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Even in the court of Sun, capital of the Empire, signs of the hard times in which everyone lived could be seen. The opulence of the past was only a faded memory now. 

The Admiral remembered well how that place had appeared to him twenty years ago, when, in his early forties, he had first set foot there. Of course, he was younger at that time, and the aches and pains that had appeared in the meantime did not help to evaluate objectively-is it not true that, remembering youth, everything seems more beautiful, more alive? - but it was still impossible not to notice the differences.

At the time, the pageantry was such that it impressed him. Large tapestries vibrantly colored and embellished with gems adorned the walls of wide, richly furnished corridors, where the bustle of nobles, merchants, courtesans and attendants in fine dress was frenetic. Outside the palace gates adventurers, artisans, inventors, poets, sculptors and various artists were jostling for access; inside, Captains laden with rare and exotic goods were flocking to bring all kinds of tribute to His Splendid Majesty and the many politicians and notables who made up his court, seeking convenient friendships, political shores or perhaps wealthy backers to subsidize their upcoming, adventurous expeditions. 

He recalled how on that first occasion, from the large, historiated, double-bay windows, he had been able to see glimpses of Sun's main airfield, where majestic flying ships of a thousand different shapes landed and departed ceaselessly to and from all the known world, silhouetted high against the busy, endless blue sky. Beneath the hundreds of airships, then, the entire city seemed to throb with a life of its own. The tapering alabaster spires that surrounded the Imperial Palace glowed proudly in the sunlight, illuminating with their iridescent reflections the surrounding streets and squares, where the calls of peddlers and acrobats filled the air mingling with the smell of food and spices from the covered markets, the hubbub of the busy populace and the laughter of children. Clangors of wrought metal and great puffs of steam rose to the sky from the Mechanics' Quarter, a hothouse of possible futures and often useless inventions, at the center of which towered the great metal dome of the Mechanics' Guild and the hundred towers attached to it. A little farther on ascended to the sky the longish central tower of Sun University, so magnificent that it rivaled the Imperial Palace itself. Sun, at that time, was the beating heart of the world.

It was one of his fondest memories.

How things have changed, thought the Admiral wistfully. He leaned a massive shoulder against the unadorned wall of that vast, deserted hallway and looked out again, stroking thoughtfully at his short, well-groomed beard, whose natural brown had given way too much room to snow-white gray.

The air port was half-empty, with just a couple of ships anchored and a third floating in midair, motionless, waiting for a chance to land. The sky, miserably empty and made leaden by the fumes of the factories always busy churning out war material, stretched over a dull, tired city despoiled of its vitality. The proud spires of the Palace were covered with a dull gray patina, the same one that cloaked the entire capital. The Mechanics' Quarter was half-hidden, shrouded in a perpetual, dense, unbreathable smog. The streets had turned into abandoned, dreary grayish ribbons between houses with barred windows and stores crowded only by cobwebs. A few meager, half-empty stalls here and there attracted a few distracted glances from the hurried passersby, almost all of whom were equipped with dreary gas masks with long tube filters because of the overly polluted air.

"Admiral Vanderis," a young male voice shook him, echoing in the hallway where he had been told to wait. The tall man with a toned physique, the result of many years under arms, shifted his hazel eyes to the orderly who had called him, a skinny little boy barely more than 15. When was it, the military man wondered, that even palace pages became little more than skinny little boys?

"Yes?"

"Follow me, please," said the young man, turning on his heels and leading the way.

The other went behind him without a word, cursing the twinge in his left leg that had been haunting him for months now. He had always heard how getting old was bad, but only for the past few years had he concretely grasped the painful reality of it.

The page led him through those vast corridors with unadorned and half-empty walls, in which the whispers of the few nobles not yet enlisted in the imperial armed forces rustled softly.

The Admiral despised them with all his might: cowardly ambushers who, in exchange for generous donations, stood by safely while whole generations went off to die in battle for the glory of the Empire.

Two of those cowards went silent as he passed by them, ignoring them, except to resume with whispers as soon as the limping military man had passed them.

The young boy led him up to a vast, bare octagonal hall that returned the rumbling echo of their own footsteps. The Admiral looked around, hoping for a moment to catch sight of even one of the many merchants who, in his beloved memoirs, crowded that same place with extravagant gifts and fantastic tales of their travels. Nothing.

They crossed the hall to the opposite end, where stood a double gilded doorway about four meters high, culminating in an archway and chiseled with over-the-top depictions of centuries of imperial history. Arriving within a few steps of that magnificent entrance, the page discarded to the side with a mechanical movement, then professed a bow with his torso and gave way to the Admiral, who stood before the sanctum sanctorum of the Empire: the throne room of His Shining Majesty. 

The latter moved the first step and entered. At the side of the door, the usher tapped the end of his funny ornate cane on the ground three times. 

Knock. Knock. Knock. 

"Admiral Claus Vanderis, Guide and Strategist of the Imperial Navy!" he announced, in a firm and decisive voice.

The throne room was a large rectangular room with a high vaulted ceiling. It was flanked by two parallel aisles composed of a multitude of white marble columns, joined together by pointed arches. Ancient and worn tapestries depicting great deeds garnished the walls, and in front of each column busts of past rulers seemed to sternly observe anyone who passed in front of them, like silent judges emerged from the past. A magnificent historiated stained glass window on the western side made the room bright and gave onto a large rounded balcony overlooking the whole city. At the other end from the entrance, two tapered windows of multicolored glass formed a backdrop to a raised floor served by a short flight of steps, on top of which stood the magnificent imperial throne of gold and ebony, partially covered in ocean blue brocade.

Sitting on it-white hair pulled back behind her head and topped with a thin crown, severe blue eyes contoured by wrinkles that spread to the rest of her face like a spider's web, lips pulled together and a physique so dry and petite that one feared it might break if she was looked at too intently-here is Her Shining Majesty the Empress, Amana II.

The Admiral kept his gaze fixed forward, straining to ignore the discomfort in his left leg and the nervous feeling gripping his stomach. He advanced with long martial strides in the direction of the throne, feeling himself followed by the hostile glances of the busts and the more bored ones of the courtiers, gathered here and there in murmuring huddles.

