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THE LONE CHIMNEY
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THE GEAR SCHOOL KLAXON droned, signalling thermodynamics class for Windy and hightailing it for West. Like always, the jack-fox peeked around Ol' Sevad's abandoned cabin before heading down the alley - heading home. He crouched behind a hay shed while a steam-powered wagon rumbled out of town, belching black smoke. Then he looked around before jumping onto the back hitch and settling in for the morning's bumpy ride. 

Hours later, West jumped off the wagon and sniffed the air for the tell-tale scent of Bruin thugs - a combination of sweat, rotting fish, and sour honey. Smelling nothing but soot, he jumped the crumbling rock wall and pulled a hood up over his tufted ears. He avoided the vendor's square - there would be Bruins there, and West knew better than that.

A shout carried up from the ravine where two Bruin soldiers were harassing a local marmot family on their way home.

​“You should have thought of that before you came to town! If you don’t like the rules around here, tough biscuits!” The Bruin’s deep voice reverberated through the town - a warning. “You can’t help yourself to the king’s water and fill your water barrels in the stream. You have to pay for that. You owe the king ten coppers.”

“We’re sorry, sir, we didn’t mean no harm,” whined the plump boar-marmot, clutching his woven cap to his chest. “Ten coppers for a little water? We don’t have ten coppers! We haven’t got two coppers!”

“Take him away!” The bear snatched the little, woven hat from the marmot and crammed it down on his own massive head. “He will learn to obey the rules after a few months in the heliox mines. Dump the water and smash the barrels!”

“Oh, please, don’t take him away! Our son is sick, and those barrels are all we have to get water,” the sow-marmot pleaded.

“If you can’t afford water, you can’t have water, can you?” The soldier shoved her out of the way, grabbed the snivelling boar-marmot by his tail, and dragged him away.

West huffed, clenched his paws, and kept walking. Those vile Bruins need someone to stand up to them. I don’t have a death-wish, or I’d stand right in front of that bear and settle this. I’d end up roasting on a spit, more likely. One day, I will fix this or find a way to fly away from it all. 

West floated through the clouds in his mind, letting his imagination carry him home. His nose twitched as he came around the bend - smoke! The fur on the back of his neck stood on end, his eyes grew wide, and his heart stuck in his throat. Our house. It’s gone! What happened?! West stared at the lone river-rock chimney, defiant in a heap of smouldering embers.

He froze, holding his breath and gripping the strap of his backpack until his paws ached. He looked for anything resembling his house - rage and sadness swelling within him. How could they? He thought. How could they take the last of my memories too? West choked down a sob and kicked a pile of rubble. 

“You there!” a voice growled. 

West stepped back. Brilliant. Smart thinking, West! Might as well shoot yourself in the foot! 

“Stop! Come here!” yelled a grumpy-looking black bear with a gearbow strung over his shoulder. West bolted! 

“Stop that fox!” He waved to the other soldiers. “That’s the pup we’re looking for, you lazy furbags!” 

West sprinted faster, picturing the Bruin gearblades cleaving his shoulders like a harvest chicken. He dodged through the shrubs and trees, ears flicking back and forth, scanning for other soldiers. West dove for cover - the ear-piercing shriek of gearblades spinning past him. He crawled to the right behind a tin-framed barn, then stood and sprinted around to the front, diving into a pile of rotting straw and old manure. The bears lugged along behind. They clunked and thunked past West’s hiding place and off down a game trail headed into the ravine. They stopped at the edge of the creek, searching up and down the stream, confused and frustrated. The larger one let out an ear-splitting, savage roar.

West gagged as he waited under the foul-smelling, itchy haystack all afternoon until he was positive the bears had moved on. Even then, he was extra careful on his way back to Dandelion’s cottage. He took the long way and hid in the woods at the slightest sound.

Hours later, West stepped up to the deck and then paused outside the back door, took a deep breath, and sighed. Whew, that was too close! Oh man, I never thought I’d be glad to be home. Wincing as the handle creaked, he tiptoed into the kitchen.   

“Where were you today?” said an angry voice. West ducked, a paw whizzing over the back of his head. “I know you skipped out on class again! You didn’t go back there, did you?” asked his aunt - a lop-eared jill-rabbit.

