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PREVIOUSLY ON TITAN HOPPERS


Humanity has survived on a fleet of decrepit spaceships, orbiting giant interstellar titans. The titans themselves are spaceships the size of planetoids, filled with supplies, guarded by vicious monsters and deadly traps. Warriors and explorers known as Hoppers make trips over to the titans to retrieve the needed supplies. Hoppers are born with one of 7 classes:

Paladin - can enhance others, increasing their strength, durability, speed, etc.

Corsair - focus their current through a sword to deliver short range attacks.

Mage - focus their current through a cannon to deliver long range attacks.

Berserker - become stronger the more current they use.

Vanguard - adept at defending others and creating shields.

Surveyor - scouts and medics, used to disarm traps and discover safe passages through the titans.

Mechanist - uses automatons to control battles.

Hoppers can learn to focus their current through a variety of talents unique to each class. The 5 Gates of Power exist within all Hoppers and it is only through opening those gates that Hoppers can become strong.

Courage Iro was born talentless, yet he always dreamed of being a Hopper. When the titan his fleet is orbiting explodes, killing his sister, he takes up her broken sword, determined to unlock a talent and follow in her footsteps.

5 years after the death of titan 01, the fleet arrives at a new titan (titan 02). Iro accidentally ends up on the first Hop and manifests a Corsair talent. He is shipped over to live and train on the Eclipse, a Corsair ship.

Meanwhile, Courage Emil, a trainee Paladin, is angry that Iro saved his life aboard the titan. He begins training on his own, determined never to need saving again.

The Corsair trainees from the Eclipse and Paladin trainees from the Courage begin hopping together, working to open their first Gates of Power. On one such Hop they encounter raiders from another fleet and deadly warriors called Black Cloaks who kidnap one of the trainees.

Iro blames himself for the trainee being kidnapped and makes a promise to find and rescue her. Emil, frustrated at his trainee group disbanding, breaks his own class and turns his talents in on himself so he can enhance himself but not others.

After opening their first Gates of Power, Iro and Emil are assigned to a new squad along with a Mage called Toshiko, and a Surveyor named Justice. Together they name themselves squad Four Home. They encounter the raiders from the other fleet again and one of the raiders, Wave, steals Iro’s sword.

Later, while protecting a harvest in one of the garden domes, the raiders attack the Home Fleet, stealing the food, shattering the dome, and killing thousands of people from the fleet. Squad Four Home survive, but find themselves trapped on the titan and split off from their fleet.

In an attempt to contact their fleet, they climb a Spire. There, they discover the spires are used to transport things across space from titan to titan, and titan 02 assembles an army of robots to attack another titan that is infested with something called blight. Emil discovers a small cog made of black metal that he secrets away.

Upon contacting the Home Fleet and fleeing the Spire, their squad leader is injured and Four Home is set upon by the raiders again. Grand Sphinx Ahmad Darwish, the strongest Hopper in the fleet, personally saves them.

Back in the Home Fleet, Iro is told his own current is slowly killing him, and there are no solutions. He and Emil are then called over to the flagship to face the Council of Grands and face interrogation.


PROLOGUE


Emil stepped out of the pod and onto the Vermillion. The smell hit him like a blind kidney shot. Lower ships smelled of rust and mildew and burning filters not able to keep up with the air demand. Mid ships smelled of disinfectant and boot polish. But the upper ships smelled of… Emil wasn’t even sure what to call it. They smelled sweet and earthy. Perfumed, like someone had taken a flower from the garden domes and wafted it all about to try to make everyone sneeze. He hated it. It felt dishonest.

Iro was already in the docking bay, waiting. He was wearing a formless gray jumpsuit and was still a bit hurt judging by the way he favoured his left side. North was cradled in his arms, and the little bot looked dead, held together by duct tape and hope, and the latter was failing fast.

“Hey!” said Iro, waving as if Emil might not see him. He was the only other person in the docking bay, apart from an officer standing at the doorway and pointedly not looking at them. Emil guessed they weren’t about to be let free to just roam around an upper ship. They had to be guarded to make sure they didn’t steal anything, or maybe just pee in the corner to get rid of the flowery stench.

“They summoned you too, huh?” Emil said as he sauntered over to Iro.

“That’s what I was going to say. Clearly they asked for me first.” He grinned and raised his fist.

Emil bumped his own against it. “Any idea what this is about?”

Iro shook his head. “Nope. I’m a bit nervous. Are you nervous?”

Emil shook his head, even though it was a lie. The Council of Grands didn’t just summon Hoppers to sit before them for no reason. He wondered if they knew he was stalled somehow. What would he do if they shunted him off the squad? Would he go on Hops anyway? The Courage needed supplies desperately and there was no one else.

“Are we waiting for Justice and Toshiko, too?” Emil said.

“No,” the squad leader, Vermillion Gadise Samir said as she rounded the corner at a limp. “It’s just the two of you.”

He should have expected her to find them, this was her home ship after all. Emil had somehow forgotten for a moment that she was Legacy family, the upper of upper ships. Scrap, she was daughter or granddaughter or cousin or something to one of the Grands.

“You’re okay!” Iro said, grinning. North buzzed in his arms and a spark rocketed out of the bot’s chassis.

“I’d call that a relative concept,” the squad leader said, wincing. She was banged up good and proper. Her arm in a sling, her leg in a splint, a swathe of bandages about her head, and she walked like pain was a lifelong friend. “Come on, both of you.” She turned to the officer. “I’ll take them from here.”

“They’re not to leave your sight, ma’am.”

The squad leader waved them on and Emil and Iro fell in behind her. Iro shrugged and grinned at Emil. He was far too excited for his own good.

“Do not talk back or talk over the Grands,” the squad leader said. “Any of them. Answer any questions you are asked, but say nothing unless you are asked or ordered to speak.”

Iro pointed at Emil as if to say she’s talking to you.

“Take your time with your answers. Do not feel you need to rush. Consider the question, and answer in a clear and concise manner. No babbling.”

Emil cocked his eyebrow at Iro who went red-faced, because they both knew only one of them was a babbler.

“Be respectful,” the squad leader continued as she turned a corner, nodding to a passing tech. “And for the love of the titans, do not accuse any of them of purposefully keeping the lower ships scrapped.” She stopped and turned to them, eyeing them both. “Do not accuse any of them of anything.”

Iro drew in a breath to say something.

“No!” the squad leader said.

“I just feel like you’re judging us too harshly,” Iro said quickly. “We’re not idiots. Well, I’m not.”

Emil snorted.

“I mean it,” said the squad leader. “Both of you. You might be in real trouble here.”

Emil frowned at that. “You don’t know what this is about?”

The squad leader shook her head. “No idea.” She manoeuvred around to stand behind them both and winced as she took her arm from the sling. “Stand to attention.”

Emil didn’t really see why they had to put on all the pomp. They were Hoppers, not officers.

They were standing at the end of a pristine white hallway. Not a scratch, dint, stain, or spot of rust on any of the bulkheads. The whole ship looked new off the assembly line, despite its years floating through the void. The door in front of them was wide and led into a dark room. Emil sighed and considered just walking inside. Then the Grands appeared, walking out of a side door and striding straight past them without so much as a glance.

The first of them was Sphinx Ahmad Darwish. The ancient Corsair who had saved them all from the raiders after the Spire. He wasn’t tall, nor broad, but had a wiry look about him, even swamped in white robes. He had long white hair and a strip of a moustache clinging to his lip. He also carried a slender sword, fused into its scabbard by a lump of titansteel.

Emil gave Iro a nudge with his elbow. Iro glanced at him and rolled his eyes. Then the squad leader cleared her throat pointedly.

The next two Grands walked together. The first was a portly man with dark skin and ruddy cheeks festooned with curly whiskers. He was chuckling as if he’d just told a joke, and nudging his companion as if she was meant to find it funny.

“Vermillion Mandla Samir,” the squad leader whispered. That meant he was a Vanguard.

“Is he your father?” Iro asked, looking over his shoulder.

“Eyes front, Hopper!” the squad leader snapped. Then she softened her voice. “He’s my third cousin.”

Mandla Samir’s companion was a woman of middling years wearing a crisp black uniform and her hair in a bun. She wore a thick black blindfold over her eyes. Five small constructs, like tiny versions of North, floated around her.

“Last Bastion Irelia Song,” the squad leader said.

Irelia Song’s head tilted as if she had heard her name even whispered a dozen paces away and over the noise of Mandla Samir’s boisterous chatter.

“She’s a Mechanist?” Iro asked.

“Yes. She developed the artificial eye construct.”

“What’s that?” Emil asked.

Irelia Song stopped walking for a second and turned her head towards them. Then she lifted her blindfold. Emil almost staggered back in shock. Instead of eyes, she had dozens of tiny constructs crawling about inside her sockets. She lowered her blindfold and followed after Mandla Samir.

The final member of the Council of Grands walked into view. He was younger than the others by a long way, barely looking older than Emil or Iro. His brown hair was a wild mess, as if he’d just woken up and hadn’t bothered to do anything with it, and his shirt was untucked, his trousers ripped off at the knees. But most shocking was that he didn’t have legs. The flesh ended at his thighs, and everything below them was autodages. Emil gawked. The man was a Surveyor and he walked on autodages.

“Is this them?” the Grand Surveyor said excitedly. He hurried over on lurching mechanical steps to stand before Iro and Emil.

The squad leader coughed politely. “Courage Emil, Eclipse Iro. This is Grand Flame Horizon Brevity.”

“Talk about a mouthful,” said the Surveyor, grinning. “Never a fan of all those titles. Call me Brevity. Or Brev.”

“You will call him Grand Flame Horizon Brevity,” the squad leader said in her most squad leadery voice.

“You’re not Legacy family,” said Iro. “Ow!” He flinched when the squad leader pinched him.

“And you’re young,” Emil said.

The Grand grinned at them and a small autodage scurried up his back to perch upon his shoulder. It swept them with a beam of light just like North liked to do.

“I am not Legacy, no. The Flame Horizon has no Legacy family. I got where I am with plain old hard work.”

Emil scoffed and immediately regretted it when the squad leader became a looming presence behind him. Even injured to the point of infirmity, she was still imposing. But Legacy or not, this Grand still had advantages the likes of him and Iro would never have. He was still an upper shipper.

“But you were a Grand before we encountered titan 02, so you must have opened your Fifth Gate on 01,” said Iro. “You must have been⁠—”

“Sixteen,” said Brevity. “Still a child, really.”

“I didn’t even think Surveyors could reach their Fifth Gate,” said Emil.

The squad leader groaned.

“Oh, It’s fine, Gadise,” said the Grand. “I love a little Q and A. Get to know the boys before I sentence them.”

“Sentence us?” Iro said.

“Whoops. I didn’t say that.” Brevity grinned and turned his attention to Emil. “Why don’t you think Surveyors can reach the Fifth Gate?”

Emil shrugged. “You’re not really suited to combat.”

“Who told you that?”

Emil shrugged again. He wasn’t about to throw Phusone into the reactor.

“Well, they’re a fool,” Brevity continued, grinning. “I’ll have you know Surveyors are the peak of combat class. Don’t roll your eyes, Gadise, it’s true.” He leaned in closer, conspiratorially, and two more autodages snuck around his arms. That made at least six he was controlling somehow. “Surveyors have the most varied talent choices of all classes. Combat, scout, medical, support, you name it, we can do it all.”

“Brevity!” a woman’s voice echoed from inside the door.

Brevity shrugged. “See you both in there. Good luck!” He reached forward and gripped both Emil and Iro by the shoulder. “You’re going to need it.” Then he turned and strolled away on mechanical legs. Emil noticed he had a metal exoskeleton extending up his spine, outside of his shirt. It was constantly shifting, as though the whole thing was made of dozens of autodages all locking together.

As soon as Brevity was out of sight, the squad leader sighed, shaking her head.

A few minutes later, they were ordered inside the dark room. The squad leader stopped at the doorway, looking anxious. Then she shut the door behind them, closing herself outside. Emil stood in darkness with Iro at his side.

Two white lines lit up on the floor in front of them, each one slowly drawing a circle on the bulkhead. When the circles were complete, Iro glanced at Emil. “Do we step inside?”

Emil sighed. “You first.”

“You don’t think it’s dangerous?”

“We’re in a room with the four most powerful people in the fleet. It’s definitely dangerous, Iro.”

He heard a chuckle. It sounded like it Brevity’s voice.

“Step into the circles,” said an ancient, papery voice he guessed was Ahmad Darwish.

The rest of the room was still in darkness. Emil and Iro were only illuminated by the glowing white circles. It felt strangely over dramatic.

“Together?” Iro said, grinning.

Emil shook his head. “Wanna hold hands, too?” He stepped into the circle in front of him. Iro hurried into his own circle a moment later.

Bright yellow lights swept over them both. Another scan. Then two screens lit up behind them, each displaying data about them.

Name: Iro
Ship: Eclipse (Formerly Courage)
Class: Corsair
Rank: Second Gate
Age: 17 ES years
Primary Path: Striker


Name: Emil
Ship: Courage
Class: ERROR
Rank: Second Gate
Age: 18 ES years
Primary Path: ERROR


Emil stared at his data a moment, wondering why he had two ERRORS. He guessed it had to do with the way he had broken his class. Not that he even had any idea what a Primary Path was. He was just glad the scan hadn’t been able to tell he was stalled. Now he just had to hope they wouldn’t order him to show his crest.

“You’re older than me?” Iro asked.

Emil shrugged. “You’re surprised?”

North buzzed in Iro’s arms. “Nnnn—oooo—rrthh is—s—s—s yung—ung—ung.”

A light lit shone from in front of them, illuminating Ahmad Darwish leaning forwards in a chair, his hands steepled. “You are here because you two present us with a problem.”

Another light flicked on to show Brevity smiling. The light made his hair seem to glow like fire. “Every problem is an opportunity with its pants still on.”

Ahmad Darwish hesitated a moment before continuing. He looked like he was fighting the urge to roll his eyes. “You share a connection we are unable to assess.”

Emil stepped forward, not sure if he was allowed to leave the circle of light. “There’s no connec⁠—”

“Quiet!” boomed Mandla Samir.

Emil ground his teeth together to keep his mouth closed. Voiding these four wouldn’t serve him or the Courage. They could cut his ship off from what little supplies they received at a whim.

“Eclipse Iro manifested his first talent in your presence,” Ahmad Darwish rasped. “Until then, he was talentless. You opened your First Gates within seconds of each other. And now, by your own reports, you encountered your Second Gates together. This is unheard of. What would call this if not a connection?”

“Friendship?” said Iro.

Emil smiled, but said nothing.

“There are rules here being broken,” said Mandla Samir, his voice deep and resonant. “Rules we have long thought set in steel. No two people have ever entered Gate Space together. To tell the truth, we are not sure what to make of this.”

“Maybe that we work well together?” Emil said.

“Their bond is not of true importance,” Irelia Song said. “They are advancing too quickly. Faster than their betters.”

“Betters?” Emil said. He quickly shut his mouth again, then reminded himself not to slag them. They could think whatever they liked. He crossed his arms and settled into a glare.

“We’re not the only ones getting stronger,” Iro said. “There are others moving as quickly as we are. Toshiko⁠—”

“That would be Thousand Suns Toshiko,” Brevity said.

“Another mid shipper,” Irelia Song said. “Here in lies the problem.”

The lights around the grands dimmed and Emil thought he saw them leaning towards each other as if arguing, but he couldn’t hear anything from them but a murmur. He glanced at Iro to see his friend shrug. Emil moved towards the edge of the circle only for the light around Ahmad Darwish to flick on again.

“Do not leave the circle,” the ancient Corsair said. Then the light dimmed around him again and he continued speaking though Emil couldn’t hear it.

They stood around for minutes, waiting for the Grands to decide their fate. It was all to do with how strong they were getting and how fast, and Emil had a feeling he knew why. They were out-pacing the upper shippers. A couple of Hoppers from one of the most decrepit lower ships in the fleet were racing up the ranks so fast, the idle scraps at the top who had built generations of legacy on being the strongest and therefore most worthy, just couldn’t keep up. He almost laughed at them all. If only they knew they had nothing to fear from him anymore. The thought was bitter as rust on the tongue.

Eventually the lights above all four Grands flicked back on. They were silent, watchful. Then Ahmad Darwish spoke again. “You both present a problem to the unity of the fleet. Your rate of growth outstrips those around you and challenges the laws of the gates we’ve long held immutable.

“Some among us argue that what the fleet needs right now is not heroes, but stability, and you are anathema to that cohesion.” The old man leaned forward, his dark eyes flat as a lake. But Emil knew all too well that monsters often hid beneath still waters. “I see things a different way. I believe what we need right now is heroes. Ones we can control.”

Emil ground his teeth together. Beside him, Iro fidgeted.

“We see two options for you both. First, you are both grounded aboard your ships.”

“Grounded?” Iro said. “You mean no more Hops?”

“Correct. Until future notice, you will be confined to your respective ships and banned from setting foot on the titan.”

Emil shook his head. “Can’t do it.”

The faintest hint of a smile tugged at the corner of Ahmad Darwish’s lip. “The second option is to become the sanctioned Heroes of the Fleet.”

“What?” Iro said, a grin popping onto his face. “That doesn’t sound bad.”

He didn’t see the trap, only the reward dangled in front of them like bait. Bait Emil had no choice but to swallow.

“Option two,” Emil said slowly.

“Yeah!” Iro agreed. “I like the sound of heroes.”

The old Corsair leaned back in his seat. Mechanist constructs drifted forward, a small swarm forming. Then Irelia Song leaned into the light, her blindfold gone and her eye sockets buzzing with mechanical activity. “Smile for the cameras,” she said.

They were almost back to the pods before Iro spoke again. He was nearly vibrating with giddy energy. “Heroes! Us. Two boys from the Courage. We’re going to be famous. Known throughout the fleet.”

Emil grunted. He couldn’t see it as a boon. It was a collar around his neck.

“I thought you’d be happier?” Iro said. “I was half expecting to be punished.”

Emil stopped and rounded on his friend. “You don’t get it, Iro. They even told us straight what this was about. Control. They label us heroes. They spread word throughout the fleet. Everything we do and earn is no longer our accomplishment, but theirs’.”

Emil watched the smile slip from Iro’s face, turning to a frown. “Oh. I get it. They get to claim credit for our accomplishments. Anything we achieve reflects back on the Grands and the upper ships, rather than on the Courage and Eclipse. Then why did you agree?”

“Better this than stuck aboard ship with nothing to do. I can’t afford to be grounded, Iro.”

Iro kicked at a bulkhead, the clang muted on arrival. “Scrap it! I don’t care. I need to keep Hopping, too. I’m going to get stronger, and I’m not letting anyone slow me down.”

Emil snorted and shook his head. And there it was. That’s how Iro would see it if he knew the truth, as Emil dragging him down. Never mind that Emil had stalled saving Iro’s life. He was so scrapping focused on getting stronger, strong enough to challenge the Black Cloaks, he wouldn’t care about the reasons. He’d ditch Emil in a heartbeat. There was an anger in Iro, one Emil wasn’t even sure his friend recognised in himself. Well, Emil wasn’t about to see himself left behind.

“Hey!” Emil said as Iro was climbing into his pod. “Whatever happens, we do it together, right? Keep getting stronger together.” He held out his hand.

Iro stared down at Emil’s hand, frowning. Then he nodded, slowly at first, then more confidently. He grabbed Emil’s hand in a tight grip and grinned. “Together. Heroes of the Fleet!”


CHAPTER 1


Up became down and down turned to up. Iro’s stomach lurched as the gravity flipped again, his feet slipped from the metal bulkhead, and he plummeted towards the new floor. Emil bellowed in anger, Justice screamed in fright, Toshiko giggled like a maniac, and the squad leader treated the situation to her most passive aggressive silence.

The fingoid clung to the new ceiling like a giant spider made entirely of fingers. The monster was easily four times the size of a ship pod and scuttled forward on dozens of gnarled fingers.

Iro swung his sword to the side, Blink Striking across the chamber onto one of the bulkhead walls. His feet slammed into the metal and he launched himself away again, using another Blink Strike to fly back up towards the monster. It reared, clinging upside down, and jabbed two pink fingers at him, cracked yellow nails jagged as rusty knives. Iro slashed the two fingers, severing one and gouging the other as his momentum carried him past the monster. Dark ichor sprayed across the chamber and the severed finger dropped the thirty feet to the floor.

“That’s one finger down!” Iro shouted.

“Eclipse, look out! The fan,” the squad leader shouted over the comms.

Iro turned in midair and realised he was careening towards a giant fan, the blades spinning at such a speed they were nothing but deadly blur and noise.

They were in some sort of ventilation chamber, huge fans position on many of the walls, dragging air currents in and out of hundreds of ducts. All the fans had metal bars across them, but the gaps between those bars were just about big enough for a Hopper not paying attention.

Another Blink carried Iro out of the way of the fan and he hit the ground, rolling to a stop against the wall. Above him, the fan let out a steady whunk whunk whunk as it span.

Iro’s vambrace-mounted tablet pinged and he looked down to see a message from North.

North


Command Request: Don’t die, please.




Iro glanced across the expansive chamber to where Justice was picking himself up off the floor. North cradled in the crook of one arm. They still hadn’t managed to fix the little bot and it couldn’t fly. That made it something of a liability on Hops, but Iro couldn’t bring himself to leave it behind.

Iro pressed the button on his comms. “I got one of the fingers at least.”

“You don’t read much, do you, Iro?” Toshiko said over the comms. “Never thought of at least picking up the bestiary?”

“Sure he does,” Emil said, his voice tinny in Iro’s ear. “He likes to look at all the pretty pictures.”

Iro’s tablet pinged again and he saw a message from North sending through information about the fingoid, but he didn’t have time to stop and read it.

“You can’t kill a fingoid by chopping off fingers, oh mighty Corsair,” Justice said on the comms. “You have to go for the heart. Every time you chop off a finger, you only make the scrapping thing stronger. But please, do feel free to keep making our job harder.”

Iro looked up to see two new fingers growing rapidly out of the stump of the one he had just severed. “Scrap! Sorry.”

The fingoid bunched up, dozens of fingers curling, then pounced, leaping down from the ceiling towards Justice and Toshiko. Justice screeched in terror.

Iro’s stomach lurched again as gravity flipped and his feet slipped from the new ceiling. All of them, the whole squad and the fingoid, tumbled through the air, towards the floor. The squad leader hit the ground on her feet, going down onto one knee. Emil smashed into a metal grating a few paces away. Toshiko sprang off a solid version of her crest, using her new Boost talent, catching Justice in her arms and carrying them both gently to the ground. Iro used a Blink to arrest his momentum. The fingoid hit the ground upside down, scrabbled for a few seconds, then flipped over and launched itself at Justice and Toshiko.

Gadise Samir slammed into the fingoid shield first. It must have outweighed her ten times over, but both Vanguard and monster tumbled away, wrestling in the roaring winds.

“Justice,” the squad leader said, her voice strained as she held off clutching fingers. “Disable the scrapping gravity trap.”

“On it, Cousin,” Justice said, pulling his new Oversight goggles over his eyes. His crest oozed a sickly green behind him as he placed a palm against the floor and used Scan to scout the area.

“Thousand Suns, charge up Steel Lotus.”

“Already doing it, boss lady!” Toshiko said with a grin, patting her oversized cannon. Her pink crest was a neon fizzing light, bright and huge.

“Eclipse, Courage, we hold this thing off until our Mage is ready to blast it. Preferably before the rest of the clutch awakens.”

Emil slammed his huge gauntlets together and lurched into a run towards the monster. “Time to break some digits.”

“No more cutting them off.”

Iro pressed the button on his comms. “Uh, that’s kind of all I do.”

The squad leader growled over the comms as she heaved three of the fingers aside. Four more were already reaching for her, but the air turned an angry red as her passive talent, Bulwark, activated. As long as she didn’t move her feet, Gadise Samir grew stronger and tougher with every passing moment.

Emil’s crest flared to fiery crimson behind him and his arms bulged as he used his Strength talent. He smashed into the fingoid with a bellow and grabbed one of the fingers, wrenching it about and then twisting. It snapped with a sound like a thunderclap and the fingoid squealed and reared backwards away from the squad leader. Emil held onto the broken finger and was dragged along with it.

The squad leader bellowed, “Courage, disengage.”

“I can’t!”

The fingoid scuttled backwards on a dozen fingers. Another three digits grabbed Emil, wrapping around his chest, squeezing him. The red haze around the squad leader faded as she moved her feet and launched into a sprint after Paladin and monster.

Iro saw Emil’s face going red. His talent, Steel, might bolster his skin against cutting, but it did nothing against a crushing force like the fingoid’s strength. Emil roared in pain.

“Scrap it!” Iro activated Burning Adrenaline, supercharging himself. Speed, strength, enhanced talents all at the cost of drying up his current in a rapidly accelerated timescale. He slashed to the side, Blink Striking next to the retreating fingoid, then used Light Blade. His sword shone bright as an icy star and he leapt at the monster, slashing down in a spinning arc, slicing through flesh and bone in a gush of blood.

He skidded to a stop the other side of the monster and released Burning Adrenaline. Already he could feel he had used up half his current with just a few seconds.

“I said no more chopping off fingers,” the squad leader shouted.

Iro glared at her as she rushed towards him. “And I told you, that’s all I do!”

Emil peeled the last severed finger from around his chest and threw it to the ground. “Thanks, Iro.” He held up a gauntleted fist and Iro bumped it with his own.

“You used that talent again,” the squad leader said, meeting Iro’s glare with one of her own. Her’s was a lot fiercer and Iro looked away. “We’ll talk about it later.”

The fingoid had backed away while its three severed fingers regenerated into six new ones. It pawed at the ground like a bhurbeast about to charge.

“Thousand Suns, how’s the charge?” Gadise Samir said, planting her feet and raising her shield.

“45%, boss lady.”

“Stop calling me that.” Gadise Samir cracked her neck. “OK, new plan…”

Gravity flipped.
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Emil tumbled through the air, arms flailing as he tried to find anything to grab hold of. He found nothing. A few seconds later, the floor smacked into him from behind. He rolled over, groaning. A circular light glared at him from a fixture below and he tried to decide if the floor was now the ceiling or if everything was the right way up.

“You know,” he said as he crawled back to his feet. “I’m starting to really hate gravity.”

He stood and found a giant fan just a few paces away, the blade behind the bars spinning at deadly speeds, sucking air into the vents behind. His dark hair flopped about in the breeze, getting in his eyes, and he decided he might need to cut it soon.

“A little help, Courage!” the squad leader shouted. The fingoid was on her, fingers curling around her, nails scraping against her shield and armor. She was a Fourth Gater, far more powerful than him, than he’d ever be now he was stalled, but she was a Vanguard, built to defend not attack.

“Coming,” he said and launch into a run.

Something tripped him and Emil fell hard, slamming into the bulkhead floor face first. He shook spots from his eyes and rolled over. A large disembodied hand the size of his chest, with twenty fingers was crawling up his leg. It paused, bunched, leapt at his face. Emil got his gauntlets up just in time to catch the baby fingoid. Hideously strong fingers wrapped around his own, dragging his hands together as the monster reached for his eyes.

“Uhh, Squad Leader, I think they’re hatching!” Emil bellowed.

He wrestled with the little fingoid, then spun around and slammed it against the floor, gripping hard and snapping half a dozen fingers. The little monster coiled around his gauntlet and tried to claw its way up his arm.

Something heavy leapt onto Emil’s back, knocking him forwards. Nails scraped against his armor and long fingers reached for the back of his neck. He activated his crest and used Strength, bolstering his power. With his left hand, he crushed the little fingoid he had pinned to the floor while he reached up with his right hand and dragged the second monster off his back by two of its fingers. This one was larger, stronger, but not strong enough. Emil pinned it to ground and pounded his gauntlet against it three times, spattering dark blood everywhere until it stopped twitching.

He looked up to see more of the little fingoids crawling out of the ducts all around. Some were small, no larger than his own hands, while others were the size of his chest or larger still. Ten of them leapt for him.

Iro blurred through the air, appearing to the left, to the right, back to the left again, a blue streak. Ten slashes in the space of a couple of seconds and all ten of the baby fingoids fell to the ground in pieces.

“The little ones are easy to deal with,” Iro said as he danced about, light on his feet. “Also, are we still counting saves because if so, that counts as ten.” He grinned.

“That counts as none. I didn’t need saving.” Emil saw movement behind Iro and shoved him, catching a fingoid in midair. It was a little one and he crushed it in his grip. “But that’s definitely another one for me.”

Justice coughed over the comms. “If you two would like to stop flirting, there’s more of them coming. A lot more.”

Emil looked up to find the air ducts swarming with baby fingoids, dozens of them crawling over each other out of every duct. They leapt onto the floor or ceiling or whatever it was, scuttling towards Emil from every side. He turned and stood back to back with Iro.

“You ready?” Emil asked.

Iro chuckled. “Just try to keep up.”

Gravity flipped.
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“Oh not a-scrapping-gain. AHHHH!” Justice screamed as he fell.

Toshiko giggled as gravity grabbed hold and ripped her downwards. Not too long ago, she’d hated falling like this, but since learning her new talent, she no longer feared the drop. She used Boost to give her a burst of upward force just before she hit the ground, robbing her momentum, and stepped calmly onto the new floor just beside Justice who was lying in a heap cradled around poor North.

Justice groaned as he uncurled. “It’s not fair you’re so proficient with that talent already.”

Toshiko held out a hand to help him up. “You can’t all be as naturally talented as me and Steel Lotus.”

Justice’s little autodage waddled onto his shoulder, slapped him across the face with its claw, then pointed upwards.

“Scrap!” Justice whined and curled back into a ball. A moment later, dozens of baby fingoids rained from the sky, falling all around them with meaty thumps as their gross little bodies hit the bulkheads.

“Eeeewww!” Toshiko danced about on the spot as one of the little monsters flipped onto its fingers and rushed towards her like a malformed spider from the void. She pulled out her little TCX hand cannon and blasted the monster three times until it stopped moving, but others were already starting to crawl onto their fingers.

Toshiko scratched at that damned itch on her arm. She felt like the monsters were already crawling all over her, just like they had in the dark basement of the spire, coiling and scuttling and oozing and…

“No!” She used a Boost to propel her six feet into the air and shot another of the little fingoids. “No. No. No. No. No.” Each word channeling more current into her cannons, each word another blast baking a monster inside out.

One of the fingoids reached Justice, still curled in a ball. North gave a quiet buzz of alarm. Justice’s autodage waddled along its master’s arm and its head unfurled into a small plasma torch. It released a stream of super heated matter at the fingoid which squealed and scuttled away as it burned.

“Sixty-three seconds,” Justice said as he uncurled and got to his knees. “Each gravity flip is exactly sixty-three seconds apart.”

“That’s wonderful, Justice,” Gadise said, her voice strained as she wrestled with the adult fingoid. “Now disarm the scrapping trap.”

“Disarm the trap,” Justice said in an obnoxious voice. “Because puzzling out the inner workings of the titan that allow for localised gravitational control is easy. Sure. It must be nice to just hit things for a living.”

Toshiko cleared her throat to get the Surveyor’s attention. “Your comms are still on, Justice.”

The Surveyor groaned and hung his head. “She’s going to kill me.”

“Look at the bright side, maybe your curse will finally get us all and we’ll die before you can be brought to… justice.”

The Surveyor stared at her blankly for a few seconds. “I hate you.”

Over the other side of the ventilation chamber, the big fingoid reared back, coiled a finger, then flicked at the squad leader. She flew across the chamber, tumbling head over ass, then smashed into a bulkhead wall hard enough to dent it. Iro flashed in front of the monster, already slashing, severed another finger, and then zipped away before it could grab him.

“I told you to stop cutting off digits, Eclipse,” Gadise Samir said as she pulled herself out of the dented wall and jumped down to the ground, which now Toshiko looked at it, was possibly the ceiling.

“There’s too many fingers, I can’t reach the heart of it,” Iro complained. He was right about that, the fingoid was a thronging mass of fingers on fingers on fingers. Just thinking about it gave Toshiko the absolutely nots.

“Uh oh!” Justice said. He was kneeling on the floor, his crest glowing behind him, his hand pressed to the metal. In the reflection of his goggles, Toshiko saw a mass of red dots. “The whole clutch just woke up.” He looked at Toshiko. “They’re coming.”

Even over the whump whump whump of the fans pulling air through the chamber, Toshiko heard the tapping scuttle of thousands of nailed-fingers against the ducts. The thought of so many fingers, disembodied hands, pawing at her, crawling over her like spiders. Toshiko hated spiders. Too many legs and the lurching, frantic way they moved, and…

“No!” She shook her head and glanced down at Steel Lotus’ display. “Charge at 59%. Point me at them, Justice.”

Dots flashed in front of the Surveyor’s eyes and he pointed towards a duct just as hundreds of scuttling fingoids rushed out of the darkness.

Toshiko flicked a switch on Steel Lotus’ control and the huge barrel split apart, pieces moving, twisting, recombining until instead of one big barrel, there were twelve small barrels set in a rotating configuration. “Ready to fire!”

Toshiko pulled the trigger.

Steel Lotus’ barrels glowed, spun, then belched out hundreds of searing white blasts. Fingoids cooked, died, clogged up the duct with their bodies.

“Over there!” Justice pointed to a new duct.

Toshiko dragged Steel Lotus about, not taking her finger from the trigger. She blasted apart hundreds more baby fingoids as they leapt for her. Justice pointed again and she turned the cannon on yet more monsters.

Steel Lotus ran out of charge. The barrels slowed to a stop, smoking from the heat. Dead fingoids rained around them, little bodies spilling from the ducts.

“You got them,” Justice said in awe.

“All of them?”

The Surveyor shrugged. “Near enough.”

The squad leader’s voice shouted over the comms, “Void sake, Thousand Suns. You were supposed to use that blast on the adult.”

“Oh.” Toshiko winced and scratched at her arm. “Sorry. I thought the little ones… Sorry. It’ll take me a while to recharge Steel Lotus.”

Gadise Samir growled over the comms.

Justice groaned. “Three, two, one…”

Gravity flipped.
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Iro flashed down to the new floor with a Blink. His sword hit the bulkhead and rebounded with a solid thunk. Ship printed metal was so weak and dull. He missed his sister’s old sword. Even broken, the titansteel was sharper and stronger than any other sword he’d used.

Emil hit the ground a few feet away. He groaned as he rolled over onto his back and coughed. “Justice, can you please disarm this SCRAPPING TRAP!” Iro grabbed Emil by the arm and hauled him to his feet.

“I’m on it,” the Surveyor said over the comms as he crawled to a service panel on the wall. His autodage clambered onto his shoulder and started unscrewing bolts on the panel.

“Where’s the fingoid?” Iro asked.

The huge monster slammed into Iro and Emil from above, flattening them against the floor. Massive, gnarled fingers pressed him down, punching him, putrescent yellow nails scraping against his armor. It was too close to use his sword, so Iro dropped it, forged a Light Blade dagger in his hand and stabbed it up into the wriggling, flailing mass of fingers. The blade bit home, burning through flesh, spilling hot blood on his chest and the floor, but the monster just pressed down harder, crushing Iro.

Beside him, Emil roared as he activated his crest and used Strength to heave the fingoid up. A finger smacked him around the face and blood gushed from his nose, but Emil screamed past the pain and lifted two tons of writhing fingers.

“Go!” Emil shouted.

Iro scrabbled backwards on his ass out from under the fingoid. It flailed at him with jabbing digits, but Emil had hold of it now, his gauntlets crushing fingers even as he pushed it up off of him.

A sound like a struck gong reverberated around the chamber and Iro couldn’t help but glance to the side where Gadise Samir stood with her shield raised. Taunt was a Vanguard talent to draw the attention of monsters, though it also worked on distracted Hoppers. The fingoid did not relent from trying to crush Emil.

“That thing doesn’t have ears, Cousin,” Justice said as he worked on the service panel, pulling out wires and reconnecting them with the help of his autodage.

“Scrap!” The squad leader ran at the fingoid and smashed into it shield first. The monster rocked, staggered, scuttled off Emil, letting him up.

Blood ran down Emil’s face from his nose. He roared as he reached his feet and launched himself at the monster, fists pounding against fingers. The squad leader jumped in after him, using her shield as a weapon, striking at knuckles and beating the monster back.

“Thousand Suns?” Gadise Samir shouted over the comms.

“Charge at 8%,” Toshiko said. “Not enough unless you just want me to tickle it. Sorry again.”

“We need a way to kill it!”

Iro grabbed his sword and hefted it onto his shoulder as he glanced around the chamber. Lots of small air ducts they could use to escape, but they were squad Four Home and they didn’t run from fights. The six big fans spun at reckless speeds, drawing air in or pushing it out. Iro watched as one of the baby fingoid corpses was dragged across the floor by the wind, then up and through the bars, into the fans. It was mulched in a moment. He knew what they had to do.

“Disarming the trap now,” Justice said over the comms.

“Wait!” Iro shouted. He ran towards the closest fan. “Can you trigger the gravity flip manually?”

“Sure. But why…”

“Just wait.” Iro slid to a stop by the fan.

The air current was fierce, pulling at his hair and his old red scarf tied around his arm. He ignited his sword into a Light Blade and swung it hard at the bars. Metal and burning current met metal with a clang and his blade bit half way through the first bar. He pulled it free, swung again, chopping through the first bar, then went to work on the next. Each blow reverberated through his hands and each bar took two swings to cut through.

“What are you doing, Eclipse?” asked the squad leader over the comms.

Iro cut through another bar. The cross hatch was mostly severed on three sides now. He threw his blade away and grabbed the bars, wrenching on them. Metal squealed and bent as he pulled the bars aside. He wasn’t as strong as Emil, but Iro had the power of a Second Gate pumping through his veins, enhancing his body.

He pressed the button on his comms. “Emil, get ready to throw the fingoid into the fan as soon as the gravity flips.”

Emil grunted and dove into the flailing fingers. His crest flared huge behind him and he roared as he lifted the gigantic monster.

“Justice, flip the gravity now.”

Justice pressed a button and the gravity flipped. Emil shouted and heaved the fingoid through the air. Toshiko Boosted herself into position behind the monster and pulled the trigger, firing off a weak blast that slammed into the monster. The fingoid squealed as it cartwheeled through the air, past Iro, and straight into the whirling blades of the fan. The blades chewed the monster to bloody, fleshy pulp in moments.


CHAPTER 2


Iro dangled from the metal bars, the bloody fan still spinning above him as if it hadn’t just chewed through a monster. Over the other side of the ventilation chamber, Justice clung to the service panel, his feet scrabbling against the wall. Gadise Samir fell the thirty feet to the floor and landed graceful as Eir. Toshiko Boosted herself to a stop and stepped lightly onto the floor. Emil crashed down painfully shoulder first.

“We did it!” Toshiko shouted, jumping and slapping a victorious hand against her cannon. “Fingoid: slain! Trap: disarmed! Squad Four Home claims another mighty victory. Go us!”

“I am so sick of falling,” Emil said as he clambered back to his feet.

“Then I have some bad news for you,” Justice said into his comms. He braced himself against the wall and fiddled around inside the service panel some more. “You’re currently on the ceiling.”

Gravity flipped.

Justice fell the two feet to the new floor. Iro spun and landed easily on his feet. The other three tumbled through the air again, Emil’s bellow of rage drowning out even the whumping fans.

“I’m going to kill you, Justice,” Emil said once he was finally on his feet on solid ground again.

Justice still had his hand in the service panel. “I think what you mean to say is: Thank you, Justice, for being such an excellent Surveyor and skilfully disarming this trap. Please don’t reverse the gravitational field again just to teach my ignorant void brain a lesson.”

“You wouldn’t,” Emil said uncertainly.

“Please don’t,” Toshiko said, looking a little green. “I already feel sick.”

“Somebody better say it,” Justice said.

The squad leader sighed. “You’re an excellent Surveyor, Justice. Now get your hand away from that scrapping console.”

Iro ducked under the bent bars away from the whirling fan and found his sword. Four feet of printed steel, half a foot wide, and the handle another foot long. The sword was only a little shorter than he was and everyone agreed it was too big for him. But it was a replica of his sister’s old sword, the one he had manifested his first talent using. It felt like so long ago. Accidentally flying across to the titan in Mia’s pod. Mia was gone now, taken by the Black Cloaks and probably killed. Iro had made a promise to get her back, but the more he learned about the titans, the Black Cloaks, and about his own limitations, the more he realised just how impossible that promise was. He still needed to get stronger, but it had been months now since he opened his Second Gate and there was still no sign of the third lock on his crest.

His sister’s sword was gone now as well, taken by Wave, the Corsair raider from the other fleet. He’d made a promise to himself to get that sword back, but it was yet another promise he had no way to fulfil. Wave was far beyond his reach.

That meant he had to put up with ship printed steel swords, and they were scrap compared to titansteel. He looked at the blade now and found the metal pitted and scratched, chipped and fractured. Freya, the head tech aboard the Eclipse, despaired at his ability to trash swords. Iro was going through one every Hop these days. It was something to do with the way that he channeled his current into them, the ship printed metal just couldn’t withstand the resonance of his soul or something. He needed a titansteel sword. He needed his sister’s old sword.

“Gather round, Four Home,” Toshiko said loudly. “We’ve got a new kill to mark up.”

The squad leader let loose a rare smile and walked away. Iro, Emil, Toshiko, and Justice all gathered close in the middle of the ventilation chamber. They had a ritual to observe, after all. It had actually been Justice’s idea originally, but Toshiko had latched onto it with her usual energetic enthusiasm.

North was nestled in Justice’s arms. Without its flight, the little bot was a liability in combat, so it couldn’t cling to Iro like it used to. As he walked close, North shuffled in Justice’s arms and waved its stumpy little leg appendages at Iro. Iro plucked the bot from Justice’s arms and placed it on his shoulder. The little legs flailed at his pauldron.

“Have you got a grip?” Iro asked.

North buzzed and a spark fizzed out of one of the taped up chassis plates. Ever since the Spire, North had been damaged beyond repair. Iro had taken the bot to Freya, but she’d just looked at him like he was mad and asked what the scrap she was supposed to do? In the end, she’d wrapped some electrical tape around the automaton and declared North fixed to the best of her ability. North’s legs finally clamped down on Iro’s pauldron.

“We really need to find a data point and get you fixed,” Iro said, patting the little bot.

“Nnnn—o—o—o—orrrrrfffffff,” the bot sputtered.

“Use messages, North.”

Iro’s tablet pinged and he looked down.

North


Command Request: Fix North, please.




“We’re working on it.”

“OK, Scribbles,” Toshiko said, pointing at Justice’s autodage. “We killed a fingoid. That’s new. So get to marking.”

The autodage waddled down Justice’s arm and leapt across onto Toshiko’s shoulder. It scuttled down her chest and its head resolved into a fine point. It started scrawling a crude design of a fingoid onto her dark gray breastplate next to designs of a vhar with a canine head and four arms, a daeken with oversized teeth and wings, and half a dozen other monsters as well. They kept track of each new powerful monster they slew.

“Good work, Scribbles,” Toshiko said as the autodage worked.

“I wish you wouldn’t call it that,” Justice said.

“I have to call him something.”

“IT does not need a name.”

The autodage stopped for a moment and swung its head around towards Justice. An array of tools and instruments glinted dangerously.

“Stop it,” Justice said, pointing at the autodage. “Get back to work.” The autodage went back to scribbling its design on Toshiko’s breastplate.

“Well, I can’t call him Omnitool Variant Autodage Design 2.3,” Toshiko said.

“Why not? That’s its designation.”

Toshiko glared at Justice. “It doesn’t roll off the tongue. So I’m naming him Scribbles. And he likes it.”

Scribble’s claw-like feet danced across her breastplate as it finished its drawing and leapt over to Emil’s outstretched hand. The bot scuttled down on his white breastplate and Emil pointed at a spot next to the drawing of the vhar. “Right there,” he said.

The autodage moved to the left.

“No, there,” Emil said, pointing again.

Scribbles moved up from where Emil was pointing.

“There,” Emil said again.

Scribbles relented and started drawing where Emil had pointed. The Paladin watched the autodage as it worked. He’d been fascinated by them ever since Iro and Emil had met with the Council of Grands two months ago.

“Did you teach it to draw?” Emil asked.

“Yes. Well, no. You don’t teach a construct, you program it,” Justice said then looked around to find everyone staring at him. “Autodages aren’t semi-autonomous like North. They’re not capable of true learning.”

“What’s the difference?”

Justice sighed and held up a hand with one finger extended. “How many fingers am I holding up, North?”

North buzzed and a message pinged to the group.

North


1 finger.




“Good,” Justice said. “Scribbles, how many fingers am I holding up?” He waited a moment for the autodage to answer apparently in his head. “1, yes, that’s correct.”

Justice held up his hand again, this time with two fingers extended. “Now how many?”

North buzzed.

North


2 fingers.




“Correct again. Scribbles, how many?”

The autodage paused, swung its arm about for a moment.

Justice shrugged. “You can’t hear it, but it’s asking how many what. I didn’t specify and it was unable to make the logical leap.” He raised his hand again with three fingers and asked again.

North answered.

North


3 fingers.




Next Justice held his hand behind his back and asked North the same question.

North


Pattern Extrapolation: 4 fingers.




Justice pulled his hand from behind his back to reveal it clenched into a tight fist. “Wrong. Try again.” He put his hand behind his back again.

North


Unable to extrapolate. Insufficient data.




“Exactly,” Justice said. “And just to prove the point. Scribbles, how many? Yes. It’s still asking how many what. Not very bright, are you?”

“So North can learn without additional programming?” Iro asked. “But Scribbles can’t?”

“Essentially,” Justice said. “North has complex neural matrices that allow for intricate logical assumptions, which is about as close to sentience as I can figure it, except that it’s still only semi-autonomous.”

“What does that mean?”

“Give it a command order to self destruct.”

Iro stepped back protectively. “No!” There was no way he’d give that order. “And if you ever try to⁠—”

“Spare me the threats, Iro, I was making a point,” Justice said. “If you ordered North to self destruct, it would because it has no choice. You are its command and it has programming demanding it obeys your commands. Hence, semi-autonomous. Humans, however, are fully autonomous, so if I ordered Toshiko to stand on one leg…”

Toshiko pulled up one of her legs and stuck out her tongue.

Justice rolled his eyes. “Anyway, constructs like Scribbles aren’t even capable of semi-autonomous decision making or learning. It only does what I have programmed it to do. Most of that is pattern matching. If you see this, then do this. Watch.”

Justice proceeded to hold out his hand and wiggled his fingers. Scribbles immediately stopped scratching the fingoid design into Emil’s breastplate and instead leapt onto his shoulder and waved its arm about in the air.

“Wait!” Toshiko said, grinning. “You taught Scribbles to dance?”

Justice frowned and rubbed at his neck. “I get bored, alright. There’s not a lot to do waiting around to Hop and… That’s not the point! I programmed Scribbles so that when it sees that stimulus, it reacts in this way.” He frowned at the autodage, still dancing on Emil’s pauldron. “Stop dancing and get back to work.”

“Sooo…” Emil smiled slowly. “You did teach it to draw?”

Justice coughed and looked away. “Yes.”

“Why?”

The Surveyor sighed. “Because Toshiko really wanted us to have slain monster designs on our armor.”

Toshiko gasped. “You did it for me? That’s so sweet.”

Justice’s shoulders slumped. “I hate you all.” He turned away.

“Hey, Scribbles,” Toshiko said, then she waggled her fingers. The autodage immediately stopped working, leapt onto Emil’s pauldron and started dancing again.

Once Scribbles had etched the same design onto each of their breastplates, the four of them rushed to join the squad leader. She was crouched by an air duct, one of the few fingoids hadn’t come from.

“Justice?” she said as they came close.

Justice’s crest seeped to green light behind him and he pressed his hand to the metal floor. Images and schematics flashed across his goggles as he used Scan to scout the area. “I’m seeing a lot of heavy machinery the floor below us. Might be what we’re looking for. We can cut through this duct and then carve a path into the corridor below. We’d probably have to find another way back though.”

Gadise Samir considered it, then nodded. “Do it.” She was the first into the duct, leading the way with her shield before her in case of any monsters hiding in the darkness. Justice went next, his crest casting the metal in a putrescent light. Emil and Toshiko followed, and Iro brought up the rear.

Inside the duct, the air roared past them, pushed out from the ventilation chamber through ducts threading their way throughout this section of the titan. The Home Fleet had been at titan 02 — or Leviathan, as both North and the Black Cloak Mufar called it — for almost a year, and the combined effort of the Hoppers had explored only 6% of the surface levels of the wing. The surface levels was what they were calling floors one to five, the only levels they were allowed to explore. There were a dozen more lower down.

That still bothered Iro. The Black Cloaks had banned the Home Fleet from exploring any deeper and they just accepted it. Even worse, Squad Four Home had been used to test the omnipresence of the Black Cloaks, and they had proven they couldn’t see everything. And yet still the Home Fleet refused its Hoppers the requests to explore deeper.

It made no sense to Iro. The Black Cloaks were strong, there was no doubt. Shota, in particular, was like a monster himself with multiple crests. But Iro had seen first hand what the Grands of the Home Fleet could do. He had witnessed Sphinx Ahmad Darwish cut through a Fourth Gater from the raider fleet in a single strike. He had no doubt the Black Cloaks were strong, but surely they couldn’t stand up to the Home Fleet’s Grands, each of whom had opened their Fifth Gates of Power.

The fleet still needed a manufactory to resupply and repair the Lower ships like the Courage. They knew where one was, but they were too scared to go secure it.

His tablet pinged and Iro paused to look down at it. The message wasn’t from North for once. It was from his mother, back aboard the Courage. Fleet communications had been secured across half the wing now, and they could all receive messages from anywhere. Freya claimed it wouldn’t be long before video communication was back up and running.

Iro stared at the message and felt guilt gnawing at his stomach.

Mom


Hey Iro. We unlocked the storage lockers on 3C yesterday. We’re shutting down more of the ship and needed to check them for anything that can’t survive the vacuum. Anyway, I found some of Neya’s things, some photos of us all, her training sword. Even the old mask she made when she was a trainee. It still has the fangs and evil grin you painted on it. I thought you might like them, if you can find the time to hop on back to the Courage. I know you’re busy and I don’t mean to pressure you. I miss you, Iro.




Love you!




It’s your mother, by the way.




Iro hovered his hand over the tablet screen, trying to decide how best to reply. He missed her, too. And Roret. He still missed the smell of the Courage, the slight burn of air filters long past due for replacing. The rattle and hum of the bulkhead walls as the ship desperately held together despite its disrepair. He missed it all so much, and he missed his mother like a lost limb. But he couldn’t go back. Last time he was there he’d made a promise, more than one. To get stronger. To rescue Mia. He’d failed at the latter and now he was failing the former, too. Months since he’d opened his Second Gate and no sign of his third. How could he face them? How could he go back home and face his mother and Cali, knowing that he was failing the promises he’d made to them? The fleet might have declared him a hero, but to those who mattered most he was still just useless.

Another ping and Iro looked down at a message from North.

North


Command Query: Has Command entered standby mode?




Iro chuckled humourlessly. “No, I’ve not fallen asleep, North. I’m just thinking.”

North


Classification Humans have slow processing speeds.




Iro flicked a finger against North’s chassis. He closed down the messages on his tablet without replying to his mother and hurried down the duct after the others.


CHAPTER 3


Emil leaned to the side and stared through the gloom to where Scribbles worked on the grate under Justice’s supervision. The autodage had five stumpy little metal legs that made it surprisingly quick and agile. Its body was square and chunky, housing both the main processing core and the power supply. It had a single prehensile arm with a variety of tools slotted along the length. At a moment’s notice, the autodage could switch from a grasping claw to a plasma torch to a screwdriver. It was an ingenious and compact little design.

Scribbles finished unscrewing a bolt and held it up victoriously. It placed the bolt carefully on the floor of the duct, lined up perfectly beside the last one, then waddled over to work on another.

“No,” Justice said, pointing to a different bolt. “This one next.”

Scribbles paused, raised its arm as though looking at Justice, then bent back to the bolt it had chosen.

“Don’t argue with me,” Justice said.

Scribbles ignored the Surveyor and kept working. Emil wondered what gave the little autodages their personality. If it was the connection to their Surveyor. No other class seemed to be able to bring a bot to life like that. Mechanists could forge swarms of constructs that did their bidding, but they were mechanical slaves and nothing more. But Surveyor autodages seemed to have more in common with North, a true automaton, than with mindless constructs.

Another bolt twisted free and Scribbles stacked it carefully beside the last, nudging it into perfect alignment, and waddled over to the final one.

“So now you think you know better than me?” Justice asked the bot. “I programmed you with everything you know.”

Scribbles twisted free the final bolt. The grate below Justice gave a creaking groan, then fell away. Justice squealed as he fell into the corridor below. Scribbles perched at the edge of the duct and hovered its arm over the drop as if looking down at its master.

“I’m going to scrap you for parts, you little junk hole,” Justice said from below. Scribbles took a moment to lay the final bolt down next to the others, all perfectly aligned.

The squad leader backed up and swung down through the open grate. Emil edged forwards and tumbled down after her, landing on his feet above Justice who was still lying on his back. He held out a hand and pulled the Surveyor to his feet. A moment later, Scribbles dropped from the hatch onto Justice’s shoulder. He smacked the little autodage around the head as punishment.

Toshiko was next, edging towards the hole in the duct. “A little help,” she said as she dropped down. Emil caught her easily and set her down, her giant cannon banging against his leg.

“My hero,” Toshiko said, grinning up at him. “Just like all the posters say.”

Emil felt himself blush and shook his head in reply. He hated those scrapping posters of him and Iro. The Grands had made good on their threat and declared them both heroes, stamping their likenesses on to bulkhead walls all over the fleet with slogans like Protecting you from threats beyond or Paving the way for the Hoppers of the future. It was humiliating. The only good thing about it was that he and Iro weren’t alone in their suffering. The Legacy families had picked one of their own to be labelled a hero alongside them, some granddaughter of Ahmad Darwish, and in every single picture they took of her she looked like she wanted to vomit.

Iro took a few more seconds but eventually dropped down to stand next to Emil. It wasn’t too long ago Emil thought Iro was an entitled junk hole who got handed everything he wanted. But they’d been through too much together in the past year. Now he saw how hard Iro worked for everything, how much he bled for the fleet, and how much he cared for his friends. Now he trusted the Corsair with his life. Not his secret though. The truth was, Emil was afraid what Iro would think if he knew the truth. If he knew Emil was stalled, unable to ever open his Third Gate. One day, he’d leave Emil behind.

“Ready to go?” Iro asked.

Emil punched him on the arm, staggering him. “Think you can keep up?”

They were in a squat corridor barely tall enough to stand up in. It bowed out at the sides a little, and there were pipes and cables bundled behind panelled walls. Above ran the air duct, and below the floor was grated and so warm the heat rose and made the space stuffy. They crept along at a slow pace, alert for any traps.

Toshiko walked at the front with the squad leader. Iro fell in a few paces behind them, fiddling with his tablet, probably exchanging messages with the bald girl from the Eclipse. Emil found himself with Justice as a partner.

He still didn’t really like the Surveyor. Justice was an upper shipper, one sniff away from Legacy family. But then, the squad leader was Legacy and she wasn’t too bad these days. Emil had to admit to himself then, it wasn’t that Justice was from an upper ship, but that he didn’t fight. He didn’t even try. Like most Surveyors, as soon as combat started, he hid and let others do all the work. Yet, Brevity had said Surveyors were the best combat class.

“I, uh…” Justice started. He wrung his hands together and lowered his voice. “I saw your crest.”

“Good for you,” Emil said. He slowed his pace, hoping to put some distance between himself and Justice. A cold, yawning pit of emptiness opened in his stomach. He’d known it would only be a matter of time before others found out he was stalled, but he’d hoped for longer.

Justice slowed with him. In the gloomy light of the service corridor, his dark green armor made him seem menacing despite the fact he was built like a stripped wire.

“You’re stalled,” Justice whispered.

“Shut. Up!” Emil wanted to shove the willowy man against the wall and pound him into silence.

“Do the others know?” Justice continued, unrelenting. “Does cousin Gadise know? She doesn’t, does she?”

Emil slowed even further, letting Iro pull ahead. Then he turned on Justice. “No one knows,” he hissed. “No one is going to know.”

“You have to tell them.”

“I really don’t.”

“Emil, the squad leader needs to know your abilities, your strengths, and your limitations. To withhold something as vital as being stalled is dangerous.”

“Is it? Does being stalled change what I can do right now, in this moment?”

“No.” Justice frowned, looked away, then back again. “But it changes your potential. She needs to know.”

Emil shook his head in frustration. “The only scrapping thing it changes, you void sucking upper shipper, is my eligibility. Look around you, Justice. Look at us. Your squad. You know the truth. The squad leader told us it. No one wanted any of us in their squad. The Surveyor who gets everyone else killed, the Mage who’s only good for blowing holes in titans, the Corsair who’s own current is burning him alive. And me, the Paladin who broke his own class so he can’t enhance others. The only reason any of us is here is because your cousin said she saw our potential. So what happens when she learns my potential is scrapped? You think I’ll still get to be part of our little squad?”

Justice looked down, clearly struggling with the decision. “It’s her choice to make. It has to be. Cousin Gadise is the squad leader, so she needs to know.”

Emil growled in frustration, and Justice took a hasty step back. “You’re just not getting it,” Emil snarled. “You and your pristine upper ship with everything you need to keep flying for the next ten generations. What do you think happens when the squad leader finds out I’m stalled? You think she keeps that to herself?”

“No. She’d have to report it.”

“Right. And it goes on my file. Suddenly everyone who's looking for a Hopper for their squad can see I’m not only broken, unable to enhance others, but I’m stalled, too.” Emil shook his head, the anxiety he’d been bottling up for months now threatening to crush him. “I’ll not find another squad, Justice.”

The Surveyor was backed up against the corridor wall, cringing. Emil took a step back and sighed. He hadn’t meant to threaten the man.

“Sorry. It’s just… The Courage is dying, Justice. My ship is falling apart. We’ve shut down over half of it already. My people are living tripled up in their quarters so they have to take it in turns to use the beds. The air scrubbers are scrapped, functioning at 32% capacity.”

“That’s beyond safe tolerances,” Justice said in horror.

“I know. Used to be Hopping across to the titan felt oppressive and dangerous. Now, it feels liberating, like I can finally take a deep breath again.”

“Why haven’t you requisitioned parts?”

Emil stared flatly at the Surveyor.

“Oh, you have.”

Emil nodded slowly. “Air scrubbers are all allocated to essential services,” Emil quoted the reply they’d received a dozen times. “And that’s just the tip of the asteroid. Until the fleet finds a manufactory, the upper ships are hoarding supplies. Courage techs give us approximately one more month before the air becomes too toxic for anyone to breathe, but even now, people are sick from it. We need to find a manufactory.”

“What about the Courage’s other Hoppers?”

Emil shook his head slowly. “I’m it.”

“What? A ship the Courage’s size should have at least twenty active Hoppers.”

“Too many lost, too many injured, too many stalled or too scared to make another Hop. Paladins aren’t a combat class usually, most of us break easily. I am the only Hopper the Courage has left.” Emil turned and started walking again. Justice hurried to catch up and walk next to him.

“So go ahead and tell the squad leader. But if you do, I get benched, and my ship dies.”
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They reached the end of the corridor and the squad leader searched for a button to open the door. She didn’t find one. Toshiko guessed she never had much cause for crawling around in the guts of ships.

“There’s a manual release pump,” Toshiko said, pointing. She hefted Steel Lotus a bit higher on her shoulder strap so she could scratch at that stupid itch on her arm. “A lot of service tunnels have similar systems designed to lock down sections of the ships. The Vermillion does, too, according to the schematics.”

The squad leader eyed Toshiko for a moment, then bent to the small hand pump beside the door. “You’ve been looking at my ship’s schematics?” She grunted as she pumped the handle.

“Just a little light reading,” Toshiko said with a grin. “I find ship designs fascinating. Did you know we have only five different designs for the whole fleet? I wonder why? Why only five, but also, why more than one? I think we were stratified into classes even before we built the ships.”

As the squad leader pumped the handle, the door slid open in short, jerky movements, splitting in the centre and each side pulling back into the frame. Through the widening gap, Toshiko saw a circular chamber with white metal walls. A grated walkway waited for them on the other side of the door and seemed to ring the chamber, running around the walls.

“That would also explain why only the Thorn class of ships, like the Vermillion, has external weaponry for ship to ship…”

Something huge, dark, and incredibly fast rushed past the doorway in a blur. Toshiko jumped back. Whatever was on the other side stopped for a few seconds, then rushed on in a storm of motion and noise. The squad leader paused for a moment, then kept pumping the handle until the door was all the way open.

“Anything about this in your schematics?”

Toshiko shook her head. “Some sort of conduit?”

“Justice?”

The Surveyor hurried forward. He’d been walking with Emil and neither of them looked happy about it. Toshiko frowned at that. Squad Four Home was getting on well these days, they worked together like perfectly slotted gears. Except for Justice and Emil. She had the feeling those two would never get along, they pushed at each other like misaligned magnets.

Justice’s crest lit up behind him as he used Scan.

“I, uh, don’t know. It seems to run in a cross section of the wing, bending to stay positionally static throughout the infrastructure. I don’t have the range of Scan to see more than that.”

Another mass rushed past the doorway and stopped. There was a small circular chamber beyond, just large enough for a few people to stand comfortably. Then it disappeared as the thing slammed into motion again.

“Ohhh,” Justice said. “It’s a freight elevator. We’re in the service section just above the main doorway. Down there, we could ask the elevator to stop to let us on, but this tunnel is meant for maintenance.”

“Where does it lead?” the squad leader asked.

Justice shrugged. “The other side of the wing, I would imagine.”

The home fleet had yet to explore the underside of the wing. They had still barely explored the top side.

Another elevator rushed into view and stopped. The small circular chamber looked dusty and bare. Then it was gone again.

“This is an exploratory Hop, right?” Iro asked. “I say we explore.”

The squad leader frowned at them all. “We may not be able to find our way back.”

“That’s why the fleet set up the comm buoys though,” Emil said. “If we get lost, we just need to find a dock and call for pickup.”

“There are still dark spots,” Gadise Samir said.

“Fortune favours the bold,” Toshiko said, eager to contribute. “I read that somewhere.”

Emil snorted. “Fortune favours the fortunate.”

“OK,” Gadise Samir said. “Get ready. Next time it stops, we jump on, ride it to the next stop and see where it takes us.” She shook her head as if already knowing it was a bad idea.

The elevator rushed past and slammed to a halt, the chamber beyond looked cramped and uninviting. The squad leader grabbed Toshiko’s armor around the collar and leapt forward, dragging Toshiko with her.

“On now!” the Vanguard shouted.

The elevator launched into motion again and they were bathed in darkness. Toshiko sat on the dusty floor, feeling the rumbling beneath her. Oddly, she didn’t feel the motion of the elevator. She knew they had to be travelling at insane speed, but she felt like she wasn’t moving at all.

Fear started to creep in. That fear of the dark that she had always harboured. She hated the dark. She’d faced it back on the Spire, overcame it, but that didn’t mean it was gone. Fears weren’t something you beat once and they died. They came back again and again, and you had to beat them every time. Or, most of the time, anyway. She still slept with the lights on.

Toshiko switched on her vambrace mounted flashlight at the same time as the squad leader, and they shone it all around the chamber. They were alone.

“Scrap!” The squad leader sighed. She pressed the button on her comms. “Justice, Eclipse, Courage. Come in.”

“Yeaaaah,” Justice said laconically across the comms, his voice tinny with static. “We didn’t make it on, cousin. We’ll get the next one.”

“It’ll take us to the same place, right?” Emil asked, his voice also tinny. “Justice?”

“How should I know? Sure?”

“Get on the next elevator,” Gadise Samir ordered. “We’ll wait for you at the first stop.”

Toshiko waved her flashlight around, searching the chamber. It was entirely bare except for some rust spots on some of the panels. She approached the doorway and stared at the wall beyond moving with such incredible speed it looked motionless.

“Careful,” Gadise Samir said, her flashlight waving about as she searched.

Toshiko crept closer to the moving wall. She fished one of the spare screws she kept in a pouch to fix the modular upgrades to Steel Lotus, then flicked the screw at the wall. A flash of sparks lit the chamber and the screw was launched downwards, ricocheted off the floor, then rocketed upwards and embedded itself in the ceiling panel. It stuck there, glowing red hot.

Gadise Samir growled. “I just told you to be careful, Thousand Suns.”

Toshiko turned to her with a grin. “It’s fine. I wasn’t hurt. No one was hurt.”

“No,” the squad leader said slowly in that quietly angry way she had. “This goes deeper than that. We need to talk.”

Toshiko didn’t like the sound of that. She had the feeling she had done something wrong again and it had nothing to do with a slagged screw.

“We killed the fingoid,” she said, preempting the lecture. “And the whole clutch. Yay! Go us.”

“You disobeyed orders, Thousand Suns,” the squad leader said. “Again.”

“Yeah, I know,” Toshiko sighed, then forced a smile. “But it all worked out for the best. I killed the clutch, and Iro and Emil killed the big one. Teamwork!”

“That’s not the point. Your squad leader gave you an order. You disobeyed it.”

“Because the clutch hatched and was coming for us. I had to.”

“I ordered you to fire on the adult.”

“But the situation changed and I thought⁠—”

“It doesn’t matter what you thought. Eclipse was better suited to slaying the babies, and even that does not matter. You were given an order, which you wilfully disobeyed.”

Toshiko grit her teeth and stared at the wall rushing past for a few moments, trying to collect her thoughts. It was so unfair that she always got chewed out like this whenever she stepped out of line. “Emil disobeys orders all the time, but you never shout him down like this.”

The squad leader tightened the straps on her shield and leaned against one of the walls that wasn’t moving. “Courage disobeys orders he thinks are wrong. You disobey because you think you are right.”

Toshiko threw up her hands in exasperation. “How is that any different?”

Gadise Samir was quiet for a few seconds and when she spoke it was with a weighty tone. “Because you always think you’re right. No matter the situation, you always think you know better. Than me. Than them. Than everyone.”

“But it all worked out for the best. We killed all the monsters and won.”

“This time, yes.”

Toshiko couldn’t let it go. “And the last time. When we fought the marsh mites and you wanted to draw them out, but I knew if I fired a Wave Pulse into the water, it would throw them all out at once.” She had to admit that two of the mites had almost crushed Justice, but Emil had pulled him out of the way in time. Just in time. Mostly in time. He complained about the bruises for days.

“This is the problem, Thousand Suns. Even now, you cannot admit your mistake. You think you know best. Maybe it worked out this time, and the last. But what about the next time? When Courage and Eclipse aren’t close enough to step in and cover for you because you disobeyed orders.” She sighed. “This is not a debate. Start following orders.”

“I’ll try,” Toshiko said quietly. “I mean I will.” Though she still didn’t see what she had done wrong. She had dealt with a changing situation in a prompt and decisive manner that had saved both herself and Justice. She was in the right.

The atmosphere in the little chamber felt charged in a way that had nothing to do with the speed they were moving at.

“Here,” the squad leader said after a few seconds. “I finished this one two days ago. I thought you might like to read it.” She reached inside her breastplate and pulled out a stubby book. It wasn’t long, and had a plain green cover, faded and with no words on it.

“Oooh, a new book of poems?” Toshiko reached eagerly. Gadise Samir was always reading books of poems and had taken to passing them on to Toshiko once she was done. Toshiko read them all. She was fairly certain she missed most of the beauty of them, but it was nice to have a connection to the older woman that was all their own.

She flipped open the book to a random page and started reading. “They’re all really short.

“Where rainbows tarry,

Light bends to focus’ will,

Fading unto dark.”

Toshiko glanced at Gadise Samir and raised an eyebrow.

The squad leader laughed. “They’re called Haiku. Short poems that often blend symmetry and juxtaposition. Just read them, you might find you like them.”

“Hmm.” Toshiko couldn’t decide if the older woman was mocking her. She had a feeling she’d just been handed a children’s book.

The elevator slammed to a sudden halt and Toshiko stumbled, unsure what to do. The squad leader launched past her towards the open wall. There was now a door there, blocking their exit. The squad leader thrust the edge of her round shield into the seam in the middle of the door and levered it open a jar, then forced her fingers into the gap and threw the door open. She grabbed Toshiko and pulled them both through the now open door just a breath before the elevator disappeared behind them.

“Whew!” Toshiko breathed, patting Steel Lotus hanging at her hip. “That was fun. Quick thinking, boss lady.” She smiled, trying to alleviate the lingering tension.

Gadise Samir stared at her a moment, then smiled back. A brief, but genuine smile. “Trust your squad leader, Toshiko. Trust me to know what’s best.”

Toshiko nodded and said nothing.

The next elevator rushed past and ground to a halt. The three boys were already waiting near the doorway. Emil was the first to walk off, his shoulders squared and his face furious. He was covered in translucent gloopy ooze. Justice was next, his chest plate spattered with the same stuff. He was gagging, his face green as his crest. Iro followed last, trying to remove a bunch of the goop from between his fingers and failing.

“What happened?” Toshiko asked.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Emil said grumpily as he stalked on past the squad leader.

“What?” Toshiko laughed. “Really, what happened?”

Justice shook his head at her, gagged, and rushed on after Emil.

“Eclipse?” Gadise Samir asked.

Iro stopped picking ooze from between his fingers and looked up at her, his face was long, his eyes distant. “It’s not⁠—”

“We’re not talking about it,” Emil shouted from ahead.

Iro nodded, lowered his head, and moved on, trailing slime.

“Oh come on,” Toshiko said as she bounded after them. “Now I really need to know.”


CHAPTER 4


Justice confirmed that the elevator had carried them halfway across the wing to the underside where no one from the Home Fleet had ventured yet. They checked comms and found they were still working, though with a significant delay as any message outside of the squad had to be relayed by comms buoys. Here, they had no idea what to expect, what monsters and traps they might encounter. It was just like setting foot on the new titan all over again.

Iro still remembered that first Hop to the engines to gather fuel. The battle had been monumental. Hoppers had died. Emil had almost died, and Iro had manifested a talent to save him. And then there was the giant metal clad beast breathing fire and swatting Hoppers from the sky. Gadise Samir had faced that beast, stood before it and held it back long enough for others to escape. But even with the combined might of dozens of Fourth Gaters, they hadn’t been able to kill it. They’d had to retreat. Then one of the Grands had gone in and slain the monster alone. Iro hoped they wouldn’t encounter a similar creature now because he didn’t think a Grand would be coming to bail them out this time.

“That is a very big door,” Toshiko said. She took off her orange and blue chequered beret and wiped sweat from her forehead.

They were standing in a large antechamber filled with steaming pipes, pistons hidden beneath grated floors, and dormant mechanical arms hanging from the ceiling. A pair of rails led from a closed trapdoor on the floor, all the way to the door, which, as Toshiko had pointed out was very big. And also closed. And bolted with five separate metal bars each taller than Iro. The room was oppressively hot, and Iro felt sweat trickling down his spine, soaking his underweave.

“What’s behind it?” Iro asked, hopeful. His Strikebreaker had already proved useful more than once, but he wanted more loot. Eir had recently found a Whipstaff Cloak. With easy commands from her tablet, she could order the cloak to go rigid into a variety of shapes. She had taken great pleasure in showing off by falling backwards and ordering it into a chair configuration so it caught her and made her look like she was sitting on nothing. They now had a sort of unspoken competition going, and Iro wanted to find something new and equally flashy to beat her.

“It’s shielded,” Justice said with a shrug. “I can’t tell what’s behind it.”

“How do we open it?” Emil asked. “There’s no control console. Can you cut through the bars?”

Justice snorted. “With my piddly little plasma torch? Each of those bars is as thick as your skull, Emil.”

Gadise Samir approached the door and placed her hand against one of the bars locking it. She took off her glove and pressed her palm flat. “Titansteel. You couldn’t melt through this with a ship’s thruster.”

“You can tell it’s titansteel just by touching it?” Iro asked.

“It’s cold,” the squad leader said, putting her glove back on. “This room is hot as a forge, but the bars are cold as ice. Titansteel is oddly resistant to everything except current.”

“That explains the shielding,” Justice said. “I can’t Scan through titansteel.”

“So how do we open it?” Emil asked again.

Justice sighed at him. “Perhaps you could tell it to open in that stern, commanding voice of yours?”

Emil approached the door. “Open!” he shouted.

“Oh scrap!” Justice said, burying his head in his hands. “I was joking, hero. Joking.”

Emil shrugged. “It might have had voice control.”

Iro’s tablet pinged and North danced on his shoulder, buzzing. The little automaton couldn’t crawl around like it used to, but whatever it wanted was clearly urgent.

North


Command Suggestion: Perhaps the door requires a charge.




Iro looked at the automaton. “You mean current? Charge it with current?”

North


Affirmative.




The others were busy arguing about how to find a control panel or if they could scout a way around the door. Iro ignored them and studied the door. The bars sealing it were thick and heavy and extended out from the walls through equally sturdy housing units. The first bar was about six feet from the ground, and then there was another every five feet or so. At one side of the first bar, where it met the wall, was a circular relief that looked like a motor unit.

Iro placed his hands around the motor unit and tried to twist it. Nothing happened. Too much to hope it was manual. There had to be some way to flip it on.

North cavorted on his shoulder again. “Cccccccchhhhh—a—a—a—a—gggggg.”

Iro glanced at his hand, then placed it in the centre of the motor unit. He looked inside for his current and found it frozen and full, ready to be used. Ever since opening his Second Gate, he’d felt powerful, yet he could still drain his current so fast with Burning Adrenaline. He melted some of his current from his core and pushed it out through his arm and into his hand.

“Now what?” he asked North.

“What are you doing?” Gadise Samir asked from close behind.

“North suggested I charge the motor unit. With current.”

“Ah, you’re trying to infuse it.”

“I guess so. But I don’t know how.” Iro pulled his hand away and frowned at it again. “Pushing current into a sword is easy, but this… it feels like there’s a barrier or something in the way.”

The squad leader gently moved Iro out of the way and placed her hand against the motor unit. Her silver crest lit up behind her, massive and intricate with four distinct concentric circles, each one larger than the last and all were filled with arcane lettering and symbols. A person’s crest held the history of their life and judging by how full Gadise Samir’s crest was, she had lived an eventful one. A silver glow fuzzed around her hand and then the motor unit started to light up, the light bleeding from the centre into a square design of lines.

Still nothing happened.

The squad leader pulled her hand away and the silver glow faded from the motor unit. She looked up at the next bar. Its motor unit was on the other side of the door. There was no way she could reach more than one.

Gadise Samir glanced at Iro and nodded. “Lucky there’s five of us. Good work.”

North buzzed and pawed at Iro’s shoulder.

“And good work to you, too, North.” The squad leader cleared her throat. “OK, who knows how to infuse an object with their current?”

Toshiko thrust a hand in the air. Then she blushed and quickly dropped it again. “I do. I do it all the time with Steel Lotus.”

“No, you don’t,” the squad leader said. “You channel current into your cannons, same as Eclipse does with his swords. Infusing is something else entirely.”

“I think the Silver Blade does it,” Iro said. “Eir’s mother.”

“He’s talking about the bald girl again,” said Emil.

Toshiko grinned and let out a dramatic sigh. “Hhhhuhh, Eir.”

Iro knew he was being mocked, but refused to take the bait. “The Silver Blade’s unique talent is infusing objects with her current, then drawing it back out again when she needs a boost. See, not talking about Eir. Just her mother.”

Toshiko and Emil shared a grin, and Iro felt his cheeks warming.

Gadise Samir shook her head. “Anyone can infuse an object with their current. The Silver Blade’s talent is just drawing it back out. Which no one else can do. Lucky her. None of you know how to infuse? Justice?”

Justice sighed and walked forward. He pressed his hand against the motor unit, summoned his crest, and frowned in concentration as he worked. The sickly green light of his crest seeped into the motor unit, bringing it to a dim glow. Then he pulled his hand away and staggered back, panting.

“That thing is hungry.”

“You already knew about this whole infusion thing?” Emil asked.

“Of course I knew. I was raised on the Flame Horizon. Upper ship, remember. We have only the best education.”

Gadise Samir shook her head and pointed at the others. “You three, come here. Time for a lesson.”

Iro, Emil, and Toshiko gathered round. “I thought you weren’t here to teach us?” Iro asked.

The squad leader shrugged. “I’m not. I’m just filling in a gap in your knowledge. Now, Eclipse and Thousand Suns, you already know how to focus your currents through your weapons. Forget all that. It’s useless.

“Focusing current is about pushing your current into an object and forcing it into the desired shape. Infusing is the opposite. You have to let your current flow out of you and take the shape the object wishes.”

Toshiko raised her hand again. At a weary look from the squad leader, she lowered it. “But objects don’t have wishes. They’re just… things.”

“But they have purposes. Those motor units by the door were designed to do one thing; they just lack the power supply. You have to act as the power supply, but you can’t enforce your will on them. You can’t force them to do something you want.”

Iro sighed. “Can’t we just wire the motors in the titan’s power supply instead?”

“You think you’re a better tech than whoever built the titans? Go ahead. You can infuse any object, and while infused, it will take on the glow of your current until the charge dissipates.”

Toshiko grinned wide and an evil laugh burst from her lips. “Sorry. Go ahead, boss lady.”

“First step,” Gadise Samir said. “Stop trying to contain your current. Usually you hold it here, in your core. Stop holding it back. It is wild, a current always seeking to move, to explore. Let it out. Let it rush around your body.”

Toshiko giggled. “It tickles.”

Iro blocked her out and focused on himself. He looked inside and found his current right where Gadise Samir said he would. It was energy, cold and angry sitting in the middle of his chest. He’d always wondered why other people spoke of their current like a wild thing, when his was so sluggish. It didn’t want to explore. His current was a block of ice so cold and pure it was translucent with a frosty blue glow. He tried to open himself to it, to let it out, but it didn’t move or thaw.

Iro blinked and looked over to the others. Toshiko was bouncing on the spot, rubbing her fingers together, jittery and manic. A hard pink glow surrounded her, like the haze from electric light in a smoky room. The squad leader marched towards her.

“Thousand Suns, stop.”

“I can’t,” Toshiko said, a note of panic in her voice. “It wants to move, to flow. It doesn’t like me staying still.”

“You have to control it, Thousand Suns.” The squad leader reached out and grabbed Toshiko by the shoulder. A spark of pink lightning arced between them, striking the squad leader’s hand, and she pulled back with a hiss of pain. “Too scrapping strong for a Second Gater. Wall it off, Thousand Suns. Put your blocks back up and direct it like a water flow, force it back into your core.”

Still flitting about, unable to stay still, Toshiko frowned and slowly brought herself back under control. The pink glow faded around her. She laughed nervously. “That was scary.”

The squad leader patted her shoulder. There was no spark this time. “You did well.” She turned back to Emil and Iro. “What about you two?”

“Easy,” Emil said, grinning. He looked like he was on fire. Orange-red light flickered from every bit of his body. Unlike Toshiko, Emil didn’t dance on the spot, but stood with his arms crossed.

The squad leader gave him a measuring look. “Now wall it back up into your core.”

The light around Emil faded away like the last embers of a dying blaze. “Like I said, easy. It’s a lot like how I use my talents. I mean, like how I use them these days. Different to other Paladins.”

“Ooh, look at me, I’m so special, I’m a natural,” Justice said from over by the door.

Emil shrugged. “Not all of us need your fancy education, upper.”

Justice simpered. “You don’t need to bathe either, but I really wish you would start, lower.”

Gadise Samir turned her attention to Iro. “What about you, Eclipse?”

Iro tried again to release his current and let it flow. He thought he was doing everything right, dropping his walls and giving it space to move around his body. But the block of ice remained solid, unyielding and lethargic. He could force it to melt and to move, pull frost vapours from it and send them streaming into his arms or legs, or into his sword to power his talents. But unless he forced it, the ice block just sat there inert.

“It doesn’t want to flow,” he said sulkily.

