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Adar – Father (Formal)
Adara – Mother (Formal)
Adda – Dad/Daddy (Term of endearment)
Amil – Mom/Mama (Term of endearment)
An Bhanrion - The Queen (High Queen) of Eyru’s Lands
Ard Bhanrionsa - Heir to An Bhanrion
Arancrist – The King’s Great Sword of Truth (Connor’s Sword)
H.A.G.S. – Heroes are Actually Girl Soldiers, Fiona, Menta Kai and Talia’s “Warrior Sorority” (for lack of a better term) identified by their forehead to heart Celtic scrollwork tattoos.
Laoch Bàn - The White Rage, white hot, all consuming Deep Magical fury weapon of Yalerius clan Elven women.
Melda – beloved
Melin er – dear one
Mellon - close friend
Nin Mel – my love
Sister-Friend – Unique strong bond between female Best Forever Friends exhibited by Tessa and both Lona and Sinead, Ciliren and Lianeth, Menta Kai and Arianna, and Fiona and Alistronia, among others.
Skystormer – Ruling family of Drohana in Eldaria
Tar (name) – Queen (name)
Téigh le Dia – Go with God
Yalerius (Yaleria – feminine form) – Ruling clan of the
Aerielands
Wynfarin – Ruling family dynasty of Gewellyn




Chapter one
The Amazing Young Women of the Air


Tessa thought, just for a moment, that she might get sick. It wasn’t the height that bothered Tessa Chart, it was the forward motion while looking through binoculars at this altitude. Still, the view of the Aerielands’ forest-covered northern mountains was nothing short of spectacular. The redheaded cartographer took a another look through the field glasses that Lord Truthbearer, Connor Clark had loaned to her, turned back to the drawing table and sketched rapidly what she had just observed.  
“Wow,” Talindra Aradove, the airship’s First Mate commented as she glanced at the map around Tessa’s shoulder. “You are almost as good as my father’s photograph machine. Where did you learn to draw like that?”
The redheaded cartographer enjoyed the compliment. “Lordess Kitlaen says it’s a gifting from Lordabove, and I think Queen Fiona and her mother feel the same way. To me, it’s just something I was born with. My Papa back in Danedryl has been a mapmaker all of his life, and my grandfather, and his father before him. We have been making maps for the Skystormers and other travelers in Eldaria for generations. It wasn’t until I met Princess Lona that I started to realize that it was anything more than a talent I was born with. What do you call Lordabove here in the Aerielands again?”
Talindra gave Tessa a questioning look and then realized what she was asking. “You mean Creator? Creator and the Great Lion, the Father, and his Son in the heavenlies. Lady Iolena says that our Creator, your Lordabove, and Queen Fiona’s Heavenly Father are all the same being, just different names for different places.”
Tessa nodded. “Lona tried to explain it to me, but she also said that if I wanted to learn more, I should talk to Queen Fiona, the Bishop Reverend Mother of the Faithful. Have you met her?”
Talindra chuckled. “I should think so.” She ran her hand down the left side of her face from above her eyes to the top of her uniform tunic and a line of Celtic scrollwork emerged.  
Tessa’s eyes widened. “You’re a HAG?” 
The other woman laughed out loud. “It’s HAGS, not hag. Heroes Are Actually Girl Soldiers. All of the female Rangers are part of the HAGS. Commander Alenia requires us to keep the tattoos subdued, but they are there. I think the only ones who wear them openly all the time are Queen Fiona and Princess Abilynn, and of course they were both raised in Ireland.”
“Have you ever been there, Ireland I mean?”
“Just briefly for Fiona and Berian’s and Glynis and Anyon’s wedding. It looks like a very beautiful place from what I saw.” 
“Oh, it is,” Tessa smiled at the memory. “Abby, Princess Abilynn, and Lona took me there before all of this,” she gestured around the airship, “was decided. We had quite the adventure with leprechauns, trooping fairies, and a type of werewolf called Wolfen. It was all very exciting, but it’s a beautiful country.
Talindra nodded toward the bow of the airship. “Father wants to know where you want to go next.”
“How far are we from Aerielands Castle?” Tessa asked.
Talindra shrugged. “At this speed, a half hour maybe a little longer. Did you want to stop there for the night?”
“I think so. Princess Lona is there with Queen Kailee, excuse me, Menta Kai. It would be nice to see her.”
“I don’t think you’re going to have to wait half an hour for that, my Lady.” She smiled and indicated over Tessa’s shoulder. The redhead turned to see a Golden Falcon and two bald eagles flying alongside the Aeronaut, the airship Tessa was riding in. Her eyes lit up and she waved at the falcon excitedly. The bird responded by doing a series of loops and then flying alongside the airship door.
“Do you mind-speak, Tessa?” Talindra queried.
“Yes, but not very well. Why?”
“I do, but of course I’m an elf. Your best friend wants to come on board.” She turned and yelled back to her father, Doctor Alden Wicker, at the helm of the airship. “Permission to open the port hatch, Pa?”
Doctor Wicker pulled on a lever and the airship started to lose speed. “Permission granted, Lindy. Have Tessa help you.”
The two young women grappled with the big door and pulled it to the side, allowing the falcon and one of the eagles to enter the ship. The bigger bird found a convenient perch and landed, watching her charge intently. As soon as she was in the ship, the falcon shifted back to elf form, the beautiful blonde High Princess Lona Yaleria-Brice, Tessa’s best forever friend. The two young women embraced, and then Lona turned and hugged Talindra as well.
“Hey, Teacher. I see that Tia Leni cut you loose for a few days.” Before she became one of the Borderland Rangers, Talindra had been Lona’s tutor and the two of them enjoyed a close friendship because of it.
“It’s part of my job,” Lindy shrugged. “Your aunt wants a Ranger to accompany Tessa wherever she goes. We are going to pick up my husband at Caer Aerie and the rest of the crew at Great Forest Castle. Wait until you see what she was working on.”
“That’s part of why I’m here,” Lona beamed. “Tess does all the hard work and then I just add the embellishments.” She wrapped her arm around her friend’s shoulder. “Besides, it gives me a chance to be with her.”
Doctor Wicker had secured the wheel and joined the young women on the foredeck. He bowed to Princess Lona. “Welcome aboard, Your Highness. We were actually headed toward Aerielands Castle, but we do have quarters right here on board the Aeronaut if you don’t mind sharing a room with Talindra and Tessa.”
Lona grinned. “I don’t know. I’ve shared a room with Tessa before and she snores.” Tessa batted Lona with her hand.
“And the Princess talks in her sleep. Argues with somebody even.”
“Probably my mother,” Lona said ruefully, but before the others could ask which one, she continued, “Don’t ask. It could’ve been any one of the three. I love my Mamas but sometimes a girl’s just got to have fun again. I suppose that’s why Creator gave me Abby,” she smiled, “and you,” she hugged Tessa. Princess Abilynn Enya Yaleria-Brice was Lona’s older half-sister and her other best friend, the daughter of Queen Fiona and Lord Berian Brice, who was also Lona’s brother.
“So, you do have permission to be here, right?” Doctor Wicker looked at Lona with a parent’s eyes.
“Zedra,” she glanced at her Guardian eagle, “wouldn’t have let me come if Amil hadn’t allowed it, so yes, I do have permission. I’m here to help my best friend make maps, and to prepare all of you for a surprise.” Tessa looked at her, but Lona just arced her eyebrows and smiled.