“You can be mad at me later! They burned down my house! It’s gone and-” The fox’s voice caught in his throat. “And then some crazy Bruin saw me and sent his goons after me. I managed to lose them, but I’m scared, Auntie! I heard him say they were looking for me. Why do they want me? I’m only a kid and-” 

“Shh! They’ve found us! We need to leave!” Wide-eyed, she motioned for silence. “Go get your sister and grab a change of clothes. Bring your winter jackets and a bedroll each. I’ll grab some food, and then we're leaving in five minutes! Go! I can’t believe it’s time...” Dandelion shook her head and willed her racing thoughts to slow. West started to protest, but she gave him a pleading look, and for the first time in years, he obeyed without arguing and ran down the stairs to get his sister. 

Windy’s room doubled as a functioning workshop. Although there was a small bunk in the corner, it looked like it hadn’t been slept in for weeks, with laundry and wires piled high. She hunched over her makeshift workbench, fist tight on some uncrankable sprocket. 

“We need to leave, now!” he said, barging into the room and knocking over a precarious pile of hardware diagram textbooks. “Hurry! Dandi says grab your winter stuff, a bedroll, and a change of clothes. Let’s go!”

Annoyed, Windy pushed her goggles up onto her short ears - about to give him a piece of her mind. “West! I asked you not to...What’s wrong?” She read him like a book and then set her rotor controller on the workbench.

“We have to leave here!”

“Where are we going? Will I need tools, or what?” 

“You can take whatever you can grab in a minute or less, alright?” He fidgeted with the clamps on his suspenders.

She nodded, and they raced to gather their supplies and shove them in their backpacks. Windy snapped the clasps on her toolbox, shoved it into the bottom of her backpack, and hoped she wouldn’t have to lug the hefty box too far. The foxes met their long-eared aunt at the top of the stairs. She shushed them again and hefted an overstuffed satchel onto her shoulder before leading them out the back door. She took one last look at her little home, sighed and then closed the door.
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A SLOW MOTION ESCAPE
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DANDELION RACED WITH her charges along a narrow trail, but it didn’t take more than a minute or two to know they were being hunted. A piercing howl cut through the trees.

Arrhhhoooooo!

A mutt?! How did he find us? I’ve been so careful. If that’s a bounty mutt, we are done for. He’ll never give up! Dandelion quit sneaking and sprinted through the woods with the foxes right behind her. Deep growling and thrashing sounds chased them - they needed to hurry! 

Suddenly, Dandelion skidded to a stop. She rounded a gnarled willow tree and started climbing. The foxes needed no encouragement to follow. The ancient willow, its long-hanging branches dancing in the wind, was not difficult to climb. Within seconds, the branches shielded them from sight. As they neared the top, she heard the mutt break into the stand of trees below. 

Come on! Come on! Light a fire under your tail, Dandi, or he’ll catch you!

Desperately, they climbed higher and faster. Dense switches slapped and scratched their faces. Dandelion pushed through the last of the branches and held them apart for West to climb through. He stuck his head into the open air atop the tree. Jaw dropping, he gazed ahead, and slowly a sly smile formed. He pulled himself onto the top of the tree and stood there, grinning. 

“Nice of you to hold the branches back, West!” Windy brushed leaves and twigs off her thick woven pants and climbed up beside him. She was about to give him another piece of her mind, but then she saw it - sitting on the top of the tree was a woven, willow-branch, rectangular basket with tarnished brass corners. Cranks, wires, and ropes hung all over it. Draped down the side, a rumpled patchwork balloon fluttered in the breeze. 

Dandelion flung open the door on the side of the basket and climbed in. Within seconds, there was a ‘whump’ and a small flame started out of a pressure tank. Instantly, the pile of material fluttered, filling with hot heliox.

“What is it?” asked Windy.

“It’s an airship!” West said in wonder, the grin still frozen on his face. “Well, more of an air balloon. That’s the basket, and there’s the haversack. It has a twin engine with a fixed wing and tail fins. It’s amazing!” The haversack expanded, but not fast enough for Dandelion’s liking. 

“Quick, climb in!” she called through the hatch door. Windy went in first, then West climbed through and pulled the heavy door shut with a loud latch-click. The last of the haversack inflated as the mutt pawed through the branches. He snarled and snapped his teeth at them. 

