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Chapter One

The Eyes have It

Alex felt the crunch of burnt leaves underfoot, the remnants of this section of forest just blackened ash. It had been months since wildfires had swept through this area, destroying vital resources and displacing machina. It had been a blessing as much as a curse, the fires forcing an army of religious zealots to travel through the narrow mountain pass, a choice that would ultimately mean their doom as the guild's airship fleet blasted them from the air. Alex still dreamt of that day, of death and destruction. Of cannon fire blasting away sections of mountain as flying machina tore airships from the sky.
Another crunch snapped him back to his senses. He was walking forward slowly, trying to be as quiet as possible as he approached the machina laying on the ground before him. The crackling noise from every footstep wasn’t helping his attempts to be stealthy.
Nearby, the rest of his party was trying to do the same. Cassius with his enormous cannon, Erwin with his scythe that could transform into an energy blast firing staff, and finally Casey and her katana. Cassius was a local, born and raised in the aether lands like the majority of the knights, hunters who protected their home form the massive living machines known as machina. The rest of the group was like Alex, visitors from Earth transported across dimensions against their will.
It had been pitched to Alex as a game, a fully immersive virtual reality experience. That was a lie, the pod he had climbed into during a glitzy launch event was, in reality, a dimensional teleporter, one that altered the fibre of his being during the trip to maintain the video game illusion. It made him stronger and tougher than a normal human, as well as bestowing him with the ability to understand the innate properties of objects and giving him a pocket dimension he could store items within. These abilities, powered by the strange phenomena called aether, had been presented as statistics and an inventory respectively. It was surprising how much of an advantage operating under video game logic was when everyone else was bound by the real world.
The machina shifted, adjusting its position on the bed of burnt lumber that it was resting on. Alex had never seen this species before, though that was to be expected. The fires had swept through the prairie and most of the forest, chasing away the machina that lived there which in turn displaced machina from other regions. The ecosystems populated by the machine creatures had been thrown dangerously off balance.
The creature before him had an almost canine shaped to its body, a massive wolf forged of synthetic parts. Its muscles and flesh were made of tightly bound cables, brilliant white armour plates covering its vital parts like oversized scales. The thing’s head was like a wolf's skull cast in the same white metal as the armour plates, though it lacked any eye sockets. It lacked any eyes at all as far as Alex could see, though that wasn't unusual for machina. Before the fire, the eyeless walking piles of gnashing gears known as muckgrinders, and the much larger muckmother, had been common in the forest. From the back of the beast several thick cable-like tails rested on the ground, Alex could count six in total from where he was.
Sickening crunching noises filled the air as the machina took a chomp from the corpse before it. The beast was taking bites from a smaller machina it had killed, lurid neon liquid covering its snout. Alex knew machina preyed on each other, but he had no idea why. It was still something of a mystery to the people of the Towers, the settlement that had taken him in. Nobody knew if they needed to do it to survive, or if it was some mockery of flesh and blood beings built into their design.
Alex lifted his clenched fist, signalling for the party to stop. He had seen the motion in a movie once and had adopted its usage, something that had elicited an eye roll from Casey when he had first used it. The others came to a halt and Alex tried to mime firing a cannon, something that just drew confused looks.
“Shoot the thing,” Alex said in a whisper, swinging his arms as he tried to replicate the recoil of the gun.
“Ah, right,” Cassius replied, adopting the same low tone. He hoisted his cannon, the weapon held at his waist by a long strap. He pointed it towards the feasting machina, gripping the cannon by the two handles mounted to the top. “Ok, three, two-”
The creature’s tails stood up pointing towards the approaching knights. At the end of each tail was a baleful glowing eye.
“Of course,” Alex said, not bothering to keep a whisper.
Light pulsed out from the eyes, beams of aether slicing across the scorched ground, clouds of ash following in their wake. Each was a different colour; some seared the ground whilst others left a trail of ice. One beam crackled with furious lightning, bolts arcing off into the ground as it moved.
The knights scattered, fleeing in different directions as they tried to confuse the eyes. They circled the machina, a standard tactic that had developed during their battles. There were four of them and only one monster. Turning its attention towards one of the knights meant exposing itself to the three others. Or at least, that was normally the case. This creature was having no problems firing its beams at all of its adversaries at the same time.
“Any ideas?” Alex shouted, waving at Cassius.
“Not a clue, never fought one of these myself.” Cassius jumped backwards as a beam swept the ground before him. “Can’t say I like it.” He squeezed the trigger attached to the cannon’s rear handle. Within the weapon was a cartridge, one made of several chambers brimming with aetheric energy. On pressing the trigger, a mechanism within the cannon removed the seal from one of these chambers, the aether escaping from its confinement with explosive force.
The glowing bolt screamed through the air and crashed into the side of the creature, exploding with fury and light. It staggered to the side, the impact landing in the gap between armour plating. It howled, the noise a curious mix of agony and static. The beams emanating from its eyes winked out, the pain distracting the beast.
It found its footing, crouching down low to the ground. The cables that formed its body began to slide apart, glowing eyes appearing across its body, hundreds of tiny lights staring outwards.
“God damn-” Alex didn’t get to finish his sentence. The eyes across the body of the creature flashed in unison and a wave of aether pulsed out from the beast, forming an aura that washed outwards from it in a perfect circle. It hit Alex in the chest, lifting him from his feet and pushing him backwards.
He hit the ground, the health bar in the top left of his vision reducing. A tenth of it had gone completely, whilst around a third of the remaining bar was red. It was a big hit, but Alex could afford to take another. He knew that wouldn’t be true of Casey and Erwin, they favoured lighter armour. It meant they could move easier but didn’t have the same inherent resistance to damage that Alex did. Each knight was protected by an aetheric shield known as a ward, their armour providing both physical protection and focusing that shield with its inherent properties.
Alex scrambled to his feet, pulling his sword free from its scabbard. Runes glowed along the blade, generating a field of aether around the sword that allowed it to cut into the thick armour of most machina. He held his shield close to his body, ready for the monster to attack again. The beast wasn’t moving simply remaining in its crouched position, the eyes now dim. A thick slimy liquid, vivid green in colour, slopped from its jaws.
“Go! Go!” Alex shouted. It was clear to him that the monster had spent a huge amount of its energy on its attack. This was an opening, a window to land as much damage as they could before it recovered.
Alex charged, his blade held high, a battle cry on his lips. He rushed forward, swiping his sword across one of the beasts back legs. It was a tried and true tactic. Slow the movement of the machina and you made it easier to deal with. His comrades had the same idea, the energy blasts from Erwin’s staff and Cassius’s cannon shaking the creature as they struck its front legs.
Casey did something different. She swung her blade rapidly, making cut after cut, a charge building as she did. With enough energy built up, she changed her target, swinging the now glowing blade at one of the monster’s tails. The katana cut through, severing the limb. It hit the ground and twitched, the last remnants of life escaping from it.
It was enough to wake the creature from its stupor. It lurched forward, limping as it tried to escape from the knights still striking blow after blow upon it. The eyes across its hide began to glow again, but the light was weaker this time, flickering in some places. Hunting a machina was often a battle of stamina, chipping away at the beast until it finally fell. The creature’s desperate attack had given the knights an unusually large window to cut away at it. The machina knew it was losing and was attempting to flee so it could lick its wounds.
“It’s trying to get away,” Casey said. She knew she was stating the obvious but couldn’t help herself.
“I've got it.” Alex slid his sword back into his scabbard. He placed his hand in the bottom right of his vision, hovering it over an omnipresent bag icon. It was strange how quickly he had gotten used to having an overlay constantly in his eye-line. The bag opened into a row of squares, each with a different item resting within them. He grabbed a silver sphere, the object popping into existence as Alex pulled it from his pocket dimension.
The device was a personal favourite of his. Some activated by pressing a rune atop it, and some needed to be twisted, it depended on who exactly had crafted it. This one had the rune, so Alex placed his thumb to the symbol, blue light pulsing across the orb. He threw it, the silver ball hitting the machina’s side.
Lightning arced across the beast’s hide, blue bolts coursing across it. The stun bomb had delivered a paralysing blow, enough for the knights to fall on the beast a second time. They didn’t aim for the legs, not this time. They knew the creature was close to death, they sensed it, so each knight went for the killing blow. Ranged strikes crashed into its head whilst Alex slashed at the beast’s stomach. Only Casey carried on with the same tactic as before, severing another of the monster’s tails.
The beast let out a final pained roar, the shrieking sound agony to the ears. It slumped forward, crashing onto the charcoal and ash, the eyes on its body winking out.
“That wasn’t too bad,” Alex said, stepping towards the machina’s body. “We’ve dealt with worse.”
“Not so bad for you maybe. I’m at less than half my health bar!” Erwin was leaning on his scythe, using it as a crutch. He had broken his leg not long after meeting Alex and whilst it had long since healed using his weapon to prop himself up had stuck as a habit.
“You know, sometimes I wish I had all your powers. Knowing exactly how close your ward is to failing seems incredibly useful,” Cassius said. He slumped to the ground, shifting to a seated position. “Well, that and not being instantly tired from a fight.”
“Trust me, even with improved stamina, this is tiring. This is what, the sixth hunt we've done this week? It's only Tuesday!” Alex reached into his quick item bar a second time and removed another ball, this one much larger than the first. He threw it towards the body of the machina and the crab that lived within the ball unfurled. The small machina scuttled onto the head of the larger one and began drilling into its skull with the bit attached to one of its limbs. The small creatures had a symbiotic relationship with the knights. They fed on whatever it was they were drilling for, and as a side effect, the corpse would detach several of its components.
“Can't say I'm surprised. We lost a couple dozen knights in that battle and we were hardly the most numerous to begin with.” Cassius placed his hands against the ground and leant backwards. He quickly regretted it, lifting his hands off the ash, the palms of his gauntlets stained black. “Plus, most of what's left is following that Deus as it waddles out to the west.”
Alex shrugged. Cassius wasn't wrong. During his time in the aether lands, the bulk of the guild's knights had been deployed trying to deal with a Deus, a more powerful and dangerous kind of machine creature. That lumbering mountain-sized beast had ignored them as it had plodded onwards, its course bringing it directly towards the Towers. The airship cannons blasting the mountain pass during the battle had awoken another of its species sleeping beneath the stone.
No-one knew exactly what the two behemoths relationship was. Mates, family, it was a mystery. It had come as a shock to Alex that machina were capable of breeding, though Casey had seen it once, a Muckmother spitting out its offspring as it died. The thought reminded Alex of a movie he had seen once, where tiny alien robots built offspring from used soda cans.
An expedition had been sent to follow the newly emerged Deus, though this time they were tasked with observing, rather than attempting to stop it. The hope was once the two met they would head off away from the Towers. The presence of the creature had already proven beneficial, the ice aspected aether that sopped from it serving to put out the raging wildfires.
“I wonder what will happen with that?” Erwin said.
“Hopefully they fall in love and choose to live somewhere very, very far away,” Casey said. She was stuffing one of the severed tails into her backpack, the limb vanishing into the impossible void within it.
“Yeah, we’ve got enough problems as is.” Alex bent down, picking up the sections of machina that had dropped from the corpse.
Occuhound cable. Common crafting material.
Occuhound eye. Uncommon crafting material.
Occuhound plate. Uncommon crafting material.
There were four cables, two eyes and three plates total. The name of the creature seemed familiar, likely from one of the patterns in the big catalogue the blacksmith Granald had given to Alex. It had been a while since Alex had been able to consider making an upgrade. His party had been mostly dealing with confused muckmothers and triolisks for the past few months.
It suddenly dawned on Alex he had been in the aether lands just over six months now. The guild master, Horton, was a fellow traveller from Earth and the inventor of the transport system. He had told Alex a long time ago now that time worked on a one to one basis. Six months here was six months on Earth. Alex wondered if anyone was looking for him. He had lived alone for the past few years and had always preferred his own company, but it would be nice to know if he was missed.
“Occuhound stuff, apparently,” Alex said.
“Occuhound!” Cassius slapped his leg. “That’s what it’s called. That was bugging me.”
“Occuhound? What does that even mean?” A look of confusion had settled onto Erwin’s face. “The names here are so, so stupid.”
“Didn’t you have a pet crocodile monster called Rory?” Casey said, pushing the last of the second tail into her bag.
“He was hardly my pet.”
“Occu, like ocular, as in eyeballs?” Alex said, tapping at the visor of his helmet. “And hound as in a dog.”
“How does anyone here know what a dog looks like?”
“The uh…huh.” Alex hated to admit it, but Erwin had a point. “No clue. Cassius, do you know what a hound is?”
“Not a clue. I’m guessing something that looks like that.” Cassius gestured towards the corpse. “There is a couple of different machina with hound in the name. Maybe whoever named the first one, a long time ago, knew what a living one looked like, and all the others are named after that first species?”
“Are we just going to sit around discussing names all day?” Casey said. She had removed a stick wrapped in red paper from her bag. “Or are we going to go home?”
“You’re assuming they don’t have another expedition waiting for us when we get back up to that airship?”
Above them, floating in the sky, was the Wayward Moon. The airship was massive compared to the ones Alex and his friends were used to, the smaller faster variant more common for transporting knights. The enormous ship had taken significant damage during what people were calling “the battle of the pass”. It was still airworthy, though too damaged to join the bulk of the fleet as they followed the Deus west. Horton had commandeered it to act a mobile guildhall whilst the knights worked to get the areas nearest the Tower under control. That had been months ago, and they were still struggling to get a handle on things.
“God, I hope not,” Alex said. He hoped desperately that Cassius was wrong. He needed a hot meal and a warm bed.
“Well,” Casey said, cracking open the flare, red smoke billowing out from it, “only one way to find out.”




Chapter Two

Home

The Wayward Moon began the slow trundle back towards the towers, the days' expeditions thankfully over. Alex had seated himself on a pile of crates near the centre of the deck, whilst his friends had found similar spots to rest nearby, scattered around on the floor or resting on barrels. Erwin had put his backpack over his head in an attempt to get some sleep. The constant thrumming of the ship's engines was making that difficult, and Erwin had groaned repeatedly from beneath his burlap facemask.
The deck itself was packed. The knights that had remained behind were working almost exclusively in the local region, trying desperately to keep the machina under control. They were joined by a swarm of guild staff, the clerks made up of dozens of nearly identical wyldkin sisters. It was a little disconcerting to see them gathered in groups, like reality had split and stretched one person across dimensions.
Alex watched the forest drift away into the distance as the Moon began to move. Or at least, what was left of the forest. There were still patches of trees left miraculously untouched by the fires, but they were just tufts on a thick bed of ash. With the countryside scorched like this, Alex could just make out the towering mushrooms of the swamps in the distance. He found that he longed to return there, to explore out further from the places he knew. There was a simple joy in somewhere new, one that Alex missed.
“We should go on an expedition,” Alex said to no one in particular. “See the world.”
“Are you sure that's wise? Every time you go somewhere you stir up trouble,” Cassius said. The cannoneer was sitting on the deck, his back against a crate filled with stun bombs, their silver casings catching the sun as it vanished behind the horizon. “Knowing your luck, you’ll probably find, I don’t know, a giant ghost or something?”
“A giant ghost?” Casey said. “So, the ghost of a giant, or a regular person’s ghost that just happens to be big? What were you trying to get at there?” Casey was sitting atop a barrel though she was rapidly reassessing her decision. The airship rumbled slightly at it moved, the damage to the Moon robbing it of its normal smooth glide, and the barrel was wobbling disconcertingly.
“I don’t know, I was just giving an example. Honestly, a few months ago I would have said that was just as likely as finding other people out in the aether.”
The mention of those who called themselves the chosen people caused Alex to turn his head, looking across the prairie to the collection of tents near the base of the mountains, a wall of wood and metal enclosing them. The council had ordered the handful of prisoners taken after the battle to be enclosed in the camp, the Towers themselves lacking anywhere to hold them. They had dissembled the hastily built defences of the Towers to provide materials.
Alex didn’t like it. It reminded him of his own world’s history, and whilst he understood the council’s reasoning, it put him on edge. The Chosen had just accepted it, moving into the camp with no resistance. There was no fight in them, not anymore. Their holy war had come to a devastating end, vast numbers of them wiped out in moments. As a final insult, a Deus had exploded out from the mountain, felling more of their number. To a people who considered the Deus avatars of their gods, it was like they had been disowned by those same deities.
“You know,” Casey said, hopping off the barrel, “Horton said that this will happen to Earth, eventually. That the aether is leaking into there from here. You think that means people will start seeing machina in Wembley or something like that?”
“Who knows. Are the machina and the aether even linked?” Alex said. “Maybe the machina were around beforehand and adapted to it.”
“The ancient fables say they appeared after the aether came,” Cassius said.
“Yeah, and the ancient fables said you were alone. They’re probably not the most reliable things.”
Not much about the history of the chosen people had crept out. Most weren’t willing to speak, and the council was controlling what got out from those that were. It was common knowledge by now that the two peoples had once been one. Tower myth maintained they the old god Berat-Kor turned on the others, savaging the land until the new gods arrived and slew him. The Chosen maintained that Berat-Kor had been benevolent and that the new gods had usurped him in an act of profane betrayal. Those still loyal to Berat-Kor had left, wandering into the wilderness and forming their tribes and clans. Resentment had festered over millennia into hatred and as the aether parted to reveal a route, the clans had come storming back towards their ancestral home.
“You’ve got a point. I was never really big into religion myself. They were just stories from when I was a child. I've been to some ceremonies, some weddings, but it's not for me. No offence to those who believe, but I kind of grew out of believing the stories,” Cassius said.
“Like Santa,” Casey said.
“What’s a Santa?”
“It’s an Earth thing.” Alex put his hands on the edge of the crate, the wind picking up around the airship and causing it to rock gently. “There’s this story they tell kids. Basically, there’s a magic man who knows if you’ve been good or bad. If you’ve been good, he sneaks into your house one night a year to leave gifts.”
“So, let me get this right? You tell kids that if they’re good, someone is going to break into their home?”
“And leave presents,” Alex said, feeling the need to clarify.
“That’s creepy.”
“He’s got a point,” Casey said. “It is kind of creepy when you think about it. Especially the always watching you thing.”
Alex hadn't given it much thought. It was just something you told kids because your parents told you. That was how myths worked, passed along by momentum more than anything else.
The group fell silent, each watching the horizon and pondering the events of the past few months. Only now were they starting to feel like knights again, rather than warriors, soldiers in a war they never wanted.
“God, could you lot be any louder,” Erwin said, his words muffled beneath the backpack. “Some of us are trying to nap here.”
“Why are you trying to nap? We’ll be back at the Towers soon, and the sun is only just going down.” Alex still found it strange that the aether lands had the same twenty four hour cycle as Earth. The presence of a sun and a moon rising and falling told him that it was a planet at least. That did raise some questions in Alex’s mind about the rest of this dimension’s celestial bodies. If the people of the Towers boarded a starship and headed off towards the nearest world, would they find it free from the taint of the aether?
“I can’t sleep properly on those beds. They’re too tough.”
“Oh, we’ll have to ask Esmeralda to crack out the memory foam then, get things a bit more comfortable for you,” Casey said. She kicked the bottom of Erwin’s boot playfully.
“I’m not like you pair. You act like you’ve lived here your whole lives. I can’t do that. I miss Earth. I miss my flat, my friends, and yes, my memory foam mattress. Let’s be honest, if Horton found a way back tomorrow, would you go? Would you take that trip home?”
Alex opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. He had wanted to say yes, to say that he would head home in an instant, but something had held his tongue. Deep down he knew that it wasn't true. Back on Earth, he wasn't anyone special. Here in the aether lands, he was a knight. It meant something.
“I don’t know,” Alex said finally, the truth working its way out. “I honestly don’t know.”
“I wouldn't,” Casey said with typical swagger. “Here I'm as close to a superhero as I'm ever going to get. Can you really say you haven't dreamed of going on some adventure in another world?”
“I’m just glad it didn’t involve being hit by a truck,” Alex said.
***
The atmosphere in the Towers was different. Muted bordering on oppressive. It had been a welcoming place when Alex had first arrived, but over the past few months, a dread had begun to creep in. It didn't help that in every tunnel and by every lift a militia guard stood sentinel. The Towers didn't have an army, not until the Chosen People had come marching south towards them. The knights had stood and fought, bearing the brunt of the losses, the militia intended to be a final line should the worst happen.
That desperate day had never come, but the militia had remained, its volunteers and the council that funded them unwilling to lay down their arms. There was a fear that another army could arrive at any time, another unknown menace wandering out from the aether. The intentions were pure, but to Alex, their constant presence felt wrong. It didn’t help that the council had shifted a large portion of the guild’s funding to the militia, souring the morale of the knights more than it already had been.
“Feels off around here,” Cassius said, putting voice to Alex’s concerns. “We didn’t need this…militia, before. Why do we need them now? We chased off that army without them.”
“Can’t blame people for wanting to protect themselves,” Erwin said, stretching his arms as he spoke. Behind him people were sitting at tables, Esmeralda’s tavern busier than usual. Normally when it was this full it would be bustling with excited energy. At the moment everyone looked sullen, staring into their drinks or playing with their food. “It’s how it works where we’re from.”
“Difference is they don’t stand on every street corner,” Alex said. “Not in most countries anyway.”
“I’m with Cassius on this, we don’t need them.” Casey was staring off at the bar and drumming her hand on the table impatiently. “If another attack was coming, it would have happened by now. With the fires out they aren’t restricted to the pass anymore. Not that they could take it if they wanted to. You have to wonder exactly how far they had to march to get near us.”
“Right, ‘ere you are, loves. Sorry for the wait, but things are a bit tight in the kitchen these days.” The familiar voice of Esmerelda boomed as she walked across the tavern, balancing a tray with an impossible number of bowls resting on it across her thick arm. The tavern’s owner was a retired knight, though she had donned her armour to help Alex and Casey when they had battled a Deus that had attacked the Towers. She had taken the pair under her wing, letting them, and later Erwin as well, stay at her tavern. It was nominally in exchange for anything new and unusual they discovered whilst out in the field, eager to improve the offerings of the tavern’s kitchen. She hadn’t pushed them to keep up their side of the bargain in recent months, aware of the limited options that knights currently had.
She placed the bowls onto the table. Esmerelda has underplayed how bad they were. They were filled with a thin broth that was little more than water, spare chunks of two different kinds of vegetable floating inside.
“I am sorry, but deliveries ‘ave been slow recently, so this is all we got.”
“Deliveries?” Alex said. He had always wondered where the food in the Towers came from. There was never any meat, which made sense considering there were no flesh and blood animals, but it wasn’t like the Towers were surrounded by vegetable farms. “Where does all this come from?”
“You've seen 'em floating islands in the sky nearby, right?”
Alex nodded. It was one of the first things he had noticed upon his arrival in the aether lands, immediately after some machina had tried to kill him. He knew that on occasion the floating landmasses came drifting out from the aether, eventually vanishing into the thick cloud at its boundary.
“The two just beyond the towers, near the infinite, they’re trapped in place. Haven’t moved for as long as anyone can remember.”
“Aye, and up there is where we grow all our vegetables ‘an the like. Thing is with airships out of commission, a bunch of them sent off to follow that Dues gods know where deliveries ‘ave slowed. And that’s even getting me started with the militia pilfering stuff.”
“The militia is taking food?” Alex said.
“Claim it’s for emergency supplies they do. Personally, I think that’s rubbish.” Esmerelda tucked the now empty tray under her arm. “The sheer amount if it is too much.”
“We should check it out,” Casey said. “Go up there and keep an eye on deliveries. Make sure the militia aren’t taking more than their fair share.”
“On what authority?” Cassius's face was wracked with incredulity. “You think the guild master is going to sign off on that? I can't imagine he's eager to start another fight with the council.”
“Still, someone should be looking at it.”
“What if we found another food source?” Alex said. The seeds of an idea were sprouting in his mind. “I mean, we can’t find anywhere else to put farms, but think about it, the chosen had to be getting food from somewhere. Most likely they brought it down from where they came from, but that means there has to be food there.”
“Where the enemy army came from?” Cassius said. “I hate how I'm always the voice of doom, but that's a worse plan than Casey's. There aren't enough roots in your stew so you want to go and cross who knows how far to beg from people who wanted us dead? Just wait, once the militia has filled whatever quota they have, there will be plenty again. There's more than enough to go around usually.”
“Cassius does ‘ave a point. It’s just an inconvenience.”
“No, see I'm thinking forward. We're going to have to send someone out there anyway, eventually, right? Even if it's just to learn more. This is the perfect excuse. The food doesn't even matter anyway if Cassius is right,” Alex said.
“I usually am.”
“It's a front, isn't it, one the council can't say no to. We can bundle the exploration together with offering a trade, food for the release of prisoners. It's a win-win for the council, they get to keep building their stockpile, and if it works food gets easier to get for everyone else, whilst also getting rid of those prisoners they need to keep looking after. If it doesn't work, well they don't lose anything, and we still get to poke our noses around.”
“They get to look good regardless. And we get to go back to being proper knights, exploring the frontier,” Cassius said. He rubbed the bottom of his chin, contemplating the idea. “Depends on if Horton is going to go for it.”
Esmerelda chuckled. “Oh, ‘e will. I’ve known that man since he became guild master and if there’s one thing I know about ‘im, it’s that ‘e loves to go poking around where ‘e shouldn’t.”
“When did you get so smart?” Casey said, punching Alex in the arm. “All this smoke and mirrors stuff isn’t like you.”
“I don’t know, I’m just trying to think of ways to get out there again. You must be sick of getting your armour covered in ash and soot.” Alex knew that wasn’t really a problem, at least not for those from Earth. One of their abilities was storing outfits in the same pocket dimension as their items, summoning them out as preset outfits. It saved all the effort of trying to strap yourself into armour and anything put into the void came out looking brand new.
“I do kind of hate that constant smell. It's like burnt hair but stronger,” Casey said with a smile, aware that Alex was trying to sway her. He didn't need to. “We'll go to the guildhall tomorrow, see if we can convince Horton to let us go. We are technically third-grade knights now, an expedition like this should be within our remit.”
“Just barely,” Cassius said. The guild normally operated on a strict grading system. Expeditions were ranked based on difficulty and offered to knights of the matching grade or lower. Knights could increase their grade on occasion by proving themselves on semi-regular tests, in reality just higher grade expeditions offered to knights who the guild thought were ready to advance. The system had gone out of the window when the war had begun, and only recently put back in place.
For their efforts in the battle, the party had been increased to third grade, except for Cassius who was already beyond that. Horton had deemed it a suitable reward, which was high praise coming from him. Normally the guild master was a stickler for the rules.
“You know they deserve it. Don’t be an arse,” Esmerelda said.
“Tomorrow morning then,” Alex said. He picked up the half-empty tankard before him, lifting it into the air. “To new adventures!”
The others did the same, raising their flagons. “To new adventures!” they said in unison.




