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While bangs, gunfire, and what sounded like clashing swords raged above them, the two of them had been running through the halls in chaos, always hand in hand so as not to get lost in the crush. Or to not feel alone. It wasn't important. Athyna was beginning to wonder if that nice mechanic had anything else in mind besides escape. At any rate, after chatting with him for a few hours-and after tumbling into the cabin and peeking at the peekable-she had to admit that she was not entirely averse to the idea. Her escape from Salamist had no specific direction, right? Maybe their directions could overlap, just for a while. To see how it would go. It wasn't like she wanted to remain a starving thief all her life, after all. What would have been the harm in having someone close and living a less wild life? But she had to stay focused now if she wanted to be able to decide later. Stay focused, not get lost in the crush and maybe even stay alive in the process. 

She had allowed herself to be guided and pulled by the mechanic in front of her. Not that, tossed around in the swaying, frightened crowd, she could think of doing otherwise. Emerik cleaved through the throng, and she stayed in his wake. She felt as if she were at the mercy of a river's current. Certainly her slender build was not an advantage in such a situation: in a few minutes she had cashed in on shoulders, elbows, shoves and-incredibly, given the situation they were in-at least a couple of inappropriate touches to which she had responded with far more appropriate kicks to the shins. They had gone down the stairs and through the crowded corridors of the sixth deck, where the various lifeboat launching rooms were located. Eventually they had arrived, transfixed and throat parched from smoke, at the nearest among them; it was a square room a few feet on each side, completely bare save for the entrances to the lifeboats on the outer side. Thirty or so people were crowded there, all pressed against each other, waiting, dusty, afraid. Some even wounded. At every thundering cannonade from the deck many among them huddled together, instinctively looking upward. There were only six lifeboats waiting in that room, behind as many round doors set into the outer wall. Each lifeboat was manned and held tightly by one of as many sinewy crew members in black.

"Can't we look for a less crowded place?" shouted the stowaway, trying to be heard over the agitated buzz of those present.

"They will all be like that, assuming they still work. At least here we know there are sailors to drive them!" the mechanic replied to her from over his shoulder, advancing through the crowd and pointing to the crew members standing in front of their respective vehicles. "If we wander around looking for better options we risk being left with a handful."

She stood on tiptoe to be able to see, between the heads of the other huddled passengers, what he was pointing out to her. "Hey," she then turned to a mother beside them who was trying to keep her two little ones quiet. "Do you know if the situation around is different?"

"I don't know," the children's mother turned to answer her, her hair full of ash and dust, her trembling voice letting all her fear and concern shine through. "We came from the front, several of the rooms were silent and bathed in smoke...I don't know if there are any other lifeboats still working, these are the only ones we could find where there was anyone from the ship," the woman quickly explained before returning to reassure her children, who were crying in terror adding noise to noise.

Athyna again stood on tiptoe, rested her hands on Emerik's shoulders and pushed herself up as high as she could to look toward the lifeboats and the sailors trying to maintain order.

"No one can go up until the captain commands it!" shouted the stoutest of them, trying to overpower cries, voices, questions, shouts, protests and sobs. "Stand back! No one can go up until the captain commands it!" he kept repeating, looking more and more scowling as the number of passengers increased. In such a situation, with heated and fear-driven spirits, anything could happen. Athyna had been afraid many times in her life - and each time she had let it guide her she had ended up in trouble. Once, by letting it guide her she had ended up in jail for a month. Another time she had lost all her clothes and had had to steal more before being noticed, not an easy task when you hide half-naked under a vegetable stall on market day. It was fear that had cost the life of the man who had picked her up in swaddling clothes and raised her as his own daughter. She barely remembered him; she was still small when he had been hanged. She had no idea whether the man was her biological father or just a kind-hearted person; she seemed to remember that he had a thick, bristly blond beard, but little else. Even the name was gone. However, she had learned that fear was something that one absolutely had to control, since it could not be avoided. Especially when dealing with groups of people in the grip of it. As he reflected, he noticed that a man to his right had his purse exposed and absent-mindedly left open, probably due to haste. Easy money. She quickly looked around, making sure she was not being observed in that chaotic, swaying melee, then slipped two fingers into the clueless man's pouch. She pulled out a few coins and slipped them into her pocket, looking away to dissimulate. 

"Are you all right?" asked Emerik turning to her at that instant and startling her.

"That's great! But if we got on those I'd be even better off."

"I know. So do I. But they're not letting anyone up. The fat man there says it takes an order from the captain."

"If he is still alive!"

"Why shouldn't it be?" he asked, vaguely alarmed, frowning.

She shrugged her shoulders, pointing to the ceiling, from where came sounds of battle and crackling of rifles. "Do you hear the gunfire? Who knows if he is still alive from here?"

