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The Cloud Collectors







  
  
  Milo’s Skyward Journey

  
  




Milo had always been captivated by the sky, a deep, unspoken bond that connected him to the world above. From the time he could walk, he would wander out to the grassy hill behind his cottage, his small fingers gripping the edges of his worn-out coat as he sat, watching the clouds with an intensity few could understand. To Milo, the clouds were not just drifting vapour—they were living creatures, embodying stories of their own. They were dancers performing intricate ballets, wild stallions racing across an endless expanse, ancient dragons coiling and uncurling like serpents of legend. The way they shifted, formed, and reformed, always moving, always changing—it made the sky feel like a canvas of endless possibility. He whispered stories to them, soft enough that only the wind could hear, hoping they would take his words on a journey as wild as their shapes.

The meadow behind his cottage was a sanctuary, a place where time seemed to pause. Wildflowers splashed colour across the landscape in a chaotic yet harmonious dance: pale blue forget-me-nots, soft yellow primroses, and lavender that swayed in time with the wind’s gentle whispers. The air smelled of earth and flowers, mingling with the faint scent of rain carried on the breeze. And beyond, the Sky-reach Hills stood, their jagged peaks obscured by the mysterious mists that often rolled in from the horizon. Villagers often spoke of the hills as if they touched the edge of the heavens themselves—Milo liked to believe they did, imagining that beyond them, the sky was not just a space, but a living, breathing thing waiting to be explored.

On that particular summer afternoon, the world seemed to hum with a soft golden light. The sun hung low in the sky, casting everything in a warm, amber glow, as if the heavens themselves were dipping their fingers into the earth to paint it with daylight. Milo, eager for adventure, stood at the top of his hill, the string of his red kite wrapped loosely around his fingers. The kite—its bold, fluttering ribbons of blue trailing behind—danced in the wind like a spirit with a mind of its own. With each tug of the wind, the kite bobbed and swayed, darting this way and that, almost as if it were alive.

But then, a sudden gust caught it—a fierce, playful wind that wrenched the kite from Milo’s grasp. “No!” he shouted, his voice a mix of surprise and desperation, and in a heartbeat, his feet were pounding across the meadow, chasing the wild thing that had once been in his control. The grasses swayed with the rhythm of his run, brushing against his legs as he darted past them. The wind seemed to tease him, pushing the kite higher, taunting him as it spun out of reach.

Determined, Milo pushed himself faster, his heart pounding, his breath coming in ragged bursts. He reached the edge of the hillside, his hands stretching out, fingers grasping for the string that slipped further away with each passing moment.

Then, in the blink of an eye, the world tilted.

For a moment, Milo felt weightless. His feet left the ground as though the earth itself had decided to let go. The wind wrapped around him, cool and strong, lifting him into the air. It was not falling—no, it was rising, a sensation that left his stomach fluttering like the wings of a bird. He gasped, his heart thundering in his chest, but there was no fear—only an exhilarating wonder that made his head spin. He cried out, but it was more a sound of awe than alarm as the land below shrank away, disappearing beneath a thick veil of mist.

The mist, soft and fragrant like rain-soaked lavender, enveloped him in a cocoon of warmth and light. He could no longer see the meadow, the hills, or even the sky. The world outside seemed to vanish, leaving only the strange, almost dreamlike sensation of floating. It was as though time itself had stopped, suspended between breaths, and for the first time in his life, Milo felt like he was truly part of the sky.

Then, with a gentle thud, his feet touched something solid.

Milo blinked, his eyes opening wide as the mist parted like curtains revealing the impossible.

Before him, stretching out into the horizon, was a city in the sky. It shimmered with ethereal light, its golden towers rising and falling like the delicate spires of a cathedral built on a foundation of clouds. The buildings gleamed as if spun from morning dew, their surfaces reflecting the soft glow of a pale sun. Bridges of translucent mist arched gracefully between floating platforms, connecting one drifting structure to another, as if the city were a living, breathing thing suspended above the earth. The air was thick with a soft, humming sound—like music played on wind instruments, distant yet enchanting.

In the distance, airships drifted lazily across the sky. Their sails were full, rippling like the wings of sea creatures. One looked like a great jellyfish, its bulbous body glowing with iridescent light as it pulsed with each movement, while another resembled a manta ray, its wide wings glowing a warm golden hue. Their engines hummed softly, a melody of their own, as they glided through the air with effortless grace.