“Felicity is down in the galley preparing dinner. Lindy, go let your mother know that there will be one,” he glanced at Zedra, who actually shook her head, “more at the dinner table.”
“One of the Eagles will stay with me as long as I’m on the Aeronaut, probably Zedra,” Lona explained at the dinner table. “When we get close to Caer Aerie, Zed is Mama Fi’s Guardian, so he will return to the caer.” Lona glanced around before continuing. “Zedra is almost as bad as my Tia Ali. If I misbehave when I’m in falcon form, I can count on Zedra correcting me the way an eagle would correct an eaglet. I suppose it’s the only way she knows.”
“I hear you, Lovely Lona,” came a voice from up the gangway. “I only discipline you when you need it, Love. It’s what Mistress Fiona and Mistress Alistronia have told me to do.”
Lona blushed. “I know. I love you, Zedra.”
“And I love you, Lona,” the Eagle replied. “I would give my life for you, Mistress Lona.” The tall Eagle came down the stairs in elf form and smiled reprovingly at her charge.
“I know you would,” Lona replied softly. “I hope it never comes to that again, Zedra.” Zedra just nodded.
“Would you care to join us for dinner, Zedra?” Felicity Aradove asked. “We have plenty of food, and obviously,” she added, gesturing around the almost empty galley, “plenty of space.”
“Thank you, my Lady, but even though I am in Elven form, I am still an Eagle and must eat what Eagles eat. I would like a little water if I may?”
“Of course. Can you use a glass?” Zedra and Lona both cracked large grins, as Felicity realized her faux pas. She shook her head. “I’m sorry, I’m not used to shapeshifters and I’m a little verbally clumsy.” She handed a glass of water to Zedra, who sipped from it quietly.
“Now, Lona, no lies, no fibs, no secrets.” Tess looked at the princess. “You know the rules; out with it! What’s this big surprise that you have for us?” Lona looked across the table at Doctor Wicker.
“Do you want to tell them, or do you want me to?” she asked the inventor.
“How about, I tell them my part and you tell them yours? Will that work?”
“That works for me,” Lona replied. “Go ahead.”
“Lindy, your mother and I have been talking, and you’ve gotten a very strong recommendation from Commodore Sparo. How would you feel about taking command of the Aeronaut for as long as Tessa needs it?”
Talindra looked shocked. “Pa are you sure? I mean, this thing is your baby other than me. Do you really think I’m ready for a command? What would you do if I’m going to be flying around in your airship, and we need to get Captain Alenia’s permission, wouldn’t we?” The words came spilling out.
“That’s part of why I’m here, Talindra,” Lona put her hand on her friend’s hand. “Tia Leni, your Captain, has given you and Tror a leave of absence from the Borderland Rangers for as long as Sub-Commander Chart requires you.”
“She has?”
“What do you mean, Sub-Commander?” Tessa asked simultaneously.
Alden and Felicity leaned back in their chairs and smiled at the exchange going on between the young women. When his daughter looked back at him, the airship’s commander handed her an envelope bearing the seal of the Royal Gewellyn Navy. “Open this, Captain.”
Talindra took the envelope hesitantly and used her dinner knife to break the seal. She looked at the contents, shook her head, and passed it to Tessa.
Tessa’s eyes widened as she read the communiqué. “The letter is signed by both Desara Sparo, and Alenia Yaleria, appointing you as Acting Captain of the Aeronaut, and me as the mission commander, with the rank of Sub-Commander.” She paused, and then looked up at Lona. “Is this the surprise you were talking about?”
“Read the letter all the way through, Love.”
If it was possible, Tessa’s eyes got even wider. “It appoints Tror, Talindra’s husband, Kipling of the Azure Havens and Enesneth Orora, husband and wife, and,” Tessa stopped and looked at Lona. “Really? With us?” Lona nodded her famous really big nod. “Did you get down this far in the letter?” she asked Talindra, who raised her eyebrows and shook her head. “Your executive officer is going to be one Nathaniel Yalerius-Clark.” She let out a low whistle. “This just got very interesting.”
“I thought you liked my Uncle Natty?” Lona chided her friend, knowing just how much the cartographer did like the Prince of the Great Forest Realm.
Tessa rolled her eyes. “I do, a lot, and you know that. Whose idea was it for him to be part of the crew, anyhow?”
“Kind of everybody’s,” Lona replied. “Between Doctor Wicker, Commodore Sparo, my grandparents, Tia Leni, Shannon, Lochlain, and my mamas, it was pretty much unanimous that Natty was the right choice.”
“A bit of illumination, if I may,” Alden Wicker offered. “For a number of reasons, Lord Connor, Queen Iolena, Queen Fiona and High Queen Kai Lee feel that, while they are thrilled to have their son and brother here with them, they feel that he doesn’t exactly fit into the Song of Prophecy. It speaks numerous times of Menta Kai, Fiona, Princess Abilynn, and High Princess Lona. Not by name, mind you, but what their role and the role of the other sisters will be before the end of all days. It never mentions a brother.”
“That doesn’t bode very well for Nathaniel, does it?” Tessa asked.
“Lady Fiona brought that up, but as we all know there are parts of the Song that have not been interpreted yet. Indeed, there may well be parts of it that haven’t even been located or are in that blasted library in Ellandaril. Lord Hrodebert wasn’t very forthcoming about that, either.”
“Do you accept the appointments, Talindra and Tessa?”
“You still haven’t told me what you’re going to do, Pa. Somehow I don’t see you just taking it easy, particularly if Tror and I are gallivanting around the Nine Worlds, instead of trying to make a baby, a grandchild.” Wicker and his wife had moved from Gewellyn City to Aerie Village at Caer Aerie when Talindra and Tror had talked about starting a family.
Her father shook his head. “We are going to take a tropical vacation, all-expenses-paid by King Lochlain Wynfarin and Commodore Desara Sparo.”
“I presume that will be a working vacation, then,” Talindra grinned. “Mama, make sure he manages to get a little bit of rest in.”
“Oh, trust me, my dear, your father will get plenty of rest, even if I have to haul the good Commodore out of our cabana by her long, pointed ears. I only agreed to it with the condition that he only works on the commodore’s airships part-time.” Felicity stood up from the table. “Is everyone ready for some dessert? I made a celebratory cake, for our new Captain, Sub-Commander, and vacationer.” She eyed her husband before retreating into the galley kitchen.
Lieutenant Nathaniel Celedar Yalerius-Clark looked up at the Aeronaut as he approached from the stern, where he was less likely to be noticed before he was ready. He remembered the history behind this, the first ever airship in the “Three Civilized Worlds,” Gewellyn, Eldaria, and the Aerielands. When the airship’s inventor, Doctor Alden Wicker had proudly shown the vessel to Nathaniel’s father, Connor Clark, for the first time, it had been little more than a 75-foot brigantine borrowed from Wicker’s friend, the then privateer Desara Sparo, suspended beneath an oblong balloon. Now, a decade later, it was almost 150 feet long and the brig had been raised into the semirigid lifting structure. The airship was over a third as tall as it was long, with a three-deck superstructure beneath the massive silver envelope. From where he stood, Nathaniel could see the windows that he presumed made up the officer’s quarters in the stern of the airship and a cluster of eight curious looking cylinders jutting out just below them. As he walked forward toward the gangway, the Lieutenant admired the steam powered propeller screws, and the neatly folded wind sails directly in front of them. He squared his shoulders and climbed up the narrow walkway to the gunwale gate. “Permission to come on board, Captain,” Nathaniel Clark saluted Talindra at the open door to the Aeronaut.
