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The sky was alive with the roar of engines and the hiss of steam. The cloud market of Aerona hung suspended in the endless blue, a sprawling, patchwork assembly of platforms, airships, and vendors, all bobbing gently in the sky currents. Here, among the clamor of traders haggling over prices and the constant buzz of activity, Captain Mort kept a steady hand on the wheel of the Nebula Nomad.

"Easy now, Topher," he called out, his gravelly voice cutting through the din. His eyes were fixed on the narrow gap between two merchant barges. "I want her right between the Lady Fortuna and that Leviathan-class junker."

"Too close, Cap'n," grumbled Topher, the lead navigator, his dark eyes narrowing with a mix of focus and frustration. "A stiff breeze and we’ll be scraping paint with those cogsnapper barges. Could lose a whole wing if we’re not careful."

"Just guide her in," Mort replied, his tone calm but firm. "And keep your eyes peeled for Syndicate ships."

Topher grumbled to himself but followed orders, skillfully manipulating the Nomad's brass controls. Known as "Too Far" for his love of taking unnecessary risks, he reveled in navigating through tight spaces and uncharted skies. However, on this particular day, he was playing it safe. The market for cloud transportation was bustling, and the Nebula Nomad didn't need any extra attention drawn to it.

From the main deck, Jenny, the ship’s mechanic, leaned against a railing, her goggles pushed up onto her forehead, smudging grease across her pale skin. She watched the bustling market with keen eyes, noting the different makes and models of ships, listening to the engine noises as if they spoke to her. Her hands, never idle, toyed with a small gear she’d picked up from her belt pouch.

“Keep it steady, boys. We don’t want to scare off the buyers,” she called up to Mort and Topher. She gave a slight smile, the kind that hinted at a challenge.

The ship creaked as it slid into place, the hiss of hydraulics easing the vessel to a gentle stop. Mort finally released his grip on the wheel, taking a moment to survey the surroundings. Aerona’s cloud market was a floating city of opportunity and danger, where captains from all corners of the sky came to trade cloud vapor, barter for goods, and sometimes, if they were lucky, score a decent meal. Mort had seen it all in his years, but today felt different. There was an edge in the air—a tension.

"All right, crew," Mort announced, "We docked clean. Now, let’s see if we can make this trip worth the fuel we burned."

Candie, known among the crew as "Eye Candy," sauntered down from the upper deck, her hips swaying with a practiced elegance that drew more than a few glances from the surrounding ships. Her vibrant red corset contrasted sharply with her short black jacket, adorned with brass buttons and lace. With a playful twirl, she blew a kiss toward the gathered merchants, her emerald eyes glinting with mischief.

“Gentlemen, brace yourselves,” she purred. “You’re about to be dazzled.”

She was the Nebula Nomad’s resident comedian and con artist—a combination Mort had come to appreciate on more than one occasion. While her looks drew attention, her quick wit and sharp tongue often distracted or disarmed the opposition in more ways than one.

As Candie began her routine, weaving through the crowds with ease, Mort focused his attention on the real business. “Jenny, get those vapor canisters ready. I want them shining like new coins. We need top prices today.”

Jenny gave a nod, already halfway down the gangplank to the cargo hold. She knew the routine well enough—clean and polish the vapor canisters, then haul them up for the buyers to inspect. Each canister contained a carefully harvested blend of cloud vapor, the purest and most valuable resource in the skies, used for everything from steam power to advanced aeronautical engineering.

“On it, Captain,” she said, rolling up her sleeves. “Let’s hope we don’t get any syndicate dogs sniffing around.”

The Nebula Nomad had been docked for a few hours, but already the sky market was buzzing with activity. Merchants from all over the sky were setting up stalls and displaying their goods, while traders walked around with sly smiles and eager eyes.

Mort made his way through the crowded market, keeping an eye out for potential buyers. He knew that Candie was working her magic, but he also wanted to make sure their business went smoothly.

As he passed by one of the stalls, Mort noticed a group of tough-looking men eyeing their ship. He recognized them immediately as members of a notorious syndicate known for bullying and extorting smaller airships.