Chapter Three

Boat Party

Horton had watched Alex as the knight explained his plan, hands clasped together, elbows resting on his desk. He hadn't said a word, watching silently as the petitioners before him made their case. They had finished now, and Horton had sat motionless as he considered their words.
“No. That’s the stupidest idea I’ve heard in a while.” Horton lifted his elbows from the desk. The wooden top was covered in dozens of books, groaning under the weight of the tomes. “Your idea of destroying the pass in the mountains was good. I have no idea what…this, is. I suppose a fifty-fifty ratio isn’t too bad.”
“What's wrong with it?” Alex said. He had expected Horton to pounce at the idea, after all, it was a return to the guild doing what it did best, whilst also ingratiating itself with the council.
“Why would the council care? If they were worried about the levels of food, do you think they would be taking a tithe like they are? It’s hardly a bad idea, stockpiling in case of a siege. I’m no fan of this militia, but I do see the logic in it.”
“Can you at least try? Maybe they’ll surprise you and go for it?”
“The council is anything but surprising. This might be another world, Alex, but some things never change. The councillors will do whatever serves their own agendas best, and that usually means trying to get re-elected. How does this help them do this?”
Alex shrugged; he had never paid much attention to politics. “Do hungry people vote for the person starving them?”
“More often than you would expect.” Horton stood up, pushing his white coat to his sides as he did. “Come, walk with me a moment.” He stepped out from behind the desk and began to walk through the chamber that served as his office. It took up the entire top floor of a tower, a much-vaunted location. The room was filled with tables covered in beakers, books and machina parts, a dozen experiments underway on each. The floor of the room was a mess, scrolls and tomes creeping across the stone like they were alive.
“Where are we going?”
“I have something I want to show you.”
Horton pressed onward through the room, walking towards a door at the far side. The portal seemed to loom, machina plates bolted to its frame in an attempt to make it sturdier.
Alex had been in Horton’s laboratory several times but had never noticed the door before. That side of the room was normally dominated by a large blackboard, but that had been wheeled to the right, exposing the doorway.
“What is it?”
“Patience.” Horton reached into the pocket of his coat, rummaging in its depths for something. “Ah, here we are.” He removed a key with a flourish, plunging it into a lock on the doorway. It turned with a loud click and the door creaked open. “Go on,” Horton said.
Alex pushed the door open and stepped inside. Light poured into the room from the glass above, daylight striking the object within. The room seemed to traverse the length of the laboratory. At the far end was a bed, along with a messy wardrobe, the clothes within bursting through the doors in their attempt to escape the wooden prison.
Alex knew Horton hadn't brought him here to look at his private quarters. It was the part constructed machine before him that was the star of the show. Alex recognised it, vaguely. The large metal cylinder was lying horizontal, held off the ground by short feet. Cables ran from both ends, plugged into devices covered in glowing lights.
“A transporter?” Alex said. “Does it work?”
“Not yet, sadly. This has been under construction since I arrived here. It’s taken years to get to this point. It’s…difficult. The parts I used back on Earth I made myself, with some aid from the previous guild master, but here I’m forced to use components from machina as replacements. There obviously isn’t a one to one exchange there.”
“Why show me this then?” Alex said.
“I’m trying to make a point. I am, not to blow my own trumpet, the Towers foremost expert in the aether. And yet I’m just as trapped here as anyone else. I’ve had to learn to live with the people here, the culture, its society. The council is the ruling body here, one that is democratically elected, if that kind of thing matters to you. I appreciate your sentiment, but you can’t just try and bluff your way into getting what you want,” Horton said. He ran his hand over the machine mournfully. “I know it might not seem like it, Alex, but you are not the protagonist of reality.”
“I didn’t think I was. I just wanted to do what was best for the guild.”
“And what’s best for the guild is escaping from your duties near the Tower, vanishing off into the unknown?”
“Yes, well, I thought so.”
“Look, I have given you and your friends significant leeway in how you operate. You are after all…different from most other knights. But I can’t go begging to the council with a half baked idea that any reasonable councillor can argue against in their sleep.” Horton sighed. “I understand your frustrations. I do. Who knows how much there is to explore now the passage to the Chosen’s lands is open.”
“How long will that even be open? The aether could come in and close it off again.” Alex knew he was reaching, trying desperately to salvage his pitch. “That’s a risk, right?”
“It is, though the aether isn't particularly fast in that regard. We have plenty of time.”
“Right.” Alex was defeated. He had no further points to make. It seemed like his idea was dead in the water.
“Listen. I can't go to the council with this. My situation with them is precarious, I can give them no further ammunition. Enough of our funds have already been shifted to this militia that it's causing a problem.” Horton bent down, adjusting a part of the machina that had caught his attention. “But the guild isn't a military force. We're more of a…contractor. If you wanted to head off into the wilds, I couldn't stop you.” He stood up, happy with his impromptu adjustment. “Do you understand, Alex?”
“I do, yeah.”
“Good. Try not to get into too much trouble.”
***
There were bits of broken wood everywhere, shattered remnants of a once-majestic ship. It was sad to see it like this, torn into parts and stuffed into a warehouse carved into the bottom floor of Orix tower, the ship's namesake.
Alex had asked his friends to gather at the warehouse to discuss his conversation with Horton. Casey had arrived with Erwin and Cassius, but Alex hadn’t just summoned his party. Joining them was Simian, the scavenger who had sponsored Alex when he had first arrived in the tower. The man was a chancer, always looking to scrape whatever zenni he could from a situation. His position as sponsor had entitled him to a portion of the knight’s earnings, or at least it did until the debt he claimed to have over them was proven non-existent. Some pointed words had led to him forfeiting that right.
Along with the humans, Alex had asked Hir'Six to join them, the destroyed airship's former grell captain. His people were much shorter than humans, coming to the waist of the average person. They had vivid purple skin and long pointed ears that sat perpendicular to their head, giving them a wide silhouette. Hir'Six stood out from most of his kind. He was missing a hand and a leg, talons taken from large machina standing in for a hook and peg-leg. The captain wore a wide-brimmed hat with glimmering razorwing feathers tucked into the band.
“Why bother gathering us all together if he didn’t go for it?” Casey said.
“Because the guild master was very clear. Well, he wasn’t explicitly clear, but it was heavily implied. He doesn’t think he could get the council to approve an official mission, but there isn’t anything stopping us from exploring out there off our own backs.” Alex had a wicked grin across his face, an idea coming to him as he had walked away from Horton’s laboratory.
“Sorry, you want us to head off into the unknown, and likely into enemy territory, for fun?” Cassius said.
“Not for fun. For the Towers. I know you've felt it, Cassius. Things are different around here. If people are scared of another army marching out of the aether is the militia ever going to go away? Besides, I know you want to go. You're a knight, how could you not?”
“So, what’s the plan then?” Hir’Six said. “I’m assuming you brought me and Simian here for a reason?”
“We rebuild the Star, then we take her out north. We find the chosen people and we offer peace. If we can come to a deal, then we can come back to the Towers with something tangible to offer the council. Hell, we can even make the trade for food like I planned if we want. Anything to calm things down around here.”
“That and poke around in the new lands out there.” Cassius nodded approvingly. He had spent a few months working as a guard to the gates of the Tower, and when his shift was about to come to an end the battle of the pass happened. He longed to get out there in the wilderness. “Alright, I’m in.”
“How, exactly, are we going to rebuild the star?” Hir’Six said. “She’s scrap. This is all that’s left after the crafter’s guild pilfered her bones for parts. It’s not like the bits are just lying around.”
“That’s exactly what it’s like,” Simian said with a smile. “I’m assuming that’s why I’m here?”
Alex nodded. “The flying machina that attacked the fleet during the battle, they’re the same kind that the Star was built around. If we can find one of them buried amongst the rubble up north, we can use it as the core of a new airship.”
“Are we sure we trust Simian?” Erwin said. He was only partly paying attention, fascinated by the piles of wooden scraps in the warehouse. “He does work for the militia now, right?”
“I work for whoever pays me. I’ve got no loyalty to this militia, they just wanted me to train up their rifle teams.” Simian wasn’t offended by the question, he understood Erwin’s concern.
“We all know Simian loves zenni more than anything. We could use his expertise getting the parts to get the Star fixed. No one can scavenge like he can.” Alex leant against the wall, the cold of the stone working its way through his tunic. “I’m going to assume we’ll need more than just the machina parts.”
“A lot bloody more,” Hir’Six said. “Especially because I’m guessing that you might want to keep this on the quiet. I can’t imagine that the council will be best bloody pleased if they find out someone is going to go poke the proverbial sleeping sonifang.”
“Graverobbing. Brilliant, exactly what I wanted to be doing with my time,” Cassius said. He had never been Simian’s biggest fan.
Erwin crouched, rubbing his hands on his knees. “This is a section of keel, right?”
“It is, aye.” Hir'six stepped over to the knight's side and ran his hand over the wood. “This ship was passed down from my mother, and she got it from her father. The ship has been in my family for generations.”
“This wood is treated to be waterproof, I think,” Erwin said. “This was a boat first before it was an airship.”
“If you say so. She was an airship for as long as my family records show.”
“You know about boats, Erwin?” Alex said.
“Not boats no, I was just guessing from the wood itself. I am an aeronautical engineer though.”
“I’m sorry, what?”
“Back on Earth. That was my day job. I helped design planes.”
“You have to be joking?” Alex placed his fingers against his temples. “You never mentioned that.”
“You never asked.”
“What does that mean?” Hir’Six said, the words unfamiliar to him.
“It means,” Alex said, removing his fingers and placing his hands in his pockets, “that Erwin built airships.”
“Designed them, but basically. I think, if we get the parts, we can get the Star flying again. Better than before. Something that isn’t a real actual boat hanging from beneath a balloon.” Erwin had never seemed so confident.
“Sounds like we have a plan,” Simian said. “You tell me what you need, and I’ll start looking into getting them. For a fee, of course.”
“No,” Alex said. “No, you won't. This is how it's going to work. You owe us, for that little scam you tried to pull when we first met you. You help us build the airship, tell us where to get the parts we need, help gather the easier components, and we'll cut you in on whatever we find out there. New regions mean new plants and machina. I would bet those would fetch a decent price when we bring them back. You'll get ten per cent.”
“Twenty-five,” Simian countered.
“Ten.”
“Fine, Twenty.”
“It’s still ten.”
“Fifteen?”
“We’ll do twelve and a half, maximum,” Alex said.
Simian tilted his head to the side, pondering the offer. His motions were exaggerated, a practised tactic for haggling. It was always best, in his experience, to let the other party think they had gotten one over on you. “Twelve and a half. Sounds like a deal.” Simian extended his hand to Alex. The knight took it and shook.
“First thing’s first,” Erwin said, turning his back to the scraps. “Most of this is no good, honestly. Not for what I have planned. We could do with those machina parts though. A clean-burning jet engine? That's a great place to start. We'll need a place to start building, somewhere out of the way where we won't get noticed. And we'll need a whole bunch of helping hands. With just us, it's going to take a long time.”
“You leave that to me. I’ll round up my crew, they’ll be as eager as I am to get back into the air,” Hir’Six said.
“Froggletts would be a great help,” Alex said. “They do have that weird knack for building and making stuff.”
“The infinite,” Simian said. “You said you needed somewhere to build. Build it in the infinite. No one goes there, and it’s got enough space that you could do what you like.”
“As much as I hate to agree with him, Simian has a point.” Cassius crossed his arms and leant against the wall. “Not even the guild keeps a watch on the infinite, there’s nothing out there, so why bother. Perfect place to hide something.”
“Sounds like we have a plan,” Casey said. “The captain gets his crew, we move all this stuff out to this infinite place, then we draw up a list of what we need and start trying to get it.”
“We won’t need to move much of this stuff,” Erwin said, picking up a spoke that had once been attached to the ship’s wheel, the wood sent flying away from its home when the Star of Orix had crashed into the ground. “A lot of it is shaped wood that won’t work for what I have planned. It’s mostly going to be fittings and things. Do we have the balloon?”
“Aye, it’s at the back, deflated.”
“Good,” Erwin said. “Look, captain, this ship, the new Star. It won’t be the same as the last one. It’ll be a new ship, more or less.”
“As long as it gets me and my crew back in the skies, it’s good enough.”
***
Dust flicked into the chair as the chalk danced across the wall, scratching out words unreadable to most. Alex stepped back, slipping the small white rod back into his inventory, and looked at the list he had scrawled out. He had written it on the wall opposite his list of materials needed for his planned upgrades, giving his room a distinctly crazy person vibe.
“It’s a long list,” he said out loud.
“It’s not even the full list,” Casey said. “I’m sure there will be more once Erwin gets a good look at what we do have.”
Alex looked down at the scrap of paper Erwin had given him, doubled checking he had noted everything. “The top one just says gas. What does that even mean?”
“I assume he means for the balloon.”
“God, I hope he doesn’t mean whichever the explosive kind is.”
“Hydrogen,” Casey said. “I have no idea. I’m guessing that maybe the people of the Tower’s don’t actually know what kind of gas it is.”
“Sheet metal,” Alex said, continuing down the list. “That I think we can get. We head out into the wilderness and gather some ore, have Granald melt it down for us.”
“You do realise how much we’ll need in order to build something airship sized? Doing it that way will take months.”
“Well, where does all the metal you see about the Towers come from?”
Casey knocked her heels together. She was sitting on the end of Alex’s bed, legs stretched as far as she could get them. “The ruins, remember Horton said once.”
“That’s a good point. My guess is we might find a lot of this stuff there in which case. It’s on the far side of the swamp, right?”
Casey nodded. “We never did get a chance to check it out.”
“Looks like that should be our first port of call,” Alex said. “The big issues are going to be getting there, and then getting back with anything we find. It's not like there are regular airship flights out there at the moment.”
“I’ve got an idea there. Don’t you worry,” Casey said.




Chapter Four

Wagon Train

Alex leant against the wall, rubbing his chin as he considered the scene before him. Casey had arrived smiling as she sat atop a wagon, tugging the reins of the machina pulling it. Three more wagons had followed, each driven by a member of Hir’Six’s frogglett crew. They were longer than the wagons Alex was used to, each wagon having six wheels rather than four, but was otherwise the same. A simple wooden base with a canvas covering. Alex had to wonder where the fabric for the arched roofs had come from.
“This is your plan?”
“Yeah,” Casey said. “It’s pretty simple really. If we can’t carry enough of the stuff, then this lot can.”
“I was thinking you had something a bit more out there. Maybe a massive bag so we could just put what we find into our inventory or something like that.” Alex shifted his position against the wall. The outside of the Towers were a lot rougher than they appeared, and the stone was rubbing against his tunic.
“You know, I thought about that, but this is all supposed to be on the quiet, right? Someone going around asking for a twelve-foot wide bag is the kind of thing that will get tongues wagging. But people hiring some caravans? That's normal around here.” Casey jumped off the wagon, landing on the ground and kicking up a grey cloud. She began to pat down her clothes, wiping the dust from them. It wasn't necessary, she could have simply accessed her outfit menu, changing into her armour and then back to her clothes quickly. They would have re-emerged spotless. Brushing herself was a subconscious reflex, Casey not fully aware she was doing it.
“You’ve got a point. I do kind of want to see the giant bag though…”
“Maybe next time,” Casey said. “I booked these wagons under Simian’s name. Said he was looking to expand his salvage operation. The best lies are the ones that have a kernel of truth to them I always find.”
“You lie often?” Alex said. Casey poked her tongue out at him.
One of the froggletts croaked loudly, the sound echoing throughout the valley. The creatures were normally silent so it was always surprising how loud they could be when they did choose to make noise.
The tower Alex was leaning against answered the sound with a low rumble. Its great heavy doors began to swing inwards, pulled on clanking chains and creaking gears. Behind the door, on the walls of the tunnel beyond, were several more froggletts, turning cranks and moving wheels.
Hir’Six was standing in the centre of the tunnel, his hand and hook on his hips, his needle teeth exposed in a wide grin. Behind him was a collection of wheelbarrows and boxes filled with the salvaged parts of the Star that Erwin had deemed worthwhile. Erwin himself was standing behind Hir’Six and carrying one of the boxes on his own, his enhanced strength making itself useful. Cassius was just behind him, pushing a wheelbarrow stacked high with assorted wood and metal.
“Should do nicely,” Hir’Six said, his metal leg tapping against the stone floor as he walked forward. “How long do we have them for?”
“For as long as we need,” Casey said. “I left a big deposit with the owner and they’ll just take the free out when we drop them back off.”
“How big?” Alex said, eyeing Casey nervously.
“Oh, about four thousand zenni.”
“And you chewed me out for buying those wards.”
“We already had wards. Besides, the problem wasn’t you spending the money, it was a good upgrade. The problem was you spending it without permission. You were on board with this whole build an airship thing.”
“On board is a stretch. We still don’t know if we can pull this off. It’s taken how many centuries for the Towers to build up the fleet they have, and we want to knock one up in our back yard.” Alex shrugged. “Wouldn’t be the craziest idea we’ve had.”
“We can do it,” Erwin said. “Honestly the design I’ve got in mind is if anything simpler than what they’re using currently. I’m thinking more along the lines of a rigid airship, something with a sealed cabin and-”
“Alright, save it for the frogs,” Cassius said. Whilst they had been sorting the scrap Erwin had pontificated about his plans and Cassius was already sick of hearing them. “Come on, we need to get this stuff out to the infinite. Better start loading up the wagons.”
A riot of croaking broke out, the rest of Hir’Six’s crew barging through. They were carrying large barrels, two frogletts sharing the load of each wooden cask. Six of them thundered up to the wagons, the creatures leaping into the nearest one with ease. As the barrels moved there was a loud sloshing noise.
“Guess that’s water,” Cassius said. “Makes sense, we’ll need it for the infinite, especially the frogs. Good thinking whoever ordered those.”
“Not me,” Erwin said.
“Me neither,” Alex said. Next to him Casey just shook her head.
“Wasn’t me either. Looks like my crew thought ahead. Not surprising. Lot of folks look down on the froggletts, so they learned to look after themselves a long time ago. Bloody good thing and all. They’re the lifeblood of the Towers even if most folks don’t realise it. Taken for granted, unappreciated by most. There’s a lot of that going around recently.” Hir’Six’s smile faded. Whilst he wasn’t technically a knight, he was a part of the guild, and the recent rise of the militia had put him on edge as everyone else. “Cassius is right, we need to get a bloody move on before people start asking questions.”
“Dibs on driving one of the wagons,” Casey said. She had bugged Cassius for lessons constantly since the mission to the mountain pass. They had done them sporadically since, borrowing Simian’s tame machina Ethel to learn with.
“It’ll be good practice for you,” Cassius said, pushing his wheelbarrow towards a wagon.
“She’s really into this,” Alex said.
Erwin chuckled. “Not surprising. It’s the closest thing to a horse around here. And girls love horses.”
“That's reaching a bit, don't you think? Probably sexist too.”
“What’s a horse?” Hir’Six said, sizing up which pile of supplies he was going to attempt carrying.
“It's like a…” Alex began. “You know what, I don't know how you would describe a horse. It's a four-legged thing, with kind of a long head. It's got a mane and it’s all muscle. A kick from one can be pretty nasty. Fast too.”
“Ah, so an apex predator then. A real nasty beast.” Hir’Six nodded as he spoke. “Sounds terrifying.”
“Sure, sure,” Alex said. Describing animals to people who had no frame of reference was a difficult thing. “Come on, let’s get going.”
***
Alex found it difficult to look at. Light washed off the surface of the infinite, searing his eyes. Before him stretched a perfectly flat landscape, one that reflected the sun until it seemed to glow with energy. The air had a salty tang to it, and Alex could feel his lips starting to dry out. He felt very glad the froggletts had procured the amount of water they had.
They had pushed to the east for the best part of the day, crossing the mountains through winding narrow paths that gave Alex uncomfortable flashbacks. He dreamed of explosions and tumbling rocks, the screams filling his mind in the depths of the night. The passage towards the infinite was mercifully much shorter than route north, the mountains giving way to the expanse that now lay before him.
“This is…well, let's say the name is apt,” Alex said. He was riding in Casey's wagon, sitting next to her as she guided the beast pulling it. “It goes on, well, forever.”
“At least it looks like that. Is this a salt flat, like those ones they test fast cars on?” Casey was shielding her eyes as she tried to steer the wagon in the right direction. She wasn’t having as much of an issue as Alex, the headpiece of her armour set having a thin veil that at least provided some protection. The machina pulling the wagon was unfazed by the bright light. “We should have brought sunglasses.”
“Hopefully it won’t be so bad once we’re down there. You think it really does go on forever, or is there something on the other side?”
“Who knows? The guild has to have tried heading out this way at some point, right? Horton wouldn’t leave something like this unexplored.”
“Yeah, you’re right.” Alex turned his back to the endless white, the light creeping through his visor too much for him. “Could just simply be an issue of range. Perhaps the airships can’t get out that far. Of course, that would mean the infinite was bigger than the trip to the western frontier, and back again.” It was difficult to fathom just how large that made the expanse they were entering.  The infinite was a perfectly apt name for it.
The path began to wind downwards, snaking around the mountains and levelling out as it merged with the brilliant white surface of the infinite. The wagons slowed as they crossed onto the salt as their drivers considered where to set up camp.
Erwin hopped down from the wagon he had been riding, strolling partway across the salt, his footsteps crunching as he moved. He turned to face the other wagons, pointing back towards the mountains.
“We should set up camp a little bit down that way, up against the cliff face by there. We don’t want to go too far in here, it would be more trouble than it was worth otherwise. We can shield ourselves with the rock on that side, and even use it for support if we have to.”
The froggletts understood instinctively, bringing their wagons to a stop and beginning the long job of unloading the scraps.
“This it then, anything else you need?” Alex said.
“Yeah, you’re headed through the swamp on your way to the ruins, right?” Erwin closed one eye in an attempt to cope with the light. “I’ve been talking to Hir’Six on the way down and it turns out the gas they use to fill the balloons comes from something they call a squeaker mushroom.”
“Squeaker mushroom?”
“Yeah, they’re filled with gas. They literally squeeze it out. I think from the name they’re filled with helium.”
“Right,” Alex said. “Squeaker mushroom. As in they make you squeak.”
“Seems so. Grab as many as you can on your way through. If we’re going to get that balloon inflated, we’re going to need a lot.”
“Another thing to add to the list?” Casey said, stepping over to the two men. “Feels like it's never-ending.”
“Look, if you want to take to the air with something that’s been glued together from matchsticks and cardboard, you’re welcome to do that.” Erwin had suddenly found a wellspring of confidence, finally finding himself with knowledge that the others didn’t have. “Maybe we can power the thing with pedals, or oars…”
“Ok, fine, I get it. Mushrooms it is.” Alex shook his head. “I think that sits above scrap metal, but below giant rocket engine on the list of things that are a pain to get.”
“Jet engine,” Erwin said, waggling a finger at Alex. “Jet engine. Not a rocket. Very different things. That said, rockets might be a good idea…”
“Let’s go,” Casey said, nudging Alex on the arm. “Before he adds anything else to the list.”
***
Emilia sat behind her desk, manicured nails drumming against the wood. The council had insisted that the head of their militia needed an office close to council chambers, but the only room available was a tiny former closet. The grandiose desk they had gifted her barely fitted and Emilia needed to climb over the thing to get out of the room. It was hardly a graceful exit for the commander of the Towers' rapidly growing military force.
“Four wagons?” Emilia said, scratching away a clump of mud that had gotten stuck to the desk on her last climb over it.
“Yes, Grand General.” Stood before the desk was a member of the militias recon corps. Emilia had trained them herself, forging them into something much closer to a spy network.
Emilia rolled her eyes at the scout before her, a tall wyldkin man with bushy auburn hair. The council had given her post the title, choosing something they thought sounded sufficiently monumental. Emilia hated it. Whilst the idea of a impressive sounding rank appealed to her, the word general conjured images of fussy old men with big moustaches and even bigger tufts of ear hair.
“Intriguing.” She allowed herself a chuckle. “Horton isn’t stupid. The council can’t object to knights acting off their own backs.”
“No, Grand General.”
“He’s protecting himself with plausible deniability. Shrewd.”
“Yes, Grand General.”
“Do we know why they wanted these wagons?” Emilia leant back in her chair, the hem of her dress waving back and forth as she began to rock gently.
“No, Grand General. I would assume they intend to travel for quite some time with them,” the scout said. He shuffled about nervously. Having given his report, he had expected to be dismissed immediately. Instead, it seemed like the general was using him as a sounding board.
“Well, obviously. The question is, why? Were you able to find out where they were going?”
“They headed east, out towards the infinite, but then doubled back and began heading west. I’m assuming that they were intending to try and shake anyone following them.”
“And did they?” Emilia said, squinting at the scout through heavy eyeshadow. “Shake anyone, at is?”
“Well…uh, I mean, by the time I got into the mountains they were already heading back in my direction, so I waited for them to pass.” The wyldkin suddenly seemed much smaller, realising that he might have incurred the wrath of his boss. It was already common knowledge amongst the militia that Emilia was not someone to disappoint.
“So, they could have done anything at all during that time you couldn’t see them.” Emilia let out a long sigh. “And these knights, you’re certain they’re the ones who set the trap in the mountains.”
“And defeated the Deus that attacked the city, yes. They’re making a name for themselves, that’s certain.”
Emilia nodded. “That they are. You are free to go. Thank you.”
“My pleasure, Grand General.” The scout bowed low, one arm across his chest, his fist clenched. He straightened himself, turned and stepped out of the cramped room.
“Idiots all around me,” Emilia said. She waited for the door to close and then stood up. She turned towards the back of the room and lifted her hand into the air.
With a single smooth motion, she pulled downwards, a ripple appearing in the air. With a swish, Emilia gestured to the side, the portal opening, a yawning glowing void waiting for her to step through. Emilia stepped forward, the portal shuddering as she passed across the threshold.
Emilia found herself in a chamber much more to her liking. A great domed room held up with finely sculpted arches. The chamber was slanted to one side, light creeping in through a stained glass window in the centre of the dome that depicted a large pink star. The room itself was filled with various pieces of furniture that Emilia had acquired. She had an eye for the finer things and a willingness to acquire them however she saw fit. To Emilia, it was as decent a place to live as anywhere else in the forsaken world she was forced to inhabit.
“You’re back.” Across the far side of the room, sitting on the bed and resting her feet on a table was Anaya, a warrior of the Chosen People. Cast out by her clan and captured by the Towers, Emilia had facilitated her freedom and provided the young woman somewhere to stay.
“I’m back. I trust there was no trouble whilst I was gone?”
“Trouble? No. There was no trouble within this bubble of stone. I escape the heretics only to find myself in yet another prison.”
“You’re not a prisoner,” Emilia said, strolling across the chamber. “You’re free to leave at any time.”
“Through what doors? I would try to climb to that window, though I suspect the outside may not be much better.” Anaya flumped back onto the bed and stretched her arms out across the duvet. “At least this prison is more comfortable.” She stretched her legs, uncomfortable in the long black dress she had borrowed from Emilia’s wardrobe. Anaya had spent her entire life in the battle dress of her people, little more than some cloth to cover modesty draped with armour plates prised free from machina.
“Well, then I have good news for you. I need you to do something for me.” Emilia sat down on the bed next to Anaya. “I need you to follow some knights.”
“Is that it? Stalk some heretics? I thought you would have something more substantial for me. You don’t seem the sort to ask for minor favours. This is a treewraith favour, there are hidden claws. What’s the catch?”
“The knights I want you to follow are planning something, and I want to know what. And these specific knights, well, you’re familiar with them.”
Anaya sat bolt upright; her attention caught by Emilia’s words. “You mean…”
“Yes. The knights that killed your family.”




