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THE CHARACTERS AND places found in this work of fiction are constructs of imagination by the author, and, even where incidentally inspired by actual people or events in a mostly subconscious sense, any similarity to actual persons or places is unintentional.

Dedications

This is a book nearly two decades in the making, all coming from a spark of an idea in a tabletop RPG played and inspired by my most amazing and spectacular wife, the incomparable Elizabeth. 

But it didn’t stop there. For my son, the astonishingly talented and artistically unstoppable Ita – you constantly have shown me that we can be the people we must be, and that at the end of the day, dreaming big can never be a detriment.

To the rest of my family, stretching from coast to coast to coast, you’ve allowed me to be the weird nerd that I am – even though we all know you couldn’t have stopped me if you tried. Thank you for not trying. Also, you love like crazy, and that’s not nothing.

And for my found family – you’ve inspired all these oddities through your exceptionalism, your curiosity and your perseverance and love for a world we all just happen to be sitting on while waiting for our chances to be stars in our own galaxies. I can’t even begin to make a list of you, but you know exactly who you are, and that’s why you mean so much to me. You’re my army of muses and I hope you see yourselves in these words. If not, blame my art in progress for this failure and know it is not a failure of your affection and example.

And yes, the herd of beasties who have been there during my whole span thus far on this planet. Uno, Ebony, Karma, Remy, Yuki, Mochi and all the crows – meow, arf, mew, woof, bark, bark and caw.

And last but not least, to you who are reading these words:

Thank you. 

You’re why I did this. 
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Prologue
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Life above all.

The City was everything. At its peak, it was accepted that an Aesirian might be born, live a full life, and die all within the same square kilometer. Precise accountings for its actual age varied from historian to historian, but all were in agreement, that no other city had or would ever compare to its greatness. It pushed past the horizons; north, south, east and west, it made its way beyond the borders of land and water. Its functionality was integrated across all elements of the human condition, and all needs were provided. Through a collaboration of the mystical arts and the highest refinement of scientific and technological awareness, the people of Aesirium believed themselves to have accommodated the highest degree of human evolution. No wars, no disease, no man, woman, no elder or child was left wanting. It was believed, as all civilizations believe, that it would exist forever. And, just as all civilizations inevitably discovered, they were wrong.

When the first hints of their collapse emerged in the public space, it was laughed away. It was debated hotly, with concerned minds being treated as unpatriotic traitors to the city-state. The loudest and most unrepentant voices were imprisoned. Some were put to death as inciters of bedlam and chaos. In time, the signs were harder to ignore. Power failures. Strange disruptions in the elemental grids, industrial catastrophes. A section more than five thousand square kilometers suddenly found themselves cut off from the rest of the nation. Uncontestable epidemics broke out. Political hierarchies splintered. Riots caused by food shortages and supply chain failures erupted across the nation. 

After several years of internal conflict and fragmentation, war at last came to Aesirium. Cults appeared on the social fringes promising their followers victory and wealth. Devastation caused not by infrastructure breaches began to disrupt their society on a larger scale, and, in time, the fractures became indelible. An entire segment of the population blamed its destruction on an overdependence on scientific intent, on the inflexibility of technological principles; on another side of the political divide, guilt was directed at those who depended upon the mystical and aethereal dynamism. Lines were drawn; factions were aligned. 

An entire generation dedicated to the philosophy of war played across the once-proud skylines of Aesirium, until the ultimate cost was to the very city for which they fought. The foundations were wracked by a storm that raged for nearly a whole year, dividing the city into multiple regions of disconnected infrastructure. Communications, transportation, supply lines – all were splintered and created a schism that was more than simple logistics. The city became isolated and irreconcilable. 

Then, the people began to leave.

First came the artists. Drawn together by their mutual belief in the premise of magic as a responsibility and an exchange of energy between the practitioner and Aerthos itself, they saw the poisoning of the world and sought out other lands where they would be free to live among – and not merely above – the land. In a great caravan of ships and beasts, they sailed away, never to return. Eventually, they would discover the ley lines of the southern continent and erect great floating citadels. Logically, they became known as the Sky People, floating between soil and sky and calling that plane their home.

Following that exodus were the scientists. Seeing that it was only a matter of time before the city would collapse and poison them all, they fled across the waters to the east, there to found the great Steel Cities that would come to define them.

Other groups would depart, including civilizations which continued to embrace science and art, as well as others who would likewise eschew both, following the landmasses to the south until they could settle in a world free from the dualistic conflict they had left behind.

Some of the offshoots of the Great City survived. Others did not. But one group remained behind. They looked upon the devastation of the city’s former inhabitants and recognized that it could not simply be abandoned. Aesirium had once held great promise, and, for a long time it delivered on that agreement. But an agreement is not one-sided. For all that Aesirium had given, it had asked for nothing in return, which is not to say it did not extend a price for its offerings.

Generations later, one group continued to atone for the sins of their ancestors. They did not forget.

What they did not yet understand was that Aesirium also remembered. It knew the truth they had always proclaimed: 

Life above all.
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The Ungathered
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AERTHOS HAD A LONG memory. From its first sunrise through the times of the great separation of land and sea, it knew the trials and pains of birth, even of its own. It remembered every shiver, every crack, as mountains formed and meteorites fell. It recalled the creation of its twin moons, pale blue and deep red as they chased each other forever around the edges of its gravity. It saw the formation of life, bubbling up to the surface and becoming plants, trees, herbs, as other cells formed into insects, beasts and all manner of mobile organisms. It watched as other life forms appeared; as they created life of their own. And Aerthos watched as, within only a blink of an eternal eye, it teetered on the edge of its own demise. But even as they raced unwittingly towards the end, Aerthos would survive. 

Not all Aerthian life was resolved to its own extinction, however. Some saw the tears in the world and fought against their own extinction. Others remained. They were committed to the maintenance and repair of the world and had sworn sacred oaths to keep at it until their last breath.

They were called the Ungathered.

When Aesirium, the grand city, had fallen, groups of people – followers of the aethereal or the ethereal – fled to other continents, there to rebuild as per their faith. But one small tribe remained behind. These were the lowest caste but dedicated to the spirit of that which had formed the core of Aesirium itself. Hundreds of years later, they continued on in what might have seemed a fruitless endeavor. Success is not determined by each step moving forward or back – but by the sum of the journey itself.

And to those who walk that path, this was all that mattered. For those who fled and those who remained, Aerthos would always remember. For Aerthos had a long memory.

