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Part 1: Above the Storm




Prologue: Orders from Above

Commander Elara Voss watched Azoria through the UES Pathfinder’s viewport. The ship’s machinery hummed softly beneath her boots. Islands hung suspended in the atmosphere. These massive chunks of earth and rock floated thanks to the glowing blue veins of azurium, sometimes visible even from orbit. A collective, silent defiance of gravity.

“Another probe lost?” she asked, her fingers drumming a quiet rhythm on the console edge as she glanced at Wei’s report.

“Fourth this month,” Wei confirmed from his station. “The storm drains all energy sources it encounters.”

Voss sighed. “We lose equipment. Then people. Then excuses pile up at headquarters. Just like on Venturi Prime.”

Wei nodded, knowing exactly what those losses meant to her.

Below them, tiny figures launched from the highest floating islands into the thin, frigid air. The ship’s optics zoomed in automatically.

“Look at them,” she murmured. “Human tribal societies riding eagles. Can you imagine? Those birds must have twenty-foot wingspans.”

“Humans always adapt to their environment,” Wei remarked.

“And here,” she continued, scanning downward, “you’ve got zeppelins, steam aircraft, castles, and governments that range from monarchies to democracies – all existing together. And they were all Federation citizens centuries ago. Their ability to adapt to vertical geography is extraordinary.”

“Until you hit the Storm,” Wei added, emphasizing the name and gesturing toward the hurricane that shrouded the entire planet. “We still don’t know what’s beneath it. Ocean? Ice? Lava?”

Voss turned back to her terminal, pulling up the mission details.


OPERATION WINDFALL

Objective: Acquire viable quantities of azurium

Primary Target: Mid-altitude deposits

Secondary Target: High-altitude tribal sources

Tertiary Target: Surface mining (viability unknown)

Intel Summary: Electromagnetic interference increases as you approach the permanent storm:

– Navigable interference in tribal heights – Significant disruption in mid-altitudes – Severe and unpredictable near the storm – Surface conditions remain unknown

Previous expeditions (Missions Nightingale and Horizont) are presumed lost due to cascading system failures. Azurium continues to resist replication and deteriorates quickly in lab conditions.

Note: Prior missions experienced escalating system malfunctions due to EM interference. Orbital position must be maintained. Unauthorized settlers and descendants of lost crews have been confirmed.

Admiral Harold Kaine



Voss’s expression hardened as she scrolled to the end of the file. A personal note from Admiral Kaine followed the official mission briefing – formal on the surface, but with enough subtext to dodge accountability.


Elara,

Trusting you to handle this complex situation. Azurium remains the absolute priority. These islands are the key, though local populations may not like it. We don’t consider locals Federation citizens, since no one living there was born and registered in an official colony.

Remember Venturi Prime. We’ve lost teams before because emotions got in the way. Stay objective. The labs need those bulk samples urgently.

Mission success must come first, even when it’s uncomfortable. Good luck.

– K.



She closed the message. The mission on Venturi Prime hadn’t gone the way Kaine described. Yes, she’d refused to relocate the native population sitting on the richest mineral deposits. Yes, it reduced extraction volume. But she also avoided a humanitarian disaster and a political scandal.

Kaine had walked away with a promotion – distancing himself from the mess while claiming credit for the “moderate success.” Now he was in High Command, issuing orders from behind a desk.

“Deploy the advance team,” Voss said. “I want profiles on every tribal elder, president, ruler, and anyone who might still recognize Federation authority.”

“And the Storm?” Wei asked, nodding toward the chaotic mass below.

Voss studied the swirling tempest. “That comes later. First, we handle the politics above the clouds. I’m not throwing lives into that thing.”

She watched the shuttle descend – a tiny spark against the massive sky. How many lives would this mission cost? And would the reward be worth it?

The mineral had many names: azurium, Rational Element, floatstone, even heartstone, as the tribes called it. Whatever the term, it fascinated Federation scientists. It has anti-gravity properties, but resisted replication and degraded under lab conditions. Its purity varied by altitude, and its principles remained unpredictable. It has the potential to reshape the Federation’s future – but at what cost?

She had seen this equation before. And it rarely balanced.

Azoria held its secrets close. And the Storm protected them well.




Chapter 1: The Heights of Courage

Toryn Skyheart adjusted his sextant for the third time. The small brass device, built from ancient designs, showed the same results it had for the past two weeks: Roost Islet was dying.

He narrowed his eyes at the horizon. Roost drifted calmly among the smaller islets of the Heights. It had real soil, a narrow mountain range, wind-stunted trees, and even a lake fed by channels that trapped moisture from passing clouds. The Windclaw Tribe had called this patch of sky home for nearly two generations – a rarity in a world where tribes usually migrated every few seasons as their islets began to fall.

But this sense of permanence, as Toryn had discovered, was ending.

He slid the sextant into his belt pouch and recorded the day’s measurements in his log. The pattern was clear now. Roost had begun the subtle rising and falling, the heaving that signaled heartstone failure. The islet would dip, recover slightly, then fall farther with each cycle until gravity finally claimed it.

The process usually took decades. Toryn’s data showed it had started recently and was accelerating fast.

Below the ceremonial plateau stretched a gulf of open air, ending in the distant boiling haze of the Depths. Between here and there floated a layer of larger islands, home to the people the tribes called lowlanders.

Around him, the Windclaw Tribe gathered in a wide semicircle. The men’s faces were stern beneath beards strung with carved bone beads. The women wore tight braids threaded with leather cords and small heartstone fragments. Even the children fidgeted, sensing the tension.

Elder Kora, his father’s sister and now his only remaining family since Ember Islet fell, stepped forward with a quiet nod. Her gray hair was tightly braided. Unlike other elders, her rank was marked by blue tattoos tracing wind currents along her forearms.

“They are ready,” she said.

Chief Harrik stepped forward, his ritual scars catching the morning light. His long beard was braided into seven thick ropes, each one tipped with heartstone shards.

“Today we gather to hear Toryn’s petition to join the eagle riders,” Harrik announced, his voice steady. “But the trial he proposes is not the one tradition demands.”

A murmur of disapproval passed through the crowd. The usual trial involved leaping from the cliff’s edge, calling to an unbonded eagle to catch you. It tested bravery and fate. It also occasionally proved who was not meant to ride.

“Speak your purpose, Toryn Skyheart, son of Arvid,” Harrik said, brushing a braid with his fingers.

Toryn swallowed. Innovation was not always welcome among the Windclaw, but he had no choice.

“The Roost is going to fall,” he said. His voice was calm. The truth didn’t need decoration.

The tribe went quiet as he unrolled a hide map marked with his measurements.

“Roost has dropped nearly three feet in the past week. Each cycle is getting more violent.” He paused. “At this rate, we have six months before the final descent. By the winter solstice, Roost will be gone.”

Harrik showed no reaction, but his eyes flicked toward the elders. “The heart-tenders reported tremors last week. Migration plans have already begun.”

Murmurs stirred again. Migration was always difficult. For a place like Roost, with permanent dwellings and eagle grounds, it bordered on impossible.

“But this isn’t natural decay,” Toryn said. “It began too suddenly. I believe Roost can be saved.”

Elder Jormund stepped forward, his blue-stained fingers curling into fists. The tint from raw heartstone reached halfway up his arms, a sign of long service. He should have noticed the change earlier.

“How can you know this, boy?” Jormund asked. “Do you think you’re wiser than those who’ve tended heartstones for generations?”

