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Chapter 0 - Escape from Crater

It had been a couple of days since Zephyr had escaped the city of Crater with Captain Bacchus and the crew of his airship, The Glee. Most of that time he’d spent uncharacteristically asleep in his hammock on the berth deck of the ship, exhausted from the days that led up to their escape. As he swung side to side in his hammock he reflected upon all the events that had precipitated to their grand departure.
Zephyr had been a breaker boy, a child forced to work the mines. Taken from his mother and his people at a young age and brought to a city built inside a Crater which it was so named. Determined not to live a life of labour Zephyr had sought to join a guild of thieves known as The Bucks.
On one of his shifts he stole Skiilite, precious ore that enabled airships to fly, from the overseers then used that to convince the thieves to talk to him. He had completed their trials and earned their trust. They were his friends but it seems they wanted him to be more, to be family. Zephyr had trained with them to use the Rat Tail; A device powered by steam canisters that shot out a grapple, it allowed them to climb and steal from the wealthy merchant lords of the city.
After several jobs with the guild he had used the device to try and save a friend, one who unfortunately did not need, nor want saving. On his return he had been punished by Veronica, the guild’s leader, and grounded for several turns. Without the Rat Tail he wouldn’t have been able to earn enough coin to buy his freedom and escape the city. That simply wouldn’t do.
A stroke of luck and his friendship with Belle, The Tinker’s granddaughter and apprentice tinker, allowed him to test out a new, enhanced version of the Rat Tail called the Firefly. With the new device he climbed higher in the city than he ever had before; that is when he stumbled upon a treasure of the Thirteen Merchant Lords, those who ruled the city.
The Bastard Princess, like the old fables told to them as children, had been locked up in a tower which is where Zephyr had found her. His presence had been discovered and the overseers, the merchant lord’s guard dogs, had come down on him hard. He still had the bruises to prove it. They had chased him out of her rooms and shocked him with static lances, created by Tinker.
The Firefly had broken and Zephyr had fallen off the metal structures into the chasm of Crater. By what seemed like a miracle back then he had survived his fall and awoke in Tinker’s Workshop. From there he overheard a conversation between the old man and a special guest, a sky pirate called - Captain Bacchus. As it turns out he and his crew were on a mission to find the princess.
Zephyr struck a bargain with the Captain. In return for handing over the location of the girl and helping with her rescue they would take him with them, out of Crater. Together they schemed and came up with a plan to free her. Whilst they waited for the right time Tinker instructed Zephyr to warn The Buck’s. When he arrived at their hideout he found the old man’s predictions were right and The Merchant Lords had attacked and imprisoned the guild members. All but one, Jerrik, who blamed Zephyr for their incarceration.
Jerrik was right, Zephyr thought, I am to blame. I hope they’re ok. Even Lot, the little bugger. They had reconciled their differences and Jerrik returned with Zephyr to Tinker’s workshop. He forwent sleep and set out to find Mitzy and Joulan, hoping that Joulan's connections with the lower Merchant Lords would provide him with the information he needed to save his fellow thieves.
As he trailed Mitzy and Joulan on their leisurely stroll, he stumbled upon a rebellion in its earliest stages. He found the location of the guild members, but at a great cost. He lost Mitzy and Joulan, his closest friends, before he was forced to flee.
Zephyr had survived the harsh conditions of the orphanage with Mitzy and Joulan by his side, but now they were gone. He was filled with sadness at the loss of his companions, but he understood that they had made their own choices to survive. And so had he.
The next morning, dawn light filtered into the elevator as Zephyr, Tinker, Belle, and the battered Jerrik ascended towards Crater, a city of towering metal spires and labyrinthine walkways. Jerrik held fast to his Rat's Tail and a hefty collection of canisters, his resolve unshaken as he embarked on a mission to rescue his fellow Bucks from their captors, despite the overwhelming obstacles that lay ahead.
Tinker and Belle joined the crew of The Glee, ready for the challenge ahead. Zephyr, meanwhile, lurked in the shadows of a tower, waiting for the perfect moment to strike. Captain Bacchus and his crew provided the distraction he needed, setting off an explosion that disrupted a special event held by The Merchant Lords to announce their expansion.
With the chaos as his cover, Zephyr had swept in and rescued the Bastard Princess, Priscilla. He then handed her off to Bacchus, but was himself captured in the process.
Zephyr felt his restraints tighten around him, and the injustice of his situation washed over him. He had been taken from his mother, forced to work in the mines of Crater against his will. But in the next moment, his bonds were severed and the overseers scattered as an explosion rocked the room.
With a fierce determination, Zephyr spread his arms wide and soared upwards, not relying on the device at his wrist, which had been shattered, but on the power of his own resolve. He flew into the air, free at last.




Chapter 1 - The Glee

My story begins at a crossroads of sorts, do I - attend Lanier, the world renown technical academia and study engineering in the hopes of becoming a Tinker as my father wishes, most vehemently; or do I travel the world, discover new things, meet new people and follow my heart as my late mother once did? The choice was obvious, despite it breaking my father’s own heart. His one wish was that I record my travels for posterity's sake. So, here’s to you posterity!
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #1
Zephyr awoke as the first light of dawn filtered through the clouds, casting a soft glow through the portholes. With a satisfying stretch, he felt renewed energy course through his limbs, banishing the weariness from his body after the events in Crater. Despite his curiosity to explore the airship, his body had taken its rest, undisturbed by even the snores of the old Tinker lying in the berth next to him. Most of the crew had already risen for the day,
With a powerful push of his hips, Zephyr sent the hammock swinging like a pendulum. He launched himself off, landing on the deck with a graceful touch of his toes. Since he'd been hit by the static lances, he had felt lighter, as if a strong gust of wind could carry him away. Though he knew this was impossible, the feeling was real and undeniable.
Zephyr shoved his feet into his shoes, tying them in the way Machuum had shown him.
I hope Jerrik was able to free Machuum and the rest of the guild, he thought, a twinge of guilt gnawing at him for leaving. I was never truly one of them.
He picked up his Firefly, the device that had been damaged during his escape. The grapple had been severed from the rope and Belle had promised to fix it once they found a new workshop. But Zephyr had asked to keep it for now. The Firefly offered a sense of security he couldn't shake.
He tiptoed past the sleeping crew and scampered up the stairs two at a time, fueled by youthful energy. He shot past a burly man carrying an iron pot, eliciting a shout of "Hey!" as the man swatted at him with one arm. But Zephyr didn't slow down.
As he burst onto the open main deck, the wind tore at his leather jerkin, making it flap like the wings of a chicken. Zephyr spread his arms wide and spun, relishing the cool, fresh breeze that was a far cry from the humid muck of Shanty, at the bottom of Crater, where currents were scarce. The light of dawn crested the horizon and captured his attention. He ran to the rails to watch the day break and soak up the rays of light, his face splitting into a grin.
I'm finally free! he thought to himself.
Perched atop the wooden beam, Zephyr hoisted himself higher onto the rail for an unobstructed view of the breathtaking landscape below. The Glee, with its mighty engines, seemed to be devouring the rolling hills, verdant forests, and sparkling rivers as it raced across the sky at a breakneck pace. The beauty of the land was in stark contrast to the barren tundra that surrounded the city of Crater. With a sense of wonder, Zephyr leaned further forward, eager to take in every detail of the passing scenery. But as he did, his balance shifted, and he suddenly found himself tipping towards the open sky. Panic set in, and he kicked his legs, desperate to regain his footing. Just as his head started to slip over the edge, a firm hand clamped onto his belt, yanking him back onto the solid deck and saving him from a plummet to his doom.
"I know you can fly, kid, but I wouldn't recommend testing that ability of yours while we're in the air," said a confident voice with a hint of amusement. Zephyr turned to see a man with vermillion curls and a flamboyant hat. He took a deep breath, relieved as he didn't want to test his powers either.
"Thanks, Captain," Zephyr said, awe still in his voice. "I can't believe the view, the sky. There's so much of it!"
Captain Bacchus grinned at him warmly. "Aye, that it is, kid. I'm glad you finally joined the living."
Zephyr returned the smile, feeling its infectious energy. "I was so tired after... you know."
“After you soared up through the aether, princess in your arms to join an infamous sky captain and his astounding vessel?” The Captain said finishing his sentence. Zephyr nodded as a blush spread across his cheeks. “I bet you are, my crew kept a pool on when you’d finally rouse. I guess Gunny wins, somehow he always does,” Bacchus said as he nodded to a bald thin sprout of a man who wore only a few straps against his bare pale chest as he climbed the rigging like some kind of monkey.
“A pool?” Zephyr asked but could guess what they meant.
“Nevermind. How do you feel? Feel like you’re going to fly off again any time soon?” Bacchus asked and Zephyr could tell the man had more questions but held them back. Zephyr felt the same way, he just didn’t have any answers.
“I dunno. I feel like if I wanted to I could do it, but I don’t want to risk it, you know?” Zephyr said and the Captain nodded, “besides, I’ve got a whole airship to explore!”
Captain Bacchus chuckled, “That you do kid, but before you go gallivanting, do you see that serious looking fellow over there, next to the lady at the helm?” He pointed and Zephyr nodded, “Go ask him for a Jackline, it’ll keep you safe when you’re on deck.”
Before Zephyr could reply, another voice called out, "Captain!" Bacchus sighed.
"Duty calls, talk to you later kid," he said before striding away to attend to his summons.
The man Bacchus had pointed out introduced himself as Holt and eagerly explained to Zephyr what a jackline was. Holt showed him the coiled wire, similar to a Rat Tail, that fastened to his belt. He explained that the jackline clipped to other wires spread around designated points on the deck, also called jacklines, which prevented anyone from going overboard.
“You let Jack meet Jack, like a handshake that keeps you in the sack,” Holt explained.
“Hogwash, what drivel are you feeding the boy, Holt?” said a tall lady who stood at and spun the ship's steering wheel.
“Mave, the lad has to learn and I made this expression up myself, I’m quite proud of it actually,” said Holt.
The woman, Mave, scoffed, “vainglorious, maybe. Son, don't heed him. Just clip it onto the lines and you’ll be divine.”
Zephyr nodded then pointed to the pale goober who climbed the rigging, “What about him? He’s not using a jackline.”
“Gunny? He’s as latched on as a babe to teet. Why, I couldn’t get him to relinquish his grip upon my ship even if I wanted to,” Mave said.
“Your ship? I thought The Glee was the Captain’s?” Zephyr asked.
The woman cackled to herself, “He may think so. I sail this beauty, she goes where I decree.” Zephyr nodded and gently disengaged from the conversation so he could explore the rest of the ship.
By all accounts The Glee was amazing, not that Zephyr had been a passenger on many airships to compare. It flew through the air undeterred by the gusts of wind and rain that battered against the hull. Crewmen moved over the ship with grace, running various tasks to keep it afloat; Zephyr could watch them all day. The one aspect that he didn’t like was that it had been disguised as a slave trader’s vessel but one of the crew, Waldwick, had explained that they’d done that in order to enter Crater. What he didn’t explain was why he himself sat in a locked cage.
Next Zephyr made his way to The Glee’s engine room with a brief pitstop through the galley to pick up two apples from the big man he’d nearly run into on his way up that morning. He took a bite into the first and shoved the second into his pockets for later. Ned, the chef, had brushed the incident off and had been very jovial. Zephyr found most large men enticed by food to be happy fellows; he wondered if that’s why Overseer Jayr , who’d been stick-thin, was such a bastard.
The engine room was the tallest space on the ship. It monopolised several decks at the rear, or stern- as Holt had taught him, of the ship. A large metal cylinder with a multitude of tubes sticking out of it sat in the middle of the room and took up the majority of the area. The pipes streamed out steam as the massive metal engine continued to hum. Zephyr felt the heat in the room as it drew sweat from his brow. He wasn’t surprised when a pile of junk materialised into the shape of Belle as she sat, ear against the engine.
“Ho, Belle,” Zephyr greeted..
“Zephyr! Come look, isn’t she beautiful?” Belle said as she waved him over.
Zephyr climbed over several crates and other boxes to reach her particular perch, “Have you been down here this entire time?” He asked.
Belle nodded enthusiastically, “yep, grandpa made this engine. It’s the finest he’s ever crafted. I want to study every bit of it!”
Zephyr nodded and then asked, “how does it work?” He could see the girl’s eyes light up in delight and he wasn’t sure if he’d regret his decision.
Belle leapt to her feet and then began to move around the room. Zephyr followed her with his eyes. “You see these?” She pointed to a conduit that branched to the outside of the ship. Zephyr nodded. “These are the intake vents, they draw in vapour from the clouds and inject it straight into the tube above the firebox,” she said as she ran over to a metal box with a red glow on the front of the large cylinder. Beside it were a pile of black discs, “these are super compressed coal pellets that fuel the boiler which sends steam to push the pistons,” she continued as she clambered onto the engine and pointed at the metal legs each side of the cylinder which looked a lot like a bug to Zephyr. Then she slid down the side to appear before him once again. “Inside the engine are a series of gears and by a connecting rod and crank, into rotational force, we can spin a magnet and, tada! We have static.”
“Like with the Firefly?” Zephyr asked as he raised the device on his wrist, the soft blue glow of the stone indicated it had power.
“Exactly! Then we run the static through the frame of the ship and it flies. We then use excess steam to steer.”
“Do you think that’s how I’m able to do it?” Asked Zephyr.
“I’ve no clue how you fly Zep. I’m willing to investigate though!” Belle said as she scrambled over to the side of the engine where several sharp and irregular looking tools protruded from a toolbox.
A flash out the side of his eye showed Princess Priscilla as she strode past the door to the engine room. Zephyr was up and on his feet in an instant.
“Another time Belle, got to go!” He said as he withdrew from the interrogative tinker’s apprentice.
“You can run, kid!” She shouted behind him with a giggle.
“I’m not a kid!” He shouted back as he made his exit.
Priscilla was already at the stairs as Zephyr floundered through the galley after her, once again jostling Ned as he slipped past which caused the big man to spill water from his pot.
“Damnit!,” he cursed out.
Zephyr followed her to the main deck and then through a pair of grand doors under the helm. As he burst in he saw that most of the Captain’s officers had already convened.
“Lost boy, are you?” Said the bald fellow, Gunny, who led casually against the wall.
“No, if you’re making plans I want to be a part of it,” Zephyr said.
A tall woman with platinum blonde hair stepped forward, he recognised her as Karya, the Captain’s first officer, “Zephyr, please leave, this is Glee business.”
“Wait, but I saved her!” Zephyr complained as he pointed to Priscilla.
“Yes, now our deal has concluded. You’ve done your part and we thank you. We’ll drop you off at the next port. Now please leave,” said Karya, her face as still as stone. Priscilla just seemed to ignore the exchange.
Captain Bacchus waved his hand in front of his officer, “Wait Karya, kids done a lot for us. No harm in letting him stay, he might learn something.”
Zephyr saw the woman give Bacchus a side glance and the man respond with a smile, “fine,” she said.
Zephyr settled against the wall next to Gunny, the strange man picked at the dirt under his fingernails with the point of his dagger and looked particularly bored given the situation.
“Princess, please continue,” Captain Bacchus said as he dipped his head in her direction.
“We have to go faster,” Priscilla said with no preamble.
“And, why is that my dear Princess?” Bacchus asked.
“The leader of the Thirteen, Lord Serpentine, he’ll do anything to secure the new source of Skiilite we’ve found. Now that they’ve lost control of me he’ll be sending that fleet of mercenaries he has parked around Crater towards my Kingdom, people will get hurt,” said the princess.
“People always get hurt in war,” Captain Bacchus stated.
“This isn’t war yet, we can prevent conflict if we send a warning to my father fast enough,” said Priscilla .
“You’re mistaken, they started a war the day the merchant lord’s goons snatched you from your cradle, Princess,” Bacchus said.
To Zephyr’s surprise, Priscilla didn’t get angry at that remark. Instead she took a deep breath and stared the Captain straight in the eye.
“Captain, I plead with you, we must make due haste, I will see to it you are fairly compensated,” she pleaded.
Captain Bacchus let out a sigh, “relax your highness, we are going as fast as we can. Right now we are pushing forward to the Kingdom of Branica, in ‘due haste’,” he said, his tone only slightly mocking. “Karya, anyway to speed things up?” He asked.
Karya turned to the man next to her, “Holt, could we lose the disguise and gain a bit of speed?”
The man nodded slowly, “It's certainly possible but we were a little too enthusiastic with the concealment, removing it out of an air dock might damage the ship.”
“You hear that princess? We’ll be there soon enough, trust me,” the Captain said. The Bastard Princess continued to stare into the sky pirates eyes, the difference in their height was disparate but Zephyr could have sworn he saw the taller man twitch first. Yet it was Priscilla who abruptly turned heel and stormed out of the room. The officers then began to talk amongst themselves.
Zephyr leaned over to the man next to him who’d moved on from his fingernails to using his blade to pick at his teeth.
“Why was the Captain like that?” Zephyr asked.
The man flicked a piece of meat from his mouth, “cap don’t like no ponzi nobles nor stinkin’ royals.”
“Why’d he take the job then?” Zephyr inquired.
“Golds, gold, and he likes a challenge, you best go soothe your little lass,” the man said.
Zephyr’s face grew warm, “she’s not my”— he stopped short when he saw the smile form below the man’s beady eyes. He was being played with. Zephyr peeled off from the wall and stepped out the doors after the princess.
Outside the sun had risen fully and now carpeted The Glee in its radiant warmth. Zephyr glanced about the deck until his eyes settled on Priscilla who had not run but marched to the other end of the ship. He made his way over to the bow and joined her at the railing, making sure to clip his jackline onto the ship’s own, as instructed.
“Come to console me, thief?” Priscilla asked.
“No, Yes, I mean what the Captain said seemed a bit harsh,” Zephyr said, a little lost for words.
The princess sniffed, it was a subtle thing but Zephyr noticed it, before she turned around to face him, “it’s ok, I can understand his animosity,” she said.
“Really? Seemed to come from nowhere, he’s been nothing but nice to me,” explained Zephyr.
“That man, he’s hasn’t always been a sky pirate, he’s done some amazing things, I’ve heard the stories.” she said as she turned to lean out to gaze at the clouds.
“Sounds like you admire him,” Zephyr stated.
“I don’t admire him it’s just”—
A thunderous BOOM rang out through the air, below them wood splintered off the hull, both Zephyr and the princess were jerked forward yet they held tight. Tremors ran through the surface of the ship and planks creaked underneath them as if the airship groaned in pain. Crew began to shout and then the doors to the officers room flew open. Captain Bacchus and Karya stood together as they surveyed the scene, the captain opened his mouth just before a second blast hit and sent Zephyr flying over the rails.
He scrambled to keep hold of the balustrade but his fingers slipped and he fell a foot before the jackline jerked taut and kept him from going overboard, beside him Priscilla wasn’t so lucky. Zephyr watched as the girl flew past him, her limbs flailing, her hair flowing as she plummeted into the open sky, a wordless scream upon her lips.
Zephyr gulped, his hands shook as he reached for his belt. His eyes flickered to the bannister and then to the open void below as the princess’s silhouette grew smaller. Then he unclasped the safety tether and flipped backwards into the air after the girl. Zephyr could feel the tingle in his bones, sense the lightness of his body but he willed it to be heavier, to be able to descend faster and with his thought alone, he did.
Air currents swirled around Zephyr as he plummeted towards Priscilla. Despite the tearing wind, he kept diving, determined to reach her. His gift allowed him to control his elevation, but not his direction. He tried to steer with small movements in his limbs, hands, wrists, and legs. For a moment, he succeeded, but a sudden air current sent him tumbling. Above him, shapes appeared, and more than one airship fired weapons, causing more booms to ring out in the sky. Panic set in as Zephyr feared he would fail and they would both die. But he fought on, learning from each failure.
After a few moments he regained control, falling in a straight line with his arms tucked into his sides and his face forward as he willed himself to accelerate. He positioned himself above Priscilla, who continued to fall back first, so their eyes met as he aligned with her body. Hand over hand, he inched closer. Their fingertips brushed for an instant, but slipped past each other. Zephyr pushed off an invisible force until he collided with her soft form.
Entwined, the two of them plummeted towards the land. Zephyr summoned the entirety of his resolve to curtail gravity’s embrace. He felt it, as something happened, it just didn’t happen fast enough. Priscilla felt heavy as if she were an anchor that dragged them both down. Her lips moved but any words that came out were lost to the wind. Zephyr screamed in frustration; he refused to have his life end in an abrupt crash. A surge ran through him as if his body responded to his emotion. Their descent slowed, yet they still fell. The young thief continued to push with all the willpower he could muster. A sea of green trees greeted them and despite all his effort they still smashed through the canopy to be enveloped by the darkness just before they struck the ground.




Chapter 2 - A Time to Flee

It’s all well and good wanting to go on an adventure but how in the mists do you find one? I mean is there a guild for that kind of thing? Do you book one like you would arrange passage in a caravan or on a ferry?
“Yes, one adventure please, first class with extra adventure.” My first order of business was to get out of the city. As only children can have epic quests in their back garden. So there you have it, the start of my journey was to book passage with a caravan out into the unknown. 
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #2
Captain Bacchus watched the boy chase the princess out onto the deck.
Curious, he would of bet the boy had stayed, it was obvious that he wanted to join the crew, become a sky-pirate, who wouldn’t? The boy drew Bacchus’s interest, he loved a good mystery.
“You went a little hard on the girl, Sir,” said Karya beside him.
“She needs to know this is my ship, not hers, not her fathers, high born always think they can take command,“ the Captain said, “And it’s Captain, not sir, not any more, first mate.” he rebuked.
Holt coughed which drew their attention, “she pointed the location of the outpost on our map, we could swing by and warn them,”
“Enough, I’ve made my decision. We’ll head to the capital, drop her off and collect our recompense.” Bacchus said and he could feel his brows furrow. He detested having to be serious with his officers.
“As long as it’s your decision, aye El Capitan?” Gunny goaded,
“Gun off, Gunny,” Bacchus replied then stepped forward, “Come on Karya let’s go check on Tink, see if he can help remove some of this wretched raider’s decor,”
The first explosion sounded just before they reached the exit and rocked the interior of the auditorium as well as Bacchus’s skull. The aftershock sent a few of his men tumbling around the cabin and even he had to grip onto the frame of the door.
“We’re under attack!” He shouted, but thought, who dare’s hurt my beloved? Together he and Karya threw open the doors. The upper deck was in chaos. Men and women had been thrown about the place. His eyes sought out the damaged areas but found nothing.
Below, he thought.
Surveying the deck he saw that the princess was with the boy, they looked shaken but held on tight, the kid had taken heed about speaking to Holt. Bacchus began to open his mouth to bark an order to his crew when a second attack struck his beautiful vessel. The blast knocked him down to the planks. Karya was at his side to help him to his feet and his eyes immediately went to the princess. She was gone and so was Zephyr. Captain Bacchus stumbled to the rails and saw the boy still hung by his tether, Priscilla however was lost, he watched as his ward and responsibility fell through the sky. Then the unbelievable happened, the kid unhooked and then flung himself from the hull in a nosedived towards the girl.
Kid’s got himself quite the pair. I doubt I could do that,
“The princess! “ Shouted Karya, obviously having the same thought.
“The kids got her, we’ll have to trust his wings haven’t melted!” said Bacchus.
Captain Bacchus’s Bosun, his officers and most trusted friends ran out from the auditorium, ready to fight. Surrounded by his retinue the Captain began to bark out orders.
“Karya, keep the crew calm and focused, get them moving. Mave, get to the helm and dodge any more incoming attacks. Holt, get me a damage report and check on engineering, send Tinker to help if you have to! Gunny”—
“Don’t need to tell me Cap, me and mine, gonna shoot the bastards back. Let’s go!” The officers sprung into action each making their way to their respective command stations.
“Eh, Captain, what about me?” A voice from beside him. Waldwick looked at him with sad eyes from behind the bars of his prison.
“And someone get this idiot out of the cage!” He shouted.
“On it,” bumbled Claxton, keys already jingling in his hand.
His long legs allowed the Captain to scale the stairs to the upper deck in no time at all. From there he strapped himself in and pulled out his eye glass, a brass telescope that allowed him to see great distances. Through it he observed his attackers.
“That can’t be!” He said, astonished, “Gunny, you seeing this?” he shouted to the gunnery master.
“They’re too far off cap, not even I could land a shot at this distance and I’m a freakin’ crack shot,” the bald, overconfident man said.
Bacchus took another long gaze. At first he thought there was simply just one large battleship with a long nosed barrel in place of the figurehead, which strangely glinted gold in the dawn sun. But then he saw the other vessels follow out of the cloud behind it.
Twenty… twenty two and is that a skiff going down to the forest? Nothing we can do about that now, let’s hope they’re not after the kid and the princess.
“Mave! Get us out of here!” He shouted to his sail master.
“We’re going as fast as the winds allow, Captain, those first few shots hamstrung us good and proper,” Mave responded.
“Holt! Holt! Where’s my damage report damnit.” Bacchus cried.
“He’s still down in engineering, Captain, want me to go check?” Karya shouted from across the deck.
“No, I’ll do it. Keep us running, Karya.” Commanded Bacchus.
Once unclasped from the jackline, Captain Bacchus leaped down the stairs and sprinted towards the crew quarters.
“BRACE!” Cried Mave. And Bacchus found his feet sliding at an angle as the ship lurched to his left and a disc shaped projectile skimmed off the port side of the hull faster than any cannon ball he’d ever seen.
What in the Nether’s hairy balls are we fighting? Bacchus thought as he stabilised himself and made for the lower decks.
The stairwell spanned across all decks and led to the keel of the ship. Bacchus could see through the slats in the stairs that a notable chunk was missing from the lowest level and the ship now had a brand new sky door in which air hissed out of. The situation in the galley was no better, engineers sprawled on the tables with various injuries and wounds. Big Ned had taken on the role of medic as he bandaged one of the men up with a fresh towel and a knife, blade glowing red, and sat upon a burner, Bacchus felt sorry for the knife’s intended target.
“How many hurt?” Bacchus asked.
Ned grimaced, “all of them Cap, Holt’s bringing in the last now,” he said as he pointed to the quartermaster. Holt dragged in The Glee’s chief engineer by his shoulders. Splinters ran all the way up his arm and the side of his face like a pin cushion.
“They were playing cards in the same room, Cap. Blast got them good,” Ned explained as he hauled the man up to a table all the while ignoring his groans.
Bacchus glared at his quartermaster, “Holt, who is running my engine?”
“Tinker and his daughter, Belle,” Ned said.
“Granddaughter,” Bacchus corrected, “Well he built the thing, at least there’s that,” Bacchus said as he passed Holt and stepped through the doorway into the engine room.
Steam plumed from a broken conduit and there was a loud repeated knock as if a visitor had come for tea yet no one had answered the door. Tinker stood at a pipe and held it together whilst his granddaughter wrapped it up the same way Ned bandaged the wounded men next door.
“Tink, how’s my ship?” Captain Bacchus asked.
“Bad, old friend… I’m… trying to patch… her up as best I can… but she’s losing… pressure,” the old tinker said through laboured breaths, “what hit us?”
“Ordnance I’ve not seen before, long barrel on the bow, struck us from about fifthteen thousand feet,” said Bacchus.
Tinker’s gaze met the Captain’s, “That’s… impossible,” then the old man’s eyes grew wide, “how… many shots?”
“Three, “ Bacchus replied, “why?”
“I’ll explain… later… they won’t,” Tinker began before he launched into a fit of coughs.
“Grandpa!” Belle cried. The old man wiped his mouth and waved the girl's concerned hands away but Bacchus saw the blood on his palms.
“They can’t shoot again until the barrel cools, we… now’s our chance to return fire,” Tinker explained.
“They’ve got twenty or more ships with them, Tink, we need our engines back,” Bacchus didn’t want to ask but he had to, for all their sakes, “can you do it?”
To the old man’s credit he nodded and rose to his feet unassisted. “Leave it to me, I’ll see it done.”
Bacchus turned to Belle, “look after the old goat for me, ok?” The girl nodded, she had taken a bandana to tie her hair up, together with her overalls she looked the part of a proper grease monkey.
Bacchus turned and strode out of the engine room and back through the galley where Holt matched his stride and joined him on his task. He was worried about Tinker but if he couldn’t hold the ship together more of his crew would be in danger.
“What’s the plan, Cap?” Holt asked.
“We’re going to need a distraction, slow our pursuers long enough for Tink to work his magic,” Bacchus replied as the two made their way back up the stairs.
Order had been restored back on the main deck with most crewmen at their stations, weapon point or lookout. Karya stepped from a discussion to join the captain and Holt.
“Report,” said Bacchus.
“Twenty-two enemy vessels closing in at around eight thousand feet away, four thousand more and we’ll be in range of their cannons, Si… Captain,” reported Karya.
“Engine crew got hit hard, Tinker’s taken over but needs some time…” Bacchus broke off his explanation as he saw powder kegs, barrels of tar and several holes in one of the minor sails, in which Gunny sat under; smiling like a child with his toys as several crewmen handed him the ingredients.
“Gunny, do you mind explaining to me why my gunmaster is sitting on the deck and not manning a cannon as an armada of hostiles are bearing down upon us? What in the aether are you thinking man?” Captain Bacchus said as he walked towards the strange gunmaster who just beamed at him in return.
“Well, no offence cap and non taken, course’, I may be a damn good shot but I ain’t taken on two hundred ships on horseback while the horse is lame, get me?” Gunny said and unfortunately for the captain’s psyche, he did.
“So what are you doing? Make it quick or I swear I’ll throw you over myself,” said Bacchus.
“Awe, don’t be like that Cap, member’ Trent?” The strange man asked.
“The smokescreen?” Karya answered in the captain’s stead.
“Aye, that’s the one,” said Gunny.
“But that was on the ground and in the trenches,” Karya said.
Gunny got to his feet with one of the item’s he’d been making in hand, “so? Sky’s a big trench, no?” He said as he threw something into the air. A small black sphere descended leisurely to the deck, it was held aloft by part of the sail.
“Seven thousand feet” shouted a crewman in warning of the approaching fleet.
Gunny sat back down and looked up at the captain, “gonna need more hands,” he said as he began to assemble another device.
“Karya, see to it, let’s give it a shot.” Commanded the Captain.
It was a curious sight as Bacchus watched the men and women of his crew sit on the deck as they mimicked the strangest amongst them. They shoved tar and rags of cloth into bottles, mixed in a bit of gunpowder then wrapped the whole thing up with a square piece of The Glee’s sail. All the while an enemy fleet bared down upon them.
There were near to one hundred of the black pearls, as Gunny was calling them, before a watchman called out “Five thousand feet!”
“Gunny, do we have enough?” Bacchus asked.
“I think so, cap,” Gunny nodded.
“Goodwork,” he said to the man. Then to the rest of the crew he shouted, “all hands prepare for a fight, to your stations!” And Karya echoed his words, organising the crew into their respective areas.
The first few shots missed The Glee entirely and Mave barely had to dodge. Even crack shots had trouble hitting another ship in the sky at a range of five thousand feet but as the distance closed the shots grew uncomfortably close.
“Now’s the time cap, light them and then throw them off the side but upwards!” Gunny commanded the small team they’d gathered to disseminate the black pearls. Gunny lit the first one and lobbed it into the sky. For a moment nothing happened, it simply floated on the air currents. Then a cannon ball hurtled past the hull, so close that the Captain found himself ducking with the others.
“Gunny…” growled Bacchus.
“Give it a second cap, poor thing can’t perform while being watched so closely, like,” Gunny said. Just before Bacchus was going to issue his backup plan, fire at will and run like hell, the floating sphere began to spin and with it let out plumes of dark, thick, smoke.
“Let’s go!” Ordered the Captain as he ignored the smile upon his gun master's face. The Captain, Karya, Holt, Gunny, Waldwick and Claxton all worked at lighting the pearls and throwing them into the air. As they floated with the Glee they created copious amounts of smoke that screened the ship from their attackers.
“Mave, put us into a gentle dive but don’t descend too far,” ordered Captain Bacchus.
“Captain?” Mave queried.
“Just stay with the smoke!” He Commanded.
Cannon balls rained down around them from all sides but the attacks were wild as the enemy had no way of knowing exactly where The Glee flew from within its veil. The crew had to wear cloth around their faces so they didn’t inhale too much of the smoke. An incendiary ball struck the deck near Holt and he was thrown to the planks but he got right back to his feet and ordered water to be brought to put the fire out. With twenty-two enemy vessels firing upon them and The Glee unable to see where the shots came from to avoid catching a cannonball.
We’re playing catch twenty-two, thought Bacchus
All was going well until Bacchus felt the ship slow. Cycles in the sky had given him a sense for the craft, it was like a second skin, and he knew they were losing acceleration. He looked to his sail’s master and saw the sweat drip from her usually well kept brow as she struggled to keep The Glee within cover.
“Mave, what’s going on?” He asked.
“Captain, we’re getting heavier, no steam to propel us and there’s not enough wind for the sails. It looks like the,”— She was cut off as the hum of the engine faded, silence consumed the ship and the crew until a long drawn out creak of the timber signalled The Glee had entered freefall, no longer held up by its Skiilite core.
Captain Bacchus dived for the nearest jackline and clipped himself in. He saw a body fly past him and out into the open air, limbs flailing pointlessly. He wished more people could fly, like the boy.
The ship was falling and fast. Screams and shouts of an anxious crew erupted and filled the air. They were no longer hidden by the smoke but that didn’t matter if they were going to crash into the ground below. Then as the deck began to tilt as they entered a nosedive the hum was back, stronger than ever.
Mave pulled back on a lever and they were rising once again. Cheers rang out from the crew.
“We’ve got it, propulsion restored, I’m going to ride this pony all the way to the sunset!” Yelled Mave.
Captain Bacchus stood up and took his position next to Mave at the helm and watched as his ship shot forward through the black veil and towards the clouds. Tendrils of smoke clung to the hull and gave them the elusion of just being shot out of a cannon. The enemy fleet tailed behind them but at a distance once again unable to keep up with The Glee at full throttle.
“The old bugger did it,” Captain Bacchus said as he stepped down the stairs and towards the deck below, “Karya, you’re in command I’m going to check on Tink,” he called.
The gaping hole at the bottom of the stairwell made a whistling noise as Bacchus once again made his way down the stairs, through the galley and then into the engine room. Heat filled the space and the humidity made Bacchus sweat. All from where the steam had leaked from its connecting conduits, which no longer happened. The Tinker had managed to patch up the pipes and repair the engine in no time at all, Bacchus was impressed.
“You cut it close, old man but you did it, well done!” Bacchus said as he made his way to Tinker. The large man sat on a crate and held a hand to his side. Beside him, his granddaughter, Belle held a flask of water for the old man to drink, drops splashed from his mouth and onto his thick beard.
Tinker took several long wet breaths. “Won’t… last… initial burst will only get us so far…”
“Take it easy Tink, you hurt? Rest up and let me get Ned,” Bacchus made to turn but Tinker grabbed onto the cuff of his shirt with an iron grip.
“Must… repair… main valve… need air… dock,” the old man’s eye met with Bacchus, “take care of Belle,” then the large man fell forward off the crate. Bacchus caught him before he hit the floor.
“Grandpa! Grandpa!” Screamed Belle at his side as tears streaked down her cheeks.




Chapter 3 - Matron Mitzy

I've encountered my first travelling companion, a monk by the name of Jaxon. He's embarking on a journey to unearth the secrets of the four Prince of Thrones. Initially, I had misjudged him as a mere religious fanatic, but after striking up a conversation with him, I was taken aback by his extensive knowledge and meticulous documentation. He carries with him a notebook filled with references and citations, rivalling that of any seasoned Tinker. Our journey together in the same wagon was made all the more enjoyable by the lively discussions, serving as a welcome distraction from the discomfort of the jostling ride across the rugged plains.
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #3
Dishes. So many dishes. In fact, the entire evening's worth of washing up was piled up in front of Mitzy, a veritable mountain of them. Every time she removed one from the top, it was promptly replaced by another, as the hungry children of the orphanage finished their meal. Two meals a day was all they received, and yet they ate with the voracity of a pack of wolves.
As Mitzy scrubbed at the dried-on oats caked onto a bowl, she gazed out the window at the younger children as they played. They ran around the tree outside the building, not a mushroom as one might find in the forests of Crater, but a real, living tree. It was said to have been there even before the first tower was built in the city.
One branch boasted a rope swing, with a log for a seat. That was Joulan's doing, Mitzy remembered, when they first arrived at the orphanage. Next to the trunk stood a jagged shard of metal, fallen from Crater during the explosion a few days prior. Fortunately, the debris had not damaged the children’s home, but others in Shanty were not so lucky.
Unlike many of the children in the orphanage, who had been taken from their homes by force or sold into servitude in the mines of Crater by the merchant lords, Mitzy and Joulan had both been born in the sprawling shantytown of Shanty. Their father had toiled in the dangerous pits until the day of the great collapse took him from them. Mitzy had never known her father, but Joulan had shared stories with her, painting a picture of a kind and hardworking man.
Mitzy's own mother had passed away during her birth, and Joulan rarely spoke of her. Instead, Mitzy was raised by Avril and a group of midwives at the orphanage, with Joulan always there to watch over her. He had been a constant presence in her life, a protector and a friend, until recently.
"Mitz, Mitzy, hello! Is anybody home?" a woman called out, waving slender fingers in front of Mitzy's face. Mitzy turned, her eyes growing wide and her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. She had been daydreaming again. Beside her stood Avril, the current caretaker and matron of the orphanage, who held out her hand expectantly for the plate Mitzy still held aloft.
Avril was a tall, elegant woman whose beauty had only increased with age. Her kind, warm demeanour radiated a wholesome goodness, unless, of course, one broke one of her dishes. With her blonde hair and piercing blue eyes, she was a stark contrast to Mitzy's dark skin and short bob, but to Mitzy, Avril felt like a mother. Mitzy handed over the plate, flushing even deeper.
"Sorry! I was just watching the children," Mitzy said.
"Mmm? The children?" Avril replied with a smile. "Not long ago, I would have counted you among them."
Mitzy's blush only deepened as Avril took the plate and began to dry it off, using her own apron instead of a separate towel.
Next, Mitzy and Avril moved on to the laundry. They carried the bucket and washboard outside to clean the clothes, rags, and towels used by the orphans. The work was arduous, and Mitzy could feel each ridge on the washboard digging into the tips of her fingers. Still, it was a better fate than working in the cathouse, where women entertained men for coin. In the town of Shanty, there were few options for girls. If one was lucky enough to marry and care for a man, brewing his liquor and warming his bed, they were set. Otherwise, they spent each night warming a different bed for whoever would pay.
Mitzy had tried to avoid that fate. She had disguised herself as a boy and worked in the mines as a breaker boy alongside Joulan and Zephyr, but her disguise was eventually discovered. Joulan had made a deal with an overseer, agreeing to work for him in exchange for Mitzy being trained to become the next matron of the orphanage after Avril. It was a good opportunity that led them to joining the cause, but now Mitzy was bored out of her mind. She had never minded helping Avril before, but doing the job, day in and day out, was mind-numbing.
Joulan was off working with some minor lord to bring equality to Crater, while Zephyr had escaped the city entirely with a band of thieves. And where was Mitzy? Scrubbing some kid's underwear in cold, murky water.
"Have you heard from Joulan?" Avril asked from her side.
Mitzy shook her head. "He's not been back in days. I guess keeping track of all those numbers keeps him busy," she answered.
"Oh? Had a falling out, have you?" the caretaker pried, her intuition always spot on.
The truth was, Joulan had included Mitzy in the secret meetings where they preached about rising up and taking back Crater, until she spotted Zephyr in one of those gatherings, hidden in the shadows. She had told Joulan, and to her surprise, her brother had turned their friend in and had him chased out of the building. They had argued about that afterwards, and Mitzy hadn't seen Joulan since. His absence had only fueled her growing worry.
"No, he's just busy," she lied, not wanting to worry Avril further.
In front of Mitzy and Avril, two of the older boys played with a flat leather sack, using it as a makeshift ball. They were only a half cycle younger than Mitzy. The shorter of the two had scruffy blonde hair that reminded her of her friend, Zephyr. He dribbled the ball back and forth, and the taller boy attempted to tackle him. But the short one shot the ball between his legs which caused the taller boy to stumble in embarrassment. The taller boy retrieved the ball and then kicked it at the other boy, with such force that the short boy had to dodge. The leather sack flew towards Mitzy, and she watched the events unfold in slow motion as the leather sack smacked her in the face and landed in the bucket below.
The worst part was the images the leather sack sliding down her face evoked, not to mention the smell. Avril was about to shout at the boys, but Mitzy raised a hand.
"I got it," she said, smiling despite the situation.
Mitzy stood and then rolled up her sleeves before she marched toward the two younger boys. At first their expressions were full of mirth but once they saw her eyes panic struck them. They both backed up but then the shorter boy fell over with the taller stumbling over him. On their backs they continued to retreat until both boys had their shoulders pressed against the base of the tree.
“We’re… we’re sorry Mitz,” said the scruffy haired boy.
“I didn’t mean too!” Cried the other.
Mitzy took each boy by the ear lobe and dragged them screaming back to the washboard and bucket.
“You see this? Do you see it? I’ll be here long past last bell cleaning these,” she said as she raised a ragged shirt. One of the boys began to cry.
“I think we have two volunteers to finish off the laundry for us, don’t you Mitzy?” Avril said next to them, “don’t you agree, boys?” The two boys nodded enthusiastically.
“Good, Mitz, let’s go,” Avril stood up and Mitzy followed, they walked aways before they turned round to check if the boy’s were doing as they were told; they were.
“Well, I think you’ve earned the rest of the evening off,” said Avril.
“I’m… not sure what I’d do with it,” said Mitzy, it would have been the first evening off she had in days.
“Why don’t you go check on that brother of yours? I’ve it on good authority that he'll be patroning that overseer tavern tonight, The Crimson… Blade?
“The Crimson Bar?” Mitzy said as her eyes lit up, Avril knew far too much, how had she found out? She was with me all day and second, who speaks like that? Patroning, that’s not Shanty talk, she thought.
Avril nodded, “That’s the one, now be off with you, I’ll keep an eye on these two.”
Careful not to tread on her dress and cake the hem in mud Mitzy gently lifted the cloth as she ran back to the orphanage, through the lines of bunk beds in the dormitory and into her very own room. She had one to herself now. It was no larger than a cupboard but it had a cot and a chest and it was enough for her. Rummaging through the chest she found her one good dress, the one Joulan had gifted to her last turn. She slipped out of her work robe and into the pretty gown using her palms to pat down the creases as she wriggled into it. Then she dashed to the washroom to splash cold water on her face to make herself presentable, otherwise they simply wouldn’t let her in.
With all the excitement in the world Mitzy made for the door and ran straight into Avril and nearly knocked the poor lady over.
“I’m sorry!” Mitzy cried.
Avril laughed, “Don’t worry girl. You look smashing. Say hello to Joulan for me and tell him to come visit, won’t you?” She said as she stepped aside to let Mitzy leave.
“Thank you, I’ll be quiet when I come in!” Mitzy said as she darted past the woman.
She heard another soft laugh, “no you won’t,” Avril really did know too much.
Mitzy made haste towards main street, in the centre of Shanty, where all the bars and liquor houses resided. The streets were lit up with a soft blue glow from the cliff moss, the lichen provided more light than what reached the bottom of Crater during the day. People walked the streets but not in groups. Shifts had already changed in the mines and those who would, had already found their homes, whilst others would already be drinking their wage away in watering holes. Mitzy still wasn’t comfortable with the stares she received when she wore a dress. She preferred being seen as just another dirty breaker boy.
The Crimson Bar was not like other taverns in Shanty, for one it served wine instead of whatever they could brew in the dregs of Crater’s society. That meant it had to be imported which is the reason it drew high classed clientele like the overseers. Mitzy had hated the group of armed brutes who did the Merchant Lords' bidding but that was before she had joined the cause. During the brief time she had gone to rallies with Joulan she had seen that they too were bullied, threatened and beaten. In fact there was a whole hierarchy to it and Shanty was just the bottom rung of the ladder.
A bouncer stood watch at the door to the bar. Mitzy approached him with her best smile.
“Good Evening Glint! You look handsome tonight,” she said with a wave to the big man.
“What do you want?” He rumbled back.
Mitzy tried to flutter her eyelids which just felt like she had a twitch, “You remember me don’t you? Has my brother arrived yet? You know Joulan.”
“Who?” Glint asked.
“You’ve seen him. Tall, skinny, hair like a girl,” she said.
“Don’t know. Don’t care,” The man said as he rolled his outrageously large shoulders.
Mitzy began to tip toe towards the door, “I’ll just go check for myself then.”
A hand struck out to block her path, “told me not to let you in,”
“Who told you?” She asked.
“No one,” replied Glint.
“No one could possibly have told you not to let me in,” she said with as much mirth as she could muster.
Glint took a step towards her and growled, “clear off girl.” She yelped then took a few steps back. Glint resumed his regular position by the door and the expression he wore was grim. Mitzy’s instinct was to hurl abuse at the giant yet she resisted the urge.
Mitzy strode away from the bar, but as soon as she was out of the bouncer's sight, she spun on her heel and retraced her steps to the building's side. She scoured each window as she circled the perimeter, wary of Glint's piercing gaze. In Shanty, no structures rose above two stories, a dictate of the merchant lords to keep the less fortunate away from their towering metal edifices. The light of lanterns cast eerie silhouettes on the blinds, and Mitzy searched for the familiar form of her brother.
One window revealed a couple so close, they could only be engaged in intimate conversation. Another had a missing screen, and Mitzy peered inside, catching a glimpse of a card game in progress. Joulan wasn't among the players. She rounded the corner to the back of the tavern and found the gate locked. A crate offered a path over the wall, but her dress proved a hindrance, restricting her legs and sparking frustration.
I miss my trousers, she mused, pulling herself up by her arms and hoisting her legs onto the crate. With a graceful leap, she cleared the wall and landed on the other side.
The courtyard below was empty, bar a few barrels and a crate next to a set of large wooden doors that sat at an angle as they sunk into the earth. Mitzy couldn’t just jump down to the ground to slosh around in the mud, like she wanted too. Instead she had to carefully lowerself down until at first the tips of her toes touched the dirt, it all felt so tedious. She moved over to the cellar door and saw it was wound twice with thick iron chains, two of them.
Crap, this is likely how Zephyr got in last time, guess they learnt their lesson. She thought.
Still she approached the door and gave the chains a good tug, no luck. The cellar was where they had the rally previously where Minor Lord Gallard had spoken to them about the cause. It was unlikely they were there this time as, as far as she knew, there had been no large gatherings since the commotion a few days ago where metal had rained from the sky. People were still rebuilding their hobbles from the chaotic event but thankfully the disaster had provided new building material for them.
Since going down was out of the question that only left up. Mitzy climbed back onto the wall using the box and then from there she scrambled up onto a ledge that encircled the second floor. She wouldn’t have been as nervous if she had been wearing her usual attire.
Why do women wear these things? They’re so restricting and they don’t even have pockets! She thought as she side-stepped around the edge of the building using the gutter above as a precarious hand hold. The first window she came to on the second floor was empty, it was a bare room with a copper bathtub. Rare things in Crater. The second window she had to duck and creep under. A man in a room behind a desk counted coin.
If I were a thief this would be a fantastic opportunity, see Zephyr? I can do it too.
Mitzy peeked around the next corner which led back to where the bouncer stood guard facing main street. She waited until there were no potential patrons in sight before she navigated the turn and crept along the sill. Below Glint belched which caused her to scuff her foot against the wall before she froze like a statue. She remained in that position for what seemed an eternity until finally a second belch roared into the night. Hours old mushroom mead breath drifted up to Mitzy, the smell was toxic but she held her breath and continued on. The next window lay just above the man. Carefully, she leaned over and peered into the room, her fingertips clutched onto the ridges of the frame.
Several men and young boys sat around a table. Mitzy immediately recognised Jayr, the bastard who’d tortured them all as an overseer at the mines and next to him in a flat cap sat Joulan. The hat was new, and expensive. She’d only ever seen the wealthy baker’s son wear one before. A nervous laugh bubbled up in her throat and she had to stifle it, below Glint grunted.
Joulan’s gone from breaker to baker boy. She thought. There was another male voice at the front of the room talking but she could neither see nor hear him. His words came through as muffled noises though she did make out “crater” and “mission” a few times. Joulan’s gaze was intense, fixated on the speaker. Mitzy had hoped to catch his eye but there was no breaking that stare. Then the speaker stopped, the room clapped and the participants all pushed back their chairs to get up. Still Joulan didn’t glance at the window but an opportunity had presented itself, if they were leaving, Mitzy could walk up and speak to her brother as they travelled.
She began to shuffle back towards the corner.
“Hey! You there, I told you to clear off,” a voice sounded from behind her. The bouncer had caught on. She ignored him. “Oi girl!” The man shouted. A clump of mud smashed against the wall beside her and dirt splattered against her face. Mitzy wobbled her fingers close to losing grip upon the gutter above.
“Mists off, I’m leaving,” she shouted back. A sudden pain between her shoulders indicated a second mud missile had struck her. “My dress! You bastard!” She shrieked at the man as she rounded the corner once again. Footsteps sounded as the man followed her then another projectile struck uncomfortably close to her head.
“Get down here girl!” Bellowed the man. He had followed her around the back of the tavern.
As Mitzy scrambled down the wall, her dress caught on a protruding nail which caused a loud tearing sound. Profanity filled her thoughts as she realised the dress was the only good one she owned.
She landed on a box in the tavern courtyard and, seeing that the dress already had a hole in it, she leaned down and ripped it all the way to the hem, freeing her legs. With walls no longer an obstacle, she tried to jump over the stone french towards the entrance, but the bouncer was there, armed with a stone. She quickly backtracked over the back gate and around the building.
As she rounded the corner, she saw Joulan with a group of lads striding down the centre of the road. She opened her mouth to call out to her brother, but before she could, Glint was in her face.
"Gotcha," he said, his thick fingers reaching out to grab her.
Mitzy pulled away and danced backwards, trying to evade him. Joulan was walking away, and Mitzy tried to dive to the side and dart past the man, but he was quick for a boulder and she was unable to get away.
Mitzy changed tactics, she spun around and sprinted as fast as she could in her tattered dress. She hoped that the large man would give up and return to his post, but the pounding footsteps behind her indicated otherwise. She bolted past two buildings before diving down an alleyway and into the shadows.
The alleyway led to a crossroads, and she turned left in an attempt to double back, but was met with the face of a frenzied Glint.
"Think you're the only one to grow up on these streets, brat?" he spat, sprinting towards her with his hands outstretched.
"Get away from me, you creep!" Mitzy yelled, running straight through the crossing and away from both the bouncer and her brother.
Ahead of her lay a canal, a wide stream of both water and waste. For every main street, there was a backstreet, and for the backstreet, there was backwash. It was a risky choice, but jumping the canal was the quickest way back to her brother.
Even in midair, Mitzy could smell the sludge and slurry, and the stench made her crinkle her nose in disgust. As she landed on the other side of the canal, her foot slipped and part of her dress fell into the yellow-brown ooze. She immediately pulled it out, but it was too late—the smell made her gag.
Glint, the bouncer, stood on the other bank and barked a laugh.
“Covered in shit now aren’t ya?” He mocked and then began to walk away with a satisfied expression upon his face.
Bastard, Mitzy thought as she stared daggers into his back wishing them to be more than imaginary. Still she pulled herself up and made her way parallel to where Joulan would be. She found a makeshift bridge of planks to cross safely back over and returned to the main road.
The group of young men lay just ahead of her. Joulan was in the centre of them. She had caught them just as they entered an elevator to take them away from the slums of Shanty and into the city of Crater. There were guards at the doorway that stopped her from approaching.
“Joulan!” Mitzy called for her brother, “Joul!” she hailed. Her brother froze for a second, his back still to her and then stepped into the lift. “Joulan!” Mitzy cried. Joulan’s eyes rested on her as he began to ascend and he nodded his head. Mitzy saw he mouthed something and made out the words to be.
Go home.