“Shall we grant him permission, Sub-Commander?” the Captain’s eyes danced is she looked to Tessa.
“Well, we’re certainly not going to get anywhere with him hanging halfway out the door. Permission granted, Lieutenant. Welcome on board the Aeronaut.” Nathaniel started forward as if to hug Tessa, but she stopped him with her next question. “If you would please, explain to Captain Aradove and myself your qualifications for the position of Executive Officer, other than your being the son of the Truthbearer?”
“Tessa,” Lona admonished, “that’s not fair. Adda Connor would not have recommended him for this assignment if he wasn’t qualified for it. You know my grandfather.” She stopped and looked at her uncle. “Uncle Nathaniel, I admit, however, I am curious why you are here, but I am glad that you are.”
Nathaniel quickly turned and hugged his niece. “Thank you, Pumpkin. I’m glad to see you too. Sub-Commander?” He looked at Tessa. “I thought we parted as friends, Tessa Chart?”
“We did,” she replied somewhat coolly. “But I still believe that the ship’s captain has the right to know what your qualifications are.”
“Fair enough,” he said to her, and turned to Talindra. “Captain Aradove, Aviator Lieutenant First Class Nathaniel Celedar Yalerius-Clark, graduate of the Gewellyn Naval Academy in Sailinto, having served on the GSS Taitneamha and the GSS Minotaur while I was in the Academy, the GSS Celantine under the command of Senior Captain Tito Dafydd, and most recently, the GSA StarFire under the command of Admiral, excuse me, Commodore Desara Sparo and also having trained with Colonel Darien and the Naval Rangers, reporting for duty, ma’am.”
“The Gewellyn Naval Academy in Sailinto?” Talindra eyed him curiously. “I’ve never heard of that school.”
Natty chuckled. “That’s because it will be established in about fifty years. Remember, in terms of the calendar, I won’t be born for another thirty years or so. I’m approximately a hundred and ten years older than Queen Fiona, at least birth date wise. King Lochlain, Queen Tanya Joy, and Admiral Sparo felt that Gewellyn needed a place to train military officers, much like Queen Shannon’s Law Enforcement Academy in Polana.”
“Uncle Nathaniel, are you sure that you’re supposed to talk about these things?” Lona looked doubtful. “I mean, how is it that my cousin TJ is a Queen along with her mother, Tia Shannon?”
Nathaniel stretched his neck and inhaled. “Apologies, Lona, however I will answer your question in simple terms. Tanya Joy will serve as Queen alongside her mother, just as you and Abilynn will both do so alongside Menta Kai and Fiona, but that is a good number of years in the future. Although my memory of critical events was purged by the act of Confession, I still retain my skills and abilities, and know how I got them.” He turned back to Talindra and handed her a packet of papers. “My commission, training records, and my Masters License for oceangoing vessels. I have experience with aircraft and airships as well.”
“I’m satisfied,” Talindra said to Tessa, after examining the papers. “How about you?”
Tessa’s shoulders slumped and she nodded. “I’m sorry, Natty. I didn’t mean,” she trailed off.
“Tess, according to Kipper, what I told you last time we met was the same thing you told him when he was interested in you. I like you, and I like you a lot, but someday Kip is going to have a sister and although he and his parents don’t know it, we have committed ourselves to each other. A hundred and thirty years is a long time, and things may change for you, for me, and for Silva, but for now I’m not looking to get into a relationship. However, I do want to be friends with you as well as to serve here, with you. That’s why I wanted Commodore Sparo and King Lochlain to consider me for this position. Can we do that?”
Tessa nodded. “We can do that. Again, I’m sorry, but I really do like you. Potentially, more than that, but I do understand. Just one more question though; how did you get your commission papers if the school won’t even open for fifty years?”
“That’s a question I’m ready for,” Nathaniel acknowledged. “Remember how you are the Official Cartographer of the Library of Ellandaril?” Tessa nodded. “Remember how the library spans time? In a rare moment of generosity, Lord Hrodebert was able to locate the records of the Naval Academy,” he chuckled again. “Actually, a bunch of Naval Academies mostly on Terra, including Annapolis in Adda Connor’s homeland, Britannia in England, where Skye in from, the Russian Naval Academy in St. Petersburg, Starfleet Academy in San Francisco, and several others across the Nine Worlds, including Sailinto. The records were in there.”
“Nathaniel?”
“Yes, Tessa,” he answered with a smile.
“You can hug me now. I’m a hugger,” The two of them embraced, and she pecked him on the cheek.
“I do remember that about you, Tessa Chart. You are and always will be a hugger.”




Chapter two
Dragon-Wraith


“How long are you going to be with us, Lona?” Nathaniel asked his niece the next morning. 
“Not long enough,” Lona bemoaned. “If I wasn’t the Great High Princess of All the Elves in the Nine Worlds, I could spend more time with my best forever friend, but duty calls, as they say. Abby and I are going with Tanya Joy for a meeting of the High Council of Gewellyn with Lochlain and Shannon.” She eyed Natty skeptically. “After I leave, you and Tessa are the only single people on the airship. Where are you going to be sleeping?”
Nathaniel smiled. “Not in Tessa’s cabin, if that’s what you’re implying. Kipper put me in a small private cabin in the aft of the ship. I even have a window to see where we’ve been, looking out over the stern.”
“Not that it’s any of my business, but then again I’m not known for minding my own business,” Lona smiled coyly. “You do like Tessa, don’t you?”
“I do, and much like she said to Kip in Ellandaril, at another time it might have amounted to something.” He shrugged. “You never know, Pumpkin, it still may. I won’t dismiss it, but you don’t need to play matchmaker for us. Creator has a grand plan for each of our lives. I even knew who you were going to marry, because I was about thirty years old when you reached the Age of Accountability.”
Lona raised her eyebrows. “Can’t you at least give me a hint, so I don’t make any serious blunders?”
Natty shook his head. “First, that would be cheating, and second, that was one of the things I had Stormbringer clear from my memory. I will tell you one thing,” he grinned. “You are going to have multiple suitors, and I do believe that the choice you will make will be the right one.”
Lona smiled. “May I say the same of you, Nathaniel Clark.”
“Don’t pay any attention to her,” Tessa commented as she came up behind them. “She has tried to get me married off several times already.”
“I know,” Nathaniel agreed. “She was just pointing out that you and I are the only single people on the airship now, after she leaves. She wondered if I was going to move into your room?”
Tessa cocked an eyebrow. “Now that Lindy and Tror are in Doctor Wicker’s old quarters, there’s plenty of space. I’m Eldarian and you’re an elf, so I know modesty isn’t a big issue.”
“Half elf,” he reminded her, “We had mixed quarters at the Academy, but I’m fine where I am, no offense intended.”
“None taken, Natty, but the offer stands. Enesneth has breakfast ready down in the galley, so I relieve your watch. Lona and I will be working on maps anyhow.”
Nathaniel nodded. “Out of curiosity, Tess, are we going to take on more crew at some point?”
