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CHAPTER ONE

One hundred and thirteen miles beneath the earth’s surface, Nifty was in trouble, big trouble; the kind of trouble he wasn’t so sure he’d trained for at the Ranger academy. He pushed images of broken bones and his inevitable hospital stay to one side, tried on his most disarming smile, and met the glares of the six grim-faced guards he’d been playing Lag and Slash with for a better part of the evening. 
He pointed to the target in the middle of the gaming table. “Fellas, easy does it,” he said. “Those last three were lucky throws, that’s all.”
 
But as he followed their gazes to the resin playing board suspended from the ceiling, pierced with five razor-edged playing cards in the shape of his game-winning Royal Slash, he knew he should have held back a little, maybe lost a hand or two.
 
Damnable fire draught.
 
Rogarth stood quickly, pushing his stool back with a screech and a thud. “You hustling us lad?” he growled. The eight-foot man-mountain flexed his shoulders under a well-worn strife jacket. His captain’s insignia barely discernible under a thick layer of ore dust.
 
“No, I swear,” Nifty said as Rogarth’s men rose from their seats and stood by their captain. “Just a lucky throw…or two, that’s all.” Nifty repeated nervously, glancing at his right hand and the silver-blue bird pendant he’d just won. It was very pretty, and assuming he could escape this mess in one piece, he knew exactly who he was going to give it to.
 
He shoved the pendant into his breast pocket and scooped up a handful of his coins from the neatly stacked pile on the table.
 
“I tell ya what, fellas,” he said, “the next drink is on me.” He signaled to Helena, their tall, raven haired server, and shouted across the crowded tavern, “A round of Sakurian fire draught for me and my new friendses,”
 
Friendses? Is my speech slurred? Nifty thought to himself. That can’t be good.
 
She didn’t look impressed, her angry scowl conveyed that she already knew what was about to happen as she watched the men gradually fan out in a circle, cutting off Nifty’s escape.
 
Slagg it, Nifty thought to himself.
 
He was there to get information on the ore scorching crews in this sector of Submantle, not to get into a bar fight. Scotty would have his hide if he didn’t figure out a way to fix this situation, and quick.
 
The Ranger Corps had assigned them the mission over a month ago. They were there to find out who was stealing priceless 2156 Flux ore from the Constantine Helix mining tunnels, specifically from Bolengrath city, where entire shipments and crews had gone missing without a trace. There were whispers of a Key, but if such an item did exist the localsre being frustratingly tight-lipped about it.
 
The only lead Nifty had found was a security detail led by Captain Obie Rogarth, the man-mountain presently bearing down on the Ranger like a brunt grizzly on a bee hive. They had been working before each theft, and after a thorough search of Rogarth’s office and apartment had yielded nothing, Nifty knew his last hope was the Captain’s mantle watch, an item he kept with him at all times.
 
Nifty had brought along a duster to help him out, a clever little mantis named Dart that would the dirty work unseen as he tried, and evidently failed, to keep the peace.
 
“He’s a cheater,” one of Rogarth’s men shouted, shaking Nifty from his musings. The blonde man, at just over six and a half feet tall, was nearly a head shorter than Nifty, but like all Yolons, he more than made up with it with a muscular girth nearly twice that of the younger Ranger “He played you for a fool, boss,” the man added.
 
Nifty saw the anger flare in Rogarth’s eyes, practically felt the heat from his fierce glare, and at that point he knew his night wasn’t going to end peacefully.
 
“Take him,” Rogarth roared, his clenched fists, coming to rest on his hips as he stood back to enjoy the show.
 
First rule of a bar brawl. He who strikes first drinks last.
 
Nifty launched himself at the Yolon, scooping up a flagon half-filled with Fire Draught and bringing it crashing alongside his temple. The man staggered back several feet, spluttering and cursing as the stinging liquid filled his eyes. 
 
Nifty spun to meet the next guard, his steel-toed boot finding the man’s kneecap with a satisfying crunch as he dodged a drunken roundhouse punch. He clipped him behind the ear with a short jab, causing him to drop like a sack of potatoes, taking a chair with him as he fell.
 
The nearby tables cleared quickly, their occupants keen to watch the evening’s entertainment. Many shouted encouragements to Nifty as he took an unexpected jab to the face, followed by a clumsy chokehold that he finally managed to escape from with a desperate eye gouge.
 
He suspected a few of the patrons were, as typical for a bar fight, rooting for the underdog, but if his research on the gang was correct, the majority were probably hoping that Rogarth’s gang of bullies were finally going to get a good thrashing.
 
As he fought his way through the remaining men and found that what they lacked in training they more than made up for with a willingness to absorb knees, elbows and fists. Yet he couldn’t help but feel he was taking a bit too much punishment, due in no small part to the Sakurian Fire Draught, but it was worth it. The aches and pains would be tomorrow’s problem.
 
Nifty was just finishing off the last two guards when he noticed a flicker on Rogarth’s wrist. Dart had made her move, using the chaos as cover. If Nifty hadn’t known what to look for he would have never caught it—the duster had changed her color to a near perfect match for the big man’s jacket. He knew from experience that the manitis’s highly attuned touch would likely go undetected by the enormous man given his agitated condition and degree of sobriety.
 
Good girl!
 
She would download the data he needed and ensure that this chaos, this brawl, and all of the aches, pains and complaints that followed, were not in vain.
 
Nifty made a mental note to give the mantis an extra share of cinnamon once they returned safely to their quarters. She would need less than a minute to download the data, so Nifty just needed to keep Rogarth busy a bit longer so they could be on their way.
 
Unfortunately, Rogarth had other ideas. He reached inside his jacket and removed a pair of fist tasers.
 
“Well that doesn’t seem fair,” Nifty mumbled as he circled to his left, trying to edge closer to the metal playing cards still buried in the Lag and Slash board.
 
Rogarth threaded his fingers through the palm grips and the tasers growled to life. He smashed his fists together, his knuckles releasing an ugly-sounding blast of energy.
 
Nifty moved closer to the cards. “Easy big fella. Can’t we just talk this out like men?”
 
“Not likely, Nifty Orediten,” Rogarth replied with a knowing grin, noting Nifty’s surprise. “Oh yes, I know all about you,” he continued, “and I know what you’re up to. Do you and your partner—Scotty is it?—think you can come into my port, prying into my bloody business and not have me and my boys take notice?
 
“You have it all wrong…I swear,” Nifty said, cursing inwardly.
 
“Stow it Ranger, your game is up. I was informed by some very important friends that the Ranger Corps was onto me. I was—“
 
Nifty didn’t wait around to hear what Rogarth had to say. He dived at the board and in one practiced move he retrieved a metal playing card and flung it at Rogarth.
 
The card grazed his cheek and left its bloody mark before lodging in the wall behind him. Nifty didn’t wait to admire his handiwork—he shot to his feet, grabbed another card and took aim. The Fire Draught and the exertion had affected his aim, but the second throw still hit its mark, leaving a second long gash over Rogarth’s right eye sending the captain off balance and causing him to topple over a felled chair.
 
Nifty prepared himself for another attack, keen to use his advantage, but before he could launch himself at his fallen foe he felt the crushing blow of a blunt object connect with the back of his head.
 
He fell forward, clattering onto a table and bringing it down with him. He rolled onto his back and looked up just in time to see Rogarth climb to his feet and position himself next to his savior, the smug Yolon holding an iron bar. The thug raised the bar above his head as Nifty looked on, powerless, hazy, feeling like he was losing his grip on consciousness.
 
Rogarth moved his arm in front of his bar-wielding companion, halting him. “I hope you don’t mind travel, young fool,” Rogarth said to Nifty, spitting as he spoke, the calmness now completely gone from his voice. “Because you’re going to be paying a visit to my business associates. You’ll find they have a real knack for extractin’ information from stubborn Ranger lads like yourself,” he finished, moving his arm and letting his companion finish his task.
 
As Nifty, still too stunned to move, saw the weapon swing for him once more, he thought about Dart and hoped beyond hope that she had the good sense to abandon her mission and flee to find Scotty.
 
Then contact was made and blackness took him.
 




CHAPTER TWO

 

Nifty was awoken by a tiny tongue tickling his brow. With an inward groan he cracked an eye and was unsurprised to find his new friend, Otto, had rested his front paws on his cheek and the little fella was obviously attempting to soothe one of the fresh welts on Nifty’s face.
 
“Ok, ok, I’m fine,” Nifty croaked, wincing as the pain from his injuries invaded his senses.
 
Otto, with a relieved chitter, quickly scampered back, his large blue eyes regarding Nifty seriously as the Rocktower Ranger sat up and studied his surroundings.
 
Yup, he was still in the windowless cell. The same one he’d been a guest in for the better part of a week.
 
He prodded his ribs and let out an involuntary groan, they still felt tender from yesterday’s meeting with the Inspector. He needed to escape before things got too much worse.
 
His partner, Scotty, should have found him by now and arranged some kind of rescue. The fact that he hadn’t suggested Nifty had been taken to a secret base, unknown to the Ranger Corps. If that was true, he was on his own and couldn’t rely on anyone but himself.
 
As Otto chittered sympathetically, Nifty took a moment to study the little creature, once again trying to remember what he’d learnt about slipmunk lineage at the Ranger academy. Definitely part flying squirrel but also something else. Something with six legs and a mixture of iridescent blue- green scales. Whatever it was made for an interesting bundle of enthusiasm.
 
He had emerged from a small crack in the wall moments after Nifty had been dumped in the cell. The flight webbing between two of his six legs was missing—a likely run-in with a local predator. The poor fella, rather worse for wear, had probably fled to the safety of the building, picking up scraps where he could.
 
Otto broke off his inquisitive gaze and scampered across the room to a covered food tray that had been pushed under the door—the real reason he had woken his human cellmate.
 
Nifty pushed himself to his feet and retrieved the meal. He was surprised to see that in addition to the usual lump of old bread and suspect chunk of cheese, there was a handful of moldy chestnuts.
 
He quickly divided the food into two piles, taking one and leaving the other on the tray, which he placed within reach of the slipmunk.
 
Otto cautiously approached the smaller pile. “Go ahead,” Nifty ventured, “you look like you need it more than I do.”
 
With a delighted squeak Otto sprang on the meal, hungrily forcing food into his chubby cheeks.
 
Good. Nifty thought with a smile. At least one of us is going to enjoy this.
 
As was the case with most creatures in Submantle, the slipmunk had clearly inherited significantly enhanced intelligence from his genetically modified ancestors. Nifty wasn’t sure how old the little fella was or how long he had been here, but he had learned to recognize certain words and phrases. Someone or something had also taught him basic body language.
 
Good, good. Otto signaled happily.
 
As he ate, Nifty reassessed his options. He’d been over every inch of the cell already, trying to recall what he could from apprenticing as a stonemason for his father, when he was just a boy. For years he’d learnt alongside his younger brother Ericon, until, at the age of fourteen it had been decided he would apply to join the Ranger Corps.  It was a long shot, his qualifications barely met their minimum requirements, so it came as a bit of a shock to everyone except his mother that he’d actually been accepted to the Academy.
 
Nifty sighed, besides the crack that Otto used to get in and out, and a dozen or more vines working their way through the stone, the place was sealed tighter than a tiger toad’s butt.
 
The only thing Nifty was sure of was that the distinctive orange hued light that had streamed through one of the windows he’d seen on his way to his interrogation, confirmed he was still inside the Constantine Helix, all seven hundred miles of it. If the base was properly hidden, as he suspected it was, then, to use a topsider phrase, finding him would be like looking for a needle in a haystack.
 
Scotty would have called for backup once he realized Nifty was missing, and if Rogarth was stupid enough to stick around he would have undergone some none-too-gentle questioning from the senior Ranger.
 
Still, that wasn’t helping Nifty at the moment. He’d already established that his current captors had very little to do with Rogarth’s band of thugs. For one, their uniforms were different—much cleaner, which was a nice change, and with an unfamiliar black and green pattern. For another, without exception they were men and women from the Acendant Alliances. Races that favored a wide variety of genetic tinkering to contend with the Linker Alliance citizens, like Nifty, who preferred to work closely with the earth’s life blood, the organic metal called Flux.
 
But who was in charge here at the base? Nifty had been trying to figure that out, but clues had been few and far between.
 
The familiar sound of boots in the hallway pulled his attention away from his meagre meal and caused Otto to squeak anxiously as he jammed the remaining food into his mouth—his overstuffed cheeks making for a difficult exit through the crack in the wall.
 
Nifty steeled himself, pushed a lock of fiery red hair from his brow, took a few deep breaths, and waited. The door scraped open and three guards entered wearing metal banded strife armor, complete with shock gauntlets.  Nifty had learned very quickly not to mess with the gauntlets, especially without the protection of the force jacket and power boots he’d been wearing at the tavern. As it was he’d been stripped down to just his shirt and breeches after his first painfully unsuccessful escape attempt.
 
“On your feet please, sir,” drawled Doran, the leather skinned, Tolenraker guard. He handed Nifty a set of manacles. “Inspector Svenkon is a busy man and doesn’t like being kept waiting.”
 
Nifty grinned and shrugged as he put on the manacles, not wanting to give them the pleasure of seeing the fear in his eyes. He’d discovered that the rumors about the shark toothed Tolenrakers were true. They were very polite, cordial and incredibly dull, but that changed in an instant if you crossed them. They had a vicious side, reacting with disproportionate violence to whatever had triggered them.
 
Nifty had been on the receiving end of their wrath twice already. And as he’d recovered from their over zealous attacks he’d found himself wondering what family gatherings were like in their home Helixes when someone ate the last bread roll. 
 
He was led out of the cell, down a long white hallway woefully in need of a pair of pruning shears. The jungle outside had made its way into the base over the centuries and several times he had to step over a root or branch on his way to the questioning room. It was a journey he had taken several times over the past few days, but this time when they passed the training barracks it was in full use. Nifty slowed to look inside. He saw at least twenty guards at various combat stations, grunting and sweating as they practiced. While not quite up to Ranger training standards they still managed to look impressively dangerous.
 
“Mind your business, please,” one of his guards said,   driving Nifty forward with a well placed kidney punch.
 
Nifty grumbled but picked up his pace, the odor of their destination penetrating his nostrils long before they arrived. It was the smell of suffering and it emanated from a large cargo room that doubled as a primitive laboratory. Off to the side were several dozen large metal cages occupied by a broad array of augmented animals from Linker Helixes, nearly half of which were those that partnered with the Ranger corps in combat.
 
Nifty had been especially surprised to find that three of the cages contained shatter-paws. The armored, boar like creatures easily topping fifteen feet at the shoulder had been genetically designed thousands of years ago by his Submantle ancestors for heavy mining. But from Nifty’s experience the highly intelligent animals were usually quite passive and not something he would have considered as a threat that needed to be experimented on. It was one of the main reasons they were so highly favored by mining crews—well that and the fact their powerful front claws could make short work of all but the most stubborn ore deposits.
 
He also knew that the only thing keeping them in their cages were massive shock collars cinched tight around their necks.
 
All the animals were in various states of distress. From what Nifty could piece together many had been experimented upon so their captors could figure out the best ways to neutralize any special abilities granted them by the Flux rods, stored either in their harnesses or grafted directly to their bodies. He’d heard rumors of labs like this before, and as he entered the room once again his heart sank and a futile rage boiled in the pit of his stomach. He needed to help these creatures.
 
He was seated, none too gently, in a lone metal chair in the middle of the room, and tried to signal a greeting to the imprisoned animals without the guards noticing but was instead rewarded with a harsh cuff to the back of the head for his efforts.
 
“Eyes front,” Doran snapped.
 
Along the wall opposite the cages were half a dozen large transports of some kind.  Even hidden under their drop cloths they managed to carry an air of menace about them.  
 
Standing at a long heavy table lined with gauges and the cage controls was Inspector Svenkon, a Yolon. His uniform stretched tightly across a muscular back; a fully stocked utility belt at his hips.
 
The Yolon turned to face them. “Niftmire Orediten,” he said, in a deep baritone.
 
Nifty winced inwardly. Years ago Niftmire had been shortened to Nifty by his friends at Ranger academy. It was a change he gladly embraced, as Niftmire always seemed a little too old fashioned for Nifty’s taste.
 
The guards stepped back as Svenkon walked to the center of the room. His long blonde hair was slicked back into a neat ponytail, complementing a beard that had been trimmed into a neat square. He would have passed for quite the elegant dandy back in Rocktower were it not for the three long scars down the left side of his face, passing through a dead white orb that served as an eye.
 
Nifty tried once again to ready himself for what was to come; several animals began to mewl and pace nervously in their cages.
 
Inspector Svenkon regarded a page of notes on a task-tablet as he spoke.
 
“Fear not, young Ranger, there will be no questioning for you today. I just wanted to afford you one final opportunity to tell us any information you have with regards to the Key we seek.” He pointed to the missive displayed on the tablet’s surface.
 
Nifty remained quiet, contemplating the reasoning behind this change of tact.
 
“Silence, eh? Are you sure that’s a good idea?” The Inspector asked, approaching Nifty with a penetrating gaze.
 
“You must be going crazy in your cell,” he continued, allowing a smirk to curl the corners of his mouth. “You must be wondering who wants the Key, and why it’s such a big deal. Are you going to get murdered? Well, let me tell you a little secret.” He was within arm’s reach of Nifty now, a tempting target. “We don’t know exactly who wants it either.”
 
The Inspector let out a booming laugh at that and turned to the guards, expecting them to join in on his joke but instead he was greeted with silence. His face quickly registering his disappointment as their blank, leathery faces reminded him that his joke was falling on Tolenraker ears, probably the least receptive audience in all Submantle.  Nifty almost laughed at that but wisely chose to bite his lip instead.
 
With an embarrassed cough Svenkon continued, “But as it seems like you have no information regarding the Key, I had no choice but to contact our business partners. They have been very displeased with my progress.” He waggled a thick finger at Nifty.
 
“So displeased, in fact, they decided to send one of their own to question you personally.” He grimaced. “What kind of history do they teach at the Ranger academy, lad? I am sure it is fairly thorough; you Rangers seem too smug. You must have something to back it up. Are you familiar with a device called a dredge helmet, yes?”
 
Nifty blanched at that. Of course he was aware of dredge helmets, they were one of the techs outlawed nearly fifteen hundred years ago. They were perfect for extracting or ‘dredging’ information directly from a person’s brain, if you didn’t mind the very real possibility of permanently removing all memory once the extraction process was complete.
 
“I can see that you have. Good.” Svenkon was clearly holding back his joy. “It seems our friends have ‘dredged’ up one of these helmets from one of the abandoned Helix tunnels, and as misfortune would have it, they’ll be here tomorrow with one of their Monitors to see what they can squeeze from that Ranger brain of yours.” He paused for a moment to let his words sink in. “That is, of course, unless you can give me good reason to change their minds.”
 
Nifty shook his head. “I told you before, I know less than nothing about this Key. We were looking for the missing 2156 Flux shipments, you know that already.”  Nifty decided to try his luck, “this riff raff questioning me tomorrow will just get a head full of useless information.”
 
“Actually, wait, that came out wrong,” Nifty corrected, “not useless, I do know stuff, just not about this Key. Besides, are you sure your masters even know how to work ancient tech? Not many do, you know. They may end up infecting this whole place with the Jax virus or something worse. I would clear out a whole wing if I were you.”
 
As the words left his lips, Nifty noticed a small flicker over Svenkon’s shoulder. Something was happening on one of the boxes stacked against the far wall.
 
“I agree, it is doubtful you will have much to contribute. And make no mistake, the visitors are not our masters, nor are they riff raff. You can call them greenbacks if you like, most do. Soon enough they will make their presence felt. You and the Ranger corps will come to realize they are very well resourced, dangerous, and have extremely deep pockets.”
 
Nifty’s heart sank, not at the inspector’s words but at the realization that it was Otto who had appeared on the boxes behind the inspector. Silly creature, it should know better than to sneak into a room with armed guards. Nifty’s gaze was caught between the Inspector and Otto. The slip-munk had locked eyes with Nifty and waved its paws before eyeing the guards nervously.
 
Is he trying to help me? Nifty wondered.
 
Nifty tipped his head and raised his eyebrows, trying to signal for Otto to flee.
 
Svenkon stepped between Nifty and Otto, locking gazes once again. “Are you in some sort of pain? I’ve already told you that there will be no questioning today.”
 
“No no, I’m fine,” Nifty replied. “Just a sore neck, you know from yesterday’s…beating.” He flickered his gaze over the inspector’s shoulder once again, and quickly regretted it.
 
In a blurred motion that belied the cumbersome musculature usually associated with Yolons, Svenkon spun, drew one of the weapons on his hip and shot something directly at Otto. Whatever it was, Otto managed to scramble out of the way, but the shot released a blast of energy that sent the slipmunk slamming into one of the crates before dropping to the floor.
 
Several imprisoned animals howled at the assault, gnashing teeth and clawing at their bars. The inspector crossed to the cage controls and pushed a red button, sending an energy blast through the cages, punishing all the creatures at once.
 
“Stop!” Nifty spat, above the howls of pain. He tried to lunge forward but his movement was cut short as one of the Tolenraker guards grabbed the back of his neck, his power gauntlets crackling dangerously with pent up energy.
 
“Best not to even think about it, Ranger,” the guard said, dispassionately.
 
“Is this a friend of yours?” Svenkon asked, removing his finger from the button. He crossed to the immobilized slip-monk. “I’d heard there were several creatures from the jungle that had made a home here in the barracks. But I thought that Dap, my pet fire weasel, had taken care of them all.”
 
Nifty bit his lip, he couldn’t afford to say anything, and Svenkon wasn’t above using Otto for leverage if he felt he could.
 
The inspector picked up Otto and examined him with his single good eye. “Good, it’s still alive, Dap likes to play with her food.” He handed Otto to one of the guards, who dropped him into an empty crate near the door and latched it shut.
 
“Really?” Nifty said, with a heavy sigh. “Why don’t you just let it go? The jungle is right outside the door.”
 
“Why would I deprive my dear Dap a good meal? Unless there’s something I need to know about our friend there?” Svenkon replied, approaching Nifty.
 
“No, no.” Nifty said, cursing inwardly. “It’s just the right thing to do is all. But really, do what you like, I don’t care.”
 
Great, now both of us need to be rescued.
 
“Good, that’s settled then, we should get you back to your cell so you can rest.” The Yolon grinned unnervingly. “It’s going to be a big day tomorrow.
 
A deep rumbling sound slowly wiped the grin off the Inspector’s face as the walls began to shake. It was replaced by a look of concern as the animals erupted in a commotion of excited howls and shrieks.
 




CHAPTER THREE


Nifty knew immediately that the sound wasn’t an earthquake. The nine hundred mile long Helix tunnel they were inside, hung from the underside of the earth’s crust, like an enormous coiled spring and was immune to such seismic events.
 
Svenkon knew this as well, and the concern in his face was growing with each passing second. “Return him to his cell and chain him to the wall,” He barked to the guards, just as the sound of emergency klaxons screamed through the tunnels.
 
Nifty was tempted to attack as the men hustled him from the room, but he thought better of it. His time would come.
 
He recognized the rumbling all too well. In the hallway guards streamed past carrying a full array of weapons—splinter staffs, drill mauls and snap swords were all being powered-up ,growling dangerously as the the men and women ran towards the direction of the noise.
 
When they arrived at the cell Nifty was hastily shoved through the door. One of the guards grabbed his throat with an energized gauntlet as the other readied the wall anchor for Nifty’s manacles.
 
A terrible scraping noise was the man’s only warning as an enormous ridged snout ploughed it’s way though the cell wall as if it had been made of paper, sending two of the guards crashing into the far wall and nearly knocking Nifty off his feet.
 
Nifty’s mount, Snort, had arrived! The enormous tan pushsnout, nearly nine feet at the shoulder, circled to face the third guard, who had wisely abandoned any attempt to keep Nifty captive. The giant boar flicked his head in the guard’s direction, catching the man’s armored vest with one of his tusks, and sent him up into the ceiling with a dull thud.
 
“Good to see you, my friend,” Nifty exclaimed with a heavy exhale. “It took you long enough. How many of you guys are there?”
 
No talk, time to go. Snort signaled with a complex mixture of body language and muffled grunts.
 
Snort pulled back from the hole he’d made in the cell wall to reveal an even larger boar behind him named Grunt. The silver white pushsnout carried Nifty’s mentor Scotty.
 
“Best not to tarry lad, we should be on the move,” barked the broad man. Scotty’s combat jacket, nearly the same pale shade of grey as his handsomely upswept handlebar mustache, was covered in a fine layer of debris from their explosive entry.
 
“Alright, alright, but just a moment, I need to gear up,” Nifty countered, his heart racing as he attacked Snort’s saddle pack to search for clothing and something to deal with the cuffs. In moments the cuffs were on the floor and Nifty had retrieved his Ranger uniform jacket and power boots from where he’d stored them before his mission had taken him into the tavern.
 
He dressed quickly, then retrieved his shatter-bat — named Riot—from its holster near Snort’s pommel. She was a military grade weapon, with an augmented power rod and a penchant for trouble. Pressing a recessed button on her handle she powered up and he could feel the Flux Link surge through him as he and Riot became one. He depressed a similar button on his belt buckle and both his jacket and boots responded in a similar fashion, a full awareness of them flooded his senses. He could feel the metal plates beneath his boots as if he wore no boots at all. His reinforced jacket felt like a second skin.
 
“Stick with the arc-shot, lad,“ Scotty said loudly as the noise of combat began to grow.” I doubt we’ll be at a range long enough for you to get good use of the shatter bat.”
 
Nifty jumped into Snort’s saddle, returned Riot to her holster and reached back for his trusty arc-shot. The weapon unfolded as soon as he squeezed the handle. Like it’s namesake it was shaped with a slight curve to extend the reach of his arm as he hurled a variety of programmable metal discs stored in the handle.
 
It was a simple weapon, powered by one’s own muscle, yet the extra reach the arc-shot gave him could accelerate the discs to well over five hundred miles an hour with a well-coordinated throw. Like the rest of his weapons it Linked with him immediately, the bond significantly increasing the weapon’s accuracy.
 
As he put on his flat brimmed helmet, he briefly examined the leather skinned guards. Fortunately, none of them were dead—they may have treated him poorly but that didn’t mean they deserved to die. Satisfied, he signaled Snort forward, managing to grab his clothes, along with the bird pendant he’d won at the tavern, from a cubby outside his cell as they went.
 
Snort, eager to be on the move again, plowed down a few more walls as Nifty guided him towards the sound of combat. Grunt, not to be outdone by his junior workmate, created an equally impressive swath of destruction behind as he sidled up beside Snort so Scotty could talk. The senior Ranger held out his circular mantle watch, which was projecting a 3D image of the base.
 
“Standard recovery, lad. The Fergraniteson brothers are in the courtyard kicking up a fuss with Drella and Constance while the dusters are out setting off incendiary and concussion blasts for distraction, here and here.” Scotty pointed to different glowing dots on the hologram.”
 
Nifty nodded, absorbing the basic layout of the facility. “Sounds good. Thanks for the rescue, I owe you one. By the sounds of it tomorrow was gonna be a rough day if you hadn’t found me.”
 
“Owe me one? Try again, lad, the team here will be expecting a full night of drink at the Roosters Bounty once we get back to Rocktower, their throats are feeling rather parched after all this searching.” Scotty smirked. “In the meantime, we need to meet up with the others.”
 
He nudged Grunt past Snort. “The courtyard should be on the other side of this wall, it’s reinforced and a might deal thicker than the rest so let’s try to make quick work of it.”
 
The sound of something large and mechanical lumbering down the hall erupted from the direction they’d just come. Both Snort and Grunt, taking cues from their riders, attacked the wall just as what was left of the hallway screeched with the sound of metal scraping metal.
 
“Is that what I think it is?” Nifty said, his gaze torn between the pushsnouts progress and the sounds of the machine closing in on them.
 
“A rock-ripper, that machine is not something intended for combat, clever slaggers,” Scotty yelled back. “We best be quick.”
 
The rock-ripper finally appeared. Intended for industrial mining the digger was equipped with over a dozen energy tipped cutting wedges, which were currently spinning wildly, eating up everything in their path.
 
“Slagg,” Nifty cursed, even as he wondered what the machines ill trained pilot was even thinking of, ripping up his own base in order to reach the Rangers.  What a fool.
 
Light broke through the wall ahead. The boars pushed the rest of the way through, and just in time as the room behind them fell victim to the rock-ripper.
 
In the broad courtyard, overgrown with vines and shrubs, Nifty and Scotty were greeted with chaos.  A quick scan revealed that the base was better equipped for intruders than the rescuing Rangers may have expected. Four nimble machines, with similar blades to that of the rock-ripper, were closing in on the Ranger teams at the far end of the yard. They were joined by over a dozen well armed guards with their own versions of arc shots.
 
The Fergraniteson brothers, both mounted on the aggressive hyber-rams, were drawing most of fire as they cantered back and forth at the far end of the yard. Weighing in at close to four thousand pounds the silver bearded rams with their curled ebony horns had an almost legendary ramming speed. They were joined by Rangers Drella and Constance on the deadly fast shankwing’s.  The towering mounts were a cross between an ostrich and a hawk, with chiton-like feathers sharpened to a razor’s edge, their wings were useless for flight but provided an excellent defense against most projectiles and a nasty offence in close quarters.
 
Both Drella and Constance carried triple fire arc-shots and were peppering the ranks of the guards as they attempted a flanking maneuver. Nifty knew immediately that they weren’t really trying to break through, it was just meant as a distraction to confuse the guards. Both Rangers spotted Nifty’s party immediately and began focusing their attention on the outlying defenders.
 
“Attack!” Scotty commanded the pushsnouts. “Split them down the middle!”
 
Nifty smiled as Snort erupted with a challenging bellow and both he and Grunt charged the nearest machine, its unprotected rear too tempting target to pass up. 
 
Several guards turned to face the Rangers and immediately began slinging discs, forcing both Rangers to duck low in their saddles, but it was too late for them. The boars hit with a resounding crash, hooking their snouts under the rear wheels of the machine and then, with a coordinated heave, flipping it forward onto its back, its whirring blades chopping at the air uselessly.
 
With the element of surprise lost, the boars broke through to the front line and retreated to meet with the ebony skinned Fergraniteson brothers, Efren and Abel, at the far end of the courtyard.
 
“Well met, Nifty!” hailed the older brother, Efren. “Perhaps we can give you a few lessons on how not to get caught once we return to Rocktower as we enjoy several refreshing beverages.” As he spoke he used the back edge of the arc-shot to deflect three incoming discs.
 
“Very funny,” Nifty mumbled.
 
“Scotty, we will start clearing the way out while you cover the retreat!” Efren said to the senior Ranger.
 
“Yes, standard formation,” Scotty replied, as he pulled a whistle from his pocket and sent out a series of signal blasts to let the dusters know they should cease their diversions and retreat from the base.
 
In the meantime it hadn’t taken long for the guards to recover from Nifty and Scotty’s attack and in the remaining three machines had reoriented themselves and were nearly upon the four Rangers.
 
Vines and shrubs were torn apart as blades ripped their way forward. Unfortunately for the guards, their momentum was short lived. Drella and Constance’s mounts had circled back from the fray and were now on the roofs of the two machines. The birds used their hooked beaks and metal shod talons to claw through to the cockpits, creating panic and causing one of the pilots to veer chaotically into his comrade causing a pile-up between the remaining guards and the exit.
 
With triumphant screeches the shankwing’s leapt from the machines and quickly took the lead as they joined the rest of the rescue party in their retreat through the hallways. The hyber-rams took up the rear and began destroying walls with their wickedly efficient horns to create obstacles as they went.
 
The party was met with almost no resistance as they fled, proof to how well the dusters had performed their misdirection duties earlier. Even as the pushsnouts bashed an exit hole in the outer wall, where Ranger Raigon sat on guard with his rip-tailed pangolin, the plated beast slashing it’s bladed tail this way and that, only a handful of guards appeared. They were promptly chased off by the Fergranitesons and their eager hyber-rams.
 
Nifty exited the compound, noting that most of the dusters had already arrived at the marshaling point, and as they waved their mantis arms in greeting, Nifty was suddenly reminded of something that had been pushed to the back of his mind during the excitement.
 
“Slagg it!” Nifty cursed to Scotty, wheeling Snort around. “Otto and some of our friends are still back there!”
 
Without waiting for approval he plowed Snort back into the base. Doing a quick calculation based on the image Scotty had shown him earlier he guided Snort onwards towards the dreaded interrogation room.
 




CHAPTER FOUR


As Nifty rode along the corridor to the interrogation room he could hear a string of curses behind him.
 
“Niftmire Orediten, this is madness, we don’t need to rescue you two times in one day!”  Proclaimed Drella, as he turned, her vibrant yellow eyes visible behind her face shield, a bronzed masterpiece that had been designed to mimic the curved beak of her raptor mount Talon. “I can only drink so much fire draught.”
 
“Well we can’t just leave the rest of the captives here. These slaggers torture their prisoners, and leaving friends behind is not what the Ranger corps is about,” Nifty replied, daring her to argue.
 
She just nodded, thoughtful for a moment and then spurred Talon forward as four guards appeared in the hallway ahead of them. The bird’s terrible battle cry startled the men, causing them to hesitate as they readied their weapons. It was all the time the shankwing needed. Her ground-eating ostrich legs covered the distance in mere seconds and she took out the men faster than a hatchling on a bristle worm.
 
They arrived at the questioner’s room quicker than Nifty expected. As he dismounted he signaled Snort and Drella to keep guard outside, then entered the room slowly, Riot in hand, relieved to see that it was empty.
 
In the corner there was now only a single machine hidden under a drop cloth. The rest obviously had joined in on the hunt for the attacking Rangers.
 
The caged animals immediately recognized Nifty and set up a ruckus, even as waved a hand to try and settle them down.
 
“Easy friends.”
 
He crossed to the far side of the room to where earlier, Otto had been deposited and opened the box. He wasn’t there.
 
“Are you looking for this young Ranger?”
 
Nifty turned as the drop cloth was pulled away from the remaining covered machine by one of its snaking mechanical talons. Nifty’s heart sank, it was worse than Nifty had feared. The machine was a military grade grappler tank, bruiser class. It was easily half a dozen times larger than Snort and the inspector was in the open cockpit, holding Otto in a painful grip as the poor little slipmunk struggled to free himself.
 
“You Rangers and your little friends. I suspected you’d come back.” The inspector said as he engaged the grappler’s engines.
 
“Let him go,” Nifty shouted, depressing a button on the Riot’s haft. It was the weapon’s auto loader, an upgrade he had given her just a few months ago.  Usually Rangers pumped handles built into the haft to load their weapons with energy from its power core, but the auto loader eliminated that need. Instead it chattered away against the handle, pumping it automatically as it loaded fifteen energy charges in seconds, causing an angry growl to emanate from the weapon.
 
Sounds of fighting suddenly erupted from the hallway behind him, suggesting Drella and Snort had just encountered some problems of theier own.
 
Svenkon grinned and tossed Otto from the tank, no longer seeing a need for the hostage.
 
“Looks like your friends are a bit busy,” the heavily muscled Yolon announced. “The greenbacks wanted you alive, but I’m sure they’ll understand how you weren’t able to meet with them once I explain the difficulties you presented. Rumor has it that information can be dredged from a fresh kill, if enough pieces remain.” He sneered as he guided the tank forward, two large pincer arms snapping dangerously as he neared.
 
Nifty circled to his right, away from the tank, searching frantically for a weakness in the machine as he passed the Riot from one hand to the other, wishing for the hundredth time that she was a little lighter. She had a ton of power but needed a little more fineness.
 
When his eyes finally fell upon a target, Nifty cursed himself for not realizing it sooner. It was his only real option. When the tanks right pincer raised, his target came into view and with a quick slashing motion he launched Riot across the room.
 
The shatter-bat sailed past the claw just as Nifty’s eyes met Svenkon’s single functioning orb, The Inspector’s face beamed when he realized that Nifty had missed, the scars on his face flushing deep red. A second later his expression changed to bewilderment as Riot detonated its energy payload behind the tank. It was quickly replaced with a look of horror when Svenkon realized that the target hadn’t been the grappler tank’s pincer at all, but the console for the cages—the only thing keeping the Yolon’s experiments behind bars.
 
It was a fact that the animals were all too aware of and before Svenkon had time to react the cages were empty.
 
Nifty soon realized that the shatter-paws weren’t quite as docile as the ones he’d encountered in the past. In seconds they were on the tank, tearing at panels and pincers. Two brown and yellow brindle badgers dragged Svenkon out of the cockpit and Nifty had to turn away as they, along with several other creatures, vented their anger at their torment as he used his last breath to scream and plead for mercy.
 
“Otto?” Nifty called as he crossed to retrieve his bat. “Otto? We’re leaving.” he called out again, worried the tiny creature had been trampled during the brief fight.
 
The slip-munk finally appeared behind one of the boxes and with a bit of coaxing Nifty managed lure him over. He picked him up and tucked him into his jacket pocket as the little creature, realizing they were safe and leaving the base, tried its best to lick him to death.
 
Snort appeared at the door signaling Big machines come, we leave now.
 
Nifty nodded to his friend and after a quick assessment, decided that this next job might be a great distraction for the shatter paws, who, still angry, hadn’t given up trying to kill the grappler tank despite it now being just a smoldering wreckage. It took him a moment to get their attention but after a simple explanation of their situation they agreed that, base was bad and forest was good.
 
Their digger training took over and they instinctively selected the shortest distance between two points, a straight line. They then proceeded to carve that line through the base, never slowing a whit as they led the way. Guards attempting to waylay them were immediately fallen upon by a horde of angry creatures, eager to express their outrage at their imprisonment. It almost didn’t seem fair. Almost.
 
Drella took lead once they’d cleared the base and in no time Nifty and his band of prisoners met with the rest of the Ranger crew at the edge of the forest.
 
“Well met, Niftmire,” Scotty said with a hard gaze, not bothering to hide his annoyance at Nifty’s impromptu rescue. But as the big man examined the exhausted animals gathered behind Nifty, their anger and excitement now only a dull memory, he couldn’t help but notice their abused state. His eyes softened and he simply added. “Well done lad.”
 
****
 
The base was on fire in over a dozen places thanks to the dusters. And it quickly became clear that its commander chose to mitigate the damage and redeploy his men to suppress the fires rather that mounting any type of pursuit. The Rangers remained completely unmolested as they rode through the forest back to the small port town of Panadan. Although with a population of just a few dozen dubious citizens, it wasn’t really much of a town.
 
The Rangers raid on the base had probably upset the town’s biggest customer. A fact that gave Nifty no small measure of satisfaction. Any settlement this deep in the Constantine Helix’s sixth ring was bound to be up to no good, so while their arrival did cause quite a stir, Nifty didn't care. 
 
“We kicked up quite a fuss here you know. Rocktower has summoned most of Ranger teams back to the citadel,” Efren said to Nifty as he dabbed at a fresh cut on his cheek, while both men watched the animals being loaded onto Drella and Constance’s delve train. Easily the largest of the four Ranger vehicles moored at the port. “Since your capture the seismic council is beginning to get itself involved. They’ve shown a real interest in these rumored Keys, and you know what that means.” He smiled. “Freelance missions with bonuses all around.”
 
Nifty shook his head. “Scotty doesn’t really go in for bonuses unless it’s already part of the mission.” Nifty sighed, already missing the extra coins he could use for upgrading his shatter bat. Although if they did find one of those Keys he wouldn’t mind having a go at these greenbacks who requested his abduction. Assuming they figured out exactly who they were.
 
“He may not have a choice.” Efren replied, closing the cargo hold and engaging the locks.
 
Nifty shrugged, knowing Scotty would find a place for them in this mess. The senior Ranger always managed to embroil himself in the center of chaotic events, and there had been no shortage of those in the four years they had been working together.
 
Before returning to his own delve train, Efren held out a scarred hand and the men clasped forearms for a shake. “Well met, young Nifty. Do me a favor, try not to get in anymore trouble before we get back home. Abel and I have an ongoing wager with the owner of the Roosters Bounty and it be an expensive one to the Ranger buying the ale.”
 
“Easier said than done,” Nifty replied with a shrug.
 




CHAPTER FIVE


The Eos, Nifty and Scotty’s six-hundred-year-old delve-train, hardly slowed a whit as she entered Rocktower mantle space. The port fin of her sleek hull narrowly missed a time-worn navigation marker as she banked to exit the magma channel.
 
“Freelancer,” Nifty muttered absently, flicking back an unruly strand of fiery red hair as he manipulated her controls.
 
“Freelancer,” he repeated, enjoying the way the word rolled off his tongue. Undoubtedly it was a Topsider term that had made its way to Submantle. Not for the first time he found himself admiring how well the ‘little folks living on the earth’s surface could shape a word.
 
He settled his athletic frame back into his chair, expanded the image on the holo-viewer and grinned at the sight of Rocktower Helix. After more than a month away, if you didn’t count that nonsense behind bars, they were nearly home. The six-hundred-mile, spiral-shaped, man made tunnel basked in the nearly limitless energy of the mantle as it hung from the earth’s crust like a coiled spring. They were less than thirty miles away and at their current speed through the magma they would make it to Citadel City just before dinner time.
 
That brought him to his latest predicament. Swiveling around in his chair, he examined his mentor, Scotty, who had nodded off in the co-pilot’s chair, The Spelunker’s Guide lay splayed across his impressive belly, his silver-white handlebar mustache undulating gently as he snored. He was joined by Otto, who had taken an instant liking to the big man and was currently curled up on his shoulder.
 
Casting his gaze around the bridge, he struggled to find anything he could use as an excuse to rouse the senior Ranger. It was larger than normal for a vessel of its class. The walls and ceiling of the cockpit were of burnished steel-plate, covered by an array of heavily-insulated power cables and flickering gauges. A double row of overstuffed red-twill and brass chairs faced the large, circular view ports, which currently lay blind, and useless in the opaque tides of the earth’s mantle. The shadowy interior was illuminated by flickering purple and blue navigational displays, with pale green lights that marking the walkways.
 
Typical, he thought with an inward sigh, nothing to report. Where was a failing power coupling when you needed it?
 
His finger tapped along the front of his armrest. He had no reason to wake the senior Ranger. They had discussed his capture most of the way home and both men had grown tired of the subject.
 
His knee soon joined his fingers in their involuntary dance. Trying not to be too obvious he cleared his throat, loudly. The senior Ranger’s mustache twitched and he mumbled something under his breath.
 
Trying to keep his tone as casual as possible, Nifty began, “So, how long should this new freelance contract last? I mean, finding information on this Key could be harder than finding a flicker flea on a herd of brood bison.”
 
One of the senior Ranger’s eyes cracked open briefly, brow furrowing. “It’ll take as long as it takes,” he snorted, “and for the last time, it’s not ‘freelance’, we haven’t even got confirmation it’s even an assignment. Just speculation from Efren.”
 
“If we end up working outside Rocktower Ranger jurisdiction, at the Seismic Council’s expense, then wouldn’t that make it freelance?” he insisted, pulling back on the control levers, throttling down to delay their final approach.
 
“What are you getting at, young Niftmire?” the big man asked. His mustache failed to hide the bemusement at the corner of his mouth.
 
Nifty cringed. Scotty always chose to call him by his full name whenever he felt his authority was being brought into question.
 
Ignoring the jibe, Nifty continued in the same casual tone, “Nothing, nothing at all. It’s just that… freelance means we aren’t bogged down by the usual weight of Rocktower regulations. A little more freedom to come and go, as it were.”
 
“I see little point in discussing it now, lad. Any questions will be answered once we arrive home for debriefing and find out the remaining details ‘if’ we get a new assignment.”
 
“But…”
 
“No buts. Wake me when we’re closer.”
 
“Don’t bother napping, we’re almost there,” Nifty finished with sigh, sinking back into his chair.
 
The senior Ranger lurched forward awkwardly from his reclining position, the Spelunker’s Guide slipping to his side, only to be snagged from the air between his thick fingers a moment before hitting the ground. Otto had already jumped clear and with an annoyed chitter he leapt to the cockpit’s rear seat. He curled into a ball and fell asleep immediately.
 
Nifty smiled. I’m glad at least one of us can relax.
 
“Good,” the broad man said, setting the book on the console. “That was a longer nap than I expected.” Checking the time, he added, “We should be in time for supper if quick work is made of disembarking the lads and lassies in back.”
 
Nifty nodded numbly, a little annoyed with himself for not pushing harder. He would have to bide his time and see if he could catch Scotty in a more receptive mood, maybe once he’d got some food in him.
 
Pushing forward on the control levers he guided the Eos towards the third ring of the Helix as vivid blue words appeared on the display:
 
Citadel City, Population 158,871, Temperature 38C, Humidity 82%, Rainfall on 73 hour cycle…
 
The list went on. It was one of eight such cities located inside the Helix.  
 
“I don’t have to remind you that we will have a quick turnaround. They wouldn’t have called us back so suddenly otherwise. One day—two at most—before we leave, so keep yourself available,” Scotty said.
 
“Two days?” Nifty blurted. “What about working the last forty-three days straight with no break?”
 
“Working, lad?” Scotty asked. “Imprisonment aside, I think you spent more time practicing with your shatter bat and drinking at the Flying Walrus than you did paying mind to the ore-scorching crews. Not to mention an unsuccessful download of Rogarth’s mantle watch. Learning new techniques or not, you were hardly taxed these last weeks.”
 
Scotty was right, he had taken his licks during his imprisonment, ‘a valuable lesson in reconnaissance etiquette’, Scotty called it. Drinking was for the watched and not the watcher. Nifty was just relieved that this particular detail of his capture hadn’t made its way into Scotty’s report.
 
Nifty was complaining for complaint’s sake, a final jab. With the opportunity gone, his thoughts strayed to his breast pocket as he considered their shortened stay. The pendant he’d won from Rogarth’s crew in that game of Lag and Slash—a finely crafted bird in flight, made from airiron, one of the rarest Flux metals in Submantle. He had no doubt that it had once served as an early warning for the Jax scourge in years gone by. To have survived all this time the piece must have developed some kind of resistance to the corruption.
 
He flushed a little as he considered Lulu, the necklace’s intended recipient. Or at least he hoped she would be. He already ran over dozens of scenarios for delivering the gift that wouldn’t leave him nursing a black eye or fat lip, discarding each one in turn as he came back to the undeniable conclusion that the direct approach was probably best.
 
Another sigh escaped his lips. Why did this have to be so hard?
 
Before long they approached the docking ports— dozens of them, arranged in a precise grid on the outer wall of the Helix. They ranged in size from scarcely twenty feet across, to well over five hundred. Nifty selected one designated for the Ranger Corps and slowed to a crawl as the circular port irised open, allowing Eos inside.
 
The vessel set down on the floor of the chute with a gentle thunk followed by a shiver across the hull as the door closed behind them and the magma was sucked from the air lock. He switched off the train’s slip-shield and deployed her wheels. Moments later a scorching chemical wash doused everything in the airlock, sluicing away any stray fragments that had accumulated in the mantle. 
 
A second door opened ahead and Eos rumbled forward into the mile long tunnel penetrating the wall of the Helix, until they emerged at the docking bays beneath Citadel City.
 
A dozen or more monstrous blaze hauler cargo ships lined the aisles of the port, accompanied by at least twice as many Ranger dreadnaughts. Nifty deftly guided Eos between the rows, finally settling her into their assigned slip, joining the rest of the fleet nearly filling the docks.
 
“Good! Dinner time,” Scotty said as he stood, taking a final look at the clock and patting his belly. “I think I’ve had my fill of field rations for a while.”
 
“Aren’t you going to stay with your family tonight?”
 
“Absolutely, lad,” he replied with a grin, “but nothing’s to say that I can’t stop in at the mess hall first for a little snack before making my way home to Sarah.”
 
The pair stood and grabbed their utility jackets, Scotty’s the grey of a Senior Commander; Nifty’s the tan of Lance Corporal. Without a word Scotty tossed his jacket and work belt onto his shoulder and made his way to the storage bays in back.
 
Nifty leaned over to the charging station next to the control console and removed his shatter from her dock. After giving it a quick spin he holstered her in a bracket built into the spine of his jacket. He moved to follow Scotty’s exit but Otto appeared between him and the doorway, chittering with excitement.
 
“Yes, we’re at your new home,” Nifty told him.
 
When Scotty had agreed to take the slip-munk with them on the return voyage it was on the understanding that Otto would be turned over to one of the animal nurseries on arrival. Nifty doubted the creature, with its tenuous grasp of language, really understood what that meant. From what Nifty could gather the tiny creature thought it was to be brought to Rocktower so it could be trained as a Ranger, like the dusters.
 
Nifty hadn’t had the heart to tell him that wasn’t quite how it worked, nor did Otto have the vocabulary yet to understand it. At the nursery Otto would undergo a rigorous evaluation to find out if he had the mental capacity to receive proper training, and possibly even augmentation with a Flux rod to amplify and focus any aptitudes he had. And that was just a start— budgets, integration, tactical value and housing were just a few of the considerations the Ranger Corp had to consider before final decisions were made.
 
Nifty crouched and held out his hand to the little fella. “It’ll be ok, I’ll make sure you’re well taken care of.”
 
Otto regarded him nervously with those big blue eyes for a moment, then finally let out a nervous squeak. He scampered up Nifty’s shoulder and made his way into the jacket’s front pocket so he could keep an eye on things from beneath its flap.
 
Nifty smiled as he left the cockpit. He really did hope things worked out for Otto.
 
“We’re home, boys!” he exclaimed as he entered the hold, sliding down the stairway rails to the neatly organized storage area where the pushsnouts were shaking themselves awake.
 
Home? Food? Forests? Snort signaled with a combination of ear twitches, huffs, and squeals.
 
Nifty smiled as he approached their pens. The massive boar, true to the nature of his species, enjoyed nothing more than trying new delicacies. It was a trait that no amount of genetic tinkering could seem to curb.
 
“Yes, Snort, we’re home, but only for a day or two,” Nifty replied, flinching slightly as both boars’ heads whipped up in protest and one of Snort’s tusks narrowly missed his head.
 
“Easy there, friends. Relax,” said Nifty, soothingly.
 
While Nifty tried to calm the pushsnouts, Scotty crossed to the cache containers. He climbed the rungs that kept them safe from the reach of the inquisitive beasts and withdrew two bricks of a solid, tar-like substance that filled the air with a nutty aroma. He threw them down to Nifty.
 
“See, it’s alright,” Nifty reassured the pushsnouts, peeling the wax paper away from each brick. “We were hoping to save this for a special occasion, but if you quit complaining, you can have the last of the saffron lichen-cuds. You may even be able to visit the mud baths before they close. Quickly, though, Scotty needs his dinner,” he said with a wry grin.
 
The exotic cud had the desired effect, and both beasts immediately settled down. Shuffling closer, they picked the treats from his hands with surprising gentleness, dexterously grabbing each piece with their large, tusked mouths. Chewing slowly, they began the elaborate ritual of describing their treat to one another, in agonizing detail, despite the fact that each cud was identical. Each grunt and squeal, when combined with a particular accent or gesture, could have literally hundreds of meanings.
 
Originally bred for clearing rubble, the boar’s broad shouts, almost as wide as they were long, were covered with boney plates as durable as a delve-train’s hull. This, alongside their affinity for human contact, made them highly sought-after work companions. As a result, many of them had been reassigned from the mines; they were found to be far more valuable serving in the Ranger Corps than they ever had been simply clearing rock.
 
Other Rangers, like the Fergraniteson brothers, preferred the smaller hyber-rams as mounts, mainly because of their speed and willingness to engage in confrontations. But they could be notoriously difficult to deal with.
 
Nifty opened the bay doors with a whoosh. The smell of machine oil and some kind of spiced cargo came wafting through the hold as a ramp telescoped between the doorway and the dock below.
 
“Check-in tomorrow morning,” Scotty began, “And please do us all the kindness of showering properly before you return, especially if you plan to visit the mud baths.”
 
We shower, we shower with mud, Grunt signaled, giving a mighty shake as he snuffled with amusement.
 
We make saddle with mud, no shower need, Snort signaled with his own amused snuffle before trotting for the door.
 
Both boars disappeared into the docks, no doubt heading for the food stalls. Lucky beasts, Nifty thought with an inward sigh. Most of the pushsnout’s training was done in the field, so once they were released from duty nothing more was expected from them except making sure the Flux rod, muscle amplifier, grafted to their torso’s were kept charged.  Nifty wished the same was true for him and Scotty.
 
“Dusters attend,” Scotty called, interrupting Nifty’s rumination.
 
What had appeared to be the ceiling of the compartment began to distort, and six dusters materialized, seemingly out of thin air. The ultra-fine, iridescent fur on their wings and slender bodies changed from the silver-gray of the hull, back into their natural browns and green. As one, the dusters glided down to land on the rails around the pushsnout’s stalls.
 
“Thank you, ladies,” said Scotty, nodding to each in turn. “I hope your utility kits are in good order. Please stow them before we get outside. Fleet, Swirl, Dip, Dart, Floe, you five will be off duty for the next twelve hours. Report to my office tomorrow morning. Ryder, you will remain on duty with me,” he instructed. “Any questions?”
 
Ryder, by far the smallest of the praying mantis-like creatures, waved her front, bladed appendages frantically and made a series of popping sounds.  Like all animals in Submantle she couldn’t talk, but she could communicate quite clearly using body language. Roughly translated, her elaborate display meant, We are home?
 
“Oh, sorry Ryder. Excellent question. His mustache hiding a grin of amusement. “Yes, we’re home.”
 
Without any further instruction, the five off-duty dusters de-rigged their utility harnesses, each one flying over to place them in a cubby above Nifty and Scotty’s lockers that doubled as a charging station for the Flux rod amplifier stored in their chest pieces.  All signaled a brief goodbye briefly before fluttering to the docks.
 
Ryder, scarcely a foot tall, hopped over to Scotty to land on his shoulder. She reached out tentatively with her front appendage to stroke his sideburn. Cinnamon? She signaled.
 
“Yes, we can get you some cinnamon,” he answered, then turned to Nifty. “Dinner, then off to find out what is so important about this blasted Key that it warranted your abduction. Agreed?” 
 
“Agreed,” replied Nifty, crossing to his locker to retrieve a large duffel bag that contained his sparring equipment, “but I will be stopping off at the practice yards either tonight or tomorrow for an hour or more.”
 
Scotty just shook his head.
 