Chapter 4 - Stranded

We finally arrived at the bustling frontier town of Crossroads, a small settlement that is rapidly expanding as they clear the forest for lumber. Despite the merchants' claims of a growing population, I remain sceptical of the appeal of this place. Today, Jaxon has made a thrilling discovery - a young man in a tavern informed us of strange occurrences in the nearby lumberyard and woodland. The man was particularly intrigued by the mysterious "Lady of the Forest". Jaxon's eyes lit up with excitement, and I can sense that we are on the cusp of uncovering something truly extraordinary.
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #4
Flames consumed thatched rooftops as it spread from dwelling to dwelling through the village. The wind howled, bending the wheat in the fields like a rolling ocean and sending columns of smoke to choke the night sky. In the midst of this chaos, a young boy stumbled down the trail between crops, tears streamed down his face as he cried out for his mother.
As a flash of lightning illuminated the sky, the child was momentarily blinded. But as the light faded, the lightning bolt remained, resolving into the rough face of a man with a grotesque scar down the side of his face, bisecting his right eye and leaving only a monstrous, milky-white orb to stare at the child through the smoke.
"Mama, help!" the child cried, terror and desperation in his voice.
Zephyr blinked, clearing away the blur from his vision. When he opened his eyes, he found himself in an unfamiliar place—a real forest, not the fungal backlands of Crater. The trees towered high above him, their thick foliage creating a roof of green, so dense that it seemed to block out the sky. But there was a rent in the canopy, a column of light shining down upon them where they had fallen through.
And then, with a sudden jolt, Zephyr remembered.
Priscilla! He thought, filled with a mixture of relief and concern for the princess who had fallen with him.
Lethargy clung to him like a heavy shroud as he pushed himself to his feet. Every muscle in his body screamed in protest, and his head pounded like a drum, but he couldn't give in to the pain. He had to find the girl. He was certain they had fallen through the opening in the trees together, but she was nowhere to be seen.
With a determined shake of his head, he pushed aside the last remnants of drowsiness and set out on his search. The hole they had created was not the only source of light in this strange new place. Sunlight speared down from the canopy above, piercing the shadows that shrouded the forest floor and illuminating the trees and underbrush around him.
Zephyr's senses were assailed by new sounds, scents, and sensations. Birdsong filled the air, the buzz of insects creating a chorus that surrounded him. The scent of the forest filled his nostrils, a refreshing mix of pepper and mint that was a stark contrast to the humid jungles of Crater.
The boy forged ahead through the dense underbrush, his eyes scanned the area for any sign of the missing girl. Suddenly, he stumbled upon a path that wound its way through the trees. He couldn't tell if it was made by man or beast, for any footprints or paw prints were obscured by the leaf-strewn ground. Despite his lack of knowledge on the matter, Zephyr picked a direction and set off down the path.
As he pushed deeper into the forest, he realised just how vast and dense it truly was. The trees seemed to close in around him, limiting his visibility to just a few feet in front of him.
How would he ever find her in this?
Zephyr hesitated, unsure if he should shout out into the unknown wilderness. He had no idea what kind of predators might be lurking, waiting for prey, but it seemed like his only option. He cupped his hands around his mouth and prepared to call her name when a sharp cry of pain rent the air.
Immediately he beelined towards the sound as he scrambled through the thicket. Branches scratched at his exposed hands but his leather jerkin, thick trousers and padded boots protected him from most of the damage. A scream rang out and Zephyr could make out the soft feminine tone, whoever it was sounded as if they were in pain.
Is it the princess, is she in trouble? He thought as he made haste towards the noise.
Cries continued to echo through the woods which spurred Zephyr on as he followed their call. He crashed through the bramble, tearing his garments away from the thorn's grasp as he fell into a clearing; that's when he saw the source of the sound. A girl, slim and lithe, recoiled as Zephyr had parted the bush. She jerked back which caused her to wince and wail in pain. A set of iron jaws bit into the girl’s ankle and Zephyr could see the streams of blood the metal teeth drew. Beside the girl lay a small cage where in lay an equally small creature which meeped with both excitement and fright.
Zephyr approached the girl, who shrank back from him in fear. She flinched as the trap continued to bite into her leg, its padded but sharp teeth drawing blood.
"Are you okay?" Zephyr asked, but the girl just looked at him with blank eyes, trying to retreat but unable to move because of the snare. Zephyr inspected the contraption and realised that he wouldn't be able to release her simply by pulling the jaws open.
"Sorry! I'm sorry!" he said, holding up his hands to calm her as she thrashed in her restraints. But she didn't seem to understand him.
Zephyr reached for his belt and drew his dagger. The girl's eyes grew wide with terror as she saw the blade, but Zephyr reassured her. "It's okay! I'm going to help."
He flipped the dagger so that the tip was pointing downwards, and wedged it inside the trap, making sure to keep the blade away from the girl's exposed flesh. Using the knife as a lever, he leaned heavily on the handle and, with a long, drawn-out groan, the jaws of the mechanism began to open. When they finally clicked into place, Zephyr was able to insert his fingers and pull the contraption all the way open.
Throughout the process, the girl looked at Zephyr with a mixture of fear and anticipation, as if she expected the trap to snap shut and rip into her limb once more. But when Zephyr finally succeeded in freeing her, her expression softened, and she looked at him with gratitude.
The girl ripped her ankle free from the snare as soon as she could and rolled away from Zephyr with speed. She tried to stand but as soon as she put weight on her injured leg she stumbled and fell to the ground. Zephyr watched as she crawled towards the small cage with the creature inside of it. The girl’s eyes were half on the animal and half on him, weary of his presence. Her fingers clawed at the metal bars of the tiny prison, unable to work the mechanism and free the critter inside. After a few moments the girl’s eyes met his own, and he felt as if her gaze were burrowing into him. Then she raised her arms in his direction with the cage in hand.
“You want me to open it?” Zephyr asked. She nodded.
Zephyr stepped towards her with hands outstretched to take the locked up animal. The girl growled, a guttural thing that didn’t belong to such a tiny person, he stopped.
“I can’t set it free if you don’t give me the cage,” he said as he gestured towards the critter. Her eyes darted between him and the confined creature. Zephyr could see her reluctance as she handed over the barred box.
Zephyr examined the tiny prison; he'd never seen anything like it or the jawed trap either, but he had spent enough time around the Tinker’s that he had gotten used to puzzling things out. Belle had plenty of interesting contraptions in her grandfather’s workshop that intrigued him and she’d only had to explain half of them; he'd figured out the rest himself. There were two short sides each with what looked like a door and the longer sides simply had bars.
The critter inside the box scrambled away from his fingers as they explored the edges, it was small and furry but he couldn’t make out what it was, as imprisoned - it was just a melded mass of fur. Within each door he saw a mechanism that looked like a lock. He slipped a finger in and pressed against one which was the opposite side to where the creature stood its ground. There was a click and then a moment later the switch clicked back.
He slid his fingers in the other side and the critter moved to the first door. Once again he pressed against something and there was a click before it clicked back. Next he tried to slip two fingers in, the furball moved from one side then another then nipped at the tips of his fingers.
“Ow!” Zephyr said as he swiftly removed his appendages, “little bugger bit me,” he said to the girl but her stare remained blank. He needed the thing inside to stay in the middle so he could press both switches. At first he tried to shake the box until the pest moved into the right place which just drew an agitated look from the girl. Second he dug his hands into the pockets of his jerkin and drew forth an apple, one he’d taken from the galley on The Glee. Then he took his dagger - which made the girl frown and lean toward him - and cut a slice off which he handed to the girl.
“I need you to lure him into the middle,” he said and gestured by walking his fingers over to the centre of the box. The girl nodded in understanding.
With hands on either side of the box Zephyr waited as the tiny girl in front of him coaxed the small creature inside of the cage into the middle with a slice of apple. The critter eagerly followed the food and Zephyr could see a small nose poke out as teeth nibbled upon the piece of fruit. He then slid fingers either side of the box and pressed on the two switches simultaneously.
With a CLICK! The box came apart and the animal fell out.
Zephyr watched in wonder and surprise as the creature opened up its arms to reveal flaps between its appendages which allowed it to float in a spiral to the ground. Once on the floor its beady eyes sought out Zephyr and then it pounced. He jerked back as the creature ran up his leg, it’s tiny claws dug into the fabric of his garments until it reached his jerkin from there it dodged Zephyr’s attempt to swat at it as it burrowed into one of his pockets, the one with the remnants of the apple. All the while the girl had sat back on her haunches and laughed.
It was the first time that Zephyr really saw the girl as anything other than a wounded animal. Lithe with limbs as lean as the branches on a tree but at the same time petite like a wilting flower. Her garments blended into the foliage with greens and browns and looked to be made from various leaves all knitted together. His gaze caused her to pause in her amusement and she returned the stare.
“Th… ank you,” she said as deep emerald eyes framed by dark, almost purple, hair peered at him. Then they looked beyond him, behind him to the forest. Zephyr followed her gaze and turned.
Trees swayed and trembled in the wind. A clatter of sounds rang out from the branches as something moved within their midsts. Whatever it was drew ever closer. Zephyr crouched in a low fighters stance, the same one that Teppo, weapons master for The Bucks had taught him, with his dagger blade towards the oncoming danger. Behind him the girl hissed.
A red flash broke through the brush. Red hair, tangled with leaves, with a tattered red dress. Priscilla crashed into the clearing wielding a thick branch.
“Zephyr!” She cried,
“Priscilla!” Zephyr returned the acknowledgement as he lowered his dagger.
The princess’s gaze shifted to what lay behind him before she rushed forward, her make-shift club raised high. Zephyr took a step to the side to intercept her.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
“What are YOU doing?” she echoed the question as a response as she made an attempt to move around him, “she’s a dryad. They’re cannibals!”
“Cannibals?” Zephyr asked.
“They eat people! I read it from a study of the people of the earth.” Priscilla explained.
Behind him the girl stood silent; other than the sound of her breath which had grown heavier with the arrival of the princess.
Zephyr tried to deescalate the situation, “she was trapped and I saved her,” he said as he pointed towards the metal contraption on the floor
Priscilla looked at the snare on the ground, “there must be a settlement nearby, which is strange because the book says dryad’s avoid towns,” she said with a puzzled expression upon her face.
“What book?” asked Zephyr.
“The one that says we’re their favourite snack, now come on before she attacks,” replied the princess.
“Wait she’s”— Zephyr began before a cry rang out.
Priscilla lunged forward towards him, “watch out!” she cried.
Zephyr felt a hand upon his shoulder.
When had the girl taken a step toward him? He thought.
Fingers gripped hard and dug into his collarbone but then a sweet, quiet voice whispered in his ear, “thank you.” Before the grip was released..
Zephyr turned around but the girl was already retreating. It surprised Zephyr that she could move so fast with her injured leg as she hopped back several paces before being swallowed by the forest. It was as if the coppice simply enveloped her as her form melted into the greenery. Priscilla continued her charge but stopped short of the brush wall.
The princess turned to Zephyr, “well that was a close one.”
“She was harmless, her leg was injured and I was trying to help her,” said Zephyr as he felt the annoyance in his own voice.
“Injured? That didn’t look like a girl with an injury to me,” replied Priscilla as she tapped the end of her branch against the palm of her freehand.
“Would you have hurt her?” he said as he nodded to the weapon.
The princess didn’t reply but lowered the stick to her side.
A shout blared in the distance followed by the clamour of branches as people moved through the forest in haste.
“I might need to, it looks like her people are looking for her, we need to get out of here!” Priscilla said.
She moved away and back towards the hole in the coppice from where she originated.
She looked back at Zephyr, “coming?”
Zephyr glanced between the direction where the girl had retreated, where the new voices echoed, and then to Princess Priscilla, who was making her way in the opposite direction. The decision was an easy one. He strode towards the princess and followed her out of the clearing and into the shelter of the forest.
Shouts tailed Zephyr from long in the distance as he fought the forestry in pursuit of the princess. Branches flicked into his face and he tripped on rocks and fallen tree limbs. Every step he took, brought him closer to the girl who was mere feet in front of him as she traversed the brush like a runaway mine cart. Her red dress snagged on twigs which tore away more of the fine fabric leaving a trail of fibre, like blood. Debris flew towards Zephyr as he made to reach out for the girl but she continued to dash onward.
Ahead of him Priscilla leaped over a trunk and through a thick thicket. Zephyr followed, lifting his legs high to clear the obstacle. Leaves scratched against his skin as he breached the brushwood barrier. It was like emerging from a pool of water. Gone was the dense foliage and dark of the underbrush. Light filtered through the trees which revealed  they were on a thin game trail where the plants had been flattened, presumably by wild animals. In front of him the princess breathed heavily as she inspected the tatters of her gown.
“Where are you going?” Zephyr asked.
“Away from the dryads,” Priscilla said as she tore another strip off of her hem to wrap a cut up on her wrist. “Before I heeded your call I heard the trickle of water. I thought if I found a river we could follow it downstream which would leave us to civilisation,” she explained.
“My call?” Zephyr inquired.
“You screamed, right?” She said with a slight smirk.
Zephyr frowned, “that wasn’t me, it was the girl, I thought it was you.”
He paused to look down each direction of the trail. Both paths quickly curved back into the dense forest.
“How do you know a stream will lead us anywhere?” He asked.
“ A book, “ Priscilla said as she stood straight, her breath returned to a normal rhythm.
“Like the one that told you dryads eat people?” Zephyr said.
“Exactly! They are cannibal’s, it said that dryads practise cannibalism to anyone who enters their domain uninvited. Though I’m not sure it counts because they don’t seem human to me. Come on, I don’t hear them anymore but we should get out of here.”
Then the princess was on the move again, she didn’t even ask him which direction they should go, just simply picked a route.
The path was wide enough that Zephyr was able to step alongside Priscilla instead of following her lead.
I never like following someone else's lead.
They walked in near silence for a time with only the rustle of the wind as it danced amongst the leaves to fill the void. Trees swayed from side to side which allowed sunlight to break through the canopy and in turn assault Zephyr’s vision. He raised a hand to cover his eyes. No longer able to see where he was going he completely missed the root that caught the toe of his boot as he tumbled forward towards the ground. In the fall he had managed to catch a mouthful of dirt.
Above him, Priscilla laughed, “I thought thieves were meant to possess a dancer’s grace?”  she taunted with a hand offered towards him.
Zephyr felt the heat rise in his cheeks and simmer behind his eyes. His first urge was to slap the offered hand away just like he had with Teppo; instead he took a moment and sucked in some air before he reached his own palm out.
As their fingers touched, Zephyr felt a squirming sensation from inside his jacket, followed by a high-pitched chirp. To his surprise, the small, previously caged creature from earlier emerged from his pocket and scampered up the side of his coat but he didn’t feel the bite of those sharp claws through the leather as it made its way onto his shoulders. The ball of fur scampered across his arm and onto his hand.
Priscilla saw the creature and let out a squeak of her own, trying to spring away from the oncoming assailant. Her eyes grew wide as she watched the critter leap from Zephyr's hand towards her. A gap had opened up between them, but Zephyr watched in awe as tiny limbs extended from the creature, revealing flaps between them that looked like folds of paper.
Priscilla continued to step back but the creature gracefully glided through the air towards her, adjusting its movements with slight shifts in its arms and legs to match her every change in direction. Finally, it landed on her exposed shoulder, its tiny form a surprising contrast to the regal bearing of the princess.
Priscilla shrieked and battered at the critter which dodged with agile manoeuvres of its own. It then burrowed into her vibrant red hair amongst the leaf and vine from the forest that had tangled itself up in her strands. Zephyr stepped forward to help the princess as she danced around and shook her body in an attempt to dislodge her attacker.
“What in the nether’s blue arsehole is this thing?” she cried.
Zephyr forgot about their potential pursuers for a moment and bellowed a hearty laugh. It was the first time he had heard the princess, who was usually all proper, curse. It was completely out of character with her well spoken manner.
“Don’t mock me, just get it off!” she shouted at him.
“Stay still,” he said.
She stopped prancing but continued to rock from heel to toe. Zephyr circled her body and saw her visible shudder as the small beast began to run down her back as if gravity had no effect on it. Hand lined up, he struck out in an attempt to grab the critter but when he opened his palm nothing was there. He felt the hairs on the back of his own neck tingle and saw it run down his other arm. Instead of making a fist he left his palm open and flat, to his surprise the animal stopped in his hand.
Large beady eyes gazed up at him as he examined the creature. It looked like a rodent with wings between its arms and legs. A large orange stripe led down the centre of a predominantly grey coat which in turn led to a long bushy tail. The tail reminded him of a rudder of a ship, not the ones that flew in the air but rather the vessels that sailed the sea. It made sense as he’d seen the thing use it to control its flight towards Priscilla. He was surprised it had not run away, instead a small shiny nose sniffed at the air as if it was taking in his scent.
“What is that thing?” asked Priscilla once she had reclaimed her composure.
Zephyr shrugged then raised the creature in her direction. She shrank back.
“You’ve not read about it in one of your books?” he said with a grin.
It was Priscilla’s turn to frown in response.
“This guy was trapped when I found the girl. I think she was trying to free it and got caught herself,” Zephyr said as he reached into the pocket of his jerkin and pulled out an apple that was already a slew with tiny bite marks. “It climbed inside my jerkin for this, just before you came crashing in.”
“So it was just bait?” she said.
Zephyr shrugged, “guess so.”
“Well get rid of it!” Priscilla said with a look of disdain towards the creature.
Zephyr remained silent as he watched the rodent jump from one hand to the other, the one which bore the half eaten fruit, it then began to tear into it once again. Little chirps of contentment coming from it as it nibbled away. Slowly, Zephyr moved his fingers towards the animal which looked away from its feast briefly to acknowledge the movement. His fingertips brushed against the creature’s head as he followed the fur down the length of its back. The rodent shook but none-the-less continued to devour the apple.
“No, I think I’ll keep it,” said Zephyr.
“It’s a rat!” complained Priscilla.
“It’s not a rat…” Zephyr paused, he didn’t quite know what it was, “It’s a… flying rat and he reminds me of the bucks.”
“Fine, it looks more like a squirrel anyway, let’s just keep moving,” Priscilla said as she continued to stomp forward as she followed the trail,  “the dryads might have heard us. For all we know that rodents might just be their deity or something foolish like that.” she continued.  Zephyr had never seen a squirrel so he just took her word for it.
The trail was smooth as Zephyr followed behind Priscilla. He was content as he mused at the flying squirrel as it finished off the apple all the way to the core, then proceeded to move around his body as it sought more scraps. Eventually the creature settled on his shoulder and joined Zephyr in his contentment. Back in the depths of Crater he had always been up to something whether it was to earn coin by delivering barrels of ale or working on the next step of his goal, which was to leave the suffocating city. He had done that now and found himself at peace more often. Even if they were being chased by dryads.
What should I do after we get out of this forest? He wondered.
The peace did not last long. Even though it was the middle of the day the clouds in the sky began to grow dark and what little light made it through the forest canopy was stifled. The trees began to sway with an ever emergent wind. Zephyr enjoyed the feeling of the breeze blowing through his hair on the airship, he had felt free, but in the forest it was terrifying. Branches began to crash to the ground and the whisper of the leaves turned into a wail.
“We should find cover,” Zephyr shouted to Priscilla in front of him.
The princess bullied through the gusts with one hand held out in front of her to shield her face. Her hair flew from one direction to the next, crimson red like a fire spurred by a strong draft. Zephyr picked up the creature and shoved it into his pocket then charged forward to the girl.
He grabbed her hand and shouted once again, “we need to find cover!”
“The storm will pass!” she shouted back as she began to pull away from his grip.
CREAK……
Ahead of them a tree bent at an angle beyond its limits and then snapped. The trunk then fell and crashed on the path in front of them. Both Zephyr and Priscilla jumped as the sound echoed through the forest and shook the ground. Zephyr looked at the princess but before he could repeat his statement she just nodded. He then let go of the girl and began to circle his right hand around his left. As he did, a light began to blossom, blue and azure it gave the forest an eerie glow. He could see the puzzled expression in Priscilla’s eyes but there was no time.
Zephyr took her hand once again and then jumped over the fallen log, the princess followed. They struggled against the tempest as they sought shelter. It didn’t take them long. As they followed the trail they came to a crossroads where a larger path intersected the smaller one they had been following. Zephyr took them down the larger track which led them a ways into the forest up an incline to a rockier terrain. By this time the rain had come and had started to soak through his leathers.
Out from his pocket popped the flying squirrel who used the boy's body as a springboard to jump into the air. Zephyr reached out but was unable to catch the creature. He watched as it fought against the gusts that batted against the branches. It swerved from side to side as it rode the wind until it landed on the floor then looked back to meet Zephyr’s gaze. With an inaudible squeak it began to run over the hard ground towards a slope in the hill. Zephyr decided the creature knew the lay of the land better than he and decided to follow it and pulled Priscilla with him. She shouted something behind him as he dragged her but he was unable to make out the words. The flying squirrel rounded a larger tree that stood in front of a sheer rock face. Zephyr followed but lost sight of the creature as he took the corner. He turned towards the princess.
Priscilla was sodden. Her hair now clung to her face and every fibre of her garments had been drenched. She looked as if she had been drowned and the blank stare Zephyr made him think he looked upon the dead. Then her eyes grew wide and Zephyr followed her gaze. Shadows danced against the rock projected from the light produced by the Firefly at his wrist. It made it appear as if a monstrosity approached as the blue glow flickered but Zephyr smiled and looked down to see the rodent had returned. He took after the little creature with Priscilla in pursuit it led them into a small hollow within the rockface. It wasn’t a cave but rather a smaller cavity within the cliff. Zephyr let Priscilla crawl in first and then he followed, their new friend followed and snuggled up beside him. Between the simple shelter and the large tree just outside the rain was kept at bay.
Rain and wind hammered at their refuge. Zephyr felt the water between his toes yet when he looked at Priscilla he could see the princess shiver so much that he feared her teeth would fall out. He took his leather jerkin off and passed it to her. At first it looked as if she might refuse, stubborn as he was finding out she was, but the chatting of her teeth when she tried to open her mouth quickly put an end to that.
They remained in the alcove for some time as the storm continued. The small creature had settled on Zephyr’s knee and happily accepted pets from the boy.
After a time Priscilla spoke up, “h… h… he… he’s not… s…. So bad, you… can… keep him,” she said with what appeared to be an attempt of a smile.
“Thanks, glad I have your permission,” Zephyr said.
Priscilla frowned for an instant before her expression visibly smoothed, “wha… what are you going to name him?”
Zephyr sat in thought as he listened to the wind howl outside.
“Bait,” he said after a moment.
That drew a smile from the princess.
“I had a dog, back at the p… palace,” she said.
“What did you call it?” Zephyr asked.
“Princess,” Priscilla said with a grin.
Zephyr felt his own smile spread from cheek to cheek and was unable to stop the laugh from spilling from his mouth.
By the end of the chuckle his chest hurt but he had settled down, he looked to the princess and said, “do you miss it? Home, I mean.”
She nodded, “sometimes, I wasn’t raised there and only occupied rooms recently.”
“Rooms as in more than one?” Zephyr asked and Priscilla nodded. “Back in Crater, we shared rooms with bunks in them. It was more than a little crowded.”
“Sounds like it’s an easy way to make friends.” Priscilla said.
Zephyr was about to argue but then he remembered Mitzy and Joulan, his playmates and companions back at the orphanage.
He nodded, “Yeah, actually it was. You must have a lot of friends at the palace right?”
Priscilla lowered her head, wrapped the leather jerkin close and then tucked her knees under her chin, “just one.”
“What happened?” Zephyr asked.
“She betrayed me, she asked if she could g… g horse riding with me out in the fields, knew that I loved to get out of the city, from the hustle and b… bustle of it all but that’s where Alexander Evans Serpentine’s goons found me. They took me and paid her,” she said.
“Bastards,” Zephyr cursed.
Zephyr tried but was unable to start a conversation after that. They both just sat there and shivered as the storm continued on. Eventually the weariness of their journey had got to the boy and he felt his eyelids droop.




Chapter 5 - Sea of Green

After much persuasion, I have finally convinced Jaxon to allow me to accompany him on his quest. Today, we ventured into the forest with the aid of Hershal, the young man who had previously reported sightings of the "Lady of the Forest". We sought the woman who had sung to the man. Our search, however, has yielded no results thus far. The three of us have set up camp for the night, each in our own separate tent. I can't help but wonder what the night holds, especially if Jaxon were to make an offer…
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #5
Zephyr's eyes fluttered open to the acrid smell of smoke, not the smoke of his dreams this time, but a real fire. The scent of roasting meat wafted into his nostrils, causing his stomach to rumble. He rubbed the crusted gunk from his eyes, wondering when he had fallen asleep.
The rays of sunlight streamed into the hollow that had sheltered them from the storm, illuminating the empty space where Priscilla had huddled for warmth in his jacket. Zephyr scanned the surrounding area, but there was no one in sight. Deciding to stretch his legs, he crawled out of the small space and into the fresh air.
Dawn was just above the horizon as the sun brought in the new day. He followed the smell of smoke around the tree, the one that had blocked the recess from view the night before. A small campfire awaited him, it had been placed in a hole dugout of the ground yet so the smoke travelled low. His jacket was spread out on a pair of sticks propped up so the garment would catch the heat and not the flames in order to dry.
Opposite the leather jerkin was the source of the aroma’s. Zephyr’s eyes grew wide as he stared at a small parcel of meat that had been impaled upon a sharped branch close enough so the fire licked at the skin. It was the same size as…
Bait, where is he? She wouldn’t have! Zephyr thought as panic struck.
He ran over to his jacket and frantically searched every one of the pockets until eventually his eyes drew back and lingered upon the lump that sat roasting on the fire. His stomach churned.
It was at that moment that Priscilla stumbled through the brush, a makeshift bowl in hand. Water spilled from the container as she pulled the tattered fabric of her dress away from the branches. Zephyr stared at the girl, his eyes hard as he clenched and unclenched his fists.
“What!?” Priscilla said as she noticed him staring, her eyes full of innocence.
Zephyr pointed to the animal cooking on the spit, “how could you!?”
“What, catch us breakfast?” she said with a pause and he saw her eyes grow in recognition.
Zephyr strode towards the girl. She was at least an inch taller than he but that made no difference. Before he reached her he heard a squeak from behind. He turned around. Sat on one of the lower branches of the tree, nibbling on some sort of nut, was the rodent who watched Zephyr with beady eyes before it squeaked once again.
“Bait!” Zephyr said with glee.
The little creature finished its snack before it rushed down the trunk towards the boy.
As Zephyr grew close it leapt from the bark and onto his shoulder.
“You thought I had cooked him, didn’t you?” Priscilla accused behind him.
Zephyr flushed. He turned around once again and looked her in the eye, “yes,” he said and shuffled his feet awkwardly, “sorry.”
Priscilla chuckled and Zephyr just stared at her.
“What’s so funny?” he asked.
“You, you actually thought I would have toasted the squirrel? It may be vermin but I’m not that cruel!” she answered. “Oh don’t give me that look, Mr. Thief. Come and eat some rabbit with me,” she said as she pointed towards the meal.
Zephyr sat down by the fire and Priscilla did likewise. It was warm and he could feel his clothes slowly begin to dry. Priscilla sat opposite him. She had taken the rabbit off of the spit and was delicately tearing pieces away. At the same time having to blow on it to cool it down. She passed a chunk towards Zephyr who took it eagerly. He made to put it in his mouth but before he could, Bait stuck his nose out and started to sniff the air. Using his fingers, Zephyr split the chunk and offered the smaller piece to the flying squirrel. Bait continued to sniff for a moment but then swiftly turned his nose up at the food. Zephyr, not wanting to waste a meal stuffed both pieces in his mouth at once. It was chewy and a little bit too crisp but it was food, he could feel the fat melt off the meat and onto his tongue.
“Good right?” Priscilla said.
Zephyr nodded, “you caught this yourself?”
Priscilla beamed at him, “yes, my mother taught me.”
“Your mother, the queen, taught you how to hunt rabbits?”
The girl’s smile faded but she replied, “the queen is not my mother, why do you think they call me the bastard princess?”
“I hadn’t thought about it, sorry. Still, thanks to your mum you were able to feed us this morning. She must be an amazing woman!” Zephyr said and threw the girl a smile.
Priscilla smiled back but it was only half heartedly, “she was.”
Silence hung between them for the rest of breakfast. Bait had managed to find himself another nut to nibble on. Priscilla sat on her haunches and poked at the fire with a twig as she ate. It took Zephyr awhile to gather up enough courage but he finally spoke.
“My mother taught a lot of things too, she took care of bees and taught me how to harvest the honey and to make candles with the wax… she also taught me to read or at least started too,” Zephyr said.
Priscilla’s expression changed within an instant, “truly, your mother was a beekeeper?”
Zephyr nodded, “yeah, we lived in a quiet village surrounded by fields. When the flowers bloomed they attracted them.”
“That’s amazing, I love bees!” she said as she stood up.
“Is that why you’ve got a one on your back?” Zephyr asked.
The girl’s expression flickered for a moment but she kept on smiling, “that’s complicated but who doesn’t like bee’s? They make the sweetest of nectar, they’re bright and bumble… and they can fly!” her gaze then lingered on Zephyr before her eyes grew wide, “wait, what in the aether are we doing? Can you not just fly us out of here?”
“It doesn’t work like that, at least I think,” Zephyr tried to explain as he finished the last morsel of meat before he too rose to his feet.
“You think? Did you not save me when I fell from the ship yesterday?” she asked.
Zephyr raised his hand in front of him and lifted it up and then down, “Well, so far I’ve only been able to fly up or down, I’ve not been able to control it. Then again, I’ve only tried twice now.”
“Then we need to practise!” Priscilla said as she walked towards him.
“We?” Zephyr inquired.
“Well, you’re not going to leave me here, Mr. Thief, in a forest infested with dryads and the nether knows what else.
“Priscilla…” he tried to say as the girl grew uncomfortably close.
The princess just stared at him, Zephyr sighed, “fine but at least let me try it on my own.”
Priscilla swept her foot upon the ground and pushed dirt into the fire which caused the flames to die out, smoulder and then smoke. Zephyr watched as she picked up his jacket and handed it to him, with a hint of a blush upon her cheeks. Before he did anything he put it back on with Bait running around on the inside.
He then moved to the centre of the pillar of light that shone through the canopy and looked up. He winced as the sun stung his eyes but they soon adapted. Priscilla stepped forward but was halted as Zephyr held up his hands.
“Let me try first,” he repeated.
Priscilla scowled and placed her hands to her hips, “you best not leave me here.”
“I won’t,” said Zephyr as he threw the girl a grin. Then he was rising, he willed himself to ascend and as he did his body felt lighter, until his heels raised off the ground followed by his toes and he was up in the air. Below he could see Priscilla’s hands fall to her side and her jaw drop, only slightly. The strange thing was, flying felt natural to Zephyr as if he’d been born to do it. Twigs and branches brushed against him as he continued to float upwards and he had to shield his face as he broke through the foliage ceiling rising above the trees and into the sky.
A sea of green spread out in front of him in all directions,  as leaves rustled with the wind - like he imagined how waves roamed the ocean, there was simply no end to the wildwood. The sky opened and filled him with the same joy it had when he was on the ship. He was able to spin, which was new and he used the ability to look for The Glee, yet there was no sign of the vessel. Next he tried to push or propel himself in a different direction but he couldn’t manifest the same feelings he had as when he rose or fell it simply felt as if he was trying to pass gas instead of fly. Zephyr struggled against non-existent bonds for a while as he strived to spur his body into movement but was unable to move even a finger span horizontally only vertically. And the longer he stayed up there the more his muscles began to tire, not just his arms or his legs but all of them as if collectively his whole body held him in place. Eventually he started to descend and drift downwards against his own violation.
Bait wriggled his way out of the pocket and before Zephyr knew it the little creature had jumped into the air. Zephyr tried to reach out and catch the critter but Bait simply spread his limbs which opened up the flaps on his arms. Like a kite the furry little animal rode the wind as it circled around him. It frustrated the boy that he was unable to change direction when the squirrel could glide so gracefully. Bait hit the ground first and then proceeded to chirp at Zephyr until the boy landed. Where Priscilla stood in wait for them.
“That was spectacular! How did it feel!?” She said with a look of astonishment upon her face.
Zephyr landed on the ground beside a log and then proceeded to stumble backwards to sit upon it. In between deep breaths he said, “like I could fly,” and then gave a weary smile.
“Are you ok?” She asked but Zephyr brushed the question aside.
“I couldn’t see the ship, it’s gone,” he said.
“Well… it’s been a day since we fell,” she paused and tears bubbled up into the corners of her eyes but she swiftly wiped them away with the laced cuffs of her sleeves. “I need to thank you,” she said. Zephyr shrugged. “For saving me, it was very… brave of you Zephyr, I owe you my life, twice now.” said the Princess.
“It’s ok… I figure you’ve already paid in advance,” Zephyr said as he dug in his pockets and brought out a piece of jewellery, it sparkled golden in the sunlight, one of the several pieces he’d taken from the room she stayed in when they had first met.
She laughed, “You know that doesn’t belong to me right? Like this gown, those ornaments were props to dress me up and show me off, like a prize,” Priscilla said and then continued, “when we return to Branica, I’ll see that you’re rewarded properly.”
“Sure,” Zephyr agreed but in reality he actually didn’t know what he wanted to do, right then he just wanted to get out of the forest and find civilization.
A silence hung between them for a moment before Priscilla spoke up, “So, are we going to fly out of here?” She said as she looked to the hole in the canopy.
“I couldn’t control it,” Zephyr said following her gaze, “I can go up or I can go down. When I try to fly in a different direction I’m just… stuck,” Zephyr admitted.
“Well… snot buckets,” was the girl’s response as she came and sat on the log next to him which made Zephyr shuffle away a little. “What did you see up there? If you found a landmark I might be able to point us in the right direction,” Priscilla said.
“Tree’s, mountains and a lot of blue sky,” Zephyr answered.
“The mountains, what did they look like? Were they to the east or to the west?” She asked.
Zephyr shrugged, “I’ve no idea. Didn’t think to look. I've been stuck in a hole for more turns than I can count, sorry Priscilla.”
“It’s Cilla, remember?” Cilla said then gazed upwards, “can you take me there? Up I mean?”
Zephyr jumped to his feet and stretched his legs, the ache in his muscles had resided some-what. “Sure!” He said eager to be in the sky once again.
Zephyr bent his knees then extended his hands behind his back as he waited for the girl.
Priscilla shook her head at him, “I am a princess, you are not giving me a piggy-back,” she scoffed.
Zephyr straightened up as she stood opposite him, she was a slight taller than he, at least by a handspan which meant he had to crane his neck to look her in the eye. She then took his hands and lowered them before jumping up and at his chest. Zephyr managed to catch her in both hands and had to take a half-step forward. She was heavier than she looked, over course he didn’t actually say that.
Without warning Zephyr rose, it was much harder with the girl in hand but he didn’t let her know that. Instead he pushed with all the willpower he could muster in order for them to ascend faster, and they did. Priscilla had to lace her hands around his neck as they shot through the trees and into the sky once more, though he wasn’t able to fly as high as he had on his own; they were at least twice the height of the highest tree. The princess’s mouth was agape and she made an audible noise, more of a squeal, that Zephyr felt wasn’t fit for royalty.
“You did that on purpose,” she accused him but then her gaze drifted to the view. “It’s beautiful,” she said as her eyes stretched as nearly as wide as her smile. Zephyr began to spin to give her the full panorama.
“There! You see those mountains? They’re called the Spike-ridge Range. Beyond them is the tundra where Crater lays. So we need to go in the opposite direction. We just need to find the… ha the river, you see it?” she pointed to a gap in the trees.
Zephyr could indeed see the blue line that filtered through the trees.
Together they hung in the air and looked out upon the wide world.
“Zephyr,” Priscilla said,
“Yeah?” replied Zephyr.
“You can put me down now,” the girl said, a little red of cheek. Zephyr could feel his muscles burning
As he started to lower them a shout rang out in the air which caused the birds in the trees to fly off of their branches. Priscilla climbed up to look over Zephyr’s shoulder.
‘Is it the dryads!?” Zephyr asked as he began to spin.
“No… it’s a vessel!” said the princess whilst she clambered in his arms as he spun to face the oncoming craft.
Zephyr squinted his eyes, it was a ship but it was far out and small.
“Is it The Bandit?” he asked.
Priscilla inhaled, “no, it’s not the crew of The Glee. Hurry, we need to get to the ground!”
“Why?” he asked.
“That is a mercenary’s rowboat and what do you want to wager who they’re working for?” she said.
“The merchant lords…” he answered.
Zephyr willed them to descend as fast as he could. They fell through the hole in the canopy and hit the ground hard. So hard that he felt vibrations run up his legs and to his shoulders. Priscilla jumped off as soon as he had touched the earth, she ran to the fire and frantically pushed dirt onto the dying embers of the flames which still smoked.
It took a few moments for Zephyr to catch his breath, “we have to go, now.”
“Agreed!” said the princess as she started off in the direction of the river, Zephyr followed with Bait climbing up his leg as he began to jog.
A crash resounded as they made their way through the forest followed by the sound of trees toppling. The shouts of men echoed throughout the woods. Zephyr ran behind Priscilla as they made their escape.
“I think the river was this way!” Priscilla said in front of him.
Behind them the voices grew louder, echoing through the forest. Zephyr and Priscilla pushed through the dwindling bushes, until they found themselves beside each other once again. A small stream caught their attention, trickling downhill along a rocky path. Zephyr could see that the creek was just a tributary, flowing into a larger body of water downstream.
But as they followed the trail towards the river their pursuers caught sight of them and Zephyr saw they were a hundred paces away or so away. Calls rang out in their direction, and Zephyr knew they were in trouble. He turned to Priscilla, who had also heard the calls and was now looking at him with fear in her eyes.
“Run,” Zephyr said as he put his hand between the girl's shoulder blades and pushed her into action.
The pair fled down the bank of the stream. Zephyr felt his boots grow damp and then sodden as they splashed through the brook. It’s hard rocks poking at his feet. Behind him the shouts grew ever closer. He risked a look back to find their pursuers were less than one hundred paces away from them. When he brought his attention forward he had to halt in his tracks to stop himself from colliding with Priscilla. The girl stood at the mouth of the stream where it fell down jagged rock to merge with a much larger river.
“We’re at the confluence, can you swim?” She said without looking at him.
Zephyr peered over her shoulder to examine the rush of water below. The channel had to be at least the width of the airship and he was sure the vessel could fit between the chasm that contained the water. He thought back about the challenge he had faced in order to join The Bucks, nightmares of swimming in the darkness made him shiver.
“I can’t swim that,” Zephyr admitted.
Priscilla looked back past him to the men behind, “neither can I but I don’t think we have many options”
Zephyr nodded and prepared himself. The men were fifty paces behind them now. There was nowhere left to run.
“Sink or swim?” He asked Priscilla.
The princess smiled in return and he could see the girl prepare herself for a jump. He did the same.
Just as he tensed his muscles he saw a flicker of movement in the branches to the side of them. A brief recognition was confirmed by Bait who chirped away in his pocket. Zephyr reached forward and placed a hand on Priscilla’s shoulder before she could plunge into the depths below.
“We need to escape! What is it?” She asked.
Zephyr smiled and nodded to a tall tree next to the edge of the cliff that led to the river.
“It’s the girl from earlier,” he said.
“The dryad? She can wait her turn! One group or scoundrel at a time, please,” Priscilla said as she turned back toward the river.
“No wait!” Zephyr said and pointed to the girl, “I think she’s trying to help.”
As Zephyr watched, the girl sprang into action. She placed a hand on the trunk of the tree and began to hum a strange, unsettling tune. The melody was a blend of an insect's chirp and a bird's song, all produced in a low, vibrating tone that set Zephyr on edge.
“What in the aether is she doing?” Asked Priscilla.
“The tree is bending towards us!” Zephyr said.
As the Dryad girl continued her haunting melody, the trunk of the tree began to lean further and further over the gorge that held the river in its grasp. Zephyr quickly glanced back at their pursuers, his heart racing. The men were closing in fast, swords drawn and pistols at the ready. Zephyr figured they didn't want to kill them, only to capture them.
Turning back to the Dryad, Zephyr saw that the tree had nearly reached the opposite bank. With a rush of relief, he realised their escape was within reach.
“Come on, she's made a bridge!” He said and pulled Priscilla with him. The princess was reluctant at first but shouts from behind seemed to spur her on.
Zephyr dodged around rocks and branches that threatened to trip him up and push him into the river below. Priscilla followed along behind him. When they arrived at the base of the bent tree he let the princess take the lead once again. She eyed the make-shift bridge with suspicion.
“Is it safe?” She asked him.
“Do we have a choice?” He returned the question.
The men were getting closer, making their way along the river's edge. Without hesitation, Priscilla hopped onto the trunk of the tree, and Zephyr followed suit. He was surprised that the wood hadn't cracked under the strain of the angle it had bent to. Dodging thick branches, Zephyr made his way across the makeshift bridge. Below, the river raged against the rocks, causing it to foam and spray against his skin. The water was a powerful force, but Zephyr pushed on, his mind focused on escape.
Vibrations beneath his feet, followed by the bounce of the tree trunk, drew his attention back to their pursuers. He watched as the men stepped onto the natural crossing, following in their footsteps. The situation was becoming increasingly dangerous, and Zephyr knew they needed to move quickly if they had any hope of escape.
“Hurry!” He yelled.
“I am!” Priscilla shouted back as she navigated around a branch; further ripping her dress on the twigs sticking out.
One of their pursuers, a dark skinned man in a red bandana, was nimble enough to dance around the obstacles and was hot on their tails. Zephyr was held up as he waited for the princess whilst the man in the bandana drew close enough that he drew a short curved sword. The man opened his mouth to reveal a gruesome smile with several of his teeth missing.
“Give us the princess, boy, and we might let you live,” He said as he took a mock swipe at Zephyr. 
“Eat sh—!” Zephyr began but was cut off.
“I’m stuck!” Priscilla cried. Zephyr could see she had snagged her gown on one of the branches.
The trunk shook as the man took the distraction as an opportunity and lunged for Zephyr who was able to pull his chest back and dodge the attack just in time, his foot slipped off in the process to dangle over the rapid water below.
“Hurry!” Zephyr repeated.
Zephyr was caught off guard by a sudden attack and was forced to drop down to a sitting position on the trunk of the tree. Above him, the man in the bandana loomed, poised for a third and final assault. Zephyr raised his Firefly out of instinct, and the man hesitated for a split second before his toothless grin returned.
Without hesitation, Zephyr fired the Firefly. The grapple had been cut off in his escape from Crater, but the man didn't know that. The device released a rope with an audible pop, launching it towards the attacker. A yell echoed across the gorge as the man jumped off the tree and into the churning waters below.
He watched as the man struggled to stay afloat in the rapids. But his victory was short-lived, as other men strode confidently across the bridge and approached him.
Zephyr sprang to his feet and scrambled towards the other end of the tree. As he moved, the trunk grew thinner, until finally he was able to jump from the log to the cliff edge on the opposite side of the river. The men were close behind him, but he didn't stop.
"We have to go!" he shouted, turning to Priscilla.
"Go," came a quiet voice from behind her.
Zephyr looked back to see the Dryad girl sitting on a rock, a small smile on her face.
"Go!" she commanded again, this time with more force, as she pointed towards the trunk of the tree that still spanned the chasm.
The men were close to completing the crossing when a loud creak echoed through the air, as if in response to Dryad's command. The tree suddenly sprang back, like a catapult, flinging the men into the river or back onto the bank from which they started their crossing.
Zephyr and Priscilla watched as the men struggled to rescue their comrades from the river's grasp. After a while, Priscilla spoke up, "We should go before they find another way across." She turned to the rock where the Dryad girl had been, but it was now bare. "She's gone."
Zephyr glanced at the rock and shrugged, "I guess she had other plans for dinner?"
Priscilla rolled her eyes, and the pair set off into the forest in search of civilization and safety.