Mort’s grip on his cane tightened as he continued walking, but he couldn’t shake off the feeling of unease. Syndicate dogs always seemed to be lurking around every corner, waiting for an opportunity to cause trouble.

He pulled out his pocket watch and checked the time. It was almost noon, which meant the first round of buyers would be arriving soon. Mort quickened his pace, eager to get back to the Nebula Nomad before any trouble started.

But as he turned a corner, Mort ran straight into a burly man with a scar across his cheek. The man stumbled back, clutching onto Mort’s arm for balance.

“Watch it,” the man growled, glaring at Mort with steely eyes.

“My apologies,” Mort said calmly, extracting his arm from the man’s grasp. “I’m in a bit of a hurry.”

The man’s glare intensified before he turned and walked away without another word. Mort watched him go with relief before continuing on his way.

When he finally reached their ship again, Candie was just finishing up her routine with a small group of buyers who seemed quite pleased with whatever deal she had struck.

“How’d it go?” Mort asked as he climbed aboard.

Candie flashed him a mischievous grin. “Like a charm, Captain.”

The Nebula Nomad was a marvel of engineering, though she didn’t look it at first glance. Unlike the sleek, polished ships favored by the wealthier captains, the Nomad was a patchwork of metals and wood, reinforced with brass and steel where it mattered most. She was built for endurance, not for show, with a hybrid engine system that combined steam power with more experimental propulsion techniques.

Below decks, in the engine room, a series of piston chambers and boilers ran along both sides of the hull, emitting rhythmic hisses and occasional bursts of steam. Jenny had installed these herself, scavenging parts from derelict ships and forgotten scrapyards. A massive turbine sat at the heart of the system, connected to an array of gears and copper piping that wound through the walls like arteries.

This turbine, unlike the standard models most ships used, operated on compressed cloud vapor. The vapor, when properly distilled and fed into the turbine, could generate immense thrust while reducing the need for coal and water. It was efficient, but temperamental—a fickle beast that required constant attention and care. Jenny had spent countless nights tuning its valves and polishing its coils to keep it in top shape.

The Nomad's flight relied on a delicate balance of lift and thrust. Large mechanical wings, coated in a mix of canvas and reinforced brass, could pivot and tilt, catching the wind just right to steer. Underneath the hull, a massive, rotating gyroscope kept the ship stable, compensating for turbulence or sudden maneuvers. Each of these systems was linked back to the bridge through a series of pneumatic tubes and clockwork controls, giving Mort and Topher immediate control over the ship’s every movement.

“Everything runs smooth as butter when she’s happy,” Jenny would always say, patting the engine’s bulkhead affectionately. “But cross her, and she’ll make you pay.”

That was where Jenny’s magic came in. She had a way with machines that bordered on the supernatural. She could hear problems before they happened—subtle shifts in the rhythm of the pistons, a change in the pitch of the steam whistles, the way the deck plates vibrated underfoot. Every nerve in her body is electrified as she frantically checks and double-checks the gauges and dials, her movements sharp and precise. The vapor tanks must be at perfect pressure or there could be catastrophic consequences. She can feel the weight of responsibility on her shoulders as she works with a fierce determination to ensure everything is in order.

As the crew set about their tasks, Mort’s eyes scanned the horizon, a habit he’d developed long ago. And there it was, looming like a bad omen—the Storm Reaver. The sleek, dark hull of the syndicate ship cut through the sky like a shark through water. Its black sails, marked with the blood-red insignia of the Sky Syndicate, flapped menacingly in the wind.

The market quieted almost instantly at the sight of it. Whispers spread among the traders, and some began to pack up their stalls, unwilling to risk an encounter. Mort could feel the tension ripple through the air like a static charge before a storm.

“Eyes up, crew,” Mort murmured, his voice low but carrying authority. “We’ve got company.”

Topher cursed under his breath, his hands tightening on the controls. "The Syndicate has no business here unless they are eyeing to cause trouble."

“They’re always looking for trouble,” Mort replied. “Question is, are we on their list today?”

The Storm Reaver glided closer, anchoring near the heart of the market. Mort caught sight of its captain—a lean, severe-looking man with a patch over one eye and a collection of scars that told stories of violence and betrayal. Captain Elias. Mort knew him well enough from past encounters, and there was no love lost between them.