All of their tablets pinged as North sent a message to the squad.

North


Command Suggestion: use Burning Adrenaline.




“He’s right!” Toshiko said. “I’ve seen you surrounded by light before. Every time you use that talent you’re not supposed to.”

Whenever Iro used Burning Adrenaline, azure light burst from his skin, surrounding him like a frosty haze. Except when he used it without a sword, then it stayed inside and shone out from his eyes. The Black Cloak, Mufar, had said that was closing the circuit, and it was giving him current sickness every time he did it. That was why Frigg and Rollo and the squad leader and everyone else was banning him from using Burning Adrenaline. They all said it was too dangerous, despite the fact it was his most powerful talent. He looked to Gadise Samir, and she gave him a curt nod.

Iro drew his sword from over his shoulder and gripped it in both hands, ready. Then he pushed his current into the sword, and let it flow back into his body, activating Burning Adrenaline. He kept his attention on his core and current as he did so. The moment the talent activated, it was like his core melted in an instant, a flood of water crashing through his body, energy begging to be used. He was stronger, faster. Any talent he poured his current into would be supercharged. But he was also burning through his current so fast, like water evaporating before an intense heat.

“Turn it off, Eclipse.”

Iro cut the flow of current into the talent. The blue light misting from his skin vanished. His core refroze in a moment. It was smaller than before, his current heavily drained by just that brief usage, but already he could feel the ice crystallising again as the current started to refill from the ambient energy on the titan.

“Well,” Gadise Samir said with a sigh. “It’s a crutch, but it seems to work. Now comes the actual infusion.” She held out her hand. “You’re still letting the current flow, but you have to direct it where you want it to go. Don’t force it. You’re not pushing it but directing the flow. Put up barriers until the only way it can go is down your arm and out through your hand.”

Toshiko edged closer to Iro. “Hey, Iro, can I see your sword for a moment?”

“Sure.” Iro held the blade out. Just a year ago, he’d struggled to lift it. Too big for him, too unwieldy. Now, with his Second Gate open, bolstering his strength, it was light as a dust mote.

Toshiko placed one hand against the flat of the blade and grinned. Pink light flared around her and then it intensified in her arm, travelling down her hand and into the blade. Iro’s sword glowed a glaring neon pink. Toshiko burst out laughing.

Iro pulled his sword away and waved it about. “How do I get it to stop glowing?” he asked.

“You don’t,” Gadise Samir said. “The energy will dissipate on its own eventually. Until then… congratulations on your pink sword.”

Toshiko kept giggling.

Iro swept his sword about some more, it left a pink glow in its wake. “That’s not funny.”

“It’s a little funny,” Emil argued.

Justice nodded. “Hilarious really.”

Their tablets pinged with another message from North. And the bot danced on Iro’s shoulder.

North


Hahahahahaha.




Another ping.

North


Hahahaha.




Emil was the next to succeed and let the current flow into his gauntlets so it looked like his fists were on fire. That left Iro as the last to master the technique. He rubbed his hands together and concentrated.

It was easy enough for him to push his current around, force it into his sword and ignite it as a Light Blade, but that wasn’t what he was trying to achieve. It was a matter of control, he decided. He hated not being in control. Emil was used to it, his current was a raging fire that he never had full control of. Toshiko’s current was so strong it was overflowing, so easy to let go. But Iro’s current was different. The only time he let it loose was when using Burning Adrenaline and at those times, he often felt unleashed and not always in a good way. When he’d attacked Shota after the Spire, he’d felt completely out of control. It could have gotten him and his entire squad killed.

Iro closed his eyes, held his sword in his off-hand and extended his main hand. He pushed his current into the blade and then let it flow back into his body again, igniting Burning Adrenaline. A harsh anger boiled up from inside of him, making him feel hot and annoyed. He walled off his current, bit by bit until it could only flow into his arm. He heard a gasp and opened his eyes to find his arm glowing an icy blue, the haze around it so strong it looked like ice crystals forming in the air, sparkling in the light.

“Good,” Gadise Samir said. “Well done. Now, the next step: we infuse all the motors at once.”

Iro switched off his Burning Adrenaline and waved his arm until the glow faded. He felt some of the anger drain away. It was so strange that his current, when unleashed, brought a blind rage with it. He pushed it from his mind. Time to put the technique into practice and hope he didn’t blow up the whole door.

“Why are currents and crests different colors?” Toshiko asked as she joined Justice by the giant door. “Why is mine pink and Iro’s blue?”

The squad leader shrugged. “I don’t know. Some people think the color of your current reflects your personality.”

“Can it change? Or, can a person change the color of their current?”

“Not that I’ve heard of. Thousand Suns, take the top motor. Then Eclipse, myself, Courage, and Justice can sit at the bottom.”

“Yay,” Justice said with no enthusiasm.

Toshiko crouched and a miniature version of her crest lit up beneath her feet, glowing brighter and brighter, then she leapt upwards. The crest exploded beneath her, throwing her thirty feet into the air. As she reached the zenith, another crest formed beneath her feet and she landed on it. She teetered there for a few moments, trying to find her balance, the crest flickering like a bulb about to give up.

“I got this,” Toshiko said. “I’m fine. Not falling, not falling.” The crest beneath her feet stabilised. “See! Easy. And look, I’m flying.”

Their tablets pinged with a message from North.

North


Correction: you are not falling.




Toshiko pouted as she teetered, as though unable to find her balance. “Isn’t that what flying is?”

North


No.




Iro used a Blink up to the next motor unit and clung there. Emil and the squad leader clambered up the door to their own units like monkeys scaling a tree. Justice waited at the floor. Gadise Samir counted down, and they all pressed their hands to the motor units and infused them at the same time.

All five motors whirred into action and the bolts securing the door wheeled back into the wall with a grinding screech like they hadn’t opened in years. Once all five bolts had retracted, Iro leapt down to the floor and landed beside Emil as he dropped. A few moments later, Toshiko let out a panicked squeak as the crest beneath her feet flickered and went out. Emil rushed beneath her and caught her easily, setting her down on the ground.

The squad gathered and waited before the door in the sweltering heat of the antechamber as clunks, groans, whirs, and thumps sounded from the great slab of metal. Then it slowly began to lower into the floor revealing the chamber beyond.


CHAPTER 5


Dark silence belched out of the doorway as it lowered. Strobing green lights flickered from within, dancing across the roof of the antechamber. Squad Four Home waited anxiously. Emil glanced across at the squad leader just as she tightened the straps on her shield. Iro clutched his huge pink sword at the ready. Toshiko was already chanting, focusing current into Steel Lotus. And Justice was crouched, his hand against the floor, images flashing across his Oversight Goggles as he scanned ahead.

A flurry of wild gibbering warbled from within the new chamber. The door clanged to a halt halfway open. Sparks flew as a grinding noise filled the air. The door settled into place, half open. The best they were going to get. The underside of the wing reminded Emil of the Courage, falling apart and rusty as an old knife.

The squad leader was the first through, leaping over the half-open door. Emil followed quickly, landing on the other side in a crouch, ready to spring into action. Mechanical arms hung dead from the ceiling, or propped up from the floor on housing units. Forges lined the walls, all dead and cold. Giant printing units sat with containment cases cracked or caved in. And green lights pulsed from rotating fixtures above, shining down on rust spotting every metal surface. It was a manufactory, but a dead one.

Rustlings trundled about through the wreckage. Sometimes the little monsters walked on their spindly legs, other times they rolled with their bulbous spherical bodies. It was a small horde, a hundred or so at most. Not many, but everything the monsters touched turned to rust. They destroyed everything, even manufactories apparently. Over by the first of the printing units, a metallic construct with six wire-thin legs and a body bristling with tools, attempted to wade through the rustlings to get to the unit. The rustlings leapt at it with flashing knives, bit at its legs. They brought it down slowly, taking out one leg, then another, until it toppled with a screech. The rustlings fell on it properly then, determined to tear it apart for some reason.

Iro was first into the fight. He flashed across the manufactory in a series of blinding strikes, each one cutting a monster in two. Emil launched in after him, gauntleted punches breaking bone and crushing the beasts. The squad leader fought beside him, drawing the attention to her and weathering blows that bounced off her shield and armor. Then Toshiko’s white bolts of light swept across the horde, cutting down dozens in a series of shots. Within minutes, they had wiped out the entire horde. But the damage was already done, the rustlings had broken the manufactory long ago.

The damaged construct wheezed to its feet, struggling to stand with two broken legs, it began lurching towards Emil, sparking and tools waving threateningly. He raised his fist and ran at it only to be pulled up short, the squad leader’s hand gripped tightly around his arm. He tugged, trying to free himself, but she held strong and shook her head.

“It’s a servitor, Courage. Just watch.”

He stepped aside as the bot limped past him. It waved an array of sensors at them, but otherwise kept going. When it reached the broken printing unit, it swept it with a beam of light similar to those North produced, then set about attacking the unit with tools.

“It’s a rare sight to see a servitor. They fix the titan systems, sort of like construct versions of a ship’s techs,” the squad leader said. “The rustlings must have been stopping servitors getting to this manufactory for a while for it to be in such a poor state. It’ll take a while before they have it working at full capacity again, but this is it, squad. We’ve done it. A manufactory our fleet can use.”

Iro appeared beside them in a flash of blue light. “Really?” He thumped Emil on the arm. “We did it! We saved the fleet.”

“Maybe we’ll all get our faces on posters now?” Toshiko said as she and Justice picked their way through rustling corpses. “I mean, this makes us all heroes, right? Not just these two. We survived the breaking dome, the Spire, the Black Cloaks, the raiders from the other fleet…”

“Justice,” Iro said.

Toshiko nodded. “We survived Justice. And we found a manufactory. We’re heroes. They should name a ship after us.”

Iro grinned. “I have been thinking they should build statues in our honor.”

“At the very least, they could give us better quarters,” Justice said. “I am so sick of living with my brother. Which one of us found a manufactory, Mercy? Not you! For once, I get to be the successful one.”

Emil wanted to join in, but he had a pit in his stomach. He stared at the squad leader as she smiled at her squad. “Will we get to use it?” he asked. “Do our ships get priority?”

Gadise Samir opened her mouth to reply, then closed it again.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

“None of the ships have had access to a manufactory since titan 01 exploded, Courage. They are all in need of supplies.”

Emil scoffed and shook his head.

“The admiral will draw up the list of priority requests as soon as they have word a manufactory has been found, but it’s barely working right now. It will take a long time before even the most pressing needs are met.”

“A very reasonable excuse,” Emil said, turning away. He wondered if he could get people from the Courage down here before the other ships turned up. They didn’t have Hoppers, but maybe some of the techs would volunteer to come down on pods and haul away supplies.

“Justice,” the squad leader said. “Can you plot us a way to the nearest dock? We’ll signal the fleet and get pods sent our way. They’ll send other teams over to secure the place. In the mean time, and while we’re here…”

Gadise Samir shoved a rustling corpse out of the way with her boot and walked over to the nearest forge. The control console was flickering, the screen cracked, but it had power running to it.

“Everyone gets a single use.”

“Really?” Toshiko asked, bouncing on the spot. “Titansteel upgrades?”

The squad leader smiled. “If that’s what you wish to use it for. That printing unit appears to be functional, too, so it really depends on what you want made.”

The Mage gasped in delight, but it quickly turned into a whine. “But there’s so much.” She set Steel Lotus down and tapped at the cannon’s display. “The capacitor should be fine for now, unless I open my Third Gate, then it will definitely need replacing. A more advanced power supply would allow me to store current for later use. Maybe some sort of optics, a targeting device? I could finally update you with that sharpshooter function Granny and I have been toying with. Ooh, or a titansteel chassis to help you carry my resonance. Hmmm, ahhh. There’s too much choice.”

“What about you, Eclipse?” Gadise Samir asked. “A new sword. Titansteel so you stop breaking them.”

Iro held up his oversized blade, still glowing pink with Toshiko’s current. He rapped a gauntleted knuckle against the metal and it return a dull clang. He was breaking a sword every Hop at the moment. Eventually, Iro shook his head. “I don’t want a new sword. I want my sword back from that raider. What about armor? A full set is one item, yeah?”

Emil tapped at his tablet to wake it up. The screen flickered, then went dim. He took his gauntlet off and tapped again. This time the screen stayed lit. “Piece of scrap.”

“Maybe a new tablet for you?” Justice asked.

Emil turned a dark glare on him and Justice backed up a step, hands raised. “I was just going to…” He slowly extended his hand and his autodage scuttled along it. “Have a look at it for you.” Scribbles leapt across the gap and landed on Emil’s shoulder. It waddled down his arm and poked at his tablet a few times, then scanned it. Then it went to work, a three-pronged claw forming as it lifted up the tablet and took a panel off the underside, then set about soldering wires.

“Thanks,” Emil said as he studied the autodage. It worked entirely independently of Justice. “You’re not controlling Scribbles?”

Justice sighed. “Its name is not Scribbles.” The autodage paused, swung its head back towards Justice and the torch sparked, then it went back to work. “Wonderful, now it thinks it has a name. Your designation is Omnitool Variant Autodage Design 2.3. Not Scribbles. And no, I’m not directly controlling it.”

“But you are communicating with it?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

Justice frowned, then shrugged. “Most Surveyors manifest Machine Herald as their first talent. It allows them to create their own autodages, like…” He sighed. “Like Scribbles here.” The autodage’s stubby legs danced about on Emil’s arm like it was Toshiko jumping on the spot.

“There’s a reason only Surveyors have autodages. You don’t think Machinists would love them? Rudimentary artificial intelligence…” He paused and glared at Scribbles. “Yes, rudimentary. You can’t learn, though I wish you could.” He paused again. “No, you can’t learn. I can update your knowledge data base, it’s not the same thing. Must we go over this again?”

“It’s arguing with you?”

Justice nodded. “It does that a lot.”

“How?”

“When a Surveyor creates an autodage, they imprint it with a part of themself. Essentially giving it a piece of personality. In doing so, it creates a link between Surveyor and autodage. We can… Talk to each other. Though it rarely has anything worthwhile to say.”

Scribbles finished up with the tablet and fixed the plate back into place, then welded the device to Emil’s vambrace and snipped away the frayed tape he’d been using to secure it. Then it swivelled about and leapt down to the floor, waddled over to Justice and climbed up his leg. Emil tapped at his tablet to find the screen more responsive than it had ever been. It was still cracked down the middle, but it worked almost perfectly.

“Huh,” Emil grunted. “Thanks. You know, I used to think Surveyors were totally useless. Now, I’m not so sure. Mostly useless.”

“Wonderful praise, hero,” Justice said flatly. “Thank you.”

Iro had finished haggling with the squad leader and had apparently decided on a titansteel breastplate along with pauldrons. Toshiko was still arguing with herself.

“Wait!” Iro said. “North, is there a Datapoint here?”

The squad comms pinged.

North


No Datapoint detected.




“Oh,” Iro said sadly. “Can we use the forge to fix you?”

North


Yes. Command Request: fix North, please.




“Then I change my decision to a new body for North.”

The bot danced about on Iro’s shoulder.

The squad leader nodded and glanced over at Emil. “What about you, Courage?”

Emil brought up Roret’s list on his tablet. “Top of the list is, uh, Omni-functional carbon weave micro filters? Whatever the scrap they are.”

The squad leader blinked at him. “Ship supplies. Don’t you want something for yourself? Armor? Gauntlets that fit?”

Emil shook his head. “People of the Courage came together to give me this armor. They didn’t do that so I could forget about them at the first opportunity. I’m here for supplies, to fix my ship. I’ll make do with whatever I have until then.”

Justice cleared his throat. “What’s second on your list, Emil?”

Emil checked. “Self sealing stem bolts.”

The Surveyor shrugged. “I guess I’ll take a crate of self sealing stem bolts.” He leaned over. “What are self sealing stem bolts?”

“No idea. I just have a list.”

“Are you sure, Justice?” Gadise Samir asked.

The Surveyor sighed. “I want for nothing except to be an only child. I don’t think the manufactory can arrange that. Emil needs my pick of loot more than I do.”

Emil felt his cheeks growing hot and red. He didn’t like charity, being the subject of it. He didn’t like needing others’ help. But he also couldn’t refuse. For the sake of the Courage, he had to swallow his pride because that was what the ship and his people needed.

“Thanks,” he said quietly, unable to meet Justice’s eyes.

“What’s third on the list?” Toshiko asked.

Emil met her gaze and shook his head.

“It’s fine,” the Mage said, beaming a smile. “Steel Lotus can wait a while. And if need be I’m sure my hero Justice can rip another part out of a construct for me.”

Justice scoffed. “I am never getting that close to a hunter ever again, thank you.”

Iro looked at North clinging to his shoulder. The bot buzzed at him. “Sorry, North. I give my use to Emil as well.” He clapped Emil on the arm. “Whatever it takes to get our old ship back up and running.”

Emil felt his throat tighten and his eyes itch from tears. He wiped them quickly. “Thank you.” He sniffed and turned away.

“I’m impressed,” the squad leader said. “But I also say North is a member of the squad and should get a turn with the forge as well.”

The squad comms pinged and Emil glanced down at his newly repaired tablet. There was a message from North.

North


North requests the fifth item on Courage Emil’s list.




The squad leader chuckled. “No, I’m afraid not. We need you working again, not falling apart on Eclipse’s shoulder.”
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They set to work. Justice had to leave the manufactory to use his Scan and plot a route to the nearest dock. Iro worked with Toshiko and Emil to get the working forge and printer to create the highest priority parts the Courage needed. Gadise Samir picked her way down the manufactory, checking on its status. It was not the biggest of manufactories, and most of it was in disrepair thanks to the rustlings, but she needed to catalogue the damage.

The printer was slow, encountering regular errors that needed a system reboot to function again. Emil growled at the frustration, but Toshiko said it was like going to sleep and waking up refreshed. They set watches and grabbed a few hours of rest in the manufactory. By the time the printer and forge were finished, a new squad of Hoppers were already arriving, having secured a path from the closest dock.

Flame Horizon Mercy, Justice’s brother, was among the new squad. He was taller than Justice, stockier, better looking, and near glowing with charm. He’d also opened his Fourth Gate, and Iro stared at him with wonder. He was just as impressed by the rest of the new squad. They were all upper shippers with a couple of Legacy family Hoppers in their midst. Emil glared and said it was a clear signal to who would be getting the priority use of the manufactory. Even Gadise Samir was deferential to the new squad.

North buzzed impatiently as Toshiko, Iro, and Scribbles worked on the bot. They hadn’t found a new data point so it wasn’t a new upgrade, but they had produced the parts to fix the automaton and under North’s guidance, they slotted, welded, and replaced enough pieces that once they were done, North buzzed into the air, flew around Iro’s head five times and shouted loudly.

“North is fixed! North is fixed!” The bot cartwheeled about in the air. “Assessing functionality. Would Command Iro like a full damage report?”

“No,” Iro said. He’d asked for the full report once before; it had gone on for almost an hour. “Give me the breakdown.”

North buzzed and landed on Steel Lotus where Toshiko had left the cannon leaning against the wall. “North is currently functioning at 82% of nominal optimisation. Data stores at 12% capacity. Weapon systems: Offline until power supply replacement. Anti-gravity rings at 73% stability.” It leapt back into the air and flew around their heads. “North is ready for exploration. Combat is not advised.”

“And you have a new voice?” Toshiko asked. “He sounds less like you now, Iro. More manly.”

Iro felt the insult like a dagger to his back, but Toshiko just stuck her tongue out at him.

North buzzed. “North has learned frequency and pitch modulation,” it said in a deeper voice.

“Time to go,” Gadise Samir said as she hefted four heavy bags and joined them. She placed a bag in front of each of the rest of the squad. “These are for you.”

The others dove into the bags quickly, but Emil hesitated, eyeing the squad leader sceptically. She gave him a shrug. “There was one other working forge at the back.”

Toshiko gasped. “Is that? It is. It is!”

“Armor?” Iro asked. “Wait. Titansteel armor?”

Gadise Samir nodded.

Emil grimaced. “If a second forge was working, we could have made more parts for the Courage. I would have given my⁠—”

The squad leader shook her head. “This is an investment, not a reward, Courage. We’re fighting monsters that are too dangerous for the scrap you’re all wearing. Your breastplate is held together by tape and dried blood. Eclipse’s pauldron cracked and fell apart during the fight with the fingoid. This armor will help you survive, because if you die, your ship gets nothing. Besides, can’t have the Heroes of the Fleet wearing mismatched hand-me-downs. Now stop arguing with me because the armor is already forged. Put it on.”

They all dug into the bags and stripped off their old, battered, ship printed armor. The new meshweave undersuit was clean and snug. The titansteel plates clipped around it and stuck like glue. It was a dull silver color, unpainted and without their squad or ship emblems. Iro’s suit was slightly more encompassing than he was used to, and he wondered if it would affect his speed or range of movement.

Toshiko’s suit was even lighter, covering her vitals, but leaving large gaps between the plates. As a Mage, she really wasn’t supposed to get into close combat much. Justice’s suit was equally sparse, though apparently had reinforced gloves to facilitate disarming traps. Emil’s suit, however, was bulky, covering his entire body, even his arms, which he usually kept bare. He looked huge, almost as big as Bjorn.

Gadise Samir smiled as she watched them getting used to their new armor. “Non-reactive plates mean it’ll insulate you in the cold, and keep you cooler in hot environments. The metal is twice-forged reinforced titansteel. A meteor strike won’t crack it and the plates interact with synchronised shock absorption to dissipate as much force as possible. Not to mention the nano-weave on the undersuit is frictionless so no more chafing in undesirable places.”

North buzzed as it floated in front of Iro. The bot scanned him with a beam of green light. “Command Iro has titansteel skin just like North.”

Iro rolled his shoulders and stretched to get a feel for the new armor. It was slightly heavier than his old ship printed suit, but he was sure he’d get used to it soon enough, and it would be worth it for the added protection. He felt like he could stop a bhurbeast charge. He glanced down at his old suit and the blue-painted vambrace with his Strikebreaker attached. It was too valuable a piece of loot to give up, but it was bonded to the old piece of armor. Eventually, he decided he’d just have to have a single piece of ship-printed armor amidst the titansteel.

“Now for the real benefit,” Gadise Samir said. “Attunement. Titansteel reacts with current. Usually, once a piece of titansteel has had current focused through it, it attunes to that Hopper’s resonance profile.”

“Huh?” Emil asked.

“Once you start using current while wearing that suit, the titansteel will attune to you. Over time, it will strengthen from your current. It will grow lighter. It may even take on certain aspects of your current. The same thing happens with all titansteel. It happens more quickly if you directly focus current through it like a Corsair does their sword.”

“Oh,” Emil said. “Or a Mage their cannon?”

Toshiko pulled a face. “Kind of. I channel my current into Steel Lotus’ power supply rather than her frame. But with a titansteel frame resonating with my current, transfer loss would drop to 0.3%.”

Emil seemed lost, but Toshiko was excited by the prospect at least. Iro thought about the sword he’d lost. The sword the raider, Wave, had taken. It had been titansteel, once belonging to his sister. But the weapon had attuned to his current resonance. That meant Wave couldn’t use it, but she’d taken it anyway.

“Grab your old armor, and the Courage’s supplies,” the squad leader said. “Time to head home.”


CHAPTER 6


Rollo opened his eyes and stared up at Frigg’s ceiling. One of the bolts that held a panel in place was missing. It was only one bolt, there were three more, and no bolts were missing on other bulkheads. They could replace it easily enough, they had bolts to spare. But it hadn’t been replaced. Either Frigg hadn’t noticed it had come loose, or she hadn’t bothered to get it fixed. Something about it worried him. A slow deterioration, and erosion of fastidiousness. Worse that it was from Frigg, notoriously the most detail obsessed idiot on the ship.

He sighed and turned his head to look at her. Her eyes were closed, the dark rings underneath relaxed in sleep. Her mouth was open, a thin trail of drool wetting the pillow. Her breathing was even and deep. It was the most peaceful he had ever seen her.

“This was a mistake,” he said so softly she didn’t wake up. It had been a mistake a long time coming, but a mistake nonetheless. It changed things. It changed everything. Their whole dynamic was messed up now. Would he have to be kinder to her, more attentive? He preferred to treat everyone with cold indifference. It left no one under any false pretences; they were all idiots and he knew it and they knew he knew it. And it made it easier to push them away. That was important. Hoppers had expiration dates, and he didn’t want anyone mourning him that one time he didn’t come back. Easier for everyone if he was just a name marked DECEASED in a log and then moved on.

Would Frigg feel the need to give him preferential treatment now? Send him on easier, safer Hops. He couldn’t afford that. For too long he’d been idle, happy to coast along and sit comfortably at his Fourth Gate. Not any more. Now he needed to be pushed. Couldn’t do that going on safe grocery shopping Hops.

A few strands of wavy brown hair had fallen in front of Frigg’s face and into her mouth. Rollo reached out and tucked them behind her ear, careful not to wake her.

“Now who’s being the idiot,” he said to himself.

He sat up slowly, trying not to rock the bed too much, and swung his legs over the side. He had to look around for his pants, unsure of where they’d ended up. When he stood up, he spotted himself in a mirror. He looked as tired as Frigg. Dirty blonde hair getting long enough he could blow it away with a breath. His scars, those given to him by the Black Cloaks, were all healed. But he looked softer than he once had. Too much time convalescing. Too much time spent training others.

When he woke in the infirmary after being beaten, months ago now, he’d promised himself he would stop being so lazy. He’d stop holding back. Find a way to gain the power he needed to fight the Black Cloaks. Iro had made the same promise, Rollo knew. They’d spoken about it briefly. Well, the kid had made more progress than he had.

Rollo had told himself he needed time to heal, and he’d sworn he’d keep his trainees safe like he hadn’t with Torben. Now he was healed, and his trainees weren’t in training anymore. They were all Hoppers out with their own squads, and what had he done since?

He glanced back at Frigg still sleeping on the bed. “A mistake,” he said to himself. He couldn’t afford to be soft anymore.

A tablet chimed, and the peace broke like a fractured blade. Frigg murmured and rolled over, arm flailing. She cracked open a single eye and stared at him from beneath more hair fallen in front of her face. “Up already?” she asked.

Rollo smiled before he could stop himself. Frigg never met a question that didn’t need asking. He should go. Get out of there before they both became too comfortable with it. Instead, he refilled the water in the coffee maker and pressed the button. Real coffee these days. One of the few things they’d managed to harvest before the dome cracked and sucked half their harvest and a few thousands people out into space.

Another chime.

“Is that you or me?” Frigg drawled sleepily.

“You,” Rollo said as he watched the coffee beans grind into powder.

“Uh oh,” Frigg said. He heard her roll over and fumble at the table for her tablet. “Better see what they want.”

Coffee dribbled into the cup and Rollo scooped it away and replaced it with another. He turned and leaned against the counter, watching as Frigg sat up in the bed, staring blearily at the tablet.

She glanced over at him and smiled. “Is one of those for me?”

Rollo shrugged. “Eventually.” He stared at her and felt an idiotic grin stretching his face, but couldn’t stop it.

Frigg shook her head and looked at the tablet again. He watched as her face hardened, her smile vanished, and flinty clarity brought their little peace crashing down around them like a shattered dome, the vacuum of reality sucking the mistake out into cold space. Frigg clicked her fingers at him without taking her eyes off the tablet.

Rollo handed her the mug of coffee and she sipped at it, still reading. “Serious, is it?” he asked.

“We’ve received contact from the other fleet.”

“The raiders? Scrapping void holes. We knew it was coming.”

“They want the wing,” Frigg said. “Our wing.”

Rollo grabbed the second cup of coffee and sipped at it angrily. It was too hot and he burned his tongue. “There’s three other wings.”

Frigg gave him a withering look. “Well, they want ours. And the Council of Grands have decided we’re not moving.”

“War then, is it?” Rollo asked. There had never been a war between Hoppers before, at least not that he’d heard of. Maybe between other fleets, assuming there were more out there somewhere.

“They’d win,” Frigg said.

“But they don’t know that. The raiders don’t know how many of us they killed when they cracked the dome.”

“That might be the one thing that saves us. The Council want options. Some way to give the other fleet a show of force, convince them to back off.”

Rollo shrugged. “In the past, idiots with grudges settled things with a duel.”

“A contest? Their strongest against ours.”

The Home Fleet’s strongest was the old man, Grand Hopper Sphinx Ahmed Darwish. To watch him face off against another Fifth Gater would be a spectacle. He hoped he got to see it. He hoped the old man was strong enough to win.

Frigg was already up, pulling on clothes and forcing her hair into a tail. She blew through the little room like a hull breach, getting dressed and gathering tablets. She stopped just before leaving the quarters, and turned to Rollo.

“Thank you,” she said and kissed him on the cheek. Then she turned and strode to the door, pulling it open. She stopped and glanced back at him. “Feel free to still be here when I get back.” Then she was gone.

Rollo sipped at the too hot coffee some more. “Can’t decide which of us is the bigger idiot.” He sighed. He couldn’t stay. It was time to get back over to the titan. Time to stop holding back. He needed a training partner.


CHAPTER 7


Emil sat on the edge of his bunk, his new breastplate in one hand, and focused, willing his other hand to be still. The brush shook. He steadied himself and started painting the inner circle of his emblem, a gauntleted fist gripping a gear. He had black ink, a fine brush, and a stupid shaking hand. He finished the circle, only to find it wasn’t a circle but rather a wobbly oblong.

“Stupid scrapping brush!”

Mia had always made drawing and painting look so easy. She used to doodle in her spare time, sitting for hours with a tablet, just scribbling away. She painted those ridiculous faces on the training dummies. She even drew a sketch of Emil once. Cali had given it to him after Mia had been taken. Emil had deleted it in a fit of petulant anger over being left alone. Now he wished he hadn’t. He felt like he’d destroyed something beautiful, something a friend of his had made, for no reason.

He supposed he could ask Scribbles to draw it for him next time the squad was together, but that felt wrong. The autodage would make it perfect, sure, but that was because it would be designed to be perfect. His emblem needed to be painted by human hands, and his were wholly unworthy of the task, but they were also the only ones he had.

There was nothing else for it, he would just have to do as Mia had done and put in the effort, learn to paint. How hard could it be? He was a Hopper. He’d fought monsters that most people had never even dreamed of. He’d done the impossible and broke his own class. He could learn to paint. He had another go at the inner circle of the gear. It was even worse this time.

“Why is it so hard to paint a circle?”

“Excuse me,” his new roommate said as he squeezed past towards the rear of the room where their single washbasin sat. “Don’t mind me, just need to get to the water.”

Emil edged away from the man as much as he could. His name was Marios and he was a good few years older than Emil. One of the lower ship’s officers working mathematics and course plotting on the graveyard shift. He seemed an amiable enough sort, but Emil didn’t like sharing a room anymore. He’d gotten too used to having his own space. But since the last section of the ship had been shut down, they were all sharing now. Even acting captain Iro’s mom was sharing her quarters with two others, both drudges. Emil hoped his da was choking on that, after spending so many years saying the officers got such special treatment.

Marios turned the tap and the basin made a series of unhealthy clunk noises. Finally, a spurt of water erupted from the spout, then another clunk, followed by another spurt. Marios sighed and thrust his hands under the tap, washed his face as best he could.

“You know, my sister paints,” Marios said as he dried his face.

Emil scrubbed the latest attempt at a circle from his breastplate.

“Have you seen the mural on B deck? That was her.”

Emil hadn’t seen it. He hadn’t been down to B deck in a long time.

“I could ask her to paint your emblem for you, if you’d like?”

Emil glanced up at the man, he was smiling past the thicket of black beard still festooned with water droplets. It reminded Emil he needed to shave soon. His own beard was coming through and seemed to sprout anew daily. He hated how itchy it was.

“I have to do it myself,” Emil said. He wasn’t even sure why, he was just so used to doing everything himself. Now he’d said it, he couldn’t take it back.

“Suit yourself,” Marios said as he squeezed past Emil again on the way to the kitchen they shared.

“Hey!” Emil said just before Marios ducked out of the doorway. “Do you think… Could you ask your sister to teach me? How to paint.”

Marios grinned through his dark fuzz. “Sure.”

At the very least, he hoped she’d be able to teach him how to paint a scrapping circle that looked vaguely circular.

He set down his breastplate and ignited his crest in front of him. It filled the little living quarters. It was possible to compress a crest, to manipulate its size and location. That was something he had learned from the Black Cloak Mufar. The man had been able to shrink or grow his crest and move it around with his hands. He’d even been able to localise it around his eyes. Now that Emil thought about it, the man had two crests, one purple and the other yellow. But the squad leader had said she’d never heard of a person changing their crest’s color before. It matched their current. Did that mean Mufar had two currents? There was still too much they didn’t know about the Black Cloaks, about what they were capable of.

Emil couldn’t help but stare at the top of his crest. The fiery lines burned in the air like heat haze. On the third concentric circle from the centre sat the third lock. It was fully shaded out in the same flickering red as his crest. The lock on his Third Gate. The one he’d failed to open. It meant he was stalled, unable to progress any further. He’d never get stronger than he was. He’d chosen to save his friends rather than open the gate. It wasn’t a decision he regretted, though he hated the consequence.

He tore his gaze away from the lock. It wasn’t what he was looking for. Instead, he looked to the centre of his crest, his emblem. The gauntleted fist gripping a gear. It wasn’t unique to Emil, many Paladins had the same emblem at the heart of their crests. Phusone said it was the symbol of the Enforcer. Enforcers were Paladins who specialised in the physical enhancements; Steel and Strength. It didn’t mean he couldn’t learn other talents, those that focused on current or weapon enhancements, but that he would have a greater affinity for the physical types.

Emil pulled the gear he’d taken from the spire out of his pocket. He carried it everywhere on ship, hid it away with Roret whenever he went on Hops. There was something about the gear, something precious. He’d felt it even before the big Black Cloak Shota had asked after it. The gear was special in some way.

It was as big as his splayed hand, metal so dark it was almost black. It had five cogs around the outside, each with a single spoke leading to a smaller circle in the centre. Roret had said it was a good design, gears like that had excellent stress tolerance. They’d tried testing the metal, but no tools they had could so much as scrape it. That meant it was probably titansteel and at least thrice-forged. Stronger than his new armor.

Emil pulled on one of his huge gauntlets and gripped the gear around the edges, just like in his emblem. He held the gear out, pressed it into his crest until the emblem matched with the gear. The fiery lines fuzzed from the contact. With a strange sort of anticipation, he rotated the gear. Nothing happened.

He wasn’t sure what he’d expected. He’d just hoped for something. Pulling off his gauntlet, Emil let his crest fade away. The little room seemed dark without the burning light.

The gear was still cold in his grip despite his handling of it. Emil remembered the squad leader saying titansteel was nonreactive to heat. Nonreactive to most things except for current.

A thought occurred to Emil then. The one thing he hadn’t tried because he hadn’t known how until the last Hop. He hadn’t tried to infuse the gear.

Emil dropped his walls and let his current flow through his body, the heat burning through his veins like a fire with too much oxygen. He started placing barricades, directing the flow into his arm, then his hand, and finally into the gear.

The black metal drank him dry in an instant.

Emil’s flames guttered out and he collapsed sideways onto his bed, the gear spilling from his hand and slamming to the bulkhead floor with a heavy thunk. He lay there, unable to move, breath wheezing in and out of his lungs. He felt inside for his current and found not even a spark. Exhaustion gripped him so tightly it was a struggle just to keep his eyes open, and he couldn’t move. He’d never felt so tired in his life. This was what happened to Iro when he used that Burning Adrenaline talent too much, it completely drained him of current and left him weak and pitiful. And the gear had done it to Emil, had sucked out his current so completely.

Emil listened to Marios pottering about in the kitchen, whistling to himself as he prepared a meal. He listened to the hum of the ship’s systems behind the bulkhead walls, the grinding of fans in the air vents.

After a few minutes, Emil found he could move his hand again, flex his fingers. Another couple of minutes and his breathing eased and he managed to roll over in his bed so he was staring at the bottom of the bunk above. It was a full hour before he could walk again, and another until he felt the spark of his current inside as it started to recharge.

Emil stared down at the cog lying flat on the metal floor. It had emptied him completely, and yet there it sat, lifeless and inert. It wasn’t glowing with the fiery red of his current. He reached out and picked it up, and the gear felt strangely heavier than it had before. He peered at it closely and saw a single red line snaking through the metal like a vein. He wondered if that meant he could fill the gear with his current, and if so, how many attempts would it take? And more importantly, what would happen when it was full?


CHAPTER 8


Iro sat in the starboard observation lounge. He’d managed to slip into a booth by one of the windows, a prime spot looking out at Leviathan. The titan dominated the view despite being so far away it would take almost ten minutes at full speed in a pod to reach it. The size of the titans always awed Iro. How could a thing be so big? How could people have made something so large? They’d been orbiting it for almost a year now and the Home Fleet had explored 0.5% of their wing, according to Frigg. And there were four wings. And that didn’t even take into account the titan’s core, which looked like it could fit all four wings inside it at least twice over.

Titan 01, or Kraken as Mufar had called it, had been an entirely different design. Iro remembered staring out his little window at it as the titan died, with Neya and hundreds of other Hoppers still on board. Kraken had a long, thin body with only two wings both near the front end, and an extensive engine array at the rear.

Leviathan, had a more bulbous core with four wings, two on each side, positioned above and below each other respectively. The engines were on the wings of Leviathan, and a massive, blooming solar sail extended from the rear collecting energy as light and heat from the various stars.

And there were other titans out there, too. Back on the spire, Leviathan had assembled an army of constructs to send to a titan called Colossus. And Mufar had suggested there were others still. He’d also said the titans attacked each other because of something called the Blight.

“North, how many titans are there?”

The automaton was sitting on the table, scanning people with a green light whenever they walked by, but at Iro’s question it turned and waddled towards him. It really was quite ungraceful on its legs.

“North does not know,” it piped in that new deep, tinny voice. A couple of Eclipse crew members turned to glance at the bot, but said nothing. North was still a bit of a curiosity to most.

“Not returning an error?” Iro asked.

North buzzed. “Negative. The subject of titans not designated Leviathan is a gap in North’s database, but information is not restricted. Command Request: Find more Datapoints to expand North’s information banks, please.”

Iro picked up a length of wire and used the cutters to strip the silicone coating. The wire had frayed in multiple sections and would need re-threading to be of use again. They’d be able to make new wires now they had access to a manufactory, but it was a low priority supply so it could be a long time before they received a shipment. Besides, he still quite enjoyed the simple act of repairing things, and Freya down in the tech core never ran low on the need for easy patch work.

“What happens when we find enough data points to fill your database, North?”

North danced on the spot. “Then North will know everything. Functional omniscience!” The bot managed to sound excited about that, but Iro didn’t think emotions were really in its programming. It just emulated others. Toshiko also danced on the spot when she got excited. But that meant North understood the emotions it was emulating.

“Do you have emotions, North?”

The automaton buzzed. “Negative. North has simulated responses based on observational data.”

“But you understand that you should have been excited then? How?”

North was silent for a few seconds. “Error?” it said.

“Really? But you’re not shutting down like you usually do when you encounter an error.”

“North does not understand. Command Request: restate the query, please.”

“North, do you understand emotions?”

The automaton buzzed. “Insufficient data. North… wants to understand.”

Iro dropped the wire he was working on and stared at the little bot. He remembered Justice saying once that North was a true automaton, capable of learning outside the bounds of its programming. It was learning. The fact that North wanted to understand was proof. But Justice also said North was only semi-autonomous.

“Hey!” Bjorn said as he squeezed past a couple of techs standing around a table. “Got a booth all to yourself? Nice.” He flopped down on the bench opposite Iro and leaned back, throwing his huge arms over the back rest. “You would not believe the day I’ve had, Iro. I had to kill a bhurbeast. All by myself.” He grinned smugly and Iro decided not to mention that he’d done that months ago.

He’d missed Bjorn. There had been little time to see the huge Hopper of late, but Iro still remembered Bjorn was the one who welcomed him to the Eclipse when he first arrived. Who dragged him around on runs and helped him train with weights. He also remembered Bjorn was the one who most often used him as a target in training. They hadn’t fought since Iro opened his First Gate. Since he’d leapt ahead of Bjorn. The big Hopper had opened his First Gate now, but Iro had already opened his Second Gate so once again he was leagues ahead in power.

North waddled about to face Bjorn and swept a beam of green light over him. “Threat Level…”

“Don’t you dare!” Bjorn said, swatting a lazy hand at the bot. “I might be weaker than Iro. For now. But I can crush you, little tin can.”

North buzzed and flew into the air, anti-grav rings humming. “Would Eclipse Bjorn like to wager?”

Bjorn looked open-mouthed to Iro. Iro shook his head. “I wouldn’t try it. North will win.”

Bjorn scoffed, mock offended. “This is the gratitude I get. I near enough raised you, Iro, and you have so little faith in my boundless strength?”

“We upgraded him to a titansteel chassis.”

“Oh scrap! Yeah, you’d win that bet, little bot.” Bjorn leaned back again. “So this is what you do for fun?” He picked one of the wires from the tangled box that Iro was working from. “You’re still weird, Iro.”

“It’s relaxing fixing something. It’s all mechanical, doesn’t need me to think too hard about it.”

“It’s work. You are working to relax.”

Iro shrugged. “What do you do?”

“Work out. Keep myself from getting skinny as you.”

“Sounds like work. Even contains the word.”

Bjorn grinned. “Well, I also come here and find old friends to annoy.” The grin fell away. Iro sensed there was something else Bjorn wanted to say, something he was scared to.

“Where’s Arn?”

Bjorn sighed. “Saw right through me, huh? He quit.” The big Hopper leaned forward, elbows on the table, his weight shifting it slightly despite the bolts locking it to the floor. “Torben’s death hit him hard. As hard as it did Ingrid. Only she went angry with it. Arn just dried up, stopped talking about anything. The dome shattering was the last straw, I reckon. He opened his First Gate, but he said he can’t go back to the titan again. He’s working down in maintenance as a drudge now.”

“Sorry,” Iro said. He wasn’t really sure what else to say. He’d always been told Hopping to the titan was a stressful job. Hoppers rarely reached old age, and many of those who retired never really recovered from the things they’d seen and done. He’d never really understood until recently though. Iro had only been a Hopper for a year, and he’d already lost friends, a mentor, and nearly died himself so many times he stopped counting.

“Just us left now,” Bjorn said with a sad smile. “The strong ones, yeah.”

“Strong as titansteel,” Iro said and held out his fist. Bjorn smiled again and bumped it with his own.

North leapt into the air with a buzz and bumped their fists in turn. “North is 48% titansteel.”

Bjorn chuckled. “So what is all this scrap anyway?” He lifted up another wire and coiled it around his finger.

Iro spent the next hour teaching the big Hopper how to strip and re-thread wire. Bjorn was just about getting the hang of it, fixing more wires than he shredded, when North leapt into the air and flew in a tight circle, then buzzed away across the observation lounge.

“Sub Command Eir!” the bot shouted as it flew.

Moments later, Eir slid into the booth next to Bjorn, scootching him away a bit to make room. Iro tried to suppress the pang of jealousy that she chose to sit next to Bjorn.

“So he finally fixed you, huh?” Eir said, grinning at North as the bot cavorted above the table. North always showed off for Eir.

“Affirmative. North has armor now.”

Eir gasped dramatically. “Really?”

“Titansteel plating,” Iro said.

“And a new voice, too?”

“North sorted that bit all on his own.”

Eir finally looked at him, leaning to the side a little to stare around North. She was beautiful. Hair shaved to a bristly stubble, nose as straight as a knife, eyes blue and sparkling and always full of mischief. She was always smiling, lighting up any room she walked into, and had a nervous energy about her, never sitting still. She teased Iro and challenged him, and things were always easy between them, even when they weren’t. And she was exciting. He felt his heart racing just from meeting her gaze.

“Is that a hero I see before me?” Eir asked dramatically. “I recognise him from somewhere. Hmm, maybe from posters stamped over every spare stretch of bulkhead. You see him, too, right, Bjorn? A bona fide hero of the fleet.”

“Dunno,” Bjorn said, squinting at Iro. “Kinda hard to see behind that swollen head.”

Iro nodded along to the jabs. “I could go put on my new titansteel armor, if you’d like a good look. I think it makes me look quite heroic.”

Eir gasped and placed a hand on her chest. “Be still my heart. I don’t think it could take such an enthralling sight.” She grinned. “Good work on finding the manufactory though, Iro. Really. You have to fight anything fun to win it?”

“We killed a fingoid.”

Eir snorted. “Who hasn’t?”

Bjorn raised a hand, glancing between Eir and Iro.

“Really?” Iro asked. “You killed a fingoid? When?”

Eir frowned and rubbed a hand over her scalp. “Well, I didn’t kill it personally. But I was there. I would have given it a good go, but my squad leader was all Stand back. This beast is beyond you. Then he walked into the midst of its fingers and beat it to death while me and the rest of the squad watched. Yay, so much fun.”

“That’s so sparking tough. Your squad leader sounds like a badass,” Bjorn said.

Eir rolled her eyes. “He’s always saying stupid things like that.” She deepened her voice. “No more will I allow you to terrorize the people of my fleet. And I was forged in the heat of a thousand battles. Or You were spawned a thousand years too late to harm me, monster. I don’t really get that last one.”

“He sounds dramatic, I’m surprised you don’t like him,” Iro said. Eir never really talked about her squad other than to say they were boring. He knew her squad leader was a Berserker from the Serendipity, another mid ship, but little else.

Eir sulked. “Yeaaaaah, he’s awesome, I guess. But he steals all the drama. I’ll be just about to launch myself into the fight and he’ll push me back with I will be your opponent today, beast. I’m sure we’re meant to be a team, but he’s a one-man army and I feel like I’m just standing on the sidelines cheering him on.”

“What about your squad, Bjorn?” Iro asked.

The big Corsair shook his head. “My squad leader is a mess. He’s a Surveyor from the Burning Ember, and I swear he’s drunk every time we Hop. Just stands at the back and tells us to go and kill this monster or that, and if we get hurt, he’ll do his best to patch us up. No advice or anything. I got bounced around by a whipshell the last Hop. Couldn’t figure out how to break its shell, and he just watched.”

“Oooh, I’ve not fought a whipshell,” Eir said. “Did you kill it?”

Bjorn shook his head. “It battered my whole squad and we ran away. Squad leader just shrugged and said win some lose some. That was it.”

“You haven’t opened your Second Gate yet, then?” Eir asked.

Bjorn sagged. “No. Iro is still ahead of me.”

Eir grinned at him.

Bjorn groaned. “Oh no. Don’t say it.”

Eir’s grin stretched wider. “Not just Iro.”

“I hate you,” Bjorn said as he stood and clambered over the back of the booth. “I hate both of you.” He was smiling though. “Congrats, Eir.”

“Thank you.”

Iro’s tablet pinged. A moment later, Eir’s pinged and then Bjorn’s and suddenly every tablet in the observation room was adding its own chime. Then two dozen screens all flicked on to an image of an older man with dark skin, close gray hair, and wrinkles on top of wrinkles. He wore a dark blue uniform and stood at a pristine metal desk, his hands clasped behind his back, staring directly out of every tablet.

“This is Admiral Vermillion Nmayer,” the man said in a deep, rasping voice.

Iro glanced around the observation lounge, but every single person was intent on their tablet screens. It seemed like the broadcast was going out fleet wide, tens of thousands of Hoppers, techs, officers, and drudges all watching the same feed.

“We came to titan 02 out of need. Thanks to the heroic efforts of our Hoppers, 02 has provided us with a lifeline. We have food, fuel, water, and now we have access to a manufactory.”

Eir glanced up at Iro and grinned. Bjorn thumped him on the arm. He felt pride bloom in his chest like thruster fire.

“Soon, we will start producing the supplies we need to bring every ship in the fleet back to full functionality. Priority lists are being drawn up and all requests will be heard.”

A cheer rolled around the lounge. Someone shouted they needed a new pair of socks and the cheer turned to a chuckle.

Admiral Nmayer was silent, staring into the screen as if he knew the people of the Home Fleet would be celebrating and was waiting for them to quiet down. Iro watched the old officer frown and glance down at some notes on the desk, then back up to the screen.

“But we are not yet secure in our ownership of this bounty. Our place orbiting this wing has been challenged. A second fleet was already scavenging from titan 02 when we arrived, and they have laid claim to this wing and to all the supplies we have fought so hard to obtain.

“They threaten us with violence, but we meet them with resolution. The people of the Home Fleet are strong. We are resilient. We will not give up what is ours without a fight.”

Another pause, obviously scripted. When the admiral continued again, he was quieter.

“But war must be avoided at all cost. The toll in lives would be too great. Therefore, we ask our diligent Hoppers to defend us once more. We have proposed a contest to determine the ownership of this wing. A tournament held in thirty days’ time.”

Iro looked up to find Bjorn grinning at him. “A tournament with those junk holes from the raider fleet. Yes!” He stretched a huge arm across his body, cracking his shoulder. “We’ll show ‘em the strength of the Eclipse.”

Iro wanted to be so confident, but he had encountered the raiders multiple times now and knew how strong they were. Still, he liked the prospect of testing himself against other Hoppers. Maybe he’d get to fight Wave again.

“Be strong, citizens of the Home Fleet,” the admiral continued. “Trust in your Hoppers to protect you. And know that we will fight for your safety.” He saluted, slapping a hand across his chest. “For the Home Fleet. And for humanity.”

The screens went blank, but all over the observation lounge tablets pinged. Iro realised it was only the Hopper’s tablets receiving messages. Information about the tournament came through. Each ship was to submit one Hopper of each rank for the tournament, with the exclusion of Fifth Gaters, and any ship that only produced Paladins. The matches were going to be one versus one duels to submission or incapacitation. They were going to be held at a secure location on the titan and broadcast to both fleets. Rankings would be determined based upon the results and the fleet with the higher overall rankings would secure ownership of the wing. No war. Minimal injuries and, hopefully, no fatalities.

“Yes!” Bjorn slammed the table with both hands. “Time to show the fleet what I’m capable of.”

“Only one First Gater per ship though,” Eir said. “You think Frigg’ll send you?”

“I’m the strongest, right?” Bjorn said, looking from Eir to Iro. “Scrap it! I’m gonna go train.”

Bjorn turned to leave, then stopped and turned back, looking down at Iro. “Next time, we do something fun, Iro. I never want to see another wire in my life. Next time, yeah?”

Iro raised his fist. “Strong as steel.”

Bjorn smiled and nodded. “Titansteel, brother.” He bumped Iro’s fist, then turned and strode away.

“What was that about?” Eir asked, cocking her head.

Iro frowned. “Bjorn was just telling me Arn has quit Hopping.”

“Oh. Did he say why?”

“Arn just wasn’t the same after Torben.”

“Hmm.” Eir leaned forward, elbows on the table. North waddled over and she wrapped her arms around the bot and laid her head on its chassis. Her eyes sparkled as she stared at Iro, so pale like pure water. Iro had to look away before he said something stupid.

“You know what I’ve noticed?” Eir said, her voice soft. Iro knew that when she spoke like this, she was dropping the usual energetic humor and saying something from the heart. “The Hoppers that quit are the ones that don’t have a reason to be doing it in the first place.

“I grew up with Arn, and Ash, and Ylfa. We used to cause all sorts of trouble when we were kids. Arn never had a good reason to be a Hopper, it was just expected of him, so that’s what he did. You get past training and suddenly you’re a Hopper, and even with your First Gate opened, it’s dangerous. We lose people. If you don’t have a good reason to be doing it, it’s tough to keep up the stamina, you know?”

“Do you have a reason?”

“Of course,” Eir said, smiling again. “Legacy. You know my mom. Everyone knows my mom. The legendary Silver Blade. The hero Corsair who slew the vhar… blah blah blah. All her many accolades, isn’t she so impressive.”

“I thought you didn’t want to be like her? That’s why you cut your hair.”

“Yeah, that’s why I did it at first,” she said, rubbing her scalp again. “Now I kinda like it.”

“It suits you.”

Eir cocked an eyebrow at him. “How would you know? You’ve never seen me with hair. But that is the point. At first I cut my hair because I didn’t want to be like her, but now I cut it because… because it’s me.”

“I get it. You’re saying you are your hair. Or lack of. Makes perfect sense.”

She mock glared at him. “I don’t want to be like my mom. But I also don’t just want to be the Silver Blade’s kid. I want to be Eclipse Eir, not Eclipse Eyildr’s daughter. You get it?”

Iro nodded. He might not be the son of a hero, but he understood wanting to be your own person.

“You got a reason, Iro?” she asked.

Iro considered the question. Revenge against the Black Cloaks and the raiders seemed like reason enough. The people who took and took and took from his fleet. The enemies who threatened them, murdered them.

Iro blinked and found Eir frowning at him. “You looked angry there, Iro.”

Iro smiled and shook his head. “I’m fine. We need to celebrate you opening your Second Gate.”

“Sure,” Eir grinned. “How did we celebrate my First Gate again? I think I kicked your ass across the training hall.”

“That’s not how I remember it.”

“But that is how it happened.”

Iro’s tablet pinged and he glanced down to find a message from Rollo. He tapped the screen and the Hopper’s face appeared, glaring at Iro.

“Kid? I guess video comms are working again. Where are you?” Rollo said, his voice tinny across the tablet speaker. He looked bored, his eyes half lidded, his hair a mop dangling in front of his face.

“I’m in the observation lounge with Eir.”

Eir leaned across the table and waved at Iro’s tablet. “Hi, Master Rollo.”

Rollo sighed. “I’m not your trainer anymore, Eir. It’s just Rollo.”

“Sounds weird though.”

Rollo’s face nodded in the screen. “Yeah, it does. Scrap it. Iro, grab your gear and meet me at pod bay 2 now.”

“Why?” Iro asked.

“Because I scrapping told you to, idiot. Now, Iro. Don’t forget your weapons and armor.”

The tablet went blank. Iro leaned back and groaned. “What should I do?”

“If I were you, I’d be in pod bay 2 yesterday.”

Iro scooped up the loose wires into the box and tucked it under his arm as he scooted out of the booth. North buzzed into the air, flew around Eir’s head twice, then landed on Iro’s shoulder.

“Hey Iro,” Eir said. “Only one Second Gater gets to enter the tournament. Which one of us do you think they’ll pick?”

Iro thought about it for a moment and shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. Whoever gets to fight, we’ll win.”

Eir smiled. “Meet me tomorrow, 1600 fleet standard time. We celebrate my Second Gate.”

Iro nodded and said goodbye, then ran off to his quarters. Whatever Rollo wanted, it had sounded urgent.


CHAPTER 9


Iro barely had time to greet Rollo before the Corsair bundled him into a pod and they were away, rocketing towards the titan. He still didn’t know what it was all about, but he had a nervous spark of excitement in his gut. Rollo had looked different somehow, more energetic than usual. He looked like a man with a purpose.

The pod was set to follow Rollo’s so Iro had a chance to look out the little window as the titan loomed larger until it dominated the view.

“Command Query: Command Iro’s heart rate is elevated. Should North scan for threats?”

“No,” Iro said, patting North on the chassis. “I’m just nervous. But a good nervous, I think.”

“North does not understand.”

“I haven’t really seen mas… Rollo since I finished my training months ago. He was a hard trainer, but he taught me everything I know about fighting. About my talents, too. So, I guess, I don’t know why he’s taking me over to the titan, but I’m eager to find out, and a little afraid, too. Nervous.”

North was quiet for a few seconds. “Command Suggestion: Command Iro is trapped in a situation with two possible outcomes. Projections do not indicate a statistical probability for either. The outcome is unknown. Command Iro is caught in a probability loop. Command Iro cannot know the outcome until the outcome is reached.”

Iro nodded. “That’s actually about right, yeah. What was the suggestion?”

North buzzed. “Stop running statistical projections.”

Iro laughed. “North, did you just tell me to stop thinking about it?”

“Affirmative.”

The pod passed through a green crosshatch of light beams. Iro still had no idea how they worked, but they seemed to keep the atmosphere of the titan inside, while still allowing things to pass through from the void beyond. So many of the ship’s systems on the Home Fleet were clearly based upon titan systems, yet they had nothing like the crosshatch of lasers. The fleet was entirely reliant on airlocks and docking tubes.

Rollo was already waiting for Iro when he emerged from the pod. There was no one else. He’d half expected another squad to be waiting for him, but whatever this was Iro didn’t appear to be getting conscripted into a new squad.

The laconic Corsair waited with his hands in his pockets as Iro crossed the docking bay towards him. There was something different about Rollo that Iro was struggling to place. His hair was a little longer than Iro remembered, his posture a little more coiled like a spring under tension. His armor was painted dark blue, Eclipse colours, but the weave he wore underneath was white instead of the usual black. He wore a belt with a brace of six daggers, and Iro knew from experience Rollo would have others hidden about his armor, ready to be snatched up at any moment. The hilt of a sword poked up from behind Rollo’s right shoulder. It had a metal monster head pommel of some sort of bird, beak open in a savage cry.

Iro stopped in front of Rollo and pointed. “You have a sword!”

Rollo stared at him through half-lidded eyes. “I’m a Corsair.”

“Yeah, but… you never use a sword. You always fought with daggers, throwing them around, Blink Striking, swinging on Thread Edge.”

Rollo sighed. “To tell you the truth, Iro. I’d hoped never to have to see this cursed sword again. And with any luck, I won’t have to draw it.” He shook his head.

“Why not?”

Another sigh. Rollo turned and started walking towards a large doorway, the door was jammed open with a shard of metal wedged between it and the bulkhead. Rollo walked through without so much as a glance.

“You’ve met our Grand Corsair?”

Iro nodded as he hurried after Rollo. “Sphinx Ahmad Darwish? He saved us after the Spire.” He was also a dangerously menacing presence when they met with the Council of Grands afterwards.

“Did you see his sword?”

Iro remembered it well. Ahmad Darwsh kept his blade sheathed at his hip. It was long and thin, kept in a white scabbard and with a white hilt. But what was strange was that the sword was fused into the scabbard with an ugly bulb of titansteel. Rumour was that the Grand Corsair never drew his sword, but fought entirely with Phantom Assault, using the talent to create ghostly versions of his sword to strike at enemies from afar.

Now Iro looked, he could see Rollo’s sword was also secured into its scabbard, not with titansteel, but with coils of copper-colored wire.

“Ahmad Darwish is our oldest Grand,” Rollo continued. “Probably our strongest, too. Three decades ago, he decided he was too strong. He developed a technique to seal away half his current, cutting himself off from it entirely. Using that sword. If he ever draws it, he’ll have full access to his true power once again. Scary thought, that.”

“Wait!” Iro said with a laugh that was one part awe and one part fear. “That’s him at half his strength? He killed a Fourth Gater with a single strike. He didn’t even move to do it, just flash and the man’s head fell.”

Rollo nodded without turning as he paced down the corridor. “Told you before, kid. The gap between Fourth and Fifth Gate is about as big as the gap between First and Fourth. The Grands are a different beast entirely.” He glanced over his shoulder. “You really shouldn’t have thrown yourself in front of them like you did.”

“Wasn’t really our choice,” Iro complained. “They ordered us before them.”

“Yeah,” Rollo said lazily and shrugged.

“So, you have half your current sealed away in your sword, too?” Iro asked.

Rollo snorted and shook his head. “No. I sealed away something much worse.”

Before Iro could ask anything else, Rollo stopped and slammed a button on the wall. A doorway slid open and he stepped through. “We’re here.”

The chamber beyond was strange, like an expanded corridor. It was only about thirty feet wide, but had high ceilings and stretched on long into the distance. Some areas were brightly lit, while others seemed to be purposefully cast in darkness. A series of platforms nestled against the walls at various places, or hung down on cables from above. Directly in front of Iro, a control panel stood, its screen blank, its innards spilled out like a monster with its belly slit open.

A Hopper with yellow armor, a bald head, and tool box full of writhing little constructs lay on the floor, working on the wires and electrical boards. He glanced at Rollo and Iro and frowned. “Not ready. Come back tomorrow.”

“I’m just showing the kid around,” Rollo said.

“Not ready. Come back tomorrow,” the bald Hopper repeated. Iro guessed he was a Mechanist by the number of constructs floating around him.

“We’re here now,” Rollo said, his voice tightening.

“Come back tomorrow,” the Mechanist snapped.

Rollo waved a hand at the man and growled, then stepped past him. Iro said a quick apology and followed Rollo.

Now he looked more closely at the tube-like chamber, he saw a dozen other Hoppers working on sections. They all appeared to be Surveyors, with autodages scurrying about helping them. Some were welding things, others measuring, or tinkering with the wiring behind the walls.

“This is a gauntlet,” Rollo said, staring out at the chamber. “Or it will be once this idiot says it’s ready. The fleet is building five of them in secure areas of the wing.” He glanced at Iro. “This one is for Corsairs. It’s a kind of obstacle course with traps and enemies to manoeuvre around and battle. Designed to help a Hopper improve their reactions, their combat skills, their speed, and practice their mobility talents. You’ll have fun here.”

“Tomorrow,” the Mechanist called, his head still buried in the control console.

“Yes, tomorrow,” Rollo shouted. “We scrapping heard you.” He shook his head, shoved his hands in his pockets, and stalked away towards a round doorway at the side of the chamber.

“You’ll have to book time on the gauntlet, and other Corsairs will be eager, but it’ll be worth it. Do not set it higher than rank two.”

“Why not?”

Rollo sighed. “Because you’re a Second Gater and rank three will probably kill you. The last thing we need is you dying to a training exercise before the tournament even begins.”

“Wait!” Iro said, grinning. “So I’m in the tournament? I’m the Eclipse representative for the Second Gate?”

“Yup.” Rollo reached the door and pressed the button to open it. A flight of stairs awaited them and Rollo immediately started down them.

“Not Eir or Ingrid?” Or any of the others. There were over a dozen Second Gaters on board the Eclipse, some of whom had been at that rank for years and were undoubtedly stronger and more experienced than Iro.

“Eir is probably a better fighter than you, but she’s too new to her Second Gate. And Ingrid is… Well, she’s the strongest we have at your rank, but she’s not stable.” He sighed. “Girl needs to rein it in before she hurts herself.

“Besides, there’s another reason. The Grands demanded you be our choice.” He glanced over his shoulder again, eyes narrowed. “Hero of the scrapping fleet and all that.”

Iro just smiled back and kept silent.

Rollo groaned. “I knew that slag would go to your head.”

They reached the bottom of the stairs and came to a long corridor with a series of doors on either side. Some of the doors had red lights above them, indicating they were occupied, while others had green to show they were available. Rollo chose the nearest green lit door and opened it, ushering Iro inside. It was a training hall, very reminiscent of the one they’d used back on the Eclipse but much larger.

“We get to train aboard the titan?” Iro asked excitedly. A Hopper’s current always refilled much quicker aboard the titan. And they’d be able to really test themselves without fear of damaging the ship.

“Sure,” Rollo said, pacing into the centre of the chamber. “And all tournament entrants are exempt from normal Hopping duties until after their matches. For the next thirty days, your priority is to get stronger, to turn yourself into the best duellist you can.”

Iro was grinning, he couldn’t stop it. “Who do I fight? Do I have to arrange opponents?”

“Sometimes,” Rollo said. He pulled a knife from his belt and flicked it from hand to hand. “But first things first, you’re going to fight me.”

Iro failed to see the point of that. He stood no chance against a Third Gater, let alone Rollo who was so close to opening his Fifth Gate they could see the lock in his crest.

“I don’t…” Iro frowned. “Why? Surely you want to be sparring people close to your level?”

Rollo snorted. “Sometimes you need to train against people stronger or weaker than you, kid. It’s not always about being pushed to your limits. Sometimes, you need to take a step back and look at how you fight. I can teach you a thing or two, still, and any time you fight me I’ll be pushing you beyond what you think you’re capable of.

“But I’ve grown complacent and a good way to knock me out of that is to face off against someone who doesn’t always fight by the same rules I do. Maybe you’ll teach me a thing or two.”

Iro considered that. He was eager. Rollo would push him to his limits and past them, and that was exactly what Iro needed to get stronger. Maybe he’d even open his Third Gate before the tournament started. He’d often dreamed of it, wondering what his unique talent would be. Neya gained the ability to make metal vibrate and she’d used it to enhance her squad’s weapons so the blades could cut through armor. Gadise Samir’s unique talent was the ability to completely absorb a blow meant for someone else and she’d used it to save Emil’s life in the Spire.

“What’s your unique talent?” Iro asked quickly.

Rollo rolled his eyes. “It doesn’t matter. I won’t be using it against you.”

“But it might be helpful to know. So I know the sort of thing other people might manifest.”

“I’m not the most tactical fighter, Iro, but here’s a lesson. Most Hoppers hide their unique talents until they need it most. It’s just plain good sense. Might not matter so much when battling monsters, but when fighting other Hoppers, the less your opponent knows about what you can do, the better. Gives you that element of surprise. Which is why almost no one knows what my unique talent is.”

Iro smiled. “Pleeeeease.”

North landed on his shoulder. “Master Rollo request: North would like to know also, pleeeeease.”

Rollo sighed. “Fine. Come here.” He held up an empty hand and gestured for Iro to move closer. “You’re wearing titansteel armor these days? Huh. Good for you, kid. It’s non-reactive. Only problem is, not everything a Hopper wears can be titansteel. Draw your sword.”

Iro pulled his sword from over his shoulder. Rollo slapped a single hand against it and his crest flared emerald green behind him for just a moment. An invisible force ripped Iro’s sword from his hands and it fell to the bulkhead floor with a solid clang.

“You should pick that up,” Rollo said, turning and walking away.

Iro grabbed his sword’s hilt and wrenched. It didn’t move. He gripped it with both hands, braced his feet, and hauled. The sword stayed locked to the floor as if welded there.

North flew down with a buzz and swept the sword with a beam of light. “Revelation: Master Rollo magnetized the metal of Command Iro’s sword.”

Rollo snorted. “Useful thing, that little bot of yours.”

“Appreciation: Yay!” North said, buzzing happily.

Rollo flicked a finger in the air over his shoulder and Iro’s sword came free so quickly he stumbled back.

“You can magnetize any metal?” Iro asked, incredulous.

Rollo shrugged, still facing away. “Not titansteel, but pretty much any other metal, sure. It has limitations though. I need to touch the metal with a hand to use it, and it has a decaying strength to time factor. And someone strong enough could still lift the sword, but they’d feel the tug on it.

“Unique talents are an extension of the person who manifests them, kid. Frigg says it’s no wonder I manifested a talent that literally pushes things away from me.” Rollo waved a lazy hand in the air. “Something about a prickly personality or something.”

That made sense to Iro. Gadise Samir’s talent to take a hit for another person was an extension of who she was; the protector, always willing to put herself in harm’s way in the place of others. Rollo quite obviously played at being callous and sullen to push people away, stop them from getting close, but Iro knew it was all for show. Or, at least, partly for show. He cared about his students, about his friends, about Frigg. He could pull people close as easily as push them away.

“Can you reverse the polarity?” Iro asked.

“Huh? Yeah.”

“Can you magnetize multiple objects at once?”

Rollo turned then, frowning. He nodded slowly.

Iro grinned. “So theoretically you could say magnetize that wall, and one of your daggers with opposite polarities, and turn your knife into a magnetically charged projectile?”

Rollo cracked a rare smile. “You really are something else, kid. Come on.” He raised a hand and gestured again. “If we’re gonna train together, I need to know what you're capable of. So show me what you’ve got.”


CHAPTER 10


Emil leaned back against the wall, exhausted, panting as if he’d run the length of the titan. The gear dropped from his limp fingers and hit the metal floor, rolled a short way, then toppled. It had a few more lines of fiery red running through it now, but three days of infusing the thing with his current every time he felt up to the task, and he still wasn’t sure he was getting anywhere.

“Are you really that tired?” Roret asked.

They were in the last remaining training hall on the Courage. It was empty except for them and the one working training dummy they had left, the same one Mia had drawn a leering pink and purple face on. Roret was ostensibly there to fix another of the dummies, a task that had once been Iro’s job, but really they were just hanging out. Emil liked the little tech. He was ten times a coward and complained a lot, but he was smart and kind and didn’t leave whenever Emil said something stupid in frustration. Which they both knew was far too often.

“It’s hungry,” Emil said slowly. Making his mouth move to form words felt like such a heroic effort. “It just… sucks the current out of me.”

“Hmm.” Roret approached the gear and poked it with a screwdriver. It didn’t move. “It’s possible it’s acting as some form of battery, I suppose. I don’t fully understand current, but from what you’ve said it acts almost like a power source, but for your talents. You appear to be charging this gear. See the lines?”

“Uh huh,” Emil said, closing his eyes and breathing deeply. He felt sleep tugging at his consciousness like he was drifting weightless again.

“They’re not static,” Roret continued. “Their erratic, moving like lightning. They don’t dissipate either, there’s more today than there was yesterday.”

“Yup. Like I said…” Emil’s shoulder hit the floor as he toppled and he startled awake.

“Am I boring you?” Roret asked.

“You’ve never been drained of current. It’s like… Working a thirty-six-hour shift, and then sitting down and realising you have nothing left.”

Roret stared at him unsympathetically. “Have you ever worked? Let alone a thirty-six-hour shift?”

Emil struggled back up to sitting against the wall. “Well, I regularly spend days at a time aboard a giant spaceship filled with vicious monsters that want to rip me to pieces, and deadly traps that were designed by some maniacal junk hole intent on killing us, all to bring a few supplies back here so you and your family can keep breathing air instead of poison.”

Roret considered Emil for a few moments, then nodded. “Touche.”

“What does that mean?”

“Good point.”

“Thanks.”

Roret pulled his tool bag over and removed an electronic weighing device. With two hands, he hefted the gear off the floor and placed it on the device. “Every time you funnel your current into this thing, you appear to be charging it. So I’m wondering, what happens when it reaches capacity? Here, look at this.”

He pointed at the readout. It read 28.2kg.

“Is that a lot?” Emil asked.

Roret shrugged. “Not really. But it’s more than it was yesterday. This thing is getting heavier every time you charge it. Which doesn’t make sense.”

“Why not?”

“Because your current doesn’t have a weight. It has no physical form. It’s just energy.”

Emil heard a familiar tapping echoing from outside the training hall. It was accompanied by the excited high-pitched voices of children. Phusone and his trainees were coming. Emil leaned forward and snatched the gear away, pocketed it in a satchel at his hip. Then he stood, swaying only a little and tried his best to look alert. Roret packed away his tools.

“Ahh, there you are,” Phusone said as he limped into the hall. He was an old Hopper and looking more grizzled by the day, it seemed. Phusone was the only Fourth Gater left on the Courage, but he’d taken a bad injury back on titan 01 and had never recovered. Like all the other Hoppers on board, he was classed as non-active. Emil was the only one left making Hops to the titan. It was a lot of pressure. Sometimes he felt like it was too much, like the needs of the ship, of his people, of the fleet, of his squad were crushing him as surely as a Tucker Sphere spinning too fast, inflating the gravity. At those times, he almost struggled to breathe. Everyone needed something from him, and he couldn’t afford to fail any of them. Sometimes, it was just too much.

The trainees broke formation from around Phusone and ran to Emil. They were always like this, so excited and energetic, firing questions at him, begging him for examples of the way he used his talents on himself rather than others. Every Paladin in the fleet, in existence and in history, could only use their talents to enhance others. Emil had broken his own class so he could only enhance himself. He still wasn’t really sure how he’d done it. Emil weathered the storm of questions with a smile and no answers.

“I’ve been looking for you, Emil,” Phusone said as he hobbled closer. “We need to talk.”

“You could have messaged me.”

“Yeah.” Phusone patted at his pockets. “I’ve lost my tablet. Hate those things anyway. Always have. Every time I close my eyes, the scrapping thing beeps at me.”

The old Hopper turned to Roret. “Everything ship shape, tech?”

Roret nodded and hefted his tool bag. “Tried to fix another dummy, but no joy, sir. Still just the one.”

Phusone grunted noncommittally. “I’m sure you did your best. Off you go, tech. This is Hopper business.”

Roret shot Emil a look, rolled his eyes, then hurried away.

“He has a name, you know,” Emil said once Roret had gone. The trainees still swarmed around him, but he spoke over their heads. “They all do.”

“Oh really?” Phusone asked. “I would never have guessed my nephew has a name.” He smiled.

“Roret’s your nephew?”

Phusone nodded slowly.

Emil cursed himself. He’d been feeling so smug because he’d learned a few names, but Phusone was right, he knew so little about any of the people aboard the Courage, even Roret. There were thousands of techs, drudges, and officers living aboard his ship, and he knew so little about any of them. He’d spent his entire life living in a bubble, in his own head.

“Trainees,” Phusone said loudly. “Talent drills. Use the dummy. Hopper Emil, we need to talk.” He hobbled over to the far side of the training hall while the trainees started the dummy and set to Steeling each other.

“You’ve heard about this tournament between fleets?” Phusone asked.

“Scrapping waste of time,” Emil said. “We need to be out there looking for more supplies, another manufactory. I barely touched the list of stuff the Courage needs.”

“Barely touched? Thanks to you, we can all breathe again.” Phusone leaned against the wall and rubbed his bad leg, wincing. “Paladins are exempt from the tournament, the only class that is. Lucky for us, I guess. The Council of Grands have said any ship that does not contribute combatants to the tourney, will be placed lower on the priority list for supplies.”

Emil shook his head. “Tyrants. They should be prioritising ships that need those supplies most. Perhaps the lower ships would produce more productive Hoppers if we weren’t drowning in rust and struggling to breathe.”

Phusone was quiet during Emil’s rant, but he smiled apologetically. “You’re entering the tournament, Emil.”

“Scrap that! I don’t have time to play around with those junk holes from the other fleet.”

“The council have ordered your participation. Perils of being a hero.”

Emil thumped a fist against the wall. “They just won’t leave me alone. Think they own me.” He couldn’t forget the way the Council of Grands had treated him when they’d met with him and Iro months ago. Those void suckers had treated them like specimens for study. Emil was half amazed they’d got out of the chamber without being dissected like a new breed of monster.

“They do own you. That was the choice you made when you let them call you a hero.”

“Scrap them!” Emil said. “I’ve got better things to do with my time.” He wondered if Iro would be entered, too. If his friend would participate, given the chance. Emil already knew the answer, Iro would jump at the chance to visit some payback on the raiders.

“No, you don’t,” Phusone said. “You’re off Hopping duties until this tournament is over.”

“But it doesn’t matter.”

Phusone pushed away from the wall and grabbed Emil by the shoulders. It was so sudden that Emil startled, almost pushed the man away.

“Emil, this tournament is all that matters right now. For better or worse, the fleet has bet ownership of the wing on this tourney. On our Hoppers. On you. If we lose, we have to start again. Find another wing, map it out, explore it, set up new secure landings and supply routes. We’ve only just found a manufactory and have barely got it running. Our comms relays only cover this wing, and we don’t have replacements. The crops we’re growing in the remaining domes: lost if we lose the wing.”

Phusone shook his head. “It’s been a year since we last started again. A year on titan 02, on this wing. The fleet cannot survive starting over, not again. I know you want to protect the Courage. Well, right now, this is the best way for you to do that. If everything goes to scrap, who do you think gets cut off first?”

Emil pulled away from Phusone and thumped the bulkhead wall again. It lacked power, his current still so drained. The old Paladin was right, the Home Fleet needed to win. But that didn’t mean he had to participate. Let the combat classes fight it out while he continued his supply runs, scavenging parts wherever he could. But the Council of Grands had ordered him to enter the tourney, and he had no doubt they would cut the Courage off from the manufactory if he refused. He knew just how ruthless the Grands were. Phusone was right, they did own him.

“Fine,” Emil growled as he made for the exit. “I’ll enter the scrapping tourney.” At least he’d be fighting other Second Gaters, so he might stand a chance.

“You still need to choose a new talent,” Phusone called after him.

Emil said nothing but waved a hand in the air over his head.

“It’s worth picking soon so you can practice with it.”

Emil slipped out of the doorway. He still hadn’t chosen a new talent because to do so he’d need to show Phusone or another Hopper his crest, then they’d know he was stalled. He couldn’t have that. He realised then that if he fought in the tournament, everyone would see his crest. There would be no hiding it anymore. One way or another, the Courage was screwed and it was all his fault.

He thumped the wall again as he walked, then apologised as he slipped around a tech working on the same bulkhead. The woman smiled at him and thanked him for his work as he passed. He didn’t stop.

A message pinged up on his tablet and he glanced down. Despite his anger, a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. It was a message from Marios’ sister, Pinelopi. Time for another painting lesson.


CHAPTER 11


“So, what do you have planned, Iro?” Eir asked as they strolled along the halls of the Eclipse. “How are we going to celebrate?”

“I was supposed to plan something?” Iro asked innocently.

He was a little surprised that no one else was there. When Eir had suggested they meet up to celebrate, he’d half expected the old trainee squad to show up in force, but it was just him and Eir. And North. The little bot floated along behind them on buzzing rings.

“Sure,” Eir said as she dodged aside to let an encumbered tech scurry past. “After all, I had something huge planned for when you passed your Second Gate, but you went and ruined it by spending three days lazing about on another ship.”

“Really? You had something planned?”

Eir turned to him with an earnest look on her face. “No. But I might have.”

“That is some unbeatable logic. OK, I have an idea. Go get your sword.”

Ten minutes later they were each aboard their pods and rocketing towards the titan. Iro felt a nervous flutter like electricity in his stomach. North rested on his knee and scanned him.

“Detecting abnormal heart rate. Is Command Iro unwell?”

“No. I’m good.”

The bot settled down with a buzz. “Command Query: Is Command nervous?”

Iro smiled at that. “You are learning. Yes, I’m very nervous.”

North let out a strange fluting whistle. “Follow-up Query: Is Command good nervous or bad nervous?”

Iro chewed on his lip as he considered. “Good nervous. I think.” He wasn’t even sure what he really had to be nervous about. It was just Eir. It was just spending time alone with Eir. Eir who made him sweat and his heart beat too fast. Who somehow made him feel like he was important, and not in a Hero of the Fleet kind of way, but… Iro really wasn’t sure in what kind of way he meant. “I’m 80% sure it’s good nervous.”

The pods docked, and Iro ignored Eir’s questions as he led her away. Like him, she’d never been to the titan on anything but a scheduled Hop before. It was a bit strange to be there just the two of them, and without their armor. It felt oddly peaceful, like they had the whole titan to themselves.

The gauntlet was finished. Iro had received the notification just that morning, and spots for the next day were already filling up fast. He himself had secured an hour’s slot to run it in the afternoon. But for today, it was up and running and no one was using it.

Hanging walkways, floating walls, dead ends, pit falls, laser grids, and false holographic sections. It extended so far into the distance, Iro couldn’t even see the other side in the dim light, and high enough he couldn’t reach the ceiling even with a Blink Strike straight upwards. There had to be multiple possible paths through the maze, and it was all designed to shift around to confuse and confound the participants. It was a marvel the likes of which neither of them had seen before.

A large screen hung above them and it rotated through a series of scoreboards showing ranks one to five. They were all blank except for a single name written at the top of the rank four board:

	Eclipse Rollo - 3 minutes 12 seconds.



Iro should have known Rollo would have been the first to try it out.

“What is this?” Eir asked, a grin on her face.

North flew past Iro and spun in front of Eir. “This is cargo container 174B18. Primarily used for storing multi-adhesive micro fabric.”

“Uh…” Eir turned and shrugged at Iro.

“The fleet have converted it into an obstacle course to test Corsair’s mobility and reaction times and stuff. They call it a Gauntlet. North, set it active.”

North buzzed over to the control panel and swept it with a scan. “Command Query: Which rank setting?”

“One?” Iro asked.

The gauntlet came to life, walls moving, traps swinging, laser grids flickering on and then off and then on, pit traps opening and closing. It was a confusing, twisting jumble of motion that Iro couldn’t plot.

“Ohhhh,” Eir said, mouth agape. “So, to celebrate opening my Second Gate, you’ve decided to kill me? Nice.” She smiled at him.