There are those who live believing that everything in this hall lives up to the legends told by propaganda, thought the man, reaching the base of the steps leading to the throne and resting his right knee on the ground with a formal bow.

"Your Majesty."

"Get up, Admiral, get up," the trembling voice of the elderly sovereign told him.

Instead, even at the leadership of the Empire there is only the usual, fragile humanity concluded the Admiral as he stood up again resting his weight on his good leg and assumed the resting position, his hands behind his back and his gaze firmly fixed in front of him. 

"Welcome, it is always a pleasure to see the most esteemed of our servants."

"You honor me, Your Majesty. The pleasure is mine, of course."

"It is your actions that honor us and the Empire, Admiral. Almost all of our most recent victories are thanks to you, after all."

"I do not consider myself deserving of this compliment, Your Majesty. It is my men who..."

"Leave us," the sovereign interrupted him, addressing a dry hand gesture to the rest of the court. The admiral stood motionless, in silent anticipation, as the hall emptied.

"Well, now that we are alone I would appreciate less formality, Claus," the monarch said to the Admiral once they were alone in that great hall. "We've known each other too long and I'm too old for that little theater."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"How's the war going out there?"

"Honestly? Slowly. I lack means, men and materials. I would need more ships and more cannons."

The elderly woman nodded seriously, then broke into what might have been the smile of a grandmother seeing her favorite grandchild. 

"I see. Come up here and help me get up, will you? I feel like taking a little walk."

The other quickly climbed the six steps that separated him from the throne and leaned his torso forward, offering his arm to the woman, who clung to it and rose with labored slowness. She was five feet or so tall, with a slight hump from too many days spent on papers. Next to Vanderis, tall and stocky, one could have mistaken her for a wrinkled child walking with her father.

"Ah, old age is ugly. Lucky you, who are still young," exclaimed the sovereign, causing a sincere smile to appear on his face. 

"Thank you, Your Majesty, but even I am not what I was 20 years ago."

"Nonsense, you are still a young man."

"I wish that were true, Your Majesty."

"Let's go downstairs. I want to show you something."

The two moved slowly, to the rhythm of the empress's small steps. They descended the steps in silence and walked along the wall papered with time-worn tapestries. The old woman snubbed the first and stopped in front of the second, on which a rusty tint prevailed, confirming its antiquity. It depicted two fleets of flying ships engaged in a terrible firefight above armies intent on facing each other.

"The Battle of Valladron," she said, in a serious tone.

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"Do you remember how long ago it was?"

"I think it's been a few centuries."

"That's right, bravo."

"Thank you, Your Majesty."

"Do you also remember what it represents?"

"The final clash for the conquest of our continent, if memory serves."

"Correct. The last battle of that age-old war, in which Sun staked everything. And he won," nodded the woman, moving on. She stopped a few steps later, in front of another war scene. More airships, this time intent on bombarding a city, sacked by troops and devoured by flames.

"What about this?"

"I think it represents the sack of Fraylant. A moment of necessary brutality that ended the Civil War."

"Very good, Claus, very good."

"Thank you, Your Majesty."

The sovereign gazed at the depiction of the burning city for a few more moments. "Can you guess why I have summoned you here, and why I am showing you these works of art?"

"I think so, Your Majesty."

"Let's hear it."

"These are clashes that ended long wars and are recorded in the annals as bloodbaths, but without which the Empire would not have survived. Not as we know it today, at least."

"What else?"

"I think Your Majesty wants to make a comparison with the current situation."

"What do you think is different, compared to the wars of the past?"

"May I speak freely?"

"You must."

The man gave a deep sigh. "The motivation, Your Majesty. Those were wars that were forced upon us, and where defeat would mean death."

She looked at him sideways, arching an eyebrow. "Motivation, huh?"

"I beg your pardon, Your Majesty. I did not mean to pass judgment but only to say that, just as at Valladron and Fraylant, the Empire needs to achieve a crushing and final victory before it is too late."

The other nodded without answering, returning her gaze to the worn tapestry. Then she added, "There is no need for you to twist your words or ask for forgiveness for telling the truth in private-the motivation is different. It is a war of conquest this time. One declared by me. I admit that this was not what I expected, or what I hoped for. But the world was different then. So were we, Claus, hmm?"

"Unfortunately, yes, Your Majesty," he smiled, wistfully.

The old woman remained silent for a handful of seconds, thoughtful, her eyes fixed on the macabre tapestry. Then she resumed speaking, without looking away.

"Don't be fooled by the size of this palace, I know the situation out there well, in Sun as everywhere in the Empire. The population is exhausted. The economy is in shambles. I am sure you have also seen the state we are in. We have dug up, cut down and consumed every useful resource wherever it was. The air has been polluted to the point of being unbreathable. Poverty is rampant. I fear we will not last much longer if something does not change quickly. It may not have been a war for survival then, but it is now. We must win, and soon, or the Empire will die. We need you to win this war for us."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

The sovereign's voice became almost a whisper. "Or the responsibility for this disaster will be mine alone."

"This is not true, Your Majesty. We..."

She interrupted him by shaking her head. "Initiating it was my choice, Admiral. We were not threatened. The world looked like a tree laden with juicy fruit that could be picked simply by reaching out a hand and taking it. With today's eyes, I can say that the war was a mistake. But everything is so easy to judge in hindsight, isn't it? I never imagined..." the Empress left the sentence hanging. The other waited for it to resume.

The elderly woman turned her heavy gaze away from the scene she was studying and placed it on the Admiral.

"The sack of Fraylan was, in fact, a massacre of the helpless," he continued, "the city was defeated, and our predecessors decided to raze it to the ground as a warning to all other rebels. It worked, as you probably remember from the history books. We folded them, with blood and fear. Yet we do not remember it as a massacre, only as a great victory. The end justifies the means, Claus."

The admiral did not respond.

The monarch did not seem to mind: she moved a few more steps, reached a camouflaged switch on the wall and pressed it. The large historiated window just ahead opened onto the vast balcony outside, letting in a gust of air that caused the edges of the tapestries around there to rise. They stepped out, crossing the platform that jutted several hundred meters above the capital. They reached the parapet, and the woman peered down below, thoughtful, as if plagued by grave concern. She brooded for a while before resuming speaking.