“Probably. Lindy feels we should have at least four more hands for an extended ocean crossing. We will stop in both Gewellyn Port and Sailinto, and interview possible candidates. Your aft quarters won’t be that lonesome after that. She said she would talk to you about it at breakfast.”
“Just as long as they don’t snore too loud,” he said as he headed down for breakfast.
“Since all of you are here now,” Talindra looked around the center galley table at the Aeronaut’s small crew, “I’d like to go over the duties beyond supporting Tessa. I’m the Captain and Natty is the Executive Officer, or XO. Tror is the First Mate. The three of us are responsible for the ship’s operations. Right now, Kip and Esse, you’re the crew, but that will change when we get to Gewellyn Port. Natty and I will be meeting with Commodore Sparo and Captain Snee. I hope we will be taking on at least four able-bodied airmen, an engineer, and two Naval Rangers who have experience on the Starfire fleet. At that point, your role changes to mostly supporting the mapmaker. The Aeronaut can be run by as few as four, but we can carry as many as twenty crew and four passengers comfortably,” she said indicating the other two tables in the galley. “In an emergency, we could carry six more using these tables as beds.”
“Can we take on a cook? Enesneth asked. “We can do the cooking, but it’s going to get pretty monotonous after a week or two.”
“If you can hold on until we reach Sailinto, the Nichanovas have given us contacts there. We’ll see if we can get a cook in addition to a ship’s healer.” The captain looked at Natty. “XO, one of your very first tasks is to design and build an open afterdeck, large enough for a Great Eagle to land on, so we don’t have to open the hatchway every time an eagle rider or a shapeshifter wants to join us.”
“Just a normal doorway onto the deck, then?” Nathaniel asked.
Talindra nodded. “One other thing; Right now, we’re all friends, so we don’t need to use rank, but we may have to revisit that policy when we take on additional crew.”
“What about Tessa?” Enesneth asked. “How does a ‘sub-commander’ fit into our rank structure?”
“I think that the easiest way to explain it is that I command the Aeronaut, but Tessa commands the expedition. Again, among the six of us it isn’t as important. Tessa is all about navigation. My job is to get us there.”
“What about princes and princesses?” Kip asked, looking at Nathaniel.
“Can I answer that, if I may?” Natty asked Talindra, who nodded. “One hundred thirty years from now, you are my best friend, and you know me a lot better than you do now, Kip. You’ll learn that I don’t care that I am the Prince of the Great Forest Realm any more than Commander Alenia does as it’s princess. Getting away from all of that was the other reason I asked to be considered for this position. That, and I wanted to be with you, Esse, and Tessa, my best friends in my time. Lona, Abby, and Tanya Joy are different. They have responsibilities. I had always planned to be a Navy aviator, an officer, just not in this time. Since ours is a matriarchal society, I’ll let my sisters do what they were born to do. I am just happy to be here on the Aeronaut.”
“Hear, hear,” came Tessa’s voice from behind Natty, as she came down from the upper deck. Her eyes sparkled. “I’m glad you’re here, and I am very glad to hear that we are best friends in your time. Am I married by then?”
“As I said to Lona earlier, that would be cheating,” he grinned. “You will just have to wait and see how Lordabove blesses you, Tess.”
“Yes,” she smiled. “I suppose I will.” She looked at Talindra, “We’re approaching the sky-portal to Gewellyn, Captain.”
“Okay. XO, you have the helm. Tror, Kip, fold the sails. Everyone knows their jobs; have at it!” One by one they headed back up on the deck until only Talindra and Tessa were left below deck.
“What do you think about him?” Tessa asked.
“His focus is very much like Lord Connor’s. I think he’ll be a good officer.” She looked at her friend. “Anything more is going to take time, Tessa. The two of you didn’t get off to a very good start, and there is always the girl back in his time.”
“Silva,” Tessa sighed. 
“Besides, Red,” Lindy commented, “Like I told you last night, you may just be disappointed that he didn’t swoon over you like every other man you meet.” Tessa made a face, and the two of them climbed the steps to the main deck.
“Steady as she goes, Natty. Dead center on the sky-portal.” Talindra guided her new Executive Officer. “The closer to the center we get, the less turbulence the ship will experience.”
“Understood,” Natty replied. Although four years at the Naval Academy and then several on shipboard had prepared him for this, Nathaniel also understood that his captain was not just the commanding officer, but the daughter of the man who had invented this airship. It was personal to Talindra. He also wanted to prove to her, and to Tessa Chart, that he wasn’t there simply because of some Yalerius family nepotism. Then his eye caught something on the other side of the portal.
“Hard right rudder, brace for collision!” Natty bellowed. “Lona, get Zed inside the ship, now! Help her with the hatch, Kip!” Talindra and Tessa turned as a unit to demand an answer for Nathaniel’s order, when they too saw what was coming at them from the opposite side.
“XO, hold hard right. Tror, drop four bags of ballast! Kipling, is Zed on board? Good! Shut that hatch!” Talindra fired off orders like the Captain she was. Relieved of the ballast, the Aeronaut shot up, gaining altitude rapidly, and they watched the dark shape passed beneath them, seemingly oblivious to its near collision with the airship.
“What in the worlds was that?” Talindra and Tessa questioned almost simultaneously.
Nathaniel raised his eyebrows. “You mean you’ve never seen a dragon-wraith?”
“A what?” Tessa questioned.
“A dragon-wraith,” Natty replied. “Seriously? Lona, have either of my sisters ever mentioned these to you?”
“Seriously, Uncle,” the Princess replied with an edge to her voice. “I think I would remember being told about something like that.”
“Kip? Enesneth?” Kip shook his head, but something in Enesneth’s eyes caught Nathaniel’s attention. “Esse? You’ve seen them before, haven’t you?” The Librarian gave a small nod.
“They’re evil, very evil,” she replied in almost a whisper. When everyone, including her husband gave her a look requiring an explanation, she continued, “When Lord Starion allied himself with the Dark Lord, three of those dragon riders appeared over Ellandaril. That was when Bob, Lord Hrodebert, sealed off the Library from Starion and Dhark. In retaliation, they spread the covering over all of the Old World and the Durglad. But,” she paused and looked at Kip, “I’ve never seen one since that day, almost 1000 years ago.”
Nathaniel inhaled. “You’re fortunate, Esse. They have become a plague upon the good worlds, what are known as the Three Civilized Worlds; Gewellyn, the Aerielands, Eldaria, and the time that I come from.” He put his hand to his head. “It’s a memory I could have done without, but evidently Grayhaven Stormbringer felt I needed to remember the face of my enemy.”
“Are you saying that those creatures followed you here from the future?” Tessa asked.
Natty shook his head. “No, they didn’t come with me. They were here when Ellandaril went dark, and they will be here in much greater numbers in the century to come.”
“It has to have seen us,” Talindra reasoned. “If they are so evil, and we’re carrying the Prince of the Great Forest Realm and the Great High Princess of All the Elves with us, why did it just pass us by?”
“Because” Nathaniel explained, “we were not its mission. Dragon-wraiths take their orders directly from the Dark Lord, Declan Dhark, and the one that he serves. I’m sure we registered in its sight as an obstacle, but it would have either gone through us and destroyed the Aeronaut in the process, or possibly avoided us. For now, we were not a priority to it.”
“What do you suggest we do now, Lieutenant?” Captain Aradove queried.
