with every titan in the vicinity to relay his plan.
“Peth,” he ordered in a firm, unflinching voice. “Use your psy catalyst on Fulminator. Control her, talk her down, whatever. Ember, Rion, and I will bring her down and kill the dark specter. Sloan, Ray, and Sanja, stand by to fend off any other troublemakers. Confirmed?”
All five voices confirmed, some serious, some raucous in their thirst for action, and Locke felt an unexpected jolt of confidence at the sound. He tempered it back, knowing overconfidence could get him killed in a battle like this, but when it came down to it, the last time he’d faced a shadow dragon, he’d only had two allies in titans. Now he had over twice that, and they’d all kicked a ton of ass with him before.
“No matter how this goes, I can’t think of a finer crew of people to face the end of the world with,” Locke declared, eliciting another round of whoops from the mages. “Let’s do this.”
And so he stepped off the hangar ramp—
—and into the storm.
***
As Locke rallied the mages, Alyssa brought the Blue Heron directly over the Indigo Gryphon’s sniping balcony. It was a long, flat space on top of the airship intended specifically for Captain Belista’s sniping-focused energy titan, which meant it would be perfect for Ember.
Locke didn’t bother jumping down to the closer surface. After all, he had a brand new tier seven gravity catalyst to complement his tier five, and he fully intended to use the hell out of them both. The moment his feet left the hangar ramp, he spread Titan Chimera’s angular wings and blasted his magic through both gravity catalysts.
The difference in flight power was amazing and instantaneous. With his original tier five, he could flit like a dragonfly on an easy spring wind, if hampered somewhat by Chimera’s great bulk and the wind resistance pushing against it.
With these catalysts, averaging out to two tier sixes, he flew like a whole-ass wind dragon.
Never mind the raging gales and cataclysmic lightning before him. Never mind the actual whole-ass dragon barreling toward them. He couldn’t hold back an ecstatic, prolonged battle cry as his seventeen-ton machine zipped into those chaotic currents and just fucking ignored them.
Titan Ricochet Cavalier blasted out of the Indigo Gryphon behind him and zipped in front of Titan Chimera with a similar whoop that ended in an, “I know, right? Nothing like a good gravity combo!”
Damn, he was even faster than Chimera was. Locke turned his titan’s visual sensors in Rion’s direction to see just what kind of catalysts he was working with.
From this vantage, Locke saw at least four gravity catalysts gleaming in Ricochet Cavalier’s calves and the back of its forearms. The titan didn’t have any wings, even cosmetic ones, but given how gracefully his machine cut through the tempest, Locke imagined all those catalysts didn’t need the extra help.
Rion stopped showboating and flew back to hover next to Titan Chimera.
“So what’s the plan, boss?” he said. “What did you do the last time you fought a shadow dragon?”
Locke crossed Titan Chimera’s arms over its chest as he hovered there, bright purple exhaust plumed out of his shoulder louvers like a dramatic cape, casting the illusion of a conquering general who was an absolute expert in his combat specialty and that specialty was just straight up kicking ass.
“Well,” Locke replied, “the last time I fought a shadow dragon, she was horny for me in her human form, and I hit her with a lightning blast while she was still squishy.”
“Nice,” Rion said. “So which of us is going to seduce her?”
“I don’t think that strategy’s going to work this time. Sure, dark specters are susceptible to lightning attacks, but Fulminator’s a lightning dragon, presumably with appropriate resistances. We’re gonna have to use the most straightforward technique while Peth works, which is to stab Fulminator’s softer parts to lure the specter out. Once a wound opens, it’ll shoot out of that wound and attack, which’ll give us the chance to burn it or electrocute it. But having a psy mage just force it out is still the best option.”
“Gotcha,” Rion confirmed.
Soon Locke heard the thump of Long Shot landing on the sniping balcony behind them.




“In position,” Ember reported.
“As am I!” Peth added.
Locke glanced to see the Blue Heron rising away from the Indigo Gryphon. Final Edict took up Long Shot’s customary spot by the hangar door and stood with a posture that somehow made the titan look even more powerful than before. Final Edict had exuded a commanding presence with Pious in its cockpit, but a lot of that had come down to its size, speed, and sheer ferocity in battle.
By contrast, Peth merely stood there waiting, but the stolid, confident way she held the mech’s shoulders back, the firm way she planted its great feet, and the bold way she thrust out its chest suggested a titan mage who thrust that chest out as a challenge, and who’d smash the ever-loving hell out of anyone who dared take it.
She stood there as if she regularly stood atop piles of titan and monster bodies, and was ready to add more to her collection.
Now a cataclysmic blast of lightning ripped through the nearby air, and a ragged peal of thunder that might have been a roar crashed behind it. The wind around them whipped into a ferocious, genuine squall, and when it howled through the hollows of the screaming trees below, it was as if a choir of doomed souls was rising up to herald the dragon’s arrival.
Fulminator the Atrocious blasted out of the churning clouds before them, her enormous wings commanding the currents of even this tempestuous wind as if they were mere breezes.
She bolted for them so fast Locke was sure she planned to divebomb their titans. But instead, she pulled up short and flapped her wings to hover before them—perhaps to emphasize her own size, and what they were about to face.
Though he hadn’t been able to see her full form at the observatory, Locke had intellectually reasoned that she must be a huge dragon. He didn’t appreciate how huge, though, until this moment. Her neck alone was the length of a titan and a half, which probably combined with her lithe legs to put her at six stories tall, with a wingspan twice that. She was bigger than Ultranoth.
And when she looked at Locke, he saw her eyes shot through with the deep, sparkling purple-black of a dark specter.
“Specter possession confirmed—” Locke began to radio.
He was interrupted by a voice that blasted through all their heads like a thunderclap. It wasn’t Fulminator, far too ferocious for that, and rather than one voice, it sounded like hundreds raging amongst themselves, all fighting to see who could be the loudest, the angriest. The turbulent wind blew harder, the clouds above swirled with even greater furor, the screaming of the trees grew louder, and the edges of Fulminator’s mouth crackled with trapped lightning eager to be loosed.
“I COME WITH A MESSAGE,” she boomed. “LAY DOWN YOUR ARMS, AND MY MASTER SHALL GRANT YOU A BOON IN THE DAYS TO COME.”
Sevas’ voice instantly came over Locke’s radio. “That sounds like exactly the sort of thing a mage lord would offer before he kills you anyway.”
“Agreed,” Locke replied, and then projected over Titan Chimera’s speakers, “There’s no boon you can give me that’s better than my titan, my ship, and my crew.”
“Yeah, fuck that shit!” Rion echoed. Locke saw Ricochet Cavalier flip up two giant middle fingers, custom backlit for extra drama.
“AN ALTERNATE MESSAGE, THEN,” Fulminator growled, and this time her voice washed through all their minds like the angriest of floods. But Locke had faced such spectral voices before and he refused to cower before it. “GIVE ME THE VESSEL,” the dragon continued. “AND YOU SHALL BE DEVOURED MERCIFULLY WHEN THE HOUR COMES. WITHHOLD HER, AND YOU SHALL BE ABSORBED SLOWLY AND WITH GREAT PAIN.”
Sloan! Locke thought. Granted, Pious had tried to turn himself and his followers into vessels for containing Avarice, but Sloan was reputed to be the one with the best chance of success because of the modifications her original cultist captors had made to her body, before the Index had rescued her. Even Pious hadn’t been entirely certain it would work, though. That a dark specter—a direct representative of Avarice—was interested in her …
That felt significant.
Before he could respond, though, Titan Deathly Rhythm strode up to the edge of the hangar, and Sloan thrust out her rapier like a sword fighter issuing a challenge.
“Bold of you to assume anyone’s being absorbed,” she snarled, “today or ever!”
“Why are you interested in her when you already have Pious?” Locke demanded.
“SHE WAS MADE FOR MY MASTER,” replied the dark specter inside Fulminator. “SHE IS TO BE ITS QUEEN.”
“She’s not,” Peth radioed. Locke saw the backglow of her psy catalyst beside Deathly Rhythm. “It’s lying. It’s going to eat her because Avarice views her as a threat.”
Locke’s heart leapt at that news. Was Sloan even more of an asset than they’d thought?
“What kind of threat?” he radioed back.
“Not so much a direct threat as an unknown,” Peth replied. “Apparently it’s never encountered a force quite like her and wishes to eliminate a potential problem.”
Hearing that, Sloan raised her sword to Dark Fulminator again and said, “No thanks. I’m not into giant eldritch goo gods.”
Everyone else on the radio echoed her sentiment, and Locke was sure he saw at least one other set of backlit middle fingers fly up on the Indigo Gryphon.
“Kick her ass, babe,” Sanja shouted from Titan Glam Hammer, “and then you can come get some of mine!”
Rion punched Ricochet Cavalier’s fists together in a rough and ready battle stance. “No better motivation than that!”
“Then let’s get her!” Locke shouted.
All at once, he charged his swiftmetal with white-hot energy, shot out his beam saber, and clawed his free hand to form a great crackling energy ball. Adrenaline and excitement and pure fucking Manly Fighting Spirit surged through the entirety of his soul, and he decided that if he was going to go against a giant possessed dragon in the prelude to the end of this world anyway, then he was going to do it like an unabashed nerd blessed with his own giant robot. So he flooded power into his clawed hand and raged:
“This hand of mine glows with—”
Dark Fulminator didn’t give a single solitary fuck about his nerd speech. She opened her mouth and split the sky and his words, blasting out a terrible strike of lightning that branched in chaotic directions—but especially toward the closest two titans.
“Dodge!” Locke shouted, and both he and Rion split to avoid the attack. The blast was so bright, it cast the entire area into daylight. Locke had fought lightning monsters before; a single direct shock from a storm drake had once severed his reflex link, if only temporarily, and if a mere storm drake could do that, he knew a shock from a dragon would do much worse.
“Don’t get hit!” Locke shouted. “A blast like that could take out a titan’s systems permanently.”
“That was my plan,” Rion replied, dodging another lightning blast, just as a branch forked toward Locke, and then another. They might have started off with heroic words, but with all the lightning coming at them, they’d have a time even reaching Fulminator.
“Peth!” Locke shouted. “Where’s that mind control?” If she could hold Fulminator in place, then he’d be able to land his energy ball point-blank.
“I’m trying!” Peth replied as he and Rion dodged another strike, fought another violent gust. “Reading is easy, but she’s too guarded for me to take hold! I can sense the original fighting the dark specter, though, and predict her moves.”
“What’s she planning, then?”
“To hit one of you with lightning and then attack physically when you lose control.”
Well, that’s obvious, Locke thought, but at least it’s simple.
“The dark specter seems to be having difficulty aiming, too,” Peth continued. “It feels like Fulminator’s denying it access to that part of her mind. Even so, the more you weaken it, the more likely I am to be able to slip through its defenses. Once it’s sufficiently beaten, I can use my power-up for an extra psy burst.”
“Got it!” Locke shouted, and zipped to dodge another chaotic bolt of lightning. Lacking the ability to properly aim her magic, Dark Fulminator began blasting short bursts of lightning everywhere.
But they had to weaken the dragon first.
“Shit, we can’t even get close to her with all the lightning she’s throwing up!” Rion cursed as he flitted around another blast. “Too busy not getting hit ourselves.”
Locke huffed a frustrated breath. They needed a way to control or at least redirect the lightning—and that was when he had an idea.
“Peth! Can you use your matter drone to make a lightning rod?”
“Absolutely!” Peth responded.
Fulminator must have sensed a change in plans from Peth’s direction. She stopped firing lightning bolts and instead swooped underneath Titan Chimera and Titan Ricochet Cavalier, heading for the Blue Heron.
Which gave Locke the perfect shot for his energy ball.
“Got you!” He snarled, and funneled a burst of magic through both his gravity catalysts. Titan Chimera plunged like a hunting hawk. As Fulminator opened her mouth for another lightning blast, he flung the energy ball at her eyes, then spun to land a two-catalyst-combo gravity kick right on top of her skull.
The lightning fizzled in her throat and she plummeted, but Locke knew that wouldn’t be the end of it. His titan may have landed a direct hit on her skull, but that skull was fully half the size of his titan, and she was already beginning to right herself in the air.
Still, it gave Long Shot an opening from the Indigo Gryphon. Ember fired, but her white energy bolt just barely missed Fulminator’s serpentine neck.
“Damn it!” Ember snapped.
The dragon snarled back at her as the bolt seared past into the trees, and that gave Peth the chance to spool out her lightning rod. Locke flew back around to the hangar to see Final Edict’s matter drone detaching from its right pauldron. A narrow tube supplied it with black swiftmetal, which Peth formed into a thin cable that stretched down to a tall screaming tree.
That would be the grounding cable, Locke assumed.
Once that cable was laid, Peth spun a strange looking net of ball-tipped rods, and then detached the swiftmetal pipe from the drone and let it fly free.
The moment it was loose, Fulminator swooped around the ship with an angry, glowing snarl, but they were ready for her attack this time. Lightning blasted out of her throat—but Peth flung the net just in time. It caught the blast, redirected it down, and the tree it was grounded to exploded into flames.
“Got the dragon!” Peth shouted.
Locke wasn’t entirely sure what she meant—the creature was nowhere near defeated—until he realized how close Fulminator was to the Blue Heron.
Final Edict and Deathly Rhythm leapt out of the hangar. Fulminator tried to dodge, but the short distance gave her no chance to evade, and both titans landed on her back. As Final Edict touched down, Peth detached her energy drone from its pauldron dock and sprayed a white beam of ice across the dragon’s eyes. Fulminator flailed her head, temporarily blinded, and Sloan used her distraction to spin her trusty chain dart into a blur, plunging it through the netting of Fulminator’s wing. She secured the chain around the solid wing base, and Locke realized what she was about to do.
“Ready, Peth!” Sloan informed.
Peth clambered up the dragon’s neck to snatch two of her gold lightning-like horns in Final Edict’s hands—the two handholds closest to the brain.
“Do it!” Peth shouted.
Sloan’s time catalyst flashed bright green, and the beating of Fulminator’s wings slowed just as Ultranoth’s had when she tried this trick last, too slow to keep her aloft, and she plummeted.
At the same time, Peth’s psy catalyst glowed pink, and even through the melting ice of her earlier attack, Locke could see Fulminator’s eyes begin to flicker bright magenta.
The dragon and its riders crashed through the canopy of screaming trees, leaving an ragged gash in the woods, and Fulminator began to thrash herself upright. That landing hadn’t even damaged her enough to cause a cough of blood, and though her wing was incapacitated, she was so huge a dragon that Sloan’s time magic could only stretch so far—and not to her legs.
Fulminator reared up and sprinted through the gnarled screaming trees, bashing a clear path through the woods.
“I’m reaching her from this proximity, but the specter’s still too strong!” Peth reported—right as Captain Belista radioed,
“Incoming dreg monsters sighted, less than a mile off! Storm drakes. Off to intercept.”
“Shit!” Locke snarled. The last thing they needed was more dreg-possessed lightning monsters. “Break their horns!” he called back, remembering his battle near Bexley’s estate. “They can’t shock without their horns.”
“Got it!” Ember called back as the Indigo Gryphon pulled away, carrying her with it.
Below, Dark Fulminator scrambled through the screaming trees, trying to knock the pesky titans off—and then saw an opportunity in her terrain. A great spire of rock loomed ahead of her, one of hundreds punctuating this area, and much more solid than the trees she’d smashed through so effortlessly through. When she reached it, she lunged to the side and rolled.
This move didn’t bother Final Edict one bit. Peth kept her hands stably on Fulminator’s horns as if she’d once made a hobby of wrangling giant pissed off dragons in a Precursor rodeo—but Deathly Rhythm wasn’t nearly so secure.
Though Sloan’s grip on her chain dart stayed firm, her feet slipped, and the force of Fulminator’s roll flung her off and—
Up?
“Hold on, your highness! I got you!” Rion shouted, and pulled his arm back in a brilliant flare of gravity purple to yank Deathly Rhythm high before Fulminator could crush her.
Locke zipped over in Titan Chimera and caught her as if she were a maiden falling from a tower, just as Rion zipped beneath them, elbow cocked back to deliver a fully-powered blazing purple four-catalyst gravity punch.
The blow struck against Dark Fulminator’s ribs with a tremendous, gut-wrenching crack, and a jet of blood spurted out of her throat like it had been bottled up at anime levels of pressure. But despite that wound, she still wasn’t beaten. With Final Edict still on her head, she launched back into the air and gathered another bolt of lightning in her throat—but then Peth flash-drew all of her lightning net’s swiftmetal back toward its drone, reshaped it into a thick band that snapped around the dragon’s maw, and muzzled her snout shut.
The lightning fizzled in Fulminator’s throat. She tried to belt an enraged roar, but the band muffled its power, and she clawed furiously at the impediment. It jiggled slightly, but the thick swiftmetal held fast against the dragon’s claws.
That was when Peth’s entire titan began to glow. The psy catalyst in Final Edict’s back flared as brightly as Locke had ever seen it, and a glow of the same magenta fury radiated from beneath every plane of Peth’s machine, as if she had unleashed a wholly new and amazing form.
The titan didn’t change beyond that, but Fulminator’s eyes now burned with the light of powerful psy magic, and she stopped moving except to drift on stilled wings.
“Now!” Peth shouted, readying her energy drone.
“Got her!” Rion flung out his hands and energized his gravity catalysts. Dark Fulminator froze completely in midair, held in place by Ricochet Cavalier’s tremendous combo magic. “Aim for the belly! Her scales are weaker there!”
“Right!” Locke charged up the biggest heat blast his tier four catalyst could manage.
“Lining up!” Ember’s voice came over Locke’s radio, too. Out of the corner of his eye, Locke saw a bright glow in the sky atop the distant Indigo Gryphon. From that distance, it would be a long shot. But well …
Ember’s titan had that name for a reason, and three beams from three titans blasted toward the dragon’s scaled armor.
The darker, stronger scales struck by Peth’s drone showed no signs of damage, but Locke’s beam burned a fresh, smoking scar across Fulminator’s throat—and even from her place on the Indigo Gryphon, Ember’s mega-catalyst burned a hole straight through one side of her rib cage.
“She’ll feel that in the morning!” Locke cheered.
“Fuck yeah!” Ember shouted back.
An incredible gush of blood spurted out through the pinch of Dark Fulminator’s closed mouth—and more importantly, a great gush of sparkling purple burst out from the dragon’s chest wound.
“Burn it!” Locke commanded.
Rion held the squirming goo in place with his gravity magic, and Locke darted close and sprayed it with fire. Another beam from Long Shot blasted into the dragon’s unhindered wing. Though heavy scales protected the wing’s bones and musculature, the flesh of its webbing proved no match for her tier six mega-catalyst, and her beam blasted a swath of nothing right up the length of Fulminator’s right wing.
That wing would be of no further use in this battle.
Another, thinner spurt of dark specter gushed out of the burned edges.
“I’ve got these!” Locke shouted, and doused the jet of dark fluid with searing flame, as the glow of Peth’s titan dimmed.
“That’s one shot of specter goo used up!” Peth reported, hands still on Fulminator’s horns. “It’s weakening! Just a little more and I can try to expel it!”
“YOU WILL NOT.”
Dark Fulminator’s voice snarled through all their heads again, even more ferocious than before—but with less mental punch this time. She was weakening.
“WE HAVE WAITED A THOUSAND YEARS TO BE FREED,” the dark specter inside Fulminator projected, “WE HAVE DEVOURED GREATER THAN YOU.”
“Then why are we the ones winning while you’re the one with the hole in her chest?” Locke dared, and slugged Fulminator full-force in the snout. Her head whipped to the side with a startling crack—but the dragon turned her head back to look at him, even though it took great effort. The ice of Peth’s earlier attack had fully melted from her eyes, and in the crackling light of her storm, Locke could still see them fully overtaken by the dark specter.
“Time for you to wake up, Fulminator.”
“SUCH BOLDNESS,” the dark dragon taunted, “FOR SOMEONE WHO NEEDS HIS LACKIES TO HOLD ME DOWN.”
“I’d say I have just the right amount of confidence for someone whose friends have his back.”
A sudden, sickening wave of amusement washed through Locke’s skull, as if forced upon him from the dark specter’s mind.
“YES,” Dark Fulminator said. “I SUPPOSE THERE IS SOMETHING TO BE SAID FOR GOOD FRIENDS IN BATTLE.”
A new sickening feeling rose in Locke’s belly, and this one didn’t come from the dragon.
“Locke!” Alyssa radioed. “Airships incoming! They’re not registered!”
Locke jerked Titan Chimera’s head up to the Blue Heron, just in time to see a flotilla of six little airships plunge through the canopy of swirling black clouds.
Locke recognized them immediately. They were the same tiny, zippy models Pious’ cultists had used to escape from the Omega Archiver. Maybe even …
“Those are Pious’ ships!” Sloan shouted from below. “I recognize the hull markings!”
“Where the hell did they come from? Did Fulminator summon them?” Locke snapped as the ships split into two groups of three. One trio shot toward the Indigo Gryphon; the other rushed for the Blue Heron, angling toward its open hangar doors.
“Alyssa, they’re trying to board!” he shouted. “Close the—”
But the cultists didn’t merely board. One tiny airship flew straight into the hangar, and then two more crashed into the sides of the ship, their noses apparently reinforced for just this sort of ramming.
“Captain Belista, alert!” Locke shouted to his radio. “Enemy airships heading for the Indigo Gryphon.”
“We see ’em,” Captain Belista replied smoothly. “Don’t worry, this isn’t the first time we’ve dealt with boarders.”
Locke was about to respond—but couldn’t before a great, metallic explosion ripped through the Blue Heron. One of the turbines had exploded, sending metal plates flying. The propeller sparked the warped hull until it ground to a halt, And the airship dipped to one side.
“Shit!” Locke cursed. The Heron’s two gravity furnaces would keep it aloft in an emergency, at least for a short while, but that blast made it clear what the cultists were trying to do. They wanted to bring the airship down. He had to get back to his ship—but he wasn’t about to leave this dark specter unfinished, either.
He let out a heavy breath through his teeth, hating what he had to do next.
“Kill Fulminator,” he ordered. “There’s no time.”
That was when the sparkling purple of Fulminator’s eyes erupted into an evil gleam.
Chapter Nine
It wasn’t only her eyes.
Veins of glowing deep purple spiderwebbed along the flesh surrounding her eyes, and the skin underneath her scales turned bright with the underglow of siphoned power.
Just like the specter goo power-up in Final Edict.
The inside of her clamped jaws glowed, too—and then they exploded. A great purple-black crack of lightning blasted out from between her teeth. The force of it shattered Peth’s swiftmetal muzzle, and the hot beam raked wildly through the air, slashing across one of the turbines flanking the Blue Heron’s bridge. A line of metal glowed orange along the beam’s path, and a second engine exploded, showering the bridge with scything metal.
“Alyssa!” Locke shouted as greasy smoke obscured the airship’s nose.
Alyssa didn’t respond.
Fuck this, he thought. His crew needed him, and he had no more time to waste with this specter. He clawed his right hand out before him, shaped the largest energy ball he could muster and flung it at the dragon’s vulnerable gashes, in sync with energy bolts fired from Peth’s drone and a flurry of flying punches from Rion’s gravity titan. Locke could see the shockwaves of those punches landing even through the smoke of his own scorching attack.
But he also saw something else.
Fulminator’s wounds glowed, too. They began to re-knit with a thick purple-black simulation of flesh. Even her wing’s webbing reformed.
And suddenly, with a great and terrible flap, Dark Fulminator broke free of all their influences. She shot into the sky, purple-black lightning crackling around her, Final Edict still holding on to her horns like a dragon rider but having no apparent effect—and causing no apparent bother.
“ARE YOU TRULY THE BEST THIS WORLD CAN MUSTER?” Dark Fulminator bellowed. She rose to the darkest of the swirling clouds—and then plunged straight for the Blue Heron.
Locke had no time to answer the dragon’s taunt. He blasted all the magic at his disposal into his gravity catalysts, and Rion did the same, desperate to catch up with the monster, to at least knock her off course, but she was too high above, and her mouth already crackled with black lightning that, at point-blank range would—
Suddenly, sky.
Suddenly, purple.
But it was not the purple of a dark specter.
A spectacular whoosh of air ripped a hole through the blackness of Fulminator’s clouds, and diving through the center of that gash was a giant purple dragon.
Ultranoth the Organized smashed into Dark Fulminator like a dragon-sized meteor, thrashed her from the sky, and pulled her down into the screaming trees so hard that for one shocking, startled moment, the trees stopped screaming. The air stopped moving.
Fulminator’s storm came to a pause.
And atop the dragon’s head, Final Edict burst with a second glow of furious magenta. Against Fulminator’s power-up, Peth’s own wasn’t as strong as the last had been, but nonetheless, it still had a potent effect.
“I have her!” Peth shouted. When Fulminator moved this time, it was with a pained, tormented flail, as if she was fighting something inside herself. Or as if three things were fighting inside her—she and Peth versus the invading dark specter.
Fulminator tried to scramble back up, but Ultranoth just fucking slapped her, hard enough for her body to carve a short, ragged chasm through the screaming trees.
The thing about Ultranoth—she might have been smaller than Fulminator, but Fulminator was lanky with youth, and Ultranoth was thick as hell in comparison. Such that even this one slap knocked the blacklight glow right out of Fulminator’s eyes.
“She’s used up her power-up!” Peth reported.
“Go, darling, save the Heron!” Ultranoth projected to Locke. “We’ll handle this miscreant.”
Locke didn’t need to hear her twice. Especially that, now, another cultist airship was flying toward the Blue Heron’s hangar …
***
The airships had been clever in their approach. Alyssa had barely spotted them descending from the clouds before they made their move, and Bexley had barely made it to her enclosed workshop before the cultist airship shot into her hangar, and two great crashes elsewhere indicated some other bullshit had slammed into the ship.
All the mages were out in their titans, and Alyssa was alone on the bridge, probably with nothing more than the bridge’s mage pistol for defense, and that would only go so far against what Bexley assumed to be three airships full of crazed cultists.
Bexley had to reach her.
But she had to deal with her own bullshit first.
As she darted through her enclosed workshop’s hatch, she slapped the button that closed her office blinds, pulled over some carefully-selected shelves and slapped a few traps into place—just as she heard the invading airship’s hatch open, and roughly ten pairs of feet scurry out. Her blinds weren’t armored, but they’d at least keep the cultists from seeing what she was doing as they rushed her workshop, and with what she had in mind, that little delay was all she needed.
She didn’t close the workshop hatch.
She had no intention of hiding.
Her days at the Arcane Index engineering school had involved endless lessons about workplace hazards and the importance of keeping a neat, clean, and organized space, lest a mundane mess cause a disproportionately tragic accident. She was knowledgeable in all those rules for avoiding hazards.
Which meant she was equally knowledgeable in how to create hazards.
Still, a gun didn’t hurt, either, and she’d kept a mage pistol in the hangar for unforeseen emergencies like this. She snatched it from the weapons locker at the back, took cover in the shadow of a large cabinet, and waited.
When the first cultist came to her door, she was ready. She didn’t even have to move. The primary barricade for the workshop door was a precariously balanced turned-over bookshelf, and when the man tried to scramble over it, it promptly unbalanced. The cultist stumbled forward face first, and when he tried to regain his footing, she peeked around the cabinet and fired a series of quick shots straight at his chest.
One thing about the Arcane Index—it assumed that most of its students aspired to be adventurers of some sort, or at the very least on airships where adventures and dangerous misadventures were commonplace. So at least one class in marksmanship was required for all students, and Bexley had indulged in far more than just one. And if her tits were directly proportional to the size of her brain, then her shooting skills were a close second to both.
The man collapsed with two burning holes in his lungs, while a second man began to climb over him. This one was more cautious, but that only helped him dodge her first burst of shots. The second volley turned him into another smoking obstruction—but by this point, the rest of the cultists had gotten wise.
A heavy crash heralded the bashing aside of her barricade, and she peeked around the corner to see that four cultists had brought some kind of battering ram with them, complete with the glow of a built-in gravity catalyst, and had knocked a nearly-clear path through her workshop hatch.
Even so, they were still pressed together, which was why she’d chosen the narrow entryway. She hadn’t left herself vulnerable. She’d made a funnel.
The cultists pressed on into the workshop, but soon they found themselves slipping and sliding on her latest trap. Two of them cried out when, in the wild scramble to grab hold of something solid, they dropped the heavy battering ram on their own feet.
Oiling and greasing the lobby floor of the rival dorm had made for a magnificent prank in her first year of engineering school. It was made better for this because once a person stepped into the slippery grasp of those fluids, they could only flail until they chanced to reach clean ground, unless someone helped them out, and both were slow processes.
So when the four cultists and their battering ram fell, their flailing forms were no match for her cold eyes and hard aim.
Unfortunately, though, she saw the error in her plan too late. For now the fallen cultists’ bodies formed an easy bridge across her grease, and the remaining four clambered over her obstacle.
From this distance, she came to a quick realization. The people she’d seen back at the Omega Archiver and Pious’ secret lab had possessed some intelligence, despite their dreg-injected eyes, but the eyes that were coming for her now …
They were vapid, brainless, and glowing with a magenta light.
Bexley fired to the end of her void cartridge, but only succeeded in taking down one more. She tossed the empty pistol behind her and snatched her favorite wrench from the tool belt around her waist. It was her favorite for its reliability (both salacious and practical), but also because it had a girth that made it useful for other purposes, too. It rang with a satisfying meaty clang when it collided with the next cultist’s head.
But another cultist was waiting at the end of her arc. He snatched the grip of her wrench before she could bring it back up and yanked it against her wrist painfully, twisting it out of her grip despite her efforts to keep it. He tossed it aside, but even that wasn’t the last of Bexley’s resources.
A small, well-used chest lingered in a corner behind her, and she snatched it and unclasped its latch before flinging its contents in an arc over the cultists’ line of sight.
Her entire hangar collection of frilly panties and salacious lacy lingerie rained down over the invading men like the holiest and horniest gift from the pantheon of sex gods.
The cultists paused, bewildered by the situation.
That was when she heard the distinctive hum of another airship flying into the hangar, and a tremendous thrash rocked the Blue Heron. The sound of screeching metal tore through her ears, and a stampede of additional footsteps echoed in the tinny expanse outside.
Shots fired. Cultists screamed.
And then a twelve-foot-tall Vasori-gold rig bashed straight through the workshop wall. Its skate-wheeled feet skidded across her oil trap, but the pilot spun to balance the machine with no small amount of skill. As the machine spun, one metal arm caught both panty-entangled cultists and smashed them into the opposite wall in stains of red and purple and meat.
“You okay, Bexley?” a fierce but still sweet-sounding voice came through the rig’s speakers. Now that Bexley had a moment to look, she recognized the distinct, cute hair puff belonging to Aster Peregrine, but her expression was not its usual cute self. She was Sevas’ fiancée, and now she scowled out of her rig’s bubble hatch with a sharp ferocity she’d likely adopted from the man, like a warrior whose final form had been unlocked.
Bexley peered around the hole she’d ripped in the wall to see Erudicia Q’Van with her favorite mage shotgun, positioned before a duplicate of the cultists’ airship with a crew of heavily-armed archaeologists as if formed up to defend it. Not that anything remained to defend it from; There were dead dreg-possessed cultists everywhere.
“Did you literally beat off the cultists, steal one of their ships, and make it over here to beat on my cultists before I could even beat my first wave?” Bexley exclaimed.
“Honestly that’s just a normal day for the crew of the Indy,” Erudicia shrugged from outside.
Bexley looked back to Aster, and Aster shrugged, too. “Like my mom said, it’s not our first time repelling boarders.”
To that, Bexley snatched her wrench and gun from the floor and grabbed a fresh cartridge for her mage pistol.
“Come on, then!” she said. “We need to go help Alyssa!”
“All clear in here!” Erudicia announced, and reloaded her mage shotgun. “Let’s get the rest of them!”
***
Locke landed Titan Chimera in the hangar to a scene of two cultist airships and complete carnage—most of it bleeding purple, and he wasn’t entirely sure what to think of that. Still, Bexley wasn’t among the carnage, even if there was a massive hole in her workshop, and her mage pistol locker was empty, which could have been a good thing.
Still, best to be wary. He grabbed his own pistol from the weapons locker on his scaffold, pocketed its cartridges, and then proceeded out of the hangar, down the hall.
He was immediately greeted with another scene of carnage. Some of it was smeared across the wall as if by a titan or, more likely, a rig, and when he came to the scene where the first airship had penetrated the Blue Heron’s side, he saw that the same rig had bashed through the wall into the damaged room and knocked the little airship clean out of the hole.
He found a similar sight on the next floor up, but no carnage this time—and that was when he heard the shots and crashes from above. He sprinted up the next flight of stairs, grip solid on his mage pistol, ready to run out firing.
He kicked open the stairway door with a conspicuous crash, hoping to draw attention to himself, to distract from the ladies.
But when he looked down the hallway to the bridge, it was to see Bexley leaning amusedly against a rig, Aster sitting demurely inside it, Erudicia and a handful of her archaeologists inside the control room, and Alyssa firing the final pistol shot into a prone cultist’s head.
His footsteps echoed in near silence, and everyone looked up to face him.
“Well, how am I supposed to make a heroic entrance now?” he exclaimed, lowering his pistol.
Alyssa blew the smoke away from her barrel. “You’ll have plenty more opportunities, I’m sure. In the meantime, we should burn these bodies. I don’t know if the same shadow dreg rules apply to them, at least regarding reanimation, but I’d rather not chance it.”
“Good call,” Locke said.
“What’s the status of Dark Fulminator?” Alyssa asked.
Locke turned back toward the staircase, not sure if he should feel exasperated or not that he hadn’t had to fire a single shot.
“Well, I guess I’m about to find out!” he called out as he sprinted back to the hangar.
***
Diminished power-up or not, Fulminator the Atrocious was still formidable. It hadn’t taken her long at all to get back on her feet after Locke left, even if Ultranoth’s tremendous gravity magic had kept her grounded, and now she and the gravity dragon thrashed through the screaming trees, Ultranoth blasting out invisible gravity punches and Fulminator answering with great, if now merely golden blasts of lightning.
But the lightning was weakening, and with it, the dark specter’s hold on the lightning dragon. Peth could feel it through her catalyst. But she only had one shot of empowering specter goo left. She needed to make it count, and for that, Fulminator had to be even weaker.
Peth abandoned her position on the dragon’s head and skidded across her enormous back, her energy drone blasting any tendrils of dark specter that lashed out at her. In the meantime, she’d sent her matter drone around to collect her dropped pieces of swiftmetal, and now it returned to her, task complete.
Fulminator thrashed her whip-like tail against her back, aiming to knock Final Edict off, but hers was too solid a mech for that, and her technique too poised. Peth threw up her titan’s arms in a cross and blocked the tail’s attack, right before she snatched her matter catalyst from the air and slashed it out into a great and shining silver longsword.
Gods, it felt so familiar to her, like an extension of herself she’d forgotten she even had. The mere memory of that sword—that feeling—thrilled a new intensity into her hands, into her movements.
The dragon’s tail came for her again, and she thrust forward to meet it, slashing her blade along the jagged side of the scales and sloughing a wide swath of flesh clean off in a motion she could swear she’d used before. Fulminator shrieked in pain; dark specter gushed out of the wound, and Peth burned it to ash with her energy drone. She repeated the process again and again, slashing off more scales, luring out more specter, darting in with her drones.
—and all the while, feeling an absurd and delightful sense of familiarity. Of purpose.
It was one thing to be the singular bearer of critical knowledge, the only remaining Precursor, the only person on this planet who had faced Avarice directly. It was wholly something else to be a titan mage, to be a person who could now act on what she knew.
Much as she’d begun to forget her humanity, she’d completely forgotten the thrill of piloting a titan—but now she felt its exhilarating return. There was tremendous power in even this smaller, primitive machine, tremendous purpose. She danced along the dragon’s scales, returning to a life unlike any she could pursue outside of battle, a joy only experienced in the intensity of this struggle.
It was joy she could only gain by risking her left against this ravenous evil, once more, as a true defender of haven and those she loved. It was terrifying in scope.
It was intoxicating with meaning.
And now she grasped for more of it.
As she dodged the dragon’s blows, she reached the fingers of her mind out into the crackling blackness of the creature’s own. She felt rage there, and pain, and terror, and—yes, the horrifying awareness of mortality, even more horrifying for a creature that expected to live centuries.
It was very … dragon, Peth realized. Not dark specter.
It was a crack.
And so Peth clinched the fingers of her mind and clawed them in. She felt a force press back, churning and angry—but not Fulminator.
“YOU FOOL,” the monster bellowed through her mind. “YOU ONLY PROLONG THE INEVITABLE.”
“I like this world,” Peth replied. “I’ll take as much of it as I can.”
She blasted the last of her specter goo through her titan, and she pushed deeper.
The surrounding minds were privy to none of this. All they heard was a guttural, wet roar, and then saw Fulminator the Atrocious heave. She vomited a thick, sticky stream of sparkling purple-black from her snout, and Ultranoth collected it in a churning gravity-constricted ball, aided by Rion.
“Shoot it!” Peth commanded, forcing the rest of the dark specter out. Her energy drone unleashed its hot flame, and soon another bolt joined it from Ember’s cannon on the returning Indigo Gryphon, along with a great stream of fire as Titan Chimera swooped down to help.
She, Locke, and Ember burned the ball until it was nothing, until nothing but spit came out of Fulminator’s mouth, and she flopped onto the ground, exhausted.
But alive.
The dragon licked her chops and spat.
“Ooh, that shit’s nasty,” she muttered. Her voice was ragged, but otherwise fully restored to the playful easiness of her natural demeanor. “It’s too exciting around here with you. Y’all need to go.”
Despite her words, she grinned as she said it.
“Thank you, though,” she added, and then collapsed, unconscious.
Chapter Ten
They couldn’t stay in place long. Upon the Indigo Gryphon’s return, Captain Belista reported that the most immediate dreg monsters were taken care of, but given the sheer amount of meteorfall that had punctuated the sky these past few hours, more would be incoming. In fact, Locke could already hear their chaotic noise in the distance.
And a dragon in Fulminator’s state would be a delicious target for shadow dregs and dark specters.
Moreover, with her dark specter gone, Fulminator’s wounds had opened so fully that Locke could see organs in her chest that he couldn’t even name. Oddly, though, Ultranoth didn’t seem all that worried about it.
“Oh, good, she has at least one core charged,” the dragon observed over Titan Chimera’s shoulder, indicating a huge gemlike sphere glowing in Fulminator’s guts, pulsing and crackling with energy. Sensing Locke’s confusion, she explained, “It’s a condensate storage organ, for emergency situations. She’ll heal quickly with that much magic saved up.”
“I’m sure she wouldn’t mind some extra help, though.” Locke heard Dr. Waltz’s voice come from his titan’s feet and looked down to see the man leading a floating platform behind him, carrying a small condensate tank and what looked like an assortment of catalyst-implanted medical tools. “This’ll do, Rion!”
Dr. Waltz waved to a spot behind Titan Chimera, and Locke turned to see Ricochet Cavalier give a thumbs up, as the platform lowered to an easy stop.
“You’re a dragon doctor, too?” Locke asked.
“No, but there are enough similarities between dragon and human organs for me to at least help patch her up. Her magic will fix everything eventually anyway.”
“Must be nice to be a dragon.”
“It generally is,” Ultranoth replied.
“Even so,” Dr. Waltz continued, “she won’t be able to defend herself from dreg attack for some time, and if we leave her here, she’ll definitely be taken again.”
“Then we’ll bring her with us,” Locke decided. “Is she still able to take human form?”
“She should be able to manage that when she wakes up,” Ultranoth said. “She’ll heal faster in human form, too.”
Locke nodded, then looked around to take stock of the general scene.
Without Fulminator’s influence, the storm had begun to dissipate, but it was still dark enough to cast an eerie pall over the area. Before the battle, the dense tangle of screaming trees had dominated the landscape, but Dark Fulminator had uprooted so many trees that a small clearing remained in which they could regroup. Now he, Ultranoth, and Dr. Waltz saw to Fulminator on one side of the clearing while Ember, Ray, and Rion took care of the growing pile of cultist bodies on the other. The remaining titans patrolled the perimeter, keeping an eye out for dreg-possessed monsters and other threats. Captain Belista headed the operations on that side, Splendid Defender’s head on a constant swivel—until she received a report from someone, then nodded toward the pile, at which point she and Ray blasted it with hot energy beams.
“Where did those cultists come from?” Locke asked no one in particular as their assailants burned. “I thought the Arcane Index arrested them all.”
Alyssa radioed from the Blue Heron’s bridge. There wasn’t enough room in the clearing to accommodate an airship and a fallen dragon and a cultist funeral pyre, so Alyssa had brought the Blue Heron to a low hover above the treetops to make it easier for Bexley and the mechanics lent by the Indy to repair the damaged propellers and replace the destroyed one.
The Indigo Gryphon had suffered comparatively little damage and so floated higher, keeping an eye out for more distant threats; about the same number of cultists had attacked it as had attacked the Blue Heron, but the Indigo Gryphon was far better equipped, with a much larger crew, and in the face of combat archaeologists, Sevas’ sharp aim, and at least one rig, its attackers had barely made it past their point of entry.
“I asked the same question,” Alyssa replied. “Lola just radioed back and said that Archstone’s a mess. Apparently, it came under significant dreg attack while we were on our way to Dreadcliff and contact has been lost with both the Index and Constabulary. It’s not unlikely that the cultists escaped and reclaimed their airships in that mess. Probably came for us as soon as they escaped, too, given how quickly they reached us. She said the Index observatories were also lost to dreg attack, but given the circumstances, I’m not surprised.”
“How did they know to come here?” Locke inquired. “Peth, is there a chance that there’s a cultist plant among one of our crews?”
“I don’t detect any,” Peth replied via radio, still encased in Final Edict and watching for dangers on the perimeter. “ But I do detect …”
She trailed off uncertainly.
“What?” Locke pressed.
“It’s odd, but I swear I can detect traces of Pious’ mind.”
“From the cultists?”
Another few bursts from Long Shot, Splendid Defender, and Ghostly Parable greeted the question, and suddenly the faint scent of burning flesh was gone, and the pile of bodies with it.
“Well, not anymore,” Peth stated.
“So Pious was a shithead after all?” Ember exclaimed from Long Shot. “And he’s controlling his cultists from the moon?”
“It feels … more complex than that,” Peth replied. “I’ve never quite felt a mind like that before. I wasn’t even certain it was Pious at first. It felt … chewed up. Blended with others. As if it was in the process of being consumed or picked apart.”
Locke shivered at that concept. He couldn’t imagine what it must feel like to have one’s soul chewed up, but it didn’t sound like the reward Pious had beamed himself into the moon for.
“Pious or not, the cultists were definitely under something’s control.” Alyssa shivered. “They didn’t act like people who were moving of their own volition.”
“So what does that mean?” Ember asked. “Is Avarice in direct control of the dregs and specters now? Rather than just letting them wreak havoc aimlessly? If it is, then it’s a safe bet that we’re in for more trouble.”
“Well, that’s motivation to get on our way faster,” Locke said. “Alyssa, how long before the Blue Heron will be ready for flight—”
A tremendous explosion rocked the trees, and Locke’s stomach dropped the moment he heard it. When he spun to face the noise, he saw the Blue Heron fall from the air, and his stomach lurched again to hear the screams of everyone on board—and outside, still working on the propellers.
Instinct and instinct alone drove Locke into action. He flung Titan Chimera’s hands forward and blasted magic into his gravity catalysts, catching the engineers before they could fall to their deaths. Rion raced for the ship at the same time, diving under it and flaring his gravity catalysts to prevent it from falling—but the strain of lifting an entire airship quickly caused his catalysts to begin smoking. Still, he was able to ease it close enough to the ground that it could fall upon the “cushion” of the trees without hurting anyone inside.
Dr. Waltz grabbed his cart and began making his way to the scene.
It was obvious what had caused the crash. Despite the mechanics’ efforts to fix the propellers, sparkling purple smoke plumed from the airship’s rear quarter, which housed one of its gravity furnaces. The Blue Heron was designed to fly with a minimum of two propellers, and with three gone, the weight had overtaxed the furnaces.
“Alyssa! Bexley!” Locke radioed. “Everyone all right?”
“Fine, just—shaken,” Alyssa replied.
“Still doing headcounts,” Bexley answered. “Some broken bones, but nothing Dr. Waltz can’t fix.”
“At this point it may be best to leave the Blue Heron and all travel on the Indigo Gryphon,” Captain Belista suggested from Splendid Defender. “We can certainly fit five more people, and there’s room for your titans.”
“I’d—rather not,” Alyssa replied from the Blue Heron’s bridge, her voice still rattled. “It’s …”
Locke heard a twinge of uncertainty in her voice and understood why. Logically, he agreed with Captain Belista, especially since the Indigo Gryphon was a better ship in every way—setting aside the fact that it could actually still fly. But the Blue Heron wasn’t just a ship to Alyssa. It was her home and the last thing remaining of a family that had been completely massacred by a dragon, except for her.
And suddenly Locke realized he’d come to regard it in a similar way. He may not have grown up on it like Alyssa had, but he’d helped build it into what it presently was. Its broad flank still gleamed with the elegant painted heraldry of the ship’s namesake, wings spread in a grand mastery of the skies. They’d barely been able to afford basic maintenance when he joined the crew, much less something as inessential as paint—and in nine short months, their fortunes had risen enough that they could indulge in the ship’s cosmetics with fancy paint.
“Bexley, how long will it take to get the ship aloft?” he radioed.
“With one furnace down, it’s not going to fly. Even with all the propellers fixed.”
“Then it’s fortunate that you have a gravity dragon on hand,” Ultranoth offered.
The moment she spoke, Locke fought an urge to bop himself in the head. Of course! Ultranoth had moved the Blue Heron at reckless speed back at her lair, when they’d been in a hurry to reach the Morton Estate, ahead of the dark specter that had possessed Ultranoth and turned her treasured skeleton collection into a bone dragon bent on destruction. Granted, the ship had been fully functional at that point, but still …
“Can you carry the Heron to Mount Driver?” he asked.
“What’s even the benefit of bringing the ship along?” Sevas radioed from the Indy’s hangar. “If it doesn’t serve a specific purpose, then it’s an unnecessary burden, and time is of the essence.”
“If nothing else, its parts will make for useful scrap,” Peth replied from Final Edict. “I expect Mount Driver will require some repairs after one thousand years, and with all the matter mages we have, the Heron becomes a valuable resource for that.”
Locke sensed that, up on the bridge, Alyssa probably had some choice words about that suggestion, but he conceded that Peth did have a point, and they couldn’t afford to be picky. Not with Avarice “leering” down at them. He looked up to Ultranoth.
“It won’t be a pleasant ride with the ship in this condition,” she replied, “but I can manage.”
“Then let’s do it!” Locke looked down to Dr. Waltz. “How’s Fulminator now?”
Fulminator answered with a wakening but still groggy grunt. Her electric blue eyes flicked open sluggishly and she disappeared into a smoky golden wisp that then coalesced into a considerably more travel-sized form. She kept her lightning-shaped horns, which poked out of the top of her head like little costume antlers, but the rest of her resembled a sassy little fashionista with smartly-cut black and gold clothes that knew exactly how daring they were, and wild spiky hair that, well, looked like it had been struck by lightning. Or perhaps had suffered a wild fashion show afterparty. Despite the energy of her wardrobe, her expression was one of heavy fatigue.
“I’m getting on the fancy ship,” she declared, and made straight for the Indigo Gryphon.
Given the state of the Blue Heron, Locke couldn’t blame her choice.
And given the monstrous noises that were drawing ever closer, Locke couldn’t blame her hurry.
“Everyone aboard who doesn’t want to be left behind!” Locke declared. “We make for Mount Driver!”
Chapter Eleven
Ultranoth hadn’t been lying.
Back at the Morton Estate, she’d been able to rocket the Blue Heron across the sky with ease, but that was back when it was a fully functional airship. Now, with three propellers and a furnace missing, the ship’s flight capabilities relied almost entirely upon her. Locke, Ember, Sloan, and Peth had moved all their titans to the Indigo Gryphon, which would spare Ultranoth the sixty or so tons they represented, but the Blue Heron was still an enormous airship.
The result was that, though Locke and Alyssa had been able to enjoy a few hours of smooth dragon-supported flight, Ultranoth’s magic was ultimately necessary to the functioning of Mount Driver, so she’d switched to winged flight to conserve what remained.
And therein lay the true nightmare of dragon travel.
Bexley, Ember, Sloan, and Peth were nowhere near this horror; they’d accompanied the titans to the Indigo Gryphon so they could fix them up from the battle. Locke and Alyssa, though, had opted to stay on the Blue Heron to manage the surviving gravity furnace, so now only they remained to experience the “delight” of an airship propelled by dragon wings.
Presently Alyssa was hunched in the bridge’s folding beach chair, vomiting into a bucket.
“Oh, gods, I should have gone with the others,” she moaned as Locke held her hair back from the fixed captain’s chair. He stared out the window to grant her some dignity, but it didn’t help his own situation. With every great flap of Ultranoth’s wings, he saw the landscape bob up and down before them and felt his stomach lurch with it, much like it had the one time he and his dad hit choppy waters on their one—and only—father-son deep sea fishing trip. He’d revisited more of that day’s meals than he’d ever hoped to, and now his stomach felt primed for a repeat performance.
It began to feel better when Alyssa finished evacuating her stomach, and she and her noises left the room with her bucket in hand.
“You look beautiful even when you’re sick,” Locke mused when she returned with the pail washed out.
“How are you not sick?” Alyssa moaned as she came up beside him, and truly, her face was lovely even though it was still green.
“Sheer force of manliness.”
Even so, he was glad when the landscape bobbed again and gave him cause to say, “There it is!”
The obvious white peak of Mount Driver thrust up out of the view ahead, and soon the lower mountains of its associated range melted out of the airy haze of the atmosphere, too. Both were still two or three hours away, though, and it was then that Locke noticed the position of the sun. They’d been flying for most of the day, which meant the sun would be setting soon.
Which would significantly impede their ability to find the mass driver’s entrance.
He dialed the radio to Ultranoth’s frequency.
“Hey, Ultranoth. How are you doing up there?”
Bexley had rigged up some receiver headphones that Ultranoth now wore hooked over her ears. There was no microphone for her to reply with, but then a dragon didn’t need one.
“Managing.” Her voice came directly back into his head. “It’s been a long time since I’ve lifted this much for so long.”
Locke could hear her fatigue even in her mental voice.
“Going faster isn’t an option, then?”
“Not unless another dragon shows up.”
“What about Fulminator? I know she’s injured, but . . .”
“She’s sleeping soundly on the Indy, almost in a recovery coma. Best leave her be unless it’s the end of the world.”
“That’s kind of what I’m afraid of.” Locke thought for a moment. “What about Rion? Ricochet Cavalier has some impressive gravity catalysts.”
“For a titan. Not to sound ungrateful, but he’d just get in my way.”
“Then I suppose we just keep going like this.” Locke tried to keep the tension out of his voice, but this entire time, he’d kept his eyes on the sky and the meteors, still streaking down like whole constellations of falling stars.
Many were landing roughly in the same direction in which they were flying. Too many to be a coincidence. He didn’t know what would be waiting for them at Mount Driver, but he was certain something would, and the longer this flight took, the more time the agents of Avarice had to gather.
“I can see them, too,” Ultranoth said. “The meteors, I mean.”
“Oh. Sorry,” Locke replied. She must have registered the stress in his words, despite his efforts to mask it.
“No apology is necessary. We’re all tense. I’ve been trying to contact Mount Driver’s dragon to stay apprised of the situation there, but to no avail.”
“Damn,” Locke muttered, “then that might mean Avarice has already corrupted it.”
“Not necessarily. Its dragon is Meriwether the Somnolent, and he takes his name very seriously. It’s equally likely that he’s just sleeping.”
“Through the apocalypse?”
“It wouldn’t be the first apocalypse he’s slept through,” Ultranoth said. “He’s at least as old as I am. Anyway, I’ll keep trying to reach him. The closer we come, the easier it’ll be.”
“Good,” Locke said, and felt his confidence rise a bit at her information. He hadn’t expected Mount Driver to have a dragon, and if they could add another dragon to their team, their chances of lasting against Avarice rose considerably.
Suddenly he realized how big an asset Ultranoth truly was. Dragon magic aside, she had connections with the other dragons, and could communicate with them as easily as sending a message directly into their heads. Which made him curious—
“Ultranoth, what are the dragons doing during all this?”
“Most are doing what they can to defend their own territories,” Ultranoth replied. “But the dragonmoot consensus was that, if the fall of civilization becomes imminent, we take heavier action.”
“Dragonmoot?” Locke asked. “When did the dragons have time to meet during all this?”
“A mental meeting,” Ultranoth clarified, “over several days, as the hibernating dragons were woken up. Not all dragons participated. Bloodguzzler the Vicious was the main holdout, but—pardon my language—he’s an asshole anyway, so no one expected his cooperation.”
“Right,” Locke nodded, and glanced to Alyssa at the mention of the dragon’s name. Bloodguzzler’s only allegiance was to the bandits who brought him tribute. He’d been the one to kill Alyssa’s family a few years ago, which led to the near failure of Harper’s Harriers at the time. Locke wasn’t surprised to learn that he’d leave defending the world to everyone else.
And as far as he was concerned, Bloodguzzler should hope he never met Locke in person, because right now the only thing keeping the dragon alive—the distraction of the apocalypse aside—was that he supplied the magic of a region, and killing him would sap that region of its viability.
“So what heavier actions will the dragons take?” Locke continued.
“If Avarice breaks free, we unlock all our cores and fight to the bitter end. That will kill us, but we’ll go down swinging.”
“Makes sense,” Locke replied, though the cold, rational admission of it sent a chill down his spine. She spoke of the plan with no fear at all, just an admission of a possible fate. One final draconic charge in the defense of Haven.
Which means, Locke reflected, that the dragons, with all their vast power, still expect they’ll lose if they have to face Avarice.
“Well, thank you for helping us,” Locke said, and hoped his voice carried the gravity intended. “After all, you and the other dragons could have gone into hiding again.”
“We like this world, and its people,” Ultranoth replied. “I’m willing to do far more than fly an airship to a mountain to save it. Besides, with Avarice ready to break free, there’s no guarantee hiding would even work this time. I sincerely doubt my generation would have survived if Avarice hadn’t been trapped—or at least, wouldn’t have survived with our free wills intact. And there’s no way to trap it this time. Either we destroy it, or it destroys us. There is no other alternative.”
“I’m not going to let the dragons sacrifice themselves against Avarice,” Locke insisted. “Besides, I owe you. For helping us with the Blue Heron and the mass driver, and generally having our backs.”
“Oh, I can think of some proper repayment,” Ultranoth replied with an unexpected sultriness. “After all, the only form in which I’ve experienced you is my specter-possessed form, and I think we can both agree that she was suboptimal.”
Locke felt a rush of heat at the suggestion, despite himself and despite the situation. He had some complicated feelings about the experience he’d had with Dark Ultranoth. Dragon sex was … unconventional. And confusing. But he couldn’t deny some curiosity about what it would feel like done properly.
He’d have been more eager about the subject, though, if the landscape wasn’t still bobbing up and down and teasing his head with nausea.
“What about Nigel?” he asked instead.
“Oh, I think Nigel would be willing to join in if—”
“No,” Locke stated quickly. “I mean, he won’t mind?”
“Why would he? He makes his own fortune fathering other people’s babies. And when it comes down to it, I am a dragon. I do what I want. And whom I want. And it has been a long time since a void mage of your caliber has walked this planet. You have the best chance of anybody of surviving it.”
“Thanks, I suppose,” Locke replied, though the conversation did remind him of one of the reasons why he was so conflicted about dragon relations. It took a certain coefficient level to even be able to live through the experience—generally, anyway. Somehow Nigel had found a workaround, but Locke wasn’t about to ask him of all people how.
“Oh, pardon. Peth is calling,” Ultranoth said. “Seems the titans are all fixed up. If you’re done, I’m going to chatter with her a bit.”
Peth must have been projecting with the psy catalyst inside her titan, Locke reasoned. He dismissed Ultranoth and returned his attention to Alyssa.
“All four fixed up in a few hours!” Alyssa marveled. “Gods, I’m looking forward to having a bigger engineering crew—oh!”
She stumbled as the ship jolted, and Locke caught her, then held the ship’s wheel tight.
“Ultranoth?” he radioed.
“My apologies,” the dragon projected back. “I’m—I’m running low.”
***
Locke felt what she meant, and didn’t stop feeling it as the sun sank toward the horizon.
By the time they reached Mount Driver, the sky was a ferocious pink that reminded him terribly of psy magic. Moreover, meteors continued to blaze down, and when he looked to the horizon, he didn’t see a peaceful line between earth and sky; he saw segments of it glowing like distant cities on fire, columns of smoke rising to obscure the stars, meteors, and moon—and most importantly, he saw a horizon that wasn’t static.
It moved, undulated, churned. Like it was liquid. Or sludge. And the shadow of its presence was eating toward them at a conspicuous rate.
By his estimation, that overwhelming wall of shadow dregs would reach them at exactly the same time the sun set.
Or—
A sudden shriek bellowed from the land beneath them, and Locke felt a lurch in the Blue Heron’s movement. Then another, and another, their noises rising with each ripping metallic thud like the voices of a demon choir.
“The hell?” Locke shouted.
“Shadow drakes!” Captain Belista radioed from the Indigo Gryphon.
“On it!” Rion shouted, and Locke heard the instant whoosh of a gravity titan taking off from the ship beside them.
“Ray and I have you, too!” Ember radioed, apparently from inside Long Shot. “Seal yourselves in however you can!”
“Shit,” Locke hissed through clenched teeth as he darted to close and lock the bridge hatch. All he and Alyssa had to defend themselves were a wall and the two mage pistols in their gun locker. Had the dreg-possessed drakes suspected that? It didn’t sound like they were attacking the Indy, with its larger, fully-armed crew.
The ship lurched again.
“It’s all yours, Ember!” he heard Rion radio, and then heard one of Long Shot’s distinctive mega-catalyst bolts sear through the air outside.
“What kind of drakes?” he radioed to Captain Belista, more to distract his furious energy than anything else. God, he hated being outside his titan for this.
“Stone, looks like. Though they’re oozing with so many dregs, it’s hard to tell.”
“So there could be dregs on this ship?”
Captain Belista didn’t answer him. Instead she said, “You ready for a titan, Ultranoth?”
“Grip … secured,” Ultranoth responded.
“Fuck! More drakes are coming!” Rion snapped, just as another crash tore through the back of the ship.
“I’m in!” Locke heard Ray shout, but his relief diminished instantly as another cacophony of thuds shuddered the entire ship.
“They’re on my back!” Ultranoth roared.
“Fly toward the Indy! I’ll knock ‘em off!” Sanja radioed. The ship lurched yet again as Ultranoth banked toward the Indigo Gryphon, and again as another multi-ton machine added to the stress on the dragon’s wings.
Still, Glam Hammer’s landing didn’t feel as heavy as the thumps of Ghostly Parable’s arrival, and it occurred to Locke that Sanja might be using her secondary gravity aptitude to lighten herself.
“I’ll aid you!” Peth radioed from Final Edict, as Glam Hammer thudded across Ultranoth’s back.
“Peth, can you show us what’s happening?” Locke shouted into the radio. God, he couldn’t stand just hearing what was happening.
Peth answered without a word; Locke just blinked, and when his eyes reopened, he was looking through Peth’s reflex link. She must’ve been psy projecting her own eyesight, he realized, and from her view, it looked like she was standing atop the Indy’s sniping balcony with Ember.
The view was one of radiant magic chaos. Rion zipped around both ships, snatching shadow drakes from the outer supports and hangar of the Blue Heron with his gravity grip and then holding them up for Ember to shoot. Locke—er, Peth—looked past the flare of Long Shot’s energy bolts to see two monsters rushing Ray in the hangar, and no fewer than four shadow drakes clamped onto Ultranoth’s back, attempting to lunge for her wings, thwarted only by Sanja in Glam Hammer.