Chapter 6 - Mitzy’s Mission

Today, I finally put my skills to the test, using my kit to construct an invention I call the "Tree Whisperer". This device utilises the resonance of the tree's trunk to detect vibrating sounds in the forest. With its aid, we were able to locate the elusive "Lady of the Forest". However, our discovery was met with unexpected consequences. We stumbled upon her family, the Dryads, and soon realised that we were on the menu. Jaxon and I managed to make a narrow escape, but Hershal refused to abandon the alluring siren of the forest. 
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #6
Mitzy approached the entrance of The Mellow Moss, her eyes scanning the sign above the entryway. With a determined step, she pushed through the double doors, finding no one to block her path. Inside, the bar was filled with the familiar faces of Crater's inhabitants, from miners to street peddlers. This was one of the town's better establishments, known for its ale & mead brewed on the premises, according to Zephyr.
Mitzy had only visited The Mellow Moss once before, in dire circumstances, in search of her brother Joulan. Now, it seemed that history was repeating itself. She was back in the taproom, as she searched for answers and a way to help her brother once again.
A man with a moustache like rat whiskers greeted Mitzy from behind the bar as she made her way into the common room. "Evening!" he said cheerfully, his eyes scanning her from head to toe. "Now, how old are you?"
"Old enough," Mitzy replied with a smile of her own.
"Now, now, be that as it may, I decide who's old enough to drink in my--" the man began, but was cut off by a portly woman in an apron who walked up behind him and placed a hand on his shoulder.
"Oh, leave her be, you big oaf," the woman said. "She looks old enough to me."
The man grumbled, but Mitzy could see the tight squeeze the woman gave his shoulder. He huffed and resumed his work at the far end of the bar. The woman's gaze then bore into Mitzy, before a grin spread across her face.
"Meeting a fella here, aren't ya?" she said.
Mitzy felt her cheeks grow warm, “no… maybe, just looking for a friend,” the words stumbled out.
The woman chuckled, “go take a table over there and I’ll be with you in just a moment.”
“I was going to sit at the bar,” Mitzy said.
Another laugh came out of the woman's mouth and Mitzy felt herself frown.
“Trust me love, you don’t want these old buggers chatting you up while you wait for your prince,” said the woman as she glanced down the bar. 
 
Mitzy followed her gaze to a group of older men at the far end of the bar. Several of them were already deep into their cups, with one passed out at the furthest reaches of the table. Another man caught her eye and threw her a nearly toothless grin, revealing just one gnarled tooth amidst his skin and bones. Mitzy shuddered and nodded to the matron, making her way over to a small table in the corner.
The table was well situated, away from the large group of shift workers singing songs and opposite a smaller group of patrons playing a game of chance with what appeared to be their hard-earned wages for the day. Only a few glares were directed her way, but Mitzy was used to it. With her short bob and lean figure, she was not a conventional beauty, and the attention of the patrons was mostly focused on the barmaid, who swayed with each step, drawing the ogling gazes of the men and the slosh of their drinks.
It took a turn but eventually the matron in the apron made her way over to the table, as she said she would.
She lets the barmaid earn all the tips from the attention starved men while she herself deals with less lusty customers, clever, thought Mitzy as the woman approached her table.
“Now then. You can call me Mowa, what’re you having girl?” asked Mowa.
Mitzy thought for a second, she had never had a drink at a tavern before, “I don’t know,” she replied honestly.
Mowa seemed to examine her for a moment, “how about summit sweet, something that’ll calm those nerves, aye?” said the woman.
Mitzy nodded, “ok sure!”
“Hang on now, we don’t serve strangers in this bar, what’s your name girl?” asked the matron.
Should I lie? Does it matter? No one really knows who I am and Joulan and I only visited one bar together, she thought before answering, “Mitzy, my name is Mitzy, nice to meet you, Mowa”
The woman pursed her lips and drew a finger to them, “Mitzy, aye? I think I’ve heard that name somewhere before…” said Mowa as she tapped her foot in thought.
Mitzy’s eyes grew wide. She was basically a nobody in Crater and spent half her life in disguise, how would anyone know who she was?
“Mischief dear, the cat’s called Mischief, not Mitzy,” said the barkeep with the long moustache as he walked past the table with a platter full of food.
Mowa laughed, “You’re right, I must be losing my marbles. That’s my husband, Con. We run the Mellow Moss together, the best ale in town,” the woman said with clear pride.  “Now let me get you that drink, mushroom mead sound good to you?”
Mitzy nodded.
“I didn’t figure you for an ale girl. Be right with you, love,” and with that the woman was gone.
As she settled into her chair Mitzy stretched and took the opportunity to look around the room. There were the two larger congregations she had noticed earlier, the drunkards and the gamblers. Scattered around the room were smaller clusters of people and couples enjoying a drink or a bite to eat. None of them were the people she sought. The ones that she thought might be able to help her. Still she kept an eye on the door whilst she waited for her drink just in case.
Mitzy had grown bored by the time the barmaid approached her with a tray held high above her shoulder, her long blonde hair shining in the lamplight and cascading down her opposite side.
"Mushroom Mead?" the girl asked, offering a mug and a bowl from the tray.
Mitzy nodded and slid a coin over to her, the aroma of earth and meat from the steaming hot bowls overwhelming her senses and making her stomach rumble. The barmaid smiled as she handed over the food.
"Here, it tastes just as good as it smells," she said.
As the barmaid stretched, cracking her back to work out the kinks, Mitzy spoke up. "I'm looking for a friend or a friend of a friend, one of The Bucks," she whispered, glancing around the taproom.
The barmaid's eyes widened in surprise, then a smirk grew on her lips as she drawled, "Well, well, well. Mowa said you were here for a little bit of romance, sugar. You've fallen for one of those lads, haven't you?"
Mitzy didn't deny it, and she could feel her face flush with embarrassment. It's better if she thinks that, she thought to herself.
"Just be careful who you spill those beans to, honey. Word on the street is that they've gotten themselves into a bit of hot water with the overseers. We haven't seen them around much lately. Shame, really. They were good for business," the barmaid said with a wink.
"Not seen them at all?" Mitzy asked, trying to hide her urgency.
The barmaid regarded her with a critical eye, as if she were trying to decide something. She then picked up the tray and began to turn away.
Crap, she's onto me. I pushed too far. I'm no good at this sneaky business, Mitzy thought to herself.
In a low voice, the barmaid said, "Keep an eye on the game table, darling. The handsome one comes in for a game of chance every now and then. And if you play your cards right, you might just catch his eye." And with a twirl of her hair, she was gone, back to serving the patrons of The Mellow Moss.
With petite hands Mitzy pulled the mug towards her. The liquid sloshed and she could see her own dark complexion ripple in the reflection of the pale liquor. Big brown eyes stared back at her.
Can I do this? She asked herself.
She picked the drink up which banished the mirror image and then took a swig. Heat passed into her stomach where she felt confidence flush through her. After another large gulp she could feel the burn in the back of her throat and so decided to switch to the stew. She hadn’t paid for it. The coin she had given was from the allowance she earned at the orphanage. It was the barmaid who gave it to her for free.
I misjudged her. I, if anyone, should know appearances don’t mean everything. She thought.
Using the spoon provided she took a scoop and blew it. The vapour danced around before it resumed its steady rise then she shoved the morsel into her mouth. Flavours flooded her tongue, root vegetables and mushrooms.
And is that meat? I’m not sure I want to know where it came from but it's delicious! She thought.
Before she knew it she had devoured the whole bowl and half the liquor too. There was a slight blur to the world but she felt calmer for it.
Mitzy watched as several patrons passed through the entrance. Each one she examined as subtly as she could, which involved side eyeing the persons as she pretended to drink.
This doesn’t look awkward at all, she thought.
After a while she settled into a soft contentment and continued to sip on her beverage. The evening drew on and still the person she waited for hadn’t shown. She had nearly finished the mead and doubted she could afford a second. That and any more might just put her to sleep. Then the door opened and a gust of wind blew in from the night air. A young man walked in with a smile that beamed and he just radiated confidence. He nodded to Con and Mowa as if he were their own son. After that the man made his way towards the gamblers table.
It’s him. I’m sure of it. He looks different though, or does he? I only saw him for a few moments when I came here to ask Zephyr for help, Mitzy thought.
She resisted the urge to run up to him and beg his help there and then, instead she continued to watch him from the corner of her eye.
It seemed that the men at the table spent more time chatting away than actually playing cards. They followed the same routine of ordering drinks, bellowing laughs in turns, smacking each other on the back and then finally they got around to dealing out the cards. Mitzy had never played but she was sure that if they wanted to win any money they’d run rounds faster than they had. As for the coin itself, it changed hands but the piles at the table seemed to all stay the same. Sure one man might lose big one round but it would even out the following.
What are they even doing? She thought.
Her eyes locked onto the man she had been waiting for when suddenly, her line of sight was obstructed. The barmaid had returned to collect her mug and bowl.
“That’s the guy, isn’t it?” the barmaid asked, her voice filled with suspicion.
“Maybe,” Mitzy replied truthfully.
The barmaid scowled, “Did he promise you something and then leave you high and dry? How old are you, anyway? You’re way too young for that. If he did anything inappropriate and ran out on his responsibilities, I’ll smash that pretty smile of his, I swear!” The barmaid stamped her foot for emphasis.
Mitzy leaned to the side to see past the barmaid, and she thought she caught the young man’s eye, but he quickly returned his focus to the game. Mitzy turned back to the barmaid and raised her hands in a pacifying gesture.
“No, no, nothing like that. He’s just a friend of a friend. That’s all,” Mitzy said, trying to sound in control.
She hiccuped, and the barmaid’s fierce expression softened into a gentle smile.
“Alright then. You call me and ask for an angel's tear drop if he tries anything, got it? Let me grab you some water,” she said, and Mitzy nodded in agreement.
With that, the barmaid turned and walked away, leaving Mitzy to release a sigh of relief.
The respite was short-lived. Mitzy looked around only to find that the young man had disappeared. Suddenly, he emerged from the shadows, striding confidently towards her with a smile plastered across his face. Mitzy panicked, fumbling to get out of her chair, but before she could even stand, the young man was there, placing a hand on her shoulder and firmly pushing her back into her seat.
"Well, hold on there, little lady," he said, his smile never faltering. "Where do you think you're going? We've yet to be introduced."
“My name’s Benny, but I’m sure you already know that considering you’ve been gawking at me ever since I entered the joint,” he said.
The boy paused as if he waited for her to answer but Mitzy just froze. In all the scenarios in her head she had been the one to approach him, not the other way round.
“And you are?” Benny said, in prompt, to break the silence.
She took a deep breath, “I’m Mitzy.”
“Mitzy, Mitzy,” the boy repeated as if tasting the word, “I feel like I’ve heard your name before,” he said as he looked her over with a discerning gaze, “you’re much too fresh for me to know you, I’m surprised Con let you drink anything but watered down ale.”
“I’m old enough,” Mitzy said as she tried not to sound defensive, she failed.
“Sure you are,” he said, this time he looked down upon her, “now back to the matter at hand, why are you stalking me little girl?”
Mitzy grit her teeth as she glowered at the boy and thought, he’s not that much older than me, the nerve!
She said, “I need your help.”
“No,” came the reply.
“I’m a friend of Zephyr’s.” she said.
“Definitely no,” said the boy as his eyebrows furrowed at her.
“Isn’t he your friend too, one of the bucks?” she pleaded.
Benny got to his feet, “He’s no friend of mine and he isn’t one of us, damn traitor.”
“I’ve got money,” the words rushed out of Mitzy’s mouth.
That caused the boy to pause. He took a moment but then sat down again, all mirth in his features had vanished and he was now much more serious.
“Go on.”
Mitzy let out her breath that she didn’t know she had been holding. “My brother, Joulan, he’s been keeping books for an overseer.”
“And?” Benny asked with one of his brows raised.
“And, he’s been skimming off the top, taking the coin and storing it for us, we have more than enough to leave Crater,” said Mitzy.
Benny laughed, “Sure, then why don’t you?”
Mitzy felt her cheeks puff, he’s so impatient! Shut up and listen boy.
She said, “He fell into some bad sorts, a new group, if you’ve heard of them you’ll know… they want… more,” she said trying not to give too much away.
The boy drew closer to her, “lower your voice, I have heard of them, and you’ve piqued my interest, kid,” he said.
“You’re not that much older than me!” Mitzy blurted out.
She instantly felt foolish, it felt like something her friend, Zephyr would do. Several eyes had converged on them, including the barmaid who mouthed something that looked quite aggressive.
“Fine, go on,” said Benny.
“I need help getting him out and to safety,” she explained.
“Why doesn’t he just walk away? Are they keeping locked up or something?” he asked.
“Yes… no, he’s afraid of what they might do, if I can just talk to him I know I can convince him to walk away but I can’t get up there!” she said as she pointed up.
“Right, so all I have to do is get you to your brother and you’ll give me the money you stashed up, enough to leave Crater?” Benny asked.
“You’ll get a quarter,” Mitzy said,
“Half,” Benny countered.
“Quarter,” Mitzy said again.
“Half or you’re finding your brother on your own,” he said.
Mitzy wrinkled her nose and left it a moment before she replied, “fine, half, but only when we get him out of there.”
Benny held out his right hand, spitting into his palm. Mitzy leaned away from the gesture, her eyes narrowing. "No chance," she sneered. "I'm not shaking your dirty, gob-infested hand."
"It's how we make a contract," Benny said with a smirk. "But if you don't want to make a deal, that's fine by me."
Mitzy had grown up in an orphanage full of boys and had played this game many times before. She leaned forward, placing her own hand out, and then let out a mighty snort, drawing as much phlegm as she could into her mouth. She spat the contents onto her hand and watched as the colour drained from Benny's face. Their hands met with a squelching sound.
"Half?" Benny asked, his voice barely above a whisper.
"Half," Mitzy confirmed, considering that half of nothing was still nothing.
They released their grips and Benny wiped his hand on his trousers, while Mitzy let her hand drip on the table for good measure.
"I need to do some digging," Benny said, pushing his chair back and standing up. "Let's meet here tomorrow night and get started."
"See you then," Mitzy said with a smile of her own.
After Benny left the tavern, Mitzy stood up, cleaning off her hand with a rag and smoothing down her dress. She was rewarded with smiles from both the barmaid and Mowa as she left the Mellow Moss, hoping they hadn't heard any of the exchange.




Chapter 7 - Pursuit

Our attempt to return to Crossroads was thwarted by an unwitting detour through the dense forest, leading us to follow the river downstream. I can't help but feel a twinge of remorse for Hershal, but in his defence, he was all too wiry to be a satisfying meal. Jaxon believes that the Dryad may be related to Arakiel, the Prince of the Earth Throne. He plans to gather a crew and return to explore further, although he still has yet to acknowledge my contribution to our discovery with the Tree Whisperer. The man can be insufferable at times.
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #7
A flock of birds silhouetted against the embers of a dying day. Their shadowy shapes outlined by a halo of orange, red and yellow hues that hung in a pink sky as the horizon swallowed it whole. Captain Bacchus would have thought the sight beautiful if it wasn’t for the fact that the flock - was a fleet - in pursuit of him and his crew. His old friend, The Tinker, had patched the airship’s engine which had given them a boost but much to Mave’s dismay The Glee was far from its full glory or speed.
The Captain turned his back on those that hunted them and instead faced his crew. Everywhere he turned he saw injured crewmen, they occupied the main deck because the hull and quarters were full of holes. Sails used to block the wind's bite had been torn down to use as stretchers, bandages and blankets. Each sight struck him like a hammer to nail on the plank used to seal a breach in the hull.
My ship and my crew, those are the two things you do not hurt, he thought with an internal grimace.
“Making another round?” came a voice from his side, Karya, who was unusually quiet.
When did she get so close? He thought.
“You should get some rest, Captain,” she said.
“It's good for morale for the crew to see me,” replied Bacchus.
“Not if you fall on your face it isn’t,” came a voice from his other side, Holt.
“Stop sneaking up on me, both of you, that’s an order,” Bacchus said.
“Would have noticed us if you were actually here,” she paused, ”you’re somewhere else right now, sir,” said Karya.
“Don’t call me sir!” Bacchus said with a wave of a hand.
“Captain,” Karya corrected, then said, “have you seen him yet?”
“Tink? How’s he doing?” Bacchus asked.
“Not well, I don’t think he’s going to make it, Cap,” answered Holt.
“You should see him,” Karya followed up softly.
The devil's whisper, there is nothing serene when Karya is soft spoken, thought Bacchus. “Ok,” he replied.
Bacchus had been avoiding the old man. If he didn’t see it, then the injury didn’t exist, right? It was childish and he knew it. Together he and his two top officers finished their circuit of the ship and then made their way to The Captain's Quarters, his quarters. Karya and Holt each opened a door for him and he stepped into the darkness.
Always one to make an entrance, you rusted gear. The Tinker said to Bacchus, in his imagination. In reality the old man remained still as he let out heavy laboured breaths as he lay on top of Bacchus’s bed.
“Captain, Galley’s full so I had him brought up here… to make him comfortable,” said Ned besides Tinker.
The man had continued to take on the role of the ship surgeon. Bacchus just nodded and looked to the bed. Beside his old friend, kneeling on the floor, was Belle who held her grandfather’s hand tightly in her own.
“How’re you holding up, kid?” Bacchus asked.
The girl sniffed and Bacchus could see she tried hard not to seem like she was snivelling.
“I’m not a—, “ she began but was cut off.
“She’s not a ki…d, not any more,” the words came from a weak and wheezy voice.
“Grandpa!”
“Tink!”
Surprise registered on the faces of both Bell and Bacchus at the same time.
"How are you feeling, old friend?" Bacchus asked, concern etched on his face.
"Never...be...better," the old tinker replied before breaking into a fit of coughs.
Ned rushed to the man's side with a pail, tipping its contents into the tinker's mouth. It took a moment for the old man to gulp down the liquid, his breaths ragged and laboured.
"How's my ship?" the tinker asked, his voice weak.
"Your ship?" Bacchus countered. "I believe you mean my ship, and I should be asking you the same question. Didn't you repair my engine?"
The old man grimaced, a hand going to his mouth as he coughed again. When he took it away, Bacchus saw the blood. "Belle, explain," the tinker said, his voice barely above a whisper.
Belle kept hold of her grandfather's hand as she looked over to Bacchus. "We patched the engine as best we could," she began. "The main intake valve was damaged, shredded by whatever the nether's arsehole hit us. We had to cap the speed or else it would burst and we'd be dead in the water."
"Water," Bacchus smiled, trying to lighten the mood. "You do know it's a sky-ship, right?"
"I imagine there's a sea below us somewhere that we'd crash into and die, especially if we lost the Skiilite engines at this altitude," Belle replied, her tone matter-of-fact.
"Told you, not a kid," the old tinker smiled, a hint of pride in his voice.
"Aye, that she ain't," Bacchus returned the gesture. "Ned, a word," he then said, turning to his chef-come-surgeon.
The two men walked over into the corner of the quarters, it wasn’t spacious by any means but it was still the largest chamber in the ship.
"How is he, really?" Bacchus asked in a low voice, concern etched on his face.
Ned looked over at the old man and then back to the Captain, his expression grim. "Cap, his insides look like the engine," he said, his voice heavy with sorrow.
"Patched?" Bacchus asked, a glimmer of hope in his voice.
"Shredded," Ned replied, shaking his head. "And like the engine, he's not going to last long."
"What if we got him to a real healer?" Bacchus asked, desperation creeping into his voice.
"Maybe, I don't know," Ned replied, his tone apologetic. "I'm sorry, Bacchus."
"Fine," Bacchus said, his voice resigned. He turned back to the old tinker, his heart heavy with the knowledge of what was to come.
Bacchus stormed towards the old tinker, his voice ringing with anger. "If you die on my bed, you old bastard, I'll never get a good night's sleep there again. Those are duck feather pillows!"
Despite the outburst, Bacchus saw a smile form on the old man's lips and a splutter that he assumed was laughter. Belle, however, just frowned at him.
"I'll try...not to," the tinker replied, his words slurred. "They still on our tail?"
"Yeah, like hounds with a scent," Bacchus replied, his tone grim.
"That gun...the one that shot us...it's my design," the tinker said, struggling to get the words out both physically and emotionally.
Bacchus raised an eyebrow. "Yours?"
"Aye, the merchant lords...we sold them goods," the tinker began.
"You sold them that monstrosity of a weapon?" Bacchus exclaimed, his eyes going wide with shock.
"No, they stole it," Belle interjected. "It was our design, and they stole it somehow. We hadn't even made a prototype yet. If they kept to the specifications, they need to clean the barrel out every third shot. It's why they can't shoot continuously," she explained.
"We need to lose them fast, then," Bacchus said, his voice urgent. "Got any bright ideas, old man?"
The tinker scowled. "Used up all my luck." He then looked down at his granddaughter. "Belle...help him, use that noggin."
"No, grandpa. I'm staying here with you," Belle replied, determination etched on her face. "They're sky-pirates. It's what they do."
Bacchus nodded. She isn't wrong, he thought. We may all just be out of luck.
The sound of boots clattered against the deck, followed by a cacophony of raised voices that heralded the arrival of trouble. Bacchus, the captain of the ship, raised his brow as Karya, his first officer, stormed into the room.
"What is it, Karya?" Bacchus asked.
"Captain, we need you on deck," she said urgently. "They're gaining on us."
Bacchus cursed under his breath, feeling the weight of responsibility bear down upon his shoulders. "Aether's furry balls," he muttered. "Can't they give us a moment of respite?"
As he glanced down at the young girl who still clung to her grandfather's hand, he noticed that she avoided his gaze. Turning his attention to his old friend, Tinker, Bacchus sought his counsel.
"Go," Tinker said.
Bacchus wasn't certain if Tinker had directed his command at him or the girl, but he knew that he had to act swiftly. Without another word, he turned his back and headed for the door.
"Don't die on me, old man," Bacchus ordered as he left, his mind already focused on the battle that awaited him.
Flanked by two officers, Captain Bacchus strode across the deck, his eyes scanning the horizon for any sign of trouble. The auditorium at the stern was their destination, and he could feel the weight of exhaustion pressing down on him with every step. The captain's quarters on The Glee were located at the bow of the ship, but Bacchus had always preferred to look forward.
His Bosun and crew had assembled in the meeting room, weariness etched on their faces. Bacchus noted their expressions but hid his own fatigue behind a smile.
“Report,” he commanded.
“Right up our arses they are cap’t,” Gunny replied.
“Firing range?” Asked Bacchus.
“Only that big gun of theirs but they’re holding off,” Gunny answered.
“Maybe they want her majesty alive?” added Mave.
Gunny scoffed, “Bit late for that now, ain’t it?”
“They don’t know that,” Holt said.
“Tink told us they can’t fire the weapon repeatedly and We don’t know that they want the princess,” Bacchus corrected.
“Still think the kid can fly? Me thinks it was a trick of the eye,” said Gunny.
“That was no trick, Gunny, I have faith in the kid. It’s us I’m worried about. Mave, what are our options?” Bacchus asked.
“Up, down, down, down, left, right, then hold your… arse cheeks together until they start shooting,” said Mave.
Bacchus felt his jaw drop in disbelief, and he could see others in the room sharing his reaction. Even Gunny side-eyed Mave in reproach.
Mave cleared her throat. "We're in a bind, my dearest captain, and I haven't the foggiest what we can do. We're about to meet the jolly bugger," she said, sounding much more like her usual self.
"Aye, that," Gunny added with a grin.
Silence spread across the room. They were in a bad spot and Bacchus knew it. Usually his officers were full of ideas or at the very least jest about the situation but the damage to the ship and injuries to the crew had taken a heavy toll. A creak sounded, Bacchus heard it but his thoughts were focused on the situation at hand.
What are we to do? He thought.
Glass shattered as pieces from what seemed to be a bottle scattered across the wooden deck. A piece skittered across Bacchus' boot leaving a thin scratch. The Captain looked up and around the room. Behind his officers a figure moved. Gunny had to jump back as another flask smashed against the floor.
“Bloody blue balls,” he yelped in surprise.
“What in the nether’s is going on here?” Bacchus shouted.
Commotion erupted as the circle the Bosun had formed dissolved and the sky pirates chased the form of a small person around the room.
“It’s the Tinker’s welp!” yelled Holt, “she’s gone mad with grief!”
“Not the Brandy!” cried Gunny as Bacchus had to dodge another bottle.
“Glass, we need glass! As much as we can, get me speculum, now!” said Belle.
Karya stepped forward and grabbed the girl's arm before she could hurl another decanter.  Captain Bacchus stormed across the room to confront her.
“Belle, what’s gotten into you, TInk, is he ok?” He asked..
“He’s still breathing but we need glass, get me anything with a reflection!” Belle answered.
“Aether’s why?” Mave said
A wild grin spread across the girl’s face, “I’m going to make a replica of The Glee, a double, a decoy.”
“Calm down, explain,” said Bacchus.
“No time, just trust me, I can make a decoy that’ll trick the pursuers following us, all I need is a destination and glass, or anything that reflects light,” she explained.
Bacchus waved a hand at Karya and the first officer let go of the girl. He stared Belle in the eye until he recognised the spark, not of madness but the same genius look the tinker held..
“Captain?” Karya inquired.
“Do as the girl says,” Bacchus said with a grin to mirror the Tinker’s granddaughter’s.
For the second time in a short few days the crew of the Glee, those that were still able, rushed around the ship looking for materials for some mad plan. They brought bottles, shaving mirrors and anything else that cast back light to the auditorium where the younger tinker would promptly smash them to pieces. Bacchus watched as she added the shards to woven baskets that she had found in the galley, in a spiral pattern.
Once she was done with each she would lower them down on a rope to Gunny who sat in the Bandit, the small floatboat that was attached to the Glee. The same one they had used to rescue Zephyr in. Gunny then followed the girls instructions to strap the devices in various geometrical locations as directed by Belle.
“Tiny Tink, going to tell me how this works yet?” Bacchus asked.
“Nope, Grandpa says surprises are best, just that, surprises,” she replied with a grin.
“Not when you’re risking my ship and crew they’re not,”
“Hush, I’m working,” Belle hissed.
“Did she just shush me? On my own ship?” Bacchus said as he looked at Karya, indignant.
His first officer just shrugged.
Captain Bacchus left Belle and his commandeered crew to their work and climbed the steps to the bridge. There he found Mave as she guided the ship as fast as the damaged engine would carry it through the troposphere. Holt stood by her side using the various telescopes attached to the ship to keep an eye on their pursuers.
“How are we looking, Holt?” The Captain asked.
“Not good, Captain, they’re not far off firing range, surprised they’ve not used that big gun on us yet.”
“Did I not hypothesise they wanted the queen alive,” Mave said as she steered the ship.
“She’s a princess, and not currently onboard,” said Bacchus.
“And they are ignorant of that fact, my dear captain” replied Mave.
“So if we just tell them she’s not here they’ll leave us alone?” Asked Holt.
“If you want to get out and tell them that, be my guest,” said Bacchus.
“How is our young tinker coming along?” Mave interrupted.
“She shooed me away, apparently she’s nearly done, wants us to rise up towards the clouds,” Bacchus said.
“Ignoramus! Why did you not tell me this earlier?” Mave shouted as she glared at the Captain.
“What’s wrong?” Holt asked.
Bacchus then realised, “it takes more for the engine to push us up to altitude, if we fly higher they’ll gain on us and it’ll be over. Damnit, I should have thought of it sooner.”
Bacchus tapped his foot against the floor as he thought.
“We need a distraction,” he said.
“I thought that was what the girl was doing?” Holt said.
“That’s a decoy, we need to slow them down enough for her plan to work, Waldwick and Claxton, we’ll put their brawn to good use,” commanded Bacchus.
“Aye captain,” Holt replied.
“Mave, fly us into the heavens,” he ordered once more.
“Aye captain!” Mave said with Glee.
As The Glee began to make its ascent the angle of the ship tilted upwards which made hauling heavy things all that much harder. Which is why Bacchus was glad he had Waldwick and Claxton to do the heavy lifting. As predicted their pursuers had caught up and were close to firing range but so too was The Glee.
Captain Bacchus stood on the edge at a precipice, and laughed, he could see his enemies and was ready to face them.
A large hole had been blown into the hull at the ship's stern; which just happened to be on the staircase that led to each deck. Bacchus had tied himself to the railing along with Waldwick and Claxton. As the ship had begun to ascend it angled to give them a view of the open sky and the fleet chasing them. The hole also threatened to deposit them into said sky. A large groan sounded and wood creaked as on the stairs, tied and lodged into the bannisters, stood a lone singular cannon. Both Waldwick and Claxton held on to it for dear life.
“Lads, if that gives way it’ll be your anchor, you know that right?” Captain Bacchus said.
“You sure about this Captain?” Waldwick said as he shook.
“I don’t want to die,” Claxton said with a pull on the rope that tethered him to the stairs.
“Don’t worry now boys, we’ve got this. Now how much gunpowder were you able to secure?” Bacchus asked.
“Half a barrel? Ain’t much left, most of it went to Gunny’s black pearls,” Waldwick answered.
“It’ll do,” the captain said with a grin.
BOOM! Shots sounded from the armada. He could see the smoke leave the forward facing cannons.
We’re in firing range then, thought Bacchus.
A black dot grew ever larger as a cannon ball headed in their direction before it shot past the hull and indeed The Glee itself.
“I don’t want to be here!” cried Claxton as he tried to scramble up the stairs, he failed.
Claxton slipped up a stair and fell backwards and over the railing. His rope grew taut and Bacchus watched as the man fell forward and swung towards their cannon,
“Well look at that, we’ve got ourselves a volunteer to fire and load the cannon!” Bacchus said,
“Uh uh, help,” Claxton whimpered as he rested on the iron barrel.
Bacchus looked down at his crewmen and simply said, “catch,” as he threw the already lit ignitor in the man’s direction.
The sky-pirate fumbled at the torch, and Bacchus watched in suspense as it rolled out of his grasp and back into the air. But Claxton bit his lip and lunged for the fire-stick, catching it in both hands with a heavy sigh.
“Fire when ready, crewmen,” Bacchus said with a smile.
Another sigh and Claxton shifted forward to touch the glowing end of the torch to the cannon’s fuse, it held it there for a few breathless moments before the wick caught. That is when the sky-pirate scrambled.
“Heave!” Commanded Bacchus and both he and Waldwick pulled upon the rope to bring Claxton back up to safety. It was just as they managed to drag the man over the rail that thunder sounded, wood creaked and flame burst into life from the muzzle of the cannon.
Shrapnel in all shapes and sizes flew out of the hind end of The Glee. Bacchus watched as the ships that pursued them swerved and nearly collided to avoid this unexpected attack. It slowed them, Bacchus just hoped it would be enough. He and the other two crewmen continued the process of loading bits and pieces, from the damaged parts of the airship, into the barrels before firing it off at those who gave chase behind them.
“It’s keeping them at bay, like shooting pigeons from a barrel!” said Waldwick.
“In a barrel,” Claxton corrected.
“Well, we’re the ones in a barrel and they’re the pigeons flying outside of it,” explained Waldwick.
The Captain sighed, “It’s fish, like shooting fish in a barrel, dimwits,” he said as he rested a palm against his forehead. “Aye, it’ll hold them off but not for long. We’ll need to see how the girl—” Bacchus began but as cut off as he heard a sharp crack from above them.
It was followed by a scraping sound as if something heavy slid against the hull. Then the ship began to groan and tilt. The Captain looked out of the hole just as mist began to form and obscure the view, they had ascended to the clouds.
“Stay here, hold fire, I’m going to check on what the seven nether’s they’ve done to my ship!” ordered Bacchus.
Captain Bacchus climbed the steep stairs, his footing unsteady as the ship pitched and rolled. He pushed forward, determined to reach the deck. Finally, he emerged from the stairwell and rushed towards the aft, where the bridge and navigation sat.
As he approached, he found Belle and most of his officers gathered at the back railing, staring down at The Bandit, the ship's floatboat. Bacchus hesitated for a moment before peering over the railing, where he was met with a barrage of curses that would make a sailor's wife blush.
"And shove it up his port side ballast," came the end of a chorus of curses.
"Gunny!" Bacchus called out. "What are you doing down there?"
The Bandit was loaded with baskets woven with glass that were tied over the tiny hull. It swung from side to side, scraping against the Glee's hull. One of the ropes that held it securely in place had snapped, leaving only one rope to keep it secure. Gunny clung to the ship's navigation wheel for dear life.
The man let out another string of curses which ended in, "throw the bloody duck overboard!"
"Hang in there, we'll pull you up," he said to Gunny then turned to the crew, "someone throw down a rope and pull him up!" he commanded.
Belle stepped to his side and looked out into the mists, "No time, Captain, we need to drop it now or the plan won't work."
"And please explain to me, baby tink, why not?" asked Bacchus.
"There's no time!" complained Belle.
Bacchus threw the girl a glance, "then make it fast. Explain, now!"
Belle took in a deep breath, "Sun's at right angle, glass will refract the light and make the floatboat look bigger, like it's The Glee,"
"The decoy?" said Bacchus.
"Exactly, if we wait any longer the fleet will catch up and see through it and there won't be enough illumination for the illusion, hurry Captain," explained Belle.
Bacchus nodded and poked his head over the rail once again, "Gunny, can you climb up to the guide rope?"
The mad gunmaster looked up with concern on his face,"And why would I do that!?"
"You're going to cut it, now can you reach it?" Bacchus said.
Dismay spread across the man's face. It was the first time Bacchus had ever seen Gunny wear such an expression. Then the bastard shook his head, his thin pursed lips were replaced by a wild grin.
Bacchus watched as Gunny began his ascent. He grimaced as the man slipped on the steering wheel as it began to spin. The crew cheered as the skinny man leapt from the pillar to the bow of the small vessel to grip onto the rope around the rim. From there they rooted as Gunny took the guide rail in hand and began to shimmy up.
"That's it Gunny, now cut the guide below you," ordered Bacchus.
The man nodded, "sure, but, uh Captain,"
"What Gunny?" said Bacchus.
"Me knife, it's up there, lent it to the kid," Gunny replied.
Bacchus heard footsteps run across the deck and then Karya shouted "No!"
"Catch!" yelled Belle as she threw the knife.
Gunny's eye shot open as the dagger fell towards him. He wiggled back and forth until the rope wobbled which allowed him to swing ever so slightly towards the weapon at the same time the Bandit scraped harder against The Glee. The crew applauded as the man opened his mouth and clinched the blade between his teeth. He looked up at them with an exposed smile.
Then he nodded his head and began to saw into the rope.
Bacchus watched as Gunny's hands began to bleed from his effort to saw into a rope that was as thick as his arm. The man gritted his teeth and with one last effort cut through it. The rope gave way and Gunny swung like a pendulum with legs dangling into the air. Bacchus watched as a separate cord attached to the floatboat’s navigation column grew taut and then snapped. As it did the engine on the smaller vessel bloomed into life.
Clever girl, Bacchus thought as he turned to Belle.
 
“Now what?” He said. 
“Now we skedaddle, before they find out it’s a decoy.” Belle explained.
Bacchus nodded, “Mave, gun it!” he shouted just as Gunny heaved himself over the rail.
"Thanks mates," said Gunny sarcastically as he rested upon his knees on The Glee's deck. The crew ignored him.
“Where to?” asked Mave.
“The Cloudsmiths,” replied the Captain. Bacchus watched as Gunny’s eyes grew wide and his pupils small. 