He watched her for a moment, pondering. "Yeah, yeah, who would know?" He brightened, adding, "Again, you're a genius!" 

As Athyna muttered to herself, "I know, but why the astonished tone?" Emerik brought his hands to his mouth, like a megaphone, taking to shouting loudly.

"The captain is dead! The captain is dead!"

The crowd reacted exactly as he had expected: by panicking. The mass of those present began to sway back and forth, quivering; the shouts quickly became less pleading and more angry. Athyna, committed to not getting crushed in the midst of the commotion, was stunned by his cynicism, but also by the slyness of the stunt: he had made the situation ungovernable so that he could take advantage of it. The crew members stopped repeating the two catchphrases and looked at each other in amazement, undecided, unable to determine whether that voice reporting the captain's death was telling the truth or not. After a few seconds, the crowd chose for them, too, pushing forward, pressing against the crew and demanding-demanding, by now-to go up. The sailors resisted for a few more moments, as long as they could, then had to give in and acquiesce lest they be lynched.

The large, round handles that gave access to the lifeboats were swiftly rotated under the eager eyes of the thronging people, pushed further and further forward by the desperate people who kept coming over. Some among them bore obvious signs of participation in a no-holds-barred battle: scratches, blows, wounds of varying nature and severity. One very pale boy, his face pulled, was pressing against his new bloody stump, there where he had had an arm. "They came from nowhere, up there it's a massacre, a massacre..." muttered to the nothingness a man, transfixed and dirty, dripping blood from his right hand. Emerik and Athyna were crushed together and stood there, pressed against each other, standing beside one of the lifeboats, pressed on each side by the mass of passengers. 

The round doors, similar to those armored doors in Sun's banks, opened rolling slowly to the side, giving access to the shuttles. These were relatively small: a little more than three meters long, cylindrical, each with four seats along the walls, two on each side; a large glass window served as the front wall, reinforced by a thin iron square frame. Also on the front, a puzzle of levers and buttons-the flight instrumentation-and a kind of handlebar in front of the pilot's chair. Athyna had no idea how those spacecraft could work. It was enough for her that they worked. Each crew member hurriedly climbed into their craft, powering it up and getting it ready, while the passengers tried to pour into it all at once, obstructing each other, then fighting, then pushing each other, finally punching each other. One elderly gentleman brought down the tip of his walking stick on a boy's head, knocking him to the ground. The latter's father punched the old man. The old man's son kicked the attacker. The thing degenerated into an almost instantaneous brawl, with members of the respective families intent on giving each other a hard time, sending fists and kicks flying in all directions. The hubbub of the fight joined the calls of those who had lost someone and were searching for them in the chaos, the shrill cries, the wails of the wounded, the cries of terror, and the constant crackle of rifles and pistols from the upper decks.

Athyna's mind was focused on the lifeboats, which were few in number and filling up quickly despite the brawling and fighting. It meant that more than a few would not be able to get on. She did not care who would be left behind among all those strangers as long as she did not end up among them. She looked at Emerik out of the corner of her eye and weighed the possibilities on the fly. Then she decided that yes, she wanted him to go up as well. It would have been rude to abandon the one who had shown her such selfless generosity. She seized the moment, as was her wont, and threw herself forward, dragging the mechanic, who had been distracted by the scuffle for a few moments-if only to avoid getting into it-as had most of those present. She pulled him with her inside the last remaining free lifeboat, pushing away a couple trying to get on before her and moving an elderly woman already inside, who was trying to sit down. The other three seats were already occupied by the sailor at the helm, a distinguished gentleman with a conspicuous bruise on his forehead, and a little girl about four years old, finely dressed, her face sooty and streaked with tears. "Have you seen my daddy?" the latter asked them, sobbing in fright. The distinguished gentleman shot the newcomers an eloquently sad look.

"No, honey, but you'll see she'll be fine," Emerik lied to her in a reassuring tone. Sometimes, thought the thief, the truth was overrated.

"What are we waiting for?" asked Athyna as she fumbled with the belt protruding from the seat and held out with one foot a boy trying to get in.

"You don't leave without an order, miss, unless the ship is going down. That's the procedure," replied the sweaty sailor, nervously sitting in the driver's seat.

"Do we have to wait until we plummet in order to save ourselves? But that's idiotic!"

"I understand, young lady, however, it is my responsibility to follow the regulations and..."

The sailor was interrupted by a pair of shots fired a few feet away from them, freezing everything and everyone, including those who until moments before had been busy brawling. A man with a scarred, bearded face and a stocky, muscular physique stood in the doorway with a smoking gun in each hand. Behind him were glimpses of other sneering jailhouse faces.