As if sensing Mort's gaze, Elias turned. His single eye locked onto Mort with a cold, predatory focus. A slow, unsettling smile spread across his face. It wasn’t a smile of greeting—it was a warning.

“Topher, keep us steady. Jenny, have those canisters out of sight until we know what they want. Candie—keep doing what you do but keep an eye out for any of their goons.”

Candie didn't hesitate for a moment, her gaze sharp and focused. "Don't you worry, Cappie," she winked. Her tone was lighthearted, but there was an underlying edge to it now. She scanned the bustling crowd, eyes keenly searching for any signs of trouble. The playful demeanor from earlier had faded, replaced by determination and readiness for whatever may come their way. Moments later, a skiff lowered from the Storm Reaver and effortlessly reached the central platform. Elias and a handful of his men stepped off, their black leather coats and brass-studded boots marking them as syndicate enforcers. The crowd parted before them like mist in the wind.

Mort drew in a deep breath and straightened his posture, preparing himself for a potential confrontation. He was not one to shy away from a fight, but he also knew better than to start one amid a crowded marketplace filled with innocent bystanders and potential customers. As Elias made his way towards Mort, the latter stepped forward, hand resting easily on the handle of his cutlass. 

“Captain Mort,” Elias said, his voice oily and insincere. “I thought I smelled something foul in the air. Must be the stench of desperation.”

Mort’s lips curled into a thin smile. “Funny, I thought it was just the smell of a rat crawling out of his hole. What brings you here, Elias? This market’s for honest traders.”

Elias chuckled, a low, menacing sound. “I’m just here on business, same as you. But let’s not pretend, Mort. We both know there’s no room in these skies for small-time captains anymore. The Syndicate has plans. Big plans. And you’d do well to step aside.”

“Not my style,” Mort replied calmly. “You can keep your threats. The Nebula Nomad isn’t for sale, and neither is this crew.”

Elias’s smile faded, replaced by a cold, calculating stare. “Have it your way, Mort. But don’t say I didn’t warn you. The sky’s about to get a lot smaller for those who don’t fly under the right flag.”

He gave a firm nod to his crew, signaling them to follow him back to the skiff. Their heavy boots thudded against the wooden dock as they made their way onto the ship. With a thunderous roar, the Storm Reaver's engines came alive, and the vessel slowly began to pull away from the harbor, sending shivers down the spines of those left behind.

Mort watched them go, his mind racing. “All right, crew,” he called out, turning back to the others. “Looks like we’re not welcome in Aerona much longer. Finish the deals and get what we need. We’re setting sail in an hour.”

As the crew of the Nebula Nomad hurriedly made their way through the ship, Mort's mind raced with a sense of foreboding. It felt as though today's events were just the tip of the iceberg. The Syndicate's influence seemed to be spreading throughout the skies, creating a heightened urgency for survival. To endure these challenging times, the crew understood the necessity of being sharper, swifter, and more tightly knit than ever before.

The clouds shifted, darkening slightly as the Nebula Nomad prepared to leave the market behind. Mort stood at the helm, his gaze fixed on the horizon. The sky was vast and unforgiving, but he wouldn’t let anyone take it from him or his crew. Not without a fight.

"Ready the engines, Jenny," he said quietly. "We’ve got work to do."

Just like that, the Nebula Nomad once again took to the skies.
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The Nebula Nomad glided smoothly through the sky, its massive wings cutting through the thin, high-altitude clouds with precision. The floating cloud market of Aerona was now a distant speck on the horizon, the bustling market already fading into memory as the crew of the Nomad resumed their routine. But the uneasy tension left by the encounter with the Storm Reaver lingered, heavy in the air.

Topher sat at the helm, his eyes narrowed as he scanned the horizon, one hand on the controls and the other absently spinning a brass compass. The clouds around them were thin and wispy—too thin to yield any substantial amount of vapor. The crew had been working this sector for weeks, and the pickings were growing slimmer by the day.

“We’re running low, Cap’n,” Topher called out, breaking the silence. “Cloud vapor’s been scarce since last week. If we keep heading in this direction, we’ll be burning more fuel than we’ll make back.”