The crawler moved to the top of the ridge and paused there, as if surveying the canyon below. A narrow cascade of pebbles skittered from beneath the vehicle’s feet, ricocheting and causing a number of smaller slides down the slope. It had been a long and exhausting climb to the ridge itself, but the loose shale and countless rocks of all imaginable sizes and shapes made the descent look particularly treacherous. It certainly didn’t look boring. 

A transparent protective screen coated, like the rest of the vehicle, in a thin layer of dust, slid down to give the driver a better vantage point. He leaned out, adjusting his goggles back atop his dark and spiky hair, and frowned. 

“What do you think, Chun?” he asked. “This slope presents a challenge, yes?”

The boy grinned, the tiniest bit of their preference for the occasional shenanigan peeking through his features. “Yes, Ba.”

“And your mother often warns you that I embrace recklessness.”

“She does, Ba.”

Opening the opposing door, crawler’s only other occupant leaned out and pulled himself up to look over the roof. His second-hand goggles matched his father’s, as did his hair. Though he was the spitting image of his father, Chun sometimes tended towards his mother’s more pragmatic approach to their work. He was trying to move past that, however. To that end, he heard himself respond, “It looks like fun, Ba. Mom would probably want us to find a safer path.” 

Chun’s father sighed. “You do present reason. We probably should find a less risky way down.” 

A moment later, Chun slid back into his seat, closed the door and fastened his harness. Replacing his goggles, he turned again to his father, the grin on his face infectious. “But I won’t tell if you don’t.” 

“My boy does have his father’s wings,” his father said, throwing the crawler into gear and leaping off the ledge. “Wings must stretch.”

The grin could be restrained no longer. “Wings must fly.” 

Rocks and shattered pieces of stone and dust flew in all directions as the six-legged machine took the descent in a brisk gait, lumbering almost elegantly through the hardscrabble. By the time it reached the bottom, it had recovered from a half-dozen near topples, but managed, through the expert piloting of its driver, to remain upright. It came to a halt covered in a new quantity of scratches and dents, not to mention an even thicker coat of dust and dirt. 

Both men exited the vehicle in a symphony of laughter. As the laughter faded, however, Chun glanced back up towards the ledge they had stood on not a minute or two earlier. “Wow,” he breathed. “Yeah, mom would not have approved of that.” 

His father moved past him, nodding as he opened the rear hatch and began pulling out supplies, tossing a bottle of water to Chun. “Here. Hydration saves lives,” he quoted, grunting as he lifted a large parcel from its place in the hold. 

Chun took a deep drink, replacing the cap and throwing it back to his father. “Yours too,” he said. 

“Fair,” his father replied.  

As the older man drank, Chun continued to unpack the crawler. “We have arrived at the bloom, yes?” 

“We stand near it,” came the answer. “But let’s just break out the Diviner first and confirm it.” 

Chun pulled out a small leather case and brought it around to his father. On one side was etched his father’s name – Lui – beneath which were similarly etched the icons of seven wrenches. Chun traced the etchings with his right index finger. It was their family crest of sorts, emblazoned on the family artifacts generation after generation. He treated the case with suitable care, placing it gently on the front hood of the crawler as he opened the clasps and pulled out a metal rod the length of his forearm. Along the middle of the handle were a line of dials that went around the haft which was capped by a series of crystals inserted in a trio of gears; one pointed directly upwards, with the others pointed towards the near left and near right. Careful not to disturb the dials, he handed it to his father grip-first.

“Thank you, Chun,” Lui said. “Stand behind me, just in case good fortune prevails on this one.”

He remembered the times before that his father had picked up on a bloom too quickly and so followed his father’s words of caution. Even so, he could not help but keep his eyes fixed on his father’s movements. One day, the role of Scout would be his alone, and operating the Diviner would fall literally into his hands.

Holding the grip in his left hand, Lui started to adjust the rotary dials on the rod. Each dial, segmented with over a hundred marks, had a specific telemetry: one for each of the gears at the top of the rod to adjust their angle of attunement; a fourth dial to begin, increase and halt the speed of their rotations; a fifth dial to alter the frequency of their transmission; and the last dial to control the potency of their emanations. 

For a few minutes, nothing seemed to happen. Neither Chun nor Lui seemed particularly concerned by this, however. All the blooms existed on a different combination of energies, and they had only accidentally stumbled upon a correct equation three or four times. Lui slowly moved around the clearing, resetting the dials when he found himself at a dead end, and continued to try and locate their target. After the fifth reset, he pointed towards the crawler. 

“Chun, go pull up the comm again, and check with your mother for the coordinates. We stand upon her target, but...”

“On it, Ba.” The lad half-ran over to open the driver’s side door and slid into the chair, tapping out a code into a radio transmitter on the dashboard. Placing the headphones over his ears, he pressed the transmitter button and spoke into the mouthpiece. “Angel base, Scout One speaks; can you hear my signal?”

Hearing only brief splashes of static, he pressed the button and repeated the question. At last, following a loud crackle, came a familiar voice. “Hey big brother, why did Ba let you on the phone?”

Chun sighed. It was the most common noise he made when his sister entered his personal world. The other more common noises were “ouch! Stop it!”, “leave me alone!” and “I wish our parents had birthed only one child!” 

“Miel, put mom on the phone.”

“Can’t. She drives.”

“She can still hear me.”

“Yes, but she DRIVES. What do you want?”

Chun closed his eyes and struggled to remember his mother’s meditations and lessons on mental discipline. 

“We stand at the coordinates but have found no bloom yet. Can you send me the numbers again so we can double check?”

There was a moment of silence followed by the familiar crackle and his sister’s voice. To be perfectly honest, Chun wasn’t sure which of the two noises were more annoying. “Mom says she already sent them twice.”

“Then you won’t mind sending them again.”

“Don’t speak rudely. I only repeat what mom said.”

“Ba asked me to ask for them again.”

“Mom says to stop making that face you make when you get mad at me.”

“I make no face – and you do not make me mad!” The crawler seemed to tremble with the intensity of his voice, and Chun paused, releasing both the transmission button and a loud whoosh of breath. He inhaled, much more slowly this time, and re-centered himself. “Please,” he began again, “will you send us the coordinates so we may verify them?”

“Fine,” Miel relented, and a screen on the dash flickered to life, displaying a topographical map of the area with a red dot flashing nearly on top of a blue asterisk. “You stand true, though. Mom says to let Ba walk the perimeter a few more times and he should find it.”

“Okay, fine, tell mom thank you.” Chun nearly turned the transmitter off, but pressed the button again. “How far behind us do you drive, anyway?”