"Now, let's keep calm, people. We're all great friends here. Or we're about to be, anyway. Obviously, this is a robbery! But let's proceed in order: everybody get on the ground, please. You, there, get off those things," he said, energetic and confident, using his guns to point to the lifeboats.

Those who had not yet boarded a launch looked around bewildered and had to lie down on the ground as ordered. The distinguished gentleman on the lifeboat with Emerik and Athyna, however, was quick and decisive. He jumped up and threw his weight against the door to close it, pushing it shut with his shoulder, his teeth clenched from the effort. This took on a rolling tightness, the iron edge sliding following its own rails with a squeak of straps and washers under strain. They must have had the same idea in the other lifeboats, too, because the annoying squeaks added up to one another, filling the room in the blink of an eye. The people on the ground watched the doors close rapidly, with terrified and betrayed looks. 

"Stop, I said!" shouted the scarred pirate, still in the doorway, as with a nod he ordered his men to intervene. The pirates scattered, running among the bodies on the ground to reach the lifeboats trying to escape. One, faster, had to succeed, because high screams were raised followed by a couple of gunshots, then desperate crying. The people on the ground gasped and sobbed in terror, but at that point none of those present still had any fighting spirit. 

The one running toward Athyna and Emerik's vehicle also fired a shot aiming at the last crack in the door, which thanks to the distinguished gentleman's effort was now almost completely closed. This parried itself hermetically in the pirate's face, sealed, a few moments later. 

"Yes!" cried the thief emphatically, exultantly raising her hands to the sky.

"Fuck," muttered the man, still standing by the door he had closed, as he observed his own scarlet-palmed hand. The iron ball had ricocheted who knows where and caught him just below the navel. From the bullet hole came copious blood, which was already soiling his shirt. The wounded man's face turned pale, then he collapsed to the ground lifeless, slamming his head against a seat. Athyna bent over him to try to swab the wound as best she could, urging the child to help her. The latter was terrified and had gone from subdued sobbing to bawling her eyes out. From the other side of the door came, muffled, angry blows lashed against the sealed metal, peppered with expletives in at least three different languages.

Emerik, between annoyed and furious, was meanwhile turning to the pilot. "Do we want to wait for them to come in and shoot us, really? Let's get the hell out of here! Now!"

The latter looked at him for a few moments, weighing the options on the table, then looked at the door and the other two passengers, then nodded slowly. "Yes. Yes, I'd say that's better," then he pulled a lever and the lifeboat jerked in response. A few moments later the seats vibrated from the free fall. They had detached themselves from the deck at last and were gliding directly against the vast ocean below. The sailor was busy pulling levers and pressing buttons, muttering something. He became quiet only once the small balloon above them was blown out of its housing with a great clatter of creaking mechanisms, rocking them in midair, away from the Yggr and over the billows, like a dry leaf caught in the autumn wind.

Part 2

​​The Fall
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Two days had passed since the boarding. Two days during which he had been locked up like any other thug in that ridiculously cramped claustrophobic cell, smelly from his own droppings, which macerated in a disgusting bucket in the corner. Baldasor might have been many things, but he was hardly a submissive prisoner. He had beaten against the door and walls, sought escape routes by feeling the ceiling and floor, tried to bribe the warden when the latter brought him a slop to feed on, knocked on the walls looking for weak spots he could break through. Nothing. No way of escape. These ragtag pirates knew their way around cells, he admitted, puffing out his cheeks in a sigh and reloading the mechanical arm again with the appropriate key.

When the battle on deck was over, the invaders had rounded up the few sailors left alive along with the wealthiest passengers they could find. They had pinned them down and forced them to kneel there on the deck littered with the bodies of their friends and colleagues, while the attackers had ransacked the length and breadth of the wounded Yggr, rejoicing and returning from each round on the decks with hands, pockets, sacks—and whatever things could serve as receptacles, in fact—filled to the brim with loot. From the first-class cabins, in particular, they had recovered a truly considerable haul, one that would have repaid several times over for an attack even so bloody. The exile had wondered if someone had passed on information about them to the pirates, perhaps in exchange for compensation. It sometimes happened that some wretch, perhaps envious of his masters' wealth, would rat them out in exchange for a few coins. He had therefore instinctively spat on the ground, disgusted by the disloyalty of the servants. 

Lamelya had also been captured and forced to her knees like everyone else, but a few minutes later she had fallen on her face and never got up. She had died in the disregard of the conquerors, gasping among the other corpses that stared at her silently, lying on the ground. Her wounds had proved too severe - and no one had been interested in giving her aid. Cassius, himself among the prisoners kneeling on deck, had screamed and cursed when the pilot helmswoman had gone down, clamoring for help. No one among the frantic looters had paid him any attention. The bosun had shouted in impotent rage and spent the next few minutes gnashing his teeth and growling angrily as the loot-laden thugs passed, cursing those who came close enough. "Bastards! Murderers!" All he had gotten in return was cruel laughter and amused toothless grins.