The contempt in his voice was familiar. Jormund had never liked Toryn, not since Arvid, Toryn’s father, questioned the old ways. He never approved of Kora’s guardianship, claiming Toryn lacked respect for tradition. The feeling was mutual.

“I’ve been tracking our position,” Toryn replied, holding up his sextant. “Everything was stable for months. Then two weeks ago, it changed.” He gestured toward his charts.

“I propose we find a new heart for Roost. I believe the islet beyond the Outer Chain holds what we need.”

Gasps followed. The air was thick with both hope and doubt.

“I’ll journey to the Outer Chain and find the Veil Islet,” Toryn said, pointing to the distant horizon. “My father charted it. My calculations suggest it holds a heartstone pure enough to stabilize Roost. I’ll extract a fragment and return within seven days.”

“Taking from one islet to save another is rarely done,” he continued. “But the Veil is uninhabited, perfectly stable, and higher than any we know. That suggests a heartstone of great purity, possibly even a seedheart. Adding a fragment to our core could give us years.”

Jormund frowned. “Transferring a heartstone is possible,” he said. “But it’s dangerous. Islets are meant to fall. We don’t take from one unless it’s absolutely necessary.”

“And this isn’t necessary?” Kora asked.

Chief Harrik nodded. “We must vote. But first, this is to be your trial?”

“Not a leap and a cry to the wind,” Toryn said. “A journey of knowledge and resolve. If I succeed, Roost survives.”

“And how do you plan to reach the Veil Islet?” Jormund asked. “Only your father claimed to see it. The path lies through the Shrieking Currents.”

“No eagle can fly those winds!” someone shouted.

“Exactly,” Toryn replied. “Which is why I built this.”

He gestured to the glider nearby. Its frame was made of bone and stretched hide, shaped like vast wings. A whistle drifted from carved air channels as a breeze crossed the plateau.

Some in the tribe stepped closer, curious but cautious. The glider was larger and more advanced than the training ones children used. Gliders had once carried people between islets, but eagles had replaced them.

Dagmar, a skilled rider, ran a hand along a wing joint. “Impressive wingspan,” he said. “But these bindings…” He pressed one gently. “The third tributary in the Currents will tear them apart.”

“They’ll hold,” Toryn said. “It’s a double weave. The tributaries blow in known patterns. My father mapped them.”

“His maps are old,” Jormund snapped. “Winds shift. That thing will break in midair.”

Kora stepped forward. “Is it his findings you doubt, Jormund, or that he might be right?”

“We only listen to this because of your friendship with the chief,” Jormund hissed.

Chief Harrik raised his hand. “Toryn is of age. He’s shown his findings. He has the right to speak.”

“Knowledge of wind and stone,” Kora said. “Turned to purpose. A worthy trial.”

“And if he fails?” Jormund asked. “If he falls into the Depths?”

“Then I join the winds,” Toryn replied. “But if I return, Roost survives. The eagles stay. The water flows.”

Harrik considered him for a long moment. “We will vote. Those in favor of the Trial of Knowing?”

Four elders raised their hands.

“Those opposed?”

Jormund and two others raised theirs.

“Four to three,” Harrik said. “The trial is accepted. It begins at dawn.”

As the crowd dispersed, Kora stayed with Toryn.

He stood at the edge, hands trembling. What if Jormund’s right? What if this is madness?

Elder Haldar approached, gave him a firm nod, then walked away.

“Your father saw possibility where others saw only wind,” Kora said. “He believed the impossible just needed a proper plan. Your mother would have made it happen.” She smiled. “You have both of them in you.”

“This isn’t how Roost should end,” she added. “Not like this.”

“You think someone sabotaged the heartstone?” Toryn asked softly.

Kora nodded. “I can’t prove it. But Roost was meant to last longer.” She glanced toward the others lingering nearby.

“Then I must succeed,” Toryn said.

“Bring back what Roost needs,” Kora replied, resting a hand on his arm. “And watch the skies. Winds are hard to read now. And not everything that flies is an eagle.”

As she left, Toryn returned to the glider. His arms strained as he adjusted a wing strut. In the distance, he spotted Jormund speaking quietly with Brevin, the lowlander trader.

Toryn caught a whisper in Trade Speech: “… expect results on the lift reduction.”

Jormund pointed downward, speaking low and fast. “Make sure they know. The chain reaction breaks quickly…”

It confirmed what Toryn feared. But accusing someone without proof would waste precious time.

Dawn was near. He looked to the sky, trying to sense the winds he would soon ride. His father’s maps would guide him.

But the currents ahead, he would face alone.

Somewhere beyond the Shrieking Currents, Roost’s hope was waiting.




Chapter 2: Sky Fall

Lina Ryven swung gently back and forth, the warm breeze fluffing her short hair. The familiar creak of the old oak swing in her grandfather’s yard was comforting, though one of the ropes felt uneven, making her tilt slightly to the left. Sharp pine needles tickled the back of her neck.

The squeaking swing tilted further, spoiling the idyllic picture and her mood. The needles’ tickling turned annoying.

Wait… needles? On an oak?

Her eyes snapped open. The comforting yard vanished. Everything came into focus. She wasn’t on a swing. She was hanging fifteen feet above the ground, swaying in the canopy of a massive pine. Her parachute straps were tangled in the branches. Through the trees, she spotted the column of black smoke marking the spot where her beautiful plane had died.

“Steam and rust,” she snarled as pain flared through her ribs. “Those bastards are gonna pay for this.”

The fall had been rough. The ejection spring must have fired her too close to the ground, but the chute and soft canopy had saved her. Lina fumbled at her toolbelt, the familiar weight reassuring. Her folding knife sliced through one of the parachute straps. She slid down another as far as she could, then dropped the last few feet, landing with a hard thud.

She stayed down for a moment, catching her breath. Damage report: bruised ribs, aching ankle, scrapes everywhere. She pushed herself upright, then checked her goggles – still on her head, lenses intact. Her compass came out next, mercifully unbroken.

Lina glanced at the sky. Good flying weather for another four hours, maybe five. Not that it mattered. She was grounded on an unfamiliar chunk of floating rock and soil.

She headed toward the smoke. From the air, the forest had looked sparse – a gentle scattering of pines and thunder oaks. But boots on the ground told another story: a tangle of roots, rocks, and surprise ravines.

“Half a mile,” she muttered, checking her compass again. “Nothing to it.”

Ten minutes in, that half-mile felt like ten. The island resisted her every step. The ground dropped into a deep-sided gorge, forcing a detour that cost her more time. Vines clung to her pants. Razor briars with microscopic hooks grabbed at her legs, slowing her down. The hike became a gauntlet – everything she hated about being grounded.

When she stumbled into the briars for the fourth time, Lina’s patience gave out.

“Floating plague of a worthless dirt clump,” she snarled in the rough, colorful language of the workshops she grew up in. “May you sink into the deepest part of the bloody Storm.”

Cursing helped. A little. Every root that tripped her, every sharp branch, every wrong step got its own insult. By the time she spotted wreckage, she had cursed the family tree and future of almost every plant she passed.

Through breaks in the canopy, larger pieces of debris came into view. Glimpses of the distinctive blue paint, now scorched and peeling. The afternoon light slanted low, shadows stretching. An hour had passed since she’d cut herself free – an hour measured in bruises and strained muscles.

She shoved through a final wall of underbrush and froze.

There it was.

