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The salty breeze of the open sea carried the scent of oil and iron, mixing with the steady hum of the steam engines that powered The Mathen Cutter forward. The ship, an impressive hybrid of warship and cargo vessel, cut through the waves with effortless grace.

Tia Hostetter leaned against the railing, inhaling deeply as the briny air filled her lungs. The sun gleamed off the metal fittings along the ship’s deck, casting bright reflections that danced across the rolling waves. The rhythmic hiss of the steam vents and the steady churn of the massive propellers beneath the water created a soothing melody, a song of movement and power that spoke of adventure. The scent of oil, iron, and salt blended together, creating an atmosphere that was both foreign and familiar.

It had been months since she had last stood aboard a ship, since she had felt the constant, reassuring motion beneath her feet. Longer still since she had seen the open water stretch endlessly to the horizon, unbroken and vast. There was something about the sea that made her feel small yet connected, like she was part of something far greater than herself. Somehow, despite all the time spent on land, this still felt like home.

A deep, distant whistle sounded from the ship’s engine room, followed by the distant calls of the crew. The Mathen Cutter was alive, a machine of steel and steam driven by purpose and precision. Cargo was secured, the rigging checked, and the great smokestacks released thin streams of vapor into the sky. The ship was as much a fortress as it was a merchant vessel, equipped with heavy plating and concealed weaponry should the need for defense arise.

Tia’s gaze drifted toward the horizon, where the sky and ocean met in an endless embrace. Out here, anything felt possible. The world stretched beyond sight, full of dangers and wonders alike. She had grown up in the bustling heart of Port Cutter, surrounded by the warmth of her adoptive family, but part of her had always longed for something more—something just beyond the horizon. And now, she was here, at the start of a journey that could change everything.

“Tia! You have to see this!”

A sudden voice, high and eager, pulled her from her thoughts. She turned just in time to see Luka Praeclas charging toward her, his energy boundless as ever. He nearly tripped over his own feet in his excitement, catching himself at the last moment with a flailing of arms.

At nearly nine years old, Luka was a force of nature. He had inherited his mother’s fierce determination and his father’s sharp intellect, a combination that made him both brilliant and exhausting. His unruly blond hair was tousled by the wind, and his bright green eyes sparkled with the thrill of whatever discovery he was about to share. There was always something with Luka—some new invention, some wild idea that he was certain would change the world.

Tia had a special relationship with Luka as he was named after her own older brother who had passed years ago. He had died taking care of her when he was later, only a few years older then this Luka was now.

Before Tia could respond, another familiar presence joined them. Jaxon appeared at her side, his stance more relaxed but his curiosity evident. He crossed his arms, watching Luka with the patience of someone who had been through this routine before.

“What are you dragging us into now, Luka?” Jaxon asked, his deep blue eyes narrowing slightly.

Tia smirked, shooting Jaxon a sideways glance. “Let me guess—another one of your brilliant ideas?”

Luka huffed, clearly used to their skepticism. “Not just an idea. A masterpiece.”

Jaxon and Tia shared an amused look before following Luka toward the stern of the ship. The Mathen Cutter was a marvel of engineering, built for both speed and defense. It belonged to Cutter Enterprises, the most powerful trading company in the world—owned by Jaxon’s adoptive family. Over 5 years ago, Jaxon had been just another street kid, barely older than Luka was now, in the Forjad Consortium, struggling to keep himself and his ailing mother alive. Then, he found out he was actually the younger brother of Jas Cutter, the legendary merchant-adventurer who had married Captain Candiee Praeclas. His older brother’s adopted family didn’t even hesitate to take him in as well.

Tia knew a thing or two about found families. Raised in Port Cutter by Ovelia and Bram Hostetter, the best restaurateurs in town, she had never lacked love or guidance. She and Jaxon had been inseparable since the day he arrived in their little corner of the world. He had been lost back then, still carrying the weight of his past, but the now 14-year-old boy had fit into their makeshift family as if he had always belonged.

Luka led them to the back of the ship, where an enormous kite billowed in the wind, tethered to the vessel by thick ropes. It was, without a doubt, the largest kite Tia had ever seen. The sheer size of it was staggering, its canvas stretched taut, painted with Cutter Enterprises’ colors.

Luka’s chest puffed with pride. “I designed it myself. It’s a reconnaissance tool.”

Jaxon raised an eyebrow. “A kite?”

Luka nodded eagerly. “Not just any kite. A kite that people can ride.”

Tia’s stomach flipped at the thought. “Ride? As in... fly?”

Luka grinned, his excitement undeterred. “From up there, you can see really, really far. My mom uses it to scout for other ships long before they can see us.”

Jaxon let out a low whistle, his skepticism momentarily giving way to appreciation. “That... actually makes sense.”

Luka beamed. “Of course it does! If the Fleet from the Shadowlands is out there, we’ll spot them before they can ambush us.”

Jaxon’s expression darkened slightly at the mention of the Shadowlands Fleet. Their presence had been growing over the past few months, threatening shipping routes and alliances alike. The Mathen Cutter was on its way to Old Aguerius in hopes of forging a stronger alliance to counter the threat.

Tia eyed the kite warily. “So, how exactly does someone ride in this thing?”

Luka’s grin turned mischievous. “I was just about to show you.”

He pulled open the panel on the side of the kite’s frame, revealing a small, enclosed compartment with two harnesses attached to reinforced wooden beams. The interior was cramped but sturdy, with leather padding along the seats and metal reinforcements bracing the structure.

Tia hesitated before stepping inside, running her fingers along the smooth leather straps. “You actually expect someone to sit in this?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

Luka rolled his eyes. “Obviously. That’s why I put harnesses in. You won’t fall out—unless you unbuckle yourself, but that would be dumb.”