Chapter Five

Aftermath

Olgan looked out at his assembled forces. He had once overseen the greatest collection of clans since the exodus, thousands of warriors at his call. Now he had barely a hundred, the scattered survivors of a brutal attack. That had been a dark day for Olgan, his army blasted into pieces by the cleverness of an enemy he had underestimated. He had known about the strange flying machines the heretics had at their call but had deployed his forces to counter them. The vicious aether spitting cannons had been an unwelcome surprise.
It had been a crusade, a holy war to reclaim ancestral lands. There were whispers amongst the handful of remaining warriors that the gods had forsaken the chosen people. It didn't help that an avatar had burst out from beneath the mountainside as if awoken by the blood of Olgan's warriors. It had been hard, to return to those who had been left behind in the villages, the crafters, the farmers, the crying children who didn’t understand their parents were gone.
He had come close to quitting, to take the walk, the sacred punishment of the disgraced. To put down his weapons, cast aside his title, and walk into where the aether was so thick if formed a glowing wall. To be consumed and changed as the roiling energy saw fit. He had been convinced otherwise by the armoured figure standing by his side.
“Your force is rather a lot smaller than we expected. Is this truly all that is left?” the figure said. Their armour was painted black, sharp and angular in a way that made it feel blocky. “It’s a good thing we’re willing to help you, isn’t it?”
“I suppose it is. Though phrasing it like that would make it sound like you're doing it from the goodness of your hearts. I find that hard to believe.” Olgan didn't like relying on the stranger. They were from an odd foreign people who called themselves developers. They were heretics, and Olgan hated having to work with them, but capturing the bones of Berat-Kor was a priority above all else. He would use whatever methods he had to.
“You’re a shrewd man, war leader. It benefits us to remove the…bones, from the equation. And the forces we are supplying you will make it possible to do that.”
“We’ll see that, won’t we.” Olgan wasn’t impressed by what he had seen so far. The developers had provided warriors, as promised, but they weren’t what Olgan had expected. They were an undisciplined rabble, treating orders as suggestions. The exact number seemed to vary every day, the warriors coming and going as they pleased. Their attitude sickened Olgan, on several occasions he had overheard them calling his holy war a game. If it wasn’t for their prodigious strength Olgan would have turned them away. “I’m not entirely sure that this rabble will do as they’re asked.”
The developer warriors were standing next to Olgan’s remaining chosen. Whilst his forces were arrayed in ordered rows and columns, the developers were milling about in a loose mass. Olgan had wanted to gather his forces and see what he had available, but he doubted all of the developer warriors had bothered to turn up.
“Scared warriors,” Olgan said, standing up from his chair. “And others. We have suffered these last few months. We have mourned lost loved ones, agonised over what the gods mean for us. Now, we have powerful allies, we consider our next steps.” He walked down the few steps before his makeshift throne towards the assembled warriors. “We must retake the bones. That is our sacred purpose. But even with our increased strength, we are but a fraction of what we once were. We have to be clever. Bide our time and strike, use our cunning and guile.”
“Boring!” one of the developer warriors shouted.
“Despite this, time is not on our side. There is always the chance that the pathway from here to the bones of Berat-Kor could close, the aether swallowing our only route. We need to work quickly to secure a permeant path, and that means constructing more binding stones.”
There was a murmur amongst the chosen warriors, their discipline wavering. New stones hadn’t been forged for generations. Creating one was difficult enough and securing the passageway to the heretic lands would take dozens.
“I know, I know,” Olgan said, lifting his left hand. “It is a difficult task, but one I believe possible with the help of our new allies. If we don't do this the chance at reclaiming our scared homeland might be lost forever. I have arranged for a crafter to being construction in the village of each clan. Return home, and see what they require, help them as best you can.”
“Ugh, this sounds like a reputation grind,” said another of the developer warriors.
“Typical. This always happens when they run out of ideas. Collect fifty of these things, thirty of that, watch the bar move a tiny amount every time. Not very original,” said a third.
“Now go, do as I have asked. I will send summons once we have enough of the stones complete to begin placing them.” Olgan turned and started to walk back towards his throne as the assembled forces began to scatter.
“A wise choice.” Igni, chieftain of the Cavecrawlers clan, appeared from behind the chair. She had a habit of slinking about unseen, something common to all of her subterranean people. “It will take time before these…I hesitate to use the word, warriors, are disciplined enough to prove useful in battle.”
“They will do as you ask,” said the armoured developer standing next to the throne. “Eventually.”
“So you keep saying, Eric. I will believe it when I see it.” Olgan took his seat, allowing him a moment to ponder his next actions. “Is there any word from Yuran?”
“Not yet, war leader,” Igni said. “Though that's little surprise. Her people are still reeling from their losses in the battle, and the area they've been asked to keep watch on is rather large. Take it as good news we have heard nothing. It means that retaliation hasn't come yet.”
Olgan nodded as Igni spoke. It was a precarious time for the Chosen People. Their society was divided into distinct clans, each of which had several smaller tribes who acted as vassals. Olgan had been selected from the chieftains of the clans to lead their combined forces, but the battle had wiped out nearly half their number. Both the conniving Horan and the hulking Scrone had gone missing during the carnage, likely slain along with their warriors and machina.
“I will say, it is very impressive how your people are able to tame even the most dangerous machina. It’s something we would very much like to learn,” Eric said.
“I’m sure you would.” Olgan adjusted his mask. Like all of the Chosen he wore a band of solid metal that covered his eyes. The fleshy orbs had been removed as a child, replaced with mechanical eyes taken from a machina. The grisly surgery was necessary, the implants kept aether sickness at bay, and allowed the close bonds required to ride the most dangerous machina. Olgan didn’t think that the developer would be as keen to learn to ride machina if they knew the true cost of it. “This is the totality of the forces you're willing to give us?”
“The total we’re able to convince to come here. The warriors we gift to you are more…independent than what you’re used to. We don’t force anyone to do anything. That’s very…important to how our system works.”
Olgan stared at Eric, though the developer had no idea he was. The insinuation that the Chosen were forced in some way rankled at him. “No-one is forced. They do their sacred duty willingly, and with pride.”
“If you say so.” Eric’s armour clanked as he began to walk down the steps.
The throne had been set up on a wooden platform before Olgan's tent, the rest of the village stretching out before it. The majority of the buildings were basic stone houses, built from stones carved into a simple brick. Olgan hadn't been able to move back into his own, not yet, there were too many memories of his lost children. Instead, he had pitched his tent, choosing to live there. It felt right, the tent was the same one he had commanded his host from as they had marched south. In his heart, that war wasn't over. Once the heretics had been squashed, perhaps then he could return home.
“There’s something about that man I truly despise,” Igni said as Eric walked towards the village. “Everything he says is so sneering. He thinks he’s better than us.”
“Isn't he? These developers, they have abilities, powers beyond any of our warriors. He might have given us only a handful of their fighters, but I would bet each one is the equal of a dozen of ours. On foot that is, I suspect things are a lot more equal if we're mounted.” Olgan drummed his fingers nervously on the edge of his throne. Admitting the weakness of his people out loud felt like sacrilege.
“Stronger doesn't mean better. Can't you smell it on him, the whiff of the morally twisted? They're only helping us because they benefit from it. The moment that changes, they'll turn on us.”
“I know. It isn’t like we have much choice though. Reclaiming the bones is our sacred task. What happens after that is up to the gods. Still, I get your point. Do we have any Foreststalker scouts available?”
Igni shook her head, her veil swishing from side to side. Like the rest of her clan years of living beneath the earth had given her an aversion to the sun. “The handful we have remaining are assisting the Skyrunners with their vigil. I do have several scouts from my own clan. The Foreststalkers might claim they have the best, but that’s only because they’ve never caught ours.” Igni smiled, her lips barely visible through the dark cloth.
“That will do. Have two of them follow our friend. Watch what he does. Have them keep apart. Hopefully, if he notices one, he won't notice the other. He'll probably expect it, but we shouldn't disappoint our guests, should we?”
“No, war leader. I have enough scouts to keep an eye on a handful of the warriors as well. Just in case.”
“A good plan,” Olgan said. He hadn’t interacted with the Cavecrawler chieftain before the disastrous battle. The clan had a reputation for being a bit strange, one they took an odd kind of pride in. Most people tried to avoid dealing with them if possible. Her competence had been a welcome surprise, stepping effortlessly into the role of being Olgan’s right hand. Even if she weren’t capable, her clan had survived the battle in the greatest numbers and their strength would have demanded the position. Their strange machina were adapted to living in tunnels and had been able to scuttle down the side of the mountain and escape to relative safety. It was how Olgan had survived, scooped up by Igni and carried off the battlefield.
“Thank you, war leader. I will give the order immediately. Is there anything else I can help with?”
“Yes. Head home, to your clan. See to the construction of the binding stone there. The quicker we can get these built, the better. We need to get that route secure, Igni, or all this is for nothing.”
“Understood, war leader,” Igni said, bowing slightly as she spoke.
***
Scrone turned the makeshift spit he had built from twigs. He sniffed at the bulbous tuber he had roasting over the fire. He wasn’t familiar with this region, and it had taken a few false starts before he had found something edible. The tuber had a sweet smell and wasn’t entirely unpleasant. It was sustenance at least. Scrone had gone hungry during his flight from the battle.
It had been a close-run thing. His mount had reeled as the mountain had exploded, enemy cannon fire raking the tightly packed warriors. It slipped off the mountainside, gripping into the stone with its claws in a desperate attempt not to fall. The leonine creature realised that the rockface was giving way beneath it, and had leapt off, opening its wings and trying to glide to the ground. It was higher than it would normally have flown from, struggling in the strong wings of the mountain pass.
Scrone thanked the gods that the beast had managed to land. So many of its kin hadn’t made it, the winds and enemy fire knocking them from the sky. He had dismounted from the creature, checking it from injury when the mountain had cracked like an egg, an avatar of the gods bursting forth. Scrone had run, the rocks falling around him, his mount fleeing in the opposite direction. By the time the shower of stone was done, the countryside had been churned up by the deadly rain. Scrone knew that he had survived only by the grace of the gods.
The flight through the burning landscape had been nearly as perilous, death coming easily from being crushed by the avatar or frozen by the aether pouring from it as it passed him. He had hidden under the singed remnants of trees as the heretics had buzzed overhead in their flying machines, pursing the avatar as it stomped off on its path across the wilds. Eventually, he had found an area untouched by the fire, a swamp filled with gigantic mushrooms. They gave him plenty of places to hide, and Scrone had found an abandoned camp atop one of the tall fungi, making use of its ragged tent.
It was a shameful existence, the chieftain of a clan reduced to scrabbling for his life as he hid from the enemy. Scrone was a warrior, a mountain of a man who rippled with barely constrained muscle. Sneaking about wasn't a part of his being, and it rankled at him to be living like this. He longed to get back to his clan, to lead what remained of his warriors in glorious battle against the heretics. A part of him dreaded what he would find if he ever found a way to return. Had his clan even survived the onslaught?
Lifting the tuber from the fire, Scrone tried to push the thought from his mind. He simply had to survive. He took a bite from the vegetable, ignoring the heat as he chewed hungrily. Even if he couldn’t find a way back, he could cause trouble for the heretics. They were bound to come here eventually, and he would make them pay when the did.
Below him, a machina bellowed. The creatures of this swampland were particularly aggressive, the local ecosystem made up of mostly predators feasting on each other. There was one in particular that liked to swim near the base of Scrone's camp, a massive beast with a long fanged maw. He had seen it bite down on another machina and pull its prey beneath the waves in an impressive display of ferocity. He liked it. Scrone had been deliberately leaving smaller machina he killed near the base of the mushroom, an attempt to ingratiate himself with the beast. It would make a suitable mount if he could tame it.
***
Eric watched a group of players talking to the Chosen sitting behind a wooden desk. The crafter was explaining to them the machina parts required to build what the Chosen called a binding stone. It fascinated Eric that these people had found a way of controlling the flow of the aether, keeping it from sweeping in and consuming the land. The other executives had been wary of working with them, claiming that there was nothing to learn from primitives. Already it was paying dividends. The research division had struggled with finding a way to keep the aether at bay for months, and here was a people who could build the complex devices, the knowledge passed on through generations.
A smile crept across Eric’s face. It would certainly help boost his career when he returned to Earth. He had no doubt that he would find a way, or at least someone he could manipulate would. It had come as a shock, when the system that allowed transfer between dimensions failed, but Eric firmly believed a crisis could be an opportunity.
“I want to submit a ticket,” said a player, the woman coming to a stop before Eric with a stomp of her foot. “I don't like the way this village is laid out. It's not very player-friendly.”
“It is authentic,” Eric said. “This is how real villages are laid out.”
“Well, I don't like it.”
“I’ll be sure to register your feedback.”
The player nodded, then began to storm off to no doubt berate someone else.
Eric had to admit, he hadn't liked the idea when it had first been suggested. The discovery of an entire parallel universe ripe for exploitation, one home to strange machine creatures but little else. The greatest discovery in recent centuries, but one that Friendspace wasn't ready to share. Dominating this new world would ensure their place in history forever. Exploring the strange new reality and facing down its dangerous creatures would require an army. One of the executives had joked about getting people to pay to visit, and that had sparked the idea. Altering a person's body during transit was a known process, so presenting those changes as part of a video game was an easy change to make. Thousands of people had lined up, ready to do Friendspace's work for them, and pay for the privilege. It was a genius move until everything had gone wrong.
It was the complaining that got to Eric. The company agents trapped in the aether land with everyone else had maintained the lie, keeping up the illusion it was still a game. They had admitted there was an issue with log out, but a quick-thinking agent had explained that time passed differently in the game world and that only minutes had passed. Operating under the illusion they were playing around in a created world, the players frequently complained about things Eric and his colleagues could do nothing about.
He smiled as he watched the players at the desk walk off, no doubt eager to complete whatever quest their alterations translated their task into. It was one step closer to getting his revenge.