No, Locke realized. By Sanja and Peth. Through Peth’s eyes, Locke saw one of Final Edict’s hands reach out as if to cast a spell. All of the shadow drakes on Ultranoth’s back froze, trembling as if standing still against their will. Sanja stomped up and whirled her titan’s hammer into their heads, then smashed down on their spines. Their legs collapsed beneath them, and she whammed them off the side of Ultranoth’s back like they were little more than croquet balls, and her hammer an oversized mallet.
Soon the first four were dispatched, but more were jumping up, and Locke recognized that not all of these were stone drakes. There were storm drakes and acid drakes mixed in now, too—creatures that weren’t even from this area—and the storm drakes alone didn’t bode well for anyone.
“Rion, behind you!” Locke shouted, his vision through Peth’s eyes showing him a monster Rion couldn’t see. Fortunately, Rion had quick reflexes. He spun to see a storm drake launching straight at him, its lightning-shaped horns crackling with an impending blast of energy.
He just fucking punched it.
Wild lightning blasted out of its mouth as it fell, its neck snapped, but Rion snatched a stone drake from the Heron’s hangar to take the strike, and then tossed it clear of the ships to give Ember another shot. She sniped both the storm drake and the stone drake with absurd speed, and when Peth glanced to the side, Locke recognized Deathly Rhythm’s hand touching Long Shot’s shoulder. So Sloan was out there, too, speeding up Ember’s motion, accelerating the cooldown on her mega-catalyst.
As he glanced past Ember’s shoulder, he saw another storm drake coming.
“Ember, to your right!” he shouted.
Aided by Deathly Rhythm’s increased speed, Long Shot spun to blast the hell out of the encroaching monster.
“Thanks, Locke!” Ember radioed, and suddenly, Locke realized this was a way he could help. He might not be in his titan, but through Peth’s psy vision, he could see parts of the battlefield that others couldn’t. He could still coordinate.
He could still lead.
Another sudden jolt—and his sight through Peth’s eyes—alerted him to four more drakes that had launched onto the Blue Heron and climbed up to Ultranoth’s back. But from Peth’s viewpoint, Locke saw that Ray had dispatched his last drake, and Rion was free for the moment.
“Sanja! Knock some drakes toward Ultranoth’s tail!” Locke commanded.
Peth and Sanja teamed up again, Peth forcing the two stone drakes to jump off the dragon’s back, then holding two storm drakes in place so Sanja could break their horns before they, too, jumped off her back.
Rion caught all four with his gravity grip and held them aloft.
“Ember! Ray! Now!” Locke shouted. A flurry of bolts followed from both the hangar and sniping balcony until nothing remained of the drakes but ashes.
And yet the trees below still shuddered with the movement of pursuing monsters. Still more leapt up to meet them, and that was when Locke realized how much lower they were to the ground, and how ragged Ultranoth’s movements had become, despite her perseverance.
“Ultranoth!” he radioed.
“I’ll make it,” Ultranoth sent back, with a fierce tone that suggested she’d give herself no other option—until she roared again.
“Sanja, to your back!” Locke shouted.
An acid drake had made an absurd leap and spat a thick, concentrated spray of its defining fluid right across Ultranoth’s shoulder blades—right along the base of one of her wings. Ultranoth shuddered violently in the air as the acid hissed.
“My webbing’s hit!”
Sanja smashed the drake’s head and knocked it off Ultranoth’s back in one artful blow, but the damage was done. The webbing wasn’t fully broken, but Locke could see it tearing with each of Ultranoth’s wing beats.
That was when the forest below roared with fury.
Three storm drakes launched out of the trees at once, and these were not small, maturing adolescents. These were fully grown, larger than titans, their lightning horns gleaming with full charges.
“Peth! Lightning rod!” Locke shouted, but it was too late.
Ultranoth managed to swipe her tail to knock one back down before it could strike, and Rion and Ember managed to hold and incinerate another, but the third rose right between Rion and the Blue Heron—between Ricochet Cavalier and Ultranoth—and it loosed a point-blank blast of pure lightning.
A shriek of agony tore from Ultranoth’s maw as the lightning blazed up the meat of her tail—and as its wild, aimless branches cracked into the hangar.
Into Titan Ghostly Parable.
A sharp, horrible pop! shot through Locke’s ears as he saw the strike sear a hot scar across the titan’s chest—and saw Ray’s titan seize up and plummet off the open hangar’s edge.
“Ray!” Ember cried as she saw her brother fall, as she fired wild bolts at the offending storm drake.
Rion darted down to catch the falling titan.
“Got him! Get Dr. Waltz!” he shouted, just as Ember’s vicious fusillade blasted through the storm drake’s chest. The dead monster dropped from the air, cracking against the jagged mountainside … while the peaks of the Mount Driver range rushed into dangerous proximity.
A terrible jolt shook Locke’s physical body as the bottom of the Blue Heron nicked the top of the nearest mountain. Through Peth’s eyes, he saw Ultranoth falter in the air, hind flesh smoking, Glam Hammer pressed flat to her back to hold on for dear life and beneath his feet, he could feel the shaky instability of Ultranoth losing her grip.
“Peth, sever the psy link!” he shouted to the radio. He needed to be able to see his own surroundings again. His physical surroundings blinked into his own eyes—and a horrifying view of the ground approaching too fast.
“Ultranoth?” Locke radioed. The ship was picking up speed. And sinking.
“Hold … on!” Ultranoth projected back, her mind voice ragged. “Bumpy … landing.”
“To me!” Locke shouted to Alyssa, then grasped her tight and strapped them both together into the cushioned captain’s chair. He yanked her body close to his as he saw the tops of the evergreen trees rise to smack the bottom of the ship, and then held her there as the ship crashed into the clearing beyond the mountain forest.
The sound of metal ripping against earth tore through his ears. It was soon joined by the sound of metal itself ripping, and Locke instantly knew that they’d lost at least part of the bottom deck.
A flash of purple flared against the darkening sky—catalyst purple, not dragon or shadow dreg, and Locke saw Ricochet Cavalier dash out before them. He felt the intangible whump of a gravity field hitting the front of the ship—small in comparison to its immense size, but still just enough to encourage the ship to slow.
Ultranoth saw her chance to let go, and the Blue Heron skidded to a cacophonous stop, tearing a deep scar in the soil with the violence of its passing. Ultranoth plunged past it and crashed to her own sloppy stop a few hundred feet ahead. She managed to land on her feet initially, but her exhaustion became apparent as she stumbled and then skidded to her own thunderous stop, tearing an even longer gash in the earth than the Heron had. The ground shuddered with the force of her fall, and the Blue Heron with it.
A strained silence settled upon the wreckage, broken only by a single blast from Long Shot’s cannon, and Ember shouting, “Got you, fucker!” as she took out the drake that Ultranoth had knocked back into the forest.
“I don’t detect any other monsters in our vicinity,” Peth reported. “We’re clear for now.”
Locke loosened his grip on Alyssa at the news, heart still pounding, but found at least one thing to like in the view outside. For all their troubles, they’d landed right in front of the slopes of Mount Driver.
“We made it!” he declared. “Let’s get to the driver!”
Chapter Twelve
Shit, they had so much to check on, Locke reflected as his adrenaline-tensed muscles unwound. He let himself sink into his chair, if only for a brief, desperate respite. What was Ultranoth’s condition? How was Ray? Where was the entrance to the mass driver facility? Damn. The sun lingered over the horizon now like a death sentence; they were running out of time.
Fortunately, some good news came fast.
“Ray’s alive,” Ember reported, her breath heavy with anxiety freshly turned to relief. “That blast fucked up his chest armor and knocked out his reflex link, but apparently he’d installed some insulation that took the brunt of the blast.”
“Yeah, we fought some lightning monsters a while back and Sevas decided we were taking none of their shit,” Rion said. “Still amazing that it took out his reflex link, though. The shield should have protected against that.”
“Well, he did take a direct hit,” Locke replied, the relief of casual conversation slowing his heartbeats to a reasonable speed. “If Dr. Waltz is free, can you—”
“Dr. Waltz is going to check on Ultranoth first,” Rion added, as if he’d already expected Locke to ask. “And I’ll have my team fan out and stay alert for danger.”
“Good,” Locke said. “We’ll be out soon.”
He took a deep, calming breath and looked to Alyssa, still clutched in his arms.
“You okay?” he asked.
“I will be.” She raised her head to his shoulder. “Gods, it feels good to be on the ground again.”
“It won’t for long, not if the dregs are already this close. We need to find the mass driver now.” Alyssa agreed with a nod and hopped out of his lap.
The two hustled out of the control room, heading for their usual exit hatch—and just found the whole section of ship missing. Fortunately, the ship had landed in such a way that they could jump to the ground with no risk of injury, but when they hurried out to view the rest of the vessel, Locke saw that he’d been right about the bottom. The ship had crashed in such a way that the entire first deck, including much of the hangar, was lost in a long trail of debris scattered behind the crash.
The Blue Heron was now, effectively, scrap for salvage.
Slowly Locke saw that realization work across Alyssa’s face. She raised a hand to her mouth that wanted to look thoughtful, but was really masking a trembling lower lip, and couldn’t mask the tears pooling in her eyes at all.
The last heirloom of her lost family was gone.
Locke pulled her close.
“We can rebuild it,” he said. “We will rebuild it.”
That, it seemed, was enough to assuage Alyssa’s tears for the moment.
“You’re right,” she said breathlessly, as if cutting off a sob, and thumbed the tears out of her eyes. “I’m sure some of mom’s magecrafting survived, there’s so much of it. I just—” She sighed, as if exasperated with herself. “I feel so silly, worrying about a ship when the whole world’s at stake. And with—oh, Ultranoth!”
She turned to face where the dragon had fallen, quick with embarrassed horror that she’d forgotten her at all, if only briefly. However, much to Locke’s relief, they saw Ultranoth sitting up. Dr. Waltz had begun to apply some sort of ointment to her burned haunches, and now Ricochet Cavalier presented her with what looked like a tank of void condensate, which she opened and swigged like it was an energy drink. Locke knew that dragons would sometimes snack on crystal shards—the same void composition that made them excellent for upgrading titans also made them tasty magic-restoring treats for dragons—but void condensate must have served a similar purpose, even if Ultranoth grimaced after each swallow.
Locke and Alyssa ran up to meet her, with Bexley and Peth running from where the Indigo Gryphon had safely landed nearby.
“Ultranoth? You all right?” Bexley exclaimed, perhaps the most concerned of all of them. After all, Ultranoth was a childhood friend, and Peth came behind her shouting much the same. After all, Ultranoth was her childhood friend, too, from a childhood that was much further in the past. Locke, of course, had his own reasons, concern mingled with a growing awareness of the moving horizon. He was worried for her health, of course, but also, the primary reason they’d called her here was for her magic, and if it was depleted …
Ultranoth turned to regard them all with an exhausted gaze.
“I am. My apologies.” She nodded to indicate the Blue Heron. “I could have made it under normal circumstances, but between the fatigue and taking a lightning bolt to the unmentionables …” She turned her head back to the wreck of the Blue Heron. “I am indeed sorry for the condition of your ship and will make it right at the end of this. Oh, that’s much better!” she added, and wiggled her tail as Dr. Waltz finished his work.
“We’re just glad it’s only fatigue at this point,” Locke said. “What’s it mean for your magic?”
“It will take some time to regenerate,” Ultranoth sighed, with a lack of urgency that astonished Locke until she added: “But I do have my core.” She indicated a place on her chest. “More than one, actually, given how long I’d been conserving my magic before this. I can cast a spell to unlock it if necessary, even take it out completely.”
“Aren’t those for emergencies?” Locke asked. “What happens if you use that up?”
“Well, the end of the world is an emergency.” Ultranoth shrugged her wings. “And if my magic is a thing that helps save it, one dragon’s life is well worth the exchange.”
“You mean you’ll die?” Bexley exclaimed. “How can you be so nonchalant about that?”
“Well, obviously it’s not ideal,” Ultranoth replied regally, “but it is a single sacrifice with high value—ah, yes.”
Another flash of purple caught their eyes—Ricochet Cavalier again, returning from the Indigo Gryphon with another tank of void condensate.
“Your power-up drink, fair lady,” Rion said through his external speakers, and then picked up the empty tank and Dr. Waltz’s platform to return them to the Indy.
Ultranoth thanked him as he left and began to drink from the tank again. Locke saw a subtle glow return to her eyes and scales as she finished it.
Peth patted Ultranoth’s flank, satisfied to see her old friend recovering, just as the sun began to sink, and shadows more sinister than the mere absence of light rose to replace it. In the near distance he could see Glam Hammer, Splendid Defender, and even Ghostly Parable taking up positions around their perimeter, though Ray was accompanied by a defensive-looking rig, perhaps as an extra precaution. But they were quickly losing the day. And whatever nominal advantage they had.
“So how do we get to the mass driver?” Locke insisted quickly. “I assume it’s very deep; otherwise it would’ve been found by now.”
“There are multiple ways in,” Peth replied with a sharp nod. “But the one we’re looking for is one of the service entrances. Large enough for titans to fit through, and likely near the base of the mountain.”
“Precursor titans or our titans?” Bexley asked. “That’s a substantial size difference.”
“Haven titans. The doors would have been meant for the Precursor equivalent of rigs when it was built. Service vehicles. Or, more accurately, artificial bodies.”
“Even so, you think someone would have noticed a titan-sized entrance over the course of a thousand years,” Alyssa said.
“Oh, I can think of a reason why they wouldn’t,” Ultranoth mused. “Don’t worry about searching. I have this.” She looked toward the base of Mount Driver as if thinking toward it, hard.
Suddenly, an entire section of mountain shuddered.
No, not merely shuddered.
Moved.
Centuries-old evergreen trees began to part as if they were little more than two drapes of a curtain, and the ground moved with them to shape into a ragged cave mouth just barely shorter than Ultranoth.
From that cave mouth emerged another dragon.
It was mostly black in coloration—a matter dragon, then, Locke reasoned, especially given how it had moved the mountain to make its cave—but it was unlike any dragon Locke had seen thus far. Most of the dragons he’d seen on Haven had some kind of equivalent on his home world. This one didn’t.
At the end of its long, conspicuously-dragon neck was a just-as-conspicuously cat head, but not a cute, pleasant one. This was the head of a white, wild-eyed Persian cat that looked like it had just woken up from a disturbing dream but was nonetheless still mad about being woken up at all. The rest of the shape beyond its head was lanky dragon, though plumes of fluffy white fur grew along its forelimbs, down its spine, and into a long puffy tail that would’ve made any show cat jealous. Its back paws were clawed and catlike, too, but its foreclaws extended down into disconcertingly human looking hands, albeit tipped with fierce talons. Hands that looked built for sculpting, as much as dealing death.
When the dragon projected its voice into their heads, it sounded just as magnificent and terrible.
“Why do you rouse me from such deep slumber?” the dragon boomed, with a voice like the ground splitting open.
“The world is ending, Meriwether,” Ultranoth projected back. “We need your help.”
“Surely you jest,” Meriwether replied. “It is quiet. Nothing has woken me up in a hundred years. The world is the same as it ever was.”
“Look at the moon, Meriwether.”
He did, with a slow indifference that fully expected to be unsurprised.
And then he paused.
“Well, that is different,” he conceded. “But it still begs the question of why you woke me up for it.”
“I’ve been trying to wake you for hours, to notify you about all this,” Ultranoth said, with a tone that sounded like she wanted to add You dumbass. “But the primary reason I awaken you now is because you know this land better than anyone. There’s a Precursor mass driver under this mountain, a device that can shoot us up to the Steel Ring. We need to find a way into the facility, and I figured you might have spotted it sometime in the past several centuries.”
“Facility?” Meriwether recoiled and grimaced as if she’d just asked him the most appalling question imaginable. “You mean my lair?”
“You live in the mass driver?” Locke exclaimed back.
“I don’t know what a mass driver is,” Meriwether grumped. “But my lair does fit the description of a Precursor structure. It has all sorts of rooms and glowy bits and things.”
“Why haven’t you ever told anyone about it?” Locke said.
“Because it’s my house, and I prefer to spend time sleeping rather than entertaining guests and risking them putting their fingers and faces and parts all over my collection.”
What a weird way to describe one’s collection, Locke thought. He briefly wondered what hobby of Meriwether’s might invite fingers and faces and parts, but quickly decided he didn’t want to know.
“We’ll respect your collection,” Locke said instead, “and be out of your way as fast as possible. We just need to get to the Steel Ring, and this is the only way.”
“What’s in it for me?” Meriwether asked.
“What do you mean?” Ultranoth replied. “The world gets saved.”
“Yes, but if you hadn’t woken me up, I wouldn’t have very well noticed the world was ending. I’d have been having pleasant dreams, and then suddenly nothing, but I wouldn’t have woken up!”
Locke hissed through his teeth. They didn’t have time for this, but it also wasn’t like they could just barge in past a dragon. Still, he’d dealt enough with dragons to know there was one surefire way to get them interested in anything, and that was to connect it to … he sighed. Their collection.
“What do you collect?” he asked, almost dreading the answer.
“Pillows, what else?” Meriwether replied, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world—which, in retrospect, it was. Still, given how he’d described his collection, Locke wouldn’t have been surprised to hear him say something like “blow up dolls,” but he was quickly distracted from that thought when he realized this could absolutely work in their favor.
“What if we supplied you with the best pillow we have on hand?”
“I sincerely doubt you’re capable of producing a pillow worthy of my collection,” Meriwether sniffed.
Locke smiled shrewdly. “I might have someone who can convince you. Can someone get Sevas on the radio?”
“Ohhhh, I see!” Rion replied. “I’ve got this,” and then he communicated with the Indigo Gryphon. Sevas replied with predictable curmudgeonry, and Locke overheard a bit of radio back-and-forth that ended with:
“You of all people shouldn’t underestimate how much I need this pillow, Rion.”
“It’ll help save the world, Sevas. Get over it. If we make it out of this, I’ll buy you two.
“Three,” Sevas insisted.
It occurred to Locke that Sevas and Meriwether might actually make fast friends.
“Fine, three,” Rion huffed.
There was some petulant silence, then an, “Ugh, fine.”
Soon Ricochet Cavalier took Sevas in careful hands and flew him up to Meriwether’s eye level, slightly below Ultranoth’s. Locke didn’t hear what passed between the two, but it ended with Sevas holding a luxuriant pillow up to the dragon’s face like a sacrificial offering to a god, albeit one he only made offerings to because he’d receive some worse punishment if he didn’t.
The dragon nudged the pillow with his snout, and his eyes went wide with sudden wonder. He recomposed himself quickly, though, and declared, “This is indeed suitable. You must be a connoisseur of pillows, sir.”
Sevas nodded sharply, as if both pleased and pissed at the dragon’s reaction, then glared back to Ricochet Cavalier as if to ask if he could get back to his regular, now one-pillow-short life.
Rion bowed to the dragon in thanks, then left, and as he did, Meriwether looked past him.
“I accept this offering,” the dragon declared. “I will show you inside my lair.”
Chapter Thirteen
The idea of venturing into a Precursor ruin without his titan—even one that had been claimed by a persnickety dragon—didn’t sit well with Locke, so he reclaimed Titan Chimera from the Indigo Gryphon, then returned to the cave entrance.
He shot his gaze back toward the horizon before Meriwether led them inside. It still churned with meteors and encroaching menace, and there was no way they could leave it unaddressed while they explored the mass driver. If he guessed the distance correctly, it would still be an hour before the wave arrived, but hours could pass quickly in situations like this.
“Quick re-coordination,” he radioed to all present. “Our goal is to get through this ruin and launch for the Steel Ring as fast as possible. To that effect, I’ll take the Blue Heron crew and Ultranoth into the ruin. The Indigo Gryphon’s best archaeologists and engineers will accompany us so we can put their expertise to use if necessary—that includes you, Ray. The rest of the Indy crew and titans will keep an eye on the horizon and defend Mount Driver. Understood?”
The various crews confirmed and reorganized, and soon Locke’s team was ready to head inside the mountain.
He took a deep breath as Meriwether strolled forward, and he followed behind him in Titan Chimera. Now was the moment of truth, when they’d learn whether they had a functional way into space … or whether they’d just have to fight to their inevitable ends.
Peth followed beside him in Final Edict, while Ember in Long Shot, Sloan in Deathly Rhythm, and Ultranoth in dragon form brought up the rear, shielding the archaeologists and engineers in between from hidden dangers.
Locke radioed to Peth privately. “How well do you know this facility?”
“Very. I worked in it before the fall. And on the Steel Ring, for that matter. I have all the passcodes we’ll need to access both unless they were changed after I was preserved.”
Locke gave an impressed whistle. “What kind of person were you back then that you had a super-titan and all the codes to a super weapon?”
“A complex one.”
Locke could tell from her clipped response that it wasn’t something she wanted to discuss. Perhaps understandably. After all, there were more important matters right now than mysterious backstories.
Instead he said, “Then I think it would be best for you to take the lead in here. Tell us what we need to do to get this done.”
He saw Final Edict’s head nod, and then they all followed Meriwether deeper into his cave.
***
Inside Titan Final Edict, Peth muted her comm transmitter and allowed herself a heavy sigh. At least, she’d intended a sigh, but it came out as a heavy sob that took all of her power to force back into her face.
Fuck, this was no time for tears. They hadn’t even seen the mass driver yet, and were in no position to evaluate its condition—but the sheer force of memory had struck her out of nowhere, even after the purposeful elation she’d felt in the earlier battle, and it hit her harder than a gut punch.
She had worked in the mass driver facility and helped in the deepest defenses of the Steel Ring. Intellectually, she’d known so this whole time, since her memories first crashed back in. But it was one thing to recall a cold, distant list of experiences and something else entirely to recall their emotional weight. That was what was returning now, had been ever since the first night she’d spent with Locke in Final Edict.
Her restored body had granted her the bare, basic list of who she was, but now her mind was slowly restoring the meaning.
And, gods, the meaning was hard.
She hadn’t merely been a super-titan pilot in her ancient days, though she had a talent for it. She’d been an exceptionally powerful psy mage, and that had earned her the right to study under some of the greatest magical minds of her day—minds that were called upon to design the Steel Ring when it became the last hope of their world. Minds that remembered her when they needed super-titan psy mages to provide security for the Ring.
She’d been a regular at this mass driver, as it had served as the focal point for the Steel Ring’s construction. By the time the ring neared completion, she knew most of the people who worked here, saw the desperate reverence with which they regarded her and her mage superiors. She learned about their new loves, their families, their children, all the ways they kept living despite the encroaching doom—all the unconscious ways they expressed their hope in her ability to succeed.
People didn’t have babies when they thought those babies would end up in the belly of a cosmic monster.
And one thousand years ago, she’d failed every one of them, right down to the last newborn child.
“Then I think it would be best for you to take the lead in here,” she heard Locke say through her radio. “Tell us what we need to do to get this done.”
The utter confidence in his voice tore another sob out of her. It burned the whole of her lungs and forced itself out, despite her best efforts to bury it.
She was glad she’d turned her transmitter off, and nodded instead of speaking back.
She could not let him hear this weakness in her.
She could not fail him, too.
And so she took a deep breath, willed her tears back into her eyes, and fought furiously against her own memories.
Now was the time to forge new ones.
***
As Meriwether led them into his cave, Locke could see why no one had stumbled upon the mass driver in a thousand years. It wasn’t just buried; the artificial corridor Meriwether had formed led hundreds of feet into the mountain. In fact, Locke reflected, the mass driver’s location might not even be the result of centuries of natural forces. Meriwether might have buried it so deeply himself, the better to hide it from potential guests (or perhaps luxury pillow thieves).
“What an incredible stroke of luck this was,” he heard Sloan observe from Deathly Rhythm. “Having a dragon claim this as his lair. I don’t think Pious even knew about this. Otherwise, I’d have certainly heard about it when I lived at the Index.”
“How are you feeling, by the way?” Locke asked, limiting his conversation to his crew alone. “Any … I don’t know, weird magic sensations or anything?”
“None that I’ve noticed. Why?”
“Because Avarice was interested in you. I know Peth said it was because you’re an unknown quantity, rather than a direct threat, but … I like to err on the side of caution.”
“Thanks,” Sloan replied, “but remember, I was also probably an incomplete experiment by the cultists’ standards. After all, I can only wield two types of magic and one of them only barely, even with my dragon bone catalysts. Pious completed the research, made himself a void mage, and even he still failed. At least, if what Peth says about his soul or whatever is any indication.”
“Pious also said that you possess a special quality his researchers weren’t able to emulate, and that makes me nervous.”
“It could be that you were incomplete as a void mage,” Ember chimed from Long Shot, “but a success in whatever the special sense was. The lack of that quality could have been what caused Pious to fail, void magery aside.”
“But even if that’s the case, what is this quality?” Locke asked, then turned to Final Edict. “Peth? Could your psy magic detect anything? If you don’t mind, Sloan.”
Deathly Rhythm shrugged. “I want to know as much as anyone else.”
“I can try,” Peth replied, and her psy catalyst glowed. “Nothing on a psy level. At least, nothing I don’t already associate with the normal you. Whatever it is may deal with your biology. The sort of thing that would require a mage healer to examine you more deeply.”
“Well, we’re not that desperate yet,” Locke said. “And with any luck, it’ll end up being irrelevant.”
“Or useful,” Sloan chimed.
“Even better!” Locke chuckled, though it was a dark chuckle that didn’t mask his nervousness. He decided to focus his attention elsewhere for the time being.
If the archaeologists were as nervous as he was, they hid it well. Ray was mostly silent to Locke’s side, Ghostly Parable’s head on a swivel to observe their surroundings, but Erudicia and crew below kept up a quiet buzz of conversation.
“Well, I’m not especially concerned,” a tomboyish female voice radioed to the general feed, continuing a conversation already in progress.
Locke didn’t recognize the voice, but detected it coming from one of the several rigs Erudicia had brought along. After the incident with the mimics, she’d apparently hired a permanent crew of rig pilots, and rig pilots, it seemed, had more bravado in these kinds of situations than even titan pilots, despite that were half the size, and about as versatile. This woman definitely sounded like someone with more swagger than subtlety.
She continued: “Ray’s found so many weird Precursor devices during our digs that I’m pretty sure he’ll find one in here that has ‘Press Button to Stop Apocalypse’ written on it.”
“I’m not that impressive,” Ray replied bluntly, “and most of them weren’t operational.”
Erudicia’s archaeologists promptly greeted this with a frustrated chorus of “Ray, Minerva’s flirting with you again!” as if Ray wouldn’t notice.
Which must have been fair, because Ray replied, “Is this really the time?” with a voice that was all business and no romance, and probably hadn’t noticed the flirt.
Even so, Locke had to admit, he hadn’t recognized the flirt himself. Perhaps it wasn’t so much that Ray was bad at recognizing flirts, as it was that this Minerva was bad at making them. Maybe it was both.
“Ray, you need to ask Sevas for romantic advice!” another archaeologist yelled.
“No one needs to ask me for romantic advice,” Sevas yelled back. Locke glanced behind him to see Sevas holding tight to a little platform on Aster’s gold and purple rig, probably to reduce the stress of walking on his weaker leg.
“Sev, you landed the captain’s daughter!” the latest voice objected.
“Yes, but I don’t know how I did it!” Sevas retorted, which set off another chorus of arguing.
Locke limited his comms to his own crew again. “I can’t tell if this is nervous humor in the face of potential doom, or if archaeologists are just like this.”
“Oh, this is fairly typical,” Ember said. “Remember, archaeology teams routinely run into weird eldritch dangers in their digs. This is just a slightly more exciting workday for them.”
Locke wasn’t sure the literal end of the world constituted a normal anything for anyone, but while Ember may have been exaggerating, she wasn’t wholly wrong. Locke may have been worried about the mass driver’s functional condition, but Erudicia’s crew seemed to view the mass driver as just another cool Precursor ruin to investigate before they thought of it as a tool they could use to save their world.
But when they finally came to a set of Precursor doors, Locke felt his heart lighten for the first time in days.
This entrance to the mass driver was an immaculate, four-story-tall span of metal double doors mageworked with celestial patterns so elaborate the driver’s significance to the Precursors was obvious. People didn’t make things fancy if they didn’t value them—nor did they keep them so clean. Given the facility’s age, Meriwether had definitely been tending to its care.
Which boded well for what they might find inside.
“Forgive the mess, but I don’t like guests,” Meriwether grumped, and then nudged the door open with his flat face.
“Mess” to Meriwether apparently meant the weirdly tidy piles of human-size pillows and beanbag chairs everywhere, because everything else was spotless. The doors opened into a practical but no less elegant lobby with plain yet opalescent walls curving to a rounded point, before which loomed equally rounded desks of various sizes, as if meant for different-sized species or bodies. The only real decorations in this room were rows of incongruously elaborate silver wall sconces and the iconic Precursor pentagon symbol, conspicuous on either side of the lobby walls flanking the desk. The only interruptions in the structure were the arches leading to four hallways, two titan-size leading off to the left and right, two dragon-size and leading forward, deeper into the mountain.
Still, the further Locke strode into the room, the more he noticed little subtle details. From certain angles, the light from the sconces streamed into patterns of tessellated hexagons, which then vanished from other angles and ultimately gave the room both an ethereal and technological air. Appropriate for the Precursors.
“Try not to scuff the floors,” Meriwether said, as Erudicia’s team of rigs stomped in with lots of floor-scuffing noises—but surprisingly, left no marks. Locke looked down to see that even the titans hadn’t damaged the floors.
“I doubt we could if we tried,” he replied, having turned his public comms back on. “This Precursor material is hardy stuff.”
Meriwether nodded indifferently. “The chambers where I sleep are this way.” He indicated the high hallway to the forward left. “I don’t have much to do with the others because they’re complex and I sleep just fine in my present rooms, but you’re welcome to explore them.”
“Thank you,” Ultranoth projected from behind them all. “You’ll have earned every feather of that pillow by the end of this.”
“Well, it seems a very good pillow, worth the effort.” Meriwether had kept the pillow balanced atop his head this whole time, nestled comfortably between his ears, and now he patted it with one hand as if to fluff it. “I shall be in my chambers. Don’t make too much noise.”
Meriwether the Somnolent turned down the leftmost dragon-sized hallway, and just like that, they were on their own. Final Edict led the way down the righthand titan-sized corridor.
“Peth, do you detect anything?” Locke asked out of caution. “Any monsters that might have taken up residence here?” He swung his titan’s headlamps around. This corridor wasn’t nearly as well-lighted as the ones Meriwether frequented, and nesting monsters were common in Precursor ruins. This probably wouldn’t be the case in a ruin inhabited by a dragon, but still, best to be cautious.
Peth’s psy catalyst lit up.
“Not in the immediate vicinity. Rion and the others have engaged an early wave of monsters outside, though.”
“Then we’d best hurry,” Locke said as they came to the next set of doors.
These were as elaborate and pristine as the first—and when Locke pushed them open, he found that something far greater than a mere lobby waited beyond them.
He wasn’t sure how widely the chamber spanned, but as they strode in, the lights from the titans’ headlamps illuminated pieces of a room large enough to hold the Blue Heron—and lined with pearly consoles of various sizes in perfect condition. They weren’t even dusty. Perhaps Meriwether had cleaned in here, too.
Bexley bolted forward, equipped with her own headlamp and no patience at all where a chance to examine Precursor engineering was concerned. Alyssa followed her, as did all the Indy’s archaeologists and engineers, who had also come equipped with their own headlamps and now fanned out in all directions. The titans paused in their strides to avoid inadvertently stepping on anyone, but still added their headlamps to the little firefly-like chaos below, to shine some greater clarity on the room.
“Oh my gods,” Ray murmured over their radios.
Locke nearly tensed into a defensive posture until he realized Ray’s voice wasn’t startled. It was overwhelmed. In fact, the eager noise that had been buzzing from the archaeologists the whole walk had now vanished into silence. For they were accustomed to working in Precursor ruins.
But this wasn’t a ruin.
“This is immaculate.” Ray took the initiative to stride his titan deeper into the room, even ahead of Locke, and traced his headlamps reverently over every surface he came to, perhaps recognizing details Locke didn’t—or perhaps the perfectly-preserved forms of things he’d only seen in broken pieces before. “This is … the most incredible find I’ve ever seen, and we’ve only just glimpsed it! No archaeologist in all of Haven’s history has seen a ruin like”—he caught himself, hung up on the semantics—“a wonder like this.”
“Ray, we don’t even know what this room does yet,” Ember scoffed.
“Irrelevant,” Ray said breathlessly. “This is—”
“Should we give you some alone time with this room once the world is saved?” Bexley snorted, and the archaeologists replied with a combination of amused laughs and intense insistence that yes, all of them would like some alone time with the room, too.
In the meantime, Peth strode forward and pointed Final Edict’s headlamps toward the back of the room. This wall traded its consoles for a thick expanse of glass, or the Precursor equivalent, its outer edges etched with fanciful pentagons and, inexplicably, spirals, and its panes opening out into utter blackness. Locke walked forward to meet her and looked out into the ambiguous view.
“What’s out there?” he asked.
“Before that, we need light.” Peth turned her titan back to the party, and with an authoritative voice said, “Most of this facility will have shut down since its last primary use, but it will have an emergency power source meant to support essential functions. This is the mass driver’s main control room, so the switch will be somewhere in here.”
“Like this?” Aster’s voice projected through her rig’s speaker. Locke turned his headlamps in her direction and found that she and Sevas stood pointing at an important-looking panel they’d located in an isolated corner of the room, probably meant to be easy to reach in case of emergency, but not so easily that it could impede normal operations. Within the panel loomed a fanciful manual switch roughly at Titan Chimera’s chest height and sized for titan hands—or, rather, the hands of the titan-sized artificial bodies belonging to some of the mages who once ran this facility. Sevas and Aster couldn’t read the text around the switch—it probably looked like runic gobbledygook to their eyes—but Locke’s translation magic made it read “Emergency Backup Power” in obvious blocky letters.
“That’s it!” Peth confirmed. “Sloan, would you do the honors?”
“Sure!” Sloan strode over to flip it in Deathly Rhythm, being the closest titan.
It took some time for the room to power up, but slowly a warm-sounding buzz rose beneath their feet, the burned-wood smell of magic washed into the air—and then bright white light flashed down from the ceiling and out from the decorative sconces on the walls, illuminating the facility in its full majesty.
Locke’s first impression was wholly disorienting. Intellectually, he’d known that Precursors adopted bodies of different sizes, but he hadn’t seen the implications expressed in such concentrations before. Every feature of the room—consoles, buttons, switches, and other instruments—fanned out in a variety of sizes that made him feel like he was walking through a weird, futuristic, and yet magical funhouse. But, at the very least, the sizes loosely corresponded to those of their own people and equipment—humans, rigs, and titans—and when he realized that, it became easier to process.
He’d vaguely expected practical consoles designed more for function than anything else in a facility like this, but well, he was becoming increasingly aware that this was not the Precursor way. The instrument panels were mostly free of decoration to make their information easier to interpret, but every surface that wasn’t occupied by buttons, switches, and gauges was etched with elaborate celestial patterns, more spirals, and a repeating motif of a super-titan with a roaring face in its chest, similar to Final Edict’s, blasting across the surfaces of the room as if they made up a series of massive architectural comic panels. And yet, despite the enormous detail of the etchings—they emerged and disappeared with the angles of the lighting, much like the hexagons in the lobby—they didn’t overwhelm the eye at all when viewed as a whole.
But of course, this could have easily been because there were so many other things in the room to draw the eye. For once the lights were on, the consoles began to flicker to life beneath them. Their buttons and switches lit up, and rectangles of projected light unfolded above the surfaces with symbols and Precursor text flashing upon them.
At once, the archaeologists swamped the flickering consoles and shouted variants of “What does that symbol mean? What does the text say?” to Locke and Peth.
Peth laughed. “That starfruit is just a brand logo—a popular operating system in my time, and the text just says ‘Loading.’”
The sheer mundaneness of it had no effect on the researchers’ enthusiasm.
“What’s an operating system?”
“Is that like a reflex link?”
“What’s the significance of a starfruit?”
Their questions were cut short, when the lights flashed on in the space beyond the windowed wall. The entire lot of them rushed the wall to look out, and down, and up, their voices rising in awe the whole time. Beyond the glass spanned an enormous vertical chamber, its circular perimeter lit up with rings of light, and the space beneath dropping into what looked like the deep, retracted barrel of a giant, adjustable tube.
“The mass driver,” Locke observed.
Finally, behind them, the last piece of equipment in the room completed its startup. It was a circular platform in the middle of the chamber, its edges ringed with several separate stations and small projected rectangles of light. The glowing rectangles held data that Locke assumed to be about the driver, and finally the very center of the platform illuminated with a hologram-like projection of what must have been the whole of the device. The vertical pipe they could see was apparently only part of the vast machine, with another whole length spiraling down beneath this chamber from some even larger chamber underneath it.
And flashing red.
“Does flashing red mean the same thing to Precursors that it does to us?” Bexley asked Peth.
“It does,” Peth replied. “In this case, insufficient power for launch. But we expected that. That’s why we brought a gravity dragon, after all.” She nodded to Ultranoth, who’d simply been watching with amusement this whole time as the archaeologists scrambled over their new find.
Now Peth reached her titan’s hand into the projection and moved her fingers in a way that adjusted the view to include this room and another beneath it. A device inside that room also flashed red.
Ultranoth strode up to look at the projection and pointed to the flashing red sub-chamber. “Am I to assume that’s the power chamber?”
“It is.”
“Then what’s this other chamber?” Locke asked, indicating where the driver tube began. “A launch room?”
“Exactly,” Peth replied.
“Seems pretty straightforward, then,” Locke said. “We’ll need to power up the furnace first.”
Chapter Fourteen
Of course, it wasn’t going to be that simple.
When they made it to the furnace room, they were, unsurprisingly, amazed. The power plant in question wasn’t a furnace as modern Havenites understood it, as much as a luxuriant dragon-sized throne with rig-sized Precursor gravity catalysts implanted, and flanked by bathtub-sized saucers that remained even now full of magic-restoring crystal shards, like a smorgasbord set up for the dragon that powered the driver.
“Now those look delicious,” Ultranoth mused, in human form for this comparatively smaller room. It fit the dragon throne, a few consoles, and enough walking space to accommodate some titan-sized bodies, but with Locke, Peth, and Ray in the room, still in their titans, space was already tight. Ember and Sloan’s titans, and Alyssa, had remained out in the hall to free up space and leave room for those who were necessary to the chamber’s investigation. Presently Bexley, Sevas, and Aster poked around the dragon throne, trying to make technical sense of it.
“So did the driver’s gravity dragon just lounge here and eat crystal snacks until it was needed to launch something?” Bexley asked.
“Pretty much,” Peth said. “You can help yourself to the shards, by the way, Ultranoth. After all, they are meant to fuel the driver’s dragon.”
“Splendid!” Ultranoth bubbled.
“The gravity catalysts still look to be in good condition,” Bexley reported, having mostly completed a circuit of the throne, “but what’s up with the throne itself?”
Locke brought Chimera forward to get a better look at what she meant.
One corner of the throne looked reasonably well-kept, and he noted it was on the corner implanted with a subtly glowing matter catalyst. The other three corners housed similar catalysts, but they were clear and inert, and at least one was visibly loose.
“Oh, the passive repair catalysts broke!” Peth knelt in Final Edict to examine one. “They’re little matter furnaces that perform basic maintenance on machines.”
“So what does that mean for this furnace?” Locke asked. “Is it fixable?”
“Depends upon the depth of the deterioration,” Peth replied. “We should be able to access more detailed schematics and error reports from one of these consoles—”
Ray crouched Ghostly Parable beside the furnace.
“I can help. We’ve encountered Precursor furnaces in ruins before, and the engineers on our crew have some experience mapping them, trying to reverse engineer them. Between them, Sevas, Bexley, and Peth, we should be able to get this thing working again.”
“Yes, we can definitely get this working again,” Sevas reported from a nearby console. He’d somehow managed to pull up an error report, and while he obviously couldn’t read the text, he could interpret the visuals. “It would be helpful to have one of the Precursor-literates translate, and some of the damage is deep, but based upon what I see here, it should be a trivial task for a matter mage.”
Peth joined him in Final Edict and looked over the schematic. “There’s another thing. These fixes require vortex crystals.”
“Hold on, give me a moment to grab one of those out of my pockets.” Sevas reached his hands into his loose trousers, as if with purpose.
“Really?” Peth asked.
“No, I was being sarcastic.” Sevas just let his hands rest in his pockets now. “I don’t even know what those are. But explain them to me, and I might be able to rig up a substitute.”
“For something with a name like vortex crystals?” Bexley exclaimed.
“Did you or did you not bring the Luciolan along because he can fix any broken object with any resource available to us?” Sevas replied petulantly. “I can make a titan work with a roll of tape and some spit. Maybe not long-term, but long enough.”
“And you can do that with Precursor technology, too?” Bexley said flatly.
“I can certainly try,” Sevas replied, with the confidence of one for whom trying usually meant succeeding. “Anyway, what are these vortex crystals, exactly?”
“They’re spiral-shaped crystals that are grown specifically for advanced gravity magic,” Peth explained.
“Grown?” Aster inquired. “Would it be too optimistic to assume there’s a crystal … garden or something near this facility?”
“For a facility that uses this much magic, definitely,” Peth replied. “There would’ve been a fabrication vat nearby.”
“And is there a chance the crystals are still growing after all this time?”
“One can hope.”
Peth pulled up another map of the facility and pointed out a network of large rooms that wrapped around the back of the driver tube and connected to the launch room. In Locke’s sight, they were named “Vortex Crystal Vats.”
“Perfect,” Peth said. “I can take care of harvesting those. There’s a delicate process involved if the magic inside them is to be preserved, and I’d rather not risk anyone else damaging them. Still, it looks like the vats continued producing until they reached their threshold for reserve crystals, so supply shouldn’t be a problem.”
“Good to hear.” Locke returned his gaze to Ultranoth. “How’s your magic doing?”
“Not recovering as quickly as I’d like, I’m afraid, but these shards here should go a long way, and there is still the option of my core. Those cushions look like they’re equipped with mage sensors, so it shouldn’t be too difficult to rig up a way to attach one of my cores, should it come down to it. In fact, now that I think on it, I might prefer to sacrifice my core.” A curious smile quirked onto her face. “If I leave it here to power the mass driver, then I can accompany you to the Steel Ring.”
“I thought losing a core could kill you,” Locke said.
“I have more than one, darling. I’m an old dragon.” Ultranoth smiled. “And I have a chance to go to the Steel Ring. Are you going to tell a dragon she can’t come along?”
“Well, no, I just don’t want you to die.”
“If I die, I will do it gloriously, in a death befitting a dragon,” Ultranoth declared. “In the meantime, I intend to enjoy myself.”
“Honestly, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to have you on hand anyway,” Peth said. “One of the ring’s emergency functions requires five mages, one of each type, as a last resort.”
“What sort of last resort are we talking about here?” Locke asked. “What’s a bigger last resort than a big-ass magic gun?”
“An untested one,” Peth replied. “And possibly fatal for the mages involved.”
“Well, let’s try to avoid that, then,” Bexley stated practically, already delving into the guts of the dragon throne. “In the meantime, can someone call the engineers in from the control room and send the rigs to fetch some scrap off the Blue Heron? Time is of the essence, after all.”
“I can take care of that,” Ray said.
“Try not to use anything that looks fancy,” Locke added, thinking of Alyssa and her attachment to her mother’s matter modifications. If they survived all this, it would be good to incorporate them into a new airship, and he knew Alyssa would appreciate the gesture.
“I’ll try,” Ray replied, and stomped Ghostly Parable out of the chamber.
“Ready to head for the launch room, then?” Peth asked.
“Let’s do it.” Locke stepped out of the furnace room to stride further down the hallway. Ultranoth followed, and Peth trailed her in Final Edict, as did Ember and Sloan in their titans, and Alyssa, staying carefully out of the way of the titans’ stride. They all came after him eagerly, like he was a leader who knew exactly what he was doing, who’d lead them to definite victory. It seemed that the generally magnificent conditions of the facility had improved everyone’s morale, given them hope.
A crumb, perhaps, but enough to push them forward.
Still, despite the bold confidence in his stride, he couldn’t help the knot of anxiety that now returned in his chest. Things might have been going well, but many of their successes in this facility had come down to sheer luck—luck that Meriwether had protected and preserved the mass driver, that it was still mostly in good condition, that they could very likely fix the parts that were broken—but luck had to run out eventually, and they’d already used a lot of it. Moreover, for all the relative simplicity of their plan—find the mass driver, shoot for the Steel Ring, shoot the moon—there were any number of complications that could derail them at any moment.
The one that weighed on his mind now had to do with how they’d even get to the Steel Ring. They’d once tossed around the idea of modifying an airship for whatever limited spaceflight it’d be capable of, but the Blue Heron would take far more than some tape and spit to make it airworthy, much less space worthy, which left the Indigo Gryphon. If that proved unsuitable, was the mass driver equipped to fire individual titans so that just he could go up to the Steel Ring, or was it so powerful that it would tear Haven-scale titans apart?
Maybe they’d get lucky and there’d be some suitable cargo containers in the launch room that would solve this problem entirely.
Finally, he reached the door and opened it.
The room hummed with building energy, the lights ramping on with slow, multistage pacing. Once the room was fully illuminated, Locke took one look and exclaimed:
“Oh, hell yeah!”
The launch room was huge, large enough to fit at least four Blue Herons, maybe even four Indigo Gryphons. An immaculate track and launch platform ran through its center, toward an iris-closed door that Locke assumed led to the launch tube.
And positioned on that launch platform was a motherfucking spaceship!
Like most things Precursor, it wasn’t necessarily practical in design. The four engines at its back—two on each side—were shaped to resemble feathery wings not unlike Final Edict’s original wings, and the rest tapered from the wide back to a long elegant point, the length of which was etched with more delicate feathery motifs. A small bridge sat nestled between the engines, conspicuous with its slick black plating, its mere size suggesting this was a ship meant to have a small, efficient crew. A crew that would see cargo up to the moon or the Steel Ring and then return to the planet to repeat the process.
A vehicle built for exactly the thing they needed it for.
***
For a moment, everyone forgot the world was ending.
His “Oh, hell yeah!” had carried over all local radios and inadvertently invited a stream of eager archaeologists, engineers, and rigs to see what was worthy of such exclamation. What resulted was the most abundant display of desperate, nerdy happiness he’d ever seen.
He managed to contain his own excitement as Titan Chimera strode around the airship to check it out. Peth likewise looked up at the thing from Final Edict with an unsurprisingly subdued posture, but Sloan frolicked about its perimeter in Deathly Rhythm with exactly the curiosity one expected of a cat, and Alyssa just stood by the entrance, open-mouthed.
Ember’s reaction was far more subdued. Her titan tilted its head in an obvious eye-roll gesture at Ray, who was acting like he’d need some alone time with the spaceship. In fact, most of the archaeologists gazed up with similar reactions.
Soon Titan Chimera came to the obvious hangar—or perhaps cargo bay—door still open from a thousand years ago and ready to be loaded.
“Shall we check it out?” Locke said, and strode inside.
The ship must have been intended to ship titans—or titan-sized workers—as much as supplies, for in addition to the cargo space, there were four distinct mecha bays similar in setup to those of Haven airships. Soon he, Peth, Sloan, and Ember had docked inside and disembarked from their titans, and Peth led them and Alyssa up through the ship to the bridge.
Though this was very likely a run-of-the-mill ship for the Precursors, it was still far more elaborate than any airship Locke had ever seen, even more than the Indy, and certainly more than the Blue Heron with its one permanent captain’s chair and a folding beach chair for the co-captain. This bridge had heavily cushioned seats, likely meant to protect the passengers against the incredible gee forces during launch, and two of those were planted before a console shaped out of the same weird, opalescent material as the main facility.
Peth took one of the captains’ seats and started the ship up.
“It’s in perfect working order,” she declared. “No error reports, nothing.”
The bright swath of projected rectangles before her showed all green. The exception was a notification that its vortex crystal fuel source was empty, which was not at all surprising considering how long the ship had been sitting there.
Just like that, Locke felt the knot in his chest unclench, right as a new and vigorous enthusiasm rose up in him. A few exotic Precursor crystals, and they’d be ready to launch.
“Did you know this was here?” Locke asked Peth.
“I suspected.” She smiled brightly. “The facility almost always had one or two passenger launch vehicles on standby. Though, if I’d been wrong, I knew we had other, more desperate options we could pursue.” She pointed to a row of titan-sized freight containers near the ship. “Not the most elegant solution, but we could have stuffed our titans into those and pressurized them before launch. Or we could have found some Precursor magesuits to wear inside our machines and hurled the titans naked into space.”
Locke came to stand beside Peth, and Alyssa joined him in breathless awe.
“The White Heron,” she said. “That’s what we’re calling it.”
“I like it.” Sloan flopped onto one of the cushioned chairs and admired the details in even these mundane surfaces. “It’s got bird designs and everything. It fits.”
“Is it ours?” Ember asked as she settled in a chair, too. “I mean, what exactly are the rules for claiming a Precursor spaceship?”
“This is an unregistered archaeological site, and we’re not working under a contract,” Alyssa said. “The find is ours.”
“After we save the world,” Locke turned to Peth. “Everything on the ship’s solid?”
“Except for fuel, it’s ready to launch.”
“So we get the ship’s vortex crystals, repair the furnace, extract and hook up Ultranoth’s core, and then launch.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Alyssa agreed, and the others nodded.
“Then let’s get to it!” Locke declared.
Right as a thunderous crash tore through the entire mountain. The bridge floor shuddered, and every light in the room blinked into darkness.
Chapter Fifteen
The lights in the hangar returned immediately, a mere temporary disruption, but that didn’t lessen the surge of adrenaline crashing through Locke’s veins. Quick recovery or not, anything that could disrupt Precursor infrastructure was, as a rule, Not Good News.
But outside his titan, away from his radio, he had no idea what it was, and so he and the ladies sprinted back to the hangar. Ghostly Parable was waiting for them at the entrance.
“Locke!” Ray shouted over his titan’s speakers. “Report from Rion! Colossal meteorfall nearby, and dreg wave on close approach. They need help or they’re going to be overrun before we can fix the furnace.”
“On my way!” Locke shouted. “Tell him I’ll be out there soon!”
“I’ll come, too!” Peth declared as they reached their titans.
“No,” Locke refused as he climbed up to Titan Chimera’s hatch. “You’re the only one who knows anything about this facility. You focus on getting the vortex crystals and prepping for launch.”
“But—”
“If we lose this ship, we lose everything!”
Locke closed himself inside Titan Chimera. When his reflex link reconnected, he looked down to see her still standing there, her face pinched in a way he hadn’t seen before, probably frustrated at being dismissed from the battle. Locke wasn’t privy to the full complexity of what was going on in her head, but he’d seen the way she’d fought against Dark Fulminator, like she was ravenous for this new opportunity to fight the thing that had destroyed her people, and desperate and determined to seek her vengeance. To tell someone like that not to fight was like telling a her to deny herself. But he needed her here in the mountain more than on the battlefield. Still, he amended his order:
“When you’re ready, let me know, and then use your psy magic to do what you can from in here. We launch for the Steel Ring as soon as you’re ready.”
He bit back the unspoken implication. That they’d have to leave whether the threat down here was nullified or not, and that Avarice was likely sending every meteor it had.
Which, in turn, meant he was heading into a losing battle.
He turned to Long Shot and Deathly Rhythm. “Ember and Sloan, you stay here and hold the line against anything that tries to sneak in.” Now he turned to Ghostly Parable. “Ray, how’s your titan?”
“Lightning shields are blown out and my chest armor’s a bit wrecked, but otherwise I’m functional.”
“Then you’re with me.”
He didn’t wait for any confirmation, merely strode out and heard Ray follow.
“Rion, brief me,” he demanded as he stomped through the control room.
Rion didn’t respond immediately, and when he did, it was with labored, intense breaths, as if whatever he’d been doing in his mech was beginning to take a toll on his physical body.
“We’ve got swarms, man. The whole horizon. Airships coming in, too, but they’re not responding to our calls.”
“More cultists?”
“They have Archstone Index and Constabulary codes,” Dr. Waltz radioed. When the Indy’s doctor was at the radio, Locke remembered, it usually meant he was flying the ship, which in turn meant that Captain Belista was in Splendid Defender. “Given the state that Archstone’s in,” the doctor finished, “I wouldn’t be surprised if the cultists managed to get ahold of more ships.”
Locke cursed, realizing the depth of what Waltz had just said. If Archstone was in as bad a shape as Lola had suggested, it was a real possibility that those ships were controlled by not just cultists, but regular people taken over by shadow dregs. And if those dregs could get ahold of airships, they could very likely get ahold of titans, too.
With that dark thought, Locke and Ray sprinted out of the control room, into Meriwether’s pillow room—to find Meriwether himself slithering out of his chambers like a serpent.
“FUCKING END OF THE WORLD DESTROYING MY FUCKING SLEEP,” the dragon raged. He shot past Chimera and Ghostly Parable. “I WILL AID YOU.”
“Yes!” Locke punched the air as he sprinted behind the dragon. Granted, he had no idea what kind of combat value a creature like Meriwether the Somnolent would prove, but he was a four-story-tall pissed-off matter dragon, and that had to count for something.
When they popped out of the cave mouth, he could only hope it was a big something.
The sky outside was on fire. Meteors streaked across it in all directions, like burning falling stars, and the moon illuminated the sky with its ravenous grin. The only part of the sky that allowed him hope was the silhouette of the Indigo Gryphon overhead, lit with the bursts from Splendid Defender’s energy cannon as they shot down into—
“Sh—” Locke meant to curse, but he only managed to suck in a breath. The Crystal Moon bathed the nighttime landscape in an eerie glow, and the entire horizon writhed in purple-black pandemonium, enclosing the area with a slow-motion wave. The howls of monsters being corrupted rose from that hellish pool, most terrified, some bloodthirsty as they shot out of the goo—giant wolves and wolfhares, elemental hulks, tentacled horrors, and other beasts Locke couldn’t identify—all racing for the titans. He’d known this fight would be rough, but anticipating it and seeing it with his own eyes were two wholly different experiences. He couldn’t see anything of the natural land, save for Mount Driver itself and its small oasis of normality.
A few hundred feet in front of him, Rion and Sanja fought to hold their own. Ricochet Cavalier darted through the air, a fierce blue and purple streak in the surreal night, jerking his fists back to yank monsters toward him and then punching them with enough force that Locke swore he saw anime shockwaves radiating off them. Now he punched a wolf down to Sanja in Glam Hammer, who pirouetted around it like a punk ballerina and smashed it to pulp. The two bolted aside as in a choreographed dance, and then Splendid Defender sniped a hole through the wolf’s skull.
Together, the three titan mages worked like a well-oiled machine, such that nothing looked particularly bad about their situation—except the force that was arrayed against them. A force that would inevitably overwhelm them and flood into Meriwether’s cave.
“Meriwether, close your cave!” Locke ordered through his external speakers. “We can’t let those dregs breach it.”
For once, Meriwether didn’t object. The dragon skidded to a stop and clawed his hands into the earth, and with a great rumble the cave mouth closed as if by a zipper pull. But that wasn’t the end of Meriwether’s magic, and he stomped his claws against the ground. He roared in the direction of the dregs, a noise that was as much catlike screech as rockslide, and the very land began to move.
Great fingers of stone shot up around their perimeter—perfectly smooth, difficult for any creature to climb—and right before Rion and Sanja, he left an opening.
A funnel.
With another roar and stomp, he raised a second wall behind Locke and Ray, this one fully solid, and then, with yet another burst of matter magic, he sprouted a huge, leathery pair of wings from his back and took to the top of the outermost wall.
“Yeah! Nice one!” Rion punched a delighted fist toward the dragon and then bashed a gravity wave toward the first monsters to lunge through Meriwether’s funnel. They didn’t plunge back into the encroaching sludge, though, for as they flew, Meriwether pulled up another wall to seal off the opening.
The monsters slammed against it with hideous cracks of bone. They recovered quickly, shadow dregs pushing their bodies beyond their normal limits of pain and will, as long as those bodies could still move—but they remained trapped, and Splendid Defender made quick work of them before Meriwether dropped the funnel wall to let another insistent, unlucky wave in. The monsters came—Meriwether clearly knew he couldn’t stop that—but they were only able to come by one route for now, which would give the titan mages the time they so desperately needed.
Locke looked to Ghostly Parable. “Ray, stay with Rion and Sanja. I’ll fly over the wall and see what I can do!”
“Got it!” Ray lit his beam saber and stomped to meet Sanja.
“I’ll come, too!” an unexpected voice rang through Locke’s brain.
He glanced up toward the Indigo Gryphon to catch a flash of gold as Fulminator the Atrocious leapt out of the ship’s hangar and snapped her wings out to catch the air.
Locke surged a blast of magic into his two gravity catalysts and shot up to meet her.
“You up for this?” he asked as both of them flew toward the wall.
“Man, I can’t deliver Mr. Caelum’s groceries if there’s no world to deliver them on!” Fulminator replied. “I’ve got my core and I ate some snacks. I’ll be as fine as everyone else.”
“Then let’s go fuck ‘em up!”
Of course, it was easy to speak with such bravado when one couldn’t actually see one’s enemies—and when he and Fulminator crossed Meriwether’s barricade, he saw the true extent of what they faced. It was not a mere wall of shadow dregs. The corruption spanned for miles and miles, so dense Locke could see the Crystal Moon’s gaping grin reflected in its black, oily sheen.
“Burn them all!” he shouted as he and Fulminator plunged toward the expanse.
Locke let his energy catalyst rip the moment he was in range, spraying a cone of flame along the path of his flight. The one advantage of having an apocalyptic concentration of enemies was that he didn’t really have to aim. Fulminator flew alongside him, blasting lightning down from her maw while and working her foreclaws like she was a wizard conjuring another storm.
On the wall, Meriwether worked his foreclaws, too, and beneath them giant dragon-like hands of dirt, stone, and flora clawed up from the ground and crunched the dreg-possessed monsters in mighty fists.
The wave of dregs crashed against wall like a tidal wave of black syrup, and they continued to fight.
The dreg wave quickly adjusted to the situation, though, and slowly, Locke began to see a new type of movement beneath them, the writhing of monsters being pulled together and … combined. With a great shriek, the ooze briefly parted to spit out something that had once been a stone drake. In their natural form, those drakes put him in mind of the stone grotesques carved to decorate gothic cathedrals, and were just as statuesque in temperament. They only attacked when bothered, but this one now possessed leathery wings and long, savage fangs, clearly taken from another creature.
Not unlike the monstrous beast Pious had created before their final battle.
“It’s making chimeras!” Locke shouted, and then wondered, Damn, had Avarice absorbed that technique from Pious’ soul?
The artificial monster didn’t allow him time to dwell on that. The chimera flapped up toward Locke and Fulminator, eyes shot with glowing purple and body dripping with excess, throbbing dregs. Locke knew the monster’s intent in an instant.
“Don’t let it touch you!” Locke shouted to Fulminator, and sprayed a cone of fire its way. “The dregs’ll try to take you over.”
“Ooh, believe me,” the lightning dragon replied, “I remember what that feels like and I do not intend it to happen again.” She blasted a fork of lightning at the creature, and it fell—but then a swarm of other amalgamated horrors took flight behind it.
“Time for a new strategy,” Locke declared.
He shot magic into his time catalyst and gravity catalysts. His time-enhanced speed flashed up to 250% of its normal movement, making him far too fast for any dreg monster to catch, but mostly his gravity catalysts cranked up to the maximum of their tier five and tier seven potential.
There was something to the pull and punch strategy he’d seen Rion using, but as a void mage, he knew he could do it better. When he saw the first chimera drakes swarm for Fulminator, he flung out a hand, grasping them in a gravitic prison before he yanked them closer—right into the searing spray of his energy catalyst.
Over and over he repeated the process, gravity-smashing, burning, defending Fulminator, but the longer he fought, the more he realized they were barely making a dent in the threat. The ocean of dregs stretched infinitely before him, churning even more violently than it had before, as if something was changing about it. But he had no way of pinpointing what, except for little balls of light that were beginning to coalesce in the goo, flickering in and out as if forming halfway and then collapsing.