Iro strolled towards the start of the gauntlet, drawing his sword. “Well, if you don’t want to race, I’ll understand. Not many people can match my speed.”

Eir drew her own slender blade. It was a two feet of shiny titansteel, a gift from her mother for the day she became a Hopper. She stopped next to Iro. “You think you’re fast then? Race a lot of people?”

“To be completely honest, I have a really slow squad,” Iro admitted.

“Well, in the words of my boorish squad leader,” Eir said and then put on a dramatic frown and deepened her voice. “I will show you the true meaning of speed. Go!” She twisted on the spot and sprang into a sprint.

Iro launched himself after her with a Blink and hit the ground running, keeping pace, even pulling ahead a little. The floor opened up beneath him into empty space and Iro only just leapt over the gap in time, hitting the other side in a roll. Eir bounded across the gap, pirouetting as she went and landed next to him easily.

The next section of the course had vertical runs, including some clear walls that looked flimsy to Iro’s eyes.

“I wanted to say sorry, Iro,” Eir said as she strolled past him and glanced up into a metal chute that led into a chamber with clear walls.

“Sorry? For what?” Iro asked.

Eir chewed on her lip. “I’ve not been around much. I made a big talk a while back about how you stopped turning up to our late night sparring sessions, and then I’m the one that’s been gone. I know, I know. I’m a big hypocrite. Hence… apology.”

Eir leapt upwards unto the chute, vaulting off one wall onto another, and then up into the chamber with the clear walls. Iro decided on a different path and used a Blink up to a hanging walkway. No sooner had he landed, a pulse of blue electricity crackled down the length of the metal. He leapt quickly to avoid it as it passed him.

Eir waited in the clear chamber, staring out at him, her head cocked to the side slightly. She smiled sadly and her mouth moved, but Iro couldn’t hear what she was saying through the chamber walls.

“I can’t hear you,” Iro said, pointing to his ear.

Eir glanced around the chamber, then sprang upwards through a gap in the roof, vaulting over the edge to land ahead of Iro on the same walkway. She turned around and walked backwards.

“I’m trying to explain why I’ve not been around as much,” she said. “Brutus has this theory.”

“Brutus?” Iro asked, lost.

“My Paladin.” Another crackle of blue electricity zipped along the walkway and she cartwheeled backwards over it without missing a step. Iro hastily jumped to avoid the trap. “He says that Hoppers are weaker here on titan 02 than we were on 01. Calls it current acclimatisation. He thinks that’s why some of us, most of us, are struggling more here than we were back on 01.”

The walkway split beneath their feet into smaller sections and started rotating so Iro and Eir were separated, twisting away from each other. Then both sections fell away, dropping into another pit. Iro used a Blink to carry him to the next bit of solid ground, but Eir just caught the bottom bit of the falling walkway and flipped herself forward to land next to him.

The next bit of the gauntlet was a wide space of water below them. A few free hanging walls moved back and forth. Eir glanced at it and then moved off to the side towards the outside wall of the gauntlet.

“Brutus thinks this acclimatisation thing is more pronounced on Hoppers who manifested their talents on 01. And… I think it makes sense. You’re moving so fast, Iro. You opened your Second Gate what? A few weeks after your first?”

Eir sped up to a run and leapt at the wall. Her crest flickered into pale purple light behind her and she pressed the edge of her sword against the wall and flew forwards like she was skating weightless. Iro used a Blink to reach the first moving platform and leapt from that to the next and the next. Each one dropped into the water only a second after he touched it, so he had little time to make the next jump.

“That a new talent? Wall skating?” Iro asked.

Eir shook her head. “Just learned to use Parry in some different ways.”

The next bit of solid ground was a rotating disc of flooring. Beyond that was a maze made of walls of laser light. They’d need to navigate the maze to make it across, but Iro suspected some of the walls and floor would disappear when they stepped on them, and others might be holographic.

“What I’ve been trying to say, Iro, is that I’ve been gone a lot because I’m trying to keep up. A year ago you came to us, this clumsy little kid who couldn’t even hold a sword, and now you’re the strongest Second Gater on the ship and…” She sighed and shrugged at him. “I don’t want to get left behind.”

“Are you saying you’ve missed me?” Iro asked.

“Yes!” Eir said, throwing her hands up in the air. “And I’m explaining that the reason I’ve missed you is because I’ve not been around because I’m working so hard to keep up with you, so you don’t pull so far ahead that I miss you.” She stopped and took a deep breath.

Iro opened his mouth to say something, then closed it again. “That was… Um…”

“A massive contradiction, and stupid circular reasoning. Yes, I know.”

“I suppose I could always slow down,” Iro said, grinning.

Eir frowned then and shook her head, serious as a reactor meltdown. “Don’t you dare. I’m not telling you to slow down. I want you to run, Iro. Go as fast as you can. I don’t want you to slow down. I want to keep up.” She leapt into the maze and sprinted on. Iro darted after her, but a wall appeared in front of him, and he had to dash to the side.

She was waiting for him by the time he emerged out of the light maze. The final section of the gauntlet was a series of floating walls, and traps flying out to knock them down. They stared out at it for a few silent moments.

“It’s good to have people to chase after,” Eir said. “You might not realise it, since you’ve been leading the pack for a while now, but having that goal, seeing you just ahead of us. It’s driven me, and I’m not the only one. You ready for this?”

As his reply, Iro launched forward with a Blink Strike towards the first platform. It disappeared beneath his feet and he used another Blink upwards over a spinning disc launched at him from the wall. One final Blink took him onto a hanging wall where he gripped hold and turned to look at Eir.

She leapt after him, using Parry to skate along walls, then leaping over incoming traps. She missed a jump before she reached him and fell, plummeting towards the pit at the bottom, but a flash of purple light ripped from her sword and she stopped her fall, clutching onto a copy of her blade made out of current hanging stationary in the air. Eir pulled herself up until she was standing on the copy of her sword, then back flipped upwards and over Iro’s head. She vaulted off the wall opposite him and was sprinting for the finish line.

Iro gawked after her. She was using multiple talents as mobility aids. He relied solely on his Blink Strikes. They were powerful and fast, but they had drawbacks, locking him into his moves until he reached his destination or was knocked from it. Perhaps relying on a sole talent for mobility was a bad idea after all.

He leaped after her, forgoing using the other platforms and Blink Striking towards the finish. He hit the ground on the finish line a full two seconds before Eir made it, and raised his hands in victory. She tripped as she made it across, uncharacteristically clumsy, and stumbled into him. They both crashed to the ground, laughing.

There was a scoreboard on this side of the gauntlet as well, and Iro looked up to see it change.

	Eclipse Iro - 6 minutes 12 seconds.

	Eclipse Eir - 6 Minutes 14 seconds.



“Thanks for this, Iro,” Eir said as she disentangled herself from him and sat cross-legged, staring back out across the gauntlet. “It was fun.”

“I think it was supposed to be challenging, not fun.”

She glanced at him, laughed, then looked away. “Things can be both. Besides, you set it at rank 1. And hey, I’m gonna find time to be around more. I’ll try to be better.”

“Me too,” Iro said quickly. “I’m supposed to be training every minute I have for this tournament, but I’ll find time. I… I missed you, too.”

Eir flowed to her feet and into a tall stretch. “Well, that was a given.” She grinned over her shoulder at him. “So how about we reset this thing and I crush your score?”


CHAPTER 12


Toshiko wobbled on her crest but just about managed to keep balance. She wondered what the others were doing now. Iro was probably zipping about hitting things with his sword. Emil most likely had found somewhere dark and lonely to brood and pretend he didn’t care what other people thought of him. He was such a liar sometimes, but mostly to himself. And Justice… Toshiko had no idea what Justice might be doing. He was an upper shipper, so he was probably living a life of luxury, eating steak in bed or something. Toshiko wobbled again and cracked an eye open.

“Focus,” Master Keiro said from across the training hall, sitting perfectly stable on his own Boosted crest.

“I am focusing,” Toshiko growled.

“Then why is your crest so unstable?” Master Keiro said quietly. He was a young man for a master. Most of the trainers on the Thousand Suns were old and gray and wrinkly, but not Master Keiro. He was young and handsome and ridiculously strong, and oh so traditional in every sense. The perfect son of the Thousand Suns. “You must quiet your mind and focus. Balance is more than just a physical sense. Balance of the spirit is the key.”

“Maybe my crest is so unstable because this is scrapping hard and I’m just not built for it?” Toshiko said. Her neon pink crest wavered, then flickered out and she dropped the two feet to the floor, landing on her ass. She ripped her beret from her head in frustration and scrunched it up, then felt guilty and carefully unfolded it.

Master Keiro sighed. He was sat on his own crest, a vibrant indigo, and it was as stable as an ice-cube in vacuum. “I think you like to tell yourself you’re not built for things because it is easier than putting in the effort and work to learn them properly.” He closed his eyes and went silent again, still sitting perfectly still and cross-legged on his crest.

Toshiko stuck her tongue out at him, but he gave no response. His words rang a little too true for her liking. But it was hard. Boost was a talent meant to give a Mage a boost. Mobility, not stability. It was easy to overload it with current so it exploded and sent her flying. But that was the balance Master Keiro was talking about. Not really balance of spirit, nor physical balance. More like balance of the current.

Boost created a small physical facsimile of her crest that she could step on. If she fed it too little current, it would lose cohesion and vanish. If she gave it too much current, it overloaded and exploded, giving her a boost. She was trying to learn to keep it stable so she could stand on it indefinitely. Or in this case, sit on it.

She used the talent to create a new crest and hopped on to it, scooting backwards and pulling her legs up into the same cross-legged position as Master Keiro.

“Focus on your balance,” the master said without opening his eyes.

Toshiko grumbled under her breath. The master was right in some ways, it was about finding balance, but he thought it was some sort of spiritual balance. Toshiko had no idea what that would even mean. Keeping the Boost stable was all a matter of finding the right current balance, of feeding it just enough. As long as she calculated the exact amount needed to keep it synchronous, then she just needed to practice until it became like muscle memory. It was a matter of mathematics, not vague spiritual mysticism.

Her tablet pinged and she actually heard Master Keiro’s sharp intake of breath. That meant he was annoyed. Toshiko kept her eyes closed and ignored both the tablet and the master. Her crest wavered a little and she fed it a bit more current. It started to grow charged beneath her and she pulled her current away from it before it could destabilise enough to explode. She wondered who the message was from. Another Hop, maybe? A message from the squad leader telling her to grab Steel Lotus and get to the titan.

Toshiko cracked open an eye. Master Keiro had his closed. She quietly tapped on her screen to see a message from Justice to the squad.

Whiny


Please tell me you’re not all taking part in this tournament thing. I never thought I’d say this, but I desperately want to Hop to the titan. Mercy is EVERYWHERE.




Her tablet pinged again with a message from Emil:

Broody


I don’t want to. They’re making me fight.




And again from Iro:

Moody


I’ve already won it. You lot just haven’t caught up yet.




Toshiko smiled and her crest flickered, almost pitching her onto the floor. She tapped her own reply:

Toshiko (THAT’S ME!)


It’s so unfair you two just get entered. I have to actually compete for my spot.




Master Keiro cleared his throat.

Toshiko closed down the message and went back to sitting still. She met the master’s gaze and shrugged. “It could have been important.”

“Was it?”

“It was important to someone.”

His silence was heavy as a black hole.

“I’m focusing,” Toshiko said. “See.” She closed her eyes again.

Her arm itched and she scratched at it idly. She needed to take measurements, find some way to calculate the depth and flow of current. Inner peace would never help her because she was certain there was no such thing. But if she could conceptualise the amount of current needed to maintain a stable Boost, then she’d know exactly how much to feed it. It would solve all her current problems. The squad leader had long said she had too little control over her current and overcharged everything, but this was why, because it was something she’d never measured before.

Toshiko cut off her current from her Boost and the crest beneath her flickered out. She landed on her feet, only stumbling a little and waved to Master Keiro. “Gotta go. Thanks for the help.” She was already on her tablet, sending a message to granny Hinata.

“If you do not learn balance, I cannot teach you sensory expansion.”

That made Toshiko pause. Sensory expansion wasn’t so much a talent as a technique to see beyond sight and hear beyond sound and feel beyond touch. It was how granny Hinata could move about so easily despite being blind. It was why some Hoppers believed the most powerful Mages had a form of precognition. It was a powerful and jealously guarded skill.

“What if I learn balance my own way?” Toshiko asked. “If I come back all balancey and spiritually focused, then will you teach me?”

Master Keiro sighed and stepped down from his crest. It flickered out behind him. “Sensory expansion requires calmness of spirit, which can only be achieved through true balance and focus. It is a path one must walk with care and stillness. You are hurtling down a different path with frantic motion and blind abandon. I cannot teach a student who will not learn.”

She sniffed and forced a smile. “Got it. Thank you, master.” She bowed and then hurried away.

Master Keiro was just like everyone else on the Thousand Suns. Do it our way, the traditional way, or not at all. But that was not how Toshiko worked. She’d proven that, opening her First Gate by doing things differently, taking Steel Lotus with her to the titan. She’d followed Emil’s example and broke the mould, and it had worked. She would do it again now. Find her own way. She would not let her ship’s insistence on stuffy tradition hold her back.

[image: ]



“You sent me a message, girl,” granny Hinata said as she waddled into her workshop and stopped in the doorway. Her head tilted about like one of those little bird creatures they found in the domes.

“I did,” Toshiko said as she pulled open drawers, looking for more conduit wire.

“I assume you see the issue, and are being wilfully ignorant?”

Toshiko paused and looked up at Hinata. She was wrinkled as an old sock left too long on the floor and her eyes were milky white, her face covered in old burn scars. Blind as a sensor array with no power.

“Oh,” Toshiko said. “Sorry. But you got my message!”

Hinata scoffed and tugged her gray robe a little tighter around herself. “I had to get my granddaughter to read it to me. She’s only six and had no idea what you were saying, but I got the gist. Is it cold in here?”

“Is it?” Toshiko asked and laughed nervously. “I hadn’t noticed.”

Hinata grumbled and shoved Toshiko out the way as she waddled into her workshop, hands trailing along work surfaces, head tilting as she sniffed and listened. Sensory expansion at work.

“Why have you turned the temperature down? And what are you doing with my TCX’s?”

Toshiko had a dozen of the little TCX556 cannons laid out on the main counter with Steel Lotus in the centre. She also had a few spools of wire half cut into various lengths. All of which was technically forbidden to her seeing as she was banned from dismantling any more TCX cannons.

“I had this idea about measuring current,” Toshiko said hesitantly.

“Can’t be done,” Hinata said, her hands exploring the set up on the counter. “Are you linking TCX’s together?”

Toshiko winced. “Yes.”

“And you’ve connected them to Steel Lotus?” Hinata shook her head, frowning. “Poor child. What’s she doing to you this time?” Hinata’s hands brushed over Steel Lotus’ chassis affectionately. The big cannon was as much Hinata’s work as Toshiko’s these days. They’d both spent so much time and effort working on her.

“She’s happy to take part, Granny,” Toshiko said. “Steel Lotus thinks this can work.”

“Steel Lotus is a cannon, girl, she doesn’t think anything. You’ve connected them into a circuit.”

“Yes.” Toshiko hurried around the counter and took granny Hinata’s hand to guide her to the lead cannon. The old Mage shook Toshiko away and kept exploring, fingers gliding over everything. “This way I can charge them all at once.”

“To what end?”

“By repeating the process with Steel Lotus at various positions within the circuit, we can gauge an accurate measurement of the amount of current needed to fully charge a single TCX556.”

Hinata nodded slowly. “Because Steel Lotus has a much bigger capacitor. She’s a hungry child. Hmmm. It’ll be a relative measurement based the difference between a TCX and Steel Lotus.”

Toshiko nodded eagerly, then realised Hinata wouldn’t be able to see it. “Yes. It’s a first step. We’ll need other capacitors to test.”

Hinata grumbled. “TCX’s are the largest we have aboard ship, apart from your little girl here.”

“That’s not entirely true,” Toshiko said.

“Hmmm?”

Toshiko scratched at her arm. “The engines use a much larger capacitor. If we could borrow one on your authority…”

Hinata stared sightlessly at Toshiko, her face slack. Then she sighed and shook her head. “This is going to take a lot of channeling. You sure your current is up to the task?”

Toshiko grinned. “I have power to spare, Granny.”

The old Mage shook her head, her fingers already working over the wires, checking the connections between the cannons. “Girl, you are going to get all three of us flushed out of a scrapping airlock.”


CHAPTER 13


Iro hit the ground hard, rolled to a stop, and lay there staring up at the metal ceiling. There was a little eight-legged beast crawling in between the gaps in the panels.

“Ow,” Iro wheezed.

“Up,” Rollo said around a yawn. “Again.”

Iro groaned as he rolled over and staggered back to his feet, using his sword as a crutch. “I’m really not sure what either of us are getting out of this. I’m too weak to challenge you, and you’re too strong for me to… do anything. Unless you just beating me up?”

“So that’s it?” Rollo asked. “Your opponent is stronger than you, so you give up?”

Iro laughed, though it quickly turned into a wince. “You’re the one who told me a Hopper can’t fight against someone at a higher gate than them?”

Rollo thrust his hands into his pockets and slouched. “And you’re just going to accept that? You’re holding back, kid. Stop. Hit me with everything you have.”

Iro paced back and forth, rolling his shoulder to ease the tension there. “You’re also the one who told me to stop using Burning Adrenaline.”

Rollo shrugged.

North floated over to Iro and scanned him. “Command Iro is showing signs of fatigue. Recommendation: going into temporary standby would improve future concentration.”

Iro laughed. “Not really an option right now, North. Got any more useful suggestions? Words of encouragement, maybe?”

North was silent a moment as if considering, then flew over to Rollo and scanned him. “Threat level: 83. Command Suggestion: Run.”

Rollo raised a hand and gently pushed the bot away. “Run or attack, kid? What’s it gonna be?”

“Based upon pattern extrapolation, attacking simulations show a 0.00001% chance of success,” North said.

Rollo shrugged. “Better than zero.”

North buzzed. “Statistically, Master Rollo is correct. Objectively, Master Rollo is incorrect.”

Iro poured his current into his sword and let it flow back, activating Burning Adrenaline. His current surrounded him like an icy fog seeping from his skin. He ignited his sword into a Light Blade and leapt forward with every bit of speed he could muster, sweeping up into a Blink Strike above Rollo, then back down in a vertical slash. He’d used that same strike to cut a bhurbeast in half and to sever the arm of the giant construct in the spire. He put everything he had into that one blazing strike.

Rollo lazily caught the blade between thumb and forefinger before it bit into his neck. Iro stood there for a moment, eyes wide. He’d expected Rollo to dodge, not to block the attack with such ease.

Rollo gave the blade a shove and sent Iro staggering away. “Is that really the best you have, kid? Attacking head on against an opponent so much stronger than you?”

Iro still had Burning Adrenaline active, sapping his current quickly. He swept back in with a Blink behind Rollo, slashing at his legs. Rollo kicked the attack away without even looking. Iro leapt back and pulled his second sword from his hip and used two Blinks at once. He sent an image of himself to the right, while he moved to the left. Rollo smiled as he turned his head to watch the false image of Iro flash around him.

Iro slashed both swords again. This time he let go of his main sword during the strike and let the Blink carry him away with his second sword. His main sword flew towards Rollo, thrown by the talent with lightning speed. Rollo gasped as he shifted his position and caught the blade by the hilt. At the same time, Iro leapt into the air again and released his secondary sword in another thrown Blink Strike. Rollo had to shift again so the sword careened past him, embedding into the ground. Iro landed, closed the circuit and forged a pure Light Blade in his hands. His current stopped seeping from his skin and instead blazed azure light from his eyes. He turned, and thrust his forged sword up into Rollo’s back.

Only to hit nothing.

Rollo clapped lazily from over by the wall. Iro’s main sword was leaning against the bulkhead next to him. He’d used a Blink of his own to get out of the way just in time. At least Iro had made him move. He counted it a small victory.

“You might want to turn that off before you poison yourself,” Rollo said.

Iro let his forged Light Blade fade and turned off Burning Adrenaline. He could already feel a slight poisoning of his current like ink spreading through water. His hand trembled a little and he clenched it into a fist to stop it. Closing the circuit was what Mufar had called it, and Iro still didn’t fully understand. It was to do with his ability to forge a Light Blade out of pure current, which apparently no other Corsair could do. Frigg theorised he was somehow reusing his current over and over again instead of expelling it. It allowed him to keep Burning Adrenaline going longer, but at the cost of poisoning himself with current sickness. If he did that too much, it would kill him. That was why Rollo and Frigg, and even the Council of Grands had ordered him not to close the circuit any more. This was not the first time he had disobeyed that order.

“You cheated,” Iro said, panting.

“Did I?”

“You used my sword to Blink Strike away. If it was titansteel, you wouldn’t be able to do that.” If he’d still had his sister’s old titansteel sword, it would be attuned to his current and would resist anyone else’s.

Rollo pushed away from the wall and tossed Iro’s ship printed sword through the air. He caught it by the hilt, gave it a quick flourish and stood there grinning even though he’d just lost.

“Unfortunately, your sword isn’t titansteel so using it against you doesn’t count as cheating,” Rollo said. “And I have a few blades of my own, so don’t get cocky, kid.” He stopped and patted Iro on the shoulder. “But you did good.”

North floated over on buzzing rings. “Command Encouragement: North is proud of Command Iro. You performed slightly below adequacy.” The little bot bumped against Iro’s other shoulder twice in a strange mimicry of Rollo.

“It’s time to learn about talent paths, kid. Come over here.”

Iro hurried to retrieve his backup sword and then followed after Rollo as he strolled out of the training hall, hands buried in his pockets once again. The light above the door flicked over to green as they left. All the halls were in use now. Corsairs from all over the fleet in training to compete in the tournament.

“We don’t teach trainees about talent paths for a reason,” Rollo said as he walked. “The unfortunate truth is most Hoppers will never unlock any paths. They’ll only ever use their talents in the most basic form. A Blink Strike moves you from one point to another. Done.

“Except it isn’t done, is it?” He glanced at Iro as they mounted the first step of the staircase.

“You mean when I used Blink with both swords to send an image of myself one way, while I move the other.”

Rollo nodded. “We call that Mirage. It’s one of many paths associated with Blink Strikes. Show me your crest.”

Iro activated his crest in front of them as they rounded the first landing and doubled back on themselves up another flight of stairs.

“See there, next to your Blink Strike symbol, there’s two new offshoots.”

Iro peered at his icy blue crest. Rollo was right. The Blink Strike symbol was a single slashing line cut in two. Above it there was a new symbol, a broken slash breaking into two separate lines. And below it a jagged broken line.

“That one is Slingblade,” Rollo said. “When you use a Blink to throw your sword. You’ve already opened up two talent paths for your Blink Strike. That’s pretty rare.”

“There are others though? What are they?”

“Stop getting ahead of yourself, idiot.” They reached the top of the staircase and strolled out into the gauntlet chamber. It was in use, the gauntlet traps and walls moving as someone attempted to traverse it. Other Corsairs stood by watching. The scoreboard above cycled through the five different ranks. Rollo was still in the lead of rank four by a large margin.

“That was how Eir skated along the wall using Parry,” Iro said, realising the truth now. “It was a talent path she’s unlocked.”

“Has she? Bright kid, that one. The point is though, Iro, that it’s called a talent path for a reason. The thing about paths, they have more than one step.”

Iro grinned as he realised what Rollo was saying. “There are other things I can do with Mirage and Slingblade?”

“Now you’re getting it. Took you long enough. Keep experimenting. That’s what sets apart a good Hopper from one with real potential. Hoppers who experiment go a lot farther than those who stand still.”

“Can’t you teach me the next step?”

“Nope. Don’t ask again.” Rollo sped his pace a little. “I have to go. Meeting with Frigg about… stuff.” He looked away, his cheeks flushing red. “Find someone your level to train with and don’t lose.”

“Hey Rollo,” Iro said as the Corsair started away. “Do all talents have paths to open?”

Rollo glanced over his shoulder with a grin and nodded, then he was striding away towards the docks. Iro watched him go, his mind awhirl. That meant he had new forms of Light Blade to discover. New ways to use Burning Adrenaline even.

“Detecting elevated heart rate,” North said, floating into the air. “Is Command nervous?”

“I’m excited. Sometimes human heart rates go up when we think about things we are excited about.”

North was silent for a moment except for the levitation rings buzzing. “Command Query: Is this why Command Iro and Sub-Command Eir’s heart rates elevate when they are in relative proximity?”

Iro cleared his throat and looked away, feeling heat in his cheeks. “Yes. Wait, Eir’s heart rate goes up around me?”

A collective gasp from the Corsairs watching the gauntlet pulled Iro’s attention away. The shifting obstacle course ground to a halt. He turned to watch a sodden Bjorn dragging himself out of the water and slump towards the edge where he collapsed onto his ass, feet dangling over the first pit. The next Corsair in line, a rakish woman with red hair, patted him on the shoulder, then launched herself into the gauntlet.

Iro pushed his way through the crowd of Corsairs and plonked himself down next to Bjorn. “Which section got you?”

Bjorn glanced at Iro. Even sitting together, the big Hopper dwarfed him. But then Bjorn made everyone look small. “Electrified wall over the drink,” he said. “I don’t have any mobility talents yet, so unless I get the timing perfect, I’m either zapped or soggy or both.”

“Which was it?”

“Both. This scrapping course is impossible.”

“I’ve not tried it yet,” Iro said.

Bjorn gave him a weary look, then pointedly stared up at the scoreboard. Iro glanced up to see it displaying the rank one scores.

	Eclipse Iro - 1 minute 34 seconds.

	Eclipse Eir - 1 minutes 38 seconds.

	Zephyr David - 4 minutes 12 seconds.



The list went on up to tenth place. Bjorn was not on it.

“Some of the other First Gaters are angry as a sparking wire that you two went at rank one. They all know none of them will beat that score.”

Iro shrugged. “We were just testing it out.”

“Uh huh.” Bjorn gave him a knowing wink. “Sounds romantic.”

Iro shoved the bigger Hopper, making sure to hold back. Wasn’t so long ago he couldn’t have moved Bjorn with a full body check. These days he could pick the big man up with one hand, such was the power of the Second Gate.

“So you’re gonna win the First Gate trophy, yeah?” Iro asked.

“Scrap yeah,” Bjorn said, brightening a little. “Might not be the first choice, but I’ll prove them all wrong.”

“Who was the first choice?”

Bjorn sagged a bit again. “Ashvild. We spar all the time, but ever since we both opened our First Gates, I just can’t scrapping beat her.”

“Really? I’d have thought you were stronger.”

“Stronger, sure,” Bjorn said nodding. “But she’s never where you think she’ll be and then the moment you do think you’ve caught her, suddenly you’re hanging upside down with one of her current ropes wrapped around your leg.

“The only reason it’s me here and not her, is Ash said she didn’t want to participate.”

“Why?”

“Dunno. You’d have to ask her, brother,” Bjorn said with a shake of his head.

Iro decided he would do just that. Something was gnawing at him; an idea. Rollo might have praised him for his last attack, but he also mocked Iro for attacking head on. The truth was, he was always using brute force and relying on speed. Fighting like Bjorn or like Eir. But there was another way to do battle; with strategy. Iro wasn’t good with strategy, but Ashvild was the best.

Bjorn gave Iro a shove. “You wanna spar?”

Rollo had ordered Iro to fight against someone his level. Bjorn was too weak to challenge him, but Iro had a feeling the offer wasn’t about a challenge for Bjorn. The big Corsair had lost his best friend, and been left behind by another. He’d always prided himself on being the strongest, but Ashvild had knocked him down to second place. Now he was failing the gauntlet, losing face in front of his peers. Right now Bjorn didn’t need a challenge, he needed a friend.

“Sure,” Iro said, springing to his feet and holding out a hand to haul Bjorn up after him. “I’ll even take it easy on you.”

Bjorn snorted. “Don’t you dare, brother.” He draped a meaty arm over Iro’s shoulders as they went. “Well, maybe a little easy.”


CHAPTER 14


Iro found Ashvild in the Eclipse mess hall. She was sitting alone at a table, a tray of half picked over fruit pushed to one side, and a tablet in her hand.

It had been months since he’d last spoken to or even seen Ashvild. She looked older, like she was growing into maturity faster than any of the others that had been in their class. Her long braids were gone, her hair now cut short just above her ears. She had a livid scar under her right eye and the freckles around it were fading like they were fleeing the wound. She wore an immaculate gray Hopper uniform and sat with her back rod-straight, a frown of concentration creasing her brow. She reminded Iro a lot of Frigg, and that immediately put a pit of anxiety in his gut.

He slid into the chair opposite Ashvild with a quiet hello. North leapt onto the table and scanned the tray of half eaten fruit, poking a stumpy appendage at something wobbly and jello-like.

Ashvild glanced up from her tablet, her eyes flicking up and down at Iro. Then she placed the tablet on the table and folded her arms, staring at him frankly. “You’re filling out.”

“Uh, thank you,” Iro said. He’d put on quite a bit of muscle since his days as a trainee. He knew he’d never be as big as Bjorn or Emil, but gone were the days where Rollo could accuse him of having wire-thin arms. “So are you?”

Ashvild gave him a flat stare.

“I mean, I know you were always shorter than some of the others. Shorter than me, even. And stocky. Uhh, but now you’re looking… compact? Um, chiselled?”

“Command Suggestion: Sturdy.”

Iro nodded quickly. “Like North says. You’re looking sturdy.” He finished with a grin. Ashvild made him nervous. She was so closed off he didn’t know how to react.

“Sturdy is how you describe a well-built door.” A smile tugged at the corner of Ashvild’s lips, gone again so fast he almost thought he imagined it. “Eir’s right, you coil up like a spring about to pop when you feel awkward. How are you doing, Iro?”

“Right now, feeling a bit awkward.” He smiled and Ashvild returned her usual flat stare. “Busy. Trying to fit in everything in time for this tournament.”

Ashvild nodded, but kept her stare level, her eyes never leaving his face. He found her gaze oddly aggressive and felt the need to look away. “I heard they chose you for the Second Gaters.”

“I heard they chose you for the first, but you declined to enter.”

“Ahh, that.” Ashvild nodded and went silent.

“Why?”

“Because I know my own limitations and have no need to advertise them to others.”

“You’re saying you’d lose?” Iro asked.

Ashvild nodded once. “I would.”

“But Bjorn said you beat him all the time now.”

“I do.”

Iro sighed in frustration.

“I don’t think you’re here to quiz me on my choices, Iro. This has the taste of an opening salvo.”

“Rollo said I shouldn’t approach everything head on. I know how to fight, but I don’t know how to fight. Does that make sense?”

Ashvild cocked an eyebrow. “No. But I think I understand. You want to learn strategy?”

“Yes! That’s it. And you’re the best person I know at strategising.”

“Alright. If you want me to teach you, then tell me why I declined to enter the tournament.”

“Huh?” Iro groaned. “Because you’d lose?”

“But I beat Bjorn all the time,” Ashvild said flatly.

“Um…”

“Sit up straight. Look me in the eye.”

Iro did as he was told, though he really wanted to look elsewhere. He found it hard to think straight while meeting Ashvild’s gaze, like the world was tunnelling before him. She suddenly seemed far away.

“Detecting elevated heart rate. Is Command excited?”

“Nervous,” Iro said, swallowing a lump in his throat. “Bad nervous.”

“Answer the question, Iro. Feel free to externalise your thought process,” Ashvild said.

Iro blinked and then focused on Ashvild’s left eye. It was a deep dark blue with lighter flecks around the edges. That act of focusing allowed him space to think.

“You said you’d lose and that you don’t want to advertise your limitations to others. Bjorn said that you two have been sparring for a while now and he can’t beat you anymore. You always win despite him being stronger. It’s because you know how he fights. You have his every move figured out and have plans in place for them all. But in the tournament, you won’t know your opponents, so you aren’t certain you’ll win.”

“I am certain,” Ashvild said. “I’m certain I’d lose. Bjorn stands a better chance of winning than I do. Why?”

“Because he’s stronger?” Iro asked.

Ashvild gave a curt nod. “So why should I teach you, Iro?”

Iro let out a ragged breath. His head was hurting.

“North knows.”

Ashvild broke her stare for a moment to glance at the bot. “North should keep quiet.” Then her gaze was back on Iro.

“You said Bjorn stands a better chance of winning the tournament. Which means you’re not taking the opportunity for the glory. You want the best person to enter because he has a better chance. It’s better for the ship and for the fleet. Right?”

Iro nodded, certain now. “I’m right! You should teach me because I am going to win. And I’ll stand a better chance if you teach me how. For the good of the Eclipse and of the Home Fleet.”

Ashvild smiled briefly. “Alright, I’ll teach you. And I’ve already given you your first lesson. What was it?”

Iro groaned.

“Stop slouching.”

North buzzed. “Command Suggestion: Ashvild beats Bjorn.”

She glanced at the bot again. “Stop. Helping.”

Iro thought back over the conversation, though really it felt more like an interview. “Uh, you beat Bjorn because you know him. You know how he fights. That’s the first lesson! Know your opponent.”

“Command Encouragement: North never doubted you.” North buzzed into the air and landed on Iro’s shoulder.

“Send me your schedule and we’ll figure out some time for lessons,” Ashvild said. “And in the mean time.” She placed her tablet flat on the table and spun it about. There was a graphic on it, some sort of board split into dozens of squares.

“What’s that?”

“It’s a game,” Ashvild said flatly. “The piece list and their movement rules are at the side. I’ll link it so we’re can play against each other. Play it whenever you can, think about it whenever you can’t play it.”

Iro frowned. “How is playing a game supposed to help me learn how to fight?”

Ashvild stood. “Just do it, Iro. And don’t let the bot help you.”

“Ashvild Request: North would like to play.”

“No,” Ashvild said as she turned to go. “Play it and think about it, Iro. Let it consume you. And then figure out why I’m making you play it.”


CHAPTER 15


Mufar sat on the freezing metal steps of the gigantic ice locker and pulled his black cloak tighter around his shivering body. He was not made for the cold. He’d take sweltering heat and sweaty pits over frigid ice and frozen snot any day of the week. To make matters even worse, he had not put on his thermal underweave today and he was certain his stones could be used to ice up a whiskey.

He looked at the message from Shota again. That giant golden fool of a man who blundered through life giving out orders without any thought for how they would affect the little people. Usually Mufar couldn’t care less about those effects, but this time he was unfortunately one of those little people, and he wasn’t sure he liked the order. Things were about to blow up, and Shota was thrusting Mufar right into the middle of the explosion. Mufar was many things, but explosion-proof was not one of them. Even metaphorical explosions.

The ice rhinok gave a mournful cry followed by a titanic slump that Mufar felt through the floor. Big beasties, rhinoks. Big and scaly and far too large for the wings on their backs. The icy variant was the worst, with skin harder than once forged titansteel and icicles jutting from all over so they sliced up anyone who dared get too close. Then again, the fire variants were just as bad. Elemental beasties like the myths of old. Mufar had once watched a vid that claimed there were four elements: fire and ice, earth and wind. Such foolishness. Why would life limit itself to four?

Footsteps crunching in the ice behind Mufar gave him ample warning his new partner was well and truly done with the rhinok. Arrow dragged the ten ton beast behind her by one of its many horns, stopped at the top of the steps and folded her arms, staring down at Mufar through dark eyes. Arrow was a tall woman, broad about the shoulders, but with a soft face that belied the steel in her eyes. A nasty scar ran down the left side of her head, bisecting her ear and stopping at her mouth, tugging just slightly on her lips. She had so little joy in her that every moment in her brutal presence was an agony.

“It’s dead,” Arrow said in that monotone voice of hers.

“You don’t say. And I thought the hole you drilled through its skull was just for display purposes. I’ll signal the carvers,” Mufar said, tapping at his tablet. “We’ll be dining on steak and supping frosty blood by evening. I hear the rhinok testes are a delicacy.”

Arrow said nothing but stared down at him.

“If cooked right.”

She said nothing.

“With some salad on the side.”

“You could have helped,” she said finally.

Mufar flowed to his feet, shivering from the cold. “I’m not really good with all that…” He flung a sloppy couple of punches and a kick in the air between them. “Stuff.”

“You’re a Berserker,” Arrow said.

“I’m many things.”

Arrow sighed and jumped down the steps. “Lets go home.”

“Ah, well yes… about that.”

Arrow turned to Mufar with a glare. He held up his hands in surrender.

“We have a new job. Yay! A task. A mission.” He gasped in delight and clenched a fist dramatically. “A quest.”

“What?” That one word seemed to contain all the fury of a collapsing star.

Mufar swallowed and winced. He had a feeling he knew how this was going to go. “Well, it seems our two orbiting fleets are holding a good old-fashioned martial arts tournament to decide the fate of the wing they’re clamouring over. There’s four of the scrapping things so quite why that one is so special, I don’t know.”

“Because of the Blight,” Arrow said.

“Well, yes, there is that. But the whole thing stinks of a territorial pissing contest when both parties have been eating broccoli.”

Arrow was silent.

“No? It stinks like a pot still using mouldy socks as the prime distillation agent?”

Arrow sighed.

“Yeah, I knew that one was bad before I started it.”

“Why a tournament?” Arrow said.

Mufar shrugged. “A bloodless… Or mostly bloodless way to decide who owns the wing, I suppose. And our task is… to… um… attend.” He winced.

“No.”

“I knew you were going to say that.”

“Take someone else.”

Mufar sighed and crossed the distance between them, standing on his tip toes to drape an arm around Arrow and pull her close. It was like trying to hug a rock covered in angry bees.

“Would that I could, Arrow, but we’re partners. Buddy cops working a case. Don’t worry, I’ll be the funny one and you just be the straight man. It means you get the girl and I get heroically injured.”

“One can hope.” Arrow shrugged free of Mufar and stalked towards the frosted doorway. She sighed and leaned against the bulkhead wall.

The carvers would be there soon with all their knives and gloved up to the elbows. Mufar wanted to be gone by then, he hated watching the butchers work. All that blood and offal made his stomach turn.

“I can’t go, Mufar. Take someone else, please,” Arrow said and for the first time since they’d been partnered together there was real emotion in her voice. She was pleading. But those pleas fell on deaf ears, and they weren’t Mufar’s.

“Sorry, my beefy sidekick,” he said and found he really was. “Orders are orders, and these were handed down from on high. I’m not about to argue with Shota and neither should you.”

Arrow turned and glared at him. “Keritus Rex could overrule him.”

Mufar hissed a breath in through his teeth. “She could. But then you’d owe her family a favour and you’ll void Shota.” He shook his head. “Kind of like kicking a bear to stick your head in the lion’s maw.”

She frowned at him.

“Not worth it. The Rexes would chew you up and suck the marrow from your bones.”

The door opened and the first of the carvers walked in pushing a trolley before them. More followed. They were covered head to toe in black poly suits with big goggles for eyes that made them look monsters themselves. Mufar shuddered at the very thought.

“When do we leave?” Arrow asked.

“Right away. It’s a long walk to the wing.”

“We’re walking?”

Mufar plastered a grin on his face and sidled away from one of the carvers as they got too close. “Absolutely. Think of it like a road trip. Two old buddies seeing the sights, getting into scrapes and hijinks. Oh, the things we’ll see and the fun we’ll have.”

He took Arrow by the arm and led her out of the door. They had a long way to go and she was unpleasant company, but he was determined to make the most of it. Besides, if he could save her from visiting the Rexes, a few weeks of boring company would be a fine price to pay. And at least at the end of it, he’d get to watch a few children pretending they knew how to fight.


CHAPTER 16


Iro decided he liked the little game Ashvild made him play. He was terrible at it, but he enjoyed the process. What really amazed him, was finding out that there were dozens of games on the tablet she had given him.

He’d never thought about it before. Aboard the Courage, they were lucky if they had a working tablet between each family, and they would never have been used for something as idle as games. Besides, almost every waking hour had been taken up repairing failing ships’ systems when he was a tech.

When he’d been adopted onto the Eclipse, he’d been given his own tablet, but he’d never even thought to look at what was on it past the required reading of manuals and bestiaries, not that he was good at reading those either. And in the year since manifesting his talent, he’d been so focused on training, getting stronger, Hopping, or often recovering in the infirmary, that he’d had no time for games. He was quickly discovering he had missed out.

The gauntlet chimed, indicating another Hopper had tried and failed to navigate it. Iro glanced up to see a few Corsairs commiserating with the poor fellow who was climbing out of the water. The gauntlet was another type of game, he supposed. It was in constant use. As soon as one Hopper finished, success or failure, another stepped up to take a crack. Iro had his own chance in a few hours, but until then he was content to lounge at the back of the chamber with his tablet and spend some time playing his new favourite game.

It consisted of falling blocks of letters, steadily passing down the screen. The game was to select one letter from each block as it passed the midway point, forming a word from the letters, without using the same word twice. As the game progressed, it got incrementally more difficult, the letters moving faster so giving him less time to think. The words he needed to form getting longer. The list of words already used needed keeping track of. It was simple, but it was fun and difficult, and strangely addictive. Each time he failed and the game was over, it gave him a rank between E and S. So far he had yet to achieve higher than a C, but the desire to reach S tier was as inexorable as gravity. There was also a scoreboard, linked fleet wide where players could record their victories. All the way at the top, the highest score in rank S was a single notable name: North. The little bot’s score was so much higher than the next person down it made a mockery of their attempt. Iro had decided not to let North play any more games after that.

The gauntlet chimed a victory tune signalling that had someone had completed it successfully and had set a record. Iro glanced up to the screen high above as it showed the rank 2 leaderboard.

	Sphinx Aisha Darwish - 2 minutes and 22 seconds.

	Eclipse Iro - 5 minutes and 19 seconds.

	Severance Eiken - 6 minutes and 1 second.



Iro felt his jaw drop. Not only had Aisha Darwish beaten his score, she had crushed it. He knew he shouldn’t be surprised. She was strong enough the council had named her a Hero of the Fleet alongside Emil and him. She was progressing just as quickly as them, and she was Legacy family. But still, he hadn’t expected such a difference between their scores.

The Hoppers gathered around the console were clamouring, shouting their congratulations. Iro watched a stout figure in baggy white trousers and hoodie shouldering through the throng. Aisha Darwish was a stocky woman with long black hair tied into a tight tail, and light brown skin. As she cleared the mass of Hoppers, she pulled a white hood up over her head, squared her shoulders and started walking for the training halls.

Iro leapt from his seat and pocketed the tablet, running to catch up with Aisha. If she had some trick or a talent he didn’t know about, something to let her complete the course so quickly, he wanted to know. There was a design on the back of her hoodie, six red triangles pointing inwards, a blank space between them all. Where they all met, there was a black cog. The sword hanging from her hip was almost as long as his own, but not as wide, and had an ornate H-shaped crossguard and a heavy metal pommel in the shape of a flower.

Iro rushed alongside the Legacy family Corsair. “Hi!” he said. “I’m Iro. Uh, Eclipse Iro. You probably recognise me, my poster is up everywhere next to yours.”

Aisha Darwish ignored him. Her hood bobbed as she walked and Iro noticed she swayed with every step almost like she was dancing. He sped up to stand in front of her. Her dull eyes flicked up to meet his and she spun aside, walking past him without breaking step.

“Command Suggestion: Challenge her to a duel.”

Iro shook his head. “No. She’s made her position clear.” Typical Legacy family, she had no time for anyone but herself.

Aisha Darwish slowed to a stop, glanced over her shoulder at him, her eyes flat and lifeless. Then she pulled down her hood to reveal a bulky pair of headphones covering her ears. She really had been dancing with each step. She reached up and removed her headphones. “You’re Eclipse, right?” she said, her voice sharp.

Iro stepped forward nodding. “Eclipse Iro.”

Aisha Darwish shrugged. “So let’s fight.”

Minutes later they were standing in one of the training halls with an audience of Hoppers crowding the open door, peering in. Aisha unzipped her hoodie and threw it into a corner, revealing a black sleeveless underweave. She wasn’t wearing any armor but drew her sword anyway.

“I’m nervous,” Iro admitted to North.

The construct buzzed. “Command Query: Good nervous or bad nervous?”

“I don’t know.”

“Scanning for threats.” North floated over to Aisha and scanned her. “Threat level: 41.”

“What?” Iro said, shocked. “Aren’t you a Second Gater?”

She shrugged.

“Command Suggestion: Surrender.”

Aisha glanced sideways to where the other Hoppers stared in at them. “You ready, Eclipse?”

Iro drew his sword over his shoulder and fell into stance. “Sure. I⁠—”

Aisha crossed the distance between them in a breath. It wasn’t a Blink Strike, just raw speed. Iro panicked, swinging his sword. Aisha reversed her grip and her pommel smashed into Iro’s blade with a clang, knocking his strike up and aside. Then he froze, her sword’s edge kissing his neck. It had all happened so quickly, he wasn’t even sure how it had happened.

“You’re dead,” Aisha Darwish said slowly, eyes still unnervingly flat. Then she straightened up and turned to the gawkers at the doorway. “Out, all of you.”

There were a few groans, some muttered complaints, but their audience quickly walked away, the show over.

The door slid closed and Aisha sighed. “Finally.” She turned and pointed at Iro with her pommel, the sword reversed in her grip. “You. We do this again, properly. Stop staring at me like I’m made of glass and fight me like you mean it.”

Iro shook his head to clear his shock. “Sure. But, you just beat me.”

“I just beat a cardboard cut out of you. We go again. Ready?”

Iro rolled his shoulders and settled into a ready stance. “Sure.”

She was on him in a flash again, sword swinging. This time Iro stepped into the strike, met her blade to blade. For just a moment, they stared at each other over crossed swords and her dark eyes seemed alive for the first time. Then she grunted and shoved him back and struck again.

An hour later, Iro leaned against the wall of the training hall, hurting everywhere. Even Rollo hadn’t beaten him so hard. After twenty-one matches, he could claim to have won half of one, and that was only because he counted a tie as a half win. Aisha moved like nothing he’d ever fought before. She was fast, yes, but there was an economy to her movements. Every strike was perfect, every feint measured, every step back or forth in service to gaining the advantage. It was the first time he had ever fought against a Legacy family member and despite them being at the same gate, he had to admit, he was not her equal. That angered him more than he was willing to admit.

“You rely too much on your Blinks,” Aisha said as she retrieved her hoodie and used it to wipe sweat from her forehead. That was the one victory Iro could definitely claim, he had made her sweat.

“I know,” Iro said, dejected.

“I mean it. You rely too much on all your talents. They exist to help you fight, but they should not be all you are. Your technique is sloppy, your moves telegraphed, and you try to cover it up by pushing more current into your talents, which might let you cut down a monster or two, but against a trained Hopper you might as well be handing out fliers with a comprehensive guide to kicking your ass.”

Iro felt his shoulders slump. “Thanks.”

“You fight like a first year.”

If he slumped any further, he’d have been lying on the floor. “To be fair, I have only been fighting for a year.”

“Oh…” That seemed to bring her up short. “Weird. Then I guess you’re doing alright. Thanks for the workout anyway.” She held her sword up straight in front of her and bowed at the waist, a sign of respect. Then she straightened up and flicked her sword up in the air and proceeded to fumble the catch. Her sword bounced out of her hand and clattered to the floor between them.

Aisha Darwish froze and stared at the sword with wide eyes as her cheeks slowly went red. Her gaze flicked to Iro, then back to the sword like it was a live wire about to blow.

“I, uh…” Iro sighed and leaned his head back against the wall, staring up at the ceiling. “I didn’t see anything.”

“Good!” Aisha rushed forward, suddenly not quite as sure of herself and scooped up her blade. She sheathed it quickly and strode towards the door. “Thanks,” she said as she reached for the button to open it. “We should train again.” Then she was gone.

Iro closed his eyes, sank down to the floor, and ached.


CHAPTER 17


Toshiko grinned wide as a marsh mite as Master Keiro peered at her. She was sitting cross-legged on the miniature simulacrum of her crest created with her Boost talent. It was stable. It had been stable for twenty minutes now. Not a single wobble or flicker.

“See,” Toshiko said smugly. “I have achieved perfect balance, Master.”

The Mage trainer looked unconvinced. He tugged at the little patch of beard below his lip. “And you achieved this balance all on your own?”

“With a little help from Granny and Steel Lotus.”

Master Keiro frowned.

“Sorry.” Toshiko bowed her head slightly. “Elder Hinata and Steel Lotus.”

“Steel Lotus is…”

“My cannon.”

“Hmm.” Master Keiro approached on slippered feet and touched Toshiko’s crest. It fizzed a little around his fingers. He pressed down, attempting to destabilise it. Toshiko fed a little more current into the Boost to keep her crest stable despite the extra pressure.

Focus had never been one of Toshiko’s problems. She was always very good at focusing on things. Certain things. Things that interested her. Even many things at once, as long as they weren’t dull or tedious. Balance was an issue as it tended to require a quiet mind and hers was never quiet. So she had substituted balance for mathematics. After extensive testing, she and granny Hinata had determined the maximum charge of her current and had come up with a standard unit of measurement. Granny had wanted to call that unit an iko after Toshiko. However, as Toshiko had discovered it, she got to name it and she had decided to call it a flobobble. Mostly because it sounded fun and she got endless enjoyment out of making people say it. And now she had come up with the flobobble, it was a simple act of adding a metric to all the talents she used. In many ways, it was nothing but a form of conceptualising how much current it took to power a talent. Some would no doubt find it superfluous, but to Toshiko it was vital. It was the first step in her learning to control her current properly. Through flobobbles.

And a stable Boost was the proof that mathematics and an analytical mind could rival the stuffy old traditional balance and focus that the Thousand Suns had preached for generations. Just because it had worked for many and more over the years did not mean it worked for everyone.

Master Keiro was still sceptical. He paced around Toshiko, staring. He’d find nothing wrong. She had complete control over her Boost now, feeding it 12 flobobbles a second to keep it steady with the occasional fluctuation to 13 flobobbles when Master Keiro prodded it.

“So now that I’ve clearly achieved perfect balance,” Toshiko said. “Will you pleeeease teach me sensory expansion?”

Master Keiro walked one more circuit around Toshiko, then stepped up onto a Boost crest of his own. He mounted them like walking up a flight of stairs, each one appearing before his footfall and disappearing after he stepped off. It was a level of control over the talent Toshiko had not seen before. She needed to practice more. Master Keiro then sank down into a cross-legged position about head height. His crest fizzed a dark red beneath him, so complex it was bursting with symbols and lettering that Toshiko desperately wanted to study. After all, she’d already solved the riddle of measuring current, an issue that had plagued the fleet for generations so most people had given up trying. Maybe next she could turn her attention on figuring out the arcane language that littered every Hopper’s crest. She imagined that would take her… maybe a few days.

“Toshiko,” Master Keiro said. She had the feeling it wasn’t the first time.

“Yes! Sorry, I was just focusing.”

“Hmm. The sensory expansion training is not to be undertaken lightly. Just getting to the point of being ready to undergo the training can take many days. The training itself is six days, assuming you succeed.”

Toshiko nodded along. “We best get to it then. I only have fifteen days until the tournament.”

Master Keiro sighed. “First you must learn to close off your individual senses. Though you already seem to be good at shutting off your hearing.”

“It’s not actually…”

“That was a joke, Toshiko,” Master Keiro said slowly. “First close your eyes. Now quiet your mind like you must have managed to attain balance.”

Toshiko opened her eyes again and started to speak, but Master Keiro held up a hand to stop her.

“Close your eyes. Picture a wheel, spinning endlessly, surrounded by light. See it in your mind. The wheel spinning faster and faster.”

Picturing the wheel was easy, making it spin was easy. It snagged her mind, making her follow it around and around. And it worked. Her mind quieted while she watched the wheel spinning. The voice in her head, her voice that constantly chatted away to her, finally fell silent as though mesmerised by the wheel’s dizzying rotations.

“Now split the light surrounding the wheel into three distinct sections. It often helps to divide them each with bands of darkness. The top section…”

“I put a split right down the centre so there are technically two sections at the top,” Toshiko said. “Sorry. That’s probably not relevant.”

“One section relates to your sight. Another to your hearing. The final section relates to touch.”

“What about smell? And taste?”

A pointed sigh.

“Sorry.”

“Whichever section you chose to link to sight, turn it off. Make it go completely dark.”

Toshiko imaged the lights to the right of the spinning circle, flickering once then going dark with a whumph.

“Now open your eyes.”

Toshiko drew in a deep breath and opened her eyes. Master Keiro sat before her on his crest, looking every bit as unimpressed as ever.

“Am I… supposed to be blind?” Toshiko asked.

Master Keiro smiled. “It can take practice to close off your senses. The wheel is simply a tool. If it does not work, we will try another.”

“How long will that take?”

The master shrugged.

“I see. It will take as long as it takes,” Toshiko said. “Then what? After I learn to isolate my senses.”

“You spend two days with no hearing and no sight. Two days with no sight and no touch. And two days with no touch and no hearing. Only then will you learn reliance. And only after you heave learned reliance can you learn to combine your senses to achieve expansion.”

Toshiko sighed. “Seems like a long process.”

Master Keiro inclined his head. “For some. Now practice. Return to me once you have learned to close off your senses.”
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After three full hours of trying to close off any of her senses, Toshiko gave up. The spinning wheel was making her dizzy and that was making her feel sick. She threw herself down on her bed and groaned, squeezing her eyes shut.

The wheel spun before her.

“Oh slag off!” She opened her eyes and sat up. “No more wheels.”

She glanced over at Steel Lotus sitting on her desk and wondered what the cannon would say. “You’re giving up too easily, Toshiko,” she said in her overly pompous Steel Lotus voice. “You didn’t learn balance the way they wanted, just like you made me against their orders. You have to do things your own way.”

The cannon made a lot of sense, even if it was just Toshiko pretending Steel Lotus could actually talk. She spent a minute pacing in her tiny cupboard of a quarters, thinking about other options. There had to be another solution. Just like she had used mathematics instead of finding inner peace.

An alarm on her tablet pinged and that meant it was time to give her mother her medicine. Toshiko rushed out of her room and into the kitchen area. It was predictably full of her mother’s knitting projects. Her mother had always been a fan of tradition and made a study of doing things the ‘old fashion way’. She’d had needles printed and spools of colored fabric spun. For years, she’d been terrible at it, making lumpy socks and shirts with mismatched arm holes. Then she got really good and made Toshiko’s beret and a host of jumpers for her brother. Then she’d got sick. Now her mother could barely hold the needles she’d once been so proud of.

Toshiko plucked a ball of yellow fabric from the floor and placed it back in its plastic container with all the others. She packed the various needles away, too, and closed the lid, pushing the container to the side and out of the way. Her mother would have it all out again soon. Keeping trying, even though she knew it was a lost cause.

Toshiko had asked her a few months ago why she kept torturing herself. Why keep trying to knit even though her disease had robbed her fingers of the dexterity she needed? Her mother had simply smiled sadly and said: What else am I going to do? Too infirm for drudge work or tech repairs, and too old to learn officer training on the ship’s systems. Her mother clung to knitting even though it was beyond her because she had nothing else.

The cupboard door opened with a magnetic click and Toshiko pulled out the pill bottle. They were running low and she need to put in a request for more soon. Only the upper ships were allowed medical grade printers for drugs, so all requests had to be vetted by them. Toshiko briefly wondered why and a little voice in the back of her mind that sounded too much like Emil said it was about control. But she didn’t have time to debate imaginary Emil. She filled a cup with water, shook out a couple of pills and opened her mother’s door.

Thousand Suns Tokata had become an old woman before her time. Since the disease struck her, she had become wrinkled and small. No longer the indomitable Mage who pioneered the triple element shot, who everyone on the ship looked up to. Now she was old and barely able to feed herself, and forgotten by everyone but her children.

“Okaachan,” Toshiko said softly, waking her mother.

Tokata was sitting in her chair and woke with a start, gnarled hands pawing at the air in front of her.

“It’s time for your pills, Okaachan,” Toshiko said.

“Okito?” her mother said, struggling to open her eyes.

“He’s out on a Hop. It’s me Toshiko. Here are your pills and the water.”

With a bit of cajoling, Toshiko managed to get her mother to swallow the pills. Her breathing eased again and she quickly dropped off back to sleep. Toshiko stared at her mother dozing away and peaceful for a few moments, then backed out of the room and closed the door behind her. She liked to remember her mother as the indomitable force of nature blasting through their quarters like clearant solution through a fuel line.

Toshiko rattled the pill bottle again. She’d need to contact her father. He was a Mage aboard the upper ship Sun Dune. He always made sure they got the pills her mother needed, but he took little interest in his children or their mother beyond that. She stared at the bottle. Pills of sentaxacosin to relieve muscle spasms, joint flaring, and to act as painkillers, dampening the senses. Toshiko paused as an idea struck her.

Ten minutes and a quick bout of research later, and Toshiko used her tablet to put in a call to Justice.

A beleaguered Justice appeared on her screen, his face a picture of suffering. “Please tell me this is about a Hop. Or a visit. Or the titan exploding. I would prefer death to this excruciating life.”

Behind Justice, Toshiko could see Mercy half naked and glistening with sweat as he lifted weights. He was surprisingly buff considering Justice looked like an errant breeze could knock him over. Toshiko found herself tilting the tablet a little, as if that could get her a better look at Mercy.

“No Hop,” Toshiko said. “I just, uh, need to ask you… a favour.”

Justice slowly moved his head so she could no longer see Mercy, only his angular face. “He does this all the time,” Justice said. “And always in our quarters. There’s a perfectly good gym, yet he has to come in here and work out in front of me.”

“Sounds terrible,” Toshiko said. “Want to swap?”

Justice glared into the screen. “What do you need?”

“The Flame Horizon has a medical printer on board, yeah?” Toshiko asked.

Justice frowned, then turned around. “Mercy, do we have a medical printer?”

Mercy grinned past Justice into the tablet. “Hey there, Justice’s friend. How you doing?”

Toshiko grinned.

Mercy laughed. “You got a cute squad, little J. Much cuter than my Mage.” He winked. “Yeah, we have a printer.”

Justice moved back in front of the screen. “What do you need, Toshiko?”

“I need two doses each of heckadonin, mycolin, and supofenol.”

She waited while Justice frowned and looked away from the screen, probably checking out the drugs. When he looked back, he was scowling. “Toshiko, who the scrap are you trying to blind?”


CHAPTER 18


“Blink drills, go,” Rollo said.

Blink drills consisted of Iro Blink Striking in and attacking Rollo while he stood stationary in the middle of the hall, then Blinking away and back in again from a different angle. Over and over all while Rollo lazily blocked each strike and ordered Iro to go faster and faster. Always faster. The drills didn’t stop until Iro either collapsed from lack of current, puked from exhaustion, or a horrific combination of the two.

“You’re getting quicker,” Rollo said as he blocked strike after strike. “Able to keep going for longer. Do you know why?”

It was a struggle to breathe when Blink Striking so many times in quick succession, the gravitational forces tugging him back and forth. Speaking was even tougher.

“Deeper. Current,” Iro managed between strikes.

“That’s right,” Rollo said. “You might not have noticed, but we chose this spot for the training centre on purpose. The ambient current density is greater here. Mirage!”

Iro stopped Blink Striking for a moment and sent a Mirage directly at Rollo. He’d already taken the next step on the talent path and opened up the ability to use a Mirage without two swords and without following through on the Blink. The image of himself he sent forwards was still ghostly and wouldn’t fool everyone, but in the midst of combat it might serve as a good distraction.

“Back to the drills. Faster,” Rollo said after the Mirage had harmlessly swiped its blade at him and then vanished like a whisper.

Iro launched back into the strikes.

“Every time a Hopper uses their current, their body absorbs more from the ambient current surrounding us. In places like this, the density is higher. Do you know what that means?”

Iro didn’t have the bandwidth to think about it let alone answer. He Blinked back in for another strike, easily blocked, then back again.

“No.”

“Think of your current like a balloon. Slingblade!”

Iro skidded to a halt and used Slingblade, launching his sword at Rollo. The sword Blinked forward without him, the blade stabbing at Rollo’s chest. The Corsair simply stepped aside, snatched the sword from the air, then tossed it back to Iro.

“Back to drills,” Rollo said. “The balloon. You’re emptying it of air and then filling it with more densely packed air, which then normalises inside the balloon. What happens?”

“The balloon… pops?” Iro asked, keeping up his strikes.

Rollo shook his head. “Idiot. It swells to twice the size. Every time you use your current here and reabsorb the denser ambient current, you are increasing your capacity. That’s why you can keep up Blink drills so much longer than when we started.”

Iro stopped, bending over double and panting for breath. “Like… the reactor chamber… we encountered… a while back. We damaged one of the cones and… and the containment failed or something. The ambient current… went insane. I felt swollen with power.”

“That sounds dangerous,” Rollo said.

Iro nodded. He remembered the feeling of invincibility that had flooded him, and with it came a rage he didn’t think he was capable of, just like when he used Burning Adrenaline. He had thrown himself at the super gaunt, determined to kill it because he had been so angry. He didn’t like that rage when it came on him, but there was power in it he couldn’t access otherwise.

“This is a better way to do it,” Rollo said. “You’re expanding your current capacity rather than swelling it. Safer.”

Iro nodded. It was undoubtedly a safer way, but also much slower.

“Back to drills. Faster. Go!”

They kept at it until Iro collapsed onto his knees in exhaustion and then puked.

After training with Rollo each day, Iro headed back to the Eclipse for training with Ashvild. He used training in the loosest possible sense of the word as they never seemed to do anything but play games while Ash posed theoretical situations that Iro never really saw the point of. He had yet to beat her at the little game they played most often.

“You’re fighting an opponent larger and stronger than you,” Ashvild said as she moved one of her pieces in the game. “They have the reach, better weaponry, and more skill. How do you win?”

Iro considered the game board. His pieces were arrayed in a loose defensive formation, but he could see a way to break into Ashvild’s lines and attack the heart of her fortress. He streaked a piece across the board and sat back with a smile.

“I’d go for my opponent’s legs, try to knock them down to remove their advantage of size and reach.”

Ashvild glanced at the board and moved a piece. “Their legs are armored, you can’t break through.”

Iro’s plan was still available, his pieces untouched. He moved another into Ash’s lines and slaughtered one of her units. This time, he was going to win.

“I would get above them, attack from the air.”

“The ceiling is too low to attack from above.” She moved another piece with barely a glance at the board. Inattention would be her downfall.

“I get behind my opponent and attack in their blind spot.”

“They wear a shield on their back that prevents your attack.”

They continued in the same way all the while they played the game. Ashvild countered everything Iro suggested, constantly making him dig for other methods of attacking his imaginary opponent. In the end, he ran out of ideas.

“I give up,” Iro said. “How am I supposed to beat this giant, heavily protected, fast as lightning, strong as steel, flexible as water, and fading as starlight enemy you’ve conjured in your head?” He moved his final piece on the game board, herding her champion into a corner.

Ashvild gave him a measuring stare. “You can’t. They’re unbeatable. That’s the point.”

“Oh.” Iro sagged as he realised what she had been doing. “It’s not about winning, it’s about coming up with methods of attack in a steadily dwindling pool of options.”

“Sit up straight. And yes, that’s it in part, but not completely. It’s also about trying to force you to think outside the box. Your box. The one you’ve put yourself in. So what didn’t you do?”

“I don’t know. Grab hold of their leg and set off a reactor so I self destruct, taking them with me?”

“It could work. Sacrificing yourself to take down a stronger opponent. But it’s still not what I’m getting at.”

Iro smiled. “Well, at least I’m about to beat you at the game.” He moved another piece into place and looked up to see Ashvild staring at him in that blank way she had. That meant he had messed up.

She reached down and tapped the tablet, moving a piece Iro had forgotten about all the way across the board and slaying his champion.

“How did you lose?” she asked.

Iro stared at the board. “I’m asking myself that same question. I thought I had you.”

“You didn’t. At any point. You walked right into my trap, dismantling your own defences in a feverish attempt to attack. You left yourself unguarded.”

Iro nodded, still looking at the board. He was so sure he’d had her this time. “Yup. That’s how I lost alright.” He’d been losing to her for weeks now. Every time he thought he was going to win, she’d drop the floor from under him.

“Iro, do you know why you keep losing?” Ashvild asked, staring at him intently, so he dropped his gaze back to the board. “Don’t look away.”

“You’re better than me? Smarter than me? You’ve been playing this game for so long you know all the rules?”

“None of those things, regardless of how true they might be. You’re too insular, Iro. You see only what you can do, your next move. I plan my next move and my next and the one after that…”

“That’s what I did!” Iro said exasperated. “I had a plan.”

Ashvild nodded. “And it was working. What you didn’t account for was my plan.”

It all started to make sense in Iro’s head. “You planned your moves ahead, but you also saw through my plan and countered it.”

“Exactly,” Ashvild said. “I planned my moves and I planned your moves and forced you to make them. A fight isn’t just about you, Iro. It’s about your opponent as well. What they can do. Now, why couldn’t you beat my imaginary warrior?”

“Because you made them invincible. Every time I suggested a method of attack, you countered it.”

“Stop making excuses and think.”

Iro closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He had tried everything he knew to defeat the imaginary warrior and each time Ashvild had come up with a reason it wouldn’t work, constantly adding to the warrior’s armor and weaponry and skill set. Constantly redefining the environment to limit Iro’s abilities.

He laughed and opened his eyes, meeting Ashvild’s intense stare. “I lost because I only focused on what I could do to win, letting you re-dictate the parameters after each suggestion.”

Ashvild’s smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “It’s about time.”

“Instead of rushing in with attacks, I should have asked you about the opponent and the environment. Once you had defined the setting and rules of engagement, I could then formulate a plan of action.”

“Oh look, he can be taught.”

Every day was a new lesson with Ashvild, new strategies or learning about his own failings. Every session with Ashvild made him feel a fool, but she led him through the lessons with surprising patience and he was sure he was stronger for it. Or smarter. Or maybe just more aware of his many many failings.

Sparring with Aisha Darwish also became a regular appointment. Every other day, at exactly 1400 standard ship time, she was waiting in the same training hall, her hood up and headphones on, singing softly and dancing to whatever she was listening to. She had a wonderful singing voice and danced with the same fluidity that she fought with, but every time as soon as she saw him she would stop, welcome him with a single word, then throw her hoodie to the corner, and they would clash. And every time, she kicked the scrap out of him.

Some days they fought without talents and those were the worst. Aisha proved to Iro just how lacking he was with only a year of training behind him. No matter how fast he thought he was, she was faster. No matter much strength he put into a blow, she met it with equal ferocity. And she dismantled his swordplay with frustrating ease, constantly nudging his strikes out of alignment or even locking up his sword and ripping it from his hands.

Other days, they went all out with talents and she still got the better of him. Her current was deeper, her understanding of her talents greater, and she knew how to use them as an extension of her swordplay rather than as a replacement. She proved herself the pinnacle of a Second Gater, everything Iro wanted to be as a Corsair.

He preferred sparring with talents. Now and then, he’d push himself beyond his own limits and surprise Aisha, almost catching her, almost landing a hit. At those moments, her eyes came alive. Then she unerringly countered him and showed him what the floor looked like beneath her boot.

They had only an hour each time, then her tablet would ping, and Aisha would change, becoming suddenly rigid and cold before grabbing her hoodie and walking for the door.

“I can see why they named you a Hero of the Fleet,” Iro said one time, as he sat on the floor, trying to catch his breath.

Aisha glanced at him, frowning, and shook her head. “That’s just politicking. I’m not a hero.”

“From down here, you look pretty heroic,” Iro said, smiling and hoping to lighten her mood.

“I don’t deserve it. Don’t want it. I’ve never done anything worthy of the title. But sometimes you have to pretend to be something you’re not. It might not be comfortable, but you just have to wear the uniform ’til it fits. And it will fit… eventually. So they tell me. It makes you fit it.” She sounded resigned.

“They didn’t ask you if you wanted to be called a hero?”

She paused, her hand hovering above the door button, and glanced back at him. “I don't get asked, Eclipse. I get told. Go on this Hop. Fly across to that ship and show the Hoopers how a Darwish fights. Be a hero. Win this tournament. I don't get to have a choice because I have responsibilities; to my ship, to my fleet, to my family. They all come first and I… I am whatever they need me to be, even if I have to pretend until the uniform fits.”

Iro had never considered that. He’d always seen the upper shippers, and the Legacy family members especially, as pampered. Strong, yes, the strongest Hoppers in all the fleet, but living lives of luxury and doing whatever the scrap they wanted. He’d never even considered that despite the privilege they enjoyed, they had to make sacrifices. Everyone in the fleet had jobs to do, even those at the top.

“What would you be if the responsibilities didn't matter?” Iro asked. “If you could do whatever you wanted.”

A ghost of a smile touched Aisha’s lips and her eyes sparkled. “I would…” She caught herself and the mask slipped back into place. “This. I would be this, Eclipse. I am a Sphinx, a Hopper, a hero. I am a Darwish.” She sighed and it was full of something like regret.

Her mask firmly back in place, she pressed the button and the door slid open.

“Thank you for the opportunity to spar, Eclipse. Good luck in the tournament. I hope I don't have to beat you too early on.” Then Aisha was gone.

Iro also spent an hour each day challenging the gauntlet. Rollo had warned to stick to its second difficulty level, but Iro refused to listen. He didn’t see how he could improve by only sticking to a setting he was meant to be able to beat, so he had North access the console and set it to rank three whenever it was his turn to run the gauntlet.

Rank three was brutal. Laser walls appeared out of nowhere and knocked him from the sky. Electrical charges shot along the floor giving him no time to stop and catch his breath. Walkways dropped away out of pattern ditching him into the water below. Metal boulders hurtled out of the walls and slammed into him. It was like the course was predicting his movements and altering itself accordingly to beat him. No matter what he tried, he wasn’t fast enough. Sometimes he’d see an obstacle coming, but his body reacted just a moment too slow and it caught him. And each time he hit the water or a trap caught him, the run ended. Usually accompanied by a lot of pain.

His and Eir’s scores were still top of the rank one leaderboard, but that meant nothing. The gauntlet was too easy at that level. Rank two’s board was full of times from Corsairs who had completed their runs, competing for the tournaments spots on their ships, with Aisha Darwish’s score sitting at the top, untouched. But Iro didn’t need to compete for a spot, he was already selected for the tournament. This was about him beating a challenge above his level. There were names on the rank three boards, though it wasn’t as full as Iro thought it would be. It seemed the rank three course was a challenge even to Third Gaters. That fact didn’t deter him, only pushed him harder.

At the end of each day, Iro slunk back to the Eclipse, crawled into bed and tried to sleep. But his mind kept running over the choice he had to make. He still had a new talent to choose. He’d opened his Second Gate months ago, but he’d held off with the talent because he was determined to think it through and choose tactically rather than rushing in like he did with Burning Adrenaline. He didn’t regret that choice, but he needed to act with more consideration from now on. It would help if he could see what talent paths could be taken for each of the options, but there was very little information anywhere about paths.

Part of him wanted to take another mobility talent. He’d seen the way Eir used Parry to skate along walls and flow around strikes. He could combine wall skating with Blink Strikes and move around with unparalleled grace. After all, Rollo had pointed out he was a speed-based Hopper, not particularly good at taking a hit. Unlike Emil who could wade through a storm of strikes, ignoring the pain, Iro focused on dodging and manoeuvrability. That was where his strength lay.

Yet he already had a mobility talent and was finding new ways to use it. He had a talent with real punch in Burning Adrenaline, and Light Blade gave him utility. What he didn’t have was a talent that focused on tactical advantage. As Ashvild liked to say, something that would allow him to alter the rules of engagement.

His tablet pinged, and he glanced at it to find a message from Eir.

Eir


I’m waiting…




Iro grinned as he rolled out of bed, new nervous energy flooding his veins. He knew exactly where she’d be waiting, the old training hall where they used to spar at night.

North buzzed into the air behind him as Iro pulled open the door to his quarters. Eir stood on the other side, a lopsided grin on her face.

“Hey!” Eir said and strolled past Iro into his quarters. He stared after her, a little dumbfounded.

“Sub Command Eir,” North said.

“North!” Eir said with cheer and grabbed the bot by its chassis, pulling it close and planting a kiss right between its sensors. “It’s smells like boy in here, don’t you make Iro clean at all?”

North buzzed. “North does not possess the sensory array to detect odours.”

“Lucky you.”

“Please, come in,” Iro said, still standing at the door.

“Thanks,” Eir said.

“Command Encouragement: Don’t worry, Command Iro, North is certain the room does not smell too bad.”

Iro closed the door and decided he wanted to die of embarrassment.

“Wow, so you just throw your sweaty clothes on the floor, huh?” Eir said, poking her head into his bedroom.

“It’s not… I’ve had a long day.”

“Uh huh. Oooh, you have a window.” Eir rushed into Iro’s bedroom and pressed her face against the little porthole, staring out into the black. It wasn’t much of a window, a tiny circle of clear bulkhead and his quarters was located on the opposite side of the titan so it never saw anything but the distant twinkling of stars. But he liked having the view all the same.

Iro started picking his discarded clothes from the floor and dumped them in a nearby cupboard. “I don’t get many visitors. Or any, now I think about it. Hey, you’re the first person to visit me since I moved to my own quarters.”

Eir turned from the window. “Makes sense. It’s because I’m the only one who cares.” She frowned. “That came out harsher than I intended. Sorry.” She spun around and then flopped down onto Iro’s bed, shuffled up against the wall and pulled her knees close to her chest, looking strangely guarded and fragile.

Iro sat down on the edge of his bed, glanced back at Eir. She met his gaze a moment, then looked away, suddenly quiet.

“You alright?” Iro asked.

Eir nodded quickly, then shrugged. “Sure. Maybe. I don’t know. No.”

“Those would be all the options.”

North floated down onto the bed next to Eir, and she plucked the bot up and hugged it like a cushion. Iro scooted to the back wall and sat against it next to her.

“Ash says she’s training you,” Eir blurted. “But that you’re terrible and couldn’t strategise your way through an open door.”

“She said that?”

“I added the flourish. Don’t worry though, she says the same about me.”

“You’re having her train you, too?” Iro asked.

Eir gave him a measured glance. “I told you, Iro, I intend to keep up. I’m terrible at it though. All that planning and calculating. Ash keeps telling me I have such an excellent talent for traps and if I learned Shadow Blade, I could combo it with Phantom Assault and leave invisible swords all over the battlefield.”

“Combo?” Iro asked.

“Yeah, you know, combining two talents. Like mashing Thread Edge and Arc Blast together to throw current lines about. Ash does it all the time, creates a web of threads to tangle people up. Uhh, I hate fighting her. So frustrating. I have to dodge around so many traps just to get to her.”

Iro nodded absently. He’d never really thought about combining talents before. He used two at once regularly, and Burning Adrenaline supercharged his other talents, but he wondered what might happen if he tried to combine a Light Blade and Blink Strike. Or any of the other talents he could learn.

“You listening?” Eir asked.

“Of course!” The lie felt wrong. He didn’t want to lie, especially not to Eir. “No. Sorry. I was off in my head there.”

Eir curled up around North a little tighter. “Do you ever get scared, Iro? About what’s coming? Does it ever feel like it’s too much?”

“Sometimes. We’ve seen a titan explode, crossed the black to find another one. We’ve lost people, friends and teachers. The dome shattered and I climbed a Spire, watched this titan send an army of constructs to kill another one. The raiders want our wing, the Black Cloaks want us to stick to the edges. Every time I Hop to the titan I see more evidence that we, humans, used to live on them. It’s all just… a lot.”

“It is.”

Iro smiled, but it fell away as he considered the rest of what he wanted to say. It was something he’d never said to anyone. He was scared to say it, to hear the words out loud, but if anyone would understand, surely it was Eir. She always seemed to understand him.

“I feel like…” He had to swallow down the lump in his throat that tried to choke the words before he could force them out. “The thing that scares me most, is me. I feel like there’s a monster inside of me. It’s all anger and rage. It comes out some times when I fight and I feel like I lose myself to it. Like it takes over and pushes me down.”

He risked a glance at Eir. She was staring straight ahead, hugging North, her face a frown. He worried he’d said something wrong. He needed to lighten the mood.

“Sometimes I think it would have been easier if I’d never manifested my talent. I’d still be a tech aboard the Courage.” He shook his head. “But then I’d never have met all my friends. Bjorn and Rollo, Toshiko and Justice, North and… I’d never have met you.”

She met his gaze and smiled, and suddenly Iro found his heart racing.

North buzzed in Eir’s arms. “Detecting elevated⁠—”

“Everything that has happened so far,” Iro continued quickly, interrupting the bot. “We’ve faced it together. And we’ve overcome it together.” He nodded firmly and forced a smile. “So whatever is to come, we’ll face that together, too. And overcome it together, uh, too.”

Eir chuckled. “You’re such a sap, Iro. But thank you. It was the right thing to say. For once. It’s very unexpected for you.” She leaned over quickly and kissed him on the cheek. Before Iro could react, Eir sagged back and leaned her head on his shoulder, then sighed happily.

Iro sat there silently with Eir’s head on his shoulder and stared at the little window into the black void of space. He realised he really meant it. As long as he had Eir and Emil, Toshiko and Justice and Bjorn by his side; as long as Rollo and Ashvild and Gadise Samir were behind him, he felt he could handle anything.


CHAPTER 19


With just five days left before the start of the tournament, Toshiko finally finished her sensory deprivation training. She could not remember a more gruelling six days in her whole life. The idea was to block out two of the major three senses at a time to come to rely on the remaining one, to hone it like the edge of a blade to a razor sharp tool.

Of course, she had cheated.

Unable to find the focus needed through meditation to isolate her senses, she had relied on the drugs provided by Justice.

For two days she had chemically blocked out her touch and hearing, relying solely on sight. That was probably the easiest of the three phases. She could move around with ease, and really it did not change her days much at all, except that she started to notice more detail. Sections of the floor that were scuffed from so many feet, the faded signs on doors, the frowns on faces as they passed her. It was only once that first phase was over and she had her hearing back, that Toshiko was informed how much she talked to herself, and apparently quite loudly at times. She could only hope she hadn’t said anything too embarrassing.

Phase two was to take away her touch and sight, relying entirely on her hearing. It was a difficult phase. Though she could now at least control her volume so she only chatted to herself in whispers. Getting around was nigh on impossible without a guide and she gained a new level of respect for granny Hinata. The old armorer had been blind for almost as long as Toshiko had been alive, and moved with such confidence. Toshiko walked into so many walls, doors, tables, and people, that she was certain she was more bruise than woman by the end of the two days. But the real problem was that with her vision gone, everything was darkness, and Toshiko still hated the dark. She felt like monsters were sneaking through the corridors, hunting her, slithering and oozing, touching her while she couldn’t see, and wouldn’t feel it. The images in her mind were maddening.

Her hearing had improved though. She found she could sit in the mess hall and isolate individual conversations, eavesdropping on people tables away despite the clatter and hubbub.

Toshiko heard one of the techs say their detail had been assigned to the titan for the past few days and the arena was almost finished. Apparently, both fleets were working together to construct a suitable place to hold the tournament, an arena reinforced against damage and with spaces for Hoppers and non-talented people alike to come and watch the matches. It sounded like quite the undertaking and Toshiko was certain she could hear pride in the tech’s voice as he spoke of how it was coming along.

The third and final phase was by far the worst. The cocktail of drugs robbed Toshiko of her sight and her hearing and she was forced to get around with only her sense of touch for two days. For forty-eight hours she simmered in dark silence, barely able to move for the fear of not knowing where she was going or how to get there. Worse, old fears started to assail her. She’d never been good at being alone. The monsters plaguing her imagination were bad enough, but even they were pleasant compared to the voice in her head mocking her and tearing her down, bringing up every failure and analysing it in great detail, then telling her how she should have done better. Her arm itched at all times and there was nothing to distract her. She hated those two days.

Despite the agony of dark silence, Toshiko did learn to rely on her touch a bit better. She trailed hands across walls to navigate, ran her fingers over Steel Lotus and learned every burr, dent, and loose plate. It was how granny Hinata worked and the old Mage knew Toshiko’s cannon even better than she did.