And everywhere, there were people. They moved as if gravity had no hold over them, drifting weightlessly between the floating platforms, some walking across shimmering bridges, others floating gracefully in the air with their hands weaving intricate patterns that shaped the clouds themselves. Some fashioned delicate veils from the wisps of vapour, while others gathered the clouds, twisting them into swirling orbs that danced through the sky like playful spirits. Their laughter filled the air—light, musical, and joyful—echoing like the wind itself.

Milo stood, mouth agape, his heart racing in his chest. This was no dream. No story. This was real—more real than anything he had ever known.

A voice broke through the ethereal stillness, a low murmur like thunder rumbling from far off.

“Ah. A newcomer.”

Milo spun around, startled. Behind him stood an old man, tall and lean, with a long beard that seemed to shimmer like mist. His eyes were the colour of distant storm clouds, filled with both wisdom and something older, deeper—a knowledge of things long forgotten by time. His robe fluttered softly in the breeze, its pale, shimmering fabric catching the light, blending seamlessly with the surrounding mist.

He held a staff of clouded crystal, twisted and smooth, crowned with a swirl of glowing vapour that pulsed gently with the rhythm of the wind. His gaze, both amused and knowing, met Milo’s with a glint of recognition.

“Welcome to Nimbus,” the old man said, his voice soft but carrying the weight of the sky itself. “You’ve found the home of the Cloud Collectors.”

Milo’s mind raced, his mouth dry. “Cloud Collectors?” he whispered, his voice barely a breath.

The old man smiled, the edges of his beard lifting slightly in the breeze. “Yes,” he said, his voice like distant rain. “We are the keepers of the sky’s magic—the guardians of winds, menders of broken storms, and gatherers of lost clouds. And it seems the wind has chosen to bring you here.”

The old man’s gaze softened, and his smile deepened. “I am Orin, Elder of the Skyward Council. And you, young one, are about to learn that the sky holds more secrets than you’ve ever dreamed.”

Milo’s heart raced again—not from fear, but from wonder—a wonder that filled him like a storm, wild and unconstrained, yet gentle and all-encompassing.








  
  
  The Sky’s Secret

  
  




Milo stood, utterly still, his eyes wide, the words Cloud Collectors echoing in his mind like a secret that had been hiding just out of reach, waiting to be discovered. The wind, soft but insistent, caressed his face, carrying the salty taste of distant seas. His heart beat a little faster as he gazed at Orin, the ancient figure who seemed more a part of this sky-world than a mere inhabitant. Orin’s long, silver beard fluttered gently in the breeze, like mist drifting across the air. The way his robes flowed—translucent and light, as though spun from the very clouds around them—made him seem like a part of the sky itself. His eyes, the colour of distant thunderheads, gleamed with a knowledge that made the ground beneath Milo’s feet feel like a memory, not a foundation.

“Cloud Collectors?” Milo repeated, his voice soft, barely above the whisper of the wind. It tasted strange, almost foreign, as though the words were meant for a time long past. He felt the weight of the question settle heavily in the space between them, his curiosity bubbling up against the confusion in his mind.

Orin chuckled, a sound rich and resonant, like the distant rumble of thunder rolling over the hills. His laugh was full of secrets, as if the sky itself had shared a joke with him alone. “Aye,” he said, his voice deep and melodic, the words lingering in the air long after he spoke. “We gather clouds. We sculpt them. Guide them. Nurture them into what the world below needs most.”

He lifted his staff, the crystal twisting with the wind, and pointed to the swirling sky above. The clouds seemed to bend and stretch in response to his command, gathering into ribbons of silvery cumulus and delicate cirrus that glowed faintly in the light. They twisted, shapeshifting, as though alive—some forming into creatures of legend, others spinning into streams of water, as though Orin’s words alone had the power to command them.

“Some clouds,” Orin continued, his voice taking on a reflective tone, “become the gentle spring rains that kiss dry earth. Others grow into shade for those who toil under sun-scorched fields. And then—” His voice lowered, deepening like the gathering of a storm. “—there are the wild ones. The storms.”

At his words, the wind shifted, a subtle change that made the hair on the back of Milo’s neck prickle. A distant rumble trembled through the air, low and foreboding, as if the very sky had growled. Milo’s eyes scanned the horizon, but he could see no clouds—no storm on the immediate horizon. It was as if the sound itself came from within the city, from deep within the floating world.