“Cutting hard right should’ve taken us towards Aerielands Castle. I know it can be done, but I would really prefer to not go through the sky portal at night, knowing that those things are out there. They are creatures of darkness. We’re not. Lona, is Kai at Aerielands or is she with our parents in Eldaria?”
“She should be there, with Nana and Adda Connor because they were going with her to the Gewellyn Council meeting.” She looked at her Uncle curiously. “Don’t you mind-speak?”
Natty shrugged. “Only a little bit better than her,” he replied indicating Tessa. “Amil and Fiona worked with me quite a bit when I was younger to try and develop it, but now I am probably the weakest mind-speaker in the family other than Shannon.”
Lona took this in and then nodded. “Amil Kai is still at Aerielands Castle, and she wants us to set down there as soon as we can.”




Chapter three
Southern Skies


Menta Kai was not only her Aerielands Castle home, but she was waiting impatiently when the Aeronaut landed just outside the walls of her castle. She started moving toward the vessel before the hatch was even opened, and engulfed Lona in a hug as soon as her daughter emerged from the ship, then she turned to Nathaniel. “I understand you saved the day, little brother.” 
“I was just doing what you and Adda assigned me to do, your Highness Big Sister.” Natty and Kai embraced.
She kissed her brother on the cheek with a smile. “I’ve never heard my title phrased quite that way, Prince Nathaniel.” Natty shrugged. “However, my soon-to-be husband has always referred to Abby’s soon-to-be husband as ‘your Prince-ship’. I could call you that, too, but you know we don’t use titles with family, Natty.”
“I know, Kailee” Natty shrugged “Besides, it wasn’t really your title. Sage and Anders wouldn’t happen to be here right now, would they?” Kai shook her head. “Too bad. I’d love to know if the two of them have ever encountered what we narrowly avoided up there.” He pointed skyward.
“What did you encounter up there, Son?” Connor and Iolena Clark came up from behind Menta Kai. The father and son embraced, and then Iolena gave her son a somewhat lengthier and tighter hug before looking up into his grey eyes.
“I know we can’t live your life for you, Nathaniel, but you are my only son, that I know of. Please, take care of yourself.”
“He was taking care of all of us, Nana, in my humble opinion,” Menta Kai snorted behind Lona’s back. She turned and shot her mother a glare. “Nana, Adda Connor, if Uncle Natty hadn’t spotted that thing, it probably would’ve rammed us.”
Connor nodded thoughtfully. “The right place at the right time. I’m pleased, but, of course, I really need to find out more about these dragon wraiths.” He turned to Talindra, Tessa, and the crew. “I’ve asked Tarbitha to set extra places at the dinner table. Lona mind-spoke that Natty wasn’t comfortable taking the ship through a sky portal at night with the possibility of more of those dragon riders appearing. I’d like to invite all of you to join us.”
Kip laughed. “If it will save us from another night of Esse’s cooking, on behalf of the entire crew, I accept.” Enesneth’s fist slammed into her husband’s shoulder, knocking him sideways. “Ow! Why did you do that?”
“I thought you said I was a good cook?”
“You are a good cook, Nin Mel, but you have a very limited repertoire. Maybe Lady Tarbitha can share some recipes with you?”
“You could always stop at the Golden Swan on your way south,” Lona suggested. “My Amil is an excellent cook, and I’m sure she’d be glad to share with you.”
“Captain Aradove?” Talindra looked up to see Lord Caldar Bree, the commander of both the Caer Aerie Mountain Fianna and the Aerielands Castle guard approaching her. “If your ship is secured, I can have our soldiers guard it so that your entire crew can enjoy dinner with Lord Truthbearer and his family.”
Talindra looked around at her crew, and her husband, Tror, responded, “It’s not going anywhere, Lindy. I want to replace the ballast we dropped, but gale force wind would not move it right now.” Talindra nodded.
“Lord Caldar?” Tessa asked. “Is your wife here as well?”
“She is on her way, Tessa Chart. She doesn’t know about this little misadventure yet, but she, Queen Fiona and Princess Abilynn are on their way here now.”
“I look forward to seeing her again,” Tessa replied. Tessa and Alistronia Skystormer-Bree had been friends since Tessa was a little girl, when Alistronia had been her babysitter.
“I am sure she will feel the same way,” Caldar replied.
“Then, if everything is secure, let’s make our way to the dining hall,” Menta Kai directed.
“Tessa, you can sit right here,” Lona directed, indicating a seat next to Nathaniel. “Talindra and Tror, here, Enesneth and Kip, here, and I will sit right here next to my mother.”
“What about your other mother?” came a voice with a distinctive Irish accent. “And your big sister and best friend?”
Lona spun around. “Amil Fi! You made it in time for dinner. Where is my big sister?”
“She is taking a few minutes to freshen up. She’ll be right here, Lona.” Fiona turned and embraced her brother. “That thing you saw, Natty, we saw it too. Telka mind-spoke from Caer Aerie and said she never saw any sign of it, so it either settled in the mountains or it got too dark to see.” She smiled warmly. “I know it’s only been a couple of days, but what do you think of serving on the Aeronaut?”
“So far, so good, Sis. If Lona is going with Kai to the Gewellyn Council meeting, it may go a little easier for Tessa and I.”
Fiona raised her eyebrows. “Is she playing the matchmaker again?” Natty nodded. “I think she does it almost subconsciously because she wants to see everyone happy, like Mum and Da, or Berian and I.”
“I understand that, but I’ve only been in this present for a short time, and I have neither forgotten the future, nor am I particularly looking for romantic entanglements.”
“Do you mind sitting with Tessa?” Fiona asked, mind-speaking.
“Absolutely not,” Nathaniel replied in kind. “I like her. We’re good friends, but she is also sort of my commanding officer.”
Fiona nodded slowly. “Abby will be here in just a couple minutes, and she usually has a good rein on Lona. I’ll cue her in. Besides, I think the tenor of this conversation is going to require more of Lona’s attention than matchmaking between you and her best friend.”
“Agreed. Is Berian going to be joining us?”
Fiona sighed, and then chuckled. “Eventually. He and his future son-in-law are bonding over a Stutz Bearcat.”
“I can’t believe that you still have that old Stutz.”
“What do you mean old? We just brought it from Ireland a couple of years ago.”
“Sorry,” Natty apologized. “I’ve got a learn not to think in future tense.”
“Understood. Yes, Berian insisted on driving the Bearcat from Caer Aerie to here, and Anders and Sage offered to go with him.” Fiona shrugged her shoulders. “Too bad it doesn’t seat four, you’d be right at home with them.”
“I probably would at that,” Nathaniel admitted. 
“It’s not a good omen,” Connor observed, after Nathaniel, Tessa, Talindra, and Enesneth had described their near encounter with the dragon-wraith. “The mere fact that it can enter into the Aerielands by way of a sky portal, and then isn’t seen by elf, man, or Great Eagles means that the entire Aerielands must be on guard.”
“Perhaps we should have given pursuit?” Talindra suggested. “After all, we are armed with a rotary canon and two swivel guns in the bow.”
“The course of action you took was the wiser one, Lindy,” Anders Wynfarin affirmed. He, Sage Kriskas, and Berian Brice had joined the dinner before it was half over. “Over the years since Connor has been here, there have been various signs of incursion into the Aerielands, particularly in the area of the Bridge Across the Stars. Possibly, it veered off to the east or west. But in addition to the black dragon itself, the wraith riding atop it carries powerful dark magic. Your weapons might have taken out the beast, but not the being that drove it.”