Baldasor, Cassius, and the few other prisoners had been kept there while the looting proceeded apace. It had already been a while when the elegant woman who had forced them to surrender had gracefully placed her feet on her conquest of the day. The pirate woman's long tapered legs, wrapped in tight bright red leather pants, had moved gracefully in stepping over bodies to reach now this, now that thug, gesturing and giving orders in a gentle but peremptory tone. To the captured she had appeared perfectly at ease-and at the same time completely out of place-in that expanse of bodies and death. After concluding to handle her own, she had ordered some of the more richly dressed passengers aboard and then addressed the uniformed prisoners still on deck.

"So," he exclaimed, planting himself in front of them with his arms folded. "You have cost me a lot of friends and brothers. What do you have to say for yourselves, rabble?"

One of the crewmembers had retorted, with all the anger he had, "Damn crimin..." but was interrupted by a gunshot before he finished. The female pirate had elegantly blown smoke from the gun she held, as if appearing out of nowhere, while the sailor had fallen backward, joining the indifferent crew of the dead. The others had immediately guessed that silence, in that context, would certainly be a wise choice.

"Before I was so crudely interrupted," she had resumed after a few seconds' pause, darting her eyes over the now entirely quiet prisoners, "I was saying that you cost me a lot, with your albeit admirable resistance. Now, you know, as much as I don't mind the gold," she had cast a glance over her shoulder, toward two noisy pirates who were carrying a large oil painting in a gleaming frame, "I also need men to replenish the ranks. Who among you wanted to be a pirate as a child? Well, this is your chance to live the dream. Freedom. Women - or men, if you prefer, your business! Booty! Adventures!" she had concluded, smiling cheerfully and in a gradually more enthusiastic tone of voice.

A small group of richly dressed passengers were being ushered onto the attackers' ship amid groans and failed attempts at mediation while Baldasor, Cassius, and the other captives in the crew made decisions on the fly. Baldasor was learning from his recent vicissitudes that sometimes pride had to be swallowed along with the desire for revenge. At least temporarily. Shut up today, win tomorrow. So he had looked into the dark eyes of that elegant leather-clad figure towering over them, so proud, so victorious.

"I" had been the only thing he had said, dark in the face, looking straight into her eyes for a few moments before lowering them.

"Excellent! Anyone else?"

Cassius seemed at that point to have sensed Badasor's thoughts, for soon afterward he too came forward.

"If there is money to be made, I'm fine with it," he had said, without looking up from the blood-soaked bridge.

"And that's two! The two most interesting, moreover, as far as I could see from up there. And you?" he had asked, turning to the other kneeling prisoners.

He had gotten a mumbled chorus of assent in response. 

"Oh, come on!" the pirate captain had smiled, beaming. "A little enthusiasm, by golly, you rabble! You are about to begin a wonderful, new life, yes?" She had purposefully raised her voice in uttering the last words. Some pirates, busy searching the bodies on deck, had expressed their assent to their leader's words by nodding, grunting and cheering.

"Come on, get up. Up! Forgive me if I don't take those off yet," he had pointed with his gun at the ropes constricting the prisoners' wrists, "but first we have to make introductions, don't we? Sbarbacapre! Marlon! Bring your new colleagues to the Thurisaz!" he had barked in a much less accommodating tone to two big men passing by at the time. These had instantly dropped the loot they were carrying and had executed without a word. The new members of the pirate crew had been made to lie on a large burlap net that was being used as a freight elevator and waited, softly unfolded, on the deck of the Yggr. Once all of them had been set in place, the net had been tugged back up, causing them to jiggle and prance, some legs sticking out of the mesh and swinging in midair. Baldasor was furious, though he couldn't tell if he was more burned by that awkward situation or by being defeated by a pirate woman. Yet there was something about the woman that had fascinated him like no other before. 

"Do you have a plan?" whispered Cassius to them, taking advantage of the opportunity as they were brought up like a bunch of unmotivated, freshly caught sardines.

"Live today, fight tomorrow. Gain in the meantime."

"Hmm. Same plan," the other had replied, then returned to a reflective, somber silence.

In about ten ascending tugs they had been pulled onto the deck of the slender pirate ship, teeming with activity. There, the wealthy captives were identified for ransom and the substantial loot was inventoried and then taken to warehouses on the decks below. By that time Baldasor had been separated from the others and had not been heard from again. He had been blindfolded, pushed down some narrow stairs and then into the stupid cell, and had been forgotten there except for the meager ration once a day. This made him furious. He hit the door again with his mechanical fist, making it vibrate. Remembering the events had renewed his anger. Two days is a long time to spend in a closet. He was nervous. Disdainful. Tired. He stank. If he had not been so distinctly superior to those commoners who served as his jailers, he might even have felt humiliated, but no, this satisfaction he would not have given to those ragged, flying jail leftovers.