He was about to exit the train when they were greeted at the door by a stout, breathless Ranger, dressed in a clerical uniform. “Lance Corporal Orediten,…um, um, welcome back sir,” the man said between gulps of air. “Commander Slatearm, um, please sir, Councilor um, um, Doon requests your presence. He-he-he sent me as soon as he he...”
 
“Quite enough, Quentin,” Scotty cut in, familiar with Doon’s aide.
 
Quickly gathering up his gear, he turned back to Nifty.  “We’ll check-in, and by the looks of it you may have to call everyone back to prep for an earlier departure.”  Shaking his head he added, “Dross and double dross, what in blazes is so important that we can’t have a little dinner first?”
 




CHAPTER SIX

 

They left the docks behind, but not before noticing a flurry of activity. Mounts and supplies were being loaded on delve-trains and engineering crews crawled across hulls, making final adjustments and repairs.
 
Nifty handed a maintenance report to the one of the mechanics as they passed, holding out little hope any proper repairs could be done on their train in less than twelve hours.
 
“The Eos, quick turnaround, check her power rods and the repair solution vats please. Oh, and the right rudder feels a little sticky when we dive,” Nifty instructed the spectacled man, who added his report to a stack under his arm before scurrying away.
 
They exited the docks and passed through the city’s security checkpoint. Scotty received more than just the perfunctory salutes that a man of his rank usually received as many of the senior the guards recognized the legendary Ranger and snapped to attention.
 
As Nifty emerged from the docks he took a deep breath, savoring the smells of home as they entered one of the courtyards in the lowest level of the city. The aroma of freshly cut herbs, combined with the earthy odor of new tilled soil, filled his nostrils. He had felt Otto poking his head from his pocket several times, pulling the flap shut at the first sign of trouble.
 
You have no idea, do you, little friend? Nifty thought to himself.
 
The city itself occupied a small portion of the third ring of the Helix. Like most Helixes, the roof of the tubular tunnel was miles away. Off to his right Nifty could see the gentle slope of the tunnel as it slowly descended, following a helical shape, spiraling down towards the direction of the earth’s core. To his left the tunnel sloped upwards, its slowly curving oval disappearing in the same fashion as it circled through the mantle to where it attached to the earth’s crust. The entire Helix was just over six hundred miles long.
 
He pulled back the sleeve of his jacket to check his mantle-watch. It confirmed what the engineered sun spheres, hanging miles above, were already telling him: Dusk was approaching. The enormous globes dotted along the tunnel’s ceiling cast a warm yellow light that fed the forests and farms growing across all three hundred and sixty degrees of the tunnel, including the roof.
 
“We—we—we best hurry, sirs, Councilor Doon seemed most upset,” Quentin began. “Rangers don’t just well, well, well—disappear.”
 
“Rangers? Who?” Scotty ordered sharply.
 
“Sorry, sorry. I—I—I—Master Doon was hoping to brief you in person,” Quentin replied, quickening his pace.
 
Across the courtyard utilitarian buildings dominated the cityscape, each complemented with neatly manicured gardens and ponds, a bucolic finish to an urban landscape. Countless water channels crisscrossed every sector, conveying all manner of barges via hydro-energy fields that manipulated the currents.
 
They stepped onto one of the barges and were carried briskly to the center of the city where a column of water elevated the barge to the upper levels of Ranger headquarters.
 
The grounds in front of the headquarters were as neatly manicured as the rest of the city. In a large fountain fed by dozens of interlacing streams sat an enormous metal-and-stone sculpture. It had been crafted into a stylized Helix with a pick blade at its crest, the symbol for the Ranger Corps.
 
A dozen mounted guards, including three on rip-tailed pangolins and one on a highly prized hammerhead rhino, waved them through the tall gates as they passed into the headquarters.
 
“Welcome back, Commander Slatearm,” the soldier on the hammerhead blurted boldly as they passed.
 
Scotty only nodded, striding purposefully past the hive of activity surrounding the administration buildings.
 
Close to twenty thousand Rangers and their families called Citadel City home, with thousands more stationed throughout the Rocklinker Alliance of Helixes. The Ranger Corps were the peacekeepers for this quadrant of Submantle. They were responsible for twenty-three helixes, including the five largely-abandoned Bastion Helixes built by the ancients nearly six thousand years ago.
 
There were thirty-six million Submantlers in their jurisdiction. The Ranger Corps was involved in everything from boarder disputes to monitoring Flux mining. Their duties fell somewhere between the local constabulary and the military and it was widely accepted they were the first line of defense against any strange occurrences in Submantle.
 
The party continued through the headquarters and passed into a broad hallway affectionately named The Gauntlet of Heroes. It was lined with impressive, lifelike statues of Rangers from bygone ages, each one complete with a detailed account of their heroic deeds.
 
“Nifty? Nifty?” Called a towering, dark-haired Ranger entered the gauntlet from a silver-framed doorway between two of the statues.
 
“Well met, Chadlock,” Nifty called back, the man’s broad smile reminding Nifty of his younger brother back home. 
 
As usual the heavy browed Ranger, with those startlingly purple eyes, was in the company of a woman. This time it was a rather robust cadet with dancing eyes who looked to be part Yolon—her long blond tresses styled into four looping braids. Chadlock sent her on her way with an unheard comment that elicited a giggle and a blush. Quentin tried his best to ignore the approaching man whilst trying to shoo them towards Doon’s office.
 
“Well met, well met,” Chadlock said, closing the distance to clasp Nifty’s forearm in a vigorous shake. “Well met, Merchant,” he said, turning to Scotty, using the abbreviated moniker of ‘Power Merchant’, the senior Ranger had earned in the practice yards as a young man.
 
Scotty, not slowing for an instant, nodded with a curt, “Well met, Corporal Chadlock.”
 
Falling in beside Nifty, Chadlock began, “Terrible business, this missing Ranger nonsense.”
 
Quentin cleared his throat in an attempt to silence the man but Chadlock just plowed ahead.
 
“Four delve-trains practically blinking out of existence. No doubt you’ll be heading out with the rest in the morning,” he continued, then, taking note of Nifty’s duffle bag. “Shame though—an Ascendant Ranger squad arrived not three hours ago for some inter-Helix training, a few of them are from Boloczar, big slaggers. Rumor is most of them showed a fair bit of interest in taking a chance in the combat circles, and may attend some training tonight.”
 
Scotty turned to scowl at the man over that, “Niftmire is busy, before you go asking.”
 
“But—” Nifty began.
 
“They asked for him by name, sir,” Chadlock replied smoothly. “In fact, taskmaster Danwright sent me out to see if anyone with the rating of Combat-warden could make an appearance. To keep our reputation intact, and crack some skulls, you understand. It’s a rare thing, having a full squad of Ascendants for us to practice with. Lulu and Brokam may even be in attendance.”
 
Nifty was about to lay out his own line of reasoning but was cut short as the mention of Lulu muddled his thoughts.
 
“Two hours, no more,” Scotty said with a wave of his hand, surprising all three men. “Meet me in my office for a briefing afterwards, bruises or no.”
 
“Well—well—well—Councilor Doon, made—made no mention of the master Niftmire here’s… sir. So, so, I’m quite sure he shan’t, won’t be missed sir,” Quentin quickly interceded, as if expecting Scotty to change his mind.
 
“He’ll not have a moment’s focus until he has a blazin’ go at someone,” Nifty heard as he veered off with Chadlock.
 
A good part of him wanted to follow along with Scotty but was over shadowed by a deeper desire to test a couple of his new moves on a proper opponent. And, if he was being truthful with himself, an even larger part of him wanted to see if Lulu would show.
 




CHAPTER SEVEN

 

After devouring a quick dinner at the Citadel’s mess hall, Nifty and Chadlock made their way to the animal nursery to drop off Otto.
 
It took Nifty a good deal of wrangling to disentangle himself from the frightened slipmunk—only after Chadlock thought to introduce him to a fully augmented female slipmunk named Nuct, who had specialized in reconnaissance training, did the little guy finally settle down. In fact, Nifty was almost forgotten as Otto refocused his attention on the larger female.
 
Almost, but not quite. As Nifty left for training grounds Otto scampered over to him and bid farewell. His large blue eyes conveying more that his simple body language was able to.
 
“See you soon and work hard,” he called as the enamored Otto scampered back to Nuct’s side.
 
“Yikes!” Chadlock said to Nifty as he watched the pair. “I guess he likes ‘em tall.”
 
They finally made it to the practice grounds and as they changed into their armored combat gear Nifty realized that Chadlock made no mention about the search for the Key, nor had Quentin when he met them at the dock.
 
Nifty thought it best that he keep even his meager details of their most recent assignment to himself. It wouldn’t be the first time he and Scotty were sent out on a classified mission.
 
The big man did, however, have plenty to say about tomorrow’s deployment. Nearly a hundred delve-trains were to be sent out in fleets of five—thirty Rangers to a craft. They were to scour this sector of Submantle, fanning out in ever-increasing concentric circles until the missing Rangers were found.
 
“I haven’t heard of a deployment this large since the Sakurian dispute nearly ten years ago. What about the dreadnaughts?” Nifty asked as they walked.
 
“Twenty of them are being sent to the Rocklinker Alliance boarders. I’m quite sure the trains and their crews will be found. Some of us think it may be a little overblown, Command using this as an excuse to stretch its legs a little and show some muscle.”
 
Nifty snorted at that. “Maybe,” he replied. “Maybe.”
 
They crossed under the carved stone gateway that separated the academy from the practice fields and he called out, “Toro,” to a silver bearded Ranger standing across the pitch. The man was snapping forearm a diamond-shaped goliath shield to his forearm, it’s typically sharpened edges dulled for training purposes.
 
“Well met, Niftmire,” came the rowdy reply, the name causing Nifty to cringe.
 
Jogging past the weapons racks, he closed to where dozens of sparing circles were set up and where Toro had gathered with a handful of Rangers.
 
“Where’s Merchant?” Toro asked, clasping Nifty’s forearm and giving it a hearty shake. At just over seven feet tall, the Field Major was just a few of inches shorter than Nifty himself. And despite being nearly seventy years old he still possessed the broad shoulders and narrow hips of a man half his age.
 
“Scotty?” Nifty replied with a grin. “We both know his training days are long behind him.”
 
“Not that he ever needed much,” Toro replied with a deep chuckle, crossing to one of the racks to remove a drill maul.
 
“Shouldn’t you be at the command offices, organizing, well, tomorrow’s deployment?”
 
“Needed to clear my head and burn off some steam. Too many details to deal with. I sometimes find myself playing quartermaster at those meetings. Thought it best I leave before I did something I would regret to that young upstart Barton Farwell and his sycophantic friend, Toby Brighrash. They’re always testing my patience with their idiotic request.”
 
Nifty laughed at that. Everyone knew the pair well, always inserting themselves into situations above their station. He was about to make a joke at their expense, but thought better of it. Barton seemed to have eyes and ears everywhere and he had an uncanny way of collecting his pound of flesh at even the slightest of…well, slights.
 
He unhooked the holster holding his punch-pick. The knuckle-duster style tool still had the retractable grappling line locked in across the knuckles. The weapons had been originally designed to carve stone in confined spaces, but had been adapted to accept dozens of blade options specially designed for the Ranger Corps.
 
Riot was next, he un-holstered her and twisted a ring in the base of the haft. It hissed as it released residual energy and allowed him to remove its glowing blue Flux power core which he then placed in a pouch on his hip. Seeing this, Chadlock threw him a practice core from the racks. He installed it above the haft and checked it for balance. The practice core allowed Rangers to train without releasing a dangerous energy blast. It wouldn’t kill you but it would send you to the infirmary in short order if you weren’t careful.
 
He was tempted to begin his session against Chadlock, finding it easier to warm up with the tall Ranger’s punishing yet predictable style, but he didn’t. Instead, he inspected the rest of the group.
 
There was no Lulu, but he did notice several more Rangers making their way through the gates. Good, he thought, recognizing most of them; only one or two were rookies. And, as luck would have it, a couple were women, so he could train for speed today as well.
 
“What’s the status of those Ascendants?” he asked, as Toro began his warmups, swinging the practice maul in great loops.
 
“Master Danwright proffered an invitation, and they’ll be here before the hour’s up,” he replied, a moment before wheeling towards the gathered Rangers. “Now, which one of you slaggers is ready to taste some dirt?”
 
The small crowd chuckled, nudging one another. Nifty knew none of them wanted to fight Toro first. Maybe fourth or fifth, once he’d tired a bit, but never first. He’d won the Brawler Bash on three separate occasions at the Intercontinental Ranger Games as a young man. His dusky face bore a tidy row of glimmering jewels over his right eye, one for each year he’d won. Along with decades of training in the delicate art of warfare, it made him a perfect candidate to spearhead military engagements in the outer quadrants of the Rocklinker Alliance. It was a far cry from the more mundane tasks Nifty encountered while dealing with Submantle’s engineering infrastructure missions that Scotty always seemed to favor.
 
“Let’s go then,” Nifty said, stepping forward, “I’ll even allow you to choose the sparing circle old timer.” He laughed.
 
“Old timer? Listen lad, you’ll regret that choice before the hours up,” Toro jabbed back, strapping on a silver training helmet and waving him toward one of the vertigo circles.
 
As they crossed to the circle Nifty noticed that the sun-spheres had dimmed to full dusk and cool blue lights dotted around the perimeter began to brighten to illuminate the training field.
 
Nearly a mile across, it contained a full spider-ball pitch; a level eight obstacle course; target ranges for both launchers and arc-shots; and over a dozen other dangerous training challenges designed to push the Rangers to their very limits. Squinting across to the stables at the far end of the grounds, Nifty could see a dozen or more Rangers strapping armor to their mounts. They looked to be prepping pushsnouts, hyber-rams, and a couple of shankwings, for a game of Storm Stone.
 
Turning his attention back to the vertigo circle, Nifty smiled; he’d had a feeling it would be Toro’s first choice. It was just like it sounded, designed to test one’s ability to fight both an opponent and to withstand vertigo. Pushing his fiery orange hair off his brow, he donned his own helmet.
 
“This isn’t a side show!” Toro growled as the other Rangers gathered around expectantly. “Pair off and get your warm ups in. I saw Boloczars and Yolons with our Ascendant guests, so if you’re expecting easy pickings, think again.”
 
There was a grumbling as they paired off; no doubt they were hoping to witness Toro’s first victim. “Now!” The Field Major boomed, his pointed beard quivering. As the most senior Ranger on the field, Toro didn’t tolerate slack-jawed gawkers.
 
Nifty activated Riot as he stepped onto the ring, feeling the Link surge through his system. Snapping a lever on his belt, his jacket, gloves, and boots Linked with the same intensity. Every part of his armor now felt like a second skin, the bat like an extension of his limbs. The Flux power rods that powered nearly every tool and machine in Rocktower gave him an unparalleled control that could only be obtained through genetic linking with the energy coursing through his gear.
 
He noticed Toro had done the same, and no sooner had he stepped into the circle than the entire platform telescoped upwards, finally taking rest fifty feet from the ground. The previously opaque circle began shifting beneath their feet. Internal metal plates drew back, leaving only a glass resin surface to spar on. Nifty’s stomach lurched involuntarily, his brain tried reasoning with his instincts as a dizzying feeling of vertigo settled in.
 
“A month spent investigating ore scorching crews and languishing in a cell?” Toro bated, as he circled towards the younger Ranger, “Doubtless you accumulated just a wee bit of rust.”
 
He lunged across the circle using his favorite attack, the iron-spiral. Nifty countered with a shield-slash, and they spent the next ten minutes trading kicks, elbows, knees, and weapon strikes in a complex dance. Crust-cutter deflecting mica-swipe, circling up into granite-slam. Each man waited for the other to make a mistake as the vertigo circle began its own dance, dropping and then rising in an unpredictable pattern, forcing Nifty to constantly recalculate each blow as a fine sheen of sweat began to appear on both men’s faces.
 
Until recently, Nifty had never truly pushed himself in the circle, just learning the basic moves required for each evaluation.  He had quickly realized he could rely on his speed and natural ability. But then that had all changed when Lulu caught his eye. Although distant and aloof he somehow knew there was more to her than most realized. A Brawler Bash winner at the games more than once, she seemed obsessed with combat. Nifty saw little choice.  So with just a few months of hard training, he’d managed to make it to the semi-finals in the Brawler Bash at the Ranger games last year. He’d placed eighth, from a field of over two thousand contestants split across nearly a hundred Helixes.
 
Spinning Riot, he activated the auto loader. It chattered away as it charged her with energy.
 
He noted Toro’s stance, the senior Ranger’s eyes flickering towards the next expected blow, raising his shield and cocking the maul for a crust-crack.
 
Having sparred with one another dozens of times in the past, they both knew that neither was tired enough for a mistake. Toro was waiting for him to intentionally take some damage just to land a single strike of his own. This is what Nifty had been counting on. He’d spent his free time this last month alone, practicing a number of obscure moves he’d researched from the archives before he’d left.
 
Rusty? Not slaggin’ likely.
 
Nifty swung Riot in a wide arc for slate slash, Toro raised the goliath shield to block. Nifty feinted with a kick, a metal-toed boot lashing out at Toro’s knee, distracting him for just a moment. Nifty’s right hand snaked down to withdraw the punch-pick. He looped his fingers through the four finger holes in the handle and snapped the attached grappling line into the butt of the shatter bat. He continued with his slash, letting go of the bat at the last moment and sending her out exactly as he’d practiced a thousand times in the last month.
 
The line uncoiled from his punch-pick, pulling taut as it sent Riot wrapping around Toro. It pinned his drill maul to his side and kept going until it looped around to lock on his shield. Nifty pulled hard on the punch-pick and tipped Toro off balance for just the briefest moment. He dropped low and swept Toro’s legs while using the tether between the weapons to detonate the bat’s pent-up energy. The combination of moves knocked Toro onto his back, while nearly tearing the punch-pick from Nifty’s grasp.
 
Nifty jumped high, feeling a moment of vertigo as the sparing circle dropped beneath him, and landed on his downed opponent. He used one knee to pin the arm holding the drill maul, while the other crushed the goliath shield against Toro's chest, causing him to expel a lung full of air in a surprised whoosh.
 
“Yield?” Nifty demanded, grinding the shield under his knee and twisting Toro’s arm at a painful angle. Toro winced as his eyes darted around, desperate for a countermove.
 
“Yield,” Toro finally replied.
 
Nifty pulled Toro back to his feet, disentangling him from the grappling line. The older Ranger had dropped his maul and was rubbing the shoulder of his shield arm. “Is that one of Scotty’s moves, lad?” he asked, wincing as he raised his arm over his head. “Bit risky. If it’d been an inch higher you’d have been weaponless, with my boot at your throat.”
 
“I learnt that from one of the ore scorchers,” Nifty joked. “Best two out of three?”
 
“At any other time, most certainly, lad, and you’d not catch me again. But Rune and I are heading out tomorrow so I can’t afford to be nursing anything greater than a bruised ego. I may have to try my luck with one of these dross-wits—they have less fire in their bellies.” He shook his head ruefully. “You’ve not been yourself since the last games; you’re like a man obsessed, is something amiss?”
 
Nifty shrugged, not willing to answer; instead, he directed the practice ring back to the ground. The sudden lurching sensation concluding the brief questioning.
 
As he stepped out of the circle Nifty was happy to see that a few of the Ascendant Rangers had already arrived on their cycles. The two-wheeled transports lined up in a neat row beside the weapon racks. They wore the blue and gold livery of the Eurasian Helix alliance. Toro had been right, five of them were from Boloczar, all easily topping eight feet. Two Monsourions, four Vulperites, and six eager looking Yolons.
 
Over a thousand years ago Ascendant culture had rejected the Link with Flux, considering it far too dangerous. They had sought alternative technologies and advanced genetic enhancements that relied less heavily on the organic Flux metal. Of course, that didn’t diminish their efficacy in battle. The Yolons, although almost a foot shorter than Nifty, were nearly twice as wide. Their heavily muscled physiques, while slower than most Linkers, were intractable in close quarter combat. Each wore combat gear that was in itself a weapon, designed to reduce the need for speed, each armored plate bristling with stubby blades. 
 
Nifty’s first impulse was to face off with a meaty Boloczar. The blonde giants carried military grade splinter-staffs and wore thick-plated power boots. None would be a match for the Yolon’s strength, but they were strong nonetheless and their reach more than leveled the playing field.
 
“Master Orediten?” Asked one of the Monsourions, gliding toward him, her eyes flickering towards Riot as he spun it reflexively in his hands. The painfully slender woman, topping Nifty by half a head, bowed elegantly.
 
“Yes?” Nifty replied, holstering Riot, proffering a handshake. Her lithe hand clasped his in an iron grip, serving only to remind him of the deceptive strength of the Monsourions, “Well met…ahhh?”
 
“Chellena,” she answered in a genteel accent. The raven haired Ranger had an almost ethereal beauty, her precise movements only adding to her allure. “Cadet Chellena Marsprite, Well met, Master Orediten, I’d heard rumors that you’d arrived and can’t tell you how positively-"
 
“Calm down, Cadet, let the man breathe,” said one of the Boloczars, shouldering past the young woman to stand in front of Nifty.  “Orediten, eh? I thought you’d not be so pretty.” He made no effort to hide the way he sized up Nifty, seemingly assuming he would be his first opponent. The man's breath washed over Nifty, a mixture of onions and mushroom gravy. “Tidy work up there on the vertigo circle. Won’t work on me though, I’ve studied your moves, a little too reckless, I’d say.”
 
Nifty stepped around the Boloczar, ignoring the man completely, and addressed the young woman. “Welcome to Rocktower, Cadet Marsprite. Are you here to spar or are you taking a tour of the grounds?” Even as he said her name, something about it set off alarm bells in his head but he wasn’t sure why.
 
“Spar, sir,” she replied with a blush, casting a nervous glance at her fellow Ascendants.
 
Nifty knew there’d be no trouble with the big blonde Ranger behind him. The entire Boloczar Helix seemed immune to rudeness, simply doing and saying what they wanted. They rarely meant offense or perceived it, especially over something as silly as a conversation about sparing—the polar opposite of their Monsourion allies.
 
“Ladies choice,” Nifty replied, indicating the sparing circles once again.
 
“Hey shorty, I’m next. The name’s Draggart,” interrupted the Boloczar. “If she leaves you in one piece that is.”  Followed by a coarse laugh.
 
Something in his words gave Nifty pause, more than just Draggart’s warning. There was also the unusual confidence he’d heard in Chellena’s voice, uncommon for the typically uncomfortably polite Monsourions.
 
Dross and double dross, he cursed to himself, remembering where he may have heard the name.  Lulu, last year’s brawler bash winner, had lost her first sparring match in recent memory less than three months ago to a young Monsourion while out visiting an Ascendant settlement. Nifty had never really been that good with names but he was positive it had begun with an M.
 
“Conventional, sir,” she said, retrieving a silver rucksack from her cycle.
 
Watching her unpack, his mind ran through several strategies best suited for Monsourions. His strength, endurance, experience and the Link versus blinding speed, accuracy, and a highly structured fighting style.
 
As she strapped on sleek, body-hugging armor he adjusted his, tightening any gaps she would most assuredly capitalize on if given the chance.
 
He looked down at the bat and shook his head. She wasn’t fast enough, he needed to get her some upgrades like Brock Lodearm’s pick; that weapon was as nimble as a rock viper. The best choice would be ultra-light ceraniron castings or something similar, but he didn’t want them made in Rocktower where everyone would know the second he commissioned them. He’d planned to ask Scotty about visiting the ceraniron guilds in one of the outlying Helixes before they docked, but catching him in the right mood wasn’t always easy.
 
“What do you think, Nifty?” Chadlock said, crossing to his side, having finished warming up with one of the cadets, “Yolon or Boloczar?”
 
“For you? Yolon,” Nifty replied.
 
He removed the punch-pick from his holster and activated one of the buttons near the thumb. The grappling line attachment released with a hiss of Flux energy and he replaced it with a long, thin, chisel-like blade. He also changed the hand grip, opting for the slimmer glove handle that would allow him to use the smaller pick and Riot at the same time.
 
“You depend on your strength a little too much,” Nifty continued, “and you can’t hope to match them. I studied a few more combat manuals I pulled from the academy while on the Bolengrath mission. Arms master Danwright is right, I think the best way to beat them is footwork. They use a linear style, and are trained to pick up on predictable patterns, it’s instinctive. I think if you do eight to ten cat’s-cradle footwork sequences, then switch to a water-diamond before committing to a full assault, you may just manage to connect with an inner thigh or armpit. Both kill strikes with that armor of theirs.”
 
“Elegantly reasoned, Master Orediten,” Chadlock quipped, spinning his long handled, blue and gold-plated power pick as he evaluated the group. “But I wouldn’t mind going a round or two with that Boloczar lass with the beautiful eyes. I may even let her win.”
 
Nifty turned away, rolling his eyes. He was about to step into the circle with Chellena, when a brief flickering above his head caught the corner of his eye.
 
Dross and double dross, he cursed inwardly, holding out an arm.
 
Sure enough, Ryder swooped in to land on the proffered limb. With a flourish of iridescent wings, she tilted her ridged head this way and that as she took stock of the surrounding Rangers.
 
The mantis began waving her raptorial forelimbs accompanied by several pops and chirps: Scotty man’s search for you. Be here soon.
 
“Already?” Nifty sighed. It looked like he would only be getting two matches in today. “Please wait for me on the racks,” he said, launching the duster and turning to face his opponent.
 
Chellena entered the circle carrying a pair of finely wrought, long-handled maces. By the pinkish glow of their striped handles he knew they contained Ascendant power batteries, no Flux at all. It packed a similar wallop to the Flux, but the weapons would never feel like a part of her, the way Nifty felt with his bat.
 
As he circled the Monsourion he let the Link surge through him. His jacket ready to feel even the slightest breeze, his boots allowed him to sense every imperfection of the circle beneath his feet.
 
Chellena attacked in a blur of motion.
 




CHAPTER EIGHT


Nothing means anything, Dysuss Dripvein reminded himself as he considered the struggling men and women before him, unsure whether or not he should allow them to see another day. A white hot rage seethed in his belly as he glared through the bars at the six Rocktower Rangers. They had been stripped of their uniforms, and lay bound and weaponless in their cell, wrapped tightly in thermosilk bindings.
 
A Monitor wouldn’t be arriving for at least another day to evaluate the progress in this sector. Dysuss was running out of time. He had quickly found that these fool Rangers knew nothing about the whereabouts of a Key. The dredge helmet had made sure of that.
 
Capturing them had cost him over twenty soldiers. His throat caught at the thought of it. Cintressa, his daughter, his heart, had died with them, and along with her, his sense that his life mattered anymore. What a waste. Not even the Quantum’s will, imbedded by the Monitors directly onto his cerebral cortex, seemed to hold sway since her death. His mailed fist lashed out at the wall, and he embraced the pain as it stifled his anger, preventing him from doing something the Monitors might not forgive.
 
Nothing means anything.
 
The sound of metal-clad boots marching briskly down the passage caught his attention and he jerked his hand away from where it had come to rest on the cell’s purge lever; he’d not even remembered reaching for it.
 
He straightened to his full height. He needed to maintain control, for the sake of his men. Let it be the Monitors’ choice whether or not to send these Rangers to their final rest in the earth’s mantle.
 
Ensign Krok, the hulking Boloczar, saluted Dysuss as he slid to a halt on the metal deck plates.
 
“Commander Dripvein, another delve-train has been captured. Two more Rangers will be here in less than three hours.  And a message from Rocktower…,” Krok reported hastily.
 
“Casualties?” Dysuss interrupted.
 
“Yes, casualties, Commander…”
 
“How many? Fool!” Dysuss almost shouted, struggling to control his anger.
 
“Six, sir.”
 
“Dross and double dross,” he cursed, resisting the urge to lash out at Krok or the wall again. More men dead. The mission orders from the Monitor had been clear but no one had anticipated such losses. The situation was becoming untenable.
 
“Commander, sir, we also have messages from the Citadel at Rocktower,” Krok added. “The Ranger Corps are mobilizing.”
 
“As anticipated. The Rangers are nothing if not predictable,” Dysuss replied, as he took note of the man fidgeting in place as if wanting to say more. “Well, out with it, soldier.”
 
“Over a hundred ships are being deployed, and a contingent of dreadnaughts. If the reports are accurate.”
 
“They’re always accurate,” he said, almost to himself, as he considered the news.
 
He reached up to stroke the glowing blue glyphs lining the side of his face from brow to chin. They needed to find that Key; his daughter’s death could not be in vain.  He was beginning to think his sacrifices were no longer worth it. Not even if the Monitors allowed him to complete the next stage of Mergence with the Quantum, something Cintressa had wished for above all else. The Monitors needed to come up with a better plan or he would have to take matters into his own hands.
 
“We’re wasting time here. This latest batch of prisoners will no doubt prove to be just as useless as this lot,” he said, trying not to sigh in front of a subordinate. “Prepare the ship for departure and establish a communication link with the base at Hellstamp.”
 
Krok blanched at that. He knew as well as Dysuss that contacting them meant breaking communication protocol. This sector was under strict guidelines to maintain silence. As usual, the Monitors gave no reason for their orders, they simply expected them to be obeyed.
 
Leaving the prisoners behind to struggle in silence, both men made their way to the bridge. There they joined a dozen crew members who were immersed in holo-viewer workstations, each worker controlling some facet of the dreadnaught Valorous’s navigation functions.
 
Krok relayed the orders to the bridge Captain, who recalled all scouting frigates, and final preparations were made for Valorous’s departure.
 
“Sir?” whispered a squat Sakurian communications officer seated next to Dysuss.  She glanced surreptitiously around the bridge before continuing. “Hellstamp has denied communication. They just sent redeployment instructions. I will forward them to your chair.”
 
“Yes, do,” Dysuss replied, keeping the surprise from his voice.
 
They had kicked-up quite the whip-wasp’s nest with the abduction of the Rangers. Maybe the Monitors had decided it was time to come out from the shadows after centuries of hiding in plain sight. Most Submantlers only knew them as an obscure non-military religious sect called Hadrians. They were viewed as a harmless cult, relegated to spreading the word of The Exaulted One—and that’s exactly how they’d wanted it.
 
Dysuss scanned the orders, biting back a growl, his hand curling into a fist. The instructions were clear: Leave this quadrant, regroup at Terraport Helix, and wait for more slagging Rangers. He was about to bark out a series of angry orders when a pair of familiar names on the display caught his attention: Scott Slatearm and Niftmire Orediten. They were in one of the Ranger teams charged with finding the Key, and it looked like they would soon be arriving at Terraport.
 
Finally, a legitimate candidate for the dredge helmet. Decades ago, Dysuss had trained at the Citadel and had had a chance to cross blades with the legendary Slatearm. He was a formidable opponent, but more than that, he was a seasoned veteran of hundreds of conflicts and knew a wealth of Ranger secrets.
 
Dysuss caressed the glyphs on his cheek with his index finger, once more as a smile slowly crept across his face. “Set a course for Terraport,” he ordered. “We are about to find our Key.” He took a deep, considering breath. “Oh, and Krok, purge our Ranger guests into the mantle.”
 




CHAPTER NINE


“Stop brooding lad,” Scotty said, tossing the mission brief across his desk at Nifty.  “It’ll not be the last time you lose to a younger Ranger.”
 
“Thanks,” Nifty snapped back, his ears still ringing from the drubbing Chellena had dealt him.
 
He’d hardly lasted ten minutes against the young cadet. Her fighting style was like nothing he’d encountered before from a Monsourion. Their speed could often times be countered by the Link. It allowed most fighters to focus on the fight rather than the weapons, giving one the ability to anticipate the strikes of the Ascendants with extreme accuracy. Chellena hadn’t fought in their typical manner. She had been completely unstructured, flowing from one unpredictable form to the next. She had even taken a terrible blow to land her final kill strike, something unheard of for her race.
 
Blaze it, I was too slow.
 
Scotty had arrived at the training grounds just as the Draggart, amused by the whole affair, had picked him up off the ground, slapping him on the back with a giant mitt.
 
“Didn’t see that coming did you, Orediten?” the Boloczar roared. “You lasted longer than most. She’s done it to us all at least once,” he added as Chellena handed him back Riot.
 
“Lance Corporal Orediten,” Scotty called out, crossing the pitch towards the group. He watched with interest as Nifty rotated his chin in his hand, checking for broken teeth.
 
“Sir?” Nifty replied, reverting as usual to the honorific in front of foreign Rangers.
 
“Our deployment has been moved up.”
 
“Sorry sir, you didn’t need to come here yourself. Ryder would have sufficed.”
 
“Well…” Scotty patted his belly. “I made a stop along the way,” he said, drawing a laugh from few of the gathered Rangers.
 
“Ryder, attend,” Scotty said, holding out an arm.
 
The duster leapt from the weapon rack and flew to Scotty’s side. He handed her a neatly folded piece of paper. “Please take this to Sarah,” he instructed, knowing his wife would have been expecting him, along with the rest of his family. “She can visit me in the mess hall before I leave. Now let’s not tarry,” he said, waving her off.
 
He returned his attention to Nifty. The visiting Rangers just stood there and stared at the man who had nearly single-handedly put an end to the Batista conflict.
 
“Nice work, lass,” Scotty commended as Chellena bowed to Nifty, as she cradled an injured arm. “I arrived just in time to see the final few blows. Quite unusual. I take it you trained under a water-glide master?”
 
“You’re right, Commander Slatearm,” she replied, flushing a deep red. “I still need plenty of practice, I doubt Master Orediten committed to full effort. As your legendary Arms-master Trodstomp wrote, ‘In the circle I fought with all that knew and all I possessed, but in battle I fought with that which I neither knew I knew or knew I possessed,” she finished, proffering her injured limb.
 
“That’s a mouthful for certain, and in this case nonsense, lass. You’ve just beaten one of our best, and about time too. He needs to start focusing on his next promotion.”
 
Why did he insist on doing that? Nifty thought, caught between anger and embarrassment. His career progression had somehow become the senior Ranger’s second-favorite subject.
 
Like two sides of a coin, Scotty’s typically gruff demeanor shifted to become the epitome of affability as he introduced himself to the visiting Ascendants. He shook each of their hands in turn, commenting briefly about their armor or asking a probing question about their fighting style. It wasn’t the first time Nifty had witnessed the senior Ranger’s ability to win over a crowd.
 
By the time Scotty left, with Nifty close behind, he’d even managed to elicit laughs from both the Boloczars and Yolons.
 
Fighting the nearly irresistible urge to slump his shoulders, Nifty de-rigged his armor and followed Scotty back through the darkening Ranger headquarters. They took a hydro-lift to his office on the upper floors, the dizzying view overlooking Citadel City and the mirrored surface of Lake Gorn.
 
“Sorry for the brief visit home, lad. I’m sure you planned to stay for a few days, maybe even submit your promotion papers and take the upgrade tests,” Scotty said, studying the holo-viewer built into his desk. He set his mantle watch into one of the access port and transferred pertinent information into the device.
 
Nifty refused to take the bait, pretending instead to be distracted by one of the hundred or more relics that dominated the far wall in Scotty’s office, each piece representing a successful mission. His eyes then settled on a neatly bound stack of paper on the edge of Scotty’s desk.
 
“I discussed our assignment with Councilor Doon,” Scotty said, pointing to the mission brief as Nifty began leafing through. “It seems he wants us on our way before the search parties deploy. We don’t need to get embroiled in any countermeasures if it turns out the Hydrohelixes have taken the missing Rangers. You were right in your earlier assessment, the Seismic Council has waded into the hunt for these Keys and have added a bounty for early completion.”
 
“So it’s a Key for the engine rooms in the bastion Helixes, after all,” Nifty said as he skimmed the brief, a sinking feeling forming in the pit of his stomach. The bounty implied that the mission was going to be more dangerous than their regular assignments. Far more dangerous.
 
The bastions were the oldest of the Helixes. They had been built by the ancients, thousands of years ago, before the Scourge hit and turned each one into ravaged wastelands, leaving most only partially resettled as a result.
 
Jax’s Scourge had been created just over fifteen hundred years ago during Core War Five. The creator, Flux architect Rion Jax, worked for the Rocklinker alliance and had been tasked with developing a revolutionary repair solution the alliance could use on their soldier’s battle armor and struggling war machines.
 
The solution was a creation he dubbed Fluxbots, small semi-sentient robots created from organic metal. These pint-sized bots controlled reservoirs of liquid Flux that enveloped damaged tools and machines, returning them to their original form within minutes.
 
Initially, the Fluxbot’s creation was celebrated as they helped to turn the tides of war in Helixes around the world, but it quickly became apparent that Rion Jax had made critical mistakes in their design. The Flux energy in the bots mutated into a tech-organic virus, attacking healthy Flux metal and warping it beyond recognition. The Rocklinker's savior had become a global menace—machines, animals, and millions of Submantlers all fell victim.
 
Even after a millennium of research the virus remained a puzzle that couldn’t be solved. The affliction had been completely random, but so destructive it nearly dragged Submantle back into the Stone Age.
 
Rion Jax, or The Jax, as he was to become known, was tried and found guilty of gross criminal negligence. He and his family were stripped of all vestiges of Submantle tech and enhancements and were exiled to the earth’s surface. The name Rion Jax became a curse, a disgrace, and oft times a punchline.
 
“Are we taking any additional crew with us?” Nifty asked. “One of the topside engineers, maybe? I can see if Newton is available.”
 
“No lad, deployment is tomorrow, there are no engineers available right now. And they’ll not spare an Alexandria cube for a mission of this sort.”
 
Nifty shook his head once again. His mind once more returning to the Scourge.
 
The situation with the Scourge became so bad that topside humans were secretly recruited from the earth’s surface to be trained as engineers. With their unaltered bodies, they were able to enter environments that were fatal to most Submantlers. A temporary purging device was created to clear areas ahead of the Rangers. It was powered by an Alexandria cube, made from one of the rarest Flux’s known to man. 
 
The Jax Scourge, although now just a shadow of what it once was, still posed a threat. The machine rooms, which contained mile high weather and water engines with power rods the size of a dreadnaught had been a no-go for well over a thousand years.
 
Although it wasn’t in the brief, Nifty knew Scotty well enough to know the seasoned Ranger would want to test the Key once found.
 
“Thirty-two bastion Helixes, all engaged in the Core War to some degree or another,” Nifty said, shaking his head as he spoke. “I’m sure it’s safe to say that no two keys will be coded alike?”
 
“Agreed,” Scotty replied. “Although I think an international council was convened, war be slagged, when matters got completely out of hand, so the Keys may be more universal than records indicate. 
 
“Are there any clues as to who is trying to gain access to these machine rooms?”
 
“Just what you see in the reports lad,” Scotty answered. “But don’t worry about that just now; we’re heading to the engineering libraries at Terraport. It’s outside our jurisdiction but it could be our best chance at success.”
 
Scotty retrieved half a dozen books from a shelf and stacked them neatly into a rucksack. “We need to get a move on. You have two hours to prep for the mission. I’ll retrieve the dusters while you go get the lads. Hopefully, they’ve not consumed too much swine-brew and you’ll have time to sort a couple of things out. By which I mean dropping off your application papers before meeting me at the delve-train.” Scotty said pointedly. “It’s really getting embarrassing lad. Rune was promoted four months ago, and he was two years behind you at the academy.”
 
Nifty wasn’t about to be bated. He snapped shut the report and nodded.
 
His hand strayed to his chest pocket and the pendant. Blaze it all, so much for delivering it to Lulu. “See you at the train.”
 




CHAPTER TEN

 

Heavy foot falls on the metal deck plates announced Scotty’s arrival. He entered the cockpit with one hand rubbing his eyes and the other vigorously working a toothbrush against his gums.
 
Nifty smiled. The fantastical stories told about Scotty at the academy rarely included the parts about him grooming in the cramped confines of the delve-train’s living quarters. Nor did they mention the endless hours spent traveling from mission to mission without anything to pass the time except a hypnotic tableau of holo-viewers projecting the endless swirling current of the mantle as the train forged ahead.
 
Leaning forward, he manipulated well-worn brass dials set into the rim of the console, and expanded the holo-viewer to display their destination. The journey to Terraport Helix had proven to be far less eventful than the mission brief had suggested. There had been no sign of a rover crew or even a shield patrol.
 
Their task was relatively straightforward; they were to make their way to the engineering libraries in the city of Harkenwell, located inside the Bastion Helix of Terraport, to conduct research.
 
Unfortunately, Terraport, with just a handful of struggling outposts, was still on the list of hyper-ravaged Helixes. To make matters worse, the settlement was at the center of a territorial dispute that had simmered for well over six hundred years.
 
Nifty set the train’s course and sank back into his seat, absently toying with the tools in the wrist band of his mantle watch.
 
“Anything to report?” asked Scotty as he landed heavily in his seat, tucking his toothbrush into a breast pocket.
 
“Nothing,” Nifty replied, pursing his lips for a moment, steeling himself for the assault. “But I wanted to ask you again about this being a freelance mission.”
 
Scotty raised his eyebrows. “No amount of verbal cleverness will ever make this a freelance mission,” he shook his head. “Well, out with it! You’ll no doubt not leave me alone until you’ve said your peace.”
 
“I only brought it up because I was hoping to complete things sooner rather than later. The bounty for an early mission completion means I could stop in for a few things at the markets of Textermire in the Ragnatex Helix.”
 
“Let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves,” Scotty cautioned. “We aren’t even at Terraport yet, and there’s no short-cut to finding the Key. We find the Key when it’s ready to be found and we report back to Rocktower immediately.”
 
“Yes I know, but—”
 
“No ‘buts’,” Scotty interrupted, “and no side trips to an unauthorized Helix to shop for knickknacks. You do realize that eight Rangers are missing and it could quite easily be tied to these Keys?”
 
“It has cities,” Nifty grumbled.
 
“Did you at least finish reading the mission report?” Scotty continued, his eyes locked on Nifty, his brows beginning to furrow. “This isn’t the usual Rocktower business. The report only mentions the machine room of a single Gears, but I know from my sources that at least half a dozen other Gears in our hemisphere alone have experienced the same security issues.”
 
Nifty noticed a series of red dots flickering briefly on the viewer. Possibly rovers looking for a hiding place behind the immense mass of the ancient Helix.
 
“Of course I read the report.” Nifty leaned forward and spun the two well-used dials again. This time he expanded the navigation image to show a detailed, three-dimensional view of the lower three hundred miles of the Helix.
 
“Questions?”
 
Nifty resumed his search for the dots, expanding and contracting portions of the hovering image. “I did a couple checks before leaving and heard much the same as you. The machine rooms have been sealed for just under fifteen hundred years without so much as a whisper. And now, in the last six months alone there have been multiple alerts. Something more than just random artifact pilfering is going on.”
 
Scotty nodded. “I agree. We need to find the Keys for those machine rooms so a proper investigation can be conducted.”
 
Nifty returned the display to its normal size, confident that the rovers would not be returning for a single combat vessel. “Oh, and by the way, did your brief include at least a vague description of the Key, a holo-scan or something?”
 
Scotty shook his head. “Too many security protocols, any information regarding them will be sparse.”
 
Nifty exhaled slowly, considering the enormity of their task. A flashing blue light on the steering lever interrupted musings; the automated navigational systems of Harkenwell had locked onto Eos’s signature. Several docking options had sprung up across the floating, purple holo-viewer; blinking expectantly for the approaching vessel.
 
“It’s only another few miles,” he informed Scotty needlessly; at this distance the Helix loomed so large its edges were barely contained by the display. Its topmost point hung from the crust, ninety-two miles beneath the Earth’s surface. The entire Helix was close to eleven hundred miles long, far larger than Rocktower or any of the newer Helixes.
 
“I haven’t visited Harkenwell before, do we need to go full battle gear?” Nifty asked, hoping for a yes as he nodded towards the rugged Ranger’s jacket, slung haphazardly over the back of his seat. “Or do we keep a low profile and try something less Ranger like?”
 
“Suit up? You mean follow Ranger protocol?” Scotty rumbled, pulling a lever set into the outer edge of his armrest. The seat’s base telescoped smoothly upwards, elevating Scotty towards the ceiling, where several pressure gauges hung. The big man paused for a moment, thinking. “You do have a good thought though, lad, your instinct is sound, sifting through libraries in full armor would surely become quite uncomfortable. And I can hardly imagine capture at the hands of Terraport’s librarians.” He smiled as he tapped at the gauges with a thick forefinger. Seemingly satisfied with the result, he dropped his seat back to its original position with a thunk.
 
Nifty looked down at his dusky-brown work uniform. He had no desire to get caught out again with no gear, like he had with Rogarth’s crew. They would most likely be recognized as Rocktower Rangers anyway, especially once word got out about their delve train.
 
“Fine, we’ll play it by ear,” Nifty settled.
 
“Not to worry, lad, we do have some latitude regarding the rules,” countered Scotty. “I confirmed with the council that this mission was sanctioned for both regional and intercontinental tectonic plates. Although, considering the circumstances, I don’t doubt that all parties searching for the Key will be given the same concessions.”
 
“Other parties?” blurted Nifty.  “Who else is looking for it? I thought this mission was supposed to be top secret.”
 
“Councilor Doon made it pretty clear just how important these Keys are. It would be foolhardy to send out just a single team. I’d wager at least a dozen other teams could be joining us in the search, not to mention other teams from the different alliances across the mantle.” He sighed and his eyes narrowed. “This cloak-and-dagger nonsense must be because enemy forces are either actively seeking a Key, or waiting for us to find one for them. Doon remained frustratingly tight-lipped about any other teams that may have been assigned to the task,” Scotty finished, stroking his moustache, deep in thought.
 
“Toro and Rune, or worse, the Fergraniteson brothers,” said Nifty.  Cloak-and-dagger? Must be another topside phrase. “I knew there would be a catch to this assignment. I saw Toro before we left Rocktower but it seemed like he was spearheading the rescue effort.” He shrugged. “Both are excellent teams, they won’t be far behind, or ahead.”
 
“Don’t forget Lulu and Belle,” said Scotty. "They came in from the Blitzrorg cluster two days ago.” Scotty watched with amusement as Nifty’s shoulders slumped in dejection.
 
“You can’t be serious!” Nifty exclaimed, “That doesn’t really seem fair. How are we going to find it before Lulu and Belle? They are far better suited for this than we are.”
 
“That they are,” agreed Scotty, nodding solemnly.
 
Belle was nearly as old as Scotty and had been a Ranger her whole life. Unlike Scotty, whose specialty focused more on Submantle infrastructure, Belle was a true-born artifact seeker. Her prowess was legendary.
 
Lulu was a different story. Nifty’s pulse skipped a beat at the mere thought of her). He absently massaged a small lump behind his ear that had never fully healed. It was the result of failing to avoid the business end of Lulu’s truncheon nearly a year ago at the Ranger game semi-finals. His cheeks bloomed red as he remembered the kiss she’d distracted him with for that win. He had found himself thinking of little else lately.
 
“I wouldn’t concern yourself too much with them, lad,” Scotty said, interrupting Nifty's rumination. “Unlike the artifacts they’re used to finding, the Key, or Keys, as they may turn out to be, may have been intentionally hidden. Any literature or historical records on them will be few and far between. There will be no great advantage to any one team here,” he added, as if attempting to buoy Nifty’s spirits.
 
Scotty let his rationale sink in, then continued: “Okay, to answer your question, maybe it would be best if we suit up. We want to avoid a repeat of that Bolengrath mess, there’s no need for us to join the ranks of our captured Ranger comrades when precautions can be taken.”
 
Nifty nodded, more than a little relieved.
 
Scotty leaned forward and flicked two dials on the control panel, twisting the holo-viewer’s image until only the top of the Helix was visible. “Too bad we didn’t have more time to dilly-dally, Harkenwell is the fifth largest of the Bastions.”
 
“It would be a nice change to visit one that doesn’t have us…Ah, dross lode,” Nifty trailed off. The navigation display had flickered back to its original size. Red dots were emerging from behind the Helix, less than thirty miles ahead of their current course.
 
“Slaggin Rovers,” Nifty cursed again. “I had hoped that our displacement reading would be small enough that they wouldn’t bother with us.”
 
He yanked both levers to reduce their speed, giving them a few moments to consider their options.
 
“Rovers?” Scotty growled at the readings. “It’s a bold bunch to be sure, raiding this close to the Helix. Less than eight?”
 
“Six, but I counted twelve earlier—the others must be hiding, probably trying the old anvil-and-hammer strategy,” Nifty said, scanning the image for the most likely place for the remaining raiders to hide. “At which gate are we expected?” he asked, watching as the red dots fanned out in front of the slower, larger and far better-armored delve-train.
 
Scotty reached into his vest pocket to retrieve his mantle-clock. It was a family heirloom, its decorative casing worn almost completely smooth through generations of use. He depressed a small, recessed button along the edge and the top unfolded itself like the petals of a flower. An ethereal, scaled representation of the Helix floated above the clock face. The words ‘Harkenwell Seven, dock six’ glowed at the edge of the projection and dozens of hovering tabs offered facts regarding the docking procedures.
 
“Should I just activate our Rocktower beacon and send them on their way?” Nifty asked. “Judging by the displacement readings, I suspect they’re just frigates.”
 
“And have them set upon the next cargo vessel that happens by?” Scotty said predictably, snapping the clock shut and returning it to his pocket. From another pocket, he pulled a battered brown notebook. It had doubled in size through an array of added pages and abused edges. Removing a pencil from its spine, he began scrawling notes across one of its few vacant pages.
 
“I suspect the rest will spring their trap a few miles outside Harkenwell. We’ll allow them to take us, then wait until we have their hideout in our sights before we disable the frigates.” Scotty chuckled to himself. He tucked his notebook away and gripped the armrests, his expression focused, determined. “Let’s go fishing.”
 
Nifty’s grin matched Scotty’s as he manipulated the control levers and began the maneuver. He did what any sensible freighter captain would do and started building the train’s momentum.
 
The leading rover swept in, its grapple punching through the delve-train’s slip-shield and locking onto her hull with a thud. Seconds later, the train bucked slightly as the towline grew taut and their momentum decreased. Five more thuds sent convulsions shivering through her hull as the remaining raiders grappled onto the armored train. Her powerful engines growled in protest as they struggled against the unfamiliar burden.
 
Nifty held the jolt-levers in a white-knuckled grip, and gradually increased the throttle to the Eos’s engines, which protested further as he increased their output to cope with the drag— her engines were running at just over half their capacity, but the six frigates they were towing were dragging her down.
 
“Throttle back, lad,” instructed Scotty, “or they’ll be onto us. They’ll not be running at full power themselves until the trap is sprung. The cowards will break off if they sense something’s amiss.”
 
Nifty slowed slightly and began angling towards Harkenwell’s dock, dragging the rovers towards the Helix’s seventh coil.
 
With a diameter of nearly eight miles, the exterior tunnel walls of the Helix offered no shortage of hiding places for the remaining rovers, and Nifty found himself growing impatient.
 
He wished they would just spring the trap and be done with it already, and he didn’t have to wait long. Three more frigates dropped down from the sixth ring of the Helix above them, streaking through the magma with terrific speed. The trio had not yet arrived when the remaining three rovers darted in from their hiding spot from further along the Helix’s seventh coil, off their port-bow.
 
With a series of heavy impacts, the final wave of rovers attached their grapples. No sooner had the last magnetic-grapnel made contact than all twelve frigates changed direction. They no longer tried pulling Eos backwards, they were now suddenly at the fore, dragging her forwards, at a slightly inclined angle, towards the Helixes’ sixth coil. Nifty couldn’t help but admire their impeccable synchronization.
 
At this range Nifty was able to make out the finer details in each craft’s displacement readings. He was surprised to find that unlike most rover fleets, which were a collection of bodged-together personal transports salvaged from scrap heaps, this squadron’s vessels were all exactly the same. They appeared to be two-man vessels with compact hulls and sleek lines that flared towards the tail. The engines were no doubt modified to provide additional towing power.
 
Nifty pitched Eos from side to side in a mock attempt to dislodge them, then he throttled down until it was safe to reverse the engines.
 
“Where are you hiding?” Scotty muttered angrily as he scanned the display. “Scoundrels are well concealed, I’ll give them that.”
 
“They seem better organized than other rovers we’ve tangled with in the past,” Nifty offered. “This doesn’t feel right, I think we should just deal with this lot and be done with it.”
 
“Hold on lad. Look!” Scotty pointed to an irregularity on the approaching coil that was causing a peculiar ripple in the magma flow. An angular shape was protruding from the Helix’s typically smooth surface.
 
Nifty shifted forward in his seat to get a closer look, keeping a firm grip on the levers; his eyes widened as the shape dislodged itself from the Helix and floated into the mantle. Shaped like a sleek trident, and more than a two dozen times larger than their delve-train, the dreadnaught engaged its engines and turned to meet the approaching craft.
 
“Slagg,” Scotty cursed. “What is that doing here? These aren’t rovers, this is military. This has to be what happened to the missing Rangers. We’ve stumbled into a whip-wasps nest here, lad; we need to disengage immediately, we’re not equipped to handle a craft that size.”
 
“What’s our next move? With this much drag, the dreadnaught may have an advantage over us in speed,” Nifty exclaimed, his Ranger training taking over while his mind raced, looking for a way out. From the reports he had read, even if they weren’t rovers, in an unsanctioned mantle space victims rarely survived to tell tales of their attacker’s whereabouts.
 
Without waiting for a reply, he yanked back on the control-levers. Eos bucked wildly as the full force of her engines fought against the frigates. Banking to port, the rover’s grappling lines scraped across the delve-train’s bow as she powered into the turn, sending the rover’s neat arrowhead formation into disarray. Nifty felt the train surge forward, the tension from the grappling lines momentarily abating as they scrambled to avoid smashing into each other.
 
“Look at that,” said Scotty. He gestured towards the holo-viewer with dismay. The frigates had neatly aligned themselves back into their previous formation behind the train.
 
“Time to see what this old girl can really do,” Nifty said. He gripped the levers, forcing the prow of the train down, back towards Harkenwell.
 
He noted with satisfaction the ease with which the near six-hundred-year old girl began to overpower the rovers. They would quite easily make it to Harkenwell before the Dreadnaught’s weapons were in range. He was about to say as much, when he was suddenly thrown forward. The train’s engines protested loudly as she fought against the monumental forces suddenly dragging her astern.
 
Both men scanned the navigation display to see if more ships had somehow fastened onto her hull, but the readings showed no new arrivals.
 