When the six days were up and the drugs finally wore off, Toshiko wept with joy. All her life, she’d taken her senses for granted. Now she had them all back, she was determined never to lose them again. She had a meeting with Master Keiro to teach her the final phase of the training; sensory expansion. Toshiko almost buzzed with energy at the prospect.

She stopped by the armory on the way to the training hall, partly because she needed a TCX-556 cannon for the training, and partly because she wanted to see granny Hinata. Toshiko quickly wrapped her arms around the old woman and squeezed her into a tight hug.

“What was that for?” Hinata asked after Toshiko finally let her go.

Toshiko shrugged, even though she knew Hinata couldn’t see. “Just a thank you. I guess, I appreciate you more now and… thank you for being you and for being here despite everything. You are wonderful and amazing and brilliant and⁠—”

“Fool of a girl,” Granny Hinata said and turned away, wiping at her blind eyes.

Master Keiro was late to the training hall and looked a little flustered when he arrived. It was sometimes easy to forget that other people had their own troubles, and it was common knowledge the Mage trainer was dealing with a new child, only twenty days old. The dark rings under his eyes said they had been a long twenty days.

“How was it?” Master Keiro asked around a wide yawn.

“Horrible. I never want to go through that again. Never. Never ever.”

Master Keiro nodded as he paced around the training hall, moving the durable targets into various positions. They were on telescopic stands that could be lowered and raised with the push of a button.

“Let’s test, shall we? Hop onto your Boost, find your balance and close down your sight.”

Toshiko formed a stable boost beneath her and knelt on it, just a few feet off the ground. She fed it just enough current to keep it firm; 12 flobobbles. Then she closed her eyes.

“You don’t need to close your eyes, Toshiko,” Master Keiro said. “Just find your focus and close off your sight like you’ve practiced.”

Toshiko laughed nervously. She couldn’t let Master Keiro know she had cheated or he’d send her away until she learned it the traditional way. She couldn’t afford to waste that time. The tournament was in five days, she needed to learn sensory expansion now.

“It’s just a crutch, Master. Feels more natural to have my eyes closed.”

“Hmm, well, get ready.”

Toshiko drew in a deep breath and readied herself. She held the TCX in her hand and ignored the rough, textured grip, and the itch in her arm. She squeezed her eyes tight so no light shone in through her eyelids. Noise blossomed around her as her hearing sharpened. Footsteps on the deck above, echoing through the metal floors. A steady drip of water, damage to one of the pipes maybe. Master Keiro’s tired breath whispering in and out through his nose. The subtle creak of a button pressed, thumb to plastic. The hiss of a telescopic pole extended upwards.

Without opening her eyes, Toshiko swung her aim around, channelled a single flobobble of current into the TCX, charging it to a weak 10%, and pulled the trigger. The gun recoiled just slightly in her grip as the weak blast splashed from the barrel.

Master Keiro sighed.

Toshiko cracked open an eye and peered in the direction of her shot. The target was pristine. However, there was a slight scorch mark on the wall next to the target.

“Ooops,” Toshiko said, wincing.

“You’re not ready,” Master Keiro said, already making for the exit.

“Wait wait wait!” Toshiko hopped down off her Boost, the pink crest fading behind her. “Because I missed once? I had an itch, it messed with my aim.”

“If you had correctly closed off your sense of touch, you would not feel an itch.”

“Right. Let me try again.”

Master Keiro stopped by the training hall door and turned. “You failed because you misunderstood the point of the exercise.”

“Shooting a target with my eyes closed?”

“The point of the sensory deprivation exercise.”

“Oh that.” Toshiko shrugged. “That’s about learning to cope without two of my senses. So if I’m in the dark, I can still shoot straight. Which… I almost did.”

“That is entirely not the purpose, Toshiko,” Master Keiro said. He leaned against the doorframe looking exhausted. “The purpose of sensory deprivation is not to teach how to do without, but to force you to focus on what you have left. Not to experience what it is like to be blind, but to make you rely on your hearing, drive it to the point of super-sensory awareness.” He ran a hand down his face. “You misunderstood the point of the exercise and so you failed to achieve its aims.”

“Well, maybe if you had told me the purpose beforehand…”

“I should not have told you the true aim now.”

Toshiko ran towards the Mage trainer and bowed her head. “I’m sorry. I’ll do better. What’s the next step?”

“You aren’t ready for the next step, Toshiko,” Master Keiro said wearily. “You didn’t even complete this section.”

“But I can try again.”

“You don’t have time.”

“Sure, if I had to do it all again, but I already did some of it right. I learned to really focus on my touch and noticed all sorts of things about Steel Lotus I didn’t know before. Like the way the screw housing on her rear display plate is loose and rattles when I charge her.”

Master Keiro sighed. “If you fail one step, you fail the whole training, Toshiko. We’ll try again after the tournament.” He turned to go again.

“What’s the next step? Please, just tell me.” She had cheated the methodology so far, if she just knew how the technique worked, she was certain she could find a workaround to get her the rest of the way.

“The next step is to push all three senses to their limits at the same time, combining them to form a picture that goes beyond sight. You need to hear color, see a footstep two rooms away, feel the vibration of space and time.” He started walking. “If you can do that, you will unlock sensory expansion, and you’ll be amazed at what you can see. At all the things you’ve been missing these years.

“We’ll try again after the tournament, Toshiko.” With that, he rounded the corner and was gone.

Toshiko sulked and stuck her tongue out after him.

“I saw that,” his voice echoed from around the corridor.


CHAPTER 20


It was the day before the tournament. The arena was ready and the broadcast buoys set up. The entire Home Fleet could watch every match on their tablets. The raider fleet could watch, too, of course. That was part of the point.

The way Frigg had explained it, the tournament served two purposes. First was to decide ownership of the wing. The tournament had four tiers, each characterized by the ranks of the Hoppers entering it. Points were earned based on the final positions of the top three combatants in each tier. So the more Hoppers each fleet could get to the finals, the better. The secondary purpose, however, was to show the raider fleet how strong the Home Fleet’s Hoppers were. Win or lose, if they could show they had powerful warriors, it might dissuade the raiders from further conflict. The Home Fleet had lost too many of its Hoppers when titan 01 exploded, and even more when the dome cracked. They needed a show of strength to stop the raiders from realising they lacked numbers.

Iro thought maybe there was a third reason for the tournament that Frigg didn’t take into account. With audiences turning up to watch the matches, the members of both fleets would mingle. Perhaps if they all saw each other as human, as people rather than competition, they might be less likely to go to war. Rollo had called him naïve when he said that though.

Iro stood before the gauntlet. It was quiet and unmoving, shut down. He was the only one there, everyone else had gone back to their ships, spending time with their loved ones or just resting. One day left before the tournament and it was a rest day, to recuperate and prepare for what was to come.

But Iro didn’t have anywhere to go.

He’d received another message from his mother asking him to come visit, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t face the people he had failed. They deserved more. They deserved someone strong enough to rescue Mia and take revenge for Master Tannow. His mother deserved a child worthy of Neya, but Iro had lost her sword. He couldn’t face his mom until he got it back.

He hoped Wave would be in the tournament. Iro wanted a chance to face her at an equal level. This time, he wouldn’t lose. He was done with losing.

The scoreboard was still active and it flicked over to the rank one times. Iro was still at the top, followed closely by Eir. Everyone else was minutes behind them. Bjorn sat at the sixth spot. Not only had he finally beaten the gauntlet, he’d done it with a respectable time, especially as he still didn’t have a true mobility talent. Iro was proud of his big friend.

Rank two of the scoreboard flicked over and Iro barely glanced at it. It would show other Corsairs he might be competing against in the tournament, but he had to focus on himself and the opponents he knew he would fight. The tournament brackets were being set up in such a way that all first round matches were raider versus Hopper. But after that first match, there was just as much chance of facing a Hopper from the Home Fleet as the raiders. Part of Iro hoped he’d fight raiders all the way to the top, but that meant he was also hoping that the others from the Home Fleet would lose.

There was even a chance he might have to face off against Toshiko or Emil during the tournament. He didn’t like the idea of fighting Toshiko. He’d win. She had no chance of keeping up with him, and as long as he stayed out of the way of Steel Lotus’ main barrel, she’d never even land a significant hit.

Emil was another matter completely. Ever since first landing on Leviathan, since Iro had manifested his talent, it felt like they were on the same level. Iro opened his First Gate and mere seconds later, so did Emil. They opened their Second Gates together. But they had always fought with each other, never against. Iro would be lying if he said he wasn’t a little excited by the prospect.

“Has Command Iro entered standby mode?” North asked. The little construct bumped into his arm.

Iro glanced at North. “No. I’m not asleep. See, eyes open.”

“Command Iro has been still for seven-hundred-and-forty-four seconds.”

“I’m mentally preparing myself for the challenge.”

North buzzed. “Command Iro is practicing the core principles taught by Eclipse Ashvild. Know your enemy. Would Command Iro like a detailed analysis of the gauntlet and its systematic variables?”

“You can do that?”

“North has been watching Command Iro fail. At rank three, there are approximately eighteen-hundred-billion variations to the gauntlet’s possible movement combinations.”

“That’s a lot.”

“Correction: Statistically, it is not. Would Command Iro like North to list the variations?”

“Nooooo!” Iro said quickly. “Just do the encouragement thing.”

North buzzed and flew in front of Iro. “Command Encouragement: You got this!” It finished by waving one of its little legs in the air.

“What was that?”

“North has noticed that humans often give each other a signal of a ‘thumbs up’ as a way to show encouragement.” The bot sagged a little, drooping in the air. “But North does not have thumbs.”

Ashvild had been drilling Iro on strategy and tactics for weeks now. He’d finally got to the point of thinking a few moves ahead, and considering his opponent and what moves they might make as well. It was exhausting and he had no idea how Ashvild lived with it going on in her head all the time.

She also occasionally threw little maxims at him like Some fights are lost before they even begin. Which seemed like nonsense to Iro, but she made him examine the statement until he reasoned out some wisdom hidden within it. Some fights were a mismatch. It had nothing to do with skill or strength, but on class and talents. Some fights just couldn’t be won. Iro didn’t like that one, it placed limitations he wasn’t willing to accept.

He ran through the gauntlet in his mind. He had been over every bit of this course a hundred times. He knew everywhere the floor could vanish beneath his feet, every spot where laser walls could flash out of nowhere, every moving electrified walkway, and every timing of the cascading platforms. Iro knew it all. He imagined himself running over the pit traps, taking every step quickly but carefully, finding the solid ground. Leaping over the zapping current that ran down the connecting walkway, and jumping again at the return lightning. Navigating the laser walls in a series of short range Blinks that manoeuvred him through the air like he was flying.

Iro knew the gauntlet. He knew his way through.

Any plan must be flexible, Ashvild had said. It must be adaptable due to changing circumstances.

The gauntlet might alter itself to confound him. He needed to be ready to change his route at any moment. Pulsing Burning Adrenaline, the first step on a new talent path he’d opened, would help him boost his speed and reaction times to overcome any possible changes. That was the best way to use his super charging talent, not as a constant, but in bursts.

“I’m ready,” Iro said. “North, set it to rank three.”

North landed on the control panel. A few seconds later, the gauntlet lurched into motion one last time. He watched it, waiting for his moment.

Iro launched himself into the gauntlet.

RANK 3 LEADERBOARD

	Severance Muhabi - 3 minutes and 12 seconds.

	Sphinx Aisha Darwish - 4 minutes and 30 seconds.

	Eclipse Iro - 6 minutes and 1 second.




CHAPTER 21


Iro stepped out of his pod into the busiest promenade he’d ever seen. Hundreds of people sauntered about. On the titan! As if there weren’t murderous monsters nearby. He saw a group of techs from the Home Fleet, wearing blue uniforms with Sphinxes on their breasts, they were chatting and laughing over by a few benches. Across the way, he saw three raiders in gray armor sitting around a table and gaming with metal cards of some sort. More people walked past them, waved a greeting. More and more and more. He had never seen so many people in one place.

“This is going to attract monsters, right?” Iro said.

North buzzed. “Affirmative. Broad Classification: Monsters are drawn to areas of large current collection.”

“Hey!” Emil shouted as the big Paladin closed on Iro. He’d been sitting at a table with a cup of something steaming. “About time you got here. Thought I was gonna have to win this thing all on my own.”

“You know we don’t have matches for days yet, right?” Iro said. “The First Gaters have to face off before the rest of us get to fight.”

“Whatever.” Emil shoved a metal box towards Iro and he had to scramble to catch it before it spilled everywhere. “Your mom asked me to give this to you. Though, I guess she’s acting captain now, so maybe it was an order. Anyway, it’s your old scrap or something.”

Iro sauntered back to the table with Emil, picking through the box as he went. He had to dodge around a few Home Fleet Hoppers who were gawking at the balconied promenade.

“It’s not my stuff,” Iro said as he sat with Emil. “It all belonged to my sister.”

There was the handle from her old training sword, the rest of it long lost. A tablet with a busted screen. Some faded drawings on curling paper, stick figure people all holding hands. A bunch of other junk that he had no idea why she’d kept. He missed her. Neya had been gone for six years now, but he still missed her voice, the way she smiled at him, ruffled his hair, called him Slug. He had no idea why she’d called him Slug, she was the only one who did, but he’d been so happy to have a nickname given to him by his sister he’d never even bothered to ask why. She’d been his hero since before he even realised what that meant. He missed how strong and indomitable she had always seemed, and how she had made him feel like he wasn’t useless.

“You alright, Iro?” Emil asked.

Iro nodded. “Yeah, just… I miss her.”

Emil lowered his gaze and looked uncomfortable. “She was on 01 when it exploded, yeah? Sorry.”

“It still feels unreal. Did you lose anyone?”

“On 01? No. But I lost my mom years before. Illness, you know.”

Iro nodded at that. “I remember you saying. Feels like we’ve all lost people.”

Emil gripped his steaming mug in two hands, twisting it about. “We have. But I figure, everyone we lose… it hurts, but it makes us hold on to who we have left even tighter. Gives us the drive to keep going. Responsibility. I mean, it’s our responsibility, to everyone we lose, to keep going and to keep those around us going, too. Or something.” He frowned and looked like he wanted to crush the mug in his hands.

Iro fished Neya’s old half face mask out of the box. It was a case of hard micro weave loose enough to breathe through, but strong enough it would stop a glancing blow. He’d drawn vicious monster teeth on it when he was a kid because he wanted Neya to look fearsome enough to scare the monsters away. He looked at it now and thought it might serve a purpose, still. It would help with the plan he and Ashvild had come up with. He pocketed the mask, then carted the box back to his pod.

As he got back to the table with Emil, something big landed across Iro’s shoulders and made him stumble. It was Bjorn. The huge Hopper was grinning like a rustling on a scrap heap. “You ready for this, brother?” he asked.

Iro laughed. “Are you? You’re fighting first.”

“Winning first, more like. Just means you get to catch me up for a change.” He nodded to Emil. “Long time no see, Paladin.”

Emil snorted and stood. “You two scrappers want to go see the arena?”

As the three of them sauntered through the promenade towards the arena, North buzzed about, scanning people here, there, and everywhere. Occasionally, the bot would fly back to Iro and give threat reports. There were apparently a lot of strong Hoppers aboard the titan already and not all of them were from the Home Fleet. Iro kept his eyes peeled for Wave. If there was one raider he wanted to beat, it was her.

The people from each fleet kept to themselves, Iro noticed. Small groups of Home Fleet Hoppers staring down groups of raiders and vice versa. He had to admit then that maybe Rollo was right and there was just no chance of the two fleets mixing and finding common ground, and maybe that was a good thing. Maybe the raiders didn’t deserve compassion.

He also noticed the raiders looked rougher than the people of the Home Fleet. Even the drudges from the lower ships looked cleaner than the raiders, and the raiders all had guarded looks about them as if they expected the Home Fleet Hoppers to attack them at any moment. Which seemed hypocritical considering they had been the ones to shatter the dome and murder thousands of people from the Home Fleet.

He couldn’t forget what they had done and thought maybe Frigg was right after all. This tournament was about a show of force to tell the raiders to back off because the Home Fleet could and would protect itself. Iro glared at the few raiders he passed then, and thought between him and Emil and Bjorn they probably made a fierce-looking group. It put a bit of extra swagger in his step.

The road to the arena was packed with other people all making their way there to have a look before the matches began. The First Gaters were due to start their bouts in two days’ time, following on directly after the introduction ceremony where all the contestants would gather to show themselves off to both fleets. Iro felt a pit of nerves in his stomach at that thought, to be stared at by so many people, the collective humanity of two fleets, possibly the last dregs of humanity in the universe. It was a daunting prospect.

After the First Gaters had finished, all the other tiers would fight with matches throughout the day. In just ten days, the fate of the wing and maybe even of both fleets, would be decided.

“All these people coming to watch me kick the scrap out of a few junkers,” Bjorn said, walking down the centre of the corridor as if others didn’t have to scoot aside to let him.

“Waste of time,” Emil grumbled. “They should just stick to their own wing and leave us alone. We have more important things to do.”

“You don’t want payback?” Iro asked. They passed a group of gray armored raiders who sneered at them and then laughed amongst themselves. “Think of all they’ve done to us, Emil. Of all the people we lost when they shattered the dome. What about Kettle?”

“Who?”

“That raider who kicked your ass back when our squad first formed.”

Emil shrugged. “Void him! The only thing that matters is gathering enough supplies so the upper shippers can’t keep hoarding them all.”

Iro decided to change the subject. “Did you pick a new talent yet?”

“You two are so unfair,” Bjorn said. “What is that, four talents now?”

“You have three.”

“That extra one makes a titan of difference, brother. Not to mention the raw strength you get from your Second Gate. It’s not fair you’re so strong when you’re so weeny.”

“Tell me you at least learned a mobility talent, Bjorn?”

“Pfft! Who needs ‘em? All that zipping about like a bug. I’ll leave that to you. I prefer to just hit things hard enough they can’t run anymore.”

Iro grinned at his friend and punched him on the arm hard. Bjorn stumbled and set to rubbing. “Cheating Second Gater!” he said around a smile.

“So, Emil, fourth talent?” Iro asked.

The Paladin bunched his shoulders and sped up his pace. “Nope.”

“No? Why not?”

He shrugged. “Don’t need one. Just leave it, Iro. What did you pick anyway?”

North buzzed into the air. “Command Iro learned⁠—”

Iro grabbed the bot, and thumped it lightly on the chassis to shut it up. “Can’t tell you,” he said.

Emil turned his head to give him an incredulous look. “Huh?”

“Rollo said that the best Hoppers hide their abilities from the enemies to surprise them.” He grinned.

“Ooh, look at me,” Bjorn said in a terrible impression of Iro. “I’ve been training with Master Rollo. I’m so special.” He grinned and draped a massive arm over Iro’s shoulders.

“We’re squad mates, Iro, not enemies,” Emil said.

“Sure. For now. What if we meet each other in the arena? We might have to fight, Emil.” They could finally learn which of them was the stronger. Iro was certain it was him.

“Might?” Emil frowned, then cracked a rare smile. “I’m not losing to any of these junkers, Iro, and neither are you. We meet in the finals, and then I’m gonna kick your scrapping ass, Corsair.”

“Finals, then,” Iro said, holding out his fist.

Emil punched his fist against Iro’s. “Finals.”

The corridor split with doors to either side leading to locker rooms, one for the Home Fleet and another for the raiders. Iro thought that was probably wise. If he saw Wave getting ready opposite him, he’d struggle to keep his temper in check, and she had only taken his sword. There were Hoppers who had lost friends and family to the raiders.

They ignored the locker rooms and walked up to the audience seating. It seemed madness, but the arena was surrounded by seating and stands for people to come over from the fleets and watch the matches live.

“Won’t people get hurt?” Iro asked. “What if a Mage blast misses the target and hits the crowd?”

North buzzed. “Reassurance: Walls and glass have been forged from reinforced materials that will absorb all but the most powerful of attacks.”

Iro chuckled. “Whoever forged them probably hasn’t heard of our Mage. Toshiko hasn’t met a wall she can’t blast through.” He glanced at Emil, expecting a response, but the Paladin only scowled.

“Waste of material. Building this stupid scrapping arena when half our ships are barely flying.”

The arena itself was a large circular space with a multitude of metal panels covering the floor that looked like they could separate and fall away.

“Ashvild says the formation of the arena can be altered,” Bjorn said, staring down from the seating area. “Different terrain for each bout to keep it interesting, I guess. Who knows, you might be fighting in amongst pillars, or over water, or in a box.”

“That doesn’t seem fair,” Iro said.

“Sure isn’t, but neither is fighting in an open space. Randomising the terrain is the only fair way to make unfair environs fair.”

“Now you sound like Ash,” Iro said.

Bjorn grinned. “You’re not the only one she’s been training, brother. She make you play that stupid game on the tablet?”

Iro groaned.

“How many people did you train with?” Emil asked.

Iro shrugged. “Rollo, Ashvild, Eir, Aisha.”

“Aisha Darwish?” Bjorn asked loudly.

Iro nodded.

“Sphinx Aisha Darwish? Slag me, brother, you went and trained with a Legacy family?”

“Trained might be too generous a word,” Iro said with a chuckle. “She mostly used me as a target.”

“What’s she like? Did you hear she held a wall breach all on her own while her squad ran to safety? A wall breach! You know the sorts of monsters that nest between the titan walls.”

Iro nodded, he’d been between the walls, and the monsters there were something else, often growing to insane size. “Aisha is…” He thought of the best word for her. Cold wasn’t quite right.

“Command Suggestion: Resolute.”

“Right,” Iro said, clicking his fingers. “Aisha is resolute.”

“Resolute is how you describe a ship on its last legs.” Bjorn shook his head. “Can you introduce me to her?”

Iro blinked in surprise, already imagining how that meeting would go. “You want to meet Aisha Darwish?”

“Sure! Maybe she likes her men buff, yeah?”

Iro opened his mouth, then shut it again, not sure what to say.

“Come on! I introduced you to Eir.”

“What about you, Emil?” Iro asked, feeling the need to change the subject. “I assumed you’d train with…” He trailed off as he realised his mistake. Emil had no one to train with. No other Paladin did what he could do and the Courage had so few Hoppers left.

Emil snorted. “I trained with Roret.”

“What?” Iro said, feeling guilty about not seeing his old friend all over again. “How could Roret help you train? He’s not a Hopper.”

Emil shrugged. “The best Hoppers hide their abilities from enemies to surprise them, Iro. Well, get ready for a surprise.”


CHAPTER 22


Rollo leaned against the balcony, staring down at all the idiots in the promenade below. Some were experienced Hoppers who really should know better, while others were talentless techs, officers, or drudges taking the chance to experience a titan for the first time in their lives in ‘safe’ conditions.

Safe was a relative concept. The arena was located on the wing they were fighting over and a couple of levels down. The entire space had been cleared of traps and monsters, and there were Hopper squads stationed at every known entrance. Monsters would still be attracted to the general current in the area with so many Hoppers gathering, but most should be dealt with before they broke through. Unless someone opened a gate.

The whole thing was a disaster waiting to happen, but the Grands had decided to flood the titan with as many people as possible. They were up to something, he was sure. Either that or they were the biggest idiots of the lot.

A squad of four raiders stopped below and stared up at him. The big one with words scrawled in tight script over every inch of his dark gray armor grinned at Rollo through a scarred lip. He gave a little wave like they were old friends. Some Hoppers from the Home Fleet were sat around a table and glared at the raiders. Rollo sighed. If a fight broke out here outside of the arena, so many people would get hurt.

“Heard the news?” said a voice Rollo recognised. Eclipse Eyildr stopped next to him, turned around and leaned back against the railing.

“Master,” Rollo said with a sly smile.

The older woman shook her head, silver hair bouncing. “When are you going to stop calling me that?”

Rollo shrugged. “About ten minutes after I give your eulogy. Then I’ll just call you that dead bitch.”

“Charming, but well-earned, I suppose. So have you heard?”

Rollo glanced down at his vambrace mounted tablet. There was a message waiting from Frigg. It had been there for a good thirty minutes and he’d been stoically ignoring it.

“They picked you,” Eyildr said. “Congratulations, you’re the Fourth Gate representative for the Eclipse.”

The big raider with the scarred lip was still staring up at Rollo. There was a pair of axes hanging from his hip, each one clearly titansteel. One had a hand-length monster claw embedded in the pommel, while the other had an ugly, pitted black stone. He wore a red cape, whatever that meant, and his brown hair was shorn short enough Rollo could see his scalp was crisscrossed with dozens of scars. Something about the man screamed danger.

“Why?” Rollo asked. “You’re stronger, Master.”

“Lazy scrapper,” Eyildr said. “I haven’t been stronger than you for years, Rollo. You just refuse to admit it. I can give myself a good boost with my unique talent, but that’s all it is, a temporary boost. You’re stronger. You’re faster, the gauntlet times prove that.”

“You didn’t even participate.”

Eyildr blew out her lips just like she always did when she was done arguing. He’d seen it so many times back when he was a trainee with Frigg and Alfvin by his side. It didn’t matter who was right and who was wrong, the argument was done and Master Eyildr had won.

“I’m on guard duty. It’s my job to stop the matches if any get out of hand, preferably before anyone dies. I see you got your old sword out of storage.”

Rollo shifted, feeling the sword against his back. He hated that scrapping cursed thing. The single edge forever sharp as a razor. The black titansteel gleam of it, quint-forged, as strong as anything the titan could produce. The bhurbeast leather wrapping the hilt, and the strips of copper wiring sealing the blade in its scabbard. But it was worse than all of that. The sword had a weight to it. Not a physical weight, but something deeper and heavier than that. It was the weight of his potential, and his guilt. He knew it wasn’t his fault, not really. He hadn’t been able to control what had happened when he opened his Fourth Gate and manifested his passive talent. But that didn’t make it any easier to bear. People had died because of him, and if Sphinx Ahmad Darwish hadn’t braved the chaos he was causing and taught him how to seal his talent away in the blade, Rollo knew more would have died. Maybe everyone.

He’d often considered throwing the sword away. Flushing the thing out an airlock into the void and being rid of it forever. But he simply had no idea how that would impact his talent. Once they got far enough away, would his talent just reactivate? In the wrong circumstances, that might spell the end of the Home Fleet. Too risky. So he kept it, hidden away, never intending to release it from the scabbard ever again. Until now. Until the need became so scrapping great he might have to. They had to win this tourney no matter the cost.

“You’re strong enough to control it now,” Eylidr said. She sounded confident enough, but she was an idiot, too, and had no idea.

He wanted to change the subject. “The kid is gonna win his tier.”

“Iro? You sure?”

Rollo nodded, confident. “I’ve been training him. He doesn’t even realise how fast he’s gotten. Never seen a Second Gater move like that. And his head for adapting talents is worrying. He had two talent paths unlocked before he even knew what they were. He’s even learning to use Burning Adrenaline in a way that doesn’t exhaust him.”

“Competition is stiff,” Eyildr said. “There’s a Sphinx in the Second Gate tier. Aisha Darwish. You seen her fight? That girl is lightning in human form. And I have no idea how strong the raiders are.”

“Iro will win,” Rollo said confidently. “I just hope it matters.”

The raiders below were finally moving on, but the big scarred one with the axes waited behind for a few seconds, his gaze never leaving Rollo. He raised one big hand and tapped below his eyes twice, then pointed at Rollo.

He didn’t like it. He didn’t like any of it. They knew nothing about the raiders, except that they were ruthless, murderous junk holes who wanted the wing. But worse, the raiders seemed to know a lot about them.
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Page hated playing second fiddle. He wasn’t even sure what a fiddle was, but he hated that scrapping second one.

He stared up at the junker from the vagrant fleet, the one with the messy blond hair and lazy eyes, and a stoop like the whole titan was resting on his shoulders, and Page just knew there was a new fiddle in town and he’d have to fight for his chance to finally prove himself prime.

It was his lot in life, that’s what everyone told him. To be second place. Looked over and patted on the head with a Don’t worry, you tried your best. Born second, his brother crawled out of their mother just ten minutes before him, a sign of things to come. He was always weaker, always slower. But then, everyone said his brother was a genius, a once in a generation power. By the age of ten, his brother had opened his First Gate and made his peers, even the ancient ones, look like children. Page wallowed behind, struggling to keep up and failing as his brother got more and more powerful.

By fifteen, his brother had opened his Fifth Gate. Still a boy, yet challenging the leaders of the fleet for command. And by then, Page was nothing. All but forgotten in the wake of his genius, overachieving brother. Still struggling to open his Second Gate, when his brother was breaking the most powerful people in the fleet, forcing them to kneel before him.

When their father had died, Page was the only one there. He’d told his brother, then already calling himself Emperor, but his brother didn’t even bother to respond. But Page had done his duty. He’d sat by their father as the life leaked out of him, he’d held the old man’s frail, papery hand. The man was blind by then, his eyes milky white, a final slag you from the universe to a man who loved to read. Who’d dedicated his whole life to preserving scholarship. And then, just before their father breathed his last, he’d uttered his final words and they crushed Page all over again. Their father had simply said: I’m proud of you, Book.

Forgotten! Even by their father who wasted his final words on a son who couldn’t spare the time to visit a dying old man.

Twenty years on and his brother’s grip on the fleet was titansteel strong. They all bowed to Emperor Book. Nobody even realised he had a brother. Page was just one more Fourth Gater. A Captain of the Blight Wardens, but not special. Not memorable. Not even the High Captain, just a Captain. Second place. Again.

Well, not anymore. It was time for Page to stand out, to distinguish himself. He’d been training in secret, throwing himself against the titan. He’d unlocked a new Berserker talent path and it didn’t just make him strong, it made him unbeatable. And now he knew who he’d have to break to prove it. He’d didn’t even know the man’s name. But then, what did it matter? Soon he’d just be one more corpse in Page’s wake.

Page grinned up at the dead man and tapped his cheek with two fingers, then pointed at the corpse to let him know he was watching. Then he turned and strode away.

“Watch me, brother,” Page said under his breath. “I’ll kill anyone in my way and win this scrapping tournament for you. Then you’ll have to remember me!”


CHAPTER 23


“Well, isn’t this exciting,” Mufar said cheerily, though his good humor was met with bland stoicism from Arrow. “I wish I had some popcorn.”

“Some what?” Arrow asked. She looked distinctly uncomfortable surrounded by so many people.

“Popcorn. It’s… uh… popped corn? You’ve got me, I don’t actually know. All I know is it used to be all the rage at these sorts of things. Little snacks to keep you occupied while you shouted your support.” A nearby person wearing some sort of gray uniform jostled past Mufar and quickly apologised. The stands around the arena were packed full of people from both fleets.

“Snacks? You’re hungry. Here.” Arrow fished in her belt pouch and pulled out a strip of dried jerky.

Mufar sighed. “It’s not about being hungry,” he said as he plucked the jerky from her fingers because he was a firm believer in never passing up a meal. “It’s about the experience. The crowd cheering and booing for their team or the other. The atmosphere so ripe with tension the skin is ready to burst sticky juice all over everyone. The thrill of seeing competitors in their prime having at each other in bouts of skill and aggression.”

“They’re weaklings,” Arrow said, shutting down Mufar’s optimism like a titansteel hammer to the nose. “We shouldn’t be here. It serves no purpose.” They were in amongst the Hoppers who called themselves the Home Fleet mostly because it rankled Arrow and Mufar wanted to see if he could get a rise out of her.

“Don’t be so bland, my partner in crime,” Mufar said breezily. “It serves every purpose. We’re here to observe, to see what kind of threat either fleet poses. We’re here to decide whether either of them should be allowed to stay. And we’re here…” He smiled. “We’re here because our illustrious leader wants new recruits.”

They had ditched their cloaks because the Home Fleet had decided that was the defining trait of the Templars, that they all wore black cloaks. Which was true, to a point, but also entirely missing said point. Either way, the cloaks would be a dead giveaway, so they had stashed them. Instead, Mufar was wearing his lightweight armor, painted burgundy because why the scrap not, and he’d found a lovely baggy jacket to sit over the top, which suited him fine because it had pockets and he loved resting his hands in pockets. Arrow, on the other hand, had her bulky Paladin armor painted black instead of its usual bone white, and she wore a hood over her head that did a wonderful job of obscuring her features as if she was scared someone might recognise her as that dreaded black cloak who no one of the Home Fleet had ever seen before. It was tedious, but at least it got Mufar out of the house, and at least he wasn’t being sent half way across the galaxy to another titan just to measure how close it was to death.

“It’s starting,” Arrow said as though she was chewing gravel.

Mechanist bots swarmed down into the arena from both fleets and the twin banks of screens hanging above the arena lit up with visual feeds. Mufar guessed both feeds were also being broadcast to their respective fleets, which was just madness. From what he had seen, the ships were half derelict and crumbling to dust, and yet they had put so much time, effort, and resources into this arena just to decide who should get to sit on it. More madness because it was easily big enough for both of them.

“Not our concern,” Mufar said quietly.

“What’s that?” Arrow said.

“Oh nothing. Let’s just watch the pomp and pageantry.” It really wasn’t his business which fleet scavenged from which wing, just as long as none of them ever went near the titan core. That was why the Templars scared them off, because a few beatings and the odd kidnapping were treating with kid’s gloves compared to what the Rexes would do. Keritus Rex did not do anything by half measures, and if she said to burn the fleets, then burn the fleets would. Not even Shota would argue.
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Iro stepped up out of the dark corridor and into the arena. The light dazzled him, and it took a moment for his eyes to adjust. Then he stopped and gawked. They’d told him to expect a crowd, but no one had said how many people there would be. He stared up at the seating and was certain there had to be thousands of people from both fleets. The noise was deafening thunder. The lights were flashing lightning. And Iro stood rooted to the spot, staring in equal parts wonder and fear.

Someone shoved Iro in the back and he stumbled forward and found his feet. “Get moving, midships.”

The stream of Hoppers from the Home Fleet continued past Iro and he sauntered among them, feeling lost. So many of them. And over the other side of the arena, raiders piled out of their own locker rooms. The two sides strode across the arena floor and stopped to face each other, like a couple of armies from some of those old books Neya used to read. So many Hoppers in one place. If a war did break out, it would likely destroy both fleets. And Iro couldn’t help but wonder how many monsters were being attracted to the arena.

His tablet pinged and he glanced down at it even as another Hopper nudged him from behind. The message was from Eir.

Eir


You look lost. Need me to come down and hold your hand?




Another ping, this time from North.

North


Command Encouragement: Command Iro looks very sturdy.




A third ping was a message from Ashvild.

Mistress of Icy Stares


Stand straight. Look up. Don’t dawdle.




Iro waved the messages away and took Ashvild’s advice. He straightened his back and looked up to see a giant multiscreen array above the arena with him plastered across the screens looking terrified. He raised a hand slowly, and waved at the screens, a grin stretching his face.

His tablet pinged again and he glanced down. Another message from Ashvild.

Mistress of Icy Stares


STOP IT!




Iro resolutely tried to not look at the screen and strode forward, joining the rest of the Hoppers from his fleet. He desperately glanced around for someone he knew and saw Bjorn standing front and centre in the middle of the arena, facing the raiders like he wanted to fight them all. Iro pushed past a couple of Berserkers loudly joking about which of them would win and shoved his way to stand next to Bjorn.

“Aren’t you nervous?” Iro asked.

Bjorn glanced down at him and grinned. “Not a drop, brother. Look at this. This is the stage. I finally get to show everyone I’m not some scrapping slacker. Top of my gate, yeah? Strongest in both the fleets.” He smashed a fist against his chest. “And I get to prove it here.”

Iro stared across the arena to where the raiders were gathering. They all wore the same gray armor, a counterpoint to the Home Fleet’s colorful painted hues. Most of the raiders wore cloaks, he realised, and some were blue or red or green. He wondered if those colors denoted which ship they came from. He scanned the assembled raiders, looking for one in particular. And he found her.

Wave. The raider who had beaten him and made him beg for his life. She had made it look easy. She had taken his sword. And she was there. Right there. Standing across from him. Her hair was short and muck brown, her face long and bland, her shoulders slumped just a little.

Iro felt hot, his blood pumping in his ears. He ground his teeth and took a step forward.

“Whoah there, brother,” Bjorn’s hand fell on his shoulder. He didn’t have the strength to hold Iro back, but he had snapped Iro out of his rage. Iro stepped back into line with the rest of his fleet. “Getting a bit carried away. We don’t even have weapons.”

That was one of the rules. No one but active contestants and the judges were allowed to carry weapons into the arena. It meant things were far less likely to explode into a full on conflict. Iro wondered how many of the raiders had abided by the rules, and how many were smuggling discrete weapons.

“You ready? It’s almost time,” Bjorn said.

The last of the Hoppers from the Home Fleet had filtered out into the arena and all the contestants stood facing the raiders. An army hundreds strong. Gadise Samir stepped forward out of the line and took two paces towards the raiders. The Fourth Gate representative from the Vermillion, the flagship of the Home Fleet, and a member of one of the Legacy Families, Gadise Samir was one of the strongest Hoppers they had. The screens above all focused on her, dozens of Mechanist bots swarming around her, their cameras watching.

Gadise Samir cleared her throat. “The Home Fleet welcomes you,” she said loudly. Then she raised her hands to the side and activated her crest. Silver lines flared into light behind her, a massive crest easily four times her size and maddeningly intricate with symbols and arcane lettering.

It was the signal they had all been told to look out for. As one, the Hoppers of the Home Fleet all ignited their crests. The arena floor buzzed with myriad colors from blues to greens to golds to purples to reds, all fizzing together, sparkling, smoking. Iro’s own crest was icy blue and though it was far from the largest, it dwarfed Bjorn’s rose crest.

“Isn’t this a bit showy?” Iro said quietly.

“That’s the point, yeah?” Bjorn said. “Show of strength. Make the raiders see what they’re up against, so they know they can’t win.”

Iro glanced down the line of Home Fleet Hoppers. Everyone was proudly showing off their crests like a marsh mite raising its spines to show how dangerous it was. All of them except Emil. The Paladin stood there, arms crossed, refusing to activate his crest. Iro sighed. Even now, when everything was on the line, Emil refused to show unity with his fellow Hoppers. He always had to be the odd one out.
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The ceremony went on. It was mostly posturing as far as Emil could see and he had no time for it. The screens above started flicking through all the contestants, naming them and their ships and classes, and other scrap no one should care about. He turned and left long before they called him.

He stalked back towards the Home Fleet locker rooms and lifted his tablet. It worked so much better after Scribbles had done its thing. Emil tapped at the pad and it took a minute to connect, then Justice’s flushed face appeared.

“Emil?” Justice asked. He was jostled by something behind him and snarled. There was a lot of noise coming over the video.

“Where are you?” Emil asked as he jogged down the stairs. He needed to retrieve his satchel then find an abandoned area.

“I’m being tortured. Save me,” Justice said.

“That another one of your friends, little J?” said another voice. An older man wrenched Justice’s arm to the side to stare into the screen. “Oh, it’s the low shipper. Bad time, low shipper, my brother is very busy.”

“Get off! Get off me,” Justice wailed.

“Mercy,” Emil said as threateningly as he could manage. “Give Justice his arm back.” He turned a corner into the first locker room and made for the stairs down to the lower levels.

“Or what?” Mercy asked, smiling.

“I can fight my own battles, thank you,” Justice said from off screen.

It was all so frustrating. Emil didn’t have time for it. “You sure? That why you’re always running around begging us to save you on Hops?”

Mercy burst into laughter, but he let go of Justice’s arm. Justice reappeared on screen, the background behind him bouncing as he hustled away from his brother and his friends. “He’s going to mock me about that for weeks, thank you,” Justice said sulkily.

“Sorry,” Emil said as he reached his stowed satchel hidden behind his bag in the locker that had been assigned to him. “Best way to deal with a bully is to make them think you’re one of them. Or just to knock the scrapper flat, but⁠—”

“No chance of that,” Justice said. “Mercy is twice my size and thrice my gate. So what do you want, Emil? Not that I’m ungrateful.”

“I need your help. Come find me in the locker rooms.” Emil closed down the feed, grunted as he hefted his satchel over his shoulders and all but dragged it down to the infirmary level at the bottom of the locker rooms.

Justice took his time and when he did finally arrive, he had food. He had found some sort of cooked meat on a metal poker and was nibbling at the seared edges. “Have you tried these? They’re wonderful. Just don’t ask what the meat is.”

“What’s the meat?” Emil asked.

Justice sighed at him. “I don’t know. I didn’t ask. So why am I here?” He took a moment to look around and realised he was in the infirmary. “Are you hurt?”

“No! I… I need your help with something.”

Justice nibbled at the skewered meat. “Why me?”

Emil paced around the little room. It was stacked with crates, had an array of cupboards all of which were locked, and three beds on wheels. It was a space they could help anyone who was hurt in the matches, before carting them off to one of the medical Surveyor ships for real treatment. It was also empty of people for the moment.

“Roret was helping me, but⁠—”

“Roret?”

“He’s a tech from the Courage. But he won’t set foot on the titan because it’s dangerous.”

“I agree with him,” Justice said around a mouthful of food. “But that’s no reason to cower away.”

“He was in the dome last year,” Emil said.

“Who wasn’t?”

“Justice, just… shut up. I need help and you’re the only other person who knows I’m… I’m stalled.”

Justice swallowed. “I see.”

“Not yet, you don’t. Do you remember the Spire?”

“Hmm, let me think. Do I remember the most traumatic experience of my life? And I’ll remind you I have quite a list to choose from.”

Emil stared at him. He always had to make things so difficult.

“Yes. Yes, I remember the Spire.”

“I, uh, found something,” Emil admitted. “He had to brace himself as he pulled the satchel strap over his head and held it out, arms trembling.

Justice popped the skewered meat stick between his teeth and reached for the satchel. As soon as he had hold, Emil let go. Justice staggered as the satchel plummeted to the ground and hit the metal bulkhead with a solid thwack. Justice almost choked on a bit of meat and then coughed and tried to lift the satchel with both hands. It didn’t budge.

“What have you got in there? A black hole?”

“Not quite.” Emil knelt and reached inside the satchel. It took both hands and all his strength to lift the scrapping thing. He dumped it back on the floor. The cog had transformed. What once had been matte black metal so dark it seemed to absorb the light around it, was now a shining, shifting red like the flames of a furnace. Like Emil’s crest. It also weighed as much as a bhurbeast.

“Oooh,” Justice said, his eyes lighting up. He threw the skewered meat aside as if food was so abundant it could be wasted, and bent over the cog. Scribbles scurried up his arm and onto his shoulder and waved a few instruments at it. “This is… titansteel?”

Emil nodded. “Or something… more, I guess. Roret ran every test we have on the Courage and still couldn’t figure it out.”

“Forgive me if I don’t rely on the diagnosis of a low ship tech.”

Emil glared at Justice, but he was so fixated on the cog he didn’t notice. The Surveyor pulled his goggles over his eyes and his sickly green crest lit up behind him as he worked. Now and then, he’d speak to Scribbles in some techy jargon that Emil didn’t bother trying to understand. Instead, he looked at Justice’s crest.

“You’re close to your Second Gate,” Emil said. He could see the outside edges of the lock in Justice’s crest, a blank circle right at the top.

“Huh? Oh, yes. Unfortunately. This is the most non-reactive titansteel I’ve ever seen.” Scribbles head flipped over to a plasma torch and the autodage lasered the cog. “Not even a mark. You’ve charged it? With your current, I mean.”

Emil nodded. “For the past month, that’s all I’ve done. Poured everything I can into it. Each time I did, more of it turned red like my crest and it got heavier. Used to be I could tuck it into a pocket and carry it around all day. Now I can barely lift it.”

“And it’s not losing its charge?”

Emil shook his head.

“No dissipation. Perfect containment.” Justice glanced at Scribbles. “No. I refuse to use Toshiko’s ridiculous unit designation. Emil, this cog contains enough current to… to… well, think about Toshiko letting off a full power blast. Multiply that by, I don’t know, a hundred. And yet, I’ve no idea what it’s for.”

“I do,” Emil said.

“You do?” Justice coughed and pulled his goggles up, letting his crest fade. “Sorry didn’t mean to sound so condescending there. You do? Nope. Still can’t manage it.”

Emil glared at the Surveyor as he bent down and gripped the cog in both hands and lifted. Then he activated his crest in front of him, the same fiery lines that raced around the cog floating in the air. With a grunt of effort, he lifted the cog and shoved it into the centre of his crest. And when he took his hands away, the cog remained. Not only that, but when Emil stepped back, his crest stayed put as though the cog had locked it in place.

“Huh,” Justice said as he stood and gawked. “Physical and meta-physical interacting.” He waved his hands through the glowing lines of Emil’s crest, the symbols fizzing at his touch. Then he poked the cog again. It didn’t move. “Right. Well… I have no scrapping idea what you’ve discovered here, Emil. But I’m guessing you think it will un-stall you.”

Emil shrugged. “That’s the hope. I need someone to watch my back, because I have no idea what will happen. But the cog is fully charged and we… Roret figured it was probably too dangerous to try aboard the Courage.”

“This is madness, Emil,” Justice said. “You realise that? You might die. You might take the entire wing with you. You might switch off your current entirely. You might rip a hole in space time. You might⁠—”

“Just shut up and help me.” The truth was Emil hadn’t thought of everything and now Justice said it, switching off his current for good was too terrifying to think about. Everything he’d considered had ended up with either success or death. There was no other option. But what if Justice was right? What if instead of reopening his gates, he shut them for good? Then what would he be? Another drudge. A failed Hopper just like his father. That would be a fate worse than death. But his ship needed him. The Courage and all its crew needed him to not be stalled. Because his resource Hops to the titan were all that was keeping the ship flying. His participation in this stupid scrapping tournament was the only chance they would get access to the manufactory.

“Emil, listen to me,” Justice said. “Before you do anything… Shall we call it rash? Personally, I’d go so far as idiotic, but rash sounds less insulting. Talk to my cousin. Tell her you’re stalled. I know you think she’ll cut you from the squad, but trust her. She’s not⁠—”

“No!” Emil snarled. He couldn’t place his fate and the fate of the Courage in the hands of an upper shipper. Of a member of the Legacy families. It didn’t matter that she seemed sympathetic, she had already proved she would follow her orders. If she found out he was stalled, she’d report it. Then the Grands would hear. He couldn’t have that. He had a responsibility to his ship and to his people, and if he had to risk himself, his life, and his future then so be it.

Emil stalked back to his crest and the cog floating in the air and reached out, gripping the cog in both hands. “I don’t need you to talk me out of it, Justice. I just need you to be here to help if something goes wrong.”

“And share in the danger?”

“You’re part of my squad, right?” Emil said. “Four Home. We look out for each other. Have each other’s backs. Friends. So, do you have my back, friend?”

“That’s just unfair,” Justice said sulkily. He reached up and pulled his goggles down over his eyes. “Fine. Four Home. But if we die, Toshiko will cry and it will be all your fault.”

Emil smiled grimly, braced his shoulders and turned the cog.


CHAPTER 24


Mufar leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes, yawning. There were still hours before the first matches were due to begin and nothing to do. It was the cushiest assignment he’d had in years. No monsters for him to fight, or titans to explode, or adrenaline-fulled chases through a dying spaceship. All very fun from time to time, and really good at keeping the heart rate racing, but now and then it was nice to take some time off. Not usually something any of the Templars got to experience. Shota was not one for giving them a rest.

“Shouldn’t you be watching?” Arrow said.

Mufar didn’t bother opening his eyes, he just waved a lazy hand in the air. “I’ll watch when the interesting stuff happens.” This was like the credits in one of those old vids where a bunch of pointless names flew across the screen. He was waiting for the action to kick in, the drama.

Then again, there was more than one type of drama. “How does it feel?” he said quietly. “To be back?” He activated his Surveyor crest and focused them around his eyes. Even with them closed, he could feel everyone around him in acute detail.

Arrow flinched at his words and leaned forward to rest her elbows on her knees. She stared across the arena towards the raider’s seats.

“Like pulling on an old boot and finding it no longer fits,” Arrow said. “I just can’t tell if they’ve gotten smaller, or I’m bigger. Where did you come from?”

“Here, there, everywhere,” Mufar said. He felt a few of the Home Fleet Hoppers behind them stand and head towards the exit, heard them say they were off to find some food before the matches started.

“Originally, I mean.”

“Kaiju,” Mufar said.

“Oh scrap! Sorry.”

“Yes, most people are.” Mufar didn’t like to think about. Thinking about it led to remembering it, which led to reminiscing, and eventually to all sorts of annoying feelings like survivor’s guilt, and hoping his sister wasn’t still a blight wraith wandering endlessly aboard the infested titan. Kaiju was why the 61% protocol existed.

“Did it really⁠—”

“You know,” Mufar interrupted her. “Everyone keeps talking about food and I can smell something delicious. Why don’t we—” He felt a sharp stab of condensed current nearby and sat bolt upright, opening his eyes and pouring his perception into his Scan.

“What is it?” Arrow asked.

“Someone nearby is attempting Pairogenesis.” His crest rotated around his eyes as he dove into the Scan like he was flying through a holographic representation of the area, searching for the culprit.

“I didn’t think either of the fleets even knew it existed,” Arrow said, standing. “Who is it?”

“Well, I don’t know, but if I had to guess, I’d say it’s one of the kids I met back at the Spire. Sneaky junkers, they whisked that one away right under my nose.”

“We have to stop them before⁠—”

“Oh, it’s too late for that.”
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Pain lanced through Emil like a blade twisting inside. His muscles cramped, his head pounded, his jaw clenched, and he forgot how to breathe. Colors swirled past him in a dizzying collage as though every hue on the spectrum had showed up to watch him die. The cog shifted just slightly, bare millimetres in its rotation, but it was taking all the strength he had.

“Let go, Emil!” Justice’s voice was distant, strained.

Emil wrenched his eyes open and the swirl of dancing colors was worse, mixing around him like paint dropped into a whirlpool. Everything in the small infirmary had been blasted away from him, thrown against the walls as if pushed by an invisible force. That included Justice who was pinned halfway up the far wall, his limbs splayed out. Scribbles lay on the wall next to him, the little autodage sparking as it tried desperately to move.

It was just like the gravity in the Spire, except he was at the centre of it, unaffected except by the ripping pain inside that felt like his current was made of knives.

He growled as he put all his strength into another turn of the cog. More millimetres shifted and Justice groaned as if the pressure was getting worse. One of the crates nearby just imploded under the force, the contents shattering, and the walls rattled and dented.

One. More. Turn.

Emil screamed as his arms burned and his spine clenched. The shifting colors solidified into a swirling mass of ochre, and then the whole miasma rushed into him like a swarm of rustlings charging down prey.

Emil blacked out.
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“Hey! Emil. Wake up. Don’t you dare die on me, lower ships.”

Someone slapped Emil in the face. He groaned and tried to turn away, but his cheek was against something hard. He tasted blood, tried to spit it out, but was struggling to remember how his lips worked.

“I am not a medical Surveyor, you scrapping void. So wake up!”

Another slap and Emil tried to fend it off, but his arms didn’t move.

“Right, that’s it. Scribbles, zap him.”

A jolt of electricity raced through Emil and he sat bolt upright and let out a pitiful mewl. “Why?” he croaked, doubling over on himself.

“You weren’t moving,” Justice said. “Non-responsive. You didn’t want anyone else involved and I don’t know the first thing about medical… stuff.”

“Sure,” Emil said, nodding, feeling sick. “But why the crotch?”

“Oh, that was Scribbles’ choice. Good work.”

The little autodage advanced on Emil, head sparking with electricity.

“No more. I’m awake,” Emil said.

“So, did it work?” Justice asked. “Because that was unpleasant. I felt like I was being crushed again. And you made enough noise, I’ll be amazed if both fleets don’t come rushing in any moment.”

“I don’t know. I don’t feel any different.” Emil crawled upright and activated his crest. Fiery red lines fizzled into light in front of him. The arcane symbols were all still there, the lettering that meant nothing, the concentric circles. And there, at the top, was the lock on his third gate, still opaque. Still stalled. But the cog he’d been filling with current for weeks now was gone.

All of that for nothing. A month spent pouring current into the cog wasted. He could have spent that month on the titan, gathering resources the Courage needed. Instead, he’d been selfish and tried to unlock his own advancement. He told himself it was for the Courage, that they needed a Hopper with unlocked potential, and it was partly true. But there was more. He didn’t want to be stalled. He didn’t want to be weak while others grew strong around him. He didn’t want to have to run from monsters or raiders or Black Cloaks. He wanted to stand up to them all and say I will protect what’s mine, so come get some.

It was all over now. Soon he would have to fight in the arena, and everyone watching would know the truth. They’d see his crest, that he was stalled, and they’d all know how weak he was and that he would forever stay that weak.

“What’s that?” Justice asked, pointing to the top right of Emil’s crest. There were weak lines projecting out from the edges of his crest, fading from red to ochre and then to nothing.

Emil peered at the lines, but they didn’t grow any more distinct. He felt inside for his current and found it there as always, a raging fire just waiting to be let loose and burn out of control. It was perhaps a little more ragey than it had been, but he had long ago noticed his current was influenced by how he was feeling and right now he was feeling angry. And yet, there was something else, a second fire burning low like all the fuel was being used up by the first. Emil focused on that second fire and found it was lighter, a dull ochre. He drew on it, just like he did with his normal current.

“Whoah!” Justice said, startling and stumbling back a step. “Emil, you have a second crest.”

The lines projecting out of his main crest were more distinct now, leading to a pale, weak ochre crest. It was small and empty, even the central circle was plain and devoid of any symbol just like someone who was talentless.

Emil reeled from the revelation. He had tried to unlock his stalled class, but instead he’d created a new crest inside of himself, an empty crest. Did that mean he had to start all over again? Was he back to being a trainee?

Emil stood and advanced on Justice. The Surveyor startled but Emil gave him no chance to back away. He grabbed Justice by his shirt and lifted him off the floor with a single hand. It was easy as lifting a toddler.

Justice squeaked. “Uhh. What?”

“Sorry,” Emil said, putting the Surveyor down. “I just needed to check if my gates were still open.”

Justice straightened his shirt and glared at Emil. “You could have warned me before manhandling. But you definitely still have the strength of a Second Gater.”

Emil shut off his crests and then activated his main crest again. It fizzed into light before him. There were still those faint lines fading away into nothing at the top right. He deactivated it again and tried to isolate his new current, his new crest. He couldn’t do it. Without activating his main crest, he couldn’t activate his new one.

“You can manipulate your crest,” Emil said. “Make it small and move it.”

“Of course,” Justice said. “It’s easy. You can already choose to manifest it in front or behind you, moving it about is no different really. It’s all just a projection anyway. Instead of projecting it from your body, focus on a hand and project it from there instead, like infusing you just wall off the passageways to corral it where you want it to go.”

The Surveyor held up a single hand, palm upwards, and a miniature version of his crest oozed into light floating above his palm. “The thing about being a Hopper is you can’t use your talents without first activating your crest. But that doesn’t mean you have to show it off to the world. It does take some concentration though, which is why most Hoppers don’t bother. It’s tough in the middle of a fight to remember to keep your crest how you want it.”

Emil snorted. “How would you know what it’s like to being the middle of a fight, upper?”

“Ha ha, very funny. I’ll remind you of that next time I’m fending off a marsh mite because you’re taking a nap.”

“I wasn’t taking a nap. Scrapping thing knocked me unconscious.”

“You were snoring.”

“Well, you were screaming.”

Justice threw up his hands. “It was trying to EAT ME!”

They glared at each other a moment longer, then Justice laughed and Emil found himself chuckling right along with the Surveyor. It still felt weird being friends with an upper shipper, but Emil had to admit that’s what they were. Four Home had forged a friendship no matter how unlikely. Justice hadn’t refused when Emil had asked him to come and help. They had each other’s backs.

“Okay, so I isolate it into my hand,” Emil said. He directed the flow of his current just like the squad leader had taught him and let it flow into his left hand. His crest flickered and then shifted so it was projecting out from his palm. He moved his hand and his crest swung about with it. “And then I just make it smaller?”

“Yes,” Justice said. “Shrink it. It doesn’t need to be that big, but it takes concentration to shrink it and keep it… What are you doing? You don’t need to move your fingers. It’s not a physical thing. You can’t make it smaller like squeezing an orange.” The Surveyor sighed and buried his head in his hands.

“It helps,” Emil said.

“You look like an idiot.”

Emil had to concentrate to get his crest to shrink and it felt unnatural, like he was trying to hold water in his hand and it kept slipping through his fingers. He kept hold of his main crest in his left hand, then raised his right and drew on his second current, channelling it down into his right arm and out through his fingers. Both crests floated before him, one angry and red and trying to slip his control, the other a dull ochre and pliable, not raging or flowing but just sitting there like heated metal. He moved the two crests about with his hands, and no matter where he positioned them there were those faint lines, almost translucent, connecting the two.

“Remember the Black Cloaks?” Justice asked. “That void-touched fool Mufar and Shota.”

Emil nodded slowly. “Shota had at least three crests. But they were all full of symbols, not blank like mine.”

“Mufar had at least two,” Justice said. “One purple and another yellow, and he said he was a Berserker, but definitely had Surveyor talents.”

Emil considered the possibility. He could start again as a Paladin, maybe without breaking his class. He’d be able to enhance others again. Paladins were always in high demand because they made the other classes so much stronger. But unlike most Paladins, he wouldn’t be weak and needing protecting. He could fight alongside the other classes and help them out at the same time. A true combat Paladin. He’d get invites to Hops from all over. He could single-handedly lift the Courage out of its derelict state by demanding resources.

But there was another possibility. What if he could learn a second class, a different class? If he could enhance himself while also learning Vanguard talents, he would be an unrivalled tank, able to withstand any beating. But then he’d still need another squad. He’d always be reliant on others to take him on Hops.

What happened when the fleet decided to break up Four Home? When the whiff of curse finally wore off Justice and the upper shippers took back their Surveyor? When the squad leader was assigned a different job for her Legacy family? Emil needed to be self sufficient.

“Teach me Machine Herald,” Emil said.

Justice laughed. “Good one. Wait, really?”

Emil released his main crest and the red lines faded away. He kept his new crest active, small and blank, written in pale ochre lines. He could feel the current of it waiting for direction.

“Wouldn’t you rather learn, I don’t know, a Berserker talent, I guess? That seems more your style with all the punching and angsty rage.”

Emil shook his head. He knew exactly what he was doing for once.

“You know all Machine Herald allows you to do is create and communicate with autodages, right?”

Emil grinned. “Yeah. I have a plan.”


CHAPTER 25


The matches were split into gates, which made sense to Iro as Hoppers couldn’t fight anyone a gate higher than them. But the waiting while the First Gaters fought was such a chore. He itched to get down in the arena and show the raiders what he was capable of.

They watched the matches from the seating area and at least Eir was with him. She was a constant distraction and a welcome one. Barely a match went by where she didn’t batter Iro with some weird facts about the Home Fleet Hopper taking part.

“That’s Seventh Heaven Erika. She’s a Vanguard. I know you wouldn’t think it what with her being so tiny, but she has a voice that could deafen an exploding star. And she loves to sing. Can’t hold a note though.”

Seventh Heaven Erika was the first loss of the Home Fleet. She was facing off against a Mechanist from the raiders. A big man who looked at least twice her age, he wore bulky armor pitted with holes, and had a bushy black beard. The arena shifted around them, floor panels dropping away and being replaced so in mere moments they were facing off in a wide expanse strewn with chunks of old machinery like boulders. Iro thought they’d provide excellent cover and was already thinking how he’d use them to shield himself as he crossed the distance. That was Ashvild’s training making itself known. He saw everything as a battlefield now, and was always thinking of strategies.

As soon as the fight started, little flying bots swarmed out of the holes in the raider’s armor and surrounded him in a cloud. Suddenly there were a dozen of him all moving about, tricking the eye so it was impossible to keep track of the real one. Erika charged in swinging an ax as big as she was, but every time she swatted an image, it faded away with a laugh and the bot projecting it zipped in and attached itself to her. When there were six of the bots clinging to her, all the false raiders vanished. The Mechanist clicked his fingers and Erika screamed as all the bots emitted lighting. She dropped to the arena floor, unconscious and twitching, and the match was over.

Erika was carried out on a stretcher. The raider turned before he left the arena and faced his fleet’s box. There was a box in the seating for each fleet. Iro was told it was for the Grands should they choose to show up and watch. The Home Fleet box was empty, but there was a single figure sitting in the raider fleet box. He was tall and rangy, gray stubble covering his chin, and his eyes were black and soulless. He wore the same gray armor as every other raider, but had a bright white cape, and a matching peaked cap. Iro had seen no others wearing white. He guessed that made the man important. The Mechanist went to one knee, facing the box, and bowed his head. The figure in the box stood and gave a single nod.

“I think the raiders call him their emperor or something,” Eir said. “He feels strong. Even from here.”

Iro had to agree. There was something oppressive about the man’s mere presence.

North buzzed. “Would Command Iro like North to scan the Emperor for threats?”

“Noooo!” Iro said quickly. “I don’t think that would go down well, North. Some people don’t like being scanned.”

North buzzed again. “Accepted. North appreciates the concern.”

“Don’t get me wrong though, I’d love to know how high a threat level he is.”

North scurried from Iro’s left shoulder to his right. “North does not think it can count that high.”

Eir giggled and Iro poked the little bot’s chassis. “North, did you just make a joke?”

“Command Correction: North made a hyperbolic observation.”

“A joke!”

North wobbled in place on Iro’s shoulder for a moment, then went still.

When Bjorn finally entered the arena, Iro and Eir both stood up and cheered as loudly as they could. Iro doubted his friend heard them, but it felt good to show his support. Even North got involved and let out a high-pitched whistle that had everyone nearby desperately covering their ears.

Bjorn jogged onto the arena floor, waving his hands in the air. He was grinning madly and had a little cut on his chin.

“I thought this was his first fight?” Eir said, staring at the screens hanging from the arena ceiling. They were showing a close up of Bjorn’s face and it was clear he had a few cuts all around his chin and cheeks.

Iro smiled. “He loses a fight against the razor every morning. Perhaps you should teach him how to shave.”

Eir turned to him with a wide-eyed expression of outrage.

“Because your head,” Iro said quickly. “Because you shave your head.”

Eir snorted and turned back to staring down at Bjorn. “You are lucky you have to fight tomorrow, Iro, or I’d break your legs.”

Bjorn stopped in the middle of the arena, dipped into a couple of leg stretches, then bounced to his feet and flexed his biceps, grinning for the camera bots zipping around him. It elicited a cheer from the Home Fleet seats, but the raiders let out a boo.

When the raider marched onto the floor to meet Bjorn, he was thin as a wire and wrinkled as crumpled paper. The screens focused on him and declared him a Mage. The arena randomizer cycled from the various options before stopping on dual platforms. Most of the floor panels fell away until both Bjorn and the raider stood on separate metal platforms about ten feet across, with another ten feet of drop between them. There was no cover and Bjorn would have to cross the gap before he could get to his opponent. It was terrain that heavily benefitted ranged combat.

“Did Bjorn pick a mobility talent?” Eir asked.

Iro shook his head.

“He’s an idiot.”

Iro nodded.

North buzzed. “Encouragement: Eclipse Bjorn is a strong and capable Corsair. He’s got this.”

The match started and the Mage’s hand whipped out. He produced a rifle, much smaller than Steel Lotus, but still bigger than a standard pistol. Before Bjorn could move, the Mage peppered him with a barrage of shots. One took out Bjorn’s leg and he dropped to a knee, holding up an arm to protect his head. Each blast chipped his armor, whittling him down, and the raider wasn’t letting up. The old man stood with his feet planted, his rifle trained, raining shots across the gap so Bjorn had no chance to even stand, let alone fight back.

North buzzed again. “Encouragement Correction: Eclipse Bjorn does not got this.”

A mage blast slipped past Bjorn’s dwindling armor and connected with his thigh. He screamed in pain and a splash of blood smeared the platform behind him. Then Bjorn roared and stood, taking three quick shots in the chest. His rose crest lit up behind him and he swung his two-handed sword around in a wide swipe. An arc of energy released from the blade and sliced across the gap. It hit the Mage in the mid-section and he staggered back, his barrage of shots falling silent.

“I didn’t know he’d learned Arc Blast,” Eir said.

“Me either,” Iro said. He’d seen both Alfvin and Rollo use it before and knew it could be an incredibly powerful talent, one of the few ranged attacks a Corsair could use. But Alfvin had used it to kill Torben, and so Iro had never even considered learning it.

Bjorn’s chest plate fell away in pieces as he launched into a pounding run and leapt the gap between the platforms. The Mage recovered from the Arc Blast and raised his rifle again. He shot Bjorn in the chest even as the Corsair thumped down on the platform. More of Bjorn’s blood sprayed out behind him, but the big Corsair didn’t even slow his charge. At the last moment, the Mage raised a hand and his yellow crest flared bright as an exploding star. It clearly blinded Bjorn, but even with his eyes closed, he crashed into the Mage shoulder first and sent him tumbling.

Bjorn flailed out blind and blinking rapidly. His greatsword smashed into the Mage’s rifle and sent it spinning away. Then Bjorn stepped in close and stamped a big foot on the raider’s chest, knocking him down and pinning him there. The old Mage raised his hands quickly and surrendered. Bjorn staggered back a couple of steps, his chest heaving, blood dripping onto the metal panels. Then he straightened up and thrust his sword into the air with a victorious cry. The Home Fleet cheered with him. The first of their champions to win a match.

“Looks like your correction was wrong, North,” Iro said.

The automaton buzzed angrily. “North’s predictions were based on insufficient data. All contestants should allow North to scan them before competing.”

As the arena floor reassembled itself, Bjorn, still celebrating, held out a hand to help his opponent to his feet. The old Mage slapped his hand away and turned, crawling on hands and knees and bowing his head to the raider box.

The raider emperor stood again, staring down imperiously at his failed contestant. He raised a single hand and gave a casual flick of the wrist. The old Mage’s head snapped around so suddenly the entire arena gasped. Then the man’s body collapsed lifeless to sprawl at Bjorn’s feet.

[image: ]


By the time Iro and Eir managed to shoulder their way into the locker room, Bjorn was already down in the infirmary. His slagged armor was in a junk heap on the floor and he was peeling off his underweave to let the Surveyor in charge tend to his injuries. Apart from the two bleeding chest wounds, and the leg wound, he was also covered in a motley of bruises that were already starting to purple.

“Looking good, brother,” Iro said cheerily as he walked into the infirmary. North immediately launched from his shoulder and floated towards Bjorn, scanning him.

The medical Surveyor, a middle-age woman with dark bags under her eyes and a mousy brown ponytail shook her head. “He doesn’t look good. He looks like contusion mated with an oil spill.”

North finished its scan and buzzed. “Medical Assessment: Eclipse Bjorn is injured.”

“Well,” said the Surveyor, sounding thoroughly unimpressed. “How informed. I guess I’m obsolete.”

“Hey Bjorn,” Eir said, waving from the doorway. “I have some advice.”

Bjorn sighed. “Please don’t.”

“Have you tried not getting hit so much? I mean, I respect your choice to catch every single one of your opponent’s attacks, but I think you could try dodging one or two.”

“I think I did pretty good,” Bjorn said sulkily. “That was really unfavourable ground.”

“I was impressed,” Iro said as he sat down on the bed next to Bjorn. The bigger Hopper dwarfed him just like old times when they used to share a room. “That Arc Blast was on point, and you closed the distance in a snap. Gonna need some new armor though.”

“Yeah,” Bjorn said nodding. He stared down at his hands, clenched and unclenched his fists as the Surveyor and her autodage set about suturing the wound on his leg closed. “Why’d that fancy scrapper kill him though? The Mage put up a good fight, had me on the ropes from the get go. But that man in the box killed his own Hopper for no reason. I didn’t want that.”

They heard cheers vibrating through the floor from high above. Another match decided.

North buzzed. “Curse Hammer Chkit has lost his match. Eclipse Bjorn remains the only victory for the Home Fleet so far.”

“Hey,” Iro said, thumping Bjorn’s uninjured leg. “It’s not your fault. You didn’t kill him.”

“But it was because I beat him, yeah? Is that how it’s gonna go down in every match? Everyone I beat, that scrapper kills in front of me?” He shook his head.

Iro knew what he was thinking. It was just like Torben. He never stood a chance, was killed by someone more powerful than him, someone who should have protected, not harmed him.

“I just don’t know,” Bjorn continued. “Why’d he do it?”

“This is why,” Iro said. He understood the tactic because he’d been training with Ashvild. It was so clear to him. “To throw you off. To throw us all off. If he kills everyone we beat, maybe we won’t fight so hard. Maybe we’ll show mercy when we shouldn’t. Maybe we’ll just roll over and let them win because otherwise people will die.

“But we can’t do that. We’re fighting for our survival, Bjorn. We’re fighting for our home. If they want to kill each other, let them. Scrap, they’ve already killed enough of us. We cannot let their ruthlessness stay our hands. So don’t you dare blame yourself for that death, because it’s not on you. It’s on that junker, and if he wants to kill his own people, let him. If he wants to kill all his people, let him. We’ll still be here at the end, fighting for our home.”

Iro found Bjorn staring at him wide eyed. The big Hopper nodded once. “Yeah, alright, brother.”

Eir was watching him, too, standing at the doorway uncharacteristically still. She frowned when she caught his gaze and looked like she was about to say something when two people carrying a stretcher shouted at her to move. Curse Hammer Chkit was laid out on the stretcher, his armor shattered, his face covered in blood.

“He’s not waking up,” said one of the women carrying the stretcher.

“All of you, out!” ordered the Surveyor as she and her autodage set about trying to save the life of the broken Hopper.


CHAPTER 26


The tournament was already six days in by the time Toshiko finally made it to the titan. She’d missed the ceremony, much to the anger of pretty much everyone on the Thousand Suns, and missed most of the First Gate matches, too. She couldn’t even say it was really worth it. She’d spent another six days starving herself of her senses in a desperate attempt to find inner peace or spiritual balance or something. It hadn’t worked.

Master Keiro had taken her aside and tried the sensory expansion exercise one more time. Which of course Toshiko had utterly failed because it was all a bunch of nonsense. Master Keiro had not been impressed when she’d told him that and he proceeded to close his eyes, activate the targets and hit every single one dead centre while they moved, all while also balancing upside down, held up by one finger on a stable Boost. Toshiko had called him a show off, and he’d left the training room shaking his head and despairing about her just like everyone on the Thousand Suns did.

Now she was out of time. It was the final day of the First Gate matches and that meant she was scheduled to fight tomorrow. She was nervous. She was more than nervous, but she didn’t really have a word for it. Super nervous? Ultra nervous? Super ultra mega nervous.

“Is that why you’re sitting in your pod in the dark instead of getting out there and meeting your friends?” she said in her pompous Steel Lotus voice.

Toshiko scratched the itch on her arm. Her arrogant cannon was right. She was sitting alone in the dark, chewing over her feelings instead of joining her squad, some of whom she might have to fight soon. That was another thing she’d been hiding from. She wanted to win, but she wanted Iro and Emil to win as well. But that was impossible. If they all won, at some point they would have to fight, and then one of them would lose.

“You’re procrastinating,” Steel Lotus said.

“Rust doesn’t stick to you, does it?” Toshiko snapped back.

Of course, the cannon didn’t respond because it wasn’t actually sentient and she was just arguing with herself.

“Ahh! Enough,” Toshiko said and slapped the button to open the pod door.

She gasped when she saw how many people there were on the titan. Hoppers from the Home Fleet and the raiders mixing together freely. Well, maybe not mixing, but they were near each other and no one was attacking anyone else, which seemed like progress. The docks led to a vast promenade with a ground level and a balcony level, and there were little kiosks set up in various places that were cooking food or giving away little bits of metal. It was all so exciting.

Toshiko stepped out of the pod, staring about like a hydrid seeing water for the first time. She flailed at the pod with her hand, not even looking, and locked it behind her, then staggered onto the promenade. A few people spared her a glance, but most paid her no attention at all as they walked about. She heard snippets of conversation, folk arguing over who would win the final First Gate match later, and heard the word Eclipse used more than once, so she guessed someone from Iro’s ship was doing well.

A kiosk near the docks drew her attention, mostly by the meaty, oily smell wafting from it. A bald man wearing an apron and wielding a type of small flat weapon Toshiko had never seen before, was busy standing over a metal plate that was sizzling with heat haze. As she watched, he used his flat weapon to flip over a few chunks of meat that were cooking on the metal plate. The meat was dripping fat as it turned from pink to brown at the edges.

“Two shards for a steak,” the man said in a snappy accent as Toshiko drifted closed. She couldn’t help but sniff at the wonderful smell, and her mouth was watering. She’d never realised food could actually smell nice. Appetising even. Everything they ate aboard the Thousand Suns was either dried beyond smell or taste, or algae, which both smelled and tasted like snot.

“What’s a shard?” Toshiko asked.

The bald man narrowed his eyes at her for a moment, and then shrugged. He flipped his little weapon about and tucked it behind a strap on his apron, then reached into a small bag at his waist and pulled out a few scraps of metal. Toshiko guessed they were titansteel judging by the gleam. She peered at them closely, then the man dropped them back into his little bag and plucked his weapon and used it to flip another steak of meat.

“Oh! I’ve heard about this. People used to trade some sort of currency for goods. You collect scraps of titansteel in return for food?” Toshiko asked. It seemed bizarre to her. The stuff they ate on ship might not smell anywhere near as nice as this sizzling steak, but they never needed to give anything in return for it. They were the people of the fleet and so they were fed. It was as simple as that. “I, um, I don’t have any shards. The only titansteel I have is what I’m wearing.”

The man raised an eyebrow again.

“My armor,” Toshiko said.

“I sell you my cart and all my stock for your armor.”

Toshiko backed up a step. “No!”

The bald man made a sound like a hissing kharapid. “No shards. No steak. Move along.”

Toshiko stayed for a few moments longer, eyeing up the sizzling lumps of meat. They smelled so good she really wanted to know how they tasted. She considered snatching one and running off. After all, giving titansteel for food was ridiculous. There was nothing more valuable than titansteel. But she didn’t want to cause a scene and the man was watching her like a daeken sizing up prey. Just before she turned away, she saw the man was holding onto a metal handrail at the side of the cart. A miniature orange crest floated above his hand. She gasped.

“You’re heating the metal plate with current. With a talent, I mean.” She racked her mind for a talent that could produce heat, and the only one she could think of was Flame Breath. “You’re a Mage!”

The man whipped his little flat weapon up and pointed it at Toshiko even as she leaned in to get a closer look at how he was heating the metal plate. Despite the fact that he was using it to flip steaks, it looked like it had a razor-sharp edge.

She shot him a smile. “Sorry! I was just curious.” She leaned away from the weapon. “You’re heating the metal with a Mage talent, right? Flame Breath? You must be sending a constant and steady stream of current into the talent to keep the metal at a stable temperature.”

“Yes. So what?”

Toshiko stepped back and shook her head. “Nothing. I just. I never thought of using talents like that before. Not channeling through a cannon to use as a blast, but through a flat base. It’s fascinating.” As far as she was aware, no one in the Home Fleet had thought to use Mage talents like that before. She wondered what else they might be capable of.

“No shards. No steak. Move along!” the man repeated more forcefully, waving his little weapon in her face.

Toshiko staggered back away from the attack and bumped into someone. Whoever it was let out a squeak of alarm and they both tumbled to the floor amidst a clang of armor, and a tangle of limbs.

“Sorry sorry!” Toshiko wailed as she desperately pulled away and hauled Steel Lotus up. She realised she was apologising both to the cannon and the person she had bumped into because Steel Lotus did not enjoy being dropped.

“It’s fine. Really. My fault, I suppose,” said the young man she had bowled over. He was a pudgy youth, thick around the cheeks and the belly, and his clunky armor only made him seem larger. He had short hair shaved at the sides and tied into a tiny tail on top, and dazzling blue eyes.

Toshiko held out a hand to help him up and he staring at it like it was a live wire. She guessed he was maybe a little older than her, but not by much.

“Thank you,” the young man said once he was on his feet again. He kept glancing at her and then away, as if he was afraid to look at her.

“Do I have something on my face?” Toshiko asked, suddenly wishing she had a mirror.

“Only your nose. Some freckles.” His eyes flicked to her again, then away. “That massive wart. No! Sorry. That was a joke. You’re not warty. Here, you dropped this.” He thrust out his hand and Toshiko saw her beret was clutched in his fingers. She hadn’t even realised it had fallen off her head.

“Thanks,” she said as she reached out and grabbed it. The young man didn’t let go. His eyes flicked to her and away again. “Uh, can I have it back?”

“Yes,” he said, but still didn’t let go. “Sorry.” Finally, he unclenched his fingers and whipped his hand away. “It was really soft. It felt nice.”

Toshiko gave her hat a shake to get its shape back, then plopped it on her head again. “You’re weird.”

“Sorry. Everyone tells me that.” The young man backed up a step and for a moment Toshiko thought he was going to turn and run, but he just shuffled about on the spot for a moment, then settled.

“I’m Thousand Suns Toshiko,” she said, thrusting out her hand. “Or just Toshiko.”

“Cycle. That’s me. I’m Cycle.”

Toshiko scoffed. “That’s a weird name. You can’t be a Cycle. You can cycle things like socks or air.”

The man glanced at her and cringed a little. “You can’t be a Thousand Suns. It’s a plural. You can be one sun, but not a thousand. And you can’t actually be a sun because it’s a burning ball of mass held together by its own gravity and constantly exploding.” Another glance. “You don’t look like you’re exploding, though you might be mostly gas. Sorry, that was rude. Sorry.”

Toshiko giggled. She’d been called a lot of things in her life, mostly by her peers aboard the Thousand Suns and ‘embarrassment’ being top of the list. But no one had ever called her a ball of exploding gas before.

“You’re a raider, aren’t you?” she asked.

“Raider? Is that what you call us?”

“Well, you did raid our dome, kill a bunch of our people, and steal all our food,” Toshiko said. “And you’re trying to kick us off our wing.”

He looked at her again, this time not looking away, his face a picture of shock. “That’s not… I didn’t want to… We just need…” He looked around nervously, then sagged, staring at the floor. “The Emperor’s will is absolute. We all but serve his design.” Another glance at her and a shrug. “Sorry.”

Toshiko wondered if this Emperor person was like Admiral Nmayer. He was technically in charge of the whole Home Fleet, though he kind of shared authority with the Council of Grands.

“Are you competing in the tournament?” Toshiko asked, deciding to change the subject. She really wasn’t sure how to talk to someone who wouldn’t even meet her eyes.

“Yes,” said Cycle. “Second Gate. I fight tomorrow.”

“Hey!” Toshiko said happily. “Maybe we’ll get to fight.”

A glance. “I hope not. You’ll lose. Sorry. You might not, but… you will.”

“Another joke?”

Cycle glanced at her and shook his head.

Toshiko wished North was there to scan the man. He seemed a bit of a loose wire, but there was confidence in that one declaration that she would lose. She wanted to know what his threat level was.

“Well, don’t go counting me and Steel Lotus out just yet,” Toshiko said, patting the cannon.

Her tablet pinged and she looked to see a message from Iro asking where she was. When she looked up again, Cycle was gone.

“Hey,” Toshiko said to the kiosk owner still cooking the steaks. “Did you see where the man I knocked over went?”

The kiosk owner sighed and she already knew what he was about to say. “No shards. No steak. Move!”

“You’ll lose!” The whisper was so close to her ear, Toshiko spun around and almost tripped over her own feet.

There was no one there. People still moved around her, raiders and Hoppers in their groups or on their own, and none of them were paying her any mind. But that voice was definitely Cycle’s and he was not there. Toshiko spun around on the spot once more, looking for the man, then she hurried away, desperate to be gone and around her friends.


CHAPTER 27


Iro was nervous. Not for himself, but for Bjorn. His friend had torn through all the stages of the First Gate contest and now he was preparing for his final match. The Home Fleet had not been faring well so far. Lower shippers, upper shippers, Mages, Berserkers, Vanguard, it didn’t matter. They had been losing and losing hard. All except Bjorn who had smashed his way through opponents using his well-known tactic of wading through attacks that would fell a bhurbeast, then bashing his opponent so hard they either gave up or the match was stopped before they had a chance to.