Orin’s expression hardened. “Some clouds refuse to be shaped,” he said. “They fight. They tear. They hunger.”

Milo’s skin prickled at the weight of Orin’s words. The wind seemed to sigh with something darker, a warning that settled like the distant murmur of an earthquake beneath the surface. He turned to look at the people around them—Cloud Collectors, Orin had called them—and realised something strange: they did not just inhabit this place. They were this place. They moved with the sky, with the wind, their every gesture flowing like the tides of a great ocean. Some of them hovered just above the ground, their feet light as though gravity itself could no longer hold them. Others drifted like autumn leaves on invisible currents, their hands trailing through the air, shaping the very clouds above into whirls of mist and vapour.

“Come,” Orin said, breaking Milo’s trance. He gestured with his staff, and with a smooth motion, the elder began to drift down the mist-woven path that led deeper into the city. Milo hesitated for a moment but followed, his feet light as he stepped forward. With each step, the air beneath his feet responded, soft and firm at once, like a trampoline woven from the breeze itself. It rippled with each movement, sending out tiny tendrils of light that shivered and gleamed, as though the very ground was alive with unseen energy.

As they walked, the city unfolded before him, revealing it’s impossible beauty. The bridges—wide, arching spans of silver mist—seemed to float between towers of translucent stone. The towers were delicate, thin spires that rose from the mist like fingers reaching for the sky. Some appeared to be made of glass, others like solidified moonlight, shimmering and gleaming in the faint glow of the sun. Below, the sky stretched out in an endless canvas of blue, dotted with drifting ships and floating citadels that hung like daydreams in the vast expanse.

They passed a long, arching bridge, its delicate strands of mist shimmering in the soft light. Below them, the horizon stretched endlessly, a breathtaking expanse of sky and sea. Airships, shaped like creatures from some fantastical world, drifted lazily by—one was shaped like a giant jellyfish, its glowing tendrils of light trailing behind it like silken ribbons. Another was a golden manta ray, its wings glowing like the setting sun, casting a soft, golden hue on everything beneath it. These ships moved without sound, their presence more like whispers on the wind than tangible things.

Orin led Milo to a tower, tall and elegant, built from translucent stone that gleamed with an inner light, as though it was carved from the very heart of the stars. Its peak pierced the higher clouds like a needle, and the chamber inside was vast and cool, as though the air itself had been tempered by the heavens.

The walls of the chamber were etched with symbols—runes that pulsed faintly, their rhythm matching the beating of Milo’s heart. The air was thick with an ozone scent, the sharp freshness of a storm about to break. It felt alive, charged, like standing at the heart of the wind itself.

At the centre of the room hovered a great sphere. It was glass-like but thicker than any crystal Milo had ever seen, a shimmering orb that seemed to glow from within with an otherworldly light. Inside, the storm raged. Lightning flared within it—not in bolts, but in slow, writhing tendrils, curling and twisting like fingers grasping at the walls of the sphere. Deep shades of purple and grey swirled within, and a vortex of swirling clouds twisted endlessly, each motion seemingly fuelled by its own restless energy. Thunder rumbled again, a deep, muted sound that seemed to vibrate through the very air.

Milo’s breath caught in his throat. He stepped closer, drawn by the raw power that emanated from the sphere. His hand hovered just inches from the surface, but he felt an invisible barrier keeping him at a distance.

“What is that?” he asked, his voice thin with awe, his eyes wide.

Orin’s gaze never wavered as he regarded the storm inside the sphere. “Tempest,” he said, his voice darkening like a storm cloud gathering overhead. “One of the oldest and strongest clouds ever collected. It was meant to bring life—rains to end droughts, winds to clear the air. But it… rebelled.”

Milo looked up at the swirling storm inside the globe. It was not just powerful—it was alive. He could feel it, thrumming in the air, as if the storm had its own heartbeat, its own will. It was not just a collection of swirling winds and vapours; it was a force of nature, wild and untamed.

“It broke free of us,” Orin continued, his voice low, tinged with regret. “We caught it again—barely—but it’s unstable. If it escapes this time, it will not just bring a storm. It will become one. One the world below might not survive.”

Milo turned to Orin, his mind reeling. “And… you want me to help?”

There was a long pause, filled only with the distant rumble of the storm inside the globe. Orin’s gaze softened, his eyes gleaming with an ancient wisdom.