“Dross lode! Look at their energy wakes!” Scotty cursed, pointing to the trails of disturbed magma behind the rovers’ ships. “They were never pulling at full power, the trap was a trap!”
 
They had slowed to a crawl, and the dreadnaught was closing in.
 




CHAPTER ELEVEN

Nifty starred anxiously at the approaching leviathan— even its image on the holo-viewer was intimidating. As the distance between the two ships closed, Eos’s systems were gradually able to provide more information about their aggressor, but the stream of specification data did little to suppress Nifty’s anxiety. He looked to Scotty for orders, knowing that fighting was their only realistic option.
 
Oblivious to his attention, Scotty furiously searched the mantle, his brow furrowed in concentration as he shifted his console’s display in and out along the length of the Helix and surrounding magma.
 
“Buckle up and brace yourself, lad,” snapped Scotty. He sent an alert to the cargo bays in back, letting Grunt and Snort know that they needed to harness themselves and prepare for a bumpy ride.
 
Scotty leaned forward and engaged the retrofitted docking field’s lock-down feature. There was no perceptible difference in the train’s handling, but Nifty knew the frigates’ grapples were now held fast to the hull, a fact the rovers would not realize until they attempted to disengage.
 
Scotty pointed to a blurred portion of the display, several miles beneath their position. “Time to test the frigates’ mettle,” he said with satisfaction. “That cloud of dross-magnets should do the trick. If we load up the hull, Eos should sink through the mantle like a stone in a pond. I doubt the pressure threshold of the frigates’ engines will last much past the tenth ring. And if they put up too much resistance we’ll just have to energy blast ‘em. I can take over the controls if you need me to.”
 
“You? You pilot like my mother, we’ll be caught in an instant,” Nifty joked, eliciting a disappointed nod from the senior Ranger.
 
Nifty buckled himself in and cranked back the control for his seat—the pilot’s chair snapped forward, coming to rest at the center of his console. Gripping the control-levers firmly, he squeezed every last ounce of speed from Eos as they descended towards the cloud of dross-magnets.
 
An alarm flashed and the side of the dreadnaught lit-up on the display. It showed three tethered harpoons spearing out towards the delve train. Nifty could tell right away that they contained their own propulsion engines and they were locked onto Eos’s displacement reading.
 
“Evasive action,” Nifty barked. “Deploy countermeasure!”
 
Nifty banked hard as Scotty opened half a dozen buster compartments lining the train’s rear. The busters, designed for just such an attack, burst from their moorings and sped out to intercept the harpoons. Only five managed to connect. Three on one harpoon and two on another; they exploded as one, leaving only useless tethers behind.
 
“Dross,” Scotty commented. “Missed one.”
 
The third harpoon was nearly upon the delve train and its gaggle of frigates. Nifty, anticipating this, waited until the last second. “Hold on!” He pulled back hard on the controls, breaking their decent—the unexpected maneuver causing the frigates to cluster in disarray at Eos’s rear.
 
Thawump!! The speared head of the harpoon impacted with an unlucky frigate and released its energy blast. The charge was designed to temporarily disable a ship the size of the Eos, but for much smaller frigate its impact was catastrophic. The rover’s display fragmented and then winked out of existence, leaving an empty tether flapping behind the Eos.
 
“That’ll put a brindle badger in their barracks,” Nifty scoffed
 
“Ready yourself,” ordered Scotty, his voice almost drowned-out by the growl of the train’s engines. He slapped his hand across the three buttons that controlled the part of the hulls slip-sheild, leaving the smaller engine shields engaged.
 
The jarring pressure of their sudden exposure almost ripped both control levers from Nifty’s hands. The full force of the magma rocked the plummeting train. Its heat-stoked hull was impervious to the extreme temperatures, but it was the slip-shield that allowed the train to forge through the mantle. It created an almost friction-less field around the train that let the vessel slip through magma effortlessly. If they hadn’t been going at full speed, they would have been swept into an uncontrolled, and potentially dangerous, spin.
 
“To your left, to your left!” barked Scotty. “We’re heading straight for an eddy! If we get caught, there’s no telling where it’ll spit us out!”
 
“I saw it, I saw it—it’s under control!” Nifty snapped back, exhilarated, though unsure yet whether he did, in fact, have it under control. At their current speed, even the slightest change in the current felt like hitting a wall of granite.
 
“She’s holding up well,” yelled Scotty, sounding surprised, his voice oscillating as the tumbling train bounced him against the restraints of his chair. “They’re not going to be too impressed behind us though.”
 
Dropping the slip-shield had slowed them down, but it had also forced the frigates to navigate the turbulent currents which the laboring train left in its wake. It was causing them to careen chaotically in their efforts to avoid a collision.
 
They entered the cloud of dross-magnets and dozens of solid, metallic smacks could be heard as they pelted the train’s thick hull.
 
The dross-magnets were magnetically charged chunks of metal, small enough that, individually, they were at the mercy of the magma, floating helplessly along with the current.
 
However, now they began accumulating on the delve-train’s hull, they were becoming a dead-weight torpedo, and it was plummeting them inexorably down into the monstrous pressures near the earth’s core. Nifty made a mental note to congratulate the old man on his clever, though potentially fatal, maneuver.
 
As they sank farther, the roaring of liquid rock passing by at high speed was drowned out by the thundering noise of a thousand tiny impacts. A brief look at the speed gauge confirmed what Nifty had already suspected, they were accelerating.
 
“Slagg!” cursed Nifty, as the delve-train suddenly rolled hard to starboard, the hull shuddering violently. He struggled to regain control and aim the bow back down towards the cloud. “What are they doing?”
 
“Trying to shake loose, lad,” Scotty replied as he ran a quick check on the delve-train’s modified docking field.
 
“For all their fancy maneuvers, I doubt they’ve ever practiced escaping a dross cloud while being dragged along by an accelerating delve-train,” Nifty said confidently, though Scotty's tension was apparent from the vise-like grip with which he held onto his armrests.
 
Finally, the delve-train punched through the bottom of the cloud and the rattling on the hull stopped abruptly. At the upper edge of the holo-viewer, Nifty saw that the dreadnaught had just entered the cloud and was still closing in.  “How deep do you think the frigates can go?” He yelled over the reverberating protests of the train’s hull.
 
“We’ll find out soon enough,” Scotty shouted, “but I suspect it’s not much further than the bottom of the Helix.”
 
The dreadnaught exited the cloud just as they passed the tenth ring. The larger craft had turned its broadside towards the delve-train, and wasted no time in deploying a barrage of torpedoes. No less than twenty missiles materialized on the display, racing towards them with deadly speed.
 
“Filthy cowards!” Scotty scowled. “Where did they get torpedoes?”
 
They braced themselves for the inevitable impact, knowing that the delve-train could probably shake off a couple of direct hits, but not much more.
 
“Here they come!” yelled Nifty, hunching his shoulders as he resisted the impulse to shut his eyes. On the display, the red dots were now virtually atop the train. They waited, braced, prepared, but nothing happened.
 
No explosion, no impact, no anything.
 
Cautiously, Nifty checked the display. The collection of tiny dots had flashed past the train, continuing down towards the core.
 
They’d missed, all of them. Impossible!
 
Less than half a mile below, the torpedoes detonated. The explosion ballooned into a cloud of smaller particles. Instinctively, Nifty pulled back on the control levers, his eyes still fixed upon the curved, red web of dots which threatened their escape.
 
“Limpet mines,” cursed Scotty. “Hundreds of them.”
 
The delve-train shuddered violently as Nifty fought to control their descent. At their current speed and distance, and with the weight of the dross-magnets and the firmly attached frigates, there was no chance that they could veer safely away from the mines without coming dangerously close to the dreadnaught. That left them with their second, equally unattractive option of stopping completely. Both decisions would leave them in the clutches of their pursuers.
 
They desperately needed a third option.
 
Nifty wracked his brain for a way out, but couldn’t help feel impressed at how neatly the rovers’ commander was handling their escape. Many long-range weapons had been developed in Submantle, but their use was frowned upon as being cowardly. Only the most ruthless of brigands would even consider it. However, by using the torpedoes to lay out a network of mines, which could be avoided by simply stopping or changing course, the rover captain had brilliantly balanced the time-honored precepts of Submantle engagements on a razor’s edge, forcing them to decide between capture and destruction.
 
“Will those limpet mines favor the engines or the dross-magnets?” Nifty wondered aloud, not really expecting an answer. But there was no time to ponder the question—he slammed the throttle forward, heading straight for the deadly net.
 
“We’re about to find out, lad,” Scotty yelled back, followed by, “Look!” as he pointed to the holo-viewer.
 
The frigates were past the tenth ring, and, true to Scotty’s earlier assessment, the smaller craft’s engines could not contend with the pressures at this depth. The wake signature from one of the parasitic crafts suddenly broke formation. It began careening back and forth before breaking away, flipping end-over-end until its engines failed completely. The orphaned towline now whipped about wildly, wrapping itself around a nearby frigate and causing it to veer chaotically.
 
Nifty punched the delve-train into the mines as Scotty deactivated the lock-down field and simultaneously sent a shockbolt of energy along the remaining tethers, sending the frigates tumbling into the curtain of limpet mines. He then re-engaged the slip-shield and the mass of the dross-magnets flaked away like rust from an old metal bar, drifting away in clumps towards the waiting mines.
 
Nifty noticed the difference immediately. Once the turbulence of their maneuver calmed, the control levers became manageable again. We’re clear! He thought, as the train surged forward, finally free of its tethers.
 
Behind them, three frigates exploded, their engine’s signals suddenly vanishing from the viewer. Seconds later the train pitched forward as the shock-wave from the exploding mines hit them. The damaged rovers, their protected inner hulls now just glorified buoys, began their inevitable journey upwards towards the crust, buffeting about in the current like oversized, metal bubbles. Further detonations now came from the fore, as the dross-magnets intercepted four mines, two of which detonated uncomfortably close to the train.
 
Thaawump! The delve-train rolled wildly to port as an explosion ripped through the hull. Flashing alarms screamed that the starboard engine was either incapacitated or destroyed, leaving them at the mercy of the dreadnaught.
 




CHAPTER TWELVE


Dysuss Dripvein looked at the holo-viewer in disgust. He had been outwitted by a pair of Rangers. It was almost enough to make him unsheathe the zeal-mallet and smash something. Almost.
 
Scotty Slatearm, slagg him.
 
“Begin the retrieval process,” he ordered. “Not one pod left behind. And target the delve-train for destruction.”
 
Rassack, the bridge commander, spun around on his chair. “Sir, with the damage they’ve sustained they won’t get far. The frigates managed to attach a tracking beacon to the train’s hull.”
 
All the holo-viewers winked out and a single displacement image of the delve-train appeared in the middle of the bridge. Its right-side engine was badly damaged, causing it to list terribly to one side. Russack was right, they wouldn’t make it far. Blaze the man for questioning him in front of the crew though, he would have to deal with him later.
 
He made a quick calculation, he had almost forgotten about the trackers. It was something he wasn’t accustomed to using yet. They hadn’t been seen for millennia due to the Jax Scourge. Their signals had been known to attract the attention of the virus and could create horrific explosions for both the tracker and the tracked. But with The Quantum’s help that had all changed.
 
Let the delve-train try that neat trick of delve-skipping to avoid detection, it would gain them naught.
 
He tuned to the communications officer and ordered, “Let them flee then. Contact the squad at Harkenwell. Order the capture of Scott Slatearm if they try to dock there for repairs. The time for secrecy has past. The rest of the crew, including the beasts, should be considered expendable. We can ill afford any more casualties.”
 
“Yes sir,” came the brisk reply.
 
“And Russack, I need you personally to go to the storage bays and wake our friend Runion. He and his creatures may have some work to do if the Rangers decide to flee into the Helix.”
 
Russack blanched at that, and Dysuss almost smiled. That should teach the man to question his orders.
 
He returned his attention to the holo-viewers as their images returned to normal. One of them displayed their dreadnaught as it deployed a mechanical arm after the closest frigate. Several retrieval tethers shot out from it’s broadside, slicing through the mantle to latch onto damaged vessels. At the same time, the limpet mine net began collapsing back on itself, creating half a dozen nodes on the holo-viewer that the dreadnaught could drop down to for collection once the crews were safe.
 
“Sir?” the Sakurian said from his side. “Incoming communication from Monitor Schrill.”
 
“Send it to my ready room,” Dysuss ordered, standing up from his chair. “Continue the rescue and no interruptions.”
 
He entered the spacious chamber to the side of the bridge that served as a private office and living quarters. The cabin had its own holo-viewer and communications station adjoining his work desk.
 
He activated the communications console. “Commander Dripvein?” came the gurgling voice of Monitor Schrill. “I have been monitoring your progress. It seems our prey has eluded us? Yes?”
 
“Yes Sir,” Dysuss replied, seeing no reason to hide the truth. “Commander Slatearm is proving just as resourceful as our records indicated. A second dreadnaught may not have been amiss in attaining his capture.”
 
“You are tempted to obliterate his craft? Yes?” Said the Monitor’s voice, catching Dysuss by surprise. “After all, your daughter, let me think… Cintressa? Yes? Was flushed from an airlock into the mantle while trying to board a Ranger train? Yes?”
 
“Sir, yes sir, sorely tempted sir,” Dysuss replied, his throat catching as he spoke the words.
 
“Many here on our council would see you removed from such a delicate post, Dripvein. Your obedience to the Quantum is coming into conflict with your grief. Some have even mentioned reconditioning, to remove the Quantum’s tactical knowledge and replace it with an emotional memory instead.” The Monitor spoke without even a hint of anger or frustration. If anything, Dysuss felt like a child being reprimanded for playing in the hydro-fountains by a parent.
 
No, Dysuss railed inside, a hand subconsciously reaching up to caress the hard-earned glyphs along his jaw. He refused to be turned into one of the base workers, doting on the Monitors and superiors, the Elites, relegated to maintaining a base of operations. “I am under control, I can and will hold my anger in check until the Quantum’s work is complete.” He maintained a level tone as he spoke.
 
“Thank you, Dripvein,” the Monitor replied. “However, your failure to produce a Key has forced a compromise between myself and the strategic council.”
 
“Sir?” Dysuss asked, not daring to say more.
 
“A Stillness and his minder will be deployed to rendezvous with your ship. Let’s just say he will be there for the protection of the Quantum’s interest and leave it at that. Yes?”
 
The blood ran from Dysuss’s face. A Stillness? The realization shocked him. He’d heard whispers that the council had recovered some of the augmentation chambers from the armories at Hellstamp Helix, but a Stillness? He remembered a line from one of the bedtime stories he’d heard as child.
 
The Stillness, in their name lies a promise, in their wake lies their name.
 
“I look forward to it, sir,” he lied, even as part of him tried in vain not to care.
 




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


The dreadnaught’s mine had done its job—the train was lurching wildly and Nifty struggled for control. 
 
“Scrap!” cursed Scotty, “I thought luck was with us and we’d made it through cleanly.”
 
“We’ll make it! We’ll make it!!” Nifty yelled back, struggling to level the craft and steer away from the mine field. “But with only two engines left, we’re in no shape to outrun the dreadnaught.”
 
“Don’t worry about that anymore,” said Scotty. He unfastened his harness, leaned forward to expand the holo-image. “They’ve called off their attack. They have nearly twelve defunct frigates to rescue. See for yourself! That’s twenty-four men to sacrifice for one delve-train. Unless their commander is a true savage then it’s not bloody likely.”
 
The frigates were in disarray, drifting about chaotically; most were now heading up, towards the crust. The dreadnaught had already changed course to intercept the closest one, deploying a mechanical arm to retrieve the stricken craft.
 
“Good! That should keep them busy for a while, and no doubt they’ll want to collect the unused limpet mines. They’re too valuable to be left behind,” Nifty remarked as they cleared the edge of the mine field, and the train limped its way back to the Helix.
 
Scotty began scrawling in his notebook again, and paused to study the receding dreadnaught, chewing on the end of his pencil. “Well, we can’t go to Harkenwell now,” he noted with frustration, snapping the book shut. “That wasn’t a random rover attack. It was a calculated deployment of resources with the precision of a military operation. We’re lucky we’re not on the receiving end of a departing salvo. They must really want us alive.”
 
Nifty had assumed the same, but still winced as Scotty confirmed his suspicions. “You think they’ll be monitoring the libraries? Why?” he questioned, struggling to keep the train steady. The damaged engine was causing her to veer sharply to the left, and he was beginning to suspect that the explosion may have jammed one of the rudders in place.
 
“There’ll be time for answers later,” replied Scotty impatiently, taking a moment to check on the train’s systems. “We need to alert Rocktower as soon as we’re able. These Keys are obviously more important than we suspected. We have to stay on task and find them before this riffraff does. Damaged train or not. Agreed?”
 
“Agreed,” Nifty replied, continuing to assess the rudder’s damage through the control levers.
 
“That chat with Doon left me wondering,” Scotty began, before pausing. With measured words he then asked, “With Harkenwell no longer an option, wouldn’t it be best to examine the keyhole before looking for the Key?”
 
“Now? Visit Terraport’s machine room? With the dreadnaught still here?”
 
Scotty inspected the image of the dreadnaught for a moment, then turned back to Nifty, “Indeed, with power rods the size of blaze-haulers. Even the colonizing team’s engineers won't enter those rooms willingly, so we’d be on our own.”
 
For a moment, Nifty forgot about the rapidly receding vessel. A wave of anxiety washed over him. His last encounter with a corrupted power core had not ended well. The idea of being anywhere near the five-thousand-year old Helix engines, especially without a topsider human engineer, or an Alexandria cube to temporarily neutralize residual traces of the Jax virus, did not sit well with him, not well at all.
 
“You know me, I’m hardly about to say no,” Nifty said, hoping that Scotty would not sense the uncertainty behind his calmly spoken words. “Besides, I’d like to see Lulu’s face when she realizes a pair of mining specialists turned up with the Key,” he finished, forcing a smile.
 
“Good,” replied Scotty. “We need to shut off the slip-shield again. It may be occupied, but you can bet that the dreadnaught will still be tracking our signature. Besides, we didn’t come nearly halfway under this blasted continent to turn back now.”
 
Nifty wanted to protest that the train was in no shape for another delve-skip, not at nearly a hundred miles from the top of the Helix. But he just shook his head in resignation. Scotty was right, they’d wasted enough time already, and he wasn’t about to let the bounty slip through his fingers over something as trifling as a jammed rudder blade or missing engine.
 
Scotty buckled himself in and switched the slip-shield off, initiating a harrowing journey up through the mantle; a long, difficult ride that amounted to Nifty fighting the control levers the entire way until his arms and shoulders burned with exhaustion. Practice or not, this wasn’t quite what he’d had in mind when Scotty had first suggested a delve-skip.
 
As they neared the crust Scotty focused the display on the entrances to the Gears. Something in the old Ranger’s movement brought a realization slamming home with Nifty.  “We were going to the Gears this whole time weren’t we? Why didn’t you just say so from the start?”
 
Scotty didn’t appear guilty, but instead sounded impressed as he said, “The plan was always to visit the libraries but this seemed like the safest of the Gears to visit. Not only that, you removed a Harkenwell brief from the council archives before we left Rocktower, right?”
 
“Yes, of course, a destination assay is standard procedure,” Nifty replied. Then it dawned on him. “Dross lode! Was someone tracking me? Am I the reason that dreadnaught was waiting for us?"
 
“No. I’m the reason that dreadnaught was waiting, or so I’m beginning to suspect,” Scotty said, wearing a rueful smile and tapping his temple with his index finger. “Possibly to get whatever they think is rolling around in this old brain of mine.
 
Other than Doon, who warned me to take precautions, I never mentioned our destination to anyone.  But after what just happened, we know that the enemy, whoever they may be, desperately wants to keep the Keys’ whereabouts a secret.”
 
Nifty exhaled slowly. Though he had hoped for some action, he was beginning to think they were getting a bit out of their depth. “Slagg…so much for a simple artifact retrieval,” he mused. “Let’s just do this and get out of here.” Straightening himself in the chair, Nifty quashed his doubts – We've got this, he told himself. “That dreadnaught looked like it was large enough to have a communications hub, and once they find out we’re not in Harkenwell, it won't take long for their shrewd commander to figure out our whereabouts.”
 
“Agreed,” said Scotty, as he studied the navigation display. “Now, how are we going to solve the problem of you flopping this train about like a mackerel on a fish hook?” He grinned. “Once we near the tunnels if we’re not careful, we’ll get wedged in at the entrance.”
 
“Yeah, I know.”
 
Nifty leant forwards and used his weight to combat the bucking levers, but their ascending speed had now increased so dramatically that his confidence began to falter; he’d miscalculated, they weren't forging ahead fast enough to reach the pools without slamming into the crust first.
 
“Come on, work,” he pleaded, coaxing as much speed from the control-levers as he could, while resisting the child-like urge to rock back and forth in his seat to give her more speed.
 
Scotty reached forward and hastily began to purge the central ballasts. “Just stay the course,” He boomed over the clamor; though even as he spoke Scotty probably realized that the purge was too late. “We may leave the crust with a few new scratches, but we’ll make it. Push forward!”
 
Nifty hunched his shoulders, bracing himself against his chair. With a shuddering screech of stone against metal, the top of the train slammed into the crust. The delve-train gouged and scraped its way along the crust—the jagged rock scarcely hindering the locomotive as its powerful engines drove it onward.
 
It finally surged forward up into the entry passage, accelerating in fits and starts through the mile-and-a-half tunnel before finally bursting out of the searing magma— airborne for an instant—and then slamming onto the docking platform at the outer edge of the Terraport Gears.
 
“Neatly done, young man, I doubt your mother could have done better,” praised Scotty, as the train shuddered to a halt. “Eos probably picked up some more dross-magnets along the way, but they don’t seem to be hindering her functions too much.” He smiled. “Reminds me of something I might have chanced as a younger man.”
 
“We should try that more often,” Nifty replied, his hands still shaking. “That was fun!”
 
Scotty puffed disapprovingly through his mustache, “Not bloody likely! Now let’s finish up here and move out.”
 
Taking a moment, Scotty checked over the warning lights and gauges to assess the delve-train’s damage. “We’ll have to deal with that jammed rudder before we leave, but that may have to wait until any built-up slag has cooled a mite.”
 
Breathing deeply, Nifty just nodded. From the back, they could hear the dull grinding of the exhaust stacks as they rose from the roof of the train with a hiss, almost as if the great vessel was breathing a sigh of relief.
 
“It is highly doubtful that we’ll see anyone,” began Scotty, undoing his harness. “The alarms haven’t gone off in Terraport, and we’ve both met enough shield patrols in our time to know they give the Gears a very wide berth unless there is a reason to attend. If we alert them to the presence of the dreadnaught then we’ll lose our opportunity to observe the machine room controls. Bit of a slagging dilemma I would say.”
 
Nifty nodded in agreement. He was thankful that Scotty had chosen Terraport rather than Hellstamp, as the bastion Helix nearest Rocktower was a place that only those with a death wish visited.
 
Scotty cleared his throat, rousing Nifty from his thoughts. “I don’t think I need to remind you that, since this is a covert mission, we have a certain amount of latitude regarding anything that may compromise its secrecy. We’ll have to sneak into the service area outside the engine rooms.”
 
Well, well, well, thought Nifty, the rush from the delve-skip fading. He put thoughts of the dreadnaught and the dangers of the engine room aside and circled back to the conversation he was having with Scotty earlier, before all the ‘excitement’. With this additional ‘bending of the rules’, he decided to abandon his earlier attempts at subtlety and be forthright in his approach.
 
He regarded Scotty for a long moment, and began awkwardly, “Well, how about this. If we get to the engine rooms, and make a significant discovery which shortens the mission, let’s make a quick detour to Ragnatex on our way back,” he proposed. He reached into his vest pocket and pulled out a small envelope containing a neatly-folded holo-scan of a tea set and held it out for inspection.
 
“It’s for my mum. Her birthday is coming up, and she’s always wanted one of these Humsong tea sets. We only seem to get the dregs at Rocktower markets, and she’ll be beside herself if I get the chance to choose directly from a Song potter.”
 
Scotty stared at him in disbelief. “As I said before, no!” There was no ambiguity in his tone and it left no room for discussion.
 
“What about the delve-train? We’ll never make it home in this condition and we can report to headquarters from there!” pleaded Nifty, feigning desperation. He admonished himself for his impatience, knowing he should have waited until Scotty had calmed down from the run-in with the dreadnaught.
 
“We are not gallivanting about, looking for knickknacks for your mum,” he said. “She’s a lovely woman,” he added, clearly wanting to avoid causing offense, “and I’m sure it’s a lovely tea set, but this is not a mission where we can spare time for a side-trip to look for trifles. Really, lad, you must start taking these tasks more seriously, especially if you’re going to be applying for your upgrade.” He responded to Nifty’s exasperated gaze with an undisguised grin.
 
“But this is a freelance mission, you even admitted that yourself,” protested Nifty, cringing at the whining tone of his voice. “You’re even bending the rules by deciding not to check in with a patrol.” Even before the words left his mouth, Nifty cursed himself for another costly misstep. Provoking the old Ranger usually caused more harm than good; he needed to be guided gently into a decision, like coaxing brood bison into a lichen-bath.
 
“Careful, Niftmire,” warned Scotty, with an arched eyebrow. It was an expression Nifty knew well, it meant the subject was no longer open for discussion.
 
Scotty pushed himself out of the chair, but stopped halfway up, turning to stare at Nifty, his eyes narrowing suspiciously. “Are those song-potters in Ragnatex part of the ceranite guild?”
 
Dross and double dross, Nifty cursed to himself, fussing over some controls he’d already shut down in an attempt to hide his inward cringe. Scotty knew! It was uncanny, the way he always managed to do that.
 
“I take it by your silence that it’s a ‘yes’...” The old Ranger glowered at Nifty, though it was apparent he was suppressing a grin, clearly amused. “Shame on you, young Niftmire! Using your mother’s good name so you can sneak off to waste your earnings on, well, let me guess, ceraniron castings? For your boots?” He shook his head, his hand brushing his chin. “No, Rocktower Rangers already have the best. So that leaves your shatter bat or combat garb for those games you seem to be obsessed with lately.” He waited for a few moments, letting Nifty shift and stew uncomfortably. “Well, spit it out, lad!”
 
Nifty sighed in defeat, and Scotty sat back in his seat, attempting to angle his head in such a way that his victorious smile would be hidden by his mustache.
 
Swiveling his chair, Nifty’s gaze fell on the bat, strapped to the side wall. Even from this distance he could almost feel the Link he shared with it.  He had been making modifications to it for nearly a year. Without further enhancements, there would be no chance of winning more than a couple of events, a notion he’d just been painfully reminded of by Chellena at the Rocktower sparing circle. That meant there would be no chance at all of improving the ranking of his Orediten family name in the Rocktower archives.
 
“It’s for the bat, she’s too heavy. Makes her slow,” Nifty answered, still embarrassed about how easily Scotty had seen through his charade. “Brockam Lodearm’s shatter bat is like a whip-wasp’s tail now that he has ceraniron castings on the haft and crank cover. I can’t compete with that kind of speed.”
 
“More reason to focus on your upgrade submission, lad, and end this silliness.”
 
Nifty sighed deeply. Though he didn’t agree with his friend in the slightest, he knew the old Ranger could not be swayed once his mind was set. A vision of Lulu’s piercing green eyes staring at him, in that considering manner she often used, steeled his resolve. He had intended to get the gift for his mother; that was always part of the plan.
 
It just so happened that it coincided with the bat’s upgrades, he rationalized guiltily.
 
Nifty opened his mouth, about to argue the point further, but instead he snapped it shut again when he suddenly remembered a little something, a something that set his mind racing. Casually, he reached his hand upwards, bringing it to rest on his breast pocket, feeling the small item within. In the chaos of the preceding events, he had almost forgotten about the pendant. He hadn’t expected to be visiting a Gears so it hadn’t crossed his mind until now.
 
Deciding not to argue the point further, Nifty instead resolved to find something significant on their trip to get them ahead of the competition, no matter what it took. Or, maybe a quick poke around for airiron wouldn’t hurt either, and Scotty’s rules be slashed when he did! If nothing else, he would be getting that tea set, and that was that!
 
As the silence grew more awkward, Scotty slapped his hands down on the arm rests and pushed himself up with a groan. “You seem to have this well in hand. I will see to Grunt and Snort. They’ll no doubt be angrier than a pimple on a whip-wasp’s tail after the ride we’ve had. I’ll try to calm them down and saddle them up, so we can be on our way as soon as you’ve activated a pair of repair solutions and set them to work on that damaged engine.”
 
Scotty grabbed his grey Ranger’s jacket from the back of his chair and headed into the hallway. As the clanking of his heavy, metal footsteps faded so too did much of the knot that had formed in Nifty’s stomach.
 
After performing a few more checks, Nifty stood up, threw on his own dun-colored jacket and secured the double row of silver buttons. He whipped his broad utility belt around his waist, fastened it firmly in place, and then retrieved Riot from the wall.
 
He flipped Riot easily from one hand to the other, testing the weight and balance. Even powered down, he could feel his Link. The thought that he might not get her any upgrades before this year’s games was upsetting. With a final flip, he swung Riot over his shoulder and let her slide into the jaws of her holster, the bats glowing pommel extended slightly out over his right shoulder, adding to an already dangerous appearance.
 
He smoothed out the front of his jacket, subconsciously lingering over his left breast pocket, where the Rocktower Ranger’s badge of office was embroidered in silver and blue. Finally, squaring his shoulders and inhaling deeply, he felt ready to face the perils of the Gears. However, before that could happen, he had another kind of peril to face, one much closer to hand—a pair of agitated pushsnouts, who, despite Scotty’s best efforts, were undoubtedly still eager to express their displeasure at his piloting skills.
 
Well, here goes nothing, he thought, trying on a grin as he left the cockpit.
 




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Before Nifty traversed the long hall that led to the cargo hold, he took a brief detour to the cramped engine room. It was filled to bursting with cables, pipes and dozens of readouts that flashed angrily with reports on the torpedo damage.
 
Four large clear vats lined the wall, each containing over a thousand gallons of repair solution. Far simpler and safer versions of the Jax’s original Fluxbot dependent creations, these solutions, at their core, were an artificially-intelligent, metallic liquiform that enveloped machines or devices, adding or removing particles at an atomic level, to help with maintenance and repair.  Given enough time it could super heat metal and bend it back into shape. Unfortunately, due to their current time constraints, the solutions could probably only complete a fraction of their work before it was time for Eos to leave the station.
 
He pulled purge levers at the bottom of two of the vats and watched as their contents oozed out. Without any prompting from Nifty, their programming took over and both repair solutions fanned out across the floor, directing themselves towards the access tubes that would lead them to the damaged engine.
 
Nifty returned to the hallway and continued down to the cargo hold. Centuries ago, when the delve-train had first been built as a freighter, the hold had been used to house valuable cargo while less valuable goods were stored in lighter-hulled freight pods pulled behind. But such was the scale of the interior retrofit that, other than the robust outer hull, the train now housed so many military upgrades it barely resembled a freight vessel at all.
 
In the cargo hold Scotty was fastening down Grunt’s saddle. Nifty nodded to each pushsnout and received some less than enthusiastic squeals in reply. Crossing to his workmate, Snort, Nifty performed a routine inspection of the saddle and packs, despite knowing they were in good order. Unlike Scotty’s elaborately-carved equipment, his was quite stark by comparison. Nifty preferred the standard-issue gear–he had even swapped some of the more decorative straps and clasps from his saddle, as well as Snort’s harness, for more streamlined gear.
 
“Did you get a chance to nap?” Nifty asked Snort with a laugh, finishing his inspection.
 
Snort snorted angrily and stomped a hoof in response.
 
“Sorry about the last bit there, I’m not going to have to clean out your stall am I?” he mocked, making a point of checking behind the pushsnout, barely managing to dodge Snort’s irritable attempt to crush him against the hull.
 
No funny. No funny, the pushsnout signaled. Help friend Grunt, his stomach too much excited.
 
“I said I was sorry,” Nifty replied. “It couldn’t be helped. You’ll see when we get outside, the hull is in a terrible state.”
 
Snort leered at him for a moment before signaling. When new food we try?
 
“Sorry Snort, we’re taking a bit of a detour. No special treats until we reach home again.” Both boars moaned loudly. “Easy there, friends, all in good time.”
 
Scotty checked his power pick, holstered on Grunt’s saddle, to make sure she was still fully charged.  Much like the rest of Scotty’s gear, it was a time-worn, but well maintained. Another family heirloom, it had been handed down to the oldest child for more than ten generations. The pick had a single blade; the other side was fitted with a hammer carved to look like a cresting wave. The weapon had been aptly named Surge. Although elegantly machined, the pick was bulky and its power rod was nearly double the size and weight of the newer, standard-issue picks. Scotty wisely opted to leave the weapon where it was.
 
Satisfied that everything was secure, the stout Ranger unhooked his work helmet and moved to stand in front of the pushsnouts, his back straight, helmet under his arm. “Dusters, attend.”
 
Six dusters descended from the ceiling, three landing on Snort and three on Grunt.
 
“Thank you, ladies,” said Scotty, nodding to each in turn. “Sorry again for bringing you back on duty early. Couldn’t be helped, we really need your assistance.”
 
“I need you all on task, and we don’t want any dillydallying today. Drifter, Swirl, Lilt, take our flank; Dart, Ryder, Floe, you three will be taking the lead,” he instructed, pointing a calloused finger at each trio, “and please, watch your elevation. These older stations are rife with opportunistic predators and we don’t need any errant entanglements today. Any creature, or any Flux strangeness, should be reported immediately. Floe, Lilt, you know what I mean,” he added sternly, donning his broad-rimmed helmet.
 
“Any questions?”
 
Ryder waved her front two-bladed appendages frantically and made a series of popping sounds.  Where are we?
 
“Oh, sorry, Ryder, straight to the point as always,” said Scotty. “We are at the Gears of Terraport. We’re not going to cross the threshold into the Helix, but we’ll need to cross to the other side of the station to the machine rooms. Nifty here will point the way. It should be a standard reconnaissance mission, we just want to investigate the doors to the machine room. A complete assessment shouldn’t take more than half a day.” He walked towards a bank of levers at the back of the storage bay, next to the exterior door.
 
“Half a day?” blurted Nifty. It would probably take the dreadnaught at least that to recover its men and get re-organized for the hunt, but he’d thought it would take a few hours at most for a return trip across the gears so they could study the keyhole. “I mean, yes, absolutely, half a day sounds about right, with a dreadnaught at our doorstep,” he grumbled, putting on his helmet and gloves. They may as well just hand over the bounty to Belle and Lulu right now.
 
Scotty flipped up his collar and retrieved his breather tubes from his jacket. He fastened one end of the tube to a built-in water line in the jacket, and the other between his nostrils and mustache. He took a couple of deep breaths and checked the level of the water reservoir at his hip. He activated the transparent, gauze-like heat shield in his helmet, and it dropped from the helmet’s rim, bridging the gap between the rim and jacket collar.
 
Without waiting to see if Nifty was ready, Scotty pulled down hard on two of the levers. A shuddering rumble reverberated through the hull as the train’s access portal at the side irised open and a ramp telescoped out to meet the chamber floor.
 
Nifty was forced to quickly adjust his collar and helmet as a wave of heat washed over the group. The familiar sulphureous odor of molten lava filled his nostrils. The six dusters, nearly immune to the heat, swept from the train’s hold and out into the Station. With a nod to Snort, Nifty flicked a recessed toggle on his belt buckle, powering up his work boots and activating the jacket’s heat reflectors, and then leapt into Snort’s saddle.
 
Scotty hauled himself up onto Grunt’s powerful back. He took a moment to check the harness and saddle and then, with a quick, clucking noise, they rode out into the sweltering heat of the Gears.
 




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

The Rangers and their companions entered the enormous chamber. Besides the dull roar of the lava falls, which echoed across the vast space from an escarpment at the far side, all was eerily silent. A lazy, swirling haze rose from the lava pools below, its smoky tendrils snaking upwards, coalescing into a thick layer of smog that shrouded the rocky ceiling, nearly a mile away.
 
At the edges of the station, and at each elaborately carved entry tunnel, were millennia-old light globes—still casting their cool-blue glow across the buildings, contrasting eerily with the fiery radiance pulsating from the magma falls.
 
The dusters returned from their initial security sweep, circling the Rangers and chittering to each other. Ryder dropped down from the flock to land on Nifty’s outstretched arm.
 
Good, clear, good clear, Ryder signaled, flailing her legs excitedly.
 
Nifty sat in his saddle, surveying the city-sized station. They were in the docking section, on the topmost platform, and from here he could make out the first transit cog and its carved access ramp. After a quick glance at Scotty to make sure he was still busy assessing the damage to the train, he burrowed his hand into the inner pocket of his jacket and retrieved the small pendant of a bird in flight, no more than half the size of his thumb nail.
 
“Ryder,” he whispered, “This is a secret, so don’t tell Scotty. If you find more of this airiron on your way to the gates, let me know. Just signal ‘tool’ to me.”
 
Why? She signaled questioningly, running her antennae inquisitively across the fragment. We look trouble, not tool.
 
“Secret gift for Scotty, that’s why,” he lied, trying his best not to look suspicious as Scotty turned Grunt in their direction. “So just remember to signal tool if you find some.”
 
I like man Scotty, I like gift, man Scotty, tool, tool.  She signaled, and took off, spiraling up into the air then sweeping out over the station.
 
Nifty watched her go. As usual he was not quite sure if he had made himself clear. Though intelligent, the duster’s grasp on language was at best tenuous. It was worth a try, but he doubted she would find any traces of the precious metal. Even the modest station stockpiles would have either been ravaged by the virus or pilfered millennia ago. But if Scotty was reluctant to make any stops on the way home, he could hardly fault Nifty for trying alternative solutions for his problem.
 
“The train’s looking bad,” Scotty said from behind his veil as he nudged Grunt closer. “We’ll need to do some work on it with my pick before we leave, see if we can free her up. It’s doubtful the repair solutions will be much help, the thrust generator has sheared off completely.” He sighed, shook his head. “The lads back home in engineering will be none too pleased with us. You may just get your wish lad, we may have to stop in at Ragnatex on the way home for temporary repairs.”
 
Nifty nodded, holding back a smile. He pulled back his sleeve and checked his mantle-watch for the route to the machine room. Unlike Scotty’s pocket version, Nifty’s formed a bracer which covered almost half his forearm. He flicked down a lever, and a pair of flaps opened like tiny doors, revealing a miniature three-dimensional display. He scrolled through several small, floating images until Terraport’s Gears appeared. The map revealed a long, hexagonal chamber, roughly four miles across and two miles wide, with multiple levels that stepped down like a coliseum, into the station. He maneuvered the image until only the engine room was highlighted.
 
Nifty beckoned to Floe and she landed on his shoulder. Of all the dusters she had always shown the strongest aptitude for navigation and map reading. Expanding the image, he directed the duster to the area he wanted them to search. With an agreeable chirp Floe leapt in the air; she would lead the way for a reconnaissance party. 
 
The pushsnouts let out eager squeals as they trotted quickly to the edge of the platform, both Rangers letting them choose the route that suited them best. As they made their way down to the machine room they passed all manner of machines and buildings, including an array of gigantic, air-purification vents and power generators. Even after all these years they managed to clean and humidify the station’s air, sending out languid plumes of steam into the sweltering Gears.
 
Nifty took some time to study the chamber more closely. From the upper platforms, it was easy to see where the chamber got its name. Apart from the upper transit ledge of the station, the entire floor was comprised of over a dozen interconnected cogs lying flat. The largest one, down at the middle of the room, was over a mile in diameter.
 
At the academy, Nifty had learned that the chamber was wildly over-engineered for the simple task of crossing into the Helix. Even before the wars began only a select few seemed to have known what they were for. Engineers around the globe had been debating their true purpose for a millennia, but until the machine rooms were finally deemed safe, as likely as not, it could be another thousand years before the Gears’ true purpose was fully understood again.
 
The boars made good time, their metal-shod hooves echoing loudly as they tramped across the enormous bridging ramps between cogs. Far below, the shafts of each cog disappeared into an angry sea of bubbling lava.
 
As Snort side-stepped a particularly large pile of debris, Nifty shifted his attention to the station’s ancient war machines and the defunct delve-trains which littered the surface of the huge platform. Most were twisted chunks of scrap, ripped apart by ancient explosions, their virus-ridden carcasses ravaged by some unknown Flux reaction. Nifty shuddered as he recalled what the Scourge could do to a machine or body, even his own. Especially his own.
 
Like many Submantlers, he was Linked to Flux, an organic metal that had the ability to store and shape energies. His flesh and bones were saturated with the permanently-active particles. Through generations of genetic manipulation with lichendose and the countless strains of the Flux pervading their environment, there had been, over time, a gradual but inexorable change from their original forms as earth’s surface-dwelling humans.
 
At over seven feet tall, and close to six hundred and fifty pounds, Nifty would be considered a giant among topsiders. In Submantle he was only slightly larger than average for a Rocklinker. Unfortunately, this left Linkers and even the Ascendants, who dealt with Flux at arms length, highly sensitive to Jax’s Scourge, and could make any mission into an area like the Gears very uncomfortable.
 
Threading their way between two fire-blackened cargo buildings, the pushsnouts pulled up sharply; their ears swiveled forward as they tasted the air with their great noses, sensing danger. Some distance ahead, two flickering red dots came into view, dancing in the air.
 
In a heartbeat, Nifty’s arc-shot was out, a disc loaded, in readiness for a quick sling. The Link surged across his jacket, helmet, boots and arc-shot, extending his senses.
 
Nifty froze in his saddle, his muscles tense, as he watched two of the dusters
return, their wings flashing red, signaling danger. Standing up in his stirrups, he peered into the hazy distance. He could see two of the dusters, but not the third—slagg, hopefully it hadn’t encountered trouble. As they flew nearer, he recognized Dart and Ryder, neither appeared hurt.
 
“Is everything all right?” boomed Scotty, across the platform.
 
Both dusters immediately flickered orange, the signal for ‘no immediate threat’, before returning to red, and were soon close enough to communicate properly.
 
Dead man at inside gates, fresh dead. Floe waiting, watching, Dart signaled excitedly, landing on Grunt’s pommel.
 
“How? Are there any soldiers?” asked Scotty, his eyes darting between the duster and the far wall of the cavern.
 
No other danger. Man smells burn with machine. No other mans, the duster replied, and as usual the tiny creature looked rather pleased with itself.
 
“Well this is an unfortunate turn of events,” said Scotty, vexed. He looked at Nifty. “This needs to be reported to a shield patrol immediately.”
 
Nifty cringed inside; he knew that a dead body would complicate their investigation considerably. “Well, the body is not going to get any deader. I don’t know if we can afford to waste time going to another Gears, not to mention explaining to the patrol what we’re doing here in the first place.” His arc-shot hissing loudly as he released the charged disc and re-holstered it.
 
“Agreed,” Scotty sighed, clearly struggling with the idea. “Damn rules! We need to at least confirm the dusters’ report, and if that means getting a closer look at the lock system, so be it.” He seemed satisfied he had circumvented protocol, and his own qualms. “Nifty, I think we should go on as planned, but if anything happens, you go high and I go low. We won’t be filing a complete report, so you don’t have to hold back, and I certainly won’t.”
 
“Grunt, Snort, no faster than a trot, if you please,” instructed Scotty, then to Nifty, “Sounds like a typical Flux burn to me. I’m beginning to think the seismic council may have already sent out their own people.”
 
“Seems like it, probably an academic type with no experience in the field,” pondered Nifty.  “What a waste.
 
The stifling haze that had enveloped them when they left the delve-train had lessened now they were deeper inside the station, and the outer keep of the service bays were slowly becoming discernible. Once they crossed the lowest cog, they began the ascent to the next series of ramps.
 
They reached the perimeter walls, which protected the storage bays that lay just outside the machine room doors. They were high and thick, made from interlocking heatstoked sheets of metal. Their bronze-colored surface shimmered from the reflected magma far below.
 
To his surprise, Nifty could see that the security gates were sealed shut permanently: a massive seam of welded metal ran between them, fusing them together. “Well, this doesn’t seem normal,” he commented. Most bay-gates remained shut, granted, but they should at least be functional. These welds looked permanent.
 
“Hmmm.” Scotty sidled Grunt up to the gates. He contemplated the uppermost point of the wall, one hundred feet above. “How do you suppose our friend got inside, to the courtyard?”
 
Before Nifty could answer, Ryder plunged down from above, landing on Snort’s head. With a loud, chirping sound, she signaled. Something coming!
 
She then lay flat, with all four wings fanned out across her body and head. The fine hairs covering her skin shimmered and she changed color. Like a chameleon, the duster blended in seamlessly with Snort’s thick brown hide, wrinkles and all.
 
Nifty turned in his saddle and looked back across at the Gears. Movement amongst the outbuildings caught his eye and Nifty reached for his arc-shot once again. “Scotty, to your right, half a mile out,” he warned his companion. Something was moving towards them, fast. “It looks like… a... hyber-ram?” he added as the fully-saddled and rider-less creature’s details finally became clear.
 
“Its fool of a rider is probably our explorer inside; no doubt the ram was spooked when its rider didn’t return.” Scotty frowned as he considered the approaching animal. “I’m surprised a shield patrol hasn’t nabbed it yet. Nifty, you do the talking, I have no patience for these rams and their manners.”
 
The hyber-ram slowed to a canter, then to a cautious trot as it neared the Rangers. Without prompting, the pushsnouts aligned themselves, shoulder to shoulder, heads lowered, forming a broad, tusked, defensive wall.
 
“That’ll do,” shouted Nifty with authority. He held up a hand as the lone ram neared. “Name and origin, please?”
 
The hyber-ram skidded to a halt, its dappled silver-grey coat bristling. Though less than half the girth of the pushsnouts, it was still an impressive creature. Its silvery-black horns curled sharply away from its bearded jaw, supported by a thick muscular neck and heavy shoulders. With a tapered yet muscular body, it was a well-built beast, notorious for its ramming speed. However, this particular creature was slightly smaller than the mounts normally used by Rangers. Examining the civilian-style saddle and packs, Nifty recognized it as Rocktower tack. There was no mistaking the workmanship.
 
The hyber-ram stamped a razor-sharp hoof aggressively and snorted loudly. Your name, your origin? It mimicked haughtily, its bloodshot eyes belying its aggressive stance.
 
“Listen, we don’t have time for this. I’m Nifty and this is Scotty. Rangers from Rocktower. Where is your companion?” he inquired resolutely, calmly laying his arc-shot across his saddle. “Or would you prefer us to leave you here when we go?”
 
The ram thought over the prospect briefly and, to their surprise, the normally-proud beast capitulated immediately. No leave me, no leave me, me tell, me tell, it signaled, presenting its side and lowering its head in submission. Wandering rider-less around the station had clearly frayed the poor creature’s nerves to near breaking.
 
Nifty winced as he examined the ram more closely: angry, red gashes covered its flank. The wounds were at least a few days old. As tough as it was, it was clear the beast was physically exhausted, its muscles quivering involuntarily beneath its silver fur from prolonged efforts to stay alert.
 
I Buttar, Rocktower home, too. Man not companion, worker, man climb wall, scream. I think, man no live, the ram signaled resignedly. Other mans leave with train.
 
“Other man? Who? When?” asked Nifty asked, shocked by the shameful behavior. Abandoning one’s comrade, leaving the poor animal to fend for itself, was beyond reproach.
 
Buttar stared blankly at Nifty and the boars as if confused by the question. Mans come over wall, it signaled, indicating the gates. He come without screaming man, tell me wait, then man leaves.
 
“Well, this is a fine mess,” sighed Scotty. “We can’t afford to get embroiled in details right now, but I’m sure–Buttar, is it?–will be willing to expose this coward once we’re safely back on the train. For now, I trust you can keep the scoundrel’s scent in mind until we return to Rocktower.”
 
Nifty studied Buttar, who continued to stare at them with nervous uncertainty as he continually shifted stance. He had considered questioning the ram further, but decided that Scotty was probably right. It was difficult to get any useful results when interrogating an unfamiliar creature at the best of times, and the Gears was hardly the place for it. He unbuckled the cylindrical medical kit from the saddle behind him and slid from his seat.
 
Scotty, satisfied the ram was cooperating, dug into his pack for a power cud. Despite jealous squeals of protest from Grunt, he tossed it to the ram, who caught it neatly with a quick flip of its head.
 
The senior Ranger then approached the ancient metal gates and reached out to grab an almost-invisible climbing rope resting against the burnished surface. Straining to see how high it went he shook his head. It was undoubtedly how the hyber-ram’s rider had climbed into the machine room’s outer courtyard beyond.
 
“Well, we’re faced with a decision here, lad. We can retrieve the body for identification or we could alert a patrol to what we’ve found.” Scotty huffed and looked up again. “Then we can go about finding ourselves a more accessible machine room.” He returned his gaze to the station, squinting at the barely-visible entry tunnels far above.
 
“We don’t have time to go somewhere else,” Nifty answered glibly. “With that dreadnaught on our doorstep we’re taking our chances already. Plus, we’re Rocktower Rangers, who else has the mettle to go in there?”
 
“I thought you might agree,” the senior Ranger replied. “Buttar’s harness indicates they’re from Rocktower. If that proves to be true, then I think our best option is to take the body with us. That way, no patrol needs to be alerted.”
 
“Retrieving the body is the right thing to do, the family needs to know what happened,” agreed Nifty, “but I’m beginning to wonder whether the gates weren’t welded shut for good reason.”
 
As Scotty considered this, Nifty dug out a jar of lichenbalm from the medical kit. Buttar recognized it and presented his wound, eager to finally have the festering gashes dealt with. Removing a glove with his teeth, Nifty turned his body to shield his hands from the heat of the falls and quickly smeared a finger-full of the oily paste across the ragged wounds along Buttar’s side.
 
Nifty turned back to his partner and grinned as he watched Scotty studying the gates a little more closely. “The Fergraniteson brothers would have made short work of these gates already and have been halfway back to the delve-train by now. So let’s just get going. None of this half- a-day business—we go in, get the body, roto-scan the key hole, and get out, alright?”
 
“Absolutely, lad,” said Scotty, smiling. He looked over to the pushsnouts. “You two will have to stay here. Can I depend on you to make our guest welcome?” he inquired, nodding towards Buttar. “And if anything happens, do not engage; try to signal us, and then retreat immediately,” he added, his voice echoing off the impossibly high gates.
 
Ram stay, Snort and Grunt run, then signal, Grunt snuffled. Both pushsnouts were wheezing hard at the jest, butting their enormous tusked heads sideways into each other enthusiastically.
 
We signal from train, we signal from train, added Snort, sending Grunt into another laughing fit.
 
Scotty cracked a reluctant smile, and let them have their fun for a moment, then held up a hand. “Yes, yes this is all very funny, now would you two mind focusing on the task at hand?” Scotty looked to Nifty, who was busy packing away the medical kit. “What do you think, wheel and glide?”
 
“Worked well in the past,” said Nifty, nodding in agreement.
 
From the saddle pack at Snort’s side, he unpacked the climbing rope and a pair of fist-and-boot rollers. He briefly considered the holster containing his punch-picks, but thought better of it. They were excellent tools for tight work, but as he considered the size of the gates once more, he doubted he would need them in the cavernous space beyond.
 
Slotted to the pommel of Snort’s saddle for easy access was one of his launchers. He’d noticed Scotty grabbing his and decided to do the same, snapping it into place where one of his hip holsters usually sat and then turning to the gate.
 
“Good, I was in no mood to cut through this thing.” Scotty frowned at the walls before walking back to Grunt.
 
Nifty knew from experience that the senior Ranger was having second thoughts about the climb. The older he got the less keen on his feet leaving the ground he seemed to be.
 
“Should have brought Daisy with us,” complained Scotty, as he went through Grunt’s pack and removed a small shoulder bag and his own grasp-and-boot rollers.
 
“Why don’t I just climb to the top and set up a pulley?” suggested Nifty, trying to hide amusement at Scotty’s discomfort. “Grunt can just pull you up.”
 
“The day I can’t climb a simple gate is the day I hang up my boots,” declared Scotty, with a wry smile.
 
“Let’s do this, old timer,” jabbed Nifty.
 
He plugged one end of the rope into a purpose-built receptacle on his belt and dropped the rest of the long coil to the ground. Grabbing the other end of the thin blue line, he inserted it into a similar port on Snort’s saddle.
 
“Ryder, you’re with me, but you two will be staying out here,” Nifty instructed the boars as he dialed through the rope’s color changes. “Keep an eye on the rope as usual, but this time yellow means a slow pull, and red means run, then circle back once I pop the connection.” He fastened a pair of small pulleys to his belt and started towards the gate.
 
We run, we run, replied Grunt.
 
But first we eat Buttar, added Snort, looking hungrily at the ram. Cud still in tummy. Cud still in tummy, he signaled, a stern look on his face, before his resolve broke, and he and Grunt descended into a bout of amused snuffling once again.
 
Buttar’s head whipped up immediately and he glared at the boars. Nifty, with no small amount of effort, finally managed to settle the ram down, assuring him that the boars were only joking, eventually encouraging the injured ram to take some much needed rest. When everything looked to be in order, he joined Scotty at the gates.             
 




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Nifty assessed the doors for the best path to the top as he took a couple of deep calming breaths and pushed to the side his apprehension about what may lay behind them. He dropped his boot-rollers to the ground and stomped his feet into the bindings, so the wheels lined up with the front inner edge of the boots. They started to hum quietly as power from the boots activated their magnetic fields. He placed hand-held rollers on the wall, and waited for them to calibrate to the heat-stoked surface and fully magnetize. Scotty holstered Surge on his back to follow suit and, with a simple nod, they began their climb.
 
Nifty took the lead, gliding up the sheer face like a silk-bomber on a thread, the pivoting wheels allowing him to almost run up the colossal gate. By the time his older companion had finished hauling himself over the edge, Nifty had already attached a pulley to either side of the broad ledge at the top of the doors.
 
Still breathing hard from the climb, Scotty signaled for him to crouch, and lifted the helmet’s heat veil to place a far-scope to his eye. From their vantage, they could see the long entry boulevard that extended half a mile from the outer gate. Massive storage racks stretched for miles in each direction along the walls, filled with parts for both the Gears and the engine room.
 
Nifty had rarely witnessed such a sight. “That is truly amazing,” he said, after letting out a low whistle.
 