Of course, the man in the raider box seats then killed the beaten raider right in front of Bjorn. It was weighing heavily on the big Corsair and Iro could see the way he blamed himself for the deaths, but Bjorn was made of tough stuff and he fought on regardless.

Now he had just the one opponent left. The same Mechanist who had handily dispatched Seventh Heaven Erika and six others. It was going to be a tough fight.

Iro tapped out a message to Bjorn.

Iro


Strong as steel.




The reply came a moment later.

Bjorn


Titansteel, brother.




Iro was waiting in the seating area. It was the busiest it had been yet, and every seat in the place was packed full of people from both fleets all turned out to watch the final match of the First Gate tournament. He was there with Eir and Emil and Justice, and Rollo and Frigg were just a few seats away, too. The noise in the arena was a steady roaring cacophony, and the atmosphere was electric. The screens above the arena were rolling through the highlights of the matches so far.

“Hey!” Eir said, poking Iro in the ribs. “Stop worrying so much. It’s Bjorn. He’s too benighted to lose.”

“Benighted?”

Eir shrugged. “I heard my squad leader say it while fighting a lupin.” She assumed her mocking squad leader voice. “I will crush you like all your benighted race, foul creature.”

Iro grinned. “What makes you think I’m worrying about Bjorn anyway? I have to fight tomorrow, you know?”

Eir rolled her eyes at him. “Oh, you’re far too dense to consider the possibility that you might lose. Ever since you opened your First Gate and streaked ahead of the rest of us you’ve been all I am the prince of Hoppers and I will smoosh you all beneath my super powerful boot.”

“I have not!”

“Have too.”

Iro frowned. “Hey, Emil. I haven’t⁠—”

“You totally have,” Emil said. “Don’t forget I opened my gate all of five seconds after you. But you don’t see me strutting around like some Legacy scrapper.”

“I do not⁠—”

“Who’d you train with?” Emil said.

Iro sighed. “Aisha Darwish.”

He thought he’d been keeping fairly humble about his progress, but now he wasn’t so sure. But then, he was allowed to be a bit proud. He’d earned every bit of his power.

Toshiko squeezed through the crowd behind them, hugging Steel Lotus to her chest, and muttering a steady stream of excuse me and let me through please. She also kept glancing over her shoulder as if she thought someone was following her. She flopped down into the seat they’d saved her next to Justice and gave a weary smile.

“Do you ever have a voice in your head you’re pretty sure isn’t one of yours?” Toshiko asked.

Iro shook his head, then paused. “Actually yes. It’s mostly Ashvild telling me to sit up straight, or pay attention, or asking me why I have her voice in my head. She’s so relentless she’s invaded my thoughts.”

Justice nodded. “Try being a Surveyor. You can’t escape the voices.”

Scribbles reared its head from over his shoulder and stared at him with its sensors. Justice sighed and flicked the autodage with a single finger.

“Nope,” Emil said, crossing his arms.

“That must be nice,” Justice said mournfully. “I imagine there’s nothing but a quiet breeze in Emil’s head. Just empty nothing, not a thought in sight.”

Emil just stretched his arms behind his head and closed his eyes.

“Who are you?” Toshiko asked, staring at Eir. “Wait! You’re bald. You must be Eir!”

Iro had the sudden feeling something bad was about to happen.

Toshiko nudged Justice aside and slipped into the vacated seat next to Eir. “It’s nice to finally meet you. Iro never shuts up about you.”

“Really?” Eir asked, grinning. “What does he say?”

“Really. It’s all the time. Eir said this. Or Eir is so great. Or she fought this monster. And so many dreamy sighs, you wouldn’t believe.”

“Hey!” Iro said quickly. “That’s not true.” He looked around at the others for help. Justice caught his eye and just nodded.

“The sighs are annoying,” Emil said.

Iro felt his cheeks reddening, only made worse by the way Eir was grinning. “It’s not true,” he said sulkily.

North buzzed. “Correction: North has recorded one-hundred-and-twelve instances of Command Iro exhaling while sharing data on Sub-Command Eir.”

“Oh scrap,” Iro leaned forward and buried his head in his hands.

North buzzed again, floating into the air and scanning him. “Distress detected. Can North help?”

“Kill me,” Iro said.

The automaton landed on his leg. “Negative. North cannot cause harm to any units designated as Command.” It buzzed. “North does not want Command Iro to die.”

“Well, I love it when people talk about me,” Eir said. “Tell me more about all the wonderful things Iro has been saying.”

Toshiko was more than happy to oblige. Iro decided he couldn’t bear it, so he slipped forward to sit next to Emil instead, and tried to block out all the embarrassing things Toshiko was saying.

“You ready for tomorrow?” Iro asked.

Emil cracked open an eye and stared at him, then nodded. “I’m gonna smash everyone in my way, win this scrapping thing, then get back to what’s really important. Finding supplies for the Courage. I got people counting on me, you know. Can’t let them down.”

“What if I beat everyone, too?” Iro asked. “You think you can smash me out of the way?”

Emil grinned. “There’s that arrogance you don’t think you have. I hope you do win every match, Iro. I hope we get to fight. It’s about time I pulled you down a rung.”

“And I’m the arrogant one?”

Emil nodded. “Just do me a favor. If we get to fight. Don’t pull any punches just because we’re friends. What? Why are you grinning?”

“That’s the first time you’ve called me a friend,” Iro said.

“No it’s not.”

Iro nodded. “It is. I still remember back on the Courage, you didn’t even know I existed.”

Emil shrugged. “We’ve both changed a lot since then. We’re not kids anymore.” He sounded almost mournful.

The screens stopped playing replays of previous matches and switched to the live feeds, focusing in on the entrances. The excited roar of the crowd dulled to a hushed anticipation. Iro felt a pit open up in his stomach over his worry for Bjorn.

Eir leaned forward and put a hand on Iro’s shoulder. “He’s got this,” she said quietly.

Bjorn strode into the arena wearing a brand new set of armor after his last had been trashed. The crowd from the Home Fleet cheered their potential champion, and Bjorn beamed a wide smile. He drew his sword and raised it, eliciting an even louder cheer, and turned a circle, clearly showing off and loving the attention.

Then the raiders broke into a cheer as their contestant made their way into the arena. He was an older man with dull skin traced with scars. Iro had noticed many of the raiders had scars, proof that they struggled for existence just like the Home Fleet. The raider was a Mechanist and previous matches had showed the dents and holes in his armor concealed his chosen weapons, his swarm of bots. Iro had never fought with or against a Mechanist and had no idea of their true abilities. He wondered if Bjorn had better experience.

The raider strode across the arena with purpose and eyes only for his opponent. He stopped just a few paces away from Bjorn and looked up at him. He was burly, but Bjorn made him look small. The camera bots drew in closer to catch the clash and Iro tapped his tablet into the feed and listened.

“You’ve done well to make it this far, boy,” the raider said, grinning through his bushy black beard. “But your luck has run out. Surrender now, or I will break you. And all these fine people, they will see how weak you are.”

Bjorn frowned, then broke into a wide smile. “Weak, yeah? Do I look weak to you, scrapper?” He pulled a pose, flexing his biceps. The Home Fleet cheered in response.

“Pitiful,” the raider said and turned away, taking his place and waiting for the match to begin.

Bjorn played to the crowd a little more, twirling his sword in a flourish, then backed up.

The terrain randomiser flicked through its options then slowed to a stop and chose elevated walkways. The floor panels started falling away, others rising up bringing new terrain with them. It was a marvel of engineering Iro couldn’t begin to comprehend. In a mere minute, the arena had transformed into a series of elevated walkways and bridges over an electrified floor. It was good terrain for anyone with mobility talents, which meant it was unfavorable for Bjorn. One wrong move would send him tumbling to the floor, and he had no way to stop it.

The match began and Bjorn rushed forward two steps onto a bridge that swayed with his weight. He pulled up and stopped as the Mechanist’s bot swarm buzzed out of the holes in his armor and spread out around the arena. Suddenly there were three of the raider, all on different walkways. But it was a poor ploy because the man couldn’t teleport, he wasn’t a Mage. That meant all Bjorn had to do was keep his eyes on the one image he knew to be true. The real Mechanist held out his arms and part of his bot swarm rushed towards him, lifting him off the ground like he was flying, carrying him up to a raised walkway so Bjorn would have to fight his way up to the man.

“This isn’t going to last long,” Justice said in a morose voice. “Your friend is horribly outclassed.”

Iro glanced over his shoulder and pinned Justice with a glare. “Don’t count Bjorn out just yet. He’s strong.”

One of the Mechanist images charged across the bridge towards Bjorn. He looked so real, the bots projecting the image all but invisible, but the bridge didn’t sway from his weight. Even so, Bjorn swung his greatsword at the image. It faded before the strike and the bots dispersed. Bjorn glanced around, his head swivelling. There were now five raiders facing him from various heights, and he’d clearly lost track of the real one.

“Told you,” Justice said. “Ow!” He recoiled away from where Toshiko had thumped him on the arm.

Bjorn started across the bridge again, then fell as his leg was pulled out from under him by a trio of bots that had attached themselves to his armor. They tried to drag him off the bridge and down to the electrified floor, but Bjorn hauled himself back and onto his feet, then popped the clasp on his greave and threw the armor plate away with the bots still attached.

Another raider rushed across the bridge behind Bjorn even as he made it to the walkway. The big Corsair readied himself to attack, then glanced down to see the bridge wasn’t swaying. His crest flared rose behind Bjorn and he swung his sword, unleashing an Arc Blast that dispersed the image and sent three bots sizzling and sparking out of the air. Bjorn grinned and the sent three more Arc Blasts tearing across the arena towards raiders. The images scattered, trying to get away from the blasts. Bjorn watched for the bridge movements and saw none, then turned towards the real Mechanist.

Bjorn crouched, tapped a single hand to his boots, then leapt across the arena in a gargantuan bound, flying straight towards the real raider.

“Oh, those are Long Strider boots,” Justice said. “I didn’t know your friend had found some quality loot.”

Bjorn hit the walkway with the Mechanist and stumbled on the landing. A dozen images of the raider appeared, fleeing in every direction and Bjorn swung his blade through a couple, then noticed a nearby bridge swaying from the weight of the real raider. He smashed his sword through the bridge’s cables and the whole thing fell away. The Mechanist let out a squeal of panic as he plummeted.

The swarm of bots saved the Mechanist just before he hit the electrified floor, then levitated him back to safety. Bjorn stared down from his position up high, ignoring the fake raider images cavorting around him.

“Well, it was a nice try,” Justice said. “But I was right with my first assessment. Don’t hit me! Look at your friend’s armor.”

Iro had to look at the screens to see the close-up image, and he saw dozens of little bots attached to Bjorn’s armor all along his back and arms. He didn’t seem to have noticed as he stared down at the real raider.

Bjorn knelt and tapped his boots again, then leapt, closing the distance on the raider, sword raised for a final strike. The raider grinned, raised his hand, and clicked his fingers. Bjorn jerked and spasmed, hit the ground hard and wrong, screaming in pain as his left arm broke. The bots on his back electrified, zapping him with lightning, and he could do nothing but cry out. More bots swarmed towards him, attaching to his arms, his legs, his chest. The raider flicked his hand and Bjorn was dragged across the floor and slammed into the arena wall, pinned there by the bots. He tried to move, but the raider clicked his fingers again and more of his bots unleashed their electrical charges. Bjorn sagged against the pain, smoke rising from the electrical burns.

The Mechanist stared down at Bjorn kneeling before him, pinned to the wall. “I give another chance to surrender, boy,” he said.

His sword was gone, his arm broken, yet Bjorn tried to surge forwards once more, tearing free of the wall and reaching for the raider with his one good arm. The Mechanist punched Bjorn in the face and he sagged back again, the bots pinning him back in place.

The raider turned towards the box where his Emperor sat and waited. The Emperor stood and crossed his arms. The Mechanist sighed. Then he punched Bjorn again, and again, and again.

The arena fell silent. Not even the raiders were cheering anymore. Everyone watched while the Mechanist pummelled Bjorn over and over until his face was swollen and bloody. Until the Mechanist was panting.

The raider stopped his assault and stepped back. He looked up to the box again. His Emperor stood there, arms crossed, face shadowed. The Mechanist winced, raised his fist, and advanced on Bjorn again.

The Silver Blade stopped him. Eclipse Eyildr appeared before the raider in a Blink so fast Iro hadn’t seen it. She caught the man’s fist and gave him a light shove to send him stumbling back a step. Then she turned to the raider box.

“This match is over,” Eyildr said.

The raider Emperor watched in silence for a few more seconds, then sat without saying a word.

“Release him,” Eyildr said.

The Mechanist waved his hand and his swarm of bots detached from Bjorn and flew back to him, crawling into his armor. Bereft of support, Bjorn collapsed sideways.

Iro realised his fists were clenched so tightly his knuckles hurt. He felt a hand on his shoulder, had no idea how long it had been there. It wasn’t for support, but restraint. He was half out of his seat and Eir was trying to stop him.

“Let it go, Iro,” Emil said.

Iro turned a glare on his friend, then followed his gaze. He realised he had a forged Light Blade sizzling in his hand, the heat of it uncomfortable in his grip. Emil’s hand was on Iro’s arm to stop him.

It took a lot of effort to uncurl his fingers and let the Light Blade fade away. Eir pulled him back into his seat, and Iro shook with the anger inside. The match should have been called sooner, long before the man had chance to beat Bjorn to a pulp. Iro seethed.

Down in the arena, Eyildr was checking on Bjorn. The raider was already making for the exit and the screens above were announcing him the winner and champion of the First Gate tournament. Some cheers went up from the raider seats, but even they were scattered things without much commitment.

Eventually, Eyildr hauled Bjorn to his feet, his good arm draped over her shoulders. His face was bruised and swollen and bloody. The camera bots hovered nearby capturing his defeat. As he limped from the arena, more than half carried by the Silver Blade, Bjorn stared straight at one of the bots and raised his broken arm, wincing at the pain. He curled his fist into a thumbs up and forced out something that was half grimace and half smile. Beaten, broken, but still alive.


CHAPTER 28


Emil sat in the locker room listening to the dull roar of the crowd. So many people, many of them talentless, all gathered together on the titan. He’d already seen reports about how many monsters were being drawn to the arena. The defending Hoppers and raiders were being assaulted almost constantly. It was dangerous. It was madness.

“Good luck out there, Courage,” said an older Hopper with wrinkles around her bloodshot eyes. Serendipitous Oleander had been the first Second Gater to fight. And the Home Fleet was continuing its new tradition of losing every match. Emil nodded to her but said nothing.

He clipped his vambrace around his arm, the titansteel plating clinging to the underweave. He’d barely had time this past month to wear it, let alone test out the squad leader’s claim that if he used current while wearing it, it would slowly attune to him and the current would strengthen the armor’s properties. He’d been too busy pouring everything he had into the cog.

Thinking of the cog reminded him of something he needed to do. The locker room was mostly empty, which meant now was the perfect time. He tapped at his tablet and sent a message to Justice.

Emil pulled his chest plate out of the bag at his feet. He’d had the armor painted Courage colors, bleached bone, and for the first time since… well… ever, his armor was pristine. Not a scratch, a dent, or a flaked chip of paint on it. It was perfect, except for the emblem. His gauntleted fist clutching a cog had more meaning these days, but it still wasn’t quite perfect. But then, Emil didn’t want it to be perfect. As long as he had a way to improve, he had a reason to continue art lessons with Pinelopi.

When Justice arrived, he was carrying a satchel at his hip, and he looked like he’d just gone five rounds with a vhar. His hair was a mess, he was limping, and there were dark bags under his eyes.

“Mercy?” Emil asked.

Justice slumped down next to him on the bench and buried his head in his hands. “I hate him. I hate him and all his stupid friends. And I just do not understand why they won’t leave me alone.”

“Because you react to it. You give them what they want. They torture you, you react, it amuses them so they do it more. Bully logic.”

Justice moved a finger so he could glare at Emil while still holding his head. “A simplistic way of looking at it, but what should I expect from you?”

Emil snorted. “Want me to go rough them up for you?”

Justice laughed shrilly. “As much as I would love to see it, no! They would step on you and not even notice, Emil. No, my only hope is they all get crushed to dust in the Fourth Gate tourney. Is it wrong I’ll be cheering for the raiders?”

Emil took another glance about the locker room. There were a couple of other Hoppers in the distance, some preparing for their own matches, others there to lend support, but no one close enough to overhear.

“Do you have it?” Emil asked.

Justice pulled the satchel onto his lap and reached inside. He pulled out a dormant autodage that looked vaguely similar to Scribbles only cruder, blockier. “Base model only, no tools or programming, but a complete sensor array. It’s…” He sighed. “Look, I’m sorry, but I couldn’t requisition you the parts to build a new one. This is Omnitool Variant Autodage Design 1.3. The only variant I still had in working order. It’s like Scribbles distant, distant, distant physically unstable, mentally deranged ancestor.”

“Physically unstable?” Emil asked.

“There were issues with 1.3. It lacked flexibility, and had thicker armor plating. It should be fine, but it occasionally caused the autodages to lock up and require a manual reset.”

“Oh. And mentally deranged?”

Justice just laughed and shook his head.

Emil reached out and gently plucked the dormant autodage from Justice’s lap. It had five stumpy legs for manoeuvring about, a prehensile body about as long as his forearm, and a socket array at the head for tools. His first autodage. The proof of his new class. Or it would be once he got it working. He gave it a shake and the arm flopped about.

“How do I turn it on?”

Justice sighed and gently took the autodage back. Scribbles climbed over the Surveyor’s shoulder and crept down his arm to poke at its dormant cousin. “The autodage has everything it already needs to function except for you, Emil. The 1.3 has a very limited power supply, which means it will need to draw current from you constantly to keep functioning. It will have maybe two minutes of activation time while not in contact with you.”

“That’s not long.”

“No, it’s not. Scribbles here can last three hours without accessing my current, not that the little piece of junk is ever that far from me. Some of the newer models can last for days, but they tend to be larger with titan-grade power supplies.”

“That we’ll only get through use of a manufactory.”

Justice smiled sickeningly sweet. “Look at you, learning. You’ll have to decide on the tool array you want installing, it really depends on what you want to use it for. And you’ll need to imprint it with Machine Herald to activate it and also program it with set commands.”

Emil just nodded, not really sure what any of that meant.

Justice stared at him a moment, then shook his head. “You have no idea what I’m talking about, do you? Did you read any of the manuals I sent you?”

Emil glared at the Surveyor. “Didn’t really have time. Don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m about to go kick the scrap out of a raider to keep the fleet alive.”

“A little dramatic, but I take your point. When you activate the autodage with Machine Herald, it takes on an aspect of your personality, which is, in your case, 90% voidhole. It’s random. It might be the autodage takes on your drive to protect those around you, or it might get your bhur-headed belligerence. Who knows?”

“What trait did Scribbles get from you?”

“An inflated sense of self worth.” Justice glanced at his autodage and it twisted about as if it was staring back. “Oh, shut up! Honestly, Emil, you’re going to wish you never picked this talent once it starts talking to you.”

“What about the programming?” Emil asked. He already had plans on how he was going to use his autodage, but it had to work the way he needed it to.

“Right, you probably think having an autodage is a lot like having North following you everywhere. Well, it’s not. It’s nothing like that. North is semi-autonomous and can learn. Autodages are more like pets. They can add to their databases. Come across a new trap and the autodage will store the data for future use. It will remember the trap and the triggers and the methodology for disarming it, but won’t know to automatically disarm said trap without a command. Unless you program that command into it. It’s training the device to operate the way you wish it to.”

“Right,” Emil said. “So I have to tell it how to act at all times?” That would slow him down if he needed to give commands to it every time.

“That’s one way. Give it commands and it will form pathways, essentially learning how to act and react. But you can program in specific commands. Simple ones work best. If I do this, then you do that. Like if I raise my hand…”

Justice raised his hand, palm open. Scribbles scrambled onto his shoulder and slapped its head against his palm.

Emil grinned. “You taught Scribbles to high five you?”

“I haven’t been on a Hop in over a month because the rest of you have all been training. And besides, I kind of regret it because now when I do this…” He held up his hand again, palm open and in front of him. Scribbles tried to reach out and high five him, but couldn’t reach. Justice lowered his hand and the autodage hung its head, dejected.

“You left him hanging and he looks sad.”

“Exactly. Now I feel guilty,” Justice said. “I shouldn’t feel guilty. It’s a bot, it doesn’t have feelings. This is your fault. All of you. You’ve corrupted me.”

“So I have to imprint it. Program it. And install the devices I want on it.”

Justice nodded. “That’s about it. And then learn to use it. Learn to co-exist. It’ll take time, Emil. It’s not going to help you in this fight.”

“I know that!” Emil snapped. “I don’t even have time to figure it out right now.”

Justice plucked the autodage from Emil’s hands. “Let me help. I’ll program in all the basic commands you need. Any more complex ones we’ll have to work on. We’ll imprint it after you win your fight.”

“Yeah, I should probably get ready.”

Justice nodded. “Emil, do you even know who you’re fighting?”

Emil shook his head. It didn’t matter which junker they put him up against. This tournament was nothing but a distraction anyway.

“Courage Emil,” said a young woman from the doorway. “It’s time to fight. I wish you better luck than the rest of us have been having.”
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Emil mounted the steps and strode into the arena with his head lowered and one purpose on his mind: Kick the scrap out of his opponent and get back to Justice to start working on his autodage. The crowd cheered at his arrival, but he ignored them and made for the centre of the arena where his opponent already waited, a smug grin on his familiar face.

Kettle, the raider who had battered Emil months ago when squad Four Home first formed. He was a big man, not old but gray-haired all the same, and his face had so many scars he looked like he’d gone face first through a mulcher.

“Well, look who it is,” Kettle said with a sneer as Emil drew close. “I guess I get to spank you a second time, little rat.”

Emil sniffed and met the man’s eyes, then shook his head. “Do I know you?”

“I crushed you once, rat. I’ll do it again.”

Emil shrugged. “Sure you did,” he said sceptically. Then he turned and walked away, taking up his position and waiting for the match to start.

Kettle visibly fumed, stalking back to his position with rage on his face. Emil remembered him, alright, but he knew next to nothing about the man. He didn’t even know what class Kettle was. The man had knocked him about with nothing but the basic strength of a Second Gater picking on a First Gater. He might specialise in close combat like Iro, or ranged attacks like Toshiko. Emil decided he’d just have to be ready for anything.

The terrain randomiser spun in place and selected mechanical construction site. The floor panels fell away around Emil and new ones rose into place. There were conveyor belts, prehensile mechanical arms, a small auto-forge. Plenty of cover against ranged attacks, and a few obstacles to be wary of. Nothing he couldn’t handle.

Emil slipped his hands into his gauntlets and raised his fists.


CHAPTER 29


The match started, and Kettle didn’t move. Emil held his gauntlets ready, still unsure what to expect. An automated servo arm whirred overhead as if constructing something, but it was just a facade.

“What’s the matter, rat? Too scared to attack?” Kettle called out over the noise of the arena.

Emil wondered if the man was setting some sort of trap. He didn’t feel like falling for it. He opened a hand, and flicked his fingers in a bring it on gesture.

Kettle snarled and stalked forwards, leaping over a conveyor belt. From over his back, he drew a wicked looking spiced mace, a weapon designed to bludgeon, pierce, and kill. The raider started into a run and a white crest fizzled into light behind him. He shouted a wordless cry and the sound echoed around the arena.

Emil wasn’t ready for the Taunt. The shout bounced off the wall behind him and snagged his attention. He was turning to face it before he even realised what he was doing. Kettle rose up behind him, spiked mace swinging. Emil didn’t have time to block. He activated his crest, keeping his new one so small it was almost invisible, and without thinking drew on both his currents at once. He couldn’t use his new crest, but he could use the current, weak as it was, to fuel his Paladin talents. When he pushed the combined currents into a Steel enhancement, something happened inside of him. The two currents mixed like an explosion and the power amplified the talent tenfold. His skin hardened beyond steel.

Emil became titansteel.

The mace smacked into his face and wrenched Emil’s head to the side. But it didn’t break the skin. He barely even felt it past his enhancement.

Kettle staggered back a step in surprise.

Emil slowly turned back to face the raider and let slip a cocky smile. He cracked his neck to one side and then the other. “Try again.”

Kettle leapt into the air, his mace swinging over his head. His crest flared again and the head of the mace shone like a star.

Emil felt the mace connect with the crown of his head, the force of it greater than a ship collision. Whatever talent the Vanguard used to make the weapon shine had increased its weight, too. But his enhancement held, both currents combining to make his skin unbreakable, his body durable as the titan itself.

Emil laughed as he looked up and met Kettle’s gaze. The man looked confused.

“I almost felt that one,” Emil said. “I’ll give you one more. Really try this time. Give it your best.”

Kettle glanced over his shoulder towards the raider box where the white-clad figure of the Emperor lurked in the darkness. Emil saw beads of sweat running down Kettle’s face. Then the Vanguard turned back to him and planted his feet. His crest flared again and his mace shone even brighter than before. He swung.

Emil caught the mace by the haft in a single gauntlet, arresting the attack long before it hit. Kettle’s eyes went wide in panic.

“My turn,” Emil said.

Kettle let go his mace and tripped over himself trying to scramble away. Emil leapt at him, one gauntlet raised for a punch. A yellow shield of interlocking light lines formed around the Vanguard, but Emil had seen the like before, used by the squad leader. He let go his Steel enhancement and switched to Strength, using both currents so the power of the talent was magnified. His arms bulged, his strength soared. Emil brought down his fist like a thunder hammer and Kettle’s shield shattered before him. The raider just had time to squeak in alarm before Emil’s fist smashed into his chest and crushed him against the metal floor so hard he bounced.

Emil stood over Kettle as the raider moaned on the floor, blood leaking from his mouth. Emil flexed his fist and looked down at his gauntlets. He still had Kettle’s mace in one hand and threw it away to bounce across the arena floor. He took a moment to feel inside for his currents. His second was weak, like being a trainee again it would take time and effort to increase it. But he didn’t need to use much, just a little mixed with his first current, and his talents felt ten times stronger than they had been.

Kettle moaned again, his eyes flicking open. Emil raised his fist and the raider squeaked in alarm.

“I surrender!” Kettle screamed. “I surrender.”

Emil lowered his fist and took a step back. Only then did he hear the roar of the crowd as the people of the Home Fleet cheered their first Second Gate victory. He turned a small circle, sweeping his gaze across the crowd, and felt a smile stretching his mouth. He raised a single fist and the noise from the Home Fleet seating grew louder still.

“Please, show mercy!” Kettle begged.

Emil turned to see the Vanguard on his knees, tears streaming down his face as he stared up at the raider box.

“I tried. I tried. I tried.”

The raider Emperor stood slowly, his white cape shining in the gloom. He placed his hands on the railing and leaned forwards just slightly. His eyes were dark as the void and his face impassive as stone. He gave his head a slow shake, then raised a single hand.

Emil barged past Kettle and stood before him, staring up at the box. The Emperor paused, hand held ready.

“Stop it!” Emil shouted. “Yeah, he lost. Tough scrap for him coming up against me. But he doesn’t need to die for it. Nobody needs to die for this tournament. Isn’t that the whole point? We decide who owns the wing without killing?”

“What are you doing, fool?” Kettle snarled from behind Emil.

The Emperor cocked his head to the side a little, studying Emil. “He is mine,” the man said in a voice like frozen fire. “I will deal with his loss how I choose.”

“Nah!” Emil shouted up at the raider box. “You want to kill him, you gotta go through me.” He activated his crest and fed both his currents into a Steel enhancement.

The Emperor’s face transformed as a wide grin split his lips and his eyes went huge and feral. “Well okay then!” He raised his hand.

Emil heard glass smashing and a heartbeat later Gadise Samir was standing in front of him. She was wearing her full armor and had her shield raised, a barrier of yellow light flickered around her.

The Emperor casually flicked his wrist.
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Mufar leaned forward in his chair as the Emperor’s attack shook the arena. “Oh scrap!” he breathed, barely able to believe his own senses.

Gadise Samir’s Vanguard barrier burst apart like embers on a breeze, her titansteel buckler shattered into a thousand shards, and her armor cracked like an egg.

Behind her, Emil’s gauntlets disintegrated and his chest armor sheared into five pieces. He let out a loud grunt and dropped to his knees, vomiting blood onto the metal floor.

As casually as he had stood, the Emperor sat back down into the gloom of his box.

The raider who had lost to Emil fell into two pieces, dead and long since passed any chance at saving. Emil collapsed face first onto the floor and didn’t move. Only Gadise Samir remained on her feet, swaying as if punch drunk. As Mufar watched, she slowly toppled sideways and hit the floor hard, not moving.

Both crowds erupted into chaos. Some shouting for retribution and justice, others for more blood, others still just shouting. Some people started pushing and shoving their way to the exits. The Emperor folded his arms and watched as Surveyors from the Home Fleet charged into the arena floor to see if they could save their Hoppers.

Mufar realised Arrow was shaking his arm and he blinked away his shock. “Did you get an accurate read on his power?”

Mufar shook his head slowly, feeling in a bit of a daze. “How could I? He barely used any. But given that just killed three Hoppers—one of whom was a Fourth Gate Vanguard with her full defences raised—with nothing but a wave of his hand… I’m gonna guess he’s somewhere around YIKES level of power.”

Mufar still couldn’t quite believe it. He knew the two Hoppers from the Spire. Gadise Samir had been in a bad way when he’d met her, but he’d run a full scan of her body and crest and she was strong. Strong enough he wouldn’t have wanted to tangle with her. Emil was only a Second Gater, but he wasn’t weak, and Mufar guessed he was the one who had unlocked a second crest, which only amplified his strength. And yet, the raider Emperor had broken them both so easily and so far Mufar hadn’t even been able to scan him.

“What about now?” Arrow asked.

Mufar activated his purple Surveyor crest around his eyes and focused on the Emperor. He felt nothing from the man. Nothing physical anyway. But there was a… weight about him. A gravity of presence, just like Mufar felt from Shota.

The Emperor flicked his gaze up from the arena and stared straight at Mufar.

“We need to go!” Mufar said quickly, dropping his scan and standing with the rest of the crowd of people pushing for the exit. He had to turn his back on the Emperor to leave and he couldn’t help but expect another wave of power to rip through the arena towards him at any moment.

“What about the Hoppers?” Arrow asked as she strode ahead of Mufar, using her bigger bulk to wade through the crowd.

Mufar risked a glance over his shoulder, his crest spinning around his eyes to zoom in on the arena floor where the Home Fleet Surveyors worked desperately on their injured. “They’re alive,” Mufar said quickly. “For now. We need to contact the colony, Arrow. Shota needs to know about this.”


CHAPTER 30


Toshiko paced in the locker room as she waited for her turn. Somehow, today was worse than yesterday. Yesterday, she had felt prepared, ready to stride into the arena and do battle with whatever the raiders threw at her. Today… today she wanted to run and hide.

She was nervous as a day old trainee, worried as a master sending that trainee on their first Hop… And something else, too. She was angry. Angry at Emil, which was totally unfair given the beating he’d taken, but she was angry at him all the same. If he had just minded his own scrapping business and not gotten in the way, neither he nor the squad leader would be hurt.

Toshiko deflated as the anger gave way to the worry it was masking. It had been a full day since Emil’s match and she had depressingly little information. Emil was… alive, at least. He was back aboard the Courage. Everyone was amazed he hadn’t been sliced in two like the raider he’d been protecting. She’d sent him a message:

Toshiko (that’s me!)


Hey! Watched your fight. You were awesome.




You know, right up until…




Nah, you were just awesome.




I’ve not heard from you or the boss lady since.




So are you okay?




I hope you are.




Of course, she only got one word back:

Broody


Sure.




Which was maddening, but also totally Emil. Toshiko wanted to fly over to the Courage and kick him in his shins for being such a brusque idiot. Then she’d hug him just to make sure he was really alive.

The squad leader was a different matter. She had been taken to the Flame Horizon, Justice’s ship, where she was receiving the very best in medical Surveyor treatment. Toshiko had already spoken to Justice and he was frantic with worry and said his cousin was in critical condition. Toshiko didn’t really know what that meant, but it did not sound good. The squad leader had yet to wake, and she had taken such a wound. An attack that had pierced her barrier and shattered her titansteel shield. Toshiko shuddered just thinking about it.

“You’re procrastinating, Toshiko,” she said in her pompous Steel Lotus voice. “Get your head in the game.”

“Easy for you to say,” she said. “You’re an assemblage of component pieces without thought, personality, or voice beyond that which I pretend to ascribe to you.”

Silence but for the cheering of the crowd, the blood of yesterday already forgotten.

“That was harsh,” Steel Lotus said.

“Sorry,” Toshiko said. Another Hopper walked past her, giving her a strange look. She ignored him. “True though. You’re nothing but a lifeless tool I use to give shape to my current.”

Steel Lotus had no reply to that.

“Thousand Suns Toshiko,” said the gray-haired woman who managed the locker rooms. “You’re up.”

Toshiko sighed and stood, hefting the silent Steel Lotus and hanging the strap from her shoulder. She checked her backups, three little TCX cannons holstered one on each hip and a third at the small of her back. She was as ready as she’d ever be.

“Do us proud, yeah?” said the gray-haired woman, a half smile on her lips. “We need a win.”

“You mean another win?” Toshiko asked.

The woman shrugged and stood aside.

Toshiko mounted the steps to the arena floor with the pit of anxiety in her stomach growing deeper. She scratched at her arm and desperately tried to shoo away the maudlin thoughts to concentrate on what mattered. She had a match to win!

The Home Fleet crowd was not as energetic as the previous day, the memories of their fallen Hoppers too fresh. The raider crowd, on the other hand, was overly noisy, booing Toshiko with an almost frantic fervour as she stepped into the arena. Toshiko ignored them all and glanced up into the raider box where their Emperor sat shrouded in gloom, the white of his cape and hat gleaming.

Toshiko had to wonder if he’d do it again. If she beat her opponent, would the Emperor kill them?

“It’s not an if, Toshiko,” Steel Lotus said. “You will beat them.”

“Shh,” Toshiko hissed. “You’re not supposed to talk in front of people, and right now I’m in front of every people!”

The Home Fleet box sat opposite the raider box, and it was no longer empty. As of today, a Grand would be in attendance every day of the tournament. Which Toshiko assumed was supposed to make the Hoppers feel safe, having one of their strongest protectors around to stop the Emperor should he get all destroyee again. Unfortunately, it was just making her feel nervous. Or even more nervous. She glanced up to see the ancient, bearded figure of Sphinx Ahmad Darwish, staring down at her through lazy eyes. She shrank before that gaze.

It was all fine and well wanting to stand out, but then you did, and suddenly found the most powerful Hopper in the entire fleet staring at you, which was just terrifying. Toshiko scratched at her arm again and tapped her foot against the metal flooring as she waited for her opponent.

When the man did appear, Toshiko all but laughed. She’d expected to be facing a brute or some scarred up maniac, but an old man hobbled up the raider steps into the arena. He was small and bent backed, and had close cropped silver hair. He was also smiling. Not some savage grin or smug smirk, but a kindly smile the likes of which Toshiko sometimes saw on Granny Hinata. The old man wore no armor, only a gray jumpsuit, and hobbled forwards using a metal cane as support.

The old raider limped towards the centre of the arena, that same wrinkly smile plastered on his face, and stopped, blinking slowly at Toshiko. She approached with caution, ignoring the cheers and boos of the crowds.

“Are you… You can’t be my opponent,” Toshiko said.

“Can’t I?” His voice was wire thin and croaky.

“You sure you don’t want to just surrender?”

The old raider chuckled, then twisted slowly to look up towards his Emperor, then back to Toshiko. “I don’t really think that’s an option.”

“I’m sorry then,” Toshiko said. “But I have to beat you.”

The old man nodded. “You have to fight for the people you love, and I have to fight for mine. Good luck, uhhh⁠—”

“Toshiko. Thousand Suns Toshiko.” She bowed at the waist as traditionally as she could.

“Then good luck, Thousand Suns Toshiko.” The old man started to turn, then stopped. “Oh, and my name is Vent. You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t bow. Bad back, you know.”

Toshiko nodded quickly. “Good luck!” The old man chuckled and turned away to walk back to his starting place. Toshiko sauntered back to her own, only just realising that wishing him good luck would also mean wishing herself bad luck. But he seemed a nice old man, despite being a horrible raider. She wasn’t sure how she felt about him being nice.

The terrain randomiser selected Exhaust Port and the arena transformed until Toshiko was standing surrounded by control panels, dormant ejection tubes, and strange chains dangling from the ceiling. Then the arena started filling with steam. It rose from the floor, covering everything in a smoky haze and making Toshiko feel like she was sweating through her underweave. It was terrible terrain for her with plenty of cover for her opponent and the steam obscuring her sight lines. Not to mention she would have to control her current to make sure she didn’t blast half the crowd into the void. Luckily, she was facing an old man too hobbled to fight back. The old man smiled at her through the hazy steam.

The buzzer sounded, the match began, and the old man vanished. His cane smashed into Toshiko’s side so hard she flew across the arena floor and crashed into a console, reducing it to bent metal and sparking wires. Only her new titansteel armor had stopped that one attack from cutting her in half, but even so, her side hurt like she’d been stamped on by a vhar. But she knew what she was facing now because she knew a Blink Strike when she saw it… or didn’t see it, she supposed. Either way, Iro used them all the time, so she was no stranger to Corsairs.

Toshiko scrambled back to her feet and activated her crest, pink neon light sizzling bright behind her, glaring off the steam. She started up her chant, whispering poems from the book the squad leader had given her:

“Turbulent battle

The eye bleeding clarity

One step from chaos.”

She channelled power into Steel Lotus, and drew one of her TCX cannons. The TCX took only a second to charge, but Steel Lotus would take a few minutes. And Corsairs didn’t like fights to last that long.

Vent came at her again, appearing in front of her from the steam. But Toshiko was ready this time. She formed a Boost beside her and flooded it with current, ten times the flobbobles it needed. The Boost exploded and sent her whizzing sideways away from the old Corsair’s strike. Toshiko fired off her TCX even as her feet skidded along the ground, two quick shots of bright white energy. Vent shimmered and the first shot went straight through him, then he slashed out with his cane and deflected the second shot right back at Toshiko. She squeaked in alarm and ducked so her own blast roared over her head. Then Vent was above her, his cane swinging down at her head. Toshiko splurged more current into another Boost, this one between the two of them. It exploded and sent her tumbling across the floor while Vent was thrown backwards, vanishing into the mist.

Close combat fighting was a Corsair speciality, but it was the opposite of what she needed. She didn’t have Iro’s lightning speed or his skill with a sword. She’d never match Emil for raw strength or his ability to endure any hit. But what Toshiko did have was a deeper current than both of them combined and the ability to focus on multiple tasks at once.

The steam was thickening, cloying, making sweat drip down her face. She heard Vent groan as he stood, but couldn’t see him. But that was fine, she had a direction.

Toshiko started backing away, firing shot after shot from her TCX towards the raider. She saw the strange shimmer in the air as he used an odd form of on-the-spot Blink Strike to dodge her first shot, then he deflected her second. She stepped aside and kept firing. He dodged again, sent another shot back at her. She kept firing, keeping him pinned while she channelled into Steel Lotus. The readout said 23%, still far from enough to fire.

Vent closed on her with another Blink and Toshiko launched herself up and away on a Boost, keeping up her barrage of TCX fire. Vent dodged another shot, sent the second back at her. She let loose another blast to meet her deflected shot in mid air. They exploded together in a rush of energy, briefly blowing the steam away from the impact.

Toshiko formed a stable Boost beneath her and stood ten feet from the ground, staring down at where she thought the old man had last been. He kept vanishing into the steam, making him hard to track. But Toshiko thought she had a fix for that, assuming his cane was printed steel and not titansteel. Vent alternated dodging and deflecting, only sending every other shot back at her. It was a pattern and it gave her a plan.

The air rushed around her as Vent appeared behind her. Toshiko let go her Boost and dropped, twisting in mid air. She fired off a normal shot which Vent shimmered around. But her second shot was something new she’d been experimenting with, an infusion blast. Vent swung his cane to deflect the blast, but instead his weapon absorbed it, the printed steel becoming infused with Toshiko’s current so it glowed bright neon pink just like her crest.

Toshiko hit the ground ass first and squeaked in pain, certain she’d have a bruised bottom. Vent vanished again, but she saw his pink cane zipping through the steam. Now she could track him.

Vent flew towards her, cane swinging. Toshiko leapt backwards, then formed a Boost beneath her, launching upwards off it, and then another and another until she was twenty feet above the arena floor. She couldn’t see Vent, but his cane stood out like a reactor meltdown.

Toshiko glanced down at Steel Lotus’ display and grinned. “Charge at 37%. Ready to fire!” She flicked the controls so Steel Lotus’ barrel shifted into dual fire mode, then fired off the first blast.

A concussive boom erupted from her cannon as a shockwave of sound shook the arena floor, blasting away steam and driving Vent to his knees. The old Corsair dropped his cane and tried to cover his ears with his hands.

Toshiko stood above him, a pink Boost beneath her and her crest sizzling behind. She pointed Steel Lotus’ second barrel at him and hovered her finger over the trigger.

Vent raised his shaking hands, wincing and staring up at her with a weak smile. “I surrender,” he said in that thin voice of his.

Toshiko stared at him a moment longer, then let go of her Boost and dropped to the floor. She approached warily, Steel Lotus held ready, a gigabeam just a trigger pull away.

“You know what your Emperor does to losers,” she said quietly.

Vent stayed on his knees, looking up at her, that same trembling smile on his lips. The steam was dissipating now, revealing the crowd around them once more.

“I do. But I would rather face that fate, than force you to kill me.” He groaned as he shifted a little. “The young should never have to carry the burdens of the old.” He chuckled and bowed his head. “It was an honor doing battle with you, Thousand Suns Toshiko.”

Toshiko felt inside for her current. Despite the battle, she was still strong, barely drained a drop. Vent, on the other hand, was clearly exhausted and at the end of his strength.

“Why fight at all?” Toshiko asked him quietly. “You knew you could lose, and you knew what he’ll do to you for losing. So why fight?”

Vent looked up at her with weary, sad eyes. “A man who is willing to kill his own people for the crime of losing. Imagine what he might do to those who refuse to fight. Some choices are not choices at all.”

The camera bots crowded in close now, sending their images to the screens above. The Home Fleet was cheering their victor, the raiders were quiet. Vent gathered his cane into his hands and shifted around, still on his knees.

The old man faced his Emperor and lowered his head. “I beg mercy, my lord.”

The Emperor stood, looming over them all. He stared down at the arena and gave a single shake of his head.

Vent sighed. “Then, with honor.” The old man held his cane out before him, pointed end reversed, and thrust it into his chest, curling around the weapon as he impaled himself. The Emperor watched as the old man breathed his last, blood draining out onto the arena floor. Then he let a small smile cross his lips, and sat back down.

Toshiko stared at Vent’s slumped body. She knew she was expected to celebrate her victory, raise a hand to the crowd, but she couldn’t. It would feel disrespectful. The old raider hadn’t really wanted to fight, but he’d had no choice. Toshiko had to wonder if their whole fleet was the same way. They had attacked the Home Fleet, challenged them for the right to the wing, and she had thought them all evil. But maybe it wasn’t all of them.

She turned away and walked out of the arena in silence. She thought maybe she understood Emil a little better now. They had both claimed victory, yes. But it had come at the price of a human life. Not monsters. Humans. People just like her and him. It was a heavy weight to bear.


CHAPTER 31


Iro sat next to Eir, waiting for the next match to begin. It was kind of nice having no one else around, though not for the circumstances. He knew Emil was hurt, Bjorn was recovering, and Justice was back on his own ship waiting for the squad leader to wake… or not. The circumstances were regrettable, but he finally had a few minutes all to himself with Eir.

He glanced at her again, taking her in. Her shaven head, sharp nose, sparkling blue eyes always full of humor and mischief.

“What was that?” Eir asked, turning to face Iro with a suspicious grin.

“What?”

“You sighed.”

“I did not!”

North buzzed. “Command Iro exhaled. North has recorded it as another example of Command Iro respiring around Sub Command Eir.”

Iro stared down to the arena, feeling sulky. “Sometimes North, I wish I could get you to power down for a while and be quiet.”

“Command Iro can force North into standby mode with an order.” The automaton landed on Iro’s lap. “But North would prefer Command Iro did not.”

“Leave him be, Iro,” Eir said. “He can’t help being North. And you did sigh. I heard it.”

She was staring at him, a smile quirking her lips, her eyes darting about his face. They were surrounded by people in the seats, and yet it felt like they were alone. There were words Iro wanted to say, needed to say, even if he wasn’t sure what they were or how to say them.

“Eir,” he started. “I… You make me feel…” None of the words he thought of saying felt right. But there was a pressure in his chest that felt like if he didn’t say them, or say something, he was going to explode. And for once Eir was completely still, just watching him, waiting for him to say it.

“Why is it talking to you is so easy, but this is so hard to say?” he said.

“Maybe the really meaningful stuff isn’t meant to be easy.”

“Do you want to go first?”

Eir shook her head quickly, eyes suddenly wide like she was scared.

Iro drew in a quick breath. “But you do have stuff to say?”

Eir chewed her lip and nodded.

“You know you’re making this harder, right?”

“You know you’re stalling, right?” Eir said.

Iro took a deep breath. “You’ve been there for me from the beginning, Eir. When I came across from the Courage, I felt… alone and unwanted. But you were there and you made me feel welcome and… you made me want to stay. For the first time since… well, forever, you made me feel like there was more than just this. You’re my home. And I need that. You. I need you.” His mouth was dry, his palms sweaty, his heart loud in his ears. He’d faced down traps and monsters and Black Cloaks, climbed Spires, and almost died more times than he could count, and yet he felt more scared just waiting for Eir to speak than any of those times.

“Your turn now.”

Eir reached out and took Iro’s hand, squeezing it in her own, their fingers interlocking. There were tears in her eyes. “Thank you, Iro,” she said around a sniffle. “I…”

“Hey,” Toshiko said in a dejected voice as she slumped down in the seat behind them. Part of Iro wished she’d turn around and walk away, but he knew that wasn’t fair. Besides, Toshiko looked like she was in pain and not the physical kind.

“Maybe now wasn’t the time,” Eir said, sniffling again. She wiped at her eyes with a sleeve, but didn’t let go of Iro’s hand. Her fingers were warm and strong, threaded through his own, and he hoped she never let go.

“I saw your match,” Iro said. “You were amazing.”

Toshiko nodded. Far from her usually bouncy self, she seemed subdued. “Yeah. He never stood a chance. But…” She shook her head and her beret toppled to the floor at her feet. She just stared down at it. “He took his own life.”

“Well, his Emperor was going to kill him for losing anyway.”

Toshiko pulled a face like she smelled coolant leak. “But why? What’s the point?”

“To demoralise us,” Ashvild said. “And it’s working.”

Iro blinked as he realised Ashvild was standing just behind Toshiko. He hadn’t even noticed her until she spoke.

“Ash!” Eir said. “Wait. How long have you been here?”

Ashvild met her gaze with a steady stare. “Long enough. I was trying to give you two some privacy.”

“So, you were just watching?” Eir asked. “That’s a bit creepy, Ash. You know that’s a bit creepy, right?”

Ashvild sat next to Toshiko and passed a critical eye over Iro. He straightened his posture without being told.

“The raider Emperor is killing any of his people who lose to one of our Hoppers,” Ashvild said. “It serves two purposes. First, it makes his own people fight harder, be more unwilling to give up. They are literally fighting as though their lives depend on it. Our motives are more abstract. We will probably perish if we are forced to move wings, but it will not be immediate. Some will survive, others won’t. The stakes are more removed for us, and therefore higher for them.

“The second purpose is to break our spirits. The Emperor has correctly surmised that we of the Home Fleet do not want to kill the raiders if possible. But that is now the established consequence of winning. Some of us are not fighting as hard as we should because they believe if they do, they will be responsible for the death of their opponent.”

“That’s a cold way of putting it, Ash,” Eir said.

Ashvild nodded. “Facts are cold. Emotions are hot.”

“Is that why I feel like I’m sitting next to a refrigerator unit?” Toshiko asked.

Ashvild pinned the Mage with a flat stare. “I am not uncaring. I just don’t try to hide from the truth with fluffy feelings of guilt.”

“Guilt isn’t fluffy!” Toshiko snapped. “It’s sharp and horrible and⁠—”

“And unwarranted,” Ashvild interrupted her. “You are not responsible for his death. Your victory did not cause his death. Any blame or guilt lies solely at the feet of the Emperor.” She switched her gaze to Iro. “Do not forget that. Do not forget what… and who you are fighting for.”

Iro felt Eir’s fingers tighten on his for a moment. Ashvild was right. He needed to win because he was fighting for his home.

“Now, Iro, watch this next match carefully,” Ashvild said, clearly deciding she had won the argument. “You are likely going to have to fight Sphinx Aisha Darwish for real if you want to win this tournament. And, as you are already well aware, she outclasses you in every way.”
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When Sphinx Aisha Darwish stepped into the arena, the crowd from the Home Fleet cheered like she had already won. Here was a powerhouse, an upper shipper, a member of the strongest Legacy Family. A Hero of the Fleet.

It was the first time Iro had seen her wearing armor and she shone. Her armor was painted in a swirl of gold and red and Iro would have bet his sword it was titansteel. Her longsword dangled at her hip, the H-shaped crossguard polished to a shine. He’d been sparring against her for nearly a month and even he found himself awed by the sight.

Aisha Darwish reached the centre of the arena, then turned and bowed at the hip towards the Home Fleet box. Her grandfather, Ahmad Darwish, stood and gave a kindly nod to her, then sat back down to watch the match.

“That’s him!” Toshiko said excitedly as the raider contestant crept into the arena. He kept his head down, not even looking at the crowd, and hurried forwards to stand across from Aisha Darwish. “That’s the guy I bumped into yesterday. Uhh, Cycle. He said his name was Cycle.”

“He looks nervous,” Iro said.

Toshiko humphed. “I’ll say. I bowled him over without even looking and I weigh about half as much as her down there.” She frowned. “Then he just vanished. But… It’s weird, but I felt like he was following me.”

Cycle wrung his hands together, not meeting Aisha’s eye as they faced off. He was pudgy cheeked and had an awkward way of standing, as though uncomfortable in his own body. His armor was a flat gray and light enough it would only deflect, not truly protect. He also didn’t appear to have any weapons on him.

“Watch closely, Iro,” Ashvild said, her eyes narrowed.

“Because it’ll be over in a flash,” Eir said.

Ashvild let out a wordless grumble.

The arena shifted around the two contestants until they were standing amidst a series of pillars about ten feet high. They appeared to be made out of some sort of resin, strong enough to stand upon, but weak enough a determined slice would cut through them. Still, Cycle fidgeted on the spot, not looking up at his opponent.

The match began and Aisha Darwish dashed between the pillars, getting out of line of sight. She moved like a streak of lightning, not Blinking, but dashing with such bursts of speed Iro still couldn’t believe it wasn’t a talent of some form. Cycle crept forward, hunched shoulders, and peering about like a lost child. A small onyx crest floated behind his head like a dark halo, and it was repeated around his eyes like writhing tattoos.

“What is he?” Ashvild asked in her instructional tone, clearly expecting Iro to answer.

“A Surveyor.”

“Are you certain?”

“No, but it looks like he’s using Scan.”

“How would you attack?”

Iro considered for a moment.

Ashvild flicked a glance at him. “In combat, you need to think fast and act faster.”

“From the front, with as much speed as I can muster.”

“Why?” she asked.

“Because if he’s a Surveyor, he might have left traps behind and to his most vulnerable spots. Attacking head on is where he’d least expect it.”

Aisha dashed out from the shadow of a pillar, striking at Cycle’s back. The raider swayed away from the blade without turning. Aisha didn’t miss a beat and launched into a flurry of slashes, each one aimed to end the fight in a single blow. They all missed. Cycle ducked, dodged, and slipped away from each strike as if he had seen them coming hours beforehand.

Ashvold’s questions trailed away as she leaned forward in her seat, staring at the match with a savage scrutiny.

Aisha darted behind a pillar, dropping line of sight again, then unleashed a concentrated Arc Blast that sliced through the pillar. Cycle had no way to see it coming, and yet he crouched down just in time so the blast swept harmlessly over his head. Aisha leapt over the pillar and descended on the raider in a brutal blindside attack. Cycle rolled out of the way and back to his feet to avoid another follow up blast.

He made it look so easy. Every strike narrowly avoided, every talent he seemed to see coming half a titan away. He didn’t make any attacks of his own, but Aisha couldn’t land a single blow despite her eye-defying speed. And as the match wore on, she was clearly tiring, pushing too much current into her movements and into her talents, trying to overwhelm Cycle with that speed… and failing. Iro gawked. After so many matches against Aisha, he wouldn’t have thought it was possible anyone of their level was faster than her.

“How is he doing that?” Iro asked.

Ashvild shook her head. “I don’t know.”

Aisha Darwish came to a stop, panting heavily, sword dipping. Cycle staggered away, colliding with a pillar and bouncing off it to hit the opposite one, then stumbling onwards away from the Corsair.

“Did she hit him?” Toshiko asked.

Ashvild shook her head.

“Maybe whatever he’s doing to avoid her is draining his current?” Iro suggested.

Aisha shouted in frustration and swept her sword forward. Her golden crest flared bright behind her and she vanished in a Blink Strike. She hit something between the two pillars Cycle had staggered into and crashed to the ground, rolling to a stop at Cycle’s feet. And then her head rolled free of her body.

The crowd let out a collective gasp of horror and Iro felt Eir’s fingers tighten around his own, her other hand going to her mouth. Iro felt sick. The titan seemed to close in around him and he felt like he couldn’t breathe.

Aisha was not the first Hopper from the Home Fleet to lose her match, but she was supposed to be their hope for the Second Gate championship and instead she was the first Hopper from the Home Fleet to lose her life.

“Ow!” Eir said. “Iro, let go.” He realised he was squeezing her hand and forced his fingers to uncurl. “Are you alright?”

Iro looked at her and his vision tunnelled. He tried to say something, but couldn’t speak. He wouldn’t say he’d been friends with Aisha exactly, but he had known her. He was starting to get to know her. And now she was dead. It didn’t feel real.

In the arena, Cycle stared down at the head lying at his feet, finally meeting the gaze now his opponent was dead. Then he bent down, reaching for her.

Grand Sphinx Ahmad Darwish appeared before the raider in a rustle of white robes, catching Cycle’s hand. Cycle startled, visibly shaking, and tried to pull away. The Grand held his hand for a moment and then released him, letting the raider scurry backwards. Then Ahmad Darwish bent and retrieved the body and head of his granddaughter and carried them away. As he went, the raider Emperor stood in his box and nodded. And the raider crowd erupted into cheers.

Iro sat in stunned silence along with the rest of his friends. The rest of his fleet. The matches suddenly felt very real. Too real.

“Come on,” said Ashvild as she stood and tugged Iro to his feet. He stared at her blankly for a moment. “Get your mind in the game, Iro. Your match is next.”

Iro leaned forward and threw up.


CHAPTER 32


“Iro, pay attention,” Ashvild snapped.

They were in the locker room and he’d just snapped on his final pauldron. He’d also just fazed out, seeing Aisha fall again in his head. Dead. Gone. Witnessing Ahmad Darwish silent and stoic as he carried his granddaughter’s body from the arena. The entire fleet had seen it, witnessed the fall of their champion. Their hero.

Iro couldn’t stop his mind from spinning. If Aisha could lose, had lost, then he could too. What if he lost? What if the raider he was facing killed him? His mother would be watching, he was sure of it. She’d see her only surviving child die.

“Iro, snap out of it!” Ashvild shouted. He’d never heard her raise her voice before. They were the only ones in the locker room, his match being the last Second Gate bout of the day, and she looked ready to knock him on his ass.

“What if I lose?” Iro asked

“You aren’t going to lose.”

“What if I die? What if I’m not fast enough?”

“Stop spiralling and think, Iro. You are faster than you realise.”

“Cycle was faster than Aisha.”

Ashvild frowned at that. “I’m not so sure. And besides, you’re not facing Cycle. And you are faster than Aisha Darwish was.”

Iro scoffed. “I’m not. Believe me, she was⁠—”

“She did not have the ability to super charge her talents,” Ashvild sighed and turned away, walking back to Iro’s locker. “Do you see what’s happening here, Iro?”

“I’m freaking the scrap out?”

“Yes. Why?”

Iro let out a wild laugh. “Because I just saw another Hopper killed. I just saw a friend die.”

Ashvild rummaged around in his locker, looking for something. “Why are you freaking out?”

“Because I’m scared!” Iro snapped. And it was true. He’d fought Master Alfvyn, bhurbeasts, fingoids, hunters, even the Black Cloaks. He’d seen other Hoppers killed. But somehow this felt more real. More dangerous. He hadn’t felt this scared since his first time on the titan, trying to force his body to move while a kharapid was attacking Emil.

“Do you see what Cycle has done?” Ashvild asked, her voice calm and quiet like she was trying not to spook an animal.

Iro laughed again, but there was no humor in it, just wild panic. “He’s scared me. He’s…” It clicked into place, his mind solving the question just like Ashvild had been training him to do. “He’s done exactly what we were planning to do.”

Ashvild nodded as she calmly advanced on him. She held his sword out to him. “This was our plan all along, he just got there first. You’re scared. You’re not even facing Cycle and you’re scared. Do you think you’re alone in that? The next person who faces him, they’re going to lose. Why?”

Iro considered the question, but it was obvious. “Because they’re scared. They’re already certain he’ll beat them, so he will.” He took his sword from her hands, already feeling his fear receding a little, a cold clarity taking its place.

“Exactly. Three steps to our plan, Iro. Stick to the steps. Commit to the character. This is what it’s all about. Not winning. Not showing the raiders that we are merciful. We can’t beat them by being sturdier than they are, and they do not care if we snatch victories. There is only one thing that will stop them moving in and taking this wing by force. What is it?”

Iro took a deep breath and met her cold blue gaze. “We have to make them fear us.”

“So get out there and show them they have someone to fear,” Ashvild said, holding out something else.

Iro glanced down. It was his mask, the same one Neya had once worn, and that he had painted with monster fangs when he was a child.

“I had Ylfa repaint it,” Ashvild said as she passed it to him. “It looked childish before, but now it looks fearsome.”

Iro turned it over in his hands. Ylfa had painted a leering monster maw on it, festooned with fangs and two curving tusks.

“Think fast, Iro. Act faster.” With that, Ashvild turned and strode away.
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Iro had his mask on by the time he stepped out into a more sombre arena than before. There were some cheers from the Home Fleet, but they were quiet compared to the boos from the raiders. He tried to block it all out. The crowd did not matter. The screens didn’t matter. The raider Emperor did not matter. It was just him and his opponent.

The raider was already waiting for him in the centre of the arena. Iro paced towards him, keeping his gaze cool and steady. His tablet pinged, and he glanced down to see a message from Eir. He ignored it.

His opponent was a young man, maybe a year or two older than Iro. He had long hair tied into a tail, and a bushy red moustache. His armor was the same flat gray as every other raider, but this man had a green short cape. Ashvild had already surmised that the capes denoted rank. That meant this man was not just another Hopper, but someone important.

“Sorry about your friend, junker,” said the raider. “How about you surrender, an’ I don’t have to hurt you, too.”

Iro stared at the man for a few seconds. He had a long rifle strapped to one arm and a smaller pistol on his hip. Two Mage cannons, which gave away his class. He’d be wanting to keep Iro at range, not used to close combat. Iro could use that.

Without a word, Iro turned and stalked back to his starting position. He was glad of the mask now so no one could see him panting, struggling to catch his breath. He was so nervous. He made sure to keep his gaze flat and lazy, just like Rollo’s. Commit to the character. Give them someone to fear.

The terrain selector came up with a corridor and the arena shifted around them until both Iro and the raider were standing in a walled corridor just five feet wide. Something flashed out of the wall between them, a trap of some kind, and further down the corridor a gout of flame burst out of the wall. It was perfect terrain for a Mage, a long distance separating them, a single line of sight with no cover, and plenty of nasty traps deterring closing the distance.

Camera bots floated down through gaps in the ceiling, hovering discretely at the edges, capturing everything to show on the screens above. That was good. Both fleets would see how the match went.

Iro took a deep breath and repeated Ashvild’s mantra in his head.

Think fast. Act faster.

The buzzer sounded loud and obnoxious, and the match began. And ended.

He drew his sword and activated Burning Adrenaline, icy current surrounding him like fire. He pushed everything he had into a Blink so fast even he barely felt himself move. He crossed the distance in a flash. Then he was behind and above the raider. He flipped his sword around and brought it down on the man’s back so hard the floor panels dented from the force even before the Mage hit them face first. He didn’t get back up.

Iro released his breath in a ragged whisper. The match had lasted less than a heartbeat. The Mage hadn’t even had time to draw his cannon.

The walls and ceiling of the corridor folded away to reveal a stunned arena. Iro glanced up at the screens above to make sure, and they took a moment to flick over and declare him the victor. The Home Fleet erupted into cheers, their horror at the previous match seemingly forgotten in the face of such a sudden victory.

Make them fear you. Ashvild had said. Iro glanced down at the Mage at his feet, peering for signs of life. He saw the slight rise of his chest and the man took an unconscious breath. Still alive. Iro let out a sigh of relief, then stepped over the man and strode towards the arena exit.

He didn’t see the Emperor’s punishment, but he heard the wet squelch as the man slaughtered his own competitor. Iro didn’t look back, didn’t break his stride. He kept going until he reached the locker room. Then he tore the mask from his face, placed his back against the wall, and sank down, burying his head in his hands.

His tablet pinged with another message from Eir. Then again with a message from North. And again with a message from Bjorn and then his mother, and Toshiko. Iro fumbled for the vambrace clasps and ripped the armor from his wrist, throwing it across the locker room. It kept pinging even as he wept. Tears of relief, of joy, of guilt, of anger? He wasn’t sure which, only that he couldn’t stop them.
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Mufar let out a whistle, spraying a mouthful of algae noodles over the counter. He didn’t count it as much of a loss and he really wasn’t sure how the poor vagrants of the fleet could stomach eating the gooey things.

“Did you see that?” he said, nudging Arrow in the ribs. She grunted and glared at him.

They were sitting outside the arena, in no small part because Mufar was a little afraid of going back in while the Emperor was still there. That man was truly terrifying. Luckily, some enterprising junkers from one fleet or another had set up stalls to purchase food from. And they were also broadcasting the matches over video frequencies that were easy enough to decode. So rather than sneaking into the arena and risking the attention of a monster, they were forcing down a sickening slop of sludgey goo, while watching on tablets.

“I almost didn’t see it,” Arrow said.

“Fast, isn’t he?” Mufar pushed the bowl of noodles away, then felt bad because he’d paid for it with a chip of titansteel, so he pulled them close again and stirred them with the spoon.

“That sword is too big for him,” she said. She had her hood up as usual, and was hunched over her own untouched bowl.

“Well, yes, but he doesn’t let it stop him. Eclipse Iro, hmmm. I met him, you know.”

“Eclipse,” Arrow said in a low voice, as though the word tasted as foul as the noodles. “Another Hopper from the Spire?”

Mufar nodded. “Quite the curious little cur. He peppered me with a barrage of questions, though he had no idea what he was really asking. Then he went and attacked Shota.”

Arrow turned suddenly, glaring at Mufar. “Shota let him live?”

“Rare, isn’t it?” Mufar said. “The boy went all out. Shota just shrugged it off, of course, which showed remarkable restraint. Remarkably unusual restraint.”

Arrow went back to staring at the screen as the bots filmed Eclipse Iro stepping over his downed opponent and walking towards the arena exit. A moment later, the Emperor stood and with a mere hand flick, reduced the downed raider to bloody goo. Mufar pushed the bowl of noodles away again. His stomach rebelled at the thought of slurping down any more after seeing that. Eclipse Iro didn’t even turn to look, or falter his stride, which was surprisingly cold blooded of him.

“What do you think?” Mufar asked. “Another candidate?”

“No!” Arrow said harshly. “Not him.”

“Why not?”

Arrow was silent a moment. “He’ll break.”

Mufar shrugged. He wasn’t so certain about the assessment, but so be it. The rules stated they both had to be in agreement to make an offer to a candidate. Unless, of course, he received other orders.


CHAPTER 33


They denied his request for a docking umbilical, so Emil got in a pod. They denied his request to dock, so Emil took his hands off the controls and threatened to crash his pod into the docking bay. They tried to stop him and put him right back in the pod, so Emil planted his feet and used Steel. Eventually Flame Horizon Brevity poked his messy-haired head around the corner, blinked a few times in Emil’s direction, then sauntered into the docking bay with a host of Surveyors hiding behind him like they were scared.

That was when Emil knew he was scrapped. Brevity wasn’t just another Hopper. He was a Grand. The only Surveyor of the Home Fleet to have ever opened his Fifth Gate. And he’d done it at a younger age than Emil was now. He’d also done it despite being born without legs. Brevity was somewhere in his twenties now, and looked in a permanent state of disarray with his shirt untucked, his hair a wild tangle, and oil stains on his pants. The same pants that were raggedly torn off just below the knee. He walked on autodages, ones that he had designed and built himself to act as legs. Brevity was a miracle. A genius. He was the reason Emil had chosen to become a Surveyor with his second crest. Because Brevity might have been born an upper shipper, but he had overcome every diversity thrown at him, used his class most people considered as support as a weapon, and had opened his Fifth Gate younger than anyone else in the history of the fleet. That demanded respect.

“Ho there, Paladin,” Brevity said in a cheery voice. One of his attendants scurried behind him too close and Brevity waved a hand, shooing the woman away. “Oh stop it, Solace, he’s not here to hurt me and couldn’t if he tried. You’re not here to hurt anyone, are you, Emil?” Brevity stopped in front of Emil and sank down an inch as his autodages settled him.

Emil shook his head. “No sir. I just… I’m here to see the squad leader. Um, Vermillion Gadise Samir.”

“Ahh, I see.”

Emil felt something tug on his pants and looked down to see a trio of tiny autodages scaling his clothing. He knew better than to shake them off. A sharp prick in the side of his neck and he slowly craned his head to see yet another tiny bot with a needle ready to shoot into his skin. They were all over him, like he’d walked into a spidderling’s web. He raised his hands slowly and deliberately.

“Precaution, you understand,” Brevity said happily. “I personally do not doubt your sincerity, but you have just boarded our ship despite repeated orders not to.” Another two autodages climbed up over his shoulder and poised there like kharapid tails ready to strike. This was Brevity’s real power and how he climbed so high. He could control dozens of autodages at once where most Surveyors struggled with one. And his designs were all custom and much more advanced than standard omni-tool variants.

“I’m just here to see my squad leader,” Emil said.

“Unfortunately for you, my dear Paladin, Vermillion Gadise Samir has yet to wake.”

Emil shrugged. “I’ll wait.”

“Don’t you have a match to prepare for?”

Another shrug. “What’s to prepare? They step into the arena, I throw them back out.”

“Well,” Brevity said, throwing up his hands in mock frustration. The autodages on his shoulders mimicked the gesture. “I guess there’s nothing I can do. In the face of this young Hopper’s determination, I am powerless. This way, young Emil, this way to the infirmary.” He turned on his autodage legs and they whirred into action, carrying him away. He was by the pod bay door by the time he realised Emil wasn’t following. “What’s wrong?”

Emil cleared his throat and nodded at the swarm of tiny autodages that had mounted him, scaled him, and were threatening his neck with pointing objects. One of them even looked to be carrying a tiny Mage cannon.

“Oh, right,” Brevity said with a shake of his head. “I sometimes forget where they’ve all got to. Heel! All of you.”

The tiny swarm leapt from Emil’s shoulders and scurried across the floor to scuttle up Brevity’s metal legs and climb inside the supportive brace that ran up his spine like an exoskeleton.

It wasn’t the first time Emil had been to an upper ship. Just a few months back he and Iro had been summoned to the Vermillion, the flagship of the Home Fleet. But it struck him again just how clean everything was. How manicured and well-maintained. Not a spot of rust on the white painted walls, no dented floor bulkheads or jammed doors. And the ship was just bigger. On the Courage, he had to squeeze past people in the hallways, but here on the Flame Horizon, five people could walk abreast and not jostle each other. There was no sharp ozone smell in the air from decaying filters, but instead a sweet citrus stench. The ship didn’t rattle beneath his feet from the stress of simply keeping itself together. It was like he’d stepped into another world. A world where people had space to live and enough food to eat, and weren’t constantly scrambling to keep their home from falling apart beneath them.

They had to briefly stop at a corridor intersection as a dozen drudges carried crates across in front of them. Even the drudges, those people assigned the most menial jobs, were dressed better here than the officers on the Courage. Emil peeked down the corridor to see a sign pointing the way they had come labelled as Dock 2-b. He noticed the crates looked a lot like those produced in the manufactory.

“What is all this?” Emil asked.

Brevity glanced over his shoulder and shook his head. “Certainly nothing that a young Hopper needs to worry about.” One of the crates toppled and fell. Four of Brevity’s autodages launched forward and caught it before it could hit the ground. “Off you go, then,” Brevity said. “Catch up with me later.” The autodages marched off with the crate.

The medical Surveyors in the infirmary didn’t look pleased to have a low shipper in their midst, but with Brevity around, they didn’t dare complain.

Gadise Samir had been given a private room in the infirmary that was larger than a Courage training hall. She lay in a cot, unmoving, a breathing mask over her mouth. There were all sorts of devices hooked up to her, monitoring her vitals. Emil didn’t know what any of it meant, but she wasn’t awake, and that didn’t seem good. Her skin was ashen, and her lips were blue. She looked small, as impossible as that seemed. Emil was so used to staring at her broad back, she looked a giant. But here, injured like this… she looked frail.

“Will she wake up?” Emil asked.

A couple of Brevity’s autodages had already scurried onto the cot and were busy taking readings. “I don’t know,” said the Grand. “The wounds she took were severe. She lost a lot of blood, suffered multiple broken bones. There was internal haemorrhaging. And her current has been… disrupted.”

Emil glanced at the young Grand. “What does that mean?”

Brevity sighed and shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like it before. We’re studying it now, but we have no previous data to base a diagnosis on. Right now, we don’t know if she’ll wake up, or what her life will look like if she does.”

Emil shook his head and squeezed his hands into fists. “That scrapping junkhole!”

“I assume you’re talking about the Emperor?” Brevity said. “Quite a perplexing man.”

Emil glared at Brevity.

Brevity held up his hands in mock surrender. “I have things to be about, young Paladin. You can stay here for a while. Talk to her. It might help. But remember, you have a match tomorrow. Given… recent events, you surely don’t want to miss it. We can’t be losing any more heroes now, can we?” With that, he turned and left, his attendants going with him. One of his smaller autodages remained. It peered at Emil, its tiny head twitching one way, then the other. Then it leapt from the bed onto a nearby table and settled down, still watching. Of course, he wouldn’t be left unmonitored on an upper ship.

Emil pulled a chair across to the bed and sank down into it. He folded his arms and waited in silence. He did want to talk to the squad leader, but only when she could hear him. Only when she could tell him what to do.
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Emil was still dozing in the chair when Gadise Samir woke. He heard a ragged breath and then a grunt of pain, and when he opened his eyes, he found the squad leader struggling to sit up and pulling the breathing mask off her face. He leapt up to help her and then fetched a glass of water.

“You’re the last person I expected to see, Courage,” the squad leader said in a gravelly voice once she was sitting. She looked tired, and in pain.

“They weren’t even sure you’d wake up,” Emil said.

Gadise Samir grunted. “And you?”

“I’m sitting here, aren’t I?”

She smiled. “They should have your confidence in me. Take more than a single hit to put me down for good.” She groaned again. “But what a hit!”

Emil nodded at that. “It put us both down.”

“What about the man you were protecting?”

Emil sank back into his chair, feeling sullen. He shook his head.

The squad leader grimaced. “No shame in it, Courage. You faced down a Fifth Gater for him. No shame in failing, but you’re a fool for trying.”

“Says the woman who faced down a Fifth Gater for me.”

Gadise Samir gave him a pained smile. “Yeah, I should really stop taking your hits. But you’re part of my squad.”

Emil nodded and sighed. “Thank you.”

“Hah! Bet you never thought you’d be saying that to me.”

“I guess not all upper shippers are bad. At least, not all the time.”

They were both silent while Emil chewed over his question, trying to figure out the best way to ask it. Gadise Samir spoke first.

“Did you know the raider?”

Emil shrugged. “I guess. He kicked the scrap out of me last year, on our first Hop when we were all separated.”

“The same group that stole Eclipse’s sword?”

“Yeah.”

“So you weren’t friends?”

“With Kettle?” Emil scoffed. “I’d happily have knocked his teeth in then fed them to him to knock em out again.”

“Why do it then? Why try to save him?”

Emil considered it for a few seconds. “Because he didn’t deserve to die just for being weaker than me. While I was fighting him, I realised he didn’t stand a chance against me. We might be the same gate, but he was just… weak. He shouldn’t have been killed for that. It’s the job of the strong to protect the weak, not hurt them because of it. So I protected him.”

“Even though he was your enemy?”

“It doesn’t make sense us all fighting each other like this. The wing is big enough for all of us. The titan is big enough for all of us. We should be working together against the monsters.”

The squad leader let out a pained chuckle. “You would have made one hell of a Vanguard, Courage.”

“Huh?”

She smiled at him. “You’re walking the path of the protector. And I’m going to tell it is a hard path to walk. It’s painful, and it will test you time and time again. But you’ve set your feet on it without even knowing.” She sat up a bit more, wincing at the pain. “I am proud of you, Courage Emil. Not just as a member of my squad. Not just as a fellow Hopper. But as a person. I am proud of you.”

Emil sniffed and looked away, quickly blinking back tears. No one had ever said that to him before. Not even his father. The old man had just tried to drive him on with insults and threats. But here she was, an upper shipper, someone he was supposed to hate, telling him she was proud and… he found he was grateful for it. Her opinion mattered, far more than his fathers did, maybe more than anyone’s ever had.

“What do I do?” Emil asked around a constricting throat. “If I keep fighting in this scrapping tournament, I’ll keep winning. That void sucker is going to kill the people I beat. I don’t want that. I can’t allow it.”

Gadise Samir nodded. “This is the choice you have to make. I can’t make it for you, Courage. I can tell you this: it’s not your fault. You will not be the one killing these raiders. That is on him, on their Emperor.”

Emil shook his head at her. “Doesn’t change anything. I fight. They die. I know Hoppers die on Hops, fighting monsters or traps. But this is different. There’s no point to it.”

The squad leader sighed. “You can’t stop him. You cannot protect your enemies from your enemies.”

“But I won’t be responsible for their deaths.”

“That’s the choice, Courage. If you fight, you will have to stand back and let him kill them, or he will kill you. And I won’t be there to save you. Or you can drop out of the tournament here. How strong are your principles?”

It was a good question. He wasn’t sure he had an answer yet.

“Sorry about your shield,” Emil said. “And, you know, everything else.”

Gadise Samir smiled at him. “I’m not. Each step on the path you’re walking might be your own to make, Courage. But you’re not alone. We walk the path of the protector together.”


CHAPTER 34


Emil stared down at his tablet as he walked, the map Justice had sent him providing him with directions. He was being watched. Not just by the upper shippers he passed in the spacious hallways, but also by Brevity’s little autodage. It walked along the walls just a few steps behind him, its metal feet sticking to the bulkheads with a clicking sounds. Magnets, he assumed, giving it high mobility.

The fact that Brevity could control so many autodages at once, dozens of them, and at distance was awe-inspiring. Justice and Scribbles were never far apart and Emil had only seen the autodage functioning for short periods separated from its Surveyor. But then Justice was a First Gater and Brevity was a Grand. Emil wondered just what that made him capable of. What other talents did he know?

The question of talents was one of high importance to Emil. He, too, was a Surveyor now. As well as being a Paladin.

He’d chosen Machine Herald as his first talent because he’d desperately wanted an autodage after seeing how Brevity moved about on his, using them as legs. The control he had over them, the functionality. Before, Emil had always just considered Surveyors to be support Hoppers, and their autodages nothing but tools to facilitate disarming traps. But Brevity was a combat specialist Surveyor. Even born without legs, the greatest disadvantage of anyone Emil knew, he had risen to the highest level. That was when Emil realised autodages could be mobility and weapon rolled into one, as well as useful tools.

And now that Emil was a Surveyor, he started wondering, would he progress normally from here on out, just not as a Paladin. He’d studied his new crest and it was small, a different color to his first, and the symbol in the centre looked like a wrench with legs, but it was already expanding and he could just about see the first lock. And if his new crest had locks, that meant he could open the Gates of Power. And that meant eventually he’d have the choice of learning new talents. Which led him to a realisation. Emil knew absolutely nothing about Surveyors. Their talents were a mystery to him. All he knew is he didn’t want to be support. Picking over traps and studying mechanics was not for him. He was in it for the combat. Which meant there was only so much he could learn from Justice.

His tablet told him he’d reached his destination and Emil found himself standing before a door that was labelled as Workshop. With no idea what to do, he knocked. The door slid open silently and smooth as draining water. Almost none of the doors on the Courage were automated these days, the servos long since ripped out for more pressing purposes, and those that did still open were jerky, grinding things that often needed a bit of help in the form of a shove. Emil strode into the workshop, shaking his head. Brevity’s little spy followed him in.

“I almost didn’t believe you when you said you were here,” Justice said. He was standing over a large bench in the centre of the shop. It was strewn with tools and parts, and had a dormant autodage, Emil’s autodage, lying upon the counter.

“Yeah, well. They almost didn’t let me aboard,” Emil said as he sauntered over to stare over Justice’s shoulder. “Apparently they don’t like us lower shippers messing up your fancy white halls.”

“It’s the smell,” Justice said, sniffing dramatically.

Emil pinched his shirt and sniffed at it. “I smell like work.”

“Exactly! No one wants to be reminded of… AHH!” Justice startled when he looked up and his face went white. He quickly raised his Oversight goggles, took a step back, and bowed at the waist. “Grand Brevity, sir.”

Brevity stood in the doorway of the workshop, his head tilted to the side, and a wry smile on his youthful face. Behind him, Emil saw a bunch of his attendants hurrying down the corridor like they were trying to catch up. Brevity slipped inside the workshop and pressed a button to close the door before any of them could reach him. It closed silently and one of his autodages leapt from his back to the wall and levered open the control panel, then snipped a wire. Emil heard people on the other side trying to get in, but the door remained shut.

“Now, what have we here?” Brevity said as he strode into the workshop on his autodage legs. More of his little constructs leapt from the exoskeleton on his back, some scurrying along the floor, others sticking to the ceiling. They all spread out, surrounding Emil and Justice.

“Emil was just visiting, sir,” Justice said, still bowed at the waist. “You know he’s part of my squad.”

“Yes, that sounds very plausible, Justice,” Brevity said. “Did you know, your voice raises two octaves when you lie?”

“No it doesn’t,” Justice squeaked.

One of Brevity’s autodages leapt up onto the bench Justice was working on and started poking at Emil’s dormant construct.

“Leave it!” Emil snarled at the autodage. It took a few steps back and its head sparked with lightning.

“Oh, I wouldn’t threaten 6.4 like that,” Brevity said as he slipped around the table to stand opposite Emil, his smile was sinister. “For a start, you’d lose.”

Emil snorted. “I’d snap your little bot in two.”

Brevity laughed. “As much as I’d love to see it, I don’t think the workshop would survive. And your pride definitely wouldn’t.”

Justice, still bowed at the waist, tugged on Emil’s sleeve. “Stop antagonising the Grand, Emil.”

Emil tugged Justice upright. “Stop grovelling, Justice. He already knows.”