Her beautiful plane – the Swift Mistral. Not a bulky gas-filled zeppelin like the Empirical Advance she’d been hired to protect, but a sleek steam-powered interceptor, lifted by a Rational Element module. Now shattered. A fifty-yard scar of broken trees and scorched earth told the story of its end. What remained was a twisted skeleton of metal and blackened debris.

“Two years… two bloody years of work.” She kicked a piece of wreckage, then winced as sharp pain shot through her ankle. “Damn it.”

The pain cleared her head. She took slow, even breaths.

“Calm down, pilot. At least I’m alive. And the Technocracy needs to know.”

She limped toward the mangled cockpit and hissed again. “Son of a Drift Lord.”

At five feet tall, Lina had always fought to be taken seriously. Every bolt she’d tightened, every joint she’d welded – she had poured her fight into that cockpit. And now the Scarlet Talon corsairs, or whoever they really were, had taken it from her.

But the attack hadn’t felt like corsairs. The enemy aircraft moved too fast, too smooth. Twin engines ran too quiet. The tactics were classic ambush, but executed with cold military precision. She remembered Vera’s ship exploding. Dahn’s stabilizer shredded by pinpoint shots from a rapid-firing weapon.

Details clicked into place with chilling clarity. This wasn’t piracy. They knew the zeppelin’s route, how many escorts it had, and came prepared to take them all down.

Lina scanned the horizon, pushing grief aside. Distant islands floated to the northwest. Thunderhead clouds marked the edge of the Thunder Basin trade route. Observation Platform Seven, the nearest Technocracy outpost, lay in that direction.

“Two hundred miles at least,” she muttered. “No walking that.”

A short, bitter laugh escaped her lips. “Right. Suppose I’ll just sprout wings.”

Her gaze drifted to the largest piece of wreckage – the starboard wing, surprisingly intact. The emergency equipment compartment. Hope flickered.

Caligan pilots always carried survival kits. That meant flares.

There would be a search party. There had to be.

She popped the compartment open. The signaling kit sat snug inside – a brass flare launcher, a clockwork timer, and a chemical smoke canister. She reached for it, then froze.

A sound cut through the forest.

The whir of rotary blades.

She looked up. A small scout craft approached from the east. Traditional patchwork build. Scarlet Talon colors. Single pilot. Steam vented from the engine as it circled, wheeling along the edge of a high cloud.

Showing off.

Skilled. Or suicidal.

Lina dropped low, heart pounding. Her first instinct was to hide and wait it out. Probably just a salvager, assuming no one had survived. Easier to stay hidden.

But how long would her supplies last?

And if she lit the signal now, they’d come straight to her.

Her eyes narrowed. She studied the craft. Single pilot. One spare seat. Lightweight. Decent range. Everything she needed to escape this floating rock.

Anger sliced through the fear. Cold. Focused.

They shot her down. Killed Vera. Destroyed her plane.

Hiding meant letting them win.

And Lina Ryven didn’t let anyone win.

“Well, hello there,” she whispered, already planning. “Aren’t you a pretty little ticket out of here?”

The scout circled again, the pilot scanning for a place to land. The crash had cleared a rough path, but nothing like a proper landing zone. Eventually, the ship banked toward the far side of the island – half a mile out, maybe.

Perfect.

They wouldn’t expect company.

Lina returned to the main wreckage and reached under the seat for her burst gun. It was there. Intact. She checked the air charge – full.

She turned toward the trees, a grin creeping across her face.

“First rule of being grounded,” she said to the silent forest. “Don’t stay grounded longer than necessary.”




Chapter 3: Glider’s Path

Dawn on Roost Islet painted the clouds below in shades of gold and crimson. To the eagles circling their nesting grounds, it was just another day. But to Toryn, standing at the edge of the platform with his glider, it felt like the beginning of a new life.

Elder Kora approached, her gaze shifting between Toryn and the vast, waiting sky. The intricate blue tattoos mapping wind currents along her forearms seemed to shift with every breath of wind.

“The clouds speak of change today,” she murmured, her eyes tracing the high, wispy formations. “The Shrieking Currents feel… temperamental.”

Toryn nodded, grateful for the insight. “I’ve studied my father’s maps. If the Westward Push is still stable, I’ll catch it and reach the Crosswind Bridge by nightfall tomorrow.”

Kora handed him a bundle wrapped in oiled leather. “These will help.” Inside lay goggles unlike any Toryn had seen. Leather frames held lenses of heartstone, ground impossibly thin and nearly transparent. “My wind-reading goggles,” Kora explained. “These reveal the currents within, especially in the highest reaches, where the air thins.”

“These are yours,” Toryn protested, trying to return the gift.

“You need them more,” she interrupted, pressing the bundle firmly into his hands. “I can feel the wind without goggles.”

Toryn slipped them on. His breath hitched. The world transformed. Air currents that had been invisible moments before now appeared as flowing streams of pale blue light. The Westward Push revealed itself as a broad, pulsing aerial highway cutting through the sky.

Kora then produced a small bone whistle on a leather cord.

“The eagle-call,” Toryn said, recognizing the ritual instrument.

“The council approved your trial,” Kora said with a slight smile. “With eagle or glider, you’re granted the call either way.”

“Eagles rarely answer those unbonded,” Toryn said, accepting the whistle.

“True,” she acknowledged, securing the cord around his neck. “But the Heights are full of exceptions. The eagles of legend are said to heed the call even from strangers – if the need is great enough.” She paused, looking into the distant sky. “Prepare for all possibilities.”

After a final check of his supplies, Toryn secured his pack to the glider’s frame. Across the gathering area, Elder Jormund stood watching, arms folded, blue-stained fingers drumming. His disapproval wasn’t loud – but it was there, sharp as wind over stone.

Chief Harrik stepped forward. “Toryn Skyheart. The tribe honors your courage. Fly safe. Fly with purpose.”

Toryn raised his hands in the traditional gesture. “I fly for Roost. I fly for the Windclaw.”

The response came – measured, not booming, not forced: “The winds carry you.” “The Heights watch over you.”

Gripping the glider’s central hanging bar, Toryn inhaled deeply and ran. Four strides – and then nothing. Only sky beneath his feet. The glider plunged for a heart-stopping moment before the wind filled the wings, lifting him into flight.

While the eagles soared effortlessly, Toryn fought the air, adjusting constantly just to stay aloft. Through the goggles, the Westward Push shimmered and pulsed. As Roost Islet shrank behind him, fear gave way to something else. A sense of fragile freedom.

By midday, exhaustion dulled the thrill. The air grew thin. Each breath burned. His arms ached from correcting every gust. As the sun dipped low, he spotted a small islet below. A chance to rest.

The landing was rough. His legs trembled on contact with solid ground. His father’s maps showed he’d made good time, nearly halfway to the Crosswind Bridge. That night, he slept in short bursts, curled beside the glider as wind howled and cold bit deep.

At first light, he launched again. Day two felt harder. His body ached everywhere. The air gave nothing. Through the goggles, he spotted faint ripples in the Westward Push. Signs of coming change. By midafternoon, the ripples turned to clouds: purple, heavy, and fast-moving. He spotted another islet and dove for it as the storm hit.

Crosswinds slammed the glider. A sharp gust caught the wing just as he touched down, sending it skidding. Sheltered under an overhang, Toryn inspected the damage. A hairline crack in a strut.

It would hold. Hopefully.

He tightened it with a spare belt and slept beneath the glider as it creaked in the wind.