“We drive about two days behind. We left camp late today because the Tanners had some engine trouble. But we repaired it and now we drive. Mom pushes us fast so we can make up time.”

Chun heard a bit of speaking in the background, but it was too muffled to make out. “I just tell him the truth, mom. Chun knows you drive safely. Okay, Chun, I gotta go, mom doesn’t approve of my honesty.”

“Tell mom I agree with her.”

“Hey! I just - - “

“Bye Miel - - see you guys when you get here!”

He clipped off the transmitter before she could respond and was still chuckling when he rejoined his father.

“The coordinates verify, Ba”, he said. “Map shows we stand pretty much on top—”

A flash from the cap of the Diviner interrupted him, and an accompanying light bend around something two meters away from them. A bloom.

Lui stepped back instinctively, moving his son back with him. “There we go,” he said. “Medium bloom, mid-air, in motion.”

“Want me to get the cage, Ba?”

Lui shook his head. “Not yet. Grab the stabilizers; red bag. This one has no roots, so we need to give it some or it will dance away from us.” As his son ran back to the crawler, he kept his thumb on the second dial; the one he had been adjusting when the bloom came into view. When Chun returned with the bag, he set it down on the ground and opened it, pulling out a set of four small projector dishes set on half meter spikes. 

Sidestepping around the again invisible object, Lui paused at quarterly intervals to mark the ground with the toe of his shoe. “Drive them in here, one meter out, 45 degrees acute projection towards the radius, cardinal points.”

Chun did as he was instructed, until all four dishes were pointed upwards towards the space where they had seen the rift. 

“Okay, step back and let’s see if we caught it.”

He adjusted the dial back one notch to where he had first noticed, and the bloom again shivered into sight, right in the heart of the four projectors. Smiling confidently, he then adjusted the remaining dials until the rift was clear and visible in the midst of the circle. It fluttered and shimmered like a living thing, trembling like a distorted butterfly caught between worlds.

“Okay, Chun, we got it. Let’s set up the cage and prep it for the rest of the town. Did your mom say when to expect them?”

“Miel said two days.”

“Miel spoke on the radio?” Lui’s right eyebrow rose. “Your mom pushes the caravan.”

“The Tanners had engine trouble.”

“Of course they did. Ando always runs too hot.”

The cage was a large fence of copper wire that, once connected and rigged to a ceramic neutralizer, slowly began to draw out the energy that powered the bloom. In a few days of this, it would be grounded enough that they could begin sewing the hole shut. The whole process – from locating and securing a bloom to its eventual closure usually lasted no more than a pair of weeks. Once sealed, the caravan would head off towards the next closest bloom they could detect, and the process would repeat on and on. 

Setting up and calibrating the cage took them under an hour, after which they stood back and watched the bloom pulse and shimmer ineffectually. The energies washed over the spiraling tendrils of the tear, but due to its interdimensional nature, seemed to face you no matter the direction from which you looked upon it. 

Lui patted his son on the shoulder. “Good work, son. Your skills improve.”

“Thank you, Ba. Oh, and you know, since my skills improve so well at this, maybe now I can...”

His father’s laughter cut him off.

“You can drive next year. Besides, you have your skimmer.”

“But, Ba, the skimmer only drives for short distances. I want to drive the scout, like you - -“

“Next year,” Lui said with kind finality. “Look, Kwokchun,” his father only used Chun’s full name when he was serious about something, “I still need time to get used to you growing so tall.”

Straightening up, Chun couldn’t help responding. “I grow almost as tall as you.”

“Almost does not equal as.”

The boy slumped back down. “Fine.”

Lui reached out to muss his son’s hair in an attempt to console him, but paused and leaned forward. His eyes leapt to the treeline. “Do you hear that?”

Holding his breath for clarity, Chun also moved forward, but could not hear anything at first, and said so. But after a moment, he could hear it.

A low growling mechanical noise faded in from the southeast. At first Lui thought it might be extraneous noise from the ocean, which was less than a kilometer in that direction, but this was decidedly non-organic. It droned closer and louder, dropping in pitch as if falling from the sky. Due to the height of the canyon in which they found themselves, however, neither of them could see the source of the noise. As the low groan seemed to hit its apex, though, it was swallowed up in a powerful explosion that shook the ground. Lui grabbed his son by the arm in a pointless display of protection, releasing it when he realized that neither of them was in any danger. 

“What could have made that sound, Ba?”

“I don’t know, but it sounds close. We should check it out and make sure it didn’t set any of the trees on fire, or we will have another problem.”

“I can go,” the son said. “I’ll take the skimmer and come right back.”

“No, we do not have a spare radio, I’ll go.”

A spark erupted on the cage, forcing Lui to rush back to the grounding equipment and adjust it for the bloom.

“You need to stay with the bloom until mom and everyone gets here,” Chun said. “I will move silently and cautiously. It sounded close, no more than a couple hundred meters. I could shout if I find danger.”

Lui considered the options. He wanted to argue with his son, but eventually he realized that it was the only real choice. He sighed, revealing to Chun that he had won the discussion. 

Chun ran to the crawler and pulled a collapsible vehicle down, unfolding it and powering up its motor. Lui was already pulling down a small pack and pulled out a miniature mapping transceiver, handing both to his son.

“I estimate two hours until nightfall, but down in this canyon it will darken inside of an hour. Remember, every meter you travel equals one meter you have to come back, so keep your math brain on top of your exploration brain.”

Chun pulled on the back and snapped the radio onto the handlebars of the skimmer. “Math brain, got it.”

“The transceiver has a proximity beacon on it to the crawler, so if you get lost just follow the tone back here.”

“Ba, yes, I understand.” Chun’s eyes were fixed on Lui’s, speaking volumes in the boy’s urgent plea to be given a chance to prove himself and make his father proud. It was the one gift above all others that he needed right now in the moment, and Lui nearly withheld it. But in the end, what else could a father do than allow his son to become a man?

“Return before it gets dark,” Lui said. “Remain safe.”

“I will, Ba!” Chun grinned, engaged the motor and drove away. Held aloft by carefully attuned magnetic repulsors, it simply moved ahead without disturbing the ground beneath it.

Lui watched him until Chun steered towards the south and vanished behind an embankment.

Something in his chest felt cold and heavy, and Lui blinked away the unexpected moisture that formed in his eyes. He pulled the goggles back down over his face. “Stupid dust,” he said, as he began to set up camp in expectation of his son’s return.