Chapter 8 - Crossroads

We have arrived in Riverdale, a town situated between the Barbosian Empire and the Kingdom of Branica. Although it is technically part of Barbosia, Riverdale is considered neutral ground. Unfortunately, our timing could not have been worse, as tensions are high due to conflict in the south, in Trent, between the two neighbouring sovereignties. We have taken the opportunity to resupply, and our intention is to travel west, away from the brewing danger. 
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #8
Zephyr trailed behind Bait as they journeyed through the dense underbrush, his steps guided by the flying squirrel towards a sliver of light peeking through the foliage. Finally, they emerged into a sun-drenched clearing, the brilliant morning sun a stark contrast to the dimly lit forest they had just left behind. Priscilla, the princess, followed closely behind Zephyr, her tattered gown a symbol of the trials and tribulations she had endured in the woodland.
The open space was dotted with tree stumps and fallen logs, stacked in cone-like formations with the largest logs forming the base and the smaller ones capping the top. Among these, one stump stood out, still bearing a razor-sharp saw that was obviously designed for the use of two men.
"A lumberyard," Priscilla said, as she stepped beside Zephyr.
"But there's no one here," Zephyr noted. "It's early morning, shouldn’t someone be working?"
Priscilla strolled around, with Bait dancing around her feet. "It looks like whoever laboured here left in a rush," she said, pointing to a log hut next to what appeared to be the beginning of a road. "See that building up there?"
Zephyr took the lead, his hand hovering over the hilt of his sheathed dagger. They approached the open door of the log cabin, and as Zephyr rounded the corner, his eyes widened in shock.
"Vines!" he exclaimed. "The building is overrun with them but everything looks new and nothing is rotten. How is that possible?"
Priscilla peered over his shoulder, taking in the sight of the ivy that covered the walls, floor, and furniture within the hut. "It's like the vines have a life of their own," she said, her tone wary.
Zephyr stepped inside, taking in the cluttered desk and maps, the hunting trophies adorning the walls, and the unlit lantern sitting in the centre of it all. "This place is like a scene straight out of a nightmare," he muttered.
"Could it be the work of the dryads?" Priscilla asked, her voice filled with caution. "Remember the girl who helped us? We might have just been lucky. I wouldn't want to be the one to  anger their kind by cutting into their territory, literally."
Zephyr nodded, his hand still resting on his dagger. "Either way," Zephyr said, "we should be careful."
The three of them trudged down the road, with Bait perched atop Zephyr's shoulder. The forest slowly gave way to open land as they climbed a gentle incline, until they reached the peak of a small hill. The breeze that brushed over Zephyr invigorated him, and in the distance, he spotted a plume of smoke.
"Is that a campfire?" he asked, squinting into the distance. But as he looked closer, he saw more columns of smoke, and his eyes widened. "No, it's a city!"
"More like a town," Priscilla corrected him with a smirk. "A frontier town, to be exact."
Zephyr's eyebrows furrowed. "A frontier town?"
"A settlement on the very brink of civilization," Priscilla explained with a knowing nod. "Crossroads, if I'm not mistaken. They trade in lumber."
At the mention of merchants, Zephyr's scowl deepened. "That explains the lumberyard then, are they at all like the merchant lords?"
Priscilla chuckled. "Hardly. The guilds in Crossroads don't hold a candle to the Thirteen in Crater. These are true free traders, unbeholden to any master but their own."
As they drew closer, the town came into focus. A large wooden wall enclosed the settlement, within which stood numerous buildings and shops, teeming with what appeared to be people. The smoke rose from one of many chimneys within the town. Just before they could take another step, Priscilla pulled them aside.
"Zephyr, hold your horses," she said, a hint of urgency in her voice. "We can't just barge in like this. We need a plan, a solid one."
"Why?" Zephyr asked, his eyebrows raised.
Priscilla stepped back and gestured to her tattered dress. "Do you have any idea what they'll say if we walk in looking like this?"
Zephyr grinned. "Welcome home?"
Priscilla rolled her eyes. "Hardly. They'll want to know where we came from. And what do we tell them? That we fell out of an airship, got chased by sky-pirates and dryads through the forest?"
Zephyr's scowl deepened. "Saved by a dryad," he corrected.
"Fine, fine," Priscilla said with a wave of her hand. "But it doesn't matter. We need to be careful, strategic even, in how we present ourselves."
Zephyr delved into the pockets of his jerkin and retrieved several pieces of glittering jewellery, the spoils he had pilfered from the chamber where he had rescued the princess. He offered her one of the shining trinkets.
"Why don't we put some of this loot to good use? We could buy you a new dress and bribe the guards."
Priscilla scowled, "And have everyone suspect us of being highwaymen? I think not. We’ll have to stash your treasure Zephyr."
Zephyr rubbed his chin, "What if I tell them I rescued you from a group of bandits and took this as a reward? Sounds heroic, doesn't it?"
"Heroic, yes," Priscilla replied with a roll of her eyes. "But also completely unbelievable. We need a story that's both convincing and compelling."
They fell into silence, deep in thought. Suddenly, Priscilla's face lit up, "I've got it! We'll present ourselves as a young couple on a journey to follow in the footsteps of the legendary adventurer, Isaac Tan."
"What about the dress?" Zephyr asked, a hint of scepticism in his voice.
"We were set upon by bandits on the way here," Priscilla explained. "You valiantly defended us, but we were forced to flee with barely the clothes on our backs."
Zephyr stood in contemplation for a moment, then nodded in agreement. He began sorting through the jewellery in his hand. "What are you doing?" Priscilla asked.
"Looking for the most unremarkable piece," Zephyr replied with a smirk. "We'll need some coin, unless you're keeping something hidden beneath your tattered gown?" He watched as Priscilla's cheeks reddened at the suggestion.
He plucked a small ring with a petite gem from the pile and held it up with a grin.
"Our wedding band!" Priscilla exclaimed, her face lighting up. Zephyr felt his own cheeks warm at the thought. "That'll fit perfectly into our story. What will we do with the rest of it?" Priscilla asked.
"Normally, I'd stash it in a mushroom," Zephyr started, but Priscilla's raised eyebrow told him she wasn't impressed. "Never mind. We can bury it in the forest, as long as we have a recognizable spot to retrieve it later."
Priscilla gestured towards a stone column by the side of the road. "What about that?"
Zephyr approached the pillar and ran his fingers over the number etched into its surface. "What does this signify?" he queried, turning to Priscilla.
"It's a mile marker," she explained, her eyes shining with understanding. "It indicates the distance you've travelled down the road and how much further you have to go."
Zephyr tilted his head, captivated by her wealth of knowledge. He couldn't help but ponder how many books she had studied to possess such a vast store of information. "This is perfect," he said with a nod.
Zephyr counted twenty paces before he discovered a tree that seemed like the perfect place to conceal his treasures. He dug a shallow pit at the tree's base and deposited the remaining jewellery and valuables within. As he was about to cover it up, he retrieved a small blue pebble-shaped azure stone.
"What's that?" Priscilla asked from behind him, her footsteps having gone unnoticed.
"It's a memento from my mother," Zephyr replied, his tone defensive. "I'm keeping it."
"May I see it?" Priscilla requested.
Zephyr hesitated, then tossed her the stone. "Sure, keep it safe while I finish burying the rest of this," he said as he continued to hide the jewellery. He watched as she examined the stone with a curious gaze. Once he had finished, he retrieved it. That left him with only the small ring, his mother's keepsake, his dagger, and the Firefly on his wrist. The device had won him his freedom, but it had been damaged during his escape from Crater, with the grapple being severed.
With the treasure securely buried, Zephyr and Priscilla set out for the town. They made a deliberate detour back into the forest, circling the settlement and entering from an opposite direction, so as not to draw attention to their arrival from the direction of the logging camp. There would have been no plausible explanation for their presence there. It was Priscilla's suggestion, and Zephyr had to admit she was right.
As they approached, Zephyr observed the guarded expressions on the faces of the gatekeepers. One of the watchmen, a broad-shouldered man with a thick beard, hailed them with a suspicious and gruff voice. "Greetings, what befell you two?"
Priscilla replied in a trembling voice, "We were ambushed on the road." The guards scrutinised them, their gazes lingering on Priscilla's tattered and torn dress and Zephyr's stained and worn attire.
The other guard, a thin man with a scar bisecting his cheek, spoke in a gruff and sceptical tone. "What happened?"
"The Dryads," Priscilla answered before Zephyr could intervene.
Zephyr was taken aback by her lie, it was not what they had agreed to, but he quickly regained his composure, not wanting to draw any unnecessary attention. The guards exchanged a worried look.
"Dryads, you say?" the burly guard asked, his voice laced with concern. "How far down the road did you encounter them?"
"About a league," Priscilla replied, trying to sound casual. Zephyr noticed the guards share a worried expression.
"Hauke, we must inform the commander of this," the thin guard said, turning to Zephyr and Priscilla. "Enter, refresh yourselves. Grace at The Timberline Taproom can assist you in making yourselves comfortable. You must be more vigilant out there," he spoke with genuine concern in his voice.
"We will be more careful," Zephyr pledged to the guard. The watchman gave them a final inspection before nodding to his colleague, granting them entry into the town. Zephyr and Priscilla stepped through the gates, both exhaled a relieved breath.
Once they had advanced a short distance inside the town, Zephyr turned to Priscilla.
"Why did you mention the Dryads to the guards, Princess?" Zephyr whispered harshly. "That was not what we had agreed upon."
"It was the most credible tale I could come up with," Priscilla answered. "I knew you wouldn't agree to it, and I apologise. But it's the truth."
"Fine," Zephyr said, struggling to keep his voice even. "Leave her out of it from now on Cilla. For now we need to find a place to sell this wedding band and get some coin."
Priscilla just nodded.
As they entered the market square, Zephyr was inundated with the sensory overload of the bustling town. It was his first time venturing beyond Crater and he was struck by the sheer variety of sights, sounds, and scents that surrounded him. Stalls overflowed with exotic fruits, spices, handcrafted trinkets, and shimmering weapons. Zephyr's eyes widened in amazement as he took it all in.
They navigated the market, disregarding the curious gazes and hushed murmurs of the vendors and shoppers as they searched for a place to sell their wedding band. At last, they came across a humble establishment with a sign hanging above the door that read, "The Neglected Emporium"
Zephyr inhaled deeply and pushed open the door, eager to secure a decent price. As they stepped inside the store, Zephyr and Priscilla were greeted by a dimly lit room filled with various trinkets and treasures. The walls were lined with shelves that held a miscellaneous assortment of objects, ranging from old coins and rusty weapons to tarnished jewellery and broken clockwork pieces. The air was thick with the scent of dust and must, giving the shop an eerie and neglected feel.
The shopkeeper, an elderly man with a long white beard, looked up from behind a wooden counter and gave them a sceptical once-over. He was dressed in a tattered brown cloak and had a keen eye that seemed to miss nothing. He looked first at Priscilla's torn and tattered dress and then at Zephyr's stained and worn clothes. The shopkeeper's expression was one of suspicion, as if he wasn't quite sure what to make of the two travellers.
Zephyr stepped forward and pulled out the small wedding band, setting it down on the counter with a clink. The shopkeeper picked it up, scrutinising it with a critical eye. After a few moments of silence, Zephyr spoke up, negotiating a fair price for the ring. The shopkeeper's expression softened as they struck a deal, and Zephyr and Priscilla left the store with a small pouch of silver and copper coins, totaling a sum of twenty silver pieces.
"What now?" Priscilla asked as she surveyed their surroundings.
"We find a place to rest and plan our next move," Zephyr replied with a determined look.
"But first, I need to find some more appropriate attire," Priscilla added, a hint of embarrassment evident in her voice.
"Where do you plan to acquire that?" Zephyr asked, his concern evident in the furrow of his brow.
"I'll manage," Priscilla said with a touch of haughtiness, "I am, after all, a lady."
Zephyr's worry only deepened as he gestured to her torn and tattered dress. "Are you certain you'll be safe walking around like that?"
Priscilla scanned the market, taking note of the lawmen and guards present. "I'll be fine Zephyr," she said with a nod of confidence. "Let's meet at the Timberline Taproom before sundown, like the guard suggested."
Zephyr reluctantly agreed, and they divided the ten silver pieces they had obtained from selling the wedding band, each taking half.
Zephyr was exploring the market, taking in all the sights and sounds. He stumbled upon a stall selling savoury meats and his stomach rumbled with hunger. He made a mental note to come back and try some later. As he walked further down the row of stalls, he spotted a shop filled with glass. Curiosity piqued, he stepped inside.
He had never seen anything like the glassblower's studio before. The walls were lined with shelves, each one displaying beautiful and intricate pieces of glass. Zephyr was so entranced by the beauty of the pieces that he didn't even notice one of them was precariously close to the edge of the shelf.
As he reached out to touch it, the piece suddenly slipped from the shelf and shattered into a million pieces on the ground. Zephyr's heart sank as he realised what had just happened.
Crap, time to run, he thought.
He was about to make a run for it when he heard a voice behind him.
"Oh, my dear boy! What have you done?" The glassblower, a wrinkled old man with a long white beard, came out from the back room.
Zephyr turned to face him, feeling a mix of embarrassment and anger. "I-I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to break it. I'll pay for it, of course."
The glassblower smiled warmly at Zephyr. "No need to apologise, accidents happen. And I must say, it takes a lot of bravery to admit to a mistake and offer to pay for it."
Zephyr handed over a silver coin, still feeling embarrassed. "Here, this should cover it."
The glassblower took the coin and shook his head. "No, this is far too much. The piece was not worth nearly that much. Keep your silver, young man."
Zephyr was taken aback by the glassblower's generosity. "Are you sure?"
The glassblower chuckled. "Of course I'm sure. And don't worry about it, the broken piece was just a prototype. I was about to throw it away anyway."
Zephyr was grateful for the glassblower's kindness and left the studio feeling a little less embarrassed. As he walked away, he couldn't help but admire the beautiful pieces of glass in the shop windows, each one more intricate and stunning than the last.
With a sense of contentment, he browsed the rest of the market, basking in the newfound freedom he had yearned for since before his escape from Crater. The weight of his worries seemed to lift from his shoulders as he considered the possibilities of staying in this place or venturing out in any direction he chose.
Suddenly, his gaze was drawn to a workshop, a place that gleamed with the promise of fascinating contraptions and tools. Without hesitation, he stepped inside, his eyes wide with wonder at the sight that greeted him. This workshop was a work of art, a masterpiece of engineering, unlike anything he had ever encountered, even in the Industry Quarter of Crater where Old Man Tinker had his shop. The room was filled with intricate machinery and devices, each one more mesmerising than the last.
Zephyr's gaze was captured by a formidable figure. A woman, broad-shouldered and muscle-bound, was bent over a workbench, her attention fixed on her task. She wore massive goggles, which gave the appearance of a single, cyclopean eye, straight out of a fairy tale.
"What do you want?" she demanded, her voice a low growl as she lifted her head to regard Zephyr.
He extended his Firefly, the grappling device that was attached to his wrist, toward her. "I was hoping you could take a look at this," Zephyr said. "The hook has broken off." He didn't mention the reason for its failure, the fact that it had been severed by the minions of a merchant lord during his daring escape from Crater, as he rescued the fair Priscilla.
As the Tinker took hold of Zephyr's Firefly, her eyes were drawn to the intricate craftsmanship of the grappling device. "This is truly remarkable," she said, her voice filled with reverence. "Who created this piece of art?"
"Belle," Zephyr replied with a smile. "She's more of an apprentice, and she has a tendency to cause things to explode."
The woman let out a deep, booming laugh. "Well, let's see if we can prevent that from happening with this little gem," she said, her thick fingers reaching out to take a closer look. She examined the rope, studying the frayed cord with a critical eye.
"I can offer you a new grapple," the woman declared, "but it'll take time and a considerable sum to fashion a custom device with the same release mechanism."
Zephyr shook his head, "Unfortunately, I don't think I'll be able to stay here for that long."
"Well, I can have something ready for you by tomorrow," the woman said, her tone straightforward, "but it won't have the same level of finesse as your previous device."
Zephyr frowned, "How much for tomorrow's deadline?"
"Ten silver pieces," she stated.
Zephyr's heart sank. That's my entire coin purse, he thought.
The woman must have seen the distress on his face, for she softened her tone, "I can lower the price to eight silver pieces, but it won't be nothing special."
Zephyr weighed his options and ultimately nodded in agreement.
"Good choice," the woman nodded, "we have a deal."
She spat in her palm and offered her hand out. Zephyr took the offered hand and felt the rough calluses of the woman's palm as they sealed their agreement. An idea sparked within him, a plan that might help him overcome his limitations.
"Tomorrow, then?" he asked, and the woman nodded. With a word of gratitude, Zephyr stepped out of the workshop, leaving his precious Firefly in the capable hands of the Tinker. As he made his way through the market, he noticed that the sun was starting to dip below the horizon, casting long shadows over the stalls and vendors. The busy bustle of the market had slowed, with merchants packing up their wares for the day. Zephyr knew it was time to return to the princess.
With a few twists and turns and several stops to seek guidance, Zephyr finally found himself at The Timberline Taproom, the tavern that the guards had mentioned. From the outside, it appeared to be a worn and dusty roadhouse, but compared to the establishments back in Shanty, it was a luxurious haven. Each table was surrounded by enough chairs to seat a small group of people, and the seats were free of mould, a welcome change from what Zephyr was used to. As he stepped through the door, no one so much as glanced his way, a testament to the tavern's welcoming atmosphere.
Zephyr approached the table where Priscilla was seated, taking in the transformation of the princess. Gone was the tattered dress she had been forced to wear by the merchant lord, replaced by sleek black leather trousers and a dark green coat that hugged her waist. Beside her sat a sturdy backpack, indicating her preparation for their journey ahead.
"Prepared, are we, Miss Priscilla Tan?" Zephyr said with a smile, referencing the great explorer, Isaac Tan.
Priscilla returned the grin, her eyes shining with excitement. "I managed to find a store that sold some decent travelling gear. I figured we might need it for our journey."
Zephyr nodded in approval, impressed by her foresight. "You're right. We'll need to be prepared. Although, I'm not sure exactly what we're preparing for."
"Well, really, the only thing between here and the outpost is a long and dusty road and a lot of fields, if the maps I've read are accurate," Priscilla said.
"No more Dryads?" Zephyr asked, referring to the forest spirits they had encountered in the past.
Priscilla shook her head. "No, we'll be back in the kingdom in a week."
Zephyr sat down and they ordered a meal and watered down drinks from the bar. As they savoured the feast laid before them after the meagre offerings the forest had provided, Zephyr and Priscilla discussed their plans for the next day. Suddenly, a skinny man approached their table, his glasses perched precariously on the tip of his nose.
"Pardon the intrusion," he said, his eyes filled with worry. "But I couldn't help overhearing your mention of the Dryads at the gates. Were you two the couple that was attacked?"
Zephyr and Priscilla remained silent, their expressions guarded as they regarded the stranger.
"Please, I must know," the man pressed. "Was there a young girl among them?"
Zephyr glanced at Priscilla, considering his words carefully. He was tempted to tell the truth to the stranger, but he was aware that they needed to exercise caution and not reveal too much information. He hoped that his silent gaze would be enough to keep Priscilla from speaking, but his hopes were dashed as she spoke up.
"They’re dangerous," Priscilla said, her tone resolute. "They attacked us without warning and we barely escaped with our lives. I don't want to relive the experience and I don't want to talk about it any further."
The man's expression shifted from concern to disappointment as he listened to her words. He nodded his head slowly. "I understand. Thank you for your time," he said, before turning and walking away, leaving Zephyr and Priscilla to continue their meal in silence.
Zephyr couldn't shake the feeling that they were missing something important. Once the man was out of earshot, he hissed in a whisper, "Why didn't you tell him about the girl?" Zephyr asked, his voice tinged with frustration, "Why did you tell people again that they're dangerous when in reality, she saved us?"
Priscilla sighed, locking eyes with Zephyr. "We cannot trust anyone, Zephyr. Have you not noticed? People here revile them. You remember the abandoned timber mill we passed on the road?"
Zephyr nodded, his eyes still blazing.
"I spoke with people in the market today, Zephyr. The creatures continue to attack and slay the workers at the mill, leaving it desolate. There is no shortage of animosity between the two."
"Why do they not speak with them? Surely, they can come to an agreement?" Zephyr asked in a hushed voice.
"The Dryads claim the forest as their own, the men harvest its resources. There is simply no reconciling their differences. I overheard the storekeeper mention bringing in mercenaries to deal with the situation. The last thing we need is for the situation to escalate further. So we will tell people they are our enemies too," Priscilla replied.
"I won’t," Zephyr murmured.
"Well, I am your patron, Zephyr. You shall do as I say." Priscilla declared, her tone haughty.
"What now?" Zephyr retorted, pushing himself away from the table and away from the princess.
"We have a contract, Zephyr. You were to rescue me and escort me home, and I would reward you accordingly. That was the bargain we struck in the tower." Priscilla reminded him.
"No, I said I would get you out of Crater. I did that, and now you are on your own!" Zephyr snapped, standing up.
"Am I now? That is quite fine with me, Zephyr of Crater. You know nothing of the world beyond the chasm walls of your city, do you?" Priscilla sneered, standing up in turn.
The two of them locked gazes for a moment, each daring the other to back down.
"I intend to explore and forge my own path!" Zephyr declared, his voice ringing with determination.
With that, they both stormed off in opposite directions, but ultimately found themselves in the rooms next to each other that Priscilla had booked earlier that evening.




Chapter 9 - Choices

Jaxon and I traversed the rolling grass fields on sleds that hovered above the ground, powered by the same material that propels airships: Skiilite. Unlike airships, these sleds used a strange creature, with stubby legs and a thick feathery shell, to generate motion. The feathers of these creatures were different shades of green, allowing them to seamlessly blend into the grass and camouflage themselves. The creatures would curl into a ball and use their short legs to roll along the ground at tremendous speed. What intrigued me most was the harness, which kept the creatures in their balled state. It was truly a marvel of engineering and a testament to the ingenuity of the sled's creators. 
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #9
Zephyr lay there, watching as the morning light filtered through the windows, illuminating the wooden panelled room, fiery rays like a warm, golden glow. Despite his body being rested, his mind was still clouded with the remnants of the argument he'd had with Priscilla the previous night. As the memories played through his mind, he knew he had to make things right. He couldn't bear to lose another friend, not after what had happened with Mitzy and Joulan. He made a silent vow to himself to speak with Priscilla and resolve their differences.
Damn she’s stubborn though, he thought.
With a deep breath, to steel himself for the day Zephyr rose from the warm bed he occupied, the sound of rustling straw beneath him a familiar reminder of his time spent at Crater's Orphanage. He stood, stretching his limbs and fighting against the grogginess that clung to him like a second skin. A quick splash of cold water from the nightstand's basin woke him up, invigorating his senses and sharpening his mind. The room was small, with the only furnishings being a narrow bed, a bedside table, and a hook on the door for hanging his backpack. Of course, Zephyr didn't have a backpack, leaving him with a twinge of regret as he thought of Priscilla,
She’s the smart one, she bought supplies. I should've thought of that, he thought.
Zephyr emerged from his room and into the dimly lit corridor of the inn. Though his destination was only a step away, the journey felt like a marathon. The previous night, after a heated argument, Priscilla had rented two rooms for them, each located side by side. As they reached their doors simultaneously, keys in hand, they unlocked them with a sharp turn of the wrist and slammed them shut, the echoes of their anger ringing through the halls. Now, Zephyr stood outside Priscilla's door, determined to make amends.
He raised his fist to knock on the door, but there was no answer. He tried again, with the same result. Frustration mounting, he pushed against the door, which creaked open to reveal a room that was identical to his own and just as empty. A scowl tugged at Zephyr's lips as he turned away, his strides purposeful as he headed towards the staircase.
As Zephyr made his way down the creaky staircase into the common room of the tavern, he was struck by the stark contrast from the night before. The boisterous patrons who had filled the room with shouting and laughter were nowhere to be seen. Instead, only a handful of hushed customers remained, seated at small tables and slowly spooning porridge and fruit into their mouths. Despite the room being only sparsely populated, there was one person who was notably absent: the princess.
A voice called out to him as Zephyr's foot hit the final step, "Good morning, dearie. Looking for something to break your fast?" The speaker was a buxom woman with curly brown hair, who stood behind the counter.
Zephyr shook his head. "I'm looking for... my partner," he said, struggling with the words. He and Priscilla had been posing as a young couple, but the argument from the night before had put a strain on their facade. Yet the disagreement had come in handy the previous night, when they had decided to take separate rooms.
The woman's expression softened with pity. "I'm sorry, love. She left at dawn. Told me to give you a message: 'Good luck, Zephyr. I hope you find your way.'"
Zephyr hung his head, trying to hide his reaction. The woman, however, was not deterred. "That's a strange name, Zephyr. But don't worry, you were much too young to be wed anyway. She's done you a favour, even if I do worry about her out there on her own."
Zephyr scowled at the woman's rambling, but she seemed to take no notice. "Tell you what, breakfast is on the house. A hearty meal will give you a good start to the day, and the rest of your life. What do you say?"
It took a moment for Zephyr to decide, but eventually he nodded. "Sure, thank you," he said, as he took a seat at the bar.
“I’ll be right back with a warm cider and some grub,” the woman said and was off making herself busy.
Zephyr had some time to contemplate all that had happened.
I’m truly free now but what do I do? I could try and find The Glee but I have no clue where the ship would be or even if they survived the attack. I could try and find home, not that I know where my village is, did my mother even survive the raid? Would she still recognise me? He thought, many questions coming to mind.
Before long, the barmaid returned with a warm mug of apple-spiced tea and a plate overflowing with a heavy slice of buttered bread and a thick piece of meat, still sizzling and filling the air with its irresistible scent.
"What is this?" Zephyr asked, his eyes fixed on the plate before him.
"Bacon, kid. Have you never had bacon?" the woman replied, a hint of surprise in her voice.
Zephyr shrugged. "It's been a while," he said, picking up his fork.
"Well, enjoy," the woman said as she returned to her duties.
Zephyr dug into the food with the ravenous appetite of one so young, savouring every bite, washing it down with sips of the warm tea. The flavours exploded in his mouth, each bite more delicious than the last.
Bait emerged from the depths of Zephyr's jerkin pocket, looking up at him with longing eyes. Zephyr offered the tiny creature a few large crumbs of bread, eliciting a delighted squeak from the animal as it relished the treat.
“At least you haven’t left me, right Bait?” Zephyr said to the flying squirrel who just chirped in response.
The sudden screech of a chair being dragged across the hardwood floor sent a jolt of alarm through Zephyr, causing him to turn towards the source of the noise. There, he found a man with glasses seated beside him, his gaze intense and piercing.
"Pardon the intrusion," the man said, his voice a hushed whisper. "We spoke last night, if you remember?"
Zephyr nodded hesitantly, taking a gulp.
"I need to know more about the dryads that attacked you," the man continued, his voice tinged with urgency. "I apologise for pushing, but I really need your help. The girl… she’s my daughter you see."
Zephyr was caught off guard, unsure of what to say. He understood the importance of keeping a low profile, but the man's plea hit close to home. He weighed his options, trying to find a balance between revealing what he knew and protecting himself and those he cared for.
As he sat there, staring at his empty plate, the decision before him felt heavy. But as he looked up at the man, he saw the sincere worry in his eyes and felt his resolve strengthen. He took a deep breath and began to speak.
"The dryads didn't attack us," Zephyr declared. "We were ambushed by someone else, but the girl came to our rescue."
The man's eyes lit up with hope. "She's my daughter," he said, his voice filled with emotion. "I've got a complicated past with a dryad woman, and I never thought I'd get to see my child again. Can you tell me more about her?"
"Before the attack, I stumbled upon her," Zephyr explained. "Her leg was caught in a trap, and I freed her and little Bait here." He gestured towards the tiny creature, who was happily licking the remnants of butter off the plate.
"There have always been rumours about the people of the forest being evil," said the man, his eyes alight with a hint of wonder. "As a boy, I was captivated by them. But they're not evil, just fiercely protective of their home. Can you tell me exactly where you encountered my daughter?"
Zephyr shook his head. "I'm sorry, all I can say is that it was in the forest across the river."
"Thank you for being truthful with me," he said, rising from his seat. "I'll find her, and she'll know she has a father who loves her." He extended his hand to Zephyr. "I'm Hershal."
Zephyr took Hershal's hand, giving it a firm shake. "Zephyr."
"Safe travels, Zephyr," Hershal said with a nod. And with that, he turned and strode out of the tavern, determined to find his daughter.
After a while, Zephyr drained the dregs of his drink, then snatched Bait and tucked him into his pocket. With a final check to ensure he had all his belongings, the only item missing was his Firefly, he strode from the tavern, The sun was cresting the horizon, casting its golden rays upon the bustling city. Merchants were already setting up their stalls, the sounds of their haggling mixing with the early-morning chatter of craftsmen heading to their shops. Zephyr joined the throngs, making his way towards the tinker's workshop.
As Zephyr approached the workshop, the familiar symphony of a hammer clanging against metal and the sharp scent of oil and grease wafted to his nostrils, inviting him inside. The Tinker was a blur of movement, her workbench awash with a multitude of tools and gadgets of every size and shape. Yet, as Zephyr drew near, she paused and looked up, her face splitting into a grin as wide as the horizon.
"Though I said it would take a day to get this fix, yet here you are not even half a day later, eh, boy?" the Tinker quipped with a wry grin. "Lucky for you, I took the liberty of fixing it last night."
"My apologies," Zephyr replied sheepishly. "I woke early and couldn't resist the urge to explore."
The woman halted her labours, then strode with purpose into the backroom. In a matter of moments, she emerged, clutching Zephyr's Firefly in her hand. The device was largely unchanged, except for one key detail - the dangling cord at the end had been replaced by a sleek, spherical grappling hook.
The Tinker fixed Zephyr with a stern gaze, then huffed. "It won't be the same as it was before. I suspect it had a custom hook with elongated appendages, but I didn't have the time for such fineries. When you activate the switch on your wristband, these prongs on the sphere will extend," she demonstrated, pointing to the corner-like protrusions that sprouted from the ball. "They should allow for a firm grip on most surfaces, but don't expect anything too fancy, understood?"
"Thank you," Zephyr said, cradling the Firefly in his hands. "It may take some time to get used to, but I'll make it work."
The Tinker beamed and gave him a hearty pat on the shoulder. "That's what tinkers are all about, fixing and improving things, isn't it?"
Zephyr hefted the Firefly, examining its new grappling mechanism.
"One thing, though," the Tinker warned, her expression turning serious. "I tested it out, and let me tell you, it packs quite a punch. More power in that small frame than you'd think. Point it at a tree, you'll climb it. Point it at a person, and it's a weapon like you've never seen. So be careful, yeah?"
Zephyr nodded but the corners of his lips lifted ever so slightly.
As he turned to leave the woman asked one more question, "say, what's the power source for this little gem?" the Tinker asked, curiosity gleaming in her eyes.
Zephyr hesitated for a moment, then replied, "I actually don’t know and even if I did I have a feeling Belle would tie this around my neck even if I did."
The woman shrugged, a smile still playing at the corners of her mouth. "Just curious, that's all. No harm in asking."
Zephyr pulled out eight silver coins from his pocket and handed them to the Tinker. "Here's the payment we agreed upon. Thank you for your hard work."
The woman counted the coins, then pocketed them with a satisfied nod. "You're welcome, my boy. Safe travels to you."
Zephyr fastened the Firefly securely to his wrist, relishing the familiar weight of the device. With a wave of farewell to the Tinker, he stepped out of the workshop and into the city streets.
As he walked, he absently slipped a hand into his pocket, fingers tracing the outlines of the two remaining silver coins.
I should go retrieve that jewellery, and then what? I could travel downstream and find the next time, see if I can find my home village? Zephyr just wasn’t sure. A backpack, like the one Priscilla bought, I need something to store the treasure in rather than have it clink around in my pockets, he thought.
By then, the market had fully come to life, with merchants and patrons alike wandering the bustling square. Zephyr wandered over and started to inspect each stall, savouring his newfound freedom. Unlike the market in Shanty, the goods here were not just whatever the peddler could find in their home or what had fallen down from the city of Crater. Instead, each merchant had a theme—one sold candles, another herbs, another metalwork and furniture. Zephyr was intrigued by all of it, roaming from one booth to the next, revelling in the thrill of discovery.
Zephyr stumbled upon a leatherworker's stall, displaying an array of goods including backpacks of every size and shape. He sifted through the offerings, his eyes finally settling on a deep brown backpack with sturdy straps and a spacious interior. He lifted it up, admiring the fine stitching and the quality of the leather.
He turned to the merchant, who was busy with another customer, and decided to try his hand at haggling. "How much for this one?" Zephyr asked, gesturing to the backpack.
"Three silver coins," the leatherworker replied without missing a beat.
"I was hoping to pay two silver coins," Zephyr said, offering a friendly smile. "It's a fair price."
The merchant stroked his chin, considering Zephyr's offer. "Two silver coins, you say? That's a bit low. How about two silver coins and ten coppers?"
Zephyr weighed the offer, then countered, "How about two silver coins and five coppers?"
The leatherworker thought for a moment, then nodded. "Agreed. Two silver coins and five coppers it is."
Just as they were finalising the deal, a small airship, a floatboat, caught Zephyr's eye as it flew overhead. He craned his neck to follow its path, and his heart skipped a beat as he realised he’d seen the airship before, in the forest and it was headed in the direction that Priscilla would have taken.
"Excuse me," Zephyr said, quickly laying down the backpack and the coins. "I must go."
The leatherworker called out after him, but Zephyr was already sprinting in the direction of the airship, his heart pounding with urgency. The backpack and the haggling could wait; he needed to find Priscilla.
Zephyr took off after the floatboat, his legs pumping as he ran through the crowded market square. People jumped out of his way, shouting in alarm as he barreled past them. He darted through the winding streets, the floatboat always just within sight, growing smaller as it flew further away.
As he neared the city gates, Zephyr had to slow his pace, not wanting to draw the attention of the guards. He took deep breaths, trying to calm himself as he approached the gates. The guards gave him a cursory glance, then waved him through, assuming he was just another traveller leaving the city.
Once he was clear of the gates, Zephyr broke into a sprint, his heart pounding in his chest. He ran as fast as he could, his eyes fixed on the floatboat, which was now just a tiny speck in the distance. He pushed himself harder, not wanting to lose sight of it, knowing that the princess would be in danger. He had made his choice.




Chapter 10 - Rescue

In Greenhaven, Jaxon finally made his move. With the night skies clear and the stars visible, we purchased hot choc from the local inn and joined other couples on the grassy hills to gaze at the shooting stars in the sky. It was a breathtaking sight. The monk wrapped an arm around my shoulder and let me rest my head on his, though I had to keep pushing back his long locks as they kept getting in my way. One day, I'll convince him to keep it short and practical for travel, like I do. But, then again, his long locks do lend him an undeniable handsome air. 
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #10
With a sense of urgency driving him forward, Zephyr burst out of the frontier town and into the wilderness, his heart pounded with determination. Priscilla was in danger, and every second counted. The trail left by the kidnappers was still fresh, and he pushed himself to run faster, his legs carrying him further into the dense forest.
The trees blurred past him as he ran, each step bringing him closer, but he knew he couldn't outrun the airship, not even a floatboat. He had to reach Priscilla before the mercenaries could do her harm. The cool air of the forest was a welcome respite from the heat of the town, but Zephyr paid it little mind, focused solely on the rescue.
As he ran, Zephyr's mind raced with possibilities, his focus honed in on the Firefly fastened to his arm, the grappling device that had become a reliable tool in his arsenal though he had never attempted to use it in tandem with his ability to fly, but the stakes were high, and he knew it could be his best chance of catching up with the mercenaries without being detected. Especially now that it had been restored by the tinker.
Driven by an unwavering determination, Zephyr summoned his abilities and lifted into the sky, soaring above the trees and underbrush of the wild frontier. The device on his wrist hummed with an azure blue light, its gears and levers responding to his movements as if they were an extension of his own body. He rose higher and higher, but his power was limited to ascent and descent, not yet capable of directional flight.
The trail left behind by the kidnappers was clear, marked by a path of broken branches and trampled earth that led deeper into the wilderness. This meant that they were flying the airship low, and Zephyr still had a chance to catch up.
With a deep breath, Zephyr coiled back his arm and released the grapple of the Firefly with a smooth, practised motion. The spherical grappling hook shot through the air, its trajectory true and unwavering, before it wrapped itself securely around the trunk of a nearby tree with a resounding thunk. A jolt of energy raced through Zephyr's body as he felt himself being pulled forward, and he let out a triumphant shout as he soared through the air, arms spread wide, embracing the thrill of flight.
As he reached the peak of his arc, Zephyr summoned the grappling hook back with a deft flick of his wrist, the line smoothly unwrapping itself from the tree and retracting neatly into the Firefly device. He continued to swing from tree to tree, the rush of adrenaline coursing through his veins. He had always loved the thrill of being airborne with the Rat Tail’s but this was something else entirely. It felt as if he were truly flying, an experience unlike any he had ever known. He felt like a bird, soaring through the air and effortlessly tracking the trail of the mercenaries.
Soaring higher and higher, Zephyr felt the wind rushing through his hair and the forest passing by in a blur. Suddenly, he caught sight of the mercenaries' floatboat as it descended into the forest up ahead. His pulse quickened as the full weight of the situation hit him.
They must have found her!
Zephyr's heart raced as he used the Firefly to lower himself to the ground with silent precision, determined to remain undetected. He had been pursuing the hunters since early morning, and now the sun was high in the sky. As he approached, he caught sight of movement up ahead, the silhouettes of two men standing guard over something—or someone. Zephyr's pulse skipped a beat as he realised that Priscilla must be nearby. He crept closer, carefully staying hidden in the shadows. With the element of surprise on his side, he knew he had to make the most of this opportunity.
He reached for his Firefly, remembering the warning from the Tinker that it could be used as a weapon. Although he had never used it in such a manner, he had used the Rat Tail and Firefly countless times. Taking aim at one of the mercenaries, Zephyr launched the device with practised skill, watching as the heavy ball struck the man on the side of the head, sending him crashing to the ground.
The other mercenary spun around in surprise, and Zephyr drew the knife he had received from the Bucks, the thieves' guild in Crater. With a smooth motion, he lunged forward, engaging in battle as the blade glinted in the sunlight.
"Who in the nether are you?" the mercenary growled, his knife glinting in the shadowy light. "Why do you bother with the bastard princess?"
Zephyr grit his teeth, his gaze never leaving the man before him. "She is no bastard," he grated through clenched teeth. "She’s a know-it-all and bookworm but she’s also my friend."
The mercenary let out a harsh laugh. "You believe you can defeat me, boy? You are mistaken."
But Zephyr was ready, his training and instincts taking over as he put into practice the techniques taught to him by Teppo, the fight master of the Bucks. He moved with fluid grace, his blade a dazzling blur as he fiercely defended himself and the princess. Dodging and weaving with expert precision, Zephyr was a force to be reckoned with.
The mercenary's snarl rang through the dimly lit forest as he lunged forward, his blade glinting in the darkness. Zephyr was prepared, his body a blur of motion as he dodged and weaved, his own knife a razor-sharp extension of his arm. The mercenary was skilled, but Zephyr's youth and speed gave him an advantage, allowing him to anticipate his opponent's moves and counter them swiftly.
The boy and the man engaged in a fierce, brutal dance, their knives ringing out through the forest as they clashed in a deadly symphony. Zephyr knew that he could not hold out forever but his determination to rescue Priscilla pushed him on. He fought with all his might, every muscle in his body straining, his breath coming in short gasps as he pushed himself to his limits.
Then, in a sudden moment of opportunity, the mercenary tripped on a root, which put him off balance. Zephyr saw his chance. He lunged forward, disarming the man and with a well-placed strike to the head with the back of his dagger, knocking him unconscious. Panting and sweating, Zephyr stood over the fallen man, blade at the ready, in case of any sudden movement. But the mercenary lay still, his chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm.
With his body aching, Zephyr scanned the surrounding area, his eyes alert, searching for any signs of Priscilla or the other mercenaries. He knew he had to be ready for anything, as the battle was far from over. Just when Zephyr thought he was alone, a pair of powerful arms encircled his neck from behind, they yanked him off his feet. As a hulk of a figure held him aloft in a brutal chokehold, cutting off his air supply.
Zephyr fought with all his might, his every muscle strained to break free. He tried to harness his powers of flight, but the mercenary's sheer weight anchored them, though it did make the man lose balance and wobble. Zephyr tried to use the chance but the man's grip tightened and the boy’s vision started to blur.
In the corner of his eye, he saw Priscilla as she crept up behind the mercenary. She raised a branch high, ready to strike at the next moment of opportunity. Zephyr knew time was of the essence. With a final burst of energy, he summoned his power and pushed. They hovered several feet off the ground, but his strength quickly gave way, and they came crashing to the earth. The impact dislodged the mercenary's grip, causing him to stumble, giving Priscilla her chance.
Priscilla swung with all her might, bringing the branch down on the mercenary's head with a crack, rendering him unconscious.
Zephyr let out a sigh of relief and turned to Priscilla, his heart pounding. "Thanks," he said, panting hard. "He got the drop on me, Cila, I couldn’t breathe."
Priscilla smiled and placed a hand on his shoulder. "Not so bad for a… what was it? Bookworm?" she said, with a hint of playful teasing in her tone. "But now is not the time to rest on our laurels. We must depart before the mercenaries return."
Zephyr took Priscilla's hand and rose to his feet. Together, they ventured into the dense forest, with Priscilla taking the lead once more. Zephyr followed, uncertain of their direction as the fight had disoriented him.
"Cila...we good?" he asked, using her nickname.
"Pardon?" Priscilla said, turning her head to look back at him.
"Are we good? I'm sorry for what I said earlier. I didn't mean it," he began, referring to their earlier argument.
"Now's not the time," Priscilla replied firmly, but her eyes softened as she moved a branch out of the way and looked back at him. "But yeah, we're good Zephyr. Will you escort me home?"
Zephyr nodded, a grin spreading across his face. "Yeah, for a price," he said playfully as he walked past the opening she had made for him.
It wasn't long before the pair stumbled upon a small clearing amongst the trees. And there, nestled amidst the foliage, was a floatboat, the very same one that the mercenaries had used to pursue them from the merchant lord's fleet.
Priscilla's eyes lit up at the sight of the floatboat. "This could be our way out of here," she exclaimed, hastening over to inspect it. “Ha! They even brought fresh canisters at Crossroads,” she exclaimed with excitement.
Zephyr raised an eyebrow and glanced at the floatboat and then at the Princess. "You know how to fly one of these?" he asked, his tone filled with surprise.
"I've read about it," Priscilla replied, her voice filled with glee. "Hop in," she said as she jumped into the small aircraft with confidence.
Zephyr followed closely behind, his gaze fixed upon Priscilla as she attempted to bring the floatboat to life. Despite her lack of experience, she moved with confident determination, pulling knobs and twisting gears as she had only read about in books. The moment felt like an eternity to Zephyr, but finally, with a hum that sounded more like a prayer answered, the engine roared to life.
The propeller began to twirl, slowly at first, but gaining momentum with each rotation. The steam canisters hissed and spat, powering the vessel up into the sky, and Priscilla's face lit up with excitement and wonder. Zephyr couldn't help but feel a sense of pride in his friend, watching as she navigated the floatboat with a newfound confidence.
As the floatboat rose and broke through the clearing in the forest canopy, created by the mercenary landing party, Priscilla's expression was one of pure elation. The woodland below quickly faded into the distance as they flew higher and higher into the clear, open sky. Zephyr leaned back in his seat and took a deep breath, feeling the wind rush past him as they ascended into the aether.




Chapter 11 - Mitzy the Recruit

The following day brought with it a devastating announcement. The very shooting stars that had graced our romantic night sky were revealed to be falling airships, casualties of a brutal battle in Trent. The town lay in ruins, smouldering with smoke that clogged the sky and obscured the once-clear view. I was filled with shame and struggled to find words to express my emotions. 
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #11
Mitzy walked with purpose through the crowded streets of Shanty, her disguise as one of the breaker boys allowing her to melt into the throngs of people. She made her way towards The Mellow Moss, a tavern renowned for its potent ale, boisterous patrons and mushroom mead. As she stepped into the establishment, her sharp eyes scanned the packed room, searching for the man she had arranged to meet that evening. The rendezvous was arranged the night prior, and Mitzy was determined to find Benny amidst the ocean of unfamiliar faces.
As she pushed through the crowds, she finally spotted him, sitting alone at a table, sipping from his drink. Mitzy made her way towards him, but as she drew near, she saw that he didn't seem to recognize her. She couldn't begrudge him - her disguise was impeccable, and she knew she looked nothing like the young woman he had met the night before.
But as she stood before him, Mitzy couldn't help but feel a sense of triumph as she watched Benny's eyes widen with recognition. He was plainly impressed by her disguise, and she couldn't help but let a small smile spread across her face at the admiration in his gaze. "Mitzy," he said, his voice laced with astonishment. "I didn't even know it was you at first. That's quite the disguise you've created."
Mitzy let out a low chuckle, feeling a warmth spread through her chest at the compliment. "Thanks," she said. "I figured it was the best way to avoid unwanted attention."
Benny nodded in understanding, his expression turning serious. "Well, you definitely succeeded in that," he said. "But I'm glad you made it. I was starting to think you weren't going to show."
Mitzy smiled, appreciative of the understanding in Benny's words. "I was once a breaker boy," she said, "it's where I learned how to disguise myself. I won't let them break me, not when it comes to getting my brother back." Benny's expression softened at Mitzy's words, and he reached out to grip her hand in a show of support. "I know how much your brother means to you," he said. "And I swear to you, we'll get him back. But we need to be cautious. The organisation we're going up against is formidable, and they won't give up Joulan without a fight."
Mitzy nodded, her resolve growing even stronger. "I know," she said. "But I'm not afraid. Not when I know what's at stake. And not when I have one of the infamous Bucks by my side."
Benny grinned at her, a spark of mischievousness in his eyes. "Well, I can't deny a compliment like that," he said. "But before we get started, let me fill you in on the plan."
Benny leaned in, his voice low and secretive. "The abandoned elevator outside the Industry Quarter is where they're recruiting new members, that's where we'll start. We'll need to be careful, we'll have to blend in, wear the right clothes and carry ourselves like one of them." He paused, looking into Mitzy's eyes to see if she understood.
Mitzy nodded, her mind already starting to work on how to pull off the disguise.
"Once we're in, we'll make our way up the metal towers, using the walkways to move around undetected. That's how we'll get to the overseers and lower merchants who are secretly plotting against the merchant lords. We'll have to keep our eyes and ears open, look for any signs of Joulan and gather any intel that can help us in rescuing him."
Mitzy listened intently, taking in every detail as she imagined the plan. "I understand," she said. "It won't be easy but I'm ready for this."
"With you by my side, I know we can do it" Benny added with a spark in his eyes. "We'll need to be subtle, patient and stay alert at all times."
"Alright," Mitzy said, determination in her voice. "Let's do this. We'll get Joulan back, no matter what it takes."
Benny smiled at her, his eyes sparkling with excitement."
Mitzy and Benny finished their drinks and made their way out of the tavern, heading for a dim back alley where they could complete their preparations without drawing attention. Mitzy took the lead, her years of experience hiding herself gave her a keen eye for detail and an understanding of how to blend in.
She led Benny to a shadowy corner, where she began to work on his disguise, transforming him from a charming rogue to a rough-and-tumble roughneck. She applied makeup with a steady hand, adding bruises and scratches to his face to make it look like he had been in a fight. She then helped him with his clothes, showing him how to slouch and look like he was used to the hard life of the streets.
Benny watched her work, impressed with the level of skill and attention to detail she brought to the task. "You know your stuff," he said, "I'll have to trust in your expertise."
Mitzy smiled, her fingers deftly adjusting his collar. "I've had a lot of practice," she said, "I've had to learn how to blend in and stay unnoticed."
Together, they stood back to survey their work. "You look like a completely different person," Mitzy said, "You're ready for this."
Benny took a deep breath, feeling the weight of the coming job heavy on his shoulders. "I hope so," he said, "Let's do this."
"Keep your head down, walk with a slouch and try to look like you've been in a fight." Mitzy said as they walked
As they walked through the streets of Shanty, Benny couldn't help but notice the way Mitzy was constantly scanning the crowds around them.
"Is everything alright?" he asked her, noticing her tension.
"Just trying to make sure we don't draw attention," she replied, keeping her voice low. "We have to blend in, look like we belong here."
Benny nodded, understanding the importance of their disguise. "What can I do to help?"
"Keep your head down," Mitzy said, "And keep quiet."
"Got it," Benny replied, and he fell into step beside her, mimicking her movements as they walked.
As they strode, they chatted quietly, swapping stories of their past experiences. Mitzy told him of her days as a breaker boy, the gruelling work and the dangerous conditions she had faced underground. Benny listened intently, his face etched with concern as she described the harsh punishments meted out by the overseers.
"Sounds like it was tough," he said with a genuine tone.
"It was," she replied. "But it taught me how to be resourceful and how to survive."
In turn, Benny shared some of his own experiences as a member of The Bucks, tales of street fights, back alley deals and close calls with the city watch. Mitzy listened, impressed by his cunning and bravery but could tell that he's still keeping something back.
"You're holding back something, aren't you?" she asked him with a smile.
"Maybe a little," Benny replied with a grin. "I'll share more, but for now, let's focus on the task at hand."
Mitzy nodded, understanding that they needed to keep their minds on the job. They walked in silence for a while, each lost in their own thoughts. As they drew closer to the abandoned elevator that would take them to the levels above, the crowds grew thicker and the tension in the air was evident.
"We're almost there," Mitzy said, her voice barely audible over the noise of the crowd. "Stay close and stay focused."
As Mitzy walked with Benny towards the group of potential recruits huddled around campfires, waiting for the elevator to take them to their new lives, her heart was pounding in her chest. She had never been this close to the rebellion before, and the weight of their task was heavy on her shoulders.
Mitzy scanned the faces of the other recruits, taking in the motley crew of all ages, genders, and backgrounds united only by their desire to rise above their current situation and join the rebellion. Young and inexperienced, with wide eyes full of hope and fear, and others older, weathered and hardened, their faces etched with the lines of a life lived in the slums.
As Benny and Mitzy sat among the group, she couldn't help but notice an old and gruff-looking man standing by the elevator, his eyes scanning the crowd. He had the look of a man who’d been beaten up too many times, his eyes sharp, and his body tense. His face weathered, hair and beard unkempt. He had a large scarred looking arm, it looked like it had been run through the machinery that operated the elevator. He was clearly keeping a watchful eye on them, the potential recruits and Mitzy could sense the authority and power in his presence.
Mitzy leaned in to whisper to Benny, "Who is that man by the elevator?"
"I don't know," Benny replied, his eyes flicking to the old man before returning to his surroundings. "But he looks like he's in charge. I bet he's one of the leaders."
As they sat among the group, the tension in the air was evident. Mitzy knew that this was a huge step, that the plan Benny and she had formulated could make all the difference in getting her brother back. But, she also knew that the old man observing them was a wild card and that they needed to be cautious. Mitzy took a deep breath and steeled herself for what was to come. They were so close to rising above the slums and joining the rebellion against the merchant lords, and Mitzy wouldn't let anything stand in the way of rescuing her brother. She was determined to do whatever it takes to get her brother back and to be part of the rebellion that could change their lives for the better.
As the elevator descended, a new figure emerged from its depths. The old gruff man was joined by a woman, dressed in fine, dark clothing and a hood which covered her head, leaving only her sharp features visible. She stood tall and held herself with a commanding presence, an intimidating aura radiating from her. The gruff man stepped aside, gesturing towards her.
The other recruits shifted uncomfortably beneath the hooded figure's intense scrutiny. Mitzy could feel their eyes flicking between her and Benny, seeking out a sense of reassurance or camaraderie in the face of the unknown. Some of the other potential fighters appeared cowed by the mysterious woman's presence, their shoulders hunched and their gazes averted, while others stood tall and proud, seeking to prove their worth in the face of her challenge.
"Allow me to introduce your judge. She will judge if you are to join us or not."
"I am Aliza, Aliza Marks" she said, her voice low and steady, "I am here to see if you are fit for a task that requires skill, strength, and courage. It is important, but I cannot say more than that. You will partner up, and you will complete a task together as a team."
Aliza Marks stood before the recruits, her presence commanded attention. Her sharp features were set in a determined expression, and her dark clothing seemed almost to blend in with the shadows. The hood of her cloak obscured her hair, but her eyes were a piercing blue, glinting with intelligence and determination.
As she approached the recruits, Aliza Marks challenged them to prove their worth. "We are not looking for weak-minded or feeble-bodied fighters, but for those who are strong, skilled and courageous," she said, her voice rang with authority. "To prove yourselves, you will have to pass one test. The test is simple but first you will all partner up and work together."
People began to pair off, some quickly finding partners among the group, while others seemed more hesitant. Mitzy and Benny exchanged a glance, a silent understanding passing between them before they stepped forward, standing together as a team. Aliza Marks nodded in approval, her sharp eyes taking in the determination on their faces.
One lone recruit, who was clearly unskilled, tried to partner up with a few of the other recruits but was rejected by all. Aliza Marks noticed this and with a cold and stern look, she told the lone recruit, "You will not join us, you cannot even find a partner, how will you survive in a team?"
Before the man had a chance to respond, the big guy stepped forward and placed a hand on the loner’s shoulder. The other recruits, including Mitzy and Benny, watched in shock as the man crumpled to the ground, no sound was made. Mitzy could see his chest still rose and fell though. They had delivered the punishment as a warning to all of them that this was not a game, this was not a place for the weak and unprepared.
The gruff old man stepped forward, his scarred arm glinting in the firelight. He unsheathed a knife from his belt, its blade honed to a razor's edge. "The task is simple," he growled, his voice rough and low. "Each pair will take turns holding this knife. The blade is coated in a powerful toxin that will numb the hand and arm of anyone who holds it for too long. Your job is to pass the knife between you, keeping it out of your partner's hands for as long as possible."
The other recruits looked at each other in dismay, some stepping back from the task, but Mitzy and Benny stepped forward without hesitation. They clasped hands tightly, their eyes locked on the knife as the gruff old man began the test.
One by one, the pairs stepped forward to face the challenge, each one battling to keep hold of the knife for even a few moments before reluctantly passing it to their partner. Some faltered and failed, their hands unsteady as the toxic effects of the substance began to take hold. But Mitzy and Benny were in perfect harmony, their movements smooth and effortless as they passed the knife back and forth, as if they had been partners for years.
Benny leaned in close to Mitzy, his words a soft whisper in her ear. "You're not half bad at this, for a girl from the mines." Mitzy's grin spread wide, a flush of pride and embarrassment warming her cheeks. "And you're not half bad either, for a street urchin," she whispered back.
With singular focus, they continued their display of skill, their hands steady and movements in perfect synch as they passed the knife between them. They were a sight to behold, working in perfect harmony, as if their partnership was a natural extension of their own bodies. Aliza watched them, her hooded gaze fixed upon them, her lips curling into a small smile of approval.
Finally, only a handful of pairs remained, and Mitzy and Benny were among them. Their hands were steady, and their eyes were focused as they passed the knife back and forth, each one taking just enough time to avoid the numbing effects of the toxin.
Aliza watched them with keen interest, her sharp eyes scanning their movements, impressed by their teamwork and quick thinking. Finally, the gruff old man called an end to the test, and Mitzy and Benny were amongst those that remained each held an arm to their side, flopped down as the toxic continued to take effect.  Aliza Marks approached them with a nod, "you have proved yourselves to be capable,” she laid a hand on each of their shoulders and Mitzy froze.
"Ow!" she cried out as she felt a prick on her skin.
Benny leapt back, knife in hand, his eyes filled with suspicion. "What did you just do? Poison us?"
"Anti-toxin," Aliza replied, her wolfish grin spreading across her face.
"When does this thing wear off?" Mitzy asked, panic creeping into her voice.
"It doesn't," Aliza replied with a wolfish grin.
Mitzy's eyes widened in fear, until she saw the look in Aliza's eyes. "It'll be gone in an hour," the woman said, her voice calm and reassuring.
Benny turned to the other recruits, those who had not been successful. He could already see the toxin spreading to their limbs, and a few had already collapsed. "And the others?" he asked, gesturing towards the fallen.
"We'll tuck them away for a night and a day," said the big man as he strode over to begin dragging the limp forms away. "They'll wake up with a bad headache, remembering they were meant to meet someone here and nothing more."
"Come now," Aliza said, finishing administering the anti-toxin to the remaining candidates. "We have work to do."
The woman known as Aliza, her coat billowing behind her, strode towards the elevator with a determined gait, her hand confidently clasping the lever. With a chorus of mechanical clanks, the contraption descended, beckoning her inside. The remaining recruits, eager to keep pace with her, scrambled to follow, piling into the lift after her. Mitzy stood within, taking in the breathtaking view as the lift began its ascent. From her elevated vantage point, she beheld the town of Shanty in all its splendour and squalor. The main street was a patch of open ground in the centre, a sharp contrast to the cramped and dilapidated slums that surrounded it. The sight was both awe-inspiring and heart-wrenching.
The slums of Shanty were a testament to neglect and poverty. Rows upon rows of crumbling, ramshackle buildings lined the narrow streets, their dilapidated façades peeling and cracked. The roofs were patched with whatever materials could be found, and the windows were boarded up or broken, offering little protection from the elements. The smell of sewage and garbage permeated the air, making it hard to breathe, unless you were used it like she was. The streets were littered with debris, and Mitzy could see people huddled around small fires, trying to keep warm. Children played in the dirt, and she could see the hopelessness in their eyes, as if they knew they were trapped in a cycle of poverty with no way out.
Zephyr had found a way out. She thought, And so will we.