By morning, the storm had passed. The air felt colder but clearer. The glider held together. Each gust made him wince, but it flew.

By midday, he saw them: the signature clouds of the Crosswind Bridge. On either side, the Shrieking Currents rose like walls of spinning blue. The path between them narrowed to fifty feet in places.

He entered the Bridge, and the Westward Push broke apart. Smooth air turned chaotic. Updrafts, shearwinds – everything became unpredictable. The passage climbed steeply. Cold bit through his layers. Frost formed on the glider’s edges. The bone frame groaned. The membranes stiffened.

Kora’s goggles helped, but they couldn’t show everything. One sudden shear slammed into him. The glider spun violently toward the eastern current wall. Toryn fought for control. The patched strut on the left wing cracked under pressure. The leather snapped, and the wing bent inward. Badly shaken, but still holding.

Wind tore past him. His vision blurred. Up, down, all the same.

Then: a shape in the clouds. An eagle, climbing through the chaos.

In a burst of instinct, Toryn reached for the whistle. One clear note cut into the storm.

The eagle met his eyes, then turned and began weaving through the currents – guiding him, not just flying ahead. Toryn followed, barely holding steady. As he mimicked the eagle’s path, something shifted. He began to feel the air again. The goggles showed part of the pattern, but now he trusted more than just the lenses.

The eagle rose higher, and Toryn stayed on its tail. When they broke above the topmost cloud layer, light exploded around him. Thin, sharp, and silver.

There it was. Veil Islet.

Floating higher than any other. Wrapped in silence. Glistening with ice and snow.

The eagle circled once, then turned east and vanished.

“Thank you,” Toryn whispered.

The broken strut made the glider respond sluggishly, demanding all of Toryn’s focus and strength just to keep it afloat. He wrestled it toward Veil Islet, aiming for the nearest edge. He glanced at the approaching land, icy, untouched, impossibly high. The wind screamed around him.

What if the legends are wrong? What if there’s no seedheart, just another slab of frozen stone?

He gritted his teeth and clung to the glider’s frame. It was too late to turn back. Too late for doubt.

He came in too steep. The glider skipped once, caught a ridge, and crashed – Toryn tumbled hard across the ice. The world spun a few more times and then went still.

Toryn lay on his back, staring up at the sky. Every muscle burned.

I made it. Alive, barely. The glider’s wrecked – but I reached Veil Islet.

The islet held a stark, alien beauty. Ice and snow blanketed everything – harsh, windswept, and silent. Openings in the ice revealed deep caves. From the closest, warmth pulsed faintly, a strange contrast to the frozen world above. His glider lay nearby, a tangle of broken bones. The journey back was already a problem for another day. And somewhere within those frozen tunnels, the seedheart awaited.

But for now, all he could think of was rest.




Chapter 4: Unwilling Guide

“For the last time, I had nothing to do with the attack,” the corsair said, shifting uncomfortably against the tree where Lina had bound him. “I wasn’t part of the wing that hit you.”

“Stop playing word games,” Lina snapped, rifling through his pack. “People are dead. I saw Scarlet Talon colors clear as day while your people blasted my flight out of the sky. You’re one of them. So either you’re lying… or lying.”

They’d been having this argument for over an hour, ever since she’d surprised him near the crash site where he was checking the damage. The corsair – Kip, as he’d reluctantly offered – clung to his story with stubborn persistence. He claimed he’d paid an informer for a raid tip and showed up for salvage. But he still wore Scarlet Talon colors. Still the enemy.

Her fingers brushed something unexpected: a finely tooled leather map case. Too refined for a scavenger. She pulled it out. Kip’s expression tightened.

“Nice salvage,” she said, opening it. Inside were detailed navigation charts – Drift Lord territory. “Military-grade. Not your average corsair junk. Planning something?”

“I have wide interests,” Kip replied, voice even, eyes locked on the case.

“Clearly.” Lina tucked it back in his pack.

“Now that you’re done looting,” Kip said, “mind telling me your game? If it’s ransom, don’t bother – I’m not worth much.”

The shift in his tone was small, but Lina caught it.

“Not ransom,” she replied. “I need information. Transport. And for you to stop pretending you’re just some unlucky salvager.”

Kip managed a thin smile. “Blunt, at least.”

Lina surveyed the clearing. Her Swift Mistral was totaled half a mile away. Kip’s scout craft, however, was mostly intact – aside from the engine, which had ripped loose and now lay in a coolant puddle nearby. If she could fix it, it was her best shot off this island.

“Your bird’s a wreck,” she said, grabbing her tool bag. “Did you land it or throw it?”

“It was a controlled landing,” Kip replied defensively. “The terrain was uneven.”

Lina kicked the detached engine. “Engines don’t just fall off in controlled landings.”

She spent hours trying to reattach it, rerouting a few hoses and hammering a coupler into place. When she hit the ignition, it wheezed, clunked, and died.

“Dead regulators. Half your parts are rusted solid.”

“Captain Marek schedules regular maintenance,” Kip said stiffly, still tied to a tree.

“Well, his schedule almost got you killed.”

Lina rearranged her tools. “We need parts. There’s at least two more wrecks on this island.”

“We?” Kip raised a brow. “Are we partners now?”

“Simple math,” Lina said. “I need to reach the Technocracy to report the attack. You need to not die on this rock. I can fix and fly your scout, but I need someone to haul parts. So, yes. We.”

Kip considered that. “And if I’m hauling parts and helping get airborne, I expect more than barked orders.”

Lina looked up. “You want a raise, corsair?”

“I want a voice.”

She thought for a moment. “Fine. Help with the repairs, get a say. But if we disagree mid-flight, I hold the controls.”

Kip nodded slowly. “And you won’t just dump me afterward?”

“No guarantees,” Lina said cheerfully. “But uncertain survival beats certain death. Your choice.”

A dark cloud drifted across the sun. Kip looked up, studying it for a long moment, then nodded. “Hard to argue with that. I accept the… temporary arrangement.”

“It’s not employment,” Lina added, cutting his bonds but keeping the burst gun close. “More like indentured servitude.”

Kip muttered something under his breath, rubbing his wrists as he stood. He was lean, straight-backed – not the brute type she expected.

“I don’t trust you. You don’t trust me. But we’re screwed without each other,” she said. “And just so you know – I sleep with my gun close. Questions?”

“Just one,” Kip said. “What exactly are we getting from your wreck?”

“Pressure regulators. Stabilizer assemblies. Maybe an intact fuel pump. But first, we check for my wingmate Vera. She went down nearby.”

That night, they didn’t speak much. Lina slept light, curled on the grass with her burst gun across her chest. Kip didn’t try anything – but she didn’t stop watching him either.



They spent the morning following signs of Vera’s crash – snapped branches, scorched leaves, and the faint trace of smoke.

By midday, they reached a clearing where the wreckage lay scattered but recognizable. Inside the ruined cockpit, Vera remained strapped in – still, unmistakably dead.

Lina stood at the edge of the cockpit, frozen in place as she stared at her wingmate’s body. Small, clean holes punctured the reinforced hull around the pilot’s seat – traces of a rotary weapons’ salvo. Vera’s face was peaceful, almost serene, but her flight suit was stained dark where the rounds had found their mark.

“They didn’t just bring her down,” Lina murmured. “They made sure she was dead before the crash.”

She reached with trembling fingers to close Vera’s eyes, then carefully removed the ID tags from around her neck. The metal discs felt unnaturally cold against her palm.