Once Chun drove the skimmer off the loose rocks of the incline, he was able to get his bearings on the direction of the explosion. It was not hard to see. A thick column of grey smoke billowed up from the ground not far at all from their current campsite, only partially concealed by the scattered trees. Old growth, their lowest branches were several times his height, with thick red trunks but plenty of ground cover. He adjusted the skimmer’s hovering distance to clear the tangle of shrubbery, and made as direct a course as he could to the source of the smoke.

Whatever had come down had made a broad trail through the trees, but it was clearly small enough that the trees had done more to it than it had to them. He wasn’t even sure what he had expected to see; meteorites were uncommon, usually having been burned up on their way to the ground, and though there were some in the caravan that drove particularly tall vessels, none trusted in the skimmer’s magnetized capabilities to mount a large vehicle on them. But when he came around a substantially tall tree, the source of the collision was revealed to him, and it was nothing like what he might have envisioned.

Chun parked the skimmer as close as he dared and moved closer on foot. It was clearly man-made. He could see the seams in the fabric, and rivets in some of the construction underneath. In fact, inside the fabric, through a gash likely caused by the object’s crash through the tree line, he could see an interior structure; interior casings now imploded by the rush of whatever gas had been inside it. He paused to examine the fabric and the casings and noted a lining of insulated cables that appeared to crisscross the interior. They were still warm, suggesting to him that they kept the interior heated. A balloon? He thought.

Thankfully, the fire had not spread very far; the only real source of the smoke was coming from the object itself, and that was mostly concealed by some kind of metallic canvas, draped now over most of the area.

Sluggish movement out of the corner of his eye brought his attention to the large object beneath the fabric. Lifting it, he could now identify the object as some sort of vessel. No wheels, but an engine and even a set of propellers for thrust. Towards the front of the vehicle was what remained of some kind of control station but now broken and thrown towards the nose of the craft. The hull was a ruin now, crushed and crumpled under the force of the impact, but as Chun moved towards the front, he saw a placard laying, as if a forgotten piece of rubbish, on the ground. His mother had made him and his sister learn the many languages of the Grand City, and this was among them. It was a word for a kind of fish, one which adhered itself to other fish in order to consume its food. It seemed a strange word to be associated with what was clearly some manner of airship, but he knew better than to question the minds of other tribes.

“Lamprey”, he said aloud, reading the placard. “Lamprey.”

One discovery led to another mystery, though. The ship may have crashed, but it was unlikely that it could have found its way across the sea to this continent all by itself. Perhaps the pilot, realizing they were about to crash, jumped into the sea and left the vessel to ground itself? 

He cut some of the entangled cords that stretched like spiderwebs across the deck, seeing a small cabin-like protrusion near the rear end of the ship. But before he had taken three steps in that direction, he heard an unmistakable groan back towards the bow. Pulling back the canvas, he leaned forward to see if he could locate the source, and, there, curled up into the shadow of one of the great trees, he saw a man, crumpled and clearly badly injured.

Chun vaulted over the railing and ran to the body. 

The man’s blue eyes were slightly clouded, and oddly Chun could see no blood anywhere on the man’s face or hands, but his limbs were badly mangled. Even as he watched, though, a loud and stomach-churning crack and pop emanated from beneath the man’s tunic, as arms straightened and joints replaced themselves.

“Reaper’s breath!” Chun exclaimed, stepping back quickly. “Name yourself, entity!”

The man slowly struggled upwards until he could lean carefully against the trunk of the tree. 

“Where am I?” he asked, instead of answering.

Chun decided he might get more information by answering than by repeating his questions. “You stand a three day’s journey from the furthest southern spires of Aesirium”, he said.

The man squinted at the young man. “You don’t look like you’re from Aesirium,” he said. “Most people there are a lot more pale-skinned. No offense.”

“They all look like you?”

The man shrugged, winced at the pain and bit his lip while his shoulder snapped back into place and set firmly. “Oh, no, I’m much more handsome than the rest, but most tend towards the same shade. Just a lack of variety, you understand, nothing to do with preference.” Looking around them, the man seemed decidedly confused. “These are strange trees, though. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen their like.”

“You talk funny.”

The man nodded. “I’ve heard that before. It never gets any funnier.”

The two sat in silence while the strange man continued to heal himself. The stretching and popping of flesh, tendons and bones had an oddly melodious quality to it, provided one did not try and picture the source.

“How are you doing that? I’m not familiar with that kind of magic.”

Coughing softly, the man brushed the back of his hand across his lips. Whatever it was he had coughed out looked to Chun like ash or sand. The more he looked at the man’s face, the more odd the texture of his skin seemed; even the man’s eyes looked dry. Too dry.

The man stood up slowly, placing his hands upon the tree he had been leaning against and followed the trunk with his eyes all the way up to the sky.

“Wait a moment. This isn’t new Aesirium,” he said as much to himself as to Chun. “This must be Aesirium Aesirium. The original. The very beginning.” 

Suddenly, the man doubled over, coughing hard enough to nearly cause him to fall over. Chun noticed that each cough produced a small cloud of dust.

“What.... Describe yourself, please,” he asked, stepping back as his fears congealed.

The man raised a hand in a silent bid for forbearance until the spasms passed.

“Do not.... Don’t worry,” he said, his voice low and rough. “What I have may be killing me, but it’s not contagious.... At least, I don’t think it is. It might be. But I have no intentions of giving it to you.”

“I appreciate that.” Chun tried to think of what weapons he had handy, but only the camping knife came to mind and that was in the backpack. “Besides, if you hurt me, my family will destroy you.”

The young man could see a moment’s anguish cross the stranger’s face.

“I’m.... not a monster,” he said. “I’m just.... Well, I don’t know exactly what I am anymore, but I’m not a monster.”

“But you’re sick?”

The man nodded. “Very.”

“Are you dying?”

Clearly unable to find a better answer, the man shrugged his shoulders. “Probably, but I can’t imagine how that’s ever going to happen.”

“Do you intend harm to myself or my family? I’ll know if you lie.”

The cold blue eyes looked the boy up and down.

“No. You wouldn’t.”

“You think so?”

A nod. “I’m very, very good at it. But I’m not lying to you now: I have no intention of harming you or anyone else, if I can help it.”

“Where do you come from?”

The man pointed behind him. “Across the ocean. I think. I don’t really remember.”

With eyes wide, the young man breathed out a sigh of amazement. “We teach that those who left would return. Do you herald the restoration of the Original City?”

“I don’t know anything about any of that. I simply know that I am here.”