Chapter 12 - On the Mend

We finally arrived in Barbosia, the capital of the mighty empire. The atmosphere was charged with tension, and entry into the city was tightly restricted. But with some strategic bribery, we managed to secure passage through the gates with the assistance of a young and prideful administrator named Manton Tack. It seemed that the great adventurer, Isaac Tan, had neglected to mention the tedious bureaucracy that often accompanies travel. 
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #12
The dock was a haven, a warm and welcoming refuge, as The Glee, listing like a drunken sailor, stumbled into the Cloudsmith - a remote airship repair station that dotted the otherwise empty sky. Despite their isolation, the Cloudsmiths embraced all manner of clientele, both the reputable and the otherwise, shining like a beacon of hope in the vast and endless sky.

Captain Bacchus, while perhaps not the most reputable of figures, had always been a valued patron of the Cloudsmith and their expert mechanics. Despite any misgivings they may have had about his character, Bacchus paid well for their services and that was all that mattered. But even Bacchus had to admit, as he surveyed the state of the Glee, that he had never brought the airship to them in such a pitiful condition. The Glee was a shadow of its former self, its once-pristine exterior now marred by scorch marks and gashes. The engines were in dire need of repair, and the rigging was in tatters. The crew of the Glee looked haggard and worn, their faces etched with exhaustion. He had brought his ship and crew to them in such a sorry state.

He stood next to the young engineer, both of them surveying the damaged airship. The hull was poked with holes like a fine cheese, the back bulkhead had been blown out, leaving a gaping wound and the twisted remains of a cannon still strapped to the stairwell. The protective cloth that kept them safe from the elements was torn and shredded, flapping in the wind like tattered banners.
But all of this paled in comparison to the true heart of the airship, the engine. Much like its creator, it lay in a critical condition, surrounded by a bed of fluid that had once powered its movements. The engine no longer converted vapour from the air into steam, but instead let it condense and collect in puddles on the deck, much like the blood that flowed from Tinker's lips as he coughed.
"We've already begun work on the exterior, Captain Bacchus," said the young engineer, Nimrod III. "It'll take a day to patch up the engine, we'll have to replace the damaged boiler tubes and realign the propulsion gears. Are you sure you can't stay a few weeks? We can give her a full overhaul and optimise her performance."
Bacchus shook his head, "I just need her running, I've got some business to attend to. And when that's done, she can take a well-deserved break."
Nimrod shook his head in disapproval, "Exhausting her like that is not a good idea, Captain. But we'll do our best to get her back in working order as fast as we can."
Bacchus gave him a charming smile, "My thanks, Nimrod. You and your father are true masters of your craft. Tell him I said hello the next time you see him."
Nimrod replied with a nod and then his usual jargon, "Will do, Captain. And we'll make sure to check her stress points, calibrate the altitude regulators and balance the load distribution as well." He then turned to his crew with a raised voice, "Alright, let's get to work and make this lady fly again!"
Nimrod III may have been young in years, but he carried himself with the wisdom and experience of an old man. Bacchus supposed he had inherited such mannerisms from his father, Nimrod II, along with his business. Despite the well-worn stereotype of the name, the Nimrods were anything but moronic. They were among the most capable engineers Bacchus had ever had the pleasure of knowing, second only to his own trusted engineer, Tink.
Captain Bacchus left the Cloudsmiths to their work, turning his attention to his own crew. Many of them had been injured in the battle and had been taken to the Cloudsmith's healing facilities for treatment. This left The Glee with only a skeleton crew on deck, consisting primarily of his officers, his Bosun, and a few hands to keep the ship afloat. Even Waldwick and Claxton, known as the village idiots, had proven themselves to be capable, if not exhausted from pulling more than their fair share of duty. They had all gone above and beyond in the face of adversity, showing their true mettle as members of The Glee's crew.
First mate Karya joined Bacchus as he walked the deck, her silent presence a constant and comforting companion. Her blue eyes were sharp as ever, despite the long and trying days they had all recently endured. Her blonde hair was slightly dishevelled, a sign of the recent battles they had fought.
"A day, Karya, it'll take a day for them to patch us up," Bacchus said, his voice heavy with determination.
The tall woman nodded, "And then, Captain? Do we go after the princess and that boy? If they're even alive?"
"They're alive," Bacchus replied with conviction. "They're heading for that outpost. Priscilla is strong-willed, she might even pull Zephyr along with her."
"But if the Serpentine and his mercenary armada are heading there...we're crippled and outgunned," Karya said, her voice trailing off in concern. "Perhaps the Kingdom's military will aid us? They'll already be at the outpost when the princess arrives," she suggested.
"They won't," Bacchus replied with a shake of his head. "We're pirates, remember? Even if their King hired us to save the princess, they don't know that. We'll have to rely on our own cunning and strength to save them."
 
Captain Bacchus and his first mate remained silent as they made another circuit of the deck. Bacchus had agreed to rescue the princess, though at the time of the deal, he had not known that she was the one the crew of The Glee had been sent to retrieve. They had found her in Crater and had rescued her with the help of Zephyr, a young thief with the mysterious power of flight. But their mission had come crashing down when the merchant lords had attacked, plunging the princess and the boy to the ground below. Bacchus knew where they would be heading, but The Glee was in no state to help them.
Unless... Bacchus thought to himself, then said aloud, "we're going to see her."
"Whom do you mean by her?" Karya replied, her tone wary.
Bacchus and Karya were caught off guard as spikes shot out from the darkness with cables attached, impaling themselves on the mast of the ship. The sound of machinery hummed through the air, signalling the arrival of their attackers. Bacchus quickly pushed himself and Karya apart, dodging the projectiles as they flew towards them.
"We're under attack! Defend the ship!" Bacchus shouted, his voice rang out across the deck. He drew his blade in one hand and his pistol in the other, ready to defend his ship and crew.
As the assailants descended upon them, Bacchus expertly unloaded his pistol at one of the assailants, shooting him out of the sky as he was pulled towards the mast by a cable. With precise aim, Bacchus then threw the single-shot pistol at the forehead of another attacker, who was trying to board the ship. The pistol struck true, taking the man down before he could reach the deck.
The remaining crew of The Glee sprang into action, their hearts pounding with adrenaline as the sound of shots and blades echoed through the air. Karya, who had quickly regained her footing, moved with deadly precision as she engaged in combat. With a swift and deadly strike, she skewered one of their attackers with her thin sword, the weapon glinting in the light as it pierced through the woman's flesh.
"Those devices, they're similar to the one the kid, Zephyr used," Karya said as she deftly defended against another attack, her sword flashing in the moonlight. "They must be after the princess!"
"Good thing she's not here then!" Bacchus shouted
He fought with fierce determination, his blade moving with deadly precision as he took down one assailant after another. But their aggressors seemed relentless, and just as Bacchus thought they had gained the upper hand, a loud thump echoed through the air as a massive figure landed in the middle of the deck.Bacchus's eyes widened as he took in the sight of the new assailant. The man was huge, towering over the rest of the attackers. And in place of one hand, there was…
Is that a hook for a hand? Thought Bacchus as he charged the new assailant.
The hook-handed man rushed forward to meet Bacchus, their blades clashed together with a shower of sparks. Bacchus expertly dodged a blade as it flew inches from his face, his sword striking with deadly precision.
"Pleasure to meet you, Captain Bacchus," said the man, a smirk on his face.
"Who are you supposed to be? Captain Hook?" Bacchus taunted, a fierce grin on his face.
The man growled, his hook glinting in the moonlight as he took a swipe at Bacchus. "Captain Krok, I'm leading the armada that put these holes in your ship," he said, his smirk widening.
Bacchus kicked out, but his foot was caught by the hook. The man twisted, and Bacchus had to twist with him, bringing his sword up to fend off a strike as he landed. "Merchant Lord's Cronies then?" he said, his eyes narrowed in determination.
"If you will," replied the man, his voice cold. "Now, where's the bastard princess?" he asked, his eyes scanning the deck.
Gunfire echoed through the air as Gunny, his bald head gleaming, let off several shots with his dual pistols, knocking a man down from the helm and onto the deck. Gunny was a special case, and so were his armaments. They could fire more than a single shot, but came with the disadvantage of backfiring more often than not.
Bacchus brought his attention back to his own fight, but another shout was called out. A man he didn't know ran out from the doors that led to the gun deck. "She's not here Captain!" the man cried before Gunny shot him too.
Krok smiled before Bacchus, his eyes gleaming with triumph. "I guess we got her already. Serpentine will be pleased. Now for you, Captain," he said, his voice cold and menacing.
The man then threw his sword directly at Bacchus, who had to use his own to deflect the blade. Before Bacchus could recoup, the man was on him, using his hook to tear the Captain's sword away and kicking him full on in the chest. The force of the kick pushed Bacchus back, so that he leaned against the rail of the ship. Krok was on him in an instant, his hook arm raised to strike and finish their duel.
But just as Krok was about to deliver the final blow, a shot rang out from below. Krok had to dive back to avoid it, which freed Bacchus. On the dock stood the Cloudsmith's crew, all armed with rifles pointed at Captain Krok and his men.
"Get out of my berth," said Nimrod, the leader of the Cloudsmith's crew. His voice was cold and menacing, and Bacchus knew that he meant business.
Bacchus felt a sense of relief as he saw the Cloudsmith's had come to his aid. He knew that he and his crew had fought bravely and fiercely, but they were outnumbered and outmatched. But with the help of the Cloudsmith's staff, they stood a chance of defeating Krok and his men.
Krok glared at Bacchus, his eyes filled with anger and frustration. "Another time then, Captain," the man said before he yelled, "FALL BACK!"
With the command, the attackers disengaged where they could and used the devices they wore to fire cables out onto the structures of the dock and escape from the battle.
"Hold the deck!" Bacchus shouted, his voice resounded across the ship, stopping his crew, especially Gunny, from pursuing the fleeing men. "Tend to the wounded," he added, his voice filled with concern for his crew.
As he and Karya checked on the crew, they saw float boats fly away from the Cloudsmith's workshop. It gnawed at Bacchus that the Glee was in no shape to chase after them. He had to think of his crew first.
Nimrod strode onto the deck and towards Bacchus, surrounded by two of his engineers, all three of them armed. "Friends of yours, Captain?" He asked, his voice cold and calculating.
"They're the ones that poked us full of holes," Bacchus replied, his eyes scanning the deck for any remaining attackers.
"Ah, I see," replied Nimrod, his eyes narrowing in anger.
Bacchus sighed, "I'm sorry for the trouble, my friend. Is the port secure?" he asked, his voice filled with concern for the safety of the Cloudsmith's workshop.
"They won't dare attack us or the workshop directly or risk losing access to the shipwright guild," Nimrod replied. "Did you take any losses?"
Bacchus looked at Karya, who stood by his side. "We lost Huel, and will need three more infirmary beds," she said with little emotion, but Bacchus could see the pain in her eyes.
"You're safe here now that we've made ourselves known. I fear they may lay in wait for when you leave though, Captain," said Nimrod, his eyes scanning the horizon for any sign of the attackers.
"They've got what they want. At least they think they do. We've still got our work cut for us though," replied Bacchus, his mind racing as he thought of their next move.
Nimrod nodded, his eyes filled with curiosity. "What were those devices they used to get in? We didn't even notice their entry," he said, his voice filled with wonder.
"They're called Rat Tails. We actually had the inventor on board right now, the same genius that designed our engine," replied Bacchus, his voice filled with regret.
"Tinker, as in The Tinker?" Nimrod said in awe, his eyes widening in surprise.
"Just how did they get those things?" said Karya by their side, her voice filled with suspicion.
"That's what I would like to kn— " Bacchus began before he was cut off.
A high-pitched scream echoed out throughout the ship, piercing the air like the death cry of some wild creature. It came from his room, the Captain's Quarters. "Tink!" Bacchus yelled, his voice filled with fear and urgency.
Bacchus sprinted across the deck of the Glee, his heart pounding in his chest as he heard the footsteps growing closer behind him. With a burst of speed, he threw open the doors to his quarters, his mind racing with dread. Inside, he was met with a scene that chilled his blood. There on his bed lay Tink, the famous inventor and his friend, still and lifeless. Belle was leaning over him, her head buried in his chest as she wept inconsolably for her grandfather.
A wave of grief and anger crashed over Bacchus as he looked upon Tinker's lifeless form, the wrinkles etched deeply into the old man's face, and the thick white beard that hung down his chest. Though the old man’s face held a peaceful expression, Bacchus couldn't shake off the reality of his friend's death. Tink had been one of his oldest and closest companions, and the thought of losing him was almost unbearable.
As he knelt beside the bed, his hand shaking as he reached out to touch Tink's face. He felt a tear slide down his cheek as he whispered goodbye to his friend, promising to find out who was behind his death and bring them to justice. He knew that the old man’s death was a loss not only for him but also for the crew and the world, as The Tinker was a brilliant inventor, and his innovations had improved the lives of many.
As Bacchus looked upon Belle, tears streaming down her face as she grieved over Tink's lifeless body, he knew deep in his bones who was to blame. He knew that he would not rest until justice was served, and that Tink's death would not be in vain. He swore to himself, a vow born of fire and steel, that he would protect Belle and the rest of his crew, no matter the cost. He would ensure that their mission, and the safety of the princess they were sworn to protect, would be successful. Bacchus's heart was heavy with grief, but his resolve was unshakable. He would not let Tink's death be the end, but rather the spark that ignited a burning desire for vengeance and justice.
With a heavy heart and steeled determination, Bacchus rose to his feet. He turned to Karya, his second-in-command, and spoke with the authority of a true leader. "Prepare the ship," he commanded. "As soon as it is ready to fly, we set course for Zenith and the Sky Queen's Palace."




Chapter 13 - The Princess Pilot

After much consideration, we decided to linger in Barbosia for a few days to bask in the city's delights. I dipped heavily into my stash of coins to treat us to a well-deserved night in a luxurious tavern. I attempted to recoup our expenses by challenging Jaxon to a game of chance, but to my chagrin, I was a miserable failure. The monk, on the other hand, was born under a lucky star and won several rounds of jack, filling our purse to overflowing. I was forced to acquire larger socks to conceal our newfound wealth. 
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #13
Zephyr perched at the prow of the airship, his gaze roved over the vista below as they lifted away from the lush sea of trees that surrounded Crossroads. The forest passed in a dizzying swirl of greens and browns as they gained altitude, the treetops soon bled into an indistinguishable mass.
Yet, as Zephyr gazed upon the dwindling forest, he felt no pang of nostalgia. Instead, his focus was fixed on the brilliant blue sky stretching out before him, a canvas without end. The clouds, soft and inviting, were a testament to the freedom he sought, and Zephyr yearned to soar among them. Excitement coursed through him as the airship ascended higher into the sky, leaving Crossroads and their pursuers far below.
At the ship's stern, Priscilla stood resolute behind the wheel of the helm, her grip firm on the column that controlled the vessel's course. The ship's sturdy hull rose high above, providing a bulwark against the wind and shielding them from the elements. Through the thick glass panes, the path ahead was visible, and even the glass floor beneath the pilot's seat, which might have made some queasy, was a source of wonder for Zephyr.
As Zephyr gingerly leaned over the side, the boat swayed back and forth, and for an instant, he felt as though he were suspended in midair. The feeling was both thrilling and frightening, and he was struck by the sheer power of the ship beneath him. Priscilla's unwavering hand on the helm guided their journey through the sky, steering the ship with effortless grace through the clouds. Zephyr watched in wonder as she expertly piloted the vessel, each motion calculated and exact. He couldn't help but feel a deep respect for her mastery.
"Secure yourself! I won't be turning back for you if you tumble out," Priscilla warned from the aft. Zephyr couldn't suppress a grin, the rush of wind and excitement surged through his veins. But he understood the significance of caution, so he obliged, settling onto one of the seats and snugly buckling the restraint across his chest.
"If you kept us steady," he teased, as the floatboat jumped again, "then I wouldn't have to worry. I thought you said you knew how to fly these?"
"You misinterpreted me," Priscilla yelled over the gale, her tone resolute. "I said I had studied them, never that I had flown one before."
“How does it all work then?” he asked.
Priscilla was quiet for a beat, Zephyr watched her facial features change as she pondered his query. Finally, she spoke, her voice ringing with assurance.
"Under the helm lies an engine powered by a Skiilite core. When I turn the wheel, it alters the flow of steam from the canisters you see there, shifting it from one side of the vessel to the other, thereby adjusting our course," Priscilla elucidated.
Zephyr nodded, impressed by her acumen. "And what of the static? Belle mentioned the engine operates on static, where does it come from?" He persisted in his questioning.
"I believe the steam canisters are the source. That's why float boats can only travel so far, whereas airships can traverse leagues because they can gather and harness vapour from the clouds. For a more in-depth explanation, you'll have to consult your Tinker acquaintances," Priscilla stated.
Zephyr nodded, impressed. He knew that booksmarts were useful, but seeing the application in the real world was something else. "Can I have a go?" He asked, eager to test his own skills.
"Aether's, not a chance," Priscilla replied curtly.
They flew in silence for a while, both of them taking in the view. Zephyr took the time to check out his Firefly, which had just been fixed. The Tinker in Crossroads was right, the new grapple wasn't as flexible as the old hook that Belle had installed, but it had one advantage: it could now be used as a weapon, as he'd seen when it knocked out the mercenary in the forest.
The Firefly also made it easier for Zephyr to fly. Before, he couldn't change direction while in the air, but now he could use the Firefly to steer himself to where he wanted to go. It was a cool piece of tech that augmented his abilities, and Zephyr couldn't help but think of Belle and her grandpa as he held it up.
"What's weighing on you?" Priscilla asked, her gaze turning to Zephyr.
"Are we good?" Zephyr asked hesitantly. "When you took off like that...”
Priscilla let out a deep sigh. "I apologise, I was just scared about the consequences if Lord Serpentine reaches the outpost before us. It could ignite a war, Zephyr."
"I understand that, but why involve the Dryads?" Zephyr asked.
"It seemed like the best course of action at the time," Priscilla admitted, her voice filled with regret. "I know I should have consulted you first."
Zephyr smiled softly. "It's alright, we're good."
Zephyr attempted to bask in the peace they had forged, but his hunger had other ideas. His empty stomach growled loudly, its rumble easily overpowering the sound of the wind and the engine's hum. "Food," Zephyr said with a grin, grateful for the distraction.
"It's in my pack," Priscilla said, pointing to the cargo area where her belongings were secured. "The kind woman at the tavern provided me with provisions."
The young thief made his way to the packs and meticulously sifted through them until he located the provisions, offering a strip of dried meat to Priscilla and then to Bait, who huddled in his pocket for warmth.
"How much time until we reach your Kingdom?" Zephyr asked, seeking to redirect the conversation away from his previous inquiry.
Priscilla took a moment to engage a lock on the wheel, disengage her own jackline and stumble over to Zephyr to take food. The princess then sat down behind him on the same seat with her back up against his own.
She then, uncharacteristically, answered with a mouth full, "A few more hours, I think. That's if we have enough steam to get us there."
"What if we don't?" Zephyr said, concern crept into his voice.
"We walk," Priscilla said, a hint of a smirk on her face. "Well, after we crash land," she added.
"Not funny," Zephyr said, his tone serious.
A moment passed between them as they shared companionship through a meal and their own body heat.
"Are you eager to return home, to the palace I mean?" Zephyr asked, having finished his strip of dried meat.
Priscilla took a moment to reply, "In a sense, yes and no. I do look forward to seeing my father and my dog, Princess. However, the prospect of facing the queen, my stepmother, is less appealing. She's likely to be revelling in my absence."
"Why would she do that?" Zephyr asked, innocence evident in his voice.
"You haven't been out much, have you Zephyr? She's the rightful queen and I am the illegitimate princess. She hasn't been able to give my father, the king, a legitimate heir, which complicates things. Suffice it to say, she holds me in disdain," Priscilla stated, her voice muted by the wind.
"How do you know that?" He asked but immediately regretted his words.
"She had my mother killed, Zephyr," Priscilla replied flatly, rising from her seat and returning to the helm. Zephyr held back from asking any more questions, aware that he had overstepped. He understood that kind of pain all too well, as how own mother may have been murdered. Zephyr's mind was flooded with flashbacks of being taken from his village by a man with a scar down one eye and metal fingers.
Some time later, the vessel dipped below the clouds, and Priscilla pointed out a range of mountains in the distance. "Do you see those mountains?" she asked.
Zephyr nodded, marvelling at the towering peaks that rose above the clouds.
"That marks the boundary of my father's Kingdom. It's there that we'll locate the outpost housing the new source of Skiilite that Lord Serpentine is seeking," she informed him.
Zephyr observed the dense clouds shrouding the mountains, a sense of apprehension settling in his gut. "I don’t like the look of those clouds," he said, his tone laced with worry.
"Neither do I," Priscilla said, her voice sombre.
The floatboat cut through the turbulent skies, the hues of the heavens transforming from a vivid blue to a rich indigo, and finally to the dark purples of an impending storm. Zephyr struggled against the wind that tossed the boat about, striving to remain upright as the vessel was battered by the tempest. A brilliant flash of light was followed by a thunderous boom, and then the rain pelted down with ferocity.
"Zephyr! Light the lanterns in front!" the princess shouted from behind.
Priscilla had just ignited a lantern near the helm, which was partially sheltered by a semi-covered roof. Zephyr scrambled over the front seat and cargo space to fiddle with the metal boxes. They housed wick and oil, as well as a mechanism for ignition. He flipped the switch repeatedly until a brilliant light shone from within the box, illuminating the frown on Priscilla's face.
"Done!" he yelled, but was thrown to the side of the vessel as another gale struck. He watched as Priscilla was thrown off balance as well.
"Are you okay?" he shouted above the roar of the storm.
"I don't know what to do!" Priscilla replied, her voice filled with distress.
"What do you mean?" Zephyr asked, bewildered.
"I told you, I've never flown one of these before! I have no notion of how to handle it during a storm!" Priscilla exclaimed, her words punctuated by a flash of lightning beside them.
Priscilla regained her footing and grappled to keep the wheel in place. Zephyr rose from his seat, unfastened his restraint, and linked it to the helm to assist her in maintaining control. The storm only grew more intense, visibility was limited. Yet, together, they battled to keep the floatboat stable as the tempest raged on all sides.
Another jagged bolt of lightning lit up the sky, accompanied by a dazzling flash and a deafening boom as one of the steam canisters at the rear of the floatboat was struck. The force of the explosion hurled Zephyr and Priscilla forward, hurtling through the air. Zephyr experienced a searing pain in his chest as he struck the deck of the floatboat, and saw Priscilla land beside him.
The floatboat spun wildly, its forward velocity unbridled and its path uncertain. The wind raged and the rain pounded against the metal hull as the floatboat careened towards the ground. Zephyr's heart pounded as he frantically attempted to regain mastery over the floatboat, but to no avail. The floatboat was hurtling towards the earth at a devastating pace, and there was nothing that could be done to prevent its descent.
The void appeared to consume them as the floatboat slammed into the earth. The cacophony of metal rending and wood splintering filled the air as the floatboat was torn apart upon collision. Zephyr felt himself being hurled forward as the floatboat shattered, and then everything faded to darkness.




Chapter 14 - Outpost

The following night, I caught Jaxon scribbling away in his journal, visibly frustrated with our lack of progress. He had set his sights on the mountain lake to the north, south of Crater, in search of Yamiel, the Prince of the Water Throne. I spoke with him about the dangers posed by the powerful merchant lords, drawing upon the wisdom passed down to me by my father. In the end, I was able to convince Jaxon to alter our course, heading instead towards the scorching sands of Kresan. 
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #14
Zephyr awoke to the jostled of a cart beneath him, the cold bit at his skin as he opened his eyes to a blur of motion. Bumps in the road sent jolts of pain through his body as the cart trundled along a winding path. The grinding of wheels against hard-packed earth and the sound of rain still pummeling the earth filled his ears. Despite the ache in his bones, he attempted to sit up, only to be met with a wave of agony that forced him back down onto the rough wooden floor of the cart.
As he closed his eyes, visions of his mother, her kind face and gentle smile, flooded his mind. He dreamed of his village, the place where he had grown up, and remembered the warmth of the sun on his face and the sound of laughter and children playing. But these memories were quickly replaced by images of destruction, the flames that had consumed everything he had ever known and left his village in ruins.
As his eyes opened, a ruin lay ahead of him, being pulled up a steep mountain road towards a towering ancient structure. It was a shell, spiralling towards the top, surrounded by stone walls that had crumbled with age. The sky was still dark and a storm still raged as if it framed the building. How he had ended up here, and what had become of Priscilla?
"Priscilla," he croaked, his voice barely audible above the sound of the rain.
A man leaned over him, “quiet now, rest.”
Then a woman spoke up, “the boy awake?”
Priscilla’s voice, “Zephyr?”
He faded once again.
Zephyr found himself back in Crater, the heart of Shanty, the slums of the city. The sound of music, or what passed for it in this part of the city, filled the air as people banged on drums and played flutes made from reeds. It wasn't rich or melodious, but it was lively and had a beat that the miners could dance to. It was Saints day, the only holiday that the merchant lords allowed them to have off, and every man, woman and child crowded around the main street of the slums to celebrate. Beside Zephyr were his closest friends, Mitzy and Joulan, and a warm, sweet aroma enveloped them, inviting them to join in the revelry as they crouched down in an alleyway off the street, taking in the sights and sounds of the celebration.
Zephyr started to count down, “three,
“Zep, we shouldn't, this is wro—” Joulan hissed.
“two, one…” Zephyr persisted, ignoring his friend's warning.
Mitzy exploded from the shadows of the alleyway, her feet pounding the pavement as she turned right and sprinted away from her pursuers. Zephyr heard the distant shout of "Stop thief!" and quickly got to his feet, following closely behind. As he rounded the corner, his eyes caught sight of a stall selling meat pies, the aroma of freshly cooked meat filling his nostrils. Without hesitation, he grabbed a handful and passed them to a reluctant Joulan before taking a second helping for himself.
But they couldn't rest for long. Ahead of them in the crowd, the peddler had turned around, his eyes locked onto them. "Hey, you!" he shouted, pointing an accusing finger in their direction. Without a second thought, the three of them bolted, darting through the throngs of people and losing themselves in the chaos of the market.
A little while later, they found themselves sitting on a low wall, their legs dangling over the edge as they caught their breath. "Worth it," Mitzy said with a grin, looking over at Zephyr.
“Not bad for rat pie,” said Zephyr.
"Don't encourage him," Joulan scolded, his moral compass still uneasy about their actions.
Zephyr held out his hand, "pass me another, Joul," he said, but there was no reply. "Hey, don't hog them because of your morals, pass me another," he said, annoyance creeping into his voice. But before he could say anything more, Zephyr felt a sharp bite on his finger. "Ow!" he cried out, looking to his right to see Joulan with his finger in his mouth, their eyes locked in a stare down. And then, with a sudden crunch, Joulan bit down hard
Zephyr suddenly came awake, his eyes falling upon the small rodent, Bait, who was nipping at his finger. He swatted at the flying squirrel, who retreated swiftly into his jacket. As he attempted to sit up, a wave of dizziness washed over him, and he had to steady himself on the edge of the cot. Across from him, he saw Priscilla sitting in a chair, her face etched with concern.
"We crashed?" Zephyr asked, his voice still groggy.
"We did," Priscila answered, her eyes downcast.
"It's not your fault… just leave the flying to me," Zephyr said, trying to shake off the confusion and grogginess. "Where am I? What happened?"
A woman, a soldier, stood over him, her expression serious, with another man at the door. "You've been unconscious for a few hours. You have a concussion, maybe a few bruised ribs, but you'll be alright. Count yourself lucky, kid," she said in a calm, professional tone.
"We crashed near the outpost, we made it, just. This is Lieutenant Gola." added Priscilla as she introduced the soldier.
Zephyr looked around and realised he was in a military infirmary. The tent was filled with cots, and soldiers were stationed at the door, their expressions serious and alert. They looked like overseers to him.
We’re prisoners? He wondered.
His head pounded as he struggled to make sense of the situation.
Priscilla turned back to the soldier and continued a conversation they seemed to be having before he had awakened.
“How did you manage to get inside?” the princess asked.
“Explosives, there was some mechanism that stopped the doors in the entrance from opening. We placed a charge at the door, detonated it but it didn’t do any damage. It did set something off though and we were able to open the doors,” replied the lieutenant.
Zephyr listened in, his world still a bit of a haze. Priscilla nodded at each of the women's words, obviously the woman wasn’t treating them like prisoners but why were they still being guarded?
“Have you been able to transcribe the symbols you’ve found inside?” asked the princess.
Lieutenant Gola shook her head, “As I said, we’ve only just gained access. The commander is more interested in the ore in the area than the ancient building, whatever it is.”
She looked as if she was going to say more until her eyes darted to the entrance.
With a rustle of fabric, another soldier entered the infirmary tent. He wore the same colours as the other soldiers, a mix of navy blue and gold, it wasn’t actual gold just the colour itself. There was a short sword at his hip. Zephyr hadn’t seen many, there was little use for them in Crater. The Overseers had used cudgel or blunt weapons instead, they wanted to cause pain, not damage workers. The man’s gaze swept the room, coming to rest on Lieutenant Gola. "The commander is ready, Lieutenant," he said, his voice crisp.
Lieutenant Gola rose to her feet,  "Both of you will come with us," She said, commanding but kind.
Priscila moved quickly, helping Zephyr to his feet. He felt weak, but he managed to stumble along as they were led out of the tent. The bright sunlight momentarily blinded him, and he had to shield his eyes with his hand. But as they walked, he could feel his strength returning, and he knew that whatever lay ahead, he would face it with determination.
Once outside, Zephyr's gaze was immediately drawn to the primal building before them. It was massive, a spiral shell that reached upwards, its grandeur only rivalled by the metal towers of Crater. Though the walls around the structure had crumbled, the building itself stood strong, its ancient beauty highlighted by the lightning in the aether above. Zephyr swore he could hear a note coming from it, like the sound a coin makes when it’s dropped on a table but hasn’t quite settled.
"A temple," Zephyr said but unsure why he said it.
"We don't know what it is," Priscilla explained in a hushed tone. "They've only been able to explore a portion of the ground levels."
"Be quiet," the Lieutenant escorting them said, cutting off any further discussion.
The soldiers escorted Zephyr and Priscilla through the bustling camp, past rows of neatly arranged tents and soldiers carrying out their duties. At last, they arrived at a grand, imposing pavilion at the centre of the camp, set before a massive military airship, grounded and at rest. Despite its bulk, Zephyr was certain that it could not match the speed and agility of The Glee. The guard at the entrance pulled back the flap, gesturing for them to enter. Inside, a man sat at a massive wooden table, surrounded by a sea of maps and papers. He looked up as they entered, his eyes scanning both of them before settling on Priscilla.
"You're the pilot of the airship that crashed near our outpost," he said, his tone stern. "I am Commander Vega. Why in the Nether are you here?"
Priscilla stepped forward, her chin held high. "Commander, I am Princess Priscilla Branica of Branica. And I have urgent news to share.”
The commanders raised an eyebrow, scepticism etched on his face. "Proof?" he demanded.
Priscilla turned around to expose her back and then reached for the collar of her shirt, pulling it down to reveal a small tattoo of a golden lacquered bee. "This is the mark of the Golden Bee. It is proof of my identity and my shame," she said with conviction.
The commanders examined the tattoo closely, his expression unreadable. He looked back at her with a serious look, "I know of the Golden Bee, but I didn't expect to find it here. No one has heard much from the princess or the king in the last quarter turn. I will have to communicate with my commanding officers back at the capital. You will remain under our protection until we can verify your claim."
“My father?” Procilla said but then shook her head and protested, "Commander, please listen to me, we are in danger and time is of the essence. The merchant lords' armada is fast approaching, and we must act fast to prevent them from taking over the outpost and the Skiilite ore."
The commander listened attentively to her plea. "I will take your words into consideration, but for now, you will be under guard in the guest quarters. I will send word as soon as we have received confirmation."
“Wait, you should listen to her, we fought them on the way here, “ Zephyr chimed in as he fought his exhaustion.
“Zephyr stop,” Priscilla said.
“Whose airship do you think that was?” Zephyr continued.
The commander flicked his wrist and Lieutenant Gola moved forward with another soldier. And with that, they were escorted out of one tent and led to another. Zephyr tried to struggle but was still feeling the effects from the crash. 
Two soldiers stood at attention just outside the entrance of the tent, their armour glinting in the soft light. Inside, the space was sparse, with nothing but a small table holding a pitcher of water and cups as its only furnishing. Zephyr sank to the ground as soon as the men had left, but Priscilla paced from wall to wall, her footsteps loud in the empty space.
"They didn't take our stuff," Zephyr said, holding up his dagger. "I could cut our way through. The fabric doesn't look that tough."
Priscilla shook her head. "What would that achieve? There's nothing here that can help us, and we need these men."
Zephyr looked at her, concern etched on his face. "Are you okay?"
Priscilla sighed and stopped her pacing. "I'm worried about the merchant lords and...about my father. They said they haven't heard much from him recently. That's not like him."
"What's he like? Your father, I mean. The king," Zephyr asked.
A glint of nostalgia in her eye, Priscilla replied, "He's the king, but he's also kind. He cares about the people. He likes to visit different parts of the realm. That is how he met my mother, or so I am told."
Zephyr stumbled to his feet and raised his arm towards her, the one that held the Firefly, “I’ll get you home and get you back to your father.”




Chapter 15 - Zenith

We made a brief stop in Westfield to gather provisions for our journey into the desert, and there we encountered a troupe of musicians. The Kresians, it seems, hold a deep appreciation for all forms of music, despite their scarcity of materials to create instruments. They were more than willing to pay well for talented performers, and to my surprise, Jaxon revealed a talent for the flute. Though I lack any musical ability, I found myself drawn to the monk's melodic playing and realised that my feelings for him were deepening. 
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #15
Captain Bacchus sat in his quarters, alone beside his empty bed. In his hand, he held a glass of Backfire Whiskey, the amber liquid catching the light as he raised it to his lips. He took a deep gulp, savouring the burn as it slid down his throat. Setting the glass down beside him, he tipped an ounce onto his bed, covers and all.
"For you, old friend," he said, a hint of sadness creeping into his voice.
He took another sip, memories flooding back to him. "We shared some good times; the battle of Hazen, the fires of Mount Damascus, that enabled you to forge this engine and of course, the heist of New Orion," he said, a small smile playing at the corners of his lips as he thought of the adventures they had shared.
But the smile quickly faded, replaced by determination. "Goodbye Tink. The kid is safe with us. We'll get those bastards," Bacchus said, his voice firm and resolute.
With a final nod, he tipped the rest of the whiskey onto the bed, standing tall.
Bright light stung his eyes as he opened the doors of his cabin and stepped out on Deck. The Cloudsmiths had kept their promise, and within a day, the Glee was back in action, her engines roaring to life once more. Though the ship, like her crew, bore the scars of their recent chase, wounds, and defeat, they were determined to rise above it all. Captain Bacchus, his eyes alight with a fierce determination, set his sights on striking back. But for that, they needed help.
"Cap'n," Holt, the ship's quartermaster, said as he approached Bacchus, "how're you holding up?"
Bacchus gave him a tight-lipped smile. "Don't worry about me, Holt. How's Belle?" he asked, concern etched on his face.
"She's holding up below deck, clutching that book of hers. Karya gave her a cabin to herself. Thought she might need some time to herself," Holt answered.
Bacchus nodded. "Good. Give her some space. She's done enough for us. Time for the adults to get to work," he said with a decisive nod.
He turned to the navigation deck where Mave stood proud behind the wheel of the airship. "Mave, how's my ship doing?" he asked.
"She's grinin' and bearin' it, Captain, but I can tell she's indignant. She wants her fair share of blood," Mave said, her hands steady on the wheel.
"Good. She'll get it," Bacchus said, determination in his voice. "What's our ETA?"
"Check for yourself," Mave said with a wave.
Bacchus moved to the bow of the ship, his eyes scanning the horizon. As the ship rose above the clouds, the mist began to dissipate, revealing the sun bright and shining in a clear blue sky. It was as if the ship sailed on a vast sea of cloud, and in the distance, far on the horizon, the sky-pirate port city of Zenith floated on the misty blanket. The town shimmered in the distance, a beacon for sky-pirates everywhere, all except him.
As the Glee drew near Zenith, Bacchus could see the familiar details of the port city coming into view. A town made up of nearly a hundred airships at a time, each one connected by ropes, bridges, and walkways. Not all of them were pirates, of course; there were mercenaries and less reputable traders, but all of them had bounties on them from someplace or another. Zenith was a haven for them, a sanctuary where they could lay low and escape the law.
At the centre of the port stood the Harlequin, the sky-queen's own airship, looming over the others like a majestic ruler. When a ship docked in the port, the sovereignty of the vessel was handed over to her, and the deck was open to everyone, though the below deck would still remain private. It was how the town thrived, drawing in all manner of sky-farers and providing a safe haven for them to conduct their business, expanding and thriving on the freedom and autonomy it offered to those who sought refuge within its walls. Bacchus couldn't help but feel a sense of dread as they approached the port.
"Nervous?" The question came from Karya as she came to stand beside Bacchus.
"Now why would I be nervous?" Bacchus replied with a smirk.
"I'd be nervous if my old flame, the woman who wanted to blow my brains out, was now the de facto ruler of the buccaneering community," Gunny chimed in, lounging on the rails with his legs dangling over the edge as if he hadn't a care in the world. Bacchus couldn't help but wonder when he had arrived.
"It was barely a thing, a few weeks together, a shared dance or two," Bacchus said, trying to downplay the past relationship. But he couldn't help but remember how the woman knew how to move her hips like a serpent.
"Didn't she propose to you?" Holt asked, his voice coming from behind Bacchus, making him jump.
"Cap'n turned her down and left her stranded on a boat full of wild beasts," the gun's master said, a hint of glee in his voice.
"It's called a menagerie, Gunny, a place similar to where we found you," Mave chimed in, joining the rest of the Bosun.
"Mave, shouldn't you be flying the ship and getting us docked?" queried Bacchus, trying to steer the conversation away from his past.
"Waiting on the signal," said Mave, not taking the hint.
"Left her in the shit pit, he did," continued Gunny.
Bacchus slapped his forehead, "Enough Gunny! Enough all of you, prepare to dock," he commanded, his patience wearing thin.
The Glee's officers all left one by one, the only one missing was Big Ned, the chef and medic, who had decided to stay with the injured crewmen at the Cloudsmiths.
Karya was the last to depart the Captain's company, as she placed a hand on her arm, "Thank you, I needed that," he said as the woman just nodded and continued on her way.
Green flares burst into the sky above Zenith, signalling for The Glee to begin its approach. Mave and her smaller crew worked in tandem with the flagmen from Zenith, guiding the airship towards the dock. Every port and vessel had a dedicated flagman whose sole purpose was to communicate with the ships arriving and departing. They utilised flags of various shapes and sizes, creating an entire language unique to the skies.
As The Glee approached Zenith, ropes with small weights were tossed onto the deck, expertly caught by the remaining crew under the command of first mate Karya. With precision, they quickly secured the ropes to the cleats on the railings, binding the vessel to the rest of the collective. With a sense of finality, Karya gave the signal, signalling that all was secure and the ship was now officially docked.
A throng of onlookers had already gathered by the time the walkway was extended between The Glee and the outer rim of the town's airship dock. The Glee's reputation had preceded her arrival, and the crowd eagerly awaited the crew's disembarkment. Captain Bacchus was the first to step onto the bridge, crossing the divide between the two vessels. The bridge wobbled beneath his feet, but he was accustomed to the endless void below. The thought of falling here, where it would take a minute to reach the ground, if there was anything to hit below, did not unnerve him as much as the thought of meeting the Sky Queen.
With a confident gait, Captain Bacchus stepped off the walkway and onto the deck of the neighbouring airship. A throng of pirates, mercenaries, traders, and other unsavoury characters surrounded him. Many of them had a rough and rugged appearance, their clothing worn and weathered from their travels. They were adorned with a variety of weapons, from gleaming swords to sharp knives, and some even wore bandanas or other headwear. Each carried themselves with an aura of danger, exuding a sense that they were not to be underestimated. It was clear that these were individuals to be respected, if not feared.
Bacchus watched as the figures before him separated, clearing a path to the ominous silhouette in the distance. His gaze sharpened, fixated on the mask of a skull that obscured the figure's face and reached back to their hairline. The skull seemed almost wraith-like, and the long red coat, large hat, and broad shoulders only added to the foreboding presence.
As the figure stepped closer, Bacchus noticed their hand reaching up to remove the mask. A flicker of recognition sparked within him as the mask fell away, revealing a face crisscrossed with scars in the shape of an X and a prominent Adam's apple.
"Welborne?!" Bacchus exclaimed.
“Bacchus,” the man replied, a hint of a smirk playing on their lips. "Surprised to see me?"
“Where’s Loretto?” Bacchus asked.
"The Queen of Zenith does not grace every deck hand with her presence," Welborne replied haughtily.
“So she sends her Cabin Boy instead? Push off Welborne, I need to talk to her,” said Bacchus.
The man's lips curled in a smirk, but no smile reached his eyes. "Lovely cabins they are. But you won't be seeing them. You have permission to board, but you are restricted to the outer ring. Step inside the inner ring, and we'll have a problem. Do you understand, Captain of The Glee?"
A shout of outrage came from behind Bacchus, causing Welborne's entourage to shift their hands to weapons. "Gunny, stand down," Bacchus commanded.
"I see we have an understanding," Welborne said, replacing his ghoulish skull-mask before turning his back on Bacchus and walking away. "Don't forget to pay your boarding fee," he called over his shoulder, as his entourage followed.
“Should have let him go for a walk, long ago,” said Holt as he stepped off the walkway.
“Still can, just give me the word cap’n,” said Gunny.
“Leave it be lads, what’s done is done.” said Bacchuis.
As Welborne and his cronies left the crowd began to disperse, people took various walkways to different airships leaving Bacchus and his crew alone with the exception of one other.
The tall, dark-skinned man with locks of jata, dreaded hair, cascading down his back stood patiently on the deck of the ship. Captain Bacchus locked eyes with the man and felt a smile spread across his face. He strode over and saw the same smile reflected on the man's face. They both faced each other before they locked forearms in a warm greeting.
"Captain Bacchus!" said the man.
"Captain Eberhard!" replied Bacchus.
They parted, and Bacchus put his hands on his hips, beaming with excitement. Eberhard simply nodded and responded with a gentle smile.
"What brings the Cardinal Crusader to a nest he swore he'd never attend?" Eberhard said, a hint of amusement in his voice.
Bacchus sighed, it had been a long time since he'd been called that name. "It's a long story, old friend," Bacchus said, motioning to his ship, The Glee. "They've run us ragged."
"Who?" Eberhard asked, his expression turning serious.
"The Thirteen of Crater, the merchant lords," Bacchus said, his voice tinged with frustration.
Eberhard studied him for a moment, then let out a laugh. "It is what you get for poking a viper's lair, no?" He placed a comforting hand on Bacchus' shoulder and plucked at a strand of hair. "They will be calling you the White Crusader soon, it appears. Come to my ship, have a drink with me, tell me of your adventures, and I'll tell you mine."
Captain Bacchus waved his hand forward, "Lead the way, my friend."
Captain Eberhard led Captain Bacchus through a labyrinth of rope bridges and walkways that spanned the decks of multiple ships. His crew had gone to explore the rest of Zenith at their own leisure. The ships on the outermost ring had barely changed, with perhaps a few more places to sit on each deck. But as they drew closer to the inner ring, the changes became more pronounced and more permanent. One ship had been transformed into a bazaar for traders of no doubt illicit goods, where the air was thick with the scent of spices and exotic perfumes. Another had men, women, and all those in between lying on fluffy pillows, as they tried to entice passersby into their tents with promises of forbidden delights. Bacchus couldn't help but wink at one man, a fellow redhead, as they passed by. Finally, they arrived at Eberhard's ship, which floated halfway between the outer and inner rings. The ship was a grand vessel, its sails that acted like a roof, billowed in the wind, and its decks bustled with quite the ruckus.
Pirates respectfully moved out of the way as the two Captains stepped aboard Eberhard's ship. Bacchus observed the obvious changes that had been made to the vessel. Patrons stood or sat at tables and chairs that had been screwed into the deck. The Captain's quarters had been converted into a bar, the doors thrown open to the world, and a curvy lass tended to customers.
"Been here awhile, I see," said Bacchus, taking in the bustling atmosphere.
"Found me a boat full of Turbuskan ale. Where else would I find such commerce?" Eberhard said with a grin.
Bacchus followed Eberhard to a table on the upper deck. He cleared a young couple off of it with a wave, and they quickly retreated, giving the Captains their space.
“I’ll bite, how’d you find the Ale?” Bacchus asked.
Captain Eberhard regaled Bacchus with the tale of his most recent scheme. He had pretended to be a lady of some fine renown from a far-off kingdom. Eberhard, as the lady, had written to the son of the Turbuskan Ale Co., whose father had been pushing the boy towards a noble pairing in order to take advantage of their wealth. The trouble was, the boy could only find widowed women to take him seriously. So when a young, curvy, dark, and somewhat promiscuous daughter of a noble came along, it had been right up his alley. Eberhard had convinced the man to meet her at a neutral trading post where Eberhard and his men had been waiting to kidnap the man, trading him back in turn for a cargo ship full of ale. The plan had worked perfectly, and Eberhard's ship was now well-stocked with the finest Turbuskan ale, thanks to his clever deception.
Captain Bacchus let out a hearty laugh, though in truth, the kidnapping hit a little too close to home for his own line of work. He explained that he had been hired for the opposite reason; to retrieve a person who had been kidnapped, which led them into Crater. But during their escape, they had been caught unaware by the merchant lords' armada and lost their prize.
"I need to assemble a flotilla of my own to get back at the merchant lords and retrieve the sacrificial lamb," explained Bacchus, his voice full of determination.
Eberhard raised an eyebrow, "A hefty price to pay, quite the reward on the table, non?"
"My pride is on the table, Eberhard," said Bacchus, his eyes burning with a fierce determination.
"I see, and for that, you'll need to gain Loretto's approval," Eberhard said, stroking his chin thoughtfully. "Welborne, he did not seem forthcoming, non?"
"She's still not forgiven me," replied Bacchus, his voice heavy with regret.
"Apparently not. What will you do if she refuses to see you?" Eberhard asked.
"I'll have to devise a plan to force her to see me," Bacchus said with a wicked smile, his eyes gleaming with a hint of mischief.