Some, though, stayed. And grew.
“Locke!” Peth called over the radio.
“N—what?” he snapped, barely catching himself. He’d nearly shouted “No!” expecting her to tell him the driver was ready for launch. He knew he had to leave the fight, but he couldn’t leave like this. He couldn’t abandon the Indigo Gryphon just to give himself a chance to save the world.
Even though that’s exactly what he knew he’d have to do.
“There’s something out there,” Peth replied instead. “I sense it with my psy magic.”
“There is definitely something out here!” Locke blasted another chimera drake. “But I assume you mean something other than monsters!”
“I feel Pious again. It’s different from before. Twisted. But it has the same spark as Pious.”
That was when Locke remembered the airships Rion had mentioned—once too far away to be an immediate threat, now six vessels drifted close over the sea of shadow dregs.
“Peth, what can you tell me about the minds on those airships?”
“Dregs, totally. There’s nothing human left, except for the one outlier.”
“Pious?”
“Or what’s left of him.”
Locke nodded, though he still wasn’t sure what this presence meant. The man had beamed himself to the moon, obviously, but … was he in control? Or was there something wholly more complicated going on?
Ultimately, it didn’t matter.
Those airships weren’t coming to strike a truce. They were a threat, pure and simple.
“I’m taking them out!” Locke declared. “Fulminator, cover me!”
Locke energized his time and gravity catalysts again and shot for the approaching ships. His time on the Blue Heron had taught him a lot about how airships flew—and how they could be brought down. Take out one gravity furnace, and the ship would be unable to maintain altitude. Take out both, and it would crash.
But the airships must’ve anticipated him, for at that moment, a slow, eerie light oozed from the back of each ship, and a new problem presented itself.
A fresh horde of monsters leapt over the edge of the lowered hangar ramps—Archstone Wilds monsters. Lion drakes in particular, and Locke didn’t have happy memories of fighting those beasts. Before he could even process that horror, though, he saw no fewer than sixty rigs follow. And then titans. Six per ship, for a total of thirty-six.
Thirty-six Avarice-controlled titans.
Against their four.
Well, at least we have dragons, Locke thought defiantly.
“Fulminator, zap the titans! Knock out their reflex links!”
Locke snapped out his beam saber. His immense time and gravity magic zipped him to the nearest airship like time was irrelevant, and he plunged his sword into its bridge and cut down its spine like it was butter.
The airship just dropped, both its gravity furnaces cleaved open, and with any luck, it had crushed some rigs and titans beneath it.
“We’ve got titans, guys!” Locke reported. “Looks like six with flight units. Rigs too, sixty of them.”
“Shit,” Rion cursed, and now Locke could hear fatigue in his voice, even more ragged than before. “Running low on void condensate. Gotta get back to the Indy to refuel!”
“Wait a moment if you can!” Locke shouted, and then radioed, “Ember! Sloan! Get out here! We need backup! Peth, what’s the status of the driver?”
“Crystals secured and being installed in the ship. Just waiting for the engineers to finish hooking up Ultranoth’s core to the furnace. The furnace itself is done.”
“Then you get out here, too! We’re about to be rushed!”
All three confirmed, and Locke zipped around to take stock of the situation.
Fulminator flew beneath him, belching lightning at the titans on the ground, but apparently lightning was tough to aim at that distance, even for a dragon and only three titans dropped.
A formation of six gravity titans flew for Meriwether’s wall at top speed. Fortunately, though, their top speed was nowhere close to his, and he channeled power into his gravity catalysts and shot forward.
He had no time for a fight, so he did the most efficient thing he could think of. He charged his black swiftmetal beam saber as hot as it could go and then rammed it straight through the middle of the nearest titan—through its titan core. His tier four energy wouldn’t have done much against that titan on its own, but the sheer piercing power of his black swiftmetal made that point moot.
The blade plunged through the titan, and the entire machine blasted into a million burning metal shards as if it was made of pure explodium. Locke threw up a gravity field with both hands to protect himself, then caught the shrapnel in it and rained a portion downward into the churning mess of shadow dregs, monsters, rigs, and titans. Shrieks of hit beasts and blasts of exploding machines rose from below, and Locke decided that yes, this was a very good strategy.
“Locke, the cave’s blocked!” Sloan radioed.
“Meriwether, open it!” Locke commanded.
The dragon glanced back toward the mountain and waved his hand. One of the enemy gravity titans saw the gesture and flew for Meriwether, but Locke intercepted it and slashed it in half, which in turn made the rest of the gravity titans wise to him. Now they all converged on his spot—but he still had some shrapnel left in his gravity grip, and he blasted it back out like a nail bomb.
Two of the pilots threw up shields, but the debris struck the other two, blinding the visual sensors of one, and that was when Ember radioed, “Locke, fly up!”
Locke didn’t think; he just did—right in time for a tier six blast of mega-catalyst lightning to chain through every single one of the flying titans. The speed was absurd, and they fell into the shadow dreg sludge like useless metal ingots. Though they quickly stood up again, it was only to shamble like lurching, dreg-controlled zombies. Either the possessed mages inside were dead, or their reflex links were. Either way, their catalysts were worthless.
Or … no.
The titans stayed shambling for a few moments, but soon the ooze began to undulate and bubble around them, each motion carrying some of those odd balls of light he’d seen earlier—but now they were far larger and far more defined.
And amongst the entire span of shadow dreg sludge, he recognized lights in the five distinct colors of void magic. Some kind of … core or improvised catalyst? It occurred to Locke that, yes, these dregs were capable of magic—and hell, he’d seen it before. Hell, he’d even seen it before all Pious’ nonsense.




After all, he’d already fought a mutant mimic that was capable of emulating one of Sevas’ gravity furnaces—and it had mutated because of some weird goo Erudicia and Ray found in a ruin that had been sealed up since the fall of the Precursors, since Avarice had last touched the planet. Given what he was seeing, there was a significant chance some of that same goo was mixed in with the dregs below, which meant …
Oh, shit.
The sludge swallowed the fallen titans. Monsters screeched and roared as they were pulled under, too, and then reshaped, the strange lights flowing into their shapes as they struggled. They fell silent for one terrible, sick second—
And then the sludge spat them out like it was some violent, abominable womb.
They were no longer titans of a form Locke had ever seen. The distinct tentacle manes of lion drakes plumed out around the metal heads of the machines, and their shining jaws opened to reveal rows of savage animal teeth. The body armor had been bent and remade to suit their animal forms, but it more closely resembled a human crunched into unnatural quadrupedal shape by a cruel god. Lion drake muscle and flesh peeked out between ragged joints in the titan armor, and the titans’ hands merged into paws that had been forced into the shapes of human digits. In random places along each of the shapes glowed those strange little cores, like weird catalysts.
All four titans opened their mouths and belched out disproportionately huge breath weapons of fire, ice, lightning, and … acid? Poison? Locke didn’t know what it was, but it was nothing he’d ever seen an energy catalyst produce. Some sort of matter creation, perhaps?
“It can make titan chimeras,” Locke breathed as he took in the sight.
“Chimeric titans,” Ember corrected. “Otherwise it’s confusing.”
“Either way it’s bad!”
Locke turned to take in this ever-changing battlefield once again.
Below, Ember stood atop Meriwether’s wall, shooting the chimeric titans or blasting more lightning down into the ooze. Her attacks came at absurd speed, Deathly Rhythm standing beside her, using its time catalyst to accelerate the energy titan’s movement and cooldowns.
“Funnel closed!” Meriwether reported, rendering the outer wall fully solid to cut off even the controlled surge of monsters.
Ricochet Cavalier flew up to the Indy, carrying Glam Hammer in its grip as both took the opportunity to refuel. Final Edict stood beside Meriwether, psy catalyst glowing and arms stretched out, a small portion of the shadow dreg oozing slow, as if falling under her control. And then she directed her hands toward the nearest chimeric titan.
Human minds were complex things, hard to control through anything but the most powerful psy magic. But shadow dreg and monster minds were something altogether simpler. Soon that chimeric titan’s energy catalysts began to glow—and it sprayed the dregs around it with fire.
“Yes!” Locke shouted, feeling a fresh punch of hope, despite the overwhelming forces, despite the fucking chimeric titans.
He plunged toward the three that Peth hadn’t overtaken, a new plan blossoming into his mind. Peth had used up much of her empowering specter goo, but he hadn’t even touched his yet, holding it for the most desperate of desperate moments.
And well, he didn’t want to get any closer to desperation than this. Nor did he want to miss his shot.
The moment he was in range of the chimeric titans, he cocked his left fist back and punched it forward to shoot out a long cable of swiftmetal, straight into one of the chimeric titan’s heads. He summoned up his first shot of specter goo; his energy catalyst glowed brilliant gold; and a blast of lightning to rival Fulminator’s crackled down the cable and split the night in a blaze of short-lived daylight.
The chimeric titan exploded.
The lightning chained through the other three, a great crack of thunder marking their spasms. They didn’t explode—too peripheral to the original blast—but Locke had two more shots left, and he might as well use them.
He repeated the process, dodging the titans’ blasts of fire and ice, obliterating two more in blinding pops of thunderous daylight.
“We’ve got the last one, Locke!” Captain Belista shouted, and a sudden decadent rain of motherfucking missiles plunged down from the sniping balcony of the Indigo Gryphon. They traced fierce, elegant trails of sparkling magical exhaust, shining in defiance against the burning trails of the meteors and the darkness of the shadow dreg sludge, and when they splashed down, they erupted in a firecracker popcorn of explosions that billowed even higher than Meriwether’s wall.
“I didn’t even know your titan had missiles!” Locke exclaimed.
“It pays to be prepared,” Captain Belista replied, as the explosion dissipated and sludge crashed back in on a crater, and nothing else.
“All chimeric titans down!” Locke shouted, and felt a bubble of hope rise in his chest.
If they could hold out like this, they might actually have a chance.
With the first of the waves now handled, Locke turned his attention back to the airships and re-formed his beam saber.
“Here goes!” he roared, flying toward them. He slashed through the spine of one, and then another with no resistance. He suspected the airships were of limited value to Avarice now that they’d dropped their cargo, but he wouldn’t take the chance. He slashed through the fourth, then the fifth, the crashes of their great bulks echoing like thunderous rockslides.
Now only one remained, and he blasted forward to deal his final blow.
His beam saber had barely touched the metal when his entire world vanished.
Chapter Sixteen
First, blackness.
Then a dark, churning swirl of clouds.
Then a broken, wasted landscape stretching infinitely in all directions.
Locke knew this place. It was Peth’s psy realm.
But it wasn’t Peth who greeted him.
The person standing before his titan—for he was still in his titan—was both Pious, and yet not Pious. He stood there in Pious’ favorite rose gold suit, with his same easy demeanor, but something about the details of his appearance were off.
There was a mask, for one—a white and pale gold thing with opaque eyes that hid everything above his nose but still allowed his blonde curls to tumble forward. Locke didn’t wonder much about it at first. Given the kind of story he was living, a masked bad guy checked out. But when he looked closer, he realized there might be an actual reason for it.
Though the figure had Pious’ smile, it was too … something … too detailed. Just wide enough to look other than human, as if it was generated by a creepy AI art app trained only on movies that ventured too close to the uncanny valley.
As if created by something that was trying to look human, but didn’t know how.
“Avarice,” Locke stated. It wasn’t a question.
“Quite an unfair name to be assigned,” the creature said with Pious’ voice. “Are you greedy when you take things to create new things?”
“I don’t eat worlds.”
“I don’t eat worlds,” Avarice replied. “I remake them. I perfect them.”
“By destroying every bit of life on them.”
“Do you think of the ants and worms when you till your garden?”
“Ants and worms don’t have civilizations.”
“They do when I’m finished with them.”
“Get to the point.”
Locke had the distinct suspicion that while his consciousness lurked here, the fighting outside this realm would only grow worse, and that Avarice intended to drop him back into a world where all of his friends and lovers were dead. Or worse, transformed into grotesque shadow dreg puppets. He couldn’t allow that to happen.
“Why did you bring me here?” he demanded. “Why speak to one of the worms?”
“Because you, sir, are not a worm.” Avarice replied, and sounded genuinely fascinated. He floated up to meet Chimera’s visual sensors casually, almost like a playful sprite. His hair and fancy coattails floated with them, as if in zero-gravity, airy and ethereal and so unlike anything Locke had expected of this ancient destroyer.
“I have rebuilt many worlds,” Avarice continued, “and they all panic because they do not understand my vision for them. All fight back, of course, but in their primitive states”—Avarice shook his head, like a parent laughing at a precocious child—“well, they never succeed. Until—”
Now his chuckle concentrated back into its deeply fascinated tone.
“Your Precursors. And now you. The fight your old civilization put up—oh, it was magnificent! I’ve never in my entire existence faced a world that could harm me, much less capture me. And while it was incredible, you have no idea how frustrating the past thousand years have been. Watching the world beneath me grow into a shadow of what it could have been, if only I’d been allowed to complete its transformation.
“Oh, what a pity.”
“Yes!” Avarice beamed, as if not understanding his sarcasm, or else ignoring it. “I tried to instigate some form of the transformation by sending my—what did you call them? Shadow dregs—down as they regenerated. To no avail. I was beginning to think this was a lost world, but then I was able to reach a few beneath me, convey the truth of my labors.”
The cultists, Locke reasoned.
“And then this Pious Pemberton of yours came along, and he’s been such a wondrous trove of information! The research he conducted—the incredible things he aimed to accomplish with my power. I’d never encountered a civilization that could fathom me, much less a person who understood my goal so perfectly. Really, the information I absorbed from him was amazing.”
“Absorbed? He’s dead, then?” Locke asked, as even darker questions rose in his mind. If Avarice had absorbed Pious’ consciousness, then it surely knew all the strengths and weaknesses of Haven, or at least those that were known to a Director of an Arcane Index.
“Oh, he lives on inside me,” the destroyer continued brightly. “Or, at least, a part of him. As do all the people whose civilizations I’ve perfected. I wish for them to witness what I’ve wrought, to understand that their sacrifices were not in vain.”
“You trap … what, souls?”
“Well, it would be a waste of my—what did you name it? Psy capabilities if I didn’t use them for such a generous cause. None of these people died. I granted them immortality, and the ability to see countless worlds beyond their own! For that is ultimately what I am—an artisan of the stars, and a collection of souls to observe their beauty.”
A coldness so profound it felt like it might shatter his own soul shivered through Locke. This creature wasn’t just a devourer of worlds. It was a devourer of souls, and carried them screaming across the universe to watch as it destroyed more worlds, absorbed more souls.
He thought of Peth, when she’d been trapped in Titan Chimera’s core, and the misery that helplessness had inflicted upon her.
To be imprisoned inside Avarice, with billions of other anguished souls, would be immeasurably worse.
“The souls have not complained,” Avarice offered.
Locke flinched. “You can read my mind.”
“Of course, I can. I’m in your mind, which is filled with so much misunderstanding. To borrow your word, I do not absorb souls as they are. That would be cruel! No, I first relieve them of such … unnecessary burdens as free will, and the like, coaxing their thoughts into a more serene, placid state.”
Locke tried to recover his composure, even though he was certain Avarice read that, too.
“Then you know what I’m wondering,” he said.
“Why I pulled you here instead of just obliterating you like the others?”
Locke felt a twinge at the back of his mind. He wasn’t sure what to make of it—whether it came from Avarice or … something else—but he knew it felt oddly familiar.
“Exactly,” he pressed on.
Avarice grinned too broadly, eager and weird and wild.
“Because this world is wholly unique in its resistance, and you are wholly unique in it. The magic you could wield, those ‘god-tier coefficients’ you boast—your magic has the potential to be the most powerful I’ve ever seen.”
Suddenly Titan Chimera was gone, so that Locke floated bodily with Avarice, and Avarice leaned in close.
“I wish to employ you. You may be the only being I’ve ever encountered that is capable—worthy—of sharing in my magic. Think of the worlds we could reshape together, the lands you could remake to your heart’s desire! I would share that with you.”
“Your tune’s changed a bit since you sent Dark Fulminator after us. She was bent on destroying us. Or rather, you through her.”
“Yes. And then you beat her, and I reconsidered,” Avarice replied. “I know worthy power when I see it.”
The twinge came again, harder this time. And this time, Locke did recognize it.
“That’s generous,” he said. “But you know what I think? No, wait. You’re in my head. Of course, you know what I think.”
That was when the psy realm shattered.
Locke tumbled through the air and then righted himself, back in Titan Chimera. He slashed through the final airship and then zipped back toward Meriwether’s wall to see Final Edict’s hands extended toward him, its entire frame glowing with a pinkish purple, powered-up light.
“He’s free!” Peth radioed.
“And we’ve got Avarice scared.” Locke grinned. “It tried to make a deal with me.”
“I saw the whole thing,” Peth replied. “And I’m fortifying your mind with a blocking spell so it can’t get back in. Not much specter goo left, though.”
“Then let’s finish this fast. What’s the status of the spaceship?”
“It’s ready to launch,” Sevas radioed.
“Then let’s make to fall bac—”
The sky split with a gut-churning blast of noise, and Locke remembered hearing that noise before. It was the same sound that had heralded the abrupt, apocalyptic rise in meteorfall right before they rushed to the Edgewater dish, and now it heralded a similar cataclysm.
The Crystal Moon’s ravenous grin gaped like a stretching jaw, and then disintegrated into thousands upon thousands of meteors, all concentrated in one particular direction.
At the same time, the shadow dregs below roiled, withdrew—and then the dregs and everything within them crashed into Meriwether’s smooth walls like a wave. A wave that grew with every withdrawal and every crash, and that began to bubble with new monsters. New chimeras.
Every titan they’d knocked into the sludge now emerged with grotesque, fearsome aspects pulled from all the monsters the dregs had swept into this area.
Slowly, Meriwether’s wall began to shudder and crack.
“Fall back!” Locke ordered. He snatched Ember and Sloan from the wall with his gravity catalysts … right before the wall broke.
Locke heard screams and shouts from the others as he bolted toward Mount Driver. Rion gravity-lifted Sanja and Peth, and Fulminator carried Ray, all while Meriwether reinforced the outer wall.
“Meriwether, open the cave!” Locke shouted.
The matter dragon did, and Locke shoved Sloan and Ember inside. Rion did the same with Peth. Locke turned to Rion and the others, but before he could say anything Rion spoke first:
“We’ll hold them off until you launch. Go!”
It was not a voice filled with his usual bravado.
It was a voice that had seen the coming meteors, knew exactly how this was likely to end, and was going to stomp his way to the end of it anyway.
Worst was that Locke couldn’t tell him no. If they lost the mass driver, they lost the world.
So instead, he held Titan Chimera’s hand out for a fist bump. Rion returned it, and then lifted Ray and Sanja back up to the wall top, while he zipped into the light of the meteors, fists raised to deliver his final gravity punches.
***
Locke took one of the captain’s chairs of the White Heron, Alyssa, Sloan, and Bexley in chairs behind him. They’d already secured the titans in the spaceship hangar, and now Ultranoth strode in to fill the second to last seat on the bridge in her human form, albeit dressed in her usual dinner party regalia, complete with huge hat. Yet, despite her typical elegance, she seemed less … vital somehow. Having one core removed had taken a toll on her.
Peth settled in the second captain’s chair and opened a little panel to reveal a pentagon of small catalysts, on which she rested one hand.
Damn, those catalysts were tiny! Locke thought. Haven mages had no equivalent.
“I’ll guard against psy incursions from here,” Peth said, and Locke saw the psy catalyst begin to glow beneath her finger.
“Ready, control room?” he radioed out.
“Peth said she’d handle the launch with her psy magic,” Aster replied from inside a glass-walled control center at the top of the multi-story room. “So, I guess? All the consoles are in working order. We just need Meriwether to open the mountain at the end of the launch path.”
“I’ll take care of that,” Ultranoth replied. Her gaze went distant as she contacted the other dragon, and soon the mountain rumbled again, albeit in a way that would (hopefully) benefit them.
“Meriwether says the mountain’s ready,” Ultranoth reported.
“Great,” Locke said. “Peth, I assume you’ll handle flying this thing?”
“Correct.” Peth leaned forward to begin the startup process. “The preparations, anyway. Much of the flight process is automated. In the meantime, everyone, secure yourselves in your seats. There are straps for you to use, and it may be of some value to know there are sick bags attached to the left side.”
Alyssa went ahead and grabbed hers as she and the others finished strapping in. She knew her weaknesses.
“There will be a great jolt at first,” Peth continued, “and afterward the ship will accelerate to around two-and-a-half times the gravity you’re used to.”
“The gravity magic doesn’t dampen that?” Locke asked.
“We could have,” Peth replied, “but the interfering magic made the launches far less void efficient. Besides, it’ll only take us eight or so minutes to reach orbit.”
“Eight minutes!” Alyssa exclaimed. In the reflection of the glass, Locke could see her already turning green. “I just spent hours airsick on the Blue Heron, and that was at normal gravity!”
“Well, at least you have less barf in you now,” Ember replied.
Alyssa scowled back. “You’re not helping.”
“The ship is ready.” Peth adjusted her touch on her seat’s psy catalyst. “Now to begin the final preparations. Sevas, Aster. You’ll both feel a sort of mental nudge, like a compulsion to interact with your consoles. These will be my instructions.”
Locke saw both Sevas and Aster move with new purpose before the control center consoles, their eyes glinting with magenta light. Much of Erudicia’s crew lingered behind them, still curious about the ship despite the fraught circumstances, eager to see the launch, and every pair of eyes that met his sank the knot in his guts even deeper.
He was going to save the world, he knew.
But he also knew he was abandoning these people to die.
Now he saw both Sevas and Aster shake their heads and blink as Peth withdrew from them, her preparations finished.
The last eyes he met were those of Sevas. Who, perhaps unsurprisingly, grabbed his radio microphone and said, “Well, get on with it. The moon’s not going to fuck itself!”
Locke didn’t think he had any laughs left in him, but nonetheless one blatted from his mouth.
“That it won’t.” He checked to make sure that everyone was secure in their cushioned seats, and radioed to Aster. “Ready for countdown.”
It was the longest ten seconds of Locke’s life.
Followed by the strangest, greatest, most exhilarating span of seconds. Or perhaps minutes. Once it started, he couldn’t tell.
He’d seen space launches on TV before, read about them in the days when his young self had wanted to become an astronaut. Based upon those experiences, he’d expected to feel a tremendous rumbling of firing engines, so overwhelmingly powerful it felt like the spacecraft might vibrate apart before it even left the launchpad.
But then, his world could barely manage to spacelift parts for a small, international space station. The Precursors had built orbital megastructures! And this world had gravity magic.
The moment Aster’s countdown hit zero, Ultranoth’s dragon core ignited in the furnace room. The tracks beneath the spaceship glowed purple as if they were catalysts themselves. A strange lightness overtook Locke’s body, more powerful and surreal than what he’d experienced in his titan—and then the ship lunged forward into the tube embedded in the mountain. It blasted up the great spiral he’d seen on the control room’s hologram, rings of purple light joining the track to propel the ship faster and faster, as if this was a bizarre underground roller coaster, until it finally hit the last stretch, angled upward—
—and pierced into the heavens.
In the reflection of the glass, he could see all of the ladies but Peth, their bodies plunged back into the cushions of their seats, hands clenched against their armrests as if afraid they might fly out of them otherwise, and faces grimacing in expressions that weren’t quite sure what they thought of it. (Except for Alyssa, who clearly hated it, and Ultranoth, whose serene face suggested she’d launched into space before, even if she’d forgotten to secure her hat.)
Locke wanted to look down to see how his other friends fared, but he was in no position to, pressed back into his own seat by the incredible gee forces. It was all he could do to stare forward, into the meteors burning hot streaks past them at such speeds he thought they were about to warp into space.
The console before him then lit up purple, and the ship’s own gravity catalysts activated, punching them higher into the sky, past the surreal streaks of high-altitude clouds, past the hazy presence of the atmosphere itself and then—
—toward the great, looming shadow of the Steel Ring.
Chapter Seventeen
Even through the tumult of the launch, Locke could see that the Steel Ring was different from other Precursor structures he’d encountered. There were no artful flourishes on the outside of this device. Even the edges lighted by the sun shone with severe matte simplicity, and the rest of it slashed through the sky with an opaque darkness nearly as ominous as the grinning Crystal Moon that lay beyond it.
He could see the desperation in the structure.
The White Heron slowed of its own accord as they reached low orbit. Soon its engines powered down, freeing them from the pressing forces of sustained acceleration, so they could escape from the confines of their seats if they desired.
Few of the ladies wanted to do so, though.
“Shit, what is this? Where’d the gravity go?” Bexley clawed her hands into her armrests as if a harness wasn’t already holding her down. “Oh gods, did we use it all up?”
“Somehow I doubt we can just use up gravity, Bexley,” Ember scoffed, though Locke did note the uncertain way she stared at the ponytail floating in front of her face.
Alyssa just barfed, but she’d already prepared for that eventuality, so the experience was not as messy as it could have been.
Sloan, meanwhile, was already out of her harness and flipping aerial somersaults around the bridge.
“Weeee!” she squealed—and then smacked into the bridge window, bounced off, and looked back at it, perplexed. “Oh my gods.” She cupped her hands to her chest, as if checking the condition of her breasts, then removed them, then checked again. “Forget gravity, space is amazing! My boobs are so much perkier here!”
This altered the vibe of the room in one pivotal sweep, as even Alyssa turned her attention to her own chest; Ember opened her magesuit; and Bexley heaved a jiggle so gratuitous that her boobs popped out past her already-low hemline.
“I take it back!” Bexley declared. “Space is the best.”
“Oh my gods, the size doesn’t matter!” Sloan continued, and Locke glanced over to see that she’d opened her magesuit and put her shapeshifting skills to work, testing the limits of how much buoyancy the free fall would grant a truly impressive chest.
“Zero-g really is amazing,” Locke mused.
“Is that what this is called?” Sloan asked, patting her chest again to test its jiggles. “‘Zero-g’?”
“Can everyone please put their boobs back in?” Alyssa groaned. “We are here to end the apocalypse.”
Locke allowed himself a small chuckle. “Cancel the apocalypse,” he said, thinking of a quote from one of his favorite—and, now that he thought of it, quite relevant—movies.
Zero-g felt weird to him, like he was simultaneously falling and flying at the same time, but for whatever reason, he didn’t find it particularly disorienting. Maybe that was another feature of his artificial body. Either way, he was comfortable enough to joke.
“Whatever,” Alyssa said. “By the end of this, I want the apocalypse thoroughly unscheduled.”
“Yes, ma’am!” Locke saluted. “And she’s right. Boobs away, everyone. Time for us to be serious people.”
The ladies met the order with various degrees of groans, whines, and raspberries, but they still obeyed.
Ultranoth just remained in her seat the whole time, amused by the girls (and, Locke noticed, even more buoyant in her very human shape).
Peth, meanwhile, leaned up from her captain’s chair to press some buttons on the console. Soon new lights and holograms popped up, one projecting a miniature layout of the Steel Ring and Crystal Moon superimposed with what looked like trajectory arcs and other data.
“How close are we to the control center?” Locke asked.
Peth fiddled with some screens and then said, “We were slightly off, but given the circumstances in which we launched, we’re not nearly as off as we could have been.”
“What does that mean for our timing, though?” Space travel wasn’t anywhere near his area of expertise, but he’d read enough sci-fi to know that a little mathematical error at the start of a launch could turn into big errors of various sorts as it progressed—least of which would increase the time and fuel needed to reach their destination.
“We’re not as close to the control center as I’d hoped to be,” Peth replied, “but it is what it is. We’re looking at about two hours until we reach our destination. Time enough to catch a breather.”
“For some of us, at least.” Locke gazed out the window to the planet below, as if he could see his friends still struggling for their lives. “I don’t think I’ll be able to rest.”
Peth put a light hand on his shoulder. “Worried about the Indy?”
Locke just grunted, but his answer was clear.
“They’re clever people,” Peth said. “And honestly, they only needed to hold the area until we launched. They succeeded there, and they’re smart enough to know when to fall back.”
Locke was about to shrug the encouragement off as empty, just something Peth was saying to make him feel better, but then he realized she was right. The Indy didn’t have to defeat all the dregs, rigs, and titans. They just needed to delay them, and they still had Fulminator and Meriwether to help.
Question was, would they and the dragons be able to retreat? And would a retreat even matter in a situation like this? Where the entire world was fast becoming a battlefield?
Locke sighed. Worrying about it now wouldn’t change their fate. All he could do was press forward and either make their sacrifice worth it or bring home a great story to tell the next time they met.
He still didn’t think he’d be able to rest until that happened. His body was still buzzing with adrenaline from the intensity of the battle below and the physical strain of the space launch. It wasn’t the sort of condition he could just come down from. It was the sort of condition that needed to be spent.
And suddenly he realized, the way Peth now eyed him, she had some ideas about how he could spend it. For that matter, so did Ultranoth.
“So, what is the resting situation like on a ship like this?” he asked.
“Darling, you’re with a dragon and a psy mage,” Ultranoth purred. “The physical situation hardly matters.”
“Well, technically it does,” Peth added. “After all, I need to be able to access a psy catalyst. Still, if I recall correctly, there should be psy catalysts in the sleeping quarters for this exact purpose.”
Suddenly Bexley’s boobs perked. Quite literally. Locke knew it was actually a result of her entire body perking in free fall, but her boobs were definitely the most conspicuous part.
“Wait, are we talking about space sex?” she exclaimed. “I want in on space sex!”
“Me, too!” Sloan squealed as she somersaulted across the room again.
“Ughhh, how can you be thinking of sex at a time like this?” Alyssa moaned, holding her barf bag as if it were a holy relic.
Ember didn’t say anything, just held tight to her seat as if afraid she was going to float out of the spaceship.
“Well, now that it’s been mentioned,” Locke said, “I don’t think I’d mind a bit of … refreshment. I mean, usually I take cold showers in instances like this, but somehow I doubt it would have the same effect in zero-g.”
“This ship doesn’t have showers anyway,” Peth said. “Most Precursor structures have scanners at their entrances that eliminate all contaminants.”
“What? So the Precursors didn’t have showers at all?” Ember exclaimed. “Precursor civilization sucks.”
Peth laughed. “We did, but mostly for relaxation, not hygiene. And most often in public bathhouses.”
“Oooo,” most of the voices in the room intoned. Apparently this was enough to forgive the Precursors the sin of not having showers. Bathhouses weren’t uncommon on Haven, and the handful they’d been to were lavish, like luxury spas—but Locke knew they were imagining a Precursor bathhouse, with the decadence allowed by all their technological marvels.
“Could you create one of those?” Bexley exclaimed to Peth. “With your psy magic?”
“Of course!” Peth replied. “I can create any environment.”
“Would you?”
“Bexley,” Alyssa huffed. “We’re in the middle of saving the world!”
“Yeah, but we’ve got time!”
“And technically,” Ember chimed, “if the adventure books you like are any indication, intense moments right before you might die are the best moments for sex.”
“Plus, we’re in space!” Sloan giggled, jumping off the wall to float back across the room. “When are we ever going to get the chance to do ‘zero-g’ sex again?” She said the term like it was an exotic foreign word.
“Ugh, then you go do it,” Alyssa moaned. “I’m just going to stay here with my barf bag for now.”
“You know, I do have the ability to ease such sensations,” Peth offered. “One of the biggest benefits of psy magic!”
“Really?” Alyssa exclaimed. “Gods, that would be amazing!”
“But someone needs to remain to pilot the ship,” Ember said. “While I wouldn’t mind going out in the middle of a tremendous orgasm, I’d rather not do it because we failed to dodge a perfectly avoidable meteor.”
“Ah, she’s right,” Alyssa groaned, and Locke suddenly noticed her legs clinching together in a sultry way. The promise of nausea relief must have allowed her more typical instincts to ease back to the fore, and the most primary of those was what happened when she was stressed.
Given the circumstances, she was clearly very stressed.
But Ember was also right.
“That won’t be too large an issue,” Ultranoth interjected. “We can’t all do it at the same time anyway, not if I’m involved. Not that you all aren’t competent mages, but the only one capable of surviving me is Locke.”
“Wait, is Ultranoth a candidate for wife now, too?” Bexley exclaimed.
“Ultranoth’s a dragon. She does what she wants,” Locke said, because it felt like the safest thing to say.
Bexley and Peth both turned to Ultranoth with mischievous grins.
“I remember the Ultranoth who said she’d never pick up any man,” Bexley teased. “That her books and artifacts were more interesting than any man could ever be.”
“And I recall you saying something similar over drinks at the academy all those years ago,” Peth jabbed with a smile.
“Yes, well, a person grows over a thousand years,” Ultranoth replied, completely unapologetic. “And given the circumstances in which we find ourselves, and how we got here, I think it’s obvious that Locke is definitely more interesting than books or artifacts.”
Now Ultranoth looked straight to him.
“Shall we act upon it while the time is right?”
Chapter Eighteen
They zipped to the sleeping quarters.
Well, Peth zipped to the sleeping quarters. After all, she’d been on ships like this many times before and so knew how to navigate the regular handholds to propel herself where she needed to go. Ultranoth glided smoothly past them all using her gravity magic. Locke seemed to have no difficulty, either, his Precursor-conjured body adapting to weightlessness with ease.
The others … not so much.
Sloan ignored the handholds completely, zigzag from wall to wall in a wild, inefficient manner that was nonetheless punctuated by delighted squeals. Alyssa held on to every single handhold for dear life as if climbing a ladder on the ground. Ember did the same except for moments where she decided to experiment with propelling herself down the corridor, and Bexley just shot herself up and down the space until she figured out the proper strength at which to launch, not particularly caring who she smashed into in the process.
“Ugh, how is zero-g sex going to work if we can’t even get this right?” Ember groaned as they finally reached the target room. (The others overshot it so many times that eventually Ultranoth just picked them up with her gravity powers and pulled them to the door.)
“Yeah,” Bexley said, “and how is banging going to work anyway? I mean, whenever I ram into anyone in this hall, we just bounce off each other in opposite directions.” She knocked her butt into Ember for emphasis, but Ultranoth caught both of them again before they could float off.
Peth simply laughed knowingly and opened the hatch.
“Sleeping quarters,” in fact, was something of a euphemism, and had been even during Peth’s time. While there were cushioned pods in the room that could be configured for sleeping, the variety of settings available and the fact that most were meant for at least two people suggested that sleep was the least of their uses. Moreover, there were handholds all over the room, and some were outfitted with straps and other accessories meant for holding participants in place—or together. Not to mention the lockers Peth knew to contain relevant toys, and the dispenser on one wall that contained a variety of invigorating or reinvigorating substances.
“The Precursors had entire zero-g sex rooms on their ships!” Bexley observed. A greater awe than Peth had ever seen slipped onto the engineer’s face. “Can we keep this ship when we’re done?”
“Well, it’s not like the original owners are around to tell us no,” Locke said. “The closest thing we have is Peth.”
“And you have my permission.”
“Then let’s do this!” Bexley declared, and suddenly every single layer of her clothing was floating aimlessly through the air.
Ultranoth laughed as if she’d just heard an amusing piece of teatime gossip, then drifted serenely toward the door. “I’ll see to the ship while you entertain yourselves.”
The girls were eager to do so. Ember’s magesuit was now flying freely, too, and Peth nudged it out of the way and looked around until she found what she was looking for—a specialized pod inset with five different catalysts, like the seat on the bridge.
“Shall I cast a Precursor bathhouse illusion for us?” she asked the room in general.
“I want to play with these for now!” Sloan kicked off the last leg of her own magesuit and tried to make sense of a complicated strappy thing affixed to the wall. The others echoed similar interests, but Peth nestled herself in the mage pod anyway, if only for the comfort.
It would take the others some time to figure the devices out, so she figured it best to leave herself free for questions—or warnings, given how quickly Bexley asked, “Do you think the stuff in this dispenser is still good after a thousand years?”
Even so, despite the awkwardness of zero gravity, they figured it out fast. Despite her eagerness, Alyssa was impatient to get back to her bridge—ever the responsible captain—and so she and Locke had gone for the most straightforward option, one of the “fucking pods” as Ember and Bexley now dubbed them.
In Peth’s memory, her people had never been particularly shy about sex, or bodies in general—hence, bathhouses and communal zero-g sex rooms—but she was surprised to see how easy Havenites were about it, too. Or at least, these particular Havenites. The glass in Locke and Alyssa’s pod fogged up quickly, the tender noises of their intimacy only slightly muted by the material, and as Bexley, Ember, and Sloan explored the room, they didn’t seem at all embarrassed by it. Quite the opposite; whenever a particularly ecstatic cry from Alyssa or satisfied growl from Locke came from the pod, they’d all twitch in some way, as if eager to experience that same closeness for themselves when the time came.
Peth couldn’t blame them. Though the glass was mostly fogged, she could still see the labored tensing of Locke’s back muscles, the erotic gyrations of his hips, and the startled twitches of both as each found the other’s delightful, tender spots.
The view made Peth want him even more than she already did.
And when the pod hissed open and the two floated out, it was clear that the view did the same for the others.
“That device is definitely a keeper,” Locke said as Bexley, Ember, and Sloan flocked straight to him. The force of their motion knocked all four of them back into the fucking pod, but it was far too small for so many, and looking around the room, Peth saw that there wasn’t one large enough to accommodate them.
“Agreed,” Alyssa sighed. She nudged off a handhold toward her floating coat, looking far more refreshed than Peth had ever seen her. She hadn’t gone into the pod fully naked, and now slipped the coat on over her disheveled clothing and let her trajectory take her toward the door.
“I’m returning to the bridge,” she reported. “I’ll let you know if anything of interest happens.”
“There is nothing more interesting than this right now,” Bexley declared as she and the others flailed to reorient themselves outside the pod. Locke waved to acknowledge Alyssa’s exit, but the others ignored her completely. Both Ember and Sloan snatched at Locke’s arms, each pulling themselves straight for his mouth, while Bexley found a handhold on his hips and pulled her mouth straight down the length of his entire dick.
“Fuck!” Locke shouted, as his muscular arms pulled Ember and Sloan closer, and as they all floated awkwardly across the room as if on the force of Bexley’s ravenous blowjob alone.
Peth decided she would give them time to experiment with the other devices before she joined in, though she couldn’t help but laugh even after they figured some out. As Bexley had noted, the key to lovemaking in space was the ability to stay physically close, to thrust against one’s partner without knocking them away. Well, they found the necessary straps to keep themselves together, and while she was sure it felt amazing, the view from her pod was one of an awkward orgy ball moaning and squealing through the air like a weird, sexy asteroid.
She laughed, but they were in no position to pay attention to her, too distracted by the knot of their own combined bliss.
For that was what it was, she realized.
The Precursors had been as free about relationships as Havenites, but in Precursor society, the more people that were in a relationship, the more complex and fraught it became, the more chances there were for conflict.
It took an enormous amount of maturity to make these sorts of relationships work, or at least willingness to compromise and cooperate.
And this unit had all of that.
At the end of even their charged interactions, they enjoyed each other, in every way. The fact that they could float around in an awkward sex ball and still enjoy each other was testament to that. Sex was one of the most awkward activities in all of human experience, even once a person figured out what to do, but the fact that they’d rendered the emotional component un-awkward …
It said a lot about the cohesion of Locke and his crew.
And in some absurd way, it made Peth feel more at home than she’d ever felt since waking up in Titan Chimera.
For the first time in a thousand years, it made her feel like she had a home.
Peth wasn’t sure how long the floating orgy lasted, but it was long enough to leave most participants utterly exhausted. When Locke, Ember, Bexley, and Sloan unknit themselves from each other, the three women just drifted away in pure brainless satisfaction, the physical evidence of their lovemaking floating through the room in little concentrated globules, which were gradually targeted and sucked up by an inconspicuous cleaning bot that floated down from the ceiling.
Locke himself showed signs of impending exhaustion, too, tendrils of his hair either wild or plastered against his head with the sweat of his exertions, but astonishingly, the part of him that had seen the most exertion these past hours was still up and ready for action. Conspicuously so.
“That’s impressive,” Peth commented from her pod. “Zero gravity usually makes these activities challenging for men. Blood tends to concentrate in the head rather than where it needs to be.”
“Oh, his blood is definitely where it needs to be,” Bexley sighed.
“I blame all the adrenaline of the past few days,” Locke replied.
“Well, I can certainly help you unwind some more,” Peth purred, and then extended her hand to him like a queen summoning her lover. “Come to me.”
Even after all his exertion, Locke didn’t need asking twice. He grabbed the nearest handhold and launched himself in Peth’s direction with the ease of one who’d been banging ladies in zero-g sex rooms for years. When he loomed over her in the pod, it was with the dark, hungry, confident look of a captain who knew exactly how she liked it.
He slipped inside the pod and closed its glassy external doors around them. At the same time, Peth opened a light-menu beside one hand and selected a setting that was more appropriate for what they intended. She’d initially had the pod’s cushion set to a reclining chair form, but now it reshaped itself into an arrangement better suited to two-person engagements. She felt herself sink into the cushion, held loosely in place by the semisoft reactive material. Likewise, before any accidental motion could push Locke away from her, it extended a soft harness toward his waist and secured itself. A line of handholds along Peth’s sides completed the accessories necessary to give Locke the proper grip that would allow him to … make the best use of the pod.
“The catalysts are here.” She indicated the panel by one of her hands. “But there are sensors all over the inside of these devices. You can use your gravity magic to fill in any gaps the machine leaves.”
“Oh, I’ve already learned all about the catalysts in these things,” Locke breathed huskily, and with that, eased his face down to her own.
He didn’t use his gravity magic to move, she noticed, but she didn’t mind that at all, for in the dim, sensual light of the pod she could see the muscles of his arms flexing to take her, and the sheer masculine strength in them shot a hot flash of desire straight through her center. It only flared hotter as his lips met hers, as their tongues flicked together, then intertwined, and it was all she could do not to pull him straight into her right then.
But she could make this more exciting, she knew—and so she inched one hand toward the subtle shape of a mage sensor, and channeled.
The pod flashed away, to be replaced by the dim, misty lighting of a Precursor bathhouse. Locke’s head rose from hers as he noticed the shift in environment, but with her naked body so close to his and his dick as hard as it was, it was clear he wasn’t all that interested in the artistry of it. Still, she’d created an appropriate psy realm.
Precursor bathhouses had multiple functions, and given that they’d designed spaceships with sex rooms, it wasn’t unusual that their bathhouses also had rooms designed for intimacy. This particular place was one she remembered as a sort of honeymoon suite, its open sky cast in eternal stars over a tumbling terrace of shallow stone-edged pools, each stacked atop each other by means of gravity magic. This magic, in turn, would catch anyone who happened to fall out. The surrounding view was one of elegant columns, hanging moss, and bioluminescent, ethereal flowers, like it was the temple of some erotic god, and they the offerings to it.
They were not submerged, yet. She’d imagined them on the uppermost seat of the uppermost pool, her back against a stone slab emulating her pod seat and its handholds. The pool’s water was just barely high enough to reach her sitting waist, but when Locke moved before her, that motion washed the warm, decadent water between her open legs, and made her wish for something warmer down there.
“Oh …” she moaned as it washed back again, driving further heat into her, and Locke knew how to take a hint.
He pressed his face between her breasts, brought his hands down to cup them as he kissed and licked and—gods!
A thumb and forefinger found its way to one nipple, and another moan escaped her lips before she could stop it.
“Still sensitive there?” he breathed into the arc of her breasts.
“Oh, this body …” she struggled. Certain parts of her were definitely more tender than she remembered, and she simultaneously wanted to pull away from him while also demanding that he pinch harder.
He read her body’s desires, took his mouth to that nipple next, then his teeth, and then withdrew to massage his hands against both shapes, every touch eliciting another gasp that fought past her pinched lips, despite her best efforts.
“God, that spell gave you an amazing chest,” Locke groaned.
He wasn’t wrong. Even back in her old body, she’d been built like a mage warrior goddess, but the spell had taken everything that she was and amplified it—which made her whole experience of him awkward, if in a complicatedly delightful way. In every situation but sex, she looked the part of a voluptuous magical conqueror who could bend men to her will.
But when Locke touched her, suddenly she was no longer the conqueror. His every caress elicited a cry of surrender whether she wanted it to or not, but in no way did she want it to stop.
In fact, she wanted more.
And, well, she’d already established that Locke knew how to take a hint.
Or perhaps he just wanted her that badly, too.
In a single fluid motion, he lifted up from her chest, steadied himself with one of the handholds, and then positioned himself before her. She’d barely felt the warmth of his tip before another groan spilled unbidden from the bottom of her lungs, as his tremendous girth split through her flesh, withdrew, and then plunged back in harder, deeper, eliciting another squeal with each stroke.
The cushion of her pod, the cool support of her stone, held her firm as he thrust every powerful inch of his manhood into her. His hips met hers so hard she could see her breasts flying up toward her face in time with his rhythm. She blushed at the crudeness of it, but she had no desire to resist.
Even as the erotic clap of his flesh pounding hers consumed her mind. Even as his hands returned to her chest and tended her in ways she couldn’t even describe.
It was incredible. She’d never experienced anything like this, in this world or her old one, that perfect, passionate merging of two people—and she hadn’t even used her psy magic to modify the physical sensations.
Now she did, and magnified the feel of his rugged hands against the mounds of her breasts, the hungry exploration of his tongue in her mouth, the tender violence of his dick as he ravaged her, like some insatiable beast.
She felt it push beyond its natural limits, into the very heart of her, into some deeper place she couldn’t even name, like he’d plunged straight through to her soul.
She didn’t bother to suppress the noises that spilled from her now. She just lay there and let him take her as he wanted to, plunging every ounce of fear and joy and terror and ferocity he’d experienced in the past hours straight into her like she was the only balm that could ease it.
And then, finally, release.
Peth felt his body tense in ecstasy, just as a wave of warm, decadent pleasure blossomed through her own. But she wouldn’t let him finish like that, not just yet. They were in a psy realm, after all. They shared minds, and so she took the pleasure her mind was experiencing, and fed it back into his own.
“Oh f—fuck!” Locke cried, and spasmed in time with her. It was a strained noise, as if he hadn’t expected the intensity of the sensation, hadn’t experienced anything like it in his life, and he convulsed again.
Finally, his body collapsed against hers, his muscles relaxed in spent satisfaction. He eased away on his elbows to look her eyes, as exhausted as she, but far more bewildered.
“What was that?”
“A bit of psy magic,” Peth smiled slyly. “I let you feel what I feel.”
“You feel that every time we’re together?”
“When I’m with you. You’re a spectacular lover.” Peth smiled, and settled back against her stone—back into her sleeping pod, her psy illusion disbanded.
“I guess I didn’t realize how good I was until now,” Locke breathed. “Holy shit.”
He disengaged from the pod’s straps. Peth followed him out, and then snatched him midair for another quick, playful kiss.
“We love you for reasons other than sex,” she said. “Which is the highest compliment, considering how incredible the sex is.”
***
Locke watched Peth rearrange her clothing with a satisfied smile, and then float off to rejoin Alyssa and the others on the bridge, leaving him to his own recovery, still drifting through the sleeping quarters fully naked with an astonished look on his face. He’d known the ladies enjoyed him, of course, but he hadn’t realized it felt that good, and it was no exaggeration to say his own experience of it was amazing.
They definitely needed to have more psy sex, he decided.
More motivation to save the planet.
He nudged off a wall toward the clothing he’d left floating in midair. He’d intended to dress and follow Peth to the bridge—but he’d only just buttoned his trousers when a new figure floated in through the door. One who didn’t need to use handholds or walls to get where she needed to go.
“Peth has taken over piloting,” Ultranoth said, in a voice far too sultry to be delivering a simple update. As if her voice wasn’t obvious enough, she’d made some modifications to her dress. It was still elegant, basically, but she’d used her transformation magic to lower its neckline to a sultry V, and the way she hovered there with her arms bunched under her substantial breasts emphasized the … assets beyond that neckline. She’d also worked a fresh slit up the side of that fancy dress, and the brash way one leg peeked through it, emphasizing everything beyond it, made her intention unmistakable.
She was a dragon. She did what she wanted. And she wanted to do him.
“Are you still capable?” she asked, as if teasing, taunting, challenging—and something about that tone shattered all the uncertainties Locke had about sleeping with dragons. It was different from her usual voice, far less elegant, far huskier, far hungrier, and something about it shot straight to his middle and said “YES.”
Perhaps it was the playful challenge of it, the teasing suggestion that he might be too spent to satisfy her. Well, he’d just spent an hour fucking every other woman on this ship, and he was about to fuck up a planet-eating moon god. Moreover, he was a motherfucking god-tier void mage, and if that didn’t also qualify him to be a dragon-fucking god-tier void mage, he didn’t know what would.
Ultranoth floated closer.
“It will be beneficial.” Her voice came in a seductive purr, as if he somehow needed extra convincing. “Especially in these trying circumstances. You see, a benefit of dragon relations is that the process produces magic and restores vitality even as effort is exerted. It seems like the sort of thing that would be good to do before battle.”
“Oh, so dragon sex is a power-up?”
“If done right.” Ultranoth unwound her arms to trace her hands through his hair. “Not to mention, something I’ve been curious about since we first met. You see, most humans are so brittle. Even the mages. And I must be careful with Nigel. But you—”
She brought her bright red lips to his and kissed tenderly.
“I know you can handle all I have to offer.”
“And you’re certain?” Locke breathed into her parting lips. “I’m all for a power-up, but all things considered, this would be a bad time to—oh!”
One of her hands slipped down to greet him.
“I am,” she snarled hungrily.
Ultranoth snatched for him, one hand clawing against the back of his head to shove his face closer to hers, and the other plunged into his still-unbuttoned pants. One tug of her hand, and he was out and eager for her, and just as quickly her legs were spread wide to accept him.
She swished aside the front of her skirts—no, ripped them off to let him see what awaited, and god! He’d known Ultranoth was built, but the dragon-worthy thighs spread before him now looked like they could crush a watermelon by accident, and despite the pastel purple tone of her skin, what waited between them throbbed an already-eager pink.
Ultranoth didn’t wait for him to move. With a rush of gravity magic and skilled swish of her hips, she positioned the heat of her slit right on his tip and plunged herself all the way down in one stroke.
“OHHH!” she cried. Ultranoth was clearly a woman who knew what her body liked—and why wouldn’t she, after having one thousand years to find out—but her eyes still went wide as she ground against his very root, as if she’d surprised even herself. “Your ladies are truly blessed.”
“They seem to—think so—too,” Locke replied with a labored laugh … that was also intrigued.
He was well-versed in the experience of quality pussy, and while he could already recognize Ultranoth as that, there was another quality present, too. A certain tingling warmth, like a series of static shocks, but far smaller and more pleasant.
“You feel it already, don’t you?” Ultranoth breathed, rocking against him and sending an even larger, delicious shock through his hips. “That is my magic, and it is the smallest spark of what I can do.”
She swirled her hips against his. Locke felt a groan of delight escape from his mouth before he even realized it was forming, and another as she clenched her legs around him and rolled her hips again.
“What do you think of this form?” she asked breathily. She was in her human form now, but as she spoke, Locke saw a pair of horns curl out of her forehead and over the back of her head to knock her hat off. A thin patina of scales grew to grace the arcs of her exposed shoulders and outermost surfaces of her arms and legs, and her considerable breasts grew to burst through the low hemline of her gown, ripping the material to spill out and expose her vivid purple nipples.
“Beautiful.”
“And how about this?” Ultranoth sighed, and jammed herself harder down the length of his dick.
Locke thought he was prepared, but he wasn’t. Oh, he’d expected the pleasant fizziness of Ultranoth’s magic and the exquisite tightness of her shape. He’d even expected some form of gravity cleverness. What he hadn’t expected was the sheer versatility.
Another delirious groan escaped his lungs as her slick, hot flesh tightened around him, twisted, throbbed, moved in ways no human pussy could manage. It pressed in on him, pulled at him, teased him with little squeezes and brushes here and there. God, it felt like being licked and sucked off and fucking all the same time—and then it occurred to him that he hadn’t moved this entire time. This pleasure had been all her. Which meant he had pleasure to give.
He clapped his hands on her ass to snatch her close, to plow into her as powerfully as she was riding him, to heighten the already tremendous sensations pulsing through his body.
“Oh, so you like that,” Ultranoth purred huskily.
It was then that Locke felt a strange sensation on his collarbone—wet, but also strangely fizzing, and he briefly looked down to see a sparkling whitish-purple substance leaking from Ultranoth’s nipples and beading in the zero-gravity air.
“Another source of magic replenishment,” Ultranoth explained, and then tenderly nudged one of her breasts up to him. “Drink it.”
Drinking milk from a magic dragon’s tit wasn’t something Locke had ever fantasized about. But he wasn’t going to say no to a dragon, so he put his lips to the offered stream, and he suckled.
Ultranoth’s body twitched in an immediate, absurd spasm of bliss. Her hands snarled into Locke’s hair, and a deep, ecstatic noise rumbled out of her dragon lungs. For whatever practical purposes Ultranoth’s offering served, she clearly found this pleasurable, too—and well, Locke wasn’t one to deny any woman her pleasure, especially not a dragon woman.
He could already feel the effects of it. The dragon milk had a rich, warm, hearty flavor with a subtle tang that likely derived from her magic. As he took it in, he felt a pleasant buzz spread through his body, like he was on the edge of being drunk but still keeping his senses.
“Still—all right?” Ultranoth asked through passionate catches in her breath. Locke switched to the other side in answer. “Oh—good. Most mages—begin to—have difficulty here. Too much void essence at once, for humans anyw—ah!”
He must have hit a particularly good spot, for her back arched powerfully enough to yank her breast from his mouth. She quickly reached a hand down to return it, fondling as if to encourage more milk to secrete.
She kissed him again, rolled her hips against his in another vigorous thrust, then said, “Are you ready for even more? You can take it. You have the strength. I offer you a piece of my soul.”
“Your soul?” Locke exclaimed breathlessly. “That’s—”
“There are no magical benefits, other than the experience of each other’s minds,” Ultranoth sighed. Just infinite pleasure.”
Locke thought back to his experience with the specter-possessed Dark Ultranoth, when he’d mingled with that version of Ultranoth’s soul. It hadn’t been pleasurable, exactly—but then it also hadn’t been wholly voluntary. For that matter, Dark Ultranoth had used some sort of dragon secretion on him that had the effect of an aphrodisiac—which, he noted, Ultranoth hadn’t used once. The passion they shared was wholly real, wholly natural.
He thought back to what he’d just experienced with Peth, the incredible depths of what her merely mortal psy magic could do. Would this be greater than even that?
Hell, it was certainly worth a try.
“I do like the sound of infinite pleasure.”
“Then take it,” Ultranoth breathed.
Locke could hardly put words to what happened next. He could barely put senses to it. But when he finally did, he realized that the last time he’d felt this way was right after he’d signed Peth’s contract. Right after he’d died, and suddenly felt his soul ripped out of his body and pulled into another universe.
The difference was that here he still felt his body, still felt the passionate rolling of Ultranoth’s flesh against his as some other part of him flew—not across universes, but into Ultranoth’s mind.
His vision spiraled through a rapid whirlwind of … memories, he realized, but only ever happy ones. He saw glimpses of her adventuring to build her archives, entertaining at the Morton Dragon Faire, watching Bexley grow up, and then further back, through ages of Haven he hadn’t even learned about yet, and then finally back to Curicarlo’s Rest, when she was a child, growing up with Peth, watching Peth grow into a super-titan mage as she remained a young, immature dragon.
What was she seeing in his mind, he wondered?
Whatever it was, it bathed her consciousness in a new layer of warmth, and his with it. Though he was still vividly aware of his body, he found himself equally in awe of the sheer closeness of sharing a mind with her, of meeting in those happy moments.
It was an intimacy no human sex could ever emulate.
When it finally burst, it flung him back to reality with such violence he thought the ship had exploded.
But no, he realized when he took in his surroundings.
It was only he who’d exploded.
Ultranoth still sat on his dick, hugging him close, but looking drained. For some reason, she’d also sprouted a pair of leathery purple wings, which had in effect ripped off the rest of her dress.
“Oh, apologies.” She shrugged her shoulders to pull them back in. “They sometimes pop out after I’ve enjoyed myself, and I enjoyed myself immensely.”
“I like these kinds of power-ups,” Locke said.
Ultranoth laughed. “Hopefully you won’t be in a position to need many more. But I will gladly provide.”
“Also, I’m curious,” Locke continued. “When I was in your head, I saw lots of happy memories. What did you see when you were in mine?”
“Much of the same,” Ultranoth replied, “memories of your family and … gaming groups, I think? They looked similar to the Wayblazer groups I see in Dragon Faire.”
“That checks out. I met some cool people through those groups.”
“One confused me, though. I thought you didn’t have titans in your world, but then I saw … little ones. You kept them on a bookshelf, looked like.”
“Oh, my model kits!” Locke realized. “We don’t have working titans, but there’s a whole genre of titan-style entertainment, and it involves a lot of model-making. Kind of like what you do with monster skeletons.”
“Ah! And building them was that much of a joy?” Ultranoth mused. “That they appeared in your happiest memories?”
Locke laughed. “Well, I do love giant robots.”
Chapter Nineteen
Ultranoth was still on his dick when the ship jerked to the side and smashed them into one of the fucking pods, thankfully still open and cushioned.
“What the shit?” he exclaimed. Alyssa’s voice blared over the ship’s speakers as if she’d heard him:
“Sorry, everyone. Meteors. Avarice’s aim is getting better.”
“Then we should probably prepare ourselves for action.” Ultranoth kissed Locke’s forehead. “Of another sort, that is.”
Locke had barely gotten his pants back on before there was another jolt, and Alyssa’s voice came over the speakers again: “Control center in sight. In other news, Avarice insists on throwing more meteors our way.
“You’ll all want to make sure you’re near the floor, by the way,” Peth added, right as a subtle chime came over the ship’s speakers and a regal female voice said, “Gravity engagement eminent. Please return to your seats. Activation in one minute.”
“Wait, who else is on this ship?” Alyssa exclaimed.
“No one,” Peth replied patiently. “It’s an automated message. It’ll come on every time we approach a zone of artificial gravity.”
“Oooo, how does that work?” Bexley squealed in the background.
“Then we’re leaving zero-g?” Alyssa asked, apparently having decided to take these new Precursor wonders in stride.
“The control center emits its own gravity field,” Peth explained.
“Got it,” Alyssa replied. “Get ready, everyone!”
***
Locke and Ultranoth decided to linger close to the floor to wait for the gravity-activation, and soon a countdown began to descend over the speakers in that same regal voice. After about thirty seconds, gravity rose to what felt like roughly one gee, and the ship announced that it was now safe to move around. For certain values of safe, anyway. The next jolt seemed to hit them even harder than the previous ones, with the gravity activated, but soon both Locke and Ultranoth were back in their clothes and gazing out the bridge window with the others.
The sight that awaited them crashed every bit of anxiety the girls had washed away straight back into Locke’s veins. Well, maybe not all of it. After all, of all the parts that were stressed, his midparts definitely weren’t among them. The rest of his body, though, clenched in a primal, instinctive fear that he couldn’t wholly dampen.
The control center was whole, so at least there was that. Most of the Steel Ring until this point had been boring, flat metal that was only amazing in its scale, not its appearance, but ahead a great structure resembling a closed-up flower sprouted out of the expanse, looking like it was designed to blossom open when needed. There were conspicuous impact points across its surface, perhaps where Avarice had tried to damage it in the past, but the Precursors had obviously anticipated this location would be attacked and had built the structure to last. Around its base fanned out several “leaves” that, as they drew closer, Locke came to recognize as buildings, the nearest of which ended not in a point, but a conspicuous door sized for ships like the White Heron. Each leaf was at least the height of the White Heron—three times the height of a titan—and the closed flower was at least ten times the height of its leaves.
It was taller than the entirety of the Endpoint City wreck.
That wasn’t the terrifying part.
The terrifying part was the sight above it. For directly over them loomed the terrible bulk of the Crystal Moon, as close to the Steel Ring as it had ever been, and hopefully ever would be. It filled the entire sky with its proximity, ragged mouth positioned right above the flower as if about to devour it, like it was little more than a dumpling. Meteors crumbled off the edges of its mouth like the spittle of a lunatic.