Chapter Six

Rollout

The crunch of ash beneath the wheels of the wagon didn’t sit right with Alex. Abundant life reduced to a horrid crackle. The noise had announced the caravan’s descent from the mountain, the wagons bound together in a line so that only the front wagon needed to be steered. The constant crunching had been Alex’s companion during his long hours of travel, grinding away at his nerves. He would be glad to pass into the damp earth of the swamp, if only because he wouldn’t need to hear that infernal noise anymore.
After dropping off Erwin, Hir'Six and the froggletts at the building site in the infinite, the remaining members of the party had stopped at the towers to pick up Simian. The experienced scavenger would come in useful locating the materials they needed. The plan was to collect the mushrooms in the swamp, head to the ruins to collect as much scrap metal as they could, then swing north, stopping at the mountain pass to try and recover one of the flying machina so they could strip it for parts.
It dawned on Alex that breaking down the machina would be a difficult job. In the field, knights used harvesting crabs, the tiny machina causing parts to eject from corpses as part of their feeding. That was simply a matter of convenience, dragging the corpse of a metal beast back to the Towers so it could be chopped up simply wasn't feasible. Getting some parts of a machina was better than none. From what Alex was told it was the only reasonable way to get augments, for reasons no one understood they became useless unless detached from the body quickly after death.
Pondering the mysteries of machina biology wasn’t high on Alex’s list of good times, but the caravan ride left him little else to do. He found himself longing for something to happen, anything, the slow trundle grinding away at his nerves like it ground the ash beneath the wagon’s wheels. He was laying on his back, trying in vain to get some sleep to help pass the time. It wasn’t working, the ground beneath was uneven and Alex kept being knocked about.
“Can we try and keep this ride a bit smoother? Some of us are trying to sleep,” Alex said. He had twisted his helmet to the side in an attempt to block out the light sneaking in through the front of the wagon’s canvas covering.
“And some of us are working,” Casey said. “Unless you fancy a go on the reins?”
“No, you’re good. I would probably drive the caravan over a cliff or something. I was never really any good at driving.”
“It’s nothing like driving a car.”
“That just makes it worse,” Alex said. He gave up on trying to sleep, sitting up and righting his helmet. “How are we doing, pace-wise?”
“Alright. It’s a lot slower than taking an airship. We’re about halfway into the forest, near where the campsite used to be. We’ll start climbing down towards the swamp in about an hour or two. I reckon getting through there is going to be a pain though. We’ll have to be careful we don’t get stuck.”
Alex slid into place next to Casey on the bench at the front of the wagon that served as a driver’s seat. The landscape that stretched out before him was mostly a sea of black, but here and there tiny streaks of colour were starting to appear, life fighting back against the thick layer of soot. “Especially with the extra weight of anything we find. It might be worth trying to go around the swamp on our way back if that's even possible.”
“Maybe. That will bring us right up against the aether barrier though.” Casey tugged the straps in her hands gently, adjusting the course of the caravan. “I would like to see that though. You ever wonder what it looks like up close? Aether so thick it forms a wall.”
On a clear night, the aether wall was visible sometimes, shimmering colours swirling in the distance. It reminded Casey of the northern lights back on Earth, and she found it oddly beautiful.
“I don't know how it looks, but it's probably dangerous. Everything is dangerous around here.” Alex let his legs dangle over the edge of the bench, sabatons clanking as they swung back and hit the wagon's body.
For a moment neither of them said anything, simply looking out at the charred landscape ahead. A quiet stillness had fallen over what remained of the forest, an entire ecology in mourning. It demanded reflection, the extent of the destruction leaving the knights awestruck.
“We end up in some crazy situations, don’t we?” Alex said. “Building an airship? That’s got to be top of the list now, right?”
“Higher than travelling to another dimension?”
“Well, if we're including that nothing is going to beat it.”
“Fair,” Casey said, nodding in agreement. “I wonder how many are out there?”
“How many what?” Alex adjusted himself on the bench. It wasn’t comfortable, and he was wondering how Casey had managed for the long hours she had been driving the wagon.
“Dimensions. Like, there’s got to be more than two, right?”
“Isn’t there infinite dimensions? That’s normally a thing in every sci-fi series at some point. Evil mirror realities where everyone has goatees or revealing outfits. Sometimes both.” Alex moved his hands across the sides of his helmet, stroking a non-existent beard.
“I always hated that. It’s like time travel, right? It feels lazy. Time travel, alternate realities, evil twins, or that episode where they’re stuck with an enemy and have to work together. You’ve seen it once; you’ve seen it a bunch of times.”
“You want to talk about unoriginal? I saw what shirt you were wearing when we met. Corruption, corruption, corruption.”
Casey laughed, her veil rippling from the force of her voice. “Can’t argue with that.”
The wagon rattled as it hit a fallen branch, the burnt wood crumbling as the wheel pushed over it.
“You think people are looking for us, back home? Friendspace has to be in trouble, right? Players climb into their video game pods, and don’t come back out?”
“Maybe. This is Friendspace after all. Probably all kinds of conspiracy nonsense spreading on there already. My gran thinks the royal family are reptiloids because someone else liked something and it popped up on her wall.”
“They can’t avoid something like this though. Or well, you would hope not.” Casey sighed loudly. “I still wonder where all the other players are? It can’t be just us and Erwin. Even if they got scattered across the aether lands, we should have found someone.”
“Who knows? Did Friendspace even really know what they were doing?” Alex leant back, stretching his hands across the top of the bench. “You never know, if we do get ourselves a working airship maybe we can go looking for others like us.”
***
Anaya adjusted herself, the borrowed armour not sitting well on her frame. She was toned and athletic, strong tight muscle attached to her frame. The armour had been made for someone larger, a heretic who had never seen true battle in their lives. It was a necessary sacrifice, Emilia’s portals were strictly limited, only capable of transporting to her domed abode and back to her original location. This restriction had spat Anaya out in Emilia’s office, making the militia uniform a requirement.
The visor on the helmet dropped into place with a click, covering Anaya’s mechanical eyes. She had to admit, despite its poor fit, even this basic armour was much better than anything her people had. The tough metal still allowed for surprising movement, and the shirt made of tight metal links was a revelation. If Anaya was ever welcomed back to her people, she had a lot of new ideas to share with them.
She stepped out of the office and into the hallway. Anaya hadn't been in this Tower before, but she had a rough idea of where to go. Wandering the halls and riding the elevators down continuously had worked during her initial escape, and Anaya had no doubt it would work now. Her footsteps echoed as she strode down the corridor until she reached one of the rickety-looking contraptions that allowed passage between the floors. She ducked as she entered it, the long spear that Emilia had given her taller than the entrance.
The weapon was impressive, Anaya had to admit that. It was well balanced, and its tip was razor-sharp. It was the strange secondary function that intrigued her the most though. There was a lever on the side of the spear, and a round drum at the butt. Pressed the lever tight launched the tip of the spear, the point opening on impact to grasp what it struck. A tightly wound metal cable kept the two halves attached, and pulling the lever outwards caused the drum to hum loudly as it wound the cable back in. Anaya understood its design immediately, the weapon allowing its wielder to grapple onto a skewered machina or to climb difficult terrain.
The elevator clanked as it came to a stop, Anaya stepping out into a bustling corridor. Despite her time spent in the Towers as a prisoner, she hadn’t seen much of the populace. It was still strange to her to see so many non-humans, different races intermingling with one another. The songs of her people maintained that it was the non-humans who had led the charge on slaying Berat-Kor, and therefore considered them the most blasphemous of the heretics. Anaya was finding it harder each day to reconcile that creed with what she saw. She had been cared for by a non-human doctor and priest when she had first arrived at the Towers, injured from battle with a machina. The people she saw in the hallways were just trying going about their daily lives, some nodding to her as she passed. They didn’t seem like the crazed heretics from the stories of her youth.
“You there?” demanded a voice, bellowing across the corridor to Anaya. They were wearing the same armour as Emilia had given her, marking them as a member of the militia. They strode forward, a weapon Anaya had learnt was called a rifle hanging from a strap over their shoulder. “This is my section. What are you doing here?”
“I’m on a mission from the…” Anaya wracked her brain for the words Emilia had told her to use, “Grand General. She wants me to deliver a message to a scout waiting at the base of the tower.”
“Ah, fair enough. Thought for a moment someone was trying to muscle in on my territory. Lot of shops around here, and they're willing to pay for a little extra special protection if you know what I mean?” The man winked exaggeratedly, his visor rattling as he moved his head.
“I’m not sure I do?”
“Of course, you do. Everyone is afraid of what might happen if another army turns up. Scared enough to pay a little extra for someone to stick around and protect their homes and business if something happens instead of rushing to the front. Everyone is doing it.”
“If everyone is doing it, who is actually going to the front to defend if it happens?” Anaya understood what the man was saying, and it sickened her. The people here were terrified, scared of what would happen to them if the Chosen besieged the bones. Whilst they were her enemies, something about them being extorted like this felt wrong.
“Not my problem. Anyway, good luck with that message, eh? Don’t want to piss off the general.” The militiaman was trying to move Anaya on, uncomfortable with her questioning his larceny.
“Of course,” Anaya said, nodding to the man. “Have a good day.”
***
Tracking the target wasn’t difficult. The caravan had trampled its way across the countryside, leaving a long trail that was easy to follow. The wheel tracks were deep, compacted ash pressed deep into the earth. If this was the level of stealth she could expect, then it would be easy for Anaya to follow the knights. Her only issue was one of pace. She would have to hope she could take paths impossible for the wagon, to make up time through difficult terrain until she caught up.
Scattered throughout the black around her were tiny patches of long lavender coloured grass that had escaped the wrath of the fire. Anaya hadn't seen the area around the bones before it had been touched by the searing wildfires that had ravaged it, her solo hunts into the forest had never come this far, and she had been unconscious when she had been brought through it. Anaya wished she could have seen it. She imagined it must have been beautiful.
Anaya adjusted her loose armour and began to walk across the scorched landscape. Her walk towards the burnt stumps of the forest ahead was announced by a loud crunch, the ash beneath her feet leaving footprints behind her. Anaya stopped, then leapt to the side, carefully putting her boots into the tracks left by the wagon. She didn’t think anyone would be following her but leaving evidence of her passing wasn’t good practice.
As she got closer to the edge of the forest, a strange noise began to fill the air. It was a kind of loud grinding like metal was being pressed against metal. It sounded pained, frantic, a mechanical scream coming from beneath the burnt husk of a tree. Anaya readied her spear, gripping it with both hands as she approached the source of the noise.
Beneath the shell of the tree was a small machina. It had a maw made of whirling gears, a fat body and four stubby legs. The thing had stepped onto one of the tree’s burnt roots, the plant giving way and dropping it into a hole beneath. One of its back legs had gotten tangled in one of the still flexible roots. The hole was filled with fresh earth where the machina had tried to dig its way free.
Anaya understood how it felt. She was the same, trapped in a situation she couldn’t get out of. She had considered running, fleeing from the Towers and her new benefactor, but had no idea where she would go. At least working for Emilia put food in her belly and a roof over her head.
“I know, little one. It is hard.” Anaya lifted her helmet, revealing her machina eyes to the stricken monster. She chipped away at the edge of the hole with her spear, widening the opening so she could reach inside. “I know. It’s ok, I’ll help.”
The machina released a hiss of steam, an angry rebuke to Anaya’s movement.
“It’s fine. It’s fine. Look at my eyes. You know me. We are kin.”
The machina began to calm, its grinding cogs slowing, its squealing coming to a stop. It looked at Anaya though it had no obvious eyes. It let out a long high pitched whine and brought its body as close to the dirt as it could.
“Ok, let me just…” Anaya slowly, and carefully, began cutting through the tangled root with the tip of her spear. It was tougher than she expected and took a few tries before it finally came loose with a loud snap. “There we go, all free.” She pulled herself out from the hole, stopping to dust off the dirt and ash that now covered her arm.
There was a scrabbling noise from beneath the tree as the machina followed. It brushed itself up against Anaya’s legs, gears whirring happily in its mouth. Anaya knew what this was, she could feel it, all Chosen could. Their implants allowed them to survive the aether, but also bond with machina in a way that wasn’t possible otherwise.
The creature had chosen her. It wasn’t the powerful mount she was used to, but Anaya was glad to have companionship.
“Ok, you can come with me,” she said, bending down so her head was close to the machine’s. It would be a crazy thing to do if she didn't sense the creature’s desire to serve. “As long as you don't make too much trouble. I don't know what kind you are, must be something local. So, you need a name. Let's go with…”
The creature whirred its cogged maw happily.
“Driller. That seems like a good name, don’t you think?”
The machina scuttled about in a circle. Anaya took that as an acceptance of the name. She shouldered her spear, swinging the strap over her head and turned back towards the wagon tracks.
“Come on then,” Anaya said. “We’ve got work to do.”




Chapter Seven

At the swamp’s Edge

The feeling of dirt beneath his feet was something Alex had missed. It wasn't something he had been conscious of missing as the caravan had trundled across the sea of ash and cinders. The journey had taken longer than he had expected. The size of the former forest was deceptive when travelling by airship. It had taken only several hours to reach what used to be the forest's edge but manoeuvring the long wagon train through the twisting hillside previously hidden by trees had quickly taken a toll.
Nearly four days to reach the edge of the swamp. Alex calculated the time in his mind, adding the extra days to his estimate. He had expected to have been gone a week at most, but it was starting to look a lot closer to two. It wasn’t a massive issue, he had packed a prodigious amount of supplies, taking advantage of the infinite pocket dimension that operated as his inventory. Every time Alex had gone on a guild expedition, he had taken the provided rations. There was enough in his inventory for months and whilst stored in the void they didn’t seem to spoil, frozen in time until he summoned them again.
The caravan had come to a stop at the edge of a cliff, the swamp stretching out before them. The ash had given way to fresh soil as they had approached, the swampland spared the ravages of the flames. Alex assumed it was some combination of the lower elevation and the damp terrain that had stopped the spread.
The swamp was just as Alex had remembered it. It was a hard thing to forget, the vast sea of putrid water and gigantic mushrooms, their caps stretching out over the murk like a canopy. The collected fungus were different shades of grey, giving the swamp the sensation that it had drained all the colour from the world. The air had the unmistakable smell of damp to it, a pungent aroma that hit the nose as soon as you approached the edge of the cliff.
Alex had only been here once before, to hunt a machina known as a slitherwyrm.  The creature had hidden under the mire, the waters of the swamp surprisingly deep. So far, their journey had been an uneventful one, the forests bigger machina moving on to find prey in other regions and the handful of smaller machina that remained were wise enough not to attack an entire caravan. The creatures here would be a problem. The wagons would be forced to slow down as they made their way through the difficult terrain and would be tempting targets for hungry beasts lurking beneath the surface.
“You remember the last time we came here?” Casey said. She was standing next to Alex, her hand on the hilt of her katana.
“How could I not? I’m still getting water out of my boots.” Alex lifted his foot and shook it, jokingly miming shaking non-existent water loose. The metal of the sabaton clattered as he did.
“Still amazes me that Erwin survived out here for as long as he did. It kind of makes me hopeful, for others to have managed wherever they landed.”
“Frankly I’m amazed Erwin managed to survive three days, let alone three months.” Alex stepped away from the edge and turned, beginning the short walk to the wagons.
Casey followed him, her veil swishing as she spun around. “And yet he managed it.”
“We’ve been here just over six months now, Case. It’s a long time for someone to survive anywhere. I hope they have, I really do, but we’ve got to accept that the longer it takes, the less likely we are to find anyone else.”
The wagons had been assembled into a circle; a fire started in the centre by Cassius. He nodded to his two companions as they stepped through the makeshift wall and then tossed another block of firewood into the blaze. Night was coming, and the temperature was starting to dip.
“Everything look alright?” Cassius said, poking at the base of the fire with a long knife.
“The swamp looks like the swamp,” Alex said. Some of the empty crates they had brought to help organise scrap had been set near the fire. Alex took a seat on one of them, the wood creaking under his weight. “Lots of mushrooms, water, and dirt.”
“That’s good for us then,” Simian said. The scavenger was sitting on a crate that had been pushed up against the wheel of a wagon, the man using the wheel as a backrest. He had one of the guild rations in his hand, a brown strip of dried root that had a faintly earthy taste. “If the fire had burned up this place too, then we were in trouble.”
“Simian is right,” Cassius said, shooting the older man a glance. He was loathed to agree with him. “We’re going to need a lot of those mushrooms for the balloons. Kind of difficult if they were all burnt up.”
“Mushrooms would have been fine, the ones we need are in caves to the north of the swamp. Our problem would have been a lot of angry machina with nowhere else to go.” Simian took a bit from the ration, chewing loudly as he continued to speak. “The ones that live in the swamp are, whatchamacallit, adapted to their environment. Not like they can just move on the same was the beasts in the forest did. This whole big smelly hole in the world would have been one massive fight. Good for scavenging once it's done, not so good for trying to survive.”
“There are some nasty machina in there.” Casey took a seat on the same crate as Alex. It was a tight fit, her armour pressing up against his. “Remember that massive one? Erwin had a name for it.”
“Rory,” Alex said. He wasn’t comfortable on the crate anymore, not with Casey pushing against him, but he didn’t move. Her closeness wasn’t unwelcome. “Big crocodile looking thing. Called it that because-”
“Because of the roaring,” the other knights said in unison.
“Exactly.” Alex watched as Cassius planted a metal spike into the ground by the fire, the shaft splitting in two, one half swinging upwards to form an arm suspended above the flames. A small pot was hooked onto it, swinging in the slight breeze. “We need to be vigilant.”
“What’s a crocodile?” Simian said. He was watching Cassius work with interest.
“It’s an Earth animal,” Casey said. Her body became a shimmering field of light for a brief moment, vivid pink filling the wagon circle. When it faded her outfit had changed to a simple pair of brown linen trousers and a white blouse, over which she had placed a black waistcoat. “They’re aquatic creatures, they like to lurk under the water and snatch things that get too close. They’ve got a nasty set of long jaws, thick armour all over their bodies and they have this thing they do where they drag prey into the water and then spin really fast to shred them. The death roll it’s called.”
Alex removed his helmet, placing it onto his lap. He didn’t feel comfortable changing into his casual clothing. It wasn’t an issue of modesty, the glowing light obscured everything in that regard, but he suddenly realised that he still only had the basic linens he had arrived in the aether lands wearing. Seeing that Casey had taken the time to buy new clothes made Alex feel self-conscious.
“They’re kind of the perfect killing machines. They’ve not changed for millions of years,” Alex said.”
“Perfect killing machine, armour plates, sounds like a machina,” Cassius said. He picked up a jar that had been sat on the ground by his feet and opened the lid with a pop. Through the glass the jar’s contents were visible, beans suspended in a deep blue liquid. He poured them into the pot, the beans sizzling as they struck the hot metal.
“Close enough,” Alex said with a shrug. Explaining Earth life to natives of the aether lands was difficult, they simply had no frame of reference for most things. “Not something you want to mess with anyway.”
Silence fell over the makeshift camp as the knights made themselves ready for the coming day. Simian cleaned his rifle disassembling it into its constituent parts, whilst Alex and Casey checked the levels of supplies in their inventories. Cassius just tended to his cooking, stirring the beans occasionally. It was a welcome moment of serenity from the constant struggle of the last few months.
“Right, dinner is done,” Cassius said. He stepped over to a nearby wagon, climbing onto the front bench and reaching inside. He emerged a moment later carrying a stack of bowls. He returned to his pot, spooning out the beans and handing a bowl to each of his comrades in turn.
Alex looked at the meal he had just been given. Aside from the vibrant blue colour, it looked like any other bowl of baked beans he had eaten in his life. He sniffed it experimentally, before finally shovelling a heaped spoonful into his mouth.
Baked Hogan Beans. Food Skills – Health up medium. Stamina up medium. Fifty per cent chance to activate Fire Resistance rank four.
Alex put the spoon back into the bowl, reaching for his notebook as he chewed the mouthful. Fifty-fifty odds at four ranks of a resistance was a good buff, better than most meals he had eaten, and Alex was eager to add it to his growing list. Then the flavour hit him.
His tongue seared, pain spreading from front to back in a ripple of agony. His nose began to run, his eyes water as the spice escaped from his mouth and spread through his body.
“Be careful with those,” Cassius said, his warning suspiciously late, a smile on his lips and a glimmer in his eye. “They’ve got some spice to them.”
“Yeah…yeah…I noticed.” Alex’s voice was wheezy, the spiciness of the beans robbing him of breath.
“Oh, don’t be such a baby,” Casey said, swallowing her third spoonful.
“It just took me by surprise, that's all.” Breath had returned to Alex's lungs, the spice starting to fade. “I'll finish it.” Alex fished out another spoon and stared at the beans wobbling atop it. “Eventually.”
***
The beast roared, angry at the human’s attempt. They had dropped down from the mushroom whilst it ate, gripping onto the armour running down its spine. The machina thrashed, trying to shake its adversary free but the human hung on tightly. With its options limited, the machina threw itself to the side, rolling onto its back as it tried to crush its unwanted passenger.
Scrone felt the beast shifting its weight and released his grasp, leaping from its back as it rolled over. He grunted as he hit the ground, wet mud splashing up his ankles. He watched the machina as it tried to right itself, the heavy beast rolling back and forth, edging closer to the water with every motion.
It had been too soon. The length of time it took to form a bond with a machina varied depending on its type. Scrone had spent the last few days leaving the massive beast meals at the base of his camp, but the arrival of shadows atop the far ridge had forced his hand. The beast had been predictable, coming for its meal as the light faded. Scrone had waited above, intending to try and dominate the machina.
“Damn it. Fine,” he said, breaking into a run whilst the machina was distracted. Scrone was disappointed, the beast would have made a fine mount. Without its aid, Scrone wasn’t sure he could defeat the approaching heretics. One of the Chosen People’s strongest warriors and chieftain of his clan, Scrone was no fool. He would no doubt be outnumbered and had been living on scraps for the past few months. He knew he was in no condition for such a battle.
An idea occurred to him as he began to climb up towards the camp, his feet finding purchase on the ladder that hung from the mushroom's cap. Scraps of food. It was how he had been luring the big machina in, tossing it the bodies of smaller machina from above. Scrone still had a few left, piled up next to the tent haphazardly. If he couldn’t ride the machina, he could still make use of it.
***
Anaya pressed on through the night, each step bringing her closer to her quarry. She had been pushing herself to her limit as she tried to close the gap. Anaya was close now, the wagons had slowed as they had found their path through the charred remnants of the forest, allowing her to make considerable gains on them. Now they were just up the ridge, light from a campfire giving away their presence. Stealth wasn’t a concern for the heretics, buy Anaya knew it wouldn’t be. They were far beyond the area where other knights were operating.
The sound of laughter carried through the air, the knights up ahead joking amongst themselves. Anaya felt a knot in her stomach, a righteous anger building in her heart. The people up above had killed her brother and gotten her cast out from her clan, and yet they were acting as if they bore no weight from their actions. It felt wrong, that these people she hated with such fury, didn’t seem wracked by the same turbulent emotions. She wanted to bust out from her hiding place, to storm the camp and strike down those who had wronged her. It took every ounce of Anaya’s strength to restrain herself. Taking action now would be a mistake. She had to bide her time.
Driller let out a low whir from its cogs. The machina had followed Anaya since she had saved it, keeping at her heel the entire time. It had been welcome company the past few days, and for the few precious moments where Anaya had found time to sleep a convenient source of warmth. The bond formed between a Chosen and their machina was an unshakable thing, and whilst Anaya would have preferred a larger more aggressive creature to aid her, she wouldn’t swap Driller for anything.
“I understand, we keep quiet, we keep hidden. I can’t imagine that Emilia has anything nice planned for them. She’s sinister, don’t you think?”
The machina ground its gears and nudged against Anaya’s leg.
“I'll assume that's you agreeing with me.” Anaya tucked herself behind a rock, tucking her knees close to her chest. The heretics would begin their descent into the swamp tomorrow. She had caught some of their conversations, and understood they were aiming to travel beyond it. Exploring unknown terrain wasn’t knew to Anaya. Her father had trusted her over and over to strike out into the unknown, leading scouts into new territories. Now she was doing it for someone else, serving a new cause she didn’t quite understand.
“Let’s try and get some sleep, hey?” Anaya beckoned to Driller, and machina tucked itself to her side. “We’re going to need it I think.”
***
In the light of day, the swamp was something to behold. With the sun settling on the water, light seemed to glimmer through the gloom. One thing was much more noticeable than it had been at dusk. The gigantic Deus heading west to meet its counterpart had come crashing through. A band had been carved through the centre of the swamp, mushrooms crushed underfoot and deep gouges pressed into the ground. The water had rushed to fill these new lakes, irreparably altering the terrain of the swamplands.
It was going to be a problem. Simian had brought a map of the swamps, one that showed routes safe enough for wagons to pass over without sinking into the murk. Those strips of solid ground had been lost when the Deus had rearranged the layout of the swamp with is passing. Crossing to the other side was going to be a slow, dangerous journey.
“Just our luck,” Casey said, shielding her eyes with her hand.
“Something like this was bound to happen,” Alex said. “There’s not much we can about it. We needed to go wandering around anyway to look for those mushrooms. Just means it will take a little longer.”
“You’re sounding chirpy.”
“Well, I've been up since dawn thanks to those beans. Good buffs or not, don't think I'll eat those again.”
“Charming. This is where we found that darkstone ore, wasn’t it?” Casey said, swiftly changing the subject. “Might be an idea to pick some more up on our way through.”
Alex nodded. “That make’s sense. Only real problem is the vein we found was right there, wasn’t it?” He pointed at the swamp below them, to one of the newly formed lakes. “You fancy a swim to go get it? If it’s not dust.”
“Maybe not. We might find some other veins though, especially in the caves.” Casey pointed across the swamp. Barely visible through the mushrooms was a cliff face, a tiny dark crack creeping through. It was one of a series of entrances to the cluster of caves where hopefully they would find the mushrooms they were after. “We can hope, hey?”
“Ready to go?” Simian approached them from behind, barging his way between the two of them. The retired knight had his rifle clutched close to his chest. He wasn’t the nimblest person anymore, but Simian was still a crack shot. You didn’t survive to be older in the aether lands without being tough. “Quicker we get moving, quicker we can get out of this place. Never the biggest fan of all the water.”
“Hard to loot bodies if they’re under all that muck,” Cassius said. He was sitting on the nearest wagon, checking the breach of his cannon. “Probably not worth your time.”
“I’ll ignore the snipe. But yes, if you die under that muck, it’ll be so bloody hard to get your body we probably won’t bother.” Simian strode towards Cassius and tapped the side of the wagon. “So try not to get killed, hey?”