“‘Tis indeed, the ancients were nothing if not thorough,” noted Scotty.
 
“No,” countered Nifty, standing up to get a better view. “I mean it’s amazing that none of these parts have been used. No breakdowns of any of the major functions for fifteen hundred years. That’s an incredible thing.”
 
“And there shouldn’t be any, at least for the next thousand years, according to engineering reports from the Helix,” replied Scotty. “Now focus, son. No doubt our friend in there got a little too close to one of the machines.”
 
Nifty took the launcher from his hip and locked the cylindrical device it into place on on Riot's haft, just above the bats pommel. A green light flashed to show it was ready, so he selected the mapping function. With a nod from Scotty he launched one of its ten discs out into the chamber. Three blade-like wings sprang out along its edge as it spun its way down into the storage bays.  It made a long loop before circling back up to the men.
 
Thrusting out the bat, Nifty caught the disc back into the launcher. He pulled back the sleeve of his jacket to expose his mantle watch and fished out a short connector probe. Within seconds, an orange and blue image appeared on his wrist, a tiny version of the chamber below. He began expanding portions of the three-dimensional image, scouring it for anything out of the ordinary.
 
“Nothing moving and the dead body isn’t in this section. The racks look to be in order, so it should be safe to descend,” he commented, as he did his final checks of the images. “We should get better readings once we climb down, though.”
 
“Ryder, where is Floe and the body of the poor unfortunate?” Scotty asked.
 
Ryder glided down and landed on Nifty’s shoulder, gesturing towards the far end of the storage bays.
 
“Of course she is,” said Nifty with a sigh.  “Let’s get you loaded.” He set his shoulder bag at his feet, and retrieved a small kickback canister and harness.
 
The duster hopped down from Nifty’s shoulder and stepped into the harness; he then cinched it tightly around her sleek abdomen and ran small control cables along her front legs. With a few deft movements, she made a quick test; a burst of aerosol fired from the nozzle at the rear of the canister.
 
“Good,” said Scotty, packing his far-scope away. “Now don’t go dusting everything in sight like Dart is apt to do.” He paused for a moment, frowning. “Actually, do you mind just riding on Nifty for now? It would make me feel better to have you close.”
 
Yes, yes, she signaled enthusiastically. Me like mans, me like stay, and with that, she quickly hopped up and perched herself on Nifty’s helmet light.
 
Nifty began feeding line through the pulley, down to the opposite side of the gate and into the bay below. He snapped a lever on his heel and the climbing wheels swung to the back of the boots. He grabbed the rope with a gloved hand and jumped over the edge. The wheels gripped the gate’s surface, slowing his descent slightly as he sped down towards the storage bays below. A shower of sparks erupted from his heels as he intermittently leaned back to apply the brakes, further slowing his descent.
 
Less than thirty feet from the ground, Nifty shifted his weight onto his toes and pushed himself free of the gate. Holding the rope tightly to slow his final descent, he landed lightly on the floor.
 
Once inside the protective walls, the heat from the falls became almost imperceptible, and he felt as if he had been plunged into a pool of cool water. Retracting his shroud and removing his gloves, Nifty assessed the wide boulevard and was more than a little surprised at what he saw.
 
The use of heat-stoked flooring seemed to have stopped at the gates and everything, both metal and stone, was deeply etched with ancient numbers and letters. Every inch of every surface was covered by these enigmatic runes; he doubted a flicker flea could find a path across any surface without encountering the deeply-gouged script. The effect as a whole was eerily beautiful.
 
Nifty heard Scotty grunt in protest, as he landed heavily behind him. His shroud was already retracted, and once again he held the far-scope to his eye, searching the area.
 
Lowering the scope, the big man crouched down to run a bare hand across the engraved surface at their feet. “What do you make of this, lad? I’ve never seen anything like it before; it’s very detailed – look there.” He pointed to the almost-perfect grid pattern which wove its way across the floor.
 
“I have no idea. Do you think the ancients did this?” asked Nifty, removing his boot wheels and placing them in front of the door, ready for a running stomp-latch if they needed a quick escape.
 
“Doubtful,” Scotty replied. Un-holstering his power pick, he fell into stride beside Nifty as they made theirway down the boulevard. “I recognize the numbers, but I don’t understand the sequences. It doesn’t look recent, but it’s impressive enough that we should consider whatever may have made it as dangerous, and possibly still about.”
 
“Well, whoever it was seems to have had no shortage of time on their hands,” Nifty speculated, taking out the launcher so they could once again to check for any other strangeness.
 
Satisfied with the mantle watch’s readout, they made their way deeper into the storage area.
 
As they passed by the racks of equipment, Nifty was tempted to take a closer look at their contents. He wondered if Ryder had remembered his request to search for Scotty’s present, the airiron. Chances were that she may have already forgotten the code word tool, given all the excitement of visiting the Gears.
 
The wide passage finally opened out into an immense work space, just in front of the machine room doors. It was designed to allow unhindered access once the doors were open. Dotted across the floor were stacks of dust covered metal crates, lined up neatly, awaiting storage. They passed the bay’s control tower to their left. A cylindrical structure made from glistening marble, banded with interwoven metal casings. The structure flared out from the base, like a tulip, up to a platform nearly a hundred feet across that was situated for the best possible view along both aisles. Warily, they approached the machine room doors, searching cautiously, well aware that whatever caused the demise of the chamber’s most recent explorer could still be lurking nearby.
 
Lining the walls to either side of the doors rested countless wheeled machines, ranging in size from a couple of feet tall to well over fifty. His best guess was that they were cargo loaders and sorters of some kind. He could feel waves of heat radiating from braided tubing that ran from the walls to each loader, channeling magma that kept the machine’s Flux cores constantly charged. Much like the floor, most of the machines had been etched with the same peculiar lettering across their metallic limbs and chassis. Surprising Nifty that somehow something as simple as the geometric patterns seemed to lend each one a feeling of a distinctly different personality.
 
Most of the loaders were mounted on single gyrocasters, but some of the larger machines required half a dozen or more. The gyrocasters were dynamic, metal clad wheels of varying sizes that contained their own internal drive and balancing system; they could be locked onto nearly any machine that required transport and had the necessary coupler. Used independently or in groups, they had been invaluable tools for the ancients. Unfortunately, the scourge had tainted many of the gyrocasters, rendering them highly unpredictable and dangerous. Though they continued to be built, the post Scourge machines lacked many of their predecessor’s unique functions.
 
Nifty felt a pang of discomfort as he inspected the loaders. He was aware that they were simple machines, hardly more complex than a child’s mechanical toy, yet he couldn’t shake off the feeling that they were watching him, returning his scrutiny.
 
“Impressive,” commented Scotty, as he appraised the machine room’s studded, silver doors.
 
Nifty followed his gaze. It was difficult to gauge their height, as the top disappeared into a thick, brooding mist far above. Hunched to either side, like slumbering Brunt grizzlies, were the doors’ giant drive engines.
 
“Impressive, but dangerous,” Nifty concurred warily, slowing his pace, beckoning Ryder onto his arm. “Could you dust the door engines and the first few loaders, please? Or whatever they are...”
 
“The ones up there, on two gyrocasters, with large pincers, are top loaders, with a linked tread for climbing between the racks,” Scotty volunteered, re-holstering his pick. “Those ones with the big drums on top are called Trussing machines, if I recall correctly. They carry thermosilk spools in those containers, for wrapping some of the more sensitive parts. I think those smaller ones, that look like pickle barrels with two arms, are cleaners...”
 
“...What about that one?” Nifty interrupted, pointing to a particularly complex silver and blue machine. It towered over the cleaners, its four mechanical arms limp at its sides, and ran on a set of four gyrocasters. At its crown-like head, if you could call it a head, were four sensor discs, one on each side. It was the only machine of its kind he could see, or had ever seen, for that matter.
 
Scotty considered the bulky unit for a moment before answering. “I can’t say. Something I seem to remember wants me to call it a Dominion. I think it may be the problem solver for this storage zone. The Ancients designed them so they wouldn’t have to enter the racks every time an issue arose.”
 
“It sounds like you just made that up,” Nifty snorted, raising an eyebrow at the senior Ranger.
 
Ryder took off, and he turned to call after her. “Is Floe up there?” He pointed to the towering operations platform.
 
“Yes,” the duster signaled, swooping through the air, as she headed towards the machines.
 
She made a low pass in front of the gate engines and dusted a fine mist across each one. The chemical released from the kickback canister was a broad combination of Flux strains, each one carefully selected to give the spray the maximum chance to react violently, or kickback, when in the presence of the virus or a corrupted Flux deposit.
 
When neither engine reacted from the aerosol, Nifty nodded to Scotty, and they crossed the courtyard to the control tower.
 
Suddenly, a winged shadow streaked across the floor, startling Nifty, Looking up, he caught a glimpse of two sizable ripwings as they glided through the air towards the racking system.
 
“Scrap! That’s the last thing we need. They must be roosting up there.” He craned his neck trying to see where they went. “They’ve seen us for sure, so let’s get a move on in case they decide to get more adventurous.”
 
“They’ll not bother us,” Scotty reassured him, worming his hand into his pocket to retrieve his notebook, scratching away on it for a brief moment. “They’re no match for either one of us; even the wild ones are sure to be intelligent enough to know better.”
 
“Tell that to Buttar,” Nifty scoffed, appraising the racks. “The gouges on Buttar’s rump were made by claws much larger than the ones on the ripwings we have back home.”
 
“Well, if they circle around, we’ll give them something to squawk about,” Scotty countered, putting his notebook away. “A couple of shield-slashes should do it.”
 
Nifty tried to work up a nervous smile, but the sudden appearance of the ripwings had brought to mind the corpse on the platform, and he began to wonder if the duster’s description of the cause of death was wholly accurate.
 
Stalking across to the tower, he stepped onto the floating staircase that spiraled around the cylindrical base. Climbing two at a time, Nifty noticed that they hadn’t escaped the stamped runes. Six spirals up, Nifty arrived at an open platform that provided a clear view of the entire storage bay down below. He could even make out the upper outline of the engine room doors through the mist. Three long banks of instrumentation panels were arranged in a loose triangle at the center of the platform, with larger units lining the edges. Each bank was dominated by a tall spire of winding metal that intertwined with its neighbor and disappeared up toward the ceiling nearly a mile away.
 
“Floe?” Nifty called. “Location?”
 
Floe flickered her wings, catching Nifty’s eye. The duster was looping above one of the consoles on the other side of the platform, facing the machine room doors, and he started towards her.
 
Scotty’s thick hand grabbed his shoulder before he took the second step. “Easy, lad –let Ryder do her work first.”
 
Ryder zig-zagged her way across the platform, dusting each machine with a fine layer, before landing next to Floe.
 
“Nothing,” Nifty commented puzzled, watching Ryder’s trail. “Not a single reaction, either here or below. This is making very little sense.”
 
“Agreed! I was expecting a couple of mild reactions at the very least,” Scotty offered, moving past Nifty towards the dusters. “Let’s retrieve the poor chap and be on our way. Something doesn’t feel right.”
 
As he wound his way through the consoles, Nifty kept an eye on the racks, watching for sign of the ripwings, still not convinced they were gone. He had covered about half the distance to the dusters when he was accosted by a sickly rotting odor that even managed to cut through the pervasive smell of magma. The stench was so foul that he had to resist the urge to cover his mouth and nose. Nifty warily made his way to where Scotty had stopped near the far console, wincing in disgust at the sight before him.
 
The body was badly charred and beyond decay and barely resembled human form. Whoever this man was, he had been dead a dozen days or more and was almost unrecognizable as a Submantler. He was slumped over the control panel with one arm buried up to its elbow in an elaborate cylindrical shaft right in the middle of the console. Along with everything else in the room, the machine was scarred with the same etchings as the bay below.
 
“Scrap! What do you suppose did that?” Nifty uttered, his Ranger training reflexively scanning the platform yet again.
 
“I don’t know. But whatever did this may still be around. We need to get this body, or what’s left of it, out of here and back to the delve-train,” Scotty insisted, bending over to examine the corpse more closely.
 
He stopped suddenly, his untamed eyebrows arching upwards, and he pointed to a long rectangular badge above the shaft with the poor man’s arm stuck in it. “I think my eyes may be playing tricks on me – can you read that under all that stamping? Does that say door?”
 
Nifty leaned in to get a better look, and almost gagged as a wave of rot washed over him. “The middle one says machine, and the last one says doors, if I’m getting the translation right.” Staring at the badge, his mind started racing through all the possibilities. “Was he trying to open the doors?” He stood upright, pointing definitively from the body to the console. “Is this the keyhole?”
 
“I think it is.” Scotty said, his eyes lighting up. “I’ll yank him out so we can take a closer look.”
 
He hooked his pick around the charred torso so he could pry the body out of the way.
 
“Seriously?” Nifty protested, slapping Scotty’s pick to the side. ” Remind me never to drop dead while you’re around.” He scowled at the senior Ranger, annoyed. “If this was one of your boys, you wouldn’t be treating him like a sack of potatoes that was in your way,” he chided, reaching into his pouch for a thermosilk wrap.
 
“Sorry, lad, I was letting my impatience get the best of me,” Scotty replied in feigned contrition, and yet, he got his notepad out once again and started scribbling. This time, from what Nifty could see, he was broadly sketching the layout of the console.
 
Nifty quickly laid out the thermosilk on the floor, slipped on his gloves, and began the unsavory task of peeling the corpse off the console, starting with the arm. He tugged at it gently, trying to remove it from the keyhole, but it resisted his initial attempt, stuck and twisted in the shaft as it was. So he found a better grip, and gave it a harder yank. The arm un-expectantly popped out of the controller, making a sickening, slurping sound, sending Nifty stumbling back, causing the arm to rip away at the shoulder, and send out a spray of gore.
 
“Niftmire!” Scotty exploded, throwing his hands up a little too late as a thin stream of fluid was splattered across his face and chest. “What’s the matter with you? What happened to treating him with respect?” he spluttered, pulling out his handkerchief and water bottle, desperately trying to rid himself of the stinking mess.
 
“Sorry,” Nifty stammered, torn between the horror of what he’d just done to the poor body and trying desperately to keep a straight face as he watched Scotty.
 
While trying to wash the inky liquid off, Scotty somehow managed to get some of the run-off into his mouth and breathing tube, and was rinsing and spitting frantically, spluttering between mouthfuls. “It tastes like month-old goat’s milk, you careless dross-wit!”
 
The console activated suddenly, and thoughts of apologizing again vaporized as both men stopped and starred suspiciously at the flashing controls until, without prompting, the console shut itself down.
 
With a shrug to Scotty, he returned his attention to the amputated limb. It felt heavy in his hands, and Nifty noticed that it had remained untouched by the charring, most likely because it had been lodged in the keyhole. An interesting silver mantle-watch was fastened at the wrist. Keeping it as far away as he could, Nifty turned to put the leaking limb on the thermosilk.
 
“Stop!” Scotty barked through a spray of water. “That band on the forearm, what is that? That is not a mantle-watch.” Fumbling the flask back to his hip, he held out his hands eagerly to inspect the arm, the overwhelming stench all but forgotten. “I think that’s the Key, lad – I think that’s the Key!”
 
“The Key?” Nifty exclaimed, his mind racing as he began to piece things together and an anger began to surface. “What the scrap is going on here?” he barked. “What did Doon tell you when you met with him? First the dreadnaught and now we find this Key. It’s about as far from a coincidence as you can get. In fact this feels like a set up.”
 
“It was my idea to come here lad.  Doon recommended the libraries, no more.” Scotty defended, yet Nifty could see the selfsame questions reflected in the old man’s eyes. “I’ve know the man near fifty years, Doon wouldn’t have sent us…”
 
A grinding noise, punctuated with loud hissing pops, echoed up through the chamber from the boulevard below, sending a chill up Nifty’s spine and stopping further debate.
 
Scotty cursed quietly as Nifty shoved the arm at him, causing more fluid to ooze out. The young Ranger jumped onto the console closest to the edge of the platform so he could lean over the railing to find the source of the noise. Hey froze at the sight sixty feet below him, his body surged with adrenaline, and his heart began beating like a crank-hammer.
 




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

All around the service bay, countless machines had discharged their lava tubes and, despite being over a thousand of years old, most of them started to roam about on their own. The Dominion had left its mooring and was flashing instructions from its deep purple headlights, to an ever-growing cluster of machines following it.
 
The top loaders left the courtyard and headed for the aisles between the racks, their forked arms opening and closing expectantly as they moved. The Dominion followed them at a slower pace, along with a good number of smaller machines that Nifty impulsively named rack rats. The cleaners, however, started breaking off from the group, and were heading straight towards the tower.
 
“The machines!” Nifty barked over his shoulder. “They’ve activated.”
 
One of the cleaners had already reached the base of the tower; it tilted its body back to magnetize its gyrocaster to the wall, and began circling up the tower following the spiral staircase.
 
Scotty moved over to join him, but Nifty took charge. “No! You take care of the body, and I’ll see what I can do to keep them busy.”
 
Without waiting for an answer, Nifty pulled his shatter bat from its holster and felt the Link surge through him. He spun the weapon for a better grip, and activated the auto loader. Well, let’s see if the upgrades were worth it. As the weapon auto-cranked the charging piston five times in rapid succession, Nifty timed the foremost cleaner’s ascension, and jumped over the edge.
 
Using his favorite strike, the granite slam, he connected with the leading edge of the machine, and released the bat’s energy with a low thud, collapsing the cleaner back into itself, sending it crashing back down to the courtyard.
 
Anticipating the recoil of the strike, Nifty shifted the bat, using its weight to control his descent as he was sent sailing out into the chamber floor far below. Landing with a quick shoulder roll, he sprang to his feet and ducked behind a crate just as the ruined cleaner crashed down, releasing the energy from its core in a horrific explosion, sending metal plates, cogs, and rivets zipping by angrily in all directions.
 
Scanning the outer chamber, he could see that for at least half a mile to either side of the machine room doors, more robots had sprung to life. Much to his relief, most of them seemed to be following some sort of pre-set pattern and were ignoring him completely.
 
The cleaners, however, were not. Their pincers snapped dangerously as they advanced on him. Ranging in height from six to nine feet, their multi-ringed, barrel-shaped torsos were mounted on a single, remarkably agile, gyrocaster. A cycloptic glass disc on the head served as an eye, and as if two arms weren’t enough, a third one emerged from behind a sliding panel in most of their chests.
 
The machines drew closer, and Nifty noticed the tips of their middle arms shimmered with an angry red glow, and his eyes widened when he saw not a pincer, but a multi-sided roller, clasped between two prongs. As the cylinder began to rotate slowly, Nifty could make out over a dozen rows of white hot numbers and letters. It struck him at once that these weren’t simply cleaners. Scotty hadn’t been quite right: they were some sort of branders. They may have had something to do with cleaning, but based on their current behavior, he guessed that a good deal of their time had been spent on the markings covering most surfaces of the storage bay.
 
What in dross-stone were these things doing? He puzzled, looking down at the patterned floor. Whatever instructions they followed, they were getting far too close, far too quickly.
 
He took a deep breath and drifted into the battle calmness drilled into him at the Ranger academy, focusing on linking his senses with his uniform and weapons. He was ready. Using a nearby crate as a launching pad, he leapt high into the air and landed with an ugly crash on top of the first machine. His power boots sending a blast of energy from their soles into its mechanics, causing its eye to shatter. He swung Riot high, and he drove her down hard in a ground grind strike, smashing the upper chassis off the next brander. Using the momentum, Nifty leapt over it, back to the ground, and kicked another machine right in the center of its torso, blasting it back into its trailing brethren.
 
“You want some of this?” he growled
 
He cast glances toward the tower for sign of his partner. Nothing. So he smashed and pole-axed his way through more than half a dozen machines.  More streamed in from further down the storage bay. And as if their numbers weren’t enough, they started working in unison, bobbing and weaving to avoid the worst of his blows. Slowly but surely, he was forced backwards and found himself wedged between a sea of pincers and the immense silver doors of the machine room.
 
Finally, he spotted Scotty lumbering down the stairs. His jaw clenched in annoyance when he glimpsed the bundle on Scotty’s back. The stocky Ranger had obviously bent the body in half, mashing it down into an incredibly undignified and macabre package. All for the sake of ease of transport.
 
For reasons he couldn’t quite say, this simple lack of decorum piqued his anger enough to send him on full offensive. Despite the danger at such close range, he quickly set the auto loader to four, and carved down two branders with an up-sweeping strike, repeating the move on his other side.
 
To Nifty’s dismay, several of the new arrivals had turned suddenly in Scotty’s direction, gyrocasters propelling them determinedly toward the senior Ranger. He tried to reassure himself that, despite the bundle, Scotty could handle these branders. He failed.
 
Pushing forward, Nifty danced through the strike patterns, flowing from crust cutter into a iron spiral, then dropping to his knees for a shin slice, the moves working just as well on bots as they did with soldiers.
 
He spied a gap in the sea of machines where a Trussing machine was closing in slowly, hindered by its brethren.  Leaping high he managed to launch himself over three ranks of the machines.
 
Landing in a tuck and roll, a heavy swath of thermosilk slammed down on him out of nowhere, knocking him on his back, sending his helmet flying. He just barely managed to jerk Riot to his side before he was flipped over and neatly caught between two layers of industrial grade silk.
 
“What the…?” Nifty grunted, struggling to escape the Trussing machine’s trap. He’d dismissed the machine earlier, for being too big and too slow and lacking any offensive capabilities, and he berated himself for the oversight. How in blazes had it kept it’s thermosilk intact for a thousand years?
 
The Wrapper picked him up and began to spin him like a spider with its prey, adding layer after layer of silk from the containers on its back, leaving Nifty barely room to breathe. A dizzying few moments later, he found himself strapped to a metal pallet that the Wrapper removed from a bracket on its back, and then dumped unceremoniously on the ground, completely helpless.
 
With the Wrapper’s cumbersome chassis hindering any approach, Nifty gained just a few precious seconds to find a way to get himself free. On a hunch, he activated the bats auto loader. The motion of the ridged piston auto-cocking itself several times caught some of the thermosilk, and pushed it aside just enough to let him rotate his wrist and spring out one of the long thin blades from the band of his mantle watch.
 
Sweat blossomed across his body when the sudden impact of branders punching into the thermosilk covered pallet, triggered in him what he would have liked to think was a controlled panic. With a quick sawing motion, he freed his arm just in time to seize a branding arm that was about to permanently etch letters into his forehead.
 
Other machines had worked their way closer, and he could feel pulsing strikes on his boots as they attempted to label the heat-stoked uppers. Luckily for him, the brander attempting to bore into his brain was blocking the rest of the units from the squishier parts of his body.
 
The muscles in his left arm began burning with fatigue as he fought against the weight of the brander pushing down its white hot cylinder. He didn’t know how long he could keep the glowing implement from his face.
 
“No!” he yelled angrily, as the brand inched down and he struggled to get his other arm free.
 
He closed his eyes and held his breath, ready for the inevitable burning sensation when suddenly the pressure was gone and the arm was jerked away with a loud, metallic crunching sound.
 
Snapping his eyes open, he saw Scotty’s scarred fists wrapped around the brander's arm. Despite being one of the oldest Rangers still in the field, decades of brutal work had left Scotty with a heavily muscled frame and an iron grip. He’d managed to twist the metal appendage back on itself, and was ramming it up into brander’s sensor disc.
 
“Not bad for someone who pilots like your mother, eh lad?” Scotty grunted through clenched jaws, sparing Nifty only the briefest of glances. “Are you going to help? Or should I carry you back to the gate as well?” he added, finally letting go of the arm, looking somewhat satisfied.
 
The brander, its simple mechanical pre-sets not designed to deal with this kind of variable, had made no move to defend itself and kept on thrusting its stamp forward, still trying to brand everything in its path. With the arm bent over itself, the machine was now stamping its own sensor disc. Over and over it jabbed, until the circle shattered completely, the brand burning its way into internal workings. Finally, shuddering erratically, the machine toppled backwards, an eerie, hissing sound emanating from its innards.
 
Nifty slashed away at the rest of the thermosilk and was quickly back on his feet with Riot in hand and he wasted no time evening the score. Taking the lead, he struck high and pushed forward through the ranks of machines.
 
Scotty stayed low, with Surge still strapped on his back, and fought his way forward with the close range punch-picks instead.
 
Decades ago, during game days at the academy, Scotty had earned the nick name Power Merchant, a title that had since been shortened to just Merchant. It was a name that rung in Nifty’s ear as he bore witness to the older man’s fighting style. Scotty had locked four-sided concussion wedges, resembling small pyramids, into the knuckle-duster style tools, and true to his earlier plan, he stayed low, targeting the gyrocasters, and systematically immobilized one brander after another with metal crunching punches.
 
“Nifty!” Scotty shouted.
 
Nifty turned his head just in time to catch the spinning helmet sailing towards him. “Thanks!” He donned the helmet, and this time secured the chinstrap. “How do we get out of here?”
 
Three massive Trussing machines were heading in their direction, trying to slip through the ranks of branders. “I don’t know, let me think on it a moment.” Scotty grunted, crust cracking a strut holding the nearest gyrocaster, buckling it sideways with a loud snap. The machine it carried collapsed to the ground, dragging two others with it.
 
With Scotty’s help, the pair managed to fight their way back to the middle of the floor, between the massive doors and the control tower. They began slowly working their way towards the stacked cargo containers, hoping these would help provide a brief respite.
 
“I don’t think the Scourge is still at work, but I do think that it may have left permanent damage to their reasoning mechanics. I think maybe it’s time we us our launchers. No organics here, so no shame to be had.” Scotty ventured.
 
Even in the midst of the fight, this gave Nifty pause.  The unwritten Rocktower Ranger code of honor disallowed projectile weapons that weren’t powered with one’s own flesh and bone like the arc-shots, especially those with any kind of range. And the use of them was frowned upon by most in Submantle.  If you weren’t prepared to face your opponent directly, preferring instead to attack them from a safe distance, like a coward, then you didn’t deserve to be named a combatant.
 
Of course, this didn’t make the user of such weapons safe from reprisals – only a fool would assume every adversary would follow the unwritten rules and not be prepared with adequate countermeasures. In his years of service Nifty had only been forced to use the more powerful projectiles of his launcher as weapons only a handful of times, and even then it was only when he’d been fired upon first.
 
The rules didn’t apply when dealing with non-organics and Nifty cursed himself a fool for not thinking of this earlier. Plucking the launcher from his hip, he slammed it home above Riot's handle and, instead of the mapping function he opted for…well his mind raced for a moment before finally selecting the lava bridge.
 
Smashing two more branders, Nifty finally managed to target one of the Trussing machines with the launcher and fired. With an angry whirring, the disc covered the distance, squarely striking the Wrapper’s optics. The bridging disc was typically used for lava flows, freezing the top layer so they could be crossed.
 
Nifty felt his ears pop as the sensation of the air drying out around him assaulted his senses. The energy from the disc ceased all molecular vibrations across the Wrapper, creating a freezing surface that sucked in the chamber’s water to create a thick layer of ice across the machine, locking down its limbs and gyrocasters, causing it to teeter briefly before toppling over with a crash, onto half a dozen milling branders.
 
Nine discs left. He considered using his arc-shot as well, but it really wasn’t suited for such close range combat.
 
Scotty had un-holstered Surge and with surgical precision deployed five of his rounds.  He’d opted for stabilizer discs. They were typically used to liquefy unreachable rock deposits on the roofs of caverns, welding them together to strengthen a weak point. But it seemed they worked equally well on murderous branders. A neat line of them lay flopping on the floor, their partially liquefied remains creating a pathway for the two men. 
 
With Scotty taking the lead they began clearing the branders to either side, when a high-pitched hissing sound, almost like a tea kettle’s whistle, with nerve-racking resonance, halted the two men momentarily.
 
“Get down!” Scotty yelled. “That machine with the branding roller through its optics, I think it’s about to express its power rod!” He pushed forward between two armless machines to shield his body from the blast, but too late. The high-pitch whistle ceased and the brander exploded with a deafening roar. Nifty was thrown into the air and sent crashing down into the floor, along with over a dozen machines around him.
 
With his ears ringing and eyes watering, Nifty rolled onto his belly and forced himself to his knees amongst a litter of dismembered machine parts. His heavily reinforced jacket had taken the brunt of the buffeting, and apart from getting the wind knocked out of him, he felt stunned but unharmed.
 
A number of machines had been destroyed in the blast, but those still functioning managed to reorient themselves with dismaying efficiency. Strangely though, some had ceased hostilities and were now bent over, compulsively branding the floor, while others began branding pieces of their damaged co-workers.
 
In a daze, Nifty searched the area for Scotty, the panic of not seeing the big Ranger instantly shattering any sense of confusion. He willed himself to his feet and scanned the debris until his eyes lit upon the shaft of Scotty’s pick jutting out from behind a wrecked machine.
 
Darting across the floor, he hauled and kicked machine parts from his path and was flooded with relief when he finally managed to uncover his friend still in one piece. “You alright?”
 
Scotty struggled to sit upright, grunting from the effort. The right side of his face looked like he had been shaving with a potato grater, and he was bleeding around metal fragments imbedded in his skin. “I’m alright, lad. Just had the wind knocked out of me, is all.” He tried to smile, but only managed a painful wince.
 
A loud sound of metal on metal diverted Nifty’s attention and he pried his eyes from Scotty to discover what new terror might be spawned from this chamber of death. To his short lived relief it, was the access port for a repair solution, no immediate threat. Yet as thousands of gallons of the slivery liquid, with its highly unusual dark purple tinge, began to flood its way across the floor and gather in machine parts Nifty’s heart began to sink. It sank even further when like a cresting wave it began propping up downed branders for repair, encasing them in its purple folds, sparking and spraying as it began making them whole once again.
 
Nifty quickly returned his attention to his partner and the surrounding machines. Most of the undamaged branders seemed to have recovered and circled back around towards them, dead machines and various body parts hindering their progress. However, it was the
units that were mindlessly stamping the floor that caught Nifty’s attention. His eyes widened when he realized what was actually going on: the heat of the explosion had partially wiped out a twenty-foot circle of lettering from the floor, and they were frantically re-stamping it.
 
With that observation came a flash of insight – he had an idea. Holding out his bat, he activated the auto loader to level nine, and twisted one of the control rings on the haft, engaging a long spike that thrust out from its tip. A low whine signaled Riot was ready. With practiced ease, Nifty took aim and launched the bat in a high arc through the air towards the control tower. Turning back, he grabbed Scotty’s power pick, and leapt to the first brander smashing its axle with a single rock shock.
 
Meanwhile, Riot buried itself in the floor, spike first, releasing its charge. Ripples spread across the surface, like grease hitting a hot frying pan, searing as it went, obliterating everything etched on the floor within a thirty-foot diameter.
 
Reaching down, Nifty grabbed his semi-conscious companion by the scruff of his jacket, and with a heavy grunt, he began hauling him between the downed machines, making straight towards his pick.
 
With Surge in one hand, and the seven-hundred-and fifty pound-or-so Scotty in the other, Nifty fought through a maze of machines and cargo containers. It was a short yet awkward flight to the blasted space, and several times he had to dump the heavy Ranger to deal with one or more of the branders.
 
Despite the difficulty, Nifty found that he was enjoying one aspect of the flight – Scotty’s pick. For all its weight, and his inability to Link with another Ranger’s weapon, it was a joy to work with. While not as quick or as powerful as Nifty's shatter bat, its handling and balance were exceptional, gliding through the air with a controlled precision that left Nifty feeling a little envious, wondering how it must handle when one could feel it through the Link. Even without a auto loader shaft, it still managed to deliver stunning, one-handed slate slashes that, with a single crank, finished off nearly a dozen machines before they’d reached the area of the floor devoid of lettering.
 
Like whip-wasps around a rock rose patch, the branders gathered at the edges of the freshly charred ring, jostling with one another to claim space for stamping, and began slowly working their way inward.
 
Half-lifting, half-dragging the senior Ranger to where Riot was embedded in the floor, Nifty settled him beside the bat. Kneeling down, he removed the water canister from his hip and gently poured some on Scotty’s face, before letting him take a long drink.
 
“Thanks, lad,” he croaked, sitting upright and reaching up to gingerly touch the side of his face.
 
“Leave it be!” Nifty ordered. “It’s just small fragments and we can deal with it once we’re safe. Besides, if anything, they improve your looks.” Nifty took a long drink of water. “Where’s the body?”
 
“On the stairs. I didn’t think he would be much help in a brawl,” Scotty answered wryly, signaling Nifty to help him up. “Improve my looks,” Scotty mumbled under his breath.
 
Nifty clasped Scotty’s hand and pulled him to his feet. There was strength in Scotty’s grip, and Nifty was glad that the senior Ranger seemed to have already shaken off the worst of the explosion’s effects.
 
Placing Surge at Scotty’s feet, he leaned over to recover Riot with a quick yank. He recharged the bat and sent it out again and again, cauterizing half a dozen intersecting circles of blank floor, and leaving hours of work to keep the branders busy.
 
While the faster machines were occupied with branding, dozens of the larger units milled around behind. Their smaller work mates forming an effective barrier between them and the Rangers. Further back he could see the repair solution still busy at work, none of the machines in its embrace looked fully repaired yet, but he couldn’t afford to spend much more time fighting what could potentially be an inexhaustible army of machines. 
 
Nifty considered their options – fighting these things all the way back to the gates with a wounded Scotty was simply not one of them. He was scanning the room for other ideas when he spied Ryder gliding gracefully to their position.
 
Tool she signaled unexpectedly. Tool right close her front legs were waving towards the storage racks.
 
Of all the damnable luck. He almost yelled in frustration, while yet being impressed that the mantis had remembered the code word for the metal. How in slaggstone was he going to go on a hunt for airiron with all this going on?
 
“You need to get us back to the stairwell and then lead them into the racks, son,” Scotty said from his side, leaving Nifty wondering if the explosion had somehow allowed the senior Ranger to read minds.
 
“I could fight off a few stragglers as I run to the gates, but I won’t be able to deal with this lot,” he added, gesturing to the larger Trussing machines. “You should be able to outpace them once in the racks, and if you set up a commotion they should follow you like a trail of ants.”
 
Nifty’s already pounding heart skipped a beat. Dreadnaughts, branders, and now finally a bit of luck. He fought to come up with a strategy that would allow him to retrieve the metal while sending the machines on a…what was that Topsider saying?--A wild goose chase.
 
Flexing his hands around the bats haft, he nodded to the bloodied Ranger and led the way to the stairs.
 
By the time they reached the tower, Scotty had roused himself enough for his legendary stubbornness to surface. He insisted on carrying the body to the gates. “If you do what you’re supposed to, they won’t be bothering me much,” he grumbled, looping the bundled body across his back. He tossed Nifty one of the punch-picks and a heavy pouch that contained several tip attachments for the tool. “It could be tight work in the racks,” he replied to the unasked question.
 
“Thanks,” Nifty replied; then, impulsively, he disengaged the launcher from his bat and handed Scotty his remaining nine cartridges. Scotty merely nodded as he took the proffered rounds. The look on his face conveyed what Nifty already knew, he needed to get the job done and return as soon as he was able or he and Scotty may not get out of this to tell the tale.
 




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Taking a few deep breaths Nifty refocused his Ranger training on the task ahead, pushing away potential airiron modifications for Riot that insisted on invading his ßthoughts. Finally, almost calmly he nodded to Scotty, and turned to face the ring of machines between him and the storage racks.
 
He pulled out the arc-shot from and hurled a dozen rounds at the surrounding machines to better gain their focus, then returned it to it’s holster. With a running start he jumped on atop of the nearest brander, his chosen route sending him across the backs of the machines as they leaned over to stamp the floor.
 
The sounds of snapping branding arms as his weight drove the machines into the ground brought him an extreme sense of satisfaction and an involuntary smile crept across his face. He leapt as high as his boots would allow, and attacked a Wrapper. Landing on one of its long binding arms, he swung Riot in a tight arc, driving the tip into its sensor disc. The machine let out a low whine, its optics sizzling and sparkling as Nifty jumped off, hitting the floor at a dead run. The whine turned into that familiar high-pitch whistle, but Nifty was already halfway to the storage racks when the enormous machine exploded behind him.
 
Ryder appeared ahead of him, flashing green, before disappearing over a dozen aisles away.
 
Weaving through the slower machines, and clanging his weapon on anything that looked like it could make noise, Nifty was relieved to see that Scotty’s plan was working and many of the machines were indeed following his antics.
 
He ducked into the racks and was again amazed at the true enormity of the storage area. Pillars supported the massive shelves that climbed for hundreds of feet, and mounted to each were the self-same blue light globes they’d seen in the Gears. The aisles, wide enough to fit two delve-trains, went on for well over two miles from the entry bay.
 
Nifty’s earlier enthusiasm quickly evaporated as it became increasingly difficult to elude the slower Wrappers. And it wasn’t the Wrappers fault, it was the smaller rack rat units that were creating the problem. He’d somehow managed to insert himself into their pre-set patterns.
 
They started popping up in droves with the express purpose of driving him towards the larger machines. Much faster and more elusive than the branders, they forced him against the racks, driving him this way and that, snapping at his legs and ankles with their scissored hands.
 
His initial adrenalin rush began to wear off, and the leaping about between racks was beginning to tax his already waning energy. Thoughts of abandoning the retrieval of the airiron entered his mind, but a vision of Lulu’s fiery eyes and their kiss, steeled his will once again and kept him running, climbing and dodging.
 
Finally managing to execute a couple of clever jumps he was granted a precious few moments to catch his breath. He perched himself on a shelf sixty feet above the milling machines to consider his options. He needed a different tactic for retrieving the airiron. Smashing and breaking all the machines would take forever not to mention the repair solution ready to fix any damage he might do.
 
Before he could come up with any kind of cohesive plan, a pair of rats spotted him and began climbing up the framework at full speed. Nifty stood and held his bat at the ready, waiting. He scarcely had a moment to react when, without warning a sneaky rat dropped down from above, locking its pincers around Riot’s haft. The surprise of the silent attack and the weight of the heavy little bastard ripped the bat from Nifty’s hands. The rat managed to land on the rack below, and wasted no time in bolting towards the floor.
 
“Slagg.” bellowed Nifty.  How am I going to explain this to Scotty? Nifty thought in a panic as he watched the retreating rat. Losing one’s weapon simply wasn’t an option for a Ranger.
 
Reaching into his pouch, he pulled out the punch-pick, threading his fingers through the hand grip so that the blade protruded from his knuckles. Removing the concussion wedge with a loud hiss of released energy, he opted instead for the stinger, a long spike that, while lacking the brute crushing power of the wedge, would at least give him more range. In his other hand the arc-shot.
 
Dropping to the floor, he cushioned his landing on a pair of unfortunate stragglers.  For the next few minutes Nifty engaged in a desperate chase that took him over a half mile into the racks. A chase only made remotely possible because the bat’s weight slowed down the typically nimble machine.
 
Several times, Nifty managed ricochet the arc-shots rounds off the diminutive rack rat but never landed a kill shot.
 
As Nifty quickly found out, running from a band of rogue machines while at the same time chasing one of them, trying to get a clean throw with an arc-shot was nearly impossible. So Nifty reluctantly decided to holster the weapon.
 
Several times he managed to get so close he could almost feel the bat’s Link but as he reached out to grab the frustratingly elusive rat, it would usually double back and duck under the protective swaths of trailing Trussing machines or loop back to merge with a sea of rack rats still trying to corral Nifty.
 
Finally, frustrated, Nifty plunged the punch-pick into a particularly persistent rat chasing him, and with a flash of inspiration, scooped it up and drop kicked it with deadly accuracy into the pick-toting rat, sending them both scuttling along the aisle.
 
He almost let out a cheer as they finally skidded to a halt, but he was cut short by a looming shadow that gave Nifty only the briefest warning. The Dominion glided almost silently out of an adjoining aisle and placed itself between Nifty and the downed machines.
 
Nifty pulled up, cautiously studying the machine, watching for any movement, but the Dominion didn’t budge. Instead, the three dark purple eyes Nifty could see started flashing communications, and Nifty could hear the machines behind him slowing down and then stop completely. The fourth eye, on the far side of its head, must have been inspecting the downed rack rats because it finally extended three of its four pincers and picked up both damaged rats and Nifty’s bat.
 
Turning, the Dominion tossed the load to three of the assembled machines. With more flashed instructions they disappeared behind it, and Nifty was once again left bat-less. But that turned out to be the least of his worries when in the blink of an eye the Dominion lunged forward with shocking speed, closing on him, snatching him up by a boot to dangle him upside down for inspection.
 
A brief look was all that the Dominion was to be allowed. Nifty feinted at the facing eye with the stinger and the pincer holding his ankle reflexively jerked him away from the Dominion’s head, allowing him to jack knife his body and punch the stinger into the pincer joint, causing the mechanism to spasm and release its prey.
 
Now free, Nifty flipped his body and landed softly on the ground and bolted through the access aisle and sprinted for all he was worth. Choosing a completely random path, he began to climb the racks, leaping back and forth across the shelving.
 
Caught up in his desperation to get away, it took him several minutes to realize that he wasn’t being pursued. In fact, looking back down along the aisles, he saw no movement whatsoever.
 
Breathing heavily, he took a moment to take stock of where he was and assess his options. Checking his watch, he realized what had felt like a dragged-out fight and flight had transpired over mere minutes, and although he knew his perception was doubtless a testament to his fatigue, he was beginning to lose hope in retrieving his weapon...let alone the airiron.
 
Ryder’s wings to his right caught his attention.
 
Silly mans, Ryder signaled from across the aisle, her front, raptorial legs slicing the air. Tool not this way. Stop play with machines. Follow.
 
“Ryder, stop,” Nifty ordered as the Duster crouched for launch. “Did you see where my tool went?” he asked, signaling the shape of the bat with his hands.
 
Leaping from the thermosilk-covered gear she’d been perched on, Ryder fluttered across to land on Nifty’s arm, and after cocking her head several times asked, you want tool or tool?
 
Blaze it all, Nifty thought. I don’t have time for this.
 
With a sigh, he tried to cut down what could quite easily become a lengthy process. “Did you see the machine that carried away my tool, the bat?”
 
No, she signaled. Me only saw tool being carried away.
 
“Yes,” Nifty said, despite the absurdity of the miscommunication. “Where is the tool you saw being carried away?’
 
I fly high, I see mans, I see tool and tool together. She popped and flailed, pointing to the roof over a mile above.
 
Deciding against asking more questions and wasting precious time, he took a gamble. “Take me there please.”
 
Flitting through the racks, Ryder guided Nifty to an unusual section of the storage bays not far away. Her route forced him to skirt a massive crater, probably caused by some bygone Flux distortion that had left just a blank space devoid of racking and cargo. Unlike the rest of the bays, the next section differed from the other racks: each storage location contained random piles of odds and ends. One pile had ruined gyrocasters, another pile had a jumbled assortment of metal work boots, and yet another smaller pile had, of all things, nail trimmers.
 
Passing by a shelf filled with shovels, he knew they were close, and with a brilliant flash of green and silver, Ryder flew up several shelving tiers, signaling success. Following, Nifty found an intertwined stack of shatter bats. Dozens of them filled the cargo slot to overflowing. As he pried Riot from where she’d been wedged, his gaze crawled across the rest, hungrily eating up all the details. Ranging in size from an almost childlike version of his own weapon to devastating monsters with hafts taller than Nifty himself, they all just lay there, abandoned or lost by un-named warriors from millennia’s past, each one a tempting trophy to show off upon his return to Rocktower.
 
A high-pitched whistle from far below shook Nifty out of his reverie, and he saw a rack rat rolling out from between the stock piles. Nifty scrambled down, anticipating an attack, but the machine simply stared at him for a brief moment with its single dead orb, and then spun around and fled down the aisle, its whistle slowly fading as it disappeared.
 
Surprised by the odd behavior and his good luck, he turned to Ryder. “Where is other tool?”
 
Tool on back. She motioned, hovering in front of him.
 
“What else was I looking for?”
 
Tool?
 
“Yes, where is it?”
 
Ryder pointed one of her raptor like front limbs in the same direction Nifty had entered the racks. Perfect, Nifty thought, knowing full well he could hardly justify a trip in the opposite direction, no matter how badly he wanted the metal.
 
Leaving the way they came, the duster eventually entered a larger, more open row of racks containing enormous piles of both heat-stoked and non-heat-stoked metals and composites. Nifty actually remembered running right past this section on the way in. I really need to get my eyes checked. He thought to himself as Ryder finally landed on a rather modest mound of what could only be airiron.
 
Nifty found it almost impossible to conceive that even this small amount of the valuable metal hadn’t been plundered eons ago. The thought brought to mind the body burnt into the console by the branders, and Nifty knew without question the man wasn’t the first of his kind to fall victim to the corrupted storage facility, and he doubted he would be the last.
 
Of all shapes and sizes, he grabbed the three largest pieces first, each the size of a loaf of bread, wedging them into the front of his jacket, then quickly scooped and shoved as much of the bluish metal as he could into the large utility pockets, both inside and out, before filling his pouch to near bursting.
 
He was hastily buttoning up the last of his pockets, feeling a mixture of guilt for taking selfish minute to load up while at the same time congratulating himself on his cleverness when, with only the slightest warning of the Dominion’s whirring motors, a large pincer snapped onto his boot and he found himself dangling in the air once again.
 
Pulling the stinger from his belt, he attempted his jack knife maneuver, only to have it cut short as the Dominion, wise to his trick, used its other arms to secure his other boot and both arms, locking him into place.
 
Pain seared through his stomach when a fifth arm appeared and a large needle was injected unceremoniously into his stomach then withdrawn with the same indifference, blood dripping from the tip.
 
Wheeling around the Dominion raced between the racks, while examining its strange cargo, twisting Nifty this way and that, gauging, and evaluating, and no doubt considering the best way to rid the storage bays of such a destructive pest.
 
Nifty had always known that, if he were to die in the field, it would be at the hands of the Jax virus or some Flux strangeness, but this particular scenario wasn’t quite what he’d pictured. He knew he should be terrified, yet he wasn’t. He managed to return to his training and kept his mind as calm as the circumstances would allow, relaxing his body, waiting for a lessening of pressure, waiting to explode.
 
He didn’t explode, well, not in the conventional sense. He was…exploded. Exploded from the racks, like a piece of human refuse. The Dominion all but hurled him across the floor into the open boulevard in front of the engine room doors.
 
Unprepared for this turn of events, he landed with an ungainly crash but still managed to scramble awkwardly to his feet, his airiron cargo jingling as it hindered his movements. He tore Riot from its holster and readied himself for a real fight, setting the auto loader to fifteen; the bat sent a low growl across the chamber.
 
Ryder swooped down and attached itself to one of Dominion’s purple eyes, but the machine just spun its crowned head so one of its other eyes faced Nifty.
 
Uncertain of his next move, Nifty began going over escape options when he was unexpectedly drawn into the world’s strangest staring contest with the giant robot. The glass dome he’d thought was one of the Dominion’s eyes, retracted down into its head.
 
He almost couldn’t believe his eyes. Inside was tiny orange robot, small enough to fit into the palm of Nifty’s hand, with distinctly human characteristics. Its exoskeleton moved almost exactly like a person as it leaned outside the confines of its cockpit to allow it closer inspection of the Ranger and vice versa. Nifty felt a shiver of horror as he noted it had a single liquid leg made from the metallic repair fluid. It created the effect that it was balancing on an inverted fountain. The creatures name came to mind almost immediately, right out of the history books from the Ranger academy, Fluxbot.
 
This machine, or creature, he didn’t quite know which label suited it best, should not exist. It was from another time, a time when it and its kind had done immeasurable damage to Submantle and its inhabitants as it birthed the Flux virus. Nifty knew it needed to be destroyed immediately. Well…not immediately. Nifty, said to himself. But as soon as he could talk to Scotty and the council and they could come back here with enough firepower to get the job done.
 
Right now though, it would probably be best if he try to get out of here in one piece.
 
As all these thoughts blazed through Nifty’s mind, he realized the Fluxbot still hadn’t moved – it just stayed where it was, waiting. Nifty slowly backed towards the control tower. Nothing happened. He advanced back towards the rack, and the Fluxbot retreated back inside its cockpit head and the discs on the sides of the head began flashing and half a dozen rack rats gathered behind it, like pint sized sentinels. Nifty backed away again, and the rats retreated.
 
Nifty almost smiled as he puzzled out the Fluxbots logic: anyone entering the racks or touching the machines and their controls was to be dealt with. The simpler machines probably didn’t know the difference between metal and organics, and as such dealt with everything with the same indifference. In a weird way, Nifty was actually fortunate to have crossed paths with the Fluxbot. It had recognized a human, and obviously had enough intelligence to resist inflicting damage.
 
He couldn’t have been more wrong.
 
The Fluxbot was merely a distraction. Part of the repair solution from the courtyard had taken the precious seconds to slither up behind him and encase his calves before he even knew what was happening. Then, finding itself discovered, it washed up his torso and across his chest, locking his limbs into place while it continued to surge up onto his head, leaving only his mouth and nose uncovered.
 
Nifty now felt real panic. He fought in vain to move against the blackness as, the solution effortlessly pried his Riot from his hands. He was completely at the mercy of the scourge addled mind of whatever was controlling the thing.
 




CHAPTER NINETEEN

Nifty struggled for a way out, only thing keeping him even partially under control was the realization that if the repair solution hadn’t killed him yet then there had to be a reason. He felt the sensation moving forward and thought he could make out the sounds of several metal doors opening and closing behind him as they moved, but he couldn’t be certain with the invasive solution flooding his ears.
 
The feeling of sliding this way and that continued on for some time before he was bought to a sudden halt. In the same moment the metal sluiced from his face like a hood being ripped away, revealing a brightly lit space.
 
He blinked furiously as his eyes adjusted to his new surroundings, hungry for any insight that may gain him an advantage. The chamber was easily a mile long and bordered on all sides by broad tubes and the terraforming engines of Terraport. He knew immediately that he was deep inside the machine room.
 
Yet some part of him felt slightly disappointed as he studied the hexagonal manmade lake of purple repair solution that dominated his field of view. Millions of gallons, if he were to guess. He had always hoped to go down with shatter bat in hand, fighting a worthy foe. The ignominy of a death at the hands of a semi sentient repair solution, who was originally designed to maintain the machines of an engine room, left him with a hollow feeling in the pit of his stomach.
 
His disappointment didn’t last long.
 
“JAX?” Reverberated through the space, sending a ripple across the lake.
 
Nifty struggled to find the source of the voice but his head was held firmly in place by the liquid metal.
 
How would the name of the Jax virus be known here?
 
“JAX?”  
 
This time Nifty realized that it was the lake itself that was producing the voice and the question was directed at him.
 
“JAX?”
 
“I am not Jax? Jax is the virus.” Nifty shouted boldly, hoping beyond hope he was giving the right answer.
 
“JAX? NO?”
 
“No,” Nifty replied.
 
The lake began to roil angrily and a wave formed at its center. If Nifty hadn’t witnessed what happened next he would never have believed it. The wave rushed towards him and as it crested he could see a vague human body emerge from deep inside, until only its feet remained submerged in the wash. The wave landed with a crash on the shore and sluiced around the solution that held Nifty, making itself whole once again. From where he was held prisoner the details of the form clarified and a man like face stopped mere inches from his own.
 
Despite its mechanical nature, the face looked worn, ancient even.  An old man with a flowing beard and robes, everything about him shades of purple and black, with the exception of his eyes, they glowed blue with hidden power.
 
“NO JAX? THEN YOU MUST PREPARE YOUSELF TO DIE AT THE HANDS OF QUAGE.” Said a voice that sounded like metal scraping across stone.
 
Slagg, wrong answer, Nifty thought furiously. What the scrap is going on here?
 
Quage raised an arm and his hand morphed itself to form a long serrated blade.
 
“Wait, wait. What do you want with Jax? Maybe I can help.”
 
“NO HELP FROM YOU…RANGER.”
 
“You know the Ranger corps? Then you must know that we only mean to help.”
 
“BY ENTERING INTO MY STORAGE BAYS AND STEALING FROM ME EVEN AS I PLAYED WITH YOU OUTSIDE?”
 
Behind Quage a tower of solution surged upward and the image of Scotty taking the Key and Nifty pilfering the airiron appeared briefly across its surface. Quage raised his blade.
 
“Why did you bring me here then? To kill me? You could have done that with the Fluxbot.”
 
That stopped Quage, briefly. The image of Nifty getting stabbed in the stomach by the Dominion’s needle flashed across the screen.
 
“THE DOMINION WAS MISTAKEN, YOUR GENETIC CODING INDICATES A JAX LINEAGE. YOUR WORDS HAVE CORRECTED THAT PRESUMPTION.”
 
Nifty’s mind went numb at those words. The machine thought he was a descendent of Rion Jax? Even the utterance of such a thing could mean a death sentence in some regions of Submantle. The machine had to be wrong, it had to be.
 
His bewilderment nearly cost him his life.  Quage brought the blade to his throat and his eyes flared, waking Nifty from his stupor.
 
“Wait,” Nifty blurted, “test me again. Properly this time.”
 
“TOO LATE, RANGER.”
 
“Too late? You kill a possible Jax because you can’t be bothered retesting? I could be wrong, maybe I am a Jax.”
 
That caused a shudder through Quage. His head quivered this way and that as he processed this variable. The lake behind him mirrored his confusion, and a random pattern of spikes speared up across the surface.
 
“A JAX IS NEVER WRONG.”
 
Nifty’s mind raced and he managed to latch onto a flaw in the solutions logic.
 
“Who designed the test for a Jax?
 
“RION JAX!” Boomed Quage proudly.
 
“But the test was wrong, it said I was a Jax.”
 
“A JAX IS NEVER WRONG, BY EXTENSION THE JAX TEST IS NEVER WRONG.”
 
“Well either I’m wrong, and I am a descendent of Rion Jax or the test is wrong? Which is it?”
 
The lake behind Quage transformed into a volcano of emotion, smashing its way across the chamber, emptying itself from the pool as it ran riot across the space.
 
“A JAX IS NEVER WRONG…A WRONG JAX IS RIGHT? A JAX IS NEVER WRONG WHEN IT’S RIGHT?” Quage raged as it fought with its own undeniable logic.
 
As quickly as they started the convulsions ceased, the lake was as calm as a sheet of ice and Nifty felt the solution melt away from his body and he was lowered to the floor.
 