“The sky chose you, Milo. It does not lift people on a whim.”

Milo swallowed hard, his palms slick with sweat. His mind scrambled to make sense of everything—this city, the storm, his place in it all. His thoughts were scattered, like leaves caught in a whirlwind. But beneath the uncertainty, something else stirred. A sense of recognition. As though something deep within him had awakened.

“I don’t know how,” he whispered, his voice trembling.

“You will,” Orin said, his tone firm yet kind. “Because the wind remembers its own.”

The storm inside the sphere flared again, a tendril of lightning flashing so brightly that the entire room seemed to glow with its light. Milo stepped back, heart racing, but he squared his shoulders, his resolve solidifying.

“I’ll help,” he said, his voice steady now, filled with a quiet determination. And in that moment, the world shifted, as if the sky itself had accepted his answer.








  
  
  Chasing the Storm

  
  




The sky no longer felt like a place above Milo—it enveloped him, a living, breathing world. The vast expanse was no longer distant or unattainable; it was here, around him, its currents flowing through his veins, guiding his every movement. He soared effortlessly between titanic columns of sunlit vapour, each one massive and cloud-soft, rising like mountains into the blue. The air hummed with the power of the wind, his wind boots glowing faintly with each step, vibrating like a heart synchronised with the pulse of the sky. Beneath him, the floating city of Nimbus shimmered like a half-formed dream, its towers delicate and high, their spires trailing long, wispy streamers of mist that fluttered in the air like ghostly banners. The domes of the city glinted with golden light, their surfaces iridescent as though kissed by the sun, catching flashes of colour from the clouds around them.

Above, the clouds churned and shifted, vast layers folding into one another. Some were soft, like cotton, drifting lazily across the sky, while others were darker, brooding and storm-like, their edges jagged like the teeth of ancient beasts. The sky seemed both infinite and intimately close, and in the midst of it all, Milo flew in perfect harmony with his companions—the Cloud Collectors. Each one was a silhouette of speed and grace, their cloaks billowing in the wind like wings, each trailing streaks of elemental light as they carved through the air. At his side was Orin, the elder Collector, who now wore a long coat of storm-grey leather that seemed to absorb the very atmosphere around him. His staff, a symbol of both power and wisdom, was strapped to his back like a mast, its silvery gleam visible even in the chaos of the sky. Orin moved with ease, his presence steady as he guided them toward their quarry, the storm known as Tempest.

They were chasing something wild, something ancient, something dangerous. On the horizon, the sky boiled like the belly of a great beast. Tempest had escaped its containment once again.

Miles away, the storm raged, its tendrils of dark, swirling thunderclouds twisting and writhing, as though alive. The clouds pulsed with deep violet lightning that cracked across the sky in jagged arcs, splitting the air like the lash of a furious sky-beast. It was not moving like a natural storm—drifting with the usual ebb and flow of weather patterns—it was pulsing, sentient and raw, its mass rippling with intention. Tempest was no longer just a storm. It was a predator. And the world below lay in its path.

The air around them shifted too. The currents felt different—erratic, like the sky itself was unsettled. Static crackled at Milo’s fingertips, the hairs on the back of his neck standing up. His breath quickened as the sky grew darker and the winds tugged at his clothes, twisting them in strange, violent gusts. Orin’s voice, calm and unwavering, cut through the chaos.

“How do we catch something like that?” Milo shouted, his voice barely rising above the howling wind.

Orin’s face, usually so serene, was now etched with intensity. His eyes, glowing with an inner storm of their own, never left the storm as it surged forward. “You do not catch a storm,” he called back, his voice steady and unwavering against the wind. “You listen to it. Guide it. Coax it like a wild creature back into balance.”

Milo felt his stomach tighten with both fear and excitement. The lasso he gripped felt impossibly light in his hands—an elegant coil of sky fibre spun with threads of silver, its surface flickering with soft, ethereal light, charged with a whisper of wind magic. The handle was smooth and cool to the touch, etched with ancient runes that pulsed in rhythm with his heart, as though the storm and he shared the same beat.

They moved faster, cutting through the air like arrows launched into the storm’s heart. The wind howled in their ears as the storm’s outer edge approached. The clouds surrounding them were no longer soft and cotton-like; now they were thick and heavy, like torn velvet, thick with the scent of impending rain and the distant smell of burning wood. A sharp crack of thunder split the air, and Milo felt his bones vibrate with its force. Tempest was aware of them now.