Chapter 16 - Mitzy in Disguise

Together with the troupe, we braved the scorching sands, traversing a journey that tested us in ways I had never imagined. Despite the hardships, our companionship was impeccable, and the music we shared earned us a warm welcome at every oasis that offered respite. These memories will forever hold a special place in my heart. Our singing, however, proved to be a costly endeavour, draining our precious supplies of water. Undeterred, I utilised my tinker's skills and fashioned a water dowsing set from two metal prongs and some water-sensitive chemicals from my kit, ensuring that we had what we needed to continue our journey. 
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #16
The elevator continued to climb, ascending past the first floor of Crater and leaving Mitzy in surprise. She had not expected to go higher than the first floor, but as the elevator rose, she was given a perspective of the city that she had never seen before.
The metal towers stood tall and thin, looming over the slum town of Shanty where Mitzy had grown up. They were a constant reminder of the oppression and inequality that existed in the city. The bridges, walkways, and pipes connecting them, all made from the same dull metal, seemed to mock the poverty and struggle of those below.
Few of the towers had windows, or at least windows that were open on the first floor. But as they ascended past the second and towards the third, Mitzy began to see several hazy lights. Though the lights were dim, they only served to highlight the stark contrast between the opulence of those above and the destitution of those below.
Mitzy couldn't help but wonder if this was what Zephyr had seen when he had climbed these towers. The thought lingered in her mind as the elevator continued its ascent. She couldn't shake off the feeling of disgust and anger that the metal towers evoked in her.
The city of Crater was a marvel of engineering, a testament to mankind's ability to build and create. But as Mitzy looked out at the metal towers, she couldn't help but feel hate for them. The city felt cold and clinical, lacking the warmth and life that she had come to associate with home. But as she continued to rise, she couldn't help but feel a sense of awe and wonder at the sheer scale of the city. She couldn't wait to see what lay beyond the third floor, but she knew that the view would only serve to remind her of the divide that existed between the haves and have-nots.
Beside her in the cramped compartment of the elevator stood Benny, the close proximity of their bodies made Mitzy's feel uncomfortable. As the contraption moved upwards, its jerky movements jostled them and their fingers would brush against one another, sending electric tingles through her body. The first time Mitzy had looked up at the boy with a coy smile, he had unexpectedly returned the smile, and since then, she had kept her head down, attempting to conceal the flush that had risen in her cheeks
As the elevator came to a halt on the third floor, the metallic gate screeched open with a clang. Aliza, the formidable woman in the dark coat who had guided them to this level, stepped out first onto the deserted platform. Her stern gaze swept over the group of recruits, and with a flick of her hand, she gestured for them to follow. Mitzy and the rest of the recruits obediently stepped out, forming a line as they stood upon the platform. The air was thick with anticipation and the sound of their footsteps echoed through the empty chamber. The woman's eyes glinted with a hint of excitement as she surveyed the group before her.
Aliza stood before the crowd, her arms spread wide in front of her chest, her voice ringing with authority. "You have chosen to fight - to fight for your family, for yourselves, for your survival, and for your freedom," she declared. "In a few days' time, we will begin our revolt. Know this: you are one of many. After that, the Merchant Lords will no longer reign over Crater."
A murmur of questions rose from the crowd, and Aliza's eyes scanned the faces before her. "What are we expected to do?" asked one man.
"On the day, you'll be given a task. There are other cells, each one will attack from a different front," Aliza replied.
"A few days? What do we do until then?" said a woman with large forearms.
"Rest, eat, and train," Aliza said, her voice firm. "You'll be given weapons and taught how to use them. The rest is up to you."
The crowd of recruits mumbled amongst themselves, and Aliza seemed content to let them. Mitzy burned with questions, wanting to ask where her brother was, but she knew she had to keep attention away from herself.
As the murmurs died down, Aliza spoke again. "There are three walkways from this platform. We'll split your group up amongst the towers they lead to. You'll find new clothes there, change into them. The training begins tomorrow." With that, she strode away, three other members of the rebellion stepping forward to split the group. The recruits looked at each other, a mix of fear and determination on their faces as they set off to their new training grounds, ready to fight for their freedom.
"Why are they really splitting us up?" Mitzy whispered to Benny, her voice low and filled with suspicion.
Benny shrugged, "Easier to hide, easier to control. Who knows? Just stick with me," he said, giving her a reassuring wink.
Mitzy and Benny managed to make it into the main group, following a large, balding man with a pot belly. "I know him," Mitzy whispered, her eyes scanning the man's face.
"So?" asked Benny, his voice curious.
"He's an overseer. I know they had them, but...he wasn't one of the nice ones. Why's he here?" Mitzy's voice was filled with confusion.
Benny's expression was thoughtful. "Opportunity, like the rest of us. There's an opportunity to move up the ranks or create new ones. You may think we're on the bottom, but the overseers aren't far off from working the mines themselves," he replied, his voice low and measured.
Together, they followed the man across the bridge and into the tower.
Doors opened to reveal a room divided, one half open with crates used to separate the space, the other half leading to a corridor that seemed to stretch into the depths of the tower. "That's where we need to go," Mitzy whispered to Benny, her voice barely audible.
Benny just nodded, then elbowed her as the man began to inspect the group. He had gathered them in the middle of the open part of the room and moved around the circle, eyeing each one with a critical gaze. As he came to Mitzy, he literally sniffed the air.
"Pretty one, I'll look after you when the fighting starts, boy," he said, and Mitzy shivered internally but kept quiet. He moved on.
"Right, bed rolls are by the crates, first come first serve. Uniforms are in the crates, find your size and change out of those filthy rags you call clothes," the big man said and Mitzy swore he glanced her direction.
"And food?" asked the muscled woman before.
"Will come soon enough," the pot-bellied man replied.
"Ale?" asked Benny, a hint of mischief in his voice.
The big man let out a half chuckle. "Heh, if we win, there'll be plenty to go around. Don't you worry," he said, then looked around the room. "Any more questions?"
No reply.
"Good, then I'll be seeing you on the morrow," with that, he turned and strode towards the corridor, disappearing into the shadows. Mitzy and Benny exchanged a glance.
The recruits dispersed to claim their bedrolls and open crates, Mitzy and Benny among them. They made their way to a corner of the room, where they set to work cracking open a crate. Mitzy rummaged through it, her fingers deftly sifting through the contents until she found clothes that would fit her. She glanced around the room, noting that most of the men were changing without a care. The only other woman in the room, a brawny figure, had claimed a corner for herself and seemed to be left alone.
Mitzy turned to Benny and said, "Cover me," as she huddled in the corner to change. Benny looked at her and grinned, but did as she asked, turning to face the opposite direction. But Mitzy could still see the smile on his face and knew he was trying to get a peek. She didn't care about modesty or privacy, not when she was disguised as a breaker boy. Her disguise was all that mattered. She quickly changed garments, making her own adjustments to conceal anything that might reveal her true identity.
"Done," she said, standing up and turning to face Benny. She was ready to continue with their mission, and nothing was going to stand in her way.
It wasn't long before the aroma of warm bread and stew filled the air, drawing the hungry inhabitants of Shanty to the door. Mitzy and Benny leaned against a wall near the door, watching as the people gathered around the food.
"Now's our chance," Benny whispered to Mitzy. She nodded, and together they slipped away from the wall, taking advantage of the distraction caused by the arrival of the food. The man who had brought the trays had already retreated, leaving the door unguarded.
Mitzy tried the handle, but it only jiggled in her hand. "Locked," she said, frustration creeping into her voice.
"Let me squeeze by," Benny said, pushing past her. From his pockets, he drew out a set of lockpicks and went to work. It wasn't long before Mitzy heard a satisfying click. Benny grinned, turning the handle and opening the door. He peered inside, then gestured for Mitzy to follow.
"Follow me," he said, slipping through the doorway.
Mitzy trailed Benny into a dim, cramped corridor, its walls lined with several rooms, all with doors closed except for one. At the end of the corridor stood a stairwell, leading to who knew where.
"You know, if they've got other cells, your brother might not be here," Benny warned.
"I still have to try," Mitzy replied, determination in her voice.
"Let's search the rooms then," Benny said, leading the way to the first door. He pushed it open and then turned to her. "Empty."
Mitzy crept over to the door opposite and eased it open. Inside, she found a lone chair with a hole in it and a sink. She turned to Benny, who simply shrugged and said, "Better than a bucket."
They moved on to the next door, and as they approached, the light flickered from the open entrance. They heard footsteps growing louder. Benny quickly opened the door, "In here, quick!" he whispered urgently. Mitzy followed him into a dark room, her foot hitting something metallic that let out a twang. She froze, her heart pounding as the footsteps grew louder.
"Eh, who's there?" a gruff voice called out. Mitzy quickly shut the door, her mind racing as she looked around the room. It was cluttered with buckets, mops, and other utility items. Benny moved over to one wall and opened a metal cabinet. "Quickly, in here," he whispered as he climbed in.
Mitzy followed and squeezed into the cramped space in front of Benny. She shut the door just as the door to the room slammed open.
A man sniffed and snorted in the room beyond, followed by the clatter of metal as he stumbled into something, a string of curses filling the air. The door slammed shut, the sound echoing through the silence that now hung in the air. Warm breath tickled at the back of Mitzy's neck, and she shivered in response.
"You...you can move now," a quiet, strained voice said from behind her. Mitzy felt her face grow hot and quickly opened the door back into the dark cleaning cupboard. "We should...keep looking," she said, her heart beating a little faster.
Benny took the lead, pried the door open, and spent a few moments peering out before whispering, "Coast is clear." He slipped out the door, gesturing for Mitzy to follow.
Mitzy followed Benny, her eyes scanning the hallway as they made their way deeper into the building. She caught sight of the big man from earlier, just as he ascended the stairs. Benny was about to check out another dark room, but Mitzy tapped his shoulder and pointed to the lit one.
"Wait," Benny hissed, but she continued to tip-toe over. Mitzy peered around the door, her heart beating wildly as she scanned the room for any sign of danger. It was empty. She stepped inside, her eyes scanning the room for any clues to their mission.
"I said wait," Benny said from behind her, but she could hear him following her into the room.
The bunk room was sparse, with only a single bed and a table cluttered with food trays, papers, and empty mugs of ale. Mitzy had to be careful not to trip over the clothes and debris that littered the floor. She scanned the room, her heart sinking as she realised she saw nothing of use to be found.
But then her gaze was drawn to the window. Night had fallen, and the azure blue glow of the canyon of Crater illuminated the darkness outside. Each of the metal towers had lights shining from their windows, twinkling like stars. Mitzy couldn't help but wonder what the real stars looked like from the top of the canyon.
Behind her, she could hear Benny shuffling through papers. She turned to him. "What is it?" she asked.
"Maps, plans, and dates," he said, a hint of excitement in his voice. "This is it, Mitzy."
"Anything about Joul? About my brother?" she asked, her voice trembling with hope and fear.
Benny shook his head, and Mitzy felt a warm tear roll down her cheek. The older boy came over to her and hesitantly put an arm around her shoulders. "If he's a part of all this, he'll have to be there on the day. That's our best chance of finding him,"
Mitzy nodded, determination etched on her face. "I'll find him," she said, her voice resolute.
"You will," Benny said, his eyes meeting hers with a look of understanding. "But first, let's get back before they notice we've gone." He tucked the papers into his jacket pocket, not bothering to change out of his disguise.
"What are you doing with those?" Mitzy asked, gesturing to the papers.
"I'll look them over and see if I can spot anything useful," Benny replied.
He walked to the door, holding it open for Mitzy. "After you," he said, his voice low.
Mitzy smiled, humouring the boy as she took the lead and led them back to the corridor entrance. She opened it and walked through, turning to watch as Benny, who was meant to be right behind her, began to close the door with a blank face. She moved but was too slow to stop it as she heard a soft click, locking her in the room with the other recruits. 




Chapter 17 - Mitzy’s Training

In the Kresan Oasis, Jaxon discovered what he had been searching for: a community openly devoted to the worship of Eshiel, the Prince of the Fire Throne. It was an awe-inspiring sight as they harnessed the power of the sun with crystals, transforming its reddish hue to a warm orange. These magnificent structures provided heat to their settlements when the desert plummeted to freezing temperatures at night. Determined to preserve this knowledge for posterity and for my father, I meticulously documented all that I could about the crystals and their culture, while Jaxon recorded his insights into the religion. 
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #17
Her hand trembled as she jiggled the handle. But the door was clearly locked. Mitzy could feel her heart pounding in her chest.
A voice called out to her from behind, "Hey, what are you doing? They said to stay here."
Mitzy took a moment to steady her breathing and smooth out the expression of fear on her face before she turned to face the speaker.
"I needed to...take a whizz," she said, forcing a smile.
He looked at her oddly, but then simply nodded and pointed to a corner of the room.
"The bucket's over there. Anything more solid needs to be thrown off the walkway," he said before turning his attention back to his own business.
Mitzy hustled around the corner, grateful for the privacy. Her mind was racing as she searched for a way out of her predicament. She couldn't stay trapped here. It took a few moments, but she eventually calmed down and used the bucket for its intended purpose. As she stood up, she noticed there was a large figure by the crate that had shielded her from view. She attempted to walk past the person and found herself face to face with the muscular woman from earlier. "Are you done in there, boy?" the woman said, emphasising the word "boy" in a way that made it clear, she knew.
"All yours," Mitzy replied, trying to keep her voice steady.
The woman grunted. "Keep watch? Don't want any of these miscreants getting ideas," she said, gesturing to the other recruits or volunteers in the room. Mitzy looked at the woman, noting her tall, muscular frame and the hard, weathered face of someone who had spent years working in the mines. She didn't think the woman had much to worry about, but she nodded in agreement anyway.
It turns out, there was an opportunist in the group. A man sauntered over and excluded an aura like a dark cloud. With a sharp chin, thin moustache, and scraggly hair, he looked like the type of person who would take advantage of any situation.
"Out of the way, boy," the man sneered, trying to push past Mitzy.
But Mitzy was not one to be easily intimidated. She stood her ground and replied, "It's in use. Wait your turn."
The man sneered again, "What, you her bodyguard or something? Bog off, boy."
As he reached out to grab Mitzy's shoulder, she reacted quickly, lashing out with a precise kick that landed squarely in the man's tender region. He bent over, clutching himself in pain.
After a moment of recovery; he rose again, his face red with anger. He raised a fist towards Mitzy, but before he could strike, a powerful voice boomed from behind her, "Wanted to catch a look, did ya?"
Mitzy turned to see the muscular woman from earlier, her fist raised in a threatening stance. The man hesitated, his eyes flicking back and forth between the two of them. He slowly backed away, whimpering, "I'll come back later."
Mitzy watched him go, feeling a sense of satisfaction wash over her.
The hulking woman strode past Mitzy; her powerful frame dwarfing the young woman beside her. As they walked, Mitzy couldn't help but feel a sense of gratitude towards the imposing figure.
"Thanks," Mitzy offered, her voice small and uncertain.
Meredith turned her head, her expression curious. "What for?"
Mitzy hesitated, unsure of how to explain. "I'm Mitz," she said, finally.
"Meredith," the woman grunted in response. "Where'd your boyfriend go?"
Mitzy felt her cheeks flush at the question. She had just met Benny, but Meredith had clearly seen them together.
"Beg off," Mitzy replied, trying to play it cool. "Just met him. Guess he went off to get food or something. Can do whatever he wants."
It was true, she had just met Benny, but Mitzy couldn't shake the feeling that they had some sort of unspoken agreement. Now, it seemed, she would be finding her brother on her own.
In a corner a silence hung between them, heavy with shared purpose. Mitzy perched on a crate, her legs dangling as she glanced around the warehouse. The other volunteers had all staked their claim to various parts of the space, each of them already changed into the dull clothes provided to them.
A cough broke the silence as Meredith cleared her throat. "I'm doing this for my Yago," she said, her voice low and sombre. "Man spent thirty years in the mines, saving every copper. Said we could buy a way out of here."
Mitzy nodded, understanding all too well the weight of a dream that would never come to fruition.
"Then when he brings them to the coin? The overseers, they take it, beat him to an inch of his life and leave him to die," Meredith continued, her voice growing louder with anger. "Left me a widow." The large woman hit a fist on the ground, her anger evident.
"Bastards," Mitzy said, her own anger rising to match Meredith's.
"Bastards," Meredith concurred, then looked towards Mitzy. "You?"
Mitzy's eyes searched the floor, her thoughts turning to her own reasons for being there. She looked at Meredith and said, "My brother. I'm doing it for my brother."
Meredith just nodded, and that was the end of their conversation.
As the first rays of dawn began to peek through the cracks in the warehouse walls, Mitzy lay awake, her mind whirring with worry. Her brother, always so fragile and vulnerable, weighed heavily on her thoughts, and the memory of Benny's betrayal still stung. On top of it all, she had skipped several meals the day before, leaving her stomach empty and her body cold.
Just as she was beginning to drift off, the door to the warehouse was thrown open with a loud bang, sending a shaft of light spilling across the sleeping figures of the other volunteers. A chill breeze swept in, bringing with it the sound of booted feet. Mitzy's eyes snapped open to see Aliza Marks, the woman held a commanding presence, and the gruff old man who had recruited them at the elevator, standing in the doorway.
"It's time for training," the old man announced, his voice rough and commanding.
Mitzy groaned inwardly, her body aching and her mind still clouded with worry. But she knew that if she wanted to save her brother, she would have to push through the discomfort and give it her all. With a deep breath, she rose to her feet.
As each of them stepped out of the door, Aliza handed them a lump of bread. Mitzy immediately took a chunk out of it as she lined up with the rest of the recruits. The old man stood before them, his presence commanding and intimidating. "I am Barak," he bellowed, "I brought many of you here, and now I will teach you to fight."
Barak gestured to the thin metal rounds on the ground before them, "Each of you is to take one of the weapons before you. It is a free for all. Use them like a rapier. You must prod your opponents with the tip. Anyone hit must drop their bread on the floor. If you do not," he paused, his eyes scanning the group, "I will throw you off the side," he finished, pointing to the railing that dropped all the way to the Crater floor. Mitzy gulped and took another bite out of her bread, her heart pounding with fear and determination.
“Begin,” he ordered.
Mitzy moved with a fluid grace as she snatched up one of the metal rods from the ground. She barely had time to rise before another recruit lunged at her with their weapon. Mitzy danced backwards as she tried not to trip on her own feet, her eyes flicking between her opponent and the bread clutched tightly in her other hand. The man pressed his attack, but Mitzy was quick and nimble, slipping past his swings and lunges with ease.
Despite the ferocity of the man's assault, Mitzy managed to take another bite from her bread, her eyes never leaving her opponent. The man's breathing grew ragged as he continued to strike at her, and in that moment of vulnerability, Mitzy stepped in and prodded him with her weapon. The man stumbled but did not drop his breakfast.
“Drop it,” Barak called out from the side.
The man hesitated.
“DROP IT,” growled Barak and the man complied.
Mitzy's mind raced as she navigated the makeshift battlefield. She kept her focus on the training, dodging and weaving through the other recruits as they battled for their bread. She couldn't help but notice Meredith as she fought with a fierce determination, using her weapon like a club rather than a rapier. Barak shouted out to her, "It's not a club, poke them don't bludgeon them woman!" But Meredith seemed to pay him no heed, her eyes locked on her opponents.
Another man tried to attack her but Mitzy danced back, she may not be a good fighter but she could certainly run away. An opportunity opened up and Mitzy took it, as another recruit stepped in to engage her attacker, she deftly stepped in and poked him in the back with her metal rod. Both men dropped their bread, indicating a hit. She moved on as she tried to scoff down the remainder of her bread before someone else tried to poke holes into her. 
Better to be lucky than good, she thought.
As Mitzy shovelled the remainder of the bread into her mouth and gulped it down, she found her path blocked by Aliza Marks. The woman, who appeared out of nowhere, deftly grabbed Mitzy's hand, the one holding her metal rod, before Mitzy could react.
"Clever," Aliza said, examining Mitzy's hand, "can't discard the bread if you've already eaten it. Small hands for a boy, I can use that. Come with me," she finished, letting her grip loosen.
“Where are we going?” Mitzy asked.
Mitzy could see the woman grin under her hood, “the real training starts now.”




Chapter 18 - Barricade

We lingered in the city for several turns as Jaxon delved into the vast collection of scrolls housed in the Kresan library. The dry catacombs proved to be the perfect preservation environment, ensuring that the parchments remained in pristine condition. Our search uncovered a wealth of information about the Princes and their respective peoples, including the Seraph, known for their majestic wings that allowed them to soar through the aether. This discovery was particularly remarkable as it linked a lot of the mythos together.
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Zephyr sat on the ground, his hand extended to tease Bait, the acrobatic flying squirrel, scampered in circles, chasing after it with frenzied excitement His body still hurt from the crash. From the corner of his eye, he watched as Priscilla paced the length of the tent, her steps quick and purposeful. Back and forth, back and forth. He couldn't help but wonder what was running through her mind, they’d been kept in the tent overnight.
"You're going to dig a second Crater if you keep that up," Zephyr quipped, attempting to lighten the mood.
Priscilla stopped in her tracks and stared at him, her expression one of frustration and anxiety. "We'll be detained for the better part of three days. That's how long it takes for an airship to fly here from the capital and back at most haste. Why couldn't that mule of a man just believe me? How many girls go around with gold inlaid into their shoulders?" she huffed, her arms crossed over her chest.
"So?" Zephyr said, shrugging his shoulders.
"So? By the time they get here, it'll be too late. It'll take another three days to get our forces here," Priscilla exclaimed, her voice rising in frustration.
She’s right though, what could we do? Run away more? Zephyr thought.
A sharp sting bit into his skin, “Ow!” he cried as he waved his fingers around on one hand and tried to bat the offender away with another.
The act drew a laugh from Priscilla, “serves you right.”
Zephyr watched as the princess held out a piece of fruit and the rodent scurried over to eat from her hand.
“Traitor,” he called out, the creature just sniffed at the air and continued its meal.
Once Bait had finished, Priscilla handed the flying squirrel back to Zephyr. The creature ran up his arms and down his jacket, disappearing into his pocket.
"I'm going to converse with the commander again," said Priscilla, her voice determined as she stood up, her posture straight and confident.
Zephyr scrambled to his knees, feeling his muscles protest at the sudden movement. "Why?" he asked, his tone sceptical.
"They can prepare. And at least prepared, they might have a chance to hold our adversaries at bay," the princess said as she strode towards the tent flap, her steps purposeful.
As she touched the cloth, voices bellowed from outside, and the ground shook with a nearby explosion. The sound was deafening then it was gone, replaced by more echoes of agony.
Zephyr hobbled as fast as he could to Priscilla as she opened the tent. Soldiers scrambled in disarray to help their brethren, and put out a raging fire nearby. One man simply stood frozen, staring into the sky. Zephyr followed his gaze and what he saw made his blood run cold. Airships, a lot of them. Of the two vessels that remained to guard the temple, one was now a fiery wreck on the ground, the explosion, the other plummeted towards the earth, its wings clipped.
Together they stepped out into the fray of battle, undeterred by the chaos that surrounded them. Zephyr’s attention was drawn to the glint of a sword off to one side.
"Get back inside, NOW!" Lieutenant Gola bellowed, her voice carried a sense of urgency.
But Priscilla was not one to be so easily swayed. With a determined shrug, she pushed past Zephyr and strode towards the woman with the sword raised.
"To the Nether with that," she said with fierce determination, her voice carrying a hint of steel. "Take me to the commander, or I'll find him myself."
Lieutenant Gola hesitated for a moment, unsure of how to respond to the princess's bold demand. But before she could say anything, Priscilla was off, making her way in the same direction they had been taken the previous day.
The woman with the sword, seeing the princess's resolve, gave a sigh of surrender and reached out with a gauntleted hand, grabbing Priscilla by the shoulder.
"This way," she said, her voice resigned. "I'll take you to the commander."
Zephyr trudged through the battlefield, his mind in a whirlwind of thoughts as he followed the determined women. An armada of airships loomed ominously overhead, their mere presence enough to strike fear into the hearts of those below. The sporadic sound of cannonfire echoed through the air, the shots aimed not to kill, but to scatter the troops and break their formation. The soldiers struggled to regroup, their efforts seeming futile as they raised their guns towards the sky in a desperate attempt to defend themselves. The difference in strength between the two sides was overwhelming, and it was clear to Zephyr that they were outmatched.
Maybe I could fly up? If I angle myself right I could aim for one of those ships and… what? Get shot or skewered by the men onboard? If only I could control it… Zephyr thought.
He couldn't help but feel a twinge of frustration as he realised the limitations of his abilities. If only he could control it the possibilities would be endless. But for now, all he could do was follow the women and hope for a miracle.
As they pushed deeper into the fray, Zephyr and the women finally stumbled upon Commander Vega out in the open, to the side of their main camp. A makeshift perimeter of crates had been set up by the soldiers, but Zephyr couldn't help but think that it would be of little help if a cannonball were to fall on them. The commander stood tall, his voice ringing out with commands to his troops.
"Commander!" Lieutenant Gola called out, her voice filled with urgency.
The commander turned his gaze towards them, and Zephyr could barely read the emotion on his face - it was a mix of distress and determination. Without hesitation, Princess Priscilla moved ahead of them, her eyes locked on the commander as she strode towards him.
"Commander Vega, I need-" she began, but was swiftly cut off.
The commander ignored her, his attention focused on Lieutenant Gola. "Lieutenant, take two men and get the princess to safety as soon as possible. Go, now!" he ordered, his voice firm and commanding.
Priscilla looked livid, her eyes narrowing as she prepared to retort. But before she could utter a word, a high-pitched sound flew over their heads and continued to get closer.
"Down!" Gola cried out, tackling Princess Priscilla to the ground just as a cannonball hurtled towards them. Zephyr, however, threw himself to the side and then used his powers to lift himself off the ground by mere inches. A moment of silence passed, the only sound ringing in their ears.
A deafening explosion, followed by a blinding flash of light, caught Zephyr off guard. When he opened his eyes, he realised that he was the only one still standing, well floating. The force of the impact had thrown the others to the ground. Though he had lifted himself off the ground, Zephyr had managed to remain upright.
Without a moment's hesitation, Zephyr lowered himself back to the ground and rushed to where Princess Priscilla lay.
"What was that?" Lieutenant Gola exclaimed, her eyes fixed on Zephyr.
"Gola, take them to the temple, now!" Commander Vega barked out, his eyes blazing with urgency.
With a sense of urgency, Zephyr watched as Lieutenant Gola grasped the princess's arm firmly and hoisted her to her feet. The woman then gestured for two soldiers to accompany her, one taking the lead, the other bringing up the rear, as they set off towards the temple, pulling the princess along with them. Priscilla cast a fleeting glance over her shoulder at Zephyr, who took a moment to catch his breath before sprinting after them. The cacophony of battle surrounded them, a persistent reminder of the peril they were in.
As they made their way towards the ancient building, Zephyr couldn't help but feel a sense of awe. A grand archway loomed before them, leading them into a terrace with a much smaller door at its centre. The temple seemed to radiate an aura of power and mystery, hinting at something secret yet familiar.
The group pushed through the door, the sound of their footsteps echoing through the halls as they hurried towards safety. The temple offered a sanctuary, a refuge from the chaos of the battle outside. But even as they sought refuge within its walls, Zephyr couldn't shake the feeling that they were not yet safe. The battle was far from over.
Once everyone was safely inside the temple, Lieutenant Gola ordered the men to close the heavy stone doors, sealing the group into darkness. But as the doors shut, an azure glow began to radiate from the walls, growing in patterns and symbols that were both beautiful and mesmerising. Zephyr realised it kind of matched the glow that came from the Firefly on his wrist.
"I've seen this before," Princess Priscilla said, her voice filled with wonder.
"It's the same as the moss that grows in Crater," Zephyr explained. "It's basically our light source since we're so far underground."
With his wrist-mounted device illuminating the space, Zephyr observed that the room lacked a roof, spiralling upwards like the inside of a shell he'd once seen in a book.
"There's no roof, no rooms," he said to the others, drawing the attention of Princess Priscilla.
One of the soldiers, sans helmet, replied, "You're mistaken. Can't you see the balustrade encircling the inner wall? There are rooms up there, we just haven't been able to reach them yet."
"Why not?" Zephyr asked, curiosity piqued.
"No stairs, no ladders, not even a rope," the man explained.
"Enough talk," the Lieutenant said firmly. "We need to secure our position, barricade those doors and stop anyone from coming in."
"What about us getting out?" Zephyr asked, a hint of worry creeping into his voice.
The woman didn't respond, her focus solely on fortifying their position. As the group set to work, Zephyr couldn't help but feel a sense of unease.
With a determined grunt, Zephyr and Princess Priscilla combined their strength to push a heavy crate towards the stone doors, while the soldiers continued to work on fortifying the barricade. In fairness, Priscilla did most of the work, Zephyr struggled as they pushed the crate into place.
It wasn't long before the barricade had been fully erected, a wall of crates and debris blocking the temple's entrance. Lieutenant Gola then called for them all to gather in a huddle, the sense of urgency in her voice clear.
As they stood in a circle, the Lieutenant pulled out several lanterns from one of the supply boxes. The soft light flickered, casting shadows on the ancient walls. Gola's face was set in a determined scowl as she began to speak, her voice low and steady.
"We're safe for now," she said. "But we can't let our guard down. We must remain vigilant and ready for whatever comes our way. We must protect the princess and ensure that she makes it out alive."
"What do they want?" the helmed soldier asked, his voice tense with worry.
"The ore," Princess Priscilla replied, her voice grim. "They've been employed by the Merchant Lords. Their original plan was to use me as leverage, but after I escaped... they turned to—"
“Violence, who knew those peddling bastards had it in them," Lieutenant Gola said, her tone filled with disgust.
"Yeah, but the ore's outside not in here," the soldier pointed out.
"Doesn't matter," Zephyr interjected, his words filled with a sense of resignation. "The Merchant Lords are greedy. They'll want everything."
The room fell silent for what seemed like an eternity. As Zephyr stood there, listening intently, a realisation dawned on him.
"Do you hear that?" he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.
Lieutenant Gola looked at him, her expression curious. "Hear what?"
"Exactly," Princess Priscilla said, her voice tinged with a hint of fear. "I don't hear anything."
"No more cannon fire," said the soldier without a helm.
Their collective gaze turned towards the hefty stone doors, the pressure around them seemed to change. Air shifted, the soldiers grew tense, their hands gripped tight on their weapons, and then there was a bang on the door.




Chapter 19 - The Temple

By the time we were ready to depart from the city, I had transformed from a pale outsider to one with a sun-kissed tan. I had grown acclimated to the bright light and the more revealing attire of the Kresan people, and even learned to dance and sing among them. And as the final sun ceremony of the year approached, on the longest day when night was but a distant memory, Jaxon proposed to me. It seemed that not all monks adhered to a celibate lifestyle after all. 
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Zephyr stood frozen as the clash against the door was like a thunderclap, shaking the very foundations of the temple. The sound was deafening, echoing through the chamber and sending vibrations through the very air. It was as if an earthquake had struck, and the group could feel the tremors in their very bones.
The soldiers, their expressions determined, quickly readied their weapons. They gripped their swords and shields tightly, their knuckles turning white with the force of their grip. They were ready for the confrontation. Zephyr drew his dagger. He was not.
Another bang, the doors began to shake, then crack, a sliver of light peeked through. Lieutenant Gola turned to Zephyr, her expression grave.
"Boy, what I saw earlier, can you get the princess to safety?" she asked.
He nodded, determination in his eyes.
"Do it, get her out of here kid, we'll hold the line," Gola said, her voice firm.
The doors banged again as something heavy hit them. Priscilla turned to the soldiers, her expression worried. "Wait, what about you?" she asked.
The men grimaced, their faces etched with determination and a hint of fear. Gola looked towards the entrance, her expression resolute.
"Go," she ordered, her voice firm.
Zephyr clasped Priscilla's arm and dragged her towards the centre of the chamber, away from the barricade. He wrapped an arm around her waist, his muscles tensed with purpose.
“Hold on,” he said.
But the princess protested, “wait Zephyr, we can’t leave them,” she cried, her voice trembling with emotion.
Zephyr's eyes hardened with determination, and with a powerful surge, he began to rise into the air. Priscilla clung to him tightly, her arms wrapped around his neck and body as they lifted off the ground. The soldiers below stared up in shock and awe, their jaws agape.
"Aethers," breathed the man without a helm, his eyes wide with wonder.
With a deft movement, Zephyr extended an arm towards the balcony, firing his Firefly. The anchor sphere shot forward, wrapping around the railing with a metallic clang. In an instant, they were being pulled towards it, soaring through the air with the grace of a bird.
Below them, the doors to the chamber crashed open and mercenaries and pirates swarmed in, their weapons drawn.
Zephyr pulled himself and Priscilla over the balcony, his heart pounding in his chest. He looked down at the scene of carnage below, and felt a sense of despair wash over him. It was barely a fight at all - more of a slaughter. The Lieutenant, Gola, fought with fierce determination, her sword flashing in the sunlight as she battled the mercenaries with skill and ferocity.
At her side, her companions fought with equal valour, brandishing their swords and shields with deadly precision. Gola was a formidable fighter, her movements quick and precise, her shield deflecting blows with ease. She knocked one man down with her shield, took his sword and used it to skewer another attacker. Her soldiers guarded her flank, but it wouldn't last long - they were heavily outnumbered.
Zephyr watched in horror as the man without a helm went down first, followed by his companion. That left just Gola, standing alone against a horde of ruthless mercenaries. Before he could see what happened next, he felt himself being yanked back against the wall, pulled to safety by Priscilla.
Huddled together they sat with their backs pressed against the rough stone wall. The sounds of battle below them had gradually subsided, replaced by the muffled footsteps of men searching through the crates, and the occasional murmur of voices. As the silence stretched on, Zephyr became aware of a soft sniffling sound. He turned to look at Priscilla, and was surprised to see that she was crying, tears streaming down her cheeks. To his own surprise, he realised that his eyes also leaked.
As moments turned into minutes, Zephyr lost himself in his thoughts. It wasn't until he heard Priscilla rise to her feet that he came back to reality. He looked up to see the princess, her eyes now dry, holding out her hand to him. Feeling like a small child, he took it.
"We should search the rooms, find a way out," she whispered, her voice barely audible.
Zephyr nodded, keeping the arm with the Firefly held low to provide a source of light for their search. Together, they crept along the wall, following the patterns and symbols etched into the stone, until they came to the first room.
The "room," if it could even be called that, followed the curve of the temple wall with a stone bench placed halfway along its length. The remnants of a bookcase lay scattered among the rubble, its contents reduced to nothing more than dust. Zephyr and Priscilla quickly moved, returning to the path that lined the perimeter of the temple. As they continued, Zephyr couldn't help but notice that the entire spiral walkway was inclined like a flat staircase. The next space they entered was similar to the first, but instead of books, it housed cracked and broken tablets. Even if they had been able to read the foreign script, the tablets were far too damaged to be of any use. And so, they pressed on.
“It goes up,” Zephyr said in a whisper.
“I noticed that too,” Priscilla said beside him, “Think there’s a way out?”
“I could fly us there, use the Firefly to direct us,” Zephyr suggested.
Priscilla seemed to consider, “They’ll see us for sure.”
“Yeah, but they can’t get up here,” said Zephyr.
“I don’t want what happened to Gola… to happen to us,” Priscilla said, which put an end to the conversation.
As they proceeded to the next alcove, Priscilla walked in front of Zephyr. Like the others they had encountered, this one also featured a bench and the remains of a bookcase. However, this time they found metal tablets. Zephyr watched as Priscilla bent down and picked one up, and he followed suit. The script on the tablets was unfamiliar to him, and though he was not a proficient reader, he could make out most basic words. But something about the script seemed familiar to him.
"Zephyr, quick, look," the princess hissed, drawing his attention to the tablet she held.
Zephyr moved to her side swiftly, and she showed him what she had discovered. Etched onto the tablet was an image of a building that resembled a snail's shell, it spiralled in a cone to the top. The image depicted other similar buildings, all floating above the clouds.
"The temple," Zephyr said, realisation dawned on him.
"They're airships, Zephyr, giant airships. That's where the ore comes from. Look, it shows a device at the peak, it must be an engine," Priscilla said, her excitement clear in her voice.
Zephyr's eyes widened as the truth of it all hit him. The source of Skiilite, it all made sense now.
"Think it still works? It could be our way out," Priscilla asked, her eyes alight with curiosity.
"Let's find out," Zephyr replied with a hint of a smile.
Spirits had been lifted as they walked together up the curved corridor. But their elation was short-lived as a yell echoed through the chamber.
"Look up there, a light!" shouted a man from below.
"Aethers," said Zephyr, trying to conceal the blue light of the device on his arm.
"Hurry," said Priscilla, breaking into a run.
Zephyr followed as quickly as his body would allow, the sound of mercenaries scrambling below filling his ears.
As they raced past several rooms, some familiar and others entirely foreign, Zephyr couldn't help but wish for a moment to explore. But the commotion below continued to escalate. He risked a glance over the railing, and saw that more men had poured into the room, some carrying crates, others pushing objects to one side.
"They're piling up stuff to climb," he called out to Priscilla.
"We need to hurry, if we can make it to the top, maybe there's something we can use," she replied.
Zephyr glanced down again, noting that they were nearly to the walkway. "Figure it out, princess. I'll buy us some time," he said as he jumped onto the railing. He saw Priscilla turn towards him, her eyes wide with surprise, just as he leaped off into the dark void below.
The boy in Zephyr revealed in the rush of the fall, embracing the thrill as he leaped into the unknown. The wind whipped past his skin as he dove towards the ground. It was invigorating, he felt the aches in his body lessen. With quick reflexes, he shifted his position, lifted his left arm, aimed and fired the Firefly. The anchor shot out and wrapped around a stone bannister, pulling him in a new direction. Zephyr harnessed the momentum to swing towards the tower of boxes, crates, and other items. One man had already begun to scale the pile, his fingers inches from the walkway.
Zephyr braced himself for impact as he smashed into the tower of crates and boxes, sending them flying in all directions with a deafening roar like thunder. Men shouted and torches sought him out in the darkness. The man who had been climbing on top of the pile had jumped and now hung onto the railing as his feet dangled..
With fluid grace, Zephyr completed his swing and landed back on the balcony on the same floor. He launched himself into the air again, firing off the sphere anchor and targeting the man who now hung from the railing. The pirate's features twisted in horror as he spotted Zephyr soaring towards him. His fingers loosened and he fell with a scream. There was a sickening crunch as Zephyr completed his arc and landed once again, the sound of the pirate's body hitting the ground sending a chill down his spine.
Below, the men scrambled to comprehend the chaos unfolding before them. Zephyr perched on the railing, calculating his next target. But then, a sharp, high-pitched whine tore through the air, and he felt an object graze his ear, sparks erupting on the wall behind him. It made his blood run cold. Several more projectiles followed in quick succession. Without hesitation, Zephyr leaped back off the balcony, disappearing from sight.
"The blue light, shoot it!" yelled one of the men below.
Zephyr realised that his device was giving away his position, he had to move fast and stay low. He quickly scrambled in the shadows, avoiding the projectiles that continued to fly past him, looking for an opportunity to strike back and gain the upper hand. He took his dagger and cut off a strip of his shirt before he tied it around the Firefly to hide the blue glow.
Heavy breaths echoed through the darkness as Zephyr sat, back against the wall, waiting for the next shot to be fired. But nothing came. He cautiously moved towards the stone balustrade, listening as the voices below hushed until only the sound of a pair of boots crunching on the ground could be heard.
"Get him," commanded a voice full of authority.
A whirring sound sang out through the blackness as a large metal grapple hurtled towards Zephyr and struck, gripping onto the pillar next to him.
A Rattail! How!? Zephyr thought, mind in shock.
He could hear the wire retracting as a shape rushed towards him, coalescing into a man with the Tinker’s device on his wrist, a prototype of the Firefly that Zephyr wore. The pirate held a sword out in his other hand as he landed on the rail to look down at Zephyr.
"Found 'em," the man said with a sinister grin.
Zephyr moved with lightning speed as he drew his dagger, jumped up and slashed at the rope, cutting the man's grapple from the device. He then barreled into the man, tumbling them both off the walkway and into the darkness below.
They hurtled downward, plummeting towards the abyssal depths of the chamber. The mercenary, desperate for a hold, reached for Zephyr, but the boy savagely kicked him away. Freed from the mercenary's grasp, Zephyr arrested his fall with his abilities, suspending himself in the air as his attacker tumbled to his demise.
But as he hovered, Zephyr realised something was amiss. He felt a strange pull, a gradual sinking sensation that threatened to drag him down. With quick thinking, he raised his arm and unleashed the Firefly, a burst of energy that propelled him back toward the walkway.
Suddenly two more lines shot out from either side of Zephyr, and a man and a woman materialised in midair, flanking him. Quickly assessing the situation, Zephyr landed nimbly on the railing and leapt off, evading capture. In mere moments, the woman landed with a thud and swung her sword wildly through the air, her movements slow and clumsy.
Too slow, thought Zephyr.
The duo chased Zephyr around the chamber, their bulky, unrefined movements betraying their lack of practice with the devices. They were no match for the agility and skill of The Bucks or the grace of Jerrik. With every turn and twist, Zephyr remained one step ahead, his movements fluid and effortless as he outmanoeuvred his pursuers.
With a graceful leap, Zephyr landed on the walkway, and the two mercenaries wielding Rat Tails descended on either side of him. Without hesitation, Zephyr charged towards the man, who unsheathed his sword with a menacing grin. Zephyr raised his Firefly and fired the sphere grapple, but the mercenary easily dodged it with a sneer of contempt.
But Zephyr was not to be underestimated. With a deft movement, he recalled the anchor and pulled on it, whipping it around and landing it squarely in the back of the man's head. The mercenary crumpled to the ground, knocked unconscious by the force of the impact.
Footsteps behind him alerted Zephyr of an attack. Before he could turn around, the woman lunged forward, her blade slicing through his leather jerkin and leaving a searing burn as the blade grazed his skin. Though the wound was shallow, the pain was intense.
In a move born of quick thinking and agility, Zephyr dove forward, narrowly avoiding a second strike. Then, with a powerful leap, he hurtled off the balcony, suspending himself midair with his abilities. The woman, wielding her Rat Tail, zoomed past him, her expression one of surprise as she realised her target had eluded her grasp.
Zephyr hung suspended in the air, his body taut with the exertion of holding himself aloft. With his attacker momentarily disoriented, he used his own device to follow in pursuit. The woman landed, quickly regained her footing and launched herself in his direction.
Acting quickly, Zephyr raised his dagger to block a strike from the woman's sword as she hurtled past him. The move sent them both into a spin, their lines becoming tangled as they entwined in mid-air. The woman's sword clashed against his dagger, sparks flying in all directions as they struggled for supremacy.
They grappled for control, their lines twisting and coiling around each other in a deadly dance. Zephyr knew that he had to act fast, before they both plunged to their doom. With a surge of power, he exerted his abilities to slow their descent, but despite his best efforts, they continued to fall. The woman's line suddenly untwined from Zephyr's, and she unwrapped like a ball of string, hurtling towards the ground with a thud. Zephyr felt the impact reverberate through the air. Yet a second later he saw her writhe on the ground.
A tall figure loomed over the woman's form, bent down and snatched the Rat Tail from her grasp. Zephyr, sensing danger, quickly raised his Firefly in an attempt to escape, but to his horror, it failed to fire. His eyes widened in panic as he frantically tried to reignite the device, running circles around it with his right hand until it started to hum.
He looked down at the man, who now had the Rat Tail pointed directly at him. The man fired, but to his surprise, nothing happened. For a moment, both man and boy stood frozen, staring at each other in confusion and disbelief. Zephyr gave him a wide grin and raised his arm, ready to fire his Firefly. But before he could, the man picked up the rope and began to swing the grapple, aiming for Zephyr.
As Zephyr shot his Firefly, something wrapped around his leg, and he looked down to see the tall figure pulling him down with one hand. In that moment, he realised that he had made a grave mistake. With a surge of determination, Zephyr pushed with all of his might, hoping that his power of flight would let him ascend and escape the situation, as it had in Crater.
But to his dismay, his abilities felt weaker than before, the world no longer responding to his power. With each tug from the tall figure, he was drawn closer to the vipers' nest of mercenaries below. He fought with all his might, but the pull was too strong, and he knew that he was running out of time.
With one final push, Zephyr was determined to ascend, fueled by the thought of Priscilla waiting for him. But before he could make his escape, he felt something sharp dig into his jerkin and force him to the ground.
A man with long hair, a dark beard, and a hook for a hand stood over him, staring him straight in the face with a cruel grin. "Hello there, boy," the man laughed, "Serpentine was right, you can fly."
The man held Zephyr up with his hook, while he lifted the other hand, balled it into a fist and struck Zephyr square in the face, sending him spiralling into the darkness. The last thing he saw before everything went black was the man's cold, merciless eyes, and he knew that his fate was sealed.