"My capital city, Claus. It looks almost as old and tired as I am, don't you think? All these lives, all these people.... I've reached an age where I'm more interested in my legacy than in my future. What will they think of me when I'm gone?" He was silent again, as if he had to take courage. When he spoke again, his voice was icy. "I don't care how you do it, Claus, but win this war. I don't want my legacy to be the end of the Empire after a millennium of history. I don't want to be remembered like that. Win. Use whatever means at your disposal."

"I understand, Your Majesty. However, I have to ask: does this include unhonorable actions, if they would serve to sap the enemy's will to fight?"

"You are an honorable man, Claus, I know. A person of integrity. I take no pleasure in asking you to make such a sacrifice, but yes, you understand exactly what I mean. Such dark times call for equally dark actions."

The military man's tone became flat, hollow. "I understand. I will do whatever is necessary for the Empire to triumph, Your Majesty."

The elder nodded. "History is written by the victors, and as such we will be able to ensure that actions that are not honorable are forgotten. Win, no matter what."

"Yes, Your Majesty. I will do as you command, Your Majesty."

"Now take me back to my golden stool, Claus, if you don't mind."

Slowly, one unsteady step at a time, the man led the hunched over ruler back to her throne and helped her sit down. Once back in her seat, of the tired grandmother there was nothing left. In front of the Admiral sat Her Shining Majesty the Empress.

"Is everything clear to you, Admiral?" she asked him.

"Clear, Your Majesty. Win. By whatever means necessary."

The other nodded solemnly. "Very well. Then that's it. Go, now, and save the Empire from my mistake."

Admiral Vandéris snapped to attention, bringing three fingers to his forehead in the traditional Navy salute, then spun on his heels and walked toward the large front door enveloped in a creeping feeling of disgust and gloomy thoughts.
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"Uh, look, what a beauty! I don't think I've ever seen one like that!"

Ludmille bent down and brushed a flower with broad yellow petals and ovoid leaves with her tapered index finger.

"Did you see that?"

"I've seen, I've seen, but if you stop at every flower we'll never get to the coast. The maps aren't going to complete themselves, Ludi, and we're only three weeks away from the deadline the University has set for us," Oswald replied to her, continuing to struggle his way through the dense, lush vegetation.

The 22-year-old, blond hair pulled back in a bun under an oversized explorer's helmet and green eyes always on the lookout for something new, did not respond to him, focused as she was on assessing the small floral wonder she had just discovered. She sat on her heels beside the small flowering shrub and studied its various parts with transport.

He pulled out a notebook from the worn leather bag he carried over his shoulder, then stopped and rummaged around for something else.

"Have you seen my pencil?"

"Yes: yesterday, at camp," Oswald, who had stopped to wait for her a little further on and took advantage of the brief pause to take a sip of lukewarm water from his metal canteen, replied to her impatiently.

She glowered at him with a sideways glance.

Oswald placed the bulky travel backpack he was carrying on his shoulders on the ground and took long strides toward his companion, huffing, then bent down and plucked the stem of the flower in full. "There, now you can study it without needing to draw it on the spot. Can we continue now? Please?"

"Oh dear! What have you done! What if he had been the last of his kind?"

"I doubt very much that it was the only specimen in the world of ... yellow flower," replied the other, looking wearily at the small colorful bud he handed her. "Please, Ludi, can we go? Or should I leave you here in the middle of the forest?"

The other grasped the flower from her companion's hand with a gesture of stinginess, placed it between the pages of her notebook and carefully stowed it in her shoulder strap; then, without adding a word, she walked off in the direction they had been traveling until just now.

"Finally," sighed Oswald, taking care not to be overheard. The last thing he needed, there in the middle, was to lose even more time because of some squabble. And, with Ludmille, such a possibility was always just around the corner. 

"We are not here for tourism, Ludmille. This is a serious matter, and they have entrusted me with the task of bringing it to a successful and timely conclusion," he told her, quickening his pace to keep up with her.

"I know," she muttered, hearing it repeated for the 10th time since they had arrived on that island three weeks earlier. 

"Are you really sure about that? Because it doesn't seem to me that our tasks included cataloging yellow flowers."

Ludmille huffed and cast a glance over his shoulder. "A lot of medicine is made from vegetables, you know? Maybe that flower could save lives. Or become an antacid, for those who always have to complain. Do you know any?"

"Yes, a few. Lord Bryos, for example. Do you remember why he sent us here?"

"We are here because the University of Sun wants us to," he cleared his throat and changed his tone, badly mimicking the nasal one of Elder Lord Bryos, head of the Imperial Supply Office, "assess the exploitability of the mineral and plant wealth of this as-yet unexplored island. In case of interesting finds, such as iron, coal or wood suitable for the hulls of airships, then notify the Supplies, which will arrange to send teams for the annexation of the island and subsequent intensive exploitation. Yuck."

"Yuck?"

"Yuck, yeah. All they can think about is how to exploit whatever is around them."

"Well, you know, we need resources for airships, muskets, cannons, exoskeletons, motorcars, and anything else that will allow us to get the better of the Northern Union. If you hadn't noticed, the Empire has been at war for almost twenty years!" he retorted, in the tone of voice normally reserved for a not particularly bright child. He paused in his effort to climb over a large root that was arching out of the ground to a height of five feet. "How did you get over that so quickly?" he rambled, once over, looking at his companion half-hidden in the vegetation about ten meters ahead of him.

She turned and chuckled. "I've been under it, not over it," she said, pointing to a half-hidden passage under that convexly shaped root. "As you can see, I also notice things you don't."

"All the more reason, then, you should understand that if we find anything this place will be exploited to the bone. There is no room for sentimentality in war, Ludi."

"Wanting to study vegetation is not sentimentality. I repeat that..."

"Yes, yes, I heard you, the medicine," he cut it short. "As long as that flower is not just colorful salad."

"After I study it, I'll tell you," she concluded, taking the last word on the subject as she shook off yet another leaf-laden frond the width of two Oswald's hands. "And anyway, after twenty years of war, people are not only hungry but sad. Maybe a colorful salad would still be appreciated, have you thought of that?"

"I give it up," he blurted, raising his hands. "It's impossible to give out with you."