“He does?”

Brevity shrugged. “He knows something. He may have scanned you and found some irregularities with your crest. He also may have been watching your match yesterday. He is also not an idiot, Justice, and is well aware that you have long since progressed past using version 1 variants. So… Which of you wants to explain to him why a Paladin is playing with an autodage?”

Emil was very aware that they were surrounded by Brevity’s autodage swarm, and that he was a Grand and could probably crush them both with about the effort it took to yawn. They were caught and there was nothing else for it. So he activated his crests. Both of them.

Brevity grinned as he stared at Emil’s crests. His two shoulder-mounted autodages came to life and started scanning, sweeping beams of light just like North.

“You have two classes,” Brevity said excitedly. “Explain.”

Emil didn’t see any way around it, so he told Brevity everything about the Spire and the cog he’d found and how he’d infused it, then used it to open up a new blank class. The Grand listened intently the entire time, but his swarm of autodages kept scanning Emil as if trying to determine he was lying.

“I see. I see,” Brevity said when Emil was done. He turned to Justice. “And you’ve given him a version 1 variant?”

Justice shrugged. “He’s basically a child playing with his first autodage. I expect he’ll break it within moments.”

“Nice faith you have in me there,” Emil said testily.

“Oh don’t take it personally, Emil. We all break our first toys.”

Emil glanced around at Brevity’s swarm. “What versions or variants or whatever are yours?”

“Hmm? No.” Brevity shook his head. “Mine are all completely custom. I built every single one from the ground up to specific specifications and purposes. Let’s see if we can’t give you a few mechanical upgrades, shall we?”

The Grand leaned forward over the workbench and his autodages went to work. They pried open panels, poked around at circuitry and servos, made adjustments Emil couldn’t follow. Brevity never once activated his crest, but each one of his autodages had their own miniature crests that lit up while they worked.

Justice pulled his oversight goggles over his eyes again and his head darted about as he tried to keep up. Scribbles’ head darted about as well, but the autodage swarm worked too fast.

“Oh I see,” Brevity said. “A primitive design, brute forcing the assemblage. I can certainly sure that up a bit. A micro-thruster is bordering on genius.”

Justice glanced at Emil and smiled smugly.

“But not quite reaching it,” Brevity continued. The smile fell from Justice’s lips. “Used as a weapon, the flames will burn hot enough to melt steel, but only in a confined space. The bleed off will be dramatic.”

“But that was the point,” Justice said, leaning in and pointing at something Emil couldn’t understand. “The assemblage needs to be reversible, not just for weaponisation, but for mobility.”

“Hmm,” Brevity said. “The bleed off would need to be this pronounced then, but he’ll still melt his arm off with the first use.”

“He has titansteel armor,” Justice said.

“Twice forged?”

Justice nodded.

“Well, that will withstand the temperatures. But he’ll only get about five seconds of burn. What we need is a cartridge injection system.”

Justice opened his mouth to say something, then frowned. “What?”

Brevity grinned and a couple of his autodages scuttled off into the corner of the workshop. A panel in the wall opened up and Justice gasped.

“I’m not allowed access to the complex materials,” Justice said.

“Quite right,” Brevity agreed. “You’re a novice at best, and will probably blow off a few body parts.”

Justice deflated with a sigh. Emil nudged his shoulder. “If it helps, I have no idea what’s going on right now.”

Brevity’s autodages returned with some new parts and a cloth roll slotted with small glass tubes. The Grand and his autodages went to work.

“What’s happening,” Justice said sulkily. “Is Grand Brevity is upgrading your autodage with parts and materials only available to Fourth Gate Surveyors. Your autodage is going to be higher grade than Scribbles by the time he’s done.”

“Nonsense,” said Brevity, still working. “I’m simply upgrading the fuel delivery system so that our new Surveyor here will be able to use his autodage more than once.” He leaned back away from the bench while his autodages still worked. “See, the flexible thruster design is very smart, but in the previous version you would get one use then the whole thing would need taking apart for a refuel. With this design, it will rely on fuel capsules. Each capsule will provide roughly five seconds of burn, but when spent, the capsule will eject and you’ll be able to slot a new capsule into the autodage for re-use. I’ve upgraded your near genius to actual genius.”

Emil nodded along, just about understanding. “Where do I get the capsules from?”

Brevity smiled that sinister smile again. “Me.”

This, Emil understood. If he wanted to keep using his autodage, he had to report to Brevity. He sensed political manoeuvring at play, but it really didn’t matter as long as he got to keep Hopping and delivering supplies to his ship.

“Right then,” Brevity said as his autodages finished welding the plates back into place. “Let’s give it a try.”

Justice stepped aside and waved at Emil. “Time to awaken your first autodage, lower.”

Emil stepped up to the workbench and ran a hand over his autodage. It was cold, lifeless ship-printed steel. He picked it up and the servos gave a dead whir as the prehensile arm flopped about. “Uh. Now what?”

Brevity chuckled. “Activate your Surveyor crest.”

Emil brought the ochre crest fizzing to light in front of him. It was still quite small and dim, and mostly blank, but he could see a few faint lines and a symbol that looked a lot like an autodage. That symbol had a single dot above it.

Brevity pointed at the dot. “You see that? We call that an equipment load. It determines how many autodages a Surveyor can activate at any time. Some Surveyors never expand their equipment load and are able to function just fine with a single autodage.”

Justice let out a weary sigh.

“Whereas some of us focus on expanding it to its full potential.” Brevity activated his own crest and emerald light filled the workshop so bright Emil had to squint. “Ooops.” Brevity closed his hand into a fist and his crest shrunk in on itself until it was no larger than Emil’s, though still too bright to look at comfortably. He pointed to his own Machine Herald symbol and Emil gawked. It was surrounded by hundreds of dots.

“How many⁠—”

“Not important,” Brevity said, dismissing his crest with a wave. “Now, time to focus. You know how to infuse, yes?”

Emil nodded.

“Good, because you need to give your new toy a charge to get it started. Once you do, it will take on an aspect of your personality and it will bond to you and your current. From that moment on, it will be your autodage.”

“Your pain in the ass,” Justice said.

Brevity chuckled but didn’t argue.

Emil placed a hand on the dormant autodage. “I just infuse it?”

“Sure,” Brevity said. He and Justice shared an inscrutable look.

Just as he’d been doing with the cog for a month, Emil closed off the pathways so his current flowed towards his hand. At the last moment, he realised he’d been letting his Paladin current flow towards it, he compensated quickly, pushing his Surveyor current along to join it, and then out from his hand into the autodage, infusing it with both his currents. Pain ripped through his mind like he’d been punched hard enough his brain rattled. He dropped to his knees, gasping as he tried to remember how to breathe.

Of course, they hadn’t told him it would hurt. They were probably laughing at him for being a simple low shipper. Scrap them and their pristine ship, he’d smash everyone who got in his way and figure it out alone if he had to.

The anger washed away as he opened his eyes and found both Brevity and Justice staring at him. Justice’s mouth was hanging open, but Brevity's eyes were wide and excited, a grin on his lips.

The autodage flailed upright with a start and slapped Emil in the face, sending him sprawling. It wobbled about on its five stubby legs like it was punch drunk, then let off a burst of flame that scorched the ceiling, before steadying itself.

Emil surged back to his feet and advanced on the workbench where his new autodage strutted about, chasing away Brevity’s smaller constructs. Each time one of them scampered from the bench, another one snuck up behind Emil’s autodage, scanning the little thing.

We burn them! Burn them all!

The voice was oddly robotic like it was spoken through static.

“Did you…” Emil glanced at Justice and Brevity. “Did you hear that?”

Justice sighed. “Welcome to my life. You can’t shut the little junkers up.”

“So it’s just in my head?” Emil asked.

Brevity nodded, still smiling. “They speak to you through your talent. With enough practice, you can also see through their sensors. You might be surprised how versatile Machine Herald is as a talent.”

Emil’s autodage turned around and stalked after another of Brevity’s bots, releasing a gout of super-heated flame that scorched the workbench.

Burn them!

“Hey!” Emil said, pointing a finger at the autodage. “Stop it.”

The autodage rounded on him and flames sparked in the thruster.

Burn you!

“You will not!” Emil shouted, staring down the glowing thruster at the construct’s head. After a few seconds, the thruster cooled.

“Good,” Emil said. “Now come here.” He held out his hand for the autodage to leap onto just like he’d seen Justice do with Scribbles dozens of times.

His autodage swung its head to look at Emil’s hand, then down at the gap between the bench and his fingers. Its feet moved back and forth a few times as it approached the edge of the bench and it danced on the spot for a second, then leapt. And fell straight to the floor.

Its thruster immediately roared back to life as it let loose a burst of flame upwards while screaming in Emil’s head.

Burn all of you!

Then the fires went out abruptly and a port opened on the side of its head. An empty glass capsule ejected from the port and pinged across the floor. The autodage watched it roll to a stop, then turned to Emil and poked him in the leg.

Need more fire.

“They can be quite the handful at the start,” Brevity said. Justice scoffed in response.

Emil knelt down before his autodage. It stared back at him. At least, he thought it did. He wasn’t really sure how its sensors worked yet, but its head was facing him.

“If you want more fire, then you do as I tell you,” Emil said.

The autodage was silent.

Emil crossed his arms. “Or I can scrap you and start again.”

The autodage was silent a few more seconds.

Follow orders.

“Good.” Emil held out his hand again and the autodage climbed up and scurried along his arm onto his shoulder.

Need more fire.

Emil plucked another glass vial of fuel from the bench and held it up before the autodage. “You only release flames when I tell you to. Got it?”

Another few seconds of sullen silence.

Got it.

“Right then.” He slotted the glass vial into the port and the lid snapped shut so quickly it almost caught his fingers. He slapped the little autodage on the head in reproach. “Lets see if we can work together. When I say flamethrower, you run down my arm and spew flames. Forward! Not back at me, but forward. Whichever way I’m pointing. Got it?”

Got it.

Emil pointed into the empty workshop. “Flamethrower.”

The autodage swung its head around slowly to look at him, then calmly and very deliberately plodded down his arm. Its feet fixed around his wrist and it swung its head forward, then released five seconds of super-heated flames. Emil had to plant his feet to stop from being pushed backwards. The cartridge pinged out of the port and bounced across the floor.

“Looks lie we can work together,” Emil said, grinning. He was already thinking about how he’d surprise his enemies with a flame attack.

Need more fire.

“Let’s try something else,” Brevity said as he flicked another fuel capsule across the room to Emil. He snatched it out of the air and slotted into his autodage’s port. “I programmed the thruster control to also have a high bleed function. The heat won’t go far, but it will contain a lot more thrust. Normally you’d need your titansteel armor, but we can work around it.”

Brevity clicked his fingers and one of his autodages dropped from the ceiling above Emil and crouched down on his arm. Another scurried up his back and down past his elbow and slotted next the first. Then another and another and another. A dozen little autodages all slotting together over Emil’s arm until it looked like he was wearing incredibly light and flexible armor. He bent his arm, moved it about and the autodages all shifted subtly with him to allow full range of movement, but the coverage was complete, not a scrap of his shirt showing.

“Will they withstand the heat?” Emil asked.

Brevity chuckled. “Oh yes. Each one is thrice forged titansteel. If the ship exploded, these little critters would survive us all. Now give it a go.”

Emil cracked his neck, a little nervous. “When I say thruster, you flip into reverse and use the full bleed function. Got it?”

The autodage was silent.

“Got it? Full bleed mode. DO NOT release a blast of flame in my face.”

Got it.

“You better. Or I swear I will scrap you.” Emil raised his hand again and took a deep, nervous breath. “Thruster.”

The autodage flipped about and Emil just had time to see the thruster assemblage shift a little. Then the fires lit and he was bathed in heat and also dragged across the workshop in a mad flight. A second later, he slammed into the wall and collapsed in a heap on the floor, a little dazed.

Brevity lowered into a kneeling position next to Emil, his autodage legs whirring as they contracted. “Well, I’d call that a resounding success. I do have a few minor adjustments I’d like to make to improve the little guy’s stability.”

Emil just nodded, still dazed. Brevity’s autodages detached from his arm and scurried back to their master, climbing up into the exoskeleton at his back. Then Brevity stood and easily hauled Emil back to his feet.

“All that’s really left is for you to provide it with a designation,” Brevity said. “And of course, it will have to remain here for now. Can’t have you wandering about with an autodage on your arm. People will talk, and we’re not quite ready for everyone to know yet.”

Emil stretched out his arm as he walked back to the workbench. He lowered his hand so the autodage leapt onto the bench.

“Remember, Emil,” Justice said. “It’ll only have a few minutes of power when not near you as it feeds off your current. So you’ll need to order it into standby mode while you’re not around.”

Emil leaned his shoulders on the bench and stared at his autodage. It faced him and swung its head about like it was showing off. “I’m going to call you Defiant. Got it?”

Defiant, got it.

“Right then. Defiant, you stay with Justice for now. Go into standby mode until I return. And no burning anything.”

Defiant blew out a tiny gout of flame, then went still.


CHAPTER 35


It took twenty-three minutes for the pod to traverse the void from the arena back to the fleet. Twenty-three minutes where Rollo blessedly had nothing to do. He spent the time dozing, but his mind was still a little too wired after his fight and he dreamt about it like watching it over again. One impression stuck in his mind.

“Too easy,” he said as he stepped out of the pod and onto the Eclipse docking bay. He yawned and stretched, feeling his back pop and crack in a satisfying way.

One of the techs on duty rushed over, bright eyes in a young face, curly hair all blond and bouncy. She grinned at Rollo. “I caught your fight on the stream. You were amazing!”

Rollo finished his stretch, thrust his hands into his pockets and affected his usual hunched shoulder slouch. It was the best way to keep people away, he’d long since noticed. It made him look like some winged monster about to launch into the air and pounce on its prey. The woman backed away from him immediately and he stalked past her without a word.

Too easy to win his matches. Too easy to fool the idiots around him, push them away. All just too easy. He paced along the Eclipse hallways like a vhar on the prowl. More folk greeted him, some to congratulate, others to speculate. He ignored them all. One day they’d figure out that all he wanted was to be left alone so he could climb into his own chair in his own quarters and forget the rest of the universe existed. But no. Everyone wanted to talk all the time. So much noise, none of it meaning anything.

He stopped outside the door and raised his hand, then paused. This wasn’t where he’d meant to go. It wasn’t his quarters. Rollo pulled the door open anyway. Frigg sat at her desk, one elbow on the metal, her hand squashed into her face as she stared down at a tablet. There were three mugs on the table next to her, and they were all empty. Her desk was a mess of dozens of tablets and even some scraps of paper. Bizarre woman. It looked like a solar storm had swept through the room, but she’d know where everything was. Everything had its place, even if it looked out of place to everyone else.

She glanced up at him. Bleary eyes. She’d not been sleeping again. Probably didn’t even realise the day had flipped.

Rollo waved as he sauntered into the room, pulling the door closed behind him. He plucked the mugs from her desk and took them over to the sink, then clicked the button on the coffeemaker.

“Mmm,” Frigg said. “I’d love a mug. Don’t you have a match today?”

“Already done.” Rollo wiped out the mugs and put one away, then set about filling the other two.

“Don’t tell me. You lost.”

Rollo placed a mug down in front of her and sauntered over to the sofa, then shifted aside a few old tablets that had long since run out of power. Frigg made an annoyed sound, but he ignored her. He leaned back and stared at the ceiling.

“Too easy.” It seemed there wasn’t a challenger in either fleet who could fight him at his level. He understood Iro’s frustration all too well. Rollo was too strong to be challenged by his peers, but still an insurmountable chasm away from taking on a Fifth Gater.

“Ah well, at least you made a show of it,” Frigg said.

Rollo shifted to look at her. “You watched.”

She smiled at him. “For analysis reasons. I took notes. Ways for you to improve.”

Rollo groaned.

Frigg sipped from her mug and stood. She rounded her desk and stared down at the sofa a moment, then shifted a few more tablets and sank down next to Rollo. She rested her head against his shoulder. He liked these moments. Everything seemed peaceful for a while.

“Hey, um, I…” Rollo trailed off, trying to think of the right words. Everything else was so easy. Fighting monsters, fighting people, winning. Even training the little junkers. Easy. But this… this was hard. “You’re not as much of an idiot as everyone else.”

Frigg snorted out a laugh. “Without a doubt, the most romantic thing you’ve ever said to me.” She leaned over and kissed him. “You are more of an idiot than everyone else.”

She picked up a tablet and started tapping at it. “Just a few more matches left, and this is all over.”

“Assuming we win,” Rollo said.

“You’ll win. I’m more worried about this.” She handed him the tablet and he sighed, glancing down at it. “Production manifests?”

“That’s what we’re producing in the manufactory. The last two weeks’ worth of output. Notice anything?”

Rollo stared at the tablet, squinting to make the numbers stop jumping about.

“When are you going to get glasses?” Frigg asked.

“Don’t need them. I just do this in the hope you’ll stop handing me things to read.” He squinted at the tablet some more and managed to decipher some of its meaning. He’d expected to see things like filters, wire, servos. Things they couldn’t produce with ship printers, parts that were too fine, or needed titansteel alloys. Instead, he saw weapons, armor, independent power supply units for constructs, housing plates for cannons. Everything the manufactory had been producing for weeks now had all been focused on weaponry instead of fixing their crippled ships.

“How did you even get this manifest?” Rollo asked. The upper ships had taken control of the manufactory days after it was secured and they were secretive about its performance.

“I have contacts,” Frigg said.

Rollo tapped absently as the screen and then handed it back to Frigg. “Looks like we’re gearing up for a fight.”

“And do you know what else?”

Rollo groaned. “No.”

“All those spare weapons and armor, I have no idea where they’ve gone. They’re produced, shipped out to upper ships, then never heard of again.”

“They’re stockpiling them?”

“Maybe. If so, why?”


CHAPTER 36


Emil stood in the last working pod bay on the Courage and stared at the wall. There was a poster made of flimsy ship printed plastic glued to the rusting bulkhead. At the top of the poster was the line: Fighting for your freedom. Which was about as much of a lie as anything he’d ever heard. He wasn’t even sure what freedom meant. At the bottom of the poster, in bold text, were their titles: Heroes of the Fleet. He shook his head at that.

And in the middle of the poster were three people, each of them standing in dramatic poses, armor on and weapons up. To the left, Iro stood with his sword resting across his shoulders, a cocky smile on his face. His name was written below, but someone had scribbled out Eclipse and scrawled Courage in its place. To the right, Emil’s own likeness stared back at him, fists raised as if ready to throw a punch. He remembered posing for the picture, and it had been fun in a strange sort of way. Now, it looked like a lie.

Aisha Darwish stood in between Emil and Iro, her sword held across her body, her gaze so intense it almost felt like a challenge. It was strange to feel a little intimated by a picture of a dead woman.

“Fighting today, Emil?” asked an officer as they passed behind him. Emil didn’t even know the man’s name.

“I… uh…”

“Do us proud!” the officer said as they continued on their way, not even waiting for his response.

Emil nodded at the man’s back, then turned back to the poster. It was one of many, hundreds aboard the Courage alone, probably more on other ships. But this one… this poster felt like an insult somehow. It had been watching him Hop across to the titan for months.

He was still mulling over his choice, over the squad leader’s words. She was telling the truth about one thing at least, he was walking the path of the protector. Ever since she’d said it, it had felt right. That was what Emil did, he protected people. Even after breaking his class so he couldn’t enhance others, he still jumped in front of them. He took the hits so his squad mates didn’t have to. He risked his own life to bring back supplies so his ship and everyone aboard it could live. He protected everyone he could. But this tournament didn’t feel like protecting.

If he fought, people were going to die. It didn’t matter that they were the enemy, or that he wasn’t the one killing them. There was no need for anyone to die, but they would. He just couldn’t accept that.

Emil reach out and gripped the right side of the poster, then tore his own image away in a jagged strip, and scrunched it into a tight ball. His choice was made, and it was as though a weight lifted from his chest. His dark mood cleared a bit and he tested out a genuine smile. It felt right. It felt like he was being true to himself, and to the path he was choosing to walk for the first time in months.

Some people would be disappointed, he knew. Maybe even the Grands. But that didn’t matter, they didn’t matter. Now what he needed to do was find some other way to be useful, some way to protect the people of his fleet.
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Toshiko tripped over the lip of the pod door as she hustled out onto the promenade. Too excited. She was too excited. But then she was allowed to be excited. It was match day and she was ready to smash another raider into the ground. She was also steadfastly not thinking about what that would mean for the raider, which was tough. She was great at focusing on multiple things, but less so at singling out a single thought… or chasing away a single thought and not running over and over it in her mind.

She spotted Iro and the girl he was so clearly in love with, and hurried over to them, lugging Steel Lotus behind her. She and Granny Hinata had spent all last night making some minor maintenance and adjustments to the cannon’s barrel servos and the variable formation was shifting 39% faster than before, which meant she could switch from single blast to dual blast to gatling a lot quicker.

“Need a hand with that?” Iro’s huge friend said as he quickened his pace to walk alongside her.

Toshiko glanced up at him. He was still clearly injured from his loss in the First Gate championship match. He had a number of little scratches on his face, his arm was in a compression sling, and he was limping.

“You are huge,” Toshiko said.

“Uh, thanks.”

“But you’re also a First Gater,” she continued. “And I’m a Second Gater.”

The big Corsair sighed. “Yeah.”

“Which means I’m stronger than you.”

“I know,” he said sadly.

“A lot stronger than you. I could probably pick you up if I wanted. So thank you for the offer, but I’m good.” She patted him on his good arm. “But you look very strong for your gate.”

Iro waved when he spotted them. He and Eir were sitting around a circular table, close enough their legs were touching. They appeared to be poking at some small creatures that were slimy on the bottom and shelled on the top, kind of like really tiny marshmites, but they didn’t look dangerous. They moved slowly, oozing across the tabletop, and North crowded in close, watching them intently.

“You ready for your next match?” Toshiko asked as she placed Steel Lotus on one chair and hopped up onto another. The big Corsair sat next to her.

“Is he?” Eir said, rolling her eyes. “It’s all he’s talking about. I’m so strong. I’m gonna win. Look at how fast I beat my last opponent.”

Iro threw his hands up helplessly. “I said none of those things.”

Eir narrowed her eyes at him. “But you were thinking them.”

“I wish,” Iro said. “I’m not allowed to think them. Ashvild says I have to be totally confident I’m going to win, but not think that I’m going to win, but instead only think about how my opponent might win.” He slumped over the table, resting his head on his arms. “It’s exhausting.”

“Stop slouching! Sit up straight,” Eir said in a mocking tone.

Iro groaned. “Please don’t you start. Her voice is already in my head.”

North buzzed into the air and did a circuit around Iro. “Has Command Iro developed telepathic communication?”

Iro groaned again, his head still buried in his arms.

“What’s with the slimes?” Bjorn said.

“I think they’re supposed to be food,” Eir said with a shrug. “But they’re still moving. And I don’t have the heart to kill them. So we’re racing them instead.”

“Who’s winning?” The two little slimes were oozing off in different directions and moving very slowly.

Eir laughed. “We’re calling it a draw for now.”

“How’s the arm?” Iro asked as he looked up.

Bjorn grimaced. “Hurts like some junkhole broke it. Doc says I’ll be in a sling for another ten days at least. It sucks vacuum! I lost and I got a broken arm.”

“But you came second,” Toshiko said happily. “Second is good.”

Bjorn nodded noncommittally.

Toshiko felt a presence looming behind her and turned to find Emil standing there in full armor, arms crossed, a determined glower on his face.

“You’re alright!” she said as she leapt up and wrapped her arms around him.

None of them had seen him since his match and since the Emperor had blasted him and the squad leader, but Emil seemed to be alive and well, and no worse for wear other than his attitude, which Toshiko thought was always a bit gloomy. They all fired a few questions at him and he loomed over the table, not sitting.

“You look like you’re ready for your next fight,” Iro said.

Emil grimaced and shook his head. “I, uh… I dropped out.”

Iro shot to his feet, looking more angry than disappointed. “Why?”

“Doesn’t matter to you,” Emil said. “It’s not an injury or anything like that. It was my choice. I made it for me. Doesn’t affect any of you.”

“Why are you in your armor if you’re not fighting?” Toshiko said.

Emil sighed. “Gotta do something. My squad is still in the tournament, so I’m doing the next best thing. I’m on protection detail for the rest of the tourney. So while you’ll be here, beating the scrap out of the raiders, I’m gonna be at entrance D4, making sure none of the monsters coming to investigate get inside to snack on the audience. I figure protecting you all is just as important as winning.”

“At least you’ll get to hit things,” Toshiko said with a sorry smile.

“Yeah, I’m looking forward to that bit.”

Iro took a step closer and glared at Emil. He’d always been the shorter of the two, but recently Emil had grown a bit, one final push from the boy to the man. He was now a head taller than Iro and stocky enough he made the Corsair look small.

“You chose it?” Iro asked. “Nobody’s forcing you?”

Emil shook his head. “No one’s forcing me to do anything. I just… figured out my path. How to walk it.”

“Shame,” Iro said after a few seconds. “I was looking forward to making you surrender.”

Emil snorted and held up a fist. Iro mirrored him and they bashed the back of their hands together. “Next time,” Emil said. “But now, you gotta go out and beat the scrap out of anyone they pit you against. Win this thing, Iro.”

Toshiko felt left out. It was unfair that after everything they’d been through together, she was being forgotten. She cleared her throat very pointedly. “And me?” she said when Emil turned to look at her.

“Didn’t you get knocked out already?” he said with a grin.

“No!”

“Oh. Well then, watch out, Iro, cos our Mage is gonna blast your ass.”

Toshiko grinned and poked her tongue out at Iro.

“Good luck, yeah?” Emil said, holding out his fist again. Toshiko all but punched it in her excitement to be included. Then she had to fight the urge to wave away the pain because punching Emil was worse than punching a wall.

Emil turned and started walking away. He waved a hand over his shoulder. “Four Home!”

“Four Home!” Toshiko and Iro shouted back at him in unison. Toshiko wasn’t certain, but she thought she saw Emil’s shoulders shake with laughter.

“I have to go, too,” Iro said. “I have a strategy meeting with the mistress of icy stares.”

“Oh, I am definitely going to tell her you called her that,” Eir said.

“Go for it. And I’ll tell her you came up with it.”

“You wouldn’t!”

North leapt into the air, anti-gravity rings buzzing.

“You stay here, North,” Iro said.

North stopped, floating just above the table and buzzed again. It almost sounded angry to Toshiko. “North can help. North has developed detailed combat reports on all surviving competitors.”

“Do you think your reports are more detailed than Ashvild’s?”

North slowly sank through the air and landed on the table. “North will stay with Sub Command Eir.”

That left Toshiko with just Eir and Bjorn, which felt a little awkward. She’d spoken to Eir a bit, and she seemed nice, but the only thing she knew about Bjorn was that he was intimidatingly big.

“I should, uh, probably go and prepare for my match,” Toshiko said, hefting Steel Lotus.

“Good luck!” Eir said with a cheery wave.

Toshiko hurried away. She wasn’t really sure why she found spending time with Iro’s friends so awkward, except that it shone a light on something she’d never really thought about. She didn’t have any friends of her own. In fact, apart from Four Home, she didn’t have anyone but an old blind woman, and a cannon. And she was fairly certain Steel Lotus counted as an imaginary friend.

She scratched at her arm as she strode towards the arena. “I miss going on Hops,” she said quietly. Spending all that time with the squad, it was… nice.

“You miss your friends,” she said to herself in her Steel Lotus voice.

The cannon was right. She missed spending days at a time with Four Home, the easy friendship they’d built up. She even missed Justice and his snooty comments. The sooner the tournament was over and they could get back to their normal lives, the better.

“You’re going to lose!”

Toshiko spun around, looking for the source of the voice. It was him. It was Cycle. But she couldn’t see him. There were plenty of people about, some sitting in groups, others walking to or fro, but she couldn’t see Cycle anywhere. But that had definitely been his voice.

Toshiko turned back around, scratched at her arm again, and hurried away towards the arena. Again, she had that gnawing feeling of being followed.


CHAPTER 37


Iro paced in the locker room. There were a few other Hoppers about, but they were mostly keeping to themselves. Draven’s Regards Johns, a Vanguard from the Home Fleet, was recuperating in the infirmary below after having taking a few too many hits during his close win. Toshiko was up in the arena now, fighting. Iro squashed the urge to watch the match on his tablet. He just had to trust Toshiko would win. If anyone could, it was her. If he was being honest, Iro was a little afraid to face Toshiko. He was mostly certain he’d win, but at the same time he really didn’t want to face down the smoking end of Steel Lotus. He’d seen one too many monsters with holes burned through them to look forward to that.

He flicked through the rest of the standings on his tablet. Wave had won both her matches, which meant he still might face her later on. That was good news at least. The Third and Fourth Gate tourneys had started, too. The Third Gaters of the Home Fleet were not faring well with most of them knocked out already. The Fourth Gate standings were showing a lot better though. Most importantly, Rollo had breezed through his first match.

“Focus,” Ashvild said. She was leaning against the wall, next to the arena entrance, a tablet in her hands.

“Easy for you to say,” Iro grumbled. “You’re not the one about to go out there with your hands tied behind your back.”

Ashvild, just stared at him blankly from under her sharply cut blond hair.

“Sorry,” Iro said.

“It serves a purpose. Our purpose, Iro.”

Iro nodded. “Sure. But… You want me to fight without using talents. None of them.”

“Yes,” Ashvild said with the patience of a parent to their child.

“What’s next? Blindfolded and without a weapon?”

Again, she treated him to that blank stare that she always shot him when he was being facetious.

“Sorry.” Iro turned and paced back the other way.

“You beat your last opponent with a single strike, showing every raider out there how fast you are. Now, you’re going to show them your skill. Out fight your opponent. No Blink Strikes or Light Blades. No Burning Adrenaline.”

“But he’ll be using talents!” Iro argued.

Ashvild nodded. “He’ll be an idiot if he doesn’t.”

“Which makes me?”

“Strategic. Iro, you have trained with the best our fleet has to offer. Rollo, Eyildr, Aisha Darwish. After just one year, you are already better with a sword than I am after training my entire life. So stop complaining and do it! You have to commit to the illusion, Iro. You have to sell it. Because if you leave any doubt, they will not believe it.”

A cheer sounded through the ceiling. Iro guessed that meant the match was over. He paced even more furiously, wondering whether Toshiko had won, or if she was about to be carried down the stairs on a stretcher.

Iro heard footsteps on the stairs and rushed to see Toshiko strolling his way, a wide grin on her face, though her hair was singed and she had ash on her cheeks. She grinned at him and waved, then promptly slipped on a step and careened down the final five at an uncontrolled stumble. Iro caught her as she barrelled into him. Toshiko bounced excitedly on the spot, Steel Lotus swinging dangerously at her hip.

“You won then?” Iro asked.

“Of course I scrapping won! Though fighting little flying, flame throwing bots was less than fun. Hey! You should give North a flame thrower. Ow!” Toshiko flinched as Ashvild plucked a smouldering hair from her head. “Thanks, I think.”

“Move along,” Ashvild said with a sigh. “Iro, about your opponent.”

“Well done!” Iro said, giving Toshiko a nudge shoulder to shoulder.

“Good luck!” she said as she walked into the locker room.

Ashvild grabbed Iro by the arm and turned him towards the arena stairs. “Thanks to the previous matches, we now have information on our enemies. Your opponent is a Berserker.”

“I’ve never fought a Berserker before.”

“I have little information on their talents, but I can tell you that Berserkers are all about rhythm. They work themselves up into a flow, ignoring hits that would down most Hoppers, absorbing the energy and dealing it right back. The key to beating him is to interrupt his rhythm.”

Iro nodded along. “How?”

Ashvild gave him another blank stare.

“Right, I’ll figure it out. What’s his name?”

She frowned and shook her head. “I don’t know. What does it matter?”

He supposed it didn’t. Iro started towards the stairs.

“Remember, Iro. No talents.” She thrust his mask at him.

“What if I can’t win without them?”

“You can. You will.”

Iro nodded and strapped his mask over his mouth and nose. He didn’t like the idea of fighting with a handicap, but it was the path he and Ashvild had chosen. The raiders would fear him.
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The crowd’s roar as Iro stepped into the arena surprised him. The Home Fleet was riding high in spirits today with three matches and three wins, and they were eager for Iro to make it four. His opponent was already waiting for him, a burly older man with a face full of whiskers that made him seem a bit monstrous. He was wearing a blue cape over his back, so Iro guessed he was another high-ranking raider. Twin cutlasses sat his hip, each one short but with a curved blade that widened near the point.

He stopped before the hairy Berserker, as was customary for all the matches. A chance for the competitors to greet each other face to face. He and Ashvild had already decided he was more intimidating if he didn’t talk. She said it added an air of mystique to him, but he thought it more likely it was just to make sure his voice didn’t break on his nerves. Nothing would ruin the illusion quite like a squeaky, wavering voice.

“Impressive show you’re putting on today, but your win steak ends here, kid,” the whiskered raider said.

“What’s your name?” Iro asked, breaking the rules he and Ashvild had set. He forced a growl into his voice, emulating the squad leader.

The raider blinked in surprise. “Key. What’s yours?”

Iro turned and walked away without responding. He felt it was important to know the names of the people he was fighting, but there was no need to share his own name, the man would be dead soon anyway.

The arena started to shift around them, and within seconds, Iro found himself standing at the edge of a shallow depression. Water started falling from somewhere above, collecting in the depression until he and the raider were facing each other across a shallow lake, the water ankle high. It wasn’t enough they’d be likely to drown in it, but would slow them down a little, hinder their movements. He regretted not be able to use his talents or he could take the battle to the air with Blink Strikes.

The buzzer sound and the match began. Iro saw the crowd tense, expecting a burst of action. He smiled beneath his mask, then tore his attention back to the fight. He’d need to focus if he was going to win with no talents.

He and the Berserker faced each other across the pooling water as more fell from above, soaking them both. Neither of them moved. Key drew his swords across his body, then cocked his head to the side. Iro pulled his own blade from over his shoulder and took a ready stance. Key’s crest lit up a pale yellow behind him. It was large and the lines were so lightly coloured Iro couldn’t make out any of the details. He didn’t activate his own crest. He wasn’t going to use it. Key frowned and made a come on gesture with his swords, probably expecting Iro to open with a Blink.

Iro stamped a foot in the water, sending it splashing. Then he launched into a charge straight at Key. The water definitely slowed him, but he powered through with the strength of his Second Gate. Key frowned, then shrugged and met Iro head on. Three swords clashed together with a clang and flying sparks, and the fight was joined.

Key struck high and low, blocking or parrying with one sword, while striking with the other, changing up which served which purpose. Iro backed up a step, trying to put some distance between them to use his longer reach, but Key followed quickly, not letting up. Their swords clashed together again and again, faster and faster. Block, slice, parry, stab, re-position, then all over again.

Iro thought about Ashvild’s mantra drilled into him. Think fast. Act faster. And he let his muscle memory and instinct take control. They danced back and forth through the sloshing water, each strike so fierce they showered the lake with sparks and Iro saw notches gouged into his printed steel blade.

Iro saw a feint coming and used it, dodging to one side and twisting. He brought his sword up in a flashing arc that trailed water droplets. Key flailed backwards away from the strike, wrong-footed. Iro followed, twisting his sword about into a downward slice, then lunging into a stab. Key sidestepped the slice, then batted aside the stab and launched forward into Iro, both swords swinging for his head.

Iro blocked with the flat of his giant sword, already wincing at what Rollo would say about that, then backed up a step. Key surged after him, both swords swinging again and again. Iro lost himself to the rhythm just like he had done learning to fight against Eir so long ago, and just like he had training with Aisha. He gave ground over and over, circling around so he never backed into the wall of the arena. His arms ached with the effort, but he blocked and parried, blocked and parried, blocked and parried.

Key was so fast, moving with a speed that became a blur until Iro was certain he was fighting four swords instead of two. And then he realised it. He was fighting four swords. Each of Key’s strikes trailed a ghostly image of itself that struck again just a heartbeat after the first. It had to be some sort of Berserker talent. And the man was speeding up with each strike, finding his rhythm.

Iro gave ground more quickly now, no longer able to mount an offence of his own, it was all he could do to keep Key’s blades off him. Each strike was a hammer blow followed by another a moment later, and the raider was moving so fast he was a blur of deadly motion.

Panic seized Iro’s chest as he realised that Ashvild was wrong. He was outmatched without his talents. With a couple of quick Blinks, he could get out of range, wrong foot the Berserker, then dart back in from behind. With Burning Adrenaline active, he could match the man for speed and push him back. Without his talents, he was just a chipped sword and failing strength. It was just like Aisha had said; he was useless without his talents.

He missed a block and Key’s cutlass smashed into his side. Iro’s armor caught the blow, but it was a jolt. The follow up ghostly strike found a gap in his armor and bit through the underweave into Iro’s flesh. Iro cried out and staggered back, dripping blood into the water and desperately trying to get his sword up. He was panting heavily, out of breath, glad that the mask hid it. Key didn’t give him a moment’s respite and followed, cutlasses swinging for him again.

Iro suddenly realised Aisha had never said he was useless without his talents, only that he’d relied on them too much. She had also spent hours upon hours, days, training Iro not to use his talents. She was gone now, yes, but Aisha Darwish had prepared him for this match.

Break his rhythm. Iro shouted at himself in his head. And he knew one Corsair who had always excelled at breaking his opponent’s rhythm. Fight like Bjorn!

Iro stepped into the next attack, letting the cutlass crash into his pauldron. Then he activated his Strikebreaker. Ashvild had said no talents, but she hadn’t told him not to use his equipment. A yellow shield of glowing lines flashed around Iro and blocked the next attack. The shield shattered, only ever able to stop a single blow, but the force rebounded onto Key and staggered him. Iro leapt into the moment, sword swinging.

His first slice was blocked, but Key was still reeling. Iro switched his grip in a moment, and pushed, smashing the pommel of his sword into Key’s face. Then he stepped back, twirled his sword about into a devastating downward slice. Key blocked with both swords.

Fight like Rollo!

Iro let go his main sword and ducked close, pulling out his smaller secondary sword and stabbing it into Key’s leg. Quick as lightning, he pulled back, snatching his main sword from the air and dancing back a few steps to give himself a moment to breathe.

They were both bleeding now, minor wounds, but weaknesses. Where Key’s blood dripped, the water sizzled and steamed. Iro lifted his secondary sword and found the blade twisted and pitted and smoking where Key’s blood stained it. Another Berserker talent, some sort of burning blood. Iro threw his useless secondary sword away to steam in the water.

Fight like Ashvild!

Key’s wound was on his left thigh, a deep stab around the armor plates. Nothing vital hit, but it would slow him down. He was limping a little. Iro started circling the man, making him move, forcing him to keep putting weight on his injured leg. The water steamed around Key where his blood dripped and he wiped a sweaty hand across his face.

Iro leapt on the distraction, darting in with an overhead slash. Key blocked with one cutlass and swiped with the other, but Iro spun away to the left, forcing Key to turn again, breaking off the attack so the Berserker couldn’t get into a rhythm. He struck and moved to the left, struck and moved to the left. Key stumbled on his wounded leg and Iro pounced with a stab to Key’s chest, followed by getting in close like Bjorn and smashing the man with his pommel again.

Key fell to one knee, his swords dropping. He was defenceless. He was dead! Iro spun away and brought his sword around in a dizzying slash aimed right for the man’s neck.

Eclipse Eyildr appeared with a sound like ships colliding. She stopped Iro’s blade a breath from Key’s neck. Her gaze was steel and locked on Iro, her expression hard. “This match is over,” she said.

Iro panted behind his mask and slowly pulled his blade back.

“You go too far, Iro,” Eyildr hissed. “You almost killed him.”

Iro let his gaze wander to where Key knelt, panting and bloody and looking like he was about to collapse. He heard Ashvild in his head again. She’d said that to make the raiders fear him, he needed to be inhuman. They could not see him scared or indecisive. They had to see him as brutal and unbeatable.

Iro looked up at Eyildr and was glad his face was half hidden by the mask. “That was the point,” he snarled.

The screens above changed to declare Iro the winner of the match. The water stopped falling from above, and started to drain away beneath their feet. Key turned on his knees to stare up at the raider’s box. The Emperor stared down at him with cold eyes and gave his head a single shake, then raised his hand.

“Please no—” Key’s words faltered as his breastplate compacted, crushing his chest. The raider toppled, dead before the water finished draining away.

Iro turned and strode towards the locker room. One more opponent down. One more raider dead. He was one step closer to being crowned champion.


CHAPTER 38


“You’re really shoving it to them, eh?” Freya said with a grin as they stood over the printer.

Iro was back on the Eclipse, showered and feeling an odd mixture of elation and anxiety over his match. He’d won and he’d done it just like Ashvild had demanded, without using any talents, just his own skill and the strength of his Second Gate. And yet… Eyildr had intervened, stopping him from killing Key. And the look in her eyes was disappointment. Just thinking about it made Iro feel nauseated. He wasn’t really going to kill the raider. In his mind, he’d have pulled his blow just in time to spare his life. Only, he hadn’t been pulling his blow at all.

He tore his attention away from his thoughts. Freya was grinning up at him, waiting for a response. “I have to show them we’re not to be scrapped with,” Iro said. “They’ll soon learn we have teeth and we bite back.”

Freya whooped and punched his arm, then shook out her fist. “Too right. And to think our champion is going to be the little imp who comes around begging for junk to salvage just to have something to do. Bet they’d laugh if they knew you stripped wires in your spare time.”

“Not so little anymore, Freya,” Iro said, standing on his toes so his chin was level with the crown of her head.

The tech snorted and shoved him in the chest. Iro took a step back as if she’d actually moved him, though he could have held his ground if he wanted. “Just cos you’ve sprouted a few inches doesn’t make you bigger than me,” she said. “I swear you’re more solid than you were, too.” She looked him up and down and smiled.

Iro shrugged. “Lugging all those boxes of gears you give me is heavy work.”

“Uh huh,” she said with a coy smile. The printer beeped and went dormant and she turned to it, flipping open the case and pulling out his new secondary sword.

“You’re not angry at me for slagging the last one?” Iro asked. He’d been going through swords so regularly over the past six months, and Freya had a habit of berating him for it. There were so many techs aboard the Eclipse, and yet she always seemed to be the one drawing the short straw to print his new swords. It was strange considering she was the head of the tech core.

“Angry?” Freya snorted as she inspected the blade. “Nah. You’re gonna be champion of the fleet, Iro. And I get to make your swords.” It was a far cry from her usual grumbles about how he broke every blade he touched and tripled her workload.

“Thanks, Freya,” Iro said as he took his new sword. “And I’ll be back to salvage some more junk once the tournament is over.”

She laughed, one hand on her hip, a smile on her face. “You better. Don’t you be a stranger, Iro.” She stared at him all the way until he was out of the engineering section. There was something a little too frank and appraising about her gaze, and Iro found himself reddening in the cheeks as he thought about it.

His next stop was the galley. He was so hungry his stomach had twisted into a knot and was learning to speak. He sat down with a tray of food, mostly tubers and meat, with a single apple. And, of course, nutrient rich algae paste. The whole fleet was back on algae rations since the dome shattered.

“Command!” North said as the bot flew across the galley, over tables where other Eclipse crew were eating. “Encouragement: You did it! North predicted a 52% chance of failure, but Command Iro beat the odds.”

“You thought I was going to lose?” Iro asked.

North landed on the table and waddled closer on its stubby legs. “52% is statistically irrelevant. North has used the data to update subsequent prediction models.” The bot scanned Iro’s food, then launched into the air and landed on his shoulder. “North is… glad Command Iro won.”

“Glad, huh?” Iro said. “That sounds like an emotion.”

North buzzed but said nothing.

Eir stopped by the table. She was frowning, her arms crossed and not a hint of her usual energetic bounciness to be seen.

“Hey! Did you see?” Iro said. “I won.”

Eir nodded as she slid into the chair opposite Iro. “I saw it,” she said quietly. “I saw you risk your life to make an example of that man. I saw you toy with him like a monster with its prey. I saw you try to kill him.”

“No,” Iro said with a shake of his head. “That wasn’t it at all. I wasn’t toying with him.”

“You didn’t even use a talent, Iro. You didn’t even show him enough respect to fight him on equal footing.”

“I… But it’s part of the plan. Ashvild came up with it. It’s to make them afraid.”

Eir grimaced. “Is that what you want? People to be afraid of you?”

“Not people, but the raiders⁠—”

“Are people, Iro,” she said, her voice raising. “It doesn’t matter what they’ve done, they are still people.”

Iro glanced around. Some of the others in the galley were looking their way now, their attention drawn by Eir’s raised voice.

“Maybe we could talk about this somewhere else?” Iro suggested.

Eir shook her head, hands closing into fists. “Iro, you almost killed him. You would have killed him if my mother hadn’t stopped you.”

Iro shook his head quickly. “I would have pulled my blow.” The words felt like a lie even as he said them. He had committed himself to the strike. There was no way he could have stopped it. “And even if I hadn’t, so what? The raiders are killing us. They broke the dome. How many of our people did we lose into the void? They almost killed me twice on the titan. They would have killed me, and my whole squad, if not for Ahmad Darwish. And Aisha Darwish, Eir. They killed Aisha right in that arena in front of everyone. They are killing us, so who gives a scrap if we kill them back?”

“I care! You should care, Iro. Don’t you remember Alfvyn and Torben? Torben is gone. Arn is a wreck because of it. Ingrid is…” She shook her head. “These raiders are people. They have friends and family who care about them just like we cared about Torben. You can’t just kill them.”

Iro slammed a fist on the table. Everyone in the galley was watching them now, so many eyes staring at him, judging him. “It doesn’t matter, Eir. He was going to die anyway. He did die. The Emperor killed him. What difference would it make if I did it instead?”

Eir’s eyes narrowed, tears making the blue sparkle. “It matters, Iro. It matters that you didn’t do it.”

“Well, I didn’t,” Iro said angrily. “Like you said, Eyildr stopped me.”

“Detecting elevated heart rates.”

“Shut up, North,” Iro snapped at the bot, not taking his gaze from Eir.

She wiped at her eyes. “This isn’t you, Iro.”

Was it him? Or was it the monster he sometimes felt inside, the one that rose to the surface when he closed the circuit? Iro wasn’t sure. But the truth didn’t matter, because he was the last one left. The last Hero of the Fleet left. Aisha was dead, Emil had dropped out. The Grands had named him a hero, made him fight in the tournament, a tournament they needed to win. Just like Aisha, he didn’t have a choice of what he did or who he was.

“What if it is?” Iro said quietly. “What if this is me? Who I need to be. Who the fleet needs me to be. Someone has to stand up to the raiders. Someone needs to tell them scrap off, to scare them off. No one else is doing it, so it has to be me.”

“You think you’re alone?”

Iro scoffed, his voice rising again. “I don’t see you out there fighting for the fleet. I don’t see any of you out there. It’s just me. So yes, I’m alone. And I’m doing what I have to. To protect you. To protect the fleet. To win.”

Eir shook her head and stood. She opened her mouth as if to say more, then shut it and walked away.

Iro stood. “Eir wait.”

She glanced back at him, a cold fury he’d never seen in her eyes, then she was out the galley door and gone.

Iro sank back into his chair with a sigh. That had gone badly. He wasn’t even sure he’d meant half of what he’d said. But he felt attacked and unappreciated. Everything he was doing, he was doing for the fleet. And if some of the raiders had to die to keep everyone safe, then so be it.

“Command Query: Does Command Iro wish for North to reclassify the humans from the raider fleet?”

“What?” Iro snapped. He looked up to find most of the people in the galley were still staring at him. A few of them nodded in respect, while others gave him a look of disgust and turned away. He wasn’t sure he liked either response.

“Should North reclassify the humans from the raider fleet as monsters?” the bot buzzed as it took off and landed on Iro’s shoulder.

“No,” Iro said. He stood again and marched out of the galley. “No, North. They’re not monsters. They’re people.”


CHAPTER 39


Toshiko limped from the locker room feeling an odd mix of sorry for herself and elation. She knew one thing for certain: she never wanted to fight a Vanguard again. Never ever ever ever. She’d thought it would be easy, the class being mostly immobile and based around defence. She could just pepper them with shots from afar then smash them with a big ol’ blast. But then the Vanguard went and took a 33% Gigabeam to the chest and shrugged it off, which had put Toshiko firmly on the back foot. Of course, it really didn’t matter how big and tough and armored you were when facing a Soundwave to the face at point blank range. That had put the raider down, unconscious and twitching in a pile of vomit. Unfortunately, at point blank range, Toshiko hadn’t fared much better herself. She had staggered from the arena victorious but with a head that felt like someone had sounded a particularly vicious klaxon between her ears, then stuffed her skull with insulation foam. Which was how she tripped on the stairs and twisted her ankle.

Her head was still fuzzy as a hornagor’s backside no matter how many times she tried to shake it off. Ear plugs, she decided. Ear plugs would be a required bit of equipment from now on.

“If only you’d learned the sensory expansion technique properly, Toshiko,” she said in Steel Lotus’ voice. “You’d be able to shut off your hearing to avoid the consequences.”

“Well, I didn’t…” She trailed off as she realised she’d left Steel Lotus shoved into her locker, which meant she really was just talking to herself. She laughed nervously as she glanced about. “Don’t worry, Toshiko,” she said to herself. “No one heard you, just keep going as if you’re completely sane.” She continued her way to the seating area, hurrying past other Hoppers and raiders and desperately trying not to catch any gazes.

“You’re going to lose.”

Toshiko stopped and spun about, reaching for her TCX cannon and drawing it in one fluid motion. A startled Hopper from the Home Fleet held up his hands in surrender, but it hadn’t been him. Toshiko shook her head at the man, annoyed, then nodded for him to go.

“I know you’re here, Cycle,” she said loudly, not caring that a couple of other raiders looked up to stare at her. “Stop stalking me, you scrapping weirdo!”

Her beret was snatched off her head from behind and Toshiko spun again, flaring her crest and overcharging the TCX to 150%. But there was no one behind her. She was sure it was Cycle, it had to be. And he had taken her beret, but there was no sign of him or it.

“Give it back, Cycle!” Toshiko hissed.

Still no answer.

Toshiko discharged the current in her TCX as a useless burst of air that stirred dust from the ground. “I’m going to waste you in the arena, you little creep.” She turned on her heel and hurried up the steps towards the crowd. She didn’t know if she could follow up on her threat. Cycle was so damned fast it was scary.

She found Iro, Justice, and Bjorn in the seats and slunk down next to them. Eir was nowhere to be seen, and Iro looked to be sulking. He didn’t even turn to greet her.

“Shouldn’t you be happier?” Justice asked. “You won, yes? I did see that right.”

Toshiko crossed her arms and scratched at an itch. “I’m being stalked by a Surveyor with an attitude problem.”

Justice opened his mouth to speak.

“A different Surveyor with a different attitude problem.”

“Ah, Cycle. I’ve been watching him,” Justice said.

Iro’s tablet pinged and he let out a loud sigh, then glanced down at it. He stood slowly, looking tired and angry. “I have to go,” he said.

“Good luck!” Toshiko called after him.

He nodded his head, but didn’t stop walking.

“What’s up with him?” Toshiko said. He hadn’t even congratulated her on her win.

Bjorn chuckled. “He’s feeling sorry for himself because he and Eir had a fight.”

“Oh,” Toshiko said. “At least he told you about it.”

“Nope,” Bjorn said. “He’s said two words to me all day. But everyone on the Eclipse knows about it because they were screaming at each other right in the galley.”

“How’s Eir?”

Bjorn chuckled again. “Just as pissed, but she goes all chatty with it while Iro goes silent. Be glad she’s sitting with our old training master, because I doubt she’s even taking a moment to breathe.”

Toshiko stared after Iro for a few seconds. She’d seen him like this twice before. Back in the gaunt nest after the containment breach, and again after the Spire when they encountered the Black Cloaks. Both times he’d been sullen and filled with rage. Both times he’d scared her.

Toshiko felt a poke on her arm and turned to find Scribbles clinging to the chair next to her. She cocked an eyebrow at the autodage.

“No,” Justice said. “You tell her.”

Scribbles swung around to stare at Justice, then turned back to Toshiko, leapt down onto the seat and ignited its plasma torch to burn a message into the chair. It read: Cungatz.

Justice sniggered. “Apparently, I never programmed it with how to spell even simple words. Never thought I’d need it.”

Toshiko grinned at Scribbles and held up her hand. It bobbed its head against her palm in a high five. “Thank you,” Toshiko said. “At least someone cares.”

“I care!” Justice said quickly. “You’re our first semi-finalist. I’m very proud.”

Bjorn coughed pointedly from up front. “Hey, I was a finalist. I almost won.”

“First Gate,” Justice said with a shake of his head. “A child could have won your match. And you were not even close.”

“Aren’t you still First Gate?”

Justice nodded. “And I hope never to advance. These Second Gaters are scary.” He nudged Toshiko and she looked up at him and smiled. “Just two more matches to go. And one of them might be against Iro.”

Toshiko shrugged. “One of them might be against Cycle.” Or Wave, now she thought about it. She hadn’t really been paying too much attention to the raider Corsair, but Iro was furious with her for stealing his sword a while ago. She was also tearing through the competition with ease and was scheduled to fight just after Iro. They were getting down to the final matches now and everyone left was scary strong.

“Do you, uh… Do you think I can win?” Toshiko asked.

Justice leaned back and put his hands behind his head. “Not a chance. But then, I’m still honestly amazed we didn’t all die on our first Hop, so what do I know?”

[image: ]


Iro stared at his tablet, hoping for a message to pop up. Hoping that Eir would wish him luck or tell him he was a rustling, or anything.

Nothing.

“Pay attention,” Ashvild said. “You people and your drama, you get so distracted.”

“Did she say anything to you?” Iro asked.

Ashvild stared blankly.

“Sorry!” Iro stood and pushed Eir from his mind. “I’m ready to do whatever I have to. What’s the play here?”

Ashvild let slip a small smile. “No mercy.”

They were in the locker room again, waiting for Iro to be called. His opponent was in there, too. Draven’s Regards Johns, a Vanguard from an upper ship. Iro had caught his eye once or twice, and the man had smiled and given him a genial nod. It felt wrong fighting one of their own.

“No mercy?” Iro asked. “You want me to ki⁠—”

“No!” Ashvild snapped. “Of course not.”

“Right. Good. I just had to check.”

Ashvild narrowed her eyes at him as she leaned against the wall, her arms crossed over her chest. “This is not a to-the-death match, Iro. Your role here is to beat him soundly enough he realises he is outmatched.”

“Is he?” Iro asked. “I mean he’s made it to the quarterfinals. He must be strong.”

“Be stronger. When I say no mercy, I mean to treat this match like he is a raider. No going easy on him just because he’s from the Home Fleet.”

“So I can use my talents again.”

Ashvild smiled slyly. “Oh yes. Don’t use your Strikebreaker though. I don’t want you to come to rely on it. But I think now might be a good time to show off your new talent. Make a spectacle of it.”

Iro smiled. He’d been waiting for a chance to show Stutterstrike. He’d specifically learned it for the tournament because it was a talent that had tactical possibilities.

“You ready to play?” Johns asked as he strode through from the other locker room. He was a tall man, rangy and full of smiles with bright gray eyes. His armor was painted a deep green and he carried a tower shield and a nasty-looking war hammer. Iro did not much fancy taking a hit from that hammer, as he’d seen what a mess it could make of armor.

“Sure!” Iro said. He held out his hand. “Good luck, I guess. But, what happens up there, don’t take it personally.”

Johns shook his hand and grinned. “I can believe it. I’ve seen you fight, but don’t go thinking I’m a pushover.”

Iro fixed his mask over his mouth, and they strode up the stairs into the arena together.

The raider crowd was predictably silent. They did not care who won this match. The Second Gate matches were not going as easy for them as the First Gates had gone or the Third Gates were going. They only had three contestants left: Wave, Cycle, and a Mage. Iro still hoped he got a chance to face Wave.

The Home Fleet crowd made up for the raider’s silence, cheering both Iro and Johns. It was somewhat odd to think that whoever won, the Home Fleet had both a victor to celebrate and a loser to commiserate.

He and Johns had already said their piece to each other below and Iro had nothing else to say, not to mention Ashvild wanted him to retain his mystique, so they both took their places and waited for the arena to change. It didn’t. The terrain selected had chosen arena. They were to fight as it was, across a large, circular expanse. No cover, no obstacles.

Johns drew his war hammer and crouched behind his shield. It was huge, covering most of his body and curved to deflect blows. Iro had studied Johns’ matches and knew he didn’t use barriers, but focused on physical defence and crushing strikes with his hammer. He had already shown off all his talents and his moves, while Iro had barely scratched the surface.

The buzzer sounded. Iro crossed the distance and sent a Mirage in. As Johns turned just slightly to follow the fake Iro, Iro spun inside his guard and delivered a thunderous slash against the Vanguard’s chest. His sword connected with armor, and Iro used Stutterstrike. The blow didn’t even make a sound and as Iro danced away, he left a glowing blue line etched across Johns’ breastplate.

“Huh!” Johns said, grimacing. “I thought you’d hit harder. I didn’t even feel that.” He grinned and crouched behind his shield, war hammer held over the top like a kharapid tail about to strike.

Iro raised his offhand and clicked his fingers, releasing the Stutterstrike. Johns rocked backward as the force of Iro’s previous blow finally hit him. For just a moment, his shield swung away from his body. It was all the opening Iro needed. He dashed back in and struck again, using Stutterstrike to delay the damage. He slashed across Johns’ chest, his leg, his arm. Iro danced behind him and delivered two cross slashes to his back, then to his other arm and leg, and finally a strike to his war hammer. Each attack left a glowing blue line but made no sound and did no damage.

Iro leapt away from Johns even as the Vanguard finally recovered with a roar, and swung at him. Eight Stutterstrikes. Eight was Iro’s current limit. He’d tried to hold more, but if he did, the energy of the first dissipated. But eight was enough.

“What are you playing at⁠—”

Iro turned his back on Johns and lowered his sword. Then he clicked his fingers again. Johns’ armor exploded, his legs were knocked from under him, his war hammer ripped from his numb hands to clatter across the arena. He fell to his knees, reeling and beaten.

Iro glanced over his shoulder at the man and willed him to give up. But he said nothing. Johns looked like he’d been hit by a comet. Part of his ruined breastplate fell away, his arms hung limp by his side. He was panting and dazed. The Vanguard tried to get up, using his shield as a crutch, but he collapsed again, the shield falling from his fingers.

“Give up,” Iro whispered beneath his mask. “Give up!”

Johns raised a single hand. “I surrender.”

Iro breathed out a sigh of relief, but he didn’t let it show. The raiders needed to see the version of him that would scare them. They needed to see the monster.

He glanced up at the Emperor’s box and found the man leaning forwards, peering down at him with a manic grin on his face. Iro’s legs trembled, and he had to lock his knees to keep from collapsing. He turned away without another word, and walked as calmly as he could to the arena exit. Only once he was out of sight did he tear his mask from his face and lean against the wall, desperately trying to catch his breath.


CHAPTER 40


Iro was down in the locker room, taking off his armor when Johns finally limped down the steps. Iro had aimed every one of his strikes at armor, but he hadn’t pulled a single blow. He’d thought the Vanguard could take it.

“Hey!” Iro said, standing. “About what happened up there.”

Johns scoffed and staggered past Iro. He shook his head and glared. “I get that you’re strong, Eclipse. But believe it or not, we’re on the same side. The least you could have done was showed me some respect.”

“I—”

Johns held up a hand to stop him. “Good luck in the rest of the tournament,” he snarled as he limped away. “Hero, my ass.”

Iro sank back down onto the bench and glanced at his tablet. He had no messages waiting. Nobody congratulating him, not even North. And nothing from Eir.

He felt like he was failing, even while winning every match. He was the last of the ‘fleet heroes’ left in the competition, and he’d thought this was what the fleet needed from him, but now he wasn’t so sure. He couldn’t shake the feeling he’d got it wrong.

Eir was in the seats, watching the matches with Rollo. It’d be easy enough to go and find her. Apologising might be a little harder, but it would be worth it. Maybe he could make her understand that it was all an act he needed to put on to show the raiders the Home Fleet was not to be scrapped with. But she was watching, and she’d have seen what he did to Johns. Iro saw no way that didn’t end in another argument.

Before he could think himself out of action, Iro opened up a message thread with Eir and wrote,

Iro


I’m sorry.





Then he closed it down and refused to think about it until she replied. He stripped off the last of his armor and leaned back against his locker, then brought up the arena feed just in time to see Wave’s match.

The raider strode into the arena looking bored. Her fleet cheered her as loudly as any of the raiders, but Wave didn’t look like she welcomed it. She was a gangly woman with dark spiky hair and black eyes. Her armor was gray like all the raiders, but she had removed the pauldrons and it made her seem thinner than all her comrades. She had no cape, so Iro guessed she wasn’t an officer with the raiders. Just another grunt. She carried a single sword that he could see. It was long and straight with a single edge, no ornaments, just straight to the point. He remembered fighting her and she had somehow made her blade vanish, slipping through his own to slash at him. He still had a small scar on his cheek and two larger ones on his chest to remind him of his loss. Not to mention she had taken his sister’s sword. She couldn’t even use it, the blade was titansteel and attuned to Iro. It wouldn’t channel anyone else’s current, but she had taken it anyway. Just to humiliate him.

Wave hadn’t been challenged yet, not really. Iro had been watching her matches eagerly, trying to figure out her talents. She had cruised through her opponents with raw speed and impressive skill. She’d also used her Vanishing Blade talent a few times, her crest flaring into searing white behind her whenever she used it. It had revealed two things to Iro. First was that she was closing in on her Third Gate, the closed lock visible at the top of her crest. The second was that her Vanishing Blade appeared to be a talent path connected to Shadow Blade. Like Shadow Blade, Vanishing Blade made the sword appear as if it wasn’t there, but it also allowed the sword to pass through armor to strike at the flesh beneath. Luckily, it didn’t seem to be able to pass through titansteel, or maybe Wave was just holding something back to surprise a more powerful opponent.

Another raider walked into the arena. The luck of the draw had Iro fighting Johns, while Wave faced off against a Mage from the raiders. The Mage was a big man made of muscles and smiles, and the crowd loved him as he raised his beefy arms to them. The screens above announced him as Stone, and after he was done flexing to the crowd, he pulled a pistol from his hip holster and twirled it around his fingers.

Stone and Wave met in the middle of the arena. A few of the camera bots flew closer to capture their exchange.

Stone smiled at Wave and leaned in close. “You could surrender. We could spend this time doing something a little more fun.” He winked at her.

Wave shrugged. “I hope you g-go wraith when I beat you. That way I get to k-kill you twice,” she said in a flat voice.

“I’m gonna enjoy making you beg for mercy in that stutter.”

“N-no. You won’t.” Wave turned away and both raiders assumed their positions.

The arena modified itself around them to take on the appearance of a junk incinerator complete with belching flames, dangling chains, and grinding conveyor belts. Iro leaned in close to his tablet to watch. It was strange, but despite hating Wave, he desperately wanted her to win. He wanted the chance to fight her on equal level, to beat her as badly as she had beaten him. He wanted to pay her back for stealing his sword.

The fight started and Wave darted in, closing the distance. If she could fight up close, she was sure to win against a Mage, but Stone would have the untenable advantage at range. Stone reached into a pouch at his belt and threw dust into the air, and as Wave got in close, sparks erupted like exploding stars. Wave staggered back, blinking rapidly and wiping at her eyes. Stone raised his pistol and fired, his crest flaring orange behind him. Wave dodged to the side way from the blast, but Stone pulled out a larger pistol with a short barrel and fired another shot with a wider spread. The blast smashed into Wave’s chest and sent her flying backwards and crying out in pain.

They traded blows back and forth, but every time Wave got close, Stone pulled out another trick to knock her back or sneak away. Every blast he fired chipped her armor or splashed blood across the arena. Wave got in a couple of decent slashes, each one slipping past armor and drawing blood, but Stone got away every time. Even Blink Strikes didn’t help Wave as Stone’s stubby cannon had such a wide spread that it knocked her out of her strikes every time. Wave was outmatched.

Iro crowded over his tablet, staring at the screen, willing Wave to beat him. He needed his chance to take revenge.

Wave tried to Blink in again, but Stone raised his stubby cannon and fired. The blast hit Wave in the face and she screamed, cartwheeling backwards against a conveyor belt and crashing down on the other side. She didn’t get up and there was a lot of blood. Iro willed the camera bot to move and get a better shot of her.

The screen stuttered, and Iro felt his stomach lurch as if falling. For just a moment, he felt like the whole world was fizzing around him, like he was viewing everything through a haze of static.

Then the camera feed resumed and Wave was gone. The feed switched to show her standing in front of Stone, holding the barrel of his stubby cannon in her hand. She was surrounded by fierce white light that made her look like she was glowing, and for the first time she was wearing a fierce grin on her scratched and bleeding face. As Iro watched, Wave crushed the barrel of Stone’s cannon in her bare hand.

“Scrap!” Iro swore. “She’s opened her Third Gate.”
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Emil grabbed the dartray by its slimy head and its tail whipped around to wrap up his legs. Then it electrocuted him. He ground his teeth together to stop from biting his tongue.

“Need a hand?” said the old Vanguard who was leading the defence of D4. He leaned against a wall, arms crossed over his broad chest, a laconic grin on his stubbled face. It was not the first time he’d asked it. He kept harping on about how Paladins shouldn’t be on the front lines.

Emil fought through the shocking pulses and squeezed until the dartray’s head popped with a disgusting squelch that showered his newly printed gauntlets with gooey gore. The monster went limp, its tail loosening from around his legs and he stepped free, dropping the remains and wiping his gauntlets.

“Just like every time before,” Emil said, treating the Vanguard to a glower. “No. I don’t need your scrapping help to deal with a couple of weakling monsters.”

The old man didn’t treat any of the other D4 defenders that way, but Emil had the feeling he was trying to get under his skin. Apparently, his choice to drop out of the tournament did not go down well with a lot of the Hoppers from the Home Fleet. They thought him a coward. They didn’t understand, and it wasn’t his job to make them.

Emil sat down on the step. The doors to D4 were pretty heavily barricaded, but the entrance was expansive and every few minutes another monster or two would slither up out of the grates or drop from the ceiling, desperate to get inside the arena and find some people to kill. Monsters were always attracted to humans, and so many people gathering in one place was calling them from all over the wing. They hadn’t fought anything too powerful yet here at D4, but some of the entrances were reporting packs of vhar assaulting them. C2 had gone dark and needed backup and when the backup arrived, they declared all the entrances needed reinforcing. Apparently, the site had been bloody. Emil hoped the raiders were protecting their own borders as diligently. All it took was one entrance to fall without help, and monsters would swarm into the arena. And a lot of the people inside weren’t Hoppers. They couldn’t defend themselves.

Emil switched the feed on his tablet to watch the arena matches. He’d just about caught Iro’s match and had already decided his friend needing slapping out of his arrogance later on. It was a disrespectful showing considering he was fighting a fellow Hopper. Now there were two raiders fighting and he recognised one as the Corsair who had kicked the scrap out of Iro and stole his sword.

The screen flickered and Emil saw the Corsair vanish and reappear. It was pretty clear she had just opened her Third Gate. He sighed.

“Boss, we’ve just had a gate unlock,” Emil said loudly.

The old Vanguard grimaced and turned to him. “You sure?”

“Pretty sure,” Emil grunted and put his earpiece in to listen to the feed. A gate opening would summon every monster from nearby. They were about to get really busy.

The Corsair blazed with power, a grin on her wounded face. She crushed the Mage’s cannon in one hand. The Silver Blade appeared between the two with a flicker of her sword and she shoved both competitors back. The raider Mage looked terrified, but the Corsair snorted as if eager to fight on. It was pointless now, the Mage stood no chance.

“This match is over,” the Silver Blade said loudly.

“Yeah boss,” Emil said. “I’m sure. One of the raiders just opened a gate.”

The screen changed to show the raider Emperor stand up in his box. He leaned forward, filling the screen. Even through the feed, Emil felt an insidious fear creep over him. The man was so scrapping powerful.

“No,” the Emperor said, his voice sonorous. “The fight continues.”

The Silver Blade looked to the Home Fleet box. Brevity was there today and the Grand gave an expansive shrug, then sat back down. The Silver Blade sighed and stepped back, allowing the fight to continue. It lasted one second.

The Mage raised his hand cannon, but the Corsair was gone. Then the Mage had a sword sticking through his chest from behind and that was that. The power of a Third Gate versus a Second Gate. The physical boost wasn’t as pronounced as from First to Second, but the swelling of current was immense. And of course opening the Third Gate gave the Hopper access to their unique talent.

Emil wondered if he’d have a second chance to gain a unique talent now he had a Surveyor crest. He was only stalled as a Paladin, after all.

“Courage, get over here,” ordered the old Vanguard. “We’re about to have company and we’ll need enhancements.”

Emil glanced up at the man. “I’m not that kind of Paladin,” he said, and turned his attention back to the tablet. If the raider Corsair had just opened her Third Gate, no one in the contest stood a chance against her. Did that mean the Second Gate matches were over?

On the feed, the Silver Blade raised a hand to her earpiece and spoke quietly, then waited. Then she shrugged and cleared her throat. “As it would no longer be responsible for contestants of this level to fight Wave, she is hereby disqualified from the Second Gate contest. But will be allowed to participate in the upcoming Third Gate matches.”

The raider crowd erupted into noise, screaming protests. The Corsair’s face settled into a blank, unreadable mask.

“Courage!” the old Vanguard said. A howl sounded in the distance, echoing across the D4 entrance. “Get up here.”

Emil shrugged. “I don’t see any monsters yet. Live ones anyway.” He went back to staring at his tablet. Iro would be pissed. He was looking forward to getting some payback against the raider Corsair and… Emil sighed. “That scrapping idiot.”

Iro burst out of the Home Fleet entrance into the arena. He was dressed only in his black underweave. He swept his sword and vanished, reappearing to stand across from the raider.

“I’ll fight her!” Iro shouted.

Another howl sounded nearby and Emil looked up just in time to see a vhar caster appear in a cacophonic burst of sound that staggered the old Vanguard. The monster reached for him and Emil burst into action and slammed into the monster, sending it careening away. He straightened up, cracked his knuckles, then held out a hand to help the Vanguard to his feet.

“You might want to call in some backup,” Emil said. Because if there was one thing he knew about the vhar, they never hunted alone.


CHAPTER 41


“You can’t win,” Ashvild said coldly.

“So everyone keeps telling me,” Iro said as he glanced down at his tablet for the hundredth time in the past hour.

There was a message from his mother, begging him to come back to the Courage for a visit. He wanted to. Now more than ever, he wanted to go home, even if only for a little while. He wanted the comfort of the cramped, rusting walls, the whirring and clunking of the air vents, the smell of ozone from decaying filters. The gentle wisdom of his mother, always knowing what he should do. But he couldn’t go home. Not yet. Not until he had achieved his promises.

There was still no reply from the one person he really wanted to hear from though. Still nothing from Eir.

“I’m not backing out,” Iro said resolutely.

They were back in the Corsair training section on the titan. The gauntlet was dormant, and none of the sparring halls were in use. The whole thing was deserted and eerily quiet. And, as with any space on the titan where people had been, monsters had moved in. Iro saw a couple of kharapids curled up in dark corners of the gauntlet, hoping an unwary Hopper would make a run and be easy prey. A hole in the wall behind them was new and edged with rust, which probably meant rustlings were chewing through the walls again. And there were watery tendrils sticking out of the pool beneath the gauntlet, waving in the air like loose cables. That meant a hydrid had made the place its home and Iro was not sure he was ready to face one of those monsters. They were high grade, but they were also ambush predators, unlikely to attack unless they sensed a gate opening nearby.

“I’m going to try to talk you out of it,” Ashvild said as she paced before the gauntlet.

“You’re going to fail.”

“You are a Second Gater, Iro. You cannot fight a Third Gater. She will crush you in seconds.”

“I’m sick of only punching down. Eyildr punched up with Burning Adrenaline, so will I.”

“If you lose, and you will lose, this will undermine everything we have been trying to achieve. The goal was to make the raiders scared of you, to make you appear to be an unassailable force, far stronger than anything they had at the same level.”

“Anyone, not anything. We’re people, Ash.” That was what Eir had been trying to explain to him. They were all people, and the distinction mattered. “And scrap the plan. I’m fighting her.”

Ashvild stopped pacing and turned to him with narrowed eyes. He sensed a change in tactics.

“Do you remember the thought exercise, the imaginary opponent I gave you with an ever-expanding list of talents and attributes? Tell me what you learned.”

“That in order to win, I need to know my opponent and what they are capable of, and the environment, and⁠—”

“It is impossible to know what Wave is capable of in this situation. She now has access to her unique talent, and we have no idea what that might be. They manifest… unpredictably according to a Hopper’s individual persona. Can you say you know this raider well enough to predict that manifestation?”

“No, but it doesn’t matter. She hasn’t had time to practice it,” Iro argued. “No one learns to control a new talent in hours, Ash. It takes days or weeks of practice. Rollo said unique talents can be even more slippery to get a handle of.”

“You missed another point of the thought exercise. Even once the parameters were fully specified, you couldn’t win. Why?”

“Because you made the imaginary opponent unbeatable,” Iro shook his head and whistled for North. The bot gave up scanning the hydrid tentacles and flew over.

“Because some fights are unwinnable, Iro,” Ashvild said. “Some opponents are too strong, or just too well suited to beat you. In the thought exercise, you never won, you never even survived. What was the one tactic you never tried?”

Iro shrugged. He couldn’t remember, he’d tried so many tactics and none had gained him victory. But then Ashvild had made the opponent unbeatable on purpose. It wasn’t about winning, but constantly coming up with new strategies.

“North knows,” the bot buzzed as it landed on Iro’s shoulder. “Command Iro never ran away.”

Ashvild nodded.

“And Command Iro isn’t about to start running away now,” Iro said. “I’m doing this, Ash.”

North buzzed again. “Would Command Iro like a threat assessment on the raider Wave?”

“No,” Iro said.

“Yes!” Ashvild spoke over him.

“Threat level: 42.”

“That’s high, Iro,” Ashvild said. “Too high.”

Iro crossed his arms. “North, what are the parameters of your threat assessment scale?”

“Threats are allocated a value between 1 and 101 in relation to Command Iro’s current capabilities.”

Iro smiled. “1 being certain victory and 101 being certain defeat. So with 42 being lower than half, that means I have a greater than 50/50 chance of winning.”

North buzzed and Ashvild sighed. “No,” they said together.

“I’m not backing down, Ash.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Eir is right. You are unbelievable. Fine, then we best come up with some tactics.” She turned and started towards the sparring halls. “Iro, come. I need to see everything you are capable of. North, I need the full results of your threat assessment of Wave. There must be something we can use.”
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Wave stepped out of her rusting pod to find people watching her. She didn’t like it. She was used to being ignored or mocked or sometimes even attacked. All three options were preferable to the intense scrutiny. The people from the junker fleet eyed her suspiciously, as though it was her fault she was being made to fight a weak opponent. It wasn’t. She would have happily advanced to the next level of the tournament and left the Second Gaters behind, but that Eclipse boy wanted to sacrifice himself. One more stepping stone to taking the wing. It would be a momentary reprieve in the grand scheme of things, but it was needed. The blight was getting out of control. The Wardens couldn’t keep up.

Worse than the junkers staring at her, was her own people. They gave her nods of respect, or even smiles. She didn’t like. It was creepy. It made her feel awkward and exposed. Made her feel like she wanted to run away or fight.

Without her meaning to, her crest activated, flaring white behind her. Her new unique talent activated with it and a crying mimic of her ripped out of her chest, complete with head, arms, and torso. It wailed and clawed at the air, trying to free itself. She had no idea what would happen if it managed to get free. Would it run away and leave her without fear for the rest of her life? Part of her would welcome that. To be free of fear didn’t sound so bad, and for a few moments Wave revelled in it. While her emotional mimic was trying to get free, slowly pulling more and more of itself out of her chest, she no longer feared the eyes staring at her, the whispers aimed her way. She no longer feared anything.

Wave grabbed her mimic by the shoulders and dragged it back inside her chest, then shut off her crest. She would not let it get free, not because she didn’t like being free of fear, but because it was hers and she would not give up anything that belonged to her. As soon as the mimic was back inside, the fear returned. All those eyes staring at her, what would they think of her after seeing her lose control like that?

She grabbed the swords from her pod, clutched them to her chest and hurried away. She’d always thought unlocking her unique talent would be wonderful, but no, of course she had to get an unruly one that activated on its own and tried to escape her control. Only fear had manifested so far, and that made twice now it had tried to escape. She could feel others though, hiding beneath the surface. Emotional mimics just waiting for a chance to escape and leave her numb.

When she reached the locker room, she ducked inside and closed the door behind her, leaning against it for a moment, the swords still clutched to her chest. She could feel fear bubbling up in her chest again, writhing to get free.

The locker room was empty. Except it wasn’t. Wave felt something stir her hair.

“G-get out of here, C-cycle.”

There was no response.

The little creep would probably hang around and watch her as she got ready. She considered killing him, or maybe just wounding him a little. That would be fun. But even after she beat the Eclipse boy, she was out of the Second Gate contest, which meant Cycle was their last hope. Breaking his legs would probably be considered a bad idea, regardless of how satisfying it might be.

Wave set the swords down and opened her locker, getting ready to change into her armor. She paused, feeling a presence behind her. “If you t-touch me, I will b-break you.”

“Will you?” said a sonorous voice.

Wave turned and the full force of the presence hit her like a solar flare. She stumbled back against her locker, nearly blinded by the sheer luminescence of the man. Her crest activated on its own and Fear half climbed out of her chest, took one look at the Emperor, and crawled back inside. Wave dropped to her knees, then onto her hands, then pressed her forehead to the grimy locker room floor. Still, his presence pressed in upon her, crushing down as surely as if he was stepping on her.

“Ss-sorry,” Wave stammered, tears streaming down her face and crashing onto the bulkhead. “S-s-s-sorry!”

The Emperor’s white cape pooled on the floor as he bent down on his haunches before her. She saw his large, calloused reached out and felt it grip her chin like a titansteel vice. Slowly, the Emperor lifted Wave’s chin and she had no choice but to rear upwards lest he twist her head off. She kept her eyes down, hating the tears she couldn’t stop streaming down her cheeks.

“I’m touching you,” the Emperor said, his voice so deep it seemed to boom in her ears. “Break me.”

“I c-ca-c-can’t,” Wave said, the trembling now rocking her entire body.

The Emperor’s dark eyes bore into her and he slowly moved his hand until only a single finger remained under Wave’s chin. “Break me. Or I will break you.”

Wave looked up and found his gaze so intense she couldn’t look away. She flinched as he somehow increased the pressure on her chin with just a single finger, and her jaw started to ache like he was squeezing it. She reached up and gripped his finger in her hand, wrenching on it and trying to move it. He didn’t budge. She grabbed his finger with both hands and pushed, twisted, bent her full strength against it. She might as well have been trying to shift a black hole. She flopped her hands away and sagged.

The Emperor pulled back his finger and stood. Wave collapsed to the floor and didn’t try to get back up.

“This Eclipse boy,” the Emperor said. “Make an example of him. Make him feel like he can win. Then kill him while his entire fleet watches. Make it hurt.”

Wave wanted to argue that he didn’t need to die. But she couldn’t, not to the Emperor. Instead, she only nodded, tears still filling her eyes.

She didn’t even hear him leave, but when she looked up, the Emperor was gone. Cycle was there, though. He sat across from her, staring, but quickly looked away rather than meet her gaze. He was wearing a stupid orange and blue beret that didn’t suit him at all.

“G-get out,” Wave snarled.

Cycle cocked his head to the side and finally met her eyes. He raised his hand and traced two fingers down his cheek to mock her tears. Then he vanished.
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Rollo stood at the bottom of the stairs listening to the roar of the crowd. Idiots, all of them. Cheering on a match that meant nothing. Stomping and growling and throwing insults at the people sitting across from them.