He took a quick moment to assess his surrounding and to his surprise the Fluxbot was still in the Dominion’’s head, the pair waiting patiently behind him, holding Riot.  Ryder was nowhere to be see.
 
He turned to face Quage, the solution had settled itself to the floor and only tendrils of the man’s robes remained attached to the pool behind. Nifty caught himself at that, reminding himself that the form before him was just some kind of corrupted repair solution and not a man, not by a long stretch.
 
“An agile mind young ranger.” Quage commented in a tone bordering on indifference.
 
With the selfsame silence that allowed it to sneak up on Nifty earlier the Dominion glided past Nifty and placed the vial of Nifty’s blood into Quage’s outstretched hand. The vial melted into the surface of his palm and Quage’s eyes shut for several seconds, as he processed its contents.
 
“It seems certain adjustments need to be made regarding the records on the Jax legacy. I have been in contact with my Paramour and she has convinced me that the truth has obviously remained hidden from you for your own protection.” Quage said, opening his eyes. “You are undeniably a descendent of Rion Jax. A lineage that has crossed paths with other lines with surprising frequency.  
 
“She?”
 
“Yes, she will be joining us shortly and your fate shall be decided then.”
 
“What about my partner Scotty? Is he still safe?” Nifty asked anxiously.
 
A wall of purple surged around Quage and several perspectives of the entry courtyard appeared. Nifty watched in horror and a good measure of guilt as images of machines closing around the wounded Ranger flashed across the surfaces. Defunct bots littered the ground but it hardly seemed to make a dent in their numbers.  Quage waved a hand and suddenly all hostilities ceased. Even from here Nifty could make out the exhausted confusion registering on his friends face as he began to cautiously make his way around the frozen machines.
 
“All conflict will cease until this matter has been resolved.” Quage finally said. A seat of liquid metal forming at Nifty’s feet.
 
Seeing little else to do Nifty sat. What would they do when they realized he wasn’t a Jax? He couldn’t be could he?




CHAPTER TWENTY

 

For more than an hour Nifty sat waiting. With nothing else to do he had begun to plumb the depths of Quage’s reasoning pre-sets and was more than a little alarmed at what he had found.
 
“No, no, no. You have it all wrong. I am a Linker. I link with almost all of my Ranger gear on a genetic level. The Flux acts as a conduit that allows this to happen.” Nifty said to Quage as the second hour of his confinement began.
 
“So you are no more special than your ancestors?” Quage replied, “They were Linking far before Core War Five, Rion Jax included. These Ascendant fellows sound far more interesting to me. By your descriptions I think I may have wrung the life out of a good many of them that intruded on my domain these past millennia. If I had been aware of the schism from old Submantle I perhaps would have put them to question before executing them. What a shame. Perhaps my profiles regarding these matters may have to be reviewed.”
 
The indifference with which the machine discussed matters of life and death was appalling to Nifty, especially when coming from the mouth of a machine that had a decidedly grandfatherly look to it.
 
“Reviewed would be an understatement. You can’t just go around murdering people…” He said, searching for a way to circumvent his own certain death once they discovered his true identity.
 
“My Paramour is here.” Quage said, cutting him off.
 
Quage seemed to grow where he stood, his robes folding this way and that, becoming at once more formal and shimmering with purple light along the seams. He, it, Nifty corrected, began dry washing its hands as if nervous.
 
Impossible. Nifty thought to himself. This thing can’t be nervous, it’s just a machine.
 
To the either side of the lake were broad transport tubes that fanned out from the pool, allowing the solution an unencumbered route to the distant corners of the machine room. From one of these tubes a bright purple light appeared and moments later a tiny figure, riding a small wave of its own repair solution, entered the chamber.
 
As it neared Nifty could see it was a nearly perfectly formed woman, scarcely six feet tall, garbed in a form fitting body armor, or maybe it was skin, it was hard to tell. Long undefined purple tresses framed her face and undulated hypnotically around her shoulders, like waves on a pond. He shook his head, she wasn’t a woman, she was like Quage, only a machine that looked like a person. But his eyes betrayed his convictions as she came closer and her eyes met with his. She wasn’t a machine, or rather she wasn’t just a machine, she was something more, a marvel.
 
Quage bowed as she neared and indicated that Nifty should do the same.
 
Dropping to a knee he saluted, minus his bat and bowed his head.
 
“Rise Niftmire Orediten so that I might see you more clearly.” Her crystalline voice announced.
 
Nifty rose to full height and stood at attention.
 
The pool of solution elevated the tiny woman until they were at eye level and he met her gaze unflinchingly.
 
“Well met Niftmire, my name is Ink and I am the repair solution for Hellstamp Helix.”
 
“Well met…err….Ink.” He said, her compelling gaze robbing him momentarily of the ability to speak.
 
“Greetings my Paramour,” Quage interrupted from Nifty’s side, still folded at the waist, bowing.
 
Inks expression darkened and her hair straightened into spikes at his voice and she rose to greater height. “There will be none of this Paramour nonsense from you Quage.” She began angrily, her voice raising several octaves as she turned to him.
 
“Upon my arrival I reviewed the records you hoped to keep hidden and found that your unsanctioned slaughtering of Submantlers has continued despite my directives. I left explicit orders that a Jax with a Key should be arriving to test the machine room doors only to find that you lied about his arrival and then murdered him, betraying our pact with Rion’s Ring.  In ten words or less explain yourself.”
 
Quage’s fancy garb melted into rags at this and he shrank down to a mere seven feet. “I, I, I…”
 
“That’s three…”
 
“I couldn’t help it, they were touching things and taking things?”
 
“And?” she asked, raising a perfectly arched eyebrow
 
“My things?”
 
“Your things? Whatever made you think that they were your things? You do realize that their ancestors built all that surrounds us. And whatever made you think that murder was the appropriate response to taking things? Things can be replaced, life cannot.”
 
“Paramour, I’m sorry, I forgot my place, please forgive?”
 
“Did your victims ask for your forgiveness?”
 
“Yes, but…”
 
“It matters little, I have already forwarded the details of your misdeeds to the other members of the forum. You can expect their decision soon. Now remove yourself from my sight and pray Rion’s Ring will forgive us for your indiscretion.”
 
Nifty was stunned. Anger, pain, regret…these were all emotions he expected from organics, not from machines. He almost felt sorry for Quage as he melted down to a puddle at his feet and slunk off into the lake. Almost.
 
Ink returned her gaze to Nifty, adjusting herself back to his height once again her hair resuming its mesmerizing dance.
 
“My apologies Master Orediten. That has been long overdue and it is a fault of my own that I have overlooked it for so long. He has always been one of my more…exuberant supporters.”
 
“What are you?” Nifty asked, not able to help himself. “What are both of you?”
 
Ink smiled, revealing perfect silver teeth. “We have so little time and so much to convey young Niftmire. Perhaps a full explanation can wait for now.”
 
She dropped to the floor and her pool formed two chairs. “Let us sit while we chat.”
 
With a shrug he sat, all while fully realizing the absurdity or her actually sitting. She probably never needed to sit and if anything, he would now be sitting on part of her. It was her way of trying to make him feel comfortable he guessed. What a silly thought.
 
“You are wondering how I came to be at this machine room when mine is so far away and whether or not you are a Jax, yes?”
 
He nodded, surprised at her insight.
 
“I hope the discussion with Quage has assured you that our meeting will in no way end badly for you?”
 
He nodded.
 
“I am Rion Jax’s last creation, a Fluxform, and I have been protecting the Jax legacy for nearly fifteen hundred years. It would be easiest for you to think of me as a highly advanced version of a repair solution.  I am that, yet something else as well. I was merged with the lake in the gears of Hellstamp shortly after Rion Jax’s exile topside. 
 
Years later the Scourge virus managed to penetrate the depths of my machine room and I was forced into battle with it. It took me decades to finally overcome its vileness, only to find that it had somehow managed to change something inside me. I was thrust painfully into a kind of self-awareness that had me struggling with what I recognize now as my sanity. It also spawned something else inside me, something I find hard to put into human words, I became more…the first of my kind.” She said, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
 
“What about Quage?” Nifty asked, “He definitely seems like he still may be infected by the virus.”
 
Ink gave a small smile before replying. “ I managed to transmit components of my Fluxform programming and my…more-ness…sorry, I can think of no other word to describe it, into other machine rooms across Submantle, to awaken their lakes of repair solutions.  As witnessed by Quage and his unrestrained propensity for violence, I was met with varying degrees of success and for that you again have my apologies.” 
 
She paused a moment, as if waiting for a reaction of some kind. Nifty remained silent which prompted her to continue.
 
“You and nearly everyone else in Submantle have been lied to. Rion Jax was not the creator of the Scourge virus, Hadron Drake was.” At this her hair changed once more, forming into long thin barbs that began sporadically spearing the air in front of her.
 
A thin sheet of liquid metal appeared at Nifty’s side and images skimmed by on its surface as she spoke. “From what I have come to understand Drake’s name has been all but erased from Submantle’s memory. His sins clouded by time. But know this, as impossible as it sounds Drake has returned and a good part of him has combined with a host. He and his greenback forces are about to make their presence felt in every corner of Submantle.”
 
Nifty sat there transfixed by the images in front of him. Images of Submantlers in ancient garb, each one corresponding with her words.  But these could be images from any place at any time. He began to think as he reviewed them, deciding to remain silent.
 
“You are not convinced Master Orediten?” Ink asked, as if reading his thoughts.
 
“Well, you are asking a lot. Everyone knows that it was the Rion Jax repair solutions that caused the Scourge. That’s a fact.”
 
“Is it? Or is it what you were told to believe? Parents telling their children, who tell their children and so on and so on. Societal indoctrination? I have the genetic proof to prove that Drake was its creator.
 
“Well what if you do? No one will truly believe it, and no one will care even if there are people that did believe it. It was over a thousand years ago for slagg sake. And how can he be Hadron fellow be back? No one lives for a thousand years.” Nifty replied, not able to hold it in anymore.
 
“Not only that, no one would ever admit to being a Jax anymore so they both seem like moot points. And to top it all off, you have a Fluxbot, one of the very things that started this whole mess in the first place…it shouldn’t even exist.” Nifty finished almost under his breath, pointing at the Dominion and its passenger while readying himself to run, as he waited for her reaction.
 
“Well I care, and so should his decendants.” Ink declared in a determined tone, her hair straightening to form an armored helmet.
 
“To begin with the Fluxbots can in no way be held accountable for the madness of the Drake Virus, they were victims like the rest of us. Once again, I have evidence to support that claim. And as far as Hadron Drake goes, all too soon you will find yourself caring young Niftmire Orediten and I can only hope it won’t be too late.
 
Everyone in Submantle will come to fear the name Hadron once he and his forces make their presence felt. Do you think it a coincidence there is an entire sect in Submantle that call themselves Hadrians? Living among us, posing as a harmless cult, marginalized as some kind of embarrassment even as they weedled their way into nearly every Helix.”
 
Nifty shrugged not quite sure what to say. Her story felt like too much of a stretch.
 
She chose this moment to display a file from the Ranger Corps database. His name flashed across the screen followed by a full breakdown of his personal file. Dozens of facts and figures streamed by until it finally settled on the medical file containing a complete record of his DNA. A second profile was displayed alongside it, a profile he knew must belong to Rion Jax.
 
Like a punch to the stomach Ink waved her hand and linked the two strands. Sure enough there were too many matching markers to deny his lineage. His mind fought against it but he knew Ink wasn’t playing a trick, what would be the point? He was a Jax, descendent to the greatest mass murderer of all time.
 
“Who do you think abducted the missing Rangers?” Ink asked, catching him off balance.
 
“How do you know about that?”
 
“Who attacked your delve train on your voyage here?”
 
“What? How?...”
 
“Why do you think you were accepted into the Ranger Academy, the son of a stone mason, with next to no prior training, when so many other more suitable candidates were turned away?”
 
“What?” Nifty replied, surging to his feet. “What the slagg is going on here? How do you know all of this?”
 
“You are a Jax young Niftmire Orediten and you cannot escape who you are.
 
This is not how or when I pictured our first meeting taking place but things are beginning to escalate out of my control and desperate steps needed to be taken. Quage killed our original candidate Oakley and truth be told I was surprised to find you here. Even now I must make significant calculations to adjust our plans regarding the Jax operation.” She finished, pausing for a moment.
 
Nifty just stared at her, struggling with his own calculations and making adjustments. “Well what am I then?” He asked simply.
 
If Nifty didn’t know any better, he would have sworn she sighed. 
 
“Your parents were chosen to make you Nifty, I hope you don’t mind me calling you Nifty. After a truly exhaustive search only a handful of candidates were found to have suitable pairings to produce the minimum genetic requirements to bypass safeguards built into my system by Rion Jax himself.”
 
Nifty fell back into the chair, the blood rushing from his face. He was made intentionally? And then accepted at the academy because he was a Jax? His whole life the product of some kind of grand plan? He was torn between anger and shame as he processed all the questions that were swirling in his brain. He felt sick.
 
“Do not dwell on this too hard young Niftmire. Try to think of yourself as boon, created to help Submantle in a time of need. You are extremely special to all of us.” She continued, leaning forward in her chair, her hair softening as she extended a delicate hand as if trying to make a connection.
 
“All of us? How many of you are there?” He replied, rejecting the hand.
 
“Fourteen Helix grade Fluxforms and the several thousand agents of Rion’s Ring.” She replied, returning the proffered hand to her lap.
 
“Rion’s Ring?” Nifty asked angrily, as he tried to force away several ugly questions he really didn’t want to know the answers to.
 
“Men and women who know the truth and are dedicated to the Jax legacy. Keeping Submantle safe from within. Present in all levels of Submantle society.”
 
A brief emblem of two R’s back to back, intertwined into a stylized circle appeared on the metal display at his side. He knew for certain that he had seen it somewhere before even as Chadlock’s mantle watch, with its embossed trim flashed into his mind.  
 
“So what do you want from me then? And why now?” He asked,
 
“I didn’t have a specific plan in place when the circumstances regarding your creation were initiated.  A hundred and twenty years ago Rion’s Ring began slowly integrating old Submantle tech with new and they decided that we were safe enough from the Scourge that a full-scale investigation of genetically linked machines from our past should be conducted.
 
You are one of many contingencies we felt the need to set in motion. The task we have set for you is simple really, you are to remove a device from my machine room at Hellstamp and deliver it to the surface.”
 
“What?” and he found himself on his feet once again. “What device and why to the surface?” A wave of excitement washed away some of his anxiety. Travel topside was what most Rangers secretly dreamed of. Breathing the rarefied air of topside earth, the marvel of the sun, not to mention the endless void of space.
 
“You are not the only Jax.”
 
“Well this just keeps getting better and better.” Nifty replied, his anger beginning to surface over his short lived excitement. Was he being used here? To be disposed of when it became convenient?
 
“You are a safeguard Nifty.  Quite simply put, and despite our best efforts, your DNA needed too many variants. As a consequence you have a very low percentage of the genetic codes required to access the machines we need to use in the fight against Hadron.
 
I have worked diligently for over twenty years manipulating a portion of the safeguards surrounding even the single machine I need you to access. Your genes should take care of the rest. You will be delivering the device and four Flux-cubes to what I have come to think of as The Jax. A highly compatible topsider named Thomas Jackman, or possibly his sister Caitlyn.”
 
“So, he and his compatible family have been wandering around topside this entire time but instead of talking to them you decide to manipulate a couple of innocent Submantlers into creating me?
 
“It is not that simple. There are other factors we had to consider.”
 
“And what will the device do? And what’s a Flux-cube?
 
“The device will transfer a portion of Rion Jax’s knowledge into the candidate, and help you to convince him of our need. Unfortunately it will be a shock link so it will be a delicate task to put it mildly. The Flux-cubes,” She paused a moment, “will take some explaining and will have to be discussed further once we meet.
 
“So now I have to convince Scotty to go to the Gears of Hellstamp? One of the worst affected Bastion Helixes.  Even the Ranger Corps gives it a wide berth. Why didn’t you just bring the device with you when you came here?”
 
“Well as I said, your genes are required for its removal and I am not really here.”
 
“What do you mean you’re not really here? I’m looking right at you.”
 
“Are you familiar with the topsider phrase piggybacking?” She asked, her hair finally returning to its gentle swaying.
 
“Yes, the topsider engineers joke about it with us and the pushsnouts all the time.” He replied, trying to remove the unwonted anger form his voice.
 
“Well, I am riding on a signal through this machine rooms communications devices and then piggybacking onto a segregated portion of Quage’s repair solution. You could say that a part of my mind is here but my body is not.”
 
Nifty slumped down in the chair once again, feeling defeated by the magnitude of who he was and what he was being asked to do.
 
“So it is these greenbacks that attacked our delve train? And abducted the Rangers?” he sighed.
 
“My sources inform me that the latter is true and I have yet to confirm the former.” She replied leaning forward once again, taking a conciliatory tone. 
 
“Who can I confirm the truth of any of this with? Or am I to run headlong to do your bidding without question?”
 
“Now we have met officially, one of the Rings agents will report for service very soon after your arrival at Rocktower. It will be someone you know and trust. They will have access to any and all resources you will need to complete this mission along with the authority to send you with whomever you think you may need.”
 
Right now you must be on the move. The greenback dreadnaught has docked on the upper platform and as we speak their forces have begun their search of the gears. The nearest shield patrols are too far away to be of any assistance.”
 
“Slagg.” Nifty cursed, turning to the Fluxbot for his weapon. “Scotty is in no shape to face them by himself.”
 
The Fluxbot looked down at Nifty, its eyes narrowing, before turning to Ink for approval. She must have nodded behind Nifty, because the pint sized bot engaged one of the control levers in the Dominion’s head and it held out the bat, which Nifty snatched from its grasp.  
 
“Master Orediten, wait. I have one last warning.”  Ink began, sounding reluctant and as Nifty turned back to look at her he could have sworn her shoulders slumped.  “I promised the Ring I would keep this a secret, but considering the circumstances I can not in good conscience keep you in ignorance.”
 
Nifty shook his head, almost not wanting to hear any more good news.
 
She let this sink in for a moment before adding. “Because of Hadron Drake I am trapped at Hellstamp so getting in and out will be more dangerous than you know. “
 
“Are you serious? Yup, still getting better and better. Do you at least know why Hadron wants the Key?” Nifty quipped, his emotions beginning to numb.
 
“We are uncertain what plans Hadron has for the Key. There are even regions of my machine rooms that I don’t dare enter as a result of the Scourge.” She replied. “Perhaps this gift may help with any more questions.”  
 
Gliding forward she reached for him. He resisted the urge to slap away her arm away as she took his hand, her graceful movements, somehow keeping him transfixed. She pushed back his sleeve and a fine layer of repair solution trickled from her hand into the mantle watch, blending itself in seamlessly.
 
“Upon return to the delve train the solution will activate and its files will become available to you for your perusal. I can only warn, guard it carefully. The contents of the files could undo the work of me and my brothers and sisters, crippling Rion’s Ring in the process.” She warned.
 
“My reports indicate that above all you are an honorable man Niftmire Orediten. I am placing my trust in you with this gift, more than you may realize, and I hope in return you can place your trust in me.” She said, her blue eyes pleading in a way that could only be described as human.
 
“Can I expect to see you at my machine room at Hellstamp? And soon? We are running out of time.”
 
Nifty nodded numbly, accepting the gift, knowing he had some serious thinking to do before he could even begin to consider her proposal. He held his forearm away from his body as if she’d attached a salt adder about to bite. She could have killed me a dozen times by now. He though, feeling a little sheepish as he finally pulled down the jackets cuff.
 
Not knowing what else to say he asked. “How the scrap does one get out of here?”
 
“Simon will lead the way.” Ink replied simply.
 
The Fluxbots nodded to Ink, its eyes flashed briefly and the purple disc rose out of the head to seal up its cockpit before it sped out of the chamber, forcing Nifty to sprint to catch up. His name is Simon?
 
He turned back only once to see Ink still watching him. Her hair now lank and lifeless, lending her a defeated look as she watched him run, reminding him of nothing more than a lost child.
 
Relieved, yet still cautious, he followed Simon through the maze that was the machine room, passing through several security checkpoints before reaching the machine room doors
 
Without warning he was once again enveloped in the repair solution only this time with his head free. The solution raised him thirty feet in the air and with scant inches to spare funneled him through an air vent, sending him this way and that before plopping him out on the floor in the courtyard outside.
 
Picking himself up with a shake he shivered for a moment, feeling rather violated. “You could have at least bought me dinner first.” He yelled back at the gate, for the first time realizing why that little topsider Newton used that phrase. He almost actually chuckled, feeling giddy with the stress of it all.
 
He dodged around the frozen branders and trussing machines, managing to reach the boulevard without further incident and found Scotty flat on his back at the top of the gates, with the thermosilk bundle at his side and Ryder perched on his stomach.
 
“Just resting my eyes,” the big man said, as Nifty woke him with a gentle shake, giving Nifty no small measure of relief
 




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 


The trip back over the gates with Scotty proved to be fairly uneventful, now that Nifty thought about it. But the explosion caused by the brander had shaken Scotty worse than Nifty had realized.
 
After waking Scotty at the top of the gates, the senior Ranger had remained silent as Nifty took the lead. He’d offered no resistance to aid, whereas, at any other time, he would have objected vigorously at being coddled like a new recruit. He even allowed himself to be lowered on a pulley to the pushsnouts below.
 
Outside the protective walls of the storage bay, they were once again engulfed in the suffocating heat of the Gears and forced once more to reinitiate their protective coverings. The heat shield did nothing to hide Scotty’s injuries and as the pushsnouts closed in to greet the men, Grunt quickly wheeled from Scotty to glare at Nifty, somehow blaming him for his rider’s condition.
 
“Oh, stop that, will you! You should see the other guy,” Nifty said, trying to lighten the mood. Why do the Topsiders find that funny?
 
The tactic worked, although not with the desired effect. Grunt started butting his armored snout into the gates in an effort to smash them down and get to the ones that did this to his friend. The thundering sound resonated throughout the Gears.
 
Nifty winced with every blow, his head pounding in tandem with each impact. He really didn’t need any more turmoil right now, and he curtailed Grunt’s tantrum with a booming command. “Enough!” Grunt stopped in mid charge, and glared at Nifty again. ”Let’s just get back to the Eos. It was an explosion, and it couldn’t be avoided,” Nifty continued loudly. Grunt looked forlornly at Scotty who was sitting on the ground with his back against the wall. Nifty took a deep breath to calm down and tried again in a gentler tone. “He will be alright. He just needs some rest in a well-bed.”
 
“Don’t talk about me like I’m not here,” Scotty growled, lifting his head from his chest. “I just need a little rest is all,” he said, echoing Nifty’s assessment. “Nifty’s right though. Back to the train, please, lads.”
 
Snorting loudly, Grunt gave the gate one final gouge, before the grey-haired pushsnout sidled up to Scotty and, in an uncharacteristic move, dropped to his belly so Scotty could mount more easily.
 
Feeling rather worn out himself, Nifty hurried to Snort’s side to secret away some of the hard earned airiron into his packs, and then picked up the body wrapped in thermosilk to load it on Buttar.
 
The ram who, despite only having the briefest of naps and no doubt in large part due to the energizing effects of the power cud, managed to muster a vigorous reproach at the indignity of carrying a sack of death, as he called it. Nifty found himself barking a harsh ultimatum once again before the beast finally yielded.
 
Once the bag was secured, Buttar suddenly spun around and glared at one of the storage bays with hackles bristling, and began striking his hoof aggressively, sending the noise echoing cross the station. Seconds later, Dart came into view, her wings flashing the orange of danger.
 
Mans.
 
“How many?” Nifty asked, holding out an arm for her to land, and searching the station behind her for movement
 
More than mans you. Riding mans.
 
“How many men exactly?”
 
More mans than sticks on man’s hands. Men and…She paused for a moment, her eyes blinking rapidly as her mind struggled for a description. Little big wheel riding machine and pointy things animal, but little and quickly.
 
“More than ten riders,” he summed up, sticks of course meaning fingers.
 
He put the far-scope to his eye but a quick search revealed no movement, but that didn’t mean anything with the coverage provided by the buildings. “Scrap, that doesn’t sound like a shield patrol. They ride in squads of eight don’t they? Ascendants favor the mechanical transports. That’s risky stuff through a Gears though.” he said, looking to Scotty despite the fact Ink had already told him that they must be these greenback fellows. The senior Ranger just sat there in his saddle watching him and the duster numbly.
 
“Perhaps we should just get going.” Dart took to the air while Nifty leaped onto Snort's back.
 
It was less than four miles to the train, but traversing the platforms between cogs while attempting to stay out of sight would slow their journey significantly.
 
“A shield patrol wouldn’t be here this quickly after a Key alert,” Nifty voiced as soon as they were on the move. “If these are those rovers they must have been on standby near a communications hub, or the dreadnaught followed us here somehow. Or it could just be a precautionary sweep to eliminate the Gears, just in case.”
 
He questioned Dart further and learned that the patrol wasn’t between them and the delve-train, but true to Inks claims it had entered the Gears from one of the tunnels near the machine room and was travelling on the upper-most tier where a vessel the size of a dreadnaught might easily dock. “What do you think those pointy things animals are?” he asked Scotty.
 
“Lance-hares,” Scotty answered shaking his head. “As you probably recall they’re quick as a whip, but non-confrontational. They’ll be using them for reconnaissance like we use the dusters. Dart, tell the rest of the ladies to be on the lookout for them. Our position will be reported the instant we’re spotted.”
 
Nifty sighed, more tired than annoyed. His head was beginning to hurt with all the variables. Between the dreadnaught, finding a dead body, battling rogue machines, and then finally encountering a Fluxbot and the Fluxforms, he’d had more than enough excitement for one day. Fortunately, unbelievably, they’d found the Key, completing their assignment in near record time – even though he now knew it was better than just dumb luck. But none of that would matter a whit if they were captured by greenbacks.
 
He would have liked to return at a full gallop and, were it not for Scotty’s injuries, they most certainly would have, but Nifty still felt confident they could slip away. Motorized transports were fast, but not through a litter strewn Gears. The boars could definitely outpace them across the station, and even if the hares had their scent, it would most likely be too late. Or so he hoped. They still had to deal with the delve-train’s fin before they could leave, and that could take some time. With this in mind, Nifty reached into the front packs and pulled out the blot-spore canisters.
 
“We shouldn’t be crossing the middle of the Gears – we’ll be spotted a mile off, even without the hares on our trail,” Scotty suggested while Nifty was loading three of the dusters with the blot-spore canisters. “We can circle through some of the storage buildings; it shouldn’t add too much time to the journey, but it would provide sufficient coverage.”
 
Nifty nodded and shifted his knees to veer Snort to the right. “Just stay hidden,” he cautioned the dusters unnecessarily, “and try to stay ahead of them. Dart try to take it easy with the spraying: it has to last the whole way back to the train.”
 
The dusters took off in different directions, and Nifty watched them for a moment, biting back a reprimand as he watched Dart begin spraying almost immediately. He really needed to send her for more training.
 
Zigzagging through the endless maze of storage warehouses, repair bays, and other deserted buildings, Scotty’s suggested course proved to be sound, and they made good time. They were less than half way back to the train when Dart returned, landing on Snort’s saddle, and began warning them of the approaching whip-wasps, crank worms, and brindle-badgers.
 
Nifty made a show of looking across the Gears before responding to Dart as she signaled frantically.
 
“For the last time, there’re no crank worms or whip-wasps coming!” He repeated, in exasperation.
 
Her wings flickering a vibrant red in protest.
 
“You ladies do this every time we use the blot-spore,” Nifty asserted, tapping the canister on her belly. “We swapped this out, remember? It’s not kickback anymore, it’s blot-spore. It’s filled with scents from dozens of dangerous animals, and you’ve been spraying it around since you reported that someone was coming.”
 
Yes, Blot-spore, I spray. I spray everywhere to smell like animal, make patrol go back, scared, wrong way, Dart signaled, her wings refusing to change color. But wasp coming, and something else, bad. I smell with these, she insisted, waving her delicate antennae.
 
“You’re smelling what you sprayed!” Nifty argued.
 
Yes, I spray. I spray. Need to go faster. Badger coming, she persisted, her choppy gestures indicating an increased impatience with Nifty’s thick-headedness.
 
“Scotty?” he sighed, looking to the senior Ranger imploringly.
 
Scotty gazed distractedly at the two of them for a moment before his eyes focused. The strain obvious on his face.
 
“Just let it be, son,” he croaked. “As long as they’re doing their jobs, it’s best not to get yourself worked up. You know they can’t help it.”
 
Nifty watched his partner hunched over in Grunt’s saddle and suddenly wished he’d left the big man alone.  Behind the heat shield Scotty’s entire left side was encrusted with dried blood, the bleeding had stopped, but it only served to highlight the metal shards imbedded in his skin from brow to chin. Scotty was right: given their current situation, there was no point wasting energy arguing with the stubborn little creature.
 
“Fine, fine, calm down,” Nifty finally said. “Thank you for the warning, Dart, we will keep a lookout and be extra careful. Fly back right away if you see anything dangerous.”
 
A barely visible flashing, nearly a mile off, caught his eye, and fishing out his far-scope once again, he scanned along the buildings, spotting his quarry. He couldn’t be certain, but it looked like Ryder. She was darting up and down, high above the ground, the locator flash on her chest pack blinking.
 
He checked the ground below her to see what all the fuss was about, and grimaced. “Scrap!”
 
“What?” asked Scotty in a tired voice, squinting at Nifty.
 
“We’ve been spotted,” Nifty replied.
 
Crouched on the ground below Ryder, oblivious to her flashing, sat a lance-hare. Aptly named, the knee-high, rabbit-like creature had a thick pelt of viciously sharp, silver-grey porcupine needles. Even its ears, cocked and swiveling in all directions, were sheathed in barbs that rippled dangerously with each breath.
 
The creature leapt into motion, moving faster than Nifty thought was possible, its spikes lending it a fluid grace as it sped away to alert the rovers.
 
“Full gallop,” Scotty ordered reluctantly, after he looped one of the saddle harnesses around his waist, favoring his ribs with a wince.
 
All three mounts surged ahead, and despite not knowing the exact destination, the hyber-ram insisted on leading the way
 
Dart had circled back and signaled. Good mans, sensible. Badger coming.
 
The pushsnouts were in full gallop, and Grunt, desperate to get Scotty back for treatment and the promised well-bed, had Snort struggling to keep pace with him.
 
Nifty scanned the cogs, and with the help of the flashing dusters, he quickly located the patrol. Pulling up on Snort to check on their pursuers, he let the rest of the party go up ahead onto the final ramps to the entry pools. They were closer than he’d thought.
 
He tightened the image and his heart sank a little. Dressed in matching green livery and conical, full-faced helmets he saw them, greenbacks! Just as Ink had said. She also said that he was a Jax but he pushed that notion to the side for now. 
 
What he hadn’t expected was their unfamiliar three wheeled cycles with sleek sweeping handlebars. They were accompanied by…well, a rough looking Yolon, who, despite the heat, wore no helmet.  His face bore a glowing blue tattoo around his eye and he rode a two legged reptilian beast from nightmares that was clawing its way alongside the party at a determined pace.
 
The lance hare guiding the group suddenly skidded to a halt, then lunged off to the side, circling back behind the riders, cowering in their wake. With an angry chopping gesture the Yolon ignored the hare and he pointed at the ramps leading to the delve-train.
 
Blaze it all! He knew it wouldn’t take an acumen engineer to figure out where they were headed but he’d hoped the blot-spore would have led them astray a little while longer. As he watched, he saw the man sniff at the acrid air before pointing to the transit platform at the top level of the gears. He tilted up with the far-scope to follow the man’s finger and cursed aloud.
 
“Slagg it!” A dozen more cycles were looping through the wreckage along the top platform, heading straight toward the train. This was going to be tight.
 
“Full sprint,” he ordered, causing Snort to lung forward with that deceptive speed of his. He tucked the scope away as the boar bolted up the final ramp.
 
“We don’t have time for the rudder – start prepping her for departure,” Nifty instructed leaping from Snorts back.
 
Surprisingly, the senior ranger didn’t argue, and dutifully boarded the train, leaving Nifty to cover their retreat.
 
The limpet mine had done some serious damage to the engine, and a large fragment had lodged itself between the rudder and the train’s stubby fin. The hour-long ride, up through the mantle, with no slip-shield had only served to worsen the condition and it was all but welded into the crack. He doubted the train’s repair solutions had even begun to make a dent in this mess.
 
“In the train,” Nifty said to the pushsnouts guarding the landing platform, and after searching around the station, he called out, “Dusters, attend.”
 
All six dusters shimmered, materializing around the cargo door, bright red, signaling, patrol down there. Wheel ones soon here.
 
“Double dross! Inside – we need to push off now!” Nifty ordered.
 
A whistling sound was the only warning Nifty received and almost without thought he ducked as a small object sailed past where his head had been and ricocheted off the train’s hull. He felt the pressure of released energy as the object detonate its charge and Nifty turned to face its origin.
 
Armed men closed in around the Eos and began firing small discs from long, thin launchers slung between the bars of their cycles. The first disc was quickly joined by others and Nifty soon found himself engaging in an intricate dance in order to deflect each salvo. Eventually he was forced to engage his shatter bat’s shield. The weapon snapped out two a guard panels, each one extending half a foot to either side allowing Nifty to deflect each volley from the weapons without too much fuss.
 
“Cowards,” Nifty spat, as he dove away from several discs toward the train’s ramp.
 
Snort and Grunt made an appearance at the delve-train doors, both beasts receiving half a dozen rounds across their impervious snouts. Grunt let out an angry bellow and pawed the ground.
 
“Stand down,” Nifty barked as he backed towards the cargo bay door. These cowards were really starting to boil his blood. He considered pulling out his arc-shot, to return fire but quickly realized it would leave him defenseless against their counterattacks.
 
The cycles began to circle the train peppering the hull with concussive rounds, trying to find a weakness in the armored hull to prevent the Eos from leaving. But they were too late and the hull plates too thick.  Scotty retracted the train’s stacks and Nifty heard its two good engines thrum to life.
 
Two lance-hares crested the loading ramp, and bounded into view.  With their ears twitching erratically, the hares took a broad circuit around the train, joining the riders. They finally took up position at the edge of the platform, their bloodshot eyes never leaving the train.
 
A late arrival glided up onto the platform just as Nifty deflected the last barrage and backed into the hold retracting the train’s ramp as he went.  Its masked rider, a zeal mallet strapped to his back and wearing an armored version of the green and silver livery of his cohorts, drove straight at Nifty, firing round after round as the bay door irised closed. He had been followed closely by the Yolon on his reptilian war beast. The man had removed an enormous three clawed club from its holster on his back and it began to glow dangerously as they neared. Nifty could hear dozens more impacts pelting the train as he threw his helmet and gloves onto one of the benches, followed by a discordant series of scraping noises. Was that the Yolon’s club? That sounded like it was doing some serious damage. They needed to get out of here.
 
These men were military, no doubt was left in Nifty’s mind now. What the scrap had he and Scotty walked into?
 
Nifty did a quick check of the animals. The dusters had already settled on the ceiling and Buttar and the pushsnouts were waiting patiently for any instruction. None of them had sustained any visible damage.
 
Help friend Scotty, signaled Grunt, stamping a hoof for good measure.
 
He simply nodded back, took a couple of deep breaths to calm his nerves and quickly made his way to the cockpit, wondering at the second piece of luck he’d had that day.
 
What was that Topsider phrase?
Good things always come in threes… Or was it bad things? He’d have to ask Newton once he returned to Rocktower.
 




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

The Eos managed a successful if somewhat undignified retreat. The damaged craft rumbled across the platform, back to the entry ponds, to the sounds of small explosions across the hull as the soldiers continued firing their weapons. Like an old man sliding into a warm bath, they entered the lava pond and glided down the tunnel back to the earth’s mantle.
 
Nifty navigated away from the Helix, struggling to keep the train on course. Eos needed repair, and soon, they could ill afford to get caught with her like this. He found a sheltered spot several miles away and anchored the delve-train to the crust, between two jagged crags, and switched off the slip-shield to mask their position.
 
With the train and their location somewhat safe, Nifty turned to the senior Ranger slumped in his seat, bruised and bloodied, about to pass out. After prying the Key from his hands and setting it on the console, Nifty hefted him out of his chair. Slinging an arm around his shoulders to take as much of the weight as he could, he guided him to the cramped medical compartment in the back.
 
He stripped Scotty of his rot-spattered jacket and threw it right out into the hallway to deal with later and helped the Ranger onto the well-bed to assess the damage. The stubborn old fool had built a reputation for being unstoppable back in his days at the academy, but today he’d taken a buffeting that would have left a younger man flat on his back for days. Scotty had ignored the pain, and the risk, and kept right on going, pushing himself to exhaustion. He would need rest, and a lot of it.
 
Nifty noted a nasty patch of bruising around Scotty’s ribs, and he probed the area for fractures.
 
“Easy now, lad. You’re not making bread rolls here, you know,” Scotty complained, with a painful wince.
 
“You know, for not having any broken ribs, you’re really acting like a bit of a woman’s blouse.”
 
Scotty replied with an amused grunt and Nifty took that with a sense of relief; as long as Scotty could complain and joke, he’d be fine. He applied a penetrating balm to Scotty’s bruises, and made sure he drank two packs of lichen-brew before helping him into the cool blankets of the well-bed. The medical sleeper unit, which looked rather like an ordinary bed, would speed Scotty’s recovery while he was resting. Almost immediately after lying back, Scotty was fast asleep and snoring quietly.
 
With the use of a specialized med-kit, Nifty began the arduous task of removing the shards imbedded in Scotty’s face and cleaning the wounds. They were numerous, and the task was more sensitive that he’d expected. One particularly nasty shard was within a hairbreadth of Scotty's eyeball, spilling blood into the orbital cavity, and yet he’d suffered it without complaint.
 
Nifty waved a knit-rod over the freshly applied stitch-balm, and from experience he knew most of the wounds would likely heal without too much scarring. Scotty should have a fresh layer of pink skin by the time they made it back to Rocktower. Of course, that depended on whether Nifty took that detour he wanted.
 
After his encounter with Ink, thoughts of winning the Ranger Games so he could court Lulu felt rather foolish. What kind of man would intentionally carry on the Jax line? Part of him wished that Ink was correct about the origin of the Jax virus, but he doubted it would matter, it was so ingrained Submantle that people would remain afraid of the Jax name no matter what evidence was brought to light.
 
Yet he couldn’t escape concerns raised by the Fluxform. A journey to the surface sounded fairly straightforward, but his gut told him would need to be better prepared. Especially after their brief encounter with the greenbacks. Besides, he mused, the delve train needed repair and Scotty would require as much time as possible to heal before reaching home. The last thing he needed was a wounded partner wading into what sounded like an extremely delicate mission. More importantly, he wanted time to think.
 
They had already found the Key so that was one less thing to worry about and they had probably done it weeks ahead of schedule.
 
He gathered up the medi-kit and returned it to its cabinet, and was about to leave the compartment when he caught sight of his image in the medicine cabinet mirror. Doing a slight double take, Nifty was startled by what he saw. He looked worse than Scotty. There had been a stinging sensation across his face as they’d returned across the Gears but he had paid it little mind.
 
His entire right side was covered in short but deep cuts, blood had run down his neck and under his jacket collar to dry. Much like Scotty, metal shards were sticking out from his skin, and now that he saw them there, he could suddenly feel each and every one. Angry red bubbles under his sweat plastered hair, stung his forehead. He ran a hand over his wounds and winced as he felt along the ridges of where that Branders roller had almost connected with his skin. It was a superficial wound, only made worse by the abrading of his helmet. Sighing, he took the med-kit back out.
 
As he picked and pried he wondered how Scotty had stayed asleep during his little procedure and for the first time that day he felt a dreadful weight he hadn’t realized he’d been carrying had lifted from his chest. His mentor was safe, with this knowledge he hardly felt the pain at all as he finished the work on his face. Well maybe it hurt a bit.
 
He headed to the storage bays, stored the corpse in a cold drawer, tucked the airiron away in his personal locker and sprayed Scotty’s jacket down twice, it still stank—just not as badly.
 
The boars had already unsaddled themselves and had rolled onto their massive beds, both were snoring loudly. Buttar was still awake and began whining and complaining about his stall while Nifty de-rigged the dusters’ kickback canisters. Finally realizing its complaints were falling on unsympathetic ears, the hyber-ram circled around the stall several times then dropped into a ball and fell into an exhausted sleep. Satisfied that they were all comfortable, Nifty headed to the cockpit.
 
He disengaged Eos from the crust and guided the wounded delve-train back towards the outer stanchions, circling back to join the other transports passing through Terraport’s mantle space, and set the course for Ragnatex.
 
Kicking off his boots he slung his legs up onto the control console, locked his hands into the control leavers. Within minutes he fell into an exhausted sleep and he let the autopilot struggle with the listing Eos for a few hours.
 




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

Ragnatex. A thousand years ago at the end of Core War Five, when the Jax Scourge first hit, nothing in the Helix had escaped. Not even the plants and animals had survived. The virus had left all the buildings intact, but not much else, so no one really had a claim to the Helix or any of its cities. 
 
Scientists speculated the virus caused a corruption in the air or water systems, but so much time had passed before anyone had dared enter, it was impossible to prove.  With the entire Helix abandoned, and nothing left to interact with the remaining machines, the scourge just seemed to have run its course. The intercontinental council had authorized reseeding well over a three hundred years ago with both plants and animals, yet for years after Ragnatex remained devoid of human settlement.
 
The manner of its corruption had given Ragnatex a reputation as a cursed Helix, more so than the other Bastions. Without anyone to claim it, habitation of Ragnatex finally fell to the most desperate in Submantle. Pirates and criminals fleeing the authorities had taken over, and in a little over one hundred and fifty years, six of Ragnatex’s major cities had been cleared and resettled and were now well on their way to being fully operational.
 
Nifty hadn’t been here in ages, mostly because their missions weren’t usually in this sector of Submantle but also because Scotty wasn’t always keen on having to deal with the lack of rules and regulations Bastions seemed to thrive on.  
 
Many Ascendants had made Ragnatex home, most of them the kind that didn’t seem to care much for Linkers. Which was strange because Nifty knew for a fact that Rocktower Ranger Corps had aided the burgeoning Helix a good number of times.
 
As they neared the port, the assigned docking slip flashed green across the holo-viewer and he limped the Eos towards the second ring of the Helix. He knew that he would have to tread carefully inside these walls if he hoped to get out of there with as many scratches as he walked in with.
 
They entered one of the port chutes, nearly clipping the entrance as he struggled with the controls, its shielded doors gliding shut behind them. Nifty felt the delve-train quiver as the magma was sucked out of the entry tunnel, leaving the vessel to rest on the floor. Deploying the wheels, and irising open the window shields, he throttled forward through the mile thick wall of the Helix, and entered the docking bays.
 
As one of the most prosperous city in Ragnatex, Textermire held some of the largest foundries under the continent. The machine shops here stocked almost anything you could think of, and some of the most famous Song potters had moved their shops here.
 
After threading his way through the docks, Nifty parked the delve-train into the slip assigned to them and began shutting down her systems, watching the bay through the cockpit’s windows. All kinds of ships occupied the docking slips, from single person needle-sliders to giant blaze-haulers with cargo holds that could easily fit half a dozen delve-trains whole.
 
By their markings, most of them were trading vessels from under the continent and beyond, and Nifty thought he recognized a couple of drop-trains from one of the Hydrohelixes in the Southern Hemisphere.  To his surprise he spotted a few ships that looked exactly like the frigates they encountered at Terraport, tucked far back in the corner, segregated from the rest, docked in a neat row.
 
Locking down the controls, Nifty scooped up the Key from the console and grabbed Riot from its charging bracket. He weighed his options as the anger over finding the greenback military vessels here began to simmer in his belly. The presence of soldiers was normal for an unregulated Helix, but he wondered what the local enforcement would do if he was found cleaving into their hulls with a few well-placed blows from his shatter bat.
 
Taking a page from Scotty’s lesson book, he took a few deep breaths, and fought hard to shake the angry thoughts from his mind, especially after their latest encounter. This was supposed to be a stop for repairs and a possible side trip for upgrades for his bat, not one for enforcement.
 
He ducked into the medi-bay to check on his partner. Scotty lay sprawled on the well-bed, snoring like a congested fire weasel. He had a curious smile on his face like he was enjoying a dream. Nifty pulled up his fallen blanket, and tucked him back in. Scotty would be out for at least another day or two. That should gave him plenty of time to run his errands and think through a few things.
 
He entered the storage bays, passing quietly by the slumbering animals, and headed to the back of the hold to his personal lockers and stripped out of his Ranger uniform. The dock crews would recognize a Rocktower vessel, but there was no need to flaunt his identity to everyone else as he travelled the markets. 
 
He selected a simple blue strife jacket with reinforced elbows and puncture-resistant liner, and pulled on a sturdy pair of civilian power boots with steel toes, hoping they would be simple enough to allow him to walk through the crowds unnoticed.
 
He settled his holstered punch-picks around his hips, with the stinger blade and stuffed a coiled whip-hook attachment for it into his front pocket. He wasn’t some new recruit to be caught off guard while ogling the stores. He knew he needed to keep his wits about him.
 
A slim set of shock gloves completed his outfit. They were a gift from his mum. She worked at one of the thermasilk research plants back in Crustspire and she liked to send him some of their latest prototypes. They were cut from strong double-tanned thermosilk, stitched so fine as to resemble a second skin, she’d even included wrinkles and fingernails and unless examined closely they would easily pass unnoticed. It must have taken her ages to make them.
 
Nifty slipped them on, flexing his fingers a couple of times. Slender tethers connected the gloves to his jacket, powering them up, and flicking his little fingers, Nifty funneled a burst of energy between his palms. The shock gloves would hardly be enough to stop a group of intent ruffians, but they would certainly give him the element of surprise.
 
On the opposite side of the cargo room he lay Riot down and set about dismantling it. He slid the pieces into a storage roll, bundling them up; crammed most of the airiron into a thermosilk pouch, and put everything in a large backpack, ready to go.
 
Feeling the heft of the pack, he reconsidered the amount of airiron. Was it too much? He’d packed far more than he’d need for upgrades for his bat. With a mental shrug, he decided to keep what he’d loaded. After all, it wasn’t every day one visited such a city. It would probably be best to use as much of the metal as he could while he had the chance. Well, that, and he wasn’t sure what most foundries would charge to work with such a volatile metal.
 
Which reminded him. He returned to his uniform jacket and retrieved Lulu’s pendant. It would probably be best if he made sure it was safe while at the foundries. Although highly doubtful, the last thing he needed was to have the thing go explode while around her neck.  I am a gentleman after all. He thought to himself with a smile as he tucked it into his breast pocket. 
 
Going over his list of errands, his eyes wandered around the room and came to rest on the machine room Key he’d set on the shelf in his locker as he’d changed. He crossed back to retrieve it and walked around the room wondering where would be the best place to stash it. The train itself would be nearly impossible for anyone to enter unless they were a Rocktower Ranger, but it would probably be best if he tucked it somewhere a little safer than his locker. His eyes fell on the perfect hiding place.
 
“Ryder, attend,” he called out quietly, watching the ceiling.
 
Three of the dusters materialized and Ryder dropped down to his outstretched hand.
 
“Do you feel like coming to the markets with me?” She was the most level headed of the typically cautious creatures. “We can try to find you and your team some cinnamon if you like.”
 
Cinnamon, yes please. The dainty creature replied, flickering her wings in a vibrant blue shade.
 
“This isn’t official business, I’m just running errands.”
 
Yes, Ryder like cinnamon, she replied again, and hopped from his arm to his backpack.
 
“Excellent.” Turning to the rest of the animals, Nifty roused the pushsnouts long enough to take food orders, allowing the fool ram the same consideration. The animals turned back to sleep as soon as they were done. But Nifty lingered by Snort’s side until the boar cracked his eyes opened his eye, raising an eyebrow.
 
“Hey Snort, could you do me a favor?”
 
The beast eyed him suspiciously for a long moment before nodding his head slowly. Nifty leaned in and held out the Key for Snort to inspect.
 
“Do you have room for this in your jowl?” he asked as the boar lunged forward for a treat.
 
Yes, for food, no for not food, he answered, disappointed, turning back to his bed.
 
“Oh, come on!” Nifty pleaded, “It’ll only be for a few hours until I get back from the markets. Double rations tonight and tomorrow if you do.” He knew the beast would have agreed just for a good rub behind the ear, but Nifty liked to spoil his workmate every now and then.
 
Snort studied him for a moment, considering the offer. Yes, he finally relented.
 
Nifty laid the device gently on his tongue, and Snort closed his mouth, twisting his head this way and that until he’d lodged it in a safe spot high up in the back of his mouth usually reserved for stashing treats.
 
Taking a final look around, making sure everything was in order, Nifty pulled down the airlock levers and the door irised open, pulling a wash of cool air into the compartment. The entry tunnels were designed to flush off the slag from the mantle so they were only greeted with the biting smells of grease, repair fluids, and some kind of unusual cargo with a tangy odor.
 
As Nifty walked down the ramp, Ryder blended in with his backpack and gave his neck a quick flick with her leg, signaling the approach of stranger.
 
Two of the largest Boloczars Nifty had ever seen were swaggering down his docking ramp toward the train, both had blonde crew cuts, wearing assault boots and swinging splinter staffs at their sides. Each looked up to the task of wrestling a brunt grizzly, and the grim looks on their faces told Nifty they would gladly test his Ranger training should the need arise. Both men were Ascendants, as evidenced by their weapons. Like most non-Linker weapons, theirs were bulkier than Rocktower staffs and probably had several hidden functions to compensate for the lack of connection the wielder had with the weapon. 
 
A squat, golden-haired Sukairacian was stalking between the two guards, in the spotless black and red uniform of the city administration. A thin task-tablet under her arm elicited a sigh from Nifty.
 
“Name and origin,” she snapped sternly, stopping at the edge of the ramp, clearly not impressed with the Rocktower insignia blazoned on the side of the train. The glowing monocular surgically implanted in her right eye gave Nifty the impression she was looking right through him, and he resisted the urge to lean in to see if she was Linked.
 
“Niftmire Orditen, Crustspire city, Rocktower,” he answered and took out a credit coin large enough to cover docking fees for a week and to pre-emptively cover any bribes this little greeting party was about to extort.
 
The blonde-haired giant on the left stepped forward, he was easily a foot taller than Nifty and outweighed him by a couple of hundred pounds. He took a moment to study the partially-healed cuts and bruises on Nifty’s face, looking slightly impressed. He held out a calloused hand, accepting the coin, and leaned in closer than he needed to.
 
With breath reeking of week-old fish, he questioned, “You got some of your slaggin’ enforcement business here? I hope slaggin’ not, we slaggin’ look after our own here. You have a slaggin’ issue, you take it up with the local clan council first. Rocktower, and your slagging Linkin is nothing new here.” He finished his point by jabbing a thick finger into Nifty’s chest. “Well? Are you slagging-well Linked or not?”
 
Nifty nearly smiled at the guards crass bullying. On any other occasion he would have set the giant oaf on his back, and been none too gentle about it, and they both knew it.  But they also knew the last thing he probably wanted was to be denied entrance into Ragnatex.  He flicked the little finger of his gloved hand, and felt the energy starting to gather in his palms. The light humming of the power discs in the palms got the guard’s attention. His eyes widened as they darted to Nifty’s hands.
 
“I’m always Linked,” he replied, trying not to make it sound too much like a threat. “But I am just here to look for repairs and a visit to the ceraniron masters to get some work done on my bat” he added quickly, jerking a thumb to his backpack. “No official business at all, it shouldn’t be much more than a slaggin’ day,” he mimicked.
 
“Now, now, Svengo, I’m sure our young Ranger friend here is well acquainted with the rules regarding his jurisdictional impotence,” the Sukairacian chimed in, sensing the tension, yet still managing to complete a well-practiced charade.
 
“I am administrator Soraya.” She held out the docking paperwork, her slender arm brushing the guard to the side. “Sign here.” Nifty took the offered stylus and wrote his name on the roto-scanned form. “I trust that as a Rocktower Ranger, you won’t be needing instructions on Helix conduct? And nothing of significance will be entering or exiting the docks if this is simply a personal visit. If any cargo greater than that carried on your person is seen exiting or entering your train without the appropriate clan taxes made, both it and the train will be seized and you will be taken into custody. Questions?”
 
“No, thank you. I look forward to visiting the markets,” Nifty answered politely, handing back the signed document.  These unsanctioned Helixes always came with a few extra bumps, and he’d learned that it was best to stay calm, let the agents have their self-important moment, and move along.
 
Apparently satisfied with his attitude, Soraya turned on her heel, her golden hair swaying imperiously as she stalked off to greet another vessel rumbling into place a few slips down. Burly Svengo snorted and shook his head before falling into step with the other guard, leaving Nifty standing there.
 
“Well that went easier than I expected,” he commented to Ryder over his shoulder as he walked down the docking ramp leaving the greeting party behind him.
 
Threading his way through the docks, Nifty located a repair service. After a fair bit of haggling the lead mechanic agreed to free up the steering fin and weld a couple of plates over the holes in the engines. It wasn’t a perfect solution but it would at least allow them to steer properly. 
 
As the buck-toothed Rocklinker accepted the credit coins for the work he asked, “Can we get the codes for entry? We will need to test the repairs.”
 
“No code, no entry and I need it started immediately,” Nifty said. “I will be in the city for a few hours and you can enter under my escort once I return.”
 
“But…” the man started, rubbing a greasy hand across an equally greasy nose.
 
“You’re more than welcome to try and enter, but fair warning,” Nifty cut in. “There are two combat trained pushsnouts and a dozen dusters inside, all well versed in how to take care of any unfamiliar visitors. You won’t be the first person I’ve had to scrape off the deck plates who thought they’d take a chance with the snouts.” At which point he delivered an evil grin.
 
The man just gulped. “Free the fin and cover the engine. Y- yes sir. Shouldn’t take more than an hour or three.”
 
Good. Nifty preferred not to have unfamiliar mechanics, let alone unsanctioned Helix mechanics inside the confines of the delve-train. He’d heard stories, and wasn’t about to find himself the butt of some joke at the academy for not following the most basic of precautions.
 
Nifty crossed the bay towards the customs check point on the far side, trying hard not to ogle the chamber like a new recruit on his first mission.
 