“Something akin to Weggar and his drake?” Connor asked, referring to the dragon-riding half-orc/half-Drow Warlock Goth they had driven from Gewellyn the previous year.
“Unfortunately, worse,” Anders answered. “The wraiths belong to the Dark Lord’s master, not Dhark himself. They will follow the commands of Declan Dhark until, and if, his ruler decides otherwise. The wraiths were Elves once, supposedly followers of the Dark Druid who were denied passage through the 10th Portal when the faded. They had sold their souls to the evil one, and he commands them.”
“I have sent out Rangers, Great Eagles, and the Krakara in search of the creature,” Fiona told the others. “It’s not exactly something that can hide, and we know that the forest will protect us, so it won’t venture there. I am concerned, Kai, about your upcoming trip to Gewellyn City.”
What are you thinking, Mum?” Abilynn asked her mother.
Fiona exhaled. “Natty says that the dragon-wraith appeared to be on a mission. What if that mission was to stop Menta Kai, Lona, and the rest of us from making it to the Council meeting in Gewellyn City?” Connor and Iolena looked at their daughter and son as what Fiona had said sunk in. “They may not have seen it farther north because it may not have made it farther.” She turned to Caldar. “Cal, send out some patrols along the path directly north from the portal where the Aeronaut encountered the wraith. They’ll need to be on foot or on horseback, because, unless I miss my guess, what we are looking for is probably in the forest now.”
“Do you want me to go with them, Fi?” Nathaniel offered.
She shook her head. “No, I have a very specific mission for you and Talindra. I want you to fly Mum, Da, and Kailee to Gewellyn City. I would say Lona too,” she held up her hand as Lona started to protest, “but I know she would be upset at not being able to stretch her wings, even if it takes her away from her sister-friend.” Lona bit her lip, and then looked at Tessa.
“Do you want me to go with you, Tessie, or should I fly with Amil Fi and Tia Ali?”
Tessa shrugged. “Either way, you’ll be with one of your best friends, either Abilynn or myself.”
“Lord Connor,” Sage spoke up. “If I may make a suggestion?” His future father-in-law nodded. “If, and I repeat, if, these dragon-wraiths are indeed looking for the Aerielands royal family, the Great High Queen, her princess, or the Truthbearer, perhaps the wisest course of action would be to split all of you up? Speaking as Kai’s fiancé and Lona’s almost third father, I believe Lona and Fiona would be safest with Talindra, Tessa, and Nathaniel in the airship. Menta Kai and Abilynn would be safest with Anders and I, crossing into Gewellyn via the Ilion Ford, and you and Lady Iolena would be safest traveling with Lord Caldar, Alistronia, and a cadre of Rangers and Mountain Fianna, crossing the Bridge and down into Polana. That would also give the Truthbearer the added protection that Governor Karsh can provide.”
Connor nodded. “I see the logic of what you’re saying, Sage. For once, we are stronger with the Trinities split up than together.”
“And you don’t feel that Fiona, Abby, Lona and I should fly on our own?” Alistronia questioned.
“Sage is right, Ali,” Nathaniel spoke up. “Whoever is behind these, whether it’s Dhark, or the one he serves, they will be looking for our four shapeshifters in owl and falcon form. Let’s not give them that. They also will not expect Menta Kai and Mom and Dad, or you, Fiona, and Abby to split up. The dragon-wraith ignored the Aeronaut once we got out of its way. I suspect that we didn’t register with it as either a threat or a target.” He turned to Talindra. “Captain?” Lindy looked over at him. “We will be ready to take off as the sun’s first rays break over the horizon. I would suggest that, if we all agree with Sage’s suggestion, we all be ready to leave at the same time.”
“We agree, Son,” Connor said as he took Iolena’s hand.
Menta Kai glanced over at Abilynn, both of whom would be riding with their fiancés. Her niece nodded. “We agree also. Fiona?”
“Lona and I agree as well. It settled; we leave at dawn.”
The Aeronaut’s two boilers were operating at full steam, and also generating electrical power for the lights on the airship, when Fiona, Lona, and the crew boarded the next morning. Talindra took the wheel, with Nathaniel acting as spotter in the bow. Fiona stood next to her brother, with Lona and Tessa on the other side. Caldar had also sent two soldiers from the Castle Guard and they assisted the rest of the crew in preparing the ship for takeoff.
As the airship rose, all eyes were scanning the sky for any sign of the dragon-wraith. Talindra expertly and rapidly guided her ship to the sky portal. “We’re going through! Everyone grab hold of something solid. Kip, Tror, sails in and soon as we’re through, back out with full steam. Everyone ready? Steady, steady.” The Aeronaut shot through the sky portal and into Gewellyn’s skies.
“What about the other airship, Captain?” Kipling called from the port side.
“What other,” she stopped as she realized what she was looking at. “Right rudder, feather left sails. Pull alongside her.”
“Whose ship is that?” Lona asked looking at it.
“Judging from the five stars on the Vardarianna flag flying from it,” Nathaniel observed, “that is the StarFire, the flagship of the Gewellyn StarFire fleet.”
“Hail on the Aeronaut!” A woman’s voice sounded through a megaphone. “We hear you had a problem with a big black lizard. May we be of assistance?”
Talindra picked up her own megaphone from alongside the ship’s wheel and responded, “Nothing we couldn’t handle, Commodore, but thank you for offering.”
You could almost hear Commodore Desara Sparo chuckle through her megaphone. “Understood, Captain, but since we are both headed in the same direction toward Gewellyn City, you will forgive me if we sail alongside the Aeronaut until you reach the capital?”
“As you wish, Commodore.” She set the megaphone down and turned to Nathaniel. “That little booster you and I were talking about?” Natty raised his eyebrows. “Mind-speak to your sister and Lona and tell them to hold on. We’re going to give the StarFire a flight to remember.” She looked at her timepiece. “Three minutes and counting.” Natty gave her a half salute and turned back to Fiona. She grinned at her older brother, and then at Lona whose eyes lit up. Lona whispered to Tessa and the three of them grabbed hold of the bow rail, while Natty descended into the engine compartment. Talindra watched her timepiece, counting down. Two minutes and forty-five seconds later she commanded, “Fire boosters!” There was a roar from the rear of the ship, and the Aeronaut left the StarFire in its wake.




Chapter four
One of the Crew


“How long can we sustain this speed?” Nathaniel turned to Talindra. 
She shook her head. “Not long, maybe thirty seconds. They’re rockets, and Pa built them into the ship for an emergency escape, but I just thought I’d give our Commodore a little notice that the Aeronaut is still an independent venture.”
“Desara is still the commander of Gewellyn’s Navy, Lindy,” Tessa reminded her. “All three of our commissions are subject to her. Have you met her?”
Both Talindra and Nathaniel nodded. “I’ve actually fought alongside her while she was in command of StarFire fleet in the battle to drive Weggar The Horrible out of Gewellyn.” Talindra related. “I was also the XO of the ship when we brought her sister, Deidre Dur, down to Desara’s StarFire Island before that battle. Drow elves are formidable in any account, but Drow women are even more impressive.”
“I got to know her when I was in the Academy. Because I was who I am, and because I graduated at the top of my class,” Natty contributed, “she actually spent some time off the books, mentoring me. It’s also how I got training on both airships and with the Naval Rangers.”