He followed her in silence for a while, absorbed in his own thoughts. About one thing Ludmille was right: everything was now devoted to the continuation of the war. When it had begun, international trade and finance had been the first victims to fall under mutual embargoes and privateer raids. Within a very short time, poverty had become rampant, among men and women leaving their jobs to be sent to the front to die, war taxes, skyrocketing inflation and rationing. Not to mention looting and shelling in the border areas.

Forests had been cut down, minerals dug up, resources exploited, water had become polluted by industrial processes, and so had the air. He looked around, enjoying for a moment all that green splendor offered to them by the wilderness. He breathed in the clean air at the top of his lungs, remembering how in Sun one could not do anything like that outdoors without coughing up blood. Perhaps his companion may have had a point, but it was not important: the Empire needed new blood. And here their team, just one of many unleashed among all the lands of the known world, came into play. All of them were part of the University of Sun, more specifically the Geographical Guild and its endless sub-guilds, including the naturalistic guild, the geological guild, the botanical guild...

"Oh my God! I ate a mosquito!" exclaimed Ludmille out of the blue, bringing a hand to his mouth and turning to look at his colleague with wide eyes.

"What doesn't kill you..." he shrugged, abruptly distracted from his own thoughts, passing her and returning to the front at a brisk pace.

"But can you tell where you are going in such a hurry?" she asked him, watching him pass by and grimacing at the bitter taste of the insect. "What's a few minutes taken advantage of to look around."

The man's sweat-stained shirt swelled and deflated in reaction to the deep sigh he let out, though without turning to look at her.

"Please, Ludi. Please. Can you take it more seriously? It's my first command in an exploration. Do you understand what I mean?"

The other thought about it for a moment. "What do you care about making a good impression?"

"Exactly. And throwing off the schedule wouldn't help me, would it?"

"How boring, though. That takes the pleasure out of exploration."

"Duty first," pontificated Oswald, resuming his march. The other replied with a grimace before setting off again. 

"Well, you're not considering that the riches of this place might just be in the botany. They didn't send us here to traverse the jungle in the shortest possible time but to discover its riches, and if we want to" the young woman interrupted herself as a branch landed in her face. She shook it off only to pick up another, then ducked, passed the foliage and resumed "I was saying, if we want to bring some results we may have to slow down and find something sooner or later!"

"Who says I'm not already looking?"

"Between seeking and finding there is a big difference, as finding requires calm and attention. You don't want to bring home an erroneous report, do you? Do you know how embarrassing it would be if someone else was sent here and found what you missed? Nice first command..." flirted the girl wickedly.

The arrow had the desired effect: Oswald, still a few feet ahead of the girl, paused to reflect for a few moments. He took a sip from his canteen, brought his hands to his sides and looked around. "All right," he said finally. "It will be dark in a couple of hours anyway. Let's head for that relief," he pointed with a nod to a not-so-distant high ground, poking through the vegetation. "We should be there in no more than an hour. Let's see if there is any water and a place to stop for the night, and maybe something for me to do an initial mining assessment. If we found an exposed rock face, for example, I could get a better idea of the local stratigraphy and subsoil composition. I could study it while you prepare the field, how about that?"

"Great," nodded the girl, absently. Her attention meanwhile had been drawn almost completely to the dancing blue and red butterfly that was fluttering around her.

"Ludi?"

"Yes?" Again that absent tone.

"LUDI!" the other called her back, clapping her hands a couple of times.

The girl shook herself and stared at him with a look of disapproval. "What is it?"

"Did you understand what I said?"

"Of course."

"Would you repeat that for me?"

The other glowered at him with her eyes, then sulked and crossed her arms over her chest.

"As I thought," he said, halfway between annoyed and amused. "I'll summarize: let's go that way and make camp, okay?"

"And did it take all this drama to tell me?"

The scout sighed and watched the girl turn on her heels and set out expeditiously in the direction indicated. "So, are you moving?" she rebuked him from over her shoulder. "Or do you plan to stand there all day? The maps aren't going to complete themselves, you know!"

His black eyes followed his companion as she walked away through the rustling vegetation. His fine lips twitched in a grimace that could be either a tugged smile or a motion of annoyance. He stood as if waiting for a few moments, surrounded by the buzzing of insects and the singing of birds, the scent of flowers and the sound of wind in the tall foliage. From somewhere came the gurgling sound of a stream and, even further away, the lapping of the sea and the eternal cawing of seagulls. One had to admit that the place was a little paradise. He set out again, following the sound of breaking branches just ahead.

She joined her colleague in a grassy clearing a few minutes later. Ludmille had sat on a fallen log, removed her colonial helmet, and was wiping her forehead with an embroidered handkerchief. 

"Of course it gets hot on this island." 

"It's dying of heat just about everywhere this season, Ludi. Except in the North, of course."

"To hell with those. At the end of the day, it's their fault that instead of enjoying the exploration we have to run here and there in search of ... of who knows what, then," protested Ludmille blowing a dangling lock of golden hair out from in front of her face.

"Stop complaining. We have to do our part and help as we can those on the front lines. We are soldiers too, in our own way, not just scouts."

"Speak for yourself! If I wanted to be a soldier, I would have joined the army, not the nature guild at the University." 

"What kind of talk is that! The Empire is at war and we all have to do our part to support it. Are you out of your mind? What would your father think?"

"What do I know. He's always been busy with his toy soldiers and this stupid war."

"That's enough, Ludmille. There is a limit to the absence of patriotism that I am willing to tolerate before I take it personally. We are here because the University sent us here, and the University works for the Empire, so..."

"Yes, yes," she interrupted him, struggling to get up, huffing and puffing and airing her helmet. "My goodness how heavy you are when you act tough. You should learn to enjoy life a little bit, Mr. All-Man."

"When the war is over I will do that too."

"Yes, wait and hope then. Uh, look!" pointed out the naturalist. A small flock of multicolored birds passed over their heads in a chorus of high trills and flamboyant feathers, to which a sky without even a cloud was the background. For that very reason, the thunder they heard puzzled both of them.

"What the hell?" muttered Oswald, shielding his hand against the light and looking skyward with a puzzled look.