Jaxon crossed his arms and leaned against the ship’s railing. “I think I’ll pass. I like my feet where they are.”

Luka ignored him and turned to Tia with wide, expectant eyes. “Come on, you have to try it!”

Tia sighed but climbed into the seat anyway. Luka quickly fastened the straps around her shoulders and waist, making sure they were snug.

“See? Perfectly safe,” Luka declared.

He then motioned to a set of levers and ropes. “These control the kite’s movements—tilting left or right, rising or lowering. It’s simple, really.”

Tia studied the setup, intrigued despite herself. Luka’s enthusiasm was infectious, and she had to admit, the design was impressive.

Then, Luka’s eyes twinkled with mischief. He pointed at a particular lever. “And this one releases the kite.”

Before Tia could react, Luka reached out and yanked the lever.

A sharp click sounded. The ropes securing the kite to the ship unlatched, and suddenly, the wind took hold.

The world lurched.

Tia screamed as the kite shot upward, yanked violently into the sky. Below, she barely heard Jaxon shout her name, his voice drowned out by the roar of the wind. The deck of The Mathen Cutter shrank rapidly beneath her, the ship becoming little more than a toy against the vast blue of the ocean.

Luka, still laughing, quickly buckled himself into the second harness. “Relax, Tia! I do this all the time!”

Tia’s breath came in short gasps as she gripped the sides of the compartment. The kite swayed, but to her amazement, it didn’t feel unstable. Slowly, her initial panic faded into reluctant awe.

Far below, the ocean stretched in every direction. The Mathen Cutter was a dark shape against the rolling waves, its smokestacks leaving a thin trail in the sky. The horizon was vast, endless.

“It’s... incredible,” she admitted, still breathless.

Luka grinned, clearly pleased with himself. “Told you.”

He reached for the control ropes and gave a sharp tug, making the kite dip slightly before leveling out again. Tia’s stomach lurched, but she couldn’t deny the thrill.

Tia’s grip on the harness tightened as the wind howled around her, tugging at her hair and whipping at her clothes. The sheer force of their ascent sent a rush of adrenaline coursing through her veins, her heart pounding wildly in her chest.

“Luka, you maniac!” she shouted, though the words were ripped away by the wind.

Luka only laughed, his face lit with sheer exhilaration. “See? I told you it works!”

Tia squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, willing her breath to slow, to steady against the sheer vastness of open sky surrounding them. When she finally dared to look again, her stomach flipped—not in fear, but in awe.

Below them, The Mathen Cutter plowed forward, its smokestacks releasing thin streams of vapor that dissipated into the blue. From this height, the ship looked almost delicate, a toy boat cutting across the endless stretch of deep ocean. The wake behind it was a silver ribbon against the waves, trailing far into the distance.

Beyond that, the sea stretched in all directions, its shifting blues and greens shimmering under the afternoon sun. Clouds cast scattered shadows over the water, their slow movements making the whole world feel like it was breathing. And far at the edges of the horizon, where sky and sea met in a hazy blur, she thought she could make out the faintest specks—other ships, moving dots against the vast emptiness.

Luka was right. From up here, she could see forever.

Her initial panic settled into something else entirely—a wild exhilaration, a sensation unlike anything she had ever experienced. She had sailed ships, climbed the highest lookout posts in Port Cutter, but this... this was different. This was flying.

Luka pulled on one of the control ropes, and the kite tilted slightly to the right, shifting their perspective. “See how it moves?” he said, his voice full of pride. “You just have to—” He tugged another rope, and the kite dipped sharply.

Tia yelped and clutched the harness, her stomach lurching. “Luka!”

He grinned. “Okay, maybe not that much.”

Tia shot him a glare but couldn’t help the breathless laugh that escaped her. “You are impossible.”

Luka only grinned wider. “And yet, here we are.”

For a few more minutes, they soared, Luka adjusting their movements with practiced ease. The wind pushed at them, strong but steady, filling the kite’s massive canvas with power. Tia let herself lean into the experience, her pulse still racing but no longer purely from fear.

Then, a faint shudder ran through the frame of the kite. Luka’s expression shifted slightly as he glanced down.

“They’re reeling us in,” he said.

Tia exhaled, only now realizing how tense her shoulders had been. As much as she was starting to enjoy this, the thought of solid ground beneath her feet was a welcome one.

Slowly, the kite began to descend, the ropes drawing them back toward The Mathen Cutter. The sea grew closer, details sharpening—the wooden deck, the glint of metal fittings, Jaxon standing at the stern with his arms crossed, watching their descent with a mixture of amusement and exasperation.

As soon as the kite touched down and the frame locked back into place, Tia unbuckled herself and practically stumbled out. Her legs still felt wobbly, her balance off from the weightless sensation of flight.

Jaxon smirked. “Well? How was your trip to the clouds?”

Tia shot him a look before shaking her head, a breathless grin breaking across her face. “You have no idea.”

Before Jaxon could reply, a shadow fell over them.

“Luka.”

The voice was calm, level, but carried enough weight that all three of them froze.

Captain Candiee Praeclas stood a few feet away, arms crossed, her expression unreadable—but her piercing gaze was locked onto her son.

“We are not on a pleasure cruise,” she said simply.

Luka’s grin finally faltered. “Uh-oh.”

Candiee arched an eyebrow. “Explain.”

Luka hesitated, then shot Tia a hopeful glance, as if she might defend him. Tia took a step back, hands raised. “Oh no, you’re on your own for this one.”

Candiee sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose before fixing her son with a steady look. “Apologize. Now.”

Luka scuffed his boot against the deck. “Sorry for scaring you, Tia.”

Tia smirked. “You will be.”

Candiee let out a
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