“And what purpose brings you here?”

“I don’t know that either. But I wouldn’t mind something to eat. I’m.... famished.”

Chun pondered this for a moment. His Ba would not understand if he just left the stranger here, and, besides, if the man’s intentions were bad it was better to have him where they could keep an eye on him rather than just leaving him free to follow them and attack them at his leisure.

“Fine,” Chun said at last. “You can come with me, and I’ll take you back to our camp. But if you try anything aggressive, we’ll destroy you.”

“Destroy me, yes, I understand. Perfectly acceptable terms. Before we go, however, might I have the favor of an introduction?”

Chun paused. In their faith, there was power in a name. So, he decided to only give the strange man part of his name. “You can call me Chun.”

“Well met, Chun,” the man said, bowing delicately at the waist.

“You may call me Favo. Favo Carr.”
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Between the Blue



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


MORNING WAS AT LEAST an hour away, but going back to sleep was simply no longer an option. The dream – the same damned dream, over and over – was not going to leave her be, and even if that had not been the case, the adrenaline stemming from the potentiality of a pre-flight morning was already filling her veins. Sjora tossed back the thin sheet that covered her and rose in the dark. She had been on land already for too many days, she realized. The floor was too still; the slight breezes that flowed into her room were the same ones that had seen her to sleep. Everything was exactly where it had been the day before, leaving her feeling heavy and anchored to the spot. She missed the sky.

Splashing some of the cool water from the bath basin onto her face, she paused to examine herself in the mirror. The scar and still tender flesh puckered around her lost eye – that much had not been a dream, she reminded herself. So much had been lost, she sighed. So much was gone, and traveling the world would not bring it back. The scars and bodily damage from a life of piracy and her wayward journeys had left a map upon her skin, but it was the damage she could not see with her remaining eye that she presumed she would always feel the most tangibly. Some of the marks – a sewn slash here, an engine score there – she could not even remember their cause; just a life of risking herself in the pursuit of... what, exactly? Wealth? She nearly laughed. Most of the money she made along the way had gone to repairs and fuel. And so much of what she had acquired legally had gone back into the coffers of her citadel. And all of that lay beneath a mountain of stone and steel where the citadel had fallen. All she had been left with was the Lamprey, and now even that was gone. 

A small bundle of red and brown striped fur stood up on the edge of her pillow, arching his back and squeaking in obvious annoyance at her having gone from the bed. A pair of glistening black eyes tracked her in the darkness, and the barrowisk sniffed and snorted in Sjora’s general direction. 

“Sorry, Trill,” she whispered. “I could not sleep.”

The small creature’s tail rose and shivered. Sitting on his haunches, he began to preen himself as if he, too, was setting about to start his morning. Sjora had never been entirely sure how much of Trill’s actions came from him watching her or if some sort of empathic connection came naturally to his species. Being the only barrowisk she had ever seen – they were exceptionally rare, having been discovered on a small and lethal island on the far side of the world – she wasn’t sure what conclusions could be safely drawn with only him as an example.

She leaned against the sink and sighed softly. Of course she had not lost everything. Her mother and father – she was still getting used to that realization – still lived, as did several of her friends, and of course there was Trill. Still, the relative permanence of life itched at the corner of her attempts at optimism. Some wounds were still far too fresh. She wondered if they would ever fade.

Drying her face, she returned to her bedroom and dressed, untying the band that kept her hair in relative place so she could fasten her leather headband across her forehead, adjusting the eyeshields so they could be lowered when the winds began to pick up. Over this she attached the eyepatch Q’rie had given her. It was fitted with a lens from a mask the woman wore to help combat her synesthesia and allow her to see. The effect was to filter the magical energies of the world into the visible spectrum. For Q’rie it shuffled away the blinding patterns that kept her from seeing. To Sjora, it produced a level of imagery that nearly made up for losing her eye, but with a rush of visual stimuli that had, for the first few days, driven Sjora to the point of nausea. She was getting used to it more now, but from time to time it made her feel like she had had far too much to drink.

Not that this was always a bad thing, she thought. Were fate to force me to choose between blindness and madness, which path would I cling to? Which would give me comfort?

Lastly, she put on her tool belt, complete with collapsible staff-bow and her pouch of compass gems. She hung the reader for the gems around her neck and tucked it into her bodice. The rest of her gear, as well as her various pilot accessories, she stuffed into a bag she slung across her shoulder. With a final glance around the slowly lightening room, she clucked her tongue at Trill and stepped from the room with a lingering sense of finality. There were few rooms she slept in more than once. This room had seen a week too long for her liking. Even on the floating citadel that had been her home in her youth, she had felt too anchored. She wondered idly if she would ever become used to any room that was not in motion.

Her temporary room here was located on the sunset-facing seaside of the Baronial castle, with a view that looked far out onto the expanding blue of the ocean. Here in Firnis Eld, they called it the Sapphire Expanse. For centuries after they had arrived on this continent and disassembled their ships for the construction of their first cities, they had abandoned the practice of seamanship. Only small fishing vessels risked the deep, and few travelled beyond sight of the towering cities. The former Baron, however, in his xenophobic mania, had pushed his scientists to rediscover this lost science, leading to the very ships that had come to her peoples’ lands in the name of conquest. For them, the oceans had become obstacles to be overcome. For her people, they had been the wall which defended them from their enemies. To Sjora, the oceans had been little more than an avenue to be crossed between the two worlds. An obstacle to be overcome. A faceless enemy to be defeated.

In her former life of lawlessness, she had only flown north or south across a different sea. This one, however – the sea that she now had to cross – was a different path. No, she corrected herself. It is just water, deep and wide. Not uncrossable. Not impossible. A flicker of a memory tickled at the edge of her thoughts. An argument about her defiance. A plea to accept her path. A rebellion against the premise of destiny. How long ago was that fight?

A nudge against her boot from Trill brought her back to the moment. Reaching down, she placed him on her shoulders, his favorite place to be, and continued across the elegantly exposed walkway and into the main halls of the palace grounds. 

None of the damage from their recent battles was evident, a surprising observation considering all the fighting that had transpired. The funerals for those who had been lost in the combat had taken place earlier in the week, as well as some preliminary ceremonies designed to formally establish Prince Cormion as interim Baron. The next Baronial contests would not be held for three years, but so far, all the leaders of the other Steel Cities had agreed to support Cormion as he stood in for his late father until that time. A formal treaty was to be performed in two weeks, but Sjora had no interest in remaining here that long.