"There," he pointed with his index finger at the girl, whose tone had changed abruptly and was drained of all the playfulness of just before.

He followed with his eyes the direction indicated in the sky by her finger.

A few hundred meters away as the crow flies, partially covered from view because of tree foliage, he glimpsed the large airships of two airships that were doing battle to the sound of cannons, as if engaged in a deadly ballet in which each was looking for the best position to shoot at the other. 

"Can you see?" asked Ludmille, putting herself on tiptoe.

"Little, and anyway they are far enough away to really understand what is going on," replied Oswald, a good span taller than his colleague.

"And who are they?"

"One is ours. It doesn't seem big enough to be a warship, though.  Maybe it's a merchant ship," he made, watching the ship flying the imperial flag fire a broadside, filling the air with a new thunderclap but missing the target.

"What about the other one? Union War Navy?"

"The line looks like that of a Nordic schooner, yes, but it doesn't display any flags-and it's all black."

"No flags? Pirates, then? So far south?"

"Strange, but not impossible," nodded Oswald without stopping shielding himself with his hand to be able to see something. 

"I wonder if our people will wipe them out, then. I hate them, the pirates," she muttered sourly, then devoted her attention to a new flower.
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"How hard can it be to flank a damn merchant ship, folks? Will we please engage? Raise the port guns, aim for the balloon! Either they stop themselves or we force them to land on that island and pick up the pieces, yes?"

The disparate group of privateers hurried to carry out the order, raising the eight available gun ports by a few degrees.

"Everybody ready? Fire!" shouted the raven-haired woman, streaked here and there with silver veins and covered by a large, feathery, wide-brimmed hat.

The cannons of the dark privateer airship thundered again, belching fire and lead. The gazes of everyone on deck followed the path of the buckshot in the clear sky of that late summer day. A couple of bullets hit the hull of the freighter they were facing, ricocheting without doing any noteworthy damage; the others passed it and were lost in the distance.

"Bull's-eye!" howled the large, graying privateer who was acting as orderly to one of the pieces that had hit the target.

"Don't get excited, Crayon! You haven't done anything to him!" the shiny-bald, sun-baked-skinned man standing by the captain's side shouted at him, amused.

"Better and better than what your sarcasm is getting, Scotty!" growled the former at him, rearming the cannon.

"Gentlemen...heads down!" ordered the woman on the quarterdeck just before the other ship returned fire. The privateers ducked at various speeds as the shots missed the hull, passing under it.

"Good thing they suck at shooting ... Mattis, do what you can to get us closer, I've had enough of this waste of time," ordered the captain.

"Aye!" replied the helmswoman.

All of you, you gunners of my boots: I said aim at the ball, not at whatever you like! Let's get it over with, shall we?"

The crew, already busy with reloading operations, positioned their pieces better and aimed at the opposing balloon. The merchant ship meanwhile tried to tack to move away at maximum speed, but found a major obstacle in the headwind.

"When you are comfortable, eh. Fire!"

The row of short cannons erupted its load of lead again with a deafening roar. Dense grayish smoke enveloped that side of the bridge as the bullets cleaved the air, hissing.

The captain watched in disappointment as the first of the shots flew too high, the second too low, the third too far to the right. On the fourth, however, all the privateers rejoiced simultaneously: the lucky projectile had smashed through the reinforcements of the other airship's armored airship, opening a gash from which hissed out the gas necessary for in-flight maintenance. The merchant vessel began to lose altitude after a few moments, plummeting toward the green islet below.

"Oh, what the cripes, at last," muttered the woman in charge, descending two by two the steps leading from the quarterdeck to the bridge and reaching in four jumps a tall, thin young man, about eighteen years old, who was acting as gunner.

"Ludwig, get the team ready. Go down as soon as they hit the ground. Weapons in hand, in case there are hostile survivors after the impact, yes?"

"Yes, Captain," replied the boy, shaking a sweaty lock of dark hair from his forehead and pointing his gray-green eyes at the crew around him. "You four, and you, there: we're getting ready to go down, come on with the lifeboat! Rintocco, you too!"

The crew disengaged from the guns, which had done their part, and worked to prepare the small landing craft as quickly as possible by freeing its hull from supports, inflating the small airship with hot air and gas, and retrieving muskets, sabers and guns from the armory.

As the group in charge of disembarking armed themselves to the teeth, climbed onto the shuttles and detached themselves from the vessel, the merchantman-a large airship with many propellers and a flat, wide hull-impacted with the ground, sweeping everything in its path with a great roar of broken wood. The massive ship dug a furrow in the ground and continued its course for a hundred meters, sweeping everything in its path and finally coming to a halt like a woody beached whale, its large balloon torn and scuttled over the surrounding treetops.

"Good thing that place is uninhabited," muttered Rintocco.

Ludwig jumped off and set his feet on the ground, among the uprooted logs and scattered foliage, when the lifeboat was not yet quite still. "Forward, men!" he incited his men before taking off running toward the stranded behemoth, whose long hull had been damaged in several places by the impact and lay resting on the starboard broadside a few dozen yards away.

"Wait for us, Ludwig! Don't be impulsive," Rintocco's big voice, still in the middle, went after him.

But the young privateer wanted to prove himself, and he had no intention of waiting. Glory belongs to those who take it, he repeated to himself. This his mother had taught him since he was a young boy. He ran leaping over torn logs, planking and various debris to the freighter, then quickly climbed its side ladders. Ready for the fight, he reached the deck of the crashed airship with one last leap, saber and gun already in his fist.

Nothing, not a single soul to put up resistance. 

The entire bridge was in utter chaos, as if it had been the victim of the passage of a hurricane. Shrubs, palm leaves, parts of barrels and other bits and pieces were all over the place, in bulk, amid ropes scattered like dead snakes, cannons that had broken their supporting logs and ended up piling up on the starboard rail, and tree trunks swept away and torn up in the impact. The bodies of more than one of that crew lay sprawled on the ground, partially covered by debris or in disheveled poses. It appeared that no one had survived to fend off the boarding. The boy looked around circumspectly and checked a second time that the muzzle-loading pistol he held in his left hand was ready to fire before moving a few steps in the direction of the stairs leading to the lower decks.