It was this kind of thought that crowded his mind when the door forcing him in there creaked open, revealing to him, in a rectangle of dim light, a narrow, bare hallway made of wood as dark as the hull. Beautiful material, suggested the prisoner's experienced eye, speculating on the fly that it might be ebony. He moved a few numb, uncertain steps, entering the corridor; there, someone behind him pushed him slightly forward, without a word, forcing him to proceed down the passage. He advanced about ten meters, the sound of his footsteps on the wood muffled by a long blue and gold carpet, the spoils of who knows what robbery, then he was forced to open the door against which the passage ended. He squinted his eyes for a few moments and shielded himself with his hand, struck by the sudden light after days of semi-darkness. 

He was in a large room whose walls were filled with fine paintings of all kinds, well lit through many long, narrow single-hung windows. Beyond these the blue sky was dotted with small, plump clouds grazing in the distance. In the center of the room, slouching on an overly ornate wooden stool, was the woman who had recruited him-or was it better to say "taken him prisoner"? - She reflexively stroked a black cat, which dozed serenely on its belly. Several sailors from the Yggr were also there, lined up along the wall, watched over by a small group of pirates. There were more than a dozen black uniforms, including men and women, so Baldasor imagined that recruitment had continued even after he had been hoisted aboard. Cassius, neatly lined up with the others, gave him an imperceptible nod, to which Baldasor responded in the same way.

"And the last of our recent acquisitions has arrived as well, good!" said the captain satisfied, watching him enter and producing a radiant, almost excessive smile. Her raven hair flowed down her shoulders in airy ringlets, and one of her long legs dangled relaxed, the crook of her knee resting on the armrest of the massive seat. Baldasor had to force himself to move his eyes away from such dangerous, harmonious and seductive forms. It was an epic effort, taking him a few seconds while he joined the line along the wall.

"You will forgive me for the wait, gentlemen. I realize it may be unpleasant, but it is necessary. We had to clear space, you know. Assessing, storing, ransoming, making inventories and securing everything we took from you," he prodded them, assessing their reactions without ceasing to smile. No one looked up from the ground. 

"Should I introduce myself?"

He gracefully brought down the black cat, who complained about it with a determined meow. So he got up from that sort of pirate throne decorated with small skulls and two or three obscene words, crudely carved by scratching the wood with a knife or something.

"I am Captain Orianna," he made a deep formal bow that lasted a few seconds. "And you are welcome on my propeller schooner, the Thurisaz," he added, rising again. 

One of the pirates present shouted, "Hooray for Captain Orianna, the Fox of Storms, the Gem of the Heavens, the Plunderer of Zuma!" and the other pirates in the room responded by barking three "hoorays."

She smiled, thanked with a nod, and gestured with her hands to ask for silence. She got it instantly. Baldasor marveled at the absolute obedience these battle-scarred and battle-hardened pirates showed toward their slender leader.

"Now, despite the somewhat stormy introductions, we are glad to have you on board, you know. We always need people who are competent and hungry for booty."

He looked at them with his ice-colored eyes, walking slowly toward them. "Well, don't just stand there, introduce yourselves! One at a time, please. You," he pointed his index finger toward the first of the row of sailors in black. "Name and rank."

"Fedeyyn Lumar, simple sailor," replied the woman, standing at attention with her gaze fixed forward.

"Next!"

"Gunther Herbert, selected sailor."

"Go ahead, go ahead. I don't have all day."

"Thomas Abingale, ensign."

"Oh good!"

"Cassius Cantium, Boatswain."

"Uh, yeah, you're one of those people who created some difficulty for us. Nice leg! I'm glad you joined us."

"I need the money, and I don't really care where it comes from," Cassius added, as if justifying himself.

"I didn't ask, really, but splendid: you don't think about the origin and you will see that if you are loyal, you will have something to rejoice about. Next!"

"Dr. Worshin. Dr. Calgar Worshin, surgeon and ship's doctor."

"Excellent, a doctor is always needed!"

They continued in this way until Baldasor closed the line.

"Ceres Saldani, passenger and merchant," he said.

She stopped walking and looked at him, smiling. She shook her head and arched an eyebrow, asking him, "Are you sure?"

Baldasor held back a shudder. "What do you mean, sure? Sure, that's my name." He noticed that she was sweating. He prayed that she would not notice him.

The woman stared at him for a few more moments, the carefree smile fading into a much harsher and sharper expression. "Interesting," she added, turning her back on the recruits and returning with long, elegant strides to her desk.

