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For a second and final night, all of Buoyant Bessie's thirty-eight passengers gathered for supper in the airship's mess hall. It was only a forty-eight hour flight between the convent and the capital city, and it was just as well, because Bessie wasn't equipped to feed thirty young men for more than two days. In fact, Ashitaka had to skip his midnight snack for two nights in a row, which had him feeling peckish and peevish. He couldn't wait to get rid of the boys of Lady Flora's Convent for Young Men.

His brother felt the same way. More specifically, Hiroaki couldn't wait to get rid of Rhys Gittens. Kathleen and Rhys were practically inseparable, much to the dismay of her ex-fiancé, who felt nothing but spite for Kath's new beau.

The table in the mess hall could seat only twenty-four people, so they moved a second table, a smaller one, into the room. Hiroaki dubbed it the “little boys' table” and tried to force Rhys to sit there. However, the cut-off age was exactly twenty. Rhys barely made it to the adult table, while his slightly younger peers were relegated to the kids' table.

Rhys sat next to Kath, who secretly stroked his thigh. Hiroaki claimed the chair next to Juanita, who not-so-secretly combed her fingers through his hair, even though he tried to dodge her hand. Hiro and Kath shot frequent glares at each other between bites of savory quiche, prepared by the talented Ellery. Hiroaki was so impressed by the young man's cooking, he offered him a job as Buoyant Bessie's chef. Ellery had to decline, of course. The Grand Mother wouldn't allow it, and he couldn't go anywhere without Alfie.

Only Wendall was absent, and there was a good reason for that. Cinnabar set aside a slice of quiche, which she would deliver to him later.

“So...” Hiro cleared his throat and addressed his guests. “We should reach the capital city, La Marguerite Royale, around noon tomorrow. What is everyone planning to do when we reach the city?”

Ashitaka answered first. “I have a photo shoot tomorrow.”

“I already know that!” Hiro rolled his eyes. “I was directing the question to... well... everyone else.”

Cinnabar said, “Kath and I are going airship shopping.”

“Really?” Hiroaki's voice cracked with surprise. As soon as he glanced in Kath's direction, he regretted it. She was feeding quiche to a very blissful-looking Rhys. The Grand Mother was seated right next to them, looking every bit as nauseated as Hiro felt. She had accepted their burgeoning romance—as much as she could accept it, anyway. She never gave her blessing, but she had learned to tolerate an occasional kiss.

“I know what you're thinking,” Cinna continued. “You think we can't afford it... and you'd be right. We can't afford it, but I was talking to Lysa on the teletalk last night, and she said she'd give me a loan.”

“You don't want to be indebted to the princess,” Ashitaka spoke up. “Trust me, you really don't.”

The Grand Mother spoke next. “If you don't mind, Mr. Kojiro-Sturgill, I would like to take you up on your offer to use the radio tower.” She was speaking to the younger brother, who, as a celebrity, had access to such things.

“Sure,” Ash said. “I don't mind.”

“At the moment, no one knows about the ruined convent,” the Grand Mother explained. “I need some way to get in contact with the boys' parents and loved ones. They must hear about the church's... unfortunate fate.”

“Use the radio. I don't care,” replied an indolent Ash. “My contract lets me broadcast whenever I want.”

“Can I meet Princess Lysa?” asked Pio, who was sitting at the little boys' table.

Cinna answered quickly, “No.”

“Please?” Pio begged. “You're her friend, aren't you? You can get me an audience! I'll be respectful, I swear.”

“No,” Cinna repeated her answer more firmly. “I'm sorry, but not even I can walk into the castle whenever I want. I have to wait for Lysa to check her schedule, then she has to get back to me, and I have to—”

“I can walk into the castle whenever I want,” Ash interrupted, winking at Pio. “I'll hook you up, kid.”

Pio went back to eating his quiche, smiling smugly.

“I guess I'll visit that bastard, Dash,” Georg spoke up. “Your dad's in the loony bin now, ain't he?”