It was then that four men came out from under the nearby quarterdeck, kicking open the door, shouting and firing in the direction of the privateer. Four bursts were followed by four clouds of white smoke and the half-shouting of the young man, who had been mortally wounded in the left shoulder. The latter wasted no time, despite his surprise: he ignored the pain of the wound, raised his gun, took aim by standing to the side, closed his right eye and fired straight at the chest of one of the four attackers, who fell forward without even a last groan. The other three, still shouting like rowdies, were immediately on him. One of them wielded a simple but sharp carpenter's axe, the second wielded a jackknife while the third swung a large two-handed club made from the leg of a table in the air. The one with the axe lunged at him, attempting a mighty downward strike from above, but Ludwig ducked to the side at the last instant and the man became off balance, falling forward. The one with the knife immediately came under, putting himself between the privateer and the man on the ground. Ludwig made a feint with a semicircular upward motion, then stabbed his opponent in the abdomen with the tip of his saber, kicking him and dropping him on top of the one with the axe. Ludwig tried to deflect the third's bludgeoning blow with his saber, but the force of the impact caused him to lose his grip on the handle, throwing the weapon a couple of meters away, where it fell with a metallic clank.

"You're dead now, kid!" howled the sailor with the axe, who in the meantime had gotten back up and came at him again with a shot from the side. Ludwig gave a half-turn to the gun he was still holding, grabbing it by the barrel and using it to parry the incoming shot as best he could. He took a leap back to dodge a second sledgehammer shot, then took a kick to the top of his left leg that made him see stars, taking away his footing and sending him sprawling to the ground. He rolled onto his side to dodge yet another cudgel from above, reaching for the saber that lay a few feet away from him. The man with the club got in the way with a hoarse laugh, preventing him from doing so. He managed to deflect a new axe blow toward his head with the pistol grip, then a foot stomp from the man with the club centered and took that last, improvised weapon away from him as well.

Ludwig found himself helpless, lying on the ground with a sneering opponent on each side. He squinted his eyes, wedged his head slightly between his shoulders and prepared to meet his maker - whoever he was. He was greatly relieved when, instead of the sound of his own death, he heard the choral melody of several firearms. He opened his eyes just in time to see both opponents collapse to the ground, strained.

The young man bent his head back without getting up and looked with ill-concealed relief at the familiar silhouettes of the dozen or so men in his crew. As with consummate skill the others fanned out across the deck, checking and securing, Rintocco caught up with the young privateer, who had meanwhile crossed his arms behind his head and closed his eyes mimicking a moment of peaceful relaxation, almost as if it were a nap on the grass after a pleasant picnic. The veteran practically stood over him and squared him from above wearing an expression between worried and furious. 

Ludwig opened one eye. "Yes?" he asked, with all the indifference he had.

"When I tell you not to be impulsive, kid," grunted the other impatiently, holding out his hand to help him up, "I mean, for example, don't do things like this!"

That one clutched at the calloused hand being brought to him and pulled himself up, going to retrieve his saber and ignoring the dull twinges of pain that went up with each step from where he had taken the kick to the leg.

"Did you hear me?"

"I heard you, yes. Thanks for the help," muttered the boy, checking his shoulder with his fingers and discovering with relief that he was sore in pride more than in body.

"Are you hurt? Let me see."

"Nah, it's okay. One scratch. And you came right before I killed them both anyway."

"And how, to bluster? Bah," snorted the 50-something pirate, dropping the lecture and turning to the others. "Go down and see what it's like, guys - but watch out for ambushes, all right? Let's all make it back this time."

The painstaking inspection of the lower decks of the downed ship, all of which were turned upside down, revealed the presence of five other survivors, who surrendered gracefully in exchange for the assurance that their lives would be spared and were brought ashore to be tied to some palm trees not far away. After that, Ludwig and Rintocco's crew gave the go-ahead for the descent of the rest of the crew, who remained waiting on the black vessel floating in midair and on whose side the name Thurisaz stood out elegantly.

Only at that point did the actual looting begin: the group of privateers poured into the merchant ship, swift and efficient. Like vultures thrown over a carcass they stripped the prey of everything valuable, from cargo to candlesticks, from the crew's shoes to the captain's silverware. 

As all the valuables were brought to the privateer ship by the three lifeboats that shuttled between earth and sky, Rintocco ordered the looters to check the surroundings as well, just to avoid surprises.

"And what surprises exactly do you expect on an uninhabited island? That natives will attack us?" inquired Ludwig, who followed him with his hands in his pockets and a satisfied smile.

"You really have a lot to learn, boy. Life is not just action, you know? You also have to think sometimes. It's always better to be ready for anything, such as a possible group of enemies lurking for an ambush."

"What a waste of time, there is no need for that at all. Everyone who didn't die in the impact is tied down there," he pointed with thumb behind his back, true to the sailors tied like salamis to palm tree trunks.

"And would you be willing to bet your life on it rather than check?"

The other shrugged his shoulders and made to answer in the affirmative, but the words died in his mouth when, a hundred meters away, someone whistled to call the others' attention.

The two reached the parapet not far away and leaned out, looking in the direction from which the whistle had come. One of their own, over there, was reaching out to signal something. 

"What have you found?" cried Rintocco to him.

"There's a girl here! I need some help moving the logs that fell on her!" the one shouted back.

"On her? She'll be squished, then! Leave her there!" replied the big man, turning and retracing his steps. Ludwig, however, stayed where he was.

"No, boss!" added the man on the ground, "She's alive! She's unconscious but she doesn't look too injured, she just has a few bad bumps!"

Unlike Rintocco, Ludwig decided to go down and check it out. He covered the distance with a vaguely limping jog and, upon arriving at the site, found himself confronted by a girl in her early twenties wearing a tattered imperial scout uniform. She was on the ground, unconscious and covered with debris and lumber; apart from that and a good deal of scratching and bruising, however, she did not appear to be in too bad a shape. Luckily for her, the heavy logs had fallen on top of each other, pinning her down but not overly crushing her.

"She must have taken quite a beating when the ship went down," judged the man who found her, scratching his head. "I wonder what the hell the little blonde was doing on a deserted island."

"I have no idea, but we have to help her. We can't leave her here."

"Oh no?"