Chapter 20 - Invitation

Following numerous celebrations and well-wishes from our friends, Jaxon and I sat down to discuss our next steps. Jaxon was deep in thought about the work he needed to decipher, while I was at yet another crossroads in life, grappling with my own choices. In the end, I was able to persuade Jaxon to accompany me to Lanier, where I could fulfil my father's wishes by pursuing my studies in engineering. Our journey together was far from over, and our next chapter promised to be just as exciting as the last. 
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #20
Captain Bacchus strode into the engine room, where the Skiilite core hummed steadily as it kept The Glee afloat. The silence was eerie, broken only by the drone of the power source. He missed Tinker's voice, his friend and mentor who'd taught him the ways of the engine. "Steam power is necessary for flying anywhere but up, the core does that just fine on its own." Tinker had always said.
Bacchus sighed, remembering how the explosion had taken the life of his friend and injured so many of the engineers. He needed to find new talent to fill their shoes, but he knew no one could replace Tinker.
Tinker’s granddaughter, Belle, sat on a piece of machinery. A book lay across her legs as they dangled, her gaze was fixed on the emptiness ahead.  Belle had become a hermit, retreating to the engine room after her grandfather's death. It was time for Bacchus to intervene. He climbed onto the machinery beside her.
"Belle," Bacchus said, breaking the silence.
She didn't move, her eyes never leaving their faraway focus.
Bacchus leaned closer. "Belle, can you hear me?"
No response.
Bacchus sighed. He put a hand on her shoulder, giving her a gentle shake. "Belle, I know you're hurting, But I need to talk to you.”
She blinked and finally met his gaze. Her eyes were glassy and haunted.
"Tink, well he was one of a kind," Bacchus said, his voice soft. "But his spirit lives on in you. As an engineer and honestly, as a person, you’ve got that spark, kid.”
“I miss him,” she replied with tears in the corner of her eyes.
“I know you do, I do too, sweet,” Bacchus said as he wrapped an arm around her shoulder.
Belle sniffed, “They stole our inventions didn’t they? I saw them using the Rat Tails at The Cloudsmith’s,”
Bacchus looked down, “They did, it’s another one we owe them for; we’ll have our revenge,” he said.
“You and what army?” Belle replied.
“That’s what we’re here for,” said Bacchus.
Belle nodded.
There was a brief silence between them before Bacchus cleared his throat, “listen, Belle, we’re safe here, you’re safe here. We’ll be going back into the fray as soon as I have the manpower for it, you could stay here, if you’d rather not be involved,“ he said.
The girl raised her head and her eyes had hardened as she stared back at Bacchus.
Belle opened the book on her lap, “This is my mother’s journal, grandpa gave it to me before he died. Do you know what she did?”
Bacchus just nodded, he’d been the one to give Tink the book.
“She was an explorer, she sought out adventure, she didn’t run away from things when they got tough and neither will I,” she said as she patted a page. “If it’s alright with you, Captain, I’ll remain on the ship. Who else do you have to keep the engine running?”
“You're right, we're short-handed, Little Tink,” Bacchus said and instantly regretted the use of the nickname. But Belle didn’t seem phased, in fact the girl began to smile faintly.
"Then it's settled. I'll help you get revenge on those bastards," Belle declared, determination in her eyes.
Bacchus jumped from the machinery, offering his hand to the girl. "It's settled. You're old enough to make your own decisions. Thank you, Belle," he said, as their hands clasped in agreement.
The Captain left the engine room with the sound of his boots echoed through the galley as Bacchus made his way. In the kitchen, crewmen bustled about, slicing vegetables and mixing spices. Bacchus had sent Waldwick and Claxton to gather provisions after their latest adventure, and now the two men lent a hand to the kitchen staff, preparing snacks or canapes, as the wealthy folk called them. As Bacchus approached the stairs, he glanced at the rough repair job the Cloudsmiths had done to the hull. Despite its wonky appearance, Bacchus nodded to himself, impressed with their quick work. With a deep breath, he began his ascent up the staircase.
Bacchus stepped onto the sun-soaked deck, where his first mate Karya accosted him. She fell into step beside him, her voice carrying a hint of frustration.
"Captain, why are Eberhard's crew delivering barrel after barrel of ale?"
Bacchus grinned, his eyes sparkling. "That's not just any ale, Karya. It's the finest Turbuskan ale."
"Okay, but why?" Karya pressed.
Bacchus spun to face her, his arms spreading wide. "Because, my dear Karya, we are throwing a party."
"A party?" Karya's brow furrowed.
"Yes, a party. We need to get the Sky Queen's attention, and what better way than a grand celebration? Send the Bosun my way." Bacchus shrugged.
Karya rubbed the top of her head, then nodded. "I'll make arrangements. You know this will piss off Welborne right, Captain?”
Bacchus grinned, “I’m counting on it.”
The Captain’s presence commanded attention from his crew as he toured the upper decks. They bustled about, eager to carry out his orders.
"Strip the deck!" Bacchus barked. "Rid us of any trace of our previous disguise."
The crew worked with a sense of urgency, swapping the old, drab colours for the vibrant hues of the Glee's traditional rainbow palette.
"Make her inviting," Bacchus ordered, his eyes scanning the deck with a critical eye. "I want the Sky Queen to take notice of us."
Holt was the first of his Bosen to emerge from his explorations of Zenith. He offered a grin to his officer but the man's blush told him that his time in the city had not been purely business.
"Holt," Bacchus began, "How's Elaine?"
Holt shifted awkwardly, "She gave me the lay of the land."
Bacchus chuckled, "I bet she did."
But Holt was eager to steer the conversation away from his personal life. "Did you sit down with Belle?" he asked.
Bacchus’s grin faded, “Girl just lost her only family and wants to put a hole in those responsible, I’d say she’s fairing well,” he said as he put a hand on the man’s shoulder, “now I need you to get to work.”
"Alright," Holt replied, ready to take on the task at hand.
"I need you to gather tables and chairs, enough to make a circle on the deck," Bacchus ordered. "Strip the galley if you have to."
Holt nodded, "On it."
Next to respond to the summons was Mave, regally attired and radiating grace. "Mave," Bacchus greeted her warmly, "We're holding a celebration. Would you be so kind as to perform a song or two for us?"
Mave's eyes lit up with excitement. "Captain, you know just how to win a lady's heart. Shall I bring my lute?"
"Yes, by all means," Bacchus replied, a grateful smile spreading across his face.
"It will be my honour," Mave said with a graceful curtsy and hastened away to make ready.
“You asked Mave to sing, Captain?” Karya asked as she returned.
Bacchus tried to look elsewhere, “I need you on your toes, not that I don’t adore your voice, Karya,”
Karya scoffed, “What’s next?”
“I need dancers, exotic if you can find them,” said Bacchus
“And if I can’t?” Asked Karya,
“Make do,” commanded the Captain.
Last to show was Gunny who swayed as he approached Bacchus, his steps unsteady. "You called for me, Captain?" he slurred.
Bacchus rubbed his temples. "Gunny, I need you to gather some fireworks for a display. Can you do that for me?"
“Can I make Whizz Bangs?” Gunny asked.
“Yes,”
“Bang-a-rang?”
“Yes Gunny,”
“Fiery Fandango?”
“Gunny…” Bacchus said, his patient waning.
Gunny hiccupped. "But Cap’n, we don't have any gunpowder. We used it all up."
Bacchus's eyes narrowed. "Gunny, we're on a floating city made from pirate ships. Acquire some."
Gunny offered a mock salute. "Aye aye, Captain." He spun on his heels and stumbled away.
The Bosen sprang into action, each taking up their assigned duties with a sense of purpose. As Bacchus watched his crew, his officers, and his closest companions work efficiently, he felt a deep sense of gratitude for their unwavering loyalty. He couldn't imagine leading the ship without their support, even Gunny's.
Just as the Bosen finished their tasks, Captain Eberhard and a rowdy group of pirates, traders, and mercenaries burst onto the deck. The men laughed and shouted as they swaggered toward Bacchus, their boots thudding against the wooden planks.
They were loud, louder than Bacchus could have hoped. Gunny's fireworks lit up the sky with a burst of colour and sound, filling the air with excitement. The crew cheered as each new explosion illuminated their faces. Mave's voice echoed across the deck, hitting every note with grace and power. Her performance captivated everyone, leaving Bacchus in awe of her talent.
Holt had worked his magic, transforming the deck into a lively party. The “guests” were loud and boisterous, making Captain Bacchus imagine a level of noise he never thought possible. As they sat around the circle of tables on the deck, they drank the free ale generously, with abandon. The two exotic dancers in the centre of the stage only added to the already lively atmosphere.
Captain Bacchus and Captain Eberhard stood on the deck of the airship, surrounded by the sounds of raucous laughter and clinking glasses. The two women on stage swayed and moved to the beat of Mave's opera, drawing the attention of every guest.
"Bacchus, this is magnificent," Captain Eberhard boomed, a grin stretching across his face. "You never cease to amaze me."
"You have my thanks for spreading the word, Eberhard," Bacchus replied, his eyes fixed on the dancers.
"Gladly, this is a blast, like old times. And those girls, there is just something about them!" Eberhard exclaimed, his eyes glued to the stage.
Bacchus studied the women, trying to place their faces. Suddenly, a spark of recognition lit in his mind.
"Karya," he said, turning to the woman beside them.
"Yes, Captain?" she replied, expressionless.
"Those girls, how did you find them on such short notice?" he asked, his curiosity piqued.
"I made do," Karya said simply, with a shrug of her shoulders.
"And those two bumbleheads of ours?” asked Bacchus.
“Waldwick and Claxton? They started complaining about working the scullery, so I made do," she gestured to the stage, a hint of amusement in her eyes.
Bacchus chuckled. "I see."
Captain Bacchus turned towards the disturbance as the man in the skull mask and his followers stormed onto the deck of the ship. He met their advance with a steely gaze, his hand hovering near the hilt of his sword.
"At last," Bacchus rumbled, his voice low and menacing.
Karya, his first mate, stepped forward, her hand on her blade. "Shall I take care of them, Captain?"
Bacchus shook his head. "I'll handle it, first mate."
“"Welborne, Welcome! I'm glad you could make it," Bacchus greeted, his grin stretching wide.
Welborne hesitated, his voice low and menacing behind the skull mask. "What's the meaning of this, Bacchus?"
"Just a little celebration, my friend. A reunion of sorts, old acquaintances and new." Bacchus spread his arms wide, welcoming.
"I don't know what game you're playing, but I suggest you stop." Welborne stepped closer, each word a warning.
Bacchus shrugged, unaffected. "I thought I'd pay our boarding fee in advance. Had to sell a few kegs to afford it."
"Hand over the coin and shut this thing down."
A chorus of angry curses rose from the crowd, directed at the skull-masked man. Welborne scowled, ignoring the commotion.
Bacchus inclined his head. "Of course. Follow me to my quarters." He turned on his heel and headed towards his cabin, the man in the skull mask trailing behind.
Bacchus opened the door and turned, locking his gaze onto Welborne. "I also thought we might discuss some...dealings."
"What dealings?" Welborne asked, his tone wary.
"Skiilite," Bacchus stated, his eyes gleaming.
Welborne considered, then nodded. "Hurry, I don't have all day."
"Alone," Bacchus said, eyeing the man's entourage.
Welborne hesitated, then waved his men back. "Fine. But if you try anything, I'll relish the excuse." He followed Bacchus into the cabin, the door closing with a soft click.




Chapter 21 - The Sky Queen

With determination in our hearts, Jaxon and I set sail for the academic city in the west of the continent. The tumultuous sea may have been the cause of my nausea, But, hindsight is like peeking at the final page of a book, and I preferred to experience the journey rather than spoil the surprise - even if that surprise made me vomit. Our arrival in the city marked a new chapter in our grand adventure, and I was eager to immerse myself in the world of academia. 
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #21
The man in the skull mask burst from Bacchus' quarters, his long red coat trailing as he strode past the crew of The Glee. The crew's jeers and taunts fell on deaf ears as he motioned for his men to follow. The plank creaked under his boots as he descended to the ground, bottles raining down around him, but he didn't flinch.
"Shut it down!" he growled, his voice muffled by the mask. The partygoers' shouts faded as he continued onward. He marched through the bustling docks of the outer ring, trailed by his loyal entourage. Pirates and other scoundrels sneered and scowled as he passed, their discontent evident in the air. But the man paid them no heed.
He knew the outer ring was no place for the faint of heart. It was a transient port, where ships stopped for a brief respite before setting off on their next adventure. He didn't need their approval or their company. With each step, he exuded confidence, heedless of the hostile looks directed his way.
As they approached the bridges leading from the outer ring to the inner, they were met with nods of respect from the guards in their own skull masks.
He took in the sights and sounds of the refined inner circle with a sense of satisfaction. The air was filled with the sounds of calm chatter, clinking glasses, and soft music. The airships there were a stark contrast to the rough and ready vessels of the outer ring. They were larger, more luxurious, and many of them had made this their permanent home. He surveyed the plush surroundings. This was the reward for those who had earned their place in the inner circle, a place of comfort and wealth, far from the dangers of the open skies.
In the inner circle, opulence was the norm. The airships that docked there were grandiose, sporting intricate designs and luxurious amenities. They were adorned with glittering gems and fine gold filigree, showcasing their owners' wealth and prestige. The airships themselves were not just vessels for transport, but symbols of success and power. Each one boasted spacious decks for entertaining guests and hosting parties, as well as lavish quarters for the crew and passengers.
Their captains owned multiple vessels and usually sent the ones in the outer ring out to do their bidding. The inner circle was also home to elaborate taverns, where the finest wine and exotic foods were served. This was a place where the elite of the pirate world came to relax, network, and celebrate their victories.
The Sky Queen's Palace was a behemoth of an airship, a floating fortress that commanded awe and respect from all who laid eyes upon it. The grand entrance was marked by towering columns, each one studded with glittering diamonds, and a plush red carpet that led the way towards the queen's chambers. The airship was a marvel of engineering,
The Sky Queen's Palace was not just a home, but a symbol of power and authority, a floating emblem of the pirate queen's rule over the skies. Its size and opulence were a testament to her wealth and status, a reminder to all that her rule was undisputed.
As the man in the skull mask approached, the guards standing at attention beside the entrance snapped to attention, and the doors opened with a resounding boom that echoed. The man in the mask stepped inside, his boots clacking against the marble floor. He was surrounded by the opulence of the queen's court, with ornate chandeliers hanging from the ceiling, walls covered in fine tapestries, and carpets so plush that they seemed to swallow his footsteps. He walked with purpose, his eyes fixed on the queen's chambers at the far end of the palace. As he approached, he saw the eyes of more men in skull masks upon him. But he didn't care. He had business with the queen, and he would not be deterred.
The man in the skull mask entered the Sky Queen's chambers, where Loretto sat at a table, Her almond-shaped emerald eyes glimmered with intelligence and cunning, never straying from her latest project: a miniature airship painted with intricate brushstrokes. She glanced up from her painting, gaze locked onto the masked man intently.
"Come on over Welborne, tell me what that fool has been up to," she said, gesturing to the seat across from her.
The man crossed the room, his boots ringing out against the marble floor, and took his seat. The room was fancy, with plush velvet furnishings and glittering chandeliers. Its walls were adorned with intricate frescoes depicting airship battles and grand adventures, when it had still been an airship, of course. Lastly the scent of sandalwood incense filled the air, adding to the regal atmosphere of the queen's chambers.
Loretto set down her paintbrush and leaned back in her chair, studying the man. "What brings you to my chambers, Bacchus Caduceus, Captain of The Glee?" she asked, her voice cool and measured, “take off that foolish mask already.”
Bacchus complied and took the mask off, revealing his most charming smile, “Loretto, it’s been awhile,” he said.
The masked men on guard took a step forward but the Sky Queen waved them away with a gesture, “What do you want Bacchus? Get to the point or I’ll have them throw you overboard and see if you really are one of the Seraph,” she said.
Bacchus's hand shot up to his forehead and rapped his temple with a confident knock. "I require a fleet," he said, his voice calm and steady. "I have the funds and I'm willing to pay a fair price."
"No," she said, her voice like a whip-crack.
"It's to defeat the merchant lords of Crater," Bacchus pressed on, undaunted. "They've learned of a new source of Skiilite."
But Loretto shook her head, her dark hair cascading down her back. "Absolutely not," she said. "What gives you the notion that I would jeopardise our sanctuary, especially against the Thirteen?"
."For a friend," he said as he slid his hand towards hers, "For an ex-lover--"
But Loretto cut him off with a roar. "You have the audacity to come here, into my abode, and request the use of my fleet for your own selfish desires after you cast me aside?" she raged, spittle flying from her lips.
Bacchus took a step back, a wry smile on his lips. "When you put it like that..."
"Wraiths!" Loretto bellowed, and her skull-masked protectors sprang into action.
Bacchus spun, dodging the skull-masked guardsmen's swords as they closed in. He strained his voice to be heard over the clang of steel. "Parley, parley!"
Loretto didn't flinch, her eyes fixed on him like jade daggers. "Not a chance," she said, arms crossed.
Bacchus crouched low, dodging the first sword strike with a twist of his body. Steel whistled past his ear as he pivoted, narrowly avoiding the second blade. His heart raced, blood pumped through his veins. He could hear the ragged breaths of his attackers as they closed in, their swords raised to finish him off.
The Captain gritted his teeth, his hand wrapped around the hilt of his sword. It was now or never. With a roar, he rolled forward and unleashed his weapon, “Parley-Harr!”
Swords froze in mid-air inches from Bacchus’ face.
“What did you say?” asked Loretto
“Parley-Harr,” Bacchus said as he used a finger to move a blade away from his face.
The Sky Queen pushed past her guards and marched right up to the Captain.
"I accept," she declared, a sly smile playing at the corners of her mouth.
"That was quick," Bacchus replied, surprise evident in his voice.
"You've invoked the sacred right of parley harr, Bacchus," she said, her voice ringing with authority. "And I choose the challenge."
"Which is?" Bacchus asked, his heart racing as he wondered what he had gotten himself into.
"keelfalling, tomorrow at dawn," Loretto replied, her eyes locked onto Bacchus's.
The captain of The Glee was not one to back down. "No, it needs to be now," he said firmly. "I choose the location and time. Eberhard's vessel, next hour."
Loretto's smile only grew wider at Bacchus's determination. "Your choice," she said with a wave of her hand. "See him out. I have to prepare. I'm going to enjoy this."
Bacchus was escorted out of the palace when a dishevelled, blonde-haired man barreled towards them shouting.
"Welborne, what took you so long?" Bacchus said with a grin.
But, as he tried to charge Bacchus, he tripped over his own feet. "I'll see you hang for this, Captain or no," he growled, his eyes flashed with anger.
One of the skull-masked guards stepped forward, "You'll get your chance in an hour."
The second guard chimed in, "Fool challenged the queen to a parley harr, they're going keelfalling."
Welborne's face lit up with excitement at the news. Bacchus, meanwhile, continued back to his vessel to prepare for the impending showdown.
The preparations for the Keelfalling took longer than expected. The staff at Zenith laboured to rearrange the vessels around Captain Eberhard's to fix the gap in the floating city. The sun dipped below the horizon, painting the sky with streaks of orange and pink, as Bacchus and his crew arrived. With a determined step, Bacchus approached the Sky Queen, who stood at the head of a cheering crowd, with Welborne at her side. Karya was the only member of Bacchus' crew to accompany him onto Eberhard's vessel, where the first mates tied together long ropes from the ship's central mast to their respective captains. It was essentially an extra long jackline.
"Ready to face the sky, Bacchus?" Welborne sneered, as he tied the rope around Loretto’s waist.
Bacchus didn't reply, instead focused on his opponent. Loretto, the Sky Queen, arrived with a grand entourage and a cheering crowd but now she stood opposite him with just Welborne at her side. He took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the crisp, cool air, as he prepared for the keelfalling.
Eberhard surveyed the two captains standing before him, both ready to face the challenge ahead. He cleared his throat, "For this parley harr, do you both accept the challenge of keelfalling?"
"Aye," Bacchus replied, his voice steady.
"I agree," the Sky Queen, Loretto, said, her eyes fixed on Bacchus.
Eberhard nodded, "Very well, a flag has been placed on the keel. The first to retrieve it will be declared the victor. Bacchus, as the challenger, if you succeed, you will become the next Sky King. However, if Loretto, our current ruler, wins, she may request either exile or death."
Loretto's eyes glinted like sharpened steel as she tilted her head, her gaze never leaving Bacchus.
"I understand," Bacchus said, his voice resolute.
The Sky Queen's lips curved into a dangerous smile, "I understand the stakes. Let's begin."
Captain Eberhard signalled to his crew to release the ropes that secured the two captains. Bacchus and Loretto stood at the edge of the ship, their gazes locked in a silent challenge. The wind howled around them, as it tugged at their clothes and whipped their hair.
Bacchus drew a deep breath and launched himself over the edge of the ship. He plummeted through the air, his heart pounding, the wind rushing past him. He heard Loretto's laughter as she followed him into the void.
The keel of Eberhard's ship was far below, a tiny flag fluttering in the distance. Bacchus focused all his attention on reaching it, his muscles straining as he fought against the air currents. He saw Loretto fall parallel to him, her hair streaming behind her like a comet's tail.
As the rope pulled tight against the wooden railing it angled Bacchus towards the flag. But the Sky Queen, Loretto, was faster. With a sharp slap, she knocked Bacchus' hand away from the prize. They swung back, away from the ship, their bodies arcing through the sky. But Bacchus was not deterred. He regained his footing on the ship's hull and pushed off again, determined to claim the flag as his own. He flew towards it, arms reaching,
Bacchus and Loretto swooped toward the banner, their timings so precise that their ropes intertwined and tangled.
"Come on, Lorri!" Bacchus yelled against the wind, defending himself from Loretto's blows. "We used to be friends! More than that, we used to be..."
Loretto's fist connected with Bacchus' nose, sending them both spiralling through the air. "Don't you dare!" she spat, rage fueling her every move.
Bacchus' instincts kicked in, sharp and swift, as he felt a jolt of pain from his nose. With unwavering focus, he watched as Loretto, nimble and graceful, touched down on the ship's keel and began sprinting along its underside. Her goal was clear, to grab the flag and claim victory. But Bacchus was determined to stop her. With a fierce determination, he propelled himself forward, his coat flying behind him as he sliced through the air. He had to reach her before she could make her final, triumphant grab.
As the Sky Queen's boots brushed against the wooden hull Bacchus launched his coat at her, it flew through the sky, obscuring the Queen's vision and sending her tumbling through the air. Bacchus seized the opportunity and snatched the flag from her grasp, pushing away from the keel and towards his side of the ship.
Lorette was hot on Bacchus' heels, the tip of her fingernails scratching his neck as she reached out. But as he looked back, he saw her rope pulling taut as she pursued him, it  yanked her back towards her side of the ship. A scowl crossed her face as she was pulled away from her prize.
"Bacchus!" Lorette yelled, her voice carried by the wind.
Bacchus just laughed, the fabric clutched tight in his hand.
Bacchus grasped the wooden railing, his heart racing with triumph as he hoisted himself over the edge. The red flag fluttered in his grasp, its vibrant hue a symbol of his victory. He raised it high into the sky, presenting it to Eberhard with a proud grin. "I've got it," he shouted. Eberhard's eyes gleamed with pride as he stepped forward to claim the flag. "Well done, Bacchus," he praised, clapping the man on the back. "You've proved yourself the new Sky King!"




Chapter 22 - Mitzy’s Rebellion

Lanier was a city of wonders, abuzz with technological marvels. Airships drifted overhead with ease, and the postal system was a well-oiled machine. Finally, I was able to keep my promise to my father and send him the first few pages of this journal, detailing my travels and adventures all those cycles ago when I first set out on my journey.
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #22
Mitzy stood upon the platform, metal towers loomed on either side of her. The hint of a breeze caused the air to feel biting and cold. The other recruits, each stood in their own space, shivered with unease. Mitzy, however, was not chilled by the weather, but by the thoughts of what was to come. She wanted to find her brother.
During her time training, Mitzy had formed an unlikely bond with another recruit - the strong and stoic Meredith. The only other woman there was also the only one who had seen through Mitzy's disguise, while the rest of the recruits remained unaware. Mitzy didn’t need Benny, she’d made her own friend. Kind of.
“Are you alright, boy?” the muscled woman said.
Mitzy nodded. She wasn’t. Why had Benny just left? Why offer to help in the first place? She thought to herself.
“Have you ever been up there?” Mitzy asked as she pointed towards the heights of the towers, their target.
Meredith chuckled, “No lass, I was a miner’s wife. Never left Shanty.”
A low hum filled the air as several platforms, small airships, descended from the sky, their engines whirring in perfect harmony. "Woh, Dollies," said one of the recruits standing next to Mitzy, his voice filled with awe.
The Dollies landed gracefully before the recruits, their engines came to a soft stop as steam valves emptied. Several men and women stepped off, each carried a crate with them. But it was the woman who walked behind them that commanded the attention of the crowd. Dressed in a dark cloak, Aliza Mark’s mere presence hushed all murmurs from the crowd, and all eyes were fixed upon her as she approached.
"Today is the day," Aliza declared. Mitzy watched as the woman’s eyes scanned the crowd. "Today, we win our freedom. The training you have undergone for the last few days will be put to use."
With a sharp gesture, she signalled to the men and women who had disembarked from the Dollies. They stepped beside her, crates in hand.
"They gather in one place to celebrate their victory," Aliza continued, her voice rising in passion. "But we will rejoice in their defeat!"
The crowd of recruits, most of them with bags under their eyes, including Mitzy, responded with a weak applause and scattered hand clapping.
Aliza gestured to the crates, and her men began to pull out crowbars to open them up. With a loud crack, the first lid came free, and Aliza moved over to the box.
With a flourish, the woman pulled out a long, dark rod, its surface gleaming in the sunlight. At the end of the rod were two spike-like prongs, glinting menacingly. Aliza wielded the weapon before the recruits, her eyes alight with determination.
"This is our weapon, our tool for victory," Aliza declared, her voice ringing with conviction.
"That would explain the iron rods they have us train with," Mitzy said, a hint of realisation in her voice. Meredith just grunted in response.
One of the men scoffed at the woman, "Where are the guns? The single shots, the long barrels?"
Mitzy and the rest of the recruits watched as Aliza smiled, a subtle thing, and turned on a switch at the bottom of the rod. With lightning speed, she charged the man, ramming the weapon into his stomach. There was a flash of blue light, and the man convulsed on the floor, incapacitated but not harmed.
"These are called stunners," Aliza said, her voice calm and steady. "One or two hits is all it takes." She turned and handed the first weapon to Mitzy.
Mitzy turned the stunner over in her hand, studying it's dark and sleek body. The bottom was much heavier than the top, and the protruding spikes looked menacing, but she knew they wouldn't actually do much damage. They were like teeth with a bit of magic in between them. She held it in front of her face and switched it on, her eyes widening as lightning ran between the teeth.
"Careful, boy," the woman next to her warned.
Aliza and her men began distributing the weapons among the rest of the recruits, who eagerly accepted the stunners. One recruit, however, was foolish enough to hold it to his chin as he switched it on, and Mitzy watched Aliza's face as the man crumpled to the ground.
"Divvies," Aliza whispered as she shook her head.
Aliza pointed to Mitzy, “you,” and another three recruits, “you, you and you, with me. Everyone else follows Barak,” she commanded, "All aboard!" Aliza called out, her voice carrying over the noise of the crowd. "Let's go win our freedom."
Mitzy and the other recruits shuffled aboard the three different crafts, each of them holding their weapons close to their bodies. Mitzy joined the other volunteers who had trained with Aliza Marks on a Dolly of their own. This gave her a boost of confidence as the machine started to hum, then rattle, and then become weightless as it left the ground. Her stomach turned, as she felt the sensation of flying for the first time.
With a blast of steam, the dollies took to the air, each one piloted by a skilled woman behind a column at the back. Mitzy stretched out a bit and noticed the sour faces of the men on the other dollies. The conditions were cramped with all the recruits on board, but Mitzy was surprised, if not a little nervous, that these machines could fly with all that weight.
Only their Dolly had left the platform.
“What about the others?” Mitzy asked.
“They’re in the main assault, they’ll leave soon, but we need to do our job first,” replied Aliza.
“Which is?” Asked one of the others.
Aliza grinned, “we’re going to block off their escape route.”
The small airship carried them up and around the towering metal structures, offering a breathtaking view of the landscape below. Mitzy could see the sprawling slums of Shanty, nestled at the bottom of the Crater, smoke and hearth fires providing a warm glow as the miners ate their breakfast. The city of Crater loomed all around them, its metal towers reaching up towards the sky above. They continued to climb higher, the airship's engines straining as they approached a massive dome, built around the central pillars, taking up more space than the town below.
Sunlight filtered through far easier than it had done in Shanty, causing Mitzt to squint. A shimmer of green caught her eye, and her eyes lit up as she saw the plants, trees, and other flora that didn't exist in the mushroom forests of Crater's floor. Inside the dome, lush greenery and colourful flora flourished, creating a verdant oasis. The natural light through the dome's transparent roof created a warm, inviting glow, casting a golden sheen on the trees, bushes and flower beds.
"The Preserve," Aliza murmured, her voice carrying a hint of reverence. "It is where they go to rest, recuperate, and rejoice."
But Mitzy heard something in the woman's speech and asked, "You're not from here, are you?" she asked, her voice laced with curiosity.
Aliza let slip a small smile from under her hood. "Perceptive," she said with a nod. "But for now, prepare yourselves!" she ordered, her tone taking on an urgent edge. Mitzy wanted to probe more but she saw something from the corner of her eye.
As they soared above the Preserve, another Dolly joined them, its occupants dressed in the same uniform of blues and browns as Mitzy and her team. The craft carried an equal number of recruits, though none of them were Joulan. As they approached the central shaft of the conservatory, Mitzy couldn't help but notice the throngs of people gathered inside, all congregating in one spot. She couldn't help but wonder what was happening down below, and a sense of unease settled in her stomach.
The air was thick with the hum of other crafts, small platforms that carried goods or armed overseers. But the two dollies that carried Mitzy and her team seemed to go unnoticed, as they smoothly docked on a tiny platform attached to the central pillar towering over The Preserve.
With quick and confident hand gestures, Aliza signalled to someone of equal importance on the second Dolly. The rail then opened, and Aliza sprang into action.
"Move! We'll take the one on the left. You," she said, pointing to one of the men behind Mitzy, "pick up the bolt cutters."
The man rushed to comply, picking up the heavy tool with its two long handles and sharp, short blades. "Yes sir, ma'am, sir," he said with a nod, eager to fulfil his assignment.
As the group made their way across the platform, a uniformed man stepped forward, a blade gleaming at his side. Mitzy watched in awe as Aliza lunged forward, sweeping the man off his feet with lightning-fast grace. With practised ease, she choked him into unconsciousness. But the woman didn’t see as another guard rounded the corner, Mitzy sprang into action, nearly tripping but managing to stab her stunner into the man's ribs. He grunted, his fist raised high, but before he could strike, Mitzy remembered to activate the stunner. An electrical surge pulsed through the device and the man crumpled to the floor, convulsing.
"Good job," Aliza said with a nod, brushing herself off and motioning for her team to follow her. "Guess we were the lucky ones, the other group should be fine."
Aliza led the way across the treacherous walkway, her movements graceful and steady as she traversed the thin strip of metal. Mitzy followed close behind, her heart racing with adrenaline and fear. She kept her gaze fixed firmly on Aliza's back, not daring to look down into the yawning void beneath her.
The four of them inched their way along the inside perimeter of the tower, each clinging to the narrow walkway with white-knuckled hands. The sound of their breathing echoed through the shaft, a haunting chorus that only served to heighten the tension. Mitzy's muscles ached with the effort of maintaining her balance, but she pushed on, focusing all of her energy on not falling. One step at a time, she reminded herself, until finally, all four of them stood, spread out, on one side of the tower’s inner perimeter. A fifth at the door with the bolt cutters.
As Mitzy clung to the walkway, she braced herself for what was to come. She could sense the vibrations growing stronger and the wind picking up, heralding the approach of something hurtling toward them from above. The ladders that hung above and below the door shook with increasing ferocity, threatening to throw her into the abyss below.
"Hold!," Aliza commanded, and Mitzy obeyed, desperately grasping for anything she could to anchor herself.
The column shook with a force that nearly knocked Mitzy off her feet, and then, in an instant, something zoomed past her, mere inches from her face. She felt a rush of nausea and closed her eyes, holding on for dear life. The wind whipped at her hair and clothes, howling in her ears.
“Now!” ordered Aliza.
A weak light bloomed, which revealed a cable suspended in the centre of the shaft. Each of the recruits, Mitzy included, took their stunners and placed the two prong forks of the long rods on the cable.
"Activate!" Aliza commanded, her voice ringing out in the cavernous space.
With practised precision, the recruits triggered their stunners, the devices humming to life as they made contact with the cable. A barrage of sparks erupted from the cable, illuminating the dark shaft with a dazzling display of light and energy. The cable glowed a fierce red, growing brighter by the second until it was nearly white with heat.
Mitzy's heart raced as she saw her companion lose his footing, tumbling into the abyss below. The stunner, their only means of defence, clattered away as he fell, his scream ringing out through the chamber before being silenced in an instant. The cold knot in her stomach tightened as she realised the gravity of their situation, with no defence and one less ally, the odds were against them.
"Hold steady," Aliza called out, her voice sharp and commanding. Despite the tragedy that had just occurred, she remained focused, her eyes fixed on the objective ahead. "Nearly there."
Mitzy tried to shake off the shock and steeled herself, determined to not let the man's death be in vain. She held on to the stunner tighter and closed her eyes, focusing on keeping herself steady. The air was thick with the smell of ozone and the hum of the stunners. She opened her eyes and looked up to see the cable glowing white-hot.
"Deactivate! Bolt cutters, now!!" Aliza commanded with urgency. The man stationed at the doorway to the elevator, secured by a rope, leaned forward and pressed the sharp edges of the bolt cutters against the glowing white hot cable. With a tremendous effort, he squeezed down hard. The cable creaked and groaned as the tension built until, with a final snap, it broke. The cable whipped around, barely missing Mitzy's face as the heavy object below them crashed to the depths of the oblivion below.
As Mitzy and the remaining recruits stepped out of the treacherous shaft and onto solid metal platform, she stumbled to the railing and emptied the contents of her stomach. As she regained her composure, she gazed down at the chaos unfolding below. The scene was a blur of movement as dollies, sleek and swift, descended from every direction, each heading towards one of the many balconies that encircled the dome. From her vantage point high above, Mitzy had a bird's-eye view of the frenzied activity.
Once on the ground the recruits started to disperse. There were guards but they were quickly overwhelmed by the force. Mitzy watched as the lush grass, vibrant plants and rich foliage of The Preserve were trampled underfoot by the boots of the foot soldiers as they made their way through the gardens. Mitzy couldn't help but feel a sense of horror at the destruction, for it was not only the beauty of the place being ruined, but also the fact that only the wealthy had ever been able to experience it in the first place. The thought of it was a double-edged sword that cut deep into her soul.
Mitzy strained her eyes, scanning the frenzied chaos below for any sign of her brother. Despite having a bird's eye view from her perch high above, the individuals involved in the battle remained faceless to her. Though she could have sworn she saw Meredith as the large woman cut through the swarm.
"Joulan, where are you?" she whispered to herself, filled with worry. "Are you safe?"
As she searched, Aliza appeared at her side, a smirk playing at the corners of her lips as she observed the scene below. Mitzy turned to her, seeking some form of guidance.
"What now?" she asked.
"Now," Aliza declared, her eyes alight with a fierce determination, "we join the fight, reclaim our freedom, and bring an end to this once and for all." With that, she spun on her heel and strode towards the waiting Dolly, with Mitzy and the other recruits close behind.
The Dolly descended upon the balcony with a thunderous impact, causing Mitzy to struggle to maintain her balance as the ship swayed. The sound of the metal gates of the platform opening echoed like a battle cry. Aliza Marksstepped forward with her commanding presence and Mitzy followed, her heart pounding.
"Forward, my friends!" Aliza cried out, her voice ringing with the fire of the revolution. "Fight for your freedom, fight for your future!"
As they made their way through the chaos of the battlefield, Mitzy felt a sense of urgency to find her brother, Joulan. The initial fighting had already taken place, with the rebellion sweeping forward and catching the overseers by surprise.
The echoes of clashing steel and shouting voices filled the dome as Mitzy and her fellow recruits finally reached the front lines of the rebellion. A steadfast perimeter had been established, a clear divide between the uniformed rebels on the outer circle and the inner circle of guards and oppressors, the wealthy and powerful who had held the people of Shanty captive for far too long. The elevators that once promised escape now offered only a desperate refuge, trapping the oppressors within the grasp of the rebellion's righteous anger.
We did that, Mitzy thought with pride.
As Mitzy surveyed the scene, her heart ached at the sight of the children. Not just the young heirs of the merchant lords, but their families as well. She was reminded of the orphans under her care back at the orphanage, and the thought of them being caught in this conflict made her feel a mix of sadness and anger.
From the merchant lord’s side a woman stepped forward.
"Who leads this rabble?" the woman's voice echoed, crisp and sharp like the snap of a whip. Her entourage, an array of powerful merchant lords and ominous overseers, stood at attention behind her, their eyes fixed on the masses of rebels that surrounded them. The woman's sharp gaze scanned the crowd, searching for the face of the person responsible for the uprising.
"Step forward," she commanded, her voice ringing with authority. "Show yourselves, leaders of this insurgency! I demand to know who dares to attack us in our own home, in the presence of our families!" The woman's eyes were like flint, unyielding and determined, as she waited for a response.
With a bold step forward, the man with dark hair and broad shoulders stood before the leader of the merchant guild. Mitzy recognized him as Lord Garrard, a man of unwavering resolve.
"I am the one responsible," he declared, his voice ringing with confidence. "You may know me as Lord Garrard."
The woman's disdain was evident as she looked down upon him, her sharp features an expression of contempt. "A minor lord, is it?"
Garrard met her gaze with defiance, his chin raised high. "You may refer to me as such, but let it not diminish the strength of my conviction."
But before he could continue, the woman cut him off with a chillingly cold command. "Shoot him."
In an instant, a shot rang out, and Lord Garrard fell to his knees, then to the ground. The once lush green grass now stained red with his blood.
A hush fell over the gathered onlookers as the reality of what had just happened settled in. A single shot, and the rebellion had lost its leader before it could even properly begin. But then, a figure stepped forward from the shadows, a tall, imposing woman with striking features and piercing green eyes. Aliza Marks, Mitzy's mentor and the true driving force behind the rebellion.
With Aliza's rallying cry, the insurgents surged forward, their fervour fueled by their fallen comrade and the noble cause they fought for. They clashed against the merchant lords' guards in a maelstrom of steel and blood, each fighter determined to emerge victorious.
"For Shanty! For Crater! For Freedom!" Aliza's voice boomed, echoing across the gardens as she charged into the fray.
The air was filled with the sound of clanging metal, the thud of boots, and the cries of battle.
Mitzy was torn between the urge to join the battle and the desperate need to find her brother. The chaos of the fighting swirled around her, but she remained resolute, dodging and weaving through the turmoil, her focus set solely on her mission.
She scanned the faces of the combatants, but Joulan was nowhere to be seen. The sound of metal clashing against metal echoed in her ears as she made her way deeper into the preserve, her heart pounding with the fear that she might never see her brother again.
Determined to find him, Mitzy pushed forward, dodging attacks and leaping over fallen bodies. Her mind raced with thoughts of Joulan and the future that awaited them both. She refused to let fear take hold, instead drawing on the strength of her love for her brother, using it to drive her forward.
And then, she spotted him. Joulan was at the edge of the battlefield, near a balcony, his eyes wide with fear and his arms clutched protectively around himself. Mitzy raced towards him and called out his name.
"Joulan!" she cried. "Joulan, I'm here!"
Joulan gazed up at her, his eyes clouded with confusion and fear. A lifeless body lay beside him, and her brother's hands were stained with blood.
"Mitz," he muttered, his voice trembling. "I...I didn't know it would end up like this."
Mitzy reached down to help him stand, her heart aching for her brother's distress.
"It's okay, Joul," she whispered, trying to infuse her voice with comfort and reassurance. "I'm here. Let's get you out of here."
Joulan shook his head, his expression pained.
"I was just their accountant, Mitz. I wrote down the numbers. I never thought it would lead to this."
Mitzy took his hand and gently rubbed his back, offering him comfort and support.
"It's okay, Joul. Come on, let's go," she urged, leading him away from the chaos and violence of the battlefield.
Together, the siblings stumbled away from the raging battle, the tide of which seemed to be turning in favour of the rebellion. With their superior numbers, the rebels were slowly driving back the overseers, forcing them towards the merchant lords. Mitzy guided Joulan towards a balcony overlooking the docking bay, where the Dolly's were tethered. Figures stood guard there, they watched carefully as Mitzy and Joulan drew closer.
Hopefully they think we’re injured, thought Mitzy.
Mitzy and Joulan stumbled towards the safety of a nearby hedge, just as the situation took a dangerous turn. Reinforcements descended from the Dolly airships, but these were not fellow rebels. Instead, they were highly trained overseers, far outnumbering the ragtag guard of the rebellion. Mitzy knew that they had to act quickly to avoid being seen and captured. She pulled Joulan close, hiding behind the hedge as they watched the newly arrived overseers take control of the situation.
"Joulan, do you understand what's going on?" Mitzy asked in a hushed tone.
Her brother's eyes were wide as he gazed at the two Overseers, who had claimed the balcony as their own, with the Dolly airship flying off to join the fray.
"I'm not sure," Joulan whispered back.
Mitzy's mind raced. She had a stunner, but she couldn't take on both guards by herself.
"Joulan, we have to act fast. Can you help me take down these guards?"
Joulan hesitated, a mix of fear and uncertainty in his eyes. "I-I think so..."
"Good," Mitzy said, determination in her voice. "You take the one on the left, and I'll take the one on the right. Together, we can do this."
But Joulan's concern for his sister was evident. "No, Mitzy, I can't let you do this. You'll get hurt."
Mitzy shook her head, her eyes blazing with resolve. "Not this time, Joulan. This time, we do this together. I need you to trust me."
Joulan nodded, a newfound strength in his eyes as he stepped forward.
Mitzy and Joulan launched themselves from the hedge, their hearts pounding in their chests. The guards spun to face them, disbelief etched in their features. Joulan barrelled into the guard on the left. The guard faltered, and Mitzy seized the opportunity, her stunner humming to life as she moved in. The overseer on the right crumpled, unconscious.
She turned to her brother, who still struggled with the other man, their bodies clashing with grunts and curses. Mitzy sprinted forward, stunner at the ready, but just as she was about to strike, the guard twisted and Joulan was thrown off the balcony, tumbling into the void. Mitzy let out a scream, plunging her stunner into the guard's back. She watched as his body convulsed before collapsing to the ground.
As Mitzy approached the rail of the balcony, her eyes caught sight of a figure blurring past, propelled by a thin line that whizzed by. She couldn't quite make out who it was.
With a quick glance over the edge, she saw nothing, but her attention was soon drawn back as a larger object shot past, soaring upwards before curving around and altering its trajectory towards her position. The rope-line was now anchored to a nearby tower.
Mitzy's heart raced as she prepared her stunner.
The line detached from the tower, and then it was coming right for her. She leapt back as a grappling hook clamped onto the railing. The object became clearer and two figures flew towards her. She retreated further again as they landed on the balcony. In a somewhat ungraceful manoeuvre, they hit the ground and Joulan stumbled down in front of her. A tall figure stood over her brother.
"You dropped something," said Benny with his roguish grin.
Mitzy enveloped her brother in a tight embrace, tears streaming down her face as she asked in a voice trembling with concern, "Joulan, are you okay? I thought I'd lost you."
Joulan looked up at her, still visibly shaken. "I'm okay, Mitz. Was that Zephyr?" he asked.
Benny, who was standing behind them, replied nonchalantly, "No, just a different kind of rat."
“Benny!?” Mitzy exclaimed.
“The one and only,” he said, showing his bright white teeth.
“Where were you?” she asked.
Benny's gaze flickered but finally landed on her, “I’m sorry Mitz, you weren’t exactly part of the plan.”
Mitzy turned to face him, her finger pointing accusingly. "What plan, Benny? You abandoned me!" she exclaimed.
Before Benny could reply, another grapple line shot towards the balcony and a second figure landed next to him. This was a tall and skinny boy with dark hair, who looked down at the two siblings with sharp, unfriendly eyes.
Benny brushed off Mitzy's outburst, his trademark grin still plastered on his face. "I'll explain later, but right now we have to go," he said in a hurry.
"Go where?" Mitzy asked, her confusion evident.
"We're leaving Crater, are you coming?" Benny said, his tone indicating it was a rhetorical question.
Joulan, who had been listening in, interjected, "What about the fight? We can't just leave."
Benny's expression turned apologetic. "Sorry, buddy. It looks like you're losing, and this is our only chance. They're distracted right now, and we have to take advantage of it."
Mitzy turned to Joulan, her eyes filled with urgency.
"Joulan, we can't stay here," she said, gesturing to the chaos that surrounded them.
"I'm not leaving, Mitz," Joulan replied, standing unsteadily on his feet.
"We have to go now," Benny interjected, impatience evident in his voice.
But Joulan was determined. "I'll stay and fight," he declared, turning back to the battle.
Mitzy, with no time to waste, reached for her stunner and fired, rendering Joulan unconscious.
Benny looked at her in shock, "I'll remember not to cross you."
"You mean again," Mitzy replied with a hint of anger in her voice. "We'll go with you. Take us out of here."
"Jerr, you carry the boy," Benny directed, "I've got this firecracker."
The other boy, Jerr, sighed heavily. "Why did you have to knock him out? Carrying him will be like lugging a bag of mushrooms."
Mitzy clung to Benny as they plunged through the sky, the city of Crater slipping away beneath them. The sounds of the ongoing conflict in The Preserve echoed in her mind, a constant reminder of what they left behind. Alongside them, the other boy struggled with the unconscious form of her brother, a limp and heavy weight in his arms, as they continued to climb up and out of Crater.