Chapter Eight

Board Meeting

Eric allowed himself a smile beneath the visor of his helmet. The plan was working well, the players eagerly getting to work helping construct the devices that would hold back the aether. When this was all done, Eric would make sure that those who built the binding stones were transferred back to headquarters. The research team would love to get their hands on the technology.
It had been hard, the past few months, surviving in the aether lands on their own. The system failure had come as a surprise, transport between the two worlds blocked by some unknown hand. Eric knew what that meant, he had seen the reports. His body back on Earth was dead, his mind permanently locked to the body forged from aether. The science team trapped here with him were certain if they could fix the issue it was possible to return, but it would mean creating a second aetheric body back on Earth. Returning to his original form was off the table.
That wasn't a problem, not for Eric. His new body was better than his old one drastically. He was stronger than he had ever been and had the stamina of a young man again. Like the rest of the executive staff, he had been able to customise his new body's abilities. At the time it had just been a bit of fun, coming up with a superpower and having the science team implement it, now Eric wished he had asked for more.
A player pushed past, carrying a silver orb proudly in their arms. Eric assumed it was a component for the binding stones. The player was smiling wide, neon machina blood splashed across their armour. Eric was glad that the players' abilities had been restricted to enhancing their physical abilities only. They unsettled him, how eagerly they killed whatever they were pointed at. He knew that they thought nothing here was real, that everything was just code and numbers, but it still felt sinister.
“Keeping yourself busy, I see.” A voice boomed from the shadows, a deep reverberating base that caused Eric’s armour to rattle.
“Someone has to do something. All the discoveries in the universe won’t help us if we can’t get home to share them.” Eric turned around to face the hut behind him. The sun was on the far side of it, causing a long shadow to stretch across the ground.
The darkness began to pool, a section of the shadow growing blacker by the moment. It coalesced into a single spot of pure oblivion that then stretched out from the shadow, taking the form of a person. The darkness faded, leaving only a suited man standing in its place. His hair was so grey it was nearly silver and a short sharply trimmed beard to match. He flicked his left hand, shaking off the last of the shadow clinging to him like it was water.
“This is your something? Recruiting the help of these…natives?”
“This was board approved, Austin. Not that you would know, you didn’t bother to attend the meeting.”
Austin rolled his eyes. He gestured at the ground and the shadow stretched again, forming the shape of a chair. He took a seat, the ethereal chair taking his weight in defiance of physics. “The board! It’s hardly a board is it, four executives deciding what’s best for everybody. Think that the others back on Earth, on the real actual board, would be pleased with that?”
“I think they would approve of our initiative, yes,” Eric said. Austin’s choice of customisation was hardly a surprise to Eric. The man before him had a reputation in the company for doing whatever he needed to get ahead, slinking around in the shadows fitted him well.
Austin let a chuckle cross his lips, barely restrained contempt carried by the sound. “Initiative? You think all this is initiative? For God's sake, you look like a fool, wearing all that nonsense. Do you think it makes you look tough? Being clad in armour like these idiots.” He gestured towards a line of players waiting to hand in materials.
“It’s important we maintain the illusion this is a game.”
“To keep the masses under control. So you can find a way home and report back all your little successes? You need to think bigger, Eric. We have an entire world at our fingertips and have all the advantages. Technology, manpower, weapons. Hell, I can’t imagine that there is anyone in this forsaken place that can stop us.”
“Stop what?” Eric lifted his visor, locking his eyes with Austin.
“Whilst you've been down here playing with magic stones and tip-toeing about, the board has agreed that we should be more…active. Yours was a nice idea, but it's not necessary, not really. Teams will be here within the day to convince this war leader to be more forthcoming with the location of this other settlement. You can send all of the players back home. We won't be needing them.” Austin stood up and waved his hand, the chair melting back into the shadows.
“These people don’t deserve that.”
“Who cares? I mean honestly, who does? These people nearly wiped themselves out in their ill-conceived crusade. They’re already done for; we would just be moving the timeline along. The board has already voted in your absence, unanimously.”
“So, the board is a good idea when it furthers your agenda then?”
“Of course. I’m not an idiot. This world is a primal place, kill or be killed. Not unlike business in some ways.” Shadows began to swirl around Austin’s feet.
“I want it on record that I object to this. I’ll get it on file!” Eric clenched his fists, his gauntlets rattling as he did.
The darkness climbed up Austin's body, enveloping him. He stood there, his form an inky void. “You mistake me for someone who cares.” Austin dissolved his body mingling with the shadow of the hut. He was gone.
***
Emilia seethed. She was pacing back and forth across the balcony, stopping occasionally to place her hands on the railing and mutter to herself. Austin had backed her into a corner, though he probably didn’t realise. He had proposed to the board that they should simply conquer the chosen people and take the knowledge they needed, rather than rely on Eric’s slower method of building their trust. Taking out the last of the chosen was a boon to the Towers, it was one less threat to worry about, but it meant that something much worse would be coming a lot sooner than Emilia had planned.
“Argh! Why do people always make things complicated,” she said. Emilia was alone, the room behind her empty. She rented a different room every time she visited the city, taking care to keep the ruined dome on the outskirts she used as her real chambers a secret. It was a pain, walking through the ruins every time, but she didn’t have any other choice. She had asked for portals as her customisation, but the implementation left a lot to be desired. Emilia could travel from anywhere to a place she chose as her home point, of from there back to her original location. Using it in the city would rob her of the ability to reach the Towers, an unacceptable outcome at the moment.
She allowed herself another groan of annoyance, before turning her attention to the city below her. Watching people go about their lives had always calmed her and it was no different here in the aether lands. The houses below her were curious things. Ancient concrete buildings patched up with wood and scrap over the centuries, the people living in the stone shells like hermit crabs. The people here had colonised a small section of a once much vaster city. The tavern she had booked a room in was on the tenth floor of what had once been a skyscraper. A network of bridges and walkways stretched from the building to a similar one next to it, the people of this city copying their Tower cousins without realising it.
The similarities between the two groups fascinated Emilia. Like the people of the Towers, the city dwellers had machina hunting guardians that they also called knights. Unlike the Towers though, the city struggled to survive. Machina prowled its unsettled districts and sometimes grew bold enough to attack directly, whilst resources and food were scarce. A recent shift in the aether had enveloped a large portion of the land the people used for crops. When Friendspace had arrived, offering food, medicine and protection, they had been embraced as heroes, noble visitors from another land. It hadn't taken long for the company to seize complete control of the city, the coup supported by adoring cheers.
Emilia had come to hate the company she worked for. Years of seeing it slowly twist from providing social media into an advertising machine that peddled anything as long as it got engagement had soured her on them. She had been on the verge of quitting when her division had been handed the technology from Friendspace’s latest acquisition, equipment that would go on to be the transfer pods. She knew that the corporation would do anything to get ahead and having an entire world of untapped potential at its fingertips would be too tempting to pass up.
Horton still didn't trust her. His message had come through the system in the dead of night when Emilia had been in the lab completing some paperwork. With her help he had attempted to intercept the initial influx of players, weakening Friendspace's volunteer army and providing a counter to their strength. It hadn't worked as intended, snatching only a few people and shutting down the ability to move between worlds. There had been no issue when Horton had tested the plan on Emilia, allowing her to set up her portal access to the Towers.
Now what she feared was happening. Friendspace, or the splinter faction stuck in the aether lands at least, was making its move. Taking on the Chosen was only the first step, Emilia knew that. Once they had flexed their muscle the Towers would be next. Austin had handled the board like puppets, easily getting his way. Even Emilia had danced to the tune, not eager to tip her hand. Her militia wasn't ready, not in the slightest, and she had no idea what Horton had planned with sending that caravan out west.  For all his distrust of her, Emilia had to admit it went both ways, so much of the guild master was a mystery to her still.
Her gaze followed a group of knights walking through the streets. They had the body of a machina resting upon a simple wooden cart, pulling it deeper into the city to be broken down for parts. It was amazing to Emilia how slight differences in circumstance had spiralling effects. The quality of equipment of knights in the city was much worse than those of the Towers. They lacked the tiny machina that tower knights used to collect components, limiting them to recovering parts from creatures small enough to drag back.
That was something that the company would need to correct eventually. They lacked the know-how to create armour form machina parts, the suits worn by staff when needed nothing more than costumes in reality. Some of the players were beginning to complain about the lack of progression, a common statement in busy bars was that there was no real endgame.
Emilia lifted her head, looking up from the streets below and at the rising sun dancing across the building before her, thick plant growth covering the concrete. A tree had taken root inside, pushing its way through the gap where a window had used to be and stretching out over the street. Emilia thought it was oddly beautiful.
***
The wheels on the wagon sunk slightly into the wet mud as it rolled onto the swamp proper. The party had taken their time climbing down the rocky path moving the wagons one at a time. Now they had reached the moment of truth, slowly moving the first in the line onto the treacherous ground. It seemed to hold the weight, for now. It would only become more perilous as they moved further in.
“Ok, bring it forward, slowly,” Cassius said. He was standing in front of the wagon, beckoning with his hand. The machina pulling the wagon let out a moan that sounded like a foghorn, soliciting some laughter from the other knights.
“I think he knows,” Casey said. She was driving the wagon, holding tight to the machina’s reins. “Are we looking good?”
“For the moment,” Simian said. He was walking alongside the wagon, inspecting the wheels to make sure they weren’t getting stuck. “It looked like this bit of ground runs up to the caves from the cliff face. It’s lifts and walkways, right? The big new lakes block the way across, but the water level is down elsewhere. It might be easier to skirt along the edges anyway.”
“Lifts and walkways?” Alex said. He was following just behind the wagon. Once this first one had gone far enough to ensure it was safe, the plan was to bring the others down and hook the machina back up to the train.
“Yeah, you know, if you can’t go up, you go across. It’s still all travelling.”
“I suppose…” Alex wasn’t sure he understood what Simian was getting at, the idiom unfamiliar.
Carefully, they brought the rest of the wagons down, the caravan starting the slowly trudge through the swamp. A foul smell permeated the air, more pungent than the last time. As the Deus had crossed it had crushed several of the giant mushrooms, and the dead fungi had begun to rot. Hundreds of smaller mushrooms had already begun to sprout from the mess, life continuing despite the destruction.
The path was meandering, growing worryingly narrow in places. It looped around, coming up against the cliffs at the edge of the swamps before sweeping around back towards the centre. It was frustrating, to be doubling back on themselves, but it was better than risking sinking into the mire.
“Woah, slow up,” Cassius said. He sitting next to Casey on the front wagon, taking the opportunity to reinforce her lessons. “There’s something up ahead.”
The wagons came to a stop, gently and slowly to avoid slipping in the mud. Directly ahead was a pile of machina corpses, the shattered remains of several muckgrinders and a duolisk. The smaller monsters weren’t native to the swamps, pushed here by the destruction of the forest.
“Is that a pile of bodies?” Casey said as she brought the train to a halt.
Cassius grabbed his cannon from behind him, tossing the strap over his shoulder and jumping down from the wagon. “Yeah, it is. That’s weird.” He began to walk towards the roughly stacked bodies.
“What’s going on?” Alex said, climbing down from the wagon immediately behind. Simian did the same, and the two men walked to the front to the caravan.
“Well just, look. You ever seen something like this, Simian?” Cassius said. He might not like the older man, but he still respected his depth of knowledge.
“Never. It's not unusual to find a machina body in the wilds. Core part my business, after all, even two isn't unheard of when some machina injure each other in a fight, but I've never seen this many so close together.” Simian stepped towards the pile, poking the nearest body with his foot. “It’s almost like someone did this on purpose.”
The world exploded, dark mud and water filling the air as something burst from beneath the surface. Wood shattered and canopy tore as it crashed through the caravan, snatching up one of the packhooves in its jaws and landing back into the water with a splash.
Alex landed flat of his front, mud splattering across his armour. He had been knocked to his feet by the exploding wagon, a fragment of wood striking him from behind. His health bar was unmoved, the impact not enough to chip away at his ward. His fingers sunk into the dirt as he pushed himself to his feet.
He looked around, checking on the others with quick glances. Cassius and Simian had been far enough away to avoid the shrapnel and had opened up with their ranged weapons. Shots were hitting the surface of the water, the machina that had snatched the packhoove spinning around quickly in the murk as it tore into the smaller beast.
“Where’s Casey?” Alex said. “Does anyone see her?”
The front wagon had been flipped, tugged over by the attacking machina as it had smashed through the still attached wagon behind it. It began to rock, the bottom of it splintering as something pounded from within. Casey emerged a few moments later, smashing her way through the wagon with her strength.
“I’m fine.” She reached towards the air before her, a motion familiar to Alex. A potion appeared in her hand, and Casey popped off the lid with her thumb. “Took a little bit of damage, but otherwise ok.” She flipped up her veil, knocking back the glowing green liquid in a single gulp.
Alex saw Casey’s health bar restore itself in the side of his vision. Erwin’s was still there just below it, though all colour had faded from it. Alex assumed that the distance between them was interfering with the party function.
“What is that thing?” Cassius said, his cannon booming with every shot. “I’ve never seen a machina like it.”
The creature had stopped its death roll, the packhoove shredded to its liking. It had a long snout, jagged fangs covered in vibrant orange fluid from its prey. Armour covered its back, heavy plates protecting it from the shots crashing against it.
“You know what that is,” Alex said, drawing his blade and readying his shield. The machina had turned in the water, its attention swapping to the humans firing at it. “That’s Rory.”




Chapter Nine

Crocodile Rock

Mud sprayed into the air as the machina thundered across the ground, the beast fast despite its great bulk. It trampled through a tipped wagon, wood crunching under its legs as it destroyed another of the precious transports. Water sloughed from the creature as it moved, escaping from orifices across the monster’s body. It snapped its jaws at Alex, the knight rolling out of the way as the machina crunched.
“A snawpjaw? You knew this was here and didn't mention it?” Cassius's body shook as he unleashed a blast from his cannon, the recoil pushing him back slightly in the soft mud. “Would have been a nice warning!”
“I don’t even know what a snapjaw is!” Alex stepped to the side, avoiding another bite. He swung his blade, sparks flying into the air as its aether edge struck metal. Alex felt a thud, the machina slamming its long snout into his side. A small section of his health bar went red and he stumbled backwards for a few steps.
“It’s one of these!” Another boom erupted from Cassius’s cannon, the shot crashing into the side of the snapjaw and exploding in a burst of aether.
“I gathered!” Alex raised his shield, the faint pink glimmer of its perfect guard appearing for a brief moment. The snapjaw’s follow up attack hit the light, the energy absorbing the impact. Alex moved quickly, pivoting on his heel and slashing with his sword in a wide arc. It found a gap between the machina's armour plates, metal cutting at the soft cables that served as its flesh.
The beast roared, a deafening peel that sounded like microphone feedback. Its armour seemed to ripple as its body undulated, the monster crouching close to the ground. It was building up pressure in its limbs, ready to release it in a dangerous burst.
Alex saw the motion, the low crouch. It looked like a cat ready to pounce, or at least it would if the machina wasn't crocodilian in shape. It was strange how easy it came to Alex now. He had never battled this species of machina before, but there was a commonality to their behaviours. Alex twisted his sword about in his hands, adjusting his grip. This would be their chance, machina always left themselves open after big attacks.
“Get ready.” Alex knew he didn't need to say it. His party weren't fresh recruits. There were years of experience with Cassius and Simian alone. It felt right to say it, the others looked to Alex as a leader, following his suggestions and commands without question. He could feel the weight of their expectations upon him, but Alex had no intention to let them down.
The machina lived up to the name Ewin had given it, letting out another long roar as it charged forwards, jaws snapping in rapid succession. Its prey had expected the charge, splitting up and scattering in opposite directions. The snapjaw didn’t stop its thundering stampede, choosing to crash into the water. It flicked its tail, spinning about deftly in the mire, dark water splashing over the dirt like waves crashing onto the beach. It burst back out of the water, keeping its momentum as it charged at the knights a second time.
Alex was ready for it. He had held his shield aloft as the monster had turned, eyes locked on the beast as it charged. He slammed it into the ground, aether releasing from the metal and into the earth. A shockwave rushed forward; energy transferred by Alex’s groundshaker skill. The quake struck the charging monster, causing it to slip on the vibrating mud and crash headfirst into the dirt.
The knights took advantage of the monster’s temporary plight. Cassius launched cannon shots as fast as he could, the recoil shaking his body. Simian fired shot after shot from his rifle into the machina’s exposed cabling, whilst Alex and Casey both slashed away at the monster as best they could.
It was a mistake. The snapjaw didn’t stand. Not immediately. As the knights attacked the beast, its armour sprung up, revealing more of the metal rings that had released water when it had first risen from the swamp. Jets sprayed forth, powerful blasts of water blasting in every direction. Alex and Casey took the brunt of it, the pressurised water strong enough to cut metal, their lives spared by the energy field of their wards. They flew backwards, knocked off their feet from the force.
Alex wiped the mud off his visor. His side hurt and he dreaded to think what the pain would have been like without the ward to absorb the impact. Alex's health bar had dropped below the halfway point, there was none of the usual red that would regenerate over time. The blow had been hard enough to remove the health entirely. He would need to eat or drink a potion to restore it.
“Casey, you alright?” Alex knew that Casey’s lighter armour didn’t provide as much protection. He could see her health, there was only a tiny sliver remaining of green visible.
“That hurt like hell. But I’m alive.” Casey clambered to her feet, using her scabbard to support her weight as she stood up. She began to back away, trying to get space between her and the machina. Casey slid her sword back into her scabbard and began to reach for her item quick bar.
The snapjaw turned to face her, sensing that Casey was weakened. It scraped its back leg, readying to charge at the knight. The armour on the machina’s back laid flat once again, covering the jets that had caused so much carnage.
“Duck!” Simian shouted as he tossed something overarm.
Alex did as the older man had suggested, crouching as an object sailed over his head. He watched it fly, a small silver orb that exploded in a burst of blue light as it struck the snapjaw. The machina convulsed, arcs of electricity coursing through its mechanical body.
It was a smart move. The stun bombs were useful to inflict damage onto machina, but the brief window was exactly what they needed to recover. Alex sheathed his sword and then snatched a potion from his quick item bar, downing the liquid and tossing the glass bottle aside. He drank another, and a glance at Casey's health bar told him she was doing the same.
With a shake of its massive bulk, the snapjaw broke free of the effects of the sun bomb, the arcing energy subsiding. It let out a roar as a cannon shot hit its side, the energy scorching the white of its armour. The creature shrugged it off. It was unphased by the damage it had taken, simply readying itself to continue the fight.
***
Anaya watched the battle from her vantage point tucked between two large mushrooms. The massive machina had been attracted by the pile of bodies that had blocked the path of her quarry. She hadn't done it, and Anaya couldn't see why one of the heretics would do it to their number. That meant there had to be some other agency at work. A survivor from her people perhaps. She didn't have time to go looking for them. They wouldn't want to see her anyway, Anaya had been cast out, and most of her people would be too proud to accept help from an exile.
The heretics were doing their best, but it was obvious they were outmatched. The machina had ignored their blows and they had been forced to stun the creature to catch their breaths. Anaya had watched them drinking from glowing vials and assumed it was a healing tincture of some description. It was still staggering to see the heretics take direct blows from a machina and survive.
She reached up to her chest, putting her hand over the crystal hidden beneath the armour. Emilia had given it to Anaya when she had provided the Chosen with equipment. According to her patron, the gemstone was what allowed heretic warriors to take such ferocious damage, but Anaya wasn’t sure she trusted that was true. She had no intention of being hit to find out.
The heretics had adopted a new tactic. The one with the longsword, Alex she recalled, was trying to keep the machina on the backfoot by launching shockwaves from his shield. The two with the ranged weapons were pounding the monster as it stumbled. They weren’t getting far; Anaya could tell that the machina was becoming enraged. A frenzied beast was drastically more dangerous, often releasing strange new abilities.
Driller whined, cowering behind Anaya. The pile of corpses had set it on edge, several of them had been the same species as them. It was an understandable emotion, even if it was from a mechanical being. A gentle hand atop Driller’s hand quieted the noise, Anaya reassuring the nervous monster.
“Stay here,” Anaya said, gesturing towards the ground. “I’m supposed to find out what they’re doing, and I can’t do that if they’re dead.” She allowed herself a long sigh. Helping heretics wasn’t something she had been planning on.
Carefully, and quietly, Anaya stepped out from her hideaway. She closed the visor on her helmet, the metal locking into place with a click. She didn’t know if the heretics would recognise her, but it didn’t matter. Anaya’s machina eyes would give her away immediately. Privately she wondered how the heretics could see anything through the small slit in the visor, her eyes allowing her to see completely through thin sheets of metal. Anaya’s mask had been lost when her equipment had been confiscated, and she missed it terribly. The visor was a poor substitute.
The heretics were getting desperate now. The female with the elegant sword was dashing back and forth with frightening speed, cutting at the machina as she passed. Each leap locked in her motion for a handful of moments, openings that the beast would eventually take advantage of. Anaya could tell they needed help, to keep the monster occupied long enough for them to wound it.
“I hate having to do this,” she said as she began to run.
***
Horton drummed his hands on the railing of The Wayward Moon. He had watched the caravan meander through the scorched landscape for as long as he could until it finally vanished into the distance. It was intriguing to him, how Alex had interpreted Horton’s suggestion. He had expected the knight and his friends to strike out to the north, but instead, they had gone in a different direction. He trusted that they had a good reason for it. Alex and Casey had proven capable in the past.
Going behind the council's back wasn't something that Horton liked doing. It jeopardised his position as guild master, and without the resources of the guild, his research would be impossible. He relied on the regular supply of new materials and machina components to propel his understanding of the aether forward. He was so tantalisingly close now.
“The last party is away, guild master,” said one of the clerks.
Horton looked at the wyldkin girl. He searched his mind for her name. “Thank you, Emira. You don’t need to keep me updated. I trust you and the captain to run things efficiently.” It had taken Horton some time to learn to tell the sisters apart. There were several of them on the ship, the Moon acting as a mobile guild hall as it floated above what used to be the forest.
“The captain said it was only polite, sir.”
“I suppose she did. It’s not necessary.”
“Understood, guild master.” Emira bowed slightly, then walked off across the deck. A desk had been bolted to the deck, using the metal plates where a ballista would normally be. The clerks had been using it to issue expeditions to returning knights. They had even gone as far as giving them out on chunks of wood to prevent the slips being blown away by the wind.
Adaption. It was the key to how the Towers had survived its long millennia. Now it was no longer alone in the world, Horton knew they would adapt again. He just wished that change hadn't taken the form of the militia. He didn't trust Emilia and worried about the direction she was dragging the Towers now she had the ear of the council. Horton had never felt so restricted, not since he had first appeared in the aether lands.
His gaze drifted to the camp near the base of the mountains. What remained of the chosen warriors locked within its walls of metal and wood. Horton had been working on a plan to recruit them into his knights, to reinforce their number, but had gotten nowhere so far. It was proving difficult to get through to the Chosen, their religious fervour proving an as yet unassailable barrier to progress. Horton would keep trying, giving up wasn’t in his nature.
Hopefully, Alex's mission would prove the tipping point. Peace with the chosen would allow for the two cultures to work together. The aether lands was a brutal place, and enmity served no one as far as Horton was concerned. Not when Friendspace was out there, doing who knew what. Horton knew they would be experimenting with aether and machina, it was what he was doing after all, but their goals would be much less noble than his own.
Taking his weight off the railing, Horton turned and began to walk across the deck. He was heading towards the steps that led to the raised area at the aft. From here he could see Captain Matoya standing at the wheel of the ship. It was impossible to keep an airship stationary, the wind causing it to constantly drift slightly. Every couple of hours she would nudge the Moon back the other way and insisted on being on station constantly in case it was needed.
“Captain,” Horton said as he climbed the steps.
“Guild master. Spent a lot of time watching that caravan over the past day or two. Something going on there?” Matoya didn’t turn her head, simply staring forward as she tweaked the wheel slightly.
“Something like that. Repairs coming along well?”
“As can be. Hard to get things perfectly shipshape out here. Ideally, we need to spend some time moored up to get the work done properly. Though that's hard when we keep needing to put out fires.” The captain glanced to her side at the burnt countryside. “Metaphorically.”
Horton nodded. “I understand, Captain. It’s true of a lot of things, the guild included. We’ll get there. In time.”
***
Alex raised his shield, his timing slightly off. The metal took the brunt of the impact, sending him skidding across the ground. For the first time in a long time, Alex was panting, the battle with the snapjaw pushing him to the edge. The creature was only enraged by the damage his party were pouring into it and had begun lashing out in anger. The combination of a small patch of usable ground and enormous beast meant that there was little space to escape its fury.
“Reloading!” Cassius said as he ejected the cartridge from his cannon. “I’m getting low here!” He slotted another cartridge into the waiting slot. There was one left hanging from his belt. After the battle Cassius would collect the empties, assuming he survived. They would gather the ambient aether from the air, recharging over the course of several hours.
“That’s what you get for choosing a cannon over something more reliable!” Simian said, unable to avoid getting a dig in at his nemesis as he fired another rifle shot.
“Well, I like my enemies to notice when I hit them!”
“Focus, please!” Alex ducked under a tail swept his way, jabbing upwards at the momentarily exposed cable. “You can bicker all you want if we live.”
The snapjaw let out another bellow, rearing up as it screamed in pain. Something had come flying out of the swamp, a sharp object that had punched through its fragile eye. A long cable trailed from the wound as neon blood pumped out around it. A loud whine followed, the cable retracting and pulling a figure through the air.
“Who the hell is that?!” Casey said, slashing across the machina's rear left leg. Even with the shock of the new arrival, she was determined to chip away at the monster.
The newcomer was standing atop the creature’s jaws, right hand gripping a spear that was still stuck in the machina’s eye. They were wearing a suit of militia armour, but the skill needed to attack as they had was beyond that civilian force. They had their visor down, obscuring their face.
“Strike now! Whilst the beast is reeling!” The mystery warrior had a woman’s voice, one Alex found familiar but couldn’t quite place.
Alex didn’t need to be told twice. The snapjaw had lifted itself onto its hind legs, thrashing its head back and forth as it tried to shake off its passenger. Its stomach was exposed, one that lacked the familiar sheen of armour plating.
With his sword held high, Alex charged. He grabbed the hilt with both hands, plunging it into the exposed cabling and pulling downwards with his enhanced strength. The snapjaw's gut split, thick vibrant liquid pumping out from the wound. Alex couldn’t see, the blood covering his visor, but he pulled the sword free and slashed a second time anyway. He felt the same resistance that told him he had torn another serious wound into the beast.
“Come on!” The voice was Casey's, the sound paired with a hand on his shoulder. She pulled him to the side, Alex feeling water around his ankles as he stepped into the swamp. A loud thud followed - a great crash that caused the ground to shake.
Alex wiped the blood from his visor. The snapjaw was dead, the wounds inflicted by Alex enough to end the beast. The newcomer was still standing atop its skull. She lifted her spear, and with a loud whoosh, the tip flew through the air and embedded itself in a nearby mushroom. As quickly as she appeared, their mystery benefactor was gone, pulling themselves through the air and into the fungal forest nearby.
“Uh, thanks,” Alex said. He turned to look at the shattered remnants of the caravan. “They could have stuck around and helped tidy up.”