Captain Mort, who had been lost in contemplation as he leaned against the starboard railing, glanced up as Topher spoke. His jaw tightened, and he pushed himself away from the rail, walking up to the helm. “I know, Topher,” he said, his voice measured. “But this is the route we’ve been assigned. We need to stick with it.”

Topher’s lips curled into a frown. “Assigned by who, exactly? The guild that’s barely scraping by? Or the syndicate that’s tightening its grip on every damn cloud in the sky?”

Mort didn’t answer immediately. He knew Topher was right. The independent captains like him were being squeezed out, forced into less profitable sectors by the Syndicate’s expanding control. The once bountiful cloud fields were now guarded by syndicate ships, their captains hoarding the vapor and driving up prices. The Nebula Nomad was running low on supplies, and if they didn’t find a rich cloud field soon, they’d be in serious trouble.

“Look,” Mort said, trying to keep the frustration out of his voice, “we’ve been through worse. We’ll find what we need. We always do.”

Topher shook his head, his fingers tightening around the compass. “Maybe we should stop playing by their rules, Cap’n. Maybe it’s time to go off the map.”

Mort’s eyes narrowed. “What are you suggesting?”

Topher leaned forward, lowering his voice as if the winds themselves could hear him. “There’s a storm front forming just beyond the Western Ridge. It’s uncharted territory—no guild, no syndicate, no one. If we get there first, we could harvest enough vapor to keep us in the skies for months.”

“Or we could lose the Nomad in the first downdraft,” Mort shot back. “You know about those blightbelcher storm fronts. as well as I do that those storm fronts are unpredictable. Navigating through them is suicide.”

Topher met Mort’s gaze, his expression hard. “Suicide’s staying on this course until we’re dry and defenseless. The syndicate’s already taken everything else from us. How long before they take our lives too?”

Mort stared at Topher, weighing his words. The truth was, Topher wasn’t wrong. The sky was changing, becoming more dangerous for independent captains like them. The Syndicate was becoming a looming shadow, one that menaced to consume everything in its path. But the storm front... that was a different kind of danger. It was the kind of risk that could end them all.

Before Mort could respond, the door to the engine room swung open, and Jenny emerged, wiping her hands on a rag, her brow furrowed. “Captain, we’ve got another issue. The turbine’s acting up again—pressure’s building faster than it should. If we push her too hard, we might blow a gasket.”

Mort turned to face her, concern flashing across his face. “How serious?”

Jenny sighed, tossing the rag over her shoulder “Serious enough that I need to shut down the main engine and perform a full recalibration. That’ll take hours, and we’ll be dead in the stratosphere until I’m done.”

Topher’s frustration boiled over. “Dead in the water is what we’ll be if we keep crawling through these clouds! Jenny, what if we switch to auxiliary power? Can we make it to the storm front?”

Jenny raised an eyebrow, glancing between Topher and Mort. “The storm front? Are you out of your mind? That’s no place for a ship like ours, especially not with the engine in this condition.”

“Not with the main engine, no,” Topher replied, his eyes blazing with determination. “But the auxiliary power will keep us airborne long enough to get there. Once we’re in the storm, we could coast on the updrafts and use the wind to help us navigate. We’ve done it before.”

Mort crossed his arms, his expression unreadable. “And what about the return trip? If things go south, we can’t rely on auxiliary power to get us back out of that storm.”

Topher's gaze wavered, the determination in his eyes faltering. The risks were clear to him, as they were to all of them. But the only other option was to continue living off scraps in the sky, a slow death by starvation. He wasn't sure which fate was worse - risking it all or slowly wasting away. 

“We’ve got to take a chance, Cap’n,” Topher said quietly. “If we don’t... well, we might as well hand over the Nomad to Elias and his dogs right now.”

As Topher's words hung in the air, Mort couldn't deny the truth in them. He could feel the exhaustion weighing down on his crew, their weariness palpable as they struggled to survive under constant threat from the syndicate. As their captain, it was his responsibility to keep them safe and lead them through the tumultuous waters they found themselves in. But as he looked at their
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