“The moon’s been tossing these meteors at us for the past hour,” Alyssa said. “Its aim’s been spotty, but it’s getting increasingly more accurate.”
“And there are probably shadow dregs or worse in all of those meteors,” Locke said. “We need to seal ourselves inside the control center ASAP.”
The meteors weren’t the only reason to do so, and he shuddered as he kept his eyes on the moon. Its wild, raging eyes stared straight at them.
It was an optical illusion, Locke knew—the eyes were just vast landmarks. They didn’t actually see. But they were of the intense, unmoving, pinpoint-pupiled shape that chilled the soul in horror comics read at three AM, that stared out from an unrepentant serial killer’s face in true crime documentaries, and that curdled every bit of blood in his body and shaped it into a primal command to run.
But there was no way he could run from this. No way any of them could run.
Where would they run to?
“To the titans,” he commanded.
“What would you have us do in the meantime?” Alyssa asked, gesturing between herself and Bexley as the others sprinted to the hangar.
“Keep the ship safe,” Locke replied. “We may need it to reach other areas of the Steel Ring.”
Both Alyssa and Bexley nodded, but also paused at the end of the gesture, as if they had more to say but didn’t know how to articulate it.
And suddenly Locke realized—
If anything went wrong against a threat like Avarice … this could conceivably be the last time he’d see either of them.
His body acted before his brain did. He clamped his arms around both of them and pulled them close, intent on delivering a deep kiss to each. But both decided they didn’t want to share. Bexley coiled her arms around his neck first and thrust her tongue between his teeth. When she pulled away, it was with a breathless,
“To remind you why you’re not allowed to die.”
“Very inspirational, Bexley,” Locke stated.
“I know the power of these tits,” Bexley replied, and Locke shrugged.
“You’re not wrong.”
Alyssa was far more subtle. When she pulled him close, it was with a gentle kiss, one that was hungry, but also confident she’d see him again.
“For luck,” she said when they parted.
“If that’s how you deliver it, I’ll take all the luck I can get.” Locke grinned, and then he and Bexley bolted for the hangar.
***
They entered the space to find Ember and Sloan already in their magesuits, but also climbing into another set of suits proffered by Peth, who now stepped into hers. They were a Precursor equivalent of magesuits, Locke quickly realized. When Ember slipped hers on and pressed the button on the collar Peth indicated, the loose suit tightened to fit her exact shape, its color changed to reflect that of her original magesuit—and she cried out as a weird, clear semiliquid spurted from the low-profile, square tank between her shoulder blades. It arced over her head, collecting her ponytail and constricting it in a way that wouldn’t interfere with battle or mobility and then formed an enclosed shield around her head and reconnected at the collar’s front.
“Precursor spacesuits?” Locke asked.
Peth handed him one, then pressed the button on hers with considerably less drama than Ember.
“Our titans aren’t airtight,” she said simply. “Besides, I wouldn’t have suggested we come to the Steel Ring if I didn’t think we could survive the vacuum.”
“Fair enough.” Locke took his suit, then slipped it on and activated the helmet as if he’d done so a million times before.
“Bexley, you’ll need one, too.” Peth handed her one, then pointed to the enclosed workroom at the back of the hangar, not unlike the one in Bexley’s own hangar, except this one was dominated by consoles more than tools. “You’ll be running some operations from inside that room, depressurizing the hangar for our exit and whatnot. It should be airtight, but better safe than sorry.”
Bexley nodded as if none of this was new to her, but was obviously more distracted by the novelty of her suit at the moment. Specifically how it had tightened against her in a way that shaped her body into its most perfect form, while also adopting some approximation of the clothing she wore beneath it.
“What happens if you don’t have anything on underneath?” she asked, turning to examine the details of her own suit. “Does it just cast the image of you naked?” She posed in a way that invited Locke to imagine it.
“I suppose it’s an option.” Peth laughed as she climbed back toward Final Edict’s hatch. “But these are smart suits; they understand context enough to know when to fabricate a pattern.”
“You mean these suits have intelligence?” Ember exclaimed. “Do people live in them, too? Incorporeal ones?”
“No, it’s better to think of it as a form of automation,” Peth replied.
“Whatever it is, you can definitely make it be naked!” Bexley reported. Before any of them could turn to be distracted by that, Alyssa radioed, “Approaching the docking door. What do I need to do to open it?”
“There’s a two-part sequence,” Peth replied. “You’ll transmit a code from the bridge, and I’ll follow with a psy code.”
Peth gave her the relevant information, then went quiet. The sequence must’ve worked, for soon Alyssa announced, “Docking!” and Locke felt the gentle nudge of the White Heron coming to a stop.
“We’re inside,” Alyssa reported. “External doors closing now.”
“Bexley, get to the workroom,” Peth ordered, and Locke caught a glimpse of Bexley’s curvaceous “naked” ass as she swayed past the workroom hatch and closed it. A wide window into the room provided a lovely view of the salacious depths of Bexley’s experiment, the magnificent globes of which were obscured when a console materialized a series of hologram-like screens for her to interact with.
“Everyone sealed in?” Peth asked. “There should be an indicator on your helmet glowing green.” Everyone confirmed, and then Peth continued, “Bexley, mind if I intrude on your eyesight a moment to depressurize the hangar?”
“Go ahead; I’ve got no idea what these Precursor scribbles mean,” Bexley replied, apparently through a radio connecting their spacesuits.
The psy catalyst in Final Edict’s back glowed, and Bexley’s eyes with it; her hands moved across the screens with weird tentativeness, as if she knew she wasn’t the one moving her hands and wasn’t entirely sure how to feel about that. Soon Locke felt a great but controlled whoosh of air as environmental systems sucked the air out of the chamber.
“Fully depressurized,” Peth reported.
“Then let’s get this done,” Locke declared. “Bexley and Peth, withdraw our scaffolds and clamps.”
Peth psychically guided Bexley through this process, too, released all the titans, and then opened the hangar door. Locke turned Titan Chimera’s head to Peth.
“All set?” he asked. Peth nodded. “Then lead the way.”
***
This was not the time for badass slow walk entrances and all of them knew it. Once Peth cleared the hangar ramp, Titan Final Edict ran, and Chimera, Long Shot, and Deathly Rhythm ran behind her with urgent stomping gaits. Without any air outside to carry the noise, he felt the stomps more than heard them, the vibrations of their thuds carrying through his titan’s form whenever he touched the ground. Likewise, he didn’t hear when a great door at the back slid open, again unlocked by Peth. He stood aside to let Long Shot and Deathly Rhythm enter first, watching their backs out of instinct.
Which was when he noticed the white-clad, purple-skinned figure outside the White Heron. Completely unprotected by a spacesuit.
“Ultranoth!” Locke shouted. Before his worry could fully coalesce, Ultranoth vanished into a wisp of purple smoke, which promptly grew and reshaped into a four-story-tall winged dragon, complete with radio speakers looped over her horns and ears. She sauntered up to him as if the condition of the room wasn’t even an inconvenience.
“Oh, always the gentleman,” she said as she strode past. “Thank you for holding the door.”
“You don’t need air?”
“I’m a dragon, darling.”
Locke didn’t see how being a dragon could banish one’s need for air, especially since her wings and lungs made such ample use of it down below, but he wasn’t about to let it bother him. In circumstances like these, it was good to keep an open mind.
He rushed in behind her, and with another pink flare of her psy catalyst, Peth triggered the order to close the door.
The room beyond was dark, but nothing that couldn’t be illuminated by titan headlamps, so they all turned theirs on and looked around.
“The facility is in stasis mode,” Peth commented. “Not surprising after one thousand years. Follow me.”
They did, and as they all strode down the curving corridor, Locke realized their titans had plenty of room. Even a creature as huge as Ultranoth was able to move with relative comfort, though she had to be careful to keep her wings close.
“The scale here is even more enormous than the mass driver,” Locke marveled.
“Well, of course,” Peth replied. “Dragons were hugely involved in the building and operation of the Steel Ring. After all, it was a project of incredible magical expense, and a dragon’s magic is often strongest in their natural form.”
“How do you know so much about the Steel Ring anyway?” Sloan asked as Peth opened another door. “I mean, you have special access keys.”
“She’s right,” Ember said. “That doesn’t seem like information just anyone would have.”
Locke felt a short hesitance in Peth’s words before she spoke again.
“Because I was involved with it. Not the construction, but in defense, and some of its magical operations … Ah, here we are.”
She came to another set of doors, these looking far more significant and more complex than the others. They were four stories high, big enough to accommodate Ultranoth, and on their surface was etched a complex pattern not unlike that seen on the doors to Ultranoth’s lair, a selection of its tubelike spaces glowing with a magenta fluid to form what Locke’s sight translated as letters.
“Dragon doors,” he said. “We don’t have time to solve a riddle. Do you know the answer?”
“What does it say?” Sloan asked.
Locke read it, then squinted and reread it.
“‘What soul creates the heavens’?”
Something about it felt vaguely familiar to him, but before he could come to his answer, Peth’s psy catalyst glowed. The magenta fluid shaped into another riddle:
“Who to believe in?” he read.
Once again, Peth’s psy catalyst glowed, and once again the fluid changed, this time to,
“What must a man see?”
This time the fluid vanished, and the doors slid back into the walls. Peth walked in without a word.
“Wait, what were the answers?” Sloan cried. “I want to know!”
“‘My drill,’ ‘the me who believes in you,’ and ‘some things,’” Peth replied simply.
“Seriously?” Ember said. “Those are dumb answers.”
“No fucking way!” Locke exclaimed, suddenly remembering why the phrases felt so familiar. They aligned perfectly with bits and pieces of one of his favorite mecha shows back home. Now it was Peth’s turn to look back surprised.
“Why are you so startled? They’re puns in the Precursor language. Our words for ‘soul’ and ‘drill’ sound similar, for example, so—”
“Do you mean to say this obviously important dragon door was locked with puns?” Ember exclaimed.
“Well, there’s a psy element, too. A person might know the puns, but if their psy magic isn’t on register in the Steel Ring’s mage database, they won’t be able to get in. Lucky for us, I’m on register, and I remembered the puns. Now give me a moment. I need to reactivate the power system.”
Soon a great vibration shuddered up through their titans.
No, less a vibration, more a vital buzz. A strange, fluidic light began to rise and course through angular veins in the walls and floor. They lit up every contour of the room, tracing odd magi-technical lines and forming elegant, runic arrangements, and then they traced higher and higher, up into the shape of the closed flower.
“Holy shit,” Locke breathed.
“By the gods,” the others echoed.
Peth merely said, “Welcome to the crown jewel of the Steel Ring.”
***
Pethelen of Curicarlo’s Rest could barely contain her emotions at the sight before her. The Steel Ring had been a massive project, with the fingerprints of thousands of mages and dragons on it, but by the end, time had been short. The lead mages had needed help completing the runes, and so her fingerprints had found their way into this room, too: in the spells that curled up the walls and across the floor—swirling in transparent spiral panels beneath their feet—and along the catalysts that marked the five points of the pentagonal chamber.
The Precursors routinely built in pentagon shapes, or else mageworked pentagons onto them. It was a simple, unassuming symbol, but it carried intense meaning for her people, the five points representing the five magical elements that were foundational to their society. Moreover, it represented structure and stability, a foundation that could be built upon to last through infinity, or at least as far as Precursor creativity could take it. Which, admittedly, was pretty far.
But it hadn’t been far enough, not back then. Not even with all the greatest minds of every generation fighting to stretch it. Even with all their brilliance, they’d all died.
Peth felt a tear roll down her cheek as she remembered the faces that had drawn these patterns with her.
Well. She’d survived.
And she had a chance to see all their hard work realized.
“Holy shit, are those catalysts?” she heard Locke exclaim. “They’re huge!”
“The largest ever constructed,” Peth said. “Their upper surfaces were built wide enough to support dragons and the crystalline shafts extend half a kilometer down into the ring. The lights are beginning to come up—you can see them now.”
All of them strode to the edge of the pentagon to look down, and surely enough, the rising light refracted through the presently transparent crystals, stretching down to a depth that looked unfathomable from this vantage.
Locke walked to the nearest one. “One for each type of magic?” he guessed, and Peth nodded. “God, this patterning is complex. What tier is this?”
“You would consider it tier ten.”
“Tier ten?” Locke repeated. “So we could manipulate reality itself with these?”
“Well, you could,” Peth replied. “Reality transmutation requires a void mage. But this pentagon isn’t set up for those kinds of spells.”
“Why not?” Locke shouted. “Why wouldn’t you just magic Avarice out of existence and avoid the problem entirely?”
“Because we knew Avarice would fight back, and the resulting clash of energies could theoretically tear a hole in our universe.” She pointed at the runes spiraling down into the floor. “We also considered banishing Avarice to another universe, but there was the risk that it would find a way to return, so we took the ‘blow the shit out of it’ approach instead. Much more straightforward. And safer.”
“That makes sense.” Locke shrugged. “I suppose. So how do we—”
His words were snapped short when a massive shudder ripped through the room. The lights outlining the closed flower bud bowed inward, as if being bashed from the outside.
And there were only so many things in the world that could dent Precursor armor like that.
“Shit!” Locke cursed. “Peth, how do we fire it?”
Peth sprinted to a titan-sized console on the near wall and called up a screen.
“Good. The Steel Ring’s been absorbing void essence all this time, so it’s fully powered, but it’ll take some time for the magic to concentrate in this area for firing.”
“How much time?”
“Thirty minutes.”
Another awful series of clangs and gongs echoed through the dome. None of these dented the armor, but the sounds of huge, skittering … somethings echoed through the room surrounding them. Avarice was trying to get in.
“We don’t have thirty minutes!” Ember snapped.
“We do if we fend them off!” Locke shouted.
“We don’t even know what’s out there!” Sloan cried. “It doesn’t sound like shadow dregs.”
“Whatever it is, you have to hold it off!” Peth shouted. “If any part of this machine gets damaged—its catalysts, any of the fiddly bits of its spell, we’re done for!”
“Then that’s what we’ll do,” Locke declared. “Peth, you proceed with the set up. Everyone else, it’s time to kick some Avarice ass.”
Chapter Twenty
“There’s an exterior access point nearby!” Peth stated. “I’ll project the path to you directly and handle the psy locks from here.”
“Gotcha!” Locke shouted, and he and the other two titans sprinted out of the catalyst room. They had no idea where they were going when they left, but thanks to Peth, they didn’t have to. With her psy catalyst as powerful as it was, Locke felt her directions shoot into his head as if they sprang from his own memory, turning him down hallways he’d never seen before with all the familiarity of someone who’d lived there all his life.
They came to another dragon door, then another, and before Locke could even think to read the riddles, or ask Peth the answers, his mouth blatted, “blue sky days” and “time and space,” only half understanding why. Now one more dragon door loomed before them, its riddle patterns swirling in agitated spirals, as if the words themselves were aware of the terrible enormity of what was happening outside.
“Last one,” Peth reported. “Then you’re out.”
As Locke ran, he felt her words come through his mouth, as much an answer to the riddle as a command:
“Let’s see you grit those teeth!”
That combined with Peth’s projected psy key to flash the door dark of riddles—and open it up straight into the illusory glare of the looming Crystal Moon.
But that wasn’t all.
Something came for Titan Chimera the moment Locke sprinted out the door. He didn’t see what. His instincts were too fast, and the moment it lunged within reach, he punched it so hard it flew off the whole Steel Ring, past the artificial gravity field and into orbit. After which Long Shot thumped to a stop and sniped it, and Deathly Rhythm dashed past both of them with her spinning chain dart to fend off whatever came next.
Too vigorously, Locke realized, for when she leapt, the force of it took her beyond the bounds of the gravity magic, and she did not come down at nearly the speed she expected.
“Ah! The gravity broke!” Sloan cried, her titan flailing in the vacuum.
Locke flung out a hand and burned his gravity catalysts bright to snatch her back to the surface.
“Try to stay close to the surface where the gravity magic is,” he commanded. “I don’t know that I’ll be able to catch you every time.”
Sloan nodded and quickly recovered from the nerves of her misstep to report, “I saw more monsters coming from all directions.”
“Then let’s get to the high ground!” Locke declared, and pivoted to face the control center behind them. With his gravity magic what it was, it took no effort at all for him to snatch both Long Shot and Deathly Rhythm in his incorporeal grip and fly them all up the arc of the center’s closed flower dome. When they reached it, it was to the best possible view of their battlefield.
Relatively speaking.
Technically, there would never be a good view that involved the long arc of the Steel Ring teeming with dark monsters crawling out of crashed meteors for miles in both directions, but at least the view was unobstructed. Now Titans Chimera, Long Shot, and Deathly Rhythm positioned themselves back-to-back in a triangle, pilots alert, catalysts glowing and ready for battle.
Ember opened fire with her mega-catalyst.
“They’re not shadow dregs,” she reported as a swath of monsters vaporized under her shots. “These meteors aren’t typical, either. It looks like they’re not moon stuff but … machine stuff.”
“Machine stuff how? Like titans?” Locke asked. His mech wasn’t optimized for long distance sight like Ember’s sniping-focused titan, and the distance and dark coloration of their targets made details difficult to pick out.
“Something’s coming!” Sloan called. “My side!”
The words had barely escaped her mouth when a great clanging skitter rushed up the side of the dome, and something leapt.
Locke and Ember were both on the same page for this. As if on instinct alone, both spun to blast two streams of freezing magic at the monster, and the thing plonked to the ground with an icy crunch.
It didn’t stay that way long, though, for a red light began to glow in what Locke took for a chest, and the ice of their attacks flash-melted away to free the monster right next to their formation.
It lunged again, but Locke was ready for it this time, too, if in a different way, and clawed out one of Titan Chimera’s hands as if to snatch for its throat.
At once, the creature froze and staggered in place, trapped by his invisible grip, and now they could see the enemy they faced.
There were elements of the shadow dregs and dark specters in the creature—sparkling tendrils of purple-black goo that writhed in and around its form—but the rest of its shape was far less nebulous. Some unnamable black material, too pliable to be metal, too sturdy to be flesh, shaped a clearly human and clearly female head and torso. The form was shaped in exquisite, distracting detail, proportioned just strangely enough that its features felt truly alien—but not so alien that the people on this eternally horny planet wouldn’t absolutely bang it.
Even with its exotic, nonhuman appendages.
“Oh gods, its sexy,” Ember said, as if she was having some complicated feelings in her midparts.
“You’re into tentacles?” Locke exclaimed.
“I might be!” Ember snapped back. “What of it?”
Locke wasn’t sure he was ready to explore that aspect of Ember’s sexuality, especially in these circumstances. Luckily the monster gave him an out when it opened its sultry, purple-black lips and blasted a red-hot bolt of energy straight out of its mouth.
Ember beheaded the monster with a point-blank beam of her own.
“These things have magic!” Locke warned, right as another monster slithered toward him with a green inner glow indicative of time magic. Sloan was ready for that one. She fired her chain dart and plunged it into the monster’s undulating goo, just in time for Locke to spray it with a heat blast.
Just in time for another beast to shoot over the arc of the dome, propelled by a purple gravity glow, its sensuous mouth open in a silent, haunting, hungry wail.
Locke snatched that monster midair, too, and Ember blasted a hole through its torso. But despite their successes, Locke didn’t like the way this fight was going.
These monsters have energy, time, and gravity magic, he thought. And if they have those …
“What about matter and psy?” he said aloud.
“Locke!” Ember shouted. “Something’s happening below!”
Locke pivoted to see more meteors land around the control center’s base. Others had already crashed and disgorged their monsters now those moved to converge on a central location.
“There’re more on the other side!” Sloan shouted, pointing, and Locke spun back to see the same thing happening on the stretch of Steel Ring behind them. The monsters piled onto each other into churning black and purple masses, one on each side, which then split, forming a total of four huge bodies. Each glowed with cores of lights like those he’d seen in the chimeric titans at Mount Driver. Cores in five distinct colors.
All five types of magic.
“Peth, it looks like we’re about to go up against four titan-sized void mages!” Locke shouted. “How’s that startup coming along?”
“Still focusing!” Peth reported, and Locke could hear the strain in her voice. “About thirty percent there!”
“Can you shield our minds from their psy control?”
“Shielding!” Peth replied—as the four Avarice titans rushed them. They leapt toward the control center’s dome, more floating than flying in the low gravity. When they reached the artificial gravity of the dome, they landed with great soundless thuds and began to run.
“Titan” was not a wholly accurate description, Locke realized. The closer they came, the better he could see conspicuous elements of their previous form—gooey tentacle-like legs and arms of varying firmness, hinged upon skeletal humanoid frames—but these shapes were less eerie than the previous version, their torsos more androgynous, and their heads shaped like knightly helmets.
No … Locke realized. Like a mask he’d seen mere hours before. The mask of Pious-Avarice.
The nearest titan’s eyes lit magenta and it gestured as if saying something, but Locke couldn’t hear it. Or, more accurately, was being blocked from hearing it.
“Keep blocking ’em, Peth! It’s working!”
Locke charged to meet the first challenger.
The Pious-titan leapt up the side of the dome with a gravity enhanced burst, shaped an energy ball into one gooey hand and a metal blade out of the other, and then gravity blasted toward him at a time accelerated pace.
Locke spooled out Titan Chimera’s black swiftmetal blade and met the Pious-titan in a great shuddering vibration of force. He didn’t hear any sound except for the grunts of his own exertion and the rattle of Chimera’s limbs—god, space fighting felt weird in that respect.
The dark titan backed away and lobbed its energy ball at him, but he dodged it with ease and replied with his own energy blast. The titan tried to strike again with its blade, but Locke was ready for that, too. He bashed it aside with his own, and then clenched his hand into a fist and punched the monster in the chest without even touching it. His gravity blow knocked the Pious-titan back so powerfully, rings of loose purple sludge and debris radiated out in shockwaves from the point of impact. The titan tumbled wildly out of the control center’s gravity field. It righted itself and floated back to the surface of the Steel Ring, but the brief break in battle gave Locke a moment to realize something.
By now the other three dark titans had crested the dome and engaged with his companions … but none of them moved with the speed or force he would’ve expected of an eldritch moon god’s final defenders. For one, none of the titans were flying; at least, not within the confines of the control center’s artificial gravity. Their increased speed was also easily surpassed by his and Sloan’s time catalysts. If their matter catalysts had been truly useful, Locke imagined they’d be using them not to fight, but to dismantle the Steel Ring itself.
Were all their catalysts this weak? he wondered.
Locke flung his hand out toward the closest Pious-titan, but it wasn’t for a gravity punch. He reached out with his consciousness, felt a satisfying push, like a pin poking through a balloon, and then the Pious-titan froze in place.
“NO!” a voice that was both Pious and not snarled inside his mind. “HOW ARE YOU IN MY MIND?”
“Because whatever psy magic you have is weak compared to mine!”
Locke grinned inside his titan. It really was, he reflected, if his tier one catalyst could break through so easily. By that standard, for all their power, these Avarice titans possessed no more mental capacity than the average monster, which meant …
The Pious-titan formed a crackling energy ball in one hand, but not of its own volition, and raised it to the five cores glowing inside its chest.
“YOU MAY DESTROY THIS VANGUARD, BUT YOUR EFFORTS WILL ULTIMATELY BE USELESS!” the Pious-titan snarled as a haunting glow lit its mask from underneath. “YOU WILL NOT STOP THE ADVENT OF AVARICE!”
“Oh yeah?” Locke held off firing the energy ball to let it grow a bit more. “From where I’m standing, it looks like the only things you have to throw at me are weak magical sneezes!”
The ball throbbed redder, hotter, but still weak compared to the force Locke could generate. So Locke decided to add his own magic to the mix, and whipped out a crackling bright energy ball as brilliant as the stars. And in that motion, he remembered the last star-like thing he’d seen—the sight of countless meteors plummeting from the moon like shooting stars as he left the crew of the Indigo Gryphon behind, very likely to die. Suddenly his daring cooled into something focused and deadly.
“Good people are dying because of you,” he growled. “People I value a whole lot more than any ‘magic paradise’ you can create. You think I’ll let you—that I’ll let any scrap of Avarice survive?”
He let both energy balls fly and snarled, “Who the hell do you think I am?”
The Pious-titan vanished in a flash of light, and then nothing.
Locke didn’t waste any time gloating over that small victory. He swung around to face the Avarice titan fighting Sloan and gravity blasted straight to it. Sloan had successfully lodged her chain dart in its goo and slowed it to the speed of a frozen slushy, and Locke slashed his black swiftmetal blade through the titan’s cores, and then sprayed a white-hot beam of energy to obliterate the rest of it.
Next he saw Ultranoth holding the third in a gravity grasp, smashing it against the unyielding Precursor metal of the control center’s dome and thoroughly splattering the hell out of it. He helped her along with another brief energy blast and then spun around to see Ember, already having dispatched her Avarice titan and now aiming for targets lower than the dome itself.
“More titan types incoming!” she reported, and Locke followed Long Shot’s gaze to see—
Shit, an entire landscape of dark titans plunging toward them, all under the watchful gaze of the Crystal Moon.
But, knowing what he knew now about their power levels, he wasn’t all that intimidated.
“I’ve got this,” he declared, and gravity blasted out to meet them.
When he was a kid, he had fantasies of jumping inside his own souped-up giant robot, boosting toward the bad guys, and just blowing them all the hell up in a slash-and-dash melee of giant laser swords and fists and an entire animation budget’s worth of lavishly rendered missile porn.
Well, he didn’t have the missiles, but he had the robot and the bad guys. Now all he needed was an energetic, heart pumping musical theme to kick bad guy butt to—and well, he didn’t have a music player in his titan, either, but he had a memory.
For that matter, he had a psy catalyst.
And he was certain that these Avarice titans would have no idea what to make of it when kickass 80s power pop blared into their limited minds.
So he blasted forward, and he thought.
The Avarice titans tried to thwart him, but even in their numbers, even with their void magic, they stood no chance of overwhelming him. Between Ember sniping from the dome with Sloan-enhanced speed, Ultranoth smashing titans with her gravity magic, and his own incredible power, he ripped through them like they were his childhood collection of least favorite toys.
Even so, the more he cut through the Avarice titans, the more he noticed something. Every now and then, when he went for a titan, he’d see a brighter than usual flash emanate from the creature’s psy core, and the more titans he cut down, the more quickly the cores would flare—but only ever one at a time. And as he came to the last few, he noticed that the glowing titan’s gestures became more frantic and desperate. As if trying to get his attention. Was that Pious—or rather the Pious avatar—trying to reach him?
He blasted another titan, and then saw that he was down to one.
This one did not fight.
This one knelt.
And Locke decided to pay it the mercy of psy communication. He probed a finger of his consciousness toward it and let it say the words it had so desperately been trying to transmit this whole time.
“What is this ‘touch’?” the Pious avatar cried in awe. “What is this ‘power’?”
“What?” Locke replied, and then remembered the song he’d been transmitting this whole time. Ha! It really had thrown the Avarice titans off. But he wasn’t about to explain the anthem of his entire childhood to the avatar of a god he was about to utterly destroy.
“It’s me,” he replied, whipping out another energy ball. “I’m Locke, the most powerful mage this world has ever seen, and I’m about to shatter your god!”
“Wait!” the Pious-titan begged. “With power like yours, you—you could be a god! You and Avarice could rule together, twice as powerful!”
“Twice as powerful? I’m kicking your ass!” He aimed his hand at the Pious titan’s head, ready to deal his judgment. “You’re only saying that because you don’t stand a chance against me.”
“Perhaps,” the titan replied, but then looked up slowly. Ominously. “But perhaps, I’m also a distraction.”
Locke let his energy ball fly, and the last Avarice titan disintegrated.
Right as a great, black crack split down the entire middle of the moon.
In the vacuum of space, he couldn’t hear it, but he didn’t have to hear it to suddenly feel his stomach drop as if all the gravity in the universe had latched onto it. When he faced the closed dome of the control center, faced the moon looming behind it, it was to see entire continent-sized chunks of the surface dislodge—and move.
“Sloan! Ember! Ultranoth!” he yelled. “Get out of there!”
They’d already been running, and a final gravity push from Ultranoth launched them clear of the control center.
“Peth! Alyssa! Brace yourselves!” he added, moments before an entire building-sized section of moon crashed into it the dome.
“What’s going on out there?” Alyssa radioed from the White Heron. “The whole place is quaking!”
He didn’t have time to answer her. The moon chunk shattered over the Precursor armor and came tumbling toward the three fleeing titans. He blasted forward on his gravity catalysts and threw his whole titan at the fragments, desperate to save his companions.
“Moon’s attacking!” Ember responded for him, her beams blasting upward against the rain of debris.
“Moon’s broken!” Sloan added.
“Locke, get in here! It’s ready!” Peth suddenly yelled from Final Edict, still within the control center. “You need to fire it now!”
“On my way!” He made for the nearest control center door.
The latest moon fragments began to crash against the Steel Ring’s main arch, puncturing the ring where centuries of mere meteors had failed to make a dent. Well, of course they did. They were whole-ass pieces of moon.
And above those plummeting moon chunks, he finally saw it.
Saw Avarice, nestled within the fracturing cocoon of its crystalline prison.
It was enormous, nearly the size and shape of the moon itself, a vast collection of nested spinning rings that shrank in toward the center, each layer smaller, lighter, and whirling faster than the last. It was almost as if there were an infinite number of layers, each just small and thin enough for the next to rest within—the immensity of its outer bulk shrinking down to the infinitesimal.
The surface of each dark, layered ring flowed with strange, animated designs that looked hauntingly alive, like the moving riddle fluid of the dragon doors. An absurd and harrowing sense of life washed through him as he looked at the thing, and he remembered what the first Pious avatar had told him—that Avarice collected souls as it remade worlds. Was that where all the souls were kept? Was he looking at an entire moon-sized menagerie of imprisoned life?
“Everyone! Get on the White Heron!” he shouted as he sprinted through the nested doors Peth opened for him. “It’s attacking the ring!”
He burst into the central room to find Final Edict still inside, still waiting at the console of projected screens and pulling up a titan-sized station in the middle of all the catalysts. The pentagonal platform blinked an urgent orange as it rose out of the floor, as if it was somehow aware of the desperate situation, but as far as Locke could tell, it was only that—an empty platform. That is, until he leapt onto its surface, and a transparent light screen popped up before him. On it gleamed an entire catalog of weapon types.
“Peth, which one do I choose?” he shouted.
“Any you want! But hurry!”
“Shit,” Locke cursed, more in dismay than anything else. Here he had a whole catalog of souped-up hyper-advanced Precursor weapons and no time to play with them. Even so, he quickly remembered one of his earliest days on Haven, when he’d looked through Bexley’s Titanic Book of Upgrades and landed on the back-mounted scorpion tail energy cannon. That thing was one of the badassest weapons he’d seen in his time on Haven to that point, and if modern Havenites had a weapon like that, the Precursors definitely would. So he slashed through the menu, found the closest approximation, and hit the summon button.
That must’ve triggered another automatic process, for soon the matter catalyst in the corner of the room glowed, and a funnel opened up beneath Locke to spray what he assumed was the Precursor equivalent of black swiftmetal. It slithered up his body in a blink and instantly solidified into a great, gleaming set of two scorpion tail cannons, coiled over his shoulders and ready to strike.
Yet, despite this, he still felt infinitesimally small compared to the moon sized challenge looming over him. The earlier fragment of moon had already ripped off most of the flower petals, and now as Peth opened the dome completely, the enormity of it bore down on him.
“You sure this will be enough?” he asked.
“It has to be! Just shoot!” Peth shouted.
“I’d still feel better with another gun,” Locke decided, quickly called up the menu again, and summoned another weapon. Precursor swiftmetal slithered up into his hands and formed into a big fucking magical beam cannon as tall as his mech and twice as cool.
“Okay,” he said. “Now I’m ready.”
He planted his titan’s feet firmly on the platform, and then pointed all his weapons to the sky.
The Steel Ring obeyed.
He hardly had to raise his weapons to their targets before the chamber around him began to hum. He thought hard on the surrounding catalysts, channeling all the magic at his disposal. At once, the catalysts blinked to life—white, black, purple, green, and magenta all in their brightest, most searing forms, and the platform beneath him flickered from urgent orange to a scintillating prismatic whorl of all the colors.
He felt power surge up through his titan, through his body, through his very being, and into the weapons the Steel Ring had granted him. The ancient Precursor superweapon was a vast reservoir of power and technology, a font of pure, destructive potential, but it was just a machine without someone to guide it. Someone to channel all that raw power.
It needed a void mage.
It needed him.
The Steel Ring may have been an immense mind-boggling magitek cannon, but at that moment, Locke and Titan Chimera served as the tip of its barrel.
Hopefully, the “muzzle flash” wouldn’t vaporize him.
There was a brief, silent pause, like the calm before a hurricane.
And then the last great hope of Haven erupted.
The entire Steel Ring lit up, then flashed brighter as three globes of opalescent light gathered before each of Locke’s weapon barrels, then blasted up toward the spinning rings of Avarice, gleaming like the stuff of stars condensed into three lines of pure destructive power. The beams spiraled together as they shot through the vacuum of space, almost like a deadly DNA strand, and when they plunged into Avarice’s core, it was with the brilliance of an exploding star.
Locke squinted against the blinding light. The Steel Ring interpreted as an order, and funneled a bit of transparent swiftmetal to his head to shape something like a pair of sharp-edged sunglasses over his visual sensors.
Whatever the Precursors used in their sunglass material, it was amazing, for now he could see the fruits of his labor. Avarice’s rings straight up melted under the reality-bending force of his shot. Its outermost rings began to wobble and break apart, and as they did, he felt an unreal sense of relief wash through him, like a touch of psy magic, and … gratitude?
Pious appeared before him. Not the Avatar Pious, or any of Avarice’s perversions, but the genuine, warm, well-meaning Pious, who nonetheless looked tremendously sad, and tremendously ephemeral.
“Thank you, Locke,” Pious choked. “I tried, but … You did what I could not.”
“Can this wait?” Locke bit out through gritted teeth.
Pious smiled, and his form flickered like mist evaporating in the sun.
“Take this world from Avarice. Make of it what you will. It’s yours.”
And then he vanished into the mists of the other freed souls.
Past the particles of Pious’ fading life, Locke saw another ring collapse, and then another, felt more freed souls wash through his mind. Moreover, though, he smelled the distinct, primal woodburning scent of magic in his helmet, but this time it smelled … different. This time it smelled … dangerous, and suddenly he realized how hot his body felt, how parched, how drained.
Shit, was all this magic burning him out?
He couldn’t let it, and yet at the same time, he couldn’t stop. Layers of Avarice rings still gleamed around the searing might of his beams. It was not defeated.
Not yet.
And so Locke opened his mouth, loosed a savage battle cry, and channeled every bit of magic he could—
—until his body just stopped.
Chapter Twenty-One
He never commanded his magic to cease.
It just did.
The catalysts went dark. The light of his three beams flickered out, and his entire body felt like it had burst into flames, only to be quickly doused. The inside of his helmet smelled like burning magic and burning flesh.
“Peth?” he slurred. “What happened?”
No one answered.
Before him loomed a wide view of Avarice, its outer rings rendered nothing more than severed, broken wreckage. But within that ruin, past the damage, existed an intact core of still-spinning bands. Accelerating bands.
And suddenly Locke was flying.
One moment the floor was beneath them, the next there was a great, soundless vibration and he shot through the open petals of the control center dome, tumbling end over end as the stars blurred in sickening, directionless streaks around him.
Something inside his spacesuit activated. Was it some kind of coolant? Some kind of emergency injection? Nonetheless, it cleared his head just enough for him to regain his senses, and he channeled a desperate blast of magic into his gravity catalysts to right himself.
Far below him turned the world of Haven, and around him glinted the Steel Ring—in pieces, the angry turning rings of Avarice gnawing it to scrap.
“No!” he snarled hoarsely, and then remembered with horror, “White Heron, answer me!”
No one replied.
He channeled magic into his gravity catalysts and plunged back toward the spreading wreckage of the Steel Ring, eyes sharp for any glint of white amongst the debris.
“Alyssa! Ember! Bexley! Sloan! Peth!” he called out, his voice growing coarser with every word.
A sudden warning popped up in his reflex link: Void Condensate Low.
“Shit!” he cursed. He might be the most powerful mage on this world, but if he had no raw material to channel—no fuel to burn …
Fuck. If he ran out of void condensate, he’d just be a regular guy floating through space, waiting for his oxygen to give out, and no one was coming to save him, because he was the one who was supposed to do the saving. He was the only one who could do the saving.
At that realization, he felt a cold tendril of despair worm into his mind—but no. He refused to let it take hold.
He remembered having that exact same feeling before, right after he’d woken up from the car crash. Right after the doctors had told him he was paralyzed, that the trajectory of his nineteen-year-old life had been changed by a single dumbass drunk driver. It was the most miserable, hopeless feeling he could ever imagine.
But he’d fought through it. He’d learned what it would take to claw his life back, made a plan to do so—
And then he’d died and plunged into a new universe with a hot new body and a giant robot.
Which was to say, the trajectory of his life had changed, awesomely. But only after a great horror, and at great cost.
He had to trust that something awesome was waiting on the far side of this great horror, too.
So he checked his void condensate, made a plan, and boosted himself back toward the wreckage of the Steel Ring.
***
“Locke! Shit, there he goes!” Alyssa exclaimed as Avarice smashed into the Steel Ring, as Titan Chimera spiraled out of the open dome like a ragdoll flung across a room—and as a huge chunk of Steel Ring swung her way.
“Hang on!”
She’d launched the White Heron the moment Long Shot, Deathly Rhythm, and Ultranoth had returned and maneuvered to what she’d hoped was a safe distance—but then the inner bulk of Avarice crashed into the Steel Ring, throwing out chunks of ruined machinery the size of cities. Now she flew the White Heron in wild patterns, trying to thread through the flying debris as the turning rings of the god’s body consumed the ancient Precursor structure.
Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted the distant red gleam of Titan Chimera, still spinning madly, before it vanished behind a massive chunk of the ring.
“Peth?” she shouted. “Respond! Are you all right?”
“I am! Still in the control center! I see you!”
Alyssa felt a chill shoot through her stomach when she spotted the open “flower” of the control center, still connected to a piece of the broken superweapon at its base and … floating past the ravenous spinning rings. Peth was alive, but she was also right next to Avarice!
Alyssa shoved that fear away. If she was going to die today, it wouldn’t be by abandoning an ally. Final Edict was closer than Chimera, so …
“I’m coming for you, Peth!” She spun the White Heron around and shoved the throttle forward. “Can you reach Locke? What happened? Why’d he stop firing?”
The broken control center loomed close now and Alyssa could see Final Edict moving cautiously along it, trying not to eject herself into open space.
“He fired the weapon’s entire energy reserve,” Peth said, her voice tense with concentration. “And I think—I think he’s close to burning out.”
“What does that mean?”
“I felt it inside his mind. He channeled so much magic in so short a time. I felt him … weaken. Like he’d just given his all, and there was nothing left to give.”
Peth came into clear view atop one of the broken petals, which had enough clear space for Alyssa to land on. She swooped in, and Final Edict hurried aboard.
“So what does that mean?” Ember asked. “Is he hurt?”
“We’ve got to save him!” Sloan insisted.
“Going for him now!” Alyssa replied, lifting off from the petal. “But he’s not responding on his radio.”
“There’s a way to restore him,” Peth said. “The sleeping quarters.”
“The sex room?” Bexley exclaimed. “Are you for real?”
“The dispenser in the sex room,” Peth clarified.
“The dispenser with the thousand-year-old sex juice in it that you told me not to drink?” Bexley objected.
“There are products in it for increasing stamina, and for Precursors, this had both physical and magical applications. Besides, we’re in a desperate situation. It’s worth the risk. If it doesn’t work, we’re all dead anyway.”
“But what else can we do?” Ember exclaimed. “Avarice destroyed our secret weapon!”
“There’s one more option,” Peth replied. “A Plan B built into the Steel Ring at a fundamental level. We meant it as a final, desperate alternative in the event the Ring was ever destroyed. But it’ll require all of us.”
“What, some kind of magical power-up orgy?” Bexley said.
“All of the mages, I should specify.”
“Aww.”
“What’s this about … power-up orgies?”
The tired voice came over all their radios and shocked a thrill of relief through Alyssa.
“Locke! Where are you?”
An image of the White Heron flashed in her mind. So he was close enough to send psy messages. She recognized the direction from which he was viewing the ship. Still, when she oriented her view in the right direction, she could barely see him. The only light coming off his titan was the pale magenta underglow of his psy catalyst and the purple backlight of his gravity catalysts, and both of those were weaker than she’d expected.
“I’m low on condensate,” Locke reported, his voice sounding ragged. “And … something else is wrong.”
“Peth said she can help. Just stay on—shit!”
She was interrupted when another piece of Steel Ring tumbled toward the White Heron. She quickly maneuvered around it, but lost sight of Titan Chimera in the process. She was soon met with another piece of debris—and the harrowing sight of Avarice nudging through the Steel Ring debris field, turning toward the White Heron.
“Locke!” she shouted again.
“I’m here!”
A bright flare of gravity purple seared across her view as he burst up to punch a piece of debris out of the way, and then zipped around to the back of the ship.
“I’m in! Blast off!”
“Hang on!” Alyssa shouted. They’d come back, she knew, but they had to put some distance between themselves and Avarice to regroup. And well, Avarice might be chasing them, but it was still basically a moon, with a speed—or lack thereof—to match.
“What’s this Plan B you were talking about?” Locke asked.
“I’ll explain,” Peth said. “Get out of your titan, and Alyssa—be ready to head back to what’s left of the control center.”
***
Locke fell out of Titan Chimera’s hatch like a freshly salted slug. He hadn’t realized until that moment how much being in zero-g and cushioned by conductor fluid had masked his exhaustion, but now as he collapsed against the scaffold rail, he felt it fully. He also noticed something new.
“Gravity’s working,” he muttered as Bexley ran up to help him.
“I found the gravity switch.”
“Gravity sucks,” he groaned.
Bexley helped guide Locke where Peth needed him to go, and soon Ember, Sloan, and Ultranoth joined them. When he realized they were headed toward the sex—er, sleeping quarters, he was also pleased to realize that at least one part of him was still working as it should, even if he was fairly sure it was not the reason they were bringing him to the sex room.
Even so, they deposited him in one of the comfy sleeping pods and let it cushion his body while Peth messed with the dispenser on the wall. Fortunately, it worked as well as everything else on the ship; soon she approached him with five chrome-colored packets stopped with sealed twist caps, designed for conveying liquids in zero gravity.
“Drink them all.”
“They’re a thousand years old!” Locke exclaimed.
“Yes, and we’re going to lose anyway if they don’t work.”
“Fair enough.” Locke took the first one, pulled off the tab and chugged it, and then immediately shouted, “Holy sh—”
He couldn’t even finish the curse. The moment the tart fluid hit his stomach, a wave of vitality coursed through every part of him—every vein, every muscle, every nerve, probably to the psychic tips of his soul, and definitely to one other tip.
He felt more alive than he had in his entire life.
“You sure five is safe?”
“Five’s the legal limit,” Peth said, “but I saw academy mages pound up to eight before truly negative effects showed. Besides, you need all the stamina you can get.”
“What did academy mages need eight of these for?”
“Exams. Not to mention, young Precursors had a lot of sex. By the way, sorry, but you’re going to have a tremendous boner until this wears off. Given the circumstances in which we find ourselves, though, I’d say it’s a fair side effect.”
“Oh, I’m sure we’ll be able to work it off after,” Locke said, starting on the second, though he was already beginning to wonder how he’d fare with the incredible distraction already throbbing in his magesuit.
By the end of the fifth packet, he felt his energies fully restored. All of them. Which meant he was going into his next battle as powerful as he’d ever been. And just as horny.
“Back to the titans!” Peth said.
“I’ve got the control center in sight,” Alyssa called in over the ship’s intercom.
“Still intact?” Locke asked.
“Mostly intact.”
“Good enough. Let’s go for it!”
Locke felt the lurch of the ship as Alyssa blasted it toward wherever the control center was floating.
“So what’s this backup plan?” he asked Peth.
“We’re going to trigger an emergency hyper construction.”
***
“Amazing!” Locke observed as their titans barreled into the catalyst room. “All five catalysts are still intact!”
The open petals were all smashed up or missing, but the elaborate catalyst pattern still remained whole and apparently unblemished.
“Precursors built to last.” Peth brought Final Edict to a halt atop the psy catalyst. “I’ll take psy. Ember, you take energy; Sloan time; Ultranoth gravity; and Locke, that leaves you with matter.” She pointed to indicate who should go where since the elements’ tell-tale colors weren’t visible in the catalysts’ inactive states.
Everyone took their places.
“Locke, you’ll be the hinge,” Peth continued. “I’ll trigger the construction. Everyone, channel!”
“Got it!” Locke wanted more details on what exactly they were trying to achieve, but with Avarice bearing down on them, time was of the essence, and he figured the result would soon be obvious.
The catalysts ignited as the five of them channeled, Locke’s brightest of all, and all at once, the room began to change. The Precursor runes etched into the clear panes beneath their titans began to shift, to be replaced with another set that spiraled in from compartments hidden to the side, and outside Locke could see even broken pieces of Steel Ring debris begin to open and glow, as if those parts were designed to function independently of the whole.
Yet also in that view was Avarice, the elaborate designs on its rings gleaming with a surreal, malevolent light as a dark sphere began to gather in the center.
It looked like the exact inverse of the beam he’d shot at Avarice, the orb growing and crackling with malevolent light.
Locke didn’t dare interrupt Peth’s process, but it took every ounce of will inside him not to do so as he watched the sphere grow, and grow, and …
“Good luck, Locke,” Peth suddenly stated.
Avarice loosed its dark energy beam.
And everything turned white.
Chapter Twenty-Two
The brilliance of it seared into his visual sensors, past his eyelids, and seemingly through the very back of his head.
But it didn’t destroy him.
When he opened his eyes, it took him a moment to process what he was seeing. The catalyst platform was gone, to be replaced with a downward view of Haven.
Burning.
But burning with a weird, purplish opalescent-looking smoke that looked almost like a magical heat haze. Had Avarice enacted its ultimate plan? To devour and rebuild Haven? To make it a paradise of magic?
Before he could dwell fully on that, swirls of smoky color shot through his vision—no, not smoke, but something like it. White, black, green, purple, magenta, the colors of all the magical elements spun around him like a whirlwind, and then constricted, almost as if wrapping him in a cocoon.
Every sensor in his reflex link flashed bright warning red, but he didn’t have a chance to make any sense of it, for an absurd vibration rocked through his titan—and a green notification showed in the space that monitored his matter catalyst. It made the happy little ding that it did when upgrading, and then his link flashed:
Tier ten.
“What?” he breathed.
With that tier ten catalyst, the rest of what he assumed was Peth’s emergency hyper construction tumbled into place. He pulled up the reflex link’s diagram of his titan’s structure to see it transforming before his eyes, its shape shifting to accommodate new, fully upgraded catalysts, and through breaks in the swirling magic cloud around him, he could see what was happening. The five catalysts—each half a kilometer across—orbited his titan, while nearby pieces of debris reformed into intentional, purposeful-looking fragments that came to join with his mech.
The shell of multicolored magic blasted out in all directions around him, and suddenly he could see.
He no longer saw Avarice, or Haven. He only saw a bizarre expanse of infinite stars and nebulas and distant galaxies flickering beyond him in scintillating, unreal colors, as if he’d fallen into a different part of the universe—or crossed universes entirely. The only familiar sight that had followed him was the drifting debris of the Steel Ring, and even that had begun to change.
The wisps of magic that had surrounded him now flashed out and spun around various pieces of debris—not the random scrap it had grabbed before, but entire city-sized fragments. Remnants of the Steel Ring began to shift in form, both through a combination of matter magic and what looked like some form of elaborate pre-programmed mechanical process. The multicolored swirls drew those pieces together as if they had some physical presence of their own, and when the pieces neared each other, they transformed further. Rods and tubing and clamps shot out from one end to meet another.
To combine.
And when sufficient numbers of pieces had joined together, they converged on him.
A sudden cocoon of metal snapped around him, but it only obscured his view a mere second, as if some element of its design had connected to his reflex link—no, more than that. For he realized he could see in every direction.
Which meant he could see as two sections of transformed Steel Ring zipped up to meet the base of his cocoon. The exterior of the chamber transformed to produce elaborate ball joints and other machinery, and the oncoming pieces projected their own connectors as well. When they met his cocoon, a brand-new awareness shot into his mind. It felt as if he’d just grown some extra limbs—and when compartments at the bottom of those pieces slid open and kicked out unmistakable armored feet, he knew he’d done just that.
That awareness grew more when another segment connected to his top—a chest piece it seemed, for it soon modified to accommodate bulky arms that punched out into heroic fists, which then struck up to snatch a vaguely head shaped piece from the stars. Machinery extended up from the top of his chest piece, like a neck, and his hands automatically plugged the head into place.
When it connected, the front flashed open into dramatic side panels to reveal the machine face contained within. Eyes flashed open with a dramatic flare of brilliance as a sharp-edged visor clicked down over them and the formerly plain dome of the helmet’s top bloomed with horns and spines and every cool flourish from seemingly every cool mecha back home. The last flourish to bloom out of his head was the coolest V-fin he’d ever seen in his life.
But his transformation still wasn’t done. Now additional pieces of armor flew in from everywhere. Two pauldrons settled upon his shoulders in dazzling gleams, their shapes artfully mismatched, just like Titan Chimera’s. Elegant segmented faulds flashed in to connect at the top of his legs—which, oddly, seemed to be right by Chimera’s cocoon.
This must have been the last piece, for just after it connected, the matter catalyst began another automated process. The distinct red and gold of Titan Chimera spread out over the deep slate gray of the armor. A great cloud of varicolored magic plumed out of his shoulder louvers like a cape made of sewn-together galaxies, and of its own volition, it crossed its arms over its chest as if challenging the entire universe.
Locke froze in amazement, taking in the incredible plethora of information flowing in through this enhanced reflex link.
He’d transformed. Or rather, a wholly new super-titan had transformed around him—with Titan Chimera serving as its control hub, cocooned at the start of the process within a giant cockpit.
“My God,” Locke breathed. “I’m piloting a giant robot from inside another giant robot!”
And then, through the reflex link, he came to understand the size of this new machine. For it towered eight kilometers tall with the Steel Ring’s catalysts embedded within its limbs and chest.
This was no mere super-titan.
This was a machine built to kill gods. Immediately, a name shot to mind, for a titan this epic deserved a title grand enough to match.
The moment he thought it, the stars collapsed around him. The universe folded in on itself like a celestial piece of origami being balled up, and suddenly he was back over Haven, back in front of the raging set of black, spinning rings that aimed to bring him down.
But no more.
“Avarice!” he thundered. “Meet Hyper-Titan Chimera Godbuster!”
“What the shit?!” a voice came over his radio.
This was not Avarice; it was Bexley. He wondered if she and the others were all right, and instantly, a window opened in his mind, displaying a zoomed-in view of the White Heron, intact and under way.
“Is that what Peth meant by emergency hyper construction?” Bexley continued. “A big-ass city-sized titan?!”
“Yep,” Peth said.
“But where’d it come from?” Ember asked. “It just poofed out of nowhere!”
“It was designed to fold into a pocket universe for the duration of the transformation, so the process couldn’t be interrupted.”
“Yeah, but how?” Alyssa exclaimed. “Even for the Precursors, a technological feat like that is … You said it created a pocket universe?”
Peth paused for a surprised moment, as if she didn’t understand why it so astonishing, then said: “Magic, of course.”
“But why a giant supertitan?” Sloan asked, more matter-of-factly than the other ladies.
“Why not? You mean to say if you could magic up a giant super-titan, you wouldn’t?”
“Okay,” Sloan conceded. “That’s a fair point.”
“We conceived the hyper construction as a last-ditch effort in the event the Steel Ring was destroyed. It was designed to take usable elements from the Steel Ring’s wreckage and reform them into a weapons system that—while not on par with the Steel Ring’s destructive potential—could nonetheless face Avarice in combat.”
“Locke,” Bexley radioed, and her voice was the most serious he’d ever heard it. “You better win. And you better bring it back. I want to play with it.”
“Duly noted.”
“I do question some elements of the design, though,” Ember said. “I mean, is the cockpit really necessary?”
“What do you mean?” Locke replied. “Of course, the cockpit’s …”
And then he realized she wasn’t talking about the technical necessity. Looking at the diagram, he realized that the faulds had attached exactly where they should have, over the mech’s hips and thighs. The reason why they felt strangely high was because his cockpit was positioned in line with them, not in the hyper-titan’s chest as he’d expected, but … lower. In a location that made the chamber’s name even more appropriate than usual, and reminded him quite distinctly of a mecha design he’d snort-laughed at back home.
And, despite the circumstances, he found that another snort-laugh escaped from his face.
For here, on Haven, based in Endpoint City, he’d become an Ender.
And well, over the planet, facing a god in his badass hyper-titan, he was absolutely in his zone.
“I’m dead serious, Locke,” Bexley emphasized. “I want to play with it.”
“Well, a man needs no more motivation than that,” Locke said, and stared back at Avarice’s head.
Of course, the only reason they’d been able to have this conversation to begin with was because Avarice had totally frozen. The moment Hyper-Titan Chimera Godbuster blinked back into the universe, its rings had stopped churning and its core had stopped radiating that dark energy, as if it too was thinking, “What the shit?”
For Locke was certain it had never faced anything like this.
Now he punched Godbuster’s fist into its hand, ready to deal some damage. He was about to make sure Avarice never faced anything like him again.
That is, until a voice blasted through his head.
Or rather, felt like it should’ve blasted. In his present hyper-powered state, his defenses softened the psychic bludgeon of the destroyer god to something approaching polite conversation.
“You are a worthy opponent,” Avarice said, and though the voice failed to overwhelm him, it still boomed with a gravity so profound as to nearly feel tangible. It rumbled with the depth of a wise, all-knowing grandfather and the superior elegance of an emperor, and Locke could believe from the sound of it that it belonged to a being who ate planets, and did so with the indifference of a rich man dining at a routine banquet.
Locke had no time for banter. Nothing Avarice could say would stop him from blasting it into oblivion with everything he had.
But it turned out talking was not Avarice’s goal.
“For that, I will grant you a worthy battle, Locke of Haven.”
Avarice began to transform, too.




Its rings unhinged from their axes, split and reshaped, and Locke suspected what was coming.
“Alyssa, get out of here!” he shouted, as he blasted for Avarice
“Already on it!” Alyssa replied, and the white glint of a spaceship blasted past his head.
Locke also knew the etiquette of anime fights required that transformation sequences be allowed to finish, but this was the end of the world, so fuck that!
He summoned all the power he could muster within his tier ten gravity catalyst, then blasted toward Avarice’s transforming shape and punched straight through its center.
The central components of Avarice scattered into space, propelled by Locke’s fist, and then tumbled on through the vacuum. It was then that he remembered something Bexley had told him months ago, back when he’d been new to Haven and its magic.
Tier ten catalysts weren’t merely the most powerful in existence; they could be combined to manipulate reality itself.
He now possessed tier ten catalysts of all five elements, and if he remembered Ray’s archaeological ramblings correctly, the Precursors once possessed the ability to open gateways to other universes. To fold space. To fold reality.
Hyper-Titan Chimera Godbuster caught up to Avarice and clenched a hand against its centermost core. If this worked as easily as other Precursor magic, then all he’d have to do was think.
And so he dismissed Avarice, the destroyer of the Precursors, destroyer of countless worlds with a single hard thought.
Or tried to.
Something pushed against his magic, impeding the easy dismissal of his foe, and in retrospect he wasn’t surprised. After all, if the Precursors could think Avarice out of existence, then they would’ve done so rather than fight it.
But there was still the chance he could fold space—hell, more than a chance. The Hyper-Titan had already done so twice during its transformation!
And so he thought—thought hard of another universe—and Hyper-Titan Chimera Godbuster obeyed. The surrounding space crumpled like a rejected illustration being balled up and thrown away. The stars squashed and stretched and twisted around him, around Avarice, and when the view flattened again, he was in no starscape he’d ever seen before.
Chapter Twenty-Three
He must’ve folded to a nebula, or something like one, for the surrounding stars gleamed through a strange cloud of electric blue and ethereal, saturated purples. It was like he’d fallen into a world of exaggerated color designed to disorient, but at least it wasn’t Haven’s universe. At least Haven was safe. Even if he had no idea if he could return to it.
“What the shit, Locke?!” came Bexley’s voice again. “What did you do?”
“What?” Locke exclaimed. “How can you reach me?”
“Radio, same as usual!”
“From another universe?”
“Is that what you did?” Alyssa exclaimed. “Is that why Haven is gone?”
“Damn it!” Locke shouted.
The White Heron must have been close enough to his titan to be pulled along when he shifted into this universe. Haven may be safe, but his crew wasn’t, and moreover, now he not only had to find a way back, but he had to protect his crew as well. If they died out here in the cold of another universe’s vacuum because of him …
He punched Avarice again, anything to put more distance between it and the White Heron, and it retreated into the nebula.
“Get out of range!” Locke ordered. “I’ll come for you when this is all done.”
“What’s considered ‘out of range’ for a battle between two god-tiered beings?” Ember asked.
“I don’t know! Really far!” Locke yelled, and blasted after Avarice. He’d nearly lost the being in the nebula haze, and now chased the split it left in the strange material, only to follow it straight into—blackness.
Locke dodged the shape with a curse, for that was exactly what it was—not a crackling energy ball, just a flat sphere of nothing that left nothing in its wake.
“Alyssa, watch—” Locke shouted, but that was when another shape struck out at him, and he knew what it was.
That little delay had given Avarice all the time it needed to complete its transformation, and now it blasted through the bright nebula in a shape he was quite familiar with.
With its faux-feathery wings and snarling chest armor, it had adopted the basic shape of Titan Final Edict, probably from when it had absorbed Pious’ consciousness, but instead of regal white feathers, its wings were composed of jagged black; its eyes glared out, wild and disturbingly human; and its jaw opened on a hinge to reveal a screaming mouth that was just as human.
And horrifying beyond measure.
For if Locke had taken his final form, then so had Avarice.
Then this is how it ends, Locke thought. A duel between hyper-titans.
Avarice’s new form was Final Edict’s opposite in most meaningful ways. But it still had Final Edict’s drones, and more of them, each stylized as a single black, mechanical feather. And with a wave of one ferocious, clawed hand, it launched all of them.
Locke darted aside and instinctively raised his left arm to meet them with a beam shot. His hyper-titan had formed with most of his weapons in the same place, but they were not the same configurations. He didn’t shoot from a barrel under his wrist. No, his entire arm transformed to unveil a buster cannon far thicker than his arm had been, and when it fired, it was with a bright, iridescent beam that obliterated the drones and even the nebula dust in its path.
He swept it across Avarice’s drones, but some still escaped—and ignored him to head away from the two hyper-titans. Toward what, he knew exactly.
“Alyssa, incoming!” he shouted as another set of drones came for him. A swarm of ten crackled like high-powered energy catalysts, but their “glow” was the same horrific emptiness of that black shape from before. The drones spun together to form a dizzying ring of darkness, and the beams they shot combined into another black, all-consuming sphere.
Could it be stopped? Locke fired a test beam at the oncoming orb and found that, despite the incredible power of his weaponry, the dark sphere soaked it up with the inevitability of an event horizon.
Locke energized his gravity catalyst to dodge as the dark energy drones chased him, his tier ten power so incredible it warped space itself, shortening the distance he needed to travel—and yet Avarice still gave chase, still kept pace.
Desperately, Locke used the brief reprieve to delve into the mental depths of this hyper-titan, to see what it offered beyond what he was used to, and unsurprisingly saw the same menu from the Steel Ring pop up. He had access to a full array of Precursor weapons, as long as he could find the raw material to make them—any raw material, he realized. For those tier ten matter catalysts could transmute dirt into gold and diamonds.
Or space junk into Precursor armor.
Locke fanned his sensors out, searching for anything he could turn into a weapon. The nebula itself could serve as raw material, he supposed, but it was too thin to be of immediate use. Soon, he detected a dense belt of asteroids in orbit around a glowing solar heart at the center of the nebula.