Chapter Ten

You’re my Waterwall

Alex put his hands beneath the side of the wagon and lifted, tipping the wooden vehicle back onto its wheels. The snapjaw had done serious damage, shattering half of the caravan and scaring off the packhooves that had been pulling it. Alex had taken it on himself to salvage what he could from the damaged vehicles whilst the others chased down the escaping draft machina. His enhanced strength was making righting the wagons a thankfully easy task.
They had crept slowly forward into the swamp, concerned that the wagons could become stuck in the muck. Attack by machina was always a risk with the slow speed the caravan had adopted, but none of the knights had expected something so devastating. The entire situation didn’t sit well with Alex. All those machina bodies left in the path, forcing them to stop and investigate. He couldn’t imagine the snapjaw leaving remains, not after seeing it tear into a packhoove with such ferocity.
Wagons placed the right way up, Alex stepped towards the pile of bodies. His harvesting crab was scuttling over the pile, drilling into them to extract its grim harvest. Alex had thrown it out to collect parts from the snapjaw and the tiny machina had simply moved from that corpse to the pile. Its drill let out a loud whine as it began to puncture the skull of a muckgrinder.
Alex didn't see what he expected. The snawpjaw had lived up to its name, attacking with its fang-filled maw. If it had killed these machina it should have left puncture wounds over their bodies. Alex could see nothing of the sort. Instead, the dead machina were covered in cracked armour plates. Something heavy and hard had crashed into them repeatedly. Alex was certain that something else had killed these machina and placed them in a pile on purpose. It had been a trap, the level of intelligence involved implying human involvement. Alex felt his hand fall instinctively onto the hilt of his sword. If someone laid a trap for the caravan, they were likely still watching.
Taking his hand from his sword, Alex let out a long controlled breath. He needed to stay calm. If he gave the impression that he was on to their attacker, then he ran the risk of them fleeing into the swamp. As calmly as he could Alex began to gather up the components the crab had shaken free.
Duolisk plate. Common crafting material.
Duolisk elemental regulator. Uncommon crafting material.
Muckgrinder drill bit. Uncommon crafting material.
Muckgrinder cabling. Common crafting material.
He placed the components from the pile of smaller machina in his bag. Two regulators and two drill bits wasn’t a bad find, even if Alex and his party had progressed beyond muckgrinder and duolisks equipment. Uncommon parts tended to fetch a decent price regardless of what machina they were from. Alex turned his attention to the dead snapjaw scooping its components into his arms.
Snapjaw plate. Common crafting material.
Snapjaw tooth. Uncommon crafting material.
Snapjaw hinge. Rare crafting material.
Waterwall augment. Waterwall skill rank five. Rare augment.
Alex placed the machina parts into his bag, keeping a hold of the augment for the moment. He turned it over in his hands, watching the energy tumble about within the glass bulb. It looked like it was filled with raging water, a tiny replica of a crashing waterfall that reoriented itself as the bulb twisted about. It had been a while since an augment had been pushed free from a dead machina by the crab, especially one of such rarity.
“Anything good?” Casey said from behind Alex. She was leading a packhoove by its reins, the machina half covered in thick mud.
“Augment. A rare one like your jet skill. Something called waterwall.”  Alex turned and passed the augment to Casey. She did the same thing that he had done upon finding it, turning it about and making the aether inside roil.
“Neat. If only we knew what waterwall did.” She passed it back. “Cassius and Simian will be here in a moment. We found two of our machina nearby stuck in a mud…hole? Like quicksand, but with mud. Don't know the technical term. I pulled this one out and they're recovering the other. Once they finish arguing over how to do that.”
“Sounds about right. You just found two?”
“Yeah, just two.”
“Well, we only have two wagons left anyway. It's not ideal, is it?” Alex gestured at the remains of the caravan behind him. “I've put what's left back on their wheels. Help me clear out the wreckage so we can link them up?”
“Sure? Shouldn’t be all that hard though, and I need to get this machina tied off. You co-”
“Just come with me,” Alex said, his voice determined.
“Fine, fine.” Casey raised her hands, following Alex as he walked towards the pile of shattered wood between the two usable wagons. She bent down to pick up a fragment of wood as Alex did the same.
“Don’t stand back up yet. Keep looking downwards.” Alex was whispering, trying to keep his voice low despite the amplifying effect of his helmet. “The wounds on that pile of dead machina don’t match what I would expect from that snapjaw. It’s like they died from crushing blows.”
“Another machina then?”
“No. I can’t imagine that a machina would pile up bodies like that, and in Rory’s territory as well. I think it was bait to lure him closer to the shore. We wandered into a trap.”
“Our mystery saviour, maybe?” Casey stood up, tossing a chunk of wood out into the water with a plop. She bent back down, grabbing another.
Alex copied her, throwing his wagon fragment. “Why would you trap someone, save them, then go swinging off like a superhero? Doesn't make sense, it has to be someone else. I would bet good money they're still watching us.”
“Agreed. We’ll have to be careful. Could easily be another trap at some point. Who do you think that person was, with the spear?”
“No idea,” Alex said. “They were wearing militia gear, but they fought like a knight. Pretty sure spears that are also grappling hooks aren’t standard issue in the militia. I think it’s safe to say that our missions isn’t as secret as we thought it was.”
“So, what do we do about it?” Casey threw another chunk of wood to her side. “Turn back?”
“No. We’re so close to the ruins that we might as well press on. If we turn back now this would have been a waste of time. And money. How much zenni was the deposit on those wagons?”
“Too much.”
An electronic braying announced the arrival of Simian and Cassius, their packhoove protesting at being pulled along by the two men. They eyed the pile of machina bodies suspiciously as they passed it. They tied the machina to the one Casey had recovered, then attached them both to the front wagon.
“Too busy to tie up the packhoove?” Cassius said as he walked past the front wagon. “We don’t want it to run off again.”
“We’ll explain once we’re back on the road,” Alex said. “Help us clear this junk out of the way. We’ll need to push those bodies into the water as well.”
“Find anything good on them?” Simian was leaning against the wagon. The way he asked the question implied he knew the answer. The man had a nose for valuables.
“One shiny new augment. Rare quality. I figure that it’s your turn to get it, Cass. I got the last one.”
Cassius shook his head. “I’ve got not slots spare. There’s an augment on them all.”
“Oh. I’ve never seen you use any of their abilities.”
“No idea how. I think one of them lets me resist the cold a little bit better, but the rest I’ve no clue. I would kill to understand the effects of aether like you do.” Cassius’s disappointment was obvious.
“So that makes it my turn then?” Simian said, his hand outstretched ready.
Casey waggled her finger at him, her other hand resting on her hip. “I don’t think so. Rare augments are a big upgrade for our party. We might need the power if we come across another machina like that one.” She gestured towards the ominous corpse of the snapjaw. “Upgrades go to the people who are usually in the party.”
“So, it’s yours then?” Alex said, offering the shimmering augment to Casey.
She shook her head. “Nah, I got the first rare one. The one we found after was only common. This is yours. Besides waterwall sounds like a defensive thing.”
“Fair enough.” Alex adjusted his shield, screwing the augment into the waiting empty slots near the grip. The glow within grew stronger as it was clicked into place. He raised his free hand, dragging down his menu and opening the skills page.
Waterwall. Five out of five. Channel your weapon’s aether edge into a defensive shield. Higher ranks increase the multiplication of the aether edge.
“Casey was right, it’s a defensive effect,” Alex said, closing the menu. “It says to channel my weapon’s aether edge? Not sure exactly how I would do that?”
“Maybe it’s literally just touching your weapon to the augment?” Casey said, miming the motion as she spoke.
“It’s worth a try,” Cassius said.
Alex turned to face away from the group, just in case the effect was dangerous. He drew his blade, taking a moment to admire the shimmering pink field around it, runes glowing along its length. Aether edge was a fine layer of energy that allowed weapons to slice through the thick machina armour. The more energy a weapon could coalesce the better it was at breaking through. Alex held his shield before him and touched the tip of his sword to the glass of the augment.
The air before him became a swirling maelstrom of water. It was erupting from a central point before his shield, the torrent rushing out from nothingness as it coalesced. The water rushed outwards, forming a curving wall that stretched out about a meter on both sides from Alex. The water at the edge of the wall disappeared as miraculously as it arrived, leaving only a fine mist.
Alex removed the sword, and the water crashed to the ground, washing across his feet and joining the swamp around him.
“That was cool as hell,” Casey said.
“It was. I want to try something though.” Alex sheathed his blade for a moment, fishing an aether stone from his inventory. He pulled his sword back out, the neon pink stone disintegrating as he rubbed it along the metal. The shimmer around the weapon grew slightly more vibrant, the aether edge empowered by the stone.
Placing the blade against the augment a second time, another wall roared to life. It was larger this time, not by much, but it was instantly noticeable, easily another fifteen centimetres on each side. Alex allowed the wall to collapse and put away his sword, the scabbard clattering against his armour.
“More aether edge, more wall,” Alex said. “Good to know. Means the augment will scale with our equipment. I wonder how much of an impact it will take? Looks like it’s big enough to protect a decently sized area. Probably not as good as my perfect guard, but I guess it's a trade-off that's worth making sometimes.”
“We done playing?” Simian said. “It’s all very impressive, but time is zenni.”
“Yeah. Take the front wagon with us. We’ve got things to talk about,” Alex said.
***
Anaya watched the caravan start trundling away from her vantage point amongst the mushrooms. The heretics had displayed a starling new ability, a wall of rushing water rising to defend them. Anaya found it fascinating. They had never shown this before, not even during the battle just gone. They had to have acquired the ability after the creature's death. It wasn't a concept alien to Anaya, after all her eyes allowed her vision beyond the heretics as well as allowing strong bonds to form with machina. It followed that the heretics had a similar method for harnessing power from harvested parts.
She wondered if the same was true about the Developers. Had those strange people from the west found a similar way to harness the powers of the machina? Despite her distaste for the heretics, Anaya had to admit that having access to their technology would elevate the Chosen to another level. Mounted warriors invoking their own machina powers to support their mounts, rider and beast operating at a level of unity previously impossible.
Anaya’s eyes glanced around searching for any sign of her fellow warrior. She was more certain than ever that one had to be here in the swamp. They had taken the time to lay out a trap that to Anaya’s eyes only existed to try and destroy the caravan. Destroying heretics was the chosen’s sacred duty, and she had to admit it was an admirable attempt. The caravan would likely have to cross the swamp a second time as it returned home, and Anaya wasn’t sure she would intervene a second time should her unseen brethren made another attempt.
Anaya pushed the lever on her spear, the tip jabbing into the flesh of a nearby mushroom. She leapt off, allowing her weight to slowly spool out the cable. Her feet hit the ground gently, immediately feeling Driller brush up against her.
“I know, I know. I didn’t go far.” She crouched, rubbing her hand across the armour atop Driller’s head. “You’re ok. You’re ok.”
Driller flopped onto its back, exposing the vulnerable cabling stretching across its belly. The machine let out a happy wine as Anaya ran her hand across its gut.
“Come on, we need to keep moving. We don’t want to lose them,” Anaya said. The machina at her heel whirred its gears in response. “First, we need to just do this.” She pulled the lever to retract the tip of her spear. With the weapon reassembled, she scratched a symbol into a nearby mushroom with the point. A circle with fine lines drawn from its edge pointing towards the centre but never touching. A rune the Chosen used to denote themselves. With any luck whoever was lurking in the swamp would see it and know they weren’t alone.
***
The cave wasn't what Alex had expected. In his mind, it would be a dark and dingy place, filled with thick mushroom growth and strong musty smell. He should have known better by now. Every place in the aether lands he had journeyed to had been filled with vibrant colours, impossible shades with a trend towards the bright and unusual. The cave was no exception.
It glowed with an orange light that seemed to throb, the bioluminescent mushrooms pulsing in unison with one another. Here and there amongst the overwhelming wall of colour was motes of a different shade. A green here, a blue there. It was beautiful to look at. Amongst the wall of light were blobs of darkness, veins of metal resisting the spread of the fungi.
“This is something else,” Casey said. “I never expected this.” As she spoke her voice grew slightly higher.
“We’re in luck,” Simian said. His voice had taken on a similar tone. “There are definitely squeakers in here.”
“Which ones are they?”
Simian allowed himself a chuckle the sound strange with the new pitch of his voice. “The orange ones. This is a treasure trove of them. Be careful where you stand. We don't want to break the caps. The gas is no good for you in volume.”
“He’s not wrong,” Alex said. “I knew a lad back on Earth who decided to try getting helium right from a cylinder to do the funny voice, not a balloon. He was in hospital for months, nearly suffocated to death.”
Simian crouched to the nearest mushroom. Carefully he placed his fingers around the stem and plucked it from the ground. “Grab the main body and pull them swiftly. All the gas is in the top, so we don't lose any that way.” He dropped the mushroom into Alex’s waiting bag, the fungus vanishing into the void. “Looks like this cave hasn’t been touched for a long time. Must have been blocked off by the water until that big fella came stomping through.
“Something has gone our way at least.” Alex plucked a mushroom from the wall next to him.
Squeaker Mushroom. Uncommon combination material.
“These are combo items it looks like,” Casey said, having done the same. “We should take as many as possible. Any extra leftover might be useful for crafting things.”
“I was thinking the same thing. Cass, can you watch the entrance whilst we work?”
Cassius leant against the opening the of the cave, his arms resting on his cannon as it hung by a strap. “Do the easy job? Sure.”
“I reckon that might be darkstone on that rock,” Casey said. She was hard to take seriously with her squeaking voice. “We should grab that as well.”
“Good idea. Looks like there's a lot of it.” Alex's voice sounded as it always did when he wore the helmet. Even within its metal confines, he sounded normal to himself. It was filtering out the gas, a handy ability that Alex had never noticed. “Small chunks so we can fit it into our bags. We need to make the most of our inventories.” If the pocket dimensions had a limit, Alex hadn’t run up against it yet. A few brief tests before they left using several differently sized sacks had proven that there was a limit to the size of bag they could access the dimension through. Anything bigger than a standard backpack didn’t work.
“Sure wish I had one of those magic bags to help with salvaging,” Simian said, tossing another mushroom into Alex’s waiting backpack.
“Doesn’t work like that, sorry.” Alex reached into the open bag, removing the pick he had bought before his last journey to the swamp. “At least Erwin should be happy with this haul. It’s one thing off the list anyway.”
“How many more things are there on that list?” Casey said, her voice now comically high.
“Let’s not dwell on that,” Alex said, spinning the pickaxe in his hand. “You’ve got to celebrate the little successes, you know. Especially when we just took that kicking. We could use a win.”
“He’s got a point,” Simian said, piling mushrooms into the open bag. “Losing two wagons was a big blow. This is the least we can come back with.”
“Should have gotten the crocodile insurance,” Casey said, laughing at her own joke.




Chapter Eleven

Desolation

Austin watched the force assembled before him. It wasn’t as large as he would have liked. Whilst they had approved his task, the board has also been hesitant to dedicate the bulk of their security forces to it. Austin understood, most of his compatriots were cowards, terrified of being stuck in a wondrous other world, frightened at their own shadows. Austin allowed himself a smirk, with him about they had good reason to be.
Five men. That was all that Austin had to deal with the so-called war leader and his soldiers. The rest of his forces had been scattered throughout the countryside to deal with the other clusters of primitives. Austin thought it was more than enough, the private military contractors Friendspace had deployed to the aether lands had undergone the same enchantments as the players but had the advantage of bringing equipment with them during the transit. Austin couldn’t imagine a handful of savages with spears could stand up against assault rifles, especially when they had so few of their warrior caste remaining.
“I see you’re ready for your massacre,” Eric said. He made no attempt to hide his contempt.
“Can’t make an omelette without breaking a few eggs.” Austin was sitting in a chair made of coalesced shadows, one leg cross over the other. “Have you moved all the players out of the area?”
“Yes. Don’t want anyone seeing this, do we?”
“You had plenty of opportunity to present your objections during the most recent board meeting.”
“The one I wasn’t at?”
“That's hardly my fault is it.” Austin flicked his hand dismissively like he was swatting at a fly.
Eric glared at Austin; his sneer hidden by the visor of his helmet. “I think you’ll find it’s exactly your fault. A meeting with no prior invitations, chosen for when only those most likely to agree with you were able to attend. It’s effective, I’ll give you that.”
“Just standard good business. Never go into a negotiation you don’t know the outcome of. Stack the deck in your favour. You could learn a thing or two from that, Eric.” Austin’s spectral chair twisted about to face the nearby mercenaries. “You may proceed.”
The mercenaries nodded and began their march over the hill towards the chosen camp.
“Not even willing to get your own hands dirty, I see?” Eric hated how easily Austin had just ordered the deaths of so many innocents.
“Why hire people if you aren’t going to use them? Delegation, delegation, delegation.”
“I wonder how the mercenaries would feel if they knew that there was no route home? I don’t think they would be so eager to kill for you then. This isn’t right.” Eric turned and began to walk away from Austin on this throne of shadows. “It’ll come back to bite you. I guarantee it.”
***
The climb out from the swamp had been without incident, the remnants of the caravan rising out from the mire and up the thin path to the top of the western cliff. Their defeat of the snapjaw had brought a strange side effect, the machina of the swamp giving the knights a wide berth. More than once a slitherwyrm had slid out from the muck only to rapidly vanish back beneath the water.
The squeaker mushroom harvest had been fantastically successful. The cave had been picked clean over the course of a few hours; the glowing fungi stuffed into waiting backpacks. The caves had been a treasure trove of combination materials, a dozen different mushroom species hidden amongst the carpet of orange light. A large supply of darkstone ore had been collected at the same time, thick veins of metal chipped away by Alex and his pickaxe.
As the caravan reached the top of the cliff, a steep hillside sloped downwards towards the area known as the ruins. The wagons stopped, the knights taking in the impressive sight before them.
It was a forest, but one of concrete and steel. Nature had reclaimed the ancient city before them, plants gripping tight to the buildings and draping them in vibrant greens. Glimpses of road could be seen through the thick grass growing across the ground, a scattered handful of wrecked cars dotted across it. Their wheels and windows were gone, leaving only empty husks of rotted metal. It was the corpse of a city, now stripped of its inhabitants, desolate and alone.
The mountain-sized Deus had come this way as well, crashing through some of the buildings and leaving destruction in its wake. Further, into the ruins, its foot had crashed through something buried, a vast chasm exposed by the thudding of its mighty feet.
“It’s…weird to look at,” Alex said. “It looks so much like something from Earth.” He pointed to a nearby tower block, the remnants of a sign barely visible through the plant life upon it. The word read heights, but in the scratchy runic script of the towers. “Only that sign is a giveaway that it isn’t. You must have been so like us at some point.”
“I suppose,” Cassius said. The two men were standing beside each other, whilst Casey and Simian were still sitting on the wagon’s bench. All were looking at the valley before them and taking in the majesty of the ruins. “Doesn’t really matter much now though.”
“It’s like looking into the future,” Casey said. “Remember that Horton said that the aether is leaking into Earth from here. Maybe this is how Earth ends up, eventually. Just like the aether lands. Just like these ruins.”
“We will need to head deep into them,” Simian said. “The outskirts have long been picked clean. Thankfully our giant monster friend has done us a favour this time. I’ve never heard of anyone finding underground tunnels in the ruins. They should be untouched.”
“That’s good to know. There anything we should look out for here? Any dangerous machina waiting to spring out at us?” Alex removed his helmet, letting the gentle breeze drift over his face. “There’s no more Rorys is there?”
Cassius tiltled his head back and forth, his lips pursed as he searched for the right words. “Well…the ruins aren’t the safest place. You’ve got to look out for scramblers.”
“And sonifangs like to nest in the buildings,” Simian said.
“Oh, and last time I was here I saw an entire pack of thrashhorns.”
“Ok, ok, I get it. The aether lands are dangerous,” Alex said, waving his hands as he spoke. “The last two I know, but what’s a scrambler?”
“Small machina, like a muckgrinder or a Duolisk,” Cassius said. “But they like to climb up the sides of buildings.”
“Scramble up the sides you could say,” Alex said. “I get where this is going. Climbing up means they can pounce down.”
“Exactly. Not too much trouble on their own, but if they get the drop on you it’s a different story. Just keep checking above you, basically.” Cassius turned and gestured for Casey to climb down. “Can you two hold onto one of the wagons each as we go down the hill? Don't want them to go rolling down out of control. Can't risk losing them.”
Alex nodded. Cassius had a point, the snapjaw had halved the caravan, robbing them of vital space to carry any scrap they found. In Alex's mind, he had already decided they would need to make the journey a second time. It was unfortunate, but he didn't see much other choice. He put his hands against the front wagon, gripping the corner tightly.
Casey climbed down and moved to the back, doing the same as Alex through on the rear wagon. “Ready when you are,” she said, bending her legs ready. It wasn’t necessary, her enhanced strength was more than capable of handling the weight of the wagon. “Time to go exploring.”
***
Scrone ran his hands over the sigil. It was a rune that referred to his people, one that the heretics had no way of knowing. It had to have come from another Chosen, a second survivor of the massacre in the mountains. One that had to be aware of his existence but had chosen not to reveal themselves. It was an odd decision, even if they were from a different clan or tribe, every warrior he knew would put aside their grievances to fight against the heretics.
There was only one other possibility in Scrone’s mind. The unknown warrior had to be an outcast, someone who wouldn’t approach him in respect for his people’s law. He knew of only one warrior exiled in such a way in heretic lands. Scrone laughed, a heavy booming guffaw that echoed through the swamp. It had to be the war leader’s brat; her exile had spared her the fate of her clan.
Despite being a towering man sculpted from rippling muscle, his appearance that of a dumb brute, Scrone was no idiot. The symbol had been left here to inform him of her presence, the child realising that someone had set a trap and correctly assuming that they would be one of the Chosen. The mystery warrior who had aided the heretics, that had to be the girl. Scrone didn’t know why they would help the enemy in such a manner, but there had to be a good reason, especially when they didn’t stick around to claim the glory.
The prospect of working with an exile didn’t appeal to the former chieftain, but he had little choice. It was clear the heretics needed to cross the swamp for a reason he couldn’t fathom, and striking a blow, no matter how small, filled Scrone with a sense of purpose. He silently resolved to follow the heretics. Slaying the ferocious machina he had set upon them proved they were worthy warriors, even with outside help. He longed to face them in person, to test his might against them. With the assistance of the exiled child, Scrone believed he could defeat them, and his failed attempt meant his pride demanded it.
“Where are you out here, child?” he said in a whisper as he ran his hand over the symbol.
***
Olgan threw his spear, striking the black clad attacker square in the chest. There was a mote of perfect darkness where it hit, the spear falling to the ground. Sorcery had robbed him of his chance for vengeance, a small act of defiance though it might have been.
“This will achieve nothing. The gods welcome our souls willingly and their vengeance will be swift.” Olgan didn’t move at his attacker approached, their strange weapon held tight to their shoulder. Olgan had seen it in action, the device spitting death at those it was pointed at. He knew the developers would betray him at some point, but he hadn’t expected it come so soon and with such ferocity.
Barely a handful of developer warriors had descended on the camp, wiping out everyone who stood in their way. They had been indiscriminate, killing with impunity. The remaining warriors, the few grizzled survivors of the crusade south, had tried to stop them, a valiant but short-lived attempt to defend their kin.
“Oh, it achieves plenty.” The shadows from a nearby hut stretched as something emerged from within them. They coalesced into the shape of a man, one that adjusted the cuffs of his outfit as he walked towards Olgan. “My compatriot wanted to take a softly softly approach with your people. One that was wholly unnecessary. The strong take what they need from the weak, a concept I know you understand. And right now, your people are as weak as a kitten. Easy prey.”
“Who are you?”
“It doesn’t matter, not to you. Your time on this world is done.”
“You want to know the location of the bones, correct? It’s what the other developer wanted. My people will never tell you.”  Olgan took a step forward and felt the butt of a weapon slammed against his face. His mask came loose, bouncing across the ground.
“Hah! They already have. Not all of your people are noble warriors like yourself. The trick to getting what you want, see, is going to the bottom rung. The lowest in a company, or in this case a society. Find the people who are crushed under a heel, not those doing the crushing. They're more than willing to get one over on the system.” Austin turned away from Olgan, looking out across the village. Bodies lay everywhere, but he was unphased by the carnage. “The problem with having a warrior society is that those who can't be a warrior, those who are disabled for example, can be very resentful. We've had multiple people tell us where this settlement is.”
“They can stand against you. The heretics. I’ve seen their power.”
“Oh please. I doubt very much anything on this world is any threat to us.”
“This world?” The words seemed strange to Olgan, out of place in a way he couldn’t quite put his finger on.
Austin gestured dismissively with one hand, not bothering to turn to face the chieftain. “This world has a twin. One that doesn’t suffer from the troubles you have here. No aether, no machina. Cities filled with people instead of crumbling ruins. Honestly, a paradise compared to this place.”
“Then why come here?”
“It’s precisely because of those things. We can harness the aether, study machina, learn their secrets. We can propel our world forward by centuries, with our company, with me, at the forefront.”
A scream filled the air, the shrieking panic of someone facing a nightmare. A machina burst through a hut, a developer warrior clutched within its glimmering mandibles. Sparks bounced off the beast’s armour plates as its prey fired their weapon wildly. The machina scuttled forwards on its many legs, its segmented form familiar to Olgan. The creature squeezed tightly with its jaws and there was a brief brilliant glow followed by a gush of red as it broke through the magic protecting the warrior. It tossed the body aside, turning to face a second warrior.
Atop the beast, beneath the canopy mounted to it, was a familiar face. Igni held the reins tight, controlling her mount masterfully. Behind her was a figure wearing heavy black armour, Eric, the developer who had first approached the chosen. Strapped to the beast behind them was a complex melange of machina parts assembled into a rough pillar shape.
“What are you doing?” Austin screamed, pointing towards his fellow executive.
Olgan saw his chance, the warrior before him distracted by the dramatic arrival of Igni and her machina. He lunged, grabbing their weapon and twisting it out of their hands. Olgan had seen the weapon used, it was a simple case of squeezing the curved metal above the grip. He depressed it and found himself surprised at the kick as the weapon bucked about in his hands.
The recoil didn't matter, the surprised mercenary was directly in front of Olgan. A storm of bullets hit his chest, thumps ringing out with each impact. His ballistic vest took a few more, before finally, a shot punched through, piercing a lung and knocking him to the ground.
A wave of shadow crashed into Olgan, sending him flying backwards. He struck his ceremonial throne, slumping to the ground. The developer had knocked him away with the flick of his hand, manipulating the shadows around him into something tangible.
Igni’s mount slithered towards the fallen chieftain, knocking a mercenary to their side as it rushed past. An armoured hand reached down, grabbing Olgan and pulling him to the top with incredible ease.
“We’re making this a habit,” Igni said as she drove her mount onwards. “I was on my way to deliver the finished binding stone when I came across this one.” Igni gestured behind herself with her thumb. “He warned me about what was going to happen. I came as quickly as I could, Olgan. I wish…I wish I could have been here sooner.”
“What about your own people?” Olgan righted himself on the back of the beast as it fled from his village. Despite its size, the machina was capable of a surprising turn of speed.
“They’ll be fine. More of my warriors survived, and importantly more of their mounts. These developer warriors are frightening, but it seems they’re no match for a machina.”
“Their equipment is from our world. It’s designed to fight people, not monsters,” Eric said. “Maybe if they had heavier ordinance, but it seems Austin got cocky.”
“We'll head to my clan's lands and regroup from there. Hopefully, we can get a message out to the Skyrunners. I can’t imagine that they’re under threat at all.” Igni had flipped her veil over her head so she could see better. It was a rare occurrence, the Cavecrawler chief showing her face. She the pale skin of the rest of her clan, her features sharp and pointed. The mask across her eyes was thinner than most, a delicate swirling purple pattern painted upon it.
“A good plan.” For the second time in the past few months, Olgan found himself the survivor of a massacre. The last time he had fallen into a depression, struggling to hold together the remnants of his alliance. This time would be different. The heretics to the south would need to be dealt with, but the destruction they had wrought was in defence of themselves. Olgan understood that. He was a warrior, there was honour in fighting back. This was different, the developers had invaded unprovoked, attacking those unable to defend themselves. It was unforgivable. “They will pay for this.” He turned to face Eric. “Did you know? When you first approached us, did you know this would happen?”
“No. No, I didn't.” Eric raised his visor so Olgan could see his face. “I intended to work with you, but some of the others were impatient, they went behind my back to do this.”
Olgan said nothing, simply looking at the face of the developer. He watched the movements of Eric’s face, searching for traces of deception.
“If I find you did,” Olgan said. “I’ll kill you myself.”