She continued on past the restored throne room, the few members of the Baronial militia saluting her as she passed. Responding with the appropriate level of respect, Sjora could not help but wonder at their treatment of her. Their people had been at war with her people for years, and though she had maintained a degree of status as a merchant (because introducing herself as a pirate would have generated a bit less respect) the fair-skinned people of the Steel Cities were constrained by a generations-long mistrust of the darker hue of the Sky People. Although Baron Cormion had commanded an end to the government-sponsored cultural hostilities, there were still so many people on the streets of Firnis Eld who could not restrain their obvious aggression held for little more reason than the color of her skin. Yet one more reason she was looking forward to departing.

Exiting the palace, she found herself on the cobblestone streets that surrounded the palace. The sun had finally begun its slow march across the sky, but only the tops of the highest towers were met by the warming rays. Only handfuls of people were on the streets with her; merchants opening their shops mingled with a few small patrols to keep the peace. Not that the peacekeepers were necessary. The people of the Steel Cities appeared to have had their fill of violence for some time to come. She made eye contact with a pair of her own people, who nodded in silent appreciation for her part in stopping the battle; they were refugees, judging by the colors of their clothing, but she did not recognize them. Too many years living away from her own people; they recognized her surely enough, but their faces seemed too much like a generic pattern of the Sky People. Deep bronze skin, black hair, and eyes which had seen far too much loss for a dozen lifetimes in just the past few weeks. 

Minutes later, she had left the larger thoroughfare behind and arrived in the research district. Centers dedicated to the various aspects of scientific study, it had been here that she had performed one of her last acts of piracy. Because of one of her mother’s visions, Sjora had come here only weeks before – had it truly been only so long? – in a desperate mission to steal the body of the Is’aad Morquith, the living Dead Man. And that was where all her recent problems had begun, she noted. “The sky will come to those who would chase the winds,” was an old saying of her people. And after her mother’s visions regarding the end of Aerthos itself coming for as yet unknown reasons to this Dead Man, Sjora was as curious as her mother to learn what role he played. Was he savior or demon? Sjora had nearly come to think his association with the threat to all their lives might be the former, but something had begun to change the man.

He was a being who, by his own explanation, was locked outside of death, but she had quickly learned that such immortality had come with a great price. Accidents had later bound their lives together quite literally now, however, and as his mind and body continued to degrade, he had for reasons known only to him stolen her ship and fled to the west, his destination unknown. At least, until now.

She opened the doors to Q’rie’s commandeered facility and found the pale woman asleep on a pile of blankets and pillows. Q’rie had locked herself away in the large workshop within the structure, exiting the building only sporadically to be found pacing and muttering to herself incoherently. She had sent word to Sjora late the day before, urging her to come first thing in the morning to see her new airship. 

The first thing Sjora noticed was that Q’rie had fashioned for herself a new mask. The one she had been wearing when Sjora and her traveling companions had first encountered her had covered her entire face, her mass of unusual dreadlocks forming a mane extending out from beyond the mask’s edges that descended to well past her shoulders. Although the hair had the remarkable and inexplicable tendency to rapidly shift in hue depending on the young woman’s mood, they were at the moment only a warm but faded yellow. Though they all assumed this to be its normal coloration, they couldn’t be certain. This new mask once again covered both her eyes, but not so much else of the woman’s face. By any measure, even those revealed features were of a remarkable degree of symmetry and beauty, an observation lost on Q’rie, who of course had no idea what she looked like with any degree of certainty. Yet one more of nature’s little ironies, Sjora thought.

“You’re just going to stare at me and not say anything?” the woman said suddenly, startling Sjora.

Her surprise broke into a soft laugh. “I thought you were asleep, my friend.”

“I was.”

“I did not want to awaken you.”

Q’rie sat up, smoothing out the wrinkles of her overalls. She paused in this, as if unsure whether she was getting more soot onto her clothes from her hands or vice versa. “I need a shower,” she said. “One of us stinks. Probably me.”

Sjora said nothing, simply regarding her unusual companion.

“Right. Probably you, and now I’ve embarrassed you. That is on me. There’s a shower straight on through, though I think it’s more for when you get splashed with fuel or corrosives. Really strong soap in there, it’ll take off a tattoo.”

While Sjora wondered how precisely to respond to that, Q’rie abruptly stood up and took her by the hands. “Oh! But first, let’s go see it! I’m so excited! Are you excited? You should be excited. It’s no matter, I’m excited enough for the three of us.”

Without waiting for her to answer, Q’rie kicked the panel beside the door to open it and led Sjora through into the next room. Though it was dark, Sjora could see a flourish of energy through the lens over her left eye, coalescing and curving around a large structure in the center of the room. 

“I was going over and over your own ship designs in my head, and I finally realized that the whole lighter-than-air thing is just a hazard waiting to happen. One poorly aimed bird, Pop! Fragile! One little tear, and you’re face down in the...well, whatever it is you were flying over a moment earlier. Splat. Splash? I don’t know what sound it makes; I’m just making that up. But we couldn’t have that, right? So, I went with a whole different idea. Why aren’t you excited? Oh. Right. Lights. LIGHTS!”

The room was quickly illuminated by a series of filament-lined vacuum tubes hung from the ceiling to reveal what, to Sjora’s eyes, more resembled the end of an arrow than an airship. No ballonets, no propellers, but a partially exposed deck, surrounded by a series of small vents with an engine attached near the rear of the ship. A ramp had been lowered to grant access up to the deck as the landing struts of the ship settled the large vessel a full meter up from the floor. 

Before Sjora had the chance to utter any of a number of questions she had about the ship, Q’rie was already pulling her towards the ramp and up onto the main deck. Pointing hither and yon, the wildly passionate woman was indicating this feature and that, nearly too quickly for Sjora to follow along.

“That’s the hatch that goes into the main cabin. It fits six people comfortably, and I even built in a small kitchenette and a toilet. Or do you call it a water closet? Latrine? Head? Poop deck? It should be called a poop deck, but I guess if it’s a stream or a plop it changes the context. Whatever, I don’t know pirate talk. Anyway, there are bunks and a pump for sleeping and getting out the you know what, but they’re not in the same room, because that would be both unhygienic and ridiculous. Also, I know how you feel about privacy. There’s even a table and chairs to sit and eat or play cards because I know sometimes it’s a long flight to wherever you might be going and that can be boring, not that I’m ever really bored, but when I don’t have anything to do I have to make or create something, and if we’re alone on a ship that would be extremely difficult but anyway. Oh, right. The controls! By the way, I added some nets to this too, so you can collect water like on the Lamprey, but also catch fish if we get hungry. There’s a spot in the kitchen, I can show you later, it’s refrigerated. That way, the food doesn’t get bad on a long flight either, isn’t that helpful? I liked it. Anyway, right, the controls...”