Yes! he thought. That could provide materials, cover, and obstacles to Avarice’s path—and the thought of obstacles gave him another idea.
Avarice and its drones chased him into the belt, and he clawed his hands against every bit of material he passed and thought of a design he’d seen in the hyper-titan’s catalog. In an incredible blink of tier ten speed, those asteroids broke up and transformed into tier ten energy mines. Soon a satisfying eruption of near celestial light fanned out behind him, as his mines detonated beside passing drones.
Some drones survived—and Hyper-Titan Avarice remained unharmed—but he’d thinned their numbers, and by now, he’d reached the tightest concentration of asteroids. He flashed through a maze of debris and finally dipped to a brief stop behind one that could obscure him fully. He mentally flipped through the weapons menu, came across several different cannons and buster swords, and something called Tarkovsky Particles, which seemed to be some way to obscure one’s presence, and—
He had no time to make his selection. His proximity sensors blared, and he looked away from the menu to see every asteroid in his vicinity plunging toward him—so fast he didn’t have time to react.
The asteroids all converged on him in a massive crash, crushing inward under the influence of Avarice’s gravity magic. He fought against them instinctively, shooting an omnidirectional wave of his own antigravity outward, but Avarice’s magic was a close match for his own power, and his efforts only succeeded in shoving the asteroids away a little bit—all while his sensors alerted him to another approaching dark energy sphere.
But that was when he remembered—duh, if he was going to matter magic a hyper-titan super weapon, he needed to be touching the raw material. Being crushed in a cocoon of asteroids involved a whole lot of touch, and like his inspirational song of the moment said:
He had the touch.
So he let the asteroids crash in, and he touched.
Tiny segments of Precursor catalyst splintered off from his limbs. These shards plunged into and through the surrounding space junk, but when they exited they were not mere magical crystals. They blasted out surrounded by space rock that had been transmuted into Precursor alloys, then shaped into the red, fearsome bulk of star-shaped tier ten Godbuster drones, and they darted toward Avarice and its remaining drones like a swarm of angry, deadly magic bees.
The dark energy beam abruptly stopped, but Locke kept channeling. The asteroid at his back melted and transformed into an even more ferocious version of his Precursor scorpion cannon, this time with four barrels arcing over his shoulders and burning with opalescent white energy just waiting to be unleashed. The press of asteroids to his left shifted into a series of kilometers-tall slabs of metal modded with psy and gravity catalysts, spinning around him like a spherical wall of shields, and finally, the press of material to his right shaped into a mighty hilt in his grip. It slashed out into a golden blade that stretched half as tall as his titan, and a span of gravity catalysts adorned its crossguard, necessary to maintain the integrity of a weapon so large.
By the time he finished, there were no asteroids in his vicinity, and he could clearly see Avarice before him, blazing with dark energies.
Locke thrust his sword point out toward the destroyer.
“I want you to remember,” he said, “for whatever short time you have left, that you chose this fight. All we want is to live.”
“You would have!” Avarice snarled as it dove for him. It cut aside several of his drone shields with a dark energy swipe, but before it could reach Locke, all four of his Godbuster Scorpion Cannons fired. Blazing beams of energy seared through the space between them, but Avarice dodged them and clawed up a ball of dark energy.
Still, Locke could move just as fast as Avarice could. He blasted down to dodge the hyper-titan’s swipe and thrust up with his Golden Godbuster Blade—but Avarice swiped at a passing asteroid and flash-transformed it into a black, ragged greatsword. Their swords met in a great clash that Locke felt in his very bones, their scintillating energies sending ripples outward that caused reality itself to undulate all that way into the Godbuster’s cockpit.
The two hyper-titans slashed and parried each other, blows growing more ferocious with each swing, gold and black fragments of swords flaking off under the tremendous force of each swipe—until finally Locke felt his moment arrive.
Something felt different in the clang of this parry. Something like … a weakness. When he slashed his sword down this time, he blasted a wave of gravity magic down the kilometers-long length of his blade.
Avarice’s sword shattered.
The hyper-titan blasted back in a gravity retreat, but Locke wasn’t about to let it get away so easily. When flipping through Titan Chimera Godbuster’s weapons catalog, he’d seen another weapon system, built-in even without his command, and now he triggered it.
Compartments clapped open on his legs, his faulds, his chest, his arms, his shoulder pauldrons, on his helmet, and right in the middle of his V-fin, and an apocalyptic shower of high-powered missiles plumed out. They jetted toward Avarice in billowing, tangling trails of expelled magic, and when they hit, it was in a wall of a thousand brilliant explosions blasting out in perfect spheres.
Locke threw up a gravity field and braced himself. The shock wave from the mass of detonations crashed against his shield, then dissipated, and he shot straight for where the explosions had been centered, buster cannon charging.
And yet, despite all the smoke, despite all the debris—
Avarice still surged out to meet him.
The hyper-titan’s armor had been dented or completely blown off in places, and the mask of its helmet had been blasted away to reveal a sinewy mass of flesh, bone, and furious, mad eyeballs.
But despite the damage inflicted, Avarice came at him with a fury that seemed oblivious to its wounds. It dodged Locke’s Godbuster Cannon beams, and then, when he saw the greenish flame emanating from its forearm, Locke knew this attack wasn’t just gravity.
Avarice slammed into him with the time-magic-enhanced blow, and suddenly, horrifyingly, Locke realized there was more to this god’s time magic than speed. After all, at certain tiers, even Haven time mages could affect aging. It was how pregnancies and childbirth passed so quickly and yet still so effectively. And if mortal Haven mages could enact the passage of time on a person, then an apocalyptic godlike destroyer definitely could.
Locke felt time passing in his body, a draining sensation not unlike the fatigue experienced with a bad flu—but he also knew he could do the exact same thing.
He struck back with his own time magic, slowing Avarice down as he raised his Godbuster Blade for a killing strike.
Avarice switched his time magic, cancelling out Locke’s slowing effect as it darted back.
“Oh, no you don’t!”
Locke gave chase. In the time since he’d fired his last barrage of missiles, some automatic matter magic process in his hyper-titan had replenished most of them, and he fired another spread, sending thousands of missiles streaming toward the retreating god. Avarice dodged its way through the asteroid field, but while some missiles crashed, others changed course at sharp angles, their gravity-magic contrails glowing behind them. The projectiles gave chase, and Locke saw the path of Avarice’s retreat clearly in the trails of smoke and debris and magic that pursued it.
He used the brief respite to check his body, patting himself down to see what damage had been wrought by that brief but powerful time attack—and slowly realized he hadn’t been damaged at all. In fact, his musculature was firmer, stronger, and his entire body felt as if it had undergone some physical improvement.
Avarice had likely intended to age him to death, but with such a short period of contact …
It had aged him to his physical peak.
Not that his body mattered all that much inside a kilometers-tall god-tier hyper-titan.
Still, he blasted toward the enemy hyper-titan with a renewed vigor, and as he approached Avarice, he saw his dwindling barrage of missiles damage one of Avarice’s wings, disintegrate the other, then take out a leg and—
Avarice tricked the last of the missiles into a large asteroid, and as the smoke and debris spread away, the hyper-titan stopped.
Locke didn’t.
Until Avarice held out a giant ragged hand, like an offering. In which hovered the distinct, gleaming shape of the White Heron.
He still didn’t stop. Avarice had psy magic. It was obviously a trick. But as he zoomed forward, he saw the back of the ship open, saw Long Shot, Deathly Rhythm, and Final Edict all dash out for the god-tier hyper-titan’s wrist, as if determined to go down fighting even though the end was inevitable.
Alyssa’s voice came over his radio.
“Kick its ass, Locke. We’ll fight until the end.”
The others all radioed in with much the same sentiment, and the complexity in their voices was evident, unbelievable courage mixed with absolute terror. Could Avarice imitate that so convincingly?
“Liar!” Locke snarled.
Avarice snapped its fist closed on the White Heron. Locke heard the wet snaps and screams of dying voices through five different radios.
And then nothing.
He knew it wasn’t real, couldn’t be real, too convenient to be real, but that didn’t stop the bottom from dropping out of his gut.
It was enough. It was a crack.
That was when the world around him collapsed.
With a great disorienting jerk, as if he’d fallen asleep sitting up, he opened his eyes and found himself awake, sitting in …
A wheelchair.
***
He was back in the bland, practical office of the incongruously named Derrick Small at Merrickson Construction.
The last time he’d seen the bulky man, he’d summoned Locke to tell him he was being laid off. Nothing to do with his disability, just that times were tough, and as the company newbie, he was first in line to be struck.
But this wasn’t the same as last time.
Derek’s face contorted in a look that wasn’t sure if it should be concern or frustration.
“You okay, Joseph?”
“What?” Locke asked.
“You fell asleep just now. Just rolled in here and dozed off.”
“No, I didn’t.”
“I saw it with my own eyes,” Derrick continued. “Maybe I won’t regret what I called you here to do after—”
In his old universe, Locke would never have been the sort to punch his boss, even one who was firing him. But this was not his old universe. He was not the old Locke, and this was definitely not the old Derrick Small.
He stood right out of his wheelchair and popped the man in the face with his fist.
“I know what this is. You’ll not fool me,” he growled, and then he punched his consciousness out through his psy catalysts.
The psy illusion of Derrick Small’s office shattered—but Avarice fought back. Locke’s legs collapsed under him, and he found himself back in the wheelchair, this time on the uneven sidewalk across from Martha’s Coffee House in Grassroots, Kentucky.
But this time, it wasn’t Peth who approached him. It was a nebulous crackling blob of dark energy that coalesced into something … Peth-like. Or … Pious-like? The weird magical silhouette shifted wildly as if flipping through a catalog of forms to decide which would have the desired effect. It rejected the image of Pious quickly to settle on a hypnotic combination of all the women Locke had encountered on his ship, with the confident class of Alyssa, the red hair and athletic magesuit of Ember, the seductive curves of Bexley, cat ears and a tail adapted from Sloan, albeit in sinister black, and Peth’s height, power, and hat.
She sneered down at him as if to say, “You wouldn’t punch a woman, would you?” And well, she wasn’t wrong.
But then, instead of scoffing, she crawled onto his wheelchair-bound lap as if she was about to give him a god-tier lap dance right on the sidewalk of Ass End of Nowhere, Kentucky.
“What a fascinating specimen you are,” she purred, kissing behind his ear in that place his crew knew he liked. “Truly, I’ve never met your like.”
Locke didn’t say anything back, just pushed against her with his psy magic—but in this, both were equally matched.
“What a waste it would be to destroy such power,” she continued, moving down his jaw. “Do you know what will happen if we continue? The two of us are quite evenly matched, even if I hold the advantage of experience. Let’s assume you don’t make some fatal mistake. Then what? Our battle would continue, the two of us burning our way across this universe—and others—for millennia. Never creating. Just destroying the asteroids and planets and stars, consuming them as kindling for the flame of our battle. I find that quite disheartening. I know you do, too.”
She moved her lips to his chin, and her hands down his chest, then lower.
“Join me instead. You could be my vanguard, help the planets ahead of me prepare for my coming. We could merge. We could combine.”
Locke felt her open a crack in her psy power to let him in, to show him—hell, she really meant it. This millennia-old planet-eating destroyer god was genuinely asking to join him. She closed off her mind once he registered her meaning, still cautious despite her offer. Reasonably so. For surely, if she could penetrate this far into his mind, she could perceive his answer.
But then, something prodded the back of his mind. Something familiar, pressing in from the outside—a hopeful feeling, more so than a direct invasion. He branched a finger of his consciousness out, not breaking the psy illusion, but inching toward this new sensation.
“We could build such beautiful worlds together,” Avarice purred, hovering over his lips.
Locke realized what he was sensing. Voices. From his titan’s radio. Calling to him, and very alive.
“You think we can’t defeat each other?” he breathed over her lingering lips.
“Why bother with all that effort?” Avarice replied, hungrily.
“Well,” Locke laughed in a determined breath, “if I can’t cancel the apocalypse, I might as well make it my bitch.”
That was when Sloan’s voice blared through his radio. “You respect women too much to make it your bitch. You’re gonna woo it.”
And Sloan was right.
Locke yanked the back of Avarice’s lush hair and jammed her face into his.
He’d barely kissed the apocalypse when a terrible shriek pierced through her mouth.
The illusion collapsed at once, and Locke found himself back inside Titan Chimera—no, Hyper-Titan Chimera Godbuster—with a clear view of the Avarice hyper-titan … and a distinct white ship zipping around its head like a pesky fly.
A pesky fly with Precursor-grade energy cannons.
“Did it work?” Sloan’s voice squealed. “Yes! Locke, we figured out my special thing!”
Locke shook his head, then shook it again to make sure. Yes, Sloan’s voice wasn’t coming from his radio. It was coming from inside his head. Like Peth’s psy communications.
“You have psy magic, too? The cultists gave you psy magic?”
“No!” Sloan exclaimed, still inside his head. “But we got tired of just sitting here while you did all the fighting and tried some stuff! Turns out if Peth and I connect our titans and she goes into my mind, and I boost our speed, she can break into Avarice’s mind directly. That’s what the cultists did to me! They gave me a direct connection to Avarice!”
“It just needs a shit-ton of magical power,” Peth added.
As the two spoke, the actual, un-destroyed White Heron strafed back and forth across Avarice’s exposed eyes, dealing damage to the already-softened features in a way that would have been impossible mere minutes before. Avarice would have been too aware, too fast, would have swatted the ship away.
But now it flailed as if the ship wasn’t the only bother.
As if there was another bother inside its mind.
“Can you stay in there?” Locke asked. “Can you keep it occupied?”
“I’m gonna sing Bexley’s sausage song!” Sloan declared.
The White Heron strafed past the god’s face again, and both of Avarice’s eyes exploded in a dramatic flare of light.
A furious psychic scream blared out from Avarice like a siren, but it had no effect on Locke. He darted to meet the blinded god, encased the White Heron in an envelope of armor, and then tossed it out of range of what was to come.
“You all stay safe!” he commanded. “Now, let’s finish this!”
As the White Heron careened out of the battle’s range, he whipped out his Golden Godbuster Blade, surged power into its gravity catalysts, and slashed it hard into the missile-weakened armor at the hyper-titan’s waist. Both halves of the titan flew in separate directions, but he knew it wouldn’t be that easy.
That simple observation caused the hyper-titan to manifest a schematic in his reflex link, detailing what it could perceive of the internal makeup of Avarice. Even in this form, Avarice retained a singular, central core, which was encased within the hyper-titan’s chest armor.
Locke funneled all his magic into his gravity catalysts. Half he used to trap Avarice within a gravity field so strong it glowed visibly, and the rest he funneled into a cocked back hyper-titan-sized tier ten god-punching gravity fist. When he shot it forward, the blow crumpled the Avarice hyper-titan’s chest armor like it was little more than tin foil wrapped around a sad, cheap hamburger—and because his gravity magic also held it in place, his fist plunged straight through the hyper-titan’s spine.
But he missed the core.
He withdrew his fist and punched again.
And again, and again, his time catalysts flaring green and accelerating the punches until they were little more than glowing speed lines—until finally the bashed up plating of the chest armor just flew off, and the destruction god’s core glowed before him, vulnerable.
Avarice tried to defend itself, tried to block his oncoming hand. Locke simply snatched both arms and ripped them off.
It tried to generate another spear of dark energy from its mouth. Locke let it—and then grabbed the edge of the hole in its chest and pulled Avarice forward into its own attack, disintegrating its head in the nothing sphere. The black energy dissipated, and now, undeterred, Locke clawed his fingers and plunged his hand into the hyper-titan’s severed torso.
He grasped the core and ripped it out like a throbbing cosmic heart.
A last desperate psy projection struck his mind—not an attack, but a plea.
“No! Please! Let me live! I’ll grant you my power!”
“I don’t need your power,” Locke snarled. “Mine’s enough!” He raised the core of Avarice in one fist, and named his attack: “God Shattering Smash!”
The core crumpled within the hyper-titan’s grip.
The explosion that followed was soundless, but it flared through the grip of the hyper-titan’s fingers with the horrible, all-devouring black of a universe being ripped open.
Locke didn’t like that one bit and so tossed the core aside and charged up his buster cannons.
“Godbusting Hyper Beam!” he roared.
He fired everything he had. The bright, blinding white of his attack plunged into the void, and this time it began to shrink, to close. Like an eye blinking shut, or a zipper mending a hole in the cosmos.
Soon all that remained was the light of his power, and beyond that, stars.
Avarice was no more.
Chapter Twenty-Four
The fatigue hit him like a fist.
It was almost as if, detecting there were no gods to bust, Hyper-Titan Chimera Godbuster decided to ramp down and stop boosting his own magic. All his missile chambers closed, and the sensation that had been driving him this whole battle—a wild and desperate will to survive, like the buzz of an energy drink but more primal—decided to desert him. Had the machine itself been enhancing his magic?
Well, at least some of his pre-battle stamina was left. Much of the energy from the stimulant packs Peth had given him was used up, but now that he wasn’t fighting for his life and the world, he realized he still had the tremendous boner she’d promised him.
And then he remembered—
“Alyssa? Everyone? You okay?”
His hyper-titan hadn’t shut down completely; his radio and … honestly, most functions still seemed to work, and soon, the reply came—
Or rather, a cacophonous roar of replies, as it seemed everyone had gathered in the control room to watch and cheer and generally celebrate his victory.
“Holy shit, Locke!” Ember shouted. “That was incredible!”
“Well, of course it was,” Peth replied. “After all, I brought him to Haven for a reason.”
“You just brought him to Haven to get yourself a new body,” Bexley snarked.
“It still made for a nice coincidence,” Peth chuckled.
“We are definitely celebrating with a decadent meal when we get home,” Sloan chimed. “Locke’s choice. Borgers again?”
Locke heard a weird crinkle, then Bexley added, “In the meantime, we couldn’t find any champagne on board, so we just busted out the stamina packs.”
“Oh,” Locke stated, understanding.
“You got it,” Bexley replied with a salacious giggle.
“But, speaking of home,” Alyssa said. “Not that being in an entirely different universe isn’t interesting and all but … how do we get home?”
“Wait, why go home at all?” Ember asked. “This titan can travel between universes. We could go anywhere. We could go see the Empire of Kentucky!”
“It’s not as interesting as it sounds,” Locke warned. “Besides, I don’t know how many folds this thing has left in it.” He pulled up his reflex link data and reviewed the hyper-titan’s status.
It … wasn’t great.
He wasn’t even sure the dimensional fold would work this time.
But he had to try.
“Hang on. I’m coming to pick you up.” He found their location through his reflex link, and soon the White Heron was safely in his grip.
“Everyone ready?” he asked.
“All buckled in,” Alyssa reported.
“Then let’s do this.”
He triggered the dimensional fold, and once again, space crumpled around them like paper being balled up.
***
They blinked into the Haven sky.
Blaring warning sirens and flashing red accompanied his return to Haven space. He’d reemerged in the stratosphere, amidst a shower of flame. All around him, fragments of the Steel Ring and Crystal Moon plunged toward Haven, their surfaces glowing hot from the friction of atmospheric entry.
“Shit!” He let the White Heron go. “Get out of range! I’m about to do some stuff!”
The White Heron’s engines flashed, and it catapulted upward into a higher orbit.
The power of Precursor gravity catalysts … Locke reflected, admiring the speed of the machine, and then reoriented himself midair to face this latest challenge. He recalled reading somewhere that the asteroid that wiped out the dinosaurs back home had been six miles in diameter. His hyper-titan—by itself—was taller than that, and many of the fragments plummeting toward the surface were even larger. If just a fraction of them struck, the impact would trigger a cataclysm greater than the most famous extinction event on his home planet!
But as desperate as the situation was, Locke still had a Godbuster Titan.
He drew upon his gravity catalyst and flung out the widest gravity field he could, starting with the largest, closest pieces of debris. Some he hurtled upward, each of them settling into stable orbits where the Steel Ring had once been. For others, he slowed their descent, easing them to open ground or in the oceans with the delicacy of a falling feather.
His gravity catalyst strained under the demands of moving so much mass so fast, and cracks spidered through the housing. Its power and effectiveness began to drop off—but he still had so much debris to stop!
He energized his buster cannon, and zoomed through the upper atmosphere, vaporizing some pieces and cutting others into small enough chunks that they could burn up on their way to the surface. He circled the planet, following the arc once occupied by the Steel Ring, blasting away with almost reckless abandon.
That was when he felt a sharp, catastrophic fizzle, and parts of his reflex link went blank. An alert flared up in the corner of his vision—he’d burned out his energy catalyst, but he wasn’t done yet! Many of the smaller fragments he could ignore at this point—they weren’t world-enders—but one of them, a massive piece, remained from the Crystal Moon’s shell! Even that one fragment was large enough to ruin Haven’s biome, and if he remembered his world map correctly, it would land close to … Endpoint City!
He didn’t have enough time to stop it.
But—he thought in one last desperate grasp—he did have space.
So he dove beneath the shell fragment and threw his magic out toward it. He imagined the empty nebula they’d just come from, and then he willed the universe to split.
The fragment vanished in a crumple of light and stars.
Haven was saved.
Again.
And then a new crack formed in the hyper-titan’s gravity catalyst, and it plummeted toward the ocean.
***
Even though Hyper-Titan Chimera Godbuster wasn’t an asteroid, it was still an eight-kilometer-tall piece of big-ass kinetic potential, and he couldn’t let it crash. He checked his gravity catalyst in his reflex link. Most of it showed red, but a few sections still lit functional, if endangered yellow. Would they be enough to stop his descent? They had to be.
So he channeled what gravity magic he could, willed the hyper-titan to slow … and felt the absurd lightness of freefall diminish in his control. The titan still landed gracelessly on its back, but he was able to snatch the inevitable tsunamis that rippled outward from the impact, gravity-drawing them back into peaceful waters, or at least as peaceful as the ocean could be with a sinking hyper-titan disrupting its environment.
The waves had barely crashed back in on him when another crack sundered through his catalysts, and his reflex link turned dark.
Or rather—most of it. He saw a brief flash of information that, given all the red, probably amounted to “Everything’s fucked up,” and then all that was Hyper-Titan Chimera Godbuster receded from his awareness, to be replaced with the mere, mortal-sized reflex link of Titan Chimera.
“Welp, guess Godbuster’s not going anywhere fast,” he said, and reviewed Titan Chimera’s condition. Everything seemed to be in working order, so he switched on his radio.
“Alyssa? Is the White Heron safe?”
No answer.
Well, of course not. Titan Chimera was still buried inside the hyper-titan’s waist, and even if it hadn’t been, its radio was intended for short-range communication, mostly line-of-sight. Not talking to a spaceship in orbit, perhaps one on the wrong side of the planet!
The hyper-titan may have settled to the bottom of the ocean, but it was a huge machine, after all, and Locke found that even though the rest of the titan was submerged, its protruding cockpit still remained above the surface. He chuckled. At its size, the giant robot’s giant boner was large enough to constitute a new landmark.
He looked for a way to escape Godbuster’s cockpit, found something that resembled a manual release, and pulled. A quick burst of gravity magic launched him upward, and he settled into a hover above the hyper-titan’s wreckage.
***
Locke had no idea where he was.
The nearest shore rose into a great, black cliff, the kind of cliffs that people didn’t turn into beachside resorts, and he saw absolutely no one. When he flew up to the top of the cliffs, he still saw no one, and the sight awaiting was surreal—a landscape as black and ragged as those cliffs, but alternately sparkling with the sheen of thick purple residue, or burning in places with absurd flames that flickered wildly between the colors of the five types of magic.
Was this land that Avarice had started converting? God, it looked close to the desolate landscape of Peth’s psy realm.
How much of Haven had Avarice’s transformation touched?
The sky, at least, wasn’t so ominous. It gleamed in weird undulations of blue and purple with faint brushes of void magic colors, like a daytime aurora borealis. Or was it australis? He didn’t even know what hemisphere he’d landed in.
“Alyssa?” he tried radioing again, but again heard nothing, and now the great thrill of his victory began to shrink into something terrible.
Had the White Heron made it through that vast, epic, cross-universe battle only to be struck down by a mundane piece of space trash?
Had he lost all the women he’d ever loved at the moment of his greatest victory?
Or … was he simply not close enough to reach them?
A nugget of hope rose in his chest and he snatched for it. That last piece of debris would have struck near Endpoint City, and so, logically, he should have “landed” somewhere in that general vicinity. That meant he was on the right continent, at least.
He decided to fly inland until he spotted something familiar or found signs of civilization.
And soon, he saw an airship.
Or rather, a blazing white spaceship, zooming straight in his direction.
“Locke!” Alyssa’s voice blared through his radio. “Can you hear us now?”
The nugget in Locke’s chest exploded into an entire mad, fluttering chicken!
“I can!” He blasted for the White Heron even faster. Its cargo bay door opened on his approach. He flung himself in and landed with somewhat less grace than he would’ve liked, but he didn’t care because the White Heron was here and, by the looks of things, completely unharmed.
He didn’t even bother with standard exit procedures, too excited for their slow processes. Instead, he pulled the emergency lever and spilled himself and his conductor fluid onto the hangar floor, just like he had when he’d first arrived on Haven. As he rose from the deck, all the ladies rushed into the hangar to greet him.
“Communication has been spotty for some reason—” Alyssa began to explain, but then interrupted herself. “Oh.”
“What?” Locke asked as he stood. It was a strange, “Oh,” not necessarily a negative one, more curious and perplexed, and when he looked to the six women before him (Ultranoth was there, too), he saw it reflected in their faces.
“Damn, Locke, what happened to you?” Bexley hustled up to him with eager, curious hands that, once they reached him, weren’t sure what they wanted to touch—and suddenly Locke understood the reason for their reactions. He hadn’t noticed during the tension of fighting and crashing and searching for the White Heron, but now that he had the luxury of relief, he realized that his magesuit felt distinctly tighter in every possible area—not enough to be uncomfortable, but enough to make him want to go up a size. His shoulders had broadened, his muscles had firmed up, and he could swear he felt even a subtle difference in his jawline, as if it had matured, too.
“Avarice hit me with an aging attack,” he replied, as Bexley decided she wanted to put her hands on his pecs.
“And that just made you hotter?!” she exclaimed.
“I like to think it just aged me to my physical peak,” Locke explained. “It was a very short blow.”
“You weren’t at your physical peak before?” Ember asked, and now circled him like a horny vulture.
“I was only nineteen. Men where I’m from usually don’t hit their peak until their mid-twenties.”
Ember, now behind him, decided the hard lines of his new back muscles were too intriguing to leave alone and now traced her hands along them like an archaeologist trying to make sense of some ancient, touch-based language. Meanwhile Sloan squeezed the hard muscles of his arms, and Alyssa checked out his now even more rugged hands while Bexley traced her hands down to his abs, and then lower.
“Well, it’s a very good peak,” she declared, with a husky voice that wanted to make some use of it.
“Of course, it is!” Peth replied behind them. “Precursors take every element of their artificial bodies seriously, right down to ensuring the longevity of the peak. If your body performs like other bodies created through the same method, you’ll maintain this appearance for quite some time.”
“You mean he’s gonna be hot forever?” Bexley exclaimed, with a voice that now wanted to make even more use of it.
“Well, maybe not forever, but for a lot of it.”
“Sir,” Bexley said, suddenly formal, “I need to talk to you about a marriage contract.”
“Bexley, that’s a discussion for all of us,” Alyssa declared, eyes flicking down to the same spot Bexley was currently investigating, then back up to Locke’s eyes. “How familiar are you with the concept of a harem contract?”
“Ugh, finally,” Ember groaned. “We’ve been wanting to bring that up since we first met you.”
“What, really?” Locke asked. “Since my first night on the Blue Heron? Before you even knew me?”
“I consider myself an excellent judge of character,” Alyssa stated with confidence.
“And I am an excellent judge of dick,” Bexley added.
“And you have both those things,” Ember echoed. “At first, I admit I just wanted to make my family shut up with a void mage baby, but then I found out you were very much up to my standards.”
“Why do you think you got all those early free samples?” Bexley said.
“‘Free samples’?” Locke repeated, then reflected. “Honestly, given the circumstances, I wasn’t thinking all that much about it at the time. I mean, I’d just been pulled from one universe into another with a ship full of hot girls and giant mechs. There was a lot going on at the time.”
“Well, we discussed the prospect of offering you a harem contract very early on,” Alyssa said, “but opted not to bring it up because you were so weirded out by Bexley’s baby contract.”
“I still don’t understand how babies happen where you’re from,” Bexley said. “Do people just pop them out whenever? Regardless of circumstance? Before they’re ready?”
“There’s a lot my world does differently.”
“Anyway,” Alyssa continued, “the original contract we discussed among ourselves was mostly for babies, but … it’s safe to say, our relationships have changed in the past several months. If we intend to stay together long term, I think a marriage contract is appropriate. I assume you also want to consider Sloan and Peth in the legalities?”
She looked in the direction of the two.
“Sure, I’m all for it!” Sloan replied.
“I can think of no better partner than the man who literally just saved the planet,” Peth said.
“What about you, Ultranoth?” Ember asked. “You want in?”
“We dragons tend to marry within our species,” Ultranoth replied. “I will gladly officiate the wedding, though.”
“Great!” Bexley said. “So can we just do it now?”
Locke paused, the pace of the moment catching him off guard. He was still only loosely familiar with how the world’s marriage contracts worked—and given the gorgeous women before him, he didn’t object to the concept at all—but he hadn’t expected it to be the first subject that came up right after they’d picked him up out of a magical burning wasteland.
Then again, given the way they were all looking at his newly even-more-improved body, he could understand the urgency.
“Wait, do I not even get to do a proper proposal?” he asked.
“Why?” Ember said. “You already know we’re going to say yes.”
“Let’s get to it!” Bexley insisted. “I hear wedding night sex is amazing.”
“Wait, wait!” Locke finally exclaimed. “I appreciate the eagerness, but I just got back from a really busy few days, and I haven’t even had a shower yet.”
“You want some help?” Ember’s hands explored his firm butt for emphasis.
“There are no showers on this ship, remember?” Peth reminded her.
“Damn it,” Ember hissed.
“We can’t marry right now anyway,” Alyssa said. “There’s still the contract to be worked out between the six of us. Not to mention that most everyone on the planet, marriage barristers included, will be occupied recovering from … all this for the next while.” She gestured around to indicate the general post-apocalypse.
“Right,” Locke replied. “Not to mention that we need to catch up on what actually happened down here. Has this landscape always looked like this?”
“Yeah, this is Blackcliff,” Ember said. “It’s always looked like ass. The fires are new, but honestly they’re kind of an improvement.”
“What we do about the giant-ass super-titan you fought in?” Bexley said. “Do we get to keep it, too?”
“Hyper-titan,” Locke corrected, “and I’m not even sure the Index has rules that apply to artifacts that powerful.”
“I will fight for it,” Bexley insisted. “I will fight Lola for it.”
“Speaking of which, she’s probably the best person to contact right now,” Locke said. “Can we reach her?”
“Let’s find out,” Alyssa replied, and led all of them to the bridge.
***
The White Heron had been set to an autopilot hover while the ladies came to greet and ogle Locke’s body, and Alyssa left it on as Peth keyed the Chatty Raven’s identification code into the comm menu.
Locke wondered how a piece of tech one thousand years old could interface so well with modern Haven magitek—after all, the titans had been able to communicate with the ship effortlessly, too. He expected something similar to Peth’s translation spell was at play, allowing the White Heron’s comm system to adapt to modern Haven radio. Given how he’d just spent the past many hours—months, really—he wouldn’t put anything beyond the Precursors.
“White Heron to Chatty Raven, Captain Alyssa Harper speaking,” Alyssa radioed. “Do you come in?”
There was an uncomfortable expanse of silence, until suddenly the speaker buzzed, “Yes! Chatty Raven! Derek Zeklor speaking! Damn it!”
“Is … this a good time, Zeklor?” Locke asked tentatively.
The answer came when a quick rustle of clothing and a zipper closing passed through the speaker, and a female voice giggled and gradually faded, saying, “I’ll inform Lola!”
“Oh,” Locke said. “Sorry for interrupting.”
“Listen, it’s been a stressful few days,” Zeklor said.
“Well, the planet’s still here and you got yourself a girl, so it sounds like things are looking up.”
“That they are,” Zeklor responded, and then Locke heard the distinctive purposeful tap of Lola’s shoes rise behind the man like a monster. “Here’s the director,” Zeklor finished, and then surrendered the radio to his boss.
“Director Ripley here.” Lola sounded as absurdly unbothered as ever. “White Heron, eh?”
“We upgraded to a spaceship,” Locke replied simply.
“What are your coordinates?”
Locke looked them up and gave them to her.
“Good. We’re close by,” Lola said. “We’ll meet in person.”
“How are you close to Blackcliff?” Alyssa asked.
“We started making for it the moment we saw the … What are you calling it? I know you have a name for it.”
“Hyper-Titan Chimera Godbuster,” Locke replied.
“That’s a mouthful. I’m going to shorten it to just Godbuster.”
“I thought you said your mouth could handle a lot.”
“My throat,” Lola corrected.
“Right, right,” Locke replied, grinning.
“Anyway, I’ve coordinated several teams to survey the landing site. Given that you used it to kill a god, I don’t want to risk any part of it falling into the wrong hands.”
“You could let us keep it,” Bexley suggested eagerly over Locke’s shoulder. “We could guard it at the outpost. Assuming we can find a way to move it there, I mean.”
“That’s something I intend to discuss when we meet,” Lola replied. “Amongst … well, everything.”
***
The Chatty Raven landed beside the White Heron less than an hour later, and Lola and Zeklor stepped into the hangar. The moment Lola set eyes on Locke, her eyebrows perked with the same intrigued eagerness the other ladies had shown.
“I’m starting a sign-up sheet,” Locke joked.
Lola nodded as if this was reasonable.
“We could just have our meeting in the sex room,” Bexley suggested.
Lola blinked. “There’s a designated sex room on this ship?”
“Technically it’s multipurpose,” Locke shrugged, “also intended for sleep.”
“But sex is definitely one of its purposes,” Bexley added.
“Hm,” Lola mused, but then continued. “Tell me, how did you end up with a Precursor spaceship?”
“That is part of a long story.” Locke gestured to the hangar exit.
They led Lola and Zeklor from the hangar to the bridge as the other ships in Lola’s survey flotilla flew by overhead. Zeklor eyed everything in wonder, gripping his folio as if fearing it wouldn’t be sufficient to contain all the notes he’d need to take, but generally less nervous than before. After all, he’d faced his first apocalypse and survived.
Lola meanwhile greeted all the wonders of the ship with her usual cool levelheadedness, though there was a curious gleam in her eye.
Still, she put a pin in her curiosity and turned her attention to matters of business once when Locke offered her one of the bridge seats. They were short one seat with Zeklor and all the ladies present, but Locke didn’t mind standing, and leaned against the console to await Lola’s questions.
“I, of course, expect a complete briefing.” Lola gestured around the bridge and above them. “Most especially on what the fuck happened in the sky!”
She didn’t sound angry about it—well, of course not—more … astonished. Which, in turn, gave Locke a reason to be astonished.
“Wait, so you saw it? I thought I’d transported Avarice to another universe.”
“You what—?” Lola gasped.
For once Locke saw genuine surprise on her face … before her expression eased, as if she’d just decided to accept any weirdness he’d bring up. Apparently “doing stuff in other universes” was just a thing she associated with him now.
“The hyper-titan came with some impressive tech,” Locke said.
“Yes, well, that much was obvious,” Lola replied. “Somehow your battle with Avarice remained visible across our entire sky, so everyone saw it.”
“Everyone?”
“Everyone who could see the sky. Which is to say, word of your deeds has begun to spread, and people are beginning to talk. There are already some who regard you as a god, and that’s something you need to prepare for.”
“What does that even mean?” Locke blurted. “How do I prepare for something like that?”
“There’s literature on the subject if you’re interested. At least three of the gods wrote books on how to be effective deities, but the short version is to have a central value system of some sort and maybe throw a good festival or orgy once a year. Perhaps this time of the year to celebrate the defeat of Avarice. That’s an easy one.”
“I do enjoy a good orgy,” Bexley mused.
“And I can coordinate the food!” Sloan cheered.
“I can bless the proceedings,” Ultranoth offered.
“I suppose I could take care of the general organization of the event,” Alyssa said.
“Do the wives have to participate?” Ember asked. “Because I’d rather just be lazy about it.”
“This sounds like a lot of work for someone who doesn’t even want to be a god,” Locke said.
“The legend has already started,” Lola said matter-of-factly. “I’m just here to deal with the paperwork.”
“Of course, you are,” Locke replied dryly.
“For related reasons, you’ll also want to select a last name,” Lola said. “It’ll make filing the paperwork less confusing for me.”
“Oh, that’s easy. I’ll just use my name from back home: Joseph Locke.”
“Ehhh …” Bexley groaned.
“That’s a boring name,” Sloan declared.
“It might befit a denizen of Kentucky,” Ember said, “but it does not befit the hero who just saved the planet.”
“I agree,” Alyssa said. “You at least need a last name that sounds like it came out of a sexy adventure novel.”
“And one that goes with all our names,” Peth chimed, “since we’ll be taking it.”
“Fine,” Locke sighed. “We’ll pick one out and let you know what it is. For the paperwork.”
Lola nodded her approval.
“Now, to the main business,” she continued. “First off, there’s not really a sufficient bounty that can be paid for saving the planet from obliteration, but the other directors and I have decided on a worthy replacement. The Arcane Indexes, collectively, will fund the complete outfitting of the Morton Estate to make it a suitable Arcane Index Outpost. We’ll still expect detailed project plans, expense reports, and whatnot to make sure the money is being spent responsibly, but ultimately, if you need funds, you’ll have them. Unless you decide to spend them like an idiot, but knowing what I know of you, I doubt we’ll have any issues.”
“You won’t.” Locke glanced over at Bexley, who looked positively giddy.
“We’d already decided to make the Morton Outpost a hub for exotic and dangerous research,” Lola continued, “and both your hyper-titan and the spaceship fall under these designations. My survey teams will first figure out what exactly can be done with the hyper-titan, but for now, the ultimate goal is to move any dangerous components to your outpost for study.
“This, in turn, suggests that you will need heightened security, as I suspect there will be no shortage of miscreants who want to get their hands on Precursor technology this advanced, and the budgeting for that alone puts your outpost in the same tier as a fully credentialed Arcane Index. Which, in turn, demands a Board of Directors, and I don’t think it would be unreasonable to name you Director-General of the Morton Arcane Index.”
“Hold on a second,” Locke said. “Are you giving me a reward or a job?”
“Both,” Lola replied. “I wouldn’t recommend you for this position if I didn’t think you could handle it. You’ve impressed me with your leadership skills, and we need competent leaders if we’re to recover effectively. There’s a lot of rebuilding to do.”
“Well, I was in construction back on earth …” Locke said sheepishly, but trailed off as he tried to process the weight of everything she’d just said. He hadn’t given much thought to his long-term future, other than that he planned to help revitalize Bexley’s estate and then fuck around a lot, both with his crew and his big stompy robot.
To be named the Director of an Arcane Index … Hell, to be thought of as a god … Those were things he hadn’t anticipated, at least so early, and he wasn’t sure how to feel about them.
Lola must have sensed the hesitancy in his face.
“Think on it,” she said. “There’s plenty of work to take care of in the meantime, anyway, dealing with the aftermath of the attack.”
“Speaking of which,” Locke said, “what exactly happened down here while I was up there fighting Avarice?”
“Pandemonium,” Lola replied. “There was so much meteorfall that pretty much everyone on Haven was fighting for their lives, and every city with an Arcane Index was targeted. Some of Vasor’s levels are completely grounded. Archstone is gone. Areas close to the heart of dragon territory fared better on average, if their dragons were present.”
Locke saw Ultranoth pale, and apparently Lola did, too, for she quickly added, “A … Lord Oldershaw, I believe—an expert dragon negotiator—used his talents to bring Bloodguzzler the Vicious to the Morton territory’s defense.”
“Excuse me?” Alyssa exclaimed.
“Well, I guess I can’t rightfully kill him now,” Locke lamented.
“Pardon?” Lola said. “Oldershaw or Bloodguzzler? I need context.”
“Bloodguzzler killed Alyssa’s family a while back.”
“Ah, right!” Zeklor suddenly exclaimed, and flipped through his folio until he found a particular page. “I remember that report; the negotiations were quite straightforward. Nigel—I mean, Lord Oldershaw essentially pointed out that both Miss Harper and Lady Brimble Morton were associated with the man who was the world’s most likely hope of beating Avarice, and if he could defeat a god, then it might be to Bloodguzzler’s benefit to be … less on his bad side. I believe he brought some treasure as tribute, too, but it’s my understanding that Bloodguzzler fought harder once Hyper-Titan Chimera Godbuster became obvious in the sky.”
“Which is to say,” Lola finished, “the Morton territory fared decently well, compared to most.”
“And now we owe Nigel,” Bexley moaned. “Damn it.”
“Oh, I can take care of rewarding him,” Ultranoth suggested huskily.
“Please do,” Locke replied, almost as a joke.
Almost.
Nigel was annoying, but he also might have singlehandedly saved Bexley’s estate and environs—soon to be Locke’s own. It would have been petty to deny him credit for it.
“What about Endpoint City?” Sloan asked.
“The outskirts and surrounding towns were flattened in the dreg siege, but its dragon was present, so the core of the city remains. Fortunately, most of the people living in the outskirts managed to pull back to the crashed Precursor ship in time, but now we’ve got a massive refugee problem on our hands.”
“Is there anything we can do to help there?” Locke asked. After all, though he spent most of his time in the air outside the city, he now considered himself an Ender at heart.
Lola brightened. “To be honest, it wouldn’t bad for morale if the hero of the day made some appearances in the refugee camps, in Endpoint City and elsewhere. We’ve entered a delicate period. Anything we can do to make it less delicate would be appreciated.”
“Where do you suggest we start?” Locke asked, then added, “Wait, what’s the area around Mount Driver like?”
“A wasteland.”
It took every single bit of Locke’s will to keep his face neutral. But those two simple words still dropped his heart down through his feet.
“What you mean ‘a wasteland’?”
“Avarice triggered something there,” Lola said darkly. “I imagine it was similar to what it did to the Precursors a thousand years ago. Several hours ago, most of the shadow dregs and dark specters on the planet just started sucking up every bit of magic they touched, and producing … new magic. Feral magic, I suppose you could call it. Anything that encountered that magic just went wild.
“Mount Driver had the greatest concentration of shadow dregs at the time, so it naturally saw the worst of that. Monsters in that area now are just … insane. And it’s still on fire with feral magic, as of my last report.”
“That weird void-colored fire we’ve been seeing?” Ember asked.
“Right.”
“Then the crew of the Indy …” Locke breathed, a lump tightening in the base of his throat.
“I haven’t received any reports from the Indigo Gryphon.” Lola shook her head. “But we also haven’t found any wreckage on the site.”
“Wait, any wreckage?” Locke said. “Not even the Blue Heron?”
“Nothing substantial enough to recognize from the air.”
“Now that’s strange,” Locke said, suddenly contemplative.
“That’s not the only thing about the area that’s strange!” Zeklor chimed, flipping through his folio. “Scouts also reported unusual earthen walls around the immediate vicinity of Mount Driver. Probably thrown up by Meriwether the Somnolent. And while most of the mountain range is crawling with mutated monsters, the area within those circles is relatively untouched. At least when it comes to this feral magic.”
“No wreckage,” Locke thought aloud.
He recalled a similar mystery where his crew hadn’t been able to find the wreckage of another airship, back at the ruin where he’d first saved Ember’s mom. And Meriwether was a matter dragon, after all. One who’d buried an entire mass driver.
“Underground!” Locke snapped his fingers. “I know where they might be. We’re going to Mount Driver!”
Chapter Twenty-Five
They flew the White Heron to Mount Driver as soon as Lola returned to the Chatty Raven—and though the land surrounding the mountain looked like a weird pastel-colored hellscape of burning magic, the very center of that hellscape, enclosed by Meriwether’s renewed earthen walls, appeared all but untouched, like the peaceful eye of an absurd hurricane except for damage Meriwether himself had done.
But they still hadn’t seen any signs of life. The only bodies they saw were weird, dead, chimeric corpses, so they decided to err on the side of caution and approach the land with their titans.
Their fears were assuaged nearly as soon as they passed the fire. A message notification beeped in Locke’s reflex link, and when he answered, it was to a near-incoherent blare of cheers, whoops, and delighted cries, some literally tearful.
Orion Havoc broke through the cacophony with a long string of ebullient exclamations that would have had the hero of any shonen anime looking up at him in awe and asking for yelling lessons.
Locke had no idea what to say to a reception like that, so he simply turned his volume down and said, “We’re coming in. Where are you all?”
“In the mountain right now,” Sevas replied, his tone as petulant as ever. Where everyone else sounded glad to be alive, he sounded like he just wanted a damn nap.
“What’s wrong with you?” Locke poked. “You just survived the apocalypse.”
“It’ll take more than an apocalypse to kill me,” Sevas declared.
“Buddy,” Rion said, “at least two different things have nearly killed you in the past year.”
“Yes, but neither of them was Avarice.”
“Fair.” Rion laughed, then added to Locke, “He’s mad because the ship’s all fucked up.”
“How can we help?” Locke asked. “How’d you end up in the mountain, anyway?”
“Oh man, it was kick-ass!” Rion replied. “So we’re fighting off all the chimera titans, right? Suddenly all the dregs just go FWOOSH, and all these flying mutated monsters go for the Indy, but then Meriwether makes a huge-ass dragon head out of the whole mountain and just chomps on it to take it inside the mountain and—”
“That’s a story that can wait until after we’re out of the mountain,” Captain Belista’s voice interrupted.
“Oh. Right. Yeah, sorry. But Locke, it’s like, a whole epic thing.”
“I’ll bet,” Locke laughed.
Soon he heard Captain Belista’s voice return, quieter as if she’d turned her head from the radio’s microphone. “Are you ready, Meriwether?”
In reply came a resonant grunt that must’ve been Meriwether agreeing, and Bexley opened the White Heron’s hangar door so they could see exactly what was happening.
Meriwether slipped out of a scar of dirt on the mountainside, then began working his hands into that dirt like a cat making biscuits. It wasn’t long before the dirt parted to reveal the whole of the Indigo Gryphon—well, what was left of it—which Meriwether then eased out of the ground on a wave of soil, and then carried down the mountain on a controlled landslide to settle in the comparatively flatter foothills.
Rion’s description had not been wrong. Whatever the Indy had been through had resulted in half the ship being mangled. Two propellers on one side were completely gone, and a scar down that same side exposed the ship’s interior.
It might fly if its gravity catalysts were still intact, but it wouldn’t fly far.
“We can help transport you all out of here,” Locke offered. No one was visible in the ship’s skeleton, he noticed, so they must have all been inside the mass driver facility.
“It’s much appreciated,” Captain Belista replied, as the White Heron landed close to the Indy.
They still went out in their titans. Locke saw no immediate threats, but he didn’t like the way those void-colored flames billowed over the tops of Meriwether’s walls.
Now Meriwether opened the lower mountain to let the Indy crew out. They’d opted to exit with titans too, though the way Ricochet Cavalier, Glam Hammer, and Ghostly Parable stomped and flew out to the walls, Locke suspected that caution was only part of their motivation. After all, Captain Belista wasn’t in her titan, instead standing by the exit, coordinating with Erudicia.
Locke strode out of the hangar in Titan Chimera, while Ricochet Cavalier gravity-lifted Glam Hammer and Ghostly Parable up to the top of the outermost wall. Once they landed, Ray stood in astute observation of the sight below, and Rion waved back toward the airships as if they’d found something interesting. He didn’t radio for some reason—and then he grabbed Ray and Sanja and moved them back one wall.
“How about now?” Rion radioed Titan Chimera. “Can you hear me?”
“I can. What’s up?”
“Looks like this void fire interferes with communications. Explains why we haven’t been able to radio out.”
“Makes sense,” Locke replied. “Other than that—what did you see down there? Trouble?”
“Oh, nah. Well, yes. But not immediate trouble. That fire’s mutating whatever monsters survived. We’re at ground zero for I don’t know how many new monster variants.”
“Why do you sound excited about this?”
“Gonna go punch ‘em when the fire dies down. For research.”
“Punching for research?”
“I mean, this is probably happening wherever Avarice ignited the shadow dregs, so we’re going to have to learn how to fight them. But I don’t think they’re a problem for now. I’ll do a fly around, but most of the ones I’ve seen look like they won’t be able to breach the wall. Plus they’re pretty confused by being on fire, but not actually burning to death.”
“So, if we activate certain Avarice materials in a specific way, we get magical mutative fire,” Ray observed distantly. “Fascinating. I wonder if any of that material will be left after the fires go out.”
Ricochet Cavalier smacked the back of Ghostly Parable’s head. “Cut that out, Ray. Locke just fought the moon so we wouldn’t have to deal with stuff like that.”
“All I’m saying is it has interesting potential. After all, I was able to turn specter goo into a power-up fluid. What’s to say we can’t use other Avarice materials in similar ways?”
“Gods damn it, Ray!” Ember reprimanded.
“Listen, I’m just trying to de-stress,” Ray sighed.
“With research?”
“I find it relaxing. Especially compared to what we’ve been through. For once, I just want a job that doesn’t end with my airship inside the ground.”
“Technically it’s only been two jobs, Ray,” Ember replied. “It’s still statistically an outlier.”
“Yeah, but it’s still too many times,” Ray retorted. “Getting trapped inside the ground is not a problem most airships have.”
“I’m just saying, maybe you shouldn’t have chosen a career that involves unpredictable Precursor ruins.”
Ember continued to poke Ray, and Locke realized he was absurdly glad to hear the poking. It indicated a state where people had the genuine leisure to poke fun at each other, without it being some desperate defense mechanism against the horrors of their situation. It was a relief, and the light teasing of the conversation freed Locke to turn his attention elsewhere to see how the rest of the Indigo Gryphon crew fared.
Captain Belista and Erudicia had the kind of work experience that made them efficient at taking headcounts after dangerous business was done, and it looked like they’d coordinated and divided their crews into groups set to different tasks. Some were taking bedding, pillows, and what looked like bottles and bandages off the Indigo Gryphon into the driver.
“Peth, does this ship have a med bay?” Locke radioed to Final Edict. “Or some place where we can house the injured?”
“It does,” Peth replied.
“Then let’s offer it to Dr. Waltz’s team. For that matter, let’s use the ship to help them any way we can. I’ll leave that to you since you know it best.”
“Good idea.”
Locke strode out to see what kind of aid he could render elsewhere. Sloan had already taken it upon herself to help the teams excavating the Indigo Gryphon. At the same time, Meriwether slunk over to the disturbed patch of earth where the Blue Heron had fallen, now empty of any debris. At least, it was until Meriwether kneaded the ground again, and pulled the detritus of the crash up like some recovered sunken relic.
Locke sighed. In that condition, the Blue Heron would never fly again.
“Locke, a request,” Captain Belista radioed up.
“Sure.”
“Would you mind if we salvaged materials from your airship to construct another gravity furnace? That would enable us to get the wreckage back to a city for repairs.”
“If any of the cities have repair docks they can spare,” Locke thought aloud, and then slowly realized his mouth was leading him toward an idea. “I know of a better place you can go. The castle on the Morton Estate has an airship courtyard. It’s not as fully furnished as a formal repair dock, but Bexley will be able to guarantee the space and get the resources you need. Moreover …”
He told her about Lola’s offer, about the tentative plans for the Morton estate, and the possibility of it turning into a full Arcane Index.
“The short of it,” Locke finished, “is that one of the first things we’ll need to build is a formal airship dock, so there will be one eventually, and you’re welcome to use it as a base.”
“A generous offer,” Captain Belista said. “On all counts. And you’re right, it will be hard to find an open berth in the near future. I accept.”
“I’ll get Bexley to help with your extra furnace.”
And so the work around Mount Driver continued. It would take at least a day to finish the impromptu furnace, but by the afternoon, everyone who’d been injured had been healed, and most of what was salvageable from the Indigo Gryphon had been moved to the White Heron.
Locke and Alyssa discussed what to do about moving the archaeologists—the White Heron was larger than either airship, but most of its bulk was taken up by its powerful gravity catalysts, such that it couldn’t quarter Captain Belista’s entire fifty-person crew. With the eight titans between them, there wasn’t nearly enough hangar space, either so they’d have to make at least two trips.
Now Locke sat with Alyssa and Peth on the bridge, flicking through the light menus on the console to gather information for the trips ahead.
“You know the archaeologists are clamoring to get a look at this thing.” Alyssa smiled, standing beside him. “Erudicia keeps having to chase them out of the hangar.”
“They’ll get their chance.” Locke chuckled, and then settled back into his captain’s seat. He felt his muscles melt the moment he touched the cushion.
“You okay?” Peth asked, circling around beside Alyssa.
“Sure. Why?”
“Because you sighed like your soul was leaving your body,” Peth replied.
“I guess because this is the first time I’ve felt truly relaxed since … well, since the zero-g space orgy. But that was a different sort of relaxation.”
“It was different,” Alyssa observed, her eyes distant with fascinated memory.
“Speaking of which,” Peth said, and now she had a mischievous smile on her face. “How are you recovering? From your … rejuvenation, I mean?”
Locke instinctively sat forward.
“Is it that obvious?” he asked. There were several reasons he’d opted to stay inside Titan Chimera much of this day, and one of them was it was easier to hide a boner inside the cockpit than inside his pants.
“Locke, you’re obvious even when you haven’t had five packs of Precursor stimulants,” Peth purred. “Especially in this new, peak form.”
“I don’t suppose you’d like some help with it?” Alyssa said.
“God, yes,” Locke sighed. The magical boost had long since worn off, what with him using it to fight a god, but the peripheral boost had been throbbing at his middle since before he’d crossed into that other universe. And then he’d crashed back to the planet, and then found the girls, and then Lola showed up, and then they’d had to help the Indigo Gryphon, and given the position he was now in, with eyes all on him, looking at him as a potential god … he couldn’t very well take a break for his own pleasure when people clearly needed help.
He could have taken care of business himself, he supposed, but given the unique material that had put him in this condition in the first place, it seemed like a waste. It was energy that had to be spent in a worthy way.
Peth knew what he was thinking even without her psy catalyst. “Shall I call the others?”
“Please do.”
Peth touched the psy catalyst in the nearest seat.
“Everyone’s been so eager to see you in your enhanced form they’d be pissed if we didn’t,” Alyssa chuckled.
“Well, I hate to disappoint them.”
Ember and Sloan dashed onto the bridge with magesuits open, as quickly as if they’d been waiting for Peth’s word, and when Bexley arrived, she was just straight up naked. He didn’t even see where she’d thrown her clothes; they weren’t in the vicinity of the bridge’s hatch.
Now all five of the ladies crowded before him, hungry and eager to see whatever treasure he was hiding beneath his newly-tighter magesuit. Alyssa’s arms tensed under her breasts in eager impatience; Ember’s spilled out of her dark magesuit; Bexley’s everything spilled everywhere; Sloan teased the most sensuous curves of her shape with her magic to see how he reacted; and Peth stood there boldly, eyes gleaming faintly with regal lust.
Locke laughed, more to himself than anyone else. He had a giant robot. He’d saved the world. And now the same ladies who’d enabled all that were standing before him, for him to do as he would with them.
“I love this world,” he stated, “and there’s no better reward for saving it than you.”
***
If their noises were any indication, he did not disappoint.
Locke had initially made to strip off his magesuit, slowly, to intensify their anticipation, but it seemed the bodysuit had been under more stress than he’d expected. With one particularly exaggerated move, one great tensing of muscles, the whole thing exploded into tatters and made every bit of his … improvement obvious in the late afternoon glow.
The women were on him so fast that he struggled to tell whose flesh was whose. They buried him in a mountain of breasts and mouths and the deepest centers of their own pleasure.
He lost track of how long they made love there, for it was that, he realized—love. He hadn’t thought of it in such terms before because the world had felt so unreal, so delightful, so … dreamlike. Like he might wake up from it at any moment. But now that he’d saved it, he felt like an indelible part of it.
It was more real than it had ever felt before.
It became more real when Alyssa crawled on top of him, pressed herself down to his very root and said, “We’d be—lost without you.” She moaned the words between gentle gyrations of her hips. “The world, of course—but also—Harper’s Harriers. You saved my family’s company. You saved the last thing I have left of them.”
Soon Ember took his lips. “You saved my mother. And her entire crew,” she breathed between kisses. “You saved the best part of my family.”
Alyssa had barely shuddered into ultimate pleasure on his dick before Bexley pushed her off and took him into her mouth.
“Gods, you have some quality cock!” she exclaimed when she came up for air, and then began to kiss down the length of it. “But that’s only one perk. You’re helping me save my estate. Not to mention, you really know how to use your titan.” She kissed his tip in a way that suggested she was not only talking about the robot. “You put my skills to good use, and you’re helping me use those skills to save my family name.”
Bexley went to take him in, but then Sloan bowled her out of the way and clapped him between her now-enormous, soft breasts.
“You saved me,” she said. She cupped her hands to bunch her breasts together around him, and massaged him with her warmth. “You showed me I could be more.”
Now a streak of sunlight shot into the bridge, emphasized by the looming darkness of Meriwether’s protective wall. The sun was beginning to set, and Peth stepped into the brilliance of that natural spotlight, gloriously naked, gloriously bold.
“You helped me complete my mission,” she said. “You helped me take revenge for my world. And you saved this one.” She bent past Sloan to kiss him—
And that was his limit.
He wasn’t sure if it was a result of the stimulant, or a pure, simple effect of how manly they made him feel, but every stroke of their affections had felt like the most tantalizing touch he could ever imagine, and when he came, he came with equivalent force.
He could swear he saw the gods again, and this time they showed him his place in the Haven pantheon.
When he came back down to the sight of his Haven women, though, he had to admit he liked this much better.
“So you all love me, then?” he said with a mischievous smile.
They all smiled back, warm in the afterglow. All except Ember, who said:
“You’re a dumbass if you didn’t realize it before now.”
“That ass is many things, but dumb is not one of them,” Bexley retorted.
The ladies responded with an entire chronicle of words they deemed worthy of his butt, and once she’d made a reasonable number of contributions, Peth draped her still-naked self against the side of his captain’s chair.
“So how do you feel, now that you’re the Savior of Haven?”
Locke had meant to give a daring, heroic reply, worthy of such an epic being. But the moment he opened his mouth, his stomach spoke first, with a growl not unlike the sound of a petulant dragon.
“Hungry, actually.”
Sloan smiled. “I think something can be done about that.”
Chapter Twenty-Six
The Indigo Gryphon may have been royally fucked up, but fortunately its kitchen had remained virginal, so Sloan dressed herself and traipsed off the bridge to see what she could do with that.
Locke couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten, he realized as the others dressed, too swept up in the intensity of … well, everything to even feel his hunger. Or maybe it was a result of the Precursor stimulants, or his magical body. Who knew? All he knew now was that it had caught up with him and he wanted nothing more than to chomp down on the most decadent food this world could offer.
First, though, he needed clothes.
Nothing of his had survived the Blue Heron crash, not in wearable condition, and no way was he going to wear one of the Precursor spacesuits with nothing under it. It would cover him, sure, but that skintight material would flatter every plane and frankly the only people he wanted to appreciate that view had already appreciated it. Vigorously. He had his five hot adventure ladies, and they were all he needed.
Fortunately, Rion wore roughly the same size he now did, and all his clothes had survived, so after some quick matter mage alterations, Locke stepped out into the evening in a pair of loose pants and a fitted t-shirt. The t-shirt read “Chick Magnet” in Ender letters next to an illustration of five fluffy baby gryphons, but according to Sevas, it was the least stupid t-shirt Rion owned, so Locke didn’t complain.
“Locke!” Sloan called, waving from a well-lighted area by Meriwether’s cave entrance. The sun would be down soon, and though the void fires still burned brightly, their light was mostly blocked by Meriwether’s walls, so Rion, Sanja, and Ray had knelt their titans and rigged their headlamps up to shine on the area.