"Why should it be interesting?" he asked, trying to push back the surprise and sound convincing and assertive.

"Because, you see," she said, taking a paper from her seat and handing it to him, "you look so much like this guy here."

The wanted poster, issued by Salamist City Hall, was the same one the guards had at the gates when he boarded. Someone must have provided a copy to the pirates somehow. 

SEARCHED said, BALDASOR SALAMISTIS. The charcoal drawing of his face didn't do it justice, he thought, but it was still hard to miss. The three zeros that followed the initial 2 in the size was still a few for someone like him. He was surprised to think that they should have offered at least five times that much for him. He chased the thought away, since this was hardly the time for arrogance.

He looked up from the paper, unable to utter a single word. Orianna was one step away from him and staring at him, wearing her wide, candid smile again. She had in her eyes the greedy light of one who has just unearthed a treasure.

"Welcome aboard, Mr. Grand Fixer of Salamist, fugitive and liar," she greeted him, more cheerful than before.
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As they escaped from the still-under-attack Yggr, along with a handful of others of those cylindrical lifeboats that had managed to disengage and were now floating in the sky toward the most disparate directions, they finally got a glimpse of what had happened. They saw a smaller, tapered dark ship docked on the deck of the much larger ship below. They discerned the cannon holes, smoldering black dots in their ship's large, convex hull. They looked in astonishment at the vast gash in the stern, from which a white cloud of pressurized steam was escaping. They noticed flashes and bursts on the deck, where the battle still raged. Above all, they stared in dismay at the great columns of black smoke rising from the hull of the wounded airship, mind the fire devouring uncontrollably the lumber, the corridors, the halls, the rooms, and the unfortunate people who had found no shelter. Although they were moving away as fast as they could - "with only one propeller, if the wind doesn't help us, I wouldn't exactly be talking about speed," Emerik had judged a few hours later - the wind at moments still brought with it sounds of gunfire and cries of terror.

"Holy ... of that ... bitch."

Emerik turned to Athyna to see what her exclamation was about. The small leather bag with the on-board emergency medical kit was lying on the ground beside the injured man. The girl, having finished swabbing and bandaging as best she could the man's wound on the ground, now kept her forehead and the tip of her nose resting against the side porthole glass, her eyes fixed on the airships.

"Let it go, Athyna. There is nothing we can do about it. Rather, we have to try to figure out where we're headed, since all I see is ocean."

The well-dressed child had not yet stopped crying, albeit softly, murmuring "daddy" from time to time and pulling up with her nose. She seemed about to collapse, exhausted. Emerik had wished she would, both for her and for their nerves already stretched to the limit by the situation. That constant crying was not helping to keep her calm. He handed her a tissue, trying to appear friendly. The child ignored it, although her nose desperately needed it.

The sailor at the helm, with sweat dripping from his forehead down his face and finally falling in heavy drops from his chin, was intent on fiddling with buttons, levers and control buttons. His concentrated expression was betrayed only by a slight nervous twitching of his eyelid.

"So, sailor, where are we headed?" emerik addressed him, going to his side and resting a hand on his shoulder.

"Sandar," said the other, abruptly shaking off the mechanic's limb.

"What place is it?"

"No, that's my name. Sandar Harwani. At this point," he looked laconically at Yggr, wrapped in his cocoon of black smoke, "I guess I am no longer the sailor of anything. Therefore, I am just Sandar."

"All right. Do you know where we are going, Sandar?"

"To the south, judging by the position of the sun."

"What does the compass say?"

"Nothing," he says. It's not there."

"How is it not there?" marveled Emerik.

"It's not there. I don't know why. If you want to make a complaint to the owner, go ahead, but only after I do. Right now, however, it's late to look for one."

"All right, let's reflect-why don't we go north to Salamist?"

"Because the wind at this time of the year blows steadily from north to south, and with the paltry buoyancy of the lifeboat we would never be able to overpower it. Both Salamist and Taurus are precluded from all lesser craft, such as this one, for at least another couple of months. Besides, I don't know ways to keep our course north by orienting with the stars, whereas I know how to recognize the southern star, the star of my home," Sandar admitted.

"This, then! How is it possible that you do not know how to navigate using the stars?" threw Athyna, intervening without getting up from her seat.

"To your knowledge, not all sailors are navigators. Can you?"

"No, but I'm not a sailor."

"And I manage the rooms and the guests, not the charts."

"I mean, you're not a real sailor."

Sandar turned his head to look at the thief with thin, hostile eyes; the thief replied in the same way, adding a curled nose as an extra.

Emerik stepped in to quell tempers before the two could get physical.

"Regardless of unnecessary bickering, if the wind is against us, we can only accept it. South, then. At least we can try to head for some specific point. We have nautical charts on board, right?"