Q’rie had let go of her viselike grip, giving Sjora the chance to gently clap some of the excess soot from her hands while Q’rie began to flip some of the many switches visible on the control panel. “First off, this ship doesn’t need hot air to pull it aloft. This one has compressors that pick up the air from the front of the ship and shoot it out the little vents on the side and one big one in the back. It takes both hands, see? Grab the yoke and pull it out to get some initial thrust, and then, when you’re far enough up, you push it forward for speed. It’s all in the angle of the yoke. You’re smart, you’ll figure it out. Anyway, it’s all powered by charged cells, they’re called batteries, and I pulled them out of about three dozen jumptanks, but they’ll never go bad because I lined the deck with light panels which generate more energy from sunlight and store the energy back into the cells at a faster rate than the engine can draw it out. So, this sucker will drive all night and all day, and we’ll be fine. Also, it floats. Just in case, you know?”

Finally pausing for a breath gave Sjora the opportunity to speak.

“We?”

Nodding enthusiastically, Q’rie touched her index finger to her nose. “Well, yes, you and me. And I think Baeven wants to come along, but I don’t know about Tarik or any of the others. And Trill, of course.”

The barrowisk managed to give the woman a perplexed but noncommittal glance before turning away and dropping down onto the deck. Feeling out the unusual surface, he nonetheless seemed to approve, wandering off to explore the rest of the flooring. Sjora noticed that he was deliberately putting different kinds of pressure on each of his four paws in varying ways, checking to see how much traction he would have on the material. The two of them had flown together for several years now; he knew what to look for in a ship nearly as well as she did.

“Oh, one other thing,” Q’rie interrupted her train of thought. “I wasn’t sure what to call it. I have a placard up front – it’s bad luck to fly an unnamed vessel, right?” She waited until Sjora nodded in agreement before continuing. “But I wasn’t sure what you wanted to call it. I thought of the Lamprey 2, but that seemed a bit... derivative, right? So, I also thought maybe we could just call it the Lamprey until we find the original Lamprey, but then that would be confusing if we ever had to talk about both of them at the same time. Like, is that the Lamprey? Is it on fire? Does it smell like sausages to you? Which Lamprey, you say? Why, the silver Lamprey. No, the other Lamprey. It’s all about sausages, isn’t it? Damn it, now I’m hungry. Are you hungry? Do you think the mess is open? Did you have breakfast? I don’t think I had dinner.”

Q’rie slumped down to the ground, either out of breath or energy or both. Sjora tried not to grin.

“We cannot call this ship the Lamprey,” she finally told the mechanic. “There will only always be one ship by that name, and this ship will be something new.”

“I was thinking about that, well, sort of about that. The Lamprey – you had it repaired a lot since you first got it, right?”

“Quite a bit. I got it – well, I found it – no, actually, I stole it – when I was about ten seasons old. My first big steal, really. So I have probably replaced nearly the whole ship over those twenty seasons.”

Pondering Sjora’s words, Q’rie reached down to place one palm on the cool textures of the deck. “So, really it’s like your ship wasn’t even the Lamprey anymore. You could have called it anything.”

The words triggered an elusive but emotional response in Sjora, but she couldn’t completely nail down the source of the unexpected twinge of discomfort.

“Perhaps,” she said, her voice cracking softly. “But sometimes it is our memory of a thing that moves past the individual parts and connects it with the soul of the thing.”

“Like Daris?”

And that was the source, Sjora realized. Her vision blurred briefly, and she was forced to turn away while she brushed her sleeve against her eye. “The kitchen should be open by now, Q’rie, I am hungry as well.” Clucking her tongue again to her barrowisk ally, Sjora turned back and descended the ramp before Q’rie could question her disinclination to continue the conversation.

Having walked back to the palace in relative silence – ‘relative’ being given generous leeway when in the company of the exceptionally loquacious Q’rie – they found friendly and familiar faces waiting for them in the dining hall. Cormion was there, dressed more finely than ever, attended to by his personal bodyguard Tyan. He greeted Sjora and Q’rie with a more familiar shaking of hands than generally offered to those not in close favor with the Baronial leadership, though he almost instantly seemed to regret it when he discovered the darkened smudges transferred to his previously clean hand from Q’rie’s definitively unclean one. His eyes and Q’rie’s both noticed this at the same time, and Q’rie’s hands flew to her face.

“Okay, Sjora, look how dirty you made me! One of us needs to get cleaned up, immediately!” She curiously seemed to ignore the fact that she was, effectively, blind to such things as dirt and grease, but through her odd condition of synesthesia, she had learned to read the moods of those around her.

One of the staff quickly handed Cormion a fresh hot towel and escorted a briefly confused Q’rie from the room. As the doors closed behind them, fragments of her protests could still be heard.

“You best keep your eyes shut, pervert! I know your boss...”

Sjora let a soft chuckle escape her lips. “She was alone for many years, with no one to talk to but herself.”

Cormion nodded, cleaning his hands. “Making up for it at last, I see. Still, I know of no greater mind among my people. She has been ordering a team of mechanics the past four days and nights in order to complete your ship.”

“And it looks marvelous,” Sjora concurred. “I am not sure of the science behind its manner of propulsion, but I am excited to see it operate.”

“Your ship is no sooner built than you are on your way?” Another voice surprised her, coming out of the next room. It was Tarik, her childhood friend and the Sword-Master to her people. He was dressed in a tunic and slacks matching the style of the Steel Cities, an observation that she found both confusing and oddly disappointing. They had not spoken much since the battle had ended. What had she missed while she had been lost in her anguish? She then noticed a quickly stolen glance from the tall, armored woman who stood behind Cormion, and a faint blush to her cheeks. Tarik and Tyan? Sjora decided she would have to inquire about this later. Most definitely.

She responded with a single nod of her head. 

A pair of stewards emerged from the kitchen, carrying large platters covered in plates and pitchers of steaming hot liquids. Cormion gestured for everyone to take a seat while the stewards placed serving bowls along the center of the table. Sjora noted that though Tyan did not sit, her eyes seemed to take in the whole of the room without ever notably casting towards Tarik. As the stewards were pouring a rich, dark beverage into the mugs in front of each of them, a tall gentleman entered from the same direction that Q’rie had departed. His eyes brightened when he took note of Sjora’s presence and Baeven raised one hand to self-consciously comb his fingers through his short hair. She could tell he had made a recent trip to the barber; the coloration of his skin was even more pale close to his auburn hairline. His hair seemed darker now than it had before; the sun-bleached ends had been trimmed away, the end result being that his eyes seemed to shine with a touch more green than she had recalled. 