Within the lighted area stood a long table that must’ve been pulled from the Indigo Gryphon or else matter-crafted, probably awaiting whatever food was to be spread, and near that rested a device that looked like a large steampunk grill with a little energy furnace attached. Next to the grill bobbed Sloan, and next to Sloan stood a lady in a weathered jacket perhaps ten years their senior, who looked like she had some fun stories to tell and had picked up some good seasonings along the way.
“Tell Mad about the borgers!” Sloan exclaimed.
“You mean burgers?” Locke asked.
“Yes, those! Mad has the right meats! And most of the right spices, I think.”
“Always eager to hear about new recipes,” Mad said, with a voice as smooth and husky as a good whiskey. “Especially from other universes, and especially from a man with a reputation as interesting as yours.” She tipped a cool chin at him by way of a greeting. “Madlin Sherry. I keep these rascals fed.” She tilted her head toward the wreckage of the Indigo Gryphon. “Now tell me about these burgers, honey.”
She didn’t say it in a flirty way. Rather, she had the vibe of someone who was going to treat him like just another neat person she’d met on her adventures.
It made the process of teaching her about burgers rather relaxing, actually. Madlin didn’t have all the spices he needed on hand, but she had enough, and he felt himself relax even more at the mundane process of kneading the flavors into the ground meat, of chatting with the cook about dishes that usually accompanied burgers back home, seeing if she had the materials to emulate them.
Soon the air was lively with the smell of cooking patties. Mad had left him to tend the grill while she and Sloan returned to the Indy’s kitchen to whip up enough extras to feed everyone, and Locke realized that just tending the grill was relaxing, too. Sure, they’d just had an apocalypse and the land outside the wall was still on magical fire, but in this little, ordinary moment, there was something enormously refreshing about the smell of a good cookout. It made the world feel whole and right, if only for this one evening.
It gave him an idea.
For Lola had requested he make some appearances in his capacity as the hero of the moment. He didn’t want to make a big deal of himself. That just wasn’t his way. However, if he showed up for a few kick-ass cookouts …
“Did Mad just put the savior of the whole damn world on cooking duty?”
Rion strode up in another of his T-shirts, this one for an Endpoint City restaurant called the Sausage Goblin. Locke mostly remembered it for its bizarre mascot: a hot goblin girl who looked absurdly like a monster version of Bexley, and who like Bexley was, well … gobblin’ a sausage. Rion also held something resembling a beer bottle and was already well into it. “I don’t blame you, man. She could order me around all day.”
“Rion, every woman could order you around all day,” Sanja said, striding up behind him with a beer of her own and a conspicuously untidy bikini top.
“Yeah, but Mad remains elusive,” Rion replied. “She’s like … one of those hidden side quests you can earn in Wayblazer. The ones that are really hard to stat up for but then you get really cool stuff when you win ’em.”
“Where’s Sevas?” Locke asked as he flipped the latest row of burgers. “The trifecta feels incomplete. Is he okay?”
“He called Aster off a bit ago.” Rion gestured with his beer to a place on the edge of the forest, just outside the ring of titan light, where the two now stood in a dim, flowery clearing, partly obscured by the trees. “They’re probably getting up to kissy stuff,” he continued playfully.
Until Sevas collapsed to his knees.
Rion’s easy manner morphed into sharp concern as if a switch had flipped.
But just as quickly, it softened into cautious hesitance.
Even from here, they could see that Aster wasn’t worried. She stood straight, hands folded before her as if listening to something important, then dropped to her knees, too—and leaned forward to kiss him.
And suddenly Locke thought of another reason why Sevas might be on one knee.
“Is he proposing? I thought he’d already proposed.”
Whatever he was doing, it ended with him leaning so far into the kiss that he fell over on top of Aster, but neither of them seemed to mind, given the way Sevas let Aster’s hands course into his hair. Even so, soon he disengaged, tried to stand, slipped on his weak leg and flopped back onto Aster’s chest, and finally just rolled off so his fiancée could help him back to his feet.
“I don’t think even Sevas knows what he’s doing,” Rion said.
The two shuffled casually back out of the forest as if nothing had happened, and Locke realized there had never been any actual danger. A little tan-and-white dog with a curly tail trotted out alongside the two engineers, its jaws clenched around a chewed-up wooden baseball bat. If there had been any trouble, Gouda would have sounded the alarm, and Locke knew the kind of alarm that creature could sound when she suspected Sevas was in danger. If his single run-in with the Indy’s dog earlier this month was any indication, she was as loyal to him as Aster was.
And as the dog drew closer, Locke realized something was different about her.
“Why does Gouda have an eyepatch? She wasn’t wearing one the last time I saw her.”
“‘Cause Gouda’s a badass,” Rion replied simply, and Locke couldn’t tell if he was just saying that because she was the ship’s beloved dog, or if he was in a world where cute little bat-wielding dogs were genuinely capable of badassery.
Well, he thought, she had survived the apocalypse, and she’d even kept her bat whole. Maybe she was both.
“Everything okay?” Rion asked once Sevas and Aster caught up with the dog.
Locke notched off a piece of a cooled burger and tossed it to Gouda, who chomped on it happily before turning to beg for more, getting more, and then, satisfied for the moment, reclaiming her bat and scampering off.
“You were harassing me to propose properly, so I did,” Sevas grumped, as if he’d just completed a particularly distasteful chore.
“Why do you sound so angry about it?” Locke asked.
“Because the first one was good enough for Aster and therefore good enough for me.”
“Sev,” Rion said, “you made a formal proposal right in the middle of sex. I’m the horniest person on the ship, and even I know you’re supposed to propose with more ceremony than that.”
“I don’t think there was any ceremony involved in mine, either,” Locke realized. “In fact, now that I think of it, I don’t think I even proposed. The girls just kind of assumed we were getting married and that was it.”
“Oh, you are?” Rion beamed. “Congratulations!”
“Yes, congrats,” Sevas said. “See, Rion? If it’s good enough for a god, it’s good enough for me.”
“I’m not a god, Sevas. Outside my titan, without my magic, I’m just some guy.”
“Milord, the entire world saw you defeat Avarice in a colossal titan battle that took up the whole sky. You don’t have a say in the matter.”
“Don’t call me ‘milord,’ either.”
“Oh, are we deciding on Locke’s last name now?” Bexley had found her clothes (and a beer) and now she, Alyssa, Ember, Peth, and a handful of drunken archaeologists and engineers stumbled up, drawn by the smell of the food. Locke didn’t have a chance to answer, though, before Bexley blatted, “The Sausage Goblin? Man, their meats are subpar. If you want a good sausage in Endpoint City, you gotta go to—”
“No one goes to the Goblin for the meats! They go for the girls!” Rion spat with intoxicated passion, and this must’ve been a point of contention on the Indy, for the argument escalated through half the crowd.
“Where’s all the beer coming from?” Locke asked. “I don’t see a cooler anywhere.”
“Spaceship makes beer,” Bexley slurred, chugging the last of hers.
Ultranoth strode up beside Bexley and company, her own hand clasped around an elegant glass of fluid that looked like it required a bartender neither of their crews had. “They found the break room on the White Heron. It’s equipped with a printer that can produce any food, but it seems everyone’s most excited about the beer.”
“The Precursors made good beer.” Peth shrugged, sipping her own.
“What’s this about your name?” Sevas asked, wholly uninterested in the beer. “You already have a name.”
“Lola wants me to come up with a last name to make her paperwork easier.”
Sevas nodded. “Yes, that does sound like her.”
“You could name yourself after your titan,” Aster said, “or something related to it.”
“Locke Chimera Godbuster!” Bexley blatted. “I like it!”
“No,” Ember replied. “Can you imagine the stress that’ll put on our kids? Having to live up to a name like Chimera Godbuster?”
“Locke Blueheron?” Alyssa said. “Or Whiteheron? It has a regal sound.”
“Titanlord?” Sevas suggested.
“Kentucky!” Ember shouted.
“No,” Locke insisted.
“Why not? It’s a great empire where you’re from, right?”
“It’s not an empire,” Locke groaned, but didn’t have a chance to clarify more before the conversation took on a life of its own behind him, archaeologists and engineers and Bexley all proposing increasingly ridiculous names. A feeling of horrible foreboding began to knot in his stomach. This was the exact kind of manic, drunken circumstance in which a name would catch whether it was a good one or not, and he’d end up stuck with it.
“There’s the one adventure character! What’s his name?” someone shouted. “Oh, right! Beeflord Assgetter!”
The name was met with ecstatic cries.
“Sevas,” Locke said. “You regard me as your mage lord, right?”
“Yes, milord.”
“Then, as my right hand, do not let them name me Locke Beeflord Assgetter.”
A look of deadly seriousness crossed Sevas’ face, and he struck into the crowd on his crutch. It was not long before Locke heard every suggestion greeted with the ferocious tones of Sevas shouting, “That sounds like a name I’d give to my least favorite child,” or “If Gouda tried to eat that name, I would wrestle it out of her mouth.”
“I have an idea,” Ultranoth chimed.
“But is it a good one?” Sevas challenged. (It didn’t matter to Sevas that she was a dragon.)
“In the Precursor days, ‘craft’ was a common surname suffix. And given that Locke will be rebuilding quite a bit—hells, was employed in building before he even came here—it seems like a good place to start.”
Sevas opened his mouth as if to object, but then paused before saying, “Actually, that’s an excellent idea. Now the question remains, what word do we append it to?”
“Havencraft?” Rion suggested. “I mean, he did just save all of Haven.”
“No, Locke’s not the sort who would want to claim the entire world in his name,” Sevas dismissed, and Locke was impressed he realized that. Sevas had many talents, but emotional perception was usually not one of them.
“What about Peacecraft?” Aster suggested. “It’s more general, and one would hope we’re entering an era of peace.”
“Sure, but Warcraft is more badass,” Sanja offered. “Even if he’s not gonna go to war, it still makes for a good warning. I wouldn’t fuck with a guy named Warcraft. Well, not in that way.”
“Nah, war’s still too dark for Locke,” Bexley dismissed. “What about Lovecraft? We certainly do make a lot of love!”
Locke had been holding back snorts for various reasons over the whole “craft” discussion, but his face finally blatted at that one.
“No!” He laughed.
“Why not?” Bexley slurred. “It’s a cool name!”
“Where I come from, the name Lovecraft is associated with cosmic horror. You know, tentacle monsters, elder gods, insanity, and stuff like that.”
“People do tentacle stuff in Kentucky?!” Ember exclaimed.
“What? No, it’s not a romance genre!”
“But it’s called Lovecraft!” Bexley said.
“Horror and romance are not necessarily exclusive.” Ember shrugged. “I mean, around here there’s a whole genre of—”
“Damn, Ember!” Locke said. “What all do you read?”
“Widely. You don’t think I got all these skills just from polite romance, do you?”
“What about Lustcraft?” Bexley chimed.
Locke sighed. “Listen, why don’t we just pick the most common Endpoint City name and go with that?”
“Fokker?” Alyssa offered.
Locke paused. “Are you fucking serious?”
“I mean, it might not be the most common name, but it’s the one that comes to mind.”
Locke just sighed.
“What about the most common name from the Empire of Kentucky?” Ember said.
“No, thank you. I refuse to be named ‘Locke Smith.’”
“Wait.” Peth smiled brightly. “Now I have an idea.”
Locke’s hopes rose because, of those present, Peth was either the least drunk (other than Sevas) or handled her alcohol exceptionally well.
“Locke’s already the most significant historical figure of this era, and he’s going to be director of an Arcane Index—in charge of the acquisition and distribution of new knowledge. Especially the knowledge we gain from everything that’s happened since he arrived here. The lore of this new era. What about Lorecraft?”
Sevas looked like he had a thought on the matter, but turned to Locke before he said anything, which probably indicated that he approved it, but wanted Locke’s input first.
Locke thought on it as he tested a burger for doneness, then began to move the spread to a waiting plate. It really wasn’t a bad name. It avoided being bombastic, while also sounding just cool enough to befit a hero of his stature, and Peth was right—as much as he tried to downplay himself, he was the defining person of modern Haven history, and through his Arcane Index, he would have a role in developing that history further.
He finished plating the burgers and sat them on the nearby table, just as Sloan began to lead a small flock of people out of the Indy, wheeling trays of buns, cut vegetables for toppings, and whatever else they could scrounge up to feed the famished crowd. Locke could feel the morale of the crowd buzz higher on the promise of food alone … but also on the anticipation of what he’d say.
“I like it,” he declared. “Locke Lorecraft has a nice ring to it.”
The crowd raised its drinks in a toast. “All hail Godbuster Locke Lorecraft!”
“No,” Locke insisted. “I’m just Locke.”
But he still laughed, and the crowd lined up for its first taste of burgers prepared by a god.
Chapter Twenty-Seven
He’d come a long way in the past year.
Quite literally, Locke chuckled to himself, as he reflected on that sad Kentucky sidewalk where he’d met Peth and his story had begun. It was a whole universe away, both in a very physical way … and in far less tangible ones.
Three months had passed since the entire world had watched him transform broken pieces of the Steel Ring into the colossal Hyper-Titan Chimera Godbuster and then use it to kick the ass of the greatest threat the planet had ever known.
He and the ladies had gone straight to the Morton Estate after recovering the Indigo Gryphon and crew from Mount Driver, and then coordinated with Bexley’s parents to organize repairs and refits for the airship. However, the way people reacted to him when he passed through Dragon Faire and its refugee camp had told him he needed to give as much consideration to his reputation as his impending estate and index.
He didn’t like the absolute reverence with which some people regarded him, like they were gazing upon a supernatural being instead of just a guy who happened to have really good mage coefficients and a really cool robot.
Fortunately, he’d thought of a way to thwart that kind of perception back at Mount Driver, so Dragon Faire became his testing ground.
And it turned out that firing up the grill and offering the chance to have beer and burgers with an up-and-coming god worked the exact magic he hoped it would. It didn’t even matter that most Havenites had never seen a burger before. It was food grilled by a person they viewed as a god—a god who was cooking for them, and cracking a few beers and chatting as he did so. Eventually Sloan took over the grill so he could mingle a little more, but the scent of the grilling meat enlivened the air and raised people’s spirits to heights they hadn’t experienced since the moon started grinning.
Moreover, it made him seem more human to them. There were still those who treated him with incredible reverence, but by the end of that night, many were comfortable coming up to him and asking questions about his old world, his favorite type of food, or drink, or woman (with more than a few related offers), or for the intensely practical, how the estate would handle recovering from Avarice’s attack. After all, the only reason so many were gathered in Dragon Faire at that time was because their houses were gone.
Which was when Locke found it opportune to mention that he’d once built houses for a living.
If the burgers and beer had endeared him to people, rebuilding their homes did doubly so. The day after the Dragon Faire cookout, he’d gone around in Titan Chimera simply touching the wreckage of people’s houses and reforming them with his matter magic. He kept his transformations simple so he could work faster and put more roofs over more of his eventual subjects’ heads. He knew there’d have to be a limit to his generosity, but for now, it seemed like the right thing to do.
With his help, the Dragon Faire refugee camp was emptied within a week, and that freed him to consider his next undertaking—the transformation of the Morton castle into an Arcane Index. That would be a far more complex project, of course. He’d need actual experts and architects for that, and he knew who exactly to talk to for all Index-related topics.
Endpoint City thus became the first stop on his burger-and-beer tour. There he cooked for the masses again, met with Lola to discuss her recommendations for the project, and then continued to the other cities and refugee camps, chatting with anyone who cared to talk, and in the process also meeting with city leaders who made conspicuous efforts to get on his good side.
“I’m not even a lord yet,” he’d always tell them. “I’m just some guy with a titan.”
But they all knew as well as he did—he was unlikely to remain “just some guy” forever.
That was a path he’d consider in time, but for now, he had more important—and personal—priorities.
After all, he had five gorgeous women all eager to take his name, and he hadn’t even married them yet.
Granted, that was largely because they were all so busy. While he was off cooking burgers and matter-crafting houses, Bexley had started making surveys of the Morton land to decide where to place new Index buildings, Alyssa had helped coordinate local rebuilding efforts; Sloan laid claim to ensuring the food supply remained stable; and Ember and Peth took care of fighting off the random powered-up monsters that would slink in from the Skullwood. That region had always been known for its aggressive monsters, and the mutative void fire had not helped matters.
There was the wedding itself to plan for as well—or rather, all the contracts and peripheral events leading up to it.
Until this point, Locke hadn’t given all that much thought to the process of marriage on Haven, too preoccupied with all his heroic airship adventures. He’d known it was different—after all, marriages back home didn’t require contracts so much as licenses and officiants—but he hadn’t expected the joining of two (or more) people to be much more complex.
It turned out that it was.
The marriage contract, he learned, wasn’t so much a legal document as a way to force partners to think about whether they actually should marry. Every single part of the contract writing process was designed to make weak-willed partners infuriated with each other, or encourage already stable partners to think about details they might not have considered about their relationship. There was assigned reading and homework. It was like taking college courses, just to prove you deserved each other.
There were no quick Vegas weddings on Haven.
“Why the intensity?” Locke had asked when they’d left the first meeting with the Endpoint City marriage barrister.
“Marriage contracts aren’t this complex in Kentucky?” Alyssa replied.
“Marriage contracts don’t exist in Kentucky. We just get a license and find a church or something.”
“And it works?” Bexley exclaimed, munching on a sausage from her favorite street food cart.
“Well … not always. Divorce rates are pretty high where I’m from.”
“Hm,” Alyssa mused. “I can’t even think of the last time I heard about a divorce. Even in Vasor.”
“You wouldn’t in Vasor,” Ember said. “That would make family look weak. They’d try to arrange an ‘accident’ before resorting to divorce.”
“What are families where you’re from?” Bexley asked.
“Groups of related people, mostly by blood, but not always,” Locke explained. “Ideally we take care of each other, but it doesn’t always work out that way.”
“That’s it?” Bexley said. “Just some blood?”
“How do Havenites define family?”
“My parents used to say ‘A family is a dynasty, and the house its empire,’” Alyssa chimed. “Well, airship in our case.”
“Mine would say ‘families are for poor people; we build noble houses,’” Bexley recited with her nose in the air and an accent right out of a condescending tea party. “But what they mean is ‘Fuck around with whomever you please, but don’t marry someone who won’t help you strengthen the estate.’”
“‘Only marry someone who elevates you and the family name,’” Ember added. “Though most Vasori only focus on the latter.”
“I never had a family,” Sloan said sadly, but with an odd spark of bittersweet happiness in her eyes—delight that she’d soon have one.
“What about you, Peth?” Locke asked, curious for her non-Haven perspective.
“My people had such huge varieties of family types that there wasn’t a general consensus on what defined one. After all, some of us weren’t even corporeal. But a common piece of advice was ‘Only devote yourself to someone who makes you better.’ I understand the Haven perspective, though. Actually, I didn’t even realize how pervasive it was until just now. I know I haven’t been awake on Haven long, but now that I think of it, often when the subject of family comes up, it’s with … an uncharacteristic solemnity.”
“I hadn’t thought about it, either,” Locke said, “but you’re right.”
Granted, the very first conversation he’d overheard about families in Haven hadn’t suggested so—the time at Bort’s estate after he’d arrived, when Bexley had literally said “Ha, families are for poor people” and referred to children as “snotty poop sacks”—but over time he’d come to realize it was far more complex than that. Least of all because none of them had been genuinely interested in settling down and starting a family at that point. They’d just been interested in having airship adventures and fucking.
But things had changed over the past year.
And as he reflected on his year in Haven, he realized that though Ember’s Vasori were certainly the most intense about their families, Alyssa had been ferociously determined to hold onto every asset her family had given her in the Harper’s Harriers, and even Bexley, despite her flippant personality, had acted out of concern for the preservation of her failing family name. Hell, the sentiment extended as far as the isolated Luciola, and wasn’t only limited to family of blood, for he remembered the intense loyalty Sevas exhibited toward people he considered family, and how his translation magic had interpreted the word Sevas used to describe him as “family.”
Haven was a world without genuine religion, that Locke could see, or any obvious unifying values other than “Sex and mechs are awesome.” Despite that, it functioned as a society, often very well, and Locke began to wonder—
Is that the linchpin that holds Haven together? Family?
“So how do child contracts work, then?” Locke asked. “If unmarried couples draw them up separately? How does that fit into the Haven definition of family?”
“There are a lot of family types on Haven,” Alyssa continued. “Child contracts are often drawn up for partners who want children but don’t want to marry, usually for political or magical reasons.”
“Political marriage contracts are a whole other thing, too,” Bexley said. “Ours is easy by comparison.”
“Ours is easy?” Locke exclaimed.
“Well, yeah. It’s basically the five of us to you, and the only thing that makes it complex is that you have to go through certain sets of questions five times. The only thing simpler than a harem contract is a pairing contract. Now, if all six of us were marrying each other as a group—”
“Ughhh!” Ember groaned. “I don’t know that I love anyone enough to go through that much work.”
“But why aren’t child contracts as … demanding as marriage contracts? You literally offered me baby contracts the night we met, before you even knew me.”
“We knew enough about you,” Bexley snorted.
Locke raised an eyebrow. “That I was a hot void mage?”
“Void mages are rare enough that the Arcane Index incentivizes people to nail them,” Ember said.
“Still, that’s really lax compared to what we’re going through for a marriage.”
“It’s lax for void mages,” Alyssa said. “And the Arcane Index offers families generous stipends to support raising the child out of wedlock.”
“Even so…” Locke said.
“I suppose it’s just the way things are around here.” Alyssa shrugged. “Honestly, I never gave it much thought.”
***
It was nearly as much a relief to sign his name to the harem contract as it had been to defeat Avarice itself.
But Locke had persevered through it, and Alyssa, Bexley, Ember, Sloan, and Peth with him, which was the entire point, he supposed. They now had proof their relationships could withstand the tedious contract process, and thus were more likely to withstand anything else that came their way.
It felt a little redundant, given that their relationship had just survived the literal apocalypse, but well, when in Haven, do as the Havenites do.
The legalities were out of the way, so now Locke could move on to the next stage of his life, and lucky for him, his part of the preparations involved flying around the Morton territory in Titan Chimera, making sure everything was going to plan.
“Dragon Island, come in,” he radioed when he saw the pillar of smoke. “Is that an intentional fire?”
“Pyrotechnics for the show, milord,” replied a voice he could only ever remember as belonging to Galcomb Twoopstick. He’d met her in the course of familiarizing himself with the Mortons’ subjects, but her stage name always supplanted her real name in his memory.
“It’s a bigger fire than usual.”
“It’s your wedding day. If that doesn’t merit bigger spectacle, what does?”
“Fair enough. Let me know if you need anything.”
“Thank you, milord.”
Locke disconnected with an amused sigh. He’d tried to discourage people from calling him “milord,” but it was the title everyone seemed to have settled on, given that he was about to become Lord Lorecraft, of the soon-to-be Lorecraft Estate and Arcane Index. It could’ve been worse, he supposed. Yes, given some of the names the Indy crew had suggested, it definitely could have been worse.
Now he finished his rounds and headed to Dragon Faire proper, which bustled with more activity than he’d ever seen before—and that Bexley had ever seen, too, given the satisfied grin on her face. He landed Titan Chimera behind the empty corner of the jousting pitch.
The other three corners were taken up by Long Shot, Deathly Rhythm, and Final Edict, all freshly washed and polished for the big day and standing like heroic guardians of the faire. Locke had hoped for a subtler wedding, but Haven tradition dictated that titan mages show off their titans at their weddings, and honestly he gave up all hopes for a quiet wedding when Alyssa and Bexley started coordinating where the dragons would sit.
Selecting the guest list had doomed the normalcy further. Peth and Sloan had no family to invite; Alyssa had no close family remaining other than Bort Drasti, who could fuck off; Bexley’s family was already present. Ember had been the only decisive one, declaring, “I want to invite my family. The whole family.”
“You mean not just Ray and Erudicia?” Alyssa asked. “But the entire asshole branch of your family?”
“Especially the asshole branch. I want them to remember what they did to my mom, and I want them to watch me marry a god.”
“I get that,” Alyssa said, “but we’re gonna have to feed them.”
“Why?”
“Because you can’t not feed people at the reception!”
“Well fuck that, then. I’m not paying to feed people I don’t even like.”
“We can’t have our guest list just be Bexley’s family and the Indigo Gryphon, either,” Alyssa said. “Not for a wedding as high profile as this.”
“Wait!” Bexley exclaimed, eyes twinkling. “What if we invite everyone?”
“We’re already inviting everyone we like,” Ember said. “We’ve even got Froebe baking the cakes.”
“No, I mean everyone. We make it a special attraction at Dragon Faire and open it to the public. That way we get a crowd worthy of a god, and a ton of revenue, and we don’t have to worry about where we’re gonna fit Ultranoth.”
Which was why Locke was now parking his titan behind a lavishly decorated jousting pitch, while the sounds of general revelry and Renaissance Faire-style shows roared in the streets and kiosks behind it. Ultranoth was waiting in human form on the corner of the pitch, and when Locke opened his chest hatch, she flicked a finger to gravity-lift him down to the covered dais on which the faire’s royalty sat.
Lord and Lady Morton reclined there in full costume regalia, next to Bexley, who still looked smug about everything. When they weren’t lingering fancily in their castle, Bexley’s parents amused themselves by playing the king and queen of the Morton Dragon Faire. They’d offered to wrap the wedding ceremony in a suitable performance, as a gift from the family, and by that point Locke had long since decided to just go with the flow.
Alyssa, Ember, Sloan, and Peth were present, too, though not under the awning. An arrangement of covered tables spanned the area immediately in front of the dais, some bearing an assortment of the region’s iconic turkey legs and mimosas, others a positively sinful number of elaborate cakes overseen by a man with a blue robe under his chef’s apron that made him look like an RPG cleric, or some other kind of adventurer-turned-baker. The rest of the tables were filled by the ladies, the crew of the Indigo Gryphon, and other friends they’d made over the course of their adventures.
Locke said hello to the Mortons, Bexley, and Ultranoth, then proceeded down to see the others, still in his magesuit.
All the effort he’d made to play himself down, he saw, was being absolutely undone by Rion, who was reenacting the final battle against Avarice in a messed-up tuxedo with a mimosa in each hand while Sanja provided backup sound effects in a bikini top and leather hot pants that had been fancied up with some lace.
Rion must have been coming to the climax of his story.
“That was when Avarice turned into a hot girl!” he exclaimed, then paused for effect before he continued, in his most dramatic voice: “And then Locke did her.”
“I didn’t do Avarice, Rion! It was just a kiss, and a psychic one at that.”
“HE DID HER!” Rion declared again, raising both his mimosas in celebratory fists.
Locke gave up. If people wanted to believe he fucked the apocalypse, there was no stopping them.
The next table over was more subdued, but not by much. A cadre of engineers, archaeologists, and Indexers—including Tally—had roped Sevas and Aster into a conversation about romantic advice. But Sevas was either too drunk or not drunk enough for that, for the advice Locke overheard consisted of “Have you tried being likable?” or “Have you tried being an improvement to someone’s life?”
“Sevas, you can’t say it that way!” Aster reprimanded.
Sevas’ face crumpled in confusion. “You literally told me you love me because I make your life better.”
“Well, yes, but your phrasing …”
Gouda, at least, was having a good time, flopped on her back beside Sevas in her eye patch and a bow tie, with an absurd amount of turkey grease on her snout.
The reminder of romantic disasters had Locke looking to see where Ray was in the crowd, and when he found him, was astonished by the sight of his company—as were others. Ember had joined the table claimed by Erudicia, Captain Belista, Dr. Waltz, and Lola, and all were looking curiously toward a table occupied only by Ray and his companion.
“Ember, I have an amnesia question,” Locke joked. They’d begun to amuse themselves by referring to all his cultural questions as amnesia questions.
“Shoot.”
“Are there giants on Haven?”
“No, that’s just Minerva. She’s an excellent rig operator, but unfortunately she’s also as oblivious as Ray.”
Locke turned back to Ray and Minerva, who were just talking, though every other sentence was met with an awkward pause.
“What exactly is Ray doing?” Locke asked.
Ember sighed. “His best.”
“We told them they weren’t allowed to talk to each other about research or rigs,” Erudicia said. “That they had to have a genuine conversation. Trouble is, I’m not sure either is capable of a conversation that isn’t about research or rigs.”
Sevas dropped another pearl of wisdom from the next table over: “Don’t worry, if I can find someone who’s into me, you can find someone who’s into … that.”
“I think Sevas might actually be able to help him,” Captain Belista chuckled.
“Well, he’s not wrong.” Dr. Waltz chuckled, as Aster reprimanded Sevas again.
“How’re the refits, by the way?” Locke asked Captain Belista. He nodded up the distant mountainside.
The estate’s conversion to Arcane Index wasn’t complete, but the essentials had been knocked out. He’d managed to convince Meriwether the Somnolent to flatten some of the rugged unmanageable land with the promise of a set of Sevas-recommended pillows, and one of the most prominent results was a great series of buildings atop the mountain overlooking the estate, their crenellations and pointed towers making the mountain itself look like the top of a massive storybook castle.
The defensive features were purely decorative, in keeping with the fanciful theme of Dragon Faire, but within rested titan and rig hangars, maintenance bays, and dormitories for titan mages and engineers who would be stationed there. Much of the crew of the Indigo Gryphon had already signed up and moved in, and the Indy itself occupied the largest maintenance bay, its repairs recently completed. The wreckage of the Blue Heron occupied another bay, but with the White Heron fully functional and serving as his official ship, its repairs had gone by slowly, its restoration more a loving hobby than a priority.
“Stop working,” Captain Belista said, not answering his question. “It’s your wedding day. Besides, if anything was subpar, you know Sevas would tell you.”
“That he would.”
“Listen to her, Locke,” Alyssa’s voice came over his shoulder. He glanced over to see her, Peth, and Sloan returning from one of the refreshment tables with an indulgent pile of turkey legs, slices of every flavor of cake, and mimosas.
“You can get back to doing Godbuster Lorecraft stuff after the wedding,” Sloan said through a mouthful of meat, with a turkey leg in each hand.
“After the honeymoon,” Peth amended. “Where do you plan to take us, anyway?”
“I nominate space!” Sloan chimed. “I don’t care where in space, I just want the zero-g.”
“What’s this ‘zero-g’?” Erudicia asked as a tall shadow fell over the table.
“We’re beginning to enter prime wedding hours,” Ultranoth said, indicating the lowering position of the sun. It wasn’t sunset yet, barely even twilight—but then, this wedding involved a show, so it had to start soon.
“Right,” Locke said, and remembered he was still in his magesuit. “We should probably get changed then.” Alyssa, Ember, and Peth heard him, and Bexley also took the cue, but Sloan had to be dragged away from talking about zero-g, and now Erudicia and Lola looked interested in a way that was not wholly scientific.
“Everyone ready to become Lady Lorecraft?” Locke smiled as Ultranoth lifted them up toward the castle.
Alyssa blushed eagerly. Ember looked quite smug with herself. Bexley gave an obnoxious “LET’S GO!” Sloan just went “Weee!” as they flew through the air, and Peth gave a satisfied nod.
***
Grooms on Haven didn’t wed in tuxedos.
When the Mortons’ butler Jeebs drove him back out to the jousting pitch in the family mage car, it was in a suit of motherfucking knightly armor magecrafted to resemble Titan Chimera, and when he stepped up to the dais and waved to the assembled crowd, they cheered as if he’d saved the world all over again.
The stands were packed, and beyond the jousting pitch, people had climbed atop kiosks and buildings to watch. Even some airships had taken to the sky.
But of course, based upon what he’d been told of Haven weddings, he didn’t blame them, for they were about to be privy to a spectacle.
Hells, they already were, for a whole cluster of dragons flew beyond the airships, circling to watch, and still more wingless dragons lounged on the nearby mountain, as if giving their blessing to the situation, or perhaps gossiping about it. With dragons it was hard to tell.
As the cheering reached its height, the final dragon of the evening winged into view. Ultranoth, in full elegant dragon form, cut somersaults across the sky until she flapped to a gentle stop in the empty center of the jousting pitch. She then raised her head to speak, with gravitas befitting a royal occasion:
“It is the way of dragons to bless marriages,” she declared. “We do so to wish our own longevity upon the union, that it may grow and prosper like the magic we birth. But it is rare for a dragon to owe anything to the one being blessed. And humans and dragons alike, we all owe our lives to the people we celebrate today.”
Another roaring cheer rose from the crowd—but promptly silenced in reverence when moment Ultranoth opened her mouth to continue.
“Don’t look at me like that, Locke,” she said, far more jovially. “I know you don’t like to be acknowledged that way, but it’s true, and you’re being honored by a dragon, so deal with it.”
An amused laugh tittered through the audience at that, and Locke gave a playful shrug to concede the point.
The gravity returned to Ultranoth’s voice.
“But Locke is not the only person we celebrate today, for a hero is only as great as the people he inspires to support him, and we owe our lives to them as well. Five in particular, whose worth to Locke—to us all—has been forged in the fires of literal apocalypse, and emerged stronger!” Her voice soared, and the crowd followed in cheers around her.
“I present them to you now!” Ultranoth bellowed over the noise. “Alyssa Harper!”
Locke looked to the end of the jousting pitch. One similarity between Haven and Earth weddings was that someone always made a grand entrance, usually the woman, and the length of the venue provided an excellent distance by which a lady could show off her dress.
But he saw nothing at the end of the pitch, other than intoxicated revelers oohing and aahing—and looking into the sky.
Locke had to stop himself from slapping his palm into his head. They were friends with a gravity dragon. Of course, the girls would use that to make a flashy entrance.
Alyssa Harper descended from the sky like a goddess of airships.
Haven wedding dresses were not purity-white, for obvious reasons, but Alyssa’s came close to looking traditional, encasing her body in elegant ruffles and folds accented with the colors of the Blue Heron, complete with a regal heron-shaped swish of feathery material that cumulated in a classy burst of feathers at her bare shoulders. A sparkling, gossamer train trailed elegantly behind her, billowing majestically on the wind, and when Alyssa landed on the dais before Locke, it was with the grace of a woman who’d been flying her entire life.
The crowd oohed and aahed, and Ultranoth continued:
“Ember Q’Van!”
Ember was far less traditional, by Earth standards, at least. She floated down from the air in a slim black dress that highlighted all her best curves, and clearly reminded the onlookers that she was as much titan mage as impending wife. Slick stripes of blue and silver traced down the sides of her dress, rendering it as sporty-looking as Titan Long Shot. The colors cumulated in two subtle, pointed shoulder puffs (clearly inspired by her titan’s pauldrons) and a dual-colored half-train that trailed from one shoulder (in obvious reference to her cannon). She descended like a fiery red-haired warrior who knew exactly how cool she looked, and when she landed in front of Locke, it was with a similarly cool smile.
“Lady Beaunessia Valerie Brimble Morton!”
Locke was simultaneously thrilled and terrified to see what kind of dress Bexley had gone for, and ended up wholly unsurprised on both counts. She’d chosen a brassy color and artful shape with a bustle that billowed down into a long, flowing train. A burst of flowers formed the strap for her one covered shoulder, and when she came closer, Locke realized they were formed not of petals but sculpted gears and cogs, which in turn trailed down the rest of her dress like a sequined pattern. It would’ve been a wholly classy dress, but for the brash V-shaped hem cut down her front, all the way down past her navel. Artful but salacious. It was a very Bexley dress, and when she floated down to land in front of him, she made a good jiggle for his appreciation.
“Sloan!” Ultranoth announced next.
To absolutely no one’s astonishment, Sloan floated down with a “Weee!” She’d had fun with her dress, too. She liked cute things and knew she was, effectively, about to become some form of royalty, and so she’d princessed the hell out of her gown. It bloomed off her like a flower in shades of her favorite teal green, with huge puffy sleeves and gauzy ruffles and one of those big bell-shaped cage-like underthings that made it look like her skirt had opened into a parachute. Locke had to step back to make room for it when she landed on the dais, and she didn’t walk to her eventual spot like the others had, but twirled.
“And finally, Pethelen!”
Locke wasn’t surprised at all to see that Peth had gone with the purple of her witch dress, of Ultranoth, of her old home of Curicarlo’s Rest, and the iconic pentagons and hexagons of the Precursors. She’d had them worked into a very modern Haven-style dress, though, perhaps in respect of the two societies she now merged. Shining polygon shapes glinted along the purple of an futuristic-looking corset, while the bits around it spilled into an eclectic layered combination of fancy sleeves, coattails, and skirts that might have been borrowed from an anachronistic polite romance. She’d kept her witch hat, though, and the dress matched it well.
She landed in front of Locke, and then strode to her place at the end of the line, to await Ultranoth’s next words.
“It is often said in Endpoint City,” Ultranoth proclaimed to the crowd, “that a family is a dynasty, and the home its empire. Similarly, it is said among dragons that one should only ever join another when the whole will be greater than the parts.”
Now she paused and looked each of them in the eyes, one by one. When she finished, she boomed:
“Do you, Alyssa Harper, pledge to support Locke through times of strife and times of ease, to give and take in equal measure, and to build a unit greater than your singular self?”
Alyssa answered the vows by repeating them, and Ultranoth continued down the line of four other ladies, until she finally repeated them to Locke, and he answered:
“I, Locke Lorecraft, pledge to support Alyssa, Ember, Beaunessia, Sloan, and Pethelen through times of strife and times of ease, to give and take in equal measure, and to build a unit greater than my singular self.”
Ultranoth nodded regally, then raised her voice again:
“Then I dub thee Lady Alyssa Lorecraft, Lady Ember Lorecraft, Lady Beaunessia Lorecraft, Lady Sloan Lorecraft, Lady Pethelen Lorecraft and Lord Locke Lorecraft. May you build a brilliant future!”
Epilogue
There were good endings, and then there were epic endings, and now Locke and his five wives flew into the sunset on the back of a motherfucking dragon, whom he’d also fucked.
It didn’t matter that they weren’t flying far.
Ultranoth landed in the verdant garden courtyard of the Morton castle—Lorecraft castle, Locke had to remind himself, for the Mortons thought it would be a worthy change—and now Jeebs opened the grand front doors to welcome them inside.
The foremost part of the castle had been modified into administrative offices for the Lorecraft Arcane Index, but the deeper, more private areas remained for family use, and now Locke led his family through a maze of stairs to the most luxuriant of rooms.
Each of the ladies had their own private chambers for personal use, but this one was Locke’s. When he opened its heavy double doors, it was to a suite worthy of a king. Its outermost wall was dominated by a great curve of windows—not unlike the bridge of the Blue Heron, now that he thought of it, which in turn perfectly echoed the wainscoting that had been installed in the room. There had been enough of Alyssa’s mother’s magecrafting left from the Blue Heron that they’d incorporated it into several areas of the castle, and Locke smiled in fond remembrance of the ship as he looked out the window onto the grand vista of the land now under his command.
That wasn’t the focus of his attention, though—for his elaborate curtained fourposter bed was sized for six and looked as cozy as a cloud.
Tonight wouldn’t be the first night they’d made use of it, but it would be the first night they did so as Lorecrafts, and there was something special in that.
Now Locke turned to face each of his wives, clinking in his shining wedding armor.
He grinned. “I think I could use some help getting this off.”
“Oh, we can definitely help,” Alyssa said with a smile.
“But first,” Bexley added, “a surprise.”
The dresses transformed.
Holy shit, the wedding dresses transformed.
Alyssa pulled the tie on one shoulder and suddenly her elegant heron dress unraveled to reveal the tight cling of white lace underneath, styled with similar feathery flourishes as the dress itself and hugging her shape in a way that made him violently aware of the limited space at the middle of his armor.
Ember did the same, pulling a tab that cut slits down the stripes of her dress to send both sides fluttering away like curtains. It left her Long Shot-like pauldron puffs, but what remained were two thin strips of black lace, and not much else.
Bexley yanked a cord behind one of her brass flowers to pinch her dress in at its middle. The uppermost points of her hemline plunged down to cup her naked breasts like a sexy corset, while the whole lower half of her dress rose like a set of blinds to reveal she’d been wearing nothing underneath this whole time.
Sloan unfastened several hooks on her princess dress to unveil an equally princessly night slip, demure in its length and cute ruffles but scandalous in its transparency.
Locke had no idea what contraption enabled Peth to eject her layered puzzle of a dress, but nonetheless, its pieces blew off into a short, skintight dress of gossamer purple and gold that left no question as to the shape of her curves, or what was between them.
“Gods, I love Haven,” Locke sighed, as they all pounced upon his armor.
***
By the next morning, Locke didn’t even know where his armor was. For that matter, he didn’t know where all the lingerie had gone, either. But then, his was a big room, and there had been a lot of free flying clothing.
Now, though, the six of them lay under his covers, his five wives all snuggled against him from whatever angle they could manage, and still gloriously naked.
But more than that, gloriously content.
They’d shared in each other before, but not like last night, not with the solid assurance of devotion pulling them together into a more profound whole. Directionless lust was one thing, enjoyable but ultimately aimless; purposeful love was another. It was a force meant to create greater things, together.
Still, Locke couldn’t deny the way his present situation enhanced certain things his body did in the morning, and he could already feel himself energizing for another married go. The ladies were still asleep beside him, though. After all, he’d fully exhausted them last night. He looked over each of them, enjoying the safe contentment of their faces—and was not surprised at all to find that Bexley was the first to awaken, to slip her hand down to a place she knew would appreciate the attention at this hour.
“You all really can’t get enough of me, can you?” he said.
“Well, of course not,” Bexley replied. She kissed him, and then took his hand and moved it where she wanted it. “After all, you’ve definitely got the touch.”
END OF BOOK 5



The Hot Springs Episode
Side Quests Book 1
***
AUTHOR’S NOTE: This side story novella is set between Titan Mage (Book 1) and Titan Mage Ruin (Book 2), but can be read as a standalone.
***
Chapter One
“It was supposed to be one monster!” Locke snarled as he charged his catalysts in preparation for the latest wave of wood drakes.
The creatures came out of the trees like a pack of tiny, angry half-dragon, half-treants, snapping and snarling and wholly unhappy to see him there in his titan.
Technically he knew it was inaccurate to compare them to dragons, since he’d learned that drakes and dragons were two completely different creatures on the world of Haven, but it helped him to think of them that way—as wingless, flameless four-legged dragons that made him loath to meet a real dragon. For those comparatively tiny beasts—tiny compared to a dragon, at least—still matched the entire two-story height of his mech.
Titan Chimera was a brilliant red building-height suit of armor outfitted with an energy catalyst, a matter catalyst, and two gravity catalysts. While far from being fully upgraded, it was more than capable of wrecking face—and had already done so several times since he’d joined Harper’s Harriers—but never against a pack of titan-sized monsters. Never against fifteen wood drakes.
“He has a point, Captain,” his partner’s voice came through the titan’s radio. A sudden blast of red shot past Titan Chimera and incinerated two of the drakes as she spoke. “We may need to have some … heated renegotiations with the client. There’s no way they could have missed this many wood drakes, especially as dark-infested as they are. I think they were trying to cheap out on us.”
“I don’t disagree,” the captain replied from the bridge of the Harriers’ airship, in her usual restrained manner. “I’ll inform you if I see another wave coming from here. In the meantime, take out as many as you can, and try not to get infected.”
“For real, don’t,” radioed the ship’s chief engineer, in her usual unrestrained manner. “If this dickhead gets away with cheaping out on our bounty, pretty much all of my budget’s going to get sucked up by repairs, which none of us wants. You hear me?”
“Loud and clear, Bexley,” Locke replied. “Ember, which side are you taking today?”
He turned to see Ember’s titan, Long Shot, through Chimera’s visual sensors. The great streamlined airship that was the Blue Heron hovered some way behind him, its hangar ramp open, and Long Shot perched there with a clear view of the battlefield below and a shoulder-mounted energy mega-catalyst cannon ready to snipe from a safe distance. The titans paired well together, his bulky, solid mech the melee brawler, her sleek blue-and-silver mech the ranged sniper, and now they both prepared to do what they did best:
Fuck up some monsters.
“Split them up,” Ember said. “I’ll take the left side. And make sure your group’s far from mine when you start burning it. I don’t want to lose you in the smoke and accidentally incinerate you.”
“Will do,” Locke said, and moved out.
He sprinted toward the encroaching swarm of wood drakes, set his energy catalyst to freezing and then fired the gravity catalysts in his legs to leap! That was something else he had access to in this world—magic.
There were only a limited number of types—energy magic, matter magic, gravity magic, and time magic. It had to be channeled through specially built catalysts before it could be accessed, but he’d taken to it this past month like a … well, like a half-paralyzed nineteen-year-old isekai’d into a new world and a new body that had all the muscles and all the magic.
And now his pimped-out giant robot somersaulted over the wood drakes on the force of the glowing purple gravity catalysts implanted in the backs of the mech’s robotic calves. The energy catalyst on the underside of his left arm whirred and glowed blue, and a great freezing beam sprayed from his hand, straight through the middle of the pack of wood drakes.
Titan Chimera landed on the other side of the rush with a tremendous, controlled thud, and when he turned the titan around, he saw that his plan had worked. A low wall of ice now bisected the group of monsters, and they began to split in different directions.
Another focused heat blast from Ember took out two more of her drakes, and Locke switched his own energy catalyst to heat and leapt again to catch up with his half. He aimed his left hand straight at the pack, waited for the full charge, and then blasted the backmost creatures with a steady stream of searing fire before they even thought to turn around.
He didn’t land.
Before he could, he fired his gravity catalysts again to push him away from the beasts, out of even their slightest grasp.
Against most monsters, Locke preferred to fight up close, with his fists and whatever weapons he felt like summoning with his matter catalyst—but these were not normal monsters. He’d fought a lot of drakes in the past month—stone drakes, mountain drakes, water drakes, lake drakes, sea drakes (which were all distinct from each other)—but despite the size and generally ferocious appearance, most were merely cool-tempered animals who wanted to be left alone and only attacked if they felt threatened.
This was especially true of the wood drake. A standard wood drake looked something like an old wise man of the forest, like an ageless being that had no concept of the passage of time and only cared to exist quietly in its secluded copse until it decided it was time to leave this place for another. Its scales resembled bark, sometimes curved into the shapes of horns or spikes, and mosses, mushrooms, and lichens just grew on them as a matter of course.
Bexley had once shown him how to pet and feed a wild wood drake. They weren’t even carnivorous, except when they accidentally ate bugs.
These wood drakes were nothing like those.
Their normally placid eyes flickered with dark, unnatural sparks of some nebulous energy, and their moss-covered shapes now pulsated with a blackish-purple sludge, slowly seeping into the spaces between their bark scales and filling their bodies with a madness that was not their own—and not even of this world.
In the sky above hung the great orb of the Crystal Moon; from its surface fell meteors, and from those meteors spread the shadow dregs.
No one knew exactly what the dregs were, not even his crewmates, who’d all been born on Haven. All anyone knew was that the shadow dregs craved destruction and would take over anything—living or non—to wreak it. They routinely turned peaceful creatures into zombie-like killing machines for no apparent reason. Once a creature—or a person—was infected, there was no saving them. It was why he couldn’t risk touching the creatures, and why the dregs had to be obliterated whenever they landed. The only creature he’d ever seen survive a shadow dreg infestation was a stone drake, and that was merely because it was fireproof and thus resistant to the magic he’d used to kill the dregs infecting it.
The wood drakes were definitely not fireproof.
But they were also no longer themselves.
With a horrible multi-tonal shriek, every wood drake in his group rounded toward him. He shuddered as even the three that were on fire came for him, their bodies propelled forward by the dregs inside them even as the drakes themselves screeched in terrible pain. He could hear the sap inside their bodies cracking and popping as the heat of his flames cooked them—but all he could do was put them out of their misery faster.
He triggered his gravity catalyst again. A great plume of sparkling steam and excess magic billowed out of his shoulder louvers as he once again leapt out of the monsters’ reach, charged his energy catalyst as white-hot as it would go, and blasted a beam straight at the nearest drake’s flaming head. The creature’s skull exploded. It still moved under the influence of the shadow dregs, but at least it was no longer screaming.
He repeated the process for the other two that were on fire, then leapt back again to take new stock of his situation. Three drakes remained on his side, still mostly untouched; one drake was frozen in the nearby ice wall, apparently caught in his initial blast, and if the diminishing levels of smoke rising from Ember’s side of the wall were any indication, her cannon had obliterated even the ashes of her drakes. But then she had a tier three mega-catalyst embedded in that cannon, whereas he hadn’t yet gathered enough materials and void essence to upgrade his energy catalyst beyond tier one. Of course she’d be wiping out wood drakes with ease. Her titan was dedicated to ranged combat.
His energy catalyst wouldn’t be tier one for long though, and the void essence his titan collected from all these monsters would help him get there.
“Alyssa, what’s the news from the forest?” Locke radioed.
“Stay on your toes,” Captain Alyssa replied from the Blue Heron. “I see motion in the trees.”
Locke charged his energy catalyst and leapt again, spraying the nearest of the four wood drakes.
“What kind of motion?” he grunted under the jolt of his titan landing.
“Could be another wave,” the captain replied.
“Damn. Why so many?” Locke stated, blasting off the head of the next drake. “Is it normal for wood drake packs to be this large?”
“Yeah, these are oak drakes,” Bexley replied from inside the hangar, with all the leisure of someone who wasn’t presently staring down two charging, flaming monsters. “They leave their little acorn eggs everywhere and most of them take, so you get lots of oak drake babies and big packs. The proper term for a pack is a grove, by the way.”
“Wait, how do you know that?” Locke asked, taking out the next drake.
“I’ll have you know the size of my intellect is directly proportional to the size of my spectacular chest,” Bexley replied. “Plus I once bedded a botanical monstrologist, and the stuff he talked about post-coitus was fascinating.”
“Bexley, we’re in the middle of a job here,” Captain Alyssa reprimanded.
“Fine,” Bexley scoffed. “Don’t make use of my eclectic knowledge. But you’ll probably find it relevant that most oak drake packs have an—”
“Oh, shit!” Alyssa suddenly exclaimed.
Locke had barely taken out the last of his drakes before a great and terrible thrash blasted the forest open and sent trees taller than his titan flying through the air.
“Gods!” Ember echoed, and fired another beam to incinerate one before it hit the Blue Heron.
Locke was not so lucky. He was close to the forest, and so had more trees to dodge, and he taxed his gravity catalysts to their limit as he sprinted and ducked through the avalanche of wood and foliage.
When the trees stopped crashing, only one thing of the forest remained in motion: an ancient wood drake, its bark rough and knotted with the passing of untold ages, its eyes glowing with the same shadowy fury as the others, and its head stretching far above that of his titan’s, at least three stories tall.
“An Oak King,” Bexley finished.
The Oak King came for Locke like a landslide. He’d barely fired his catalysts before its great green claws smashed down into the dirt where Titan Chimera had been, tearing divots that were at least a foot deep.
He fired a white-hot blast at the creature’s forearm, but it didn’t recoil. The lichens on its back simply caught fire, and it brushed them off as if they were little more than spicy dust.
But as it did so, Locke noticed something.
“Ember, I don’t see any shadow dregs on the outside. Do you?”
Ember’s visual sensors were better than his, being more essential for her sniping, and after taking a moment to look, she replied, “No, I don’t, either.”
“What does that mean?”
“They’re probably concentrated in the monster’s brain case,” Alyssa suggested. “A creature that large? It would take all the shadow dregs you’ve already destroyed and then some to control it their usual way.”
“Take the brain directly, however,” Bexley added, “and they can control the whole thing.”
“Are shadow dregs smart enough to know that?” Locke asked, blasting a lichen-free spot, then dodging another swipe.
“They don’t do it often because the alternative’s easier,” Ember said, “but I’ve seen it enough to know it’s a predictable tactic for big monsters. We’ll want to go for the head.”
Locke dodged back a safe distance, then gazed up to get a better look at the head.
“Dammit,” he groaned. If the bark was thick elsewhere, it was doubly so on the skull. The mosses there hung from great horns that were as thick as his titan’s arm, which suggested the skull supporting them would be at least that thick.
“I’m gonna have to chop it,” he said.
Moreover, he was going to have to run up the monster to chop it. He could jump, he supposed, but his control of his gravity catalysts wasn’t fine enough for complex midair maneuvers yet, and if the Oak King wanted to swat him out of his jump, it would have little trouble doing so. He had no choice but to run up its shape, and that meant risking infection by shadow dregs.
“Hang on! I’ve got an idea!” He sprinted before anyone could order him otherwise.
“Locke, what are you doing?” Ember shouted.
“I’m going to break the skull open!” Locke rounded the monster’s tail and launched up to its hindquarters. He darted up the monster’s ragged spine, and in three great strides, was at the base of its neck.
“Got it,” Ember replied, and as Locke scaled the Oak King’s head, he called upon his matter catalyst. This in turn called upon the tank of swiftmetal implanted within Titan Chimera’s back, which spooled out of an opening beneath his right hand to form the thin wireframe of a titan-sized war axe. More slick pseudo-liquid metal spun out to fill the shape with every ferocious step he took, and by the time he leapt onto the skull, it had solidified into its desired form.
He fired his gravity catalysts, leapt as high into the air as he could go, and then brought his axe down with all the might of Titan Chimera behind it. The axe blade chopped into the wood of the Oak King’s skull with a thick, wet thunk—but only a few inches.
And now the Oak King knew what he was doing. It reared its head back and roared—not a ferocious-sounding thing, but a sad noise like ages-old trees groaning as they were felled. Fortunately, though, its thick bark gave it a limited range of motion, and Locke was able to bring the axe down in a similar spot with ease. He did this again and again, each time eliciting tragic moans from the creature, but also knowing it was the only thing he could do.
The shadow dregs wouldn’t leave. They could only be destroyed. And so anything they infected also had to share their fate.
Titan Chimera leapt into the air and brought the axe down with thunderous force—and this time, the edge sank in with a sickening thwomp! The thick wood of the skull split, and a savaged chunk flew out, revealing the weird grayish green of the Oak King’s brain—and the shadow dregs throbbing around it.
The shadow dregs gushed up through the hole, straight for him.
He met them with his energy catalyst, fired a white-hot beam down into the gap before they could even reach the outside air, and then, the dregs sufficiently distracted, he leapt off the monster’s head.
“Now!”
Nearly as soon as he said it, a brilliant white flash from Titan Long Shot’s shoulder cannon bored into the Oak King’s head.
It was some seconds before Locke could look in its direction without squinting. When he did, he saw the creature’s skull black with smoldering embers. But more importantly, he saw a distinct plume of smoke rising from the hole he’d chopped in that skull, suggesting there was even more damage inside. The bit of Ember’s blast that reached the soft tissue behind that hole would have ricocheted throughout the monster’s brain case, incinerating everything inside—brain, shadow dregs, and all.
And soon, the unnatural flickering sparks left the monster’s eyes, taking every other spark of life with them.
The monster still stood there, held upright by the thick bulk of its body, but now the only life about it was on it, in the greenery that still grew and would continue to grow despite the creature’s state.
Well, Locke reflected, at least that life would continue.
But on the other hand, he reflected as he headed back toward the Blue Heron, his titan had absorbed a ton of void essence from the kill!
Chapter Two
“The Arcane Index has been informed,” Captain Alyssa said once they’d all reconvened in the Blue Heron’s conference room. “At the very least, we’re going to get open bounty pay for all the wood drakes we had to kill, but the Oak King changes things. The client couldn’t possibly have missed a monster that large in his area and thus would have known a pack attack was possible.”
“Grove attack,” Bexley corrected.
“Grove attack,” Alyssa repeated. “All this to say, it’s illegal to post a bounty that deceptive, only offering pay for one when you know there will be hordes. He’ll probably be fined, and we’ll get some of the proceedings from that. There’s also the issue that a meteor obviously landed near his forest, but he didn’t report it at the time of touchdown, which led the dregs to spread and infect the forest in the first place.”
“Is it illegal to not report meteorfall?” Locke asked. “I mean, what if one falls and no one sees it? Does the nearest person just get arrested then?”
“A person’s only charged if it happens on their land and causes trouble. A lot of rural people don’t bother reporting at all because they usually equip themselves to handle shadow dregs before they can become a problem.”
“But if it isn’t reported and the dregs spread, then there’s what?” Locke asked. “Another fine?”
“There is—but we won’t see any of that money,” Alyssa added. “I just find satisfaction in the idea that the client will pay more for our inconvenience.”
“Gotcha,” Locke replied, filing that information away, too, in the ever-increasing store of knowledge he was amassing about the world of Haven. The more he knew, the easier it would be to adapt—though, he had to admit, he already much preferred this situation to the one he’d come from.
Less than a month ago, he’d been Joseph Locke, and as down on his luck as he’d ever been: wheelchair-bound and paralyzed from the waist down from an unlucky run-in with a drunk driver, and recently let go from his job when he met …
Peth.
She was a headhunter (so she said) for a company that worked in pest control (so she said), though its position would require a lot of travel (so she said), and the pay would be spectacular (so she said).
Locke thought nothing of it at the time and had nothing keeping him in place—no family, no girlfriend—and so when Peth offered him a contract right there on the sidewalk, he’d signed it. Sure, the weird purple glyphs and patterns on the last page were a bit odd, but he’d chalked that up to eccentric company stationery and didn’t think anything more of it.
Then he died right there on the sidewalk.
He definitely began to think something of it when he woke up inside the liquid-suspension cockpit of Titan Chimera, and spilled out of it in a body that was not his own—or at least, hadn’t been before.
He hadn’t been in bad shape before the car crash, but he certainly hadn’t been ripped, and this body looked like it had been plucked from an anime where dramatic screaming was a viable source of energy.
As far as he knew, there wasn’t screaming magic on Haven, but the magic that was present factored into why Peth had brought him here in the first place.
These were the basics as he knew them: Haven existed in a universe parallel to his own, where the laws of physics were mostly the same, but differed just enough to allow the world access to what essentially functioned as magic. Magic in its most basic, natural form, existed as what the Havenites called “void essence,” which could be collected and concentrated into “void condensate,” which would in turn be used to fuel all sorts of magical devices—and, with the right combination of materials, upgrade them.
The people who could make use of void essence were called mages, but they couldn’t wield all that power effortlessly. Most mages only had an aptitude for one of the four types of magic, sometimes with a secondary, weaker aptitude for another. It was incredibly rare for a mage to have a strong aptitude for two types, and rarer still for a mage to have any additional aptitudes beyond that.
Which was what made him such a valuable member of the Harper’s Harriers crew—and so valuable to Peth.
For the other women on this ship didn’t know that Peth existed—even now. Peth was not a flesh and blood woman, but a consciousness trapped inside Titan Chimera, and though she apparently had easy access to the sort of magic that could pull Locke across universes and make him a new body to use in this one, she somehow lacked the power to free herself.
She needed a void mage to do that. And so, modifying the matter in Titan Chimera’s swiftmetal tank, she’d built him a body equipped for just that. As a void mage, he had all the aptitudes. He could wield any of the four types of magic as long as he had the proper catalysts to channel them through. He was not yet skilled enough to do what Peth needed—he wasn’t even sure how to change swiftmetal into something other than swiftmetal, much less something as complex as a body—but that didn’t mean he wasn’t already versatile and valuable, in other ways that became obvious the moment his crewmates learned of his abilities. Locke was pretty sure his strapping physique was not necessary for Peth’s purposes, but he was also sure she knew how women would react to his void magery, and had gifted him with a form that would be … well-equipped for what came next.
Which was all three ladies trying to jump his bones the first night after they learned he was a void mage.
Of course … they’d come with reproduction contracts, too, hoping to pass his void mage genes onto their children, which had put something of a damper on the evening.
That was something about Haven that he was still getting used to—the culture was generally much freer about sex than that of Earth, probably because of the easy abundance of magical contraception—but then children, the ultimate biological reason for sex, were apparently produced under contract. He was sure that wasn’t always the case—Did married couples require contracts? Did marriage even exist on Haven in the same way? It must have on some level, the way Alyssa spoke of her mother and father’s relationship. But what variety of relationship types existed here?
He wanted to ask, but then his home’s finickiness about the subject made him hesitant to, lest he inadvertently offend someone, and he figured, as open as his crewmates were, he’d find out sooner or later anyway.