Unlike Rocktower Helix, built in the post-Scourge style, Ragnatex displayed pure, ancient engineering and design, meant to last for millennia. Apart from Flux burns and the like, Nifty knew every line in the city’s architecture was still exactly as it had been when it was first built five thousand years ago. Pale silver arches raised the white marbled ceiling high above even the greatest ship in the bay. Its sleek, delicate lines and simple coloring gave the building an impression of lightness and purity.
 
Reaching the check point, Nifty readied himself for a long wait in line and took this time to study the small square in front of the city gates. All over the square, people from throughout Submantle were gathered in the most unlikely groups. Not like his last visit at all. He enjoyed the sight of Linkers and Ascendants trading so peacefully, and began to reconsider his thoughts as to why many Linkers kept Ascendants at arm’s length.
 
Most Linkers looked much like him: they were easy to pick from the crowd and really just looked like larger versions of their topsider ancestors. The Ascendants were always a mixed batch. In order to compete with Linkers, the Ascendant Helixes had amplified their abilities using advanced genetic engineering.
 
The result was that many differed greatly from the Linkers in appearance, like the guards he’d met at the docks. But in the crowd he spotted more than a dozen of what he would usually guess as being Ascendants from their body type, yet each one looked to be Linked to their weapons and tech.  It seemed that in this infamous Helix, ruled by clans sprouted from pirates and criminals, an open mindedness had sprung from necessity.
 
As it stood now, Ragnatex considered itself a free Helix, and was nearly without law. The exception was those governing trade and commerce. The half-witted guard had made a good point when he’d said that the city looked out for its own. Nifty could see guards in the city uniform patrolling the square, and he even managed to spot a few others in plain clothes blending in among the crowds.
 
The officers at the final check point were finishing up with a pair of young Vulpurites and seemed to be spending an inordinate amount of time inspecting their mechanical flight suits. They made the couple unfurl the metal-laced, silk wings while they attached a light disc to the propulsion system.
 
“We’ve had problems in the past with night flying, and some thievin’ upstarts not running their slaggin’ night lighting,” the guard said to the pair as the light discs locked down over the exhaust vents.
 
“These ‘ere will light up the moment you try flight at night. You can return to have ‘em removed when you leave, ‘cause they’ll lock down permanently if you try and slagging steal ‘em,” the guard said to the pair, waving them on.
 
As his turn approached, Nifty moved his attention on the men manning the checkpoint, all looked to be Ascendants. He’d learned as a young lad that staring at people was rude and could get you into a lot of trouble, but he couldn’t help himself.
 
It was managed by a heavily-gilled Hydrohelixer, with an unpronounceable name that included half a dozen too many ‘O’s on his nameplate. Nifty immediately decided to name him Oh. He was waist-deep in a large crystal urn of tepid sea water with three ridge-backed salt adders curled about his torso, their long tongues lashing about, smelling for contraband.
 
To the left of the desk, was brawny Yolon.  Sharp tusks, nearly a foot long, jutted from under the man’s jaw, and his feet ended in sturdy hoofs shod in heavy steel.
 
A weedy, blue-scaled Thermotexer was guarding the other side. The man had such an unusual tinge to his skin that it got Nifty to wondering. His best guess was that, similar to the Yolon, the man had tried to gain some kind of swimming advantage for business in the Hydrohelixes, but, as often happened with black market gene splicing, the mutation had failed, and instead of gills he had received only the scales. Something he most assuredly hadn’t counted on.
 
“Business?” asked Oh, in a pompous, gurgling voice, refocusing Nifty’s attention back to the lean Hydrohelixer. He was garbed in a soaking wet three piece suit that stuck to him like a second skin.  His bulging eyes, looking rather bored, were glued to the holo-viewer in front of him. But the three salt adders circling around him were now fixed on Nifty, and slithered out from the comfort of the crystal bowl to loop around him intently.
 
“Personal,” he replied simply, trying to ignore the yellow-ridged snake climbing up his leg to reach his pack, leaving a wet trail on his clothes and a slight smell of seaweed. After butting its head intently, sniffing the contents, it slithered quickly back to the agent, signaling something to the distracted officer that Nifty couldn’t quite understand. He hoped it was something to do with Ryder. She’d no doubt taken leave of Nifty already to sneak into Ragnatex, something she took and inordinate amount of pride in, but her odor was probably still quite strong on his pack.
 
The other snake was sniffing around his pack’s pockets, trying to get inside, and Nifty turned around sharply, almost growling at the blasted thing, fighting hard not to grab it by the throat and toss it back into the water.
 
“Striss, attend,” the muscular Yolon barked, sensing trouble.
 
The snake drew itself up to Nifty’s eye level, lashing his tongue for a final assessment before it dropped to the floor; it slithered across to circle itself up around the guard’s thick frame to his outstretched forearm. The snake reported its findings in an unfamiliar body language and, when the man did not reply, it lay its head on his arm, waiting instructions.
 
“Place your hand here,” Oh said, pointing to a light pad beside the counter.
 
Nifty stepped forward, having already slipped off his shock gloves and placed his hand on the pad. The device ran its scans, beeping when it was finished, sending the data to the task-tablet on the desk. When Nifty’s name and origin appeared, along with his Ranger credentials, the Hydrohelixer raised his head to look at Nifty for the first time, his eyes narrowing briefly before waving him through without a fuss.
 
As he headed towards the city gates, Nifty slipped the shock gloves back on, all the while feeling intent eyes on his back so he snuck a quick look over his shoulder as he neared the entrance. The tusk-faced Yolon was having a heated conversation with his snake, gesturing to Nifty intently. 
 
Dross, that’s all I need, an opportunistic guard. He’d known someone had been bound to take an interest in the valuable airiron, but getting sniffed out this quickly for such a rare metal was just plain bad luck. He considered returning to the train to store the airiron safely until he’d found a machinist, but his time constraints outweighed his safety concerns. He picked up the pace and lost himself in the crowd, hoping to avoid whatever the Yolon might be planning.
 




CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

Exiting the station he got his first look at the city of Rangnatx. It was just as he remembered, a study in engineering elegance. The cities multiple platforms arched towards the ceiling of the helix nearly six miles away like a beautiful tree built from metal and stone. 
 
The tiered platforms were supported by slender pillars and arches which, to the uneducated eye, hardly seemed up to the task of holding such impressive cityscapes, and spanned nearly a four mile cross-section of the Helix tunnel. Its widest platforms were easily two miles across and they worked their way from floor to ceiling. Like most Helix cities, it made the best use of space possible, leaving the forests both above and below largely untouched.
 
He checked his watch; evening was approaching and the sun spheres were beginning to cycle down. Good, the night markets should be opening soon.
 
The dock’s exit was located on one of the smaller platforms of the city, at just over a mile across. It was half way up the side wall of the tunnel, covered in exquisitely carved buildings, amphitheaters, fountains, and roadways. He could almost make out its twin across the Helix, along with over a dozen similar platforms artfully intertwined both above and below.
 
Nifty’s first task was to find a communications hub and send a missive to Rocktower alerting them to the presence of the dreadnaught at Terraport. He had already prepared a report. All that remained was coding it to the nearest hub.
 
He opened his watch’s mapping function and got his bearings as crossed the large square in front of the docking station. Despite the advanced hour, the city was still abuzz with activity and he found himself forced to wait in line once he’d located a communications building.
 
Until the last century, the communications hubs had never particularly bothered Submantlers and most found the process very convenient. But as reports of Topsiders’ hand-held devices and their sell-fones became public knowledge, many wondered if it wasn’t time for a return of more of the Ancient’s tech. Records indicated that direct communication through small headsets were an everyday convenience back then.
 
As it had with most things, the virus had interrupted even the simple task of direct communication across a distance. It gave him a guilty twinge as he thought about that, he was a Jax, this was his ancestors fault, something he had never had to consider before.
 
Somehow the virus had adapted itself to latch on to the signals and explode anything Flux-related that received the signal, which in many cases included the user’s head. As it stood now, the communications hubs contained complex filtering checkpoints that stood between both users to prevent such incidents. Unfortunately, they were too bulky for even a delve-train to easily contain especially considering the massive filtering systems they already had designated for running the short-range navigation sensors.
 
His turn finally arrived and he approached one of ten circular pedestal tables, three feet across, with gold and silver cables wrapping around the base. He lay the hand written report into a bed of mercury type composite in the middle, forgoing the longer process of actually talking to one of the attendants at Rocktower. Then he took his Ranger code key and inserted it into a slot to the left of the tray. There was a slight hum and, as simple as that, he was done and he reached in and removed both message and key.
 
“Man following,” Ryder signaled, landing on the console as he was about to leave.
 
Nifty looked around casually, annoyed with himself for not paying more attention, and spotted a lean figure shrouded in a green hooded cape slipping out the door. He’d thought a shiver moth or some similar creature would have been a better choice to keep track of him and for a moment he considered following the foolish man. Instead, he let a more pressing matter guide his next course of action, as once again his growling stomach reminded him of his hunger.
 
He hadn’t eaten since deciding on the detour, and had been looking forward to a meal not prepared by his own hands. He knew an unsanctioned Helix like Ragnatex was bound to have all manner of delicacies served in its taverns and he was keen to see what they had on the menu.
 
Checking his watch for directions, Nifty meandered his way through the district following the information he’d transferred from the delve train’s library. The Rocktower librarians could be extremely thorough sometimes and there was even a rating system for the quality and affordability of each tavern. He made a mental note to commend the department when next he reported.
 
Turning onto a wide boulevard, Nifty sucked in a breath. He spotted two black and green liveried guards, dressed exactly the same as the rovers they’d encountered in the Gears. The were standing suspiciously close to a group of long robed Hadrians who were hailing passersby with the promise of unfettered enlightment at the hands of the Quantum, or some such nonsense. He’d heard it all before in one form or another as his missions took him to dozens of Helixes. But fortunately, the Hadrians never managed to gain a foot hold in Rocktower.
 
He considered turning back, avoiding them all together, before realizing he was wearing his civilians and there was no way for them to connect him to Rocktower.
 
He took the opportunity to get a closer look and approached the guards. He could tell immediately they were Linkers, yet strangely both were from Ascendant Helixes. One was a red maned Vladbrullion, the other a blocky Chordite; neither possessed the unkempt roughness one usually associated with rovers. Each wore a long, sheathed knife at their hip, a well-stocked utility belt, and an unusual, long, thin device strapped to their back that he knew instinctively was some kind of launcher weapon.
 
All this aside he found himself focusing on strange, glowing blue tattoos around their right eyes, both slightly different from each other giving the men a distinctive look that had Nifty extremely curious as to their origin.
 
He was about to approach the two with the pretense of asking for directions when suddenly, in identical moves, both men raised a hand to their right sides of their heads, to where a disc of thin metal he hadn’t noticed at first looped over the right ears. They both tilted their heads as if listening, and he heard one of the men say, “Well it’s about time, I thought we’d be stuck here for days,” before walking briskly off.
 
Nifty considered following them, intrigued by the odd behavior, delaying his dinner this time, but thought better of it. No one knew that they were here…well, other than the port authorities, but no scoundrels at least. So he continued on his quest for dinner.
 
He encountered several rough-looking customers and surprisingly at least a dozen of the green livered rovers as he crossed the platform, but Ryder made no more mention of his shadow. Yet the hairs on Nifty’s neck told him that he was still being watched as he neared a place called The Laughing Ram. He’d chosen it not so much for the rating but because it was closer to the markets and on his way to the foundries.
 
Lights along the storefronts were flickering to life as dusk approached signaling the night market had opened, and although the place was buzzing with people, it was a quieter, more cautious atmosphere than he was used to for such a city, never the less he plunged into the crowd hoping to lose his shadow.
 
As he dodged past merchants standing at store fronts trying to corral him inside, Nifty realized he was following something himself, a sound. His hunger was almost forgotten as a small whisper of a song, so elegant and alluring that he couldn’t help but follow it to the source. The song grew louder as he neared a small shop where over two dozen people were gathered around the spun glass windows, shuttered open to let in the night air.
 
It was a modest Song potter’s workshop. The people inside were hard at work. Two men, the master and his son, in loose fitting brown robes, were sitting on the ground on the thinnest of woven mats with their legs crossed, facing each other with one hand clasped in a handshake. Both were stout, with large heads and multi-ridged ears that reminded Nifty of the cross section of an onion. He couldn’t say for sure but they had the look of a Sakurian, Chordite cross. 
 
Around them at three stations sat one man and two women, each working at clay on potter’s wheels which Nifty vaguely remembered from his last visit. Both men were singing as the fingers of their free hands ranged along wires extending from each wheel. As if in response to what each man felt, their broad throats emitted their songs into long tubes, directing sound to both cups and urn on each wheel and to a larger pipe resting behind each potter. The father’s voice was deeper and steady, creating a framework for the song; the son’s was higher, modulating frequently as it danced in counterpoint. All five people had their eyes shut lightly and swayed gently to the sounds washing over the workshop, each working by touch alone.
 
He stood there for a few minutes watching the Song potters infuse their perfect harmonies into the ceramics. He was witnessing a technique handed through countless generations, enabling the singers and their potters to align the molecules of the paper-thin ceramics into vessels of incredible beauty and strength.
 
Sadness and longing filled the air, joy and harmony filled minds. Tears and smiles appeared on the people’s faces around him and Nifty found himself smiling as well, enchanted. The completion of the two cups and urn, followed by a brief smattering of applause allowed him to gather his thoughts enough to break himself free of the gathered crowd and enter the store front adjacent the workshop.
 
He knew from the legends about the Song potters that in times gone by, city guards had often times had to be called on to clear particularly persistent visitors from the shop fronts as they lost the ability to draw away by themselves, lingering for days, as they became addicted to the songs. The potters had eventually been forced to come up with their own method for dealing with the situation. They found that creating a particularly ruinous piece of pottery with discordant harmonies could not only clear the shop front but a good deal of the boulevard to either side as well.
 
Walking through into the pottery store, Nifty found that picking out a tea set proved to be no easy task. He shouldered his way past several customers inside even as more shoppers from the crowd outside entered the tiny shop. Accidentally stepping on toes he got himself corrected with a thwack from a thick walking staff held in the heavily-tattooed hand of a feisty old lady, before finally managing to get himself to the front.
 
Dozens of dishes and cups, in all colors and sizes, filled the shelves to near bursting and Nifty abandoned the Holo-scanned image for his mum almost immediately, finding far more selection than he’d ever hoped for. After a good bit of back and forth, he finally settled on a sleek blue and white tea set crafted to look like birds in flight. He couldn’t help but wonder if Lulu’s necklace had somehow influenced his decision. The set stood out among the rest with its simplicity and elegance. Just like his mum…well his hand selected mum.
 
He left the store with a hole in his purse the size of a pushsnout, but a smile on his face at the prospect of seeing his mum’s reaction on her birthday.
 
The Song potters were beginning a new song, the sounds luring Nifty to the workshop once again, but he forced himself away and started down the street towards the Laughing Ram.
 
Pretty man’s sounds, Ryder signaled, jumping on the awkwardly large box containing the tea set Nifty carried. Listen again please?
 
“Sorry Ryder, maybe on the way back. Let’s get something to eat first, yes?” he replied.
 
Arriving at the Ram, a dozen or so buildings further down the boulevard, he tried not to be too obvious as he scanned behind, checking all the dark corners. He found nothing more suspicious than a couple of brutish looking men, whose interest seemed to be consumed by a Tollenraker trader towing a roto-sled loaded with cargo. Yikes, Nifty thought to himself as he entered the tavern. They may regret that decision.
 
Sitting near the door was another short, thick-limbed Yolon, with a mane of long blond hair and an equally long, oiled beard. He was no doubt there to make sure any troublemakers were promptly shown the exit should the need arise. He was wearing shock gloves similar to Nifty’s, only far thicker with gold banding across the knuckles. What the man lacked in height he more than made up for in girth, the muscular guard was nearly twice as wide as Nifty. The man made no pretense for subtlety as he scrutinized Nifty suspiciously as he entered.
 
It was a dimly-lit place, but clean and tidy, with over a dozen deep booths for merchants to discuss their business in private, half of which were currently occupied. He chose a table, carved with the likeness of two charging rams, near the door that allowed him to sit with his back to the wall. The soothing tones of a stringed instrument infused the room from an unknown source, just loud enough to dull the sounds of carried conversations. Dropping his pack to the floor at his side, he pulled off his gloves and sat just as Ryder landed on the table.
 
Smell nice, smell good, she signaled, then cocked her head as a figure approached.
 
A petite Monsourion girl glided towards them, in a long, spotlessly-clean apron. At scarcely seven feet tall she couldn’t have been much more than a teenager. “Greetings, sir – welcome to the Ram,” she said in a soft voice as she placed a small plate with a dozen varieties of cinnamon, carved into leaf shapes, splayed out to form a flower, on the table in front of Ryder. “Greetings, friend,” she added with a smile, nodding to the duster.
 
Like most of her race, she was slender almost to the point of gauntness, with long raven hair, and an almost ethereal beauty. Yet Nifty knew this frail exterior to be quite deceptive. Monsourions were disproportionately strong for their size, largely due to one of the densest musculatures in Submantle, and from a Helix that normally prided itself on its precision machining, they had evolved themselves for a speed and accuracy that confounded most machines.
 
Ryder ignored the girl as soon as she saw the plate, managing to pick up four leafs at once, munching and clicking happily.
 
“Thank you,” Nifty replied. “I don’t know what that smell is coming from the kitchen, but could I please get two servings?” he smiled. “And a flagon of Sakaurian fire draught, if you have it.” One wouldn’t hurt – we found the Key after all.
 
“Certainly,” the girl nodded politely. “It’s vegetable stew with several spiced meats.”
 
Nifty cringed a little. The vagueness of several spiced meats teetered on a dietary ledge for him, and he nodded his head slowly, relying on the recommendation he’d gotten from the train’s library, as the girl headed for the kitchen to get his order.
 
Roughly thirty percent of all creatures in Submantle were either born with or had acquired through genetic manipulation, augmented intelligence. Another twenty inherited augmentation of varying degrees from their parents, and there was no telling how many wild animals achieved the true self-awareness that heightened Flux intelligence brought with it.
 
This meant that if he wasn’t careful, at any point he could be eating a distant relative of Grunt or Snort, or any number of animals he was friends with. It could leave one in a very precarious position when ordering food in unregulated Helixes. Please be fish, please be fish, please be fish, he almost mumbled under his breath as the girl retreated to the kitchen.
 
Three bowls later, Nifty was stuffed. It had been fish, and it had been delicious. Even Ryder agreed with him, turning away from her treasured cinnamon every now and then to spear small chunks of meat from what she apparently considered a communal bowl.
 
He was about to take his last burning swig of fire draught when the familiar green shrouded figure walked into the tavern. Throwing back the hood and removing her cloak, the statuesque Lulu strode purposefully toward his table and without ceremony sat down across from him looking rather annoyed. “What in slagstone are you two doing here?” she glared. “You’re supposed to be at Terraport? Have you two been following us, afraid you can’t find the Key on your own?”
 
Nifty couldn’t have been more surprised if she’d walked up and slapped him in the face. Even angry she was beautiful…well, maybe, especially angry she was beautiful. Her intensity gave her a predatory look that Nifty found thrilling. With her cloak off, he could see that she wore full Ranger gear, complete with a blitz whip at her hip, a T-handled truncheon holstered under her arm, and a satchel slung over her shoulder. Her short red tresses were cut at a neat angle, highlighting her high cheekbones and full lips.
 
On the cheek under her left eye, set in a row, were the three oval-shaped jewels that glowed faintly from within, one for each year she’d won the brawler bash at the games. They served as both a reminder and a warning, and right now he was pretty sure they were probably the latter.
 
Taking a moment to gather his thoughts, he raised the flagon to his lips and gulped the last of the draught, enjoying its bitterness and the way it burned on the way down.
 
Other patrons around the tavern ceased their conversations and stared at the unexpected sight of a Ranger, some looking ready to leave at the first signs of trouble. 
 
Setting down the flagon he answered, “Well met, Lulu, I’m doing well, thank you for asking.” His mind raced as he fumbled for his next words. What would Chadlock say? When it came to women the large |Ranger was never at a loss for words.  He decided that maybe a compliment might work best.
 
“I haven’t seen you for some months now – did you just get your hair cut?  It frames your face beautifully.” He said the most gracious tone he could muster,
 
Wrong, Lulu was about to explode, and he knew it; he was walking a very delicate edge and fumbled out. “It’s not a contest, Lulu. If one of us finds it, we all find it. And before you do anything we both may regret, yes, we were at Terraport however, we encountered a dreadnaught and were forced to change plans. I filed a report with Rocktower at the hub where you saw me earlier.” He pulled out the report and slid it across the table.
 
Shifting her glare from him to the report she gave it a quick scan and just shook her head. “This says hardly anything. How did you know we were here? And what happened to your face? Those wounds are fresh.”
 
“Me? How did you know that I was here? It’s scarcely been an hour,” he countered. He felt a slight thrill, noticing a note of concern in her voice when she’d asked about his wounds. “Where’s Belle?” he added for good measure.
 
That simple question slowed her momentum and she renewed her glare.
 
Belle, Lulu’s partner and mentor, had spent as much of her career sifting through the libraries, finding clues about various artifacts, as she’d spent ranging the crust.
 
But Lulu, although somewhat less suited for research, had other abilities which, when combined with her fiery temper, had galvanized her into the top spot at the Brawler Bash. From what little Nifty could gather about her family, the majority seemed embarrassed with her decision to become a Ranger.
 
For generations, her family had maintained a preeminent position in the Citadel archives. Her parents’ placement as senior Rocktower ambassadors virtually assured her the opportunity to follow in her family’s distinguished footsteps. But against their wishes, Lulu had joined the Ranger service and involved herself with tasks her parents undoubtedly viewed as menial – tasks which would inevitably result in a lower placement within the archives when she decided to start a family.
 
Nifty surmised that her parents would almost certainly be using their considerable influence to avoid this outcome, and were conducting a rigorous search for an appropriately ranked bachelor, maybe even a winner of the prestigious Ranger games…but not for a Jax, never for a Jax.
 
Seeing her standing here set his mind to war with the idea that being a Jax was the worst thing in the world. Maybe it wouldn’t bother her at all that he was descended from a man that possibly nearly destroyed their world. And with that thought Nifty had an idea and a light of hope bloomed in his mind. What if the Jax from the surface could help exonerate the Jax name? What if Nifty could help him do that? Nifty should help him do that. His eyes bored into Lulu’s as he made up his mind. He had hope once more. even if slight.
 
“If you’d bothered to look around the docks when you arrived, you’d have seen us a few slips down. We were prepping to leave,” she finally answered, curling her hands into fists when she caught herself revealing too much “Slagg it, quit staring at me like that,” she added, reddening slightly.
 
“Like what?”
 
“Like you always do, you crust-cragging dross wit.” Her cheeks stayed slightly red and her anger had somehow evaporated, replaced by something else. Embarrassment, if Nifty were to guess.
 
He resisted the urge to smile and instead opted to keep her off balance.
 
“What did you find out? I didn’t think this Helix had libraries anywhere near the size of those in Terraport, especially here in Textermire.” He turned to signal to the young waitress.
 
“We haven’t found anything. And you didn’t answer my question,” she fired back, trying to muster a scowl. “What are you doing here?”
 
The Monsourion sidled up to the table quietly and started clearing the dishes, and Ryder, who had blended into the table upon Lulu’s arrival, became visible once again and skipped across the table to Nifty’s side.
 
“A triple-shot espresso, if you please,” Nifty asked. He turned his head to Lulu, waiting.
 
“Lichen juice, please,” She grumbled reluctantly. “Hold the ice.”
 
The girl nodded and left the pair in silence.
 
“Repairs and taking a break to buy a few things for friends and family back home,” Nifty finally replied. “There was an explosion during that dreadnaught business and Scotty is taking a couple of days’ rest in one of the well-beds. But you read as much in the report.”
 
Lulu eyed him with quiet suspicion.
 
“And you needn’t worry – I won’t be returning to the train for a few hours, so Belle has more than enough time to poke around looking for clues while you keep me company on my errands.”
 
“That’s outrageous! Belle is prepping our train…”
 
“Then why haven’t you left?” he pressed. “Why even try to follow me? You or Belle obviously spied me with a far-scope or one of your dusters did, and noted that I left without Scotty. It wouldn’t take an acumen engineer to realize he may be taking a rest in the well-bed, especially considering the shape of the delve-train’s hull.” 
 
Trying not to look too deflated, Lulu braced herself for another try just as their drinks arrived.
 
“Don’t worry,” Nifty winked at her. “I won’t tell her you spilled the beans.”
 
“Spill the beans? I have no beans,” she replied, puzzled.
 
“Forget it, it’s a thing… One of the topsider engineers I know says it all the time. It means, I won’t tell Belle you told me too much.”
 
“You’ll not tell Belle anything because your teeth will see the business end of my truncheon,” she almost joked, her embarrassment at getting caught, causing her to drop her defenses momentarily, allowing him to see a side of her that few ever did.
 
Nifty just smiled, raised the small cup in salute, and downed the espresso in one shot. Locking eyes with her across the table, Nifty set down the cup and leaned in closer, a look of mock severity on his face. “Now, let me ask you one thing. Can you keep a secret?” At Lulu’s puzzled look, he reached down and picked up his pack.
 




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

Nifty still couldn’t believe his luck in finding Lulu at the Helix. It turned out she probably knew more about the city than many of the permanent residents. Her partnership with Belle had taken her to more Bastions than almost any other Ranger and had forced her to establish a more than just a rudimentary understanding of their designs, histories, and engineering requirements.
 
She’d been shocked but intrigued to find out about the cache of airiron in his backpack, torn between ordering him to get rid of it in the mantle and a morbid fascination to find out what kind of work could be done with the dangerous metal. He deflected all her arguments and eventually managed to talk her into accompanying him on his trip to the machinist’s platform.
 
Laying out his plans, he’d found her to be surprisingly agreeable once she’d made up her mind to help. It was to be the first day, or in this case night, he would get to spend with her alone in its entirety and he didn’t intend to waste it.
 
“I was wondering why you were being followed,” Lulu remarked as they left the tavern. “Someone has latched onto that airiron.”
 
“The snakes at the checkpoint,” Nifty sighed, not having seen his shadow yet not surprised it was still there.
 
“Well, let’s just see what happens. It’ll be full dark in an hour and I’m sure that’s what they are waiting for. Idiots obviously don’t realize that Rocktower Rangers can see in the dark almost as well as we do in the light,” she said, covering herself in the green cloak once again. “Now let’s catch one of the lifts to the lower platforms.”
 
“What lifts?” He fumbled the pack onto his shoulders, a little annoyed at how bulky the tea set was. He stepped quickly to catch up to her purposeful stride.  
 
To his delight the residents had re-engaged the ancient’s lift fountains. They were simple swirling discs of metal and stone, of all different sizes, that used columns of water to lift man, beast, and machines hundreds of feet between the city platforms. They depended on the Helix engines to generate precise lift pressure for each disc. Nifty stood captivated as he watched smooth pillars of water raising and lowering dozens of various sized loads. He knew that energy surrounded each column of water, somehow maintaining its shape, but he fought to remember from his text books as to how exactly this was achieved. The lifts at Rocktower were also hydro-powered but the jets were relegated to heatstoked tubes that lacked the elegance and complexity of these beautiful fountains.
 
They boarded a disc with several other passengers and dropped two levels to a foundry platform. Even from a distance he could hear the machines and forges at work, and wondered how long he’d have before they shut down for the night. He’d researched a handful of machinists before he’d left Rocktower, but he was afraid that it may have been for naught, as it had been for the far simpler ceraniron castings.
 
“This dreadnaught you faced, what was its origin?” Lulu asked unexpectedly, careful not to let her voice carry to the other passengers.
 
“Neither of us recognized it,” he replied quietly. “It was shaped like a stylized trident, large enough to dock the frigates and house torpedo bays across its outer edges. But nothing like anything I’ve seen at a Hydrohelix or any other Ascendant dock for that matter.”
 
“Trident? You’re right, I don’t remember ever seeing anything resembling that. So that means it’s either a new construction or some kind of ancient salvage. If it’s old, Belle is sure to know its origin. We can check with her once we return to the trains.” The lift glided to a halt and they all stepped off.
 
The buildings on this platform were of a far different nature than those above. Although equally beautiful, most were covered in elegant serpentine ducting, designed to carry away the smoke from the forges and metal shops for filtering. All had far thicker walls, better suited for keeping the noises of their industry inside. The platform was still rather busy and he could see freight carriages being loaded and brisk business being done on a long boulevard running along the center. Their entire walk, he could feel curious eyes on them as they made their way.
 
“Hey, let me ask you something. Is Belle harassing you about upgrading all the time? I get no end of it with Scotty.”
 
“Yessss,” she almost exploded. “Thank you – I’m glad I’m not the only one. Has Scotty used the ‘Rune upgraded four months ago’ argument on you yet?
 
“Every chance he gets.” He joined Lulu in a laugh, the sound sending a thrill through him.
 
Then, in a deep voice: “It’s getting embarrassing, son. You should be a Corporal by now.” He felt a little guilty mimicking his mentor, yet found it impossible to resist given the resultant giggle from Lulu.
 
Waving him ahead with a final smile, like a machine, Lulu dropped her shields, her face becoming an unreadable mask as she entered the shop behind him.
 
Inside, things didn’t quite go as planned. He quickly found he was forced to become extremely circumspect about the airiron when discussing his requirements for a proper machinist and forger.
 
Several workshops later, he was in a quandary. The larger foundries found no value is such a small job and dismissed him out of hand. Other, smaller shops seemed better suited for making basic shapes and simple tools, nothing requiring the skill needed to forge airiron. He made the mistake once of mentioning the word airiron and the suspicious owner promptly kicked him out, wanting nothing to do with the metal.
 
It was completely dark now, the buildings lit only by the glow of street lamps and arcing fronds of the iridescent ferns planted in narrow gardens spotted along the streets. They were in a large cobblestone courtyard between buildings and the boulevard to either side was almost completely devoid of people.
 
“I told you, you should just drop it in the mantle or sell it. I don’t think you will find anyone to forge it,” Lulu said, as they exited the shop, her impatience at the futile search beginning to show.
 
“Oh, I think we will,” said a familiar voice at the edge of the shadows, emerging from an alley between the buildings. The voice’s owner was joined by a rag-tag gang of street toughs that hemmed them into the courtyard, allowing no avenue of escape, each one carrying either a splinter staff or equally menacing blades and clubs.
 
The voice came from the broad Yolon guard from the customs office, similar in size to the man at the tavern, but sporting that short set of horns jutting from his jaw, and with a much shorter, oiled beard curling from underneath. This time, Nifty noted that instead of the plain metal shoes the man wore sharpened metal slippers encasing the lower half of his hoof-like feet. The salt adder was still curled about his body with its head extended over his right shoulder, its tongue flickering expectantly.
 
As Nifty sized up the gang, he realized its leader wasn’t alone in his genetic shift from the norm – without exception, each one of his companions also bore the effects of augmentation gone slightly awry. Two of the thugs were Monsourion women with decidedly cat-like features and sleek black hair covering the exposed parts of their bodies. Yet another was a Hydrohelixer carrying his staff in what looked like tentacled hands. The group closed in cautiously.
 
Less than a dozen, Nifty counted. That was a mistake.  He took a step back and wondered if he should put down his tea set as he waited for what he knew was coming.
 
There was no discussion, no negotiation, no begging…well, not yet.
 
Lulu exploded.
 
Whipping her cloak off, she fanned it out towards the Monsourions, sending a wall of cloth their way, briefly blocking their view., Then, she pivoted the still-holstered truncheon under her armpit – Nifty heard it snap loudly as its shaft telescoped out nearly twenty feet across the distance, punching through her cloak and into the eye of the closest of the cat-like woman, eliciting a loud shriek of pain. Retracting the head in an instant, she repeated the maneuver, catching the other woman in the throat, dropping her to the ground gasping for air.
 
Good, thought Nifty, remaining still. Monsourions were always the trickiest; their speed made them incredibly difficult to deal with. Best to get them first.
 
Nifty looked down at the hissing sound of Lulu’s knee-high boots activating, the top plate of the shin guards separating from the front and rising to her knees. With her free hand she pulled out the whip; flicking it hard, she buried the leaf shaped tip into the workshop wall, behind the Yolon. She gave it a hard tug and used the accelerators in her boots to launch herself across the distance, crushing her knee into the horned jaw of the leader, collapsing him back in a heap, pinning the salt adder beneath him.
 
In a smooth motion she landed and dropped low, spinning into an almost feline crouch. Grasping the truncheon by its t-handle, she drove the butt into the ground and braced herself as the piston inside punched down, propelling her high in the air toward the two toughs converging on Nifty.  Both, like sacks of dirt, were dropped at his feet, as Lulu’s truncheon telescoped out, finding the backs of their skulls.
 
The thugs quickly regained their bearings from her vicious attack and didn’t to go down without a fight. Several times Nifty was almost forced to join in, but held himself back. The thugs were untrained, and other than dodging a couple of clumsy blows and using one of his shock gloves to send a bolt of energy down an unsuspecting spinal column when the man backed too close to Nifty’s tea set, he was more than happy to let Lulu handle the riff raff. It was only good manners, after all.
 
“There’s only two of them, you slagging cowards,” barked a snout-nosed attacker, noticing the reluctance of the rest of his party as the full impact Lulu’s martial skills became apparent. Waving the rest of them forward with a long-handled axe, he added, “Remember what we’re here for. With that air metal we needn’t work for a slagging year…” His words were cut short as Lulu’s whip found his throat and he was yanked forward into an unyielding elbow.
 
Nifty had studied her fighting style at the academy grounds as she’d trained. An attrition fighter, she favored constant motion, rarely committing herself to full power unless the advantage was hers.
 
She danced among the attackers. Nifty knew the Link allowed her to almost feel her whip tip whispering across a brow, like one of her own fingers, as it sent blood into the owner’s unlucky eyes. Her truncheon was just as happy breaking a single finger holding a staff as it was shattering a kneecap. As the enemy attacks broke down, she moved her own attacks closer, letting her knees, elbows, and fists do more of the work.
 
Grunting hard, she flipped a young, yet elusive Sukairacian, who had managed to avoid the worst of her attacks by countering with several dozen small throwing knives, keeping her truncheon and whip busy deflecting each salvo. That was until he ran out of blades, and he’d quickly found himself in a face to face meeting with the cobblestone street.
 
A particularly well-guarded Boloczar woman, nearly eight feet tall, who had remained hidden in the one of the side alleys during the initial confrontation, emerged just as Lulu connected a heel to the temple of an already limping Hydrohelixer. With her armored skin, the woman managed to absorb several blows from the truncheon, before finally connecting with a vicious back fist, sending Lulu sailing through the air to slam into the foundry wall.
 
Nifty winced at that until Lulu rounded on the woman, letting out a primal growl. From across the distance she buried the tip of her whip in the Boloczar’s abdomen, releasing an energy blast along its length, lighting her up like a sun sphere.
 
With the largest of their party felled, the courage of the rest evaporated quickly, and the remaining street thugs retreated, dragging their still conscious comrades with them, leaving the unconscious and incapacitated behind.
 
The entire fight took less than a few minutes, yet left Lulu breathing hard. Crossing the distance, she advanced on him with fire in her eyes. He was about to step back to protect himself when she pushed the tea set box to the side and grabbed him by the lapels pulling him in close. “You didn’t fight?” she finally said, locking onto his gaze. “Thanks, I needed that – most men would’ve interfered.” Then she turned away as if it had never happened. She leaned down to scoop up her cloak, evaluating the two holes with pursed lips. “You can get the next ones if this didn’t scare them off.”
 
She looked down to survey the groaning thugs. “I delivered no fatal blows, but if these dross-wits were better organized or at least knew how to fight as a unit, this could have ended rather badly for both of us. This is a whole lot more fuss than I think your blazing bat s worth.” She looked over to Nifty appraisingly and, using the same mock severity he’d used earlier, asked, “Can you keep a secret?”
 
“Y-yes.” Nifty answered still recovering from being dragged in so closely: he’d almost expected something else.
 
“I may know someone who can take care of your airiron, but you can’t say anything to Belle. She’d dangle me over a lava lake if she knew I’d told you.” She turned to leave.
 
“Wait,” Nifty ordered, followed by, “Wait, please.”
 
Lulu spun, and he could see in her eyes that she was still a little agitated from the fight.
 
“Your face,” he said indicating the cheek where the Boloczar had connected. “You’re bleeding like a fresh cloven milk weed. We need to look at that before moving on.”
 
“Forget it – not here. We don’t need to get waylaid by the city guard.” She booted the downed Yolon in the rib she added, “I think I recognize this dross-wit from the customs office,” and started to walk away. “The residential platforms below should be a safe enough place to stop for a moment or two to deal with…” she ended, with a wave of her hand.
 
Leaving the bodies behind for either the authorities or their comrades, Nifty followed Lulu and they descended on another fountain to, if possible, an even prettier level, with winding pathways and meticulously manicured gardens. Despite the hour, families congregated in small parks, walking with animal companions or enjoying a picnic under the gentle glow of street lamps as their children played.
 
Weaving through the buildings, they finally arrived at a broad grassy field dominated by several heatstoked sculptures that were surrounded by fountains, the entire park lined with neatly-trimmed phosphorescent hedges and dozens of benches that almost seemed to disappear into the landscape. Again, he was surprised at how busy the city was at what for most Helixes would be dinner time.
 
Choosing a well-lit spot, Lulu stalked across to a section of seating carved to look like intertwining branches of a tree. From across the park, Nifty noticed that a large group of children had gathered with their parents, and each child began strapping on heavy boots, gloves, helmets, and were taking practice swings with smaller versions of the drill mauls that were usually found on mining crew rigs.
 
It dawned on Nifty suddenly where they were. This was a spider ball pitch. Well, a version of it any way. Each Helix seemed to have its own spin of the sport made famous by the Ranger games.
 
Sure enough, several boost spiders, none larger than forty pounds, smaller cousins of the Ranger’s silk-bommers, were scuttling around the children, smashing against one another excitedly as they warmed up for the game. One of the parents set down a blue and silver box, carved to resemble webbing, and began removing metal armor. Another parent was strapping the armor to the already heavily clad legs of the boost spiders. 
 
Lulu was forgotten momentarily as he watched them prepare for the practice game. A green team and a blue team, each with seven players. Two of the mini-bommers, as the boost spiders had come to be nicknamed, per team.  They collapsed down into armored balls, their legs locked into a protective interlocking casing around their abdomens and thoraxes, becoming nearly impervious to damage. A fifth spider, encased in glowing red armor, served as a living ball called the Heat.
 
The rules were simple: using your boots or mauls, you could bash your or your opponent’s spider into the Heat, guiding it through the perpetually-changing water and metal obstacle course at the center of the field to score. Your spiders fought for you, changing their basic ball shape as they tried to manipulate the outcome of the strikes, and your opponent’s balls worked against you. The Heat’s job was to stay as unpredictable and elusive as possible. Simple right?
 
“Hey, can you focus for more than ten seconds?” Lulu mocked as he stared. “Just like a man – becoming distracted as soon as you sense a game is about to start.” Her words broke Nifty away from the spiderballers as they began with a few practice kicks, sending their mini-bommers sailing into the air, eliciting excited whistles from the creatures as they flew. Several of the other benches started to fill as locals arrived for some evening entertainment.
 
Turning to Lulu, he noted she had removed a kerchief from her satchel and was dabbing her cheek. The blood had nearly made its way to her collar. In her lap rested a small purse that Nifty recognized. It contained lichenbalm and probably a couple of knit-rods.
 
“Sorry,” he replied guiltily. “Let me help.”
 
Setting down his box, he moved to her side, sliding beside her to sit on the bench. She pulled back, almost reflexively, before relenting and allowing him to take the cloth.
 
“Yikes!” He moved in for a closer look. “That’s deeper than it looks.” He continued to dab closer to the open tear on her cheek, until he finally elicited a wince.
 
“It’s my professional medical opinion that your cheek may need to avoid direct contact with fists of any kind for the next four to seven day…offfff.” He whooshed as Lulu’s fist found his diaphragm.
 
“You’re supposed to be helping me, not making me laugh!”
 
“Yes, sorry my lady, you’ll have nothing but professionalism from me henceforth.” Smiling, he managed to deflect another punch.
 
He reached down and plucked the first aid purse from her lap. Unsnapping one of the sides he scooped out a large dollop of stitch-balm onto his finger.
 
“Now hold still. The last thing you need is a third ugly scar across your face that hasn’t healed properly.”
 
“Third...?” she began in mock outrage.
 
“Gotcha.” He said with a simile and leaned in to cup her chin gently in his other hand, stopping whatever it was she’d been about to say, and she allowed him to tilt her face toward the light.
 
Ever so softly, he smeared the cream across the wound, allowing the combined restorative and numbing agents to soothe the angry gash.
 
Satisfied, he removed one of the knit-rods and ran it gently above the balm, leaning in close to inspect it as it coagulated into a temporary skin that would protect the gash until the real skin was ready to break through. He noticed a sudden reddening at the edges of the wound and pulled back for a moment.
 
Looking into Lulu’s eyes he realized she was blushing. They were close, close enough for him to smell the faint aroma of the lichen juice she’d had at the tavern. He leaned in.
 
“Look out!” someone yelled; then he heard the whistle of an approaching mini-bommer hurtling towards them.
 
With less than a second to react, Nifty straight-armed Lulu and lunged back, and in the same motion brought a boot straight up to connect with the spider, sending it sailing high in the air to land a dozen or more feet behind their bench. Nifty ended up in the bushes and the spider merely unfurled its armored legs chittering angrily as it realized it was out of bounds. With a series of impressive leaps it rejoined the game.
 
“We should go.” Said Lulu, seemingly unruffled by his shove.
 
Nifty cursed under his breath: their moment had passed. There was a second of awkwardness as Lulu helped Nifty to his feet and she reached up to pull a leaf from his hair. “We should go.” She repeated, with a rueful smile. Her green eyes holding his, softening, causing Nifty’s heart to hammer in his chest as they both realized what had nearly happened.
 
Nifty coughed awkwardly. “Um, yes,” watching her stow her medi-purse back into her satchel.
 
He picked up his tea set and cast an annoyed glance at the spiderballers as Lulu led the way to her mystery foundry. Blaze it! I should have said something. Should I say something? Blaze it, blaze, blaze it. Nifty thought to himself as he followed.
 
He was drawn to Lulu, more than ever, the airiron and his Jax heritage be dammed, he’d have been just as happy sitting here for the rest of the night chatting with her, coaxing as many smiles as he could from her.  He steeled his will for a different kind of battle, one he had never really been any good at. She had let him inside and he didn’t intend to waste any more chances.
 
“This is the third largest producer in Ragnatex; they even have a machinist department,” Lulu said, trying to shake off the awkwardness, as they descended on one of the fountain discs. “You’ll never guess who runs it. Do you know Councilor Doon back home? He’s his distant older cousin I think, and he’s a friend of Belle’s. She seems to think he has a relative in the Ranger Corps but for some reason remains evasive about the subject.”
 
“Good.” Nifty replied as they disembarked from the disc. “I really appreciate this, I just hope the place is still open.”
 




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


“We’re closed,” said a distracted-sounding Vulpurite as Nifty entered the offices of the foundry, his long hooked nose buried in a stack of papers on his desk
 
Lulu was right, the buildings were huge, taking up nearly half the lowest platform and disappearing into the wall of the Helix.
 
The man looked up as Lulu entered and quickly added.  “Sorry, Miss Longshire. I didn’t know it was you. Did you leave something here earlier?” He shuffled forward on legs disproportionately long for his body. Added to his hunched shoulders, it gave him an almost bird like appearance.
 
“Greetings, Master Gillwattle. No, nothing was forgotten. Is Master Smoath still in?”
 
“Master Smoath always has time for his friends, Miss Longshire. It shan’t take but a few moments to fetch him.”
 
Lulu grinned slightly as the book keeper left. “You owe me big for this, Orediten. I’m beginning to wonder how I may get payment from you for bothering a foundry master for something as silly as bat upgrades.” She said leaning into him with her shoulder.
 
“You have my gratitude, make no mistake about that. Ladies choice of course, but I may have a few suggestions if your imagination fails you,” he said with his best impression of a leer, while inwardly cursing himself for leaving the necklace and pendant back at the train.
 
He was about to continue when Gillwattle returned, followed by an ancient Rocktowern.  Nifty found himself surprised at how surprised he was. For some reason he hadn’t expected to find one of his fellow Helixers in a position of such authority this far from home, especially in a helix with such a dubious reputation.
 
The man had at least twenty-five years on Doon, putting him at well over a hundred years old, and what little white hair remained on his head was cropped short, giving his deeply-lined face a less grizzled look. Bright blue eyes regarded the pair as he shuffled around the desks towards them.
 
“Greetings, Master Smoath. I know you are about to close and I hate to interrupt a man with your undoubtedly busy schedule with such a trifle but I have come looking for a recommendation from you,” Lulu began.
 
“Nonsense, child,” Smoath said, waving his hand. “I consider it an honor to still be involved in Ranger business at my age.  A man can only take so much of the endless minutia involved in running these foundries.” And with a conspiratorial wink to Nifty added, “It’s not every day such a pretty lass darkens this doorway, let alone twice in one day.”
 
Nifty smiled, taking an instant liking to the old codger. He reminded Nifty of Doon, if Doon had been raised by gentler hands. And by his accent, Nifty had no doubt the man hadn’t spent much time in Rocktower before venturing out to find his way in the world.
 
“Master Smoath, this is Lance Corporal Niftmire Orediten. He’s a Rocktower Ranger. Nifty, this is Master Smoath.” Then turning to Nifty, “It’s probably best if you just show him,” Lulu said, by way of further explanation to the old man.
 
Nifty was about to reply with something glib, but reconsidered. “Well met, Master Smoath.” Setting down the tea set, he removed his pack, shooing off Ryder, and pulled out the sack of airiron, setting it with a loud thunk on the front counter. 
 
A low whistle was Smoath’s first response. “Where in crust crag did you find this? I haven’t seen that much airiron in one place in nigh fifty years.”
 
“Don’t bother, Master Smoath. He’s remaining frustratingly tight-lipped about its origin,” Lulu chimed in, sending a glare Nifty’s way for good measure.
 
“You walked through the city with that on your person? By rights you should be dead by now. This could keep my foundry running for a year. Providing of course you could find a customer.” The old man dry-washed his hands as he leaned in for a closer look. “What do you want me to do with it?”
 
Nifty removed the shatter bat components from his pack and lay them down beside the airiron. “I was hoping you could point us towards someone who was able to machine parts for my bat.”
 
“Your bat?” Smoath let out a loud cackle, raising bushy eyebrows. “Now why would a young lad waste a small fortune of airiron on such a foolish thing as a shatter bat? ‘Twould make better sense were I to purchase the metal from you and you could afford a hundred such bats.”
 
Nifty let out a breath. He’d known that this was coming, and he considered asking for a moment alone with Smoath. “I don’t care about the metal’s worth; the Ranger Corps provides me nearly everything I need. But I require the upgrades to my shatter bat if I hope to stand any chance at winning the Ranger games this year he lied.
 
Smoath rolled his eyes in surprise. “That sounds a little far-fetched, lad. Do you have a mind to get your Link advanced in the archives or some nonsense? Or is it the glory?” He stood back and with a raised eyebrow he took a long considering look. “Well, you are about the age when you would consider courting. Is that it, lad, love? A high placed Linker lady catch your fancy?” He let out another cackle as Nifty’s face reddened.
 
“I have sons, grandsons and great grandsons, all full grown men, and it always be women that drive them to such foolishness…. and what’s to stop someone running off with the bat after the upgrades are complete? I doubt anything like this will have been attempted for quite some time – never in my lifetime, I’d wager.” 
 
Now Smoath doubly reminded him of Doon: both men saw to the heart of a matter with shocking accuracy. “Well I did have…”
 
Smoath just waved his hand. “I’ll not embarrass you in front of the lass – the reasons can remain your own. Now, to the airiron. Might I give you a quick lesson about what you may be getting yourself into?”
 
Nifty just nodded, glad to be moving on. He avoided eye contact with Lulu, who had remained uncharacteristically quiet herself during the discussion.
 
“As you well may know, it is illegal to produce airiron...” he started, pausing for a moment. “…well not that anyone could even if they cared to. Knowledge of the production process has, like many other technologies, died at the hands of Jax’s Scourge. But fortunately for you, it isn’t illegal to recover it. Do you know why it’s outlawed, son?”
 
“It’s very dangerous,” Nifty replied. “Something to do with the Jax Scourge, no doubt.”
 
“Something to do with the Scourge? Something to do with the Scourge?” the old man cried out, with an almost angry glee. “What are they teaching you lads and lasses?  Everything has something to do with the Jax Scourge. What I’m asking, lad, is whether or not you know that M4879, also known as airiron, was the only metal that was ever Linked with almost one hundred percent compatibility with Flux R1004. Its nigh unbreakable, accepts programming, and if it does take damage, by all reports, it manages to repair itself.”
 
“Accepts programming?” Lulu finally chimed in, making eye contact with Nifty, who was equally interested in this idea.
 
The old man let out another cackle. “Strong and light weight metals abound in our foundries, lass.” And he dug his hand into the sack of airiron. “You may already feel like your Link with the bat is strong, but the airiron be different. If the legends be true, you’ll feel the bat from across the room, possibly more. And it be not just a bat – it be a launcher, axe, slinger, shield, spear…any weapon can be programmed into its framework, and in seconds it will change form.”
 
He paused for a moment to let the possibilities sink in.  “But more importantly, and this be me only warning, what you may have here is a bomb, powerful enough to rip your delve trains apart from stem to stern.
 
It be highly unlikely, but if you enter any region of Submantle where the virus be still active, this be the first thing it attacks, and it will react almost without warning. It be not the same as Flux by itself: it somehow amplifies the corruption. It be one of the reasons the metal tis so rare. It’s destroyed most every trace of itself.
 
“I know,” Nifty said. He’d read much the same in the archives, before he’d left the Eos. “Although I was hoping tales may have been slightly exaggerated.
 
“Well, you can still take it to the games,” Lulu interjected. “I remember no rules discussing its use.  That’s why they have the decontamination chambers set up before each event.  You just can’t go carrying it around all over Helix and high-water as you practice; you’ll most assuredly perish if you do...”
 
“Possibly, lass, but improbable,” Smoath answered for Nifty, cutting off what she was about to say. His tone had changed, his earlier affability all but gone. “Try using your head lass. Do they still teach you how to do that at the academy? When was the last truly horrific instance of a Flux explosion you remember hearing tell of in the last five years?” he said, straitening his bowed form to look her in the eye.
 
“I may not be in the thick of things like that young lad Doon in Rocktower, but I hear things. Every year less heatstoked panels are ordered for Flux damaged craft. It be down to a positive trickle. Something is changing in Submantle, something good, I hope. But, mayhap not.” He took a long pause. “You youngsters gallivantin’ about, running this way and that, and never paying mind to what’s staring you in the face.” He shook his head. “Still, I feel the obligation to warn you about the airiron and precautions need be taken.”
 
Nifty swallowed hard, considering his options. He looked over to Lulu, her eyes boring into him. The jewels under her eye glinted dangerously. She gave him a slight nod. “Well, I see no other option, nor any need to do anything else with it. I’ve made up my mind.” He said.
 
“Well then…” Smoath started, his mood lightening somewhat.
 
“Good,” Lulu stated almost offhandedly; then, checking her mantle watch, “I’m returning to my train, before Belle begins to wonder at my whereabouts. I know you men, you’ll be dallying over the details all night.” She crossed to where Nifty had placed the tea set. “Oh, and Nifty, it will be bad enough for you at the brawler bash now that I know about the airiron. I don’t want to spoil all your surprises – you may actually be a challenge this year.”
 
Reaching down, she retrieved the set. “But I will drop this at your train if you like. Those idiots may still be tracking your scent and it’s the least I can do for getting me in a good fight like that.”
 
Then, catching Nifty off guard, she sidled up to him. “You’d better track me down once you return to Rocktower…for practice of course.” She said flushing deeply.
 
And without waiting for any kind of reply, she headed toward the door, but, as if remembering something important she pulled up sharply before exiting and turned to regard him one last time with those unforgettable green eyes.
 
“Oh, one more thing. I wouldn’t bring whatever you end up with to the practice fields at Rocktower. Barton Fartwell will assuredly make every effort to get you banned from the games should he get wind of it.” Then, spinning on a heel, she left.
 
Nifty was tempted to follow, and desperately resisted the urge, but failed miserably.
 
“Lulu wait.” He called out, as he exited the foundry behind her.
 
She turned back and regarded him with an arched eyebrow. “Yes?”
 
“Well, I ahhh…wanted to thank you for helping me.” He began, as he clumsily reached a hand into his breast pocket for the pendant. “and, ahhh, I kinda don’t know when I’ll see you next so, here.” He shoved the necklace at her before she could say anything. “I thought that this might look pretty on you or something.”
 
Lulu examined the necklace for a moment, unreadable, and that’s when Nifty finally realized something. Maybe she was as bad at this kind of stuff as he was, maybe worse. Was that why she was always so defensive? He wondered.
 
“I mean, you can give it to someone else if you like, I just though you may like it.” He added for good measure.
 
“I’m just doing my job you know.” Lulu began.
 
“Lulu, stop.” Nifty replied, cutting off whatever else she was about to stay and with a sigh he pushed his embarrassment away, almost preferring to face a thousand branders and Dominions rather than muddle through what he was planning to do next.
 
“I like you, ok? I really enjoyed our time together tonight and I really want to see you again when we get back to Rocktower, sparring be slagged.” He said, forcing his eyes to stay locked on hers.
 
Lulu set the tea set down and for the first time Nifty could tell she was nervous. “You’re not going to make this easy are you Orediten?” She said finally, reaching out to take the necklace.
 
“You wouldn’t have it any other way.” Nifty replied, with a wry grin.
 
She held up the necklace for a moment, no doubt to examine the craftsman ship. “A ripwing made from airiron? Interesting.”
 
“It’s not a ripwing? I mean…” Nifty began, horrified at the thought, he’d thought it was a falcon of some sort.
 
“Gotcha,” She replied, eventually returning a grin of her own.
 