“Father is in a rest home,” Hiro corrected him. “That's hardly the same thing.”

“But he's crazy, right?” Georg asked. “Dash losin' his mind seems a bit convenient, if you ask me. He still owes me money!”

“I'm aware of that,” replied Hiro. He tried to restrain a growl, but the rumble in his throat was tinged with aggravation. “You never miss an opportunity to tell me about the money that's owed to you, Captain Laveau. You may speak to me after supper, if you'd like. I can be reasonable. We can try to settle my father's debts... amicably.”

“Speaking of money that's owed!” Kath's voice was suddenly booming. She turned away from Rhys, raised her fork, and thrust it at the Grand Mother like a miniature sword. “You still owe us... for clearing away the Fetid... for slaying the dragon...”

“Yes, yes... and I shall pay,” the Mother promised. “I haven't forgotten, dear. You'll have your money as soon as we reach the capital.”

“Bullshit,” Kath croaked. “I'll believe it when I see it. I—”

She was interrupted by Christine, who joyfully announced, “Fenty and I are getting married!”

“We know, girl, we know,” grumbled an eye-rolling Kath.

“I mean, we're getting married as soon as we reach the capital!” Christine clarified. “You're all invited, if you'd like to come. Well... everyone except for Wendall.”

The Grand Mother's eye twitched at the mention of Wendall's name. At the moment, she detested him more than usual.

Cinna wondered if she was the last person on the airship who actually had sympathy for Wendall. As soon as she finished eating, she visited him in Buoyant Bessie's prison. Wendall was on his back, but his legs were on the wall. She studied his perpendicular posture for the better half of a minute before slipping his quiche through a slot in the bars.

“Hello there, Sweet Thing,” Wendall greeted her. “How kind of you to visit me! You're the only one who does. Everyone else has forgotten about poor Wendall.”

“I know,” Cinna acknowledged the truth with a pitying sigh.

“You still like me, and that's all that matters,” Wendall said. “Well... I still like me, and that's really all that matters, but having your friendship is a nice bonus.”

“Sure, Wendall, sure.” Cinna pointed at the quiche. “You should get your food before it gets cold.”

“If you didn't bring food, what would poor Wendall do?” He rolled onto his knees and crawled to the quiche. “Is Mummy still irate with me?”

“Uh-huh,” Cinna answered with a nod.

“Well, you can tell her I don't regret what I did,” Wendall said. He wasn't talking about burning the church—though he didn't regret that either. Two days ago, he located the device that activated the boys' bracelets and tossed it overboard. Without that device, The Grand Mother had no way to control her charges. Because he had no love for the young men of  Lady Flora's Convent, Hiro sided with the Mother and tossed her adversary into the airship's holding cell, where Wendall had remained for more than twenty-four hours.

Wendall took a monstrous bite of quiche and grinned as he chewed. Cinna's eyebrow raised as she watched him.

“Why do you look so... devious?” she asked.

Food tumbled around his mouth as he replied, “Oh, I always look like this.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and dusted crumbs from his shirt. “Hey, do you think you can get the key from Ashiwhatsit?”

“Ashitaka,” Cinna overenunciated the name. “Is it really that hard to pronounce?”

“No. It's more like I don't care to learn it,” Wendall confessed. “Having said that, I would memorize the names of his entire family if it got me out of here. Did you know there are rats down here? I wonder if they realize they're on an airship in the sky.”

“There aren't any rats.”

“No, there are!” Wendall insisted. “I've given them names. Bartrand and Sally. Bartrand's the dumb one. He has a tendency to hit the wall. If you don't believe me, you can see their droppings over there, in the corner.”

He directed her attention to the opposite side of his cell, where a scattering of curious pebbles supported his claim.

“I'm not going to bother Ash for the key,” Cinna said. “They're releasing you when we reach La Marguerite Royale. We'll be there tomorrow.”