She inclined her head slightly, suddenly wondering why she took such notice of his appearance. She knew better than to imagine she found him attractive. Such an idea was almost laughable. There was, she now realized, an odd swirl of light that fluttered around him, visible through the artificial lens she wore over her left eye. It was unlike the softened auras that surrounded the rest of them, save perhaps Q’rie, who shimmered like the night skies of the north. Baeven’s light was less of a curiosity to her, though, and more of an annoying distraction. When she turned back to her plate, she noticed Tarik was regarding her with some curiosity. She frowned briefly at him, silently chiding him for whatever mistaken imaginings had been floating through his mind. The two had known each other long enough that most of their conversations were silent ones. The ones with actual words usually ended up in arguments, anyway. 

Baeven held the door open as Johen and Sjora’s mother, Song-Mistress to their people, entered. They took their places around the table, the blind Johen even going so far as to hold the chair out for the Song-Mistress to the obvious discomfort of the stewards. He then made his slow but careful way to his chair, making a concerted effort to show he was every whit as capable of doing so as any of the others at the table. Baeven took a chair next to Sjora, and she did what she felt was an admirable job of showing no emotional response to his doing so.

No sooner had the stewards completed their distribution of the energy-inducing jahal and the plates of grilled potatoes and sausage, mixed eggs and cheeses than the boisterous Q’rie returned, still somewhat wet from what they all could assume was a brief but thorough cleaning. She continued to adjust her clothing and eyewear as she took her place next to Tarik. 

“I knew I smelled sausage!” she exclaimed at a volume slightly higher than what might have otherwise felt comfortable among polite and regal company. 

For several minutes, the only conversations were compliments and small talk relating to the weather and the ongoing training of the guard. Sjora kept her thoughts to herself, for they were mostly in recognition that this could be the best prepared food she expected to have for quite some time, and she was engaged more in savoring each bite and committing the experience to memory. Every third bite of food found its way to Trill, who chittered happily in culinarian appreciation. Accustomed to the small creature, the stewards smiled and nodded graciously as they made eye contact with him. It was hard to imagine that this entire castle had been the center of the battle not so many days before.

“Oh, by the way, everyone,” Q’rie began her non-sequitur, “I finished the airship today, and Sjora and I will be leaving tomorrow morning before the winds come back in off the ocean.” 

This statement brought a cone of silence over the table, followed by the surprised clatter of silverware to the ceramic plates.

All eyes went from Q’rie to Sjora, who, for as long as she could, continued to eat as if nothing had been said.

After an uncomfortable silence, she placed the fork down onto the place, wiped the corners of her mouth and looked up at the others.

“It is what I must do,” she said. “As soon as we have provisions loaded, I will be leaving before sunup.”

Everyone seemed to speak at once, making it impossible to hear or address their comments. Eventually, the Song-Mistress spoke in a tone which demanded respect and silence.

“What have you dreamed, daughter?”

Sjora could feel the heat rising to her face. She had not embraced the role chosen for her by birth, but she knew that her mother had obviously foreseen it.

“The dreams came to me last night,” Sjora explained. “Five, six, perhaps seven nights before as well. They chased me through my sleep and would not let me rest until I stopped and let them show me what I needed to see.”

Her mother said nothing, merely nodded her head compassionately.

“The dream started in a field of silver trees, but they had all been bent backwards by some manner of explosion that I could not see. Then I saw the sky tear open like a sheet of fabric, and a thousand crickets flew through, covering every plant, animal, man, woman and child, devouring all life until there was nothing left. It happened over and over, consuming everything, until finally there was someone standing in the space where the fabric had been torn. And it was Favo.”

She took another long drink of the jahal until there was nothing left in the mug but a thin brown film and some ground bits of the dried bean mixture that formed it. 

For most of the group, her description of the dream seemed to be enough to lay the matter to rest, with the one notable exception of Baeven. 

“I don’t understand, Sjora. Why does having the dream mean you have to go today? And, what, the dream says you have to go alone?”

Sjora’s eyes made contact with her mother, whose eyes had begun to fill with tears for her daughter. 

“I did not see anyone else there, only myself. The vision has said nothing of your fates; it has only shown me my own.”

The resolve could not have been clearer on Baeven’s face. “Then I’m coming, too.”

She had already heard this conversation play out in her mind, but that made it no easier to bear. “Baeven, I cannot pull you along for whatever this destiny has for me. Your home is here. I cannot carry my burden and yours as well.”

“Nobody needs to carry me, Sjora,” he said softly. “True, Favo and you may have dragged me along this path of yours, but I am on it until the path ends. Either I go with you or I follow you like a shadow.”

The Song-Mistress looked from her daughter to Baeven, seeing different manners of anguish in both their faces. “Every one of us must be allowed to walk the path of their choosing, daughter.”

Sjora looked at her plate, realizing her appetite was gone. The meal, for her, was over. She pushed back slowly from the table and rose to her feet. “Baron, who should I speak to about acquiring the supplies we may need?”

Q’rie jumped to her feet. “I can take care of that. I still need to make it comfortable inside, stock it with provisions and charge the batteries and we’ll be ready with the tide. Oh, and art! And we have to name it!” She was out the door before anyone could object. 

Sjora looked only briefly at Baeven. “Bring what you think you’ll need,” she said. Her gaze passed over the assembled people: her friends, her family. “Please do not attempt to draw me from this path. I will be departing, and may the gods see fit to see us together again.”

Without another word, she bowed slightly to the Baron, who rose and solemnly matched her bow, and Sjora gathered up Trill and left before her eyes betrayed her.

Among the crowd gathered to wish them well on their journey, the Song-Mistress touched Tarik gently on the shoulder. “I have a wish to make of you, but you will need to work quickly.”

Tarik’s eyes did not leave the airship as it rose up and began its trek. “Give me a task, Song Mistress. Please.”

She sighed deeply. We will need a new Compass. That will require a gemstone.”

He paused, but nodded slowly. “I shall seek one out.”

She caught him by the arm before he could leave. “We will need it as quickly as you can.”

With another nod, he turned and moved with a purpose, leaving a troubled Song-Mistress behind him. 
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