“Didn’t know her long,” Lina said quietly, placing the tags on a small mound of rocks. “But she didn’t deserve this.”

“Few deserve their fate,” Kip said softly.

“Right, let’s work,” Lina muttered, turning back toward the wreck.

“These weren’t normal corsair weapons,” Kip observed, examining the holes. “I’ve never seen projectiles leave marks like this.”

“Are they keeping secrets from their own clanmates?” she asked with a frown.

“I’ve been with the Talons for nearly three years. Just a solo salvager, lowest rank. They never trusted me much.”

They worked efficiently, stripping pipes, regulators, and stabilizer assemblies – all in better condition than the corroded junk on Kip’s scout.

“We’ll need one more thing,” Lina said finally. “A custom Rational Element module from my bird. Built it myself. Reinforced housing, designed to survive almost anything. Without it, this hybrid mess won’t stay stable.”

“Your wreck got anything worth salvaging?” Kip asked skeptically.

“Reinforced housing,” Lina repeated, emphasizing the word. “That compartment should be intact. If we’re lucky.”

The trek to Lina’s crash site underscored the violence of her impact. The Swift Mistral lay scattered across fifty yards, silver plates tangled with splintered trees.

“Impressive you walked away from this,” Kip remarked, surveying the destruction.

“Custom ejection system,” she muttered with a wince. “Wasn’t supposed to be tested that way.”

“You seem overqualified for escort pilot work,” he eventually commented as she worked.

“And you seem overqualified for petty piracy,” Lina shot back, the panel finally groaning open. “Almost like you’ve had real schooling. Nobleman slumming with corsairs? That would explain why they never trusted you.”

A flicker of something – annoyance? Resignation? – crossed Kip’s face. “The skies are full of surprising people.”

“Indeed.” Lina reached into the compartment. “Got it!” She carefully extracted the module. It was a complex lattice around a Rational Element core, encased in a durable alloy she had sourced specifically for this. “This beauty let the Mistral dance around birds twice her size.”

Kip studied it with genuine appreciation. “Remarkable craftsmanship.”

“It’s one of a kind,” Lina said quietly, a flicker of professional pride breaking through her focus. “Would be a crime to leave it here.”



Twilight fell across the island, bringing with it a cool breeze. Alchemical lamps cast a steady glow over Kip’s scout as Lina disassembled it with methodical precision.

“Need to work through,” she announced, tossing a rusted bolt aside. “Want to leave by morning.”

“Thought you needed daylight?” Kip asked.

“That was before I saw Vera,” Lina said grimly. “The Technocracy needs to know about the incident – and those weapons. And those double-engine planes are nothing like anything I’ve seen before.”

Kip studied her, then nodded. “Sensible. What do you want me to do?”

The hours slipped by in a blur. To her surprise, Kip turned out to be almost helpful. His grasp of mechanical systems was solid. He seemed educated in condensation and pressure dynamics – his knowledge more academic than practical.

“That connection creates pressure feedback,” he suggested as Lina connected a regulator.

“In standard systems, yes,” she agreed. “But I modified the intake manifold. It balances across the tertiary valves.”

“Against classical principles,” Kip muttered, then seemed to catch himself. “Or so the shop talk goes, anyway.”

Lina set down her tools. “Interesting shop talk. Almost sounds like Halliburton’s Principles of Steam Dynamics.”

Wariness flickered in Kip’s eyes. “People leave interesting documents behind. Corsairs find all sorts of salvage.”

“Why should a common salvager read Principles?” Lina raised an eyebrow.

“Define common. You imagine things,” Kip deflected.

“I observe things,” Lina corrected. “Like someone playing a role. Why? What’s a well-educated Drift Lord noble doing flying with Scarlet Talon?”

“You presume–”

“Do I?” Lina crossed her arms. “Those military maps focus on House Saroven territories now under Lord Blackwell. You flinched when I mentioned Platform 7, which has significant ties to Blackwell family business. And the mail in your pack shows that corsairs call you Lordling. You’re not a true believer in their cause. You’re using them, just as they’re using you. Adding up, isn’t it?”

Kip was silent for a long moment, the tension thick enough to cut with a knife. He seemed to be weighing his options. Then he sighed. A faint, wry smile touched his lips. “Impressive,” he said quietly. “So, I have a complicated past and ambitions for the future. Is that a problem?”

“Depends,” Lina replied, wiping grease off her hands. “Is Kip Saroven more useful than a random corsair?”

He flinched slightly at the name. “And what defines useful?”

“Right now? Help me lift this assembly and tighten these bolts,” Lina said. “Later? We’ll see.”

Kip considered, then inclined his head. “When the Saroven lands were taken,” he said quietly, “the corsairs were all I had. They don’t care about your past – just what you can do.” He smiled thinly. “The nickname stuck, but I earned my place.” He met her gaze. “I fly their colors, but I have my own agenda.”

Lina regarded him. Not a true corsair, just someone using whatever he could to survive. Still dangerous, but not in the way she’d assumed.

“You’re right about Platform 7,” Kip continued. “It’s unsafe for me. Blackwell has eyes and ears there.”

“Then we don’t go to 7,” Lina decided immediately. “Meridian Station. Further, but under direct Technocracy jurisdiction.”

“Meridian is a three-day flight, assuming this holds together,” Kip pointed out.

Lina shrugged. “My priority is reporting the attack. Getting caught in Blackwell’s politics won’t help.”

“A refreshingly clear-headed approach,” Kip said, his smile seeming almost genuine this time. “Very well. Meridian it is.”



By dawn, the scout craft looked less like a proper flying machine and more like a mechanic’s nightmare held together with sheer willpower. Mismatched components jutted out, hull plating patched with scarred blue and silver panels from the Mistral. The condensation system, a hybrid marvel of Lina’s design, wound copper tubing around the engine core to trap every bit of precious steam. Despite its odd appearance, it looked airworthy.

“Needs a name,” Lina declared during final checks. “Flying an unnamed bird’s bad luck.”

“Scout crafts are usually unnamed,” Kip noted. “Expendable.”

“Not this one,” Lina stated firmly. “It’s our way out.” She eyed the ungainly vessel. “The Noble Steed. Seems fitting.”

Kip choked back a laugh. “Subtle.”

“Not my strong suit, Lordling,” Lina admitted, climbing into the pilot’s seat. “Ready?”

“As we’ll get without sleep and on a hybrid of a plane,” Kip replied, taking the passenger seat.

“For what it’s worth,” she said, initiating the start-up sequence, “your secret’s safe until Meridian. After that, no promises.”

“Duly noted.”

The Noble Steed shuddered to life, steam pressure building.

“Preflight complete,” Lina announced. “Taking off.”

The craft rose with surprising grace, lifting above the island and leaving behind two wrecks and a small grave. For hours, they flew through calm skies. The patchwork machine performed better than expected. Its systems hummed steadily – a soothing sound that reassured Lina everything would be fine. She watched the gauges, making small adjustments, while Kip kept an eye on their course and scanned the skies.

“Good time,” Lina observed, checking the velocity. “We should reach Meridian even faster than planned.”

“If the weather holds,” Kip added, studying the distant clouds.

“The Storm below seems less stable,” he noted, his voice carefully neutral. “And looking at those cumulus layers, it’s causing more disruptions up here.”

“Know your weather, don’t you?” Lina said conversationally. “Most people trying to hide their background would be more careful about showing off their fancy education.”

“Most people aren’t navigating a patchwork flying junk heap while practically being a prisoner,” Kip retorted.