The other Collectors broke into their formation, a well-rehearsed ballet of precision and power. A woman with eyes like lightning, her hair braided with strands of cloud-stuff that shimmered like silver in the moonlight, signalled with a sharp whistle. The group fanned out, surrounding the storm, their movements fluid and synchronised, creating an ever-tightening circle around Tempest.

“Watch for the rhythm!” she called out, her voice commanding but filled with a strange, musical cadence. “Feel the pulse!”

Milo closed his eyes for a moment, extending his senses beyond the physical. He felt the wind move through him, alive, as though it were a part of his very being. He reached out, not with his hands, but with his thoughts, listening with every fibre of his being. Beneath the roaring fury of the storm, he could feel it—a rhythm. Not a heartbeat, but something close. A broken song, fractured and frantic, yet unmistakably there. It was the pulse of the storm, raw and desperate.

Tempest surged again, a great tendril of wind and shadow slashing through the air toward him. Milo barely managed to roll out of the way in time, his boots skimming the edge of a massive cloud bank, its edges rippling like water disturbed by a stone. His lasso swung wide, the silver strands catching the light in a dazzling arc before it landed, wrapping around one of Tempest’s great arms. The moment the rope made contact, lightning flared along its length, and Milo felt the shock of it race up his arms, almost bringing him to his knees.

“It knows we’re here!” Milo gasped, barely able to hold onto the rope as Tempest bucked like a wild animal trying to break free.

“Yes,” Orin said, his voice sharp with clarity as he appeared beside him, moving with the speed of lightning. “But it does not yet know your intention.”

Milo steadied himself, his heart pounding. He glanced at the storm—Tempest was no longer just a chaotic force. Now, he saw something different. Something broken. It was not a monster. It was a force that had once meant to bring life, but now it lashed out, lost and alone, unable to find its way back.

Without thinking, he whispered, almost as though speaking to a wild creature, “We’re not here to hurt you.”

And then he moved.

With practised precision, he swung the lasso again, sending it spinning into the air. The rope arced through the sky, catching the air and the light before it landed, wrapping tightly around Tempest’s wild, twisting arm. For a moment, it seemed like the storm would break free, but Milo gritted his teeth and held firm. The storm fought back, howling, twisting, but now the Collectors were not fighting it—they were moving with it. They danced around the tempest, their movements fluid, a delicate balance of resistance and surrender. Every time the storm surged, the Collectors tightened their grip, and when it relented, they eased back, guiding it like a rider guiding a wild stallion.

Milo felt it then. Deep in his bones. The storm was not a mindless force. It was grief. It was loss. It was confusion. The storm had once been a guide, but now it was lost, wandering the sky, unable to find its place.

“We’re here,” Milo whispered, his voice quiet but sure, carried by the wind. “You’re not alone.”

And in that moment, something shifted. The air seemed to soften, just for a second. The lightning dimmed, and the thunder rumbled slower, deeper, as though the storm itself had taken a breath.

In perfect synchronicity, the Collectors guided Tempest, shifting its direction ever so gently, pulling it across the sky like a delicate thread being woven back into place.

Ahead of them, Nimbus’s great Containment Sphere came into view. It was enormous—glowing with soft blue light, suspended in the air like a floating moon. The sphere turned slowly, its crystalline surface shimmering with the promise of safety, like a sanctuary carved from the very heart of the heavens.

The Collectors funnelled Tempest toward the sphere, their lassos glowing in a dance of silver strands. At the apex, Milo gave one final, gentle tug. He was not pulling the storm into confinement; he was guiding it, embracing it. The storm’s roars faded into a long, trailing hum as it slipped through the opening of the containment sphere. Inside, the wild cloud pulsed once… twice… and then settled, its fury contained but not imprisoned—held, cradled like a broken thing that had finally found peace.

Milo hovered, breathless, his hands trembling, the echo of the storm still alive in his veins. Orin drifted beside him, laying a firm hand on his shoulder.

“You listened,” Orin said, his voice soft but filled with admiration. “Few ever do.”

Milo looked at his hands, still buzzing with the storm’s energy, then up at the vast, endless sky that stretched out around them. The sky had changed him. He had touched its wildness, and in doing so, he had become a part of it. And somehow, he knew, the sky had touched him back.