“I can't wait,” Wendall claimed, though she doubted he was serious. “Benedict said there are whorehouses in La Marguerite Royale. Is that true?”

“It probably is... but you're not going to a whorehouse, Wendall!” Cinna exclaimed. “You know The Mother would never allow that.”

“Do I care?” Wendall laughed. “Without those bracelets, she has no power over us. She knows it, I know it, and all the boys know it. That's why she's so angry with me.”

“The other boys have agreed to follow her when she leaves the airship,” Cinna told him.

“I know... and it doesn't surprise me. They have no backbone, no plan, and no will of their own,” Wendall said. “I'm not going anywhere with that bitch. I'd be a beggar on the street before I'd follow her.”

“I feel sorry for them,” Cinna said. “They've never really had a life of their own, outside of the convent. They follow her because she's all they've ever known.”

“And they're spineless,” Wendall added. “I'll take my chances with you... because you do intend to hire me, yes?”

Cinna slowly shook her head. “I, uh...”

“You'll hire me,” Wendall stated it like a fact. “And you should make room on your new airship for Rhys as well. I imagine he'll be sticking to your sister like glue.”
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“Quick, Cinna, bring the flowers!” exclaimed Ashitaka, snapping his fingers to get his unwilling accomplice to move faster. Cinna ran to his side and held out the box of thirty red roses. While it seemed like a lot, he didn't have nearly enough flowers for all four hundred and seventy-six adoring fans who had gathered at the city gates to watch the Buoyant Bessie's return to the capital. He had announced his upcoming arrival less than an hour ago, but it was more than enough time for his loyalest fans to amass.

Ashitaka leaned over the rail and chucked his first flower to the crowd. “I love you!” he cried out as the rose sailed down.

“We love you, Ash!” four hundred females and a few dozen males screamed in unison. Ash blew a kiss and tossed another flower. The crowd went wild.

“I think I'm going to throw up in my mouth,” mumbled a grimacing Cinna. “If they knew you, I don't think they'd go quite so crazy.”

“Why's that? You don't think I'm a good person?” Ash asked, sounding slightly offended. He tossed two flowers at once. Below them, a young lady crawled onto her friend's back to catch the flowers first.

“No, I mean... you're a good person, but you're also a normal person, just like anyone else,” Cinna said. “I'm not sure what you've done to deserve this much adulation.”

Besides looking gorgeous, her mind added. Maybe that was enough?

“Perhaps you'll see my appeal one day, Cinnabar,” Ash said.

“I do see the appeal. You're a good-looking guy, but... I can't imagine going this wild for you or anyone. To each his own, I guess.”

“I have a photo shoot this afternoon at two o'clock,” Ash suddenly blurted. “Would you like to join me?”

“I can't,” Cinna shot him down. “As much as I'd love to stand around and watch you look pretty for the camera, I need to keep an eye on Wendall. I don't know what the Grand Mother plans to do when we land.”

“You're not his babysitter, you know.” Ash ran his lips across the petals of a bright red flower. When he tossed the kissed flower to his fans, a few girls were almost trampled in the fight for it.

“I know that! Duh! But I'm still worried about him,” Cinna argued.

“You need to consider the possibility that Wendall might not be worthy of your concern,” Ash suggested. “Did you ever think, perhaps, that woman's reaction to him might be entirely justified? Maybe he's just an asshole?”

“Maybe... I dunno.” Cinna shrugged. “But I still feel somewhat responsible for him, for whatever reason.”

Ash grew tired of tossing flowers, so he seized the box and dumped the rest of its contents over the reverent spectators below him. Flowers rained on the heads of countless screaming ladies. An overzealous teenage girl caught a flower and promptly passed out. No one helped her to her feet—rather, her fellow fans acted like scavengers and fought to pry the flower from her hand.

“Your fans are crazy,” Cinna noted.

“Indeed. But I do love them,” Ash said, waving farewell to his many idolizers. With a toss of his hair, he retreated from the side of the deck and returned to the mess hall, where he finished a slice of strawberry cheesecake.