“You bet,” Lina conceded. “Heading set for Haven Drift. It’s neutral. We’ll refuel and stay there overnight. ETA’s six hours, barring obstacles.”

“Speaking of which – there’s a storm building to the west that wasn’t there minutes ago.”

Lina looked. Her stomach plummeted. The clear sky was now a rapidly darkening, swirling wall of clouds – unlike any normal storm formation. It wasn’t building like a typical thunderhead – it was expanding like ink, cutting off their escape routes one by one.

Lina pushed the engines, gauges climbing into the yellow. “Can’t outrun it,” she stated grimly. She checked the water gauge – still three-quarters full, thankfully.

The storm slammed into the Noble Steed. It shuddered, wind tearing at the makeshift repairs. The viewport became a churning vortex of black, lit by strobing internal flashes. Instruments went wild, spinning uselessly in the surrounding chaos. Only the Rational Element altimeter gave reliable readings.

“Hold her steady!” Kip yelled over the roar.

“I know how to fly in a storm!” Lina shouted, wrestling the controls.

“You’re going to kill us!” Kip bellowed, bracing himself as the craft lurched sideways again. “This isn’t flying – it’s dancing in a coffin through a cloud!”

“Then shut up and let me steer the damn coffin!” she snapped, arms straining against the control column.

The Noble Steed bucked again, wind screaming around them. Kip swore under his breath, clutching a pipe that rattled ominously behind his shoulder. “This is madness!”

For minutes that felt like hours, they battled the maelstrom. The hull groaned, welds straining. A savage gust slammed the port side, nearly rolling them, but Lina wrestled the bird back. Then, abruptly, they punched through into an eerie calm.

The storm’s eye. Utterly silent, unnervingly still. Outside the surrounding wall of cloud, the tempest raged – but here, the air was dead calm. The wall of the eye was a mesmerizing swirl of graceful, moving cloud.

Kip exhaled shakily. “Remind me never to doubt your flying again.”

Lina grinned through gritted teeth. “You’re welcome.”

“There’s a potential exit,” Kip said, pointing to a slightly less chaotic section of the boundary. “If we time it right with the rotation, we might hit a weak spot.”

Lina turned back to the controls, systems humming. “Ready?” she asked, hands poised.

“As we’ll ever be,” Kip replied, surprisingly calm. “Shall we see what awaits?”

The Noble Steed surged forward, leaving the storm’s eye and aiming for the turbulent wall separating them from the open sky. As they dove into the chaos, Lina felt an unexpected sense of partnership with the aristocratic corsair behind her.

Whatever came next, they would face it together.




Chapter 5: Seedheart

Toryn awoke to darkness, a prickling sensation creeping up his neck. Something was watching. He’d taken shelter from the bitter cold of Veil Islet’s surface in a small cave, curled in a rough nest of his feather cloak. Exhaustion from three days in the Shrieking Currents had knocked him out, but now that sharp, focused presence meant one thing – he wasn’t alone.

He stayed perfectly still, heartstone goggles still shielding his eyes and making the dark even darker. Through their blue tint, he saw it – a large feline shape at the mouth of the cave. A frost hunter. Not like the smaller snow cats near Roost. This one was fully grown. With excruciating slowness, Toryn inched a hand toward the knife at his belt. The creature tensed.

The creature took a step forward, then froze as a faint mechanical whine echoed from deeper within the cave system. Its ears flattened against its skull. It gave Toryn one final look, as if measuring whether he belonged here. Then it turned and padded silently into the darkness, moving away from the source of the sound.

What could disturb it more than me?

Toryn sat up cautiously, muscles screaming from yesterday’s ordeal. The cave pulsed with gentle light emanating from veins of heartstone that ran through the rock like blood vessels. The air grew warmer deeper into the tunnel – a welcome contrast to the surface bite. His stomach clenched; he hadn’t eaten properly since the second day of flight. From his pack, he retrieved the meager supplies and rationed out the dried meat. The familiar taste brought a flicker of comfort in this alien place. The wind and the eagle had brought him to Veil Islet as intended, but his glider would fly no more. Three days left to find the core and somehow return to Roost.

“The sky tests me,” he murmured, checking his gear.

As dawn crept into the cave entrance, Toryn gathered his supplies and ventured deeper. The heartstone goggles revealed air currents even within the caves, suggesting a vast network. He heard the same mechanical hum that had disturbed the predator. It grew louder as he followed the pulsing blue veins of heartstone, the floor sloping steadily downward. The veins themselves seemed to thicken the closer he moved to the islet’s center.

The path descended, and the temperature rose steadily. Life flourished here, a stark contrast to the icy surface. Near the entrance, only lichens clung to the rock, but deeper in, lush vegetation emerged. Small rodents with sleek fur scurried along the walls. Unfamiliar blue berries in crevices, consumed by tiny birds darting through the passageways. Glowing vines hung from the ceiling, their translucent leaves collecting condensation, making the air feel misty.

This warmth, this impossible life, deep within an islet floating higher than any other.

He wondered where the legend of seedhearts had come from. It spoke of a powerful heartstone core, dubbed a living heart in High Tongue. But no one seemed to know of this warmth, of the life it sustained. His father had mapped Veil Islet and marked its unusual position, but never actually landed here. And there were rumors of more such islets. Did all of them have the same caves and diversity?

After hours lost in the maze-like tunnels, he found himself back at a junction he had passed twice before. “This,” he informed a curious furry rodent watching him from a crevice, “is why eagles don’t live in caves.” The rodent twitched its whiskers, perhaps in agreement.

As he passed beneath a distinctive arch of interwoven blue vines for the third time, Toryn spotted a narrow fissure behind it. Warmer air and brighter light issued from below, the blue illumination more intense here. He squeezed through.

The mechanical sounds grew louder. A machine was carving through the tunnels, also heading toward the center. Toryn trembled. It was clearly a lowlander contraption rumbling through the dark. He had no way back. His broken glider had seen to that.

The tunnel opened onto a ledge above a vast underground chamber. Toryn crouched in awe. The ceiling vanished into darkness, but the center glowed with intense blue light.

Dense vegetation filled the chamber: ferns, flowering vines, and trees. All of it thrived alongside unfamiliar species, growing together in this hidden world. Birds flitted between branches. Small mammals scurried along the floor. Insects buzzed through the warm, humid air.

At the center, a perfect sphere of pure heartstone hovered without visible support. It glowed with dim blue light. The plants closest to it formed a lattice of vegetation, cradling the core without quite touching it, like clouds riding invisible currents.

In the shade below lay the frost hunter. It stayed alert, massive paws tucked beneath its chest. From time to time, it sniffed the air or flicked its ears. It guards the core, Toryn realized. Whether by instinct or design, it had been placed here to protect the heart.

Regular islets floated due to heartstone veins. Each held multiple minor veins and one major deposit, the heart, usually in a chamber just beneath the surface. Toryn had expected to find a sample the size of his head, stash it in a sack, and fly home. It wouldn’t be enough to save the Roost, but they could send an expedition for more.

But this was nothing like what he had read. It was truly a seedheart, a perfect sphere four feet wide, far too large to move and with no smaller fragments nearby. Then the full reality of his mission struck him. He would have to break it. Shatter the heart into pieces.

It’s not about harvesting a resource anymore. It’s about killing a world.