“Get out of there right now!” he growled. “You are not permitted to fly! You can’t launch that thing, or there’ll be trouble. Give me the kids, and I’ll go easy on you.”

​Dandelion ignored him, madly flicking switches and pulling levers. She muttered to herself, How were you thinking this would work? We won’t lift fast enough. He’ll shoot us down. Open, you stupid controller!

​Dandelion slammed the rusted control nozzle open, rapidly filling the haversack with heliox. The basket pulled upward for a second, but then jerked down again. The mutt held the cabin door and wrenched it from its rusty hinges, but then stumbled on uneven footing. West struggled to hold on from the inside, and Windy yanked him back by his sleeve. As the airship strained to lift further off the treetop, the mutt snarled at them and jumped to grab the bottom edge. 

​Windy screamed. “West! Kick him!” West froze.

​“Hurry up, or he’ll cut us down! Come on, West! Do it!” Dandelion shouted at him, but he stared at the mutt’s head coming over the edge - paralyzed.

​Dandelion stuck her head over the side of the ship and smirked before yanking a lever to the left. The fixed wing pulled out and smacked the mutt off the basket. He lost his balance on the tree and fell into open air. He grabbed a branch and tangled up in the tree, trying to climb again, but by then it was too late. The airship was airborne. Hot steam belched from the twin engines, and the airship floated away from the tree, executing a slow-motion escape. The mutt called out useless threats until, at last, the ship was high enough that his voice whipped away in the wind.
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FAR AWAY IN THE DUNGEON, deep under Bruin City, Arden groaned as his body hit the damp floor of the cell. The Bruin guard slammed the cell door closed, clicked a lock through the geared hinges, and laughed to himself as he meandered away. The light faded as the Bruin guard carried the oil lamp down the hall and finally, out of sight. Jarra held onto her husband, holding his head off the damp floor.

“Oh, Arden, my love!” Jarra stroked the fur on Arden’s forehead and wiped away the blood. He moaned. Jarra dragged him to the corner of the cell where the straw was driest. “You can’t keep going like this. Sooner or later, they will kill you if you don’t give them what they want.” Arden opened his eyes and tried to focus them on his wife.

“I know. But it would be better for me to die than to help them.”

“Don’t say that!” she said, choking down a sob.

“But it would. If I help them, it will only put our kids in danger, and I won’t do that. Not for all the freedom in the world. Don’t give up hope yet - I have an idea.”

“What are you going to do? Don’t be doing anything foolish.”

“I’m going to build their ridiculous turbine-flyer, but it won't work. I’ll rig it to explode and take those cursed bears with it.”

“Oh, Arden, no, that’s dangerous. If you get caught, they’ll kill us both.”

“If I don’t, they’ll keep looking for the kids. I have to help them, but I’m going to do it on my terms.” Arden reached up, and Jarra helped him limp to the cell door. “Bear! Over here! I’ve changed my mind.”
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THE GENTLE FLAME FROM the burner kept the travellers warm even as the temperature outside dropped with the higher altitude. Dandelion steered the balloon, aiming for the northeast and set 3 to full power. It’s time to tell them the truth. Oh, Jarra, I wish you were here. That they could hear this from you. I can take care of their needs, but they need their mama, and that’s just not me. I don’t know how to do this. 

“But I still can’t understand why you didn’t tell us you had an airship. You said I couldn’t learn to fly, and the whole time, you’ve had an airship right here in Wood Grove!” 

“I have so much to tell you,” she said, “but I need to start at the beginning. I am not your aunt and-”

“We guessed that!” said Windy, cutting her off. “You aren’t even a fox! We aren’t pups anymore, Auntie. We want the truth!”

“As I was starting to say - I am not your aunt, but I have long been your mama’s closest friend. Your parents knew the day was coming when you wouldn’t be safe in the valley anymore. I promised them then that if anything happened, I would take care of you. Do you remember the night, three years ago, the Bruins took your parents? When I came in the window?” The foxes nodded. “A neighbour squirrel ran to tell me bears were at your house. I hurried over, but they were already inside, and they had your papa. I climbed around to your window and pulled you out.”

“We know that part,” said Windy.