“You’ve met her son?” Tessa queried. “You never mentioned that you were at the top of your class, Natty.”
“I don’t know if I am even supposed to talk about it, in all honesty.” Natty responded. “In the future Snee and I are good friends. We were able to work together during my submersible training. Snee is also theoretically over Colonel Darian’s command. He has kind of a bent against fair-skins, but of course, Darian has special status with the Commodore. Before me, he wouldn’t allow any half-elves into the Naval Rangers, the Royal Marines as Skye McDonagh calls them.”
“That’s what your father calls them as well, I think,” Tessa pointed out. She indicated with her chin to the stern of the Aeronaut. “Here she comes.”
“It was only a matter of time,” Lindy smirked. “We have the rocket escape pod, but my father outfitted the StarFire cruisers with larger turbo fans and a different kind of sail that harnesses energy as well as the wind. In an extended contest, even to Gewellyn Port, they would ultimately leave us way behind.”
“Can we get sails like that?” Natty asked.
Talindra shook her head again. “Our ship is not strong enough. You’ve probably seen the bulwarks that support those sails on board the StarFire. We don’t have anything like that on the Aeronaut.”
“Hail on the Aeronaut,” Commodore Sparo called over her megaphone. “Permission to come aboard, Captain Aradove?”
“With all due respect, Commodore, how do you propose to do that at 2000 feet above the ground?”
“Just watch, and learn, Talindra,” Desara replied. Only a few seconds later there were two loud pops from higher up on the StarFire. Talindra and her crew looked up to see two cables sail across the space between the two ships, over the balloon above, and down the opposite side, where they somehow managed to anchor in the Aeronaut’s rigging.
Two more pops sounded, and lighter lines shot up and wrapped around the two cables between the ships. “Look out, Lindy!” Enesneth hollered as two blue-uniformed elves sailed across the space between the two ships on the suspended cables, and the crew of the Aeronaut found themselves face-to-face with the Commodore of the Gewellyn Navy, and her consort, the commander of the Naval Rangers.
If Talindra was startled, she didn’t show it. “Welcome aboard, Commodore Sparo, Colonel Darian. It’s good to see you again.”
“Captain, Sub-Commander, Lieutenant,” Desara smiled in an unnerving fashion. “It is good to see all of you again, also.”
“What can we do for you, Commodore?” Talindra asked, knowing what the answer would be.
Desara raised her snow-white eyebrows, stark against her blue-gray skin. “That was an interesting maneuver that you executed after you came through the portal from the Aerielands. I do believe it is something your father has not told me about. Rocket power?” Talindra nodded. “Would you allow us to inspect it?”
“Right now, I’m afraid it will be somewhat disappointing, but you’re welcome to look at it. With the rockets discharged, it is basically a set of eight empty tubes. We will refill them when we get to Gewellyn Port. My Pa designed them in case we ever needed a rapid escape.”
“And you figured that you needed a rapid escape from us?” Desara gave Talindra a dark look. “Or were you just showing off?”
“Let’s call it a test of the new tool, shall we?” Tessa suggested. “We didn’t know if it would work the way Doctor Wicker planned, and with you observing we felt it was the best opportunity to find out, one way or the other.”
Commodore Sparo eyed Tessa Chart. “Are you sure that you’re a mapmaker and not a diplomat?”
Before Tessa could answer, Darian came to attention. The Commodore followed his gaze, brought her heels together and doffed her bicorn hat. “Your Highness, Princess, I was not aware that you were traveling with the Mapmaker.”
Fiona smiled. “Relax, Desi. It’s good to see you too. Darian,” she nodded at her one-time opponent. “Talindra advised Princess Lona and myself to get below deck when they were testing the rocket device. I believe that caution was prudent, however unnecessary.”
“You are going to the Gewellyn Council?” Desara asked. Fiona nodded. “Is there anything that we can do to assist you, Lady Fiona, Princess Lona?”
Fiona smiled disarmingly. “How about not having any more races between the StarFire and the Aeronaut until we have been deposited at Gewellyn City?”
“I didn’t know that we were racing,” the Commodore replied, “or I certainly would’ve had my crew,” she stopped. “As you wish, my Lady.” Desara turned back to Talindra. “I would appreciate having the opportunity to look at the rocket device before I go back to my ship.”
“Of course,” Talindra smiled. “Lieutenant?”
“Talindra, if I may have a word with my brother for a few moments?”
“Of course, your Highness. Commodore, follow me. The rocket booster is in the rear of the ship, directly under Lieutenant Clark’s quarters.” The two of them moved toward the stern, accompanied by Darian.
“What was that all about?” Tessa looked from Fiona to Nathaniel.
“It’s not as much about me as it is about Menta Kai, and her daughter, Lona. There were some things that went on after Weggar was driven from Gewellyn that were, shall we say, a bit uncomfortable for Desara, Darian, and Snee. Talindra was there; she can tell you about it. Suffice it to say that it’s not completely stars under the bridge.”
“What did you want to talk about, Fi?” Natty asked.
Fiona smiled warmly and kissed her brother on the cheek. “Nothing. I just didn’t want Desi pumping you for information. Just remember, big brother, don’t refer to her as Admiral. That somewhere in your future.” Nathaniel nodded.
“I’m going to go down to my mapping table on the enclosed deck, if that’s okay with everyone? Seeing nods from the others, Tessa added, “Lona, come with me?”
Her best friend broke into a big smile. “Of course!” And the two of them headed down to the deck below.
“Join me for cup of tea, Natty?”
“I’d prefer coffee, but if tea is what you have, of course.” The brother and sister descended to the galley.
“Your mother and Nathaniel are very close, aren’t they?” Tessa asked Lona.
Lona nodded. “Abby, too. Amil Kai thinks it’s because the three of them are kind of out of place in time, Mama Fi and Abilynn from the past, and Nathaniel from the future. He did say that from the time he was little until he went to school, to the Naval Academy, he spent a lot of time with Fiona, and also Tia Shannon.”
“Your mothers and aunts seem to dote on him quite a bit.”
“That’s also true. I guess they were all pretty protective of him while he was growing up, or they will be, or whatever. I’m not exactly sure what’s going to happen when Natty is born thirty or so years from now. He did say that he doesn’t remember his older self being around his younger self growing up. Maybe he goes back to his own time before he’s actually born.”
“That would be a shame,” Tessa commented, half to herself. “I mean, he’s an excellent officer.”
Lona grinned. “Tessie, I’m your best friend. I know you’re attracted to him and believe me I’m trying to do everything I can to make it happen, but Amil told me let it go.”
“She’s right, of course, but he looks so much like your grandfather, who is a very handsome man. And he is such a gentleman. He holds my chair for me at dinner, opens doors for me. He’s even gotten Tror and Kipper doing the same thing with Lindy and Esse. It’s very romantic.”
“On another topic,” Lona said, hoping to move her friend off the subject of Nathaniel, “how are we going to work my doing embellishments after I get off of the airship in Gewellyn City?”
Tessa pursed her lips. “Where’s Zedra?”
“Up on deck. She’s probably keeping an eye on Desara and Darian since they are strangers.”
“Good. Lona, let me ask you this; I know that your duties as High Princess and your education require time, however there are things that I need you to help me with to get these ready.” She indicated the map table. “Are you going to be staying in Gewellyn with Tanya Joy, going back to Aerielands Castle or back to Caer Aerie?”