"No, of course not!" exclaimed Ludwig, who had always had a soft spot for blondes-but of course that wasn't why he felt obliged to help her, of course not, he justified ruefully to himself. She brought her fingers to her mouth and, with a whistle, summoned some of her people there to get help. A few minutes of effort and a couple of bars used as levers were enough to free the girl; however, no matter how hard they tried, they could not bring her back to consciousness.

"Maybe she's in worse shape than she looks. All right, I'll take her up, see what the doctor thinks," Ludwig said, picking the explorer up off the ground and heading for the lifeboats. He let the giggles of those who saw him pass by with the girl in his arms slide by, not least because if he had turned to challenge her those could easily have noticed that she was blushing. And, it is known, pirates do not blush.

He boarded the nearest shuttle, dislodging some of the loot to make room and seat his guest on one of the benches.

"What about that one?" asked the woman driver, puzzled. "Your mother won't like that, Lud. You know her policy about guests."

"I'll take care of the captain, Silvy. You take us up, please, will you?"

The woman made a grimace to express all her disinterest, then pulled some levers and quickly turned a knob; the small anchor that held them to the ground withdrew and they heard the familiar sound of the burner increasing in power, whereupon the lifeboat laden with booty came off the ground, swinging slowly under its own balloon. Impatient to arrive, the young pirate looked up at the sky and the large silhouette that occupied it: held in place by large anchors lowered from above, the Thurisaz stood out against the blue sky and cast its vast shadow over them all. The dark privateer ship floated quietly above their heads, some thirty meters above the ground, just beyond the tops of the tallest palm trees. Once level with the deck, the pirate's gaze slid over the frantic activity of the crew as they inventoried and stored the looted goods-or, as they put it, "salvaged"-yet without finding the familiar figure they were looking for. 

The young man took the explorer back into his arms, climbed aboard and descended the stairs, reaching the deck below. He walked down the crowded corridor, trying to dodge the busy crew without knocking the girl's pendulous head against some wall or edge, then stopped in front of one of the doors, knocking gently with the toe of his boot.

"Yes?" asked a voice from inside.

"Doctor?"

"Oh, Ludwig. I'm coming, wait! Did you hurt yourself? Again? My goodness, my boy, you must stop...."

Dr. Worshin's cheerful voice veered toward surprise as soon as he opened the door and noticed the unconscious girl.

"Well, hello. That wasn't what I was expecting. Put it down there, please," he said, frowning and pointing to a table in the center of his study filled with books, medical instruments and jars with handwritten labels. "Who is our guest? What happened to her?" 

He listened to the boy's report with his usual thoughtful expression, his eyes shifting between him and her behind the round spectacles he wore at the tip of his nose, then promised Ludwig that he would have him called as soon as the guest had recovered and pushed him out of the infirmary, shutting the door in his face none too politely.

The young privateer stood for a few moments dumbfounded, watching the doorway tighten to a palm from his nose, and muttered, "I'd have an injured shoulder too but it's just a scratch, doctor, it's okay, thanks for your interest anyway." So he stuffed his hands in his pockets with a snort and went back upstairs.

"This counts as bringing the girlfriend home, yes?" coquetted Captain Orianna, appearing alongside the young man almost magically once he had set foot on the deck again.

"No, mother. She was hurt and I thought it was the right thing to do, that's all," he justified himself, embarrassed.

"Charming," said the woman, sarcastically, studiously bringing a ringed hand to her cheek. "And since when have you cared about what is right to do and not simply the fact that she is a pretty maiden, Ludwig?"

"As I said, it has nothing to do with her being a maiden, as you call her. Nor to the fact that she is pretty. It is simply the duty of a gentleman, and I have..."

The other interrupted him with a deliberately loud yawn. "Gosh, you really remind me of your father. He, too, used to spend his time chasing girls-this girl, to be precise-and quibbling about trying to look heroic doing it," the woman giggled, shaking her head. 
Still giggling, she assorted a couple of pats on the boy's back and left him standing there looking for an answer that wasn't coming, then walked over to the bosun, scolding him, "Scotter, this bridge looks like a freaking anthill! Can you handle operations with some order, or do I always have to do everything myself?"
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What on earth happened?

Oswald awoke, disturbed by the thin blade of light striking his eyes as it filtered through the palm fronds that completely covered him. The first thing he heard was the chirping of cicadas, followed by the noise and hubbub of people at work not too far away. Soon after, he noticed that a log was holding him down, pressing hard on his stomach. Fortunately this was also resting on a boulder beside it, otherwise it would have crushed him to death like a tube of paint. He tried to move, but to no avail. In addition, as he forced himself up on his elbows and pushed with his feet, he found that he ached all over. Confused, he stopped and listened.

"Are we done?" he heard a hoarse male voice say, not more than fifty meters away.

"Yes, I think so. We got everything," replied another, this time female.

The scout moved his head slightly, finding a small gap in the foliage through which to peer in the direction of the voices.

Only at that point did it come back to his mind why he was down there.

He and Ludmille had been watching the airships fight when the dark one had hit the ball of the imperial ship, which had crashed onto the island at a speed they had not expected. Within moments they had seen the freighter's figurehead pointing toward them, growing larger and larger. 

"Go, Ludi! Run!" had shouted Oswald. The other, who had not noticed the impending danger since she had been disinterested in the confrontation and was observing the flora-again-had looked at him, arching an eyebrow, puzzled, before following with her eyes the direction he was pointing and moving from astonishment to terror. Contrary to what he had hoped, however, her companion's reaction had been to paralyze, like a gerbil at the sight of a gliding eagle. Seconds before the figurehead of the colossal airship had swept them away in its mad speed landing, ignoring the terrifying, avalanche-like roar emitted by the hull as it scratched at the ground uprooting and knocking down everything in its path, he had thrown himself forward and propelled Ludmille with all his strength, hurling her as far away as possible. He recalled a final, thunderous sound of lumber breaking and falling, a sharp blow to his back...then he must have lost consciousness, for his memories resumed from the moment of waking.

Ludmille, was the only thought that flashed through his head at that point. She had been saved, hadn't she? She was okay, right? Worry gripped his stomach and squeezed it with icy claws. He absolutely had to find her—but first he had to be able to free himself from the weight of the log forcing him to the ground. 