"Not to my knowledge, no."

"No?" made, astonished, the mechanic. Athyna huffed noisily, shaking her head disapprovingly.

"Even if we had them, we don't know where we are, how could we use them? Besides, do you think we were supposed to be in this very stretch of sea when we disengaged?"

"Oh, okay. So we just know that we're going south, but not from where or to what point?" the mechanic made.

"We're pretty high up, when we see some dry land all we have to do is reach for it."

"We don't even know where the land is in the south?" asked Emerik, on the verge of discouragement.

"Not precisely, no. We are far from the great continents of the Deep South and East. Of attainable we will have only scattered clusters of small islands, as I recall."

"Let's hope you have a good memory, then..."

"Even if this were not the case, the north is unreachable and with it the nearest cities. To the west and east there are vast stretches of sea before we find civilization. At our speed, it could take weeks to get there, assuming the wind from the north does not push us off course. We can only go south. It is the only logical choice."

"Does anyone live there, on those islands you were talking about? I would have a commitment elsewhere," Emerik inquired.

"In some, yes. The major ones. Even without knowing our exact starting point, it shouldn't be too difficult to find an inhabited one. And it will be better than wandering aimlessly on the ocean, anyway."

"Bullshit," Athyna had intervened, "what if we run out of food, water and—or—fuel before we find one?"

"We hope to find some quickly then, right? Alternatively, whoever wants to can drive, dive down below or get out and push, because I wouldn't know what else to do," Sandar replied coldly before returning his concentration to driving. Emerik returned to his seat beside Athyna with an expression between discouraged and hopeful. The girl looked at him puzzled, as if expecting the mechanic to say something, then huffed and leaned her head against the back of the seat, curling up.

They all remained silent for a while. The man on the ground was no longer bleeding, but he did not seem to be getting better, in fact. He was burning with fever and was still unconscious. He was breathing heavily, gasping from time to time. They had arranged a pillow under his head, but that was all they could do. The child, on the other hand, had finally succumbed to sleep and occupied two adjacent seats, supine on her side, her breathing heavy. The first moment of peace in the last, convulsive hours. The other two passengers sat in the seats on the opposite side, each absorbed in his own thoughts. Sandar was still focused on driving, although the handling of the craft seemed to have become markedly easier after the first frantic minutes of flight. The pilot, at this point, was merely holding the handlebars with both hands, carefully scanning the landscape below through the glass window. 

Emerik felt with his hand in the inside pocket of his jacket and pulled out the envelope with the invitation to Bridee. The University, the Guild-now he had to find an alternative way to reach his future. And to pay his own way, moreover. But there was no question of despairing. This was only a temporary detour. Hardship builds character, his grandmother was fond of telling him when he was still a child. He had not fully grasped the meaning of it then. 

"Add some coal to the boiler, please," Sandar addressed him, without turning around.

"Where do I find him? In fact, where do I find both?"

"The coal is down there; the boiler feed, on the other hand, is in the compartment under the seats."

Emerik pulled out the compressed coal and lowered the insulated compartment under the seat. The temperature of the vehicle rose a few more degrees. Athyna, already sweating, got up huffing and muttering something under her breath, opened the air vents and sat back down, letting herself fall heavily. The other threw the fuel into the boiler, closed its watertight door, raised the insulating wall and sat back down in turn.

"Thank you, Mr...."

"You're welcome. I am Emerik Haraddson, nice to meet you. My traveling companion is Athyna..." He turned to look at her, as if to ask her to add her last name. This one shook her head, refusing to say it - mostly because she had no idea what her own last name was, or if she had one. "Athyna," concluded Emerik simply. The other nodded his head in greeting, then went back to focusing on the commands.

The little girl, awakened by the voices, murmured "Daddy" in a plaintive tone, then sat up again, looked around bewilderedly, and began crying again louder than before. Emerik covered his face with one hand, exhausted. Athyna got up and went to sit by the little one's side, silently hugging her and holding her close. It seemed to work almost magically. The little one clung to her arm, then quieted a little. From shrieking cries came soft sobs. It hurt their hearts to see her like this, but there was not much they could do except comfort her.

"I am Athyna. Would you like to tell me your name?" said the thief in a persuasive tone.

"Susan," sobbed the child, pulling up with her nose.

"And then what?"

"Susan Poffis."

"Nice to meet you, Susan. Don't worry, everything will be fine." At that sentence, Emerik and Sandar made silent curses against bad luck, but they forced themselves to show smiles for the benefit of the serenity of the flight. "This is Emerik. And the pilot's name is Sandar. We'll take care of you for a while. Don't worry, okay?" the thin girl asked, artificially radiant. The little girl looked at them and nodded uncertainly, but did not let go of her arm.