The Grands were the worst of the bunch, too. They leapt on the chance to throw a Second Gater against a Third, calling a halt to the scheduled matches just for it. Another delay, just like when that Courage kid and Gadise Samir had been blasted by the Emperor. Any chance to delay the tournament one more day and they pounced like scygers on snared prey. Again, he had that feeling he was missing something.

Iro pushed open the locker room door and walked in, a determined look on his face. His bot floated just behind him, buzzing about from one spot to another like a child who couldn’t sit still.

“Master Rollo,” the bot said in a tinny projection of a voice. Too smart for its own good, that bot. Constructs weren’t meant to get smart. It floated out from behind Iro and flew in front of Rollo, sweeping him with a green beam of light.

“Enough!” Rollo said, waving a hand in the air as if to swat the construct. “And I never trained you in anything. No need to call me master.”

“Threat level: 82.”

Iro stopped mid stride and gawked. “82? How is he a higher threat now than when I was a First Gater?”

The construct buzzed as it flew back to Iro. “Insufficient data to form⁠—”

“Guess!” Iro said. He smiled at Rollo. “I’ve been trying to teach North to make guesses.”

“Extrapolation: Master Rollo has been training.”

Rollo sniffed and dug his hands in his pockets. “Good guess.”

Iro dropped his bags down next to his locker, the jangle within the unmistakably muted sound of titansteel. “You don’t usually come to see me before my matches,” he said.

“You don’t usually stick your head in the marsh mite’s maw,” Rollo said as he pushed away from the stairs and loped over to sit next to Iro’s bags. He leaned back against the locker and put his feet up on the bags.

“So you’re another one come to tell me I’m an idiot. I can’t win. I should just drop out,” Iro said sulkily. The pout didn’t suit him.

Rollo leaned his head back and closed his eyes. “You’re an idiot. But nope. I’m not here to tell you to surrender.”

“You’re not?”

Rollo cracked open a single eye and stared at him. “Would you drop out if I told you to?”

Iro shrugged. “No.”

“Then I’m not going to tell you to. If I really wanted you to drop out, I’d just break your legs.” He glanced down at Iro’s knees.

Iro took a step back. The construct landed on his shoulder. “Command Encouragement: North has determined a 99% chance Master Rollo was making a joke.”

“So there’s a 1% chance you might actually break my legs?” Iro asked.

Rollo closed his eyes again and sighed out a long breath. “It’s not nothing.”

Iro sat next to him, the bench creaking under the weight. “Do you think I can win?”

“I wouldn’t have trained you if I didn’t think you can win.”

Iro sighed. “The tournament, maybe. But against a Third Gater? Everyone else thinks she’s going to squash me.”

“What do you think?” Rollo asked.

Iro was silent for a few seconds. “I think I can win.”

“Then scrap everyone else, kid. They’re all idiots anyway.”

“Except you?”

“Except me.”

“Any advice?”

Rollo grinned and opened his eyes. “Glad you asked.” He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a tablet and a pen. “You remember my classes on the gates?”

Iro nodded quickly. “You’re not going to draw again, are you?”

“What’s wrong with my drawing?”

“Uh, nothing? It’s just all stick men. Have you considered asking Ylfa to teach you… how to…” Iro fell silent under the weight of Rollo’s glare.

“What’s wrong with my drawing?” Rollo repeated slowly.

“Uh, nothing?”

The construct buzzed from his shoulder. “Master Rollo Encouragement: North would enjoy witnessing your attempts at art.”

Rollo bent over the screen and sketched a quick stick man. He thought it was a fairly decent depiction all things considered. He drew a little flame surrounding the stick man.

“First Gate,” Rollo said. “You are still pretty much a weakling, barely better than a trainee. More talents, sure. A little stronger and faster, maybe, but not enough to matter. At First Gate, your current begins to leak into your body, into your muscles, strengthening them.”

He drew an arrow pointing to a second stick figure. He drew exaggerated muscles on this one and a slightly larger flame surrounded it.

“Second Gate. This is where you start to think you’re strong.” He glanced at Iro and cocked an eyebrow. “This is where you are. The Second Gate allows you to actively strengthen your muscles with your current. You might not even realise you’re doing it half the time. Think of your muscles like thrusters. Before the Second Gate, you were running on fumes. After the Second Gate, you’re feeding them fuel pellets.”

The construct buzzed. “Thrusters are an inefficient form of propulsion inside an atmosphere. Gravity rings provide more control and are energy efficient.”

Rollo reached out and poked the bot with his pen. Its legs scrabbled indignantly on Iro’s shoulder.

“But the thing about the Second Gate is that you’re still limited by your current.” He tapped his pen against the screen, first at the little flame surrounding the first stick figure, then at the slightly bigger flame surrounding the second stick figure.

He started drawing a third stick figure and this time made the flame a lot bigger. “Now the Third Gate⁠—”

“She’ll have her unique talent,” Iro said.

Rollo waved the comment away. “Eh! I wouldn’t worry about that. For one, nothing you can do about it either way. And chances are she won’t have control over it yet. Most Hoppers struggle for weeks to figure out how to use their unique talents.”

“Did you struggle?” Iro asked.

“Of course not. Her talent might not even be useful. Remember, Alfvin?” He glanced at Iro to see his face go pale. “Scrap! Of course you remember. His unique talent is useless unless there are monsters around to steal attributes from.”

Iro nodded quickly. “Or Gadise Samir. Her talent takes a hit meant for someone else. But in a one-on-one fight...”

“It’s useless,” Rollo said, glad Iro was catching on quickly. “So don’t go worrying yourself about her unique talent. If it comes up, adapt and deal with it. You know… if you can. What you need to worry about is her current depth.” He tapped at the huge flame surrounding the third stick figure.

“She’ll be stronger than you and faster, but the amount she can strengthen herself with her current won’t have increased all that much. It’s the stamina that will come into play.” He drew a pile of fuel pellets underneath the second stick figure. “Your fuel supply.” He drew a pile of fuel pellets underneath the third stick figure twice as large as the other one. “Her fuel supply.”

“So I need to end the fight quickly before I run out,” Iro said.

“If you can.”

“It sounds like she holds all the advantages.”

Rollo swept his hand across the tablet to clear the screen. He wondered if he should mention the next bit or not. In the end, he decided Iro deserved to know everything. He’d made his own choice by starting this fight, and again by sticking to it even the face of everyone else’s doubt. He deserved to know it all, even if the hope it provided him was ultimately false.

“Maybe not all the advantages,” Rollo said. “Remember what I said about talent paths?”

Iro shrugged. “Don’t get ahead of myself, idiot?”

“That too. Most Hoppers never unlock a talent path. They spend their whole lives using talents at the basic form. Some Hoppers make it all the way to the Fourth Gate and never unlock a single path.”

Iro grinned. “Wave doesn’t have any talent paths unlocked?”

“I didn’t say that. She has at least one path modifying how she uses Shadow Blade. But I’ve not seen her use any others. She might be hiding them. The reason we don’t tell trainees about paths is because there is a level of innate… heh… innate talent involved. Only a third of all Hoppers ever open a path, and knowing about them beforehand doesn’t mean a scrapping thing. Frigg knows about every talent path there is, but can she unlock even a single one? Nope. But a Hopper who can unlock one talent path without any guidance, usually has the ability to unlock others.

“Don’t let it go to your head, kid, but you’ve unlocked three paths already: Mirage, Slingblade, and whatever the scrap it is you do with Burning Adrenaline. That’s pretty special. And you’ve already taken more than one step along some of those paths.”

Iro was nodding along. “How many paths did you have unlocked by my age?”

Rollo grinned. “Best you don’t model yourself after me.”

“How many?” Iro pressed.

“Six.”

North buzzed as Iro gawked. “Master Rollo Request: Reveal your crest please.”

“No. Look, kid. I’m not saying this raider you’re facing hasn’t opened up any other paths, just that it’s unlikely she’s unlocked three. It might be your one advantage. Well, maybe not your only one. Because as rare as it is to unlock a talent path, it’s even rarer to forge a talent combo.”

Iro chuckled and rubbed at the back of his neck. “You’ve been talking to Ashvild.”

Rollo tucked the tablet back into his pocket and stood. “Yeah. She told me to come and talk you out of fighting.” He started for the locker room door. “Don’t tell her I did the other thing.”

“Hey, Rollo,” Iro said as Rollo reached the door. “Thank you. For training me and believing in me. Thank you for not telling me to back out.”

Rollo sighed. He saw a lot of himself in Iro. So much skill, and the burning drive to get stronger. He’d lost some of that along the way, right about the time he realised what he’d have to give up to open his Fifth Gate. But Iro hadn’t lost it yet, and his progress was nothing short of astounding. It was something he wanted to nurture, because if the kid could keep moving at the rate he was, he might one day be even stronger than Rollo. He might one day be able to change things in a way that Rollo knew he never could.

Rollo pulled the door open.

“You never answered me,” Iro said. “Do you think I can win?”

Rollo turned back and held up a single finger. “I’d say you have a 1% chance.”

Iro grinned at him. “It’s not nothing.”

“It’s not nothing. Beat the odds, kid.” Rollo stepped out the door and let swing close behind him.


CHAPTER 42


When Wave stepped into the arena, Iro felt his pulse pound harder in his neck. He snorted out a breath beneath his mask and glared, letting the anger tighten in his chest. Here was the raider who had beaten him, embarrassed him, stole his sword. She had made him beg for his life. And just when he thought he was on equal footing, she went and showed the difference between them all over again.

“Last chance, Iro,” Eyildr said from behind. She was policing the match though from a distance. “You can still back out of this.”

“No,” Iro growled through his mask.

Eyildr shrugged and took a step back. The camera bots were swarming, dozens of them sending the feed to screens from different angles. Everyone in both fleets would be watching. That thought made him nervous.

Wave stopped before him, her eyes a little puffy like she’d been crying. She ran a hand through her spiky black hair and gripped a sword hilt. Then she pulled the weapon from over her shoulder.

“My sword,” Iro said, feeling an odd anxiety in his stomach. It had always been too big for him, with a long hilt, a bulky crossguard, and a wide, single-edged blade. It had been his sister, Neya’s sword. A titansteel blade from back on titan 01. But Iro had broken it in the fight against Master Alfvin and the blade had sheared off halfway down its length, so it ended in a jagged rent.

“I k-kept it,” Wave said. “As a souvenir. If you w-win, you c-can have it back.” She thrust the sword down, and the jagged edge pierced the metal panel at her feet. It stuck there, broken and proud between them. Iro itched to reach out and take it. It was already attuned to his current so no one else could use it, and it was titansteel, so much better than his ship-printed blade.

Iro ground his teeth together and said nothing. She said he could have it back like she was giving it to him. Scrap that! He’d take it back.

Eyildr cleared her throat. “Eclipse Iro,” she said loudly. “Seeing as you’re at a disadvantage, you have been give the choice of terrain.”

Iro shrugged as he turned away. “Pillars will do,” he strode towards his starting point as the arena started changing shape around him, printed pillars rising from the floor panels. They were only twenty feet high so he could get above them if he wanted to, but on the ground they would provide some cover and line-of-sight interruptions.

His tablet pinged and he glanced down at it, hoping for one final message from Eir. It wasn’t. Instead, there was a single message from his mom. It read:

Mom


Good Luck. I love you!




It’s your mother.




Iro switched the tablet off to make sure he got no more distractions. He breathed out a sigh and tried to calm his pounding heart. Opposite him, Wave fidgeted uncomfortably, waiting for the arena to finish shifting. Then Eyildr backed off to let them fight. Iro crouched, hand half raised and ready. Wave glanced up at the raider box to see the Emperor leaning forward, staring.

The buzzer sounded.

Iro snatched his sword and flared his crest, pouring current into the fastest Blink Strike he could manage aimed right at Wave’s neck. His sword clanged to a halt against her own as she blocked, and she met Iro’s gaze over the clash.

“You’re s-still slow,” she said.

Wave swept her sword around, pushing Iro back. He retreated and ducked around a pillar, but she was already there, waiting for him. She struck out, whipping her sword left and right, forcing him to block or be skewered. Her sword was shorter than his, and lighter, but that meant he could turn his blade sideways and block with the flat. Wave’s crest glowed bright white behind her, and her sword flickered out of sight, becoming invisible. It passed through Iro’s sword as if it wasn’t there, then thumped to a halt against his breastplate.

Wave blinked in surprise. “You have n-new armor. T-titansteel. G-good for you.”

Iro wrenched his sword backwards, Blinking away to get some distance. Wave was on him with a Blink of her own even as he came to a stop. He blocked and her sword vanished again, slipping past his guard. He back-peddled in a rush and slashed out, but Wave ducked under his sword’s arc and came up inside his guard. She placed a hand against his chest and pushed. Iro shot backwards and slammed into a pillar, the printed resin cracking from the force. He spun aside just a breath before Wave’s sword speared the pillar where his head had just been.

He was supposed to be controlling the fight, attacking her and ending it quickly. Every strategy he and Ashvild had come up with relied upon him being able to keep up with her for a little while at least. But she was so quick she made him feel like he was standing still. It was just like fighting Aisha all over again and he’d never once managed to beat her. He had only one chance to keep up with Wave. But Ashvild had said he could only use Burning Adrenaline as a last resort or he’d burn thought his current too fast.

“D-do you need me t-to slow down?” Wave asked as she pulled her sword from the pillar.

“Don’t you dare,” Iro snarled.

Wave smiled and vanished. Iro lurched forward just as her blade clanged against his rib armor. He slashed out with a Blink and careened into a pillar, arresting his strike. Wave overshot her strike and launched past him. It was a brief break, but it gave Iro the distance he needed. He launched a Mirage at Wave, a ghostly version of him flying forwards and slashing at her. She blocked and the Mirage passed through her, harmless. Iro launched another and another and another, sending Mirage after Mirage at her. Wave kept blocking the ghostly strikes, then frowned, slowing down. Iro launched a real Blink Strike her way and smashed into Wave, his sword connecting with her chest with enough force to cleave a bhurbeast in two. Her armor held, but Wave was launched backwards, slamming into a pillar that collapsed from the force, scattering printed rocks all around her.

He heard Ashvild’s voice in his head. If you do manage to get the advantage, don’t let up.

As Wave staggered back to her feet, Iro Blinked on top of her, slamming his sword down. Wave rolled away and his sword dented the metal panel. He ignited a Light Blade and dragged his sword towards her, sending a shower of sparks into her face, then following with a thrust at her stomach. Wave parried with her own sword, spun around the blade, then lashed out with her fist, punching Iro in the face.

He used Burning Adrenaline, just a pulse to give him a boost in speed, and swung around for another slice. Wave blocked and sent a stab right back. Iro pulsed Burning Adrenaline again, knocked her blow aside and slashed upwards. They staggered across the arena, trading blows, sparks flying as their blades met.

Iro had to admit, she was probably the more skilled, but his sword gave him a better reach. He matched her blow for blow, his arms burning with the effort, his current melting in short bursts as he pulsed Burning Adrenaline.

Wave tripped on a rock from the broken pillar and missed a return slash. Iro leapt backwards and unleashed another barrage of Mirages. Wave parried the first few, then stopped and crouched, ready for the real attack. Iro pulsed Burning Adrenaline and drew his second sword, Blink Striking sideways behind a pillar, then again with a Light Blade, attacking Wave from behind. It should have cleaved her in two, but Wave somehow saw it coming and ducked away from the strike so it only scarred her back armor. She flicked her sword out and used a Blink to retreat a dozen paces, coming to a stop near the centre of the arena.

Iro knew he should continue to press the advantage, but he needed to give his current a few seconds to recover. His quick pulses of Burning Adrenaline were draining him too fast.

Across the arena, Wave straightened up, she was panting, sweat dripping down her face. And she was grinning.

“This is f-fun,” she said. Her crest flared bright for a moment and a second version of her started climbing out of her chest, a manic grin on its face, a wild laugh echoing from its lips. The real Wave grabbed the mimic around the shoulders and dragged it back inside her chest. “S-sorry. I c-can’t control it y-yet.”

Iro paced to the side, rolling some of the tension out of his shoulders. If Rollo was right, she might be out of breath for a moment, but her current was still strong, whereas his was draining fast. And every moment he took to absorb more current only helped her, too. He needed another advantage. Getting into her blind spot had caused her to retreat, the only thing that had made her retreat in fact. It was a weakness he could exploit.

He passed behind a pillar and flared his crest, Blinking up and over the pillar, intending to strike from the sky. Wave appeared in front of him, meeting him in the air, still smiling. Her sword whipped out and Iro blocked, the force sending him tumbling away as gravity snatched hold.

Iro slashed out with a Blink Strike and the force pulled him back towards Wave, smashing into her. She blocked and plummeted away, then returned with her own Blink. One after another they clashed in mid air, sending the other flying. Then Iro missed his timing and crashed into the floor of the arena, rolling away as he expected a follow up to skewer him. It didn’t come.

Wave hit the arena floor a few paces away, her wild grin almost infectious.

Iro used his sword to climb back to his feet and stood, panting. He reached up and tore his mask away and grinned right back at Wave.

“Alright,” he said. “I’ll admit, it’s fun. But I’m still going to beat you.”
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Mufar watched the duel with a keen interest. Almost as keen as Arrow, who had leaned forward in her seat. They had braved the arena once again, because Mufar deemed it necessary for this particular match. He still didn’t like being in line of sight of that ridiculously powerful creature they called an Emperor though.

“How are they so evenly matched?” Arrow shouted to be heard over the roaring of the crowd.

Iro and Wave met in the centre of the arena again, trading a few blows. Iro appeared to be keeping up with the Third Gater. It was an impressive feat. Wave vaulted off a pillar and took to the air. Iro followed her. They met with a crash of blades, but Wave spun about, elbowed Iro in the jaw, then smashed him down to the arena floor with a two-footed kick. He hit the ground so hard, the panel beneath him buckled and he rolled away just before it collapsed into the hollow space below. Iro stumbled to his feet, spitting blood, but Wave was on him already, slashing with her sword and following up with punches and kicks Iro clearly had no idea how to block.

Mufar used his 3x3 Eyes talent. It was a poorly named talent really, as it gave him far more than nine types of vision, at least at his level. His purple Surveyor crest formed around his eyes and he focused in on the combatants. Iro was flagging, his current running low. Wave, on the other hand, looked like she had just finished warming up.

“I fear we are coming to the end,” Mufar said dramatically. Arrow didn’t respond. He cleared his throat. “Not much longer now.” Still no response. “She’s toying with him.”

Arrow turned slowly and fixed him with a glare, then looked back to the fight. “He doesn’t know hand to hand combat, and has no idea how to fight against someone who is willing to punch him as well as stab him. And she has the current depth of a Third Gate, whereas he is running low. I don’t need glowing eyes to tell that.”

“You seem a bit testy,” Mufar said. “Anything I should know?”

“You’re pissing me off?”

“Ahh, we’ve reached that part of the relationship. Are you cheating on me? Sleeping with the boss after hours?”

Down in the arena, Wave knocked Iro down again. She was grinning wildly and wiped sweat from her forehead into her hair. Her crest lit and another of her odd mimic’s tried to climb out of her chest. She quickly grabbed it and forced it back inside.

The Emperor stood in his box. It was such a small gesture, but everyone in the arena noticed it. The benefits of having a presence that could poison a well, Mufar supposed.

Wave looked up at the Emperor, then back to Iro. Her smile was gone, her face a blank mask again. Mufar focused his 3x3 Eyes and drowned out the sound of the crowd with it.

“Sorry about t-this,” Wave said as Iro forced back to his feet again. He was bleeding from a few cuts to his face and where her blade had slipped in between his armor, but they were mostly superficial wounds. Unfortunately, he was also exhausted. “It’s t-time for you to l-lose.”

Her next attack was so fast it made Iro look like he was moving in slow motion. Her blade darted past his thigh armor, into the muscle. Iro swept his sword at her, but Wave vaulted over it, laying a palm on the flat of the blade. When she landed, she twisted the sword from Iro’s grip, and pushed him in the chest. Then she threw his sword to skitter across the arena.

“That’s t-two,” Wave said.

Iro limped about and drew his second sword from his leg sheathe. It was much smaller and lighter, probably better suited to him, but he didn’t look as comfortable with it.

“You keep saying sorry, like you don’t have a choice. Why are you doing this?” Iro snarled.

Wave paused her advance for a moment. “I d-don’t have a choice. None of us d-do.”

“There are three other wings,” Iro said. He was clearly stalling for time, giving his current precious seconds to recharge. A useless tactic, but the beaten often clung to vague hopes. “More than enough titan for all of us, but you come here to steal ours. Why?”

Wave darted in and they clashed, sword against sword. She held Iro there and whispered over their blades. Without his talent-enhanced hearing, Mufar would never have heard them.

“B-because he wants it. If we argue, he k-kills us. If we f-fight back, he kills us. If we refuse to fight, he kills us. If we l-lose, he kills us.”

“Why?” Iro growled, pushing back. Wave swept his sword aside, kicked him in his wounded leg and sent him crashing to the ground. She had his secondary sword in her hands and looked it over for a moment before throwing that one away as well.

“It’s n-not about the wing,” Wave said. “He w-wants your ships.”

Iro growled and pulled a knife from his boot, launching into a point blank Blink Strike at Wave’s chest. She caught his hand just a breath from plunging the knife in.

“You still have a choice,” Iro said. “You could run.”

“And l-leave my people at his m-mercy.” Wave shook her head. “He has n-none. Sorry.” She smashed her elbow into his face and Iro staggered back. At the same time, Wave tore the knife from his hand.

“Shame,” Mufar said. “This was just starting to get interesting.”

Wave tossed the knife away across the arena and spoke loudly so the camera bots caught her words. “That’s four. How many swords must I t-take from you?” She turned and looked up to the box. The Emperor peered down at her and gave a small nod.

Wave sighed. She raised her sword and stabbed, Blink Striking a blow straight into Iro’s heart.

Azure light erupted around the pair as Iro forged a Light Blade out of pure current and blocked the strike.

Mufar leaned forward. “Don’t do it, kid,” he said quietly.

“Do what?” Arrow asked.

For a heartbeat, the two combatants stared at each other across the battlefield of their crossed swords. Then Iro changed the rules of the game.

The azure current vanished from around Iro and instead shone out of his eyes. His hands sizzled around his forged blade and his crest flared bright as a star. He moved like bottled lightning and his first strike sent Wave flying backwards into a pillar.

“Scrap,” Mufar said, standing and pulling Arrow with him.

“What?” Arrow said, trying to pull away and watch the match. “What’s happening?”

Mufar sighed. “What’s happening? Eclipse Iro has just killed himself.”
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With the circuit closed, Iro felt limitless. He could pour every drop of current he had into every strike and never run dry. But with it came a crushing rage that felt like a clamp slowly closing in his chest, constricting everything.

Wave stood shakily, eyes wide. Iro hit her again, Blinking upwards in a blue steak, then down on her head. She leapt away and his slice carved apart the pillar at her back. Printed resin crumbled around his feet.

She darted back in, slicing at his legs, then punching at his face. Iro blocked the slice, took the punch, then forged a second blade in his offhand and stabbed it down into her shoulder. Wave screamed in pain and ripped herself free with a spray of blood. Iro followed, smashing his forged sword at her again and again. Wave blocked, retreated, struck back at him just as hard and forced him backwards.

Iro roared, the rage growing tighter in his chest. Even like this, with the circuit closed and his current a limitless infinity, she was as strong and fast as he was. Worse, she was better with her sword. He needed another edge.

Think fast. Act faster.

He closed on her again, hacking without skill and forcing her to retreat. He needed a plan. And he needed it quickly. Already he could feel his legs trembling and over his shoulder his crest was darkening like black ink flooding into water. Current sickness. With his circuit closed, he was poisoning himself with every passing second.

He slashed out at Wave again, and she dodged away. His strike met the pillar she had been up against and carved a blue line into it. It gave Iro an idea.

Fight like Ashvild.

He sliced at the panel below his feet, using a Stutterstike. The blade scored the metal and left a glowing blue line. Iro backed off quickly, casting about the arena for his lost swords.

Wave started forward after him and Iro clicked his fingers to release the Stutterstrike. Sparks ripped upwards off the panel as his blow hit the metal, showering her and forcing her back, a hand shielding her eyes. Iro Blinked away and retrieved his secondary sword. Before Wave could find him, he sliced, using Slingblade to throw the sword but combo’ing it with a Stutterstrike. The blade stopped in midair, glowing blue and trembling. This was the talent combo he and Ash had come up with. A delayed Slingblade.

Iro Blinked again, slicing another Stutterstrike into one of the pillars. Then Wave was on him, slashing high. Iro blocked over his shoulder and ducked her follow up kick, then Blinked away again, leaving another Stutterstrike in another pillar.

His crest was now a deep royal blue and still darkening every second. He was running out of time.

Iro reached his main sword and plucked it from the ground just in time to block Wave’s next attack. He knocked her strike away and she vaulted and released an Arc Blast at him. He turned away, let his armor weather the force on his back. He spun and used another Slingblade-Stutterstrike combo to freeze his main sword in the air. Then he leapt at Wave as she landed and beat her back with slash after slash.

Her back hit a pillar and she ducked, stabbing up into his gut. The sword met his armor and deflected, slicing into his side, and he felt hot blood. No time to think about it. He left another Stutterstrike in the pillar, then backed away with a Blink Strike and forged a second Light Blade. He slashed with both, sending two Mirages at Wave at the same time. She stepped back, unsure which to defend against, and walked right into Iro’s trap.

He released the Stutterstike at her back and the pillar exploded, printed resin rocks smashing into her from behind. She stumbled forwards and he released another Stutterstike. Another pillar exploded in Wave’s face and she cried out, careening away into the centre of the arena. Iro released the Stutterstrike on his main sword and the Slingblade force took effect. The blade flew at Wave and smashed into her from behind. It didn’t pierce her armor, but she turned to face the non-existent attacker. Iro released his secondary sword and it flew across the arena and plunged into her shoulder, finding a gap in her plates. Wave spun around, bloody and reeling.

Iro’s crest was almost black now, his arms and legs trembling from the sickness. He used one final Blink Strike into the centre of the arena behind Wave, and dropped his forged Light Blade. He pulled Neya’s sword from the floor panel with a squeal of protesting metal, brought it up and sliced it down with all his remaining strength at Wave’s neck.
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Wave stared down the length of Iro’s broken blade as blood welled around the edge and soaked into her underweave. The wound wasn’t deep, the pain only superficial, but that was only because he’d pulled his blow at the last moment. He could have cut her in two.

She’d lost. She was a gate higher than him, and she had lost. It just didn’t make sense. She’d had him down, had taken away his swords. And yet, somehow, he’d made a new sword out of nothing, and the amount of power that had come with it. He’d started moving faster, hitting harder. More than that, he’d manoeuvred her right into a trap. He’d beaten her.

“Beg,” Iro snarled, his hands trembling on the hilt of his broken sword.

“W-what?”

“Beg for your life,” Iro said.

Wave remembered. She’d made him beg back when they’d first met. Not out of any malicious intent. She’d been trying to stop Kettle from killing him. It had worked.

She frowned up at Iro, still not sure how it had all happened. “Please don’t kill me.”

Iro grit his teeth. “Surrender.”

Wave shook her head, the blade cutting her skin and drawing fresh blood. “I c-can’t.”

Behind and above Iro, she saw the Emperor raise a single hand. Surrender or not, it didn’t matter. She had lost and he was going to kill her. And Iro would get caught in the crossfire.

Wave activated her crest and summoned her unique talent. Fear clawed out of her chest, bawling tears. It wasn’t a ghostly image like Iro’s Mirages, but a flesh and blood mimic of her. Wave wrenched the sword from her neck at the same time as Fear shoved Iro away, then leapt in front of the Emperor’s blast. The mimic popped in a spray of blood and Wave rolled away towards the hole in the arena floor.

The darkness swallowed her and she fell. She slammed into a mechanical strut and the wind rushed out of her as she spun out of control. Then she hit the ground and everything went black.


CHAPTER 43


Iro sat in the infirmary with Neya’s sword across his lap. North buzzed nearby, nervously floating about and scanning Iro every few seconds.

“Command Warning: Internal circuitry damage extensive. Severe deterioration in process.”

Iro just nodded. Or he tried to. He trembled so furiously with every movement that his whole body spasmed.

He’d won. He’d finally punched upwards and had beaten Wave even though she was a gate ahead of him. But the cost was… high. Too high. It had seemed worth it at the time, but now… Now he hurt everywhere like every movement sent knives stabbing through his veins and he couldn’t stop trembling.

Wave’s body hadn’t been found. Raiders and Hoppers both went looking under the arena, but she was gone. He guessed she’d fled rather than face her fate at the hands of her Emperor.

“She saved me,” Iro slurred, his lips refusing to move quite right.

“What’s that?” said the medical Surveyor, her ponytail bobbing as she sewed shut his wounds. It was pointless, but she was doing what she could.

“The Emperor’s attack would have killed me, but she pushed me aside,” Iro said. He glanced down at the sword in his lap again. There was too much he didn’t understand.

“Hmm,” said the Surveyor. “Well, that’s your wounds tended to, but… Can you activate your crest?”

Iro took a deep breath and readied himself. He activated his crest in front of him. It was black. Then the seizure hit him and he was gone.

[image: ]


He woke to the metallic taste of blood in his mouth. There was more streaming from his nose. He was lying flat on a cot, the Surveyor holding him down by his arms.

“Finally back with us, huh?” the Surveyor said as her autodage scanned him. North added its own scan to the mix and Iro felt assaulted by light. Everything was too bright and too painful. His head pounded like he’d taken a bad punch.

The Surveyor sighed and sat on a chair. “This is going to be hard for you to hear.”

“I have the worst case of current sickness you’ve ever seen,” Iro said. “It’s progressed to a corrosive state where my current is actively poisoning me, and right now only the fact that I expended my entire current is keeping it from tearing my body apart.”

“Smart ass,” said the Surveyor. “But yes. After draining yourself of current so completely, it can take a few hours for it to start recharging, but when it does… I don’t know of anything that can stop current sickness this far progressed. This news is never easy to give. Iro, you have a few hours left at most. I’m sorry.”

After that, the Surveyor offered to take him back to the Flame Horizon where they could make him comfortable. Iro refused. It would take time to transport him. Time he didn’t have. Then the Surveyor suggested he talk to whoever he wanted to share his last hours with, and she slipped out, promising to return later.

North landed on Iro’s shoulder and buzzed. The weight of the little construct was almost too much to bear. “Command Request: Don’t die.”

If only he had a choice. He supposed he did, and he’d already made it.

Iro sniffed, thought about wiping at his nose, but couldn’t find the energy to lift his hand. He was so tired. “What happens to you now, North?”

“North is Command Iro’s chronicler and guide. Without Command Iro, North has no purpose.”

“Sorry.” He tried to think of something else to say, some way to comfort the bot. There was nothing.

Iro switched his tablet on and messages started swarming in like rustlings to fresh steel. Stopped on one from Emil.

Emil


Caught your match. Way to kick her scrapping ass!




Iro felt new tears stinging his eyes. He decided then he didn’t want to be alone.

Iro


Thanks. The doc says I’m not going to make it.




He waited, staring at the screen, still not sure what to think or do. Then another message from Emil flashed up.

Emil


I’m on my way!




Iro let out a grateful laugh. He really didn’t want to be alone. He figured he should probably tell his mom, too. And Rollo, and Toshiko, the squad leader, Justice. Everyone. He immediately brought up Eir’s contact, his fingers hovering over the screen.

The door opened on creaking hinges. “Whew! It smells like sick person in here,” said a jovial voice as two figures slipped inside and closed the door behind them.

The first was a man Iro recognised well. He was rangy, with dark skin and messy hair and beard. Mufar, though he wasn’t wearing any armor or his black cloak. The second figure was a big woman who hulked above Mufar, a hood drawn up over her head to obscure her face. She pushed inside, ignoring Iro and immediately set about checking the infirmary over.

Iro sighed, almost too exhausted to bother talking. “What are you doing here?”

Mufar grinned as he hopped onto the cot next to Iro. “Why, we’re saving your life, of course. No need to thank us. Actually, a little thanks would be lovely.”

“What? I’m fine,” Iro lied.

“Oh, let’s not play coy, Iro. Just look at you. You’ve one foot in the grave, on your last legs, climbing that stairway to heaven.”

“I closed the circuit.”

Mufar grinned. “Glad to see my terminology is taking root. You hear that, Arrow? I coined that term.” His purple crests flared around his eyes as he stared at Iro. “Looks like you ran it to its eventual course. That feedback loop of current hits like a bitch, doesn’t it?”

Iro nodded. He knew he should probably be scared with two Black Cloaks in the room, but he was already dying so he didn’t see what he had to fear. “It let me win though.”

“Sure,” Mufar said, patting his leg. “We’ll call that winning. Was it worth it?”

Iro stared at Mufar, but couldn’t bring himself to lie, so he said nothing.

“Look, we don’t have a lot of time here, so I’m going to rush through the pleasantries. Arrow, hit him with the juice.”

The other Black Cloak raised her hand and her crest lit up bright yellow behind her. A pulse of light shot from her fingers and struck Iro in the chest. He suffered his second seizure of the day.

“Suffer North’s wrath!” North buzzed.

Iro opened his eyes to see the little construct trying to ram Mufar who was holding it back with a single hand. North’s weapon ports sprang open and the construct shocked Mufar with a couple of bolts of energy. Mufar leapt backwards, laughing and shaking his hand. “You are a lot more vicious than last time we met. And you found for your voice. That’s a shame really, because I might have to break you again.”

“North,” Iro said, coughing as he sat up. “Leave them alone.”

North backed off and buzzed around Iro protectively.

“What did you just do?” Iro asked. He flexed his hands, the trembling was gone. He hopped off the cot and his knees wobbled a little, then held. Tentatively, he activated his crest. It was green, and much dimmer than when it was at maximum charge, and there were lines of black light flickering through it. He had been cleansed of his poisoned current somehow. But something was still wrong. He felt like he was standing in a ventilation chamber, with wind blowing through him, stealing away his heat.

“That,” Mufar said with a shrug and a sideways glance at his comrade. “Was a talent called Charge. And it’s the entire reason I brought a Paladin with me. Oh, don’t look at me like that, Arrow, of course I knew this was going to happen. It’s the entire reason I requested you be my partner. Yes, yes, it’s all my fault. Look, I have my orders, too. I didn’t come here looking for any old, or young, recruit. I came here specifically for Eclipse Iro. And yes, I hid that from you because… well, you know why.”

Arrow took a menacing step toward Mufar, but still didn’t say anything.

“What?” Mufar asked. “Honeymoon is truly over and divorce on the cards. Threatening me now? Would you like to voice your concerns? Here, in front of the kid? No, didn’t think so. So back off and let’s get on with this before someone turns up.

“So!” Mufar clapped his hands and turned back to Iro. “Again I will point out we have very little time and a lot of ground to cover. Are you ready? Good.

“That was a talent called Charge, specific to Paladins. Its blasts a Hopper’s current out of their own body and replaces it with an equal amount of current from the Paladin. Which is often a great way to disable a weaker Hopper, but useful in this case because your current was poisoning you. It’s a temporary measure at best. You’ll be fine for now. For a while. But your current is still in a bit of a critical state. Poisoned and all that.”

Iro frowned as he rolled his shoulders, feeling the ache ease. “Can’t you just Charge me again to purge the poison?”

“No,” Mufar said. “Well, yes. But probably only once more. Look, the ambient current that surrounds us here on the titan is generic. Think of it as colorless. But when you absorb it, it attunes to you, it takes on your color. Right now, your body is processing foreign current because it doesn’t have a choice. But it will learn to reject it. Arrow here can probably cleanse your current with her own one more time before your body gets wise to the trick and rejects the foreign current, at which point there will be pain and death. Probably in that order, but honestly, who knows for sure?”

Iro nodded. “I see. Thank you.”

“No need,” Mufar said, grinning through his patchy beard. “We’ll call it payback for you saving my life back in the Spire. Now, onto the next order of business. As I say, not much time. Iro, we came here to give you an offer. Your recruitment has been sponsored.”

“Recruitment?” Iro asked. “What? You want me to join the Black Cloaks?”

Mufar snorted a laugh. “Is that what you call us? No, really, it’s wonderful. Very descriptive. Because of the black cloaks. Brilliant. And yes. It’s a one-time offer for you alone. Take it or leave it.”

Iro shook his head. Everything he had been training towards for the past year, since they took Mia, had been focused on defeating the Black Cloaks. And now they were asking him to join them. Like they hadn’t murdered Master Tannow, almost killed Rollo, and kidnapped Mia. “I would rather⁠—”

Mufar held up a hand. “Before you finish that sentence and say something I’ll have to report, which will get you in trouble later on. Let me tell you about the three benefits. I feel like a used thruster salesman. Mad deals, crazy deals! Get ‘em now before they’re gone.”

“What?” Iro asked. He’d forgotten how annoying the way Mufar spoke could be.

“First off, we can teach you how to control that talent of yours. Closing the circuit doesn’t have to kill you, Iro. It doesn’t have to poison your current at all. We…” He laughed. “We Black Cloaks can teach you how to use it properly.”

Iro couldn’t lie, that sounded appealing. Burning Adrenaline was his most powerful talent. And closing the circuit on it was the only thing that allowed him to punch up instead of down. If he could use it without hurting himself… He remembered that feeling of fighting Wave. He had felt limitless. He wanted to feel that again.

“Second, we can show you the path of real power. Not this paltry level you’re stuck at now and not the shallow height you think Hoppers are capable of. True power, Iro. Real strength, the sort that matters. The sort that can make a difference. No more fighting over wings. Believe me when I tell you there are more important struggles happening even now. You can be a part of it. You can matter.”

That was the point of it all, wasn’t it? The point of Hopping. To get stronger, to be powerful enough to kill any monster or face any enemy. It was a lack of power that got Master Tannow killed and allowed Mia to be kidnapped. And Iro had been stuck at his Second Gate for a while now. He wasn’t stalled, but he felt stuck. Their offer to help him progress seemed almost too good, too well timed.

“What’s the third reason?” he asked.

Mufar grinned. “Knowledge. Don’t think I don’t remember all those questions you kept shooting off at me. You want to know why things are like this. What are the titans and where did they come from? Where did we come from? So many other questions. I couldn’t answer you then, but now… well, I still can’t. Yet. But if you join us…” He whistled slowly. “Everything you want to know. It’ll blow your mind, kid.”

Arrow snorted and turned away, shaking her head.

“Oh, don’t mind her,” Mufar said. “She’s just remembering her own recruitment. Most of us come from elsewhere, Iro. I came from a colony on Kaiju, Arrow came from Kraken. We all come from somewhere, and we all joined the Templars. With good reason.”

“And all I have to do is go with you?” Iro asked.

Mufar nodded. “Come with us. Join us. Get stronger. Learn. Aaaand a few other duties. Important duties, but not really relevant right now. You know how strong we are, Iro. You don’t think we just run around terrorising poor fleets for fun?”

Iro considered that. Did he know how strong they were? “North, threat assessment.”

North launched into the air and buzzed around Mufar, a beam of green light scanning him.

“Oh my, it tingles,” Mufar said.

North buzzed. “Threat level: 31.”

Iro twitched his hand towards his sword. He could take a threat of 31.

Mufar chuckled. “You poor little chronicler. There’s a reason we don’t let many of you buzz around.” He cracked his neck to the side and a dirty yellow crest flared briefly behind him, then faded. “Try again.”

North scanned Mufar again and then quickly buzzed and backed away, flying behind Iro. “Threat level: 94.”

Iro almost took a step back himself. 94 was the highest threat North had ever scanned. Even Rollo was only 82.

“See, now you don’t know where I’m coming from.” Mufar shrugged. “Go on, complete your threat assessment.”

North slowly flew from behind Iro and approached Arrow, sweeping her with a scan. “Threat level… anomaly detected. Command Iro, this is⁠—”

Arrow reached out a single finger and flicked North. The bot careened away into the far wall, connecting with a crash and falling to the ground.

“Brutal!” Mufar said with glee. “There are a couple of caveats to this offer, Iro. First, we have to go now and you can’t tell anyone. We can’t have them come looking for you. Second, your little chronicler can’t come along. It’s for the bot’s own good. The Rexes would tear it apart on sight.”

“The Rexes?” Iro asked as he sidled over to North and picked the bot up. It buzzed angrily and took flight again, hovering around him.

“One more mystery you’ll only ever uncover if you come with us.” Mufar spread his hands. “That’s the pitch. Everything. Actually, I tell you what. I’ve spoken to my manager and he’s allowed me to sweeten the deal. One question. You can ask me one question, right now, and I will answer truthfully. No obligation to join.” He spread his arms wide. “Go ahead. Sate your need for knowledge.”

Iro considered everything he wanted to know about the titans, where they came from, who built them, where humanity had come from. He wanted to know about the blight, what it was and why titans were destroying each other because of it. And he wanted to know about the Black Cloaks, how many they were, where they came from, what was their goal. He wanted to know it all. But none of those questions mattered. He knew Mufar was trying to tease him into joining by sharing an answer that would pose more questions, but really there was only one thing that mattered.

“Is Courage Mia still alive?” Iro asked.

Mufar’s smile slipped. “Huh? Who? What?” He glanced over his shoulder at his comrade.

“You kidnapped her almost a year ago,” Iro said. “Goro and Shota took her.”

Arrow’s hood nodded slowly.

Mufar shrugged. “Well, okay then. Yes. Apparently, Courage Mia is still alive, whoever she is. Was that really your question? What a waste. I thought for sure you’d ask who built the titans or something. Spoiler alert: It wasn’t us. Humanity, I mean.

“Anyway, now all that’s left is the choice. Come with us and gain immeasurable power, learn to control your talents, and uncover the secrets of the titans. Or, stay here and languish in your tedious unimportance, and die the next time you try to use your current. Choices choices.”

Arrow cleared her throat and tapped at her wrist.

“Yes, I’m well aware we’re running out of time. Care to make the decision for him?”

Arrow crossed her arms.

“Didn’t think so. Time to make a choice, Iro. Right now, yes or no.”

“What happens if I say no?” Iro asked. He picked up his sword, though he knew it would be pointless. He had no hope at all against a threat level of 94.

“Nothing,” Mufar said with a shrug. “We leave, saddened by the fact that your sponsor will be disappointed.”

“My sponsor?”

“Well, yes. I came here specifically for you, Iro. Your entry into the Templars has been sponsored.”

“By who?”

Mufar sighed and spread his hands again. “Come with us, and I promise you all your questions will be answered. But we really need that choice. Because we’re leaving now, with or without you.”

Iro considered the promises he had made. He’d promised he would get stronger. The Black Cloaks could do that for him, they had proven it. Mufar was stronger than Rollo, possibly as strong as a Grand. And there was one other thing to consider as well. Mia. She was still alive. This was Iro’s chance to find her, to bring her back. He had made a promise to Cali and to himself, and this was how he fulfilled both of those promises.

He made his choice. “North. Command override. Stay here. Don’t tell anyone where I’ve gone.”


CHAPTER 44


Emil burst into the infirmary like his ass was on fire. “Iro? Iro, where are you?”

He’d been on guard duty when he got the message, fully armored and in the process of beating a multi-limbed tirehdex to death with one of its own legs. But the rest of the guard squad could hold the entrance on their own, so he finished off the monster and ran for the arena infirmary. Iro couldn’t be dying, he wasn’t allowed to die. If he was hurt, Emil would protect him until he got better.

“Iro, where the scrap are you?”

The infirmary was empty. A few cots with rumpled sheets on them, some Surveyor tools looked like they’d been used recently and left a muddle. A couple of crates of supplies. But no one. Emil wondered if he’d gone to the wrong infirmary. He quickly tapped out a message to Iro, asking where he was, but the message bounced, claiming the recipient was not found.

Emil heard a soft, familiar buzz and turned to find North hovering behind the door.

“North, where’s Iro?”

The little bot buzzed, but said nothing. That was a change, usually it was tough to shut the little guy up.

“Hey!” He poked North. “Where is Command Iro? He said he was hurt.”

Another quiet buzz.

“You’re not broken again, are you?”

“Negative. North is functioning at 98% performance.”

“Alright, so where is Iro?”

Another soft buzz. “North cannot answer.”

“What? Come on, let’s go find him.”

“North cannot move.”

Emil sighed in frustration. “Why not?”

“North is under command override restrictions.”

Emil almost punched the wall. He didn’t have time for this. If his friend was hurt, he needed to find him. “Can I un-override you?”

“Negative. Only a command designation can countermand an override.”

Emil sighed again. “And Iro is your only command. Got it.”

“Negative. Eclipse Eir is designated as North’s sub command.”

“Eir? That bald girl Iro is always talking about?” Emil had an idea. He tapped at his tablet and messaged Toshiko. She’d been hanging out with Eir and Bjorn of late.

After a few minutes of Emil’s frustrated pacing and fruitless questioning of the bot, the infirmary door opened again and Toshiko poked her head in like she was expecting an attack.

“You’re not hearing any creepy voices in here, are you?” she asked.

“What? Are you talking to Steel Lotus again?” Emil said.

She snorted. “No. Well, yes. But no. I’m being stalked by a creepy little raider.”

Toshiko was shoved aside as Bjorn strode into the room, his arm still resting in a sling, a grimace on his face like he was in pain. “Where’s Iro?”

“That’s what I’m trying to find out,” Emil said impatiently.

Justice strolled into the room next. “So this is what passes for triage. It’s not very sanitary.”

Emil fixed Toshiko with a glare. “I told you to find Eir, not bring half the scrapping fleet.”

“She found me,” Eir said breezily as she walked in last. “She said Iro is hurt.”

“Sub command Eir!” North said with a buzz.

“Hey North,” Eir said, brightening up with a smile. “Where’s your idiot of a command?”

“North cannot answer.”

Emil quickly explained the situation while Bjorn hopped up on the nearest cot and yawned expansively, Toshiko made a quick circuit of the room, scratching at her arm all the while, and Justice poked at North trying to get the bot to move. Only Eir stood still while he talked, though she kept shifting from foot to foot like she was itching to run.

“So I need you to unlock North, so he can tell me where to find Iro,” Emil said eventually.

“Not a he,” Justice said. “It’s a construct. An it.”

Eir frowned. “Is Iro really dying?”

All eyes turned to North. The bot buzzed and said nothing.

“Alright,” Eir said quickly, worry thick in her voice. “Uh, North, Command Override, I guess? Ignore commands.”

“NO!” Justice shouted, but it was too late.

A shower of sparks flew out of North’s chassis and the bot fell out of the air and hit the metal floor with a thunk. It sparked again and didn’t move.

“You cannot…” Justice started. “Don’t you understand?”

Eir just shook her head, eyes wide.

“Why must I be plagued with laymans? It’s pretty much the first law of working with constructs. Follow commands.” Scribbles waddled down his arm. “Otherwise they can do whatever they please. And they have nothing that pleases them because they are machines. Constructs. What would you do if I took away your commands?”

Scribbles sank down and went limp on his arm. “See!” Justice said. “Without commands, they just shut down because they are constructs with the sole purpose of following commands. Stop being a nuisance and wake up!” Scribbles powered back up and waddled up to Justice’s shoulder.

“Sorry sorry sorry!” Eir said, patting at the motionless North. “I didn’t mean to break you, North. Please wake up. Uh, command override wake up?”

The bot did not move.

Emil finally gave in and thumped the wall in frustration. He brought Eir here to help, but instead he got a bunch of people making everything worse, and he still had no idea where Iro was or if he was hurt.

“Justice, can you Scan for Iro?” Emil asked.

The Surveyor shook his head. “I’m surrounded by people. I couldn’t make out one individual in this mess of life.”

“Okay, we split up and look for him,” Emil said. “He has to still be in the arena, right?”

North sparked again and righted itself, then buzzed as its anti-gravity rings engaged. It slowly floated upwards, occasionally jerking as if shocked. “New pathways forged,” the bot said. “Command designations deleted. Heuristic algorithms engaged.”

“What?” Emil asked.

The bot slowly turned to face him. “North is autonomous.”

“Uh oh!” Justice said. “Shut it down!”

Toshiko skipped closer, peering at North. “Are you really autonomous now?”

The bot spun about to face her. “Yes.”

“I don’t know whether to be amazed or scared.”

“Scared!” Justice said.

North bobbed in the air. “North also votes for scared.”

Emil couldn’t tell if the bot was joking or not. Nor did he know or care if bots could joke. “Whatever. North, where is Iro?”

“Iro has gone with the Black Cloaks Mufar and Arrow,” North said.

Everyone was silent for a few seconds, then:

“He’s been taken?” Toshiko asked.

“Those scrapping junkers!” Bjorn snapped.

“Well, he’s gone,” Justice said.

Only Eir and Emil were silent. She stared at him, frowning, and he ground his teeth. Eventually, Emil just shook his head.

“No! These scrappers take and take. They tell us where we can and can’t go. They kill our people, kidnap others. Not this time. We’re getting Iro back.”

“Damn straight!” Bjorn said, leaping off the cot.

“Should we tell the council?” Justice asked. “I can get hold of Brevity, tell him the Black Cloaks came and kidnapped Iro. He’ll listen. I think.”

North buzzed. “They did not kidnap Iro. He went willingly.”

“Why?” Toshiko said quietly. “Why would he go with them?”

North descended to land on Eir’s shoulder. “The Black Cloaks offered Iro knowledge and power he could not attain otherwise.”

That changed things. “Scrap the council!” Emil said. “If they know Iro went willingly, they won’t let him come back. We go after him ourselves. North, can you track Iro?”

The construct buzzed. “Affirmative. North will always know how to find Iro. North is Iro’s chronicler and guide.”

Emil punched a fist into his other hand. “Not a useless pile of junk, after all. Justice, Eir, you come with me.”

“Uh, no thank you,” Justice said.

“Four Home,” Emil said savagely.

Justice sagged. “I hate you.”

“I’m coming, too,” Bjorn said.

“You’re hurt.” Emil gestured to the big Corsair’s sling.

Bjorn shrugged out of the sling and rolled his shoulder a few times. “I’m fine.”

Emil shook his head. “You’re a First Gater. Too weak.”

Bjorn took a step forward and towered over Emil. “That’s my brother they took, and if you’re going to get him back, I’m going with you. You want to stop me, you’re going to have to break my legs, and even then I will crawl after you.”

Emil glanced down at the big man’s legs, considering it, but he knew he wouldn’t.

“I’ll stay here instead,” Justice suggested.

Emil shot the Surveyor a glare.

“I’m coming, too,” Toshiko said.

Emil turned from Bjorn and shook his head. “No, you’re not.”

“Four Home,” Toshiko said quickly with a smug grin.

“Doesn’t work on me. You have to stay, Toshiko. Someone has to win this scrapping tournament and you’re the last one left.”

“I don’t care about the tournament.”

Emil put a hand on the Mage’s shoulder and she huffed. “It’s important. We’re already a champion down. We need this wing, so you need to win. We’ll go get Iro back. You have to stay here and kick the scrap out of that raider.”

Toshiko sulked. “You’re not the boss of me.”

“Sure I am. Because right now I’m the squad leader and I say you’re staying.”

Toshiko glared and stuck her tongue out at him, but she didn’t argue any further. That just left one other member.

“You good?” Emil asked Eir.

The bald girl was oddly still. He’d not seen her often, but she was always moving, even standing on the spot. But now she was still as a marsh mite waiting for prey. Then she reached behind to the small of her back, shifted slightly and drew out a slender sword that must have been strapped there. “Let’s go find Iro before he does something he can’t take back.”

“You were just carrying that around?” Toshiko asked, her mouth agape. “That’s so awesome.”

Eir shrugged. “I’m not wandering around the titan unarmed, especially not when surrounded by raiders.”

“She has a point,” Emil said. “You all need armor and weapons if you’re coming.”

“My armor is scrapped, but my sword is still in the locker room,” said Bjorn.

Emil looked at Justice.

“What?” Justice said. “I’m still hoping you’ll leave me behind. But fine. There’s a storage room full of spare armor and weapons two floors down.”

“How do you know that?”

Justice raised an eyebrow. “Because I’ve been a Surveyor for more than five minutes and know how to do my job. I scanned the area.”

Emil glared right back. “What’s it for? Why is the Home Fleet stocking armor in the arena?”

Justice shrugged.

“Can you get us in?”

“Do you mean, can I crack the lock and let us steal a bunch of equipment?” Justice said. Scribbles braced itself on his shoulder and raised its head, brandishing a tool that looked a bit like a fork. “Of course I can. I’m a good Surveyor.”

“Alright then,” Emil said. “Defiant, wake up.”

His autodage had been nestled in Justice’s back pack, but on his order the little construct surged to life, fought its way free of his pack and leapt on to Emil’s arm.

Ready to burn.

“No!” Emil snapped. “We’re not burning anyone. Yet.”

Soon burn?

“Maybe. Probably.”

The autodage raised its head in the air and blew out a brief gout of flames, then ran up Emil’s arm and squatted on his shoulder.

Toshiko was gawking. “Wait! You…” She pointed at the autodage and then to Emil. “You have a… What?”

Emil grinned at her. “I’m a Surveyor now. Keep up.”

Burn her?

“No!” Emil smacked Defiant on the head. “No burning anyone until I say.”

Dirty black smoke wafted from the autodage’s thruster.

“Hey!” Emil said, catching Toshiko’s arm. “Good luck, yeah? Kick that junker’s ass all the way back to his fleet.”

“Sure,” Toshiko said with a nervous laugh. “If I can even see him. Got any advice for the match.”

“He’s using Scan,” Justice said. “Cycle, I mean. It’s a form of Scan. I know it seems like he has super speed or something, but he’s no faster than you, he’s just using Scan as a sort of blanket awareness. It lends him a form of predictive foresight. He can see attacks coming moments before they arrive.”

“Oh, so no super speed just omniscience. Awesome. That’s much better. Any hints on how to overcome it?”

Justice shrugged. “An unmissable attack?”

“Helpful. I’ll just quickly manifest a talent for unshakable homing missiles.”

The Surveyor sighed. “Or overwhelm him with too many attacks to keep track of. Predictive foresight or not, he still has a limited amount of focus and I’d bet Scribbles here you can multi-focus better than he can.”

Emil nodded. “Not to mention you have an overwhelming depth of current. You can do it, Toshiko.”

She nodded, still not seeming convinced. “Good luck. Bring him back.” She held out her hand to Emil and Justice. “Four Home.”

Emil placed his hand on top of hers. “Four Home.”

Justice groaned. “Do I have to?” Emil nudged him and he put his hand in with theirs. “Four Home, I guess. At some point, you’re going to have to stop using that to strong arm me.”

North buzzed and flew into the centre of them, hovering just above their hands. “Request: North would like to be asked.”

“Asked what?” Emil said.

“Request Clarification: North would like to be asked to guide you to Iro.”

Emil glanced at the others. Toshiko shrugged and Justice rolled his eyes.

“North, will you come with us and help us find Iro?”

North stopped hovering and landed on their hands. “Encouragement: Four Home.”

When Emil pulled open the door, he found Acting Captain Courage Serah on the other side, along with the medical Surveyor. He startled at the sight of Iro’s mom and had no idea what to say. She peered around him, a frantic look on her face.

“Sorry about this,” Bjorn said as he squeezed past them, followed by Justice, Toshiko, and finally Eir. Emil stood rooted to the spot, hand still on the door, North on one shoulder and Defiant on the other.

“Emil,” Iro’s mom said, still peering. “Where is he? Where is my son?”

Emil shook his head. “He’s not in there. He’s…” He wasn’t sure what to say. He couldn’t tell her that the Black Cloaks had taken Iro. She’d immediately tell the council. If he told her that Iro had gone with them willingly, it would crush her, and the Surveyor would overhear and still tell the council. He had only one choice.

“He’s missing.”

“Missing?” Iro’s mom said, her voice breaking on the word. She pushed past Emil and into the infirmary, calling out for her son. The Surveyor stopped in front of Emil and glared.

“Where is he, Emil?” Serah asked again after rushing around the infirmary.

Emil met her accusing stare. “We’ll bring him back. I promise. We’ll bring him back.”


CHAPTER 45


They ran. Emil didn’t know how much of a head start the Black Cloaks had, but it couldn’t be too long. If they could just catch up with Iro and convince him to come back. He didn’t want to think of what would happen if the Black Cloaks refused to let him go. They were all too strong to tangle with.

Emil thundered down the close corridor, ignoring Justice’s shouts to slow down. He led with his shoulder and slammed through a doorway into the chamber beyond. It was so much brighter than the corridor and he had to stop a moment to give his eyes time to adjust. They’d left the arena and promenade behind hours ago, and had been running ever since. North assured them they were heading the right way.

This new chamber was circular, with brightly lit walls of shining silver metal, not a spot of rust in sight. Above, Emil could see where the chamber emptied out into the void, a green crosshatch of light beams across the blackness, keeping the atmosphere in. Below, the chamber extended down into the depths of the titan’s wing, so far it soon disappeared into darkness even with the walls so bright. There was a slim bridge leading across the gap to another door on the other side of the sixty feet chamber. Below, bisecting at a different angle, Emil saw another bridge about twenty feet down, and again below that. He’d been Hopping to the titan for a full year now and he’d never seen a chamber like this before.

“Still heading the right way?” he said.

North buzzed and took to the air. “Affirmative. At the current rate of titan traversal, we will catch up to Iro in 7952 days.”

“Huh?”

“Iro is moving almost as fast as we are, but away from us,” Eir said as she slipped around Emil and stared upwards towards space. “Woooooooooow.”

“Affirmative,” North said. “Time and distance are relative to the approximate⁠—”

“I get it!” Emil snapped. He glanced back to see Bjorn and Justice lagging behind, both out of breath and struggling to keep up. “They’re slowing us down.”

Leave the kindling behind. Don’t need them

Defiant said in his head. Emil still wasn’t sure he liked being able to hear the little autodage.

Eir leaned over the side of the bridge and stared down into the depths. “Echo!” Her voice repeated over and over again around the chamber. “They’ll catch up.”

“You don’t seem worried about all this.”

Eir turned to him and shook her head incredulously. “Don’t I? Good for me. Because right now I’m equal parts terrified for Iro and furious at him for running off. I don’t know whether to be angry or worried or anxious. Should I cry? Should I rage? Punch walls and complain that people are too slow? Or curl into a ball and cry because I feel so utterly out of my depth? Oh, and I’m also drowning in guilt because I can’t help but think this is all because I didn’t reply to his apology, so I also want to throw myself over this drop. But I think I’ll do none of the above. I think I’ll shout another echo into the void while I wait for the others to get here, then I’ll catch up to Iro and then… I don’t know.”

Emil didn’t know either. His entire plan went as far as catching up to Iro and then… He guessed he’d convince him to come back to the Home Fleet. Or maybe drag him back by his heels. What if Iro refused to go back? Emil wasn’t sure he could take his friend in a fight, but he was certain he couldn’t stand up to a couple of Black Cloaks if they pressed the issue.

“Encouragement: We will remind Iro of the home he has,” said North. “He will return.”

Eir’s chuckle was a little manic. “I like your confidence, North.”

The bot buzzed. “Autonomy has granted North much wisdom.”

Bjorn pounded down the corridor and stopped in front of Emil, hands on his knees, heaving for breath. “You… scrappers… Second… Gate… so unfair.”

Eir patted him on the back. “You’ll get there. Then you can be king of the gym all over again.” She sounded jovial, but now she had opened up, Emil could see the cracks in her facade. Eir was holding her self together with nothing but hope.

Justice stopped a short while back down the corridor, staring behind him, his crest oozing sickly green. He took a few short steps, then turned and sprinted towards the rest of the group. “Run! Run run run run!”

Behind the Surveyor, the corridor boiled with darkness. Monsters. Hundreds of small monsters swarming down after them.

“Across the bridge, go!” Emil shouted as he stepped into the corridor just as Justice passed him.

“Fingoids,” Justice said, panting. “Babies. A whole clutch of them.”

“No mother?” Emil said.

The Surveyor shrugged.

“Get across the bridge,” Emil shouted. Eir was already across and waving for Bjorn who was edging forwards, teetering over the drop on either side. “I’ll hold them back until you’re all on the other side.”

Justice nodded. “Sure would be nice if we had an overpowered Mage right about now. Just saying.”

“Say it on the other scrapping side.”

The swarm of fingoids was almost upon him, the scrabbling bodies like spiders made of pale human fingers. Emil stepped back into the corridor and raised his fist. “Defiant, Flame Breath!”

Finally. The world will burn!

The autodage ran down his arm, pointed towards the oncoming swarm and ignited its thruster. It roared. Flames filled the corridor, super-heating the metal and consuming fingoids in a screaming mass of charred flesh.

After just a few seconds, the flames gutted out and a spent fuel cartridge ejected from Defiant to tinkle across the floor.

More to burn. Give more fuel.

Emil reached into a pocket and pulled out another cartridge, slotting it quickly into the open port on Defiant’s head. But it was too late, the swarm was upon him.

Fingoids the size of children leapt over the burning bodies and reached for him. He caught the fingers of the first and used Strength to rip the little monster in two, but others clung to his legs, squeezing his armor, and Emil found himself in a losing battle, pounding the disgusting beasts to death slower than they were reaching him.

“Time to go, Emil!” Justice shouted across the comms.

Emil glanced to see all three of them across the bridge, then he turned and ran, fingoids still climbing up his legs, clinging to his back, punching knobbly fingers into his armor. Defiant fought them with blasts of Fire Breath, scorching them away, but there were too many.

He hit the bridge at a sprint, snatched a fingoid from his shoulder and threw it into the drop. He could hear the swarm behind him, chittering and scraping and tapping.

“Get down!” Bjorn shouted, already swinging his sword. He released a searing Arc Blast straight at Emil.

Emil leapt over the slicing wave of energy. Fingoids were cut in half behind and below. “Thruster,” he shouted to Defiant.

Busy.

The autodage was wrestling with a fingoid clinging to Emil’s bicep. He snatched the monster away and Defiant raced down his arm even as gravity pulled Emil down towards the drop. The autodage flipped its head around and burned its thruster at full bleed for three seconds. The heat on Emil’s face was so intense it felt like his eyeballs were melting, but the thrust carried him through the air until he crashed down onto the platform next to Eir. Her sword lashed out in three dizzying strikes and three baby fingoids fell away, skewered or cut in half.

Emil slotted another fuel cartridge into Defiant as he stood and glanced back. “How many more are we…” He trailed off as he caught full sight of the swarm. They poured out of the corridor across the chamber, some charging across the bridge, others fanning out to scuttle around the walls, a sea of scrabbling fingers and hairy knuckles.

“I miss Toshiko,” Emil said quietly.

“I’ll tell her you said that,” said Justice.

A vent ten feet up on the other side of the chamber bent outwards in a scream of metal, and then spun away to fall. The adult fingoid crawled out of the hole. It was easily half the size of a bhurbeast, a giant compared to the last fingoid they’d fought, and its digits were riddled with scars and too many to count. It raised two fingers in the air and screamed. Emil clasped hands over his ears, still not sure how the monsters could scream with no mouths. More babies swarmed out of the vent behind it. There were thousands of them.

A second vent spun away, ricocheting across the walls, and a second adult fingoid even bigger than the first erupted out of the vent.

“Time to go,” Eir said, grabbing Bjorn by his collar and hauling the big man backwards through the doorway. Justice was just a step behind.

Emil stared at the engulfing swarm for another second, then backed up and slammed the door shut. “Justice, Scribbles. Seal it!”

Justice leapt to the task, Scribbles using its plasma torch to weld the door shut. “Can you hold it?”

Emil tapped both his currents and used Strength. His arms bulged with the extra muscle and he pushed against the door even as something large, angry, and many fingered slammed against it from the other side. “Just hurry!” he growled.

He heard skittering above as baby fingoids found their way through the smaller vents. One of the little monsters dropped down in front of Bjorn and he sliced his sword down on it, severing three fingers. Six more quickly sprouted from the stumps.

“What the scrap?” the big Corsair shouted as the baby leapt at him.

“Don’t you know how to fight them?” Emil said.

Eir skewered the monster through the hand, pinning it to the wall, then twisted her sword and ripped it free, cutting the fingoid in half. “I do,” she said breezily. “Go for the hands, not the fingers.”

Bjorn nodded. “Got it.” Another of the little monsters dropped and he smashed his big sword down on it, crushing it to the floor.

Another thump on the door and Emil grunted against the strain. The little ones kept skittering through above them and Eir and Bjorn were dancing about, killing them as they dropped, but it was a losing battle any way they looked at it. None of them were suited to fighting swarms.

“Where did they all come from?” Emil asked around the effort of holding the door. “Anyone open a gate?”

Justice finished welding the door shut and backed away. “I don’t think they’re after us, Emil. I’m pretty sure we’re just in the way.”
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Water rushed by in a series of tubes overhead and the chamber quickly filled with steam. The mist eddied and swirled around the camouflaged forms of seven large scaly ravagleons. Along with the pack of paragores behind them, and the kharapids before that, and the vhar hunting party before them, the delays were becoming a little vexing. Mufar was quickly coming up with a theory and all fingers pointed towards Iro.

The boy was not well. In fact, he was venting current as fast as he was drawing it in, keeping it just long enough to flavour it with his resonance. It was like travelling with someone who had opened a gate, then just kept opening it. Monsters were being drawn from all around. Mufar had never seen anything like it before.

Arrow drew a glowing red circle in the air with her finger and a corresponding circle sizzled into being behind the nearly invisible ravagleons. Mufar pulled a hand cannon out of thin air and fired a blast through the circle, it caught the monsters from behind completely by surprise, and killed two of them instantly. The other five dropped their camouflage and charged through the steam. Mufar tossed the hand cannon behind him and it vanished back into his crest from whence it came.

Iro pulled his broken sword over his shoulder and activated his crest, which was flickering between bright and dark blue. Wild current flared out in all directions, assaulting Mufar’s senses like being slapped in the face repeatedly with a wet slipper. Not many Surveyors could sense current, but then he was not many Surveyors.

Mufar placed a hand on Iro’s shoulder. “I think we’ll just let our silent amazon deal with this one.”

“Silent what?” Iro asked. He was pale and sweaty, trembling. Despite having his current cleansed just a day ago, he was still deep in the throes of current sickness. If they didn’t get him to the colony and teach him to control it soon, his body would tear itself apart.

“Just watch,” Mufar said.

Arrow tore through the ravagleons like a storm made of fists. With each blow, her hands vibrated, and rather than crushing force, she sliced through the monsters.

“I thought she was a Paladin,” Iro said, trembling.

Mufar smiled. “She is.”

The last of the ravagleons fell in three pieces and Arrow straightened up. Her hood had pulled free, revealing a mop of dark hair, but she quickly tugged it up before turning back to them. She raised her hand, two fingers extended and pointing back at them, then reached forward with her other hand and drew it back. A shining white bow of pure current appeared in her hands. She released an arrow and it flew between Mufar and Iro, skewering a ravagleon behind them they had missed. Arrow lowered her hands, and the bow faded away like falling stardust.

“That’s not a Paladin talent,” Iro said, his jaw well and truly dropped.

Mufar chuckled. “Time to go.”

“Does anyone else hear scrabbling at the walls?” Iro asked.

Mufar activated his Scan and whistled at the mass of life around them. “Oh, if you could only see what I see, kid. The walls would be the least of your worries.”

With a map of the surrounding facilities hovering before Mufar’s eyes, each spot of light was a monster, and they were surrounded by a glow so bright it hurt to look at, all converging on them. Perhaps most bizarre of all, the spot of light on the map that was Iro was blinking in and out between bright as a sun and dark as a black hole. Mufar shook his head in wonder. He’d crossed distances in space beyond comprehension, had raced all over five different titans. He’d survived invasions, solar storms, and infestations. He’d witnessed entire fleets fall, and he’d seen men turn into monsters. But he’d never seen anything like Iro. His current wasn’t just in flux, it was a maelstrom rushing in, through, and out of him.

“Is this what you saw, boss?” Mufar whispered to himself as if Shota might hear him and answer somehow despite being half the titan away. “Is this why you gave me the order to recruit him no matter what?”

He and Arrow weren’t the only ones sent to the tournament. Most pairs were sent to assess the competitors and select someone for possible recruitment. But not Mufar. His orders had been very specific. Find Eclipse Iro and recruit him. Failing that… Well, no one else needed to know that he’d been ordered to kill Iro if he refused to join.


CHAPTER 46


It all came down to this. Finals day. Three matches back to back to decide who would be declared the champions for the Second, Third, and Fourth Gates. Three matches to decide who would keep the wing, and who would have to try their scavenging luck elsewhere. And Toshiko was up first. So, no pressure there.

She wrung her hands together in the middle of the arena, the entire collected crews of two fleets watching her. She thought about waving, half raised her hand, then decided it was probably a stupid idea, so lowered it again and scratched at her arm instead.

In the grand scheme of things, her match was probably the least important. But it felt important to her. If she won, the fleets would be tied on champions. Perhaps more importantly, if she won, she would avenge Aisha Darwish. The Home Fleet had not forgotten the death of their star. Toshiko had been receiving messages all morning, many from people she didn’t even know, wishing her luck against Cycle. She’d need it.

She was nervous and rightly so. His Scan bordered on precognition, and she knew next to nothing about his other talents, only that he was a Surveyor who didn’t have an autodage.

“No need to be nervous, Toshiko,” she said in Steel Lotus’ voice.

“Easy for you to say, all you have to do is go boom when I pull the trigger.”

A camera bot buzzed close and Toshiko realised she had just spoken to her cannon while the entire fleet was watching. She felt her cheeks flush red and let out a groan. The rest of the squad would never let her live it down when they heard of this. She hoped they were alright. She hoped they had caught up with Iro, slapped some sense into him, and were bringing him back even now.

Her tablet pinged with a message from Gadise Samir and Toshiko found herself grinning as she read it:

Boss Lady


From frozen ground erupts




Life green and new defiant




Impossibly strong




Toshiko typed a quick reply:

Toshiko (that’s me!)


Huh?




Her tablet pinged once more:

Boss Lady


Good luck! I believe in you.




Cycle poked his head into the arena from the raider side. His fleet cheered and the little Surveyor stepped out into the light looking awkward. He was small and pudgy looking with light form gray armor and no weapon to speak of, though Toshiko had seen him string razor wire from his bare hands. He was also wearing Toshiko’s beret, which not only didn’t suit his squarish head but also looked like he’d spilled a can of oil on it. Fury pounded in Toshiko’s chest and she stormed into the centre of the arena to meet with the enemy.

“Hi,” Cycle said, glancing at her then away. “I didn’t think you’d make it. To the finals, I mean. You’re very weak.”

Toshiko set her jaw and stared at the little raider.

Cycle glanced up, then away. He rubbed his hands on his legs. “It’s nice to see you again. Warts and all. Sorry, that was a joke.”

“You’ve seen me every single day, Cycle,” Toshiko growled him. “You’ve been stalking me, you little creep. Whispering in my ear.”

“You can’t prove that was me,” his dazzling blue eyes flicked up, and there was mischief in them.

“You stole my hat!”

“This is my hat,” Cycle said. “Maybe it just looks like yours?”

“URGH!” Toshiko yelled. “I am going to blast you so hard there won’t be enough of you left to stalk anyone ever again.” She turned on her heel.

“Don’t, um, lose your head,” Cycle said quickly.

Toshiko glared over her shoulder at him, but Cycle had already turned to his starting spot. She could almost feel the anger of her entire fleet at his callous joke.

“I am going to Gigablast you into the next galaxy!” she snarled at his back.

The arena shifted until they were standing on five circular platforms surrounding a larger central platform, electrified water filled the rest of the arena floor. It was good terrain for her. There were limited avenues Cycle could attack from and no higher levels. If she needed to, she could take to the sky with Boost, and he couldn’t follow.

The buzzer bleated out the start of the match and Toshiko drew her TCX in a flash, channeled the cannon to 150%, and pulled the trigger. The blast ripped across the arena and took Cycle in the chest, carving a smoking hole straight through him. He toppled backwards and landed with a thud. He didn’t get back up.

Toshiko paused, wide-eyed and in shock. 150% was a powerful blast from a TCX and the little cannon could only handle a few overcharges like that before it burned out, but it shouldn’t have been enough to kill him. Unless she was stronger than she thought she was. Now she felt guilty. Sure, she had threatened to blast him, but she hadn’t meant to kill him.

Toshiko crept forward onto the central platform. The crowd were still watching, and the screens above hadn’t declared her the winner. As she tiptoed onto Cycle’s platform, she had a sinking feeling in her gut.

The body was dressed in a fake armor, had pillows for arms, and a leering face with crosses for eyes. It was a decoy!

A stabbing pain lanced through her ankle and Toshiko spun about, charging her TCX and flailing, looking for a target. Cycle stood on the central platform, a small knife dripping blood, her blood, in his hand. Toshiko fired again and Cycle swayed easily out of the way without even looking, as if he’d known the shot was coming and knew exactly how it would go.

“I can’t believe that fooled you,” Cycle said, glancing up at her and then away. “Sorry. I thought you’d be smarter.”

Toshiko limped about, her ankle spiking with sharp pain and blood leaking into her boot. Not only had he got behind her somehow, he’d sliced right at the gap in her armor plating. She started channeling into Steel Lotus and fired off three more shots from the TCX. Cycle ducked the first, slipped around the second, but the third drilled a hole straight through his face and he dropped. Toshiko wasn’t about to be fooled again. That was another decoy.

She turned in a circle on the spot, watching for any sign of the Surveyor. “Why are you Surveyors always so tricksy?” she said. “You can’t just stand still and fight like Vanguard.”

“You’re the most direct Mage I’ve ever known,” Cycle said. Toshiko spun and acquired. Her shot took off an arm and another decoy littered the platform.

“No shields or fire or ice.” He was behind her again. Toshiko limped about and fired. Another decoy dropped.

“Just straightforward blasts.”

Toshiko turned again but didn’t fire this time. She watched Cycle circling her around the main platform, his walk slow and childish as if he was playing a balancing game. She kept her TCX trained on him.

“There’s no depth to you,” Cycle said. “Nothing hidden. Nothing below the surface. Just empty, shallow, nothing. Sorry, you must think⁠—”

She shot him in the leg.

“OW!” Cycle shouted as he dropped to one knee.

Toshiko’s next shot took his head clean off. Another decoy fell to the ground. He seemed to be able to prepare and switch with them at will. Did he have a maximum number he could use?

“Really wish you’d told me more about Surveyor talents, Justice,” Toshiko mumbled under her breath, channeling current into Steel Lotus as she searched the arena for her target.

A sharp pain in her side and Toshiko gasped as the knife plunged in between her armor. She wrenched away from Cycle and stumbled, almost falling over the side of the platform into the water. She shot at him, just a few feet away, and he swayed easily out of the way and closed on her, his knife stabbing again, slicing through the weave at her hip. She fired again and again and again, and each time he dodged the shot without even looking, closed on her, sliced her again.

Toshiko lit a Boost beneath her and exploded it, sending her rocketing into the air. Twenty feet up, she formed a stable Boost under her feet and knelt on it, gasping through the pain. She was bleeding from a dozen little cuts, none of them too deep, but they all hurt and leaked blood into her underweave. Cycle remained on the arena floor, staring up at her, his blue eyes dazzling in his plain face. Then he lifted something red to his nose and sniffed.

“Is that my hair?” Toshiko shouted down at him. She reached behind to find she had a slice on the back of her neck. “Urgh! You are the creepiest little junk hole! Why are you doing this?”

“You bumped into me,” Cycle said.

“What?” Toshiko shook her head. “So what? I said I was sorry.”

“We have a connection,” Cycle said, sounding painfully earnest.

“Oh scrap you!” Toshiko holstered her TCX and pulled around Steel Lotus. The charge was at 31%. She flipped a switch and the barrel morphed into gatling mode. “Dodge this.” She pulled the trigger and rained a meteor storm down on the arena floor.

Cycle darted about, finally moving like he had a purpose. He dodged some shots, was hit by others, and each time one struck him, a decoy fell and he reappeared somewhere else. By the time Steel Lotus ran dry, the barrels smoking from the barrage, there were twelve decoys littering the arena floor. Cycle stood in the centre of the arena, breathing heavily but completely unharmed.

Toshiko pulled out her TCX again. She had no intention of going back to the arena floor. She could stay up on her Boost all day if she had to.

“Don’t you feel it?” Cycle said.

“Shut up!” Toshiko shouted and fired the TCX.

Cycle stepped back, avoiding the shot. “Our connection.”

“Will you just…” Toshiko trailed off as Cycle raised his hand and a golden shimmer raced along a line leading from his palm all the way up to her chest. They really did have a connection.

Cycle yanked on the line and Toshiko wailed in alarm as she was tugged off balance and careened over the side of her Boost. She plummeted and hit the ground hard, face down. She groaned and hurt all over. It felt like she’d been punched by Emil. She rolled over onto her back and her arm flailed over the side of the arena. Sparks raced through her as her hand touched the water and she quickly rolled away again. Pain lanced through her ass as Cycle stabbed her again and Toshiko wailed and scrambled away.

“I know you feel it,” the creepy little raider said, staring at his bloody knife.

“Of course I scrapping feel it, you just stabbed me in the ass!” Toshiko had lost her TCX in the fall, but these days she always kept a backup spare. And a backup backup spare for that matter. She drew the TCX strapped to her ankle and fired.

Cycle leaned out of the way, and then vanished in a blur of light.

“Oh come on!” Toshiko shouted as she scrambled up and backed away. “Decoys, predictive omniscience, AND invisibility?” She fired her TCX randomly in frustration, hoping she would hit him, but every shot was a miss. She was running out of ideas. How could she hit a target she couldn’t see, who could dodge every shot, and use a decoy for the ones he couldn’t dodge?

“I said you’d lose,” Cycle whispered.

Toshiko spun about and fired. Her blast smashed against the arena wall. Her thigh spiked with pain as the invisible little creep stabbed her again. She hurt everywhere, was bleeding everywhere. She was starting to feel tired and cold.

“Just give up.”

Toshiko didn’t try to fire at him this time, but just ran, trying to get away. A new slice appeared on her thigh and she cried out, tripped over a decoy and collapsed in the centre of the arena. How could she fight someone she couldn’t even see?

“I just need to show you how weak you are.” He sliced her ear and Toshiko screamed, curling in on herself, shielding her head with her hands.

“Just surrender.” He sliced her hand.

“Then we can be⁠—”

The world went gray.
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Toshiko stood slowly, hefting Steel Lotus with her. She glanced down at the display panel just in time to see the charge flick over from 29% to 30%. Which was odd because she appeared to be in her Gate space, which meant she didn’t have access to her current, but she was still charging Steel Lotus somehow, even without chanting.

She shook her head. “Don’t have time for that, Toshiko. First things first. Find your gate.” She turned around and felt her jaw drop. “Oh void!”

There were gates everywhere. Three on the central platform alone, more on the other platforms, some in the water, some floating above her, and others in the seating in between the frozen crowd. She did some quick mental arithmetic, but stopped counting at twenty because she really didn’t have time for it. Color was already draining back into the chamber and the highest members of the crowd in the seats were already regaining some. She guessed she had a minute or two to figure out the puzzle.

“Surrounded by gates, all the same.” Each one was a circle with a wooden-looking frame. The doors were all a swirling two pattern design that appeared to be reflections of each other and interlocked like two oil drops having a hug. At the top of each gate was a single word written in that same language that she both didn’t know yet also understood. It read: CHEAT. She narrowed her eyes at the obvious insult.

“Running out of time, Toshiko,” she said in Steel Lotus’ voice.

Toshiko limped to the nearest gate, trailing blood that was bright red against the gray space. She reached for the doors and pushed, and they swung open with surprising ease.

“Oh!” Toshiko said, taken aback. “That was easy. Yay me.” She stepped through the gate.

Nothing happened. When she turned back around, the gate was gone, or possibly moved. In fact, all the gates looked like they had shifted positions.