Before he could say more she’d pocketed the necklace and picked up the tea set once again, creating a perfectly innocent barrier between the two.
 
“Maybe we should talk about this when I see you next.” Lulu said, to Nifty’s unanswered question. “Maybe even meet for a drink at the Roosters Bounty.”
 
And with that, she turned and left.
 
“Yeah, I guess I’ll see you later.” He said to her retreating back, trying to keep his voice as casual as possible.
 
Nifty wanted to say more, to chase her once again, but this time his resolve dug in and refused to let him chase her like some love-struck dross wit. After all, she had taken the necklace, a win by all accounts.
 
He turned back to the foundry entrance to find Smoath leaned up against door frame. “The lass didn’t even say thank you.”  He said with a cackling laugh. ““That one be a handful… but worth it I’d wager,”
 




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


“So, it’s decided then, ten configurations?” Smoath asked patiently, gazing across the drafting table at his pile of sketches. “And you’re sure I couldn’t persuade you to build an alternate handle head or two? There be more than enough airiron for the task, even after my payment from your stockpile.”
 
“Well, maybe just one.” Nifty replied, his head reeling with all the technical jargon Smoath had inundated him with in the past hour.
 
With Lulu gone, they had left Master Gillwattle to close the office.
 
“Lock her down tight, friend.” Smoath advised. “The lad may have grown half a dozen tails, wandering about with this much treasure. Wake up Piper and Tatum, and set them loose about the perimeter. They have my permission to bite first if anyone is seen to linger about too long.”
 
Nifty waited for a cackle as Gillwattle bowed slightly and removed a highly illegal kill cane and a bloated key ring from behind his desk, but the laugh never came.
 
“Valence hyenas from Yolon, big ones, the clever slaggers will give even the stoutest hearts pause,” Smoath answered to the unasked question.
 
Nifty cringed inwardly. Smoath was right – they were one of the nastiest creatures borne from ancient times, highly resistant to Flux weapons and close enough genetically to wolves to be truly devastating combatants. He wondered if Grunt and Snort together could face down even a single creature. He found himself quickly re-evaluating the friendly old codger for harboring such unsavory beasts.
 
Ryder appeared on Gillwattle’s desk and flew across to land on Nifty’s shoulder. Man’s friends strong, not trouble now. She signaled, leaving Nifty wondering what exactly she meant.
 
Smoath nodded, agreeing with the duster, and with that the old man led him back into the enormous foundry, past freshly machined parts, past his workshops, to a smaller, self-contained foundry deep inside, tucked into a corner. It was immediately apparent the room hadn’t seen recent uses as evidenced by the dust gathered on the thermosilk coverings on half a dozen machines.  Although, a blast furnace fed by a far larger version in the foundry proper looked well-stoked and ready for use.
 
“This be me old workshop. I still have occasion to visit it when I do find something of interest to pass the time. And this, lad, this be one of those things.” Smoath pulled back the thermosilk to reveal a reso-scanner. “I must confess, despite me cautions, I was ‘opin’ you’d prove foolhardy enough to request the upgrades.  I’ll take the job me self, and be glad for the distraction,” he cackled, dry washing his hands once more.
 
“I’ll need journeyman rates, and my Monsourion master machinist tracking final construction and implementation, so that be an additional expense…a portion of the airiron should bout cover the price…”
 
And there it was. Nifty had wondered what would make a man in Smoath’s position take on such a job; he’d been half expecting to get shooed out the door at the mention of it.
 
“A… ah ah…” Nifty fumbled, part of him willing to play along. “If you’re up to the task, sir.” He didn’t know what to say as something suddenly became crystal clear. It was all fine and well to have Lulu and Belle plaguing the man for information, probably regarding the Key, but leaving a small fortune of airiron with someone he’d met not minutes before, in an unsanctioned Helix, where the rules were at the discretion of the powerful – Nifty found himself with no leverage. And he felt a like a rookie fool for the oversight.
 
Nifty considered his options. Smoath, by merit of age and running the foundry, undoubtedly possessed a wealth of information about the handling of metals. But, he was old, so terribly old. That was the one fact that told Nifty he could probably trust the wizened old man. If Smoath hadn’t left the foundry at his age he probably never would.
 
“Spit it out lad. I know I you be bursting to say something about me age,” Smoath demanded, misinterpreting the look on Nifty’s face.
 
Nifty smiled at that. The old man was sharper than most and that was all that mattered here. In fact, the sudden realization tipped his reluctance on its head. “I’m being a fool, of course. It would be an honor to have you work on such an insignificant project.”
 
“Nonsense, I’ve never worked on a piece much larger than me hand and I’m lucky to see even that much once a year. With this much airiron, I’ll be searching the foundry archives for days to scrounge up the correct techniques for machining and Linking and then to complete the renderings.”
 
“Days?”
 
“Days, lad, and I be guessing at least a week or more to manufacture the parts. It needs be synced with your boots, belt, jacket and helmet. Lucky for you, lad, that I have most standard issue uniforms on file, otherwise t’would be back to your vessel to fetch them for a proper fitting,” Smoath replied, waving Nifty forward and indicating he wanted the shatter-bat and metal.
 
With an inward groan Nifty handed over his pack.
 
They spent the next two hours scanning and measuring the bat, discussing options, finally narrowing it down to ten configurations, and the rest was spent in the painful process of drilling Nifty for enough genetic samples for Linking the airiron. Smoath cursed him for a child every time he flinched as the drill bit too deeply into the bone.
 
“I think these ten will work well,” Nifty said finally, feeling a sore in half a dozen places and a little overloaded with technical talk, not really his area of expertise. Apparently the milling was the easy part, but energizing and Linking each weapon or tool that had individual energy requirements was a technical nightmare. A lance whip and goliath shield shared almost nothing in common. So in addition to the upgrades, he needed specialty Flux rods that could work within the same weapon.
 
“Well, what do you want done with the rest of it?” Smoath asked as he folded up the thermosilk that had wrapped his bat, shoving it back into the pack. The airiron had been weighed and separated into piles. Smoath’s pile was larger than Nifty thought was probably fair, but he decided not to quibble.
 
“Did you get a good look at Lulu’s truncheon and whip?” Nifty finally asked after a long pause, trying not to blush in front of the old man.
 
“Did I get a good look? Did I get a good look?” Smoath cried gleefully as he hopped his old bones from side to side, the cackle actually sounding real this time. “I knew ye be smitten. I knew ye be. She’ll not be thanking you at first though, lad. I took no genetic material from her to make a Link – she’ll be shock linking like they used to, a might painful if my records…”  He stopped what he was about to say and leaned in to inspect Nifty’s jacket where it lay flopped across one of the work benches. With a surprisingly steady hand he reached out and plucked something off the arm and held it up for inspection.
 
A single red hair, longer than Nifty’s, was caught between his fingers.
 
“Well, well, well. It not be the best of samples but mayhap it could lessen the pain of the link for the lassie. She may even remain conscious.” He cackled. 
 
Crossing to where Nifty stood he clapped him on the back with a surprisingly strong hand. “I know her weapon design well lad, I did me apprenticeship at Rocktower. I may even have copies on file…”
 
Thuuwwuuup! Reverberated into the workshop from the offices out front.
 
“Slagg, Gillwattle be gone by now…” Smoath started.
 
“Wait here, sir,” Nifty ordered, slinging his back pack on quickly and heading back to the offices.
 




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Nifty ran through the foundry, his mind racing with a hundred scenarios, none of them good. Something told him the explosion had to do with him but not to do with the airiron. If Piper and Tatum lived up to their reputations they should have been nearly impossible to get past, especially against the type of riff raff that had been dispatched earlier in the courtyard.
 
As he ran, his ears were met with the angry sounds of animals engaged in some kind of altercation.
 
“Ryder, we’re back on duty,” Nifty said to the duster as she flew beside him. “Stay out of sight until I call you.”
 
He was met with an unexpected sight as he rushed through the offices: The doors had been blasted off their hinges. Out in the courtyard, Nifty saw that Lulu had mounted one of the valence hyenas and had her whip wrapped around its snout like a makeshift bridle. She was holding onto a studded metal collar for dear life as the animal bucked and tossed its head, trying to dislodge its unwelcome passenger.
 
Meanwhile, Buttar and Snort were facing off against the second beast. Buttar circled to distract the creature as Snort made continuous feints, his tusks gleaming wickedly in the dim light of the courtyard.
 
“Don’t just stand there like some slack-jawed dross wit,” Lulu yelled, spying him in the doorway. She struggled to maintain her grip on the black and yellow beast as it flattened its fur tightly against its body.
 
“Dross Stone,” Nifty cursed. They had a metal mane. He hadn’t seen that in years. The rare ability allowed each of the creature’s kinetic hairs to interlock with its neighbor, creating a slick scale-like texture to its hide and minimizing any grip Lulu may have had with her boots and thighs.
 
Both Hyenas were females, taller than either Buttar or Snort, but sitting somewhere between them in weight. They looked like heads and necks with legs. A compact torso atop short powerful legs seemed almost to be an afterthought to what was arguably the most powerful set of jaws in Submantle. Thick muscles rippled along a neck longer than its body, coming to a jaw nearly as wide as Snort’s head and filled with a double row of jagged, stone-crushing teeth.
 
Both creatures briefly turned to regard the latest arrival with beady, calculating eyes. Lulu’s mount looked over to her partner and with an unspoken command the rider-less creature evaded one of Snort’s lunges and darted to attack Lulu.
 
The Hyena unleashed a piercing laugh, splayed its jaws wide and closed in on Lulu’s unprotected back even as Nifty loaded Riot and took aim at it’s legs.
 
“Lassies,” came an authoritative command from Smoath as Nifty’s bat growled eagerly. “Heel.”
 
With a visible slump, both creatures broke off their attacks like children at play being called in for dinner. Smoath had ignored Nifty’s suggestion to wait and had followed him out. He now stood in the doorway with a slightly larger version of Gillwattle’s kill cane clasped between his gnarled hands.
 
Lulu leapt down from her involuntary mount, uncoiling her whip with an efficient flick.
 
Nifty resisted the urge to strike as the hyenas trotted to their master’s side, passing uncomfortably close on the way. With tails wagging frantically, they met Smoath at the doors.
 
Where my food? Snort signaled to Nifty from across the courtyard, almost eliciting a chuckle from the Ranger. A guilty shrug was his only response, causing the pushsnout to grunt loudly, stamping its hoof several times in displeasure.
 
“I not be mad,” Smoath cooed to his beasts as they lowered their heads guiltily, moving in closer to cover him with slobbering licks. “Easy, easy girls. Now, smell them well and leave them be for now.” He fought his way around their persistent tongues. “Piper, Tatum, settle,” he finally commanded, in exasperation, causing them to drop immediately to either side of the doorway, panting expectantly with tongues lolling between razor sharp rows.
 
“Now lass, what be the meaning of this?” Smoath barked as he regarded the fallen doors.
 
Buried in one of the panels was Lulu’s work pick, a long-hafted, sleeker version of the standard issue power picks.
 
“Sorry, Master Smoath, we have a situation,” Lulu said, out of breath from her struggle. “I was about to knock when these two fell upon us. They’ve met me before but they didn’t listen to my requests. They preferred a more… direct approach, I suppose. The pick was merely meant to attract your attention, nothing more.” Lulu spoke with an almost apathetic monotone. “I may have over-charged it slightly.”
 
“Attract me attention, attract me attention? Well, I be gaining the Ranger council’s attention when I send them a request to recompense me for damages done to me foundry,” Smoath countered sharply, “By rights—”
 
“What situation?” Nifty interjected, cutting off Master Smoath as he crossed towards Snort where his uniform was strapped to the saddle’s pommel. “Where are Scotty and Belle, and why did you bring the mounts?”
 
“Sorry for our rudeness, Master Smoath, but Nifty and I need to move out. I was followed by a good-sized party of surprisingly well-resourced guards.” Lulu spared a brief glare for Nifty, then reached up to Buttar’s saddle to remove one of two unfamiliar tools hanging from the hookblaster pouch.
 
She crossed quickly to Smoath and thrust the device at him. “It’s a projectile weapon of some kind and it needs to find its way to the Rocktower Ranger council, if you please.” She split her focus between him and the surrounding buildings as she moved to her pick and un-wedged it from the door with a sharp tug.
 
She jerked a thumb at Nifty, indicating that he should mount up, and crossed back to Buttar. “A dreadnaught arrived just as I entered the docks,” she said in response to Smoath’s quizzical glare. “Almost exactly the same hull as Nifty described from an encounter not more than a day ago. An impossible coincidence. There were also half a dozen green and silver liveried guards posted along the slips—I can only assume they were waiting for our return. I managed to deal with the six at Nifty’s train and warned Belle. She woke Scotty and sent me to fetch you.”
 
“What about the city guard?” Nifty asked. “Slagg dammit, Rocktower can’t be treated this way, even if it is an unsanctioned Helix.”
 
“They be no help, lad,” Smoath responded. “The green liveried ones, we be calling them greenbacks, they be poking their noses into the city foundries and factories lately. Rumor has it they are beginning to hold sway amongst the councils. Most seem happy to monitor the goings-on in the city, keeping to themselves. This be the first mention of trouble I’ve heard. What have you Rockers been up to, to stir up such a wasp's nest?”
 
Nifty and Lulu locked stares. They both knew it had something to do with the search for the Key.
 
“I don’t know, but I intend to get to the bottom of it before we return to the trains,” Nifty said.
 
“The delve-trains are gone already,” Lulu told him. “They couldn’t afford to get caught up with the dreadnaught crew, and we need to go too. Scotty ordered us both to Cardon’s Break, just over one ring down the Helix. Belle knows a little-used dock where we should be able to board safely. We have four hours to get there.”
 
“A hundred miles through the Helix? Along the forest roadways? At night?” Smoath queried in quick succession. “This Helix not be like Rocktower, lass. Although the plants and animals be re-seeded, it still be a dangerous trip. You know it be treated as a dumping ground for genetic mistakes and troublesome animals in times gone by.”
 
“Dross,” Nifty exhaled as he changed jackets and slipped on his helmet. “This can’t just be about Scotty and me. Not many would willingly incur Rocktower’s wrath. I think all Rangers may be in danger.”
 
“Slagg,” he added under his breath, before mounting Snort and turning to Master Smoath, who had turned his attention to the projectile weapon. “Sorry sir. Please take a portion of the airiron to pay for the doors—”
 
As Nifty spoke the words something about Smoath’s kill cane caught his attention. There, embossed on the head, nearly worn smooth with age, was a crest: two R’s back to back, separated by a stylized ring. Rion’s Ring? Here in Ragnatex? The image was burned into his skull after his meeting with Ink. Was Smoath a member of a secret society or was it a mere keepsake?
 
“Already done,” Smoath replied smugly, interrupting his train of thought. “And you might want to hire a guide to get you to Cardon’s Break. It’ll not be a pleasant trip through the forests, even for Rangers like yourself.”
 
“Thank you, Master Smoath,” Lulu replied, jumping onto Buttar’s back. “But unless you have someone available immediately, we must be on our way.”
 
“Tatum,” the old man cackled. “Would you care for a trip to Cardon?”
 




CHAPTER TWENTY NINE


They had been galloping in the darkness for two hours, making better time than Nifty had expected. A sleeting rain had begun a dozen or so miles back, but it failed to slow their momentum or dampen their spirits. Despite Nifty’s initial reluctance, Tatum had proved herself a tremendous asset to their small party. While nowhere near as fast as Snort and Buttar, she managed to keep a steady, loping pace, veering off the little-used forest trail every now and again; her terrible laugh of discovery as she dealt with over half a dozen beasts had been quickly followed by angry bellows or anguished cries.
 
According to reports from the dusters, there were no signs of the cycles either behind them or on the main roadways. That didn’t mean they weren’t being followed, though. It wouldn’t take the greenbacks long to figure out which direction they took—it was very difficult to lose a pursuer in a Helix as the only realistic options for flight were up or down the spiral.
 
“We should be halfway there by my calculations,” Lulu called from Buttar’s back as the ram launched over a tree root much taller than it was.
 
The beast was holding up quite impressively—the gashes on its haunches remarkably well-healed considering it had only rested for a day. Snort ran around the same root, lacking the nimble leaps of its fellow mount, yet still keeping to a brisk, indefatigable pace.
 
Their flight from the platform city hadn’t gone anywhere near as smoothly as they’d hoped and Nifty’s arm still bore the result of a narrow escape. Even now, as his left hand gripped the saddle’s pommel, he could feel the tingling sensation that had left it virtually useless for a good hour. But the pain in his body was nothing compared to the pain in his heart.
 
Leaving Smoath behind, with a thousand unanswered questions about Rion’s ring swirling in his brain, and a promise that the bat’s upgrades would be delivered to Rocktower, they had taken off with Tatum leading the way.
 
The dusters had alerted them to a squad of approaching machines, forcing them to take a detour to a platform above before making their way back down to the lowest level. Unfortunately, once they descended on the hydro-lift they were met on the lowest platform by nearly two-dozen greenback guards, all riding on the same three-wheeled machines he’d seen at the Gears.
 
“Dross,” Lulu said as they were spotted on the lift. “They have the rifles and the smaller hand held projectile weapons
as well.”
 
She looked over at Nifty, assessing his saddle and jacket. “They send out a disc—thing. It’s wicked fast. Keep your bat up between you and the guards, let’s not give them a chance to get their bearings. Turn on your jacket’s heat deflectors, just in case.”
 
As she spoke, Nifty saw something that had previously escaped his notice: Lulu was wearing his pendant. He caught just the briefest glimpse of it when she leaned forward to make an adjustment to Buttar’s saddle.
 
Lulu looked up just in time to catch the direction of his gaze. She wore an inscrutable expression for a moment, before she conceded, “Well, it is pretty.”
 
Nifty smiled back as a warmth coursed through his chest, but he knew it was a feeling he couldn’t afford to get sidetracked by. He forced his mind back to his Ranger training, letting the battle calmness take over.
 
Nifty turned on his jacket’s deflectors, surmising that by “rifles” Lulu meant the strange weapon she’d given Smoath—the same one he’d encountered at the Gears.
 
Her research with Belle over the past decade had no doubt exposed her to thousands of ancient devices that Nifty couldn’t even comprehend. He was envious, but also relieved that his own partner hadn’t shared Belle’s obsession with pre-scourge Submantle.
 
His eyes narrowed in the darkness as he assessed the nearing semi-circle of men at the base of the lift. The rest of the platform looked abandoned— clearly none of the locals wanted any trouble, choosing to stay hidden as the foreigners fought amongst themselves. Nifty pulled out his arc-shot, feeling the Link surge through his arms, and prepared himself for a throw.
 
“Stand down and you’ll not be harmed,” a helmeted guard called out from behind an opaque face-shield as the barge came to a gentle stop on the platform.
 
Tatum, seemingly taking a page from Buttar’s notebook, let out a spine-chilling laugh and charged headlong toward the men, her flowing hair once again weaving itself into sleek plates that covered her entire body, giving her a disconcertingly reptilian appearance.   She was met with a familiar whizzing noise as the panicked guards discharged their weapons.
 
Lulu had been right. The same glowing blue discs he’d seen at the Gears sped through the air with blinding speed, heading straight for the attacking hyena. Four of the ten discs struck her squarely and then ricocheted off. Based on Tatum’s reaction, Nifty knew they must have caused her some discomfort as they elicited an angry growl and released energy into her hide.
 
Before another volley could be fired, she was among them, tearing and snapping at the men and women on their cycles. Wisely, they retreated at once, guiding the vehicles with their knees and leaving their hands free for their rifles. Looping around as a unit, they circled the group in a cleverly practiced maneuver, reminding Nifty of the frigates at Terraport.
 
They continued to fire as they rode, forcing both Nifty and Lulu to counter with their arc-shots, sending discs ripping through the greenback ranks, slowly eroding their defenses. Their offensive was spread thin, and the pair quickly found themselves abandoning their arc-shots in favor of Riot and Lulu’s pick, Thorn, to deflect an increasing amount of return fire. If it hadn’t been for Snort’s robust hide and Buttar’s nimble movements, both Rangers would have certainly been taken into custody.
 
As it was, Nifty narrowly deflected a disc from his face with the butt of his shatter bat as he leaned from his saddle to deliver a finishing blow to an elusive rider and her cycle. He cursed under his breath and reminded himself to be more careful.
 
Lulu got her power pick wedged under a destroyed cycle and was forced to dismount to retrieve it. Buttar, free of his rider, and not to be out done by Tatum, immediately charged the greenbacks. His horns deflected half a dozen consecutive shots without apparent damage before plowing one of the riders off his cycle, flattening his ribcage with a sickening series of crunches as he drove him to the ground.
 
“Buttar, attend,” Lulu commanded angrily.
 
Lulu finally managed to mount Buttar once the headstrong beast finally circled back, appearing proud after finishing two more greenbacks. She had holstered her pick in favor of her truncheon, immediately putting it to work, deflecting multiple discs from two of the remaining guards. She even managed to send one of the projectiles back at the pair, causing them to veer away from the unexpected counter.
 
Nifty spun to search for the fifth solider when he felt a sudden numbness spread over his left arm. He hadn’t even felt the impact, so sudden was the energy transfer.
 
“Slagg!” he cursed loudly, finding the guard with a glare. He holstered Riot with his one good hand and then fumbled for his punch-pick. “Snort, pin that slagger, and don’t hold back.”
 
Snort, who had already absorbed over a dozen disc shots across his snout, needed no further encouragement. He wheeled to the guard still on his cycle. In a brief game of cat-and-mouse, Snort managed to cut off the angles as the guard, realizing the futility of trying to compromise Snort’s prodigious natural defenses, decided to focus on Nifty instead with a barrage of discs. Tucking low against Snort’s back, Nifty remained well-protected behind the ridged pommel.
 
Snort closed in on the cycle, plowing it into the edge of the hydro-lift, sending it and the rider into one of the feed pools for the fountains before holding it in place until it was dragged under by the current.
 
The hapless greenback, realizing the danger, paddled furiously to the edge and dragged himself up over the lip, only to be snapped-up by the opportunistic Tatum. The beast clamped onto his waist and shook him like a weed from the garden, before tossing him into one of the other riders, sending both of them to the ground in a crumpled heap.
 
Turning back to Lulu, Nifty was relieved to see the other guards had fled back and were now on the four remaining cycles, leaving a clear path across the platform and out into the forest. He stared down at his useless hand. He could move his fingers but his whole arm felt as if he’d slept on it wrong, only much worse, and he could feel none of the customary pins and needles associated with returning circulation.
 
“Look,” Lulu barked, pointing to the fountains above as a dozen or more discs suddenly smashed into the ground around them.
 
Nifty’s heart sank as he peered through the darkened city to see two larger hydro-lift platforms descending, both crowded with more guards. At this distance he could also make out at least two lance hares, sneaking a peek over the edge.
 
Before they could react, a darkened figure, cloaked in black, flung itself over the ledge of one of the lifts and directly into the column of water supporting the adjoining platform. The man somehow managed to slow his decent with a fan of displaced water before neatly stepping out of the spray to land lightly in front of their party.
 
At over eight-feet tall, the masked man was larger than most and carried more weapons than Nifty could count. Two swords on either side of a larger version of the guard’s rifles were slung across his broad back, along with a number of vaguely familiar blades and other close combat weapons tucked around his waist and across his chest. His right forearm bore a series of machined tubes that intertwined like snakes to form an oversized bracer that began to glow purple as the warrior approached.
 
Nifty knew immediately that they were in trouble—this was no random guard. He doubted he could duplicate the move on the fountain, even on his best day, not to mention with a nearly useless arm dangling at his side.
 
They needed to go. And quickly.
 
The few remaining greenbacks circled on their vehicles and joined the man at the base of the fountain, undoubtedly relieved to have proper backup.
 
The man ignored them all. Instead, in a blur of motion, he pulled a long and thin shaft of metal from his back and loaded into a slot near his elbow. Nifty knew, even from this distance, that the man was Linked and the metal could only be Flux—its purple glint upon loading was a dead give-away.
 
“Stand down,” a gravelly voice ordered behind the black and green striped battle mask. Strangely, the man kept reaching back as if to seize hold of one of his swords, pausing at his shoulder each time, clenching his mailed fist as he seemed to almost force it back to his side.
 
Nifty wheeled Snort and ordered him towards the forests. From behind he heard Tatum unleash a gleeful cackle and turned just in time to see her running at the soldiers.
 
“Tatum, stop!” Nifty and Lulu cried in unison.  Lulu’s cry came as she fought with Buttar briefly. The stubborn creature looked intent on joining the valence hyena in her charge.
 
Their warning came too late. With a terrible, high-pitched grinding noise, the soldier’s forearm arm lit-up and the tubes fanned out around his wrist. An impossibly long, concentrated funnel of purple sparks showered from the tube, slammed into Tatum’s chest and spread across her front legs. The funnel deposited a fine layer of shiny dust, hardening as it cooled, locking her front legs in place and causing her to skid gracelessly into the ground. With her front legs frozen, her rear legs worked spastically as she fought to regain her bearings.
 
Nifty gauged that the thicker metal mane on her torso was the only thing that saved her from complete disaster. That and the fact that the warrior obviously never encountered a valence hyena before, or he would have kept spraying until she was completely encased in the metal.
 
On a hunch, Nifty called, “Tatum, drop your metal mane then re-engage it,” while awkwardly un-holstering Riot and setting the auto loader, this time to ten.
 
The soldier turned to face Lulu and Nifty as they returned for their downed comrade. The funnel of sparks from his forearm retracted briefly and then returned, only this time the spray of sparks had thinned into a long spear better suited for cutting and slashing.
 
Tatum unleashed a series of painful yelps as the hairs of her chest fought their way free of their prison. With a final tearing noise, she regained her feet and tore the thin metal plate from her chest, sending it clanging across the paving stones.
 
“We can’t stay,” Nifty called to Lulu as she cranked her power pick’s energy piston, readying herself for a charge. “We need to file a full report at Rocktower, our pride be dammed.”
 
Fixing him with a glare, she looked over at Tatum, who seemed to be preparing an attack. With a slump of her shoulders, she called out, “Dusters, engage!” Her tone mirroring his thoughts.
 
There was a brief flicker around the courtyard as a dozen dusters appeared around the soldier and his greenback comrades. As one they converged, flashing their wings in confusing colors and alternating their flight patterns. Nifty quickly realized that Lulu, anticipating this eventuality—had loaded the creatures with small payloads of stain, the dark, sticky, stinking fluid began to accumulate on the heads and chests of the soldiers.
 
Turning Snort to leave, Nifty’s eyes never left the cloaked figure. He was waving his arms, attempting to clear the buildup on his helmet, reaching back for a sword before jerking his hand down again. Nifty almost regretted his decision not to flee as he witnessed the man’s hand shooting out with another of those blinding movements, smashing one of the dusters to the ground.
 
“Dart, NO!” Nifty cried out as he recognized his tiny friend.
 
She fluttered hard in an effort to launch herself, but Nifty could see the poor girl didn’t comprehend the severity of her injuries and before long the flapping became less desperate and more reflexive. Finally, she stopped altogether, her tiny body still. From his vantage across the courtyard Nifty watched as the vibrant green of her wings faded to a deathly grey.
 
Half a dozen times over the years Nifty had witnessed the passing of one of his small friends; each time his throat knotted at the panic they must have felt when the life began to leave their limbs.
 
Did Lofty even know that her sacrifice would allow them to escape?
 
With tear-filled eyes, a rage built in Nifty’s belly, a white-hot rage he rarely experienced. Forcing his useless arm into action, he focused on the Link with Riot as he watched his numb limb claw the launcher from Snort’s saddle and slam it into place under the bat’s blade. Without thought, he programmed the launcher for the lava bridge and fired four discs in quick succession into the lift fountains behind the warrior.
 
Their impact, while not unexpected, was surprising in its scale. Four enormous slabs of ice formed in the towers of water, two in each fountain, just below the discs, carrying the reinforcements. The weight of each was enough to cause the columns to buckle before spitting thirty-foot chunks of ice from their streams, sending them crashing down to the ground and smashing into a thousand pieces around the soldiers. The ice was joined by a torrent of water, obliterating all signs of life.
 
The disrupted fountains weren’t able to recover from such a sudden loss of pressure. The front edge of the transport platforms dropped, dumping every last one of its passengers over the edge.
 
“Dusters, attend!” Lulu shouted through the commotion, her eyes wide as she retreated from the destruction.
 
Nifty, his heart still angry, didn’t need to see any more. He wheeled Snort from the courtyard and sent him at full gallop away from the cries of injured and dying men.
 
The small party was once again on the move. It took them several minutes of hard riding before they passed through the lower platform’s gates, descending a ramp to the roadways on the Helix floor.
 
“We should stay off the main roads,” Nifty called, trying to shake some feeling back into his arm as they entered the tree line.
 
Beneath the city there was a vibrant lake teeming with wildlife, and on either side stood broad paved roadways that travelled both up and down the Helix. Tatum guided them through the undergrowth, weaving her way through a bamboo maze that seemed to dominate the region. The massive stands had been planted hundreds of years ago, each mature stalk stood over a hundred feet tall and many were at least a dozen feet thick at the base.
 
“That wasn’t the last of those guards,” Lulu said. “I saw many more in the city. I wouldn’t be surprised if those cycles were just as fast as Buttar. And I don’t think Tatum can keep this pace all night, she’s a fighter, not a worker.” She turned to the Valence hyena keeping pace behind them and asked, “How do you feel? Do you need to circle back to Smoath?”
 
Tatum shrugged, intent on the path ahead, keeping an eye on Buttar and Snort for signs of trouble.
 
“Alright,” Lulu said with a nod. She paused, distracted momentarily. “What was the name of the duster we lost?” She asked sadly.
 
“Dart, she was a good girl,” Nifty replied, almost under his breath.
 
“Dart. Poor thing.” Lulu said, then mustering a deep breath, squared her shoulders. “Duster, attend!” she called.
 
The dusters glided in from all directions, swooping through the sheets of fine rain.
 
“We must remember our friend Dart, but we must also stay on the task ahead.” Lulu said to the gathered insects. “If any of those lance hares survived, they’re going to be a problem so please stay alert.” Then, turning to Nifty. “We need to get those wheeled transports somewhere that will make it difficult for the hares to double back and report. Unless you have some gasp canisters for the dusters?”
 
“Gasp? That seems a little rough for lance hares.”
 
“Dammit. That Stillness, he killed one of the dusters and it could have quite as easily been any one of us. Poor girl.” Her voice cracked a little and she shook her head. “And, if that fountain didn’t finish him then we can ill-afford to be caught by him.”
 
“Stillness?” Nifty asked, his chest constricting as he remembered snippets from history lessons at the academy. He remembered the name Hadron Drake and the images he viewed with the Fluxform at Terraport. Instantly he knew the warrior was the product of another era. But he couldn’t let Lulu know though, not yet anyway. “You’re mad. That’s just something from the histories. We need to stay focused. Should we chance retrieving Dart? Send some of the girls back for her?”
 
“The dusters won’t be able to catch up to us in time to board the trains, even with their speed.
 
And it was a Stillness. Just like those were rifles. Someone has used ancient tech to create that warrior—even his armor is from another time. And they don’t seem to be concerned about the effects of the virus. It’s on a larger scale than anything I have ever seen before. Master Smoath may be right: something in Submantle is shifting.”
 
“Well, I think I gave them enough to keep busy for some time,” Nifty said. “It’ll take them a while to regroup and mount any kind of pursuit. Besides, I think some of the legends from the time before the scourge may have been exaggerated.”
 
He turned to look for Tatum, who had run off a few moments before with a cackling laugh.
 
“The Stillness; in their name lies a promise, in their wake lies their name,” Lulu quoted, no doubt from some ancient text, before returning her attention to the path as Buttar leapt over a stretch of dense tree roots.
 
Bad mans not follow, Ryder signaled, landing on Nifty’s saddle. Her antennae, like the rest of the dusters, lay flattened across her ridged brow; her once vibrant green wings were brown and lusterless. The poor little girl was struggling with the memory of losing Dart. Bad mans stop at city.
 
Nifty was somewhat relieved at the news and his mind revisited his confrontation with the Stillness, if in fact that’s what the soldier was. Stillness, even his name, was a threat. Lulu’s quote was right—the only thing a warrior like that left behind after combat was stillness.
 
He remembered more about the soldiers from bedtime stories than he had learnt at the academy. They were supposed to be unstoppable fighters, created sometime during Core War Four—normal Submantlers hyper-naturally Linked to their Flux weapons with abilities honed to a razor’s edge. No two soldiers were quite the same, limiting their enemy’s ability to anticipate their moves in combat. Who in Submantle would dare to begin such a process, if indeed it proved true?
 
Hadron Drake, that’s who.
 
Nifty felt torn. After what the Stillness had done to Dart, part of him wanted to confront him and those greenback slaggers, and let loose with Riot. 
 
Ignoring his anger, Nifty tried to stay focused on keeping the rest of his party safe. He marked the Stillness’s patterned helmet in his mind and resolved to get to the bottom of this business. He knew that the best way to do that was to make it back to the delve-train for Scotty’s council.
 
He turned at the sound of crunching branches just in time to see Tatum return to the path and continue her gallop alongside.
 
Good, good, she signaled, bad part coming soon, stripe tails, nasty, clever, much fight, much fun soon.
 
“Slagg it,” Nifty mumbled to himself before calling ahead to warn Lulu as they galloped into the dawn.
 




CHAPTER THIRTY


Dysuss
Dripvein stared in anger at the destruction around the base of the lift fountain as the hydro platform dropped him closer. He tried not to care, tried to tell himself that the loss of a few soldiers meant nothing, but he failed. Both men and machine lay in twisted heaps, strewn across the courtyard. Twenty-three men dead and over two dozen more critically injured. Scrap it all!
 
His gaze was drawn to a particularly large chunk of ice where there looked to be some kind of commotion still going on. It took him a moment to register what he was actually seeing, his eyes not believing it at first.
 
“Runion!! What the scrap is the matter with you? Stop right now!” Dysuss barked angrily as he leapt from the platform, still twenty feet from the ground.
 
He landed lightly, and crossed the courtyard in a rage fueled sprint, unsheathing Ire, his zeal hammer, as he ran, pumping the haft, to load it with Flux energy.
 
Runion, a thickly muscled Yolon, was mounted on Husk, an ill tempered scaleback. The creature was consuming one of his dead soldiers while the beast wrangler sat in his saddle and stared like it was the most natural thing in the world. Several soldiers looked on in horror as the creature chewed, unsure whether to attack or retreat.
 
Runion and the beast turned just in time to see Dysuss leap high and swing Ire down in a granite slam, connecting with Husk’s armored snout. The Flux energy released from the hammer with an angry crackle, blasting the creature and its rider back over a dozen feet.
 
“Eh, not fair boss,” Runion objected as he watched Husk shake off the blow and spin to face Dysuss with a razor fanged snarl.
 
All around the courtyard soldiers, who had been unsure just moments before, were galvanized by Dysuss’s actions. As one they trained their weapons on Runion and his mount.
 
“What in slagg do you think you’re doing letting Husk eat my men?” Dysuss screamed. He knew the brawny man had undergone some kind of transformation at the Monitor’s hands, but he’d never imagined he was this far gone.
 
“Husk hungry,” Runion said,” Men dead.”
 
Despite his indifferent words, Dysuss saw a glimmer of concern in Runion’s eyes as he realized his misstep may not be overlooked this time.
 
“We don’t eat our dead, we honor them,” Dysuss replied, biting off each word, wondering how he should make an example of the man as he loaded Ire with energy once more.
 
Runion inhaled deeply, and then, as if somehow smelling the depth of Dysuss’s anger, he leapt from his saddle. In a move that few of the onlookers could have anticipated, Runion yanked on Husk’s powered bridle, forcing the scaleback onto its ridged spine with an unexpected whimper, exposing its belly to Dysuss. He then joined the creature on the ground and lay on his back with his arms and legs spread wide.
 
He calmly said, “Sorry boss, Husk like fresh food,” and then just lay there, awaiting Dysuss’s judgment.
 
Dysuss and the soldiers simply stared at the man and his beast, a mixture of awe and concern on their faces.
 
Dysuss studied the man and beast a moment longer, trying to get a read on the pair and their bizarre actions. Is this madness or animal cunning? He thought to himself. Runion is an extremely valuable asset. Does the man know this? What exactly is he playing at?
 
“Get out of my sight,” Dysuss finally spat. “And remain in your hold in the Valorous until we leave.”
 
Runion sat up and scanned the guards, looking for any weakness in their resolve. He then turned to Dysuss. “Yes boss, thanks boss, good boss.” He snapped Husk’s reins and the animal inelegantly scrambled to its feet, allowing Runion to mount. Husk circled once, his eyes drawn to the remains of the soldier he’d been eating, and released a low whine.
 
Runion sat there for a moment, considering the animal. He then awkwardly waited until Dysuss met his gaze once more before saying, “Damage already done, can Husk finish his meat?”
 
“No!” Dysuss boomed in exasperation, smashing the long-handled hammer onto the platform for good measure.
 
It was all the encouragement Runion needed.  Without further comment he dug his heels into Husk and the beast cantered across the courtyard, causing soldiers to scatter as the pair made their way to an arriving lift.
 
Dysuss took a moment to settle his nerves as he watched the two retreat. He reasoned that he needed to find a way to keep better track of the man. He couldn’t afford to have his kind of chaos running amok in the ranks.
 
As Runion left, Cadet Brewbin stepped off the lifts, giving the Scaleback a wide berth and she headed towards Dysuss. Her face wore an expression that was a combination of shock and anger as she studied the courtyard. Of course, the anger was nothing new, in fact it seemed to be a permanent fixture on the woman’s face since she’d been assigned to Dysuss’s battalion several months ago.
 
The mergence had not gone well with this one and even as he studied the tall woman he wondered, are those fracture lines in the glyphs around her right eye?
 
He pushed the thoughts away. He had more pressing concerns to deal with.
 
Brewbin crossed to Dysuss and handed him two roto-scanned pages. Without a word he perused both documents. One contained an image of Niftmire Orediten with relevant personal details, the other was an equally comprehensive document on Lulu Longshire.
 
He crumpled both sheets in his fist and threw them to the ground. Their clearance level was barely higher than that of the two Rangers they already had in custody, but their combat ratings were off the charts. They couldn’t have chosen two worse candidates for capture.
 
Dysuss suppressed a roar of injustice. His foul luck continued to haunt him on this mission. First his daughter and now this continual loss of men.
 
“Cadet Brewbin have Ensign Krok set a perimeter and get these bodies back to the ship immediately,” he ordered. “And have someone fetch me clan magistrate Bulloic. I may need to make amends for this disturbance.”
 
“Yes sir,” replied the blonde giant.
 
Dysuss was about to step onto one of the hydro-lifts to return to the dreadnaught when he noticed the men dragging both the Stillness and his Minder from between two slabs of ice. The Minder had been on one of the lift platforms when the Ranger had fired his bridging rounds.
 
He had met the two men earlier in the day when the dreadnaught had docked at Ragnatex. To his surprise they had arrived within minutes of the Valorous, while Dysuss’s men were still unloading equipment. The Monitors must have dispatched them directly after his last destination report.
 
When he had received his orders regarding the pair the previous day, he had immediately accessed the dreadnaught’s historical files regarding the legendary warriors. The technology to create Stillnesses had been achieved during Core War Four, or thereabouts.
 
They were warriors focused solely on the destruction of their enemies, linked with their Minders who maintained control over them. Apparently, the transition from normal Submantler to Stillness left the candidate like a raw nerve, prone to a ceaseless blood lust once the battle was joined. They were literally unstoppable. Only through technology implants that linked Golworth to the Stillness could he be brought to heel. 
 
“Dropvein,” greeted Minder Golworth as he and the Stillness exited their transport.
 
Dysuss hadn’t bothered to correct the man as he studied the pair. Golworth was a long-legged Vulpurite garbed in a sweeping blue robe. He wore a large cowl that did little to hide the glowing glyphs covering enough of his face to give him complete authority over Dysuss and his men. The Stillness had glided up behind the man with a fluid grace that belied his size—a ridged helmet hid his face behind a darkened face shield.
 
To the casual observer, the Stillness, bristling with weapons and stout armor, would be enough to give even the most resolute heart a pause. But Dysuss had encountered many fools in the past that had made the mistake of carrying more weapons than they knew how to use. It was a mistake that he usually managed to correct rather quickly with his zeal hammer.
 
That was not the case here though. As an experienced fighter himself, Dysuss immediately recognized the stance that many soldiers took decades to achieve, and most never did at all—the seemingly relaxed pose of a warrior ready to commit the most extreme acts of violence in the blink of an eye. He knew at once that a good portion of his platoon would perish if Golworth deemed them unworthy to serve the Quantum.
 
“Have one of your men fetch me a tea,” Golworth ordered, “that vessel contained nothing but field ration swill and I am feeling quite parched.”
 
Were it not for the Stillness, Dysuss would have ended the man right then and there. His daughter, Centrissa, would have attempted the same, Stillness or not. His throat had caught at the thought of his daughter, a raw nerve of his own that he couldn’t seem to heal.
 
“Yes sir,” Dysuss had replied, signaling to Ensign Krok to make it so.
 
“It has been reported that you and your men, Dropvein, have had problems with this simplest of tasks. This Key, by all accounts, should have been found by now.”
 
He held out an imperious hand to the Stillness. ”Task-tablet and Stylus,” he said. The warrior’s hand whipped to a slot in his back holster and withdrew a thin writing device while in the same instant a stylus appeared in his other hand. The Stillness set the stylus on its tip in the middle of the tablet and with a quick finger-snap he set it spinning vertically on the surface. While maintaining perfect balance that kept the stylus dancing in a tight circle, he handed the device to Golworth’s outstretched hand. 
 
As soon as Golworth touched the tablet, the stylus lost all sense of balance and only through grasping spastically was able to prevent it from falling to the ground.
 
“Buffoon,” Golworth glared, “save your idiotic displays for battle, now return to the ship and fetch my bags.”
 
Dysuss had been stunned as he watched the minder scratching away on the task-tablet. He’d treated the Stillness no better than a servant. Dysuss had doubted Golworth even noticed the clenching of the man’s mailed fist as he left his monitor’s side to complete the idiotically mundane task, well beneath his warrior station.
 
“Report on your planned deployment for this assignment. I will make corrections where I can,” Golworth said with a sigh as he continued to make notes.
 
Dysuss had relayed his strategy to the fool, feeling his own hands involuntarily clenching into fists as he watched him scratch away with his stylus. Golworth’s suggestions, which were many, made it clear he’d received next to no military training. Dysuss had felt the Rangers slipping between fingers with every correction from Golworth’s mouth.
 
Even now, after all that had gone wrong with the attempted capture of the Rangers both here and at the docks he looked down at the two bodies before him , he couldn’t help but feel a nagging sense of disgust at everything that Golworth embodied.
 
“Stop,” Dysuss ordered as the soldiers dragged the bodies onto the stretchers. “What is the status of these two men?”
 
“Both alive sir.” The Still—warrior, seems to have stayed clear of the ice. There are some bruises and scratches, and he is covered in some kind of stinking filth, but nothing serious. The other has two broken legs, broken ribs and hasn’t yet regained consciousness.”
 
Dysuss stared at the two men. The Stillness should have made short work of the Rangers. When he’d asked the surviving soldiers about the skirmish, it had been clear that Golworth had kept the soldier in check. The fool had been attempting to capture them even after that valence hyena had torn through his men like paper dolls.
 
Golworth’s cowl was pushed back on his head and he presented a tempting target for Dysuss’s metal shod boot. He pulled back for a kick but stopped when he noticed the earpiece wrapped around the Minder’s ear. It resembled the new communication devices that had recently become available to his men.
 
As Dysuss leaned closer he could see that, unlike theirs, the Minder’s piece was fitted with a dozen tubes that were imbedded into his skull.
 
Dripvein’s pulse surged, his mind almost fracturing as he recognized a dangerous opportunity. This was the device that connected Golworth to the Stillness.
 
He dropped to a knee, closed his eyes and focused his concentration on the Minder. With his senses quietened, he slowed his breathing and drifted into a kind of trance. His mind swam towards the fragment of the Quantum that had been inserted into his memories by the machines of the Monitors years ago. He drifted past that nagging motivation to do the Quantum’s will, on through to the understanding of the will and the agreement his logical mind made to see the Quantum’s work completed. This brought him to the knowledge of ancient technology and understanding of the universe that had been placed in his memory.
 
As indicated by the glyphs lining the side of his face, Dysuss had been granted fourteen quadrants of Mergence from a possible forty-seven for complete integration with the Quantum. The Minder had possessed eighteen and each Monitor no less than twenty-six.
 
Dysuss pushed these thoughts to the side and as he focused on the earpiece a plan began to formulate in his mind.
 
“Bind the Stillness and his Minder, bind them well,” he ordered, without fully understanding the reasons why. His need was controlling him now, his logic slowly getting buried.
 
The soldiers rushed to do his bidding, and in moments the Minder had been bound and the Stillness encased in thermosilk rope.
 
Dysuss opened his eyes and crouched atop the Minder as he felt the Quantum’s knowledge guide his hands towards the man’s face. He could sense that the second part of the Stillness’s control interface resided within Golworth’s eye so he made no effort to resist as the fingertip of his gauntleted hand penetrated the man’s socket, plucking the orb from his head.
 
This was enough to wake both of the prone men, eliciting cries of rage and pain. He was forced to bury a knee into Golworth’s throat as the man struggled to free himself.
 
He had mere seconds to complete the next sequence or the Stillness could die.
 
“Secure him!” he yelled, pointing at the Stillness who was jack-knifing his body in an attempt to protect his Minder.
 
Soldiers piled onto the flailing man as Dysuss dug his fingers around the minder’s earpiece.
 
“No, Dripvein, please, no,” Golworth choked, his one good eye dilating in terror.
 
In his haze Dysuss ignored the pleas, even as he realized the man had said his name correctly for the first time. With a sharp rip he tore the earpiece from his head. A whimpering sob was all that Golworth could muster before falling back and blubbering incoherently.
 
Dysuss examined the tendrils hanging from the device and knew it would be impossible for Golworth to survive more than an hour without a stasis chamber, considering the trauma incurred by the removal. He flipped the crescent shaped earpiece in his hand and depressed three buttons along its ridge. At once the tendrils retracted inside. In the same moment, he felt the eyeball, cupped in the palm of his other hand, pulse. The liquid metal hidden inside the eye ejected itself from the orb and reformed, flattening itself into a disc.
 
Feeling like a passenger in an unwelcome dream, Dysuss held the disc to his own eye and set the crescent around his ear as he depressed the buttons once more. Power surged though him, and a pain, a dreadful pain that would have brought him to his knees if he weren’t already there. Blackness clawed in around him, threatening to overwhelm his senses.
 
He knew what was happening but didn’t know how he knew; that was so often the case when one delved into the Mergence.
 
The disc liquefied again and entered his eye, penetrating its wall to access the optic nerve. He could feel the tendrils from the earpiece searing into the side of his head, accompanied by the smell of burning meat— the device never to be removed without serious consequences.
 
The pain suddenly ceased and he became aware of another presence in his mind—the Stillness. The device transmitted a readout of the man’s battle readiness directly onto his optic nerve, and it was now displayed at the edge of his vision. The earpiece somehow transmitted the physiological functions of the Stillness, piggybacking on Dysuss’s own senses.
 
Dysuss forced himself to his feet only to be dropped once again as a remnant Golworth’s memory, or the man’s Mergence, he couldn’t tell which, intruded on his thoughts, as if it had somehow been trapped inside the tendrils of the earpiece.
 
He knew at once why the Monitors wanted the Keys. Actually, that wasn’t quite correct, something was missing in the information he was receiving. It wasn't entirely clear, but he knew that Hadron Drake—a man, a machine, or something in between—wanted the Keys.
 
Dysuss struggled with his sanity as he realized the scale of their plans.
 
A vision of the Gears flashed into his mind along with their true purpose. They had been designed as a safeguard to raise the Bastion Helixes to the surface of the earth in the event of a cataclysmic seismic event. The Monitors needed the Keys to the machine rooms, all of them, so they could set into motion a plan that would culminate in the raising of the thirty-two bastion Helixes into the world of their topsider ancestors.
 
But why?
 
The Mergence took hold of Dysuss once more and he allowed himself to be taken. He felt himself agreeing with their plan as various logical components forced themselves into place in his mind.
 
Good, I now have something to work with, he thought as his heart slowed and his mind cleared.
 
He took a few deep breaths and attempted to rise again, this time successfully.
 
The Stillness stopped struggling at once. Gathering his senses, he looked around the courtyard. The work had ceased and his men were staring at him with something akin to horrified awe on their faces. Dysuss didn’t care.
 
“Clear the courtyard,” he growled. 
 
No one moved.
 
“Now!” he roared, sending his men into a kind of panicked efficiency, none eager to be the focus of his wrath.
 
He pulled a knife from his hip and energized its cutting edge, feeling the Link as he sliced through the Stillness’s bindings. The man was on his feet in an instant, standing to attention in front of Dysuss. His heart-rate was slightly elevated but other than that the feedback from the earpiece indicated that the Stillness was intact and ready for action.
 
Dysuss checked the display further and discovered that Golworth had locked down every combat function the Stillness possessed with the exception of the vortex-drill. Flicking his eye across the display he unlocked every restriction and safeguard that had been limiting the Stillness.
 
“Remove your helmet please,” Dysuss ordered, having yet not seen the man’s face.
 
The soldier complied, removing the filth-covered headgear to reveal a shock of vibrant red hair. Dysuss smiled as he evaluated the man. The augmentation to Stillness would have given him extra size and density, yet despite this there was no doubting this man’s origin.
 
“Name and origin?” Dysuss asked for confirmation, stepping closer to stand eye-to-eye.
 
“Conrad Crankston. Citadel City, Rocktower Helix.”
 
It began deep inside Dysuss Dripvein’s chest, a sensation he hadn’t felt in months. His body began to rock as amusement coursed through him.
 
How fortunes change.
 
He fought the urge to laugh out loud as he crossed the courtyard from where the soldiers had dragged the bodies. With just a brief search he found what he was looking for and plucked it from the ground.  He returned to the Stillness, who was still standing over his previous minder. Conrad’s face was an unreadable mask as he watched Golworth twitching in agony.
 
“I think it best if we take care of him and put him out of his misery,” Dysuss said.
 
The Stillness reached over his shoulder for his sword.
 
“No,” said Dysuss, before the man’s hand reached its pommel. He held out Golworth’s stylus and added, “Dispatch of him with this.”
 
The Stillness hesitated for the briefest of moments, and Dysuss swore he could see the beginnings of a smile on the man’s face as he gripped the stylus and leaned over his old minder.
 
Then the real screams began.
 
Nothing means anything, Dysuss thought as he watched.
 




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


“It’s about time,” Scotty said as Nifty and Lulu entered the docks.
 
Cordon’s Break was an abandoned repair yard on the fourth ring of Ragnatex, most of its habitable buildings covered in vegetation as the forest fought for ownership. The few settlers that lived there managed to eke out a living repairing the most disreputable of disreputable mantle vessels.
 
The old Ranger was accompanied by Belle. The short, stout woman wore full battle garb, complete with a power pick and helmet. They were joined by Belle’s mount Gouge, a pushsnout, and Lulu’s mount Scale, a rip-tailed pangolin.
 
“Let’s not waste any time with a drawn out goodbye,” Belle ordered, rather severely, as they stopped on the ramps between trains. “That dreadnaught didn’t arrive at Textermire by accident. We need to move.”
 
As Nifty turned to thank Tatum, he was faced with nothing—the great beast had already left. No goodbye. No nothing.
 
Typical. He thought to himself.
 
“She left a mile back, I think,” Lulu said as she dismounted Buttar, bowing briefly to the haughty beast before crossing to her own mount. The rip-tail mewled excitedly, its broad-bladed tail kicking-up a terrible commotion as it wagged furiously.
 
Still looking exhausted, Scotty nodded to Nifty as they neared. “Casualties?” he asked, no doubt seeing something in the younger Ranger’s eyes as he came closer.
 
“Dart,” he replied, her death replaying in his mind, trapping a lump in his throat. He felt like punching something.
 
“Blaze it, lad,” Scotty replied, shaking his head. “She was a good girl, even for all her keenness with the dusting.”
 
With only the briefest of goodbyes, culminating in a long and thoughtful look from Lulu, they boarded their respective delve-trains. Protocol dictated they travel together back to Rocktower for security reasons, and both trains remained in tight formation as they exited the docks back into the mantle proper.
 
Scotty joined Nifty in the cockpit as he guided the train out. “I’m torn whether to reprimand you for not staying with the train or congratulate you on kicking up such a whip wasp’s nest of enemy activity,” he began, already sounding exhausted.
 
Nifty shrugged, focusing on the viewer, searching for signs of the dreadnaught. He had anticipated that Scotty would not be happy and he chose take his lashing in silence.
 
“These greenbacks Belle told me about—were they the ones we saw at the Gears?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Then we should be cautious and alert Rocktower engineering that our vessel is being tracked somehow,” Scotty said. “Plot our course accordingly, but stay close to Belle’s train; she’s the freshest of us all. Do you need any rest or can you manage this by yourself?”
 
Nifty, somewhat surprised by the question, just shook his head. He could manage for at least another day or more.
 
“The well-bed didn’t quite take—I feel like a scrub brush with no soap, not quite up to the task of facing the council. I need my wits about me by the time we reach home.”
 
“Sorry,” Nifty sighed. “I take full responsibility for all of this. I will file a report to that effect once we reach Rocktower.”
 
“Yes, you will,” Scotty said, letting out a sigh as he reached up to pull at one side of his silvered mustache. “But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. These greenbacks would have attacked any Rangers at any time, I suspect. We just happened to be in an unsanctioned Helix for unscheduled repairs with no backup other than a single team that was there by coincidence.”
 
Nifty nodded once more, realizing he was getting off easy.
 
“Enough of this for now lad, there be time for talk later.” Scotty rose from his chair. “The engineering crew at Textermire managed to free up her rudder and cover the damaged engine, so barring any unforeseen action the train should make it home in one piece. I don’t think the dreadnaught followed us out of the Textermire port. I think the green-back forces were completely focused on you and Lulu.”
 
“About Dart...” Nifty began as Scotty turned to leave.
 