“Yes, vixen, but what you don’t know is why the bears came. The Bruins left everyone else there in the valley and came specifically for your parents. Do you know why?”

“Because Papa is an engineer?” guessed Windy.

“No. They came because your papa is the heir to the Redwood Throne.” Dandelion stopped then to let the truth sink in.

“What are you talking about? There’s no king in Redwood!” West shook his head. “That doesn’t make any sense!”

“There used to be a king in Redwood. Your grandfather was a wise and valorous king. He ruled Redwood and the Southern Islands. He was murdered the year after you were born, Windy. That was the summer the bears came. They came from the north and attacked, and then they came by boats from the west and cut off the escape for the woodlanders. Redwood fell in two weeks’ time. Your grandparents were killed, and your parents went into hiding. They raised you in the south, where the bears had less control, so you could grow up without being in slavery - or worse! My father was the Duke of North Pines and your grandfather’s childhood best friend. That’s why I grew up with your mama. She was the daughter of a Duke from North Vale. Our lands border each other, and we spent most summers together flying some contraption - Gyrocopters, Wind Dancers, Downdraft Dirigibles - you name it. When your mama and papa met at a harvest festival at Castle Rock, they became friends and then fell in love by the next spring. Your papa loved how daring your mama was flying around the country. Your mama loved how much your papa made her laugh. They were able to stay in hiding until three years ago. Some turncoat woodlander sold them out for the promise of food. Sad, really.”

“Are you saying our parents are the king and queen of Redwood?” asked West.

“Yes.”

“Then are we-”

“Yes. You are the prince and princess of Redwood. And that is why we need to get you away from here to safety. We are going to North Pines to find what’s left of my family and see if we can find a new place for you to hide.”

“But what about our parents? What if they are still alive?” Windy asked, her eyes filling with tears.

“Yes, dear one, they are most definitely still alive. The Bruin king won’t kill them until he has you. He thinks he might be able to use them to find you. He wants to kill you and make sure no one stands in the way of his kingdom. He will do anything he can to get his claws on you - anything!”

Tears ran down Windy’s snout. “I want everything to go back to the way it was before my parents were kidnapped!” 

“I know, dear one, I know.” Dandelion wrapped her arms around Windy and hugged her tight. “It’s getting late. I’m sure you have many questions, but I think it’s best you get some sleep. We can talk more in the morning.”
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THE TALE OF CAPTAIN PRONTO

[image: ]


[image: A picture containing transport, wheel

Description automatically generated]

THE SUN’S BRIGHT RAYS pierced through the dense fog, waking West from a strange dream. He opened his eyes and stretched his shoulders before checking the alt-gauges and heliox tank levels the way Dandelion had shown him. 

“What do you see?” West asked. Windy stood like a statue staring out at the horizon. 

“It's what I don't see that's the problem. I don't see our woods anymore.” She sighed. “I can't see anything familiar. I know we’re safer here, but I miss our tiny cabin with Auntie Dandi. I want to go home!”

“I know. I feel the same.” West yawned, pulling his suspenders back up on his shoulders. Dandelion slowly opened the control nozzle and upped the heliox ratio before steering the ship into a swift airstream. Windy pulled some food out of a pack and handed them some breakfast: jerky and crusty bread for the foxes and apples and raisins for the rabbit. 

“I thought you said I needed to keep my feet on the ground.” West wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “That I needed to forget about flying. How come you fly then, huh?” 

Dandelion gave him a look and rolled her eyes. “I couldn’t teach you how to fly while we still had to stay hidden, could I? How could I teach you something that is forbidden? Answer me that!”

“Okay, okay, but you can teach me now! I knew I would fly someday!” West’s voice cracked with excitement.

“Alright, you can fly. Let’s start with the steering. Hold the wheel here.” She told him everything she knew, and West devoured the information like a boar at a harvest feast. Windy spent the afternoon tinkering with the rear pulley and gears system - attempting to speed up the rotation of the tail fin. 

“You alright for a minute? I’m going to help Windy with the tail fin.” 

“Uh huh.” West grinned and stared out at the horizon - already a captain in his mind.

Dandelion laughed and then went back and forth between the two foxes, explaining and teaching them everything about flying.