Bexley was already lounging in her chair like a seductress hoping to make some use of her seductive parts later—but then that was more or less Bexley’s natural state. When he’d first spilled out of Titan Chimera, she’d been literally singing a song of lewd double-entendres about sausages, and she’d been the first to try for his sausage that first night in his room.
As the Blue Heron’s chief engineer, she mostly shuffled around in a bulky and thoroughly unsexy mechanic’s jumpsuit—but when she tied the top half off at her waist, as it was now, damn. She was the shortest of the three women, but it wasn’t that she lacked height so much as … displaced it to her ample feminine assets. Her short, blonde pixie cut and the ever-present smudge of grease on her face gave her a boyish look, but everything beneath her face was the precise opposite of boyish.
“Ugh, law talk is boring,” Bexley groaned. “When will we get paid?”
“Requests like this can take days to resolve, maybe weeks,” Alyssa replied, “especially if the client doesn’t cooperate. We might even be able to take another small bounty in the meantime.”
“Already?” Bexley moaned. “We just finished fighting off like thirty wood drakes.”
“‘We’?” Ember replied. “You didn’t do anything but snark from the hangar.”
“Yeah, but I’m going to have to run extra maintenance on Titan Chimera to make sure no shadow dregs got in after that last chop. Stuff like that takes time if you want it done right.”
“And what about Long Shot?” Ember prodded. “You’re not going to check it?”
Ember looked on with an irritable smolder that Locke had come to realize was her standard expression when dealing with Bexley. His fellow titan mage was the opposite of the chief engineer in many ways. Where Bexley was short and voluptuous, Ember was tall and athletic, her skintight black magesuit accentuating her every curve. Her brilliant red hair tumbled from the back of her head in a loose, fiery ponytail that itself contrasted with her personality—or at least suggested a more complex picture of it. She was cool and collected as an ice beam, with only so much tolerance for nonsense, but when it came time for that ice to melt, it did so in an exuberant gush that was as fiery as her hair.
“You didn’t leave the hangar, either,” Bexley retorted. “At most, I’ll have to clean residue out of your cannon. I checked the void condensate tanks of both titans, and neither have enough for upgrades yet, so that’s something for later. And speaking of later.” Bexley paused for dramatic effect and reclined in a way that made Locke raise a curious, eager eyebrow.
“Why don’t we just wait?” she finished.
Locke’s eyebrow collapsed at once. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, after that haul we made a few weeks ago, we should be clear to coast for a bit, and like you said”—she indicated Alyssa—“it’s going to take a few days for the Arcane Index to work out our pay. The titans and ship are in decently good condition for the moment, so we’re not scrambling to pay for repairs. Why not just take the time off until we hear back, then chart our course from there?”
Alyssa listened patiently and thoughtfully, but then said, “Bexley, I know you’re trying to make a logical argument, but I also know you’re trying to disguise something as the result of that logic, so please just come straight to the point.”
“Fine!” Bexley huffed. “We’ve had an exhausting month, we’ve got some time, and Steamridge is nearby.”
Alyssa and Ember’s faces suddenly lit with understanding.
“Ohhh …” the two said in unison.
“You’re welcome,” Bexley snorted. “And just because I like you, I’m not even going to ask for a bonus for that idea.”
Locke saw Alyssa’s expression retreat inside her eyes as she pondered Bexley’s words. Captain Alyssa Harper had a sort of practical intelligence about her that was necessary for anyone hoping to keep a private enterprise like Harper’s Harriers afloat. She’d inherited the company from her parents after it had fallen on hard times—including, Locke assumed, the death of her parents. She hadn’t spoken much of why she was the lone remaining Harper on a ship that had once boasted a larger, thriving crew, and Locke didn’t think he’d yet earned the right to ask—but she also didn’t look on the situation with sadness. Or at least, sadness borne of tragedy. Locke had realized quickly that the Blue Heron wasn’t just a ship to her; there were details in it—little matter mage-sculpted influences, little scratches and scars and dents—that put him in mind of a family home, where every flaw and flourish had a story. She was struggling as a captain—financially, at least, while she tried to rebuild—but she was determined that she would rebuild, and this gave her a hard, pragmatic streak that, Locke suspected, sometimes exasperated her crew.
But to him, that only added to her appeal. Of the three women, Alyssa was the most traditional beauty, with flowing brown hair that she wore long, even over her white captain’s long coat. The cut of the long coat broadened her shoulders with delicate authority, but it also gave some special attention to the more flattering contours of her shape, so that while she still looked very much a captain, she was also very much a woman, and Locke appreciated both aspects more than even she realized.
Certainly, he appreciated her capability. But he also appreciated the fact that Alyssa’s ultimate turn-on was, apparently, stress. As the captain of a struggling airship company, she had plenty of stress. And she was as happy to de-stress with him as he was eager to help her relax.
This was why he both liked and didn’t like the look that formed on her face—because it wasn’t a stressed look at all. Though it was one that looked like it saw an opportunity.
“Um, what’s Steamri—?” Locke asked.
“It’s a hot spring town,” Bexley replied before he could even finish. “With hot springs and hot spring-related entertainment.”
“Ohhh …” Locke finally echoed. He saw exactly where this was going.
And he liked it.
“I suppose Bexley does have a point,” Alyssa said, as seriously as if Bexley had just suggested some sort of battle strategy. “And, after all, you did just take down a whole forest of drakes, not to mention the mess with Bort. I think a little time off would be good for morale.”
Bexley grinned, “Not to mention, it would grant us the chance to give Locke a proper welcome.”
Chapter Three
“This is a golden opportunity,” Captain Alyssa stated. “We have to make the most of it.”
She’d dismissed Locke mere moments ago to go pack for the crew’s vacation. Granted, he didn’t have much to pack—most of what he owned was clothing and accessories they’d invited him to scavenge from items old crewmembers had left behind—but she’d just needed him out of the room so she, Ember, and Bexley could talk strategy.
“I don’t think we’ll have any trouble making the most of it,” Bexley said. “Did you see his face when I told him what Steamridge was? That is a man who knows what happens at hot springs.”
“Perhaps, but he’s also a man who seems to have some disconnects from whatever accident knocked out his memory,” Alyssa said. “And at least one of those disconnects involves being weirded out by sexual contracts.”
“Reproductive contracts,” Ember specified. “As odd as it sounds, especially if he’s a lost Precursor. Do you think a civilization as advanced as the Precursors didn’t really regulate the creation of children? I can’t imagine a society like that just … not having a process in place for it. Just leaving everything up to random chance.”
“Technically we’re not even sure Locke is an amnesiac Precursor,” Alyssa said.
“Well, how else would you explain a hot naked beefcake falling out of the inside of a titan that was empty the previous million times I checked it?” Bexley said. “Titan cores have produced weirder things than that.”
“Even so,” Ember commented, “‘Ancient Precursor tech suddenly activating to spontaneously generate a human body from nothing and then implanting an existing consciousness into it is a bit of a leap.”
“He wasn’t created from nothing;” Bexley retorted. “Titan Chimera’s tank was missing a Locke-weighted amount of swiftmetal when I checked it afterward. And regardless, if Titan Lollipop’s core can turn swiftmetal into random desserts, we might need to rename Titan Chimera to be more accurate. Something like Titan Sex Machine.”
“No,” Alyssa said.
“Besides, it’s only produced one of him,” Ember added. “It’s hardly a tool of mass production.”
“Maybe it’s just getting warmed up,” Bexley suggested.
“If I can come back to the point—” Alyssa emphasized. “He’s finicky about certain aspects of intimate relations.”
“Not that finicky,” Bexley said with a salacious grin.
“You know what I mean,” Alyssa continued. “The point is, if we want to eventually convince him into a harem contract, we have to be careful about how we approach him. We don’t want to scare him off.”
Possible Precursor origins aside, Locke’s aversion to sexual contracts was one of the strangest things about him to Alyssa. Lacking a better explanation—and knowing what Precursor artifacts were capable of—she could believe that he was somehow a remnant of the ancient civilization that was scattered in ruins across their world. In many ways those ruins were intrinsic to the current state of Haven; much of Endpoint City was literally built inside the ruins of an old crashed ship of some sort, more complex than any airship she’d ever seen; many corners of their society were powered by repurposed Precursor artifacts—like the titan cores that formed the basis for every titan; and those artifacts in turn were fueled and upgraded by both exotic Precursor materials and strange evolved combinations of Precursor materials and native Haven resources. It was such a common element of their world that “Oh, it’s probably a Precursor thing,” was a regular explanation used to shrug off random weirdness.
But nowhere on Haven did people treat sexual contracts with such hesitant intensity, or children for that matter. The moment most people reached reproduction age, they received a magecrafted contraceptive gem that would allow them to explore the personal complexities of their sexuality without fear of the … inconveniences, if they so desired. Not everyone did so with the same vigor as, say, Bexley, but it was still an option, and when people decided to use sex for its ultimate, natural purpose—the creation of children—it was always with intention. A child might emerge as the result of a random accident—a forgotten contraceptive gem, or some other mistake—but given that the majority of Haven’s population was effectively willfully infertile until it decided not to be, it was incredibly uncommon. People on Haven who decided to have children did it with careful forethought, and the contract was simply a legal representation of that forethought.
Alyssa wanted children. All three of them did. And they only wanted them with Locke.
None of them were inclined to have children with just any man, even Bexley, who had slept with anyone who had a dick-shaped appendage before she’d met Locke. And even though Alyssa had barely known Locke for a month, she could already see the worth in him. He was competent, dependable, and knew both when to let others lead and when to thrash forward and take charge. Moreover, he had the manner of someone who was just a good person; and even more moreover, as dick-shaped appendages went, his was top-notch.
But even those were not the deciding factors.
The single deciding factor was that he was a void mage.
Void mages were the rarest, most versatile, and most powerful of all mages, capable of controlling every type of magic; and Locke was not only a void mage, but a void mage with such magical potential that the test to measure his potential had literally destroyed the machine. He hadn’t yet reached that full potential—that would require more experience and training—but the measurement alone made him doubly worthy as a mate.
Mage abilities were genetic. Though devices could be constructed to allow non-mages to wield some simple realization of the mage talent, the most effective magic users were always born with the talent, and almost all void mage children came from at least one void mage parent.
And because they were so rare, and so valuable, they were guaranteed good lives. The Arcane Index paid parents for the privilege of training their young void mages, and once the child came of age, meaningful work was all but guaranteed, as was their choice of companionship.
Alyssa couldn’t deny the selfish perks, either—it was an honor to be a parent of a void mage, with all the social benefits that afforded—but mostly she thought of it in terms of giving her eventual child the best start she could.
There were few things she could do better than to choose a truly worthy father. Oh, she didn’t deny that Locke’s worth was mainly genetic right now—after all, they had only known each other for a short time—but all of them remembered his specific objection to the contracts that first night, when they’d all made advances on him.
He was determined that, if he was to have a child, it would be with someone he loved. He wanted to actually be a father to it.
And that spoke to something greater in him than mere genetics.
For Alyssa, at least. She didn’t know much about Ember and Bexley’s motivations except that both just wanted their families to shut up about babies, but regardless, given their convenient proximity on the same airship, they’d hatched the idea of eventually offering Locke a harem contract, wherein the three would offer themselves to him exclusively until their efforts produced one void mage child each.
They hadn’t told him about this plan yet. Given his initial reactions toward even standard contracts, they’d thought it beyond his current … sensibilities, and that mentioning it might have scared him further into that hesitant shell of his.
But they did have a plan.
He only wanted to have children with someone he loved, right?
Well, they’d have to make him love them.
And while love was a complex, delicate, unpredictable thing, one way to find it was through a whole lot of fucking.
“So we continue with the free samples, then?” Bexley grinned.
“Yes,” Alyssa replied. “Nothing too crazy.”
“Unless he wants it,” Bexley said.
“Unless he wants it,” Alyssa sighed.
Ember just rolled her eyes.
“We’re at a delicate stage,” Alyssa continued. “We just need to concern ourselves with keeping him happy and satisfied.”
A salacious grin stretched across Bexley’s face. “Oh, I can definitely keep him satisfied.”
Chapter Four
It had become Locke’s habit to join Alyssa on the bridge whenever they came to a new place, and so he stood beside her now at the Blue Heron’s controls, learning his way around the panels as they approached the misty mountains in the near distance.
The windows that wrapped around the control room’s edges—and in effect served as its outermost walls—provided an expansive view of the area below and in front of them, and it only became more spectacular the further they went.
The rolling foothills beneath the Blue Heron soon shot up into a craggy, ragged mountain that swirled with fog like a witch’s cauldron. Locke saw shapes leaping half-obscured through the crags, but couldn’t make out what they were. Still, Alyssa didn’t seem particularly worried by them, so he figured he shouldn’t worry either.
As they proceeded, the fog grew thicker and soon came to take on an ethereal glow that in turn underlit all the beasts scurrying through the mountains. It lent the entire landscape a haunting, ghostly aura, such that Locke felt they might have been crossing the threshold into some sort of parallel spirit world.
“Bioluminescent flora,” Alyssa explained, apparently sensing his curiosity. “There’s an enormous concentration of void essence in this area, and it sometimes manifests in the natural life here. You’ll probably see some glowing creatures, too, but pay them no mind. The legends have long since been disproved.”
“Legends?” Locke asked.
“About the ghosts and monsters,” Alyssa shrugged. “Well—there are still monsters, but there are monsters everywhere, so that’s nothing unusual. There were once ghost stories about this place, though.”
“What kind of ghost stories?”
“Oh, the usual kind. People used to get lost in these mountains and never return, and the misty environment combined with the glowing wildlife and its strange noises led people to suspect hauntings. In the end, though, it was just the mountain itself. The terrain down there is rough and unforgiving, hard to navigate unless you know what you’re doing, easy to slip and fall if you don’t. People still tried for it, though.”
“Why?”
“Legends about the spring. Once upon a time, someone survived the mountains and found the hot springs, and claimed that a soak in it had cured all his ailments. And, well, people were willing to risk their lives to experience that, even against ghosts.”
“Do they?” Locke asked. “Cure ailments, I mean?”
“Not as permanently as the legends claimed, but the springs definitely have some … invigorating effects,” she said, smiling coyly. “Anyway, once airships became common, the hot springs became more accessible, and the dangers of the mountains ceased to be much of a problem. The locals still tell ghost stories to entertain guests, but that’s all it is at this point—entertainment for tourists. Steamridge has actually developed quite a bit from its days as an isolated mountain town. Oh! Speaking of which.”
Alyssa nodded to indicate the view ahead.
The sun had already begun to set behind the distant, misty horizon, casting the land in a strange warm haze, but as the airship proceeded, the vague edges of buildings and little strings of flickering lights began to poke into visibility. There was a certain unpredictable chaos to them, as if they’d been scattered wildly about the mountain crags with no guiding logic except “Welp, this is the land we’ve got, so we might as well build on it.”
As the airship passed overhead, though, he began to see the hints of small, simple bridges connecting each building and crag—and finally, in one quick flash of brilliance, the heart of Steamridge bloomed into view. The high crags came to a sharp stop to flatten into a stretch that looked something like an uneven plateau, easily navigable and laid out in neat roads lined by rustic buildings that looked so comfortable in their places that they might have been there for ages. Locke knew that wasn’t possible, though; for one, the wood was carefully and intentionally constructed. Indeed, there was something about this place that felt pulled from another time, or perhaps another world, and not only because of the lingering, pervasive mist.
He hadn’t seen any location on Haven look quite like this one yet. The proud, sharp rooftops, wood-and-paper doors, and cloth banners that marked each building on the increasing number of street stalls reminded him of depictions of traditional Japan, by way of a world that had access to naturally-occurring magic. But there was even something odd-looking about the magical devices, too. The catalysts in his titan looked, for want of a better term, sleek and “modern” to his eyes, even if they were installed inside a giant suit of armor. The magical devices here, by comparison, looked like they’d been plucked out of an industrial age back home, their complicated workings fully visible and, in fact, probably another intentional design choice. There was something comforting and appealing, after all, about a place that had time for that sort of whimsy—and, well, a tourist town would certainly want that kind of vibe.
In fact, Locke could already feel himself relaxing as the airship passed the main stretch, perhaps lulled into that space by the now-vanished sun and the dreamy haze the lights and mist cast on the sight below. Now that he looked, he saw that the springs themselves—scattered, but mainly on the outskirts of the town—formed a concentrated ring of thick steam that put him in mind of a magical wall enclosing the entire town, especially in the areas where the bioluminescent plants glowed through.
The town took its sense of isolation seriously, even if airships rendered that isolation somewhat illusory.
They passed the town proper, then, and looped around to a scattering of tall mountain peaks, darker than the rest of the area except for the gently pulsing lights that warned airships not to crash into them.
As they drew closer, Locke saw that clever little structures had been built around the peaks, with spires meant to accept airships and little balconies meant to help their passengers disembark. A slick line of light waving in the moonlight wind then alerted him to the presence of small cable cars, which would then take passengers down to the town to begin their stay.
For a place that had once been a mystery, it had adapted very well to tourism.
He listened as Alyssa exchanged docking protocols with one of the peaks, waited as the airship settled, then followed Alyssa’s cues and helped shut down the ship.
Alyssa flicked the last button with a contented sigh.
“Well,” she said, “let’s get to our well-earned vacation.”
***
Locke had learned two very important things about women since joining Harper’s Harriers. The first was that women were here more open about and interested in sex than women where he was from, and second, despite this, there were still two things that held comparable if not greater sway over them: naps and snacks.
When their cable car landed on the edge of town, he’d expected them to shoot straight for one of the inns—especially considering how they’d ushered him out of the conference room after the decision to come here was made. (Locke had also learned that, whenever they called an all-girls crew meeting, it usually meant they were discussing who got access to him when, so they could avoid the inconveniences of his first night on the ship.)
All three of the women, however, made beelines for every other street stall they passed, such that by the time they arrived at Alyssa’s selected inn, she was finishing a little paper bag of candied nuts, Ember was midway through two different handheld crepes, and Bexley hadn’t even made a dent in the pile of sausages she’d bought (because of course she had).
Locke himself had opted to take in the sights and save his earnings for later, when he could better reflect on how to spend them. He was still learning how tetramarks worked in this world, after all, and didn’t want to accidentally blow all his money on overpriced vacation food.
It was wildly tempting, though. There seemed to be a different vendor every few steps and the olfactory kaleidoscope of sweet and savory smells combined with the general happy noise that came with food purveyors to create an almost carnival-like atmosphere.
Before he could act on his temptations, though, they reached their destination.
The sudden quiet was astonishing, and enough to make Locke pause mid-step.
The gate Alyssa had led them through looked innocuous—a simple wooden thing, like what he might have seen at a country grandma’s house. But once he’d stepped through it, it was again as if he’d stepped into another world. The walls of two high buildings flanked him on either side, forming an alley that in turn, he realized, was lined with flowing vines, glowing with dim blue light. Those vines continued to the little building at the back of the alleyway, climbing one side like ivy and threatening to encircle a little fountain that bubbled by the front stair.
When he passed the two buildings, he saw that the space expanded around the inn, branching into a little courtyard and coming around to what must have been this inn’s springs, if the mist billowing from behind the building was any indication. The inn, too, looked slightly older than the buildings around it, and not in an intentional way.
“You’re sure we’re not gonna get murdered here?” Bexley asked before starting on another sausage.
“Bexley, I doubt the captain would intentionally choose a murder house for our days off,” Ember replied. “Besides, we’ve got Locke for trouble like that.”
“Hey, I agreed to pilot Titan Chimera, not to intentionally walk into death traps,” Locke jested.
“Do you mean to say that you wouldn’t save us?” Ember smirked.
“Well, no,” Locke objected, “but all the same, I like to pick my fights sensibly.”
“No one’s getting murdered here,” Alyssa said. “It’s a hidden gem. My family used to come here in the off-season.”
“How long ago?” Bexley asked skeptically.
“When I was a child,” Alyssa shrugged, “but the family runs it like we run the Harriers. Before the Harriers collapsed, I mean.”
“Alyssa, while I do like my current position in the Harriers,” Locke stated, “I do have to question what that means for this place.”
“It’ll be fine,” Alyssa said, unfazed. “It’s just a little off the beaten path, that’s all. It’s one of the original inns, from before this place was built up. People tend to find the other inns before this one because of the way things are arranged now, but it’s one of the best for those in the know.”
“Oh. That makes sense,” Locke stated, for now that he thought of it, the close alley behind them was definitely the result of overenthusiastic development.
He still couldn’t shake the feeling of creepy otherworldliness, though. This looked like the kind of place that would be run by an ancient, wrinkled old woman that was even more ancient and wrinkled than she looked—
“Alyssa! Alyssa Harper! Is that you?” a voice rang from the front of the inn.
The front door slid open, and the woman who walked out was anything but ancient and wrinkled. She had legs for days, which led up to a short, red wrap that looked something like a kimono designed for a hentai and a pert shape, luscious face, and long flowing black hair that looked equally designed for such a character.
“Oh, this place is fine,” Locke decided. He imagined Alyssa would have returned a “Told you so,” but she’d since preoccupied herself sprinting up to the hentai woman and snatching her up in the kind of hug that could only pass between childhood friends.
And even if they weren’t childhood friends, even if she ended up being some sort of eldritch horror trap, well, it was still a trap that involved boobs, which automatically marked it above any other trick that could take his life.
“Oh, it is you!” the woman exclaimed, still hugging Alyssa. “Gods, it’s been years. You run the Harriers now?” She disconnected from Alyssa, then looked to the three behind her. “Is this your crew?”
“It is!” Alyssa replied brightly. “Ember, Bexley, Locke, meet Peril.”
“The Harriers used to come here when we were kids to clear the mountains of monsters after the mating season. We Havocs owe the Harpers a lot.”
“Wait. The Havocs?” Locke said.
Peril nodded. “We’re the oldest family on this mountain.”
“No. I mean, your name is Peril Havoc?”
Peril’s head quirked. “Is that strange?”
The way she asked suggested that it wasn’t, not to her anyway, which led Locke to assume that perhaps it really wasn’t that unusual a name here.
“Our family had an … adventurous history before we settled here,” Peril continued, in a way that suggested that history might have been why they settled in so secluded a place. “A few of our branches are still rather adventurous. I know at least one of my cousins became a titan mage recently—oh, in Endpoint City! You might have met him! Do you know an Orion Havoc? He pilots Titan Splendid Cavalier, I think—no, Ricochet Cavalier. That’s the right name.”
“I can’t say that I have,” Alyssa said, “but then we’re frequently out of the city these days.”
“Well, you’ll inevitably meet him at some point. I’m pretty sure one of his goals in life is to charm every girl in Endpoint City.”
“Splendid,” Alyssa replied dryly.
“Oh, he’s not like that. He’s cute about it. Anyway!” Peril gestured through the still-open door. “Come in, come in! The family will be excited to see you!”
Chapter Five
Indeed they were. While the inside of the inn was still an ethereal, dimly-lit haven of blues, whites, and water trickling from random fountains placed in odd corners, there was an undeniable sense of quiet energy, and it flowed from the staff of Havocs. Perhaps appropriately, Locke thought, for he doubted anyone with a name like Havoc could ever be truly still.
Peril saw them to the front desk, manned by her grandmother and grandfather (Pandemona and Culverin), then took them to the kitchen to see her parents (Sabra and Javlin), and finally led them out to the hot springs, which were tended by her brother (Lance). Locke noticed that Lance lit up at the sight of Alyssa, but his face promptly extinguished when he caught sight of the ripped, buff pile of muscle that was Alyssa’s one male companion. Peril ushered them off before anything could come of it.
“Now, to your rooms!” she said. “I bet you’re eager to get settled.”
Locke waved politely at Lance as they left, hoping to smooth whatever ill feelings might arise. He almost felt sorry for the man, but didn’t—though it was largely because Lance himself had a face that would have no trouble landing any other girl.
And now that he thought of it, he pondered as they followed Peril, he hadn’t seen many people on this world who were truly unattractive. He’d seen some, of course, who’d ruined themselves through drugs or through excess, but even the elders he’d seen carried their age with a certain … aesthetically pleasing elegance, and while he mostly used his own matter magic to manipulate swiftmetal, it was his understanding that more specialized matter mages could manipulate flesh for everything from cosmetic changes to healing. Which meant that even people who were unsatisfied with their appearance could change it quite easily.
Damn. He’d literally fallen into a world where everyone was hot, either naturally or through magical means.
Haven was awesome!
“Here you are,” Peril said, stopping at the end of a short hallway. “Two rooms, as requested.”
“Aw, two?” Bexley said, finishing off the last of her sausages. “I thought we’d all pile into one. More cost-efficient.”
“Shut up, Bexley,” Alyssa said, not unkindly.
“But mainly to make a foursome easier,” Bexley finished.
“Shut up, Bexley,” Ember snapped.
“One’s for two of us,” Alyssa said. “The other’s for whoever ends up with Locke for the night. For privacy.”
“I feel like some assumptions went into this arrangement,” Locke stated with a mischievous quirk of his eyebrow. “Assumptions I haven’t been consulted on.”
Alyssa turned back to Locke. “What about our situation would lead you to expect otherwise?”
“It’s not that I expected otherwise; it’s that I’m not accustomed to people talking about it so openly.”
“Is that weird to you?” Alyssa asked.
“It is where I’m from. People there are … finicky about … personal relations.”
“People where we’re from just say ‘sex’ like grown adults,” Ember commented.
“Well, people where I’m from tend to treat sex like some sort of scandalous taboo.”
“People where you’re from sound like a bunch of sanctimonious virgins,” Bexley scoffed. “Wait, how do you even have a population? Like, if they don’t have sex, then how do children happen?”
“Oh, they do; they just either don’t enjoy it, or do but pretend they don’t afterward because it’s not socially acceptable to be enthusiastic about sex. Some literally feel guilty because they enjoy it, but then some of that’s religious, too.”
“Religious?” Bexley said. “Do you literally have a god of no sex?”
“It’s more complicated than that.”
“Do you at least have a goddess of orgies to balance it out?”
“You have a goddess of orgies?” Locke exclaimed.
“Why wouldn’t we? Got a god for each kind of sex, too—vanilla stuff, kinky stuff, bondage stuff …”
Locke lowered his head and rubbed his temple. He felt a headache coming on for some reason, though he didn’t feel it was an entirely bad reason.
“And married sex, and single sex, and recently separated sex, not to be confused with make-up sex.”
“Question,” Locke cut in, looking up.
“Shoot.”
“Do any of your gods not deal with sex?”
“Oh, we’ve got gods for harvests and health and stuff like that, too, but the sex ones definitely have the most followers.”
“Why is it the more I learn about this place, the more clueless I feel?” Locke sighed.
“Where are you from that you don’t have even one god of sex?” Peril exclaimed.
“That’s the wild thing,” Bexley said. “None of us have ever heard of it.”
“I might have even made it up,” Locke lied. He’d let it slip that he was from Grassroots, Kentucky when he’d first fallen out of Titan Chimera, before he’d decided to be more cautious about his origins, and considered himself lucky they hadn’t prodded him further on the point.
Yet.
“Battle amnesia,” Bexley continued, then poked at her own head. “Though it’s the most selective, random sort of battle amnesia I’ve ever seen.”
“It really is,” Peril stated. “It makes sense, though. You’re a titan mage?”
Locke nodded. He wasn’t sure how she’d guessed, but assumed his build was somehow a giveaway. Other titan mages he’d seen were similarly built, if not as exaggeratedly as him.
Peril nodded back. “My family had its own share of reflex link feedback, back in the day, especially before titan designs became a bit more refined. One of the dangers of building machines around Precursor tech we don’t fully understand, I suppose.”
Locke shrugged in agreement. He wasn’t amnesiac, of course—he fully remembered the backwater town Peth had found him in and all the challenges he’d left there—but while battle amnesia was apparently common in this world, people falling in from other universes was not, and he didn’t want to make that part of himself known until he was more certain of how the crew would take it.
He was pretty sure Alyssa and the others had some suspicions—if not of his actual origins, then at least that he was something other. He could see it in the way they looked at him when he said certain things or asked certain questions. And, after all, he had literally fallen out of a previously-empty titan.
But they were content to keep that secret within the crew, too, and battle amnesia was turning out to be such an easy and convenient explanation that he was becoming less and less self-conscious about admitting to it.
“Anyway,” Peril continued again and held out two keys. “Your rooms.”
Locke took one, and Alyssa the other.
“These rooms lead directly out to private hot springs,” Peril said with a smile.
“Oh, the fancy rooms!” Alyssa exclaimed.
“Of course!” Peril replied. “Only the best for an old friend!”
She bowed to dismiss herself, and then the four made for their doors.
Or rather, Locke made for his door, and for some reason, all three of the women went for the other room.
“Lady business,” Alyssa explained, and then the three hustled into the room and closed the door behind them.
Locke suspected what that “lady business” was, and so proceeded into his own room to check it out.
The room did little to convince him that this wasn’t some weird supernatural bathhouse—not because it looked haunted, but because it looked so huge compared to the outside of the inn. Upon closer inspection, he saw that it was an illusion cast by cleverly-placed mirrors, windows, and paint, but it was still effective enough to make him question it.
The floor was hardwood—strangely, not a tatami-like mat as he’d expected—and its windows and walls were draped with light, thin curtains and decorative cloths that waved in the room’s gentle air. (There were elaborately-wrought vents in the ceiling, like steampunk versions of a central air system’s outlets, though this one was probably regulated by a central energy catalyst rather than a furnace or heat pump.) Soft carpet cushioned the floor by a single large mattress, which sat directly on the carpet, with no frame, and a decorative folding screen rested off in the corner close by, seeming to obscure something. When he looked behind it, he saw a claw-footed bathtub and a small door, which led to an enclosed bathroom. He thought it strange that the bathtub wouldn’t also be enclosed, but now that he thought of it, the bathing and toiletry area on the Blue Heron were set up in the same way, where only the smellier bits of hygiene were private. He’d thought it was an airship thing, but maybe it was just a Haven thing.
Pipes that looked like hot and cold water lines connected to the bathtub through the floor, and suddenly he realized how grungy he felt. He hadn’t rested or washed since the drake fight, and they’d made for Steamridge so quickly that he wouldn’t have had time anyway.
And, well, they were here for relaxation, after all. A nice, hot bath would be a good way to ring in that relaxation.
He kept the screen in place, just because it felt rude and exhibitionist not to. He certainly didn’t mind his new body—and his new companions certainly didn’t mind making use of it—but he wasn’t one to flaunt it.
Because he didn’t have to.
As he settled into the bath, he heard the telltale, now-familiar roll of dice from the next room, then he heard Ember curse, Bexley whoop, and Alyssa accept her fate with grace, all followed by a loud, exuberant skitter, which then burst through his room’s door.
“I won!” Bexley exclaimed from the other side of the divider.
“I’m in the bath,” Locke replied, and let her do with the information what she willed.
“Oh, that gives me time to get ready,” Bexley replied. She marked the final word with an eager growl, and soon Locke heard the loud shuffling of bags being opened and clothing being … displaced.
He listened with tantalized curiosity as he heard the rustle of her mechanic’s jumpsuit, the zip of her vest, and when he heard little else, realized she’d been wearing next to nothing under her usual coveralls. In fact, given how quickly their encounters progressed, he now wondered if she ever wore much under that greasy jumpsuit. He thought back on those encounters as he heard the soft slip of a delicate-sounding fabric. He’d seen at least ten different pairs of elaborate panties over the weeks, most barely present enough to be considered clothing, and realized that, yep, that was pretty much all he’d seen her remove.
Now that he thought on it, he wasn’t even sure if Bexley owned a pair of pants.
Or, for that matter, anything other than her jumpsuit, easily-removable vest, and an unholy collection of salacious panties.
“Done!” Bexley exclaimed. “Prepare yourself!”
Now, as she launched around the edge of the partition, Locke was certain she owned at least one other article of clothing.
Bexley had the approximate shape of a prehistoric fertility goddess who moonlighted as a porn star, and the bathing suit she’d chosen for the trip emphasized all those features like some holy relic bestowed by the sexy gods.
In keeping with the rest of her wardrobe, it was barely present enough to be called clothing, but what was there grabbed the mountains and valleys of her curves like a wisp of smoke about to be blown away by a light breeze. It was a strappy black thing with lots of extraneous loops and folds and ruffles, such that Locke suspected at least some of the point was probably to get tangled in it. That thought in turn gave him a new respect for Bexley’s capabilities, for she’d fully managed to put it on without getting tangled, and in record time.
“I’ve been saving this baby for years.” She turned around and stuck out her butt to give him a better view. “Had to wait for just the right man, you know.”
“Bexley, I’m honored,” Locke said. In fact, part of him was already beginning to stand in salute, “but I also feel I should ask what your standard for ‘just the right man’ is, and how exactly I meet it.”
Bexley slipped straight into the bath without warning, sank partway into the water, and then slid her considerable chest against his.
“Well, this part of you is absolutely sublime!” She eased one hand down to appreciate him better.
“Not that I mind, but is that all?”
Bexley narrowed her eyes at him sultrily. “Do you know how many dicks I sampled before yours?”
“I have some idea,” Locke replied.
Bexley was such a connoisseur of dick that she’d effectively developed an information network out of all the men she’d slept with and had been able to contribute information she’d gotten from them to aid in several of their bounties this month alone, including Locke’s very first adventure with them. He suspected Haven was lucky she’d decided to be the chief engineer for a struggling company instead of a femme fatale up to femme fatale business, because she definitely worked the femme angle.
“Enough to make fair comparisons,” Bexley stated, “and there is some Grade A beefcake in this water.”
“You are aware this is bathwater, by the way?” Locke prodded. “It’s not clean.”
“Oh, I think it’s been well-established that I’m a dirty girl,” Bexley purred, and did something with her hands beneath the surface of the water that suggested fuck yes she was. “But it’s not just your body. It’s you. Most men only look at me for what they can get from me.”
“Well, it’s not as if you … discourage them,” Locke smiled shakily, his breath faltering under the pleasure of her touch.
“That’s beside the point!” Bexley cackled, and gripped him from another tantalizing position. “The point is,” she continued as she stroked, “you don’t look at me solely because you know I’m a sex machine. You like working with me in the hangar, and talking shop, and discussing all the batshit crazy ways we’ll be able to upgrade Titan Chimera once your magic’s strong enough. I get to design and upgrade a void mage’s titan, and I get to do it with someone who’s interested in both my work and me.
“I mean, I didn’t mind the occasional emotionless dicking before you popped out of that mech, but you’ve definitely raised the standard. Seriously, how’s anyone else going to compare? There’s a reason I haven’t made use of my unofficial reverse harem since we met.”
Locke was fairly certain she was saying some deep and flattering things, but the delicious pressure of her hand around his cock was such that it was a struggle to process any of it.
“Oh … other than … that you’ve been … exhausted?” he breathed—and then gasped as she tweaked his tip in just the perfect way.
“Well, that too, but with you as a comparison, why would I go anywhere else? I’m pretty sure even my old favorites would feel like toothpicks compared to this.”
Locke shrugged in agreement, but conceded it was no exaggeration. When Peth had seen the state of his legs in that wheelchair, she must have decided to bless him with an extra one, just in case (a consideration for which Locke was enormously grateful, given his current circumstances. Even if those circumstances sometimes took a little work).
“You want more?” she said huskily.
“Fuck, yes,” Locke gasped.
“Then get out of this tub. I can hold my breath, but not that long.”
She lifted from his chest and stood in the tub, water cascading off her, pressing the thin fabric of the swimsuit to her skin and emphasizing the erotic contours that hadn’t been visible before.
His bath was only half-done, but he didn’t care. He stood and toweled off quickly, then followed Bexley around the partition to the bed, where she was already waiting on her hands and knees with some of her lowermost swimsuit straps moved tantalizingly aside.
“Still plenty of wetness to make use of,” she said, and slipped one finger inside a place dripping with more than bathwater.
“That’s faster than usual,” Locke said, flopping to his knees behind her.
“I’m horny as hells. Been so ever since Alyssa agreed to bring us to Steamridge. I don’t know what I would have done if I hadn’t won the die roll.”
“Masturbate probably.”
“No, that would be a waste. Horniness like this has to be spent wisely.” She slipped a finger inside herself again as if impatient for him, even at this close proximity, and moaned, “Gods, just put it in already.”
Locke bore himself over her now, pressing his chest to her still-wet back. “Really? No foreplay at all?” he said, mischievous.
“The tub was foreplay,” Bexley said, still rubbing herself.
“Not as much as usual, though,” Locke said, and sliding himself between her legs, tantalizing her again.
“Gods, Locke, just fuck me already!” Bexley moaned.
Locke laughed. “All those sausages earlier, and you still want mine.” He raised up from her back and clasped his hands upon her shapely hips, tangling his fingers in the straps for good measure.
“This really is a good swimsuit,” he said as he observed the way it fell upon her most lascivious shapes.
“Then put it to use!” Bexley snapped.
“Command accepted,” Locke replied, then clenched his fingers hard against the fabric, and pulled her toward him.
“Fuck!” Locke and Bexley groaned together—Bexley in ecstatic pleasure, Locke in surprise.
Regardless of how enthusiastic any of the women on the Blue Heron were, he was accustomed to it taking work to make the proper connection. If Bexley was the bodily equivalent of a fertility goddess porn star, it was no exaggeration to say she was perfectly matched to him as the male equivalent, and no mere mortal was going to take that kind of dick without some serious foreplay or at least some really good lube.
In this case, it seemed Bexley was a naturally-occurring source of really good lube.
His tip found her outermost folds and pressed past with only a little effort. He’d intentionally gone slow, both to savor the salacious heat of her as her opening closed around his tip, and to spare her the pain of a too-quick entry—but even that little effort had been too much.
He pressed right on forward to the very back of her, splitting her wide and eliciting an ecstatic squeal unlike anything he’d heard from her before.
“Gods, stay there!” Bexley shouted.
“What?” Locke said.
“It’s a really good spot,” Bexley huffed. “I don’t want to lose it.”
He was about to ask her what she wanted him to do, but she acted before he could get the words out, easing off the length of him and then ramming back down in a motion that knew exactly which spots it wanted touched and how to reach them.
An involuntary noise growled out of his own throat as she worked, grinding her hips against his own, pulling herself along the slick girth of his shaft and then plunging back on to please herself. God, he didn’t even have to move. He watched, hypnotized, as her throbbing pussy dragged down the length of his cock, and as he thrust back into her on the force of her own exertion, watched as she rolled her hips against him to guide him to different corners of her insides, as she wiggled her amazing ass to accommodate others—and finally, arched her back up with a glorious, ecstatic scream, at the exact same moment he arched his.
“Fuck,” they both said again—Bexley again in pleasure, Locke in both pleasure and surprise, and Bexley slid off of him onto the bed, as boneless as a human puddle.
“This swimsuit was an excellent investment,” she said, and promptly fell into blissful sleep of several sausage-induced varieties.
Chapter Six
Locke had hoped to contribute more to that particular encounter, he reflected as he cleaned himself up, but on the other hand, it was rather flattering to know that he could make a woman finish with next to no effort whatsoever.
Granted, that woman was Bexley, who was the single horniest thing he’d ever encountered in either of his lives, but he still opted to take a little pride in it.
After all, Bexley was a connoisseur, and he imagined there were not many men who could do what he’d just done with that little effort.
He’d hoped to go a little longer, of course, but from the heavy way she now sank into the bed and pillows, he knew Bexley was out. And he knew how women were about naps.
There was the hot spring outside to make use of, though.
And, well, it wasn’t like Bexley was the only eager woman in his company.
***
“Gods, she doesn’t waste time at all, does she?” Ember stated as she and Alyssa settled into their room. Telltale splashes and gasps had already started wafting through the thin walls between this room and Locke’s. “She’s going to exhaust him before either of us get to him.”
“Oh, I doubt that,” Alyssa replied. “He’s a man with . . . remarkable stamina.”
“Have you considered what we’ll do if his memory comes back?” Ember asked, rifling through her bag to organize the clothes she’d brought. “Or if he figures out how much he’s actually worth? Sooner or later he’s going to find out how much void mages can really earn, especially those who can pilot titans.”
Ember knew from her decision to become a titan mage how much even a mediocre titan mage was worth. She’d ended up signing on with Harper’s Harriers for the freedom of it, but if she’d signed on with the Arcane Index, especially if she’d joined a high-hazard team like an archaeological crew, it wouldn’t have taken her long to earn enough to buy the Harriers. Though mages were fairly common on Haven, titan mages were far less so, largely because titan cores were so uncommon.
Titan cores were old Precursor technology. No one knew what the Precursors had used them for, but Havenites had seen their ability to transmute raw materials into mechanical upgrades and decided their best use would be as a power and upgrade source for what eventually became the two-story-tall suits of magical armor that were now iconic across their world. Privately-owned titan cores did exist—sometimes people just got lucky and found them in ruins, like they had Titan Chimera’s core—but the cores were such powerful and valuable technology that most were bought up by the Arcane Index, and titan mage candidates for the Index had to undergo rigorous training and psychological evaluations to make sure they were mentally fit to control a machine as powerful as that. The positions were intensely competitive, and that combined with the general rarity of titan cores meant that the people who earned the right to wield them made bank, at least if they did so for the Arcane Index. (Private pay was a bit more finicky.)
With his amnesia, she doubted Locke would have passed the psychological portion of the Index’s exam, despite being qualified in every other way—the positions were that competitive—but at the same time, the Arcane Index might make an exception for a void mage with as much magical potential as him, and his skill combined with his void magery meant he was in a position to earn more money than he’d ever need in this life.
Alyssa had been upfront with him about the substandard nature of his initial pay, owing to the fact that it was all the Harriers could afford, but Ember doubted Locke realized just how substandard it really was. They’d have to sort out this problem eventually. Somehow.
But at the same time, Locke was still making sense of how tetramarks worked to begin with. Ember had noticed how cautiously he spent his earnings, as if saving up for a rainy day despite not having any immediate reason to. (His pay, which was not bad, even if it was unequal to his worth, included room and board on the Blue Heron.)
She rather liked that frugality—and so did Alyssa, Ember assumed—because it meant he thought about things. But also, it meant he thought about things. And none of them wanted him thinking about things that would lure him away from them.
Ember’s face hardened, as serious as it had ever been. “We need to make sure he gets ample ass.”
“I don’t think he’s that simple,” Alyssa replied, and examined the contents of her own travel bag. “But I also don’t think he’ll object.”
Ember nodded, and selected a slight piece of clothing from her collection.
A decision had been made.
***
Locke stepped out of his room into a secluded, steamy haven alight with a dim, ethereal glow. The stars sparkled brightly overhead, if slightly muted by the steam rising from the spring nearby, and the general moisture of the area cast a slick, pleasant sheen over the stones that defined the space. There was a single large spring, though its irregular shape curved into the overhanging trees so that some was out of sight. Private.
It was there that he saw motion—and suddenly Ember emerged from the shadows, the more exciting elements of her shape underlit by the bioluminescent environment. And damn. If his parts had been eager before, they were definitely excited now.
Ember’s swimsuit was a simple blue two-piece bikini, not nearly as lingerie-like as Bexley’s, and Ember was not nearly as shapely as Bexley, more toned and athletic. But she was still a whole lot of woman for a few skimpy strips of cloth, and she was pushing every thread of that bikini to its limit.
“The two of you got down to business fast,” she observed.
“Bexley usually does,” Locke shrugged.
Ember shrugged in her own agreement, then nodded to the secluded bend. “There’s a nice spot over here. Good view of the stars.”
Well, Locke knew an invitation when he heard one. He stepped carefully around the inconsistent edge of the spring, then tossed his towel aside and stepped into the water beside where Ember had re-entered.
“I should probably buy a swimsuit while we’re here,” Locke commented as he sank into the bubbling warmth. He hadn’t bought much in his time since signing on with the Harriers, even day-to-day clothes. The magesuit he wore while piloting Titan Chimera—designed with material that improved his connection to the reflex link—was comfortable enough for daily wear and also had the benefit of flattering his body in ways that kept the crews’ gazes going to his butt (among other things). There were plenty of clothes left on the ship by old crew members from the Harper’s Harriers’ glory days, so he hadn’t found a need to buy anything yet. There were no swimsuits among the old crew clothes, though.
“Well, there’s no hurry,” Ember shrugged, snuggling up to his conspicuously un-swimsuited body. “And swimsuits aren’t even strictly necessary here.”
“They aren’t?” Locke exclaimed.
“I take it they are where you’re from?” Ember said.
“Except at nudist beaches, I guess,” Locke replied.
“Ah, that would make sense for a place as weird about bodies as your home, wherever it is,” Ember stated. “Here we just call nudist beaches beaches.”
“Really?”
Ember nodded. “People mostly wear swimsuits for the same reason they wear lingerie—for the visual.”
“God, I love Haven,” Locke exclaimed.
“Speaking of which,” Ember continued, and changed positions to face him. She eased herself against him, thus pressing his back against the stone edge of the hot spring, and brought her mouth to his.
“That really was a spectacular fight,” she breathed once they separated, and then went back in for another kiss. “And speaks a lot to your skill. You took down an Oak King in only a few blows,” she continued once she withdrew again.
“I still hate that we had to kill that thing,” Locke breathed into her neck. He coursed one hand along the small of her back and pulled her close. “I doubt it would have cared about us at all except for the shadow dregs.”
“That’s why shadow dregs are so dangerous.” Ember hooked her arms around his neck. “I do wonder about those particular dregs, though.”
“How so?” Locke asked, kissing down her neck as she pulled herself up against him.
“We didn’t see a crater, which implies they came from somewhere further away—oh.” She took in a sharp breath as Locke’s lips found the glistening arc of her breasts, the tense, strained strings holding her in with all their might. It wouldn’t take much at all to relieve them. Ember took a moment to recover, then added—“Which implies we may have missed some.”
“You’re talking a lot for someone who claims to be wearing a swimsuit for visual purposes,” Locke laughed into her chest.
“I—” Suddenly Ember’s head snapped up, and so did Locke’s. There was a rustling of leaves, and then a quiet rush of water—and then nothing else.
“I’ve been hearing those noises quite a bit since I came out here,” Ember stated.
When the noise didn’t repeat, Locke said, “Probably one of the other springs,” then returned to her chest. There was a high wooden wall to their right, after all, and he expected there were other hot springs and guests on the other side of it.
Ember nodded in agreement, and then turned her attention back to him. “What I mean to say is, you’ve been a valuable partner thus far. You’ve made my job a lot easier.”
“Especially when waves of monsters are involved?”
“Well,” Ember laughed. “I do like a man who can go long.” She kissed him again. “Shall we make use of this swimsuit?”
Locke hooked his finger behind her tie at once, and it gave with no effort. The bikini’s top fell forward like a single ribbon holding back a whole cart of melons, and her ample breasts spilled straight onto his face. Ember moaned as he took one nipple in his mouth and suckled, then moved as if climbing up him, as if to position her lower half to take the part she’d been waiting eagerly for this whole time. He eased off the stone edge to accommodate her legs as they wrapped around him, suckled harder on her breast to encourage her, and lowered his free hand to help guide himself where she wanted.
“Wait,” she breathed, and then reached down herself.
Locke had half-expected her to pull her swimsuit away for easier access, so he was surprised when he felt her fingers brush past his obvious rod and press up into her obvious heat. A vulnerable moan escaped her lips as she massaged herself there, and another as she … pulled something out?
When her hand resurfaced, he saw that it contained an opalescent cylinder, rounded enough that it might have been some sort of sex toy, but small enough that he couldn’t tell what exactly it was supposed to do.
“For protection,” she said as she settled it on the hot spring edge.
“Protection? Isn’t that what your gem’s for?” He indicated the tiny white pendant dangling from her choker.
“Against infection,” Ember replied, flexing her thighs to grind her re-covered heat against him. “We’re not the only people who’ve ever had sex in this spring. Not to mention the natural contaminants, and that the water dries you out.”
“Huh.” He sighed as she reached his tip, and slid back down. “I didn’t even think about that.”
“You’ve never done it in a hot spring before?”
“It’s not something I have loads of experience with, no.”
“Well”—Ember pressed her chest to his as she drew back up, then indicated the tube—“That’ll take care of our problems when the time is right.”
Locke ground his hips against hers, pressing himself into her swimsuit as she descended.
“And is the time right?”
Ember rose against him again, this time bringing her naked breasts level with his face.
“I think so.”
With that, she crawled over him and positioned herself on the edge of the hot spring, next to where she’d placed the cylinder. She uncapped it and squeezed to produce a thick glob of transparent goo and then spread her legs atop the slick stone with slow, intent sensuality. She was still covered, but her invitation was clear, and Locke took it.
The water splashed as his shoulders slipped between her legs, as his head plunged to the seat of her swimsuit and he pulled it aside with his teeth. Ember’s legs tensed as his lips graced the outermost part of her womanhood, as his tongue parted those folds to go deeper, to flick across the tender edges of her opening and then lick that most sensitive of points at her peak.
He looked up as best he could to see her body sway to his actions. Her back arched as she ground her hips against his face, which in turn shoved her breasts out into glistening prominence in the moonlight as her loose red hair billowed out behind her. Slick with the water of the spring, she looked like a sexy siren who had utterly failed to do her duty, instead seduced by the sailor she was meant to drown, but having no regrets about it.
It was not long, though, before she wanted something more substantial than his tongue inside her.
She let him know by drawing her lubricated hand toward her center and pressing beyond his tongue to work the goo into her flesh. He helped, easing two large fingers past hers to drive it deeper, and in the process flicking them like scissors, eliciting another moan and arch of her back.
“You, too,” she said, and squeezed another glob onto her hand.
Locke stood up before her. So did a particular part of him.
“You do it—” he said.
Ember started before he’d even finished. She settled her mouth upon his tip and stroked the gel along his length until she’d graced every inch. The goo was thicker than he’d expected—probably because of its contents, and that it had to be heftier to stand up to water—and soon Ember finished and withdrew her mouth to apply the rest to his tip.
She already had plans for what would come next, too, for she promptly returned to the water and grabbed a plank of detritus floating nearby. No, not a plank, Locke realized. Now that she’d brought it to his attention, he could see it was too regular in shape to be a piece of debris. Rather, it seemed like some sort of flotation device that had been shaped to resemble a mossy scrap of wood, perhaps to blend in better with the natural surroundings.
Ember gripped it to her chest and laid flat, positioning her exposed back toward him.
“Take me from behind,” she said.
“With pleasure,” he replied.
Locke descended back into the water, where her legs were waiting already spread around him. Her bikini bottom had slipped back into place, but that was a problem easily solved, so he thumbed the piece away and aligned his tip with her well-lubricated opening.
“Care to see how well this stuff works?” he breathed.
“Of course!” Ember breathed back.
He freed his hand, then placed both on her hips, one on each side. He was already nestled between her outermost lips. He could not miss. And so he flexed his legs—
And thrust himself fully forward.
“OH!” Ember cried, as she thrust forward with him, as the force of his hips ploughed him straight to the back of her—and combined with her new waterborne buoyancy to knock her back down the length of his dick. That buoyancy … He hadn’t considered any aspects of hot springs sex beyond hot girls in hot springs, but this added complexity. It had some interesting potential.
Locke clamped his hands tight against Ember’s flesh before she could float away on the power of his dick, then pulled her back and bashed himself in again. Another ecstatic “Oh!” escaped her lips, and another as he thrust her out and reeled her back in, out and in, out and in, each motion generating little waves that carried her up and down on her flotation device—and resulted in even more interesting angles.
He watched the muscles of her naked back flex and writhe as she squirmed against him, her red hair long since spread wild in the water like that of a ravished mermaid.
She was gorgeous—but, Locke conceded, it was not this view that was to her best advantage.
When he thrust this time, he let go.
“No!” Ember cried. As soon as she realized she’d slid entirely off his dick, she spun around on the float and kicked her desperate way back.
Locke caught her shoulder before she could resume her former position.
“On your back,” he said. “I want to try something.”
Ember didn’t question him. She fought with the float to position it behind her and then spread her legs eagerly around Locke’s place. He settled back onto the submerged ledge of the hot spring and pulled her lower half down with him. Now he saw what he wanted to see—Ember’s delicious athletic body spread out before him, shining in the pale moonlight and trembling with impatient desire. Her breasts rose and fell with her hungry breaths and the motion of the water, stray tendrils of wet hair tickling her nipples and an eager, bitten lip begging him to return to her. She clenched her arms over her head, holding the float in place behind her back and simultaneously raising the swell of her breasts to full prominence as water rose and fell amidst their arcs.
He wanted to see what else they’d do in the water.
So he braced his feet against the hot spring’s bottom, and found out.
The noise that came out of her this time wasn’t even a coherent sound, just a lascivious sigh as he plunged himself back into her depths. He didn’t let her float off this time, only watched the motion of her body in the water as he railed into her. One stroke sent her mouth agape in breathless pleasure, another arched her back high against her float, and all of them crashed waves of water and passion beneath her, splashing up between her breasts as they rocked and jiggled on the strength of his blows.
He felt her legs tense against him, trying to pull him deeper as the waves once again rolled her into tantalizing position along the length of his dick, showing them both new approaches that would have been unlikely outside the water—
And then, finally, finding that one perfect approach.
His entire body tensed as he unloaded the full product of his pleasure into her. Her chest heaved as if she could feel it filling her, delivering the same apex of pleasure—but he knew it wasn’t. He knew the sensation of her own orgasm around his cock, the way she tightened and squirmed on him when he brought her to her height. This wasn’t it.
He reached forward with both hands, pulled her off the float and up to sit, straddling his middle.
A moan of delight eased from her mouth as the position drove him deeper into her. It soon transformed to another “No!” when he flexed his hands around her butt to lift her off, but he had a plan, too. He knew what she liked. He brought her chest level with his face, put his lips to the glistening tip of her nipple …
And then, suddenly, he was underwater.
One second, his face was on a boob, the next something pulled it down to drown in hot bubbling minerals that involved not one iota of boob. He scrambled back up to the surface, sputtering.
“Ember?” he called. He felt around in the water to find her and help her back up. They must have slipped in the throes of their enthusiasm. Ember should still be nearby.
But she wasn’t coming back up.
“Ember?” Locke called again, now more urgent. He swept his hands around the vicinity and felt nothing but water. This wasn’t right.
And then he heard a splash on the other side of the spring.
“Fu—” Ember’s voice choked.
Locke sprang out of the water and darted around the bend as fast as he could. He saw Ember flailing in the spring there, thrashing against something he couldn’t fully see, but that definitely wasn’t friendly.
“Gods—damn it,” Ember snarled as she punched the creature, and Locke realized that she didn’t sound scared at all, but rather pissed—-and really, given what the creature had interrupted, who could blame her?
“Ember, I’m coming!” Locke shouted, though he wasn’t entirely sure what he’d do. All he had on him was a towel and, well, might as well use what he had.
He twisted the towel lengthwise and then dove into the spring near where Ember and the creature struggled. Occupied with Ember, it didn’t care much about Locke until it suddenly felt his arms clamp around its shape. Locke groped around as best he could until he detected something like a neck, and then slapped the wet, coiled towel around it and squeezed as hard as his new, ripped muscles would allow. The creature bucked and thrashed under his grip, but then slowly, slowly began to stop, until it finally fell limp beneath his biceps.
Locke dragged it to a low edge of the spring as Ember climbed out and restored her bikini top, cursing. The creature was not incredibly heavy, he realized, even dead, but rather felt like a snakelike muscle, and when he pulled it out of the water, he found that much of its shape was just that—water.
The moment he spread it on the hot spring stones, the creature deflated to one-fourth its size, its former shape leaking out in the spring water that had filled its form. It remained about six feet long, the same length it had been when he fought it in the water, but its width had since shrunken from one he could wrap his arms around to one he could choke in his hands.
It was an elongated beast with two clawed, webbed limbs at each end, reminding him something of an Eastern-style dragon with pale, gossamer scales. The foremost end was marked by a head that was unmistakably drake—but not the kind of drake he expected to attack people. The teeth inside its mouth were not sharp, but wholly blunt as if belonging to an herbivore.
Ember crouched to get a better look.
“It’s a steam drake,” she said. “But that’s …”
“Out of character for steam drakes?” Locke finished.
“Yes,” Ember replied. “They’re not even surface dwellers. That one’s even up here means …”
“Something’s influencing it,” Locke finished again. “And given the proximity of our last bounty, I think we can guess what.”
Chapter Seven
Alyssa sighed as she returned her twenty-sided die to its usual bag.
If the results of her past Locke-related rolls were any indication, she really needed new dice.
Or at least a different rolling technique. After all, though they always used the same dice, Bexley always managed to come out on top (both figuratively and literally, now that Alyssa thought of it), and of the three of them, Bexley was definitely someone who knew … techniques.
But well, between Bexley and now Ember, Alyssa was pretty sure she wasn’t going to benefit from any rolls today, anyway. Locke was a man with stamina, but even he’d be exhausted after experiencing those two in quick succession.
Still, it couldn’t hurt to prepare.
Alyssa sorted through her travel bag, organizing its contents into neat little piles in her and Ember’s shared wardrobe until she came upon what she was looking for.
Her bathing suit was a simple white one-piece bought in a moment of desperation the last time she was here, after she discovered that her then-current bathing suit … had not kept up with her developing womanly figure. And it had been so long since she’d been to Steamridge at that point that the result was a little too revealing in a little too-trashy way.
Alyssa didn’t mind showing a little skin in the right circumstances, but it was beneath her to be trashy about anything, and so she’d immediately gone to find a replacement.
She’d barely entered Steamridge’s little swimsuit boutique when this one sang to her from the back of the shop. She didn’t know why; it looked rather plain on the rack. But when she tried it on, she found that it fell upon every contour of her body like it had been tailored just for her. The upper hem around her decolletage dipped along the curves of her breasts just enough to tantalize; the cut of the sides accentuated her hips and waist and made them look like they belonged to a supermodel; and the lower back showed just enough cheek to be … well, cheeky without being trashy.
Women had a rule about such clothing: When it fit that perfectly, it was a sign from the gods of fashion, and you kept it, for the gods of fashion were more ruthless than others about being ignored. (So the legends said, anyway. Alyssa had never tested it, mostly because she hated shopping for clothes to begin with and appreciated the assistance, however divine or coincidental it was.)
Now she disrobed of her usual sedate captain’s jacket, waistcoat, leather trousers, and bright red satiny underthings (which she always wore, just in case), and then slipped into the swimsuit and admired herself in the mirror.
She wouldn’t get any practical use out of it tonight, she knew—at least, not of the sexy kind—but still, it wouldn’t hurt to tantalize, to let Locke know what he had to look forward to.
Captain Alyssa was not a vain person, but looking in that mirror, at the fine shape her bathing-suited body cut across its surface, even she recognized that Locke had a damn lot to look forward to.
Before she could tease him, though, she had to wait for him and Ember to finish, so she grabbed a little book from her travel bag and settled on her bed to read, all the while listening vaguely for the sounds of … outside activities.
She knew something was wrong when the sounds rose straight from intimate silence to a terrified, drowning scream, and then the thrashing of two bodies in what sounded like a battle.
Too much like a battle.
She threw her book aside, smashed open the outer door, and sprinted out into the hot spring … to find Locke and Ember standing over the body of a very dead, very blackish-purple-eyed steam drake.
“Uh, Alyssa,” Locke said. “We have a problem here.”
Locke presently stood naked and wet before her, with his towel rolled up in his hands, and she briefly thought this was the opposite of a problem, but then he snapped the towel back out to cover himself, and the distraction diminished. Not fully, because the wet towel did highlight some nice pieces of topography, but enough that she could focus on the subject at hand, which was the monster.
“Shadow dregs?” she exclaimed. She crouched to observe the dead eyes, and then her gaze shot back up to Locke. “Did you fight it bare-handed?”
“I did, but I think I’d know by now if any got onto me,” Locke said, tucking his towel as best he could. “I mean, I assume you can feel it when a parasite like that tries to invade your brain, right?”
“Presumably so, though honestly most humans who get taken by dregs don’t survive the experience,” Alyssa said. Now she looked to the other titan mage. “And you, Ember?”
Ember stood with her arms crossed in the bothered tension of someone who just had a really good time interrupted by a really bad time and wasn’t sad to see the cause of the really bad time laying dead at her feet, even though she probably should have been.