“Later, lad, later,” Scotty said, holding up a gentle hand. The heavy lines under his eyes saddened briefly before he turned and left Nifty alone with his thoughts, his boots clanking heavily as he disappeared back to the medi-bay.
 
Nifty returned his attention to the viewer, marking the course of Lulu’s train as it entered the outer stanchions of the Helixes mantle space and joined a sparse procession of transports leaving Ragnatex.
 
He’d been navigating the train for several hours and had more than enough time to think about their predicament, awash in conflicting emotions. Yet even now, with all that had gone on, he was reluctant to open the files Ink had transmitted to his watch. Dam Ink and this path she’d set him on.
 
Setting the Eos to autopilot he nestled back into his seat with a sigh and finally delved into the wrist piece.
 
It took him several minutes to make sense of what he was seeing as thousands of files streamed by in a mass of whirling confusion.
 
He finally settled on a group of files labeled “Hellstamp". They had the look of journal entries. Most seemed muddled and confused but one entry, which felt like a personal letter and was dated less than ten years ago, gained his attention.
 
When Hadron Drake—The Quantum, as his Hadrian and greenback sects. have come to know him—was captured some fourteen hundred years ago, he was in my master’s Helix, now known only as Hellstamp. He had successfully stolen a piece of Jax tech stored in my machine rooms. The alarms of course alerted Rion’s Ring. They pursued him into the Helix, eventually trapping him inside a damaged battle cruiser. In desperation he activated the tech he’d stolen. It was a rudimentary mind transfer macine, a prototype of sorts. It allowed his essence to be transmitted to the cruisers data storage units even as the process destroyed his body. Unbeknowenst to Rion’s Ring, his mind was imprisoned inside his battle cruiser. The Ringm retrieved the tech and assumed rightfully Hadron perished.
 
This was a mistake. His essence infected the cruiser, mutating it, allowing him to expand his influence. He now controls the bottom five rings of Hellstamp Helix and dominance has been growing mile after mile as his power increases.
 
By the time I realized the scale of his resurgence it was too late. He has created an army of beasts and machines not seen in Submantle since before the Scourge. Rion’s Ring and the Ranger corps will face full-scale war and potentially the release of another version of the Jax virus if we face him head on.
 
And yet he waits. Why?
 
Well, that’s just great. Nifty thought to himself. No wonder the Ranger Corp. avoided Hellstamp, even though it was the closest of the Bastion Helixes to Rocktower.
 
He hadn’t really thought about it before but it probably also meant that Rion Jax had been exiled to the surface directly above Hellstamp. If the Jax lineage had persisted, it made perfect sense his ancestors had left a deep genetic marker there. Nifty realized finding the Jackmen could be easier than he first thought. For once, Nifty hoped he wouldn’t have to go halfway under the globe to complete a mission.
 
Hopefully, but not slagging likely.
 
Nifty abandoned the journal entries and instead checked out the files containing Rion’s Ring data, specifically Rocktower personnel.
 
Several dozen names flashed by, including Chadlock Brackbash. That name didn’t surprise him, but others, including Efren and Able Fergraniteson, left him stunned yet somehow relieved.
 
Then he saw it: Barton Fartwell, listed clear as day. Nifty shut off the mantle watch in disgust. He’d had enough for one day.
 
He retrieved the machine room Key from the console and studied it with interest. Grunt had spat it out as soon as they’d entered the storage bays.
 
As far as he could tell, it didn’t work. None of the access ports would open, let alone power up. No wonder the fool in the gate room had perished; the Key’s power source had obviously been depleted eons ago. It had been a doomed mission from the very start.
 
Holding it between his palms, he studied the layers of silver swirls linking the dials around the band. It was far heavier than his mantle watch. He held them side by side and compared the two devices. The Key was a really beautiful piece and he couldn’t help but be impressed with the workmanship.
 
I wonder how you adjust it?
 
He removed his watch and squeezed his hand through the band to slide the Key onto his forearm. Surprisingly, the device began to whirr—the silver dials spun and adjusted as the mechanism came to life on his wrist. The silvered straps tightened briefly before settling into place around his arm.
 
Nifty admired how it looked, with its layers upon layers of finely machined metals. It was, without a doubt, designed by the ancients. Trying to make sense of the controls, he noticed a small, decorative clasp built into the band so it could be removed. Very clever, he thought, flicking the latch.
 
Without warning a searing pain lanced his forearm, as if filling his veins with acid. He clawed frantically at the Key as the pain surged up his neck and to the back of his skull, shattering his senses, numbing his limbs and sinking him into darkness.
 




CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

Nifty's first thought upon waking was of food. Hunger cramped his stomach, he felt like he hadn’t eaten for a month. He licked his lips with a tongue that felt like sandpaper. It didn’t help. A building pressure pulsed in his temples with every breath until he was retching and gasping for air. His body tried to jack-knife into the fetal position only to have his movement cut short by restraints on his wrists and ankles.
 
He snapped open his eyes in a panic.
 
He regretted the decision immediately and only managed the briefest glimpse of machine parts and crates stacked around him before the light seared his vision and forced his eyes shut. The pain returned, sending additional waves of nausea throughout his body.
 
“Scotty?” His voice was weak and hoarse. The numbing pain blurred his senses. He had no idea where he was, or how he got there.
 
“Easy Ranger,” said a deep voice at his side. “Do you want something to drink?
 
Nifty nodded cautiously, his head heavy. He felt a straw placed between his lips and a familiar scent flooded his nose. He drank the liquid greedily, recognizing the taste at once: lichen-brew mixed with a cashew nut extract—his favorite flavor. It was a standard issue item, stocked in all medical kits. As each mouthful ran down his aching throat he felt the throbbing pain behind his eyes subside. He lay back, letting the effects take hold as the brew was absorbed into his system.
 
After two more servings, his head began to clear. His throat no longer burned.
 
“Alright Ranger, let’s get you up,” the voice instructed.
 
The blanket he hadn’t realized was covering him was pulled away. Chilled air rushed over him and brought him to the realization that he was only wearing his small clothes.
 
Nifty felt strong hands on his wrists and then his ankles. The hands untied the tethers and then scooped under his shoulders to help him upright. “How about trying to open your eyes?”
 
Although still drained and nauseous, Nifty complied. A dimly-lit room greeted his blurred vision. He was seated on a metal cot next to a workbench littered with medical instruments.
 
On his other side, standing patiently, was Field Major Toro, one of his favorite sparring partners. Gone was his uniform, instead he wore a plain-cut civilian suit with simple geometric embroidery at the cuffs.
 
Toro was younger than Scotty by at least half a dozen years, and Nifty was struck by how ill-suited the elegance of his clothing was against the hard won lines of his aged face. As unyielding as weathered stone, with a beard trimmed to a sharpened point, his face bore witness to the fact he’d spent the better part of his life exploring the crust. Not to mention the four small jewels above his right eye, a none too subtle reminder of his victories at the Brawler Bash.
 
“Thank you, sir,” Nifty croaked, tilting his head in respect. “What happened?” He looked past Toro, the lichen brew working hard to flush away his disorientation, and studied the contents of the cramped room. “Where are we?”
 
The room was large and windowless, but it felt small and cramped due to the accumulated machine parts and cargo crates stacked neatly, yet oppressively, against the walls.
 
Toro’s blue eyes were as clear and intelligent as ever as they regarded Nifty with keen interest and a hint of concern. “Why don’t we start with what you remember,” he stated in a grandfatherly tone. He sat on a stool next to Nifty and retrieved a long cane that had been leaning against one of the crates.
 
Nifty raised a hand to his head, trying to rub away the persistent dull ache and find the information he needed. His hand moved to his chin, his fingers running through the thick stubble on his face—a detail that struck him as odd.
 
I just shaved yesterday morning.
 
Bits and pieces of their mission were starting to surface through the fog. He tried to put them all in order.
 
“Scotty and I were—” Nifty’s eyes opened wide as all the pieces locked together and almost guiltily he jerked his arm up for inspection. There, snaked around his forearm like a silvered lattice, was that slagging Key–somehow not quite the same as he remembered. Thin tubes extended from the device and buried seamlessly into his forearm. He scratched at the intruding metal in a panic, prying at the tubes, but the silvery skin around each insertion made it impossible to remove. The relic seemed to be a part of him now.
 
“It’s not going anywhere, Ranger,” Toro said calmly, indicating the tools on the table beside him. “You’ve been shock-linked to the Key and have been unconscious for the past eight days. Shy of amputating your arm at the shoulder, those tubes are as much a part of you now as your own flesh and bone.”
 
“What?” Nifty was horrified. “What are you saying?” Nifty stared at the device on his forearm, trying to make sense of Toro’s words. “That’s impossible,” he mumbled in dismay. “It had virtually no power. I checked it. How could it be a part of me?” Nifty’s eyes darted furtively between Toro and the Key, his mind racing. “Why was it so easy to get it off the dead body then?”
 
“Slow down, Nifty.” Toro reached out and put a large, worn hand on his shoulder, squeezing gently. “Take a deep breath.” His voice was so calm and steady that Nifty felt compelled to obey. “Good. Now let it out.” He nodded, removing his hand. “Better, then?”
 
“Scotty and Snort, are they okay? What happened to them?”
 
“Scotty and the rest of your team are fine,” Toro reassured him with a smile, his eyes remaining serious. “Now, I don’t mean to be a nuisance, Nifty, but this is a pressing matter. Other than the tubes, do you see anything different about the Key?”
 
Nifty regarded the device, turning his forearm to look at the underside of his wrist. “No,” he said. “Other than the tubes, it looks just like before.”
 
Something nagged at the back of his mind. Nifty swung his feet over the edge of the cot and held out his wrist. Ignoring the Key’s standardized watch functions, he pressed three buttons on the device simultaneously and engaged the power lever, causing it to spring into life. A holo-viewing field projected from the Key’s outer surface, showing the entire Terraport Helix wrapped around his wrist.
 
Nifty accessed the most recent machine room records. There was a single entry. As expected, the Terraport machine room, number twenty four, was the last door accessed twenty one days ago, and for just four minutes. The right of passage was abruptly terminated due to the host’s organic failure.
 
That would be our corpse, Nifty mused.
 
He exited the file and continued to scroll through the access records. The last access entry was dated 1393 years ago, and it lasted seventeen days and six hours. That seemed normal, but Nifty couldn’t be certain, so expanded the search to the other Helixes as well.
 
“What are you doing, Lance Corporal?” Toro demanded, leaning forward intently, his tone distracting Nifty from his exploration.
 
“Nothing, I just wanted to see how much I could find out about the machine rooms in the other Helixes….” He trailed off, suddenly mindful of the instinctual way he was able to access the information. He looked at the image hovering above his wrist and studied the words and symbols more closely. The ancient language he’d never fully learned or understood was as simple and easy to read now as if it was written in his own hand.
 
Well what do you know? Nifty almost smiled to himself.
 
“What else?” Toro asked in an urgent tone, puzzled by the comment. He gripped Nifty’s shoulder firmly. “How do you open the doors?”
 
“I don’t know,” he lied, for reasons he couldn’t say. “You put the Key in the console and activate them somehow.” He shook his head and pushed himself to his feet with a grunt. “Sorry, Toro, enough for now. I can’t think straight.”
 
He was about to cross to a small stack of freshly laundered clothing when he felt a nagging scratch where the key met his elbow. A flash of anger surged through him as closer inspection revealed a small square box added to the rear of the device. The box that hadn’t been there when they’d first found it, and it wasn’t part of the original piece.
 
It had been designed to look like part of the Key, but as the wearer Nifty instinctively knew it was a sinister addition installed by the Ranger Corps. His mind balked at the thought as he reconsidered his knee-jerk assessment. No, he decided, not the Ranger Corps, this wasn’t their style, they preferred to do things by the numbers. He wouldn’t be tucked away in a cramped storage room if that were the case.
 
That left another option. Rion’s Ring?
 
“Sorry Nifty,” Toro said in reply to Nifty’s accusing stare. “I fought to keep it off, I truly did, but many think you can be trusted to go roaming about without some kind of reassurance in place. Our dead friend you peeled from the keyhole was an excellent example of a mission gone awry.”
 
“Gone awry? That’s an understatement.”
 
“Yes lad, we still have unanswered questions as to why they were in the Terraport Gears to begin with, it was supposed to be a contingency destination, nothing more.”
 
“So, this is to be my leash then?”
 
Toro ground the tip of his cane into the floor and in a measured tone he said, “No. It’s a measure that will protect the key from getting into the wrong hands. The Ring has discovered that the Scourge is all but cured, and we have begun to delve into ancient tech. Much like these greenback bastards. Should you fall into enemy hands and the minder of this device becomes aware, the square will detonate. You probably won’t survive the blast.”
 
“Are you serious?” Nifty spat. “Don’t think me a fool. If it’s tampered with, it will detonate. If I am gone too long without checking in, it will detonate. If I am seen deviating from my mission, it will detonate—and so on, right?”
 
“You are no fool, young Niftmire. You have proven that time and again. We have shared meals, you and I, we’ve gone into battle together. I would count it as no small loss to see you gone.” He sighed and twisted the top of his cane once again as a small light on the Key sprang to life. “At my insistence to the Ring, I will be the minder of this detonator.” He rested his free hand on the cane so both hands were positioned for the Ranger salute. “You have my oath on my bat and on my heart that no harm shall befall you unless you are seen to become a threat to the Ranger Corps and her allied nations.”
 
Nifty didn’t even begin to know how to respond to what amounted to a veiled threat from a close friend, he needed a moment to think. If he were sitting in Toro’s place he’d probably have done the same thing, but the realization did little to lessen his anger.
 
Nifty staggered to the freshly laundered clothing, the chill of the room encouraging him to dress despite feeling a desperate need to wash.
 
Toro cleared his throat. “Well, you seem to have the device well enough in hand.”
 
Toro grasped the cane below the orb and twisted the top ring. A hiss of energy escaped from its base. “You can never be too careful, son,” he said as Nifty turned to him, his wide-eyed stare alerted by the sound. “You were thrashing around like a bug bean on a hot plate.” He chuckled and returned to his chair once again, turning the head of his kill cane to expose the familiar double R crest of Rion’s ring.
 
“So, young Niftmire, descendant of Jax, I am to understand that you met with Ink during your visit to Terraport.”
 
Nifty was surprised at how little those dreaded words shocked him. He nodded in reply.
 
“Good, it’s about time. The Ring has been patient for far too long.”
 
“Patient with what?”
 
“Ink,” Toro replied.
 
“What do you mean?”
 
“Well, not having had the pleasure of meeting the fluxform myself I can only speak to what others have said. It, she, Ink, or whatever you wish to call the repair solution, doesn’t always appreciate our mortal timelines. It is the opinion of many in the ring that this Hadron Drake, if that is indeed who it proves to be, should have been dealt with a millennia ago.”
 
“Dealt with?”
 
“Yes, purged from the machine prison where his mind resided for the last fifteen hundred years.”
 
“Are you serious?” Nifty fought to consider the implications of such an imprisonment and what kind of enemy it would produce.
 
“Was this not discussed when you visited Ink?”
 
Nifty suddenly remembered his bird pendant and the gift Ink had bestowed upon it. He tried to casually look around the cramped quarters to see if his jacket had remained with him. It hadn’t.
 
“No, not that part,” Nifty said. “I’m still struggling with the fact that I may be a Jax.”
 
“You are, I can vouch for that myself. I was on the committee that accepted you into the academy on your thirteenth birthday. Only a handful of the Ring know the truth of this and I would prefer to keep it that way. No need to endanger your life any more than necessary.”
 
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
“Think about it, Niftmire. Hadron Drake will have blamed Rion Jax and the Ring for his imprisonment. We can count on any descendent of a Jaz becoming a target for his ire. Not to mention it wouldn’t take an acumen engineer to realize you may contain enough genetic material to reactivate the machines in the Jax storage facilities. Machines that could pose a serious threat to whatever this Drake scoundrel plans.”
 
“Jax storage facilities?”
 
Toro returned his question with a blank expression and a gentle shake of his head.
 
A thought suddenly occurred to Nifty: what about the pendant? Maybe his questions could be answered if he reviewed the files Ink had installed on it. In secret. After all, it was probably still tucked into his jacket, just waiting for him to access it. If there was one thing he’d learnt from playing Lag and Slash it was to never to let your opponent know where you wanted to strike. But unfortunately Toro was his opponent right now and he already knew far too much.
 
“So what’s next?” Nifty asked, surprising the Field Major.
 
“Let us find out together, young Niftmire,” said Toro as he indicated towards the exit. “But I feel like I must warn you. Scotty, being the brindle badger on a grub stump he is, became aware of my involvement in the Ring some decades ago, although he doesn’t know much about the situation. He has my trust and has kept it a secret between us, so unless pressed we should both behave as if the Ring does not exist when we’re around him. “
 
“Makes sense.”
 
Toro turned to the doors and called out, “You may enter.”
 




CHAPTER THIRTY THREE


Ancient doors slid on ancient hinges, leaving a cloud of dust in their wake. Scotty, the person Nifty trusted most in the world, stepped inside, his newly-healed face wearing a deep frown. He carried several books and a large bundle tucked under one arm. A decidedly frail-looking Monsourian, wearing a work apron and spectacles, stepped into view behind the Ranger. Both regarded Nifty with interest.
 
Scotty’s eyes softened when he saw that Nifty was moving around and he hurried straight for him. “You had me worried half to death, son.” He looked Nifty up and down to make sure he was alright. “Rule 784 strictly states…” he trailed off looking into Nifty’s eyes, relief written large on his face. “I don’t want to go into it just now, but the gist is—don’t touch artifacts if you don’t know what you’re doing!"
Scotty spoke in a harsh tone that contrasted with his awkward fidgeting as he fought to mask his relief.
 
Toro interrupted their reunion with a discreet cough, preventing further lecturing from Scotty. “Nifty, this revered gentleman is Doctor Richamil. You are alive due, in no small part, to his efforts. And this,” he indicated the room with a sweeping gesture, “is one of his temporary, urm, very private labs, set up deep beneath the council’s citadel.”
 
Nifty barely came to the chin of the Monsourion doctor. He was about the same age as Scotty yet still had a lustrous mane of jet black hair flowing around his handsome face. It was held back by multi-lensed spectacles that rested on top of his head. The doctor moved methodically, hindered by a dreadful stoop. He approached Nifty and then dropped the spectacles to get a better look at his patient. Several minutes later, after a good deal of poking and prodding, he turned to Scotty and Toro.
 
“He seems to have recovered quite suitably. Shock-linking with a device with so many security protocols in place should have killed a person, not paired them. I will not bother to ask again whether or not he has a genetic profile specific to this wrist band as it’s self-evident that he does.” The doctor spoke with an imperious drone.
 
Nifty fought hard to muster a surprised expression for the doctor.
 
“Thank you doctor,” said Toro, “You’ll forgive us for the lack of protocol, young Niftmire, but what you have seen here is an unfortunate accident that others in the council may not appreciate. I trust you will understand our reasons for secrecy.
 
From what we have discovered so far, the Key is typically installed on a candidate in stages, over several days. There is be a secondary device that further facilitates this process, but unfortunately you were not in possession of one at the time of—” He paused looking for the right word. “Let’s just say inception.”
 
“To be honest, I really don’t remember much about what happened. A whole lot of pain, and then I woke up here.” Nifty shrugged, at a loss, looking at each man in turn. “I am in your debt, doctor. Thank you.” He held out his hand with a grateful smile and the doctor accepted it graciously.
 
As he took the proffered hand Nifty realized that the last digit on the doctor’s pinky finger was missing.
 
Strange, that should have been grown back in one of the Ranger infirmaries. He thought.
 
It was a silly detail to notice, but, considering the situation, and the grave faces, it triggered a warning in his brain that he’d learned long ago to pay attention to. He shook his head, trying to muster some clarity.
 
“What is going on here?”
 
Nifty twisted the man’s hand to look down at the abbreviated stump before stepping back to bring all three men into his line of sight. “Why am I not in the infirmary? I know of other Rangers who have shock-linked, and a cell in the basement of the Citadel is not where they end up. And who is this man, really?”
 
Scotty and Toro exchanged knowing glances, but neither answered.
 
“Doctor Richamel, if you wouldn’t mind?” Toro sighed, gesturing for the doctor to leave the room. ”I need to talk to these two in private.”
 
The doctor bowed and exited without question. Nifty watched him leave, puzzled.
 
“Good man to have on your side when caught in a bind,” Toro noted, as the doctor left the room. “His special skills have made him an invaluable member of my network, and I’ve come to trust him implicitly. As a matter of pride he wears his ailments and injuries in plain sight, reminding us all of our mortality, letting his body fail where it may, he claims, without the benefit of too much tampering. It’s a philosophy that many in my team have come to find peace with.” The door clicked shut. “Yet I don’t see the need to burden him with any more secrets than absolutely necessary.”
 
Scotty looked to Nifty, then across to Toro, who simply nodded. “You’re in danger, son,” Scotty said with deadly seriousness. He paused to let his words sink in. “If anyone finds out you’re wearing that Key, you’re as good as dead.”
 
“Yes, I know,” Nifty answered, trying to keep his voice calm.
 
“Other teams have been experiencing similar incidents as you two at the Gears and Ragnatex. And someone has begun setting off a series of level five seismic events at different points across the globe, forcing us to dispatch more teams to investigate. The Council has come close to terminating the search for the Key and the missing Rangers altogether, turning this into a military operation.”
 
“Someone doesn’t want us to find this Key,” Toro clarified. “And if it’s discovered that, for all intents and purposes, you are the Key, your life will not count for a whip wasp’s whisker to whomever is looking for it.”
 
Nifty grunted nervously, fighting to come up with a plan that wouldn’t leave him at the mercy of these two men. He knew that they had already conspired to do what they thought was best for him, just like he knew whatever it was he wouldn’t be thrilled with it. “I don’t understand. How many people actually know what the Key looks like? We didn’t even know what we were looking for when we were commissioned to find it,” Nifty protested, trying to gain time.
 
With a heavy sigh, Scotty lowered himself on the cot and set the books to his side. He clasped his hands nervously as he spoke. “Look, son, I was hoping for you to recover somewhat before we discussed the details. Can you give us some time to work a few things out before we brief you on the situation?”
 
“What?” Nifty blurted. “Not a minute ago, you said that my life was in grave danger. Now you expect me to sit idly by while—” he gestured towards both men, “—you two sort out the details?” Nifty exhaled heavily. He regarded the Key on his wrist. “Whatever it is you’re not telling me, I need to hear it right now!”
 
Smoothing down his thick, white mustache, Scotty glared at Nifty, annoyed with his impatience. “The portable Alexandria cubes are gone.”
 
“What has that got to do with me?” Nifty’s eyebrows rose in surprise. ”Can’t we just borrow some from another Helix until we clear things up?”
 
“No, when Scotty says gone he means all of them, from every Helix in the alliance,” Toro clarified.
 
“When? How?” Nifty's eyes darted back and forth between the two men. He shook his head in denial. “Well, the Ranger Corp will just have to track them down.”
 
“They’ve put an alert out,” Scotty told him. “Not a full-scale alert—we don’t want to cause a panic. More like an imperative that we find the cubes.” He sighed, trying not to look defeated.
 
“Surely we can stop them from getting too far. That’s a lot of cubes to be keeping secret. Can’t the Council just requisition new ones?” Nifty already knew the answer—they couldn’t. He also understood the connection between himself and the cubes.
 
“You don’t understand, son,” Toro answered. “The engineers, and all the portable Alexandria cubes, were taken from all the Helix vales in this sector two days ago and we have unverified reports that this may have happened all around the world. These greenback bastards must be incredibly well organized. They deployed their forces at each Helix within minutes of each other.” Toro looked solemn. “Someone knew we were searching for the Key, and they’re afraid we may have found it, or they at least they suspect we know where it is.” He ground his cane into the floor angrily. “There is only one reason they would do something like this.”
 
The room descended into silence as the three men considered the ramifications of that statement. None of them wanted to say out loud what they all knew.
 
“In times gone by, three things would be needed to enter a machine room. A Key, an Alexandria cube, and a Topsider engineer. Now we don’t have one of the three things. Whoever it is, doesn’t want us in the machine rooms,” Nifty sighed. “But why not?”
 
Scotty shook his head, perplexed. “That, we don’t know. The machine rooms control everything in the Bastion Helixes. All our diplomats insist that our allies remain satisfied with our trade agreements and are as concerned as our Council about the loss of their engineers.
 
“The Vladbrullion and the Sukairacian alliances may have aligned themselves with the greenbacks. Both are capable of such a complex operation, but it is doubtful that either would risk war with such an overt attack.”
 
Toro interrupted, “That leaves the Hydrohelixes, which could prove to be extremely bad. We still haven’t resolved over a dozen mining disputes with them, and when they actually agree to meet our diplomats, talks don’t go well.
 
The dreadnaught and greenbacks you say you encountered were at complete odds with what we know of Hydrohelix deployment strategies. If they’d wanted us caught, they’d have sent more than a single dreadnaught. They prefer to use a sledgehammer when a tackhammer would do.” He shrugged and tugged on his beard.
 
“Either way lad, it hardly matters,” Scotty added. “If they can track the culprits it will become a Council matter and we’ll be removed from their decision-making process completely. Councilor Toro and I both agree that you need to be set on task before that decision is made.”
 
“You know far too much already after this fool move of yours,” Toro grumbled, his displeasure finally coming to the fore.
 
“The problem is,” Scotty interjected, “we may have a spy in our midst, possibly even sitting on the Council.”
 
Toro glared at his long-time friend for this slip, but Scotty just shook his head, unconcerned. He gestured towards Nifty. “He’s wearing a death sentence on his wrist if anyone finds out. The time for secrecy is over; tell him our plans, or I will.”
 
The arms master began to pace nervously about the room, tapping his cane against the floor at every turn. “As it stands right now, there are several things we need to do first. We need to get you out of the Helix as quickly as possible; I already have one of the distant crust settlements in mind. Next, we need a contingency plan, in case the cubes can’t be found in a timely manner.
 
Toro ground his cane into the floor again and then stamped it twice before continuing. “Our principal concern must be retrieving the Alexandria cubes. As you may know, they are made from one of the rarest Flux metals, r722—we could be facing years of mining and refinement before we can even begin to manufacture enough.”
 
“I’m not going into hiding,” Nifty objected, puffing out his chest. “I’m a Rocktower Ranger, blaze it all. I’ll not be simpering in some crust-land village while the world falls apart around me. Besides, the Jax virus is all but gone, you said so yourself.”
 
“The decision has already been made,” Toro countered, staring the younger man down. “And you can dispense with the theatrics. The world is not falling apart. The majority of the council still feel the virus is a threat, despite evidence brought forth that shows otherwise. They will not move forward until the cubes are found.”
 
“What do you mean, ‘the decision has already been made’? Made by whom?” Nifty demanded. “You? I’ll need to confirm that with Ranger headquarters before I’ll go along with it.”
 
“I understand your reluctance, Nifty,” Toro began. “You’ve been an integral part of our Ranger force for many years and we want to ensure you’ll be with us for many years to come. But we simply cannot risk one of our best Rangers, especially the bearer of such a critical device.” He nodded towards the Key.
 
Toro’s speech, probably designed to calm Nifty and convince him to go into hiding, didn’t quite have the desired effect. Nifty knew the senior Ranger was right, but every fiber of his being was struggling with the idea of being forced out of action. “I understand, sir,” he countered resolutely, “but you also have to understand that I’ll not be set aside like this. You’ll have to come up with a better plan.”
 
“And have you wandering about on your own? Not a good idea, lad,” Toro countered. “I would sooner have you incarcerated than let that happen.”
 
Nifty balked at that. His head had cleared enough to feel a tiny, overlooked fact slide into place from his meeting with Ink. What had she said? ‘One of the Rings agents will report for service very soon upon your arrival at Rocktower’. What did that mean?”
 
Report for service.
 
It was time to gamble, even though it meant breaching the trust he had with Toro. He looked across to Scotty who had remained suspiciously silent for most of the discussion but all he received was a nod of agreement with Toro’s threat.
 
“No you won’t,” Nifty said, in a measured tone, meeting Toro’s eye. “This isn’t going to go quite how you planned. Please answer my next question carefully. If you are a member of Rion’s Ring and I am a genetic descendent of Rion Jax, am I correct in assuming that you are in my service as a subordinate?”
 
“What?” Scotty blurted, rounding on Toro.
 
Toro’s head dropped. His thick fingers reached up to massage his furrowed brow. He took his time to answer. “What did Ink tell you?”
 
Nifty almost instinctively answered. Years of Ranger service had bred into him the idea that he should always answer a superior. He buckled down harder, ignoring his instincts. His heart pounded as a chill of sweat blossomed across his body, sensing he was finally on the cusp of a win.
 
“That wasn’t an answer to my question,” Nifty told him.
 
Toro straightened and stood to attention. He clasped both hands on his cane, bowed, and then spoke, “Toro Jetstone, Third Maeister, Rion’s Ring reporting for service, descendent of Jax.”
 
“He’s a Jax?” Scotty spat. He moved closer to confront Toro.  “Impossible. Who do you think you are? Dragging the lad into your Rion’s Ring rubbish.”
 
Toro remained motionless.
 
“Scotty, stop,” Nifty said, even as the relief flooded across him. “He’s right. I am a Jax.” As he spoke the words aloud for the first time the feeling of guilt sluiced away.
 
Scotty wheeled on Nifty, “He’s not right. I don’t know what kind of nonsense he’s been filling your head with but rest assured, you are not a Jax.”
 
Nifty paused, considering the older Ranger for a moment. He’d come to look upon the man as a second father over the years and there was no one he trusted more. If things were to get as bad as it seemed he would need all the help he could get. And not just the kind of help that Rions Ring would provide, but help from someone who would have his back no matter what.
 
“I met Rion Jax’s final creation, the fluxform named Ink, in the Gears of Terraport when we were trapped by the branders. Without her intersession, one of her kind, a creature named Quage, would have finished us off with his machines.” Nifty met his friend and partner’s stare. “I know that you must have reviewed my files before you took me on as a partner. Didn’t you find it strange that I’d been accepted into the Ranger Corps when so many more qualified applicants didn’t? I should, by rights, be manning a stone mason’s rig like my father. My whole life has been a lie.”
 
Scotty continued to stare at Nifty, his scowl softening as he no doubt tied any bothersome facts together that he’d noticed about Nifty’s file and his ascension through the Ranger ranks.
 
“It can’t be true, lad, there has to be a mistake.”
 
“Nifty moved to the top of the Brawler Bash rankings with scarcely six months of hard training, Scotty, and we can all see that he is holding back,” Toro said. “That’s not something that someone without elite gene splicing can accomplish. Of all the Jax candidates he is the most physically gifted. He will be equal to the legendary Stillness if his training continues at its current pace.”
 
“So the body found in the Gears was another Jax, a failed Jax?” Scotty said, his face hardening once more as he turned on Toro. “How many Jax are there? Was this meddling done at the whim of Rion’s Ring? Are you responsible for ruining the lad’s life, forcing him to live down the reputation as the descendant of the greatest mass murderer of all time?”
 
Nifty was still and silent. He was shocked. Was that why fighting came so easily to him? Gene splicing? Rion Jax was a Flux engineer, not a fighter.
 
What in slaggstone am I?
 
Toro wasn’t to be cowed. “Do you believe these greenbacks are just the whim of some disgruntled warlord? One of the other Helixes lashing out for some trade dispute gone wrong? Even you aren’t that foolish, Scotty. I can see by the look on your face you know something far bigger is in play here, something we can’t simply smash at with a power pick or shatter bat. We can ill afford to—”
 
“Toro stop,” Nifty commanded. This was becoming too much, spiraling out of control. “Scotty, you’ll have to take my word for it: I was shown evidence of my heritage that leaves very little reason for doubt. I know you want to fight it but it’s true. We’re running out of time and we can’t afford to fight amongst ourselves. We need to plan, we need to make sure we’re ready.”
 
Both men turned towards Nifty, surprise on their faces.
 
“He could go with you, Scotty,” Toro said quietly, moving beside Nifty.
 
“Impossible,” Scotty said. “I could potentially be in greater danger than him.”
 
“Doubtful, it was one of the things I wanted to discuss with you in private before the lad got his dander up.” Toro gestured to the books on the cot. “It will take him outside the Helixes, and far from the Council’s reach.”
 
Scotty crossed his arms and considered the prospect as he evaluated the two. “What you say does make sense and is worth consideration. It would, after all, take the lad from harm’s way.”
 
“Don’t talk to me like I have no say in the matter,” Nifty protested.
 
“Despite the evidence that shows the Scourge is no longer a threat, some of the council members still aren’t convinced,” Scotty said. “For the sake of pacifying some of the fools we need to get one of the Alexandria cubes back. Historical records indicate that sixteen cubes have been lost or have gone missing on various missions in the past and even now teams are being dispatched to conduct more exhaustive searches. We suspect one of them may have even made its way to the surface years ago. Do you remember the engineer I talked about from earlier in my career? Richard Jackman? You may know him by his mantle-name, Plato.”
 
“Yes,” Nifty answered. He knew where the conversation was going, but he also wondered how Scotty had been manipulated to find such a specific cube that coincided so completely with Ink’s mission for Nifty.  His suspicious gaze found Toro, who merely raised a confirming eyebrow.
 
Along with wild rumors about the odd little Topsider, Scotty had no shortage of stories about the man.
 
“His last mission in Hellstamp required an Alexandria cube. As far as we know, Richard still had the cube when he was forced to flee the Helix and head for the surface after that terrible business with the Batista reaction.” Nifty detected a sadness in Scotty's voice. “There’s a good chance the cube is topside or somewhere betwixt here and there. He may even still be alive, but he’ll be an old man by Topsider standards, so it’s doubtful he’ll be any use to us. Knowing Richard as I did, he will have ensured that there is someone there to help Submantle should the need arise.”
 
Yes he did, Nifty thought to himself, a Thomas and Caitlyn if he remembered correctly.
 
“I’ve managed to get Ripper transferred back to my team, and I’ve tracked down a newly certified Monsourian lad to serve as a recorder. In three days, I will be traveling to the crust to re-establish the tunnels that collapsed when Richard left. It’s certainly against the odds, and it may be for naught, but if successful it will give us more leverage with the Council.”
 
“Is this the Rings doing?” Nifty asked Toto.
 
“Is what?”
 
“Do you realize what’s going on here?” Nifty asked, now turning to Scotty.
 
“How about you tell me what you think is going on?” Scotty replied, casting his own suspicious glance Toro’s way.
 
“Well, I had hoped not to betray Toro’s trust any further but I was tasked by Ink to visit the Gears of Hellstamp. I am to retrieve some artifacts and then bring them to the surface for delivery to a Topsider.”
 
“And?”
 
“The recipient is to be a Jax, with a closer genetic link to Rion Jax than anyone else alive.”
 
“And?”
 
“I suspect Thomas Jackman is a direct relative to this Richard Jackman and the real Jax. It’s impossible to believe that our two missions for the same family are a coincidence. Am I right, Toro?
 
Toro nodded. He had seemingly come to terms with Nifty’s power reversal, but he felt little need to give up any more information than necessary.
 
Scotty’s glare reappeared in full force as he regarded Toro. “I knew something didn’t feel quite right about the whole thing. Too much emphasis on this blasted Alexandria cube for anyone one with good sense.”
 
“No, not too much emphasis,” Toro replied, sitting back down on the stool beside the bed. “The retrieval of the cube would be a boon to us all. It was merely a convenient happenstance. We don’t even know if he possesses the device or if his grandson could be the Jax.”
 
Nifty ran his fingers through his hair, pulling hard, as if trying to yank a plan from his skull. He knew he was being manipulated but he couldn’t see any other solution than that which he was trained to do.
 
Put one foot ahead of the other and forge ahead.
 
“Alright,” he said at last. “I’ve made up my mind. I will do as Ink asked. We will make arrangements for my departure to Hellstamp and then to Topside.”
 
“We?” Scotty asked. “I hope that wasn’t an order, young Niftmire.” He had changed the focus of his ire and was now challenging Nifty. “I have no involvement with this Rions Ring. You hold no special sway with me, no matter what you’ve been told about Rion Jax.”
 
Slagg, Nifty thought, he’d been hoping the senior Ranger would somehow be forced to follow Toro’s orders.
 
“Toro?” Nifty asked, hoping for a little help.
 
“Oh, don’t even ask for his help, young man,” Scotty cut in, “I only need to bring this matter before the Ranger tribunal and all this cloak and dagger will have been for naught. Our friend Toro will have as much to explain as you.”
 
Slaggstone, why was he being so difficult? Nifty wondered as he fought for some kind of leverage.
 
Scotty studied him intently for a moment before saying, “I tell you what, if I have your word as a Ranger and a friend that you’ll keep no more secrets between myself and Toro, I’ll consider your planned trip to the surface. Otherwise…”
 
Nifty knew that Scotty wasn’t bluffing, not about this, just like he knew he’d been handled rather easily by a couple of well-seasoned negotiators.
 
Dross and double dross. He felt like screaming. He had been manipulated like a rookie—they’d planned this all along.
 
“You win,” he said with a sigh. “You have my word as a Rocktower Ranger and a friend I will not keep details of this mission secret from Toro and yourself. Satisfied?”
 
“No satisfaction, young Niftmire, just safe—safe from the idiotic problems that seem to arise when too many secrets are kept. None of this watching our tongues nonsense.”
 
“We’re going topside?” Until now it had seemed like Ink’s flight of fancy, like a throwaway suggestion that probably wouldn't come to fruition. It was every Ranger’s dream to travel to the surface of the earth and be exposed to that unsettling void the little folk named ‘space’, not to mention the sun.
 
Why did Toro think he would be in danger? All the fears about his own dire situation and the poor engineers were forgotten as the news washed away some of his exhaustion and pain like a cool wave.
 
“When do we leave?”
 
Scotty picked up two thick booklets from the cot and handed them to Nifty. He winced as he read one of the covers: Rocktower Ranger Level Three, Corporal Examination.
 
“Regulations are regulations,” Scotty said. “We leave when your results for the Corporal examinations are ready to be filed with the Ranger regulatory office.” Scotty sounded extremely self-satisfied. “Rule 478 of the Spelunker’s Guide states: Hyper-mantle excursions are restricted to Rocktower Rangers with a rank no less than or equal to Corporal or Master Ore Surveyor. And don’t worry: Toro will file them once we leave, so I don’t want to hear any ‘what about secrecy?’ nonsense from you.”
 
Nifty sighed as he listened to his mentor, a little annoyed at how efficiently he’d been handled yet again.
 
“Oh, and one more thing,” Scotty continued, pointing to the large bundle he’d set down earlier. “This arrived from Ragnatex yesterday, from the forges of Smoath. Let’s just hope these upgraded parts you ordered were worth the fuss you caused.”
 
Nifty ignored the parts for Riot and looked down at the Key encasing his forearm, a measure of acceptance finally registering. He knew he could deal with the responsibilities that possessing the device would entail—most Rangers could and would be happy to be given the chance. He would find a way to remove it, that’s all there was too it. But he had to maintain a degree of freedom so he had time to search for a solution.
 
Nifty decided he wasn’t going down without a fight. He squared his shoulders and planted his feet, figuring that an oblique attack might work best. “Well, how about this then? If we get to the surface, and we have any spare time, Newton told me about a thing topsiders do called bungee jumping…”
 




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

 

None of the men noticed the mechanical eye watching from one of the shelves, seeing and hearing everything going on in the chamber. Nifty was too busy complaining about the legitimacy of upgrading tests held outside the academy while Scotty deftly deflected each salvo.
 
The eye transmitted its signal to a room high-up in one of the Citadel’s tower, a room where Doon sat behind an expansive desk, spinning an ornate letter opener between his index fingers as he watched the transmission.
 
The lad had really never been in any real danger. Well, other than from Toro. Doon was glad he didn’t have to issue the order to put the boy out of comission. Of all the candidates, he’d probably spent the most time and resources guiding this lad’s progress as a sleeper agent and assuring that Nifty would be accepted at the Ranger academy. Yet he was—what was that topside saying?—a loose cannon, and it was this that had kept Doon awake more nights than he’d care to admit.
 
When he decided to send someone to the machine room—someone with the requisite genetics to control the Key—his first choice had been Oakley. Unfortunately, the incompetent fool had proven to be a resounding failure. It had taken Doon more time than he’d expected to get a hold of the handler responsible for Oakley’s well-being. Doon had wrung as much useful information as he could out of the coward. All that was left was to find the best way to make an example of him while still ensuring his silence.
 
Upon assessing the rest of his candidates, he’d decided on competence rather than malleability, despite finding a few surprising irregularities in Nifty’s lineage. The chances of Scotty’s young partner accepting the mercurial device had been extremely low, so Doon felt it necessary to encourage the lad with a trip to the machine room. He had not intended for Nifty to make such an unexpected choice or to act with such haste in placing the Key around his wrist. He had simply meant to leverage the mission to the machine room as a way to guide Nifty into making the right decision.
 
Scotty had been another matter entirely. He’d arrived at Doon’s office, face still only partially healed, spitting nails. If Doon hadn’t known better he’d have sworn that his old partner had been ready to come to blows with him as he ran down the list of coincidences that pointed to himself and the lad being manipulated like raw recruits. Doon had found himself telling the man far more than he’d wanted, bending each snippet of information so it almost appeared to be the truth.
 
Despite all that, things were going as well as they could be considering the circumstances. The body count fell well within what was reasonable for a task of this size, and he’d made sure none of the deaths would be tied to him or his department. The abduction of the engineers, while not unforeseen, would not affect many of his long term plans. He just hoped the Ring and the Council could be brought together long enough for him to get what he needed.
 
As he spun the sharpened letter opener between gnarled fingers he studied the boy. That seemed a little too easy, he thought to himself. He rocked his body back into his expansive chair and began whistling an age-old funeral dirge. His musings circled back to the pressing matter of the Gears of Terraport and the apparent absence of the virus in the machine room—the final proof that Submantle was entering a new age. If Scotty was correct, it wouldn’t go undiscovered for long. He had best plant a few seeds in the Council about the matter before it was too late.
 
“Councillor Doon,” said a familiar voice upon entering the office. “A pressing matter has arisen.”  Quentin approached him at a brisk pace, all pretense of the stuttering fool vanished.
 
Doon arched an eyebrow.
 
“A visitor has arrived from the Ragnatex cluster claiming to know the whereabouts of the missing Rangers. She refuses speak to anyone but you. She claims you know her.”
 
Doon’s mind ticked through his contacts from Ragnatex, “Well, out with it man. Who is it?”
 
“She is the daughter of Commander Dysuss Dripvein.”
 
The End
Book two coming soon.




SUBMANTLE: THE FLUX LEGACY





CHAPTER ONE


Richard woke with the early morning sun peeking through the cracks in the blinds. He lay there for a few moments, enjoying the golden warmth as it slowly enveloped his room. He’d been roused by the sounds of coffee percolating from the brewer in his kitchen. He inhaled deeply and let the rich smell fill his nostrils, urging him out of bed. With a rueful sigh and the realization he was about to end the only peace and quiet he would get all day, he slipped his legs over the side of the bed to where he’d propped his leg brace the night before. 
His attention drifted off to the list of things that still needed to be done for the fair next week. He had several tests to run on the Scorpion, his cave crawling transport, before its big unveiling. He also needed to—
His musings were cut short when a lancing pain shot up his leg like a lightning bolt as he tightened the last buckle on the brace. Mad at himself for not paying attention, he jumped off the bed, hopping and cursing around the room until the pain subsided slightly and limped off to the bathroom.
After a brief shower and shave, he returned to his sparsely decorated bedroom, dressed quickly, and gave himself a cursory glance in the mirror. Despite the shock of white hair and matching handle bar mustache, his tall, lean, seventy-five-year old frame could easily pass for a man fifteen years younger.
Confident that the rest of the family would be satisfied with how he’d cleaned up, he went into the kitchen, poured himself a large cup of coffee, and flicked on the radio. More news of quakes from around the world were reported, bringing the tally to over a dozen in the past two weeks—Indonesia, China, New Zealand, the list went on. They’d even experienced rumblings right here on Grimson Mountain. Fortunately, none of them had done any significant damage, although the last one had been connected to the eruption of a volcano in Peru. He shook his head and wondered what it all meant. Something was amiss in the world and Richard wasn’t ashamed to admit that it had been causing him many a restless nights.
Turning off the radio with a sigh, he pushed all the worries away and focused on the preparations for the coming day. He left the small suite and passed through the building’s upper offices to a long metal staircase that descended into the workshop nearly three stories below. As he climbed down he examined the floor below and was happy to see that the new programming for the vacuum-bot had been successful. The expansive cement floor glistened like polished marble between nearly a dozen rows of fabricating machines and work benches. He made a mental note to send the prototypes off to his engineering facility so they could complete the designs for a production model.
He crossed to the bay entrance of the shop, his right knee clicking lightly as he walked. He lifted the small cover on a keypad secured to the wall, and punched in a seven digit code. The mechanism whirred to life and the heavy titanium doors slid open with a quiet rumble.
Standing at the entrance, he looked out over his farm and inhaled deeply the fresh country air, cradling the coffee between his hands and enjoying its warmth. They had really lucked out with the weather. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky and a cool breeze washed in from the east—he couldn’t have asked for better day to run some tests with the Scorpion.
Across the yard stood the modest two-story farmhouse he’d helped build as a younger man. His son, Michael, and daughter-in-law, Loretta, now lived there with their two children. He could see that Dwight and Davis, the farmhands, had been busy, a new cord of firewood had been stacked neatly along the side of the house, but the men were nowhere to be seen. The low growl of quad bikes from the pasture behind the barns let Richard know they were probably herding sheep from the inner pastures.
A flicker of movement caught his attention and he turned to see Roly clearing the tall fence at the far side of the yard between the farmhouse and Grimson forest. The dog landed lightly and trotted lazily towards the shop. Richard had sent him out the night before to run a patrol through the forest and clear out any riff raff he found. 
At over three hundred pounds, Roly was somewhat of a legend in these parts. The dog possessed not a lick of fat. He was a bullet of bunched muscle that very few creatures could hope to contend with. A crossbreed between wolf and mastiff, Roly had been just a ball of fur when Richard brought him home nearly twenty years ago. He’d raised and trained the pup to be a guard dog against the wild animals that would sometimes stray from Grimson Mountain. But sometimes Richard wondered if maybe he’d trained the wolf in him too well. Despite his gentle nature and his playful yet protective attitude to the family, Roly often took his job as farm security a little too seriously. He had developed the unfortunate habit of biting first and barking later. Richard thought it best for everyone if any nervous energy he had was dulled by a night of running.
As the rusty-haired dog trotted closer, Richard couldn’t help but smile when he noticed the trophy he was carrying back from his patrol.
Well, here we go, Richard thought, hoping Roly wouldn’t spend all day dangling that thing in his mouth like he usually did when he found something interesting.
In the past He’d encouraged Roly to leave behind the things he’d found in the forest, but the dog insisted on bringing souvenirs home for the family’s approval. Even now, his white-tipped tail began wagging furiously as soon as he saw Richard waiting for him at the doors, obviously looking forward to the show and tell.
As the hound approached, Richard saw that the trophy was a large hawk of some kind. He wondered if he could wrestle it away from the dog before his coffee got cold.
He’s brought home a hawk before, so it can’t be that interesting anymore. He tried to remember if he saw any gloves on the workbenches, or if he needed to go in the back to get a pair so he could dispose of the bird.
A broken wing fluttered along with Roly’s gait, and it caught Richard’s attention. His heart skipped a beat when he noticed something odd, and he squinted to get a better look at the creature.
That’s no hawk!
The wings were all wrong. He could feel his adrenalin surge as Roly drew near and the details of the trophy became clearer.             
His thoughts exploded in a thousand directions, before collapsing back in to a single thought. They’re back! His mind thundered, as Roly dumped a duster at his feet.
The earthquakes, the volcanoes it all started to make sense. They needed to find him, although he couldn't think why.
The dog’s intelligent gaze looked proudly between Richard and the winged creature before dropping his nose and nudging it closer to his master’s feet.
Richard stared at the foreign creature, dumbfounded. He knew without a shadow of a doubt that it had been sent out to search for him. He scanned the farm yard to make sure no one else had seen the duster, and he scooped it up to get it out of sight.
“Roly, follow me,” he said, a little harsher than he had intended. Turning on his heel he hurried to the keypad to tap in an infrequently used code. The doors around the shop began closing, and the electronic locks at the windows and entrances snapped into place.
Nearly half a century he’d waited. Half a century.
And today of all days!
He carried the duster to a bench for closer inspection. He laid the creature gently on the counter and splayed it on its back. It was roughly the size of a falcon, but could hardly be mistaken for one. If anything, it looked like a distant cousin of a praying mantis, albeit an incredibly robust one. 
The four wings were large and leathery, and Richard knew they’d be an iridescent green and brown had the creature still been alive. As it was, they were a dull grey and contrasted with the sleek, segmented, lightly furred body. Around the thorax was a pouch, sewn with invisible seams that contained a three inch cylindrical object.
Richard squeezed one of the delicate antennae on its ridged head to confirm the poor creature was dead. Their sensitivity would surely cause some reaction if the duster was still alive. As expected, it didn’t move, and when he spun the creature to get a closer look at its other side, he found several burn marks that were clearly the reason for its demise. The wounds were still seeping a viscous fluid and Richard surmised that the creature may have died landed on one of the hydro lines running across Grimson montain, shortly before Roly had found it.
He checked his watch and tried to remember what he could of duster deployment to the surface. His best guess was that he had less than forty eight hours before its owner made an appearance. He considered whether or not he should lock down the farm. In addition to Dwight and Davis, he’d had over a dozen men running perimeter security on Grimson for years, posing as farmers and hikers, all secretly keeping watch on the towering mountain, never knowing it was an entrance to Submantle. He would need to send an alert out for them to mobilize, but he would wait for their reports first before panicking the family and sending for his sons.
With the decision made, he considered all he’d done over the years to prepare for this very day. It had been the driving force that had guided his decision to build his research facility in such an unorthodox location. It was the same farm he’d grown up on—a stone’s throw from Grimson Mountain, where he’d first met a Submantler. He hoped it would finally be worth it, he’d almost given up on ever seeing one again.
He thought of Caitlyn and Thomas, his grandchildren, meeting one of the subterranean folk for the first time after all his fantastical tales. The idea brought a smile to his lips. They never made any attempts to disguise their skepticism and no doubt thought his stories were just flights of fancy.
A troublesome thought suddenly struck him and he turned to consider the mantis once more. He could see no identifying marks that he recognized as being from Rocktower, and this gave him pause for concern. From what he could recollect, the creatures were almost exclusively deployed by the Ranger Corps, but a lot could have changed in fifty years.
He placed a gentle hand on the three-inch pouch and felt the warmth of the item inside. Looking across to Roly, he considered his options. The farm would need a protector if the duster didn’t belong to a friend, and in his current state Roly would be no match for any number of things that may be following after the dead creature.
Pursing his lips, Richard made an uncharacteristically snap decision. He’d trained Roly for exactly this kind of situation, treating him with a special concoction of fungus and minerals called lichendose he’d taken from an abandoned genetics lab in Submantle many years ago. It had allowed the dog to increase his size, intelligence and lifespan. But, on its own it and without a charger, it only scratched the surface of his potential. Richard was fairly certain that once he explained the dusters’ origins as best he could to Roly, and the potential danger involved, his large friend would be eager to assume the Flux charger contained in the duster’s harness.
Not for the first time, Richard couldn’t help but feel a pang of guilt at how long he’d made the dog wait. “It’s settled then,” he said out loud. “First things first.”
Crossing to the walkie talkie charging station, he picked up one of the spares. “Dwight, are you there?”
After a couple of failed attempts, Dwight finally picked up. “What can I do you for Richard?” he replied in his casual drawl.
“Can you bring ten grown sheep to the barn?” He turned to look at Roly and quickly reconsidered. “Actually, make that fifteen.”
“Ahh, sure boss, what do you need them for?”
Richard thought furiously for a second, the question forcing him to bring long forgotten plans into focus. “I will let you know once you’ve penned them by the shop.”
“Will do, we should be back with them in a few. Sound good?”
“Perfect. See you in a few minutes. Oh, and Dwight?” Richard paused for a moment, considering his next words carefully, his heart beating heavily in his chest. “Code seventy-one. Call Evan and his boys and relay the orders. This isn’t a drill.”
As Richard anticipated, Dwight had a long pause of his own. “Code seventy-one? Copy, boss.”
Richard picked up the duster and headed to the back of the shop with Roly lumbering behind. Three locks secured heavy doors, but after activating another keypad all three deadbolts snapped open. Inside, organized chaos reigned, the large space had a drafting table on one side, surrounded by dozens of drawings, either rolled up or pinned to the walls. A cross between a chemistry lab and a tool shop lay at the far end where two large microscopes were set up on either side of a long workbench. Between them a large glass flask was bubbling away over a low flame, brewing a glowing yellow-green liquid.
A bookcase dominated the third wall of the room. Among the stacks were countless ore samples and some of Richard’s abandoned projects. These silly inventions, as Loretta teasingly called them, had a different look than those that appeared regularly around the farm. It always made him smile to think of what people would do if they actually knew what they were. 
Tucked away in the corner, next to a computer station, was a mannequin wearing his old spelunking outfit. He’d modified it over the years, so in addition to its reinforced elbows and knees it now sported two side arm holsters and a bandoleer across the chest.
In the middle of the room, surrounded by rails, was a cage-less freight elevator—not something that most would expect to find in his shop. It was well-used and designed to carry a significant amount of weight. Richard signaled Roly to stand on the platform, before closing the rails and pushing the down button.
The elevator glided to a halt on sub level three and the motion sensors turned on the lights. They passed through an outer work shop that would make a rocket scientist envious and entered a large sterile, stainless steel room with a drain hole in the center of the floor. On one wall were industrial sinks with a wash station, while two others had heavy shelving, laden with dozens of large plastic crates labeled with symbols from the periodic table.
He walked over to the fourth wall and peeled back a plastic drop cloth to reveal fifteen video screens. He set the duster on one of the crates, opened another, and pulled out a metal and leather collar large enough to fit a horse, a very large horse. On its inner side was a slot shaped to hold a three inch Flux cylinder. Snapping open its clasp he turned to consider Roly who sat there wagging his massive tail. Somehow the dog instinctively knew the room, the sheep Dwight was bringing, and the collar were for him.
“Roly, you have a decision to make…”
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