“Most likely, a combination of the three. Why did you want to know where Zedra was?”
“Because I’m trying to figure out where you can fly to in order to help me with the maps.”
“Well, it’s not going to be much farther than Gewellyn City, perhaps Gewellyn Port, if Zedra and either Abby or Tia Ali are with me.”
Tessa was clearly disappointed. “There’s always the Juncture.” Lona nodded. “Part of this journey will be in Eldaria, trying to determine how Eldaria, Gewellyn, and the Aerielands intersect. Your grandparents are going to be in Eldaria, so maybe you could travel with them?” Tessa asked optimistically.
“Very possibly, since Amil Kai will be there also.”
“Look at this,” Tessa said as she pointed to a map in progress. Lona eyed the creation and let out a low whistle. Tessa nodded. “This is all theoretical, but if I’m correct and the Nine Worlds are connected, whether it’s over the Juncture or over Ireland.”
“Or both,” Lona proposed.
“Or both,” Tessa agreed. “Then it’s going to change everything, everywhere. Do you think your mothers would agree to allowing you to stay on? I mean, you could be my roommate.”
Lona sighed. “In all honesty, Tessa, I doubt it, but it wouldn’t hurt to ask. The worst they could say is no.”
As Fiona and Nathaniel were enjoying the tea, and the coffee that Enesneth had made for Natty, they heard a strange sound from overhead like chains being dragged across the floor. A few minutes afterwards Talindra came down into the galley, poured herself a cup of tea, made a face at Natty’s coffee, and sat down with them.
“That was certainly interesting,” she observed, commenting over the brim of her teacup. “I don’t know if she wanted to see the boosters, as much as she wanted to obtain information. Information that I didn’t have.” She looked to Nathaniel.
“Which is exactly why I took my brother away before she could start quizzing him. Understand, Lindy, that I do like Desara and I’ve gotten over most of my reservations about Darian. Snee?” She shrugged. “Her sister, Deidre, is one of my closest friends and confidants, but in addition to being an exceptional commander and leader, she is also an excellent spy, rivaling Skye. What did you tell her?”
“I followed the rules, your Highness.” Fiona started to correct Talindra’s use of title, and then realized the point that the aviator was making, before Talindra even continued, “No lies, no fibs, no secrets. Well, almost no secrets.”
“What didn’t you tell her?” Natty asked.
Talindra have shrugged. “I deferred any questions that she asked about you. Basically, I told her that if she wanted information about Lieutenant Yalerius-Clark, she would need to either ask him, herself, or talk to the Great High Queen, his older sister.
“I’m not sure what she thinks she needs to find out,” Natty told them. “I spent six months with her, Darien, and Snee after she agreed to take me on at Clonifer.”
Fiona nodded at her brother’s answer, then looked at Talindra. “Did your answer seem to satisfy her?”
“It must have, because they returned to the StarFire without any further questions, and just the minimal departing pleasantries.” Lindy grinned. “She did, however, advise me not to use my rocket boosters in competition with the StarFire again.” Talindra shrugged. “We’ll see how that goes.”
Lona and Tessa entered the galley from the enclosed deck. “Amil, may we, no, may I talk to you for a few minutes?” Tessa jabbed Lona in the side with her elbow.
“She was correct the first time, Fiona. May we speak with you for a few minutes?”
“Do you want some privacy?” Nathaniel asked and started to stand up.
Lona shook her head. “Thank you but no. This involves you and Talindra as well.”
Fiona looked at her daughter and smiled. “You want to know if you can stay on the Aeronaut and help Tessa with the maps, correct?”
“How, how did you know, Mama?”
Fiona smiled. “Because Kai, Gwynlyn and I have already talked about it,” she replied.
“And they have already spoken with Nathaniel and I,” Talindra added. “We have agreed to take you on, with certain conditions.”
“Basically, Lona, it is the same conditions that existed when you traveled with Mum and Da in Eldaria. You will have additional responsibilities, in addition to helping Tessa with the cartography. You will have certain obligations, such as the Gewellyn Council meeting, that you must attend. And most importantly, you are one of the crew.” Fiona emphasized the last word. “Your crown stays in your cabin, reserved for any formal occasions you happen to have to attend, escorted by Prince Nathaniel.”
“And the same thing goes for your attitude,” Natty instructed. “Just like on the Discovery II, we have a chain of command. I am still your uncle, Captain Talindra is still your teacher, and Tessa is still your best friend, but on the Aeronaut, we are the officers.”
“I understand,” Lona responded.
Fiona smiled at her daughter. “There is one other duty that you need to be aware of, Great High Princess.” Lona looked at her curiously. “Because of your title, when necessary and requested by Talindra or Nathaniel, you are the Emissary of the Great High Queen. Do you think you can do that?”
“I can do that, Amil. Thank you and thank you Captain and Lieutenant.”
Talindra stood and held out her hand, which Lona took. “Welcome to the crew of the Aeronaut.”




Chapter five
The Crew Comes Together


She was a huntress, the best tracker in the family other than her father and Kipling, her oldest brother. Her sisters and her mother were gatherers, but she was a huntress. When he failed to come out of the Durglad, they knew what had happened. Father, Kipling, Tega, they knew. When he didn’t show up to talk to Father as he had said, she knew something was wrong. She was Silva of the Azure Havens, and she would follow the tracks. Wherever they went, wherever they led, she would follow as if her heart depended on it for as long as it took, and she would find him. 
They had split into teams of two, Kip and Tega, and her and her father, Kenyan. Father knew where he had seen Nathaniel last, and between the two of them they followed the signs; a bent blade of grass, turned needles on a pine limb, a pebble pushed into the soft ground. They followed the sign to a place where the trail changed. It was still visible, but it was just different. Kenyan looked at his daughter, awaiting her decision.
“I shall go on, Father.” Kenyan nodded. “I must go on.”
“I know, Silva. Farewell, my beloved daughter. May you find what you are seeking. Hopefully, I will see you in another tomorrow.” He embraced and kissed her, holding her tight, and then released her to her future. She held his hand until the last possible second, and then she passed through the rift in time, and was gone.
“Lianeth, a moment?” Talia Nichanova reached out to her assistant. The Caer Aerie healer mind-spoke as good as any elf, and better than quite a few. Lianeth O’Donaughal, on the other hand, was originally from Ireland, a human and barely able to mind-speak from one room of the clinic to another. She poked her head into Talia’s office.
“Yes, my Lady?” Despite seven years of working with and training as a healer under Talia and her husband Taeral, Lianeth still considered her debt to Talia for saving her life from the Irish witch Tlachtga, as unpaid and treated her as the Princess of Gewellyn that she was, although Talia rarely exercised the title or its authority.
“Come in, please. Do you have a few minutes? There’s something I would like to discuss with you.”
“Is anything wrong, my Lady?”
Talia sighed and smiled. “Other than you’re still calling me your Ladyship, no, there’s nothing wrong. There is something I would like to propose to you; an opportunity that has come up that I believe you would be perfect for.”
A worried look planted itself on Lianeth’s face. “Are you sending me away, Lady Talia?”
“Not sending, Lia. Offering you a chance to go beyond these walls, to see some of the Nine Worlds outside of Ireland and the Aerielands. You can say no, but I sincerely hope that you will consider what I’m about to
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