They spent the next five days in this way, searching the big blue without any success. No land. Only sea, a few rocky reefs, more sea, clouds, more sea. By dawn of the second day they had spotted a large group of majestic blue whales playing, diving and rolling, a few hundred meters below them. They lifted great columns of water from the vents, dancing huge and peaceful in the endless icy waters. Then, only waves and the reflection of the scorching summer sun. A deck of frayed and scratched playing cards, left who knows why among the lifeboat's supplies, had helped them keep their wits about them.

At sunset on the fourth day they had spotted something ploughing through the clouds in the distance, a large number of mighty dark silhouettes against the reddish sky, but they were too far away to think of reaching them.

"Is that a merchant fleet?" had Athyna asked Sandar, leaning forward toward the glass window, as if to get a closer look.

"How would I know, exactly?" the other had huffed, caustically, then added in a more conciliatory tone, "I don't think so, this is not a commercial traffic zone."

"Then what are those? Giant seagulls?" the redhead had pressed.

The other had looked at her sideways, glowering at her from his driver's seat. "I-don't-know," he had slowly punctuated, before he stopped looking at her and returned to staring at the view below.

"Really helpful," Athyna had decreed, returning to her seat and sitting cross-legged.

The small rear propeller engine, their only propulsion element, had already devoured almost all the supercarbon stowed in the small craft. The food ran out that fourth evening. Water would not be enough for more than two more days. They had diligently rationed supplies, but there was not much in the tiny holds. This was not a lifeboat designed to fly for long. The injured distinguished gentleman had not woken up again, falling prey to a severe fever. All they had been able to do for him was change his bandages and try to get him to drink some water, pouring it over his chapped lips. He had been gasping, moaning and gurgling for a whole day, then stopped making noise. Then of moving. Finally, of breathing. Now, more than twenty-four hours after her death, in that cramped space at the mercy of the summer heat, she was also beginning to smell. 

"We have to do something about Mr. Dobliss," decreed Emerik, whose jacket lay disheveled on the seat, his shirt nearly open and smeared with sweat. They had discovered his name when, once he had expired, they had rummaged for papers. Alvin Dobliss. A hero who had sacrificed his life so the four of them could escape. Haraddson had said a few choice words, then Athyna had taken care to put the wallet-obviously, empty-into the man's pocket, while Emerik respectfully covered his face with a handkerchief. 

The skinny redhead kept the shirt Emerik had lent her knotted at the front, her belly exposed and her sleeves rolled up almost to her shoulders in an attempt to fight the heat. Glossy with sweat, she was airing herself with an empty clipboard. "Shall we throw it out the door?" she proposed.

"Come on, we owe him our lives! If he hadn't closed the door-I say, does that sound respectful?"

"Why, is it respectful to leave it there to stink? At least it will feed the sea. There's poetry in it, you know?" He paused briefly for thought, then scratched the back of his nose and added, "If you're referring to the gesture of throwing it below, however: either that, or let's ditch it to lay it gently in the water."

"Okay, poetess, I give up. I'm too hot to argue anyway. Sandar, can we open without going down for this?"

The taciturn pilot nodded, without adding a word. He had not been very talkative in recent days. All the better, assessed the mechanic, considering that between the pilot and the redhead it would be understatement to say there was not much sympathy. Turning the large wheel-shaped knob, they opened the rear hatch just enough to be hit by a refreshing current of air, which enveloped the entire room, bringing some relief to the occupants of the lifeboat. They thanked the heroic deceased one last time, then pushed him off in the most respectful way they could find. They watched for a few seconds over the edge as the corpse plunged into the sea, then closed the door and returned to their seats. Emerik positioned himself beside the pilot, looking back down through the glass window. "Still nothing?"

"Nothing," replied the helmsman, with pronounced dark circles under his eyes, shaking his head. He had slept a few hours per night, leaving the steering handlebars to Emerik, who had obviously volunteered. Drive a flying lifeboat? Yes, thank you. 

"I'm bored!" exclaimed Susan after a few minutes. She had not yet cried that day, incredibly. It was also true that the day was not yet over.

"We all get bored, honey," Athyna replied to her, sounding perhaps a little too harsh despite not having wished for it. Tiredness was beginning to be felt in all of them. The little girl went back to holding her chin with her hands. 

"Ouch, though!" he huffed, quivering his lips and sputtering. In the lifeboat slowly plying the skies, silence reigned again for a while.

"Stop everything, what's that over there?" exclaimed Sandar suddenly, with an edge of emotion, pointing a quivering finger toward the horizon line.

Emerik looked through the shuttle's binoculars toward the indicated spot for a few moments, twisting his mouth as he tried to make out something. When he found it, he smiled and exclaimed, "They look like mountains! It's mountains! It's land!"
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