Chapter Twelve

Crazy Train

They left Simian at the top of the chasm formed by the Deus's footsteps. The scavenger had explained that most scrap metal came from the ancient vehicles scattered around the ruins or from the roofs of smaller single-story buildings. Rather than press on deeper into the ruins in search of parts that may or may not be present, the party had agreed that the unexplored undercity was the best call. Each knight held a lit torch in their hands as they climbed down, light cascading against the stone walls of the revealed tunnel.
“All good down there?” Simian said, his words echoing off the walls. The torch he was holding over the edge cast the opening of the pit in a dull orange.
“Yeah, we’re down. Start getting the crates ready,” Alex said. They had prepared for an eventuality like this, assuming that the landscape of the ruins would be uneven. Along with the crates for storing the scrap, the party had brought pulleys and rope. It had been Simian’s idea, his experience proving itself useful.
“What do you see down there?”
Alex looked around, his torch held out at arms-length, his fellow knights doing the same. Ahead of them was a tunnel, a wide tall corridor burrowed into the rock. Its roof was arched, its walls covered in what looked like concrete. Across the ground were two long metal rails, gaps left in the ground where wooden boards had once been. Alex recognised where they were, he was after all a Londoner. This was a subway, a rotten artery beneath the ossified heart of the city.
“What is this?” Cassius said, kicking the rails. The clang echoing through the tunnel.
“It's a train track, a section of rail,” Casey said. She bent down, putting her hands beneath part of the dark metal. She pulled, the rail refusing to budge. “It’s like a kind of wagon that rides along this metal.”
“Why? What’s the point in having a wagon that can only go one direction?”
“It can go a lot faster is why,” Alex said. “Journeys of days dropped down to hours. Can carry a lot more weight as well.” He slid his sword free of the scabbard, the glowing runes along the blade casting their light into the darkness. “I've got an idea,” he said, looking at Casey.
The edge of Alex's sword touched the rail, the aether edge fizzing with energy. He pushed down, the rail glowing white-hot as the sword slowly sliced through the metal. Alex felt the resistance give, his sword striking the concrete below with a spark. He moved to her other side, cutting the rail a second time. The metal came loose, Casey lifting it easily with her enhanced strength.
“I figured if our weapons can cut through machina armour, then they should be able to cut through these rails.”  Alex waved his sword at the metal still attached to the ground. “It’s the exact kind of thing that Erwin was after, right?”
“He did say he wanted sturdy robs and sheet metal. These look as sturdy as anything I’ve ever seen.” Cassius held his torch out at arm’s length, peering into the darkness of the tunnel. “This thing seems to go on forever. It’s hard to tell with the darkness.”
“Probably.” The light from Alex’s sword danced across the face of his helmet as he began cutting into the rail again. “These tunnels might stretch beneath the entire city.”
“Back on Earth big cities used networks like this to let people move around easier.” Casey leant the section of rail he was holding against the far wall. Above her Simian was staking the pulleys into the ground.
“How many people are there on your world if you need something like this to move about?” Cassius took a step forward, trying to spread his torchlight deeper into the tunnel.
“On Earth or in a big city?” Casey walked over to the new section Alex had cut free, picking it up with a grunt. “Cause a city might have anywhere from a few hundred thousand to a couple million. Earth itself had I think seven and a half billion at last count?”
“Billion? Billion? How do you even look after that many people?”
“Poorly,” Alex said. “How many of these rails should we take?”
“As much as possible. Having extra can’t be a bad thing. We could probably sell the leftovers for decent zenni.” Casey leant the second rail next to the first. “They’re in good condition. Being in the tunnel probably protected them from the environment.”
“Wait a moment,” Cassius said, holding his free hand out, his fist clenched in the gesture Alex had taught him. “There’s something up ahead.”
The knights formed a line, each holding their weapon in one hand and a torch in the other, the light from the flames flickering against their armour. Cassius was right, there was a shape in the darkness, something lurking further up the tunnel. Carefully and slowly they advanced, step by step, towards the shape.
“I’ve never seen a machina like this. Be careful,” Cassius said, one hand holding his cannon to his hip. “It’s a big one.” He tossed his torch forward, hoping to illuminate his quarry.
Alex and Casey both laughed, Cassius’s beast revealed.
“Yeah, that’s a train,” Alex said. “It’s what runs along these tracks. It’s just a vehicle, like the cars outside.” Alex walked towards the train and banged on the rear of it. “It can’t hurt you.”
The train shuddered, the carriages lifting from the ground as hundreds of mechanical legs unfurled from within. The nearest carriage raised, the legs undulating as it loomed over Alex. At the top of the car was a set of slicing mandibles, glowing azure eyes staring down at him.
The machina lunged forward, throwing its bulk at the knights as it tried to crush them. A wall of water crashed against it, knocking the beast away. It slammed into the side of the tunnel, dust shaking from the ancient walls. It let out a long piercing shriek, the sound like a thousand motors being run at once. The water collapsed, washing across the tracks.
“I told you!” Cassius said. He tossed the torch to the ground, gripping his cannon ready.
“Yeah, you told us.” Alex removed his sword from his newest augment. The shield of water had absorbed the blow then swiftly collapsed. There had to be a limit to what it could absorb. Alex weighed up his options quickly. There wasn’t much space to move, the machina inside the train filling the tunnel with his bulk. Using his groundshaker ability seemed like a terrible move whilst underground, and Casey didn’t have much space to use her jet. That just left Cassius and his cannon the only real option they had.
“We need to find more space!” Casey said, backing away from the beast. She had come to the same conclusion as Alex.
Cassius fired his cannon, the aether crashing against the machina. It reeled back, one of its legs limp from the blast. “I can’t hold it back forever, not all my cartridges have recharged from the last fight.”
Alex sword under his breath. He had forgotten that Cassius had expended most of his ammunition battling the snawpjaw. The cannon wielding knight had even used his elemental cartridges, the aether inside normally reserved to exploit a weakness. They were running out of options quickly.
“Traps!” Casey said, sheathing her blade. “If we can get some traps on it, we can hold it steady, so it doesn’t crush us!” She reached into her quick items bar, pulling free a trap and spiking it into the ground before her.
Copying her, Alex did the same, putting his trap slightly behind Casey’s. He wanted the creature to stumble into the second trap once it broke free of the first. Cassius took a while longer to lay his, having to dig about in his backpack for it.
“Let’s hope this works,” Cassius said as he spiked his into the ground. He walked back towards the opening, firing his cannon as he went. Rifle shots joined in, fired from above by Simian.
“Found a friend?” the salvager said, taking another aimed shot. “First time for everything.”
“At least I have friends, old man.” Cassius glanced at Simian to glare at him. His eyes settled on the length of track resting against the wall. “I’ve got an idea! Alex the metal.”
Alex ran towards Cassius, the light from his blade dancing across the walls. He was still holding his torch in his shield hand, the flames thankfully unaffected by the screen of water Alex had summoned. “What are we doing?”
“Cut the top, make it sharp.” Cassius grunted as he pulled the rail away from the wall.
“Right, got it.” There was a loud snap as the first trap activated, tangling the machina's legs in a thick woven net. “Casey, make a hole!”
Casey ran to the creature’s side, slicing rapidly with her sword. Sparks flew from the hull of the carriage, the metal tearing away to reveal soft machina flesh beneath. With more quick strikes the energy within Casey’s sword built to a crescendo, her final slash severing cabling and cutting free a section of the train. She sprinted back to the front of the beast as it freed itself from the net.
“Help me with this,” Alex said, the tip of the rail cut into a point by his sword. “We need to drive into the machina.” He threw his torch forward, the burning mixture of rags and oil landing beside the puddle formed by Alex’s ability.
“We can use the tunnel against it,” Cassius said.
“Right, got it.” Casey grabbed the other side of the rail, her and Alex carrying it between them. The second trap activated, binding the creature again.
Alex and Casey charged, rushing forward with their makeshift ram. They ran to the monster’s side, the same one where Casey had cut away at the beast.
“On three,” Alex said. “One, two, three!”
They swung the rail forward with all the force they could muster, slamming it into exposed cabling. Tangerine liquid spurted out from the wound, coating the armour of both knights.
The machina broke free of its bindings, shrieking in defiance at the thorn in its side. It slammed its body to the right, trying to crush the knights who had thrust the rail into it. They ducked, the pained machina crashing into the wall of the tunnel. The impact drove the rail deeper into the machina, the creature skewering itself. It swung the other way, bouncing off the other tunnel wall and collapsing onto its side. The legs curled, the machina’s shriek fading as it died.
“That was new,” Alex said, staring at the body. The machina was two cars long, the carriages fused to its body. “Is it wearing these trains, or is it these trains, or what?” He prodded the corpse with his sword. “You think there are more of them down here?”
“Most likely,” Cassius said. “This metal, it’s attached to it. It was either made like this, or it’s grown into it over years. Not sure I like either idea.”
Alex tossed the harvester crab at the body, letting the tiny creature go about its work. “On the upside, this a lot of sheet metal we can carve, off, right?” Alex walked to the fallen beast, running his hand across the roof to the of the train, the carriage having come to a rest on its side. There were symbols there, the runic script of the aether lands printed across it. “Pass me a torch.”
Casey pulled a torch from the void in her backpack, holding it in front of Cassius so he could light it. She handed to Alex, stopping to look at the runes for herself. “What’s it say?”
The torch moved right to left as Alex walked along the length of the car. “Berat Corporation.” Alex returned to the start, there were two sets of text, the corporate name in big bold runes, and a much smaller row of words below it. “The technology of tomorrow, today!”
“Berat Corporation. You don’t think that’s the same as-”
“The old god? Maybe. Who knows how things get twisted over millennia.”
“What’s a corporation?” Cassius asked, touching the runes.
“Like a big business, basically. But really big, bigger than anything you can imagine.” Casey produced another torch from her bag, passing it to the Cassius. “Like imagine a shop big enough to take on the Towers, and then keep going.”
“I think I get it. Maybe.”
Alex scooped up his harvesting crab, the little creature having completed its gruesome job. A number of components had fallen from the belly of the beast onto the ground. Alex bent down and picked one up.
??? leg. Uncommon crafting material
“Looks like we’ve got a new species,” Alex said. “Who wants to give it a name? I got to do the last one.”
“Hermitapillar?” Casey said. “No, we can’t prove it doesn’t come like this as standard. What about Millitrain?”
“I kind of hate that,” Alex said.
“What about Railcrawler? That’s what this metal thing is, a rail right?” Cassius kicked at the railway by his feet.
“Railcrawler sounds good to me,” Casey said.
“Agreed.” Alex reached for the remaining parts, sliding them into his bags.
Railcrawler leg. Uncommon crafting material.
Railcrawler cabling. Common crafting material.
Railcrawler mandible. Rare crafting material.
“Guess we start cutting it up then?” Cassius said. “Well, you two have all the swords. Off you go.”
***
Anaya watched the heretics work, dragging up their prizes from within the chasm. She had found a vantage point in a nearby ruin, the stone shells of the decaying buildings unfamiliar to her. There were ruins within the lands of the Chosen, but not like these. The structures around her were towering behemoths, stoic monoliths compared to what she was used to. They provided ample cover for her stalking, letting her advance unseen.
The ruined city around her had opened up into a huge hole, part of what looked like artificial caves broken through by the avatar that had come bursting from the mountainside. The heretic caravan was camped on the edge, most of their number descending inside. They had spent most of the day ferrying objects from inside, fragments of metal loaded into the waiting wagons. There had to be more to it. Sending out a clandestine party to simply collect scrap struck Anaya as a waste of time. She would need to delve into the tunnels herself, seeking out what it was they were truly looking for.
Driller whined beside her, climbing onto her lap and flopping there. Anaya grunted—the machina was heavier than it looked.
“I know. We can’t stay here. We’ll wait until they camp for the night then sneak into the tunnels.”
The machina’s teeth buzzed happily in response, Anaya’s hand running across its armour.
“Yes, I know. You like digging.” Anaya lifted the machina and plonked it on the ground beside her. She stood up, leaning against the side of one of the dozens of openings across the ruin. “Don’t think you could dig something like that on your own. Might have been a bigger machina, maybe?”
Driller just looked at her. It had shut its mouth, sulking over being moved.
“Don’t worry, I’m not going to replace you.”
There was movement down below, followed by the first sparks of a fire being lit. The night was closing in now, the tall buildings adding to the deepening shadows. It was nearly time to move. Anaya gripped her spear and began the long walk to the base of the ruin.
***
The portal closed, the shimmering void vanishing into nothingness as Emilia stepped through. She was furious, anger bubbling up inside her. Austin had gone ahead with his assault on the chosen, but it had been conducted with brutality beyond what she had voted for. What was worse was that he had easily gotten the location of the Towers and had immediately tabled a motion to begin planning to capture them. Thankfully the board was divided, for now at least, giving her time to prepare her militia to defend it. Horton wouldn't like it, but Emilia needed to expand her reach, snatching resources away from the guild to support her forces.
That meant another session snivelling before the council, begging for zenni and manpower to be diverted her way. Emilia would get it, dealing with the council was like dealing with the board, there was very little difference between politicians and executives in her experience. They both had the same self-serving desire for power and were both interminably slow. Any attempts she made to hinder the progress of the board's decision would be wasted by spending that same time convincing the council when it would be better served improving her grip on the Towers. Emilia was not ignorant of her actions, slowly consolidating her control on the stone spires.
The difference was that Emilia was convinced that she could let go of the reins of power. Whilst her employers were a threat to the aether lands, the Towers would need a firm hand to guide them, to keep the corporation from conquering them. Once they were safe, Emilia would willingly release her control, or at least that’s what she assured herself.
“Time to get to work, Emilia. Lots to do, not much time to do it.” She hoped that her Anaya would have something useful for her when she returned. Emilia couldn’t imagine that her protégée would be pleased with the destruction of her people, despite her status as an exile. Emilia could channel that rage.
She opened the door to her office, flagging down a passing militia member.
“Yes, Grand General?” the woman said.
“Take a message to the council chambers. Let them know I want to see them. As soon as possible, it’s rather urgent.”
“Of course, Grand General.” The militia woman nodded, her visor bobbing as she did, then strode off down the corridor.
“Time for things to get serious,” Emilia said to herself.