As he absorbed this revelation, the frost hunter’s ears suddenly pricked forward. It rose to a crouch, a low growl building in its throat. The mechanical sounds Toryn had heard earlier now echoed loudly from a larger tunnel on the far side of the chamber. The hunter slipped into the shadows of a nearby alcove, blending perfectly with the stone.

A mechanical device resembling a huge mole emerged from the tunnel mouth, its cylindrical body tapering to a spinning drill head. It had come to a halt at the chamber’s edge, and a side panel slid open with a hiss.

Three figures disembarked, wearing gray-green suits with an abundance of pockets and strange single-eyed goggles strapped over their left eyes. They carried devices made of refined metal and spoke in a language that sounded alien, yet close enough to Trade Speech to catch its rhythm.

“Blue-shift readings off the scale,” said the leader, consulting a handheld device.

Blue-shift? What could that possibly mean? The color of the heartstone?

The second figure scanned the core with a handheld tool that emitted a thin beam of light. “Perfect mineral core. No degradation signature. No impurities detected.”

Meanwhile, the third figure – a woman – examined the vines and the cradle they formed with open fascination.

The leader activated a complex device that unfolded from his backpack, metal petals spreading into a ring around the sphere. Small animals darted defensively toward the intruders, sensing the threat to their world.

Then, from a shadowed alcove, the frost hunter burst into view. It launched itself at the woman, slamming her onto her back.

From his hiding place on the ledge, Toryn watched the chaos unfold below. The woman screamed, struggling against the creature as it reached for her throat. She punched it several times in the head, and the animal roared and stepped back. Then its jaws clamped around her leg.

“Get this thing off me!” she cried out.

In a swift motion, the hunter dragged her into a side passage, clearly avoiding a direct fight with all three intruders at once.

“Nora!” the second man shouted, unclipping a long metallic device from his belt. He rushed forward, but the predator had already vanished into the darkness with its prey.

Toryn’s chest pounded. He pressed himself flat against the stone, sweat beading on his brow despite the warmth.

The second outlander swept his flashlight across the nearby passages, searching frantically. “Beta team, Mission Control! Nora has been taken by a local predator. Pursuing the target!”

The leader paused the extraction. “Markus, stop! You can’t go alone!”

A voice emerged from the leader’s chest radio. “Mission Control, Beta team, status on the primary objective?”

“Extraction in progress,” the leader reported to his eyepiece. “But we need to–”

“Lieutenant Reed,” Mission Control interrupted, the tone firm. “The moment you landed, something began affecting the weather. A spike in the Storm is forming several miles high, directly beneath the island. Electromagnetic interference is rising. Your equipment will lose power in less than thirty minutes. And all sensor readings went haywire the moment extraction began. You barely have time to complete the objective. Sergeant Hertzig’s video feed and sensors went offline immediately – we can’t track her. Search and rescue would exceed the safe window. Complete the primary objective. Evacuate. We’ll dispatch recovery if conditions allow.”

The second outlander stared into the dark crevice, his hand tightening around his weapon. “But Nora is out there…”

“And she would follow orders,” the leader said. “We finish the mission. We request recovery.”

“If this island falls–” Markus began.

“And if we all die trying to find her, no one comes back,” the leader cut him off. “We need to finish the extraction.”

Reluctantly, Markus turned back as the vehicle’s articulated claws closed around the sphere. The seedheart’s pulse faltered. A wrongness settled in Toryn’s gut, as if the very air had soured. A deep tremor shook the cavern. Dust rained down. The chamber’s glow flickered and dimmed.

Securing the core in a transport compartment, the two outlanders hurried back to the vehicle.

“We’ll come back, Nora,” Markus whispered to the crevice as the leader activated the machine’s systems. “I promise.”

The drill head spun to life, and the vehicle disappeared, taking the seedheart with it.

Toryn pressed his face to the stone ledge, breath ragged. Below, the vegetation withered. The unease spread through his chest. Around him, small creatures fled into the tunnels with frantic squeaks and chittering calls.

Veil Islet was dying. The vines dimmed. The islet shivered beneath him. The memory of his parents – lost when Ember Islet fell – clawed at his throat. That same helpless fall. That same unstoppable drop.

Just like them. Just like Mother and Father, falling into the Depths.

It was time to leave.

He scrambled back through the tunnels, guided by his markings and the upward-flowing air currents. When he finally burst onto the surface, he was soaked in sweat. The destabilization was accelerating faster than the outlanders had anticipated.

Then he felt the sudden drop. The islet had held some lift after the core’s removal, but now it had begun its fall toward the Storm below.

He stumbled to the edge, cold wind whipping through his hair. His trial had failed. He would not return with a fragment to save Roost. But the tribe had to know what happened – about the living systems inside the seedheart islets. And about the outlanders.

If they had come for Veil Islet’s core, what would stop them from seeking others? Roost’s heartstone wasn’t a seedheart, but it might still interest these invaders.

He had to survive.

He had to warn the tribe.

Above, the intruders’ vessel retracted its platform and climbed fast, vanishing into the open sky. Below, the Storm churned, rising fast. Larger animals rushed from the caves, also searching for escape. There were none. His glider was ruined. The air howled with turbulence.

Toryn fumbled for the eagle-call whistle, raised it to his lips, and blew a long, sharp note. He remembered the ritual: cloak raised high, words shouted into the wind. “Heights to heights, winds to winds, I call to those who ride between!”

Nothing.

He tried again, adjusting his stance awkwardly, feeling foolish as the world crumbled around him. “Feathers… follow… flight!” Still nothing but the roar of wind and the groaning rock.

Desperate, he blew once more, shouting the first line with all his strength before trailing off. “Feathers… oh, just come!”

A dark shape appeared high above – the massive, blue-black eagle. It circled once, then dropped into a controlled dive.

Toryn froze mid-shout, cloak dangling in the wind. The eagle let out a piercing cry and streaked toward him.

The Storm raged only a few thousand feet below. Toryn ran to the edge. As the eagle shot past, he leaped. The islet lurched violently beneath him. Air ripped the feather cloak from his grasp, and his precious goggles flew off. He slammed onto the eagle’s back, far too rearward, his fingers desperately clutching at the thick feathers as he struggled to find a secure hold. For several terrifying seconds, he slid toward the tail before managing to grip the dense plumage tightly enough to halt his fall.

The eagle banked sharply, veering away from Veil Islet as it fell toward the Storm. The landing had knocked the air from Toryn’s lungs, and sharp pain stabbed through his ribs. “Don’t… drop me…,” he gasped, his vision swimming.

The bird seemed to understand, leveling slightly.

Three days of grueling flight to reach Veil Islet, the shock of his discoveries, and now the bruising impact of his desperate leap – it was too much. Exhaustion crept in at the edges of his vision, finally overwhelming him. The last thing he saw before blackness claimed him was a vast, circular opening in the Storm below, where the islet fell. He couldn’t process what it meant – barely registered it. His final realization was that the eagle was following the islet’s path in a wide spiral.

The fate of Roost Islet – and perhaps all islets – was now tied to forces beyond his grasp. And somehow, he had landed directly in their path.




Chapter 6: Storm’s Edge

Their attempt to break through the storm wall had failed. Spectacularly.

What had looked like a weak spot had clamped shut like a trap the moment they neared it. Three more tries, three more failures. Each potential escape route sealed itself off.

Six hours later, still trapped in the storm’s strange calm, Lina Ryven was so tired that even blinking felt like work. Her hands were practically fused to the Noble Steed’s control column, her knuckles white and unresponsive. The situation had escalated from challenging to dire – they were trapped.