  
  
  A New Collector

  
  




Back on the ground, the world felt… smaller. As if the very air had become heavier, more solid, less full of possibility. The hills surrounding Milo’s village, once so vast and expansive, now rolled gently beneath pale spring skies like the quiet exhale of a sleeping giant. The wildflowers that dotted the meadows painted the landscape with bursts of colour—bright yellows, purples, and reds. Their petals trembled softly in the breeze, whispering to each other like secrets shared among old friends. Bees hummed lazily from bloom to bloom, their wings a steady, rhythmic thrum that seemed to echo the pulse of the earth itself. Birds wheeled in the air, swooping and diving in carefree spirals, their wings casting shadows on the grass below.

The breeze stirred Milo’s hair, tugging at the edges of his shirt the way it always had. It was the same wind. The same world. Yet there was a distance between him and everything now, as though he stood on the edge of something vast and unknowable, looking in but never quite touching. The world was unchanged, yet he had.

Milo sat on the same old hill where he’d once flown his kite, knees pulled to his chest, staring upward. The soft, cotton-like clouds drifted lazily across the sky, their forms shifting with each passing moment—some resembled castles in the air, others dragons in mid-flight. These clouds were nothing like the towering, writhing giants he had chased through the winds of Nimbus. They were simple. Ordinary. Untouched. Untamed. But even in their drifting silence, he saw more than he ever had before. He saw stories hidden within their folds, worlds waiting to be discovered. He saw paths to places he could only dream of.

They were not just clouds.

They were pathways. Portals. Whispers from another world.

Milo’s thoughts spun like airships circling Nimbus—carried by the winds of memory and wonder. He remembered the city, the city that had been more than just a place. The glow of the golden towers that pierced the sky like fingers reaching for the sun. The airy rush of his first step onto mist-made roads, those delicate strands of vapour that wound and coiled beneath his feet as though the ground itself was alive, breathing with him. The soft, living pulse of Nimbus, a city built not just with stone and crystal, but with the wind itself. Each part of it was in perfect rhythm with the currents, a breathing, living thing. He had felt that pulse, had felt it surge through his own veins as he’d soared beneath the same sky, his heart beating with the wind.

And then there was Tempest—raw, wounded, beautiful. Milo could still feel the storm’s charge humming in his bones, like an electric spark that refused to fade. Tempest had been chaos, fury, and yet it had been something else—alive, like a beast that had been wounded and cast adrift, its wild power untethered, searching for something to latch onto.

Nimbus had been more than a city. It had been a part of him. And now, sitting on the hill, Milo felt its absence like a hollow behind his ribs, a space that could never quite be filled.

His mother’s voice called from the cottage below, warm with concern but distant, as though the distance between them had stretched farther than it ever had before. “Milo, supper’s almost ready!” she called, the familiar lilt in her tone carrying through the still air.

But Milo did not answer right away. He could not—not yet.

Instead, he pulled out his notebook, a weathered thing with its corners folded and its edges frayed. The pages inside were thick with ink, filled with fevered sketches, diagrams, and tiny, cramped handwriting. Each page was a record of his time in Nimbus—his observations, his experiences, his wonder. Diagrams of Nimbus’s airships, each one drawn with aching precision from memory. The delicate lines of their sails, the geometry of the updraughts that kept them aloft, the magical latticework that held them together. The design of the lassos made from sky fibre, the material so light yet so strong. Even the shape of Orin’s staff, with its spirals of light that seemed to dance in the air like threads of lightning, was sketched in one corner, a symbol of the wisdom he had passed on.

But more than blueprints, his notebook had become something else—a journal, a record of wonder, of transformation.

Milo flipped to a fresh page, the paper smooth beneath his fingers. He stared at it for a moment, uncertain of where to begin. Finally, he wrote in bold, confident letters across the top:

“The Sky Listens.”

Below it, he added more:

The clouds are not just the weather. They are creatures. Dreams. Memory.

If you look long enough—feel long enough—you will hear them whisper.

He paused for a moment, the wind pulling at the edges of his hair, and sketched a single line drawing of a boy floating beneath a massive storm, tethered to it by a glowing thread. The image was simple, yet it captured everything—the tension of the moment, the connection between the boy and the storm, the sense of belonging that had been born in him that day.