Chapter Thirteen

Scripture

Anaya carefully made her way down into the tunnels, choose to drop down as far as she could get from the heretic camp. Her gifted armour afforded her protection, but it also made near-constant noise. The eternal jingling of the chain shirt had annoyed Anaya at first, but she had quickly gotten used to it. The trade-off between stealth and defence heavily favoured the suit of armour. Anaya had seen some knights wearing thick leather-the material salvaged from machina-metal studs placed across them to deflect blows. Even the heretics accepted that standard armour was poor for stealth.
Despite the noise coming from her, Anaya reached the bottom of the crater without being spotted. The heretics above had placed their wagons up against the edge, setting their fire before it so they could see anything approaching. That had been their intent anyway. In reality, focusing their vision in one direction left a blind spot in the slim gap between the wagons and the edge of the hole, one that Anaya had crept along without issue.
The inside of the hole wasn’t what she had expected. Anaya found herself in a tunnel, one forged of the same artificial stone as the ruins. The darkness stretched for some distance both ahead and behind her, the tunnel carrying on deep into the ground. The tunnel had an arched roof, along with strange pitted indentations on the ground. Every so often a lump of metal had been staked to the floor. Anaya had watched the heretics drag out long pillars of dark metal, and it was obvious to her that the chunks on the ground were remnants of where those had once been attached.
Torches had been left at intervals along the rail, bound with rope to several of the stumps. The heretic torches were similar to the ones Anaya was used to; rags soaked in machina oil. It would burn brightly and for a long time. Each could easily provide light for around an entire day. Anaya pulled one free from its binding and turned to face the edge of the hole.
Driller was stood at the precipice, the machina tentatively edging forward. The drop had been significant for Anaya, and Driller was much smaller and much heavier. Its cogs whirred gently as it considered its options. It took two steps away from the edge, the charged, leaping down into the hole.
Anaya winced at the display of daring. The machina hit the stone floor, skidding across it, armour plats spraying sparks into the air. It staggered to its feet, walking over to her in a meandering wobble.
“You ok?” Anaya said. The machina whirred its gears in response. “I’ll take that as a yes. Come on, we need to get moving, your entrance was loud.”
Anaya chose a direction, deciding to follow the line of torches deeper into the tunnels. It stood to reason that if the heretics were lining the route with light, then they had been back and forth multiple times. If Anaya was going to discover what they were doing, then this was the right way. Their scrap collection had to be cover, or at the very least opportunism. Anaya was certain there had to be another reason for them to delve into the depths, and she was determined to find it.
Immediately she came across the corpse of a machina. She didn’t recognise the species, though it reminded her of some of the multilegged creatures the cave crawlers used. Across its back was a metal shell, one that had been carved up by the heretics for parts. It was a sad remnant of its former self now. Anaya took a moment to honour the creature, before squeezing past it and heading deeper into the tunnel.
The torches continued, Anaya following their path. The tunnel split in several places, but she left those dark corridors untouched. She needed to find what the heretics were looking for. The tunnel opened up into a large chamber, one that acted like a confluence of pathways. The floor was raised around the edges of the tunnels, forcing Anaya to clamber up from the pit she found herself in. Another dead machina lay nearby, sandwiched between the platforms. Like the first, it was being carved up for parts, though the heretics hadn't finished slicing up its shell.
A torch flickered at the far side of the room, tied to a pillar near a staircase. Anaya headed in that direction, her curiosity drawing her onward. She hopped across a gap in the platforms, Drillers feet clattering as it did the same, the machina catching the edge and pulling itself up. As she drew closer, she could see text on the walls, ancient words scrawled across the stone. Anaya held out her stolen torch to read them
“Berat Corporation loading station. Berat like Berat-Kor?” Anaya said, keeping her words to a whisper. “What is this place? A temple of some kind.”
Driller scuttled across the stone, putting one foot tentatively on the steps.
“Yeah, we’ll go up. Looks like there’s a door at the top though.”
The top of the stairwell was sealed by a heavy metal door, worn runes written across it. It too declared it was property of Berat Corporation. Anaya began walking up the steps. This had to be it, the thing the heretics were looking for. She had never seen a door so impressive, not even within the heretics’ blasphemous constructions within the bones. Something wonderous, or deadly, had to be behind it.
“What do you think it is?” Anaya said. There was no answer, no grinding whine of cogs. She turned, worried about her companion.
Driller was standing at the edge of the platform, facing down three armed knights. The small beast was outmatched, but didn’t back down, snapping its jaws at one carrying a shield.
“Driller, come here!” Anaya tapped her side and the machina responded, bounding back to her.
“Our mystery saviour,” Alex said. “Not as sneaky as you thought you were, I think. Your little friend made a hell of a racket when it fell. You want to tell us who you are?” He began walking forward, his sword in hand. Casey and Cassius followed, holding their weapons close.
Anaya tightened her grip on her spear, standing up as straight as she could. She weighed up her options. With the ward Emilia had given her Anaya was certain she could fight toe to toe with one heretic knight, but three was a big ask, especially without a mount. With the door behind her, she was cornered, with little room to manoeuvre.
“Just an interested party,” Anaya said.
“One wearing militia gear,” Cassius said. “A spy, I think. Someone wanting to see what we were up to.”
“Must be really disappointing to find out its just salvage.” Alex kept pushing forward, his friends following as they closed off Anaya’s escape. “There’s no reason to be uncivil here, we’re all on the same side after all. We’re just some knights looking to make a little side zenni. That’s all.”
“Then what do you call this?” Anaya bashed the tip of her spear against the doorway.
“Couldn’t tell you. We can’t get this open. Want to lift that visor so we can see who you are?”
“No.”
“I don’t think I was clear.” Alex raised his sword, pointing the tip towards Anaya. “Lift the visor.”
Anaya didn’t see she had much choice.  She put a hand to her helmet, lifting the visor to reveal her face. Her metallic. eyes glimmered in the torchlight.
“You!” Casey said. “The Chosen girl we captured. This is where you went? Everyone assumed you escaped, but you’ve been working for the militia this whole time?”
“I work for no one. Our goals just happened to align.” A light glimmered near Anaya, something on the wall shimmering. “I wanted out and needed shelter, and someone offered it to me.”
“And then asked you to follow us,” Alex said. The newly appeared light hadn’t passed his notice. “There’s no reason we need to fight here. We can all walk away.”
“You killed so many of my people. Without you, there would have been no battle in the pass. That's right, I've been told of what you've done.”
“We did what we had to do to defend the Towers.” Cassius adjusted his grip on his cannon. “Would you have done any different if the tables were turned? If your people had attacked the Towers, can you say that no one would have died?”
“You want to know what we’re doing? Why we’re down here? We’re collecting salvage to build an airship. One we were going to use to bring a message of peace to your people, to try and find a way to bring your captured warriors home,” Alex said. He knew he was giving away the purpose of their mission, their secret construction in the infinite, but he was sick of being responsible for Chosen deaths. “If you want to stop us, you’re welcome to try.”
Anaya let her grip on the spear relax. Avoiding a fight here was in her best interest. She couldn't imagine Emilia would be pleased with her being discovered, but it would be better than learning nothing. “What then, is behind this door?”
“I have no idea,” Alex said. “But we can find out, together. It’s responding to your presence.” He gestured towards the glowing light on the wall. “It didn’t do that for us.”
“You sure about this, Alex?” Cassius said, narrowing his eyes at Anaya.
“No. But I do really want to know what’s behind that door. You can't tell me you don't want to know as well?” Alex watched Cassius shake his head. “Thought not. There's too many questions here. Berat Corporation, the railcrawlers, this door responding to a person with machina parts? It's all got to be connected.”
The other knights murmured in agreement. They had found a second railcrawler sleeping in the station, the knights making short work of it in ambush. Like the first, the train carriage had been melded with its body. They were more certain than ever that the train section was part of the beast's body, rather than something it had slithered into.
“I must admit, I am curious,” Anaya said. “Very well. A truce. For now.” She approached the light, wiping at the dust. An eye blinked back at her, the glow pouring from the iris. A machina’s ocular organ, implanted into the wall.
It stared into Anaya’s eyes.
“Augmentation detected. Welcome, Berat employee. Opening main doors.” A voice boomed from an unseen speaker, its tone flat and robotic. The staircase began to shake as the heavy metal doors started to slide open, the motors waking after centuries of quiet.
“After you,” Alex said to Anaya, pointing at the waiting portal.
***
Through the doorway, there was a small reception area, thick dust covering the glass table within. Behind the table was a large window, revealing a warehouse area beyond. It reminded Alex of a car garage, the reception designed to keep the public away from the work area, whilst allowing them to watch what was going on. Against one wall was the frame for a sofa, the fabric rotting away with time to leave only a hollow shell.
Casey moved behind the desk, something catching her attention. “This is a monitor. And this is a mouse, I think.” On the desk there was a mound of plastic, a red ball mounted to the top. “It’s like one of those ones for people with bad wrists.”
“Can we turn it on?” Alex wasn't looking at the computer, instead, he looked out through the window into the room beyond. A track ran through it, working its way into the network. A train sat in the centre; a more typical style rather than the ones fused with machina. That made sense, the multilegged train-creature hybrids did not need rails. Near the train was a large flatbed truck, its cabin open. The truck's engine lay on the ground nearby, still attached with chains to a toppled manual crane. Whatever had caused the facility to become abandoned had happened quickly.
“Maybe…” Casey bent down to look below the desk. “The power seems to be working, and that eyeball computer thing was still active. So, I don’t see why not. I think this is the tower down here.” There was a loud click as Casey pushed a button. A happy tune played briefly as the computer sprung to life. Fans within the machine groaned with the weight of the dust upon them.
“They must have built these things pretty sturdy,” Alex said, turning away from the window. “Can’t imagine any Earth computers lasting all this time.”
“What is this thing?” Anaya prodded the monitor with her spear.
“It's a computer,” Casey said, putting her hand on the mouse. “It's like an electronic book, kind of. It can do a lot more than that. Hopefully, it might have some information on what this place is.”
“Or…” Alex said as the image on the monitor changed. “It might need a password.”
The design was unfamiliar, but the text was clear. The username was still present despite the passing aeons, but the password box, more of a bubble in the ancient operating system, was depressingly empty.
“Yeah…another slight issue as well.” Casey gestured at the keyboard before her. It was twice the size of an English language one, covered in what looked like hundreds of distinct runes. “I can read the language, but I have no idea how to write it.”
“Oh yeah. It’s never come up really. Cass, can we borrow you?”
“I suppose.” Cassius glared at Anaya. “Make yourself useful and watch the door.”
“Come on, Driller.” The machina chirped happily as it followed its master to the entrance.
“What do I do?” Cassius said, staring at the keyboard. “I’m assuming I push the keys to write out the appropriate word, but what am I writing?”
“Try password one. With a capital P,” Casey said.”
“A what?”
“Uppercase?”
“No idea what you’re talking about.”
“Grammar might work differently as well, Case.” Alex sat on the desk. It creaked but held, Alex correctly assuming that something that had lasted so long could take his weight. “Password one is your best guess?”
“Got any better ideas?” Casey said with a shrug.
Cassius pressed the keys one at a time, his index finger extended to the fullest as he purposely pressed the buttons. “It’s doing something.”
“You have to be joking me.” Alex rolled his eyes, his disbelief hidden by his helmet.
“Look, I’ve worked a couple of these boring front of house jobs in my life. Nobody doing them cares about cybersecurity.” Casey leant towards the monitor. The screen was covered in several round icons, each with runes upon then. “I think these are folders. Yeah, we’ve got appointments, memos, this one says messages so maybe it’s email? Let’s just try one.”
The red ball depressed to click, and Casey opened a folder marked memos. The bubble expanded, revealing several smaller bubbles within with file names.
“We've got one here about putting your name on lunches, one on proper password security, ironic. Ah, this one seems interesting.” With another click, Casey opened the memo. “Deployment of new machina based trains delayed due to public worries.” Casey scrolled down to the text of the memo. “Berat Corporation is saddened to report that the deployment of the new machina based trains is delayed temporarily due to growing protests over the use of aetheric energy and machina technology. Berat Corporation is committed to its rollout but have decided to postpone it temporarily. Staff are reminded that the Hernost generator failure was an accident caused by outside forces and that any rumours of unsafe practices are categorically false. Aether power and its derived technologies are totally safe.”
“What does this all mean?” Anaya said. She had been listening from the doorway. “Berat Corporation. That’s Berat-Kor, right? How are the gods involved here?”
“They’re not a god. They’re a company. A group of humans,” Alex said. “One that were creating machina and tapping aether for power it sounds like. I don't think it's too much of a logical leap to assume those protestors were right.”
“It’s not even a leap. Look at this one, a year later.” Casey had opened a second memo. “All Berat Corporation employees travelling to the secure facilities are to report to their nearest assembly station by noon tomorrow. Failure to appear will be treated as a refusal of the companies offer of protection. A reminder that anti-aether militias are to be avoided for your own safety, particularly if you have visible augmentation. Kiran Orix, Olga Korax and their supporters are not to be trusted. Use of controlled machina is permitted for the protection of Berat property or staff, from either militia or feral machina. Berat Corporation would like to remind staff the company accepts no liability for the damaged environments known colloquially as the aether-lands, and that their locations near aether generators or machina production plants are entirely coincidental.”
“I’m not sure I follow all of this, but it sounds like this is scripture from Berat-Kor themselves,” Anaya said, a look of confusion across her face.”
“In a way, yeah.”
“And it’s saying that they were…making, machina? And spreading the aether?”
“It would look that way.” Casey stood up, stretching her back as she did. Stooping over the monitor was uncomfortable. “Sounds like they tried to pull all their employees out to somewhere else. The employees with augmentations. Machina parts. You get what I’m saying.”
Anaya had gone white. Her people had always held that Berat-Kor had done nothing wrong, struck down by heretics under false pretences. Here though, were their words, scripture never before seen by any other, admitting they had a hand at least in destroying the old world. Everything her people held sacred, was wrong.
“My ancestors…” she managed to mutter. It all lined up. Anaya didn’t know how to process her worldview changing so rapidly. “I need to sit down.”




Chapter Fourteen

The Return

Whilst Anaya sat on the floor of the reception, pondering the rewritten nature of her reality, the other knights got to work. The train within the work area was carved up, the panels sliced into neat squares that could be reused later. They had stacked the salvaged parts in the bed of the truck. Neither Alex of Casey had any mechanical knowledge, but they had at least been able to figure out the handbrake on the relic.
At one end of the room was a ramp, one that spiralled upwards. The party had agreed that it likely led to the surface and that the truck, even without its engine, would make a good replacement for the destroyed wagons. Their luck was turning, between the two machina and the train they had more useful scrap than they had expected. Erwin would be pleased with their haul, the stack of thick rail especially. It was hard to imagine finding better bones to build their airship from.
“This should be the last of it,” Alex said, pulling free the last panel from the train with a clunk.  He carried it over to the truck, tossing it onto the pile, the metal clattering as it came to rest. “She alright?” he said, nodding towards the reception.
“Who knows? I'm not a religious person but I imagine finding out it's a bunch of rubbish right from the mouth of your god is pretty world-shattering,” Casey said. She was leaning against the side of the truck and chewing on one of the dried vegetable sticks that served as field rations. “Just leave her be for now. At least she isn’t trying to kill us at the moment, which is a nice change.”
“That muckgrinder is following her like a dog. It’s weird to see one acting like that, instead of just hissing and trying to bite.”
“I sounded like from that memo that Berat could control machina somehow. Or at least try to. Could be that her people have kept that ability, or some version of it anyway.” Casey took another bite of her ration, her veil flipped up over her head. “It’s probably something to do with the eyes. If Berat employees were giving themselves implants, augments, whatever they called them, before the aether consumed everything, there must have been a reason.”
“To help control machina. Makes sense, I suppose. Kind of.” Alex took position next to Casey, resting his weight against the side of the truck. “Something to ask Horton about, I suppose. What are we going to do with her?”
“No idea. Take her back to the Towers I guess. If we’re serious about trying to broker a peace, we kind of have to let her go.”
“It’ll give away our plan.”
“What are they going to do? Tell us not to build an airship? All we need now is the body of one of those flying machina in the mountains. That’s probably the easiest part, we can just strap it to the top of this truck now we have it and let the froggletts figure it out.”
Alex removed his helmet, placing it on the edge of the truck's bed. He swung his backpack around and reached inside, pulling out a ration stick. Watching Casey had made him hungry. Alex took a bite, the plant tough and chewy, but with an almost parsnip like flavour.
Field rations. Food Skills- Health up small. Stamina up small.
“Once you’ve finished that we should get moving.” Casey lifted her weight from the truck and brought her veil back down with a swish. “Simian is going to be wondering where we are.”
***
The truck rounded the corner, Casey and Alex pushing from behind whilst Cassius turned the wheel to steer it. Anaya was sat on the back, the muckgrinder sitting across her lap. She hadn’t said a thing since they had left the Berat facility, lost in her thoughts.
“The wagons should be just around here,” Alex said as he pushed the truck forward. Even with his enhanced strength, the combined weight of the truck, scrap and passengers felt heavy to him.
“Stop!” Cassius shouted. He didn’t wait for the truck to stop moving, diving out of the doorway and sprinting across the overgrown road. His haste attracted the attention of the others, Casey and Alex running to the front of the truck so see what had caught their friend’s attention.
Standing between the wagons was a man, a towering wall of rippling muscle. He was wearing the simple armour of the chosen, machina scraps threaded onto cord and loosely draped over him. In one hand he carried a huge stone club, more machina plating screwed into it. In the other he had Simian by the next, holding the man aloft. Simian wasn't moving, his body limp and lifeless.
“Heretics!” the Chosen warrior cried out. “I wondered where you had gotten to. You friend wouldn’t tell me, much to his misfortune.” The warrior tossed Simian’s body to the ground with a sickening thump. “If he had held out a few moments more he might have lived long enough to see you again. A shame.”
“Scrone,” Anaya said, stepping down from the truck.
“Ah, Anaya, Olgan’s brat. Thank you for leaving me that sigil. When my trap failed in the swamplands it inspired to me try again.” Scrone shifted his hand on his club. “I’m surprised to see you helping the heretics.”
“Scone, the things I’ve learnt, the things I’ve seen. Below here, in the tunnels, there’s a temple. One that has scripture from Berat-Kor themselves. It’s all a lie Scrone, the things these…heretics,” the word seemed to stick in her throat, “say, it’s true. All of it.”
“Sounds like they’ve gotten to you, filled your head full of lies.”
“I was there Scrone, I saw the scriptures with my own eyes. The temple recognised me as one of the Chosen and opened itself to me. It’s real. Our history is a lie, our people minions for the thing that did this to our world.” Anaya gestured around herself with her spear. “This is our legacy. This destruction. This…desolation.”
“I was hoping you would help me deal with these heretics, Anaya. It’s a shame to see you become-”
Scrone stopped mid-sentence, the wind knocked from his lungs. His free hand fell to his chest, gripping the spearhead that had slammed into it. Blood trickled from the wound, splashing onto the carpet of green at Scrone’s feet. He took a staggered step backwards, and pulled the spear free, skin and muscle coming away with it. Scrone stared at it in disbelief, then fell forwards, his heavy body slamming against the ground.
Anaya recalled the spear tip, the cable whirring loudly as it retracted. She shook the weapon twice, bloody splattering off it.
“He would never have listened. He didn’t want to. All he could see was vengeance,” Anaya said. “This will be the outcome if you try and tell my people the truth. Some will believe it, some won't. There will be bloodshed. I'll come with you on your journey. You'll need my help.”
Alex nodded. He wasn’t going to turn down the help. He stepped forward, crouching at Simians body. There were dark bruises around his neck. He had been dead before he hit the ground, the life crushed out of him. “We need to bury him. We can’t just leave him out here. We owe him that much.”
“Yeah, we’ll do that. He might have been a pain, and a robber, but he was still a knight. He deserves that,” Cassius said.
“We must bury Scrone as well. I killed him because it was necessary, not because I wanted to. He deserves to be laid to rest,” Anaya said.
“We’ll bury them both. There’s been enough killing over this. Those memos mentioned fighting back then, making this a war thousands of years in the making. It has to end,” Alex said. He saw a gleam on the ground, bending down to pick it up.
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“His rifle,” Casey said. “We should hang onto it. Simian would want us to. It was his whole business model after all.”
“It does feel right,” Cassius said.
***
They buried Simian and Scrone at the base of one of the ruined skyscrapers, placing them at opposite sides of the building. Burying them near each other didn’t feel right. It had been a sombre affair, conducted in stilted silence, the only sound the noise of Anaya’s pet machina digging away at the earth. The creature had been more than happy to receive the instruction dig, understanding Anaya’s command instinctively.
With the grim task finished, the caravan began its journey home. The truck had been tied to the rear of the caravan, Alex taking the task of turning the wheel to follow the path of the machina pulled wagons. Anaya had taken to sitting on the bed amongst the scrap pile. Alex hardly blamed her, despite learning the truth it would take a long time for her old prejudices to fall away.
The swamps were buffeted by the aether to the north and south, forcing them to move through the muck a second time. It was slower going, the heavy truck struggling in the dirt. Their defeat of the snapjaw was still fresh in the minds of the swamp’s denizens, leaving the party to trudge through the mire without incident.
The swung northeast once they left the swamplands, navigating through the scorched wastelands of the forest and cutting across towards the mountains. There was one more thing they needed to collect before they could head home. It was the main reason why Simian had come along, his expertise useful in their attempt to reclaim the most vital part of the plan. Now he would never see it, a lone angry man robbing Simian of life over a mistake older than recorded time.
***
Emilia swore as she dropped into her office, bouncing off the table and bruising her knee. A bullet flew through the closing portal, embedding itself in the door as it sailed over her head. Her sanctum had been breached, Austin and a collection of his goons waiting for her when she emerged from her portal. The smug look on his face had been unbearable like a cat playing with its prey.
“How? How did he know?”
“Oh, Emilia dear, you’re thinking so limited. Not just about our purpose here, but about yourself.”
Emilia spun around, trying to find the source of the voice. “Hiding, as usual, Austin. Skulking about in the shadows?”
“You’re the one that’s been skulking about, Emilia. Working with these natives behind our back. And with Horton, no less! Trusting him is foolish, you know? I’m hardly surprised to see he’s carved out a little fiefdom of his own.”
Emilia turned frantically. The voice seemed to be all around here, moving constantly about the room.
“I always wondered what it was you were up to. Vanishing for long periods as you did. It answers so many questions I had. Like principally, what exactly could interfere with the transfer process? And low and behold, I find you conspiring with the man who invented it. If Horton had forewarning of our plans, well he certainly could have intervened. I don’t think trapping us here was part of the plan though, was it?”
“Someone has to stop you. The things here, they’re dangerous. We already know aether is leaking into Earth, and you want to go poking around? What if you make it worse? What if you open that floodgate and turn our world into another aether lands?”
The shadows in the room shifted, coalescing into a stretched blob in the corner of the room. The small shadow creature had two tiny arms that gesticulated as it spoke. “And what if we solve world hunger? Offer clean safe power? There is no advancement without risk.”
“Some risks are too far.”
“I disagree. You’re a fine one to talk. I gather you’re trying to build your own little army in this…” the shadow creature twisted around like it was looking at the room, “place. Do the people here know you’re slowly grasping the reins of power? You’re a hypocrite, Emilia.”
“I’m doing what has to be done to protect these people from you, and Earth along with them. If I have to go about it this way, so be it. I’m willing to pay the price when the time comes.”
“Well, you're trapped with them now, aren't you? I believe that your portal ability is somewhat restrictive and that you can only return to this rather plush chamber you've built for yourself. One where you'll find corporate forces waiting for you. When we take that settlement, and we will, you’ll pay the price for your treachery.”
“Talk about advancement all you want, but you just want to play at empire-building.” Emilia took a step towards the shadow. “Is this how you know? This little shadow gremlin you've got here.”
“As I said, you're not thinking broadly enough with your powers. A tiny mote of my power split off into your shadow when you were last here for a board visit. My own eyes and ears, if you will.”
Emilia had heard enough. She lashed out with her leg, stomping her heel down onto the shadow creature. It squealed in pain, a hideous wail that shifted in pitch as Emilia struck again and again. The creature exploded into a cloud of black motes; its form disrupted Emilia’s aggression.
“Oh, shut the hell up,” she said through panted breaths.
***
Olgan looked at the scout’s report. It was distressing reading. The rest of the clans and tribes had been wiped out, only the Cavecrawlers and Skyrunners surviving. The Developer assault on the caves had ended poorly, their warriors picked off one by one within the dark of the caverns by the Cavecrawlers’ machina.
The enemy hadn’t bothered trying to deal with the Skyrunners. It made sense, the clan was too scattered as they watched for retaliation from the south and the Developers likely didn’t consider a single clan a threat to them. Olgan realised they didn't consider any clan a threat, not in the weakened state they were now. They would learn otherwise.
“Things are in place, war leader. I’ve asked my best scouts to head towards the Developer lands,” Igni said. “The Skyrunners are patrolling the skies overhead to watch for follow up attacks. We won’t be taken off guard again.”
“And the binding stones?”
“The incomplete stones are still in the villages that were building them, whilst the completed stones have been moved. I’ve even had a report that one of the stones on the outer edge of our territory has been removed.”
“That makes sense,” Eric said. He had stuck around after escaping atop the insectoid machina. Going back to the city and facing the board didn't stick him as a particularly good idea. “They’re as eager to keep the passage between here and the southern settlement as you are. I wanted to work with you, they don't care how it's done. Losing a bit of this region to keep a route to another major settlement open is a trade they will take.”
“How defended is this…city?” Olgan said.
“Not very. Only the centre is populated, the outskirts are filled with machina. It’s why the people there were so happy to accept company control. If you’re fighting for your lives constantly and someone offers you a helping hand, you take it, without looking at the price you pay.”
“You think you can get some of our warriors in without being noticed?” Igni said. She could tell what Olgan was thinking.
“Maybe. But then what?”
“Then,” Olgan said, “we retaliate.”
***
Erwin scratched his head. He didn’t know quite what to make of the pile of metal before him. He hadn’t expected scrap metal of this quality and consistency. A treasure trove of flat panels and thick strong steel rails delivered to his doorstep. It was perfect. The new improved Star of Orrix would have a strong frame and a reasonably tough skin.
“You did a damn good job,” Erwin said, placing his hand upon the skull looming from the pile. The party had found one of the flying machina part eaten, its spine exposed to the elements. They had been able to extract it, along with the attached mechanical organs in the field. The froggletts were pleased with it, which told Erwin they had all the required parts to convert it to an engine.
“Not good enough. Not everyone made it back,” Alex said.
“Yeah. That sucks. I know you liked the guy.”
“He took me and Casey in when we first got here. Helped us get out feet under ourselves, even if he did try and make some zenni along the way. Without him, none of us would be knights.” Alex allowed himself a long sigh. He didn't have time to mourn Simian properly, not at the moment. “Speaking of good jobs, this is looking, well…good.”
Alex gestured to the construction site. Erwin, with the help of Hir'Six and his crew, had set up the frame against which the new Star would be built. A scaffold had been erected, along with the basic shape of the airship in a skeleton of wood, one that would be reinforced with the scrap to form the final shape. The uninflated balloon was draped over the top like a cloth over a table.
“Well, you wouldn’t believe the trouble we had. I’ll tell you this, you know the idea that the infinite is empty? Dead wrong.”
“You'll have to tell me sometime,” Alex said.
“Don't worry, we'll have plenty of time as we put this thing together. Grab a hammer and let's get started.”




A message from the Author

First, I want to give you, the reader, a huge thank you from me for reading this book. Aether Knight was written as part of a contest on the subreddit r/Redditserials. The title and cover was assigned to competitors semi-randomly, and we were asked to write a ten thousand word short story.
Obviously, I did a little bit more than that, turning Aether Knight into a light novel. I actually went even further than that, and you’re holding one of the sequels to that book in your hands now. Writing this has been a lot of fun, and I hope that comes through in the writing. I wanted to be a little bit different than most litRPGs and base it more on my personal favourite online games, one’s that, if I’m honest, are pretty obvious to anyone who has played them.
Please consider leaving a review. It makes a huge difference to the success of a book. It takes just five seconds of your time but could make all the difference to an author.
There’s more to come from Alex and Casey, so keep your eyes peeled for Aether Knight: Retribution, out soon.
If you want to find more great gamelit and litrpg books, check out the two Facebook groups below.
https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety
https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books
If you enjoyed this you might also enjoy my real time strategy based gamelit, Real-Time Starcommander.
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