Cloud walls loomed on all sides with no visible top. The Storm churned below them. It had always been the impassable barrier, the floor of their world – now it felt more like a living entity, reaching upward.

Lina frowned at the cloud formations beneath them. “That’s the second time I’ve seen that happen here,” she muttered.

Kip followed her gaze. “The vortices? Yes, most peculiar.”

“It’s like the eye… ’s expanding,” Lina said. “No natural weather pattern does that. It’s like being inside a zeppelin’s balloon.”

The fuel gauge was dipping low, and the engine whined under the constant strain. Another attempt to breach the wall felt impossible. “We’re trapped,” Lina finally admitted into the heavy silence.

“An astute observation,” Kip replied from the passenger seat.

“The engine can’t handle another attempt,” Lina said, checking the steam gauge. The needle quivered just above a skull icon – a clear warning of catastrophic failure. “We’re running on fumes and luck as it is.”

Then she noticed the eye itself was changing. The flat, circular base of clouds beneath them had begun to stretch and elongate, spinning faster like a whirlpool gaining momentum. “Look,” she said, pointing. “There she is, Big Mama Vortex.”

What had been the floor of the eye was now opening, reaching downward through the Storm like a widening throat several miles in diameter. “That’s bloody impossible. Hope this thing won’t drag us in,” she murmured, maneuvering the damaged craft to hover farther above the opening.

“We left possible behind hours ago,” Kip commented dryly. “We’ve journeyed through wildly improbable and fundamentally absurd. And now we’ve arrived at defying atmospheric science. I’m almost curious about what’s next.”

“Decades of Technocracy Storm research, and not a single record of anything like this.”

“Maybe they weren’t looking in the right places,” Kip said. “Or maybe some things aren’t meant to be known.”

“You’re starting to sound like those Fellowship mystics,” Lina scoffed, still watching the formation. “But this…” She gestured at the expanding cylinder beneath them.

As they talked, Lina felt the shift – a faint downward tug in the air around them. “Oh, great. It’s pulling us in,” she muttered.

The Noble Steed groaned as it started a slow descent near the edge of the opening.

And below… below, Lina saw the impossible.

The Storm, the world’s eternal boundary, opened below them like a giant window. And through it, stretching in every direction, was water. A vast, dark expanse, slate-gray and moving. The real surface of the world – not clouds, not an empty void, but an ocean.

The Technocracy had theorized that the entire planet might be gaseous; the tribes spoke of the Depths as a kind of hell from which no one returned. But no accepted model included this.

“So much for all those theories,” Lina murmured. “Turns out there’s just a giant puddle underneath.”

They passed the densest layer of the Storm – the one hanging about three thousand feet above the surface. It was the quintessence of bad weather – a chaotic mix of rain, sleet, and hail, but strangely, no lightning. “Explains why no one comes back,” Kip murmured, glancing back at the tunnel. “I won’t envy anyone passing through it without this convenient opening. And don’t imagine anyone could climb back up through that.”

The gauges spun wildly. The altimeter dropped fast, and Lina fought to slow their descent. Pressure climbed. Temperature rose. “Our floatstone gravity pull’s weakening,” Lina said numbly. “Like it’s wearing off.”

Before Kip could respond, a dark shape emerged above, falling through the same hole in the sky.

As the shape neared, it resolved into a floating island – smaller than most mid-altitude drifts, maybe half a mile across. But the island was falling. A pale blue light emanated from it, pulsing rhythmically as it descended toward the surface.

Lina swore and yanked at the controls, steering them away from the falling island as best she could. The island hurtled past, winds howling around its jagged edges.

“This opening…” Kip breathed. “It’s a passage for the island.”

As the island passed, turbulence spun them in a wild dance. The ship’s Rational Element module had begun to flicker.

“The module’s failing!” Lina screamed. She frantically adjusted the controls as the ship grew heavier and more sluggish. “The Rational Element’s just a rock now.”

The craft stabilized for a moment, spiraling downward in a wide arc.

Meanwhile, the island neared the ocean – not crashing, but gracefully slowing. As it descended, its glow faded completely, disappearing into the mist. The island touched the water with impossible grace, settling gently onto the surface.

“I can’t say anything is going to surprise me at this stage,” Lina muttered.

“Indeed,” Kip agreed quietly.

“We land on it,” Lina decided, adjusting their descent to follow the island.

“You’re serious?” Kip asked. “Land on the island that just did a midair waltz?”

“Got a better idea?” Lina snapped, fighting the controls. “The Rational Element’s dead. The plane’s too heavy. We’re not going back up. It’s land now – or swim.”

The Noble Steed jolted hard. They were falling fast. Lina wrestled the controls, trying to find a glide path.

“We don’t have an ejection system. Do you swim?” Kip asked, voice tight.

“Like a stone,” she grunted, judging the distance and the angle.

Too fast. Too steep. They hadn’t made it.

The sea rushed up. Impact slammed through Lina. Metal screamed. Water burst in. She saw the cockpit flooding, and darkness closed over her.



Kip gasped, breaking the surface, his lungs burning. He could see the island – safety. He could swim. Cold gnawed at him. He frantically scanned the churning water. No Lina.

Cursing, he hyperventilated and dove back down. Not for strategy. Just because he’d seen too many left behind. And if she died now, it would mean something in him had gone cold too.

Later, he’d pretend it was just strategy. That his goals, vengeance, reclaiming Saroven lands depended on Lina’s skills. She was, in the most pragmatic assessment, an irreplaceable resource.

But now it doesn’t matter. They are a team, and he’s responsible for her.

He spotted the sinking outline of the Noble Steed. Through the shattered viewport, Lina’s still form, caught in her restraints. Bubbles trailed from her lips. Adrenaline surged. He kicked hard, reached the wreck, and pulled himself inside. The restraint buckle was jammed. He yanked, tore at it, lungs screaming for air. With a final, desperate wrench, it gave way, releasing Lina’s limp form. He grabbed her jacket and kicked upward, her weight dragging him down, his muscles on fire.

They broke through together. Kip gasped, holding Lina’s head above water. She was still. Pale in the gray light above the water. Above, the vortex was sealing. The Storm churned into a solid wall again.

They were trapped.

Cold dread gripped Kip.

No way back. Years of planning, his quest – all of it meaningless now, cut off in another world by the impassable Storm.

A piece of the Noble Steed’s wing floated nearby. Kip clung to it, using the wreckage to hold Lina’s weight as he swam for shore.

“The things I do for kidnappers,” he muttered.

Finally, his feet struck solid ground. The island sloped gently into the water – no cliffs to climb. He hauled Lina onto the shore and rolled her onto her side. Checked her breathing. Nothing.

Then she coughed hard, spitting water. She gasped, coughed again, but remained unconscious. Kip collapsed beside her, utterly spent, soaked, and shivering.

After a long while, Lina stirred. Her eyes fluttered open, filled with disorientation. Another cough racked her small frame. Rolling onto her stomach, she braced herself on her elbows and blinked against the gray skies. A moment passed as she registered her surroundings – the near-drowning, the biting cold. Then she saw Kip beside her.

“Well,” she rasped, “two crashes in one week.” She paused, coughed again. “Getting worse each time.”

She looked toward the dark water, then back at him. “How’d I make it to shore?”

“Don’t read too much into it,” Kip replied, wringing out his jacket.

Lina nodded, seeming to understand. She turned to survey the island. “What is this place?”

“No idea,” Kip
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