Chapter 23 - Bee in Flight

With the prestige of my father behind me, I was able to enrol in the college for tinkers with ease, bypassing the fundamental engineering classes. It was pure privilege, to be sure, but I applied myself diligently to my studies and was pleased to find that I was progressing at a rapid pace. However, what took us both by surprise was the sudden swelling of my belly, 
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #23
Priscilla gazed in awe as Zephyr leaped from the railing and vanished into the abyss below. Her heart sank at the thought of being alone, but she refused to give in to despair. Purpose fueled her, driving her to reach for the impossible, and as a princess, nothing was unattainable.
She burst into a full run, grateful for the sturdy leather trousers she had bought at the crossroads. Her red hair whipped through the air, the sounds of her footsteps echoing in the chamber. Priscilla ascended the spiral walkway of the temple, her gaze fixated on the intricate etchings and depictions that grew more elaborate with each step. Despite her quick pace, she couldn't help but admire the handiwork. She wanted to stop and study them but there was no time.
A clang echoed through the halls, drawing her attention to Zephyr's collision with the makeshift stairs their attackers had assembled. But she pressed on, her purpose propelling her forward. She raced past unfamiliar rooms, the details a blur as she focused on reaching the top.
Priscilla approached the peak of the spiral walkway, her heart racing as the path narrowed. The sound of battle echoed from below, each clash of steel ringing through the temple. A peek over the edge showed her flashes of light as weapons sparked together. She took another turn and came face-to-face with a massive stone door, marked with glowing blue lines that ran along its surface. To the side of the door was a panel with three indentations, each about the size of her fist. In the centermost recess, she saw a stone that looked familiar, but she couldn't quite place it.
She searched for a way to open the heavy stone door, but it remained impenetrable. The princess' eyes scanned the door, searching for a handle, a lock, anything that would give her access. But there was nothing.  Frustration mounting, she grabbed the stone from the recess and the blue light flowed away from the etching. She placed it back, and the light returned, accompanied by a soft rumble. Priscilla's heart raced, and she felt a thrill of excitement at this discovery. She began to experiment with the other stones in the recesses, removing and replacing them, hoping to find a method that would unlock the door.
Suddenly, she noticed a pattern. When she placed the stone in the first recess, a line appeared angled to the left. Placing it in the second caused a line to appear straight at the bottom, but the line to the left vanished. The third caused a line angled from the right to appear. With a sudden realisation, she understood the pattern: left, right, bottom. As long as the lines remained connected, they stayed in place.
With confident movements, she placed the stone back in the third recess, and the lines formed a triangle. The walls around her quaked and the door shuddered open. She took a step inside and the room sprang to life. The ancient glow flowed into the space through the etchings in the wall.
Priscilla entered the chamber and her gaze fell upon a massive contraption at its centre. A metal ring, large enough to contain a person standing upright, dominated the room. Leather straps on the top and thick wires connecting to the ceiling added to the ominous appearance. A circular console surrounded the chamber, like a halo of ancient technology. Priscilla approached the ring warily, her heart pounding with a mix of excitement and fear
“This wasn’t in any of my books,” she said to herself.
She stepped back outside and gazed at the panel door. The same prominent recesses that sat on the circular console inside the room were there on the door. She snatched the stone from the recess and the door slammed shut with a surprisingly soft click. She gazed at the stone in her palm and realisation dawned on her. The stone was identical, or at least close, to the one Zephyr possessed, the one his mother had gifted him.
A sudden hush descended upon the temple, and Priscilla realised she could no longer hear the sounds of battle from below.
“Zephyr,” she whispered to herself.
Priscilla gasped as she leaned over the railing, staring down at the temple floor where a blue aura illuminated a patch of ground. She watched in horror as a man hoisted Zephyr in one arm, then struck him with a cruel blow. Zephyr's head snapped back, his body limp.
Panic seized Priscilla as she sprinted back into the room, desperate to find a way to help Zephyr. She frantically pounded the lit consoles, but nothing seemed to happen. With a desperate glance over her shoulder, she snatched the stone and raced out of the room, the door slamming shut behind her.
She could hear men's voices echoing up from below as she flew down the spiral walkway, passing through the rooms in a blur. On the way down there was an unconscious body, a casualty from earlier? The man had a similar device to Zephyr on his arm but she couldn’t stop to examine it further. She had to find a way to save Zephyr, but what could she do? The thought of losing her friend fueled her determination as she reached the bottom, heart pounding. From the walkway there was quite a drop to the floor; It’s what stopped the men from going after them but that meant Priscilla couldn’t get down easily, not without Zephyr.
Zephyr's body lay crumpled on the ground, his limbs bound by ropes that secured him to four crates. The chamber doors creaked open and a man in ornate garb strode in. Priscilla's eyes narrowed as she recognized the man's bulbous nose and strong chin. It was Alexander Evans Serpentine, the leader of the merchant lords and the one who had seized her from her father's kingdom, trapping her in the towers of Crater, until Zephyr had rescued her.
Serpentine strode over to Zephyr, his regal robes rustling with each step. He gazed down at the young man, his eyes narrowed in suspicion.
"So, this is the boy," he sneered. "The one who's caused all the trouble?"
The man with the hook for a hand stepped forward, a smirk played at his lips. "It is. We caught him snooping around. He put up quite the fight, took out my zippers."
Serpentine raised an eyebrow, his doubt clear in his voice. "Can he really fly, or are the tales fabrications, excuses?"
The broad-shouldered man chuckled. "He can. The kid stood there in the air and looked down on me. I had to clip his little wings for that, bring him back down to earth."
The merchant lord leaned in, his eyes blazing. "Show me, Krok" he demanded.
Priscilla muffled a scream with her hands as she watched in horror. The man with the hook hand, Krok, approached Zephyr, hefting a metal rod. Without a hint of mercy, he prodded her friend's prone form. Then, with a flick of a switch, the room filled with a blinding white light and a hum. Zephyr's body convulsed as he let out an anguished scream.
Krok yanked the device from Zephyr's ribs. The boy's bound body convulsed, his moans echoing through the chamber.
"Fly for me, boy," Serpentine ordered.
But Zephyr lay motionless, until Krok applied the shock stick again. And again. Priscilla wept, unable to look away as her friend was tormented.
"Fly!" Krok yelled, delivering another jolt.
Zephyr muttered something, too low for Krok to hear. The hook-handed man bent down, cupping a hand to his ear. "What was that?"
"More," Zephyr gasped, his voice raw.
Krok cackled. "Ha! I like this one." He kicked Zephyr, eliciting another scream, before shocking him once more. But this time, Priscilla saw the spark of defiance in Zephyr's eyes before he fell back into unconsciousness.
Krok kept holding the device to the writhing boy.
“Enough!” Alexander interrupted the man. The man stopped. “When he wakes, ask him about the princess, then dispose of him.”
“What about this ability to fly?” Krok asked.
“Fine, he’s yours, but only after you find out what happened to the princess,” commanded Alexander as he turned around and marched out of the temple, his guards behind him.
Priscilla steadied herself, trying to still the tremble in her hands. She took a deep breath and mustered the courage to peer over the balcony. Only two men remained, the hooked hand and his underling. She gazed at the entrance, where a panel with three recesses similar to the one above caught her eye. A spark of an idea ignited in her mind, but first she had to get down there.
"Keep an eye on the boy," Krok said, his smile more a baring of teeth than a show of mirth. "I'm going to retrieve my tools."
As the man's footsteps echoed down the corridor, Priscilla's thoughts turned to the prone figure on the walkway. She hurried back up the stairs and pried the device from his slack grip. The man muttered in his sleep, but did not awaken.
Zephyr called these Rat Tails, how hard can they be to work? she wondered as she made her way back down.
As Priscilla stood atop the railing, gripping the grapple attached to her wrist, she gazed down at the guard stationed at the doorway below. She had never used a Rat Tail before, but Zephyr made it look effortless. Frustrated, she fiddled with every knob and switch on the device, but to no avail. It wasn't until she gave the cable a gentle tug that she felt the slightest give, and a glimmer of hope returned to her. She tied the cable to the bannister and steeled herself for the leap. Heights were not something she was accustomed to, but she couldn't allow fear to control her now. The fate of Zephyr, and perhaps even the kingdom, lay in her hands.
With a deep breath, she swung her legs over the rail, her heart in her throat. She took a moment to steady herself, then she jumped, the cable snapping taut as she plummeted towards the ground. The wind rushed past her, and for a moment, she felt weightless, free. And then, with a sudden jolt, she came to a stop, suspended in mid-air, the grappling device humming softly as it held her steady.
She was doing it, she was really doing it! Priscilla allowed herself a moment of triumphant exultation before setting her sights on the next step of her plan. The box below her. The man at the door stood guard, his back away from them. Priscilla kicked and built up momentum with her body, feeling like a pendulum as she swung gracefully through the air. When she reached the perfect position above the crate, she unstrapped herself from the grappling device and dropped toward the box below.
Princess Priscilla's landing wasn't as elegant as she desired as she hit the wooden crate with a thud and tumbled to the ground. The guard grumbled nearby. Ignoring the ache, she lunged at the man, who was already spinning to face her. She was a beat too slow. He snagged her and they tumbled in a mess just outside the entrance. Priscilla kicked the man in the face, freeing herself, then raced inside. She jammed the stone into its slot on the panel with lightning speed, and the doors banged shut with a thunderous clap.
Priscilla inhaled deeply, her nerves coiling tight. She approached Zephyr, who lay motionless. "Zephyr," she called out, shaking his shoulder. No response.
A tiny squeak caught her attention, and she spun around to see the flying squirrel, darting toward her. Relief washed over her as she realised the small creature had survived the attack. Bait scampered up her leg, over her waist, and onto her arm. Priscilla cupped the animal in her palm, gazed into its beady eyes, and whispered, "What have they done to him, Bait?"
The door shook with a loud bang, then another. Priscilla sprang into action, placing Bait on Zephyr's hand. "Do it!" she ordered. Bait's sharp teeth bit down, and Priscilla watched in awe as Zephyr's eyes shot open.
"Zephyr!" Priscilla wrapped him in a tight embrace, tears streaming down her face.
Bait scurried from Zephyr's hand to the safety of his jacket pocket.
"Are you okay?" she asked, her voice shaking with concern. "I saw what they did to you."
Zephyr winced as he examined his body. "I feel better than okay," he said, a hint of wonder in his voice. "It must be static, it gives me my powers. I felt them fade during the fight and in the forest, but now..."
With a burst of energy, Zephyr lifted himself into the air, rising a foot off the ground. He was still restrained by the heavy crates that bound him, but Priscilla could tell he felt exhilarated all the same.
"I can feel it, Cila. It's the static for sure, back in Crater they hit me with those rods before, then I fell but I didn’t fall, you see?" he repeated, his eyes alight with wonder.
“Can you fly now? Take us up?” Priscilla said as she scrambled to retrieve Zephyr’s dagger and cut the ropes that held him.
"I can try," Zephyr said, rubbing the red welts on his wrists.
"Good, because we need to leave," Priscilla warned as another bang echoed from the door.
“Did you find a way out?” Zephyr asked as he rubbed at his wrists.
“Maybe,” answered Priscilla.
Priscilla sprinted to the door, her hand hovering over the stone set in the recess.
"What're you doing?" Zephyr asked, his gaze fixed on her hand.
"Get ready," Priscilla commanded, her eyes darting from the stone to Zephyr. "When I remove this stone, the doors will open, and our enemies will flood in. We'll have to fly up top fast"
Zephyr's gaze followed hers to the stone's soft blue glow. Recognition flickered in his eyes. "That's like my mother's stone," he muttered.
Priscilla shot him a sharp look. "Do you still have it?"
Zephyr nodded, fishing the stone out of his pocket.
"Good. We'll need it," Priscilla said before Zephyr could ask any questions.
Zephyr cocked his head, suspicion written all over his face. "Why?"
"Just trust me," Priscilla replied, determination in her voice. "Ready?"
Zephyr nodded.
The Bastard Princess placed her hand over the stone in the recess and felt a tingle run through her fingers. She looked at Zephyr, determination in her eyes. "Get ready," she said, and yanked the stone from its place.
Priscilla sprinted to Zephyr, her heart pounding in her chest. The door creaked as it opened, and the sound of clanging swords and marching feet filled the air. She threw her arms around Zephyr's waist.
"Fly, Zephyr! Now!" she yelled.
Zephyr obeyed, launching into the air with Priscilla clinging to him. In her hand, she gripped the mysterious stone, and in Zephyr's, he clutched his mother's. Below, a horde of mercenaries stormed into the chamber, weapons raised and ready to strike. But it was too late. Priscilla and Zephyr had already taken flight, soaring higher and higher. Priscilla could hear Zephyr’s heart and her own as the adrenaline flowed through them both. The mercenaries fired off a few shots, but the sound echoed into the empty chamber.
Zephyr took them to the top of the spiral. Priscilla jumped off first and pulled Zephyr towards the balcony, the ability only allowed him to control his vertical movement. The commotion from below grew louder, the sounds of the merchant lord's army echoing up the spiral as they searched for a way up to the balcony.
“Hurry, they’re piling stuff up again,” Zephyr said.
Priscilla led him to the door and used the stone on the panel in the right sequence. The chamber opened up to them. She could hear boots on the walkway as the men made their way upwards. She could see them round the bends below.
Priscilla's hand shot out and clamped onto Zephyr's, yanking him towards the halo console.
"Insert it!" she barked, gesturing to the nook in the console.
Zephyr complied, placing his mother's stone into the slot. The room remained unchanged.
"What now?" Zephyr asked, frustration and fear lacing his voice.
Priscilla's gaze scanned the console, counting the number of niches. More than on the panel outside. Panic swelled within her. The sound of footsteps grew louder, the men from below drawing near.
She spun to the door and the oncoming horde of the merchant lord's army. Their eyes blazed with determination, closing in on the final stretch. Priscilla's mind raced, calculating the risk, then made a split-second decision. She latched onto the stone on the panel and wrenched it free, locking them both inside the room.




Chapter 24 - Calling

Jaxon, my then husband, had made many acquaintances in Lanier, who were fascinated by his research into the Four Princes of Thrones. He regaled them with tales of his discoveries, and they marvelled at the depth of his knowledge. However, one fateful night, as Jaxon was invited as a guest speaker at the university, his research was cruelly taken from him. As he delivered his lecture, masked assailants descended upon him, stealing all copies of his findings and leaving Jaxon shaken and bewildered.
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #24
Zephyr tensed as the only exit to their chamber slammed shut. The walls loomed closer, suffocating him, but he forced himself to take deep breaths. He hated confined spaces, but he couldn't let his fear overcome him.
Priscilla strode to the central console, her eyes scanning the intricate patterns etched into the stone. "We have to find a way out," she declared. Several bangs on the door only helped to emphasise her words.
She began to manipulate the stones, slotting them into the different grooves as if she knew what she was doing.
Zephyr's steps echoed in the chamber as he approached Priscilla. He couldn't take his eyes off the large metal ring in the centre of the room. It pulsed with an unknown energy that tugged at him. He could sense it calling out to him.
"Do you feel it?" Zephyr asked, his voice low and filled with wonder. "That ring is like a siren's call."
Priscilla’s attention was kept on the console but over her shoulder said, "It's probably the key to unlocking the way out of here."
Zephyr took a step closer, his hand reaching out to touch the smooth metal. The energy of the ring hummed through him, making his hair stand on end. "I can feel it speaking to me," he said, his voice filled with awe.
Priscilla finally looked up, "Interesting," she said, pointing to a nook in the console. "Try placing your mother's stone there,” the princess indicated a recess on the opposite end of the mechanism.
Zephyr frowned, his brow furrowed. "Didn't we already try that?"
"Yes," Priscilla said, "But we only had your mother's stone. We needed another to complete the loop."
With a nod, Zephyr walked over and took up his mother’s stone and placed it back down in the hollow. There was a click, then the room brightened as the blue light from the etchings intensified, illuminating every corner of the chamber. The ring began to sing with power, its song coursing through Zephyr's veins.
He felt a thrill run down his spine as the room hummed with magic. There was no explaining the feeling, but it was as if the ring was calling out to him. He couldn't help but reach out, his hand brushing against the metal once again. A spark flew between it and his fingers.
"What's happening?" Zephyr asked, his voice filled with wonder.
"It's working!" Priscilla exclaimed.
Zephyr's attention snapped from the ring to a flicker of light. He watched in awe as symbols appeared in front of Priscilla and danced.
"Are they moving?" Zephyr asked.
Priscilla stood motionless, her eyes wide and mouth open, but a smile creeping across her face. "They are. I don't know what they mean, but this is incredible. I've never read anything about this."
The blue lines flowed from the etched panels, connecting the symbols like a web of energy. Priscilla's expression turned to one of confusion.
"I don't know what to do next," she said, her voice laced with frustration.
Zephyr's gaze returned to the ring. He felt a sudden certainty, as if he had known the answer all along. "I do," he said confidently.
With a fluid motion, Zephyr spun on his heel and leaped into the ring, his hands gripped the straps that hung from its apex. Time seemed to stand still, as if encased in a sheet of ice. Priscilla's mouth hung open, her words frozen in mid-air, the symbols no longer danced. The ring thrummed with energy, and Zephyr felt his own power awaken. He drifted to the centre of the ring, where the metal started to glow.
Crack!
The ice shattered and time resumed its normal flow,
"What are you… What did you do?" Priscilla gasped.
Zephyr smiled, his eyes fixed on the ring. "I listened to its call."
Everything happened at once. Priscilla stumbled as the room slowly began to spin, her head shot up as the roof above them came apart like a clam shell and revealed the stormy sky above. Zephyr watched as Priscilla jumped backwards as a slab of stone rose from the floor, four of them in fact. Once they had ascended to full height they began to spin with the room.  That’s when Zephyr noticed each pillar contained skeletal remains all with their hands crossed over their chest. Priscilla had clambered up on a console.
“What’s happening!?” Priscilla shouted over the storm and the noise of the room.
"I don't know--" Zephyr began but was interrupted as a deafening boom of lightning drowned out his words. The chamber shook as the strikes grew closer, each one hitting the room with a powerful crack. Zephyr's gaze was fixated on Priscilla's, his eyes shining with urgency.
"Priscilla," he said, his voice carrying above the roar of the storm. In an instant, a bright bolt of lightning shot through the sky and directly into the ring. Zephyr's body jolted with the charge, his back arching as he released the straps. The ring began to emit a brilliant blue light then it began to spin and Zephyr spun with it, suspended in the centre.
Zephyr basked in the rush of energy as it coursed through his veins, banishing every ache and pain from his journey. He felt more alive than ever before, as if he were truly reborn. Despite the dizzying sensations that should have overwhelmed him, he remained steadfast, as if he were the only constant in a world spinning around him, offering endless possibilities.
His gaze fixated on the ring, and he watched in awe as the four skeletons surrounding it began to emit a radiant blue light. Power flowed into them, imbuing them with the same brilliant blue hue that enveloped the entire room.
The power within him began to ebb as the ring came to a halt. The room no longer spun, but the skeletons blazed so intensely that halos bloomed around them like wings. As Zephyr touched down on the ground, Priscilla leaped from the console beside him.
A massive rumble shook the chamber with force, sending Zephyr and Priscilla tumbling to the ground. A deafening roar rose from beneath them, shaking the very foundation of the temple. As if the ground was tearing itself apart.
"We're flying!" Priscilla cried out, grabbing onto the console to steady herself.
"How do you know?" Zephyr asked, his every nerve attuned to the sensation of movement. He could feel the temple lifting off the mountain, but he didn't think Priscilla shared his senses.
She pointed to the console, where squiggles of light had formed a rough representation of the temple's ascent. "Look, it's showing us," she said, her eyes bright with excitement.
Zephyr gazed at the sky, where dark clouds swirled and churned like the tentacles of a monstrous beast. Despite the turbulent weather, the sun blazed with unyielding brilliance, its rays piercing the clouds and drenching them in golden light. As Zephyr watched, a ship sailed across the sun's rays and forks of lightning; he tensed with a sense of foreboding.
"Look, a ship," he said, his voice tight. "Is it one of yours?"
A cannonball fired from the ship, hurtling down toward them with deadly speed. It missed the temple, but the impact of its detonation shook the ground beneath their feet.
"It's Serpentine," Priscilla replied, her tone grim. "He can't reach us, so he's trying to destroy us from afar."
Another boom echoed through the temple, signalling another shot. Zephyr braced himself for impact, every muscle taut with fear and anticipation.
An explosion gutted out from the side of the vessel followed by plumes of smoke. Zephyr watched in awe as the ship above them crumpled under the force of several more blasts. Its descent was unsteady, like a wounded bird, as it spiralled away from the temple and towards the ground. 




Chapter 25 - The Sky King

As I approached the end of my pregnancy, we made a chilling discovery. Our pursuit of knowledge had earned us the wrath of a secretive organisation, who sought to keep their secrets buried. Jaxon's research had come too close to uncovering something he shouldn't have known, and we were in grave danger. I longed to run to my father for protection, but upon learning of his involvement in the war amongst a band of sky-pirates calling themselves mercenaries, I realised that safety was a luxury we no longer possessed. The realisation that we were completely on our own sent shivers down my spine and left me feeling vulnerable and exposed.
- The Grand Adventures of Wendi Tanner #25
“Fire!” Command Bacchus Caduceus, Captain of The Glee and King of the Skies.
The Glee continued to unload its cannons into the merchant lord’s airship before it had another chance to fire on the shell shaped building below. Bacchus didn’t know what was going on down there but anything as strange as lightning being drawn to a building would have to involve the boy and the bastard princess.
The Captain stood tall atop the bow of his own ship as his fleet of airships swooped in on the merchant lord's armada. They had descended from the clouds like the gods themselves. The enemy was caught off guard, their ships thrashing about in confusion as they tried to organise their defence. Bacchus watched with a smirk as his band of pirates and mercenaries closed in, ready for battle. The wind whipped through his long red hair, and he felt the thrill of the fight coursing through his veins. He was the ruler of the skies, the undisputed master of the air, and today he would prove it.
They swarmed the merchant lord’s armada, their cannons blazed with fury, sending bolts of fire into the sky. The sound of their engines mixed with the cacophony of the battle, creating a symphony of destruction. As the ships clashed, their wooden hulls splintered and cracked under the barrage of cannon fire.
As the enemy's cannon shattered the sky with its crack, Bacchus watched in horror as one of the ships from Zenith was cleaved in two by a single shot. He narrowed his gaze and spotted the merchant lord's massive golden airship in the distance. Another shot sailed through the air, narrowly missing two ships.
Determined, Bacchus thought to himself, "Not this time." He turned to Holt and shouted, "Prepare the flares! We won't fall for the same trick twice."
"Aye sire!" Holt cried in response.
Bacchus issued orders to his crew, "Mave, set course for that ship! Gunny, prepare our counter attack. We're going to knock those bastards out of the sky!" The captain's voice was resolute, leaving no room for doubt or hesitation. His crew responded with discipline and… mockery.
“Yes, your grace,” replied Mave.
“On it ,your royal heinieness, ” shouted Gunny.
As the sky lit up with a shower of multi-colored flares, the fleet sprang into action. Each burst of light conveyed a specific message, coordinating the airships in their attack strategy. The Glee, under the command of Captain Bacchus Caduceus, King of the Skies, led the charge at the head of a wedge formation, with the outer ships fending off any threats from the enemy. With their sights set on the imposing golden airship of the merchant lord, the fleet raced forward, poised to strike.
A third cannon shot boomed from the immense weapon mounted on the merchant lord's glittering golden airship. The projectile cleaved through the clouds, a harbinger of destruction.
"Brace yourselves!" Mave cried, deftly spinning the wheel and sending The Glee into a sharp turn. The shot grazed the hull, mere inches from its intended target, but found purchase in the ill-fated airship trailing behind. The ship erupted into a fiery blast, pieces raining down from the sky.
"All hands, hoist the sails! Full speed ahead!" Bacchus cried, his voice ringing with determination. The Glee and the rest of the flotilla surged forward, hurtling towards the heart of the merchant lord's armada, where the massive golden airship served as the flag-ship.
The two opposing air forces clashed in the skies, cannon fire echoing across the heavens, ship after ship exploding in a rain of flame and debris. Amidst the chaos, The Glee ploughed through the inferno, aimed straight for the heart of the enemy.
"We've got one shot at this," Bacchus warned his crew. "We need to take down the leader before they can reload their cannon."
"Aye, Captain!" his loyal crew replied, undaunted by the danger that surrounded them. With a fierce determination, they manned their stations
Just as Bacchus was about to give the command to fire, another enemy airship lunged forward, intent on ramming the Glee from the sky. But just in the nick of time, a massive ship, the Empress' Fury, swooped in, crashing into the attacker and sending the sky-pirates scrambling onto the enemy deck. Loretto, former sky queen and now just captain of the Empress' Fury, gave a nod of recognition to Bacchus as they were saved from certain destruction.
With eyes solely focused on the golden ship, Bacchus nearly missed a second craft lurking behind it, its cannon equally as massive and pointed directly at The Glee. Once Serpentine's vessel was out of the way, it would unleash its wrath.
"Second set of flares, now!" Bacchus barked out his command, his voice ringing out over the chaos of the battlefield.
Three red stars blazed in the sky, a signal to his allies. Bacchus watched with a fierce satisfaction as his friend Captain Eberhard's ship, The Black Flask, descended from the dark clouds. Guided by the flares they launched charges at the enemy ships below. The charges detonated in quick succession, sending explosions rippling through the air. Despite the efforts of the second ship, its cannon shot wildly astray, missing its mark. Then one of the explosives hit its aft-deck which sent the ship into a slow and steady nose dive toward the ground.
Bacchus set his sights on the golden vessel as it attempted to make a break for freedom, leaving its comrades to face the consequences of their actions. But the Captain of The Glee would not let that happen. Despite the ship being in less than optimal condition, its crew was unparalleled, with each member working tirelessly to push The Glee to its limits. Belle, like her grandfather before her, laboured in the engine room, pouring her expertise into ensuring that the airship would unleash every ounce of its power. With the wind at their backs, The Glee gave chase.
The Glee closed in on the enemy airship, its engines roaring as it approached. Gunny, the weapons master, trained the ship's cannons with expert precision. The two vessels exchanged a barrage of fire, but the shots from The Glee found their mark, battering the enemy ship's armaments into submission.
"Want us to blast them into the aether?" Gunny yelled, his eyes gleaming with excitement.
Captain Bacchus considered the question, his hand hovering over the ship's speaking tube. "No," he finally decided. "I want to look this Serpentine in the eye. Disable them."
Precisely aimed shots fired from The Glee as it circled took out any remaining cannon placements, then the enemy vessel’s navigation and finally the rowboat so that it left them unable to return fire or scurry away. Finally, the enemy hoisted the white flag of surrender, signalling the end of the battle.
“Karya, prepare a boarding party,” ordered the captain.
“Yes, my liege,” said his first mate.
“Next one to address me as my king, his grace or your highness,” Bacchus began.
“Your royal heinieness,” Gunny corrected.
“Gets thrown overboard and I mean it. Now let’s finish this!” Bacchus finished.
The Glee approached the golden vessel, the crew tensed as they prepared to board. Bacchus, Karya, and a hand-picked team of fighters aimed their weapons, ready to take control. Gunny's sharpshooters sat perched on their harpoons, waiting for the signal.
As they closed in, Bacchus took in the chaos on the enemy ship's deck. Sailors rushed to put out fires and stem the damage from the battle. But one man caught Bacchus's eye. He stood tall, adorned in regal silk robes, a smug expression on his face. Bacchus recognized him as Alexander Evans Serpentine, the self-proclaimed king who had once spoken at a rally in Crater.
Bacchus sneered at the thought of this man, who fancied himself a ruler. He and his crew may joke about being royalty, but they knew the true value of hard-earned reputation, not just a grand title.
The Sky King's hand shot up, pointing at the golden airship like an arrow aimed at a target.
"Prepare to board!" Bacchus shouted, his voice ringing over the roar of the wind.
But before they could make a move, the world exploded in sound. The cannon fire boomed, shaking The Glee to its core and battering Bacchus and his crew to the deck.
Bacchus scrambled to his feet, eyes fixed on the golden vessel. Flames engulfed the ship, devouring Lord Serpentine and his crew in an inferno. The fear in their leader's eyes before he disappeared was all too clear to Bacchus, a final moment of terror frozen in time.
As the shockwave hit, The Glee spun out of control, throwing Bacchus off balance and sending him crashing to the deck once more. He gritted his teeth, fighting against the dizzying spin.
Bacchus scrambled to his feet, his eyes locking onto Gunny who was climbing back over the railing. The usually confident pirate looked pale and shaken. Bacchus approached him, ready to demand an explanation, but Gunny shook his head before he could say a word.
"Not me, Captain," Gunny said, his voice barely audible above the ringing in Bacchus's ears.
Bacchus and Holt followed Gunny below deck to the firing deck, where they found a young girl huddled in the corner, her arms wrapped around her knees, an ignition stick still clutched in her hand.
"Oh, Belle," Bacchus whispered as he knelt beside her. He pulled her into his arms as she broke down in tears and sobs, finally able to avenge her grandfather's death. The weight of her grief was obvious, and Bacchus felt a heavy ache in his chest as he held her close.
Bacchus emerged from the embrace of comforting arms, his eyes fixed on Holt who beckoned him to the porthole. He rose, passing Belle to Gunny, who surprisingly offered a comforting shoulder. As Bacchus approached the window, Holt's voice crackled with excitement.
"Captain, you won't believe this! It's flying!"
Bacchus peered out, his eyes wide with amazement. Below, the spiral shell-like outpost detached itself from the ground, rising into the sky with a sizable chunk of earth in tow, like an airship. But this was unlike any airship Bacchus had ever seen.
"What in the aether!??" Bacchus asked, stunned by the sight before him.




Chapter 26 - One of the Seraph

My Dearest Belle,
The moment you were born was the moment we knew we had to protect you at all costs. The night you came into this world was also the night we fled Lanier, seeking refuge amongst the nomadic tribes of the little kingdoms. Though we were pursued, we remained determined to keep you safe.
Your father and I made the difficult decision to use ourselves as a distraction, sending you to your grandfather with this note. We pray that his wisdom will guide you, and that you will become even wiser than I was.
Know this, my darling, if we are blessed to survive this, we will find you. We will be reunited as a family once again. Until then, please remain hidden and safe. Keep this letter close to your heart, and know that your father and I love you more than words can express.
Forever your loving and devoted parents,
Wendi & Jaxon,
The Grandest Adventure of Wendi Tanner
Zephyr's heart raced as he spotted a ship soaring through the sky, its hull bedecked in brilliant hues and fluttering banners. "The Glee!" he exclaimed, his eyes lighting up with hope.
Priscilla nodded, her eyes following the airship's trajectory. "And it looks like they've brought reinforcements!" she cried, gesturing at the fleet that trailed behind The Glee. The temple shifted and rocked them on their feet as it began to speed up.
Wind battered Zephyr and the chamber as the temple shot skyward, accelerating at an alarming rate. Priscilla hunched over a console, her eyes fixed on the display of strange symbols.
"See here," she said, tapping the glass. "This shape represents us, and these, the clouds." She traced her finger above the forms, squinting. "And above that, something else entirely.”
Zephyr tore his gaze from the swirling vortex outside and peered at the display. He squinted, trying to make sense of the shapes.
"Airships?" he asked, looking back up at the raging battle above them. It seemed that the newcomers were gaining the upper hand.
Priscilla tapped the console, "No, I think these dots here are the airships. See how they're positioned below the clouds?"
Zephyr nodded, “Then, where are we heading?”
“I don’t know,” replied the princess.
Zephyr approached the ring guarded by four slabs, each displaying skeletal remains that shimmered with a blue glow. "These guys must know," he said, gesturing to the bones.
Priscilla joined him, her eyes studying the remains. She then turned to Zephyr and back to the glowing bones. "Zephyr, don't you see?" she said. "These are the true source of Skiilite. Not the temple, not sky whales, but you. You're one of the Seraphs from legend."
Zephyr stepped back, shock etched on his face as Priscilla's words sank in. He gazed at the glowing remains, unable to believe what she was saying.
"What are you talking about?" he said, his voice barely above a whisper.
"The Seraph, the guardians of the skies, the ones who wielded the power of flight," Priscilla explained, gesturing at the remains. "They say that the Seraph would come from the aether, able to control the winds and the elements. And now, look at you, Zephyr. You have that same ability."
Zephyr's mind raced, trying to process the information. He had always been claustrophobic, hated tight spaces which led him to have the urge to be free. The same instinct is what drove him to escape Crater, so he could see the world. In truth he had found a connection to a sky he’d never known but to be part of an ancient legend? It was too much to take in.
"But, how can I be one of them? How can I be a Seraph?" he asked, his voice filled with disbelief.
"You are, Zephyr," Priscilla said, her eyes shining with reverence. "And the Skiilite that drives our airships, that they mine from Crater, comes from the remains of your ancestors."
Zephyr's head spun. He struggled to comprehend the implications of her words. "Dead people drive airships?"
Priscilla nodded gravely, her expression filled with guilt. "Yes, Zephyr. That is what I’ve been saying and we have been doing for generations."
Zephyr staggered back, as if physically struck by the revelation. He felt sick to his stomach, as if he had just swallowed a lead weight. The ore that powered their entire society, that allowed them to soar through the skies, was made from the bones of their own kin.
Zephyr turned away, grappling with the weight of the truth.
“We’ve gotta get out of here, I’ve got to tell my father,” said Priscilla.
The relics in the slabs blazed with a fierce light, as if they were screaming in protest to the truth they had just learned. Zephyr watched in awe as the temple shot past the airships, piercing through the clouds. The chill of the moisture seeped into his bones, making his skin tingle. Priscilla's teeth chattered beside him, her petite frame shivering from the cold.
"Are you okay?" Zephyr asked, his eyes fixed on the display in front of him.
"I-I'm f-fine," she stammered, her body shaking from the cold.
Zephyr placed a hand on her shoulder, his body radiating warmth. "You'll be okay. I think the static shock from earlier is keeping me warm," he said, trying to comfort her.
Priscilla leaned into his touch, her eyes closing as she took in his warmth. "I'm just so cold," she said, her voice barely above a whisper.
"I know," Zephyr said, his eyes filled with concern. "But we'll make it through this, together."
Priscilla nodded, her eyes opening to meet his. "Together," she repeated, a small smile forming on her lips.
The two stood in silence, watching as the temple hurtled through the clouds, the relics in the slabs glowing brighter with every passing moment.
As Zephyr and Priscilla ascended higher, shapes emerged in the distance, at first resembling distant mountains, but as they approached, their forms became clear.
"Look," Zephyr exclaimed, pointing to the floating islands.
Beside him, Priscilla gasped for air, her eyes widening as she looked up. "Are...those...buildings?" she stammered.
Each of the floating islands held structures much like the temple they occupied, some linked by elaborate bridges, others crumbled with age.
"This must have been where they lived," Priscilla managed to say through ragged breaths.
"Are you okay?" Zephyr asked, noticing her laboured breathing.
"Can't...breathe...air is so...thin," she replied, struggling to catch her breath.
Zephyr, on the other hand, felt invigorated. The thin air didn't seem to affect him. In fact, he felt more energetic than ever.
As the temple finally slowed to a halt, Priscilla stumbled and leaned against Zephyr. Her gaze fixed on the floating islands above, she breathed heavily and whispered, "Answers... they'll have answers." Just as she spoke, her legs gave way, and she crumpled to the floor.
Zephyr had a choice to make as he cradled Priscilla in his arms, her body limp. Yet he’d made that decision days ago and he was not going to waver now. Power surged through him as he lifted them both out of the temple and into the sky. He discovered that he now had control over his flight, able to soar in any direction he chose. And he chose to save the princess.
Dipping low, he flew down towards the clouds, the wind battering his face. He glanced back at the floating islands, a longing for answers about himself, his mother, and his people burning in his heart. But those answers would have to wait. Right now, he focused on getting Priscilla to safety.
Zephyr burst through the clouds and the cool mist splashed against his face, invigorating him. He felt a deep sense of homecoming, but it would have to wait. The view below him was breathtaking - the once mighty armada of the merchant lords lay in shambles, their ships either destroyed, scattered, or frantically trying to escape. Meanwhile, the Glee and its accompanying fleet hovered over the site where the temple had stood moments ago.
With a gasp, Priscilla breathed in fresh air as Zephyr cradled her in his arms. Her eyes widened as she looked up at him, then around. "We're flying," she whispered in awe. The realisation hit her like a ton of bricks. "You're flying!" she exclaimed, her mouth hanging open in shock.
Zephyr couldn't contain his smile any longer. He beamed down at her as he soared towards The Glee.
As Zephyr approached The Glee, he felt a surge of energy. He had never felt so alive. The wind whipped past him, and he could hear the collective gasps of the crew as he descended with purpose towards the ship. Captain Bacchus stood at the rail, his arms crossed over his chest, his eyes narrowed as he surveyed the flying boy and the princess in his arms. The crew had gathered around him, their expressions a mixture of awe and fear.
Zephyr hovered in mid-air, his gaze locked on the Captain's. "Permission to come aboard, Captain?" he said, his voice ringing out across the deck.
Captain Bacchus smiled, his eyes crinkling at the corners. "You're making a habit of this, kid. Granted," he said with a chuckle.
Zephyr landed on the deck with a soft thud, Priscilla still in his arms. She looked up at him, her eyes wide with wonder. "Thank you," she whispered, and the crew erupted into cheers.
Zephyr placed Priscilla gently on the deck and stepped back, allowing her to stand on her own. He looked around at the crew, his heart overflowing with gratitude. They had accepted him, even though he was different, even though he had powers beyond their understanding. He felt like he had finally found his place in the world.
Captain Bacchus approached him, clapping him on the shoulder. "We'll make a pirate out of you yet, kid," he said, his eyes twinkling with amusement.
Zephyr let out a joyful smile, the wind whipping through his hair as he basked in the thrill of adventure. He knew that this was just the beginning of his journey, that there were still secrets waiting to be uncovered and exploits waiting to be embarked upon. Though he yearned to return to the soaring kingdom and uncover the truth, he first needed to escort the princess back to her home. But for now, he was content. He had a crew, a captain, and a clear purpose. He was finally where he belonged.




Epilogue

Mitzy was free.
Mitzy blinked, the sun's bright light invading her vision after many cycles in the depths of Crater. Benny and Jerrik stood by her side, their Rat Tails still on their wrists. Joulan had yet to wake up, thank the aether.
"Let's go," Benny said, gesturing towards a group of figures huddled around a large, metallic contraption. Mitzy squinted, trying to make out the details of the machine, but the sun was too harsh, its rays reflecting off the polished metal.
As they approached, the figures turned, revealing themselves as members of Benny's guild. The Bucks. They grinned and clapped Benny on the back, nodding their approval.
"This," Benny said, gesturing proudly towards the metal monstrosity, "is the Vermaride. Tinker built her for us before he escaped with your friend, Zephyr. She’s a marvel of engineering,” Benny explained, “capable of traversing the ground, sky, and sea."
Mitzy raised an eyebrow, trying to wrap her mind around the idea of a vehicle that could do it all. "And where are we headed?" she asked, already feeling a sense of adventure stirring within her.
Benny's grin only grew wider. "The Kingdom of Branica."
Mitzy felt her heart leap. She'd told stories to the orphans of the place but never thought she'd see it for herself.
And now, with her brother, Benny and The Bucks, she would.
Priscilla was home.
Priscilla stepped off the deck of The Glee, surrounded by the cheers and applause of the citizens of Branica. She breathed in the familiar scent of her hometown and felt a warmth in her chest, grateful to be back.
As she walked towards the castle, she couldn't help but reflect on the journey she had just taken. The events that had transpired, the people she had met, and the lessons she had learned.
Captain Bacchus approached her, bowing in respect. "Your Highness," he said.
"Captain Bacchus," she replied, "I must commend you on your bravery and leadership in the battle against the Thirteen, you have my thanks and my sincerest gratitude for bringing me home safe."
"It was nothing compared to what Zephyr accomplished," he said with a nod in the direction of the young man flying above them.
Priscilla watched as Zephyr effortlessly glided through the air, the sight taking her breath away. The knowledge that the power source for flight came at such a grave cost weighed heavy on her heart. She knew that she needed to have a serious discussion with her father about the ethics of it all.
"Zephyr," she called out, "Come, we have much to discuss."
Zephyr nodded, landing gracefully beside her. The two of them, along with Captain Bacchus, made their way towards the castle, ready to face the challenges that lay ahead.
Captain Krok was furious.
Captain Krok fumed with rage as he stumbled through the wreckage of his once-proud airship. The metal hull groaned in protest, echoing the fury boiling within the captain's chest. He clutched the hook on his hand, a symbol of his disability, but now it only served to fuel his determination.
"Find the boy," he growled, surveying the fallen crew members who lay motionless around him. "I will find him and I will have his ability."
Krok remembered the moment he had first seen the boy, Zephyr, soaring through the sky with ease. Despite his own physical limitations, Krok had never let it hold him back, but now, the sight of the boy's flight sparked an insatiable craving within him. He would stop at nothing to obtain that power for himself.
With unwavering resolve, Krok set off towards the Kingdom of Branica, where he knew the boy and Princess Priscilla would be. He had to have that ability, and he wouldn't rest until he claimed it as his own.
The End.
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