Milo did not always understand the ache in his chest. It was not exactly sadness—it was deeper than that, a feeling that he could not fully name. It was longing. Longing for something he could not reach, like being in love with something he could only visit in dreams. The sky had claimed a part of him now. A part that could never be untethered. And yet, in that ache, there was something else—a quiet certainty. Because he knew that the sky was not done with him. It was not done with the part of him that still hummed with the memory of Nimbus. He had touched the sky, and the sky had touched him back. And once you’ve experienced that, you never really return to the ground. Not completely.

Every gust of wind carried with it the song of that place. Every cloud on the horizon shimmered with possibility, a soft beckoning that Milo could not ignore. And on the stillest days, when the sun dipped low, casting the sky in hues of gold and lavender, he thought he could almost see it again—the shimmer of towers made from sunlit mist, floating at the edge of the world.

Nimbus was still there. Waiting.

And so, he waited, too.

He carried his silver emblem in his pocket—a tiny spiral of clouded crystal bound in skywire. He’d earned it when they returned from containing Tempest. Orin had placed it in his palm with quiet reverence, his voice low with the weight of the moment.

“You’re one of us now,” he had said, the wind catching in his beard as though the sky itself had agreed. “Not just in name—but in spirit.”

Milo had closed his fingers around it, feeling its weight settle into something deeper than just metal. It was a connection. A promise.

Now, when he walked through the fields or wandered through the village square, the emblem pulsed faintly against his skin, responding to the shifts in the air. A change in wind direction. A gathering of clouds on the horizon. A faint tremor in the atmosphere. It was a signal. A whisper.

And Milo knew, with quiet certainty, that one day—whether in a month or a year—the sky would call again.

Perhaps a new storm would rise. Perhaps a hidden current would sweep him upward once more.

But he would be ready.

Because the truth he had learned, the truth he could never forget, was this:

The sky was not something you looked up at.

It was something you belonged to.
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Oliver was a curious boy, with chestnut-brown curls that tumbled like wild waves over his forehead, a mass of curls that often caught the sunlight in such a way that they gleamed with a reddish hue. His bright hazel eyes shone with the intensity of a thousand unasked questions, always wide, always seeking, always full of wonder. His glasses—round and perpetually slipping down his nose—added to his look of earnest concentration, like he was constantly on the verge of discovering something hidden, something magical. He was small for his age—only seven—but his mind was vast, a lantern that burned with an insatiable hunger for knowledge.

Oliver’s world was filled with stories. He loved reading, especially about dragons—those noble, fire-breathing creatures who lived in hidden caves and guarded ancient treasures. He adored tales of kingdoms that existed in forgotten corners of the world, kingdoms where the air shimmered with magic and mysterious creatures roamed the forests. But most of all, Oliver cherished stories of clever heroes, the ones who used their wits to outsmart dark forces and save the day. Every page he turned filled his mind with dreams of adventure, of places that seemed as real as the cobblestone streets of Bramblewick, the quiet town where he lived.

Bramblewick was a town that could easily have come to life from the pages of one of Oliver’s beloved books. It was small but cosy, nestled between rolling hills and lush forests, where the air always smelled faintly of moss and wildflowers. The streets were narrow and winding, paved with weathered cobblestones that had been worn smooth over centuries. The houses, though modest, had a charm of their own, their rooftops slanting gently, as if they were leaning toward one another in quiet conversation. The walls of some were half-cloaked in ivy, which crawled up in long green fingers, clinging to the stone like old secrets held tightly.

In the heart of the town stood the town square, where the tall, sweeping branches of willow trees formed a canopy above the cobblestones. The trees whispered with every breeze, their leaves rustling like soft voices passing along stories older than time itself. There was always a feeling of magic in the air, even if it was never quite tangible—just the knowledge that something special was always nearby, waiting to be found.

The scent of freshly baked bread from Mrs Halloway’s bakery lingered on the breeze, and the faint chime of the clock tower could be heard every hour, its sound ringing through the village like a soft lullaby. But as much as Oliver loved the sweet shop, the toy store, or even the little park with its overgrown bushes and crooked bench, his heart truly belonged to one place—the library.

The Bramblewick Library was a grand building, tucked into a corner of the town square like a forgotten treasure. The walls were thick and weathered, ivy twisting around the corners and up to the roof, where small birds nested in the rafters. Stained-glass windows adorned the sides, each one depicting fantastical scenes of adventure—dragons soaring above castles, heroes battling in dark forests, and ships sailing across mystical seas. The heavy oak door was always slightly ajar, inviting visitors to step inside and breathe in the quiet mystery that lay within.