“So, you and my mama used to fly?” Windy scratched her ear with her wrench.

“All the time! You are so much like her, you know? She used to have a real knack for tinkering and making engines give you more than you thought they could.”

“How come they never told us?” Windy pulled her goggles off her head and cleaned them with a clean spot on her sleeve.

“That they were the king and queen, or that your mama used to fly?”

“Both. I wish I’d known they led such a different life. I don’t feel like I knew them at all.”

“Oh, you knew them. They had to leave certain things behind, but they were the same woodlanders you knew and loved. Your father would have been a wonderful king. It’s too bad he never got the chance. And your mama - she would have loved to take you flying or help you tinker with engines, but she needed to pretend she didn’t know anything about that to protect you. It became increasingly difficult to hide it after a while because you two were so alike.”

“Can we get them back? Is there any hope of rescuing my parents?” she asked.

“I hope so. I’m really hoping there will be some family or friends in North Pines who might have news of your parents.”

“Well, I won't give up praying for my parents then,” She smiled sweetly and turned back to tinkering.
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DANDELION TAUGHT HER small fox crew to work together and sail the air streams over the nine-day journey to the edge of the Darbyshire Sea. They practiced landing and launching, stopping for a few hours each afternoon to hunt some small animals, gather herbs and root veggies, and find clean water. They were careful to avoid any small settlements and villages. 

“Listen,” said Dandelion, “we are trying the route over the sea instead of going around, but this basket doesn’t float, so it isn’t exactly ideal.”

“I doubt this ship’ll fail.” Windy pushed her goggles up to sit on her ears.

“It’s not the ship I’m worried about,” said Dandelion. “It’s the other ships; Bruin ships-the kind that float on the sea- will fire on flyers - not to mention pirates - who shoot first and ask questions later.”

“Oh, those kinds of worries.” Windy pulled her goggles back down and continued fixing a sail pulley.

“Are there really pirates?” asked West.

“Yes, fierce bands of monkey brigands and skunk mercenaries would love to steal your ship or sink it. They have nothing to lose. Since flying is outlawed, they don’t have many airships to attack. You be praying we don’t see any dark spots on the horizon.”

“You mean like that...” West pointed to the dark blur approaching on the horizon.

“Oh, thistle-whiskers - Sails hard! And fire those engines to full!” Dandelion shouted and pulled hard on the wheel. The ship turned into the wind and creaked as the side-sail caught the current. A blue-white fire raged at their backs, filling the haversack as the ship gained altitude. “We can’t outrun them! It’s too far, we’ll never make it! Creator, have mercy!” Dandelion’s long ears twitched back and forth as she desperately tried to think of a solution. 

The pursuing ship closed the gap between them at a steady rate, and it wasn’t long before Dandelion could make out a primate skull and crossbones flag snapping in the breeze.  The wind current carried hour after hour on into the wee hours of the morning, but moments before dawn, it died. Windy leaned out over the edge of the airship, desperately trying to rig a small fan-tail to the back of the wicker basket. 

“I can see their frigate dirigible,” Dandelion tapped the fuel tank gauge with a wrench. “and they have significantly stronger turbines. Well, look at this thing! It wasn’t made for racing. It’s a junk heap I made out of scrounged parts! If only I had my ship! Listen, when they catch up to us, they’ll board our ship to search for treasure. Do not tell them who you are, no matter what! They mustn’t know you are worth something to the Bruin king, or you’ll be in shackles and headed for Bruin City. I’ll hide any valuables if I can. I built a couple of secret compartments into this hunk of junk. I don’t know how we’ll get out of this, but I know the Creator will protect us.”

The pirates caught up to the little balloon and then pulled alongside and fired grappleclaws into the basket. The frigate and balloon pulled together, the ropes snapped tight, and the ships smacked side by side. Immediately, a crew of wild-looking monkeys swung over into their ship - swords and cutlasses drawn. They circled the travellers, pushing them closer together in the center of the tiny woven basket. The pirate captain gingerly stepped over into the basket and laughed heartily at the terrified crew. 

“What a find! Two beauties and a swabbie-jack in a wreck o’ a ship sailin’ along as if the wind belonged to them. Hardly! I’m Captain Pronto. This here’s my ocean, don't ya know? What may I
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