“I’m fine. If there were any dregs in the water, they didn’t get me,” she said. “But I don’t think they’re in the water. Steam drakes are subterranean, and rarely leave their caves, which means that the shadow dregs have likely gotten into the local habitat.”
“Possibly even from the same meteor that produced our earlier drake problem, given how close we are to that battle site,” Alyssa said, then stood. “We need to tell the inn. There’s only one thing worse than a gathering of shadow dregs, and it’s shadow dregs near a densely-populated tourist town.”
Chapter Eight
Peril sprinted out to the hot spring as soon as Alyssa delivered the news and crouched to view the steam drake for herself.
“Gods, you’re right!” She turned it over with a cautious stick to examine it further. “It’s not infected enough for it to be wholly obvious—no goo on the outside—but those are definitely shadow dregs.”
“Has there been a meteorfall here recently?” Alyssa asked.
“None nearby,” Peril replied. “There was one some miles away by the Mistwood Forest, but that’s not in our reporting area, so we thought Mistwood Manor would handle it.”
“That’s the bounty we just took,” Locke stated. “And were basically tricked into taking.”
“Tricked?” Peril asked. She turned to look up at Locke’s face, but then her eyes caught some of his … interesting topography, and she struggled to look away, red-faced.
“The manor offered a generous bounty for what looked like an easy task,” Ember said. “Except it ended up being anything but.”
“More monsters than expected?” Peril asked, glad to have Ember to distract her.
“Exactly,” Alyssa replied. “It sounds like something you’ve had to deal with before.”
“Mistwood Manor is notorious around here for being cheap,” Peril said. “It’s not the first time their problems have made their way to us—but it is the first time they’ve made it into the mountain.” She stood, her face now red with something other than embarrassment. “All of their rogue dregs thus far have only made it to the outskirts of our mountain, in the forest, and we’ve been able to handle them easily. But if they’ve made it under the mountain, that’s an entirely different problem.”
“Why so?” Locke asked.
“Because the steam drakes live in the caves under our mountain, and they’re essential to the ecology of the area and the hot springs themselves,” Peril replied. “There’s so much geothermal activity in this area that, without the steam drakes, Steamridge would have turned into a volcano long ago. The steam drakes under the mountain like the conditions they live in and so move the earth and magma around to keep it stable.”
“They’re smart enough to do that without collapsing Steamridge?” Locke exclaimed.
“I don’t know the specifics of how they do it, but it’s like a natural instinct to them, in the same way a beaver knows how to build a stable dam. But, basically, without the steam drakes, Steamridge will explode.”
“Then we need to get the dregs out of there,” Locke declared. “Dreg infestations aren’t good to begin with, but infestations that end with a town blowing up are definitely bad.” He turned to Alyssa. “I can start prepping Titan Chimera.”
“And Long Shot, too,” Ember added.
Both looked to Alyssa for permission—she was the captain, after all, even if the decision was inevitable—but both also saw the quick hesitance in her eyes. That look she got when she was trying to balance their ever-strained budget. It was only habit, and Alyssa blinked it away fast, but Peril must have seen the look, too.
“We’ll pay you, of course!” Peril offered, as if the alternative hadn’t been an option to begin with. “Steamridge is so used to dealing with Mistwood’s problems that we have a healthy general fund for just this sort of thing. I’ll inform the town council and see that you’re well compensated for your efforts. We’re not as cheap as the manor, and we know the worth of a good titan mage team.” She looked to Alyssa. “Your family’s reputation here is well-earned.”
Alyssa nodded, her face still red with slight embarrassment at her earlier, if habitual hesitance. Of course she’d help old friends, especially against an existential threat.
“We’ll take care of it,” she said, with a tone that would do so at all costs, then turned to Locke and Ember. “Go find Bexley. We’ll need her, too.”
Chapter Nine
“I can’t believe y’all woke me up from a post-coital nap for this,” Bexley grumped once they reached the Blue Heron’s hangar.
She was still in her lingerie-like bathing suit. In fact, they were all still in their bathing suits. Such was their hurry to return to the Blue Heron. The only exception was Locke, who’d seen fit to jump back into his magesuit before they left, especially since he wasn’t wearing a swimsuit so much as a wet towel, and since he’d be piloting a titan anyway.
He took a ladder up one level to the maintenance walkways, jumped into Titan Chimera’s cockpit as soon as he reached it, and let the chest hatch close. The chamber’s waterproof sealing ring closed around his neck to hold back the conductor fluid, which then flooded into the chamber beneath the seal.
Across the way, he saw Ember climb into Titan Long Shot, still in her bikini.
“Not bothering with your magesuit?” he radioed out of curiosity.
“I’ll be fine,” Ember replied, distracted as she went through her startup checks. “Some mages say the reflex link is actually stronger when you pilot in the nude, but I can’t tell much of a difference.”
Locke shuddered slightly at the idea. He remembered when he’d woken up in Titan Chimera, submerged in its conductor fluid. It was thicker than water, with an almost gel-like consistency, and he didn’t like the way it seeped everywhere. Magesuits for him, all the way.
But he certainly didn’t mind Ember piloting in her bikini.
Bexley ran through a series of checks as they both chattered, making sure their void condensate tanks were filled, among other mundane miscellanies.
“All good!” she reported soon. “Just like I said it would be, because I checked everything before the vacation started.”
“Your diligence is appreciated,” Alyssa radioed from the control room.
“I’ll guide you to the cave entrance,” Peril reported, also from the control room. “Unsurprisingly, it’s on the side of the mountain facing Mistwood.”
“Everyone secured for takeoff?” Alyssa asked.
Locke, Ember, and Bexley replied affirmative.
“Then let’s go!”
***
The Blue Heron lifted off from its platform, then descended to the foot of the mountain some miles away. Despite the dense foliage and rugged terrain of the mountain proper, the cave mouth Peril indicated in this foothill was quite obvious. It laid in the hill, not completely vertical, but still three stories wide in any direction, sized well enough for two titans—and if two-story-tall titans could enter it easily, then creatures as small as shadow dregs certainly could.
Alyssa held the Blue Heron a small drop off the ground, just in case any shadow dregs lurked there, and Bexley loosed the titans from their scaffolds and opened the hangar door.
“Ready?” Locke asked Ember from Titan Chimera, crouching by the titan-sized opening.
“After you,” Ember invited from Titan Long Shot.
Both jumped in quick succession, landed heavily, and strode for the cave mouth.
“We’ll report back every ten minutes or so,” Locke stated as Titan Chimera stepped into the shadows. “Let you know what we find.”
“Confirmed,” Alyssa replied, and Locke and Ember continued in.
Locke went to activate his titan’s helmet light out of habit—once the cave blocked the light of the Crystal Moon, he expected it to go pitch black—but then, he’d forgotten where he was.
The bioluminescent plant life of the mountain followed them inside the cave, some of it apparently able to survive in a form that didn’t rely on sunlight. It covered every last contour of the chamber in a variety of colorful mosses and lichens, and lit their way as if leading to the heart of an otherworldly rave.
The plants changed color as they went deeper, and soon Locke began to see disturbances in the flora, shaped vaguely like the mouth of the steam drake he’d killed. So the steam drakes survived at least partly on these subterranean plants. And were still eating them. That was a good sign. It meant there weren’t enough dregs down here to disturb the habitat entirely. He was sure they’d be seeing evidence if there’d been more.
He and Ember continued on, stepping as carefully as their titans could to avoid disturbing anything, but especially anything unfortunate. And as they continued deeper, the environment again began to change. The temperature rose, and the outside plant life grew scarcer, to be replaced by larger, heftier flora that seemed to thrive in the increased temperature.
Locke saw bites taken out of this plant life, too—more bites, and bigger. These were definitely a source of food for the steam drakes, and as the two titans proceeded further, he began to notice other changes.
“We’re hitting a really steamy spot,” he reported on the ten-minute mark. “Pretty hot, too. Might be some magma nearby,” he added as he noticed a red glow in the labyrinthine distance. The cave zigged and zagged inconsistently, but the slick humidity on its walls reflected the reddish glows of the new plants and the nebulous glows further out in such a way that they began to resemble a naturally-occurring fun house.
“That sounds right,” Peril said. “You’ll be approaching The Corridor soon. That’s where the main habitat begins.”
“‘The Corridor’?” Locke wondered aloud, curious as to why they’d given it a name other than ‘habitat.’”
Then they turned a corner, and he saw why.
“By the gods …” Ember mused.
The chamber that followed that turn was not a mere cave, and certainly wasn’t naturally-occurring. While it wasn’t much taller than their titans, it swept over their heads with a clear and intentional structure that reminded Locke vaguely of medieval buttressing. Some glowing heat-resistant mosses had crawled up the buttresses to make them obvious in the haunting light. Locke realized that where there was moss, there had to be moisture—and he heard it hissing through his titan’s auditory sensors. He and Ember followed several turns down similar corridors, until they came to the source.
“By the gods, indeed,” Locke echoed.
This chamber was even more elaborate than The Corridor; while the same buttresses held up its perimeter, the interior was supported by strategically-placed columns that rose up to something like vaulted ceilings, which themselves sprouted with complex, glowing lichens as if they were placed there by design.
And immediately before them, the floor beneath those lichens spread out like a royal court. Streams of languid magma flowed in patterns guided carefully through the columns; dark formations of what must have been cooled volcanic rock rose in specific areas along those streams; and along them all lay at least a hundred steam drakes.
None seemed inclined to attack, though. In fact, Locke saw at least half of them look up at the sight of the titans … and then return to their business almost immediately, which mostly consisted of lounging on the stones while a drake here or there squirted the water contained in its shape onto the magma, as if they were running a monster sauna.
Moreover, the longer he looked, the more he realized there was a distinct hierarchy amongst the steam drakes. Some—the bigger, more elegant-looking ones—only ever rested on the sauna stones, and were frequently tended to by the smaller, plainer drakes. These—similar to the one he’d fought above—brought the larger drakes plants, supplied their sauna water, and probably performed other tasks similar to that of a servant class for them.
“The drakes have an actual society down here,” Locke realized. “Or something like it.”
“Well, one would expect a creature intelligent enough to emulate architecture to be capable of such a thing,” Ember commented.
Which was why Locke was not surprised at all when one of the drakes approached them directly.
Instinct drove him to power up his catalysts, but he quickly realized that this monster likely meant no harm. In fact, when it passed the sauna stones, every single one of the gathered drakes turned to acknowledge its passing, even the elegant ones, as if it was a higher class than even they.
If appearance mattered in the steam drake hierarchy as much as it seemed to, then this was definitely an important one. It was twice as long as the other elegant drakes, and its scales shone with a sparkling teal that clearly set it apart from its mostly pastel-and-white underlings. Moreover, when it paused to look up at them, it did so with a pair of eyes even more brilliant than its scales, and an intelligence that was, simply put, haunting.
Suddenly, Locke couldn’t help but think that this creature and its ancestors had something to do with the old legends surrounding Steamridge and the dangers of the mountain, that the outside monsters perhaps existed to keep this hidden court safe.
But Locke could just as clearly see that this creature—“monster” now seemed too unfitting—had met a challenge it didn’t know how to face, and it looked up at these two big, metal beings with curiosity, and the question of whether they’d be able to help.
Locke crouched to greet the teal drake in something like obeisance and extended one of his titan’s hands.
“What are you doing?” Ember inquired.
“It just seems like the right thing to do,” Locke replied.
As if it could hear his suggestion, the teal drake crawled up into Titan Chimera’s hand, then up its arm, and finally circled its head several times, as if investigating, or perhaps determining Locke’s worthiness.
And then it slinked back down, turned a few more circles before him, stopped to face his titan again, and then strode toward the back of the chamber, with purpose.
“I think it wants us to follow,” Locke said.
“And you trust it?” Ember replied.
“We haven’t seen any indications of shadow dregs,” Locke stated. “It could be that they came in a different way, but … I’m beginning to think this one knows something about them. I’m going to follow.”
“Fine, so will I,” Ember agreed. “But I’ll keep my distance.”
Locke relayed the latest finding to the Blue Heron as they stepped carefully through what he’d come to think of as The Court. Apparently, Peril was unsurprised by most of what they reported—though she did find one detail surprising.
“Wait—you got to see The Majordomo? He approached you?”
“Is that the green one?” Locke asked.
“It is! There’s only a few of those in each generation, and it’s incredibly rare to see them.”
“We’re not gonna be cursed or anything because we saw him, right? ‘Cause it kind of feels like a creature who’d curse you if he felt like it.”
“No, he’s not powerful in that way. He’s just neat to look at. He does only ever come out when the colony’s in trouble, but we kind of already knew that about the situation. Shadow dregs and all.”
“So, if he’s The Majordomo,” Locke asked, “are there steam drakes above him?”
“We suspect there are,” Peril said. “No one’s ever seen them, but the older, pre-tourist town stories tell of a creature called the Couleearch.”
“‘Cooley … ark’?” Locke repeated, confused. While this place was certainly figuratively cool, there was nothing literally cool about his surroundings.
“A coulee is a stream of lava,” Peril clarified. “I think the name’s a combination of ‘coulee’ and ‘monarch.’ The old legends said it was the drake who coordinated the flows of molten rock under the mountain. The one who knows how to keep the mountain stable. Like a sort of ‘architecture king,’ I guess.”
“Right,” Locke said, though something about this situation was beginning to feel very not right. The mere potential presence of a Couleearch, and where The Majordomo might be leading them, put him uncomfortably in mind of what had happened to the Oak King.
And if this Couleearch was indeed the creature responsible for the stability of the mountain …
Locke shuddered.
He hoped he wouldn’t have to solve this problem the same way. He didn’t even want to fathom the implications. Many legends had some basis in fact, after all, and if they had to kill the creature that told all the other steam drakes where to build …
The Majordomo led them to a huge stream of magma before he could complete the thought.
No. Not a stream, he realized.
A moat.
The magma perfectly encircled a great island of stone. It flowed freely around the landform, suggesting that there was an inlet and outlet somewhere to allow it to move, and in such a perfect form that it could have only been artificial.
On the other side of the moat was a small massacre of steam drakes. These looked to be of a different class—or perhaps caste—than the others, their scales gleaming angry reds and oranges, and their heads and spines adorned with ferocious horns. Warriors, perhaps?
Nonetheless, all were dead, their eyes blackish-purple in a way Locke did not think was natural for them. When Locke glanced between where The Majordomo had stopped and where the dead warrior drakes lay, he saw the remnants of what might have been a bridge of volcanic stone, intentionally destroyed, perhaps to keep something off that stone island on the other side—and failing.
For, now that Locke looked closer, he could see that the island wasn’t merely a lump of natural stone. There was something artificial about its shape, too. As if something inside it had intentionally cocooned itself in magma in the hopes of keeping something else from reaching or invading it … or perhaps trap something inside with it.
Either way, The Majordomo gazed across the bridge with a forlorn look, as if it had failed whatever was in that cocoon, and when Locke looked to the massacred warriors again, he saw a startling similarity between the warriors’ faces and their titans. It wasn’t exact, but the regal horns and fins rising up from Titan Chimera and Titan Long Shot’s head armor must have put him in mind of the warrior caste. Perhaps he perceived their titans as stronger warriors sent to help?
It seemed astonishingly simpleminded for a creature that otherwise gave off an air of such intelligence, but well, The Majordomo was in a desperate situation.
And desperate times called for desperate measures.
The Majordomo looked back up to Locke, as if reading the sentiment in his mind.
“I have a guess at what might have happened here,” Ember stated.
“Let’s hear it,” Locke replied.
“It’s pretty clear this island has some significance,” Ember continued, “perhaps as the habitat of this Couleearch. We know that shadow dregs can prioritize targets—like when they went for the Oak King’s brain after losing most of their general forces—and if those shadow dregs are from the same crash, there wouldn’t have been a lot of them to begin with.
“So the shadow dregs make their way down here and start looking for useful targets. At some point, they overtake the warriors, who then somehow make them aware of the Couleearch, and a battle ensues.
“Not really sure about the specific details of the battle, but obviously something involved broke the bridge leading to the island. If the shape of the volcanic rock on that island is any indication, I think the Couleearch might be inside that thing. Either it wrapped itself in magma to protect itself from being taken, or the shadow dregs got to it and it sealed itself up so they couldn’t get out.”
“That is … complicated as hell,” Locke said.
“You have a better explanation?” Ember replied. “The only active shadow dregs we’ve seen since we arrived were the ones in the steam drake at the springs, which might have just been some that didn’t make it across the bridge before it collapsed.
“Plus, the Couleearch hasn’t been rampaging, which suggests that its cocooning tactic might have worked. Hells, it might have already killed the shadow dregs with its magma. I mean, they don’t fare well against regular fire, so magma would make short work of them.”
“Or they could be trapped inside the Couleearch’s body, just raring to get out,” Locke said.
“Either way, we’ve gotta free it,” Ember stated. “If this creature really does influence the mountain’s architecture, Steamridge is doomed without it.”
“Which means we’re either going to open that cocoon to a whole lot of nothing, or to one really pissed off Magma King.” Locke paused to breathe, to think, then asked, “Are you up for that?”
“It’s not like we have much of a choice,” Ember replied.
Locke nodded—Titan Chimera nodded with him—and then he radioed up to the Blue Heron.
“Alyssa. Peril. We need to evacuate the mountain.”
Chapter Ten
Locke and Ember waited within the mountain as the Blue Heron returned to its dock, as it and the other airships moored at Steamridge took as many people as they could and lifted them into the air, just in case.
Locke hoped this would be a big bunch of nothing, that Ember was right about the Couleearch—or whatever was hidden in that cocoon—killing all the shadow dregs when it first encased itself, but he doubted it was.
Something about fighting in a titan seemed to attract trouble scaled to that titan, and while Locke had certainly enjoyed all of his fights in the machine, none of them had been easy.
Ember waited beside him with much the same certain tension in Titan Long Shot’s posture. And The Majordomo kept looking between them and the Couleearch’s cocoon, plainly wondering why they weren’t doing anything about it.
Locke crouched down to reassure the beast.
“Don’t worry, pal. We’ve got you.” He extended a hand, just as he had last time, and The Majordomo crawled onto it uncertainly. Titan Chimera lifted The Majordomo from his place by the moat, then put him down safely behind them—well, as safely as he could, given what was about to happen—and then he nodded back toward The Court chamber.
Unsurprisingly, the creature seemed to understand, and nodded its head back similarly.
And then, before Locke could withdraw Titan Chimera’s hand, The Majordomo spat a stream of its contained water onto it. The creature nodded again, this time slowly and more deeply, and then it strode back to The Court, as if fearing this might be its last decision as Majordomo, but willing to face it either way.
“I think I just received its blessing or something,” Locke said, looking at the titan’s hand.
“Good for you?” Ember stated.
Locke turned Titan Chimera back to the cocoon.
“Hey, Alyssa, how’s it going?” he radioed up.
“Just lifted the last airship,” Alyssa responded. “You’re free to fight.”
“Right.” Locke took a breath and steeled himself for battle. “Let’s just hope we can do this without bringing down the mountain. You ready, Ember?”
“Ready,” she affirmed.
“Then let’s do this.”
He and Ember had been chatting potential strategies while they waited for the evacuation to finish, and now they acted on those initial plans.
Ember positioned Titan Long Shot back and pointed her already-charged cannon straight at the volcanic cocoon, while Locke spooled his giant war hammer out of his swiftmetal tank and strode toward the island.
The structure stood two stories tall and just as wide, swirled up toward the ceiling of the chamber in what must have been continuous washes of flowing magma. He had no idea how large the creature inside that cocoon was, how it was positioned, how awake or asleep it might be. He didn’t even know how it would compare to other steam drakes—after all, the Oak King had looked quite different from the wood drakes—but he’d find out soon enough.
He fired his gravity catalysts, leapt to the top of the pile of solidified magma, and then smashed his hammer straight down.
It bounced right off.
“Damn,” he said, as much out of amazement as frustration. Somehow he’d expected the rock to be brittle, perhaps because of the desperate situation in which it was manipulated, but this was unbelievably hard.
Was that a function of the Couleearch’s powers? Or was volcanic rock naturally that strong? He had the time to wonder as he hammered it repeatedly. It was very slight, but he did feel some give at each blow—and as he pounded the dent deeper, his fascination slowly began to shift to trepidation.
He’d initially hoped to smash right through the rock and perhaps addle or injure the thing while they still had the element of surprise. But now, if the shadow dregs were still active, if the Couleearch was still alive, their chances of surprising it grew slimmer with every great blow of his war hammer.
Soon, the blows became easier, as if the structure beneath the surface was weakening, as if it was about to give.
“Ember, prepare to shoot,” he commanded, then raised his hammer for the final blow of this stage, and hoped the rest wouldn’t end in disaster.
He smashed the hammer down as hard as Titan Chimera was able, then leapt back.
He saw the chunk of stone fall—fully three feet across, a surprising width given the difficulty he’d had breaking through it, but perhaps his efforts had broken other structures inside the stone or the cocoon, thus rendering it weaker.
But nothing came out.
“What’s going on up there?” Ember radioed.
“Quiet,” Locke said, uncertain himself, for though there was no monster, the cocoon was not entirely quiet. His auditory sensors picked up some sort of … something coming from beneath the break. A shifting? A shuffling? Perhaps a creature waking up. Either way, there was something alive inside that cocoon. Now they just had to see what kind of—
The noise abruptly snapped from a languid shift to a violent smack, and then the thumping chaos of a body thrashing around the inside of a chamber just barely large enough to hold it, like a fat snake in a garden bucket.
“We’ve got motion,” Locke reported. He stepped back but kept his war hammer at the ready.
“What kind of motion?” Ember radioed back.
“I’m … not entirely sure,” Locke said. It certainly wasn’t the calm noise of an unaffected Couleearch, but nor was it the rampant destructive thrashing of a dark-infested monster. It almost sounded like …
Locke discovered exactly what it sounded like when the monster blasted through the hole he’d smashed in its cocoon. Instinct drove him to leap back again, and when he landed, he saw the creature clearly for what it was.
It shared the same long dragon-like shape of the other steam drakes, but where those were mostly no larger than people, the part that had emerged from the hole was easily as tall as his titan—and he didn’t yet see its back legs. Where the other steam drakes shone in pearlescent pastel colors, this one burned in fiery yellows and reds tinged with occasional deep black, and its head and spine burst in a cascade of horns and almost ribbon-like fringe.
Locke would have thought of it as beautiful—and it was—but precisely how beautiful would be determined by what kind of face it turned upon him, once it stopped flailing through the air before his titan. Presently its front legs clawed upon the edge of the opening as if it couldn’t get a good grip … or perhaps was trying not to get a good grip. To push itself back inside.
For when its head finally thrashed to face Locke, it was with the most intelligent pair of eyes he’d yet seen on a monster.
Those eyes flickered with the otherworldly blackish-purple sparks of the shadow dregs.
But they flickered inconsistently.
And when those eyes met the visual sensors of his titan, something seemed to change in them. A realization, perhaps, that circumstances were not what they’d been when it had closed itself up in that cocoon.
The Couleearch looked at him with eyes that could make use of that—
—right as a great burst of bright blue blasted past Titan Chimera and into the Couleearch’s face. The creature recoiled, its face frozen, and dropped back into the hole to regroup.
“Locke? Status?” Ember asked.
Locke took advantage of the short lull to explain: “The shadow dregs are inside the Couleearch, but they don’t have complete control. I don’t think there’re enough of them to fully take it over, and it seems to be fighting them.”
“Great. So how do we make use of that?”
Before Locke could answer, the Couleearch blasted back out of its hole, and this time, it was not the same one. It flailed with the madness of an enraged, cornered creature, and it flung itself straight toward the magma surrounding the cocoon island.
It didn’t fall in, though. It hovered just long enough to melt Ember’s ice off its face and out of its eyes, and then it leapt away—strangely, as if fearing it would be burned—and lunged for her.
“Shit,” Ember cursed.
She fired off another shot, and then another, but the long-bodied creature had an eccentric way of ambulating that made it difficult to track—like a water snake swimming through air—and both shots blasted into the cocoon, and then promptly melted in the surrounding heat.
She clamped Titan Long Shot’s hands around the creature’s neck before it could strike her and held it back as best she could while Locke snatched for the other end of its wriggling body.
“Ice blasts aren’t going to work in here long enough to be feasible. It’s too hot,” Ember struggled, straining against the Couleearch’s writhing muscles.
“And it’s a fireproof creature,” Locke stated, struggling against the monster’s other end. “At least, fireproof enough to survive being encased in magma. So that pretty much leaves—”
“Shit!” Ember cursed again, harsher. She threw the Couleearch’s neck away as if it had burned her and then fired a short spray of red from one of her arm catalysts as it whipped and snapped in her vicinity.
“Thought I saw dregs coming for me,” Ember explained before Locke could ask, and finally Titan Chimera could hold the creature no more. Its slick, slender body slithered right out of his titan’s fingers, skittered back up the side of the stone cocoon, and hissed at him like a very angry snake in a very scalding steam bath. Its eyes shone electric purple-black.
“We need to get it outside,” Locke said. “All we’ve got in here is melee attacks, and if the dregs get to one of us …”
“That’s much worse than them taking the Couleearch,” Ember finished.
It was true in more ways than one, Locke reflected. Sure, it would suck for whichever of them got infected, but also the dregs would have no trouble taking them over. This number of dregs might struggle with a creature as massive as the Couleearch, but they’d have no trouble at all with victims as comparatively small as humans. Moreover, if the dregs controlled either of them, then they could also control their titans, and that had far more destructive potential than the Couleearch ever could.
As they paused, the Couleearch started wriggling, its eyes once again flickering between sparking purple-black and clarity.
“But it’s also going to take us ages to wrestle that wriggling thing out of here, and that gives the dregs plenty of other opportunities to infect us,” Ember continued as it fought itself. “There’s another possibility. What if we forced it into the magma?”
“But it’s fireproof,” Locke said.
“The Couleearch is,” Ember stated. “The dregs aren’t. Did you notice how quickly it left the magma moat when it was melting my ice off its face? I’m pretty sure it was the dregs doing that, not the drake.”
Ah, he had noticed that, he realized. He just hadn’t thought of it in those terms.
“So we can still use something like the stone drake tactic,” Locke said. They’d fought a dreg-infested stone drake some weeks ago, and he’d been able to burn all the dregs out of its body simply by blasting a fire beam into its throat. Stone drakes were also fireproof—or at least fireproof enough to survive that—and they’d been able to kill the dregs while also sparing the beast.
“Something like it,” Ember replied. “We just have to figure out how to get it in the lava without melting our titans.”
“Very carefully,” Locke decided.
The creature’s wriggling slowed on the cocoon, suggesting that the Couleearch was beginning to win this bout with the shadow dregs inside its brain.
“Now’s as good a chance as any,” Locke said. He drew his hammer back into his swiftmetal tank to free his hands. “I’ll take its head this time; you take its tail, and if the dregs surface, blast them.”
“Got it,” Ember agreed, and then both titans sprinted for their respective ends.
The Couleearch hissed as they came for it, perhaps confused at their aggression, and thrashed when Titan Chimera snapped its hands around its neck. Its tail thrashed dangerously, too, but Ember caught it after a few swipes, and soon she and Locke were lugging it down to the magma moat. It continued to wriggle until it realized where they were going—and then it stopped resisting, as if wholly aware of what they were doing, and in agreement with it.
The moment it stopped resisting, though, Locke saw the blackish-purple flecks burst back into its eyes. It began thrashing and fighting again—this time under the will of the dregs.
That only assured Locke that they were taking the right approach. The dregs wouldn’t be so averse to the heat of the lava if it had no effect on them, so he rushed down to the moat and plunged the Couleearch’s face straight into the molten rock.
The creature writhed under his grip as he held it there, but it was a weird sort of writhing, as if it was trying to escape and stay under at the same time. He felt its head lurch back up as the dregs’ desperate will began to override the Couleearch’s tiring intellect—
And then a warning flashed yellow in his consciousness.
“Dammit! My hand’s beginning to melt!” he shouted.
The warning quickly went orange, and still the Couleearch struggled.
Now it went red.
“Dammit!” he shouted, harder this time, as instinct snapped his hand from the steam drake’s head. The creature took advantage of the freedom to whip out of the magma and scramble down the corridor they’d taken to reach this place, but Locke was in no position to give chase. His titan stumbled back as a wave of disorienting sensations blasted into his consciousness. A rush of heat washed over his entire body. It wasn’t merely unpleasant heat.
Another alarm erupted through his reflex link and brought an image of his entire titan to his awareness—or rather, an image of the network of cooling veins within that titan. Titan Chimera had a fluid-based cooling system roughly similar to those fancy cooling shirts people wore under theme park costumes or in otherwise dangerously hot situations. It worked by siphoning a small stream of magic from a crystal panel in his energy catalyst that operated separately from the rest of the catalyst, specially dedicated for that purpose.
When he brought up a diagnostic for that catalyst, he saw that, either because of the volcano-level heat, or because of some unnoticed damage, the panel was shot.
And he detected a sensation in his conductive fluid that felt disturbingly close to the beginnings of a boil.
“Ember! Ice me!” he shouted.
Ember didn’t ask why. She simply did as he asked, and he let out a palpable sigh of relief as the heat wracking his body diminished. It wouldn’t last long, though, so he knew he had to take advantage of it now.
“I think the heat just shot my cooling system, and my right hand’s damaged,” he repeated. “My titan can’t take this chamber anymore.”
“Then let’s follow the monster!” Ember yelled, and sprinted behind him.
Locke felt the heat rise again as he ran, as the ice melted from his titan, but it wasn’t nearly as bad outside the lower chamber. Titan Chimera had kept him so comfortable he hadn’t even given a thought to the prolonged exposure that magma-scale temperatures in that enclosed space might have on his machine, and he kicked himself for not thinking of it. It was careless and unlike him. It had allowed the monster to escape, and he didn’t like the noises that were coming from the chamber ahead.
From The Court.
He liked them less when he burst into The Court, and his first sight was that of a limp steam drake corpse smashing right into his titan’s visual sensors. He heard steam hiss off the outside of his titan as the dead drake’s water splashed out onto him. He pushed the corpse off. With his vision cleared, he now saw the full length of the Couleearch slashing through the denizens of the court. Its eyes were as black as he’d ever seen them.
Its movements were now marked by a different sort of strength. The noble resistance of the origin creature was gone, perhaps worn fully down so that it no longer had the mental strength to fight. Its muscles now moved to obliterate anything in its path.
Locke didn’t stop to think. He simply spooled out his war hammer and smashed for the writhing monster. Ember fired her ice bolts on it. Some landed and slowed it down enough that he could hit it before they melted.
He didn’t bother with witty taunts, only visceral, primal shouts as he smashed its middle and one foreleg. He barely missed its neck and was winding up for another blow when, suddenly, his reflex link shot another red alert through his consciousness, and he felt his titan unbalance.
When he swung back into balance, he whipped his arm forward … only to find that the right hand had ripped off, and with it, his swiftmetal hammer. His only melee weapon, other than the one remaining fist.
And with the shadow dregs and his titan in this state, he couldn’t risk striking with that fist. He could not risk getting infected.
Unless …
Yes, he could risk getting infected. If he did it smartly, and timed it right.
“Ember,” Locke said as he dodged the lunging Shadow Couleearch. “I have an incredibly stupid plan.”
“It’s not stupid if it works,” Ember said as she blasted the Couleearch again. “Let’s hear it.”
“The shadow dregs came out pretty quickly when you got close earlier, right?”
“Yeah.”
“I’m gonna use myself to draw them out.”
“You’re right. That is pretty crazy.” Ember fired at the Couleearch again, then said, “You sure you can get them before they get you?”
“That’s where you come in. I draw them out; you use that killer aim of yours to burn them up.”
“Sounds doable,” Ember replied. “I’ll freeze the head first to disorient the creature.”
“Got it,” Locke said, and prepared the greatest punch he’d ever mustered.
Despite Ember’s confidence, it was a tall order, given the Couleearch’s strange movements—but Ember was a capable sniper. Locke saw Titan Long Shot take an observant posture, saw its huge shoulder cannon move in tiny, precise tweaks—and then saw it fire at the perfect moment.
A great, white ice blast enveloped the Shadow Couleearch’s entire head, and it fell, incapacitated for the moment.
That was when Locke enacted his plan.
The Shadow Couleearch flailed in place, disoriented and slowed by the effects of the ice blast. Locke sprinted to where it stood and then landed a punch so hard he felt the vibrations even through his conductive fluid.
The Couleearch collapsed to the ground, its muscles wriggling weakly, alive but addled.
Titan Chimera took two strides back from the befuddled monster, then crouched.
And then Locke pulled the Emergency Release in his titan.
His reflex link automatically severed. The chest hatch of his titan split open, and his conductor fluid gushed out onto the floor like it had the very first time he’d woken up in it, except this time, he was prepared for the fall. He flowed with the fluid and rolled to a stop some feet away from Titan Chimera, a good fifty feet from the still-fallen Couleearch—
And the shadow dregs beginning to bubble from its addled eyes.
He had a better prize than this monster to offer the shadow dregs. Now all they had to do was take it.
“Locke, what the fuck—?” Ember shouted.
But the fuck became clear when the shadow dregs paused, oozed tentatively in Locke’s direction, and then suddenly surged out, straight for him. Away from the Couleearch.
Exposed.
“Ember, now!” Locke shouted, and pumped his legs in the opposite direction as hard as they could go.
He didn’t bother looking back, didn’t want to look back. All he heard was the whoosh of flame exploding behind him as Ember washed the chamber in heat energy.
He did not stop running until she stopped blasting. Until the chamber was quiet of all but flowing magma and curious steam drakes.
“Did you get ‘em all?” he shouted from the entrance to the chamber. He realized too late that she probably couldn’t hear him, what with his no longer being connected to his titan, but that didn’t matter.
Ember sprayed the area once again for good measure, and when Titan Long Shot looked at him, it was with a posture that, despite being that of a robot, was also that of a wholly exasperated—and also maybe mildly aroused—woman.
“You didn’t say you were going to dump yourself out of your titan,” she said over Long Shot’s external speakers.
“Hey, it’s not stupid if it works, right?” Locke grinned.
“Fair enough,” Ember sighed. She shifted Long Shot’s position to one that was definitely aroused. “And I suppose I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t a little hot.”
Chapter Eleven
“Locke,” Captain Alyssa stated. “Using your body as bait for the shadow dregs is the exact opposite of staying out of the range of the shadow dregs.”
“It did get the job done, though,” Ember defended, reaching across Locke to grab a strip of some meat he couldn’t identify.
“It solved the problem quickly, too, I might add,” Locke emphasized, reaching for the same plate of meat. “I didn’t know how long Titan Chimera would hold out in that heat. Plus, I wouldn’t have done it if there were more shadow dregs than that. The dregs were having difficulty controlling the Couleearch, so I figured there wouldn’t be a lot in there. Few enough to outrun and certainly few enough that Ember would have no trouble obliterating them once exposed, as good as her aim is.”
“You’re not wrong,” Ember replied confidently, stuffing her mouth with the meat. “But it was still reckless as hells. We could have lost you.”
“You mean we could have lost his dick!” Bexley corrected.
“That is part of it, yes,” Ember conceded. “I mean, after all, the damn drake interrupted us before I could finish.”
“Oh, so you’re still after it?” Locke grinned.
“I’ve been horny this whole time,” Ember snipped, though not unpleasantly, stuffing another strip of meat into her mouth. “It’s been damn miserable. Do you have any idea how hard it is to be in all that wet conductor fluid fighting monsters and not actually able to do anything with that hot wetness?”
“Well, I’m hungry now, so you’ll just have to wait. It’s tiring business, risking one’s life against shadow dregs and saving innocent people and monsters,” Locke prodded. Granted, he didn’t want to wait too long, but he wasn’t going to let Ember know that. She was so generally cool-witted that the frustrated impatience on her face was something of an amusing novelty.
“Still, did you have to wreck the titan that much?” Bexley exclaimed, sitting on Locke’s other side, still in her swimsuit. “I’m gonna be stuck in the hangar reattaching Titan Chimera’s hand and restoring all the swiftmetal and making sure all its systems are working properly for the rest of this vacation.”
“Yeah, but you like doing that,” Locke poked.
“That’s beside the point. I’m on vacation. I mean, really, you didn’t think magma would have an effect on your titan?” Bexley chastised.
Locke chose this precise moment to sample another of the foods the inn had laid out for them. The thought did embarrass him; he’d gotten a bit too confident and optimistic about his new position and the power of his titan. It had made him feel a bit untouchable, and thus a bit foolish. Really, magma resistance! What was he thinking?
“At least the pay made up for it,” he chimed, taking another strip of meat from the table.
Truly, Steamridge had delivered. Given the importance of the steam drakes to the mountain, the town had banded together to reward Harper’s Harriers with an appropriate bounty of tetramarks and then some. The repairs would certainly take a chunk out of that, but not too large a chunk.
They were eating well for it, too. The Havoc family had pulled out all the stops for a celebratory dinner, and now Locke, Alyssa, Ember, and Bexley sat on the floor around a low table piled high with exotic dishes Locke couldn’t identify but was enormously eager to be acquainted with.
Rice seemed to be the staple on which Steamridge meals were built, but there was a different flavor to it than the rice he was used to back home, light and creamy at the same time. It paired well with the variety of meats they’d laid out before him, cut into slivers and other shapes Locke realized were meant to complement their specific textures. He didn’t recognize any of them; one looked to have the texture of lamb, but was a buttery white color, while another looked like chicken, but bright orange, and he’d long since given up on trying to figure out the vegetable dishes. Many of them were pickled anyway, but in a way that made them taste light and refreshing rather than over-vinegared. There were a few rich, savory outliers swimming in thick marinades, but overall the meal tasted like one meant to both comfort and re-invigorate. After the fight with the Couleearch, he was glad for it.
The steam drakes themselves would be fine, they’d learned, with the exception of the few that had died during the Shadow Couleearch’s rampage. The Couleearch didn’t get to be the legend that it did by being weak and easily killable, and when some Steamridge locals had gone down into the caves to see the aftermath, they’d found it awake and … refreshing with the harem class of steam drakes (which was apparently a thing), so even if it did die, there would soon be a variety of successors to fill its role on the mountain.
Locke was glad he’d been able to save it, as sloppy as the battle had been. It was fun to spend his days hunting the obviously bad monsters, but in his short time here, he’d already learned that not everything was what it seemed, and this was true even of enormous beasts.
He sighed contentedly as he ate another piece of white mystery lamb.
This was a fascinating world he’d fallen into, and he wanted to learn everything he could about it so he could figure out how best to make use of it. While he certainly enjoyed working with Alyssa and the others, he didn’t intend to be a stumbling titan pilot forever, getting overconfident about magma and his chances against shadow dregs.
But he was also in no hurry to leave his present position, not with such good company, who least of all provided such superb … companionship.
***
The … companionship later that evening was not what any of them intended.
Locke had fully expected the smoldering vigor in Ember’s eyes—not to mention her comments over dinner—to translate into the completion of the task the first steam drake had so unfortunately interrupted.
Perhaps she had, too—but she’d also entertained herself so fully on meats of a more traditional variety that she was now asleep on the cushion next to Bexley, who had also entertained herself into sleep on said meats.
“Should I go begin work on Titan Chimera?” Locke asked Alyssa as he deposited Ember in the two ladies’ room. (He’d already put Bexley in the other.) “I can only do so much without Bexley’s help, but it makes me uneasy, having Chimera in such a state. We don’t know when trouble will arise again, and I like to be prepared.”
“We’ve still got Long Shot,” Alyssa shrugged. “And Ember was fighting alone long before you joined us. We’ll manage if something comes up.” She tossed a cover over Ember, who was now snoring in a deep, calorie-fueled bliss, if in direct contradiction to the usual grace of her carriage. Alyssa turned back to Locke. “How are you feeling? After your titan’s malfunction with the heat?”
“Not bad, all things considered,” Locke replied, “but I’ll probably head to the hot springs next, just for the extra … rejuvenation boost, I guess.”
He hadn’t specifically intended it as an invitation, but there was no way he could miss the sudden light that flicked into Alyssa’s eyes. At once, she unbuttoned her captain’s long coat and tossed it aside to reveal a clingy white bathing suit that, while covering all the places a one-piece suit usually did, hugged her shape in every possible flattering way.
“Mind if I join you?” she asked.
“Have you been wearing that the whole time?” Locke exclaimed.
“We were in a hurry,” Alyssa replied. “I didn’t have time to change.”
“So everyone but me fought our last battle in a swimsuit?”
“Does it matter?”
“It doesn’t, I guess. It’s just …”
It was then that he realized his body was beginning to have more of a reaction than his brain. He didn’t know why, but the idea that he’d spent the entirety of today’s battle fighting in the presence of three women in three really hot swimsuits stirred something eager in his middle.
But then, even back home in his nineteen-year-old Kentucky body, he was well aware that it didn’t take much of a girl-related visual to have such effects. He wasn’t exactly sure how to evaluate the age of this body—other than that it was definitely not nineteen, or that if it was, it was at least a very glorified nineteen—but then, he figured some of the same instincts applied.
There were girls involved; therefore, his body was ready.
“Sure, you can join me.” He gave her a knowing smile, then proceeded out to the hot spring.
***
Alyssa followed him around the bend in the spring, to the secluded, private corner Ember had shown him. It really did have a nice view of the stars, he reflected as he peeled off his magesuit and settled into the bubbling water. He hadn’t been able to appreciate it earlier—mostly because Ember’s boobs had been in his face—but now, as Alyssa settled beside him, he was able to take the brief respite to notice. There came a point in the sky where the steam rising from the mountain dissipated, leaving a broad swathe of clarity above the ethereal mist walls that encircled the town, and yet there was enough moisture left wavering through the air in that space that the stars actively twinkled, like they were winking in and out in a great celestial laugh.
Locke had never seen such stars.
And as he glanced at the glow of the Crystal Moon and the faint arc of the Steel Ring that he presumed encircled the planet, he somehow had a feeling they weren’t the only celestial wonders he’d observe in the Haven sky.
“It feels good to finally relax.” Alyssa sank to submerge her head in the water, then came back up.
The sight of her wet hair plastered to her head, across her shoulders, and down along the curves of her breasts sent another shock of eagerness through Locke’s middle, and he couldn’t help but feel a sense of disappointment as she gathered her hair back and let it fall behind her head, no longer teasing her delicious curves.
“I suppose you haven’t had much of a rest at all, have you?” Locke commented. “We’d barely settled in before that steam drake showed up.”
“Such is the life of an airship captain,” Alyssa shrugged. “At least I got to read some before the attack.”
“Read what?” Locke asked, partly because he was interested, mostly because one thing he’d known even back home on Earth was that girls who liked to read made it a whole part of their personality, and for those girls, few things were sexier than a guy asking about books.
“Oh, silly adventure stories. Airships and action and the like.”
“Airship adventures?” Locke said. “But you captain an airship.”
“Yes, but the adventures in books go smoothly,” Alyssa replied. “At least by the end. They’re more relaxing.”
“Ah, makes sense,” Locke conceded.
“Plus, the romance is hot.”
“Oh, so there’s romance, too?” Locke said.
“Of course there is.”
Locke saw his chance, leaned up from the stone wall, and turned to face her.
“And how does it compare?” He pressed his arms to either side of her shoulders and let the spring’s steam rise between them.
“It’s different,” Alyssa replied with a coy smile, and eased up to meet him. “More dramatic. And admittedly rather frustrating in how slow-paced it is.”
“I thought you liked a slow pace,” Locke said, kissing the bridge of her nose.
“Not that slow,” Alyssa replied. She slipped her arms around his neck and drew even closer. “And there are so many misunderstandings. I suppose they do make the eventual payoff more rewarding, but …”
Locke kissed the tip of her nose now. “You like things a bit more straightforward?”
“I do,” Alyssa smiled.
“Well,” Locke smiled back. “I can definitely help there.”
With that, he went for her lips.
Despite her obvious interest, he could still feel her lingering tension even there, in the quick, taut way she kissed. He felt it in the way her arms encircled his neck, too, eager but not relaxed. Not yet, anyway. She was likely still anxious from the earlier battle.
From the way he and Ember had taken out the shadow dregs.
From the possibility that she could have lost him.
Well, the danger had passed, at least. And if he’d caused her stress … it was only fair that he help her unwind.
He eased his mouth back toward her lips, pressed his lips against hers and felt the delightful burst of her breath against his as she became even more aware of him. He hadn’t worn anything beneath his magesuit. He was completely naked under the water, which made certain parts of him even more obvious.
“Oh …” Alyssa breathed as his cock pressed into the space between her thighs.
He ground himself between the flesh of her legs, tantalizing, letting her know what she had to look forward to, and soon her legs began to grind with his, pressing him closer and trying to ease him up—but he knew Alyssa, and knew she wasn’t ready for that yet.
Instead he put his hands on her shoulders.
The exaggerated starlight twinkled off the water glistening and beading on her chest, and he went straight for the place between her breasts. He kissed down, to the lower point of her bathing suit’s hem, then up the pert bulge of one breast, then across to the other.
God, that swimsuit flattered her so well. It held her breasts as tightly as he wanted to, pushing them up and just a little bit out, as if the swimsuit was slightly too small for her chest—or just begging to be taken off.
He obliged.
He slipped one side down, then flicked his tongue across her exposed nipple.
He felt Alyssa’s arms tense to that, but it was a good tension, the kind of tension that would soon melt into his hands, to be molded by her lover.
“Oh, Locke …” Alyssa moaned. She rolled her hips against him, sliding herself along his cock and pressing his mouth harder into her breast.
“You like it?” Locke breathed around her nipple.
“Yes, I—ah!”
Locke freed one hand and slipped it into the other side of her swimsuit, pinching gently at her unattended nipple, already hard with desire. He continued to suckle and pinch there as she rolled against him, as her grinds became more insistent. He watched her wet hair fan out in the water around her as she moved, as she pulled his head even harder against her chest.
“Locke, I want you,” she breathed. “I need you inside me.”
“You sure?” he asked, and then freed the hand that was on her nipple and slid two fingers up into her to check.
“Ah—OH!” she cried in surprise. “Not so quick.” But the way her thighs clamped around his hand suggested he was going at just the right pace.
“Yeah, you’re plenty wet,” he said, then withdrew his hand and returned it to her nipple. “You control the pace,” he said as he pinched. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
Of the three women, Alyssa was definitely the tightest, such that foreplay was a requirement for her even when she was already in the mood—but she knew her own body, and in this moment, it seemed that her body was as ready as his.
Before he could even adjust his grip, she flexed her arms around his neck and lifted herself up from the hot spring floor.
“Whoa!” Locke cried. He fell forward with the sudden unexpected weight, but he caught himself on the edge of the spring before he could fall completely.
Alyssa hadn’t been bothered at all. Now she wrapped her legs around his waist, loosed one arm from his neck to find him in the water, and then eased the seat of her swimsuit aside.
“But first—” she added quickly, then produced another of those opalescent tubes from a little pocket to her swimsuit’s side. She applied the goo so deftly that Locke barely noticed the pause, then she restored the lube and returned her hand between his legs to guide him in.
He shuddered as his tip pressed against her most feminine place. The heat of the spring was one thing—and pleasant—but the hot embrace of her body was another pleasure entirely, and he groaned as she rocked her hips back and forth to accept him. It took effort—it always did, and at her present height, her chest was in the perfect position for him to help her along.
The captain gasped as he took one nipple between his lips and suckled as hard as he could. She ground her hips down harder in keeping with his own rhythms, and both unleashed small sounds of ecstasy as his tip finally passed her outermost folds.
Locke held in a gasp of his own as she continued grinding down the length of him. God, he could feel every detail inside of her. An ecstatic moan escaped from Alyssa’s mouth, and Locke spared himself a glance to see her head flung back in delight, bottom lip bitten as if trying to hold in an even more lascivious moan.
God, the utter eroticism of that face made Locke want to see if he could force that moan out.
In one quick motion, he rolled his hips up into her, then away, then back, pressing himself deeper and deeper into her and eliciting more and more passionate gasps each time—until he finally thrust to the back of her, and this time, her lip did slip.
The noise that spilled from her mouth sounded as if she feared she might unravel on the force of his dick—but if this was to be her way to go, was also totally okay with it. Locke knew he’d told her to set the pace, but they were beyond that now, and both relishing it.
He gyrated his hips against hers, thrusting hard up into her and each time eliciting a new cry of pleasure. Each time, she pulled him closer to her, as if trying to bring him down harder.
But he couldn’t go much harder from this position.
He lifted her off.
“No!” Alyssa cried—only to quickly realize what was happening. Locke turned her around, bent her forward, and then clamped his hands upon her sumptuous waist. She shot her hands forward to support herself on the edge of the hot springs—and then squealed in joy as Locke pounded right into her.
He didn’t stop and the squeal ululated into a wail of pure passionate ecstasy, almost a vibration—for surely he was ploughing into her that fast and that powerfully. Locke could almost see the bubbling spring water frothing under the speed of his passion, and see the splashes of Alyssa’s breasts hitting the water as she writhed on his dick.
Gods, between that and her sexy wet hair, it was like fucking a mermaid.
Then Alyssa’s back arched, and the cry she gave was also that of a mermaid, who’d split her tail into legs for the first time and just discovered all the pleasures that could be had splitting those legs.
The wild arch of her back was all it took.
Locke felt himself tense, and then he felt himself unload inside her, all the tension of the day fully expelled.
Alyssa slid right off his dick into the spring, exhausted, and then resurfaced, again like a sultry mermaid.
“It’s a good thing these springs have rejuvenating qualities,” she said as Locke settled beside her. “We’re going to need a lot of it this vacation.”
Chapter Twelve
Locke took that as a not-so-subtle hint that he should rest up so he could be adequately prepared for the rest of their stay. He still opted to make good use of the spring—after all, as Alyssa said, it did have rejuvenating qualities—and chatted with Alyssa until the Crystal Moon was high, but eventually both began to nod off and mutually decided it was best not to sleep where they could possibly drown.
Soon they went their separate ways: Alyssa to her and Ember’s room, Locke to his. Locke flopped down on the bed next to a deep-sleeping Bexley. Or rather, amidst a deep-sleeping Bexley. She’d taken advantage of his absence to spread herself wide over the bed like some sort of sexy lingerie-clad octopus, leaving exactly no room for him, but that ended up being irrelevant anyway. The moment he slipped into bed, she instinctively gravitated toward his warmth, wrapping herself around him (also like some sort of sexy lingerie-clad octopus) and clinging in such a way that he had no hope (or want) of escape.
He was out before he knew it, cushioned both in the softness of the bed … and a very pleasant female pillow.
***
He woke up in another world.
Well, technically it was an … alternate dimension, he supposed. He still had yet to figure out precisely where it was, other than adjacent to his consciousness, but he was used to it by now, regardless.
That didn’t make it any less disappointing that he was no longer cushioned by boobs.
Instead he laid on a wide, empty plain of volcanic rock stretching in all directions beneath a sky swirling with black clouds. The sky perpetually looked as if it was about to whip out a tornado, but thus far none had come down, and he still had yet to figure out why this was the imagery the woman chose to represent her personal realm. If she had a choice in it at all.
The only other thing that ever appeared in this world was the woman, who was striding toward him right now.
She’d worn a sharp business suit when they’d first met, but she now wore a long purple gown that fit her ample form like a well-tailored glove, except at the bottom, where it flared out like a dramatic costume dress. The purple wide-brimmed hat on her head complemented the gown, and the sharp point to which it tapered at its end combined with the runes that glowed on its band to put Locke in mind of a futuristic witch. Futuristic because, despite the obvious older-world trappings he’d seen elsewhere on Haven, her trappings seemed like they were from a time beyond that. The cloth of her dress had no visible seams, and there was something complicated and shiny about the texture that suggested it couldn’t be made with techniques of this time.
She knew as much about the truth of her origins as Locke did. It was part of the reason why she’d brought him here.
“Hello, Peth,” Locke greeted, and stood.
“Hello to you,” Peth replied, her voice mature and husky, its very tone making him regret (if self-consciously so) that she didn’t yet have a physical body. “Enjoying your new body, I see.”
Nothing about his own visual presence suggested what … enjoyments his body had recently partaken of—he was always clothed when he woke up in Peth’s realm—but in addition to a titan, Peth shared a consciousness with him; that meant she was privy to everything he observed, or experienced, though fortunately she wasn’t invasive about it. Most of the time, in fact, he forgot she was even there, and the only time they actively communicated was when she brought him to this realm in his sleep.
“Definitely enjoying the new body,” he replied. “And apparently the crew plans to test it more while we’re in Steamridge.”
“Well, I did grant you that body for a reason,” Peth laughed. “As a void mage, you’re bound to make ample use of it.”
“That I am,” he agreed, with vigor, then continued. “I assume there’s a reason you brought me here?”
Peth crouched as if to sit, and managed to, even though there was nothing holding her up.
“Just checking to see how you’re adapting,” she replied. “You’ve barely been here a month, after all, and getting used to a new home is … an adjustment, much less a wholly new body.”
“Oh, I’m adjusting just fine!” Locke laughed. “I haven’t passed out at all since the first day, and don’t seem to be having any difficulties otherwise.”
That first day had been touch and go; he’d spent more time unconscious than he would have liked right after falling out of Titan Chimera—but he’d also recovered quickly enough to fight in Titan Chimera that same day, so the transition was far from a rough one.
“Seeing some interesting sights, too,” he continued. “Speaking of which, what about you? Have you seen anything of use since we arrived here? In terms of jogging your memory, I mean?”
Locke wasn’t sure if Peth had intentionally connected her consciousness to his, but it did have the benefit of showing her around a world she hadn’t seen in … actually, he wasn’t sure how long. Long enough that it had either changed completely in the time since she was sealed into Titan Chimera, or long enough to damage her memory of the world, however that worked in her case.
Though Locke played up being an amnesiac for his own purposes, Peth was a genuinely amnesiac ghost-of-a-space-witch, and it seemed the only thing she could remember about herself was how to use her magic. Everything else was … well, a stormy black swirl.
That was why she’d been using his eyes to get the lay of the land, learning about it at the same pace he did.
“Not especially, unfortunately,” Peth replied.
“What about the volcanic rocks below us?” Locke continued. “The ones under the mountain, I mean. Not these.” He gestured to the ground, covered in cooled magma similar to that he’d seen in the steam drakes’ habitat. “It seems like that could be a lead, given the rock that always manifests in this realm. Maybe a feature of a place that was familiar to you back then?”
“I thought it might, too, when you explored the caves, but unfortunately … no,” Peth replied. But then she chimed, “That’s not to say it’s wholly irrelevant, just that for now, at least, I think I lack the proper information to start making connections. I haven’t been awake all that long myself, after all—only since Bexley started repairing Chimera’s titan core—and I didn’t start seeing the world outside the hangar until I brought you here. We’re mostly discovering this world at the same pace, and while I haven’t drawn any conclusions yet, I can feel the connections forming.”
She toyed with the pendant on her neck as she said so. It was a pentagon-shaped thing dangling from a choker. The same shape had appeared on the contract she’d had him sign, and so the pentagon was the only hint she had at the moment, even if the connection was obvious: that it had something to do with her magic.
“With you serving as my eyes, I’m sure the puzzle pieces will begin to fit together. In the meantime …” She smiled, her eyes alight with a new mischief. “I should let you get back to … fitting other pieces together.”
She waved her hand, and the harsh landscape dissolved around him, to be replaced by something wholly softer, warmer, and … decidedly feminine.
He woke up with Bexley’s chest in his face, her head curled over his, and her eyes wide awake, and eager to make use of the position.
“Properly rejuvenated?” she asked.
“Yes,” Locke replied. “I think I am.”
***
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BLOOD KNIGHT #1: VAMPIRE SLAYER
An insatiable succubus?
A shy werewolf?
A scatterbrained angel?
This team needs a leader!
J.B. Clarke enrolled in college to earn his degree and find a steady job. What he got instead was an adventure in a secret underworld where vampires rule over all. Emma Rose, a friendly gamer who turns out to be a succubus, recruits him into Broken Fang, an overly ambitious team of monster girls. These lovely ladies know they’ll need help if they’re to stand a chance against the vampires, and they’re looking for a few good men.
Well, one man, actually. And that’s him.
Clarke is soon thrust into a hidden world full of magic, mystery, and mythical creatures. He’s in way over his head because Broken Fang is a dysfunctional mess, and his calculus professor is a sadistic vampire who snacks on pet animals. He’ll need more than his (considerable) experience with fantasy games to solve this problem!
Fortunately, he’s far from helpless. He’s a blood knight, descended from an ancient and powerful line of vampire hunters, and his magical abilities have finally begun to awaken. But will they be enough? Can he master his powers in time to face the coming storm? Can he grow into the leader Broken Fang so desperately needs?
Or will he end up as just one more meal for the vampires?
WARNING: Blood Knight: Vampire Slayer is a fun urban fantasy adventure with a healthy side of heat: voluptuous succubi, energetic werewolves, incorrigible slime girls, nubile witches, and saucy language to match. (So don’t read it and then complain about the spice. Y’all know exactly what you’re getting into.)
Action-packed harem urban fantasy adventure from Edie Skye!
Coming March 2024 in eBook, Print, and Audio
https://edieskye.com
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MONSTER GIRL TAMER #1: I POWER UP WITH EVERY MONSTER GIRL I DEFEAT!
A red hot, fiery demon girl.
A goblin girl obsessed with wood.
An oni girl who loves to grip a big sword.
And they’re going to help him save the world … how?
Axel Hunter Radcliff has trained his whole life to be a hero. Once every generation, someone in his family is called upon to be a Chosen One, and Axel’s prepared himself extensively, just in case it’s him.
He just wasn’t prepared for the portal.
Now he’s in another world brimming with dangerous monsters beneath a sky full of magic portals ... and with no idea what he’s been summoned to do. All he knows is that every Chosen Radcliff has been aided by a support staff of skilled women: a tactical harem.
When mysterious monster girls start wreaking havoc in this new world, Axel is ready to answer the call. He’ll have to draw upon insight borne from every tabletop RPG he’s played and every harem novel he’s read to face them, because these are either the women he’s destined to gather … or the force he’s been summoned to stop.
Either way, these monster girls need to be tamed!
WARNING: Monster Girl Tamer is a fun LitRPG fantasy adventure with a healthy side of heat: sensuous demons, lustful goblins, voluptuous oni, and saucy language to match. (So don’t read it and then complain about the spice. Y’all know exactly what you’re getting into.)
Adventurous LitRPG harem fantasy from Edie Skye!
Coming May 2024 in eBook, Print, and Audio
https://edieskye.com
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SERAPHIM REVIVAL #1: BANE OF THE DEAD
“It feels like a love letter to the mecha space genre. If you’re a fan of anime and wonder what a novel written the same way would look like, this is the book.”
– AMAZON REVIEWER
Fueled by the Soul. Commanded by the Dead.
In an empire ruled by the honored dead, seraphs are the ultimate weapons. Fueled by the pilot’s very soul, these colossal humanoid war machines are unstoppable in battle. Only a few possess the gift to control such craft, and those men and women are prized above all others.
Jack Donolon is the most powerful pilot in existence, a hero of Earth with a mind fractured by his seraph. On the far side of the galaxy, he uncovers a terrible truth about the seraphs and their pilots. Now he must return on a mission no one will understand, to face and kill the people who once called him friend and comrade.
But the death he will bring is insignificant next to the destruction that will follow, should he fail …
Thrilling giant robot action from Jacob Holo
(Not spicy but still fun!)
Available in eBook, Print, and Audio
https://holowriting.com
Also Available:
THRONE OF THE DEAD
DISCIPLE OF THE DEAD
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MONSTER PUNK HORIZON (#1)
Monster Hunting for Fun and Profit!
Pix and Jaz are two girls who just want to hunt monsters, craft armor, and pay off their college loans—but when a colossal new monster falls through the portals in the Dazzling Skies, it’ll take all their skills to survive it.
Their skill levels? Slightly above noob.
Fortunately, they have their oversized swords, a lot of sass … and one giant monster friend who might help them out.
For a price …
Action-packed GameLit fantasy adventure from H.P. Holo
(Not spicy but still fun!)
Available in eBook, Print, and Audio
https://holowriting.com
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