Inside, the air was rich with the scent of old paper and polished wood, the smell of centuries of stories that had been passed down from one generation to the next. On the shelves, the books stood like silent sentinels, each one a gateway to another world. And just beyond the shelves, in the farthest corner of the library, the light from a dusty chandelier flickered softly over an old armchair and a small wooden table. The chair’s velvet cushions were a faded shade of burgundy, worn from years of use by readers lost in their books.

But there was one nook Oliver loved above all. It was a small space near a tall arched window, where the light spilled in, golden and warm, and bathed the floor in pools of sunshine. The perfect spot to curl up with a book and lose himself in stories of far-off lands. He loved how the sunlight painted everything with a magical glow, how the world seemed to pause for a moment and hold its breath as he entered the world of his books. The peace of it all, the quiet hum of the library, was something Oliver treasured.

But on this particular stormy afternoon, everything would change.

Outside, the rain drummed steadily against the windows, creating a soothing rhythm, while thunder rumbled in the distance, its growls like a giant’s low, sleepy mutter. The air inside the library was warm and dim, the shelves heavy with the scent of old paper and ink, the flickering light from the chandelier casting dancing shadows on the walls. Oliver had just finished his afternoon lessons and rushed straight to the library, eager to lose himself in the pages of Legends of the Forgotten Isles, a thick, dusty tome perched high on a top shelf.

The book was just out of reach. He stretched up on his tiptoes, his fingers brushing the spine of the book. He could almost feel the cool leather of its cover, smell the musk of its pages, when—suddenly—something happened.

The bookshelf—one of the tallest in the library, filled with ancient, heavy volumes—shifted. It groaned, a low, secretive creak, as though it had been disturbed from a long, slumbering rest. Slowly, with a sound like a long, deep sigh, the shelf slid backward, revealing a narrow gap between the wooden shelves. And behind the gap, there was a door. A hidden doorway, framed by dark wood, swathed in a soft golden mist that seemed to shimmer and pulse with a light of its own.

Oliver froze, his heart pounding in his chest. He glanced around quickly. The library was silent, save for the rain and the distant rumble of thunder. The librarian, Mrs Finley, was nowhere to be seen. It was as though the entire world had fallen into a deep, expectant silence. The gap in the bookshelf beckoned, calling him toward the unknown.

“I have to see what’s in there,” he whispered, his voice barely more than a breath, as if speaking too loudly would shatter the fragile, magical moment.

With trembling fingers, Oliver stepped forward. Each movement felt deliberate, measured, as if he were crossing the threshold of something far greater than the library itself. He reached out, pushing open the hidden door, stepping through into the unknown, and feeling the warm, golden mist swirl around him.

The air inside the doorway was different, thick with mystery, like stepping into another world. The passage beyond was narrow, the walls lined with old, worn stone, flickering with a faint, unnatural glow. With every step, Oliver could feel his pulse quicken, the curiosity that had always driven him now urging him forward into the adventure that awaited.

There was no turning back now.
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The air shimmered like a soft ripple in a pond as Oliver crossed the threshold, stepping into the hidden space beyond the library’s bookshelf. The moment his foot touched the ground, everything around him seemed to hum, as though the very fabric of the room itself was alive, pulsing with energy. The room was vast—immeasurably so—and its atmosphere was unlike anything Oliver had ever felt. It was as though the laws of the natural world had been stretched and bent, like a dream made tangible.

Above him, the sky stretched in a velvet blue expanse, studded with a scattering of stars that twinkled with an ethereal glow. It was not night, but the sky above felt like a reflection of something far deeper and more ancient—perhaps a memory of the heavens before the world had begun, or a secret sky that only the most daring could reach. The stars glittered, each one flickering with its own quiet story, as if they were watching over the room with an ancient, knowing gaze.

The shelves that lined the walls spiralled upwards in endless twists, reaching toward the sky in delicate spirals, their wooden curves smooth and polished like the finest marble. But it was not just their elegance that caught Oliver’s attention—it was what they held. Books. But not ordinary books. These books fluttered through the air like butterflies, their pages flapping softly as they moved from shelf to shelf, their covers shimmering with a dazzling

