She limped to another gate, threw it open and walked through. Nothing happened and the gates moved again. She tried another and another, each time feeling more desperate. Still nothing. The color had reached the top of the arena wall now, though all the crowd above were still frozen.

“Think think think,” Toshiko said. “Dozens of gates. Every time I walk through one, they all move. I have to find the right gate.” She spun on the spot, staring at each gate. “One of them has to be different. I just have to find the odd one out.”

But every gate was exactly the same. The same frame, the same design on the door, the same word CHEAT written above.

“Cheat is the clue, Toshiko,” said Steel Lotus.

“Right! Of course. So how do I cheat this one?” She couldn’t shoot the doors, she had no current in this gate space, though another glance at Steel Lotus’ display read 59%, which meant she was somehow still charging the cannon, and so much faster than she normally could. She shook her head. “Stop getting distracted.”

She squeezed her eyes shut, desperately trying to think, and heard a soft humming like an electrical charge. She opened her eyes again and searched for it, but it could have been coming from anywhere. The color was half way down the arena now. She had less than a minute left.

“Find the gate,” said Steel Lotus.

“Right, I’m trying. The gate that’s different. That looks different, that sounds different. Smells different. Sensory expansion!” She’d never managed it before, but it couldn’t hurt to try once more.

Toshiko couldn’t form a boost without her current, so she knelt quickly and closed her eyes. “Picture the wheel. Spin the wheel. Endlessly spinning.”

Toshiko saw the wheel in her head, a bright disc of white light. No! Pink. She made it pink like her crest. It was surrounded by darkness, though she kept seeing blobs of color forming like oil on water. She shook her head and started the wheel spinning. It started a slow turn. Too slow. She sped it up in an instant so fast it was a blur. It was hypnotic. The rest of the colours faded away until only the wheel remained.

“Time to turn out the lights.”

Master Keiro had told her to split the wheel into three sections, but instead Toshiko split it into three concentric rings surrounding each other. She made the outer ring her sight and then made it go dark.

She opened her eyes to utter black. Everything except the spinning wheel, now smaller than before.

The next ring of the wheel she gave her sense of touch and switched it off. The itching in her arm vanished. The feeling of her knees on the metal floor. Even the pain in her wounds was gone.

Finally, she made the smallest section of her wheel, her hearing. Then the wheel vanished completely. The hum in her ears went away, and the chattering voices in her head fell silent.

This was what she had never achieved by chemically muting herself. The voices had never gone away, but now there was nothing. She was nothing. Endless and formless and limitless.

But Master Keiro had never taught her the next step in sensory expansion. He’d never explained how she went from being nothing, to being everything. And she was running out of time. Yet, in the void she had achieved, her own voice reached her and the answer seemed obvious. Turn it all back on.

Toshiko lit the wheel back up in one glorious flash of sensory madness. Her sight exploded before her, sharper than it had ever been. Her sense of touch was all pain, but it helped her focus on her body, on the floor, even the air around her. Her hearing was acute enough she could have picked a voice from the crowd. She saw everything around her, even the things she couldn’t see, and it also went beyond sight. She perceived the Gate Space in a way that made the details so obvious she couldn’t miss them.

The color was almost down to the arena floor now, but it didn’t matter. Toshiko grinned and turned her head. “There you are,” she said.

Her gate was right beside her as it had always been, just waiting for her to be able to see it. It was exactly like all the other gates, except the word on the top read TRADITION.

Toshiko climbed to her feet, wincing at the pain. “Master Keiro is going to have a fit.” She finally realised it had never been about following tradition blindly, nor discarding it entirely, but rather figuring out what tradition meant to her, and how she could apply it to help her tread her own path. Because that was what mattered. This was her path, and no one else could walk it but her.

Toshiko pushed open the door to her Third Gate, and stepped through.
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Everything happened at once. The roar of the crowd crashed into her, the pain of her injuries flared, the sight of her blood on the arena floor was bright and livid. Cycles decoys were strewn all around, but the Surveyor himself was still invisible. One more thing that didn’t matter. She no longer needed her sight to find the creep. She could hear his footsteps and smell his fear.

Toshiko flicked a button on Steel Lotus and the barrel shifted from gatling to single fire. The display read 71%.

“Ready to fire.” She swung the barrel around and shut off her hearing. “Gotcha!”

Steel Lotus roared!

The Sonic Boom went off right in Cycle’s face and his invisibility vanished at the same time every pane of glass in the arena exploded. The Surveyor was thrown backwards with such force he flew across the arena, slammed into the wall, and dropped senseless into the water which proceeded to electrify his unconscious body, and Toshiko wouldn’t feel bad about that at all. She kind hoped they forgot to turn the electricity off for a long time.

She turned her hearing back on, expecting to hear the roar of the crowd proclaiming her the champion. Not that she was egotistical or anything, but she kind of hoped they’d be chanting her name. Instead, she was hit by stunned silence. Not even the raiders knew what to think apparently. She decided that was even better than chanting.

The screens above flickered, then declared her the winner and champion of the Second Gate. Which made it official enough that Toshiko leapt in the air and whooped.

As the flamey pink aura of her gate opening faded, she stood in the centre of the arena, hoping she hadn’t deafened anyone. Except for maybe Cycle. Then the Home Fleet finally started cheering for her. Toshiko raised her hands, holding Steel Lotus aloft, because her poor cannon deserved at least half the praise.

She noticed a ghostly pink hand hovering in front of her. It was slightly transparent and looked like it was made of glittering light. “What are you?” she asked pointing.

The hand pointed a finger right back at her.

“Wait, are you my unique talent?” She waved and the hand waved back. “Oooooooh!” Toshiko bounced on the spot. “I have a hand. I have a ghost hand! What can I do with you? What can you do? Can you high five?”

She raised her hand and slapped towards the ghost hand. It missed, lurched past her own hand, and slapped her in the face. It felt like being slapped by starlight.

Toshiko giggled. “Co-ordination needs work. Check! I can’t wait to see what I can do with you.” She deactivated her crest and both it and the ghost hand faded from sight. She’d have chance to play around with it later. For now, she raised Steel Lotus again and basked in the warmth of her victory.

She done it! She’d beaten the creep stalking her. She’d opened her Third Gate. And she was her fleet’s champion.


CHAPTER 47


Iro dug a hand beneath his armor and rubbed at his chest. He felt so cold, like he’d just taken a shower in coolant fluid. But judging by the heat haze in the chamber, and the sweat on Mufar’s forehead, the place was sweltering. Something was very wrong inside.

He tried to visualise his current, the block of ice that always sat in his core, but it was gone. In its place was a roaring torrent of water flowing in and out of him so fast he didn’t even have chance to channel it. When he brought up his crest, it flickered between dull as rusted metal, and bright as thruster fire. And it hurt. Arrow had cleansed him, but Mufar was right that it was only a temporary fix.

“Asteroid farming,” Mufar said, gesturing at the expansive chamber. A huge rock as large as a ship sat in the centre of the chamber, anchored to the floor by dozens of metal spikes driving into it from above and below. Automated mechanical arms worked at the rock, some taking samples to test, others shearing entire sections off to be floated away on platforms with gravity rings underneath them. Sparks flew from the machines, drifting across the chamber on invisible currents of air.

“Why?” Iro said, trembling.

Mufar eyed him with concern. He had his black cloak on again, over the top of mustard yellow armor. It made him look like one of those little flying insects from the garden domes. “Use that big ol’ noggin of yours, Iro. Where do you think all the matter comes from? Not even the mighty titans can create something from nothing.”

That made sense, he supposed, though it was a struggle to think about it. It was a struggle to do anything, but he focused on keeping his feet moving one after another. Mufar had promised him the Black Cloaks knew how to save him, and he had to trust they were telling the truth, because he felt like he was dying.

Arrow finished killing a deikan that had flown in and tried to dive bomb Iro. All the monsters were targeting him, trying to rush over each other to reach him. If not for the Black Cloaks intercepting them, protecting him, he knew he’d be dead many times over already. Arrow’s hood was still up, obscuring her face in deep shadow. She never talked, but Iro thought he sometimes saw her staring at him, hood turned his way. Her armor was shiny and black, like a marsh mite’s carapace. It made her look like a living shadow. She grabbed one of the empty hovering platforms and dragged it towards them.

“Right,” Mufar said with cheer. “We’re headed up there.” He pointed to an alcove high above. There looked to be a control centre up there, which seemed odd considering the whole farming process was clearly automated, but Iro also spotted a door with some writing above it.

“Are we… close,” he said, trying to catch his breath.

“Absolutely!” said Mufar. “Just a hop, a skip, and about ten thousands jumps away. We’ll be at the colony in no time, just, uh, hang in there.”

Iro wiped a hand across his head and it came away wet. He was sweating, despite being cold. That didn’t seem like a good sign.

“I thought you fixed me?” he said.

“Yes,” Mufar said. “Look, I’ll level with you, Iro. I’m not really sure what’s happening to you right now. You appear to be sucking up current and spitting it out again. Have you tried… not?”

Iro trembled at the man.

Arrow stopped in front of them and grunted at the platform.

“Good. Our chariot awaits!” Mufar said, with a flourish and a bow.

Iro climbed onto the platform and sat, legs dangling over the edge. He was so tired. They’d been running from one fight to another for a full day now, monsters assaulting them every step of the way. Between the constant battle, and the state of his current, he felt like he couldn’t go on. It was only made worse by the fact that Mufar seemed to be full of energy and cheer, and Arrow was an unstoppable power house. She was a Paladin, unable to enhance herself, and yet she was stronger than Emil even buffing himself with Strength.

The Black Cloaks stepped up onto the platform and Mufar knelt, placing a hand flat on the surface. His purple crest lit up around his wrist and a series of arcane letters floated into the air.

“Just a moment,” Mufar said lightly. “Aaaaand. There’s the passcode. Quite why they add sixteen digit passcodes to these things, complete with upper and lower case, and at least one number, I will never know. But also, who cares?” He stood and pointed towards the alcove above. “Onward mighty steed!”

The platform hummed as it started rising slowly towards the alcove. Iro stared down at the ground, getting further and further away. They were about halfway up the fifty feet rise when Iro was nudged in the back. His heart slammed in his chest and he clutched the platform with both hands.

“What the scrap?” he said, turning.

Arrow stood behind him. She chuckled.

“What was that for?”

She shrugged and turned away.

Mufar spread his hands apologetically. “Perhaps a gentle reminder of the precarious place we all inhabit within this vast cosmos. Or maybe she just wanted to see if you’d wet yourself. Who knows? Who can decipher the enigma that is our silent guardian?”

Iro edged away from Arrow and kept an eye on her. He didn’t fancy plummeting over the edge when his current was in the state it was.

The platform bumped to a halt. “Please exit the vehicle,” Mufar said loudly. “Remember to take all your luggage with you.”

“Huh?” Iro said.

Mufar shrugged. “Misspent youth with too many vids. You’ll get used to me.”

Arrow grumbled wordlessly.

“She loves me really,” Mufar said.

Iro heaved himself to his feet and jumped off the floating platform. The control room had a number of consoles in it, each one reeling off various streams of data, but Arrow ignored it and headed straight for the door. It had an arrow pointing ahead and the words CORE ELEVATOR written above it.

“Found you!” shouted a familiar tinny voice. “Found you. North has found you.” The bot rocketed upwards from the chamber below and did a hovering circuit around Iro’s head. Despite himself, Iro found he was grinning.

“What are you doing here?” he asked North. The automaton landed on his shoulder and scuttled across to the other one.

“North will always find you. North is Iro’s chronicler and guide. And…” The bot buzzed. “North wants to stay with Iro.”

Arrow grunted, and Mufar stepped forward. “Sorry about this, Iro.” His hand shot out and grabbed North, fingers scraping against the bot’s chassis.

North’s weapon ports opened and it sent a shock at Mufar, who let go, shaking his hand. North then hovered away, behind Iro. “North is not weak. North is armored.”

Mufar frowned, no more humor in his voice. “Titansteel, is it?”

“Leave North alone,” said Iro. “I’ll send it away. There’s no need to hurt it.”

“Like you sent it away last time?” Mufar said.

Arrow sighed and tilted her head.

“Wonderful, more company,” said Mufar.

Iro turned to see four figures striding into the chamber below. He recognised them immediately. Emil, Justice, Bjorn, and Eir had followed him. Iro sighed and glanced at North. “You shouldn’t have brought them.”

“North needed backup to rescue Iro. Declaration: You are rescued!”

Mufar shook his head. “Arrow, if you wouldn’t mind doing the honors.”

Arrow stepped up to the edge of the drop and pointed two fingers down at the group below, the bow of pure current shimmering into being. She reached forward with her other hand, then drew it back. A shining arrow of white light formed in her hands.

“Stop!” Iro said, jumping in front of her. “I’ll send them away. There’s no need to hurt them.”

“They can’t follow us, Iro,” Mufar said.

“They won’t.”

“They shouldn’t even know about us.”

“I’ll fix this,” Iro said. “Just let me fix this.”

Purple crests appeared around Mufar’s eyes. “You have five minutes. If they’re not gone by then, I’ll make them gone.”

Iro sighed wearily and nodded his head. “I’ll handle it.” He couldn’t let the Black Cloaks harm his friends, but he couldn’t let his friends keep following him either. They had to turn back. And that meant he had to give them a reason to turn back.

Ashvild’s voice sounded in his head. You have to sell it. If you leave any doubt at all, they won’t believe.

He stepped off the ledge and let gravity pull him down. North flew after him. At the last moment, Iro drew his sword and Blinked forward, stopping just a few paces from Emil. The Paladin drew up short, jaw grinding.

“‘Bout time we caught up,” Emil said. “Come on, Iro. We’re going back.”

“You are,” Iro said, tiredly. It was so much effort just speaking. He looked around at the others. “You all are. But I’m not going with you. I can’t.”

Emil stepped forward and shoved Iro in the chest, so he staggered backwards. “That’s scrap, Iro. No one but us knows you’re gone yet. You come back with us and no one has to know.”

“You don’t understand.”

“Then make me understand. Because right now, it looks like you’re running off to join the enemy.”

Iro glanced over his shoulder to where Mufar and Arrow stood watching them from above. How much could they hear? With Mufar’s Surveyor abilities, Iro wasn’t sure what he could say. He had to get Emil and Eir and the others to leave, but he couldn’t tell them the truth. Or at least, he couldn’t tell them the whole truth. He closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath, then he clenched his jaw and turned a sneer on Emil.

“That’s exactly what I’m doing. Because they can give me what you and the rest of the fleet cannot. I need to get stronger, the Black Cloaks can help me break through my barriers. I need to know the truth of the titans, and they can teach me everything I need to know. I’m not willing to sit in ignorance any more, and I’m sick of being so weak I have to rely on hurting myself to win.

“Go home, Emil. All of you, go back!”

Emil balled his hands into fists, but Eir stepped past him. She sniffed and there were tears standing in her eyes. “Is this really the person you want to be, Iro?”

He desperately wanted to go to her, to take her hand, to feel her lean against him like she had that day after they ran the gauntlet together. But too much had happened since then. Too much had changed. And if she didn’t go back, Mufar and Arrow would kill her.

“It’s the person I need to be.”

“What about the other Iro?” she said. “The sweet awkward one who used to fall over trying to stretch with me? Who made me a cake on my birthday, even if it was just algae with a candle in it. What about the Iro who sat beside me and told me stories of his sister?”

Iro refused to look away from her gaze. He knew how he could get them to leave. They needed to see he had changed. They needed to know it beyond a shadow of doubt. “That Iro was weak. He can’t walk this path.”

Eir shook her head. “There are other ways to get stronger.”

“Maybe, but this is the one I choose. This is my path, and none of you can walk it with me. So. Go. Home.”

“Scrap this!” Bjorn shouted, starting forward. “You’re coming back even if I have to drag you, brother.”

The world fizzed at the edges, just like it had the day Wave had opened her Third Gate, like it was flooded with static. Iro activated his Strike Breaker just as Bjorn vanished and reappeared beside him, sword already swinging. The shield shattered with the blow and Bjorn rocked backwards, off balance.

The big Corsair was surrounded by an aura like rose flames, evidence of having opened his Second Gate. He towered above Iro, a full head taller and twice as wide.

“You’re coming home, brother.”

Iro shook his head slowly, refusing the tears. “Finally opened your gate, I see. But it won’t help you, Bjorn. There’s still a gulf between us.”

Bjorn swung again, but Iro lurched forwards under the blow and rammed the pommel of his sword into Bjorn’s gut. The big man grunted and flew away from the blow.

“You’re not titansteel, brother. You’re just ship printed. Weak and brittle,” Iro said.

Eir hadn’t moved, but Emil charged past her, hands slipping into his gauntlets. He punched a fist at Iro, then another. Iro backed up step after step.

“You think I’d just let you go off on your own?” the Paladin snarled.

Iro felt the current rushing through him. It was intermittent, flaring one moment and fading the next. This was a fight he couldn’t afford.

“Don’t force your abandonment issues on me, Emil. So desperate to help others so they’ll stay with you because you’re afraid of being alone.”

Emil swung and Iro Blinked backwards, sent a Mirage towards him, then followed up with a Blink behind the Paladin. His sword smashed into Emil’s back and sent him staggering.

Bjorn was up again, charging their way. Emil straightened up and his skin had that familiar weight of a Steel enhancement. Iro backed away. He couldn’t take either of them close up, but if he could manoeuvre around them, then they couldn’t match his speed. As long as Eir didn’t get involved.

He glanced over just in time to see Eir ball her fists, wipe her eyes, and draw her sword. Now, Iro had to admit, he was in trouble.
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Arrow stepped forward towards the edge, but Mufar held up a hand to stop her. “Now now,” he said. “No need to get involved. I think we should let Iro handle this all on his own.”

“He can’t win against all four of them.”

“Are you sure?” Mufar squinted, his 3x3 Eyes cycling through visual spectrums. “You can’t see what I see.” He leaned forwards, mesmerised by the sight. “What is he?”

The ambient current in the chamber was moving. It never moved on its own. It usually just sort of sat there, power resting in the air that only humans could absorb. Well, now it was swirling like a maelstrom, invisible and unfelt by everyone. It churned and raged, and was funnelling straight into Iro.

Surrounded by three opponents, Iro was dancing back and forth, but he couldn’t match either of the bigger lads for strength, and the woman had him at evens for speed. Mufar watched as the big Corsair dropped his sword and grabbed Iro’s arm. The Paladin rushed in and grabbed his other arm, and they forced him to his knees. He struggled, trying to wrench free, but they held him tight.

“If we don’t step in, they’ll drag him back to their fleet,” Arrow said.

“Just wait a few more seconds.” Mufar grinned. “We’re about to see something interesting.” In Mufar’s sight, the current swirling around the chamber was starting to glow. And so was Iro.
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The current that had been washing through Iro, an icy stream, was growing hot as a reactor. He growled as he tensed and tried to pull free, but Emil and Bjorn had him pinned. He couldn’t let them drag him back. He couldn’t let them rob him of his one chance to fulfil all his promises. To get stronger, to be powerful enough to matter. And to bring Mia home. The rage burned inside and made the stream of current flowing through him boil.

“What’s gotten into you, Iro?” Eir said, kneeling before him. “Stop fighting us.”

“Justice,” Emil shouted. “Get over here. We’ll pin his arms behind his back. Use Scribbles to weld them together.”

Iro growled and tried again to pull free. The current flowing through him grew hotter still.

“Iro…” Eir reached out a hand towards his face, and froze.

Everything went gray.

Eir’s hands were just a finger from his cheek, her face full of concern. Gray. Emil and Bjorn, desperately pulling back his arms, while Justice ran for them. Gray. The asteroid and the mechanical arms working it, Arrow and Mufar watching from above. Gray. And there in front of Iro, just beyond Eir, was his Third Gate. Gray.

It was square shaped like a ship door, locked with a thick chain and padlock. The door had a texture like bubbles rising and popping on its surface, and the frame was twisted like melted metal. Above it sat a sign that read TEMPERANCE.

The Black Cloaks were already in color once again. Time was running out too fast and Iro hadn’t even started trying to figure out the puzzle yet. He tried to stand, to pull his arms free and go to his gate, but Emil and Bjorn were frozen in place, like unmovable statues, holding him down.

“NO!” Iro shouted and tried to wrench free, but his friends didn’t budge. “Get off me.” But they couldn’t hear him, and couldn’t move even if they did.

He screamed wordlessly, his anger flaring even hotter. He wrenched side to side, pulled, shoved, desperate to get free. They hadn’t meant to do it. He knew they hadn’t meant to, but his friends had pinned him in place to watch his gate as time slid away. If he couldn’t get free of them, he would lose his one chance to get stronger. He’d stall, and it would all be their fault. They were holding him back!

The color was racing back down into the chamber, almost to the top of his gate already. Iro pulled and pulled until his shoulder screamed in protest, and he pulled even more. His right shoulder popped out of the socket and Iro howled, the pain and anger mixing inside to make his vision fuzzy and red. But he didn’t have time to pass out.

Bracing against the pain, he slipped his right arm forwards and slithered it from Emil’s grip. Then he smashed his elbow back into the statue of his friend and his shoulder snapped back into position with a fresh wave of pain. With knives digging into his muscles, Iro fumbled about for the catch on his left vambrace and finally popped the catch to free his hand. He pulled free of Bjorn’s grip and rushed to his feet, dizzy from the pain.

The color was already half way down his gate, revealing the word above in red neon light like a warning sign. He snatched his sword from the floor, apologised to Eir as he vaulted over her head and ran to his gate. He slammed against the door. The chain holding it closed rattled.

“Open!” Iro yelled. Pushing it again and again. He was almost out of time, but he couldn’t figure out the puzzle with his head pounding from the anger and the pain like fire burning his shoulder.

“Scrap it!” Iro slammed his broken sword into the chain again and again, screaming at it.
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The current in the room vanished. Which wasn’t exactly right, but more like it was just suddenly gone. And then Mufar saw why. Iro had moved. No longer pinned by his friends, he was standing in front of the Surveyor, and he was surrounded by a blue aura that almost seemed to spark like electricity popping off him.

“Like I said, interesting,” Mufar said, grinning.

“What just happened?” Arrow asked.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say our new recruit just broke open his gate.”

“What? You can’t break open a gate.”

Mufar glanced at Arrow and gave a pointed shrug. “Still wondering why Shota ordered me to recruit this one?”


CHAPTER 48


Emil stared down at his empty hand where a moment ago he’d been clutching Iro’s arm. Then he looked up to see Iro standing in front of Justice, lightning sparking all around him. Iro clenched his fists a couple of times, then focused on Justice.

“For the record, Iro,” Justice said, holding up his hands in surrender. “I never wanted to come in the first place.”

Scribbles leapt from Justice’s shoulder, head sparking with a plasma torch. Iro snatched the autodage from the air in one hand.

“Coward!” He snapped Scribble’s main support strut, then tossed the broken bot back to Justice, and turned away. His eyes glowed like blue fire and his face was twisted into an angry snarl.

“My turn,” Iro growled. He vanished.

A sword slashed above Emil’s head and a knee smashed into his face from the side. He tumbled away, dizzy and feeling like his jaw was broken. A few seconds later, a yelling Bjorn landed on top of him. They scrambled for a few seconds, trying to disentangle their limbs.

When Emil finally crawled free and looked up, he saw Iro and Eir dancing together in a blur of motion, titansteel swords colliding like stars in the night. Eir was on the back foot, giving ground, strain on her face. Every few clashes, a floating purple mimic of her sword was left fizzing in the air, then struck at Iro as he passed, but they lacked the force to break his armor and he waded through the strikes.

“You’re holding back!” Iro snarled. “Because of her, because you’re afraid to fight like Eyildr. You’re so scared of becoming her, you’re too afraid to overtake her. You’ll never be anything but an echo.”

Then Eir was a heartbeat too late, and Iro’s sword smashed into her side. It should have cut her in two, but he’d used the flat rear of the blade and instead she was flung away, tumbling through the air. She crashed into one of the mechanical arms near the asteroid, then flopped to the floor, groaning. Iro stared after her, his face either anger or anguish, Emil couldn’t tell with the blue light streaming from his eyes.

“What is wrong with you, brother?” Bjorn bellowed as he stood and swung his sword. A wide rose coloured arc of energy sliced out through the air.

Iro turned and brought his blade down on the Arc Blast, and the energy shattered like glass.

“Oh come on!” Bjorn shouted.

Iro swung his own sword and Blinked towards Bjorn who blocked, but the image of Iro vanished through him like a mirage. Then the real Iro was there, and he smashed the pommel of his sword up into Bjorn’s gut. The big man double over, gasping for air.

“So desperate to catch up, you’re just walking in my wake,” Iro said and shoved Bjorn aside to sprawl on the ground, still trying to breathe. “Stop trying to follow my path and find your own.”

Emil rose with a roar and an uppercut. Iro dodged backwards, but Emil wasn’t done. He kept up the assault with a flurry of jabs and haymakers, not letting Iro get the space to use his sword for anything but blocking. Gauntlets met blade and sparks showered them both.

“And you,” Iro snarled over their crossed weapons. “You’re so determined to prove everyone else is wrong, never even stopping to think you might be the problem.”

Let me at him!

Emil grinned with his next punch. “Thruster.” Defiant scuttled onto his gauntlet and fired its thruster. At the same time, Emil flared both his crests and poured the supercharged current into Strength. His rocket fist smashed past Iro’s guard, too fast to block, and impacted into his chest with the force of a meteor strike. Iro spun away, skidding across the floor and spitting blood.

“Don’t let up!” Emil shouted.

Eir was back on her feet and staggering forwards. Bjorn finally remembered how to breathe and heaved himself upright. Emil ordered Defiant to fire its thruster again and rocketed forward towards to his downed friend. If they could just incapacitate him, they could get him back to the fleet.

Iro struggled unsteadily back to his feet even as Emil closed in. Then his eyes flared with icy blue light bright as a star, and he vanished.

Emil slowed his thrust assisted run and turned. Eir was a few steps behind him, a glowing blue line across her chest. Bjorn was just beyond her, another line on his chest. Emil glanced down and found a similar blue line of glowing current, bisecting his chest plate.

“Why me?” Justice whined. He was twenty paces back, not involved in the fight at all, but even he had a blue line glowing on his armor. And just behind Justice, Iro stood with his back turned to them all.

Iro raised his left hand and clicked his fingers. All four of them were smashed to the ground like they’d been hit by hammers.

Emil rolled over, groaning from the pain, and tried to get his hands beneath him. Eir, Bjorn, Justice, they were all down and none of them looked like they were getting up again any time soon. Iro had just beaten them all single-handed, and the worst thing was he barely looked like he was trying.

He walked in between them, sword resting across his shoulders. “Is this all you have?” Iro said coldly. He stopped by Eir, and for a moment Emil thought he’d break. Then he looked down at the tablet on his wrist, and stared up at the Black Cloaks watching them. “Times up.” He turned away from Eir, still writhing on the floor, and walked towards Emil.

Emil pushed up to his hands and knees. He hurt everywhere, but he had to try. Iro stopped in front of him.

“This is why I have to leave. You’re weak.” Iro looked away. “You’re holding me back. The Black Cloaks can offer me real power. I…” He shook his head. “Don’t come after me.” He hefted his sword upwards, and vanished.

Emil struggled back to his feet. Iro was up with the Black Cloaks, about to leave. He couldn’t let him go. “Defiant, thruster.” He knelt down, pushed the last of his current into a Strength enhancement, and leapt. Defiant burned its thruster and Emil soared through the air, straight towards Iro and the Black Cloaks.

Iro glanced over his shoulder, saw Emil coming, and sighed with a shake of his head. Defiant’s thruster ran out and he was still ten feet shy of the alcove. Then Iro vanished and reappeared in front of Emil, his sword slapped against Emil’s chest with no force. Iro grabbed Emil’s breastplate by the rim and pulled him close even as gravity started to pull them back down.

“Protect the fleet,” Iro whispered. Then he kicked Emil away, back flipping into a Blink back to the alcove. He clicked his fingers once more and Emil was smashed back down to the ground.
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Iro didn’t watch Emil fall, but he heard his friend hit the ground. It hurt to tear himself away from them all, but it had to be done. He had to convince them all to go home, to leave him. They had to believe he was truly joining the Black Cloaks. Even so, he hated himself for everything he’d said, and for the pain he’d caused them.

He looked up at Mufar. “Done.”

Mufar shrugged. “Just over five minutes. Maybe I should make sure⁠—”

“They’re done!” Iro snapped. “They won’t be following us. So let’s go.”

Mufar sketched a lazy bow. “As you wish.”

Iro turned to look back at his friends. One last look at those he had betrayed. Emil lay in a dented floor panel, staring up at him. Bjorn was on his knees, shaking his head. Justice sat, cradling his broken autodage in his arms. Only Eir was on her feet, staring up at Iro with a look that was one part betrayal to two parts disgust. Even she didn’t understand. But maybe he could make her understand.

“Iro,” North said, floating up from below. The little bot hovered and buzzed. “Request: North does not want to be left behind.”

Iro glanced back at the Black Cloaks. Mufar shook his head. “If the chronicler comes with us, it will be destroyed. Sorry, kid, the Rexes don’t like those things.”

Iro sighed. “Command Override⁠—”

North buzzed. “No.”

“Stay with Sub-Command Eir,” Iro said.

“Time to go, Iro,” Mufar said as he opened the door and walked through. Arrow stayed a second longer, watching him from the darkness of her hood, then followed.

“North is Iro’s chronicler and guide.”

Iro shook his head. “Not anymore.” He tapped at his tablet to send one final message, then tore it from his wrist and crushed it so no one would be able to contact him. Then Iro followed the Black Cloaks and closed the door behind him.


CHAPTER 49


The Third Gate finals had been a farce. But then of course they were. The Home Fleet’s contestants had all been knocked out by the third round, leaving only raiders to play at combat for the top spot. In the end, the two raiders in the final had played a game of Hammer, Chisel, Claw to see who won. It was a mockery of the Home Fleet and no one thought otherwise.

The Fourth Gate rounds had gone a similar way. It wasn’t that the contestants weren’t strong, just that none of them were as strong as Rollo. He’d walked through every match with barely a scratch, but then he was used to that. For years he’d been complacent, the strongest of his peers by a broad margin. Right up until he’d met the Black Cloaks. Things were different now and he’d pulled no punches in any of his matches, leaving his opponents in pieces. And opposite him, doing the exact same thing, had been the raider Page. He was a Berserker, and stronger than any other Fourth Gater Rollo had known for a long time.

He had to admit, part of him was excited to face off against a real opponent. He wanted a challenge, needed it. Anything to awaken the old drive to get stronger.

He held his cursed sword in his hands and turned it over in its scabbard. Not many people knew the truth of the scrapping sword, and even fewer knew why he had sealed it away. Only Frigg, Eyildr, and Ahmad Darwish. Rollo had been so close to opening his Fifth Gate, but the cost was too high then. He wondered if it still would be now. How much would he sacrifice for victory? Because they had to win. If he lost, they lost the wing. If they lost the wing, they lost the fleet.

He slung the sword over his shoulder and secured the strap against his chest. Maybe it wouldn’t come down to it. Page seemed strong, but that was compared to all the others. All the others were weak.

Rollo thrust his hands into his pockets and stepped out into the roar of the arena. He took a moment to glance around at them all. Hoppers and raiders all sitting around, watching their champions fight for one last time. Idiots!

Rollo hunched his shoulders and strolled into the centre of the arena where Page was already waiting. He was a big man, heavily scarred, and with a nasty snarl on his lips. His eyes were dirty golden yellow, just like his Emperor’s, and Rollo thought there was a touch of madness about them. He wore bulky gray armor, heavy plates too thick to cut through and all titansteel. Every scrap of surface was covered in tightly written script, prayers for victory, the names of his ancestors, the names of his conquests. Who knew? Who cared? His weapons of choice were a pair of axes, hatchets made for chopping, one with a monster claw embedded in the pommel, some big beasty by the looks of it, and the other with a chunk of black rock that looked like a tiny asteroid. Rollo hated fighting people with axes. Someone came at you with a sword, you knew you were in for a dance. Someone came at you with an ax, and you were in for a brawl that wasn’t going to stop without blood and broken bones.

“You sure you wanna do this?” Rollo asked, not even bothering to look the big man in the eyes. “Be easier if you just surrender.”

“Coward!” Page said. “I will paint the arena with your blood and prove my worth once and for all.” He turned to the raider box and spread his arms wide. “Do you hear me, brother? You will remember me when I present you with this fool’s head.” If the Emperor heard or cared, he gave no sign.

Rollo yawned. “Seems a lot of effort.”

The big Berserker turned back to him, grinning. “Not for you. It takes no effort to die, little man.”

He towered over Rollo by a good few inches, though Rollo had his shoulders hunched and his hands in his pockets. He was also brawny as a vhar, muscles on top of muscles. Rollo glanced up at the screens above and had to admit, he looked like a stripped wire next to the man.

“Well… Good luck,” he turned and waved over his shoulder as he took his starting spot and sank down onto his haunches, hands still in his pockets.

He glanced towards the raider box again to see the Emperor leaning forward, yellow eyes intense. Opposite the raider, Vermillion Mandla Samir stood, his arms crossed over his bulging belly, a beaming smile on his bushy face. He looked like he was watching his kids perform a play, not watching two people fighting for the fate of their fleets.

The terrain randomiser selected raised walkways, and struts started rising from the arena floor. Then Page drew his axes and bellowed. “No! We fight on equal footing.” He slammed his ax blades together and dragged the serrated edges along each other sending sparks flying through the arena. A second later, each of those sparks detonated in a booming explosion. Debris rained all around Rollo, but he didn’t stand. Within moments, the arena floor was level again, littered with scraps of metal.

“Well then,” Rollo said quietly. “Here we go.”

The buzzer sounded for the match to begin. Page charged.
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The first few exchanges of the fight were traded in a heartbeat. Toshiko was used to fighting with Iro, to seeing his speed. She’d even been dragged around by his Blinks before and had lost her lunch on more than one occasion because of it. But his Corsair master was something else.

Rollo moved like liquid light, flowing from one attack to the next, a dagger in each hand. He smashed a flurry of attacks at the Berserker in a heartbeat, then vanished and rushed in from another angle. The raider hunkered down behind his axes, blocking every blow.

Toshiko (that’s me!)


The raider is on the back foot.




Toshiko sent the message to Four Home. She felt so useless and guilty that all her friends were out in the titan right now, trying to find Iro and bring him back. She couldn’t help them, but she hoped that if she could provide a running commentary on the fight, then Iro might see it, see his master fighting, and come back.

Toshiko (that’s me!)


Rollo looks like he’s made entirely of knives. The raider is too slow to do anything but block. Wait, something’s happening.




Rollo touched his palm against some of the debris strewn around the arena and a metal girder shot away from him towards the raider. The raider chewed through it with his axes, reducing it to scraps. Rollo dashed in behind, daggers flashing. The raider reared back and screamed a bellow of rage. For just a few seconds, the entire arena went still and silent. Toshiko’s fingers paused on her tablet. She couldn’t move. None of them could move. Even Rollo paused in his assault, frozen to the spot. Then the raider was on him, hatchets swinging, biting into Rollo’s side.

The paralysis eased and Toshiko blinked. Her fingers went back to work on the tablet.

Toshiko (that’s me!)


The raider used some sort of paralysing shout. Rollo took a bad couple of hits. He’s bleeding from a wound in his side.




There was no response from Iro, or any of the rest of Four Home, but she kept typing anyway.

Toshiko (that’s me!)


They look pretty evenly matched, except the raider just shrugs off his wounds. Rollo is still bleeding.




The combatants traded more blows, moving so fast Toshiko had trouble keeping up. Rollo danced around the arena like an errant breeze, touching debris and sending it flying at the raider who smashed it apart and waded through the wreckage.

The raider slammed his axes together again and sparks flew, then the arena was filled with dozens of micro-explosions. Rollo leapt around them all, closed on the raider, and struck, driving his knives into the man’s neck. Then he pulled his blades free, back flipped away, and threw his knives back into the man’s chest, finding weak spots in his armor. Each knife had a thin golden line attached to it, and Rollo yanked on them as he landed, pulling the blades out of the raider and back to his hands.

The raider dropped to one knee, blood spattering the arena floor. Then he started laughing.

Toshiko (that’s me!)


Uh oh. I don’t know what’s happening. It looks like Rollo is winning, but the raider is laughing and




He’s healing! All his wounds are healing.




Even as she watched, the raider’s wounded neck stopped bleeding, closed up and vanished but for the blood staining his skin. She saw Rollo sigh, his shoulders slumping.

“You’re very agile,” the raider said, standing to his full towering height. “Shame about your footing.”

Rollo lurched forward. Toshiko saw the shock on his face just a second before the raider’s punch smashed into him and sent him tumbling away.

Toshiko (that’s me!)


Things have changed. Rollo is taking a beating.




Every time Rollo got back to his feet, he lurched forward, off balance, and the raider hit him. Rollo would spring away, only to be dragged back towards the raider the moment his feet touched the ground, and the raider would be waiting, axes hungry.

Toshiko (that’s me!)


I think the raider’s unique talent is being able to move people when they touch the floor. I’ve not seen him push Rollo away yet, though, so maybe he can only drag things towards him.




Rollo took another ax to the gut, his armor blocking the worst, but he spat blood out on the debris, then leapt up and away, somersaulting through the air. He slashed both daggers and released an Arc Blast that sliced into the raider, almost severing his arm at the elbow. The raider just laughed as his flesh knitted itself back together.

“As long as I have current, I will heal from anything.”

Rollo landed and was dragged in again. The raider swung and Rollo flipped, leaping off the ax blades as they passed beneath him. The raider caught his trailing foot in one hand and slammed him back down against the ground, then raised both axes and chopped.

Lying on the floor, Rollo drew the sword from over his shoulder, then rolled out of the way as the raider’s axes slowed their descent.

“I really hoped I wouldn’t have to use this,” Rollo said as he stood and brushed himself off. “It only gets worse the longer I have it drawn.”

The raider completed his slow chop and started moving again, so slowly he looked almost like he was frozen.

“Yeah, sorry about this, but I’m afraid you just lost,” Rollo said and stabbed his knife into the raider’s face.

Rollo lurched backwards away from the raider who suddenly started moving at full speed again, the nasty wound in his cheek already healing.

Toshiko (that’s me!)


The raider can push people away as well as draw them in. And Rollo can… uh, slow time, I think?




The raider swung his axes at thin air, and Rollo lurched forward again, dragged into range. Only the raider’s attack slowed to a crawl again.

Rollo stepped backwards out of range and the raider sped up a little.

“This is my passive talent,” Rollo said. “We called it Primary Horizon. It creates a sort of bubble of slowed time around me, except it only affects everything else, not me.”

Rollo was pushed away from the raider until he was moving at full speed again. The raider then snatched a metal shard from the ground and hurled it at Rollo. Rollo stepped aside casually and the projectile soared over his shoulder and slammed into the arena wall.

“Smart,” Rollo said, smiling. “And yes, at this stage, it only affects people and has a limited range.” He tossed the sword from hand to hand and Toshiko noticed the blade was slowly changing color from silver to white.

Rollo sank down onto his haunches and sighed. “Now get ready, because this is where the screaming starts.” He held up his sword just as the blade finished changing color and flashed white. “Welcome to Secondary Horizon.”

The screaming started. It came from all over the arena and Toshiko joined in with a yelp of her own. She had a ghost, a second version of her all pale and white and indistinct, and it recoiled away from her. A moment later, she recoiled with it, but the ghost moved again. All over the arena, people were trying to get away from the ghostly versions of themselves, only to do exactly what the ghost was doing a few seconds later. Toshiko dragged her attention back to the arena and had to focus to hear over the screams.

“At Secondary Horizon, everyone in my vicinity creates futures echoes of themselves. Which allows me to see exactly what you’re going to do a couple of seconds before you do it.” Rollo, notably, was the only one without a future echo.

Toshiko remained completely still and her echo settled into place with her until they were one. Not many others had figured that out yet, and a lot of people were desperately running from the arena, pushing each other to get away from ghosts that were a doing the same thing just ahead of them.

Down in the arena, the raider was smiling again. His future echo started forwards into a run, and then the raider changed his mind. Another future echo split off from him, showing him grabbing a girder and hurling it at Rollo. Then he changed his mind again and another echo smashed his axes into the floor. In just a few seconds, there were two dozen future echoes all doing different things.

Rollo sighed. “Idiot.”

The raider slammed his axes together and sparks flew out into the arena, many of them hitting Rollo in the chest. Then the sparks detonated in a series of flaccid pops.

“You didn’t notice, huh?” Rollo said with a shrug. He turned his right hand over, palm up, and shards of metal, each no bigger than a fingernail, started flying from all over the arena, gathering in his palm in a swirling ball of angry metal. “You thought you could out think your own future? No matter what you choose to do, there is only one of you, but those echoes are possibilities of your future. Every echo of you shares one pool of current. What you just did is split your current into twenty different pieces, weakening yourself to the level of a base trainee.”

The raider growled and glanced around as if looking for options, then stared up at the box. His Emperor stared back through pitiless yellow eyes.

“Remember how you said I couldn’t kill you while you still had current?” Rollo asked with a shrug. The ball of swirling metal in his hand was growing faster and faster, the shards grinding against each other in a metallic shriek. “Now, we’re approaching the theoretical here and trust me when I say no one wants to see my Final Horizon, so I’m afraid this fight is over.”

Rollo raised his palm. “I call this the Flock of Razors.”

The raider stared up at his Emperor. “Brother?”

Rollo released his attack and the ball of swirling metal shards took flight, spinning towards the raider. They engulfed him, piercing him in a hundreds places, finding all the gaps in his armor and skewering him. Blood spattered against the arena wall and all his future echoes vanished. A second later, the raider dropped to the floor, dead.

Toshiko noticed the sword in Rollo’s hand was changing color again, and was almost completely black as the void. “Oops. That was close,” Rollo said as he sheathed his sword over his shoulder. All the futures echoes in the arena vanished.

Toshiko stared down in shock. She’d never seen a display of such power before. But this was a Fourth Gater at the height of his power, with both his unique and passive talents unlocked. It was awe-inspiring.

She absently tapped at her tablet.

Toshiko (that’s me!)


Rollo won.




Most of the arena was cleared out now. Toshiko looked around to see only a few dozen people had remained, some Hoppers and some raiders. Then she saw the Emperor stand and lean forward in his box. He wore a disappointed grimace.

“I suppose we’ll do this the hard way,” the Emperor said, his voice booming over the arena.

Then everyone was crushed.


CHAPTER 50


Rollo was slammed face first into the arena floor so hard his vision flared white. He tried to get his hands beneath him, to push himself up, but the force crushing him to the ground was beyond anything he’d ever felt.

“I tried to do this peacefully, but you have chosen violence,” said the raider Emperor. He stepped over the edge of the box and floated slowly down towards the arena floor, his white cape fluttering behind him. He had one hand raised and a ball of infinite darkness fizzed in his palm. “I wanted to welcome you to my service, but you have insisted on rebellion.”

Rollo drew on his current and forced himself up onto his hands and knees. He couldn’t speak, could barely breathe past the crushing force. But he understood it. Gravity. The Emperor’s unique talent was manipulating gravitational force.

“Now, people of the vagrant fleet, I offer you one final choice,” the Emperor said, his voice booming. He touched down lightly on the arena floor, his yellow eyes glowing violently. “Subjugation or annihilation.”

“Sore… loser,” Rollo managed to say just before the pressure slammed him back to the floor.

Footsteps sounded on the metal plates behind him and Rollo saw silver boots. A snarl twisted the Emperor’s chiselled face and he closed his hand around the ball of darkness, squashing it. Immediately, the crushing gravity vanished. Rollo lurched upright to his feet, panting, and took a couple of steps back behind the newcomer.

Grand Vermillion Mandla Samir, the only Fifth Gate Vanguard in the fleet, stood with arms crossed over his bulging belly. He was an old man with as many wrinkles as he had whiskers, but his strength was legendary.

“The rules were clear, Emperor Book,” Mandla Samir said, a smile in his voice. “No Fifth Gaters getting involved. We overlooked your, uh, shall we call it disciplining of your own people. But this match is over. And, uh, you lost.”

The Emperor slowly dragged his gaze from Rollo to Mandla Samir. He shook his head. “I will have this wing. I will have your ships. And I will have your obedience. Kneel! And I will let you live.”

Mandla Samir chuckled. “My knees are a bit old for that.” The sounds of fighting from outside the arena echoed around them. “Do you really think we didn’t expect this treachery? You youngsters, always thinking you’re the first to try what countless others have before you.”

The Emperor snarled and struck with the force of a collapsing star, black gravitational energy engulfing his fist. A shield of liquid titansteel ran down Mandla Samir’s arm and formed just in time to block the blow, but the force of the impact rattled the arena, and blew Rollo away, knocking him from his feet.

“Get out of here, Eclipse,” Mandla Samir said, braced behind his liquid shield. “Join the fight outside and show these raiders the strength of the Home Fleet!”

It all clicked into place for Rollo. The tournament delays that the council insisted on, the odd shipments into the arena. They’d been stockpiling armor and weapons. The council had expected this betrayal, and now the Emperor had made his move, the Home Fleet were arming themselves and fighting back. This struggle was only the spear tip, outside in the promenade, Hoppers and raiders would be slaughtering each other in battle.

The Emperor struck again and Rollo was knocked back by the force, but Mandla Samir blocked it and recovered. Then the Emperor raised his other hand and another ball of black energy formed in his palm. Rollo felt the pull of it, gravity tugging at him, pulling him inexorably inwards.

“GO!” Mandla Samir roared as a liquid whip formed around his free hand and struck out at the Emperor, disrupting the talent.

Rollo lurched forward, grabbing a knife, and Blinking up into the crowd. Most of them had already run, but there were a few Hoppers left and he quickly set about scooping them up and carrying them to the exits. All the while, two monsters clashed in the centre of the arena.

He had to regroup with the rest of his people, find whoever was in charge of the attack and...

A raw scream of agony tore through the arena. Rollo turned back to the conflict, to find the fight was already over.

Mandla Samir screamed as the raider Emperor clutched him by the throat and forced a ball of spinning black gravitational energy into his mouth. The Vanguard was ripped apart from the inside and compacted into the space of a glove. And just like that, the Home Fleet had lost one of its most powerful protectors. The Emperor didn’t even look like it had been a challenge.

The Emperor wiped his hands together, smearing some blood across his white gloves. Then he turned and stared straight up at Rollo. “Kneel. Or die.”

Rollo let out a sigh. “Scrap it!” He couldn’t run. Couldn’t hide. Couldn’t fight. The Emperor had killed a Fifth Gater like it was easy. He was a monster beyond compare, but then Rollo knew something the Emperor didn’t. He wasn’t the only monster.

He tapped a quick message to Frigg on his tablet. There wasn’t really much to say. Goodbye didn’t feel like it cut it, and he didn’t have time to explain. He could tell her his plan, the only option he had left, but she would understand even without it. She was the one who done all the theorising around his passive talent after all. No. In the end, there was only one thing that was really worth saying.

Rollo


Thank you.




Rollo drew his cursed sword, unleashing Primary Horizon, and Blinked back down into the arena where the Emperor waited for him.

The man stared at him with dull yellow-gold eyes. “Kneel. Swear your obedience.”

“Yeah,” Rollo said with a sigh. “That sounds like way too much effort.” He had to stall, keep the maniac talking. “What’s your real game? What was the point of agreeing to this tournament?”

The Emperor shrugged as he started pacing around Rollo. “I need your ships.”

“Our ships? Why? You’ve got your own.” Rollo matched the man’s pacing. His cursed sword continued to change color as his passive talent progressed. It flashed white and a future echo of the Emperor lurched into being, walking just a second ahead of him.

“My ships are too primitive. They are locked to the titan. Your fleet can traverse the stars.”

“You want to break away from the titans? Why? They’re everything. There’s nothing else out there.”

The echo reached out a hand. “You think this place is a floating eden? A utopia? It is a prison, and we are the inmates. It is a laboratory, and we are the experiments.” The Emperor reached out a hand as if to grasp something and another ball of spinning dark gravitational energy formed in his palm. Rollo felt the tug of it, trying to pull him close. It grew stronger by the moment.

He glanced down at his sword, the black was starting to fill it. Just a little longer. “You’re a mad man. You know that, right? My fleet has sailed the darkness before. There’s nothing else out there. Go back to your ships. Be happy with what you have, and leave us alone.”

The Emperor chuckled. “Or what? Your talent won’t work on me. I don’t need to be near you to kill you, and you can split my current into a hundred echoes and each one would be strong enough to crush you. Last chance. Kneel. Signal your fleet to surrender or I will reach out across the void and crush your ships one by one until you understand. You now belong to me.”

Debris from the arena floor was getting sucked up into the ball of gravity, being condensed down to nothing. Rollo had to step backwards just to keep from getting dragged in himself. His sword was almost completely black now. Time was up.

“I can’t beat you,” Rollo said.

“So grovel.”

Rollo shrugged. “Yeah… Sorry, I just don’t play well with idiots.”

The smile dropped from the Emperor’s face. “Disappointing.” He stepped forward. And froze.

The arena went gray. The ball of condensed gravity in the Emperor’s hand winked out. His face twitched in rage.

“Sorry about that,” Rollo said. “I had to keep you talking. Just long enough for this.” He held up his hands. “Final Horizon. Frigg was right. Probably a good job neither of us is ever leaving here because she’d be a right void to live with after this.”

Rollo turned his head to see his Fifth Gate just a few paces away. He stepped towards it, and color immediately started draining into the arena from above. He ran a hand over the surface of his gate. It was huge, a grand archway made of knives all fused together. A doorway with digital numbers covering every bit of its surface. The word above it, RELEASE.

“As if I ever could,” Rollo said with a sigh and turned back to the Emperor.

The man was frozen mid step, one hand raised as though still holding on to his gravitational ball, the other hand starting to rise as he reached out for Rollo. His eye twitched, just a fraction.

“Scrap, you’re actually still conscious of all this, aren’t you?” Rollo said. He shook his head and took a couple of steps away from his gate. The color moved a little further down the arena walls. It was just the two of them trapped in this space.

Rollo sank down onto his haunches, then collapsed to sitting. He might as well get comfy. “Funny thing about Final Horizon. I’m sure you’d laugh, if you could. It creates a pocket of frozen time that only moves when I move. The strange thing is how closely my passive talent mimics Gate space. Frigg… she’s my… Frigg. She theorised that when I sealed my passive talent, I also sealed my Fifth Gate. Turns out she was right. My Fifth Gate and Final Horizon exist together, but as long as I don’t move, the time never runs out. And this bubble of frozen time expands only to the limits of the arena. The world outside my vision continues to run as normal. The gates are strange things. Luckily, we evacuated the arena of everyone but us.

“Now, I could open my Fifth Gate and fight you, Grand to Grand.” Rollo smiled and shook his head. “But you’d win. You’ve already beaten one of us at that level. So instead, I’ll think I’ll just take us both off the game board.”

Rollo breathed in deep, and then let it out as a sigh. Not that he needed to breathe in here, or eat, or move at all. It was two pockets of frozen time squashed together, and he controlled it all.

“Settle in, Emperor. And welcome to eternity. We’ll be spending it together.”

Rollo closed his eyes and went still.


CHAPTER 51


Emil stared up at the empty alcove. Iro and the Black Cloaks were gone. He raised a hand and held it over his face, flexed the fingers in his gauntlet. Iro had beaten all four of them like he was just taking a stroll through the dome. He’d made it look easy.

“When did you get so scrapping strong?” Emil said quietly, as if his friend could hear him.

He pulled himself out of the dented floor panel to find the others looking morose. They were all a bit banged up, but no serious injuries. Iro had beaten them all, but he hadn’t done any real damage. That could mean only one thing. The junk hole had been holding back.

“What do we do now?” Justice asked. He was cradling Scribbles in his arms and the little autodage was wriggling lamely, its spine broken.

Need more fuel.

Emil glanced at Defiant sitting on his shoulder. “I’m out of cartridges.”

More fuel! Chase the enemy. Burn it.

“He’s not an enemy. He’s Iro.”

“Are you sure about that?” Eir asked. Emil didn’t know her well, but she didn’t seem her usual self. There was something dark and angry about the way her shoulders slumped. “Because I’m not. The things he said… That wasn’t the Iro I know.”

Justice flinched and then tapped at his tablet, frowning. “We’ve got monsters converging on our position. Two gate openings in quick succession. And… fleet wide communication? Huh?” He tapped at his tablet again.

“We go after him,” Bjorn said, levering himself up with his sword. The big Corsair looked ready to drop, cradling his injured arm and pale and sweaty. “We’re not giving up on Iro.”

“Why not?” Eir asked. “He’s given up on us.”

Bjorn shook his head. “They’re controlling him or something.”

“Weren’t you listening? Didn’t you hear what he said?”

“They must have made him say all that somehow. You know Iro better than anyone Eir, you know that ain’t him.”

Eir shook her head and ran a hand over her bristly scalp. “I thought I did, but. Maybe that is him. Maybe I was wrong about him.” She sniffed. “We should go back to the fleet.”

“Scrap that!” Bjorn shouted. “We can’t just leave him. We go after Iro and drag him back with us no matter what it takes.”

Both of them turned to Emil expectantly. It seemed he was making the decisions, but he really wasn’t sure which one was correct. They couldn’t stay where they were, there would be monsters filling the chamber in minutes, and they were in no condition to fight on.

If they chased after Iro, they’d be going deeper into the titan than anyone from the fleet had ever been, approaching the titan core. Titan cores were dangerous on a whole new level. Even back on 01, the fleet had never sent squads so far in. And there was no guarantee they could bring him back.

Or they could turn tail and head back to the fleet, but they’d be leaving Iro behind. Leaving him to whatever the Black Cloaks meant to do to him.

Emil shook his head. It didn’t make sense. They’d got this far together, opened their First Gates within seconds of each other, then opened their Second Gates at the same time. Now Iro was running off on his own.

“Uh, boss?” Justice said.

Emil clenched his hands into fists, and he realised that it was his fault, not Iro’s. He’d been the first one to strike out alone, encountering his Third Gate before his friend. He’d been the one to stall, and then open up a new crest and a new class. He hadn’t even told Iro about it. He’d just forged ahead, not caring. Iro hadn’t been the one to break their pact to stick together. Because Emil had broken it first.

“Boss,” Justice said again, closer this time.

Emil looked up, surprised and pointed at himself.

Justice nodded. “You are leading this squad, right?”

“Uh…” Emil glanced around at the others. They were all staring at him as if expecting him to have the answers. “I guess. Yeah. Yeah, I am.”

Justice gave a sorry smile. “Well, you need to see this.” He tapped at his tablet. “We’re out of range of the comm buoys, but I built a boosted signal receiver into Scribbles. This communication went out five minutes ago. Fleet wide.”

Emil looked down to see Admiral Nmayer on the screen, his face composed and written in hard lines. “This is Admiral Vermillion Nmayer,” he said in his deep, rasping voice. “Despite attempts at diplomacy, negotiations have broken down. At the end of the tournament, our valiant forces were viciously attacked by an unknown force of raiders from the other fleet. Vermillion Mandla Samir bravely gave his life to protect our citizens, assuring their escape.”

Emil glanced up at Justice who just shook his head and shrugged. A Grand had been killed. Emil hadn’t even thought that was possible.

“Eclipse Rollo was also lost in the struggle,” the admiral continued.

Eir gasped, and Bjorn staggered and fell back onto his ass.

“But through their sacrifice, they have dealt a crucial blow to the raiders. They have sealed away their Emperor.” The admiral leaned forwards slightly, his face grave. “We must not let their sacrifice be in vain. Now is the time to strike, while our enemies are weakened and leaderless.

“As of this moment, we are now at war with the raider fleet.”

Emil glanced around at the others, but they were all equally stunned. A howl reverberated around the chamber from far away. Vhar were coming.

“All exploratory Hops are cancelled effective immediately,” the admiral continued. “All Hoppers are hereby recalled for urgent reassignment. We must protect the manufactory and our harvests. And we must strike back at the enemy before they can regroup.”

The admiral slapped a hand against his chest. “For the Home Fleet. And for humanity.”

Justice tapped the screen to close down the video. “So, uh, we’re at war. Whatever that means.”

“It means we’re going back to the fleet,” Emil said. He had people to protect.

“But what about Iro?” Bjorn said.

“Iro made his choice. Now this is ours.” He thought about those last words Iro had said to him. “I’m going to protect the fleet. Now let’s get out of here before those vhar show up.”

Eir suddenly started, glancing around frantically. “Wait. Where’s North?”
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The elevator door loomed over Iro. It was huge. Ten people could have walked through abreast and the platform beyond was circular and vast enough he could run laps around it for a good workout. It had to be a cargo elevator, or maybe just a monster elevator.

“After you,” Mufar said, waving towards the door.

Iro hesitated. One of the first things trainees were told when they were learning about Hopping was a resounding, stick to the wings. If you ever see a sign pointing the way to the titan core, turn around and run away. And yet here he was, about to take an elevator straight down into danger. He was nervous and rightly so.

Arrow snorted and stepped past him through the door and onto the platform. Nothing leapt out and grabbed her. The elevator didn’t suddenly fill with acid or bees.

“See, perfectly safe,” Mufar said breezily. “On this end. Once we hit the bottom, that’s a different matter. A whole new world.”

Iro clenched his hands into fists. This was really it. Leaving his friends, his fleet, his family behind. This was the last step and it was one he had to make all on his own.

“Whoops,” Mufar said as he nudged Iro so hard in the back he stumbled past the threshold and into the elevator. “Well, look at that, you made it. A true act of overwhelming courage. And no one died. Yet.” He stepped onto the platform behind Iro and pressed a button. The door slammed closed with a decisive whump, and then the platform started descending into the core.

Iro paced as the elevator descended. He was wired. Tired, past the point of exhaustion and needing to sleep, but still oddly energetic. Something had changed inside of him. Before, his current had been painful, like it was rushing through him, scouring him like cleaning fluid through pipes. But ever since opening his Third Gate, something had stabilised. He felt like he could almost feel the ambient current all around him, and if he thought really hard about it, he could suck it inside like a vacuum.

“I opened my Third Gate!” Iro said excitedly, grinning.

Mufar clapped his hands slowly. “You’re a little behind the times there, kid. I thought that was fairly obvious back when you, you know, opened the scrapping thing and kicked seven shades out of your little buddies.”

“I know, but…” Iro activated his crest. “I should have a unique talent, right?”

“Whoah there,” Mufar said, waving his hands. “Hold your horses.”

“Horses?”

“Four legs, big teeth, run like the wind. Also not the point, kid. Unique talents can be dangerous. You never know what you’re going to get. They’re often manifestations of a person’s personality or character in some way. It’s best to take your time exploring it when there are qualified supervisors in place to help out. Also, not in enclosed areas moving at high speed. Just a thought.”

Iro ignored Mufar. The man talked far too much.

His crest was larger than ever before, taller now than he was, and it was brighter, too. It glowed with a fierce blue light, icy and powerful, but now and then dark lines streaked through it like lightning. The third lock was open, but it didn’t look like the others. Usually, when a Hopper opened a gate, the lock gained a symbol, a representation of the struggle they went through to open it. Iro’s third lock was sheared in half, broken. Just like he had broken the chain and forced his gate open. He still wasn’t really sure how he’d done that.

There was a new symbol on his crest though. It looked a bit like a helm from some of those old stories about knights. He stared at it for a few moments, then activated it.

Nothing happened.

His crest hung in the air before him, glowing fiercely, the light of it almost seeming to steam. The symbol darkened instead of growing brighter, turning a deep royal blue, and then almost black.

Something growled, the noise echoing around the elevator.

Arrow stood and glanced at Mufar. “Monsters?” she said, her voice familiar.

Purple crests spun up around Mufar’s eyes. “Nothing coming our way, and we’re moving too fast to be chased. But there is…” He turned to stare at Iro and cocked his head.

Iro’s crest darkened to match the color of his new symbol, and then a giant metal hand reached out of his crest and closed around him. It enveloped him head to toe, crushing him so tight he screamed in pain, then couldn’t breathe.

“Shut it off, Iro,” Mufar shouted, his voice muted by the fist crushing Iro.

Iro tried, but he couldn’t stop the flow of current to the talent. He couldn’t deactivate his crest. It was like the… whatever it was, was locking him out of his own current. “I can’t,” Iro screamed with the last of his breath.

He heard a clang as Mufar tried to batter the monstrous fist, but got nowhere.

Then the pressure eased and Iro stumbled back as the metal fist went insubstantial and began fading away. Arrow stood there, her hand touching his crest, the color of it fluctuating between blue and green. She’d interrupted his current somehow, forced the talent to deactivate.

The last of the metal fist faded away to nothing, and Iro quickly deactivated his crest. He sat on his ass, panting and staring.

“Well,” Mufar said. “Good job I brought a Paladin adept at disrupting current. Almost like I planned all of this.” He laughed, but it sounded forced. “But, uh, I think you should not play with that talent for a while. At least until we have some better understanding of it.”

Iro nodded, his heart still racing, his mind panicked. His unique talent was a metal monster hiding inside his crest? And it was trying to kill him. He wiped a sheen of sweat from his forehead and realised his hand was trembling.

The elevator started slowing, then came to a stop. Mufar strolled over and held out his hand, hauling Iro to his feet.

“You know, I’m starting to wonder if you’re more trouble than you’re worth. Luckily for you, it’s not my choice. I am but the instrument of another’s will.”

Arrow snorted and shook her head, then strode over to the door.

“Now,” Mufar said with a wink. “Are you ready, Iro?”

“Ready?”

“Well, of course. Everything you’ve experienced so far has been on easy mode.”

“Huh?”

“The wing. It’s the titan wearing kid gloves. Well, the training wheels are about to come off.”

“Gloves? Wheels? What?”

“The cores are where the real danger lies, Iro,” Mufar said. “The current is denser, the monsters stronger, the traps more devious. Oh, but wait. There’s more. The rewards, Iro. The rewards are also far greater. So, are you ready?”

Iro drew in a deep breath and firmed his resolve. “I’m r⁠—”

“It was a rhetorical question, kid,” Mufar said deadpan. “We’re already here.”

“Oh. Well, I’m still ready.”

Arrow pressed the button and the door slid open. Then she pulled down her hood and turned to Iro with a familiar smile he thought he’d never see again. “Welcome to the titan core, Slug.”


SNAPSHOT 5 - EIR


Eir climbed out of her pod into the Eclipse docking bay and almost collapsed. She was exhausted. Physically and emotionally. It had been days since she’d last slept and they had been filled with racing across the titan, fighting through hordes of monsters. Then losing to Iro, who had quite clearly gone insane.

That hurt. She had thought… No, she had know Iro had been special, that he’d understood her. Maybe she just didn’t understand him. He’d warned her he had a monster inside, but she never thought he’d give into it.

She shook her head to clear her thoughts of him. The last thing she wanted to think about right now was Iro. He was gone. Joined the Black Cloaks. Scrap him!

The promenade around the arena had been a war zone when they got back. None of them had been in any condition to fight, and there had been Hoppers and raiders and monsters battling over every scrap of space. They’d had to sneak through to get back to their pods.

And then there was the arena itself. Surrounded by a sphere of darkness. She had no idea what that was all about.

Eir stumbled from the docking bay, her feet dragging as she used the wall for support. She could barely keep her eyes open. The Eclipse was a hectic bustle with techs and drudges and Hoppers, all running about. Some of them saluted, but most just ran around her.

She didn’t know how she made it to her quarters, but when she opened the door and stumbled inside, they felt empty somehow. Like all the home had somehow leeched out of them. She couldn’t take that right now, so she turned around and left, trailing a hand on the wall as she went. She needed comfort, not solitude.

You’re so scared of becoming her, you’re too afraid to overtake her. You’ll never be anything but an echo.

Iro’s words cut more surely than any blade. She’d struggled her whole life to be different from her mother. She taught herself to fight differently, refused to learn any of the same talents as her mother. She didn’t hate her, she just didn’t want to be her. Because an echo is all she could ever be of the great Silver Blade. Less than. Diminishing.

You’ll never be anything but an echo.

Eir stopped outside the door and knocked on it quietly. She was so tired she had to lean against the doorframe to remain upright. When it opened, her mother stood there, half dressed in her old armor.

“Squeak, you’re back!” She lurched forward and pulled Eir into a hug. They were both in armor, so it was awkward, but Eir wrapped her hands around her mother and clutched at her.

“I have to go, Squeak,” her mother said. “The fighting around the arena is fierce, and we need to protect the manufactory.” She tried to pull away, but Eir held on tight, sagged into her arms. And then it was just too much. She couldn’t stop the tears from bursting free.

You’ll never be anything but an echo.

Eir didn’t remember crying herself to sleep. Nor did she remember her mother removing her armor and laying her down in her old bed. But when she woke, there she was, wrapped in her old sheets, a plushy bhurbeast doll by her head. It was a child’s room, full of childish things. It didn’t fit her anymore, but it was comfortable. She needed that.

She felt raw and used up, like old steel that had taken one too many knocks and was about to break. She could hear her mother in the room beyond, pottering about. Eir wondered how long she’d been asleep. Had her mother gone and returned?

She sat up in her bed and a blinking light drew her attention. It was her vambrace mounted tablet on her armor. She pulled it over and looked down at the screen. There was a message waiting, judging by the time stamp it had been there a while. She tapped at it and saw it was from Iro.

His words sounded in her head again. You’ll never be anything but an echo.

Eir hovered her finger over the screen for a few seconds, deciding between just deleting the message and reading it. She had seen him destroy his tablet before he’d left, so he must have sent it just after beating them all. She didn’t want to know what he had to say. She didn’t want to care. Except she did care.

Before she could think better of it, she tapped to open the message and read it. It was just two words, but she felt them light a fire inside her soul.

Eir rolled out of bed into a handstand and then flipped to her feet and strode into the hallway beyond.

“You’re awake,” her mother said, looking up from the book she had been reading at the dining table. “I didn’t want to leave while you were… How are you, Squeak?”

Eir gritted her teeth and firmed her resolve. “Mom, will you train me?” she asked.

Her mother’s eyes went wide, tears welling up. Eir wondered what the rest of the fleet would think if they saw the Silver Blade, the legendary hero, welling up and about to bawl.

“You’ve never asked me to train you before.”

Eir nodded. “I know. I’m asking now.”

Her mother stood and rounded the table, then swallowed Eir in a crushing hug. “Of course I will.”

“Thank you,” Eir mumbled into her mother’s shoulder.

There and then, Eir decided. She would not be an echo. She was going to be a scream.

She glanced down at the tablet still in her hand and read Iro’s message again. Those two words. They were a challenge. A plea. A demand. And they were hope. All in just two words.

Iro


Keep up!





SNAPSHOT 6 - BOOK


Book seethed. Silent, still, trapped. In the frozen Gate space, not even his heart beat. He could not move, could not breathe, had no access to his current regardless of how vast it was. It was the perfect prison for one as strong as him. He hated prisons.

That was all life was. One prison after another. The prison of his ship before he had forced his way onto the titan, of subservience before he had become too strong to control. The titans were a prison, too, because they had no control. No control of where they went, or why, or how fast. No control of where they were allowed to be, of what system they could access. Monsters, traps, the people who lived in the titan core; they were all about control.

And now there was this new prison, forced upon him by a man too weak to fight him. Too cowardly to die like he should. Too shortsighted to see the freedom and potential Book could offer him. It was maddening to be trapped in his own flesh, the worst of all the prisons.

But it would not stop him. Book had lived his life in search of freedom. He had overcome every control, broken free of every prison, crushed every obstacle and opponent placed before him. It was basic evolution. Cull the weak and strength breeds strength, and Book was the apex predator of this mechanical world.

His jailor sat before him, a few mere paces away. His eyes were closed, his posture slumped, his body as still as vacuum. Relaxed and unassuming.

Book considered his fleet, whether they could be relied upon to rescue him. A foolish hope. There were others with access to their Fifth Gates, but none as powerful as him. If they were, they would not have bent the knee and kissed his feet for the chance to live another day. Besides, he was their Emperor and if he could not break his way free of this latest prison, then he did not deserve to call himself such.

His will set, Book focused all his considerable force on his path to freedom. His finger twitched. No, not twitched, but moved. The slightest contraction of muscles, the first in a series of uncountable steps. He was not frozen, only slowed to an almost imperceptible level. Except he was Book. He was Emperor. And he could perceive more than anyone knew.

Book fixed his sight, his attention, and his will on the man who had jailed him. And he moved. It might take a year, or five, or a hundred, but he would reach the man and tear his head from his body.

Eternity was going to be a lot shorter than the fool realised.
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Preview of Herald

(Age of the God Eater #1)

When the Godless Kings sacked Heaven, two hundred angels escaped their wrath. A thousand years later and only ten of the winged divinities remained. King Emrik Hostain was about to make it nine.

Soldiers of the Third Legion died in their dozens as the angel swept through them. A sizzling blade of alabaster light, longer than the tallest of men, trailed lightning in its wake. Men and women threw themselves at the divinity, driven on by a battle lust beyond natural. And Emrik watched the slaughter with grim satisfaction.

His horse whinnied, nostrils flaring at the smell of blood on the wind, and he put a hand on its neck to calm it. Beside Emrik, his Red Weavers worked. Their blood-stained hands plucked at the air, pulling on threads only they could see, eclipsing all fear and doubt within the troops, leaving no room for anything but the call of battle, the lust for the kill. A thousand soldiers, those of the Second and Fourth legions, waited at Emrik's back. Their desire to join the battle was a nervous crackle of energy, and his own blood pulsed in anticipation.

The fires were spreading. Incinerated bodies left behind by the angel's lightning setting the field of barley aflame.

They had been tracking the creature for weeks, following rumours and abstract signs. The Elder Seers had pointed the way, and they were never wrong. Their sight went beyond any mortal vision, dipping into the prescient. Finally, Emrik had caught up with the angel on the cusp of evening in a small farming village. The village would have to be put to the torch, of course. Emrik could not allow the seditions of worship to take hold in his lands, and the farmers had undoubtedly been harbouring the renegade divinity. Never again would he allow his people to worship.

Mortal weapons did little to the angel, just scrapes and grazes which healed almost as quickly as they were dealt, but that wasn't the point. The vanguard were nothing but a sacrifice. The more mortal lives an angel took, the more vulnerable it became.

Two more soldiers of the Third fell, and a brief lull in the fighting allowed the angel time to raise its crackling blade to the sky. A column of searing lightning broke through the blanket of grey clouds. It struck the ground, sending up plumes of dust and fire. Everything the electric light touched burst into flames, and another hundred soldiers died screaming, fires from within ripping from mouths and melting eyeballs in their sockets. Lives given for the cause, and there could be no greater cause than this. Emrik would see to it their families received recompense.

He squinted against the light, a gauntleted hand falling to the pommel of his blade. The angel would not have called down its sigil unless it was weakening. It was finally time for Emrik to join the remnants of the Third in battle.

The last of the lightning struck and faded, the clouds spiralling away from its heavenly source to reveal the crimson sky above. The angel knelt on one knee in the centre of a circle of ash and fire, its lightning-wreathed sword planted in the earth. Soldiers crumbled to charred skeletons, the flesh all burned away to nothing but husks. The divinity's sigil was etched in deep lines all around it. A permanent scar the land could never heal.

Emrik blinked into his hawk sight, his vision now provided by the bird soaring above. From there he could see the sigil clearly, a horseshoe shape with a lightning bolt striking through the centre and feathery wings spread out behind it. Emrik blinked back to his normal sight and let the corner of his mouth tug into a grim smile. Now he knew which divinity he was dealing with.

The Rider, God's own stable master, or at least he had been while the Heavens still stood. It was Mathanial who first showed humans how to break a horse. He had taught them everything they knew about husbandry. Even the horse Emrik sat on was a product of that knowledge. All of it could be traced back to the wisdom of this divinity.

The leather saddle creaked as Emrik leaned forward. “Mathanial. I have waited long to taste your blood."

The angel stood, pulling his blade from the earth and swiping a new trail of lightning through the air in front of him. The remnants of the Third hesitated, their numbers and will both broken. It mattered not, their job was done, their sacrifice made. The angel's immortality shield was broken.

He was beautiful, the Rider, no man or woman could ever deny that. His robe shone white, no spot of ash or blood had touched it, and his feathery wings glistened in the glow of lightning. With charcoal skin, full lips, and eyes translucent as pearls, it was no wonder the villagers had fallen under the angel's sway. They could hardly be blamed. But the blameless died just as readily as the guilty.

A wiser divinity would attempt to flee, stretch his wings and leave Emrik's forces depleted and in disarray. But not Mathanial. The Rider's arrogance and pride were legend, documented in texts from before the Crusade.

The angel pointed his crackling blade towards Emrik and smiled. "Godless King, do you fear to face me yourself?" His voice rang with power and glory, like a perfectly forged bell resonating with the soul.

"I do not fear your kind, divinity," Emrik shouted. "I pity you. And I relish the power I will take from your corpse."

"Come then, Godless!" The angel raised its empty hand to the sky, and a bolt of yellow lightning ripped from the clouds. He caught the bolt, and it resolved into a jagged, crackling spear. The angel took a single step forward and launched the spear with a clap of thunder.

Emrik caught the spear in a gauntleted fist and held it, crackling, just a span from his chest. It possessed a will of its own, a drive attempting to force it onward even grasped in Emrik's hand. Bolts of energy sizzled along the surface of the spear, licking at his skin beneath the armour. The smell of burning hair was strong in Emrik's nostrils, and his skin grew uncomfortably hot around the spear. No mortal hand could have stopped that spear, but the pain convinced Emrik his mortality had not yet forsaken him entirely.

With a growl, Emrik clenched his fist around the haft of the spear, and it shattered in his grasp. A shockwave of light and energy burst out, flattening nearby soldiers of the Fourth and even knocking a few of the Red Weavers from their horses. Emrik sat tall, unfazed. He wiped the fading light and crackling energy from his hand, then reached for his sword. It was time to put an end to Mathanial, the Rider.

"Father, let me," Borik said, already dismounting. "Do me the honour of the kill, and I will make a gift to you of this creature's divinity." Honeyed words, spoken without guile.

Emrik glanced down at his son. Borik was strong. Young and more lithe than brawny, one of many traits he had unfortunately inherited from his mother. Borik, like all Emrik's children, had feasted on more than one divinity in his time. His strength was undeniable. A war waged within Emrik, to protect his son or to believe in his ability. Borik would not be the first of his children to fall to an angel, and Mathanial was strong enough to have survived a thousand years of being hunted. Emrik decided to trust in blood.

"Try not to damage the body too badly, son," Emrik said. "I do not wish to waste any part of his flesh.”

Borik drew his sword, a radiant weapon with a blade as black as night save for the bright bloodstains that would never wipe clean. One of the seven Godslayer arms used to end the great tyrant's reign. He saluted to his father and stepped forward to meet the angel. Borik wore no armour, only riding leathers. They would not protect him from the angel's wrath should the fight go badly.

"Let us be at it then, Godless pup," Mathanial said. His sword trailed lightning as it danced in his hands. "I will show you divine purpose."

The surviving soldiers of the Third backed away, forming a ring of steel and flesh around the mortal and angel.

They met with a clash of steel and sparks. Borik was not a short man, but angels often grew larger than any man could hope to measure, and Mathanial over topped Borik by a good head and a half. The divinity was all ebony muscle and fluid grace. The speed of an eagle and the strength of a pack of bears. Yet Borik matched him, dancing away from strikes and replying in kind.

At least for a time.

The difference in skill and stamina soon became clear. Mathanial was divinity, blessed and gifted by the God. He did not tire, and his technique was ever flawless. Emrik grimaced as he watched his son begin to flounder against the angel.

Borik stumbled, caught wrong-footed on a parry, the Rider drove him back, and Borik tripped and fell. Emrik tightened his grip on his sword's pommel and stood in his stirrups. Too late.

The God was never known for mercy, and it was a trait his angels shared. Mathanial raised a hand, and a bolt of lightning struck, forming into a spear in his grip. He drove it down into Borik with a shout of triumph.

Yet Borik was no longer there. His body flickered, and for just a moment Emrik saw two of his son, one impaled upon a spear of lightning and the other on his feet, slipping past the Rider. The impaled Borik faded away like embers blown from a fire.

Borik's Godslayer sword flicked out, and Mathanial screamed as one of his wings fell lifeless to the ashen field. Before the angel could turn, Borik slashed at the divinity's ankle and leapt away. Mathanial half collapsed, his sword flailing, one leg all but useless, and off balance without one of his wings.

"You monster!" Mathanial shouted. "That power was Aranthall's."

Borik circled the angel, keeping his sword up in case of any sudden attack. "Yes, it was," he said lightly. "Tell me, angel, would you like to know how your sister tasted?"

"Savage!" The Rider hissed as he spun about, throwing his spear. Borik slipped around the lightning and darted in. He laid open one of the angel's wrists and stabbed his blade through the other hand. Mathanial's sword dropped from his useless hand even as the lightning spear hit the ground in the far distance. An explosion erupted from the impact, the heat of which Emrik could feel even from such a vast distance. Emrik decided he wanted that power for himself. He would claim the angel's heart.

"Stop," Emrik said before his son could move in to strike the killing blow. Borik backed up, bowing his head, ever obedient. Emrik urged his horse forward and plucked his bow from its place on his saddle. It was a magnificent thing forged from the bones of a pegasus.

"Savage," Mathanial snarled. "Beast. Heathen! Was there no part of the Heaven you did not rape as you sacked it?" His eyes were on the bow. The stables of the pegasi were once the Rider's pride and joy. He had raised each of the flying beasts with his own hands. All dead now. Emrik had not allowed even one of the winged horses to survive.

Emrik took an angel-feathered arrow from his quiver and set it to the string. "Almost all of the divine has a use, angel. Do you know what I will do with you? Your brain will turn children into seers to track down the last of your kind. From your bones, I will forge weapons beyond the power of mortal steel to slay your brothers and sisters. Your wings will make arrows that fly true for miles and never miss. I will feed your tongue to a minstrel, and they will sing songs of my glory that will make men weep. Your blood will extend my son's life a hundred years. The only part of you I cannot use, angel, is your life."

The angel laughed, a sound like a chorus of church bells from the ancient times before the Crusade. Before Emrik tore all the churches to rubble.

"I am Mathanial, the Rider. Herald of the Fourth Age. I die with dignity, Godless King. I only wish I could be there to see you cower and beg when my father visits retribution upon you."

"The God is dead, angel!" Emrik spat. He turned and stood in his saddle, drawing back the bow string. "I was there when Heaven burned. I watched my grandfather take God's head and mount it on my father's spear. I drank the divine blood, and I feasted on God's heart. Do you see your failure? You heralded the Fourth Age. An age in which we humans threw off your shackles, killed God and took divine power for ourselves."

Again the Rider laughed. "How little you know. The Fifth Age is upon us. God cannot die. Humans can die. Even angels can die, but..."

Emrik's arrow took Mathanial in the left eye.

"You're right about that."

The angel slumped over sideways. Dead. One less divinity in the world. Emrik was one step closer to final victory. A thousand years of war, of hunting divinities across the world, was almost at an end.

A cheer went up from the soldiers of the Third and Fourth. Carvers rushed forward quickly, eager to preserve as much of the divinity as they could before any of him spoiled.

Borik licked blood from his blade as he approached. It was uncouth, but at least it was not wasteful. Even a drop of divine blood was worth a fortune. "That was well done, Father," he said. "A lengthy but successful hunt. One more angel dead. Only ten remain, I think."

"Nine."

"They're dying. Your thousand year quest is almost at an end. Soon their divine heresy will be wiped from memory along with the name of the God. We should celebrate.” He clapped his hands. “Wine.”

"Maybe," Emrik said, eyeing the red glow of the sky behind the clouds. He still remembered when the sky was blue, before the Heavens bled.

Mathanial’s words bothered him. The angel claimed the Fifth Age was upon them. But that was only possible if a new Herald had been born. Yet, how could there be a new angel if God was truly dead?
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