As soon as Bessie touched down at the skyport, Ashitaka hopped into an aircab and flew to his photo shoot. Before a single photo was snapped, he spent an hour in the hands of stylists, who shaped his eyebrows and perfected his hair. As they plucked and primped, he was interviewed by three magazine editors—one from Boys magazine, one from Gears magazine, and one from Tinkerer's Weekly. They took turns asking questions, and he answered all of them with thinly veiled apathy.  

The interviewer from Gears asked, “When you're on long flights with your brother, what's the one thing you can't live without?”

“Candy,” Ash replied. “Cake, candy, and a good pair of sunglasses. Unfortunately, Hiro's always around... I could live without him.”

The interviewer from Boys asked, “Is it true you're dating the princess?”

Ash gave the most sensible answer he possibly could—one that wouldn't inflame the princess or his fans. “Princess Lysa and I are good friends and I appreciate her support.”

The interviewer from Tinkerer's Weekly asked, “What's the one thing about Buoyant Bessie that sets her apart from other airships?”

Ash answered with a chuckle, “Nothing.”

“Nothing?” Though the interview chuckled, his laughter was tinged with disappointment. “Surely there's something?”

“Not really. I mean, everyone wants to believe they have the best airship in the world, but who really does? Bessie's a fine ship, but there's nothing that sets her apart from anything else.”

The three interviewers asked a total of twenty-one questions, and by the end of it, Ash was more than ready to move on and pose for a camera. He wore bell bottom breeches, a sheer scarf, and a jean jacket covered in safety pins. He spent a minute or two staring at himself in a mirror, silently approving the look.

Lights and cameras swarmed around him, snapping pictures from every angle. He stood in front of a large fan, letting his long hair whirl around him. He looked beautiful. Cameras loved him. They devoured him.

Ash's day was somewhat ruined when Princess Lysa turned up at his photo shoot. He had just reached the capital, after all, and he was hoping to avoid her for a day or two.

“Ash!” Lysa called to him, waving furiously. “Ash... ohhh, Ash, I'm heeere!”

Lysa looked a bit sillier than usual, which was no small feat. She had three pigtails, green-tinted glasses, and a purse shaped like a wrench. Her cherry red lipstick extended beyond her lips, and had been drawn in the shape of a heart. She wore tiny gemstones over each eyebrow, and glittery eyeliner around each eye.

He acknowledged her with a wave, but said nothing. Behind his back, he crossed his fingers and prayed she would disappear.

She didn't.

“Ash, I brought lunch!” Lysa cried, raising her wrench-shaped purse. “It's tuna salad... your favorite! The sandwiches got a bit squished and they're a little bit soggy, but I think they're okay. I'll wait for you, okay? I'll wait right over here!”

Lysa sat on a bench and crossed her legs, which were covered in bright, striped leggings. Her coat looked like a hobo's coat—it was covered in patches that didn't match.

“Yooo hoooo! Ash! Did you hear me?” Lysa called to him. “You'll have lunch with me, won't you?”

“Yeah, yeah...” Ash mumbled.

“Goodie!” Lysa cried. “I'm so glad you're back! I've missed you! You're not mad that I'm here, are you?”

“Nah,” he lied.

When Lysa spoke, she spoke loudly—loud enough for the entire room to hear her every word. The photographers wore frowns on their faces, but no one could ask the princess to hush.

“You look goooood, Ash!” Lysa cried. “But, like... duh, right? You always look good!”

“Thanks,” Ash murmured a sheepish reply.

“I heard about Gilgamech!” Lysa exclaimed. “Good on you, taking that thing down!”

“I didn't actually do anything,” Ash interjected, but the princess only heard what she wanted to hear. In her eyes, Ashitaka was a hero.

“I sent some folks to salvage the wreckage,” Lysa said. “I'm not going to repair Gilgamech, but I'm taking some of his old parts
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