He looked again through the glimmer, through the foliage that covered him, watching intently for the shady individuals from the black ship who were coming in and out of his very limited field of vision. Northern privateers, if he was lucky. Generic pirates, if he had none. In either case, if they found him they would make him a prisoner of war - or worse.

He then ruled out the possibility of calling for help, and pushed himself harder in an attempt to free himself. He gritted his teeth and pushed with all his strength with his hands and feet. He managed to move a few millimeters at best before he had to stop, aching, exhausted and still stuck.

"Did you see Ludwig carrying that fainting little girl dressed as an imperial onto the ship?" asked one of the jail leftovers not far away in an amused tone.

"Yep, he was red-faced! You know how our boy is: he can't say no to blondes," snickered another. "This one, then, seemed nice. Nice tapered face, nice body, and a nice pair of..."

Laughter.

"Well, at his age..." said the other voice after a few seconds of silence. "Say, are we the only ones left?"

"I think so!"

"So, if we're done here, I would propose we go back on board. The sooner we leave, the sooner we go home. It's a long way to Ghenas."

"Yes, I'm in, no more slacking off. Let the others know and let's go."

Oswald's thoughts rode free, like surging voices: were they talking about Ludi? No wonder: how many other blondes dressed as imperials could there be on that uninhabited island? Had she heard correctly, was she injured? How badly? His Ludi, his shipmate, a prisoner of bloodthirsty pirates? He absolutely had to rescue her! What kind of man wouldn't? 

There was a ringing whistle, after which all voices became more and more distant until they disappeared. Oswald waited a few minutes without hearing anything but the cicadas. Judging that it was safe, he lightly shook the frond that covered his face with his only free hand. There it was, ominously floating above the palm tops: the black ship he had seen a few hours earlier-or at least he supposed it had only been a few hours.

Without ceasing to use every ounce of strength at his disposal to free himself from underneath there, to no avail, he watched the anchors retract and re-enter the hull with a rhythmic clanking of chains. The inclination of the propellers protruding from the bulwarks changed, turning on the central axis and going from a horizontal to a forty-five-degree position, then the dark, sleek flying vessel moved forward, quickly picked up speed, and dropped out of his field of vision altogether.

The explorer remained as if groggy for a few moments, then could do nothing but scream with all the anger and frustration he had, except explode in a fit of cavernous coughing and realize that his chest was also sore.

Then he was left alone with the guilt, the cicadas, and the log holding him down. He struggled and struggled, moving a few millimeters at a time, until he was too exhausted to continue. He tried to call for help, strained his ear, and seemed to hear an answer in the distance. Hoping it was not dehydration-induced hallucinations, or other pirates, he tried calling again.

"I'm here! Help!" he shouted in a parched voice.

"Here we come!" replied someone in the distance.

Oswald did not wait quietly to be rescued: he resumed struggling with all his might to try to get out from under that log when and was still doing so when he heard the voice again, this time much closer.

"Where are you?"

"Down here!" called the 30-year-old, trying to pull a hand out from under the pile of foliage.

The back-and-forth was repeated a few more times before rescuers were able to find him.

"Okay man. Here we go, wait," said someone who must have been no more than two feet away from him.

The foliage was shrugged off and Oswald's dark brown eyes had to squeeze almost shut lest they be hurt by all that sudden light. 

When he opened them again, above him was the blue sky and the mustachioed, smiling face of a man who might have been his father's age.

"Ah, but you're not with us," said the latter, surprised. 

"No... Would you mind helping me out anyway?"

"Sure, what questions," the man asked, signaling to other sailors nearby. It took a few moments to lift the trunk just enough to allow the explorer to force his legs up and free himself.

"Ah, at last!" he exclaimed contentedly, panting slightly from exertion. He turned back to the five sailors who had helped him and were looking at him somewhat bewilderedly. "Thank you, gentlemen. I'm really afraid I couldn't have done it alone."

"Figure it out, son. Duty, also, because we seem to have, you know, fallen on you. Who exactly would you be?"

"Oswald Coranis, Chief Scout on behalf of the University of Sun. Nice to meet you."

"Ah, explorer! Therein lies the mystery of your presence on this uninhabited islet. I am Redemer, by the way. These are brothers Fran and Stan from Alsir, Crus from Solaran, and that one over there, ugly as starvation, is Maurice."

"Fuck it," muttered Maurice.

"Again nice to meet you, and again thank you for getting me out from under there. Are you what's left of the crew of the freighter?"

"We were, as the ship is unlikely to get up from here again. Poor Strawberry. She did not deserve this inglorious end, nor did the other twenty people on board. Good people. Still, if nothing else those damn bandits spared us."

In all honesty, Oswald did not care much about who they were. So, he asked them the only question he had in mind, "Have you by any chance seen a blond girl dressed like me?" 

"Yes, she was unconscious. A little boy, a tall, skinny fellow in his early twenties, brought her to his ship. Was he with you? The girl, I say."

"Yeah. Part of my team. And now I have to find it again. I dare not imagine..."

"Good luck, man," one of the sailors interrupted him. "That wasn't just any ship: that was Captain Orianna's Thurisaz, the Fox of Storms, the Plunderer of Zuma."

"And who would that be?" asked Oswald, not at all impressed by those phony titles typical of pirates.

"Like who would she be? The damnedest pirate in this part of the world, that's who she would be. Almost a legend to anyone who has flown an airship. She's been fighting with the North since day one of the war. She's done things you wouldn't believe!"

"The way you talk about it, it sounds like you admire it."

"That's right," Redemer confirmed.

"It is unpatriotic to appreciate the enemies of the Empire, and it is even worse to appreciate them when they have just defeated and shot you down," Oswald commented sharply. Under normal conditions he would have reported them to the Political Bureau without a second thought, but...

"We should have left him under the log, this one," muttered Maurice.

Redemer turned to look at the latter, then turned back to stare at Oswald and pulled up with his nose. "You know, my fellow is right. Now, how about keeping your unsolicited patriotic remarks to yourself, boy, while we search the ship for an intact lifeboat with which to return home? After that you can say and do as you please." He turned away, muttering, "Nice gratitude!"

So
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